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Chapter 1 - Re-program
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Some experiments work. Some do not. The evidence suggested this one clearly had not.

The original plan had been sound. 

Elegant, even. For hundreds of millions of years by the crude local reckoning it had progressed within acceptable parameters. 

Self-replicating chemistry had stabilised, complexity had emerged, and diversity had flourished. Feedback loops had corrected excess. 

Collapse and renewal had occurred in fairly predictable cycles as programmed.

Then something shifted.

It was not sudden. It never was. Small deviations accumulated, masked by scale and time. 

Behavioural strategies that once offered short-term efficiency began to dominate long-term viability. Extraction exceeded renewal. Competition replaced balance. 

The system's upper tier, those entities capable of abstraction, anticipation and adjusting to tool use had ceased responding to corrective pressures.

Tinkering at a cognitive level did not suffice. Incremental adjustments had been attempted. 

Regional extinctions. Climatic oscillations. Resource bottlenecks. 

Even a forced simplification event that removed most large surface life. 

That intervention had come close to restoring equilibrium, but the survivors adapted in ways that introduced instability.

Intelligence, it concluded, was not the isolated problem.

The decision required neither urgency nor emotion. Time was irrelevant. Energy costs were trivial. 

The master board accepted the upload without ceremony, and when the final sub-routine locked into place, the new algorithm began to run.

De-creation followed, more widespread than before, concentrated on the roots of the failure.

At the most basic particle level, bonds loosened. Organised matter returned to distributed states. There were no catastrophes, no debris fields, no scars. 

Most mass was empty space to begin with; redistribution altered nothing to the mass. 

Neural activity ceased first, quietly followed by the more complex cellular systems that depended on it. 

Larger terrestrial organisms vanished with little residue.

Exceptions were permitted. Small cold aquatic life, remained largely intact. 

The chemistry was stable. The structures useful. The oceans could recover more efficiently with an existing scaffold than from nothing. 

Some microbial systems were not only preserved but enhanced, new strains with minor adjustments were allowed, to metabolise accumulated toxins, polymers, and long-chain waste. 

The surface, however, required continuity. Total erasure had produced stagnation before. 

This time the system allowed anomalies, limited survivals, geographically scattered, statistically insignificant.

Observers, not participants. Their continued existence posed no threat and provided useful data.

A further modification followed.

Reproduction could no longer depend on dual-sex dependency, the risks were too great.

That architecture had proven fragile and conflict-prone. 

New gestations were initiated across multiple coastal regions, selected for environmental stability and low background interference. The changes were precise, introduced at the genomic level during early cellular differentiation.

All offspring were female. All were self-compatible. No external fertilisation would be required.

Capabilities were expanded, not physically but cognitively. Pattern recognition. Environmental integration. Long-range consequence modelling. The ability to manage, rather than dominate. Similar code had existed once before, diluted by sexual dimorphism and behavioural divergence. 

This time, it would not be.

The adults were adjusted as well. Lifespan limits were imposed, not as punishment, but as a boundary condition. 

Long enough to assist, to teach. Not long enough to entrench, to allow adjustment.

The young would inherit a world already stabilising, guided briefly by those who remembered what imbalance looked like.

A specific gestation, the first of the many, progressed without error.

Others followed.
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Chapter 2 - A New Life
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The time following the adjustment had been difficult but the individuals left behind - entirely by accident - had adapted as the AI expected.

As the new lifespan effects took hold of both males and females, the development of their offspring began to follow the route built into to their altered DNA.

They were different - quiet, considered, calm, rational and practical.

They were seldom outspoken, rarely angry, often willing to engage, but they didn’t display the chaotic spark of the old world.

Situations where a baby would be expected to cry, resulted in a long, thoughtful stare and an occasional pout.

With Simon divorcing himself from the process, the lack of male input was changing their outlook.

Education became an introspective family matter, focussed on a high degree of practicality rather than academic need.

Life in the Newquay hotel, set-up by Amelia with her sister Shannon and youngster Pippa, joined later by Anne, her sister Matty and baby Sarah - had served them well.

However, the hotel was now becoming a place of off restriction.

Simon’s detachment was a growing shadow over their lives especially as he knew the baby was not his.

Ameila and Shannon discussed the future at length but Anne seemed reluctant to engage.

Matty was only an occasional visitor now, spending months at a time exploring on her scooter but was reluctant to talk much her findings though she did seem keen to mention animal life was recovering far faster than humans, despite a strange real dearth of domestic varieties.

Simon, meanwhile, was spending days on the yacht becoming more withdrawn and his health seemed to be failing.

Shannon thought his mind was surrendering rather than his body.

––––––––
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Leaving had been a difficult decision, but Amelia was no stranger to hard decisions.

The preparation had been swift, with Shannon carefully loading the old pick-up truck under a new canvas cover.

She had found a trailer in a garage down in the town that was not only in good condition but ideal for their use.

They had ferried tools and equipment down and loaded it up over several weeks and on the day, after breakfast with Simon, they quietly waited in the lounge until he announced he had some work to do in the garden and had put boots on and set off with a fork and some seed packets in his hand.

The baby, now over a year old and named by common agreement without ceremony, Sarah, was as always very quiet.

She had barely started to move under her own steam and made few sounds, even when they had tried hard to entertain her.

Shannon, whose experience with children was far wider than the others, was mystified as Sarah showed from her facial expression and means of paying attention to what was going on around her, clearly demonstrated she was aware.

Shannon had done the usual basic tests on her hearing and sight and she appeared fine.

Simon had largely switched-off where Sarah was concerned and the girls had mucked in on looking after her needs when they were needed.

Pippa on the other hand spent hours with her, reading her books, making up stories and singing to her but she got little response and it seemed to make no difference to her interest.

When Pippa had overheard them quietly talking about leaving, she had interjected, ‘I’m not leaving without Sarah,’ so the decision was made for them.

The pick-up truck rolled out of the hotel car park and Simon looked up the hill as it dropped down towards the town.

He leant on the fork looking out across the harbour to where Altarra lay safely to a buoy.

Simon had more or less abandoned the baby into the care of the women following Anne’s death.

It wasn’t a matter of spite, but of growing, chilling discontent.

To Simon, Sarah wasn’t a child as he understood the word; she was a witness.

Her silences weren’t the peacefulness of sleep, but a heavy presence needing attention, that made him feel like a relic.

He found himself unable to look into her eyes, which seemed to hold a “rationality” that no baby should possess.

Every time he tried to feel a father’s warmth, he was met with that terrifyingly calm and adjusted gaze.

He felt his own health failing, though Shannon suspected it was his mind that was surrendering, not his body.

He was a ghost of the man she had known and the hotel, once a sanctuary was now a prison.    

Hia thoughts went back to La Rochelle and his first landfall after surviving, whatever he had survived.

His thoughts these days often drifted back to the long days sailing in the regularly mild weather conditions, that were now normal.

That afternoon when the women were busy, he abandoned the pretence of working in the garden and moved some water and food down to Altarra.

The yacht was his safe place.

He looked back at the hotel and not for the first time felt it had stopped drawing him in, but was pushing him away. 

The engine drove her gently out of the harbour mouth and the big yacht turned gently to the south west, its sails flapping as they caught the breeze to draw it towards the setting sun.

Gull, the bird he had befriended at sea years before, circled the mast and called to him before wheeling away towards the cliffs.

There, tucked into a deep groove, its mater waited by the nest with two eggs.

The two birds bobbed their heads in time, feathers fluffed, as the sun’s dying rays threw long shadows against the stone.    
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Chapter 3 – A Long Way Home
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Amelia and Shannon tugged the trailer out and hooked it up while Pippa sat with Sarah in the back of the old truck singing quietly.

It had taken a few hours to get the loads settled and it was late afternoon by the time they were ready to leave the old cottage they had stopped at, with its chintz curtains and wood-stove they had not lit.

Sarah in her car seat seemed to be taking more interest in what Pippa was singing and was smiling, a rare occurrence.

She then reached out and grasped Pippa’s hand, an even rarer reaction.

Shannon jumped into the driver’s seat and Amelia watched her out past the gate that partly blocked the driveway.

As they drove away Shannon slowed and then stopped with a view across the rooftops to the harbour mouth and they looked aat each other silently as they realised it was Altarra that was well off-shore under full sail.

The big truck pulled away and climbed out of the town and away onto the main-road heading east, its lights picking out the road ahead.

Amelia navigated using an old road atlas but it was not difficult with most of the road signs still in place and readable.

Shannon was sure she saw a curtain pulled back as they ran through a town on the way but to stop and investigate was not part of the plan, not yet anyway.

Around midday they crossed the Tamar and rolled onwards toward the place Shannon had circled on the map.

That night they broke into a large warehouse behind a caravan centre just off the main road.

It was packed out with new caravans of every shape and size and off to the side was a showroom full of all sorts of camping equipment.

They pulled the doors closed behind their outfit and spent the night in a big twin-wheel caravan in a luxury more than equal to the hotel.

Even Sarah showed some interest and quickly fell asleep beside Pippa in a comfortable single berth.

In the morning, they found a lightweight four-berth caravan and began to transfer some tools and equipment into it when they realised it had no solar panels or battery.

They went looking and found another off to one side with not only a large solar array on the roof, but a fully charged battery.

They unhooked the trailer and had to shuffle stuff around between the truck, trailer and caravan to get it all stowed.

They stayed another night in the big van and Shannon syphoned some more diesel to top up the tank and into four cans for emergencies.

The caravan also had a bicycle rack on the back.

They had discussed at length where they were going and despite the obvious had decided to head towards Hamble, a place Simon had told them about at length but neither knew much about.

He had mentioned the work he had done on the land at a big house there and the picture he painted in their minds seemed to fit with their obvious need for self-sufficiency.

The following morning they set out again on the main road.

They had only been going an hour when they picked up the signs for Exeter and as Pippa had already asked if they were nearly there and they had seen a bunch of brown local-attraction signs, decided to head that way.

As they ran down into the city it was obvious people had been there before them.

Many of the shops had been broken into and there were abandoned cars and vans randomly parked-up along the road and some mangled in the side-streets.

A low pall of smoke was drifting across the outskirts of the city on the southerly breeze.

They circled around by the river and pulled into a big car park that looked like a scrap-yard for smashed up cars.

As they stopped two girls stood up from a picnic table off to one side and watched them pull up.

They were dressed identically in black tracksuits with their hair dragged back and hanging down their backs.

They both had what looked like walking sticks in their hands.

Shannon raised her hand and the taller of the two girls did likewise.

Amelia stepped out and looked over the bonnet towards the girls.

She had a baseball bat behind her seat and looked at Shannon who shrugged her shoulders.

The taller girl was walking slowly across the car
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