Before the Flood
1. Late afternoon, high on the north-west flank of Ben Nevis, the cloud rolled in from across Loch Linnhe. Visibility quickly dropped away. 

“I can’t see the others,” said Bill, anxiously. “Maybe we should call them.”

“They’re still ahead,” said Jes, switching her sunglasses to heat vision. “Let’s keep going.” 
Soon they could barely make out the path, but the sound of the burn, and the reassuring beep from Henry’s wrist-tracker, told them they were still on course. Twenty minutes later they emerged from the cloud. In front of them, the peak pierced a sea of rippling whiteness. 
They crossed the burn and followed the track round the hairpin, gently climbing widdershins, then zigzagging more steeply up to the summit.
In the twilight, Jo and Chris came down to meet them.

“You took your time!” said Jo, helping Bill off with his backpack.

“We took it steady!” said Jes. “Let’s set things up before it gets too dark.”
“There’s a while yet,” said Henry. “And we’ve got to get it right. We’ll not do this again.”
“They are going ahead, aren’t they?” said Bill.

“Don’t worry!” said Chris. “They’ve spent all the money and the whole world’s watching so they can’t afford not to.”

“And they really haven’t tested it?” said Bill.

“They’re not telling anyone if they have,” said Chris. “They must be so confident it’ll work first time.”

“What happens if it doesn’t?” asked Bill.
“They’ll wind up with eight very expensive orbiting dustbins,” said Jo.

“Don’t be so sceptical!” said Henry. “This is a historic day. A turning point. Limitless free energy.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Jo. “They said that about nuclear power. And five hundred billion dollars is hardly free.”

“Come on!” said Jes, plugging together the sensor array. “It’s not long now ‘til sunset.”

Henry stabilised the tripod and helped Jes mount the glistening dish of hexagonal detectors onto the pan and tilt head,. Meanwhile, Chris, Bill and Jo cleared a patch of ground behind the ruins of the observatory, unfolded the dome and inflated its panels. Then they anchored the dome’s nylon guy ropes to the rusting iron stanchions that once tethered a radio mast.
“That’s it!” said Jes to Henry. “You check the picture and I’ll go inside and call Glasgow. There’s too much noise out here”

She disappeared into the dome.
“That was unnaturally easy,” said Bill, standing back and inspecting the squat, green hemisphere. “I’ll turn on the systems. It’s going to be a cold night.”

He set off round to the back of the dome.

“I’m whacked!” said Chris, sitting down heavily next to the telescope,

“Are you alright?” said Jo, anxiously.

“Don’t fuss!” said Chris, taking the pen-sized monitor from his inside pocket and swiping it across his left cheek. “It says my blood sugar’s fine.”
“So why’s the red light blinking?” asked Jo.

“The battery’s low,” said Chris. “I’ll recharge it when we get home.”

Jes stuck her head out of the dome’s red door flap.
“How’s it looking?” she called to Henry.

“Looking good!” said Henry. “It’s locked onto EuroSat-1’s reference signal and bringing up the image. Everything’s still a bit fuzzy but the focus should be fine by the time we’re on.”
“Great!” said Jes, “I’ll tell them.” And disappeared back into the dome.

As the great sea of cloud beneath them lit orange, red and purple in the setting sun, the dome began to glow.

“Firing on all cylinders!” said Bill. “Should be nice and warm by the time we’re finished.”

“Glasgow says they can see our pictures,” said Jes, rejoining the others. “We’re live in ten minutes.”
“Let’s get on with it then!” said Jo. 

Jo stood beside the telescope. Chris and Bill stood opposite her adjusting their holo-cams. Jes was to one side, shielding her RedFang headset from the mounting wind. Henry squatted beside the 3D display. 
“The picture’s great!” he said. “Have a look.”

Above the display hovered a golden ball, rimmed with twinkling red lights.
“Get away!” said Chris. “That’s one you prepared earlier!”

“I wish!” said Henry. “No, that’s EuroSat-1 all right!”

“Come on people!” said Jes, “They’re almost ready for us.
“Yes, yes,” said Jo impatiently, “We’ve rehearsed this over and over again.”

“Quiet!” said Jes. “I’ll count us in. Five, four, three, two and one. We’re live!”
Jo straightened up and looked directly at Chris’s holo-cam .

“This is Jo McFadden for SBC 7,” she said. “The weather’s grand and we’re all set to bring you the great switch on live from the top of Ben Nevis.”
Jes gesticulated at Bill. Bill panned his camera across the horizon and into the blackening sky.
“Our very own EuroSat-1’s right over head,” said Jo, “but we can’t see it with the naked eye: it’s much too small and too far away. But we’ve got the next best thing.”

Jes waved at Henry. 

“It’s a clear night,” said Jo, “and our ultra-wave telescope’s giving us a crystal clear view.”

Henry gave Jes and Jo the thumbs up.

Jes, intent on her ear-piece, gestured at the sky.

“And we’ve just heard that they’re ready to switch on the system,” said Jo, excitedly. “Asia-Sat-1’s in the sunlight over the Urals, so first we’ll see its energy reaching EuroSat-1.”

Suddenly, a jet of vibrant light leapt from nowhere to join the east side of the ball hovering over the display.

“Then we’ll see EuroSat-1 linking up with AmSat-1 over the Rockies, and  AfSat-1 over the Drakensburgs.”

Pencils of light left the ball from the west and north.  

“Finally, EuroSat-1 should start beaming energy back to the Great Cumbrae ground station.”
A third shaft of light sprang from the base of the ball down into the display.

“That’s just so amazing!” said Jo. “I’m almost speechless!” 
Jes made vomiting motions.

“So many people said it was impossible. So many said it was tampering with the very fabric of nature. But after nearly 10 years of extraordinary challenges, we’ve finally harnessed the sun’s energy itself!”

Jes made a chopping motion with her right hand.

“Thank you all so much for joining us,” said Jo. “This is Jo McFadden for SBC 7. Now back to the studio.”

“That was grand!” said Jes. “Well done everyone!”
“And here’s one I did prepare earlier!” said Henry, extracting a bottle of champagne from his backpack.

“They’re so right about great minds!” said Bill, producing another.

“One track minds, more like,” said Jo. “I’ll find the mugs.”

“Better pack the scope up,” said Jes, moving towards the tripod.

“No,” said Henry. “Leave it. Let’s celebrate!”
They huddled round the 3D display, the golden ball still hovering in the centre, transfixed by the eldritch lights. Henry opened his bottle, filled the mugs and handed them out.

“None for me, thanks,” said Chris.

“Spoil yourself!” said Henry.

“Go ahead,” said Chris, “but I’m not sure how much life’s left in my monitor so I need to pace things.”

“Well,” said Jes, raising her mug. “Here’s to us! Slainte!”

“Slainte!” they all chorused.

Suddenly the display began to flicker. Henry squatted down and fiddled with the touch screen.

“Bloody hell!” said Henry, clearly rattled. “It’s certainly not our equipment playing up.”

The team stopped drinking and stared intently at the projection. As the links from EuroSat-1 to AmSat-1 and AfSat-1 faded away, the energy beam down to Great Cumbrae grew brighter and brighter. 
“But it shouldn’t do that!” said Henry, alarmed.  “It should have shut itself down!” 
“So is that bad…?” asked Bill, laconically.

“Bad?” echoed Henry. “It’s catastrophic! Instead of sending most of the power from Asia on to the other satellites, EuroSat’s channelling it all straight down to our receiver station …” 

With a cataclysmic roar, the world lurched sideways. 
2. Jes picked herself up and felt herself all over.

“Bloody hell that’s sore,” she mused, gingerly fingering the bruises down her left side. “And it’s really cold. Wonder how long I was out for?”

She checked her watch. It had stopped.
“Anyone there?” she shouted. “Bill? Chris? Henry? Jo?”

“Jes?” cried Bill. “I’m over here by the cairn. My leg’s all smashed up.”

“Hang on,” said Jes, stumbling over Chris. 

She quickly bent and checked his pulse. 

“Chris?” called Jo. “Are you alright?”

“He’s with me,” replied Jes. “He’s still alive but out for the count.”

Jo staggered across and knelt beside Chris.

“I think he’s gone into shock,” said Jo, her voice shaking. “We need to warm him up and give him some insulin.”

The two women slowly dragged the unconscious Chris into the dome.  

“Stay with him,” said Jes. “I’ll check Bill and look for Henry.”

“No need,” said Henry shakily, joining them. “And I’m more or less OK before you ask.”
“Any idea what happened?” said Jes.

“Felt like an earthquake,” said Henry.

“We’ve really got to get help for Chris,” said Jo. “His monitor’s conked out. And I’ve no idea how much to give him without a reading for the jab-pack.”
“Contact Glasgow,” said Jes to Henry. “Tell them to send the helicopter to get us all out of here.”

Jes left the dome and made her way across the summit to Bill, silhouetted against the moon-lit cairn. 
“How are you doing?” she asked him.

“It hurts like buggery,” said Bill, “and I feel like I’m burning up.”

“Do you think you could stand if I helped you?”  asked Jes.

“Of course I can’t bloody stand!” said Bill caustically. “But that doesn’t matter.”

“Why doesn’t it matter?” asked Jes, watching him quizically.
“Look!” said Bill, pointing up at the sky. “Look at the Great Bear!”

“What’s wrong,” asked Jes.

“The Pole Star should be overhead!” said Bill wildly, “but if you follow the pointers it’s almost halfway to the horizon!”

“What are you saying?” said Jes.

“It’s the Earth!” shouted Bill. “It’s been knocked off its axis!” 

“Come on,” said Jes, far too calm. “It was just an earthquake. Did you bang your head? Maybe you still can’t see straight.”

“You stupid bloody woman!” screamed Bill. “My head’s fine! Just look at the bloody stars!”
Henry joined them.

“Bill’s totally lost it,” said Jes, moving away from the cairn. “How soon are they sending the chopper?”  
“I can’t get through,” said Henry, following her. “There’s no service, not even for emergencies.”

“Is your mobile broken?” said Jes.

“I don’t think so,” said Henry. “Anyway, I can’t get through with Jo’s either.”

“What about the ultra-wave link back to the studio?” said Jes.

“That’s down as well,” said Henry. 

“Could our unit be broken?” asked Jes, without conviction.

“Its fine,” said Henry. “I ran the diagnostics. There’s just nothing at the other end for it to connect to.”
“Bloody hell!” said Jes. “There’s no way we can move Chris. Or Bill, by the look of him. Do you think one of us could get back to the van?”

Henry fiddled with his wrist tracker.

“This is deeply weird,” he said. “It’s seems to be working normally but the moving map says we’re somewhere beyond Dover. That’s over a thousand kilometres away.”

“Can you re-calibrate it?” asked Jes. 

“’Fraid not,” said Henry. “It’s automatic. Supposed to use GPS. But it’s showing almost no signal strength.”
Jes stood silently, nervously picking at her cuticles with her finger nails. Henry watched her expectantly.

“I think it’s too risky trying to make it down unguided,” she said finally. “The winds growing stronger and it’s getting even colder.” 

“Blows like rain,” said Henry. “We better get Bill into the dome.”
They rejoined Bill.

“Did you tell him?” asked Bill, feverishly, 
“Tell me what?” said Henry.

“You didn’t, did you!” said Bill.

“What didn’t you tell me?” asked Henry, 

“Not now,” said Jes. 

“Not so bloody fast!” screamed Bill, as Henry and Jes gently helped him up. “Jesus wept! I can’t stand it!”

“Take it steady,” said Henry. “It’s not too far now.”

Inside the dome, Jo was crouched next to Chris. 
“How’s Chris?” asked Jes, easing Bill down besides them.

“I tried to give him a shot,” said Jo, “but he still won’t respond to anything and his breathing’s getting shallower. I’m really frightened I gave him too much.”

“Keep trying,” said Henry. “But we need to help Bill right now.”

Bill’s left trouser leg was dripping with blood. Henry cut up the seams with his Scots Navy knife and gingerly inspected the damage. The femur was snapped clean through: one ragged end protruding through the livid wound.

“How does it look?” moaned Bill, the knuckles of his clenched fists white in the soft glow of the dome’s LEDs.

“Not so good, I’m afraid,” said Henry. “We need to get you to a hospital. There’s nothing we can do here.” 

“We’re not going anywhere before it gets light,” said Jes. “Let’s try and make ourselves comfortable.”
As they lay huddled together, the rain fell more and more heavily, and the wind pounded the dome, each buffet straining the moorings.
“I don’t really like this,” Jes whispered to Henry

“There’s a big storm coming,” said Henry quietly. “The dome’s not meant for this sort of weather. I hope it holds.”

At dawn. Jo was stirred from her fitful sleep by crazed scrabblings and screechings. Sitting up, she saw the shadows of myriad beasts darting across the dome’s translucent walls.
“Jes! Henry! Wake up!” shouted Jo.

“What’s happening?” called Jes, getting up quickly.

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” cried Jo. “I’m so scared!” 

Stepping awkwardly over her colleagues, Jes opened the window flap and peered out. In the half-light, terrified animals fled through the driving rain: deer, foxes, rabbits, wild-cats and sheep, amidst a seething carpet of mice and voles.

“You can’t be as scared as they are,” said Henry, joining Jes at the window. “It’s as if they know something dreadful’s about to happen.”
“How’s Chris?” asked Jes.

“He’s really cold,” said Jo. “Could you have a look at him? I can’t bear to.”

Suddenly, the rain stopped and everything went quiet.

“The storm’s about to hit,” said Jes, thinking quickly. “We need to keep really close together.”
But as they tried to manoeuvre Bill and Chris across the jumbled floor, a huge gust caught the front of the dome, ripping the guy ropes from the panels. The dome flipped on its back, tumbling its occupants on top of each other. With the next gust the dome broke up, the panels whipping away into the whirling vortex. Frantically, Jes disentangled herself, grabbed hold of Henry and Jo, and pulled them away from the stricken encampment. Sheltering behind the crumbling observatory wall, they hunkered down and clung to each other.
3. The storm had passed and the sun had risen. Chris was dead: Jo sat beside his zipped up sleeping bag, silently rocking backwards and forwards. Bill, his wound suppurating, was now running a high fever. Henry wandered the debris, fiddling fruitlessly with a mobile phone.
Jes paced up and down, arguing furiously with herself.

“Why aren’t they looking for us? Maybe they don’t expect us back yet. But we’d have stayed in touch. They must know something’s up. One of us needs to go for help. Someone’s got to stay with Bill. Henry and Jo could stay. But Henry knows the way down and I don’t. Jo’s badly in shock. We can’t leave her on her own with Bill. Jo and I could stay.  Or she could go with Henry and I could stay. But there’s nothing any of us can do for Bill. We could all leave him but he’ll probably be dead by the time we got back for him. He’ll probably die anyway. Why aren’t they looking for us? Maybe they can’t? Why can’t they? Jesus fucking Christ! What a total nightmare! I can’t bear it here any longer …”
“Henry, Jo,” said Jes, sounding as decisive as she could, “I’m going for help. Come or stay. I don’t mind. But I’m going.”

“Don’t you think we should wait?” said Henry. “They’ll be looking for us.”

“I think they’d be here by now if they were coming,” said Jes, firmly.

“Maybe they don’t realise we’re stranded,” said Henry. “Anyway, I think we should stick together.” 
“I’m going for help,” repeated Jes. “Bill’s in a really bad way. We’ve no medical supplies. We’ve practically nothing to eat or drink. One of us has got to go.”

“Why don’t we all go?” said Henry. “Jo?”

“No!” said Jo, emphatically. “I’m staying with Chris! He’s sure to wake up soon. Please don’t leave us!”

Jes looked hopelessly at Henry.

“All right,” said Henry. “I’ll stay as well. Maybe I can bodge the link’s fuel cells to boost one of the mobiles.”
“Fine!” said Jes. “You both stay. Which way do I go?”

“The path starts at the back of the ruins,” said Henry. “It’s quite steep going for the first stretch. When you reach the Y junction, turn left and follow the burn. You can’t go far wrong.” 
“Thanks!” said Jes, without conviction. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Happy trails!” said Henry abstractedly, returning to his mobile.

Jes set off down the mountain track. Below her, the vast layer of cloud still stretched away to the horizon. On the heather clad flanks of the summit, a throng of sheep and deer stood watching her accusingly. 

“Stupid bloody animals,” muttered Jes to herself. “Why don’t they go further down?”
Eyes to the ground, she carefully picked her way along the boulder strewn path. But as she neared the fork, she stumbled, landing heavily on her bruised side. Tired and tearful, she lay back in the heather.

“Come on girl!” she said to herself. “Keep it together! No one else is going to. You’ll soon be safe…”

The sound of waves breaking on rocks shattered her reverie. Jes got up and looked around. The clouds beneath were dispersing. Terrified, Jes stood and stared at the white flecked foam of the unknown sea.
