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Chapter 1
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The oscilloscope's green trace danced across the screen, its rhythmic pulse keeping time with the sunrise. Tod Blackstone leaned forward on his stool, one hand wrapped around a chipped "SHSU Alumni" mug, the other adjusting a dial with practiced precision. Outside the converted garage window, Copano Bay transformed from inky black to watercolor gray as the first light broke over the horizon.

"K5HUX, this is KG5ZRT. You copy?" The familiar voice crackled through the speaker, punctuated by static.

Tod's lips curved into a half-smile. Right on time. He set down his coffee and thumbed the transmit button.

"Morning, Barney. Reading you five-by. How's Port Lavaca treating you today?"

A chuckle came through the speaker. "Same as yesterday. Foggy and damp. Wife says I'm crazy for being up this early."

Tod glanced at his oscilloscope readings while reaching for a paper bag beside his equipment. He extracted a kolache, still warm from Mrs. Alvarez's bakery down the street. The sweet scent of peach filling mingled with the sharp tang of solder and electronics that permanently perfumed his shack.

"Your wife's known you were crazy for thirty years, Barn. Kind of late to complain about it now."

The radio hissed and popped. "True enough. Got my coffee and biscuits. You?"

Tod took a bite of his pastry, savoring the sweetness. "Kolache and dark roast. Looking at the bay right now. Water's calm today."

"Weather report says we might get some squalls later. Nothing serious."

Tod's eyes drifted to the water. From his elevated position, he could see the ghostly outlines of old pilings where Copano settlement once stood—history slowly reclaimed by the Gulf.

"Might head out fishing if it holds off. Need to test that new transducer anyway." Tod sipped his coffee, watching a blue heron glide silently across the water.

"Don't forget the tournament next month. Still planning to enter?"

The familiar rhythm of their morning conversation continued as sunlight strengthened, illuminating Tod's cluttered workspace—oscilloscope, spectrum analyzer, soldering station, and various radios in various states of repair or modification. Maps and charts pinned to walls. Coffee mug rings on technical manuals.

***
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TOD REACHED FOR A SCREWDRIVER and tapped it against the edge of his workbench.

"Actually, wanted to show you something, Barn. Just finished a mod to the antenna system yesterday. You're my first test."

"What'd you do now?" Barney's voice carried equal parts curiosity and suspicion. 

Tod swiveled on his stool to face the large window overlooking his backyard, where the skeletal frame of a 6-meter long-John Yagi antenna rose above his property. The antenna's aluminum elements glinted in the early light, its substantial 20-foot boom supported by a heavy-duty rotator.

"Added a solid state IC light sensor to the long-John. Interfaced it with the rotator control system."

"In English, college boy."

Tod grinned. "The antenna now tracks the sunrise automatically. Points itself east in the morning without me having to adjust it manually." He watched with satisfaction as the massive antenna began to move, the rotator motor humming softly as the Yagi pivoted eastward.

"So it's pointing at me right now?" Barney asked.

"That's right. Your signal's coming in clearer than usual, isn't it? The light sensor detects the brightest point on the horizon and aligns the antenna for optimal reception."

Barney's laugh boomed through the speaker. "Only you would build a robot to turn a knob, Blackstone. What happens when it's cloudy?"

"Secondary program kicks in with preset coordinates. I've mapped the seasonal sunrise variations."

"Lord have mercy." Barney sighed dramatically. "You spend three weekends building something that saves you five seconds of work. Typical engineer thinking."

The antenna stopped its rotation, now perfectly aligned with the brightening eastern horizon—and coincidentally, with Port Lavaca. Tod's signal meter jumped noticeably.

"Signal strength just improved by eight decibels," Tod noted, satisfaction warming his voice. "Not bad for something that saves me five seconds."

"Could've done the same by just standing up and turning the knob."

"Where's the fun in that?" Tod watched the bay waters turn from gray to blue as the sunlight intensified. The antenna remained fixed, tracking the light with electronic precision, while gulls wheeled against the morning sky. The oscilloscope's trace had stabilized into a strong, clean pattern.

"Some people fish. Some people hunt," Tod murmured. "I build things."

"And talk to old men on the radio at dawn," Barney added. "Don't forget that part of your fascinating life."

***
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TOD ADJUSTED THE FINE-tuning knob on his transceiver and squinted at the oscilloscope display, where a peculiar anomaly had appeared among the familiar waveforms. A faint signal pulsed at regular intervals, barely distinguishable from the ambient noise.

"That's odd," he muttered, leaning closer to the screen.

"What's that?" Barney asked.

Tod didn't answer immediately. The signal didn't match any pattern he recognized—not sunspot activity, not atmospheric bounce, not any standard transmission protocol. It appeared for precisely two seconds, then disappeared, only to reappear ten to twelve seconds later.

"You seeing anything unusual on your receiver, Barn?" Tod asked, keeping his voice casual while his mind raced through possible explanations. 

"Clear as a bell on my end. Why?"

Tod adjusted the frequency range, trying to isolate the anomaly. "I'm picking up something strange. Very faint signal, pulsing regularly. Comes in for exactly two seconds, disappears, then repeats about every ten seconds."

The oscilloscope trace showed another pulse, whispering above the noise floor before vanishing again. Tod checked his equipment connections, wondering if he'd introduced some feedback loop with his new antenna modification.

"What frequency?" Barney asked, his tone shifting from casual to curious.

"That's the thing—it's outside normal band allocations." Tod switched to a spectrum analyzer view, watching as the ghostly signal appeared again, precisely on schedule. "It's sitting in a weird spot, right between marine band and aircraft frequencies. Nobody should be broadcasting there."

"Equipment malfunction?"

Tod shook his head despite knowing Barney couldn't see him. "Don't think so. Signal's too regular, too... intentional." He watched another pulse appear and fade. "And it started right after sunrise, right when the antenna locked onto the horizon."

The regular cadence of the signal continued, soft but persistent, like a distant lighthouse beam sweeping across his instruments. Two seconds on, ten seconds off. Two seconds on, twelve seconds off.

"Barn, your signal's still clean?"

"Crystal clear. No anomalies."

Tod frowned. If Barney wasn't detecting it from Port Lavaca, that meant the source was likely local—or at least not between them.

"Well, something's out there," Tod murmured, watching the next pulse appear exactly when expected. "And whatever it is, it's broadcasting on a schedule."

***

[image: ]


TOD TAPPED HIS MULTIMETER probes along the connection points, methodically verifying each solder joint and crimped connector. Everything checked out—rock solid.

"Time to triangulate this thing," he muttered, disconnecting the automated tracking system and switching to manual control.

The worn plastic of the rotator control felt familiar in his palm as he slowly turned the dial. The massive Yagi antenna on his roof creaked obediently, pivoting away from the sunrise and sweeping across the morning sky. His eyes stayed locked on the oscilloscope display, watching for any change in the mysterious signal.

As the antenna rotated past southeast, the pulse flickered. When it reached due south—directly over Copano Bay—the signal strengthened noticeably. 

"Well I'll be damned." Tod adjusted the gain, reducing amplification as the faint whisper transformed into a definite presence on his screen. Another pulse arrived, stronger than before.

He reached for his logbook and scribbled the time—6:47 AM—followed by signal characteristics, frequency observations, and bearing. The scientific part of his mind took over, methodically documenting what his instincts were screaming was impossible.

The next pulse arrived just as he finished noting the antenna position. Tod glanced at his watch.

"That wasn't ten seconds," he muttered. The interval had shortened to twelve seconds exactly. He circled the observation in his notebook.

Tod watched, transfixed, as the signal continued its metronomic appearance. His fingers traced the path of the coaxial cable running from his equipment to the rotator, following the electronics path in his mind. Everything was working correctly, but what he was seeing defied explanation.

"What the hell am I picking up?" He squinted toward the bay through his workshop window, seeing nothing but calm waters and distant shore.

Then reality hit him like a physical blow. The oscilloscope pattern, the timing, the direction...

"That's not RF," he whispered. Somehow, his modified antenna was picking up pulses of light, not radio frequency. But that was impossible—the Yagi wasn't designed to detect optical signals. His mind raced through the modifications he'd made. The new light sensor for the sunrise tracker shouldn't be interacting with the RF circuit at all.

Unless...

Tod frantically began rechecking his wiring diagram. Something was converting light pulses into electrical signals his equipment could detect, and whatever was sending those pulses was sitting somewhere out in Copano Bay.

***
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THE MORNING SUN HAD fully crested the horizon now, bathing Tod's workshop in steady amber light. The signal, however, maintained its rhythmic pulsation, clearly independent of the sunlight that had first made him notice it.

"Barney, you still there?" Tod adjusted the oscilloscope's gain, bringing the waveform into sharper focus.

"Yeah, I'm here. You figure out what's causing that ghost signal yet?"

Tod leaned closer to the screen, fascinated by the signal's complexity. What had initially appeared as simple pulses now revealed intricate modulation patterns within each burst. The oscilloscope traced peaks and valleys that weren't random—they possessed structure, almost like...

"It's not just pulsing," Tod said slowly. "There's something else happening inside each signal. The pattern isn't mechanical." 

He adjusted the time base, spreading the waveform across the screen to examine the internal structure of a single pulse. The signal expanded, revealing delicate fluctuations that rose and fell with subtle variation. Not the sharp, consistent edges of a digital transmission or the simple sine wave of most RF sources.

"This is weird, Barney. Real weird." Tod's voice dropped lower. "It's got this... organic quality. Like it's modulating itself."

The next pulse arrived, displaying the same complex internal pattern but with minute variations from the previous one. Tod stared at it, mesmerized by its rhythmic irregularity.

"Almost like it's breathing," he whispered.

Silence filled the radio channel for several seconds.

"Come again?" Barney finally replied. "Did you say breathing?"

Tod swallowed. "Yeah. It pulses at regular intervals, but inside each pulse, there's this... fluctuation. Not mechanical. More like a heartbeat or respiration pattern."

The signal continued its twelve-second cycle, each pulse arriving with perfect timing yet containing those subtle internal variations that seemed impossible for any standard transmission equipment to produce.

"Listen, Barney, I'm looking out at Copano Bay right now. Nothing unusual. No boats where this signal's coming from. But something out there is generating pulses of light that my equipment is somehow picking up."

Tod rubbed his eyes, calculating angles and distances in his head. "Whatever it is, it's definitely in the water. And I don't think it's any kind of equipment I've ever encountered."

***

[image: ]


THE RADIO CHANNEL REMAINED silent for several uncomfortable seconds. 

"Tod? You still with me?" Barney's voice carried a note of concern. "You're not going all 'Close Encounters' on me, are you? Maybe you should take a break, get some coffee."

Tod ignored the suggestion, his attention locked on the pattern dancing across his oscilloscope. He reached for the antenna rotator control, deliberately turning the massive Yagi away from the sunrise in the east, sweeping it in a slow arc across the bay waters.

"I'm tracking it, Barney." His voice had taken on the flat, methodical tone he used when hunting elusive signals. "The source isn't from the east at all. It's definitely out there in the water."

As the antenna pointed toward a section of deeper water about half a mile offshore, the signal strength peaked dramatically. Tod marked the coordinates in his notebook with precise figures.

"Got you," he whispered.

The oscilloscope trace suddenly changed its rhythm. The twelve-second interval between pulses shortened to ten seconds, then eight.

"It's responding," Tod said, his voice barely audible.

"What's responding?" Barney asked. "Tod, you're starting to worry me."

Tod watched as the signal continued to accelerate its pulsation rate, now cycling every six seconds. The pattern remained complex but had become more energetic, almost agitated.

"Whatever's generating this signal just changed behavior when I pointed directly at it." Tod stood up and moved to the window, staring out at the calm morning waters of Copano Bay. Nothing visible marked the spot where his antenna was aimed. "It's like it knows we're watching."

"We? There is no 'we' here, buddy. This is starting to sound—"

"I need to check this out," Tod interrupted. He grabbed his keys from the workbench. "I'm taking the boat out."

"Whoa, hold on. That storm front is still moving in from the Gulf. Coast Guard already issued small craft advisories."

Tod glanced at the eastern horizon. Clear blue for now, but he knew the weather could change quickly on the Texas coast. It didn't matter.

"I'll be fine. Going to investigate and be back before anything hits. K5HUX clear."

"Tod, wait—"

Tod switched off the radio mid-protest. Within minutes, he had gathered his handheld transceiver, binoculars, and a waterproof pack. The mystery in Copano Bay was calling, and Tod Blackstone had never been able to resist a signal that shouldn't exist.

***
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TOD SWITCHED OFF THE transceiver with a soft click, silencing Barney's distant protests. The workshop fell quiet except for the electric hum of equipment and the rhythmic tapping of his foot against the concrete floor. He returned to his workbench, eyes locked on the oscilloscope where the mysterious signal continued its dance across the screen.

"Six seconds," he muttered, watching the regular pulses. Then, as if responding to his voice, the signal's rhythm changed again. The interval between pulses shortened—now appearing every eight seconds. The acceleration troubled him more than the signal itself.

Tod slid into his chair and pulled a dusty external hard drive from a drawer beneath the workbench. He connected it to his laptop and launched a program he hadn't touched in years—a signal analysis suite he'd coded during his final year at Sam Houston State. The software was crude by current standards, but it offered visualization options commercial packages lacked.

The laptop screen filled with cascading spectral patterns as the program ingested data from the oscilloscope. Tod leaned forward, elbows on the desk, chin resting on his interlaced fingers. The frequency distribution appeared on screen, and he blinked in surprise.

"That can't be right."

The signal spread across an impossibly wide band—from near-infrared all the way to ultraviolet. No transmitter he'd ever encountered produced such a dispersed pattern. Man-made signals were efficient by design, concentrated into narrow frequency bands. This was diffuse, almost organic in its spread.

Tod ran a second analysis, this time focusing on the modulation pattern. The results only deepened the mystery. The signal showed characteristics of both amplitude and frequency modulation simultaneously, something that shouldn't occur naturally and would require impossibly complex equipment to produce artificially.

He tapped a sequence of commands, cross-referencing the signal against his light sensor data. The correlation was undeniable—the pulses weren't radio waves at all but light, captured by his modified sensor and translated into electrical signals his equipment could process.

"What are you?" Tod whispered to the screen.

Whatever lurked in Copano Bay was emitting pulses of light across the electromagnetic spectrum with a complexity beyond any technology Tod had encountered. As the signal accelerated again, now pulsing every seven seconds, Tod felt certain of one thing—he wasn't detecting equipment. He was detecting something alive.

***
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TOD PUSHED BACK FROM his workbench, mind racing through possibilities. Something in Copano Bay was emitting complex light patterns—but how was his antenna's sensor detecting it? The Long-John Yagi towered six meters above his roof, designed for radio waves, not optical phenomena.

"Let's test this properly," he murmured.

He grabbed his handheld radio and stepped outside, squinting against the morning sunlight. The massive antenna jutted from his rooftop like a technological weathervane, its multiple elements gleaming in the sun. The photodiode sensor he'd installed for the sunrise tracker sat at the junction point, a small black eye facing eastward.

Tod keyed his radio. "Barney, you still there?"

"Yeah, been waiting. You going after that signal or what?"

"Quick test first. Keep an eye on your scope if you're still monitoring."

Tod climbed the access ladder mounted to the side of his workshop. At the top, he carefully made his way across to the antenna mount, balancing on the slightly pitched roof. The seven-second pulse rhythm continued, visible on the small handheld monitor he'd brought along.

He reached the sensor and carefully cupped his hand over the photodiode, completely blocking any light from reaching it.

The signal vanished instantly.

"Gotcha," Tod whispered. He uncovered the sensor, and the rhythmic pulses returned immediately.

"Barney, you seeing this? Signal drops when I cover the sensor, returns when exposed."

"Clear as day. What's it mean?"

Tod stared out across Copano Bay, the water glimmering under consistent sunlight. No clouds, no flashing lights, nothing visibly unusual. The sun hadn't changed—steady, uniform illumination across the entire landscape.

"Doesn't make sense," Tod said. "The sensor is only supposed to detect ambient light levels for the sunrise tracker. It's a basic photodiode—shouldn't be picking up modulated signals."

He turned slowly in place, scanning the horizon. The bay stretched before him, bordered by distant marshlands and scattered fishing piers. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

"Barney, I think we've got a paradox. The sensor is detecting light that isn't the sun. It's picking up some kind of optical signal from the bay, but there's no visible source."

"What light could it be detecting?"

Tod's eyes narrowed as he stared at the specific point in the bay where his antenna had been aimed.

"That's exactly the question. What light is out there that my eyes can't see, but my sensor can?"

***
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TOD DESCENDED FROM the roof with the careful precision of someone who'd made the climb countless times before. Back inside his workshop, he moved to the bay window that offered the best vantage point of Copano Bay. He leaned against the frame, pressing his palms against the cool glass.

The water stretched out before him, a vast expanse of calm brilliance. Morning light transformed the surface into a rippling canvas of copper and gold, the gentle swells catching sunlight and breaking it into countless glimmering fragments. A few early fishing boats dotted the horizon, their distant silhouettes like paper cutouts against the brightening sky. Two gulls circled lazily over a shrimp trawler just visible at the farthest edge of his view.

Everything looked precisely as it had hundreds of mornings before. The familiar serenity of Copano Bay, unchanged for generations. Normal. Ordinary.

Yet the signal pulsed consistently every seven seconds on his equipment, synchronized with nothing visible to the naked eye.

"Barney, you still monitoring?" Tod asked, not taking his eyes off the water.

"Still here. Storm's building up west of you. Coast Guard's already issued advisories."

Tod barely registered the warning. His attention had narrowed to a single point about half a mile offshore, where his antenna had been aimed. The surface there appeared identical to the surrounding water—same coppery sheen, same gentle movement. No boats nearby, no unusual disturbance.

A realization clicked into place with the precision of tumblers in a lock.

"It's not on the water," Tod said, his voice dropping to almost a whisper. "It's under it. Something in the water is generating pulses of light."

He straightened suddenly, mind racing through possibilities. Bioluminescence was common in the Gulf—dinoflagellates that created blue sparkles in disturbed water at night. But this was morning, and those organisms didn't pulse with mechanical precision or emit complex modulated patterns.

"Whatever's out there," Tod continued, "it's beneath the surface, generating light pulses my modified sensor can detect, but in a spectrum I can't see with my eyes."

The water remained placid, innocent, revealing nothing of what might lie beneath its glimmering surface.

***
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TOD STEPPED BACK FROM the window, mind racing. He moved to his workbench with the deliberate focus of someone trying to ground himself in familiar territory. His fingers traced the edge of his oscilloscope as the signal continued its steady pulse—seven seconds, precisely, like clockwork.

"My antenna," he murmured, half to himself and half to Barney still listening on the radio, "it's learned to listen to light."

The realization was both unsettling and thrilling. What had begun as a simple modification to track the sunrise had evolved into something far more profound—a bridge between electromagnetic domains never meant to communicate.

Tod reached for his coffee mug, now lukewarm, and took a long, contemplative drink. The bitter liquid slid down his throat, centering him. Around him, the workshop remained unchanged—screwdrivers precisely arranged by size, soldering station still warm from earlier work, technical manuals stacked according to frequency bands. Yet everything felt different now.

A smile crept across his face despite the gravity of the situation. His hands were steady as he set the mug down, leaving a ring on his signal propagation charts.

"My father used to tell me something when I'd take apart perfectly good appliances just to see how they worked," Tod said, adjusting the gain on his receiver. "He'd say, 'Tod, curiosity is both a gift and a curse. The trick is figuring out which one you're dealing with before it's too late.'"

The signal pulsed again on his screen, its complex internal patterns shifting subtly with each iteration. Something alive. Something hidden. Something communicating in patterns of light beneath Copano Bay's familiar waters.

Outside, the first clouds of the approaching storm system cast fleeting shadows across the workshop floor. The weather radio in the corner crackled with updated warnings, but Tod barely registered the words.

Which would this discovery prove to be—gift or curse? The answer lay half a mile offshore, hidden beneath the water's surface, pulsing steadily every seven seconds.

Tod began gathering equipment: his waterproof handheld transceiver, the modified light sensor detached from the roof mount, and his old diving watch. The decision had already been made in some quiet corner of his mind. Whatever waited beneath Copano Bay's surface, he would find it.
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Chapter 2
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The first hint of dawn had barely touched the horizon when Tod returned to his workshop. He'd managed three fitful hours of sleep, his dreams filled with undulating light patterns that matched the seven-second rhythm of the signal. Now, standing before his equipment with fresh coffee steaming in his Texas A&M mug, he reviewed the overnight data with narrowed eyes.

"Still there," he muttered, watching the oscilloscope trace its now-familiar pattern across the screen. If anything, the signal had intensified with the sunrise, its peaks sharper, valleys deeper. What had begun as an anomaly had evolved into something insistent—a summons.

Tod pulled up the NOAA weather interface on his computer, clicking through the radar maps with methodical precision. Clear skies now, visibility excellent. But the approaching front was organizing itself over the Gulf, the squall line predicted to hit Rockport by mid-afternoon. Three o'clock, maybe four if the system slowed.

"Six hours," he calculated aloud, tapping his finger against the screen. "More than enough time."

His mind cataloged equipment needs with the efficiency of a pre-flight checklist: boat fueled, battery charged, GPS calibrated. Water and protein bars in the dry bag. First aid kit. Spare batteries for the handheld. The modified light sensor, now repurposed and waterproofed in a makeshift housing of silicone sealant and acrylic.

Tod paused, coffee halfway to his lips, staring through the bay window toward where the signal originated. Nothing visible on the water's surface—just the familiar morning choreography of gulls and early fishing boats.

"This is probably nothing," he told himself, not for the first time. "Some piece of monitoring equipment that broke loose from a research vessel. Or some weird offshore oil platform electronics gone haywire."

But the rational explanation felt hollow against the evidence. The signal's organic patterns. The way it had responded when detected. The impossibility of what his equipment was receiving.

Tod drained the last of his coffee and set the mug down with finality. Whatever waited beneath Copano Bay's surface—equipment malfunction or something more profound—he would see it with his own eyes.

He grabbed his handheld radio and the modified sensor from the workbench, slipping them into his waterproof bag. The weight of the equipment felt reassuring against his side as he stepped out the workshop door, heading toward the wooden dock where his boat waited.

***
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TOD'S BOOTS THUMPED rhythmically down the weathered dock planks, the familiar hollow sound marking each step toward his vessel. The center console boat hung suspended in the lift, its white hull gleaming in the early morning light. The name "K5HUX" adorned the transom in navy blue lettering – his ham radio callsign that had become his identity on water as much as over airwaves.

He pressed the down button on the lift control, watching as hydraulics lowered the twenty-two-footer into the calm waters of the bay. The hull kissed the surface with barely a ripple, settling into its element with practiced ease.

"Morning, girl," Tod murmured, running his hand along the gunwale as he stepped aboard.

His pre-departure ritual began without conscious thought – the product of years on Gulf waters where preparation meant survival. Fuel level checked and topped off. Battery connections inspected, terminals clean and tight. Life jackets stowed within reach beneath the forward seat. Anchor line free of tangles, ready to deploy.

He arranged his equipment with deliberate care: the waterproofed sensor secured in the forward compartment, binoculars hanging from the center console hook, handheld radio clipped to his belt. Water bottles and protein bars went into the cooler alongside ice packs. First aid kit – rarely needed but never forgotten – tucked beneath the helm.

Tod flipped on the VHF marine radio, its screen illuminating with channel 16 active. He adjusted volume, listening to the morning's crackle of distant communications.

"VHF check, check," he spoke into the handset, hearing his voice return clearly through the speaker.

The Yamaha outboard started with a turn of the key, settling into its reassuring purr. Tod let it idle, gauges registering normal readings across the board. Everything in order. Everything as it should be.

He paused, taking in the morning. The water lay flat and inviting, painted gold by the climbing sun. Gulls wheeled overhead, their cries carrying across the bay. Salt air filled his lungs – that distinctive coastal perfume of brine, marsh grass, and promise.

Any other day, this would be simply another fishing trip. Today, the familiar had acquired an edge of mystery that sharpened his senses, made ordinary beauty feel significant.

Tod released the dock lines, coiling them with practiced efficiency. With one smooth motion, he eased the throttle forward. The bow lifted slightly as the boat glided away from the dock, cutting a clean wake across the glassy surface of Copano Bay.

***
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THE BOAT SLICED THROUGH the water, sending ripples across the glassy surface of Copano Bay. Tod consulted his GPS, adjusting course slightly to match the coordinates he'd recorded from his workshop. The morning sun warmed his face as he inhaled the salt air, savoring the solitude that came with being on the water at this hour.

He reached for the handheld HAM radio clipped to his belt, thumbing the transmit button twice before speaking.

"K5HUX to W5BAR, you up Barney?"

The radio crackled briefly before a familiar voice responded.

"W5BAR receiving. Morning, Tod. Figured you'd be calling. Got my coffee and already watching the weather radar."

Tod smiled. Barney was nothing if not reliable—always at his radio station before sunrise, monitoring frequencies and weather patterns with religious dedication.

"Heading out to check that signal. Should be back by noon." Tod adjusted the throttle, navigating around a crab pot marker. "Getting a stronger reading now that I'm on the water."

"Weather's going to turn. Don't stay out too long." Barney's voice carried the weight of experience. "Gulf storms have a way of accelerating faster than the forecasts show."

"Roger that. I'm keeping an eye on it."

"Still think you're chasing ghosts or malfunctioning oil rig equipment," Barney said, his skepticism evident even through the static. "But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't curious what you find."

"That makes two of us." Tod watched a mullet break the surface twenty yards off his port side. "I'll call in with updates. If it's just faulty equipment, I'll be back for lunch."

"And if it's not?"

Tod paused, considering the question. "Then I guess we'll have something interesting to talk about over beers tonight."

"Just watch yourself out there. That signal of yours started acting mighty peculiar yesterday."

"Will do. K5HUX clear."

Tod set the radio down in its holder, throttling up as he passed the last shallow-water marker. Ahead stretched the open bay, the coordinates drawing him toward a seemingly unremarkable patch of water. Nothing visible distinguished it from any other part of Copano, yet something beneath that surface was sending pulses of light with clockwork precision.

The engine's steady hum accompanied his thoughts as the shoreline receded behind him. Whatever waited at those coordinates, Tod would face it alone.

***
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THE GPS DISPLAY BLINKED as Tod approached the coordinates, a half mile from shore in what appeared to be the most unremarkable section of Copano Bay. He throttled back, the Yamaha engine settling to a low rumble before he shifted to neutral. The boat drifted slightly with momentum, then settled into a gentle rise and fall with the morning swells.

Tod scanned the water around him. Nothing. Just the same murky, greenish-brown bay water he'd seen a thousand times before. No boats nearby, no unusual disturbance on the surface, not even a fish breaking the water.

"This is it?" he muttered to himself, glancing between the GPS and the empty water. "This is where you're hiding?"

He reached into his waterproof case and extracted the modified light sensor he'd reconfigured the night before. The device was simpler than his home setup—essentially a portable version of what his antenna had accidentally discovered. He powered it on, adjusted the sensitivity, and pointed it downward toward the water.

The readout immediately spiked, pulsing with the same seven-second rhythm he'd recorded from his workshop.

"Bingo."

The signal was strong—stronger than it had been from shore. Whatever was generating these pulses was directly beneath his boat. Tod leaned over the gunwale, staring hard into the water, but the murky depths revealed nothing.

He reached for the depth finder, studying the digital display. Eighteen feet to bottom. Sandy substrate. No structures, no unusual formations, no large fish. The sonar showed precisely what one would expect in this section of the bay—absolutely nothing of interest.

Tod grabbed his binoculars, methodically scanning the water's surface in all directions. Nothing but gentle swells catching the morning light, a few distant gulls, and the shoreline behind him.

"It's here. The signal is definitely here." His brow furrowed as he checked the readings again. "But there's nothing."

He ran through possibilities: buried equipment, something too small for the depth finder to register, or perhaps something that only activated periodically. None seemed satisfactory.

Tod checked his watch: 7:23 AM. The storm wasn't due for hours. He had time.

"Alright then," he said, reaching for the anchor. "Let's get a closer look."

The anchor chain rattled as it played out, disappearing into the depths. Tod secured the line and turned to his equipment case. If the mystery wouldn't reveal itself, he'd need more sensitive tools to uncover whatever lurked beneath the surface of Copano Bay.

***
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THE ANCHOR HIT BOTTOM with a soft thud Tod felt through the line. He paid out additional scope, then tied off with a quick figure-eight around the cleat. The Yamaha idled in neutral as he ensured the anchor was set properly, feeling the satisfying resistance when he pulled against it. Satisfied, he throttled the engine down and switched it off.

Silence enveloped him. The abrupt transition from mechanical noise to natural sounds heightened his senses—water gently slapping against the hull, distant gulls crying, the subtle creaking of the boat as it settled into its anchored position. Morning sun warmed his shoulders as he moved purposefully around the deck.

"Let's see what you're hiding down there," Tod murmured, pulling his equipment from waterproof cases.

He transformed the console into an impromptu research station, arranging instruments with practiced efficiency. The fish finder came first, its transducer already mounted and calibrated. Next came the depth sounder with its more sensitive bottom-mapping capabilities. Finally, he positioned his modified light sensor, angling it to capture whatever might be emitting those mysterious pulses.

Tod powered up each device methodically, cross-checking initial readings. The depth sounder confirmed eighteen feet to bottom, but something about the return signal seemed off. Instead of the clean, solid line representing sandy substrate, the reading showed wavering, inconsistent patterns.

"That's not right," he frowned, adjusting settings and recalibrating. The pattern remained—neither solid bottom nor the distinct signatures of fish. Rather, it appeared as interference, like overlapping ripples in a pond.

The modified sensor practically screamed with activity, its display showing pulses stronger than any readings at his workshop. Seven seconds. Seven seconds. Seven seconds. Perfect rhythm, but now with complex harmonics within each pulse.

"This is incredible," Tod whispered, correlating data points between instruments. The light emissions seemed synchronized with the interference patterns on the depth sounder—impossible coincidence.

He leaned over the gunwale, squinting into the water. Nothing visible penetrated the murky green-brown barrier. Copano Bay jealously guarded its secrets below the surface, revealing nothing to the naked eye despite what his instruments insisted was there.

"What ARE you?" Tod asked the water, fascination overtaking caution.

He returned to his instruments, hunching over the console. Numbers, patterns, and correlations consumed his attention. The boat rocked gently, the distant storm forgotten, the passing time unnoticed. Something extraordinary lurked below, communicating in pulses of light, and Tod was determined to decipher its language.

***
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THE OSCILLOSCOPE'S display captivated Tod completely, its rhythmic green pulses mesmerizing him as they danced across the screen. Each seven-second interval revealed new complexities—modulations within modulations, patterns suggesting something far beyond random natural phenomena. In twenty-eight years of life, he'd never encountered anything so utterly fascinating.

Above him, nature shifted its mood. Dark clouds gathered on the western horizon, their approach silent and swift. The wind, which had been a gentle caress, strengthened incrementally, pushing against the anchored vessel with growing insistence.

The boat rocked more pronouncedly, a motion that finally penetrated Tod's concentration when his coffee mug slid across the console, nearly toppling into his lap. He caught it reflexively, the movement breaking his trance.

"What the..." Tod looked up, and his stomach dropped.

A dark wall of clouds stretched across the horizon, much closer than it had any right to be. Below it, whitecaps advanced like an army across Copano Bay's surface, marking the wind line with stark precision. The forecast had called for deteriorating conditions by mid-afternoon, but this squall was bearing down with unmistakable urgency.

"Shit. That wasn't supposed to be here for hours."

Tod glanced at his watch—7:50 AM. The meteorologists had been catastrophically wrong, or perhaps the Gulf had simply decided to remind humans of their insignificance in predicting her moods.

Every instinct screamed at him to pull anchor immediately. He could outrun the squall if he left now, reach the protection of the harbor before conditions became dangerous. His hand moved toward the ignition key.

Then his eyes fell on the oscilloscope again. The signal had changed, growing stronger and more complex as if responding to the approaching storm. New harmonics appeared within the pulses, frequencies shifting in patterns that seemed almost... deliberate.

"Five more minutes," he muttered, hand dropping from the key. "Just five more minutes to document this."

The rational part of his brain protested loudly. The darkening sky, the whitecaps now visible within easy swimming distance, the boat's increasingly vigorous rocking—all warning signs no experienced boater should ignore.

But the mystery below pulled at him with irresistible force. Whatever generated these signals might disappear forever if he left now.

Tod turned back to his instruments, shoulders hunched protectively over the console. The squall line advanced, but his attention had already narrowed again to the green pulses on his screen, the outside world fading to insignificance.

***
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THE SQUALL ARRIVED with the suddenness of a slap. One moment Tod was hunched over his instruments, the next, the wind hit with a howl that seemed to come from everywhere at once. The boat lurched violently beneath him as the first powerful gusts caught the hull.

Around him, Copano Bay transformed. The once-gentle surface erupted into angry chop, waves building with unnatural speed. White foam appeared on their crests as the wind tore at the water's surface. The anchored boat began to pitch and yaw, straining against its line.

Reality crashed into Tod's consciousness with the same force as the squall.

"I need to go. NOW."

His hands moved frantically, disconnecting cables and powering down equipment. The wind's howl intensified, drowning out the sound of gear sliding across the deck. Above him, dark clouds obliterated the morning sun, casting the bay in an eerie twilight. He managed to stow the oscilloscope in its waterproof case, latching it shut just as a wave slapped against the hull, sending spray across the deck.

The boat rocked significantly now, each wave lifting and dropping it with increasing violence. Tod stumbled to the console, bracing himself with one hand while entering final readings into his handheld device. Numbers mattered even in crisis—data that might explain the inexplicable pulses beneath the bay.

"Just a few more seconds," he muttered, eyes fixed on the small screen, fingers tapping rapidly.

He never saw the wave coming. A sudden gust drove a larger swell directly into the starboard side. The boat lurched violently, deck tilting at a sickening angle. Tod's feet slid across the wet surface as his free hand grasped at empty air.

His body twisted awkwardly as he fell. The gunwale rushed toward him, its hard edge catching him just above the right temple. The impact brought a blinding flash of white-hot pain, followed instantly by darkness.

Tod tumbled over the side, limp body striking the churning water with a splash lost in the storm's roar. His waterlogged clothes and equipment dragged him down immediately. Cold water enveloped him, stinging the fresh wound at his temple.

For one brief moment, a fragment of consciousness registered the cold, the pressure, the sensation of sinking into the murky depths of Copano Bay. Then even that disappeared, awareness extinguished as completely as a candle in a hurricane.

Tod Blackstone slipped beneath the waves, descending into the very mystery he had come to investigate.

***
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DARKNESS. COMPLETE, all-consuming. Then—cold. A bone-deep chill that penetrated every fiber of his being.

Tod floated in a strange limbo between consciousness and oblivion. Pressure squeezed his chest, his limbs, his skull. Water filled his ears, muffling the world into silence broken only by his slowing heartbeat. Was he dying? His mind couldn't grasp the simple facts of his situation—only sensations remained.

Sinking.

Can't breathe.

Heavy.

His body dragged downward through the murky depths, equipment pulling him toward the bay floor. The darkness should have been absolute this deep, yet... something changed. The blackness wasn't complete anymore. 

A faint blue-white glow appeared below, soft at first, then growing stronger. It spread outward, tendrils of light reaching toward him like ghostly fingers. The illumination pulsed—seven seconds, exactly seven seconds between pulses—the rhythm he'd tracked from shore.

Is this death? Tod wondered, his oxygen-starved brain offering the thought without emotion. The light looked like something from near-death accounts—the tunnel, the welcoming glow. But this light moved differently, with purpose, with awareness.

Something touched his arm. Not threatening—gentle. Another touch at his back, his leg, supporting him, slowing his descent. The blue-white radiance surrounded him completely now, bright enough to see through closed eyelids. Thousands of tiny points of illumination swirled around him in coordinated patterns.

The pressure in his lungs eased. Impossible, but... he drew breath. Water should have filled his lungs, but instead, somehow, oxygen reached his blood. The confusion overwhelmed his fading mind. Underwater but breathing? How?

The light pulsed faster now, surrounding him in a cocoon of gentle radiance. Whatever held him continued its careful examination—thousands of tiny contacts against his skin, coordinated, purposeful. Not creatures exactly, but parts of something larger, something collective.

Tod's remaining awareness flickered like a dying candle. The light grew more intense, more beautiful. His confusion faded into acceptance as consciousness slipped away again. His last sensation: being cradled within the luminous embrace as it carried him deeper into Copano Bay's mysteries.

***
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TOD'S EYES FLUTTERED open, consciousness returning in waves. Water surrounded him—he was underwater, eighteen feet down on the bay bottom. His brain processed this fact with detached clarity before panic erupted. He tried to gasp, body convulsing with the instinctive need for air.

But the expected flood of water never came. Instead, oxygen filled his lungs. Somehow, impossibly, he was breathing underwater.

His vision cleared, revealing an otherworldly scene. Light—pure, ethereal light—surrounded him from all sides. Not the harsh beams of artificial illumination, but the soft, organic glow of living creatures. Hundreds—no, thousands—of translucent, basketball-sized organisms hovered around him in perfect formation. Each pulsed with bioluminescence, their bodies allowing glimpses of intricate internal structures unlike anything he'd ever seen.

They had formed a perfect dome around him, creating what appeared to be some kind of habitat. Was it an air pocket? Some kind of oxygen-rich bubble? Tod couldn't understand the mechanics, but the reality was undeniable—he was alive, conscious, breathing underwater.

The initial terror subsided, replaced by something Tod hadn't felt since childhood—pure, unfiltered wonder. The creatures moved in synchronized patterns, their lights blinking in sequence. The rhythm felt deliberate, coordinated.

Wait.

Those pulses.

His foggy mind began to recognize a pattern.

Dit-dit-dit... dah-dah-dah... dit-dit-dit...

SOS.

The international distress signal. Then another sequence followed:

K5HUX.

Tod froze. His amateur radio callsign. They knew who he was.

The creatures continued, their lights flashing:

FRIEND.

"You're... you're intelligent," Tod whispered, words emerging as bubbles that didn't disperse but somehow carried his voice. "You're TALKING to me."

The dome of creatures rippled in response, their collective movement creating a wave of light that circled him. They had saved him from drowning. They had created this impossible environment to keep him alive. They had been sending signals—the mysterious pulses he'd been tracking weren't equipment malfunctions or natural phenomena.

They were messages.

Everything Tod understood about life, intelligence, communication—it all transformed in this single, profound moment beneath Copano Bay.

***
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TOD'S HEAD POUNDED with each heartbeat, a sharp throb radiating from where he'd struck the gunwale. The underwater habitat was miraculous, but a clear thought cut through his wonder—he needed to get back to his boat. Now.

He tried to move, limbs responding sluggishly. His waterlogged clothes dragged against his attempts, and waves of dizziness threatened to overwhelm him with each motion. Blood clouded the water near his temple.

The colony sensed his intention immediately. Their formation shifted, thousands of individual organisms moving with unified purpose. They clustered beneath him, their collective movement creating a gentle upward current. Tod felt their touch—cool, firm yet yielding—as they pressed against his back, legs, and arms.

"I need... to get to the surface," Tod mumbled through bubbles.

The creatures responded by intensifying their light, the dome opening above him like an iris. They began to lift him, not dragging or pushing, but supporting his weight with perfect distribution. Their movement was deliberate, careful, as if they understood his fragility.

Tod ascended through the murky bay water, the colony guiding his path. The journey seemed both eternal and instant—time distorted by injury and the impossibility of the situation. Light grew stronger above, not from his companions now but from daylight penetrating the water's surface.

He broke through into chaos. The squall had fully arrived, rain pelting the bay surface like buckshot while wind howled across the water. Tod gasped, real air filling his lungs—somehow both harsher and more welcome than whatever he'd been breathing below. The contrast shocked his system, sending him into a coughing fit as waves crashed around him.
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