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	See you in the shadows,
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Prologue: Moment of Truth

	 

	“Where’s the soup kitchen gone, Rusty?”

	Keith looked up in puzzlement at the facade of the Methodist Hall. The building was locked, for the first time since Keith had started sleeping rough. Soup with the Methodists was one of his weekly routines. But lately things had been going awry.

	“First the Quakers went, now this.”

	He looked down at his dog, Rusty, who peered back up at him from beneath a fringe of shaggy brown-and-white hair.

	“They were always nice, the Methodists,” Keith said forlornly. “Always gave you a bit of toast, didn’t they? Even a bone sometimes. And those little cakes they had.”

	Rusty gave a happy bark at the mention of food, then whined a little. The dog was expecting to go inside. For the second time, Keith reached up and rattled the door handle. It was still locked. He shuffled awkwardly in his oversize shoes, felt the damp newspaper lining yield with a squelch.

	Stupid, he thought. I look stupid doing that. An idiot.

	Keith glanced around, but there were few people passing. Those that did look at him quickly glanced away. He was used to that. Not looking at homeless people was, he had long since worked out, a way of pretending that they were not there at all.

	But I am here, and I’m hungry. And so’s Rusty.

	It was cold, damp, and light was fading fast. He suspected it was February, though he was not sure. Certainly, it had been a long while since he got Christmas dinners from the various charities. At the thought of turkey, cranberry sauce, roast potatoes, Keith’s stomach rumbled. Rusty whined again, gave a sharp bark that told Keith somebody was coming.

	“They closed then?”

	Keith looked round to see Karen pushing her lopsided shopping cart toward them, rattling along the uneven pavement. The trolley was full of odd items, ranging from empty cereal packets to a broken doll. Karen was much more confident than Keith. He recalled someone calling her ‘articulate’. And she was built like a truck. But he figured it really meant she was better at talking than most people who lived on the streets.

	“Yes,” he said. “No soup.”

	Karen frowned up at the meeting hall.

	“No notice on the door,” she said slowly. “You’d think there’d be a notice. If they’d changed the day.”

	Keith, who could not read, had never thought about notices. He felt a sudden surge of hope. Karen was clever enough to sort things out for him and Rusty. She could be aggressive, even violent sometimes. Keith knew this was because of problems in her head, but could never remember the hard words for them. But most off the time, Karen was honest and kind, and among the street people in the town of Fordham, she was respected.

	“Reckon we’ll have to find somewhere else for Thursday nights,” Karen said, sounding unhappy. “You’d think the buggers would have let us know.”

	Just then, the door that Keith had rattled twice was unlocked, and a woman looked out. She was smallish, gray-haired, and slightly stooped. To Keith she looked a bit like a street person; she was wearing a jacket that seemed too big for her. For a rough sleeper, that was normal, because you always wore lots of layers in winter. For a normal person, someone with a home, it seemed a little odd.

	“Good evening!” said the woman. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. Do come in!”

	Keith had never seen the woman before, and was never prone to trust strangers. But along with her appearance, a waft of flavor had drifted out the door and into the cold street.

	Rusty barked again.

	“Yes,” he said, smiling down at his friend. “Soup. Smells like chicken.”

	“Oy, Keith! Give us a hand!” Karen said, already trying to work her trolley full of junk up the three steps to the doorway.

	Keith sprang into action, taking one end of the basket and lifting it up to the doorway. The gray-haired woman looked dubiously at them for a moment, then stepped aside. Between them, Keith and Karen manhandled the cart inside. Keith found himself staring down at the broken doll. He was never sure if it was the same doll every time, could never remember. This one had part of its face smashed in, an eye missing. It was wearing a stained blue dress, the bright color just making the damage seem all the sadder.

	“You leave her alone,” Karen warned, moving a checked tea towel up around the doll’s neck, like a blanket. “She’s in a different world to you.”

	Keith backed away at once, almost stumbled as Rusty suddenly jerked at the leash, barking frantically. The dog had taken a dislike to the gray-haired woman, who stepped back, holding up her hands.

	“It’s all right,” Keith said, smiling. “He just gets a bit funny sometimes.”

	“Never mind that,” Karen put in. Then, to Rusty, “Shut up that racket, you!”

	The dog curled his tail between his legs and retreated behind Keith.

	“Right,” Karen said, “where’s the usual lot? The minister, the black chap, the girl with the big teeth? I know them, I don’t know you.”

	“You can call me Fiona,” said the woman. “Fiona Jones.”

	Karen snorted, gestured at the long tables set out in the middle of the hall. There was nobody sitting at them. Normally, Keith recalled, there would be at least a dozen other rough sleepers getting a hot meal.

	“Well, Fiona Jones,” she said, “what’s going on?”

	Fiona Jones made her calming gesture again.

	“The local Methodist church, like several others, have handed over this particular facility to us.”

	Karen put her big, meaty hands on her hips.

	“Us? And who’s this ‘Us’?”

	The gray-haired woman pointed up and past them, at the wall above the entrance. Keith turned and saw a big banner, white with bright red letters. As usual, the letters seemed to jump about, blur, shift. Words never behaved themselves when Keith looked at them.

	“Moment of Truth?” Karen exclaimed, turning away from the banner. “You took over from the Quakers, and that Hindu lot.”

	Fiona Jones gave a peculiar shrug, as if someone had just prodded her in the back.

	“We are very busy in Fordham, yes,” she said quickly. “But please, would you like to help yourself to soup, bread? It’s all laid out.”

	Keith felt his stomach churn with hunger again. He looked at where Fiona Jones was pointing, saw a large metal urn, trays, bowls, spoons, slices of bread. He shuffled towards it, and Karen followed a moment later. Rusty had recovered his confidence and, tail wagging, looked up eagerly at Keith. Keith, in turn, looked furtively at Fiona Jones.

	“By all means give your little doggie a bowl, too,” she said.

	This was more generous than the Methodists had been. But somehow, Keith felt it was not right, another thing that had changed since last week. Still, Rusty seemed to enjoy the soup, and while Keith ladled out another bowl for him, the woman did not object. As he put the bowl on the floor, he noticed that the whole area around the table with the food was covered with a plastic sheet.

	In case people spill the soup, he thought. People can be messy. And Rusty doesn’t have manners.

	“Come on, short-arse, get your own soup,” said Karen. “There’s a queue, you know.”

	Keith felt a slight flash of anger at the jibe about his height. It was not his fault that he was small, any more than he could not help understand writing. But he knew better than to argue with Karen.

	After he had got his first helping, he carried the tray carefully to the table and ate it quickly, mopping up the last of the soup with bread. He looked questioningly at Fiona Jones, who nodded.

	“Of course, you can have seconds, thirds – we’ve got plenty!”

	“Enough for a dozen people,” grunted Karen, sitting opposite Keith. “So how come there’s nobody else tucking in? All the homeless gone to Pizza Express or something?”

	Fiona Jones smiled down at Karen, and again gave her odd shrug. Keith wondered if she was ill. He could not really blame Rusty for not liking her.

	“We, at Moment of Truth, have been very successful at helping the homeless, along with other less fortunate members of the community,” said the gray-haired woman. “Quite a few of the people you know now live at one of our special homes. We provide a bed, washing facilities, fresh clothes. Now if either of you would like–”

	Karen interrupted, voice echoing loudly in the hall.

	“You can stuff all that,” she declared. “I don’t go inside, don’t hold with indoors. I’m all right on my own.”

	“Nobody can force you to join us, of course,” Fiona Jones said smoothly. “We seek willing converts only.”

	Karen snorted, clattered her spoon into the empty bowl, then got up and stumped back to the table with the soup container. Keith wanted to ask about the new charity, but was afraid of Karen’s scolding. The hall was not especially warm, but felt good.

	It would be nice to be indoors, at least until the winter’s gone.

	A rattling noise made him look down to where Rusty was licking the last of his soup, shoving the bowl around the floorboards. He could not go anywhere without his only real friend. Keith looked up at Fiona Jones, and tried to ask a question about Rusty. But the words, always hard to find, were not there at all.

	“Are you all right, young man?” the gray-haired woman asked.

	Keith tried to speak again, but now everything he could see was misbehaving, shifting around crazily like words on paper. He tried to stand up, but failed and slumped back onto the bench. There was a crash of crockery breaking from the direction of the soup urn. Keith tried to turn around to see if Karen was all right, but instead he slumped forward. Head resting on the table, he watched Fiona Jones walk to the back of the hall and open a door.

	The creatures that emerged were small, the biggest of them only about Keith’s size. Their skin was unnaturally pale, and their faces looked half-finished, tiny black eyes above blunt muzzles. Their mouths were wide and black, and full of teeth. Keith tried to count the creatures, but they moved quickly out of his sight. He heard frantic barking, snarling, and then a yelping that made his heart go far too fast. Again, he tried to move, but failed. There were tearing sounds, slobbering noises.

	Something sharp touched the back of his head. More sharp things moved slowly through his scalp. Then his hair was grabbed, his face lifted up. He looked at one of the nightmare beings, saw its little, deep-set eyes glinting. He sensed its hunger, smelled a sour scent, and heard its quick, panting breaths. The mouth opened, revealing a circle of needle-like teeth.

	Monsters! The monsters have come for me.

	“Yes,” said the monster in a high, mocking voice. “We have.”

	The face changed. The tiny black eyes expanded, bulging out, while the muzzle shrank back until something like a human face was there. A nose appeared, nostrils forming, while lips appeared around the new-made mouth. Keith thought the creature looked like a kind of cartoon, a face simpler than a real person. But then it became more lifelike. And familiar.

	No, no it can’t be me!

	He saw his own face looking back at him. It wasn’t like looking in a mirror, because the other Keith had no stubble, no dark half-moons under his eyes, no smudges of dirt on his skin. Fear vied with outrage as Keith struggled to move his leaden limbs, make his numb lips speak.

	You’re not me!

	“No!” agreed the other Keith. “I’m better in every way. And I’ll be a useful member of society.”

	The imposter stood up and stepped back, still holding Keith’s head up by his hair. Three of the other creatures were clustered around a mound of dark clothing on the floor. A moment later, Keith realized it was Karen, and that most of her head was gone. The three little monsters looked up, muzzles bloody, fragments of gray stuff falling from their mouths. They made hissing noises and started to move towards him.

	“Keep it on the sheet, remember,” he heard Fiona Jones say. “Keep the blood and brains on the sheet.”

	The interloper gripped him by the collar of his coat, pulled him roughly off the bench, then dragged him across the floor. As he reached the blood-covered sheet, he saw a nondescript lump of bloody fur lying nearby. It was brown and white, splashed with red. For a moment, Keith forgot his terror and emitted a low moan of anguish. Then he felt sharp teeth cutting into his scalp, felt his skull splintering, and there was no room for anything but terror and pain.


Chapter 1: Rustbelt

	 

	Denny woke up to sunlight streaming through her apartment window. The sun, she thought, seemed high above the London skyline.

	Did I sleep late?

	She rolled over, checked the clock radio by her bed. It was after nine, late for her. She stretched luxuriously, and lay sprawled on her back for a few delicious moments. Then she threw back the covers and got out of bed. She shoved her feet into bright green Kermit slippers, which had been a joke Christmas gift from Frankie.

	Something’s wrong.

	Denny paused, frowning. She listened. There was the familiar roar of London’s rush-hour traffic, a sound double-glazing could only muffle but never exclude. The bedroom seemed normal enough, with yesterday’s clothes flung casually over a chair.

	Sorry Mom, she thought, standing up and pulling on an old sweatshirt, slightly newer sweatpants. Still not tidy.

	The sounds of breakfast filtered through from the nearby kitchen. Denny smiled, thinking of toast and coffee, wondering if Frankie had been out for doughnuts. She caught sight of herself in the mirror above the dresser, paused, tidied her hair a little, stuck out her tongue.

	“Sleepyhead. Nothing’s wrong, you’re just a ditz.”

	In the kitchen, Frankie had already laid out toast, coffee, juice. She smiled up at Denny, mimed clapping.

	“At last!” Frankie exclaimed. “The Sleeping Beauty has awoken.”

	“Your mock applause is greatly appreciated,” Denny said, slumping into a chair. She surveyed the breakfast table. “Now, where’s that amazing Scottish marmalade?”

	Frankie did not reply. Denny looked up.

	“Fancy marmalade?” she asked again. “We didn’t finish it, did we?”

	Frankie remained silent. Denny stopped buttering her toast, smiled uncertainly.

	“Cat got your tongue?”

	Frankie smiled back. But it was not her usual shy, lopsided smile. It was too wide. Frankie’s face was changing, too, growing paler, her nose flattening, eyes shrinking as they retreated into deepening sockets. Denny sat frozen in horror as the Interloper revealed itself, rising from its chair, gathering itself to leap across the kitchen table.

	“Gonna get your tongue,” rasped the creature. “And all the rest.”

	Denny raised her knife to ward off the attack, but her hand moved far too slowly. The vicious maw of the Interloper was closer, closer, as the creature hurled itself toward her, black-taloned claws reaching for her face.

	“Hello? Are you in there?”

	Denny jerked awake, fragments of the nightmare already drifting away, leaving only a sense of bleakness, loneliness. She was lying on her side in a rented room, her bed a pull-down, her body covered with an old tartan rug.

	A tentative knock at the door. Again, a feminine voice spoke.

	“Hello? Are you in there?”

	“Just a minute!” Denny called, dismayed by the croak of her voice.

	Lousy cold, she thought. Goddam dismal British winter. Lasts forever.

	She levered herself upright, careful not to move too quickly, anticipating the spasm of pain from Jabba. She had given the damaged symbiont a nickname that seemed apt for a fat slug. Satisfied that the creature was happy with her slow, cautious movements, she got up and padded across the threadbare carpet to the door.

	Let’s see the latest client, she thought, wincing in the light of the naked bulb in the hallway.

	“Erm, are you the – the psychic lady? The American?”

	American. I’m in a town where that has novelty value.

	Denny Purcell looked up at the young woman. Her latest client was typical of the people who came to see her. They tended to be female, somewhere between thirty and fifty, with a careworn expression. This one, Denny estimated, was near the younger end of that range. The client was also taller than average, and overweight, bordering on obese. As the woman ran a hand through purple-streaked hair, a ring glinted.

	Married, engaged, divorced, whatever, Denny thought. It’s usually man trouble. Let’s see.

	“I’m Denny,” she said, extending her hand. “And you are?”

	“Trisha,” said the woman, looking at Denny’s hand dubiously.

	Come on, come on, Denny thought, beaming fixedly at the woman. I can’t do it unless…

	“Nice to meet you Trisha,” she said.

	After another heartbeat, Trisha took the proffered hand. Denny clasped the woman’s plump fingers, gave a perfunctory shake, and withdrew her hand. The wave of impressions she received in the moment was more powerful than usual. Not by any means overwhelming, but strong. Denny steadied herself against the doorframe, then withdrew a couple of paces, gesturing Trisha inside. She could not trust herself to speak. She got a few facts, such as Trisha’s age, her job, her difficult background. But, as with most people, emotions were dominant, mere reason driven to the margins by turbulent feelings.

	Oh God, a bad one. Worse than she knows, maybe. So much of this is buried, half-acknowledged. So much self-deception.

	“Come in,” she said, flicking on the light. “Sorry about the mess.”

	Trisha looked around dubiously, but after hesitating, she did as Denny asked and sat down on a shabby armchair. Denny pulled up a small stool and sat opposite the woman, just a couple of feet away.

	“I’ve never done this before,” said Trisha. “But my friend Sushila said you were really good when she asked you about – you know.”

	Denny nodded.

	Sushila just needed to be told what she already knew, that an intelligent, professional woman can find herself a husband without endless interference from her family. But this is a bit more complicated. Telling Trisha what she already knows could lead to a meltdown.

	“First, a warning,” she said. “I can offer insights into your life, like the decisions you might make, or how you got here. I can give advice. But I’m not a miracle worker. If you want your life to change for the better, it’s up to you.”

	Trisha nodded.

	“It’s about – I’ve sort of started this relationship, with a new guy? And I really like him, but–”

	Denny raised her hand, gently waving the woman to silence.

	“Wayne is not a nice man,” she said. “Your friends don’t like him, neither does your mother. But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

	Trisha’s eyes widened as Denny went on, revealing everything she had gleaned from the brief moment of contact.

	“He nearly hit you. Not quite, but nearly, after he’d been drinking. Sure, he apologized, he said he was sorry. But he likes controlling you, doesn’t he? He’s started telling you what not to wear. He’s jealous when you talk to other men. And the way he looks at Chelsey bothers you, doesn’t it?”

	“He’s never done anything to her!” exclaimed Trisha.

	“Did I say he had?” Denny asked gently. “But you worry that he might. She’s thirteen going on thirty, and she likes acting out, and you argue a lot. And he takes her side, doesn’t he? He flatters her a little, jokes around? And you wonder what he does when you’re not there.”

	Trisha’s bottom lip was quivering.

	“You’ve got a dirty mind, you have!” she whimpered, but she could not look Denny in the eye.

	“Deep down, you know the guy’s poison!” Denny said, reaching out to take Trisha’s damp, flabby hands between hers. “You don’t believe you deserve to be loved by a good man. You think all you can get is garbage like Wayne. Believe in yourself, girl!”

	Denny heard her words twice, once in her head, and again in the other woman’s. Trisha was afraid, confused, and so desperate for love that she struggled to acknowledge a threat to her own daughter. She saw Denny as a stranger, pretty but oddly stooped for a young woman. Someone passing judgment on her, making her out to be stupid. A hectoring man-hater, not a helpful adviser.

	She doesn’t want to hear some stranger telling her what she already knows. A very human response.

	Trisha pulled her hand away, tears streaming down her cheeks. Denny leaned back on the stool, exhaling. The stress of contact was always severe. The people who came to her were usually unhappy, frightened. Denny did her best to make them feel better if she could. But sometimes she could not reel off comforting lies.

	“I’ve got to go,” mumbled Trisha, getting up, not meeting Denny’s eyes. “I – I don’t think – I don’t believe – I reckon you’re just making it up!”

	The plump woman clumped to the door and struggled briefly with the loose knob before opening it. Denny decided not to call after her. But Trisha stopped in the hallway, head down, back to Denny. Then she half-turned and threw a couple of banknotes onto the floor. Denny stood up, then crouched carefully to pick up the cash.

	Twenty pounds. Well, it’s enough for a pizza and a beer.

	She closed the door, shutting out the sound of Trisha’s heavy footsteps on the stairs. It had not been a good week. After a few lucrative clients, things had tailed off. Word-of-mouth business was always problematic. Denny had stayed briefly in three towns since leaving London, making a little money with her psychic act to top up her meagre savings. She had the conviction that remaining too long in the same place would invite trouble.

	Could be this particular seam is mined out, she thought. Or maybe my act needs work.

	The symbiont twitched and sent a mild shaft of pain through her spine. The creature, though damaged, was still vigorous at times. It usually reacted strongly if Denny had had psychic contact with a client. If there had been intense emotion involved – which was normal – it seemed to dislike it.

	“Sorry, Jabba,” Denny muttered. “I know you didn’t ask for this gig.”

	Her initial revulsion at the alien creature had been replaced by a weary acceptance that bordered, at times, on affection. Jabba was at least a living being that shared her life, not to mention her blood supply and nervous system.

	All things considered, I’d have preferred a hamster.

	She had just gotten comfortable when there was a loud rapping at the door.

	“Who is it?” she called peevishly.

	“Your rent’s overdue.”

	No it isn’t, you creep, she thought. But you won’t let me rest until I pay, will you?

	Desmond the landlord was a bloated, unshaven fifty-something with a shaved head and a neck tattoo that was now unreadable thanks to folds of colorless flesh. He always stank of beer, sweat, and cheap cologne. As she handed over a few crumpled notes, Denny’s hand brushed his, and she got a familiar flash of his mind. He was peering down at her breasts, despite her loose sweatshirt. He was also imagining what he would like to do to her. And what he would like her to do for him.

	Denny snatched her hand back as if she had been scalded.

	“Nervous little lady, aren’t you?” the man leered, shuffling forward a little so that his belly was across the threshold. “No need to be scared of anything. I’m just downstairs, remember.”

	“How could I forget, Desmond?” she said sweetly. Then, on a sudden impulse, she added, “I feel so safe knowing you’re around.”

	Denny reached up and briefly pinched his cheek, seeing his eyes widen in surprise. In the brief span of contact, she forced herself to delve deeper into his mind for something to use against him. She skimmed over the surface of a vast swamp of degrading images, murky secrets, and squalid impulses. What passed for Desmond’s mind was a near-random agglomeration of greed, ignorance, and animalistic impulses. But one stood out, one dark impulse that she could use against him to devastating effect.

	“Hey!” she said brightly. “I’m a huge fan of Barry Manilow. How about you?”

	The confusion on the landlord’s face as he stepped back in alarm was worth the renewed protests from Jabba. She slammed the door, smiling to herself.

	Psychic ninja attack, she thought. But that settles it, I can’t stay here any longer, I’d better move on.

	Denny took out her phone and looked at a map of central England. She frowned at a dozen half-familiar place names, towns and cities she had sometimes heard on the news when she had lived in London. She needed a place with a large population, so she could rely on word of mouth to bring in some more clients. This ruled out most English towns. She finally settled on a place called Fordham. The data she found was not exactly cheerful,

	It can’t be any worse than here, she thought. Might even be nice. You can never tell.

	As she made a train reservation, she caught herself humming ‘Bermuda Triangle’.

	 

	***

	 

	Kat pounded her way down the alley, boots raising echoes from the crumbling brick walls. This was the bad side of town. Not that Fordham had a good side, so far as Kat knew. The only good areas were the suburbs, well away from Kat’s home turf. But the alley she was in was smack in the middle of a part of town where police raids were as familiar as the dismal weather.

	She reached two dumpsters behind a pub. Kat flung herself up against the wall between them and listened. She heard no footsteps, no shouts, nothing to indicate she was being pursued. That did not prove that she was free. There was only so much a fourteen-year-old girl could do to survive on the streets without being detained. And trying to find refuge with any adult brought its own perils.

	Might not have a choice, though, Kat thought. Might even have to tell the cops.

	Going to the police would have been unthinkable only a few days earlier. To Kat, and her kind, a dark blue uniform was never something to run towards. But she had had to revise her views on a lot of things in the last few weeks. Her grandma, the one person in her life who had truly cared about her, often talked about ‘the lesser of two evils’. To Kat, as she slumped down the wall, sobbing at the stitch in her side, the cops seemed a lot less evil than what she was fleeing.

	But if they don’t believe me, she thought. What then? They’ll just send me back to that place. And then …

	The clatter of cans, a rustle of paper, the hollow scraping of cardboard. Someone or something was moving nearby. Kat stiffened, heart racing. She tried to suppress her sobs, her breathless gasping. Another movement, this sound a little closer. A fast-food carton shifted.

	Too small, she thought, with intense relief. Not one of them.

	Confirming her hunch, a whiskered, beady-eyed face appeared from under the carton. The rat was so small, especially by Fordham standards, that Kat judged it was not fully grown. Simply seeing a normal living thing made her feel more secure, almost happy.

	“You a misunderstood teenager, then?” she whispered. “On your own?”

	The rat regarded her for a moment, whiskers twitching, then scuttled back into the heap of garbage.

	At least you’ve got a home, she thought.

	At first, it was just the Weirdoes, and Kat was not too worried. But then the Replacements came and things got serious. It got so bad that she had had to escape. But she could not simply leave town. She had someone else to worry about.

	Knowle House was the latest of the homes Kat had been put into. Her chaotic early life had led to spells in foster care, a failed adoption, and too much time spent with what social workers called ‘disruptive influences’. Those influences had included her mother, her mother’s boyfriends, and the drugs they were into.

	When she was eight, Kat had been taken into care, a term that later amused her in a grim kind of way. By the time she had reached her teens, she had had enough of being ordered around. The only thing that stopped her quitting the whole system and going it alone was Tommy.

	Tommy was her little brother. He had what the social workers called learning difficulties. Most kids called Tommy stupid, at least until Kat set them straight. Then they only dared say it when she was not around. But Tommy was still bullied. A kid with his problems was never selected for adoption. The social workers had long since stopped trying to place him with a family. When Tommy was upset, he broke things, screamed, and made a mess. But he was always Kat’s little brother, and the love she felt for him was the most ferocious, powerful thing in her world.

	No matter how much she hated the system that bound them, she could not leave it while he was still in its clutches. Kat was not considered adoption material either, because she was sullen, sometimes violent, never a nice girl. She made sure she stayed with Tommy, even though she could have stopped acting up, and maybe even impressed some wannabe parents. After a while, as with Tommy, they gave up on Kat.

	It was just after Christmas that Kat noticed the way the staff were becoming Weirdoes. At first, it was hard to tell. The people who ran the care homes were always tired, irritable, or just indifferent. But suddenly, over the course of a couple of weeks, Kat spotted a change in the way things were done at Knowle.

	Firstly, the staff seemed to work harder. They actually cared about rules. They tried to make sure everyone actually went to school. They checked the older kids’ rooms for cigarettes, for alcohol, for weed, and for knives.

	Sure, Kat thought at the time. They’re supposed to do searches. But they hardly ever bothered before. Not unless somebody got stabbed or set their room on fire.

	Kat realized that the staff was becoming weird when Lassiter, the chief care assistant, found a small packet of marijuana behind the skirting board under Kat’s bed. Lassiter was a massive, gray-haired woman who had, in the past, pinned Kat down and hurt her severely just to stop a fight. The fight had been about Tommy, as usual. Lassiter’s bulk had cracked one of Kat’s ribs, but she had known better than to tell the doctors the truth at the clinic.

	When the weed was found a few weeks after that incident, Kat had waited for some kind of punishment to be doled out. Lassiter, while very lazy, could be clever and vindictive. But instead, the big woman had simply confiscated the tiny packet and told Kat her ‘violation of the rules would be recorded in her file’. Kat had stared at the closed door for a full minute after Lassiter left. It was then that she seriously wondered if something was happening to the staff.

	As the days passed, things got weirder. It was not just Lassiter who displayed a radical change of personality, but also a few other staff members. They seemed to stoop, slightly, even a couple of ex-military types. They all grew quiet, subdued, adhering strictly to the rules, but never losing their tempers with youngsters who broke them. This in turn produced uncertainty, as some of the other staff carried on being sloppy and brutal by turns. There were rows, disputes, and eventually most of the non-Weirdoes were replaced.
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