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      Careening at one hundred seventy-three miles per hour with my cockpit passing inches from barnacle-crusted spires, I realize: I’m bored. I bank hard right, then harder left, skimming just high enough off the caustic ocean’s surface to avoid getting caught by the corrosive backspray. The nature-formed spires, larger than any building I’ve seen, loom dozens upon dozens of feet above me. They’re what’s known as the Serpent’s Teeth, and her hundreds of broken and leaning fangs form my own personal gauntlet that I’m threading at speed.

      As invisible mist crushes into droplets that tear along my cockpit canopy, I let myself daydream: I’m in a race, planes chasing for the finish line. The International Air Games. Qualifying gets me a ticket out of here. Winning Nationals? It’d mean freedom, agency, and real money. More than enough money for me. Enough still to make my family’s dreams come true. Maybe I’ll even be able to pull my whole community off the discard pile with my newfound wealth and fame. But being in my early thirties means time is running out, and for all my years of trying, I’ve made no headway in convincing the Company to sponsor me. I can’t even get off the island. So, today’s my last shot to pull off a spectacular haul, because this year’s Air Games registration closes tomorrow. 

      The scratch-and-dent special I’m currently flying is anything but a racer. Ugly Lure looks like an aircraft designer’s revenge on some corporate wax-lip’s boardroom design fantasy. He’s not my plane; he’s a Company castoff, sluggish and temperamental, the kind of aircraft that punishes you for forgetting his limits. Ugly’s manta ray shape almost makes him a flying wing except for the two gaping lift-fans to each side of me, punching clean through his broad lifting body. Their machinations fill my cockpit with a thrumming roar as they perfume the air with the smell of ozone and hot metal. I’m not complaining about their utility; those lift-fans allow for vertical take-off and landing—or VTOL—giving me the ability to hover. That’s a non-negotiable for lure planes, even if it means flying a brick with delusions of aerodynamics. Ugly Lure’s not the best plane for training to be a racer, but pushing a bad aircraft to its limits hones skills. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

      "Mita⁠1,” static crackles in my headset. “Just ’cause you can keep up without splattering yourself into fish food don’t mean you’re not wasting time,” Kakena’s⁠2 voice chides. That’s all it ever does. “Focus up. We need to outdo the other teams harvesting ahead of this storm.” Her mic light goes blessedly dark. The woman couldn’t offer a compliment without wrapping it in razor wire. I wonder if she even meant that first thing she said about me keeping up as a compliment, but I’m the only pilot on our island who could pull off this run at speed.

      The Company won’t let me train to be a racer, so I steal practice en route. While Kakena and all the other pilots take the leisurely approach, flying at an altitude of 3,000 feet, I’m down here working. They call it “goofing off” or “thrill-riding” or just “being difficult.” I call it taking my dreams seriously. Besides, it’s how I've become the best pilot the Company has—even if no one acknowledges it.

      I also hate that Kakena is right. Our numbers have long been slipping, and when you’re paid as little as we are, getting paid even less because of small hauls… Well, it hurts. If we can bring in the biggest catch, maybe I can splurge on a nice meal.

      It’s impossible to tell if Kakena genuinely believes her nitpicking helps or if she’s just being a mola—a big, dumb fish that’s ignorant that its own toxic secretions foul the ecosystems around it. When a school of mola comes through, there’s no use fishing for a week after.

      Pretending to mentor someone is easy. Just criticize things they’re already working on. Your transitions are slow. There’s slop in your approach. Your rudder work is weak. My own inner critic is far more observant than Kakena’d ever be anyway. So I’m ridiculed for “goofing off,” but when else am I supposed to improve?

      I haul back on the yoke with both hands. My left arm strains against the weight, its strength sapped by a pale, indented scar in the top middle of my forearm, its shape reminiscent of a hand. The wound ate away muscle, so no matter how hard I train it, I’m weaker than I want to be, than I need to be. I’ve got to compensate with technique, and sometimes technique isn’t enough.

      I fire the wing props. Ugly Lure shudders to a stop before punching out vertical. A demanding maneuver at the best of times, worse when your left grip’s compromised. The Company cheaps out on things like pneumatic-assisted controls, but hey, that just makes me work to be a better pilot, right? Another lie I tell myself to stay afloat in this sea of corporate indifference. Yeah… I’m quite adept at lying to myself in an attempt to hover inches above the surface of hopelessness. You know, in that layer of disheartened that doesn’t quite crush you but still sucks all the joy out of life?

      Ugly Lure groans reproachfully at my commands as he shoots up in the middle of a clearing in the spires. WHAM, I pull the V-throttle back and nail my target altitude—200 feet. Hey, that was pretty crisp. Probably my best cruise-to-hover punch-out yet.

      “You’re improving, Mita. Just don't push that bucket of bolts too hard. You’ll end up folding it in half.” Kakena’s hunter-style aircraft with an under-mount bubble cockpit passes high overhead.

      Sigh. Wish I didn’t prickle with pride when I get praise like that. “You’re improving, Mita” is small praise, at that. And of course she gives it with a helping of confidence-eroding doubt. You’d think that by thirty-three, people would stop treating me like a child. Certainly, Kakena has ten years’ experience on me, but everyone treats me this way. They focus on my limitations. Sure, I can be abrasive, I bristle at authority, I’m impulsive, and when I’m on the ground, yeah, I may need a little extra help with navigating basic life tasks that everyone else takes for granted. Can you blame me for believing in myself in the air? And none of it excuses thinking you have to talk down to someone to teach them.

      Aargh, stop it, Mita; stay positive. We’re going to harvest a massive pearl haul today.

      I toggle the lure winch. Metal groans, and I feel the scraping hum of the thick, coiled wire cable lowering a cylinder toward the waters. I monitor the sluggish progress of the lure through a dirty, foot-sized viewport in the floor. The cylinder submerges, and I count the seconds off to halt its descent at depth. And… there.

      “Ugly Lure in position. Ready?” I call on the radio.

      Time to hunt some megafish. I’m hoping we break the record today with more than a dozen kills—all with head-sized pearls or larger.

      “One day, Mita, you’re going to drop that on a sea demon’s head and find no one to save you from her belly,” Kakena scolds.

      “And what a story I will tell as I fly out her intestines with her pearl in my hand,” I retort.

      “Cut the chatter,” she snaps. “Twenty count until I’m in position.”

      Cut the chatter? She rants, then has the gall to tell me to stop talking? Before I even clock what my hand is doing, it reaches forward and—flick—activates the lure.

      BRRRAAAAAAMMM. Ripples spasm outward through the water.

      “Mita,” Kakena’s voice distorts in my headset. “The Heavies are still five merms out! Follow protocol.”

      I am so done with being pushed around. “For the people?” I radio sarcastically.

      “—for the people,” Kakena's conditioned response echoes.

      “For the Company,” I grumble to myself, off radio.

      Kakena throttles forward. Soon I won’t be able to see her as she nears the dropoff. A storm front builds on the horizon. Perfect timing for a huge fishing haul.

      My eyes trace a circuit across the instrument panel, taking in the readings without thought—my reflexes older than my decisions.

      Everything nominal. Below, the lure pulses at intervals, turning the gently undulating waters into a spiked spasm before silencing again. I wonder how long before… “Mita! Get out of there. NOW,” Kakena screams.

      “What—?”

      “Pull up! Pull up!”

      What is this? My hand seems slow to comply. Kakena isn’t one to play practical jokes but… “Can’t be anything that fast—” I say, hand closing around my VTOL thrust control as a shadow shoots out from between two spires and engulfs my lure.

      For a second, I feel like I’m floating in nothingness as Ugly Lure lurches toward the waters under me. Time catches up to reality, and my harness hauls me downward.

      Scrambling, I thrust throttle on the VTOL. Props to max.

      I’ll pull this catch clean out of the⁠—

      WHAM! My vertical climb halts, restraints digging painfully into my shoulders as time slows and compresses simultaneously. My head jerks painfully away from my spine, my neck strained at the sudden quadrupling of my head’s weight, as it hangs on to its momentum. Stars dance around me, slowly floating in and out of my vision, a hundred tiny supernovas, as I’m dragged slowly downward again.

      “Mita, that’s no megafish!”

      I hit the booster, but my descent doesn’t halt, only slows.

      “It’s an iridescent behemoth colossus! Detach the cable and withdraw,” Kakena screams.

      Banking left—or maybe I’m flung left—a giant rainbow-white squid the size of a government building breaks the water’s surface. “I got this,” I yell back.

      I got this, I tell myself. I got this, right? I’ve lost fifty feet of altitude, and the slimy thing’s tentacles can reach me now, but I’ve already decided I’m taking it down. The Company won’t be able to pretend I’m not the best after this. It’ll be legendary.

      Okay, I’ve got 250 feet of cable, so there’s fifty in reserve. I unspool the remaining cable and climb.

      WHAM! Ugly’s wing dips as we reach the end of the tether, once again slamming me against my straps. The drownedable squid uncoils two more tentacles out of the water, reaching up after me as the third, already tangled in my line, yanks me down. The thing is fishing for me, instead of me fishing for it!

      “Okaaay.”

      I search my control panel for inspiration on how I might put up a fight, but yellow flashes at me, drawing my attention. That’s not good. On the other side of the firewall behind my instrument panel, a chamber filled with boiling liquid encases an electrically-charged sphere—a black iridescent pearl about eleven inches in diameter. Pipes lead off of it, powering my engines. I’m pulling too much energy too fast, and if I keep it up, I’ll bleach it. Then it’s either into the drink with no power and a painful flesh-dissolving death, or worse, having just enough juice to limp back alive—only to owe the Company the cost to replace the drowned thing. I’m flying continuously on boost, which is exactly what’s bleaching my pearl, but if I back off, the colossus will pull me under.

      The ocean’s already scarred me once. I’m not about to die that way.

      She’s far more dangerous than the squid. The weakness in my left arm and the full-body constellation of contrasting pale marks from my knees to my face serve as a constant reminder of her unforgiving nature. Her caustic waters burn skin at the touch. Become submerged, and flesh is eaten away in minutes. The sea creatures that live within her are armored in evolutionary grit, their forms honed by an eternal chemical war that would dissolve the rest of us.

      Screaming rivets strain to hold Ugly Lure together—the downward pull fights the upward thrust, contorting his cheaply made airframe.

      “Kakena, where are you?!” Now, why did I say that? I can do this. I don't need her. I certainly don’t want her help. She’ll never let me forget this as it is. If she has any cause to claim she rescued me, life will be forever insufferable.

      The colossus pulls on the line like a fisher reeling in their catch, and I lose another fifteen feet of altitude. That may not sound like much, but try falling fifteen feet and see how bad it hurts. Besides, I need every bit of distance between me and a horrible death. I boost the throttle a notch more. The pearl gauge threatens me, tickling the yellow-orange warning stage like a knife to the throat.

      Kakena crackles over the comm, “I'm targeting the tentacle that’s got your cable. Once you’re free, we withdraw to base.”

      “No,” I shout back, “We can take it out ourselves! At least keep it occupied till the heavies⁠—”

      “Squid don’t have pearls, you mola.”

      “Just get me free. Banking three o’clock now.” I yank the stick hard right and bump the booster another notch forward, swinging the tentacle hanging onto my line after me. Ugly Lure’s complaining groans offer no comfort. A shame this trash bucket doesn’t have enough thrust to simply rip that tentacle free. “Where are you, Kakena?”

      “Fifteen—”

      “Never mind.” What does she expect me to do for fifteen seconds—sit still for the squid to eat me while I bleach my pearl?

      Pulling the stick back to the left, I swing Ugly Lure directly over the colossus. Using the small viewport in the cockpit’s floor, I line up directly over it, doing my best to account for wind direction and velocity. There’s one thing I have in my arsenal that might get me out of this. Depth charges. I know I’ll pay for this, but—I flip a switch, releasing a canister from under Ugly Lure. Splash! The canister smacks the water within a foot of the slimy beast.

      I flick the depth charge switch back—BOOM! The canister explodes, sending a spray of water, shrapnel, and chunks of squid twenty feet into the air while I’m simultaneously yanked a good sixty feet forward as the monster reflexively recoils.

      Eeesh. Glad I’m skilled enough to smooth out the drop so I’m not splatted across the bottom of my own cockpit. But still. That hurt. What’s worse—the depth charge hit the base of the wrong tentacle, meaning I’m not free and the thing is super pissed off now.

      “Mita! Call those. Gonna kill me.” Kakena’s voice rakes over me. She pulls away from the spray of water—the harpoon she fired flipping end over end and whipping the line and drogue buoy erratically as it falls uselessly into the sea.

      “You said fifteen, that wasn’t⁠—”

      “So I got there in eight. You’re bad with timing anyway.”

      I’d probably scream at me too if I were her. But then she should have called her position, so it’s not all my fault. I’m a bit distracted at the moment.

      This time, the general comms light illuminates: “Base, this is Blue Rattletrap, engaged with a behemoth colossus, where’s the heavies?” Kakena asks.

      I don’t want the heavies to have to rescue me; it’ll only give them reason to scold me further. But so far, it ain’t going great for me.

      “Behemoth colossus? Negative, Rattletrap, disengage. Do not, I repeat, do NOT wait for heavies. Disengage.”

      I press the comm. “Tower, a behemoth colossus off the Depths ahead of a storm? It’s been feeding. Could have fifty pearls in its belly! Request heavies.”

      “Negative, Ugly Lure. Dis-En-Gage!”

      Well, that’s not what I wanted to hear. Not unexpected but—“Gah!” The blasted squid shoots off again, dragging me between the pillars. How’s my pearl gauge? I’m in the orange already? Cuttlesplurt.⁠3

      “Cut the comm chat, Mita. Sorry, tower. Ugly’s tangled. Need support.”

      It’s taking everything I have to stay in the air and not get flung into a pillar—and she’s scolding me?

      “Mita’s causing trouble again?” tower responds. “Stand by…”

      I resent that.

      Kakena’s plane dives for the tentacle gripping my line. She fires three harpoons in succession—not the best weapon against a squid, but ya shoot what ya got. The first two miss. Thankfully, the third connects, straight in, wedging all the way through and poking out the other side, its barbs ripping into the colossus’s rubbery flesh.

      Aaaaannnd… I instantly regret her good aim. The thing flails in violent contortions, whipping me all over the sky. My head snaps back and forth, and I fight with every last ounce of strength to keep Ugly Lure from losing control or getting flung into a spire. Even my five-point harness isn’t keeping me totally in my seat. Glad I don’t get airsick.

      Time stretches and collapses as I’m lashed about—every moment fighting to stay in control, clenching, relaxing, clenching to prevent whiplash, to avoid tearing muscles—all while keeping an aircraft aloft. It’s thrilling. The impacts that will leave bruises, if not goose-eggs, not so much. Kakena and tower keep up steady radio chatter, but I can't decipher a single word over the cries of Ugly Lure and the bouncing of my brain in my skull.

      The colossus’s tentacle must be tiring out, because my organ-crushing arcs through the sky slow. It’s taking all my strength and skill to keep out of the drink, but at least I’m not the bean inside a baby rattle anymore. It’s a miracle I’m still in the air. Sure, there has to be a little luck involved, but I know I’m the only one at the airfield that could have kept Ugly Lure—or any plane, for that matter—airborne in these circumstances.

      “Hang in there, Mita,” Kakana says, almost in a warning tone.

      Well that’s a surprise. Kakena cheering me on, and with a hint of worry in her voice? I must be in trouble.

      “Ugly Lure, you have clearance to unspool the winch,” Tower instructs.

      My jaw practically falls through the floor. No doubt they’ll still add the loss to my debt even after telling me to dump it. I hit the winch spool toggle. Neither the sound of yowling metal nor the smell of burnt electric motor is the reply I want. But least of all is the downward yanking sensation that should not be present with an unspooled tether! I hit the toggle again: same results. Am I frantic? I might be a little frantic—just a little⁠—

      “Tower, tether is jammed. Repeat, tether is jammed. Cannot unspool.”

      “Hold tight, Ugly Lure, directing heavies. Three merms till support arrives.”

      One hundred eighty seconds is an eternity to have to stay in the air. And of course, now my pearl gauge glares red at me. “At this output, I’ll be bleached and plummeting into the ocean in thirty seconds.”

      “Copy, Ugly, pinging the heavies for haste.”

      “You know what? Whatever. I got this,” I assure everyone, mostly myself. I mean, I do love a good adrenaline rush, but hoo-ee, this adrenaline crash is going to be massive if I live to experience it.

      A heavy tentacle arcs past me, thundering into the waves below. Is it slowing? Is it finally flagging!? The beast’s energy seems to ebb in cruel increments, a lull in violence stretching just long enough to kindle hope before a new frenzy shatters it.

      Once again, I maneuver till I’m directly overhead. At least each new attack comes with a hair less vigor than the last, but so do my own attempts at my controls.

      “I’m gonna blast this thing into chum,” I call out to Kakena.

      “Together, this time. Okay, I’m lined up on approach.”

      Flick, flick, flick—three charges drop toward the colossus. Kakena fires three harpoons in succession. Hers hit the colossus first—square in the face, the harpoon lines and drogue buoys dangling almost comically.

      The colossus bolts, yanking me after.

      My arm slips as I’m slammed into the side of my cockpit, detonating the charges early. “Charge, charge, charge!” I call in warning.

      Kakena banks hard left, dodging the worst of the spray from my explosions, almost clipping a spire in her haste to evade.

      “Mita, you almost killed me!”

      “Nice evasion,” I say in apology through clenched teeth.

      “Save the sunshine and back pats for someone who cares.”

      Yup. Just gonna keep my mouth shut.

      Peering through the viewport in the floor, I can see a sizable chunk of tentacle missing. The charges at least did that much damage. Thankfully, my friend the squid has stopped yanking on me. It’s probably as ready to be done as I am, yet too tangled to let go. I feel a little bad for the thing. But that’s life.

      And then I get an idea.

      I drop the boosters off and lower V-throttle.

      “Mita! What are you doing? What's wrong!?”

      Not bothering to answer—I’m concentrating too hard to speak, and I know the response I’d get anyway—I drop almost fifty feet in altitude. Now I’m dangerously close to the water, not to mention all the other tentacles. One such tentacle reaches for me. I slam throttle to full, rocketing upward. My head almost smacks into the top of the cockpit once I’ve run out of slack. Metal screams, and I feel more than see the winch shear off its welds from the undercarriage of Ugly Lure. Untethered, I’m free and soaring upward.

      Until I’m not.

      Why am I plummeting wing over wing toward the ocean?

      Oh. There’s the problem. Covering my left wing, as it keeps passing one then the other horizon, drips a viscous, black stain of squid ink. Drown you, colossus, drown you. I split my ailerons to correct for the spin, point the nose downward to get lift on the wing, and punch the forward-flight throttle. I’m an arrow diving toward the squid.

      Instead of taking the opportunity to bugger off, it opens its maw. Oh, so the mola is just a bitter creature full of malice. Sorry I had any pity for it. I flip the remaining five depth-charge switches and yank back with all my might on the stick. With a two-count I call, “Char-char-char-char-char-charge!” activating the explosives and sending a concussion of water and flame gushing to the skies, eclipsing even the tops of the spires behind me.

      Barely pulling out of the dive, chunks of squid-mush rain around me.

      I let out a trilled cheer as I tear my goggles off and slide the cockpit hatch back to breathe in life itself—the wind that rushes by your cockpit as you soar among the heavens after an expedition tastes like no other—until warning lights and alarms fill the cockpit.

      “Cuttlesplurt!” I say through clenched teeth. My pearl gauge kisses the line a hair before full-white, totally bleached—as in plummeting-to-your-death bleached.

      Decreasing throttle as I slowly, very slowly, climb to altitude, the needle stabilizes. Whew. Just enough juice left to get home—I hope. As if on cue, two massive dirigibles lumber toward me: the heavies. I flash them my biggest grin and wave.

      No one ever waves back.

      A tide of despondence pulls me under. Why? I just took out an iridescent behemoth colossus practically single-handedly. After all, Kakena wasn’t much use. I’ll probably get a cool new nickname from this, like Mita the Kraken Killer, or something. So why do I feel so hopeless? So… powerless?

      As the dirigibles shrink behind me, Kakena forms up on my wing. “Hey, Mita. For the people?”

      “Yeah, yeah. For the people.” Ugh, the adrenaline crash sure didn’t take its time.

      “Now limp yo-self back to base and see if they don’t lock you up for your dangerous stupidity.” Kakena punches her throttle, shooting off ahead.

      “Copy that.”

      That’s probably why I feel this way. You can’t do it, Mita. Disengage, Mita. We don’t like you, Mita. Oh, you did the impossible? Well, it’s not good enough, Mita.

      I’d rather be facing off with another iridescent behemoth colossus than having to face what’s waiting for me back at the airbase.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Mita - MEE-tuh

          

          2 Kakena - kahk-EY-nuh (pronounced with a glottal stop between the second k and the EY)

          

          3 Cuttlesplurt - a curse with the literal meaning of being about to climax and a cuttlefish stings you there—used when you hope things are going well and they don’t.
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      As I approach the island, possible horrific punishments for my multiple failures on this expedition flash in rapid succession through my mind. Strung up and flogged, dipped slowly in the ocean till I dissolve, tickle tortured—most of my intrusive fantasies are like these, completely absurd. But there are a few that are too close to probable for comfort. Meaningless labor like digging then refilling holes and sorting trash on the beach, but I’m really afraid of two things that are inevitable: finding out how long I’m grounded, and how much I’m fined.

      I screwed up. Big time. I try to prove myself, and I prove them right. So I have several errors in judgement in sequence, one small mistake compounding exponentially with the next. But I don’t want to think about it. It’s hard to feel guilty when you know the punishment is going to far exceed the crime. Always does.

      The sight of the shore closing beneath me is the distraction I need to pull me out of my rumination. Even with my pearl bleached, I’ve apparently taken my usual long approach. I can’t help it. The shoreline stretches as a patchwork landscape of massive, sun-whitened fish bones jutting from heaps of scrap, rubble, detritus, refuse, debris, and don’t forget the garbage.

      Trash Island 349, colloquially known by us locals as Titrifoni⁠1—T.I. for ‘trash island,’ ‘tri’ for three, ‘fo’ for four, and ‘ni’ for nine. Titrifoni. The only place I’ve ever been. De facto home.

      The locals of each trash island came up with less dehumanizing island names than the Company’s numerical system, but I’m not sure if ours counts as a real improvement. Wish it held some deeper meaning. Yet there’s still beauty in it. Below me now is humanity’s magical essence made manifest by transmuting an island literally made of trash into a place full of humanity. There’s plenty of places on Titrifoni where humanity is absent, despite the people. Not my people, though.

      My heart fills with pride as I think of all that is shared among us—from our limited resources to our burdens, and even our dreams. It fills me with both pride and longing for what my people lack. I long for full bellies at every meal, for medicines and doctors, for meaningful work, and for self-governance.

      The Company owns everything on the island, down to every last scrap of trash and every fishbone that washes up on shore. Me and my sister are still working off our mom’s debt. Even if we altogether stopped eating, stopped wearing clothes, stopped paying for what we need to live, we’d still owe for decades.

      Below, my people hear the hum of Ugly Lure’s props and wave. I wave my wings back, each dip lifting my spirits higher yet also making me feel more despondent. Somehow, I have to get to the Air Games. I can’t live the rest of my life like this. How many more years do I even have as a pilot before my body says no more?

      So I let myself daydream. Returning home after an expedition is always bliss. Home-home, not base. The Company always calls them missions, but I refuse to, instead calling them expeditions. A small rebellion, but we do what we can.

      Our community on Titrifoni’s far shore never cares about the success or failure of the fishing trip. They welcome me with joy and love. Tonight I’ll expound in grand prose, telling of my exploits, and they’ll whoop and holler as I secretly confess under bravado and bluster all the ways I let them down. They won’t recognize it as such, and that will be punishment enough to appease the ache in my soul—and deepen my shame. Hopefully, I can still salvage this day so I won’t have to share how I ruined my chances at the Air Games the day before registration closes. But how?

      Is there a way to spin my failures as a financial win for the Company? Only if the squid proves to have pearls in its belly. I’ve gotta hope.

      I distract myself away from that line of thinking, instead studying the horizon. Flying this low, the fish-bone concrete inland buildings, where the local higher-ups live, block any view of my community on the far shore. Even these well-to-do sorts on Titrifoni would be considered poor on the mainland, but many still act like they’re heaven’s gift to all those beneath. My sister and I would live up there if we didn’t have all our mother’s debt. Wonder if I’d act like Kakena if we did.

      The wind whips through my dark, spiraled hair, kept just long enough to violate the dress code. Flying over the trash shores and the scrounged-together homes of the people who live like me remind me of why I do this, and why I want to race.

      A school of fish somersaults in my guts as I come in on final approach. The three rows of razor-wire-topped fencing that surround the airfield solidify the prison-vibe. And today, my pearl is cooked. I wonder how bad Ugly Lure is. Winch ripped off, left-wing motor inked—no VTOL landing today, and the way he’s flying, I think his whole airframe may be bent. If the Company doesn’t flay me, Subira⁠2 will.

      My landing gear lowers. Good. One less thing to worry about. Ground crews signal green flags.

      Palms sweaty and heart racing, I descend Ugly Lure inch by inch toward the hardpack runway. The crosswind ahead of the storm sure isn’t making this easy. Okay, I’m going to just kiss the ground with the rear gear, flare my elevator to keep the nose up as long as possible and bleed speed, then gently…

      I hit a pressure drop, plummet five feet, and catch him just a foot off the ground. Whew. Now just a little more… Slowly, now…

      The landing gear touches—and locks up. Ugly smashes into the ground. I’m skidding, grinding, rotating⁠—

      No, no, no…

      The ailerons aren’t doing enough. Landing gear buckling—I have virtually no control. “Yrrrrrrii.⁠3” I trill at the top of my lungs. If you’re gonna crash, you might as well enjoy the ride.

      Ugly Lure lurches to a stop. I suck in dust-choked air, coughing violently. We’re good. We’re good, right? I’m intact, at least… Well, as intact as before final approach. But I should have closed the canopy before landing. How could I have made such a rookie mistake? It’s not like this is my first compromised touchdown. Too distracted today, and paying for it.

      I absolutely need a shower. As the dust cloud clears around me, my landing marks tell me I came pretty close to flipping wing over wing. Any more rotation and… Well, the runway isn’t too bad off. No deep gouges or anything, though the ground crew isn’t gonna be happy about having to drag Ugly Lure into his hangar. But hey, any landing you can walk away from is a good landing. Other than the rest of my life being over, anyway.

      You know what? Seems I’m not having that adrenaline crash after all. I’m freaking out too much about the life and death situation that I’m about to face in my debriefing. So there’s a win. It’s weird; I get in these predicaments, but none of it feels real. Suddenly, I stop caring about what will happen, and consequences seem fictional. Gets me into trouble.

      My next battle marches my way. I say ‘marches,’ but the woman two years younger than me sits in a mechanical chair with six legs, cranking gears on either armrest to articulate the device towards me. A greased-stained, worn-out jumpsuit that once may have been deep blue hangs off her ordinary frame. Subira Baquame, the most important person in my world—my mechanic—who also happens to be my sister.

      Tension rises in my shoulders at the imminent onslaught once that slow-as-tar chair gets her here. One thing I’m not seeing at the moment is Company managers rushing out with her to drag me to pieces. Can’t tell if that is a good or bad thing.

      Nothing else for it, I start my post-flight checks. Pulling a vial from its housing, I insert it into its side valve and open the spigot. Sparkling, milky blue fluid fills the glass. Ooof, I’m surprised I had power left for my long approach. A couple hundred yards more and I’d have been making a no-power landing.

      Tucking the vial in my belt pouch, I pull the rope ladder from under my seat, hook it to the side of the cockpit, and throw it over. Dread tiptoes behind my shoulder, hinting at the kind of spiritual crash you know is coming but you try to suppress as long as possible. I tell myself this wasn’t my fault. It’s just an unfortunate and unfair set of circumstances beyond my control. If I can get others to believe that… I might just pull off a miracle.

      “What’d you do to my beautiful boy?” Subira yells from below.

      “Saved him o’course!” I call back with a weak grin.

      Planes don’t belong to the pilot; they belong to the mechanic. I mean, the planes obviously all belong to the Company, but we’re talking on a spiritual level. What I do to him in their air, I answer for to her on the ground. It’s time for me to start working miracles.

      I swing my truncated legs—both ending in pale scars just above where the knee had been—up over the edge and lower myself down the rope ladder. It’s a tangly process traversing the swinging, unruly thing with a weakened arm and no feet, but I manage. Always do.

      Okay, so maybe ‘always’ is an overstatement.

      I plop into the seat of my mechanical leg-chair as Subira hops out of my way. Did I mention my sister’s not just a mechanic, but also a would-be inventor? I say would-be because she’d be the top inventor in the world if she had proper funding and materials. At least, I think so. No shade from me on her skills and ingenuity there. It’s the personality that needs work.

      Subira walks slowly, circling Ugly and shaking her head at his state. “You do this to me on purpose. Gonna take me a month to straighten him back out.”

      “Thank the Depths you’re alive, Mita,” I impersonate, adding an overly sappy tone. “What happened that could have done this to Ugly? I can’t believe you were able to keep him airborne.”

      Subira spits into the fishcrete under me. Don’t get her wrong, her exterior is as cold, rough, and hard as the concrete made from ground up, compressed megafish bones mixed with substrate and chemicals. The ground, the buildings, even a lot of the furniture is made from the pale, abundant resource. Not my community’s homes, though—even the cheapest building material costs too much for us. But no matter, Subira adopted the stuff as her personality: rough, hard, and cold.

      “Where’re the higher-ups?” I ask, trying to gauge how much trouble I’m in. “Figured I wouldn't make it off the runway alive.”

      Subira ducks her chin, not meeting my gaze. “Radioing mainland headquarters. Deciding what to do with you.”

      “Oh.” That’s a punch in the gut. Things really are bad. “Do I need to go into hiding?” I laugh. Well, I try to laugh.

      Subira turns away, busying herself with inspecting the far wing.

      That bad, huh? I crank my chair with weary arms, heading to the Pearl Distro Office. Protocol is protocol. Not like I can run. It’s weird when your world seems to be ending—that compulsion to go about your day like it isn’t, even as you march straight into disaster.

      The chair’s not ideal. Made of scrounged-together, mismatched scrap, it creaks and wobbles with its cold, hard seat and cranks that have worn my hands into giant calluses. Subira’s idea behind the six geared legs, instead of wheels, is to make it all-terrain. Personally, I think ‘more terrain’ would be the proper phrase. I’d rather have big, chunky wheels to eat up the general topography of Titrifoni, but I didn’t get a say in the matter. No, I get the six-legged nightmare. A two-arm cramp machine, I have to work the cranks on either side to drive a series of synchronized gears, articulating each leg up, forward, down, and back in timed succession like an insect.

      Still, grateful I got a sister who cares enough to make me the minimum of what I need to exist—even if she might be more motivated by showing off her ingenuity than fulfilling my needs. The thing is an engineering marvel despite being a pain in my rear, arms, and neck.

      I wrestle my chair up to the Pearl Distro Office’s single imposing step. With practiced skill, I tilt back, balancing on the rear legs and heaving the front ones up. Leaning forward, I crank with all my might so I don’t tip and crack my head open. All of that, and I barely get inside.

      Somehow, I have to salvage the disaster I’ve made of things to still be allowed into the Air Games, and Njowga’s⁠4 the first hurdle. Miracles, Mita. Miracles.

      The bulky man in a Company uniform with golden-umber complexion, the palms of his hands bleached from handling pearls, doesn’t even bother to lift his multi-magnifying spectacles to look at me. Instead, he stays laser-focused on the head-sized pearl in his hand, one of a line on his workbench he’s inspecting, determining their value. I have to remember I’m in his domain, his lair. Even ignoring me, I know he watches over every pearl in every crate of corrugated sheet metal crowding the room. Before me is hundreds of millions of hours’ worth of shimmering ocean treasure. I wonder what their worth would be in real currency on the mainland. Njowga has neatly labeled each crate with sorted details of size and quality. Toward the back, several containers sit filled with graying pearls—those on the verge of bleaching. I once found it strange that the Company wouldn’t wring every last drop of power from them before retiring the pearls, but I’ve since learned their calculus. The risk of losing an entire plane and trained pilot outweighs a few extra days of flight. Still, seeing the potential weeks and months of cumulative flight time being prepped for disposal turns my stomach.

      I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the dogfight I’m walking into. “Seems like that step’s higher every time,” I try to quip, but I put too much edge on what was meant to come across as playful. Never have been good at playing the dutiful worker or hiding my real feelings, whatever the circumstance. When I’m nervous, the feet that I don’t have still find my mouth. I know the dance—the submissive nods, the performative smiles—but I can’t pull it off. When I try, it’s obviously fake and agitates my ‘superiors’ more. Usually, I prefer my actions, my integrity, to speak for themselves. But not after today’s failures.

      Njowga’s deep voice grates like gravel tumbling down a chasm—one he wishes he could toss me into. “World don't revolve around you, Mita.” He finally lifts the magnifiers on his spectacles to give me the side-eye. No doubt he’s making sure I don’t bump my chair into any of his precious crates.

      “World revolves ’round pearls, and pearls revolve ’round you,” I retort, as cheerfully as I can muster. Whether or not I’m suited to be playing Company politics right now, I have to play Company politics right now. “Subira says she’ll build you a ramp⁠—”

      “Subira’s got enough on her shoulders taking care o’ you.” He thrusts his massive hand toward me, palm held open. Not a friendly gesture.

      I retrieve my vial from my pouch, maneuver around crates, and pass it to him. I’ve curdled the very start of this exchange, and that milky blue liquid’s not going to help.

      Njowga flips down a magnifier and glares into the haze with a grumble, “Did a thorough job of it.”

      “Sure did. Blew his face right off, tentacles flying everywhere. I mean, I may have bleached my pearl, but I took out a behemoth colossus!”

      For a moment, amazement passes over Njowga’s face, only to be replaced by a scowl. “Squid’s got no pearls.”

      “We’ll see. ’Sides, it was either that or be eaten.”

      “Either your flyin’s the problem or you’se the jinx. Whichever way, you bleach MY pearls.” Njowga pinches the vial between two fingers, holding it out like fetid garbage, then lets go. It shatters in a spray of broken dreams on the floor. Okay, he’s mad.

      “I’m docking you ten hours,” he rumbles.

      “Ten hours?” My jaw hits the floor. He’s playing, right? His face says otherwise.

      Ten whole hours added to my debt. Time is currency. Quite literally. We trade punches on our clock for what we need, every necessity adding minutes to our indenture. Twenty minutes for a candy, seventy-five minutes for a loaf of bread. The Company doesn’t just own the island, but its minutes, too. You rack up enough demerits, for anything from not meeting quota to being accused of damaging already decommissioned Company property, and you’ve got three months of owed labor. Then it’s a year, then you pass it on to your kids. It’s how Subira and I started work with a lifetime of debt.

      I flinch at Njowga’s glare and try a softer approach. “Sorry… I… I messed up.”

      He breaks eye contact, releasing me from his augering gaze to return to his pearls. Well, maybe I bought some reprieve from his anger, even if he won’t lessen my time penalty.

      “Have the higher-ups… thought about the races?” Too soon. Drown my desperation botching the approach.

      “No.”

      But registration tomorrow… “No, as in they haven’t thought abo⁠—?”

      “Answer’s no.”

      Are they not choosing any pilot? “But Palma⁠5 said⁠—”

      “No.”

      My one shot out of here— Shut up, Mita… “Maybe lend me… a small pearl⁠—”

      “NO!” he roars.

      I crank my chair backward reflexively.

      “Mita, you are an eel. You think I don’t notice the discard pile’s light each month?”

      Cuttlesplurt, how did he know about that? “I don’t⁠—”

      Face swelling, veins bulging, Njowga stomps around the workbench like a bear who’s found a fox in his den.

      I crank backward further. “The Company throws them away!” So wasteful. Can’t believe I said that out loud. What is wrong with me?

      “What the Company does with its property don’t make it right for you takin’ it!” Njowga looms over me, trapping me at the doorway with nowhere to go.

      “I’m not a thief,” I bite. I’m really not. How can you steal trash? It’s been discarded! Not just discarded, but shipped away and ground into dust simply to ensure no one else can use it. The Company’s wastefulness is thorough.

      From outside, I hear Kakena’s furious voice, “Drown yourself in the depths, Mita.”

      Njowga sneers—his version of a toothy grin. A puff of fish-breath hits me in the face. “See? Your actions steal from your team leader, too. The Company⁠—”

      “Does nothing for the people. Gives us scrap to live off. Won’t let me race ’cause I would bring hope⁠—”

      Njowga gets in my face. Not fish breath; rotten fish breath. “Dangerous talk.”

      I shrink back.

      “Mita.” Palma’s sharp voice startles me and I lose my balance, chair toppling backward through the door.

      I crash at the feet of Palma herself, the Island Air Operations Manager. A woman in her sixties with sun-leathered, tawny-beige skin, she’s the living distillation of Company authority on this trash heap. Her Company uniform angles sharply, as if it were just pressed—every crease, every hard angle, conveying the brutal rigidity of its authority. And that authority here on base comes from Palma.

      We’re an eclectic mix of ethnic and national backgrounds here on Titrifoni, whether seduced, coerced, or born into service to the Company. There’s certainly racial tension—which the Company fuels, sometimes by elevating certain people willing to abuse anyone in the Company’s name. Palma? She’s by the book. Too bad the book is biased—and most often against people like me.

      Palma’s eyes flick from my dirt-streaked face to the wrecked Ugly Lure getting dragged off the runway, one eyebrow arching higher than the Company’s profit margins. Kakena looms beside her, arms folded like a tattling bully. Mission debriefing time.

      One more bruise to add to today’s collection. I right my chair with difficulty and climb back in the seat.

      “Come with me,” Palma commands.

      My chair sits askew. As I try to crank forward, it violently lurches, a couple legs bent severely. Here we go. The adrenaline is back, but this time I feel like puking.

      My eyes drift to the runway and the sounds of groaning metal from ground crews dragging Ugly Lure’s carcass. Trailing behind the ruin, Subira watches me struggle after Palma. Even at this distance I can tell she knows I wrecked her chair, too. Another battle to look forward to.

      I try to read Palma and Kakena for a hint of what’s to come. Kakena’s easy: a mix of contempt for me and sycophantic deference to Palma. I wish I could fake that.

      Palma? She’s a stone. An unhappy stone. I’m so drowned.

      The temperature drops with a gust of wind, forcing my skin into hardened points. Oh, yeah, the storm. Getting home will be misery, but the smell of lightning and rain in the air helps even me out. I love a good tempest. They make me feel safe.

      The distant growl of engines pulls my head up. It’s too early to hear that—the storm’s still a bruise on the horizon; no reason for teams to quit their expeditions. Must be more bad news, and I’m sure, somehow, it’ll be my fault.

      “Heavies find any pearls in our colossus?” I probe. It’s my only hope.

      “An interesting theory, Mita,” Palma replies. “Unfortunately, one that cannot be tested when our squid’s stomach has been blasted into chum.”

      Heat fills my face as my dreams sink to the depths.

      By the time I scramble half the distance to the Field Base Operations building, fresh sweat has my flight suit plastered to my skin. Every second stretches thinner as I practice my version of a sprint. While ‘sprint’ conveys much more speed than I can muster, it encapsulates the effort to keep up with my supervisor’s moderate pace. Palma won’t tolerate another drip of delay—not after today’s failures.

      Swallowing the bile in my mouth, I reach in my mind for that notion that ‘nothing in life is real.’

      The biting wind doesn’t help as my hot sweat turns icy. I dismount at the inaccessible FBO building. No way to get my chair up those steps, especially now that it’s wrecked. They’ve always made me crawl inside. My mind races through potential outcomes. What did headquarters say? They won’t lock me up, will they? No, I’m too valuable of a pilot. They need me. Right? They’ll just saddle me with even more debt and… maybe they’ll assign me permanent latrine duty? Maybe a week’s remedial labor.

      I drink the storm, trying to drown the multitude of worst-case visions flooding my mind. Taking a slow, deep breath of ozone, I crawl inside.
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      Kakena explodes out of the FBO building ahead of me into the rain, storming toward the main gate.

      I can barely follow. Wishing for a break from reality about now. On the ground, everyone is so much faster than me. I have to find out what happened in Kakena’s briefing. Guilt wrecks me, and I need something solid for it to latch onto. She’s pissed. I messed up, but how did it all play out from the Company’s side?

      She’s twenty feet into the rain by the time I can make the bottom steps, my underside aching all the way. “How was your debriefing?” I call after her.

      Kakena’s head swivels like she’s possessed. Her fingers flex, clenching and unclenching as her neck bulges from the effort to contain her rage. “Didn’t bring anythin’ back, did we?"

      Yeah, she's mad. “How bad?”

      “How bad?” Kakena’s shoulders square up, and with slow, deliberate, squelching stomps, she wades through the deluge till she practically stands in my lap. “No pay, charged for fuel and harpoons, and fined five hundred hours for not keeping you in line.”

      Five hundred hours? That’s three months’ work. And keeping me in line? Has that been part of her orders all along, or…?

      Climbing into my chair so I don’t have to look her in the eye, I wilt. Of course they punished Kakena too. She didn’t do anything but try to help. I mean, she didn’t really do anything that helped either, but still. I messed up. I didn’t follow protocol, activated the lure early, and didn’t immediately follow Kakena’s orders to get out of there without question. I mean, who would have expected a behemoth colossus, but nature don’t care about best intentions. It’s a miracle I didn’t get us both killed.

      “Kakena, I’m sorr⁠—”

      “Were you planning to feed my family for the next three months?” With every word, she bends further till our foreheads share the same raindrops. “But you know what will sustain us? The knowledge that you were denied for the Air Games. Did you know they pre-registered you? All you had to do was follow protocol. Now, here we are. They let me radio the Air Games myself to cancel your ticket.”

      I falter, hand slipping on my chair’s gear crank. Mud grabs the chair legs. With a final shriek of buckling metal, one of the bent legs on my chair snaps clean in two and I’m dumped sidelong into the muck. By the time I push myself up, Kakena is a ghost swallowed by the sheeting rain.

      Shame, guilt, and anger fold me in half as I hug my thighs to me, balling up in the deluge. Shame, guilt, and anger are always there waiting for me, hiding under the surface. I try to avoid them, numb myself to them, distract myself… but they’re always present, judging. I’m never enough. I can’t escape. When I do fight for freedom, I make things worse, not only for myself, but for everyone else, too.

      Suddenly, there’s a presence next to me in the mud, a hand held out. Subira. Always there to pick up the pieces of what her older sister has wrecked. It’s me. I’m a wreck on the inside, but on the outside, my shell simply soldiers on.

      A tug with a slippery grip, and I’m back on my butt, mud sloughing off my side. My chair’s a mess too, and I see Subira physically biting back the torrent of frustration as she turns her attention away from me to what’s really important. After a long moment, she concludes, “Well, this is slag.”

      What an end to an awful day.

      Subira hoists me onto her back and heads toward the front gate, dragging my broken chair clattering behind. Being carried makes me feel even more like a child than Palma scolding me in her ever-calm, infantilizing tone.

      We slog past the gates and down the main thoroughfare. The folx living here already closed themselves in, doors bolted and windows shuttered. The watery deluge makes it hard to even see the fronts of the buildings, and the wind’s picking up.

      A few miles on, the buildings grow rougher. People from the shore hustle intown against the wind to shelter with friends and neighbors. Funny; didn’t see people opening their homes in the nicer part of town.

      By the time we near the far shore, the gusts threaten to lift us both. Night has fallen, not that it makes much difference. The clouds are so thick we wouldn’t be able to tell if it were midday. Lightning strobes overhead, bleaching everything in sudden white, obliterating what little night vision we have.

      Here, our neighbors aren’t hiding; they’re fighting. People scramble over shanty homes built from scavenged scraps, wrestling with tarps and ropes as the wind tries to tear everything apart. A roof flies off like a leaf, a wall panel spins away into the darkness. Where the inner town felt empty, here it’s all hands on deck. Those who are able to help are everywhere, tying things down, ushering others into sturdier shelters. Still, it feels like there are fewer of us than there should be. Looks like many have taken refuge before the storm. That’s good.

      Many in our community ended up here because they could no longer keep up with the Company’s demands. Many of us are disabled in one way and another, be it by injuries, illness, or age. Some more than others, and some more apparently than others.

      Biru⁠1, a muscular man in his fifties with dark-umber complexion, helps lash down a sheet-metal wall as the wind threatens to tear it loose. An old injury makes him limp. “You ladies need help to your home?” he yells over the storm. “I’ll be there with some others right after we⁠—”

      Subira shakes her head. “We got it, Biru.”

      He covers his obvious bone-weariness with a thumbs-up. Biru’ll be feeling the pain from tonight’s exertions for a week on that hip.

      Subira returns the gesture, but I’m too exhausted from simply hanging on. I don’t know how Subira’s still moving, still dragging my chair. She’s flagging; that’s obvious. Her muscles shake under me. I know I shouldn’t feel like a burden; everyone deserves to have their needs met, right? I know I would do the same in Subira’s place, all without complaint, but I still have a lot of shame for it.

      My head resting on Subira’s shoulder, I finally admit, “I’m… sorry.” It’s taken me the better part of an hour hanging on for dear life in this storm to work myself up to say that—because I know what needs said next: my confession.

      “Gonna tell me about it?” she asks with an edge, yet hardly audible over the wind.

      Today’s events play for the hundredth time through my head, each replay more leaden, more damning than the last. If I had just waited to activate the lure, even if everything else still followed, we wouldn’t be in the depths we are now. The squid may never have caught me. Even if it did, while I’d still be fined years of my life to pay off repairs to Ugly, I wouldn’t be grounded indefinitely. I might even be headed to the Air Games.

      “Why does this kind of thing always happen to me, Subira?”

      “‘Cause you always think you can do more than you can?”

      Tsk. “I will strangle you.”

      “Good. You’ll learn your limits without me, and I can finally have some rest.”

      Grumbling, I realize I’m stalling, and Subira isn’t making this any easier.

      Another of our neighbors, M’Rali⁠2, shuffles past, leading her husband and kids. “Most folx heading inland,” she calls. “The storm is too strong!”

      “We’ll be alright. We’re dug in,” Subira assures her.

      M’Rali calls over her shoulder. “I’m not so sure… Don’t let that Scrapped Hope fly away!”

      “Never!” I shout after her.

      Plod, plod… Subira trudges on, fighting to get us home. Cuttlesplurt, this is hard to say…

      I swallow. “Heavies said I’d called every last megafish from the Depths,” my confession spills out. “Even off the head of the storm, only two other teams came home with a catch.”

      “Ooof. Mita…”

      Now that I’ve started, I can’t stop. “They say I triggered the largest documented mass territorial surge.”

      “Meaning the megafish…”

      “Will swarm lures, and the fleet won’t be able to hunt for weeks, maybe even months. Too dangerous.”

      “Skiiiiiies.” She hesitates, waiting for me to continue, but I falter. So she coaxes with a dry, “Punishment?”

      “I’m… off roster…” Words dry up in my throat, my lungs refusing to push reality on my sister. I don’t want to have to face it again either, and I know how much pain the next several words will cause.

      “Not surpris⁠—”

      “Permanently…” I choke out.

      The word stops Subira short. “WHAT?”

      “…and fined ten thousand hours.”

      Subira’s grip loosens, her frame sways in shock, making it so I almost fall off her back. “Ten…” She sucks air in a shuddering breath. “Ten… thousand…”

      We both crumple to the ground. The storm seems mild compared to the tempest inside. Our world crumbles around us, trash and debris flying, the wind reshaping the beach.

      A house near us groans—metal failing, joints buckling—then collapses in a roar of debris. We flinch, shoulders hunching against the noise. Scanning its remains, the structure appears empty, thank the skies. Around us, other homes shudder, their frames trembling, deforming. We should get to shelter. To our home. But Subira doesn’t move. I’ve destroyed her future. I sit there on a heap of trash with a ruined career, a ruined chair, and a ruined sister. All my fault.

      “We’re… We won’t… How are we…” Subira mumbles.

      Yeah, ten-thousand—that’s another five years of labor. I shift, “Sorry, Subira. I really messed up. I…”

      Subira just stares at the ground, unable to process my failure. I can’t look at my sister anymore. With our home less than a hundred yards away, I turn and crawl there alone, ignoring the danger of getting cut on the various scrap, debris, and splintered megafish bones that make up the ground.

      Before I make it to our little shack tucked into a sloping ridge overlooking the trash-beach, Subira catches up, chair still in tow. But as we draw nearer, we see our home isn’t doing well.

      Built on the ridge above the downslope to the far shore, Subira designed it so the roof was level with the top of the ridge. The design not only camouflages it but shields it from weather like this. But the rain has washed away the slope on one side, and the roof is attempting to fly away. It would have already if more than a dozen of our neighbors weren’t fighting to secure it.

      Subira runs to help, joining the several people on a rope trying to discourage the roof from becoming a kite.

      Biru limp-runs past me. “See, I told you you’d need me.”

      I catch up, trying to help, but I’m too me to do anything. I don’t know. Do I really believe I’m helpless here, or is it because I feel in the way? Their generosity is too much besides. “Pim⁠3, we saw your home collapse. Harraf⁠4, Jumei⁠5, yours aren’t looking good either! You should all head⁠—”

      “Nonsense!” Biru yells over the roaring storm. “This is our scrapped hope too!”

      “We need to shore up the wall. Get that steel beam back in place,” Subira directs like an engineer.

      I crawl about trying to be helpful but end up underfoot.

      “Ow!” I yell at Subira’s ill-placed step.

      “Get out of the way, Mita! Go in the hangar or something!”

      I stalk off, ducking under the flapping sheet metal as my community wrestles my house back together.

      The true force of the storm only becomes clear once I’m out of it. My skin still tingles with the phantom sting of rain and the relentless tug of the wind, and guilt knots tightly in my chest for everyone still out there, fighting in it.

      I keep looking for ways I can help, but there’s nothing. All that’s left is to sit here tucked in the corner of my hut, trying to stay dry and out of the way while my sister jigsaw-puzzles scrap into a sturdy structure with the brute force of more than a dozen friends.

      Old copper wire gets threaded through fresh holes along the edge of the roof and around the rear beam. The sounds of hammering fight to be heard over the storm. Soon, the house is back together, barely rattling in the wind. Listening to the rain needle against the metal roof in rhythmic waves, anxiety somehow eases into a coziness I haven’t earned.

      Subira pulls aside the metal sheet we use as a door and ducks inside, dragging the mobile chair in behind her. She can barely walk, her arms and legs tremoring with fatigue.

      Our eight-by-eight room—with its low roof Subira can’t stand fully under, a few discarded chunks of fishcrete for seats, and rubber mats for beds—fills me with equal parts comfort and self-loathing while the squall thrashes and lightning cracks outside.

      Most storms hit the far side of the island, where they lose some fury and where the ridge offers us shelter. To still have our home battered this bad, this is quite the tempest.

      The Company built their airstrip on that side for a reason: upwind takeoffs and shorter flights to the Depths, where the megafish run thick. We’ve just turned their systems to our advantage. Strange the things you find yourself grateful for when your life is over.

      I gather up cups and pots, placing them strategically around our home to collect rainwater as it streams in through the cracks. You take every opportunity to collect fresh water. I gulp down one cup, already filled. There’s nothing like the taste of fresh rainwater from a storm. Naturally cooled and charged with static electricity, it hits different.

      I’m distracting myself, I know. Cowardly fleeing the truth of my emotions because they’re just too big. Fleeing the inevitable seismic shift of relational dynamics with my sister. I was already a burden, but now…

      I offer a cup of rainwater to Subira. “Everybody okay out there?”

      She just stares at my mobile chair. Silence stretches. A loud silence, the percussive rain reminding us how feeble our attempts at safety, at control. What flimsy walls we put up. What futile roofs.

      Finally, Subira speaks. “Here I was, sorry you’d have to wait till next year for the Games.” She sighs, grabs one of the broken legs of the chair, and tugs. It resists, making her yank harder. I watch her frustration mount until she pries the piece clean off. But, as always, she reins it in. “Tomorrow, I’ll talk to Palma. It’ll be okay. I’ll fix this. I’ll… I’ll fix this.” She tosses the broken leg aside and pulls out a homemade toolbox filled with handmade tools.

      I crawl the couple of feet across the floor to the slab where I sleep. “Save it for tomorrow,” I urge her.

      “I have to work tomorrow,” she bites, cranking and clanging away.

      “Well, your wrenching’s keepin’ me up.”

      She ignores me.

      “Worst sister ever,” I mutter, sharp and low. I don’t really mean it, but the woman has a unique ability to make me feel all kinds of bad about myself. I already feel the worst ever, okay?

      I curl up on my bed, head resting on my shoulder, and let the hatred for myself fester.
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