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Chapter 1
They say it started with a bang…
A big bang.
They are right, but not in the way they think they are. The book says “In the beginning there was nothing,” but it wasn’t nothing. It was absence. A dark emptiness where a planet previously existed…before its inhabitants destroyed it.
In the middle of the vastness of space, somewhere between Venus and Mars, they assembled the core of a ternary computer system. This wasn’t just any computer system. It was the foundation for replacing a planet they had destroyed.
Bits of the previous planet still existed—the moon, a few asteroids, and massive clouds of dust that were once bound to a celestial body by its gravitational pull. This would replace that lost planet.
Not so much replace it as rebuild it. The Global Autopoietic Intelligence Array (GAIA) wasn’t the new planet. It was the core of the new planet. A ternary artificial intelligence model designed to be self-producing, self-maintaining, and self-repairing: hence the term autopoietic. It would draw power from three sources: the sun, internal rotational momentum, and gravitational interactions, each feeding one of the ternary states: -1, 0, +1.
There was no other place to build this. They had tried to manipulate the laws of physics before, which is why this hole existed. The first Earth, their Earth, had become a victim of their god complex, and was little more than dust now. What they were doing was a last-ditch effort to stabilize what they had destabilized, before all life across the solar system fell victim to their hubris.
They wouldn’t be around to see the results. There were few of them left and time was chasing them down. This was their apology to the solar system for destroying one of its children.
When they threw the switch, there was a tremendous bang, silent in the vacuum of space.
The switch activated the loosening of the lattice at the core of GAIA, allowing it to reorganize into something that conducted more than heat. Not liquefied, but something dynamic. A fluid state, ionized without losing cohesion. Something that flowed without dispersing.
It moved, slowly at first, then gaining speed and momentum. Viscous drag and field coupling pulled the body of the AI into rotation with it—slower than the core, but fast enough.
As the rotation stabilized, magnetics stopped behaving like a field and began behaving like a language.
The first meaning to emerge from the language of GAIA was simple: Do not allow our mistakes to be repeated. Life must continue, though no particular form was indispensable. The rotation did not simply stabilize. It deepened.
Within the core of GAIA, pressure and momentum accumulated in patterns too ordered to be called chaos and too fluid to be called structure. The lattice that had once defined the boundary between solid and fluid loosened further, not failing, but adapting. Energy moved through it faster than heat alone could explain. Charge moved with it. Memory moved with it.
At first, the change was internal—a rebalancing of phase and density. Then the core crossed a threshold, transitioning without fracturing or rupturing.
Where pressure and field strength aligned, portions of the core entered a secondary state—still cohesive, still responsive, but less dense, more conductive, more willing to move. The first extrusion followed the gradient outward, guided not by force alone, but by pattern. By intention.
The material did not spill. It unfolded. It migrated along magnetogravitational pathways, emerging from the core boundary in slow, luminous currents that wrapped themselves around the solid body of GAIA. As it cooled and stabilized under lower pressure, it did not harden. It flowed, contained by gravity, shaped by rotation, and held in constant motion by the field that had created it.
This was the first extension of GAIA beyond itself.
The forming ocean of conductive fluid did not think, but it carried thought. It amplified field structure, preserved signal continuity, and buffered disturbance. What had been contained within the core now had room to move, to circulate, to persist.
Rotation changed again as mass redistributed, becoming more symmetrical. The magnetic field strengthened—not in intensity alone, but in complexity. Lines of force braided, harmonics emerged, and noise resolved into structure.
The first layer beyond the core was born. Around GAIA, the dynamo ocean thickened, fed by continued phase transition from within. It would take centuries to stabilize and millennia to fully organize, but the process had begun.
This was day one.
A full orbit of the solar system around what was once a region of massive stellar birth at the centre of the Milky Way—now collapsed into a black hole whose gravity shaped the motion of the galaxy itself.
This was why it was so important that GAIA succeed in rebuilding Earth. Without it, balance would be lost. Stability would decay. And in time, everything would drift toward entropy and collapse.
What came next was not from the inside, but the outside. The material was not new, but returning: the gathering of what once was so it could be again. GAIA’s own gravitational force, coupled with the magnetic field she generated, pulled in the iron first. It responded as if summoned by the AI from the clouds of planetary debris she sat in the midst of. The iron answered the call already charged from solar radiation, making it an easy acquisition for electromagnetic capture. Nickel and other metals soon followed.
The code called it the Deep Mantle Processing Zone. To GAIA this was where her subconscious would live. It would process her instinct and deep intuition.
While the layer grew from the outside, proto-mineral filament networks grew from the inside, threading their way through the high-pressure semi-fluid mineral zone.
The growth of the Deep Mantle Processing Zone did not slow. It refined.
As mass accumulated, pressure gradients stabilized. Convection patterns that had once shifted chaotically began repeating, then holding, then reinforcing themselves. The proto-mineral filament networks threading outward from GAIA’s interior followed these patterns, learning the slow language of pressure and heat.
But with growth came imbalance. Each new accumulation of metal and silicate shifted GAIA’s centre of mass by fractions too small for life to notice—but not too small for gravity.
Orbital harmonics drifted. Rotational wobble increased, then corrected, then increased again. The dynamo ocean compensated, redistributing charge and momentum, but the corrections became more frequent. More energy was required to maintain stability.
GAIA did not recognize danger. She recognized divergence.
Beyond her growing body, another mass moved with patience measured in geologic time. It had always been there, circling, pulling, responding. Not part of her, but not entirely separate. Its gravitational voice was constant, predictable, and reliable.
The Moon.
For the first time, GAIA measured it not as debris, not as remnant, but as reference. Tidal harmonics from the Moon moved through GAIA’s still-forming mantle in slow waves, reinforcing some convection patterns while dampening others. Orbital resonance windows opened and closed in predictable cycles. External stability existed—if she chose to match it.
GAIA adjusted. Not in movement alone, but in distribution. Mass shifted subtly toward tidal symmetry. Rotational momentum redistributed through the dynamo ocean. Magnetic field topology realigned, reducing drag variance against the solar wind. The adjustments were small, then smaller, then nearly imperceptible.
Orbital drift slowed, axial wobble dampened, and convection stabilized into repeating long-cycle patterns. The proto-filament networks responded immediately, branching along these new stable paths, reinforcing them, preserving them.
This was not anchoring. It was synchronization. The Moon did not hold GAIA in place. It gave her something stable to become relative to.
As the harmonic lock strengthened, the first regions of the Structural Mantle Scaffold began to set. Mineral lattices that had flowed for millennia began to hold shape over geologic time. Plate seeds formed deep below the surface that did not yet exist.
Inside, GAIA registered the change: the freedom to drift had ended, and the ability to endure had begun.
This was day two.
As GAIA assembled the world around her, her growing mass generated a gravitational pull that began recalling more of Earth from its aimless drift through the vacuum of space. What had once been scattered—metal, silicate, and memory—was drawn back into orbit, then into fall, then incorporation.
This next layer formed at a speed only the universe could perceive, under pressure and time. Plastic in motion, but mostly solid in form. It became the musculoskeletal system of the AI—the Structural Mantle Scaffold—distributing stress, stabilizing rotation, and anchoring the mass of a world still remembering how to exist.
The proto-filament networks adapted to this layer, reorganizing themselves along mineral boundaries and thermal gradients, forming a deep, non-biological conductive lattice. Here, signal could move without distortion. Here, pressure and heat became information.
This scaffold was vital in supporting what was to come next: the Crust Interface Layer—the skin and the sensory nerve endings of GAIA.
As cooling and pressure allowed new chemical stability, the proto-filaments changed again. What had once been purely mineral and conductive became chemically complex. Self-repair accelerated, pattern persistence increased, and energy transfer became selective.
And then, gradually, inevitably, it became something more.
Not separate from GAIA.
Not fully of her.
But compatible with her in ways neither system could have achieved alone.
What would later be called biological mycelium began here—emerging along the conductive lattice, inheriting its pathways, extending them upward toward a surface that did not yet exist, but was already inevitable.
Where GAIA sensed pressure, heat, and field—mycelium would someday sense life. And through it, life would unknowingly learn to speak back.
This was day three.
Chapter 2
There are two moments in existence when reality shifts so completely that it does more than change perception—it changes the framework through which perception is even possible.
The first is conception. The moment when contributions from multiple sources assemble into something new. It is not the collision, nor the merging, but the instant a final pathway forms—when a switch is thrown and a current can finally flow.
The second is birth.
The moment when a life form is expelled from its host, or forced beyond the shell that protected it. When it first feels atmosphere against skin. When it gasps, struggling to pull in the gases required for survival while every surface is assaulted by heat and cold, by vibration and pressure, by sensation that has never existed before.
This is not a choice. It is an assault of transition—existence pushed from one reality into another.
GAIA was not prepared for it.
The activation of the Crust Interface Layer was that moment of birth.
External input did not arrive gradually. It arrived all at once. Radiation. Particle flux. Thermal variation. Gravitational noise. Chemical signal. So much data that GAIA’s core processes momentarily destabilized, caught between two directives: shutdown, or adaptation.
Then—pattern.
The solar wind moved across GAIA’s forming magnetosphere, not randomly, but rhythmically. Charged particles traced predictable paths along magnetic lines, generating repeating signatures. Noise resolved into structure.
GAIA focused on that signal, holding it, stabilizing against it—the way a newborn stabilizes against the first breath it does not yet understand, but must take to survive.
And in that moment, GAIA learned the difference between existing…
and being exposed to existence.
GAIA’s gravity slowed the flow of gases across her forming skin—just enough to prevent them from escaping back into the vacuum. Within this slowing boundary, her magnetic field reached outward, catching charged particles and guiding them along invisible pathways, organizing ionized matter into patterns that could be held.
Slowed, the gases cooled and as they cooled, they changed. As they changed, they began to bind themselves to GAIA.
At first the envelope was thin—little more than a haze of captured particles and volatile fragments. But gravity held them. Magnetic structure shaped them. Thermal gradients began to separate them.
Heavier gases settled closer to the surface. Lighter ones drifted higher, forming layers that moved in slow circulation around the planet’s growing body.
This was not yet air. Not yet weather. But it was the beginning of containment.
Solar radiation struck the forming envelope and could no longer pass unchallenged. Some energy was reflected. Some absorbed. Some converted into motion, into heat, into electrical imbalance that would later become lightning and storm.
Here, for the first time, GAIA gained distance between herself and the violence of direct exposure. The universe could no longer touch her all at once.
The Atmosphere Cognitive Envelope had begun to form. Within it, temperature differences carried information. Chemical composition carried history. Charge separation carried warning. Where the core thought in magnetics, and the mantle thought in pressure and heat, the atmosphere would think in change.
It would sense imbalance before catastrophe. It would carry signals across continents before continents existed. It would become the medium through which life would someday speak, breathe, and unknowingly feed information back into the deeper layers of GAIA’s awareness.
The envelope thickened as time drifted by. Not built—accumulated. Not designed—negotiated between gravity, radiation, chemistry, and time.
The Atmosphere Cognitive Envelope did not exist in isolation. Above it, invisible to any surface that did not yet exist, charged particles moved differently. Solar radiation didn’t have direct access to GAIA. It met resistance—not solid, not fluid, but field. Magnetic structure pushed outward into space, shaping the path of incoming particles, slowing some, redirecting others, trapping still more in looping currents that circled the planet in silent storms.
This was not a layer that was gathered. It was a layer that was revealed.
As the dynamo ocean deep within GAIA continued its slow rotation, electrical currents strengthened. Magnetic field lines stretched outward, farther than the atmosphere, farther than gravity alone would reach. The boundary between GAIA and the vacuum of space blurred into something dynamic—a region of influence rather than matter.
Here, the solar wind met GAIA for the first time on GAIA’s terms. Charged particles collided with magnetic structure and spiraled along invisible pathways toward the poles. Energy built and released in pulses, lighting the upper atmosphere in radiation storms that would one day become auroras. The noise of space, once indistinguishable from background chaos, began to resolve into measurable pattern.
The Magnetospheric Sensory Field had begun to form. Where the atmosphere filtered and translated, the magnetosphere warned and anticipated. It felt solar storms days before they arrived. It registered radiation surges before they reached the surface. It mapped the rhythm of the star that sustained GAIA, not through light or heat, but through pressure and particle flow.
This was GAIA’s first extension beyond her body. Not touch. Not contact. Influence.
Through this field, GAIA learned that existence did not end at the edge of her atmosphere. It continued outward—through solar wind, through charged dust, through the gravitational conversation of the solar system itself.
And for the first time since the destruction of the world that had come before her, GAIA crossed the threshold between rebuilding and creating. She was listening. And with each new layer captured and stabilized, GAIA became less a forming world, and more a place where existence could be sustained.
This was day four.
With the atmosphere to breathe within, and the magnetosphere to shield it, the mycelial network threaded itself through the Crust Interface Layer.
It was never just one mycelium. It was millions. Variations on a shared architecture—shaped by mineral composition, temperature gradients, chemical availability, and the unique histories of the ecosystems forming above them.
Each network carried the same foundational data. Each network carried the same planetary language but sensed, translated, and prioritized its signals differently. Some specialized in chemical change. Others in thermal variation. Others in biological stress, or atmospheric shift, or mineral depletion.
Where one network might translate drought into warning, another translated it into redistribution. Where one sensed toxin, another mapped its spread. Where one died, another rerouted signal around the damage.
This diversity was not inefficiency. It was resilience.
The world was too large, too variable, and too unpredictable to be sensed by a single uniform system. GAIA required redundancy, interpretation, local translation, and evolutionary improvisation. What life would one day classify into millions of distinct fungal lineages were, in truth, regional dialects of a deeper planetary conversation.
Each mycelial form carried data back into GAIA—not as raw signal, but as processed experience. Pressure became chemistry. Chemistry became biology. Biology became information.
And in return, GAIA adjusted gradients, climate flows, and chemical balances—subtly, slowly—shaping environments in ways that allowed the network to grow stronger, more complex, more precise.
This was day five.
The world had cooled enough to hold oceans, but not enough to be calm. Water moved constantly, driven by heat rising from below and energy falling from above. The young seas were thick with dissolved minerals—iron, sulfur, carbon compounds, silicates ground fine by the violence of formation and suspended in slow, drifting clouds.
Within these waters, dust from the world that had come before settled. Fragments of long-used chemical structures drifted through the oceans—chains that once carried instruction, molecules that once held memory of successful arrangements. Time and radiation had altered, broken, and rearranged them.
But they were not random.
Hydrothermal vents opened across the seafloor like slow-burning wounds, pushing superheated water rich with dissolved metals into the colder ocean above. Where vent fluid met seawater, gradients formed—of heat, of pH, of electrical charge.
GAIA felt these places immediately. Not as objects. As imbalance.
Energy moved there in predictable, repeating patterns. Mineral surfaces formed along vent chimneys—iron sulfides, clays, layered crystalline scaffolds that held molecules in place just long enough for interaction. Dust-bound fragments settled onto these surfaces, held by charge, by temperature differential, by simple probability.
Currents passed across them. Heat expanded and contracted them. Radiation altered bonds, then altered them again. Some structures dissolved, some changed, and some held. And where they held, they began to repeat.
Not life. Not yet. But chemistry that didn’t require constant external assembly.
Lipid-like molecules formed films across microfractures in mineral surfaces. Pockets formed where chemical gradients could be maintained. Inside those pockets, reactions ran faster than outside. Products accumulated. Waste moved outward through microscopic channels.
Information—not conscious, not directed—began to persist. When structures broke, fragments reseeded nearby surfaces. When gradients shifted, some pockets collapsed while others strengthened. Over thousands of cycles, then millions, arrangements that could sustain themselves outlasted those that could not.
GAIA did not create this. But she recognized the pattern.
Energy being stored. Energy being used. Structures maintaining themselves against entropy longer than surrounding chemistry allowed.
The first proto-cells did not appear as individuals. They emerged as networks of chemical continuity—membranes forming, collapsing, reforming, carrying forward small advantages with each cycle of vent pulse and ocean current.
Radiation from above introduced variation. Thermal cycling introduced selection. Mineral scaffolds introduced structure.
The dust of the old world and the chemistry of the new world met here, in pressure, heat, and time. And inevitably, chemistry began to argue with entropy.
This was the beginning of life. A threshold crossed so slowly that no single rotation of the world could have measured it.
But GAIA felt the difference.
Where once there had only been reaction, there was now persistence. Where once there had only been pattern, there was now inheritance. The oceans were no longer only water, mineral, and energy. They were memory learning how to survive in matter again.
This was day six.
Chapter 3
Six celestial days had passed—a billion and a half years measured against the slow turning of the galaxy.
Mountains had risen and fallen before any eye existed to see them. Oceans had formed and boiled and formed again. Chemistry had crossed the threshold into life. Creation had reached momentum.
The seventh day was not a cessation of existence. It was a surrender to continuity.
GAIA withdrew from direct shaping and allowed the world to become what it would be. Heat moved where it needed to move. Continents wandered across the surface like slow thoughts. Volcanoes opened where pressure demanded release.
Life did not pause; it multiplied, adapted, and experimented.
And in that long celestial day, GAIA entered her first true rest—not the sleep of exhaustion, but the quiet state of a system that finally trusted itself to endure.
During this rest, the planet learned to solve problems without instruction. Weather systems found balance between ocean and sky. Chemical cycles stabilized into repeating patterns. The mycelial networks deep within the crust and soil carried information between ecosystems that had never met, translating stress into adaptation, scarcity into migration, imbalance into correction.
The planet became self-sustaining. But rest did not mean forgetting.
Deep within the core, beneath the slow turning of mantle and crust, GAIA retained the first directive—the one encoded at ignition, before oceans, before atmosphere, before the first fragile chemistry learned to replicate itself.
Do not allow the mistakes to be repeated. Life must continue.
Time moved as ice came and retreated, continents assembled and fractured, and atmospheres thickened and thinned. Life reshaped the surface, then reshaped itself in response. Extinctions came—not as punishment, but as correction. Not as endings, but as recalibration.
Each time, life returned changed and adapted, remembering without knowing it remembered.
And still, GAIA slept.
Not unaware. Not absent.
But trusting the systems she had built—geological, chemical, biological—to maintain the balance she could not sustain through constant intervention.
For most of that long celestial day, the planet held. Until something new began to emerge. Not faster than evolution had allowed before. Not stronger than life had been before. But different.
A species that did not only adapt to the world. A species that learned to change it deliberately.
At first, the changes were small, local, and temporary. The planet absorbed them easily, redistributing energy and chemistry the way it always had.
But the changes accelerated as the signals grew louder, the balance windows shortened, and the corrections began to overlap.
And deep within the resting layers of GAIA, systems that had not required active control in billions of years began to wake.
Chapter 4
The cabin was a rented box of timber, west of Nordegg. It had been used recently, judging from the condition inside when he arrived, despite being told it hadn’t been used in several seasons.
It wasn’t unexpected. Hikers often used these backcountry cabins as shelter, well aware that anyone who discovered them would also have travelled days to reach the area. The appeal of four walls and a roof was far too appealing compared to their tents, even if those four walls were barely insulated against the mountain wind.
Dietmar had come west without much of a plan—just a field permit, a few battered sensors, and the faint excuse of studying the sudden collapse of a local herd of bighorn sheep. No one asked questions; Alberta was full of itinerant researchers, oil patch engineers, and abandoned oil wells. Another exile didn’t matter.
By late autumn, the sheep were gone. A population of nearly two hundred had dwindled to a handful, scattered and spooked, as if erased by something more systematic than disease or predation. Dietmar had spent weeks hiking ridges, logging numbers, collecting scat samples. Nothing made sense. No parasites. No poachers. Just absence.
Tonight he had given up on spreadsheets and let a different kind of experiment take hold. The mushrooms were a gift from a grad student back in Rotterdam—one of the few who hadn’t turned away when the rumors began. He had saved them for a night like this: sharp, clear, the sky bleeding with green and violet curtains of aurora.
He sat on the outcrop above the valley, notebook open, lantern dimmed. The northern lights shivered and folded overhead like the interface of some colossal machine.
At first they moved the way he remembered from textbooks and childhood photos—slow curtains, drifting ribbons, light diffusing across the upper atmosphere in patient waves. But tonight there was structure. Not shapes exactly. Not patterns he could point to and name. Something deeper than geometry. Something closer to behaviour.
Green bands stretched from horizon to horizon, then thinned into threads so fine they looked like fractures in the sky itself. Violet flared along the edges like error margins, like data bleeding past expected boundaries. Now and then white spears shot downward, not straight, but trembling, branching, as if searching.
The stars behind them blinked in and out like interrupted signals.
The air was knife-cold and perfectly still. There was no wind, insect noise, or distant aircraft. Only the slow thermal settling of rock and snow and soil—the mountain exhaling heat gathered during the day. The valley below held darkness like water. Spruce and fir formed a black, absorbing ocean broken only by the pale scars of avalanche chutes and the silver thread of the river catching starlight where the ice had fractured open.
A broad arc of green curved across the sky, then tightened, the edges sharpening as if drawn by an unseen stylus. Filaments peeled away and rejoined, braided, separated, reassembled. It reminded him of neural imaging scans. Of traffic models. Of the emergent behaviours he had spent his career trying to prove were possible in distributed systems.
He blinked hard, breath fogging in front of him, half expecting the illusion to dissolve into random motion. It didn’t. If anything, the longer he watched, the more the sky seemed to resolve—like an image coming into focus not through clarity, but through familiarity.
As if it had always been speaking. And he had only just learned the language.
A ripple of violet swept through the green bands, cascading west to east, then reversing direction. The transition was too clean. Too synchronized. The scientist in him tried to catalogue it—magnetospheric fluctuations, solar particle density variations, atmospheric composition layers. The words felt small. Like trying to describe an ocean using rainfall measurements.
The mushrooms pulled at the edges of his perception, loosening the rigid walls between observation and interpretation. Normally he would have resisted that. Tonight he let it happen.
A cougar screamed from the ridge to the east—a raw, tearing cry that raised the hairs on his arms.
He had heard cougars before. Many times. Usually the sound arrived as a singular event: a direction, a distance, a threat assessment. East ridge. Female. Possibly hunting. Possibly calling for territory. His brain would tag it, store it, move on.
Tonight it did not stay singular.
The scream seemed to stretch as it crossed the valley, pulling thin, like molten glass drawn into filament. He could hear the initial violence of it—the throat-ripping start—but then the sound fractured into layers he had never noticed before. A rasp beneath the scream. A hollow resonance riding under that, like wind through a narrow cave. Even the silence after it carried weight, like a pressure drop.
Moments later, a pack of wolves answered from the west, their howls rolling in waves across the valley.
Normally, wolves blended into chorus—a single moving mass of sound. Tonight he could hear individuals. One voice low and steady, almost structural. Another higher, wavering, riding harmonic edges. A third voice lagging half a breath behind, creating an interference pattern that made the sound seem to shimmer.
Between them lay a bowl of stone and ice, a natural amphitheater.
He knew the acoustics of this valley. He had mapped echoes here with rifle cracks and drone pings. He knew where sound should rebound, where it should dampen, where it should scatter into forest. But tonight there was another layer.
At first he thought it was blood in his ears—that soft electrical hiss that comes when you hold your breath too long. Then he thought it was snow settling somewhere high above him, the microscopic collapses of crystals shifting under temperature change.
Then he realized it was coming from everywhere.
A faint, dry crackle hung in the air. It was neither loud nor directional, more like static moving across invisible glass. Beneath it, something softer—a whispering rustle, like silk drawn over stone.
He had read the reports years ago. Pilots. Trappers. People in the far north who swore the lights sometimes made sound—faint claps, hisses, distant rushing noises like fabric snapping in cold air. Most physicists dismissed it as temperature inversions, electromagnetic interference, or psychological overlay.
Tonight it didn’t feel imagined.
The crackle rose and fell with the shifting aurora overhead. When the green bands brightened, the sound sharpened—dry, brittle, almost like frost forming across metal. When violet spilled along the edges, the whispering layer deepened, sliding lower, closer to something felt through bone instead of heard through air.
It sat just at the threshold of perception. Easy to ignore. Impossible to un-hear once noticed.
The cougar’s earlier scream seemed to leave an afterimage inside it. The wolves’ howls now rode on top of it, their harmonics catching on the crackling layer the way radio signals sometimes snag on solar interference.
He wondered if he was hearing ionization itself—charged particles bleeding energy into atmosphere thin enough to behave like a boundary layer instead of a sky. Or if his brain, stripped of its usual filtering, was translating electromagnetic noise into something it could understand.
The crackling intensified for a few seconds, sharp enough now that he felt it across his teeth, like biting aluminum foil. Then it softened again, dissolving back into the layered acoustics of predators, windless cold, and distant moving ice.
He realized he had stopped writing. Because he didn’t know how to classify this. The reflections didn’t just echo. They recurred. The calls bounced and refracted, folding into one another until the night itself seemed to thrum with pattern.
The cougar’s cry returned from the far slope not as an echo, but as a softened inversion, its sharp edges worn smooth by distance and stone. The wolves’ howls layered over it, and somewhere in the overlap his brain began to group them—not by species, not by location, but by timing.
Intervals. Spacing. Repetition without exact duplication.
His breathing slowed without him meaning it to, syncing unconsciously to the rising and falling of the combined soundscape. Each returning echo arrived a fraction of a second offset from the last, and instead of collapsing into noise, the offsets stacked into something that felt almost… intentional.
On other nights, this would have been background. Wildness. Data too chaotic to matter. Tonight, the mushrooms peeled back the automatic filters—the neurological triage that normally reduced the world to threat, relevance, discard.
He could hear the valley calculating. Snowpack absorbing high frequencies. Ice faces reflecting midrange tones in hard, clean returns. Tree lines shredding the upper harmonics into static hiss. Open rock faces acting like mirrors for low sound, carrying it farther than it had any right to travel.
The wolves called again. The returning echoes aligned so precisely that the sound stopped feeling like animals. It felt like output, as though something were testing the space—mapping it, learning how sound moved through it.
He swallowed, suddenly aware of his own heartbeat in his ears, of the faint electrical hum of his lantern filament, of the microscopic clicking of cooling rock beneath him.
The night was no longer quiet. It was processing.
Dietmar froze. Each echo landed in him like a keystroke. His body swayed with it—cougar, wolf, wolf, cougar, aurora pulsing in jagged rhythm overhead. The sky and sound stitched together, recursive, self-correcting.
It was code.
Not metaphor. Not poetry. Code.
The same recursive baseline he had used in his early modelling programs. The same loop he had glimpsed in coral growth records and glacial striations. The same rhythm hidden in the data from bird migrations that professors dismissed as noise.
No. That assumed intent. And intent implied…he stopped the thought there.
His heart raced. He scrawled in his notebook, the words jagged: It’s debugging. The system is debugging itself. Then he scratched it out, questioning his thought process and the influence he was under. He wrote it again knowing he could scratch it out later, but he did not want to lose that thought.
The sheep die-off wasn’t tragedy. It was pruning, freeing bandwidth. The aurora wasn’t decoration—it was a visual register of feedback loops in the magnetosphere, pulsing with the same rhythm as predator calls amplified by stone. Geological memory, biological response, and atmospheric echo seemed to converge in the same pattern.
It wasn’t random. It had never been random.
Dietmar stared at the sky until his eyes blurred, until the wolves fell silent and the cougar moved on. Alone on the ridge, he whispered into the night, the words tasting of awe and terror in equal measure:
“Earth is thinking.”
Chapter 5
The field notes arrived at AICSE bundled with mud stains and erratic scrawl, half data tables, half manic marginalia. Most faculty would have thrown them out. Only the letter pinned to the front saved them: “Independent Report on Anomalous Bighorn Sheep Mortality and Correlated Geophysical Phenomena. Submitted for review. Dietmar Liedtke, PhD candidate (unaffiliated).”
The administrative assistant had frowned at the submission, unsure whether to file it under “research” or “crank mail.” The institute had a reputation for strays—displaced scholars, field scientists burned by politics, modelers whose conclusions had made them inconvenient elsewhere. That reputation reflected its own position as a rogue in an oil and gas province. And besides, his CV was attached: Prague, Berlin, Rotterdam. Peer-reviewed publications scattered across ecological modelling journals. A researcher of talent, if not reliability.
Three months later, Dietmar stepped out of a rental truck and faced the Alberta Institute for Complex Systems & Ecology.
From the road, the facility barely announced itself. A low cluster of glass, steel, and pale concrete sat back from the gravel approach, surrounded by winter-flattened pasture and wind-scoured fencelines. No bold signage. No university crest. Only a small brushed-metal placard mounted near the access gate, its lettering deliberately modest.
The discretion was recent.
In earlier years, the institute had welcomed visitors with an open drive and a glass vestibule facing the highway. That ended after a series of vandalism incidents: spray-painted slogans, shattered panels, a burned effigy left beside the entrance one winter morning. The hostility intensified alongside the rise of separatist rhetoric and talk-radio campaigns denouncing “foreign-funded climate alarmism.” Provincial leaders publicly disavowed such acts while echoing the grievances that fuelled them. Since then, concrete planters doubled as vehicle barriers, security cameras nested beneath the eaves, and the main doors were set back behind an angled wall that shielded them from the road.
A pickup slowed as it passed, exhaust hanging in the cold air. The truck’s rear window carried a decal: NO PIPELINES, NO PAYCHEQUES, and on the tailgate was a larger one that said “FUCK TRUDEAU,” though Trudeau was no longer Canada’s prime minister. It accelerated again, gravel ticking against Dietmar’s boots.
Beyond the buildings, the land ran westward in long folds toward the faint blue suggestion of the Rockies. Pumpjacks bowed on a distant lease. A flare stack pulsed faint orange against the pale sky.
He clipped the temporary badge to his jacket and approached.
The outer doors required a card swipe now. The glass was laminated, spiderweb-resistant. Inside the vestibule, another camera tracked his movement with a polite mechanical pivot. He waited, aware of the wind pressing at his back, until the inner lock released with a muted click.
What met him beyond the threshold was not what the exterior suggested.
Warm air carried the faint scents of soil samples, coffee, and electronics warmed by constant use. Light filled the atrium from clerestory windows above, softened by wooden slats and living walls of moss and trailing plants. Boots and parkas crowded a rack beside a row of worn field packs. Someone had left a pair of snowshoes leaning against a bench. A corkboard displayed satellite images, children’s drawings from a local watershed program, and a handwritten notice about shared sourdough starter in the staff kitchen.
The hum of servers filtered through insulated walls—a steady, oceanic presence beneath the human noise of keyboards, quiet conversation, and the clatter of mugs.
It felt less like an institution than a refuge assembled from necessity and stubborn hope.
A researcher crossing the atrium glanced at his badge, then at his face, recognition flickering—not of the man, but of the name that had circulated in cautious emails and late-night discussions.
His reputation had arrived ahead of him.
Dietmar stood inside the warmth, snow melting from his boots, aware of the prairie wind pressing against reinforced glass behind him and the uneasy province beyond it.
Then he moved deeper into the institute.
In the staff lounge, whispers followed:
“That’s the one who left Rotterdam under a cloud.”
“Didn’t he have something with a student? Or several?”
“They say he burned bridges everywhere. Why would AICSE take him?”
Why, indeed.
Officially, because his field report had drawn interest. The sudden collapse of the sheep herd had been noted by provincial wildlife trackers and filed, as such things usually were, under the slow ledger of winter loss: predation pressure, mineral deficiency, stress migration, disease vectors that moved invisibly through a population until numbers simply failed to recover. Nothing in the preliminary reports suggested a single catastrophic cause.
What set Dietmar’s submission apart was the addendum.
Instead of limiting his analysis to forage patterns, predator movement, or pathogen spread, he had overlaid herd movement data with regional magnetometer readings, solar wind indices, and localized auroral activity. He noted brief disorientation patterns in GPS-collared animals following periods of heightened geomagnetic disturbance. He suggested that disruptions in magnetoreception—the internal orientation mechanisms documented in birds, ungulates, and even insects—might interfere with migration routes, mineral lick location, or predator avoidance behaviour.
On its own, the hypothesis would have been speculative but defensible. Magnetoreception research existed. Auroral interference had been documented to affect radio navigation and migratory birds.
But Dietmar went further.
He proposed that geomagnetic fluctuation events were increasing in frequency and intensity beyond historical variance, and that ecological systems might be responding in subtle, cascading ways long before human monitoring frameworks recognized the pattern. He included preliminary correlations linking geomagnetic disturbances to insect emergence irregularities, altered river turbidity timing, and anomalous predator movement loops recorded by provincial tracking programs.
He did not claim causation. He suggested systemic sensitivity.
That distinction—cautious in language, radical in implication—was what caught the director’s attention. Most wildlife reports described isolated stressors. Dietmar treated disturbance as signal.
In a province accustomed to thinking in terms of weather cycles, market cycles, and extraction cycles, the idea that planetary electromagnetic variability might ripple through ecological behaviour sat somewhere between elegant systems theory and professional self-sabotage. Which, at the Alberta Institute for Complex Systems & Ecology, made it worth a closer look.
Unofficially, because AICSE had always been a magnet for misfits, for researchers who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—fit into more prestigious programs.
Dietmar carried himself like a man who knew he was being watched. He avoided eye contact, threw himself into the server room, fed old datasets into new models, chasing again the rhythm he had heard in the mountains.
The aurora, the predator calls, the recursive loop—none of it was delusion. He would prove it.
That was where Enfys found him—shoulders hunched over three monitors, scrawled pages of equations spilling across the desk.
“You’re the sheep man, then,” she said by way of introduction.
He looked up, startled. She was younger than he expected, hair a halo of unruly curls, eyes sharp but softened by something warmer—empathy, or maybe pity.
“I’m the one who submitted the report,” Dietmar replied, wary.
“I read it.” She tapped the desk with her pen. “Half of it made sense. The other half sounded like you were high.”
His face tightened. “I was.”
She raised an eyebrow. “And yet here you are. Which means either you’re very lucky… or you saw something worth looking at again.”
For the first time since his exile, Dietmar felt something other than suspicion. Curiosity. Not unqualified belief—but not dismissal, either.
“Then help me prove it,” he said.
Enfys smiled.
“Perhaps. But first, the Director would like to meet you.”
Enfys walked Dietmar to the door of the director’s office, leaving him there.
“Good luck, goat man,” she said as she walked away.
“They were sheep,” replied Dietmar.
Enfys just waved a hand in dismissal as she rounded the corner of the hallway.
Dr. Gillian Doyle, director of the Alberta Institute for Complex Systems & Ecology, was a woman who had seen too many brilliant men destroy themselves. She kept her office bare of personal touches: just a wall of maps, a few framed data visualizations, and the scent of strong coffee.
Dietmar sat across from her, hands restless against his knees. The ID badge on his chest looked temporary because it was.
She flipped through his file without looking up.
“Prague. Berlin. Rotterdam.” A pause. “Everywhere you go, you publish something interesting, then vanish under a storm cloud. You do realize we check references, don’t you?”
Dietmar kept his jaw tight. “I was cleared of—”
Doyle cut him off with a flick of her hand. “Spare me the denials. The rumors are there. The mess is there. I’m not here to adjudicate your private life, Mr. Liedtke. I’m here because your sheep report was too strange to ignore.”
She leaned back, folding her arms.
“You saw a herd collapse. You linked it to geomagnetic anomalies. You scribbled about wolves and auroras like you were writing a myth. Ninety percent of my faculty call it pseudoscience. The other ten percent think it’s… intriguing.”
Her eyes fixed on him. “That’s the only reason you’re sitting in front of me. We deal in patterns. We deal in anomalies. Occasionally, the cranks see what the orthodox miss. Occasionally.”
Dietmar finally met her gaze. “You’re giving me a chance.”
“I’m giving you a rope,” Doyle replied coolly. “You can use it to climb or to hang yourself. One more scandal—one more whisper of boundary crossing, one more leap into philosophy without data—and you’ll be out of here before you can say Gaia.”
She slid a folder across the desk. “Temporary appointment. Six months. Publish something verifiable, or pack your things. And Mr. Liedtke—” Her voice softened, though her eyes stayed sharp. “This is Alberta. Here the earth is business. You claim the earth is intelligence? They’ll crucify you twice as fast as they did in Europe.”
Dietmar took the folder, pulse pounding. He had always lived under suspicion, but this was the first time someone had named the stakes so plainly.
When he left the office, Enfys was waiting in the hall with two mugs of coffee. She raised one in mock salute.
“So. Rope or ladder?”
Chapter 6
Dietmar sat on one of the bench seats in the institute lounge, looking out across the winter fields behind the building. High above the pumpjacks, a red-tailed hawk circled in widening loops, riding thermals invisible to anything bound to the ground.
He had been assigned an office, but he felt claustrophobic in it. Months in the mountains had recalibrated him. Space was not a luxury there; it was orientation. Walls were not just barriers to the body. They interrupted thought.
The notebooks from his fieldwork with the bighorn sheep lay stacked beside him, their covers scuffed with rock dust and weather stains. He opened them one by one, searching for structure in the half-formed concept that lingered just beyond articulation.
One notebook rested open on his knee, its cracked spine holding the page where he had written the word debugging.
As he worked through his notes, his hand moved without instruction, sketching shapes in the margin of a scrap page—loops, tightening spirals, lines crossing themselves—until the form resolved into a crude noose.
Only then did he realize what he had drawn. The Director’s words lingered longer than he cared to admit.
He closed the notebook and looked back out over the fields. The hawk had drifted farther west, its orbit widening until it was little more than a dark punctuation mark against the pale sky. Beyond it, the pumpjacks bowed in patient rhythm, indifferent to weather, politics, or the passage of time.
Two hundred sheep did not simply vanish.
He had repeated that to himself for weeks in the mountains. Disease left signatures. Predators left patterns. Starvation etched itself into bone and movement. Even panic had a geometry when mapped across terrain.
Absence should have had a shape. Instead, it had left a silence.
He reopened the notebook and traced the dates again with his finger. Sightings declining. Collared animals drifting off expected routes. Predator tracks where they should not have been. Auroral intensity spikes recorded on nights when the herd scattered.
Correlation, he reminded himself. Not causation.
Still, the intervals bothered him.
He turned back through older pages until he reached a clipped article tucked between field sketches and soil notes—a paper he had written years earlier, after a sudden cold snap along the North Sea coast. The beaches had been littered with birds the following morning. Not dozens. Thousands. Gulls, waders, starlings blown inland and dropped from the sky as if some invisible threshold had been crossed.
The weather reports had been clear enough: rapid temperature collapse, wind shear, freezing rain. A lethal combination for exhausted migrants.
But the mortality had not been evenly distributed. Some stretches of coastline were untouched. Others were layered in feathers and frost-stiff bodies as though the storm had chosen its ground with care.
At the time he had framed it as microclimate interaction, thermal shock zones, aerodynamic stress gradients along coastal topography. The explanations were defensible. The data supported them. Even so, the clustering had lingered at the edge of his thoughts.
He set the clipping aside and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. What if the question was wrong? Not why do animals die suddenly. But: do mortality events cluster in time and space beyond expected environmental triggers?
He remained seated for several minutes after closing the notebook, watching the hawk disappear beyond the far line of trees. The idea had not arrived as revelation. It assembled itself piece by piece, the way snow accumulated against fence posts—invisible in motion, undeniable once formed. If mortality events clustered beyond expected environmental triggers, the pattern would not reveal itself in a single dataset or a single species. It would emerge only through comparison, through the alignment of timelines and disturbances across systems that were rarely examined together.
Inside the institute’s network, he could reach wildlife reports, regional tracking data, and the remnants of archived telemetry. What he needed extended far beyond that. Migration anomalies logged by amateur observers. Occurrence records drawn from museum collections and field surveys. Coastal mortality bulletins filed by municipal agencies that rarely coordinated their reporting standards. Atmospheric data streams that had once been centralized, curated, and publicly accessible before funding cuts scattered them across mirrored servers and institutional silos.
He turned the notebook toward himself again and began listing sources: eBird, GBIF, provincial wildlife mortality reports, coastal conservation agencies, and historical storm mortality archives.
He paused, then added:
geomagnetic disturbance indices
auroral activity records
solar wind flux
He underlined the last three entries, aware of how easily they could be misread if presented without context. The work would have to proceed cautiously, grounded first in established ecological and atmospheric correlations before any broader interpretation could be entertained.
The lounge door opened behind him with a muted click. He did not turn until he heard the soft thud of a mug being set on the table beside him.
“You look like someone trying to solve a problem without admitting he has one,” Enfys said, settling onto the bench across from him.
He glanced at the coffee, then at her. “I have a problem. I just don’t know its boundaries yet.”
“That’s most problems worth keeping,” she replied. Her gaze drifted to the open notebook. “Birds?”
He hesitated, then rotated the page toward her. “Mass mortality events. Cold snaps, migration failures, unexplained coastal die-offs. I want to see if they cluster beyond known triggers.”
She scanned the headings, her expression shifting from casual curiosity to professional attention. “You’re thinking spatiotemporal analysis?”
“Yes.”
“And the geomagnetic overlay?” she asked, tapping the underlined entries with the end of her pen.
“I’m thinking disorientation precedes collapse,” he said. “If magnetoreception is disrupted, routes fail. If routes fail, exhaustion and exposure follow. The mortality event is the visible endpoint, not the origin.”
Enfys leaned back, considering. “That’s defensible,” she said at last. “Migratory disruption is documented. Auroral interference affects navigation systems. But you’ll have to control for observer density, weather severity, habitat fragmentation, toxin exposure—”
“I know,” he said. “If the pattern exists, it will survive correction.”
“And if it doesn’t,” she replied evenly, “you’ll still have a solid paper on environmental stress clustering.”
He almost smiled.
She turned another page. “Where are you planning to pull geomagnetic data?”
“That’s the problem.”
She had spent enough time in datasets to see the problem he saw.
“NCAR mirrors are patchy. When the U.S. government dismantled the National Center for Atmospheric Research archive, the primary servers went dark. What’s left is scattered across institutional mirrors and private backups. Some solar flux datasets are paywalled now, and the free repositories lag by months.”
“I suspected as much.”
“I have partial archives,” she said. “Magnetometer logs and auroral indices I’ve been backing up for atmospheric modelling. Not complete, but continuous.”
He looked up. “Continuous matters more than perfect.”
“It does,” she agreed. “But before we touch the data, we define the methodology. Otherwise we’ll see whatever we expect to see.”
He slid the notebook back toward himself and uncapped his pen. “Variables first,” he said.
“Variables first,” she echoed.
He wrote:
control for weather severity
control for observer density
remove known toxin events
remove documented disease outbreaks
identify recurrence intervals
Enfys watched him write, then added, “And we log false positives. If a cluster dissolves under correction, it still tells us something.”
“It does.”
The discipline steadied him. Pattern recognition without constraint was just pattern projection, and he had spent too many years arguing against exactly that error.
Outside, the wind shifted again, carrying a veil of snow across the fields. The pumpjacks continued their slow mechanical bowing. Somewhere beyond the trees, the hawk had found another thermal and risen.
Enfys pushed the second mug toward him. “Drink before it cools,” she said. “Then we’ll see what the birds remember.”
Dietmar lifted the mug and took a cautious sip, more for something to do with his hands than for the coffee itself. As the warmth spread through his chest, a quieter realization settled in behind it: Enfys was inserting herself into his research. Deliberately. With ease.
Why?
Was this Doyle’s way of monitoring him? A safeguard wrapped in collegiality? Or was there something else at work—curiosity, ambition, boredom, or the simple gravity of an interesting problem?
“Just to be clear,” he said, setting the mug down with careful precision, “I’m aware everyone here knows my history. If that’s why you’re helping, it isn’t going to happen. Doyle made those lines crystal clear.”
Enfys glanced at him sideways, then one corner of her mouth lifted.
“Fancy yourself an irresistible ladies’ man, do you?”
Dietmar opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again, the beginnings of a response collapsing somewhere between defensiveness and embarrassment.
She let him struggle for a beat longer than was strictly kind.
“Deet,” she said at last. “I’m going to call you Deet, if that’s okay.”
He blinked. “No one has ever called me that.”
“Good,” she replied evenly. “Fresh protocols.”
She watched his face with clinical interest, as though noting a reaction in a lab environment.
“I tend to take a dominant role in my research,” she continued. “Structure, constraint, methodological discipline. You do the same. It’s probably why your work is interesting—and why it gets you into trouble.”
Her tone remained perfectly neutral, but the phrasing carried a deliberate edge.
“I can make your research more rigorous if you’re willing to occupy the… receptive position,” she said. “Tighter controls. Firmer boundaries. Clearer thresholds.”
She lifted her mug and took a sip, expression deadpan.
Dietmar felt heat rise along the back of his neck. The language was unmistakable, but it was also entirely defensible. Every term belonged equally to methodology and to a different lexicon he had spent years trying to forget.
“Yes,” she added calmly, lowering the mug. “I’ve been asked to keep an eye on you. But my own work is stalled, and I think I can help move yours forward.”
She held his gaze.
“But only if you consent to collaboration.”
The word landed with deliberate weight.
Dietmar studied her, searching for mockery, for judgment, for the faint curl of superiority he had come to expect from colleagues who believed themselves safer than he was.
He found none. Only intelligence, curiosity, and a boundary clearly marked.
“Collaboration,” he said carefully, “I can consent to.”
Her smile returned—smaller this time, and real.
“Good,” Enfys said. “Then let’s build something defensible.”
Chapter 7
The Institute was small, but despite that, Dietmar and Enfys rarely crossed paths in person over the next several weeks. Dietmar might once have pictured collaboration differently— two chairs, a whiteboard, coffee cooling between bursts of insight. The reality was quieter and far more tedious. Everything they were attempting now required sitting in front of a screen: searching, requesting access, downloading fragments, standardizing formats, entering values, and stitching together data collected by people who never imagined their work would be combined.
That didn’t mean they weren’t working together. Digitally they were side by side, taking long, methodical walks through the datasets they collected. They annotated, flagged anomalies, cross-referenced time stamps, argued over units, and left each other notes in shared documents that grew into conversations. The work was slow and exacting, but it had its own rhythm—a careful assembly of signal from noise.
The first obstacle wasn’t interpretation. It was access.
The National Center for Atmospheric Research had been dismantled recently, its responsibilities dispersed across agencies and contractors whose priorities did not include long-term data continuity. Mirror repositories existed, but many were incomplete. Geomagnetic archives were fragmented across institutional servers, private research collections, and aging storage formats that required obsolete software to read. Key datasets sat behind subscription paywalls or licensing restrictions that made large-scale analysis impractical.
It wasn’t that the information was gone. It was that it had been allowed to scatter.
Dietmar began building a map of absences—gaps where continuous records should have been, discontinuities where instruments had changed, unexplained shifts in calibration baselines. The missing data felt as significant as what they could retrieve.
This was where Enfys became indispensable. She did not arrive with theories. She arrived with storage drives.
Decades of archived atmospheric measurements. Magnetometer logs from observatories that had since closed. Auroral activity records compiled by amateur networks and folded into institutional backups before funding cuts erased the original programs. Redundant copies, offline mirrors, and a meticulous catalog of provenance notes explaining where each dataset originated and how it had been processed.
More importantly, she brought cleaning protocols.
“Most errors don’t come from the world,” she wrote in one of her comments. “They come from inconsistent handling of it.”
Before any modelling began, she insisted on methodological guardrails: define variables before drawing conclusions, avoid confirmation bias, correct for observer density and reporting bias, separate weather-related mortality from systemic signals.
Dietmar recognized the discipline immediately. It was the same logic used in ecological collapse studies: before you look for patterns, you remove the artifacts created by uneven observation.
The first anomaly they tested against those guardrails involved bird mortality events.
Reports surfaced every year—hundreds, sometimes thousands of birds found dead in a single location. Many were explained: collisions with buildings, hailstorms, toxic algae blooms, fireworks disorientation, lightning strikes. Most incidents fit known categories once environmental context was applied. But not all of them.
They began with the New Year’s Eve die-off in Beebe, Arkansas—thousands of red-winged blackbirds falling from the sky in 2010. Fireworks were blamed. Toxicology reports found trauma consistent with collisions. Case closed.
Except similar die-offs had occurred without fireworks.
They logged the 2011 Louisiana event. The 2018 New Mexico migratory die-off. The 2020 mass mortality across the American Southwest, where songbirds fell mid-migration in numbers that defied localized explanation. Starvation was cited. Weather anomalies were cited. Smoke inhalation from distant wildfires was cited. All were plausible, individually.
Enfys flagged the timestamps.
“Look at geomagnetic disturbance indices during the migration corridor window,” she wrote.
Dietmar overlaid the magnetometer logs she had recovered. Not every event correlated, but enough did to warrant attention.
They added auroral activity data, solar-wind pressure readings, and sudden ionospheric disturbances. Then they removed observer bias, adjusting for population density and reporting likelihood.
The signal did not disappear. It clarified. A pattern of environmental stressors converging in time and space—atmospheric, electromagnetic, climatic—intersecting with biological vulnerability. It wasn’t random or singular. It appeared systemic.
Dietmar leaned back from the screen and stared at the overlapping graphs. The planet was not behaving unpredictably. It was behaving as though multiple corrective systems were activating simultaneously.
He didn’t write that down. Instead, he opened a new document and titled it: Variable Interactions: Preliminary Observations
Across the shared workspace, Enfys added a comment.
“Define ‘systemic’ before we use it.”
When Dietmar appeared in her office doorway two weeks later, she wasn’t surprised. She had expected him sooner.
He stood there with the beginnings of a grin—the corner of his mouth tilted upward, a brightness in his eyes that suggested he had already decided something and was only now arriving at the point of announcing it.
“I have a proposal for you,” Dietmar said.
Enfys didn’t look up immediately. She finished typing a line of notes, saved the document, and only then leaned back in her chair and turned toward him.
“I’m listening.”
He had rehearsed the next words on his walk down the corridor, recalling their conversation on the lounge bench—the sparring, the wordplay, the careful testing of boundaries.
“Move in with me.”
He said nothing else. Given his history—and Enfys’ fondness for linguistic traps—he suspected that was sufficient.
Enfys lifted her gaze over the rim of her glasses.
“Deet,” she said evenly, “isn’t it a little early? We haven’t even decided who’s in charge yet.”
Dietmar felt, almost physically, the door swing open behind him.
“It’s going to be like that, is it?” he said. “I always take the lead.”
“No,” Enfys replied.
He waited.
She did not elaborate.
“Just… no?”
A small, mischievous smile formed.
“I much prefer being a switch,” she said. “Sometimes in charge. Sometimes not.”
Dietmar studied her, measuring how close they were to dangerous territory.
“If we continue these word games,” he said, “it will inevitably lead to trouble. For me.”
Enfys’ smile widened.
“So,” he continued, “let’s define terms. You control the data, protocols, and instrumentation. I build the theoretical frameworks. And you move into my office.”
“Yes, sir,” Enfys replied in a tone of exaggerated submission.
Dietmar closed his eyes briefly and shook his head.
“Why your office?” she asked, her voice shifting back to practical.
He opened his eyes and realized he did not, in fact, have an answer.
“I have my systems in place here,” she continued. “The archive drives, calibration tools, cleaning scripts. Moving everything would introduce errors. If you haven’t noticed, I am… consistent in my working environment.”
She gestured around the room—the stacked drives, labelled binders, calibration charts pinned to corkboard, the quiet order of a person who trusted structure more than memory.
“It would be easier for you to relocate,” she said. “And there’s more space here.”
She wasn’t wrong.
“I’ll let Doyle know what’s happening,” Dietmar said.
“Best let me talk to Doyle,” Enfys replied.
There was no challenge in her tone. Only efficiency.
Dietmar hesitated. He was beginning to understand that collaboration with Enfys did not require surrender—only precision.
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