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The story in this book weaves together several of my interests and was conceived during the wet winter of 2025/26.  

First off, the climate, especially the Gulf Stream and the wider Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC), has long fascinated me; I dislike being cold and always have, so learning how the AMOC redistributes heat (making north-west Europe milder) really fired my interest. Recent measurements indicate a detectable weakening and a positional shift in Gulf Stream transport, which, in some metrics, appears to be ahead of the multi-model ensemble mean, a discrepancy that highlights the limits of model resolution and internal variability. If the book can be said to have an overarching theme, it is the impending climate change bottleneck.

Genetics enters the narrative because I carry Neanderthal ancestry: modern non-African populations carry small percentages of Neanderthal DNA resulting from interbreeding roughly 45–50 thousand years ago (this can produce adaptive variants – hybrid vigour - but is not a universal “boost”). I also explore population bottlenecks in human history, such as the 535AD eruptions and pandemics like the Black Death, which sharply reduced numbers and shaped who survived to pass on genes.

The octopus inspired a thread on distributed intelligence, as its highly decentralised nervous system (popularly described as “nine brains”) raises questions about what non-human consciousness might feel like. That leads into panpsychism and, later, the Block Universe (more in book 2). 

Finally, to lighten the mood, a vivid dream of a Jackson Browne concert became a memorable moment. 

I really do hope you enjoy the book. 
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PROLOGUE
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A work of fiction based on real events that have taken place over the centuries, in which the future of humanity, as it passed through bottlenecks, has been in doubt, and this is then projected into possible futures.


A lull in the last Ice Age: c. 50,000 BP


Northern Europe fifty thousand years ago was a colder, harsher world than the one that followed. Much of the land lay under open steppe-tundra: rolling grasslands broken by pockets of pine and birch, with winds that carried the bite of distant ice sheets. Winters were long and severe; summers were brief but bursting with life, as herds of mammoth, woolly rhinoceros, reindeer, and wild horses moved across vast plains. Firelight and stone tools were the only human technologies against the cold. Neanderthals had lived in this landscape for hundreds of thousands of years, moving through forests and river valleys with intimate knowledge of every sheltering cave. When Homo sapiens arrived, they entered a world already shaped by another kind of human, one adapted to the cold, to close-range hunting, and to the rhythms of a climate that demanded resilience and cooperation. It was a meeting of two human worlds in a land still gripped by the Ice Age.

The world was young enough then that the wind still carried the taste of glaciers, and the forests spoke in the slow, creaking tongue of trees that had never known an axe. Dawn came crawling over the horizon like a pale animal, its light catching on frost-slick branches and turning them into a thousand trembling needles of fire.


The cold came first.


Not the sharp bite of winter, but a deeper cold, the kind that lived in the bones of the world. It hummed beneath the vast, endless ice fields. Whispered through the stone, crushed and compressed under the ice and curled around the sleeping earth like a great animal drawing breath.

He moved through it as though born from it.  The man’s hair burned red against the pale dawn sky, a streak of fire in a land of snow. His skin was pale, freckled, thick with the strength of his people. Muscles shaped by survival, not vanity. Eyes the colour of storm-dark water. He carried no weapon, only a carved bone charm at his throat, etched with spirals older than language and an amber bead, in which an owl feather was trapped.

Ahead of him, the woman waited.  Her hair was black as obsidian, metallic as a raven’s wing, braided tight against the wind. Her skin held the warmth of distant suns, a contrast to the world of white around her. She stood with the stillness of someone who had learned to listen to the earth, not command it. Her people had crossed long distances to reach this place, following the herds, the seasons, and the stars.


The meeting


They had not met by design. The woman, thin-shouldered, wrapped in a tatter of a fur that had once been a real protection from the cruel wind, had been following the spoor of a ruined camp when she found the other. He crouched by a shallow scrape in the earth, hands moving with a careful, practiced economy as he coaxed embers into a stubborn life. At first glance, he belonged to the stories her grandmother had told: broader-browed, heavier boned, his face a map of winters. He belonged to a people whose names had been swallowed by ice and time. She belonged to another, whose songs had been scattered like ash. Both bore the same wound where their people should have been, grieving the ones torn from their lives.

Hunger had a way of narrowing the world until only the immediate mattered. For days, they had skirted one another, glances across ravines, the careful avoidance of shared waterholes, each measuring the other with the old, animal calculus: threat, opportunity, risk. The cold made strangers of them all; frost turned hands into strangers’ hands and made the mouth forget the words for mercy. Yet neither had given in to the easiest surrender, the slow slide into resignation that the land demanded. They had both watched their tribes dissolve, one by fever, one by raid, one by the slow attrition of a winter that would not end and learned that survival sometimes required a new kind of kinship.

They made their shelter beneath the ribs of a long-dead mammoth and the lee of a moraine, where the wind lost some of its teeth. Snow had been blown into small hollows that smelled faintly of blubber and old smoke. Beyond the ridge, the ice sheet lay like a pale, indifferent ocean. The man Orek, his hair threaded with frost, stacked mammoth bone and driftwood with the economy of someone who had learned to waste nothing. Lyra moved with a quick, nervous energy, gathering strips of hide and a length of braided kelp she had extracted from a frozen strand; her fingers were clever at knots and small inventions. He showed her the deadfall first: a heavy log balanced on a notched trigger, set where lemmings and hares ran beneath the tussocks. His hands worked the cord with a practiced rhythm, the knot a private geometry passed down in muscle and eye. 

Lyra watched the angle of the notch, the way he judged the balance by the tilt of his wrist. She did not try to outdo him. Instead, she crouched, picked up a sliver of bone she had sharpened, and threaded a thin loop of sinew through it. She fed the loop into the trigger so the mechanism would hold under lighter pressure but snap cleanly when tripped, an adjustment that let them catch smaller prey. When the trap took, the log thudded, and the night answered with a single, surprised cry. He tapped the frozen ground with his knuckle, an old sign of approval. 

Lyra offered him a strip of meat, rubbed with crushed lichen and a pinch of salt she had scraped from a frozen tide pool, an experiment born of hunger and the memory of a feast of better times. He tasted it; the salt brightened the smoke, and his eyes narrowed in a way that was almost a smile.

Shared language non-existent, they invented signals: a low whistle meant danger; three short knocks meant all clear. When the wind shifted, she tied a scrap of hide to a stick and held it up like a ragged vane. He watched the flutter, then pointed to the dark line of tundra where scent would ride on the breeze. Together they set a trap there, his strength anchoring the stakes, her quick hands weaving a finer mesh where the grass was thin.

Upon discovering a hefty Steppe Bison carcass, battered, frozen, yet an extraordinary find, they had to drag it to a secure spot away from predators, most notably the cave hyena pack lurking in the east.  Lyra looped a length of hide around rib bones to fashion a very basic, but effective sledge. He hauled, and the load slid across the ice with less strain than before. He grunted approval; she laughed, a short, bright sound that startled even the distant birds. They accomplished much with signals and gestures.

There were moments of friction that could have undone them. Old prejudices surfaced as other groups rapidly crossed the game trails, following spoor to avoid them. In the way Lyra flinched at the heft of his hands and he bristled at her quick, nervous laughter. Once, when a storm tore at their refuge, they argued, without language, an easy task, over the best way to reinforce the shelter. His solution was brute strength and a stubborn refusal to waste time; hers was patience and careful resewing of torn skins. When the man’s foot went numb from frostbite, she did not scorn his stoicism; she warmed it with her own body until colour returned. Each time, necessity pulled them back from the edge.

Routine becomes small, practical choreography. He tended the embers with the slow, exact movements of someone who had kept fires alive through winters that took more than warmth. She prepared the food and the tools, hands quick and inventive, where his were steady and sure. The ritual grew out of necessity, keeping meat from freezing solid, keeping watch without wasting energy, but it became something more: a shared pattern that stitched two lives together.

He rubbed a strip of blubber between his palms until it gleamed, then set it near the coals, where the fat smoked faintly, sending a warm, animal scent into the shelter. From his chest came a low, resonant drone, a throat-sound that vibrated through bone and hide. He lifted a length of hollowed reindeer tibia and struck it gently against a flat river stone, setting a slow, steady pulse. She answered by tapping two ribs together, the sharp click weaving into his deeper beat. She warmed her palms over the fire, then pressed them to a taut scrap of hide stretched across a wooden frame, coaxing a soft, heartbeat thrum.

Stone, bone, breath.  Knock, click, hum.  

The sounds braided into a single loop, ancient as the ice and as steady as sleep. At first, the pattern was deliberate, each motion learned and mirrored. Over time, it shortened to shorthand. The hum became a signal for calm; the bone knock meant a small victory, a trap taken, a path scouted. They added small variations: a higher hum when wolves were near, and a double knock upon sighting the Giant Deer – the Megaloceros. The ritual saved words and kept their breath measured against the cold.

The ritual rested on a foundation of labour. He showed her how to brace a bone in the shelter; she taught him to splice sinew into a finer cord that would not snap in the cold. He hauled bone and set stakes; she braided sinew into a lighter, stronger sling. Each night they practised the same small inventions, such as angling a stone to reflect heat and dry meat faster, and tucking embers into a hollow to keep them breathing through the day. The ritual was the frame; the work filled it.

By the time the wind had smoothed the snow into pale waves and the embers had settled into a bed of coals, the ritual had done its work. They slept in turns, warmed by the same small fire. In the hollow between breaths, the pact they had stitched with salt, bone, and sound felt, for the first time, as if it might hold against the long cold.


The spark


The visions, when they came, were never perfect translations. They arrived as impressions, as scent and texture, as the faintest thread of melody. Yet they were enough to teach trust in a place where no shared language existed. Sparks lifted from the fire and drifted into the dark, carried by the same currents of air that shaped their breath. For a moment, brief, fragile, astonishing, there was a single rhythm of watching, listening, recognising. Not kin, not strangers. Something in between. 

And across the millennia, fifty thousand years later, that moment would ripple outward. Sylvi would feel a shiver as the topology flexed to include her. Arlo would sense it as the quiet pull towards connection he could never quite explain. Spark, Owl, the amber bead, each an echo of that first shared awareness, carried forward like embers in the dark. A reminder that minds have met across divides for longer than memory can hold. A reminder that the field has always been there, waiting.

So, when the connection faltered and left them standing in that charged silence, the pact was already older than the moment. It had been forged in cold and hunger and the stubborn refusal to die alone. It was not a romance of sudden revelation but a practical, fierce alliance, two survivors who had learned that species and stories mattered less than the hands that reached out in the dark and the steadying presence that answered.

Two bloodlines. Two worlds. Converging at the precipice of an age. Between them stretched a shallow hollow in the snow, where the ice had fractured to reveal dark earth below. A place where warmth whispered unexpectedly, where the air shimmered faintly amidst winter’s silence. Her people called such spots breath-holes, earth’s exhale, the breath of life itself. Orek’s kin named them the first breath, for when they gazed into the rising vapours, visions of past hunts and ancestors danced before their eyes. She moved closer, eyes wary yet filled with wonder. He had saved her days prior, pulling her away from the cave’s mouth just as the lion emerged, mane like a dark ruff, breath steaming in the cold air. She remembered how he had placed himself between her and the great beast, shouting, stones flying, his form towering until the creature, finally, turned and disappeared into the shadows.

She had not forgotten any of it.

Together, they knelt at the edge of the hollow. He touched the bone charm at his throat, then pointed to her, then to the earth. A question. She nodded. Together, they knelt at the edge of the hollow. The warm air rose between them, carrying the scent of soil and something older, something like smoke or time itself. The woman closed her eyes. The man placed his palm flat against the earth. The world shifted, not in sight or sound, but in the quiet place beneath thought.

She smiled, a small, private thing, like a flame coaxed from damp tinder. The remembering spring is restless today, she signed.

Orek knelt beside her. The water shivered, though no wind touched it. Beneath the surface, shapes moved, neither fish nor shadows, but something older. Memories, the elders said. The water remembered everything ever reflected in it.

For an instant, she saw through his eyes: a hunt beneath a red sky, the weight of a spear, the roar of a cave lion. And he saw through hers: a child’s laughter, a child now lost, a firelit song, a long journey across a land that no longer existed. The connection snapped. The woman stared at him, heart pounding. She had felt something impossible, memories not her own, carried not in words or stories but in the marrow of another life.

In that charged silence, understanding bloomed between them. This was no mere chance meeting but a pact forged in necessity. Their survival depended on trust, cooperation, and the joining of their strengths.

She reached out, fingers trembling but sure, and he took her hand. 

The world around them faded, leaving only the steady rhythm of two hearts beating as one. Their union was a promise, a seed sown against the world's harshness, a future born of shared hope and fierce determination. Together, they would endure. Together, they would carry the spark forward.

A shadow passed overhead, a great bird, wings outstretched, silent as falling snow, an owl, white as the ice fields, circling once before disappearing into the pale sky. The couple watched it go. Neither spoke, yet both understood that something had changed. Something had awakened. A thread had been pulled taut between them, between their peoples, and between the past and the future.


The Amber Bead


Orek moved through the half-light with the quiet certainty of someone shaped by winter. His breath rose in small ghosts. His hair, the colour of embers banked beneath ash, caught the dawn and held it. He carried no spear today. Only a leather thong around his neck, with a bead of amber the size of a wolf’s tooth.

Inside the amber, suspended as if caught mid-breath, lay a single down-feather from an owl long vanished from the world. Not white, not brown, but a strange, shifting colour, the pale gold of winter sun on snow, the soft grey of smoke rising from a dying fire. The feather seemed to move when the light touched it, as though remembering the wingbeat it had once belonged to.

The elders said the owl had been a watcher of the first people, a creature that saw not only the world but the memory beneath it. They said its feathers held echoes. Orek did not know whether that was true. He only knew that when he held the amber bead in his palm, he felt less alone in the vastness of the ice.

He held the amber bead between his fingers, the tiny feather inside catching the first hint of dawn. When she approached, he looked up, his breath misting in the freezing air. There was caution in her posture, but something else too, curiosity, and the memory of the night he had pulled her from the lion’s path.

Slowly, he touched the bead to his own chest, over his heart. Then he extended it toward her. She hesitated, pointing to herself, then to him, brows drawn in question.

He shook his head. Pressed the bead to his chest once more. Then he lifted his free hand and traced a line along his ribs, a gesture she had seen him make only when speaking of death. After that, he touched her sternum, lightly and reverently, then the earth beneath their feet.

Understanding flickered in her eyes. A soft, pained sigh escaped her.

He placed the bead gently into her open palm. Her fingers closed around it, and suddenly, the world seemed to turn and shift. The air grew still; even the mirror-pool beside them rippled into glass-smooth serenity. The wind itself appeared to hold its breath, listening intently. Warmth blossomed in her hand—soft, impossible, like a living heartbeat that sent a gentle pulse up her wrist. She gasped, eyes widening in wonder. She looked at him, searching. He lifted two fingers to his temple, then to the bead, drawing a slow spiral in the air between them: memory, carried forward.

She shook her head in disbelief, clutching the amber tighter. The warmth grew, and with it came a flicker behind her eyes - shapes, shadows, lives not her own. Hunters moving across white plains. Children racing through green meadows, drowned long before her birth. Hands tending wounds by firelight. Faces lit by strange glowing devices she could not name. She staggered, breath catching.

He steadied her with a hand on her cheek - gentle as snowfall, steady as stone. She looked down at the bead, trembling. The feather inside seemed to pulse like a heartbeat. He drew a line from the bead to the horizon, where the sun was rising, then back to her chest. A path. A way forward. A thread through darkness. A sunbeam broke over the ridge, striking the amber. It flared gold, casting light across both their faces. She pressed the bead to her heart. 

She stared at the amber bead glowing in her palm, her breath trembling. The warmth pulsed again, running up her arm like a living thread. She looked at him, eyes wide with wonder and something sharper, fear, awe, recognition.

He touched his chest, then hers, then the bead. A line. A passing. A giving.

She blinked, then let out a soft, incredulous huff. Her mouth curved, half-shock, half-mischief. She pressed her free hand to her belly, then raised her brows at him in a teasing challenge.

His eyes widened. He shook his head, flustered, tapping the bead again, then her heart, then the horizon. Not that. Not that. Something older. Something deeper. She laughed silently, shoulders shaking, delighted by his reaction. Then she sobered, took Orek’s hand and placed it on her belly; he felt the life within. Her expression asked the question plainly: What have you placed in me? What have you set in motion?

He answered without words.

He gently brushed his fingertips over the bead, then began to trace an elegant spiral in the air, outward and widening like a ripple, reaching far beyond both of them. Slowly, he pressed his palm to the earth, fingers splayed wide, lifting it with a deliberate grace toward the sky. A gentle rising, a sacred carrying, a luminous glimpse of what lies ahead.

She gasped, clutching the bead to her chest.

A way through the darkness.

He bowed his head. And the world exhaled. The world was young. A thread that would not break. Not through famine. Not through fire. Not through the long, long march of time. The first echo, the first ‘spark’, had been conceived and would be born.

Something like a thought unspooling from the world’s skin, thin, silver filaments that trembled at the edge of sight, the hyphae of existence. They did not arrive as words but as pressure in the marrow, a weather that moved through bone and breath. Where two bodies leaned close beneath the mammoth ribs, those filaments thickened into threads, each a small insistence: a scent of smoke, the memory of a hunt, the shape of a stone tool, imagined in a palm. They braided and knotted without ceremony until a lattice took form, an architecture of attention humming with the same slow electricity as a winter sky.

The tendrils did not so much connect as precipitate, falling out of the panpsychist dark like frost from a cloud. Where one filament brushed another, a spark of recognition flared, no more than a pulse, then another, and the pulses stitched into a pattern that could be called a mind. It was not a single mind but a chorus of small minds, each grain of experience lending weight until the chorus took shape: a pact, a map, a promise. The pact was practical and fierce; it grew from hunger and the patient chemistry of two bodies refusing to unmake themselves.
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50,000 years later... Time did not erase them. It refined them.


Late Autumn 2100AD 


The collapse of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation transformed Britain into a vast realm of cold dominance. Winters intensified into brutal, sub-arctic extremes, while summers, no longer offering warmth in any dependable sense, oscillated between bleak, grey chill and sudden, unsettling bursts of heat when atmospheric currents stagnated. The lowlands were swallowed by a swollen, tempest-tossed North Atlantic, and the once-thriving infrastructure, motorways, rail lines, and coastal cities disappeared beneath relentless water, fierce winds, or creeping ice. Even the rare heatwaves seemed like fleeting anomalies, brief scars in a climate that was now predominantly cold and unyielding.

Survival moved uphill. The high Pennine dales became refugia: deep, east-facing valleys, shielded from the Atlantic gales, elevated above the new sea and threaded by the last intact ridge-roads. Weardale, with its stone villages, mining tunnels, reservoirs, and blanket bogs, endured where the plains failed. By the early 22nd Century, it was among the few places where a community could still hold on.

That is the world Ara and Arlo inherit: a Britain fractured by water and weather, held together by high roads, old stone, and the stubbornness of those who refused to leave the hills.

Generation after generation, the lineage answered, not by miracle but by a slow, cunning insistence: the spark was a selfish whisper in the blood, a tiny composer humming the same stubborn motif until flesh and thought bent to its tune. It nudged neurons, pruned the restless synapse, favoured the ears that listened and the hands that steadied; like a patient artisan, it carved foresight from chance, coaxed cooperation from raw appetite, and taught charisma to temper itself or else burn. Some kin carried the note as a faint, dangerous hum; some flared and became storms; but always the bead at the heart of the line transmitted, an ancient transmitter, a frequency the body could not yet hear until bodies, by patient degrees, learned to be instruments. The lineage tuned itself as a choir tunes to a single, stubborn pitch: perception widened by the breadth of a breath, impulses rearranged into restraint, and sight sharpened into a lantern rather than a blade. By the twenty-second century, the carriers stood in resonance, their minds and marrow shaped by that long, insistent selection into a readiness the world could finally answer, and the universe, at last, began to sing back.

The AMOC - the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation - was the planet’s hidden engine, a vast conveyor of heat that kept climates stable. When it slowed, storms grew monstrous. When it failed, the world changed. For ten thousand years, it had been the Atlantic’s heartbeat, drawing warm water north and sending cold water south. Once that rhythm broke, the weather lost its memory. Storms rose where calm once reigned. By 2100, as the great ocean engine stutters and the planet braces for the coming storm, the signal finally cuts through the noise. The universe turns its attention to Earth, drawn by the faint resonance of an ancient bead of amber and by minds tuned to its frequency.

That point is now. As the ocean’s conveyor buckles, the thread spun through fifty millennia becomes visible at last, a line of light stretching from the first fire to this moment. 

The storm had been gathering all day, a low growl beneath the world’s ribs, as if some ancient beasts were turning in their sleep. By nightfall, it had erupted into a full-throated roar, tearing at the cliffside with hands of salt and wind. Waves hurled themselves upwards, white-mouthed and furious, as though trying to claw their way back into the sky.

The storm did not arrive like weather. It arrived like a judgement.

It crawled over the horizon on its belly, dragging a wall of slate-dark water behind it, the Atlantic rising as though some vast creature were lifting itself from the deep. The first gusts hit the coast with the force of thrown stones, rattling the village's bones and shaking the empty houses clinging to the hillside like teeth in an old jaw.

Then the wind found its voice. It screamed down the lanes, tearing at shutters, ripping tiles from roofs, and flinging them into the dark like broken wings. It howled through the chimneys of abandoned cottages, each singing a different note, a choir of hollow throats mourning the world as it had been.

The cold followed, sudden and merciless. A drop so sharp it felt as if the sky had cracked open and spilled winter straight onto the land. Breath froze mid-air. Sea spray turned to glittering needles that stung, nay, pierced the skin and clung to exposed flesh like frostbite jewels. The temperature plunged thirty degrees in minutes, the kind of cold that killed without ceremony or mercy. The sea wall buckled under the assault, stones grinding like old bones. In the harbour, the last fishing boats became matchwood, hulls splintering against the remains of the sea wall as waves rose higher than the church spire. Somewhere in the dark, a siren wailed, long, low, hopeless - before the wind tore the sound apart.

The headland, ancient and weary, trembled beneath the onslaught. Its limestone ribs, already fractured by a decade of freeze-thaw cycles, began to sing, a deep, resonant groan that rolled through the storm like the voice of something waking from a long sleep. This was no storm of the old century. This was the new world’s winter hymn, the anthem of an unbalanced planet. And through it all, the storm remembered. It remembered the drowned plains of Doggerland, where children once ran across meadows now buried beneath the North Sea. It remembered the Ice Age winds that carved the first paths across the frozen earth and the glaciers that carved the valleys. It remembered the great storms that had ended eras, reshaped coastlines, and rewritten the stories of humankind. It whispered these memories into the night, into the spray, into the very bones of the cliff. 


Ara


They had told her to leave with the others, but Ara had never taken orders well. Not when the sea was trying to take her home. And Ara, stubborn, ember-haired Ara, stood listening. She had come to say goodbye to the cliff, the village, and the life the storm was about to take.

Lightning lit her silhouette in violent flashes, turning her hair into a banner of fire against the dark. She stood as though greeting an old adversary, or perhaps an old friend, the storm’s roar reflected in the fierce set of her jaw. Below, the village lay abandoned. Windows boarded. Doors swinging. Gardens wild. The old post office sign was torn down, clattering against the door frame like a loose thought. Only the stubborn, the grieving, and the ghosts remained here now. 

Ara had grown up here, in this place where the sea was both cradle and threat. She knew every path, every stone, every whispered story of the ancestors who had clung to this cliffside village for centuries. But tonight, the village felt like a dream dissolving, a place remembering itself even as it was being erased.

The storm surged again, a monstrous breath drawn deep from the ocean’s lungs. The cliff shuddered. Cracks spidered beneath Ara’s feet. Yet she did not move. She refused to leave when the evacuation order came. “This cliff has held our family for eight hundred years,” she had said, her voice steady even as the ground shook. “I’ll not abandon it now.” 

Arlo, Ara’s grandson, had wanted to argue, but the words had tangled in his throat. He had already lost too much to the storms. He had been only eight when his parents vanished, young enough to still believe adults were indestructible, old enough to remember every detail of the night the world changed. It was the Winter of the Blackout, the first winter after the AMOC faltered. The cold that year was not a season but a force, a living thing that prowled the North Sea and sank its teeth into anything that moved. The cold came fast, but not in the impossible, storybook way people used to imagine. It came like a tide turning, a sudden, brutal shift in the wind that carried air from the high Arctic straight down the throat of the North Sea.

Temperatures dropped so low that the air burned the lungs on inhalation. Spray from the waves crusted into ice the instant it touched metal, sheathing railings and windows in a thin, treacherous glaze. The ferry’s decks had grown slick, not frozen solid in an instant, but coated in a skin of ice that thickened with every passing minute. Snow did not fall in gentle flakes. It came in horizontal sheets, driven by winds that screamed across the water, reducing visibility to a few metres. The horizon vanished, swallowed not by magic but by the sheer density of the storm, a white wall that erased sea and sky alike. The sky didn’t harden. It simply closed in, lowering until it felt like a lid pressed over the world, heavy and suffocating. Clouds churned in bruised colours, iron grey, sickly green, and the strange yellow that comes before lightning, and the air crackled with static as the storm tightened its grip.

It was the kind of blizzard that didn’t need to be supernatural to kill. It only needed time. And the ferry didn’t have enough of it.

Arlo’s parents had been on the ferry from Bergen, one of the last still running between the Nordic countries and the UK. They were coming home with supplies, medical kits, water purifiers, the kind of things the inland relocation centres rationed too tightly. They had promised to be back before the storm hit. But the storm came early. The ferry’s final transmission was a broken, static-choked message picked up by coastal stations all along the North Sea: “...visibility zero... ice forming on the bridge... engines struggling... wave height...” Then silence. For two days, the blizzard raged, a white curtain drawn across the sea. Rescue craft tried to launch but were forced back by winds that tore metal from hulls. Drones froze mid-air and dropped like dead birds. Satellites saw nothing but a swirling mass of clouds and snow, a storm so vast it looked like a continent breaking apart. When the skies finally cleared, the ferry was gone. No wreckage; no lifeboats; no bodies washed ashore. Just an empty sea and a cold that felt older than the world. Officials called it a navigational failure. Scientists called it an extreme weather anomaly. The villagers called it what it felt like: a taking. And Ara, who had raised Arlo from that night onward, never forgave the sea for its hunger. 

Arlo remembered standing on the cliff with her the morning after the storm broke, the wind still sharp enough to cut. He remembered her gripping his shoulders, her hands trembling despite her stubbornness. “They’re not coming back,” she had said, her voice raw. “The sea keeps what it takes.” He had not understood then, but he did now. Every storm since had carried the same shape, the same sound, a roar like a thousand voices swallowed at once. A memory of loss woven into the wind. For Arlo, storms were not weather; they were ghosts. Now the storm roared like all the storms that had gone before and all the storms yet to come.

“Britain Could Face a ‘Freezer–Frying Pan’ Future, Scientists Warn But Not Everyone Is Buying It” 

Leeds Chronicle Online, 2099


Climate researchers are once again sounding the alarm over what they call a “thermodynamic reconfiguration” of the North Atlantic, a phrase critics say is merely another way of dressing up doomsday predictions. According to a new report from the European Climate Observatory, the long-feared collapse of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) could push the United Kingdom into a climatic paradox: a region cooling sharply while the rest of the world continues to heat. The AMOC, which currently transports more than a petawatt of heat northward, roughly a hundred times global human energy output, has been slowing for decades due to meltwater from Greenland and shifting Arctic precipitation. If it stalls completely, researchers say Britain could lose the “warming anomaly” that has kept its climate mild for centuries, plunging the country into what one scientist described as “a localised cryogenic bubble inside a globally warming planet.”  

Sceptics, however, argue that the models remain too uncertain to justify what they call “apocalyptic rhetoric.” Industry groups note that Britain has weathered climatic swings before, and social media commentators have already dubbed the scenario “the Ice Age That Never Arrives.” But the report’s authors insist the physics is straightforward: remove the ocean conveyor that transports heat north, and the UK’s climate snaps back to what its latitude dictates. “It’s not Hollywood,” said Dr. Lena Farrow, the lead author. “It’s thermodynamics.” Whether the public believes it is another matter. 


For now, the debate continues, half scientific briefing, half culture-war battleground, as the North Atlantic quietly reorganises beneath the surface.

And now, on the cliff, Ara stood alone against it, a single ember refusing to be extinguished, remembering the headlines.

This was the kind of storm that had become common since the Shutdown; what the news feeds called AMOC-driven hyper cyclones, born of the impossible clash between a warming world and a sea suddenly turned anciently cold. The temperature had dropped twenty degrees in a single hour, flash freezing the spray into needles that stung the skin. Storms like this had eaten half the coastline in the past decade. But Ara had refused to leave.

“This village has held our family for hundreds of years,” she’d said more than once, with that ember-red stubbornness Arlo had inherited but not yet grown into. “I’ll not abandon it now.”

Ara stood at the edge, hair plastered to her face, the colour impossible to name in the storm light, sometimes ember red, sometimes the dark of wet earth.

Below, the sea raged. Above, lightning stitched the clouds with white scars. Between them, Ara waited. Not for death. For the moment that always precedes it, the moment when the world holds its breath.

The evacuation order had arrived two days earlier, a clipped message repeated on every channel until the power went out. Most of the village had already fled inland, joining the long, shivering caravans heading towards the government’s refuge zones.

But Ara had stayed. Of course, she had stayed. “This house has outlasted plagues and wars and the drowning of the old coast,” she’d said, her voice steady even as the windows shook in their frames. “It will outlast this, too.”

Arlo had wanted to argue, but the words were stuck in his throat. In the brief flash of lightning, Ara’s face appeared older than the storm, shaped by years of holding her family together through repeated collapses. She had raised Arlo alone after his parents’ death. 

Arlo shouted, “Grandma Ara, please, please come back from the edge!” Ara turned. Rain streamed down her cheeks like the memory of tears. The young one, no longer a child but still young enough to believe the world was kind, reached out a trembling hand. A single instant. A single choice. A single thread in a tapestry woven over fifty thousand years.

The rock face had been cracking for months, its layered shale and sandstone seams prised apart by the violent freeze-thaw whiplash of the new climate. Storm surges had undercut the base until it hung over the sea like a tired jawbone, trembling with every gust. Locals said you could hear it at night, a slow, groaning shift deep in the rock, as if the Jurassic beds were remembering their ancient fractures. On the morning it finally gave way, the air was knife-cold, the kind of cold that now arrived suddenly, without warning, dropping from mild to lethal in the space of an hour. 

Arlo felt the tremor before he heard it: a subtle vibration through the soles of his boots, then a sharp, cracking report that echoed across the headland. The land sheared downward in a single, catastrophic slump, shale plates sliding over one another like collapsing bookshelves, sandstone blocks tumbling into the churning grey water below. Spray erupted in a towering plume, flecked with fragments of ancient ironstone that glittered briefly before sinking. It was a brutal, unambiguous reminder that the land itself was becoming unpredictable, reshaped by forces no one could outrun. And standing there on the fractured edge, Arlo understood why Ara had feared the coast, why she had pushed him inland: the world was breaking along its old fault lines, and the breaks were accelerating. Ara had walked these paths all her life, but even she no longer trusted the ground beneath her feet.

The cliff path shuddered. Stone cracked like bone. Ara lunged, not away from the fall but towards the young one, catching him around the shoulders, twisting, shielding, pressing them back against the safer rock as twenty metres of ground gave way beneath Ara’s feet.

For but a heartbeat, Ara hung suspended in the storm’s chaos, the world blazing in a sudden flash of blinding white. In that luminous instant, ancient echoes awoke from their slumber. A mighty, deep-chested man with flaming hair, laughter ringing through the snow-covered silence. A woman with raven-black braids, singing softly to a newborn beneath an icy sky. A healer consumed in a Norman village fire’s glow. A soldier suffocated by the pall of mustard gas. A mother mourning her children amid the dark shadows of the Black Death. A refugee traversing a drowned land where once Doggerland breathed life. A scientist gazing into the screen’s ghostly light, whispering to spirits unseen. All of them, Ara; formless, timeless, intertwined, wait in the veiled silence of eternity. 

The cliff tore free.

Ara fell. But even as the wind swallowed her cry, she reached upward, fingers brushing the young one’s cheek, leaving a streak of red, rain, and something older; much, much older than either.  Her voice was barely a breath, but it carried like a thread pulled taut across centuries. “Hold the fire.”  The sea rose to embrace her.

The young Arlo collapsed to his knees, clutching his head, pressing the heels of his hands into his eye sockets as visions, shards of lives not his, tore through the dark. Ice cracking. Cities drowning. Drums echoing in bone caves. A red-haired giant lifting a child towards the sun. A black-haired woman whispering a name with no beginning.

Lightning struck the water below, and for a moment the whole world glowed. When the light faded, Ara was gone. Far inland, beyond the storm's reach, the emergency sirens would still be wailing, urging the last holdouts to flee before the next surge. But here on the edge of the land, there was only the wind, the roar of the sea, and the hollow space where Ara had been.

Arlo was alone. Truly alone now. The last of his family left on the coast. Indeed, the last of his family.

But the thread was not yet broken.  It pulsed beneath the young one’s skin, warm, impossible, alive, like a spark waiting for breath. 

The world returned in fragments. Not gently, not with the soft drift of waking from a dream, but with the sharp, splintering violence of something breaking open inside the mind. Arlo lay curled on the wet stone, breath coming in ragged pulls, disbelief tearing at him. The storm still raged overhead, oblivious to the drama on the cliff edge, as though nothing had changed. But everything had changed, at least for Arlo.

Then, just as suddenly as it began, the storm abated. Arlo, still trembling and soaked through, tasted salt and lightning on his tongue. The cliff edge where Ara had stood was now a jagged wound in the earth, the ink-black, crow-black sea churning far below. The absence of Ara was a hollow space in the air, a shape cut from the world. Arlo pushed himself upright, swaying. “Ara...” Calling out the name broke in his throat.

A gust of wind swept across the cliff, carrying a single strand of ember-red hair. It clung to the young one’s sleeve, bright even in the storm’s dim light. He touched it with trembling fingers.  Warm. Impossible. Alive. A whisper brushed the edge of his hearing, not a voice, not exactly, but a feeling shaped like words.  Hold the fire.

He staggered back, heart pounding. The warmth spread from the strand of hair into his skin, threading through his veins like molten gold. He felt it coil behind his eyes, a spark waiting to ignite.

Inside him, something shifted, a presence, a memory taking shape. A shadow of someone who was not yet fully themselves, yet now lived within him. He closed his eyes. For a brief moment, he saw through Ara’s eyes: the cliff edge, the raging storm, the fall. Beneath it all, he glimpsed even deeper, the eyes of others: a red-haired hunter gazing across a frozen plain, and a raven-haired woman kneeling beside a spring. 

The world looked somehow different. Sharper, yet older and filled with echoes. Arlo stepped back from the cliff, clutching the strand of red hair as though it were a lifeline.

He did not know what Ara had given him.  The warmth spreading through Arlo’s veins felt out of place in the freezing air, as if an ancient ember had been pressed into his chest. A fire meant to weather storms far older than this one.  He did not know why.  He certainly did not know what came next.  But he understood one thing with absolute certainty: he no longer felt alone.
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3 FIRST AWAKENING 
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Late Autumn, 2100 CE


The great salt-swallowing sea has finished its feast of the fat lowlands. From the drowned, ghost-hollowed ruins of the York plain, where the oar-bladed tides now pulse through the minster’s nave, a traveller must set foot upon the bone-backed spine of the world. The storm had passed, but not quietly. It had torn its way across the land like a creature with too many claws, leaving a coastline that looked wounded and bewildered. The cliff path had collapsed, its edges crumbling into the churning sea below. Arlo had to pick his way carefully across it, each step a negotiation with the broken earth. The air still tasted of metal, sharp and cold, as if the storm had scraped the sky raw. Sea spray had frozen mid-flight, forming strange, translucent, mythic shapes along the rocks, twisted figures, reaching hands, the ghosts of waves caught in the act of rising. Debris littered the shore: shattered driftwood, torn fishing nets, the splintered ribs of boats that had once bobbed safely in the harbour.

A dead gannet lay on the stones, wings splayed as if it had tried to outrun the wind and failed. The silence after the storm felt unnatural, too complete, as if the world were holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

The world returned only slowly, as if reluctant to reveal itself. Arlo woke to a thin, colourless dawn, the kind that seemed scraped from winter's underside. He lay curled on the cliff path, half-buried in windblown snow, his body stiff with cold and something deeper, something that felt like the echo of a scream still vibrating in his bones. 

For a moment, he didn’t remember where he was. The sky above him was a pale bruise, the sea below a churn of steel-grey foam. The storm had passed, but not quietly. It had torn at the land with a hunger that felt personal, leaving a coastline that looked wounded: trees uprooted and flung like broken arrows, stones split open, sea foam frozen into strange, ghostly shapes. Then memory struck him like a blow. Ara; Ara gone; permanent; loss, loss.

He pushed himself upright, breath hitching. The ridge was different now, jagged and raw, a fresh scar, a wound carved into the earth. The place where Ara had stood was simply gone, swallowed by the storm, the sea, and the long, merciless night. “Ara...” His voice cracked, thin as frost. He tried to call Ara’s name again, but the sound broke in his throat, thin and useless. His chest ached, not just from the cold, but from something deeper, a hollow grief that felt too big for his fourteen-year-old body to contain.

Guilt pressed against him like a second weight. If he hadn’t followed her. If he’d stayed inside. If he’d been faster, stronger, older. The thoughts came in a rush, sharp as the wind still whipping across the cliff. He remembered Ara’s hand on his shoulder the night before, steady and warm. “Storms pass,” she’d said. “They always do.” But this one hadn’t passed. It had taken.

He tried to cry, but the cold stole the tears before they could fall. Only the warmth within him remained, pulsing gently, as if trying to soothe him. As if answering his grief with its own. The wind did not answer. It only carried the faint, metallic tang of salt and cold, the scent of a world scraped clean.

He staggered to his feet, swaying. Something pulsed beneath his ribs, warm, steady, impossible. A second heartbeat. He pressed a hand to his chest, expecting pain, but the warmth only spread, radiating in slow, steady waves, warming his ribs, his throat, the tips of his fingers. When he breathed, the air fogged strangely, not from the cold but from the heat rising off his skin.

His vision sharpened in sudden bursts. Colours seemed too bright, edges too sharp, as though the world had been etched in finer lines. He could hear things he shouldn’t have been able to: the distant crack of ice shifting far out at sea, the faint rustle of something moving in the village’s ruined hedgerows. When he touched Ara’s strand of hair, his fingertips tingled, as if the spark recognised its own, curling through him like a living ember. 

Then the first echo hit. It came without warning: a flash of white so bright it seared the inside of his skull. The crack of ice beneath heavy footsteps. A firelit cave where shadows danced like spirits. A woman’s voice singing in a language he had never heard, yet somehow understood. The sting of smoke. The taste of fear. The weight of a spear in a hand that was not his. The heavy, pungent smell of fat-soaked skins near a fire. Arlo gasped and dropped to his knees, clutching his head. The spark-driven, genetically driven visions tore through him like shards of glass, each one sharp, vivid, and alive. He felt the cold of another winter, an older, deeper one, pressing against his skin. He smelt the breath of mammoths and steppe bison on the wind. He heard the distant roar of something vast as it collapsed into the sea. Then, just as suddenly, the echo vanished, leaving him trembling and breathless. “What... what is happening to me?” The warmth in his chest pulsed again, gentler this time, as if answering. He forced himself to stand. 

Suddenly, another echo surged through him without warning, stronger than the first. The world around him dissolved, replaced by a landscape he had never seen yet somehow remembered. He stood on a wide, frozen plain, the air sharp enough to cut. A red-haired hunter: his own hands, his own breath, gripped a stone-tipped spear. Mammoths moved in the distance, their shapes blurred by drifting snow. The scene shifted. He knelt beside a veil-spring, the water dark and still. A raven-haired woman touched the surface with trembling fingers, whispering words Arlo didn’t know but felt in his bones. Another shift. Water was rising. Screams. The ground trembled beneath bare feet. Their village on Doggerland drowning in a single, terrible night. Another shift. Mud. Gas. A letter clutched in shaking hands. The taste of fear and metal, dying horses trying to escape the cloying mud, screaming, howling.

Arlo tore himself free with a gasp, stumbling back into his own body. The echoes retreated, but they did not leave. They waited. The village lay below him, quiet in the aftermath of the storm. Too quiet. The evacuation siren was twisted around its pole like a metal ribbon. The village felt caught between breaths. The storm had hollowed it out, leaving only the bones of what had been. A toppled streetlamp flickered weakly, its light trembling across the snow like a dying heartbeat. A door banged open and shut in the wind, though no one was inside to close it. A child’s toy lay half-buried in the debris, its painted eyes staring up at the grey sky. A fishing net hung from a tree like a shroud, tangled in the branches as though the storm had tried to dress the village in mourning. Arlo felt the sound in his chest, a dull ache that matched the rhythm of the spark. Boats smashed against the cliff. Windows were blown out. Doors hung open. The whole place felt abandoned, as if the storm had not just passed through but


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(%]
&
gE
2=
o E
s






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





