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Miko wandered
out of her bathroom still yawning, walked into the bedstead and
rebounded cursing and rubbing her thigh. Her clumsiness had ruined
the day already. She pulled on her new skirt – a pretty black
number with an antique lace under layer. It grazed her knees, far
too long for the fashion. She needed longer legs, which was a
complicated operation she wasn’t brave enough for and couldn’t
afford anyway. She compensated by fixing a string of artificial
daisies in her mane of black hair and applying a careful make-up
job. She shoved her stuff into a canvas holdall covered in cute
embroidered cats and threw herself out of the door before she could
change her mind.

The apartment
building was deserted. Most of the residents were single young
professionals with 9-5 jobs and hour long commutes to Gamma or
Epsilon. If it hadn’t been for her inheritance she wouldn’t have
been able to afford the rent, even on her single room. It was
eerie, being so alone. Maybe she should have stayed in the
university halls. She shook her head briskly to dispel the
foolishness. If she did that she’d never get her homework done and
she wasn’t smart enough to pass without effort.

Outside there
were people, pensioners, parents with small children and others
who, like her, worked non-core hours. It wasn’t busy, though. She
was able to walk at her own pace and not threaten to bump into
anyone.

Now and then
she glanced up at the sky. Human nature, she thought. Even though
she had never been outside and so the weather had never impacted
her, and never could, she still had to check what it was like.
Above the transparent dome it was stormy, a sky full of grey clouds
and red dust. No surprises there.

She waved her
ID at the turnstiles and hopped on a mag-train tunnelling through
the bed-rock to the campus in Mu Dome. They were playing the news
on widescreens which hid the windows but she tuned it out,
preferring to catch up on her pre-reading. She got caught up in the
mechanics of landslides and would have missed her stop if it hadn’t
been the end of the line.

Pasha was
already there waiting, looking immaculate, as always. Her skirt was
only mid-thigh because she was a towering 5’ 5’’. She was wearing
heels because she didn’t have a bar shift after classes. She had
paler skin (like fudge to Miko’s toffee) and had daring blonde
highlights in her hair. To really rub the salt in she was also
cleverer, scoring higher at every test without even trying. It was
no wonder Gul preferred her. Not that Miko was jealous.

“Do we have
time for donuts?” Pasha asked without preamble.

“There is
always time for donuts.”

“Good. You can
fill me in on what the lecture is about.” Her friend grinned
mischievously. “Maths, right?”

“Fluid
dynamics.” Miko tried to be stern but couldn’t help giggling at
Pasha’s repentant expression. “It looks interesting, but I’ll have
to do a lot of question practise.”

“You always do.
I am concentrating on making money.”

“Are the donuts
on you then?”

Pasha sighed.
“It’s not going that well.” She had programmed and released several
little cyber games, but had no traction in the market. Miko
sympathised, at the same time as subtly recommending paid
employment (at least in the short term).

After class
they went to the library so Pasha could lament her sales figures
and play competitor games in the guise of market research while
Miko did her homework. Gul got out of the chem lab at lunchtime and
made them put their toys away, distracting them by being quiet,
kind and handsome. He kept stealing Pasha’s hand every time she
went for her phone and Miko found it as cute as Pasha did annoying.
Soon the two of them were commanding the conversation, flicking
between science, politics, economics and movies so fast Miko
couldn’t keep up. They finished each other’s sentences. She had
literally no hope. She would have to find herself a different boy,
but she was lost on how to do that.

They said
goodbye for the day and Miko went to her meteorology class in the
computer lab while Pasha and Gul both had free periods to spend
making out in his dorm room. Miko wasn’t even thinking about it.
Not distracted at all. There must be another reason her digital
storm system kept destroying her digital colony. She’d skipped a
line in the programme somewhere, but all her efforts couldn’t find
it. She stayed late and still left frustrated.

Her normal
route to work was blocked by police because a man had jumped off
the faculty building. Very inconsiderate of him, Miko thought. If
the ever-present red dust had become too much for him he could have
taken his life in ways that didn’t disrupt anyone else. Many other
people managed it. Miko favoured the poison option herself, not
that she had any firm plans. She hadn’t even graduated yet. It was
too early to be giving up.

She descended
to the dome’s basement levels. The under-streets here contained a
mall three storeys deep, almost to the mag-train tracks, but she
stayed on the minus one floor. After a block she held her palm to a
scanner and was let into the employee only section. There were no
mirrored walls, ornamental plants or flashy advertising here. It
was a functional space she shared with air-conditioning ducts and
piping. Occasionally she crossed wider tunnels used by the
recycling collection drones. There were other people about but they
were all as hurried as she was.

She had a long
shift serving rice and tea to brain-dead office workers, most of
them dining solo and seated at the bar. One or two, usually
off-worlders, struck up a conversation, but the rest were too
polite. She tried not to worry about what the steam was doing to
her hair and to ignore the ache of her feet. It was only a reminder
that she had to pass her degree. Her inheritance wouldn’t last
forever even supplementing it by waitressing, and she didn’t want
this job forever.

They closed up
in the early hours and headed for the subway. She stood on her side
of the platform pulling faces at her colleagues opposite until
their train whisked them away. Then she put her headphones on.

She had no
messages. Pasha and Gul hadn’t missed her, which they wouldn’t now
they were officially dating. She picked a sultry, sulky song
because it was too late to be fuming about it.

She was alone
in her carriage. They switched off the news and adverts when it was
this quiet and she could actually see out of the windows as she
sailed past miles of smooth bored tunnels and deserted stations.
She twisted in her seat to watch as she was shot out into the
daylight and turned the music off to listen to the faint
susurration of dust battered the transparent tube she travelled
down, snaking across the surface from Mu to Pi. It was so quiet,
two protective layers removed from her, that she wondered if she
was imagining it.

A rare break in
the storm caught her breath. For a moment the air cleared and she
could make out the blue sky unbelievably far above her. She snapped
a picture because otherwise Pasha would never believe her. Her grin
faded. What was that cloud? Rising high above the others like a
hideous grey mushroom, it chilled her heart. Was that normal?

As suddenly as
she had left, she re-entered the colony and her brief glimpse of
the outside world was gone, but not forgotten. She paced nervously
until they finally reached her stop and she was free to dash up the
stairs two at a time and run through the empty but well-lit park
back to her apartment. She was breathless as she booted up her
computer and signed on to the university network.

Which was down
for maintenance.

She howled in
frustration. She needed her research! She had only just upgraded it
to “research” from “horrible error” and she’d lost access to it.
She kicked the table-leg, which she instantly regretted. Calming
down a little she messages Pasha asking if she had a connection
and, failing that, got herself a beer.

She stayed up,
thoughts whirling until they were dragged reluctantly into restless
dreams. Consequently she woke in her armchair stiff, grumpy and
late. She rushed through her morning routine and fought through
stifling commuter traffic to get to the lab, coffee and donuts in
hand.

She was still
there when Pasha and Gul found her at lunchtime. “Gods, Miko, how
long have you been here? You missed quantum mechanics.”

“I’ll catch
up.” Miko dismissed the question airily. “Do you see that?”

Her friends
obediently peered at the computer screen and nodded sagely. “It’s a
storm pattern?” Pasha guessed.

“Yes,
obviously. This is the meteorology lab. In particular, it’s a
proto-tornado storm.”

They both
nodded again. “And a tornado is?” Gul prompted.

“Impossible.
There’s not enough heat to drive the rotation. No one has ever
observed a tornado on Myo.”

“Ah. So all
this panic is because you’re going to fail the project?” Pasha had
the expression of someone holding back an I-told-you-so with great
difficulty. She had fumed when Miko hadn’t taken the exact same
courses she had.

“No, it isn’t,
and I never invited you two anyway.” Miko scowled at the errant
screen. “Since you’re here, though, you can help put my mind at
rest.”

“Beer?”

“Practical
experiment.” She smiled blissfully at their dismay. “We’re going
cloud-spotting.”

They got on
three consecutive trains, riding from Pi to Mu and then swapping
platforms to come back again. Miko saw only dust in all directions.
She received a photo from Pasha but it was only a comedy shot of a
motion-blurred Gul waving from the opposite train. They weren’t
taking this seriously. Even she was getting bored. The data had
implied the air would clear, the dust sucked upwards as the storm
formed. It was late. Or it was so brief they had missed it. She got
off the train again despondently. If only some planner had thought
to build a stationary viewpoint.

“Found it.” Gul
sent her a perfect snapshot of a conical cloud, already starting to
rotate. It was far better than her attempt the night before.
Apparently photography was another skill she lacked.

“Brilliant,”
she sent back. She wasn’t sure it was brilliant. It confirmed her
model was correct, which was very good for her grade average, but
in the bigger picture that might be a very bad thing.

“Are we done?”
Pasha sagged down on the bench with exaggerated weariness. “You
know there are reasons I picked a purely theoretical course.”

“Quit
complaining and I will call it a day.” She showed Pasha Gul’s
evidence. Her friend shivered. “It looks dangerous, doesn’t
it?”

“Is it?”

“I don’t know.”
Miko tilted the picture, comparing it to her textbook. “The colony
is very strong.”

“Don’t look
up.” Miko instantly looked up and caught the eye of a man who had
been staring at them from the other platform. He instantly
pretended he hadn’t been. “You are useless, you know that right?”
Pasha snorted in disgust. “He likes you.”

Miko raised a
disbelieving eyebrow. Anyone looking at them was clearly watching
Pasha. He’d lose interest as soon as Gul showed up. Even so, she
gave him a closer, circumspect inspection. He was Caucasian, very
tall with pale skin and eyes and hair that wasn’t quite black. She
didn’t think he was an off-worlder though. His clothes were normal
and he was comfortable in his surroundings. His clothes were normal
and he was comfortable in his surroundings. “He’s okay,” she
decided. Older, probably, but then she wasn’t a girl anymore.

“Okay? Should
we call him over?”

“Don’t you
dare!” Miko grabbed Pasha’s arm before she could raise it. “You
wouldn’t.”

Pasha laughed.
“No, I wouldn’t. I have manners, don’t worry.”

“Gods, you had
me there. Really, you don’t have to set me up.”

“Miko, you’re
stressing out over clouds. You could do with some fun.”

“Maybe, but…
Fun? Dammit, I’m going to be late for work.” She pulled her stuff
together urgently and bolted for the overpass.

Pasha,
unconcerned, called after her “Train’s coming.”

“Gee thanks,
Pasha.” Miko yelled back. “See you tomorrow.”

Her admirer got
on the same carriage, which could not have been more awkward. She
was glad of the start of rush hour to keep them apart, although she
couldn’t help but sneak glances at him now and then. He seemed to
be doing the same. At least, she could imagine that he was.

She wasn’t as
late as she had thought but she still had to jog through the
basement to make up some time. She checked her watch constantly,
begging it to slow down. So she didn’t see him step out in front of
her, she only collided with his chest and fell down.

“Oh. I am
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