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“Now it passes on and I begin to lose it,” he said presently. “O Mole! the beauty of it! The merry bubble and joy, the thin, clear, happy call of the distant piping! Such music 
I never dreamed of, and the call in it 
is stronger even than the music is sweet! Row on, Mole, row! For the music and the call must be for us.”
	 The Mole, greatly wondering, obeyed. “I hear nothing myself,” he said.

– Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows Chapter 7, “The Piper at the Gates of Dawn”
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The Noise doesn’t follow me into waking.

But the echoes of it do.







BEN
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The god comes screaming through the trees, shoving them to each side like matchsticks, breaking and burning them as it thrashes its way out of the woods to come running, stumbling, screaming to the shore of the lake–

Where me and Max have nowhere to run.

It looks like a giant, skinless man, just muscles on bones, a jawful of teeth, and wild, staring eyeballs with no lids. Maybe it’s screaming because of the skinlessness or maybe because flames cover nearly all of it, like it’s coated in fuel. The burning is almost invisible except in a kind of rippling glow all around it with blue and yellow flames billowing from the top of its head. You can see its skinless body underneath, as it screams and screams–

Which is terrible, a sound so inhuman and despairing it actually hurts, actually makes your skin pull and pucker like it’s trying to get away, but the scream rose so fast all we really had time to do when we heard it was turn around, and there was a god–

“Ben, come on!” Max yells, grabbing my arm–

I must be going with him, but even now I know there’s no time, that a god is coming for us and no one can outrun a god and I can’t take my eyes off it or plug my ears from the scream–

The ground shakes as the god powers forward, the water in the lake actually splashing, as boom, boom, boom, the god stomps towards us like a charging bull, crushing bushes and stones, burning everything it touches. Like a mountain coming at you, like the whole landscape peeling up into the sky, as if someone’s grabbed the far corners of it like a blanket and pulled it into the air, and all you can do is watch your death come at you, because there’s nowhere to stand, nowhere to run–

Though we’re surrounded by animals who are trying to, breaking from the forest in front of the god, scrambling in all directions, tiny deer, forest squirrels, low-flying birds in wide-eyed terror, even the bared teeth of a rine, which up until this moment I would have called the scariest thing out here. Their Noise is a panic, no words, just the need to get away, the same need that’s made Max try to drag me along the lakeshore, not because it will help but because our bodies refuse to accept the obvious–

We’re going to die–

There is nothing, not one little thing, we can do to stop it. We will be killed by a burning, screaming god–

And it’s on us even though we’re running along the lakeshore–

It’s here–

We duck our heads, instinctively, stupidly, as the god stretches out its hand to us–

To me–

Oh, crap–

It’s reaching for me–

It’s going to grab me–

I push Max to get him out of the way if I can–

The god’s hand comes down–

I hunch my back, waiting for the crush of the fingers, the burn of the flames–

And–

The god misses me.

It steps over us both, its momentum carrying it on past us with a stride as long as a crop field, one burning, twitching foot above our heads just for a moment, its hand swinging past me, so close I feel the heat burn the hairs on the back of my neck, like I’ve only just slipped out of its grasp.

But there’s no time to think about it, because the god crashes into the lake, its whole body falling forward, every towering, burning muscle of it, sending a huge wave of water over us, blasting away our little fishing spot, smashing us back up the bank in a drowning flood.

I reach out for Max, but my arm is knocked away by a log that’s been swept up. The water is murky and brown, the mud stirred up by the giant that’s fallen into it, and when it finally drops us and we cough all the water out of our lungs, we’re covered in a layer of dirt and silt.

And as sudden as that, it’s quiet.
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“What just happened?” Max coughs out. “What the eff just happened?”

He doesn’t say eff, of course. Max swears a lot when Mom and Pop aren’t around. I try to stand, get myself ready to run again. Max tries to do the same, but his leg is pinned under a log, maybe even the one that hit us.

“Ben?” he says.

I clamber awkwardly over to him, feeling extremely wobbly on my legs, and I lift the log with one arm, just enough for him to scramble out from under.

“Are you hurt?” he asks.

I shake my head. I start to sign that I feel weird, but then I realize my other arm, the one I didn’t use to lift the log, isn’t moving. Max stares at it, wide-eyed.

There’s a bone poking up through my wrist.

Okay.

So there’s that.

I don’t feel any pain yet, but the sight of it makes me sit right back down, hitting the ground hard with my tailbone. No wonder my legs are wobbly.

“Can you run?” Max asks.

I gesture with my non-broken arm, like obviously not, you idiot. I’m not even sure I can stand up again. I know what Max is thinking and that’s if he leaves me here, I’m not going to be able to get out of the way if the god comes back out of the lake. Or, for that matter, if any more gods come from the trees. What if there’s a whole herd of them back there?

I think what Max just said: What the eff just happened?

“I’ll go get Pop, okay?” he says. “I’ll go as fast as I can.”

He grabs my shoulder and looks me in the eyes. He can be an absolute shit sometimes (most of the time), but he’s still my brother and is hardly going to let me die. He looks like he wants to say something, but I don’t know what I’d say in his position either. Don’t die? Don’t disappear but also don’t stay here? There’s nothing to say, so off he runs, dashing back through the non-burning part of the forest towards our farm.
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It’s quiet with Max gone. I mean, it always is, he chatters like a territorial bird, but this is different. At first the only thing I hear is the water in the lake settling after the god fell into it, like it’s whispering to itself to calm down, calm down. I keep my eyes on it, waiting for the god to emerge, because gods like emerging from water, don’t they? They do it a lot in narrative vids. And ancient history. Though not so often in the sermons Margery Wingard likes to preach in town, now that I think of it. Her gods don’t do anything fun.

I hear the crackle of wood burning, the pop of sap as it boils, the crunch as a burning branch falls to the ground. I look back at the forest. There’s a hole where the god burst through, almost hilariously in the shape of a door that got knocked down. The trees there are broken and burning.

A forest fire started by a god.

And then, over the sound of the fire crackling and the lake settling–

I hear voices.

We only have a few neighbours, far enough away to keep out of our business, that’s the whole point of living out here, but suddenly what sounds like dozens or even hundreds of people are on their way here. What could they be doing? Chasing the god? Following it? I–

Except they’re not coming from the forest. They’re coming from the lake. The water doesn’t stir, any more than it was anyway, but there are voices rising from it. Not the screaming of the god. Actual voices. I can’t make out words, just different tones and pitches and emotions behind them, but they’re definitely human. Some are having arguments, some are laughing with each other, some are lonely, some are in crowds.

I can see it, too. Flashes of colour, images too blurry to make out completely, but impressions of sky and land and blood, even, and figures moving here and there. And I can sense almost every feeling you can think of hanging in the air in front of me, anger and love and laughter and fear and cowardice and triumph and despair.

It’s Noise. This is the Noise a bunch of men would make if they were in one place all together.

If none of them had taken the cure.
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Our pop still has Noise, but that’s rare nowadays. It’s another reason we live out in the sticks. He can’t stand all the silence in the city. Which I guess is a different thing than the silence out here half a day’s walk downriver. When he goes to town – which he never does – he looks at the faces of all those silent men and women, and they look at his very much not silent face, and well, maybe you’d move, too.

But when the first settlers landed here and for many, many terrible years after, every man had Noise and no woman ever did. Nobody has ever said much about anyone who might have fallen betwixt those two; they were probably too busy trying not to die like everyone else. Just that, for a long time, every thought and feeling and memory of every human man on this planet was right there for all to see all the time, whether you wanted it to or not. There was no privacy, just your whole ugly self, on show, even the parts which needed to be secret.

This caused conflict, to say the least. Different places handled it different ways, some good, most bad. The worst was Prentisstown, the cautionary tale we all get taught at school. They killed every woman there, because the men couldn’t stand being known that nakedly. It was a crime so awful they were cut off from the rest of the humans who’d settled here, not that there were all that many then. But those men didn’t rest. Their leader, Mayor David Prentiss, made an army and they marched and did terrible, terrible things. He eventually ruled every human settlement here.

They found a cure back then, too, made from plants and native chemicals, but how to make it got lost in the war that followed. The only big human city left, called Haven, was destroyed in a flood by the local species who everyone had treated pretty badly since we got here but who the Mayor’d managed to treat even worse in his short time as conquering leader.

That probably would have been it for the human race on New World if new settlers hadn’t shown up right about then in their thousands. That caused a whole new set of problems, but it all kind of settled down over the years into what it is now. They made a new cure, a genetic one way more effective than the first one. Once you took it, there was no going back, though there were side effects for some of us that…

Well, never mind that for now. Let’s just say the new cure helped, or so people say, and we’ve kind of had peace with the locals and with each other for at least my lifetime. Pop says most of the folks here now either don’t know the whole truth of what happened before or are pretending they don’t and that’s yet another reason we live out here in the sticks. My pop is from Prentisstown. He knows exactly how bad things can get.

So when I see the Noise above the lake, stirring there like a roiling cloud, I know what I’m talking about. It’s different from animal Noise. Animals aren’t stupid, they’re just direct and focused. Humans are a mess, and so is their Noise. Living in it must have been a nightmare. It’s hard enough with one person in your house having it. If this is what the world was like, no wonder people kept trying to burn it down before the cure came.

So why is human Noise rising from a lake where a god fell? Are they prayers? Are they what make a god? And if you’re asking why I keep calling it a god rather than anything else, all that shows is that you didn’t see it.

“Ben!” I hear in the distance behind me through the trees, my name over the hoofbeats of a horse.

Pop is coming.
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“And everything he says is true?” Pop asks me, wrapping a bandage around my arm, saying it just quietly enough for Max not to hear. Pop’s having a hard time believing us, which is annoying, if understandable.

I nod. The injection from the medipak is re-knitting my broken arm, and the painkiller in it means I don’t feel anything except the weirdness of my bones moving on their own.

“Okay,” he says, and his Noise says, Okay. “I believe you. I believe you saw what you saw.” He glances back at the lake, completely still now, even where Max is finding places to look deeper and deeper into it.

“It’s not there, Pop!” Max hollers, and there’s a lot of fear in his voice. “I can see all the way to the bottom now, and it’s not there! Where did it go?”

Pop looks back at me. I shake my head. I don’t know either. Pop’s Noise is full of confusion, full of fear for his sons, all with a little undercurrent of wondering if his leg is being pulled. I do leave for upper school next week, after all. If we were going to pull a prank, now would be the time. Except we’ve never been pranksters, Max and me. Who’s got time for that on a farm?

Pop’s still questioning stuff in his Noise, so I gesture to the big, burning hole in the treeline.

“Yeah,” he says. “I reckon neither of you did that, did ya?”

Now that it seems to be all over – though who can be sure – I feel like, well … it’s not that I’m starting to doubt what we saw, because we absolutely saw it, of that I will be sure for the rest of my life. It’s more the opposite. I’m starting to feel the real danger of it. The sheer unexplainable impossibility of it. This terrible thing that happened right here, right in front of us. That could have killed us, killed me, was reaching for me–

Pop sees the wet in my eyes and he puts a gentle hand on the back of my neck. I shake him off, and his Noise gets a little hurt before he hides it.

“Look, we’ll get you home,” he says, “but I want to talk to the Land when they get here.”

“The Land are coming?” Max says, heading back over to us.

“They aren’t going to let that fire burn,” Pop says.

And he’s right. He hasn’t even repacked the medipak on Angharrad’s saddle before the Land start coming out of the woods. They carry those white saws they use which cut down trees better than any chainsaw.

A few of them wave to Pop. A greeting they learned from him, actually, since the language barrier is still pretty much a brick wall for most people. The biggest stupidity the makers of the cure didn’t properly think through before giving it to nearly everyone? The locals are a Noise-based society. If you don’t have Noise, talking to them is about ten thousand times harder.

Not that most of the town seem to care much. Or the Land, neither, come to think of it.

Pop cares. He was brought back from the brink of death by the Land when he was a couple years younger than I am now. His Noise became part of their great Conversation, the one they’re always in the middle of, the one that carries their history and news and information all over the face of this planet.

The one that remembers every single crime humans committed against them.

There were a lot.

But there were other things, too, I guess. And other people who were different, other people the Land thought worth saving. Like I said, it’s been pretty much peace since I was born, and Pop tells us this was absolutely not the case when he was a boy. Still, he’s closer to them than most humans are, and that’s despite the fact he killed one once. In fact, maybe it’s because of it. They can see his regret in his Noise, see his life of constantly trying to fix that mistake, probably why they saved him when no one else could.

Probably why hardly anyone else on the planet likes him very much.
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Pop walks over to the Land, who are already cutting trees and branches to stop the spread of the fire. He opens his Noise wide as he approaches. Max and I wait by Angharrad, who keeps nudging me out of concern and saying, Boy Colt, in her Noise. She’s an old mare, but a good, good horse.

“We did see it, didn’t we?” Max whispers to me now, both of us watching Pop enter a Noise conversation with the Land, which moves faster than anything either of us could follow.

I nod in a way that says, yes, we definitely did.

“You saw it, too,” he says.

I nod again, kind of rolling my eyes. Of course I saw it. I’m sitting here with a broken arm, aren’t I?

“What was it?”

I can barely move my hands with the healing going on, but I grimace and sign, A god.

“That’s the word I thought, too,” Max says. “Weird. But whose god? And from where?”

He looks at me like I really might have the answers.

Max isn’t my biological brother. Like me, he was born at the tail-end of the hard times after the new settlers came, when there were struggles for food and medicine and arguments about the Noise and a whole bunch of bad decisions on all those things before everybody settled in and finally got things up and running.

Not everyone survived. Not every kid got their “real” parents. But family isn’t biology. Or it is, obviously, but only sometimes. Family are the people who look out for you no matter what. Max is family, even if he’s always been a pain in my ass.

“They never heard of such a thing,” Pop says, coming back over to us. “They thought the hole in the trees was caused by one of us. I’m afraid they still mostly think that, but I did show them what you told me.”

“Whatever it was,” Max says, “it looked human. It wasn’t Spackle.”

I wince at his mistake.

“You know I don’t like it when you call them that,” Pop says.

“They don’t mind.”

“It’s not their name. It’s the name humans gave them. And it’s a people and a person’s right to choose what they’re called. Isn’t that right, Max?”

Max blushes.

That’s a nice lesson, I sign, though the sarcasm isn’t as clear as I’d like with my arm still stiff. What about the burning god?

“They’ll ask the Conversayshun,” Pop says. “If anything like this has happened the world over, they’ll find out.”

He helps me up into Angharrad’s saddle for the ride back.

“We did see it,” Max insists, walking along with us.

“I believe you,” Pop says, again, and he does. We can see it in his Noise. “But there’s not one thing about it I can explain. And I don’t like that at all.”
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Mom shows up at the house as the sun is going down. We hear the buzzy whine of a fissioncar on the dirt track that passes for the road to our farm.

“She took her time,” Max says at my elbow in the chook yard, and I give him a little punch on the arm. “Ow,” he says, but I didn’t hit him that hard.

What he means is that if Pop called her when Max told him what happened, she might – and only might – have got here maybe half an hour ago. But there’s probably plenty of reasons why she’s just getting here now. She stays in the city a lot to do her work. She’s on the City Council, after all.

The sheep lift their heads at the sound of the fissioncar, too. Sheep, their Noise says. Sheep.

Sheep are sweet little animals, but man, they’re dumb.

We watch Mom drive round the large front paddock, and she’s out of the fissioncar almost before it comes to a stop. “Ben!” she shouts, and runs over to me, clamping me in a hug. “Are you okay?”

“He broke his arm,” Max says.

“I know,” Mom says, turning and hugging Max, too. “Tell me what happened. Your father’s version didn’t make a lot of sense.”

“Neither does ours,” Max says and tells her our version, not even embellishing all that much. Mom takes it all in, and I can see her thinking. She’s a scientist, our mom, the smartest one we’ve got, if you want my opinion. I take after her, if you want another.

“Okay,” she says when he’s done, looking to me for confirmation, which I give her. “And it grabbed for you?”

It missed, though, I sign.

She closes her eyes like this is something she doesn’t even want to think about. Then she hugs us each again. “We’ll talk about this some more,” she says, “but first I want to see your father.”

“He went over to the Smith farm to see if they saw anything,” Max says. “Then he said he was going to move the rest of the sheep down from high pasture.”

“All these years and still no sheepdog,” Mom says, almost to herself, but fondly. She knows as well as we do why Pop doesn’t have dogs on the farm, as much as me and Max might want one.

The heartbreak when they go is too much.

Mom heads into the house and pretty much right out the back again to find Pop. I hear her talking to Angharrad – who’s excited to see her – in the backyard on the river side of the house, and then they ride off into the distance.

“Sorry,” Max says. “I know you’d have rather told her about the god and all.”

He’s not wrong. Even though I sign really fast, it’s not as immediate as when people talk, so other people, even my idiot brother, get to tell all the stories.
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Right. So. Why I don’t talk.

Just to say first, being silent doesn’t mean I’m stupid. I go to school just like anybody else, and I’m smart enough to be going to the upper school in the city next week, and that’s after being mostly remote-schooled on a farm, so either the upper school is really desperate or I’m really smart.

It’s the latter.

But what happened was, Mom and Pop decided we’d get the cure when I was born and Max was adopted. I’ve seen it in Pop’s Noise, and it’s not like they disagreed at the time, really. Both of them knew first-hand the terrible things Noise can do, to a person and a world, and Pop remembered how hard it was to grow up with it. Humans weren’t built for Noise, and exceptions like Pop, or Lee and Wilf who run the Smith farm with their wives are rare.

And also, if all the new settlers were going to take the cure (and they did), did Mom and Pop really want to leave their sons as oddballs, to be stared at and politely shunned like Pop is? And more, Mom had seen exactly how a world of Noisy men and non-Noisy women turned out. So it’s not like there weren’t good reasons.

But things were bad enough with the new settlers that they started doling out the new cure before they were a hundred per cent sure everything was going to be all right with the people who got it. And mostly they were. All right, I mean. The adults were, at least.

But some of us kids weren’t. They didn’t realize until I was three years old that I wasn’t just being slow to start talking, it was that I couldn’t talk at all.

My vocal cords theoretically work. When they did stimulus tests on them, they moved like they should. And it’s not a psychological problem. Don’t get me started on all the psychological tests I took. But when some other kids didn’t start talking either – not all of us, not even a lot, but enough – the scientists in Haven discovered it was neurological. Our brains weren’t commanding our vocal cords to work.

Most of those kids were treated with different kinds of neurological stimuli and therapies and all that and were able to speak again.

Only one kid on this whole planet didn’t change.

Guess who.

Now don’t get any stupid ideas. This story, whatever it is, isn’t about me “finding my voice”. I have a voice just fine, thank you. It’s in my face and my gestures and my words. When I’m talking to people outside my family, I type them (pretty fast) into a comm that reads them out for me.

I can’t speak, but I’m not without a voice. Okay?

The problem is that over the years, Pop’s grown to think the cure was a mistake. He didn’t take it himself, after all, and the planet functions on Noise. He’s always thought it wasn’t Noise that was men’s problem. It was men themselves.

Mom, meanwhile, also thinks giving the cure to me was a mistake, but for different reasons. She thinks their decision harmed me, and even though she couldn’t have known, I don’t think she ever forgave herself. So she spends more and more time in the city trying to find out why my brain doesn’t connect to my vocal cords, and why it didn’t at first in those other few kids, too. To put it another way, she’s trying to perfect a cure that Pop doesn’t believe in.

And it’s caused a divide. Mom and Pop never yell at each other about it, but she stays in the city a lot and Pop stays on the farm and here are their sons whose Noise they can’t hear.

And their one son they can’t hear at all.

It’s not nice being a constant reminder of a mistake your parents think they made.
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Max comes up to me in the fading light, the chooks chasing after his feet – not out of the usual chook rage but because, as far as we can tell from their absolutely batshit-crazy Noise, they worship Max as some sort of chicken deity; his name is pretty much all they say – Max, Max, Max – and he says to me, “Ben.”

I wait for him to continue while I repair a fallen fence around the chook paddock. He doesn’t continue, though, so I look at him with a question on my face. He seems to change his mind, and asks, “Do you think we’re safe out here?”

I know what he means. There’s part of me that’s screaming for Mom to pack us all up in the fissioncar and drive as fast as we can back to the city. Pop didn’t see the god, though, and no matter how much we tell him about it, I saw him thinking it’s something he can protect us from if it comes back. He can’t. Nothing could. I mean, he’s even got us doing our chores, like if we act like things are normal, then they’re normal.

That’s what happens when you don’t see a god face to face.

“I keep thinking it’s going to come out of the woods,” Max says. “And it’ll be screaming and burning and it won’t miss us this time.”

I nod again, though I’m annoyed that he’s basically just saying my own thoughts. I think they believe us, I sign, but not enough to run.

He snorts at this, and I can tell he agrees.

We should be going to the city right now.

“Pop hates the city.”

Mom likes it there.

“Pop wouldn’t come. We can’t leave him alone.”

I’m going there next week anyway. We could all just–

“Pop will have a plan.”

You always think he has a plan.

“He always does.”

Mom always does. She’ll get a search party together or something. Or research it. Or get weapons.

“Pop won’t allow weapons.”

Mom would.

“And they’d have a big fight about it. Pop’s already asked the Land. They’ll know something. There’s all kinds of things on this planet we haven’t discovered yet.”

What were you actually going to ask me?

He stands up straight. “What?”

You were going to ask me something, but you asked me if we were safe here instead. I can tell when you’re hiding.

“Can you though?”

What does that mean?

He rubs his mouth like he’s thinking about something. He turns slightly, and the chooks all move with him. If Max came burning and skinless out of the trees at the chooks, it wouldn’t surprise them in the slightest.

“I’ve been dreaming,” Max says.

This isn’t what I was expecting. Dreaming what? I sign.

But Max doesn’t look at me. “Nothing. Just nightmares.”

Tell me, I sign.

“… I don’t want to say. It’s embarrassing.”

Then why bring it up?

He doesn’t answer.

Embarrassing how, Max?

He looks cornered now. Max is smaller than me, even though we’re only about six months apart. I’m tall and too skinny. He’s closer to the ground and harder to move. He’s tough, and he’s always been tough, but aside from when he told us we needed to call him Max and change a few of the words we used when we referred to him, he’s always been smiling, happy, kinda anxious Max.

I’ve never known a world without him. We grew up together in first the little hill compound everyone lived in before it sprawled down into a city and then at the farm here, which Pop finished building around the time we started classes.

Except Max isn’t going to come to upper school next week with me. He didn’t get in. And that’s okay, not even Max really wanted that. He’s always been more of a farmer than I have and cares a whole lot less about fitting in with other people, which sounds brave but is actually kind of annoying. You could make that easy and just say he’s more like our pop and I’m more like our mom, but that really is easy and it’s not accurate.

Even when it sort of is.

The point is, I know him. I can tell when he’s afraid, and he’s afraid now.

He still won’t answer, so I sign, Is it something you’re afraid I’ll judge? Like when you told us your new name?

He gets very huffy at that, and we’re about to have another one of our stupid arguments when we hear Mom and Pop come back into the house behind us.

They’re arguing, too.
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“And how do we know the city is safe?” Pop is saying as me and Max go inside. “I can protect our boys.”

“I’m not saying you can’t,” Mom says, glancing our way. “I’m just saying if we don’t know what it is–”

“The Land weren’t afraid.”

“You said they hadn’t heard of it.”

“They didn’t say nothing about running away. This is still an unknown world. There are things we don’t understand all over the place. If we run from all of it–”

“I know how you feel about running, Todd–”

“I’ve run enough. I’m not running no more–”

“But you do not get to decide on your own whether our boys are safe.” There’s enough snap to her voice that Pop looks slapped.

“Are we in danger?” Max asks.

“Max–” Mom starts, but Pop holds up a hand in defeat, stopping her.

“We don’t know,” he tells us, then he frowns. “But if you boys would feel safer in the city–”

Max would, I sign. He’s been having nightmares.

“Hey!” Max says, outraged.

“Really?” Mom asks, surprisingly interested. “What kind?”

“We got some giant creature running through the woods,” Pop says. “Why are we talking about dreams all of a sudden?”

“It’s not that,” Mom says. “It’s…” She takes a deep breath. “Okay, this isn't exactly public yet, but sixteen days ago, we saw something in the sky–”

“Who’s we?” Max asks.

“The Science Committee on the City Council. We thought it was an asteroid. But now we’re thinking … it’s a ship.”

“More settlers?” Pop asks.

Mom shakes her head. “Not like any ship we’ve seen before. It looks like a giant rock, like it was formed in space rather than built. But it’s sending out signals we can’t decipher and it’s so far away, we don’t have the equipment to communicate with it. All we can do is watch it. But the first night we saw it, kids in the city began having nightmares.” She looks at Max. “And by all accounts, they’re pretty terrible.”

“Well, that’s super interesting,” Max says, all harsh and clearly changing the subject, “but it doesn’t explain a burning, screaming god that nearly killed us.”

“All I know,” Mom says, “is that something out there showed up on our telescopes, and the night we saw it, weird things began to happen. These dreams. Now maybe this creature you saw.” She bites her lip, distractedly. “And the something out there is getting closer.”

“It’s coming here?” Pop asks.

“At current speed, in about forty-four days.”

“And what’s going to happen then?” Max asks.

Mom doesn’t even have to answer this one. She doesn’t know.

But something’s coming.

Then there are two thuds on the front door, loud and hard enough to nearly break it down.

“It’s come back!” Max yells. “The god’s come back!”

But Pop’s already moving, his Noise opening up. I can already see the Conversation starting.

The Sky has come to visit.
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It’s our house and the Land live mostly outside, only using small mud-spun huts for things like births and whatever mysterious ceremonies they’ve got that we still know hardly anything about, but the Sky is both king of the entire Land, more or less, and a guest, so we wait outside on the back stoop while he and Pop talk.

Mom’s out here, too. She could have stayed inside, the Sky would never exclude her, but there’s no point. He and Pop are talking in their Noise too fast for any of us to keep up, so she just sighs and rubs the metal band around her forearm. It’s got the number 1391 on it. That’s how all women were kept track of by Mayor Prentiss. It’s healed into the skin and scarred over, but a chemical in the metal means it can’t be removed without you bleeding to death, something they still can’t cure. The Land has a matching one, numbered 1017. I told you, the days back then on this planet were really, really bleak. “Yeah,” Mom says, seeing me notice, and saying as if I don't already know, “that’s how we all were treated in the bad old days. Women and Spackle alike.”

“Pop doesn’t like that word,” Max says, speaking up from where he’s lying on the back porch bench.

“Your father can get a little self-righteous about the Land, Max. You know how he is.”

The river rushes its way down a little hill from us. The moons are both low and dark red, looking bigger than they are. We can hear bats and nightbirds doing their Noise hunting in the dark, and Mom’s told us more than once that the names we’ve given them – bat, nightbird, squirrel even – were taken from Old World animals that sort of looked like the ones here. She thinks this is one of our problems. We’re trying to make a new world except we want it to look exactly like the old one, despite being on a planet that’s nothing like the old one.

Mom? I sign.

“Yeah, baby?”

Don’t call me baby. You’re spending an awful lot of time in the city.

“You will, too,” she says. “Soon. Next week if not sooner.”

“What about Pop?” Max asks.

She looks surprised. “What about him?”

But then the door opens.

“You’re all going to want to see this,” Pop says.
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Inside, the house is pretty much completely occupied by the Noise of the Sky. He sits in the middle of it all, wearing the royal headpiece. He’s small for the Land, certainly small for a king, but he’s just like them in all other respects. The white greyness of the skin, the eyes high up, even the posture, every little thing about him saying “not-human”, which is probably exactly how we look to him: “not-Land”.

His Noise is sprawled out all over the sitting room and through the open wall into the dining room. There’s a mountain on the floor by the shore of a lake, but not the mountain and lake that are behind this farm. There are trees and clouds and a little village with little Land figures going to and fro, working their daily lives, fishing and building. The detail is incredible. I have a moment to think, Why did we cure this?

It looks like a long time ago. The tools the Land are using aren’t nearly as modern as the ones they have now. They’re amazing engineers, the Land, and almost everything they build is so chemically sophisticated that our scientists haven’t even been able to figure out half of it in all the decades we’ve been here.

So this vision or memory or story or whatever could be hundreds of years ago, maybe even thousands. Who knows? And I wonder why we’re looking at it–

Then a god rises from the base of the mountain.

Max says a very bad word, but he’s so clearly scared that Pop just puts a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s only Noise,” Pop says.

The god climbs up from the ground like it’s coming from down inside a hole, though we can’t see one. It’s as skinless and burning as the god we saw, but its anatomy is recognizably Land: the longer limbs, the angle of the neck. Only halfway out of the ground, it’s already bigger than our god, me and Max’s. Twice the height, easy.

We watch as it reaches out towards the shore of the lake and grabs the earth, raking its fingers across the mud of the lakeside. One of the little figures is caught under a hand and violently smashed.

“Oh, my god,” Mom whispers.

“Is this what you saw?” Pop asks, his Noise going a mile a minute.

“Ours was human,” Max says, “and it was–”

The god in the Noise screams. It’s a Land scream, but it rips through the vision like a tear in the world. It’s such an awful sound, I see even Mom flinch.

We watch as it rises fully up. It steps on two more little figures who are trying to run away, and reaches out for another, takes it in its hand, and raises it high in the air.

The Land god looks up into the sky and screams again.

“Maybe we should all go to the city,” Pop says.
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“But you don’t know what it is?” Mom asks the Sky. “There’s no record of what it might have been?”

The Sky’s Noise forms itself into human words. The Land tend to struggle with our language – too flat, too linear – but the Sky was raised as a slave by humans and speaks it fluently. Seriously, our history is ugly.

This is the record, the Sky says.

“The Noise is their record,” Pop says, “is what he means.”

Mom shakes her head, like yeah, she knew that and is annoyed they’re focusing on her word choice and not the question. “But no accompanying memory or Noise story to explain what it is?”

“No,” Pop says. “It's treated in their history like a folk tale or a fable. It was many, many, many generayshuns ago, so long he’s not even sure how far back. And even finding it in the Noise was a labour.” He turns to the Sky. “Which we’re grateful for.”

“But it was important enough for you to come all this way to tell us,” Mom says to the Sky.

The Sky nods. He’s always been a little tetchy with Mom. He did kill Pop in front of her once and she’s never forgiven him for it, so I suppose that’s fair.

“Why?” Mom asks.

Because it is a bad fable, the Sky says. About selfishness and punishment. About debts unpaid and the terrible things that follow. And how your arrogance will kill you if you do not reckon with it.

“That sounds really bad,” Max says, nervously.

It is not literal, the Sky says. Or so we always thought.

I don’t understand, I sign.

Pop says, “He means, the story is so old, no one took it as something that actually happened. Memory changes over time. It becomes history first, then story, then myth. None of them ever really believed a giant skinless Land rose out of a mountain and slaughtered a village.”

“Slaughtered?” Max yelps.

We look down at the little village, but the Sky has stopped his Noise, freezing the god where it stands.

“They never thought it was real,” Pop presses on, “so they added meanings to it and made it into a lesson.”

“But it did happen,” Mom says, turning to me and Max. “To you.”

We both nod.

But how? the Sky asks us, and he doesn’t sound all that happy to be asking. Have you ever been told this story?

“You said you didn’t even know it until you went looking for it,” Max says. “How could we have heard it?”

The Sky nods at this, as if confirming a suspicion.

“Was there ever any story,” Mom asks, “about a rock in the sky?”

The Sky’s Noise turns slightly annoyed, a pink all around us. She’s talking to him like a child. This is not something the Sky likes from humans.

“I’m sorry,” Mom apologizes. “Were there ever any stories about ancient ships landing or even just coming into orbit? Doesn’t have to be related to … whatever this is. A ship that may have looked like an asteroid or been mistaken for one?”

The Sky doesn’t answer immediately, then he just says, I will ask.

Then he rises, in a way to show he’s done talking to humans in a human house. His Noise disappears from the floor in a swoosh that collects around him.

“Wait,” Mom says, “you can’t just tell us all this and go.”

The Sky gives her a look that says he can do whatever he likes, thank you very much, and it’s true. Kings do as they please, especially with a species that’s killed so many of his subjects, especially when they outnumber us – if our planet-wide estimates are right – by almost a million and a half to ten thousand.

“Viola,” Pop says. “Let him go.”

“He must have been scared.” She turns back to the Sky. “Scared enough to come all this way to tell us in person. Why? You wouldn’t do that just for a fable.”

Now the Sky’s Noise looks perturbed in a different way. Perturbed because Mom is right.

“Please,” she says. “What are we meant to do? What was it?”

“Is it coming back?” Max asks.

But the Sky’s Noise is open, and it’s showing us he doesn’t have the answers, only that the fable was hidden and it was an overwhelmingly bad one, so bad he left his home – the exact location of which no human knows – and he came to our farm to see if whatever it was is happening again.

But he doesn’t know what happens next and that makes him angry.

And afraid.

He’s right to be.

Because that’s when we hear the scream.




14

It’s so loud, so close, so unexpected, that for a second, I feel like I’m dying, like my breath won’t come, like my heart has just stopped, and my stomach has fallen down a bottomless pit.

The god is back.

“No,” I hear Max whisper.

Pop and the Sky are already striding to the front door, Mom close behind them.

“Don’t go and look!” Max cries out.

But I can’t help it either. I follow as they push out to the front porch. There’s nothing to see yet, but the scream clearly came from the forest. We all stand there, Max, too, waiting close behind me.

It screams again.

And before it comes out of the woods, we see its burning head rise above the treetops.

It’s bigger this time.

It’s still skinless, still burning, still looks like a horror you’d never think of, lighting the trees on fire around it.

“What the hell is it?” Mom says.

It breaks from the treeline like it did at the lake, smashing two huge trunks that have probably been growing there for a hundred years. They break off like twigs and bounce, burning, to the ground. The god screams again, and all of us aside from the Sky put our hands to our ears. The Sky is too busy sending Noise to his guards, members of the Land who travel with him everywhere and who’ve waited outside. He must trust us, because there are only five instead of the usual twelve when he deals with humans.

They already have their weapons ready, great curved arcs of bone, which you think are going to be like a bow and arrow. They sort of are, but there’s no string, just a little floating whirl of fire. The Sky makes a signal in his Noise, and his guards release the weapons, sending spirals of flame rocketing across our front yard towards the god.

They hit it, the fire erupting up its front.

It screams again.

But it doesn’t stop.

It turns right for us.

Run, says the Sky.

We hare across the front yard, taking an angle to get out of the god’s way. The Sky’s guards are still firing at it, even though the shots don’t seem to be doing anything except making it madder. Then I see they’re trying to direct it away from us, or from the Sky anyway, and away from the house.

The first part is working. The second part is not.

We leap over the low pasture fence where many, many sheep are now bleating frightfully in a far corner. The god charges across the upper part of the field, away from us all at least, fending off the weapon attacks but still heading for the house.

“No,” Pop says.

The god goes crashing across the chook paddock, sending terrified chooks everywhere – I hear a whimper from Max – and absolutely smashes into our house. The roof flies off in pieces, and the walls explode in fire, covering all of us in burning toothpicks.

“It’s going to the river!” Max says.

We watch through the wreckage that was our house just two seconds ago as the god seems to flee down to the riverbank past a very upset Angharrad and throw itself in the river. The water sloshes high, but it’s a fast and deep river, and before you can even think about it, there’s no sign of any god at all.

And then, among the crackle and roar of the fires, we hear it:

Noise.







Max





Nothing good ever happens in the city.

The first problem is that, though there are only supposed to be Ben and Mom in the small unit she’s got here to sleep in when she’s doing city business, now there’s all four of us, me and Mom and Pop and Ben, and we’ve only got like two sets of clothes each – except for Mom, who already had stuff here – because all our things burned up in the fire, and we’ve requested new ones from the clothiers but they’re saying there’s a material shortage, which I don’t see how that could be possible when we’re one of the farms shearing sheep every year with the entire purpose of sending the wool to the city so that the clothiers can turn it into clothes, but we get no special treatment, other than the one spare set, so every day we’re in one shirt or the other and then back to the first one, though there’s a lot less call for me to wear them than Ben or Mom or Pop, I guess, not even for going back to the farm to feed the chooks or tend the sheep, though I trust Lee and Wilf and Jane, Wilf’s wife, and Bessie Jaye, Lee’s wife, to go over and check on them regularly, because even though Pop showed them in his Noise what happened, Wilf really doesn’t like the city any more since they voted him out as mayor all those years ago over a bunch of made-up lies the current mayor hinted at, and Lee doesn’t come because he’s blind without Wilf’s (or someone’s) Noise to guide him, plus if they left, there’d be no one to watch over their livestock or ours, so they go over each day to our farm while Mom and Pop figure out what to do, and I just wander around the city doing nothing or sit in the unit doing nothing, because I didn’t get into upper school (which I didn’t even want to) and the only schooling left is practical farming, and I know more than enough of that already from actually living on a farm nearly my whole life, and I could maybe get a part-time job at one of the stores or markets, but who knows how long we’re going to even be here in a city where everyone’s working so hard they’ve barely invented anything fun to do.

This is where Ben would sign, Take a breath already, and I’d give him two fingers for that, but he’s got a point. At least he now spends most of his days out at the school and science annex to the north of the city, so I see less of him.

Anyway. The city is a shitty place. Ha! Look at that. A city that’s pretty shitty. A pretty shitty city. It barely even has a name. There were ideas like “New Haven”, “Haven Reborn” and even “Eden”, but everyone just fell into calling it the city, without even capitalizing it.

Pop hates the place as much as I do, and it’s not helped by how the people here stare at him. Most of them know who Pop is, he’s got kind of a reputation on New World, and a history that puts most of theirs to shame, but that doesn’t stop them. Pop is a brave guy, the bravest man I know. He looks them in the eye when they stare at his Noise, and they’re always the first ones to look away.

Pop’s been going around town to builders, talking about getting the house put up again when things are all clear, because he built that house himself so he’s not going to give it up, even for a giant god. He’s also been out there and back a couple of times clearing up and saving what’s worth saving, too, which isn’t much.

Mostly, though, he’s been stuck here like I have while Ben is at school and Mom is doing her research and her City Council stuff.

For lack of anything else to do, I go for a walk. Really, that’s how boring it is here. Most of this place is on a hilltop with a river curving round it. It started as more or less a survival camp after old Haven got wiped out by a dam release up the river at the end of the last war (and yes, it was an act of war), but tents became huts, huts became houses, and suddenly it was a city. It grew down both sides of the hill and all the way back to the river, the same one that flows by our farm. It’s all pretty disorganized as a place to live, but it’s not very big, and the hill isn’t very steep. People seem to like living here, but I think, and Pop does, too, that it’s more they’re afraid to be too far from other human faces, so we all end up being this concentrated (and isolated) human outpost with a few outlying farms and the school and science annex a few hilltops over, on this planet with natives we mostly ignore and who mostly ignore us, and even I can see that’s something that can’t last forever.

I head to the centre of the hilltop, away from Mom’s unit, which like most of the units in this part of the city is just an old rectangular shipping container repurposed for living quarters. There’s row after row of them between paved streets that are already cracking, but as I walk, I see the city’s grown even in the few months since I was here last. Some of the buildings are now three storeys high, still made mostly with materials from the giant settler ships that landed here before I was born. Ships so massive, you can still see half-empty husks out in the reclamation grounds. But some of the new buildings are made of bricks that Burly Caldwell discovered the trick of making from local mud, a trick so handy it led him all the way to being mayor about ten years ago, when he beat Wilf, who by all accounts was amazing, but who’s still different enough from other people, with his Noise and his relative quiet despite that, and his slow way of talking but smart way of thinking and just his overall goodness and kindness, that Burly convinced the cityfolk to be uncomfortable with him, even when they’d all loved him the first three times he was elected. I guess bricks over decency isn’t an uncommon choice, according to Mom.

People think I don’t know about things like politics or history or construction. They think because I failed at regular school, even though some of our classes were actually taught by our own mom, one of the smartest people here, they think because of that, I don’t know stuff. I do. It’s just hard for me to get the words out right onto the page or even off of my tongue, when in my head they’re as clear as anything, even if they are in great big long chains like you’re seeing here, I’m sorry, I’ll try to do better.

Anyway, that’s why Ben got into upper school and I didn’t, which is fine, I didn’t want it, I didn’t even want to come to the city, I wanted to live on the farm and find a way to make it better and maybe one day get someone to live with me out on my own farm. But instead of starting up a plan about how to make that happen in the next five or ten years, a god blew up our house, and the nightmares I’m having are making it seem like there’s never going to be a future anyway.

Mom asked me about them again. Said all any of the other kids would tell her was that they’re dreams of Noise, even for the girls who wouldn’t usually have it. I kinda nodded my head and didn’t offer anything more, even though she obviously wanted to know.

They’re bad, the dreams. I mean, they’re so bad. It’s an avalanche of Noise, and you can’t escape it. Not just all the stuff you hate about yourself, it’s everything you fear about yourself, too, like every lie you’ve ever heard has come true at the same time, and everyone knows it, and they’re all pointing at you. Remember that very very very bad thought you had about someone vulnerable that you’d never act on and you were ashamed to have and would never think it again? Yeah, that’s there, and it’s out in the world for all to see. So is every desire you’ve had, but I don’t even mean the dirty stuff, which of course is there, too, I mean the really dirty stuff, where you’ve had the thought and been grossed out about it because you’re fifteen and all fifteen-year-olds are pretty much perverts inside their heads, so you thought it and forgot it, but here it is again, saying that’s all you are and all you ever will be.

And it’s so loud. The Noise, they call it, but even living with Pop all these years, I’ve never really felt how noisy it is. It falls on you as loud as a river from a cliff, and like I say, even though I was raised by a man who said no to the cure, I’m still not ready for what comes with it. Of course it’s every thought, that’s the first thing you’re taught in school about it. “A man unfiltered.” Words Pop used, showing up in our lessons, and that’s maybe where we make our mistake. We talk about our thoughts as words, and so we think Noise is words, no matter how often they tell us different. But Noise is feelings, too, every bit of excitement, dread, hope, anger (so much of that), aggression, resentment, loss, sadness, grief, all of it, and when the Noise hits you, you feel all of it, all at once, not one thing at a time, not politely, and so there’s much more than you could ever feel in one lifetime, more than anyone should have to feel, and it’s more than words, of course it is, it’s images and colours and lights and breathing darknesses that paw at you like they’re trying to tear open your clothes and rip your skin off, and the weight is indescribable, no matter how hard I try to do it. It’s enough to wash you away, to lift you off your feet and crush you against rocks–

Or no, I was right the first time, it’s a river off a cliff, so there’s nowhere for the current to go except into the ground and you’re in its way and it’ll flatten you, wants to flatten you, pound you into nothing, and you’d get out of its way if you could only move, but you can’t, you’re smashed flat–

So wait, maybe I was actually right both times. It’s pounding water that smashes you against a rock, because it seems like it’s a rock that’s caused all this, right? Maybe that’s why it feels that way. Some rock out in space coming towards us for who knows why, getting closer every day. They’ve started calling it the Glyph, because I guess it looks like an alien letter, though how would anybody know?

Burly’s not buying all that, by the way. He says it’s just a rock. Nothing to be worried about. He’s saying the scientists are “maybe over-reacting”. He “understands their caution”, but a link between the rock out there and the dream outbreak “seems implausible” and it’s more likely caused by some kind of disease or contagion, most likely caught from the Spackle (Burly does not call them the Land), and he says his own medical team support him on the disease idea, though I know Mom doesn’t think much at all of his medical team, which somehow still includes Margery Wingard, whose little church I pass on my walk.

Though the first thing I notice is that it’s not so little as it used to be. She’s taken over the unit next to it, too, and there’s pews across the whole inside space. I can see it because she always keeps the doors open so you have to hear her go on and on about sin and saving humanity even if you’re not a churchgoer. I tell you, some people are noisy without any Noise at all.

It’s not a Sunday, and it’s not a normal time for a church service, but there are some people inside anyway, and Margery Wingard is preaching, of course.

“Sin walks among us,” she says, and for a second, I think she’s talking about me – Margery Wingard’s no fan of mine, that’s for sure – but she’s just talking about the Land, like she usually is. The woman is obsessed, so much that people have always ignored her, and with good reason.

But there she is, in two units now. Hmm. She’s a good speaker, I’ll give her that, and she’s got answers, even if they’re wrong, which I guess is what people want when things are uncertain – and we live in a world of complete uncertainty, so fair enough. Mom and Pop had a really bad experience with a preacher growing up, so we’ve never gone to any church, much less Margery Wingard’s, and when I ask him about it, Pop just says, “History always repeats” and his Noise goes all angry.

I keep walking. I realize I’m heading to the Land trading market. I sometimes go there because the Land feel familiar to me in a way the city definitely doesn’t. Despite not speaking, Ben’s always been the one who likes being with other people. I’m kinda with Pop. I’d rather be on my own or with just one or two others. I like being out in the woods. I like living near the Land. It’s peaceful, though I’ve wandered off into tangentville again, haven’t I?

Anyway. The Market. The Land bring in fruits and wild veg they harvest and trade them for hard materials like steel and chemicals, lots of chemicals. Ben says their whole engineering approach is chemical and it’s pretty amazing. They’ve got weapons like the humans here have never seen – though they don’t sell those, no sir. Mom says because we saw them hunting and fishing when humans first arrived, we compared them to our civilization and found it not as good. Turns out that was a pretty big mistake. You can hunt and fish and be “behind” us in one way, and then you can have weapons and hunting tools and harvesting tools that are about a thousand years ahead of us, and you can have a communication system so complicated and world-sweeping it’s impossible to say if it’s ahead or behind or a couple of miles to the side and maybe that’s why we’ve never gotten along much.

Humans and the Land, I mean. I get along with them just fine.

“Hey.” I wave at the lady selling fruits as I head inside. She waves back. I’ve asked her name a bunch of times, but names work differently with them. It’s more of an image or a feeling and I’m never going to get it properly since I had the cure. Some of the Land who deal with humans take a human name to make it easier, but she hasn’t and what are you going to do but respect that? Like Pop says, it’s a fundamental right to choose what to call yourself.

I tap my card to buy a blue melon and I smile at her as I take it. She nods back. And that’s when the trouble starts for your humble narrator.

A boy called Taper Wingard enters, son of guess who, and even in a town of ten thousand or so, he stands out as the real prick of being fifteen. Ben and me had to take about a third of our schooling in town, so I grew up with Taper. Just your run-of-the-mill dickhead, the kinda guy you wouldn’t trust to bring you a drink at a party, and he’s got four or five of his dickhead friends, all of whom are in the upper school with Ben (another good reason not to go), but I wouldn’t expect to see him with them, and I don’t.

And since the Spackle Market – sorry, the Land Market, but nobody in the city calls it that – isn’t the biggest place in the world, just a square lot, really, with stalls along each side, and a tarp roof stretched over the whole thing to keep out the sun and the rain, someone like Taper, walking into that space at the front of a bunch of similar boys and girls, is very, very noticeable.

The Land sure notice. Every head goes up, and some Noise conversation gets passed around the stalls at lightning speed. They apparently know Taper, too.

“Oh, hey, now,” Taper says, face falsely bright as he sees the Noise pass. “None of that. I thought everyone was welcome in the spack market.”

If it’s sort of mildly not good to call them Spackle, then it’s very not good to say spack. Ugly word, ugly meaning. So the Land here are wary. The only other human who was here left as Taper was walking in with his little gang, so suddenly I’m aware that I’m it as far as someone to intervene goes. If the Land even want or need that, which I doubt they do.

An older Land arranges his Noise into words, Everyone with money to buy or goods to trade is welcome. And even in the accent, even in the assemblage of words from human voices that have spoken them now rearranged as his own, you can’t mistake the very much lack of welcome there.

“Don’t mind us, old man,” Taper says, that irritating smile still there. “We’re just having a look around.”

“Window shopping,” says a girl behind him. Tara, his sister. She’s pretty and she’s mean. I wish that wasn’t true, but it is. The others all laugh at her really unfunny two words.

Then they see me.

“Look who it is,” Tara says, seeming genuinely surprised.

“The freak from the farm,” says Taper.

I’m truthful when I say here I’m not bothered by people like Taper saying something like this. It may seem kind of holy or saintly of me and I don’t mean it like that, but when Taper calls me a freak, he’s telling the world nothing about me but a whole lot about himself, you hear? Doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a good thwacking, though.

“Didn’t your house burn down?” Taper asks, with fake sympathy. “Didn’t it get burned down by a giant flaming spack?”

All of his henchmen laugh.

“Didn’t your mom get arrested for attempted genocide?” I say, taking a casual bite of my blue melon.

That shuts them up. Taper and Tara, like me, were born during the tough times after the new settlers landed, right into the aftermath of a huge, huge war that Pop’s showed us in his Noise. The new settlers brought a lot of medicine and fresh technology. They also brought their fair share of bad apples and terrible notions. One of those apples was none other than Margery Wingard and one of those notions was that the Land were the cause of the Noise, so if we got rid of the Land, we got rid of the Noise. This got shouted down as the insanely immoral and suicidal idea it obviously was, but Margery Wingard was a doctor and quite good at making poisons, don’t you know, and after some pretty bad incidents with lots of mysterious Land deaths from “rotten crops”, she spent time locked up, and when she got out, she said she’d found her faith and now preaches her joyless, grey religion in her joyless, grey, now one unit bigger church. She’s not a doctor any more, obviously, but that doesn’t stop her from using her sermons to lobby Burly about how the Land are an infection waiting to happen, and now here we have the Noise dreams, I guess, so what is he gonna do about it already? She says she’s not genocidal any more, of course, and that now she’s just a scientist “following the facts”.

Yep. People are fun.

“You don’t talk about our mom,” Tara says.

“Everyone talks about your mom,” I say, taking another bite of the melon. “That horse has bolted.”

Taper takes a few big steps towards me, like he’s going to make a fuss–

And every member of the Land at every stall around the square rises slightly, instinctively, like they’re the ones who are going to intervene between me and this annoying little gang, rather than the other way around.

Huh. That’s a surprise.

Taper stops when he sees this, unsure now. He tries his best to get his sneer back. “You’re gonna protect this little freak?” he says to the Land, who are all looking square at him now. “Well, let me tell you something about your little friend Max here–”

“What’s this?” says a deep, rich, friendly voice at the entrance to the market. Every member of the Land suddenly looks very interested in the things they’ve been selling.

Burly.

You’d think he’d be handsome the way people are always going on about him, that he’d be this big hero and look like a vid star or someone you’d want to marry. But nope, he’s kind of aggressively not that. “Burly” is a nickname, because he is, but there’s zero problem being burly and handsome. He just isn’t. His hair is terrible, like terrible, like he cut it at home, which I’m pretty sure is what he wants you to think. And he’s got a terrible moustache, and he’s kind of schlumpy and messy in the way he’s dressed. And his lips are too wet all the time and he’s constantly licking them. And you’re pretty damn sure that underneath all that foolishness is a man who’d swindle you out of your money as soon as lick those lips.

But he speaks like the friendliest neighbour you’ve ever had. Maybe that’s all some people need.

Taper immediately looks guilty. “Nothing, Burly–”

Burly raises an eyebrow that doesn’t even shift his terrible fringe.

“Mayor Burly,” Taper corrects himself.

“Shouldn’t you all be at school?” Burly asks.

“We’re on break until fourteen hundred,” Tara says, looking him in the eye, unlike her brother. “We’re not doing anything wrong.”

“I would hope not,” Burly says. He looks around at all the vendors at their stalls. “Respect is my watchword. I like to see it everywhere.” He looks at me. “Among all different kinds of people.”

I don’t quite know how I feel about that last one.

“I’m sure the vendors here would appreciate some of your hard-earned currency,” he continues, this time looking at the group of teens, who moan at this. But he keeps looking at them, and since the lady I bought my blue melon from is the only one selling anything close to something they might want, they form a reluctant line at her stall, each one taking a single, cheap piece of fruit and tapping the credit machine with varying degrees of bad grace.

Taper and Tara both glare at me as they walk away, like it’s somehow my fault. I just keep eating my melon. What are they gonna do? I mean, they’d sure be surprised if they tried to fight me. I’m a lot stronger than I look, farm muscles and all that. I watch them head out the main entrance, past Burly, who’s still standing there, hands on hips, like he’s surveying a job. He was a brickmaker before he was mayor, after all, so maybe he looks at everything that way.

“I was sorry to hear about your farm,” he says to me.

“Thank you,” I say, because Mom and Pop raised me to be polite, even to men like Burly who lied their way into office at the expense of our friend Wilf.

“And I’m sorry you don’t find our educational choices to your liking,” he adds.

It surprises me a little that he knows this, but only a little. Ten thousand people is a lot to keep track of, but he does see my mom a lot because of City Council, if only to ignore her opinions in the nicest possible way. “I’m fifteen,” I say. “I’m legally done with school if I want to be.”

“That’s true. But your brother is in the higher education classes. There’s benefits to them. There’s always benefits to learning.”

“For some people,” I say, and he laughs out loud.

“I suppose that’s true, too.” He smiles and looks around at all the vendors, then back at me. “Be careful, Max. There won’t always be someone to fight your battles for you.”

“I’m pretty good at fighting my own.”

He doesn’t say anything to that, just “Take care” as he walks out of the market, all eyes of the Land on him. I can’t read their faces or their Noise, like they’re keeping their real thoughts from me, which they almost certainly are.

That’s okay. I feel pretty ambiguous myself.




You’ll want to see it, Ben says that night, typing it so the words glow on his comm. Professor Kilfoyle’s set it up specially.

“It’s late,” I whisper. Mom’s sleeping in the only bedroom her city unit has, Pop’s staying at the Smith farm tonight, something we’re all trying not to worry about, and me and Ben are bunked up on cots in the main room. None of it’s fun. “It’s like super late,” I say.

It’s the best time to see it clearly. He doesn’t have the speaker on so as not to bother Mom. I’m having to read the little glowing words in the dark, but even with almost no light at all, even without seeing his face, I can tell he’s a little nervous. I can guess why. What if he’s out on some far hillside near the school annex with his fellow students and a giant burning god comes stomping out of the forest? We haven’t seen anything like it since we came to the city, but then neither of us have ventured out into the woods or back to the farm except Pop.

Right, okay, Ben is a challenging brother. He’s hyper-detailed, fussy about everything, and have you seen how neat he is? Like, his hair is always perfectly in place and his clothes are always clean and how can you do that every day on a farm? But it’s his way of dealing with worry, I guess. The fact that he wants me to come with him so he won’t have to walk there and back alone is almost sort of sweet if it didn’t involve waking me up in the middle of the night. I don’t want to go. It’s cold out there, and my blankets are warm, but he hardly ever asks me to do anything any more, and I was having the Noise dream, so for some stupid reason, I say, “Okay,” and somehow, without even really feeling awake, the next thing I know I’m shivering on a cold hilltop with a bunch of people I no longer go to school with.

“Try not to breathe,” Professor Kilfoyle says as I approach the telescope.

“I saw the others do it,” I say, as I lower my eye down to the lens. But I breathe, of course, and then I actually bump the telescope, which is a huge no-no, and I can hear the groan from Taper and Tara, who unfortunately are here, too.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“Don’t worry,” Professor Kilfoyle says, smiling a little under his ultra-trimmed ginger beard. The exactness of the trim is enough to tell me why Ben likes him. They’re probably the same person.

I go back to the group – just five of us, it turns out, me, Ben, Tara, Taper, who are probably only here spying for their mother, and a guy called Arrow, all of them in the upper astronomy and physics class – and they’re looking at me, annoyed. Finding one rock in space with a manual telescope on a hilltop zillions of miles away isn’t an easy thing, I guess.

“It was an accident,” I say.

“Of course it would be you,” Taper says, but Ben turns to him, looking suddenly four inches taller and Taper shuts his mouth.

Don’t worry about it, Ben signs to me.

“I wasn’t,” I lie, because I was a little bit. It was embarrassing.

“Got it,” Professor Kilfoyle says, eye to the lens. “Want to try again, Max?”

“Are you sure?” I say. “Couldn’t someone else have a go?”

“We all have,” Tara says, unhappily. “We’re waiting for you to finish so we can go home.”

Professor Kilfoyle waves me over. “Come on.”

I reluctantly walk back across the muddy grass. I definitely do not breathe as I put my eye just above the lens.

“Can you see it?” Professor Kilfoyle asks.

“No,” I say. “Yes.”

Because I do. There it is. Way, way out in space, there it is. The Glyph. The thing everyone’s been talking about for the past however many days. The thing they saw the night the Noise dreams started. The thing that showed up right before the gods did.

“It looks like a rock,” I say, kind of groaning at how dumb I sound.

“It very much does,” Professor Kilfoyle says. “In fact, so much so, there are theories it might be done purposely to camouflage it as an asteroid.”

“Camouflage it for what?” Taper asks.

“We don’t know,” Professor Kilfoyle answers. “But we’d never have seen it if the radio telescopes hadn’t picked up the signals.”

You can’t read those, though, Ben says through his comm. Our mom says it’s nothing you can translate.

“That’s correct. It’s not a language we can dissect, and it’s not compressed data, as far as we can tell. There’s nothing that indicates anything other than boring white noise.”

“But it’s causing the dreams,” Arrow says, speaking up for the first time, and you can see he’s embarrassed about it. Everyone except Ben looks away from him. Me included.

“Correlation is not causation,” Professor Kilfoyle says.

“What?” I say.

“Just because two things happen at the same time doesn’t necessarily mean one caused the other. The signal is benign, according to every test we know. There’s nothing in it that should be affecting anyone’s dreams.” He shrugs. “And yet.”

“Our mom says it’s a disease from the Spackle,” Taper says.

“I’ve heard your mom’s theory,” Professor Kilfoyle says, his voice a little colder. “Amazing that humans have been here for over forty years and this is the first instance of it. And that it would start on the exact same day we found this object sending out its signal.”

“You just said correlation is not causation,” Tara says.

“I did.” Professor Kilfoyle smiles back. “But your mother doesn’t have either one. Just her own personal view.”

It seems like he’s going to say more. Like “And genocidal tendencies”. But he doesn’t.

“But maybe we are all over-reaching,” Tara says. “Maybe it is just an asteroid with a random shape.”

“Keep looking at it, Max,” Professor Kilfoyle says. “Wait for it to turn.”

I do, and suddenly, for a shining second, it’s no longer a rock, but a kind of soft spiral, complex and designed and so clearly another language I get a little skip in my stomach. Then it turns some more and is just a rock again.

“It looks like a symbol for something,” I say.

“That’s why we call it the Glyph,” Professor Kilfoyle says.

“What does it mean, though?” I ask, though of course there’s no way of knowing, is there?

“We don’t know,” the professor says.

“And that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Tara says. “A symbol no one knows isn’t a symbol. It’s meaningless.”

“Like being out here in the freezing cold looking at a rock,” Taper says.

He turns to go. Tara doesn’t go with him at first, clearly wanting another look through the telescope no matter what she said before, but then she rolls her eyes and follows him. Arrow stays. So do Ben and I, but Professor Kilfoyle starts putting the telescope away anyway. “I guess that’s all the learning for tonight, folks,” he says.

I look at Ben with a “go on, ask him” look. Ben shakes his head. I give him a stronger look. Ben shakes his head again. So I ask, “What about the gods?”

That stops Professor Kilfoyle. Stops Arrow, too. Both are staring at me now.

“Our farm got burned down by a god,” I say. “Screaming and skinless and on fire.”

They’re both still staring.

“Our parents saw it, too,” I say, a little exasperated. “So did the Sky. No one’s had an answer for it yet.”

“I thought…” Professor Kilfoyle shifts his stance, choosing his words. “I thought that was…”

They think we started the fire, Ben says with his comm. They think Pop burned it down himself in an accident.

“That’s what Taper said today,” I say, “but that doesn’t make any sense. Mom saw it, and she’s on the science team–”

I stop. Ben looks at the ground.

“Is that the story Mom’s telling people?” I say. “Why? She was there. What the hell, Ben?”

“I don’t think she’s actually telling them your father caused it,” Professor Kilfoyle says, then he takes a deep breath. “Things are a little tough in town, though. Politically.”

“What the eff does politics have to do with anything?”

I don’t say eff. In fact, whenever I say eff here, assume pretty much for certain that I didn’t say eff.

Taper and Tara’s mom, Ben says. Her church is getting bigger. Mom doesn’t want to give her any more reason to go after the Land so she’s keeping it quiet for now.

“The god wasn’t Land. It was human.”

But it’s something the Land know in their history. That’s reason enough.

“But why would she tell them Pop burned it down? They already don’t like him here.”

She didn’t. She said it was an accident, but that’s the rumour that got started.

I make a sound of aggravation. “Goddamn, people are stupid.”

“Yes,” Professor Kilfoyle says. “Yes, they are.”

“I saw one, too,” Arrow says, his voice quiet. We all look at him. He looks away, super embarrassed now.

“Saw what?” I ask him.

“A god,” he says, after a second.

“Tell us,” I say, because he looks reluctant, but he also looks like he’s dying to tell someone, so we just wait. And then he starts talking.

“You can’t tell anyone else,” is the first thing he says. “My folks are in the Wingard church. They don’t want to hear anything like this, okay?”

He waits for us to say okay, and then he continues. Seems he was with his little sister, Echo, down by the river, just outside the city limits on the way to our farm. I can tell by looking at Arrow’s ragged clothes that he’s got even less than a lot of people who live in the city, and you can make a little money down there by mudlarking: reclaiming bits of metal and poly-alloy that have washed away from all the building the town does and all the wars that were fought. Arrow tells us he and Echo had just found an old set of hunting rifles, far too old and rusted away to ever be weapons again, but once scrubbed of rust, real iron is a valuable and rare commodity here.

“So we were packing it all away in our bags,” he says, “and I remember the wood of the handles on the rifles–”

“The stocks,” says Professor Kilfoyle. We all look at him. “That’s what they’re called.” We keep looking at him. “Sorry,” he says, and nods for Arrow to continue.

“The wood on the stocks,” he says, “was so old and wet and rotten, it crumbled if we just touched it, but the iron in the rest of it was pretty solid. It was a good find.”

“I’ll bet,” I say, agreeing sincerely.

“And then we heard this sound.”

“A scream?” I ask.

He nods. “The worst scream you ever heard. It wasn’t even all that loud but it’s like it got right under your stomach and jiggled a knife there.”

This is exactly what it felt like, and probably why Arrow is in upper school and I’m walking around all day eating melons.

“And then this … thing–”

“God,” I say.

He nods at that, too.

“When you say ‘god’–” Professor Kilfoyle starts but is silenced by a look from Ben.

“It was huge,” Arrow says. “Taller than the trees.”

And I know that’s what we keep saying about it, “taller than the trees”, but the trees are the tallest things we have around here, so what else are we going to compare it to?

“And it had no skin but it was on fire, somehow. I think that’s why it was screaming. And it ran at us, me and Echo.”

“What did you do?” I ask him.

“What do you think we did? We ran.”

“Ours was coming too fast to run from, and we were trapped by the lake behind us.”

“We were trapped by the river,” Arrow says. “But we had a boat. So we hopped in it and pushed it out into the current.”

Professor Kilfoyle clears his throat. “What happened to the, uh, god?”

“It came after us,” Arrow says. “Or at least it came into the river. Then it fell in and disappeared.”

“Disappeared how?” asks Professor Kilfoyle.

“Just … disappeared. The river isn’t that deep. It wouldn’t have even been swept away in a current but it was like it sunk right down and was just gone.”

Did you see Noise? Ben types.

“Did we see what?”

Noise. When ours disappeared, I saw Noise coming out of the lake and then again in the river with the second one.

But Arrow’s already shaking his head. “We were long gone by then.”



“So,” I say to Ben as we walk back in the dark, down one hill towards another. Ben doesn’t say anything. He’s looking firmly at his feet, even though the glow light is more than enough for us to see where we’re going.

“Ben?”

Arrow’s sister was a non-speaker, he finally signs.

“How do you know that?”

I know every single one in the city.

And this is certainly true. Ben knows more about his lack of speaking voice than probably anyone in the world except maybe Mom, and even then… But I also immediately know where he’s going with this. “Ben–”

So who have the gods appeared to?

“Two people isn’t enough information–”

Come on, Max.

I make him stop walking. Arrow and Professor Kilfoyle are already ahead of us, so I let them go. It’s just me and Ben here, in the dark, quiet of the forest. There are dangerous things out here, but this close to the city, the most dangerous thing is probably me and my brother and any germs we might cough, so I’m not too worried. Though I do keep checking around for gods, just in case.

“Even in your huge example of two, it doesn’t work,” I say. “Echo was with Arrow, I was with you. It’s hardly you personally making gods appear.”

Max–

“It’s probably to do with the Glyph and/or the dreams. Or maybe there really is a disease from the Land making us all see stuff–”

That’s racist.

“Probably. All I’m saying is, we don’t know yet.”

Even he has to see that I’m right about this, yeah? But nope, it’s all over his face he still thinks it’s him personally.

“Is this because you’re not dreaming?” I ask.

He’s immediately defensive. I am, he signs.

“I don’t think you are. Not the Noise dreams.”

Max, I swear to god–

“Oh, would you please cut the shit, Ben? I’m not accusing you of anything. It’s the way you didn’t immediately say back that you had them when I did, and when Arrow mentioned them, you didn’t look embarrassed, like everyone else our age.”

He frowns a little bit, a storm across his face. Don’t tell anyone, he signs.

“Okay,” I say, meaning it, “but why not?”

He looks angry, but not at me, and believe me, I can tell. Why is it only me not having them? he signs. What’s wrong with me?

“Trust me, Ben, you don’t want them.”

That’s not the point.

“No, I guess it isn’t, but you gotta think it’s because of your … condition.”

He doesn’t like that word. Who would? Just another way for me to be left out, he signs.

“How are you left out? You’re in upper school. You can communicate with anyone–”

You wouldn’t understand.

“I wouldn’t? I wouldn’t understand what it’s like to be different? Or have to find a new way to connect to the world because the way I was born wasn’t a way the world could understand me?”

He just looks down. I feel kinda bad. “Look, we’ll ask Mom,” I say. “I know you like asking her everything anyway, so we’ll ask her. Not about the dreams, but about you and Echo, okay? Happy?”

When have I ever been happy? he signs, and it seems like a real question.

My poor miserable dickhead brother.



“Echo Goings?” Mom asks, not wildly happy that we woke her up, which in retrospect was probably a mistake.

“Yeah,” I say. “Arrow Goings’ little sister.”

She takes out her pad, opens things and scrolls a bunch with her fingers. “You’re right,” she reads, “she didn’t speak until neurotherapy.”

“Yeah, we know,” I say, “that was kind of the whole point of the story.”

But she’s still reading. “Her batch was different though.” She glances up. “She’s young, right?”

I shrug my shoulders and look at Ben. I barely know Arrow, but Ben’s been in occasional classes with him for a long time.

She’s like seven or eight, Ben signs.

“Right,” Mom says, looking back at her pad. “And she’s the only non-speaker in that batch.” She flips through a few more things. “And it’s because she had a birth defect in her vocal cords that the neuro-treatment fixed.” She looks up at us again. “It was unrelated to the cure.”

Huh. “So what does that mean?” I ask.

She glances at Ben. “That these things appearing is not related to the cure or any of its side effects.” Ben doesn’t seem too sure. “I’d like to talk to them anyway,” Mom says.

“Arrow told us it in private,” I say. “I don’t think he wants people to know.”

“If we’re in danger from these god visions, then that outweighs his embarrassment, I should think.”

I get a little angry at the word. Mom says it a lot. “Why do you always assume because we’re teenagers it’s only ever embarrassment? That’s insulting. Arrow’s parents are hardcore in Margery Wingard’s church. If they think he and his sister saw a god somewhere, they’d probably beat him for heresy.”

Where do you know a word like heresy? Ben signs.

“Again,” I say, “insulting.”

“I’m sorry,” Mom says to me. “I didn’t know.”

“Because you didn’t think to ask.”

Her eyes flash. “And that’s enough of that, Maximillian.”

“Is it, though? Why are you letting everyone in the city think Pop caused the fire at our farm? They think he’s an idiot. They think he’s a drunk–”

“I am not responsible for that rumour, and I’ve corrected anyone who’s brought it up to me, as I’d expect both of you to do.” She gets up, still hot. “I’ll talk to Arrow and Echo and I’ll keep their parents out of it, all right? Is that good enough for you?”

She doesn’t wait for an answer, just leaves the room. Ben looks at me smugly, like he knew Mom would be reasonable and have an answer and a plan. So I give him two fingers and go to bed myself.



I dream. It effing sucks worse than you’d ever believe.



“The findings suggest,” Mayor Burly says on screens all over the city, including the pads we’re holding in our own private homes whether we want to watch him or not, “a link between what we’re calling root fever – after the indigenous root where the bacteria was first discovered – and these hallucinatory nightmares our youth are having.”

“Suggest,” Pop scoffs behind me. He got back this morning. Nothing’s changed at our farm, and no one at the Smith farm has seen a god, so Pop came back to the city, which has already ruined his mood. “That means they haven’t proved a damn thing.”

“We’re asking everyone to wear masks when dealing with Spackle merchants,” Burly goes on. “This is a precaution for now. We’ve heard the voices calling for the Spackle to be removed from within the city limits, and we feel that this is too drastic a step. We’ve worked hard over the years to build and maintain a good relationship with our neighbours.”

“Neighbours,” Pop scoffs again.

“Again, these are just precautionary measures. There seem to have been no effects beyond the Noise dreams.”

“Those are bad enough,” I mutter.

“I would also like to add that reports of ‘burning giants’ and ‘god-like’ creatures in the surrounding forests are, so far, nothing but hearsay.”

I expect Pop to scoff at the word “hearsay” but he stays silent, though his Noise is bright and angry as anything.

“We appeal to our citizens to keep calm. We have a life here. It’s been hard, but it’s getting better every day. And we’ll get through this. Like we get through everything. Together.”

His face blips out.

“Politicians,” Pop nearly spits. “You can’t trust ’em.”

It seems like he’s being kind of sensible, though, Ben signs. He’s just taking precautions.

“It’s the same old shit wrapped up in a different package!” Pop says, surprisingly loud. “There ain’t no one who’s been demanding the Land’s removal, I bet. He just brought it up to put the idea in people’s minds so that when he does kick them all out, we won’t be surprised and we can think, oh, brave man, you tried to do the right thing but the ‘Spackle’ drove you to it.”

We don’t really have anything to say to that, plus it would be hard to get a word in, his Noise is racing so fast and hot.

“And we all gotta pretend we didn’t see what we saw,” he carries on. “Or there’ll be panic. And we sure wouldn’t want anyone to panic that giant burning things could come raging through this city at any moment.”

“You really think that?” I ask, frightened again.

He calms down almost immediately. “No, son, I’m sorry.” He rubs a hand through his hair. “I’m just frustrated. I’ve seen bad leaders and bad mayors. I don’t trust any of ’em. I sure as hell don’t trust Burly to do the right thing. Too eager to please.”

“He does know about the gods, right?” I ask.

“Course he does,” Pop says. “Your mom told him.” He pauses. “I’m pretty sure she told him.” His Noise darkens. “I’m going for a walk.”

He stomps out of the unit, and, almost like he was waiting for it, Burly knocks on our door not one minute later. He steps inside before we’ve even invited him.

“Our mom’s not here,” I say. “Pop neither.”

He smiles at us both. “That’s okay. I was actually hoping to talk to the two of you.”

“Us?” I look at Ben. He shrugs. “Why us?”

Burly sits down in one of the two chairs we’ve got in the main room, making himself comfortable. “I understand you two thought you saw something out in the woods around the time of your fire. And you’ve been talking about it with your classmates.”

Burly’s smile is still on his face, and his tone is like this is the most relaxed conversation ever. That’s already not how it feels.

“If you’ve come here to call us liars–” I start.

We saw it, Ben’s comm says. You know we saw it. But you want us to pretend we didn’t.

Burly’s smile gets wider. “You’ve always been very clever, Ben, haven’t you?”

“He’s not the only one,” I say.

“I’m trying to keep a city together, boys. I’m trying to keep people from panicking, and if I can’t do that, I hope to manage their panic into something less harmful than full-blown panic would be. Does that make any sense?”

“No,” I say.

Yes, Ben says, and I look at him, shocked. It does.

“You don’t lie to people,” I say.

You do if they’d misunderstand the truth.

“And who decides that?”

“I do,” Burly says. “That’s what I was elected for. That’s why the people chose me.”

“They chose you because they like your bricks.”

He laughs at this. “That, too. And while I can’t properly say that I believe what you say you saw–”

“We did,” I say. “We absolutely did.”

“I’m asking you both to keep it quiet for now. Until we know what we’re dealing with.” He shrugs. “We’ve barely got a handle on the Noise dreams that are making your lives so miserable.”

“It’s not bacteria,” I say, then I add, “probably.”

“It could be,” Burly says. “And that’s better than it being the thing in space that’s coming our way.”

“No, it isn’t,” I say. “People are just going to be mad at the Land now.”

“Believe it or not, Max, that’s actually what I’m trying to stop from happening.”

“I don’t believe you, because you’re making things up and lying to everyone.”

“There is a bacteria. It could indeed be linked, and it could also be curable when the right moment calls for a cure, if you see what I mean. But while we’re figuring that out, it keeps people not only distracted but steering clear of the Spackle.”

“People aren’t going to believe you.”

“Oh, a person might not, but people definitely will. And it’ll keep everyone safe, including the Spackle. Which is why I need your help to make it convincing.”

“Why should we?”

“Do you want people to die?” Burly says, stern for the first time. “Do you want Spackle to die?”

“They’re called the Land.”

“And do you want them to die? Because that’s what we do. That’s what humans do. When things get weird or strange, we attack the locals. It’s what we’ve done here, time and again, and they nearly wiped us out. We can’t have that, Max. We just can’t. Especially right now.”

“Why especially right now?”

He looks to the ceiling. “I can’t tell you that. Can I just ask you to trust me?”

“No,” I say.

Yes, Ben says, and honest to god, we’re going to have such an argument when Burly leaves.

“Pop says you’re only preparing the city to blame the Land,” I say. “He says you’re putting ideas in their heads that they didn’t have before and that you’re getting people ready for kicking the Land out and maybe even killing them again. The opposite of what you just said.”

Burly looks at me now, really looks at me. “You’re a very brave boy, Max. Not many people, not many kids would speak to me that way.” He smiles again. “But thank you for telling me what your father thinks.”

I wince.

“And fine,” he says, “if you mistrust me that much, then I’ll tell you.”

“Tell us what?” I say, unsure now if I want to hear.

“That rock, up there in space,” Burly says. “We think it’s a ship.”

We know that part, Ben types.

“But what you don’t know is that we also think it’s an invasion.”
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Max uses the mallet harder than he needs to, and the burnt remains of the chook coop fall together in a loud pile. The chooks that survived the explosion and the fire are now living wild in the forest, and it seems like they’re having the time of their lives for all they let me or Pop get close. They still gather around Max like he’s a prophet whenever he goes to check on them, but he’s refused to bring them back to the chook paddock, saying they’re happier where they are.

Pop was so mad to find Burly talking to us, he dragged us immediately back to the farm, dismissing all talk of an invasion as lies to give Burly more control. Burly didn’t like this, of course, but Pop is pretty scary when he’s mad. In fact, he was so mad, I’m not even sure he told Mom before shoving me and Max in a fissioncar and taking us out here. Mom would definitely have an opinion on whether it’s safe yet even though there’ve been no gods for over a week.

Pop’s Noise is a stew of irritation and Max is still not talking to me, so it’s been a pretty quiet day, aside from all the angry malleting. I guess I’ve had enough, because I go over and grab Max’s arm as he’s about to take another swing. He looks at me with a face so mad I nearly step back.

“Leave me alone, Ben,” he says.

I sign, You know Burly’s right about some of it.

“I don’t know any such thing. What I know is what I saw. And I’m not going to pretend I didn’t.”

But you also know how people are. How they react when they’re afraid. Look at what happened to you.

“That’s not fair. Don’t ever use that against me.”

I’m not using it against you. I’m just saying how some people reacted when you told them your truth.

He steps into my space, putting his face into mine. “The truth,” he says. “Not my truth. That’s exactly the kind of shit Burly would say. He’d call seeing the gods ‘our truth’ and he’d never have to be responsible for it because hiding in that phrase are the words ‘they’re lying’.”

I’m sorry, I sign, I didn’t mean your truth. But you saw how people reacted when you told them the truth.

He relaxes, but only just a little bit. “Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, I did. But what you’re forgetting is if you hide the truth because people are weak and afraid, how are they ever going to get strong and brave?”

He goes back to working on the chook coop, bashing it into charcoal.
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When we were thirteen, Max told me, “I’m a boy,” and then he cried and it was the most heartbreaking thing I’ve ever seen.

Some girls are born with Noise. Not many, really not many at all, but some. Mom doesn’t know why, and before the cure, I guess, their Noise usually faded over time. But not all of them. And sometimes boys were born without Noise. Again, not all that many, and sometimes their Noise came later and was never as loud as other men, but then sometimes it never started at all.

Max, everyone thought, was a girl born with it. He was given the cure, but that’s because all of us were, girl or boy. But then came the day when he said he’d always been a boy, despite what everyone thought. And to be honest, it wasn’t that much of a surprise when I looked back, because I’d always thought he was a particularly boyish girl.

But I was wrong. Not boyish, but a boy.

There are plenty of boyish girls. Plenty of girlish boys, too. Nothing wrong with that. But sometimes, just sometimes, they’re actually boys and girls, rather than girls and boys, if you see what I mean.

He told me his new name, though he was crying so hard it took a couple of tries to understand he was saying “Max” and not “Matt”, but I like the name Max. More importantly – and this is true even though he’s an almighty pain in my ass – Max is my brother. If this is what he was saying, I believed him.

Turns out that belief wasn’t unanimous.

Mom and Pop were all right. Pop had already guessed and said he was waiting for Max to tell him in his own time. People dismiss Pop as a weird hick farmer with Noise who’s always going on about how bad things used to be, and maybe that’s true to a degree (to a large degree, if you ask me). But you can be a weird hick farmer and still know and love your kid. No law against that.

Mom was much more surprised. Which in itself was surprising, as I’ve already said how smart she is.

“Are you sure?” she kept asking, and Max had to keep saying he was. She asked him question after question: could Max just be a tomboy? Or a lesbian? Could it be he was nonconformist about what he wanted to wear or how he wanted to style his hair? Max’s look of horror at that one was so bad, even Mom had to laugh.

Since that day, Max has never been happier. Seriously, like a weight was taken off his shoulders. A literal weight. He walked taller (though he stayed shorter than me, of course), his words were lighter, I swear he just looked … bigger. Bigger and better and the right size.

And then we went to a few classes in town.

To be fair, most people our age didn’t even blink. They know things aren’t as rigid as some older people say, and our classmates picked up the name Max and the new pronouns without much trouble at all. The ones who didn’t? Well, they were, as a rule, dickheads before who found something new to be dickheads about. But that only lasted a little while and now even Tara and Taper call Max, Max.

But then there were a few people like their mother, Margery Wingard. She wasn’t allowed to practise medicine any more after the attempted genocide, but Burly had long since pardoned her for “good behaviour”. Biology teachers were thin enough on the ground that he even roped her in to teach a class or two. She refused to say Max’s new name and kept calling him “she”. She said she didn’t believe people like Max existed and that Max was actually mentally ill and needed help rather than all this “support”.

Burly didn’t fire her. Said her “opinion” needed to be respected, though she was told to refer to Max as Max. She responded by basically not talking to or about Max for the rest of the in-town classes. It wasn’t until she started saying that the Land were dirtier than us and whatever culture they had was clearly inferior to our own that Burly finally had to let her go.

Turns out if you find one prejudice in a person, there are probably lots of others hiding just beneath the surface.

It was all just so stupid. Max became happier than he’d ever been in his whole entire life. You’d have to be a monster to say that wasn’t right.
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“You were the one who wanted me to keep it a secret,” Max says, hammering away.

I was trying to protect you! I sign. Because unfortunately, this is true. People mostly understand this stuff now, but the ones who won’t are loud as hell. What if Mom and Pop had been awful?

“I knew they wouldn’t be,” he says, bashing another piece of charcoal. “And it wasn’t your decision to make.”

And if you’d got beaten up in town? Or worse? You know how bad it can get here. If something happened to you…

I don’t finish the thought, but he finally turns around to me, mallet still in his hand. “I know. But I have to be me. I can’t be anybody else. I tried that.” He turns back to the chook coop. “It doesn’t work.”

Smash, smash, smash.
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So I guess Mom didn’t know we were out here, and she was not happy when she found out about it. There was a very angry comm argument me and Max heard at a distance while we were repairing a fence. Pop stays away from us most of the afternoon so we won’t see all the details in his Noise, and when he finally comes over to us later, all he says is, “Time for dinner.”

We take the fissioncar over to the Smith farm, where I first find Angharrad so I can give her a brush and some feed. Then I go inside where Lee has dinner ready for us, and Wilf and Jane and Bessie Jaye are all coming in from their afternoon work, too.

“How’s Hildy?” Wilf asks Pop before he even sits down at their big wooden table. He’s always called Mom this, even though he knows her name full well.

“In the city,” is all Pop says.

“It’s just stew and greens,” Lee says, setting the food out on the table, “but it’s hot.”

“Sounds good,” says Bessie Jaye.

Lee is blind, like I said before. His eyes were burned away in the last war, but he became such good friends with Wilf that Wilf started seeing for him through shared Noise. That’s how Lee learned the transition to a life of physical blindness. Neither Lee nor Wilf took the cure, so when Wilf stopped being mayor and Lee married Bessie Jaye, they set up this double farm with their wives: farmhouses across the road from each other, shared fields and chores. They all seem happy out here. Wilf and Jane never had any kids, and Lee and Bessie Jaye are about the right age of any they might have had, so they just call themselves a family and get on with it.

Lee’s always been someone I watched from afar. He makes his way around the world just fine, even if Wilf or Pop aren’t there to share Noise. The farmhouse is set up so he knows where everything is, and I know he cooked this entire meal with everyone else being out in the field.

It’s kind of what I’ve tried to do with my voice.

Tastes good, I type in the comm, because it does.

“Thank you, Ben,” Lee says, sitting down next to Bessie Jaye, who rubs his arm affectionately.

“We’ve still not seen no giants,” Jane says, sitting by Wilf.

“But we believe what you saw,” Bessie Jaye adds quickly. “Todd’s Noise was scary enough.”

Bessie Jaye is where the Smith of Smith Farm comes from. She was one of the first of the new settlers to stake out a plot of land and start working it. Hard to do on your own, so she asked Wilf if he could help. Wilf brought Lee, and that’s how they met. She’s dark-haired, small, but I swear she could arrange for a mountain to be moved if she wanted to. She was the one who pushed hard for me to go to upper school. Big optimist about the future, Bessie Jaye, which is rarer than you’d think around here.

“I didn’t say we don’t believe ya,” Jane says. She’s a flinty one, but Wilf loves her, so that’s all there is to it.

“Still nothin’ from yonder Sky?” Wilf asks Pop.

“He said he’d look into it,” Pop says, eating his stew. “That’s all I know.”

There’s a little important-feeling quiet, then Lee says, gently, “Viola doesn’t like that you’re out here.”

“She called you, did she?” Pop says.

“She did. She thinks the city is safer.”

“No place is safer than any other,” Pop says. “And I’d rather keep my boys where I feel comfortable fighting, if fighting is what needs to happen.”

You just hate the city, I type.

“Burly sure ain’t making me love it no more than I already didn’t.”

“Burly is who they elected,” Wilf says, with no inflection, his Noise as clear as mountain lake water. “Burly is who they get.”

He’s doing an okay job, I type.

The table is very silent at this.

Sorry, Wilf, I know how he beat you, but I mean, we make him out to be this villain when he’s kind of just doing his job, right?

Pop looks flabbergasted. “What side are you taking here, son?”

Why does it have to be sides all the time? He talked to us, and some of what he said made sense.

“What he said was to lie to everybody,” Max says. “I guess you must think lies are okay.”

You know that’s not what I think–

“We’ve seen what lies can do to a city, Ben,” Lee says. “It’s even worse when someone does it thinking it’s for the common good.”

But that assumes all mayors are as bad as the one you fought. How can that be right when Wilf was mayor?

“Wilf was a good mayor,” Pop says.

“Wilf was a great mayor,” Bessie Jaye says. “Who didn’t feel the need for lies.”

Because they’d be in his Noise.

“Oh, you can lie in your Noise,” Pop says. “Trust me.”

You’re not saying Wilf lied, though. And yes, Burly’s done things that aren’t great–

“The way he talked about my husband,” Jane says, eyes bright and angry. “That man should be drawn and quartered.”

“No, he shouldn’t,” Wilf says. “He’s just a man, like any other. Full o’ wisdom and foolishness like the rest of us. I was a mayor, tryin’ to do my best. I’m sure that’s what Burly’s doin’, too.”

And that, it seems, is the end of that discussion.
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‘We sleep in Lee and Bessie Jaye’s guest room, in two little single beds they made for us when we were kids. Max is still not speaking to me much, so I don’t notice when he falls asleep. I just know I’m awake and listening with every bit of ears I’ve got for the screaming of any new gods coming out of the trees outside.

But all I can hear is the nightbirds singing to each other through the open window. Tick, tick, they say. I learned in a zoology module it’s because the T sound and the CK sound they learned from humans are best for an echo back from the little bugs they eat. All our nightbirds here use echolocation. That’s why there are none in the city. Too loud, too many metal shapes. The night sky over it is empty of everything but light and all the bugs nightbirds aren’t killing.

I know there are other animals out there, not least the rine we saw running from the god. But they’re quiet tonight. So quiet I can’t sleep after hearing the bustle of the city through my walls for the last week. I sit up and look out of the window and into the sky.

So many stars. So many you wouldn’t believe. All those suns out there. All those planets. Most of them just rocks or gas, I know, or too freezing or too boiling to have life. But not all of them. Professor Kilfoyle’s lessons give us all the science and all the numbers, and though there’s no one who can prove it, those numbers say there have to be more places like this one out there.

Of course, there’s Old World, where we came from, though even the second set of settlers have been here so long, more than half of us were born here. Older people don’t talk much about Old World, just that it was awful and polluted and violent and didn’t have much of a future, though even the ones who remember it first-hand were in cryo-sleep for the sixty-seven-year journey, so who even knows what’s left of it these days? Probably nothing anyone here would recognize.

But if there’s here and there’s Old World, there must be other places where some kind of plants grow and some kind of animals live and maybe some kind of people who talk to each other. Or things we can’t even imagine and that we’ll never know exist.

That’s the hard part, isn’t it? All those wonders out there. All that incredible stuff we’ll never see and never know enough to even guess at. How do people live like that? How do you live knowing that your world is the tiniest sliver of everything out there? That it was only an accident that made you born here? That out there, somewhere, might be some place where you fit in perfectly?

Max mutters in his sleep. Then he gets louder, and then he’s sitting up in his blankets with a short yell and blinking like he doesn’t know where he is.

It’s dark, so I grab my comm from the side of my bed. Bad dream? I type.

“Amazing guess,” he slurs. “No wonder you’re in upper school.”

All right, eff off then.

He takes a breath. “It was the Noise dream.”

Bad?

I hear him swallow in the dark. “So bad you can’t even believe it, Ben. Just … makes you feel worse than you ever thought you could.”

Is it really every night? I type. Why didn’t you ever say?

There’s only silence in the darkness at this.

Because if I don’t have them, I wouldn’t understand?

More silence, so I know it means I’m right.

I’m just left out of this, then?

“Be thankful,” he says. “You wouldn’t want this.”

And I think to myself, You don’t know what I want. But I don’t type it.
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“We’re asking that all young people now keep a safe distance from the Spackle,” Burly says over another vid beamed directly to everyone in the city, which we’ve come back to after Mom pointed out she wasn’t having me skip school. So here I sit in class, our lesson with Professor Kilfoyle interrupted by another of Burly’s announcements. “And only deal with them when absolutely necessary.”

“So they’ve proven the bacteria thing is dangerous?” Arrow asks. “Should I be worried? I deal with the Land all the time.”

“Should probably stop then,” Taper says.

“It’s how I make half of our family’s trades,” Arrow says.

“It’s just a guideline for now,” Professor Kilfoyle says, reluctantly. “Though I gather there is some proof now that there really is an infection that’s contagious to humans.”

There’s no proof it causes the dreams, I type in my comm as he turns back to the board. Or any harm to us at all.

“That we know of yet,” Taper says, frowning at me.

“If we’re already having the dreams,” Tara says, “then what’s the point of being careful now?”

Which is … actually a good point.

Yeah, I type, but people are already talking over me.

“Yeah,” Arrow says, “has anyone who’s not been in contact with the Spackle–”

Land, I type, but the moment’s already passed.

“–stopped having the dreams?” Arrow finishes.

The class all look at each other. No one says they’re not having them. I don’t type anything and let them believe what they want–

Even though I realize I might be proof that the infection doesn’t cause the dreams.

Or maybe just proof I’m different enough that I’m immune.

“Let’s get back to our lessons,” Professor Kilfoyle says.

“Think they’ll close the Spackle Market?” a girl called Gillian says from the back row.

“Adults aren’t being told to stay away,” Tara says.

“Even though they should,” Taper says.

“Yeah, but if people think there’s this infection,” Arrow says.

Then they’ll all stay away, I type, but Gillian says, “Adults are going to stay away, too, and not risk it,” before I finish.

I type really fast, like I said, but even that isn’t as fast as speech. There are hardly any people in the city who speak sign language, basically just me, my family, and one older deaf couple who refused hearing implants and who are the ones who taught me and my folks to sign.

“Burly should just toss them all out,” Taper says.

“And what would that get us?” Arrow says. “There’s billions of them on the planet.”

A million and a half, I type, but no one hears it. I slam my hand on my desk out of frustration. It makes a much louder sound than I intended.

I’ve got everyone’s attention now.

I killed a bug, I type into the comm.

“Weirdo,” Taper says.

“I feel like this is supposed to be a distraction,” Tara says.

Nobody says anything, including me. I’m too surprised.

“Distraction from what?” Professor Kilfoyle asks.

“The Glyph, obviously,” Tara says. “The gods.”

“No such thing as gods,” Taper says. “Just the one God who watches over us, and he doesn’t walk around tearing up cities.”

“I just feel like Burly’s wanting us to talk about infections to keep us from talking about other, more dangerous things,” Tara says.

Another big silence. It allows me time to type–

But I’m still not fast enough.

“Is Burly that smart?” Arrow says.

“He’s smarter than you think,” Tara says, though she doesn’t sound happy about it.

He’s smart enough, I type, and it hits at a moment where there’s silence. Everyone turns to look at me. I’m not saying I’m a fan, but he’s definitely smart enough. In fact, he told me–

“No,” Professor Kilfoyle says, irritably. “I’ve heard enough about Burly’s intelligence. You want to keep talking about this, do it after physics.”

And that’s the end of that.
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“Ben, hold on,” Tara says to me after class, as we’re all heading back to town. She stops for a second so I have to wait for her, making it just the two of us. “What did Burly say to you?” she asks, when no one else can hear.

That he’s doing exactly what you guessed, I type. Using the infection thing as a distraction.

“I knew it,” she says.

The infection is probably just made up.

“No, there’s really an infection,” Tara says. “I’ve seen the proof.”

From your mom? I type, making a sceptical face.

“Hey,” she snaps, quietly, “I was agreeing with you. Don’t be a dick. Apart from everything else, she actually is a doctor, after all.”

One who’d be pretty invested in blaming the Land for everything, I type.

“And there you go,” she says, “being a dick.”

Off she walks, angrily.

By the time I’ve typed Wait on the comm, she pretends she’s too far away to hear it.
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When I get home, the Sky is outside our unit. Along with a whole lot of other people.

There’s a big space around him, and not just because his guards have formed a protective circle. There’s another space around those guys, made by townspeople, giving the Land lots of room.

I also see that some of those townspeople have rifles.

The Sky must have only just arrived, because Pop is coming out of our unit to greet him. “What are you doing here?” Pop asks the Sky, and I can hear the fear in his voice. Not for himself, not even for us, but for the Sky. The Sky never comes to the city. Never. He didn’t come for Wilf’s or Burly’s inaugurations, he doesn’t come on our holidays, and Pop says he didn’t come to welcome the new settlers way back when they first landed either.

He regards us as killers. Killers he has to tolerate. Killers he has to make peace with, because the only other option is killing all of us himself.

Pop’s Noise goes into that fast whir and mixes with the Sky’s Noise. The townspeople’s faces take on a kind of horrified shock. They’ve all heard about this, I’m sure; there are all kinds of rumours about my pop, some of them even true, but I don’t think any of them have ever seen this, not between a human and a Land anyway.

Not that they would use the word Land.

The Noise exchange stops. “Come inside,” my pop says immediately.

“What’s going on here?” Burly’s voice pipes up from outside the circle, somewhere behind me. He probably knew about the Sky arriving before Pop did. He probably thought the Sky was coming to see him. Unlike everyone else, Burly steps into the space just outside the Land guards, but I don’t think even Burly would try to cross into where the Sky is standing without permission, so instead he comes around and stands next to Pop. He gives Pop a look, like howdy, neighbour. Pop does not give the same look back.

“It’s an honour to have you here, sir,” Burly says to the Sky.

The Sky says nothing back, not even in his Noise. I think he’s shocked at being addressed. Then he gives a long, pointed look to the townspeople who make a circle around his circle. He looks at their rifles.

“Let’s everyone show the proper respect to the Sky,” Burly says, raising his voice. “This is the leader of the entire planet, folks. The planet on which we are making a life for our own selves.”

Amazingly, every rifle is lowered – see what I mean when I don’t get all the hatred from my folks about Burly? He’s kind of a plonker, but he’s hardly the devil. So they lower their rifles, but the people stay, maybe less hostile than curious. Because this is, as I said, a hell of a curious thing.

“If we’d known you were coming,” Burly says to the Sky directly, “we’d have prepared an official welcome. A dinner. A public display of the peace and amity between our two peoples.”

The Land don’t have eyebrows. And even if they did, who’s to say they’d raise them like humans do? But let’s just say the look on the Sky’s face is like one big, giant raised eyebrow.

Burly seems to realize he’s made an error but maybe doesn’t know exactly what that error is. He tries to recover. “How can we help you?”

The Sky musters his Noise into our language. I will speak, he says, to the Knife.

This means Pop. Long story.

There’s a silence at this, as Burly tries to guess how embarrassing this is for him, to be dismissed so bluntly in front of so many people. “Ah, yes,” he finally says, with a smile, “I know you two are old friends.” He turns to Pop. “From the bad times.”

“And these are the good times, are they?” Pop says.

“Perhaps you don’t know our protocols,” Burly says, back to the Sky. “What seems like a personal visit to you, may seem like something else to us. As leader of the humans on this planet–”

“Not all of us,” Pop says.

“As leader of the humans,” Burly says a little louder, “I’d suggest that perhaps my presence at your meeting with Mr Hewitt would be a good idea. Politically, don’t you know? For both of us.”

And he’s smiling. And he seems like he’s being friendly.

The Sky looks from Pop to Burly, back to Pop.

Then he looks Burly full in the eye, musters his Noise again, and says, No.
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Inside our unit, the Sky and Pop talk, sitting very close to each other, almost forehead to forehead, their Noise zipping back and forth fast as a flickering light. It’s also got sound, but there’s nothing in it anyone without Noise – like me, Max and Mom, all of us here, too – could catch. It’s a conversation so secret, they might as well be having it in space.

“Burly’s still outside,” Max says, looking out the window of our unit. I push in next to him and look, too. Burly’s standing away from our front door. The Sky’s guards now circle our entire house, so he looks for all the world like a smiling inspector. The townspeople are still out there, too, keeping their distance.

“He’s going to need to do something,” Max says, meaning Burly, and I’m always so amazed at how bad my brother is at school when he’s this smart. “To show he’s still in charge, isn’t he?”

I nod. This feels right.

“Oh, shit,” Max says, as we see Margery Wingard sidle up next to Burly. They start having a conversation as private as the one Pop and the Sky are having.

“None of this feels good,” Max says. “Not one bit.”

“Okay,” we hear Pop say. We turn around. The Sky stands, and without another word, not even a goodbye, he leaves our unit.

Outside, we hear Burly say, “Good meeting? Now that you’re here, we’d love to–”

But the Sky walks right past him, directly towards the line of townspeople, as if he doesn’t even see them. His guards are around him quick as anything, and if the townspeople might not have moved for the Sky – though of course they would have, right? – they definitely move for the Sky’s guards and the weapons they’re carrying.

Just like that, they’re all gone into the night.

We look back to Pop. “What did he tell you?” Max asks.

“Hold on,” he says, standing. “I need to get Burly.”

“Burly?” Mom says, as surprised as we are.

“As much as he may not like it, he needs to hear this.”

“Needs to hear what?” Burly says, already at our door, Margery Wingard right behind him.

“Is it about the infection they brought us?” she asks.

“Oh, would you just shut it with the infection?” Mom snaps.

“I’ll thank you not to talk to me that way, Viola,” Mrs Wingard says, ice in her voice.

“Only my friends call me Viola.” Mom smiles. “You can call me Dr Eade.”

“Shut the door,” Pop says to me. I do, but then, without anyone seeing but me, he stays my hand right at the last second, leaving it unlatched.

“What’s this all about, Todd?” Burly asks. “And what does the leader of the Spackle have to say to you that he couldn’t say to me?”

“Nothing,” Pop says. “I’m going to tell you everything he said.”

“Why didn’t he tell me himself?”

“You got no Noise,” Pop says. “It would have taken forever. Plus, he doesn’t like you. I thought that was pretty obvious. He’s met humans like you before, and that didn’t go very well for him.”

“Humans like me? What’s that supposed–”

“Do you want to hear it or not?” Pop says. “Because honestly, it makes no difference to me, though you probably should, if you want to protect this city like you say.”

Burly isn’t happy with this. Margery Wingard is staring daggers at Mom. “I don’t think Margery needs to be in on this conversation, right?” Mom says.

“Yes,” Pop says. “If I tell Margery direct, then I’ll know for a fact any lies she says in her sermons are of her own creayshun and not because it was second-hand.”

“How dare you!” Margery says.

“Both of you be quiet and sit down,” Pop says. “I’m going to tell you a story.”

We sit. Pop opens up his Noise, letting it fall in the room all around us. And with pictures and words and feelings, in a voice his own but not quite, cleaned up of all his bad grammar and mispronunciations I find so embarrassing, he tells us everything the Sky told him.






The Tale of the Piper

A young boy of the Land was born with a twisted leg, so gnarled he learned to walk much later than usual and doing so caused him so much pain that his parents, in consultation with the doctor that tended to their town–

(“Town?” Margery interrupts, as we see the pictures of the story happening all around us. “They don’t live in towns. They barely live in villages. And ‘doctor’ is stretching it. It’s too generous to even call them healers.”

“Do you notice in this context, village and healer are words we only use for people who aren’t us?” Mom says. “Words to make sure everyone knows how superior we are.”

And she means this as an insult, but I’m honestly not sure Margery takes it that way.)


In consultation with the doctor, the boy’s parents – with the boy’s agreement – amputated his leg below the main middle joint. They fitted him with a prosthetic, and in the way of the Land, it was a fine piece of engineering. The boy could walk without pain for the first time.

More, the boy could run.

And run he did. He ran his way to school and back. He ran to the harvest to help his mother and to the fishing grounds to help his father. He played every sport he could. He even got a nickname, impossible to translate into human language, but it was partly exasperated, partly fond, because the boy was popular. The townsfolk loved him. He had a crowd of friends. He was the pride and joy of his parents, and there was no thought of his prosthetic leg slowing him down literally or figuratively in the future.

Then one day, the dreams began.

(“I knew it was spacks,” Margery Wingard says. “I told all of you all along it was spacks, and what did I get? Your derision and your scorn–”

“You’ll not call them that in this house, Margery,” Pop says.

“Call them what?” Margery Wingard says, in an obvious attempt to get my pop to say it.

He just keeps telling the story.)


The boy had dreams, and so did all of his friends. They were terrible, terrible dreams. So bad, they infected the Noise of the entire town, making the children of the Land a source of pain and even fear for the adults.

But they loved their children, of course, and so even though a darkness had settled over the town, they searched and searched for a cure. The doctor tried everything he knew, medicines, poultices, even poisons and leeches. Nothing worked. The priestess of the town–

(“Of course their heathen religion is part of this,” Margery Wingard says.

“If you interrupt again, Margery,” Pop says, voice all flinty, “I’ll ask you to leave.”

Her eyes blaze at that, but she keeps quiet.)


The priestess talked at length to each child in the town, trying to get to the source of their fears. She prayed with them, counselled them, tried to find any way she could to ease their burdens, but nothing lifted the dreams.

She did note, however, that they began with the appearance of a new star in the sky.

(At my side, Max squeezes my arm.)


The Land are not a people given to idle beliefs. They do not connect signs in the night sky to things that happen here on the ground. They don’t believe in omens, they don’t believe in prophecy, what they believe in is history. In the story they’ve always told themselves. In the one that lives in their ongoing Conversation.

But there was nothing there the priestess found that could explain anything. She proposed they contact their Sky, ask him to describe the dreams and the new star, and that way, they could be looked over and discussed, turned up and down and around and examined and then done so all over again.

If there was no history for these things, they would, at the very least, start one, and perhaps they might even find a solution for the suffering of their youth.

She sent a message through the Conversation, and she was surprised when a man entered the town the very next day. He had heard their message, he said, and he had a solution to their problem. He would play music on his pipes, and that music would soothe the nightmares.

(“This is the pied piper,” Burly says, frowning. “This is a human story. An old one.”

“The Sky put it in terms we could understand,” Pop says. “He found the story in my Noise and it was close to this one, so he used one to explain the other.” We all look at him. “It’s how their history works. Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

“Hmph,” says Margery Wingard.)


The priestess didn’t believe this answer from the piper. She consulted the doctor, who said that perhaps it had to do with wavelengths of sound. This was a guess, though. But both he and the priestess were desperate for solutions, especially in the face of the suffering of their children. And so they agreed to pay the piper to pipe.

He played his pipes throughout the town that night, as all the children slept. And it worked. Their nightmares calmed immediately, and as the piper played, the Noise of the town returned to what it had been before.

Almost.

For one boy hadn’t slept. The boy with the prosthetic leg.

He had seen the piper enter the town before anyone else, because he had run, though exhausted from troubled sleep, out to the river and back. He swore to his parents and to the priestess, too, that he had seen no one cross the bridge, the only way into town. He had been up and down an empty road, and suddenly the piper was already at the town gate, waiting to enter.

He came from nowhere, the boy tried to tell them.

They wouldn’t listen. He was just a boy, after all, and one whose Noise had become infected by the dreams. So the boy decided to keep watch that night and see what the piper did.

But all he saw was the piper piping. There was nothing special to it, no secret that the boy could see. The piper piped his music, and the Noise in the town quietened.

Except for the boy’s own. The piper’s music only worked on those asleep. The piper heard the boy’s Noise and saw him watching. He winked at the boy and disappeared again in the woods.

The next day, everything was different. The Noise of the town had changed, the Noise of the children had changed, the parents were happy, the town was happy, the doctor was happy.

Only the boy and the priestess weren’t happy. The boy because when he finally had gone to sleep, his dreams were as bad as ever. And while the doctor was willing to stick with the wavelength argument, something still didn’t sit right with the priestess. Where had the nightmares come from, after all? What, if anything, did they have to do with the new star in the sky? Where was the piper from? How did he know to be here?

When the piper returned for payment, she confronted him.

How did you know we needed help? she asked.

I told you, he said, I heard your message to the Conversation.

How were you so close?

I’m a travelling piper. I go from town to town, hoping to be paid for my entertainment.

And are you often close to this kind of problem? Does it seem to happen just before you appear?

At this the piper smiled. What I hear, he said, is the voice of someone who doesn’t want to pay me.

You hear the voice of someone asking questions, the priestess said. The voice of someone who will have answers before she pays.

You may choose not to pay me, the piper said. But there will be payment, one way or another.

With another smile, he left. When she pursued him, she didn’t find him on the road or in the trees around the town. She couldn’t hear his Noise anywhere.

That night, payment was made.

The piper piped another song as the town slept. The song kept the adults asleep but woke all the children. They left their beds at the sound of it, curious as to what it was, coming together on the road out of town. They began to walk towards the piper, following him as he started moving away.

Only the boy with the prosthetic leg saw what was happening. He had heard the music, too, but it didn’t call to him like it did the others. He could see from his window all the other children in town moving down the road, into the darkness of the night. He tried to wake his parents, but they wouldn’t stir.

The boy could run, though, and run he did. He ran after the other children, into the darkness. He ran past the turn in the road they had just taken. He ran further when he saw they weren’t there. He ran and ran and ran until he realized the road he was running down could not exist. He should have reached the river by now. He should have caught up with the group long ago.

And then he saw them.

The road, the impossible road, came to an end at a cleft in a rock wall. The piper stood before it, still piping to the children as they came towards him.

The boy watched as the piper grew before his eyes, his skin breaking, peeling away, becoming a giant of muscle and bone.

(“Ben,” Max whispers, as we watch a god unfolding on the floor of our living unit.)


He grew to enormous size, still piping his pipes. He played them even as a fire enveloped him, not burning him, but making him blaze with a heat the boy could feel even from a distance. The pipes played as the first of the town’s children reached him.

The piper reached down to the child, picked her up–

And shoved her in his giant, burning, skeletal mouth, tearing her in half, then eating her entirely.

(“Sweet Jesus,” Burly says, because that’s what we’ve just seen. The girl being eaten in horror and gore.)


No! the boy cried out.

But there was nothing he could do. No matter how much more he ran, he couldn’t get closer to the piper or the children, and he had to watch as, one by one, the piper ate them all, tearing them to pieces, swallowing them all down.

Until there were none left.

The piper smiled at the boy who was left behind, then disappeared into the cleft in the rock.
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“That’s it?” Burly says, when Pop finishes.

“That’s it,” Pop says.

Burly is so indignant, he stands up. “Well, that means nothing! He took one of our folk stories and told it to you like it was historical fact. In the worst possible taste, I might add.”

“I know what he did, Burly,” Pop says, “and I’m telling you, that’s how they hold their history. Through stories and myth. It’s not literally true–”

“Obviously,” Margery Wingard says, her voice full of scorn.

“The gods are true,” Max says. Everyone looks at him. “They are. I know you don’t believe us, but they are.”

Burly waves his hand, literally waving away everything Max just said. “The Sky is just trying to scare you, Todd. You’re too close to him, and he knows you’ll buy whatever story he tells–”

“I don’t give one tiny little shit about your opinion, Burly,” Pop says. “The Sky asked me to tell it to you, and so I did.”

“Tell me a pack of nonsense,” Burly says.

“It’s a warning,” Mom says. “That’s clear enough.”

“A warning of what? That some magic piper from our own myths is going to come here and eat our children because he’s a secret giant? You’re telling me that means something to you, does it?”

“The new star in the sky,” Mom says. “It’s clearly about that. This is the story they have in their history for it. And yeah, obviously the details aren’t exact–”

“But the truth is here,” Pop says. “This is what you all lost when you cured your Noise. Stories are more than words. They’re what’s behind the words. He told the story in this way because he thought it would mean something to us, but that story is only a carrier for what’s beneath.”

“Sure,” Margery Wingard says, also standing, “around here, we call that lying.”

“He’s warning us,” Pop says again.

“Warning us of what?” Burly snaps.

“You yourself said there was an invasion coming.”

“Yeah, from possible hostile aliens or the Spackle themselves, not some mythical piping monster!”

“Look, Burly,” Pop says, “believe what you want to believe, but the Sky isn’t lying. He’s warning us that something is coming. And it’s coming for our kids.”

“I’m not going to tell the town that,” Burly says. “They’d panic.”

Pop just grins. “Too late.”

Burly turns to the door, which has slowly come back open after Pop stopped me from latching it. All the townspeople gathered there have seen Pop’s story, too.
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Mom and Pop argue that night.

“You are not taking them back out there,” Mom says.

“It’s safer than in town,” Pop says.

“You don’t know that! You heard what the Sky said. Those things they’re seeing are dangerous!”

“I don’t know that they’re more dangerous than Burly.”

“I don’t like Burly either and I like Margery Wingard even less, but he’s not Mayor Prentiss and she’s not Mistress Coyle.”

“History always repeats,” Pop says.

“But only sometimes because we make it repeat. If we constantly expect them to act like our history, then sooner or later, they’ll prove us right.”

“Prentiss would have killed all the Land if he could,” Pop says, “but even he knew better than to doubt what they know. Burly won’t do nothing, and if something is coming for this town, I don’t want my kids anywhere near it!”

“It came for our farm, Todd! That’s pretty damn near!”

“And it came upriver for their friend next. Doesn’t that look like it’s getting closer to town?”

“You can’t tell from two examples! And you can’t protect them from burning giants!”

“I’ve done pretty well protecting them so far!”

Do we get a say in this? I sign, as they seem to have forgotten me and Max are still here.

“No!” they both shout.

“Look, Todd,” Mom says, “something is going on. This Noise dream, the Glyph, the sightings of these gods. However much you may hate how Burly and Margery are handling things, I’m handling them as well, and the town has more weapons and more people. It’s just safer.”

“The town is where the piper comes.”

“You said there was no literal piper.”

“Viola!” Pop finally snaps. It’s so unlike him, we all shut up. “I don’t trust towns. I don’t trust people. I trust you and I trust my sons and maybe one more person.”

He stops there, like he may have accidentally hit on something. Mom gets a look on her face, too.

“You think he’d know about this?” she asks.

“He’d definitely know something. It’s not that.” Pop frowns. “It’s whether I can find him.”

“Or if he wants to be found,” Mom says.

“He’ll want to be found,” Pop says, and Mom figures it out.

“You’re afraid of finding him.”

“He’s happy, Viola,” Pop says. “He wasn’t happy for a very, very long time, so why would I want to take that away from him?”

The person they’re talking about is the person I’m named after.

My grandfather.

Pop’s father.

Ben.

“You’re going to find Granddad?” Max asks.

Pop frowns even more. “If I can.”

“I’ll go with you,” Max says.

“No, you won’t,” Mom says. “It’s dangerous out there.”

“You’re both saying it’s dangerous everywhere.”

Mom looks at Pop, angrily. “Todd. You’re not taking the boys out of this city.”

“Well, they’re not staying here to be eaten by some burning god, Viola, so where does that leave us?”
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They send me and Max outside while they argue it out. Some of the townspeople are still hanging around. No sign of Burly or Margery Wingard, but Tara and Taper are there, looking to make trouble, no doubt.

“What’s going on?” Tara asks us. Neither of us really know how to answer her. “Come on,” she says, “there are rumours flying all over town now, and it’s not like I don’t want an answer to these dreams either.”

“This wasn’t about the dreams,” Max says. “Or only partly.”

“What’s it about, then?” Taper almost, but not quite, demands. “Our mom is really pissed at your mom, and that usually means she didn’t get her way on something.”

“Not that that’s always a bad thing,” Tara says, which is a surprise I’ll have to come back to later.

“The Land brought us a warning,” Max says.

“A warning?” Taper seems genuinely shocked.

“Warning of what?” Tara says.

I exchange glances with Max. It’s a little hard to explain, I type out on the comm.

“Try,” Tara says.

Something is coming.

“What is?”

Max shrugs. “Something dangerous. Something that’s been here before but not for so long that even the Land don’t have a name for it. They just know it’s bad, and it’s to do with the dreams.” Max takes a breath. “And the gods.”

“You were being serious about seeing gods?” Taper says.

“Have you guys seen any?”

“Any gods?” Taper’s expression says really very clearly how he hasn’t seen any.

Ask Arrow, I type.

“Ask Arrow what?” Tara says.

“Right,” Pop says, coming out of the unit, Mom right behind him. “Max, you’re coming with me to help find your granddad. Ben, you’re staying here with your mom to continue classes.”

“We’re splitting up?” Max says, my face saying it at exactly the same time.

How does that make sense? I type.

“If you stay here,” Pop says to Max, “you’ll have to be in the unit every hour of the day. No more wandering around on your own. You wanna do that? Or do you wanna help me?”

“And you,” Mom says to me, “will always be with someone. If it’s not me, it’s your classmates or your teachers. Got it?”

I start typing to complain about this but–

“Are we in danger?” Tara interrupts.

Mom and Pop look like they just noticed she was there.

“We don’t know, Tara,” Mom says. “Maybe. But your mom would not want you hearing any of that from me.”

“You know she won’t tell us herself,” Tara says. And this is also a surprise, to Mom and Pop, too.

Finally, all Mom can say is, “Keep your eyes open. Keep your minds open, too. Be watchful. We don’t know what’s coming, but something is. When we find out, we’ll tell you, I promise, no matter what your mother says.”

I don’t think we should split up, I sign to my mom. It feels like a bad idea.

“It does, actually,” Max says, “but I’d worry about Pop going out alone to find Granddad.”

Mom snorts. “Oh, your father can take care of himself. But if you’re with him, I know for one hundred per cent he’s coming back.”

That’s what does it. We agree. Max will leave with Pop, I’ll stay behind with Mom.

And that turns out to be the worst mistake we could possibly make.







MAX




I haven’t seen Granddad for at least two years, none of us have, but it’s not that Pop and he are on the outs or there’s some dislike between him and Mom or anything like that – Ben, our granddad, is one of the most wonderful people any of us have ever met, and he adores Mom and Pop so much it’s almost embarrassing – it’s just that, like Pop, he was nearly dead once, and the Land saved him, added his voice to their Conversation, but unlike Pop, Granddad has never been able to properly find his way back out again.

More to the point, he doesn’t really want to.

The Conversation of the Land covers everything. All history, time, current events, decisions, warnings, inventions, progress, wars, everything. Humans weren’t built for living in it. They can live near it, like Pop, dipping in and out of the waters, or they can let themselves be swept away and swim in it like fish do. Which I guess is what Granddad does. Pop says that over time it became harder and harder for Granddad to have regular communication with other humans. He lives with a Land group, fishes and hunts with them, and because of the nature of the Conversation, often forgets who he is.

But Pop says there’s a reason. Granddad lost Pop’s other granddad in the wars. He was called Cillian, with a hard K sound, and Ben can see Cillian there, in the Conversation. The Land don’t let their dead go in the same way we do. They can always go back and look, if they want. The idea is that you want to less and less over time, because you have to live in the present.

But that’s what the Land are built for. Not humans necessarily. Ben spends time in the Conversation with his memories of Cillian, time just letting the Conversation flow around him. And forgetting more and more every day that he was human to start with and not just one joyous drop of water in the huge ocean that is this planet’s Noise, which is a poetic way of saying it that Pop uses, though I added the word joyous.

“Where do we start?” I ask Pop when we’ve set up our tents outside the ashes of the farmhouse. For Pop, if something’s decided, he doesn’t wait around fretting about it, so we came out to the farm as soon as I’d packed up my whole two outfits.

“I sent out a call in the Conversayshun,” Pop says, which I know. It’s why we came out here, so he could get closer to the Land, try to get them to hear him.

“Granddad will come to us?”

Pop shakes his head. “It’ll make a trail to him. Prepare yourself for a walk in the morning.”

Turns out he’s not joking – not a big joker, is Pop – and we walk nearly twenty kilometres the next day, heading north, away from the river and the city. To the east is a road to the ocean, but we’re staying away from anything that looks like a human path, because the Land will be avoiding those, too.

Still. Twenty effing kilometres. “Are you kidding me?” I say, as we come down yet another hill into yet another glade of trees.

“Nope,” Pop says, not stopping. “You’re a farm kid. You should be able to do this walk in your sleep.”

“I wish I was sleeping.”

“I heard you dreaming last night,” Pop says without looking back. “Pretty bad?”

I hesitate before I answer. I don’t want to tell him I dreamed I was drowning, literally drowning in the Noise, the words and images and feelings cramming up my throat, and all around me the people I love most were laughing and doing nothing to help, and all the people I hate the most were with them, doing the same thing, and I was never going to actually drown, just suffocate forever, while every bit of love I’ve ever had was revealed as a lie.

“Yeah,” I say. “Pretty bad.”

“I always wondered…” Pop says, before trailing off.

“Always wondered what?”

He stops, gets his bearings, then moves to the northwest along a different heading.

“Always wondered what, Pop?”

“Oh.” He gathers his face and his Noise. I can see them both trying to figure out how to thoughtfully say what he’s thinking. “I always wondered if the cure was reversible.” He shrugs a little. “That’s all.”

“It’s not, though.”

“That’s what your mom says, but I wonder if it’s entirely true.”

“Why would anyone want to reverse it?”

He looks at me, kindly. “Why indeed, huh?”

We camp that night in the woods, the fire extra bright between us to hopefully keep rines away.

“Do you miss Granddad?” I ask, over the porridge Pop’s made.

He eats a bit of porridge. “I can still talk to him. Or parts of him, at least. In the Conversayshun.”

“Not the same as seeing him.”

“No. It’s not. So, yeah. I guess I do miss him. But it’s better having him alive, isn’t it?”

And that’s something that’s always worried me, so since we’re out here in the woods all alone, I just ask. “Will the same thing happen to you? Will you disappear in the Conversation?”

“I don’t know.” His Noise says he’s telling the truth. He really doesn’t know. “We were both near death. So close we maybe even stepped over the line before the Land drew us back. They can do that, you know, to each other. I mean, obviously, dead is dead, but sometimes, if they catch your Noise fast enough and your journey there is slow enough, then sometimes, they can bring you back. It’s in their histories.” He shakes his head. “And some people still call them primitives.”

“I don’t.”

He chuckles a little. “No, I reckon you don’t, and I’m sorry for all the preaching. It’s hard being in that city with all those people who think they can live their lives without being part of the world they’re living on.” He looks up into the stars in the night sky. “How different it all could be.”

“If we hadn’t taken the cure?”

“There were good reasons for taking it,” he says, still looking up. “I don’t know if there’d be any humans left right now if there wasn’t a cure. But that’s what no one asks. What’s the cost? There it is.”

He points up. I’m not sitting near him, so basically he’s just one man gesturing towards the entire night sky. “Like I can see what you’re pointing at,” I say.

“There. Little blink between the two paired stars and the galaxy cloud.”

I try to find what he means. The galaxy cloud is a stripe in the sky, rough like torn bark. It’s the galaxy where we all live, looked up at from its middle, like looking out from the centre of a disc, which is what this galaxy is. A little to the side are a pair of stars – not actually a pair, that much I remember from Professor Kilfoyle; they’re actually zillions and zillions of miles away from each other, they just look like a pair from our perspective – and between the pair of stars and the galaxy cloud–

“Is that the Glyph?”

“Yup. Getting closer every day.”

“An invasion.”

“Maybe.”

“And no one’s preparing for it.”

“I’ll bet they are.”

“What does that mean?”

“Burly will have something planned, at least enough so he won’t get blamed if it all goes wrong.”

“Who’ll be blamed?”

Pop just looks at me.

“Oh, right,” I say. “The Land.”

“Always and forever,” he says, looking back up. “As long as we’re here.”

“Where else would we go, though? There are no ships to fly us out. There are no planets we know to go to. It took years and years and years for Mom’s people to even get here–”

“I know–”

“Besides, you’re from here. You were born here. And the Land added you to their Conversation.”

He shakes his head again. “I don’t know if that matters. If you really knew the crimes we committed against them…”

“Crimes can’t be uncommitted, Pop. All we can do is not commit new ones.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” He rises. “The new crimes that are going to come.” He stands and starts heading to his tent.

“Is that supposed to end the conversation?”

He stops, surprised.

“You say something like that, a perfect exit line, and the conversation’s over? It’s not a vid, Pop. We were still talking.”

He stays standing, now not knowing what he should do. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Do you really want to undo the cure?”

He looks down. “Probably a pointless question.”

“Doesn’t mean you don’t still wish I was some other way.”

His eyes widen. “No, that’s not what I meant. I don’t want you any other way than how you are.”

“Sounds like it,” I say. “A little bit.”

“No, Max, really no.” He comes over to me, puts his hands on my shoulders, so I can’t look anywhere but his eyes. “I want you to be happy. That’s it. That’s all. I’m not sure the cure did that for you.” He lets go. “I’m not sure it did it for any of us.”

He walks back over to his tent, then turns to me and winks. “Now that,” he says, “was an exit line.”

He goes into his tent and I’m still laughing.



The forest dries up over the next two days of walks, kind of scarily so. What was green turns brown at an ugly rate. Then suddenly, though there are still trees almost entirely circling the horizon – thinner than the usual forest, but definitely there – in the middle of it all is a long, large depression that’s mostly sand and a few huge, open, smoking holes.

“This looks dangerous, Pop.”

“Conversayshun says we’re between erupshuns–”

“Eruptions?”

“And this is where the trail goes.”

We make our way down the sandy hill, puffs of brown dust skipping out in front of us with each step.

“Watch out for catchers,” Pop says.

“What’s a catcher?”

He points, and like when he pointed at the sky, I don’t see anything but more sand.

“Where?”

He makes a shaping motion with his hand, like an arc–

And I see an arc in the sand.

Holy shit.

It’s twice the size of us in length, maybe more. A long flat body with rock-like arms, four of them, coming out of a carapace, three-fingered claws on each one. If we were standing in front of it, it might not even come up to my knees, but one of those claws would probably have already pulled that knee off my body.

“Should we run?”

Pop shakes his head. “They don’t see too good. I think it’s sensed something in the sand… Yep, there.”

There’s a lizard on the rocks above it, stopping to open its back sails and sun itself in the wrongest possible place. The catcher moves below it, slowly scaling the sandy slope, amazingly quiet for something so big and then–

Snap! One claw shoots out and the lizard is squished into three pieces and immediately disappears down the maw of the catcher, which doesn’t even seem to chew, just swallows it all down, standing there for a moment in the sunlight as if it needs to think about what it did, then stepping backwards on four more legs down the slope and going back to being nothing more than an arc in the sand.

“Max,” Pop says, looking back up the slope we’re on, but slightly over my head. “I need you to move forward. Don’t look, just move. Right now.”

So, of course, like any idiot, I look. Above and behind me, an even bigger catcher than the one across the little valley is coming out of the sand. It rises, the sand falling off it, and I see a dozen little catcher babies hanging on to its underside.

Oh, eff.

“Run!” Pop yells.

I don’t need any encouragement. I blitz off down the hill, running towards Pop, who’s taking out his rifle. “Don’t shoot it!” I yell, even as I pass him. “It’s a mother!”

I see him release his hand from the trigger for a second and look above the rifle site. He sees the babies hanging from the catcher’s belly. He raises his rifle again.

“Pop, no!” I shout.

He fires, but it’s in the sand in front of the catcher. The shot makes her rear back. He fires again, and she scrambles back up the hill. She may not know what the rifle is – we’re probably the first humans she’s ever seen – but she can sure feel the vibrations from where the bullets hit. She rises, arms out in a defensive array. A swarm of little eyes on stalks emerges from the carapace, and we see ourselves reflected in her Noise, along with a huge wash of confusion and anger. RUN, she says, and I’m not sure if she’s telling us to run or telling herself or if she’s just showing Pop’s word back to him, but you’d run, wouldn’t you? We scramble down the valley, but Pop grabs my arm before I get too far ahead of him. He nods around us. Catchers are rising everywhere. Dozens of them. They’re keeping their distance from us. For now.

“Go, go,” he whispers, and we cross the floor of the valley at a gallop. We get so close to one of the calderas, I can feel the heat rising from it. There’s steam in a single jet coming from the vast dark hole, and as we run by, I see actual lava glowing down in there somewhere.

“Why would Granddad’s path come through here?” I ask as we climb up the other side. The catchers are all still out, watching us, their claws up, ready to mess with us if we come too close.

“I’ve no idea,” Pop says, taking my hand as he lifts me up the last ledge. We stop for a second, looking back down the valley of the catchers. They’re all still looking back up at us. Then one by one, they start chattering their claws, a small, rattling sound that soon becomes a huge rattling sound.

“We should really go,” I say.

“I tend to agree.”

Me and Pop go as quickly as we can, away from the rattling, which follows us for much longer than we’d like it to, but soon enough, the trees grow thick again and the forest swallows us. The Noise is constant, little animals hunting, other little animals being hunted, a lot of them just wanting to have sex with each other. Animals are super horny, all the time; so are teenagers, which is one really good reason not to have Noise. Me and Pop walk through it all until the sun sets, and then we make camp on a rock overlooking a creek. Pop takes out a comm from his pack and throws it over to me. I wind it to get the battery started, then let the last of the sunlight fill its cells. I hit a few buttons, and it rings. Mom’s face appears.

“Hey, baby,” she says with a smile. “Everything all right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “We saw a bunch of things called catchers this morning…”

Then I see Pop shaking his head silently to me over the top of the comm.

“But only from a distance,” I add quickly, “and they all ran away.”

“Well, good,” Mom says. “Any sign of your granddad?”

“Not yet.”

“But we’re close,” Pop says, which surprises me.

“Are we?” I ask him. “How can you tell?”

He waves a general hand to the air. “The Conversayshun… It’s getting, I don’t know, thicker with him.”

I glance down at Mom’s face. She doesn’t know what this means either. “Everything okay in town?” I ask.

She sighs. “As it can be.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means Burly is still Burly. Margery Wingard is still Margery Wingard. But nothing terrible’s happened.”

“Yet,” Pop says, from where he’s setting out our dinner from a freeze-dried pack.

“I could say the same thing about you two,” Mom says, raising her voice so she’s talking to Pop.

“We’re fine,” Pop says. “No sign of any gods. No sign of any invasion. Max is still dreaming, though, even far from the city.”

“Pop,” I say.

“And I don’t like that,” Pop finishes.

“I don’t like it either,” Mom says.

“Not that anyone asked,” I say, “but neither do I.”

“I’m working on it,” Mom says. “We’ve got the chemical technology of the cure. If these dreams are Noise-based, then you’d think there’d have to be something in there to fix this.”

“If fixing it is what’s needed,” Pop says.

“We’re not having this argument again, Todd,” Mom says.

“Especially not when I’m holding the comm,” I say. “Where’s Ben?”

“Out with one of the Wingard twins,” Mom says, not sounding too happy about it.

I’m very surprised. “He is?”

She shrugs. “He doesn’t like having to be babysat every hour of the day. I guess strange times make strange bedfellows.”

“He’s sleeping with them?”

“No, Max, it’s just a saying. Look, you two be safe. And you let me know when you see your granddad. And” – she smiles now, the first real one I’ve seen in a while – “you tell him I said hello. And that it’s been too long.”

“I will,” I promise.

We hang up. Pop hands me a little plate with my dinner on it. I start eating the tiny dry cubes that taste way better than they look. We both chew in silence for a while, and then, what the hell, it worked before, so I just ask it straight out.

“Are you and Mom breaking up?”

Here are the things Pop doesn’t do: He doesn’t look surprised. He doesn’t deny it immediately. And his Noise doesn’t rise in shock. I don’t like any of those responses, and you wouldn’t neither.

“I hope not,” he says, not looking me in the eye, but his Noise has nothing in it but doubts.

“She still loves you. It’s obvious.”

“And I love her.” He looks at me now. “And we both love you boys more than anything. Anything, Max. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I won’t,” I say, and I realize my eyes have tears in them.

“Oh, son,” he says, putting down his plate and coming over to me. He puts an arm around me. “It’s nearing the time for you two to make your own way, anyway.”

“And we really are making different ways,” I say. “Me and Ben.”

“That’s normal,” Pop says. “You’re different people, but you’ll always be brothers.”

“I don’t understand him half the time any more. Why he thinks what he thinks. Why he’s always racing to prove how normal he is, how much he fits in. And it’s getting worse.”

“How?”

“Like, how it was so obvious I’d be the one out here with you while he stayed in the city. Why didn’t he want to come, too?” I eat a little cube, feeling grumpy. “No one ever said growing up was so lonely.”

Pop nods. Then he nods again.

“You were right,” he finally says. “I do wish you boys hadn’t had the cure. Who knows what kind of men you’d be now? What kind of men you’d be on your way to becoming? What paths you’d both be taking, together or separate?”

“You said the Noise was a living nightmare.”

“It was. But maybe we were on the way to fixing that.” He looks out into the red of the sky. “I don’t consider my life a nightmare. Your granddad doesn’t either.”

“You had to die to get that close to the Conversation, though.”

“Yeah, that’s not ideal, but it’s true, me and your granddad are close to the Conversayshun. Always in it. Trying to understand this planet. Trying to understand the Land. Trying to find a way to really live here, and not just be Burly and his city making a little Old World they can cling to like a drowning man does a log.”

His Noise is sad, sad as I’ve seen it in a long while.

“So, yes,” he continues, “I wish now that you and your brother hadn’t had the cure. But I also know that maybe you wouldn’t have survived without it, and that’s something I’m not willing to ever risk. It’s more that I wish the world was different, and I can’t help but feel like we missed our chance to make it so. We had an opportunity to try one way or the other, and the way we chose, well, it closed off the other path forever.”

“You don’t know that,” I say. “We may find a better cure. Or we may run out of the stuff that makes it. Or–”

“Or we may grow from being a parasite on this world into a cancer that kills it.”

“Well, that’s happy.”

“Don’t listen to me.” He turns to me now. “You’re a star, you know that? You’re a brighter star than any I’ve ever seen in the sky. You walk your path honestly and bravely, and you own who you are in a way that men like Burly and women like Margery Wingard will never understand in a million years. If this place ever has a chance for humans, it’s going to be because of people like you. And you and your brother may be far apart now, but you’ll both come round again. I can see it. The future is yours and his and it needs you both.”

And the fire burns as night falls and we finish eating our dinner.



I drift off to sleep thinking about the story the Sky told us. I know the tale of the pied piper, everyone hears it when they’re a little kid, and I know we’re not supposed to take what the Sky told us literally, but I can’t help thinking, not about the children the god ate, though I’ll never forget how that looked, but about the boy who was left behind. A boy with a prosthetic leg that didn’t slow him down or make his life worse. In fact, it gave him a different and larger perspective on the world.

And I think, that sounds an awful lot like Ben. My brother, not my granddad.

Does that mean I’ll get eaten and he’ll get left behind? Because I sure as heck don’t want to be eaten, but being left behind when he already thinks everyone’s doing that would be the worst thing of all for Ben.

But we’re not supposed to take the story literally, right?

Right?

I go to sleep worrying about my stupid brother.



A rine wakes me up, which is bad but then it gets even worse, because this one has two cubs with her. The catcher was a new mother, too. It’s foolish to go walking in the woods during birthing season, yet here we are.

A little rine cub puts its head in my tent and sniffs at my foot, tickling. Groggy, I think it’s a dream for a second – they’re really cute, rine cubs, little hairy snouts, spotted before their adult fur comes in, the ridges on their back like a kid pretending to be a soldier – but in all of about three seconds, I see the very bad danger we’re in.

“Pop,” I whisper. I can hear him snoring in his tent. I’ve managed to get to a sitting position, and when I look out at the campfire, I can see momma rine sniffing through the crumbs of our dinner. No way she doesn’t know we’re here, but she’s clearly hoping to steal some stuff and scarper off without a fight.

“Pop,” I say again, louder, and this time, the rine and both cubs turn to look at me.

Momma rine snarls.

“Hey!” I shout, rising to my feet, waving my hands. No way I’m going to win in a fight, the rine outweighs me by a hundred kilos, but the advice is always to be loud and look big and maybe, if you’re lucky, they’ll run off. But this is a momma, and if she thinks I’m attacking her cubs, then well, goodbye, Max, nice knowing you, so I really have no idea what the right play here is. “Hey!” I shout again, less convincingly this time.

Momma rine’s Noise rises in threat, full of all kinds of scenes of her ripping my throat right out, which, you know, isn’t good.

“To me!” I hear Pop shouting, and he’s coming out of his tent with his rifle, trying to cock it but something is catching. I think he’s shouting at me for a second, but he means the rine. She turns to him, her Noise getting louder.

“She’s got cubs, Pop!” I shout.

“I know! Get behind me!”

I take a step to do so, and the rine snarls at me again, racing forward a few steps, not attacking, just letting me know she’s coming any second. I stop moving.

“Goddamn it!” I hear Pop say, struggling with the rifle.

“Don’t shoot her!”

“I’m trying to scare her off, but this goddamn gun–”

In the time it’s taken for me to look at Pop and for him to say this, the rine attacks.

I feel the full force of her slam into my chest, digging in most of her claws, but I barely feel the pain because she’s knocking me back so hard and fast, and we collapse into my tent and that maybe saves my life because the material wraps around us in a pile, and when I feel her jaws clamp on my neck, she’s also squeezing about five different folds of thick tent canvas which her teeth can’t get through, and I can’t see a thing, but I hear Pop call my name and there’s another thud as he throws all his weight onto the rine, trying to knock her off me, but she’s much heavier than even he is and all I feel is the weight of a massive struggle through the tent, and I can’t breathe, and one leg of the rine does a massive push down on my ribcage, and I feel a couple of ribs snap, and my god, you’d never know how much a thing could hurt, and I cry out but can’t really catch my breath, and there’s another crack down at my hip, and I don’t know what’s caused it but as bad as I thought my ribs could hurt, the hip hurts twice as bad, and the fighting’s still going on basically on top of me, and another rine foot goes into my stomach, another into my neck, and the pain from my ribs and hip is so bad I think I’ll die from it, then something hits my head and I don’t feel anything more at all.




When I come to, Granddad is there. Hey, kiddo, he says, smiling down at me.

I think I’ve died. You would, too.

“Granddad?” I whisper, and my mouth is almost too dry to speak. He sees this and nods at someone and then there’s liquid from a little saucer being put to my lips. Just sip, he says. Not too fast.

I think it’s water he’s offering me, but it’s not, and there’s a long fuzzy moment where now I’m sure I died because everything feels way too nice to be real, and I black right out again.



The second time I wake it’s a lot slower. I hear things first. Not words exactly, but those as well, mixed in with a lot of other stuff, and of course it’s Noise and I tense up, thinking it’s the dream again, but then I realize this Noise isn’t trying to kill me or make me miserable or feel lower than dirt, and I open my eyes.

Pop is talking to Granddad, both of them seated next to a fire. We’re no longer on the rock where the rine attacked, and I can’t see any of our stuff. I’m wrapped in a Land blanket. It’s made of woven lichen and that makes it sound like it’s all scraggly and weak, but it’s actually tight and soft and warmer than wool. It’s kind of hot, in fact, and I push it off, groaning a little at the pain in my ribcage.

Which actually is not nearly as bad as I would have expected.

Someone’s awake, Granddad says, in his Noise. Pop looks over to me and gets up immediately. “Slowly, slowly,” he says, kneeling down. “The wounds were pretty deep.”

I blink at him, I’m still groggy, but I see deep scratches across the whole of his face. “Pop?” I say, worried.

“Yeah,” he says, stroking my hair. “Just a few more scars to add to the collection, no big deal. I’m just glad you’re okay. That’s all that matters.”

“Will I have scars, too?” I ask.

I hear Granddad laugh, but it’s not mean. It’s as warm as I’ve always remembered him. You were lucky, he says, getting up. Only about a hundred broken bones instead. He’s dressed like the Land. The same tight woven lichen of the blanket made into trousers and a shirt. Slightly more than the Land usually wear, true, but unmistakably not dressed as a human.

“Where did you come from?” I say.

Out of the woods, he says, where I always come from.

His Noise is a wondrous thing. Where Pop’s is always fractured and hot and spinning all over the place, Granddad’s is like a single swirling wave, part of a larger ocean. It’s so warm and inviting, you just want to jump in and swim.

“He saved us,” Pop says.

Not just me, Granddad says, and he looks up, his Noise opening up behind him. I see a number of Land around our camp now, scaling fish, mending a tent that might even be mine, and talking to each other through their Noise in those easy, quick flashes that are impossible to interpret unless you’re in it. One of the younger ones, probably no more than my age, is staring at me. When I catch his eye, he quickly looks away.

I heard your father in the Conversation, Granddad says. He’s not the quietest blip on the map.

“You can say that again,” I say, and both Granddad and Pop chuckle.

“The rine got me down where she wanted me,” Pop says, “and she was about to take my throat out when your granddad and the others arrived.”

“Did you have to kill her?” I say, worried.

Pop and Granddad frown at each other, and I see the dead rine in their Noise. “’Fraid so, Max,” Pop says.

“But she had cubs–”

Already taken care of, Granddad says, his Noise showing me the two cubs being tended by the Land. They’ll be released when they’re old enough to fend for themselves. Then he opens his mouth and for the first time, he uses his voice. “But she tore your chest and broke your ribs and your hip, and your first thought is, did we kill her?”

“Well,” I say, “not my first thought, but she was just doing what she was supposed to do as a rine. It’s us who were in her space.”

Granddad smiles. You’re your father’s son, he says.

Pop blushes at that, so I change the subject. “My hip doesn’t feel broken any more. Ribs, neither. I didn’t think we were carrying that much bone-fixer in the medipak.”

“We weren’t,” Pop says. “It was the Land. They’ve taken our bone-fixer and made it better, made it their own. They do that with all our medicines, you know. The antivirals, the neurological treatment your brother got, even the Noise cure, just to see if any of it will help them, too.”

“Oh,” I say, not really knowing what to do with that. I lift my head up a little and look out to the Land all around us. “Thank you.”

And now, Granddad says, looking at Pop, we really do have to talk.



I’ve been searching like you asked, he says to Pop, when we’re all around the fire, me and Pop and Granddad and all the Land with him. I see the younger Land who was looking at me before looking at me again, but then he looks away. The Sky asked me to search, too.

“He did?” Pop asks.

Granddad gives a smile. I’m uniquely qualified to find an anomaly in the Conversation.

“What did you find?” I ask. “Are we in danger?”

For the first time since I’ve seen him again, Granddad hesitates. His Noise goes a paler blue, a hesitant colour, it turns out. “Yes,” he finally says, out loud. “Yes, I think so.”

“You think so?” Pop asks.

Granddad switches back to Noise. We’re heading to a place where we can find out for sure. That’s the path you’ve been following. We’ll take you there. We’ll find out together.

“What place?” Pop asks.

The story the Sky showed you? Granddad says. It may be more literally true than we first thought.

“The giant gods are going to eat me?” I’m half joking when I say it, but only half. I really want someone to tell me I’m all the way joking, please.

That’s what we’re going to find out, Granddad says, which isn’t exactly the encouragement I was after.



We start walking again the next day, after I’ve called Mom and assured her nine thousand times that I’m actually all right. It’s weird, though, carrying on with life as normal the day after you’ve been attacked by a rine. I’m already mostly healed up, like I told Mom, just aches and pains and some still-healing scratches on my chest where the rine first hit me – Land bones are similar enough to ours for the medicine to be the same, but Land skin sure isn’t – but the attack still happened. If I had Noise, that’s all the Noise would be about, the attack happening over and over again, so what I’ve got is my brain telling me something awful happened, and my body’s going, maybe not. It makes for a wobbly hike.

“Keep up, Max,” Pop says quietly. We’re both hovering near the back of the line as it makes its way through the trees.

“Aren’t you even a little shaky?” I ask him.

He smiles. “Medicine a little too fast for your brain to catch up?”

“Yeah.”

“Same.”

“Where are we going anyway?”

“Ben hasn’t been super clear on that,” Pop says, “but I think it’s where the story happened.”

“The actual place where everyone got eaten?”

“As much as it’s a historical place at all. I’m sure there was really a town. And I’m sure something happened there. But I still don’t quite believe anyone was eaten by gods.”

“That’s super reassuring, Pop, thanks.”

“You think I’m going to let anything hurt you?”

“I’m not a kid any more.”

“You’re my kid until the end. We’re both going to be very old men and you’re still going to be my kid.”

“Pop–”

“No,” he says, smiling again. “Exit line.” And heads up deeper into the line of walkers.

I turn my head, still smiling myself, and I catch the young Land looking at me again, and that’s just about enough of that, so I say, “Why are you always looking at me?”

His Noise immediately goes another colour. I’m pretty sure it’s embarrassment. I can see him start lining up human words to say, but from his Noise, I’m surprised to find I’ve already got a pretty good idea.

“I’m the first young human you’ve ever seen in person?” I ask.

Yes, he says, clearly surprised that I got it right.

“I don’t really like being stared at,” I say. “Nobody does.”

I know, he says, and I can feel more embarrassment. I get chastised for it all the time.

He’s so serious, I can’t do anything but laugh. “My name’s Max,” I say.

Yes, he says. I am named … and his Noise churns again and again, trying to figure out how to say his name in a human way, and I’m about to tell him he doesn’t have to, when he just says, Ess.

“Ess?”

Ess. Is my name.

“Just the letter s?”

He thinks again. Almost.

“Okay,” I say. “Ess, it is.”

We walk a few more steps in silence, his Noise rolling a mile a minute. “Anything you want to ask the first young human you’ve ever met, Ess?” I say.

And I’m expecting some question about human culture or where we’re going or if he’s heard of the dreams human kids are having or where I stand on all the endless crimes my species has committed against his.

But instead, he looks at the top of my head and asks, What is hair like?

And I laugh out loud, and he laughs, too. Then, as we walk, I tell him what having hair is like.

* * *


The weather turns colder the further we go, and I swear it seems like we’re heading down into some kind of micro-climate. The trees grow much closer, and every leaf and bramble and flower is wet, even though it’s not raining. It’s like a cloud fell down, and we’re walking through it. It’s quiet, too.

“Where are all the animals?” I ask Granddad. I’m up walking next to him by this point.

“They’re here,” he says. He points to a pocket monkey up on a branch. “They’re just keeping their Noise quiet.”

This is weird. “All of them? I can’t hear any birds either, and birds never usually shut up.”

You are not wrong about that, Granddad says.

“Why do you flip between your Noise and speaking?” I ask, though I can immediately guess. “You don’t use your voice box much any more, do you?”

“Not really, no.” He nods to Ess, who’s in front of us now, and then to the Land behind us. “These are…” He stops himself. “I was going to say ‘my people now’, but it’s incredibly presumptuous to assume they even think of me as one of them. So let’s just say, this is where I feel most at home now.”

“In the Conversation?”

He nods. “I’m not consciously talking to the Land that are here, but our Noises are linked. And we’re all looking at the world and we’re all processing it and what I see is a part of that, but I also see the whole at the same time. We’re all thinking about it, too, and reacting to it and analysing it and when I pull myself out of that…”

“Feels like you’re cutting off one of your senses?” I say.

“Almost exactly that. Clever Max.”

I grin, pleased with the praise, even though I feel like I’m too old for that kind of stuff any more, though maybe no one ever is.

“Let me show you something,” he says, and his Noise opens up in front of us. A man appears, dirty blond hair, rough and handsome, about Pop’s age. It’s Grandpa Cillian. I recognize him from the memories in Pop’s Noise. Cillian gave his life to save his son, my pop. I never met him, of course, but both Pop and Granddad love him so much, it’s almost like I have.

I keep coming back to him, Granddad says, and I know it’s not exactly healthy, but how can I not? In the Conversation, he’s alive and always with me. The past is with me every second. It’s like I’m living my entire life again and again every day.

“It sounds awful.”

“But it feels extraordinary,” he says out loud, “and it gets harder and harder to leave.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t plan on living like this. I was just as alien from the Land as everyone else. More so. I come from Prentisstown, after all. But they saved my life, for whatever reasons they may have had, and it was like all the walls of my brain just fell away, and I became the horizon, instead of a room.”

“So you think the cure was a mistake, too, then?”

“I’m not sure calling it a mistake helps. Your father even thought it was the right thing to do at the time, and he’s the smartest, best man I know. But I can also see why he regrets it now. The harder path may yet turn out to be the longer one.”

“Or super short, if humans have anything to do with it.”

But the question is, Max. He turns to me, a twinkle in his eyes. Are we still human?

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Humans are from Old World, but where were you born?”

“I said this same thing to Pop. We were both born here.”

“So why couldn’t you be something more?”

“Because the cure’s already happened, and there’s no taking it back.”

He’s about to say something. I can see his mouth open and close, and I can see in his Noise a whole lot of information just about to come clear and then vanish as he changes his mind.

“What?” I demand. “What were you going to say?”

He doesn’t answer, though I can see he’s looking for one.

I stop completely. “What are you not telling me, Granddad? Because there’s something.”

He looks over my head back into the line of approaching people where Pop is now looking at us.

“There’s a cure for the cure, isn’t there?” I say.

“Max–” Granddad starts.

“Max,” Pop says, coming up to us.

“Am I right?” I say, looking at both of them. Their Noise goes a thousand miles a second between them, which is sort of answer enough. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

“It’s not what you think,” Pop says.

“The Land can reverse the cure,” I say. “You’re out here talking about how you wish there could be one, and the Land already have it. That’s why they analysed our cure and made their own.” My eyes widen. “Does Mom know about this? Is that why you two broke up?”

Granddad looks at Pop. “You broke up? You didn’t say it had gone that far–”

“It hasn’t, Ben–”

“Don’t lie,” I say. “She stopped living at the farm before the god destroyed it. And this is why, isn’t it? She doesn’t want you to offer it to us!”

“Like I said, Max,” Pop says, “it’s not what you think.”

“I don’t care what it is. Just give it to Mom and she can research it all she wants and you two can get back together.”

“Max–”

“What is all this secrecy?” I pretty much yell.

“The only way to take away the cure is to walk the path that me and your granddad have,” Pop says.

“Which means what?”

It means you’d have to be near death for it to work. Granddad looks at Pop. Which can be safely managed with certain medicines–

“Absolutely not,” Pop says. “Not a chance I’m letting anything like that happen to my boys.”

“We’re old enough to make our own decisions!” I yell. All the Land around us have long stopped by this point. To watch the humans argue, I guess. Ess seems particularly interested.

“You don’t even want the cure!” Pop says. “Never once have you said to us, oh, great, I’d love to have everyone know my every secret thought.”

I shake my head. “You can’t do that. You can’t tell me you regret us being cured, then tell me how awful having Noise is. You can’t do both.”

Pop looks at me furiously, then he opens up his Noise, bigger than I’ve ever seen it, and suddenly I’m drowning again, like in the dreams. The words and images and feelings all come down on me like a waterfall that I can’t move from. And it’s not all negative and it’s not telling me I’m awful – the opposite, really, it’s filled with so much love for me I’m already crying – but it’s unbearable nonetheless.

STOP! Granddad says, so loud it cuts through.

It stops immediately. Pop is close to me now, his face near mine.

“That’s what it feels like in my head,” he says. “That’s what it feels like every day.”

I screw up all my anger and I look him in the eyes, though mine are still flooding. “But you chose it. You chose it and you think it’s better.”

“I knew what I was choosing,” he says. “You don’t. It’s too dangerous. That’s what I told your mom.” He turns an angry face to Granddad. “That’s what I told you, Ben.”

“He deserved to know,” Granddad says. “He’s old enough.”

“That is not your decision.”

“It’s not yours neither,” I say.

“The Land still won’t give it to you. The Sky agrees with me. So you just put it out of your head.”

“Pop–”

“Enough! You only want it now because I told you you can’t have it.”

And as true as this may be, I’m about to keep fighting, but every head of the Land, and Granddad’s too, turns suddenly to a Land scout that’s gone ahead and come back with news.

We’re here, Granddad says.

 

 

It’s not what I expected. There’s a massive rock, suddenly in the middle of the forest, like someone dropped it there, and there’s a lightning bolt-shaped cleft, high in the face of it. The cleft is pretty far above us, so it’s hard to tell exactly how big it is, but I think anybody in this party could walk into it without having to crouch down.

“All right,” Pop says. “A cleft in a rock. How do we feel about that?”

Noise whizzes all around me, fast as… I was going to say lightning, but that’s probably because the word was already there for the taking.

“What are they saying?” I ask Pop, as he’s clearly listening.

“They say it’s not a natural formation.”

“Kind of obviously,” I say.

“But…” He listens, his forehead crinkling in disbelief. He turns to Granddad. “Ben?”

“They’re saying there’s something wrong with it,” Granddad says.

“What do they mean, ‘something wrong’?”

“I’m not sure,” he says, as all around us, the Land are setting down the bags they carried on their backs and taking out the equipment they’ve brought: tools the colour of bone, leaf vials that carry different kinds of chemicals and liquids, quartz viewers, Land science in a wide array. They’ve also got some human tools, including a Geiger counter for radiation, and I see Ess take out a box I think is used for pushing soundwaves through rock to see what composition it is. They’re all at the rockface, making tests, securing climbing ropes, setting up their machines.

And that’s when the god screams.

The sound seems to come from nowhere and everywhere. It’s as horrible as it was before: a giant creature in extreme and agonizing pain. Pop immediately steps in front of me, but I’m not even sure if that’s the side that’ll protect me. The scream gets louder and louder–

And then it falls away.

“We have to go,” Pop says to Granddad. Then he sends it out in his Noise to the rest of the Land. We have to go! Now!

The Land start packing up their gear, not nearly as fast as I’d like them to, and Pop keeps turning around me in a circle, watching the trees, looking for where it’s going to come out–

Wait.

A word, coming through the Noise. A word in human language, but not from Granddad.

“What do you mean, wait?” Pop yells. “You haven’t seen these things. I have!”

Another flash of Noise. Both Pop and Granddad turn immediately to the rockface.

“What’s going on?” I say, feeling panicky. “What are they saying?”

The scream comes again, louder this time, like a siren blaring right in your face but filled with terror and pain. I can’t help it, I clamp my hands over my ears, moaning in fear. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I’m basically waiting for the end, waiting for the god to emerge and kill us all–

It takes a second to hear Pop’s voice. “Max!” he’s saying. “Max, it’s okay!”

“How is it okay?” I manage to yell back, forcing my eyes open.

And I see everyone but him looking up at the cleft in the rock, and that’s only because Pop is looking at me. “It’s the wind,” he says.

“It’s not the wind!” I say, eyes wide.

“It’s coming through the hole in the rock,” he says, pointing up. A few plants and lichens have grown around the lightning-shaped slash there, and I can see them now, shimmering a little, like in a breeze. They shimmer faster as the screaming sound starts up again. They lean out from the hole as the sound increases and slowly move back in as it dies.

“There must be another entrance,” Pop says, “and the wind blows through the cave, making that sound.”

“It’s exactly like–”

“I know,” he says, frowning. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

Granddad comes over to us, eyes way up high on the rockface. “I don’t know about there being another entrance,” he says. “One of the Land has already done a circle of it. There’s nothing on the other side.”

“And what’s it doing in the middle of the woods anyway?” I say, still not at all convinced that a burning giant isn’t going to crawl out of that rockface and smash us. “There isn’t anything else like it around here.”

And there’s not, and nothing on the way in either. Just this rock.

“Where a town once was,” Pop says, guessing the rest of my thoughts.

The scream starts up again, like an alarm sounding, but for who? And why?

Pop’s Noise is troubled. This is not what we expected.

“What did we find?” he asks, looking up at the rock.

And no one answers him.
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“It’s sped up,” Professor Kilfoyle says. He projects a display on the whiteboard in our classroom and points out the trajectory. “The Glyph is now eighteen days away, instead of the predicted twenty-three.” We watch the Glyph beep across the arc as it nears our planet. “And it’s getting faster.”

“So what does that mean?” Tara asks.

“All we’ve got are the facts I’ve given you, Tara. Your analysis will be just as valid as mine.”

“Then it means we’re screwed,” Tara says. The class laughs, but she doesn’t and neither do I.

“Not how I would put it, but…” Professor Kilfoyle clearly isn’t too happy about the Glyph speeding up either.

“Do we have any weapons?” Taper says, perma-sneer affixed to his face.

“Oh, we’ve got weapons,” Professor Kilfoyle says. “We’ve got rifles. We’ve got bows and arrows–”

“We don’t have anything that will shoot down something in space,” Tara says, stating it more than asking it.

“I’m sure the authorities are busy working up a plan,” Professor Kilfoyle says. “Whatever that might be.”

Do we know where on the planet it’s going to land? I manage to type, but only because I started it about seven sentences ago.

“Not yet.”

“It’s here,” Taper says. “It’s obviously here. We’re the population centre.”

I hold up my hand so they wait for me. We’re the human population centre, I say. There are a million and a half other people on this planet.

Taper shakes his head. “Not people.”

“Enough of that,” Professor Kilfoyle says, sharply. “And look,” he says, calming down, “we don’t know that it’s hostile.”

“The Noise dreams are pretty hostile,” Tara says.

Professor Kilfoyle raises an eyebrow. “I thought your mother said they were caused by a local bacteria.”

Tara says nothing, just holds his gaze.

“They are,” Taper speaks up. “The Spackle set it loose on us.”

You have no proof, I type.

“And what does your mom have proof of?” he snaps back.

The answer to that question is, I don’t really know.
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“I miss your dad,” Mom says over dinner that night, and it seems like it’s out of nowhere, but of course it isn’t. They’ve been gone for days, Max has been hurt, they’ve found Granddad. But I guess I must be grouchy because I sign, You’re the one who moved out.

She looks at me. “Can you at least pretend, once in a while, that there’s a subject you don’t think you know every single thing about?”

I don’t do that.

Though I think I may totally do that.

“We’ve got an incoming Glyph,” she says. “We’ve got Margery Wingard preaching about an infection that’s actually real but doesn’t do any of the things she’s saying. We’ve got all you kids having terrible dreams.”

I look down at that.

She just sighs. “You remember I told you about my friend Bradley?”

Yeah, I sign. He was a friend of my mom’s from way back, all the way to the settler ship she came here on where her parents were caretakers alongside him. He died in a flu epidemic before I was born, but she kept his picture up in our farmhouse.

“He always told me, do the next right thing. You don’t have to know the whole answer, just do the next thing that’s right to do, no matter how small, and it’ll lead you to the right place.” She sighs. “Right now, I don’t even know what the next little right thing is. Do you have any idea how frustrated that makes me?”

I can’t talk in a world full of talking people. I know what frustration is.

“Yeah, okay, you’ve got a point there. But look,” she says, “I act. That’s who I am. I do things. Your father does, too. That’s why we work together. That’s how we…”

Saved the world? I say when she doesn’t continue.

“Yeah,” she says, like it was no big deal. “But something’s coming. I’m doing all the action I can, but it’s up there or it’s in your heads or it disappears in fire and water. I can’t act on it. I can’t do anything about it.” She clenches her teeth. “It’s driving me kinda crazy.”

Pop is acting, I say, a little grudgingly. Why didn’t you go? Why didn’t we all go?

She looks me in the eye. “You don’t think I wanted to?”

Then why didn’t you?

“Because there are things I want even more than that.”

What things?

She cocks her head, surprised I’m not getting it. “Did you not see who got eaten in that story by the Sky?”

Yeah, it was all the teens and kids.

“All except one.”

The boy with the artificial leg. He got left behind.

She’s still looking at me.

Oh.

You think I’m him. The one who gets left. I’m kinda pissed at that. Because I don’t speak?

She doesn’t want to say yes, but I can see it on her face. Besides, it’s not as if I haven’t thought the same thing myself.

Well, look, even if that’s true, what does it mean? If I get left behind, Max still gets eaten by the god. So does everyone else.

“I don’t know what it means,” she says, teary-eyed. “Or how to stop it. But maybe you’re the key, Ben. Maybe you’re the one who can.”

And I have no idea at all how I feel about that.
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I also think my mom is wrong. Yeah, it fits the story, me not having a voice and the boy not having a leg. But the boy with the prosthetic leg had the dreams. Mom and Pop and everyone else except Max thinks I have them, too.

So what if they’re looking at the wrong thing? I’m not the one who became a changed person, whose life dramatically improved when I was able to reach my full self.

What if it’s not me? What if it’s Max? What if it’s Max who’s left behind?

In whatever the real version of this story, however it plays out in actual real life and not myth, what if Max is the one who gets left out? And what if being left out doesn’t mean what we think it means? What if the whole point of the story got reversed in all those years of telling it?

What if Max is the only one who gets lost?
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“So,” Tara Wingard asks me when we get out of class the next evening, “are we doomed or what?”

It’s just the two of us again. Her ever-present asshole brother wasn’t in class today at all, neither was Arrow, and the rest of the small number of students headed off together. Tara usually goes with them, though not always.

We’re all doomed eventually, I type back.

“That’s such a teenage answer,” she scoffs.

I’m a teenager. So are you.

“No need to be a stereotype, though.”

Then why are you the evil pretty girl with a lunkhead twin?

She actually laughs out loud. “He’s not that much of a lunkhead. If you had our mom… But then I guess you know what it’s like to have a difficult mother.”

My mom isn’t difficult, I type, even before I stop to think if it’s true or not.

“She is to my mother.”

Oh. Well. Yes.

“Don’t get me wrong. My mother deserves the difficulty, though maybe not all of it. I’m just saying. Would be nice to have moms who maybe weren’t so, I don’t know, present in the world. They kind of take up all the space.”

I don’t answer. Because maybe she is kind of right about that. We turn off the main road through town down a little side path that leads to my unit.

But not to Tara’s.

Where are you going? I ask.

“To the river,” she says.

There’s better ways to the river.

“You walk so fast, I haven’t had a chance to ask you to come with me.”

I stop. Why do you want me to come with you?

“Maybe I like you.”

I cock my head, like, sure.

“Okay, because, Ben Hewitt, you are literally the only person who’s smart enough to ask his thoughts on our doom.”

So your question was real?

“Yes, I want to know. The Glyph gets closer every day. I heard Max talk about burning gods–”

I’ve seen two. Or maybe the same one twice. I’m not sure.

“Arrow’s seen one.”

I know. I’m the one who told you to ask him.

“I didn’t hear it from him. Do you think much stays secret in this town for very long? Especially when my mother basically has access to everything Burly sees. Can’t you tell they’re having an affair? If not, you’re the only one. Well, you and Burly’s wife.”

I don’t want to know that.

“That’s fair,” Tara says. “But, like I say, you’re the smartest one here. Except for me.”

I’m smarter than you.

She grins. “Interesting point of view. I want to know what you think. All these people telling us half-truths or their version of the truth anyway. What do you think? I’m genuinely interested in knowing.”

I look at her for a second.

Let’s go to the river, I type.
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The city is miles from the sea – a deeply unfriendly sea that humans tried to fish with very, very bad results, because the fish on New World will eat you – but it’s still a tidal river. When we reach it, it’s high to the banks.

We see some Land on the far shore, repairing one of their fishing kayaks. I wave to them, out of habit. At our farm, they’d always wave back. These just look at me suspiciously and get back to the kayak.

“Friendly,” Tara says.

And whose fault is that?

“I’m not here to start a fight about the Spackle.”

The Land.

“I’m not here to start that fight either.” She turns to me. “Look, we’re different. I get that. But I’m actually scared, Ben. And no one seems to be taking that seriously. They’re all working on their little theories and research projects and whatever, but they don’t know anything solid. And they don’t seem to care how that makes the people who are under threat feel. Because it’s us, isn’t it? That’s what the Spackle leader said with his story to your dad, right?”

He’s called the Sky.

“I know what he’s called.”

Then call him that!

“We’re going to die, Ben! And no one’s doing anything about it!”

My father is!

“Well, everyone knows your dad is a weirdo–”

My eyes widen in fury. I’m the only one who gets to complain about my pop.

“I mean that in a good way!” she says. “He’s the opposite of Burly and my mom and everyone else in this stupid town who wants to pretend we’re just on some normal planet where we’re top of the food chain and masters of everything, and anyone with eyes can see that’s not true!”

I’ve never seen her like this.

“Something’s wrong, Ben. And nobody knows what it is. How can that not feel like doom?”

She’s right, though I don’t know how to say it, so I just type, He’s out in the woods, looking for the source of that story the Sky told.

She perks up a little at this. “Has he found anything yet?”

They found a rine that attacked my brother.

“Is he all right?”

Yeah, the Land treated him. He says it’s almost like nothing happened.

“Your father let the Spackle treat him?”

The Land, Tara, or I’m going to stop talking to you.

“Sorry,” she says, actually looking slightly sorry. “Habit. My mom won’t say it. I’m not even supposed to go near them.”

And how is that going to help a future where we’ve got to live with them?

“Oh, get off your high horse. She’s afraid. And yeah, she’s handling it badly, but you can at least understand it. This isn’t our world. As much as we try to pretend, it’s not. If you and I live long enough to have great-great-grandchildren then their great-great-grandchildren might feel at home here, but that’s not going to happen for us.”

It happened for my dad.

“Kind of an extreme example.”

What do you want from me here, Tara?

She makes an “ugh” face, like haven’t I been listening to her?

“Haven’t you been listening to me? Are we doomed, or aren’t we? Your opinion.”

I don’t answer immediately. Then I type out, I always feel like I’m doomed, but I’ve never been right. Yet.

She thinks about this for a second, then she smiles, actually smiles, like a real warm person might smile. “Good god, Ben, that’s kind of exactly it, isn’t it?” She turns and looks at the river. “That’s exactly the truth. Thank you.” And she sounds sincere.

She walks over the wooden boardwalk Burly had built along the riverside path. She looks down at the water moving past. We’ve come down from the annex to the side of town that heads out to our farm, this river connecting both places. It never seems to go too fast, the river, but that’s a lie, too. You fall in, it’ll take you.

“I saw a god,” Tara says.
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“Remember when Kilfoyle told us to keep looking for the Glyph at night?” she says. “And he gave us those cheap hand-held telescopes that broke if you coughed too loud?”

Yeah, I type.

“I snuck out one night because I wanted to see if I actually could find it myself, you know? This huge important thing no one’s talking about enough. Taper didn’t want to come with me, because he’s lazy and annoying.” She looks up at me. “Which I can say but you can’t.”

I nod. I understand this completely.

“So I go back to the hill where Kilfoyle took us. I do the calculations on the pad, and it gives me the point in the sky to look at. And I’m just up there on that hill, by myself, middle of the night, feeling cold and stupid.” Her face gets grim. “And then I heard this scream.”

I know the scream, I type.

“It’s awful, isn’t it? As awful as anything in the Noise dreams. And for a minute, I think I’m having one of those dreams, that I’ve nodded off and fallen into a nightmare.”

She kicks a stick from the boardwalk into the river. We watch as it bobs a few times in the roiling water, then it’s swept away, out of our sight.

“But I hadn’t. It was real. I’d heard Max’s story. I could guess what it was.”

She starts walking back down the boardwalk. I walk along with her.

“Then I see a light in the woods. Not close to me, down from the hill I was on, but it was like someone had flipped a switch.”

The god was on fire.

She nods. “And it comes rising out of the trees. And it’s just screaming, like it’s in unbelievable pain, and you know, like, no wonder, because it’s on fire and it has no skin. And I can’t run. I can’t hide any more than the darkness already hides me. If it comes for me, what am I gonna do?”

We’re heading towards a bend in the river. I thought she’d slow down, but she picks up her step.

When was this? I type.

“Last night,” she says.

Shit, I type. They’re back.

“It didn’t come for me, though, Ben. Yours and Arrow’s came right for you, you said.”

Yeah, but it’s impossible to know what the gods are thinking.

“It’s sacrilege to call them gods, you know.”

You just called it one, too.

“My point is,” she says, walking a little faster, so I have to hurry to keep up, “I was able to watch it without having to run for my life. It just went through the woods, screaming and setting trees on fire – though there wasn’t any big fire reported this morning, so maybe I’m wrong about that.”

The Land don’t let forest fires burn. They stop them as fast as they can.

She looks surprised at this, a new fact to add to whatever lies about the Land she’s been told by her mother. “It walked…” she continues as we round the bend in the river. The boardwalk turns–

And stops suddenly, the wood all broken away, as if something huge burst through it on its way to the river.

“Until it got here and threw itself in the river.” She shakes her head, looking at the broken boardwalk. “I needed to see I wasn’t dreaming it.” She looks at me. “And I needed someone to see it with me.”

I believe you, I type. I believed you without you having to prove it.

“I needed to prove it to myself.” She gets a particular look on her face, like she’s about to ask me something.

You want to find where it came from, I type.

She looks surprised, then pleased. “Yeah,” she says. “Yes, I do. I don’t think you or Arrow know where your gods exactly appeared, right?”

I nod. Ours just came out of the woods from who knows where. We looked and found trails that just petered out in rocks and open fields. No sign of a source.

“I know exactly where this one started,” she says. “Will you come look with me?”
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The trail is easy to follow at first. I can see the Land have been here, cutting down trees and making firebreaks. There’s nothing even smoking left, but we can see burnt treetops as we head away from the river.

How do you know exactly where it started? I type.

“When I first saw the light,” she says, “I turned the little crappy telescope right at it. The god was by a rock wall. It either came from inside it or below it or in front of it.” She shrugs. “I don’t know, but that’s where it started. And I want to see.”

She’s barely even looking back at me as we walk. I’m pretty sure she was too afraid to look on her own – I would be – but she’s not showing any hesitation now that I’m with her.

Here’s the thing about Tara. She’s always been pretty, but always in a way that said, “I’m better than you,” which automatically gets rid of any prettiness. But maybe there’s more to her than I thought. There’s no danger of me getting a crush, I’ve disliked her far too long for that, but it’d be inconvenient to suddenly start seeing her as a complicated human being instead of the stuck-up daughter of the worst woman in town.

We never found any evidence of anything, I type, aside from burnt trees.

“Maybe you were looking in the wrong places,” she says, still not looking back.

We were looking in the right places, I type, and even in the computer voice, it sounds a little pissed off.

“I’m not attacking you. I’m just saying, who knows what the right place is when we’re talking about giant disappearing gods?”

She’s right about that, so I just keep walking.

“What are you going to do after upper school?” she suddenly asks, like we’re normal friends who’ve just happened to run into each other.

What do you mean, ‘do’?

“It’s not a complicated verb, Ben. Are you going to go on to the advanced degree modules? Are you going to get a job?”

What job? I say. There’s farming and there’s politics.

“And science and medicine.”

And that’s it.

She stops and looks back at me. “Yeah? I don’t understand your point.”

What if someone wanted to make vids here? Or write books? Or music?

“You write music?”

No, but if I did, what would it matter? There’s like three instruments a human can play on this entire planet.

“There’s plenty of music programs. Composing ones, too.”

Yeah, but people just use them to write background music they don’t notice and never think about it again.

Her forehead goes all questioning. “And you want to write music that makes people think?”

I don’t want to write music.

“Books, then.” She crosses her arms. “Yeah, it’s books, isn’t it. Or stories for vids. Programs can do those, too, you know.”

They’re all crap.

“No,” she says. “It’s way worse than that. They’re all fine. And who wants fine all the time?”

Exactly. No room for genius.

“And you’re a genius, are you?”

I’m not saying–

“Ha, look at you blush.”

It’s too dark to see if I’m blushing.

“I can tell.” She turns and heads back on up the little trail. We have to climb over a lot of rocks and stumps, and I’m still carrying all my school stuff. This is not what I had planned for the evening.

Tara, I type.

“Keep your panties on. I don’t like all this either.” She jumps off an extremely tall log, freshly downed, its stump nothing but splinters and tree sinew. “But I think we’re here.”

I climb up on the log, using both my hands, so I can’t type and ask her why, but then I see.

Arrow is there.
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He looks surprised, clearly not expecting us and maybe looking a little guilty about it.

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

“What are you doing here?” Tara says.

I love conversations like this, I type. Tara saw a god last night. We’re trying to find where it emerged. Or whatever.

“Oh,” Arrow says. “I’m doing the same.”

“You saw the one last night?”

“It came to my house.”

This pulls us up short. “What?” Tara asks. “What happened?”

And then we see Arrow’s been crying. He wasn’t at school today, but he’s got to look after his sister a lot of the time. His dad is a fisherman who goes upriver for weeks on the trot. They live out in a hut I’ve never been to, but I can guess from where it sits that it’s poor even by New World standards.

Are you okay? I ask.

He shakes his head. “It took my sister.”

“What?” Tara says, eyes wide.

What do you mean took her?

“What do you think I mean?” Arrow nearly yells. “It smashed down our house, picked her up, and took her to the river.”

“Holy shit,” Tara says.

Holy shit, I type.

“What did you do?” Tara asks him.

“I ran after it. I tried to fight it.” He holds up his hands. They’ve got healing burns all over them, the gel we use still fresh. “But it just kept going.” He closes his eyes. “She was screaming. She was screaming for me.”

“Oh, Arrow,” Tara says.

Where was your house? I type.

“You climbed over it on your way up here.”

“Holy shit,” Tara says again.

Did you tell Burly?

“Fuck Burly!” Arrow says, raging. “He didn’t believe me. He thinks she fell into the river, and he’s got people searching downstream. But we’re fishers. We know how to swim before we know how to walk, and we sure as hell know how to get out of a river.”

“I saw it, too,” Tara says. “If we both went to him–”

“Your mom herself called me a liar,” Arrow says, his eyes almost glowing.

Tara frowns. “I’m sorry.”

You didn’t see the god take Echo? I ask Tara.

She shakes her head. “I was too far. I saw it slow down once, but that’s all. Its screams must have covered up Echo’s.”

“It didn’t even stop,” Arrow says. “We heard it coming and we had barely run out of the house and it walked right through it. It snatched her off the ground and went into the river.”

When the one me and Max saw went into the lake, it disappeared. No trace of it.

“I was at the river when they went in. It fell into the water, and it was too big for the river to hold. It wouldn’t have sunk all the way down to the bottom, you see what I mean?”

We both nod.

“I dived in right after them.” Arrow shakes his head. “I know how rivers work. I know that current like the back of my hand, and I’m telling you, I swam to where Echo would have been, should have been.” His face looks haunted now. “But they were both just gone.”

“So you came up here,” Tara says. “Trying to find it.”

“Trying to find something. Where did she go? And what the hell was the thing that took her?”

And that’s the first time I notice he’s carrying a rifle. You want to kill it, I type.

“Of course I want to kill it! Isn’t that what you want?”

“We were just seeing if we could find out where it came from,” Tara says.

“And if we do that, we can kill it.”

I see that Tara looks as unsure about this as I feel, but how can you argue with Arrow? Jesus, poor Echo.

Does your dad know? I type.

“They called him in from near the ocean. He’s out there searching the river for her.” He turns back up the trail. “He won’t find her. But maybe I will.”

Without another word, he carries on in the direction we were heading. I look at Tara, she looks back at me. We both follow him.
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There’s not much more to the trail, because it ends at solid rock. Well, not quite solid. There’s a weird hole near the top of it, in an odd zigzag shape, like a lightning bolt.

Is that natural? I type.

“Could be,” Tara says, but she sounds unsure.

“Doesn’t look natural to me,” Arrow says. And somehow, they’re both right. It’s way up above our heads, on a nearly sheer surface. If it was carved, there’d have been machinery or at least scaffolding to do it. I’ve never seen the humans here do that, but–

Could be a Land thing, I type.

“A what?” Arrow says.

“Spackle thing,” Tara says, then gives me a shrug. She frowns and goes closer to the rock, putting her hand on its surface. She looks closer and closer still, running her fingers along a little rise. “How well do you know these woods, Arrow?”

“Pretty damn well,” he says. “Why?”

She frowns even more. “Do you remember this rock?”

Arrow frowns back, though to be fair, he hasn’t smiled at all since we ran into him. “Of course I do.”

But then he frowns even more.

“Yeah,” Tara says. “Same here.”

What? I type.

“That’s right,” Tara says, “you grew up farther downriver.” She pats the rockface. “I remember this rock always being here.” She looks at Arrow. “But I also don’t.”

“Yeah,” he nods. “Yeah, exactly.”

Exactly what?

“It’s like…” Tara starts, but then stops herself. “Like part of my brain is saying, you can’t know every rock in the forest, but then another part is like, you’ve been through here hundreds of times in your life. And was there always a rock here? Did you maybe just not notice? Because I remember it being here. But I don’t have an actual single memory of it being here.”

I don’t understand.

“Me neither, really,” Tara says.

“She’s not wrong,” Arrow says. “This rock has been here all my life. But it also wasn’t here a month ago.”

You’re not making any sense.

“Look at the rockface,” Tara says. “How clean it is.”

She’s got a point. There’s no lichen on it, for one, and there’s lichen on everything on this planet. The Land make most of their clothes and materials out of it. It’s the most abundant natural renewable resource we’ve got here, so of course humans don’t bother using it at all.

There’s none on the rock. There’s also no discoloration, like you see on most rocks. Places where birds might make nests or go to the toilet or kill each other and just basically stain it, like any rock you’d see in the woods.

This looks like a rock that’s been here forever, because how could it have just shown up? But it also looks like something brand new.

What the hell?

How can it be new but always have been here? I type.

“I don’t know,” Tara says. “How can a burning god come out of it?”

And look, I type, going around to the side of it, where there’s another burnt-out path. It heads straight in the direction of our farm. This has to be where they come from.

“So where did it take my goddamn sister?” Arrow says. He looks up at the zigzag hole. He steps back, gets his bearings, then he puts his hands on the rock and starts climbing.

“Arrow!” Tara says, alarmed.

“Not stopping,” Arrow says, not stopping.

And what can we do, really, except watch him climb? It’s a pretty sheer rockface, but he’s finding enough fingerholds to grab. I never realized how strong Arrow is. He scrambles up fast, and soon he’s above our heads, getting closer to the zigzag mark.

“Be careful,” Tara says.

“Of what?” Arrow says, grunting at the effort.

“I don’t know. Just general carefulness.”

“It took my sister,” Arrow says, pulling himself up even further. “It needs to be careful of me.”

Which are big words and I think we all know it, but if you’re climbing into maybe the mouth of a god, then you’ve got to make yourself as brave as possible.

He’s almost to the zigzag hole now. He has to stop for a second, balancing himself. He shakes one hand, as if in pain.

Are you okay? I type.	

“Just the burns from last night,” he says.

Then he reaches up and grabs the bottom of the zigzag as a handhold.

And that’s when the screaming starts.
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It’s low at first, almost just like the sound of wind through … well, through a zigzag hole, I guess.

But the sound of it, the tone.

“Oh, shit,” I hear Tara say, under her breath.

Arrow? I type.

“I hear it,” he says, having frozen on the rockface. “It’s coming from the opening.”

“You need to get down,” Tara calls up to him.

I agree, I type.

“You didn’t lose your sister,” he says and pulls himself up a little further. The scream gets louder the higher he goes. He gets his face up to look inside it, and the scream gets louder again. We see the loose curls of his hair tousling as if in a breeze.

“What do you see?” Tara calls up to him.

“Nothing,” he calls back. “It’s just black in there.”

The hole is wide enough at the bottom for him to put both arms inside and pull himself up. The screaming gets even louder. It’s not at god volume yet, but you can feel how easily that’s on its way.

“Don’t go inside!” Tara says, but it’s too late. Arrow is already getting his knees into the bottom of the zigzag. He can’t quite stand up all the way, but he crouches and puts his head in. He quickly takes it back out and looks down at us, frightened. “This is impossible,” he says, then looks back in it.

“What’s impossible?” Tara calls up. “What’s impossible, Arrow?”

And tendrils of burning fire reach out of the zigzag, grab a screaming Arrow by the waist, and yank him inside.
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“ARROW!” Tara yells.

There’s too much to even type, so I just grab her arm, trying to pull her back. “We can’t just leave him!” she yells at me–

But I point up to the zigzag hole. The tendrils of flame are starting to pour out of the hole, twisting around themselves like a packet of snakes crawling down the front of the rockface. Tara and I get out of the way before they touch the ground.

“We have to get Arrow!” Tara yells.

How? Without being grabbed ourselves?

“Then we have to tell someone!”

Burly and your mom don’t want to believe us!

“I’ll make her!” Tara says.

The tendrils gather at the bottom of the rockface, more of them pouring out of the zigzag hole, and they’re starting to spin together now, forcing themselves into what looks like a shape. Or two shapes. And all the while the screaming is coming, probably pouring right down the rockface with the tendrils.

And then I see that the two shapes are skeletal feet.

Tara, I type, eyes wide.

“I see it,” she says.

It’s building a god. The fire from the rockface is building a god right in front of us. The leg bones and muscles form above the feet, moving up to the body, twisting and wrenching in ways that look impossibly painful, forcing a torso into place, towering over us. And all the while, the screaming goes on and on.

I grab Tara’s arm again, making a motion to run.

This time she agrees.

We run.

The only clear direction we’ve really got is back down the path, which unfortunately is pretty much the only way the god will be able to run, too. And it’s going to be bigger than us. And its steps will be faster.

“Come on!” Tara calls, when I fall behind a little bit. Then she looks up past me. I turn around.

The god is coming.

Gigantic, screaming in agony, fully aflame, it’s coming for us. It’s got its arms out, its mouth open, its eyes lidless horrors.

I can’t make sounds. I can’t whistle or hum or grunt. Nothing that requires my brain to tell my throat to communicate in any way. I can’t scream in terror, no matter how much I want to.

We run, me and Tara. We hop over logs and stones, going as fast as we possibly can.

The god is coming faster.

Jumping back over the biggest log, I drop my comm. I see it smash against a rock. My spare one burned up on the farm, and speaking comms are hard to come by these days. I realize I may have just silenced myself to most of the world for the foreseeable future.

All of this in the instant it takes to watch it fall and break.

“Ben!” Tara screams. “Faster!”

We’re heading back towards the river. I don’t know what we’ll do when we get there.

“Here!” Tara suddenly calls and makes a right so sharp, I nearly fall down trying to change my own direction. She’s jumped through a narrow opening between two trees–

I glance back as I jump after her–

And I just miss the long burning arm of the god swooping down at us. I can feel the heat of the flames as it whooshes by. I cringe forward as I jump, and I slam into one of the trees, scraping half the skin off my arm–

But I make it through. Tara’s already pulling me along, and for the briefest moment we’re on one side of a wall of smaller, younger trees with the god on the other.

“Keep running!” she says, and I don’t even need to be told.

The closeness of the forest means we have to go single file. Fortunately, she’s good at finding her way, ducking under branches, making sharp turns, calling back, “This way!” and “Watch out!” to me as we run.

The screaming has never stopped, and we hear it rise to a roar.

A roar of anger.

“No, no, no, no, no!” Tara says, hearing it, too, and putting on a burst of speed. I’m right behind her–

And then the sound is dropping away, fading behind us. We keep running. I’m not even sure which direction, because it’s all just trees. But who cares if we get lost, as long as we get away from that?

“This way!” Tara yells and takes off up a slope. I follow her. The slope is pretty steep, but about halfway up, we come out of the trees onto a narrow trail. Tara immediately follows it, carrying on up.

We reach the hilltop, and she finally stops and looks behind us, panting heavily. I stop, too. I don’t think I could run another step.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

I nod.

“Can you see it?”

We look out from the hill. The god isn’t where we think it’s going to be. Looking straight down where we came from, there’s nothing to see, just some burning trees.

“There,” she says, pointing in a way different direction.

I give her a look like, how did it get so far?

“What?” she says. “Where’s your voice thing?”

I mime it breaking.

“Oh, shit, Ben, I’m sorry.”

I shake my head, like there are bigger things to worry about right now.

“Oh, my god,” Tara says, and I must be a little in shock again, because I actually think a silent giggle to this, because we’re watching a god, and she’s saying, “oh, my god,” and it almost killed us and it killed Arrow or did something to him that sounded horrible, and I realize we’ve got to go back and try to save him or tell someone or do something when Tara says–

“Ben, look.”

And I look, and I see.

The god is storming through the trees, still roaring its cry of rage–

And it’s heading right for where nearly every human here lives.

Where my mom is right now.

It’s heading for the city.






MAX





The scream still comes from the hole in the rock, though at the very least, it’s not getting any louder, as if that’s some kind of good thing. The Land in our party watch the rock warily, but if you ask me, which nobody is, not warily enough.

“I think we should leave, Pop,” I say. “I think we should leave right now.”

“Just wait,” he says, staring at the zigzag hole, along with everyone else.

“Look,” Granddad says.

A small fire has appeared there. Just a few little flames at the bottom of the shape, which bend in the breeze of the scream like the lichen did, and then, there’s no other way to explain it really, the fire starts leaking out of the hole. It runs down the front like something molten, but when it gets a few metres down, it dies out. The screaming grows fainter, then that stops, too. No one moves. There’s some quick Noise between everyone except me, and a few of the Land start preparing to climb the rock.

“They should absolutely not do that,” I say.

“We’re finding out about a possible threat to the planet, Max,” Granddad says. “They want to keep their people safe. And if that means putting themselves in danger, then that’s what has to be done.”

He makes himself a place to sit with a little square tarp he takes out of his pack. He takes out another one and tosses it to me. I can’t believe we’re just going to sit down by something that makes that sound, but I guess we are.

“It’s all right to be scared, you know,” Granddad says.

“I know,” I say. “Why wouldn’t it be okay to be scared when something’s scary?”

He likes this. “Your father teach you that?”

“Of course. Being afraid is normal and it’s good and sometimes it’s the right reaction, and sometimes you have to be afraid and do something anyway.” I look at a Land who’s readying himself with woven lichen ropes to climb the rock. Ess is helping him. They both look really young to me, and I suppose that’s why they’re doing it, being young and smaller.

“They’re nervous, too,” Granddad says. “There’s only stories in the Conversation about this. Myth.”

“Like what the Sky told us.”

“Exactly. And they know just as well as you do that it’s not literally real. So they don’t know what this is or why it makes a sound or where that fire came from.” He looks around us. “I mean, this used to be a town, according to everything they know, but it doesn’t look like it’s been anything for a long, long time.”

He’s right. There’s not a trace of a town here. No ruins of houses or even shapes of paths or hills they might have built. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s even come this way in forever,” I say.

“And that’s interesting in itself, isn’t it?”

“Why?”

“This isn’t an empty planet. There are Land towns and moving encampments everywhere. In the Conversation, I’ve seen desert groups and frozen tundra groups and forest groups and plains groups and there’s even a city no human has ever seen along the shores of a great ocean thousands and thousands of miles from here.”

“What’s it called?”

He looks surprised. “What’s it called?”

I shrug. “Just curious.”

He opens his Noise, showing me an image of that city, filled with tower upon tower of Land houses and buildings, growing up like coral out of the water, and I get an impression of sunshine and sea air and history, and I realize the impression is the name of the city.

“Oh,” I say. “Wow.”

“What I’m saying is, there’s no corner of this planet the Land haven’t explored and found a way to live in and thrive. So why did they never come back here?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“That’s the thing. They don’t know either. And that’s not supposed to be possible.”

“That’s not really comforting.”

“I didn’t mean it to be. Life isn’t always comfortable. You’ve got to make yourself uncomfortable now and then or you’ll never grow.”

“You don’t always have to speak in lessons, Granddad.”

He laughs at this. “It’s only because I care about you boys.”

“Then why don’t we ever see you?”

He doesn’t laugh at this. In fact, he doesn’t say anything for such a long time, I start to feel like I’ve screwed up. I’m about to apologize, when he says, “I’m the only human in the Conversation.”

“Pop’s in it.”

“Not like I am. I’m always in it. Your dad’s got people around him to talk to, but when I’m in the Conversation, there’s just me.” He looks thoughtful. “And sometimes I feel like I’m getting further and further away from what I remember about being human. I’m so deep in it, every day, every second, even when I sleep, that sometimes I raise my head to look at the world and I realize a year has passed and I didn’t even notice.”

That doesn’t feel great. That we’re something he can so easily forget. I think he sees it on my face because he says, “It’s not you, Max, or your brother or your father.” He nods towards Pop again, now helping Ess as a counterweight for the Land going up the rock. “There’s no one on this world I care more for than your father. You really don’t know all he went through.”

“I know some of it.”

“But he’ll never tell you all of it. You talk about bravery. There’s no one person I know, human or Land, braver than your father.”

Pop must hear something in Granddad’s Noise, because he looks over at us now, curious. Granddad just smiles at him and says something back in his Noise. Pop blushes and turns away. “He never did like praise,” Granddad says to me. “And also, this is important, the second bravest person I’ve ever known is your mother. I couldn’t pick better parents for anyone.”

“She’s still kind of annoying.”

“Of course she is. You have any idea how annoying I was for your father?”

“He’s almost at the top,” I say, meaning the Land who’s been climbing.

“She.”

“Sorry. Me, of all people.”

“Everyone makes mistakes, Max. What matters is how you fix them.”

“Another lesson.”

He laughs, and that’s when all hell breaks loose.



The Land woman – or girl, even, she’s small enough to be right at the border – has reached the hole at the top of the rock. She’s put her feet into the zigzag shape. It’s big enough so she can stand all the way up, and we all watch as she takes a step inside. Just as I say, “Another lesson,” something grabs her.

We don’t see what it is, but her Noise yells out in terror and she just vanishes. Her Noise cuts off an instant later, and in the maybe one or two seconds of shock as everyone takes in what happened, the screaming sound of the god restarts. It’s much, much louder this time. The Land and Pop are already leaping to action. Another, bigger Land who was watching close by immediately starts scaling the rock, leaping past Pop and Ess, and I get the feeling from the Noise that this is the girl’s father. Everyone else has picked up weapons or science devices and are shouting to each other in their Noise.

“Granddad?” I say.

“Stay behind me,” he says, getting to his feet.

“Be careful, Pop!” I yell.

Because he’s watching the second Land scamper up the rockface. When the Land gets to the hole, the sheer force of wind from it now nearly knocks him back. He sends Noise through the opening, no doubt calling for his daughter who disappeared–

And fire erupts from it like a volcano exploding, and it takes off the Land man’s head and everything above his mid-section, just gone in a terror of flame and fire, and the rest of his body falls to the ground, and Pop has to jump back to avoid being hit by it.

“We’ve gotta get out of here,” I say to Granddad.

“Yup,” is all he says, grabbing his pack and shouting in his Noise to the others. They’ve all got the same idea. Pop is running back to me already, and everyone else is scrambling back from the rockface, where the fire is still roaring out of the hole–

And somehow bending, and reaching down the whole front of the rock to touch the ground below. One of the Land calls out something in her Noise and points, her fingers making a specific describing shape. Everyone stops to look, like they shouldn’t all still be running.

Something is forming in the tower of fire.

“It’s a god!” I say. “We have to run!”

I wish I was wrong. But I’m not wrong. Everyone’s still staring, no matter how much I’m screaming, as a skinless, screaming, burning god steps from the tower of flame, and when it does, even I stop to look.

It’s not a skinless burning human. It’s a skinless burning Land.

It still screams the same, though, and it’s still four or five times the size of any of us, and as it steps out of the flames, it reaches down and it grabs the nearest Land scientist, and it eats him. The god snatches him right up from the ground, throws him in its mouth, and crunch, bites him in two, swallowing the first part and then tossing the second into its mouth. It’s the very worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and I just saw someone blasted in half.

“Oh, shit,” I say.

Then everything is chaos. Pop grabs me by the shoulder, pulling me along, saying, “Run! Run!” as if I need any encouragement, and Granddad is right behind him, and I see Granddad stumble, but Ess is already getting him to his feet and dragging him along, and the Land god screams in what sure as hell sounds like fury, and we hear a Noise yell as it grabs another member of the Land not lucky enough to get away, and I don’t look back this time, but the sound is more than horrible enough to stay with me forever, and I hear a few Land guns go off, and another one of them fires the spinning, burning arrows they have, but they don’t seem to affect the god at all, it just brushes off the arrow as if it was a feather and eats the gun guy first and the arrow lady second, and I run as fast as I can, as fast as I ever have, so fast I can barely feel the ground beneath my feet, and Pop is right behind me, and more Noise screams are cut short, more weapons are fired, and I think it’s killing every single Land it sees, and I realize I was at the back of the party when the god emerged, so now I’m somehow at the front, when I’m the least qualified to lead, but I just run, and away is the only direction I can think of–

And then I come through some trees to a raging river. I scramble myself to a stop, Pop doing the same behind me. When I say a raging river, I mean raging, all whitewater and killing rocks. We’d last about five seconds in that before being stoned to death and drowned.

“Pop?” I say, hoping he’s got an answer.

But he’s looking back into the woods. “Where’s yer granddad?”

“Here!” Granddad calls, as he and Ess come running out of the treeline. Granddad scans the river, looks over to Pop for answers, Pop doesn’t have any, neither do I, and the god roars again, and we can see it above the treetops, and it’s almost on us, and I immediately change my mind about how dangerous the river is–

“Get in the water!” I scream.

“No!” Pop screams back, grabbing my arm to stop me.

“It went to water when we were by the lake!” I say, still screaming because the roar of the god is so effing loud. “It’ll disappear!”

“We can’t survive the river!”

And I clearly know this, but the god comes out onto the riverbank, knocking trees out of the way, and Pop forces me behind him again, and we can’t help it, we back up, until we’re ankle deep in the water–

“When it goes for me,” Pop says, “you run. You run with your granddad and you don’t stop, no matter what.”

“No, Pop! I’m not leaving you!”

“No matter what!” he says again, and here comes the god, its burning, skinless face looking at us, the eyes mad in the sockets, the Land-shaped skull chattering its teeth in rage and pain and it runs for us–

“No!” Granddad calls out, and it stops, not because Granddad shouted. I’m not sure how I know this, but I do. The god looks at me and Pop and–

We’re not what it wants. It turns to Granddad and Ess, who’s a young member of the Land after all, and I get a feeling in my gut about what that means, but it disappears out of my head when the god lunges for them–

“Ben!” Pop calls out.

“Granddad!” I yell.

Granddad and Ess try to back away, but there’s nowhere they can really go. Granddad steps in front of Ess to protect him, and the god knocks Granddad with a huge fist, sending him flying into the river. He calls out a short yelp of surprise and disappears under the water.

“BEN!” Pop screams, his Noise a wild dangerous thing, and the god has kept its eyes on Ess this whole time, and Ess tries to scramble back, but there’s no chance. The god grabs him–

“Ess, no!” I yell.

And the god falls into the river with him, both of them disappearing into the froth.



The god is gone.

Ess is gone.

And so is Granddad.

“Ben!” Pop is already screaming, running down the riverbank, looking in the raging water for Granddad. I run after him, yelling “Granddad” but it feels so useless. We’ve just watched so many people die. Actually die. And Granddad went into a river that would kill anyone.

I start to shake, so bad I have to stop running, and I’m angry because it’s useless and it means I can’t help, but I also can’t help shaking.

“Max?” Pop says, coming back to me. “Max, you okay?”

I nod. “Go, go, keep looking.”

He squeezes my shoulder, looking me in the eye. “You survived. That’s how you find your way out of this. It feels like everything in the world just broke in half, but you’re still standing. That means you’re still in it, Max. That means the fight isn’t over, okay?”

I nod. I know what he means. “Let’s find Granddad,” I say.


* * *

We find him half an hour later. Pop sees him first, washed up on the other side of the river. He’s facing away from us, and he’s not moving.

“Ben!” Pop shouts, but Granddad makes no sound.

The river rages between us, but it’s narrowed a bit here. We can see him clearly, maybe just the length of our farmhouse away, but there’s no way to get to him without–

“Pop, no!” I say, as he’s already wading into the water. Just a few steps in is making him struggle with balance.

“He may still be alive!” Pop yells back.

“You can’t help him if you’re drowned ten miles downriver!”

Pop stops at this, looking back at me, then looking up into the trees above. He looks down the riverbank, at how the woods have closed in. There’s a point about a hundred feet away where the branches meet. “Max?” Pop says, but I’m already racing there, shimmying up the trunk, grabbing on to branches as I go. Pop comes out of the river and is at the base of the tree, looking to see if he can climb himself. “You’re too big for the ones up here,” I call back down. “They’d break.”

“Can you get all the way across?” he calls back up.

“I think so.” I shimmy out onto the main branch that crosses the river. It thins a lot the further it goes, but I think it might just bear my weight until I get to its counterpart coming across from the other side. The branch starts to bend as I go across it.

“Careful,” Pop says.

“I’m being careful,” I say, looking down into the waters below. Yep, one fall and I wouldn’t come up ever again. I keep sliding along, the branch keeps bending, but I grab the one coming across. I pull hard, and for a second, I’m on both branches, not quite settled, not quite in a place that’ll take my weight, but I get across before the bend becomes too bad. The farther branch is heavier, and as soon as I’m on it, I feel properly in place. I get to its tree and try to find the best way down.

“Max!” Pop yells, and he’s looking upriver.

There’s a croc heading for Granddad.

“Careful, Max!” Pop yells, then he starts yelling at the croc. “Hey! Get away from him!”

This tree has a crowd of branches on it, and I’m finding it nearly impossible to get down. I can see the croc sniffing the air to where Granddad is and worse, I can hear its Noise. Eat, it says, human words that have clearly travelled the planet. Rip.

“Get away!” I shout. I jump from the only opening I can find. It’s too high, and I twist my ankle when I land.

“Max, don’t!” I hear Pop shout. I don’t stop, though. I wave my arms over my head and scream as loud as I can as I get closer to Granddad and the croc. That’s what we’re always taught to do if we see one, but it’s the same thing they taught us to do with rines and that sure didn’t work.

“Get away from him!” I scream and wave my arms with all I’ve got. The croc, on the other side of Granddad to me, looks up, its Noise filling with questions. I can see myself in it, see me waving my arms, and then I see it decide I’m not a threat. EAT, it says, then lurches towards Granddad a little faster. Its legs are stumpy, but it can move faster than my sore ankle. I scream louder, I move faster, “Pop, help!” I yell, though I don’t know what he can do from across the river, and when I look, I can’t even see him. “Pop?!”

The croc is going to get to Granddad first, and honestly, what could I really do if I did beat it there? It’s bigger than me, one bite would take my leg off. I see a rock as I’m stumbling forward, and I pick it up. I throw it, and it hits the croc right on the head. Now it looks at me again, its Noise an angry red. Kill, its Noise says. So all I’ve managed to do is piss it off. It starts coming for me, and I see myself again in its Noise, and I see it recognize my hobbling ankle, it sees I’m injured, it sees I’m a target, too.

“Pop?! Oh, shit, POP!”

I’m trying to back up, but that is not a direction my ankle likes, and I see the croc go right past Granddad and head in a straight line for me, coming faster, faster, and I can’t keep it up and I fall on my back, trying to keep scooting away on my elbows, looking for another rock, and KILL, says the croc, and I wonder too late if there’s a tree I can climb again, but the croc is nearly here, the sail on its back opening wide, the sign it’s going to attack, and I hold out my arms to stop it, but it leaps–

And FOOM! It explodes sideways in a ball of flame so big it wraps around my own legs for a quick second, but its momentum is sideways, and it takes the croc with it, turning it into a spinning ball of fire crashing through the bushes.

I look across the river. Pop found one of the Land fire arrows and shot it. I just sit there panting, trying to catch up with everything that’s happened.

Then I barf from all the adrenaline.

What a shitty day.





“You okay?” Pop calls across the river. “Can you get to your granddad?”

But I’m already back on my hobbling feet, avoiding the small fire that’s now burning in the bushes, full of the smell of cooking croc, which covers the smell of barf but is nauseatingly delicious. I can feel my stomach rumble. I make my way over to Granddad, dropping down next to him.

“Granddad?” I say, shaking him gently. “Granddad?”

His face is halfway in the mud of the riverbank, but as I pull him away from it, he breathes, a long painful exhale.

“He’s alive!” I call over to Pop.

“And not yet deaf,” Granddad grunts. “Max?”

“Don’t move,” I say, putting his head in my lap. “There’s probably stuff broken.”

“There’s certainly that.” He grunts again. Then his Noise rises across the river to Pop.

“Max?” Pop yells over to me. “He wants you to move his legs out of the water. But one is definitely broken, so as gently as you can!”

Keeping Granddad’s head in my lap, I reach over and take first one knee and then the other out of the water. On the second leg, he stifles a cry of pain so serious it scares me. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I say.

He doesn’t say anything to that. “Granddad?”

“He’s passed out,” Pop says. “I can tell by his Noise.”

“What do we do?” I yell back. “He’s injured really bad.”

“There might be medipaks in the stuff the Land had,” he says, thinking. “I’ll go back and see if I can find them.”

“And leave me here?” I say. “What if there are more crocs?”

“Then you punch them in the effing nose like the tough guy I know you are,” he says, and it’s half kidding but it’s half true, and I see what Pop is asking of me. His Noise doesn’t want to do it, but there’s no choice. And I can’t be a kid here. There’s no choice about that either.

And so I choose not to be a kid.

“I’ll knock their teeth out!” I call back.

He grins, worried, but nods. “I’ll be back as fast as I can.”

He leaves. And I’m alone with Granddad.



His breathing is harsh in my lap, short little breaths I can only imagine are an attempt to block out whatever pain he’s feeling. I keep looking around for crocs, but that fireball and the smell of croc meat will probably keep any others at bay for a while. I hope.

“Granddad?” I say softly. “Granddad, don’t die, okay? Please, don’t.”

I know it’s stupid, but there’s that little feeling like, what if I didn’t say it and he dies? You know?

I remember you, he says in his Noise, his eyes still closed, and I don’t know if he’s speaking to me or dreaming or what. It’s all scarily faint, and I feel a terror of it fading altogether.

“What did you say, Granddad?”

“I remember you,” he says again, this time out loud. “As a little girl.”

A pang in my stomach, a heat on my face. They’ve been so good, my family, great really. I’ve never had to deal with sentences like this from them, only strangers, only dickheads.

“Granddad?” I say.

“But we were wrong about that,” he says, eyes still closed. “Weren’t we?”

“Yeah,” I say, breathing a little easier. “Yeah, we were.”

“You would’ve had Noise, you know. If you hadn’t had the cure.”

“I was born with Noise.”

He opens his eyes slightly. “It happens in the Land, too.”

“It does?”

“Not the Noise part. They all have Noise. The other.”

“The other.”

“There are Land who cross the boundary. Land who were born one way but are actually another. And everything along that spectrum.”

I swallow. “I didn’t know that.”

“Why would you? No one in that city knows a goddamn thing about the Land.”

“Pop does.”

“Yeah, he does. I don’t know if he knows this, though. The Land don’t really talk about it in the Conversation.”

I grow a little red again. “Because they’re ashamed?”

He frowns at me. “Because it’s so normal, what is there to say?”

My eyes fill up at this. I don’t like it, but they do.

Granddad says, gently, “Even men cry, Max. The good ones do, anyway.”

I blink and let the tracks run down my face.

“Good,” Granddad says, “good.” He coughs, moaning at the pain but unable to stop at what must be lungs full of water.

“It’s going to be okay,” I say.

“I don’t think it is, Max,” he says, when the cough finally settles. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry it’s just you. You shouldn’t have anything like the responsibility for this.”

“You just said I was a man.”

“So I did,” he says. “So you are.”

“I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

He slowly, clumsily, moves one of his arms, putting his hand on my elbow. That’s about as far as he seems able to reach, but it’s enough. “Tell your father,” he says, but then he doesn’t finish.

“Granddad?” I say. “Granddad?”

His eyes are closed again, but this time he doesn’t answer me. I start to cry some more, but then his Noise speaks.

Tell him, Granddad says. Tell him a father couldn’t be prouder.

“You tell him yourself. He’s getting a medipak. It’ll help.”

I’m beyond that now.

“Then the Land can save you. They did it before.”

Max, Granddad says. Every story has to end.

“But sometimes stories seem like the end but really aren’t.”

He laughs at this, wincing again at the pain. You can’t argue me out of death, Max.

“Wanna bet?”

He laughs again.

And that’s actually it. That’s the moment. That one laugh.

Because then his Noise fades, all the way to nothing.

And there’s the emptiest silence I’ve ever heard.

I’m still holding him, still crying, when Pop returns.

“Max?” I hear from across the river.

I can’t lift my head, but even without seeing his Noise, I know Pop knows.



It takes Pop about an hour to find a way across, but he does, walking a long way back up this side of the riverbank to get to me and Granddad.

Who I’m still holding.

A croc could’ve come up and bitten me right on the face, and I wonder if I would’ve noticed. Fortunately, none did. I hear Pop coming before I see him, fighting through underbrush. I can tell how worried he is by how loud his Noise is, and I want to call out to him and tell him I’m okay, but somehow I can’t.

Maybe I’m not okay.

“Max?” he says, finally reaching our little part of the river, the part that, yeah, feels like mine and Granddad’s now. Pop kneels next to me and puts a hand on my shoulder, speaking so gently it aches my heart. “Max, let me take him now, okay? You’ve done brilliantly. You’ve done so well. Let me help you now, all right?”

I nod a little and lean back. He reaches underneath Granddad and lifts him so I can scoot out. When I properly look up, I see Pop holding Granddad to his chest in a hug, his own eyes closed, his mouth in the saddest frown I’ve ever seen. His Noise is filled with pictures of Granddad, mostly much younger, mostly with Pop much younger, too. It’s so sad, I start crying again, just watching my pop hold his pop and remember him.



After a while, I take one of the bandages from the kit Pop brought and wrap it around my ankle. I feel the little injections it makes in my skin, looking for bone and muscle and tendon to repair. It hurts, the process, but I barely feel it this time. Much less than after the rine attack. I feel almost totally numb.

I’m not sure what we’re gonna do next. The entire party we were travelling with is dead. I don’t even know where we are, and I hope Pop does without needing Granddad or the Land to guide us. I also don’t know what we’re going to do about Granddad or the others who died. We can’t just leave them, but how can we carry them?

I watch as Pop lays Granddad’s body back down, gently as he would a baby’s. He kisses Granddad on the forehead and just as gently uses his thumbs to close Granddad’s eyes all the way.

“Pop?” I say quietly. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know, Max,” he says, his voice thick. “But we’re going to get out of this. Don’t you worry.”

“I’m sorry, Pop.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“I’m sorry you lost your father.”

He bites his lips together at this, and his Noise longs in sadness again. He wipes his cheeks, but he nods and says, “Thank you, Max. I loved him very much.”

“He said to tell you no father could be prouder.”

His sadness frown comes back, but then he says, “He’s actually wrong there. No father could be prouder than me right now. You did amazing, son. Just amazing. Granddad didn’t die alone.”

He comes to me, and we finally hug. He smells like sweat and the river smell that was on Granddad, but mostly he just smells like Pop. My pop.



“I lost my bag somewhere,” I say, when we finish the hug.

“It’s okay,” he says. “I found mine.”

“I was the one carrying the communicator.”

This stops him. “Oh.”

“We can’t call Mom and Ben. Tell them about Granddad.”

He sighs. “There’s nothing we can do about that right now. We’ll get to them soon enough.”

“Pop,” I say. “What happened? What was that rock and the hole and the fire? And the god this time was Land-shaped.”

“I know. I saw it, too.”

“What’s going on?”

“I wish I could tell you.” He’s still standing over Granddad. “Can you help me here?”

The bandage and its injections are working on my ankle now, so I test it. It seems good enough, if a little tender, so I get up and I go to Granddad’s feet. Pop lifts him by his shoulders, and we carry him to a flatter, grassier part of the riverbank. He’s heavier than I expected, but also somehow lighter, too, which I know makes no sense, so just take my word for it.

We set him down, as gently as if he was alive. Pop takes a moment to stroke Granddad’s hair, just a little touch that breaks my heart. Then he blows out a long breath.

“I’m going to start a campfire,” he says. “Should keep the crocs away, if the bushfire goes out.”

He takes a fire-lighting box out of his bag and goes on the hunt for some kindling. I’m left with Granddad again. And in the quiet of that moment, Noise starts rising from the river. It’s like what Ben said he saw in the lake by our farm. Voices and words and images and feelings, but even though I can’t make it out clearly enough to read anything specific, I can tell by the shape of it that it’s Land Noise, not human. It rises like a cloud, dispersing like one, too, shimmering through the leaves of the trees above the river and then disappearing, gone like the mystery of everything else around here.

I’m watching it go when the Sky steps out of the woods.

* * *

 

He looks at me for a long moment in silence, not even his Noise showing. Then he looks down at Granddad and makes a little bow. Members of his guard come out of the trees around him. I hear the human words he puts together, just for me. May we?

“May you what?” I ask.

He gestures towards Granddad. His Noise shows me a picture of a shrouded body. I see that one of the guards is holding a long, lichen-woven cloth. I nod, and the guards go to Granddad and, with as much gentleness as me and Pop used, they begin to wrap him in the cloth.

The Sky shows me a picture of Pop in his Noise, along with a feeling like a question.

“He’s close by,” I say.

The Sky opens his Noise wider, sending it out into the world. He pauses for a moment, listening. He will return, he says. In a moment.

He looks me in the eyes again, and his Noise fills with images of Granddad. With feelings, too, and I realize he’s offering me condolences for Granddad dying but also expressing his own sorrow. His Noise suggests – and I’m not quite sure how I know this, but it’s clearly there – that the Land regarded Granddad not as one of them, because that would be ignoring all the obvious, but as a kind of treasured oddity, a constantly unexpected link to humans, but also not quite human either. They’d saved him – and this was before the Sky had ascended to being the Sky, so it wasn’t anything to do with him – out of what seemed nothing more than expediency during the war, and then he’d surprised them, they’d surprised themselves, that their healing of him had not only made his Noise join the Conversation, but that he willingly went into it. He could’ve been like Pop, one foot always in the human world, but Granddad gave himself over completely, not only with appreciation, but with awe and genuine curiosity. He found a home there, that’s what the Sky is telling me now.

The Sky is not a fan of humans. At all. But even he had a grudging respect for Granddad.

“Thank you,” I say, and he nods at me again.

Will you tell us what you saw? he asks. We only heard fragments from the dying in the Conversation.

“I’ll try,” I say, and I do, but I keep it short, because it’s words, not Noise, and I’m surprised he wants to hear from me at all. “Is this what you meant by invasion?” I ask, when I’m finished.

I believe so.

“You’re not sure?”

You are an unusual human, he says, out of nowhere.

“Thanks?”

His face looks like he’s considering telling me something. I see him decide in the affirmative.

There is something in the sky, he says.

“Yes,” Pop says, coming back through the trees, kindling under his arm. “Yes, there is.”



* * *

Over a fire, eating food the Sky and his guards brought, with Granddad shrouded respectfully, the Sky tells us what he discovered.

Well, he tells Pop, who tells me.

“The story was right,” Pop says. “There was something in the sky last time this happened. Their astronomers saw it like ours did, but this was maybe a thousand years ago, their technology wasn’t as advanced as it is now. But they saw it, and they could tell it was coming closer.”

“The same as the Glyph?”

“No way to confirm, but all signs point to it being the same.”

“An invasion.”

Pop cocks his head like the Sky did. “Kind of. That’s what they can’t get their heads around. All the stories and memories tell of the disappearance of their young people–”

“It took Ess,” I say. “He was young.”

“And an invasion of something.”

“Like the fable he showed us.”

“Yeah, but that wasn’t what they think of as an invasion.”

“What do they think of as an invasion?”

Pop glances at me. “Us, Max. We were an invasion.”

“Oh. But this is different?”

“It’s the one fact of the stories they can’t reconcile. It all talks about invasion, but nothing about anything actually setting foot on the planet.”

“How can you invade without actually coming here?”

“Beats me. And they haven’t found the answer yet either.”

“The Conversation is supposed to have everything.”

“That’s part of the problem. Sorting out history from memory, story from truth, and this happened so long ago, almost nothing remains of it except fables.”

“Does it mean that the gods aren’t from here?”

Both Pop and the Sky look at me.

“I mean,” I say, “obviously they’re not usually seen around here, but if they’re alien, why do they look like human skeletons and Land skeletons? And why do they disappear? And why do they leave Noise behind?”

“Max–”

“And what happens to them when they go into water? And what happened to Ess? And for that matter where does the hole in the rockface lead to? And what happened to the girl who got dragged inside?”

The Sky’s Noise perks up at this. He asks my father a bunch of fast Noise questions, which Pop answers.

“What’s he saying?” I ask, though I feel like I already know.

“He wants to see for himself,” Pop says. “In the morning.”

“Of course he does.”



I fall asleep, even though I wasn’t planning on it, but after this terrible day, you might, too. The Noise dream comes, but it’s different this time. It’s still loud, it’s still everywhere, but this time it’s not so … aggressive. It’s almost welcoming. Like a warm bath, rather than a freezing river. This isn’t the usual Noise dream, not by a long shot.

I see the Sky and I see Pop, and I realize: I’m in their Noise. I don’t know how this is happening exactly, but I feel like they’re the ones doing it and they’re doing it on purpose and for a moment, just a moment, in my sleep, in my dreams, I can glimpse what living inside the Conversation is like.

“Try to just listen,” dream Pop says, “or you’ll wake up.”

“Why am I here?” I ask.

He puts a finger to his lips, like shhh, but it’s not harsh or making me feel like a baby. He and the Sky are both sitting cross-legged on the ground, and it seems to be in the place by the river where we stopped, except the sun is out and the sky (not the Sky) is blue and this place we’re in is like paradise, with streams of sunshine through the trees, flower blossoms falling, the whole kit and caboodle that tells you, yep, this is a dream.

There is no such thing as someone who is chosen, the Sky says, and I haven’t the slightest idea what he’s talking about.

“Okay,” I say.

“Shh,” Pop says, “just listen.”

There is only circumstance, the Sky continues, and what we do with it. Your father is not special.

“He is, too,” I say, almost automatically, then realize I believe it. There’s no one like Pop.

I mean that he is not special because of some… He pauses, looks at Pop. What is your word?

“Fate,” Pop says. “Destiny.”

He is not special because fate or destiny have made him so. He is special because of what he chose to do in circumstance.

This feels a little better. I still don’t know what they’re talking about, though.

Let me show you.

And suddenly I’m in a story I can barely believe, even though I already know the rough facts of it. It’s Pop, but so much younger, and he’s in a town where everything is terrible except his dog and his own two pops, Granddad and Cillian, and he has to run from this town, all of a sudden, when he finds Mom, who also looks ridiculously small and young. They cross the world together, but the town comes after them. Then it all gets so much worse, and I feel the fear of my pop. I feel the anger and injustice that the Sky feels and felt. I feel, too, the pain of Mom as she goes through terrible, terrible things, like when she got that scar on her arm and why, and then the world ends, the town is destroyed by fire and flood. So many people die, human and Land, and still there’s more. Pop racing to the ocean, the Sky hot on his heels, after the man who started this all, a man who ultimately gives himself up to the ocean and oblivion, but not fast enough to stop the Sky from shooting Pop, which I knew about, too, which I always knew about, it was the first thing he told us about the Sky, but I never felt it before. I swear I can feel the acid fire hitting me, I can feel my heart stopping, I can feel the grief from Mom as she picks up the body of Pop, who died, who died on a beach, and was brought back from just over the edge by the Land.

He was not special, says the Sky, except by his choices.

“Only a pretty goddamned special person would choose those things, though,” I say.

And the Sky – I don’t know how to describe this since their faces are so different to ours, so it’s not what you’d usually think of in the word – but the Sky–

Well, the Sky…

Smiles.



I wake up, but it’s not the usual waking up. It’s like I stepped from one place to another without moving, like I went from day to night in a blink, but it doesn’t feel unnatural.

“What was all that about?” I ask.

Pop and the Sky are sitting there at the campfire. They’re both watching me, waiting for my reaction. The smile is gone from the Sky’s face, so maybe he only does that in dreams.

“What do you think it was about?” Pop asks, and it seems like genuine curiosity.

“It was about you,” I say. “Pretty obviously.”

“What about me?”

“You had choices to make. You made hard ones. But you made good ones.”

“Did I?”

“You shouldn’t have killed the Land you met in the woods that time.”

“No, I shouldn’t have.”

“But you learned. And you atoned. And you died for it.” I look at the Sky when I say this so he knows I’m talking about him. “Besides,” I say, “you saved the world.”

“I saved a world. There’s lotsa worlds. Even on this one here, there are lots and lots.”

“You ended a war. You defeated a bad man.”

“I can agree I did those things. But the price was high.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, I guess it was.”

“But according to the Sky, I’m not special.”

I look at the Sky again. “He’s wrong about that.”

“How is he wrong?” Pop asks.

“Well, okay, so he means you weren’t somehow chosen by fate or destiny or anything like that. You were just a boy, born in a place you didn’t choose, faced with circumstances you didn’t expect, and you didn’t necessarily have to do the right things, but you did them anyway.”

Correct, the Sky says. The one word he’s contributed to the waking conversation so far.

“But he’s wrong. Your choices are what made you special. You kept trying to do the right thing. Even when it hurt. Even when it was awful. You kept trying. Most people don’t do that.”

“They don’t?”

“I sure don’t see them doing it. Not in the city. You see how people follow Burly, and Burly sure as shit ain’t trying to always do the right thing.”

“Language, please.”

“You swear more than I do.”

He grins. “You’re not supposed to hear that.”

“I’m saying he’s wrong that you’re not special.”

“And you’re saying it was my choices that made me special, if I ever was?”

“You honestly don’t think I was listening all those times you told us, ‘We are the choices we make?’ That’s all we are. We’re a series of choices and consequences, so we make the best ones we can.”

He likes this. A lot. “So why did I make those choices?”

I shrug. “Because you’re you.”

“Yeah, but why am I me?”

“I dunno. Granddad and Cillian and your dog, I guess, and the town where you grew up.”

“Nearly every man in the town I grew up in chose differently than I did.”

“Then your heart. You knew loss and you didn’t look away from it. You saw it, and you decided no one should have to look at loss if they don’t ever have to.”

“We all have to. One way or another.”

“But you tried to make it less. You tried to make people suffer less. I remember once you telling me that that’s the only religion that ever really counts. Making someone’s suffering less.”

“But again, why me?”

“I said. Your heart.”

“And where did my heart come from?”

“Nobody knows the answer to that. You just look for good ones, and you hold on to them, I guess. Like you did with Mom.”

“She’s got the best heart, that’s for sure.”

“And she did with you.”

“You’ve got a good heart, too, Max.”

I don’t answer this right away. It’s the kind of thing parents say to their kids a lot, and who knows what it really means? I always think they’re just bragging to themselves about how nice their kids turned out.

“My heart isn’t good,” I say. “It’s just normal.”

Is that what the dreams are telling you? the Sky asks.

“You know about the dreams?”

He nods.

“Then you know what they’re telling me.”

“They’re telling you lies, Max,” Pop says. “And they’re not even coming from you.”

“The facts are all about me.”

“Yeah, but it’s something else taking those facts and twisting them. Something” – he looks up – “from up there.”

“The Glyph?”

He nods. “The Sky’s story had the Glyph, and it had all the bad dreams. Just like you and the other kids are having now.”

Not Ben, I want to say, but I still don’t. I’m still too worried about my brother and it still feels too personal. Yeah, I know, but if you’re not having the dreams, there’s no way you can know. “What does that have to do with my heart?”

Pop leans closer to me. “You came with me on this trip.”

“Yeah, so?”

“You looked at the danger around you, and you came. You survived the rine attack. You survived the attack by the Land god that came out of that rock. You were with Granddad in his final moments.”

I’m not comfortable hearing all this. “So what?”

“You didn’t look away from loss, kiddo. That’s what. You chose to do these things.”

“I did what anyone else would do.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I’m not special.”

“But you do make special decisions.”

I look back and forth between him and the Sky. “What are you trying to tell me?”

That you are the sort of person who can change the world, the Sky says. If it ever falls in your hands.

“Why would it fall in my hands?”

“Why did it fall in mine?” Pop says.

My voice rises with tension. “Are you saying I have to change the world?”

“I hope not,” Pop says. “But we’re saying you might anyway.”

You are like your father, the Sky says.

“We’re not related, though,” I say, “by blood.”

That is only one measure of fatherhood. There are others.

“This feels like a lot of pressure,” I say.

“Then think of it this way,” Pop says. “It’s also one big roundabout way to say how proud I am of the way you’ve handled yourself and the decisions you’ve made. Not just on this trip. You had to be brave enough to tell everyone you were someone else. And that bravery has guided you to a good, good heart. Guard it. Guard it with everything you’ve got. Okay, kiddo? Because one day, maybe it will change the world.”

And what can I say but “Okay”?







BEN
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“We have to get down there,” Tara says, watching where the god is now getting very close to the city borders.

I give her an “And do what?” kind of look.

“I don’t know!” she says. “But my brother is down there and my mother is down there and so is yours and we’ve got to do something.”

And she’s right. So we run.




2

We hear the screaming first. People screaming, not just the god.

Then we hear the guns.

“Oh, shit,” Tara says, stopping so abruptly I nearly knock her over.

We’re still up a hill over where the first houses of the town start. We can see the god, burning and screaming, walking through first one house and then another, knocking them apart like they’re not even there. Like out at our farm, I can’t be sure the god even knows it’s destroying something. It just lurches forward on whatever mission it’s got, heading up the main hill to the rest of the city.

We can also see loads of people, most running in the streets but a few firing back with rifles. The god walks right through them, and they basically just explode in flames.

Tara puts her hands over her mouth; her eyes are wide open. “It killed them,” she says through her fingers. “It just killed them like they weren’t even there.”

I try to give her a face like I know what she’s feeling because I’m feeling it, too, but I also try to show that we’ve got to keep moving because that thing is going to keep on killing people whether we stand here or not.

But I don’t have my comm and I have no idea what she’s seeing on my face because she doesn’t move.

I tug her arm.

“Yeah, yeah, all right!” she says, sounding half angry now, which is better than frightened so I’ll take it.

I point to a side road that I know leads to the back of the Land Market. We could go that way, which seems to be parallel to the god’s path and hopefully will keep us away from both it and any stray bullets.

“Behind the Spackle Market?” Tara says.

I can’t even correct her on saying “Land” so I just nod.

“What are we standing here for then?” she says and takes off running.

We run past the burning houses, people still screaming inside, other people trying to get them out, yet more people with rifles not knowing what to do with them now. I wonder if we should help, but Tara’s still running and my mom is in the city, so I keep on going.

Tara veers onto the dirt road between the houses, the one that snakes up around the non-river side of the city. Everything goes quieter. It’s weird after all the screaming. If we stopped, I could probably still hear the god rampaging through the streets, but all I hear now is my own breath, my own useless breath that can’t manage to make any kind of sound.

You know, I’ve never lost my communicators. Not once in my entire life. I’ve got one, and I’ve got a spare, and I’ve never even needed to replace either one of them. I’ve always had them.

And this is what’s going through my mind as we run along the back road: what if I can’t find my mom fast enough? How am I going to ask people if they’ve seen her? There’s paper and other things I could type into, but what if I only have split seconds? What if the god is coming and I’m not able to do anything to save her? Not even shout for her to look out?

I’ve tried not to hate my silence.

I hate it right now.

“There!” Tara shouts ahead of me, pointing. She turns into the back of the market, running through some of the tarps they use for walls. I push through them, too.

In the middle of the marketplace, we see a couple dozen Land huddled together.

We also see Burly and Tara’s mother and a bunch of ugly-faced people who are pointing rifles at the Land.
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“What are you doing?” Tara screams, stumbling to a stop. “You’ve got to run!”

“Tara?” Margery Wingard says. “Where have you been?”

“There’s a giant … thing tearing through the city! It’s killing people.”

Burly frowns. “More of that god nonsense.”

This makes me furious, because I realize, all at once and too late, that Burly is the liar Pop always said he was. Because of course Burly knows, and like he said he would, he’s pretending not to know for the benefit of a crowd.

But this crowd has guns. And they’re pointed at the Land. I look at the Land’s faces. I recognize most of them. I’ve been here enough to know the lady who sells fruit, the old man who sells chemicals, the guy with the two older kids who sells furs and blankets. They’re all watching this conversation go back and forth, their Noise racing from one to another, analysing the situation, but there’s plenty of fear there, too.

“Come off it, Burly!” Tara yells. “It takes kids! It takes kids our age and younger and it kills everyone else. Where’s Taper?”

“I’m here,” Taper says, off to the side, holding a rifle. Because of course he is.

“Stop this scaremongering!” Burly shouts. “Everyone knows the Spackle are responsible. First the bacteria they infected us with and now they’ve taken that little girl.”

My mouth is actually gaping with rage, rage at what he’s saying, rage that I can’t contradict him.

“Are you completely blind?” Tara screams. “People are dying! You know they’re dying! And because you don’t know why, you’re blaming the Spackle!”

“And what do you know about it, Tara?” her mother says, still pointing her rifle. “All this trouble started with the Spackle. All the trouble we’ve ever had on this planet started with them.”

I want to say how we’ve given them plenty of trouble, how we killed them and enslaved them, how there are so many more of them than us and despite everything we’ve done to them, they still allow us a place to live because they seem to know we’ve got nowhere else to go. Yet here we are again, acting like they’re the ones on our land, like they’re the ones who invaded us, like they’re the ones responsible for all the stupid mistakes we’ve made.

But I have no voice.

I have no stupid voice.

“Look,” Tara says, “I don’t know what this is all about, but I’m telling you, there’s a burning, screaming god outside and it is cutting through the town and it is killing people.”

“Lies,” Burly says calmly, dismissing Tara as easily as that. “Lies to distract from the real problem.”

And I’m thinking, where is my mother?

But I’m also thinking, what would she do here?

Because there’s no way she’d just let this happen.

Burly turns back to the Land. “I’ll ask you again. Where is the girl?”

“They don’t have her!” Tara yells.

“Get your daughter under control, Margery,” Burly says.

“Tara, you come here right now,” Margery Wingard says.

But Tara’s shaking her head. “You’ve all gone crazy. Taper?” She looks at her brother. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Taper just shifts on his feet, holding his gun on the Land.

“You stay right where you are, son,” Margery Wingard says.

“I’m telling you, Taper,” Tara says. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

“You hush your mouth!” Burly says, snapping now.

“You know Mom is full of shit,” Tara says.

“Hey!” Margery Wingard says, her mouth all ugly.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I love you, but your head is so packed with hate you’re not thinking straight. You made the bacteria you’re blaming the Spackle for!”

She what?

But of course. Of course she did. It makes perfect sense. It’s just a variation on what she did all those years ago. Of course.

“Tara!” Margery Wingard shouts.

“Oh, please, who else? And now you’re putting your own children in danger because you’ve chosen to blind yourself.” She turns back to her brother. “Taper, come with me. We’ve got to get out of here.”

“And go where?” Taper says.

“Nowhere,” Burly says. “You’re not going anywhere.”

And he turns the rifle on me and Tara.
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“I’ve had just about enough of children telling me how to run this town,” Burly says.

“You point that rifle elsewhere, Burly,” Margery Wingard says, a whole different kind of serious than I’ve ever heard. If I had to guess, I’d say their affair ended just this second. “You do that right now.”

Probably because she’s holding her own rifle, Burly makes a face but points the rifle back at the Land. “All you young people with all your opinions that seem so all-fired important. You have no idea how the real world works. You still think people want the truth! They don’t. People want certainty! They want the comforting lie, the one that lets them sleep at night. They want to know who their enemy is, because they’re never, ever going to believe it’s themselves.”

So much I want to say. My face does a lot of talking, though.

“And you.” He looks at me. “With that mother of yours. Do you know how much we could have accomplished here without her always in the way?”

Then I remember I have not one, but two middle fingers, and I hold both of them up to him.

Burly just shakes his head. “She loves the wrong people, Ben. And that love has made her forget where she’s from. And that’s going to end. That’s going to end right here, right now.”

Without another word, he fires his rifle.
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All hell breaks loose. One of the Land in the huddle is already falling from the gunshot, and one of the other Land is already raising a weapon she’s been hiding, because Burly is clearly so drunk on his superiority he didn’t bother to search them. His mistake, because she’s already making a motion with her arm and letting it fly, bits of hard pellet shooting out at lightning speed. I see a whole row of people in the front of the crowd hit with it, blood spouting from dozens of places almost immediately, arms and bodies and, worst of all, faces, with a few people probably blinded for life in an instant.

And then things get worse.

All the rifles start going off, more Land unleash weapons, and the sound of it all is deafening. Tara and I both put our hands over our ears and fall to the floor, because there’s no way to stand up against such a thing. The crowd starts scattering and fights begin and I see Burly and Margery Wingard firing their rifles, but for the most part, the humans are the ones screaming and running away, which makes sense since they’re outnumbered.

We. We’re outnumbered. By about a million and a half to ten thousand. So yeah, war here feels like a great idea.

I crawl over to Tara, who’s screaming at her mom to “Stop! Stop it!”

I grab her arm and point to a side exit.

“Not without my brother,” she says.

We both look for Taper in the crowd. There he is. He’s got his rifle up–

But he’s not shooting. I can see him thinking about it, aiming it…

Then lowering it.

“Taper!” Tara shouts. He looks over at us, his face full of fear, which isn’t at all what I would have expected. I’d have expected him to be right in the thick of it, like he was when we arrived. I guess it’s different when you’ve actually got to pull the trigger. That’s what Pop always says anyway.

Tara cocks her head to the side exit, which Taper is closer to than us. He looks over to his mom and Burly, both still shooting their guns, having taken cover behind one of the stall tables, the fruit one where Max always bought those melons I find too sour. Taper gives us a quick nod and starts running for the exit.

Tara helps me up, and we’re running, too, ducking down from the weapons still going off.

Then a very strange thing happens.

A member of the Land tries to stop Taper from leaving, but she doesn’t attack him, just points to the exit door, trying to hold him back. She doesn’t even have a weapon, and he certainly does, though I don’t know if he’ll ever fire it. It’s like the Land is trying to stop him from going out–

Oh, shit.

She’s at an angle where she can see out the exit.

See what might be coming up the road.

I reach for my comm to type Taper’s name, but it’s not there.

Taper makes a frightened sound and spins himself to get out of the Land’s reach.

I wave my hands to try to get him to stop.

“What are you doing?” Tara says.

I grab her arm to keep her from running to him. She looks at me in shock, trying to shake me off, but my grip is tight, mostly out of fear.

“Let go of me!” she screams.

And I wish I could tell her.

I wish I could scream Taper’s goddamned name.

I wish I could scream anything.

Because as soon as Taper has stepped through the side exit and out into the road, the burning, screaming god reaches down and grabs him.
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“TAPER!” Tara shouts so loud, the weapon fire actually stops.

Taper screams as the god’s hand grabs him, and I can’t tell if it’s terror or if the flames are burning him. Either way, it’s just the worst sound you never wanted to hear.

We hear another scream behind us. “Taper!” Margery Wingard, finally looking up from her slaughter. “Taper!” she screams again and runs past us.

“Holy God in heaven,” we hear Burly say. The Noise of the Land is racing like I’ve never seen it. They’re fleeing even while they talk. I want to flee with them or even with the humans who are yelling and running away, but I can’t help but look to see what’s happening to Taper.

The god lifts him, and we can’t see him through the tarp covering the market square, just hear him screaming. Out of the stupidest human curiosity that ever was, I find myself racing to the side exit to see more, as does Tara. Margery Wingard is in front of us, already on the road.

When I get outside, the god has raised Taper up to its face, looking him right in the eye. Taper’s still yelling, but the god makes that horrible screaming sound back to him, a sound ready to take the skin off your own bones.

I flinch at the sound of gunfire. Margery Wingard is firing at the god. “Let him go!” she screams. “LET HIM GO!”

Tara knocks the rifle end down. “You’re going to hit Taper!”

Margery Wingard makes a face at her daughter I don’t think I’ll ever forget, and then she takes off running for the god.

“Mom, no!” Tara shouts.

But she’s already gone. I don’t know what she’ll do when she gets there. The god will kill her easily. But she’s running. She’s running after her son, because that’s what a mom does, even one as screwed up as Margery Wingard–

The god moves before she gets there, but there’s no sense at all it’s running from Mrs Wingard. Just that it’s got what it wants and is now leaving with it.

“Oh, my god,” Tara says. “It’s going to the river.”

Of course it is. It’s going to disappear with Taper into the water. Just like it did with Arrow’s sister. Just like it might have done with me and Tara…

I shake off the thought because we’re already running after it, after Tara’s mom. And I know, I feel it, too, how crazy it is going after the god we spent all our energy running from, but sometimes your body just acts for you, doing its own thing, regardless of your brain.

It’s not far to the river. It never is in this city. We’re actually still running down the hill when the god reaches the riverbank. We’re still running when we can hear Margery Wingard cry out in a shout of terror and grief that’s almost as bad as the god’s own screaming.

We’re still running when both the god and Taper vanish under the water.
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None of us stop until we get to the river, and Margery Wingard not even then. She runs into the water, splashing all the way up to her thighs. She’s still yelling her son’s name.

But there’s nothing in the river until the cloud of Noise rises from it.

“What is it?” she says, trying to get near it, wading in past her waist. “What’s it saying?”

“Mom!” Tara yells. “Stop! The current will take you!”

“I have to get Taper!”

“He’s not there!”

Margery Wingard looks back at us. For a second the cloud of Noise hovers around her, having its argument with itself in voices and words and images you still can’t quite make out, just the feeling of so many people, so many lives–

And then it’s gone.

“What do you mean, he’s not here?” she demands, now stomping against the current to get back to Tara. “What do you know, Tara?”

“I don’t know anything,” Tara says, sounding distraught. “Only that when they go into water, they’re … gone. No bodies, nothing.”

“No,” her mom says, looking furious. “None of that was true, and you know it!”

I don’t know what to do with this madness. Tara doesn’t look like she does either.

“You just saw it with your own eyes!” Tara says.

“I don’t know what I saw, but I will not listen to lies and nonsense. Now, what do you know and where is your brother?!”

“I just told you what I know–”

“It’s the Spackle! Where have they taken my boy?”

She’s still holding her rifle somehow, and she raises it again, as if she’ll shoot the first member of the Land she sees. Which she probably will.

“It’s not the Spackle, Mom,” Tara says.

“Yes, it is!” Burly shouts, showing up where he’s not wanted.

“No, it isn’t!” Tara says. “What is wrong with you?”

And there’s a moment, just a moment, where Burly is near us and none of the townsfolk who’ve all come out at the commotion are close enough. Just for a second, it’s me and Tara and Burly and Margery Wingard, and he says, “We can’t fight a rock.” It’s under his breath, ferocious, serious as a heart attack. “We can’t fight gods who don’t get hit by gunfire. But we can fight Spackle.”

“Yes, we can,” Margery Wingard says and starts running back up the hill, not even listening to us any more.

“You’re insane,” Tara says to Burly.

“I’m so sick of explaining that I’m trying to keep this town together.”

“By picking an enemy that outnumbers us by like a thousand to one?”

And yeah, I wish I had my comm so I could correct her maths, please don’t hate me.

“If something is literally crawling out of rocks to attack us,” Burly says, “then we’ll go to pieces. We’ll scatter and die. But if we’ve got an enemy to unite against–”

“It’s suicide.”

“It’s solidarity. We’re never going to actually fight the Spackle.”

“You just shot a bunch in the marketplace!”

He waves his dismissive hand again. “They were warned to get out of the city. Some collateral damage is to be expected.”

My mouth is open at this. So, to her credit, is Tara’s.

“I’m trying to keep a cold war going,” he says. “It protects us both. Mutual destruction.”

“It’s not mutual, though,” Tara says. “If they decide to destroy us–”

“They don’t know how many more of us are coming,” Burly says. “As far as they’re concerned, we might never stop.”

“There’s no one else coming! It’s been decades!”

“We don’t know that. More importantly, they don’t know that. And since they can’t read Noise from most of us any more, we live on the line of that doubt. That’s the only way we can stay here.”

I want to tell him so bad that’s obviously not the only way. That we could make peace. That we could live with the Land, not against them–

“Even I can see we need to find some kind of peace with them,” Tara says, as if she’s reading my mind.

“I’m not debating this with you right now, Tara,” Burly says. “You don’t know what they’re like. You don’t know how close they came to wiping us out.” He waves his rifle. “We have to show them we have strength. We have to show them they cannot simply push us around, give us their bacteria–”

“The one my mom obviously made for you?” Tara interrupts.

“Tara,” Burly says. “You don’t get to make the decisions in this town. I do.”

“You’re not a king. You’re elected.”

“That’s right, and if you don’t like it, you can vote me out when you turn eighteen, but until then–”

“Ben?” I hear my mom’s voice. “Oh, Ben, thank god.” She comes running over and nearly knocks me down in a hug. “Are you all right?”

I gesture to my throat and start signing, but Tara interrupts.

“He dropped his speaking thing,” Tara says, “when we were running from the god.”

“I only heard the screaming,” Mom says. “Is that what it was?”

“It was some trick of the Spackle,” Burly interrupts.

“And Burly is a liar,” Tara snaps, real heat in her voice. “It is not a trick of the Spackle. It’s something that comes out of a rock in the woods. It’s obviously connected to the Glyph. But Burly’s so interested in staying in power, he doesn’t actually care about the truth of a thing that came into our world and took my brother!”

She’s shouting by the end of this, and I don’t blame her.

“Tara,” Burly says angrily, still holding his rifle.

“No!” Tara says, shouting so everyone can hear her. “This has to end! This isn’t some Spackle conspiracy! This is something they’re afraid of, too! Something is coming here and it’s taking your kids away from you!”

“You need to stop right now,” Burly says.

He raises his rifle.

He points it at her.

She sees it.

And she doesn’t stop.

“It took Taper! What more proof do you need?”

“Maybe that’s the proof,” my mom says, her eyes wide.

I look up to where she’s looking. Everyone else turns, too. Me, Tara, Burly, Mom, all the people who’ve come out to watch–

There are six gods–

No, seven.

Seven burning gods, standing at different points in the woods just outside the city–

And now there’s eight.

They’re all looking into the city.

They’re all staring at us.

Then they all start to scream.








MAX





“No one will go inside,” Pop says the next morning, as we trudge back to the rock with the Sky. “He just wants to see.”

“Then show him in your Noise.”

“Sometimes it’s gotta be the real thing, kiddo.”

It’s the morning after Granddad died, and honestly, it feels like that’s the dividing point my life now has. Before Granddad died, and after. The Sky sent two of his guards with Granddad’s body back to what’s left of our farm, where we’ll bury him, but the rest of us are going straight to the place where the god did all the killing, which is the worst idea anyone’s ever had in the history of anything.

“I’ll keep you safe,” Pop says.

“You’re acting like I wasn’t there and didn’t see all the totally unstoppable parts where the god killed everybody, including Granddad.”

He’s stung at that, but he knows I’m right. “We gotta find out what’s happening,” he says. “We have to. If something’s invading and killing people and stealing anyone young, then we need to know.”

“That’s what Granddad said about the Land just before the god attacked.”

But no one listens to me, so we cross the river at a much easier spot the Sky knows (upriver rather than down, where Pop went), and much sooner than I’d like, we’re passing bodies of the Land. The Sky’s guards go to each one in turn, arranging them respectfully, using cloth after cloth to cover them and wrap them. They’ll take them to their burial swamps later.

Meanwhile, the Sky, me and Pop just march steadily on, right to the source of the terror. The Sky stops us all at a distance which will honestly never feel far enough. There’s no fire on the rockface now, just burnt plants and lichen, and the hole isn’t screaming, though I realize you can hear it, just quiet, if you listen, which the Sky does. He sends a message to one of his guards, who nods and scrambles up a tree near the rock, which seems like madness to me, but I guess it’s not the rock itself. The guard gets to the very top of the tree, much more nimbly than I crossed the river, then he sends what he sees back to the Sky.

The Sky looks back to Pop. His Noise starts the fast exchange of info, but then Pop tells him something and the Sky does an unexpected thing. He looks at me, slowing down his Noise and showing me what the Land on the tree sees.

It’s the rock from above. You can’t see from the ground, but the rock is kind of a spiral. It looks like a rock from almost every angle, but when looked at from the right angle, it–

“It’s the Glyph,” I say. “I saw it in the telescope.”

The Sky nods. This rock is old, he says. But it is not old enough.

“What does that mean?”

“It’s younger than any of the other rocks around here,” Pop says. “And it’s not the same in terms of, what’s the word–”

“Geology?” I suggest.

“Yeah,” Pop says to the Sky, “it’s not the same geology as the ground and bedrock around here, is it?”

It is not, the Sky says.

“So what is it?” I say.

It is… The Sky searches for the word. Grown.

“What?” I say, at the exact same time Pop says it.

“What do you mean, grown?” Pop adds.

The Sky opens his Noise and shows us a seed dropping into the soil and growing a plant.

“It’s a plant?” I say.

No, says the Sky, but it is grown nonetheless.

“What grew it?” Pop asks.

The Sky just looks up, eyes to the heavens above us.



“So it came from the Glyph?” I ask Pop, later, after he and the Sky have had a long conversation in their Noise, though the Sky still has his guards investigating it very, very carefully.

“Not this Glyph,” Pop says. “Or maybe it is the same one and it’s just come back after a thousand years. But either way, he thinks they sent some kind of seed or whatever out in front of them first, too small to be seen by telescopes or noticed by any of the monitoring equipment we’ve got here, and even if we did notice, we’d probably figure they were meteorites or something. He thinks whatever it was somehow grew into this rock.”

“They wouldn’t send just one seed, though. When we plant on the farm, we use thousands of them.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s probably doing the same thing. It sends out thousands, hoping that one or two find the perfect spot to take root.”

“And grow into a rock that spits out gods?”

Pop shrugs. This makes as little sense to him as it does to me.

“But that one spat out a Land god. What me and Ben and Arrow have seen are human-shaped. And that was ruddy miles from here.”

“I know,” Pop says, taking a deep breath. “That’s why the Sky thinks there’s at least one more out there. Closer to where we live. Planted by the new Glyph that’s coming. He’s asking his people to look everywhere for this particular kind of rock.”

“That god wasn’t stopped by anything the Land had,” I say, “and you know their weapons are better than ours. It came out of that rock, it killed everyone here, grabbed Ess, and left. What are we supposed to do? How did this all end the first time?”

“That,” Pop says, “is a very good question.”

The Sky turns his head, like he’s heard us, and in a way, of course he has. Pop has Noise, and even if he’s not a main part of the Conversation like Granddad is–

Was.

Then at least it’s in the same room. The Sky starts walking over to us, his Noise working the entire time. It’s so weird, I can see him thinking, see him reaching into his own memories and those of his people. All too fast to really see clearly, but the process is obvious.

We do not know, he says when he reaches us, as if we’d asked him the question directly. There is no answer in the histories as to how this ended.

“Great,” I say.

But it did end.

“It ended after the town that used to be here was destroyed, though, right?”

That, unfortunately, seems correct.

“So we don’t know if you stopped it or if it just stopped itself after the whole town was gone.”

There has been a – he searches for the human word again – forbiddance around this place. We always travelled around it and left it unsettled. But there is nothing in the histories that tells us why.

“You treated it like a black spot,” Pop says.

“Or a haunted house,” I say.

The Sky doesn’t understand that phrase, so Pop explains it to him in his Noise.

Yes, the Sky says, a place of the dead. That we left alone without knowing we were doing it. He glances back at the rock. This is all very strange.

“No shit,” I say.

“Max,” Pop warns.

But I do have this to share. The Conversation tells me that there are no more of these rocks to be found the world over. Except one by your city.

“Which is what we thought,” Pop says. “They’re coming after us this time.”

“But wait,” I say. “If the only one they found is near the city and these things are back and this time they’ve grown human gods” – I gesture around us – “and the way it all ended was that the town was completely destroyed and everyone avoids it like a nuclear waste dump now… Pop, humans only have one town.”

Pop stands. “And your mother and brother are there.” He immediately starts gathering his stuff. “This is the invasion,” he says to the Sky. “This is the one you were worried about. It’s just not in the shape we thought.”

What do you mean?

“I mean,” Pop says, “they’re already here.”



We walk fast through the day and the night and into the next day. Pop wants to get to the city as fast as possible, so we’re trying to do a four-day march in two. The Sky and his guards come with us, but nothing seems to tire them out. At some point, though, I think I actually fall asleep while walking, because the next thing I remember, I’m surrounded by Noise. Not the Noise of the Land, but the ugly Noise. The Noise of the dream.

You’re nothing, it tells me. Everyone laughs at you. No one thinks you’re really a boy. They all think you’re a freak. And you’ve abandoned your family. Abandoned your mother and your brother. And they hate that you’ve left them. And they’re in danger and you can’t protect them. And they’re going to die and it’s 
your fault–

“Max.” Pop puts a hand under my arm and lifts me from the ground. I forget now and then how strong he is.

“What happened?” I ask.

“You fell asleep while walking and didn’t even wake up when you hit the ground.”

“Well,” I say, “it’s been a hard week.”

He chuckles a little. “That’s certainly true.” He calls out to the Sky and the rest of the Land around us. “We have to rest.”

The Sky flashes Noise to Pop.

“I know,” Pop says, “but we can’t keep up this pace. We just can’t.”

The Sky thinks for a minute, then he sends Noise to a few of his guards. Three of them nod and keep on going. Pop reads what’s happening.

“They’ll scout,” Pop says, “and send back anything important we need to know before we get there.”

“The Sky is staying with us? I thought he’d go back to the Land.”

“You don’t know him. You don’t know what happened to him. All that power he has, it’s anger, but anger is a sour kind of majesty. You’ve got to watch it, or it’ll burn you and your whole world to the ground. So he’s constantly on balance, trying to keep himself in check while still leading his people.”

I blink. “You’ve thought about this a lot.”

“I have. He’s important to us. Important to me. He’s the key to peace on this world. Not Burly.”

“A blind man could see that.”

“You rest. We’ll go again in an hour.”

I sit back down, against a tree. “I don’t want to sleep, though.”

Three seconds later, I’m asleep.



We start walking again when I wake up, even though it’s night now, even though I only slept an hour. As we walk, I think about what they said to me the night before, all that stuff about being special. It’s like they were telling me I’ve got a huge responsibility somewhere down the line or like they were sending me on a quest but didn’t tell me what it was.

I don’t mind being on my own because I don’t like being singled out when I’m with other people. I get singled out enough just for being Max, so why did my own pop and the leader of this entire planet have to do it? But then why was the leader of this entire planet talking to me and Pop alone in the first place? Because Pop is special. By the decisions he makes and by how he and the Sky know each other, Pop is special.

But so what? What’s so special about being special? People go on and on about it all the time. We’re all special in our own way, allegedly, which is probably true, but again, so what? If everyone’s special, no one’s special, etc., etc., I’m not saying anything new here.

I do think, though, you gotta watch out for when people make an effort to say that you’re not special. Because then they’re up to something. They’re trying to stop you from something. I used to see it in class. When we were young, Margery Wingard – forget how she used to treat me for a minute – she used to tell Ben he wasn’t special just because he didn’t speak, and she expected him to keep up with all his assignments and his participation in class despite having to use the comm. And in a way, maybe she was right, but only in a way. He did keep up. He was smarter than all of us anyway, but he never let not having a voice stop him from speaking, that’s for damn sure.

But I don’t think that was Margery Wingard’s actual goal. I think she was trying to break him down. She wasn’t saying, you’re not special because you don’t have a voice. She was saying, you’re not special just because you’re smart. Don’t think you’re better than us. Don’t try too hard or we will push you back down. That’s what I think she was saying.

So when someone says you’re special, it probably doesn’t mean anything. You are, it’s just not that interesting. But when someone says you’re not, that’s when you’ve got to watch out. That’s why I got so mad when the Sky said it about Pop and Pop agreed. Pop is special in ways that are actually interesting and useful.

And people don’t really like that, do they?



Sometime before sunrise the news comes back from the scouts that there’s been an attack on the town.

“What kind of attack?” Pop says. “Are my wife and son okay?”

But the Sky doesn’t know that level of detail. He’s exchanging Noise fast and heavy with the Land who returned, but even I can see that the news was serious enough for them to come back in person rather than add it to the Conversation.

There are many dead, the Sky finally says, but I do not know their names.

“What happened?” I asked. “Who attacked them? Was it a god?”

It was several of what you are calling ‘gods’.

“Several?” Pop says.

The Sky opens his Noise to show us, but all he’s got are what members of the Land saw from outside of town. There are gods, maybe seven or eight, standing around the edge of town, like they’ve surrounded it. Then the gods step into the town itself. And buildings start to explode.

“No,” Pop says.

The image fades.

“Why isn’t there more?” I ask.

The few Land who could see it retreated for their own safety, the Sky says.

“But there are Land in town,” I say. “The traders in the marketplace stay there overnight. They would have seen–”

But the Sky is already showing us what happened to them. They’re in a huddle in the middle of the tent. They’re surrounded by humans. I see Burly and Margery Wingard and Taper Wingard and–

“That’s Ben!” Pop says.

“And Tara next to him,” I say.

It looks like they’re arguing with Burly, but it’s hard to make out the words, and then people start shooting.

“Oh, no,” I whisper.

The Land start shooting back, and it’s all chaos and people running, and we see Taper arguing with a member of the Land who seems to be trying to stop him from leaving the tent, and we see a god pick up Taper and take off running with him.

“Where’s Ben?” Pop asks. “Where did he go?”

But that’s all the Sky has. Or all he’s going to show us anyway. Because he’s furious. I can see the red, throbbing anger in his Noise. Burly and Margery Wingard and others killed members of the Land. What the hell were they thinking?

There are four of my people dead at the hands of your people, the Sky says, and those words, “my” and “your”, suddenly feel very isolating out here in the woods, alone, with nothing but “his” people for endless miles in every direction except one.

“I don’t know what to say about that,” Pop says. “Burly is…” He frowns even harder. “I’ve never liked mayors. But please … my son. What happened to him? He was there. What happened–”

There were three of your people killed before your gods attacked.

I see Pop take the same deep breath that I do. No, nothing can happen to Ben. He’s annoying as hell, but nothing can happen to him. It just can’t.

I am telling my people to get clear of your settlement. I am telling them not to return.

“But we’ve got to help them,” Pop says.

You have got to help them. There is nothing that 
I have to do at all.

Pop’s eyes widen. His Noise picks up, and I can’t follow what they’re saying. Pop gets more and more desperate. The Sky gets more and more stubborn and angry.

“It’s my son!” Pop finally yells.

And were those four murdered not someone’s sons and daughters? He looks at me, and I can see in his Noise he’s thinking about the talk we had the night before. He looks back at Pop. Every time the hand of friendship is shown, it is bitten. Fast or slow, but always. Always.

“You know we have these conflicts,” Pop says. “They erupt now and then, and we deal with them and we go back to peace–”

Do you know why we do not just obliterate you? Remove you from our home like we would 
a termites’ nest?

“Not fully,” Pop says. “Our people do wonder.”

We do not do it because it is precisely what you would do, the Sky says, stepping towards Pop. That is not how my people act. That is not who we ever were. Until you tried to make us that way. Until you tried to force us to be you. Isn’t that what you want in the end? To either erase us or turn us into yourselves?

“You know that’s not what I want,” Pop says.

And you know you do not speak for your people. As I must. It is maybe finally enough that we do not extinguish you. But that does not mean we have to stop others from doing the same.

“What does that mean?” I say.

“It means he’s leaving us,” Pop says.

“What?” I yell at the Sky. “But you just spent time telling me I could change the world. You’re the leader of the planet. You could actually change it!”

I am a voice for them. I look over them. That’s why I am the Sky.

“But you also lead them. So lead, for eff’s sake!”

Lead them to what? To accept death at your hands? Because it ‘happens now and then’?

“You said we were in great danger,” I say.

Yes. You. The danger is to you.

“The god that came out of the rock and killed Granddad killed a lot more of your people than it did mine. Are you really sure we’re the only ones in danger?”

I can tell he really doesn’t like this. Probably because I might be right.

“And,” I say, pressing on, “it took Ess. One of your young people. The gods at the city may want humans, but that god back there only wanted you. It went past Granddad to get him. And as is obviously true from our city, where there’s one god, there are going to be more.”

He still hesitates.

“You said people are special because of the decisions they make. Well, yeah, okay, we’ve bitten your hand. A lot. But something’s coming for both of us. And maybe if we fight it together, humans will finally realize what idiots we are for all the biting. That’s what you can decide.”

He looks at me, his Noise brimming and roiling, then he finally says to Pop, I’m sorry if something happened to your son or your one in particular.

And then he leaves. He just leaves.

 


“How far away are we?” I ask Pop, the instant we’re alone.

Pop doesn’t even try to get the Sky to stay, and I can see from his Noise how angry and worried he is. I’m just trying to get us moving.

“Pop,” I say again. “How far are we from town?”

“A day’s walk,” he says. “Too far to help.”

“We don’t know that. We can go fast and cut that time down.”

“Max–”

“What’s the alternative? We’re just going to wait and hope? Because I’m not doing that. If there’s something that can be done, some fight that can be had to save Ben and Mom, then that’s what I’m choosing.”

“It’s too dangerous for you–”

“Not when I’m what it’s coming for! However dangerous it is, it’s my fight! And it’s Ben’s fight! And he’s not fighting it alone!”

I grab my stuff and storm off in the direction we were heading before. I’m no longer tired at all, I feel like I could run all day, even though I know that’s probably not true. But for now, I can run. So that’s what I do.

“Max, hold on!”

“Nope!” I yell back. “Better catch me!”

I hear a grunt of annoyance, but he takes off running after me anyway.

Of course I can’t keep running for very long, but it’s longer than I expect. And when I do have to slow down to a fast walk, Pop is next to me, fast-walking, too. There’s just no choice. Ben is obviously the boy from the Sky’s myth, the one with the prosthetic leg, and I don’t know if that means he’s actually safe or if he’s in the most danger of all, but I do know that means he’s in the middle of it, and he won’t be doing that alone, not if I can help it, okay?

I start to recognize things in the landscape now. We’re getting to the area where the trees are starting to thin. The canyon where all the catchers were is somewhere up ahead.

“We’re going to have to go around it,” Pop says.

“No time,” I say.

“I don’t have my gun any more. I lost it in the attack.”

“Then we brave our way through like we did last time! Pop, we have to get there! Mom and Ben are there!”

“Max–”

“We’re wasting time! You know I’m right.”

And again, I take off running. Because there’s no other choice.



It’s much harder to see the canyon when we’re approaching this way. We climb up a hill, and it ends so suddenly at a clifftop I almost literally fall down into it.

“Max!”

“I’m fine,” I say, my heart beating heavy as I barely stop in time at the cliff’s edge.

Pop comes up beside me. “Shit,” he says.

The canyon is full of catchers. There must be hundreds, thousands even. They stretch up and down the canyon, far as I can see in either direction. They’re all out, claws up, as if they’re soaking in the sun. They’re all weirdly silent, just slowly rocking back and forth on their back legs, front arms open, like they’re praying or something.

“What are they doing?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Pop says, “and I don’t care. If we go through that canyon, we’re dead, and no one gets any help.”

“Yeah,” I say, having to agree, despite the pain I actually literally feel at the thought of Ben and Mom.

“I know,” Pop says, putting a hand on my back. “Me too, but we’ve gotta go around. Let’s get back down the hill and–”

The catchers start chattering. They click their claws together, like finger snaps. It’s a low sound at first, but it gets louder and louder as more catchers up and down the canyon start doing it. In seconds, it’s almost too loud to hear anything else.

“We should go,” Pop says. “Now.”

Another sound starts, a louder clattering. The catchers are clapping their arms together now, and the clonk sound of the chitin hitting itself is even louder than the snapping. I take a step back to get ready to run, and my foot knocks a rock over the edge of the cliff. The first little outcropping it hits makes a different sort of loud sound than all the catchers–

It silences every catcher in the canyon.

The rock bop, bop, bops its way to the bottom, any catcher in the way easily stepping aside to let it fall. It hits the floor of the canyon with a thump. Then every catcher turns its eyestalks to look up at me and Pop.

“Oh, hell,” Pop says.

He grabs my arm as the clapping sound starts again even louder, and the catchers, as one, start flooding towards us. We’re not even ten feet back down the hill when the first come over the edge of the canyon–

And we’re not twenty feet back down the hill when something absolutely HUGE crashes out of the trees in front of us. It’s so big, for a second I think it’s a god, that one followed us all this way just to blow us apart, but this is some kind of animal, a huge furry thing with a bloody, savage beak on its face. It towers over us, twice or even three times the height of Pop.

“What the eff is that?” I say.

But Pop is already throwing himself in front of me, trying to get us off this path, but there’s nowhere to go. Catchers behind us, this thing in front of us, thick trees on one side and massive rocks on the other.

“Pop?”

“I know.”

“The catchers are coming!”

“I know!”

He’s kept me completely behind him, turning me so I’m against the rocks on our left. He’s trying to block me as much as possible, but that’s going to work for maybe a second before we’re both completely torn apart. I look up at the rocks to see if they’re climbable, and the giant thing roars. It’s so loud, I can’t keep from screaming. The torrent of catchers is rushing towards us, too. It’s all louder than anything even Noise could be–

“Stay behind me,” Pop says. “When they attack me, run.”

“Pop, no–”

“Do not argue with me!” His fury is in his Noise, too, and I don’t argue.

The thing is coming up the hill, the catchers are coming down the hill.

“I love you, Max,” Pop says. “Don’t you ever forget it.”

“I love you, too, Pop,” I say.

The thing rises to attack, the catchers’ claws are out–

… and they don’t attack us.

They attack each other.

The thing barrels into the flood of catchers like a bullock going through a hay bale. Catchers fly this way and that, but the thing is snapping at them with its beak, which seems specially designed to break through their outer shells. The catchers swarm over the thing, but it shakes them off easily. They keep coming, though, and they’re clearly going for the thing’s eyes, which may be its only vulnerable point through all that dense fur.

This battle is happening literally a few feet from us. The thing is mostly winning, having broken enough catchers into pieces that it’s started to eat, licking away at the insides. It keeps batting away attacks with its heavy, heavy paws, and it won’t be able to keep it up forever, but for now, it’s just eating.

“Pop?” I say.

“Stay still,” he says.

“The catchers.”

“What about them?”

“They’ve stopped coming over the cliff.”

He looks up. They have stopped. There’s a zillion out here on the path, but they’re mostly below us now, swarming over the creature still, who keeps knocking them away.

“The canyon might be clear,” I say, “but the way down is definitely not.”

This isn’t even something he can argue over. He slowly starts moving us up the path towards the cliff’s edge. The catchers and the creature don’t pay us any mind. We start moving faster, as quietly as we can. One catcher steps out of the fray ready to follow us, but the creature roars again, and the catcher leaps back into battle.

“Go,” Pop says.

I don’t need any encouragement. I run to the cliff’s edge. Not all of the catchers have gone, but there’s enough of a path below and across that we might even make it.

“Don’t stop,” Pop says. “No matter what you hear behind you, just keep running.”

And so I do.


 

“What was that thing?” I say, when we’ve reached the other side of the canyon, past the still-steaming vents and more than a few snappy catchers. We’ve kept running until we’re far enough away that we literally can’t run any more.

“I don’t know,” Pop says. “I’ve never seen anything like that before in my life.”

“You’re part of the Conversation. How can you not know?”

“I’m not part of it all the time. Plus, being in it doesn’t mean you know everything at every second. It’s like a database. You gotta ask it, or all the informayshun will drown you.”

“So there’s still stuff on this planet you don’t know about?”

He looks at me in surprise. “Plenty,” he says. “So much I’d never learn it all if I lived another hundred years. I mean, we know the general layout of the planet, the different continents and environments and stuff, but all those places are filled with different kinds of Land who’ve adapted to what those places needed. I’ve heard there are Land who live on the water. Not on islands, but on the water itself. I’ve heard there are whole cities in deserts and on mountaintops. And there are more animals than anyone could even begin to count.”

“That’s what Granddad said. It seems so…” I don’t know the word.

“I know,” Pop says. “It makes you feel sad. All these things you don’t know and probably never will.”

“I’ll learn about them,” I say. “I’ll see them, too. You’ll come with me.”

He smiles at me, but I see the sadness still in his Noise. “I hope so.”

“Why ‘hope’? We’ll make it happen. Why wouldn’t we?”

“The future has a way of surprising you,” Pop says. “Good and bad.”

 

 

An hour later, we reach a hilltop where we get our first good view of the city in the distance. I see it first. Pop coming up behind me, then losing all his breath.

The city is on fire.










BEN
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The sound of all those gods screaming is enough to drive you completely mad. It knocks every thought out of your head, every memory of who you are, everything you know you should do in an emergency. It fills up every available space in your brain until there’s nothing else there besides the scream, there never was, and there never will be.

I close my eyes against the sound, pressing my palms against my ears, but there’s no shutting it out. It cuts through every possible defence, and you’re just helpless before it.

Unless you’re my mom, I guess.

I feel a violent pull on my arm, one that I can’t ignore even in the onslaught of sound. I wince open my eyes, and I see her grabbing me, pulling me up the riverbank. I see everyone else, including Burly, crumbling under the wave of screaming, but my mom, even though her face is strained and she’s obviously feeling it as much as any of us, is still moving, still acting, not frozen or stopped by anything.

I feel a little spark of pride. Not everyone’s moms are this tough.

She pulls me to the road back into the city, heading up the hill towards our quarters. I stop her, shaking my head.

“I need to get something!” she yells. “Before they destroy it all!”

I make the sign for what? as in what the hell could possibly be that important, but she just pulls on my arm again.

I look back as she drags me away. Tara is watching, her hands over her ears. I gesture for her to follow us. She grabs her mother – which isn’t what I meant – and they do.
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We bust through the door of our unit. Mom immediately rushes to her work desk, looking for something.

“A-ha!” she says, finding some kind of meter, electric and small.

I sign, What’s that?

“I want to find out what these things are,” she says, “once and for all.” She shoves the little device into her pocket and starts scrabbling through her desk again. “There’s got to be something you can use with a screen. Or even just a pen and paper–”

“What are you doing?” Tara says at the door. “We’ve got to run!”

“Coming right now,” my mom says, picking up a pad and a pencil. She shoves these into my hand. “It’ll have to do for now, baby.”

“What are those things?” Margery Wingard says, storming into our quarters past Tara. “And where have they taken my son?”

“Wild guess?” my mom says. “They probably aren’t bacteria.”

“You did this, Viola Eade,” Margery Wingard says, her voice harsh and fierce. “You brought this on us. With all your doubt and your tolerance of these animals.”

“You need to get out of my way right now,” Mom says, and if Margery Wingard knew anything at all about my mother, she’d know that tone of voice offers no second chances.

“We are alone here,” Margery Wingard says. “And instead of siding with your own people, instead of helping us find a way to dominate the Spackle, you tried to make us be like them. If you had your way, we’d all be living in huts and wandering from river to river!”

“As opposed to having to listen to you whine all day? Most people would take that deal. Now, get out of my way.”

Margery Wingard grabs a fistful of my mom’s coat. “They’ve taken my son.”

My mother punches her square between the eyes. Margery Wingard falls immediately, mostly out of outrage, I think, because I could see Mom pull that punch right at the last second. Margery Wingard is shrieking and grabbing her face, but Mom stops over her, looking down.

“I’ll only say this once, Margery,” Mom says. “I’m going out there to find a solution. You can either get in my way again and find out what a real punch feels like, or you can run and get yourself out of my life altogether.” Without even waiting for a response, she says, “Come on, Ben.”

She runs out of the unit, me on her heels. I watch Tara, still awestruck at the punch, as we pass.

When I look back, she’s following us, too.
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“What are you going to do?” Tara asks, when we get outside.

“What I said I was,” Mom says. “Get some answers. But what you’re going to do, both of you, is run. Also, I’m sorry I punched your mother.”

“She deserved it,” Tara says. “Run where?”

“Away from the gods would be a good first step.”

Tara’s face hardens. “If you’re going to be sarcastic with me, my mom won’t be the only person getting punched.”

My mother grins, actually grins. She looks at me. “I like her.” Then back to both of us. “The gods are huge, so even though they’re fast, I’ll bet you can guess where they’re going.”

They’re not going anywhere so far, I start to sign.

“They’re not doing anything,” Tara says before I can finish. “They’re just standing there.”

“I know,” Mom says. “Somehow that feels worse, doesn’t it?”

She’s right. To have eight of them–

Nine, now.

Nine of them, standing in a circle around the town feels almost worse than one rampaging through the woods. You can almost believe the one rampaging isn’t after you personally, that it’s just driven by some instinct, doing whatever it needs to survive.

But a circle is part of a plan.

“There’s more,” Tara says, counting them, too. And yep, there’s ten, and now eleven.

“Get to the edge of town,” Mom says, “find the biggest gap possible, and run as far and as fast as you can.”

I sign, What about you?

“Someone has to stop these things,” Mom says, “and it’s not going to be Burly or Margery Wingard. No offence,” she says to Tara.

“None taken,” Tara says, but she’s looking into our unit, where Margery is at our sink, washing the blood from her face and looking like murder.

“I haven’t been able to get hold of your father since this morning,” Mom says to me. “So if someone’s going to stop it, it probably has to be me.”

Why you? I sign.

“Why you?” Tara says, at exactly the same time.

My mom just looks at us and says, as if it’s the most obvious answer in the world, “Why not me?”

Why not us? I sign.

And that’s when the gods attack.
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Each one of them takes a step into the city, and all around their feet we see fires erupt and buildings explode. Their screaming gets worse as they start to climb the hill, and now it’s joined by the screaming of people running to get out of their way. All around the circle where they’re walking inwards, pillars of fire rise.

“Oh, my god,” Margery Wingard says, stepping out of our unit, tissue paper stuck up her nose.

“Mom, we have to go–” Tara starts, but her mom has literally dropped to her knees to pray.

“Oh, Lord on high,” she screams, “you have forsaken us in this desolate place!”

“Get up!” Tara yells, grabbing her arm.

“Please find us in our hour of need!”

“Tara,” my mom says. “Go with Ben. I’ll take care of your mother.”

Tara’s eyes widen. “Take care of her how?”

My mom actually laughs, but it’s a desperate thing. “I can’t stand the woman, but I’m hardly going to let her die.” She looks up at the gods. “Though I do need to get close to one of these things.”

I grab her shoulder and turn her to me, a shocked look on my face. She puts a hand on my hand, squeezes it.

“I know,” she says. “I know you don’t want me to, I know you want to stay with me, I know all that. But I have a theory and I need to test it. Go, run, I’ll be careful. I promise you.”

I don’t move.

“Ben,” she says. “Take Tara. Save each other. That’s how life works, okay?” She kisses me on the cheek. “Now, go! Both of you!”

Tara stands over her mother, who’s still praying. “You have sent your demons to destroy us! We beseech you for forgiveness!”

“I won’t let anything happen to her,” my mom says, “even if I have to knock her unconscious.”

“You probably will,” Tara says, but she steps away towards me.

One last look at my mom. Then we run.
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“There!” Tara points to a space between two of the gods north of the city. “That looks like the biggest gap!”

I nod in agreement. There’s a path between a materials warehouse and the town hall that would take us straight to it. Unfortunately, that path is crammed with people who are also trying to run. We even see Professor Kilfoyle bumping through the crowds.

“Professor Kilfoyle!” Tara shouts. He stops when he sees us, getting knocked and jostled.

“We’re under attack!” Professor Kilfoyle shouts. “You’ve got to flee the city!”

“No shit!” Tara says. “But we can cut through the warehouse, can’t we?”

He gets a look of surprise on his face, like he wishes he’d thought of that, and we all run for the front doors of the warehouse. He kicks the doors open, even though they were probably unlocked, and lets us run into it first, which is actually really brave when you think about it. Inside, there’s a main hallway that runs the length of the building. We dash down it. Through the windows we can see people running and screaming. The sky lights up with increasing fires, and I try not to recognize all the faces of people who are losing their homes and maybe their lives.

I might be one of those people, too.

“These are the gods, aren’t they?” Professor Kilfoyle shouts as he kicks open another hallway door for us.

“Yes!” Tara says. “They come out of a rock. And they take kids!”

Professor Kilfoyle stops. “What?”

“It happened thousands of years ago to the Spackle.”

Hundreds, I think. The Land, I think.

“That’s…” Professor Kilfoyle shakes his head. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

I scribble out, We need to run! and hold it up.

“Yeah, we do,” Tara says, and Professor Kilfoyle opens the next door, letting us through first.

“If we go through the office at the back–” he says.

But it’s the last thing he ever says.

The ceiling behind us collapses in flame when Tara and I are two steps into the next section. A giant burning foot has slammed down through it. Professor Kilfoyle disappears underneath, and it’s only Tara catching my arm that stops me from being smashed flat, too.

We look up.

A god stands above us, looking down and screaming.
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“Go, go, go, go, go!” Tara yells, dashing towards the office. I follow her. Another giant foot smashes the hallway behind us. Then another.

It’s running up the warehouse after us.

We burst through the office door and run past a man hiding under his desk who doesn’t move no matter how much Tara shouts, and we get out a back exit in time for the whole building to collapse behind us. I risk one little glance back, and the god is there, screaming like a hurricane, reaching down for us–

Tara pushes me to one side, changing our route. I stumble but keep going. The hand of the god misses us by only a few feet. Tara is screaming, I’d be screaming, too, if I could, and all the world is madness. We run into a small shop, but the god walks into the building like the walls and roof aren’t even there. Flames swoop over the top of us and we barely get out the back. We hook a quick left up what seems to be an alley. It leads to another big walkway where people are looking over our heads behind us and screaming, which isn’t helpful.

We reach the walkway, the god on our heels, and I look back to see it reaching down again, and there’s no way we’ll be able to outrun it–

But another god steps in front of it and pushes it out of the way, as if it wants to get to us first. They scream at each other, and I’m not sure what happens next because we’re running away as fast as we can, putting some distance between us and them. Then a different god entirely rears up ahead on the walkway, so we take a dash to the right.

It’s a dead end, only a farmer’s cart against a wall. There’s nothing we can do but roll under it.

“They are coming after young people, aren’t they?” Tara says, gasping for breath. “They took Taper, they took Arrow, they took Arrow’s sister.” She looks at me. “They’re after us, Ben. Anyone our age.”

I nod in agreement, and I think, at least Max isn’t here. I’m still worried he’s the odd one out in the story, and I’m terrified to find out what that means.

“Why, though?” Tara asks. “What sense does this make?”

I shrug. I don’t know either.

She frowns. “Do you think they killed him?”

She means Taper. I shake my head, though of course I don’t know. They sure as hell killed Professor Kilfoyle. And anyone who might have been in those houses. I don’t know what to say or write down.

All I can do is take her hand.

She’s not even surprised. She takes mine and squeezes it, crying for a second. It seems crazy to stop when the world is falling down around us, but it feels like we’ve been running forever, and here, in this moment, under this stupid cart that smells of corn going off, it’s not quiet, not at all, but it feels like a hiding place, one I’d be grateful to stay in for the rest of my life.

“Taper was a prick,” she says, her voice thick, “and even I know my mother is crazy.” She looks at me, ferociously. “But they’re mine, Ben, you understand? They’re mine. And I don’t care if no one else likes them, they’re still mine.”

I nod. I understand this. I really, really understand this.

I take out the paper and pencil I somehow still have shoved in my pocket, and I use the hand she’s not holding to write: We’ll find him, if he can be found.

“Damn right, we will,” she says, and there’s determination in her voice even with all the ways she knows how empty a promise this is. She looks at me again. “You’re all right, Ben, you know that?”

I smile, like this is a very stupid thing to hear.

“I know, I know,” she says. “People think I’m this nightmare because of Taper and my mom, and I’ve got to defend them all the time, so yeah, I’m probably a little bit of a nightmare.” She takes a deep breath. “But one thing my mother always says that I actually agree with is that nightmares get things done.”

I smile at this, too, but in a different way. I’ll bet my mom and pop seem like nightmares to some people. Which kind of makes me feel proud again.

“Shhh, shhh, shhh,” Tara says, even though I literally can’t make a sound.

A god is walking by the cart. We can see its burning feet.

We see it stop beside us.

The world seems to fall even more silent.

Then it tips over the cart and reaches down for us with its burning hands.
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I’ll remember forever that I rose up and stepped between Tara and the god because there wasn’t a chance both of us would escape this. I don’t remember thinking I was doing it or what I was going to do, I just did it and pushed her and even if it killed me, it might give her a second or two more to get away–

And I see the burning hand come right for me–

And this is it–

This is the moment–

I tense, trying to ready myself for whatever horror is about to happen–

And I can’t help but try to swerve away from it–

But it passes over me.

It reaches to where Tara’s trying to run–

And it grabs her.

I still don’t think, not even about what that might mean. As it lifts her in the air, I jump after her, grabbing onto her legs. The god is so surprised – as is Tara from the sound of her – it opens its hand, dropping us both. I get the wind knocked out of me as we hit the ground on the other side of it, and I hear her give a sharp “oof”.

But there’s no time. She’s already rising, taking my arm, because the god is still over us, watching us like mice who’ve gotten away from a cat.

“It’s coming!” Tara screams.

And it is. We run. The ground is clear. Most people have gotten out of the way in the time we were hiding under the cart, but that means the god can see wherever we go. Tara dodges under the awning of a lumber yard. I follow her, but the god is right behind us, already burning through the front walls. Tara makes a quick swerve to not go inside, I guess hoping to trick the god, and it works, because we’re zigzagging back across the street, and the god is still trying to turn around.

“Where?” Tara yells.

I point to the river, now getting closer to us again as it circles the city.

“But that’s where they go!” she yells.

I make a face like, I know.

“You think it’ll disappear in the water?”

I nod frantically.

“Then come on!”

We run to the river like our lives depend on it.

The god screams louder and starts running after us. We try to weave as we run, going around carts and kiosks and screaming people, trying to slow the god down any way we can while we pound down the hill. It just ploughs through them all, like they’re so much paper.

“We’re not going to make it,” Tara says.

I put on an extra burst of speed. She does, too.

The river is ahead of us. I can even see a bridge. If we try to cross it, the god will burn it up and fall in the river.

Right?

I glance back. The god is closer, nearly on us, screaming that insane-making scream, its hand reaching out–

“No!” Tara yells, and her voice is breaking, but it makes her go even faster.

We’re fifty feet from the bridge–

Thirty–

I can feel the ground shaking now with the running footsteps of the god–

Ten–

The hand reaches for Tara–

She hits the bridge before the hand closes, leaping out of its grasp onto the planks. I’m a second after her, ducking under the god’s hand–

Though again, it doesn’t reach for me–

And we’re pounding across the wood, the god coming after us, the bridge exploding in flames behind it–

Below it–

And it falls, along with half the bridge, into the roaring water below. It sinks almost instantly, the scream vanishing, and Tara and I are on the other side of the river, gasping our lungs out.

We can’t run any more. I can’t even breathe with how hard my chest is aching. I fall onto the riverbank. Tara collapses to her hands. We look back.

The god is gone.

“We did it,” Tara gasps. “I can’t believe we did it.”

I nod through my raking breaths.

I take a moment to smile.

She smiles back at me.

And a god we didn’t see steps out of the woods behind us and grabs Tara from the ground.
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I’m not quick enough this time. I’m not even standing up. I scramble after her anyway, but when I stagger to my feet and reach out, she’s already too far away. It’s too little, too late.

Tara screams as the god lifts her up to its face, looks at her for just a second, and then throws itself straight into the river, disappearing in a froth that’s swept away instantly by the current.

What can I do but jump in after them?

I dive headfirst off the still-burning bridge. The cold is unbelievable, but I barely even notice it. Even though I know what I’ll find – I saw it in the lake by our house, Arrow described the same thing for his sister – I’m still shocked not to see or feel or bump into anything below the surface. The river is deep but not that deep.

There’s nothing there.

In a flash, I’m already a good distance away from the bridge, then I run into rocks, hard enough to knock the breath out of me again, rocks that would have stopped the god and Tara if they stopped me.

Where did they go? Where do any of them go?

I can’t even call out Tara’s name, see if she’s in trouble somewhere or got out of his grasp and is struggling in this cold water.

Which I’m feeling now.

It’s probably shock, too, and all the adrenaline, but with the cold, it makes me start to shiver uncontrollably. I’m in neck-deep water, my legs hanging behind me in the current, and my grip on the rock is starting to slip.

I can’t call for help.

I can’t call for Tara.

I’m alone here.

I’m maybe twenty feet from shore, but it’s a hard stretch of open current. If I don’t swim fast enough, I’ll be swept around into a rapids that would probably beat me to death.

There’s no choice–

Well, there is a choice, isn’t there?

I could just let go. The world is ruined. Our city is destroyed. I don’t know where Pop or Max are. Mom is out there somewhere, in a city that’s burning. I can’t hold on much longer.

I could just let go, let the rocks take me. I feel so hopeless, so helpless in this moment that it seems like a real possibility.

The quiet falls again, even though the water is roaring in my ears. There’s nothing left to fight for, a voice is telling me. My own voice.

And then I hear, Stop being such an idiot.

And it isn’t my voice at all.

It’s Max. My brother. Who still might be out there somewhere.

I don’t wait any longer. I leap into the current and swim. My arms and legs feel like they’re made out of heavy rubber. I can barely lift them and they won’t work the way I want them to.

I still try.

I go below the surface. Then above. Then I’m turned over when I hit something, and for a second, I don’t know which direction is which, and when I do get my head up again, I breathe in water, and I’m spinning around again–

And I’m going to drown–

I’m going to drown–

And all I can think is no.

Something grabs my arm so hard it nearly wrenches it out of the socket. And as the god lifts me, I think, See? I was chosen after all.
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But it’s not a god.

It’s Wilf.

“BEN!” he yells, so close to my face, I wince. “Ben, breathe!”

He pulls me harder and drags me into shallower water. I see my mom behind him. She’s up to her waist, standing against the current and pulling me at the same time. I cough and cough, trying to breathe, while also still trying to look for the god that took Tara–

But I don’t see her anywhere.

She’s gone.

“Ben!” Mom says, taking me into her arms. “Oh, Ben, I thought… Oh, my god.”

But I’m pushing her away, full of fight all over again, trying to dive back into the water.

“No!” She yanks my arm hard, not letting go, Wilf neither. I fight against them, but the cold water has sapped my strength.

“She’s gone, Ben!” Mom yells at me. “You can’t save her.”

I don’t believe this. I don’t want to believe this. So I fight harder, even hitting my mom’s hand where she’s holding me, but she still doesn’t let go.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her voice softer this time. “I wish it wasn’t true. But I am not losing you, too.”

I finally stop fighting, but my heart is thumping. I want more than anything to jump into the water after Tara. I feel like a coward for not doing so. Even though I know Mom is right. Even though I know–

She’s gone.

I’m just panting now, and I start shivering in the water. Wilf pulls on my arm again, and I go with them, stumbling back up to the riverbank. It seems to take weeks. It seems to take my whole life, but eventually we get there. I see Lee there, too, and Jane and Bessie Jaye. Of course they’d come to help when they saw the city under attack. Of course they would.

I fall over into the mud.

“Get your head down,” Bessie Jaye says. “Get the water out of your lungs.”

“They’re gone,” Jane says, as I cough up half the river. “The gods are gone.”

I look up the hill into the city, which is now more or less just smoke and flames. People run from place to place, trying to put out fires, trying to drag people from under houses, some just shouting out names in a panic.

But I don’t see any gods.

Not anywhere.

“They all went to the river,” Mom says. “They all picked up someone your age, took them to the river, and disappeared. I was panicked for you, and Margery Wingard wouldn’t get off her knees, and I saw Wilf and the others and screamed for them to come with me…” Her voice breaks and the titanically strong mom I know is gone for a second. “I thought I’d lost you.”

I look at her, my face feeling sad and distraught and just pulled into all kinds of shapes of hopelessness. I sign, They can’t get Max.

“They won’t,” Lee says, reading it in Wilf’s Noise. “We promise you that.”

And that doesn’t feel like a promise they can keep.

“What the hell is going on, Viola?” Bessie Jaye asks.

“I don’t know that yet,” Mom says. “But I think I know what they are.” She takes her scanning device out of a soggy pocket, and she looks at us, her face all defiant now.

And right there, I get it. I see the device she’s holding and I see some readings on it, and in two seconds, I know what they are and what they mean.

The gods.

They’re made of Noise.

Pure Noise, slammed together somehow, and sent out walking.

Somehow, someone has figured out how to attack us with the thing we cured.






MAX






All through the night we don’t need any kind of path to find our way to the city. We can see it burning. Pop and I don’t say much, just get through the trees as fast as we can go. We pass where our farmhouse used to be without even stopping, even though all the chooks, now free to roam their wild little lives, recognize me and come swarming around my feet. Max, max, max, max, max, max, max, they squawk. I pat a few of them, but there’s just no time and we have to leave them behind.

“They’ll be safe,” Pop says. “They’ve lived this long.”

I know this, even though chooks are the stupidest things I’ve ever met. I still love them, though.

We get on the road to the city. The night is kind of terrifyingly quiet. It’s so obvious something has happened or is still happening miles ahead of us, but we can’t see or hear anything from here. Just the firelight and the smoke darkening out a column of stars.

“They would have run,” Pop says at one point. His Noise is full of pictures of Mom and Ben and that’s pretty much it. Some of the pictures are of them running away, getting away, being safe.

But others–

“Don’t look,” Pop says. “That’s just my worst fears. No one needs to see those.”

“It’s what the Noise dreams look like,” I say.

“Really? That bad?”

“Worse.”

“Poor kiddo.”

“Not a kiddo.”

“You’ll always be my kiddo,” he says. “Must be pretty terrible, though. The dreams.”

“Yep.”

“You can always tell me. Always. No matter how awful something seems or how hopeless or weird or shameful you think it is. Always, Max. The worst thing in the world is being alone.”

“Thanks, Pop.”

“I mean it.”

“I know you do.” I think for a second. “Is that why you’re so disappointed in the Noise cure? Because it made everyone all alone?”

“It sure made them more alone than they need to be.”

“But sometimes people need to be alone. To figure stuff out and, you know, get some peace.”

He sighs. “Yeah, and that’s my trade-off, I guess. I’m never by myself.”

But I see in his Noise that he actually never really wants to be. That he felt alone for a very long time, Noise and all, and now he just wants his family to be near him or at least in talking distance, and my god, it breaks my heart so much.

“I love you, Pop.”

“I know, Max. I love you, too. And I love Ben. And I love your mother. And we’re going to find them. And they’re going to be all right. And that’s all there is to it.”

“I believe you.”

“Good.”

And we carry on hurrying to the city.



The sun starts coming up just as we reach the outskirts. A lot of the fires seem to have died down to embers. The housing units out here, the ones that aren’t burnt, look abandoned, doors open, yards empty, like people ran without looking back. We don’t see our first actual person until we get to the river and a woman comes running at us.

“Have you seen Martin?” she asks, grabbing Pop by his shirt. “They took Martin.”

“I’m sorry,” Pop says. “I haven’t. Have you seen Viola? Or Ben?”

But the woman just turns to me. “They took Martin. They took him into the river. Have you seen him?”

I shake my head, and the woman looks past me, trying to find someone else to ask. She heads up the road, calling, “Martin?”

“Did you know a Martin?” Pop asks me.

“There was one two years behind me in school, I think,” I say. “I didn’t really know him. Not even sure if that’s his name.”

“I’ll bet it was,” Pop says, his Noise darkening.

We cross a bridge and head up the road into downtown. Which is a disaster. Literally. Nearly every building we see is knocked over or a pile of red coals. It feels like the end of the world. The city’s got plumbing, so hydrants are dotted throughout the place, but not a single hose is connected, and there’s almost no one here to use them anyway.

“Shouldn’t the Land be here to put these out?” I ask Pop.

“They don’t work for us,” he says. “They’ll only do that if it threatens them.”

“Which it will at some point.”

“We always threaten them at some point.”

We take a meandering path because of the destruction, but eventually we get to where we wanted. Our housing unit. It’s still standing, and it’s not on fire, which is a bigger blessing than I expected.

“Viola!” Pop yells. “Ben!”

If the city was burning around me, I wouldn’t stay in my house, but I feel the same surge of hope he does. We race to the door and inside. “Viola?” Pop says.

It’s empty, of course.

“Okay,” Pop says. “That doesn’t mean anything. They’re both smart, they would have run–”

“The gods can run faster,” I say.

“Gotta keep up hope, Max. Always gotta hope.”

“That’s not what you taught me.”

He’s startled by that. “I always taught you to hope.”

“Yeah, but your Noise always said what a risk it was. That hope is a dare the universe makes to watch you suffer.”

His eyes widen. “My Noise says that?”

“Well, I mean, they might be my words, but that was always the impression.”

He chews his lips for a minute in thought. “Yeah,” he finally says. “But that’s the thing, though. You gotta hope anyway. It’s terrifying. It’s the scariest thing in the world. But if you don’t…”

He doesn’t finish the sentence. I guess I know what he means.

“Let’s go find them,” he says. “That’s what hope tells us to do.”

I nod, but as we turn to leave–

“You.”

Margery Wingard is at our door.




“Where’s my son?” she demands.

“I don’t know where your son is, Margery,” Pop says. “Do you know where mine is?”

She blocks the doorway. “They took Taper. Those spacks took him.”

“That’s an ugly word,” Pop says, “and no, they didn’t.”

“Who else brought in those giant monsters, huh?” Her eyes are wild, scary in their complete inability to see reason right now. At this moment, I realize Margery Wingard is extremely dangerous. “The spacks did.” She steps forward again. “You did.”

Pop pulls himself up a bit. He’s a tall man, full of muscle from hard work at the farm. People don’t tend to get too close if his body language is telling them not to. “You need to get out of my way, Margery. I’m not telling you twice.”

But like I said, her face has nothing to appeal to, it’s set and firm and mad as a cat in a bag, actually. “You with your precious Noise,” she says. “You’re so close to them, you’re practically one of them. They’re a part of this. And so are you.”

“He is not,” I say.

“And you, you little freak,” she says to me. “Pretending to be something you’re not. It’s an embarrassment to all of us and a crime against God.”

“In that order?” I ask, kind of genuinely curious.

“We don’t have time for this,” Pop says, and he gently – but very, very firmly – grabs Margery Wingard by the shoulders to move her out of the way, and she takes the knife that was hidden in her hand, and she stabs Pop right in the side.



“Pop!” I yell as he cries out, twisting away from the knife. She reaches back to stab him again, but I’ve already picked up something heavy – I’ll only find out later it was a frying pan – and I smack her across the face for all I’m worth.

And I’m worth a lot.

She doesn’t even make a sound, all there is is the clang of the pan, and she falls to the floor, landing right on her face, so I either killed her or she’s unconscious, but right now, I do not care.

“Pop?” I say, dropping the pan.

He’s not speaking, and his Noise is full of pain, which I can’t really describe, but you’d know it if you saw it, and he’s bending as if he could get away from the wound, and “Pop,” I say again, more firmly. “I’m going to get the medipak. Okay? Put pressure on it.”

I don’t feel calm at all, but something calm is taking over. I press his hands onto the wound, then go to the kitchen where the medipak is in the cabinet above the fridge. I tear it open, and the contents scatter across the counter. There won’t be anything in here that’s enough for a deep wound, but I can at least stop the bleeding until–

Until what? My hand picks up the bandages, but I see it shaking. Until what? Everything in town is burnt down. The road the hospital was on was in flames when we passed it. We’ve walked into the end of the world.

“Max?” Pop grunts, and I’m immediately moving again, taking the bandages over to him. He’s already pulled up his shirt. The wound is kind of scarily small, and the feeling is somehow the opposite if it were bigger: it looks serious as hell, it looks deadly, so much blood from one little slit.

“It’s deep,” I say, pulling back the first bandage. “This is gonna hurt.”

I put it on him, and he grunts in pain, then grunts again as the liquid pours inside him, looking for the shape of the wound and trying to fill it. I open up another and slap it on top. He grunts again, a serious one, so I know it must be really bad.

“Is she all right?” he asks.

I’m so surprised by the question, I say, “Who?”

He nods at Margery.

“Who cares?” I say.

“Max,” he says, with a warning. “She’s a disturbed woman.”

“You can say that again.”

“And she deserved the whack across the face, but if you don’t care what happens to her, you let her make you into what she is.” He looks at me hard, even through his obvious pain. “You, more than anyone, know that no one else should be allowed to decide who you are.”

I’m so moved by this, so frightened by his wound, so completely freaked out by everything that’s happened on this endless run of days, that my eyes well up. I wipe them fast, and kneel down to turn Margery over. She moans, so she’s alive. Got a spectacularly broken nose, though.

“She’s not dead,” I say, looking back up at him. “But we need to find something better than just bandages for you.”

I see him organize his Noise so that all I see is dedication and strength, but he’s not fast enough to disguise his realistic expectations of finding help either.

“I won’t let you die,” I say, and it’s simple and it’s true and I mean it so much I think he even believes me.

“Then lead the way,” he says, “my son.”

I put his arm over my shoulder, and we step past Margery and out the front door. I don’t know where we can go from here. The unit was the one place we had in mind. What’s left? I spin us in a circle, but the town is mostly smoke and flames. I hardly see any people, so I try to think: where would they go if they had to flee the city? There’s some fishing huts up the river, but that’s probably too close. There’s the annex for the school near where Professor Kilfoyle first showed us the Glyph. Too small to hold very many folks, but it’s an outpost of humanity, I guess, the closest one to town, a lot closer than our farm, but is Pop going to make it up and down hills and through woods to the annex?

And then a miracle happens. Not a miracle in the sense that Margery Wingard means. Not those ugly miracles where someone gets punished, and not the ones where there’s a nasty little victory over the Land. I mean a proper miracle.

I see Mom. And she’s got Ben with her.

“MOM!” I scream, because she doesn’t see us at first. Then she turns her head, and everything changes on her face. She’s running, and I’m trying to run for her, too, but Pop’s groans of pain aren’t letting us move much, and her face is stunned and relieved and emotional, and then I see Ben’s face, and he’s distraught, just distraught. Something terrible’s happened, something more personal than the city burning down, and then Mom nearly knocks us over in her hug. Pop cries out in pain, and Mom reels back instantly. “What happened?”

“Margery Wingard,” I say, but Pop’s Noise is already showing her.

“I’m going to kill her,” is the first thing Mom says.

“You’re not,” Pop says.

“We need to find a doctor,” I say. “The bandages are holding but it’s really deep.”

“There’s that small clinic at the north end of town,” she says. “I don’t think it was damaged. I sent Wilf and the others out to the annex to look for survivors. There’s probably stuff there, too, if the clinic doesn’t have it.”

She takes the other side of Pop, and we go. “Good to see you, brother,” I say to Ben. He doesn’t move or make a sign, which is both worrying and kind of annoying.

“His comms broke,” Mom says.

“Even the backup?” I ask.

This at least gets a surly nod from Ben.

“Gods attacked, then?” I ask.

“At least a dozen of them,” Mom says. “All around the city. They picked up young people and took them to the river and vanished.”

“Margery was looking for her son,” Pop says.

“One grabbed Taper,” Mom says. “Another got Tara. Ben tried to save her.”

We all look at him, but he’s just staring at the ground now.

“We’ll get her back,” I say.

His face whips up to me, eyes wide, as if to say, how? And I don’t know the answer to that.

“But Todd,” Mom says, “those things. They’re not gods.”

“What are they then?” I ask.

She can barely contain a grin, even in all this trauma. “They’re Noise,” she says. “They don’t even register physically. Which is impossible because they knock houses over, they pick people up, but for every reasonable definition of the word ‘there’, they’re not there.”

“What does that mean?” Pop says, grunting as we go.

“They vibrate like Noise does,” she says, “so strongly they can interact with the environment around them.”

“He needs help, Mom,” I say.

“And that’s where we’re going,” she says, her voice high and falsely bright. “Time passes faster when we’re talking, though, doesn’t it?”

I see what she means, and I stay quiet. I try to share a look with Ben, see if he’s okay, but he’s still looking at the ground, all forsaken.

“They leave clouds of Noise behind them, too,” I say.

“Yes, they do,” Mom says. “I saw it with my own eyes when that one took Tara into the river.”

Ben’s face scrunches at this, his eyes wetting. He wipes the tears away, angrily.

“Why do they go to the river?” I ask. “And why do they disappear? And why does the person they’re holding disappear, too?”

“I don’t know that part,” Mom says, “but my guess is they’re not just accidentally picking up young people. They’re taking them somewhere.”

“Underwater?”

“If fire binds them, maybe submersion dispels them.”

“We could use the fire hydrants to fight them then,” I say, suddenly excited. “If we hook up a hose–”

But I see Ben angrily signing, No.

“We checked the pumping station already,” Mom says. “Totally destroyed and still burning.”

“Of course,” I say. “Why would we get lucky?”

“You guys have been unlucky?” Mom asks.

“We saw a god that was Land-shaped,” I say, “where the Sky told us the story happened. It killed everyone we were with.”

Pop says, his voice breaking, “Including my father, Viola.”

“Oh, no,” Mom says, stopping in the road. “Oh, my god, Todd.”

She hugs him as much as his wound will allow. Pop shows them what happened in his Noise. They see me holding Granddad’s head on my lap across the river. They see his Noise stopping when Pop isn’t there.

“Oh, Max,” Mom says, “I am so sorry.”

She’s crying, too, and for a minute there’s nothing but the memory of him, hanging over all of us, and it’s just too much, I see Ben’s eyes are wide at me, but I don’t really want to talk about it right now, so I just say, “We need to stop these things. We need to stop them once and for all.”

I think there might be a way, Ben signs, the most he’s said since we reunited.

Mom looks up, surprised. “What?”

I’ve been thinking, he signs. And I think I might know a way to kill them.






BEN
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I have a theory, I sign.

“Tell me,” Mom says eagerly, and I feel a little burst of pride in the midst of all this rage and pain that that’s her response. Not doubt, not dismissal, just, “Tell me.”

Your readings say they’re made of Noise, I sign.

“Right.”

We’ve got a cure for that, haven’t we?

None of them say anything. All I can hear are distant fires crackling and a whole lot of silence.

“The cure is a medicine, though,” Max says. “It’s not a weapon.”

“He’s right,” Pop says. “You can’t fire the cure in a gun or with an arrow.”

Can’t you? I sign. The cure is liquid. Liquids can become aerosols. If those things are pure Noise, and they walk into a cloud of the cure…

Max is shaking his head, and it’s kind of pissing me off. “Cold cure is a liquid, too, but you don’t cure someone of a cold by throwing it at them.”

A person isn’t made of cold, though, I sign. They aren’t a walking, talking cold virus.

“That’s actually fair,” Mom says, breaking her silence. I can tell she’s been thinking. “That’s a solid theory, Ben. We’d have to figure out dispersal.”

I’ve got an idea about that, too, I sign.

“I’ll bet you do,” Mom says, and I can practically feel her pride all over again.

“We may not have much time,” Max says. “Who knows when they’ll come back?”

“We’re not even sure they will come back,” Pop grunts.

Yeah, we are, I sign.

“Why?”

Because we’re still here. And other kids are hiding out there somewhere. The god in the story didn’t stop until he had everyone but the last kid of all.




2

We head to the clinic at the edge of town, the door’s been busted open, and it looks like it’s been looted.

People, I sign, disgusted, though we barely saw anyone on our journey here.

“They were injured and dying,” Mom says, getting Pop over the broken doorstep. “I can’t really blame them.”

“Is anyone around here going to blame anyone?” Max asks. “Pop won’t even let me hate Margery Wingard for stabbing him.”

“Because that would make you just like her,” Mom says. “And that would give her a victory, wouldn’t it?”

“The world is ending,” Max says. “We don’t really need all these lessons, you know.”

Pop lets out a huge cry of pain as he bumps the doorframe. I go to help, taking all of Pop’s weight from Max and Mom and walking backwards so we don’t have to squeeze through the door together. Mom dashes to the back. Pop can’t make it much past the waiting area, so I sit him in a chair there. I can hear Mom opening cabinets and slamming them shut. “Max, can you help me?” she shouts, and Max goes to find her.

I can help, I sign after them.

“I’m feeling like I’m falling asleep, Ben,” Pop says to me, “and I need you to try and keep me awake, okay?”

Okay, I sign, trying not to make it look worried or frustrated.

“It’s all right if you can’t, but I’d appreciate having to watch your hands about now, eh, kiddo?”

He cracks a smile at me, but then he coughs and blood comes out in a little spray. Margery Wingard must have got his lung.

“Just talk,” he says, seeing my face. “Tell me something I don’t know about you.”

You know everything, I sign.

He laughs, painfully, at that. “No parent knows everything about a teenager. Not even when they’ve got Noise.”

You kept secrets from Granddad?

“Oh, yeah. It’s harder in Noise, but it’s not impossible. So, tell me a secret. Keep me awake.”

My mind races. I try to think of something worthwhile to say, something that will keep him awake.

Keep him alive.

So I have no idea at all why I say, I was afraid you’d throw Max out.

He looks confused for a second. “What?”

When he told you he was a boy. I was afraid you’d … you know.

“Ben,” he says, shocked, “we would never, ever throw either of you out.”

I know that, I sign. And Max told me he knew it, too. But knowing something ninety-nine per cent isn’t knowing something one hundred per cent. And you can really, really know something … and at the same time, you can be frightened you’re wrong.

“Yeah,” Pop finally says, “I can see that.”

And so I didn’t want him to tell you. I told him not to.

“Ben–”

And I think he’d been afraid I’d do the same thing, so when I told him to wait to tell you … I think I made it worse for him.

“Ben,” Pop says, his voice so soft. “Kiddo.” He puts a hand on my arm. “Max told us you were afraid of what we’d say. But he also said you didn’t even blink when he told you. That’s what he remembers. I promise that’s the way he thinks about you.”

Not always.

“When it matters.”

I’ll never know for sure, though. And I’m mad at him most of the time now.

He squeezes my arm. “Hey, look at me.”

I look at him. He’s pale now, worryingly so.

“The thing I fear most is you feeling like you’re alone. Ever. But you are never alone, even when you’re mad. And never doubt it about Max either. Biology doesn’t matter. Granddad wasn’t my biological father, but he was my father. He was my father from top to bottom. I loved that man.”

His chin wrinkles a little, and I don’t know what to say.

“And I love you both,” he says. “We’re not the most convenshunal family in the world, but we’re there when it matters.”

He’s said this before, so I sign what he always says next. And it always matters.

“It always matters,” he says with a pained smile. Then he sits back. “I’m sorry, kiddo, I don’t think I can stay awake any longer.”

Without another word, he shuts his eyes. I snap my fingers in front of them, but he doesn’t blink. I get up and start pounding on the clinic’s front desk.

“I’m coming!” Mom shouts, running back with a couple of small boxes. Max comes running behind her, arms full of towels and bandages.

“Wake up, Todd!” Mom yells, and Pop’s eyes snap open. “I’m not doing that again.”

Do what again? I sign, but she’s already at work. She strips off the bandages Max put on him, wipes away the dried blood and dirt with a wet pad that makes Pop wince. Then she takes out a small metal box, flipping open the top. She hits a couple of buttons on it, and two small drones come out. She touches the box underneath Pop’s wound, and the two drones crawl up and into it, disappearing inside him. He cries out at the pain.

“They should be trailing lidocaine with them,” Mom says, and Pop nods as the pain passes.

Can they fix him? I sign.

“They’re minor surgery drones,” Mom says. “I hope they’ll be enough, because that’s all that’s back there.”

She watches the monitor on the metal box, nodding every few seconds at whatever the drones are doing.

“They’re fixing some of the internal bleeding, Todd.”

Pop nods again, his eyes closed, bearing what’s happening to him. His Noise is muted, though. Smaller than it should be. Greyer.

“Stay with us, Pop,” Max says.

“Not going anywhere,” he whispers.

The box beeps. Then it beeps again. “Dammit,” Mom says.

Dammit, what? I sign.

“They can fix a lot of it, Todd,” Mom says to Pop, “but your lung is damaged. That’s going to take bigger surgery.”

Is he going to be all right?

Pop arches an eyebrow at Mom like he’d like to know that, too.

“For now,” she says.

“But not forever,” Pop says.

Mom looks at him, then shakes her head.

“We’ll find a way,” Pop says, grunting and sitting up. “We always have.”

Pop? I start to sign, but he interrupts me.

“Let’s go kill some gods,” he says.
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We decide to head to the annex, see how Wilf and the others are faring. Max looks at the town wide-eyed as we retreat into the forest. So much destruction. We never really lived here, but knowing it was here turns out to be more important than we thought.

“I know it looks bad,” Mom says, “but we rebuilt once. We can do it again.”

“We sure have a way of destroying our towns, though, don’t we?” Max says.

“History of humans, sweetie.”

Mom’s taken all the cure we can find from the clinic, and me and Max are carrying it in bags. The annex has sports stuff and scientific materials; maybe some of it can be used to shoot the cure at the gods or spray it over them or, worst case, just splash them. It’s not a great idea, but it’s what we’ve got.

Pop is still struggling, trying to hide it, but we can all see his Noise.

You gonna make it to the annex? I ask him.

“Oh, yeah,” he says, with a grunt.

But he’s pale still. The bots have stopped the bleeding, but that might only be on the outside. He could be bleeding all kinds of ways inside without us even knowing it.

Pop? I sign.

“Yeah, Ben?”

Can the Sky help us?

“He’s got no reason to help us any more, Ben,” Pop says sadly. “I’m sorry, but he doesn’t.”

He likes you, though.

Pop laughs, then winces at the pain this causes. “Like is a strong word. We know each other. We’ve been through terrible things together–”

And he tried to kill you.

“A long time ago,” Pop says. “I’m sorry, I don’t think my connection to him is going to work to save us any more. Not after everything we’ve done. Not after what happened in the marketplace.”

You know what happened in the marketplace? I sign.

“The Conversation told us,” Max says. “Nothing is a secret here.”

“What was Burly thinking?” Mom says.

“And where is he now to pay for it?” Max asks.

He was thinking he wanted to show the Land we weren’t afraid of them, I sign.

“Are you defending him again?” Max says, irritated, and I wonder how much sleep he’s even had in the past week. Then I think that I’ve had quite a bad day, too, you know?

No, I sign, it was a stupid idea, but it was an idea, at least. If you act like you’re afraid all the time, then people aren’t going to treat you right.

Max blinks. “Are you talking about me?”

I roll my eyes. Believe it or not, Max, I’m not always talking about you.

“You’re the one who’s afraid all the time, brother.”

“Hey,” Mom says. “We don’t have time for this.”

Max doesn’t listen. “You’re afraid of breaking any rules. Afraid of stepping an inch out of line.”

“Stop it now, Max,” Pop says.

I stood up to gods yesterday, I sign angrily. So what exactly am I afraid of?

“You’re afraid that someone somewhere will think you’re anything but completely, boringly normal,” Max says.

I am normal! I sign furiously.

“You don’t have the Noise dreams, and you think that leaves you out.”

“You don’t?” Pop says.

“You don’t?” Mom says. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

Because it DOES leave me out! I sign. It’s not a bad thing to want to belong.

“You can’t belong to everything and everyone, Ben!” Max shouts. “You end up belonging to nobody!”

I’ve made myself the same as everyone else! I worked hard at it!

“You’re not, though! Don’t you see?” His voice cracks a little, like he’s really upset as well as being pissed off. “You’re the boy who gets left behind in the story!”

No, I’m not! You are!

“Me?” he says. “Ben, please. It’s the most obvious thing in the world that it’s you.”

I shake my head, because I know it’s him, even if that’s maybe something I just want to believe after the first god passed me over and the other reached for Tara but not me. It’s him, and I won’t let them take him.

I’m looking after you! I sign. I’m always looking after you.

“I don’t need that much looking after.”

Yes, you do, you’re always saying how everyone thinks you’re a freak!

But he’s shaking his head. “Not just me, brother. They think that about you, too.”

And I don’t know if it’s pent-up tension with him or if it’s all the shit that’s been happening to us or who even knows, but I lunge at Max and knock him to the ground and he honestly looks annoyed that he didn’t do it first. I get a fist to his face, but unfortunately, he also gets a fist to mine. We roll over in the leaves and muck. He gets on top of me, ready to punch some more, but Mom knocks him off me.

“Now?” she yells. “You choose to fight about this now?”

He started it, I sign.

“No,” Mom says, “you did, but he escalated it.”

I try to get up, but I lose my balance–

It’s Max who grabs me.

I look at him, surprised.

“You’re still my brother, dickhead,” he says.

I pant for a second.

And you’re mine, I sign. I’m sorry. Asshole.

“I’m sorry, too, prickface.”

I grin and sign, Dicknose.

“Buttmouth.”

“Okay,” Mom says, “that’s quite enough. Let’s at least just get to the annex please.”

Then she stops.

Because out there, in the distance somewhere–

We hear a god begin to scream.
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Run! I sign. I get myself immediately under Pop’s arm and help him forward. He leans on me, and we run, Mom by our side.

“Get to the annex!” Mom yells at Max, sending him on ahead. “Find the others!”

Max runs and opens some distance between us.

Then we hear a second screaming.

And a third.

“Oh, no,” I hear Pop mutter.

A fourth. And a fifth.

“Faster!” Mom says. “Must move faster!”

We rush, Pop going as fast as he can. I can see in his Noise he wants me to leave him behind, but I can also see in his Noise that he knows I would never, so he doesn’t even try it.

“Can you see them?” Mom shouts.

I look back. The town is mostly hidden through the trees, but we’re going up a hill towards the annex. We’re just about to break above the treetops to the flat part–

I point with the arm that isn’t supporting Pop.

A dozen giant gods are marching on the city.

And more are coming out of the woods in a line.

One after the other after the other after the other.

It’s the final invasion.

 







MAX






I burst through the doors of the annex, looking for Wilf and the others, but it’s full of way more people than that. They all turn to look at me and Pop and everyone coming in behind. They’re huddled together, their faces stunned, a lot of them dirty, many of them bleeding. Men and women and a lot of young people, too. I recognize a classmate from years ago, and there’s little kids as well. Whole families, coming up here to hide. None of them say a word as we bust through the door, just stare at us like shocked sheep. The screams of the gods in the distance still blare like sirens.

“Okay,” Mom says under her breath. She hands Pop over to me, and she and Ben go running past all the people into the labs. I get Pop onto a padded bench and lay him down.

“How you doing, Pop?” I ask, worried as all hell.

“Been better, kiddo,” he says, his face ashen, “but I’m hanging in there.”

“Are you?”

He just looks at me, his Noise rolling through a million things, including me as a kid, me growing up, me becoming who I am.

“Don’t start remembering me like you’re never gonna see me again,” I say. “We’re gonna get you fixed up.”

“I’m sure we will,” he says, but I can see he doesn’t believe me. The bandages at his wound haven’t bled any more, but there’s a bad, bad bruise stretching across his stomach that’s way bigger than it was before.

“Are there any doctors here?” I ask the group of people. There’s got to be thirty or forty of them. This can’t be what’s left of the city, can it? “Is Dr Wiklund in there?” That’s the name of our doctor, but she’s not in the crowd. “A nurse? Anybody?”

None of them answer me. All I can see are the whites of their eyes looking back at me in shock. I don’t see Wilf or Jane or Lee or Bessie Jaye, but there are lots of rooms in the annex, I guess. They gotta be here somewhere. Right? And–

“You need to get him out of here,” a voice says from the back of the group.

I feel my stomach clench. In anger. Burly.

He steps through the crowd of people, looking calm as anything, even though he’s got blood all the way down the front of his shirt. “His Noise is going to call them to us,” Burly says, meaning Pop. “They’ll hear him, and they’ll come to the annex, and they’ll kill all of us.”

The shocked people aren’t saying anything. Not yet. But I can see it burbling.

“If you take one more step towards us,” I say to Burly, “I will kill you.”

He actually stops in surprise. “What did you say to me?”

I get up. I’m shorter than him, slighter, too, and years younger, but I don’t feel it as I’m walking closer to him. “I said, if you take one more step or say one more stupid word, I will kill you.”

“You don’t know what you’re–”

“I looked in the face of gods, Burly.” I point outside to where the screaming has never stopped. “I saw what they did, and it has nothing to do with my pop’s Noise. You’re just a frightened little man who needs someone to hate, and if that brings harm to my family, I will kill you.”

He’s unnerved, I can see, probably by how calm I am. I’m surprised at how calm I am, but I also know I mean every word. He’s trying to weigh up my smallness against what is clearly a deeply serious threat. I’ve surprised him.

Good.

“Those things aren’t Land,” I say. “I watched one kill an entire party of Land like they were nothing. You’ve been focusing on the wrong enemy, you idiot. My brother thinks he’s got a way to stop them.”

This gets the attention of the shocked people. “He does?” a woman at the front asks.

“Yeah,” I say, “that’s why we’re here. And it could have been done a lot sooner if Burly hadn’t decided to lie to you all. Did you ever think of that, Burly?”

Ohhh, he’s mad now. “Now, you listen here, you little–”

“How can we stop them?” the woman asks me, interrupting him.

“They’re made of Noise,” I say. “My brother thinks the cure will … well, cure them, I guess.”

The shocked people start muttering. Burly turns to them. “Listen up–”

“Stop it, Burly,” the woman says. “You were a lousy mayor. We only voted you in to shut you up.”

More mutters, more stung looks from Burly, then his face sets as hard as one of the bricks he used to make. “I hope you all like dying here,” he says, and then, shocking us all, he heads to the front door and he leaves.

“Always was a wiener,” the woman says. “Can we help at all?”

“I’ll bet you can,” I say. “They’re looking for the tools right now.”

The woman nods, like yes, this plan she just heard of two seconds ago will definitely work. I go back to Pop, because Burly’s idiocy about the Noise has given me an idea.

“That was kind of amazing, Max,” Pop says.

“Thanks,” I say. “Could the Sky fix this?”

“Ben asked the same thing,” Pop says, putting his head back on a cushion and closing his eyes. “I don’t think that’s an asking we can do now.”

“Why the hell not?”

“You know why.”

“Yeah, and I still want to ask anyway. You’ve got Noise. You’re the link to him. Make him say no. Make him say that humans aren’t worth it any more and that includes the one human he’s known personally for a million years whose name is Todd and who set him free–”

“It wasn’t quite like that–”

“Make him say he won’t help you!” I’m really angry now, but I’m trying not to yell at Pop. “Send out something in your Noise, Pop. Tell him. We don’t know he’ll say no until he says no. If it’s our decisions that make us special, then make him make one.”

“Max–”

“Ask him!” And my voice breaks a little. Because he’s dying. I can see it. Faster than Mom even hinted at. He’s going to die here in the stupid annex building. He can’t die here. He can’t die period.

“Pop,” I say.

“Okay,” he says, his eyes still closed. “For you, Max. And for Ben.”

I see his Noise start to whir and spin. I see it reaching out into the world, into the Conversation, trying to find a stream of it to join. Then he goes quiet.

“Did you ask, Pop?” I shake him a little. “Pop?”

I hate that I have to do it, but I put two fingers to the veins on his neck. There’s still a pulse.

“Mom!” I call.

She and Ben come back with Wilf and the others and what looks like–

“Is that a bow and arrow?” the woman in the crowd asks. “We’re going to fight them with bows and arrows?”

Ben holds up a rack of vials that have got to be even more cure.

“Bows and arrows with a little something on the end,” Mom says.

“Can we help?”

Mom is surprised, but I can see she’s suddenly full of hope. “Yes! The bows are from the archery club. Everybody go back and get one. Jane and Bessie Jaye can show you where they are. Hurry!”

The woman doesn’t even ask for an explanation beyond that, she just rushes to the back with Jane and Bessie Jaye to get more bows and arrows. Others do, too.

“Everyone else,” Mom says, “start tying cure to the ends of the arrows. It’s medieval, but it’s what we’ve got.”

Then she looks at Pop. “Oh, Todd,” she whispers. She does the same thing with her fingers on his neck that I did, then says, “Todd? Todd! I need you to stay awake.”

“I am awake,” we hear him slur, but that’s clearly mostly not true. His Noise is sluggish and muddy.

“I told him to ask the Sky for help,” I say, “but I don’t know if we’re close enough to the Conversation for them to hear him.”

The screaming is still coming from outside, and now we can hear people screaming, too. The rest of the town, hiding wherever they can find, I guess.

A man looking out the front window of the annex says, “They’re coming!”

And I can’t help but look, too.

A line of gods is coming right for us.



Mom sends me to help Ben and Wilf tie vials to the ends of the arrows. They’re very small, and they’re made of glass, and I guess the hope is that they shatter when they hit the gods. It seems like a faint hope, but it’s all we’ve got now. We hand them out to a bunch of people who look like they’ve never shot a bow and arrow in their lives, and that includes me and Ben and Mom and Pop for all I know.

“Do you think this is going to work?” I ask Ben quietly as we tie the vials on with these little zip-tie things.

“At least we’re tryin’,” Wilf says. “We’re not just sittin’ here and takin’ it.”

“Are they ready?” Mom says, coming over to us.

“I think so,” I say, handing out the last of the arrows I’ve got. “How’s Pop?”

“He’s really tough,” is all she says.

“The toughest,” I say.

Is he going to die? Ben signs.

But he knows the answer, and I know the answer, and Mom knows the answer, so not one of us says anything.

“Let’s just beat these things,” Mom says, “and then we find the closest doctor we can.”

Ben and I nod. We pick up our own bows and arrows.

And we go out to meet the gods.

 

 

“Right!” Mom says to everyone. “We’ve all got one shot. I don’t know if this will work, but it’s our best chance.” She raises her own bow and arrow. “And those things are not taking my sons.”

The small crowd of people nod at this, raising their own bows, trying to look confident even though none of us are.

“Here they come,” I say.

The screaming has been non-stop, feeling like almost a physical thing racing up the annex hill towards us. We see god after god burning their way through the trees, all their wild, insane eyes on us up here. One man at the back of our crowd can’t take it, and he runs off, dropping his bow and arrow. I can see other people want to as well. I know the feeling. I try to steady myself.

“Stay with a young person!” Mom shouts. “We know running doesn’t help. We know they’ll take what they want anyway. Protect the young at all costs!”

Wow. She’s good at this. I take a last look over at Ben, who’s got his own bow and arrow ready. “I love you, bro,” I say.

He seems surprised, but then he moves his mouth, in a way that he never does, and he makes the shapes of “I love you too” and I don’t have time to take this in, because the first in the line of gods comes screaming through the trees in front of us.



A bunch of people in the crowd shoot their arrows in panic. Not a single one hits the god.

“No!” Mom yells. “Use them at the last minute! We don’t have enough!”

But a few more arrows fly and a few more people run.

“Stand your ground!” Mom yells.

And some people stand their ground. Like that woman who yelled at Burly. I wonder who she lost.

“Hold!” Mom yells.

The god is thirty feet from us. Twenty.

“Hold!” Mom yells.

Ten.

The god is reaching down.

It’s reaching down for me.

Ben steps beside me and shoots his arrow–

It hits the god in the muscles of its chest. The god stops, almost in surprise. It reaches up a skeletal hand towards the arrow, then it seems to turn into a shimmer of water, hanging impossibly against gravity just for a second–

And it collapses down into a harmless puddle.



Everything goes quiet for a second.

I mean, I’m sure it doesn’t, but it sure as hell seems like it. I think all of us were pretty certain it wasn’t gonna work, even Mom, and that it did–

Well, I mean, wow.

“Ha!” Mom yells, and a cheer rises loud and astonished from the crowd.

“They aren’t stopping!” I yell. Because they aren’t. The other gods don’t even pause at the disappearance of the first one.

I raise my bow and arrow, because the next one is coming right for me. I pull back the string, I let it fly, and it bounces off at an angle from its collarbone.

“Eff!” I say.

Another arrow hits it, and it dissolves into water. I look over. Mom.

“If you’re out of the cure,” she says, “you need to get behind us.”

Ben and I run back through the crowd of people, who are now stepping forward and taking aim. Wilf shoots a god, Lee shoots another, using Wilf’s Noise to aim. Bessie Jaye shoots a third. One god goes down. Then another. And another.

“It’s working,” I say to Ben, but he keeps looking out at the gods coming up the hill. I can tell he’s counting by the way he nods his head slightly, and I know what he’s realizing. There are more gods than there are vials of cure. And they keep coming, one after the other.

We’re not going to stop them.

“Mom!” I call.

She’s at the front of the crowd, rapidly tying another vial to an arrow. She must have stashed some in her pockets. I see her give one to the woman next to her. It still won’t be enough.

“Mom,” I say, pushing back to her, Ben coming with me. “We’re not going to have enough.”

“We’re still stopping them,” she says, as one more goes down. “Maybe they’ll get the hint.”

“But–”

“What else can we do, Max?” she says. “We fight or we give up!”

I swallow. “We’ll go look for more. Maybe there’s some hidden away in the annex.”

She nods, touches my cheek, then says, “Go! And check on your father!”

“Absolutely,” I say, and me and Ben run back into the annex. Pop is still lying on the bench, his eyes closed. “Pop!”

“Is it working?” he grunts, cracking his eyes open slightly.

“It’s working,” I say, “but we need to find more cure.”

“There may be freezers. If there’s a storage unit in the back?”

“I’ll go,” I say, turning to Ben. “You get him out of here if he needs to move.”

Ben nods, and I run off. I race through the annex, not bothering to look inside the classrooms where I used to dread going. I run past the sports room where Mom got all the bows and arrows, trying to remember if there’s storage space anywhere. There’s a first-aid room, I know, but when I dash in, there’s nothing in the small fridge.

I run down the hallway further in. I get to a wall at the back which has locked double doors that look like closets. I pull and pull, but they’re not budging, so I start kicking. One door finally opens, and I’m able to wrench the other one open, too. One big freezer takes up all of it. I flip open the top, and my heart leaps.

Vial after vial of cure, dozens upon dozens. I actually cry a little. Because, for the first time in who knows how long, I realize: we’re going to win. There’s hundreds of cures here. We can take out hundreds of gods. And they’ll stop coming, right? When they see we can beat them? And we’ll have time to save Pop. And we can figure out where the kids who were taken went.

We’re going to win. We’re going to win.

I grab the top tray–

And the ceiling explodes in flames from a god stomping into the back of the annex.


 

The tray is smashed out of my hands by falling wood, and the foot of the god only just misses me as it stomps right down on the freezer full of cure.

The ceiling collapses completely, trapping me against one wall. I think my leg might be broken, but that’s not even the biggest thought in my head, because I look up through the hole in the ceiling as a god reaches its hand down, but all the broken cure is in a puddle at its foot, and the god disintegrates in a wave of water that soaks me. I can’t do anything but spit it out and watch as it runs down the walls in a flood, and I see that flood wash away all the rest of the cure.

 


So that’s it, then.

That’s it.

As fast as that. As fast as we were going to win, we’ve lost. The gods will keep coming, have obviously kept coming. We don’t have nearly enough cure to stop them any more.

That’s it.

It’s weird when hope dies. The world goes all quiet, even though everything’s still really loud here. I watch the water and the cure dribble away across the debris on the floor. It extinguishes the little fires the god left behind, but that’s not what we wanted it to do.

I hear a human scream, and I look up. A god is striding by, a young girl in its hand. Her mother’s chasing after it, empty bow still in her fist.

How did we not expect this? How did we think we were ever going to win over something so huge and unknowable?

The pain in my leg is starting to show up after the shock, and it’s pretty bad, and it makes me think, I hope it doesn’t hurt when the end comes. Not any more than my leg, I guess, which, nope, not gonna move anywhere without shoots of lightning all through my body.

I hope it doesn’t hurt.

I hope Ben gets away.

I hope Mom and Pop get away somehow, too.

I wait for my ending. Alone.

And then I hear broken boards and furniture being pushed out of the way.



Ben pushes his way through the wreckage. I see him before he sees me.

“I’m here!” I yell.

He hops up over the big cabinet door that fell when the god stomped on it. He slides down it and hugs me as he slams into me. I groan with the pain, but I don’t let him let go either. The hug is the best.

He looks me in the face, like are you okay?

“I think my leg is broken,” I say. “Are Pop and Mom all right?”

He nods, but it’s a serious and desperate nod, like they’re okay for now, but he knows what I know. That our chances have all run out. I wave my hand over the ground.

“That was all the cure,” I say.

Of course it was, he signs. He tries to lift the boards off of me. They don’t budge even an inch.

I look him in the face. “I think you should run.”

Eff off, he signs. He doesn’t sign eff.

“Get out of here. I can’t go anywhere. I’m a sitting duck, and if you’re here, they’ll take you, too.”

Nope, he signs. Not leaving.

“Please, Ben. I need to know you’ll be okay.”

He shakes his head even more firmly. No way I’d let you face a god alone. No way.

“But Ben–”

He signs no a bunch of times.

I hate it, but I understand this.

If they want one of us, they’ll have to take both of us.

“That isn’t a good plan, you do know that?”

Still sounds right though.

He puts his arm around my shoulders. We lean our heads together under the open sky. We can hear screaming and yelling. I don’t know where Mom and Pop are. And through the hole in the roof, I see a god approaching, and another behind it, and another coming up from a different side of the hill. They’re converging on us.

I don’t say anything to Ben, just take his hand. He squeezes back.

“I really thought one of us would get left behind,” I say. He just squeezes my hand again.

We look up to face our doom.



The god right in front of us is hit by something in its shoulder. Something hard enough to knock it to one side. It roars at the attack–

And then it collapses in a puddle.

“What?” I say, sitting up.

Another hits the one behind it, and it’s gone in a splash as well.

“Those aren’t arrows,” I say.

They’re not our arrows, Ben signs.

The third god goes down in a rush of water, and we see the horn of a battlemore go by, just popping above the wreckage of the back wall, then we see the Land who’s riding on top of the battlemore, standing on its back, as is their way when they’re going into war. He’s firing one of their weapons, bam, bam, bam, and the gods go down, one after the other. Another battlemore goes by, then another and another.

The Land have come. And they’ve come to fight. Pop said they’d examined our cure and made it better.

Another battlemore walks up to the wrecked wall. Its rider leans forward to look at us.	

It’s the Sky himself.

He opens his Noise to me.

And I understand everything.

I was right after all.

We’ve won.







EPILOGUE





“When are they going to operate?” Max says, brushing the hair out of Pop’s eyes.

“The Sky said they’re getting it ready,” Mom says, though I can tell she’s impatient. “After all this, they’re not going to let anything happen to him.”

Because they heard him call in his Noise.

And the Sky told him point blank he wasn’t going to come.

That he was willing to let Pop die this time.

Because of what we did to his people who lived in the town.

Because of what we’ve done for the last many decades.

Because of what we always do.

He was ready to give up on us, once and for all, even the one human he could sort of stand.

And then Pop reminded him of what Max said.

Our choices are what make us.

What will this choice make you?

Because leaving us to die is the one thing the Land have always refused to be:

Us.

Even though it’s arguable that the Sky would have been getting rid of a threat to his people, which is what Burly would have done, but then, yeah, the Sky would have become Burly. And who the hell wants that? No one’s seen that coward since the gods were all destroyed anyway.

What the Sky did instead was kill all the gods, then he and the Land tended to all the wounded. Even if some of us were still too stupid to trust them, most humans did. And that feels like a good step.

They treated Max and his leg. They stabilized Pop, and now they’re getting ready for a big full-on surgery on him. If people see that happening, see them saving Pop, maybe that’s another good step.

And we’re going to need all the good steps we can get in future days, I think. We still don’t know exactly where the rocks came from or why the gods came from them, but for now, Let the Glyph come seems to be the feeling. Let it see how we beat it.

And then make the Glyph tell us where it took our people.

All of which feel like pretty big words, I know, but a human figured out how to stop the gods, and the Land had the expertise to make it happen. Everyone’s feeling right now like, Bring it, Glyph. You see what we can do together? And I don’t know how long that will last, but you take the blessings you get.

I wish they’d hurry about Pop though.

“His heartbeat’s really low,” Max says, feeling his neck.

“They’ll be in time,” Mom says.

Is this them? I sign.

And it looks like it is.

The Sky walks ahead of a group of Land healers, some very old, some surprisingly young, even younger than me, I think. They’re carrying a number of jars and chemicals and surgical tools. They stop a little ways away from where we’re cradling Pop on the bench we brought out from the wrecked annex.

You must step away, the Sky says, but you may stay near.

“Good luck, Pop,” Max says, kissing him on the forehead. Mom does the same, and so do I. Then we all step back.

We never did find out for absolute sure if me or Max was the boy from the story, the one left behind, whatever that was going to mean, and I’m pretty okay with never having to be proven right. My brother and I fight. But in the end, we fought together. I’ll take that as a blessing, too. I know not everyone gets that.

I’m right here, I sign to him.

He nods back, right there, too.

The Land surround Pop, the Sky standing behind Pop’s head. He reaches forward and puts his hands on either side of Pop’s face.

He opens his Noise.

We’ve been told what will happen. The healers will do the surgery, their chemicals sterilizing everything, but the Land don’t have anaesthetic as such. What they do instead is someone connects heavily to them through their Noise. We couldn’t quite understand what happens next because there don’t seem to be exact words for it in our language, but it’s how they bring people back from the very brink.

One Noise connects to another, and for a short amount of time, for the length of the surgery or whatever, the sick person is somehow lifted into the Conversation, leaving their body behind, for all intents and purposes.

I don’t know how it works. I just know it’s worked before for Pop, so it’s gotta work for him again, right?

Right?

Mom is standing there, eyes on Pop, so much worry coming off her I take her hand. She squeezes mine with a nervous smile, and Max takes her other one. I have no idea if whatever was wrong between Mom and Pop is fixed. I just know that we’re all here now, and none of us would ever be anywhere else.

We watch as the Sky’s Noise grows bigger, surrounding Pop’s. Then, leaving his hands on Pop’s face, the Sky tips his own head back, and their Noises rise and rise–

And we see the Conversation. Both of them are in it, connected to the Land, and I think I can even see Pop in there, his whole self shimmering and swimming.

And I think about how it all looks like water. I think about what Mom said about why the gods always went to water with the kids they picked up. About how if fire held the Noise together and water released it, then what we’re watching is what living in unleashed Noise looks like. Noise, fire and water were the only things malleable enough here for them to use, whoever they are, whoever the Glyph is, so that’s how they invaded, that’s how they attacked us.

I’ve also been talking to Mom about how, if they tapped into the Noise of young people in their dreams, then that means that the cure isn’t a cure. It’s a silencer, which is different, isn’t it? I know a lot about silence. And if that’s true, then the Noise is still there in all of us, waiting to be unlocked, if we want it.

It might also mean that locking it up soured it into the worst parts of ourselves, too.

No way we could ever get an unmixed blessing, I guess.

But for once, I’m choosing to look on the bright side. Like I said, we still don’t know why or where they took our young people, but they didn’t hesitate to kill other people, so that means Tara and Taper and Arrow and Echo and all the other kids could be alive somewhere.

And if that’s true, maybe we can find them. Wilf and the townsfolk are already talking about ways we might do this, or at least the right questions to ask. He’s also organizing any scientists he’s found alive to see if they can get their hands on unbroken comm equipment so we can try to talk to the Glyph before it gets here, tell it just what happens when you mess with us.

And also, it looks like Wilf might be mayor again after all.

While I’m thinking all this, the surgeons have got to work, and after all that waiting, they move fast, so quickly getting their tools into Pop and opening him up and getting their healing chemicals inside, they’re almost pretty much done–

When the Glyph comes falling out of the sky.



It looks like a meteor at first. It’s clearly sped way the hell up, no doubt after seeing what we did to its gods, and, for a minute, I think we’re going to have survived all this only to be flattened in a huge smoking crater, but the closer it gets, the clearer you can see it.

See that it’s slowing its descent.

It finally stops, maybe a thousand metres up. Everyone is gasping at it by now, all the people in and around the annex, all the ones who’ve started emerging from the trees in the past hours, now that the gods are gone. The Glyph is huge. Hundreds of metres long and stretching up higher than that by several times.

And it just hovers there.

Like it’s watching us.

“What the hell?” Mom says, looking up.

The Land are all looking up now, too, as the Glyph hangs in the sky, huge as a moon almost, looking like a swirled rock.

Looking like the rocks the gods came out of.

All the confidence I had about us facing it is shrinking pretty fast.

“What’s it doing?” Max asks.

“I don’t know,” Mom says. She looks back at the Sky, who’s still connected to Pop, their Noises still deep in the Conversation. “Hurry,” she says, under her breath.

The Land are hurrying, mainly I think to get their Sky back so they can see what he wants to do about this rock hanging in the air above us.

Then there’s a sound.

A pulse, really.

Then a deeper pulse.

The Glyph has turned itself so a pyramidal tip is facing down at us.

It begins to glow.

How in the world did we think this was over?

“Run,” Mom says.

But it’s too late.

Fireworks of glowing smoke come shooting out of the tip, one, then five, then a hundred, spiralling down on us like an ocean wave.

And each one is heading for a young person–

I see the first hit, a young boy running away with his father. The smoke envelops them, then spirals back up into the air and back to the Glyph–

The father is still running–

The young boy is gone–

I see another boy disappear.

Then a teenage girl.

Then one after the other after the other after the other.

And I realize–

The Noise gods were an advance team, maybe even just testing if we were suitable for whatever they want us for–

And now the Glyph is here for the rest of us.

And then I see a young Land in the healing team by Pop also disappear in a pillar of smoke.

And a young Land that came with the Sky’s guard, too.

It’s taking all the young people, human and Land.

And suddenly there’s smoke all around us, coming for us, coming right for me and Max–

I squeeze my eyes shut–



And when I open them–

Max is gone.

And I am not.

“Max!” Mom says, grasping at air where Max was holding her hand. “MAX!”

I can’t breathe.

I can’t breathe.

Max.

Max.




Then the smoke retreats, every tendril pulled all the way back to the Glyph–

Which spins upwards again–

But it doesn’t leave. It just stays there. Silent, in the air, like a rock.



Every young person here is gone.

Max is gone.

They’re all gone.

Except me.

I’m the boy left behind after all.



But a fire starts in my belly.

I have never been angrier in my entire life.

Because they took my brother.



And they are going to regret that.


END OF BOOK ONE
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