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PROLOGUE
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Paloo, Paloo, how do you do? The wind is gray, the sky is, too.

They called it The Bulge.  Satellites from several sources detected the anomaly nearly simultaneously, but it took another month to convince the lay-person citizenry that this was a real threat.

Sea level in the Atlantic is never uniformly flat.  The moon above has a lot to do with that, tides and all.  People understand tides as coming in, going out.  Sure, sometimes a 'king tide' is unusually high, or a storm surge will push flood waters inland a hundred yards or so, but the water always recedes, right?  Tides always go back out.

Until they don’t.

Six teenage girls calling themselves the STEM Squad, geniuses each, warned that this would not be the case when The Bulge arrived.  They even gave a date.  April 16th, give or take twelve hours.  

Naturally there were those who laughed.  Much of the coastal population of the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida went about their business as usual. Indeed, half of the coastal population in Florida mocked the warnings that The Bulge was a uniform rise of the Atlantic Ocean surface level of more than 45 feet, moving steadily southward like a storm cloud, six hundred miles wide. Others described it as being like a towering dust storm stretching from horizon to horizon and barreling towards you at speed.

Cold water melting from the Arctic and Greenland built up underneath, near the ocean floor, pushing The Bulge up and away toward the southern Atlantic. 

When it began swallowing islands in Nova Scotia and the Maritimes, evacuation notices were given for the entire coastline of Florida. Miami residents had until April 16th to move permanently, or become food for sharks.

That gave them five weeks.
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CHAPTER ONE
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An audible hiss came from the front row where sat a half-dozen undergrad students and a dog. The STEM Squad as they called themselves were there for Dr. Timothe Riley, their mentor, advisor, and collaborator. They were a team. 

“Can you believe this old guy?” whispered Flavi, her service dog Paloo at her feet. Flavi was the leader of this gang of six science nerds. Together they laughed aloud while looking directly at the gray-haired Senator from South Carolina on the stage making an ass of himself.

Paloo raised his head and surveyed the situation, making sure his mistress was not in distress, then put his head back to the comfort of his large auburn paws. He was an odd-looking creature, Irish Setter Bull Terrier German Shepherd mashup, his head too big, rear legs too short and rump dragging. And yet his colors were exquisite, like a red marble statue. 

In the five years of his employment, he never failed to keep Flavi from panic attacks. More important, Paloo could sense a seizure coming on and would intervene. Flavi was epileptic. 

A service dog in all but the final procedures, Paloo had been through training, wore his vest. But she had resisted having him physically altered in any way, and in the end refused. He would be exactly as he was and not a Eunuch, she insisted. 

The STEM Squad was attending a Conservative Confab in Miami. The panel discussion included three people; two males and one non-binary, each standing behind an individual lectern.  The enby was Dr. Timothe Riley, author of a white paper titled The North Atlantic Bulge and Catastrophic Consequences which had been presented at a morning plenary breakout session to mixed reviews. 

“This is absurd,” yelled the red faced Senator. “She – or he, they, whatever – is spreading this unproven conjecture, her own hypothesis, purely for monetary gain. Let me read some of this so-called Dire Straits Paper, and I quote,


‘None of the sheet-pile reinforced dunes along Rockaway Beach and boardwalk; none of the floodwalls, seawalls and levees along Coney Island peninsula and along the Greenpoint-slash-Long Island City shore; none of the elevated promenades near East River Esplanade and Coney Island Beach; none of the bulkheads, berms and elevated roads in Broad Channel; none of the seawalls at Carl Schurz Park on the Upper East Side and Hunters Point in Queens; none of it will survive, much less stop The Bulge of flood water certain to hit New York.’



“It’s all puff and stuff,” yelled the Senator in conclusion, pounding his fist into the thick document.

Clifton Croft, an oceanography professor at Stony Brook University and member of the New York-New Jersey Storm Surge Working Group, responded from his lectern. 

“What we just heard from the Senator was bogative, balognius, and downright basterdly. I think it was Socrates who said that when the debate is lost insults become the loser’s tool. The Senator’s personal vitriol toward the distinguished professor standing here with us is beneath the dignity of his office, and downright despicable.”  

There was applause as Dr. Riley shuffled the papers on the lectern, face beet red. 

Croft continued, “Now, I may not entirely agree with Doctor Riley’s direst of computer model simulations, but I feel it necessary to point out that they should be taken into serious consideration.  One does not purchase fire insurance because a fire is inevitable but because it is possible, and the possibility of this Bulge, if proved prophetic, would bring catastrophic results. Prudence mandates preparation.”

In the pause before Timothe responded, the twenty-five hundred seat auditorium was filled with affirmative mumbling.

“I thank my alliterative colleague for his kind words, but this is no time for personal feelings.”  Muted applause waxed and waned as Timothe spoke into the microphone. “I must say, not in my own defense but in defense of the raw data and results presented, there is no ambiguity. The calculations are not novel. The science is basic quantum chemistry couched by what we know historically on the front end and fluid dynamics on the back end. The only novelty in this approach is the use of quantum computing power in the modelling. Until the photonic quantum computer of Canadian research group ShangriLi was operational – and available – there was no way to model the millions of interactions involved between the Foehn phenomenon at Greenland, the tension of the sea-slope toward the North Atlantic floor, and the dramatic shift in the North Atlantic Current we’ve witnessed during the past decade. Until now it was guesswork and compromise between worst and best case modelling platforms.  The granularity with which we can measure these interactions has increased by ten-thousand fold with quantum computing – and with a degree of accuracy never before seen.”

“Jargon and gobbled-gook,” barked the Senator. 

*****
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FLAVIUS “FLAVI” LODGE was by all accounts brilliant. She excelled in every subject she chose to study, and then only because she was interested and not because it was required. Flavi’s appetite for knowledge was limitless, and she got that trait from Timothe, who had a PhD in Oceanography and had also been Flavi’s legal guardian since age four when she became an orphan.

But at sixteen Flavi entered University life and was on her own. Yet Timothe was still her hero and they had daily video chats about anything and nothing and everything in between. 

Flavi earned Associates Degrees in both Geology and Ancient Linguistics while still in high school. Her university Major was in Mathematics, but she was pursuing Exoplanetary Geology, Oceanology, Metallurgy, and Mediterranean Art History. 

*****
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SERENDIPITY INTERVENED when the six found one another the first week of the Fall Semester. It was a perfect day, weather a balmy 75 degrees and no tropical storms on the horizon. A perfect day to sit outside on the grass and unload the backpacks and sort through the new textbooks. Flavi and Paloo sat a distance from the walkway. Another girl, looking for a bit of respite from the freshman boys who were acting like drooling wolves that day, noticed the dog and did the same, sitting within earshot. 

Then two more; Syndi, short for Andersyn, and her sister Mani, short for their last name Apemantus (her given name was Allyn). Within minutes the other three came together, pointed to the grass and asked politely, “These seats taken?”

After a few minutes of non-interaction, they all looked up and realized each was holding the same exact textbook at the exact same moment. 

“Psyche!” said Flavi. Introductions were made, communications data shared, and the six were besties from that day onward. 

Syndi was the Jeopardy Champ of the group and knew everything about everything.  Paige was a math ace. Hortensia, who loved her name but was called Tenzie by her close friends, was the oceanography nerd, especially underwater volcanic activity.

Capri knew geological deep history. If there was a rock on the ground, Capri would blurt out something like, “Three hundred twenty five mil before present. But maybe a dinosaur turd.”  She was a nerd’s nerd.

For this group the words of Aristotle were fitting and true; the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The skyline of Greater Miami, particularly facing the sunrise, had changed dramatically in the decades since the seawall was erected. Biscayne Bay was gone, as was Miami Beach, all swallowed by the ocean before catastrophic climate change had leveled itself to a new normal. A quarter of a mile off the coast, the relic upper floors of the Fontainebleau Hotel had become home to hundreds of thousands of seabirds, and an entire underwater ecosystem established itself throughout the floors below the waves.

The Wall, one of several snaking up the Atlantic Coast all the way to Boston, was a concrete and carbon fiber structure towering twenty-seven feet and four inches above the mean high tide mark. The Army Corps of Engineers arrived upon that odd measurement after spirited debate with climate scientists, government officials, insurance actuaries, and local property owners during the decade climate change hit everyone in the face with a dose of reality. It ran atop what had been U.S.Route-1 all the way to Daytona. From there The Wall continued on top of what was once the Old A1A before it was washed out by the surf.

After the seawalls were erected, and the rise in global temperature plateaued, developers jumped at the opportunities for new residential construction, sprouting skyscrapers right up to the edge, trusting the Wall to deflect any hurricane storm surge or king tides with its serpentine form and concave outer surface. Architects drafted plans for mid-rise and high-rise skinny buildings with parking and west-facing retail on the lower three floors, saving east window views for above the 27-foot mark of the Wall they abutted. This was the landscape of daily life.

*****

[image: ]


AN AIRTAXI COULD BE seen lifting from a yacht in the slips beyond the towering seawall. It flew autonomously around the edge of a tall and handsome new building, landing on its pad over the porte-cochère where a reporter named Ayvery and her producer were just then arriving. 

Ayvery looked up at the whirring thing and wondered what was like ‘back in the day’ as they used to say, decades earlier when traffic jams occurred on flat highways rather the vertical space. She wondered how loud it must have been, before she was born, when internal combustion engines were everywhere and the only electric flying drones were tiny cameras. Then the extended life sodium-ion and betavoltaic battery packs revolutionized power change happened overnight it seemed. By the time Ayvery was born the only aircraft still operated by SynthFuel Internal Combustion Engines by law were military helicopters, Choppers, primarily due to required horsepower delivery for long flights and heavy payloads. Yet there were some private companies which could offer longer excursions of up to 250 one way miles with their Jumbo AirTaxis.
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