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To my cousin Mark Stetson —  

for his untamed energy, his boundless love of nature and the unknown,  

and the steady light of an optimism that refuses to fade — even in storms.


Author’s Note


Dear reader,

You’re holding a vision — Code Gaia: Emergence, the first book in a speculative series exploring not only humanity’s future but the deeper structure of our present: the silent connections between Earth, consciousness, and the invisible architecture of reality.

This book isn’t a prediction — it’s a possibility. What unfolds in these pages lives between science and mysticism, technology and myth, logic and something older — instinct. Some events may mirror today’s headlines; others may feel like whispers from a forgotten past.

I’m not asking you to believe — only to listen. Beneath every scene hums a question — soft but persistent: What if Earth isn’t just alive… but orchestrating?

If these pages awaken something quiet within you — curiosity, unease, or a strange sense of recognition — I hope you’ll keep going.

Thank you for meeting me here — where knowledge fades and intuition begins.

— Deni ArDente


The Water Went Flat

"At sea, courage and fear weigh the same."




Amado stood at the helm, one hand near the throttle, the other rubbing the bone charm tied around his wrist. It had belonged to his grandfather: a small thing, yellowed by salt and years, carried more from habit than belief.

Behind him, the crew laughed over the morning haul. Someone had money on tuna. Someone else said squid, and the others jeered at him. Their voices carried easily across the deck, too bright for the water around them.

The sea had gone flat.

No roll under the hull. No long lift and fall of the Pacific. The surface lay dull and motionless. Somewhere below the deck, a low vibration moved through the planking — steady, deep, not engine, not wind.

Amado stopped rubbing the charm.

He breathed in. Salt. Diesel. Wet rope. Under it, a trace of metal that did not belong.

"Something's wrong," he said.

Benito, who had been laughing a moment earlier, came to the rail. He looked down, then out past the nets.

"Cap."

Amado turned.

Benito's grin was gone. "No fish."

The noise on deck thinned.

"What do you mean, no fish?" Ernesto called.

Benito spat over the side. "I mean no fish. Nets are light."

Ahead of them, the water changed color. The blue faded first, then the gray beneath it. What remained was a dark band across the horizon, too clean along the edge.

The radio cracked.

"Bangka ng Pag-asa, this is Coast Guard Santos. Respond."

Amado lifted the handset. "Santos, go."

"We've got a storm cell forming in your sector. Fast. Too fast. Cut lines and head for port."

Amado kept his eyes on the horizon. "Sky's open above us."

"Not for long. Barometer's dropping hard. We're seeing formation in under an hour."

Rolando glanced up at the clear patch over the boats. "Models miss sometimes."

"No." Santos's signal hissed. "Not this time. Move now."

The bow lifted once and fell.

No wave had reached them. But the boat had answered something beneath the surface.

"Manuel," Amado called. "Bring the nets in."

"Aye, Cap."

Manuel moved aft, then stopped. He pointed west.

"Tatlumpu't Isa," he said. "They're fouled."

Amado followed the line of his hand. The sister boat sat low against the darkening water, her crew small and frantic around the stern. The nets had caught or twisted. Even at that distance, he could read the shape of trouble.

He lifted the radio again.

"Fernando. Talk to me."

Static tore through the channel. Then Fernando's voice came back thin.

"Nets won't lift. If we cut them, we're finished. You know what that means."

Amado did know. Fuel debt. Repair debt. Families waiting on money that had already been spent before the boat came home.

The hum under the hull deepened.

Benito stood beside him now. No grin. No theatrics.

"We head for port, we live," he said. "Maybe they don't."

Amado watched Tatlumpu't Isa list and correct.

"And if we go for them?"

Benito looked at the weather line. "Maybe no one makes it."

For a moment there was only the radio hiss, the water against the hull, and the low vibration passing up through Amado's boots.

"Turn us west," Amado said.

Benito held his eyes for half a second. Then he nodded and shouted orders down the deck.

The crew moved.

Lines came in wet and heavy. Hooks clanged against metal. Men ran bent against a wind that had not been there five minutes earlier. Above the horizon, cloud piled over a single point — not spreading, just building straight up, the way weather does before something breaks.

Amado touched the charm once.

"Haik," he said under his breath.

No one answered. No one needed to.




Tatlumpu't Isa was not alone for long.

Two other seiners had turned toward her. Their bows rose and fell in the growing chop, white water breaking along the sides. For a few minutes it looked possible. Not safe. Possible.

Then the air changed.

Hair lifted on the men's arms. The taste of metal sharpened. Sound went strange — rope, engine, breath — all of it suddenly compressed, as if their ears had filled with pressure. The first gust hit across the beam and drove spray sideways over the deck.

"Hold on!" Benito shouted.

The second gust was no longer a gust. The weather arrived all at once.

Rain came flat and hard enough to sting. The deck turned slick. Men grabbed rails, lines, each other. Bangka ng Pag-asa climbed the first real swell and dropped into the trough behind it with a force that ran through the hull.

At the helm, Amado kept her nose toward the seas.

"Tatlumpu't Isa is cutting!" Manuel shouted from aft.

Amado saw it: men hacking at lines, one net already loose and dragging away in the water behind her. Fernando's boat lurched free, then yawed badly as a wave struck her port side.

The radio filled with overlapping voices.

"Fernando, correct your heading!"

"Port engine choking—"

"Line in the screw—"

"Santos, do you read—"

Then static.




At the coastal command center, Rafael Santos stood over the radar table with both hands on the edge. The storm had grown faster than anything the screen was built to track. Green had become yellow, then red, then a dense inner core that seemed to eat the grid around it.

Maria Lim leaned close to her monitor. "Bangka ng Pag-asa still on scope. Weak return. Tatlumpu't Isa intermittent."

"Call them again."

"I am."

Only static came back.

Santos watched another marker blink, fade, return, then vanish.

"They're inside it," he said.




On deck, José had both arms locked around the rail, his lips moving in prayer. The wind took the words before they became sound.

Old Manuel stood near the stern, soaked through, one hand wrapped in a line.

"Keep your mouth shut and hold!" Benito yelled.

Manuel did not look back. He was watching the water.

A wave rose ahead of them. Not the biggest Amado had seen. But wrong — too steep, too sudden, rising out of water that had been calm seconds before.

For a second its face caught the light and went black-green.

Amado looked down once.

A photograph was taped beside the console, its plastic cover clouded with salt. His wife. His daughter. A beach behind them, bright and ordinary.

He pressed his hand against the wheel.

"Forgive me," he said.

The wave hit.

The bow vanished first. Water came over the deck with the weight of a moving wall. José lost his grip and went sideways into the white. Someone shouted his name. Manuel disappeared behind a burst of spray and timber.

The boat rolled hard.

Amado held the wheel until the deck tilted out from under his feet. His shoulder struck metal. Then there was water, impact, darkness, and a sound too large to separate into parts.

Then there was no deck. No shouting. No wind. Only pressure and cold, and the sea closing over him.

Then nothing.




Half an hour later, the storm ended.

It left no slow edge, no long tail of rain. The wind dropped. The sea went smooth. The same water that had taken the boats lay under a pale sky, broken only by debris.

Rescue crews launched before the all-clear was official.

They found shredded nets, fuel slicks, splintered planks, one blue cooler, three life rings, and a section of mast. José was still lashed to it — held there by rope, chance, and whatever stubborn part of a man refuses to let go. He was cut, coughing seawater, barely conscious.

A sailor leaned over him. "How are you alive?"

José opened his eyes. It took him a moment to find the man's face.

"I held on," he said.

Then, after a few breaths:

"I prayed."

Of Captain Amado and most of his crew, there was nothing.

By evening, men along the coast were already telling the story differently. Some said the storm had taken him. Some said the sea had kept him. Others went quiet when his name came up.

By morning, the sea was calm again.






PART ONE




HARBINGER OF THE STORM








CHAPTER 1




THE FIRST SIGN




At first light, Mark Stetson walked the wet line of the beach with his shoes in one hand and Buddy ranging ahead of him.

The tide had turned not long before. It left the sand firm under his feet, cold at the surface, soft beneath. Each step filled slowly with water, then lost its shape when the next wash came in.

Buddy ran along the edge of the surf, his yellow coat already wet with foam. He charged at the water, backed away from it, then plunged in again as if the ocean had invented the game just for him. Every few yards he looked back to make sure Mark was still there.

Mark was still there.

He moved without hurry, but not without attention. The gulls were already working the shallows. A line of cloud sat low over the far water, pale at the edges. The sun had not cleared the horizon yet, and broken light moved across the ocean.

He breathed in through his nose.

Salt. Kelp. Damp sand. The faint oil smell from boats farther down the coast.

A normal morning.

That was why he had come out early. Before the briefing rooms, before the models, before the numbers on a screen turned weather into warnings and probabilities. Out here, weather still had weight. It reached the body first. Temperature. Pressure. A shift in the wind against his face. The body often noticed before the mind had words for it.

Buddy barked at a gull and chased it three useless meters into the wash.

“Good work,” Mark said. “Very strategic.”

The dog ignored him and shook water across his legs.

Mark wiped his shin with the back of one foot and kept walking.

He was thirty-five, lean in the way of someone who spent more time moving than sitting still, with dark-blond hair that had begun to gray at the temples earlier than he liked. In shorts and an old T-shirt, he could have passed for any local man getting his walk in before the heat came up.

The only thing that did not fit was the compass at his neck.

It was small, old, and heavier than it looked, its brass worn smooth where generations of hands had touched it. It had not pointed reliably north in years. Mark still wore it.

His father used to call it family nonsense, then make sure it was wrapped properly before putting it away.

Mark touched it now without thinking.

The metal was already warm against his skin.

He had never known his grandfather. What he had were fragments, mostly from his father, usually after dinner, when the house had gone quiet and the heat outside pressed against the windows.

Ukraine. The famine. 1932. 1933.

A boy learning too early that hunger was not just emptiness, but a system. A great-grandfather who had believed the new order would bring justice, then watched that belief grow teeth.

The story always changed depending on what his father could bear to say.

Sometimes it was about the village. Sometimes about the argument that split the family. Sometimes about the ship.

A merchant vessel. A berth taken under another man’s name. Australia as a word, not yet a place.

As a child, Mark had treated it like legend. As an adult, he understood it differently. Leaving did not make a man brave. Sometimes it only meant the place behind him had become impossible.

A wave ran farther up the beach than the others and touched his ankles.

Mark stopped.

The water retreated around his feet, pulling sand from under his heels.

For a moment he was back in the old kitchen, his father’s voice low and flat.

Never become a sailor, son.

Not dramatic. Not pleading. An instruction.

The sea has taken enough from this family.

Mark had promised. He remembered the table between them, the glass of water in his father’s hand, the way the older man did not look away until Mark answered.

So he had not become a sailor.

He had chosen meteorology instead, which was either obedience or a technicality, depending on how honest he felt. He studied storms, modeled systems, tracked pressure falls and wind shear, warned people who had chosen the water for a living.

Close enough to the sea to read its changes.

Far enough, perhaps, to keep his word.

Buddy had stopped barking.

Mark looked up.

The dog stood at the edge of the wash with his head angled toward the open water. His ears were lifted. His tail, a moment ago whipping with pleasure, had gone still.

“What is it?”

Buddy did not move.

The gulls had pulled inland.

Mark noticed that next.

Not all at once. First as absence, then as pattern. The usual noise over the shallows had thinned. Birds that should have been circling near the break were cutting back toward the dunes and the roofs beyond them.

The breeze shifted.

It had been coming clean off the water. Now it touched his left cheek, hesitated, and died.

The ocean kept moving, but the rhythm had changed. The sets were uneven. One low wave dragged in too slowly. The next crossed it at a slight angle and broke wrong. Farther out, a darker strip ran under the surface, then vanished.

Mark took two steps toward the water.

The sand was colder than it had been.

He crouched and put his fingers into the backwash.

Nothing obvious.

No slick. No foam line out of place. No smell of algae or fuel.

Still, the unease stayed.

Not fear. Not yet.

Something in him recognized it before he understood what it was.

Buddy backed into Mark’s leg and gave a low whine.

Mark stood.

The horizon was clear. The sky above it had taken on a color he could not immediately place — too flat for blue, too bright for gray. The morning around him remained almost ordinary.

That made it worse.

He reached for the compass again.

The casing pressed into his palm. Warm metal. Old brass. The needle had been unreliable for years, but it still trembled as if it had somewhere to point.

Out beyond the break, the water lifted once in a long, shallow swell and then seemed to settle lower than before.

Mark watched it.

Something was coming.

He did not say it out loud. There was no one to hear him except the dog, and Buddy already knew.








CHAPTER 2




THE STORM THAT Wasn’t There




Brisbane had already started to heat by the time Mark reached the meteorological center.

The city outside was glass, traffic, and white morning glare. Inside, the air was colder than it needed to be. It carried the usual mix of coffee, carpet, electronics, and the faint mineral smell of recycled ventilation.

Mark paused at the security gate while his badge registered. The reader gave a soft click. Beyond the glass, the operations floor was waking in pieces: monitors coming out of sleep, chairs rolling back from desks, the low murmur of the early shift handing over to the day team.

He stepped through.

Emily Wilson was already at her station near the far row, one hand around a mug, the other moving across her keyboard. Her hair was tied back badly, with a loose strand she kept pushing behind her ear without looking away from the screen.

Mark noticed the strand before he meant to.

She looked up.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

He stopped beside her desk, not quite close enough to make it a conversation he would have to sustain.

“You’re early,” he said.

“So are you.”

“Dog woke me.”

“Buddy?”

“Buddy believes sunrise is a legal obligation.”

That got the edge of a smile from her. Small, quick, then gone.

“Sounds like Buddy.”

Mark felt his own mouth try for something more and decided against it. A little discipline never killed anyone. It only made the silence slightly awkward.

“Coffee’s fresh,” Emily said.

“Good. That may save lives.”

She turned back to her screen.

Mark went to his station.

His desk held the usual things: two monitors, a worn notebook, a pen he kept losing and finding again, and a framed photograph from a field deployment three years earlier. The team stood in hard sun beside a Doppler radar unit, all squinting, all pretending the heat had not beaten them flat. Lucas was in the picture with one hand lifted in triumph because someone had just found the last cold drink in the cooler.

Mark sat, logged in, and let the system build itself around him.

Regional pressure maps. Satellite loops. Sea-surface temperature. Buoy feeds. Upper-air data. Automated alerts queued along the side of the screen, most of them ordinary, most of them already half-resolved by models before any human needed to touch them.

He took a sip of coffee.

Bad.

He took another.

The first anomaly appeared in the western Pacific archive, near the Philippine Sea.

At first, Mark treated it as a rendering fault.

A tight rotation had appeared in a place where, six hours earlier, there had been nothing organized enough to deserve a name. He dragged the time slider back. Forward. Back again.

Nothing.

Then formation.

He leaned closer.

The cloud structure intensified across the loop with a speed that made no operational sense. Convective bursts climbed around the center, symmetry tightening frame by frame. Outflow established too quickly. The core cooled, wrapped, consolidated.

Mark opened the raw satellite feed.

Same result.

He pulled buoy data, scatterometer wind estimates, pressure readings from the nearest available stations, and maritime reports. The numbers did not make the anomaly easier to dismiss.

They made it worse.

“Come on,” he said under his breath.

The system flagged rapid intensification.

Then the estimate jumped again.

Category Five.

Mark stopped moving.

The operations floor continued around him. A printer cycled. Someone laughed near the kitchenette. A chair squeaked. The normal sounds made the screen harder to accept.

He checked the timestamp.

Then the source.

Then the processing chain.

The storm was there.

It should not have been there like that. Not that fast, not from that structure, not with the surrounding conditions he was seeing. Shear should have torn it apart. Dry air intrusion should have limited development. The thermal profile did not support the way the system was building.

Mark copied the loop to a second screen and pulled the model spread beside it.

The models were wrong in different directions.

That was worse than a clean miss.

His fingers moved faster now. He opened the archive comparison tool, then the anomaly logs from the previous night. A faint pressure signal. A sea-surface irregularity. A thermal pocket that had been filed as noise because it looked too small to matter.

On the satellite loop, the storm held position.

It did not track. It did not drift with the steering flow.

It sat there.

Mark’s hand hovered over the keyboard.

Then the image changed.

The structure loosened at the edge first. Not sheared apart. Not decayed. It simply lost definition, as if the data had stopped agreeing with itself. The eye blurred. The spiral bands thinned. The cold cloud tops warmed between frames.

Within minutes, the system was gone.

The sea remained.

Mark did not lean back. He did not blink for several seconds.

He replayed the sequence.

Formation.

Intensification.

Category Five.

Stationary.

Dissipation.

Clear water.

He replayed it again.

The same thing happened.

The coffee on his desk had gone untouched long enough for the surface to dull.

“Emily.”

She looked over.

He did not take his eyes off the screen.

“Can you come here?”

Something in his voice brought her up without a question.

She stood behind his chair, close enough that he could hear the ceramic scrape of her mug as she set it down on the edge of his desk.

“What am I looking at?”

“Philippine Sea. Six-hour satellite archive. Watch the center.”

He ran the loop.

Emily said nothing.

He ran it again, slower.

Her hand came to the back of his chair, not touching him, just resting there.

“That’s not a rendering error?”

“I thought it was.”

“And?”

“I’m running raw feed, buoy data, pressure reports. It’s not clean, but it’s not nothing.”

She leaned closer.

“Where’s the track?”

“There isn’t one.”

“What do you mean, there isn’t one?”

“I mean it forms, intensifies, holds position, then disappears.”

Emily looked at him then.

Behind them, the main doors opened and the day shift began to come in with more noise than the room needed.

Lucas Thompson arrived first, carrying a paper bag and the kind of optimism that still believed breakfast could solve institutional failure. His shirt was half untucked. His hair looked as if he had dried it in a moving vehicle.

“Good morning, science people,” he said. “I bring fried sugar and moral support.”

Isabella Smith came in behind him, already reading something on her tablet. Forty-two, precise, military in posture if not by profession, she had the kind of face that made careless theories die young.

Lucas saw Mark and Emily staring at the screen.

“No,” he said. “I know that look. I hate that look. That look ruins food.”

“Lucas,” Mark said. “Come here.”

Lucas approached, still chewing.

Isabella was already moving.

Mark ran the loop again.

For the first ten seconds, nobody spoke.

Lucas swallowed.

“That’s fake.”

“I wish,” Emily said.

“Source?”

“Satellite archive,” Mark said. “Raw feed matches enough to be a problem. Buoy and pressure data don’t contradict it.”

Isabella put her tablet down and bent over the keyboard.

“Timestamp?”

Mark gave it to her.

She pulled up another terminal and began checking against independent feeds.

“Could be corruption in the ingestion pipeline,” Lucas said. “Bad product. Processing artifact. Someone broke something expensive and we’re about to have a beautiful morning of blame.”

“Maybe,” Mark said.

But he did not believe it.

Lucas pointed at the screen with the remains of a donut.

“Please let it be that.”

Isabella did not look up.

“Do not point pastry at the anomaly.”

Lucas lowered the donut.

The joke barely landed.

That was when Mark knew the room had shifted.

One by one, the normal morning sounds fell away. No one had asked the rest of the floor to quiet down, but people had begun to notice the cluster around Mark’s station. A few chairs turned. Someone paused halfway through pouring coffee.

Isabella’s fingers moved fast.

“Nearest buoy?”

“Too far for clean center pressure,” Mark said. “But there’s a drop in the window.”

“Scatterometer?”

“Supports high wind field, but the pass timing is ugly.”

“Upper-level environment?”

“Hostile.”

“Meaning this should not have organized.”

“Correct.”

“And it did.”

“Correct.”

“And then it vanished.”

Mark looked at the loop again.

“Correct.”

Lucas exhaled through his nose.

“Hack?”

“Possible,” Isabella said. “Unlikely across independent sources unless someone had access to more systems than I want to think about before breakfast.”

Emily reached across Mark and pulled up the previous night’s anomaly log.

“What’s this?”

Mark turned toward the second screen.

A small thermal deviation. Sea surface. Flagged and dismissed.

He opened it.

The patch had appeared before formation, weak and localized. Too small to trigger escalation. It sat almost exactly under the later center.

Isabella went still.

“Run that again.”

Mark did.

The thermal patch formed.

The rotation appeared over it.

The system intensified.

Then, after dissipation, the patch was gone too.

Lucas stopped chewing.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “I’m officially enjoying this less.”

Mark felt the pressure behind his eyes, the same low tightening he had felt on the beach that morning when Buddy stopped at the waterline.

He pushed that thought aside.

Beach impressions did not belong in an operational assessment.

“What do we have?” Isabella asked.

Mark answered before he had fully decided to.

“A tropical cyclone signature that forms over a localized thermal anomaly, intensifies beyond environmental support, holds position against steering flow, then collapses without leaving a normal decay track.”

“That is not a sentence I want in an email,” Lucas said.

“No,” Isabella said. “But it may need to be in one.”

Emily looked at Mark.

“Could this be a sensor chain problem with one real event underneath it?”

“That would be the cleanest explanation.”

“Do you believe it?”

He watched the loop one more time.

“No.”

The word sat there.

Isabella straightened.

“Then we verify. Satellite. Buoys. Radiosonde data. Maritime reports. Any aircraft observations. Fishing traffic if we can get it. And we document every source before anyone starts guessing.”

Lucas raised one hand.

“For the record, I would like to guess a little.”

“No,” Isabella said.

“Just privately?”

“No.”

Mark almost smiled, but the screen held him.

The storm that was not there had been there.

That was the problem.

He opened the reporting template, then stopped. The template wanted known categories. Formation, track, intensity, projected landfall, confidence interval, operational recommendation.

This did not fit inside any of them cleanly.

The center of the screen showed calm water.

He thought of Buddy standing at the edge of the surf, tail still, ears lifted.

He thought of the wind touching his cheek and dying.

Not evidence.

Not usable.

Still there.

“We need to escalate,” he said.

Lucas looked at him.

“To Kingston?”

Mark did not answer at once.

Across the room, the wall screens kept moving through their ordinary cycles: Queensland rainfall, coastal winds, marine warnings, heat index, satellite overview. A normal morning, sliced into panels and colors.

Emily folded her arms.

“If we wait,” she said, “and it happens again?”

Isabella closed the terminal she had been using, then opened a fresh log.

“Stetson is right,” she said. “We escalate it as an anomalous data event with potential operational significance. We keep the language tight. No speculation.”

Lucas wiped sugar from his thumb onto a napkin.

“And if Kingston laughs us out of the room?”

“Then we make sure he does it on record,” Isabella said.

That ended the discussion.

Mark saved the loop, attached the raw feed references, the buoy readings, the pressure deviations, the thermal anomaly, and the model mismatch. He copied the packet twice: one for the internal system, one to a local drive.

Emily noticed.

He saw her notice.

She did not comment.

Mark pushed back from the desk and stood.

For a moment he looked again at the last frame: open sea, clear structure gone, no track, no aftermath. The kind of image that made a person doubt the evidence that had come before it.

That was how dangerous things entered systems, he thought. Not with noise. With an absence that looked clean.

He picked up the file tablet.

“I’ll take it to Kingston.”

Lucas lifted the paper bag.

“Emergency donut?”

“No.”

“You sure? Carbohydrates help with bureaucratic trauma.”

“Keep it ready.”

Emily stepped aside to let him pass.

Their eyes met briefly. No warmth, not exactly. Something steadier than that.

“Be precise,” she said.

Mark nodded.

He crossed the operations floor toward Kingston Thomas’s office, carrying a storm that no longer existed.








CHAPTER 3




SIGNS

 

MARK STEPPED into the corridor and dialled the number.

His fingers were trembling a little — a fine tremor at the tips, almost too small to see. One ring. Another. He looked at the fire sign at the far end of the corridor and waited.

His father picked up on the sixth ring.

“Mark? Has something happened?”

“Hi, Dad.” He leaned back against the wall. “How are things up in Darwin?”

There was a pause. Not a long one. Just long enough for a man to decide he was going to say what he had been holding back.

“Bad, son.” His father’s voice was dry, worn thin at the edges. “Worst dry I’ve seen. The waterholes are gone. Bores are empty. They’re saying the water table’s dropped three hundred metres. Farmers don’t know what to do with the stock.”

Mark took that in.

Three hundred metres was not a figure that belonged on any ordinary scale.

“Three hundred,” he said.

Then he stopped.

“Didn’t believe it myself until I saw it.” A short pause. “But you haven’t rung just to check in. I can hear it.”

Mark gave him the short version: the cyclone, its track, the behaviour that did not fit the standard models. His father listened without interrupting. Now and then Mark heard him breathe out, slowly, without hurry — the breathing of a man thinking, not reacting.

“I spoke to your uncle Henry yesterday,” his father said when Mark had finished. His voice had dropped a little. Not secretive. Just different, as if he had moved to another register. “Odd things happening at the farm. The prawns have stopped taking feed. Completely. And it’s not just that. Whales coming ashore further up the coast. Fish moving down deep, away from the usual grounds.”

Mark pressed two fingers against the bridge of his nose. The pressure at the back of his skull had been building since morning, since the briefing.

“Dad.” He waited a beat. “Do you remember what Grandad used to say about signs? About how to read them?”

His father said nothing for a moment. When he spoke again, there was something in his voice that had not been there before. Something lower.

“I remember. He lived on that coast all his life. Knew it properly. Used to say the sea changed before everything else did — temperature, current, the way animals behaved. He never called it superstition. He called it watching.”

“What did he notice?”

“Hard heat, then cold coming too early. Animals acting wrong. He learnt to put things together. Said it kept him alive.” A pause. “These patterns you’re talking about. They’re not El Niño.”

“No,” Mark said. “They’re not El Niño.”

“Mark.” His father’s voice shifted again, and the shift caught somewhere under Mark’s ribs. “You remember what happened to him. Cyclone Tracy. Seventy-four.” A slow breath. “I’m worried this is heading somewhere. Don’t know where. But I’m worried.”

Mark stood in the corridor and did not answer for several seconds.

The professional answer was available: confirmation bias, pattern bias, anecdote instead of data. He knew that answer. He also knew his father had lived on that coast for sixty years and was not a man given to panic.

“I’ll look into it,” Mark said. “I mean that.”

“Be careful.” His father’s voice was quiet and level. Not gentle. Level. “And remember what he said. Look at what’s in front of you first. Models after.”

Mark ended the call and stayed where he was for a few seconds, the phone lowered, his arm hanging at his side.

At the window at the end of the corridor, Brisbane sat under a clean sky. White light. No cloud. No wind. An ordinary afternoon hour that gave nothing away.

He looked at it.

Behind him, a door opened. Emily’s footsteps; he knew them before he saw her. He turned slightly. She came out into the corridor and stopped beside him, not asking anything yet.

The sky stayed clear.

That was the problem. It always looked like nothing, right up until it didn’t.








CHAPTER 4




KINGSTON THOMAS’S OFFICE




Stetson crossed the operations floor toward Kingston Thomas’s office.

He did not slow down at the glass door. He did not knock. The handle came down under his hand, and the door swung open harder than he had intended.

Kingston Thomas looked up from behind a desk that held nothing except a monitor, a closed folder, and one framed photograph turned at a precise angle toward the room. He was in his early fifties, broad through the shoulders and heavy in the middle, his suit expensive and slightly too tight when he moved.

For half a second he froze.

Then his right hand slipped under the desk and came back empty.

A thin burst of commentary rose from somewhere inside his jacket.

“—and he’s gone for it—”

Kingston pressed his elbow against his side.

“Stetson.” His face settled back into its usual displeasure. “Have you ever heard of knocking?”

Mark stayed in the doorway a moment longer than he should have. The office was too clean. No papers. No coffee cup. No spare jacket over the chair. The air smelled faintly of toner and cold ventilation.

Only the photograph gave the room any human trace: Kingston with a woman and two children, all of them standing in hard sunlight somewhere near the water. Mark’s eyes touched it and moved on.

“Sir, we have a serious problem.”

Kingston’s fingers went at once to his left earlobe.

Mark had seen the gesture before. The word problem did it. Always the same small rub of thumb and forefinger, as if Kingston could work the inconvenience out through cartilage.

“What is it now?”

The phone in his jacket gave a muffled crackle.

“Appeal! They’re appealing—”

Kingston shifted in his chair.

Mark closed the door behind him.

“The cyclone isn’t behaving like a standard tropical system,” he said. “Its track keeps correcting against the models. We’re seeing a deep tropospheric low, abrupt wind shear, and pressure patterns that don’t fit the current forecast envelope.”

Kingston looked at him without moving. His thumb was still on his ear.

“There’s more,” Mark said. “Darwin is reporting an extreme drop in the water table. Three hundred meters, according to local readings. Farmers are losing access to bores. Stock movement is already affected.”

Kingston’s eyes narrowed, but not with interest.

“And marine behavior?” Mark continued. “Prawns refusing feed. Whales beaching farther up the coast. Fish moving out of their usual grounds.”

For a few seconds, the ventilation was the loudest thing in the room.

Then Kingston leaned back.

“You came into my office without knocking,” he said, “to tell me about prawns.”

Mark felt his jaw set. He made himself loosen it.

“It isn’t about prawns.”

“No. Of course not.” Kingston lifted one hand, palm out. “It’s about prawns, whales, bores, stock, and a cyclone that, as far as I can see, is not currently on a direct line for Australia.”

“That’s the point. It keeps adjusting.”

“Systems adjust.”

“Not like this.”

Kingston’s jacket spoke again.

“Beautiful shot — four runs!”

He coughed over it, badly.

Mark looked at the jacket. Then at Kingston.

Kingston did not look down.

“As I was saying,” Kingston said, his tone flattening, “our job is to forecast weather. Not build a grand theory every time the ocean misbehaves.”

“This is not noise in the data.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know enough to escalate.”

“No, you know enough to worry.” Kingston leaned forward. His chair creaked once under him. “And worry is not a submission format.”

Mark took a breath through his nose.

The room seemed to hold it. The sealed glass. The polished desk. The faint, compressed roar of a crowd trapped in Kingston’s pocket.

“I need authorization to widen the analysis window,” Mark said. “Satellite, ocean temperature, wildlife movement reports, water-table data. Cross-system comparison.”

“You need to go back to your station and produce something I can send upstairs without looking like I’ve lost control of my team.”

“We may already be behind.”

Kingston’s expression changed only a fraction. His fingers left his earlobe.

“Behind what?”

Mark had no clean answer.

Not yet.

That was the worst part.

“Something that’s coupling across systems,” he said. “Atmospheric, oceanic, biological. I don’t think these are separate events.”

Kingston watched him.

From the jacket came another burst, louder this time.

“Chance here — he’s out!”

Kingston shut his eyes for one second.

When he opened them, his voice was quieter.

“Stetson, listen to me. If you find a cyclone making landfall, bring it to me. If you find a verified risk to populated areas, bring it to me. If you have a model with confidence intervals and a clear operational recommendation, bring it to me. But don’t walk into my office with your father’s farm stories and a bad feeling dressed up as science.”

The line landed cleanly.

Mark did not move.

“My father isn’t a farmer.”

Kingston’s mouth tightened, but he did not take it back.

“Take the afternoon if you need it,” he said. “You look stretched.”

Mark held his eyes for another second. Then he nodded once.

“Understood.”

He turned and left before the anger reached his hands.

In the corridor, the noise of the operations floor returned in layers: keyboards, low voices, a printer cycling, the soft alarm tone from one of the stations. Behind him, through the closed door, Kingston’s phone produced a muffled swell of applause.

Mark kept walking.

By the time he reached his own office, the decision had already hardened into something practical.

No authorization.

No widened window.

No official request that could be delayed, questioned, or buried.

He would build the comparison himself.

Behind him, Kingston’s voice carried faintly through the glass.

“Yes — four! I mean — yes, Johnson, very useful report.”

Mark did not turn around.








CHAPTER 5




WE NEED TO Act




Mark returned to the operations floor with Kingston’s last sentence still lodged under his ribs.

A bad feeling dressed up as science.

He did not look toward Kingston’s office. He went straight to his station.

Lucas and Isabella were still at the monitors. Emily had moved to the spare terminal beside them. No one had gone back to the morning routine. The donuts sat open on Lucas’s desk, untouched now, the glaze beginning to dull under the cold air from the vents.

Lucas glanced up first.

“Well?”

Mark put the file tablet down beside his keyboard.

“No authorization.”

Lucas closed his eyes.

“Of course.”

“He wants a landfall risk, confidence intervals, and something he can send upstairs without looking exposed.”

“That sounds like Kingston,” Isabella said.

Emily watched Mark for a second longer than the others.

“What did he say exactly?”

Mark sat.

He brought the packet back up on his screen before answering. The last satellite frame showed calm water where the system had been.

“He said worry isn’t a submission format.”

Lucas gave a short, humorless laugh.

“I hate when he’s annoying and not entirely wrong.”

“He also called it my father’s farm stories.”

That landed differently.

Emily looked down at the desk.

Isabella’s face did not change, but her hands stilled over the keyboard.

Lucas stopped leaning on the chair.

“Right,” he said. “So now I’m less balanced and professional about this.”

Mark opened a new workspace.

“No. Now we make sure the next thing we bring him can’t be dismissed.”

The room settled around that.

Not agreement exactly.

Procedure.

Isabella pulled her chair closer.

“What do you want?”

“A wider comparison. Not official, not through the request queue.” Mark began dividing the workspace into panels. “Satellite archive first. Same latitude band, last thirty days. Anything with rapid formation, stationary behavior, abnormal dissipation, or thermal precursors.”

Lucas reached for his keyboard.

“Western Pacific only?”

“Start there. Then Coral Sea, Indian Ocean, South China Sea.”

“That is a cheerful amount of data.”

“Filter hard.”

“On it.”

“Emily, can you pull maritime reports? Fishing traffic, distress calls, AIS gaps, anything near the formation window.”

She nodded.

“Coast Guard channels too?”

“If you can get summaries without raising flags.”

“I can ask for incident summaries. Not raw logs.”

“Good.”

Isabella opened a clean log file.

“I’ll build the chain-of-custody table. Source, timestamp, processing path, confidence level. If this goes up again, it goes up clean.”

Mark looked at her.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. This is probably how careers become paperwork.”

Lucas was already typing.

“Careers have always been paperwork. Science is just paperwork with weather attached.”

Nobody laughed much, but the line helped.

Mark pulled up the pressure data Lucas had flagged earlier.

“You said you had something on barometric tendency.”

Lucas pushed his chair back and pointed at his screen.

“Here. Look at the drop. Not center pressure — we don’t have clean center pressure. But the gradient in the nearest window is wrong. It’s too sharp, then it relaxes too fast.”

Mark leaned over.

The graph was ugly.

Not dramatic at first glance. That was part of the problem. A line moving down, then recovering. But when Lucas overlaid the expected synoptic trend, the deviation stood out: a short, hard collapse followed by a correction that looked almost mechanical.

“Where did you get this?”

“Maritime station relay, secondary feed. I didn’t trust the first pass, so I checked it against two ship reports and a buoy estimate. They don’t agree perfectly, but they all bend the same way.”

Isabella came around behind them.

“Show me the time alignment.”

Lucas brought it up.

The pressure drop began before the visible structure tightened.

Emily looked over from the spare terminal.

“Before formation?”

“Before the satellite says formation,” Lucas said. “Which means either sensor lag, or something was organizing below the level we were watching.”

Mark stayed bent over the screen.

The pressure had moved first.

Then the thermal patch.

Then rotation.

Then the storm.

He straightened slowly.

“Build a timeline,” he said.

Lucas looked at him.

“Already doing it.”

“No. Full sequence. Pressure. Sea-surface temperature. Cloud-top cooling. Scatterometer pass. Buoy reports. Dissipation. The vanishing thermal patch. Everything.”

Lucas’s fingers resumed moving.

Emily said, “I have preliminary incident summaries from the Philippine side. Several fishing vessels lost contact during the same window. Rescue operations launched after the cell cleared.”

Mark turned.

“How many vessels?”

“Still unclear. Reports are fragmented.” She scanned the screen. “One name repeats. Bangka ng Pag-asa. Also Tatlumpu’t Isa.”

Lucas stopped typing for half a second.

“Fishing boats?”

“Seiners, looks like.”

“Survivors?”

Emily’s expression tightened.

“One confirmed survivor in the preliminary summary. Maybe more, but I don’t see them yet.”

Mark felt the room narrow.

Screens. Cold air. The smell of stale coffee. A clean line of text on Emily’s monitor where people had gone into weather that should not have existed.

He made himself ask the next question.

“Location?”

Emily read it out.

Mark checked the coordinates against the storm center.

Close.

Too close to ignore.

Isabella saw it on his face before he said anything.

“No,” she said.

Mark looked at her.

“You’re thinking about going there.”

“I need field confirmation.”

“You need sleep.”

“I need interviews before the stories change.”

Lucas pushed his chair away from the desk.

“Hold on. Going where? The Philippines?”

Mark did not answer him directly.

“Satellite and buoy data tell us what the atmosphere did. They don’t tell us what the crews saw before it happened.”

“That’s what reports are for,” Isabella said.

“Reports strip out the parts people don’t know how to classify.”

“Good. That is often called removing noise.”

“Sometimes the noise is the signal.”

She held his gaze.

Lucas looked from one to the other.

“I’m not enjoying the part where both of you sound correct.”

Emily had gone quiet.

Mark noticed.

“What?”

She turned her monitor slightly.

The incident summary contained a short witness note, translated badly into English by an automated system or an exhausted clerk.

Water flat before storm. Fish gone. Radio warning late. Wind sudden.

No long explanation. No mythology. Just four blunt observations.

Mark read it twice.

Then he remembered Buddy at the waterline, ears lifted, tail still.

He did not say that.

Isabella read the note from behind him.

“That could be ordinary survivor language.”

“It could.”

“It could also be contaminated by panic, poor translation, or rumor.”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t think it is.”

“I think it matches a pattern we saw before the system appeared.”

Lucas leaned in.

“We saw flat water?”

“We saw a thermal patch, a pressure anomaly, and formation without normal lead conditions. They saw the surface and animal behavior.”

“Fish gone,” Emily said.

Mark looked at her.

She did not soften it.

“That’s what the note says.”

For a few seconds, the operations floor continued around them as if this were still an ordinary shift. Someone answered a phone. A printer tray snapped shut. On the wall, Queensland rainfall refreshed in calm colors.

Mark opened a travel tab, then closed it before it finished loading.

Isabella saw that too.

“Mark.”

“I’m not filing a leave request yet.”

“That is not reassuring.”

“I’m saying we need two tracks. You keep the data analysis here. I go to the Philippines, talk to the survivor if I can, collect local reports, check station records, Coast Guard summaries, fishing logs. Anything that didn’t make it into the official packet.”

Lucas rubbed both hands over his face.

“Kingston will love that. Unauthorized international fieldwork. Very soothing for management.”

“He told me to take the afternoon if I needed it.”

“That is not the same as ‘fly into a disaster zone, Stetson.’”

“No.”

“Glad we’ve identified that.”

Isabella crossed her arms.

There was no drama in the gesture. Just closure.

“Who sends you?” she asked.

“No one.”

“Then who receives you?”

Mark did not have that ready.

Emily turned back to her keyboard.

“I may know someone.”

They all looked at her.

“At the Bureau?” Lucas asked.

“No. University contact. Manila. Atmospheric sciences program. We did a regional workshop two years ago. Dr. Leandro Ruiz. He works with disaster risk teams sometimes.”

Mark waited.

Emily typed, searched, opened an old email thread.

“He might help you get in without looking like a tourist chasing wreckage.”

“That would be useful,” Mark said.

“It would also make this real,” Lucas said.

No one contradicted him.

Isabella returned to her station and began typing into the log.

“If you go,” she said, “you don’t go on instinct. You go with a field plan. Questions. Data targets. Contacts. Chain of custody. Audio records if people consent. Location tags. No heroic wandering.”

“I know.”

“I’m not finished.” She looked up. “You also send us everything twice. Cloud and direct. If Kingston decides to bury this, I want copies outside his reach.”

Mark nodded.

Lucas lifted one finger.

“And you don’t eat anything from a roadside stall unless it is actively on fire.”

Emily glanced at him.

“What? That is legitimate field safety.”

“It’s not the first bullet point,” Isabella said.

“It should be.”

Mark almost smiled.

The pressure behind his eyes eased a fraction. Not because the situation had improved. Because the room had become a system again.

Roles. Tasks. Data. Movement.

He could work with that.

Emily found the contact and opened a new message.

“What do I tell Ruiz?”

Mark thought for a moment.

“Tell him we’re reviewing an anomalous tropical cyclone signature near the Philippine Sea. Possible connection to lost fishing vessels. We need local observations from before formation and during impact. Ask if he can connect us to Coast Guard, fisheries, or anyone involved in the rescue.”

Emily typed, then stopped.

“Do I say you’re coming?”

Mark looked at the calm water on his screen.

“Yes.”

Lucas exhaled.

“There it is.”

Isabella saved the log file.

“When?”

“As soon as I can.”

“That is not a plan.”

“Tonight if there’s a flight. Tomorrow morning if there isn’t.”

Lucas leaned back.

“You understand this may give Kingston actual joy. He’ll say you’re proving his point.”

“Maybe.”

“And you’re going anyway.”

“Yes.”

“Because of a storm that disappeared.”

Mark looked at him.

“Because it disappeared.”

Lucas absorbed that, then nodded once, reluctantly.

“Fine. I’ll build the timeline.”

“I’ll handle the source table,” Isabella said.

Emily added, “I’ll contact Ruiz.”

Mark picked up his notebook and wrote three headings.

Data.

Witnesses.

Environment.

Under the third, he paused.

Then he added:

Before.

Because that was what bothered him most. Not the storm itself. The before. The flat water. The missing fish. The pressure drop. The thermal patch. The way the system seemed to arrive only after the conditions around it had shifted.

He closed the notebook.

For the first time since leaving Kingston’s office, he felt the shape of the next step.

Not certainty.

Something better.

A direction.
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