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			Praise for G X Todd

			Take a wild ride with an imaginative new thriller series

			‘Defender is already worthy to take its place alongside The Stand in the canon. An absolute gem of a book’ John Connolly

			‘Defender is lifted way above other novels in the . . . post-apocalyptic subgenre by Todd’s sympathetic characterisation and superb pacing’ Guardian

			‘This novel is of a piece with Stephen King’s The Stand . . . Defender stands head and shoulders above most recent post-apocalyptic offerings’ Independent

			‘Sharp . . . and gripping, we can’t wait to explore this harsh world further and see what Todd has to offer us in Part Two’ SciFiNow

			‘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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			You make me proud to be a sister and an aunt.

		

	
		
			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’?’
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