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​Chapter 1: The Weight of Milk
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The first pail sang when it was half full.

Eli knew the sound the way he knew the cadence of his own breathing—a low, tinny resonance that climbed in pitch as the warm milk rose. His hands worked the teats in a rhythm older than memory, thumb and forefinger rolling downward in steady alternation, the way his father had shown him when Eli's fingers were still too small to close around the udder. The barn was dark except for the oil lamp hanging from the beam above, its amber glow pooling across the hay-strewn floor and catching the slow breath of the Holstein in soft clouds of vapor.

The cold was a living thing this morning. It pressed through the gaps in the barn siding and settled against Eli's neck like a damp cloth. December had come to Lancaster County with a hard frost that silvered the pasture grass and turned the water troughs to sheets of milky ice. But here, between the flank of the cow and the warmth radiating from the straw bedding, there was a pocket of heat that smelled of sweet grain and the animal musk of hide. Eli leaned his forehead against the cow's side and felt her ribs expand and contract beneath the thin skin. Steady. Unhurried. The way all good things moved.

The silence of the barn was not empty. It was full of small, necessary sounds: the rasp of hooves shifting on packed earth, the wet pull of milk into the pail, the occasional low groan from a cow settling deeper into her stall. Beyond the barn door, the farmyard held its own quiet—the creak of the windmill turning in a breath of wind, the distant bark of the Yoders' dog carrying across the frozen fields. These were the sounds of the world as Gott had made it. Eli had never known any other kind.

He moved to the next cow, carrying the full pail with both hands so it would not slosh. His boots left dark prints in the frost that had crept across the barn's threshold during the night. The second Holstein turned her great brown eye toward him and lowed softly, her breath a warm fog against his forearm as he settled the stool and positioned the clean pail beneath her. He spoke to her in the low murmur that was neither Pennsylvania Dutch nor English but something closer to the language of patience itself—sounds without words, meant only to say I am here, be still, we will do this together as we have always done.

There was a scripture that Eli returned to in these early mornings, though he could not always recall the verse number. Something from the Psalms about the earth being satisfied by the fruit of Gott's work. He felt that satisfaction in his hands as the milk came down—the sense that this was not merely labor but participation in an order that had been set in place long before he was born and would continue long after. The cow did not give milk because she chose to. She gave it because she was made for it. And Eli milked her because he, too, was made for this. The fit between his hands and the work was seamless, and in that seamlessness he found a kind of prayer that required no words.

The barn held six milking cows and four dry ones waiting for spring calving. Eli tended them alone in the mornings now. His older brother Isaac had married last autumn and moved to the Beiler farm near Intercourse, and his father's hands had grown stiff with the cold in ways they hadn't been even two winters past. So the work had settled onto Eli's shoulders with the quiet inevitability of snowfall—not asked for, not resented, simply arrived. He was nineteen. The cows knew his hands, and his hands knew their rhythms, and this was enough.

By the time the eastern sky had paled from black to the color of old pewter, Eli had filled four pails and carried them to the cooling tank in the milk house. The tank was spring-fed, the water cold enough to make his knuckles ache as he lowered the canisters in. He dried his hands on his trousers and stood for a moment in the doorway, looking out across the farm.

The Lapp homestead occupied eighty acres of some of the richest soil in the county. The fields lay in long, orderly strips that followed the contour of the land, dark earth showing through the frost in patches where the plow had turned the stubble under in October. The farmhouse sat squat and white against the gray sky, smoke rising from the kitchen chimney in a straight column that meant no wind. Beyond it, the phone shanty at the end of the lane stood like a sentry box, its wooden walls already weathered to the color of bone. Past that, the road. Past the road, the Zook farm, and then the Stoltzfus place, and then the gentle roll of the valley opening up toward the south where the land softened and the creeks ran year-round even in the driest summers.

All of it held together by silence.

Eli drew a breath of cold air that tasted of wood smoke and frozen earth. His body was warm from the work, his forearms tight from the milking, and he felt the particular satisfaction that came from a task completed in its proper order and its proper time. The cows were fed and watered. The milk was cooling. The day could begin.

He crossed the yard to the house, his boots crunching on the gravel path that his grandfather had laid forty years ago. The kitchen door opened before he reached it, and a wedge of yellow light and the smell of frying scrapple spilled out into the dawn.

"You are late," Sarah said from the doorway, though he wasn't.

She was fifteen and had their mother's face—the high cheekbones, the serious mouth that concealed a sly and watchful humor. Her hair was pulled back beneath her prayer covering, still damp at the temples from washing. She held the door open with one hand and a wooden spoon in the other, and she looked at Eli the way she always did: as if she were memorizing him.

"The gray cow was slow this morning," Eli said, stepping past her into the warmth of the kitchen. "She is thinking about things."

"What things does a cow think about?"

"Whether to give milk or to keep it."

Sarah made a sound that was almost a laugh but not quite—a sharp exhalation through the nose that was her way of acknowledging a joke without endorsing it. She turned back to the stove where the scrapple was browning in the cast-iron skillet, the fat popping and hissing in the heat.

Their mother sat at the far end of the table, her Bible open before her, lips moving silently over the words. She did not look up when Eli entered, but her hand lifted briefly from the page in a gesture that was both greeting and blessing. Their father was already in the workshop—Eli could hear the distant knock of his mallet through the kitchen wall, a steady percussion that meant he was repairing a harness or a hinge.

Eli washed his hands at the basin and took his place at the table. The kitchen was warm and close, the air thick with the smells of breakfast and the underlying scent of lye soap and dried herbs that hung in bunches from the ceiling beams. A calendar on the wall showed a photograph of a covered bridge, the only image in the room. Beneath it, someone—Sarah, probably—had marked a date in small, careful pencil: December 14.

The date of his leaving.

Eli looked at the mark and then looked away. He had known it was coming since the bishop's conversation with his father in September, when the matter of Rumspringa had been discussed with the careful gravity the community brought to all decisions that involved the boundary between their world and the one that pressed against it. Every young person was given the chance to see the English world before making their baptismal vow. It was not encouraged, exactly. But it was permitted. And Eli's father, who was a man of few words and deep convictions, had said only this: "Go and see, and come back knowing."

But knowing what? Eli had turned the question over in his mind through the long weeks of November, working the fields, mending fence wire, sitting in the silent Sunday meetings where the hymns rose and fell like the breathing of a single enormous lung. What was there to know that he did not already know? He knew the weight of milk in a full pail. He knew the sound of rain on a tin roof and the way the corn tassels caught the light in August. He knew the exact pressure needed to set a fence post in clay soil and the particular ache in his lower back after ten hours of harvesting. He knew his family. He knew his Gott. He knew the shape of his life as clearly as he knew the shape of his own hands.

And yet. There was a small, persistent thing beneath his breastbone that was not doubt, exactly, but something adjacent to it. A hollow place that hummed with a question he could not quite form. The English world was out there, vast and loud and full of things he had no names for, and something in him leaned toward it the way a plant leans toward a window. Not wanting to leave the soil. Just wanting to know what the light looked like from a different angle.

"Eat," Sarah said, setting a plate before him.

The scrapple was golden-brown at the edges, the eggs firm, the bread thick and dark with molasses. Eli ate in silence, as was proper, though the silence between him and Sarah was a different quality than the silence of the meeting house. Theirs was a silence woven through with years of shared work and shared understanding—a silence that could hold a conversation without words.

After breakfast, Eli helped Sarah clear the plates. Their hands moved in the practiced choreography of a task done a thousand times—she scraped, he carried, she washed, he dried. The water in the basin was hot enough to redden their fingers, and the soap smelled of tallow and lye. Neither of them spoke. The rhythm of the work was its own language, and Eli felt the weight of the approaching departure in every dish he set back on the shelf, knowing that in three days these small rituals would continue without him, the gap where he stood filled only by air.

Sarah found him in his room a short while later.

It was a small space under the eaves, barely large enough for the bed and the chest of drawers and the wooden peg where he hung his hat. The ceiling sloped low enough that Eli had to duck when he stood near the wall. A single window looked out over the south pasture, where the cows were filing out of the barn in their slow, deliberate procession toward the hay feeder. He could hear them from here—the low, contented lowing that meant they had found the hay and were settling into the business of eating.

Sarah sat on the edge of the bed and watched him fold a shirt. He had very little to pack. Two shirts, two pairs of trousers, socks, his suspenders, a razor he had never used. His Sunday coat, which was his only coat. A small leather Bible with pages so thin they whispered against each other like dry leaves.

"Mamm says you should take the blue shirt," Sarah said.

"I have the blue shirt."

"The other one. The one she made for Isaac's wedding."

Eli paused. The wedding shirt was finer than anything he owned, the stitching small and even, the cloth a deep indigo that their mother had dyed herself. It was not a practical garment. It was a beautiful one. He did not know why their mother would want him to carry it into the English world, where beauty of that kind would be invisible.

"She did not say this to me," Eli said.

"She said it to Daed. I heard through the wall."

Eli looked at his sister. Her hands were folded in her lap, her fingers interlaced, and he recognized the posture—it was the same way she sat during the long sermons, holding herself still against the current of her own restlessness. She was afraid. Not of the English world, which she could not imagine, but of the absence his leaving would create.

He sat down beside her. The bed creaked under their combined weight. Outside, a crow called from the fence line, its voice sharp and solitary in the cold air.

"I will come back," he said.

"I know you will come back."

"Then why do you look as if I am being buried?"

Sarah did not answer immediately. She reached over and took the shirt from his hands and folded it with a precision that bordered on tenderness—smoothing the wrinkles, aligning the seams, pressing the fabric flat with the heel of her palm. When she handed it back, it was a perfect rectangle, small enough to fit in the palm of one hand.

"Because the Eli who comes back will not be this Eli," she said. "That is what Rumspringa means. You go out and you come back and you are not the same, and everyone pretends that you are."

The words sat between them like a stone dropped into still water. Eli wanted to argue, but the hollow place beneath his breastbone recognized the truth of what she had said, and the recognition stole his voice. He thought of Isaac, who had gone to Reading for his Rumspringa and come back after only four days, pale and quiet and unwilling to speak of what he had seen. Isaac had taken his baptismal vow the following month with a fervor that Eli had not seen in him before, and something in his brother's eyes had been permanently shuttered, like a window closed against a cold draft. Whatever Isaac had found in Reading, he had locked it away so thoroughly that even now, married and settled and working his own land, he flinched at the sound of a car horn on the county road.

No one spoke of it. That was the way of things. You went. You returned. The community absorbed you back into its body the way soil absorbs rain, and whatever you carried with you from the English world was buried deep where it would not disturb the surface.

They sat together in the silence of the small room while the morning light strengthened on the south pasture and the cows moved slowly through the frost, their breath rising in white columns that dissolved against the pewter sky. The windmill turned. The mallet knocked in the workshop. Somewhere far off, a truck shifted gears on the county road, and the sound was thin and foreign and quickly gone, swallowed by the vast and sheltering quiet of the farm.

Eli put the folded shirt into his bag and closed it.

Three days. He had three days left inside the silence, and he meant to hold every hour of them the way he held the full pail of milk—carefully, with both hands, knowing that the weight of it was the measure of something that could not be carried far from home.

He stood and ducked beneath the low ceiling and went back out to the barn, where the cows were waiting and the work was certain and the world beyond the fence line had not yet begun to speak.
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​Chapter 2: The Edge of the World
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His father drove the buggy in silence.

The horse's hooves struck the frozen road in a rhythm that Eli had known since before he could walk—the two-beat clip of a standardbred at a working trot, steady as a pulse. The wheels of the buggy hummed against the macadam, and the leather of the harness creaked with each stride, and these sounds filled the space between father and son so that words were not required. The morning was gray and still, the fields on either side of the road lying flat and stubbled under a thin skin of frost. Eli sat with his bag on his lap and his hands folded over it and watched the familiar landscape pass as if he were already seeing it from a great distance.

They passed the Zook farm, where the laundry hung rigid on the line, frozen into stiff shapes that looked like the ghosts of the garments they had been. They passed the one-room schoolhouse, dark and shuttered for the Christmas break. They passed the cemetery where Eli's grandmother lay beneath a plain stone marker, and his father lifted two fingers from the reins in a gesture so small that anyone who did not know him would have missed it. But Eli knew. It was the same gesture his father made each time they passed—a salute to the dead that was also a prayer, offered without ceremony, the way all necessary things were done.

The bus stop was at the crossroads where the county road met the state highway. It was marked by a wooden bench and a metal sign that Eli could not read because the paint had blistered away in the weather. An English gas station stood on the opposite corner, its canopy bright with light even in the morning dimness. Beneath the canopy, a sign hummed.

Eli heard it before he saw what made the sound. A low, persistent buzz that was nothing like any sound the farm produced—not the drone of bees in the clover, not the whine of wind through the barn eaves, not the distant thunder of summer storms rolling up the valley. This was a sound without origin or purpose, a flat vibration that seemed to come from inside the air itself. He turned his head toward the gas station and saw the sign: letters made of light, burning pink and blue against the gray morning, spelling words he recognized but that looked wrong in that medium. OPEN. The letters flickered once, and the buzz sharpened to a thin whine that pressed against the inside of Eli's skull like a finger pushed into soft clay.

He blinked. The sensation passed. His father was pulling the buggy to a halt beside the bench.

"The bus comes at seven-forty," his father said. These were the first words he had spoken since they left the farm.

"Ja."

"You have the money."

"Ja."

His father sat for a moment with the reins loose in his lap, looking not at Eli but at the road ahead, as if he could see something there that Eli could not. He was a tall man, his father, with a beard that had gone from brown to iron in the years since Eli's mother had first begun to show the tiredness that never quite left her face. His hands were large and cracked at the knuckles, the hands of a man who had worked wood and soil for forty years, and they lay on the reins now with a stillness that Eli recognized as the effort of restraint. There were things his father wanted to say. Eli could feel them in the air between them, pressing outward like heat from a banked fire.

"The English world is loud," his father said at last. "Do not mistake the noise for the voice of Gott."

Eli nodded. His father extended his hand, and Eli took it. The grip was brief and firm, the skin rough as bark, and then it was released, and his father clicked his tongue to the horse, and the buggy pulled away, and Eli was alone at the edge of the world.

He sat on the bench and set his bag beside him. The cold crept up through the wooden slats and settled into his bones. Across the road, the gas station hummed. A car pulled in, its engine a low growl that deepened as it idled beneath the canopy. A man got out and walked to the pumps, pulling something from his pocket—a small, flat rectangle that glowed in his hand like a coal. The man stared into it, his face lit from below, his fingers moving over its surface in quick, tapping motions. Eli watched with the blank attention of a child seeing something for the first time. The Glowing Idol. He had heard the term in whispered conversations among the younger members of the community, those who had returned from their own Rumspringas with stories they would not tell in full. The idols were everywhere in the English world, they said. Everyone carried one. Everyone stared into them. And something in the way the man stood—hunched, still, his face slack and empty as if the thing in his hand had taken something from him—made Eli's stomach tighten.

The bus appeared on the highway at seven-thirty-eight. It was a wide, flat-faced vehicle, silver and blue, with windows so dark that the passengers inside were invisible. It pulled to the shoulder with a hiss of brakes that sounded like an animal exhaling, and the door folded open, and a gust of warm air rolled out that smelled of fabric and something chemical—a sweetness that was not sweet, a cleanliness that was not clean.

Eli stood. He picked up his bag. He felt the bench release him as he stepped away from it, and for a moment the ground beneath his feet seemed to shift, as if the earth itself were uncertain about what he was doing.

The driver was a heavy woman with short hair and a face that showed neither welcome nor hostility. She looked at Eli's clothes—the broadfall trousers, the suspenders, the dark coat and flat-brimmed hat—and her expression did not change.

"Philadelphia?" Eli said.

"Two hours and ten minutes. Fourteen dollars."

He counted the bills from the envelope his father had given him. The money felt wrong in his hands, too light and too smooth, like handling leaves. He gave it to the driver and she gave him a slip of paper and he walked down the aisle of the bus to an empty seat near the back.

The bus was half full. Most of the passengers were sleeping or staring into their own Glowing Idols, their faces washed in pale light. A young woman across the aisle had small white objects pushed into her ears, and Eli could hear a faint, tinny sound leaking from them—a rhythm without melody, a pulse without a heart. He looked away.

The bus pulled onto the highway and the countryside began to move. Eli pressed his forehead against the window and watched the fields give way to strip malls and car dealerships and buildings that crowded closer and closer to the road until the sky was reduced to a narrow channel between rooftops. The farmland disappeared first—swallowed by parking lots, their vast flat surfaces gleaming with frost. Then the trees. Then the fences. The world outside the glass grew denser and louder with each passing mile, and Eli felt the change not just in what he saw but in something deeper, something beneath the level of sight, a pressure building behind his eyes like the first intimation of a headache that has not yet arrived.

He closed his eyes and prayed. The words came in the old cadence, the German of his childhood devotions, and for a while they held. Unser Vater im Himmel, geheiligt werde dein Name. The prayer was a fence he built around himself, plank by plank, and inside it the noise of the highway and the hum of the bus engine and the tinny leak of the young woman's ear-devices were held at a distance, muffled, tolerable.

But the fence had gaps. Each time the bus stopped—at a traffic light, at another station, at a crossroads thick with idling cars—something crept through. A whine. A buzz. A faint crackling in the air that made the hair on Eli's forearms stand up beneath his sleeves. He opened his eyes and looked out the window and saw a metal tower standing in a field of dead grass, its frame skeletal against the sky, and from its top a cluster of flat gray panels pointed in every direction like the petals of a flower made of iron. A Silver Spire. He did not know how he knew the name, or where he had heard it, but the sight of it produced a sensation in his chest that was neither pain nor fear but something older—the feeling of being watched by something that had no eyes.

The bus passed the tower and the feeling faded. But it did not disappear. It settled into the background of Eli's awareness like a note held too long on a reed organ, a note so low that you stopped hearing it consciously but your body kept responding to it, your jaw tightening, your shoulders drawing upward, your hands closing into fists you did not remember making.

By the time the highway widened to six lanes and the buildings grew tall enough to block the sun, Eli's head was aching. Not sharply, not in the way a headache from cold or hunger or overwork made itself known. This was a diffuse, spreading pressure, as if the air inside the bus had thickened and was pressing inward against his skull from every direction. He unclenched his hands and looked at his palms. They were damp. The prayer had stopped somewhere on the road behind him, and he could not find the words to start it again.

The bus entered a tunnel, and for three seconds the world outside the window was dark, and in that darkness the pressure vanished. Eli gasped. The relief was so sudden and so complete that his eyes stung with something close to tears. Then the tunnel ended and the daylight returned and the pressure was back, heavier than before, and Eli gripped the armrest and set his jaw and told himself that this was a test. Gott tested those He loved. The wilderness was not punishment but preparation. He would pass through it and emerge on the other side and he would be stronger for the passage.

The city rose around him like a wall.

A voice from somewhere in the front of the bus—a voice that was not a voice, flat and without breath, coming from a box mounted above the driver's head—announced that they were arriving at the Thirtieth Street terminal. The passengers began to stir. The woman with the ear-devices pulled them out and dropped them into her bag. The man in front of Eli folded his Glowing Idol shut and slipped it into his coat.

Eli stood. His legs felt uncertain beneath him, as if he had been sitting not for two hours but for two days. His bag was light in his hand. The aisle of the bus seemed narrower than it had been when he boarded, the ceiling lower, the air thicker.

He stepped off the bus and into Philadelphia.

The sound hit him first. Not a single sound but a wall of them—horns, engines, voices, the screech of metal on metal, the low roar of something vast and mechanical breathing beneath the pavement. The cold air tasted of exhaust and wet stone and something metallic that Eli could not name. People moved around him in every direction, their faces set, their eyes forward, their hands clutching the Glowing Idols or thrust deep in their pockets. No one looked at him. No one slowed. The crowd parted around him and closed behind him and he stood on the sidewalk with his bag in his hand and the city pressing in from every side, and the hollow place beneath his breastbone opened wide and swallowed his breath.

He was here. He was in the English world.

And somewhere beneath the noise, beneath the horns and the engines and the voices and the mechanical breathing, there was another sound. A hum. Low, constant, and everywhere at once, like a chord played on an instrument so large that its body was the city itself. Eli could not identify it. He could not locate it. But he felt it in his teeth, in the bones of his jaw, in the soft tissue behind his eyes, and it was nothing that Gott had made.

He tightened his grip on his bag and walked forward into the sound.
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​Chapter 3: The City of Glass
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The city was made of noise.

It rose from the pavement and fell from the sky and pressed in from every direction, layered and relentless—a sound so total that it ceased to be sound and became instead a kind of weather, a pressure system that wrapped around Eli's body and squeezed. Car horns blared and were answered by other horns. Sirens climbed through the registers and then fell away, only to be replaced by new sirens coming from new directions. Somewhere beneath it all, the ground itself trembled with a deep, rhythmic shudder that Eli felt in the soles of his boots—a pulse, as if the city were a living thing and this was its heartbeat, vast and mechanical and indifferent to the small figure standing on the sidewalk with a cloth bag in his hand.

He walked because standing still felt dangerous. The crowd moved around him in currents that obeyed rules he could not read—people surging forward at corners and then stopping, all at once, as if commanded by an invisible hand. They stood in tight clusters at the edges of the road, their faces turned down toward their Glowing Idols, their thumbs working the bright surfaces in small, compulsive motions. When the invisible hand released them they surged forward again, and Eli surged with them, carried by the tide, his bag pressed against his chest like a shield.

The buildings were not buildings. They were cliffs. Glass and steel, rising so high that the sky between them was reduced to a narrow channel of gray, and the light that reached the street was cold and reflected, bouncing between surfaces until it lost all warmth. Eli tilted his head back and looked up and felt a dizziness that had nothing to do with height. At home, the tallest structure was the barn, and the sky was so vast above it that you could watch a thunderhead build for an hour before it arrived. Here the sky was crushed. Here it was a ribbon, and the buildings pressed against it like hands closing around a throat.

He stood on the corner for what felt like a long time, though it may have been only minutes. The crowd flowed around him without acknowledgment, and he understood for the first time what it meant to be unseen. At home, every face was known. Every passing buggy carried a neighbor, a cousin, a fellow congregant whose name and lineage and acreage Eli could recite from memory. Here, he was no one. A figure in dark clothes and a straw hat, an obstacle in the current, something to be stepped around and forgotten.

A billboard across the street caught his eye. It was enormous, stretching across the entire face of a building, and the image on it showed a woman holding a Glowing Idol to her ear, her mouth open in laughter, her teeth impossibly white. Behind her, the sky had been painted a shade of blue that did not exist in nature. Eli stared at it and felt the wrongness of it settle into his stomach. The scale was what disturbed him. The image was large enough to swallow a barn. No human face should be that size. It was the face of something pretending to be a person, and the pretense was so skillful and so enormous that it felt like a kind of blasphemy.

He needed to find a place to sleep.

His father had given him an address, written in pencil on a scrap of paper: a hostel near the bus terminal that the Beilers' eldest son had stayed at during his own Rumspringa two years ago. Eli had the scrap in his coat pocket, and he pulled it out now and read it and then looked up at the street signs, trying to match the numbers. The signs were everywhere—bolted to poles, painted on walls, glowing from boxes mounted on the corners of buildings. Some were words and some were symbols and some were pictures of things Eli did not recognize, and all of them competed for his attention with a desperate insistence that made his head throb.

He asked a woman for directions. She was standing at the edge of the sidewalk, her arms full of paper bags, her face drawn and pale. She looked at his clothes and then at his face and something in her expression softened, though she did not smile.

"Three blocks that way," she said, pointing. "Then left on Arch. You'll see it. It's got a yellow awning."

Eli thanked her and walked in the direction she had pointed. Three blocks. At home, three blocks would be a pasture, a fence line, a stand of maples. Here, three blocks was a gauntlet. The sidewalk narrowed and the crowd thickened and Eli was pressed between bodies that smelled of perfume and sweat and the sharp, acrid scent of something burning that was not wood or coal. A man brushed past him carrying a cup of liquid that steamed in the cold air, the smell of it dark and bitter—coffee, Eli knew, though he had never tasted it. A boy no older than twelve stood on a corner holding a flat rectangle that pulsed with colored light and emitted a tinny, repetitive melody that burrowed into Eli's ear and lodged there like a splinter.

The Breath of Legion was everywhere. He could feel it on his skin—a faint, persistent prickling, like the sensation of being watched by many eyes. It was strongest near the glass buildings, where the air seemed to thicken and vibrate with something that was not wind. Eli did not know what it was. He knew only that it pressed against him, that it found the spaces between his clothing and his skin, and that his body responded to it with a low, continuous unease that settled into his stomach like a stone dropped into water.

He found the hostel. The yellow awning was faded and torn at one corner, and the building beneath it was narrow and old, wedged between a shop that sold newspapers and a place with dark windows and a heavy door from which bass-heavy music pulsed like a bruise. Eli pushed through the hostel's front door and stepped into a lobby that smelled of disinfectant and old carpet. The floor was linoleum, cracked and yellowed, and the walls were painted a green that might once have been cheerful but had aged into the color of illness.

A man sat behind a counter reading a newspaper. He was thin and old, with wire-rimmed spectacles pushed low on his nose, and he looked up when Eli entered and studied him with an expression of mild, practiced curiosity.

"Room?"

"Ja. Yes. Please."

"Thirty a night. Shared bathroom down the hall. No cooking, no smoking, no loud noise after ten." He paused. "Cash?"

Eli counted the bills from the envelope. His fingers were clumsy with cold, and the paper money slid against itself with a whisper that reminded him, painfully, of the pages of his Bible. The man took the bills and counted them again with the practiced speed of someone who had handled money his entire life, then reached beneath the counter and produced a key attached to a wooden paddle with the number seven scratched into it.

"Second floor. End of the hall. Checkout's at eleven." He returned to his newspaper without waiting for a response.

The staircase was narrow and steep, the treads groaning under Eli's weight. The walls on either side were close enough to touch with both hands outstretched, and the air in the stairwell was warm and stale, carrying the smell of bodies and old cooking grease. On the second floor, a corridor ran the length of the building, lit by a single bare bulb that cast a weak, yellowish light. Doors lined both sides, all of them closed, and behind them Eli could hear the muffled sounds of lives being lived in small spaces—a cough, the creak of bedsprings, the murmur of voices speaking in a language he did not recognize.

Room seven was at the end. He unlocked the door and stepped inside and stood in the center of the room and looked at what he had purchased for thirty dollars.

A bed, narrow and high, with a metal frame and a mattress that sagged in the center. A window that looked out onto a brick wall, the glass so dirty that the light coming through it was brown. A small table with a lamp, the shade bent and stained. A wooden chair. A hook on the back of the door for hanging clothes.

The room hummed.

It was not the building. It was not the pipes or the walls or the floors. It was something else—a low, constant vibration that seemed to emanate from the air itself, from the walls, from the window glass, from every surface that was not wood or cloth. Eli stood in the center of the room and listened to it and felt his jaw tighten and his hands close into fists and his breath come shallow and quick. It was the same sound he had heard at the gas station, the same sound that had pressed against him on the bus, the same sound that saturated the streets outside—but here, in this small room with its thin walls and single dirty window, it was concentrated. Inescapable.

He set his bag on the bed and sat down beside it. The mattress springs complained. He removed his hat and held it in his lap, turning it slowly in his hands, feeling the familiar texture of the straw, the smooth curve of the brim, the small bump where he had dented the crown last summer when it blew off during the threshing. These things were real. These things were made by hands. These things did not hum.

He tried to pray. The words came, but they felt thin, like a voice shouting into wind. Gott ist unsere Zuflucht und Starke. God is our refuge and strength. The words had been solid back home, solid as fence posts, rooted in the soil of a silence where they could be heard. Here they were paper. The hum ate them.

Eli lay back on the bed and pulled his coat around him and stared at the ceiling. A crack ran across the plaster from one corner to the other, branching and splitting like a dry creek bed. He traced it with his eyes and tried to find a pattern in it, the way he found patterns in the clouds above the pasture or the grain of wood in the workshop.

The hum continued. Below him, above him, on all sides. The Breath of Legion, pressing inward, filling the room, filling the building, filling the city. He understood now what his father had meant. The English world was loud. But it was not the loudness of a thunderstorm or a barn raising or a congregation singing the Loblied. Those were sounds that came and went, sounds with beginnings and endings, sounds that had edges. This was a sound without edges. It was the sound of something that never slept, never paused, never drew breath.

He closed his eyes. The darkness behind his lids was not the darkness of the barn at night, which was warm and animal-scented and soft. This was a different darkness, thin and buzzing, populated by the ghosts of lights he had seen on the street—the flickering signs, the glowing rectangles, the pulsing colors that served no purpose he could fathom. The images moved behind his eyes like fish in muddy water, there and then gone, there and then gone.

Eli pulled the leather Bible from his bag and held it against his chest. The cover was warm from being pressed against his body during the bus ride, and the pages inside whispered against each other with a sound like breath, and he held it and breathed with it and let the rhythm of his own lungs push back against the hum.

It was not enough. But it was something.

He thought of the farm. He thought of the barn in the early morning, the oil lamp swaying on its hook, the cows breathing their slow, heavy breaths. He thought of Sarah folding his shirt with hands that trembled. He thought of his father's grip at the bus stop, the rough bark of his skin, the words he had offered like a lantern against what was coming: Do not mistake the noise for the voice of Gott. But what if the noise was so loud that Gott's voice could not be heard at all? What if this was the test—to sit inside the noise and keep listening for the silence beneath it, the way you listened for the first birdsong before dawn, knowing it was there, trusting it was there, even when the darkness offered no evidence?

Eli turned onto his side and faced the wall. The plaster was cold against his knuckles where his hand rested near the pillow. He could feel the hum vibrating through it, a faint tremor that traveled up his arm and settled into his shoulder. Even the walls here were speaking.

Outside the dirty window, the city continued its relentless psalm. A siren rose and fell. Horns answered each other across the distance. The bass from the building next door thumped through the wall in a heartbeat that was too fast and too regular, a machine's approximation of the living. And beneath it all, around it all, through it all, the hum. The great, grinding hum of a world that had plugged itself into something Eli could not see and could not name and could not escape.

He lay in his narrow bed in room seven and held his Bible and did not sleep. The night came slowly, the brown light in the window darkening to black, and the hum did not diminish. If anything, it grew. As if the city, having put its human inhabitants to rest, was free now to speak in its true voice—a voice that was not human, not animal, not anything that the Gott of Eli's understanding had created.

Somewhere in the small hours, when the sirens had thinned and the horns had quieted and even the bass from next door had finally stopped, Eli heard the hum clearly for the first time. It was not one sound. It was many sounds, layered and braided and knotted together into a rope that wound through the city like a river through a valley. And each strand of it was a voice, and each voice was speaking, and none of them were speaking to him, but all of them were aware of him, and in their awareness was something that felt, to Eli's exhausted and frightened mind, very much like hunger.

He pressed the Bible harder against his chest
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