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			‘You can taste the dust and blood and sweat; the fear on every page . . . these voices will burrow into your head and heart’ Karen Maitland

			‘Hunted is a smart, fast-paced, brave and classy thriller’ Gillian McAllister

			‘Defender is simply majestic’ Adam Christopher

			‘Hunted is a masterfully written, gripping read . . . A beautifully dark, twisted world that is rich in character and authenticity’ Adam Hamdy

		

	
		
			About the Book

			The birds are flying.
The birds are flocking.
The birds sense the red skies are coming.

			One man is driven by an inner voice that isn’t his – this Other is chewing at his sanity like a jackal with a bone and has one purpose.

			To find the voice hiding in the girl.

			She has no one to defend her now.

			But in an inn by the sea, a boy with no tongue and no voice gathers his warriors. Albus must find the girl, Lacey . . . before the Other does.

			And finish the work his sister Ruby began.

			Hunted is the second book in the acclaimed Voices series, where the battle between Good and Evil holds you in its vice-like grip.

			#HearTheVoices
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			Letter #271

			January 12th, Thursday

			Dear Stranger,

			Do I even call you that now? Stranger? We’ve come too far for that, I think. We know each other, a little bit, if only because we share the same world. We survive it by hiding – from ourselves, from each other, but I must tell you there is coming a time when hiding will no longer work. We have been dragged down into the mud, we have crawled through its muck until we are unrecognisable, and now there is nothing left to do but climb free and wash ourselves clean.

			You’re wondering if I hear a voice, aren’t you? I do. My voice’s name is Jonah, and he wishes we could all just get along. It makes me laugh, the way he says it, as if ‘getting along’ is as easy as inviting someone over for milk and cookies. But there are people out there who want us gone – want me and people like me gone. They want you to believe that voices are bad and that those who hear them cannot be trusted. I’m here to tell you that it’s not so simple. But then, nothing ever really is.

			Have you heard the stories yet? Of a man who knows all our hiding places? He comes in the night, if you believe the tales. He finds you in your sleep and, with a whisper, steals you away. He is a ghoul and a ghost and he’s called the Flitting Man by some. He’s the fear that rides these lands. He is the voice that non-voice-hearers believe will wipe them from the earth. I think the Flitting Man is all of us, hiding in our little holes, alone and too scared to come out.

			Some of us have already begun to climb clear of the mud. A teenage girl whose name I don’t yet know but who I see with lemons in her hands and a rifle over her shoulder. A man of lost wisdom, a pilgrim who carries us all on his back yet is too fearful to ask where he must head. And my brother. Oh, Al, I miss your face. I miss singing to you and seeing your eyes light up as they lift to see the colour spill from my lips.

			No, I will call you stranger no more, dear reader. I will call you friend, whether you hear a voice or not. Because you can never have too many friends in a world where strangers are so plentiful.

			Always yours,
Ruby

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Hide and Go Seek

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Pitchfork

			Sunny and Beck found the kid cowering in row M of the cavernous, derelict movie theatre. They had one flashlight between them – with the last two replacement D-size batteries rolling around in the bottom of Sunny’s knapsack – and Sunny was in charge of it. She swept the bright wash of light up and down rows W to N, and there he was, on his knees, butt sticking out from under the seats and arms folded over his head as if preparing for a bomb blast.

			He whimpered when the flashlight found him. ‘I ain’t tellin’ them . . . no . . . no . . . I ain’t sayin’ nothin’.’

			Sunny and Beck exchanged glances and she minutely shook her head. No need to get any closer, that small shake said, they could tell the others they hadn’t found squat, that this place had been a clean sweep. But her man was already turning away, side-shuffling along the row, his ridiculous gosh-darned pitchfork held above his head as if he were some biblical figure wading through the shallows to his disciples.

			Sunny heaved a sigh and followed.

			‘Hey, buddy,’ Beck said, as if talking to a wild dog. ‘What you doing there, huh? You got something with you? You hearing something?’

			The young man immediately stopped muttering to himself and stilled, almost disappearing into the puddle of darkness under the seats.

			‘We can help you. Take it easy, eh, and let us help you.’

			Sunny touched Beck’s shoulder, a sour nervousness lining her stomach. ‘Just forget him, Beck. He’s not worth—’

			The huddled figure uncoiled like a snake, and Sunny gasped and stepped back, the beam of her flashlight swinging wildly, her view obscured by a flittering of shadows.

			‘Get out the way!’ she cried, and Beck ducked. Over his head, in the flashlight’s glare, the young guy’s eyes locked on to hers and something cold and cunning stared back at her. Her breath froze in her lungs, and then, like the murky flutter of a dancing moth, the sly look was gone and he was just a snivelling wimp of a kid again.

			He was easily a decade younger than Sunny’s thirty-three years but the harsh white beam aged him, dug holes for his eye sockets and carved hunger lines around his mouth. His patchy beard did nothing to soften his features.

			‘Did you see that?’ she hissed at Beck. ‘Did you see? This isn’t right. We shouldn’t be in here with—’

			But Beck didn’t let her finish. His voice hardened. ‘No more messing around.’

			The young man’s head sunk down, his scrawny neck bowing under the weight. ‘I hear somethin’,’ he whispered. ‘Oh, I hear somethin’, yes I do. But you don’t want what I got. Nu-huh, no way.’

			She sensed a brief hesitation in Beck, but he masked it, like he always did. Fear didn’t exist unless you acknowledged it, right? Mind over matter, and all that jazz. If you didn’t mind, then it didn’t matter.

			‘I hear a voice, too,’ Beck told the kid. ‘We don’t have to hide. Not any more. It’s better if we stick together. Come on out and let us help you.’

			The kid raised a bony hand and pointed his finger at his own head, making a soft pew with his mouth, cheeks puffing out, as he fired the finger-gun into his temple.

			Sunny backed up another step, expecting the finger-gun to turn on her.

			And do what? Shoot you? Get a grip, woman.

			She watched his eyes, but the cunning glint she’d glimpsed didn’t resurface. He seemed lost and alone. Pathetic, even. But there was something lurking, a ragged coral reef that the dark ocean concealed, right up until it ripped a hole in your hull.

			‘You don’t want to speak to us? That’s cool,’ Beck said. ‘But we’ll have to take you to someone who’ll talk some sense into you. You understand that, right, buddy? You need to play the game. We all do. Come on now. Walk on ahead of us.’ Beck poked his pitchfork at the kid to get him moving.

			Obediently, the guy led them back into the main aisle, trudging, heavy-footed, as if his legs didn’t belong to him. She watched for a shifty glance or a sign the kid’s meekness was a front, but he gave nothing away.

			Her attention drifted, eyes drawn to her surroundings as they exited the auditorium and entered the burgundy velveteen foyer. This part of the building was as ruined as the main theatre – the rot and damp had brought on a sneezing fit when she’d first stepped inside – but she could picture how it had been: the brass fittings shining in the soft up-lights, the antique till ringing up purchases of warm roasted nuts and cold, crisp champagne. She’d never dreamed of being in a place like this. The only smells Sunny got used to breathing were spilled beer and the BBQ sauce that got slathered across every slab of meat that came out of the Wet Whistle’s kitchen, from the bar’s trademark slow-cooked ribs to their BBQ-pulled-pork double-stacked burger. None of that meant she couldn’t dream of seeing fancy places, and it sure didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy visiting one when the opportunity arose, as crappy and falling apart as it might be.

			Still, she was real glad of the streaming sun, baking into the faded red-wine carpeting, filtering in dusty shafts through the theatre’s smashed entryway. Being in the dank, dark hole of the auditorium had made her think of snakes and slugs and moist things that crawled along on their bellies. She didn’t belong in there. Maybe this kid did, but she didn’t.

			They stepped outside, the kid first, then Beck, then Sunny. The pavement was a hot welcome to her booted feet. The sun chased away the last lingering chill crouching in her bowels.

			At the far end of the block, the rest of their group had gathered outside the pharmacy. Four bellyaching men and the two sour-faced bitches, and a new fella she hadn’t laid on eyes on before. She didn’t envy him, joining their ranks. Tensions had been running high recently.

			A small scuffle had broken out. Sunny sighed. ‘Wonder what’s hitting the fan now.’

			‘The more they fight between themselves, the more they’ll leave us be.’ Beck jabbed at the kid again, prodding him on. ‘That doesn’t mean you get to quit walking.’

			The three of them slowly made their way up the street, taking their sweet time, hoping the disagreement would have blown over by the time they got there. They were passing Patty P’s Pawn Emporium, a once-pretty café with outside seating (well, two seats, one kicked over by the front stoop and the other across the street outside a gallery called American Graffiti, its four legs poking up like a dead insect’s), when Beck propped his pitchfork on his shoulder.

			‘You look like a demented farmer with that thing,’ Sunny complained.

			Beck slanted her a grin. ‘Leave it be. You know it’s good for keeping undesirables at bay.’

			Sunny didn’t mind the chipped tooth or how Beck’s wheat-coloured hair had a life of its own. Or the way he snorted air when he laughed. She thought he was a fine individual. Dependable. No nonsense. He didn’t often talk to others, and they tended to stay out of his way, and she liked that about him. He didn’t need validation from anyone, not even her.

			A tubby fella flew out of the group and went down, bellyflopping on to the sidewalk. Laughter erupted, rising in volume when he tried to lift himself up, too heavy to get more than a couple of inches of space between his gut and the pavement. Sunny wondered how the guy could be so big when food was so scarce these days, but figured it’d be rude to ask. Maybe he had a thyroid problem.

			The two laughing women were pushed aside as Tez the Bull-necked strode out. He planted his boot on the chunky guy’s wide butt and stomped him down.

			‘Stay where you are, fat-ass.’

			The ‘Bull-necked’ part wasn’t his real name, but his neck was as wide as his skull, ears not included, and Sunny thought his head looked like a giant toe surgically attached to his shoulders with a face grafted on to it. Also, he was a fucking bully, and she hated bullies.

			She and Beck had stopped walking when the chubby guy hit the deck. Neither of them wanted to get involved.

			The kid had wandered ahead under his own steam before petering out to a stop. By then, Tez had spotted him.

			‘Who’s this, then? A new man for our merry band?’

			Beck shrugged and looked toward Sunny. He didn’t like Tez, either, and he didn’t speak to people he didn’t like.

			‘We think maybe he hears,’ Sunny said. ‘He doesn’t speak much.’ She knew Tez would like that. Sunny was one of only two people in their group who didn’t hear a voice of their own. She was here for other reasons, the main one starting with B and ending with K.

			‘Is that right?’ Tez said, smiling real big. Even the way he walked rubbed Sunny up the wrong way, a preening cockerel strut, with his chest puffed out and his arms stuck out from his body as if his biceps were too big to swing. She wished she could lop them off. Lop his ears off, too, so his stupid head didn’t look so fat.

			As Tez came up to him, the kid kept his eyes downcast. Tez leaned real close and spoke in his ear. ‘That right, amigo? You got something you don’t want to tell us about?’

			The red-headed kid said nothing.

			‘I said, do you got something in here? Hellooo! Earth to Dumbo.’ Tez rapped his knuckles off the side of the kid’s head and the young man flinched. ‘Knock knock, anyone home?’ He rapped so hard Sunny heard the hollow beat of knuckles on bone. The kid ducked away from Tez’s hand, raising one of his own to cup his skull.

			‘Man, I think you found us a retard. Way to go.’

			The kid’s head lifted.

			Sunny felt that cold sensation prickle her bowels again. The kid murmured something too low for her to hear and Tez’s eyebrows flew up.

			‘The hell you say?’ Tez shot Sunny a look, as if suspecting she’d put the kid up to it. And then his expression shut down, his bull neck reddening at the throat. In a slow, deliberate manner, he gripped a handful of the kid’s grubby shirt and drew him close.

			‘Say that again, dickhole.’

			The smallest smile crept on to the kid’s lips. Sunny swore it was the meanest little grin she’d seen in a good long while.

			Tez drew back his hand, fingers closing in a beefy fist.

			‘Hey, now.’ Sunny stepped forward, thinking on intervening, and Beck stepped with her, no doubt planning on stopping her, but they managed only one stride before the kid turned and snatched the pitchfork out of Beck’s hands, easy as plucking a dandelion from a field, and rammed the tines into Tez’s gut.

			Tez’s mouth popped open in a small, surprised O. The kid was skinny, with hardly any muscle on his bones, but he lifted Tez up on to his tiptoes as he ground the fork in, tines sliding deep under his ribs, disappearing right to the root. The kid held him like that for what seemed an eternity, the entire street devoid of noise, and although Sunny couldn’t see the kid’s face, Tez’s was so close to it that Sunny felt sure both men were breathing in each other’s exhalations.

			Tez’s eyes bulged, not only with shock but with the horrifying realisation that this puny, retarded kid had done him in. Clean wiped him out.

			The kid stepped back and wrenched the tines free.

			Tez did a slow, pained drop to his knees.

			Sunny could almost hear the sun sizzling on the sidewalk, hear the shock resound from the others. The tubby fella, on his stomach in the dirt, wriggled back a few feet, but no one else moved. They stared in growing horror as their leader, run through with a farmer’s pitchfork, of all things, knelt before this young, red-headed stranger like a supplicant to his god.

			‘What’ve you done?’ The strength leaked out of Tez’s voice, same as the blood leaked out from between the fingers pressed over his stomach. It looked too red and too bright in the cheery sunshine.

			The kid spoke clearly and precisely. He didn’t sound anything like the timid kid who’d snivelled at them from inside the theatre. ‘You’re rounding people up, yes? People who hear. That’s what you’re doing?’

			Sunny glanced around at the others, but they were all staring wide-eyed at him.

			‘You can’t . . . do . . . this,’ Tez wheezed.

			‘What a stupid thing to say. Of course I can.’ The red-headed kid addressed everyone. ‘My people and I are taking over now. You can call me Posy, if you want to call me anything. We’re on the hunt for a different kind of person now, and you’re going to help me find them.’

			‘What’re you talking about?’ someone was brave enough to ask. ‘What people?’

			‘An old friend of mine called Lacey. And a woman called Ruby-Red. We’re going to be very busy. Make sure to pack your toothbrush.’

			‘He’ll . . . k-kill you,’ Tez wheezed at him. ‘The . . . Flitting Man. He’ll . . . kill . . . you.’

			The red-headed kid looked down at him as if he were a piece of dog shit he’d scraped off his heel. ‘You don’t even know who he is, you fool. Stop talking to me. No one wants to hear you any more.’

			And with that he thrust the pitchfork’s tines into Tez’s face with an awful, puncturing thud.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Inn

			Albus sat in a rocking chair on the back porch of the Norwood Cove Inn, the Atlantic Ocean spreading out endlessly before him. He rocked himself with a light push of his foot, the chair creaking rhythmically as he watched the gulls glide over the bay. Their caws were abrasive in the morning’s quiet. He imagined their slim, pink, blade-like tongues vibrating in their mouths with the sound. As birds went, it was a parrot’s and not a gull’s tongue that was most like a human’s. Thicker, more pliable, it helped modulate pitch, much like a person used their tongue to speak.

			For a time, he had been preoccupied with the myriad different tongue-types belonging to animals, but he supposed that was only to be expected when you’d been born without a tongue of your own.

			The stark glare of the sun started fifty yards past the long shadow of the three-storey, four-gabled hotel, making the grass seem very green and the yellow-bricked pathway very yellow. The hot breeze blowing in from the ocean met the steps of the back porch and crept up with a soft sigh, sweeping over the wooden floor to the rocking chair and slipping inside the leg holes of Albus’s pants. It fluttered up his shirt as if riffling through his pockets.

			From inside the Inn, someone called his name.

			He slipped his hands off the rocking chair’s arms and hid them down by his thighs. He looked over at the back door, both its screen and the door propped open. A long strand of blond hair caught in his eyelashes, but he let it be and remained silent.

			A man, solid-looking and wide-shouldered but slim through the waist, appeared in the doorway. The sclerae of his eyes were jaundiced and the eyeballs protruded from their sockets; it made him look both startled and intense.

			‘Gwen is back.’ The timbre of Bruno’s voice was deeply rich, its tempo lazy. Albus could have closed his eyes and seen his friend’s words. The rough brown of tree-bark – craggy, solid, warmed by the sun. ‘You want to come see her?’

			Nodding, Albus gathered himself and stood, leaving the chair to rock, ghostly, at his back. Bruno stepped aside to let Albus walk through ahead of him, a deferential gesture that might have been out of respect for his age, except that Albus wasn’t yet twenty-four and Bruno was a good fifteen years older than that.

			In the foyer, a woman, a little younger than Albus, stood with her back against the old-fashioned reception desk, penned in by two older women and two brothers. Her hands were raised in an effort to calm the barrage of questions being fired at her, the hum of their excitement sparking like fireworks, their comet-tails trailing to each person in a riotous interweaving of colour. It made Albus’s eyes ache, but he didn’t attempt to quieten them. He understood how exciting Gwen’s news was. She and Rufus had been gone for a day and half, the first collection that had been undertaken so close to home, and without Albus accompanying them.

			Gwen’s eyes fell on him with palpable relief, a small flicker of a smile coming and going. The others saw her attention shift and turned, falling silent when they saw Albus. He slipped his hands into his pockets, out of sight, and nodded for her to speak, and when she did her words blinked fast and bright in his eyes, like light refracting from the glass of a watch face.

			‘We went west like you said, Albus – it didn’t take more than half a day’s walk – and it was right there.’ Her hands lifted and waved in her eagerness. He had never seen her so animated; it was like standing before a bank of photographers, their cameras’ bulbs igniting, flaring one after the other. It was hard not to blink. ‘Smack bang in the corner of the field, by a tree shaped like a heart. It was so weird. It was like aliens had dropped it down from their spaceship.’

			A low murmur began to build.

			Albus scanned the room, searching, even though he knew Rufus wasn’t there.

			‘He’s out front,’ Gwen told him.

			Albus smiled his thanks and left, walking through the wide, open-framed doorway and across the parlour, his footsteps audible only on the floorboards between the antique brocaded rugs. He didn’t glance in at the Edwardian-era furniture or at the polished walnut grand piano, at the hearth unlit and darkened with soot. A fine layer of dust covered every shelf, mantel and tabletop. They didn’t often use the parlour. No one knew how to play the piano and no one but Cloris felt comfortable surrounded by such extravagant furnishings.

			The heavy wooden front door was open. All Albus had to do was push through the screen and he was out on the front stoop, its white-columned portico shading the porch and decking. The sun was painfully bright on the yellow-pebbled driveway and untended front lawns. Out here, the breeze from the ocean was mostly blocked by the hotel but, as if in greeting, the hanging wind chime hooked up next to the front door let out a tiny tintinnabulation as Albus passed by. He glanced up and watched the glass butterfly spin and catch the light, its iridescent wings giving off quick flashes of jewelled brilliance.

			A young, lean man with a thatch of fire-red hair stood on the porch at the white-fenced railing, rocking himself from heel to toe, toe to heel. He was cradling something in his arms.

			Albus hesitated only for a second before moving forward, stopping beside Rufus to look down at the child swaddled in a threadbare green hoody. The baby was around eight months old and fast asleep, its tiny mouth pursed and making little sucking motions, as if it were dreaming of nursing at its mother’s breast.

			‘A little tyke, Albus. Can you believe it?’ Rufus’s words, like his hair, came to Albus in waves of untainted red, like drips of blood splashed hot in his face. ‘He was out in the open, laid among the roots of this huge-ass maple. We’d never have found him if he wasn’t squalling his head off. He’s got a pair of lungs on him, I’ll give him that. Haven’t you, bud?’

			Albus hummed a bit, more to get Rufus’s attention than anything else. He looked a question at the baby and withdrew his hands from his pockets long enough to mime a cradle with his arms.

			‘You mean the mother?’ Rufus shook his head sadly. ‘We found her maybe half a mile away, her head stuffed in some bushes, bare feet in the road. God knows where her shoes got to – her feet were a mess, man. Like ground beef. She had a bag full of baby stuff, though, so it had to be her.’

			Albus frowned, confused. What had happened to her? Why had she left her baby? There would never be answers to these questions, he knew. They would never know the baby’s given name or what lullabies his mother sang to send him to sleep. She would forever be a stranger to him, the baby’s memories void of her, his history beginning here, with them, at the Inn.

			‘The back of her dress was covered with dried blood,’ Rufus said. ‘Like, the whole lot, from collar to hem. Weird, right? But the place was deserted – no houses or buildings for miles, so whoever’d done it had just left her there. It’s why it took so long to get back – Gwen wanted to bury her. Plus, we didn’t want to travel at night. In case someone might still be hanging around.’

			Albus wanted to reach out and brush his palm over the baby’s silken head but he left his hands where they were. This baby was beautiful, a sign of something hopeful and bright in a dead and forsaken world. No one needed to see his maimed stumps for hands. They were a reminder of what they had become, and they had no place here.

			‘How’d you do it, Al? How’d you know he was there?’

			Albus was embarrassed by the look of awe on Rufus’s face. He wasn’t some wizard performing magic tricks, and it wasn’t anything that could be easily explained. His sister had been convinced his brain had rewired itself, that his chromesthesia had emerged in lieu of speech as a sort of consolation prize. That could be true, but it didn’t explain why it was such a targeted visual party, the invites handed out only to a select few.

			He shrugged at Rufus, an easy lift and drop of his shoulders.

			‘Right, right. We speak; you see. I get it. And I’m only ever red? Never anything else? Like a gnarly black or something?’

			Albus smiled and shook his head. Rufus was only ever red. He had come across a man whose colour he’d seen as black, but that was a long time ago and a long way away from here.

			With the baby, they numbered eleven. It had been a slow gathering, one that had started over a thousand miles away in Fort Worth and had continued here on the beaches of South Carolina. Albus and his sister would visit his uncle’s Inn every summer. It had been a refuge for Albus, a peaceful place away from the masses of people and the unexpected blasts of colour that would blindside him, assaulting his vision until the migraines blacked everything out. It had been a scary time, but his Uncle Mack had taken it all in his stride. He was a simple man who thought the brisk sea air and fresh oysters could cure any ailment. He would take them to collect mussels on the beach, shoeless, their feet ice cold on the damp, loamy sand, and in the evenings they would eat their spoils over a fire-pit, listening to him weave his seafaring tales filled with mermaids and shipwrecks and hidden plunder, the same ones they’d heard a dozen times over but which somehow never lost their lustre.

			It was the first place Albus had returned to when his sister had been lost to him. It felt like home, now more than ever. And here he’d stayed, and waited for Ruby’s return.

			And return to him she had, although not in the way he’d expected.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Signs

			‘See there?’ the young man called Posy asked.

			He was pointing to the front display window of the pharmacy. Miraculously, the glass was unbroken. The pane was spray-painted with an unprofessional gang tag; it dribbled black paint, swirling round and round in a spiral like one of those optical illusions that made your vision blur. In equally untidy lettering, the words ‘Our Time is Cometh’ had been sprayed in a childlike hand beneath it.

			‘Know what it is?’ he asked, swivelling to include everyone in on the question.

			Sunny glanced down at the discarded pitchfork, dropped as soon as it had done its dirty work. The bloodstained tines pressed delicately against Tez’s unmoving ribs. She was grateful he was lying belly down. She didn’t want to see the puncture wounds in his face.

			‘I can tell you, if you want. It wants me to tell.’

			She would wonder, later, why they hadn’t scattered and run. She noted the restless feet, the twitchy, uneasy glances. The tubby guy had stayed where he’d fallen; his only concession had been to shift on to his butt, back shoring up the wall of the pharmacy. He craned his neck to look up at the spiral design.

			‘It’s us,’ Posy said, and smiled, something childish and innocent in his expression. The kid from the theatre had returned: a little shy, a little simple. His gangly arms hung at his sides, hands loose. His shoulders were rolled back, his hips jutted forward. He seemed . . . harmless. Which was a ridiculous thing to think, after they’d just witnessed him murder someone.

			Yet none of them ran. And no one attacked him for killing one of their own. No one had liked Tez. Plus, there was something weirdly compelling about listening to a madman.

			Posy twirled a finger, drawing his own invisible spiral to match the one painted on the window. ‘It’s showin’ that there’s others like us out there. Others who hear. Makes us brave, knowing they’re out there, don’t it? Makes us want to find each other. Like we’re family.’

			Again, he looked around at the small group. His expression was so open and oh-so-honest that Sunny felt an urge to spit on a handkerchief and wipe the specks of Tez’s blood off his face.

			‘I can help with that. With finding ’em. We got ways, yes sir. And the time for hidin’s up’n over. You heard that, too, right? Flitting Man is the way, and we’re all his peas. Peas in their pods. Two together.’ The kid drummed his fingers off his brow and Sunny noticed how they trembled. ‘Together, together . . .’ he murmured.

			Beck was regarding Posy as if they’d discovered a new exotic organism, and not a particularly attractive one. There was curiosity there, too. Sharp and wary. Sunny recognised it in all of them but she also saw the shrewdness. They were sizing him up. Weighing his words.

			She caught Beck’s eye and he offered the tiniest of shrugs. His lips moved and she heard him say, ‘He did us a favour.’

			‘He was a bad man,’ Posy agreed, but he wasn’t talking to them. His chin was tucked down, his fingers kneading at his temple. He aimed a timid kick at Tez’s shoe, a kid trying to be rebellious but having little heart for it. ‘Yeah, got what he deserved, he did. I jus’, I don’t like hurtin’ pe—’ His head cocked. Listened. ‘Well, I guess so? Hmm. That’d be good. I miss her. Yeah, she does.’ Posy brightened a little, eyes lifting, his smile the kind that might normally elicit one in response.

			No one returned it.

			‘There’s others waitin’ for me,’ Posy told them proudly, giving Sunny another smile, one that creased his cheeks. ‘Gonna help us hunt. Like a big game of Hide and Go Seek. It’s gonna be fun. Who’s comin’?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Cloris

			Nine months ago

			Cloris sang quietly to herself as she watched the reflection of her palm chase a lapel crease out of a Carolina Herrera silk blazer she was trying on. It was white. Exquisite. It tapered in at the waist perfectly, accentuating the flare of her hip while concealing the softness of her gut. She was appreciating the line of the shoulder when a black man’s face appeared above it in the store’s mirror. All she could see were his big, bulbous eyes, too white in his dark face.

			Her singing faltered when their eyes met.

			Cloris grabbed the first thing to hand – a Marc Jacobs saddle bag – and hurled it at his head. She didn’t hang around to see what he’d do, didn’t even stop to slip her feet into the Manolo Blahnik pumps she’d picked out, but dashed barefoot into the aisle.

			Another man waited there. Slim, unflustered by the stylishly dressed woman in her fifties running at him. She remembered thinking his hair was too long. It fell in waves to frame his face and somehow made him look like one of those serene Pre-Raphaelite children in the famous paintings.

			He held up both hands in a ‘stop’ gesture, patted them at her to slow down. She did neither of those things, although a gasp did escape her when she saw he had no fingers. No fingers! Who were these people? And what were they doing on the women’s fashion floor of Saks? There was no call for them to be up here. None at all. She’d spent two weeks living in this department store, occasionally visiting other floors to use the employee facilities, and for that entire length of time it had been safe from intruders. There was nothing of any use in here to anyone except her.

			Her bare feet squeaked as she spun around and bolted away. A hand swallowed her shoulder.

			‘Quit running, lady. We’re not here to hurt you.’

			The black man’s voice was baritone low. It quivered through her bones. She opened her mouth to scream. His hand, so large it covered the bottom half of her face ear to ear, closed over her mouth. His skin was hot and smelled of earth and soap.

			‘There’s no need to be screaming, either. We only want to speak with you.’

			The young white man with the hippy-long hair came over to them. His look of serenity was gone and worry now creased his brow. He glanced over his shoulder, toward the escalator, and turned back to them, lifting an arm to motion them away, directing them further into the racks of clothing.

			Cloris heard it. A clatter of hangers, thrust along a rail. The screech of something – a display rack maybe? – shoved aside, and the soft, almost inaudible squeak of shoes on waxed flooring.

			A burn of anger swept up her neck. She dragged the black man’s hand from her mouth and hissed, ‘They followed you in here.’

			The men exchanged a look. She read the guilty expression on the young man’s face, the uncertainty. In that moment, he didn’t look any older than twenty. He reached for her and she couldn’t help but cringe away as his deformed hand touched her elbow, slipped under her arm. She shuddered when his calluses scraped and caught on the silk of her jacket.

			He tugged at her and the black man nudged, and between them they steered her into the racks of blouses, skirts and skinny-legged trousers, their arms brushing against premium materials and expensive couture designs, hurrying her through the shoulder-height shoe stands and the stubby, padded stools where customers could sit and slip their feet into buttery-soft leather. Cloris’s bare feet and the two men’s booted ones slipped past the knee-length mirrors, their feet reflected in duplicate a half-dozen times, then they were out the other side and entering a land of white.

			The bridal department.

			White sandals, white open-toe shoes, white ankle-strap flats, white sleeved gloves in silk, velvet, satin. Vases filled with fake green-stemmed white roses. White veils and trains in tulle, organza, chiffon. It was a land of purest marshmallow white and Cloris was rushed through it, dodging around a score of black mannequins offset by the virgin-white gowns they showcased and through a tall white archway into a dim room.

			The entire right wall was panel mirrors, curved to centre on the focal point of a raised dais large enough to accommodate an assistant and a bride in her hoop-skirted gown. Comfy tub chairs and a sofa, also white, were scattered around, and on the back wall, toward which the two men were pulling her, was an entire rail of bridal gowns hung waiting, their hems brushing the white-carpeted floor. Two arms, one on either side of her, pulled apart the curtain of taffeta, shantung, cloque and lace, and she was pushed inside.

			Her abductors followed her in. And there they stayed, enclosed in the old, faintly perfumed opulence that would have once been thousands of dollars’ worth of celebratory indulgence, their backs to the wall, for almost an hour.

			Multiple times, Cloris wondered how close the long-haired man’s deformed hands were to touching her. Were they inches away? Fractions of an inch? She recalled the snagging of rough skin on her blazer, wondered if he had anything contagious and if she should be worried. She wished for hot, scalding water and a bottle of Molton Brown orange-and-bergamot handwash.

			She wanted to move away but couldn’t. To move meant making noise, and it would only bring her closer to the black man, and Lord knew what vile diseases he carried. Being cloistered together with so much fabric bunched around them made the air soupy and hot. They inhaled each other’s breath, which disgusted her. Cloris tried to breathe in small sips.

			Hiding served little point in the end. The footsteps they’d heard never came any nearer. The women’s fashion floor and the store itself were so large it would have taken a team of fifty to search every square foot systematically. And why would anyone choose to do that? They had run because it was their automatic instinct to run. It was safer to assume the worst than to hope for the best and find yourself in a situation that could have been avoided.

			By the time the black man swept the bridal gowns aside, Cloris’s knees were being drilled into by two small jackhammers and the small of her back was a pincushion for a nail-gun. She hobbled over to the closest armchair and fell into it.

			‘Well, that was certainly a waste of time,’ she said, treating them to a scowl.

			‘Would you rather we’d left you to deal with them yourself?’ the black man asked. Cloris noticed he, too, was kneading at his neck. She was gratified she wasn’t the only one in some pain after being forced to stand still for so long.

			‘They wouldn’t have been here at all if not for you two. What do you want?’ The two men exchanged another look and her temper snapped. ‘Would you stop giving each other looks? You’re not twelve years old, waiting to be scolded outside the headmistress’s office.’

			A flicker of a smile passed over the younger man’s face and that only served to annoy her more.

			‘And you. You need a good haircut.’

			His smile broke out.

			‘Albus heard you singing,’ the black man explained.

			Cloris snorted. ‘Impossible. I was barely humming.’

			‘He has his own ways of hearing. We thought we’d come see who it was.’

			Cloris creaked back to her feet, wincing as her right knee protested. It felt swollen. She paid it no mind as she limped past the two men (she didn’t need to look to know they were exchanging glances again). She had no intention of staying to chat any longer. Her feet were cold and she wanted to retreat to the comfortable nook she’d made for herself in Home Furnishings and have a nap.

			‘My name’s Bruno,’ the black man offered as he followed after her.

			‘Whoopee for you.’

			‘Albus thinks you should come with us.’

			‘Does he now? And why does he think that?’

			‘Because it’d be safer for you.’

			‘I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, thank you very much. I’ve been doing so for years. Now, go on back to wherever it is you came from. Shoo.’ She found her way back to the mirror and bent to slip on the Manolo Blahniks.

			‘You can’t stay here by yourself.’

			That made her stop. She straightened and turned to face them, disapproval in every stiffening joint, in her narrowed eyes, in the angry beat of her heart.

			‘Excuse me?’

			‘We . . . we only mean that—’

			‘We? All I’ve been hearing is you blathering on about nothing important at all. And you.’ She jabbed a finger at the girly-haired fellow. ‘What’s the matter with you? Cat got your tongue?’ The man’s brows lifted and his head bobbed in an undecided affirmative, which really got her goat. ‘I care very little about what either of you have to say. So let’s stop wagging our tongues altogether, shall we?’

			She stalked away, leaving them there, but they had caught up to her by the time she’d climbed up a flight of escalator stairs. (Oh, how she wished she could flick a switch and have the escalator carry her up to the next floor. All this exertion was bringing back traumatic memories of her childhood asthma.)

			Out of breath, she turned on them. ‘What?’

			The black man – Bert, or Brian, or whatever his name was – winced at the volume of her voice. ‘Wouldn’t you like to live somewhere safe and warm? With other people and plenty of food? A place where you didn’t have to be afraid any more?’

			‘Are you recruiting for a sex commune?’

			The man who hadn’t said a word up to this point laughed. Which proved he wasn’t a mute, he was just rude. She scowled at him and his laughter dried up.

			The black man had the decency to look discomfited. ‘No, ma’am. Nothing like that. We’re heading for Albus’s uncle’s place on the coast. There’s another one of us. Gwen. So, that’s three of us so far.’

			‘And where is this Gwen?’ she asked suspiciously, pointedly looking around.

			‘We’re meeting back up with her in a few hours. She needed some time to do . . . whatever she needed doing. Woman stuff.’

			‘Woman stuff. How convenient she’s not here to back up your story. Why are you even bothering me with all this? There must be a horde of people around here, much younger than me, who you could easily talk into joining a non-sex harem.’

			‘It’s not just anyone we’re asking to come with us. Albus says he can see your colour when you speak. Which sounds crazy, but it means something.’

			Cloris backed up a step, eyeing them differently to how she had before. ‘Are you one of them? Do you hear voices? Is that what this is all about?’

			The long-haired man shook his head, and the black man quickly said, ‘No no, nothing like that. We don’t hear anything. But Albus here has the ability to see something in our speaking voices when we talk or sing or laugh or hum. He believes there’s an important reason he sees it, and it’s not often he does. It’s a rare thing. And you have it. What’s your name?’ he asked.

			‘Cloris,’ she replied, without giving it much thought. She was staring at the young man. There was such earnestness in his eyes, she was finding it difficult to look away. ‘What do you see when I speak?’ she asked him, curious despite herself.

			The young man looked around him. They were near the bathroom-accessories aisle, and he went to a shelf of folded towels, patted his deformed hand over a half-dozen, searching for something. He plucked one off a shelf, held it between his palms (for Cloris now saw that his palms were perfectly formed, it was his fingers that were missing, thumbs, too, the skin shiny and red with scar tissue). He balanced the towel on one palm and pointed at Cloris’s mouth with the other, then tapped the towel. It was olive green.

			‘He sees green,’ the black man told her.

			‘Green? What does that mean?’

			He shrugged. ‘It means what it means.’

			‘That explains exactly nothing. Why does he see me speak green?’

			‘Albus can hear you, ma’am. You don’t need to address me.’

			‘He’s not doing much talking, though, is he? So I’m asking you.’

			‘He believes there’s a link between the colours and us not hearing voices.’

			‘Other people can’t hear voices,’ she pointed out. ‘Can he see colour in all of them?’

			‘No. Just us. There’s something more going on with us. Something special.’

			‘You say “special” like it should mean something.’

			‘It does. It’s there for a reason, like a cell that could turn cancerous is there. We just don’t know what for yet.’

			‘A cancerous cell. That’s a terrible analogy, dear.’

			The silent, long-haired man nodded in agreement and gave his friend a ‘what the heck?’ look.

			‘I admit that wasn’t the greatest comparison, no. I’ll work on it for next time.’

			‘And what about you?’ Cloris asked him. ‘What does he see when you speak?’

			The black man smiled, his teeth a flash of white in his face. ‘I’m the same colour as soil after a hearty downpour. The same as bark on old knotted trees, the same as—’

			‘You’re brown,’ Cloris said.

			The black man laughed a rich, booming laugh. ‘Yes, ma’am. That I am.’

			Cloris had left with them, for reasons she’d never fully explained to herself beyond the age-old conceit of liking to be told you’re special. And green always had been one of her favourite colours, even if her husband said it made her look peaky.

			True to their word, they had met a young woman called Gwen, with white-blonde hair. She was a silvery colour, according to Albus.

			Along the way they had found Bianca, east of Augusta, and Rufus, in a condo complex bordering a golf resort off Lake Marion. The brothers Mica and Arun came much later, once they’d reached the Inn. And Lord, Cloris would never forget seeing that Inn for the first time, its beauty and tranquillity, its immoveability in the face of everything that had come before it, never forget hearing the sound of the waves crashing on the beach, smelling the briny scent of salt on the breeze.

			It had felt like coming home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Colours

			A meeting had been called. This always happened when someone new joined their family, no matter if the new member was an infant or a senior citizen. From the back porch, Albus glanced over at where his friends had gathered on the rear lawn, the grass shambling down to a small drop, then out to a rocky beach and, finally, to the ocean. Sitting in a circle, they chatted among themselves while they waited for him and Gwen to join them. The grass reached as high as their elbows.

			Turning his attention to Gwen, he ran over what she’d already shared with him and tried not to let his concern show. On their way to collect their newest member (Cloris was holding the baby in her lap on the lawn), Gwen and Rufus had stumbled upon a settlement, armed and barricaded in a school two towns over. Two women and a man had come out to speak with them, guns in their hands and wariness in their eyes. They had appeared healthy, sane, albeit suspicious and understandably concerned that Gwen and Rufus had found them.

			‘I know, I know,’ Gwen said when Albus failed to mask his concern. ‘But we can’t stay here for ever. Not by ourselves.’

			Not if they kept approaching strangers with guns, they couldn’t, no. The Inn was ideal for their needs. It was secluded. It wasn’t on a main route or road. There was no reason for anyone to seek it out, other than Albus and his sister, and it was important it stayed that way. No one could ever suspect the reason why he’d gathered these people and hidden them away here.

			Of course, Albus couldn’t say any of this to her.

			‘You don’t need to freak out,’ she said. ‘I told them we didn’t pose any threat. And I certainly didn’t reveal where we’re based or how many of us there are. We talked for three minutes, if that.’ And here was where Gwen became excited. Her eyes sparked and the dimple at the corner of her mouth flashed when she smiled.

			Apparently, one of the women had let slip that she had contacts nearby. Military contacts.

			‘What kind of military, right?’ Gwen said when she saw Albus’s ears perk up. ‘That’s exactly what I wanted to know. So I asked. She said they were looking for ways to eradicate voices. Eradicate. That’s the word she used, Albus. She said we’re in the middle of a psychological war – one that can’t be fought with guns and fists, we need a weapon fit for purpose. She said these contacts of hers have had their scientists working on the problem for years. They’ve finally been having breakthroughs. She talked about the circular signs cropping up, right? Like the ones we first saw when we were out looking for Amber?’

			Albus remembered. There had been three. The first, a picture of a black, devil-like creature with a red painted spiral for one eye. The second, an accurate reproduction of a gun cartridge, the same kind that Rufus fed into his rifle but drawn in circles, scaled small at the tip and growing in size to form the cartridge jacket, spiralling down to its base. The last had been laid out in the middle of a hardware-store parking lot; a whole bunch of miscellaneous items – mops, wood panelling, paint cans, toasters, faucet fixtures, cupboard doors, bed frames – dragged outside to form concentric circles in a huge, swirling pattern of detritus that must have taken hours to arrange. An industrial crop circle.

			The first two had looked like gang signs to Albus, but this third had taken time and effort. It had been a disturbing sight. No one had wanted to hang around to study it.

			‘She said they’re appearing more and more. That something big is going on and that whoever is doing it isn’t being secretive about it. It’s making her contact real nervous. They’ve ramped up their activities.’

			Military personnel and their scientists. But where were they, and why hadn’t Albus heard about them before? Why hadn’t his Uncle Mack? Mack had lived around here for four decades. Surely the residents would’ve spotted anything unusual?

			It sounded like a story made up by someone who’d watched too many movies or read too many books. Soldiers and scientists, conducting experiments into psychological weaponry. These people Gwen had spoken to had most likely been shacked up in their isolated school for years, paranoia swirling around in a destructive, muddled storm. People grew scared, embellishments crept into stories and those in charge decided to tell untruths to keep fear to a minimum and curb dissension in the ranks. He wanted to tell Gwen that rumours and speculation weren’t components that made up the truth, although he knew she understood that.

			He settled for a frown and a shake of his head. He could see she didn’t understand why he wasn’t as excited about this news as she was.

			‘I get your reluctance, I do. I don’t believe anything unless I see it either, but there might be something to this scientist thing, you know? She didn’t say so but I got the feeling she might be ex-military. It was in her bearing, the way she stood, the way she addressed the others with her. I even heard it in how she spoke. And you should’ve seen how she handled her weapon. Look, all I’m saying is maybe she knows something. It could be worth checking out. At some point,’ she added, when his mouth twisted with uncertainty. She studied his eyes, her own flicking back and forth between them. Her eyebrows went up in expectation of a reply and, finally, he yielded. Offered a nod. Yes, maybe they could look into it. At some point.

			She broke into a smile, her posture relaxing.

			Albus knew Gwen struggled with the esoteric nature of his chromesthesia. In an ideal world, every scrap of data would be available and no one would have to take leaps in logic to reach a conclusion. But this wasn’t an ideal world and Gwen couldn’t dismiss Albus’s abilities simply because he didn’t fit into her neat, compartmentalised views. She would never experience what he experienced but at least she now admitted that some things had to be taken on faith. She couldn’t dispute the evidence his abilities produced, despite how remarkably they arrived. And he had consistently provided results: each of the people he had been urged to locate he had found and they sat opposite Gwen during breakfast and supper.

			Albus understood how much it cost her to take so much on trust alone, and the nod he gave her was in acknowledgement of that. She trusted him, and so he would trust her. It had to work both ways. They would look into the information this woman had given. It might turn out to be important.

			‘My ass is going to sleep over here!’ Rufus called from the lawn. ‘Any chance of getting this meeting started?’

			‘Hold your horses!’ Gwen’s yell was louder than necessary, but Albus caught the smile in her eyes. ‘Come on,’ she said to him, taking his elbow and turning him toward the steps. ‘But let’s walk really slow, just to piss him off.’

			‘What should we call him? The little cherub needs a name.’

			Bushes of lamb’s ear, soft and fuzzily green, brushed against Albus when Cloris spoke. She sat Indian style, the child snug in the neat seat her crossed legs made, his back resting against her rounded stomach. Her arms encircled him, holding him steady. The boy was completely transfixed by the jewel-encrusted fingers in front of him; each of Cloris’s digits was adorned by one, two, sometimes even three ornate rings. He eyed them and, every now and then, tipped forward, aiming with his mouth, wanting to gum at them. Cloris had to repeatedly straighten the boy up.

			She was the eldest of their group by a clear decade, putting her around the mid- to late-fifties mark, although that was a guess on Albus’s part – Cloris had never officially disclosed her age and probably never would.

			Rufus was lounging back on his hands across from her, worrying a long stalk of grass between his teeth. ‘I vote for Rufus, Jnr. Being’s I saved him and all.’

			A resistant fringe of red hair half obscured Rufus’s eyes. Every now and then he gave his head a toss to flip it aside, only for it to drop down when the sea breeze caught it. If Cloris still hosted garden parties (which is how Albus always imagined her, dressed in a tulle headscarf and a big floppy white sunhat to contrast perfectly with her off-the-south-coast-of-France tan), welcoming her guests with fresh prawn vol-au-vents and dry Martinis, the talk of yachting holidays buzzing in the perfumed air, then Rufus would be in the parking lot spray-painting the guests’ BMWs and Porsches and urinating in their fuel tanks.

			Gwen, her long, light-blonde hair gathered up in a messy ponytail, threw Rufus an exasperated look as she lowered herself to sit on his right. The silvery sparks of her words held daggers. ‘Found him? You were behind some bushes, too busy straining and taking a dump to hear him crying.’

			Rufus had the decency to turn pink at that, but he shrugged Gwen’s comment off with a lazy smirk. Arun and Mica broke out into giggles. Of the two brothers, it was Mica’s laughter that brought to mind the tones of wet cement and flaking grey slate, pleasingly clean cut. The image of their hero squatted with his pants around his ankles was obviously too funny to resist. The brothers pushed at each other’s shoulders as they sniggered.

			Rufus raised an eyebrow, his smirk growing. ‘Can’t help it if I was busy birthing my own brown baby boy, now, can I?’ he said.

			The two boys fell back in the grass, their laughter becoming raucous.

			‘I think we should take a vote on the name,’ Bianca said, her crisp tone slicing through the frivolity as starkly as moonlight on freshly fallen snow.

			‘Yes. A vote.’ Bruno’s deep, dark voice laid the final blanket over the boys’ laughter, and Arun and Mica sat up, rubbing their wrists over their mouths to hide the remnants of their grins.

			Bruno was the only one not sitting. Even when Bianca asked him to, he had only shaken his head in that slow, deliberate way of his and had remained standing, his long shadow falling over the younger woman at his feet.

			Whenever they were gathered like this, all their shades drifting in front of his eyes – a network of twining and twisting colours – Albus couldn’t help but think of his sister. He’d loved to listen to her sing, the plushest burgundy-red spooling from her lips as it wound around her body, dipping and dancing with the melody. Her mind had been her own. Silent and free. Like the minds of those sitting around him were silent and free.

			Until Jonah came.

			Jonah hadn’t appeared with the other voices in those early, chaos-filled days; they had been budding seeds, flowering in a luscious explosion after a storm, and Jonah had been a mighty oak, grown weathered and mature. But it wasn’t only his age that had afforded him the means to make the transition to Ruby. He couldn’t have been gifted to just anyone.

			Albus had always seen Ruby in colours of deepest red. He saw all his friends talk and laugh and sing in whites and silvers, in browns, greys and golds. And he knew, somehow, that all of them could be used one day, if Albus didn’t keep them safe. Used like his sister had been used.

			While the others debated the baby’s name, the two youngest members, Amber and Hari, mostly looked at their laps. They hardly ever spoke during group meetings and had only turned up to the gathering after the general fuss created by the new arrival had died down.

			Like the boy so often did, Hari looked up when he sensed Albus’s attention on him.

			Albus gave him a small, encouraging nod.

			‘Maybe—’ Hari started, his lilting voice so quiet everyone stopped talking and leaned forward. Albus focused on Hari’s mouth, fully appreciating each word as it stringed out, syllables pouring, warm and smooth as golden-honeyed nectar. ‘Maybe the little one should choose his own name?’

			As if on clockwork cogs all powered by the same silently running machinery, everyone’s head swivelled to look at the baby. The child had dribbled, his chin shiny and wet, but right then both his chubby hands were wrapped round the knobbly third digit of Cloris’s right hand, in the process of bringing it up to his mouth.

			‘What ring is that?’ Gwen asked.

			Cloris’s arching eyebrows climbed even higher. ‘This? Oh, just some silly thing my husband bought me. The fifteenth wedding anniversary is supposed to be crystal. Not that Derek would know a diamond from a rock.’ She gently extricated her finger from the baby’s mouth and looked sadly at the polished vermilion stone. ‘It’s jasper. Derek fed me some baloney the saleswoman told him about it keeping me emotionally stable.’ Her lips thinned in annoyance. ‘I think he was trying to say I was prone to puerile outbursts.’

			‘Jasper,’ Gwen said slowly.

			Bianca gave a brisk nod. ‘I like it. Jasper’s a good, solid name.’

			Of course, Bruno gave his approval, too.

			The boys and Rufus all shrugged and said the name was OK with them, even though Rufus made sure to add that Rufus Jnr still had a better ring to it.

			Amber lifted her shoulders in a bird-like shrug and gave a quick nod of her own. She had no objections.

			The baby cooed, a delightful trumpet of purest blood-orange projecting from his pursed lips. Albus smiled. Even without the ability to see like he did, they couldn’t have picked out a better name.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Experiments

			Sunny lifted her head, alert to the change of atmosphere. It was a slight shift, and not one she would have noticed if she hadn’t been waiting for it. She quit poking at the campfire with her stick and glanced at Beck. He held his shaggy head in his hands, not paying her any attention. She nudged his boot with her foot and, when he looked up, nodded past him to the trees.

			Posy shambled into view, a brown pelt in one hand. He didn’t acknowledge anyone as he walked through the camp but Sunny noticed a few jealous stares as he passed the small groupings of people bunched into threes or fours around their fires. She mainly watched one group, though, larger than the rest.

			Posy hadn’t been lying when he said he had people waiting for him. They were an unsavoury bunch, grizzled and humourless, but welcoming enough. They had seemed pleased to have more people join them. There was strength in numbers, they said. They had given the newcomers food and shared what news they’d gathered.

			‘You think what they said was true?’ she asked Beck.

			‘Which part?’ He was watching Posy’s group, too, taking his cue from her.

			‘The bit about those massacred folk over in Brockton?’

			‘Why wouldn’t it be true? They have no reason to lie.’

			‘I don’t know. They told it with such . . . detail. Like they were revelling in it.’ She could easily picture the scene they had described: bodies strewn across the steps of the post office, hands tied behind their backs, heads and torsos riddled with bullets, ears cut off. The corpses had been left out in the sun so long they’d begun to dissolve into the concrete, skin and flesh spreading like melted ice cream. ‘Like they’re scaremongering,’ Sunny said.

			‘They don’t need to scaremonger,’ Beck replied. ‘We’ve been hunted down for years. Slaughtered. People are scared of us. Of the voices.’

			They had also been full of stories of the Flitting Man. Of a saviour figure who wanted to free them from the years they’d spent living in isolation, guilt-ridden and resentful, afraid not only of themselves and the voices in their heads, but of what would be done to them if their secret was uncovered. It was a heady message, and Sunny couldn’t deny there was a notable absence of fear in Posy’s group. They weren’t scared of what was out there. Not any more. Their laughter boomed; they didn’t care if the sound carried. They were rough-looking, but their camaraderie was unmistakeable, and it was infectious.

			‘One thing’s true,’ Beck added, ‘it’s safer if we stick together.’

			As Posy walked through the camp, his people grew quiet, respectful to all outward appearances but she didn’t miss the sly, darting glances, the smiles that dropped from their mouths.

			‘It’s like they’re afraid of him.’

			‘More like hate,’ Beck said.

			Sunny frowned. ‘Why follow him if they hate him?’

			‘Because he knows how to find voice-hearers. We haven’t been with him a week and, look, he’s already found two groups. He found us, didn’t he? Took Tez a month to find four people.’

			‘It’s not him doing it, though, is it?’ Posy had paused to share a word with a stocky man, bearded, his heavy brow made to look even heavier by his shaven head. ‘It’s the voice he hears. It’s leading him.’

			‘What does the package matter? It’s the results that count. They’re sticking with him because it’ll benefit them in the end. If there really is a Flitting Man—’

			She gave an indelicate snort, which plainly told him what she thought about that.

			‘If there is,’ he continued, ‘then it makes sense to stack the odds in your favour. If there’s one thing we’ve got good at over the years, it’s finding ways to survive.’

			They shut up as Posy straightened and continued toward them. He sank to his haunches on the other side of Sunny’s fire and pulled out a scorched and blackened poker from the inside of his jacket. He sent her a quick grin and slid the long spike up the ass of what she now saw was a dead rabbit, shoving and forcing it through the animal’s innards.

			‘Oops.’ He snuffled a laugh when it popped out the side of its neck instead of the mouth and cast an amused glance around to see if anyone else had witnessed his boo-boo.

			When he was like this, Sunny felt sorry for him, with his goofy smile and his bony butt and a beard that was soft and downy and sprouted only from his cheeks and chin, leaving his upper lip bare. You could almost forget that he heard a voice, and that he had a very different relationship with it than the others, Beck included, had with theirs.

			Posy placed the rabbit in the fire, snorting a short giggle as the fur sizzled and burst into small clumps of flames. ‘Can we do the list again?’ he asked her. ‘Can we? Please?’

			‘The Hide and Go Seek list?’ Sunny asked. It had been discussed a number of times over the past week.

			He bobbed an eager nod. ‘It’s like havin’ my buddies here.’

			‘Did you know them?’

			‘Hm, Red more’n Lacey, but yep. Me’n Red got on like a house on fire. She got lost, and now Flitting Man’s lookin’ for her. That’s why everyone’s lookin’ for her. She’s important.’

			‘It sure is a lot of effort to go to, to find one person,’ Sunny agreed, eyebrows raised, fishing for information but not wanting to ask for it outright.

			Posy shrugged. ‘Knows too much, I guess.’ He leaned over the fire, his face gruesomely lit by the firelight. ‘She tole me her real name,’ he whispered, as if imparting a secret. ‘Wanna hear it?’

			‘Sure.’ Sunny didn’t see any harm in humouring him. She was beginning to understand that tales of his friends were like a comfort blanket for him, woven from pleasant memories and kind thoughts.

			‘Red for Ruby and Ruby for Red. It’s pretty, right?’

			‘Very pretty,’ Sunny agreed. ‘How long did you know Red for?’

			‘Dunno. A while? Was our job to keep ahold of her. Felt like a long time. Mostly ’cause she didn’t get treated too good. Her brother neither.’

			That was news. Sunny was pretty sure the brother wasn’t on their Go Seek list. ‘Doesn’t sound very nice for them.’

			Posy grunted, seeming none too happy with the direction their discussion had gone in. ‘He ran off’n left her, the coward. She cried a lot after that. Made her real sad. I don’t like talkin’ about it.’ His face turned sullen.

			‘Should I keep going with the list?’ Sunny was happy enough to change the subject. She didn’t want to push it.

			His head nodded like a pup’s.

			‘OK, so there’s Red. She’s around twenty or so. You said she’ll be easily recognisable because she . . . she has no teeth.’ She couldn’t say that without wincing. A woman that age didn’t lose her teeth for no good reason.

			‘Knocked out of her head,’ Beck murmured.

			Most likely. But she didn’t ask. It’d only upset Posy, and that wouldn’t be such a great idea.

			‘Right, right,’ Posy muttered, checking on his spit-roast, turning the rabbit over.

			Sunny caught the smell of roasting meat and her stomach gurgled.

			Posy laughed, flashing a gap in his own gums, down at the bottom. ‘Got a frog in your belly. Rrrrbit.’

			She pressed a hand over her stomach, feeling the rumble under her palm. ‘A frog in mine and a rabbit soon in yours.’

			He laughed again.

			‘You told us Red would most likely be wearing a silver chain with a pendant,’ Sunny said, steering the conversation back on track. ‘A St Christopher, with a man with a crook and carrying a baby on his back. It’s a decent identifier—’

			‘Identi-what?’

			‘Identifier. Something used to identify someone.’ She still wasn’t sure he understood but let it go.

			‘Hm. She wore that lots.’

			‘And then there’s Lacey. She—’ Sunny stopped, suddenly aware of the glances they were attracting from the small clutch of Posy’s people. She poked at the fire with a stick for a minute, acting casual. Just a nice, normal conversation, that’s all that was going on over here.

			The kid hunched down, as if he’d become aware of the glances, too, eyes boring into his back. ‘Lacey’s like me,’ he whispered. ‘She hears.’

			‘A voice, you mean? Hate to break it to you, kiddo, but so does most everybody else here.’

			‘Not the same. Me and her’s special. Up here.’ Posy tapped his head. ‘Red tole me so.’

			Sunny didn’t realise she’d leaned forward until the burning heat of the campfire began to cook her face, neck and breast. Beck had leaned forward with her, his interest piqued. ‘Special how?’ she asked.

			Posy scratched at the back of his ear, rubbing the spot furiously. Done, he blinked at her slowly, as if doing a tricky math sum in his head. ‘You’re bein’ nosy,’ he said.

			Sunny shifted back in her seat and drew in a long, careful breath, steadying her voice before she replied. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.’

			‘S’OK. Jus’ . . .’ Posy nudged the poker at the fire a few times, shoving at the burning logs. ‘It don’t like when folk get too nosy. I don’t want it hurtin’ you.’

			Sunny watched his eyes and whispered, ‘I’ll be careful.’

			‘Hmm. Last I heard, Lacey’n Red were buddies. Can be buddies without knowin’ each other real well. She knew where Red was hidin’.’ He was staring into the fire, eyes glazing over. It could do that, Sunny knew. Capture you and burn your focus so nothing else existed but you and the flames.

			‘So you think they might be together. Or that one will know where the other is.’ She made sure to not say them as questions. She checked on Beck but he’d lost interest and gone back to staring at his boots, head in his hands.

			‘Hmm, no one else knows ’bout Lacey. All those others out there jus’ huntin’ on Red, ’cause they don’t know what we know.’ Posy looked up and smiled, as if sharing secrets made them true pals. ‘I like talkin’ to you,’ he said. ‘You’re nice. Treat me normal. No one treats me normal no more. I’m not jus’ Posy. They see I’m not jus’ me. I think it scares ’em.’

			Sunny’s heart beat hard in her chest. Her throat went dry. She had to swallow before she could speak. ‘You can be scary sometimes,’ she admitted. ‘Like when you hurt Tez.’

			‘That wasn’t me,’ Posy said, a whine in his voice that sounded close to tears. ‘The Other steals me. Like a thief. We shouldn’t talk on it,’ he told her, his face closing down. ‘Talkin’ about it catches its ear.’

			Catching its ear was the last thing Sunny wanted to do. ‘Then tell me more about this Lacey?’ she asked.

			Posy relaxed a fraction. The beginnings of a smile came out to play. ‘She’s got herself a rifle. Real good with it, too. Can shoot out your eye at fifty paces. Pow!’ He clapped a hand on his thigh and Sunny flinched. ‘She wouldn’t shoot you for no good call, though. She’s got fire in her belly, but not the mean kind. Thought for a bit they were sisters, her’n Red. They’re alike, you know? Same ways ’bout them. Tough. Kind. Nice ways. Ways you got.’

			For some reason (one she didn’t want to think about too closely but suspected Beck would attribute to her ‘stupid-soft heart’), a lump caught in Sunny’s throat. ‘I’m not any of those things. But thank you.’

			‘Sure you are,’ Posy said, eyes shiny with sincerity, which made that damn lump all the worse. ‘Different kind is all. Not always about fist-swingin’ and cussin’, is it?’

			‘I suppose not,’ she said quietly, looking at him and seeing nothing but a man, barely past his teens, who was neck-deep in trouble.

			‘Don’t think Lacey’s rifle is gonna help her or Red much, mind,’ Posy said unhappily, eyes sliding away, tempted back to the flames. A vacant look fell over his face. ‘They’ve got ways to find folk now. Ways we don’t hear. Pathways and news ways, passing this way and that. They don’t all hear it yet, but they will. They will.’

			Beck was listening again, his head up, flames licking his eyes. He didn’t glance at Sunny, and she didn’t ask what was up. Not here, not in front of Posy and whatever else might be listening.

			‘Find Lacey to find Red,’ Posy murmured, speaking as if in a trance. ‘Find Red to find Lacey. Two peas in their pods. Two flies in ointment. Two birds and a stone.’

			There were a further two people on Posy’s Hide and Go Seek list, although Sunny didn’t bring them up. A third woman, past her twenties, tall and beautiful and damaged – she would be sporting fresh scars across her back and rump and criss-crossing her breasts and ribs. Alex was her name, and she and Lacey were as close as close could be, according to Posy.

			The final description was of a man: at least six foot tall, dark-haired, with one damaged and bloodied eye. Posy had been tight-lipped about this fella and Sunny had detected a serious case of the heebie-jeebies in him when he’d first talked about the man. His name was unknown, which, to Sunny’s way of thinking, meant he’d be practically impossible to find. Not that the others would be any easier.

			The smell of charring meat was strong. Smoky and juicy. It made Sunny’s mouth water.

			‘What’re you cooking over there?’ someone called. ‘Got any for us?’

			It was a fella whose name Sunny didn’t know. He hadn’t been with them long, maybe a couple of days, had approached them at Roanoke after Posy had located a small party of people there. He’d come alone but had palled up pretty quick with the two sour-faced bitches from Sunny’s gang.

			In private, Sunny and Beck called them Jules the Mule and Mary the Fairy, mainly on account of Jules’s tombstone teeth and Mary being the most aggressively gay woman Sunny had ever come across. She shaved the sides of her hair, for goodness’ sake. They were the kinds of gals who got their kicks loading the gun, handing it over, then up and clearing off as soon as it got to the firing part. Real pieces of work.

			‘Hey!’ the man called again. ‘I said, where’s ours?’ Jules and Mary grumbled their support but were happy to leave all the barking to the new guy. Sunny decided she’d call him Gonzo. Gonzo suited him just fine.

			A few more voices joined in, low, muttering, adding their own displeasure.

			At the first call, Posy had hunkered down into his usual position, head bowed, shoulders hunched: the universal posture of the bullied. But at the sound of rising dissent, his chin lifted and his back straightened. His shoulders squared off.

			Oh, no. Here it comes.

			When she met Posy’s eyes, they were sharp with a sly intelligence. Whatever was looking out of his face wasn’t the kid any more. Not-Posy – that’s how she thought of him when he got like this. She wanted to get up and back away, to drop his gaze, but to do either of those things would be to invite a reaction. And that was the last thing she wanted.

			‘Your meat?’ Not-Posy’s mouth twisted on a sneer. ‘Your meat is out there.’ He jabbed a finger out into the darkening country beyond their firelight. ‘Same place I caught this.’

			Another voice piped up, this one snarkier, more confrontational. ‘What’s stopping us coming over there and jamming that spike up your ass, eh?’

			A nervous titter ran through the men and women scattered around the clearing. A few shifted where they sat, their faces painted like ghouls’ in the flickering firelight. Beck’s mouth was an unhappy frown, his eyes twitching warily to the kid with the skewered rabbit. It didn’t escape her notice that she, Beck and the handful of folk from Posy’s group were the only ones who remained silent. She hadn’t forgotten what had happened with the pitchfork. That stupid goddamned pitchfork that got left behind, the only decent thing that came out of that whole unfortunate business.

			She fought down the urge to retreat again and stayed perfectly still. She didn’t want any part of what was cooking here. There were near twenty hungry people, a number of whom wouldn’t need much to be tipped into violence.

			Not-Posy seemed to take his time lifting the burning rabbit on its poker and turning it over. It was scorched charcoal black, the skin cracked and oozing blood. A new waft of roasting flesh reached Sunny’s nose and more saliva flooded her mouth. She swallowed quickly before she dribbled. Her fingers automatically tightened around the stick she held, its point embedded deep in the burning embers of the fire. If she had to, she could take it and jab it at Posy’s face. Dig it deep into his eye socket, just like he had to Tez with the metal tines.

			The thought came and went without resolve. She wouldn’t be able to do it. Not while it wore the kid’s face.

			She lifted her eyes from the flames to find Not-Posy staring at her, his expression knowing and amused. The vicious snarl of hunger in her stomach unclenched and became something sickly and spoilt.

			‘You not gonna answer him, asshole?’ Gonzo’s anger was a feral thing in the fading light, his nerve bolstered by the angry flames crackling in front of him, by the encouragement of the two cunning women beside him and all the restless people around, the sense of his new pack brothers and sisters readying themselves to join ranks. Many of them hadn’t seen the other side to Posy yet.

			Not-Posy didn’t reply, only lifted the rabbit and deliberately brought one burnt haunch to his mouth, ripping into the dripping meat with chipped teeth. He didn’t look away from Sunny, watching her over the top of the carcass while he chewed.

			He’s playing with me, she thought. No, it. It’s playing with me. Playing with all of us.

			‘You arrogant little . . .’ Anger was overtaken by indignation and Gonzo got to his feet and started toward them. A few of the others were standing, too, their grumblings rising to resentful growls.

			‘Daniel Robbins.’

			Gonzo stopped in his tracks.

			Posy’s head turned and Sunny was released from his gaze. She inhaled a quick breath, the scorched scent of cooked rabbit flesh hitting her so hard it sent her dizzy. She unclenched her fingers from the stick she’d been poking the campfire with and flexed the stiffened joints.

			‘That’s your name, isn’t it?’ Not-Posy said. ‘Daniel. Dan to your wife. The same wife you watched pour gasoline over herself and take your flip lighter and light herself up. You watched her slip that lighter out of her bathrobe pocket, backing away the whole time. You went to go cower in the bathroom, didn’t you, Danny Boy? While your wife of fifteen years roasted herself like this rabbit here is roasting. Wet your pants, didn’t you, Dan the Man? Pissed right through them like a baby.’

			Gonzo, or Dan, or whatever the hell his name was, stood perfectly still, his hands fisted at his sides. They shook visibly. Sunny couldn’t see his face, he had his back to the nearest fire, his front entirely in darkness, but she imagined he was ghost-white.

			‘You listened to her gurgling screams before she sucked fire down her lungs and cooked herself up from the inside. You should have gone out and embraced your wife one last time, Danny. Given her one last squeeze and let the flames take you, for all the worth you are. A big man when you think you outnumber me, yes? But a scared, whiny piss-pants when watching your wife die.’

			Gonzo Dan’s head swivelled as he sent glances around him, searching for help, but already the people who had stood up in support had quietly sat back down again. No one met his eyes.

			‘What are you looking for, Piss-pants Dan? There’s no help for the wicked.’

			‘You can’t know any of that,’ he whispered, the sound carrying clearly in the night’s stillness. ‘It . . . it’s not possible. No one was there.’

			Posy’s voice turned cold. ‘Of course someone was there, you sad, stupid sack of a man. We all were there. I don’t even know why I’m wasting my time talking to you. Sunny’ – Not-Posy didn’t look at her when he said her name but she flinched all the same – ‘come with me. I want to show you something. Frank, bring the journal. And bring Piss-pants Dan, too.’

			A man rose from Posy’s group. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him – he was all string ligaments and bony hostility – and every part of him was narrow: his shoulders, his hips, even his distrustful narrowed eyes, spaced over a narrow nose.

			Once again, Sunny noticed the building energy in the men bunched around the campfire, their sliding looks, the silent translation of knowledge as Frank rooted in a pack, drawing out a weighty-looking book. Even in the fire-lit darkness, Sunny could see it was stuffed full with loose leaves of paper.

			‘What’s going on?’ Gonzo Dan was a baby deer caught in the headlights of an eighteen-wheeler, and the driver wasn’t any kind of animal lover.

			‘Take it easy,’ Frank told him, no inflection, no emotion whatsoever in his tone as he approached the man. ‘We just want to ask you some questions.’ He took hold of Gonzo Dan’s arm and, judging by his wince, Sunny knew the grip hurt. ‘It’ll go easier on you if you come along nicely.’

			Beck stood along with Sunny when she hesitantly got to her feet. Not-Posy didn’t say a word – it went without saying that where Sunny went Beck went, too. Neither did Frank say anything as he offered her the journal, but his eyes conveyed a challenge, a silent collusion she wanted no part of.

			‘Come, come,’ Not-Posy encouraged. ‘Take the journal, Sunny. Let’s not dawdle.’

			Her fingers closed over the book’s leather-bound cover, a crawling revulsion turning her stomach, as if she were taking possession of roadkill. The book wasn’t as heavy as it looked – was surprisingly light, in fact – but she held it in both hands, flat, like an offering, a tray laden with a sacrifice.

			Grabbing the smoking rabbit by its ears, Not-Posy yanked it from the spit and hurled the carcass with a contemptuous spit at the people sitting huddled around their campfires. ‘There’s your meat. Watch the bones don’t choke you.’

			No one moved but, as Posy led the way into the woods, Beck and Sunny following and Frank bringing Gonzo Dan at the rear, Sunny heard a grunting scuffle as a number of them lunged for the cooked rabbit lying in the dirt.

			Gonzo Dan kept up a stream of questions, babbling mostly, not understanding what was going on, where they were taking him, what they wanted. He explained that what had happened to his wife hadn’t been his fault. Sunny wanted to tell him that, if Beck had tried dumping gasoline over himself, she’d have smacked him round the face, and she sure as hell would have tried to wrestle the lighter out of his hand if he’d got that far, even if it meant they’d both go up in flames. She wanted to tell him that none of this was about him. It wasn’t about her, either, but she didn’t say a word. She wished he would shut up.

			Not-Posy whistled through all of it.

			Up ahead, where Not-Posy led the way, the rustling and snapping of twigs ceased. Sunny’s heart continued to stomp. The back of her throat tasted of pennies, cold and metallic.

			Not-Posy’s whistling stopped. ‘Here.’

			Frank shoved the man to his knees and Gonzo Dan twisted on to his butt, scooting to jam his back against a tree. He gazed up at them, his expression plainly telling them he didn’t understand squat about what was happening here, and Sunny hated him a bit for that because she recognised herself in him. They were all stumbling around blindly with the lights shut off, hands out, hoping a chasm wouldn’t open up at their feet.

			‘You answer my questions honestly,’ Not-Posy told Gonzo Dan, ‘and we’ll see about getting you something to eat and a bit of respect around here. How’s that sound?’

			Gonzo Dan blinked rapidly, as if the shuttering of his eyelids would help him process the information faster. Sunny felt that tiny speck of hatred sink a little deeper.

			‘Hmm?’ Not-Posy had brought the metal poker with him and prodded Gonzo Dan’s shoulder with it. ‘Sound good?’

			The man licked his lips and carefully thought out his reply. ‘Yes?’

			‘Good man. Let’s get started. First question: how long have you heard a voice?’

			Gonzo Dan looked over at her and Sunny felt her jaw tense. What did he want? A friendly face? A smile of reassurance? She didn’t have either of those to give him. She nodded stiffly at him to answer – she was sure this would go a whole lot quicker and easier if he talked. Besides, Not-Posy knew he heard a voice. He always seemed to know.

			Gonzo Dan’s eyes flicked back to Posy. ‘Since three days before . . . you know, since before everyone else did.’

			‘So, more than seven years.’

			‘Yes.’ His voice faltered and he cleared his throat. ‘I guess nearly eight now.’

			Gonzo Dan flicked her another glance but, this time, she dropped her eyes. She stepped around the back of Beck, moving past him and circling to Posy’s far side, keeping her distance from both him and the seated man being questioned. She stopped when she was safely out of Gonzo Dan’s line of sight. It put her in a position where she could clearly see Posy’s face. His eyes gleamed. He had a strange, fixed smile on his face, which she was sure was meant to put Gonzo Dan at ease. Don’t be afraid of the scary man’s smile, kiddos.

			Sunny stared hard at Not-Posy, searching for a glimpse of the kid she’d chatted to at the fireside. There were no signs of him; it was as though he’d never existed. She shivered and turned up the collar of her jacket, longing to be back in front of the fire, the flames’ heat melting her face and drying out her eyeballs. She didn’t want to be out here in the dark and cold, the worms wriggling in the soil under her feet, the night a witness to their deeds. The tall, silent trees around them felt like judgement.

			‘And you hear it all the time?’ Not-Posy asked.

			‘Not . . . all the time, no. Only when I-I’m scared. Generally. Or when I’m anxious.’

			‘And you hear it now, yes?’

			Gonzo Dan didn’t answer for a few seconds. Then he whispered, ‘Yes, I hear it.’

			Sunny saw the corner of Posy’s mouth twitch. ‘Humour me. What’s it saying?’

			Tears thickened the man’s voice. ‘It’s saying it agrees with you – that I should’ve died with my wife. That I don’t deserve to be here when so many people better than me are dead. That I’m . . . that I’m worthless.’

			‘And do you think it’s right?’ Posy asked. ‘Are you worthless, Daniel?’

			‘Y-yes? But I don’t want to beee—. . .’ The end of this word turned into a whining cry that stuttered into sobs, shoulders shaking.

			‘Sunny.’

			She stopped breathing.

			Not-Posy raised his eyebrows expectantly. ‘Go to the last page and read out the entry, please.’

			She fumbled in the journal she had carried out here, her cold hands trembling. She skipped past clippings from what looked like textbooks and the ripped-out pages of medical magazines. She glimpsed the heading of an article entitled ‘Wernicke, Broca and Beyond’ and leafed through a selection of anatomical diagrams of the brain. The journal fell open on a page filled with scribbled writing, a pencil tucked inside as a marker. She brought the book close to her face and hesitantly began to read.

			‘“Subject 11: female, late teens, bullet above right eye. Voice dominant and consistent over seven years. Subject 12: female, early thirties. Blade to right eye. Voice consistent and established – a few mild occurrences before full onset at the ages of seventeen to eighteen.” What is this?’ Sunny asked, tearing her eyes from the scribble, the question leaving her mouth before she had time to consider whether she actually wanted to hear the answer or not.

			The book, which had been so light, now felt like a stone tablet, dragging at her hands. Her jaw shivered. Cold or fear, it didn’t really matter, she didn’t think she would be able to read the rest.

			‘They are my experiments,’ Not-Posy said simply. ‘I haven’t done one for a while. They weren’t working as I wished. But I listened to the tail-end of your and Posy’s conversation and I felt a sudden urge to revisit them.’ There was an attempt at a smile but Sunny saw it for what it was: a facsimile, a dud. ‘You’re full of curiosity, aren’t you? Like a curious little bee. And I understand that. Of course I do. We all need reasons for being here. The same way you and Beck have chosen to stay because you hope it will lead you to someplace better. It may lead you to someplace worse, but that is a chance you must take. Hope, you see. It’s an insidious thing.

			‘I’m also a curious little bee, full of hope. And the flower I want has its own name, one you’ve heard a few times now. Red is her own prize, of course, but she has other, longer-term uses. No, I have some . . . personal business to finish up with Lacey. She took something precious from me.’ A bite entered his tone. ‘Something that wasn’t hers to take. I want to talk to her about that. Want to talk to her very much. And, who knows, maybe what she has to say will be of interest to you. To Beck, too, of course.’

			Sunny felt Beck’s curiosity surge, a bolt of electricity that zapped up her spine. It straightened her back. Stiffened the muscles in her neck.

			Posy waved a hand, impatient to move proceedings along. ‘But enough talk. I can see you’re shaking. It’s chilly out here. Finish your reading and you can go back to the fire.’

			She stared at him, his eyes darkly shining in the moonlight, a stranger to her, a monster even. Of their own accord, her eyes returned to the page.

			‘“Subjects 13 and 14: both male,”’ she read, her voice trembling, half lost beneath the pulsing rush of blood in her ears. ‘First in his sixties. Took a bullet through roof of his mouth. His inner voice weak, came seven years ago. Second man, early forties, blunt-force trauma to skull, behind the right ear. Voice weak but heard for seven years.”’ She was grateful that Gonzo Dan had begun to sob quietly. It drowned out her words, and he didn’t need to hear this. ‘“Subject 15: female, fifteen, bullet to centre of forehead. Voice intermittent for two years, since the age of thirteen.”’ Her chest ached. She’d stopped breathing.

			Fifteen people. God.

			‘Is that it?’ Not-Posy asked when she didn’t start reading again.

			‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘That’s it.’

			‘Very good. So, the left eye it is. Write this down – word for word: “All subjects to date appear to have fairly undeveloped voices, insofar as they’ve not advanced beyond seven to eight years. A different subject is now urgently required. With a voice that is mature and established: the exact age is unknown but I strongly suspect a lifespan far exceeding eight years.” At the end, put Lacey’s name in brackets.’ He waited a few seconds while Sunny hastily scribbled. ‘Do you have it?’

			Pen unsteady, she finished writing Lacey’s name in a fast scrawl. ‘Yes, I have it.’

			‘Excellent. Frank, ready yourself.’

			Frank got down on one knee close to Gonzo Dan, his attention fixed on the seated man. Gonzo Dan’s face was damp with tears.

			‘W-what’s going on?’

			‘Shush. Let’s proceed.’ Not-Posy tapped the poker on the top of Gonzo Dan’s skull. One, two, three times, as if performing a magic spell. ‘Time to vacate the premises.’

			Sunny expected Beck to be looking back at her, the same dread she felt mirrored in his expression, but his attention was locked on the weeping man. His eyes gleamed as brightly as Posy’s, the moon whiting them out so she couldn’t read them at all. Not for the first time Sunny wondered what the hell was going on inside his head.
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