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Prologue: Before the Counting

The girl is eleven years old when she learns that some things cannot be unseen.

She is standing in the grain hall of the Verdant Protectorate's eastern processing station, holding her mother's hand, and she is watching a boy across the room be given a new name.

Not a name given with celebration. Not the kind of naming that happens in the old stories her mother used to read to her before the stories were removed from the approved curriculum, where a person is brought forward and called something that fits the shape of them and everyone present knows immediately that it is right. This is the other kind. The kind administered with a tablet and a stylus and a woman in a gray uniform who does not look up from the form she is completing. The boy is perhaps thirteen, thin and serious, with the quality of stillness that comes from having made a decision, recently and with full knowledge, about how to survive the next five minutes. He is holding something in his closed fist. She can see the knuckles, white with the effort of holding on.

The woman in gray says a number. Then a name that is not the one he arrived with.

The boy says nothing. But his hand opens, briefly, just enough for her to see what he was holding. A small piece of something. Stone or wood or compressed earth from somewhere she cannot identify from across the room. Something he brought with him from wherever he came from before the processing station. Something the registry has not yet found a way to rename.

He closes his hand again. His face does not change.

She will think about those few seconds for the next six years. She will think about them on the long bus ride home from the processing station, her mother's hand still in hers, both of them quiet in the particular way of people who have seen something they cannot discuss in public. She will think about them during the lessons at her allocation school where the approved curriculum explains that the naming process is an administrative courtesy, a standardization required for civic participation, a gift of legibility from the Protectorate to those whose original naming did not conform to the civic register. She will think about them while she reads, because she will read everything, the official documents and the approved texts and the things she finds in the gaps between them, the footnotes that lead to maintenance reports that lead to infrastructure assessments that lead, eventually, to the shape of something much larger than a single boy in a grain hall.

She will fill notebooks with what she cannot stop noticing and she will learn to read the Protectorate's official language the way her mother taught her to read weather: not what it says it is doing but what it is actually doing, which are, in the Protectorate, rarely the same thing.

She will also think about whether the boy survived.

She does not know the answer to this for a very long time.

Her name is Nina Vashe. She is eleven years old, then seventeen. She is standing in the grain hall, then standing in the dark of the highland territory on the edge of the Protectorate's contested northern range, listening to a frequency that officially does not exist, with a notebook full of six years of evidence and a decision she cannot unmake pressing against the inside of her chest like weather about to break.

She has been waiting a long time for the right storm.

This is the story of what she did with the waiting.

And also of what happens when the storm finally arrives.








Part One: The Frequency




Chapter One

Nina counted storms.

This was not a metaphor and it was not a hobby and it was not, as her allocation supervisor had suggested during last quarter's assessment, a symptom of what the Protectorate's wellness documentation called maladaptive environmental fixation, a phrase she had flagged in the seventh notebook because the construction of it was interesting, the way maladaptive did the work of pathologizing without specifying a norm, the way environmental fixation transformed careful observation into clinical problem. She had spent twenty minutes with that phrase, parsing it the way she parsed all official language, turning it over and looking at the seams.

It was data. That was all her storm counting was. Weather in the northern territory moved in patterns that the Protectorate's official meteorological service did not accurately predict, not because the science was beyond them but because the official meteorological service was required to issue predictions that aligned with agricultural output targets, which meant the forecasts were optimized for administrative usefulness rather than accuracy. A predicted storm meant reduced field productivity. Reduced field productivity meant allocation units failing their quarterly quotas. Failing quotas meant compliance flags. And so the official meteorological service, with a kind of institutional creativity Nina genuinely respected for its consistency, predicted storms less frequently than they occurred.

Nina's predictions were accurate. She had documented this over four years of parallel record keeping, her own observations set against the official forecast in a system of dual columns she had developed in the third notebook and refined over subsequent volumes. Her accuracy rate was, by her own conservative calculation, substantially higher than the official service. Not because she was more skilled than a trained meteorologist but because she was allowed to predict what was actually going to happen rather than what was administratively convenient.

She kept this documentation in the third of her seven current notebooks, cross-referenced against the topographic notes in the second and the official bulletin analysis in the fourth, with running annotations in the margins that tied the weather patterns to the compliance monitoring schedules in a way she had not initially expected to find meaningful and now considered one of her more significant discoveries. The Protectorate's compliance sweeps were scheduled around the weather. Around the official weather, specifically, which meant they were predictable in ways the Protectorate did not intend them to be, because the gap between official and actual weather created windows in the monitoring calendar that nobody was supposed to know were there.

The notebooks were her primary violation of Protectorate residential standards, alongside the unauthorized radio equipment in the ceiling space above her bunk in the eastern dormitory of Agricultural Allocation Unit Twelve, which was where she had lived since her mother's reassignment three years ago. The radio equipment was the larger violation in regulatory terms; unauthorized communications technology in a residential allocation unit carried a compliance classification that would result in immediate transfer to a correctional labor facility and a formal investigation of her entire contact network. She was aware of this. She had calculated the risk and compared it against the value of what the radio produced and had arrived at the conclusion that the risk was acceptable, which was a conclusion she arrived at differently than most people would because Nina's calculations were always based on documented evidence rather than feeling.

The feeling was there too. She was not without feeling. She simply did not use it as a primary source.

She was seventeen. She had been in Unit Twelve since she was fourteen. She had filled seven notebooks in that time and begun an eighth, and she had learned more about the Protectorate's actual operations from reading its official documents carefully than most people learned from active opposition to it, because most people did not read carefully and the Protectorate had always depended on this, had in fact constructed its entire administrative language around the assumption that most people would accept the surface of what was written without pressing on the places where the surface was thin.

The dormitory was quiet at this hour, the pre-dawn window between the night shift returning and the day shift waking. It was the only reliable hour of privacy in an allocation unit, which was a space designed to minimize privacy, to keep residents visible and accountable and available for the compliance checks that ran twice daily at regulated intervals. The dormitory held twenty-two women in a space designed for nineteen, and at every hour except this one, it was full of the noise of shared living: breathing and movement and the particular sound of people maintaining careful distances from each other in close quarters.

Nina was at the single narrow window at the end of the sleeping row, looking north. The sky was doing something interesting: a specific quality of cloud formation at the horizon that the official forecast had not mentioned and which, by her records, preceded the particular kind of storm that came down from the highland territories and brought three days of disruption to the radio signals the Protectorate used for internal communications between its northern administrative posts.

She wrote it down. Date, time, cloud formation type, estimated barometric change from the feel of the air against the window glass, projected arrival window.

Then she wrote, underneath, in smaller letters pressed close to the margin: If the signal disruption follows the pattern from the previous two highland storms, the dead zone in the northern range will be active from approximately seventy-two to eighty-four hours from now. The monitoring gap will be longest between hours sixty and ninety. That is the window.

She had been waiting for a window for eight months.

She underlined it twice, which was more than she usually underlined things. Then she closed the notebook and pressed her forehead briefly against the cold glass of the window and looked at the northern horizon where the clouds were doing what she had predicted.

She thought about the boy in the grain hall









