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Truth becomes dust.

Values melt into visions.

Reality decays into grit.



Dedication

For the ones who stay when the evacuation orders come.

For the fishermen who cast their nets into poisoned water
not because they believe in a catch, but because the rhythm
of the tide is the only prayer they know.

For the mothers who scrub blood from floors that will never be clean,
who hide their daughters' passports in the lining of their coats,
who smile when there is nothing left to smile for.
For the children who draw maps of safe places
in the margins of textbooks that lied to them.
For the dogs who press their warmth against us in the dark,
who know before we do when the air is turning wrong.
For all of you...
who will not be saved, who were never meant to be saved,
who will leave behind only a blue scarf in the wind
and a story someone else will tell and another will need.
This is for you.
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Chapter 1: The Coppery Dawn
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The Island Wakes  

The solitary lighthouse beam of Île de Sein carved through the predawn mist, a slow, relentless sweep across the sleeping island. Yannick Le Goff's boots crunched on the wet gravel as he made his way to the dock, the air thick with salt and the faint sweetness of wild thyme clinging to the cliffs. His hands, rough and cracked from decades of hauling nets, worked the knots without thought, his breath curling in the chill. A low Breton tune hummed in his throat, the same one his father had always echoed before him.  

Further down the shore, Léo crouched in the tide pools, his small fingers darting after crabs that skittered over the slick rocks. He laughed when one pinched his thumb, shaking it off with a yelp that echoed against the quiet. The water shimmered with the first pale light, the horizon still a blurred line between sea and sky.  

Yannick paused, squinting east. The mist clung heavier there, tinged with something faintly coppery, like old blood diluted in seawater. He spat into the waves and went back to his nets. Just another dawn. Just another day.  

Far out at sea, where the light didn’t reach, the water darkened with the shadow of an approaching storm front.

First Light  

The sun breached the horizon in a slow bleed of peach and lavender, staining the underbelly of the clouds. Léo stood ankle-deep in the retreating tide, his shadow stretching long and thin across the wet sand. He tilted his head, squinting at the sky where the light should have been clean, sharp. Instead, the dawn carried a reddish-brown haze, like old metal left out in the rain.  The grit stuck to his teeth. It wasn't a sunrise; it was a slow, atmospheric oxidation. When Léo breathed, the air felt textured, leaving a film of ferrous silt on his tongue that tasted of pennies and forgotten shipwrecks.

"Papi," he called, pointing. "Why’s the sky rusty?"  

Yannick didn’t look up at first. His hands moved steadily, coiling rope into neat loops. "Just dust from Africa," he said, his voice flat. "Carried over the sea by the wind. It’ll pass." 

Yannick Le Goff had known every tide pool on Île de Sein since he was Léo's age, and he refused to let a change in the weather shake him.

But when he finally lifted his gaze, his fingers stilled. The discoloration wasn’t thin, wasn’t distant. It clung to the horizon like a bruise, thickening even as he watched. The gulls had gone quiet. The air tasted faintly of iron.  

Léo wiped his nose with the back of his hand and left a smudge of something dark.  

The Dead Birds  

The tide left behind more than shells and seaweed. Sirocco's bark cut through the morning stillness, sharp and insistent. The dog stood stiff-legged a few meters down the beach, his muzzle wrinkled over bared teeth as he stared at the tangled mass of white feathers and limp necks.  

Léo approached, stick in hand. He prodded the nearest gull. The body rolled with unnatural lightness, hollowed out. Its eyes, clouded orange like spoiled marmalade, stared at nothing. Three more carcasses lay just beyond, their wings twisted at angles no living bird would hold. A plastic fishing line tangled around one gull’s leg. 

"Papi," Léo called, his voice thin. "The birds are all dead."  

Yannick wiped his palms on his trousers and said nothing. The wind carried the faint stench of rotting fish and something metallic, something wrong.  

Lucien's Walk  

Lucien Moreau's running shoes hit the coastal path in steady rhythm, his breath fogging in the cool air. The AeroQual 500 sensor in his left hand vibrated, then chimed. He slowed to a stop, squinting at the readout.  The device display flashed OVERLOAD.

PM10 levels: 2,000 µg/m³.   

The number blinked red. Normal was under fifty. He wiped the screen with his thumb as if it might change, then took another reading. 2,100.  

Sirocco's barking carried from the beach below. Lucien pulled out his phone, fingers leaving smudges on the glass. He typed one-handed:  

"It's happening. Faster than models."  

Amélie would still be asleep in Paris. He sent it anyway, then stared east where the sunrise burned through a thickening haze. The air tasted like the inside of an old battery.  

The Fisherman & The Scientist  

Sirocco's ears perked at Léo's approach. The dog abandoned his stiff-legged stance by the dead birds and bounded toward the boy, tail whipping side to side. Léo dropped to his knees, laughing as Sirocco licked salt from his cheeks, the dog's warm breath puffing against his skin.  

Lucien watched from the path above, his fingers tightening around the sensor. He descended the crumbling stone steps to the beach, his shadow stretching long across the sand.  

"Keep the boy indoors today," he said when he reached Yannick.  

The fisherman didn't look up from his nets. "You Parisians think you own the weather." His fingers worked a stubborn knot, the calluses scraping against the rope.  

He doesn’t understand, Lucien thought, a cold knot forming in his stomach. He thinks this is a debate.

The wind is carrying heavy metallic compounds," the professor said, his voice dropping as he looked at Léo burying his hands in the discolored sand. "It's highly toxic. You're letting him play in the runoff.

Lucien twisted his wedding ring absently, the gold dull beneath the patina of neglect. The metal caught briefly on his dry skin.  

Sirocco trotted back to Lucien's side, his muzzle damp from playing. Léo stayed where he was, watching them both, his fingers tracing patterns in the damp sand. The wind carried sand that pinged against Lucien’s sensor.

Camille's Call

The phone vibrated in Lucien's pocket, startling him. He fumbled with the sensor before answering, his daughter's laughter crackling through the speaker before he could speak.

"Papa, you'll love Conor!" Camille's voice carried the wind of the Irish coast. His cracked iPhone screen distorted her voice, "He's teaching me Gaelic. Says I sound like a drowning cat."

Behind Lucien, Léo shrieked as Sirocco bowled him over in the sand, the dog's tail a frantic metronome. The boy's giggles mixed with the static on the line.

Lucien turned away from the sea. "Where's your mother?"

The pause lasted half a breath too long. "Still in Cefalù." Camille’s voice iced over. "Visiting Alessandro’s family. Again."

They both knew what that meant. Lucien's thumb found his tarnished ring again. "And this Italian boy? The one who teaches her...what was it? Sailing?"

Camille snorted. "Alessandro. Teaches her something, alright." Her laugh cut off abruptly when he asked about Alessandro. "Don't worry, Papa. He's pretty enough to be harmless."

Lucien’s thumb stilled on his wedding ring. He could picture it: the sun-bleached villa where Élodie had first met Alessandro years ago, when they’d vacationed as a family. Lucien had left them there for a week—off to study Etna’s ash plumes—and returned to find Élodie humming Sicilian folk songs, her skin smelling of someone else’s lemon soap.

Camille’s whisper cracked: “I hate him. He’s stealing her from us.” Lucien stared at the dead phone screen. Around him, the world was coming apart.

On the beach, Yannick chuckled around the Mac Baren Vanilla Cream pipe clenched in his teeth. "Aristocrats," he muttered to the wind. "All the same strange behaviors."

Sirocco's wet muzzle pressed against Lucien's dangling palm then, the dog panting from play, his fur gritty with sand that sparkled strangely in the thickening light. The touch was a lifeline back to a world that was already gone.

The Glitching Tech  

Lucien's sensor screen spasmed, the numbers dissolving into jagged lines before blinking out entirely. He smacked the device against his palm, but when it revived, the readings made no sense—PM10: 9,999, then 0, then ERROR in angry red capitals.  

From the open window of Chez Marie framed the café where the 1983 Grundig’s radio dial spun wildly and erupted in a burst of static. A weather report about clear skies fractured into garbled syllables, then a deep hum that vibrated in Lucien's molars. The patrons murmured, one man slapping the old receiver as if violence could restore order.  

Father Kerbrat emerged from the chapel's shadow, his black robes stirring in the unnatural breeze. He paused beside Lucien, his gaze on the failing devices, the darkening horizon.  

"C'est le diable," he muttered, crossing himself. The wind carried the words away like a secret, as he listened to the hums of the “damned offshore wind farms.”

Sirocco abandoned Léo's side and trotted to Lucien as if sensing his urgency.

Sirocco whined, pressing against Lucien's leg. The dog's ears lay flat, his body trembling as if the earth itself had begun to hum.  

The Horizon Darkens  

The haze had thickened into a solid copper wall, advancing across the sea like a tarnished blade cutting through the morning light. The wind shifted, carrying with it the sharp metallic tang of blood and burnt wire, coating tongues and throats with each breath.  The dust front advanced at 20kph, Lucien watched his working sensor again.

Tourists clustered along the seawall, smartphones raised toward the unnatural spectacle. A woman in a bright yellow windbreaker angled her Nikon camera lens, gritted with particles, squinting at the screen. "It's like a filter," she said, laughing. "No one will believe this color is real."  

Léo pressed close to Yannick's side, his small fingers clutching the rough fabric of his grandfather's coat. The boy's lips were smudged with something dark where he'd licked them too often.  

Yannick spat into the growing wind. The saliva hit the stones and sizzled faintly, a detail no one else seemed to notice.  

The Last Boat Out  

The ferry's engines churned the water below the dock, sending up a froth that smelled of diesel and rotting seaweed. Captain Malo leaned against the railing, squinting at the darkening horizon while his first mate counted the last of the morning's passengers—three tourists with oversized suitcases and a local farmer carrying a crate of squawking chickens.  

Lucien shoved through the small crowd, his sensor now completely dead in his hand. "Go now," he said, his voice low and rough. "Before it's too late."  

Malo chuckled, the deep lines around his eyes creasing. "I've sailed in worse," he said, patting the ferry's rusted railing like it was a trusted horse. "A little dust won't sink us."  

The Baudouin diesel engine coughed black smoke. Behind them, the wind picked up, sending a branded plastic bag skittering down the dock like a panicked animal. The first gritty particles of sand stung exposed skin.  

The Sky Falls  

The first drops fell heavy and wrong, not rain but thick, grit-laden slurry that left dark streaks on skin and stone. Léo turned his face upward just as a gust drove the foul mist into his open mouth. His cough tore through him, violent and wet, leaving a spatter of crimson across his small palm.  

Yannick grabbed the boy's wrist, staring at the blood as it mixed with the grime. His own throat burned with each breath, the air now thick enough to chew.  

Yannick stared at Léo’s wrist again, his calloused thumb smearing the crimson spray across the boy’s pale skin. The rain hitting them wasn't water; it was a falling slurry, a wet shroud of copper and grit that turned the world into a mud-caked tomb. 

Yannick looked to the sea, but the water had vanished and replaced by a solid wall of moving earth that roared with the sound of a thousand grinding gears.

Out in the harbor, the ferry's horn gave one short, aborted blast before cutting off. The copper wall swallowed the horizon whole, advancing with the weight of a world ending.  

By noon, visibility dropped to three meters, and the island would vanish.  
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Chapter 2: Death in Sicily
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Tainted Paradise

The morning light bled through the sheer curtains, painting Élodie's naked back in golden light. Alessandro traced the faint scars along her hip with a sticky finger, remnants of their midnight peaches smearing across her skin. The sheets clung to them, heavy with salt and sweat and something faintly metallic.

Élodie closed her eyes as Alessandro’s lips followed his fingers and remembered. The salt on his skin tasted different here than it had that first summer—when Lucien had dragged them to Sicily for "research," then vanished into the hills with his instruments. She’d been bored, trailing after Camille, then just six, through Cefalù’s cobbled streets, until Alessandro’s family invited them for lunch. She could still see him peeling an orange for Camille, the juice running down his wrists, the girl giggling as he fed her slices. That night, he’d brought Élodie a glass of limoncello on the terrace. "Your husband studies dust," he’d said, thumb brushing her knuckles. "But do you ever let it settle on you?"

A gecko watched from the ceiling, its tiny pulse visible beneath translucent skin. Outside the window, the first particles of dust settled on the glass, glowing faint orange in the dawn light. Neither of them noticed.

Élodie stretched, her bracelet catching the light and scattering diamonds across the wall. Alessandro kissed the scar below her ribs, the one she hated, the one from Paris. The gecko twitched. The dust thickened.

The Ignored Warnings

The phones buzzed on the marble nightstand, making an empty water glass tremble. The screens flashed red: EMERGENCY ALERT: PM10 LEVELS CRITICAL. EVACUATION ADVISED.

Alessandro swatted at his phone like it was a fly, sending it skittering across the floor. "Fucking spam," he muttered, rolling onto his back. The scent of copper hung in the air, mixing with the salt from the sea below.

Élodie reached for her phone, her nails clicking against the screen. She read the alert twice, her thumb hovering over the notification. The faintest metallic tang coated the back of her throat.

She dropped the phone back into her Birkin bag, where the emergency alert continued to hum silently against her lipstick case. Outside, the orange tint bleeding through the window pane deepened to the color of dried blood. Above them, the gecko darted deep into the ceiling shadows, driven by an instinct the humans lacked.

The Maid's Secret

The morning light cut through the villa's east-facing windows, casting long shadows across the sitting room where Alessandro's mother and sister stood frozen. Bianca clutched the heavy drapes, her knuckles whitening as she stared out toward the harbor. The fishing boats rocked violently despite the calm winds, their hulls groaning against the docks. The water itself gleamed with a sickly sheen, swirling with patches of rust-colored foam that clung to the surface like oil.

Giulia crossed herself, her lips moving in silent prayer. The fishermen on the pier were shouting now, pointing at the horizon where the sky met the sea in a smudged, indistinct line. One man dropped his net and ran, his boots kicking up sand that seemed to hang too long in the air before settling.

From the kitchen, a sharp crash of glass was immediately muffled, followed by a choked, desperate sound of pain that still carried faintly through the villa. 

A knock at the bedroom door made Élodie start. Maria entered with a silver tray, the espresso cups rattling as her hands trembled. The housekeeper kept her head bowed, but the morning light caught her left eye—the iris clouded a deep amber, the veins around it blackened like old bruises. Her cracked knuckles left faint smears of blood on the tray's handle.

“Signora,” Maria whispered, her voice fraying like rope under strain. She flinched when a shaft of sunlight cut across her face, as if even the light burned. “The fishermen—they won’t go out. They say the sea is... not the sea today.” 

Outside, a gull plummeted from the sky, striking the terrace with a wet crack. Its wings were crusted with something dark, like dried brine or old blood. Élodie’s gaze locked onto the maid’s trembling hand, the raw wounds there. Maria clutched at her own wrist, as if to stop herself from shaking apart. “It’s not just the waves,” she breathed, dragging Élodie toward the terrace. “It’s what’s underneath. It’s waiting.”

Breakfast at the Cliff's Edge

The terrace tiles burned beneath Élodie's bare feet as she settled into the wrought-iron chair. She speared a fig with her fork, the fruit's flesh splitting to reveal ruby-red seeds. Below the cliff, Alessandro stood waist-deep in the surf, flexing his shoulders for a trio of German women who giggled behind their sunglasses. The morning light caught the sweat on his chest, making him gleam like one of Élodie's stolen jewels.

Out beyond the bay, the horizon pulsed with a dull copper glow, as if the sea itself were rusting at the edges. A child's scream cut through the salt-heavy air. Élodie turned to see a little girl in a yellow sundress staring at her collapsed sandcastle, the grains fused together in jagged clumps like poorly mixed cement. The girl poked at it with a shell, then recoiled when the structure crumbled into a fine, orange-tinged powder.

Along the beach, tourists scrambled in different directions. A British couple dragged their loungers inside, the man coughing violently into his elbow. Two Italian men threw suitcases into a rental car, their faces hidden behind scarves. Near the boardwalk, an elderly woman collapsed to her knees, praying loudly in Russian as the wind carried the first gritty particles ashore. The German women, Alessandro was charming, now waded frantically back to shore, their laughter replaced by panicked whispers. One of them pointed at the sky, where the gulls flew in erratic circles, their cries strangely muted.

Maria appeared silently at Élodie's shoulder, refilling her coffee with hands that left rust-colored fingerprints on the porcelain. The liquid steamed, carrying an acrid, metallic scent that made Élodie's eyes water.

The First Death

The beach club's bamboo bar shimmered under the mounting heat, the ice in Luca’s cocktail shaker already melting to slush. Rubbing his itchy eyes, Luca forced a grin as he joked about the 'devil’s breath' wind from Africa—the same gritty haze that had chased him since dawn. The German tourists at the bar frowned, nudging their glasses away. Luca drove a pale smile. “Just a little Sahara spice,” he wheezed, wiping his mouth with a napkin that came away streaked rust-red. 

His practiced hands tilted the Aperol bottle over a glass when the cough hit him—a wet, tearing sound that bent him double. Black phlegm splattered across the orange aperitif, thick with the same metallic grit that had blown in from the Sahara that morning.

A woman at the bar recoiled, her manicured fingers flying to her mouth. “God, it’s in his lungs,” she hissed, pushing her drink away. The glass left a sticky ring on the teak surface.

Luca gripped the countertop, his knuckles whitening under the strain. The skin at his wrists split first—thin, jagged lines that wept blood streaked with gray. Then his elbows gave way, the flesh tearing upward as if something inside were crystallizing, pushing outward. The wounds didn’t bleed—they erupted. A fine, corrosive powder, the same ochre hue as the storm clouds outside, sifted out like sand from a torn sack.

When his knees buckled, he hit the tile floor hard. The impact split his forearms open wider, releasing a puff of acrid dust that reeked of scorched metal and industrial waste—the signature stench of the Sahara’s poisoned payload. A woman at the nearest table retched, her own throat seizing as the particulate hit her airways. Luca gasped, his fingers locking into claws as the tendons calcified, skin splitting like overbaked clay.

The German tourists screamed, overturning chairs in their rush to escape. One man stood frozen, his phone recording as Luca’s face collapsed inward, nostrils and lips crusting over with brittle, rust-colored scales. Behind the bar, the espresso machine gurgled and died mid-brew, its display flashing gibberish—corroded circuits succumbing to the same poison that ate through flesh.

The Whispered Warning

The beach club descended into chaos as patrons fled Luca's crumbling corpse. Alessandro wiped orange dust from his sunglasses, watching the stampede with detached amusement. A waiter materialized at his elbow, his starched collar damp with sweat. The man's left eyelid twitched uncontrollably as he leaned close, his breath reeking of stale garlic and something faintly metallic.

"Signore," the waiter whispered, his fingers plucking at Alessandro's sleeve. "The Sabbie Rosse—they gather in the catacombs beneath the old church." His throat convulsed as he swallowed. "They say the storm...it chooses who dies. They are drawing on the walls a motto of crimson helix inside a circle, like sand spiraling down a drain."

Alessandro threw back his head and laughed, the sound cutting through the surrounding panic. He peeled a fifty-euro note from his wallet and tucked it into the waiter's breast pocket, patting it twice. "Buy yourself a new superstition," he said, adjusting his swim trunks.

The waiter stared at the money, then at the powder settling on Luca's remains. He crossed himself and stumbled backward into the crowd, his shoes leaving prints in the fine gray dust now coating the tiles.

Élodie’s Call

The villa’s landline receiver felt slick in Élodie’s grip, the plastic still warm from the sun. She punched in Camille’s number, her thumbnail catching on the buttons. The line hissed, a sound like wind through dead grass. Then, a burst of static sharp enough to make her jerk the phone away from her ear.

"Camille?"

Her daughter’s voice came through warped, syllables stretched thin. "Maman?" The word dissolved into crackling. "There’s... dust... in the Louvre. The statues—"

The line went dead with a sound like a gasp.

Élodie stood frozen, the dial tone humming against her palm. Through the window, she watched a seabird plummet onto the terrace, its wings stiff with grit. The phone slipped from her fingers, swinging on its cord, knocking against the wall in a slow, hollow rhythm.

The Lovers' Argument

The bedroom door slammed against the wall as Élodie stormed in, her sandals leaving gritty prints on the tile. She yanked open the wardrobe, tossing dresses onto the bed in a rustle of silk and linen like battle flags.

Élodie took a sharp breath, trying to steady the tremor in her hands. "We're leaving," she said, her voice low but slicing through the humid air. "Now."`

Alessandro leaned against the doorframe, his damp swim trunks dripping onto the rug. He watched her pack with half-lidded eyes, his tongue working over his teeth. When she reached for her jewelry case, his hand shot out, fingers circling her wrist hard enough to leave pale crescents in her skin. His thumb lingered over her pulse point, pressing just enough to flutter her breath. His grip wasn't just a hold; it was a claim. Alessandro didn't look at her face; he looked at the diamond bracelet, his eyes reflecting the same coppery hunger as the sky outside. “Be smart, chérie,” he whispered, and for the first time, Élodie realized that the love she had fled to was just another cage—one that was about to be buried in the sand.

"We'd never make it." His thumb stroked the underside of her diamond bracelet, the stones catching the strange orange light. "Be smart, chérie."

As Alessandro’s hand slid from her wrist to her waist, the familiar scent of him, that expensive, sun-drenched lemon soap she had associated with her escape, suddenly curdled. A sharp, violent draft surged through the window gaps, carrying the scorched-earth stench of ozone and burnt copper. The lemon was gone, replaced by the smell of a world being ground into a fine, metallic powder. The affair hadn't just cooled; it had been incinerated.

Outside, a shutter tore loose from the villa next door, clattering across the courtyard like gunfire. Élodie's pulse jumped under his grip. The bracelet's clasp dug into her flesh, cold as a blade.

The Storm's Arrival

The wind came first, rattling the shutters like bones in a cup. The gecko clinging to the ceiling convulsed once, twice, then dropped. Its body hit the tiles with a sound like breaking twigs, the skin already paper-dry, the eyes shriveled to black specks.

From the kitchen, Maria's scream tore through the villa. The crash of shattering china followed.

Élodie ran toward the sound, her bare feet slipping on the grit now coating the floors. She found Maria crouched by the broken espresso cups, her hands pressed to her face. When she lowered them, her right eye gleamed solid orange, the pupil swallowed whole by the viscous glow. The left eye, already clouded, now wept tar-like streaks that ate pits into her cheeks, that sizzled where they struck the marble counter. Outside, the first true wave of sand hissed against the windows, blurring the world beyond into a swirling, rust-colored nightmare.

The Mediterranean didn't roar; it hissed, a billion crystalline teeth gnashing against the villa's limestone walls.

The Choice

Alessandro stuffed wads of cash and protein bars into his duffel, his movements quick and efficient. The car keys jingled as he plucked them from Élodie's dresser, the metal warm from the unnatural heat.

"I'll get us supplies," he said, slinging the bag over his shoulder.

His mother clutched at his arm, her fingers trembling. "Stay, Sandro. The roads—"

Giulia pressed a rosary into his palm, the beads clicking like insect shells. "It's death out there."

Alessandro kissed his sister's forehead and peeled his mother's grip away. The door slammed behind him, cutting off their pleading.

As the car swerved past the villa’s outer wall, the headlights caught a fresh mark in the thickening haze. Painted in a wet, dark crimson, perhaps blood, perhaps the storm’s own slurry—was a jagged helix spiraling into a perfect circle. The Sabbie Rosse mark.

Alessandro looked back one last time. He didn't see his family waving; he saw Bianca, her eyes wide with a new, terrifying fervor, using a piece of broken tile to scratch that same spiraling helix onto the white stone of the villa’s door. They weren't praying for the storm to stop; they were marking the house for its arrival.

Inside the car, he adjusted the rearview mirror. The passenger seat held only his pistol, its barrel dust-flecked—a silent threat to anyone who’d stop him. Élodie watched from the window, her silhouette rigid. His family stood framed in the villa’s doorway, their shapes already dissolving behind the swirling curtain of dust. The first grain of sand tapped the windshield. Then a thousand.
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Chapter 3: The Last Crossing

[image: ]


The Last Ferry

Lucien sprinted past the shuttered village bakery, its door barred with a plank reading “Fermé pour Tempête”, his boots kicking up swirls of dust that clung to his sweat-soaked shirt. Sirocco panted beside him, the dog’s fur matted with the same orange grime that thickened the air. Every breath burned, the grit scraping his throat raw. He felt a faint sizzle on his exposed skin, or was it just sweat and fear?

The ferry loomed ahead, its engines coughing black smoke into the hazy dawn. Captain Malo stood at the gangway, his face a grim mask as he waved passengers aboard. A woman clutched her child to her chest, the boy’s nose bleeding freely. The blood dripped onto the deck, hissing as it struck the sun-baked wood. The scent of iron and salt mixed with the stench of diesel.

Lucien shoved through the crowd, his sensor buzzing uselessly in his pocket. The numbers had stopped mattering hours ago. The air was poison now.

Sirocco whined, pressing against his leg. The dog’s ears twitched at the distant rumble of the storm, still miles off but coming fast.

Malo met Lucien’s gaze and nodded once. No words. Just the unspoken truth—this was the last boat out.

Radio Static

The ferry's cabin reeked of sweat and diesel fumes. The radio crackled to life, its speakers spitting out a garbled emergency alert before switching abruptly to a man's voice, sharp with accusation.

"Open borders brought this African dust invasion!" The host's words punched through the static. "Macron's migrants carried it in on their clothes, in their lungs—"

The transmission dissolved into a screech of white noise. An old woman in the corner crossed herself, her lips moving in silent prayer. Her knuckles were bone-white where they gripped the pewter crucifix around her neck.

Near the window, a teenager held up his phone, recording the distorted broadcast. His thumb hovered over the screen, ready to share before the signal cut out completely. He smirked, as if the chaos were nothing more than content.

Outside, the wind howled, rattling the ferry's windows. The static hissed back, a wordless answer to the host's rage.

The Dying Seabirds

The gulls fell from the sky like stones. Their wings locked stiff, feathers crusted with orange dust, they plummeted into the churning sea one after another. A lone bird struck the ferry's deck with a sickening crunch. Its body shattered on impact, hollow bones breaking apart like thin glass. The remains skittered across the wet planks, leaving behind a trail of powdery residue.

Lucien pulled the sensor from his pocket. The screen flashed 9,999 µg/m³, the numbers trembling before the device went dark. He smacked it against his palm, but nothing. Dead. The air was beyond measurement now. Beyond anything he’d ever conceived, beyond data, beyond science

A child nearby pointed at the floating birds, their bodies bobbing in the ferry's wake. "Why don't they fly?" she asked her mother. The woman pulled her close without answering, her fingers digging into the girl's shoulders.

Sirocco sniffed at the broken gull, then recoiled with a whine. The dog's nose twitched at the unnatural scent clinging to the feathers—something metallic, something wrong.

From the wheelhouse, Captain Malo cursed as another wave of birds rained down around the boat. Their bodies made soft plopping sounds as they hit the water, like stones tossed by an unseen hand.

Engine Failure

The ferry shuddered violently, throwing Lucien against the rusted railing. The engines sputtered once, twice, then fell silent. Captain Malo's curses carried from the wheelhouse as warning lights flickered across the control panel before going dark. The compass needle spun wildly, its glass casing cracked by unseen forces.

A high-pitched whine filled the air as the navigation screen fizzed into static. The radio burst to life for a final second, spewing distorted voices in three languages, then exploded in a shower of sparks.

"The hull's cracking!" A woman near the bow screamed, her voice fracturing with terror. All eyes turned to the deck where thin black lines spiderwebbed across the worn planks. Saltwater geysered through the fissures, soaking shoes and ankles with icy spray.

An old fisherman dropped to his knees, pressing his ear against the deck. The sound that came back was wrong—not the steady groan of aging wood, but the sharp snap of something breaking apart from within. He crossed himself twice, his lips moving in silent prayer.

Sirocco growled low in his throat, the fur along his spine standing rigid. The dog's claws clicked against the deck as he backed away from the spreading cracks, his nose twitched at the scent of rust and brine pouring through the gaps.

The First Fight

The North African family huddled together near the stern, their clothes still dusted orange from the storm’s first breath. A thick-necked man in a fisherman’s sweater jabbed a finger at them.

“Look at them!” he snarled, spit flying. “They’re carrying it in their clothes. You can see it.”

The father opened his mouth to respond, but the fisherman’s fist was already flying. The crack of knuckles against bone cut through the chaos. The man stumbled back, blood streaking his chin. His wife screamed, yanking their child behind her.

The deck erupted. Someone threw a punch. Someone else swung a metal flask. A woman shrieked as she was shoved against the railing, her elbow striking the wood with a hollow thud.

Lucien grabbed Sirocco’s collar, dragging the dog back as the brawl surged toward them. The air reeked of sweat and salt and something sharper—fear, thick enough to choke on.

The Sinking

The ferry groaned as it listed starboard, the deck tilting at a sickening angle. Captain Malo bellowed orders over the chaos, his voice raw. "Lifeboats! Now!" Crewmen scrambled to release the davits, but the mechanisms screeched in protest, rusted cables snapping back like whips.

A wall of black water crashed over the stern, swallowing the aft railing whole. The radio crackled back to life one final time, the far-right host's voice gargling through the static. "—purge the uncl—" The speakers exploded in a burst of sparks and smoke, the acrid stench of burning plastic mixing with salt spray.

Luggage slid across the slick deck, slamming into screaming passengers. A lifeboat broke free of its restraints, plummeting bow-first into the churning sea where it vanished instantly. The ferry shuddered, its spine cracking with a sound like artillery fire.

Survival Instincts

The freezing water punched the breath from Lucien's lungs as he surfaced, his fingers scrabbling against the slick plastic of a navigation buoy. The ferry was gone, swallowed whole, leaving only swirling debris and the fading screams of those still trapped inside.

Sirocco paddled nearby, his golden fur plastered dark with seawater, his muzzle crusted with salt. The dog's eyes locked onto Lucien, trusting even as the waves tried to drag them under.

Around them, chaos thrived. A woman clutched a splintered plank, her prayers lost beneath the guttural shouts of two men wrestling for a life jacket. Nearby, a child's arm breached the surface before vanishing again, fingers grasping at nothing. The water itself seemed alive, hungry, swallowing the weak between swells. A young mother, eyes wide with terror, reached for her drowned child but was swept away by the current.

Lucien tightened his grip as the buoy rocked violently. Something brushed his leg beneath the surface—fabric or flesh, he couldn't tell. He kicked blindly until it drifted away.

The Drift

The tide spat Lucien onto the shore like something unwanted. He lay face-down in the wet sand, coughing up saltwater that burned his throat raw. His fingers clawed at the beach, as if to prove the ground was real.

Beside him, a fish carcass glistened in the dim light. Its eye sockets bulged with amber cysts, the gelatinous orbs pulsating faintly even in death. The stench of rotting seaweed and something sharper—chemical, wrong—filled the air.

Sirocco collapsed nearby, his ribs heaving. A guttural retch shook his body, expelling black-streaked seawater onto the sand. The vomit bubbled where it landed, eating tiny pockmarks into the damp grains.

Further down the beach, other survivors moaned or wept. None moved to help each other. The waves kept coming, each one depositing more debris, more bodies, more fish with those same glowing cysts where their eyes should be.

The New Threat

The shattered windows of a beachside café rattled as a radio blared within. The tinny voice of a news reporter cut through the moans of survivors: "Paris riots continue as authorities struggle to contain dust refugees. Martial law declared in the 12th arrondissement—"

Static swallowed the rest. Lucien lifted his head, blinking salt from his lashes. Down the coast, orange flares burned at a makeshift checkpoint. The banner stretched between two armored trucks flapped in the wind, its words stark against the white fabric: Clean France or No France.

Even their filters were turning orange. They were guarding a border that the air had already crossed. They'd been waiting for something
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