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About the Book


			The heart-stopping conclusion to the highly acclaimed Voices series, where there is no place left to hide and nowhere else to run.

			Seven years ago, the voices came. Some people could hear and others despised them for it. As death and destruction spread, a ghostly figure was waiting in the shadows. Now the Flitting Man is ready to show his face – and no one is safe.

			Pilgrim was made for this broken world. He’s chosen his path and will stop at nothing to see it through.

			Lacey grew up in this changing world. She’s lost almost everything to the Flitting Man, but her fight isn’t over yet.

			Albus sees this world as others cannot. And the friends that he’s kept safe are facing terrible danger.

			Addison belongs to a very different world. She might just be the future, if she survives . . .

			#HearTheVoices
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			For Cath.

			I hope we’re friends until we die.

			And then I hope we become ghost-friends and walk through walls and scare the shit out of people. It’s gonna be great.

		

	
		
			
STIRRINGS


			Seven years ago

			Matilde

			This would be the last time Matilde visited town before the killings broke out in earnest. The parking lot, which accommodated a run of five stores and a laundromat, held a handful of cars at 10.47 that morning.

			She pulled into the handicapped space nearest Pets-U-Like, cranked her window down three inches and shut off the car’s engine. She sat for a moment, arthritic hands loosely hooked over the steering wheel. To any casual observer, she would’ve simply been an old woman fortifying herself before braving the cold. To anyone who truly knew her – which maxed out at a total of two people besides herself – Matilde wasn’t fortifying herself, she was listening intently to something only she could hear. She nodded a time or two, grunted, and turned in her seat to her companions. It was an awkward half-turn because she was bundled up in thermal underwear, sweater, cardigan, a scarf-and-hat combo and a winter coat that reached all the way to her knees. The old woman knew deaths were coming – she’d been told so many times over the past few days – but she had no intention of dying of pneumonia.

			‘Sit nice and quiet for me now, my darlings,’ she said to the dogs in the back seat. Her voice held the faint trace of an accent. Austrian, maybe, or German to a discerning ear (or a Nazi-inflection to the more bigoted ones).

			The two Dobermans silently regarded her, one panting, tongue lolling out of its mouth, the other with its head cocked as if perfectly understanding its mistress and planning on being the best boy ever.

			‘I will be five minutes. You will be good for five minutes.’ Puffs of mist accompanied her words.

			The climb out of the car was done with more sprightliness than might’ve been expected from a woman of her advanced age. She was aware of one particular car parked right at the back of the lot – a brown Chevrolet sedan, nine years old – its driver sitting motionless behind the wheel and staring at the pet store’s frontage, but she didn’t spare the car or its occupant a glance. He was a stranger to her and would always be a stranger to her. Instead, she trooped to Pet-U-Like’s entrance, boots crunching on the salt-sprinkled asphalt, waited for the automated beep-whoosh of the door to open out of her way and stepped into the temperature-controlled warmth of the interior. She wiped her feet on the welcome mat (it had pawprints of all shapes and sizes marching over it), stomping them twice for good measure.

			The store was an assault on the senses: the smell of dried pet food and sawdust, and the squawk and chatter of parrots, budgerigars, cockatiels, parrakeets and finches in their clinking wire-framed cages along the back wall.

			The young man behind the counter wore a name-badge pinned to his red polo shirt, too far away to read, but Matilde was a recognised if infrequent visitor, well known to the staff, and they to her.

			‘Morning, Miss Matilde,’ Jacob said.

			As soon as her name was spoken aloud, the twittering birds fell silent, eerily and completely. If you were to wander to the back to check on them, each might have had its shiny dark eyes turned all as one, directed towards where the newcomer stood.

			‘How do you do that?’ Jacob asked and, as with all the other times, his bewildered awe never failed to raise a smile in the old woman.

			‘Magic, my boy. Do you have my order?’ She clomped over to the counter on thick-soled boots, unwinding her scarf as she went. Her clomps were substantial and heavy, her features lined but lean. The bulk of her multilayered wardrobe disguised the fact that she was a slender but well-built woman, seemingly well into her late seventies. The fact she was one hundred and six years old would have had many claiming her to be a bald-faced liar.

			Jacob gestured to the platform trolley off to the side stacked high with sacks of dog kibble. At eighteen, he was oily-haired and oily-skinned, with an unfortunate combination of acne and shaving rash blotching his throat and neck; the hair condition would dog him through to his mid-twenties, the skin condition less so.

			‘Ready to rock ’n’ roll,’ he said, and began ringing up the purchase. ‘You’re taking a lot with you this time. Almost cleaned our stock out.’

			‘I won’t be coming down off the mountain for a while,’ Matilde told him as she counted out a wad of bills.

			He cast her a curious glance but didn’t ask any questions. Being the sole progeny of the town’s Baptist minister, Jacob’s politeness for his elders had been cultivated from a young age. Besides, Matilde was a quasi-recluse and kept largely to herself. Most people were happy to exchange pleasantries with her, but conversation of any depth rarely passed between her or her fellow townsfolk. The old woman was adept at playing the crazy-old-lady card, enough to keep most people at bay.

			Today, however, she broke tradition.

			‘What time does your shift finish, dear?’ Her arthritic fingers were unusually deft as she accepted her change, tucked it into her overstuffed billfold and shoved it back into her coat pocket.

			‘My shift?’ Jacob asked, the only sign of his surprise a slight widening of his eyes.

			‘Ja. What time?’

			He blinked. ‘It . . . It’s a half-day today, so I close up at one.’

			‘Very well.’ The old woman gave a decisive nod. ‘You will go straight home, yes? No loitering about, as you young people are wont to do.’

			‘Er, sure?’ He gave her an odd glance as he shrugged into the fleece jacket that hung from the back of his chair, locked the cash register and came around the counter. He grabbed hold of the trolley’s handles, ready to follow her out.

			The old woman didn’t move, blocking his way. She would never tell the young man that she liked the way he chatted to the birds as he put out their food and mopped the floor in front of their cages, and Jacob would never tell the old woman how much he liked her dogs – not because they were cute or well behaved but because they seemed to love her so much, their adoring eyes following her without deviation whenever she was in sight.

			‘You must promise me you will go directly home,’ she insisted, not budging, even when Jacob leaned into the trolley’s weight and glided it a few inches towards her.

			For the first time, a faint smirk curled the young man’s lips. It died a quick death when she scowled at him.

			‘You will go home, Jacob,’ she snapped. ‘Do you hear me?’

			‘Y–yes, ma’am.’ She so rarely called him by his name that her use of it now set his heart pounding in his chest. It wouldn’t be until later, when he was sitting at the kitchen table, a bowl of cereal for lunch before him and the TV on, that he would see the local and national news reports start to roll in; they would continue to roll in throughout the rest of the day. And the day after. And the day after that. A school shooting over on Sycamore. A runaway bus barrelling through the fast-food joint near the town’s only gym. The massive explosion in the electrical store adjacent to Pets-U-Like. By two that afternoon, all the birds would be dead, burned alive by the fire that would sweep through the pet store. (If there had been a police investigation – which there wasn’t and never would be – officials would have discovered that the explosion had been caused by something man-made and viciously inventive.)

			‘I swear,’ Jacob repeated, when the old woman still didn’t move out of the trolley’s way. ‘I’ll go straight home.’

			With a final nod, Matilde went ahead of the young man to open her car’s tailgate. He lifted sack after sack of dog food into the back. The dogs didn’t watch him, they watched their mistress, and their mistress watched the sedan parked at the rear of the lot. It hadn’t moved.

			‘Jacob, there isn’t much time left.’

			He hefted the eighth bag. ‘I’m moving as fast as I can,’ he grunted.

			‘No. I do not speak of dog food. I speak of the voices. They are, Lord help us, beginning to wake up.’ She said it softly, never taking her eyes from the stranger in his car. ‘And more will start their whisperings. You won’t understand what that means yet, but you will. Perhaps you will even hear one yourself, and you must try to not be afraid, my boy. To be afraid is to fear death, and fearing death is a pointless thing. It comes for us all and, at least, this time, it serves the greatest of purposes.’

			The young man had transferred the last but one bag of dog food and had straightened up. He mirrored the dogs, staring at the old woman, and she in turn stared at the man, who was now exiting his car. He didn’t approach them but began pacing back and forth in front of it. His head was turned, his dark, unblinking gaze fixed on Jacob and Matilde.

			Without saying a word, Matilde opened the rear door to the car and both dogs immediately jumped out. They came to stand guard on either side of their mistress, ears pricked, hackles raised, their attention now firmly on the man, who had stopped his pacing and was facing their way. The Doberman nearest Jacob growled deep in its chest.

			‘Easy now,’ Matilde murmured. ‘Let him make his choice.’

			‘Who is that?’ Jacob asked.

			‘I have no clue. And I suspect he doesn’t know himself at the moment.’ Her voice dropped lower. ‘Yes, yes, I see it. I see he is listening . . .’ Frozen in her staring match with the strange man, the old woman could have been speaking directly to him, or even to the young man beside her, but in reality she was speaking to herself and to the unseen part of her that listened back. ‘Such a long life I’ve had. Far too long for such a simple woman as me, but we must hang on a little longer, mustn’t we? We must decide on what to do for the best. To help or to hide. Ja, I know, a little of both might work, but it will be so hard for them at the start. So very, very hard.’ She sighed, a sound so sad and resigned it puffed a long stream of fog from her mouth. ‘You will talk to Jonah, won’t you? You made a promise to each other.’

			The young man was confused and didn’t try to hide it. The chill that scurried across the nape of his neck had little to do with the frigid air. ‘Jonah? Is that the man over there? You said you didn’t know him.’

			Matilde smiled faintly. ‘Nein, dear boy. Jonah isn’t someone you can see. The same as who I was talking to just now isn’t someone you can see. But they are real, regardless. The voices in the dark, whether visible or not, will be more real than any of you are ready for, I warrant – as they are for that poor gentleman over there.’ All smiles had faded from her lips. ‘Oh, dear me, this is not going to end well.’

			The man in question had taken up his pacing again, his strides quick and agitated. His mouth was moving, angry words spitting out as he raged, his head shaking back and forth.

			Both dogs were growling now, steam rising from their muzzles.

			‘What’s wrong with him?’ Jacob whispered, his voice quavering. ‘Should I call the cops?’

			‘No. I suspect he is one of many by now. The police will be too preoccupied to be much help to us.’

			The old woman moved a single step forward, both dogs shadowing her, their heads lowering, growls getting louder. The stranger stopped in his tracks, sending a nervous glance their way. Two seconds passed. Five. Then he jerked into motion, hurrying back to the driver’s-side door and clambering inside, slamming it shut behind him. He didn’t drive off, but he didn’t reappear either. He sat motionless again: a dark, still shadow in the interior of his car.

			‘Finish packing for me, Sonnenblume,’ the old woman said quietly, her attention never wavering from the sedan. ‘You need to lock up soon and go home. Yes?’

			Jacob hastily murmured his agreement and finished packing the last bag into the car in record time.

			Jonah

			Frank was eighty-three years old and ready to die. Since moving into Sunny Grove, he had been diagnosed with early-stage dementia. Frank didn’t have dementia – he had no serious medical conditions outside of angina (and a particularly painful case of gout in his right big toe). He wasn’t depressed beyond what any octogenarian would be who’d outlived a spouse and two children and was stuck in a retirement home, and he wasn’t an overly religious man who was eager to meet them on the other side. Frank was simply tired of living. He was eighty-three years old and ready to die, but not before he’d won one last game of backgammon.

			Sunny Grove’s common room was a tableau of the advanced stage of ageing, which was to say it was occupied by predominantly slow-moving, slow-talking, slow-thinking senior citizens whose families had dumped them there for fear of their own lives becoming tragically burdened. Ninety-five per cent of the room’s occupants were seated in comfy tall-backed chairs and were in varying stages of lethargy and sleep (some merely napping, others enthusiastically sawing away at logs). At a tortoise speed painful for any observer to watch, a tiny old lady, frail as a baby bird, shuffled her way across the room with the aid of a walking frame. She paused by Frank’s backgammon table, wheezing through her mouth. He had picked this table because it sat alone in the bay window, affording him a little privacy and a truly lovely view of the outside gardens in the late-afternoon sun.

			Beatrice’s rheumy eyes were owlish behind her spectacles. She dropped them to the games board he’d set up. ‘Want me to whup your ass again?’ she asked him.

			Frank’s smile was polite but stiff. A mild antagonism had grown between the two after he had repeatedly caught her cheating at gin rummy. ‘Thank you, no. I’m waiting on someone.’

			‘On Jonah?’ She said it snarkily, because she knew it would rile him and in her old age she had discovered that annoying others was a fun way to pass the time. She guffawed at her own joke, almost losing her top denture in the process.

			Everyone in the retirement home knew about Jonah. Frank spoke to him all the time – it had always been easiest to speak to him out loud. Which was a problem when Jonah couldn’t be heard by anyone but Frank. With Frank’s diagnosis, Jonah had become a figment of Frank’s dementia, a long-lost relative conjured from Frank’s past who appeared only to him. What none of them understood was that Jonah was as real as any of the snoring old coots lounging around the common room or pottering in the garden, and that Jonah had lived inside Frank’s head for nigh on four decades.

			For Jonah, Frank wasn’t (and wouldn’t be) his first or final home. Jonah had lived an unfathomable number of lifetimes, had shared history with men and women, princes and politicians, spent time with the rich and the poor alike, but revealing such information at Frank’s next doctor’s visit, or to any of the carers, would result only in an increase in medication and both Frank and Jonah wandering the corridors as a drooling, mindless zombie for their remaining days. And now was not the time for Frank to be anything less than clear-headed.

			Jonah was as ready to die as Frank. More so, in fact, for he had seen every form of kindness and brutality the human race was capable of. He had lost more loved ones than had been written about in the epic poems and was more tired than every single elderly person in every care and retirement home in the world. But the world was about to change in new and terrible ways, the people in it brought to a brink that no one but a handful could foresee. And Jonah was one of them. He sensed the coming change like a dog sensed a storm.

			But, first, backgammon.

			‘What’s all this, then? You teaming up on me, Frank?’

			The cheerful-sounding woman standing behind Frank’s chair was slim, young and disarmingly attractive. Her buoyant youthfulness was like a beacon in a place filled with such infirmity and illness. She brought a blazing light that spread a revitalising energy throughout the common room. At the sound of her voice, a number of residents woke from their naps and offered the woman friendly greetings and waves.

			‘Beatrice was just leaving,’ Frank said pointedly, staring stone-faced at the little bird-like woman bent over her walker.

			Beatrice gave him a toothy smile. ‘He’s a sore loser is what he is. Doesn’t like being bested by a woman, that’s what I think. You be sure to give him what-for, Ruby dear.’

			‘Will do, Mrs P.’ Ruby gave the older woman a jaunty salute and placed a turquoise-coloured teacup on the table by Frank’s elbow. The aroma of strong black coffee wafted up.

			Beatrice shuffled away from them and Ruby removed her jacket and placed her handbag on the floor. ‘You’re always so awful to her,’ she said as she took the seat opposite.

			‘She’s a bitch, that’s why,’ Frank muttered, keeping his voice low. Beatrice had bad eyes but her ears were bat-sharp.

			‘Frank!’ Ruby laughed. The smile lingered on her lips, but her eyes grew serious too quickly.

			They silently went about making their first dice throws and moves. Three moves in, Frank spoke under his breath.

			‘Did you bring it?’

			She didn’t look up from the board. ‘Hm. In my purse.’

			Frank took a sip of coffee while he considered his checkers. They both knew he wasn’t allowed coffee, but neither said a word as he enjoyed a second, longer sip, smacked his lips and sighed in contentment.

			Ruby’s smile reached her eyes again. ‘Good?’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘It’s my mom’s favourite blend.’

			‘I can understand why.’

			Ten more minutes went by. Frank and Jonah watched the girl. She was quiet today, far quieter than usual. Friday through Sunday evenings were Ruby’s set work shifts at the home, but she had come in early today, purely to indulge Frank in a game. For eight months and three days she had worked at Sunny Grove and it was on her third evening that she stumbled across Frank at 2.34 a.m. in the kitchen, illuminated by the glow of the open refrigerator. He’d been halfway through removing the makings of a cheese sandwich. (He didn’t sleep much these days – a side-effect of having Jonah – and had almost as much energy as Ruby did, despite his years.) After a good-natured argument about the recommended fat intake for people with known heart conditions, he had spent the rest of her shift accompanying her on her rounds while eating said sandwich, and they had chatted like two old comrades. It had become their routine during those hushed, sleeping nights – although he had graduated from a cheese sandwich to turkey. Healthier for him, she claimed. They were similar in a lot of ways, not least in their shared love of board games, ghost stories and sandwich fillings.

			‘I’m not sure about this, Frank,’ Ruby said, her hand hovering over one of her checkers.

			‘You’re winning. Don’t take mercy to an old man now. Go in for the kill.’

			She paled and grimaced, drawing back her hand. ‘Is that your attempt at a joke?’

			On the table her hand had curled into a fist, and Frank covered it with his larger one. His was strong and tanned, with a sprinkling of grey hairs on the back. Where his fingers were callused and cracked (overused and under-loved), her hands were pale and slim. Unmarred. Like the rest of her. But not for much longer.

			There was regret etched in Frank’s face, but there was determination, too. ‘No, love,’ he told her softly. ‘Of course not. Everything will be fine. You must trust me.’

			She wouldn’t look at him. ‘I do, but there’s no going back from this, and I just—’

			A squeeze to her hand silenced her. ‘It’s a miracle you’re here – that you and your brother found your way to me. To Jonah. You realise that, don’t you?’

			She finally met his eyes. Searched them.

			‘Without you and Albus,’ Frank said, ‘Jonah would have chosen to die with me here. I’m not someone who believes in Fate, Ruby, but I don’t think it was by chance that you and I met when we did.’

			Ruby turned her hand over and gripped on to his palm.

			Frank cocked his head, listening intently to something, and then glanced around the room. Following his example, Ruby did the same. Most of those who’d awakened at Ruby’s arrival had dozed back off, blankets tucked over their laps. At some point, a carer had entered and turned on the large TV set in the far corner. It blared a cooking show at high volume. Huddled in the double-wide doorway, two female staff members were whispering to each other, their heads close together. One appeared as though she’d been crying.

			Frank lowered his voice anyway, leaning over the table. Ruby mirrored him, moving closer.

			‘Jonah will explain better than me when it’s time, but right now all you need to understand is that a ripple effect has been started. The way I see it is the whole world has been holding its breath since the very first day we stepped foot on this land. Such a long while it’s been holding its breath, waiting to see what we’d do with the life we’d been given, and it’s been holding it for so long it began to suffocate, wanting nothing more than to let it all go. Instead it built and built and built, and we . . . We wouldn’t ever let it just breathe. We did the exact opposite, in fact. We smothered it.

			‘Jonah has played witness to so much of what’s happened. Him and Matilde – another old-timer like me who hears a voice as I do. And a third. One that remains nameless to them, though he’s gone by many: Trickster, Meddler, Deceiver. They have survived to bear witness to all our victories and shortcomings, have played their parts time and again, enlisting help when needed from people like you, like Albus. And now the three of them are here. On the same continent for the first time since the very beginning. And the world has finally – finally – released its breath.’

			Ruby sat transfixed. ‘And the voices?’ she whispered.

			‘They’re coming,’ Frank said with a finality that made the girl swallow. ‘And there’s nothing that you or I or Jonah can do to stop them. We shouldn’t stop them. It’s not our place to. But we must prepare for what will happen afterwards. That’s what we have to do now.’

			Her hand had remained cold despite the warmth of his encasing it.

			Frank nudged his half-empty cup aside and pushed his chair back, releasing her. The game was over.

			‘Bring your purse,’ he told her, and rose.

			Ruby followed the old man from the common room, his gait hitching, his limp pronounced. His head cocked for a second time and he nodded, murmured a thank-you, and in two more steps his limp eased out and disappeared. He walked tall, as a man half his age. He went directly to room number forty-two, opened the door and went inside. The room was light and spacious, tidy, with the bed neatly made and countertops cleared of clutter except for a cluster of family photographs on a bedside table. But those details were unimportant now.

			Frank turned and held out a hand. ‘I’ll take it now.’

			For the count of five, Ruby stood motionless, frozen in place, then she reached inside her bag and brought out a cloth-covered package. It was heavy and bulky enough to overhang her hand. Frank accepted it from her.

			‘Thank you,’ he said, and reached up to give her hair an affectionate muss. ‘Thank you for all those turkey sandwiches and for giving this old man your time and companionship. Go on now. But don’t go too far.’

			‘I remember,’ she whispered, but didn’t leave. First, she spent a long moment committing his face to memory, exactly as it was – the crinkles at his eyes, his smile, everything. She didn’t want to forget. Then she left the room and went to the cleaner’s closet that backed against Frank’s room, nothing separating them but a single wall made up of timber, plasterboard and a modest layer of mineral fibre for insulation.

			Six minutes later, a single gunshot rent the air and, despite expecting it, Ruby jumped where she sat and began to cry.

			Hari

			Seven years before he would earn the name the Flitting Man, the small boy watched the two sisters from across the street. They had a nice set-up. On their hands and knees outside their single-storey house, a case of sidewalk chalk passed back and forth between them as they created a masterpiece of art in pastel pinks, purples, blues and whites on the end of their driveway.

			They sported identical stone-washed-denim jeans and collared white T-shirts. The slightly bigger girl wore her blonde hair in a ponytail and the other – a darker blonde – wore hers in pigtails. Some days, their father would fondly call them Ponytail and Pigtails, accompanied by playful tugs on said -tails. The girls had been disrupted in their sidewalk art only once, when their father had returned in the family car and pulled on to the drive. The girls had squealed happily at the car’s honk, skipped out of its way and scurried back into place once it had passed, like disturbed ants returning to a piece of abandoned fruit. The dark-haired man who had climbed from the vehicle had offered a brief, preoccupied greeting to his daughters, thrown to them from over his shoulder as he’d banged his way indoors.

			‘Can I have the purple chalk already?’ Ponytail was complaining. ‘You’ve had it for ages.’

			Neither girl noticed when the boy crossed the street, slipping from in between parked cars, and sidled closer.

			‘I’m not done yet,’ Pigtails said. ‘Can’t you use the pink?’

			‘I don’t want the pink, I want the purple. I’m trying to draw the unicorn’s horn and it needs to be purple or else it won’t look right.’

			Pigtails huffed and passed the purple over. ‘Here. Be quick.’

			Ponytail snatched the chalk, bent, her tongue tucked into the corner of her mouth, and got to work.

			‘Hello.’

			Both girls’ heads popped up, and they stared at the boy as if he’d jumped out of the sewer grate.

			‘May I draw with you?’ he asked.

			The sisters exchanged a look. Ponytail, the bolder of the two, was used to being the designated spokesperson. ‘Who’re you?’ she asked.

			The small boy, brown-haired and brown-eyed and slender as a blade, placed a hand over his heart. ‘I’m Hari. I live not far away.’ He nodded up the street to nowhere in particular.

			‘How old are you?’ the older girl asked suspiciously.

			‘Seven. How old are you?’

			‘I’m nine,’ she said self-importantly before jabbing a thumb at her sister. ‘My sister is seven.’

			‘Seven and a half,’ Pigtails corrected.

			‘Can I draw with you?’ he asked again. ‘Please?’

			Another look between the girls, and Pigtails shrugged. The bigger girl gave Hari the up-down, her eyes roaming over his button-up shirt and freshly pressed slacks. She didn’t appear impressed by what she saw.

			‘OK. But you can only do yours over there.’ She gestured to the sidewalk off the end of their driveway. ‘And you can’t use any of the pinks or purples.’

			‘OK,’ Hari agreed, walking over to the girls and crouching down. ‘Can I have the . . . red, white and yellow?’

			Pigtails carefully handed him his chosen colours and Hari accepted them with a thank-you. He studied their chalk pictures before standing up. The girls had drawn a smorgasbord of mis-proportioned animals – unicorns, a zebra, pink and pastel blue ponies wearing bonnets with flowers in them, and a puppy with a big purple bow on its head. There was no scaling to the animals’ sizes. The puppy was twice the size of the zebra.

			‘They are good,’ Hari lied.

			Pigtails smiled brightly at him. The older girl showed him her teeth. There was a marked difference in their expressions.

			Hari carried his chalks to his designated spot and got to work.

			‘You talk funny,’ Ponytail said after a few moments, not looking up.

			‘Hm,’ Hari said, distracted by a tricky part that he wanted to get just right. ‘I am not from America.’

			‘Where you from?’ Pigtails asked, eyeing him with the pure, uncensored curiosity that only children possessed. ‘Kansas?’ She had recently become obsessed with The Wizard of Oz and now believed everybody she had never met before hailed from Kansas and had seen a hurricane up close. That would be her next question if he answered in the affirmative.

			‘I was born in Yireh Shalem.’

			Pigtails’ button nose screwed up. ‘Where’s that?’

			‘In Asia.’ Hari added more red in a hard, enthusiastic scrub.

			‘Huh,’ Ponytail said, unconvinced. She focused closely on adding wings to her unicorn. ‘Why’d you move here, then? Did your parents make you?’

			‘I have no parents.’ Hari sat up, head tilting as he perused his drawing. ‘There. I have finished.’

			‘Already?’ Ponytail said, scowling as she straightened. ‘I don’t believe you. Lemme see.’

			Both girls came over to him and stared mutely down at Hari and his picture. He explained what they were looking at. ‘Here is you,’ he said to Pigtails. ‘And you . . . I am sorry, what is your name?’

			In a faint voice, the bigger girl told him her name.

			‘This here is you,’ he said to her. ‘Your mother is over here by the front window. And this man, standing above you, is your father. See? I have used the brown chalk to colour his hair in dark, like the man who returned in the car.’

			‘How’d you know our sofa was yellow?’ Ponytail asked.

			‘What . . . what’s all the red for?’ Pigtails asked, as if not entirely sure she wanted to know the answer. Her older sister had grabbed her hand and had pulled her protectively back, away from Hari and his chalk drawing.

			‘That is blood,’ Hari said, and smiled up at them. He had a nice smile. Friendly, he would be told on many an occasion.

			A resounding crash sounded from inside the single-storey house, as if something heavy had been thrown against the wall. What could have started out as a scream was abruptly cut off, so quickly there might never have been a scream at all.

			Hari got to his feet, tutting at all the chalk smudges on his pants.

			‘Girls!’ Their father bellowed, out of sight but very much heard. ‘Girls, get in here right now!’

			Both girls flinched, heads swivelling to face their home. Through an open window, the drapes in the front sitting room waved lazily in the breeze; their deep forest green would be a nice match for the summery yellow fabric of the sofa and armchairs inside.

			‘Girls, don’t make me say it again! COME HERE.’

			‘Your father is calling you,’ Hari told them. ‘You should go before he gets angry.’

			The sisters, clasping hands, started up the drive. Their sneakers scuffed over their chalk drawings, Ponytail’s right foot smudging through the head of her unicorn, turning its horn into more of a purple-bruised lump than a spiked protuberance.

			A minute later, after the girls had vanished inside, more muffled crashes came from the house, the shattering of crockery or glass, and something more piercing, more human. Hari didn’t look back as he strolled away down the street. His hands were stained red with chalk-dust, but he didn’t bother to wipe them clean.

		

	
		
			
THE LAST LETTER OF RUBY MAE HARTRIDGE


			August 31st, Sunday 
(Seven years post-voices)

			Dear Albus,

			Forgive the hurried scrawl – Jonah and I have composed many letters over the past eight years, but this is by far the hardest (and also the one I have the least amount of time to write). It is a goodbye when I don’t want to say goodbye. It is a wish in words when I would speak it to you with my lips. But we often can’t have what we want, Albus, so we work with what we have. And I have pen and paper.

			Oh, Al, forgive us. We have willingly sent something terrible your way. I wish we could come to you, explain everything to you, but we are both far beyond that now. You are on your path, and Jonah and I are set on ours. The world is spinning out and we are all spinning with it. When it stops and scatters us to the dirt, I fear where each of us will land. Some things are unknown even to me. Especially to me. For too long, too many of us have looked only to ourselves. We tread on others to reach for our own selfish wants and needs. So much greed and cruelty. So much entitlement and indifference to the suffering of others. It is past time for it to end.

			Jonah and I have also come to an end, Al. We knew this day would come. I go with love in my heart. Such a powerful, all-consuming love. For you, for the friends we’ve met along the way, for the friends I’d yet to meet. I think that’s all that matters in the end. That we love and be loved, even though we’ve suffered so. It will be what binds us. Not hate or envy or fear. But there are more sacrifices to come, brother. Dreadful, heart-breaking sacrifices. And betrayal. Such betrayal my heart breaks for it. But first we must hold fast to what we love, because that is what he seeks to tear from us.

			Did I ever tell you why he is called the Flitting Man? It’s not, like he thinks, because he seeks to be so prevailing as to be a part of all minds, all eyes, all ears, all hearts. No, he is called the Flitting Man because he is but the flitting of a shadow, brief and passing. He will not be remembered as anything more than a frightening bedtime story, lost to dreams of a happier place.

			All these years and all these letters I have spent wishing for a future that is brighter than the past we made. We’re all allowed to fail, Albus – there is no shame in it – but in failing, we must pick ourselves up and strive to do better. In any and every way we can. I hope you understand that and can one day forgive me for my failings.

			Never forget how much I love you.

			Your sister, always. [image: And your friend]

			Ruby and [image: Jonah]

		

	
		
			
THE LOST PART


			Arrows

		

	
		
			Amber

			Two days ago

			By the age of fourteen, Amber considered herself a veteran of death. It had visited her in all its many forms. She honestly wondered if there was anyone left alive in the world who wasn’t a veteran, like her.

			The old deaths were the most common, of course. The ones who’d died in the early days, when those creeping, whispering voices had tickled into ears, invading homes as well as minds. These corpses were now rotted and desiccated, shrunken down into something sad and lonely and forgotten. They littered the world, accumulated in gutters, heaped at the sides of roads after the cleaning crews ceased their work. They piled around the bases of the highest tenement blocks and office buildings. In rivers and along coasts, floating like the spilled contents of sunken container ships, their journeys given over to the whims of the tides. They lay like discarded children’s toys in yards and driveways. And when they couldn’t be seen, Amber knew they were there, lying mouldering in their beds, turning to soup in their bathtubs, hanging from the beams in attics and garages, or laid out side by side on the concrete floors of basements. Father, child, mother. Parents bracketing their little ones in a last effort to comfort and protect. Over time, Amber had started to marvel at the infinite variations in which death had visited these places. The dark imaginations of people hadn’t failed, even when everything else had.

			Old, stale death didn’t scare her so much any more. It was toothless and impotent. It was the new kind, with its wetness and foul smells, that brought fear. Violence lingered. Trailed its invisible fingers down her skin and breathed a chilled whisper down her neck. Soon, girl, it said. Soon it’ll be your turn.

			That kind of violence only ever came at the hands of the living.

			Amber shouldn’t be scared. From where she stood, statue-still, in the Inn’s front parlour, she could hear the clatter of crockery from the back of the building, the chop-chop-chop of vegetables and the distant buzz of Bianca’s and Cloris’s conversation as the two women prepared dinner in the kitchen. They were homely sounds. Comforting. This place was safe. Had been for all of the six weeks Amber had been staying here. Yet her heart beat a dull, rapid thud in the hollow of her throat and the material of her sundress plastered itself hot and sweaty to her skin.

			She stared at the man standing at the far end of the Inn’s yellow-bricked driveway. He’d been there for almost four minutes now. Amber knew this because she’d counted the seconds off in her head – one Mrs Sippy, two Mrs Sippy, three Mrs Sippy, four.

			He hadn’t done anything. Hadn’t raised a hand in greeting, hadn’t even shifted his weight from one foot to the other. In all appearances, he posed no threat. But it was his motionlessness that didn’t sit right with her. Normal people don’t just stand there and do nothing. Normal people fidget, or scratch their butts, or rub their noses.

			Amber’s toes clenched. She desperately wanted to go get Bianca but was afraid that, if she took her eyes off the man, when she returned, he would be gone. And losing sight of him seemed somehow worse than not raising the alarm. Losing sight of him would be bad. She was sure he couldn’t see her; she stood to one side of the large picture window, behind the heavy drape, peering around so that only one of her eyes showed.

			She could hear Jasper’s distant gurgling from the kitchen, too, now, doing his baby-best to join in with Cloris’s and Bianca’s discussion. A call would bring the two women hurrying to see what was wrong, Amber knew this, and yet when she opened her mouth her vocal cords were as motionless as the man outside.

			‘What’re you staring at?’ said a voice in her ear.

			Amber startled away, one hand swatting at the space next to her head, finding and slapping a bony shoulder. Mica frowned quizzically at her, one hand rubbing at the spot she’d hit. He was a little older than her, but they stood head to head, height-wise. Bianca had once laughingly asked Amber if she had been putting horse muck in her shoes to make herself grow faster. Amber had been confused by the comment (they didn’t have any horses at the Inn), and her confusion had made Bianca laugh all the more.

			‘You’ve been staring out the window for ages,’ Mica said, peering over her shoulder.

			Amber immediately looked back at the driveway, fear tightening through her stomach when she found it empty, just like she’d feared. She searched the trees, the hedgerows, eyes moving with a quiet panic, but the man had slipped between the invisible folds of the world and vanished.

			‘No,’ she whispered miserably.

			From the corner of her eye, she felt Mica’s suspicious gaze turn on her. She could tell from the sudden faint curling of his lip that he probably thought she was pulling a prank on him, even though she’d never once pranked him or his stupid brother.

			‘There’s nothing out there,’ Mica said, and what could she say to that? It was true; there was nothing but the unmarked bricks of the driveway, the deep emerald of the grass and the softly swaying trees and hedgerows that lined the property. She should tell Mica what she’d seen, but Mica thought she was crazy. She knew this because she’d overheard him say so to his brother. Deep down, she knew they didn’t mean to be cruel – they were just boys who thought they understood everything yet understood nothing much at all. She wasn’t crazy or crackers or cuckoo.

			She left Mica where he was and went to the kitchen. She walked fast, her shoes clicking on the bare wooden flooring. After a pause, louder clomps came from behind as Mica quickly followed.

			The smell of baking bread made her traitorous stomach clench on a pang of hunger. Bianca stood at a chopping board with a large paring knife, dicing bell peppers. Cloris was at the centre island, carefully cutting slices from a freshly baked loaf. The bangles on the older woman’s wrist jangled as she sawed. Jasper sat in his high-chair, a toy car in one chubby fist and a whole host of plastic toys strewn on the floor around him where they had been tossed. Amber instinctively moved to him, placing her hand on the warm, silken hair of his head. He blinked up at her, lips pursing and blowing a spitty raspberry in welcome.

			‘Hey, you two.’ Bianca greeted her with a warm smile, teeth beautifully white in her dark-skinned face. From the first time she’d seen it up until now, Amber felt something infinitesimal relax in her insides. ‘Just in time to set the table.’

			Amber’s mouth had half opened, ready to spill the words she urgently needed to say, but Bianca’s words forestalled her. Amber closed her mouth, swallowed dryly, glanced at the bare table where they usually ate and stepped out of Mica’s way as he came past, grumbling under his breath, to collect the place mats and cutlery from the drawers.

			Amber couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell them. They would think she’d been imagining it, was being silly and—

			‘You OK, hon?’ Bianca asked, knife no longer chopping but hovering over half a waxy green pepper.

			‘There’s-a-man-out-front,’ Amber blurted, saying it in a single breath, rushing it out so she couldn’t call it back halfway through.

			There was a beat of surprised silence. None of them was accustomed to Amber saying much more than a ‘yes, please’ or a ‘no, thank you’ or a ‘hello’ or a ‘goodbye’. Unless she was talking to Jasper, who was her little buddy.

			‘Out front,’ Amber repeated. ‘A man. I saw him. Standing at the bottom of the driveway.’

			‘Just now?’ Bianca asked, the question as sharp as the knife she held.

			Amber nodded.

			‘Cloris, take Jasper.’ With that, Bianca left the peppers on the chopping board and came across the kitchen, knife in hand. She swept past Amber, going out through the kitchen door, calling back over her shoulder. ‘Mica, go get your brother. Be quick now. And bring the bows!’

			Amber shared a look with Cloris – the woman’s painted eyebrows were higher than ever, almost disappearing into her greying hairline – then Amber was hurrying after Bianca.

			She hadn’t gone to the picture window but walked straight out through the front door. Amber found her at the top of the porch steps, knife held down at her side, in full view of anyone who was looking.

			They were in the habit of leaving doors and windows unlocked during the day – the Inn was so far off any main thoroughfare that passing traffic wasn’t a concern. You had to know this place existed to find it. Now, all those unlocked doors and windows felt like an invitation, a calling card to anyone who wanted to wander inside, to take whatever they wanted, do whatever they wanted. Why hadn’t they prepared better, put up some defences, locked down the ground floor? Why had Amber thought she’d be safe here? She wasn’t safe. Nowhere was safe.

			Fear, like a winter wind, blew through her.

			In less than a minute the boys had returned with their bows – not children’s playthings but fibreglass constructions with precision sights – and Bianca was directing them to split up and perform a perimeter sweep of the Inn. She had already ordered Cloris to take the baby upstairs and barricade themselves in Jasper’s room.

			‘Is that necessary?’ Cloris asked.

			‘I am not debating this with you, Cloris. Please just do as I say – go on upstairs and barricade yourselves in until we holler the all-clear.’

			Cloris nodded to her, said, ‘Be careful,’ and headed back inside.

			Bianca waved Arun to come along with her to the right, but it was Cloris who Amber watched. A swift stab of protectiveness jabbed into Amber’s gut as she watched the older woman climb the wide, carpeted staircase with Jasper in her arms. The boy gazed back at Amber over the woman’s shoulder, burbling something around the little fist he had stuffed in his mouth. He was always trying to talk to them. He was getting so big.

			Only Mica sharply saying Amber’s name brought her attention back to him.

			‘Let’s go,’ he told her. ‘Stay close to me.’

			She followed after him as he tromped defiantly ahead of her, his feet grinding and crunching into the yellow-gravelled pathway. The path wound its way along the southern side of the Norwood Cove Inn, a four-gabled, three-storeyed hotel that boasted thirty-plus rooms with green-slatted shutters on their windows, white-railed balconies supported by impressively large white columns and enclosed verandas front and back.

			The Inn’s white-wood cladding rose in a huge bleached wall on Amber’s left. It should have felt like a shield, like something solid and protective towering over them, but it didn’t. It loomed, shading them in a gloom that made her shiver. Amber glanced up at the windows, expecting to find the stranger she had seen staring down at them, having somehow gotten inside their home, his unblinking gaze tracking them as they passed below him.

			The window was empty, of course.

			She winced at the gravelled crunch of Mica’s stomps. He was making so much noise. She wanted to tell him to stop, to be more careful, this wasn’t some boys’ game he and his brother were fond of playing, but her voice remained locked up small and tight behind her tonsils. She stepped on to the grass verge, shoes sinking into its lush, green carpet, silencing her footfalls. Mica continued his noisy tromp, holding on to the carbon-fibre bow. It looked too big in his hands. He’d already knocked a yellow-flighted arrow, ready to loose. Amber had watched him and his brother practise firing their bows down on the beach, their wild and heady laughter riding the ocean’s breeze as they’d run to collect their arrows. She knew it made him feel brave, that weapon. Too brave.

			They passed the covered pile of chopped wood stacked against the Inn’s southern wall, ready for fireplaces and wood burners. Her feet shushed on the grass; Mica hiked his pants up one-handed, the weight of a large binoculars case clipped at his waist dragging at his jeans. A warm tickle of air touched the back of Amber’s clammy neck and the skin between her shoulder-blades grew taut and squirmy.

			Eyes burned into the back of her head, but she couldn’t turn to look. She kept her gaze on Mica, considering the slight kink in his hair with more focus than it deserved. If she looked back, she’d see that too-still man, nearer, staring at her. Then, every time she chanced another glance back, he’d have halved the distance again, transported silently closer, though she’d never see him move.

			She found herself squeezing her muscles down there, her bladder pinched and shivery. She had to clench her teeth to stop them chattering. She ached to say Mica’s name, to make him turn around so he could be the one to spot the stranger who was so close behind them now. She gripped the sides of her skirt in her clammy palms.

			Mica swept his bow over the enclosed vegetable garden (Amber could see the lemons peeking out at them through the chicken-wire fencing), then stepped clear of the path and did a slow circle, panning around to look at her. His eyes widened and Amber whimpered quietly.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Mica asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			He looked straight at her and only at her. His eyes didn’t flick over her shoulder, didn’t see anyone else. Turn around, chicken, she told herself. Turn around and see for yourself. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

			She forced her neck to twist, her eyes to swivel.

			The pathway behind them was empty. The expanse of lawn was unoccupied, as was the driveway. She released a pent-up breath, closed her eyes. Maybe the man had been an apparition. Maybe he’d never been there at all.

			She let go of the sweaty clumps of her skirt and flexed her stiff fingers.

			A swift, sharp sting to her shoulder flashed her eyes open. She glimpsed the yellow-tipped arrow fly past, a fleet line that became visible only when the arrow embedded itself in the front lawn’s grass.

			Upset, she clamped her hand over the cut on her upper arm and turned on Mica, a frown pulling down the corners of her mouth, but Mica was stretched high on his toes, as tall as he could get, and the unmoving man stood half hidden behind him, only one eye visible from behind Mica’s head, like Amber’s one eye only had been visible from behind the picture window’s drape. The way he held Mica, lover-close, had rucked the boy’s shirt, a slice of his slim belly on show. His bow dropped soundlessly to the ground, cushioned on the grass.

			Amber stared, unable to move, unable to speak as a speck of blood in the middle of Mica’s torso rapidly bloomed outward, an unfurling dark-petalled flower that saturated the front of his T-shirt. He had worn the shirt many times since Amber had arrived at the Inn. She’d always avoided looking at it – it had a wolf’s-head design on the front that made her think of terrified, bleating sheep and lost girls alone in the woods.

			The sting of the cut on her arm, where Mica’s loosed arrow had sliced her, faded into the background. She forgot about the bow Mica had dropped. She forgot the Inn and its white clapboard siding on her left, the window above their heads standing blank and empty (no help there), the piled firewood stacked nearby (too far away to reach), forgot the vegetable garden behind the chicken-wire fence, the yellows of the lemons, the greens of its lettuces, beans, spinach and broccoli and the ladders of tomatoes, each deeper red in the falling dusk than ever, but not as richly deep as the red of Mica’s blood. Amber couldn’t tear her eyes from it.

			It was only Mica’s whimpering gasp that brought her gaze leaping to his face. His eyes were dark, drowning pools, his mouth loose and soft. She thought he mouthed help at her, but how could she help when the grass gripped her feet and death held her in its thrall?

			The man behind Mica had strapped an arm across the boy, holding him still for the blade he’d slid into Mica’s back. On the back of his hand, a black tattoo, a spiral, was stamped into his skin. A dizzying vortex that made the world tilt and shift in Amber’s vision.

			The stranger’s eye watched her, its centre so black there was no telling where the iris ended and the pupil began. The eye blinked and something unlocked in Amber’s throat.

			She was a quiet girl – always had been – but quiet girls still know how to scream. The cry tore up and out, erupting from her throat. The grass and earth shook at the power of it and released their grip on her. Light and free, she spun away from Mica – his death so new he was still in the throes of it – and did the only thing she could.

			She fled.

			Amber may have run, but she couldn’t leave. She dashed back the way she and Mica had come, sprinting for the Inn’s front stoop and entrance. Far away, on the other side of the Inn, she heard Bianca calling her and Mica’s names.

			Amber shouted back, her voice cracking, unpractised at being used so much or so loudly. ‘He’s here, Bianca!’ Thank God Cloris and Jasper were already inside, locked in an upstairs bedroom.

			Pebbles skittered under Amber’s running feet, spitting out as she took the corner at full speed. She didn’t look back, didn’t want to see if death was chasing her down, its knife wet from Mica’s blood, its hand reaching for her shoulder to clamp down, spin her around and shove that hot blade under her ribs. Her limbs felt hollow and boneless. She was so light she flew.

			Far to the north-west, tiny as fine-grain sand, a flock of birds flew and wheeled in tight formation. Her eyes flicked to them for the barest instant, the murmuration billowing outwards, flattening; to Amber it resembled an outstretched hand that beckoned to her. The birds understood. They knew death was coming for her and Amber fervently wished in that moment that she were one of them, with wings that could take her away from this place and the violence being unleashed on it.

			The Inn’s long driveway, leading up past the front lawns and out to the road, called to her. Fly away, it said. Leave now. Don’t go back.

			But that was fear talking, and she wouldn’t listen. She could feel death closing in, yes, but she also felt the silky softness of Jasper’s hair tickling her palm. Felt his baby weight in her arms, sturdy and warm, as she lifted him from his cot, and the vibrations of his happy gurgles buzzing under her hand while she sang nonsense tunes into his ear to make him laugh. She turned from the driveway and the free-flying birds and leapt up the front porch’s steps and dashed inside. She threw herself against the heavy door, slamming it shut and throwing the deadbolts home.

			Trembling, breathing hard, she backed up, knowing it wouldn’t stop the man for long. There were too many ways to get inside. Numerous ground-floor windows. Two more entrances on this level alone. She was only buying time. She realised she was crying, her cheeks wet and dripping, and she wiped her face dry in the crook of her elbow.

			Running feet thudded the porch and the door rattled in its frame. Amber gasped. Couldn’t help it. The rattling stopped. More booted thuds and the man appeared at the large picture window. His hand cupped his brow against the glass as he peered in. It was getting darker, the daylight outside dimming with the setting sun and backlighting him, his features masked in shadows, but she felt his gaze as it passed over her, his head’s panning stopping and settling on her. His breath steamed up the window. He moved back, used the knife’s tip to draw a wavering, screeching spiral on the fogged-up glass. The blade left spots and smears of Mica’s blood in its wake. Done with his artwork, the man went right, striding past the window and out of sight, his drumming footsteps quickly dropping away.

			Amber didn’t wait – she scampered across the foyer, shoes clacking on bare wooden floors, heading for the wide staircase up which Cloris had disappeared with Jasper. From the rear of the Inn, she heard Bianca and Arun storm into the rear reception in a clamour of crashes and curses.

			‘Mica! Amber!’ Bianca sounded panicked, scared. It added an extra-thick layer of anxiety to Amber’s bubbling fear because Bianca didn’t get scared. She was smart and tough and didn’t take crap from nobody.

			Bianca called out again, more than panic in it this time. Desperation.

			Amber froze with one toe pressed to the staircase’s bottom riser and whispered Jasper’s name, torn, her hands gripping the sides of her dress and squeezing. Cloris had Jasper in his room, but Cloris was in her sixties. She wouldn’t be able to run fast or far, not with a baby to carry.

			From the back of the Inn, glass shattered, a horrendous sound that resounded through the ground floor. Shouts came next, angry and confrontational. Whoever had come for them had gotten in.

			‘No, no, no,’ Amber sobbed, low and miserable, the material of her dress clumped hot and damp in her fists. Her forearms burned from holding on so tightly. She couldn’t draw air in fast enough to catch her breath.

			Arun was yelling, but it was lost in a series of thuds. Bianca screamed and it sounded so much like ‘Go!’ that Amber flinched. She snatched her hands away from her dress and leapt up the stairs two at a time. She hit the first landing, grabbed the newel post and propelled herself up the next flight, not realising she was gasping, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ over and over again until she’d reached the top and was panting in big, ragged gulps. The carpeting up here was plush, thick, it stifled her footfalls as she ran the length of the hallway to the nursery. It was locked, and she knocked furtively.

			She heard movement behind the door.

			‘It’s me,’ Amber whispered, breathless, brushing shaky hands over her tear-stained cheeks.

			A scrape as something heavy was slid out of the way. The lock disengaged and Cloris’s watery eye and painted eyebrow appeared in the gap. Seeing Amber alone, she opened the door wider.

			‘Quickly, dear, in, in.’

			Cloris relocked the door and moved to shunt the antique dresser back in place, but Amber stopped her with a hand flat to the varnished wood.

			Cloris glanced up, surprise evident in the high hike of her brows at Amber’s forwardness. The older woman left the dresser where it was, the door unbarricaded. Her fluffy grey hair was flattened on one side. Her mascara had run and her powdered brow and temples were chalky and streaked with perspiration. She had bitten all her lipstick off.

			‘We have to go,’ Amber told her. ‘Now.’

			‘I heard . . .’ Cloris began, and swallowed. ‘I thought I heard screaming.’

			Jasper was standing up in the makeshift crib they had made for him, his chubby hands holding on to the blanket-covered siding of the crate. He cooed at Amber, and the tightness in her chest, the crushing fear, eased back a fraction as affection surged up to take its place. She hurried to him, his arms already up, fists clasping and opening, wanting to be picked up. She took a precious moment to lean down to him, his little hand snagging hold of her dress. She stroked his hair, kissed his head. He whined in complaint as she backed away, working his grip loose to do so. He lost his balance and dropped on to his butt.

			‘They . . . they hurt Mica,’ Amber admitted quietly, not looking at Cloris. The words were difficult to get out, not because she’d uttered more words in the last fifteen minutes than she had to anybody other than Jasper since arriving at the Inn, but because she was speaking of death and she was afraid that if she spoke of it too loudly, it might find them again.

			‘They who?’

			‘I don’t know. The man I saw. Maybe more.’

			Cloris stared at her, speechless.

			‘We have to go,’ Amber said again. A bulky shawl was folded neatly on the armchair next to the crib and she snatched it up, shook it out. It smelled of Bianca – of the lavender oil she used to help her sleep, of fresh air and turned soil – and something caught in Amber’s throat, sharp as a fish-hook. She swallowed it away, something tearing inside her as it went down, and made quick work of wrapping the shawl around her front.

			‘We can’t just go,’ Cloris argued. ‘What about Bianca and the boys?’

			Amber watched the door as she worked on hastily folding the shawl into a papoose, expecting it to any second burst inwards in a spray of splinters and flying wood. The wood was solid, the lock weighty, but it wouldn’t stop anyone from getting in, not even if the dresser was pulled in front.

			‘I don’t understand.’ Cloris was wringing her hands. The multitude of rings on her fingers glinted and flashed. ‘What do they want? Food? Surely they’d take it and leave if that was the case. Do they somehow know Albus? Is that what this is about?’ She stopped the wringing to plump at her hair, working the flattened side back into shape.

			The Inn belonged to Albus’s uncle, but Albus lived here now with the family he’d collected and brought with him: eleven of them, including Amber and Jasper. No one knew the Inn existed unless they’d been told about it. Albus himself had felt confident enough to leave with the others on a rescue mission, believing Amber and the rest would come to no harm if left alone. How wrong they’d been.

			‘What are you doing?’

			Amber had watched Bianca do this many times whenever she took Jasper out into the vegetable garden with her. The boy had worked his way back on to his feet, and Amber reached over to pick him up. He was heavy – he enjoyed his food: eating it, playing with it, smearing it over his face and in his hair. It took a little manoeuvring to get him secured in the shawl’s front sling. Catching on, Cloris moved to tighten the knotted ends at Amber’s back, talking the whole while she did, a low, fast murmur about sneaking to the kitchen for knives, about being quiet so they could maybe take any intruders by surprise.

			Amber didn’t tell Cloris that Mica was beyond their help now, and that she suspected Arun and Bianca were, too. She didn’t say a word about Cloris being unable to walk far without complaining about her sore hips. Hitching Jasper closer to her chest, adjusting to his weight, Amber reached a hand out without raising her eyes and laid it on Cloris’s forearm. She had never willingly touched the woman before, and it was enough to stop Cloris’s sentence mid-flow.

			‘I have to take Jasper now.’

			She could feel Cloris watching her, could almost feel her thoughts whirling around them like little desperate moths bumping and searching for escape. A hand patted over Amber’s and squeezed it gently.

			‘Yes, dear. Yes, I understand.’

			The three of them made it all the way down the narrow, unlit service stairs to the kitchen. Cloris paused to glance out of a window, rising up on her toes and leaning far over the sink to do it. She abruptly whirled away from the view and scurried over to Amber. She no longer resembled the woman Amber had come to know: prim, refined, a bit snobby. She was a pale imitation of herself. Haunted. Amber expected her hand to be cold when Cloris clasped hers and urgently tugged at her to follow, but it burned on her skin. Amber was ushered through the utility room, the smell of old fabric softener closing around them.

			At the door leading outside, Cloris paused to face them, her lips trembling. She touched delicate fingers to Jasper’s fine, wispy hair and then brought the same hand up to close over Amber’s chin, cupping her in a palm so soft and so warm that Amber made a quiet, involuntary noise.

			‘You’re a good girl,’ Cloris whispered to her. ‘I should have told you that before.’ With a final squeeze and a shaky smile that softened all her smudged and painted edges into something surprisingly lovely, Cloris released her, opened the exterior door just wide enough for Amber and Jasper to slip through and bustled them out.

			Before Amber had time to even think about saying anything, the door was shut again and Cloris was gone.

			The land fell away in steps at the rear of the Inn’s grounds, from high-grassed lawns to rock and shale and, finally, to the dark, wet sands of the beach and the never-ending ocean. The ruffled white breakers rolled in with the tide, their rushing swells greeting Amber’s ears. The salt air, still warm from the setting sun, cleared her nose of the Inn’s shut-in mustiness of ageing furniture and varnished wood. A set of steep exterior steps led down from the raised decking to more gravel, which ran east to the front driveway and west to the gardens and beach.

			Indistinct voices drifted into earshot. She heard the scrape of a chair leg on decking. The rear porch was dotted with furniture – rocking chairs and spindle-backed seats where guests could come to relax and stare out to sea. It was where Amber always knew to look for Albus, sitting silently and rocking himself, like an old man trapped inside the body of a twenty-something-year-old.

			A screen door creaked, springs squawking in protest. The reception door. It had needed oiling since Amber had arrived, but no one had gotten round to it. The screen banged shut. There was a bump, a vicious curse, an urgent scuffing of feet, and then, so suddenly that Amber flinched, a howl of emotion that lifted so high she felt sure it would push back the tides and send the gulls scattering to the skies.

			Cloris’s wail didn’t last long; it fell into short, raspy shouts, the same demand over and over. ‘Let them go! Let them go, damn you!’

			‘Cloris.’ Bianca’s voice was slurred, muffled, as if she had a mouthful of marshmallows. She fell into a smothered sob and any further words were washed away by the crashing of the waves and distance.

			Jasper’s heavy head had settled on Amber’s collarbone and his sleepy breaths puffed warm against her throat, close and rhythmic. The shouts hadn’t disturbed him, but the furious thundering of her heart soon would. Amber dashed to the steps, placing her feet carefully on each one as she hurriedly descended.

			At the bottom, she hesitated, exactly as she’d hesitated at the staircase when Bianca had called out to her.

			Don’t look, a small voice whispered to her. You’ll regret it if you look.

			But Amber had to. She couldn’t leave them without seeing.

			She went to the white latticed panel that fenced in the space under the Inn; they ran the entire length of the raised veranda’s underbelly. She unlatched the gate and opened it to darkness. She didn’t want to go under there. Wild animals made their nests in that dank, fetid space. Creepy-crawlies built webbed kingdoms and made cocoons of their victims. Injured cats dragged themselves in there to die.

			But it was the only way to get closer without being seen.

			She murmured comforting words to Jasper (and to herself) and ducked to fit through. Above her head, an endless tunnel of wooden slats, seamed with light, stretched away, the last bits of daylight slicing the floorboards into lines. To her left, maple-leaf-shaped holes punched through the latticed sidings, allowing her a dot-to-dot view of the lawns, the ocean. She crept closer, the spongey soil like walking on foam bedding. The rich, pungent smell of earth tickled her nose. Fine, gossamer webs brushed her face and arms.

			Jasper moved fitfully against her, and she stopped breathing. A warm sigh snuffled from him and the boy settled down. She glanced over her shoulder, back to the gate’s access, its frame haloed with muted light. She should take the boy and leave. Run, and run now. But something larger than fear had control of her; she felt like one of those thousands of birds on the distant horizon, joined to its wheeling, feathery mass whether she wanted to be or not. She turned when those nearest to her turned and banked when her neighbours banked.

			She stayed low and duck-walked awkwardly with Jasper. A few more yards and she would be able to see. She crouched next to the panelling, placed her eye to a hole and looked.

			That man. That rat-bastard man with his black eyes was on the lawn. His knife had been replaced with a bow. It wasn’t a child’s plaything he held but a weapon made of fibreglass and fitted with calibrated sights.

			The grass brushed his shins. A black nylon quiver leaned against his leg, a bushel of yellow-flighted arrows bristling from the top. He pulled an arrow free and notched it but didn’t draw.

			He called over to the veranda, who to, Amber didn’t know. His words were stolen from her, the wind picking them up and tossing them aside.

			Jasper wriggled again, reminding her how foolish she was being for staying.

			She was distracted from her thoughts when the man drew the bowstring back in a swift, smooth pull, releasing it as soon as it touched his cheek.

			The arrow shot away so fast Amber’s eyes lost track of it. It thudded home somewhere above her head and Cloris let out an agonised cry. A wailing howl, a sound so torn with grief, shivered through the floorboards over Amber’s head. Dust and dirt misted down and she lifted a protective hand to cover Jasper’s head, even as flecks caught in her eyelashes. She blinked and blinked again, tears spilling free.

			A second arrow was loosed and thunked into its target, but no cry came – only a weary expelled grunt. Bianca’s wail dropped down into a hoarse, wallowing moan, as if she knew there were no ears to hear it and no one left to care even if they did.

			Amber bit so hard at her lip she tasted blood. The birds were inside her now, flapping through her chest and amassing around her heart, a tumult of motion that made breathing difficult. She stood up fast and retreated, almost tripping on her wobbling legs. She hurried through the striped light and fell back through the gate, the door almost tearing loose from her hold as a stampeding gust of wind blasted down the side of the Inn. She hooked the gate closed to prevent it from banging, her jittery fingers barely able to latch it.

			She darted across the gravel path to the grass, phantom cries chasing after her, not knowing if they were the tormented cries of her friends or the strident calls of the seagulls gliding in from the sea and riding the building winds. Her foot slid in mud and she tensed, unbalanced for a moment, clumsily regaining her footing as another forceful blast of wind shoved her roughly, urging her onward. A deafening blanket accompanied the gust, a tin-whistle that assaulted her ears from the inside and blared its insistence. Her hair whipped around her head, and Jasper, now awake, whimpered into her chest. Amber broke into a run, fleeing her home, her new family, and made it all of ten yards before she stumbled to a halt.

			Another stranger, one she hadn’t yet seen, stepped out from behind a long line of hedgerows and into her path. Had this man been stationed here the entire time to keep watch? To catch anyone attempting to sneak away? It seemed likely, and Amber felt like a fool for not thinking of it.

			He was younger than the other man, his cheeks blemished with old acne scars, his hair greasy as the wind flicked it into his squinting eyes. Amber might have still considered making a run for it – he might have been young, but he looked somehow soft and a bit doughy around his middle – but he stood facing her with his feet planted wide and a deadly-looking black gun pointed at her chest, where Jasper lay cradled against her.

			Burning, impotent tears prickled at Amber’s eyes. They had been so close. So close.

			Like a wild animal, Amber instantly settled into complete stillness, as she had done when she’d seen the first stranger standing at the end of their driveway. She only blinked and breathed as she watched. But Jasper could feel the frantic knocking of her heart against her breastbone and he shifted in his sling, his head bumping her chin as he whined in unhappiness.

			The young man unclipped something palm-sized and boxy from his belt and lifted it to his mouth. Despite the wind and the tinny whistling in her ears, Amber heard his words.

			‘She came out with the kid. I have her.’

		

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Title page


						Copyright Page


						About the Author


						Praise for G X Todd


						Also by G X Todd


						About the Book


						Acknowledgements


						Resources


						Dedication
					
								STIRRINGS


								THE LAST LETTER OF RUBY MAE HARTRIDGE


					


				


						THE LOST PART
					
								Amber


					


				


						PART ONE
					
								CHAPTER 1


								CHAPTER 2


								CHAPTER 3


								CHAPTER 4


								CHAPTER 5


								CHAPTER 6


								CHAPTER 7


					


				


						PART TWO
					
								CHAPTER 1


								CHAPTER 2


								CHAPTER 3


								CHAPTER 4


								CHAPTER 5


								CHAPTER 6


					


				


						PART THREE
					
								CHAPTER 1


								CHAPTER 2


								CHAPTER 3


								CHAPTER 4


								CHAPTER 5


								CHAPTER 6


								CHAPTER 7


								CHAPTER 8


								CHAPTER 9


								CHAPTER 10


								CHAPTER 11


								CHAPTER 12


								CHAPTER 13


								CHAPTER 14


								CHAPTER 15


								CHAPTER 16


								CHAPTER 17


								CHAPTER 18


								CHAPTER 19


					


				


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Title-Page


						Frontmatter


						Table of Contents


			


		


OEBPS/image/Ghosts_TTPs.jpg
GHOSTS

DDDDDD





OEBPS/image/Ghosts_cover.jpg
GX TODD





OEBPS/image/Headlinelogo_2016.jpg
HEADLINE





OEBPS/image/Jonah.jpg





OEBPS/image/Andyourfriend.jpg
And vour friend,





