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To my grand mothers
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Prologue

The fall only lasts a few seconds. A quick flailing of 

her limbs, hair rippling like ribbons, and then it’s over— almost 
kind in its quickness, some perverse mercy of gravity. It’s only 
 later, when I replay the scene in my head, that the seconds begin to 
slow. They stretch and fracture, each one splitting into countless 
freeze- frames. I see her hands grapple at the air. I see her legs kick 
against the invisible tide dragging her  toward the ground, a flicker 
of recognition before she closes her eyes. I see  things I  couldn’t pos-
sibly have seen. Not from where I was standing. Not when she was 
falling so fast.

But I see them anyway, over and over: in the hazy moments be-
fore sleep, in the hypnotic blue glare of the TV screen. I remember 
them each time I see another news report, another viral video. 
Sometimes, I imagine alternate endings to the story: touches of 
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magic, last- minute miracles. I picture how  things might have gone 
if I  hadn’t been  there. If I’d left just a few minutes earlier. If I 
 hadn’t been alone.

It  doesn’t make any difference. One way or another, the crash 
always comes.
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One

Another Being falls as  we’re driving into Edinburgh. 

Not  here— that would be lucky, and luck  doesn’t run in the Mack-
enzie  family.

“Number eighty- five!” Rani shouts. “Just landed two minutes 
ago!”

She leans between the front seats, waving her phone like a news-
boy hawking the eve ning paper. On the screen, a slim, copper- 
colored  woman lies slumped over a pile of broken wood and burst 
watermelons. Golden blood trickles out from  under the debris, trac-
ing shimmering lines in the dust.

“Where is that?” I ask. Perry, our West Highland terrier, raises 
her head off my lap for a look, then gives a disinterested ruff and 
goes back to bird- watching through the car win dow.

“Malaysia again,” Rani says. “Some market near Kuala Lumpur.”
At least the Falls have improved my  sister’s geography; she was 
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still calling it “Koala Lumper” last month. She taps the screen and 
a pixelated video stutters into action. The Being is only vis i ble for a 
second before the crowd swoops. Tourists form a heaving scrum 
around the body; a  woman emerges red- faced and grinning, clutch-
ing a handful of feathers. My stomach churns. I’ve seen dozens of 
clips like this— every body has, by now— but they still make me 
want to throw up.

Dad’s head swings between the video and the rain- spattered 
windscreen. “Is it badly damaged? Masculine or feminine?”

It. Always “it,” not he or she, and “masculine” or “feminine” to 
describe how they look—as if the Beings  were a style of jeans or a 
Spanish noun. The papers talk about them the same way; it’s their 
way of making them seem less  human. It’s Dad’s way of rational-
izing his obsession with them.

“She’s a  woman, if that’s what you mean,” I say. “Besides, she’s 
not just damaged, she’s dead. No one could survive a fall that far.”

“ We’ll see.” Dad gives me one of  those infuriatingly patroniz-
ing smiles that he does so well, and I have to physically bite my 
tongue to stop myself from snapping at him.  Behind us, Rani keeps 
tapping through photos on Wingpin or 247being or one of the 
other hundred or so apps she’s downloaded.

“This one looks young.” She nudges her glasses up her nose. 
“Like, seventeen or eigh teen.”

“ You’re judging by  human standards, though, pet,” Dad says. 
“We  don’t know how time affects their bodies yet. It’s pos si ble that 
a Being who looks twenty in our terms could be a hundred, maybe 
even a thousand years old.”
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He launches into yet another speech about yet another theory, 
and yet again, I  don’t give a crap. Ever since the first Being fell al-
most eight months ago, our  house has been like the Michael Mack-
enzie Center for  Really Boring Theological Research. I  can’t even 
remember the last time he asked if Rani had lunch money or if 
I’d done my homework. He’s too busy cutting articles out of 
newspapers, sticking pins and Post- its onto maps, chatting with 
Wingdings— a not- so- polite term for angel chasers—in Germany 
and New Zealand and Japan.

“At the moment it’s difficult due to the diff er ent chemical com-
position of their teeth, but scientists think they may be able to cal-
culate their ages by the end of this year . . .”

He natters on and on, getting so caught up in his tales that he 
misses the change of the traffic lights and a pissed- off lady in a 4x4 
beeps her horn at him. Rani nods and “mmms” and “uh- huhs” 
along. I’m pretty sure that even she, eleven- time winner of  Daddy’s 
Girl of the Year,  can’t actually be interested in the levels of linoleic 
acid in the Beings’ fingernails, but she puts on a good act.

I stick my earbuds in and gaze out of the win dow, nodding 
along to imaginary  music. (My iPod ran out of battery just before 
we passed Pitlochry, but I’ve learned it’s easier to pretend I  can’t 
hear Dad’s ramblings.) Outside, the drizzly city streets pass by in 
a blur. Seagulls swoop across the pale gray sky, on the hunt for 
food. Perry whines and scratches at the door.

“Almost  there, Per,” I murmur, stroking the white fur of her 
back. “Just ten more minutes.”

I know how she feels. We’ve spent five hours in Dad’s stuffy 
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Renault Clio, stuck in traffic on the A9 from Inverness to Edin-
burgh. It’s a shitty way to spend the summer holidays, but neither 
of us had any choice in the  matter.

In hindsight, I should have known something was up when I 
woke to the smell of pancakes last Saturday. It was the first time 
Dad had cooked in months; ever since the Falls started,  we’ve lived 
on a diet of micro wave dinners, cereal, and takeaway pizzas. Just 
as Rani and I had finished drenching our plates in maple syrup, he 
gave a ner vous cough.

“How would you two feel about  going down to Edinburgh for 
a few weeks? I think . . .” He was trying to sound casual, but I could 
tell from his hesitation that I  wasn’t  going to like what he had to 
say. “I think I could catch a Being  there.”

My food went cold as I listened, openmouthed, to his plan. 
He’d done some “research” (i.e., chatting with other Wingdings on 
CherubIM), and based on the fact that southeast Scotland has had 
the highest number of Falls in the world, had “come to the conclu-
sion” (made a wild guess) that another one was due to land in Ed-
inburgh “within the next few weeks” (at some point in the  future, 
or possibly never— he’d figure out the details  later).

“Think about it, girls,” he said. “We’d fi nally be able to find out 
where  they’re coming from and why  they’re falling.”

I put up a fight. Dad pretended to listen, but when I fi nally ran 
out of reasons why this was the stupidest idea since choco late tea-
pots, he just smiled and ruffled my hair.

“I know it’s a long shot, Jaya,” he said, “but I  really need to do 
this.”

The car glides through a puddle, splashing the win dows with 
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murky rainwater. My phone buzzes. I know it  won’t be from Leah, 
but my heart leaps with hope all the same. Instead, I find Emma’s 
name on the screen. 

Look what sad sausages we are without you! Attached is a photo 
of her and Sam pretending to cry, their frowns hidden  behind 
curved hot dogs. The sky above them is bright blue, perfect weather 
for a barbecue.  They’re only two hundred miles away, but sud-
denly the space between  here and home seems infinite.

I’m tapping out my reply when Rani pipes up with another up-
date. My  sister is on constant Being- watch. She could tell you when 
and where each one fell, what he or she looked like, sometimes 
even how much their blood and feathers sold for. Personally I think 
 there’s something kind of creepy about an eleven- year- old trawling 
the internet for news of dead bodies, but Dad finds it useful.

“Listen to this,” she says. “ ‘ Today’s news means that seven Be-
ings have now landed in Malaysia. The only other country to have 
hosted as many Falls is Scotland, also with seven; Rus sia has seen 
five, and Algeria four.’ ”

I twist in my seat to face Dad. “What if you got it wrong? What 
if the next one falls in Malaysia? I mean,  they’ve had just as many, 
so it’s just as likely, right?” I kick my right foot onto the dashboard, 
jab a toe at the sealskin- colored sky. “Maybe we should be on our 
way to Kuala Lumpur right now. At least it’d be sunny  there.”

“Malaysia’s a lot bigger than Scotland, Jaya,” Dad says, swatting 
my shoes away. “Plus, the Falls over  there have been scattered all 
around the country, whereas  here  they’ve had seven within thirty 
miles of the city.  There’s no comparison. If I’m  going to catch one 
anywhere, it’ll be in Edinburgh.”
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I grit my teeth, trying to still the anger bubbling up inside me. 
He’s so stupid. This  whole “plan” is so ridiculous. You  can’t catch 
a Being. You just  can’t. They fall at unbelievable speeds.  They’ve 
smashed through buildings, turned highways into craters. One 
caused a mini tidal wave when she fell in the South Pacific, and 
another killed a  woman when he landed on her in a town square 
in Armenia. It’s not a bloody Looney Tunes cartoon: you  can’t stick 
a trampoline  under them and spring them back to safety.

Nobody knows when the next one  will fall. Sometimes three 
 will tumble down in one day, and sometimes weeks  will go by 
before another appears.  There are scientific and religious institu-
tions pouring billions into working out a pattern, but they  haven’t 
even come close to finding one. It’s not like Dad, former sales and 
marketing man ag er for Tomlinson Cigarettes, now stay- at- home 
layabout, is  going to be the one to crack the code.

He makes a right turn onto a brightly lit street of shops and res-
taurants. Outside Pizza Express, a man in a kilt and tinfoil wings 
is playing something that sounds vaguely like Robbie Williams’s 
“Angels” on the bagpipes. Dad sings along, drumming his fin gers 
on the steering wheel. Rani joins in for the chorus. They  belt it out 
together, carefree and off- key, the excitement crackling off them like 
static. A dash of pity simmers with my anger. He  really thinks he 
can do this.

He actually thinks he’s  going to catch an angel.
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Two

The flat that Dad has rented is a dump. The kitchen is 

Barbie- size, the bathroom walls are cloudy with damp, and the 
living-room carpet looks like somebody’s gone all Jackson Pollock 
with a  bottle of red wine.  Behind the smell of chemical lemon clean-
ing products,  there’s a stubborn undercurrent of beer, weed, and 
takeaway pizza.

“I rent it out to students during term time,” says Shona, our 
landlady for the next few weeks. “Gives the place a youthful 
energy.”

She fixes me with a wide mulberry smile. She’s white, fiftysome-
thing, and looks just like an aubergine: skinny on top, round on 
the bottom, and purple all over. Baggy violet trousers, an indigo 
blouse, hair the exact shade of grape juice. At first I thought it might 
be a cult uniform, but then she told me I had “aggressive red tones 
in my aura,” so I think she might just be a bit odd.
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“I’m sure you’ll be comfortable,” she says as she leads us back 
to the living room. “It’s small, but the chi flows very well.”

“It’s  great,” Dad says. He  hasn’t noticed the scowl on my face, or 
that Rani has pulled the collar of her T- shirt over her nose to block 
out the smell seeping from the sofa. “Reminds me of my uni days.”

For Dad, this flat is yet more proof that his angel- chasing plan 
is destined to succeed. Just a few days ago, he was frantically search-
ing hostels and campsites— with the festival a  couple of weeks away, 
most accommodations in Edinburgh have been booked for months. 
Shona’s place was, too,  until one of the acrobats  she’d rented it 
to broke his ankle tripping over a paving slab and the duo had to 
cancel.

“And it’s just a few hundred feet from St. Giles’ Cathedral!” 
Dad said as he eagerly sent off the deposit. “Being number eight 
fell  there on New Year’s Day, remember? That has to be a sign!”

Now, in the living room, he goes to the win dow and pushes it 
open. “You can see it from  here! Look, Ran, see the scaffolding?” 
He twists back to look at Shona, a stupid grin on his face. “If this 
 doesn’t help my research, I  don’t know what  will.”

Shona nods gravely. “Aye, I find the atmosphere in this part of 
the city very vitalizing. It’s sure to inspire you.” Her eyebrows— 
also purple— rise slightly. “So, is it just the three of you?”

I shoot her a dirty look. This again. I’d noticed a split second 
of confusion in her eyes as she opened the door, wondering how 
my pale, blond  father could have two brown  daughters. It quickly 
faded as she worked it out, but now she’s looking for the missing 
part of the set. It happens a lot when we  we’re out with Dad, 
sometimes accompanied by a bunch of nosy questions. I’ve always 
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hated when  people do that. Since Mum’s accident, it’s felt even 
worse.

To my relief, Dad changes the subject without answering. Soon 
 they’re talking about his research and about the trip that Shona’s 
taking to a  silent retreat in Italy next week. I leave them to their 
small talk and wander off to the room that Rani and I  will be 
sharing for the next few weeks. Cucumber- green walls, gray metal 
bunk beds, three dried-up ferns in one corner. My heart sinks a 
second time as I dump my bag on the floor.

“I call top bunk!”
Rani scrambles up the ladder and dives onto the bed, tossing 

her spindly legs into the air. She’s barely hit the mattress before she 
whips out her phone again.

“Guess what? They think number eighty- five could be the  sister 
of the Being who fell in Greenland in April. Look,  they’re like 
twins!”

She holds out the phone to show me, but I swat it away and go 
to the win dow, gazing down at the bustling street five floors below 
us. I miss my room back home already. It’s one of the few places in 
the world where I can escape the news, photos, adverts, nonstop 
mindless 24/7 chatter about the Beings. Not much chance of that 
 here.

“Number eighty- five also landed at the same longitude as the 
Being in Laos.” Rani taps on another link, ignoring the fact that 
I’m ignoring her. “ Isn’t that in ter est ing?”

I bump my head against the windowpane. Raindrops race down 
the glass, sketching ghostly rivers over my vision. “Fascinating, Ran. 
Utterly fascinating.”
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It poured last time we came to Edinburgh, too. That was two 
years ago, during the Fringe, the huge arts and theater festival that 
happens  here  every August. Never one to be put off by a “bit of 
drizzle,” Mum dragged us all over town watching all the street art-
ists: a cappella groups and contortionists and hip- hop dancers, ac-
robats and fire- eaters and a tightrope- walking violinist, all scattering 
flyers like wedding confetti. My hair went frizzy, Perry smelled like 
compost, and Rani kept moaning about her wet trainers, but it was 
sort of fun.

“A city of spirit and spectacle,” as Mum said. She was always 
saying stuff like that. Dad used to call her “my poetess,” then laugh 
when  she’d go off on a rant about the term being sexist.

This time round, Edinburgh is full of fake angels. Performers 
dressed head to toe in gold are dotted around the street, reenact-
ing the Falls in stilted clockwork dances. Two  little girls skip past 
Starbucks, plastic halos bobbing over their heads, and tour guides 
lead groups of Wingdings to and from the cathedral. The specta-
cle goes on, but the spirit has darkened. It’s all just a way to squeeze 
money from dead Beings now.

“Jaya!” Rani shouts suddenly. “Jaya, look!”
I spin around. “What, Rani? What now?”
She points through the second win dow. I follow her stare— and 

my heart drops. Across the street, twenty, thirty, forty  people are 
emerging onto the rooftop of the flats opposite ours. It’s them. The 
Standing Fallen.

They look just like the groups on the news: a mix of ages, all 
dressed in stained shirts, ragged sweaters, jeans far too ripped to 
be fash ion able. Most of the men have uncut beards, and the  women’s 
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hair lies long and lank around greasy  faces. One of the members, 
a short, squat man holding a loudspeaker, tiptoes across the ridge. 
He hops nimbly onto the chimney as the  others inch  toward the 
roof ’s edge, forming a line  behind the rain gutter.

I’ve seen scenes like this on TV dozens of times, but it’s diff er-
ent this close up. I’d  imagined fear on their  faces, panic in the air. 
The members slither a  little as they creep over the wet tiles, but 
most of them  don’t look scared. Beneath the dirt, their expressions 
are cold and blank.

“Jaya!” Rani grips the edge of the bunk bed. “They have kids 
with them!”

My mouth goes dry. She’s right:  there’s a boy of around thir-
teen up  there, and a younger girl, maybe seven or eight. Unlike the 
adults,  they’re obviously terrified. The girl has her eyes squeezed 
shut tight, as if making a wish, while the boy stares at the crowd 
gathering seven stories below. His legs are shaking so much, I’m 
sure  he’ll slip. A small  woman holds one of their hands in each of 
hers, but she  doesn’t comfort them. She  doesn’t even look at them.

“I’m  going to get Dad.” Rani slides down and runs out of the 
room. The man by the chimney switches his loudspeaker on. It 
gives a sickening squeal, but he  doesn’t flinch.

“Sinners.” His voice is loud but calm, more a statement than an 
accusation. “For nearly eight months, angels have fallen from the 
skies. Not for millennia has the Creator sent so clear a sign of his 
wrath— but does Man repent? Does he scrub his soul of spite and 
greed, devote himself to a higher cause? No. He picks like a vulture 
at the bodies of angels, hungry for naught but blood and gold.”

I tell myself to turn away, just like I do when they come on TV, 
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but my body  won’t comply. Though their displays make my stomach 
churn and my head spin,  there’s something about the Standing Fallen 
that forces me to keep looking. I’ve watched and rewatched the 
videos. I know the speeches by heart.

The man on the rooftop pauses for effect, just like all the lead-
ers do. It’s hard to tell how old he is. His beard hides one half of 
his face, and the other is coated in a thick layer of grime.

“We represent no one church, no one religion,” he says. “We are 
only a reminder: a reminder of the evils of greed and godlessness, 
the unwavering arrogance of the  human race. We are a reminder 
of your sin. No good awaits man on earth now. Our only chance 
at redemption is to eschew earthly pleasures, to degrade our bod-
ies as we have degraded this planet, to sacrifice our lives as so many 
have been sacrificed in the ruthless race for so- called pro gress . . .  
to repent and prove ourselves worthy of the freedom of the after-
life.”

Somewhere in the distance, a siren begins to wail. Someone on 
the street below is screaming. Tears are  running down the  little 
girl’s face; the boy tries to talk to her, but the  woman snaps at him 
and he shrinks back. The speaker carries on, seemingly unfazed by 
the ruckus he’s creating.

“We are the Standing Fallen.” His voice swells with pride, 
though I’m sure it’s not supposed to. “As the Beings tumble, we take 
to the rooftops. We climb to remind you of the precipice upon 
which you teeter. We stand to remind you of how far you, too, 
could fall.”

In perfect unison, the followers place one foot on the rain gut-
ter. My head spins. They  won’t go through with it. The Standing 
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Fallen have put on displays like this on Seoul skyscrapers and Ca-
racas tower blocks; they even made it to the second floor of the 
Eiffel Tower back in April.  They’ve tiptoed over cliffs and swung 
from scaffolding.  They’ve threatened to jump countless times— but 
so far, they  haven’t actually done it.

I know all that, but it  doesn’t stop the sinking feeling in my 
stomach, or the pulse pounding in my ears— 

The weightlessness in my legs— 
The storm spinning in my head— 
The last  thing I see, before my eyes close and I hit the floor, is 

the boy on the roof bowing his head and beginning to pray.

121-70084_ch01_5P.indd   17 01/03/18   3:23 PM



hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh fi fl ffi ffl Th

Three

It was our 9/11, our Princess Diana, our JFK. You’d 

 always remember where you  were when you heard about Being 
No. 1.

He landed on a street corner in Shanghai, 10:46 p.m., 7 De-
cember. An Italian tourist caught the  whole  thing on camera. He’d 
only meant to take a photo of his wife, but he pressed the wrong 
button and ended up creating the most- watched video on the in-
ternet. (Forty- six billion views, according to Rani’s latest update.) 
Though I’ve tried to avoid it, I’ve seen the clip so many times I can 
close my eyes and replay it in my mind, frame by frame.

First, a spot of silver appears in the smog- orange sky. It hovers for 
a moment, then quickly grows bigger, plummeting earthward faster 
than the eyes can follow. Voices start to shout in Mandarin, Ital-
ian, En glish: it’s a shooting star, a meteor, a tumbling sun come to 
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crush us all! But then the light twists and elongates, and two 
streaks of silver spread across the sky. Wings.

Broken wings.
If you pause the video at two minutes, thirty- one seconds, you 

can see the man’s face.  There’s none of the noble peace you’d 
expect from an angel: he looks young and frantic and scared to 
death. He spins  toward the skyscrapers, wings beating hopelessly. 
Even when he’s only a heartbeat from the ground,  you’re sure  he’ll 
somehow take off, back  toward the heavens and to safety— but 
then, with an earth- shattering blast, he smashes face- first into the 
pavement.

Tires squeal, horns blast, a cloud of dust mushrooms into the 
air. The chaos begins.

For days it was all anyone could talk about. We swapped stories 
like football stickers, each hoping to find the shiniest. Sam and 
Marek  were playing Xbox when one of Sam’s gamer buddies sent 
him a link. Emma’s Mormon cousins in the States posted a rap-
turous status on Facebook about it. Dad was watching the eight 
 o’clock news, no doubt washed down with his fifth G&T of the 
eve ning.

Mum  didn’t see it.  She’d been dead for ten days by then.
I was at Leah’s  house. She was cutting off my hair.
That’s what I remember most about that day. Not her mum 

hammering on the bathroom door, shouting about something we 
absolutely had to see, or watching that first blurry clip on her 
phone— I was sure it was a hoax, anyway, so I  wasn’t paying that 
much attention. What I remember best are Leah’s fin gers trembling 
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as she picked up the scissors, and the quiver in her voice as she asked 
me for the hundredth time if I was sure I wanted to do this.

“Oh my God, Leah, yes.” I tugged on the hem of her T- shirt. 
“Come on! It’s just hair. It grows back.”

“I  don’t know, Jaya,” Leah sighed. “I’ve never cut anyone’s hair 
before. I  don’t think the Princess Jasmine doll I had when I was 
seven counts.”

“Fine.” I spun her mum’s kitchen scissors around my fin ger. “If 
you  don’t do it, I  will, and then you’ll have to shave my head to 
cover up the mess I’ve made.”

“All right, all right!” She snatched the scissors back. “Fine, I’ll 
do it. Just  don’t blame me if  you’re handing over eighty quid in Toni 
and Guy tomorrow, okay?”

I remember the tightness in my throat as she made the first few 
cuts. I remember the locks slipping past my knees, curving like 
strokes of ink on the bathroom tiles. It was my childhood, that hair. 
It was bedtimes and bath times, messy French plaits and too- tight 
braids the summer we went to the Bahamas. It was Mum’s hands: 
washing and combing and tying, winding the tresses around her 
fin gers or stroking them as she read me a bedtime story. It was the 
sleek black veil of her hair, too, and my grand mother’s when she 
was younger, and all our Sri Lankan ancestors before them. That 
hair was my history, and now it was gone.

I  didn’t regret it. But it  didn’t feel as good as I’d hoped it would.
Leah was right, as it happened: it turned out years spent scalp-

ing your Barbies  didn’t make you a good hairdresser. I walked home 
with an NYC cap on my head and a ner vous flutter in my stom-
ach. Mum would have found it hilarious (I could almost hear her 
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cackle: “What have you done to yourself? You look like the ne-
glected love child of Noel Fielding and Edward Scissorhands!”), 
but Dad was a diff er ent story. Dad would be Concerned.

He came  running into the corridor as soon as I pushed open 
the door to our flat. My heart was pounding. I tugged the cap off 
quick, like a bandage, but he  didn’t even blink.

“Did you hear what happened?” he asked. “In China? Did you 
see the news?”

His eyes  were red, like they had been for most of the past ten 
days— a combination of gin and tears— but this time  there was 
something diff er ent. They  were bright. Hopeful.

“This has to mean something,” he kept saying as he paced 
around the living room, stopping  every few minutes to rewatch the 
video on his laptop. “It has to be a sign. It has to.”

It took him two hours and twelve minutes to notice the mess 
on my head. Being Fever had already kicked in.

Rani wakes me up the next day with the latest Being Bulletin: an-
other angel landed off the coast of Alaska early this morning. A 
fisherman and his son spotted him bobbing facedown in the  water, 
his wings like storm- torn sails, and rowed out to bring him back to 
shore. It sounds just like a dozen other Falls, except for one  thing. 
Both the boy and his  father swear that, just as they  were hauling 
him onto the boat, the Being said something. It  wasn’t any lan-
guage they recognized—it sounded more like  music than words— 
but it was something like speech.

“By the time they pumped his lungs and checked his pulse, he 
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was dead.” Rani leans over the top bunk and shows me a photo on 
her phone. “If  they’re telling the truth, the Being must have sur-
vived the Fall!”

I rub my eyes: the blur on- screen becomes a man, middle- aged 
with metallic red skin. He’s lying on a pebble beach, his wings 
patchy where his “rescuers” have helped themselves to feathers. By 
now the Alaskan authorities  will have flown his body to a lab. 
 They’ll slice him open, marvel at how his heart is so like ours 
though his blood is golden, how his bones look almost  human yet 
are light as a bird’s.  They’ll scan his face through an ever- growing 
database of the dead, trying to find the person he could have been 
before.

So far, they  haven’t found any matches. I never  really believed 
the theory that the Beings  were once  human, but I  don’t see why 
they  shouldn’t be treated like  people.

“Listen to this, Jay.” Rani starts scrolling through links on 
CherubIM. “ ‘Reports suggest that the Being has only one broken 
wing, whereas all other bodies have had both severely damaged or, 
in a few cases, ripped off entirely.’ ”

I yawn and check my phone. No messages from my friends. Still 
nothing from Leah.

“Absolutely enthralling, Ran,” I mutter. “I can hardly contain 
my excitement.”

She ignores the sarcasm. “ ‘At this early stage we can only spec-
ulate, but experts suggest that Being number eighty- six may have 
been able to slow its descent with its one functional wing, allow-
ing it to land safely on the  water.’  Isn’t that amazing?”

I pull the phone from her hand. “Hello? What? Oh my God, 
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Ran, news just in! Experts have now confirmed that I  really  don’t 
give a crap.”

“Ha-ha.” She scowls and snatches it back, rolling her eyes. “I’m 
just trying to keep you informed of world events, Jaya.”

Before I can think of a suitably snarky reply— something about 
not needing life lessons from a girl who was still watching Dora 
the Explorer two years ago— there’s a tap on the door. Dad pokes 
his head in.

“Morning, girls.” His eyes are slightly bloodshot, and his T- shirt 
is crumpled. I won der if he’s been to bed, or if he was up all night 
 doing research. “How you feeling, Jay?”

My cheeks burn as I remember my fainting spell last night. 
I’d woken to find Dad and Rani crouching over me as Shona looked 
on, her mouth a purple pout of concern. Dad sat me up and told me 
to put my head between my knees. “Prob ably just dehydrated,” he 
said, patting my shoulder. “It was a long journey.”

Shona clicked her tongue. “Very negative energy, that Standing 
Fallen lot. I’m not surprised it’s having such an overwhelming ef-
fect on you, hen. I’ll bring you up some quartz, maybe a bit of 
amethyst— very cleansing for the aura.”

Outside, two fire engines  were pulling up beside the flats. We 
watched in silence as the firefighters unfolded their ladders and led 
the members of the Standing Fallen off the roof. The adults’  faces 
 were impassive as ever, but the  little girl was sobbing, and the boy 
melted with relief as a fireman lifted him away from the rain gut-
ter. Nobody had jumped, nobody had slipped. Not yet.

Dozens of religious cults have popped up since the Falls began. 
Hundreds, prob ably. Guild of Gold is the largest, and Fourth Age 
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the most deadly— countless suicides all across Amer i ca, and some 
in Eu rope. But it’s only the Standing Fallen that make me feel like 
this: small, and light- headed, and totally powerless.

“Fine,” I say now. “Just felt a bit woozy.”
Dad nods in agreement. “I’m heading down to Roslin to check 

out the spot where number thirteen fell,” he says. “Anyone fancy 
coming?”

Rani leaps off the bed, demanding to go to McDonald’s for 
breakfast. For a moment, I almost feel like I’m back in my bed up 
north, and that Dad’s asking us if we want to come to the super-
market or for one of  those pointless drives that he used to like so 
much. I’ll walk out to the car and Mum  will twist around from 
the passenger seat, hand me the iPod, and say, “Pick a tune for us, 
John Peel” like she always did. But then, like a punch in the gut, I 
remember: I’m not, and he  isn’t, and she  won’t, she  can’t, she’s gone.

I  don’t bother to answer.  After a moment, Dad drums his fin-
gers on the door frame lightly. “Okay, Jaya, see you  later.  There’s 
some money on the kitchen  counter if you need it.”

He waits another moment, then sighs and shuts the door. His 
disappointment lingers long  after he, Rani, and Perry have left the 
flat. I  don’t know what he expects of me. I  can’t play happy fami-
lies. I  can’t pretend every thing is normal, that I  don’t spend  every 
waking minute wishing I could go back eight months and make 
 things right.

I bury my face in the pillow as my eyes start to prickle. Nothing 
is normal anymore. He’s just too busy chasing angels to notice.
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Dad  wasn’t the only one to lose the plot  after the 

Falls started. No  matter what you believed in,  there was some-
thing undeniably sinister about angels falling from the sky. In the 
first few weeks,  after a second and then a third Being had landed 
and even the most devout atheists had to admit that this prob ably 
 wasn’t a hoax, the  whole world spun off-course.

The mail stopped coming. For me, that was the first clue that 
 things  were about to change— that George, our ever- punctual 
postie, had sacked off work to spend what he thought  were the last 
days with his  family. Buses  didn’t turn up; bins overflowed when 
no one came to collect them. Shops and restaurants lay in the dark 
for days.  There  were rumors about tourists arriving at  hotels like 
ghost towns, cancer patients walking into graveyard- still hospital 
wards. Half our teachers gave up, too. Duty, it turns out,  doesn’t 
mean much when you think the world might end tomorrow.
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For many, their first reaction was to run. Houses all around the 
country sat empty, their  owners having fled for London or Warsaw 
or wherever they had moved away from, back to the  people they had 
left  behind. Between the near- constant coverage of Falls in Malawi, 
Nicaragua, Algeria, the news would occasionally jump to shots of 
mile- long traffic jams or crowds jostling in train stations. Commer-
cial flights had all been postponed—no one wanted to take the 
risk of an angel- aircraft collision thirty thousand feet above the 
earth.

 After that, the price of petrol skyrocketed. Banking systems 
blacked out as  people frantically tried to snatch their savings, and 
the stock market crashed as hard and fast as the Beings themselves. 
Looting flared up like an angry rash, infecting cities all around the 
globe. (It was kind of amazing seeing the  things  people would steal, 
even in the face of Armageddon—as if you could take micro scoot-
ers and thirty- two- inch TVs to the afterlife.) Christmas was only a 
few weeks away, but turkeys and pigs in blankets  were left to rot 
on supermarket shelves. Instead,  people stocked up on tinned foods, 
toilet paper, batteries, flashlights, warm sweaters, sturdy shoes . . .  
anything that might help them survive the weeks ahead.

Through all of this, between news reports and TV shows that 
nobody was watching anymore, government announcements urged 
every one to keep calm.

“It is still unknown where  these Beings are falling from, or what 
their  doing so signifies.” They named them “Beings”  because “an-
gels” seemed too religious, too obvious— calling them angels would 
have been admitting the world was ending, and inciting the very 
panic they  were trying to avoid. “We urge the public to avoid 
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drastic action and to await further information as it becomes 
available.”

For  those of us who bothered to show up, school was an eight- 
hour debate on if, when, and how the Rapture was  going to happen. 
The remaining teachers did their best to distract us, but it never 
worked— there was always somebody having a panic attack in 
French or storming off in the  middle of PE, ranting about the fu-
tility of netball when we’d all be dead in a week anyway.

The rest of us made jokes about it.
“I think it’ll happen on Christmas Day,” Emma said at lunch 

one day. “In the  middle of the Queen’s Speech.  She’ll be sitting 
 there, all smart in her pearls and whatnot, and then the screen  will 
start shaking, like  they’ve put Buckingham Palace in a tumble 
dryer.  There’ll be corgis flying about, footmen screaming—”

Marek chucked an M&M at her. “The Queen’s Speech is pre-
recorded, genius. I think it’ll be aliens.  They’ll come on New Year’s 
Eve, when  people are drunk and  don’t have their wits about them. 
Just as  we’re counting down to midnight, BOOM— they’ll zap us 
into dust and turn the country into a  water park.”

“It’d never be as dramatic as that,” Leah said, scoffing. “It’ll hap-
pen on some random day of the week, prob ably a Tuesday.  We’ll 
be sitting in history, writing about boring Liberal reforms or what-
ever, and the ground  will open up and swallow us  whole. The end.”

“ You’re prob ably right,” Sam said through a mouthful of tuna 
baguette. “Mrs. Maciver would still expect you to hand in your 
homework the next day, though.”

But the weeks trickled on, and though Beings kept falling, noth-
ing  else happened. The sky  didn’t cave in. The earth  didn’t split in 
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two. Jesus  didn’t rock up on a golden chariot, ready to whisk away 
the good and the pious to the afterlife. Neither did Marek’s extra-
terrestrials. For most  people,  there’s only so long panic can hold 
out. And  after so much madness, we  were all desperate for mo-
notony.

So the airports reopened. Buses started  running on time. The 
council sent out emails saying it would not,  under any circum-
stances, accept any more school truancies. Most  people returned 
to their jobs; George showed up a few days  after New Year’s with 
a sheepish grin and a handful of very late Christmas cards. Some 
of  those who had left town to be with their families came back, 
laughing off the terror  they’d felt just a few weeks ago.

By the end of January, life had returned to something resem-
bling normality. It was the world as we’d known it, only with the 
occasional winged person falling out of the sky.

But not for every one. Some  people joined cults. Some found 
religion. A few poor souls even killed themselves, a desperate at-
tempt to reach an afterlife they felt had been proven to exist. The 
papers  were filled with tragic stories about lives wasted. They never 
got easier to read.

Other changes  were less drastic. Some  people quit their jobs to 
spend more time  doing what they loved, for example. Dad said he’d 
handed in his notice to look  after Rani and me, that he needed a 
job with shorter hours and more holidays, but that was bullshit. If 
 there’s one  thing a sort-of apocalypse is good for, it’s showing you 
what  really  matters in life. For Dad, that was getting rich, chasing 
angels.

I  didn’t need the Falls for all that. My own personal apocalypse 
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had happened when Mum died. In all the chaos the Beings had 
created, every one  else had forgotten.

 There’s no TV in Shona’s flat—no doubt it’d interfere with the cos-
mic vibes or what ever. Instead, I while away the morning watch-
ing vlogs and scrolling through Tumblr, playing  music full-blast to 
drown out the bagpipes and the ranting preacher outside. I check the 
BBC and the Guardian websites for the latest news on the Standing 
Fallen.  There’s a video of last night’s display on the rooftop, plus 
 others in Luton, Cardiff, Bexhill- on- Sea, dozens across Eu rope and 
the States. I refresh my Twitter, my long- neglected Facebook.

Still nothing from Leah.
I know she  won’t get in touch. It’s been four months since she 

and her mum moved to Stirling, four months since anyone’s heard 
from her. Emma’s lost hope, and Sam and Marek act like she never 
existed, but I keep waiting. It’s diff er ent for me. Even if we  were 
on and off, even if we never gave a name to it . . .  she was my first 
girlfriend. I  can’t just forget about her.

Not even if she’s forgotten about me.
I amble around the internet for a few more hours, but at half 

past twelve, hunger fi nally drives me out of the flat. Despite the 
rain, the street is still full of Wingdings. Tour groups swarm around 
the cathedral, selfie sticks bobbing in the air. The queue to see the 
spot where Being No. 8 fell through the roof snakes right across the 
square, and dozens more tourists clamor around the merch stalls lin-
ing the road. Each one is heaped with tacky souvenirs: postcards, 
candles, tote bags, mugs, tins of shortbread, all emblazoned with 
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illustrations of angels midfall. Some are even selling tiny vials of 
gold liquid meant to represent Beings’ blood. Just as I ask myself 
who would possibly spend their money on such a  thing, a  woman 
in a tartan bonnet picks one up and hands the seller a tenner for it.

Outside Starbucks, a huge TV screen is playing footage of the 
Scottish Falls. I’ve seen it all before: No. 42 floating in a river; 
No. 33 plummeting between two tower blocks; No. 46 smashing 
into the motorway, sending cars spiraling off the road. Between 
clips, the film cuts to interviews with witnesses.

“Ah wiz pure terrified! Ah wiz just walkin’ tae work when ah 
seen this spot of light in the sky . . .”

“I’d been reading about the Fall in Kazakhstan that morning, 
but it  didn’t click at first— I thought it was a shooting star, maybe 
an asteroid.”

“And the sound when she hit the ground, it was so loud! I think 
I’ll never stop hearing this in all of my life.”

“It came out of nowhere, man. It was just so . . .  out of the blue.”
A sudden blast of pop  music drags me away from the screen. 

Farther down the Royal Mile, a queue of fifty or sixty  people has 
gathered on the pavement opposite the Storytelling Centre. As I 
walk  toward the crowd, I see a  couple of girls in skimpy white 
dresses and glittery wings scurrying along the pavement, handing 
out flyers and shouting over the  music.

“Welcome to Celeste’s, the UK’s first Being- themed restaurant!”
Two more angels stand by golden- gates doors, writing down 

names on clipboards  shaped like harps. The walls of the building 
are baby blue, both inside and outside, and decorated with fluffy 
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white clouds. One of the waitresses, a skinny girl with platinum- 
blond curls, flips her hair and pushes a flyer into my hand.

“Heavenly hour from two to four, Sunday to Thursday!”
One side of the paper shows a cartoon of a female Being with a 

silver halo and red lips, winking as she bites into a burger. The 
other lists the menu: halo bagels, cherubim chips, “angel” wings. 
Just your average diner food, only with silly names and at ridicu-
lous prices. My stomach growls. I’m starving, and the “Erelim 
omelet” does sound pretty tasty, but I  wouldn’t be seen dead eat-
ing in a place like this. As I turn to leave, a voice cuts through the 
girls’ sales pitch.

“ Don’t want bur gers, chips, and Sprite—we want decent Beings’ 
rights!”

Half the queue turns to stare. Two kids, both about my age, 
come stomping along the pavement, each with a placard over their 
shoulder: a short, very skinny white girl with wavy brown hair, 
chanting into a plastic megaphone, and a boy who, though blond 
and less pale, can only be her  brother—he has the same heart- 
shaped face, the same slightly upturned nose.

“Celeste’s has no morality!  Don’t profiteer from tragedy!” the 
girl shouts, raising her sign into the air. It’s  shaped like a pair of 
wings and shows a businessman trampling over the body of an 
angel, chunky pound signs twinkling in his eyes. “This place is an 
abomination, down with Being exploitation!”

The boy cups one hand around his mouth. “Novelty Being res-
taurants are demeaning to angels and  humans alike,” he says, forgo-
ing the rhymes. He seems a bit nonchalant compared to his  sister. “I 
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mean, come on, guys,  there’s a Nando’s up the road if you want 
chicken wings so badly.”

While the waitresses huddle on the top step of the restaurant, 
wings trembling as they discuss how to  handle the situation, the 
kids walk up and down the queue, trying to talk to the  people wait-
ing to get into Celeste’s. Most shake their heads; some tell them to 
piss off. Almost every one groans at the terrible chants, but nobody 
leaves. The girl  doesn’t seem discouraged, but the boy puts his plac-
ard down and starts taking photos of the scene instead. When his 
 sister notices, she flaps her own sign at him and hisses at him to 
concentrate. The boy rolls his eyes, slides his phone into his pocket, 
and shouts something halfhearted about fair treatment of Beings 
instead.

For a moment I’m almost tempted to pick up his placard and 
join in:  they’re vocalizing  every thought I’ve had about how  people 
treat the Beings, about how horrible and unfair and exploitative it 
is. But before I can, a short man with a shaved head and a wonky 
nose steps out. He exchanges a few angry whispers with the girls, 
then shakes his head and stomps down the steps. The boy’s eyes 
widen. His  sister smirks.

“Right, you two. Piss off,” the man ag er snarls. “ You’re not being 
funny,  you’re not being clever. Stop making prats of yourself and 
go home.”

“ We’re on the pavement.” The girl drops her placard and puts 
her hands on her hips. Her dress, dark green and decorated with 
tiny white birds,  ripples in the breeze. “It’s not private property. We 
can stand  here all day if we want to.”

The man grits his teeth. I flinch— it’s like watching a  Great 
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Dane squaring up to a Chihuahua— but the girl  doesn’t seem fazed. 
The boy steps forward, his arms crossed.

“We have  every right to peaceful protest.” His voice quavers a 
 little, but he looks the man ag er in the eye. “Call the police if you 
want, pal. It’s not like they can arrest us.”

“Oh, aye?” The man’s eyes bulge. “ We’ll see about that, you 
smug wee shit.”

He fumbles for the phone in his pocket, so fast he drops it to 
the pavement.  There’s a collective “eesh” from the crowd. The man-
ag er’s hands twitch into fists, but he just snatches it up and storms 
back into the restaurant while the kids snigger. One of the angel 
waitresses waits  until he’s past the golden gates, then runs up to 
the protesters.

“Can you just go? Please?” She’s wringing her hands like damp 
cloths. “This is our big launch.  He’ll be unbearable if it  doesn’t go 
well. If you  really have to do this, could you come back tomorrow?”

The boy’s expression softens, but the girl’s hands are still firmly 
on her hips.

“No. Sorry, but this is impor tant.  We’re trying to get you to re-
alize that the Beings are  people. It’s sick, treating them like this, as 
if they  were just—”

Whatever the next word is, it catches in her throat. Her chest 
heaves, and she coughs. Not your usual cough, but a  great, tearing 
sound that sends tremors through her  whole body. A few  people in 
the queue turn around to stare; the angel waitress takes a hasty step 
back. Her  brother leans in, passes the girl a tissue, and whispers 
something to her. It takes a minute for the coughing to ease off, 
but eventually she wipes her mouth and shrugs.
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“God, what ever.” Her voice is hoarse, but she rolls her eyes like 
it never happened. “ We’ll let you have your stupid launch. This 
 isn’t right, though. Not by a long shot.”

The waitress thanks them and runs back inside, teetering in her 
white heels. The pair shoulder their placards, the girl sneaking in 
one last chant before they leave: “Hope your business belly flops, 
exploitation has to stop!”

As they turn  toward me, her eye catches mine. I realize I’m still 
holding the restaurant’s flyer in my hand; I  don’t want her to think 
I’m just another Wingding, so I crumple it and give her a double 
thumbs-up. My cheeks flare— a double thumbs- up? What am I, 
Borat?— but the girl just grins and salutes in return. She’s kind of 
cute.  Really cute, actually.

They walk right past me, and  there’s a moment when I could 
say something— strike up a conversation, let them know that I find 
all this Wingding crap as awful as they do. But by the time I’ve 
fished a half- coherent thought out of my brain,  they’re already 
rounding the corner, laughing about something, their placards bob-
bing in the air.
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The next morning, I wake up to find the flat empty and 

Shona, dressed in plum jeans and a satin violet shirt decorated with 
green flowers, knocking on the door.

“Smoky quartz!” For a second I think she’s speaking German 
at me, but then she pulls a large, shiny oval the color of dirty dish-
water from her pocket. “Removes negative energy from the aura. 
Always works for me. And this one”— she holds up a jagged lump 
of amethyst, a perfect match with her lipstick— “ will draw in di-
vine energy to protect it.”

“Eh . . .  thanks?” She pushes the stones into my hands.  They’re 
lighter than I  imagined. “Um, what do I do with them?”

“Just pass them over your body, like so.” She moves her hands 
around her chest, stomach, and legs in large sweeping motions, like 
she’s rubbing cream into her skin. I must look unconvinced,  because 
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she adds, “I know it sounds like nonsense, and who knows, maybe 
it is. But if it works, if it makes you feel better, does it  really  matter?”

“I guess not. I’ll, um, give it a go,” I say. “Thanks, Shona.”
“No prob lem, hen. Let me know how you get on.”
I begin to say good- bye, but she pulls a set of keys out of her 

pocket and holds them out to me. “Another wee  thing— would you 
mind popping in to  water my bonsai tree  after I head off to my 
retreat tomorrow? I’m just downstairs at number four. I’ll leave in-
structions.”

“Um, sure. How long are you away for?”
“Two weeks. Two perfect,  silent weeks.” She closes her eyes and 

gives a happy  little shake of her shoulders. “You should try it, hen. 
It’s fabulous,  really centers you.”

I give a vague “mmm” and thank her again for the crystals be-
fore she heads back downstairs. It’s kind of nice that she cared 
enough about my dodgy aura to bring them up. Even if I have no 
intention of using them for anything other than paperweights.

Then again, I might as well be on a  silent retreat with the amount 
of talking I do over the next  couple of days. My friends back home 
are too busy with their summer jobs to chat much, and though I 
wander down to Celeste’s a few times, I  don’t bump into the pro-
testers again. As for Dad and Rani, they spend all their time visit-
ing Fall spots around the city: the crater where No. 33 fell in 
Sighthill, the river where No. 42 washed up in May . . .  It’s like a 
trea sure hunt, each trip another step  toward the final prize.

If I  weren’t so against Dad’s  whole Being obsession, I might have 
gone with them just for the com pany. Instead, I spend my first few 
days in Edinburgh bored and alone in my room, watching the latest 
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Standing Fallen displays online and refreshing Leah’s profile pages 
for updates that never come.

I’m scrolling through her Instagram feed when Dad and Rani 
arrive back from checking out an angel statue in the National Mu-
seum on Wednesday eve ning. The last photo on her account is of 
Emma and me at the beach, taken back in March. Emma’s  doing 
her best Kardashian pout; the corner of my mouth is twitching into 
a smile, but I’m not quite looking at the camera. My eyes are on 
Leah.

She stopped speaking to me a few days  after that. No argu-
ment, no explanation; she just stopped acknowledging that I even 
existed. It  wasn’t the first time— Leah was forever stressing about 
“us,” though what “we”  were changed as often as Emma’s nail 
color— but it had never been so abrupt, or so extreme. Still, I  didn’t 
think it was anything more than another freak- out. Sam and I even 
put bets on how long it would last: he said Friday, I said Tuesday 
lunchtime.

We never found out who won,  because on Monday Leah  didn’t 
turn up to school at all. The next morning the worries started to 
creep in, and by Wednesday I  couldn’t concentrate for the sickly 
feeling in my stomach. I made Emma skip second period and come 
to Leah’s  house with me to find out what was  going on. Her dad 
flung the door open barely a second  after I’d knocked.

“Oh. Hi, girls.” His face flooded with disappointment. “Leah’s 
not  here. Kirsty’s . . .  Kirsty’s moved out, gone to her  sister’s down 
in Stirling. She took Leah with her.”

“Oh. Right.” My initial reaction was relief, followed by 
confusion— why  hadn’t they told anyone? When I’d asked at the 
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school reception, they said they  hadn’t heard anything. “Well,  will 
they be back?”

Mr. Maclennan swallowed.  There was a long strip of stubble 
over his Adam’s apple that he’d missed shaving. “I  don’t know, Jaya. 
I  didn’t think  she’d actually— I  don’t know.”

He mumbled something about needing to make a phone call 
and quickly shut the door. And that was it.  There was no note left 
for me from Leah, no emails or messages since. I must have called 
her a hundred times, but she never picked up. Her online profiles 
lay unchanged; eventually, her phone started  going straight to voice 
mail. Stirling might as well have been Saturn.

My phone vibrates in my hand, making me jump. The notifi-
cation scrolls along the top of the screen: BREAKING: Glasgow 
chapter of Standing Fallen stage “protest” on top of high school.

I click on the link;  after a moment a video flickers onto the 
screen. Dozens of tiny figures are stretched along the roof of an 
empty school building somewhere in the city, holding hands like 
paper- chain  people. I recognize some of them from past protests 
on the news.  There’s the fat man with the acne scars, his stomach 
lolling over the waistband of his baggy jeans. The tall redhead who 
was a grown-up Princess Merida a few months ago now has dark 
shadows circling her eyes and hair hanging to her shoulders in 
lank, greasy tresses.

The camera zooms in on the leader. He’s an emaciated white 
guy, maybe midthirties, with strawberry  blond hair, cauliflower 
ears, and almost no chin. He’s standing by one of the chimneys, 
screaming into a loudspeaker, just like the guy  here in Edinburgh 
did the other night.
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My head begins to spin again. I feel like I’m  going to fall, though 
I’m lying on the bottom bunk with nowhere to go but through the 
mattress. I hate seeing them teeter  there, knowing just one gust of 
wind could send them tumbling. I know I should just stop watch-
ing, but I  can’t. It’s a compulsion. Rani’s addicted to tracking the 
Falls; I’m addicted to tracking the Fallen.

On the screen, the sirens are growing louder and louder. The 
group raise their arms, their own broken wings, like a troupe of 
actors accepting applause. The leader screams something about the 
arrogance of the  human race, and— 

The video cuts out. Not just the video: the  whole screen. My 
phone, medieval piece of junk that it is, has run out of battery.

I toss it aside and roll off the bottom bunk. “Rani!”
She and Dad are in the living room, working on their research. 

 After just a few days, Dad has managed to transform the place into 
a madman’s laboratory:  there are pin boards covered in notes, a 
fringe of Post-it notes stuck to the sofa and chairs, books on Zoro-
astrianism and weather patterns and aerodynamics spread like 
stepping- stones across the carpet. It’s like the guy has never heard 
of Microsoft Office.

“Can I borrow that?” I ask, while Rani swipes at the screen. 
“Mine’s just died.”

“I’m busy, Jaya.” Her tone makes me bristle. Whenever she’s act-
ing as Dad’s research assistant, she talks to me like I’m five years 
younger than her and not vice versa. “Why  don’t you just charge it?”

“I need to watch something now, genius. Come on, Rani, I’ll 
just be a minute.”

“Jaya! This is impor tant!  They’re about to release the results of 
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Being number eighty- six’s autopsy! This could tell us  whether he 
was still alive or—”

She starts to explain, but I cut her off. My need to watch this 
video feels more urgent than usual, almost desperate. I turn to Dad.

“Can I jump on your laptop quickly? It’ll just take a minute.”
He keeps on typing, staring zombielike at the screen; I have to 

shake his shoulder to get him to look up. He spins around, so an-
noyed that I actually take a step backward.

“What, Jaya?  Can’t you see I’m busy? Your  music videos or vlogs 
or what ever can wait  until tomorrow.”

And I  don’t know why, but that’s the  thing that fi nally makes 
me snap. I kick the wall, leaving a muddy smudge on the off- white 
paint. Rani drops her phone into her lap; Dad spins in his chair, 
his mouth open. Before I can stop myself, all the anger that’s been 
bubbling up inside me for weeks, even months, comes spilling out 
of my mouth.

“This is ridicu lous!  You’re totally delusional!  There’s absolutely 
no chance you can do this, you do realize that?” I kick over a huge 
leather- bound book so hard it sends shooting pains through my 
foot. “ You’ve given up your job, ruined our  whole summer, our 
 whole lives, and for what? For the tiny, impossibly small chance that 
a Being might just happen to fall out of the sky at the right mo-
ment? It’s not going to happen!”

Dad’s cheeks turn red, but he  doesn’t shout. Instead, he closes 
his eyes and takes a long, deep breath. It’s such a Mum move, it 
actually makes me feel a bit sick.

“I’m trying to make  things better,” he says calmly. “I’m trying 
to make  things right again.”
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“How? By getting some big cash prize? If you wanted to be rich 
so badly, why  didn’t you just keep working at Tomlinson? Oh wait, 
yeah,  you’re ‘looking  after’ us,” I say, adding air quotes with my 
fin gers. “Hardly. Rani and I  don’t need you; we’d be fine on our 
own. You barely act like a parent, anyway.”

“ Don’t you—”
He stumbles over his words, breaking off midsentence. He 

looks . . .  wounded.  There was a time when a look like that would 
have had me apologizing in a nanosecond, but not now. I storm out 
of the room and grab my rain jacket and the dog leash from the 
coat rack.

“Come on, Perry.”
The dog leaps out of her basket, tail wagging happily. I let her 

run out onto the stairwell, then slam the door  behind me. I half 
expect Dad to shout at me to come back, or at least to ask where I 
think I’m  going, but the door  doesn’t open.

Outside,  people speed past with their heads bent and their hands 
in their pockets, or shielding their heads with handbags. The driz-
zle has turned into a full-on downpour and the sky is turning from 
pale gray to charcoal, but I  don’t care. I turn away from the cathe-
dral, surrounded by its usual orbit of tourists, and instead walk 
down the Royal Mile. I pound the pavement with my trainers, 
imagining I’m stomping all over Dad’s stupid research, stamping 
on his laptop. Crushing his notes and algorithms and time- wasting 
theories into pulp.

I turn past the Parliament and  toward Arthur’s Seat, the hills 
tucked  behind the city center. Last time I came  here, it was full 
of  people: tourists taking selfies,  couples lounging on the grass, 
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walkers in ugly boots and warm fleeces. Now the hills are practi-
cally empty: just one very dedicated photographer, taking pictures 
of a ruin perched on a low crag overlooking a rain- spattered duck 
pond. I follow a steep path in the opposite direction, stopping 
halfway to find a stick to throw for Perry. She bounds through a 
puddle and races  after it, then sprints back with it for me to chuck 
again.

By the time we reach the top of the hill, the rain has eased off 
and  we’re both panting hard. I sit down on a rock and Perry slumps 
to the ground, her tongue lolling. Below us, the city looks like a 
toy town. I reach into my pocket for my phone before remember-
ing I left it at home, so I try to commit it to memory instead. Win-
dows glow in the twilight, the pinpricks of streetlamps swirl like 
golden galaxies. Church steeples and towering monuments pierce 
the skyline, standing sentry around the illuminated  castle. And for 
the millionth time since last November, I wish Mum  were  here.

Mum  wouldn’t have put up with this Wingding crap. She cared 
about stuff. She cared about our littered seas, our burning forests, 
the species being wiped from the planet. She cared about the Afri-
can towns being used as dumps for Western gadgets, the factory 
workers in Asia paid pennies to make our clothes. I’d seen her cry-
ing over photos of drowned refugees, and over  people’s refusal to 
help them.  There  were times when all the bad in the world seemed 
to overwhelm her, and times when she  couldn’t avoid being part of 
it. But she never resigned herself to it.

 There was a time, back when they  were students, when Dad 
had that much passion, too. Mum would sometimes talk about the 
eighteen- year- old  she’d met at university, the one who joined the 
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Socialist Workers Party and got the sleeper train down to London 
so he could go to Carnival Against Capitalism, but I always felt 
like she was describing a diff er ent person.

I heard them arguing about it once, just  after he’d accepted the 
job at Tomlinson Cigarettes. Mum  didn’t say anything about it in 
front of Rani or me, but their arguing woke me up that night.

“ We’ll be living off other  people’s lung cancer. How can you be 
okay with that?” Mum was hissing— I had to creep from my bed-
room to the top of the stairs to hear her properly. “What’s happened 
to you, Mikey?”

“I grew up, Sonali!” Dad sounded more exasperated than angry. 
“I grew up and realized that the world just  isn’t perfect.  There is 
no fair, equal society lying dormant  under all this injustice, wait-
ing for a student protest or peaceful demonstration or some stupid 
online petition to wake it up. I realized that, actually, money can 
bring you happiness, and, you know what, that I would rather have 
a nice life than nice princi ples, and—”

Mum cut him off with a cold laugh. “Wow. Nice.  Great exam-
ple  you’re setting for the girls  there, Michael.”

I  don’t know what she would have thought about the Beings, 
but I know she  wouldn’t have let him turn our lives upside down 
to go chasing one. I close my eyes. I wish I could turn back time, 
back to that morning in November, change  every choice I made 
that day.  There’s no way Dad would have dragged us on this wild- 
goose chase if she  were still  here.

Somewhere in the distance, thunder starts to rumble. Raindrops 
slip over the edge of my hood, landing on my nose. I wipe my eyes 
and try to swallow down the lump in my throat, the knot of guilt 
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in my chest that’s been  there since November. When I look up, the 
sky has slid from dark gray into black, and the anger that drove 
me out of the  house has morphed into a tired sort of sadness.

“Perry!” I shout, getting up to go home. “Come on, let’s go!”
I hear her rustling around in the bushes, then the soft scuffling 

of her paws on the grass. I clip the leash back onto her collar and 
hurry back down the path, only I must take a wrong turn some-
where,  because suddenly I’m in some sort of clearing, rocks on one 
side and trees on the other, with absolutely no idea what direction 
I’m  going in.  There are streetlights glowing in the distance, but the 
Parliament has dis appeared from sight.

“Shit.” It’s dark.  Really dark. The moon is hidden  behind murky 
black rain clouds, and I  don’t even have my phone to use as a flash-
light or, more importantly, to call for help.  Don’t panic, I think, 
but my pulse is starting to race. I stumble forward, scraping my 
hand on a rock, when something appears in the sky.

It’s barely vis i ble at first: just a smudge, a tiny  ripple of move-
ment. It lasts only a split second, and at first I think I  imagined it, 
but then something shifts in the clouds, and a dull pink dot forms 
against the blue- black sky. It slips  toward the earth, falling at break-
neck speed, so fast my eyes can hardly keep pace.

I start to run, but it’s coming closer, hurtling like a comet  toward 
me, and though I’ve seen scenes like this a hundred, a thousand 
times, I  don’t realize what I’m looking at  until it’s just ten or fifteen 
meters away,  until it spreads its wings and comes plummeting 
 toward the hill.

Another Being, falling right in front of me.
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