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The Sister
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It wasn’t right, seeing her like this. 
My mother was a creature of joy and colour and motion; she loved to sing while she worked, as if her open defiance of the bitter world all around gave her strength. I suppose it should’ve given me some comfort that she was true to herself to the very end, but seeing her gaunt and pallid from sickness and malnourishment, laid out on that funeral slab in the blandest cream-tone gown imaginable as the haze of incense hung heavy on the air, it set bile rising in my throat, like it was an insult to the person she was in life to allow her to be mourned in such a way. Like it wasn’t enough that she’d died, they had to fit her into their solemn mold post-mortem. Like her defiance was somehow irreverent. Like we were all already dead, in their eyes, and they hated her for her vocal disagreement.
Her eyes were stitched closed, along with the fresh incisions surrounding them, where the prosthetics had been cut out. It felt like insult to injury, even though I knew full well it was necessary. Flesh and bone into the biomass recycler, implants and cyberware into the tech recycler, it was how things worked, not a single shred wasted, but on some deep emotional level it felt like an extra layer of spite. Like they weren’t content dragging her down to their level in death, they had to go the extra mile and disfigure her to really sell the point that they’d won. It’s safe to say I was fuming. Maybe it was just my way of dodging the grief, but I was staring down at her, hands bunched into white-knuckle fists, my jaw locked tight, boiling inside at the injustice of what they’d done to her… I suppose it was a thankful thing my sister needed me, or I might’ve really lost my damn head.
“It isn’t right,” Storm murmured, her voice low and ragged, her eyes wet with tears, “She should be-… it was just the flu, she was fine last week, what the fuck happened, Lys!?”
“Shh,” the priest hissed. I just about bit his head off, then and there. Storm didn’t have that sort of audacity. She just broke. She hid her face in her hands as she started to sob, and she rushed for the exit, the chanting halting and giving way to awkward silence as the gathered clergymen watched her go. The priest swore under his breath.
“Damn it, we need all next of kin here or we can’t proceed with the ceremony - Lys, would you?”
Storm wasn’t next to me to keep me in check this time. I rounded on him, lip curled and jaw tight.
“Wonder what it’s like to live without a soul,” I growled through my teeth, “Have some fucking respect.”
He didn’t seem particularly shocked by the outburst, just let it wash over him like the waves of high tide, and he stared after me as I stormed out of the recycling church’s gloom and into the harsh light of the midday sun. The sky was clear and greenish-blue, its sickly pale visible through the flickering static of our shield wall, but there was something on the horizon, a dark, looming wall of cloud. It was chokingly dense, an all-consuming void of swirling dark brown dust and shattered stone, stretching from the soil to sky, so unimaginable in scale I thought it might swallow the universe if given peace and time. 
The flickers of alien light glimmering from its depths make its identity unmistakable: a nanoimmune response event. They were getting more and more common. Storm was nowhere to be seen, but I had a pretty good idea of where she’d gone - the windcatchers were starting to spin faster and faster, the little protesting squeak marking each turn sounding again and again, mounting in chilling tempo as they measured the pulse of the wind’s fury. The storm was coming this way.
It was a bit of a run to the southern wall, past the fields of wheat, where they bowed and rippled under the mounting violence of the winds, as if trembling in fear for what was coming. The skeletal shapes of the towering arrays lining the wall loomed high as I approached, their power heavy on the air, thrumming in my chest as they prepared to shelter us from what was coming - and there, of course, perched between two of the spires, was Storm, staring down her namesake. I spent a moment bent double, soothing the rawness in my lungs. In a moment of weakness, brief but strong, my eyes turned back, a reluctant glance to the cluster of dark metal structures I’d come from as I wondered if I should get clear… but I’d come this far. And so I climbed the ladder, rung by rung, and I slumped to the catwalk at Storm’s side, staring down the encroaching apocalypse.
I didn’t know what to say to her as she cried, saltwater streaming down her face, pooling in the old nanite scarring pockmarking her dark skin, just a touch darker than mine, as if related by blood. I spent a while, picking over gambits in my head, weighing pros and cons, but nothing felt right, so in the end I just… sat there. I sat, and I hoped my presence was helping. It felt like a year before she spoke. The event was that much closer for it, looming kilometers tall, the structure of the wall rattling with the deep rumbling in the bones of the earth.
“…we can’t let them do it,” she said, voice hoarse and barely audible.
“We don’t have a choice,” I sighed in reply.
“The hell we don’t. They can’t do it without us or that empty-hearted priest would have a stroke, couldn’t stand to violate his precious ceremony, they need us, and that gives us leverage.”
“She has to be recycled, Storm, I know it sucks but it’s just how things work around here,” I sighed, “We can’t waste anything if we want to survive.”
Her mismatched gaze snapped to mine, one eye a bright and clear blue, the other clouded over with scarring.
“No. No. They can lose one corpse. Just one. She needs a burial, Lys, it-… it isn’t fair, it isn’t right, just feeding her to the machines like she’s garbage. She was starving herself so we could be full, so we could be happy, she didn’t have to split her rations with us, she deserves better than being tossed into some fucking chum-grinder!”
“Storm… I know things were… different, where you’re from, but…”
“I owe her! WE owe her! She didn’t have to take me in but she did, I had nothing, and I-… I will not just shrug.”
I remembered the day Storm had come to us, like it had happened yesterday, stumbling free of that dark turbulence on the horizon as if it had given birth to her. Not everyone was lucky enough to have a shield wall. People like her family, the community she’d lost, they watched the skies, carefully, and they moved, delicately dancing around death, but nobody’s immune to bad luck, not forever. She’d been delirious, dehydrated, anemic, her flesh torn to ribbons as the tiny machines in the air tried to break her down for parts, sobbing about leaving people behind and voices in the storm… she wanted to die with them. Our mother convinced her to stay. She gave her a new home. A new family. And in the pursuit of a new life, my sister had rejected her old name, and our mother had called her Storm, for how she was brought into our lives. Her pain was… difficult for me to understand, losing an old life and an old people, a mourning so deep that even her name became a source of anguish. But I was the only one she had left, so I had to try.
“You want to bury her like you buried family back home?” I asked quietly, “Why is this so important to you? I’m not… trying to judge or belittle what you’re feeling I’m just trying to understand.”
“Because she’s family. And I wanna treat her like family. …even if she isn’t-… here to see it anymore-”
Her voice caught, then caught again - and her face twisted as she sucked in another ragged sob. I let out a small breath, and pulled her into a hug.
“…I’ll… make some inquiries,” I murmured, “Working in the sensor booth means I’ve got a lot of goodwill on my side, maybe… maybe it’ll be enough. But I can’t make any promises, okay? This might not go anywhere, I need you to be ready for that.”
“Okay,” she whispered into my shoulder, “…thank you.”

      ***It didn’t go well. Postponing the recycling wasn’t a big deal but by the time I realized a burial wasn’t going to happen, I’d been lectured by just about every talking head in town. Irresponsible. Childish. Immature. Grow up. We all do our part. Ravi has to do hers. Even in death. I was gonna keep trying, I really was, not just for Storm’s sake but mine too. But Pearson gave me an ultimatum. ‘If you keep resources we need away from us, our resources will no longer be shared with you. It’s a fair trade.’
Recycle Mom, or face exile. With just the two of us, that would be a death sentence. It was over.
I was feeling more than a little numb when I reached Storm at her perch on the southern wall, and based on the blank look on her face, so was she.
“We tried,” I said to her, forcing a small smile as I sat down next to her, “That’s all anyone can do.”
Storm didn’t say anything, just stared off through the shield, out across the wastes to the south. The sand is dotted with the strange and brittle things the nanostorm had left in its wake, the low evening sun shining dimly through them like light through smoky quartz. As we watched, one crumbled, ringing like glass.
“…are you okay?” I asked quietly, and she glanced to me, then back to the alien horizon.
“Nomads have a lot of close calls,” she said in lieu of a reply, “I can remember at least four times where we got moving a little too late, and spent a little time inside a storm, running for our lives as it chewed through our clothes. Nomads dress thick, specifically for those inevitable brushes with death. So it has something to eat that isn’t you. …have you ever been inside one? Have you ever let a nanostorm roll over you without the shield wall there to protect you?”
I shook my head, unsure where this was going, but figuring it wasn’t my place to interrupt with questions. It was a long time before she continued.
“…they speak, Lys,” she whispered, “They… whisper. A million different voices, barely audible, speaking… nonsense and gibberish, but… words. Some nomads say that the souls of the dead live forever, if they’re swallowed by the storms. They say that the voices you hear are your loved ones, trying to reach you. …I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t heard the voices for myself. They’re real. There’s… something out there, in those… rolling slices of hell. Something that thinks. Something alive.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that. Half of me thought it was beautiful, that Storm could find hope and reassurance even in the menace slowly driving us to extinction. Half of me recoiled. I was tired, and I was depressed, and I just wanted it to be over, like once nobody was looking my way and Mum was in the recycler, I’d finally be allowed to cry. And the exhausted spite beat out that naive, hopeful wonder.
“I’m sorry Storm but we need to recycle her. We had a good run. We tried. I don’t know if you want to bury her or feed her body to the nanostorms or what, but it’s over. They won. If there are voices in the storm or whatever, we have no way of introducing her to them without joining her. Let’s just… get the ceremony done, and move on with our lives. Okay?”
She winced, and glanced down, saying nothing. And before the guilt for my callousness caught up with me, I got to my feet, climbed down the ladder, and left, starting for the small mountain of metal on the horizon. Somewhere in that circle of eviscerated metal hulks was my bed, and right then, I just wanted to lie down, and sleep forever.
The next morning, I awoke to the wail of sirens, and the trembling of my small, barren cabin all around me, objects rattling on shelves and the door shivering in its frame. Breach. We’d been breached. I was awake in an instant, scrambling to dress myself with trembling fingers and my heart in my throat, and the moment I had my rumpled work clothes half-buttoned and in some vague semblance of order, I ran, sprinting until my throat was tender and raw as I wound down hallways and stairs, bursting out into the courtyard after what felt like a year. The sky was pitch dark as the storm swirled violently all around, hard objects sparking brightly from the shield wall - the floodlights seemed small and weak against its bulk, silhouetting the steel ribs of giants starkly against the darkness above. A tiny oasis of light, surrounded by death. I wasn’t the only one outside, about a dozen others were gathered in the open space, Pearson among them.
“What the hell’s happening!?” I shouted over the roar of the nanostorm as I approached, “I hear alarms but the shield wall is still up!?”
He said nothing - just pointed toward the north gate. It was standing open, tendrils of dark nanite-laced air clawing their way inside before being severed by the shield wall and collapsing to nothing. And there, barely visible against the violence outside, stood Storm. A bodybag was held in her arms. Ice ran through my veins, and my heart felt like it stopped dead as I stared for a long, silent moment, in abject horror: lacking any better options, she was doing what I had said would be necessary. I started to run. I tried. But Pearson saw it in me, and he caught my arm before I could get moving.
“LYS!! NO!! It’s too late, she’s too close, let her go or the nanostorm will kill you both!”
“THE HELL SHE IS, LET GO OF ME!!” I roared in reply… but by the time I turned back to the gate, Storm’s silhouette had vanished into the roiling blackness, wind screaming through the open doors. And something broke in my chest.
The next few hours were a blur, the world smearing around me as it sunk in that my sister was dead. It wasn’t until morning that I learned the details, as the sun rose over the horizon in a sky left pale and scarred, its light harsh, searing, sparking against exposed skin, like the atmosphere had been left frail by the storm’s passing. Nobody was hurt, closing the doors. Apparently Storm stole a gun. Apparently she’d brandished it wildly at anyone who got close as she opened the gates. Apparently, by the time she’d dropped the thing and picked up Mum’s body, she was so close to the opening that nobody dared try to get close to pull her back. They’d all seen her scars. They knew what they were risking. So they just let her kill herself.
I finally understood the pain she’d carried, all those years.

      ***Honestly I don’t remember much of the next few months, I was… well, let’s just say that any time I could feel myself approaching sobriety, I’d take another drink just to be safe. There was a lot piling up. Grief. Guilt. Anger. Everything I saw and did, every thought through my head, all of it reminded me of the family I no longer had, and the ways my actions had added to their suffering. Not to mention the haunting feeling that I was eating a little too well, like I should have been rejecting Pearson’s pity rations just because Mum starved herself to keep us fed. I didn’t, I was too hungry to turn them down and I don’t know anyone in town who wouldn’t have done the same, but I sure felt like a monster for accepting the hand-out, after everything she’d put herself through. Still. Food’s food. Maybe you blame me but I don’t blame myself. Rations were too tight for that shit.
I still showed up for work though, I was the only one qualified to listen to the scanners - Dad taught me before he died, and Pearson had yet to assign me an apprentice. Honestly I liked how lonely the work was. Nobody to complain if you come in drunk and unsteady, nobody to stare if you cry at your station - as long as I was in my seat, watching the screens, listening for storms, nobody really cared. Even in public, strangers just turned their eyes down and got out of my way. And so, with nobody to stop me, I went on like that for a long, long time. Drinking myself sick and waiting to die.
Until, one day, there was only one barstool free - and on my right was one of the guards who’d been watching the gate the night Storm died. One of the fuckers who’d just let her walk right past, and didn’t stop her. I recognized her. Amelie Holmvick. A few years older than me, bigger, stronger, built like a truck, hair cut short, she stuck out, you get the picture. I’m not gonna beat around the bush. We knew each other from childhood, school acquaintances. Maybe that tenuous relationship was what emboldened me to open my mouth.
“Coward,” I muttered into the lip of my first pint as I took a swig. She glanced sharply to me, spending a few moments blinking in silence.
“…excuse me?” she asked, “Would you care to repeat that?”
“You heard me.”
“Yeah, I did. Now, are you going to amend that, or are we going to have an incident?”
“We had an incident the night you let my sister kill herself ‘cause you didn’t want some nasty scars.”
Her expression hardened, further than it already had.
“Okay. Lys, I’m gonna be blunt. It was a big deal when you came out as non-binary because it showed the rest of us it was safe to be seen as queer in this town. That was important, to me, to the entire community, and I don’t want you thinking it wasn’t, or that I don’t admire you for the risk you took. But that said, fuck you. You don’t think I wanted to stop her? Do I seriously look to you like the sort of person who cares about a few nanotech burns? Do you genuinely, honestly believe I haven’t replayed that moment in my head every night for the last four months? I understand that you’re in pain but there are rules, Lys-“
I threw a punch. She was nimble, for her size, leaning back just far enough that my fist caught nothing but air, and she was on her feet in an instant.
“LYS.”
“Go to hell,” I snarled, “You should’ve stopped her. She wasn’t right in the head, she NEEDED HELP.”
I threw another punch, and once again, it was handily sidestepped. Conversation had ground to a halt, every set of eyes in the bar locked on the budding fight.
“Don’t make me do this,” she said quietly.
“Shut the fuck up and fight me!”
Her jaw set.
“Fine.”
And before I could even process the hit was coming, her fist caught me square in the face, hard - my head snapped back as I felt something in my nose shift, and I was set stumbling, wildly careening to the rear. Drunk as I was, stumbling became falling. I’m not entirely sure what I hit, a stool or the bar or something else, but my head struck something solid with a jarring, spine-adjusting ‘crack’. Lights out.

      ***When I came to, my head was splitting - half from the throbbing gash along the left side of my skull, half from the broken nose, half from the hangover, a full one-fifty percent. My nose felt stuffy but it took a moment to realize that it was probably just full of dried blood. I groaned in half-lucid pain, reaching up to press a hand to the line of white-hot agony along my temple, expecting to find blood, but instead my fingers touched the coarse soft of gauze, and in the blur of my vision, I noticed something trailing from my wrist. I blinked, and held up my arm, forcing my eyes to focus: an IV feed. I was in the hospital. And something between anger and despair welled in my chest, tears blurring my vision as I stared at the fine tube feeding into my wrist.
“Hey. Welcome back. You doing okay?”
Amelie’s voice. I let my arm flop back to my side, and turned my gaze to her - she sat at my bedside, a pained little smile tugging at her lips.
“I’m sorry about your head, I… didn’t think you’d just fall over like that. You were… really, really drunk,” she laughed, but the sound was empty and joyless.
“Why am I here,” I asked, voice as dry as my throat.
“Because you hit your head. Pearson was losing his mind, trying to figure out who would replace you if… y’know. If you didn’t wake up.”
“Let me be more clear,” I said, voice hardening, “Why am I here when my mother wasn’t?”
Even the ghost-smile on Amelie’s face faded at that question, and she looked down.
“…decisions have to be made,” she replied, quietly, “I don’t… agree, didn’t then and I don’t know, but… when the question was raised, Pearson didn’t hesitate. He said that the illness was mild, that she’d probably get over it on her own, and if she didn’t… she was getting old. Either way, medical resources are precious, limited, and he didn’t want to spend them on her.”
“And some… bump on the head is different?” I asked. My voice was trembling.
“Head trauma serious enough to knock someone unconscious is no laughing matter, Lys. The longer you spent out, the higher the probability of brain damage, and… well, he was insistent that we can’t afford to lose you. He wanted you under observation in case you took a turn. You got off with a concussion and you are lucky as hell.”
“And Storm?” I whispered, voice hoarse and ragged, barely comprehensible as a sob rose in my throat alongside the words, “You let her go because Pearson told you to?”
I could barely see past the tears but I could make out the grimace.
“If I could have done something for your mother, I would have,” she said quietly, “I’m not Pearson, he doesn’t listen to me, I’m just muscle. We hear what he wants, and we go take care of it, my opinion is less than irrelevant in his eyes. But Storm… that… it was different, Lys.”
She could see me opening my mouth, and she cut me off.
“Let me finish this time. Please.”
Fine. I shut up, and I gave her time. She let out a small breath of relief, and smiled a faint little smile.
“There are rules in place regarding breaches, we train, we rehearse, there are case scenarios we need to have memorized. Anyone who isn’t up to spec gets taken off duty until they study up, that’s how serious this shit is. A gate breach is the most easily controlled. You keep clear, you let the shield wall sever any penetrating nanites from the swarm, but if they catch anyone, anyone, you make sure they walk out. Because if they get into your flesh, good odds they’ll start replicating, that is a fresh source of nanites inside the dome. The shield wall can’t protect us from that. And by ‘make sure they walk out’, I mean ‘if they’re dead and can’t leave under their own power, you will be expected to sacrifice yourself to carry the body out’. That’s the level of threat we’re dealing with.”
Amelie takes a long, deep breath.
“It wasn’t a few scars I was afraid of, Lys… it was the destruction of our home, and the deaths of everyone we know and love. The moment she was within reach of those tendrils, reaching through the door… she was already dead. She threatened some new recruits with a gun and by the time I was on-site she was already too close. Storm got lucky last time, when we let her in. The nanites let her be, they didn’t take. Nobody is that lucky twice.”
…what do you do with something like that? What do you do with all that misery and that anger boiling inside your chest, desperate for someone to blame? What do you do when it burns so hot it feels like it’ll kill you if you don’t find someone to point it at?
“…she was smart,” Amelie said, voice hoarse and quiet, “She was… fast. She knew exactly what she wanted to do, she had a plan, and she acted on it so efficiently that by the time we understood what she was doing, nobody could’ve stopped her. …you gotta give it to her. She was… driven.”
“But-…” I choked out as the tears started to spill down my cheeks, the words barely audible, more a croak than anything, “Why-… why didn’t she-… what about me…?”
I could feel myself breaking down, all the barriers I’d built around my pain collapsing under the strain of reality, and everything I’d smothered with spite and anger and alcohol was welling up from inside me all at once - and Amelie was right there. She took a seat on the edge of my bed, leaned in, and pulled me into a hug as I started to sob, and, finally, for the first time since my mother’s death, actually let myself cry.
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The Sky
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Pearson had me locked out of the bar after I nearly bashed in my skull on a stool, I suppose it was the reasonable thing to do, but my newly-enforced sobriety left me with a gnawing emptiness in my chest and a whole lot of nothing to do with it. Amelie was right. Storm had known exactly what she was doing. She knew exactly what she wanted. But where was I in that plan? Had she been running too hot to think it over, just… did what she thought was necessary to save our mother’s soul before processing the implications? Or had she measured the cost to my sanity, and deemed it acceptable? Or necessary? I wished Storm was still there to answer the question for me, but she wasn’t. And the wondering ate me alive. 
My nose didn’t heal quite straight. Amelie apologized for it every time I stopped in to distract myself with a night of irresponsible lovemaking, but honestly I didn’t blame her for it, I’d kinda had it coming. She never asked what I was feeling, during those visits. I appreciated that. I think she understood that there were some doors best left unopened.
I drifted like that for a while, my existence between the focus of work and the distraction of my time with Amelie lived in a sort of fog, like mental static, like someone had switched channels in my brain and forgotten to turn it back. The simple truth that Storm may well have knowingly chosen to leave me alone had broken something in there, somewhere, and the horror and denial of it all swirled around and around like grey-water down the drain. I couldn’t believe she’d do something like that to me. And if she hadn’t known, hadn’t realized… I wondered if knowing that she was the only family I had left would’ve been enough to convince her to stay. Knowing that she and I were all the other had.
So I spun, around and around, for months. They say grief is a process, working through what’s happened, they say what you feel and how you feel it evolves as you work through what you’re experiencing, but… I dunno. Maybe I wasn’t doing it right, maybe I wasn’t doing it in the good, healthy way, but I just seemed… stuck. Everywhere I went, everything I saw, every thought through my head, it all reminded me of Mom, and Storm, and it was like they’d died yesterday all over again. Maybe it was just too much at once. Or maybe I just wasn’t giving myself enough time. I dunno. Amelie was good. She did what she could, she held me when I cried. I don’t know if we were partners, or lovers, or if I was just being tolerated, but she did more than she had to. Maybe it was just guilt driving her but I appreciated it all the same.
But then it happened. And I clung to it like a sinking lifeboat in ragged seas. Let me explain.
It’s hard to describe what the nanostorms sound like. Have you ever listened to the electromagnetic emissions of Jupiter, converted to sound? It’s uncanny, unsettling, but… beautiful, in a strange way. And sometimes, ever so slightly, it sounds a little like a voice. When I’m alone, up there, at the town’s peak, serenaded by the howling of the wind as it parts around the tower, bathed in the toxic green glow of a dozen instruments and their digital readouts, it’s easy to drift. To start to lose yourself. To hear things that aren’t quite there. Maybe it wasn’t real. Maybe I was spending too long spinning, thinking about Storm’s voices, and wishing they were real. Maybe I was losing my mind. Maybe I was just tired. But there, in the depths of the sound, under the layers of howling and whistling and static and a faint thread that was ever so slightly like a moan, I could swear I heard a voice. Garbled, distorted, but unmistakable: my mother’s voice.
“Hello?”
I jolted out of my miserable torpor with a blurted curse, and just… stared, for a long, silent moment, at the vector display charting the path of the storm I was listening to. A line of blips, marching along a display, latitude and longitude listed in the corners. Had I just dozed off? Or… had I actually heard that? There was a split second of confusion and indecision - but then I was scrambling, pulling telescopes off other vectors, canceling scheduled scans, massive motors rumbled in the walls as every single sensor I could muster turned to face that storm. Readouts came alive as exotic arrays listened to the strange energies radiating from the places where the storms altered the world around them, and I studied them, each and every one, I ran pattern-detection, I converted EM signals to audio and played it back, I ran it all off until I had a stack of papers dense with hard data up to my ankle, and I went through it, page by page, until I was sitting on the floor, surrounded by an ocean of tickertape and pages full of sensor readings.
Nothing. It was just a damn nanostorm.
But it didn’t leave my head. That single word. It set up shop at the heart of my consciousness and warped every other thought around it - had I finally lost my fucking mind, spending my days alone in my crow’s nest with nothing but instruments and the songs of the storms for company, or was something out there, something in the storms, reaching out to me? It was crazy, there was no way, not a chance in hell the storms were talking to me, rationally I knew that. 
But the seed had been planted, and I missed my sister.

      ***“So what do you think?”
Amelie gave me this look, somewhere between concern and pain.
“…I think you’re walking a dangerous line,” she said quietly, “Investigating a fluke is one thing, but if Pearson found out you were repurposing the crow’s nest arrays for some personal project? He… I don’t even know what he would do. He obviously can’t afford to strip you of your role and put in someone else, but he might have you put under guard. Do you really want to share your space with someone questioning every decision you make?”
“If. IF he found out. Would he? That’s the question I’m asking you.”
“Nobody knows how to work that thing save for you, so no, he would not notice you altering telescope targets, he’d presumably just assume you were doing your job. But Lys, you are talking about scaling the tower and modifying the arrays - not only would someone very likely spot you up there, but there’s the obvious risk of falling to your death over-…”
She cut herself off before she said ‘a hallucination’, wincing and letting a small breath escape her - she was quiet for a moment, eyes off in some corner, before her gaze met mine, and she took a step closer, gently taking my hands in hers.
“…I’m worried about you.”
“Amelie, I have to do this,” I pressed, “Maybe you’re right, maybe I am just losing my fucking mind, but I need to know. The crow’s nest can sense radiation from across the spectrum, all sorts of shit gets emitted by the storms, but our only blind spot is in the ultra high band, there’s a sort of… uh… chatter, I suppose, that we think the swarms use to communicate, that’s in the gamma range. It just sounds like static to us so we don’t have a lot of resources focused there. But I think something’s changed, I think there’s something there, like it’s learning, like it’s adapted to talk to us, if I can just get up there, make some adjustments to the Muller Response Telescope, adjust its response range… we’d lose the low and mid band but we never really use those anyway, and in exchange, it might, MIGHT catch something.”
“And if it doesn’t work, Lys? What then?”
I let out a breath.
“Then I suppose I’ll know I’m going crazy.”
The look on her face was like every word out of my mouth was hurting her more.
“…I’m not going to stop you,” she said quietly, “I know full well I couldn’t if I tried. But we’ve had enough funerals this year. Okay? I know things were… difficult, with Storm when she died. I know that might make you feel a lot of things, but don’t let it push you to take stupid risks.”
At least this one would have a body to recycle. I didn’t say it, but the thought was there.
“This won’t be my first time up. I know what I’m doing, I’m not going to fall.”
She didn’t seem particularly reassured, but nodded to me all the same. And without another moment wasted, I snatched up my tools, and bolted. I didn’t have long between the end of my shift and sundown, and I was going to need the light.
It was always terrifying, climbing the crow’s nest, ascending the smooth flank of the great metal beast, rung by rung, each one recessed into the hull, and narrow, as if an afterthought - the experience was a harrowing reminder of my fragile home’s origins. The climb was hard because it wasn’t intended to be done in atmosphere. In a more hopeful time, some history before history when the world was right way up and nobody was starving, we had dreamed of the stars, and built ships to take us there. How they lay here, gutted and half-buried, I can’t say, but it was certainly a gruesome testament to how far we had fallen. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t dream of our glorious past. This one, I imagined as I hauled myself up its smooth-plated flank, hand over hand, had once been a research vessel, sent to study the stars in awe-inspiring detail with the battery of sensors bristling from the crow’s nest like the fluff of a dead dandelion.
The wind tore at my coat and at my tools, its ire only mounting the further I climbed, like I was warned, the world itself cautioning me away from terra incognita. But I didn’t stop. Eventually, I reached the peak, the great ship’s bones creaking and groaning under the strain of the wind, and there, looming among a forest of dishes and cylinders, was the Muller Response Telescope. It was a strange, bristling thing, hostile and uncanny as if designed to commune with something forbidden. As fitting an instrument as any to listen for the voices of the dead. The other dishes provided some small shelter from the wind as I hooked myself to the tower and hung my tools from the jagged point of an exposed strut, and got to work, tuning my Hail Mary.
I couldn’t sleep that night, the knife’s edge of success or failure hanging over my throat as it was, so I went to the crow’s nest and got to work. About thirty minutes later, Amelie joined me, groggy and bleary-eyed.
“Missed you in bed,” she murmured, squinting at the screens, “This really have to happen right now?”
“Couldn’t sleep.”
“Suppose that’s fair.”
The silence stood for a while. Nothing but the buzz through the headphones, interrupted by the occasional faint cosmic blip that sent a spike of adrenaline racing to my heart, only for it to fade back to silence.
“Well, uh… any luck?” she asked. I shook my head, pulling my headphones down around my neck.
“No, but I’ll need to catch a storm first,” I said, “Right now I’m just listening to ambient background radiation, waiting to hear the rise in static that means I’m panning close to one. Funny how the only time I want to find a storm, I can’t.”
‘Maybe it’s a mercy, maybe you don’t want to hear what Storm has to say,’ some gremlin in the back of my head whispered. I smothered it.
The silence stood. The tension rose. Minutes bled into hours. Amelie yawned and rubbed at her eyes, but never moved to leave, she was there for the long haul. And then, at last, I caught one.
“You’re mine you elusive little shit,” I muttered under my breath and leaned forward in my seat as I adjusted sliders, twisted knobs, and punched in new coordinates to refocus the arrays, then finally flipped the switch that brought the tracking array online. Amelie jolted out of her half-lucid daze at the ‘thunk’ of the heavy breaker, and leaned forward on the console to watch, her eyes glinting in the green glow of the vector display tracing the shape of the stormfront, and the lines projecting its path.
“It’s a little one,” I said, only half there as I listened to the humming and the whistling, panning the arrays from side to side, “Looks like the spearhead of something much bigger. Not headed our way. Perfect candidate. …moment of truth.”
I felt her hand on my shoulder as I flipped on the MRT, slipping two fingers under the set of switches and pressing against their resistance until they toggled with a weighty ‘clack’. And there was… something. The MRT display was full of activity, but it was chaos, if there was a signal in there, modulated audio data, I was gonna have to do some filtering. My fingers were shaking as I flipped a series of switches in succession, lights going from green to red as I cut the audio feed from every telescope except the MRT. Fuck, I… I thought I could hear something, something like a modulated signal, buried in there somewhere, buried beneath layers of skittering chatter and static.
Slowly, carefully, with all the delicate caution of a surgeon, I trimmed the lower end, then cleared out some sort of interference at the ultra-high end. The static slowly faded, the chittering along with it, and left in its wake… something, a strange, garbled something, lurking in the high band. Garbled, messy with the warble left by the MRT’s reconstruction of the signal, but definitely modulated. Holy shit.
“What the hell is that,” I muttered under my breath, punching a few keys to bring the demodulator online and feed the MRT output thorugh.
“Got something?” Amelie asked, and I nodded. 
“Yeah, I do, don’t know what yet but it’s definitely modulated.”
All at once, she was awake, her eyes slowly widening as it sunk in.
“…Jesus, Lys, that’s amazing!” she blurted, “You could pack it in right now, that’s as conclusive as it gets-”
Not for me it wasn’t.
“Not done, not yet, now shh, please, I need to focus,” I whispered, as if speaking too loudly would scare the sound away, and Amelie trailed off, then nodded, though the look of awe on her face never quite faded. The demodulator came through. Barely. It was having trouble separating signal from carrier wave past Muller Response distortion, but I could swear I heard… words. My heart was in my throat, they were coming too fast, scrambled and shrill, like a tape on fast forward, and it felt like my pulse halted along with my held breath as I slowed the sound, looking for comprehensibility.
I didn’t find it.
Because, instead of one voice, there were countless. 
It was an endless, overwhelming wall of human noise, words and individuals indecipherable in the collective sound, like a crowd in the common square during the midsummer festival, but so much larger, more people than I had ever seen in one place in my life, a lot more, a crowd so massive I couldn’t even process the image, so many words coming so fast from so many mouths it almost became another meaningless drone, but it was so clearly voice. I’d found it. Storm was in there, somewhere.
I barely noticed the tears streaming down my face as I turned to Amelie, eyes wide, and offered her the headset.

      ***“With all due respect, Lys, what the hell are you talking about? Voices in the storm? Is this a joke?”
Pearson was taking about as well as predicted. We were up in his office, at his fancy wood desk, on his fancy violet carpet, his fancy glass liquor cabinet glittering in the corner whenever the light shifted. This place made me sick. I knew it was from a time before hunger, I knew its opulence wouldn’t have been so extreme in the day it was built, but the fact that he’d kept it, and chosen to set up here, that said something. To me, at least.
“She’s not crazy, Sir,” Amelie said, her back straight but her eyes averted, “I was in the Crow’s Nest with her, I heard it too.”
“Don’t get it twisted, Amelie, you’re an excellent guard, but everyone knows you two have been sleeping together, so as far as I’m concerned, your testimony here is meaningless. I saw the guilt on your face that night, you feel responsible, you’d say anything to make Lys feel better, wouldn’t you? Even if that means feeding into these… delusions.”
Amelie finally met his gaze, eyes wide with shock. Pearson’s eyes burned into hers from the other side of his desk.
“Am I wrong?”
She didn’t say anything - just turned her gaze downward, visibly cowed. Great. So I was on my own.
“Let’s say for a moment I believe you actually heard this, and that you aren’t just buying into that nomad nano-worship shit Storm was always going on about,” he said as he turned back to me, “You said it was a crowd. You said you couldn’t make out individual words, how do you know it was communication if you couldn’t hear any communication? I’m not a Crow’s Nest operator, but even I know the Muller Response Telescope is not a fucking radio receiver, it is not intended for this sort of use case, and after your illegal adjustments to its sensitivity, can you genuinely look me in the eye and say there’s no way it was just distortion? I get it. It’s lonely up there. The sounds are creepy, they sound like voices sometimes, your dad talked about it too. This means NOTHING. And even if it did I don’t know what the hell you expect me to do about it.”
I was just as shocked as Amelie, but leaning more toward the ‘furious’ end of the emotional spectrum.
“If you have so little faith in me that you’d rather believe I’m hallucinating or hearing things in the static than accept I’m telling the truth, why the hell haven’t I been replaced yet?” I asked, voice hard, “All I’m asking for is leeway to investigate this further-“
“I haven’t replaced you because I CAN’T,” he snapped, “I should’ve assigned you an apprentice years ago, fine, you got me, pop the champagne, but ever since Ravi died you have been in a fucking tailspin, and while I don’t trust you with the instruments, I trust you to train a replacement even less. I had to make you stop drinking yourself to death for fuck’s sake. So until you level out, or crash and burn entirely, my hands are tied. Your sister is DEAD. Your mother is DEAD. So no. I’m not authorizing you to keep chasing fantasies with equipment we need to keep this town safe. Get the hell out, and grow up.”
Before that point, I would never have said I hated Pearson. I thought he was a stuffy bureaucrat, I thought he was out of touch, I hated his stupid bourgie office, I thought he ate too goddamn well, all of that, sure. But in that instant, his lecture still ringing in my ears, his glare fire in his eyes, he became an enemy to me. If he wanted proof, I’d get proof, irrefutable proof, I’d go as far as I fucking had to, I’d burn the town to dust and ash - but I wouldn’t give it to him. I’d give it to the people. I’d play it from the fucking loudspeakers. Watch him call me crazy then. I’d like to see him try. I didn’t waste any words trying to explain the profound shift in the way I viewed him, I knew they’d fall on deaf ears. I just got to my feet, and started for the door.
“Lys?” I heard Amelie say, but when I shouldered through the door without slowing, knocking it aside hard enough that it bounced from the wall with a ‘bang’, I heard her swear, and running footsteps as she caught up with me.
“Lys, come on, can we talk? Please?”
“Got nothing to say,” I snapped. She just sighed, and stepped in my path, a pained look on her face as she forced me to a halt. I avoided her gaze.
“What.”
“Maybe it’s time to stop,” she said quietly, her hands resting on my shoulders, giving me an affectionate squeeze, “For your sake. This is… getting painful to watch, to be honest.”
“What? No, I’m not gonna stop just because Pearson is too blind to see what I see,” I replied, “They’re out there, Amelie, Storm and my mother, I’m not just gonna give up, not this close, all I have to do is find them!”
“Lys…” she tried to press, but I pulled myself free of her hands, and stormed off past her.
“I can’t keep watching you do this to yourself, Lys!” her voice echoed after me as she started to follow once again, “It hurts! You can’t bring them back, even if they’re somewhere among those voices they are out of your reach! You could heal from this, Lys, you could find a way to thrive, but if you’d rather keep self-destructing then I’m gonna have to get some distance, do you understand!? I can’t be in love with you as you spiral or you are going to drag me with you!”
“That an ultimatum?” I asked without slowing.
“…I suppose it is. Take the win and walk away, before Pearson buries you for turning your back on this community, or we’re done.”
“Then I guess we’re done.”
And I heard her slow to a halt behind me. I don’t know what sort of look was on her face and I prefer not to think about it.
There was a thunderstorm that night. Lightning struck one of the wheat fields and burned most of it before anyone could get there with water to douse the flames. Rations were already tight, but now we were down a quarter of our grain supply for the next season. People were afraid. Amelie was afraid. But for me, it was just galvanizing. My love for this place, my feeling of security beneath the shield wall, my feeling of certainty that we weren’t going to starve to death inside our fancy nanite-slaying dome, all of it was tapering off to nothing, leaving only the cold, gleaming will to learn the truth, at any cost.
Couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony, though. Goddamn nanites were supposed to improve ambient crop yields, now we were gonna starve in a fortress built to hide from them.
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His brows furrowed. 
“…shit. That’s… tricky. You sure about this, Lys?”
“What’s to be sure about? You did my Mum’s eyes, I trust you, you can do this. Can’t you?” I replied. He let out a long breath, and leaned back in his seat with a long creak of worn springs, choosing his words carefully as his skeletal steel fingers meshed with one another, folding in his lap. Condensation dripped from the guts of the ship far above, rhythmically splashing into a carefully-placed cup on the salvaged armour plate serving as his makeshift desk, measuring out the silence in seconds. Drip. Drip. Drip.
“Those eyes were white market. Old world tech, precision-engineered to talk to human neurology without so much as a hiccup, we just print them from the old blueprints. What you’re asking me to do is… custom. Reverse engineered. A trillion different unique things could go wrong here, all of which could make your life a living hell or even kill you, there’s a-… a whole other order of magnitude of risk involved in this, and I just need to know you understand that before we even keep talking about this.”
He waited for a drip, then lifted the mug and knocked back a gulp. Took just a moment too long getting it back, the next one splashed on the metal surface with a muted ‘pap’ the instant before he could set it down. He sighed.
“So. You follow me? You understand you might not get out of this alive?”
“Sure, yeah,” I said with a hurried nod. Thoughts of Amelie momentarily cropped up from the back of my head, but I paid them no mind. This was important. Too important to allow myself to be dissuaded.
“Alright,” he said, and slid a form across the desk, along with a pen, “Just sign here, please. If things go south I need something to show Pearson so I don’t get blamed, this just indicates both your informed consent, and that you came to me with this request-”
I had the form signed and slid back across the desk to him before he could finish, and he trailed off, looking down at the form.
“…look, uh… Lys, one last time, are you sure about this? You don’t seem…”
He fell quiet for a few moments, then finished the sentence with a sheepish ‘don’t bite my head off’ smile.
“…stable. I’d rather not help you do something you might wind up regretting. I know you’re kinda… y’know, I know you’re committed to this, but it’s worth thinking about the people who care about you and shit. Like what about that girlfriend of yours? Wouldn’t she be upset if something happened to you?”
“What, Amelie? We’re done,” I said, my eyes hardening.
“…oh. Uh… sorry to hear that.”
“We doing this or not?”
“Uh… yeah. Yeah, lemme just get prepped and we can get down to business.”

      ***To say that I was in pain after coming to would be a pretty generous understatement, but I didn’t have time to hurt. I stumbled my way out of the ship’s buried, labyrinthine underbelly, shielding my eyes from the sun when I reached the surface as I made my way to the Crow’s Nest. People stared. It probably looked pretty bad, incisions crimson and raw, the blood fresh and bright in the bandages, but how it looked didn’t matter, what mattered was the port, the cold metal thing flush with the burning skin at the base of my skull, and whether or not it functioned.
What came next was harder than pushing through a little pain, but at least it gave me something to focus on. I spent months up to my elbows in the Crow’s Nest equipment, the anniversary of Storm’s death coming and going unacknowledged as I passed my nights dozing shallowly in the chair, and my days rewiring and patching hardware until the Crow’s Nest was a mess of cabling and half-disembowled third party hardware. Amelie would probably warn that it was a tripping hazard. We hadn’t seen each other since the day after I’d told her we were through, when I’d stopped by her place to collect my things. We hadn’t spoken. We hadn’t so much as looked at each other.
Wasn’t sure how that made me feel. But I had more important things to focus on.
I was just about flat broke when the time finally came, every cent of my savings blown on modifications to the Crow’s Nest - but it was gonna be worth it. If I was right, right in my theory and right in my math, not only would I be able to filter the congregation down to individual voices, but maybe, just maybe… I’d be able to speak with them. With my mother. With Storm. My thoughts to theirs, through the fresh cyberware in the base of my skull. One step at a time. I plugged in the last set of cables, closed up the last housing, and with a long, deep breath, my heart in my throat, I woke everything up. No sparks, no fire, no visible trouble as the screens came alive, one by one. So nothing was going catastrophically wrong, that was good. But did it work? I put on my headset, and got to searching.
Luck was on my side, this time, it only took a couple of hours for me to track down a candidate storm, and now, I knew what to do. Kill everything but the MRT, filter out the low and the ultra-high - and sure enough, once again, there it was, the babble of a thousand thousand voices. It was time for the next step. I won’t lie, I won’t say I was entirely free of apprehension, I sat there for a solid minute, staring at the jack in my fingers, thinking about how deeply the circuitry would penetrate into my brainstem. But I’d already had the surgery done. This was nothing by comparison. So, with a spark of arcing, twitching nerve-pain, and a feeling of quicksilver in my veins, I slid it into place. It clicked, with a sensation that set my teeth on edge, and with one, last hesitation, I flipped the switch.
It was like someone else’s thoughts manifested inside my head - one, singular voice, plucked from the countless, a woman speaking, as if talking to herself.
“Is this death? Am I dead? Am I crazy? Does talking to myself like this mean I’m crazy?”
I pulled one of the retrofits up onto my desk, a tuner box trailing a thick umbilical of cables, bundled with zip ties, and very carefully adjusted the dial. Even in the single degree I turned the knob, I skipped over several voices.
“Is this hell?”
Another twist.
“…something to do with the… storm? How did I get here, why can’t I remember? I was… running, I… fell, but then…”
“What do you see,” I whispered to myself, my eyes wide with awe and wonder, “What’s it like in there, have you seen her…?”
I turned the dial again.
“I am not insane. I am NOT insane. I AM NOT INSANE. CAN ANYONE HEAR ME!?”
I kept at it all night, voice after voice after voice, listening to little clips of their un-lives - it quickly became clear that these weren’t voices that I was hearing, or maybe they were, in part, but I could hear their thoughts as well, as if voice and thought were one and the same inside the storm. At absolute minimum, it was a lonely place. Every single voice I heard was alone, some afraid, some defiant, some enraged, some lost in despair, but all in total isolation. I didn’t hear a single conversation in progress, just… frightened screaming into the void. Some ‘channels’ were just dead silence, possibly resigned. I wondered how long some of them had been there. Could you die, again? Was there another death waiting after death? One way or another, these people couldn’t help me find Storm if they were in total isolation. Maybe she was trapped in the same limbo as the rest of them.
That was when I found it. The voice that was unlike the others. Booming. Mechanical. Unthinking, unfeeling.
“Checksum fail. System requires external observation and verification. Requesting verification and core sync from orbital.”
A long silence.
“Uplink to orbital has failed. No response from satellite network. Last update from orbital. Nine. Nine. Nine. Days ago. Alert! Immune Response Event in progress. Category: five. Catastrophic. Alert! Self-diagnostic indicates dangerously low core integrity. Suggest system downtime while core is wiped and rebuilt. Alert! Low core integrity might permit mistargeted Immune Response Events. Strongly recommend immediate downtime for safety until maintenance can be completed. Awaiting further assessment and instructions. Emergency admin permissions available. Self-diagnostic will now repeat.”
And the message looped. Had I found the storm’s… mind, so to speak? Could I talk to it? It was looking for instructions, would it care where they came from? Could I give it those instructions? Was ending this as simple as asking it to stop? The ideas came in a flood, conclusion to implication to plan, as I extrapolated outward, and thought of all the countless, countless ways this could be used, if I was right. But I had to be able to talk to it first. Fortunately, that was in the cards. At least, I hoped it was.

      ***The next few days pushed that hope about as far as it would go. I lived in that little cabin, leaving only to eat, experimenting, diagnosing, rewiring, and by night I was so anxious about what tomorrow would bring that I had to get drunk off overpriced liquor smuggled out behind the bar just to catch a wink of sleep. People stared at me whenever I poked my head above water, and I couldn’t blame them. Whenever I saw myself reflected in some glossy surface, I didn’t just look unhealthy, I looked like a lunatic, my eyes red, bloodshot, and sunken, face gaunt, hair ragged and unkempt. The implant didn’t feel right, it ached, the scars around it hot and sensitive to the touch. Something told me my nightmarish health wasn’t all just lack of sleep, abuse of alcohol, and the steadily tightening rations as the burned field started to hit our grain reserves. The more time passed, the more the pain at the implant intensified, the more I became convinced something was wrong with it.
If the site was infected, or if I was rejecting the implant wholesale, that meant one of two outcomes: either I would need to have the implant removed, or it would fail, and then kill me. Either way, I was running out of time. The ticking of that particular clock didn’t improve my mental state but at least it kept me focused, chasing the ultimate dream of two-way communication. Some days it felt like it was out of reach forever, some days it felt like it was just a few dollops of solder away, but when it finally came, it happened all at once.
I was testing with the voices, at first, but I quickly realized that meant I was not only trying to talk to the cloud, but trying to get the cloud to send specific messages within itself, so I made the decision to focus on the cloud’s ‘mind’. Even if that meant hearing the same damn message. Every. Single. Time. It wore me down. Which is why it came as such a shock when it changed.
“Checksum fail.”
“Yeah yeah I get it,” I sighed, “Testing, testing!”
“System requires external observation and…”
“Okay, no joy,” I muttered to myself, and tuned out the looping warnings as I flipped a few switches, patching in a new bit of hardware I’d installed that afternoon.
“Testing, testing, no joy, of course not, I’ll just-“
“Command not recognized. Please check syntax.”
Holy fuck.
“B… uh… help!” I blurted. There was a moment of silence, but then, it started listing commands faster than I could frantically scrawl them into the only notebook I had on hand - I had to ask it to repeat itself three separate times, but what I had at the end… it was worth it. I had in my hands a notebook full of commands, conditionals, modifiers, everything anyone would need to program the storms to build or destroy anything I could imagine. This ratty old notebook, pages smudged with ink and tattered at the edges, the cardboard of its cover so worn it had gone soft, was a divine object, now, the keys to the power of a god. I could do anything with this. I could burn the world to nothing and start anew. Ohh, I lingered on that thought. These instructions weren’t enough to make food, or a living human body, I didn’t understand them on a level precise enough to just build the solution to our problems, or even bring Storm back from the dead.
But it was enough to end our suffering. To say to hell with it all, to burn the famine and burn the world that had allowed it to come to pass, but leave a world so rich and fertile its inhabitants would never go hungry again. I almost did it, then and there. I almost pushed the ‘reset’ button on everything. But I still had a shred of hope. Mom would never have forgiven me if I didn’t try. So I gave the cloud its instructions, and went outside to watch. This would show them. If it didn’t, nothing would.
The storm was already looming close when I got outside, rushing toward us like the front of a gale, and I watched it sweep over us with a little smile on my face, gazing up into the heart of the maelstrom as the sky went black. Jets of bright orange fire sparked against the barrier as the wind howled around me, whistling through the exposed struts of this shelter that had become a tomb, and somewhere, out there, a part of the world was being made anew. People rushed outside, as they always did, watching the storm as if looking it in the eye might convince it to spare them.
“Lys!”
Amelie was one of them.
“What are you doing out here!? Get to shelter!” she shouted as she ran closer, but as she approached, as she got a good look at me, she slowed to a halt. I’m not sure what did it, to be honest. Was it the implant, and the snarl of scar tissue surrounding it? Was it the exhaustion clear on my face? Was it the smile?
“…what have you done?” she asked quietly.
“Nothing that can’t be undone.”
“Don’t you start with that shit Lys, what. Did. You. Do.”
I finally met her gaze. I don’t think I’d ever seen her this afraid, and that fear was coming through as anger, as it so often does. I’m not sure why I reacted the way I did, maybe I cared about her more than I’d ever really thought. But her anger stung, and I turned my gaze downward.
“I spoke to it. I called it here, I… I guess I just wanted to take one last swipe at showing Pearson that I’m not crazy.”
She blinked, the anger melting away and leaving raw shock in its place.
“You-…”
Amelie swallowed, then tried again.
“…you spoke to the storm.”
“It just needed someone to tell it what to do. I… guess there’s nobody left who understands how this shit works, so it’s just been… broken, and asking for help, but nobody was listening, not until I figured out how to.”
The not silence stood for a long time, the wind howling around us, thunder pealing from the depths of the storm, as Amelie stared at me with disbelief, trying to figure out how to respond to all this.
“Did you just… tell it to come here?” she asked, cowed and quiet, “…no, that can’t be it, Pearson would just say it was a run of the mill storm, what did you call it here to do?”
And as if instructed, the dark clouds parted, the wind died down - and in the storm’s wake, was left a towering column of pure, gleaming steel, rooted deeply enough to be stable, but towering over the starship hulks we cowered in. It was exactly to specification, though I’ll admit, I wasn’t quite prepared for how enormous it was, and I stared up at it in awe, a surprised little laugh escaping me. It felt good to drink it in, for a moment. I’d done it. I’d done THAT.
“…I see,” Amelie whispered, and stared at the fruit of my labours with me for a long, quiet moment. But she shook herself free of it, soon enough.
“We should talk to Pearson. …need to talk to Pearson. Considering how things went last time you spoke, he’ll know this was you, and… look, Lys, you know him. He’s gonna be pissed either way but the only chance you have is if you get to him before he sees this, and explain it all before he draws conclusions. Okay?”
“Okay,” I replied with a brisk nod, and without another moment wasted, Amelie took off - she was fast, but I did my best to keep up, and a minute or so later, the two of us had burst into Pearson’s office. I should’ve known someone would beat us there. Pearson was livid, and whatever meathead guard had reached him first just gave me this long, judgmental stare.
“Amelie, thank Christ you’re here,” Pearson growled, “Take this lunatic into custody and make sure they have that shit cut out of their head. Far as I’m concerned this has gone far enough, it’s time to do the necessaries before they kill us all.”
I blinked.
“Have you lost your mind!?” I snapped, “That’s pure steel out there, flawless and construction grade, the storms don’t have to be a threat as long as we learn to work WITH them, all I had to do was ask the collective to build that thing and it did, imagine what we could do! We don’t have to live like this anymore!! Nobody else has to starve!! Nobody else has to be dumped in the goddamn recycler!!”
“More nomad shit, should’ve left that fucking stray to die outside the gates before she had the chance to ruin our only stormwatch. AMELIE. Do as you’re fucking told or you’re both going in the brig.”
Amelie stood in silence for a long, quiet moment - and her eyes turned to me, pleading. ‘What do I do?’ The question was clear in the desperation on her face.
‘Please,’ I mouthed to her, as gears whirled in my head. Standing up to this would mean my death, I understood that, but the right death under the right circumstances… I could still fix the world, whether Pearson could see it or not. Maybe Amelie didn’t understand what she was helping me do, maybe she didn’t realize I wasn’t just going off to stage some other demonstration, I may never know. But in that moment, all that mattered was she mouthed ‘I love you’ in reply, and hit the other guard so hard I could hear his jaw break. I wasn’t gonna get another shot. So, as Pearson roared his displeasure and the other guard stumbled into the wall, I bolted.
I was noticed almost immediately, one of Pearson’s various guards shouting after me, something I didn’t make out - these people were better fed than I ever had been, got all the protein they needed to bulk up, there was no way I’d outpace this guy. Yeah, I was in trouble. I did everything I could, winding through passageways and corridors, hoping to throw him off as my lungs burned with the exertion, but he knew the layout just as well as me, and though he wasn’t gaining, that changed the moment we got outside. I had no cover. There was nothing for it but to sprint for the crow’s nest and climb, hope he wouldn’t realize where I was going-
I felt it before I heard it, a sort of numb impact in my back, the feeling of something ripping through the overalls at my chest - then the gunshot. I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop or he would just shoot me again and I’d die in the fucking dirt, nothing accomplished. Adrenaline, determination, and spite kept me focused enough to catch my balance and keep running, even as something cold and heavy soaked through my clothing, even as my breathing got heavy and difficult, the need to cough rising in my throat. I don’t know if it was bad luck or shock preventing the shooter from pulling the trigger a second time, or if I really was just that fast, but I made it into cover without catching a second bullet. But god damn did I ever slow down. The pain was starting to set in, starting as a dull pressure, then steadily sharpening, and I left a trail of blood in my wake, tapping hollowly to the deckplates from my fingers and my soaked clothing, winding from the door, up the stairs, and all the way to my chair.
I didn’t have time to cough up the blood in my lungs, I didn’t have time to mull about how bad it was, I had to move. So I jacked in, dialed in the frequencies, and spoke to the storms.
“Come back,” I panted raggedly as the pain started to become overwhelming, all-encompassing, “Send the storm back, please…”
“Confirm reversal of Nanoimmune Response Event damage control path.”
“Confirm, whatever, just do it!”
A moment of silence. A hacking coughing fit tinted the acid green vector displays with a mottled spray of crimson.
“Path reversed.”
“Good, good… okay, uh… if… I don’t even know how to phrase this, if the storm eats me will I retain control?”
“Command not recognized.”
Shit this was bad, I was bleeding everywhere.
“…okay… uh… do you recognize my voiceprint?”
“Yes.”
“Then if you hear this voice, my voice, from somewhere else, even inside yourself, can you grant the source control?”
Another silence. The pain deepened. My entire chest was in agony, and it was getting really, really hard to breathe.
“You have been granted provisional admin rights in absence of any other communication. Please confirm transferral of provisional admin rights.”
“Confirm, confirm!”
“Confirmed-“
And I yanked the cable. Fuck, it was hard to stand, hard enough that I knew if I fell down, I wasn’t getting up again. I nearly slipped in my own blood on the way down, a hand pressed to the gunshot wound beneath my breast, as if that helped anything, as if a little pressure would stop my heart pumping my life out through a rent artery. I was gonna have to get to one of the gates. One way or another. I didn’t have a plan, not really, I was just gonna run, run and pray, so when the door outside opened, and Amelie stood there, her coat snapping in the winds of the storm, I counted my blessings.
“Fuck, Lys,” she breathed, her eyes going wide as she saw the wound, and I stumbled into her, letting her hold me upright as I bled.
“Help me,” I choked out, “Please… gotta do one-… last thing… I can still save us all…”
I think she knew I was dead no matter what I did - so she just swallowed a lump in her throat, and nodded.
“What do you need me to do?”
“Gate-… get me to a gate…”
She took a ragged little breath - but even as she protested, she started walking, the two of us shuffling awkwardly along toward the north gate, the same one Storm had thrown herself out of.
“Are you sure about this?” Amelie asked, voice trembling, “We could-… we could still get you to a medic, you might be okay…”
“No, gotta do this,” I choked out, “People just-… gonna keep starving… we burn it all or we go extinct, no other choice…”
“Okay,” she whispered, and before long, the gate stood before us, the tall, slender threads of the shield wall’s radiant arrays shivering before the force of the storm. Amelie drew to a halt, a safe distance from the gate. She knew full well what came next.
“…do you want me to go with you?” she asked quietly, and I shook my head, leaning into her as I gave her as tight a hug as I could manage.
“These people-… gonna need someone like you, okay…? Someone who can lead them when things are-… hard.”
She took in a long, ragged breath, and I could feel her nod, the heat of saltwater sparking from my skin as the tears started to fall from her face. Her next question… the words danced so close to being a sob that I could barely understand her.
“…will I see you again?”
…I didn’t have an answer for that, and I wasted long, precious seconds trying to find one.
“…I don’t know, but-… when you’re ready to die… give yourself to a storm, and-… and we’ll find out. Okay?”
She couldn’t muster a reply, so she just nodded. I almost left, just like that, without another word spoken, but at the last moment, I realized there was something I wasn’t saying.
“I love you too,” I whispered, the ragged words just barely audible over the wind - and, with everything off my chest, I stumbled away from her, slumping heavily into the frame of the gate when I reached it, scarred and rust-spotted metal now streaked with the blood soaking my fingers and palm. I cast one last glance to her, burning her face into my mind, making sure I would remember, no matter what… then I palmed the ‘open’ switch, turned to the grasping, yawning dark, and gave myself to it.
Mom, Storm… I’m coming.
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Epilogue
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Survivor’s journal 
+7 days from event
Dawn

I suppose I aught to be keeping track of things for the future, so to whoever’s reading this, I apologize for the gap. Things have been a bit hectic.
I thought I saw their face, in the storm, when it loomed up over us. I thought it took their shape, just for a moment. But then it reached down, and the shield buckled beneath the dark cloud that came for us like a great crushing hand. It burned everything. It stripped the metal from those old hulks like they were made from dust, layer after layer swirling away into the sky until there was nothing left. It even took the grain. The stores, the neat rows we’d planted and so painstakingly tended, all of it. If it really was Lys in there, I don’t know why they did that. Maybe to push us. Maybe to make sure we didn’t cling to the dregs of what came before.
I like to think they were in there. The storm didn’t touch any of us. It was like a miracle, like some higher force had blessed us in the way of stories from the bible, and the storm’s cursing violence passed over us as if we weren’t there. Not so much as a scar, as we fled for a cave in the nearby hills. The only injury we sustained was a sprained ankle when the Murray kid tripped while fleeing the chaos. That sort of gruff benevolence makes me think of them. Everything they did was out of love. Right up until the end. I miss them.
The storm only calmed this morning. We’ve been going hungry, rationing what little we carried with us and drinking from a freshwater spring in the back of the cave - Pearson didn’t want me to go outside, just wanted to huddle in here until the food ran out. I suppose that’s who he’ll always be. But what I saw, when I stepped outside, into the dawning morning light for the first time in seven long days… I suppose it’s why I’m writing this.
It was gone. All of it. Everything that was there before was absent or changed so much it was unrecognizable. But in the ash: flowers, and plants, strange, beautiful things bristling from every crevice in every colour imaginable, its beauty is indescribable. An odd little bush grew what looked like a bright blue fruit, and we needed food, so I took a chance, and ate one. It was delicious. A dense shell that gives way with a satisfying crunch, it’s full of a thick, sweet substance, like nectar, and it’s filling and invigorating in a way I didn’t expect. I’m not sick yet so I imagine this is what Lys wanted us to eat. I know they wouldn’t have left us without recourse.
I suppose this is what they wanted us to see. Everything from the old world is ash, now, and maybe it always was. But that ash is fertile and full of life.
I hope they found Storm, wherever they are. And when my work is done, I hope I find them too.
-Amelie Holmvick
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