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PROLOGUE

The Summer the Forest Sang

Northern California, August 1987

Years later, Daniel Mercer could no longer remember why he had gone into the woods that evening.

Maybe his mother had asked him to look for the dog. Maybe Lucy had once again claimed she had seen something behind the old irrigation tank. Or maybe he had simply been twelve years old and needed no better reason to walk into a forest after dark with a flashlight in his hand.

The sound, though, stayed with him for the rest of his life.

Three notes.

A pause.

Two lower ones.

Then the first three again.

Not loud.

Not even beautiful. But so perfectly regular that Daniel knew at once no animal had made it. He stopped between two redwood trunks and held the flashlight out in front of him. The beam trembled slightly. Not because he was afraid, he told himself. His hand was tired. That was completely different.

His parents’ house lay nearly half a mile behind him. Between here and there were a stretch of dirt road, Mr. Hargrove’s little orchard, and the slope Daniel had been riding his bike down for years even though his mother insisted he would break his neck on it someday.

Ahead of him began the older part of the forest. The trees stood so close together that even in daylight very little sun reached the ground. Daniel switched off the flashlight. Darkness arrived all at once.

He waited.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

This time he knew where they were coming from.

“Hello?”

His own voice sounded ridiculously small.

No answer.

“Mr. Hargrove?”

Of course it wasn’t Mr. Hargrove. Mr. Hargrove was seventy-two, hard of hearing, and after eight o’clock he barely went as far as his mailbox. Daniel switched the flashlight back on and kept going.

A narrow game trail led downhill between ferns and dead branches. Daniel knew it. At the bottom was a dry creek bed where Lucy sometimes searched for stones veined with white quartz.

The sound came from there. Daniel slowed down. There was a smell in the air.

Not smoke.

Not ozone, though at the time Daniel would not even have known what ozone smelled like. It reminded him of the air just after a thunderstorm, mixed with something green and bitter, almost like freshly snapped plant stems. Then he saw the light. It was not a beam. Nothing was shining. Instead, part of the darkness itself seemed to have taken on a different color.

Blue-green.

Very faint.

Daniel ducked beneath a branch. The creek lay in front of him. And something was in it that did not belong there. At first he thought it was a fallen log.

Then it moved.

Daniel stopped.

His body made a decision before his mind had even understood that a decision was required. His knees tensed, his shoulders rose, and his breath caught somewhere deep in his chest.

The thing in the creek was about three feet long. Maybe a little more.

Four slender limbs lay at unnatural angles among the stones. Its surface was dark and glossy, but not like skin. More like the underside of a leaf after rain.

Thin membranes ran along its back. They moved.

Opened.

Closed.

With every breath. If they were breaths.

Daniel did not think: alien. Twelve-year-old boys thought things like that in movies, or when they were telling one another stories.

Daniel thought:

Animal.

Then:

Hurt.

He took one step. The creature reacted at once. Its front limbs jerked upward, and Daniel stumbled back.

“Okay!”

He raised both hands.

“It’s okay.”

The creature froze.

So did Daniel.

They stood like that, facing one another. The boy on the bank. The creature in the dry creek bed. Maybe fifteen feet between them.

Daniel could see now that it had a head, though it barely separated from the rest of its body. No ears. No fur. No visible nose.

And the eyes were not black. That was what surprised him most when he remembered it later. They were pale—not glowing, but milky, threaded with delicate golden lines that shifted when the creature turned its head.

It was looking at Daniel.

Not like an animal.

He understood that immediately.

It was looking at him.

Daniel swallowed.

“Can you understand me?”

Nothing happened.

Of course not.

He was about to take another step when the creature suddenly made a sound.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

The hair on Daniel’s arms rose.

“That was you.”

The sound came again. Then Daniel noticed something else. There was a wound along the creature’s side. Not a red wound. Instead of blood, a thick, silvery fluid seeped out, clinging to the stones and slowly darkening there.

“You’re hurt.”

The creature tilted its head.

Daniel never remembered afterward why he sat down. Maybe he wanted to make himself smaller. Maybe he had read somewhere that you should not make sudden movements around wild animals.

He simply sat on a rock.

And waited.

Five minutes.

Ten.

Maybe longer.

The sun had long since disappeared. The forest had gone black. Daniel thought about his mother. Dinner. The trouble he was going to be in.

Then he thought about the creature.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” he said.

Of course it did not understand him.

Daniel rose slowly. As he turned away, he heard a noise behind him. Not the notes this time.

Something else.

A short, bright click.

Daniel looked back. The creature had lifted one of its front limbs. Between two fingerlike extensions, it was holding something.

His pocketknife.

Daniel reached for his pocket.

Empty.

He must have lost it when he sat down. The creature studied the object.

Then Daniel.

Then it held the knife out toward him.

Something changed in that moment. Daniel could not have said what. Maybe it was only an idea. Maybe it was the first time in his life he truly understood that intelligence had nothing to do with being human.

He stepped closer, slowly. The creature did not move. Daniel took the pocketknife.

Their hands did not touch.

Something happened anyway.

A sensation shot through Daniel’s body. Not electricity. Not pain.

A memory.

Except it was not his.

A sky with three pale moons. Light pouring through enormous translucent plants. Water running upward along sheer cliffs. And everywhere, the same sound.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

Daniel staggered back.

The image was gone.

He stared at the creature. It stared back.

“What was that?”

No answer.

Daniel had no idea that this moment would become the dividing line of his life. Everything before it would later belong to childhood. Everything after it to something else.

Lucy, of course, did not believe him.

“A space frog.”

Daniel shot her a look.

“I never said it was a frog.”

“Four legs.”

“Arms.”

“You said four legs.”

“I said limbs.”

Lucy sat cross-legged on his bed, chewing gum. She was seven and treated disbelief like a competitive sport.

“What are limbs?”

“Arms and legs.”

“So, four legs.”

Daniel closed his eyes.

“Forget it.”

“Does it have a spaceship?”

He looked at her.

Lucy grinned.

“Knew it.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

Daniel went to the window. From his room he could see the edge of the woods. Nothing moved there.

“You can’t tell Mom.”

“Why?”

“Because she won’t believe me.”

“I don’t believe you either.”

“Then you can still not tell her.”

Lucy considered this. With Lucy, that was always dangerous.

“What do I get?”

Daniel turned around.

“What do you want?”

“Your cassette player.”

“Forget it.”

“Then I’m telling Mom about the space frog.”

“It is not a—”

Daniel stopped.

Lucy smiled triumphantly.

The next morning she followed him into the woods.

And then there were two.

Three days later Jonah Bell joined them, because no one could convince an eleven-year-old that two kids disappearing at the same time every afternoon did not mean something interesting was happening.

They brought water.

Fruit.

A piece of cooked chicken the creature refused to touch. Blackberries, which it ignored too. Finally Lucy laid a fern frond beside it.

The creature picked it up.

Not to eat it.

It ran one of its narrow limbs along the frond. The membranes on its back opened. For a moment they became transparent, and Daniel saw lines inside them—thousands of fine structures like the veins of a leaf.

“Maybe it’s a plant,” Lucy whispered.

Jonah looked at her.

“Plants don’t walk around.”

“Maybe they do where he comes from.”

The creature lifted its head.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

“We need a name,” Lucy said.

“Why?” Daniel asked.

“Everything has a name.”

“Maybe it already has one.”

Lucy looked at the creature.

“What’s your name?”

It answered with the familiar sound. Lucy tried to imitate it.

It sounded terrible.

Jonah laughed.

Daniel did not.

He listened more closely. There was something beneath the notes. A second pattern of sound.

Very quiet.

Almost just a breath.

“Ari,” he said.

Lucy looked at him.

“What?”

“Listen.”

The creature repeated the sound.

Daniel nodded.

“Ari.”

No one knew whether that was remotely close to its real name. But from that day on, they called it Ari.

And Ari responded.

Nine days later, he was gone.

No goodbye.

No miracle in the sky. No secret that shook the world. Daniel, Lucy, and Jonah came to the creek that afternoon and found the place empty. Only the moss where Ari had lain had changed. Silvery lines ran through the leaves. Within hours, they faded.

Daniel waited until after sunset.

Then until midnight.

He came back the next morning.

And the morning after that.

For a week.

Eventually he understood that Ari was not coming back.

On the last day Daniel brought a small cassette recorder. He sat on the same rock where he had sat during their first encounter.

He pressed RECORD.

For a long time, he said nothing.

Then twelve-year-old Daniel Mercer spoke into the cheap microphone.

“I don’t know if you’ll ever be able to hear me.”

Wind hissed across the tape.

“I don’t even know if you know what a promise is.”

Daniel looked into the woods.

“But if you ever come back here…”

He hesitated.

“Find me.”

He stopped the recording. The same cassette held forty-seven seconds of Ari’s sounds.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

Daniel kept the tape. At the time, he had no idea how long it would stay with him.

In the weeks after Ari disappeared, the three children tried to pretend nothing had changed.

They were not very good at it.

Daniel went to the creek every afternoon. Sometimes Lucy came. Sometimes Jonah. They found no trace except a patch of moss where the silvery lines remained visible for two more days before fading. Jonah collected samples in old jam jars. His mother threw one away because she thought it was mold.

Lucy left small things between the rocks: a red button, a seashell, a drawing on paper showing four figures beneath three moons. Rain destroyed the drawing overnight. After that, she stopped bringing things.

Daniel waited.

He did not feel abandoned. Not yet. Ari had never promised to stay, and the children had never discovered why he had been there in the first place. Still, Daniel was certain that something so extraordinary could not simply end. Stories did not stop in the middle of a sentence.

Real life, apparently, did.

School started again in September. Daniel sat in math class thinking about a sky with three moons. In biology, the teacher drew a cell on the board and he wondered whether Ari’s body even had cells. At recess, the other boys talked about movies and baseball. Daniel listened and felt as though someone had lowered a pane of glass between him and the rest of the world.

Jonah reacted differently.

He wanted proof.

He wrote down everything they could remember: the dimensions of Ari’s body, the approximate air temperature, times of day, the shape of his wound, the number of sounds. He made Daniel and Lucy describe their memories separately so they would not influence one another.

“You’re eleven,” Daniel said one day. “You’re not a cop.”

“That’s exactly why we have to do it now. Otherwise we’ll forget.”

Lucy said, “I’ll never forget him.”

She was seven.

She believed it.

Years later, Daniel would think about that sentence often.

The first distance between the three friends did not come from an argument. It came from the question of what a memory meant when no one outside the three of them could confirm it. Jonah held on to the details. Lucy held on to the feeling. Daniel began to avoid both.

At fourteen, he hid the cassette in a drawer.

At sixteen, he took it out and played it for a girl he was dating. She did not laugh, but her careful silence was worse. Daniel told her afterward that he had made the whole story up as a child.

At eighteen, he moved away.

By twenty-two, he no longer told anyone.

The world became larger and, at the same time, more ordinary. College. Work. Love. Bills. His parents got older. Lucy moved to Sacramento. Jonah began sending letters from university labs, writing about signals that might mean something and then turned out to mean nothing at all.

Daniel answered less and less.

That was the part of his own history he would later understand least. Not that he had stopped believing. Doubt was reasonable. What he could not understand was why he had begun to despise Jonah for refusing to choose the same doubt.

Maybe, Daniel thought decades later, he had not avoided Jonah because Jonah was obsessed.

Maybe Jonah had reminded him that a twelve-year-old boy had once known something the adult Daniel no longer wanted to know.

The cassette stayed with him anyway—through every move, every apartment, the marriage, the divorce, and the deaths of his parents.

He threw away old photographs, broken furniture, clothes he had not worn in years, but never the cassette.

If anyone had asked him why, Daniel would not have given an honest answer.

Maybe some part of him had kept waiting.

Nearly forty years later, Daniel Mercer knew one thing above all: memories could change, and children could remember things that had never happened. He had seen Ari—that much the boy he had once been had known with absolute certainty. The adult Daniel had learned to live with doubt.

He had made peace with it.

Until October 17, 2026, at 10:14 p.m.

Until every digital device in town went dead at the same moment, and a radio that had not been plugged into an outlet in thirty-two years suddenly began to play.

CHAPTER ONE

Eight Minutes and Thirteen Seconds

The radio sat on the highest shelf at the back of Mercer Analog Repair, wedged between an old reel-to-reel machine from the sixties and a box of vacuum tubes no one had needed in decades.

Daniel did not see it at first.

He heard it.

Three notes.

His hand stopped above the open back of an old amplifier. The shop was silent. Daniel held his breath.

Nothing.

A car passed outside, tires whispering over wet pavement.

The October rain had started around seven and had not let up since. Water ran down the window in narrow streams, smearing the neon signs across the street into soft red and yellow stains.

Daniel looked at the clock above the door.

10:14 p.m.

“Great,” he muttered.

He had promised Maya he would be home by nine.

Again.

His phone lay beside the soldering iron. Daniel picked it up.

Black screen.

He pressed the side button.

Nothing.

“Of course.”

The battery had shown sixty percent that afternoon. He plugged in the charging cable.

No response.

Then he noticed the small digital clock on his workbench was dark too. Daniel looked up at the ceiling lights. The fluorescent tubes were still burning.

So it was not a power outage.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two lower ones.

Daniel slowly turned toward the shelf.

This time there was no doubt.

He stood. His chair rolled backward and struck a cardboard box. Daniel did not notice.

On the top shelf sat an old world-band receiver made in 1958.

Black leatherette.

Brass-colored dial.

A machine built in an era when radio still meant voices from a thousand miles away arriving through the night like ghosts. Daniel had bought it at a flea market years ago.

It did not work.

More than that:

It had no power cord.

Daniel walked toward it.

The dial light was glowing.

Blue.

Impossible.

He stopped three feet away.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

Daniel did not move.

The rain disappeared.

The shop disappeared.

The years disappeared.

For one impossible instant, he smelled wet fern again.

Redwood bark.

Warm earth.

And something green and bitter in the air.

“No.”

The word barely made a sound.

The notes repeated.

Daniel reached for the radio. His fingers really were trembling now. He pulled it off the shelf.

Behind it:

No cable.

No battery.

Nothing.

And still the dial glowed.

Three notes.

Daniel set the receiver on the workbench.

“No.”

His heart was beating too fast. He was fifty-one years old. He repaired radios for a living. He knew what electrical devices could do and what they could not.

He also knew what memories could do.

They could change.

They could invent details.

They could turn dreams into certainty.

But they could not switch on a radio with no power.

Daniel yanked open a drawer. Cassettes, adapters, old microphones, cables.

Not what he needed.

Second drawer.

Nothing.

He went into the office and opened a metal cabinet. On the bottom shelf sat a gray plastic storage box.

Daniel pulled it out.

Across the lid, in faded black marker, were the words:

D.M. — DO NOT THROW AWAY

He set the box on the desk.

Opened it.

School notebooks.

Baseball cards.

A pocketknife.

An instant camera.

A red plastic car.

And underneath them, a portable cassette recorder.

Daniel lifted it out.

Beside it lay a cassette.

Three letters were written on the label.

ARI

Daniel’s mouth went dry.

He had not played the tape in at least twenty years.

Maybe longer.

He went back into the shop.

The old radio was still sounding the pattern.

Three.

Two.

Three.

Daniel put the cassette into the recorder.

Pressed PLAY.

Nothing.

Of course.

The batteries had leaked themselves dead years ago.

“Come on.”

He opened the compartment, removed the old batteries, and grabbed fresh ones from a drawer. His fingers were clumsy. One battery slipped and hit the floor.

“Damn it.”

He picked it up.

Put it in.

PLAY.

Tape hiss.

Then his own voice.

High.

Young.

Almost unfamiliar.

“Test. Test. Lucy, stop it.”

Children laughing in the background.

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment.

Then:

The sound.

Three notes.

Pause.

Two.

Three.

The radio on the workbench answered.

Exactly.

Daniel looked from one machine to the other.

Tape.

Radio.

Tape.

Radio.

The same signal.

Not similar.

The same.

Something deep inside him broke open—something he had spent nearly four decades burying beneath layers of reason, work, bills, divorce papers, parent-teacher meetings, funerals, and ordinary Tuesdays.

“Ari?”

The radio went silent.
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