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Prologue



‘We must tell you, the children born after the disaster, that the earth our home is a sphere, ringed with metal satellites which humans launched into space. They circle endlessly, always over the same places. They were, and always will be, war machines.


‘No one now alive knows what went wrong. Some say that an asteroid struck one of these machines, knocking it out of orbit and switching it on. Some say that someone, somewhere, hit the wrong button. But whatever it was, the satellite fell, and its beam striped our world and seared the planet, spiralling down in its fiery ruin. We think it exploded in America. Whole cities there have no voice now, they say.


Then other stars fell; as far as we can tell, no place escaped. We call it the Three Days. For three days and three nights the cities burned as the falling stars spouted fire, constantly refuelled by the sun. Animals and children who watched it were blinded. It was hot enough to melt glass ten kilometres away.


Those who say that from the beginning Star Wars was a Doomsday Plan, a design for the end of the world, are supported in that the trajectory of the satellites took them always over cities, and the cities burned and died.


‘And for some reason we were spared. Each survivor tells their story, desperate to find a pattern, a reason why they lived and the others died.


‘There is no reason. In Australia there once were many people. Now there are small groups, spread in patches over a world grown suddenly huge and strange. Some have reverted to savagery. The ant-warriors, the Luddites, worship a strange god, Breaker, God of the Broken Wheel, who makes them destroy all machinery. If you see them you must run away. They are tall people, always dressed in black. The Luddites take children and feed them to their god, to become as soulless as they are. You be careful. Don’t let the Luddites lay hold of you.


Then there is the Kingdom, Thorngard, behind its high hedge, ruled by a woman, where they speak a strange tongue. Thorngard won’t hurt you, but they are not concerned with us. The Burners are beyond, and those who love machines. Further than that is the road to the sea. We don’t go that way.


‘We lost our homes and lost the habit of staying in one place. The land is our Mother, she feeds us, she’ll feed you. We found Tribe, and live.’


Story told by Marion of the Tribe, story teller.


These events took place ten years after the Three Days when a satellite defence system called Star Wars malfunctioned and criss-crossed the earth with broad band laser beams hot enough to melt stone. This caused a momentary shift in the earth’s axis, a multitude of fires and explosions and the release of radioactivity from exploded power stations and obsolete missiles, their destruction triggered by intense heat. Of the estimated population of twenty million, twelve million people in Australia died during or after the Three Days.


There was no war.


There was no warning.


From The Book of the Kingdom, Bernard the Unworthy, scribe.





Chapter One



As she waited in the acacia scrub, Sarah saw that Altona Petrochemicals was still burning. Pale flames flickered over the buried storage tanks, the last of the irreplaceable fossil fuel.


On Geelong Road something was moving. A flock of goats, under the watchful presence of a blue heeler, flowed along, bleating. Then she watched the yellow caravan plod past, drawn by a walleyed black and white Clydesdale horse. Sarah had not realised that horses grew that big. Or that they had furry hoofs.


It was now or never.


She ran into the road, screaming and waving her arms. ‘Take me with you!’ she cried. ‘They’re after me!’


The driver, who had seemed to be half asleep, sat up and reached for a hidden shotgun in one easy, fluid movement. The woman sitting next to him thrust out both hands and dragged Sarah aboard into her embrace.


She smelt of wood smoke and a sharp herbal scent. Her breast was soft but her arms were very strong.


‘Simon, can you sight anything’ she asked. ‘Get up, Milko!’


‘Nothing moving as far as I can see,’ he replied. His voice was fast and precise. ‘Who’s chasing you?’


‘The gangs!’ Sarah shuddered strongly. ‘Jacko — it was Jacko.’


‘What’s your name?’ The woman allowed Sarah to sit on the seat. ‘I’m Gwyn and this is Simon. There, you’re shaking. Sit still for awhile. You’re safe now.’


‘Not too safe. We’re a moving target, that’s all. Alpin, wake up,’ Simon called into the caravan. Cold green eyes bent on Sarah. ‘We’ve got a visitor. Small, dark, about fourteen …’


‘Sixteen,’ said Sarah.


‘Named?’ Simon did not smile.


‘Sarah,’ she said, looking him in the eye. ‘Take me with you — just until we’re out of Jacko’s patch.’ She turned to Gwyn. ‘Please!’


‘All right,’ agreed Gwyn, running impersonal hands down the girl’s body and finding no weapon. ‘Until then. Here, have a drink of this and later we might have a few spare wheatcakes.’ She turned her attention away from Sarah. ‘Anything dangerous out there, Simon?’


‘Not within ten k’s. Whoa up, Milko.’


Simon stowed the gun. The caravan, which had rocked with the increased pace, slowed to a comfortable walk again.


Sarah tried to make herself small, regaining her breath. Gwyn, to give her time to recover, continued what was evidently an interrupted conversation.


‘I blame the Luddites myself. Not that they don’t have a point. Technology swallowed the old world; swallowed it alive. It only took those Three Days and all of it was gone, just as many had predicted. Things fell apart. The cities reduced to villages on the edge of flat, smoking craters. The military, the politicians, the government gone in one bite.’


Simon grimaced, as though he was tasting something sour. ‘That wasn’t the bad part,’ he said flatly. ‘Anyone alive after the Three Days was shocked and hungry and maybe injured, but alive, and if you’re alive then you’re ahead of the game.’


‘Not a general view. Consider how many of them died. And the sickness, fear and despair,’ Gwyn said softly.


‘And some were murdered over a tin of peaches or possession of a dead rat. It’s amazing how fast cities disintegrate,’ said Simon.


‘But the Luddites — they are something else. They say that machines tried to destroy the world … programmed by evil men. They say that all machines are inventions of the Devil.’


‘They probably are,’ Simon grinned. ‘And so are we.’


‘Oh, very Manichean,’ snapped Gwyn. ‘Machines are neutral — it’s what people do with them, what they use them for.’


‘Look what they did use them for. Guns and missiles. Laboratories cooking up new drugs to fry the mind. TV to deaden the will and exhaust compassion. We were worthless, Gwyn: cruel and self-indulgent.’


‘Some of us weren’t. In any case, machines were useful. I hate waste, Simon, you know that. Now howling nobs pour through what is left, through what was saved the ruins, and smash every machine more complex than an eggtimer.’


‘What is more,’ commented a rich voice from inside the caravan, ‘Their leader and Prophet, Father Andrew, has declared all users of machines Enemies of the Breaker, to hunted down and murdered. Nervous times, my friends.’ He came into view, a wizardly figure with long white hair and a matching beard, dressed in a blue robe embroidered with stars. He smiled at Sarah, a smile of sweetness, and said, ‘Well, who we have here? MacGregor.’


She held out her hand, and it vanished into a warm grasp. He had beautiful eyes, the colour of the sky on a cloudy day. Sarah, for the first time, smiled.


An unnoticed cat, sitting on his shoulder, flicked her whiskers and sneezed, drawing Sarah’s attention.


‘A cat!’ Sarah exclaimed. She had never seen a tame one, only the bristling feral creatures which haunted the city.


‘This is Furry. If you want a friend in a caravan, you need a cat.’ Alpin stroked the tabby’s back. ‘They are quiet, affectionate and clean. They have excellent balance and can hunt for themselves, though I have been the main rabbit catcher for the family lately as we were stocking up for the journey.’


‘Journey! Where are you going?’


‘Out there,’ Simon interrupted Alpin. ‘Along the road.’


‘But … how did you survive?’ This was a formal question, asked of all chance-met companions. Sarah’s tutor had told her it was the only ritual common to all survivors. Gwyn shook back her tangle of dark, curly hair and settled her skirt, answering for all of them.


‘I was in a library archive, under the ground. Alpin likewise. Simon was in a pit repairing a car which fell off its props and sealed him in when the fireflash deformed the city. He stayed there three days, unable to get out, while the temperatures outside melted the car into a suitable lid. He had the water from its radiator, and a little air crept in from under the ground, filtered through the earth. When the side of the pit eventually fell away with the help of a tyre lever, he crawled out and came to find us. We lived in a small suburb which had no right to survive, but did. Perhaps the high-rise office buildings of the City of Melbourne took most of the impact. But we came walking home, shocked, safely through the devastated areas after the first hard radiation from X-ray machines and the drifting killer smog had dissipated. And we found our house standing there, our livestock intact, even the washing still on the line.’


‘I remember bringing it in and saying, idiotically, “Look, Alpin, the washing’s dry!” Most phone lines, most electricity, were gone, but we still had power. Alpin connected us to the Worldnet and for hours we read messages of disaster and ruin in many languages — our community had people who, between them, knew most of them. No one had escaped. It was some sort of satellite defence system — no one triggered it, it just… went off. At least, that’s my theory. Just when we thought we were safe,’ she laughed, but there was no real bitterness in her voice. ‘Just when peace was breaking out all over the world. Then the Luddites came for the machines and … here we are. We’re traders. How did you survive?’


‘I was in kinder,’ said Sarah. ‘And we managed. I’ve been living in the city, then a week ago an old man told me that my parents might be in Anglesea. I set out to find them, but… Jacko chased me.’


‘You had no weapon?’ asked Simon.


Sarah shook her head.


‘Just in case you have any ideas of hijacking us,’ he paid deliberately, ‘we’re armed and the caravan is mined. Any interference and it will blow it, and anyone in it, sky high.’ Sarah nodded. Only someone very certain of themselves would be travelling in daylight with a horse which most of the tribes would see as about three-quarters of a ton of dinner on hoofs.


‘Time for some food. Hungry, eh?’ Gwyn reached into the caravan and produced a basket of wheatcakes smeared with bacon fat. Sarah seized one and began to eat with mouse-like nibbles, trying to control her stomach. Gwyn watched her until the cake was gone then gave her a portion of skirt to wipe her hands and a drink of water, The girl was thin, with uncombed black hair and dark eyes. She had evidently been sleeping in ditches. Gwyn began to pick leaves out of Sarah’s hair.


‘Water’s good, but you have to eat — how long have you been hiding?’


‘I don’t know. Simon doesn’t believe me, but it’s true.’ She appealed to Alpin, catching at his shoulder, so that his cat hissed and scratched her. ‘They chased me.’ She shivered at the memory, sucking her wounded hand. The black dark, the snaring tree roots under her feet, the voices gleefully bellowing about what they would do to her when they caught her … She grasped Alpin’s arm. ‘You can’t take the road. They’ll be on you in a second.’


‘We’re taking the road,’ said Simon coldly. ‘You don’t have to come.’


‘But they’re killers!’ gasped the girl. Alpin patted her hand and said, ‘If you are scared, get down again. There is no way for us to get through but the road.’


‘No, I’ve got to stay. They would have seen me with you. I can’t move fast enough on my own. They’ll kill me if they catch me,’ said Sarah.


Alpin patted her again. ‘They’ve got to snare us first.’


The day reached noon, and more wheatcakes were distributed, this time with honey. The sky was clear and blue. They stopped under an old gum tree to feed and water Milko. Sarah considered her company.


Simon, the driver, was slim and not much taller than Sarah, dressed in an old flannelette shirt and jeans, and scarred riding boots. His face was triangular, with sharp chin and broad forehead, and when he caught her looking at him, he raised most disconcerting leaf-green eyes that chilled her spine.


She examined Gwyn instead. Gwyn looked comfortable. She was plump, dressed in a skirt and boots and a loose blouse. There were rings in her ears under the tangle of dark brown hair, and she smiled easily and moved deftly.


Alpin was sitting with his back against the tree, eyes unfocused as though he was listening. He waved her over and Sarah sat down next to him. He seemed to glow with warmth and certainty, and she leaned towards him without noticing, drawn by his heat.


The sheepdog, Binji, brought in his charges and the little campsite filled with protesting goats. Furry, sitting safely on the roof of the cart, eyed both dog and goats .with disdain. It looked peaceful and ordered, but the intents were alert. Simon, she noticed, never moved more than a pace from the gun.


Sarah heard movement. She bolted her last cake and said in a tense whisper, ‘Gwyn. Behind you. It’s him. We’re dead.’


‘I see him,’ said the large woman equably. ‘Do come closer,’ she invited.


Someone big and dressed mainly in pre-ruined motor-cycle leathers strode into the camp. Sarah gave a sob of terror.


‘Well,’ said Simon lazily. ‘If it isn’t Mad Max.’


The man swelled, then subsided as a small but decisive sounded behind his left ear.


‘Now, are we going to have a nice sociable talk or am I going to kill you?’ asked a warm, cultured voice.


Alpin had gone from Sarah’s side in an instant and now wielded a gun. The bandit knelt and closed his eyes, looked away and waited for the shot. Everyone killed bandits. She knew it and the man in leather knew it. The bearded man, however, seemed rather wounded by this common assumption.


‘My dear fellow, I am not going to kill you if you behave,’ he said. ‘My name is Alpin MacGregor and I’m travelling to the sea. Can we come to some arrangement about this? I don’t want to shoot you, but I certainly shall, along with the three followers who have just come up,’ he raised his voice a little, ‘and are hidden behind that tree. But I am sure that we can compromise. Gwyn, some tea for our guest.’


Gwyn supplied the bandit with a tankard and he warily opened his eyes.


‘What do you want?’


‘Well, I want to get through your territory without being robbed and murdered — a reasonable wish, I would have thought. And you don’t want to be killed. How can we resolve this problem?’


The bandit’s brow furrowed. ‘Dunno,’ he said at last.


‘Yes, you do. You shall come along with us to the limit of your territory — how far’s that?’


‘Werribee turn-off.’


‘Good, then you shall be our guest until the Werribee turn-off and then we shall let you go with some small present, and no one will need to do anything violent. Drink your tea, and order your army to hold their fire, because this caravan is mined and any little spark might set it off.’


‘Then you can’t shoot me,’ said the bandit, displaying a certain low cunning.


A cold line snaked suddenly around the unwashed throat. ‘We won’t have to shoot you,’ said Gwyn, sounding amused. ‘This is a chain file. Do you know what that is? A string of little metal teeth, sharp as razors. One good pull will take your head off.’


The bandit examined his options and nodded, very carefully.


‘What’s your name?’ asked Alpin.


‘Jacko.’


‘Then come along, Jacko. You wouldn’t want to be on the road after dark.’


The road wound around charred big trees and into a blasted land. Nothing flew, nothing walked, and there was not a trace of comforting green. Sarah smelt nothing but sterile dust.


Jacko, sitting on the front bench of the cart with the string file around his neck held securely by Gwyn, commented, ‘Far out.’


‘What happened?’ gasped Sarah. Simon, replying from the caravan, consulted an instrument. ‘The gas storage plant. This isn’t bomb damage, Background radiation is stable.’


‘That’s a machine,’ said Jacko. ‘The Man say all machines hav’ta be destroyed.’


‘Yes, so he does,’ said Simon. ‘Are you a follower of his?’


‘I’m his main man,’ said Jacko, hissing as his sudden movement brought out a line of blood around his neck. ‘Lose it, dude, or the tribe’11 waste you!’


‘And by being with us you are part of the forbidden act,’ said Alpin casually. ‘I wouldn’t say anything about it, if I were you.’


Sarah stared out across a landscape rendered unreadable by fire. Bricks had powdered and roofs melted, The light air stank of burning, old burning, flame doused by rain, and death long ago. Sarah knew that the charred bones of the inhabitants were drifting past as soot. She shivered, pulled her scarf up across her mouth and tried not to breathe.


‘It’s all right.’ Gwyn laid a warm hand on her thin shoulder. ‘They’re all dead. “It is not the dead you have to worry about, but the living”,’ she quoted. ‘That’s what my grandma said.’


Alpin heard horror in her voice and called,’ ’Come up, Milko!’ and the horse’s pace quickened. The cart jingled along, incongruously merry, a bright yellow affront to the charcoal landscape which stretched back towards the ruined city as far as Sarah could see.


The road surface worsened. There were potholes, and deep ridges where something had been dragged while the tarmac was soft.


‘Trucks,’ said Jacko. ‘They say three road trains jackknifed here. Road was blocked for a way back.’


‘Oh? Who cleared it?’


‘Tribe,’ said Jacko, grinning like a shark. ‘You’ll meet ‘em if you go on. Tribe ain’t nice like me. You won’t catch Tribe with that little gun. They mean mothers. Real mean.’


‘Here is the turn-off,’ said Simon, ‘And a camping place.’


The fire had not reached the old, lemon-scented gum grove. Milko pulled into the shade and stopped. It was so quiet that Sarah heard flies buzz on some carrion nearby. Kangaroo grass, utterly indestructible, waved knee deep along the side of the road.


‘Well, that’s the only grazing I’ve seen. Binji can bring up the flock,’ commented Gwyn.


‘You got meat!’ Jacko began to laugh. ‘Hey, you won’t get three klicks. That Tribe, they hungry. Two of my men, they strayed into Tribe’s patch, and Tribe sent ‘em back. Yeah, they sent back the bones and the skin, because they ain’t got no use for ‘em. But on them bones, I’m telling you, man, there were teeth marks. Tribe won’t only eat your beasts,’ said Jacko, ‘But you be on the menu too, dude.’


‘How far does Tribe’s territory extend?’ asked Alpin.


‘Twenty k’s to the south, fifteen along the road. You’ll see the marker, man, you can’t miss it. Beyond them are the Greenies, and they dearly hate machines. You get through Tribe then the Greenies’ll stake you out in the forest for mulch, dude.’


‘Thanks for the warning,’ said Alpin absently. ‘We’ll see you again, Jacko. Nice to meet you. Your mates have brought you a horse — over there.’ He handed over a parcel. ‘Dried fruit,’ he said. ‘Live long and well.’


Simon carelessly cradled the shotgun as Gwyn removed the string file and dabbed gently at the shallow cut around Jacko’s neck. He took the packet, utterly confused, paused as if about to speak, and then ran towards his gang who were lurking behind the grove. Once mounted, he turned his horse and shouted, ‘You watch your back, dude!’, then rode off as if hounds were after him.


‘We stay here tonight,’ decided Alpin, ‘Just on the border. If we encourage old Milko we may even be able to get through Tribe’s territory in a day.’


‘Then into the Greenies,’ commented Gwyn. ‘That does not sound encouraging. And you shouldn’t have let Jacko see the Geiger counter, Simon. Now they’ll all know we are carrying machines.’


‘Including our hitchhiker,’ observed Simon, bending a dispassionate eye on the girl. ‘What’s your religion, Sarah?’


‘I’m … ‘she stuttered, ‘I’m nothing.’ The Hand of the Lord is an empty vessel, she thought.


‘And was it Jacko who chased you?’ asked Alpin. ‘I can understand why you ran. But how could you tell it was him, in the dark?’


‘I recognised his voice,’ she faltered.


‘Well, he didn’t catch you. Come and help me,’ Gwyn requested. ‘Simon’s cooking, but we need water and I saw a gleam over there.’


She slung the shotgun around her shoulders and led the way. wading through the long grass. The creek was running fast in a rocky channel. It tested clean of contamination, so Gwyn and Sarah filled two large water skins and a bucket; a precious, bright blue plastic bucket.


Sarah knew that possession of such an abomination in some places would mean death. Plastic was machine-made, an insult to the Breaker. However, she had a mission and it wasn’t to worry about minor transgressions of the Breaker’s code. She carried the bucket, sloshing gently, back to the camp, where Simon was stirring something over a small bright fire. There was a smell of stewed rabbit, and she gulped as her mouth watered and her stomach growled.


At her feet, the grass was brushed aside by a hunting tabby cat ranging for anything edible. She took the bucket to Milko, who seemed huge, and possibly savage. Sarah paused, and the horse nudged her gently before plunging his nose into the water and sucking noisily. The water was gone in a moment. He snuffled her, putting her slightly off-balance, and almost against her will she stroked the whorl of hair on his forehead and brushed his fringe away from the intelligent eyes. He stood two metres high and his hoofs were the size of soup plates.


‘This is Milko,’ observed Alpin. ‘His grandfather was a milk horse, then he was retired to stud. He’s a fine young three-year-old, eh, Milko? He cost us half a year’s work, worth every sock and jar and story.’


‘What are you?’ exploded Sarah, and the mild eyes smiled into hers.


‘We’re a lot of things. After the Three Days, we counted our skills and we survived on them — just! And we still do. Simon can mend or build anything — he made the cart, for example. Gwyn can make … she knows things … how to cure leather; how to milk a goat and make cheese; what herbs to use for what ailments; how to make paper and ink; and she is a great gardener. All her fingers are green. She can also sing and tell tales.’


‘And you?’ Sarah found his voice beautiful to listen to and wanted Alpin to go on.


‘I’m a singer and a storyteller as well as a maker of poems for every occasion. I can use the Worldnet and I had a solar-powered generator, so I was the village crier and the researcher. We managed to save up enough for Milko and this cart by doing all those things. It was hard at first. We were clinically shocked, I think. But we had stock — Gwyn’s ducks and the fruit trees — and food for a while out of her cupboards, until we could arrange some barter.’


‘What’s barter?’ asked Sarah.


Alpin gave her a quizzical look. ‘Swapping. Money’s no use when there’s no government. We were lucky. We lived in one of the poorer suburbs where most of our neighbours had been refugees. They’d seen and lived through wars which were horrific, though not as dreadful as the Three Days. They were survivors,’


‘The first trader came to our door only ten days after, to barter salt for meat. We traded. People are growing food crops all along the Maribyrnong again, now. Someone sowed Footscray Park with wheat, though the price is high because the yield is low — something has happened to the seeds, I think. They might try barley next year.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	

 
	 





OEBPS/images/9780734413284.jpg
THE BROKEN
WHEEL

Kerry Greenwood





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
LOTHIAN
'Childven¢ BookS





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
=] hachette





