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			The great sea moves me, sets me adrift.

			It moves me like algae on stones in running brook water.

			The vault of heaven moves me.

			Mighty weather storms through my soul.

			It carries me with it.

			Trembling with joy.




			From the Inuk poem-song 

			‘Earth and the Great Weather’ by Uvavnuk

		


		
			CHAPTER 1 
Gaia’s Children

			I

			In less than twenty-four hours, Siobhan would be dead – but for now she lay in bed as comfortable and careless of time as a cat. Edinburgh Zoo was less than a mile away, and sometimes, when the air was still and night lay upon the city, she caught incongruous jungle sounds through open windows and imagined herself in far more exotic locales. 

			Siobhan had always been a dreamer. Caught in a strong current of whimsy from an early age, her life had followed an impetuous flow to the present where she now circled in a slow-moving eddy, waiting for the moment when she would be borne somewhere afresh. She had studied for a degree in Film at Napier University, a decision made for her by teachers and parents desperate to find a career suited to her personality. Surprising everyone, not least herself, she had graduated with a first but now worked at a florist shop on the High Street with that dream a distant memory. 

			The house retained other lost souls; flotsam deposited in the same backwater that held Siobhan. Like her, they had come to Edinburgh to study and then remained for reasons they wouldn’t have been able to articulate – moths hypnotised by city lights.

			Edinburgh basked in the light of a dying day, the sinking sun catching its own broken reflection in a myriad of city windows, leaving jewels and gold carelessly scattered in its wake. In less than an hour the sun’s funeral pyre would bathe western clouds with its blood and then Rick would be gone. 

			“Do you really love me?” Siobhan’s dark eyes interrogated his, searching for reassurance, truth. They lay facing each other, the late autumnal light finding a gap in the hastily drawn curtains and sending an inquisitive shaft of golden light into the bedroom. His hand paused its slow traverse across the small of her back, halted in that natural smooth hollow towards the base of her spine. She could feel the tremble in his fingers as they lay still on her skin until he rolled away from her to check the time.

			“Do you need to ask?” His eyes found hers again, looked deep into the heart of her. He smiled, the corners of his mouth twisting upwards and small dimples forming on his cheeks. He looked younger when he smiled, boyish and carefree. She stroked his cheek, gently grazing the emerging stubble with the back of her fingers.

			“Do you have to go?”

			His smile reversed, turning into a parody of sadness. “Money’s not going to earn itself, is it?” He rolled away from her, swinging legs over the edge of the bed to a sitting position. “I’ll be back in time for the demo tomorrow. Keep safe.” 

			She watched him as he padded barefoot to the bathroom, admiring the lean efficiency of his body, the slight sheen of sweat, the muscle evident under skin. The door closed – she could hear taps running as he washed his face, the scrape of toothbrush against enamel. She stayed immobile, warm, feeling strangely empty from where he’d withdrawn just minutes ago. His scent adhered to the sheets; her hand felt his residual warmth as she stretched an arm over to his side of the bed. Is this what it would be like if he left her for good – nothing but a ghostlike remembrance of him? 

			The bathroom door opened and he emerged, dragging on underwear and pulling on the security guard uniform so he looked like a fake policeman. He pulled the covers up to her exposed shoulder, tenderly kissing the skin before hiding it under the duvet. “See you later love. Be good.”

			“Take care,” she responded automatically, and then he was gone. Siobhan lay there until the front door closed, leaving the house silent and her straining to hear his car starting in the street. Soon that sound had gone as well and she eventually stirred out of bed, pulling the covers down to air before she dressed, hair brushed and tied into a long brown ponytail which flounced behind her back as she ran downstairs to the kitchen. Three faces turned towards her as she opened the door, the smell of curry making her feel hungry.

			“Still some left, help yourself.” Kate was a woman of indeterminate age and dressed in an ill-fitting jumper; one she’d bought from a charity shop without trying it on for size and now the garment enveloped her like a loose second skin. She had bought out her ex after the divorce, taken in lodgers to help pay the extended mortgage – and that was all she had ever divulged about her past. None of them had ever thought to ask her exactly how old she was – as if enquiring was somehow politically incorrect once someone was on the wrong side of thirty, much less pry into matters that were obviously meant to be kept locked away. Two young men flanked her, manspreading around the table which held an assortment of papers, bottles and plates.

			“Rick away then?” Chris was the one smoking, a stream of white smoke accompanied each word as they left his lips. He watched her through round glasses, elbows resting on the table and eyes magnified by the lenses so his long, lean frame lent him the appearance of a praying mantis. She spooned curry onto a fresh plate, spotting a jar of mango pickle which she deftly grabbed with her spare hand before joining the others at the table. Chris drew his long legs up under his chair to create space for her.

			“Yep. Off on nightshift – but he’ll be back for the demonstration tomorrow.” 

			“Where did you say he works?” Kate this time, her voice conversational.

			“Some printers in town. He’s night security, shitty job but it pays well.”

			A forkful of curry put an end to that conversation. Chris considered her as she ate, the end of his cigarette glowing red as he inhaled another lungful. 

			She chewed down on the curry, then paused in confusion as the heat of chilli exploded onto her tastebuds. The fork dropped to the table as she fanned her mouth in a panic, reaching for one of the open bottles to wash away the worst of the heat with warm beer. “Christ, that’s hot!”

			They laughed, pointing to their own plates which had scarcely been touched.

			“Chris bought these at the produce market, turns out they’re so bloody hot nobody can eat them. Called Dragon’s Breath.” The second male’s shaven head still held beads of sweat. He indicated a packet on the table containing a few red chilli peppers, one of which had been cut in half.

			“I just wanted to give it a bit of heat.” The smoker sounded peeved. “If Sandy tried cooking a bit more often then it wouldn’t be left to me to cook all the time.” His appeal to Kate was met with a look that suggested he’d be well advised not to start down that well-trodden road.

			“As if there wasn’t enough global warming already!” Sandy attempted a joke, but the subject matter was too serious for humour. 

			“Which printers did he say he worked at?” Kate continued her questioning only to receive a sharp look in response.

			“I’m not a bloody idiot, Kate. He’s not an undercover cop or anything.”

			“No-one’s calling you an idiot.”

			The two men exchanged a look, eyes expressing a warning to not get involved.

			“I’ve not told him anything about Gaia’s Children that he didn’t already know, stuff that’s in the papers. He knows nothing about what we have planned for the demo, just that it’s happening tomorrow in Edinburgh city centre.” She upended the beer bottle, emptying the contents down her throat and reducing the fierce heat left by the chillies to something more bearable.

			Kate placed her hands palm down on the table in an attempt to calm the conversation down a notch. “I know you wouldn’t put any of us at risk, Siobhan. It’s just that other cells have been infiltrated and compromised, and they always use the same method – undercover cops getting into your knickers. We don’t know anything about...” She paused, lips pursed in concentration as she searched her memory for his name.

			“Rick. His name’s Rick Preston.” She dug an iPhone out of her pocket and launched the Find Friends App, slamming it down on the table between them as if throwing down a gauntlet. The four of them watched as a map appeared on the screen, Rick’s face contained within a small circle anchored on a city street. 

			“You’ve checked him out?” Kate again, pressing for more.

			“Yes! I’ve bloody checked him out. Everything’s cool.” Siobhan indicated the iPhone screen with a painted fingernail. “He knows I track him, he offered to let me see where he is at any time. He wouldn’t do that if he was a cop.”

			“No. I suppose not.” Kate sat back in her seat, seemingly content that her concerns had been put to rest. Siobhan stretched her hand out to take another beer and the conversation seamlessly switched to who was ordering the pizza. Kate watched the iPhone screen until it blanked, her mind unaffected by the alcohol so eagerly consumed by her younger housemates.

			II

			The following day dawned bright and sunny, perfect weather for a climate protest. Kate packed her backpack in the kitchen before the others made an appearance. Sandy was the first to join her, his natural ebullient nature back in play now the pot had worn off.

			“Morning.” He bounced across the kitchen like an excited child to give her a hug, before spinning on the spot to turn on the music, filling the room with a pulsing African beat.

			“Morning, Sandy.” Kate smiled as he danced towards the toaster, putting bread into the waiting slots in perfect synchronisation to the beat. He really was irrepressible, able to shrug off world events that weighed heavily on her. Sometimes she felt as if she held the world’s many problems on her shoulders, bent double under a weight that would have crippled Atlas. “Chris up yet?”

			“Yep. Saw him heading for the bathroom as I came downstairs.” Sandy’s voice issued from the fridge, making him sound as if he was in another room. He reappeared with a tub of butter, adding a jar of peanut butter from the shelf beside him. “I’m starving. Hardly had anything to eat last night.” He grimaced, bottom lip turning out in an exaggerated gesture of disgust. “That curry!”

			She laughed with him. “Inedible!” 

			“We should weaponise it!”

			“Not a bad idea. Give them a taste of their own pepper spray.” 

			“You’d blind someone with that stuff. It’s lethal.”

			The toaster sprung into life, launching newly-browned bread into the air which Sandy deftly caught. Kate thought the pleased expression on his face would likely remain there all day. There’s something to be said for finding pleasure in the small things. She put the negativity away, grateful for Sandy and his African music, his daft bald head that had never held an evil thought. If only all men were like him, what would the world be like then? Not poisoned for greed, its creatures brutalised and exploited, stupidly destroying the only home we have.

			“We ready?” Chris spoke quietly as he walked in, bringing her out of her contemplation of how things could be.

			“Just waiting for Siobhan’s man.” Sandy spoke through a mouthful of toast. As if on cue, they heard the front door open. Kate inclined her head to obtain a view of the hall, catching sight of Rick in his security guard uniform before Siobhan obstructed her view as she flew down the stairs to greet him.

			“Just have to change.” His words were cut off as Siobhan sealed his mouth with hers before they ran upstairs in a tangle of arms and legs, giggling like two teenagers or those newly in love. 

			Kate listened as their laughter quietened, the faint sound of more urgent animal noises reaching her before the bedroom door slammed. She stood, feeling suddenly alone, despite the two men sharing breakfast with her at the table, only too aware of the years since she had last been in love. 

			Sandy offered her toast, and she took a slice with a slight smile, recalling her lovers, from the most recent until they faded into the pattern left by her knife spreading butter. Was it her? Did she drive them away? Without fail they’d last three or six months before apologetically announcing they had to leave: an RSPB warden on a deserted Scottish island; a year’s contract in New Zealand which was too good to turn down; rewilding a Highland estate with wolves. Anything that took them away from her. She considered why that should be as the African soundtrack played a track she recognised – Stimela – Hugh Masekela’s trumpet playing a mournful lament to the South African mineral miners and the coal trains that ferried them so far away from home. Had her lovers mined her, taken whatever they needed from her motherlode before moving on? She felt as if that might be the case, freely offering herself and giving her love unconditionally to each one until one day she woke with her capacity to love gone. Kate was too young to be this cynical, too old to fall in love easily. 

			She finished her toast in silence, scarcely listening to Chris and Sandy as they exchanged morning pleasantries. The day ahead consumed her, internal doubts about her course of action needing addressed, dealt with and closed down. They had to do something big, something that made a difference – otherwise Gaia was just another pathetic protest group that would eventually sink into obscurity like all the others. 

			“That’s them.” Sandy announced as the urgent sound of feet on stairs reached them.

			She watched Rick as he greeted the boys, as she termed them, hands gripped firmly, half hugs. Did he look like someone who’d just worked a night shift? 

			“You sure you’re up for this, Rick? Don’t you want to catch up on some sleep?” Kate retained her innate suspicion that Siobhan’s new boyfriend was somehow more than he appeared.

			Rick paused on his way to give her a hug. “Me? No, I’m fine. I can manage a demonstration, especially for something as important as this.”

			She turned away from him to pick up her rucksack, denying him the chance to hug her. “Great. Let’s go then. Just one thing – we need to leave our phones here, in case they’re being tracked.” Kate made a deliberate show of placing her phone on the kitchen table. One by one the others’ phones followed suit until there was a small collection of expensive hardware.

			They left the house, walking in a companionable group. Kate waited until they’d reached the main road where the traffic noise masked any eavesdroppers. 

			“There’s one small change of plan.”

			They gathered around her, curious faces close to hers.

			“We’re not going on the Edinburgh march. We’re going to close Grangemouth.”

			Rick was the first person to react. “Close Grangemouth! The petrochemical works?”

			Kate nodded emphatically. “That’s the major source of oil and gas production in Scotland. We hit where it will do the most good.”

			Chris, Sandy and Siobhan looked elated, but she’d seen the stricken expression flit across Rick’s face before he joined in with the fist pumps.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2 
Mountains out of molehills

			I

			“Come and look at the snow!” Jess held back the curtain as the children ran excitedly to press snub noses to the glass panes, wide eyes entranced as each flake made inevitable progress from heaven to earth, chased inopportunely by gusts of wind freshly carried on chill easterlies.

			“Can we go out and play?” The eldest, a girl of eight young years pleaded, large dark brown eyes in a soft white face framed by brown curls, freckles competing with both hair and eyes to complete the colour coordination.

			“Come on then. You’ll have to wrap up warm, it’s cold outside.” Jess ushered the two children out into the hall, the younger boy already impatiently pulling on his jacket and stamping small feet into recalcitrant boots before his sister had dragged herself away from the bewitching sight of falling snow.

			“Just wait a minute, Lewis.” She directed the words to the boy, staggering towards the front door with boots facing in different directions. “What have we got here?” 

			The question was rhetorical but served to stop his progress as she bent down to retrieve an errant foot and replace it into the correct boot. He ducked as she aimed a knitted scarf at his neck but, as expert as a cowhand, she lassoed his neck in warmth, tucking small fingers into woollen gloves for good measure.

			“I’m going to make a snowman!” Lewis declared, voice high with excitement. “Me too,” the girl added, keen not to let her younger brother take the initiative. A black labrador joined the throng in the hall, getting underfoot and delaying Jess’s attempts to put on boots and jackets. The animal joined the hysteria that was barely contained within such a small space, its four feet fighting a losing battle to remain soberly anchored to the ground as it had been trained.

			“Let me get to the door,” Jess’s laugh cleared a space for her to gain access to the lock, and she pulled the door open to let an avalanche of small bodies and fur run out into a world turned newly white.

			“Skye, help me roll the snow into a big ball.”

			Jess watched the two children playing in the fresh snow. Barely enough had fallen to gather into any substantial quantity, but they set to with that level of determination that only children can muster. The dog meanwhile had returned to puppydom, snapping uselessly at individual flakes and throwing two front paws down on the ground in a challenge to the elements. Her heart had more than enough warmth to counter the bitterness of the weather, an early cold snap giving due warning of the winter to come.

			“I’m going back in, kids,” Jess announced to the two industrious snow engineers, lost in the intricacies of their game to the exclusion of all else. With a last look to check that her offspring were safe, an automatic reflex pre-programmed from unimaginable generations of mothers past, she took herself back into the welcoming glow cast by a woodburning stove, extending fingers to soothe away the red rawness that had so quickly taken hold. She positioned herself to catch the benefit of the heat whilst keeping a watchful eye on the children; then on an impulse, ran to fetch a camera, taking shot after shot of the outdoor activity through the double glazing.  

			The house sat low and comfortable in the landscape, evergreen firs forming an implacable backdrop. The trees shrugged off the snow with impatient movements of their sloping shoulders as the wind tugged and pulled at the branches. A single road wound its leisurely way up a gentle slope, their house the penultimate destination before it terminated at a farm, further up the hill. The views from here were panoramic. Across the wide flood plain of the River Forth, the city of Stirling was dominated by its castle, perched on an extinct volcanic core much like its more impressive cousin at Edinburgh. Just a few kilometres east, on its own rocky outcrop, the Wallace Monument stuck a stone finger up derisively in commemoration of one of the few decisive battles ever won against the English.

			The snow lent charm to the view, fields turning white and virginal as flakes consolidated their hold on the newly ploughed land. Sheep continued grazing, the grass still showing above the little snow that held sway. Car headlights formed a glistening jewel-like ribbon on the motorway far away, too far to catch the continuous noise this major artery generated. 

			They’d chosen well, she decided, watching the scene from her high vantage point. Close enough for the cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, handy enough for local schools and shopping, hospitals and restaurants; yet far enough away from all that to provide a quiet and safe environment for them all to live. It was the quiet and solitude that attracted her to this place, tucked away at the top of a single-track road to nowhere. Her mind wandered back to when she was a child, the snow bringing unwanted memories into focus. Blood staining snow deep red, seven-inch blade wet with crimson jewels, the rough feel of arctic fatigues, white on her skin. She looked around her, embarrassed to find herself so easily slipping back into an earlier life – one she needed to keep hidden for the sake of her family.

			As she thought of her family, the young girl faded back into the darker recesses of her mind. Jess fetched her mobile to see what the weather was like in Edinburgh, then called her partner on speed dial. Finlay worked just a few days a week at Edinburgh University; one of the perks of being a professor of astrophysics – along with a healthy salary.

			“Hi, what’s the weather doing where you are?”

			“Hi lovely. Snowing a bit, what’s it like in the sticks?” 

			She smiled, they hardly lived any distance away from Edinburgh, some 40 miles at best, and most of that on fast motorways. Yet friends in the capital, even here in Stirling, considered their home to be almost in the Highlands.

			“It’s not doing very much, a few centimetres at most. The kids are enjoying it, though – and Sorrel.”

			“I’m leaving in an hour, just another paper to mark and I’ll be on my way.”

			“Drive carefully.” The response was automatic, nothing about the weather was out of the ordinary, but even a small amount of snow caught idiot drivers out, and she didn’t want him to be involved in an accident.

			“Love you!”

			“Love you too.” 

			A glance out of the window confirmed the children were still there, although what danger could possibly affect them here, she couldn’t imagine. Besides which the dog would surely bark if any stray car or walker came up the lane. The daylight was already fading, each day contracting towards the winter solstice. Outside, the security floodlights came on, white lights making a stage of the lawn and highlighting the myriad flakes as they pirouetted in each beam. Even so, it would soon be time to call them in before the temperature dropped any lower.

			Jess busied herself in the kitchen. Burgers, chips and peas appeared out of ovens and pans as if by magic and were placed on the kitchen table to the accompaniment of the radio news. The children were called, seated, and as they and the dog fed noisily and messily, she listened to the radio with half an ear.

			‘This seems as good a time as any to see what the weather’s doing. Here’s Julian at the weather desk.’

			“Quiet kids. Let me hear the weather forecast. You don’t want to miss school, do you?” The noise levels redoubled with the possibility of not having to go to school tomorrow, and it was only by resorting to the bribery of ice-cream that she was able to listen to the end of the report.

			‘…no significant disruption to travel, although motorists are advised to keep to the statutory speed limits and allow additional space between vehicles. The outlook for the rest of the week is sunny, and any snow should melt away as this unseasonal warm front brings temperatures up to 10 or 11°C, except for mountaintops over 800m which have had their first significant fall of the season.’

			‘Good news for skiers then, Julian?’

			‘Yes, a good start for the ski resorts, especially after such a poor season last year.’

			‘Thank you, Julian. More from him later but first a quick travel update. Climate change protesters, “Gaia’s Children” have blocked the centre of Edinburgh. Police estimates suggest over two thousand protesters have spilled out from Princes Street Gardens and have advised motorists to avoid that area if possible. We’ll bring you updates on this breaking story during the News Report at 5. Until then, here’s a song for everyone stuck in traffic – Feeling Hot Hot Hot by the Merrymen.’

			Jess turned the radio off, and they moved en masse to the TV lounge to devour a favourite Disney film before bedtime.

			II

			Sorrel’s bark announced Finlay’s imminent arrival, headlights swinging up the single-track road before the floodlights confirmed the 4 x 4’s presence on the drive. Jess spooned a thick stew onto two plates, a warming dish for a wintry night just as Finlay came into the kitchen. He made a beeline for her, arms wrapped tightly around her waist until Jess shooed him away so she could continue preparing the meal. He took comfort instead from the Aga, solidly commanding the kitchen with its heat, leaning on the metal towel rail to let the warmth permeate his body.

			“God, it’s cold out there tonight. The car said it was two degrees but it feels more like -10 in that wind.”

			“Were the roads bad?” Jess added vegetables to the plates, warm, scented tendrils of steam climbed upwards, miniature corkscrews curling towards the ceiling.

			“That smells good.” Finlay let go his grip on the warm towel rail and took his seat at the table, knife and fork raised in readiness. “No, not too bad. I was listening to the weather forecast on the way back, they expect it to have all gone by morning.”

			Their shared enjoyment of the meal was punctuated by short interrogations of each other’s day, mutual reassurance that all was right with their individual worlds, and a shared despair at the sad state of the rest of the planet.

			After the children’s traditional bedtime stories, repeated time after time until the children knew them better than the storyteller, they eventually quietened and fell fast asleep.

			Some hours later, as they lay in bed watching the snow building on the Velux rooflights, Finlay ran the concerns he’d heard from one of the staff past Jess.

			“You remember Dave Finnigan? He was telling me about the research he’s supervising from one of his students on ocean currents.”

			“Is he the one with the grey hair and ponytail?”

			“Yep, that’s him. Well, this PhD student is using some supercomputer time to run a ‘what if’ analysis on global warming, and the likely effect on major ocean currents – you know, the Gulf Stream, Humbolt current. Turns out that another degree of global warming causes these currents to switch off.”

			“Is that likely?”

			“No, I think the trouble is with the model he’s using. But the loss of these currents would be catastrophic! The El Niño would fail in the southern hemisphere, and here, the Gulf Stream would stop providing the warming effect that prevents us from getting arctic weather.”

			“I thought global warming meant just that. Haven’t the last few years been the warmest on record?”

			Finlay rolled over to face her, hand finding her hand in the dark. “Yes, all other predictions point towards the planet warming up. Increased storms, disruption to rainfall patterns, more flooding as sea levels rise.”

			“Lucky we’re up on the hill then.” Jess made light of his comments.

			Finlay made a non-committal grunt in response.

			“You’re not going to get involved, are you?” Jess knew only too well how he liked to range freely over other departments’ work, an ever-present curiosity that she felt other people took advantage of, leaving Finlay to do the heavy lifting they were too idle to do themselves.

			“I just told Dave I’d have a look at the software model for him. Probably just a sign wrong, putting a negative into the wrong part of an equation or something like that. You know what post grads are like – shouldn’t be allowed out on their own.”

			Something in his voice ran false, or was she imagining it? “You’re not worried about this are you?” She loved him dearly, but sometimes he was prone to taking the world’s concerns onto his shoulders, and she knew the faltering world climate agreements had unsettled him.

			“Good God no! No, it’s fine – just helping a colleague.” He kissed her forehead. “Night.”

			Satisfied that all was well, Jess slipped into an easy sleep, to all intents, lost to the world. Under the tousled hair, her senses kept autonomous watch, even as she slept. Some things can never be unlearned.

			Finlay lay beside her, eyes still open and watching as the flakes fell, settled and in turn melted as heat escaped from the double-glazed skylights. He waited for sleep to come, but he kept re-running Dave’s conversation in his mind. The meeting had been unplanned and flippant, sharing a grabbed coffee in the afternoon – but he’d felt an underlying concern that Dave had tried to hide. Dave Finnigan was many things, but as one of the leading academics on climate science his opinion was sought after and respected the world over. What if this thesis he had been given stood up to review? The tipping point was precise, just fractions of a degree would be enough to stop the planet’s major circulatory systems in their tracks. It was the unknown that prevented sleep from coming; uncharted territory that he’d normally be eager to explore suddenly became frightening as he ran scenarios past his mind’s eye. Scenes in which he and his family died a slow and lingering death, whilst the world fell apart around them.

			He rolled onto his other side, hand up under the pillow to achieve the most comfortable angle for his head. Cursing himself for having an over-active imagination, he closed his eyes and told himself he’d look at the software model tomorrow. Chances were he’d just imagined Dave’s concern, mountains out of molehills.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3 
Under the Ice

			I

			Dr Donald McDonald sat in front of the screen, watching live data being fed back from the remotely controlled submersible as it steered a course under the Antarctic ice sheet. Living on board the RRS Sir David Attenborough, one of some sixty research personnel and thirty crew who shared cramped space on the polar research vessel, he wondered again at the wisdom of whoever had chosen someone with his name to head up the submersible team. Being placed in charge of Boaty McBoatface, as the submersible was officially known following an online poll, had caused some of the more humour-deficient crew members to outdo themselves with puns and shocking Scottish accents every time they had dealings with him.

			It was bad enough that the ship had narrowly escaped being launched with that name, only changed later on by some shadowy dealings in the House of Lords, but the Natural Environment Research Council felt that the overwhelming public vote for a name should still apply, hence the small yellow subsea exploration vessel had obtained the designation by default. 

			Donald smiled at the screen anyway. A sense of humour was top of the list of requirements for anyone considering a tour of duty at either pole. The work was important, collecting data from the most inhospitable ends of the planet, but meant that you had to commit to a minimum six months locked inside a reinforced steel hull with only sporadic re-stocking visits to the Falkland Islands for diversion.

			It was entering summer in the southern hemisphere, with days that stretched out longer and longer, the further south they travelled. The sun had no sooner taken a leisurely dive into the sea’s curved horizon than it started climbing up again, leaving a short period of grey uncertainty between day and night. Donald felt an affinity for this time, the Summer Dim as it was known in his native Shetland. He felt as if he belonged in the Summer Dim, outwardly a man, yet he felt none of the basic human drives that other men felt; neither one thing nor the other and occupying a lonely hinterland of his own. He took refuge from other people’s expectations by losing himself in his work, and these long ocean-going trips provided the ideal environment for him to just be.

			“That’s the readings coming on screen now.” Hiyori Mizushima was on her first tour with the NERC, having gained a doctorate in Geophysics and Meteorology from Edinburgh University that year. 

			“Let’s see what we’ve got.” Donald was all business, concentrating on the figures flowing across the screen – a mathematical analogy of current depth, strength and speed deep within the Southern Ocean, some 1000km off the southern tip of Chile’s Cape Horn. Hiyori moved to one side to allow Donald better access to the array of screens, wondering again at his lack of interest in her. At university, her striking oriental looks had made it commonplace for her to reject advances from both sexes, yet here was a man she admired and, so far at least, he’d shown nothing but professional interest in their shared research.

			“That can’t be right!” Donald’s voice was cross, finger pointing at a stream of figures traversing the screen in front of her. 

			She checked the telemetry data from the submersible, nothing showing as untoward. “The probe reports all sensors operating correctly. Do you want to bring it back for a check?”

			“No, it’s only just left engineering and I double-checked everything before we launched.” Donald scratched his head, thick blond hair owing more to Viking genes than that mish mash of Celtic races. “According to this, the Humbolt current isn’t there – at least not this far out. What were the figures last year?”

			Hiyori checked her laptop screen, spreadsheets opened containing rows and rows of raw data, looking more like an unbreakable code than anything of use. But each line displayed depth, temperature, salinity, current strength and direction, and were as easy for her to read as a book.

			“These were from about this time last year.”

			Donald didn’t require a detailed analysis to see that the current had dropped away from a peak to virtually nothing within the last 12 months.

			“What about the other factors?”

			Hiyori consulted her laptop. “Salinity about the same, temperature’s up point four.” She looked quizzically up at Donald, hunched over one of the screens with disbelief written over his face. “Shouldn’t we expect the salinity to have risen with temperature?”

			“I’m going to have to requisition a change of course, take us up the Chilean coast where the current’s stronger. It must just have changed direction a bit.” He smiled reassuringly. “Bit like the Jet stream. Thing’s all over the place.”

			He started towards the metal bulkhead door, balance compensating for the lurch as a particularly large wave hit the boat, placing his feet with all the skill of a seasoned sailor. “Could you send the data from this run direct to Professor David Finnigan? I’m only looking at this because he specifically wanted the data for some postgrad. Now I’ll have to explain to the captain why I’ve gone off-piste.”

			“Sure, I’ll send it when we get the probe back. I’d just like to check the onboard data in case the telemetry’s got scrambled somehow.” She felt a moment’s dissatisfaction with his apparent asexuality as he left the room, almost as if he was somehow affronting her, then returned her focus to the screens. The live video feed caught a solitary fish in its lights, a brief flash of silver in the otherwise inky blackness. The sight made her think that Donald would be able to live like that with ease; alone, cold and in the dark.

			II

			Sitting at a cluttered desk in his Edinburgh office, Professor David Finnigan frowned at his computer screen as the latest set of figures arrived from the Antarctic. He re-read the email confirming that all telemetry systems were operating correctly, then looked at the figures again. With a few deft finger movements, the data was transferred across to the website hosting the supercomputer on which his PhD student had requisitioned time for running his climate model. It was now just a case of waiting until spare capacity allowed a low priority student project the few minutes it would take to run the updated data, but he already suspected what conclusion would issue from the simulation.

			Leaning back in his chair, his fingers unconsciously stroked the grey ponytail that had become his trademark; an allowable idiosyncrasy for someone so well-respected amongst his peers.  The snow that had fallen yesterday had all melted away, delicate crystal structures no defence against the unseasonal warmth of the day. He had noticed some of the more adventurous students had reverted to summer wardrobes – t-shirts and short dresses in defiance of seasonal norms as they revelled in the sudden burst of unexpected heat. Street cafes once more overspilled the pavements, clientele adopting the continental fashion of people-watching from behind frothy cappuccinos or catching glimpses from over the top of Apple laptops as they grabbed free bandwidth. This year had been warm. Nothing remarkable compared to some of the record-breaking events elsewhere on the planet, but the wind that sailed up the Forth and made Edinburgh the windy city of Scotland was unseasonably pleasant, lacking its normal bitter wintry edge.

			Whilst the rest of the city basked in an Indian summer that had stretched all the way into December, David Finnigan felt torn between a fight or flee reflex in response to the quandary he now faced. He had the data, plus evidence from thousands of years’ worth of ice core samples, but what to make of the analysis? A leading academic shared many of the same qualities of a tightrope walker, treading a fine line between towering theories with each step cautiously testing the tension and balance; all the while unexpected side winds threatened and onlookers waited hungrily for the misplaced step that would cause his fall from grace. But standing still was never an option. The mere process of placing one step in front of the other helped in some arcane way to keep balance, to thwart the natural oscillation of the high wire that threatened to throw him.

			His fingers flicked over the keyboard perched on the edge of the desk, and NASA’s public climate website filled the screen. Running totals for Carbon Dioxide, Global Temperature, Arctic Ice, Land Ice and Sea Level showed as an information bar. Scrolling pictures of glaciers and satellite images made the site look like the glossy pages of National Geographic. The displayed figures all showed agreement with the generally accepted planetary diagnosis of global warming, and he viewed the figures much as a doctor would interpret the digital readouts next to an intensive care patient, lips pursed tightly in response to unwelcome but expected readings. 

			Slow warming of the planet was survivable. Another 6 cm rise in sea level per year would cause major problems for coastal areas, or the loss of a few more Polynesian islands, but the key word was slow. Slow left room for mankind to understand the reality of a warming planet, change their profligate use of carbon fuels and gradually reduce, or even reverse the worst environmental effects. The alternative was to risk a threatened thermal runaway event that could tip the delicate balance between survival and extinction. His student’s oceanic model turned accepted climate science on its head. The global currents of sea and air that had run like a dependable clockwork mechanism for millennia, mitigating the worst of any warming effects, were predicted to switch off in response to melting ice caps. Fresh water dumped into the polar seas from meltwater was shown to act as a brake, and the resulting change in climate towards another mini ice age was, in geophysical terms, instantaneous. He’d checked the climate model, double-checked the mathematical equations that his student had selected to drive the simulation – he couldn’t find any mistakes. Even so, the model made generous use of some of the worst ‘what if’ scenarios, and he was minded to penalise him on an overly pessimistic and biased approach; that was until he’d seen the latest data in this email. 

			David Finnigan had not expected the telemetry from the Antarctic research vessel to substantiate his student’s research project predictions so closely – quite the opposite. There was always the possibility that the current had changed position, or there was a problem with the ship’s equipment – but he knew the scientists involved and they were at the top of their game. He could withhold the data, wait until the figures agreed more with the generally accepted understanding of what the planet’s circulatory systems were expected to do – or he could stand alone and face the derision of being the first person to tell the world that it was now too late for mankind to change its reckless use of carbon-derived energy.

			It would take a week or two for the Antarctic survey vessel to arrive off the Chilean coast, then another week to track down the Humbolt current – assuming it had shifted. Leaning back in his chair, his chin resting on steepled fingers, David ran his own internal modelling analysis. These calculations involved the feelings he used to have for his wife of twenty years, a weakening release of the neurotransmitter, dopamine, which was going the same way as the errant ocean current, whilst a new, intense tidal stream was taking its place. His eyebrows drew together in irritation as he considered the cause for this change – a young woman laughing at his archetypical concerns that their new relationship was nothing other than a mid-life crisis, a last desperate attempt by his gene pool for some kind of immortality. She was convinced this was love they felt, an emotion so pure and simple that she couldn’t understand how David could believe that their relationship could be anything other than everlasting. He felt the weight of his 45 years, the accrued cynicism and weariness dragging him down so that his leaden feet remained resolutely on the ground. What the hell – you only live once!

			Fingers back on the keyboard, he forwarded the latest telemetry data to Professor Finlay Hamilton, thankful that another – more mathematically capable head, had offered to run a sanity check on the figures and computer model. David logged off, unwound his lanky frame from the comforting hold of his office seat, and let go of his sanity; keying a familiar number into the PAYG phone he kept for that purpose. The frown that seconds ago been etched into his face smoothed away as a young woman’s voice answered. If he had been offered the first glimpse of the cataclysmic event that heralded the end of the Anthropocene, he was determined to make the most of whatever time lay ahead.

		


		
			CHAPTER 4 
Dark Matters

			I

			Fergus McLeod lay in bed, watching the sky lighten from dark cobalt to powder blue through his grimy tenement apartment windows. Bare branches stood stark against a cloudless sky, offering the promise of more unseasonal sunshine. He drew another deep drag from the joint held between nonchalant fingers, cannabis smoke gratefully received into his lungs, adding to the pleasant fug already clouding his mind. Life as a post grad wasn’t too bad, he reflected. Working hours that suited him and pursuing research that was just far enough off the well-travelled academic pathways to allow him more freedom than most. He smiled at the thought of his mentor, Professor David Finnigan, looking over his climate thesis. The maths was well beyond him, he could see that, and whilst the professor was acutely aware of what the environmental model foretold, he didn’t have a clue about the link to the cyclic perambulations of our little planetary system that Fergus was going to add at the last minute. That should wipe the smug smile off his face. 

			A girl stirred out of slumber beside him as the city came to life, the noise of rush hour traffic evident, even at three storeys high. Fergus stroked her auburn hair, her face still buried in pillows. Was it mere luck that had brought them together – he a PhD student writing a thesis on climate change, and she writing a thesis on astrophysics? Anything other than random chance would imply a cosmos where free will was an illusion, where nothing happens by accident. He’d seen plenty of people seduced by that thought, throwing themselves wholeheartedly on the mercy of an omnipotent being. There was even a research paper he’d read, years ago, evaluating MRI scans of believers and non-believers and finding direct correlation in regions of brain activity between the two sets. Whether a predisposition to religion was hard-wired into the brain or a cultural appropriation was a moot point. No matter, her research fell neatly into his model; although somewhere along the line he’d have to come clean and ask her permission to use it. 

			A hand crept out from underneath the covers as her face turned towards him. “Give me a toke, you selfish bastard!” 

			Fergus held the joint until she levered herself up into a sitting position, waiting until she’d brushed the hair away from her face. Slender long fingers took the reefer in a delicate hold, nail varnish crimson red against the pale white of her skin. She inhaled deeply, holding her breath to extract the maximum hit from the tetrahydrocannabinol compounds before reluctantly releasing it, a stream of white smoke forcibly leaving her lips in a jet stream of her own creation. She sighed in contentment, body pressing warmly against his. 

			“That’s such a good way to start the day.” 

			Her hand danced away from his as he tried to retake the joint, replacing it firmly against her opening mouth as she took another heavy draw. The tip glowed red, small sparks flared momentarily into the air as cannabis oils burned with the tobacco. Eyes held his in a languorous glance, before she released another narrow stream of smoke in a reverse kiss. “What’s the time?”

			Fergus rolled away from her to look at a cheap alarm clock, red LED numbers swirling around in his vision before he focussed.

			“Half nine,” he announced carelessly, only to have the remains of the joint thrust into his hand as she half-fell out of bed.

			“Shit. Shit. Shit!” She struggled to her feet, clutching various items of clothing as she ran into the bathroom. “I’m meant to be at work. Fuck!” The last word was punctuated by the dividing door slamming shut, cutting Fergus off from the beguiling view of her body which was beginning to impinge on his consciousness even through the narcotic smog. He shrugged, unconcerned about other people’s attention to timekeeping, and the joint automatically went back to his mouth as he extracted the last few millimetres.

			“Hey Seonaid – you want to meet up this evening. Go to the pub?” Fergus shouted at the closed door, trying to compete with the sound of running water as she attempted to wash in his cramped bathroom. He waited in vain for a response, until the door flew open and she emerged, half-running past him towards the main door. Her hands busy adjusting her hair until the last second, when she lunged for a shoulder bag.

			“You knew I had to be at work!” Her voice came sharp and hurried as she fumbled with the door catch, one hand re-adjusting an errant shoe.

			“Sorry,” came Fergus’s nonchalant response. 

			Her eyes flicked towards his, taking in his square jaw with morning stubble just starting to shade it blue. Lips pursed at her own stupidity, she nodded, already forgiving him another misdemeanour in the mistaken belief that he loved her really. “OK, I’ll see you at 9:00. Got to work late.” She blew a haphazard kiss towards his general direction as she left, slamming the door behind her for good measure. 

			Fergus heard her feet as they ran down the stone stairs, leather on stone beating an urgent rhythm that faded into the traffic noise, leaving him alone with his thoughts. His eyes lit on the cigarette papers next to the clock. 

			“Just one more to see in the day,” he told himself, reaching for the aromatic block that promised release from the jumble of thoughts desperately trying to be heard inside his head. Fergus watched his lighter flame dance over the black block, softening the resin until he expertly judged it ready to be crumbled into another joint. His full attention now focussed on the procedure, spreading the cannabis generously along the line of tobacco that lay in wait until it was rolled between fingers, paper sealed with a lick, and the joint held up for satisfied inspection.

			“I should really cut down,” Fergus advised himself as he lit up, drawing heavily on the perfumed smoke and wrapping more soft chains around his mind. The advice wasn’t heeded, another layer of cotton wool deadening a once-sharp intellect, replacing clarity with confusion. His mind’s canvas drew ice caps expanding from each pole, relentless ice mountains forming layer upon layer, and marching inexorably towards the equator as the planet chilled. Cities were entombed under ice, massive feats of human engineering reduced to rubble as glaciers, miles deep, engulfed the land, leaving a sterile frozen beauty under the uncaring stars. The picture dissolved into a narcotic fog as the drug took hold, and Fergus fell back into his pillow, his mind free for the moment from the visions that had been increasingly filling his days.

			II

			Seonaid ran into the Edinburgh Royal Observatory building, verdigris-clad turrets standing guard like medieval defences and flashed her identity card at the bored security guard who scarcely looked up from his newspaper. 

			“Late again,” the comment was made sardonically over the top of a plastic coffee cup.

			She dismissed the flash of annoyance before it turned into a riposte and sent him as sunny a smile as she could muster. There was no point in taking out her own frustration on him, and she sometimes needed to work late – which required the goodwill of the security staff. One thing a study of the cosmos had engendered in her was an interest in Indian philosophy, the cycle of birth, death and rebirth; and key to that was the concept of Karma. Taking the stairs two at a time, Seonaid felt that her Karma credit must be worth something by now – the problem being that only the cosmos was able to make a withdrawal on her behalf.

			The door to her shared office stood ajar, and she felt a small wave of relief as the only occupant looked up from her screen. 

			“Overslept?” The face looking at her was smiling conspiratorially, green eyes placed in a frame of natural red hair that lay coiled over a white lab coat.

			“Prof’s not noticed, has he?” Seonaid hurriedly turned on her computer, throwing on a white lab coat that was standard attire in the department, stabbing a password into the keys.

			“No, there’s a senior staff meeting to discuss funding – again!”

			Seonaid shook her head in response, funding for everything was being squeezed more and more and her job depended on the dark matter project being renewed for another six months at least. Their small team at Edinburgh university was an important part of the search for dark matter – that mystical, and so far, invisible component that comprised the missing ninety-five percent of matter in the universe. Caitlin, sitting opposite her in the cramped room, was largely responsible for increasing the sensitivity of the detector, buried a mile underground in a mine in South Dakota. They were hopeful that the LUX – Large Underground Xenon – would soon be able to detect the small interactions that dark matter was predicted to make as a particle hit a xenon atom. Extremely sensitive cameras waited patiently for the small flash of light such a random collision would produce, safely away from the influence of cosmic rays that deep underground.

			Seonaid’s screen displayed our own galaxy, seen edge on so that it resembled a surrealist warped fried egg floating in the darkness. The galactic centre bulged outwards; the concentration of stars attracted towards the gravitational pull of a supermassive black hole that held the entire galaxy in thrall – celestial mechanics on a mind-boggling scale. Seonaid touched a key and a delicate tracery of purple lines shaded the picture – a simulation of the concentration of dark matter as predicted by the latest Dark Energy Survey data. She panned the image out, the galaxy hurtling away from view and revealing clouds of dark matter that interacted with the outermost galactic arms. Spinning the view expertly around, she zoomed in on one of the nondescript outer arms of the galaxy until it filled the screen. Her attention was drawn towards an insignificant star, already surrounded by purple lines of dark matter. If her theory was correct, the Earth was entering a cloud of dark matter any day now – and the LUX detector ought to light up like a Christmas tree. She smiled to herself, the analogy strangely fitting as Christmas approached.

			“Your boyfriend managed to send you those ice core samples yet?” Caitlin’s voice, modulated with a strong Edinburgh accent, broke her concentration.

			“Yep, have them here as an attachment.”

			“They show increased heavy metal contamination?”

			The talk became staccato, business-like as they homed in on theoretical propositions that so far hadn’t seen exposure outside the office. The exchange of confidential research information suited Seonaid as much as it had suited Fergus, giving her cause for some amusement that he didn’t know she was appropriating his research as much as he was hers.

			Seonaid opened the attachment, loading up a spreadsheet with ice core analysis going back thousands of years. She ran a macro with practiced ease, ordering columns and rows into the format she required, before loading a graph. Her sharp intake of breath was all that was needed for Caitlin to jump up and lean over her shoulder.

			“Shit. It fits!”

			The graph showed peaks and troughs, coinciding with a purple line Seonaid’s macro had superimposed over the top.

			“That’s your thesis in the bag!” Caitlin offered a high five, palm held up in the air expectantly.

			Seonaid’s hands remained resolutely in place on the keyboard. “Not so fast. I’ve still got to prove the mechanism for the concentration of heavy metals at these intervals. Not everyone is convinced of the Meissner Effect, much less the accuracy of dark matter maps.”

			Caitlin’s arm dropped. “I suppose you’re right, and you’ve got the Prof to convince, otherwise, goodbye PhD!” She took herself back to her seat, mind once again wrestling with how to further increase detector sensitivity whilst overcoming the natural noise floor all electronics was susceptible to. This was a battle she fought on the subatomic scale, her adversaries an unholy alliance of cosmic radiation and individual electrons going rogue, jumping orbits or combining across junctions that were there to separate them. The outside world faded away as she concentrated on designing a new detector pre-amp; ground planes and isolated signal paths filled her screen with green and yellow blocks – a three-dimensional representation at the micro-circuit level, incomprehensible to all but fellow initiates in the art of IC design.

			Seonaid copied her graph, inserting it into a growing Word document and the cramped office returned to an industrious silence as the two of them lost themselves in work.

		


		
			CHAPTER 5 
Black Maria

			I

			Finlay returned from the finance meeting, a sheaf of papers held under one arm. He’d fought to retain as much of the departmental budget as he could, but with the loss of EU funding and the economy heading south, both figuratively as well as practically, they’d have to manage on a fraction of what was required. There had even been talk of scrapping the whole dark matter program – questionable benefits, large drain on resources – why not leave it to the EU and USA? Is this what the country would come to? A glorified but cheap tourist destination, as long as people didn’t mind the xenophobia; a third world economy suffering under the illusion that it was still a world power, in possession of an Empire but with gaps on the supermarket shelves.

			Entering his office, he glanced into the adjacent room to see the two young women bent over their computers. There was insufficient funding to keep them both and he’d be forced into making a choice over the next few days. Slamming the papers down on an already overburdened desk, Finlay stared out of his window, winter sun shining on the distant River Forth and a patchwork of fields stretching to the horizon. Both women were an asset to his department as well as to his research, he’d be loath to lose either. His fingers stroked his chin, an unconscious gesture to smooth a phantom beard that indicated he was either deep in thought or facing an internal dilemma. The truth was, either woman could find work in Europe at the drop of a hat, joining the thousands who had lost one vote on the referendum and decided the next vote would be made with their feet. Exasperated that he couldn’t change how things were, Finlay took his seat, clearing papers to reveal a keyboard and settled to checking over the climate change algorithms he’d been sent.

			The world of budgetary responsibilities and politics slipped away as Finlay entered the clean and ordered world of mathematics. Equations and calculus greeted him as old friends, complex trains of thought readily gave up their secrets to him as he wandered freely along columns of symbols. The post grad’s work stood up to scrutiny, although he questioned the predicted weakening of major ocean currents in response to ocean warming – that part was entirely speculation in terms of hard science. Not his problem though, that part of the analysis he could lay entirely at Dave Finnigan’s door. His eyes caught a random Greek symbol, a minor modifier to the overall warming figure. He had originally assumed it was there to ensure the most recent estimate was in place for the eventual paper submission, but now he was focussed in on it Finlay realised this was the origin of the unexpected cooling effect that the software model predicted. The text just made mention of ἠ = Global Warming Constant, but the number running in the software was negative, not the positive that he would have expected. Confident that he’d identified the schoolboy error in the post grad’s work, he sat back, satisfied that the entire process had taken under an hour. His satisfaction only lasted a few seconds before he realised that Dave would easily have spotted this mistake as well, in which case why go to the bother of involving him? What if the symbol was a placeholder for another line of research into the world’s intricate weather patterns that the student was saving up for later, and why would he be expecting that to have a global cooling effect? The same troubled thoughts that had dogged his night’s sleep returned, something was lurking at the edge of his consciousness, he could almost touch the thought but it remained elusive. 

			An email attachment announced its arrival with a screen pop up. Seeing Dave’s name, Finlay questioned why he was sending him something from a Hotmail account instead of using his university email. He opened the message to read that the Antarctic research team were having trouble finding the Humbolt current, an attachment confirmed the latest readings. An icy crevasse opened in his stomach as the implication of the data hit home. He keyed Dave Finnigan’s number into his mobile.

			“Hi Fin, you’ll have to be quick. I’m just about to check-in on a Florida flight.”

			“I’ll be brief. I’ve had a look at your student’s mathematical climate model. The only mistake I could see was his using a negative sign on his warming constant. Apart from that, and a few dubious equations from the worst of the climate change lobby, it all looks good.” He waited a few seconds for a response, but all he could hear was the background noise of a busy airport terminal. “Dave, you still there?”

			“Yes, sorry. Just getting my passport.” Dave Finnigan’s voice sounded strained, which Finlay put down to his rummaging through pockets whilst holding a travel bag in the check-in queue. “OK, that’s me sorted. So really, the only problem that stands out is his use of a negative for the warming constant?”

			“Yes, as I say, the rest all hangs together. He’s done a good job as far as I can tell, quite a sophisticated climate model. What do you make of the Antarctic data meeting the predictions of his model?”

			“OK. Look Fin…” There was an extended and awkward silence for a few seconds. “I’m going to be away for a few months, something’s come up with NASA and they’ve asked for a few climatologists to run through something.” Finlay listened with half his attention, the other half was furiously trying to work out what NASA would need Dave Finnigan’s help with at short notice.

			“You should talk to your post grad. Seonaid is it? She’s been giving information to Fergus MacLeod, something to do with her research. I can’t be sure, but I think the negative warming figure comes from her. Have to go, I’m at check in now. Look after yourself Fin. Bye.”

			The line died, leaving Finlay with an impending sense of dread. He was acutely aware that Dave had avoided answering the question, and instead was giving him a pointer to the very concern that had dogged his night’s sleep. The fact that he was boarding a plane to the southern USA with an almost indecent haste was not lost on him either.

			“Seonaid!” Finlay called through the open doorway into the shared office. Something in his tone must have worried her, she almost ran in, face etched with concern.

			“What is it?” Her eyes darted around, having realised that Finlay wasn’t having a heart attack, and instead searching for whatever else was causing the panic in his voice.

			“What data have you shared with the guy doing climate research for Dave Finnigan?”

			“Fergus? I just talked over my research project with him, nothing substantial but he’s provided ice core samples that line up beautifully with the cyclic galactic dust cloud thesis.”

			“What’s he got in return?”

			Seonaid looked uncomfortable, sharing data before it had been peer reviewed was not something that any university approved of, but she needed the ice core research to back up her dark matter cloud prediction. 

			“I gave him the dark matter figures we expect to find in the next few weeks.” She spread her palms in supplication. “It’s not something he can make any use of, and I told him to keep it to himself.”

			“Is he aware of the heavy metals saturation you expect to find if we pass through the cloud?”

			Seonaid nodded unhappily, not sure where this was going or why Finlay was acting so strangely.

			“Where can I find him?”

			II

			Fergus’s flat was in an old tenement, one of the early high-rise buildings that characterised life in Edinburgh’s Old Town before a teeming population called the New Town into being. Finlay cruised down the narrow street, cursing two black vans that almost blocked the road outside the flat he’d been searching for. He parked illegally on double yellows, some 100m past the flat, at the first space wide enough to let other vehicles get by. Checking the mirror before opening the driver’s door into the oncoming traffic, he watched with eyes growing wider by the second as he saw a figure being bundled into one of the vans by a couple of large set men. Reaching for his phone to call the police, he paused as more people appeared, carrying what looked like computer equipment. Within seconds, the vans moved away with one accord, black sunglasses angled down at his driver’s window as they passed him by. Finlay held his breath, trying at the same time to look as normal and uninteresting as possible until the vans turned a corner and were lost to view.

			Finlay was not a betting man, but he had a terrible suspicion that the figure being bundled into the van was the same Fergus McLeod he was looking for. Those vans, and the suited individuals with dark glasses, had the anonymous feel of a government department that tries too hard to operate under the radar. He held his phone, debating whether to call the police as he’d first thought, but pocketed it instead. This could be something innocent – a drugs bust or crime sting; nothing to do with Fergus and his research. Finlay convinced himself that he was in danger of being hoodwinked by his own conspiracy theory, and with a lighter tread entered the tenement and climbed three floors until he reached the top landing. The door to the flat he sought was hanging off its hinges, a round depression by the handle testament to the force of a solid metal battering ram – a favourite police tool for gaining entry. 

			Finlay checked the stairs behind him, inexplicably guilty and almost terrified that he was about to be caught, but the stairs remained quiet and deserted. That part of his mind that remained sane and rational tried to convince him to leave, as quickly and unobtrusively as possible, but was overruled by the scientist who needed to check the evidence. He entered the flat, already knowing by the silence that it was deserted. A scene of mayhem lay in front of him: drawers emptied onto the floor, contents spilled in random piles. A familiar and pungent odour filled the air, a slightly sweet and aromatic blend of tobacco and cannabis that he recognised from his earlier student days. He ignored it all, looking for any evidence that supported the dawning realisation that what he feared may have had more than an element of truth. The place was cleared out; laptop, USB sticks, any computing equipment or notebooks conspicuous by their absence; yet his drug paraphernalia lay in full view on a bedside table. 

			“Think!” Finlay admonished himself, staring blankly at the room like some voyeur in a detective movie crime scene. It couldn’t be a coincidence that this had happened, not so soon after the Antarctic survey report had landed on David Finnigan’s desk. If this had been booted upstairs, the potential for a climate change disaster, is this the response he’d expect to see? A post grad student bundled into a Black Maria, together with his research notes, to keep him quiet? The ice pit that had settled in his stomach told him what he needed to know, that and Dave Finnigan’s heading towards the tropics in an indecent haste. I may be reading too much into this, the inner scientist interjected, where’s the corroborating evidence? 

			Finlay keyed Seonaid’s number into his phone. “Hi Seonaid, Finlay here. Can you email me the latest thermal absorption predictors for the dark matter cloud? Now, yes. Thanks. Look, you and Caitlin – I’ve got to review staffing levels in the department.” Finlay thought on his feet as he headed back down the tenement stairs, “I don’t want to lose either of you but I’m under a lot of pressure. Take the rest of the week off, both of you.  Try and get some sun, head south, Greece or Turkey – I’ll cover the cost of the flights out of the department budget. Yes, seriously, go this afternoon. I mean it. Sure, see you in a week.”

			Driving back to the campus, Finlay ran a number of scenarios through his mind – the best outcome he managed was being ‘let go’ following a nervous breakdown. Given the alternatives playing through his mind it was an outcome he’d welcome with open arms.

			The office was empty. He assumed both Seonaid and Caitlin had grabbed the opportunity for a week’s all expenses paid holiday in the sun with undue haste, in case he changed his mind. It was the least he could do, and if his worst fears were proved correct, it would be too little too late. He transferred enough money from the departmental budget into their accounts to cover flights and expenses, texting confirmation to both women. Dismissing the clamour of thoughts building in his mind, he downloaded the thermal absorption figures onto a memory stick and deleted Seonaid’s email. It might buy them, and him, some time; and time was a commodity too precious for anyone to waste.

		


		
			CHAPTER 6 
COBRA

			I

			Cabinet Office Briefing Room A was a characterless rectangular room in an anonymous building, 70 Whitehall, situated just behind Downing Street. The room was dominated by a table seating a full complement of twenty people. Walls flickered with a random display of images and graphs from closely tiled video displays, providing an urgent and bewildering sea of data that lit the faces around the table in differing shades of blue. A casual observer might have recognised the Prime Minister and several of his front bench colleagues, but the rest were grey-suited unknowns or military top brass. The mood around the table was sombre, and there had been some tetchy exchanges between the scientists and the Whitehall mandarins. The Prime Minister asserted control before the bickering began again.

			“What level of confidence do we have that this climate prediction model is real? I don’t see how we can possibly hope to put anything substantial enough in place, not in the unlikely event that an ice age suddenly envelopes the north. Just the sheer logistics of having to move people and supplies is beyond anything we’ve had to do before.”

			“We wouldn’t move anyone.” One of the anonymous grey-suited men spoke, his voice quiet yet authoritative. The room quietened, waiting for the speaker who commanded the room. “We have, as I see it, two options. The first is that we announce the possibility of a severe and lasting climate change event, one that necessitates the immediate forced removal of five million people from Scotland. Logistics alone make this a formidable task, and one that will almost certainly result in anarchy and the breakdown of law and order. Apart from the impossibility of feeding and housing such an influx, we have to also consider the probable food and energy shortages that will already threaten the south.” He turned to look pointedly at one of the scientists in the room. “And if this particular weather forecast is wrong, we end up looking inept and hysterical.”

			The Prime Minister turned his head to face the speaker, already aware of the answer to the question he was about to pose. “And the second option?”

			“We keep this so quiet that nobody gets wind of it. Send undercover teams in to strip the North of high value assets, move nuclear out, and shut down anyone who may know anything about this.”

			“What do we tell the Scottish Parliament?” The question came from another anonymous suit, switching his gaze between the Prime Minister and the last speaker as if unsure of who held the power in this room.

			The Prime Minister’s voice cut the air with a tone of triumphant satisfaction betraying his feelings. “Nothing! If it starts snowing in earnest, offer them some gritters and food drops. We’ll have enough problems without worrying about the devolved administrations.” 

			“What about our allies, how much do they know?” The same anonymous suit posed the question, earning a glance from the PM that would shut a lesser man down. He held the PM’s eyes with calm contempt, watching dull surprise appear as the realisation dawned that the balance of power was already shifting towards these unelected and shadowy figures as the country stood on the edge of a precipice.

			“The US have already intercepted some slack communications, and one of our top climate scientists jumped ship before we could react. We can most likely infer that Russia and China have sufficient access to enough low-level chatter to have suspicions, but no hard data – yet.”

			“Run the sequence from today to 100 years, compressed to one minute. I want the UK on the centre screen, northern and southern hemispheres each side.” The grey suit now commanded the room, whatever shift had just occurred in the power structure had been pre-planned some years ago. The PM dealt with the growing comprehension that he had not only been out manoeuvred but was now all but irrelevant. He covered his confusion by staring haughtily at the screens, part of his mind absorbing the running simulation and the greater part of his limited intellect calculating the best survival option for him personally. He was not alone, nineteen other people were running similar analyses whilst the screens turned white, ice sheets flowing down from each pole towards a vanishingly small equatorial belt that remained stubbornly green in a world turned to ice.

			“Shit!” The expletive was whispered more than spoken, but the single word summed up the feelings in the room with more brevity than any official briefing could ever manage.

			“That’s the whole UK.”

			“And Europe gone, all the way down to the Middle East.”

			“It’s lucky the states never finished that wall, looks like Mexico will be real prime real estate!” The last comment brought no glimmer of humour to the sombre gathering.

			“We’d better put the civil defence plan into action – starting immediately. If the transport network grinds to a halt, people are going to starve within days. You’d better order in Arctic gear. Do it quietly, but every military base will need to protect both themselves and prime assets until we find a way of solving this.” The grey suit appraised the room, dismissing almost everyone except for the few he knew could be trusted. “We can only hope that this time the science is wrong, but for all of our sakes we need to move fast. You all have been sent the procedural documentation, I suggest you read it carefully and bring your first response when we reconvene this time tomorrow. Good day.”

			The screens changed to display a crowned portcullis, the quasi-official emblem of the British Parliament, and one that always illogically reminded the PM of traitor’s gate. That thought stayed stubbornly with him as he left the room – that and the image of London buried under ice.

			II

			Fergus McLeod sat in an interview room, the lens of a camera staring him full in the face from the other side of the table. He nursed a plastic coffee cup, the warmth lending some comfort to hands that had turned cold and clammy ever since he’d been bundled into the van. The tremor that had spilled coffee over the Formica tabletop was still evident in his hands – an unconscious reaction to shock, finding release in these random minute movements of muscle. He caught his reflection in the mirror adorning one half of the wall beside him, his ashen face looked back at him with suspicion, hair greasy in the fluorescent light. Fergus had seen enough police movies to realise that someone was in all probability on the other side of the mirror, watching him and noticing the shake in his hands. He put down the coffee and flicked the finger at his reflection, feeling some small satisfaction in the gesture and gaining the semblance of control in the process. As if on cue, the door opened, allowing access to a woman who took the seat opposite him. The smile on her face gave him the impression that she found him amusing rather than making any attempt to be friendly.

			“Are you comfortable, is there anything you want?” The voice was home counties, Surrey or Berkshire or somewhere like that. They all sounded the same to him, privilege dripped from each rounded vowel. He could imagine her being educated at boarding school, her own horse waiting for her to return at the end of term, practicing jump after jump in the paddock, double-barrelled name opening doors he’d never gain access to.

			“How about just telling me what this is all about? Or better still, just letting me go?” Fergus spoke with more conviction than he felt. The men who’d forcibly entered his flat were not men he’d ever stand up to; they moved with precision, military if he had to guess. The phrase ‘resistance is futile’ had entered his mind even before the joint had been removed from his slack mouth, and he’d dutifully dressed like an obedient child to follow them down the stairs to the street.

			The smile widened, but her expression took on the semblance of someone whose patience was limited. “That won’t be happening, unless you’re very good and tell me everything I need to know.”

			Fergus felt like shouting at her, and wiping the supercilious expression off her snooty face, but he had a premonition that she’d be more than capable of leaving him face down on the desk before he could leave the room. “What do you want to know? I don’t even know who you are, or what’s happening here.”

			She sat back in her chair, eyes cool blue under perfectly plucked eyebrows, and regarded him as someone would a tasteless present; not very well executed, nothing like expensive enough and basically of no bloody use at all. 

			“I want you to tell me all about your climate change algorithm, the factors that you use to derive the prediction, and what you’ve deliberately left out. Before we start, however, I’m going to need a little list of everyone who has any idea of what you’ve been working on – but let’s start with those who are familiar with your thesis. Professor Finnigan has already been brought to our attention. Is there anyone else we should know about?”

			Fergus stared at her, aware that his mouth had fallen open again. Was that what it was all about? Why would anyone snatch him off the street over a thesis? The drug-induced cloud that enveloped his brain was dissipating, leaving him feeling exposed and strangely sober. That had to mean his research was being taken seriously, which meant... He looked at her afresh, aware of the keen intelligence behind the pale blue of her eyes and started to put the chain of events into order.

			“The ocean current data’s come in, hasn’t it?” Her expression remained the same, giving nothing away. “Fuck!” He looked at his reflection again, panic written across his face. He turned back to face her. “I thought I was right, but it’s just a theory you know? I didn’t expect...” His voice trailed off; he didn’t know what he had expected. Figures and equations running on a supercomputer – they weren’t real. The awful realisation that he’d been hiding the truth from himself hit him hard, thoughts tumbled over each other leaving him bereft of logic. If he hadn’t been sitting down, he felt he would have collapsed. An overriding urge to confess came over him, some guilty throwback to a childhood religion where an omnipresent God would make it all better; an abdication of personal responsibility to a higher power.

			“There’s more. I’ve not factored in the dark matter cloud data. The sun’s incident radiation will reduce by maybe as much as thirty percent within the next few weeks. It’s going to be a lot worse than the model predicts.”

			Her head tilted momentarily towards the mirror; it was just a glance but confirmed what he thought. If they’d been rattled by his computer modelling, this was going to really ruin their day.

			She focussed back on him, her expression calm and neutral. “Where is the latest data, who else knows about this?”

			Fergus started speaking, he could only delay so far before Seonaid was caught up in this, but he felt he owed her as much time as he could give her. “I’ll need my computer, and internet access.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 7 
MAYDAY

			Hiyori Mizushima cursed as the ship pitched unexpectedly, making an unsuccessful grab for her tea as it slid away from her workstation and met the floor with a muted splash. The research vessel was heading towards the southern tip of Chile and sea conditions were rapidly going from bad to worse. She felt that as a meteorologist she should be more interested in the unusual weather patterns that they’d been experiencing, but as a relative newcomer to life onboard the ship, she was beginning to think her future lay on dry land.

			The paper cup rolled under a rack full of equipment, wedged securely for the time being. She considered mopping up the liquid, but the carpet tiles were doing an adequate job. Satisfied that her stomach contents were staying where they should be for the present, her attention returned once more to the screen. They’d been unable to re-launch the remote submersible due to the weather, an irony that wasn’t lost on the science team, and looking at the satellite streams feeding weather data, they’d not be launching for a few days yet. This didn’t mean that the scientists on board were left idle, far from it. As a floating meteorological station they still had plenty of data to analyse, and Hiyori’s mind was focussed on an insignificant reading to the left of her screen showing sea temperature. It had been showing a continual rise since they left the Antarctic ice shelf; not in itself unexpected, but the rate at which the temperature had risen was much higher than previous records suggested was normal.

			She didn’t know whether she should bother Mack with this latest information; he’d been strangely obsessed with chasing the Humbolt current ever since the submersible had failed to detect it some days earlier, and this might be a distraction too far. His sudden arrival in the cramped cabin space made the decision for her.

			“Dr McDonald, the sea temperature readings are showing a full degree higher than they should be at this latitude. Do you think it’s connected with the change in the Humbolt?” She moved to one side, giving him space to view the screen. Donald moved in beside her, wedging himself in the gap she’d created, to avoid being thrown about by the random ship movements. He smiled inwardly; Hiyori chose which version of his name to use with a social precision that betrayed her Japanese upbringing. Mack when he wasn’t around, the sobriquet that was attached to him for just about every other member of staff and crew on board; Donald for occasions when they weren’t at work; and Dr McDonald for more formal professional interactions such as now. He gave the screen a detailed examination, frowning at the sea temperature reading in an effort to force the temperature to drop back within expectations. “How long has it been showing this?”

			“The rise has been fairly consistent ever since we changed course. I thought it may have been a random fluctuation, but the rise has remained a few points above expected median temperature and today reached a full degree. Is it significant?”

			Donald didn’t answer immediately, his attention fixed on other readings that filled the screen. “Can you pull up the satellite data for our position?”

			“Weather satellite?”

			“Yes. The air pressure’s dropping quite rapidly. I’m hoping it’s just a coincidence that the sea temperature is showing a rise.” Donald checked the rack of instrumentation beside them, worried eyes flicking over displays and digits. “If this warming affects the whole South Pacific, there’s enough stored energy to create the mother of all storms.” This last utterance was more to himself, but Hiyori understood the implications. It was only the fact that the South Pacific was cooler than the North Pacific that reduced the likelihood of hurricanes – and storm cell generation required copious amounts of energy.

			The satellite data arrived; colours overlaid the map like some child’s first attempt at colouring-in. Muddy hues stained the South Pacific, darkening blues and reds in random swirls lent urgency to isobaric outlines. Even at a first glance, Donald knew that they were heading into trouble. He printed the weather map and grabbed it before it had finished, trails of ink dragged towards the bottom of the sheet where his fingerprints stood out in sharp relief. 

			“Hiyori. Give this to the Old Man, we need to get into shelter as soon as we can!”

			“Is it serious?” Her brown eyes were wide, fear taking hold as the ship pitched even more violently into growing waves.

			“Nothing this tub can’t handle.” Donald spoke with more reassurance than he felt. The ship was already wallowing around like a drunk, distant crashes and thuds testament to various items attempting to reach the lowest state of potential energy. He watched her leave the cramped cabin, holding onto the grab rail to prevent being thrown by the ship’s motion, almost acrobatic in her response to the random shifts. It would take them at least another four days before reaching a port in Chile, and that was assuming that the sea conditions didn’t worsen. Donald took the opportunity to fire off another email to David Finnigan, attaching the latest readings and adding a few thoughts of his own for good measure. If this latest data didn’t give climate change deniers sufficient evidence to change their entrenched view, then the planet was destined to plunge headlong into uncharted territory. Message sent, Donald gripped the table as the ship turned almost completely on its side, hitting the side of his head on the 19-inch rack beside him. The flash of pain told him it had been a hard impact, his exploratory fingers coming away from his hair wet and warm with blood.

			“Shit!” His eyes sought out the first-aid kit that almost every cabin held, pulling the green case off its Velcro grip and wrapping a bandage clumsily around his head, the random rocking leaving him looking like a bloodied film extra in an action movie. Satisfied that he was no longer dripping blood over himself, his next thought was for Hiyori. Gripping handrails with grim determination, Donald left the relative security of the cabin and entered the corridor, all thoughts for his personal safety forgotten as the floor pitched violently underfoot.

			Hiyori had made it as far as the top deck before the ship was broadsided by the wave that Mack felt, several decks down. Up here the effect was far worse, the deck underneath her rotating almost a full 90 degrees and threatening to throw her against the solid metal walls. Hiyori’s arm was almost wrenched from its socket as she took the strain, hanging on with a grim desperation against the wild movement. She let loose a stored breath as the ship regained an even keel, slowly uprighting against a suddenly violent ocean. Taking her chance as the floor underneath her feet regained a more normal aspect, she made headway towards the bridge, catching glimpses of a sky turned to steel grey and an ocean churning under the sudden impact of gale-force winds.

			The captain and first officer swung around in their seats as the door crashed open, allowing Hiyori access before another sideways lurch closed it violently behind her.

			“You should stay below, it’s not safe to move around the ship in these conditions.” The captain motioned her towards a seat, turning his attention back to the erratic view afforded by the windows. Hiyori strapped herself into the relative safety the seat afforded and stared at a world turned mad. The blue sky she’d last seen before starting her shift down below had been chased away by towering storm clouds. They swirled in on themselves, dark grey coils turning with menace and lit from within as lightning was triggered by the massive movement of air. The sea threw itself against the ship, spray lashing against the windows even this far up above deck. It was difficult to get a sense of scale out here on the open ocean; the waves could be anything up to 10m high to her inexpert eye. She tore her gaze away from the view to pass the satellite map over to the captain. “Sorry, Captain. Dr MacDonald asked me to give you this and suggested we head for shelter.”

			The captain glanced at the sheet, eyes confirming that it showed what he already knew before passing it to his number two. 

			“We’ve already plotted a course towards the nearest port. It’s going to be a closely-run race between us and that bitch.” 

			He nodded towards the darkening sky, heavy corkscrews of cloud circling menacingly like mythological serpents. As if accepting the challenge, the sound of the wind increased another notch, the ship adopting a new motion as the gap between wave crests increased. The ship’s radio crackled into life, an urgent voice in Spanish calling out the universal call for help, the word ‘Mayday’ rising above the electronic noise that threatened to submerge the rest of the message. The officers on the bridge exchanged worried looks, waiting for any other vessels to respond, but only static answered the call. The captain nodded to the radio operator, waiting for a sign from his commanding officer before engaging with the plea for help.

			“This is the research vessel RRS Sir David Attenborough. What is the nature of your emergency? Over.” 

			A panicked voice spoke hurriedly back, Spanish words tumbling over each other before getting lost in the noise. The radio operator turned a dial, tuning in on the weak signal before responding in Spanish. The captain listened in, ordering the radio operator to get a fix on the vessel. Hiyori knew enough to see that the new heading was taking them directly into the heart of the storm. The ship’s officers held a mute conversation, balancing their own survival against the call for help that every sailor is obliged to obey. Decision made, the ship turned into the oncoming storm, the captain’s voice, just a few metres away, repeated in electronic echo as the speakers relayed his intention to respond to an SOS. All non-essential crew stopped work, obeying his instructions to make way to their cabins, break out lifejackets and strap in for safety.

			Hiyori was ignored as the bridge crew fought the ship, turning the vessel reluctantly away from relative safety to face the full strength of the winds. Sea water broke over the deck, sending gallons of water ricocheting off the bridge windows. The wipers went into overdrive, manically scraping the excess water off the toughened glass until the view resolved again. They were heading into greyness. Sea and sky were painted in the same hues, an angry boiling mass of grey flecked with white which dissolved as each violent impact threw sea spray again and again at the glass. The ship’s engines took on a new note of urgency, felt through the floor more than heard above the increasing noise of wind and sea as the boat thrashed in the sudden turmoil.

			A crash from the door heralded Donald’s entrance, and Hiyori’s eyes widened as she caught sight of the blood-soaked bandage clinging wetly to his head. He forced the door closed behind him, smiling in relief as his eyes met hers. She smiled in return, then his face became a frozen mask, staring in shock at the wall of water bearing down from an impossible height. Hiyori span back on her seat to see what had spooked him. It took her a few seconds to understand that the oily grey mass that now filled her vision was water, a huge wave that filled what was left of the sky above her. She dimly heard the captain’s urgent commands, felt the ship tilt gently upwards and the engines roar in protest, before the sea turned them over like a plaything and buried them deep within itself.

		


		
			CHAPTER 8 
Cloak and Dagger

			I

			It was midday. Finlay turned on the car radio, more out of habit than any particular desire to hear the news. His mind was racing, events piling on top of each other so fast that he felt his natural equilibrium shifting, reality telescoping away from him as the world began to lose its dependable mundanity. The news led on an earthquake centred on the Antarctic land mass, the science correspondent theorising that the gradual loss of ice cover had caused the pressure on the crust to release, lifting the continent a metre in a few seconds. Satellite imaging indicated that a huge segment of ice had split away, larger than the land mass of Wales, and promptly turned over in the ensuing turmoil. A tsunami alert had been issued for the entire South Atlantic seaboard. Finlay’s ears pricked up as the report ended with the news that radio contact had been lost with the newly launched RRS Sir David Attenborough, presently undertaking scientific research in the area. He barely heard the reassuring noises about a vessel built to withstand extreme environments as the news moved onto the latest war of words between two unstable superpowers. Finlay switched it off, and pulled over to think, gathering his racing thoughts and attempting to put them into some sort of order before they overwhelmed him.

			Outside his car window, the world carried on as normal. Buses and trams crowded the roads; cyclists weaved kamikaze-like patterns around pedestrians and potholes; the same sun shone unnaturally warm in a powder-blue December sky.  The rhythmic pulse of a headache started in his temple. Finlay stared at the quiet blue of the sky, desperately hoping not to see any visual aberrations that signalled the precursor to a migraine. A beating engine noise began an accompaniment to the throbbing in his temple, and the relief he felt when he saw the helicopter was replaced with worry as a small fleet crossed the artificial canyon of buildings that was his only view of the sky. They shared the same bottle green markings of the Army Air Corps, heavier-looking than Gazelles, these looked more like the Wildcat workhorses that operated in combat roles around the world. Pedestrians offered them cursory attention, a fleeting vision of military muscle, a transient glimpse of the underbelly of a necessary beast, fed and watered to the benefit of a weak society.

			The sight of the military flight brought an end to the indecision clouding his mind. This could all be coincidence, a small voice in his mind admonished. The thought was considered and discarded. Finlay reached for his mobile and keyed in his home number, waiting impatiently for Jess to pick up.

			“Hi darling, how’s your day going?” 

			He paused, wondering if his phone may already have been compromised. “It’s been a bit strange. Have you noticed any increase in military traffic, helicopters, vehicles – anything like that?”

			It was Jess’s turn to pause. The question was loaded, she could hear the undercurrent of concern, maybe even fear in his voice. “There’s been a few flights heading north. Guess there’s an exercise on. Why do you ask?”

			How could he put the thoughts still chasing around his head into anything approaching a coherent order? Finlay focussed, stroking his forehead in an attempt to calm down. “You know what I was looking at for Dave?”

			Jess caught the deliberate avoidance of mentioning Dave Finnigan’s name in full – or saying the words climate change. The implication caused an unexpected chill to run down her back as she responded, more curtly than she intended. “What of it?”

			“There’s a link to the project one of my post grads has been working on. It may be nothing, but we ought to be prepared.”

			“For what?” Jess’s voice had a harder edge than Finlay had ever heard. “What should we be prepared for?” She waited impatiently for him to answer. Any threat to her family awoke that part of her that she’d hoped to bury forever.

			“I think there’s a good chance that this warm spell will be ending pretty soon.” Finlay thought rapidly. He needed to avoid any trigger words that may already be in place to track people like himself. “I was going to buy some stuff for when we take the kids to Greenland this winter. You don’t know any places that sell that kind of thing?”

			Jess took stock of his behaviour. Finlay might take the world’s problems on his shoulders in a typically bleeding-heart liberal way, but he’d never acted like this before. The Greenland mention was a deliberate lie, only dropped in to make sure she understood his clumsy attempt at subterfuge. “I’ll do a search on the web, see what I can find and get back to you. Take care, speak soon.”

			Finlay found himself expressing his love to a phone that was no longer connected. He thought for a second – Jess would never end a call without them both stating their love for each other. It had become a routine, one that they privately enjoyed, if only for the chance to state what was obvious. She’d got the message. He didn’t know what her role in the army had been before they had first met. Whenever he’d asked her, she would brush it off as administrative work, all very boring and not much different to life on civvy street. Finlay had accepted this because it was what she wanted, but he’d met some of her friends from another life – they carried themselves with a watchful confidence that betrayed her story. 

			It was time to move. He checked the rear-view mirror more often than usual, a sense of paranoia manifesting in imagining every car was following him. Finlay drove to the bank, taking out as much cash as he could whilst waiting for Jess’s call. Perhaps this was paranoia on a grand scale, imaging planet-wide catastrophe on the basis of a few flimsy facts and a half-baked theory. His phone chimed, Jess’s smiling face on the display. 

			“Hi love. Did you find anything?”

			“Yes.” The word hung in the air between them, holding more information than a single word might imply. “There’s a good friend of mine said he’s got a load of cold-weather gear he’s selling off. I’ll text you his address – bit out in the wild but he’s expecting you.”

			His phone chimed with a new message and a map reference down in the Scottish Borders. He was strangely comforted to see a row of x’s finishing the text.

			II

			It was already dark by the time Finlay finally arrived at the coordinates Jess had sent him. The road had wound through undulating fields, sharing the space with sheep and cattle that wandered unhindered along the tarmac. He’d just passed a sign to Kielder Forest, so realised the English border could only be a few miles away and pulled in at a layby on the right, stopping in the meagre pool of light offered by a solitary BT phone box. His mobile phone signal had fallen off miles away. It felt like he was in the wilderness, the phone box and solid stone house opposite being the only signs of civilisation. At any other time, he would have appreciated the vast dark sky; stars revealing themselves as the last of the longer wavelengths of light let go their tenuous hold on the western horizon. The Dark Sky site at Kielder Forest was officially the darkest site in the whole of the UK, and the galactic plane was already painting a milky path across the sky. Finlay saw more than any casual astronomer would have seen on that night – he knew the galaxy was already deep within the dark matter cloud. In his mind’s eye, the baleful heat being emitted by those far-off stars was gradually being absorbed, and our own sun was heading into the unknown.

			The public phone box rang, the sound shaking him from a contemplation of the universe and back to the empty roadside stop. Finlay was meant to meet someone here; Jess’s text had been so sparse in information that he had no idea as to who or when. The phone continued its incessant alarm, jarring the silence of a new night until he left the womb-like comfort of the car and pulled open the phone box door, lifting the receiver to his ear.

			“Is that Peter?” The voice was low, accentless, a question mark hung in the silence between them.

			“No, sorry, this is Finlay. I was just parked…”

			“You on your own, Finlay?” The voice cut across him, curt and business-like.

			Finlay hesitated, unwilling to let the disembodied voice know that he was out here on his own. He glanced around, but the light inside the phone box effectively blinded him to anything outside. “Who is this?”

			“Humour me.” The voice came quickly back to him. “Answer a couple of questions for me and then maybe we can meet. What’s your dog’s name?”

			“Sorrel. Is this strictly necessary?”

			“Wife’s natural hair colour?” The questioner ignored Finlay’s comment.

			“Brown, I don’t know, dark brown?  I’ve never had much of an eye for colours.”

			“Her birth date”

			“2nd June 1980. Look, who are you?”

			“Last question. What are you here for?”

			“Jess said you would be able to help us. I’m looking for some arctic clothing for us and our children.”

			The phone was silent. Finlay listened for any sounds that would indicate there was still someone on the other end, breathing, background noises – nothing but silence.

			“Go back up the road, couple of hundred metres, there’s a caravan on the right. Park outside.” A click announced the line was dead. Finlay stared blankly at the handset for a few seconds before replacing it on the cradle. Silence pressed in on him from every side, even the wind had stopped playing with the roadside grasses. The only comforting thought that came into his head was that this was definitely one of Jess’s strange friends – the ones who arrived unannounced and left as soon as he came home, the smile never reaching their eyes. 

			The caravan was only just noticeable with the car lights on full beam, a dilapidated mobile home seemingly dumped in a field and almost obscured by undergrowth. Finlay pulled onto the verge and switched off the engine just as the driver’s door was wrenched open. A light shone directly into his face, painful in its intensity and immediately blinding him.

			“OK. It’s you. Here, give me your hand.”

			“For fuck’s sake. I can’t see a bloody thing. Is all this strictly necessary?” Finlay listened to his voice as if on a recording, disappointed that the timbre was pitched too high. A calloused hand pulled him out of the car seat.

			“You’re alright, just a level road. Walk along with me. Your sight will come back in a minute or so.” Finlay stumbled along in pitch darkness, his feet finding purchase on the tarmac. He looked upwards, expecting to glimpse the bright twin stars comprising Sirius, but all his overloaded retina could see were purple spots, dancing in response to his eye movements. Finlay felt like a child being dragged along and the ridiculousness of the situation was grating on nerves already stretched. 

			The hand tugged him off the road, he felt branches brushing his arms and stumbled as the ground suddenly dipped downwards. “Here we are.” 

			A welcome light flooded the rough path towards the caravan, and Finlay found his vision was OK as long as he used peripheral sight. The stranger opened the caravan door and beckoned Finlay in, holding it open in the manner of a doorman at the Ritz, even to the extent of bowing as Finlay climbed inside.

			“Take a seat.” His host motioned towards a wooden chair, and Finlay was instantly put in mind of a hostage situation. The caravan interior smelt musty, unused. It was apparent this wasn’t his host’s normal residence. A heap of packages leaning up against the wall made him relax, fleeces wrapped in polythene shone whitely in the overhead light. Longer parcels looked like skis, he could see ski poles tied together with white tape.

			A pair of cold eyes appraised him from a weather-beaten face, rough beard merging into hair that showed every evidence of being self-cut. “Name’s Titch.” 

			Finlay gripped the hand being offered, fairly certain this guy who was well over six foot tall was called anything other than Titch.

			“All a bit cloak and dagger.” It was the best he could come up with.

			True to form, the stranger’s smile didn’t reach his glacial eyes. “Leopard doesn’t change its spots.” He switched on a camping stove, placing a beaten kettle on the flames. “Tea?”

			“Please.” Finlay realised he was thirsty. He hadn’t stopped since leaving the flat, and the memory of the Black Marias was still fresh.

			“Jess said you thought there was some kind of trouble coming our way. Care to elaborate?”

			Finlay stared into the stranger’s face, feeling for the first time in his life that he was inadequate for whatever the universe was going to throw at him. Given the circumstances, he had no choice but to trust this guy that Jess had sent him to. He started telling this total stranger his recent experiences, the theories of climate change and dark matter absorption coinciding to present a scenario that would spell the end of civilisation, perhaps the end of mankind. As he brought his host up to date, their eyes met.

			“Guess that cat’s already out of the bag. There’s been a bit of chatter on frequencies the military like to think are secure.” Finlay followed his glance towards a green box on the floor; wires trailed out of the window and into the night. “It also helps explain the activity Jess mentioned.” He held out a hand. “You got the money?”

			Finlay dug into his jacket, pulling out the £5k he’d been able to extract from their joint account in £100 notes. They were carefully counted and placed in a tin on the table between them. “Guess this isn’t going to be of much use soon, if you’re right.” The cold eyes interrogated his. Finlay had no idea what this guy was thinking, his face was the ultimate poker player’s – devoid of tells.

			“Ditch your phone.”

			“I’m sorry?” Finlay stared at him with surprise. A hand, held palm upwards towards him, made the query superfluous. “You can be tracked. Not out here, miles away from the nearest cell but they’ll get you when you head back.” He nodded towards the pile of equipment. “Jess asked for some of her toys back.” He didn’t need to say anything else. The fiction that Jess had had a normal upbringing on a small croft was one he was happy to accept. But he’d seen her in unguarded moments, seen the small stream of people she called friends who called at the strangest times – he’d subconsciously accepted her background story was not true. He handed over his iPhone.

			“Take these.” A couple of cheap handsets were placed into his hand, along with a dozen pre-paid SIM cards. “I’ll give you a hand with the gear. Best to keep the weapons out of sight.” He grabbed a load of equipment as if it weighed nothing. “We can whip out the spare and put them there, should do you until you get back to Jess.”

			The outside temperature had dropped, even in the short time he’d spent in the caravan, but it was the casual mention of weapons that was responsible for making the hairs on his arms stand upright, small erector muscles on each hair follicle reacting to cold and fright.  Specks of snow, caught momentarily in the car headlights, danced in the beams. They packed the car in silence, the spare flung over a hedge with total disregard. Finlay wondered what he’d do if he got a puncture, then berated himself for being stupid. What if he was stopped with an unknown quantity of military hardware? Titch reappeared from whatever he’d been busy with, crouched down low in front of the car. “Just changing your reg,” he held black tape up with a smile, and proceeded to modify the letters on the rear plate by adding strips of tape to the number plate.

			As the last parcel was stashed on the back seat, Titch took his hand in a firm handshake. “Thanks for the heads up, but I hope to hell you’re wrong.” He pressed a crumpled sheet of paper into Finlay’s hand. “Jess will meet you here with the kids. Don’t go home. If your name’s come up, they’ll be waiting for you.” He glanced upwards. Clouds had arrived quickly from the North-west, obscuring half of the starlit sky. Titch caught a few of the larger snowflakes in his hand, watching them melt in his open palm.  “This will help, won’t take long for your number plate to be obscured if it gets any heavier.”

			Three words had been scrawled on the paper. “Don’t try and phone her, she’s already sent her phone on a one-way trip to London.” The driver’s door was opened again, it was clear he wanted Finlay gone.

			“What am I meant to do with this?” Finlay stared inadequately at the words in his hand. Barstool. Polar. Assume. Was it some kind of code?

			“What3words.” Titch saw his bewilderment. “It’s an app on the phone I’ve given you – enter the words and it will guide you to a specific map reference accurate to three square metres. Park as close as you can and stay in your car until Jess contacts you.”

			“Thanks.” Finlay uttered inadequately as he settled into the driver’s seat. There was no response, Titch – or whatever his name really was, had slipped away into the cover of darkness. The road stretched in front of him until obscured by a thin white veil of falling snow. Finlay entered the code he’d been given into the app, eager to get back onto major roads in case the snowfall increased. The ice warning light blinked on the dashboard. He checked the outside temperature, -2°C. Not uncommon for a December night but the temperature had dropped 4°C in under an hour. The icy pit in his stomach grew as he turned the car around, and a sudden urgency to see his wife and family took hold. 

			Titch watched as the rear lights traced a red farewell over the brow of the hill. His softly spoken words were for the night. “Give her my love. Maybe we’ll meet again, who knows?”

		


		
			CHAPTER 9 
Flight

			I

			The floodlights had come on as soon as the military vehicle arrived, throwing the empty drive into sharp relief. Jess’s car must have left some hours ago as any tracks had been covered by snow. The house windows remained dark, no sign that anyone was at home.

			“What do you mean, the house is empty? Does it look as if they’ve packed? Are their cars anywhere to be seen?” The voice on the radio shot exasperated questions in quick salvos. “Give me video.”

			The two men exchanged knowing glances before keying on personal video cameras mounted on military helmets. In an anonymous Whitehall building, twin views displayed the exterior of Finlay and Jess’s house, motion compensation offering a gliding, almost dreamlike panorama as the two feeds split to circle and enter the house. The ground was already covered with a thin layer of snow, devoid of prints. The driveway was empty of vehicles, only the one set of tracks leading to the soldiers’ 4x4. The house was likewise devoid of habitation, neat and tidy like a show home and absent of the clutter that would otherwise indicate people lived there.

			“The dog’s been taken.” A disembodied voice drew attention to a dog basket, complete with a well-chewed toy bone.

			“I want any computers, mobiles, paperwork – anything they’ve left behind.” The words were spoken more by rote than out of any expectation of finding these items.

			“Roger.” The word shot back, clipped and precise as the internal view watched drawers being emptied and turned over with practiced ease. Fingers felt along the underneath of cabinets for taped caches, ran along the tops of wardrobes.

			The garden view caught a glimpse of something reflecting in the flashlight, a garden spade thrown into shrubbery.

			“Shit. Now we have to dig up the bloody garden.”

			The remote viewer made no response. He’d read Jess’s file, and if she’d decided to hide it was going to need more than a lucky break to find her. He made the call anyway, passing number plate details onto the automatic number recognition system that saturated the UK’s roads. “Call in a search team if you don’t find something buried out there – I need to know.” He shut down the channel without waiting for a response. These guys were professionals, best left to do their job with as little oversight – or traceability back to him – as possible.

			A satellite weather image filled one of the large screens in the room. It showed strengthening low pressure pulling in sub-arctic air from the north. Shades of blue indicated the deepening temperature drop, bands of innocuous white indicated where snow could be expected. The white bands were scattered all over Scotland. Small patches, looking like random drops of snow themselves, covered the screen. Above the north tip of Cape Wrath, the darkening blue of the map was steadily being filled in white. He’d delayed the Met Office amber alert as long as he reasonably could. If the student’s climate model predictions were true, then the next few weeks were going to become interesting. He dismissed the absent professor and his wife from his mind, they were fast becoming an irrelevance as the weather patterns moved closer.

			He picked up an old-fashioned red telephone, a leftover from another age but one he found strangely comforting in the here and now. “Have you found the professor’s researchers yet?” The question was barked down the line, and the frown that appeared permanently etched into his brow deepened. “Greece? Send a bloody retrieval team in now. No, I don’t care about extradition protocols. Just find them and get them back here, whatever the cost.” The receiver was slammed back down on its cradle, rocking with the energy of the impact. These were key personnel, and they’d all done a runner.

			He glanced up at the satellite weather image, using a remote to widen out the picture. The blue shades were darkening and moving into northern Europe, Asia and America. Blue fingers threatening death, tightening their grip on the northern hemisphere. The computer model displayed a similar image, but the most recent long-range meteorological data forecast that the narrow band of habitable equatorial land was shrinking. There was going to be a fight over whatever real estate was left, and he was going to need bargaining chips to grab something for himself.

			The radio sputtered into life. “We’ve found something.” 

			He checked the live video feeds from the house and garden. A metal detector lay on the ground, next to a rapidly widening hole as a spade removed newly loosened earth. The sound of metal on metal alerted them to whatever had been so recently buried. A hand pulled out a set of number plates. He didn’t need to check them to know that they’d come from Jess’s vehicle.

			II

			Jess drove through the gathering early evening darkness, weaving along the A85 as it wound a sinuous route past sombre lochs and forests towards Tyndrum. The children had initially been excited to take a mysterious journey, and their excitement had mounted as the first snowflakes appeared like a whirling white tunnel in the car’s headlights. But now they were tired, hungry and wanting to go back to the comforting regime of home. The weather forecast came on the car radio, warning of treacherous driving conditions in the north of Scotland as the first proper fall of snow caught the gritters unprepared. As if on cue, the flashing amber lights of a yellow grit-spreading lorry appeared around the next corner, spraying the windscreen with a shower of salt and grit. She checked the exterior temperature, slowly dropping a few degrees since they’d hurriedly left the house, to reach 4°C, not even enough for the car to display an ice symbol on the dash.

			If it wasn’t for the home CCTV feed displayed on a pay-as-you-go phone she’d acquired for this exact purpose, Jess may well have turned back. The global cooling theory that Finlay was getting so worked up about seemed far from real – temperatures were warmer if anything – but she’d seen increased military activity; trucks heading north and south on the motorway, a phalanx of choppers passing overhead. The guys ransacking the house were not opportunistic amateurs either; they worked quickly and methodically, ignoring valuable items in search of something else. Then there were the conversations she’d had with some old colleagues after talking to Finlay, one of whom he’d just met. Something was up, and the fact that the military or MI5 spooks were presently ransacking her house made her glad she’d acted decisively.

			Sorrel announced her presence from the back of the car, a single bark alerting Jess that she needed out. The lights of Tyndrum came into view and she pulled into the car park servicing one of the largest fish and chip shops in the Highlands. “Who’d like fish and chips?” 

			The resulting shrieks of “Me, me, me!” combined with excited barks as she pulled to a halt. As the contents of the car erupted into the car park under her watchful eye, she ushered her charges into the welcoming warmth of the restaurant and left the dog tethered outside.

			Jess scanned the interior of the café as they entered, eyes making a practiced sweep, noting exits, spotting potential combatants. She felt conflicted, the mother in her watching her children, and the soldier – newly resurfaced – calculating mission strategy and working out who the enemy was. Events were moving too quickly. Was it only the previous night that Finlay had mentioned a potential for climate disaster and then dismissed it as a post-grad’s mathematical error? Now they were being pursued by some shadowy government department, the climate change theory was suddenly being taken seriously and snow was falling. She watched other people in the queue, standing patiently in line for fast food and uncaring about the flurries of snow outside. She would have been like them, unbothered by the sight of December snow in Scotland if it wasn’t for the conversations she’d had following Finlay’s panicked call.

			Her childhood in a remote part of the Scottish Highlands had been far removed from the fiction she had woven – her first twelve years helping on her family’s traditional croft, then a boarder at the high school that served a vast expanse of isolated settlements on the west coast. She knew Finlay had suspicions. The few visitors from her previous life he had met were not great method actors; their experiences showed in small but telling ways: how they held themselves like coiled springs; the watchful eyes; an inherent thoughtfulness to every movement. They’d lived ‘off the grid’ – a community deliberately rejecting the very mores of a society that Jess had finally been so desperate to join. There were no roads to her childhood home, no phone lines or electricity. The only way in was by boat, through a narrow sea loch entrance guarded by unpredictable currents and submerged rocks. They lived off the land, self-sufficient to the point of extremism – no doctors or dentists here, apart from the few ex-military types with medical training who found their only peace in this true wilderness. There were other similar groups dotted around the country, keeping in touch over shortwave radio or the dark web and all sharing an inherent distrust of government and society writ large. Some were preppers – groups with a shared vison that some apocalyptic event lay in wait to wipe out all human life: alien invasion; financial collapse; pandemics; meteor impact. Their reasons for imminent disaster may have differed but they all agreed that society’s weak underbelly was the interdependency and complexity that made modern life what it was. Any interruption to energy supplies or food supplies and that thin veneer would be stripped away. To that end they all prepared.

			When Jess joined the army, she discovered that the bonds forged in battle are stronger than ties of blood. Their loyalty to one another born in the fires of combat; from having someone you can trust with your life, these are not bonds that can be easily broken. She had made just two calls following Finlay’s warning, driving into the local town to use one of the last, functioning telephone boxes. The first was to Titch, who had left the community before she did. He never spoke about his previous life, apart from occasional references to the IRA. He was ex-military, a total hard case. Titch had trained her in survival techniques since she could walk, it was personal with him. They had retained a complicated bond ever since she’d reached fourteen, giving her a crossbow he’d bought as a birthday present. She barely had the strength to cock it back then, a child’s hands holding a lethal weapon. 

			Jess had read him a shopping list where each innocuous-sounding item had an alternative meaning, causing Titch to let loose a low whistle as the import of the call became apparent. What was left unsaid he knew instinctively, like all of the community members, they needed to be fast-thinking. The second call was to activate a safe house, one that she felt offered the best protection should things start to get ugly; and even the most optimistic analysis of Finlay’s warning would lead to society’s delicate balance turning into something extremely unpleasant.

			Her number was called, and she collected three warm boxes of fish and chips and headed back to the car, grabbing Sorrel on the way.   

		


		
			CHAPTER 10
Clouds

			Far away from the inconsequential concerns of Jess and her biological impulse to protect her young, far away from the research vessel overturned by a freak wave, lying broken and motionless at the bottom of a cold, dark ocean; a vast and invisible cloud of dark matter lay in the path of an inconsequential star and its small host of orbiting satellites. The first tendrils had already reached the system, outlying tentacles from a huge structure that occluded half the galaxy. The dark matter was like a phantom, passing through ordinary matter as if never really existed, subatomic holes passing through subatomic caverns.

			1510m underground, in what was the Homestake Mine in South Dakota, the first ultraviolet photons were detected by scientists as dark matter weakly interacted with liquid xenon. Initial doubts as to statistical significance were replaced with concerns over equipment malfunction as the count went up, only to be replaced with incredulity as the detector lit up – creating its own mini-universe of scintillating points of light. Down in man-made caverns of rock, white-coated scientists jumped and hollered with excitement. They resembled nothing more than pre-historic man, safe in his cave and rejoicing as the sun’s light returned after a long period of darkness, primeval emotions finding release in meaningless vocalisations.

			On a military flight out of Greece, two young women lay drugged in an otherwise empty plane; their only companions blank-faced government operatives, eyes as cold as the ice forming on the half-shuttered windows. One woman, red hair flopped across her slack face, dreamed of the cold. She was walking across a blue geometric plane towards a green rectangular mountain and rejoiced in how the coldness of the air caused all moisture to fall out of the atmosphere as ice – leaving pure crystal clarity behind as it fell. She flew effortlessly across the blue, faster and faster until the green mountain stretched impossibly high before her. She was the electron and as the temperature dropped towards absolute zero, she was free of all the impediments that had previously restrained her flight or caused her to veer randomly off course.

			The other woman’s auburn hair was tied in a headscarf, it had slipped part way down her face when her drugged body had been manhandled into the plane. Her dream was also of ice, dark blue mountains of frozen water towering miles into a cold blue sky. She gazed around her dreamscape with fear, desperate to see grass, trees, any movement across the frozen body of the planet she flew over – and wondering why the heat from the sun felt so weak on her skin. In her dream, tears fell at the sight of so much desolation and turned immediately to ice, adding imperceptibly to the ice mountains beneath her.

			The plane flew towards a military airfield at Brize Norton. An incongruous cluster of hardened buildings squatted in readiness as the plane descended over picture postcard Cotswold cottages. On the ground below, Fergus McLeod sobbed like a child as he was maliciously informed that they’d found Seonaid and were bringing her in.

			In the COBRA briefing room, the quorum had reassembled to view the latest news from the dark matter detector, faces turning as grey as their suits as the first confirmation came in. The prime minister was the first to speak. “Have we managed to find the key individuals yet?”

			The question was aimed at the same nameless individual who’d assumed control during the last briefing, and his opening gambit was deliberately barbed to inflict as much harm to him as he could.

			The target of the PM’s attack didn’t bother looking up from the tablet computer held in his hands, blue screen adding another hue of unhealthy colour to an already ashen complexion. “We have still to track down Professor Finlay Hamilton. He’s proving...” there was a pause before the sentence was resolved, “elusive.” 

			He looked up from his screen and continued speaking before the prime minister could push home his advantage. “He doesn’t know the full picture, and I’ve scaled down the search for him. In any case, we are now more interested in finding his wife and some of her previous associates.”

			“Why are they of interest, haven’t we more pressing matters to attend to?” The prime minister attempted another tack to try and wrestle command back where he felt it rightly belonged.

			“Let’s just say that they present a potential terrorist threat and are believed to be armed. We’ve put an SAS team on to it – more of a nuisance than anything else.” He shut the tablet as means of emphasising this particular discussion was closed. “The dark matter detection is only the second stage indicator that our pot-smoking student may have inadvertently provided us with a climate prediction that is apparently accurate, and certainly the only one that incorporates interstellar variables. Work is still ongoing to confirm the reduction in the ocean currents, and the unfortunate loss of the Sir David Attenborough is hampering our efforts in this regard.”

			He looked around the table, making eye contact as he prepared them for what came next. “We don’t have any evidence that the dark matter will cause any reduction in the strength of solar radiation. The presence of heavy metals within the dark matter cloud has not been observed by any deep space telescopes, so until we can measure any reduction in solar heat, this simply remains an unproven theory by two very young and inexperienced students.”

			“What about Professor David Finnigan and his unscheduled flight to Florida?” The prime minister made one last attempt to unsettle the de facto head of their small gathering.

			“David Finnigan is there at the invitation of the United States government. We have to assume that he will have told them everything he knows, and they of course have direct access to the dark matter detector results. However, we believe that Professor Finnigan was not made aware of the potential for dark matter to attract heavy metals, nor the effect this would have on incident solar radiation. This, ladies and gentlemen, provides us with a small head start as we consider our next moves.”

			He nodded to one of the wall-mounted cameras impassively observing them, and the screens changed in response to his unvoiced command. The view of a planet being consumed by ice returned and the prime minister watched with horrified fascination as the previously green equatorial belt turned white.

			“The worst-case scenario is running now. The representation you see in this simulation produces the so-called snowball earth effect. It goes without saying that this would be a mass extinction event. We have used our student’s simulation with his estimate of the heavy metals content, but it may or may not be correct and is now the most important variable in understanding the likely ramifications of this event. To that end, we have recovered the undergraduate responsible for this part of the research, and she will be debriefed in…” he checked his watch. “One hour from now.”

			There was an imperceptible movement of heads around the table as the import of his statement became apparent. “If she is able to qualify her research, and if we detect any decrease in solar radiation, there is a significant expectation that these islands will be uninhabitable within a year.” He waited for the words to sink in. “Our overseas territories may provide a respite for a while longer, although we will have to put in place, not only robust selection criteria but a deterrent strong enough to keep the territory against all comers – and I mean all comers. We cannot rely on the existing geopolitical relationships lasting in such a scenario.” He spat the last words out. “It will be dog eat dog!”

			A florid-faced frontbencher raised his arm in a move that was reminiscent of a boarding school pupil. “What about the royal family?”

			“Expendable.” He stood up, signifying the meeting was closed. “Prime minister – a word?”

			The rest of the room filed out in shocked silence, leaving the two of them together, images from the screens throwing a cold light onto their faces. The PM was calculating, still working out what leverage he held over this individual whose background security check was infuriatingly light on data, and how he could apparently single-handedly take over the reins of power.

			“I’m glad we have this opportunity to talk, you’ve managed to avoid me at every turn. What don’t you understand about the way a Parliamentary democracy is run? I am the head of this government, and I don’t know what department you head up, but you are answerable to me – nobody else!” The PM used the full force of his voice, the carefully learnt tone and invocation he’d rehearsed for major speeches and party gatherings. 

			His efforts were wasted as the civil servant regarded him with a total lack of emotion. “Let me explain how this works, Prime Minister. In the event of a truly major incident, global catastrophe or the imminent breakdown of law and order, our Parliamentary democracy takes a back seat whilst people like me have the unenviable task of saving whatever and whoever can be saved. You and your colleagues can help, or you can attempt to hinder. I’ll be frank with you – anyone who gets in my way or attempts to prevent me from doing my job will be dealt with. My sincere hope is that this whole thing is just a figment of an overactive drug-ridden student imagination, in which case it will be as if I never existed. But in the event that we are facing the potential annihilation of our nation, my protocol is to save who and what I can. So, what I strongly suggest you do is to ensure your cabinet members are kept in line, and we work together to avoid any regrettable ‘accidents’ while this plays out. Agreed?”

			The prime minister nodded, tight-lipped. If the apparatus of state was in the hands of this individual, his best option was to play along – for now.

		


		
			CHAPTER 11 
Foxhole

			I

			The caravan appeared uninhabited, no lights showed in the windows and the freshly-fallen snow was devoid of footprints. A figure in arctic combats lifted his head up from his position, some 100m away from the vehicle, night-vision googles flipped down from a white helmet. The ghostly green scene he viewed confirmed the absence of any movement. He made a small gesture with his right hand and three previously invisible figures lifted heads up from the snow, wriggling forward, belly down, to get closer to the target. At 20m out they stopped, cautiously searching for any trigger devices. The man they’d been sent to bring in used to be one of their own and they shared the same knowledge of how to build a defensive perimeter. Nothing showed, it could have been an abandoned farm worker’s caravan for all they could see. As one, the prone soldiers received a command from their earpieces, giving the order to storm the caravan. At the same time, the radio transmission triggered a proximity wideband radio receiver, tuned to a specific band of military wavelengths. The signal was only a few milliwatts but the receiver inside the caravan had been set to detect such a signal within close range. 

			Two events happened within seconds. First, a pre-recorded voice blasted out from a loudspeaker advising the soldiers to ‘Fuck Off’, followed by a steady countdown. As one, the prone figures sprang up and ran as fast as they could away from the caravan. The second event followed as the countdown ended, engulfing the van in a bright crimson explosion that propelled it several metres into the sky. The soldiers were thrown into the air like puppets, arms and legs flailing as they attempted to find purchase on something solid, three solid thumps testament to their awkward return to the snow-covered ground.

			The soldier having the advantage of the higher ground keyed his microphone. “Tango 7, bird has flown. Request med backup. Repeat, bird flown, request medical backup.”

			Deep within the surrounding forest, the dark skies flamed red for a few seconds. A hatch closed in the ground and falling snow soon sealed the edges of a foxhole, leaving the ground unmarked. Titch climbed down a short ladder and back into a sleeping bag, turning off the power to a bank of electrical equipment before muttering to himself in the pitch darkness underground, “Amateurs.” 

			He heard the helicopter fly overhead with a total lack of concern, the deep throb of rotors as they beat at the air even penetrating this far into his subterranean lair. He felt a momentary stab of concern for the soldiers caught up in the blast, but he’d given them fair warning. The powers that be were unlikely to continue looking for him, given their more pressing concerns, and if they did it would start to cost them dearly.

			The helicopter landed in a field close to where the caravan once was, the pilot thankful that the flames had made his target much easier to find. Four soldiers climbed into the craft, three of them holding themselves awkwardly as they nursed minor injuries, suffering more from injured pride than physical infirmity. The corporal gave his team a cursory glance, confirming none of them were badly injured, and plugged into the helicopter comms. “Do a thermal sweep of the forest as we leave – the bastard may be lying up nearby.”

			Unknown to the corporal, they flew directly over the man they’d been sent to find. His foxhole was too deep and well-insulated for any thermal signature to be detected, and more than one deer and civilian was buzzed as the copter took an erratic path back to base.

			II

			In London, Seonaid had been brought out of her drugged dream and sat facing the same well-spoken woman Fergus had seen, just a day previously. It may have been the same room – same two-way mirror, same Formica-topped table. Like Fergus, she started off shouting that she knew her rights, but within the hour had given them all they needed to know about the theoretical heavy metal content of the dark matter cloud.

			Her interrogator called the nameless man who’d effected a sanctioned coup, someone from the military who could be relied upon to act clearly and decisively in extremis – bypassing the career politicians and their power games. “The heavy metal content prediction comes from polar ice-core analysis. There’s a clear link between peaks of copper, lead, cadmium and interglacial and glacial depth signatures. Whether this is terrestrial or intergalactic in origin can’t be proven. She’s done the research but needed to test her hypothesis against dark matter detection by running a surface ice analysis once sufficient dark matter had been found. The detection data only came in after she’d been told to leave for Greece.”

			There was a pause on the other end of the line before his voice responded, electronic scrambling artefacts audible in the dalek-like tone at the receiver. “Is this our Professor Finlay Hamilton who told them to leave?”

			“Yes. They both confirmed the same statement. He’d been to a departmental budget meeting and had to let one of them go. We’ve checked with the university – it fits. He told them both to take a week’s holiday on his department’s credit card, somewhere warmer than here. He said he’d authorised it and it was the least he could do in the circumstances.”

			“This doesn’t explain why he and his wife have done a runner. Do we still need him for the dark matter and heavy metal research?”

			“Apparently not. The theory is just that – a theory. It needs the ice samples and present rate of heavy metal deposition, modified to allow for trace elements that now occur naturally in the atmosphere, to provide the proof. She did suggest a quicker way of proving the theory.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“If we are entering a dark matter region of space, and if it does contain enhanced levels of heavy metals, then we should be able to measure the incident solar radiation and see a reduction. The loss of heat will give us a more accurate figure for the missing factor in the climate model. We can’t tell if it’s likely to decrease even more or whether it is a short transient effect – but it will add a sufficient level of confidence to inform our next steps.”

			“I’ll get the meteorologists working on it now. Soon as we have any measurements for you that differ from the norm, I’ll get them to you. Keep them secure – we will need their help to run the simulation and decode the results.”

			The phone cut off. She replaced the receiver on its cradle, staring thoughtfully at her reflection in another two-way mirror. Two leading scientists had fled, one to Florida – Christ knows where the other one had gone. That was sufficient warning for her. She had a job to do, and like others working in this shadowy department had been selected because of her single-minded determination, abilities and loyalty to her country. If her country was going to be no more then she knew she wasn’t the only one who’d soon be applying those same analytical skills to her own survival. For the time being, she was in the best place. Not only was she secure, but she was closest to the people who had the only knowledge, however slight of what they all faced. Information was the most valuable currency, and for the moment at least, she held the key to the vault.

		


		
			CHAPTER 12 
Big Yellow Truck

			I

			Finlay drove on through the night, whirling snowflakes appearing as a vortex tunnel in the car headlights and making driving on these unknown roads difficult. He sat behind a bright yellow gritter for a few miles, keeping far enough back to avoid being sprayed with salt and gravel. The incessant yellow strobing added another dimension to the falling snow, yellow vectors spiralling down to merge with his headlights’ xenon white beam.  The radio supplied a calming background to his churning thoughts, classical favourites introduced by the presenter’s chocolatey tones, interleaved with advertisements targeting an affluent late middle-aged demographic. 

			With the big yellow truck showing him the way, Finlay was able to relax slightly and try and put his thoughts into some kind of order. The spiralling snow had put him in mind of the latest theories relating to the possible formation of a dark matter accretion disc that might accompany our own spiral galaxy, its invisible cloak wrapped around the billions of stars like a billowing scarf. The stately progress of our solar system around the centre of our spinning galaxy takes of the order of 250 million years to make one revolution. The circle isn’t perfect; like a gyroscope that’s lost momentum our own sun dips above and below the galactic plane as it revolves, cutting the disc every 32 million years. He’d read several scientific papers that had used these timings to try and explain the periodicity of comet impacts, or timing of ice ages. None of them fitted with any great degree of success, although the comet impact events had been tenuously linked to dark matter accretion affecting those icy bodies in the Oort cloud. This paper had sparked Finlay’s interest, not only because it related to his chosen speciality – dark matter – but because it provided a tantalising methodology for measuring the gravitational influence of something that remained unmeasurable. His thoughts turned to his post grads and the ground-breaking research they’d been doing, relating potential heavy metal doping in the dark matter to use as a means of ‘seeing’ the otherwise invisible. Were they safe in Greece? Had he done the right thing? 

			For a few seconds he contemplated calling Seonaid and Caitlin, his concern over their well-being had been preying on his mind. His hand hovered over one of the cheap handsets Titch had provided. “Remember, emergency only. If they want to track you they may have already compromised the phones of anyone you know.”  Titch’s words came back to him and the expression he’d fixed him with whilst he spoke. He knew he’d been told this to protect Jess. Whatever bonds held her and these few men he’d met together were perceived as stronger than his claim via marriage. At some level, Finlay knew these people wouldn’t hesitate to kill for her. Did this hold true for her, could his wife be capable of killing anyone, or anything? The question hung in his mind; he was afraid of what the answer might mean, and he was afraid that he knew what the answer was.

			The yellow truck and he parted ways, disappearing into the swirling whiteness and looking more like a toy the further away it went. Finlay checked the sat nav, heading towards the destination Titch – or whatever his real name was – had programmed. There were still another three hours to go, but at least the snow wasn’t too heavy otherwise some of these smaller roads would be impassable. His mind wandered back to the research and he wondered what flash of brilliance had caused the climate research student to not only predict the collapse of the major circulatory ocean currents, but appropriate Seonaid’s work and factor solar absorption into his model. As an academic, he could admire the breadth of the student’s vision, despite his unethical route to include another researcher’s work in his own. No matter, it would all become academic if the computer model he’d developed was correct. Finlay hadn’t been able to run the model on a supercomputer, but his mathematical mind was able to see where the model translated into a real-world scenario. He checked the outside temperature gauge, two below – still well within normal for the time of year. The snow was still falling, but gentle flakes, probably no more than a few centimetres of ground cover at most. He checked his rear-view mirror. This wasn’t a time to be pulled over by the police, not with God knows what packed into every spare space. The view remained empty, the news report on the radio reassuringly bland.

			II

			Jess was also listening to the radio and reassured by the lack of any real news, turned her attention back to the road ahead. The children were sitting in the back seat, noisily enjoying their fish and chips, the excitement of a strange journey during the night through falling snow evident in their raised voices. Sorrel kept guard in the back, watching as the snow fell in their wake, turning blood red in the rear lights and thinking canine thoughts to herself.

			Was this an over-reaction? Jess had asked herself this same question, over and over again, ever since Finlay had made the call. He might be a worrier, and she knew he took other people’s problems readily as his own, but she could tell something had him seriously concerned. The phone call, his clumsy attempts at subterfuge; he knew there was a good chance both their phones may have been monitored. If it wasn’t so out of keeping with what she knew of him, she wouldn’t have made the calls she had, on public phones away from her home. The first call, to Titch, had only heightened her level of anxiety and filled in some blanks for him. Between them they had decided that the covert transmissions he’d picked up were proof enough that this was being taken seriously; then the increased military activity she’d seen, both in the air and the lines of battle-green trucks on the motorway, made the decision for her. If she was wrong, well, it was a break from the routine; an added bit of excitement for the kids and she could treat it as an exercise – stop her from losing her previous self altogether. If she was right…

			She took the left turn once clear of Tyndrum, following the Oban road and spotting the snow gates were still open on the road heading north. So far there was nothing out of the ordinary. Temperature just below freezing, light snow cover – nothing unexpected for December. A weather warning had been issued for the far north, freezing temperatures and heavy snow, with advice to only make essential journeys. It didn’t apply down here. Besides, she had the 4x4, winter tyres and a full tank. She checked the rear mirror, same vehicle behind her that had joined her at Tyndrum. Not a problem – yet. If it turned off and followed her when she took the next turning, then it could become something that would have to be dealt with. The car kept its distance, content to follow. Sorrel kept watch for her.

			“OK kids, why don’t you snuggle down and see if you can get some sleep. We’ve still a long way to go.”

			“Are we on holiday, Mummy?” Skye’s eager voice betrayed her excitement.

			“Holiday! Holiday!” Lewis joined the conversation.

			“We’re just meeting Daddy for a few days in a cottage, but if you make too much noise I’ll have to turn around and go back home. Try and sleep, lovelies. Mummy needs to concentrate on driving and we don’t want to have an accident, do we?”

			Two shocked faces met her eyes in the mirror.

			“Let’s put these cushions here like pillows. I’ll put the blanket over us.” Skye fussed over her younger brother, playing mother to his child. They lay down, giving every impression that they’d fallen immediately into a deep sleep. Jess smiled; the pretend sleep would become real soon enough, now they’d made themselves a cosy nest. 

			She wondered how Finlay was getting on, and how he’d taken to Titch and the amount of gear stashed in his car. He wasn’t a fool. She’d met him at some party in Edinburgh, some six months after taking a job at a private school. Mathematics teachers were in short supply and she’d approached a teaching career as her ticket into the normal society she was desperate to join. It was an easy job; the kids were none too bright and over-privileged, but she’d had plenty of relevant experience that she applied to the classroom jungle – fellow teachers wondered at her effortless ability to control her classes. She had a fundamental dislike of the whole concept of private education. It had never previously been an issue for her, not something she had ever considered. Then she met some of the commanding officers whose children made up the bulk of the school roll and realised that nothing much had changed since the first world war. The same chinless wonders issuing commands to send troops ‘over the top’ and to certain, and avoidable, death. Worse even than them were the politicians – schools such as Eton and Roedean swelled the ranks of every position of power. Individuals promoted not through any innate intelligence or ability but because of who their parents were. As a system, it denied the truly talented access to the levers of power; and left the country in the hands of a landed gentry whose inbreeding was beginning to show in the increasingly stupid decisions they made. 

			She hadn’t attended the party with any great hopes of meeting anyone of interest. It was more from a sense of duty, a means of keeping up appearances. True to form, most of the people she’d met were boring stereotypical teachers or affluent parents, whose belief in the power of money to buy anything – including improved maths grades – was less than edifying. She’d made small talk over canapés whilst looking for an excuse to leave, then she’d met Finlay, looking as out of place as she felt. He’d been invited to raise the academic tone, a professor from Edinburgh University was always a good pull to impress those parents who had their eyes set on the next academic hurdle. They’d been introduced on the basis that they both did maths, so must be able to get along. She’d immediately been drawn to him; he was tall, easy on the eye. Those were her first impressions. Then she had discovered that he was intelligent, good fun to be with and had a sharp sense of humour which made her laugh out loud for the first time in years.

			Finlay, on the other hand, was relieved to be able to talk to someone who wasn’t just after an easy entrance into university for their offspring. The fact that this woman could not only understand what he did, but also talk mathematical concepts with fluent ease, was a bonus that changed a tedious evening into one that he’d remember all his days. The rest of the party was left to orbit them, much like the Oort cloud: distant, unknowable and of little interest unless they impinged. Much to his astonishment, and to her delight, they continued their dialogue through the night, walking arm in arm to his flat and confirming a mutual attraction on the physical as well as intellectual level. Lying on his bed the following morning, she had decided with typical clear-headedness that this was the man she would marry, and with luck whose children she would bear. Finlay was carried along like so much flotsam on a flood. He neither had the inclination, nor the strength, to fight her.  

			The turning came into view, just past the small village of Dalmally, and she joined the A819 as it wound along the side of Loch Awe, lights glinting off the dark surface. The night was now upon them in earnest, muffled snores from the back letting her know the children had indeed fallen asleep. The rear-view mirror suddenly showed the headlights of the car she’d noticed back in Tyndrum, keeping the same safe distance from her vehicle. Jess began looking for somewhere to pull over. If she was being tailed, then it was something she would have to deal with – children or no children.

		


		
			CHAPTER 13 
Blast Radius

			Kate gathered her group together after the bus dropped them at the edge of a motorway roundabout. The air smelt of screen wash, a sweet, cloying, chemical tang that loitered in the lungs until the aroma saturated the senses. Siobhan screwed her nose up in distaste. 

			“Imagine having to breathe that in every day. Can’t be good for you.”

			“Hydrocarbons, I expect,” Rick volunteered. “God knows what they pump into the atmosphere. I’ve driven past here at night – looks like a modern-day Mordor with flames licking at the clouds.”

			“We can’t hang around here.” Kate started walking, the rest followed dutifully. Sandy had been untypically morose since they’d boarded the bus in Edinburgh. Chris left his side to catch up with Kate, leaving Sandy trailing behind.

			“How are we going to blow the place up?”

			Kate gave him a sideways look, making him feel like an errant child asking annoying questions. “I’m not really intending to blow the place up,” she responded quietly. “In the unlikely event we caused an explosion, there wouldn’t be anything left of us, just a fucking enormous smoking crater.” She gestured back towards the motorway that they’d just left behind. “Falkirk football stadium wasn’t allowed to build any stands on the Grangemouth side of the pitch, do you know why?”

			Chris shook his head.

			“Because the blast radius for Grangemouth refinery extends halfway across the pitch. Planning refused permission on the basis that too many lives would be put at risk. Doesn’t seem to stop people living here though.”

			They walked on in silence, Siobhan and Rick talking nineteen to the dozen behind them about the evils of fossil fuels.

			“So, what are we going to do, and why all the cloak and dagger stuff?”

			“I’ll explain when we’re in place.” Kate turned to check everyone was keeping up. “Keep together, guys. Sandy, pick up the pace – we’ve a way to go.” She waited until Sandy caught up, then linked his arm with hers to keep him close.

			“What’s up?” She spoke quietly, turning towards him with a look of concern. Chris dropped back to join Siobhan and Rick, leaving the two of them to talk in private.

			Sandy let loose a long sigh, as if he’d been storing a problem for a while. “I’m not happy about this, what we’re doing here. Protesting, marching – making ourselves heard is one thing. This is different.”

			“We can march in hundreds of thousands, Sandy, it makes no difference. It didn’t stop war in Iraq, it didn’t stop Brexit, it’s not going to stop us wrecking our planet. You’ve seen the evidence. Scientists have been trying to explain what will happen if we don’t stop pumping all this shit into the atmosphere but we carry on as if tomorrow will just be the same as today. You know we’re all heading for a mass extinction event if we don’t do something? Already the coral reefs are dying, glacier melt will cause sea levels to rise, parts of Africa are becoming uninhabitable and will make the existing refugee crisis look like a kid’s party…”

			“I know, I know. Spare me the lecture. I’m just not sure this kind of action is the way forward.”

			“What is the way forward then, Sandy? You think stopping the traffic in Edinburgh is going to make any difference? The media underreport our numbers, social media controls how many of our posts are seen. We can’t win against government and vested interests – they’ve too much to lose.”

			They walked in silence for a while, catching glimpses of vast storage tanks, towers and chimneys as the stunted trees surrounding the petrochemical plant thinned. A high wire fence delineated the boundary, too high to scale. Roads entering the plant were protected by barriers and guards. Tankers entered and left, carrying chemicals and fuel.

			“How are we even going to be able to get in?” Sandy’s normally buoyant mood returned as the sheer impossibility of them trying to break into the complex became apparent. 

			Kate just smiled to herself. “You’ll see.”

			His frown returned, but Kate was too intent on scanning the road ahead. The trees thickened, forming a small copse at the roadside. With a quick look at a road momentarily devoid of traffic, Kate turned off the pavement to be swallowed by the trees, followed by a perplexed Sandy as he was dragged past low hanging branches until they stopped close to the perimeter fence. Siobhan, Rick and Chris joined them, forming an enquiring circle around Kate. She motioned for everyone to be quiet. 

			“What we’re about to do here is illegal, not without risk and will almost definitely result in arrest and a prison sentence. This is your only chance to bail. If you’ve any doubts, any second thoughts – now’s the time to go. No one will think any the less of you and you’ll be free to continue with the movement, inspire new members to join with us.” Kate looked them in the eyes for long enough to make them feel uncomfortable, each resisting the urge to look away. They stayed in the same semi-circle under the trees, screened from the road and from any surveillance from the petrochemical plant. After an interminable wait, she lifted the backpack from her shoulders, laying it on the ground and pulled out the contents wrapped in tea towels. Four pairs of incredulous eyes stared as bright yellow fireworks spilled out onto the ground, red endcaps top and tailing each tube.

			Chris was the first to speak. “What are they, rockets?”

			“Special type of rockets, Chris. These are distress flares, the sort of thing a yacht carries in case they’re in difficulties.” She smiled to herself. “Appropriate, don’t you think? The planet’s in distress and we’re going to be bringing that to everyone’s attention.”

			Sandy raised a hand as if he was in class. “Isn’t it dangerous, firing one of these into a petrochemical works? I mean, there’re signs everywhere saying no naked lights…”

			The others switched their attention to Kate. “As I said, what we are doing here is not without risk. These flares go 300m up before ejecting a bloody bright red flame on the end of a parachute. Each one should burn for around 40 seconds before hitting the ground. People will see them for miles around – more to the point, the petrochemical staff will see them long before they come down. We’re giving them 40 seconds to shut down the plant!”

			“Is that even possible?” Sandy was starting to look a bit desperate, as if he really didn’t want to a part of this whole escapade now he knew what they were doing. “I mean, can they shut down the plant in a few seconds? I thought it took weeks, months to stop some of these chemical processes.”

			Kate started handing out the innocuous-looking yellow tubes. “Hold them here,” her fist closed on a set of finger sized ridges at the bottom of the cyclinder, “and pull this red tab down hard. The flare will rocket out of the other end, so hold it well away from your face and point it up over the works.”

			Sandy suddenly made a grab for Kate’s hand and she instinctively jerked her hand away, inadvertently pulling a wire from the inside of the tube. The flare erupted with a whoosh as it soared up over their heads, erupting as a red star in the grey winter sky and holding their attention as it floated gently over the tall chimneys and fuel tanks. Sandy’s hand went to his mouth, stifling the string of swear words that issued unbidden from his lips. The others started cavorting around like children at a fireworks party, whooping and hollering as each set off their own flares in the general direction of the steel towers and smoking chimneys. Flare after flare erupted into the sky, forming a small constellation of bright red lights. Somewhere in the distance a siren started up, then another nearer to them – the sound undulating over the industrial landscape like some surrealist warning of a forthcoming Armageddon.

			The first flare had sunk behind a line of buildings, then the others also dropped out of sight until the last flare fell onto a mesh of stainless steel pipes spanning the gap between two slender metal chimneys. They watched with fascination as the red flame turned ghostly blue, ballooning in size until it formed a large translucent moon caught in a tracery of metal pipework. The moon turned orange at the edges, before collapsing in on itself with a deafening roar. The rapidly expanding bubble of superheated gas forced moisture-laden air into the higher atmosphere where it turned to ice. Out of the sky, the first small snowflakes of winter fell upon the newly twisted steel spires of Grangemouth, icy tears shed on a poisoned land.

			The explosion tore holes in storage tanks, releasing huge quantities of gas and fuel into the air where it hungrily sought out the fires already burning. The force of this blast threw Kate and her fellow Gaia protesters over 50m from where they had been watching the flares descend. They lay like discarded dolls; limbs held at angles too awkward for healthy bones to adopt. The shock wave demolished buildings for many hundreds of metres, trapping those inside under an avalanche of steel and concrete. Anyone caught out in the open suffered a hammer blow as the concussion wave hit them – stopping hearts, exploding internal organs. Poisonous fumes left a swathe of death up to five miles away, those further afield who breathed in a deadly cocktail of hydrocarbons would survive a few weeks of pain until their lungs finally stopped.

			Over the carnage and destruction wailed sirens, distant screams of pain and cries for help. Secondary explosions lit the sky with incendiary orange colours, followed seconds later by the peal of man-made thunder. People far enough distant not to be consumed in the first conflagration watched the clouds as they reflected each explosion, waiting for the inevitable distant sound to reach them, as if in confirmation of what their eyes had seen. In contrast to the mayhem and carnage at the explosion site, these remote onlookers remained silent – scarcely able to comprehend the scale of the destruction unleashed.

			The snow had momentarily stopped. A fireball a mile wide had erupted into the sky, turning ice back into water and parting the clouds until a dazzling blue sky miraculously appeared over the petrochemical works. It was only for a short while until the artificial sun burnt itself out, then thick grey clouds renewed their attack with a vengeance and unleashed a blizzard strong enough to hide the destruction under layers of white, pristine snow.

		


		
			CHAPTER 14 
The Three Cells

			I

			The small general stores in Reay, one half of an already diminutive, stone semi-detached villa, nestled beside the A836 just down the road from the mothballed Dounray nuclear site. Two futuristic stainless steel petrol pumps stood outside like attentive robots, looking over a wooden picnic table placed there for the benefit of tourists – more a measure of the shop owner’s optimism than of any practical use. Snow covered the table, already several centimetres thick and lending comical white bonnets to the pumps. Occasional cars passed by, snow crackling under tyres as it impacted more solidly into the road, but the shop remained empty of customers. The shelves were already beginning to look bare – more alcohol on display than food and general provisions. There had been some sort of accident on the A9, that major arterial route connecting Edinburgh to the furthest reaches of Northeast Scotland; a jack-knifed lorry blocking a section of the road as it climbed past the Cairngorms. Lorries were backing up, drivers preparing to spend a night in their cabs – and the groceries destined for shops and supermarkets lay in frozen wait.

			The shop radio fell silent, cue for six sombre beeps to announce the Greenwich time signal and three o’clock news. The shop keeper listened with half his attention, scanning the grey expanse of sky for a repeat of yesterday’s military activity. The air had throbbed with the constant ferrying of helicopters, flying over to the decommissioned nuclear facility at Dounray and back again, some training exercise he had supposed, but today the sky was silent. His attention picked up as the weather forecast made mention of the ‘Beast from the East’, a rare red warning issued in advance of winds carrying snow on sub-zero air straight from Siberia. 

			“What’s the reason for this sudden cold snap, Justin?” The broadcaster’s voice was incessantly cheery, almost as if he felt it was his duty to keep up morale in the face of adversity.

			“Well, it’s all down to our friend, the jet stream. Quite unusually, it’s changed position due to a sudden reduction in the Polar Cell circulation current, high up in the stratosphere. This means that instead of the warm westerly air flow that usually moderates our winter weather, we will experience a quick cold snap. Temperatures could reach -20 overnight, so look in on any elderly neighbours just to check they’re OK.”

			The presenter felt a need to interject, offering folksy reassurance to his listeners. “Yes, and remember to wrap up warm. Is this a record for Scotland Justin, -20?”

			“I thought you might ask me that question. No, the record is -27.2° recorded at Altnaharra, by Lairg in Sutherland, in December 1995.”

			“That’s a relief, I thought another ice age was coming! How long can we expect this cold spell to last?”

			“It’s just looking like a few days. There could be quite a drop of snow overnight as the cold air meets a warm Atlantic front which is carrying a fair bit of moisture, but we expect most of this to have gone by the weekend.”

			“Thank you, Justin. Now over to the news desk for some news just in.”

			“We are receiving reports of a major explosion at Grangemouth Refinery. Road and rail links have been closed as a precaution. The emergency services are warning there could be casualties. It’s unknown if this is as a result of terrorist activity but the public is advised to keep well away from the area until the scale of the incident is understood. Anyone living or working within a ten mile radius of the Grangemouth petrochemical plant is advised to keep doors and windows shut and to avoid going outside unless on essential business. There may be an interruption to gas and fuel supplies – we are going to our reporter who is in the Falkirk studio. Sarah, can you tell us what you know? Sarah… We seem to be having some communication difficulties with Sarah. Let me pass you over to the travel desk for a list of those road and rail services affected by this incident.”

			The shopkeeper peered out of the window, catching a glimpse of a steel grey sky turning steadily darker as evening approached. He sat behind the till, yesterday’s newspapers piled ready for a collection that wasn’t happening, listening with half an ear to a growing list of road closures and made a decision. Moving with the awkward slow motion of those affected by joint pain, he carefully gathered a few tins, milk and the last of the bread, and proceeded to add them to the private stash that he kept for his own use. Maybe the delivery lorry would get through tomorrow, in which case he could just move everything back onto the shelves – but if the roads stayed blocked for a few more days…

			The huddle of houses that clustered around the centre of the village were poorly equipped for the bitter wind that shook doors and windows in its passing. Snow fell with increasing severity, small flakes growing in size as darkness lay claim, swirling in the meagre light afforded by streetlights and in the headlights of the few vehicles making their way home. Inside the houses, central heating controls were tweaked upwards, logs thrown on fires, another layer of clothing added where money was tight. Outside, animals huddled together for warmth, taking whatever shelter from the sharp knives of winter they could find in the flat landscape. The night lay quiet, watchful, as if unsure what promises were borne by the unusually cold air.

			15km from the small stone shop in Reay, the most northerly UK mainland meteorological weather station recorded the lowest December temperature since records began. An automated reading from Strathy East made an almost instantaneous electronic transfer to Exeter, where readings from all the UK weather stations were collated and analysed. The time was 21:20, and over the night more records would be broken as the temperature dipped to -35°C. Across the sky, an unusually active ghostly green aurora lent its glow to the snow-laden clouds, painting the newly white landscape in electric hues. The land stood still, imbued with a strange luminosity as if lit from within, until shrouded with drifting white veils of powdered snow caught in the strengthening wind.

			In his bed, the shopkeeper pulled blankets closer around his aching body. The chill that had set in his bones earlier that day remained, impervious to the hot water bottles and storage heaters that struggled to keep him warm. At the coldest part of the night, he lay staring at a blizzard, white streaks of snow borne on a strong easterly wind and caught by the streetlight’s beam. His eyes were open, but unseeing.

			II

			Back in Brize Norton, in a basement level not marked on any plans, the weather station reports were thrown down on a desk. Fergus glanced at the figures, temperatures dropping overnight to -35°C at some place called Strathy East. “Where is this place?”

			The woman who’d interviewed him stood with her back to the mirror, her expression subtly different from before. Maybe it was Fergus’s imagination, but yesterday she’d looked at him as if he was something unsavoury stuck to her shoe. This morning, her glacial eyes held more of a calculating expression, and Fergus felt the first glimmer of hope since being forcibly taken. “North coast of Scotland, not too far from Dounray.” She took a step closer, leaning over the table to look down on him. “Your climate model doesn’t show such a sudden drop in temperature, is there something else you’ve not told me?”

			Fergus took a chance, figuring that somehow this information gave him some advantage. “I need to talk to Seonaid – you’ve got her, right?” Her eyes narrowed imperceptibly, and Fergus knew he’d scored a direct hit. “If we can work together, we’ll be more effective, work out what’s happening.”

			She looked at the mirror, taking the moment to run her own calculations. “Bring her in.” She addressed thin air as far as Fergus could perceive and turned back to face him. “If you ever want to leave here of your own volition, you’d better explain why we’re seeing temperatures this low.”

			He looked at the report again, as if the temperatures on the page could offer any inspiration. The computer simulation had shown an expected decline in temperatures, fairly rapid from each pole, but this was over years rather than days. Some other effect was in play, beyond the expected interplay between ocean currents and thermal absorption from interstellar dark matter. What other vector could cause temperatures to drop this quickly? He ran the simulation again in his mind, ocean circulatory currents dropping away and reducing the diffusion of warm waters into cold that stopped the planet turning into ice. A sudden chill hit his stomach as he realised he’d overlooked the importance of the air currents that held sway in the stratosphere. “It’s the three cells!”

			“What do you mean, three cells?” The look on her face was veering back to the distasteful, his inane comment confirming her original view that he was a drugged-up dropout, any usefulness as a ticket out of here diminishing in front of her eyes.

			Fergus explained in layman’s terms. “It’s not only the ocean currents that distribute heat from the tropics towards the poles. There are three main stratospheric air currents in each hemisphere that perform the same action, the Hadley, Ferrel and Polar cells. They operate up to 15km high in the Earth’s atmosphere, giving rise to the major circulatory weather patterns. It’s the interaction between the Ferrel and Polar cells that influence the jet stream, bringing us weather predominantly from the west. Any permutation in these high-level flows would cause an instantaneous effect, over and above the longer-term oscillations such as the Milankovitch cycle my model predicts.” Fergus shook his head in frustation. “I was concentrating on the long-range picture, of course there will be instantaneous weather disruption.” His eyes widened in shock as he absorbed the import of his own words. “It’s going to happen much faster than the model predicts, the next ice age is already here!”

			The door to the room opened and Seonaid was escorted in by a woman in military police uniform.

			“Take a seat. It’s OK, you can leave us.” 

			The policewoman turned briskly on her heel and left them, closing the door behind her with a solid slam. Seonaid sat beside Fergus, her face ashen. Without warning, she whirled round in her seat and slapped him hard in the face. “You bastard. What the fuck have you done?”

		


		
			CHAPTER 15 
Devolution

			In an anteroom off the main chamber in the Scottish Parliament building, the First Minister watched small flurries of snow from her window. Two men sharing the small office space sat attentively at a polished wooden table, folders lying open and displaying weather graphs and traffic reports. She was no fool, yet Westminster was playing some game and as yet she still had no idea of the purpose, much less the rules. 

			“Where’s the Governor of Edinburgh Castle, he was meant to be available for this meeting?” She checked her watch for the umpteenth time, there were only so many appointments she could delay before people took undue notice. The Governor was in de facto charge of all Scottish troops, and the excuse she’d been given, of an exercise to explain all the recent military aircraft activity was total fiction. There were senior people in the military who shared her vision of an independent Scotland, and they’d been feeding back some interesting information concerning shared assets being moved down south.

			“He’s about five minutes away, traffic’s heavy.” One of the men sharing the table put down his mobile. 

			“Fine. What about the two university postgrads our Greek contact said were rendered from Athens?”

			“Nothing on them at the moment. They were taken on a military flight, probably Brize Norton. Nothing’s been heard from them, no missing person flags raised.”

			“Find out what they were working on, talk to the university. Something’s going down and we’re being kept in the dark.” He nodded and left the room. She turned away from the view of snow, tumbling flakes dancing in the updraft as the air lifted them up against the building’s elaborate architecture.

			“What’s the latest on this weather, has the A9 been cleared yet?”

			The remaining man cleared his throat, a nervous tic becoming evident as he found himself face to face with the embodiment of political power in Scotland. “The gritters have managed to cover the A9 over the affected part, but the record low temperatures are making the salt useless. We’ve brought in heavy tow trucks to clear the lorries, but conditions remain treacherous. It’s likely that the road will remain impassable for at least another few days.”

			“What’s the forecast?”

			He helped himself to a glass of water to counter the dryness affecting his throat, the pause stretching her patience.

			“This weather is unprecedented, the change of jet stream direction is pulling cold air across from Siberia, and we think it’s being chilled further by air that should by rights be in the stratosphere. That’s what has caused these record low temperatures. I tried to get the climatologist from Edinburgh University to provide us with an update, but he’s gone missing.”  

			“Missing?” The FM asked, her voice quieter than before.

			“His department said he had to make an urgent trip to NASA, in Florida.” He laughed nervously. “It’s not as if he’s been kidnapped or anything. Probably wanted to catch the sun and avoid this cold snap.”

			She regarded him for a few seconds, absorbing the words and joining dots he couldn’t see. “John, find out what those two girls were working on. I want their supervisors in here now. You can clear my appointments, just get them in here.” 

			He collected his folders, jamming them under his arm as he made a hasty exit from the room. She stood at the window and watched the flakes, waiting patiently for the Governor to make an appearance. He was going to have some explaining to do. She made a call to her deputy whilst she waited, voicing her concerns and asking him to take over her duties for the next few hours. There was a knock on the door and she opened it to reveal the Governor standing ramrod straight, as if on parade. “Come on in, Douglas. How are you keeping?”

			He shook her hand, his grip firm and confident. “Sorry for the delay, bit of a busy schedule today. How can I help?”

			She indicated the vacant chairs, and they sat facing each other over the polished table. “You can start by explaining why you’ve been removing nuclear material from Dounray and Faslane by air, in flagrant disregard of every safety protocol we have in place and without notifying the relevant authorities. Then I’d like to know why gold bullion reserves have been secretly moved south of the border.”

			His expression remained neutral, but she saw his eyes dart towards the door as if seeking an escape route. “I’m sorry, FM, but I really don’t know what you’re talking about. Is this some sort of joke?”

			“Douglas, you may be a good soldier – but don’t try lying to a politician, we’re masters of the art. What’s going on?”

			“I really don’t know what you mean, FM.”

			She fixed him with a look that had been perfected over years staring down the opposition in the chamber. “Don’t take me for an idiot! I know what you’ve been doing, and now I need to know why.” She held up a hand as he started protesting his ignorance. “Don’t make this any worse, Douglas. This is just me and you for the moment, in strict confidence. Don’t think I’ll not take this all the way. There have been at least five protocols broken over the last two days.”

			There was another knock on the door, and she looked increasingly angry as the door opened without waiting for a response. One of the men from earlier came into the room, nodded briefly at the Governor and whispered in her ear. She sat back in her chair, eyes wide with shock. “You better stay.” 

			She gestured towards a vacant chair, and he joined Douglas at the table. Her mind was in overdrive, putting together the strands and coming to a conclusion that didn’t make sense.

			“I’ve just been told that someone has caused a massive explosion at Grangemouth petrochemical works. Looks like a group of people fired incendiary devices into the most volatile part of the works, setting off a chain reaction that blew up part of the plant.” She held one hand to her forehead, steadying herself with her other hand spread out on the desk – fingers clenching and unclenching in response to the stress she was under. She turned to the official who’d just given her the news. 

			“Declare a major incident. Put a team together – the best you can get. We’ll need fire, police, medical and military.”

			 “There’s a procedure already in place for this incident, we ran an exercise last year. I’ll get on it now.” The official hurried out of the room, leaving the FM and the Governor alone once more. 

			“OK, Douglas. Let’s put our cards on the table. What possible reason has Westminster to pull out fissionable material and gold bullion from Scotland, and how does this connect to the forceful and illegal imprisonment of three students from Edinburgh University whose specialities include climatology and dark matter detection, and is it just pure coincidence that we are experiencing freak cold weather in the far north?”

			It was Douglas’s turn to look shocked. Whatever picture he’d been sold, there were suddenly more pieces to the jigsaw and he didn’t like what he saw. There was another knock on the door and it opened immediately. John entered the room, his nervous cough sounding loud in the sudden silence. “I’ve tried to find the professor the two girls work for – he’s gone missing. There’s also an alert out on him and his wife. Nothing criminal, so someone’s subverting the normal channels to try and find them. I’ve also looked into his research. There’s been news from the States concerning a dark matter detector his department were involved with. Seems it’s suddenly discovering something that until a few days ago no one was sure actually existed.”

			She looked carefully at Douglas, judging his response. There was another nervous cough. “There’s something else you should know.” John held their attention, becoming the focus of two keen intellects who realised they had some catching up to do. “The meteorological service have advised that a climate simulation exists, predicting global weather patterns are in meltdown. We’re entering a rapid climate change unprecedented in the planet’s history. There’s an expectation that Scotland will be subject to sub-zero temperatures low enough to cause thousands of deaths.”

			The FM asked the question they all wanted to know the answer to. “What’s the timescale we’re looking at?”

			John looked at her, the helplessness evident in his expression gave away his response before he could vocalise it. “They expect the cold front to reach Edinburgh within the next two days. We are expecting temperatures across Scotland to reach -40°C, and this could last for months. Scotland will become all but uninhabitable!”

			“Where is your family, Douglas?” The FM fixed the soldier in an eagle-like stare. “Still in the grace and favour flat up in the castle, or have they been moved down south, away from this weather?” The absence of a response told her all she needed to know. “Did anyone tell you there’s a simulation out there, a weather prediction that even the south of England will be under ice in a couple of years?” 

			A mute shake of the head was the only answer he gave. 

			“You’ve been played. Did you actually give a thought to the thousands of people who are going to need our assistance right now? We need to organise food drops, we need the military out clearing roads not stripping the country of vital resources.” 

			Douglas interrupted her in mid-flow. “They’ve got my wife and daughter. I was told I had to cooperate, or their safety couldn’t be guaranteed.” He stood up suddenly, pushing back the chair. “It was only meant to be for a few months, just in case law and order broke down following power and food shortages. I wasn’t told we were facing Armageddon!”

			“Sit back down!” She issued the command forcibly, and he collapsed back into his seat. “John, clear the cabinet office. I want my team convened in there and briefed as fully as you can in the next 15 minutes.” She turned back to face the Governor. “Douglas, I need to know what we’re facing here – you have to tell me everything.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 16 
First Harvest

			I

			Snow-filled clouds covered the north of Scotland like an eiderdown, holding in the residual warmth stored in the thermal reservoirs of sea and ground. Even so, the shopkeeper was not the only person whose frail body succumbed as the temperature dropped to -35°. In poorly insulated homes where money was tight, the old and the infirm froze to death in their thousands. Sporadic snow lightning lit their frozen corpses, only the keening wind mourned their passing.  Out in the fields and moorland, the cold collected its own cull from the young and the weak, leaving behind an ice-covered harvest of stiff and frozen bodies for the pale morning light to discover.

			The extremes of cold only extended a short distance south. A prevailing south-westerly air flow butted up against the arctic cold front, relatively warm air from the near continent and Atlantic diffusing into sub-arctic temperatures and holding them at bay. The heat differential caused more snow to fall, fine powder liberated from leaden skies and covering roads, houses and fields with knee-deep, pristine white crystals during the course of the night. Unseen gusts of wind playfully sculpted walls of snow into giant curved waves, a frozen sea of pure white powdered ice formed over land. In places where the wind was driven into complex eddies by nearby walls or rocks, abstract shapes formed – vast Henry Moore sculptures smoothed into ever more fantastical designs as the powdered ice was held fast by the grip of an even colder substrate.

			On the main arterial roads north, lorry and car engines ran intermittently as their passengers cursed the freak weather, repeatedly checking the time in anticipation of first light as sleep proved such an elusive quarry in the cold of night. Arms wrapped tightly around bodies to conserve heat, feet stamped to renew circulation and around them the banshee wind voiced the coming of winter.

			As dawn broke, faces looked out of windows in wonder at a world turned newly white. Whilst many enjoyed the beauty of the scene that nature had sculpted so cleverly – pareidolia turning random ice accretions into a menagerie of fantastical creatures – there were a few who saw beyond that beauty and feared how deadly their world had become.

			A small queue had formed outside the Reay General Stores. Faces wrapped around with scarves and hats peered through the shop windows, booted feet insufficient protection against the depth of snow, gloved hands held against the glass to reduce the snow glare – evident even with a heavy grey sky overhead.

			“Do you think he’s alright?” A gloved hand hammered at the door for the fifth or sixth time, impatience giving way to something else, fear – or an altogether more primitive emotion in response to the need for food.

			“The roads are blocked. The drifts are frozen solid, you’d need a pickaxe to break through.”

			“Well, we can’t get to the nearest supermarket. This is the only shop for miles.”

			“Not much point if you could. My son said the shelves are mostly empty anyway. Panic buying, he said, and the lorries are all backed up on the roads so nothing’s getting through.”

			“Has anyone called the emergency services?”

			“Don’t be daft, man. How are they going to get here with the roads all blocked?”

			The small group of villagers that formed the queue all stopped speaking, realising as one that there had been a sudden change in their world of instant gratification. To all intents they were suddenly all on their own, for the next few days at least. No doubt everything would return to normal as soon as the roads were cleared, but for now they needed access to the provisions that lay behind the door. An unspoken question went through the little group of disparate shoppers, shivering as they stood closer together to mitigate the worst of the chill carried on a biting east wind. The gestalt answered the unvoiced question and waited for a leader to appear out of the pack. 

			One of the men pushed to the front of the line and aimed a heavy boot at the door. The aluminium frame shook but held firm, the sound of the impact resounding through the fabric of the building. The crowd held its collective breath, unsure of this course of action but content for now to watch and wait. A second passed, then another. No lights appeared, no footfall from inside the shop. The man glanced around at the group, silently assessing his next move as gloved hands rubbed against each other to fight the cold.

			“Stand back!” The queue shuffled away from the door, giving tacit approval for the newly-appointed leader to continue his attack. This time he took a short run at the door, kicking his foot out with the full weight of his body aimed at the door edge. The aluminium frame bent under the onslaught, releasing the door which sprang open with a crash. Some pivotal moments in history begin with a momentous act – the murder of a king, a declaration of war. This small group of cold and hungry shoppers were the vanguard of the next army, rising from pampered lethargy to shake the fragile infrastructure of society as one by one they entered the small shop. 

			Once inside, they started searching for light switches, checking food shelves, eyeing the drink. The first man to enter the shop, the door-kicker, regarded the stairs behind the counter with trepidation. As one of the group turned on the shop lights, they looked to him again in the stark fluorescent lighting as if daring him to climb the stairs. He turned and climbed, the knowledge of what awaited him in frozen slumber all too clearly present in his imagination. The shopkeeper didn’t stir as he entered the bedroom. The man removed a glove, touching the old man’s body and recoiled in shock at the cold hardness of his skin. He called the emergency services on his mobile, the phone rang for a minute without anyone answering. He nodded to himself as if some great philosophical question had just been answered and spying the old man’s personal provisions, collected as much of the hidden food cache as he could carry.

			The rest of the group watched him descend without comment, and furtively started stripping the shelves. One woman pulled notes from her purse, ostentatiously laying them beside the till in an attempt to quell the suspicion that she was somehow colluding in robbery. The others soon followed suit, noisily placing coins on the counter or rustling notes to alert everyone to the fact they were paying for what they took. The leader looked at them, his expression neutral as he walked out of the store without making any attempt to pay. He had children at home, a more basic need had taken priority over mere niceties.

			Soon the shop lay empty, the shelves almost completely cleared. Snow blew in through the door, hanging awkwardly ajar on twisted hinges. Small wind devils played with the bank notes on the counter, throwing them into the air like so much useless confetti.

			II

			Six hundred and seventy miles south in the COBRA meeting room, eight people sat with laptops, angry gesticulations adding weight to the vehemence of their arguments as each extolled the accuracy of their climate predictions compared to the inadequacy of their neighbour’s offering.

			“QUIET!” A single voice cut through the hubbub, leaving a trail of shocked silence in its wake. The group of scientists, each a carefully chosen leader in their particular speciality, were not used to being treated so abruptly. The grey-suited man, previously ignored by the others, suddenly became their focus of attention. He spoke before any of them had a chance to articulate a complaint about the way he’d just treated them.

			“You are the best climatologists we’ve got, yet not one of you is able to confirm that the extreme weather we are seeing in the north of Scotland is part of a wider pattern. You’ve seen the student’s world weather model. I want to know how worried we should be?”

			“The model relies on factors we’ve never seen before. Major circulatory ocean currents fading overnight, it’s just preposterous!” A cadaverous individual stopped speaking and made a noise which expressed his disdain at the student’s prediction, looking around the table expectantly for the support of his peers. “The AMOC is notoriously difficult to model, it’s a nonlinear function. Alright, we know the Gulf Stream has been declining for the last sixteen hundred years and it may be at a record minimum, but really, a postgrad’s simulation?”

			“The trouble is, Bernard, that prediction may be correct. I’ve seen the last set of data from the RRS Sir David Attenborough before we lost all contact. The Humbolt current wasn’t detectable, and they were seeing weather patterns never before recorded in the South Atlantic.” A round face peered over the top of half-moon spectacles, fixing Bernard with a penetrating stare. “And if the incident thermal radiation is attenuated in line with his model, following this ‘dark matter theory’, then we should seriously consider whether we are facing major meteorological disruption on a global scale. We know during the last ice age temperatures dropped 10 degrees within three years in some places, and we are fairly certain it was the reduction of circulatory currents such as the Gulf Stream and Humbolt which caused abrupt planet-wide meteorological disruption. There’s even evidence during the Younger Dryas cold period, 12,000 years ago, that the intervening period of warming caused glacial melt and a heavy freshwater influx into the eastern North Atlantic which slowed the Gulf Stream and triggered that cold episode. This new data threatens to make the last major ice age look like a benign cold spell!”

			“There’s still no convincing trigger for the Little Ice Age which, may I remind you all, only came to an end here in the northern hemisphere in 1850.” A new voice added to the clamour, her voice carrying over the increasing hubbub as she stood to command the conversation. “Postulations of variations in orbital cycles, solar minimums, volcanism and, dare I say it – a reduction of human activity following the last great pandemic when the Black Death killed 25% of the world’s population have all been proposed. What if these researchers have found the major cause for planetary cooling? Nobody had even heard of dark matter until Jacobus Kapteyn first proposed it as a rationale for explaining in 1922…”

			“Nonsense! It was Jan Oort in 1932, for one thing…”

			The babble around the table suddenly recommenced as the assembled scientists started either agreeing with or disregarding the latest data.

			“Everyone, your attention please.” The man in the grey suit sounded tired, his voice lacking the commanding tone he’d used just seconds ago. He wasn’t so much tired as exhausted, running on a cocktail of energy boosters and drugs that could turn the average desk-bound office worker into a world class athlete. Everything had its price, and his substance abuse, however necessary, was beginning to exact a toll. He shook off the cloud forming around his brain and keyed the latest simulation to run on the wall screens. As the world again turned white, ice sheathing the globe and spreading from each pole until even the narrow equatorial band disappeared from view, he provided a running commentary.

			“What you are now seeing is the latest simulation our student has provided. This incorporates the latest actual weather data and he has included a modifier to allow for the expected cessation or disturbance of the three major atmospheric cells which was left out of his original model. This comes with caveats. He understands that we are dealing with complete unknowns. No simulation has ever existed before that deals with weather events of this magnitude, and we have no data to substantiate some of the more outlandish theories he espouses. However, what you should have picked up is the timescale. What was expected to take years has become weeks. Scotland will become all but cut off within a few weeks, London will follow by the end of a month or two. The first problem we will face is that the population do not possess any local resources of fuel or food. We have become used to well-stocked supermarkets and international supply chains rather than being the least bit self-sufficient. I do not have to spell out to you what we face if the just-in-time supermarket supply chains cease – even if only for a week or so. It goes without saying that if this simulation is accurate, we face the imminent death of the vast majority of the population, not just here in the UK but globally. If the reduction of food supplies, or faltering energy networks and the cold don’t do for them, then the inevitable breakdown in law and order will.” 

			The room fell silent, faces staring at the screens turning as white as the simulation. “I’ve brought you all here today for the express purpose of looking at this student’s work. You have the skills, the knowledge and experience to advise the government accordingly. We’ve equipped a room for you, you’ll have access to the most powerful computers, and we can get you anything else you need.”

			A hand rose tentatively into the air. “I need to contact my family, let them know I’ll be late.”

			“That won’t be possible, I’m afraid. We cannot allow anyone to make contact with the outside world for reasons of national security. From this moment, you are all working under the auspices of the Official Secrets Act. We will, of course, reassure each of your families that you are safe and well.”

			The scientist, whose nametag identified him as Bernard, raised an indignant voice. “This is preposterous! You can’t hold us here against our will, and in the unlikely event that the weather follows even the slightest modicum of that simulation, how do you expect to be able to keep it quiet? Keeping us locked up will have no impact at all.” Heads nodded approval and turned questioning eyes back to their potential jailor.

			He sighed, this was never going to be easy – and yet he needed these people on board to find the truth or otherwise of any impending ice age. “We’ve already slapped a D-Notice on the press. They can mention record temperatures, motorists stuck in queues of traffic, even food shortages – but we’ve prevented any mention of deaths. Do you have any idea what would ensue if mass panic broke out? The weather would be the least of our problems. Your families are best kept safe by your following a few simple rules and finding out as much as you can about what the threat situation really is.”

			“What about social media? You can’t stop people posting on Facebook!”

			“Facebook, and other social media platforms have been firmly put under control around the world since we woke up to how targeted social content was being used to swing referendums and elections – never mind attempted coups and insurrections. Word will eventually get out. No systems are completely watertight, which is why it’s of the highest importance that you work as a team and give us the best prediction you can. You are our best chance for formulating a response that saves the most people.”

			The group stayed quiet as the enormity and importance of their task became apparent.

			He indicated towards the door, which opened as if on command, and the scientists filed meekly out into the corridor beyond.

		


		
			CHAPTER 17
Hope for the best, expect 
the worst

			Rob Delmar sat motionless on rocks that tilted in frozen freefall towards the livid waters of Loch Hourn. There was a deceptively gentle wind blowing over the surface of the loch; each gust leaving a small trail of disturbed water in its wake with mare’s tails white-capping the larger waves. Up here, on the higher slopes, the wind revealed its true nature – relentless, powerful, cold enough to kill. Nearer the shore, he could see the smoke from his own chimney, climbing a few metres in relative tranquillity before being shredded into grey mist. It was the same with the other scattered cottages, rescued from abandonment and rebuilt with love and skill by each family as they found this place. If the old stones held ghosts, they looked on with understanding as each day was lived in partnership with the land and sea, much like it had been when the first settlers arrived, stepping off from primitive boats with a prayer to their gods to have arrived at all.

			Titch’s radio message had been unequivocal, warning of the Black Swan event they all knew would arrive one day. His eyes searched the leaden sky, looking in vain for any clues that might herald the unprecedented weather Titch had forecast. It had been cold last night, cold enough to layer the ground in snow 10cm thick in places, but nothing unexpected for December in the Scottish Highlands. The sky presented the same dark grey aspect that it had shown since the cold front had slipped down from the far north yesterday, banks of thick cloud obscuring whatever heat the sun could offer. A weakening of the jet stream, according to the meteorology report he’d read, allowing an unusually deep pocket of Arctic air to penetrate this far south. Cold enough to chill his bones unless he stirred from contemplation of the sea and islands. 

			Even Titch using the words ‘Black Swan’ to warn of a catastrophic and unexpected meltdown – those words were not used lightly. Titch had known how they’d react, each member of the community. There was only one trigger that would make them all leave the headland and head for an alternative shelter, and he’d just spoken those words. Titch had joined them in the summer of 1990, following a verbal trail of rumours from the wider prepper community of a settlement they called Sparta. Nobody knew exactly where it was, or whether they followed the same regime of harsh training that the eponymous Greek city had proselytized but he had been determined to find them. His wanderings eventually brought him to the Knoydart peninsula, a fragment of the tortured and fragmented Scottish western seaboard jutting out into the Atlantic and far from any roads. He had skills otherwise he would have been politely removed, and those skills helped him to integrate into the tightly knit group that had brought him peace from the horrors of war. He’d left, though, just before Jess took herself off in search of a different life and for much the same reasons. It sounded like both birds were returning. Something else that would have to be dealt with.

			Rob stood, startling the deer that grazed nearby, until then completely oblivious of his presence. His crossbow hung loose at his side, there would be no need to kill today. In the distance, the stone cottages huddled together for comfort in the shelter offered by the bay, thin blue smoke tainting the air with the scent of burning wood. The sun was already setting in the west, unseen, but backlighting the clouds with a reddish glow. The unearthly illumination lent a red tinge to the snow, catching dead bracken in stark contrast against the uniform white smoothness the snow had sculpted onto the ground. You go west for the black setting sun – the lyrics ran unbidden through his mind. Climbing down from his rocky viewpoint, he stooped, scraping away the surface cover of snow to reveal green grass underneath, and gathered handful after handful until he had a small green football in his hands. Entering the larger of the rough stone cottages, he offered a fleeting smile to the red-haired woman inside before throwing the grass onto the open fire. White smoke thickened and stained the air, a signal stretching up into the heavens that native American Indians of old would have understood.

			“Titch has sent us a message, Amy,” he offered in way of an explanation to the woman. “Black Swan.”

			Her eyes became as steel. “What is it?” She stood, ready for whatever action was required. Balanced, watchful, no outward sign of fear but he knew her heart rate would be up, the adrenaline taking effect.

			“This cold spell might be a lot worse than it appears. We need to get everyone together, meeting here within the hour. Contact the outliers, this affects us all.”

			She nodded, just the one quick movement before leaving the house. Now it was just Rob and his thoughts. He ran through the bug out plan in his mind, testing each hypothesis against the threat that had been explained in careful and scientific detail. The destination they had planned was inadequate for survival if a true ice age developed, but it would provide shelter and sustenance for longer than this place they had called home. Call it a stepping stone, a refuge from the crazies, a place to avoid the worst of the shit that was about to be thrown at the fan.

			Within half an hour the cottage was full. Rob had greeted each adult and child by name as they entered, offering drink and food as was customary. They would have looked like any group of people who had chosen to make a life for themselves far away from the trappings of civilization, a unique dress code and roughly cut hair the first indicators – then a casual observer would focus in on the weapons. Everyone there had weapons, even children old enough to walk had knives fastened onto belts. Crossbows, rifles – they looked more like an Indian hunting party preparing for war than the self-sufficiency hippy commune they presented to the outside world. In a sense, they were preparing for a battle – the smoke signal that had been sent out from Rob’s stone cottage was as much a call to arms as the lighting of hill beacons had been to gather the ancient clans who once ruled these lands. 

			“You’ll all remember Titch.” Rob spoke quietly, his slight Scottish burr evident in the cadence of his unhurried words, there was no need to raise his voice. “He’s had information from Jess – she married a Professor of Astrophysics at Edinburgh University. Seems her husband is on the run from the police, army and whoever else the powers in the land want to throw after him. It looks like Jess’s man stumbled across a research project which predicts a rapid and global freezing event, of which this,” he waved his arm in the vague direction of outside, “is just a taste.”

			Rob looked around at the group, meeting their eyes and seeing the same steely response that Amy had greeted his initial statement with. These were good people, hardened, trained to do whatever had to be done for the good of the community – he couldn’t have asked for better people to face the unknown alongside him.

			“The best prediction we have is that this snowfall will continue, becoming steadily heavier as temperatures fall to -30 C, maybe even lower. The main problem we’ll be faced with is finding food. Within a matter of days, the shops will have run empty and law and order will, predictably, break down. It looks like the military are leaving everyone in the north to their fate, stripping what resources they can to take back down south. If the climate models are correct, this will just be a holding position for them. Within a year from now all of the country will be under snow, glaciers will start forming in the mountains and over a hundred or so years, ice will cover half the planet. I hope to hell they’ve miscalculated, but the final analysis tells us that the entire planet will become a giant snowball. There’s a good possibility that this is not a survivable event, not after two or three generations – if we manage to live that long.”

			The group remained silent, eyes fixed on him. He wasn’t their leader. They didn’t require a hierarchical structure to order their tiny society. Each adult voice was listened to, even if that adult had only just turned 14. One of the reasons they had turned their backs on the societal norm was out of total disdain for the incompetent leaders a broken Parliamentary democracy had foisted on them. Year after year of stupid decisions, explainable only in terms of career politics or self-serving financial chicanery whilst the weak suffered and the masses believed all they were told, no matter how obvious the lies. Rob was listened to because he made the right decisions, sometimes the hard decisions – and always for the good of the group.

			“This is what I think we should do. We have a bugout on the north-east coast of Jura, together with some good stone buildings. The island is not heavily populated and, as you probably already know, is overrun with deer. There are trees for fuel but more importantly, the sea will provide fish even if it ices over. That may take longer than most places as the Gulf stream brings warmer water north. Even if that current reduces, the chances are that this area will stay ice-free longer than most other sites, thanks to the Corryvreckan whirlpool. If we stay here, we’ll soon be iced in. The sea loch will freeze over and the only way out will be by foot through increasingly deeper snow. Staying put, we will either freeze to death or starve. The natural resources we rely upon: fish from the loch, deer from the hills, our livestock will not last a year. We’re also on the radar for anyone looking to acquire provisions, weapons. Too many people know we’re here.”

			Rob drew himself to his full height, the pose an unconscious manifestation of his expecting a challenge. “One last thing before I throw this open to you all. Titch managed to tweak the SAS’s tail. It may get personal with them looking to even the score so he’s persona non grata with them at the moment. Jess is likewise being sought, more as a means of locating her husband. It is very likely that they will make the connection between Jess and Titch to this place, so we can expect to have company.” He noticed the subtle shift in the way they responded to this last statement, weapons held more tightly, eyes flicking towards windows and doors. “Titch, Jess and her husband and kids are already making their way to the Jura camp. We will have to deal with that when we get there.”

			Rob opened his hands out to the group, a means of showing he held no weapon and inviting a response.

			“How did Titch and Jess know about Jura?” The boy could only have just turned 14, his skin clear of any signs of beard or stubble.

			“Both of them were in the recon party sent to look for an island bugout, Carl. It’s thanks to them we have a place that offers the best chance of survival if this climate prediction is real. The Paps of Jura will protect us from the worst of Atlantic weather and take the majority of snowfall. The sea there is relatively protected yet has strong enough currents with the Gulf of Corryvreckan to reduce freezing.”

			“And if it isn’t real?” The woman was in her late twenties, she carried a baby in a sling around her chest, absently stroking the faint down on its head as she spoke.

			“Everything points to this being real, Susanne. We’ve seen the military flights, even here. Titch listens into the chatter – he thinks it’s for real. The only people who know for sure have either been grabbed by government forces or are being actively sought. If it turns out to have been a big scientific mistake then fine, we come back as if nothing’s happened.” Rob waited for any other comments; none came. “We pack what we need and leave tonight, take the RIBs – we travel overnight, no lights so you’ll need night vision. Meet at the beach in one hour. I know I don’t have to say it but pack warm clothing – it’s going to get arctic!”

			The group dispersed as quietly as they had arrived, intent on the task ahead. Rob watched Susanne covertly as she gathered the baby close into her chest; her first child – so fragile and precious. Amy shut the door behind the last body to exit the cottage, exchanging a lingering look with Rob before they both started selecting items to take with them. Valuable commodities that they didn’t have space to fit into the RIBs were stored beneath the cottage floor, sealed from detection and the worst of the weather. They could always come back.

			The sun had set by the time the small group gathered on the foreshore; three RIBs lined up ready for departure. The sea shone in a restless pale blue hue, differing in shade to the snow-covered ground. They had a way to go, through the narrow sea loch entrance and then hugging the coast, past Eilean Shona until the Sound of Mull, then weaving through the islands of Luing and Scarba, avoiding the Gulf of Corryvrecken before they made landfall on the northeast coast of Jura. It was a challenging enough journey in broad daylight, sheer madness to begin the attempt at night. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 18
Crossbow

			I

			Jess sat in the 4x4, engine silent and lights off. The forestry track was almost invisible as it joined the twisting road at an acute angle. She’d had to reverse at speed and hope nothing was in her way, wheels churning snow until she made some 10m – enough to be hidden by the trees and undergrowth on a night as dark as this. The car that had been following her drove past without any loss of speed. Too fast for her to make out the occupants; it looked like two people from the transitory glimpse she’d had. The children stayed fast asleep, curled up contentedly on the back seat under blankets, soft toys held in pink fingers. Her eyes narrowed – she had to see if this threat was real or imagined. 

			Sorrel was let out and followed Jess a distance into the woods where she was told to stay. The dog sat, enjoying this new game and desperate to please. She draped a coat over the dog, pulling the hood down over her eyes until she resembled someone crouching, concealed in the undergrowth. With one more whispered imperative to stay put and be quiet, Jess cocked the crossbow she’d removed from the car, slid a bolt into place and found herself a position on the other side of the road where she too crouched and waited.

			Seconds went past, then minutes. There was no sign of the car returning, no other traffic disturbed the peace. She remained motionless, skin now freezing as the surface layer of blood retreated into her body core. Suddenly she sensed more than saw movement, a shape taking concealment from the trees and moving purposefully from trunk to trunk. Jess scanned the road further back and saw another shadow keeping pace. The lead figure squatted, turning her way. She stayed motionless behind the tree trunk, her body mostly obscured by the tree she’d hidden behind, catching the tell-tale green illumination of night vision googles as a head swept an arc around her position. A hand motioned towards her car, then another hand movement indicated Sorrel’s position – both obvious to a thermal imager. That was enough confirmation. She raised the crossbow, centred on the unprotected narrow junction of head and torso. It was a difficult shot even with the fitted scope, especially in low light conditions and she breathed a silent thanks for the green glow that gave her an illuminated bullseye as she released the arrow. There was the slightest whistle of wind through feathers, then a wet impact as the bolt buried into unprotected neck. Two hands clasped ineffectually at the arrow shaft as the body went down, feet drumming noisily on the road. She had seconds to cock the weapon, fit another bolt. Jess risked a quick glance around the tree trunk, the other figure was levelling a sniper rifle at Sorrel’s position. She breathed a silent thanks for Sorrel’s heat signature, sufficiently camouflaged in the hooded jacket to fool the second assailant into thinking the attack had come from there. As shots go, this was difficult. The target was some 30m away, body armour would protect the torso, a helmet would protect the head – that didn’t leave her much choice. The crossbow sang as the bolt was released and the figure staggered, a silent cough sounding as the rifle fired through a silencer. She was in danger now. The green glow was focused on her position as the rifle span towards her. She cocked and loaded in one fluent movement, another bolt left her weapon, let loose in the general direction of her assailant’s eyes. The figure dropped to the ground, kneeling as if in prayer before falling face first into the fresh snow. 

			Jess dropped the crossbow, zig-zagging towards the prostrate figure whilst pulling a knife from the sheath behind her back. She kicked the sniper rifle away from clawing fingers, not much use in a close combat situation but still presenting a danger, checking the body for viability. The first arrow had embedded in the fleshy part of the buttocks, painful but survivable. The second arrow had entered the side of his face, the point buried somewhere in his throat where air gurgled in wet desperation. She checked him quickly for weapons, keeping a watchful eye on his companion. Taking the handgun she’d appropriated, she approached the other body, one glance told her he was dead – the arrow taking out his windpipe. He’d have drowned in his own blood by the time she’d taken down his companion. They were equipped with military grade weaponry but didn’t handle themselves as professionally as special forces. Some shadowy government department she surmised, catching a lucky break by spotting her car on traffic cameras and then making a physical ID back in Tyndrum. The bodies were dragged into undergrowth, stripped of anything useful and then she called Sorrel. Much to her relief the dog charged towards her, banging into trees and bushes as the jacket hood interfered with its vision.

			“You stupid bloody dog.” The coat was removed, much to the dog’s delight, and it started to jump up to lick her face. She didn’t have the heart to stop her. 

			“Back in the car.” The dog obeyed her as if she understood every word. On the back seat two children remained oblivious to the life-or-death drama playing out around them. Had they broadcast her position before they took her on? She shook her head, no point in worrying about that. In the roadside hedge, the wet coughing stopped, two bodies cooling in death as snow covered them gently in a final blanket. The snow was coming down more heavily now, large flakes already covering the tracks she’d made. White snow staining red where blood lay warm and thick on the road.

			II

			In a control room in Whitehall the repeated radio calls remained unanswered, the GPS signal displayed on the screen remained stationary. The radio operator relayed a message up the chain of command, explaining the tracking team had deliberately entered radio silence and were attempting to bring Jess in. Standing in the COBRA briefing room, the recipient of the message had already made the likely calculation that both men had died. It didn’t matter. Jess was trying to lay a trail away from her commune home, that inhospitable spit of land where she’d been born and raised. Every creature crawls home when faced with their own imminent death, unless they have a means of escape. He could just wait and collect both Jess and her professor, send in the helicopters with properly trained professionals – or he could leave them be. There were other more pressing matters to be dealt with – the Scottish Government for one. How in God’s name had they found out about the climate event this early on?

			The first death reports were trickling in, hospitals and health centres reporting a growing number of cold-related fatalities. So far, the deaths were limited to the far north of Scotland. A quick glance at the weather map showed temperatures continuing to plummet, a blue stain darkening and spreading across the whole of the north. The best estimates his team of captive meteorologists could provide gave them mere weeks before the severe cold penetrated down to London. Food supplies were already prevented from reaching beyond the Cairngorms. The A9 was blocked with lorries frozen into place, more backing up behind them. Food that would be better distributed in England before those roads and railways also succumbed to the inevitable freeze. That might prove too difficult a circle to square with a Scottish FM who was cognisant of the facts. Anyway, it was too little too late; Scotland was already lost to the cold. The explosion at Grangemouth had sealed Scotland’s fate – the plant had no choice but to begin a staged shutdown in response to the perceived attack. Gas supplies were already dwindling; petrol and diesel supplies effectively cut off. It was only a matter of time before the fatality figures entered the thousands. He made a decision, calling off the dogs. Jess and her professor could be left to freeze to death. Even if they tried getting word out, he had control of the press and social media. The mobile phone network was more problematic; easy enough to block, except by doing so they would most likely cause mass hysteria and set the rumours flying. It was an interesting gameplay scenario, unfortunately one he’d have to play for real. For now, the phone masts kept working, relaying reassuring messages between families and friends that they were coping in this unexpected cold snap. When those messages started becoming less reassuring, that’s when he’d give the order to pull the plug.

			On another screen, two red dots made slow progress down Gare Loch. A final insurance policy, not much of a deterrent against the weather but the nuclear submarines could well tip the balance when push came to shove. Two companion red dots were displayed in the North Atlantic, making slow progress further south where he intended to make his base. The British Isles had at best, six months survival left, assuming international deliveries didn’t cease as foreign governments took to stockpiling. It would be the cold that would decimate the population – power generation relied on gas and oil imports, and Russia had ultimate say on the trans-Europe gas line. It was a pity they hadn’t continued with renewable energy; the wind would still blow even if hydro froze. That left nuclear, a few aged reactors with a limited supply of enriched uranium. Sufficient for essential services, not enough to heat homes, hospitals, schools. He’d leave the power for now, might as well keep the deaths as low as possible as long as the fuel kept coming. Mass panic would adversely affect his exit strategy, best to keep things as normal as possible until the wool could no longer be pulled over the populace’s eyes. 

			The main screen in the empty briefing room still displayed the meteorology student’s weather forecast, running through a repeating 100-year cycle with blue bands heading towards the equator before resetting to the present day. He took comfort in the blue not quite reaching the British Virgin Isles, sitting just off Venezuela in the north Atlantic. After 100 years the blue reached the equator, but that didn’t concern him – it didn’t concern any of them.

		


		
			CHAPTER 19
Holyrood

			The Bute House room was simply furnished, red wool pile stretching to polished wood flooring, framing the carpet edges like a modernist painting; black office chairs, glass topped wooden low table placed off centre. The Scottish FM stood to one side in the full height window, lost in contemplation of large snowflakes corkscrewing downwards in the lowering air temperature outside. She felt strangely isolated from reality, away from her warm office cocooned within the modernist architecture of Holyrood – boats upended as if tossed there in a storm. A hollow pit had formed in her stomach since learning the magnitude of the threat that they all faced. She was on her own, trying to come to terms with the certain knowledge that Scotland would be facing starvation within the next few weeks and there was nothing that she, or anyone else, could do to prevent it. The only counterbalance she had was her fury at a Westminster government that had callously decided to keep the whole climate threat under wraps, cynically buying time so they could arrange a safe haven for those with the money or influence to escape.

			What to do? It was this question that lay on her mind, suffocating with the weight of responsibility. Five million people, a tenth of the population of England – they would all die of starvation or from the cold once the power grid failed and the last of the gas and fuel was used. Of course, the computer model on which this whole forecast was based on could be in error. There remained the possibility that this was all a wild exaggeration, that the dark matter research had no link to climate shift, that the cessation of previously dependable sea and air currents was mere coincidence. She could almost persuade herself this was true. Her mind fought an unsuccessful rearguard action to reject the impossible, find a frame of reference that proved more comfortable to work within – but to no avail. The first reports of deaths were already coming in from medical workers in the northeast, reports that had struggled to make it through ‘technical communication difficulties’. Weather data from Shetland and Orkney displayed temperatures close to -39°C. Unprecedented snowfall was blanketing large parts of the country, depths of 2m were being reported after two days of continuous snow. News reports from Europe were full of heavy snow cutting off villages and towns, a state of Schneechaos was being reported from Southern Germany where falling trees and avalanches had already claimed hundreds of lives. More telling was the inescapable conclusion that Whitehall had clapped a D-notice on any serious weather-related news; that had decided her. 

			The cabinet room in Bute House had the full complement of ministers, sitting at a long table with open files in front of them displaying graphs and rows of figures. A crystal chandelier dominated the ornate Georgian ceiling, an ostentatious display of wealth from an earlier age. She entered the room, worried faces raising from contemplation of the documents they’d been given just moments before. Her hand raised to forestall the questions that were already being fired her way and she poured a glass of water before taking her seat, hoping nobody saw the tremor in her hand.

			“Thanks for coming at such short notice.” Her mind raced, the panic she felt building inside her sought release in action. “The documents you have in front of you are a detailed weather forecast covering the next one hundred years. They are the result of a computer simulation constructed by a PhD student at Edinburgh University and incorporate variables which are not generally available to other nations. In short, and if this simulation is accurate, we are facing an unprecedented scenario where Scotland will be all but uninhabitable within a matter of weeks.”

			“How real is this?” The minister for the environment and climate change challenged, angry that she hadn’t seen any of this information before the meeting.

			“Real enough for the student and his colleagues to have been ‘disappeared’. Real enough that Westminster have been actively moving assets out of Scotland, down south, and real enough that the weather conditions we are experiencing show a good fit to the model so far.” She took another sip of water before continuing. “Except the weather conditions are deteriorating faster than the model predicted.”

			“Surely uninhabitable is a bit overstating the case, FM? We’ve seen heavier snow than this in the last few years. Granted, the low temperatures are new but surely we should be concentrating all of our energies on Grangemouth...?”

			“This isn’t a time for point scoring!” She interrupted the cabinet secretary for the rural economy before he could continue. “There are people dying in Aberdeenshire. We can’t be sure how many because Westminster have blocked communications, deliberately attempting to keep us in the dark. Our best guess is that thousands have died already. Fuel supplies are down to critical reserves, the transport infrastructure is unable to service vast swathes of the country which are running short of food. We have no choice but to treat this forecast as real. The question is, what can we do?”

			The cabinet members looked either at each other, at the files in front of them or out of the window where snow fell in tranquil silence. 

			“The army. We could ask the army to organise food drops.”

			“Declare a state of emergency.”

			“Airlift people to safety.”

			“My children. I need to speak to my children!”

			The voices around the table grew in volume, talking over each other in confusion, a note of hysteria already manifesting as the pitch rose higher.

			“QUIET!” The FM’s deputy shouted, a generally quiet and softly spoken man whose bellow shocked them into silence. “We will accomplish nothing by panicking ourselves. The armed forces are not guaranteed to be at our disposal, neither can they offer the resources required to protect the entire country.” He deferred to the FM as she stood.

			“This is not something we have ever planned for. There are no set procedures or drills we can follow and if the weather continues to deteriorate then the only option we have is for people to relocate south.”

			“You cannot expect to ask five million people to leave their homes in this weather! How can they even travel? Major arterial routes are already closed to traffic, fuel is running out – the trains will be the next to fail. Surely we can do something more practical?” The minister for the environment and climate change sat implacably, a voice of reason in a world turning mad.

			“There is nothing practical we can do. Roads will continue to close despite the best efforts of snowploughs and gritters. The rail network is no longer operating beyond Perth.” The FM shook her head, unable to believe what she was saying was true. “Unless someone has any better ideas, I propose we make a public statement outlining the threat we face and let people make their own decisions.”

			“That will lead to total breakdown. Can you imagine what five million people in a panic looks like?” The minister for transport had stood to make his point, gesticulating wildly at his fellow ministers. “What if this is just an exaggeration or a mistake? Half the time the weather forecasters get it spectacularly wrong. We can’t risk the breakdown of law and order and the inevitable deaths of thousands of people based on a weather forecast!”

			Several people around the table nodded their heads in agreement. The argument was reasonable, far easier to comprehend than the prospect of facing a global ice age.

			The FM spoke quietly, the hubbub around the table lessening as they strove to hear her response. “Nobody wants this forecast to be wrong more than I do. My first response was the same as yours, dismissing the threat as over-hyped.” She engaged with each face around the table as she continued speaking. “I have been given access to restricted material that Westminster have tried their damnedest to keep quiet. First, the major circulatory weather currents such as the Gulf Stream have stopped – these carry warm waters up to Scotland, making our weather much warmer than it should be at this latitude. Secondly, the missing students whose work predicts this freezing weather are being held at a supposedly secret Government installation near RAF Brize Norton.” 

			She paused, not so much for effect but because speaking the words would make them real for her. “And thirdly, the premise that the Earth is entering a dark matter cloud thousands of years wide has been confirmed by physicists in the States and CERN. It is the dark matter which is key to the weather model, absorbing some 30% of the sun’s incident radiation at a best guess. Weather stations all over the world have begun to record temperature drops that meet the climate simulation model.”

			“How long before Scotland becomes uninhabitable?” 

			“Like I said, a matter of weeks according to the computer model I’ve seen. The reality is that some regions are already in that condition. People can only survive as long as their food and heat supplies last. The decision has to be on an individual basis, we don’t have sufficient resources to move anything like the numbers we need. There isn’t anywhere for them to go except south, and that will not be welcomed by our neighbours in England, not least because they will soon be suffering as well. In the long run, and we are only talking 100 years, the prediction is that the entire planet will be covered in ice.”

			Silence greeted her words. Several people glanced at the windows, looking beyond the serene beauty of the falling snow to see the death carried by each individual flake. Some stared at their folders as if willing the figures and the forecast to change.

			“Is there nothing we can do?” 

			“I’m going to make an emergency public statement. Westminster has decided to play it close to their chest, keep everything under wraps. I don’t feel that we have that luxury of time. If you can stay in office for as long as possible then, with God’s help, we may be able to reduce the panic and deaths, keep the country running as normally as possible for as long as is feasible. If you need to get back to your families, I won’t stand in your way. The broadcast has been arranged for 19:00,” she checked her watch, “giving you an hour before we open Pandora’s box. Things will get difficult after then so if any of you want to go to loved ones, you need to go now.” She closed the file in front of her, smiled thinly as she held each of their eyes in turn. “Thank you all for your service over the years.”

			The ministers gathered papers, filing out of the room in silence. Those eyes she caught looking towards her all shared the same look, silent pleading that this was just a bad dream. The room fell silent, muffled traffic rumbled outside the windows as vehicles made cautious progress through the snow. She stared outside as flakes caught the room lights, briefly illuminated in warm yellow as they played in eddies, forming complex patterns that held her in a trance.

			“Your car, FM.”

			The voice caught her unawares, bringing her unkindly back to the reality she had only managed to briefly escape for a few precious seconds. She nodded an acknowledgement, following her driver out into the bitter cold and wondering if he had a family waiting for him, how they would react to the message she was about to broadcast.   

		


		
			CHAPTER 20
Rest and be thankful

			I

			Finlay found the M8 easier going than the small B roads he’d been dutifully following for the last few hours. The snow was still coming down steadily, but the increased volume of traffic as he entered the outskirts of Glasgow served to keep the road surface relatively clear. He checked the temperature gauge, -6°C. That was still within normal limits for this time of year – could he be risking his career and family on the basis of a wild theory? Jess had initially been sceptical. He’d heard the questioning tone in her voice, as if she had doubted his sanity, then had come back with this plan for them all to meet at the small fishing town of Tarbert on the west coast of Scotland. She must have heard something that convinced her he had a valid concern, otherwise there was no way she would risk the kids on a night drive through conditions such as these.

			The motorway crossed the Clyde and he was back onto smaller roads. Finlay felt the tension that had been steadily building since he entered the city, abate. These roads might prove more challenging in the snow but at least he was away from the omnipresent traffic cameras and police cars. The road now took his full attention, there were hours of driving in front of him and he had to meet up with Jess and the kids. Once out of Glasgow, the snow redoubled its efforts to obscure the road ahead, flakes catching the wind and performing aerobatic minuets like flocks of miniature white starlings, random shifts of snow-white murmuration distracting the eye. He checked the clock, coming up to 7:00pm. Headlights proved inadequate against the snow, each flake catching the illumination within the ice crystal and sending sharp beads of light back to confuse and disorientate. Finlay squinted his eyes in an effort to see the road more clearly ahead, only too aware what a moment’s lack of concentration could entail. A white funnel of snow became his world, a swirling white tunnel that led towards his wife and family as the world prepared for sleep.

			A radio announcement intruded, the sombre tones of the newscaster advising that the FM was about to make an emergency announcement to the nation. The announcer’s serious tone was strangely at odds with the over-excited DJ who’d been presenting the lightweight diet of pop music that had accompanied him on his journey for the last hour, interrupting himself with ever more disastrous updates from the Grangemouth incident. The car had been labouring up towards the Rest and be Thankful. Finlay had just been congratulating himself on reaching this highest point on the route without the continual snowfall seriously impeding his progress, his attention shared between road ahead and the radio presenter’s voice as the FM was introduced. Seconds passed with nothing but silence, the radio devoid even of the hiss of static. Finlay switched his eyes from the road ahead to the radio, checking the signal hadn’t been lost in the Arrochar Alps. A bar graph displayed full signal – not a loss of radio signal then. 

			“I’m sorry, we seem to be having some technical issues. Let me play you some music whilst we try and find the First Minister. Here’s an appropriate song for the weather – Let it Snow, sung by the inimitable Dean Martin. We’ll get you back to the broadcast as soon as we can.”

			The realisation hit him almost immediately. This was not some random problem with the broadcast; someone had deliberately censored whatever message the Scottish Government had been trying to make. There was only one scenario Finlay could imagine would justify such a heavy-handed response, an emergency broadcast advising everyone in Scotland to travel south and away from the advancing cold. Finlay glanced at the temperature, -8°. That was a two degree drop, but then he’d climbed almost 250m. 

			The road swept down towards Lochgilphead; trees, fields, houses all newly covered in snow. What if the meteorological model was accurate? Would these houses eventually be buried – become tombs encased in ice? Finlay remembered driving this same road, back in June, the heat was so intense that the road ahead had produced mirages. Small seas beckoned in shimmering beauty every few hundred metres ahead, trees spreading a heavy crop of green on tired branches – even the birds and insects took to the wing with reluctance as if the act of flying was an anathema in the heat. Would he live to see another season when the world is clothed in green? How could any of them hope to survive an eternal winter? 

			Finlay shook his head. This was not the time to be giving in to despair. There was always the strong possibility that the abnormal weather was just that, an aberration well within the statistical norms of climate fluctuation. He buried the small insistent voice inside him that offered an opposing view, one based on science and logic, and instead gave all his attention to the driving. The wheels had lost grip on the last corner, nothing too alarming but sufficient to cause him to grip the steering wheel more tightly, a reflex action in response to the slide. Luckily, there was precious little other traffic on the road, the weather conditions bad enough to deter all but the most essential of journeys. A herd of deer crossed the road a few hundred meters ahead, large dark eyes reflecting the car headlamps as they jumped a fence in an athletic avalanche of long legs. Finlay risked a look up at the hillside they’d appeared from, snow wrapped the summit, concealing the world in eiderdown. Like him, they were seeking shelter from the worst of the storm.

			The lights of Lochgilphead beckoned ahead, reflected in the troubled waters of Loch Gilp. The small town appeared deserted, a few pedestrians hunched Lowry-like into their coats, faces angled down towards the newly white pavements and away from the biting wind. He’d only passed a few vehicles during the last couple of miles: a petrol tanker struggling to climb up the A83 heading towards Glasgow; a small tourist coach cautiously negotiating the increasingly icy curves; commuters heading home. Most people had the sense to stay put, paying attention to the amber weather alerts put in place earlier that day. 

			The snow was falling more heavily now, large clumps of ice hitting his windscreen with muffled thuds and instantly melting against the heated glass. Finlay felt the first signs of panic as he began to doubt if he would ever reach his rendezvous. If it carried on like this the road could easily become impassable, leaving him no option but to try and walk the last ten or so miles. He glanced behind him in the rear-view mirror, military packages piled high. He had to get through, for all he knew the supplies he carried could mean the difference between life and death for his family. 

			A sense of guilt washed over him, his selfish concentration on his own family when millions of people faced an almost certain death. What we are, what defines us – that truth is only revealed when we face the abyss. Finlay knew he wasn’t a bad person. He had more empathy than most, cared for those unfortunate enough to be ground down by life – but in the final analysis, an ancient biological programming overwrote more recent code – his efforts now focussed on keeping his progeny safe.

			The road to Tarbert now followed the opposite shore of Loch Gilp, crossing over the Crinan canal and running parallel to the shore in twists and turns. Snow crunched under tyres, already several inches thick and growing deeper each second. Finlay felt the car grip the road, more secure on the corners than it had been earlier with a thinner covering of snow. The additional inches provided much needed traction – for the moment – although as the temperatures continued to fall this cover would turn to hard ice. Eventually, the road left the embrace of the lochside, heading inland where tall trees offered some respite. 

			Finlay felt as if he were the last person alive, travelling safe and cocooned in his car. The road was now deserted, mile after mile of almost white-out conditions, befuddling vision and sending him into a trance-like state. The road turned another corner and began to dip down towards a small town where streetlights glowed a welcome distraction from the omnipresent snow. The satnav informed him this was Tarbert. A flotilla of yachts occupied the sheltered harbour, turning restlessly in the freshening wind before they too were lost in a sea of white. Wipers complained against the increased load, snow now coming in a relentless avalanche. He slowed, eyes squinting in an effort to see the road ahead more clearly. It had become guesswork, estimating the road’s probable position from the street furniture, houses, trees and parked up vehicles that littered the way ahead. The snow added its own sculptural sensitivities to everything it touched – cars became cartoon representations of rounded toy vehicles like the teething toys his children chewed on as babies, road signs sported rounded white hats as if they too were bundling up against the cold. 

			There were plenty of boats in the harbour. Rugged fishing vessels pulled up against the quay; a flotilla of yachts, almost lost to sight in the falling snow, lay at anchor in the middle of the natural harbour. He pulled up outside a small hotel, checking his phone for confirmation that this was where he was to meet Jess. The three words Titch had given him as the app reference – Barstool.Polar.Assume – placed his rendezvous immediately beside the quay, a 3m square patch of tarmac designated as a car parking space. It was only after he’d obediently parked in the allocated space and switched off the engine that he wondered whether Jess or Titch had chosen his destination with an element of black humour. Finlay looked hopefully for any sign of Jess and the kids, willing them to materialise out of the falling snow but the streets were devoid of traffic. There was nothing else he could do but stay put and try and keep warm. He reached for the radio, then changed his mind and tucked his hands under his arms to conserve heat. The last news report he’d heard wasn’t even trying to be believable, blaming ‘technical problems’ on the FM’s inopportune silence and encouraging everyone to stay at home until the cold snap passed.

			Snow settled on the windscreen and he flicked the wipers to keep it clear. The town was silent, entering a brief period of hibernation as it waited for the snow to stop falling. Outside the car windows snowflakes caught in gusts of wind, schools of airborne white herring darting sideways before continuing their relentless journey to the ground. 

			“Come on, Jess.” His voice betrayed worry. What if she was trapped in the snow somewhere with the kids? The mobile lay on the seat beside him. He could just call the number Titch had given him, talk to her, check if she was alright?

			II

			Around the time Finlay crested the Rest and be Thankful, Jess was cleaning the crossbow bolts she’d managed to retrieve from the bodies left cooling in the snow. It had been a struggle extracting the one from the guy’s neck. The barbed point had been trapped in his neck vertebrae, requiring forcible twisting to work it loose. Once removed, it took seconds to clean the blood and tissue, a handful of vegetation and snow crystals made an efficient scrub. It hadn’t occurred to her to leave them behind, not when crossbow bolts would be difficult, if not impossible, to source in the future that lay in wait.

			She drove out of her improvised parking space, rejoining the road that stretched like a twisting white ribbon in the car’s headlights. Within a few minutes she had passed the car that had been tailing her, pulled into the side of the road and abandoned to the weather. A quick glance in the rear-view mirror told her the children remained fast asleep, and with a look of fierce determination she pushed the car as fast as she dared. It had been a mistake to take this route, avoiding the most direct roads in an effort to stay clear of any cameras. As luck would have it, she had been spotted anyway; now she was behind schedule and the roads were proving more difficult as the snow continued falling. The only thing working in her favour was the lack of traffic – most people had more sense than to take these roads in heavy snow. 

			The road dipped down towards Inveraray, causing her to engage a lower gear as the 4x4 threatened to lose traction on the sharper bends. When she finally joined the A83 Jess gave a whispered thanks to whichever gods were still paying her any attention – only another thirty miles or less to her destination. Had Finlay managed to get through the snow? The mobile lay on the seat beside her and it took an effort of will not to call the number Titch had texted. Better to be safe. The small town lay sleeping in the snow, just a few dedicated smokers to be seen, banished outside for their sins, even in weather like this. Within a heartbeat the town was behind her, just her and a swirling tunnel of snow lay ahead. 

			She drove on autopilot, feeling the road under the tyres and aware of every slide as she took corners too quickly. The dashboard clock intruded on her consciousness; she was cutting it fine. The small town was just minutes away now, she could see the harbour lights as she cleared the last of the trees. Would Finlay be there? What was happening at Sparta? 

			Titch had told her he was going to contact them, give them a heads up about the climate change, mention Black Swan. Those climate protesters – Gaia’s Children – what would they be making of this? Maybe our planet would be better able to handle a loss of solar heat if we hadn’t screwed up the major circulatory systems. Jess imagined the earth as a cardiac patient, arteries clogging until the heart gave up the unequal struggle to pump blood around the body. Is this what we’ve done to ourselves, to our world – our children’s future? She shook her head, there was nothing she or thousands of protesters could do now, apart from survive. At least she had the skills to do that.

			The snow was falling more heavily now; the windscreen had become two arcs where the wipers continually worked to keep the glass clear. They travelled in a metal cocoon, insulated from the worst of the cold with the children dreaming under blankets in the back. She caught sight of Sorrel’s attentive face in the rear-view mirror, trusting brown eyes engaging with hers. 

			“How are you going to cope, girl?” 

			Sorrel didn’t answer, just panted with a little more enthusiasm as she looked out of the windows at the passing landscape – white, pristine and increasingly deadly.

			Eventually she turned off at the same junction Finlay had taken some forty minutes previously and pulled up at the almost empty harbour car park. There was Finlay, they’d both made it this far!

		


		
			CHAPTER 21
Fight or flee

			I

			The morning weather report could be heard coming from every vehicle snarled up in the frozen queue backed up on the A9. Drivers and passengers exchanged worried looks as the radio presenter offered no glib assurances that the extremes of weather were likely to abate, then mentioned, in more of the way as an afterthought, that land and mobile telephone networks were failing throughout Scotland. The resultant surge of mobile users attempting to ring out brought the local cell to a complete halt. Faces stared out of frozen car windows at the arctic conditions outside, looked into other vehicle windscreens to see what everyone else was doing. Fuel gauges were checked, engines run every few minutes to try and keep warm, eyes scanned the road ahead and behind for the tell-tale amber or blue flash that would signify help was on its way. Nothing showed – just an increase in wind noise and occasional heavy flurries of snow obscuring the view.

			“We can’t stay here another night.” The woman spoke quietly, hands held in front of air vents extracting what little heat was available. She and her husband had already spent twenty hours waiting in the car, running the engine every hour for just long enough to warm the air coming through the heater. He’d been out – clearing the snow from the exhaust, talking to the other drivers in front, behind. He’d noticed the snow covering first the road, then the grass on the verge, now almost up to the car windows. They weren’t dressed for the weather. Lulled by the unseasonable hot spell that had preceded the snow, he’d assumed a light jacket would be sufficient. How could he go any distance in that, or these shoes? She was having similar thoughts, but they’d run out of food, water and looking at the petrol gauge, they’d soon run out of fuel. Besides which, she absolutely refused to crouch down in the snow to empty bowels which were sending urgent requests to her brain to do just that.

			“We can’t go any distance in this, love. We’re not dressed for it. We’d be better waiting here with everyone else where we’re in shelter until the emergency services come. They won’t be long now. They’re not going to just leave a hundred or so people and cars blocking the road for ever, are they?”

			She looked at him, wanting to believe him. It was midday, although the sun had been hidden for days behind a carpet of grey cloud, so she had to go by the car clock. 

			“I don’t think anyone’s coming.” She spoke the words quietly, as if not wanting to hear them herself.

			“What do you mean? Of course someone will be coming. It’s just a heavy snowfall – they’re probably clearing the road each side of us. This is the highest point so it figures they’ll get here last.” He sounded more confident than he felt. As each hour passed and still no sign of any emergency vehicles, not even a helicopter or tractor, he began to imagine the impossible.

			“It’s not just that.” She pulled her hands away from the air vents which were now just pumping cold air into the car, tucking them under her armpits for whatever warmth could be found. “It’s the phones not working – they’ve not been working since first thing this morning. And the radio…”

			He waited in vain for her to complete the sentence. “What about the radio?” A note of exasperation crept into his voice. 

			She struggled to articulate what she felt. The lack of any real news, the diet of muzak, the change from the usual radio show hosts that were on this time of day. It felt wrong. The radio felt wrong. “I don’t think they’re telling us everything,” she added lamely.

			“Of course they are, love. They mentioned the explosion at Grangemouth – they wouldn’t have told everyone about that if some dictator had suddenly taken over the airwaves.” He adopted a conciliatory tone, playing grown-up to his wife’s child. “Anyway, if anything was going on it would be all over social media.” He said this triumphantly, as if proving without doubt that all was right with the world and they’d be home and back to normal in no time.

			“None of it is working.” Her voice was still quiet, insistent. “Twitter, Facebook, Instagram – nothing’s updated since yesterday.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “If we stay here we’re going to die. We’re going to freeze to death in our car and nobody will come for us.”

			He broke eye contact first. There was something strange about this, he had to agree. During previous episodes of unexpected snowfall, he’d seen news reports of neighbours coming out with flasks of hot drinks and blankets. Community centres and schools turned into makeshift hotels for those stuck out on the road. There were people living out here, there was a town just a few miles further on, farmhouses off the road, across snow-filled fields. Why hadn’t anyone been to see if they needed anything? God knows he could do with something to drink, something hot. He checked the cars in front – nobody was moving.

			“I don’t know, love. It’s freezing out there.”

			“For fuck’s sake.” Her swearing caught him unawares, the vehemence in her tone. A map was pulled out of the glove compartment, pages ruffled, finger stabbed at a page. “There! There’s a bloody town, there! It’s just three miles away. We can walk it, even in this bloody snow. Find a hotel, get a proper bed for the night. Get some warmth and food.”

			She pulled on woollen gloves, forced the car door open against the build-up of snow. “Are you coming?”

			He had no choice but to join her, carefully pushing the doors shut and locking the car for when they could return. The snow impeded his every move as they reached virgin ground – untrodden snow reaching almost to his waist. Each step took effort, but he was rewarded with a glow of heat as the muscle responded to the exercise, turning calories into movement and warmth. Curious faces watched from every vehicle they passed. A free theatre show, a distraction from the boredom of waiting, freezing, starving.

			The snow started again. Whipped by the wind into a blizzard, it flung ice into their eyes. The line of cars stretched on and on until lost in a wall of whiteness. He turned to look back, check on his car. The path they’d created in the snow was filling with people; drivers climbing out of lorries, cars, vans. A coach disgorged a group of thirty or more, struggling with suitcases and bags. With each person leaving the safety of their vehicle, another two or three cars opened doors until an avalanche of refugees spilled out behind them.

			He hurried to catch up with his wife. If they wanted a hotel room, they couldn’t let this lot overtake them!

			II

			The Scottish FM put down the phone she’d been holding, knuckles still showed white from the way she’d gripped it so hard. Around the table sat four of her most trusted ministers, each looking as shell-shocked as she was. The snow was coming down in earnest now, great flurries of flakes blocking the view from the Scottish Parliament. All that could be seen from the FM’s eyrie office was whiteness, a continual waterfall of ice pouring down from the frozen intersection of two major weather systems competing far above them. The northern front was winning. As the planet started feeling the effects of a drop in solar radiation, the energy stored in the vast ocean masses started to fade. Around the equator new air currents took hold – tornadoes wreaked havoc in cities where they’d never seen a tornado before; hurricanes with wind speeds never before recorded levelled forests and cities alike. Ice sheets at both poles paused their thaw, consolidated and began to grow as snow fell heavily upon frozen ground. These new circulatory air currents collected vast quantities of moisture from the warm equatorial waters and rushed towards the poles, chilling as they met the polar vortices and dropping the water as snow. The same snow that the Scottish FM stared at in fury. Her anger might have been tempered with fear had she realised that the new planetary circulatory engine was only just starting, fighting against existing currents that had been in place for thousands of years. The snow she saw falling with such relentless volume was only a precursor.

			“They can’t do this!” The deputy FM slammed his fist hard on the table. “They can’t silence our own media, cut off telecoms and the internet. Surely we can do something?”

			They’d just heard a nameless Whitehall mandarin carefully explaining to what was left of the Scottish Executive those very same points. He’d also mentioned matter of factly that no aid would be forthcoming as the country was slowly being buried under unprecedented snowfall. She’d asked him to validate the global meteorological software model that they’d had sight of, only to be cut off with some anodyne statement along the lines of God be with you and the line going dead.

			“The bastards are leaving us to die.” She said this with an air of disbelief. For years she’d castigated the UK government, accused them of putting England first and ignoring the devolved administrations – but never had she expected those who held the real power to save their own skins and let everyone else fight for survival as best as they could. “They’re leaving us all here to die.”

			“We must be able to do something.” The minister responsible for public health sat ashen-faced, continually switching his attention from those sitting at the table to the window and the impossible amount of snow falling outside.

			“What do you suggest? I’ve attempted a nationwide broadcast to at least warn the people what’s coming, give some of them a fighting chance at least. Whitehall pulled the plug, same as they have with everything else. It won’t be long before the radio is closed down as well – people will be wondering who all these new presenters are. Probably hastily briefed amateur army DJs.” The FM held her head in her hands, aware of how powerless she was – how powerless they all were. She looked up from contemplation of the table. “I’m staying here. I’ll stay here as long as I can, just in case there’s something I can do to help. It’s your choice what you do next. The roads are already impassable, there’s no way I can get back home now.” She dabbed at a tear that was making solitary progress down her cheek. “I can’t even call my family now the phones are cut off.”

			One of the group stood up and crossed over to the window, staring at a shifting curtain of snow. She was right – no traffic moved down below, no pedestrians showed black against the white road and pavements. Somewhere in the building a bagpipe started playing a lament, the sound echoing strangely down empty corridors. They shared a look, came to an unspoken agreement.

			“We’ll stay with you.” The minister for public health was rewarded with a quick smile. “It’s not as if we can go anywhere anyway.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 22
Albedo Effect

			I

			Fergus rubbed his cheek, still red and sore from the slap that Seonaid had given him. She sat, studiously ignoring him and the woman on the other side of the table.

			“If you’ve finished?” Their interrogator hadn’t moved from her seat, watching them with the same sense of studied curiosity a cat displays when playing with a mouse. “Let me try and make this easy for you both. In the absence of your professors, who are proving elusive, you two are the only people who have any idea of what it is we’re facing. That makes you valuable – for now.” She paused, letting the meaning of her words and the implied threat hang in the silence between them.

			Seonaid properly looked at her for the first time. She had seen people like this before; single-minded, tough, ruthlessly intelligent when in pursuit of what they want. OK, so they’d drugged her and Caitlin, flown them to some military base and held them in contravention of every human rights legislation. She could play games as well.

			“What have you done with Caitlin?” Seonaid fired off the opening salvo before the woman took control of the conversation.

			“I was going to ask you about her. Why was she sent off with you – does she possess any insight into this climate anomaly?”

			Seonaid shook her head. “Caitlin worked on the dark matter detector, increasing the sensitivity of the experiment. She’s an electronics engineer, not a climatologist or astrophysicist.”

			The woman opposite her looked slightly disappointed for a second, as if one of the cards in her hand had just been devalued. Seonaid kept her face neutral. If this woman thought that Caitlin wasn’t going to be of any use then there was a good chance she’d let her go. She consulted her mobile, swiping screens to retrieve the information that confirmed Seonaid’s statement.

			“Engineer.” She said the word disparagingly. “Looks like it’s just you two then.” She leaned back in her chair, coolly appraising the two students opposite. They were almost the same age as she was, just a few years younger. Years they’d spent in pursuit of academic achievements, safe in their ivory towers whilst she had repeatedly placed her life on the line to protect people like them.

			“Now you two are reacquainted, what can you tell me about this so-called ice age? I’ve run the software model Fergus has kindly updated for me – how precisely does the region of dark matter affect the accuracy of this prediction?”

			Fergus glared at Seonaid accusingly, rubbing his eye to dislodge a tear that had formed in reaction to the force of her slap. “Why hit me? What the fuck have I done?”

			“It’s what you haven’t done. How could you keep this secret from me, an ice age for Christ’s sake! I knew you were using my dark matter research for your software, but for something this big?” Seonaid struggled to find the right words, only too aware of the dispassionate voyeur watching them both. “If you had any idea this was coming, you should have done something – told someone.”

			“It was just a theory.” Fergus’s voice was small and quiet. “I never thought it would be real. Your research was based on guesswork – mine too. Neither of us thought for a minute it would come true.”

			Their interviewer interrupted. “What are the mechanisms in play here? I need to know what probability we can apply to the software model. How does this differ from previous climate change events?”

			“There have always been climate fluctuations that don’t fit the standard model.” Fergus spoke more forcibly, confident now that the conversation had shifted onto more familiar ground. “In recent human history there was a period of warming – called the Medieval Climate Anomaly. It started around 950 and lasted until 1250. Temperatures were similar to those of the mid-20th century.”

			“I thought the burning of fossil fuels contributed to the recent high temperatures? How can that be, if it’s happened before?” Their interrogator interrupted him.

			Fergus sighed heavily. He’d heard the same arguments time and time again, from climate change deniers to armchair climatologists. “That’s different. We can measure the increase in greenhouse gases today, relate them directly towards global temperatures. The MCA was pre-industrial revolution – something else must have caused the rise in temperatures.”

			“Like what?”

			“Could have been sunspot activity. For our nearest star, we know very little about what is meant to be normal or abnormal behaviour. Bit of a concern when our lives depend on it. Other candidates are volcanism or changes in global weather patterns – neither of which are well documented in the medieval era. Following on from that long period of unusual warmth came the Little Ice Age which ran from 1300 to 1850. There were three periods of intense cold during that era – in 1650, 1770 and 1850. You’ve seen the paintings of people having barbeques and ice skating on the Thames? It wasn’t all fun and games. Thousands died of starvation as crops failed, glaciers grew back, ice sheets covered the sea. All that we know for sure is that the lowest temperatures coincided with the minimum levels of sunspot activity.”

			“And what about dark matter. How did that affect the Little Ice Age?”

			Seonaid gave her a pitying look. “The existence of Dark Matter has only been postulated since astronomers had to account for some 85% of the universe that appeared to be missing. You’re talking early 20th century, and it’s literally only now that we’ve had any chance of detecting it.”

			“Could it have played any part in previous ice ages?” 

			Seonaid and Fergus shared a look. “It’s possible,” Seonaid said. “Fergus’s research includes ice core samples taken from the arctic. They show heavy metal contamination coincident with previous ice ages. My own research makes use of these markers to model dark matter distribution in our part of the galaxy.”

			“You’ve been stealing my research?” Fergus was incredulous.

			“Same as you have mine, Fergus.”

			His mouth closed as he processed her admission.

			“So between both of you, you’re basically confirming that the dark matter region that we’re entering is the major cause for the climate change that’s hitting us now?”

			They both nodded.

			“So it’s likely previous ice ages may have been triggered by our planet entering a region of dark matter?”

			“Oh yes, entirely possible. The ice cores need to be investigated as far back as we can go – then any heavy metal content correlated to climate markers such as fossilized tree rings to estimate temperature.”

			“I’m sorry, how does a tree ring give as estimate of temperature?”

			“Trees grow slower in cold years.” Seonaid joined the conversation, feeling she was giving a talk to a schoolkid. Didn’t this woman know any science?

			“Stradivarius. He made these amazing instruments out of wood that grew in the Little Ice Age. Because they grew so little each year the space between tree rings was smaller, the wood was denser. That’s what gave his instruments that richer tone.” Fergus could see his illustration of tree growth was having little effect.

			“So, if this is something that’s happened before, we should be able to make a scientific prediction on how long it will last, how much of an ice age we’re facing – and use that historical fact held in the geological record to finesse this software model of yours.” She looked at Fergus expectantly, as if she’d neatly summarised the entire world’s climate forecast for the next ten years.

			Fergus shook his head slowly, side to side. “If only it was as simple as that.” He sat up straight in his chair, looking his interviewer in the eye. “Say we were back in 1300 when the Little Ice Age started. The major planetary convection systems were still working. The Humbolt and Gulf stream oceanic currents, the North Atlantic Oscillation were all in place and working to ameliorate any cooling effects caused by dark matter, sunspot activity, volcanism or whatever the fuck caused it. Thanks to governments around the world choosing to ignore climate scientists, we’ve tipped the world into an unstable weather pattern. Major oceanic currents such as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation have weakened to the point of no return, polar cells are in turmoil. The reason we’ve had a string of record freezing events in America over the last few years is down to the polar vortex being split by the increased energy in the jet stream. Normally the polar air is kept locked in place by circulating vortices, but now that they exhibit more random behaviour, that air can penetrate all the way to Mexico. It’s global warming that’s set the planet up to be defenceless against this cooling event. In other words, this ice age is already happening much faster than any previous events we know about. My simulation shows the entire planet being covered in ice, but there are factors I haven’t even thought about. The albedo effect for one.” Fergus saw the puzzled look in her eye and patiently began explaining. “It’s a measure of how reflective the surface of the planet is. A dark surface has a low albedo score and will absorb heat like any dark object – conversely, a highly reflective surface such as snow has a high albedo score and reflects heat back into space. Then there’s the loss of millions of acres of the Amazon to uncontrolled fires for another – the smoke acts as a reflector too, once its high enough in the atmosphere, cooling the equator and further accelerating any climate anomaly. To put it bluntly, I think my software model doesn’t go far enough.”

			“Did you get that?” The woman spoke to her reflection in the mirror. Seonaid heard the tinny response in the woman’s earpiece. “Take the other girl out and dump her somewhere. We’ve not enough to feed anyone not essential to the research.”

			“You’re not going to kill her?” Seonaid had leapt out of her seat in shock, staring wild-eyed across the desk as the implications of the words hit home.

			“We are not savages – yet. Your little friend will be deposited at a bus station and given enough money to make her way back to Scotland, or wherever home is.” She watched Seonaid dispassionately as she slowly regained her seat, thinking it might be kinder to kill the girl after all than let her head towards a slow and certain death in the north.

			Seonaid tried not to smile. Caitlin would get word out somehow, let everyone know that she and Fergus were locked up in some military base. She also knew enough about their research to fill in any blanks, and if the weather started to get as bad as Fergus said then she’d join the dots.

			“You can both work together from now on. You’ll have access to the latest meteorology data as well as a direct feed to the dark matter lab. You feed us your findings, improve your software climate model with this albedo effect and anything else you’ve managed to leave out and maybe we can find a way out of this.”

			The door opened and two armed soldiers motioned for Fergus and Seonaid to follow them, leaving the woman in contemplation of her handheld screen. A map of the British Isles was displayed, Scotland already painted blue with an overlay of negative temperatures. The line of blue moved imperceptibly down the screen, still a long way from her Cotswolds base. She reckoned she had a week before the base would be cut off, a week to prepare for a sanctuary where life could be measured in years rather than months.

			II

			The military ambulance shook every time it hit a pothole, making Caitlin tense up even more than she was already. It didn’t help that they’d insisted on putting a foul-smelling black canvas bag over her head before bundling her into the back of the ambulance. The loss of vision and the smell from the bag added to the feeling of nausea, not helped by the motion of the ambulance as it swayed around twisting roads on barely functioning suspension. After an interminable time, the vehicle stopped and the bag pulled roughly off her head. A soldier held the bag in one hand, pulling on the rear door with the other.

			“Out!”

			“Where the fuck am I? How am I meant to get home? Where’s Seonaid?” Caitlin’s questions were met with an unfriendly smile.

			“That bus stop will get you to Cheltenham. Here’s your bus fare and something for your trouble.” He produced ten £20 notes out of his pocket, offering them to her. He looked slightly disappointed that she took them, impervious to the look she gave him as she climbed down out of the ambulance.

			“Be a good girl now.” The door closed before she had a chance to voice a response, leaving her coughing in exhaust fumes as the vehicle shot away.

			“Bastards!” 

			It was night, and the wind whistling down the road had a definite wintry edge to it. She hugged her arms into her body for warmth as she headed towards the bus stop, hoping it would provide some respite from the wind. The shelter provided the only illumination – she was out in the country somewhere, no streetlights or traffic. A plastic bench, hardly wide enough to sit on was built into the shelter. A digital display mounted in vandal-proof steel and glass informed her the next bus would be arriving in 28 minutes. Caitlin sat, huddled into the corner where the worst of the wind couldn’t reach her and checked her pockets as she waited for the bus.

			Caitlin seethed with anger as she replayed the last 24 hours – they and Seonaid had been drinking in the hotel bar, not to excess, but enough to take the edge off the real possibility that one of them was about to lose their job. It wasn’t even being let go that upset them; it was the fact that all the research and effort they’d put into the dark matter research would be for nothing. Well, almost nothing – at least her work on the detector had borne fruit as the first dark matter results had started coming in. That was reason enough to order cocktail after cocktail until the next thing she remembered was waking on an empty military plane, utterly bewildered as to how she’d arrived there and confused that all the seats were facing towards the back. Then she’d seen Seonaid across the aisle, more than just asleep – she was completely unconscious. Her impression of being in a dream was shattered as someone had spoken behind her. 

			“This one’s awake.” 

			She’d turned around in her seat, looking between the headrests to see the other passengers. Two were dressed as holidaymakers, except the haircuts gave them away, another four were dressed in standard army fatigues. None of them responded to her repeated requests to explain what was going on. The surreal experience had continued until they were both placed in the back of a military ambulance, maybe the same one she’d just left, and driven to some air force base where she’d spent the entire time in a locked cell.

			Why would the government go to the trouble of drugging and kidnapping two postgrads from Greece, keeping them apart and locked in cells? Why keep Seonaid? Caitlin spent the time waiting for the Cheltenham bus running scenarios through her mind, concentrating on their research into dark matter which had to be the rationale. What was it Seonaid had said about her bloke’s research? Some climate simulation that was making use of her prediction of our planet’s imminent immersion into a region of dark matter. Then Finlay’s strange behaviour, immediately after calling Seonaid into his office with that air of panic in his voice that had startled them both. What was it about her research and more importantly, Fergus’s research, that had spooked him? 

			As the sound of an oncoming bus brought her out of her contemplation, she remembered the photographs of the ice cores that were spread all over Seonaid’s desk. The regions of heavy metal contamination that Seonaid had identified as potential markers for dark matter involvement – each core contained metre upon metre of clear ice until the next marker. Which meant that hundreds of years of heavy snowfall followed each event. 

			The bus pulled into the stop, doors opening automatically and releasing a welcome outdraft of warm air.

			“Where to, love?” The bus was almost empty, a young couple occupying the rear seats faces stuck together, several old age pensioners making use of free travel for warmth, entertainment or company.

			“Do you go anywhere near a mainline train station. Where exactly am I?”

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 23
Tarbert

			Sorrel’s mad barking woke the children, jumping up at the rear window in her excitement to greet the man running towards their car.

			“Jess! Thank God you made it. I wasn’t sure you’d get through with the snow.” They embraced, mouths sealing with a language that existed long before words. Jess held him tight, thinking much the same thoughts as she held onto a stable frame of reference in a world turned mad.

			“Did you see Titch?”

			“Yes. The car’s full of stuff he said you’d asked for. Looks like skis and cold weather kit.”

			And the rest, Jess thought to herself. The children hammered on the windows demanding to be let out – she keyed the remote to override the child locks and their small bodies joined with the parents, forming a warm ball of humanity in the snow-covered car park. Sorrel looked out at them with a strong sense of being unfairly ignored. 

			“I’ve booked a couple of rooms in the hotel.” Jess indicated the white-washed building behind them. “They face over the harbour so we can keep an eye on the cars.”

			“Right.” Finlay stood motionless in a continuous circulating current of children, dog and snow whilst Jess hauled an overnight bag out of the back of the Landrover. 

			“Are you going to give me a hand?” 

			“Sorry.” Finlay felt the tremor in his arms as he reached out, heard it mirrored in his voice.

			She watched him; keenly aware he was displaying the first signs of shock. It was a normal enough reaction to discovering the world as you know it was about to end, but they couldn’t afford the luxury of a nervous breakdown. Not now, not anytime from now.

			“It’s going to be alright.” Jess said the words so softly only he could hear above the children’s noisy enjoyment of finding themselves somewhere new. “Whatever comes – we face it together. As a family.”

			He nodded, feeling unaccountably ashamed that she had felt the need to comfort him as if he too were a child. The long breath he released condensed into a cloud above her head as she shut the tailgate with a gesture from her foot, an efficient electronic click announcing the car was locked and secured – but not before he’d seen the crossbow partially hidden by a blanket. 

			“Come on, kids. We’re staying here tonight. In a hotel!” He managed to sound enthusiastic for the benefit of the children, who immediately embraced this new part of the adventure by racing to be first through the door. Finlay brought up the rear, a worried frown creasing his forehead as he digested this new and unwelcome discovery. Where had Jess got hold of such a lethal-looking crossbow? This wasn’t some toy for the kids. He’d only caught a glimpse but from the little he’d seen, it gave the impression of power and precision engineering. It looked to his eyes like a machine designed for killing rather than sport.

			They sat through their meal giving every impression of being an ordinary family – not fugitives on the run from shadowy state operatives. The conversations bubbling around them all followed a similar script: unusual amount of snow; power cuts across Scotland; traffic stuck on motorways; food running out in the supermarkets. Jess listened with half an ear. This weather wasn’t anything like as severe as it was further north. Conditions here were ameliorated by the Gulf Stream – locals more entertained by the sight of heavy snow than alarmed. When they finally laid the children down to sleep, Sorrel lying protectively on the floor at the foot of the children’s beds; they collapsed onto their own bed in the adjoining room.

			“I need to tell you something.” Jess turned onto her side to stare directly into his face. “There are things about me, about my past that I know you’ve suspected but we’ve never talked about.”

			“Is this about the crossbow you’ve hidden in the back of the Landrover? I saw it when you took the bag out – and your friend Titch…” He paused, thinking how best to describe being all but dragged out of his car earlier. “I know you were more than a glorified pen-pusher in the army. I’ve seen your friends – they all look as if they’ve seen action.” He waited, watching her eyes from a few centimetres away and acutely aware of how insufficient that description ‘seen action’ was.

			“It’s not something any of us can talk about easily, unless you were there.” Jess’s expression hadn’t changed but her eyes betrayed an inner turmoil. “Warfare has changed irrecoverably. We’ve seen the last of large armies facing off across battlefields, armoured tank divisions, pitched sea battles. These days more can be accomplished with selective drone strikes, targeted nerve agents, state sponsored hacking. The buzzwords in the modern army are A.I. and surgical precision – take out the leaders and the threat is neutralised. Western governments are still cautious about sending fully autonomous drones out to kill, so they need people like Titch – and me. We’re like the SAS but with plausible deniability.” 

			The corners of her mouth curled upwards with a self-deprecating smile. “The government called on us when they had a problem that couldn’t be fixed by diplomacy, bribery or threat. More often than not we had to clean up the mess other people left behind, and just so you’re clear, that invariably meant some people had to die.”

			Finlay felt a chill that had no connection to the arctic weather outside the window. “You’ve killed people? You personally?”

			She nodded, her eyes not leaving his. “One of the few advantages of casual sexism – it’s the men who are seen as the threat, leaving space for the women to take out the target. That crossbow you saw. I had to kill two people tonight as we travelled here. We were being followed.” She mentioned this as casually as if it were an everyday event.

			Who was this woman he’d married? She lay facing him with an expression of calm interest as he digested her words, desperately attempting to equate the loving mother of two children with a ruthless psychopathic killer. He failed.

			“I don’t understand.” He said quietly, a feeble rebuke of the words she’d just spoken. This couldn’t be true – none of this could be true. Finlay tore his eyes away from the calmness of her gaze, watching snowflakes as they caught the streetlight glow outside the bedroom window. How could his world have changed so comprehensively in the space of just one day? The room felt as if it was tilting, caught in a tectonic movement as the earth’s crust lifted the west of Scotland as easily as a feather. It was only when the room furniture refused to move that he realised it was his grip on reality that was shifting rather than the ground, and he reluctantly released the pillow he had clasped in his fist as an insubstantial anchor. 

			“Did the children see you…?”

			“They were asleep.” Jess closed her eyes for a moment. This was going to be difficult, revealing who she really was. She wondered if he’d still stay with her once he knew.  “There’s more I need to tell you, before we meet the others.”

			Finlay absorbed the import, saw the need in her eyes. He steadied his breathing, taking two long breaths before speaking. “Go on.”

			“My childhood wasn’t exactly as straightforward as I told you. I lived on a croft on a remote peninsula on the west coast, and we were home-schooled until old enough to attend 4th year. That much is true. The parents I told you had died when I was young…” she hesitated a brief moment before continuing. “The reality is, I don’t know who my parents were. Some of the children in the community were orphans – which in effect meant we had everyone as a parent, so it was never seen as a disadvantage. Quite the opposite.” 

			“You had foster parents. You told me that.”

			“Yes, but in my case I had around ten mums and dads – any two of whom could have been my biological parents.”

			“Your parents abandoned you?”

			“In a manner of speaking. They gave me to the group, which meant I had a better chance of survival.”

			Finlay felt like he was drowning. None of this made any sense. “Why would you need a better chance of survival? You may have been brought up in a remote community – I get that – but there’s still the NHS, social security...” His words faded away as he realised these institutions were no longer there to be relied upon.

			“I needed the best chance of survival because we trained for it every day.”

			“What do you mean?” Finlay read her face, looking for any sign that this was some elaborate joke in bad taste.

			“Our community is extreme. I know that now. When I was growing up, I didn’t know any other way of life. We kept ourselves to ourselves, didn’t welcome any strangers. The community started in the 70s, a group of ex-military types convinced that civilisation was going to fail in the next few years. Doomsday Preppers we’re known as, although some knew our group as Sparta. Over the years the community has grown as people find us. They have to be useful otherwise they’re asked to leave.”

			“So, what – you all expected the world to end at any moment? Like American crazies holed up in the desert practicing for some zombie attack?” Finlay felt the laughter die in his throat as he remembered the crossbow. “What sort of training?”

			Jess’s brows drew down in frustration. How could she explain what it was like to be brought up within a group where the only certainty was that civilisation was about to fall apart any day, where they learned to hunt as soon as they could walk? How to explain the feeling of belonging, of sharing the day’s kill around the campfire? 

			“We saw society as weak. People had finally been domesticated and would remain docile as long as their basic needs were met. It would only take one environmental trigger, one geopolitical event to bring the whole thing down. Just like now.”

			“Then why leave? Why become part of a society you ultimately despise?” Finlay paused before asking the most important question, not sure he wanted an answer.  “Why marry me, Jess?”

			A flurry of snow impacted the hotel windows, breaking apart into smaller pieces to be carried off by the strengthening wind. Jess could see ice marking each hit, impact craters frosting the glass and distorting the streetlight outside. Her hand sought his under the covers, held it tight.

			“I had to see what life was like outside. When I went to high school...” She relived the moment they had dropped her at her lodgings, left her to cope with a new challenge. “I began to see how different my life was to everyone else at college. I had to create a new version of myself that would be accepted, create camouflage for a new environment. The army was all I knew about from the people in the community, so I applied to join. They paid my way through university, saw me as officer potential. In a lot of ways, it was like going home.”

			She fell silent, Finlay’s questions unanswered.

			“I had to leave the army, same as I had to leave Sparta. There’s a point at which you become inured to death, start to lose the edge that keeps you alive. Both environments were like a cult – everything’s fine as long as you’re a believer but once you start questioning… Short answer is, I needed a life that conformed to normality. I wanted a home and family like everyone else.” Jess sighed as if she’d just voiced an impossible dream. “I wanted you, Finlay.”

			Finlay shook his head as he tried to take in everything she had said. “Why haven’t you told me any of this before?” 

			“Would you have wanted me?” She answered him quietly. “You saw the maths teacher at a private school. Would you have acted differently if you’d seen the trained killer?”

			The unthinking declaration of love died on Finlay’s lips as her question hit home. If he had known what her background was when they first met, would events had played out the same? He knew what the answer was.

			“I don’t know what to believe any more.” Finlay covered his confusion. He thought of children running wild, being trained to hunt and kill as soon as they could walk. He thought of their own children. “You’d take our children to this Sparta group? Risk their lives?”

			“I’ve thought it through, Finlay. The way it’s going, the ice age. This is the best chance we can give them. This is our best chance – our only chance to survive.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 24
Aberdeen

			I

			The city of Aberdeen lay in an uneasy silence. Heavy snowfall had all but blocked the roads. Drifts, metres high, formed icy buttresses on the granite buildings. The power grid had failed hours ago, leaving the city streets and houses devoid of light. Just the odd glimmer of candlelight showed, dancing shadows lending a Dickensian feel to the night. The temperature was -25°C but felt more like -35 with wind chill – not that many were out in the heavy blizzard.

			“It’s bloody freezing, man!” A young man sat wrapped in a duvet, shivering on an old settee in a student flat. The view out of the window no longer showed incessant snowfall due to the layer of ice that had covered the inside of the glass. His flatmate peered over the top of another duvet, watching his breath condensing in the beam of the torch he held in gloved hands. It supplied the only light in the room.

			“We’re gonnae have to get some food, I’m fucking starving.”

			“There’s nothing bloody open. Even the minging take-away closed when the power went.”

			The torch holder scowled over the top of his beam. “We can’t just sit here and freeze to death.” He looked around the bare flat for inspiration, his eyes locking onto the Ikea table and chairs.

			“Here, gie us a hand with this.” He climbed out from under his duvet, feeling the instant hit of cold air penetrate the additional layers of thin clothing he’d put on in a failed effort to keep warm, and upended one of the chairs. His flatmate watched open-mouthed as he brought a foot down hard on one of the legs, splintering it in two. The rest of the chair was summarily dispatched until it had been reduced to matchwood.

			“Whit the fuck? We’ll have to pay for that!”

			He was ignored as an electric heater was pulled off the wall, revealing a fireplace which he filled first with crumpled up student notes, then parts of the dismembered chair. As the motive for his behaviour became clear, the flatmate threw off his duvet and rummaged in his pockets to produce a lighter.

			“Here goes.” He flicked the lighter, applied the pale blue light to the paper and smiled as the fire caught, flames turning yellow and playing across the wood. The rest of the chair was added to the fire until the room started to feel less like a fridge. Like maniacs they set to with the rest of the furniture, smashing it until all that was left was a pile of broken wood. With a sense of great satisfaction, they piled the fruits of their labour onto the floor and shut the dividing door to trap in the heat. For the first time since the power cut had occurred, they felt warm again. Wrapped up more loosely in their duvets, they dozed the night away – waking every time the flames died down to chuck another load onto the fire.

			Outside, the snowfall increased, adding layer upon layer until by morning the snow had drifted up to seven metres deep in places. As people awoke, they realised they were in danger of being entombed and dug snow away from doors – creating narrow ice canyons that led towards impassable streets. Where snow corridors intersected, relieved voices were raised as neighbour met neighbour and compared stories. The utilities remained off, even water no longer flowed in command to the turning of a tap as it froze solid in pipes. Telephone and internet had both failed, leaving the snowed-in city dwellers hungry for news. Many decided to wait it out; certain that the authorities would have everything under control within a day or two. The few who tried to get away packed bags with food and whatever survival equipment they could and made for sanctuary. Some found peace in churches, others in bars – most found it in the arms of family, lovers or friends. 

			The cold and hunger triggered primitive responses – the drive for survival hard-wired into every living thing. Those with the forethought to stockpile food or fuel either kept their heads down or found they had to fight for what they had. It wasn’t long before the first people died; culled by the cold, or hunger, or by those more desperate and dangerous. All the while, snow kept falling in unprecedented quantities – burying cattle in the fields where they either suffocated or froze to death where they stood. Farms, villages, towns and cities becoming isolated islands in a sea of deep snow. 

			Up in the stratosphere, 50km above Earth, a new weather pattern was establishing control. Warm moisture-laden air from the tropics rose on thermal currents, high into the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Sub-zero cold air from the poles, unburdened of its moisture, rushed in to fill the low-pressure zones developing around the equator. It was a conveyor belt on a global scale, fed by an extreme temperature differential and carrying massive amounts of water to fall as ice as the warm air met the polar vortices. The meteorological balance that had existed for thousands of years was in turmoil as the world’s weather reacted to a new reality, too rapid a change for most of the planet’s biosphere to adapt. 

			II

			Reay general stores was no longer visible, just the slate roof and chimneys standing proud of a pristine white landscape. So much snow had fallen over the last few days that the villagers had given up the unequal struggle of attempting to shovel paths clear and had instead retreated back indoors, staring in wonder at the ceaseless avalanche falling from the sky. When they awoke on the second day and saw the snow had reached half-way up their windows, the wonder turned to worry. Neighbours called on each other, digging white trenches door to door until the small town resembled the Somme battlefield rendered in monochromatic white. Hot food was taken to the old, the infirm. Heating cranked up and to hell with the cost. 

			By the third day the mood had changed from jovial communal spirit to fear. The power had failed during the course of the evening, houses falling silent and dark – just the steady sound of the wind, strangely muffled by the volume of snow it carried. As night fell, the snow lent a strange luminosity to the dark as if the ground and the sky had somehow inverted; the sky now dark and forbidding, the ground white and welcoming. The villagers climbed into cold beds that night, holding tight to each other under heavy piles of blankets and shivering during the coldest hours.

			When the lightening sky announced the birth of the third day, those villagers who survived the night awoke to the dawning realisation that staying put was becoming a dangerous option. Communications were down; the roads were blocked; the electricity and gas showed no sign of coming back any time soon. Another metre of snow had fallen, piling into small white hills where houses stood in the way. When doors were opened, they revealed a wall of soft ice that had to be tunnelled into for an exit route to be established; holes punched upwards for light and ventilation.

			People met in groups – adjacent houses joining together as tunnels ran into each other. Voices raised in anger, or fear and desperation. Disbelief in the new reality fed a renewed reliance in state or religious intervention. The villagers weren’t aware that they were sorting themselves into new social divisions but out of the confusion three distinct tribes emerged.

			A large, and by far the most vehement group, decided to make their way to the church. They’d used words such as ‘substantial stone building’ and ‘tower’ as if these justified their thought processes – but in reality, they were putting their faith in a vengeful deity who had previous form for worldwide catastrophes. 

			A second, much smaller, group had decided that the snow was probably much less severe nearer to the coast and decided to undertake the 10 mile walk to Thurso. Most had stayed in their homes and decided to wait out the freak conditions until help came.

			They parted on amicable terms, each suitably convinced of the correctness of their choice and wished each other well until they’d meet up again. The Thurso expeditionary force, as they termed themselves, with only a small degree of humour, promised to send help once they reached the town. Each of the two groups parted ways, tunnelling in different directions through snow metres deep. It was painfully slow work, and those at the front wielding shovels and spades had to continually swap with fresher bodies further down the line as they made mole-like progress each way along the A836. Every 100m or so, they angled the tunnels upwards, breaking through the surface into swirling blizzards where they attempted to confirm directions and breathe fresh air. 

			The churchgoers made their destination after two long hours and climbed exhausted into the bitterly cold interior. The church elder attempted to coax the ancient oil central heating system into life with the addition of a portable generator. Old pipework groaned in protest as the heat finally started flowing into too few radiators, each one surrounded by a crowd of supplicants holding hands towards lukewarm metal as if in prayer.

			The Thurso expeditionary force lost heart after five hours, their enthusiasm dimming along with the light, and they made faster progress back to their own homes where they collapsed in exhaustion. 

			During the fourth night, the Reay general stores had been completely buried by snow, along with most of the other houses in the village. Only the church tower remained, a green louvred square box standing proud from the snow. The smooth white surface was soft, anyone without snowshoes or skis would have sunk up to their shoulders in the fresh fall. Deeper down, the first two metres was already turning into ice as the weight of new snow compressed the first layers. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 25
Titch

			I

			His white-gloved hand grasped the door knocker, rapping it firmly against the wooden door in a distinctive staccato pattern before he stepped back, hugging one side of the porch. The house stood alone, nestling in its own clearing, deep within the forest and almost hidden by the amount of snow that covered the roof. Titch’s imagination had been working overtime whilst he observed the place over the past few hours – recalling a half-remembered fairy story about a gingerbread house where nothing good happened.  No lights showed in the windows, no smoke issued from the chimney. The forest was unnaturally quiet. Normally there would be bird song; the cawing of rooks exchanging gossip in the tall trees; the chirrup of smaller birds as they raided the undergrowth for insects and larva. No sign either of the gentle roe deer, padding with silent feet on the cushioned earth. 

			The snow hid everything within its cold grasp, but snow also revealed secrets. Tracks showed clear on the ground where a fox had recently run, the imprint of a tail dragged indistinctly between small footprints. It followed smaller tracks, a hare by the look of it. Four prints clustered together, the larger and more powerful rear legs propelling the animal forward, smaller front feet providing balance. The quietness made Titch feel on edge. He’d made sure the area was secure, just in case anyone had been able to establish a connection between him and this place. Hours spent prostrate on the ground, letting the snow cloak him in invisibility more effectively than any camouflage clothing. He’d lain there until the first light of day revealed the land outlined in stark monochrome – black tree trunks forming vertical lines against a white canvas. Nothing had moved, just the constant fall of snow from heaven to earth covering the ground in fatal blossom.

			A creak from within the house alerted him to movement, followed by the door opening a crack sufficient for hidden eyes to survey the porch. Titch held both hands up in the air, taking care to make his movements slow and deliberate. ‘It’s me, Titch” he announced as way of an introduction.

			A laugh was the only response, the sound echoing from inside the house, then the door was flung wide open to reveal a barrel of a man. His lumberjack shirt strained over a muscular torso, full beard and hair leaving little space for the two bright blue eyes that appeared to dance with amusement.

			“Enjoy your night on the ground?” His voice was deep and low, resounding from within that enormous chest.

			“You bastard! You’ve been watching me all that time?” Titch’s question wasn’t one that required an answer. 

			“Come in. I’ll make you breakfast. You’ll need something to warm you up on a day like this.” 

			Something in Titch’s expression gave him cause for concern, the eyes losing their amusement and turning as glacial as the weather in an instant. 

			“Whatever it is, you can tell me over a plate of food.” Titch nodded, wordlessly following his host inside the house and out of the biting wind.

			The house was made of logs, interlocking in the style of some American settler’s home – but any similarity to folksy westerns ended there. A row of monitors adorned one wall, glowing electronic luminescence showing the exact spot Titch had spent the night. A fading red glow still displayed a ghostlike outline of where his body had been, just minutes previously. 

			“IR” Titch explained needlessly.

			“You showed lit up like a Christmas tree out there. One of the benefits of it being -27°C, my thermal cameras come into their own.”

			A cafetière was placed on the wooden table that dominated the interior of the cabin, two mugs were already in position.

			“Help yourself.”

			Titch couldn’t help salivating as a frying pan started sizzling with bacon. He poured two coffees and sat at the table, nursing one mug in his hands and feeling the heat return to fingers numbed by the cold.

			“OK. What is it? I take it this isn’t a social call?” His host remained at the stove, his back to Titch.

			The mere fact that the man felt able to turn his back on him was sufficient for Titch to trust him. When they say keep your enemies close, they don’t mean turn your back on them. He took a long sip of the coffee, feeling the heat of it on his tongue as he swallowed. 

			“You better start getting used to this freak weather.”

			A slight turn of his head gave the only indication that he was listening. Two eggs cracked on the side of the pan, joining the bacon before a handful of mushrooms were thrown in for good measure.

			Titch explained as best he could, glossing over some of the more technical details about dark matter but providing sufficient information to impart the seriousness of the situation they all faced. His host lifted the frying pan in one huge hand and delicately shared the contents between two plates. He took a seat opposite Titch, passing over a plate and nodding slightly as he locked eyes.

			“I guessed something was up.” He tilted his head towards the window, snowflakes falling past the glass on their way to join the millions already lying on the frozen ground. “This is more like arctic snow, not the stuff we usually get.” A forkful of bacon and egg put a temporary stop to his flow, washed down with a noisy gulp of coffee. He wiped his beard before continuing. “I noticed the animals behaving weird several days ago. It was still sunny, still warm – but they were skittish. The birds went first, all towards the south. Rooks, pigeons, birds that normally stay put and see the winter through. Then the deer, running like they were being chased by something. Something unnatural. Put the wind up me a bit, I have to admit. Started taking a gun with me when I went out collecting firewood – just in case the bogie man came for me.” He smiled at the thought. “How long do they reckon this will last?”

			It was a question Titch wanted answered as well. The professor, Finlay – he’d evaded the question like a politician; making caveats; complaining there was insufficient data; unheralded meteorological conditions; no real understanding of what dark matter was or how it interacted.

			“Long enough to kill most of us, maybe all of us.” Titch paraphrased Finlay’s words, putting them into language a survivalist could relate to. Survivalist. Titch wondered if that label was applicable anymore.

			“You got a plan?” The blue eyes had regained their sparkle. Death wasn’t as frightening as the unknown. He’d take on the cold, fight it or work with it. There were worse things than snow and ice.

			“Aye.” Titch wiped his plate clean, finished the mug of coffee. “Survive!”

			“You been having any trouble?”

			“Few SAS wandered too close to my lair. Think they’ve been called off.”

			His host nodded, gathering up the plates in one hand. “What you going to do?”

			“I’ve put word out on CB, but the government is determined to keep this news under the radar. There’s the main transmission mast for central Scotland, a few miles away. Thought I might have a new career as a radio presenter.”

			“You really want to put it out there? Six million people with nowhere to run?”

			Titch frowned, staring a hole in the table. He had to try and do something, but what could the average family do with the knowledge that they’d be buried under snow if they didn’t get out? Get out where? The only direction that held any prospect of delaying the inevitable was south, and the roads were already impassable. 

			“Shit!” Titch punched the table, finding some release in the act, comfort in the pain. “I can’t just let them all die Tom. I can’t… If they know then maybe there’s a chance some of them manage to get somewhere safe. Maybe this will all blow over in a year or so and people can come back.”

			Tom shared a look with him, two pairs of eyes that had seen too much – neither man wanted to add to the burden they carried.

			II

			The Black Hill transmitters stood on a nondescript patch of ground just north of the M8, that major artery connecting Edinburgh to its less refined twin, Glasgow. Thin towers stood out against the perpetually grey sky, black verticals piercing the snow. Indistinct shapes indicated where the buildings housing the transmission infrastructure were situated. Tom and Titch stood on cross-country skis, bundled up in arctic military fatigues so they almost disappeared into the landscape. Snow reached the installation’s roofs, some 3m high Titch estimated. The snow was already frozen so hard that it easily took the men’s weight on skis, their parallel tracks all but obliterated by the constant snowfall.

			“Looks empty.” Tom leant on his poles, scanning the buildings in front of them.

			Titch’s eyes narrowed behind snow goggles. “Better safe than sorry.” He pulled open a flap in his jacket to expose the handle of a gun, leaving it within easy reach if needed. The two men separated without a word, approaching the building from different directions. The wind was increasing in strength. It had been blowing from the North-East constantly for days now, carrying an impossible amount of snow with it which fell as a constant deluge of deceptively soft white ice. Landmarks were all but wiped out, road signs unreadable. They hadn’t seen or heard anyone in the hours it took to ski cross country, just occasional glimmers of light or smoke from the isolated houses they passed. Titch reached the low-lying building first, crouching down to feel for the depth of snow covering the roof. His hand encountered a solid surface after a few centimetres – the wind had prevented much snow from lying in such an exposed position.  Reaching for his belt, he retrieved an ice axe, the cruel metal point making easy work of the impacted snow until he’d revealed an access hatch set into the roof. Tom joined him and together they prised the hatch open and were able to climb down into a dark corridor below. No sounds came from inside, just the deceptively gentle impact of snow falling onto snow. 

			“We’re in.” Tom’s breath formed miniature clouds in the torch beam as moisture condensed in the sub-zero air.

			They waited, senses alert for any alarm or sign that they’d been detected. Nothing stirred. No alarm sounded. The building lay quiet and as cold as the grave.

			“Might as well get this done.” Titch switched on his head torch to illuminate a corridor stretching into darkness, doors spaced at regular intervals. A light switch beckoned on the wall, next to a door marked with a green fire exit sign. He pressed the switch and the corridor flooded with light, revealing a stairwell leading down towards a lower level. They took the stairs, covering each other as training took over, and headed towards the source of a low electric hum. 

			“We must be about under the transmitter mast here.” Tom stopped by a large metal door inscribed with warning signs. He made to open it only for Titch to hold up a hand in warning. “Not a good idea unless you want to cook from the inside – could be some serious amounts of RF radiation behind that door. We need the control room.”

			Tom followed him, unsurprised that Titch had committed the interior of the transmitter building to memory. A locked door gave them cause for a few seconds delay as Tom’s shoulder made contact with wood, the sound of splintering loud in the silence. The room beyond the door was full of equipment – racks of gently humming electronics brought welcome heat to their exposed faces. 

			‘Over to you, Titch, you’re the comms expert.”

			Titch focussed on a bank of monitors, each one split into 16 separate screens and displaying the full range of TV channels being fed to the transmitter high above their heads. There was nothing on display that was out of the ordinary – repeats of game shows and comedies from yesteryear; improbable people living improbable lives in never-ending soaps. There was a complete absence of public service information alerting the populace to the tragedy unfolding outside. Titch opened one of the racks of equipment adjacent to the monitors, traced a cable back to a black box and pulled out a lead. The screens all turned black at the same time. He turned his back on them, completely unconcerned, and pulled up a chair. Tom meanwhile had set up a small camera on a tripod, a microphone mounted on the top and pointed towards Titch. He turned it on, focussed on the chair and threw Titch a cable which he plugged into the rack. The screens all flickered before displaying the empty chair, then Titch’s face as he settled into the seat.

			“Showtime” Tom announced – his disembodied voice replicated on millions of TV’s and radios throughout central Scotland. He pointed to Titch, cueing him to start.

			“The Government don’t want this to get out, so I may not have much time to tell you what I know. This weather we are experiencing – record-breaking low temperatures, heavy snowfall – it’s not just a passing phase. Our planet has entered a region of space saturated with something called dark matter, reducing the amount of heat reaching the Earth. As a result, our climate is undergoing a radical change. What this means for us here is that the snow will keep falling. It’s already metres deep and it’s not going to stop. If you stay where you are, you’re soon going to be buried under snow. Roads are already impassable. You have to walk – and you’ll need skis or snowshoes to get through the snow, even if they’re homemade. Just take what you can carry. Food, shelter, warm clothes and head south. If you stay put you’ll die – no one is coming to save you. This may last for hundreds of years, maybe thousands of years. I’m putting this message on repeat. Good luck!”

		


		
			CHAPTER 26
Newspeak

			The back of 70 Whitehall opens out onto a nondescript courtyard where a scattered collection of builder’s huts and storage containers has taken up permanent residence over the years. Pulling his inadequate tailored suit jacket tighter against the bitter chill, the civil servant made his way towards whatever shelter a leafless plane tree offered from the falling snow and lit his first cigarette of the day. If there was a focus to all the strands of power in the land, then he was as close to the centre of the web as it was possible to be. Downing Street was literally a few steps across the courtyard. The apparatus of state: armed services; police; banking; MI5, MI6 – all gathered in one small geographical space. 

			He exhaled, watching the stream of grey smoke as it left his lungs and met with the unnaturally cold air. For a city so richly imbued with history, he had been unable to find what had originally occupied this site – beyond a brief mention of a public house named The Axe. Presumably there were once fields here, a remnant of William Blake’s green and pleasant land. He tried to imagine a pastoral landscape stretching from where the Ministry of Defence buildings now huddled in ordered ranks to reach the banks of the slow flowing Thames. It proved too difficult. He was as much a part of this city as it was a part of him; he felt permeated by the weight of carved stone; heavy with the burden of history. His heart told him it was absurd to imagine that London would not endure, his mind told him otherwise.

			A mobile vibrated against his chest. It was his daughter.

			“What do you want me to do with the students? We’re clearing out before the snow makes transportation difficult.”

			“Have they anything more of use?”

			There was a moment’s silence before she responded. “I think we have everything we need. I’ve the latest simulation, updated now in real time from meteorological stations and the dark matter detector. I don’t think they’ve anything left to offer.”

			“What’s the most recent timescale for London to be under 5m of snow?”

			He could hear the soft tap of a keyboard. Underfoot, the snow was settling, the last blades of grass lost beneath a fresh covering of ice.

			“The simulation shows an exponential increase in snowfall, due mostly to a new stratospheric circulatory wind pattern as the poles cool down and pull warm air in from the equator. According to these figures London has at best a week before the snow hits 5m.”

			He inhaled another lungful of smoke, breathing it out without a care for whatever cancerous damage it might be doing to his body. His window for decision-making had just been halved. There were essentially two paths he could take from here. One was to continue with the plan he’d already put into place – the flight southwards and hope to hell he had sufficient military might to hold the tropical island that was their destination. Given the number of players and assets now entering that arena, that was looking like a fight he was likely to lose, and even if they managed to win a hard-fought battle there was a good possibility that nukes would be used as a last resort. The second path involved leaving his position, abdicating control from the centre of the web. Even a spider knows when the game is up.

			“Let them go and come home.”

			He heard the sharp intake of breath, knew she understood. 

			“See you soon, Dad. Love you.”

			He stared at the phone for some minutes, snowflakes collecting on her image and turning into water as the residual warmth melted the ice. How many years had it been since she’d last spoken those words to him? 

			The cigarette dropped onto the ground, burying itself into the soft snow with a final hissing protest. He headed back towards the warmth of COBRA, William Blake’s Jerusalem running through his mind like a haunted hymn. A military policewoman saluted him awkwardly as he opened the door to the briefing room, unsure of what the protocol was regarding this emergency head of state. 

			“What’s the estimate on the unauthorised broadcast reach?” He paused on the threshold.

			“Difficult to estimate sir. Black Hill was running on emergency back-up generators so we couldn’t cut the power and by the time we managed to reach the transmitter...”

			“How many people heard the message?” The interruption cut over her words.

			“Best estimate, given the power outages in the area covered by the transmitter, twenty thousand. That’s not including the internet traffic though. We saw a surge before managing to block the key words, so the reach could be into the millions.”

			He nodded, seemingly unconcerned that a major intelligence leak had just occurred. “Our national cyber security centre people working on it?” The question was voiced in an off-hand manner, giving her the strong impression that he didn’t really care if the entire population had discovered the truth about the unusually bad winter weather.

			“We’ve been putting out denials as soon as we heard the broadcast, sir. The official line suggests pranksters hacked into the feed.”

			“People always want to believe what they want to believe, never the unpalatable truth.”

			She waited at the door, unsure whether this statement required a response.

			“The PM and his retinue – are they safely away?”

			“Yes sir. They arrived at Brize Norton…” she checked her watch despite the world clocks ticking in synchronous time on the walls, “thirty-five minutes ago. The plane is fuelled, flight plan lodged – they’ll be in the air within the next ten minutes.”

			“Good.” He offered her an unconvincing smile. “We need to speed up the transfer of artwork to Manod slate quarry. Organise additional transport to Blaenau Ffestiniog. Better crack on, lots to do.”

			She saluted, again wondering what rank this civil servant held and span sharply to exit the room, pulling the heavy soundproof door almost closed behind her.

			In the meeting room, he returned his focus back to his laptop, mirroring the same satellite view displayed on the wall screens. A rare break in the cloud cover revealed the north of the UK, the ground completely white above York following days of heavy snow. The first flurries had accompanied his journey into Whitehall this morning; plump snowflakes impacting the chauffeured car’s windscreen. Outside in the streets, umbrellas had opened like a panoply of black autumnal fungi, the thin nylon offering shelter from an early snowfall. He’d mused for a moment on how long it would take for the population of London to die, once the food and power no longer arrived effortlessly on command – two weeks, two months? It was academic at the end of the day. Allowing for accuracy in the student’s meteorological model, the capital would be under 5m of snow in a week. Edinburgh was already buried. They’d heard nothing from the Scottish administration for days. 

			An email chimed, announcing the royal family had requested a private jet be made available for tomorrow. A quick frown flickered across his face as he computed the ramifications of this news. Someone had talked – more than likely seeing an advantage in siding with the royals and that put the PM in the frame as the most likely source. He had to give credit where it was due, the man wasn’t as much a fool as he appeared. He caught his reflection in the laptop screen as he closed down the email. The room was quiet apart from the gentle sighing of the air conditioning, pumping filtered air from ceiling vents. Somewhere down the corridor came the sound of phones ringing, voices clipped and controlled as they wielded the levers of power. If the ship was going down, then it was going down in a typically undemonstrative fashion. His position demanded an ability to think outside the box, to have the courage to fly in the face of accepted norms, to do the unspeakable in service of his country. What then if his country was no more?

			A report lay on the desk beside his laptop, bound in red ribbon and sealed with wax like some quaint historical artefact from the 15th century. He broke the seal to open it, running fingertips across the embossed Top Secret displayed on the cover. The content displayed satellite images and covert photographs from agents on the ground; ghostlike cities buried under snow-white funeral gowns; airports only discernible by passenger plane tail fins cleaving the deep snow like a frozen pod of killer whales. He skipped the accompanying text to focus on the movements of key personnel – the Russian president and his family; the American president climbing the steps to Air Force One. They were all reportedly heading towards the equator. The North Korean leader had entered his nuclear bunker – he may as well have built it as a tomb. There was no point in reading any more, it would be the same story repeated time and time again.

			One of the monitors on the wall changed to display a moving green dot traversing a world map as the military plane carrying the PM exchanged real-time GPS data with an orbiting satellite. Two companion green dots attached themselves as the fighter aircraft he’d sent as protection joined the flight. He had the power to blow the plane out of the sky. Operation Icarus it had been quaintly named – someone with a classical education and a sense of humour had been responsible for coming up with that. He personally preferred a gardening analogy, but Operation Deadhead had been thought too descriptive by MI5, although they both shared the same objective of protecting the country even if it meant diverting essential nutrients away from an unproductive part of the plant. He folded the laptop shut, if only to avoid catching his own eyes in the screen and left the strangely airless room for the last time.

		


		
			CHAPTER 27
Islay

			One of the parked vans started its engine, inching towards the ferry as the crew beckoned them forward.

			“Come on, kids. Back in the car or we’ll miss the ferry!” With a parting kiss, Jess climbed back into the driving seat, watching Finlay safely back in his car. The small convoy drove onto the ferry, dwarfed in a mostly empty cavernous car deck. The boat waited until it was clear nobody else was making that crossing, then the ramp lifted behind them to shut off the view of the mainland.

			“Next stop Islay.” Jess sounded more carefree than she felt. She’d left two men dead in the snow behind her, the world was rapidly turning into ice and Finlay hadn’t met her eyes since she’d told him the truth about her past. They left the car deck, children excitedly climbing steep steps before pausing at the first level, looking back for instructions. She motioned them up one more level so they’d be on the restaurant floor – who knew when they’d next have the chance for something served hot? Finlay joined them at the top of the stairs, holding Sorrel’s lead.

			“I’ll stay here with the dog,” he angled his head towards the dog owners’ seats. “Get some food into the kids, they must be hungry.”

			“You two want an early breakfast?”

			Two excited faces nodded, the smell of frying carried even this far down the ferry’s corridor and was too good an opportunity to miss. She shared a resigned look with Finlay. “Won’t be long, then you can grab a meal.”

			Finlay watched them as they headed into the canteen, the smell of cooking oil wafting back in on frozen air as a few of the more intrepid ferry customers changed their minds about smoking on deck in blizzard conditions. He looked out at the small port as the ferry slipped moorings, snow beating against tall halogen lights, turning them into yellow halos until lost to view. The dog lay down at his feet, brown eyes flicking this way and that as people walked by, head raising up from resting on her paws whenever another dog came near. 

			Finlay sat in a daze, trying to process everything that had happened. His day had started normally enough with another interminable budget meeting – until he’d stormed out having learnt he’d have to lose one of his already inadequately sized team. Then there’d been that unsettling conversation with Dave Finnigan and on top of that, the loss of the RRS Sir David Attenborough. But it was witnessing Dave Finnigan’s student being bundled into the back of a black van that started this whole thing off; made the unreal become real. That and the unprecedented cold weather enveloping the north of Scotland. The final blow was Jess dropping a bombshell into the middle of an emotional landscape he thought he knew so intimately, only to find that she was a complete stranger to him.

			Outside the ferry windows the snow was now falling in earnest. What had started as just small flurries had turned into a full-blooded snowstorm, the lightning and accompanying thunder making even the other ferry passengers take notice and comment. What if this was the first sign of a catastrophic and permanent change in the earth’s weather patterns? Finlay wasn’t an expert on meteorology, he left that to people like Dave Finnigan who enjoyed the imprecise mathematics of probability. It had always struck him that weather forecasting was akin to gambling – guesswork and luck dressed in the raiment of mathematics. The climate change activists – Gaia’s Children – were so convinced that homo sapiens were the architects of their own destruction that they had begun taking violent action against carbon-producing industries. The irony didn’t escape him that the greenhouse gases mankind had been pumping into the atmosphere for the last two hundred years were going to accelerate the planetary freeze to come. 

			“I’ve brought you a chip!” Lewis’s voice brought Finlay back from a free-ranging exploration of the outer and inner universes as a soggy chip was pressed into his mouth.

			“Thanks, Lewis.” He pulled the wee boy into his arms, smelling the warmth of his body. How the hell were they going to survive an ice age?

			“I’ll take the dog. You grab a meal – you must be starving.” Jess held out a hand for the lead, eyes communicating unspoken words.

			He gave her a wan smile, aware of her attempt to try and normalise the abnormal. “Aye. Those chips taste good.” He ruffled Lewis’s hair, hugged Skye and kissed Jess lightly on the lips.

			She watched him go, saw his back straighten from the load she’d dumped on him last night – felt the first sign of hope that they’d make it through all this.

			The canteen windows were decorated with snow where the conducted heat was insufficient to melt the ice crystals that adhered onto the glass. It was like looking out of a row of shop windows decorated for Christmas. He selected the lamb curry and chose a seat facing a TV screen. Some vacuous twenty-somethings were bursting out of their swimwear, overblown egos super excited to be the focus of the camera’s attention as they pouted and posed on a tropical beach. It made his surreal day feel even more like a nightmare.

			They landed at Port Ellen just after 9:00am, tyres crunching on freshly-laid gravel and salt as the small convoy of cars and trucks made their way out of the vast belly of the ferry and out onto the island of Islay. Small white cottages dotted the foreshore, caught in glimpses as the windswept snow parted sufficiently to reveal the island’s inhabitants. Finlay followed the Landrover, exchanging waves with Lewis and Skye through the back window. Jess had told him they had to cross over to the other side of the island, a trip that would normally take half an hour to reach Port Askaig – and from there it was just a short hop across the narrow strait dividing Islay from Jura.

			Jess felt herself relax for the first time since Finlay had made that call. She’d been in a state of heightened alert ever since, a natural reflex learned since childhood when faced with danger – but it took a toll, sapping her energy. She forced her shoulders to relax, using meditative techniques to control her breathing and felt her nervous energy returning to a more normal level. The children were playing in the seats behind her, excited voices describing everything they saw. In the rear view mirror she could see Finlay keeping a safe distance on the icy roads. What would he be thinking now? She had wanted to leave that part of her life behind her until it became a distant memory, until she could pretend that time had wiped the slate clear of all but the deepest scratches. 

			One of those memories came into focus even as she strove to forget, remembering the last time she had worked with Titch. Four of them had been collected from a Saudi desert, the moon hanging in a star-filled sky like a scene from the Arabian Nights. They’d climbed into a helicopter, eyes shining with the satisfaction of a job well done, the excitement and adrenaline still flowing through her veins. She’d strapped in, seen the blood drying on her desert fatigues and realised then that it was the killing she enjoyed above everything else. That realisation was the reason she had left, bought herself out of the army and became a teacher at a boarding school favoured by officers – her backstory suitably embellished to fit the role.  Meeting Finlay, leading a normal life, having children of her own; these were once impossible dreams until he had made it real. Was she being too open, too honest and by doing so might have destroyed everything that she held most dear?

			The road passed by small townships – clusters of houses huddled together for warmth. The snow was falling harder now. She worried at the depth of snow settling on the road surface, the low volume of passing traffic insufficient to keep it clear. It would be better to reach Port Askaig before too long. As if in response to her thoughts, the snow fell more lightly, a welcome beam of rare sunlight piercing the all-enveloping grey clouds and throwing a searchlight on a snow-covered serrated row of mountains on the horizon. Jess breathed a sigh of relief. The three Paps of Jura were a landmark, a signpost to a place that she hoped would provide sanctuary and safety. She spared a glance away from the mountains and road ahead to check the mirror. Finlay was keeping pace with her, using the Landrover’s tyre tracks for extra traction. Would he still love her now that he knew her past? She pushed the worry to the back of her mind. There were more immediate concerns to be dealt with.

			It took two hours to reach Port Askaig on the north-eastern side of the island, driving through an increasingly severe blizzard that threatened at times to block the road entirely. Jess had to ram the 4x4 through drifts that would have stopped most cars, Finlay following her through clouds of broken ice. The final approach snaked down a steep incline towards the small jetty where recently cleared snow had exposed the ice underneath, a slick and treacherous surface for the car tyres.  Jess was relieved to see the ferry waiting on their arrival, ferryman dressed in storm proofs and gesturing her to drive onboard.

			The small ferry port stood where the islands of Islay and Jura almost touched, the Sound of Islay pinched by the two land masses so that only a short 5-minute ferry crossing lay between them. Jess felt she could almost reach across to touch Feolin on the other side, nothing more than a concrete ramp and toilet block visible through the driving snow. They shared the small ferry with a mail van, the driver as seemingly unperturbed by the sudden arrival of arctic conditions as the ferry crew. Finlay wondered if their nonchalance would be punctured by realising this was just a foretaste of what lay in wait, and not just an aberration. 

			The snowfall abated as they disembarked, this slipway providing more in the way of grip than the one they had just left on Islay. Jess parked the Landrover in an empty bay and motioned for Finlay to pull up beside her. On this side of Jura they were protected from the worst of the weather by the bulk of Islay, now all but obliterated by a white shifting curtain of falling ice. She hoped that the single-track road to their ultimate destination would be similarly protected by the mountains looming above them – but Finlay’s car wouldn’t make it in these conditions.

			“Is this it?” Finlay appeared at her door, looking around at the bleak landscape as if they had collectively lost their minds to have ended up in such a remote location.

			“We’ve still a way to go. The road ahead turns into more of a farm track before we reach the house, so we’ll have to load everything in here.” Jess gestured towards the back of the Landrover. “We can tie some of the gear onto the roof bars,” she added, noticing Finlay’s doubtful expression as he mentally calculated the cubic volume available.

			He shrugged. An overwhelming tiredness had swept over him as he’d followed in her tyre tracks across Islay; the futility of running away from an ice age adding to his sense of despair that there was literally nothing that he or anyone else could so to stop it. He hadn’t even had the energy to process Jess’s admission that she’d murdered two people on the way, that she’d killed many others on active duty. He wasn’t even sure who she was anymore, this woman who had shared his life for the last eight years. He began unpacking the back of the car, removing packages whose outlines now revealed themselves as more than just skis and poles but also rifles, ammunition – tools of a killing trade.

			The two of them worked efficiently, storing the smaller packages around Sorrel in the boot, the longer items laid out on the floor under the children’s feet. Larger packages they piled onto the roof, throwing mountaineering ropes across to form a lattice holding them securely into place.

			“What about my car?” Finlay held the key in his hand, undecided.

			“Leave it here. We won’t need it anymore.” She noticed the key hanging limply in his hand. “Leave the key in the ignition. You never know – it may provide someone with a lifeline.”

			Sorrel gave them an accusatory look as they settled into the front seats. Her formally spacious and dog-friendly boot had been crammed with strange-smelling packages which she wasn’t too sure about. The children responded with excitement to having Finlay join them, only to immediately fall back asleep as the car started moving again – the novelty of seeing so much snow already having worn off.

			“Where are we going, Jess?” His voice was deliberately quiet, kept low to avoid disturbing the two children. The question hung on the air as Jess wrestled snow tyres back into the ruts left by the newly departed mail van. The small vehicle had leapt ahead of them, familiarity with the route giving misplaced confidence to a driver who knew every twist and turn of the road. She kept the speed down. On this stretch of single-track road there was nothing to prevent the car from sliding off the ice-covered tarmac and down into the sea. 

			Where were they going? Typical of Finlay to ask a question so obviously simple yet laden with the resonance of hidden meaning. Until this had happened, they were going the same direction as every other couple who’d found love, peace and security in each other’s arms. Shared dreams, shared difficulties, laughter and tears on a road trip that was meant to last a lifetime. 

			“We’re going to a place called Black House. It’s on the other side of the island, further north.” She spoke unhurriedly, eyes firmly fixed on the twisting road ahead. The mail van’s tracks were already being obliterated by the falling snow, and without snow poles fixed alongside the route it was becoming increasingly difficult to judge where the road lay. “I chose it years ago for an event such as this.”

			“You thought we were heading for an ice age?” 

			She detected an undercurrent of anger in his voice as well as incredulity and took a deep breath before responding. “Not specifically.” The wipers moved up a notch as they fought against the increasing snowfall. “Fuck! We’ll be lucky to make it past Craighouse if it carries on like this.” She moved closer to the windscreen as if that would improve her visibility of the road ahead. “We didn’t know this was coming, of course not, but one of the basic tenets of survival is to have an escape route – an alternative path. We couldn’t stay where we were, not only because you’d become a target. In military parlance you’d become an asset, and the people looking for you aren’t too fussy about causing collateral damage.” Jess took her attention off the road for a split second to look at his profile, staring fixedly at the whiteout conditions ahead.

			“Why did they send a team after you, Finlay? What do you have that they want?”

			He reluctantly tore his gaze from the snow funnelling towards the windscreen as if his focus was instrumental in keeping them centred on the road, turning to face her in profile.

			“It’s just bad luck. My two postgrads, they’re both working on dark matter research and their data was appropriated by another student running a what-if climate simulation. Turns out his simulation was uncannily accurate, using ice-core samples to predict geological weather patterns going back millions of years and factoring in a solar absorption figure derived from dark matter entering our solar system. Dave Finnigan asked me to check his student’s software model running the climate simulation, as you know.” He paused, running through the events of the last few days that had brought them to this snow-swept island. “It was a stroke of genius, factoring in the solar absorption that dark matter saturated with heavy metals might cause and seeing how the planet’s weather patterns would react following decades of global warming. Every other meteorologist was predicting runaway global warming. Dave Finnigan’s student saw how the recent unexpected cold snaps in Texas, or even as far south as Mexico, were already a result of planet-wide weather systems breaking down. The counter-intuitive result of global warming was just this – an ice age. He had the genius to spot that entering a region of dark matter would accelerate the process. He just hadn’t realised how fast the accelerated process was going to be.” 

			“Where are the students now?”

			Finlay realised with a start that he’d not given them a thought since driving up to the Rest and be Thankful yesterday. Was it only that recently? His life was telescoping away from him in both directions, leaving him feeling strangely disorientated.

			“I don’t know. I sent the girls off somewhere hot – Greece or wherever. Told them it was a holiday that the department would pay for. The lad running the climate simulation was grabbed by some characters driving unmarked vans. They weren’t the sort of people I’d want to meet.”

			Jess moved closer to the windscreen until her nose was almost touching the glass. It didn’t help her with visibility; the snow merged sky, road and sea into one monochromatic landscape.

			“They’d have rendered your two students. Picked up their trail from the passports and flown them back before they’d even had a chance to try out the beach.” She jerked at the steering wheel, pulling the 4x4 back onto where the tarmac provided a more solid footing. “Shit. This is getting tricky.”

			“Are we doing the right thing, Jess? Taking the kids to an island off the west coast. Shouldn’t we be trying to get south, try and outrun this snow?”

			“You can’t outrun this. Titch has been in touch, it’s already 10 – 20 metres deep in the central belt and if anything the snow’s falling more heavily. The whole UK is going to be buried in a couple of weeks – that means no transport, no planes, no trains.” 

			She slowed down to a crawl, her attention drawn to a flashing amber light facing up to the sky. It was the post van, already buried nose down in the snow. She inched forwards, turning the wheels towards the sea, feeling the tyres grip on solid snow. 

			“Aren’t you going to stop?” Finlay had a hand on the door, ready to jump out and offer help.

			“If we stop, we won’t make it.” She accelerated, the 4x4 leaping forward into whiteness.

			“We can’t just leave him.” Finlay tried the door handle in desperation. “Unlock the door Jess. He needs our help.”

			She stared ahead, trying to define road from cliff edge, road from sea. “If we stop here the children may not survive.” Her voice was matter of fact, dispassionate.

			Finlay stared at her, saw steel in her eyes.

			“I don’t know who you are anymore.” His voice was quiet, lost.

			“I’m who I’ve always been, Finlay.” She spared him a quick sideways glance, “You’ve seen what you wanted to see. You knew who I was – who I am.” She corrected herself, eyes back on the near-invisible road ahead, using telegraph poles as markers to the route.

			“The Jess I know wouldn’t have left someone trapped in a snowstorm, to die of the cold.” He said the words accusatorily. 

			She drove on without responding, focussed on keeping the 4x4 on the road. Outside, the wind whipped the snow against the glass, flakes melting on contact with the warm windscreen. Finlay peered upwards, desperate to see a break in the weather but all he could see was a veritable avalanche of falling snow being pulled this way and that by restless gusts of wind.

			“The Jess you think you know would already be dead by now.” She spoke the words in an unemotional monotone, the two of them sat side by side in relative warmth and comfort as the world outside the car windows turned more deadly by the minute.

		


		
			CHAPTER 28
Freedom

			Fergus was working with Seonaid in what they had learned was termed the Ops room – a windowless office buried somewhere deep within the complex of buildings equipped with computers and screens and alive with the hum of electrical energy. They had refined the computer simulation, adding variables from climatology, particle physics and real-time feedback from worldwide meteorological sensors until they had finessed the most accurate model they could produce. Their captor, the woman with glacial eyes, had seemed satisfied with progress and had left the room, leaving a bored soldier guarding the single exit.

			Seonaid spoke sharply, distracting Fergus’s attention from the computer screen he’d been so engrossed in. “I can’t believe you’re actually enjoying this.”

			“What do you mean? I’m not. How could I be?” His riposte came before he had time to consider why she’d even accused him. Her eyes held condemnation, causing a flush of anger to colour his face. This was hardly his fault. If anyone held the blame for this shitshow it was humankind for messing up the planet. Why did she think he was enjoying it? The answer revealed itself as his eyes drifted back towards the computer screen displaying the planet freezing from pole to pole. He had enjoyed the work, the focus on applying himself to the project. He’d been lost in the academic thrill of pursuing the perfect global meteorological model – the first person to ever come close to achieving such a complex task. More importantly, the work also provided a welcome escape from reality, from considering what all the colours on the world maps actually represented.

			Seonaid felt close to breaking. Whilst Fergus lost himself in his work, she railed against the injustice of being held prisoner while family and friends were left to fend for themselves in an increasingly treacherous world. Trapped inside this sterile air-conditioned room, the reality of the model was only confirmed by remote sensors. She knew intellectually that these climate figures corresponded to real snowfall, real ice, real deaths already into millions worldwide. Seonaid knew that governments around the world would strive to keep the truth from their people – recent history from the Covid-19 pandemic furnished more than enough evidence of incompetence, profiteering, self-preservation and playing politics above anything else. That and the increasing numbers of people easily swayed by opportunistic lies, crackpot theories – basically anything other than face the truth. She had to escape, get out of there.

			The guard by the door had parked himself on a nearby chair as soon as the woman Seonaid had nicknamed the Ice Queen had left – any interest in his two captives waning as their short-lived argument evaporated. He laid his rifle against the wall and stretched, folding his arms over his crotch and closing his eyes. She watched him carefully. He was dozing rather than falling asleep, but this might be their only opportunity – the first time they’d been left more or less alone. She cast around for anything that could be used as a weapon. There was nothing on her desk, nothing heavy enough to cause the soldier any injury. Fergus sat with a hurt expression, his eyes fixed on the same bloody simulation turning the world into a ball of ice. She couldn’t look to him for help. There was a red fire extinguisher hanging on the wall beside him – would she be able to take it and use it as a weapon? Seonaid worked though the possible outcomes of such a move and each outcome ended badly for her. She’d need Fergus’ help to have any chance of managing an escape from this room, and then how many other locked doors and guards lay between them and freedom?

			The Ice Queen’s return put a summary end to that line of thought, the guard at the door in a panic to stand to attention as she entered the room.

			“You two are free to go.” She gave a cursory and disapproving look at the guard before beckoning in two more soldiers. “Drop them at the station.” 

			“This way.” One of the soldiers gestured impatiently for Fergus to leave his desk. Seonaid joined him outside in the corridor, another soldier holding her arm in too tight a grip as she was manhandled out of the office. 

			“Your limousine awaits!” Seonaid’s captor announced, and both soldiers laughed as if this was the pinnacle of army humour. Fergus received a rough push in his back for not moving with sufficient alacrity as they were marched down the corridor, the Ice Queen impassive as she watched them go.

			When the final blast doors opened, the cold outside took Seonaid’s breath away. The snow was falling heavily, covering ground, vehicles and buildings alike in a deadly white shroud. An olive green army ambulance stood waiting for them, engine running, and the smell of diesel carried on the blue-tinged smoke issuing from a noisy exhaust. The four of them climbed into the back, the last soldier slamming the rear doors with unnecessary violence. A sudden jolt and they were away, Seonaid tipping awkwardly onto her side before managing to hold onto the webbing straps the soldiers had already grabbed. She caught them openly appraising her body as she struggled back upright, their eyes brazen. The chill she felt wasn’t due to the weather conditions – just how disposable were they now that they’d fulfilled their purpose?

			The windows were almost opaque, any light from outside absorbed by the smoky dark privacy glass. She gave up trying to see where they were and instead concentrated on her own reflection staring back at her with troubled eyes. Fergus sat staring at the floor, swaying as the ambulance followed bends in the road. He gave every impression of someone who’d given up all hope, resigned to whatever fate came his way. If they were to have any chance of survival it would have to be up to her.

			“Where are you taking us?” Her voice at least didn’t let her down. She sounded strong and confident – not at all how she felt inside.

			The soldiers hadn’t taken their eyes off her since she’d fallen spreadeagled on the ambulance bed she shared with Fergus. It didn’t take much imagination for her to realise what was going through their minds.

			“That all depends, doesn’t it, love.” The soldier who spoke was the same one who had held her arm too tightly. He licked his lips like a hyena circling a helpless prey.

			“Cut it out.” His mate interrupted, earning a furious look for his trouble. He flicked a finger towards the partition dividing them from the driver and they both returned to a contemplation of the ambulance walls. Seonaid darted a glance in the direction of the soldier’s finger and spotted a camera lens mounted high on the roof. She breathed more easily – if they were being monitored then it was less likely that anything would happen inside the ambulance. But what about when they reached their destination?

			“I asked where you were taking us.”

			The soldiers exchanged a knowing look before she received any response.

			“You’re both being taken to Cheltenham Station. You can take a train back to Scotland from there if you want.”

			“If any trains are making it that far.” His colleague smirked unpleasantly.

			“You both know what’s coming, don’t you?” Seonaid asked, engaging with each pair of eyes. She could feel Fergus twisting beside her as he listened.

			“Bit of bad weather. I dunno. Nothing we can’t handle love.”

			It was her turn to laugh. “You know Jack Shit!”

			She had their attention now, even the letch had dragged his eyes up from staring at her chest to look her in the face.

			“This snow,” she pointed at the smoked glass through which the occasional flurry could be spotted as the wind threw it against the surface. “This is just the start of it. It’s already four metres deep in the north of Scotland, and in a few more days that’s how deep it’s going to be here. Don’t think you’re going to avoid it. In less than six months the Shard will be buried under snow, after a year not one building will remain visible in the UK. And it’s the same the whole world…”

			“Gag her. Gag them both then drop them at the station.” A metallic voice barked commands from a loudspeaker near to the roof camera. The soldiers pulled strips of cloth out of pockets and wrapped them tight around their captive’s mouths, ignoring Seonaid’s protestations. She saw the first doubt in her captors faces since being unceremoniously dumped into the back of the ambulance. They sat in silence, the soldiers exchanging a questioning look before holding cupped hands against the glass in an effort to see the farmland outside. Whatever they were able to discern showed in their faces, expressions once bored or malicious had become concerned for their own safety.

			“What if she’s right?” The letch hissed, only to be cut off by a swift sideways chopping motion from the other soldier – his eyes flicking towards the camera.

			“Just follow orders. That’s all we have to do. There’s plenty of provisions at base. Sounds far-fetched to me, someone would have gone public if that’s the case.” His response came as an urgent whisper, barely audible above the noise the ambulance wheels made as they crackled over fresh snow.

			“Suppose.” Letch shot a suspicious look Seonaid’s way, almost as if he suspected her of deliberately trying to get him into trouble. Yet she saw the seed of doubt had been planted. What else could she do?

			Outside, streetlights began a slow stroboscopic orange display as the road became more urban. Seonaid breathed a sigh of relief – her imagination had run riot as they’d been driven along quiet country roads with no passing traffic to be seen. It had occurred to her that this trip might be her last, only to end up with a bullet in her brain and her body dumped in some copse, waiting for the snow to do the burial work for them. 

			Finally, the ambulance drew to a halt, Seonaid now braced for the sudden change in motion by holding onto the webbing fixed to the ambulance metalwork. The rear door opened onto a railway station car park and they both had their gags ripped away before being summarily pushed out into the cold.

			“Give them the money.” Letch’s resigned tones indicated they’d originally had other plans for the contents of the manilla envelope in his partner’s hand.

			Seonaid took it before Fergus had a chance to reach out. There looked to be around £1000 in £20 notes in there.

			“Good luck. Think you’re going to need it.” Letch almost managed to sound friendly before climbing back into the ambulance, once again slamming the door with unnecessary force even as it pulled away in a cloud of foul-smelling exhaust fumes.

			Seonaid and Fergus watched it drive away until obscured by the snow. His hand sought hers, Seonaid returned the grip after a moment’s hesitation then both turned towards the station entrance, not really believing that they were free.

			“Better get inside before we freeze to death.” Seonaid quickly remembered that she still wore the clothes she’d packed for Greece – her thin cotton jacket no defence against the stingingly cold wind.

			Fergus nodded, whilst thinking she was just delaying the inevitable. They were surely going to freeze to death somewhere along the line.

			Inside the station, travellers were still treating the snowfall as an exciting diversion, marvelling at how deep it had become in the last few hours. A few were anxiously checking the railway tracks, alternating their focus with the overhead electronic noticeboards for news of any delays. The only services showing as no longer running were those north of Carlisle, due to a heavy fall of snow. They managed to buy tickets to Glasgow, Fergus insisting they travel first class, but the ticket office had warned that they might not get all the way because of the weather.

			“He actually said ‘wrong kind of snow’!” Fergus exclaimed, shaking his head in denial. “For fuck’s sake.”

			Seonaid wasn’t listening. There was a red-headed girl sitting on the platform, her head almost buried in an oversized coat and wrapped in layers of scarves. She approached her with mounting curiosity before running the last few steps.

			‘Caitlin! They let you go as well!”

			The women embraced, wrapping themselves tightly together before releasing each other and dancing a crazy jig, linking arms and twirling as if they were at some Hogmanay ceilidh rather than a frozen British Rail station in refined Cheltenham. 

			“Jesus, am I glad to see you. When did you get out – did they tell you anything?”

			Caitlin held tightly onto Seonaid’s cold hands as if she could stop them from being separated again, shooting a questioning glance towards Fergus who stood awkwardly to one side.

			“Oh. That’s Fergus. He’s the bloody reason they grabbed us and imprisoned us in that army place.”

			Fergus’s tentative smile remained on his lips as he Seonaid’s tone lost its accusatory edge.

			“Look. It’s not really my fault…”

			They ignored his protestations, turning back to each other and talking quickly as they filled in the missing gaps in their shared history.

			“What do you think they’re going to do with the sim?” Caitlin asked.

			“Nothing much they can do. There’s nothing can stop it happening. I expect those that can are planning an escape towards the equator – buy themselves some time in case it doesn’t get as bad as we think.”

			“What are you planning on doing? You waiting on the Glasgow train as well?”

			“Yeah. Everyone I know is in Edinburgh or Glasgow. If we can get back to Scotland at least we stand a chance of being with people we love.”

			“Aye, that’s what I reckoned as well.” Caitlin looked around her with an air of distaste. “Wouldn’t want to end my days down here.”

			As she spoke, the northbound train entered the platform to the accompaniment of a tannoy message announcing the arrival of the Glasgow train. Caitlin dug around in her coat, pulling out a first-class ticket with an air of superiority and a large grin.

			“Aye. Us too.” Seonaid waved her ticket back in Caitlin’s face, then giggling like schoolgirls they climbed onto the train leaving Fergus to follow in their wake feeling like an item of unwanted luggage.

		


		
			CHAPTER 29
Diet of souls

			The sun stubbornly remained beneath the horizon at this time of year, with only the slightest hint of red hovering low in the sky, yet the snow-covered land still retained a ghostlike luminosity. Starlight, thousands of years old, cast an ancient silver illumination over the bleached landscape. Nukilik crawled outside his igloo to stand under the first clear sky for weeks. He’d been woken by moonlight streaming in through the tunnel entrance and emerged into a world where a waxing gibbous moon hung in the perpetual night sky like a Friedrich painting. In another week the moon would be full – the ‘Long Night’ moon which signposted the middle of winter – but for now the stars held his attention. Above his head the broad swathe of the Milky Way meandered like an insubstantial spirit path across the sky. He ducked back down momentarily to check on his son, still wrapped in animal skins and warm inside his bedding, then scanned the perimeter of his outcamp for bears. They had left the settlement two weeks ago, a rite of passage for his eleven-year-old son to learn traditional Inuit survival techniques in the frozen landscape of North Baffin Island. 

			The Shaman had insisted that tradition be broken this year, holding forth in the karigi and telling Nukilik and the other parents the ancestors had warned that the world was changing. He’d spoken in solemn tones, explaining that this year they couldn’t wait until the summer months for the young men and women to transition to adulthood. The Shaman wasn’t the only one to suspect something was amiss – caribou had been behaving strangely, running in large herds across the tundra as if to escape an invisible predator. The spirit lights in the sky had been so active before clouds had concealed them that at times the snow-covered mountains appeared to dance under flashing green, red and purple lights. If the aurora really was the sign of spirits taking new souls, as the old ways taught, then there must be many deaths happening in the world.

			Nukilik had conflicted views on the traditional beliefs of their tribe, like so many of his generation. They’d moved into modern housing, viewed a diet of Canadian and American TV, their children were educated in modern schools – yet still they held onto ancient beliefs. Perhaps it was for the best. The Inuit had lived this close to death for thousands of years, protected only by the hard-won wisdom of their ancestors. Towards the pole, northern lights flared into being, streamers of green and purple colouring the sky. The night dancers had never been so active, as far as he could remember, the entire northern sky transformed by rippling waves of colour. Was it just coincidence that they appeared just as he thought of his ancestors? If ever there was a time to commune with the dead it was now, when they danced so strongly in the sky. Nukilik sought wisdom. Strange clouds had formed when the two of them had departed, the snow falling in such quantity that he’d left the dogs with his wife because he feared they’d be buried alive even as they walked. They should have reached the coast a week earlier, yet the snow-covered land stretched on and on. Every night they had to build an igloo out of fresh snow, the new fall too insubstantial for a solid shelter without first compacting the blocks – an arduous activity. Normally he’d dig down to form a hollow before adding snow walls, but he worried about the overnight fall being too deep for them to climb out again in the morning. There must be at least a metre of snow falling every day, making progress desperately slow.

			Had they transgressed against nature? Caused some deep harm to the anirniit – the souls that inhabited everything on the planet?  Christianity had tried to convert them, even here within the arctic circle, but the Western concept of an omnipotent being ruling the cosmos sat uneasily alongside a philosophy that was egalitarian enough to give every creature a soul. This belief came with its own baggage, however, perfectly described in an Inuit saying – ‘the great peril of our existence lies in the fact that our diet consists entirely of souls’. It made perfect sense that these taken souls would seek revenge for their deaths, although the Inuit were careful to only kill what was needed to survive and then to take those lives respectfully. Nukilik unconsciously stroked his amulet, calling on helpful spirits for protection. Standing underneath the stars, watching the northern lights, he wondered whether he and his son would survive this extreme weather. Would their life forces go east and join with the ancestors, leaving their personal and name spirits to find whatever home they could?

			Nukilik walked a few paces to test the snow. Even his footfall felt alien. He’d been excited to share knowledge with his son, teach him to listen to each footstep until he heard the hollow response that told him a seal breathing hole was underneath. Instead, each footfall penetrated deep into new snow, even with the snowshoes spreading his weight. It was hard going, feet having to be pulled out of each new footstep and forward to plunge into the soft ground again. This far out, the snow felt subtly different, more like fresh fall on sea ice. Could the sea have frozen miles out from shore? Anything was possible in this freak weather. He studied the heavens, searching for an answer. Betelgeuse glowed redly, fluctuating in brightness even as he studied it. Instinctively he switched his gaze to Bellatrix, just a few degrees west. The two stars were companions in Inuit culture, given the name Akuttujuuk. When they appeared high in the southern sky soon after sunset it was a promise that spring was coming. He wondered if spring would ever come again.

			Betelgeuse shone its baleful red eye down on him, its light brighter than it had been for months. He recollected there had been an item on the news about how the star had dimmed over the preceding few months. Scientists were predicting it was about to go supernova, a giant red star so much larger than our own that its photosphere would extend almost as far as Saturn. Nukilik couldn’t imagine the small red dot could be so huge and tried to imagine the view if it exploded in the heavens, so bright that it would still be visible even when the sun painted the sky blue once more. He returned to a contemplation of the ground at his feet, something more tangible, if also a subject that gave him cause for concern. The news report had finished with an astronomer saying all reports of an imminent supernova could be discounted because they’d discovered interstellar dust to be the probable reason for the star’s erratic luminosity. The scientists hadn’t suggested why the recent temperature had dropped so low, or why there had been so much snow, or why the sea ice had extended further than he’d ever known. Only the Shaman provided guidance.

			It was time they hunted. The rations he carried were almost exhausted and if they didn’t find a soul to nourish them in the next few days then both their souls would be collected by the night dancers. Decision made, Nutilik crawled back inside the igloo to waken his son.

			“Pana. Wake up – we have to hunt, or we go hungry.”

			The boy peered from out of his fur-lined sleeping bag, rubbing his eyes to remove the ice that had formed on his eyelashes as he slept, and extricated himself out of the relative heat into the cold of the igloo. He couldn’t understand why the elders insisted they transition into adulthood now, in the middle of winter. It didn’t seem fair. All the younger children would be safe and warm in their well-insulated houses at the settlement. Hunting for food – what even was the point when the store in town held everything they needed. Yet they’d all followed the Shaman’s orders, fathers and sons walking into the endless night just as the blizzard from hell had started. The girls taken to be tattooed by the elder women – sewing ancestor patterns directly into their faces once they had bled for the first time. None of them complained, accepting this was how children passed through that liminal stage to become adult. Pana moved with more enthusiasm now that he was going to hunt for real. He wanted to make a good kill, one that would make a strong story and reflect on his worth as a man.

			Nukilik watched as his son moved with a new purpose, feeling proud but also fearful. These were not normal times and the hunting would not be easy. Caribou had moved far south from their usual grounds, far away from where the settlement lay in the north of the island. The only food they might find was seal – if they were lucky and caught one coming up for air – or failing that, there were always fish. Seal would make a good cause for celebration, and Pana’s standing in the tribe be celebrated accordingly. Fish, not so much. Nukilik shrugged. Whatever Pana caught would be cause for celebration enough, then he would try and add to the catch so they had enough to sustain them on the way home.

			He checked the sky again, fearful that the snow-bearing clouds would return but the sky remained clear. The northern lights still wove curtains of light; the stars shone coldly from horizon to horizon; Betelgeuse blinked its red eye. 

			They packed the few belongings they carried onto their backs, drew their furs tight around the exposed skin of their faces and marched towards where Nukilik felt the sea would not be too deeply covered by ice and snow. As they walked, he voiced an unspoken prayer to Pana’s namesake.

			Pana, God of reincarnation and carer of souls in the underworld. 

			Give us your strength to hunt, your knowledge to know where to hunt, your wisdom to hunt well.

			As an aside, he pleaded for their souls to not join that day’s harvest. In the northern sky the lights flared even brighter, twisting and coiling in on themselves like some mythical sea serpent. Nukilik wasn’t sure if his prayer had been answered. He smiled encouragingly at his son, pointing at the horizon where the stars met the snow.

			“Today, if the spirits of our ancestors will it, you will become a man.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 30
Frozen points

			"This service will terminate at Crewe due to frozen points on the tracks. We apologise for any inconvenience and our engineering teams are working as fast as they can to reinstate the line. There will be further updates once we reach Crewe station.”

			Seonaid exchanged a look with Caitlin. They’d left Cheltenham Spa two hours ago, staring out of the train windows in morbid fascination at the sheer quantity of snow falling outside. Fields had lost their chequerboard pattern as hedges and fences had been buried, the entire landscape metamorphosised into an arctic scene punctuated with only the tops of trees and tallest buildings showing like alien artefacts in the snow.

			 “They may be able to clear the fault,” Caitlin broke the silence.

			Seonaid shook her head. “They haven’t anything that will cope with that.” Her eyes were drawn to the window again, the sheer unreality of the scene scrolling past causing her to doubt the veracity of her own eyes.

			“We may be able to get a hotel.” Fergus offered, only to be studiously ignored in return. He returned to a morose self-contemplation and a feeling that he was being unjustly blamed for everything. It was hardly his fault that he’d predicted all this. Not his fault that the weather simulation he’d designed had proven to be so accurate.

			“I don’t think we’re going to make Glasgow.” Seonaid voiced the thought that had occurred to each of them at the beginning of this journey. The way the train was repeatedly slowing down before picking up again made them wonder whether they would even reach Crewe.

			Caitlin had buried her head in her mobile, making use of the free wi-fi – whilst it still functioned. “There’s fuck all there.”

			Seonaid tore her gaze from the frozen landscape to focus on her friend sitting opposite. “In Crewe?”

			Caitlin nodded unhappily, as if this was the worst location in the UK to be buried alive under miles of ice. “Crewe was described as the ultimate reality by a science fiction writer. Red Shift by Alan Garner.”

			Seonaid waited patiently for more.

			“And there’s a crater on Mars named after Crewe.”

			Seonaid returned to a contemplation of the window, even the astronomical reference of their unwanted destination insufficiently uplifting for her.

			Caitlin checked in on her dark matter detector, buried deep in a South Dakota mine – the web address and password already stored on her phone and triggered by fingerprint recognition. Her brows drew down in response to the graphics displayed on her small screen, fingers spreading to magnify the scale as she doubted her eyes.

			“That’s weird.” 

			“What?” Seonaid asked.

			“The dark matter detector. The numbers are almost off the scale.”

			“Let me see.” Seonaid held out a hand, taking the proffered mobile and peering at the screen. Even Fergus started to take an interest in something other than his own inner world. “Must be a mistake. How can there be that much dark matter? It would have shown in astronomical data long before it reached us at that density.”

			“Let me see.” Fergus grabbed the phone out of her hand before she could react, his eyes opening wide as the import of the figures became apparent. “If these are the figures running in my simulation then it will show a snowball earth scenario within months! This would be a return to the Cryogenian period, over 650 million years ago.” He collapsed back in his seat, the phone left on the table between them. “It’s a non-survivable event. There’s literally nowhere for anyone to go.” His face had turned pale. Mirrored in the train window, his reflection almost vanished in the whiteness outside. 

			The three students stared at the phone as if it was an omen. Outside the window, snow was now falling so heavily that visibility was limited to a metre or so – no sign now of the buried landscape. The train dropped in speed again, engine noise increasing as the wheels struggled to grip steel rails.

			“If it stops here, we’ll all freeze to death.” Fergus’s voice filled the otherwise silent carriage. Seonaid spotted a few heads turning towards them from nearby seats.

			“Keep it down!” Seonaid’s urgent, hushed tones attempted to prevent Fergus from starting a panic. “As long as the train keeps moving, we’ll be OK.”

			In response to her words the train gave a shudder that rippled from carriage to carriage, the seats swaying as if caught on a giant wave.

			A rushed and slightly panicked announcement came over the train speakers, “This is a safety announcement. We are having to break through large drifts of snow using the snowplough fitted to this train. There may be some unexpected impacts so please keep to your seats and secure any loose items. We hope to reach Crewe in ten minutes where all passengers must disembark. Thank you for your attention.”

			Seonaid gripped the table, seeing Caitlin and Fergus follow her example. Caitlin made a grab for her phone as it started sliding across the table in response to another sudden movement, deftly pocketing it before bracing herself against her seat. 

			“Next stop Crewe.” Caitlin made another valiant attempt to lighten the mood, earning a reluctant smile from Seonaid.

			“Aye. Next stop Crewe,” Seonaid repeated, fingers crossed for luck.

			The next ten minutes resembled nothing more than a fairground ride as the train bucked and rattled over tracks almost obliterated by ice. At times it felt as if the train had left the rails, the reassuring clickety-clack long since abandoned for percussive impacts and the sound of fractured ice being sliced by the action of steel wheels on steel rails. When the first railway buildings loomed out of the snow the train regained a more normal motion, the line now protected by the stone walls rising each side of them. Seonaid gave silent thanks for Crewe once being the epicentre of the UK railway network – the sheer amount of Victorian architecture that surrounded them like a canyon offering a temporary respite to the unyielding blizzard.

			When the train finally drew to a halt at Crewe railway station, the passengers erupted in a spontaneous round of applause at having reached this far. The three students disembarked with everyone else, standing aimlessly on the platform and waiting for the tannoy system to provide an update. Above their heads, the steel and glass roof protested against the weight of accumulated snow, metres deep – girders groaning as the strain increased with every minute that passed. Caitlin was busy with her phone, thumbs texting, and oblivious to the crowds milling around and trying to keep out of the way of the sub-zero wind whistling through the station.

			“Come with me,” she announced, making a grab for Seonaid’s sleeve. “I’ve booked us a hotel up the road. Think we may be stuck here for a while.”

			“But what about the next train?” Seonaid asked, only to be met with a pitying look in return before Caitlin turned on her heel and led the way towards the exit. Seonaid and Fergus followed her departing back, weaving a random path through the aimless commuters still waiting optimistically for any announcement about their onward journey. Outside the station the full force of the blizzard hit – whipped into a continual stream of stinging ice that soon left their faces frozen and raw. A pavement snowplough rumbled towards them, largely ineffectual in its attempt to keep the walkways clear. The road was impassable to traffic, blocked with high snowdrifts with only a narrow path leading towards their destination – a red brick hotel built at the peak of Crewe’s railway supremacy. Each side of them the snow towered up well over head height, their route an ice canyon only kept passable by the few feet tramping down the fresh fall underfoot.

			Once inside the hotel foyer they stamped feet clear of accumulated ice and made their way over to the once imposing reception desk, faces and hands stinging as the warmth of the hotel brought circulation back. A receptionist appeared startled to see anyone standing at the check-in desk, going through the motions like an automaton whilst repeatedly checking the weather outside. One of the high windows was completely obscured, buried under drifting snow – the other was visibly being blocked as they watched, snow level steadily climbing towards the ceiling. They were handed their keys, adjacent rooms on the 1st floor as the receptionist advised against taking the lift. 

			“We’ve been having a lot of power cuts – with the weather,” she explained unnecessarily. A rueful smile accompanied her statement as if the hotel couldn’t be held responsible for freak conditions such as these, and she frowned as the last of the window view disappeared under falling snow. 

			Their rooms were the last available. Other stranded railway travellers had washed up here, marooned in this flagship remnant of a Victorian heyday. Now it resembled a refugee centre, or one of those old buildings repurposed to house the homeless in once salubrious surroundings.

			“Queen Victoria used to be a regular visitor.” Caitlin gave a running commentary as they tramped up threadbare stair carpets. “She had a personal tunnel that ran from the station to the hotel, built so she didn’t have to cope with the weather. Could have done with that today.”

			Seonaid doubted the veracity of Queen Victoria staying anywhere as downmarket as this. The building exuded a sour smell – an unholy combination of something unpleasant issuing from the kitchens mingling with more than a suggestion that the weather was having a deleterious effect on the drains. Their rooms looked out over the railway station at the side of the building, the whole network of lines and buildings swallowed underneath a single white blanket. It was obvious that no more trains would be running today, or anytime soon. 

			“What now?” Fergus asked, looking around the room for inspiration and finding none.

			Seonaid and Caitlin remained oblivious to his question, both fully engaged with Caitlin’s phone.

			“What would cause these figures?” The web site for the dark matter detector was open in front of them, a continual update refreshing the screen with ever-increasing totals.

			“It can’t be my detector.” Caitlin announced. “There’s a built-in test sequence runs every five minutes, shows as this checksum here.” Her finger indicated a number displayed to one side.

			“If it’s not the equipment malfunctioning then what?” Seonaid’s question hung in the air.

			Fergus crossed over to join them. “The ice cores never showed this level of saturation, and they go back several ice ages.”

			“So, what’s different this time?” Seonaid asked. “Why should this event be like a dark matter tsunami?”

			Caitlin shook her head, perplexed.

			“What if it is a tsunami?” Fergus asked.

			Seonaid gave him a look that suggested he’d be better off leaving the astrophysics to her.

			“No, seriously,” he persevered. “What cosmic event could drive the dark matter ahead of itself, so it formed a huge wave? It’s just physics at the end of the day after all – waves.”

			Seonaid and Caitlin exchanged a look.

			“Dark matter isn’t really affected by anything much. I can’t imagine an astronomical event large enough to push the dark matter cloud into one large wave,” Seonaid said.

			Their attention was drawn to the window as a low rumble reached their ears, accompanied by the sound of distant screams. Fergus ran over to the window, his eyes opening wider as he understood the implications of the crater he saw opening up in front of him.

			“It’s the station roof. It’s just fallen in on top of everyone. Must have been the weight of snow.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 31
Tomb

			A lone figure struggled across the featureless landscape, all but invisible in his arctic battle fatigues. Titch had swapped snowshoes for Telemark skis since the temperature had dropped overnight, leaving the surface hard enough to take his weight. He’d spent the night in a snowhole, waking every few hours on his raised sleeping platform to keep the airway clear during whiteout conditions. The previous day, he and Tom had left the Black Hill transmitter and decided to go their separate ways, Titch heading west using the unearthly orange glow in the north-east as a visible compass reference. Whatever had happened at Grangemouth refinery was substantial enough to provide a false dawn for all of the Scottish central belt, flames still burning high enough to cast their infernal light even on these perpetually leaden clouds. Titch continued west, making for the bugout on Jura where the rest of the Spartas would be gathering. They were the only family he had left now.

			He breathed in synchronicity with the pushing forward of one ski after the other. Titch automatically tested for crevasses, weaknesses in the snow underneath, pausing every now and then to wipe accumulated snow off his goggles. He estimated he must be just north of Dumbarton, although the GPS had started playing up some hours ago – even the military GPS had failed, which for a system where even the back-ups had back-ups, told him everything he needed to know. 

			Titch was used to arctic conditions. He’d trained with the Finnish army, patrolling the extended land border with Russia that both sides used for a little unofficial off-piste military practice, but he’d never experienced conditions such as these. There must be anything between 5 to 15m of snow underfoot by now, and yet still it kept falling without a break. The temperature had dropped below -40°C overnight, a new record for Scotland and cold enough to kill anyone out in the open without the benefit of Titch’s specialist equipment and knowledge. There must be houses around here, trees, but all he’d seen for mile after mile was snow. Even when he’d dug out his snowhole somewhere just north of Bearsden – Mugdock Country Park by his reckoning, there was little evidence of human habitation to be seen. There must still be larger houses showing above the snow but all he’d seen through the almost impenetrable blizzard for hours were the tops of trees, their skeletal branches clutching at the air like drowning men. Visibility was under 10m, so even when he came to a downhill section he had to take it slowly – just in case. He checked the sky for any break in the dense grey cloud, gaining a face full of frozen ice for his trouble. Titch stopped, wiped his goggles free of snow and listened. There was a new sound to accompany the delicate sound of snowfall and the low howl from the frozen wind. Somewhere in front of him the ground crackled and sizzled intermittently. With a newly found caution he inched forward until the cause revealed itself.

			Looming out of the ground was a shortened version of the Eiffel Tower, the top only a few metres above head height. Cables stretched taut from extended aluminium arms and where those cables neared the surface of the snow blue flames danced and sang with electric energy. Titch silently cursed, only too aware of how easily he could have walked into the high voltage cables with visibility as limited as it was. That would make the depth of snow underfoot anywhere between 30m and 50m. It was a miracle the power lines had survived the cold weather onslaught; each cable sagged under the weight of ice they carried, almost strained to breaking point. He wondered whether wind turbines would still be turning to supply the power – not for much longer once they were encased in ice. Titch realised why he hadn’t seen any buildings for the last six hours – the wind must be piling snow into huge drifts every time it encountered an obstacle. Even if this almost buried pylon in front of him was in a drift that still meant that in places the snow depth likely exceeded 50m. There was no way he could continue forward; the high voltage power lines formed a lethal electric fence for anyone stupid enough to try. 

			He considered his options. The river Clyde was due south, deep and tidal enough to avoid completely freezing over even in these temperatures. North of him lay Loch Lomond, and a long land-locked journey once he cleared the power lines, then he’d have to cross the sea lochs that stretched searching fingers deep into the fractured western coastline. With conditions worsening by the hour, he needed to reach the bugout as soon as possible. Hoisting up his backpack, Titch turned south, keeping a safe distance away from the power lines that ran parallel to his new path. This was easier going now he wasn’t facing directly into the prevailing wind, and the general drop in height as he headed towards sea level meant there were more sections where he could ski downhill. 

			This new route would also take him into the built-up areas he was trying to avoid, and before he’d covered much distance Titch found himself having to avoid hazards that were new to him. Chimneys stretched out in geometric lines, indicating the presence of buried houses and the roads lying between them. CCTV cameras poked periscope-like out of a mountainous snow sea; high-rise flats like cliff edges, their windows displaying movement as the occupants gazed impotently at their approaching death.

			How many had heeded his message from the Black Hill transmitter? Titch knew there would have been an instant rebuttal to his broadcast – mention of pranksters or terrorists. There was nothing else he could have done. Staying put wasn’t an option but taking your family out into conditions such as these would be considered suicidal. How many were dying of cold and hunger, locked inside homes that were going to become frozen mausoleums? He didn’t blame them. Survival is seldom the easy choice; it takes strength to face down death. The Spartas always knew some cataclysmic event would happen – never a case of if, just a matter of when. 

			An ice age wasn’t one of the scenarios they had considered, especially when all the climatology evidence pointed unerringly towards global warming. Jura was as good a compromise to all the scenarios they had imagined as any – secluded, remote. Luckily enough the worst effects of an ice age would be ameliorated on the island, basking as it did in the Gulf Stream. Even if the Gulf Stream failed, as Jess’s professor had claimed, then the strong sea currents around the Gulf of Corryvreckan whirlpool should delay sea ice for years. At least, that was the theory, and access to open water meant fishing once all other food sources had been depleted or buried under ice. 

			Titch paused to wipe the accumulated ice off his goggles, listening cautiously for any sound other than the incessant wind and snow. Around him were signs of buried civilisation: buildings tall enough to escape the snow; streetlights appearing at random intervals as the surface ice formed natural rounded peaks and troughs. The scene brought back memories of a far hotter climate, crossing the slow-moving sand dunes of the Sahara Desert. A grim smile flickered across his face as he replaced the snow goggles. Imagining the desert heat was one thing but feeling the heat – that was a warning of hyperthermia. He skied on, satisfied that he felt suitably frozen.

			There was nothing now moving across the snow except for him. No people, no animals, scarcely any birds except for crows calling their displeasure at the weather – or satisfaction in the ready availability of fresh corpses. Somewhere a dog howled, the sound strangely muted and eliciting a response from other dogs – each one muffled as if buried underfoot. Yet there still had to be thousands of people within a few miles of where he was. He’d spotted small groups of people when he and Tom had left Blackhill; they had carried backpacks – some containing infants, all following the roads south even when the roads could no longer be seen. It was a desultory response to his broadcast, and those he’d seen heading south were in no way equipped to handle the weather. The thought had occurred to him that far from saving anyone, he’d more than likely hastened the death of those foolish enough to venture out in these hellish conditions. There was no point in dwelling on it. What of those staying at home, following government advice to wait out the winter storm? Titch was only too aware that most had probably already suffocated or succumbed to carbon monoxide poisoning as the ice sealed doors and windows. It was a kinder death than starvation – or freezing. Had they watched as snow built up outside their windows, pulling open doors and taking comfort from how soft the snow had felt? Reassured they could dig their way out in the unlikely event even more snow fell overnight?  When the morning came, would they have stared with incomprehension at bedroom windows turned white, doorways sealed with hard ice. When the power eventually failed, they must have realised that was the time to make a move. Or not. He glided above the tombs of the living dead, poles feeling for hidden dangers, senses attuned. 

			Titch passed by a group of men, clustered around a makeshift fire burning in the ice. They waved a greeting, called for him to join them. Titch saw the bottles, heard the slurred speech, recognised the shop sign as it burned. It was one way of dealing with Armageddon, setting up camp on top of an off-licence roof. He raised a pole in salute, kept moving forward until the noise of their laughter was swallowed by distance. He saw more people now, groups moving south on makeshift snowshoes or skis. Some called on him for help, hoping he had been sent like an angel of mercy to lead them to safety. Others made towards him as he loomed out of the snow, seeing an opportunity to grab better kit. He avoided them all without breaking stride, their angry shouts eventually muffled. People were more obvious now, standing bewildered and alone, or shouting impotently for help. He passed an old lady, wrapped up so thickly in coats that she resembled a Babushka. She held out a parcel as he looked her way, a small dog’s brown eyes pleading to escape this frozen hell.

			As Titch wove his path through ragged groups of humanity, the smell of burning caught at the back of his throat. Soon, acrid smoke joined with the blizzard, limiting visibility even further so he had to inch forwards. There were houses on fire ahead of him, flames leaping incongruously out of the snow-covered ground like scenes from an Icelandic volcano. He came upon the group of youths before he had a chance to detour around them, their sullen faces lit by the flames from burning roof timbers. A girl, no more than a young teenager, stood surrounded, her terrified eyes catching his as they turned to assess him.

			“Lost your way, big man?” The de facto leader broke the silence. He brazenly looked Titch up and down, expression turning hungry as he took in the polar kit. Forgotten for now, the girl made a small gesture with her hand – the thumb crossing over her palm before her fingers curled around it to form a fist. It was the universal sign for help, her eyes desperate that he understood. The other youths saw an opportunity, started moving cautiously towards him. Titch planted his ski poles into the snow, holding both hands palm forward in a sign of pacification.

			“I don’t want any trouble. I’m just passing through.”

			The leader turned to his feral gang, teeth bared in a humourless grin. They’d formed a semi-circle around him now, their confidence rising as they saw his empty hands. The girl looked at him as if her last hope had just been taken away. He wondered why she hadn’t taken the opportunity to run whilst their attention was elsewhere, then saw the thin cord attached to her ankle – anchoring her to a foreshortened streetlight that just cleared the surface.

			The pack leader laughed. “No trouble here. Just take off your kit and leave it. Looks warmer than the shit I’ve got on.” Emboldened, he stepped towards Titch, pulling a vicious blade out of his waistband as he closed the gap between them. Titch kept his hands up, arms bent as if trying to appease. 

			“Your kit, big man. Take it off. Now!” The knife gave a flick upwards, adding emphasis just in case Titch wasn’t convinced enough. He took another step forward, his alcohol-laden breath playing across Titch’s face. It was close enough. Titch’s palm shot out, his arm straightening and slamming forcibly into the guy’s face, aimed squarely at his nose. The cartilage broke immediately but Titch’s arm continued its forward motion until he heard the nasal bone fracture. It had happened so fast that the guy just stood there, a bloody mess where his nose no longer added definition. The knife slipped between slack fingers as he collapsed onto his knees, both hands cradling a ruined face.

			“Whar the fuck!” His voice had adopted a heavy nasal tone. The snow around him was turning red with blood. Titch ignored him, turning deliberately to face each of the other gang members.

			“Anyone else fancy their chances?” He asked quite conversationally, as if this was a normal everyday occurrence.

			The other pack members held a silent meeting, expressions telling them all they wanted to know.

			“Nah, you’re all right, mate. Don’t want any trouble.” They had difficulty in meeting his eyes, focussing instead on the fresh snowfall absorbing the red hue of their kneeling leader’s gushing blood.

			“Cut her free.” Titch kicked the fallen blade towards the nearest gang member. He hesitated before picking it up, seeking collective responsibility for losing their prize. “Do it.” Titch repeated softly, his tone imbued with menace.

			The girl watched impassively as she was cut free, arms crossing her chest to conserve what little warmth her ripped clothing offered. Titch beckoned her towards him.

			“You live around here? Any family, friends I can take you to?”

			She pointed to the flaming roof timbers as the structure collapsed in on itself, sending a myriad of embers into the sky where they fought an unsuccessful battle against the falling snow.

			“My family are all dead.” She looked at the youths stood around her, her face twisted with loathing. “They didn’t help, just grabbed me and left the rest to die.” 

			Titch fully expected the girl to break down at this point, but instead of tears she radiated fury – glaring at each gang member in turn as they shrank under her words.

			“Do you want me to kill them?” Titch asked quietly, suddenly questioning why he was taking any part in this girl’s life.

			“No. They’ll die soon enough.” She raised her head proudly to face Titch who towered a good way above her. “I want them to live long enough to know what they did. Then they can freeze or starve to death, I don’t care.”

			Titch sighed. This wasn’t the time or place to take on a lost child. She had spirit though, tough enough to seek a slow vengeance on her captors. That made the decision for him.

			“Come on then. We’ll have to find you some warm clothes.” He shrugged off his backpack, watching as the gang members melted away out of sight.

			“Put these snowshoes on, they’ll make walking easier.” He pulled out a spare jacket, holding it towards her. She pulled it on, almost disappearing in its folds. Titch adjusted it so she could see where she was going, rolling up the sleeves so her hands were just shy of the freezing air.

			“That will have to do for the moment. I’m Titch, by the way.”

			“Sam,” she replied.

			Titch offered her a rare, brief smile and led her away from her burning home, away from her dead family and into whatever life lay ahead.

		


		
			CHAPTER 32
Nolady

			A black-tipped chimney stretched high into the swirling snow above the island’s single distillery, the only recognisable landmark that they had reached Craighouse. The snow was so deep now that only three slit-like second storey windows revealed the location of the largest building on the island. Underneath the windows, large letters confirmed this was the Isle of Jura; a smaller sign stating Single Malt almost indecipherable through the blizzard. The road was relatively clear here, thanks to the tractor they’d met and followed as it ploughed a track towards the small settlement that formed the island’s heart. Deep snow trenches criss-crossed between the distillery, hotel and stores – trails advising that the islanders had their own priorities sorted. The tractor came to a halt outside the general stores, blowing a blue cloud of diesel as the noisy engine eventually coughed into silence. Climbing out of the cab, the driver touched his cap to acknowledge Jess as she sounded her horn in gratitude, then peered in more interest as he realised the car and occupants weren’t local. She watched him as he shook his head in denial that tourists would be visiting in such atrocious weather conditions before he entered the shop. There was a car park on the right, so banked up with snow that Jess had pull up underneath the leaves of an incongruous tropical tree that she hoped marked the entrance.

			“What now?” Finlay asked. 

			She checked the children in the back seat, stirring now that the car had stopped moving. He was beginning to irritate her. The only words he’d spoken since his earlier outburst were to ask terse questions, and she neither had the inclination nor energy to play relational psychologist. 

			“We can’t go any further – the snow’s too deep. We wouldn’t have made it this far without the tractor.” She thought rapidly, analytically, weighing up options only to discard them. There was the hotel just behind them, facing the distillery, but even if they were willing to take on unexpected guests the food would only last so long. They were parked beside a small anchorage; she’d caught glimpses of boat masts through the driving blizzard. 

			“Wait here.” She pulled up the zip on her jacket, flipped the hood over her head and left in a hurry. Small snowflakes whirled in the air above her recently vacated seat and fell, melting on the heated leather. Finlay watched her until she was enveloped by the snow and erased from sight.

			“Are we nearly there, Dad?” A plaintive voice came from behind him, Skye’s brown eyes pleading with him to hurry up and finish this interminable journey. Lewis sat beside her, rubbing his eyes in wakefulness, wondering at the snow falling outside the car windows.

			“Can we make a snowman?” Lewis was fully awake now, making the transition from deep sleep within seconds, his face excited at the new possibilities for play this quantity of snow offered. In the very back, Sorrel looked reproachfully out of dog eyes, offended to have been left there unattended like the rest of the baggage they’d crammed in beside her.

			“Won’t be long now. Mum’s just looking at something.” He tried to inject an air of jollity into his voice, forcing a confident smile for the benefit of the children. Where was Jess anyway? Finlay pressed his nose against the cold glass of the car window, wiping away the condensation that formed with his breath, squinting to overcome the glare that came off the snow, even on a day such as this. It was hopeless – beyond a few metres all he could discern was a curtain of snow, still falling without let-up, as heavily as before.

			Probably out slitting someone’s throat. The thought came to him so strongly it took a real effort of will not blurt the words out as they entered his mind. Finlay steadied himself, breathing slowly and forcing himself to calm down. Jess’s revelation that she’d murdered two men on the way to meet him had been issued so carelessly, so matter-of-factly that the shock of hearing it had been all the more severe. This woman, the mother of his children, someone that he loved more than life itself – she was no longer the woman he thought he knew. An internal dialogue commenced, one that he followed more as a morbid onlooker rather than the subject of the discourse.

			You always knew there was something. Those hard-faced ‘friends’ that made sporadic and unannounced visits.

			I thought they were just army. Men she’d met in the forces. Men who’d seen action.

			They always deferred to her. Their relationship screamed she was the senior officer. 

			She said she was in administration, a glorified pen-pusher. She was a teacher when we met, for Christ’s sake, teaching maths to snotty kids!

			You knew there was more.

			The voices stopped as Finlay spotted Jess returning. He had known there was more. It was a convenient fiction they both pretended was real for the sake of themselves, for the sake of their children. Could he cope with the truth?

			“I’m sorry Jess – I’m not being much use.” 

			She brushed the accumulated fall off her jacket before climbing into the driver’s seat, shutting the door on a cuttingly cold wind. Her eyes met his, the new coldness he’d noticed melting slightly at his clumsy attempt at some sort of reconciliation. Her mouth curled up imperceptibly, the shadow of a smile crossing her face.

			“It’s OK, Finlay. I spent most of my life training for this.” Her gloved hand indicated the scene beyond the windscreen, “or something like this.” The smile was fully formed now. “Things aren’t going to be easy, that’s for sure, but we will get through this.”

			He nodded, eyes locked with hers. He knew she meant their family, their relationship, as much as she meant the environmental disaster happening outside. Finlay had never felt more inadequate in his life. A life spent in the pursuit of science, of understanding the cosmos. What use was any of that when they had to deal with what lay outside?

			“There’s a boat we can take – a small fishing boat with a cabin. There’s room for all of us and the gear. Trouble is that without charts we could hit rocks, unless it’s fitted with satnav and radar.” She read his expression. “It’s the only way Finlay – the road ahead is impassable. Nobody’s going to see us taking it through the blizzard, we just have to follow the coast. Keep due north.”

			Finlay swallowed, suddenly aware of how dry his throat had become. This was real. On some level of consciousness, he’d managed to remain isolated from what was happening, safely cocooned in the warmth of his car. Now they were about to embark on a sea journey in conditions that would deter a polar exploration vessel. He thought back to when he heard about the loss of the RRS Sir David Attenborough, sitting in traffic in an Edinburgh street. It felt like another lifetime, yet it was just days ago. 

			“There must be another way. We can’t take them out on the open sea in this!” 

			She turned away, unwilling to see the desperation in his eyes, and stared out into the maelstrom. If only there was another way. Jess ran through the options again, turning each one over and over in her mind in the hope that she’d missed something. They could stay here; take a room in the hotel; hope for a break in the weather. The ground floor windows were already buried in drifts – a single trench led through snow, metres deep, to a door spilling a welcoming light out into the cold. The muted background noise she’d detected resolved into the sound of a generator. If the snow kept falling, which the science told them was inevitable, it would surely only be a matter of days before the hotel was completely buried. They’d either then have to leave and take their chances in snow 10m, 20m deep or risk being buried alive. 

			The road ahead was impassable. Just ahead of the tractor, she’d seen the depth of fresh drift covering the route ahead – not even the 4x4 could make much progress through that and it would be even worse further on. They could try on foot; she’d seen the unmistakable outline of skis she’d requested in the packages Titch had provided. If only she’d taken the children skiing, then they’d have a chance of making the journey on foot. Ironically enough, it was the paucity of snow over the last few years that had prevented her from teaching them – attempting to ski on the thinly packed ice that covered the nearby ski centre slopes was next to impossible for a novice. At best, they’d make a few miles before the children ran out of energy, and they’d have to leave most of the hard-won equipment behind where the locals were sure to make use of it, or risk losing it all under miles of ice. 

			Taking the boat was, as she’d already decided, the only option that held any possibility of their making it to Black House. Still she hesitated, keenly aware that the decision involved her own children’s survival. Jess had never been conflicted in the way she was now, holding these lives in the palm of her hand. If she made the wrong call…

			Outside, the wind dropped a notch, allowing the snow to fall almost vertically for the first time that day. Jess checked the time – just past eleven. That gave them four, five hours daylight at most.

			“There is no other way, Finlay. Believe me.” 

			Finlay tilted his head in acknowledgment. “What do you want me to do?”

			“There’s a dinghy on shore which we can use to get to the boat. We need to take as much of this with us as we can manage, but first I need to check whether the fishing boat has any fuel. You keep the kids entertained. I won’t be longer than 30 minutes.” She made to leave the car, then turned back and kissed him unexpectedly. “I love you, that hasn’t changed. I want you to know that.”

			He held her close, breathing in her scent. Whatever the future held, at least they had each other. “Love you too.” The words sounded inadequate to his ears, but Jess seemed relieved that he’d spoken them, her eyes once more regaining the warmth he knew and understood.

			Even here on the beach, snow was building up and forming white burial mounds over the upturned dinghy hulls that peppered the shoreline, up beyond the high-water mark and safely away from the water lapping the shore. Jess wiped away the snow from her chosen vessel, tried to turn it over so the keel was underneath but the boat was frozen to the ground. She cursed silently, pulling a knife out of her jacket to stab at the ice holding the boat fast. It came away in shards, stinging her face until she’d protected her eyes with snow goggles. Eventually the boat broke free, revealing oars stored underneath. The ice-covered beach now proved a help rather than a hindrance as the keel slid easily towards the water. There were ice crystals forming, even here at the shoreline, not even the saltwater and constant restless tides proof against the intense cold.

			In the car, both children were clamouring for the toilet and leaving Finlay little choice but to take them one after the other out into the bitter cold. They soon lost interest in exploring this new place or playing in the snow; running back to the relative warmth of the car as soon as they’d relieved themselves. Sorrel voiced her need to go out as well, lolloping into the snow as if surprised by how far her feet sunk into the yielding surface. By the time Finlay had managed to wipe off the worst of the snow from her fur, Jess had completed her reconnoitre of the fishing boat and was rowing back to shore. The tank was at least half full, the key had been left in the ignition as she had hoped, allowing her to test the battery in case the owner had taken it off the boat for the winter. It wasn’t going to be a fast trip. They’d be lucky if the small fishing boat managed 10 knots, but it had a cabin where they could shelter away from the worst of the weather and stowage for the supplies. At best, they’d reach the northern end of the island within two hours if they took it carefully – at worst, they should still make landfall during daylight and then Black House was close to the shore. Getting them there was going to be the easy bit – persuading the Spartas to accept both her and her family when resources were already stretched would be something else entirely. At least arriving with the gear and a couple of boats would be a good starting position. She laughed quietly to herself as she pulled the dinghy up out of the water and onto the ice; the fishing boat she’d chanced upon – the name painted on the bow in bright blue lettering was strangely appropriate – NOLADY.

		


		
			CHAPTER 33
Carbon

			Fergus stared glumly out of the hotel window, observing the snow as it crept up closer towards his first-floor room. Apart from the incessant low moan of the wind as it found its way through the badly-fitting window frame, causing the tired green curtains to sway in time with each gust, the hotel was silent. After the train station roof had collapsed there had been some noise – sirens, people shouting or screaming in pain or loss, but now they too had been buried under the growing white carpet. By some miracle, the hotel still had power, and the Victorian plumbing somehow managed to deliver hot water through protesting pipework to the ornate radiator under his window frame. The girls had been so involved in the real-time readings from the LUX detector that he eventually left them to it, finding his own room next door to theirs. The mini bar had caught his eye as soon as he had entered, stocked with a selection of miniatures that he swigged one after the other in a futile attempt to escape reality. Just two panes of glass separated him from sub-arctic temperatures. Even with his shins pressed against the radiator he still felt cold – and once the heating failed… Fergus tried not to think about what would happen. 

			He craved a joint with an intensity of longing as strong as any addict, desperate to wrap chains of sweet, scented smoke around his mind and enter into a world where this all became someone else’s problem. His eyes flicked towards the bedside telephone. Maybe the receptionist might know where he could get his hands on some cannabis? A particularly hard gust of wind drove snow against the glass, a series of staccato thumps announcing each snowflake had density, volume, weight. It was an unwelcome reminder that the delicate-looking crystals of ice meant business. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a good idea to go out in search of a dealer – besides which, he felt exhausted. It must be events catching up with him.

			It had been only days since the first flakes had tumbled out of the sky; days since he’d been forcibly taken from his flat, imprisoned, forced to work for the ice maiden in a subterranean army base. In that time the depth of snow must have already reached 5 metres and yet still it kept on falling. Figures in a simulation; numbers on a screen; colours on a map – this is what they meant. Fergus grabbed the last few miniatures from the back of the mini bar, adding a packet of salted nuts whilst he was at it. The cheap, blended whisky went down in one. He felt the lining of his throat protest and followed up with a bottle of vodka to numb everything. What were his captors planning on doing now they had his updated simulation? They knew that flying towards the tropics would only delay the inevitable. Better to die here; get it over and done with. Fergus fell to his knees – not for any religious observance but to check that he hadn’t missed any bottles lurking at the back of the fridge. 

			“Fuck!” His head dropped in despair like a hostage awaiting the sword to sever his neck, face scant centimetres off the worn carpet. He wasn’t anywhere near pissed enough and felt tired enough to just sleep here on the floor. This close to the ground he could just make out the girl’s voices, muffled through the underfloor void – they’d be sure to have a mini bar in their room. With a newfound sense of purpose, Fergus struggled back to his feet and tapped on their door before letting himself in. His momentary discomfort at finding them both sharing the bed was eased when he realised they were still dressed, propped up against pillows and drowsily sharing whatever data was displayed on their mobile phone screens.

			“Sorry. Just wondering if I could help myself to your mini bar?” His eyes lit on the small fridge nestling underneath the table which hosted kettle and untouched coffee, long-life milk and biscuits.

			“Help yourself.” Seonaid’s reply sounded as disinterested as the look she gave him as he entered. “Oh, and while you’re there – make us a coffee, will you?” 

			She turned her attention back to the small handheld screen, pointing out something of interest. Their talk was all physics, peppered with mathematical equations and exclamations about gravitational waves and constants. Fergus zoned out as he checked the kettle for water, opened packets of coffee granules and sniffed the mini milk carton contents before turning to the mini bar. It was fully stocked to the point where he could browse the contents and select individual shots instead of downing the first bottle that came to hand.

			“You were right.” Seonaid said reluctantly as she accepted the proffered cup of instant coffee. “With your comment about waves,” she added. 

			Fergus merely stared at her, his blank face slightly slack as the alcohol worked its magic.

			“He’s pissed.” Caitlin’s observation was superfluous. Seonaid had already made that deduction even before the smell of his breath confirmed the diagnosis.

			“I’ve had a few drinks out of the mini bar, yes.” Fergus stuck his chin out in an attitude that he imagined displayed manly defiance, “and I’ll chase them down with a few out of here. What else is there to do?” He gestured towards the window for emphasis, seeing his software simulation turned real. For an unaccountable reason Fergus felt personably responsible for the conditions outside, as if his program was the seed for what was occurring on the other side of the glass. He still felt removed from reality, the double glazing and warm hotel room providing sufficient isolation from the sub-zero temperatures outside to allow him to indulge the fantasy that this wasn’t really happening. That indulgence was slipping away, however, and required additional drink to reinforce his isolation. His hand closed in on the toy bottle of Glenfiddich, thumb and finger snapping the seal and releasing the cap. He paused, the bottle halfway to his mouth as Seonaid’s comment impinged on his impaired consciousness. 

			“What do you mean, waves?”

			Seonaid tapped her phone screen. “The dark matter readings are off the scale. There’s no way, given our understanding of dark matter distribution, which I have to admit is rudimentary; there’s no way it should be this high.”

			Fergus watched them both sitting in bed, staring at him whilst he felt the floor tilt slightly. With a feeling of satisfaction as if he’d just solved a problem, he upended the contents of the bottle down his throat and smiled stupidly. Finally, he was getting pissed.

			“So, for the dark matter to have bunched up,” Caitlin added, “some unknown force must be acting on it and pushing it forward. Making the equivalent of a galactic bow wave.”

			Fergus was struggling to imagine a tsunami of dark matter hitting the earth. All his ice core samples showed steady accumulation of heavy metals which they had assumed equated to dark matter exposure, reaching a steady-state level before decreasing, a thousand or so years later. His simulation built upon this geological evidence – a slow and gentle wave sufficient to decrease solar radiation by a few degrees, and working over sufficient time to allow an ice age to develop. His brain fought an unsuccessful battle against the anesthetising effects of the miniatures he’d already imbibed. 

			“How much more big?” Fergus shook his head, thankful he hadn’t just said bigly. “I mean, how much bigger?”

			Caitlin and Seonaid exchanged a conspirational look, seeking agreement before releasing an academic discovery. “A factor of ten thousand.”

			“Ten thousand?” Fergus blurted incredulously. He started trying to work out what effect that new data would have on his software model and failed. “Shit! I need my laptop and those bastards took it.”  

			“Your simulation runs online,” Seonaid stated quietly. “We still have the internet here. Can’t you access it with your phone?”

			“The online simulation hasn’t been updated and only runs during slack periods. The MOD or whoever grabbed us used their own supercomputer, military grade. There’s no way I could hack my way into it. Wait a minute…” Fergus dug around in his pockets before flourishing his phone with the all the aplomb of a magician. “The dark matter constant is the key change, all the other things we worked on at that place make little difference compared to this. If I can only log onto the university from here…” Frantic thumbs accompanied his speech, swearing as his finer motor coordination began to suffer the ill-effects of alcoholic poisoning. “That’s me in. Now, if I change ἠ by a factor of – what did you say the dark matter readings were?”

			“Ten thousand.” Caitlin replied, interested despite herself to see what Fergus’s simulation came up with.

			“There. Now if I ask it to run. Hey, we’re in luck! Can’t be that many people doing academic research now the world’s ending. Now all we have to do is wait ten minutes for the simulation to run and download the results.” His satisfaction at having accomplished a run of the modified program from the limited resources available to him died as he looked up at the two women. “What’s wrong?”

			“If the planet was turning into a frozen wasteland, given the figures we used, in what universe is ten thousand times worse anything to be happy about?” Seonaid felt like hitting him again, if only to wipe the slack grin off his drunk face.

			“It may not be as bad as that.” Caitlin spoke thoughtfully, fingers pinching the bridge of her nose to clear the headache that had begun troubling her. “We’ve worked on the assumption that dark matter accretes in large clouds, spread pretty thinly throughout the galactic plane. If that assumption is correct and we’re seeing a spike from the detector, and somehow the dark matter has been pushed into a huge peak, then maybe we will pass through it that much faster.”

			Caitlin took a few seconds to understand what her friend was suggesting. “I still can’t understand what would make it do that but yes – if we’re seeing levels that much higher than the glacial record, we should pass through the dark matter ten thousand times faster.” She switched her attention to Fergus, already headfirst in the mini bar. “Fergus!”

			His head shot up in response, banging his skull on the edge of the table. “Shit! What are you shouting for?” One hand rubbed at his head, the other held a miniature bottle of rum.

			“How long was the last full ice age? How many thousands of years?”

			“I don’t know, six thousand or so. It’s not that straightforward a question.” He stared crossly at her, the pain in his scalp receding as he rubbed at it. “Ice ages differ. The larger ones lasted for six hundred thousand years. Doesn’t make much difference if you’re living through one, the most recent ice age – which was a short one – the ice sheets covering Canada or South America were over 3.5km deep.”

			“Yes, but homo sapiens survived, didn’t they?” Caitlin refused to be drawn into the aura of negativity surrounding Fergus. “And if they could survive, so can we.”

			Seonaid found her eyes drawn towards the window, the continual snowfall mesmerising her into a waking dream. “What if this was going to be a six-thousand-year event, and for whatever the reason it’s just been shortened by a factor of ten thousand. That means it will only last…”

			“Six months.” Fergus shot back before the others had a chance to work it out. He looked particularly smug, beating the girls at simple arithmetic whilst two parts pissed. “Although, six bloody cold months” he added, wondering how much the sun’s heat would be affected by the increase in heavy metals contaminating the dark matter. 

			“It depends on how accurate our estimation of the dark matter cloud is, how saturated with heavy metals and how large the wave superimposition actually is,” Seonaid responded. “And we don’t have those answers.” She focussed back on her phone screen, tapping out instructions into the web search tool. “What is interesting is what cosmic event is large enough to affect even dark matter. There should be something showing on the astronomy web.”

			Caitlin ignored her friend for the moment, taking hope from the prospect of an ice age lasting such a short time. “So, say this ice age only lasts six months, surely we can survive that long?”

			Fergus turned his back on both of them, scooping the remaining miniatures into his pockets. “Doesn’t work that way.” His voice was muffled, head still in the mini bar. He straightened up, started for the door and corrected course as his legs took him off on a tangent. “The climate doesn’t respond quickly to anything. You can add a massive amount of hysteresis to any change that’s happening.” He looked thoughtfully at the bottles still in his hand. “Although ice ages do seem to finish abruptly – loss of albedo, oceans releasing carbon dioxide. It’s the start that takes forever, all those established vectors breaking down.”

			He shut the door as he left, only the waft of alcohol remaining, until that too faded. Outside, the wind picked up strength, rattling the windows in their frames and causing a draught of air cold enough for Seonaid to pull the covers up to her chin. 

			“You think there’s anyone else here except for us?” Caitlin asked, breaking the suddenly oppressive silence.

			Seonaid tilted her head, straining to hear any ambient noise above the wind howling outside. “I don’t know. I only saw the receptionist when we came in.” She raised her phone to read the time. “Thought it was later. I’m going to sleep for a bit.” 

			Caitlin watched as her friend turned onto her side, pulling the covers up higher. She frowned, trying to remember a transient thought that had slipped by as Fergus had spoken. It was important, she knew that, but her mind was refusing to cooperate – descending into a fug where all she sought was sleep. Something Fergus had said about ice ages finishing abruptly. Albedo. Ocean. Carbon dioxide. Her eyes jerked open in a panic. That was it – carbon dioxide, no, not dioxide. Carbon monoxide! She shook Seonaid awake, pulling down the covers.

			“Wake up, Seonaid. Don’t sleep. Carbon monoxide!”

			Caitlin forced her legs out of the bed, wondering when they’d turned to lead, and dragged herself to the window, struggling with the catch until she was able to open it as far as the safety lock allowed. The air entering the room was so cold it caught in the back of her throat like daggers, turning saliva to ice. Breathing deeply, despite the pain it caused in her lungs, Caitlin felt the fog lifting in her brain. On the bed, Seonaid was stirring, complaining about the cold as she attempted to pull the covers back over her head.

			“What are you doing – have you gone mad? It’s freezing in here.” Seonaid was fully awake now, glaring across the room at Caitlin who was now shivering uncontrollably by the open window.

			“I’m saving our lives! The hotel must be full of carbon monoxide, that’s why we can’t hear anyone else. They’re all dead – or unconscious.”

			“The hotel boiler – the vent must be blocked with snow.” Seonaid’s head was already beginning to clear.

			“That’s probably it. I thought something was wrong, just couldn’t work out what.”

			“Oh God. Fergus!” Seonaid jumped out of the bed, reeling slightly as she stood. “We’d better see if he’s OK.”

			In the next room Fergus lay sprawled across his bed, surrounded by miniature spirit bottles. A gentle snoring reassured them both he hadn’t died yet. Seonaid threw the window as wide open as she could before they both physically dragged him out of bed to prop him up in the full blast of cold air forcing its way into the room.

			“He’s going to have one hell of a headache.” Seonaid stated the obvious.

			Caitlin said nothing in response. They were trapped in a poisonous hotel; the snow level was rapidly approaching their first-floor windows and it was too cold to survive for long outside without shelter or appropriate clothing.

			“We need to send a message to the prof, before we lose the internet. Let him know about the dark matter build up, about the shortened timescale for the ice age.” Caitlin locked eyes with Seonaid, saw her understand what hadn’t been said.

			“There’s an email account we use for departmental social events. He’d receive a notification if he’s in range or manages to log on to his mail.” Seonaid thought carefully, working out the message even as she opened the mail app on her phone. “Christmas party postponed,” she voiced the message as her thumbs typed. “Due to unforeseen circumstances the astrophysics Xmas party will no longer be taking place this year at the usual dark skies site. We hope to reschedule in six months following the massive and unexpectedly huge success of the Dark Matter project. Stay safe during this terrible weather. Seonaid and Caitlin.” She pressed send and was rewarded with an electronic swish as the message was sent.  

			“Think he’ll see it?” Caitlin asked.

			Seonaid glanced at the snow pummelling the glass as the wind shifted direction. “If he’s still alive.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 34
Clydeside

			Titch dug his way out of the ice, cursing at the limited space he had to swing his ice axe. He’d constructed the shelter as soon as the light began to fade, estimating they were somewhere above Dumbarton. Sam had slowed him down considerably, struggling to walk in the snowshoes, but he knew he couldn’t press on without leaving her to die. The thought had crossed his mind on several occasions as they detoured around signs of human activity, skirting built-up areas revealed as random architectural elements high enough to show above the snow. He didn’t owe the girl anything – even saving her from the pack of feral youths may not have been for the best in the long run. Now she lay inert in his sleeping bag, on the shallow ledge he’d hacked to keep them both above any melt and away from the coldest air. 

			His muscles protested with every cramped movement he made. It had been years since he’d last slept on ice without the benefit of an arctic grade sleeping bag, and he realised those years were beginning to make themselves felt. The axe finally enlarged the breathing hole sufficiently for Titch to poke his head out. If he hadn’t known better, he would have sworn they were deep within the arctic circle. The air was colder than he’d experienced even there – his airways stabbing with pain as he drew in a breath; eyes threatening to freeze as the tears that sprung unbidden turned to ice. Snow still fell heavily, catching random gusts of wind and forming its own white flock murmuration. If it wasn’t for the shelter he’d dug; for the warmth of two bodies inside – he knew they would have frozen to death overnight. He delayed waking Sam. She’d need all the energy she had to face the day in front of them, never mind the trauma she’d just lived through. He dug around in his pack, retrieving a CB radio and switching it on to receive. The snow hole filled with the noise of static, causing Titch to swear under his breath and dial down the volume. He tried each frequency, hearing the same hiss of static on every channel. 

			The CB radio went back in his pack. Radio silence either meant Preppers were taking survival seriously, or they weren’t surviving. Judging by the outside temperature, Titch was inclined to believe the latter might be true. He withdrew a stove out of his pack together with a pan and a packet of dried soup, gathering a few handfuls of the recently scraped ice to melt for water. The least he could do was to give the girl something warm to start the day – they’d both need all the help they could get, even if it meant using up his miserly stock of emergency rations. At this point he had fully expected to live off the land, or by raiding shops or houses along the way – the girl’s presence altered that equation. Once the stove was lit and enough of the ice had turned to water, Titch upended the unappetising dried contents and started stirring with his knife. The Clyde estuary could only be a couple of miles away from where they’d set up camp, and somewhere along the shoreline would be a harbour or marina. He’d deal with any problems as they materialised – one way or another.

			How bad was it going to get? The question had been bothering him ever since he’d met Jess’s guy, the professor. Initially, he’d been inclined to suspect Jess’s call was an over-reaction. Then he’d seen the apparatus of state moving, heard communications that were meant to be secure. It didn’t take a climatologist to confirm something had changed in the world’s weather; one look at what lay outside was evidence enough. Was it survivable? The soup bubbled, announcing it was hot enough to have dissolved whatever was in the packet. Titch picked up the discarded foil wrapper as he sniffed the pot – cream of chicken, it stated on the packet; monosodium glutamate, his nose informed him, together with undetermined chemical signatures that quite truthfully he’d rather not know about. These military rations were packed with performance enhancers, pharmaceutical boosters to keep the body going. Trouble was, they came at a price and sometime in the future they’d demand payment.

			He shook the girl awake, holding a steaming mug of soup in front of her until an arm extracted itself from the sleeping bag.

			“Thanks.” Her voice was barely loud enough to be heard even this close.

			That at least was one thing to be grateful for. She remained self-contained, in control as far as he could tell. Sam sipped the soup cautiously at first, then with more enthusiasm as the heat worked its way down her body. Titch appraised her afresh. He’d been wondering what had made him take her with him, an unnecessary burden which detracted considerably from his probability of survival. He knew it was because she’d remained calm when he’d cut her free, hadn’t reacted to his dealing violently with her captors. Sometimes people go into shock, the body’s defence mechanism to stress or danger. He’d seen soldiers frozen into inaction on the battlefield – sitting ducks for the enemy to take down; civilians surrounded by death or squatting in burning buildings even as the flames took hold of their clothing. Not the girl. She’d watched him, alert and silent. Her voice had been unnaturally level when she’d first spoken to him, not seeking an instant retribution for the death of her family but content instead to leave her captors to die slowly in the advancing ice. He had to admit, he liked her.

			“We’d better pack up and go. The Clyde is only a few miles further south. If we head west once we hit the shoreline we should find a boat of some kind. Then we can head out to where my friends are.”

			She nodded acceptance, finishing the last of her soup by dipping her fingers into the tin mug and scooping out the salty, undissolved remnants.

			“I’m guessing you don’t know how to sail?” Titch asked.

			He received a headshake by way of an answer.

			“Aye. Well, we’d better try and find something with an engine then.” 

			She smiled. It was a fleeting, transient thing but Titch was still pleased to see it. As long as the girl showed spirit, they stood a chance. 

			Sam had to stand leaning into the wind when she crawled outside. Whichever direction she turned, all that could be seen was snow driving almost horizontally.

			“Whiteout!” Titch had to shout to be heard against the strength of the wind. “Catch this and tie it around your waist.”

			She grabbed at the end of a rope Titch threw her way, wrapping it several times around her middle and awkwardly tying it in a knot – her gloves proving a hindrance. 

			“We’re going this way.” Titch’s arm pointed south, checking the compass before replacing it into a carefully sealed pocket.

			Roped together, they made slow and steady progress across the snow. Sam’s snowshoes stayed more on the surface this trip; the overnight snow already hardened as tough as concrete. At least it made walking easier, even if the air was cold enough to burn her lungs with every breath. She took the opportunity to study the bear of a man in front of her, following between the tracks his skis left behind in the snow before they were erased by new fall. Sam didn’t trust him, not yet. He hadn’t been anything but kind, in a gruff sort of way, but she could sense the danger that lay close to the surface in him. 

			There hadn’t been time to process her grief, to face the reality that her family had died. She followed Titch without wanting to think, her mind as blank as the featureless landscape they traversed.

			*

			She’d woken to the excitement of seeing more snow than she’d ever known in her life. Gardens had been obliterated, roads impassable. Her father had tried ringing his work to let them know he was snowed in, only for the mobile network to repeatedly refuse to handle his call. 4G had vanished, along with the landline – most probably brought down by the snow her father had said, pointing out the thick ice covering the sagging line attached to the almost buried telegraph pole. When the mains electricity failed, the house very quickly started to lose warmth, so much so that her parents decided to fetch the outdoor patio heater from the garage and fire it up in the living room. It was surprisingly efficient, blasting out heat at such a rate that they soon needed to turn it down. Sam didn’t know when they started falling asleep, maybe only an hour or so after lighting it? She was woken by the sound of breaking glass, remembered being confused by the snow pouring in through the window. Above her head, the ceiling dropped burning embers onto the floor, releasing acrid smoke as the carpet smouldered. She coughed, wiping at her eyes to remove stinging tears, seeing her parents lying strangely crumpled on the floor. Then the voices, someone reaching in through the broken glass to release the catch and open the window wide. The young men calling on her to climb out, escape the fire.

			Sam couldn’t remember how she managed to escape, lungs full of foul smoke and eyes too bleary to see any detail. She’d called on them to go back and save her parents, but they’d only dragged her away – out onto the snow and held onto her every time she tried to go back. In the end, they’d attached a rope to her ankle, lashed it to a streetlight pole and stood around her as the roof caved in on her parents. She’d watched as embers leapt up into the sky to battle the ice, a column of smoke forming the funeral pyre. Sam couldn’t understand why they hadn’t tried to help her parents, then felt sick to her stomach as the reason for her rescue became all too clear.

			If Titch hadn’t shown up... 

			*

			“There’s the Clyde.” 

			Sam almost bumped into him as he stopped, hand shielding his face from the wind and snow. 

			“Watch out for any sudden drops, the snow can form bridges between buildings. Don’t want to have to spend time digging you out.”

			He moved off, leaving her to wonder if he would bother to rescue her again. Sam checked the rope was securely in place, just in case, and had to pick up the pace as Titch took advantage of a downward slope to ski effortlessly towards their destination. By the time they’d reached the shoreline, her legs were killing her. Whilst he’d been skiing, she’d been almost running as best as she could wearing the cumbersome snowshoes. Sam grabbed the opportunity to catch her breath, trying to breath in through the material covering her nose as Titch had instructed to minimise heat loss. All she could see was a thin line of water moving sluggishly, carrying what looked suspiciously like bodies out to sea. She told herself she was seeing lumps of ice.

			“It should be wider than this,” Sam shouted.

			Titch bent down to her level. “It’s iced up. The current is strongest in the middle, that’s why there’s still open water. In another few days the whole river will be iced over.” His eyes traversed up and down the river, cursing the limited visibility offered by the whiteout. “We have to follow the river out towards the sea. The salt water will help keep the shoreline free of ice and with luck we’ll find something seaworthy enough to take us out.” 

			Sam struggled to make sense of the geography. She’d been this way so many times before but with the land cloaked under metres of snow she found it impossible to recognise where she was.

			“There’s a small harbour. We used to drive past it on the way to visit my nan in her care home. Before she ...” The words died in her throat as Sam realised how many bodies must lie underneath the deceptively innocent snow, how many families had awoken to the realisation that their homes had become mausoleums – those that woke at all.

			“Whereabouts?” Titch questioned. He saw her visibly withdraw into herself, beginning to lose hope. “What’s the place called – is it upstream or downstream?” 

			With an effort, Sam lifted her eyes from a morbid contemplation of the ground underneath her feet, focussing instead on his face. Ice had formed on his goggles, exposed hair coated with hoarfrost. He reminded her of photographs she’d seen of polar explorers, snot hanging as icicles from his nose. Snotsicle – that was what it was called. The word brought a smile to her eyes – she’d be needing a whole new lexicon for this changed world.

			“Bowling. The harbour’s at Bowling.” She looked around, feeling helpless. No landmarks were visible, even with the reduced snowfall. “It’s close to the Erskine Bridge,” she added, pleased to have offered something of use.

			Titch worked on an internal dead reckoning, estimating how far west they were of the bridge. Probably a few kilometres. It was the opposite direction to the way he wanted to travel and would take them into a more urban environment, but a harbour should have something they could use. He made the decision.

			“Feeling fit?”

			She nodded, lowering her head out of the worst of the wind and followed his departing back – one step after another. Sam wondered what time it was; her mobile had been left behind when she’d escaped the fire at home. She turned the word home over in her mind, painfully aware that whatever constituted a home – whether it was bricks and mortar, family, possessions or a combination of all three – whatever it was, she no longer had it. Sam forced the all too recent memory out of her mind. 

			The snow had eased, still falling in heavy flakes but in less quantity and allowing them to see more than a few metres. Titch moved more cautiously. There were signs of life all around them, smoke hung in the air from makeshift fires. He felt terribly exposed, moving across the snow with his young foundling following him like a lost lamb. The realisation that he’d risk his own life to protect her hit him like he’d been blindsided. How had that even happened in the few hours since he’d inadvertently taken her under his wing?

			They moved on, the only two figures moving through the swirling snow. As they crested a hill – perhaps all that remained of a particularly high building – Sam saw the instantly recognisable slender pillars of the Erskine Bridge stretching into the grey sky. Beneath them was the unmistakable outline of boats, the covering of snow insufficient to hide masts stretching heavenwards. 

			“Think we’ve found your harbour,” Titch announced.

		


		
			CHAPTER 35
Home again

			Jess’s spirits improved with the weather. One minute she was cautiously piloting the small fishing boat NOLADY through thick snowfall and the next moment the boat was in sunshine. Finlay and the kids left the safety of the cabin to marvel at the first sign of sun for days. Above them, blue sky shone through gaps in grey clouds – a promise of better weather for the next few hours at least. Jess breathed a sigh of relief; making the last leg of the journey with good visibility was nothing less than a miracle as far as she was concerned.

			“Watch the kids!”

			Finlay grabbed the straps of two lifejackets as two small figures leant dangerously over the side of the boat in their enthusiasm to look for fish, bracing his feet in case the small craft pitched sideways in the swell. 

			“Come back inside you two, we don’t want to lose you over the side.”

			Two highly excitable children staggered back to the cabin, enjoying the novelty of random movement underfoot. Finlay waited until they were in the relative safety of the small wheelhouse before starting to follow them inside, glancing up at the sky with a slight hope that the weather was taking a turn for the better. A bright light caught his attention; too bright to be a plane or helicopter. He stared at it through narrowed eyes, the light almost as bright as the sun and fixed in one position. Finlay struggled to comprehend exactly what he was looking at. Holding onto a conveniently placed grab handle, he watched as the boat rocked under his feet, suddenly forgetting the cold that threatened to freeze the lining of his lungs. 

			“It’s a supernova.” He spoke the words quietly to himself. Disbelieving. Unable to account for any other physical event that could create a light bright enough to see in daylight. 

			“It’s a supernova!” Finlay shouted above the steady throb of the diesel engine, the excitement in his voice contagious and causing the children to start jumping around, repeating the new word with delight. Sorrel barked her approval, pleased to be part of the mayhem in this strange new environment.

			Jess ignored them. All of her attention was fixed on keeping the small craft safe, watching for any rocks that lay in wait to sink them. Without charts, the depth sonar provided the only confidence that she was in navigable waters. She just had to follow the ragged Jura coastline until reaching the isolated farmhouse she had selected all those years ago. Finlay’s enthusiasm for some astronomical incident when they faced imminent death from drowning or freezing was incomprehensible. He stood frozen in the wheelhouse doorway, his face a picture of rapture as he fixedly stared at the patch of blue sky revealed by the parting clouds. Even as Jess wondered at his ability to disregard their present predicament, Finlay worked on the possible ramifications such a cosmic explosion might have on their survival.

			The boat rounded an outcrop to reveal the bay beyond. There was no sign of the stone farmhouse she had expected to see, nestling a few hundred metres up from the shore, causing Jess to doubt her recall until she realised the snow lay metres deep onshore. Any building would be buried almost to the roof, its outline hidden under soft white contours. She steered the fishing boat closer to the shore, catching a first glimpse of the exploded star as the boat swung into a new course. Was it an omen? Jess dropped the sea anchor, feeling for the pull as the boat held to the seabed. In front of them lay a short but dangerous crossing to the shore, and beyond that lay the farmhouse and whatever was left of the Spartas. She had given her family the best shot at survival – the rest would be up to them.

			They managed the transfer from fishing boat to rowing boat. The children were lowered down into Jess’s open arms until safely stowed onto seats, followed by Sorrel, unceremoniously dangled from a rope. Finlay inched his way over the side until his feet felt the rowing boat, the entire craft rocking dangerously under his weight until he sat beside Jess. They rowed the short distance in silence, each preoccupied with their own thoughts. The scrape of stones under the keel announced they had reached land, Finlay jumping into water, knee-deep, to pull the boat ashore. 

			Jess stood on the foreshore, an indeterminate margin of ice and saltwater that resolved into snow as the ground shelved up away from the sea. She could hear nothing apart from the excited prattling coming from Lewis and Skye, and Finlay grunting with exertion as he pulled the rowing boat further up the shore. There should have been sea birds wheeling overhead, but no seagull’s cry or distant honking from barnacle geese sounded on the thin wind that cut at exposed skin.  Even the waves sounded muffled, strangely muted as they impacted onto the ice and snow.

			“Where’s the farmhouse?” Finlay couldn’t hide the anxiety in his voice, his eyes scanning the featureless landscape for any geometric outline that could be a building. All he could see were the organic shapes of snow moulding itself onto the contours of the land, a thick eiderdown of concealment. Finlay looked down to check his legs, they had lost all sensation following his immersion in the sea, to the point that he had trouble feeling the ground underneath his feet. Sorrel shook her fur, spraying salt-laden drops into a cloud and provoking laughter from the children as they backed away from the dog-induced snowstorm.

			“It should be over there,” Jess pointed towards a snowy mound that looked exactly the same as all the other random shapes draped in white. She felt a wave of doubt wash over her. The bay appeared completely different to the last time she had been here – was it fifteen years? Her memory had supplied the general location; the picture in her mind’s eye returning a grey stone building nestling in amongst green fields with bracken-covered hills rising up towards the mountains. This was the bay. She could swear to it even though it had been transformed by the depth of snow into an amorphous snowscape. 

			“Stay here with the boat. I’ll scout ahead – see if I can find the building.” Jess forestalled Finlay’s protestation before he had time to articulate them. “No sense in us all blundering around. Anyway, we don’t want to lose you guys in a snowdrift!”

			Lewis looked suitably shocked at the prospect of being lost, and automatically moved a step closer to Finlay.

			“OK. Watch yourself, you don’t know how deep some of that snow is.” Finlay immediately regretted his words. Out of all of them it was Jess who knew how to deal with arctic conditions such as these. She smiled, content that he still felt protective of her despite recent revelations.

			“I’ll be careful,” she said, before noticing the steam coming off his legs. “We need to get you out of those trousers before you develop hypothermia.”

			“Can we find a building first?”

			She wasn’t entirely sure whether he was being serious. “I’ll do my best.” Jess checked the sky, paying attention to the second sun for the first time. It was too bright to stare at directly, leaving an afterimage dancing on her retina, but she’d seen enough. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a drone or aircraft and hence didn’t concern her. The farm, though – they would need to find shelter or construct something before the day was out. Jess unhitched the snowshoes from her pack and fitted them under the curious gaze of her children. 

			“Stay here, near the boat. I’ll try and find somewhere to shelter and get warm.”

			Jess made towards the nearest snow-covered mound, some 100m inland, all the time scanning the ground for prints. The Spartas should have made it here by now. Had they decided on another destination, or had the weather closed in before they’d had a chance to get away? 

			The nearby mound was closer now, but still bore no resemblance to the large stone building she remembered. The wind changed direction as she approached, veering from the west as it followed the curve of the hill. She stopped suddenly, nose twitching like a rabbit as she caught the tell-tale scent of woodsmoke in the air. A shower of ice crystals stung her face, carried by the errant wind as a cornice broke in front of her, revealing the stonework underneath. Jess hesitated, unwilling to call her family now that she’d found Black House. The farm was occupied, much as she had expected – but by whom? The question was answered as an ice axe blade appeared, efficiently cutting a rectangular shape in the snow to reveal an open doorway and the man standing behind it.

			“Hello, Jess. Is that a fishing boat you’ve come in?” 

			“Been a while, Rob.” Jess gestured back towards the beach, her family standing around the rowing boat. “I’ve brought supplies as well. There’s more on the fishing boat – arctic gear Titch supplied.”

			Rob Delmar smiled. “Bring them in. We won’t eat them.”

			“Did everyone make it?” Jess attempted to see around him, his body blocking the doorway and leaving whatever lay behind in darkness.

			He shook his head, an almost imperceptible movement before his face dropped towards a contemplation of the ground. “We lost Susanne. Her baby…” 

			He frowned as he relived the all too recent memory. “Susanne’s RIB hit a big wave as we entered the Corryvreckan, big enough for her to lose her grip on the child. It was only a few months old – didn’t stand a chance. She dived in after him.” Robb lifted his head to look at her directly, the anguish written in his face. “She was too fast. We couldn’t stop her.”

			“I’m sorry.” Jess didn’t know what else to say. The loss of anyone in such a close-knit community was hard to bear, that of a child so much more so. With an effort of will she raised the question that had been tormenting her ever since embarking on the journey. “Will you take us in?”

			Rob’s expression remained neutral. “You know how it works, Jess. We all have an equal say.” He gestured towards her small family huddled next to the shore. “Bring them in, we’ve food and a fire.”

			She nodded curtly and turned her back on him as she headed back to the shoreline. Rob watched her through narrowed eyes as she walked away. She had presented her back to him, had arrived unarmed. She was sending him a message, telling him that she was desperate. Robb felt anything but reassured by her display. In his experience, a desperate woman will stop at nothing to protect her children.

			The inside of Black House lived up to its name. Lit only by the flames dancing on an open fire, it took a few seconds for the eye to reconcile the leaping shadows and form them into people, chairs, table. Here, the smell of woodsmoke permeated the air, a thick fug of warmth and humanity making the room feel more like a cave than the old farmhouse kitchen. The children stood close to Jess, Sorrel standing next to them waiting for instructions. Over at the entrance, Finlay pushed the door closed behind him, leaving the room to the firelight.

			“There’s food, if you’re hungry?” One of the women offered a bowl to Lewis who stood, uncertain, until Finlay thanked her and led his son to the substantial wooden table that dominated the room. “Plenty more,” she added, looking at Jess and her daughter.

			They tucked in with a vengeance, only realising how hungry they were once the venison stew lay steaming in front of them. Around them the commune stirred back into life, more people and curious children wandering through to stare quite openly at them as they ate.

			Jess caught sight of Rob openly appraising her from beside the fireplace. She smiled inwardly – his back against the wall, the random firelight shining in her eyes. Always the watchful one.

			“The gear in the boats. We should move it during this break in the weather.” He spoke quietly, but she saw the response from all those around him as they readied themselves to leave the house. Still the alpha male then. The Spartas refused to have a hierarchical structure, preferring instead to strive for a democracy where all are equal. Like any such society, strata formed naturally, layer over layer. Despite their best efforts, a hierarchy remained.

			“I’ll come,” Jess said. “I know where everything is.” She stood, leaving half of her bowl untouched.

			“I’ll come with you,” Finlay began levering himself out of his seat until Jess laid a hand on his shoulder.

			“You look after the kids. I need to talk with them.”

			He sat back down, feeling the eyes of the entire commune on him. Was he being judged? The door opened, letting in daylight and a blast of cold air as Jess and four or five others left the house. When the door closed behind them, Finlay imagined the silence following their departure as a threat. He felt strangely comforted by Sorrel’s weight as the dog leant heavily next to his leg, brown eyes looking up hopefully for any titbits despite never being fed at the table.

			“Guess this once isn’t going to hurt.” Sorrel swallowed the meat she was offered in one gulp, licking her muzzle in a gesture that could only mean she was expressing culinary approval in a canine manner.

			Out on the boat, Jess passed white military packages down over the side until the rowing boat was full. Several more figures appeared from the house, forming a relay and efficiently transferring the packages inside like a line of army ants. The comparison sat uneasily on her mind – she needed to know if they were going to be a part of this family or not. She lifted the last few items out of stowage and waited for the rowing boat to return. Rob came alone, pulling alongside and tying onto a fender.

			“That’s the lot.” Jess climbed over the side, a rifle on her back. Rob untied the rowing boat, taking the oars for the short journey back to shore. “I know I’m not welcome back, Rob. We were told what leaving meant – I just need to know if that’s still the case.”

			He regarded her calmly, his expression as neutral as the day she’d told him she was leaving them for good. “Everything’s changed Jess. That was a different world.” 

			Robb looked up at the sky, patches of blue being erased by fast-moving grey clouds; the second sun concealed once more. A few snowflakes fell, carried on a freshening breeze as if to confirm his statement. “Enough people have died already. I don’t want any more unnecessary deaths.”

			Jess picked up on the word ‘unnecessary’. “What about the children? Will they still have to go through what we went through?” She kept her voice low so she couldn’t be heard by the waiting party on shore.

			Rob considered for a brief second, searching the sky for an answer before returning to her questioning eyes. “The world will test us all from now on, Jess, not just the children. You’ve brought something more precious than the weapons or the cold weather gear.” He hesitated as the keel met the ice, strong hands pulling the boat up onto the shore. Robb climbed out onto the snow, offering his hand to her as she stepped over the side. “You’ve brought the future.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 36
Hotel California

			Fergus regained consciousness, struggling out of a drunken sleep with a pounding headache that was only made worse by the freezing air caressing his face with icy fingers. He struggled to understand why his room was so cold, reaching up to feel the open window above his head. 

			“Decided to wake up at last?” 

			Fergus followed the sound of the voice, alighting on the two girls wrapped up under a pile of blankets in his bed and regarding him with amused eyes.

			“What am I doing on the floor? Why’s the bloody window open?” Fergus made to stand then thought better of it as his brain hammered him into submission, stretching hands up to cradle the pain that started in his temple before spreading like wildfire through to the back of his skull.

			“Carbon monoxide,” Seonaid explained. “If we hadn’t dragged your arse over to the window, you’d be dead by now.”

			He attempted to process the statement through the pain. This was many times worse than a hangover – she could be telling it straight. Fergus came to sufficiently to realise how cold he was and stretched to grab a blanket off his bed. 

			“’Long as you’re both alright.” He’d wanted the words to come out strong and sarcastic, instead he sounded weak and whining. Angry with himself, angry with them, Fergus made a Herculean effort to stand. He was glad they had propped his back against the wall – it helped support him as he levered himself upright, holding onto the open window frame for additional support. Outside, the snow had at last stopped falling, stopping just short of the first-floor window. The vista that stretched out in front of him comprised an unbroken blanket of white – giant flying buttresses curved into buildings; a deep ocean swell of ice frozen into place on the open ground. The unaccustomed brightness hurt his eyes, causing him to squint through almost closed slits against the intensity of light reflecting from every covered surface. In the sky, patches of cerulean blue could be glimpsed between pewter grey clouds whilst a rare shaft of sunlight shone golden onto distant skyscraper peaks. Despite the bitter cold that reached him through the window, freezing his uncovered skin to the point of pain – Fergus marvelled at the beauty.

			“Don’t say that’s the sun!” Seonaid’s voice sounded as the two women approached, draped in bedclothes, to stand beside him, gazing in disbelief at the view outside. The clouds drew apart as they watched; pulled on invisible strings, they stretched until the thin fabric of their being dissipated into grey shreds of gossamer. Like a theatrical performance, the stage was set and as if on cue, a second sun came into being, met with a stunned silence from within the hotel room.

			“What’s that?” Caitlin’s question broke the unnatural quietness. “It can’t be a plane, or satellite. It’s not moving!”

			Seonaid was busy running through possibilities, each candidate thought discarded almost immediately before the answer came to mind. “Supernova. It’s a failed star gone supernova!”

			“What’s its position?” Caitlin ran to fetch her phone, scrolling through the apps to select an astronomical sky map. She waved her phone in the air, pointing towards the general direction of the second sun before announcing her findings. “Betelgeuse! That’s the position for Betelgeuse.”

			“It was always a candidate for going supernova,” Seonaid spoke in a rush. “The recent fluctuations in luminosity were expected to be an indication the star was unstable, until dust clouds were thought to be causing it.”

			“You don’t think there’s any relation between the supernova and dark matter?” Caitlin queried, her mind working fast at the coincidence of the dark matter build up and supernova occurring simultaneously. “Is there any way the supernova caused the dark matter to accumulate so quickly?”

			“I don’t see how,” Seonaid said doubtfully. “It’s 650 light years away. It has literally just become visible and if it hasn’t been hiding behind cloud cover then the dark matter accumulation occurred before the star blew. That would imply the supernova caused some effect that was faster than light – and that’s impossible.”

			“Maybe not.” Fergus joined the conversation, earning a look from the other two scientists that declared he was guilty of pronouncing a heresy. “Hear me out.” He held his hands in front of him like a priest about to absolve them of their sins. 

			“What if the dark matter was affected by something from Betelgeuse going supernova, perhaps pushed into a giant cosmic wave by the pressure of radiation from the explosion? I mean, Betelgeuse is big isn’t it, much larger than the sun?”

			Seonaid frowned, irritated. Not only was he now treading on their scientific turf, but he was in danger of mansplaining. “Betelgeuse is a red supergiant. It’s around one thousand times larger than our sun but there’s nothing that can travel faster than light – even you should know that!”

			“What if dark energy was produced? Nobody knows what would come out of an explosion like that.”

			“Speed of light is the universal speed limit,” Caitlin interrupted his flow. “Even if there was some energy wave that was capable of having an effect on dark matter, it would still be constrained by the speed of light. Ergo – it can’t have had any effect on the climate change event we’re going through now.”

			Fergus made another attempt, the concept of waves and interference patterns so common in meteorology being quickly applied to astrophysics. “Imagine two energy waves from the explosion, dark energy or x-rays or whatever, parallel and travelling at the speed of light.” He held his arms straight out in front of him like a sleepwalker to illustrate the point he was making. “What if those waves were affected by the exploding star and crossed over each other,” he crossed his arms, one over the other. “The movement where the waves cross, the interference pattern caused by them crossing – it can travel faster than the speed of the source. What if the interference pattern from the explosion arrived before the light? Wouldn’t that explain how the dark matter detection has gone off the scale – how this weather is even worse than my model?”

			He watched the interplay of emotions flit across his small audience’s faces; from disdain to calculating, confusion to denial. 

			“There’s only one way to find out, and we’re not in possession of a high-grade astrophysics lab right now.” Seonaid spoke decisively. “We could check if the detector readings are dropping off though.” She said this thoughtfully, bringing her mobile into life as she punched in her password.

			“And I can update the software model to account for a dark matter surge and drop off. How many years do you think we can shave off being enveloped in this dark matter cloud?” Fergus forgot about the cold, forgot the deathly weather outside in his excitement.

			“Not now you can’t.” Caitlin’s quiet voice stopped them both in their tracks. “There’s no internet anymore.”

			Silence greeted Caitlin’s statement, denial that one of the foundations holding civilisation together had just been summarily removed. 

			“Maybe it’s just here, in this building?” Seonaid spoke hopefully. “Maybe if we try outside there might still be a signal?”

			Fergus shrugged. He was still experiencing a pounding headache and the prospect of leaving the relative protection of his room was an anathema. “How are we even going to get out? The snow’s up to the windows here. There’s no way you can just walk out of the door!”

			Caitlin spoke, a smile in her voice. “There’s always Queen Victoria’s tunnel…”

			The hotel had turned into an icebox now that the heating had failed. That at least offered some comfort to the three students as they negotiated the dark stairway, fairly confident they were no longer inhaling carbon monoxide with every breath. Reception was empty, dimly lit by a blue-white luminescence that shone faintly through the snow-covered windows. The main door had been left wide open, blocked by the snow spilling inside to form an almost perfect pyramid on the carpet. Fergus looked more closely as they passed by the open door – that looked remarkably like someone’s legs and shoes embedded in the ice. He decided not to pass comment, instead hurrying to catch up with the girls as they took another staircase down into the basement. Seonaid used her phone to light the way, ice crystals sending minute flashes of cold blue light back from the walls where condensation had succumbed to the low temperature.

			“The station should be on this side,” Caitlin pulled open a door marked with an electrical warning sign, to reveal a service tunnel which absorbed any stray light from the phone, appearing as dark as a tomb.

			“Is it safe?” Fergus hadn’t wanted to be on this expedition in the first place. It was only the terror of being left alone in a hotel, most probably full of corpses, that had made the decision for him, swapping one nightmare for another.

			“How much charge have you got?” Caitlin ignored Fergus entirely, waiting for Seonaid to swing the screen around and check the battery. She looked more dead than alive as the phone shone a pale blue glow onto the white of her skin.

			“Couple of hours, I think. Should be enough for us to get to the station and back.”

			“Well, this looks like a possibility.” Caitlin squinted into the darkness whilst Seonaid waved her phone impotently inside the tunnel entrance. “You go first.”

			Fergus waited for Seonaid to make a move before realising the comment had been directed at him. “Me?” 

			“You’re the man.” Caitlin said the words as if uttering some universal truth, taking a sideways step to allow Fergus access.

			“I…” 

			Fergus couldn’t think of a suitable riposte, his head was still pounding and he was freezing to death. Added to which, the air smelt decidedly stale, even to the point where he had serious concerns whether there was sufficient oxygen for them all. “Give me the light then.” 

			Seonaid handed over her phone, and with an ill grace Fergus started down the tunnel, repeatedly checking the ground for hazards and the roof for clearance. They followed his nodding head, exchanging a conspiratorial grin behind his back. He had only managed a few faltering steps when he suddenly stopped, squeaking like a toy and waving the phone around as if he was fending off a swarm of insects.

			“Rats! There are rats all over the place!”

			Seonaid and Caitlin craned their necks to cautiously look around his frozen figure, catching movement on the ground ahead. Small ruby eyes shone in the torchlight, malevolent intelligence assessing risk and concluding discretion was the optimum decision. A furry tide receded in front of them, almost leisurely in their disdain for what once had been the apex predator.

			“See, they’re more afraid of you than you are of them.” Seonaid gave him an encouraging push to start them moving again. 

			Caitlin pursed her lips in disgust at having to share this subterranean tunnel with rats. “Won’t be long before these are the only things left alive.”

			“Thanks for the pep talk, Caitlin.” Seonaid retorted.

			“it’s warmer underground, and it’s not as if they’re going to be short of food for…”

			“Alright! Let’s just concentrate on finding an internet signal, shall we, instead of discussing the end of the fucking world!” Fergus voice came sharply back at them, echoing around the tunnel walls. 

			The end of the world. The words circled around Caitlin’s head, refusing to be quietened. Maybe this was the end – not of the world, that would endure – but the end of the human race, of countless species? There were other major extinction events in the earth’s history, written in stone – a geological library dating back billions of years. She racked her memory, trying to remember if ice ages had caused previous extinction events. There was the impact crater off the coast of Mexico that wiped out the dinosaurs… that was all she knew. 

			“How many extinction events were the result of an ice age?” Caitlin blurted out the question. Anything to take her mind off the scraping sound of small claws on stone that accompanied them like a guard of honour down the tunnel.

			“What?” Fergus swung the phone light around, momentarily blinding both women as the bright LED shone in their faces. “Are you fucking mad? How about we try to survive this one first before I give a lecture on the many and varied ways life has been wiped out on this planet.”

			“Might as well give us the benefit of your wisdom, Fergus.” Seonaid dropped her hand down from covering her eyes once he’d resumed his hesitant forward progress. She’d spotted thick cables snaking along the ceiling as the torch had swung around, the steel bands holding them in position still new and shiny. That would explain why an old tunnel was still in use, a conduit to run services underground without the expense of digging up roads and pathways.

			Fergus sighed in exasperation. They were on a fool’s errand; creeping through an abandoned tunnel in the hope of reaching a railway station that they’d seen buried under the weight of snow, hoping for an internet connection when the power had failed. They’d not heard any noise for hours, not since the cries for help coming from underneath the collapsed station roof. The hotel behind them had the feel of a morgue. He shivered, not just from the cold.

			“I’m not a palaeontologist but we had a module on the course. The major events that coincide with mass extinctions are down to a variety of causes: volcanism; global cooling; global warming; impact events. Then there are the ones you probably haven’t heard of: Clathrate Gun; geomagnetic reversal; oceanic overturn which is probably happening right now; anoxic event; nearby supernova and then this one, caused by us in the Anthropocene.”

			Seonaid tried to lighten the mood, “Well, we shouldn’t have to worry about nearby supernova. Betelgeuse is far enough away not to offer much of a threat.” 

			“Unless it’s tied into the dark matter build up.” Caitlin retorted.

			“Watch your feet, there’s been a fall here.” Fergus had stopped in front of a pile of rocks blocking the tunnel. Another section of roof fell as he spoke, raising a cloud of dust that caught in their throats. They retreated away from the fall, the light struggling to penetrate the dust that filled the air.

			“I don’t think we should go any further.” Fergus coughed as he scanned the stonework above his head, reassured for the moment that they were unlikely to be entombed.

			“Is there a signal?” Caitlin spoke hopefully. 

			Above their heads another section of heavily over-engineered Victorian ironwork succumbed without warning to the weight of snow, landing a percussive blow onto the tunnel roof, strong enough to collapse the section in which they stood. As the dust settled, the first furry scavengers arrived. This meat was still warm. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 37
Cruisin’

			Titch and Sam worked for hours, digging down into the snow to liberate the motor cruiser from the clutches of the ice. It wasn’t Titch’s preferred choice of craft, all sleek lines and easily damaged fibreglass hull, but it was the only one they stood a chance of releasing from the harbour without expending too much time and effort. Somehow the snow had ceased its relentless onslaught, even allowing for the clouds to part and release a shaft of sunlight, momentarily shining a golden spotlight onto the Erskine Bridge just a few miles upstream. The break in the weather gave Titch an impetus to pick up the pace. Not only would it help him in navigating down river, but at any minute he expected company. Sam hadn’t reappeared since he’d sent her below deck to check on provisions, and he’d been busy hotwiring the boat’s simple electrics. Mercifully, the fuel gauge crept up to full as he finally managed to bypass the key, shorting the ignition to be rewarded with the steady throb of twin engines as they hungrily drank fuel.

			Sam’s head shot out of the cabin, startled by the sound of the boat as it came alive.

			“Give me a hand,” Titch motioned towards the stern, lifting a boathook off its fastenings. He swung the long wooden pole over the back of the boat, impaling the sharp hooks into the ice. “I’m going to open up the throttle to try and break us free. It doesn’t look thick enough to stop us once we build up speed, but we could do with a push.”

			He held the pole, indicating with an encouraging nod of his head for her to take hold. “Just push as hard as you can when I power up the engines.” Titch halted after two steps, turning back to call further encouragement, “and try not to fall in!”

			Sam held the pole in both hands, bracing her back against the rail, and waited for him to engage power. Out on the shoreline she could see movement, black dots that quickly resolved into men. They were shouting, their voices lost in the increasing roar from the engines as Titch demanded full power. She pushed as hard as she could, her back starting to slide along the curved metal railing she had braced against. Under her feet she could feel the boat shudder, a small forward movement transmitted through the pole. The men were closer now, five or six of them, close enough to see their faces. The threat they offered was only reduced by their inability to travel quickly across the snow, legs goosestepping comically as each one plunged thigh deep into the soft surface. Sam’s initial amusement turned to fear as one of the men brandished a gun, both hands clasping the weapon and levelling it directly at her. Adrenaline-fuelled, she pushed so hard that the combined action of her efforts and the engines caused the cruiser to leap forward. Sam fell flat on the deck, sliding face first towards the stern and the churning propellors that lay in wait. One hand still held onto the boathook, the other reached desperately for a rail – gloved fingers slipping on the chrome until at last they held and stopped her slipping off the deck. She lay panting with the effort, sharp cracks sounding from somewhere underneath her as the prow split the thin sea-ice. Above her head a supersonic wasp buzzed impossibly fast and then she heard the gunshot.

			“Keep down!” 

			Titch’s shout was unneccessary. Sam was staying flat on the deck until the harbour was far behind them. The boat had picked up speed, and she found herself being thrown from side to side as Titch deliberately swung the craft into a random pattern. With an effort of will she managed to pull the boathook far enough back until it jammed into place on the deck, providing her with a second handhold. Feeling slightly less as if she was about to be catapulted off the back of the boat, she risked raising her head off the deck. The harbour was already far behind them, the deck angling into a slant as Titch reached the open channel in the centre of the Clyde and opened up the throttle some more.

			He glanced back at the rear deck, saw Sam’s predicament and reduced power so the boat behaved less like a bucking bronco. “Come up here, it’s safer for you.”

			Sam needed no further encouragement, levering herself off the deck and staggering towards the security of a seat. She still held onto the boathook, the sharp end leaving a fresh scar on the teak deck. 

			“All aboard the Skylark?” Titch seemed to be enjoying himself, grinning like an idiot and not in the least concerned at having been shot at moments ago.

			In truth, he was enjoying himself. The mere fact that he was no longer inching along at a snail’s pace through deep snow was release enough. The boat leapt over the water like a bird, scudding over clumps of orphaned ice that hugged the central channel and smashing them under the hull. Titch felt exhilaration and freedom coursing through his veins for the first time in years. Where most would face an apocalyptic event with fear and dread, he was determined to wring every last morsel of enjoyment out of surviving – and he was going to survive! For the last few years, he’d been living the subterranean existence of a mole, buried in his foxhole except for the occasional expeditions for supplies. He couldn’t even try to rationalise why he’d gone to ground in the first place – apart from generally being scunnered with the human race. The supposedly secure communications he intercepted only confirmed his view: those in power were willing to sacrifice any number of lives to keep their position secure at the top of the heap. He relished the thought of the elite trying to buy, bully or bulldoze their way out of a worldwide ecological catastrophe. 

			No, Titch wasn’t afraid of the coming winter – he welcomed it. He saw the ice as a reset button, an Armageddon-sized reset button, but one that had the potential to take the planet back to some new equilibrium free of the plague mankind had become.

			The river was more navigable now, widening out as they approached the estuary, salt water lowering the freezing point. Palls of dirty smoke hung like a dark haze on the starboard shore before being shredded by the ever-present wind and carried towards the west. The first seagulls made an appearance, their forlorn cry bewailing the easy pickings from the land. Titch checked the satnav, confirming they were passing Dumbarton – or what remained of it under the shroud of smoke. Ahead of them lay the entrance to Gare Loch nuclear submarine base, but he hugged the port shore to leave that particular gate of hell well alone. Sam sat quietly, still holding onto the boathook as if she’d become a part of it. He realised her face was drained of all emotion, staring sightless straight ahead of her.

			“Come here, into the captain’s seat.” Titch attempted his convivial personae, realising it was only slightly less terrifying to the girl than his normal gruff demeanour. “Have to earn your keep on board.” 

			Sam looked at him as if she’d reached the end of whatever tether had been holding her together.

			“I’ll show you what to do. It’s quite easy really.” Titch tried again, more kindly this time and was rewarded by her leaving her seat and taking the one he offered. “Just keep the throttle where it is,” his hand fell briefly onto the lever controlling the two thirsty engines. “We don’t want to burn through the fuel, not many places left where we can fill up.”

			Sam didn’t respond to his attempt at humour, but he was reassured as she reached forward to take the wheel.

			“You just need a light touch – don’t spin it! He kept a guiding hand on the wheel until he felt her take control. “That’s good. Now, just keep us this far from the shore and follow the portside shoreline.” Titch pointed to the left-hand side of the boat. “Might as well learn a few nautical terms whilst we’re pirates!”

			He was rewarded with the most fleeting of tight smiles. Sam concentrated on keeping the boat on course, banishing recent events to the back of her mind as Titch had hoped.

			“Good! Just watch out for any… obstacles in the water. Don’t want to foul the props.”

			She nodded. He wasn’t sure if she’d realised what he’d been about to say. He’d spotted a few corpses floating downstream: human and animal. Those who hadn’t been entombed in ice on land.

			“If you see any boats coming our way, give me a shout. I’m having a look below.”

			Titch left her, climbing down into the cabin. If the weather closed in again, they’d need to live on board or risk navigating around Arran and then the Mull of Kintyre in a whiteout. He’d already ruled out the Crinan canal; that would have been ice-locked days ago. The cabin conformed to cruiser vernacular, looking more like a floating caravan than a serious sea-going vessel. And why were those characters at Bowling harbour so keen to keep their boat? Shooting at them with a handgun – not standard issue for weekend fair-weather sailors on the good ship G&T! He opened up the storage, enough food and drink to keep the two of them for a week, maybe two if they rationed. Gas and water both full. It seemed the boat had recently been provisioned, that would explain why they wanted to keep hold of it – especially if they saw it as a ticket out of there. He climbed back onto deck, reassured that Sam was concentrating on steering the boat towards the open sea. The patches of blue sky were beginning to close up, the northern horizon becoming more indistinct as fresh snowfall appeared in the distance. They’d be lucky to make it out of the Clyde and past the Cumbraes before being engulfed once again.

			It was going to take them two days to motor to Jura. Dangerous sailing if he had to rely on instruments alone. A few flakes landed on the deck – a premonition of what lay ahead. Titch made a quick check of the boat equipment, heaving one of the fenders up from where it rolled on the deck. He paused before lowering it over the side, feeling the weight and lowered it thoughtfully back to his feet. With a swift movement he cut a slit in the side of the fender, seeing powder fall as white as snow onto the teak deck. Titch nodded to himself before lowering the fender over the side to hang on its rope, leaving a trail of white powder in its wake. 

			He rejoined Sam, taking the co-pilot seat. The shore slid past, white rolling hills ahead of them. The boat was probably carrying a substantial amount of cocaine or pure heroin – he had no interest in either. What it did mean was that the boat would be well-maintained, the engines serviced so they could outrun the coastguard if they had to. His mood improved another notch – maybe they’d make it to Jura after all.

			Titch refused to open up the throttle, cruising at a sedate 10 knots to ration the fuel. Apart from the odd squall, the weather remained relatively clear – although when it did snow he had to drop the engine to a crawl and rely on instruments as the prow disappeared from view. They stopped for the night off the southern tip of the Kintyre peninsula, the wind threatening to tear the anchor away from its tenuous hold on the seabed even in the relative shelter of a bay.  

			When they arrived at Jura, following the east coast up to the bay he remembered, Titch suddenly doubted his recall. A fishing boat lay at anchor just offshore but there was no sign of the substantial farmhouse or the Spartas.

			“Is this it?” Sam broke her silence, searching the snow in vain for any signs of habitation.

			Titch could sympathise. Whatever image she’d built in her mind of a refuge from the catastrophe facing the planet, this didn’t look too prepossessing.

			“Come on. We’ll take the RIB ashore.” He narrowed his eyes against the bitter wind, squinting at the fishing boat beside them. “Someone’s here, at least.”

			Like Jess before him, Titch approached the shore with senses heightened. More snow was falling, but he could still make out footprints leading inland. A number of people had recently walked this way and if it wasn’t the Spartas then he’d deal with it. They dragged the RIB higher onto the snow, Titch hammering a metal stay deep into the ice to secure the boat. The sound of metal against metal rang out with each hammer blow, advertising his presence.

			Titch sensed movement before he saw it, slowly raising up from his crouched position and holding the hammer loosely at his side.

			“That you, Thor?”

			Jess angled her crossbow down, her wide smile evident even under the hood of her arctic clothing. Titch grinned in return, taking giant steps towards her before enveloping her in his bearlike arms and raising her up like an offering to the gods.

			“I knew you’d make it.” Titch dropped her, suddenly self-conscious at displaying emotion. “Jess, meet Sam. We ran into each other on the way.”

			Sam hadn’t moved, still shocked at the woman’s sudden appearance in an otherwise barren white landscape.

			“Hi.” She gave a little wave, then immediately felt stupid for doing so. The woman assessed her – she had no other words to describe the brief analytical observation she was subjected to and was relieved to see her smile in return.

			“Come. There’s food and heat. You’ll be wanting to catch up with your old friends,” this directed towards Titch.

			He nodded. She didn’t need to say anything else.

			Titch extended a hand to Sam; she was going to struggle in the snow without the proper footwear. “We’ll be safe here. Safer than anywhere else I know.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 38
Betelgeuse

			The hunting had been good – once they’d travelled far enough out across the extended ice shelf for Nukilik to spot a seal’s breathing hole. The smooth, unbroken surface of snow rose into small rime mounds where seal breath had coalesced into frozen crystals. Waiting as quiet and as patient as death itself, downwind of the aglu, they saw the seal’s whiskered nose breach the surface before it raised high out of the ice to take deep and hungry breaths. Nukilik watched his son’s arm sweep forwards, the harpoon piercing skin and blubber deep enough to draw blood. The seal immediately disappeared beneath the surface in search of sanctuary, but Pana’s hands held onto the trailing line as it uncoiled, pulling tight as the dying seal twisted and turned underneath the ice. Nukilik gave a hand to pull the animal clear of the aglu, using his knife to enlarge the hole until they were able to pull the carcass onto the surface. Pana drew his blade in a deep line under the stomach, spilling steaming guts onto the ice and staining the snow red. 

			“We should wait here. Try fishing?” Pana’s eyes shone with the excitement of the kill, the honour it would bring. Nukilik searched the permanent night sky, millions of stars wrapping a band of light across the edge of the galaxy. In the north, the aurora continually rippled in greens and purples, casting the frozen landscape in unearthly hues. Standing on the frozen sea surface, Nukilik saw the freshly fallen ice crystals reflecting the borealis display, coloured stars underfoot as well as overhead, until he felt his head swimming with vertigo. What were the ancestors telling him? Should they continue to hunt whilst the weather was calm or return home? The kill was more than sufficient to bestow honour on his son, show him to be a worthy hunter. There was no sign of the blizzard returning – for the moment, yet the wind was supernaturally cold. He carefully balanced his options; their own survival against helping to feed the community. Like any so-called primitive society, the needs of the many outweighed the petty concerns of the few. 

			“We’ll push on and try to find another aglu. See if we can take another seal for the People.”

			They strapped the seal onto the sledge and pushed on deeper over the frozen surface of the sea. Without the blizzard their visibility was greatly improved, helped by the borealis performing its erratic aerial dance and casting lurid green and purple lights across the ice. Nukilik swung the hunting rifle over his shoulder, the weight of it in its caribou skin holster a comforting reassurance in case their trail was detected by a hungry polar bear. 

			Their world was changing. They knew that, living as they did on the edge of life and more aware of every nuance of nature. Seasons had become more erratic, tundra becoming dangerously unstable. He’d heard of giant holes appearing in Siberia; had experienced the sea ice growing thinner each year until polar bears were unable to hunt seals and turned to hunting the People. Even the seals had been losing weight, growing fewer in number as if the sea itself had been poisoned. Why then had everything changed this winter, when the year had been the hottest on record? Nukilik searched the sky for answers, not expecting to find any. His eyes searched for Betelgeuse, the red star whose varying luminosity had intrigued starwatchers for centuries. It lay low on the horizon, still a distance for it to climb into the heavens before Spring would arrive. He stopped abruptly, causing Pana to jerk to a halt as he took the full weight of the sledge on his shoulders. The star had changed in size, brightened. Pana followed his father’s line of sight, saw the star brighten until it outshone every other star and flooded the world with a distant, cold light as if the moon were full.

			“What does it mean?” Pana asked.

			Nukilik had no answers for his son, nothing but a dark foreboding that Spring would never come now that its harbinger’s death throes were written in the perpetual night.

		


		
			EPILOGUE

			Slow-moving, bent into the force of the blizzard, a line of twelve people moved purposefully across the sea ice. The leader positioned himself in the centre of the line, carrying a rifle in gloved hands. The rope tied to his waist stretched between each member of the party, resembling a human necklace draped across the snow. The wind abated, holding its breath for the next onslaught. As the snow fell more lightly it revealed a sledge, pulled by the ropes and some distance behind the line of people.

			They travelled wraithlike, silent except for the occasional heavy breath that froze on contact with the arctic air. Heads turned this way and that, watching for predators – the polar bears that travelled alone; the wolves in their white fur and hunting in deadly packs. Only a season had passed since they’d lost one of their own to the wolves. Sam was forty now, mother of three. The eldest of her children had been the only one to survive, back when they still had stocks of food and frozen deer carcasses piled up inside Black House where the bears couldn’t reach them. Since then, they’d had to survive from the sea. Drilling down deeper every year until reaching water, then waiting with baited lines until striking. They’d had to abandon the fishing boat Jess had commandeered for them once the fuel ran out, but for the last five years the number of fish pulled out of the ice holes had started to increase.

			Black House had been left to the ice a long time ago. The building was still there, but buried under 50m of hard ice, with another 30m or so of soft snow on top of that. Snow had fallen all through the first year. Finlay had hoped – had never given up hoping – that the supernova would herald an early end to the winter. Something to do with dark matter and radiation, no-one was really sure. He’d become their Shaman, a ready reference to knowledge most of them had never learned but his usefulness had dimmed with age. In the end he’d had to accept that they had decades of winter in front of them. One evening, Finlay had taken himself out into the dark, leaving his cold weather clothing behind and never returned. Jess knew it was because he didn’t want to become a burden, an additional mouth to feed without being able to hunt himself. She’d noticed his lapses of memory, his difficulty with speech. They both knew something was wrong, something more than just age. Back when there were doctors and hospitals he could have been cured, the tumour cut from his brain or whatever degenerative disease had him in his sights at least delayed. Instead, he had given himself to the cold and whatever predator that found him had wasted nothing. Jess searched for days, risking her own life in the forlorn hope that she would find him. There wasn’t even a patch of blood to stain the snow with his passing; no epitaph to mark his trajectory through life.

			This journey across the ice was the last one Jess would make. She was revered within the community, becoming their leader by majority assent when Rob was lost. For near on twenty-five years she’d led the Spartas, decided when to leave Black House, chose the hunting grounds. Now she was an old woman herself, the lines on her skin deep and folded like the ridges on sea ice. She lay in the sledge, bearskins wrapped whitely around her. Ahead of them lay the Corrywrecken, a patch of sea-ice so treacherous that they avoided it whenever possible. It was only after a particularly bitter winter, when the sea-ice had grown so deep that the drills couldn’t penetrate that they had to resort to fishing here. Even in the coldest part of the year, the ceaseless movement of tides under the ice prevented it from forming too deep a layer. The problem was its unpredictability; anywhere else the ice cover was strong enough to carry a body’s weight without question. Here, a person could be lost without warning, dragged under and swept down by the sea’s pull.

			They slowed as they approached their destination. Even with the wind blowing across the frozen surface, dragging ice crystals with a sound like the whispering ghosts of souls that had died in their billions, the muted roar of an underground sea still sounded. As one, they unhitched the sledge, keeping the ropes that tied them together in case one fell through the ice.

			It had been many years since the last visitors, astonishing them that anyone else still lived on the frozen ice. They had been Inuits, travelling over a frozen ocean in search of food. They’d shared what they had, being taught new skills in return – how best to catch seals; what parts of the polar bear to eat and which to leave well alone. Their leader was a man called Pana, and with a mixture of sign language and broken English he’d told them his story. They’d travelled south in the hope of catching up with the caribou but the herds were depleted, only sick and starving animals on the southern shores of their Baffin Island home. They’d survived a few years on the meat, and fishing until the sea ice grew too thick. For the first time they had crossed the Labrador Sea by foot, reaching Quebec province where they lived for a few more years until driven out. It was to avoid meeting other people that made them take the perilous journey east, crossing the Atlantic ocean on variable ice where they could still drill down into water and find food. They hadn’t expected to reach land, much less an island off the coast of Scotland. They’d left a few days later, changing course to head south and hoping to eventually reach thinner ice.

			It was a relief to know that they weren’t alone, and Titch even went to the trouble to work on a radio system pulled out of his boat in an effort to make contact, but without any success. Truth was, he was secretly relieved not to reach anyone – people generally meant problems. 

			The snow eased again, allowing small glimpses of blue sky to show above their heads. No one wanted to vocalise the hope that the seasons were beginning again; a change from an incessant winter. Finlay had told them it would be this way, the winter slowly losing its grip on the land. He’d expected it to happen years ago, when he was still relatively young and strong. Jess knew that waiting for a Spring that never arrived had killed him in the end, an abandonment of hope.

			“This is as close as we go.” The leader held up a hand to stop them, paying out slack on his rope to take a few steps forward. Another of the figures detached from the line, walking back to the sledge before returning with an ice augur. They both set to, turning the large handle between them and walking in a tight circle as the screw bit into the ice. Once they’d cut a hole, they started another one next to it, then attacked the narrow ice bridge between them until a large oval opened out onto the churning black waters underneath. Behind them the others pulled on the sledge until it had joined them, Jess’s body still and lifeless under the furs.

			Overhead a solitary arctic tern called a rasping two-tone cry, long tail streamers quivering in the biting wind as it cut effortlessly through the sky. The entire group turned their faces upwards, shielding eyes from the snow glare to wonder at the first bird they had seen for years. It hung there, black-capped head surveying the funeral cortege as if saying a final farewell, then tilted a wing and turned west until lost from sight.

			“There’s still new life.” Skye spoke in awe, hearing the words echoed by those behind her. “Can this mean Spring is finally coming?”

			Lewis exchanged a meaningful look with his sister. He’d seen too much of death, too little of hope to dare invest this sighting with the importance he knew she felt. But where there was one bird, perhaps there would be more? They needed to move quickly before the next blizzard, when bears could strike without warning. He bent down to his mother, untying the sealskin straps that held her in place.

			 “Help me, Skye. Help me bury her in the sea.”
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