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Prologue: The Colour of Rain
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The first time Rui ever thought about clouds, she was six years old and standing at the window of a hospital room that smelled of antiseptic and wilting flowers.

Tōma was in the bed behind her, his leg wrapped in a cast from ankle to knee, his face still smudged with dirt from the fall. He'd broken his tibia trying to climb the old cedar tree in the park—the one with branches that spiralled up like a staircase to the sky. He'd wanted to see if he could touch the clouds. He'd made it halfway before the branch snapped.

"You're an idiot," Rui had said, her small hands pressed against the glass, her voice wavering between anger and relief. "Clouds aren't for touching. They're made of water. You can't touch water."

Tōma, nine years old and already incapable of admitting defeat, had propped himself up on his elbows and grinned. "You can touch rain. Rain is just clouds that fell down."

"Rain is wet."

"So are you when you take a bath. Doesn't mean you're not touchable."

Rui hadn't known how to argue with that. She'd gone back to staring out the window, where a pale grey sky hung low over the city, heavy with the promise of a storm. The clouds didn't look like water. They looked solid, like mountains turned upside down, like islands adrift in a sea of blue. She'd reached out, her fingers brushing the cold glass, and imagined what it would feel like to sink into them. Soft, maybe. Cold. Or maybe warm, the way bathwater was warm before it cooled.

"Tōma," she'd said, still watching the sky. "If you could be anything, what would you be?"

He'd thought about it for a long moment, the way he always thought about questions that mattered. Then he'd said, "A cloud."

"Why?"

"Because clouds don't have bones to break. They don't have to climb trees. They're already up there." He'd pointed at the window. "They can go anywhere. See everything. And when they're tired, they just... drift."

Rui had turned to look at him, this strange, stubborn boy who had fallen out of a tree trying to touch the impossible. "Would you come back?"

He'd met her eyes, and for a moment his grin had softened into something more serious, something older than nine. "I'd always come back. Rain, remember? Clouds always come back."

She'd nodded, satisfied with the logic, and turned back to the window. A few minutes later, the first drops of rain began to fall, streaking the glass with silver lines that looked like tears. Rui had pressed her palm flat against the pane and felt the cold seep through, and somewhere deep in her chest, a feeling had taken root—a quiet certainty that her brother was right. Clouds did come back. They always did.

She would hold onto that certainty for the next eight years.

She would need it.

—-
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The summer Rui turned fourteen, the Kirishima Industrial Park had been abandoned for nearly a decade. Its towers stood like rusted skeletons against the sky, its warehouses gaped open to the wind, its chain-link fences sagged with the weight of neglect. The city had forgotten it. The workers had gone. Even the urban explorers had moved on to fresher ruins.

But Tōma had not forgotten.

He'd discovered the condenser in the spring, buried under a collapsed awning in the sunken foundation of an old fermentation building. He'd shown it to Rui on a grey afternoon, his voice electric with excitement, his hands already stained with grease from his first attempt to open its casing. The machine was massive—a cylindrical chamber the size of a small car, its surface corroded, its control panel shattered, its purpose impossible to guess. It looked like a coffin. It looked like a doorway.

"I can fix it," Tōma had said. "I know I can."

Rui had stood at the edge of the pit, the wind pulling at her hair, and felt the same cold knot of unease she'd felt at the hospital window eight years earlier. Something about the machine was wrong. Something about the way it hummed, even dormant, even dead, made her skin prickle. She'd wanted to tell him to leave it alone, to find another project, to walk away.

But she'd seen the light in his eyes. The same light he'd had when he'd climbed the cedar tree. The light of someone reaching for something just beyond his grasp.

"Okay," she'd said instead. "I'll keep watch."

And she had. Every night, all through the spring and into the summer, she'd crouched by the gap in the chain-link fence and listened for footsteps while her brother worked in the dark below. She'd become an expert in the sounds of the industrial park—the wind through rusted pipes, the distant hum of the city, the soft, persistent dripping of water from somewhere deep underground. She'd learned to read the clouds the way Tōma read circuit diagrams, watching their shapes and colours, predicting rain before it fell.

She'd become, without knowing it, a keeper of skies.

—-
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On the night it happened, the sky was clear.

Rui remembered that later—how the stars had been so bright, how the moon had hung low and full over the eastern towers, how there had been no warning at all. No storm. No thunder. Just the quiet hum of the condenser, the steady glow of Tōma's headlamp, and the sudden, terrible certainty that something was about to change.

She'd been at the fence, as always. Her fingers were cold. They were always cold. She'd been thinking about the hospital window, about the rain streaking the glass, about the promise Tōma had made her when they were young enough to believe that promises couldn't be broken.

*I'd always come back.*

The condenser hummed louder. The light in the pit flickered from blue to white. And Rui, fourteen years old and still clutching a certainty she'd carried since childhood, turned toward the sound and felt the world crack open beneath her feet.

She didn't know it yet, but this was the moment. The fulcrum. The line between before and after.

She didn't know that her brother was about to keep his promise in a way neither of them could have imagined.

She only knew that the sky was clear, and the machine was waking, and something impossible was about to be born.

She ran toward the light.
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Chapter 1: The Blue-White Flash
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The chain-link fence rattled in a gust of wind that smelled of rust and distant rain. Rui caught the metal mesh with both hands, steadying it before it could clang against the post and betray them. Her fingers were cold. They were always cold these days, even in early summer.

“Anything?” Tōma’s voice drifted up from the pit below, thin and unconcerned.

Rui pressed her forehead against the fence and scanned the dark expanse of the Kirishima Industrial Park. Abandoned fermentation towers rose against the night sky like the ribcage of some enormous dead animal. Nothing moved. The only lights were the distant orange glow of streetlamps along the main road, half a kilometre away, and the faint blue flicker of Tōma’s headlamp reflecting off corroded metal.

“Nothing,” she called back. “Just the wind.”

“Good. Keep watching. I’m almost at the primary coil.”

Rui didn’t know what a primary coil was. She didn’t know what half the things Tōma talked about were, and she’d stopped asking months ago. He would explain anyway, his voice lighting up in a way it never did at home, and she would nod and pretend to understand because it made him happy. That was enough.

She tugged her hoodie tighter and crouched beside the gap in the fence they’d been using since spring. The metal edge had been bent back weeks ago, wrapped in electrical tape so it wouldn’t snag their clothes. Tōma’s work. He thought of things like that. Small kindnesses that made the world feel less sharp.

The pit was actually the sunken foundation of an old fermentation building, a concrete bowl thirty metres across, half-filled with debris and weeds and the skeletal remains of machinery nobody had wanted. At its centre, like an altar in a ruined temple, sat the condenser.

Rui didn’t fully understand what the condenser was supposed to do. She knew it was an atmospheric water generator of some kind, a prototype built by a startup that had gone bankrupt before she was born. She knew Tōma had found it two years ago while exploring the industrial park, half-buried under a collapsed awning, and had become obsessed. She knew he’d spent hundreds of hours down there with salvaged tools and online schematics, convinced he could make it work.

“This machine could change everything, Rui,” he’d told her once, his face smudged with grease, his eyes fever-bright. “It doesn’t just pull water from the air. It can manipulate atmospheric charge density. If I can get the oscillator calibrated, I could make it rain. Actual rain, on command. We could end the droughts in the southern wards. We could—”

He’d caught himself then, embarrassed by his own enthusiasm, and gone back to his wiring. Rui had sat on a broken concrete pipe and watched him work, thinking that she didn’t care about the droughts or the southern wards. She just liked seeing him like this. Alive. Focused. Far away from the silent kitchen and their mother’s hollow gaze.

That had been six months ago. Now summer had arrived, and the machine still didn’t work, and Tōma still came here every night he could slip away.

Tonight was different. Tonight he’d been tense with anticipation, barely touching his dinner, checking his phone every few minutes. When their mother had retreated to her room, Tōma had grabbed his backpack and nodded at Rui. *Let’s go.* He hadn’t needed to ask. She’d been his lookout since the beginning.

The wind shifted. Rui caught a new scent beneath the rust and rain—ozone, sharp and electric, like the air after a lightning strike. The hair on her arms stood up.

“Tōma?” She turned back toward the pit. “I smell something weird.”

No response.

“Tōma?”

The blue flicker below intensified, pulsing now, painting the concrete walls in washes of cold light. Rui’s stomach tightened. She scrambled through the gap in the fence, not caring about the tape or the snagging, and ran to the edge of the foundation.

Twenty metres below, Tōma stood at the condenser’s control panel—a makeshift thing he’d cobbled together from an old laptop, a car battery, and a tangle of cables that snaked into the machine’s rusted core. The panel’s screen was alive with numbers she couldn’t read, scrolling too fast to follow. The condenser itself, a massive cylindrical chamber the size of a small car, had begun to hum.

Not the usual low drone she was used to. This was a rising whine, needle-thin and climbing.

“Tōma, what’s happening?”

He looked up at her. His face was split by a grin she hadn’t seen in years—pure, unfiltered joy. “I got the oscillator working! The resonance cascade is initialising. Rui, it’s actually—”

The hum became a shriek. The blue light flared white. Rui threw her arm over her eyes, but the light went through her, through everything, bleaching the world to a single impossible colour. She felt the air suck inward, a physical pull like a giant drawing breath, dragging her forward, pulling at her clothes, her hair, her lungs.

She tried to scream. No sound came out. The world was white and silent and pulling her apart.

Then the light snapped off.

The silence that followed was deeper than anything Rui had ever experienced. Not the quiet of an empty room or a sleeping house, but an absolute void where sound itself seemed to have been erased. Her ears rang. Her knees hit concrete. She hadn’t realised she’d fallen.

She stayed there, gasping, for what felt like a long time. The ozone smell was overwhelming now, thick enough to taste, metallic and wrong on her tongue. Slowly, the ringing faded. Slowly, the world reassembled itself from white nothing into shapes and shadows.

The condenser was dark. Dead. A thin wisp of steam or smoke rose from its casing, curling upward into the night sky.

Tōma was gone.

Rui pushed herself to her feet. Her legs didn’t want to hold her. “Tōma?” Her voice came out as a croak. She cleared her throat, tried again. “Tōma!”

The pit swallowed her voice and gave nothing back.

She stumbled down the makeshift stairs Tōma had cleared—broken concrete arranged into something like steps, treacherous even in daylight. Her foot slipped on loose gravel. She caught herself on a rusted pipe, felt the metal bite into her palm, kept going. The control panel was still on, the laptop screen frozen on a single line of text: *RESONANCE CASCADE COMPLETE.*

“Tōma, this isn’t funny.”

The space where he’d been standing was empty. No body. No sign of struggle. Just his backpack, slumped against the condenser’s base like a discarded shell, and his headlamp, still glowing, lying on the ground where it had fallen.

Rui picked up the headlamp. It was warm. She swept the beam across the pit, searching the shadows, the debris, the dark corners where he might have been thrown by whatever had happened. Nothing. She checked the backpack. His phone was inside, along with his tools, his water bottle, the half-eaten rice ball he’d brought for later.

Everything he’d brought with him. Everything except him.

“Tōma!” She screamed it this time, loud enough to hurt her throat. The sound bounced off concrete and vanished into the indifferent sky. “Tōma, where are you?!”

Nothing. No answer. No movement. No sound except the wind, which had picked up again, whistling through the ruins like breath through teeth.

Rui stood in the centre of the pit, clutching her brother’s headlamp, and felt the first cold fingers of terror close around her heart.

She didn’t know how long she stood there. Minutes. Maybe longer. Long enough for the headlamp’s beam to start flickering, its battery dying. Long enough for the distant streetlamps to seem farther away than before, the night pressing in from all sides.

She couldn’t call the police. What would she say? *My brother was messing with an abandoned weather machine and now he’s disappeared into thin air.* They’d think she was crazy. They’d call her mother, and her mother would look at her with that hollow, distant expression and ask why she hadn’t stopped him.

She couldn’t call anyone. She was alone.

The thought settled over her like cold water. She was alone in the industrial park at night, and her brother was gone, and she had no idea what to do.

She walked back to the spot where Tōma had been standing. The concrete was dry. No scorch marks. No blood. No sign of the violence she’d felt in that final, blinding moment. The only thing out of place was a faint dampness on the ground, a patch of moisture roughly the shape of a person, already beginning to evaporate in the night air.

Rui stared at it. Her mind, too exhausted for coherent thought, offered her a single, absurd observation: *It looks like a shadow made of water.*

She knelt and touched it. Her fingers came away wet. That was all. Just water. Just the faint, fading trace of something that had been there and wasn’t anymore.

The wind gusted again, and this time Rui felt something else—a brush of warmth against her cheek, brief and soft, like the ghost of a touch. She flinched and looked up, but there was nothing there. Just the dark sky and the skeletal towers and the distant orange lights.

She waited, holding her breath, but the warmth didn’t return.

It took her another hour to leave the pit. She didn’t want to go. Leaving felt like admitting something she wasn’t ready to admit. But the headlamp died completely, and her phone’s battery was at four percent, and the cold had seeped so deep into her bones that her teeth were chattering.

She climbed the broken steps. She squeezed through the gap in the fence. She walked home through streets that felt alien and empty, carrying Tōma’s backpack over one shoulder and his dead headlamp in her hand.

The house was dark when she arrived. Their mother’s door was closed. Rui slipped off her shoes, crept up the stairs, and stopped outside Tōma’s room. The door was open a crack. She pushed it wider and stood in the doorway, staring at the unmade bed, the cluttered desk, the posters of old satellites and weather patterns taped to the walls.

She didn’t cry. She was too tired to cry, too hollowed out, too numb. She closed his door and went to her own room and lay on her bed in her clothes, staring at the ceiling until exhaustion finally pulled her under.

—-
[image: ]


She woke to light.

Not the white, world-erasing light of the condenser, but soft morning sunlight, pale gold, slanting through her window. For a blissful, half-conscious moment, Rui forgot everything. The terror of the night was a fading dream, already dissolving.

Then she remembered, and the weight crashed back onto her chest.

She sat up too fast. Her head swam. Her clothes were still damp with night dew, and her palm was crusted with dried blood from where she’d grabbed the pipe. She stared at the wound for a second, uncomprehending, then swung her legs off the bed and stood.

Something was wrong with the light in her room.

It took her a moment to place it. The sun was coming through her window at the usual angle, but the quality of the light was off—softer than it should be, diffuse, like sunlight filtered through a thin layer of cloud. She looked at the window.

There was a cloud outside.

Not in the sky. Right outside the glass. A small, dense formation of white-grey vapour, no larger than a sofa, hovering at the level of her second-storey window. It was utterly still, utterly silent, and utterly impossible.

Rui’s first thought was fog. But fog didn’t hold a shape like that. Fog didn’t hover in one place, unmoving, as if it were waiting.

She approached the window slowly, her heart beating hard against her ribs. The cloud didn’t react to her movement. It just hung there, gently pulsing with an internal rhythm she couldn’t quite perceive—a subtle shift of density, a slow curl of mist at its edges, like breath on a cold morning.

She unlatched the window and slid it open. The cloud didn’t disperse. It didn’t drift away on the breeze. It stayed exactly where it was, as if the laws of meteorology had decided it was exempt.

Rui reached out. Her hand trembled. Her fingers touched the edge of the cloud.

It was cool and damp, like walking through a fine mist, but there was something else beneath the coolness—a faint warmth, barely perceptible, like the residual heat of a living body. And when her fingers entered the vapour, she felt the strangest sensation: a gentle pressure, pushing back against her skin. Not hostile. Not forceful. Just present. Like a hand pressing lightly against her palm.

She pulled her hand back. The cloud rippled at the point where she’d touched it, a slow, circular wave that spread outward and faded.

“What are you?” she whispered.

The cloud, of course, didn’t answer.

Rui stood at the window for a long time, watching the impossible thing that had appeared outside her room. Her rational mind tried to find explanations—a freak weather event, a pocket of humidity, a hallucination brought on by shock and exhaustion—but none of them held. None of them explained the way the cloud stayed in place, or the faint warmth inside it, or the fact that it had appeared the morning after her brother vanished in a flash of light.

The thought surfaced slowly, irrationally, and she pushed it away the moment it formed. But it came back. It kept coming back.

She closed the window. She went downstairs. She made herself a cup of tea she didn’t drink. She checked Tōma’s room again, as if he might have come home in the night, as if the empty bed might have miraculously filled itself. It hadn’t.

She went back to her room. The cloud was still there.

By noon, it had grown slightly larger. By evening, it was the size of a compact car, dense and white and unmoving. Rui sat on her bed with her knees drawn up to her chest and watched it through the glass, and somewhere in the hollow space behind her ribs, a terrible, impossible hope began to take root.

—-
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That night, she went back to the industrial park.

Not to search for Tōma—she’d already searched, already screamed herself hoarse, already stood in the empty space where he’d been and felt the world crack open beneath her feet. She went back because she needed to see the condenser again. She needed to understand what had happened.

The machine was still dead. The laptop’s battery had died too, its screen dark. But the damp patch on the concrete had spread. It was wider now, a dark stain that covered most of the pit’s centre, and the air around it was thick with moisture. Rui stood at the edge of the stain and thought about the cloud outside her window, the warmth inside it, the way it had pushed back against her hand.

*It looks like a shadow made of water.*

She didn’t know how to connect the dots. She didn’t have enough information, enough science, enough anything. She only knew that her brother was gone and something impossible had appeared in his place.

She walked home slowly, taking the long route along the canal. The cloud was waiting for her when she got back, silvered now by moonlight, still hovering outside her window like a patient sentinel.

Rui opened the window again. She sat on the sill, her legs dangling over the edge, close enough to the cloud that she could feel its cool breath on her skin.

“I don’t know what you are,” she said quietly. “But if you’re him... if you’re Tōma...”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t know what to ask for. Proof? A sign? Some impossible confirmation that her brother wasn’t gone, just changed, just waiting for her to understand?

The cloud shifted. A small movement, the first she’d seen it make without wind. A tendril of vapour extended from its mass, thin and tentative, and brushed against her cheek.

It was warm. Exactly the same warmth she’d felt last night, in the pit, when she’d been kneeling on the concrete and something had touched her face.

Rui’s breath caught. She reached up and pressed her palm against the tendril before it could withdraw. The cloud stilled. For a long moment, girl and vapour held each other, and Rui felt, for the first time since the flash of light, that she wasn’t entirely alone.

She didn’t sleep that night. She sat by the window until dawn, one hand resting in the cool, living mist, watching the stars fade and the sky pale and the impossible cloud grow slowly, steadily larger as the sun rose.

By morning, it was the size of a small room. And Rui knew, with a certainty that bypassed logic and evidence and everything she’d ever been taught about the world, that her brother had not disappeared.

He had transformed.

And she had to hide him before the world found out.

—-
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Chapter 2: The Fermentation Building
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The cloud couldn't stay outside her window.

Rui understood this with the cold clarity of someone who had spent the past twenty-four hours balanced on the edge of hysteria and had finally, mercifully, tipped over into something resembling calm. The cloud was growing. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, but steadily—by the second morning it had expanded to the size of a compact car, dense and white and far too conspicuous against the dull grey of the apartment block. Sooner or later, someone would notice. A neighbour. A passer-by. Someone who would point a phone camera at the impossible thing hovering outside a second-storey window and ask questions Rui couldn't answer.

She needed to move him. She needed a place where a cloud could hide.

The Kirishima Industrial Park was the obvious answer. It was where he'd been born, or remade, or whatever word applied when your brother stopped being human and started being weather. More practically, it was abandoned. Its skeletal towers and collapsed warehouses stretched across nearly two square kilometres of forgotten waterfront, and in the three years since the last factory had shuttered, even the urban explorers had mostly stopped coming. The park was a dead place. A blind spot in the city's attention.

Perfect for hiding a miracle.

But moving a cloud across town without being seen presented certain logistical challenges.

Rui spent her second sleepless night hunched over her phone, researching cloud behaviour with the desperate intensity of a student cramming for an exam she hadn't known
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