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​Chapter 1 ~ Cave
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Flurries of loose sand chased across the surface of the beach ahead, propelled by the following wind. At least her eyes were protected from the stinging grains, but she was annoyed by her hair blown forward about her face. Buddy was hilarious, though, energised as he always was at the shore. Belying his six years, he bounced and gambolled like a young pup, barking gleefully to chase off the retreating waves and scampering away as they surged towards him.

Ice shrugged off the outer layer of her coat and tied it around her waist. It shouldn’t have been this warm in early November so far north. They had talked about it last night at dinner, and Oscar had shared the online weather map showing the orange of a large plume of warm air brought up from the equator by the weak jet stream.

Ice and the boxer dog were alone on the long stretch of luminous shore below the strand line of seaweed and plastic detritus. Only a trio of figures – a couple of adults and a child – was some way in the distance and she was relishing the privacy.

Her social skills weren’t so bad now, really. Could she still be called ‘Ice by name and nature’? Surely she’d grown and gotten better with practice. But it was such an effort to interact with humans. She could tell when they were being dishonest – that ability had not even dimmed. Only these days, on top of that skill, she was often overwhelmed by people’s inner confusion and their suppressed dismay and fear. So many of them were barely containing their panicky selfishness that verged on aggression. From Buddy, came plain desires and feelings. Hunger, comfort, exuberance. Non-human animals were just easier company.

Her hair was tickling her face and she pushed it away impatiently with the crook of her elbow, raising a small pair of binoculars to her eyes and examining the white spray as the wind clipped the wave peaks. She was keen to spot movement of a different kind – darker shapes which were the seals raising their heads above the water, or the splash of a fluke giving away the presence of Minke whales. There were so few now – fewer and fewer – but even so, they had recently been spotted just round the coast, apparently, and she longed to see one for herself.

Disappointed, she pouted. No marine mammals in her sights today – only herring gulls catching the updraught or bobbing on the choppy surface. Gulls were such superb generalists. It wasn’t really a surprise that they were still numerous, surviving the changes with their ability to eat everything – scavenging our waste. There were as many in the car parks as out to sea! And yet, scruffs as they were on land, they were brilliant in flight. Masters of the Wind.  

One of the birds proved her assessment correct, hanging in the air, braced and maintaining position by the slightest shift of the angle of its wings. Then in the distance, there was a different pair. Those weren’t gulls. Ice watched, enthralled by the stunning birds and the speed with which they dropped, wings pulled back tight to pierce the waves like darts. If gulls were the aerial acrobats, gannets were the high diving daredevils. They must have been finding fish. 

That was good because the wildlife documentaries were depressing –  showcasing just how much the delicate marine ecosystems were failing and not coping with the increase in temperature and acidity. It was sadly obvious close to home too, even though here in the bluff north east, people were relatively lucky. Tides were evidently higher, but they had not lost as much precious land as they had in London or in East Anglia where the coastline had retreated inexorably from the rising sea.

The culprit was right there in her view as she scanned the horizon. Like an aquatic behemoth, the Viking Prospect raised a giant concrete body above the waves, on four legs of latticed steel. Three cranes, like insectoid limbs, reached out and away from a central tower that rose hundreds of feet above the drilling platform. A part of Ice – engineer genes from her dad, maybe – admired the structure for its functional and robust design. It was no mean feat to withstand the North Sea weather. But she shivered despite the warmth; it was the outward sign of a world that was still addicted to the fuel that was destroying it. 

Fighting off the swell of panic that was always prompted by these thoughts, Ice quickened her pace to a jog.

“C’mon Bud!”

She ran, inviting the willing dog to accompany her all along the sweep of beach as it narrowed and eventually became impassable, cut off by the cliff. Just before this point, she hesitated, looking across a flat stretch of rock and an area of smooth boulders, towards a short grassy slope that led up to the mouth of a cave. 

Conflicting feelings vied for her vote. She wanted to explore this place, but fear held her back from venturing into it. Caves, tunnels – all those enclosed spaces were very much not her strong point. It was incredible that some people could crawl through potholes or dive into flooded caverns underground, but even the thought of ever finding herself in a similar situation caused her pulse to race. 

She’d once been literally taken underground by the shadelings, though, as the earth had roiled and cracked, at the Twelve Brothers stone circle at Depton... but that had been different. Those dark, little creatures were able somehow to slide through the rocks and soil and when they had pulled her in one night, she’d felt none of her usual claustrophobia.

Yet she was drawn now to the cliff’s dark maw. Perhaps it was just because of her uncanny ability to visualise long past activity in ancient sites, but she was intrigued. Historical places always fascinated her. If she waited, sometimes the history would play itself out so vividly it was almost real – as though she could literally see the people as they had come and gone, their movements evident even though they had been dead for hundreds or thousands of years. 

Now there was this: a scene of men, women and children, clad in robust garments of some thick material, who walked steadily up the rise and disappeared into the gloom of the cave mouth.

Ice’s reverie was broken by a nudge on her thigh from the boxer dog who, having had his fill of the nearby smells, had grown impatient with her inertia. Curiosity won. She wouldn’t need to go far into the cave. Just enough to see if she could still bring to mind the actions of those who had entered it and what they did inside all those centuries ago.

“OK, Bud, let’s have a look, shall we?” Ice made her way across the slab of rock. She took pleasure in the solid feel of it beneath her wellington boots and then the exhilaration of leaping across the large boulders at the foot of the slope. The last part of the incline to the cave was steep. It was no challenge to her nimble, four-footed companion, but twice she slipped forwards on to her hands as she scrabbled for grip, before she reached the cave.

Ice dusted the sand from her palms. Other humans had been there not long ago, evident by cans and plastic bags strewn around the opening. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. Who did that sort of thing? And what sort of thoughts could they possibly have as they were leaving their rubbish everywhere? Maybe none at all. But thankfully, there was no other sign of people and so she called Buddy, warning him not to sniff at the rubbish, and ventured further into the cave itself.

The hole in the cliff was deceptively modest, but as she stepped into the interior, her eyes adjusted to the gloom and her mouth opened in wonder. The chamber was wider and taller than she had pictured from outside. Away from this large atrium, stretched two passages – one that disappeared downwards and into darkness, and the other illuminated by a dim light suggesting an exit to the top of the cliff. 

The ground below was uneven with the remnants of past rockfalls worn smooth by the action of sand and water and she took care not to slip. Squinting in the half light, she pictured the people who had entered the cave so long ago. They were short, solemn figures, some standing while others crouched, laying things on the ground or into small depressions between rocks. At the cave wall, one of the group was using a flinty tool to peck at the surface. When Ice refocussed to the present, she saw to her delight that the grooves had lasted out the centuries since they had been made.

“This is amazing, Buddy!” she told the boxer, as if he could share her interest in historical things. He could only share her mood with a skip and half-run, before becoming engrossed in sniffing out who and what had left their scent around the cave, leaving Ice to study the carvings, 

She traced the patterns with her fingers. They were worn and with an aged patina, possibly carved by those first people – the ones that had followed the great frozen cliffs as they had melted north and opened up new lands.

Among the tight spirals and strange geometric shapes, she was sure she could make out representations of creatures. One was like a child’s drawing of a fish. Another could have been the undulating form of a sea beast. Ice stared at this one, wondering if the ancient people has seen what she had. Perhaps they they had also witnessed the huge creatures coalescing from flocks of birds, like the ones in Depton. According to Marianne, the ‘witch-woman’, as Joe had called her, the giant beasts were the ‘Old Ones’, known in mythology and seen by some at the time of Samhain – or Halloween – when the fabric of the worlds grew thin. Was it the same in the North, aeons ago? 

The giant animals she had seen in Depton were unworldly and unbelievable. She would not have been quite convinced of their reality, but Joe had spotted the serpent in the sky that day and it had made her feel a little less mad. A little less lonely to not be the only one noticing the stranger things that others missed. Like the year of the floods when she had arrived in Depton; nobody else could see the shadelings. Or almost nobody. Just her and a wild-eyed stranger on the road. And then of course, little Nathan, led to the safety of the chamber inside Monk’s Hill. 

At first she had been alarmed to see the black, catlike creatures that had previously only haunted her dreams, but neither they nor the bird beasts of the following year had harmed her. Instead, they had come as a warning. A warning about the humans. The threat they posed. Fracking and burning the countryside. Konnara Resources. The company her parents had both once worked for. The name brought a bitter taste to her mouth. 

Did she miss the shadelings? Sometimes she would scrutinise the half shadow, letting herself believe that the shapes of familiar objects were their distinctive, gargoyle-like features, and she would will them to move and reveal themselves to her. But in reality, she had not seen them since that spring. All the same, she tried it again at this moment, staring deep into the cave where the low light allowed her imagination to run wild and envisage the fallen rocks to be the crouching figures of the little beings.

She peered harder into the gloom, heart quickening. Was there actually a sudden, barely perceptible shift in the profile of the rocks? She dismissed it with a sheepish laugh. It was a trick of the light and the effect of staring too long at one place. Yet when she glanced at Buddy, he had stopped, attention focussed in that direction, head cocked. 

“Oh, what is it, Bud?” she whispered, her imagination conjuring catlike creatures in the shadows. She knew it wasn’t a seal. Could a marine creature have sought refuge in the cave? Was anything really there?

Her question was answered immediately; there was no doubt of movement this time, as a shape detached itself from the rock pile and stood silhouetted and separate just in front of the branching of the two tunnels.

It was a child. She could not look for long, and was compelled to turn away, focussing back at the cave wall beside her. Now that her vision had adapted to the low light, the carvings and the natural features of the rock were easy to see, yet when she looked back and tried to discern who or what was standing there, it appeared to lose structure, causing her eyes to ache with the strain. Buddy was making suppressed whining noises – the kind he did when greeting people who came to the house – but no growls of warning, and though he did not move from his spot, he gave brief flicks of interest with his stump of a tail.

It was still a dark silhouette, dimly back-lit by the cave exit somewhere along the tunnel, but now she was sure of a vaguely human contour, though her eyes refused bring it into focus.

Perhaps the near darkness and her over-active imagination caused it to waver like it was not fully certain of its own shape, before it stepped out from the gloom. Ice blinked, still doubting her own perception. As it emerged into the light, the figure shimmered intensely, momentarily distorting and then settling: a small girl, perhaps no more than five years old. Ice pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes to refocus. Now the girl wore a hooded top, jeans, wellington boots, and a coat tied round her waist – small, but identical to Ice’s own.
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​Chapter 2 ~ Refuge
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Ice found herself standing on the wet sand of low tide with zero recollection of having walked there. In a panic that she had lost Buddy, she shouted for him only to find the dog at her side, silent and gazing up at her quizzically. She laughed at his head tilt, but her relief was tempered with unease and she turned to look back up the slope towards the shaded entry of the cave, trying to recap the last few moments. There had been a small child – a girl – hadn’t there? As hard as she tried, Ice could not recall having said anything, nor seen where the child had gone, but now she was not visible at the entrance nor on any part of the beach.  

Should she be concerned? Perhaps the little girl had gotten lost wandering in the caves. She might be the child of one of the refugee families that had made their way to this part of the world, looking for safety and some kind of a future. Screwing her eyes shut and then pressing her cold fingertips against her lids, she tried to recover the visual image: a shock of wild hair, long but windblown, framing a small face with the smooth, unblemished skin of childhood, darker and ruddier than Ice’s pale olive complexion. Further details were hidden. She could not bring to mind the girl’s expression nor the other features – nothing but the memory of being scrutinised by two dispassionate amber eyes.

‘Brain fog’ came to mind. The phrase people used to describe the cloudy, muddled feeling after a viral illness. It was probably like this. Difficulty in concentrating when she tried to think back. And she felt queasy. Like she’d just stepped off a boat. 

The family that she had spotted further up the beach was now near enough for Ice to summon her courage to approach them. They were almost certainly from the refuge outside Pitredie town, and maybe the little girl was theirs, having run off. They did not look like they were concerned about a missing child, but perhaps they would pass on the information so that she would not have to think about it. She clipped Buddy on to the lead. He was a friendly boy but she was always cautious introducing him to strangers, especially if there were children involved; not everyone understood and welcomed his exuberance.

Strains of an unfamiliar language drifted across to Ice. A child of about six years was chatting animatedly to a young woman and an older man and she wondered whether they would even understand her.

As she approached them, all three looked at her and then to the dog, expressions apprehensive, registering her intention to talk to them. She was not a threat, but she understood why they would be reluctant to interact. Newcomers to Scotland had been welcomed and treated with kindness at first, but things had become increasingly difficult in some parts of the world and their numbers had grown. Locals felt their resources under pressure and there was a rise in fear and hostility. Stark and cramped conditions in the refuge helped to foster the view that the foreigners were dirty, diseased and perhaps violent. 

Ice’s heart began to hammer annoyingly in her chest. Adrenaline would make her voice wobble and she really did not want to begin a conversation with complete strangers, but she masked it, smiling to appear friendly and holding Buddy tightly.

“Hello. Excuse me,” she got out, as cheerily as she could, shouting against the wind. “Um. I wondered if you knew anything about a child missing or whether she should be out here alone.” She sounded awkward and was already regretting her decision.

“I mean, I saw a small girl up there,” she went on, pointing up the slope to the cave. “I can’t see her any more but she seemed to be on her own and there were no adults around. Do you know her? Or do you think she might have wandered off from the camp and got lost?”

This was as much as Ice could manage. She now burned with embarrassment, interpreting their stares as judgements of her strangeness.

The woman responded, shaking her head and spreading her hands wide with a shrug. She spoke a few words of a language Ice did not know and then in broken English, conveyed to Ice that she was unable to understand. Ice contemplated making herself known through simple words and gestures but quickly decided against it. It could so easily become a ridiculous charade open to misinterpretation. Instead, she smiled, nodded and departed hastily.

Once back up on the coast road, she halted, staring up at the sky and groaning quietly to herself.

“What do I do now, Bud?” She smiled, amused by his sweet attention. “You’d tell me if you could, wouldn’t you, boy?”

The houses at the edge of Pitredie town were visible, and not far from the last of them, were the distinctive structures that provided accommodation in the refugee camp about a mile along the road in the opposite direction to home. Ice wished she had her bike for speed, but she was here now and impatient to get the unpleasant task done. She hoped reporting the sighting to someone else might lift the deeply uneasy feeling that had weighed on her since the cave.

The camp was spread out on a flat field at the foot of a rocky rise a few hundred feet back from the road to Pitredie and by many standards, was robust and safe from the elements. The Scottish approach had differed from the English who had tried to discourage refugees with unsafe, prison-like living conditions in abandoned buildings or giant barges. Here, most of the buildings were drab but functional constructions made with concrete bases and curved roofs of corrugated iron, like old aeroplane hangars. These were interspersed with a variety of white, traditional tents and smaller domed pop-ups. The side of the hill was steep enough to provide a barrier against some of the weather, and the rest of the area was enclosed with a chicken wire fence. Was this to keep the refugees contained or to protect them from the locals? It wasn’t obvious. Maybe both. At any rate, there were sometimes camp residents in town and along the beach. 

Ice approached the fence. Beyond it were signs of humanity: clothes flapped, drying in the stiff breeze on small lines strung between the structures; angled wisps of smoke rose from pits that had been dug in the hard ground. In a small, clear area away from the tents, a group of eight children aged somewhere between six and thirteen were kicking between them a knotted bundle of rags in a makeshift game of football. During a history lesson about 20th Century wars, the class had been shown photographs of children playing in the rubble of their destroyed homes, and Ice was suddenly reminded of this now. The resilience of the young was impressive.

Some of the children paused their game momentarily to observe her with fleeting curiosity but they quickly lost interest as she made her way towards what looked like a main gate. There was a flat-roofed cabin beside this and Ice assumed that it was an administrative office. Against all her instincts, she forced herself to approach, rehearsing what she would say in a way that wouldn’t sound odd. From her position just outside the gate, she could peer through one of the windows to a drab, off-white interior. A person was seated inside, partially hidden from Ice by a computer screen and at this point her nerve might have given out had they not looked up and caught her eye. A round faced, sandy-haired man aged perhaps thirty or so, rose from his seat and ambled towards the cabin door.

“Can I help you?” he inquired, from the camp side of the gate, standing back and not opening it, so that Ice had to shout. 

“I was just down on the beach.” She tried to sound as normal as possible and waved her hand in the general direction, as if it might help this person to better understand. “There was a little girl. She was in one of the sea caves. Um... there seemed to be no adults and so I wondered... well maybe she was from here. I thought I should check or let someone know. It’s just that she was quite little. Maybe four or five years old. Could she have wondered off? Has anyone reported a lost child?”

The words had tumbled out at the end and there was immense relief at having managed to convey her message in a way that didn’t sound too silly. Everyone should be concerned about a lone child, shouldn’t they? The man pulled down the corners of his mouth, like he was giving it a passing thought and dismissing the idea. 

“Unlikely,” he replied. “It would be difficult for a wee one to wander off from here and we don’t have any unaccompanied children that age just now. Hold on a minute though,” and he walked off into the camp itself.

Ice swore quietly and was tempted not to wait. Having heard that the child was unlikely to be from the camp, she didn’t see any reason to remain, and Buddy was already tugging at the lead, impatient to get home. She dithered too long. Already the man was returning, accompanied by a woman in a white mask.

Ice instinctively retreated from the gate, cautious. Humans continued to show resistance to the bird flu that had taken such a toll on wildlife but there was a growing list of airborne infectious diseases, old and new, that hadn’t been helped by the mass movement of people, politicians who were opposed to vaccination, and the drive to pretend everything was ‘normal’. 

“This is Azmera,” said the man. He was apparently not bothered by the risk of disease, since he took no obvious precautions. “She has been teaching the camp children and would know if any are missing. Or she would recognise your description if it was one of the bairns.”

Azmera inclined her head. Despite the mask and the dull shabbiness of her camp clothes, the woman had striking looks, with clear eyes, irises almost black, high cheekbones and smooth, dark skin not yet ravaged by age. Her hair was immaculately braided into patterned rows across the scalp but free at the back in a froth of tight curls. She may have been far from the comforts of home, but she was maintaining standards and her dignity. 

“We have no children here like your description and it is true that I know them all. I’m sorry, she is from somewhere else... maybe the town. The parents must be near, I think.”

Azmera spoke in accented but perfect English. She could have been anything in her previous life – a highly paid university academic, or a surgeon. The climate took no prisoners, but only those who had enough money could afford to pay for the dangerous journey to somewhere they believed was safer.

Azmera was telling the truth. Ice could feel that. Unfortunately it was not the truth she wanted to hear, and it did nothing to dispel the unease. Perhaps it was just a nagging sense of responsibility for a helpless child alone somewhere on the beach. But then she could not shake the unsettling thought that this child was not remotely helpless.
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​Chapter 3 ~ Memory 
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“Why don’t I get to go?” It was Oscar’s voice, complaining, drifting through from the kitchen as she closed the front door.

Her return to the cave that morning had revealed no sign of anyone, and there had been no reports of any missing children on the local police bulletin online. Half convincing herself that the parents must have been nearby, Ice pushed it as well as she could to the back of her mind. It helped that she was provided with a convenient distraction, because there had clearly been some discussion while she had been out with Buddy. 

They were all gathered in the one room like there was a family meeting she had missed. Oscar was leaning against the sink, his disgruntled expression confirmed by an indignant folding of arms. He had grown in the year since they had been here. His father’s genetic gift of tall stature was beginning to show, but his tone now was unusually petulant and childish for her normally upbeat and insightful little brother. Ice had to remind herself that at eleven, he was still a child. 

Both parents were sitting at the thick, wooden table that dominated the kitchen, and had yet to answer their son when Ice arrived in the doorway. Buddy pushed his way unceremoniously past her and gave his wriggly greeting to all the assembled humans, ending with Joe who was perched on a tall stool next to the stove. He looked up through his fringe at Ice, giving her a wry smile. The boy was a strange addition to their family unit. At first her enemy for bullying little Nathan, and later her rescuer and co-conspirator, he’d had little choice but to come along or be left alone in Depton, where his mother had abandoned him in an empty house. The year with them in her father’s cottage had definitely seen a change in him, but the annoying cockiness was never that far below the surface.

“Go where?” Ice asked, catching the quick glance that passed between the two adults before Mr Cooper responded.

“We’re just discussing it, Ice. Someone needs to go to Depton now that we’ve made enough biofuel for the journey. One of the adults... and maybe you? Obviously the other needs to stay here.” He turned back to Oscar. “And Oscar, we’re not all going to go – we need the room in the car – so maybe not this time, eh? Besides, it won’t be very exciting for you. Just checking the state of the house and seeing if there is anything we can salvage.”

“How bad is it, do you think?” Ice asked. Oscar gave a huff and raised his eyebrows in a manner that suggested that it was likely to be quite bad. 

Even now, a year later, thoughts of Warwickshire could conjure the intense heat and the grim taste of soot in her mouth. The season had brought them an incredible hot, tinderbox summer, but that alone was not the whole story – it was Konnara. She gritted her teeth at the thought. It was so brazen and arrogant and illegal. Torching their countryside because of a stupid loophole in the fracking laws. Had they really thought they would be able to control things? Surely anyone would know that fire has a mind of its own. You can’t limit it to your pathetic ‘burn zones’. And yet she hardly believed her own bravado either. Or luck. Or stupidity. 

She felt for her phone in her pocket. The shots were still on there. The ones she’d taken from that computer screen at the depot in Bale before she had been forced to leave the site. They’d be showing them to the lawyers at the enquiry about now. Actual key evidence. At least her risky behaviour might have done some good. It was all company greed and as so often, people had died. There was no way the storage bunkers at Bale would have withstood that intense heat. Even as they had driven away, they had heard the explosion, escaping just before it had thrown a plume of toxic material over the surrounding countryside. 

Her pulse spiked and she wondered if the sudden heat in her face was visible to the others. It was her fault her family were on the road to Bale in the first place. By then it was out of control and the poor firefighters had given up. They had done their best, but the fires were too many and too fierce.

Presumably most of Bale was still a contaminated wasteland – but Depton was far enough away, surely. It must have escaped the fallout. She was interested to see how much damage had been done though. They’d abandoned their house in such a hurry. What kind of a state would it be in? Would anything at all in Depton have returned to ‘normal’? 

“Well this is why we have to go there,” her father stated as answer to Oscar’s query and seemingly answering her own. “As you know, we’ve had some communication with the insurance company, but they are being evasive. Typically.”

Pursing his lips, he gave a sniff of contempt at the bureaucracy. 

“Maybe they don’t want to commit to anything, but they have yet to send any photographs. I would imagine insurers will be badly hit, given what happened and what is happening, and are trying to avoid payouts as much as they can. But we have to take a look and make a visual record. We won’t know until we see for ourselves.” 

***
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A cascade of thoughts kept Ice awake that night. The idea of returning to Depton generated a high degree of anticipation about what they might find, but also dredged up the memories of her eventful time in the town. From the moment she had arrived, odd things had happened. Lying in the dark, she was reminded of her first night in the new house and an unfamiliar bedroom. Tonight there was no earth tremor to shake her, nor the haunting outline of a shadeling on her window ledge. Strange that she’d ever been afraid of them. How ironic that she now longed to see one again.

She closed her eyes, imagining herself in that room and wondering how much the fire had destroyed. The clothes incinerated in the wardrobe. The mattress reduced to a frame of twisted metal. The desk turned to ash beneath the old PC that she had abandoned to its fate. Would the images be on its hard drive still? The one she had taken at Bale with the shadowy form of a great bear, half hidden amongst the trees. And Asa, the Beast of Bale, its yellow panther irises fixed in her direction as she had snapped it stooping to grab the dead badger from the road. 

With thoughts of her old home came the pang of loss. Daniel. He had become her friend in that brief time – brushing aside her awkwardness and making nothing of it. It was still hard to come to terms with his life cut short so needlessly. As always, her chest tightened painfully at his memory, but it was more than grief. There was anger and a sense of things unresolved. Their little group, Daniel, Mia and herself, had settled into such easy companionship with all the potential for shared experiences to come – none realised. They had been torn apart by forces beyond their control. Now Daniel was gone and Mia was halfway across the world.
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