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Beyond Cloud Theft: When the  
World Remembered to Breathe
陈楸帆 Stanley Qiufan Chan

J U LY 2 3 ,  2 0 4 1 .  A M R I T S A R .

D AY 4 3  O F  M O N S O O N  FA I L U R E .

Dr. Tenzin Norbu’s fingers froze above the key-
board. Again. The third time in ten minutes. His AI 
prediction model—the Samantabhadra system—had 
just delivered its verdict with chilling, quantum cer-
tainty: the butterfly effect from the Indo-Pakistani 
climate war would cross the point of no return in 
seventeen days.

He slammed his palm on the desk. The coffee 
mug jumped. He’d come to Amritsar five years ago, 
a star recruit for the Indo-Himalayan Atmospheric 
Research Initiative—a joint project born of hope, 
now curdling into suspicion. As a Nepali, whose 

nation was crushed between the two giants, he was 
once the perfect neutral bridge. Now, with his model 
spitting out prophecies of shared doom, he was just 
a foreigner holding the keys to their annihilation.

“When’s Daddy coming home?” On the video 
call, four-year-old Tashi clutched her stuffed snow 
leopard. Behind her, prayer flags hung limp in the 
windless Lhasa air. The plateau had been bone-dry 
for two months—unheard of in July.

“Soon, my little snow leopard,” Tenzin forced a 
smile. “Daddy’s fixing the sky.”

“You always say that.” Her voice was small. Ac-
cusing.

After hanging up, he stared at his prayer beads—a 
gift from a Nyingma khenpo. Tendrel, the old man 
used to say. Dependent origination. Nothing exists 
alone. But now, facing the merciless data cascad-
ing down his screen, Tenzin felt his faith crack like 
drought-stricken earth. If everything was intercon-
nected, was human stupidity also ordained?

And yet, stupidity wasn’t the only failure. It was 
also governance—crude, nationalistic, archaic. While 
technology leapt ahead to boil clouds and carve 
skies, humanity still clung to 20th-century treaties 
that never imagined this weather war. Who decides 
how rain is shared across borders? What law gov-
erns a cloud? No council, no covenant, no court 
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Figure 1. Tension in the Clouds (I). Illustration by Arianna Smaron.

Set in 2041, this climate fic-
tion imagines a Himalayan sky 
hacked by nations waging weath-
er war. Through the story of a 
Nepali scientist caught between 
faith and physics, it explores 
atmospheric sovereignty, shared 
survival, governance, and the 
moment humanity learns to 
breathe together again.
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existed to mediate atmospheric justice. The sky had 
become a battlefield, not a commons.

“Dr. Norbu.” Major General Singh strode in, 
medals gleaming like shards of ice. “Pakistan just 
escalated their Harappa Project.”

The holographic display bloomed. Pakistan had 
deployed forty atmospheric manipulation stations 
along the upper Indus—massive microwave arrays 
that superheated targeted columns of air in the trop-
osphere. They were boiling the sky, creating invisible 
walls of high pressure to violently shoulder the mon-
soon away from India and toward their own parched 
lands. India’s answer: the Indra Array. Twenty-seven 
phased radar installations across Rajasthan, using 
terawatt pulses of focused energy to ionize vast 
corridors in the atmosphere. They weren’t pushing 
the weather; they were trying to carve low-pressure 
trenches in the sky, desperate channels to lure the 
stolen moisture back.

“General,” Tenzin pulled up another dataset, “look. 
Your atmospheric tug-of-war is creating a massive, 
stable high-pressure ridge over Tibet. The Ganges 
headwaters are failing. The Brahmaputra runs at 
thirty percent. Southwest China hasn’t seen rain in 
three months.”

Singh’s jaw tightened. His own village in Punjab 
had lost its wheat crop. “That’s... their problem.”

“There is no protocol for this,” Tenzin said, his 
voice tight. “The Himalayan Atmospheric Council 
was never empowered with enforcement. Every 
state acts unilaterally. There’s no mechanism to 
coordinate, only brute retaliation. We are hacking 
the sky with no rules, no ethics, no consensus.”

“Your model is the new rule, no?”
“No.” Tenzin’s voice cracked. “My models show 

once Tibetan glaciers melt past the tipping point, 
the entire Asian monsoon system collapses. India 
becomes the Sahara. Pakistan drowns. China—”

He stopped. The irony cut deep. Here he was, a 
Buddhist trained in compassion, delivering proph-
ecies of annihilation with the cold precision of sci-
ence.

Footsteps echoed outside. “Dr. Norbu,” the guard 
announced, his voice devoid of its usual warmth. “By 
order of the National Security Council, your external 
communications are suspended. You’ll remain here 
for... extended consultation.”

 House arrest. It wasn’t about a residence permit 
anymore. It was about his data. They couldn’t let 
the man who predicted the end of the world simply 
walk away.

D AY 4 4  O F  M O N S O O N  FA I L U R E .  

1 6  D AY S  T O  C O L L A P S E .

That night, Tenzin sat alone with his creation.
The Samantabhadra system—named for the 

bodhisattva of universal worthy action—hummed 
quietly. Its quantum processors could model every 
eddy in Earth’s atmosphere, tracking ten trillion var-
iables simultaneously. On screen, the data streams 
swirled like a digital mandala. Beautiful. Terrifying.

He remembered building it, line by code by 
prayer. “In one particle of dust are countless Bud-
dha-lands,” the Avatamsaka Sutra said. In one at-
mospheric dataset, countless futures.

His grandfather’s voice echoed across the years. 
The old astronomer-monk at Tengboche had record-
ed strange omens in 1959: when India and Pakistan 
signed the Indus Waters Treaty, Everest blazed with 
seven-colored light. “The mountain gods warned us,” 
he’d said. “Water is life, not weapon.”

Superstition, young Tenzin had scoffed.
Now, watching chaos fractals bloom across his 

monitors, he wondered. The atmosphere moved 
like a vast prayer wheel, each turn affecting all oth-
ers. The old texts were right—form was emptiness, 
emptiness form. Equations and sutras, different 
languages for the same truth.

A decision crystallized. Hard as glacier ice.
He’d submitted proposals to revise the HAC 

charter, to build binding frameworks across India, 
Pakistan, China. All ignored. Atmospheric sovereign-
ty was sacrosanct, they said. Even as the sky itself 
stopped recognizing borders.

The house arrest would be fully enforced in two 
hours. Tenzin faked stomach cramps, retreated to the 
bathroom. From hidden compartments: a black-mar-
ket military phone. Forged UN credentials. And the 
prize—a quantum drive containing seventy years of 
Himalayan weather data, keyed to his retina alone.

At 3:17 AM, he squeezed through the ventilation 
shaft. The metal was cold. Like touching a corpse.

Amritsar’s streets lay empty. Somewhere, the 
Golden Temple’s prayers drifted on dead air.

Four kilometers to the Chinese consulate. Seven 
checkpoints between.

Tenzin moved through shadows. Sweat stung 
his eyes. Salt and fear. His shoulder scraped brick, 
tearing skin. In the distance, a dog howled at the 
starless sky.

Memory ambushed him: his grandfather analyz-
ing pressure readings by butter lamp light. “Listen,” 
the old man had said. “Mountains sing before storms. 
Each peak has its note. Together, they make the sky’s 
own raga.”

Young Tenzin had rolled his eyes. Until, years later, 
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he’d run Fourier transforms on those ancient records. 
The mathematics stunned him—the Himalayas’ to-
pography followed golden ratios, perfect fifths, a 
geological symphony frozen in stone.

Sirens shattered thought. They’d found his empty 
room.

He pressed into an alley. Garbage. Rot. His phone 
buzzed—Zhuoma: “Tashi’s fever worse. Hospital has 
no medicine for IVs. Tenzin, please...”

No going back.
He sprinted the final kilometer, lungs burning in 

the pollution. The consulate walls loomed. A sentry’s 
rifle tracked his approach. The metal looked eager.

“Nepali citizen! Asylum!” His hands shot up. 
“Critical information!”

Twenty minutes later: a secure room, green tea, 
and Dr. Chen Wei’s face floating in hologram.

“Tenzin.” His Princeton classmate looked hag-
gard. “I’m convening an emergency session of the 
Himalayan Atmospheric Council. The generals will 
be there. They’ve ignored the HAC protocols for 
weeks, but this might be our last chance. Tell me 
you have something.”

“I do,” Tenzin said, his fingers dancing across the 
interface. “Remember chaos theory? The butterfly 
effect? India and Pakistan are two giant butterflies—”

“—tearing the sky apart. I know. But how do we 
stop them?”

“We don’t stop them.” Tenzin pulled up phase 
diagrams that spiraled like galaxy arms. “We use 
them. Look—chaotic systems have strange attrac-
tors. Points where turbulence naturally organizes. 
I’ve found the parameters.”

Chen Wei leaned forward. “What do you need?”
“The impossible. India, China, Pakistan—firing 

their weapons simultaneously. Same moment. Same 
frequency. Margin of error: one millisecond.Their 
weapons are tuned to brute force, but my model 
shows they create harmonic interference. If they 
fire together, their energies won’t fight. They will 
resonate. They’ll create a single, continental-scale 
standing wave that will cancel out the artificial pres-
sure systems entirely. It’s not about adding more 
force. It’s about turning their noise into a single, pure 
note that reminds the atmosphere of its own song.”

Silence stretched between continents. Then: 
“Any side could use that moment to strike.”

“Exactly! We need to do more than survive this,” 
Tenzin said. “We need to redesign how we govern 
the sky.”

“What do you mean?” Chen Wei asked.
“Ecological democracy. Think about atmospheric 

treaties that aren’t toothless. Protocols co-written 
by scientists, indigenous leaders, ethicists—not just 
generals. Not HAC but a real planetary council...”

“But HAC is all we have right now.” Chen Wei 
stopped Tenzin’s impropriate enthusiasm.

“Yes.” Tenzin opened his phone. Tashi’s face, 
flushed with fever. “But what choice remains? Your 
family, my family—we’re all hostages to this mad-
ness.”

D AY 5 0  O F  M O N S O O N  FA I L U R E .  

1 0  D AY S  T O  C O L L A P S E .

The video conference linked three nations’ war 
rooms through the flickering, near-defunct channels 
of the Himalayan Atmospheric Council.

Major General Singh’s sneer filled the Indian feed: 
“Trust a Nepali traitor? Who sold our secrets to you 
already, Chen?”

Figure 2. Tension in the Clouds (II). Illustration by Arianna Smaron.
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Pakistan’s General Aziz was fighting his own 
demons. Karachi was rationing water by the hour. 
“This is a trap. You want us defenseless while you 
steal what’s left of our monsoon.”

“Look at the data!” Chen Wei’s composure 
cracked. “In fifteen days, Tibet becomes an atmos-
pheric void. The Mekong dies. The Yellow River 
becomes a memory. We all lose!”

“Models lie,” Singh spat. “Scientists lie.”
Tenzin stood. Slowly. “Then let me prove it.”
He pulled up live satellite feeds, ran calculations 

on screen. “In three hours, your weapons’ inter-
ference will birth a supercell tornado over Nepal. 
Speed: 237 kilometers per hour. Path: Pokhara to 
Kathmandu. I am invoking Article 7 of the HAC Emer-
gency Protocol. If I am wrong, you can disregard 
the council and ship me back to India. Let me hang 
for espionage.”

“And if you’re right?” Aziz’s voice was a low growl.
“Then maybe, Generals, we stop being butter-

flies and remember we’re human. And this council 
can mean something again. Not just posturing. But 
precedent.”

Three hours later: the tornado arrived. Perfect. 
Terrible. Beautiful.

 Speed: 235 km/h. Path deviation: 140 meters.
In the silence that followed, Tenzin pulled out a 

hand-drawn picture. Stick figures on a mountain, 
holding hands beneath a rainbow.

“My daughter drew this. She’s four. She’s dying 
of fever in Lhasa while we play gods with the sky.” 
His voice broke. “I’m not a spy. I’m not a hero. I’m a 
father who wants his daughter to see five.”

Chen Wei spoke softly: “Ten days remain.”
Aziz looked at his own phone. His grandson in 

Lahore. Singh touched something in his pocket—a 
photo, perhaps.

“If we do this,” Singh said slowly, “and you be-
tray us…”

“Then we all die together,” Tenzin replied. “At 
least our children will know we tried.”

D AY 5 9  O F  M O N S O O N  FA I L U R E .  

1  D AY T O  C O L L A P S E .

August 14, midnight. Tenzin stood on his house 
roof in Lhasa, special clearance finally granted for 
these last hours.

The city below lay silent. Tashi slept in Zhuoma’s 
arms inside. The fever had broken, barely. Tenzin 
traced the prayer wheel on their garden wall. The 
copper was worn smooth by countless hands. His 
grandfather’s. His father’s. His own, once upon a 
time.

Stars emerged between thin, wispy clouds. Real 

stars, not the data points of his models.
“Can’t sleep?” Zhuoma joined him.
“Remembering.” He pulled her close. “The first 

time I saw you. At the Barkhor. You were arguing 
with a merchant about cloud patterns in a thangka 
painting.”

“You said clouds couldn’t bend that way.”
“You said I had no imagination.” They stood in si-

lence. The question that had haunted him in Amritsar 
returned: Was human stupidity also ordained? He 
had his answer now. Stupidity was a failure to see 
the connections. It was the illusion of a separate self, 
a separate nation, a separate sky. It wasn’t ordained; 
it was a choice. And his model, the Samantabhadra, 
offered a different one. Not a prophecy of doom, but 
a formula for communion.

“Tenzin,” she whispered. “What if it doesn’t 
work?”

He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Instead, he turned 
the prayer wheel. It creaked, sang, spun ancient 
blessings into the night.

A U G U S T 1 5 ,  2 0 4 1 .  1 2 : 0 0 : 0 0 . 0 0 0  U T C . 

D AY 6 0  O F  M O N S O O N  FA I L U R E . 

T H E  F I N A L H O U R . 

Everest Base Camp. Air like knives in the lungs.
Tenzin held his family close. Around them, inter-

national observers from the HAC, military liaisons, 
journalists. The world watching. Waiting.

“Daddy,” Tashi whispered, “are you really fixing 
the sky?”

“Trying, little one. We’re all trying.”
The command centers reported ready. Two hun-

dred thirty-seven weather weapons across three 
nations. The Samantabhadra system would conduct 
this impossible orchestra, every instrument playing 
the same note at the same instant.

On his screen, the preparatory data swirled. Pres-
sure gradients. Moisture vectors. Ionospheric charg-
es. The patterns formed and reformed—mandala, 
fractal, flower, eye. Mathematics indistinguishable 
from art. Science inseparable from prayer.

“T-minus sixty seconds.”
This was not a solution. It was a rehearsal. If 

it worked, it would prove that cooperation could 
trump catastrophe. But what came after? Who would 
write the new rules of the sky? Would they be just, 
inclusive, planetary? Or would the old powers just 
reassert themselves with upgraded toys?

Tenzin closed his eyes. The scientist in him ran 
final calculations. The Buddhist in him whispered: 
Gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā. Gone, 
gone, gone beyond, gone completely beyond, awak-
ening, so be it.
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“T-minus ten.”
India’s Indra Array hummed to life. Pakistan’s 

Harappa stations locked coordinates. China’s 
quantum network synchronized heartbeats across 
a continent.

“Three… two… one…”
Silence.
Then—the earth breathed.
Not metaphor. Fact. A low, sub-audible hum res-

onated through the rock, a pressure wave rippling 
outward from the Himalayas like a dropped stone in 
still water. The atmosphere shuddered, shimmered, 
began to dance.

“Resonance!” Chen Wei’s voice crackled with 
joy. “Perfect resonance!”

Above Everest, light bloomed. Not aurora—some-
thing else. Layers of luminescence spiraling upward, 
a three-dimensional mandala painted on heaven’s 
canvas. The mountains sang—infrasonics convert-
ed to visible wavelengths, the planet’s own music 
made manifest.

Tenzin’s screens, once a sea of red warnings, 
flashed with a new, dominant color: green. The Ti-
betan high-pressure anomaly was collapsing. The 
point of no return, once hours away, was now a re-
ceding possibility. The system wasn’t predicting rain 
tomorrow, but it was showing a 60% chance for the 
monsoon to re-establish its path within the next two 
weeks. They hadn’t fixed the sky. They had given it 
a chance to heal itself.

Tashi pointed up, wonder in her eyes: “Daddy, 
look!”

The light above Everest shifted, flowed, formed 

shapes almost recognizable—a thousand arms 
reaching down in blessing, touching each peak 
with tenderness.

Then, slowly, the light faded. The air was still 
cold. Still dry.

Around him, hardened soldiers stared at the 
empty sky, then at their green-lit screens. Scien-
tists embraced. Enemies looked at each other, not 
as targets, but as humans who had stepped back 
from the same cliff edge.

His screen showed the weapons powering down. 
One by one, the great machines of weather war fell 
silent. In their absence: the crisp whisper of wind 
through prayer flags. A child’s quiet sigh.

“Is it over?” Zhuoma asked.
Tenzin knelt, feeling hurt on the cold, dry ground. 

He gathered his family close. He thought of his 
grandfather, who heard mountains sing. Of but-
terflies and attractors, prayers and equations. All 
arising together. All dissolving into the vast mandala 
of what is.

He pointed west. On the distant horizon, for the 
first time in months, a bank of dark, heavy clouds was 
gathering. Real clouds. Fat with oceanic promise.

“Nothing ends,” he said softly. “Everything trans-
forms.”

Above them, Everest stood crowned in starlight. 
Patient. Eternal. Waiting for the next song to begin.

The sky, once fractured by ambition, now held 
the memory of unity. But memory fades. They would 
need treaties, councils, rituals—yes, even myths—
that reminded humans that the atmosphere is not 
a resource to be owned, but a relationship to be 
tended.

In the space between one thrilling heartbeat and 
the next, the world remembered how to breathe.




