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A WORLD IN CHAOS.

A SIX-YEAR-OLD LOST IN THE MIDDLE OF A WAR.

AND A BOY NO-ONE CAN SEE.

Vincent Gum is determined to protect little Benjamin Grey. But Vincent is invisible. Benjamin’s the only one who can see him, and worse, something sinister is lurking in the dormitory cupboard.

Enter into a world beyond your imagination, where invisible boys battle closet monsters, streetwise orphans steal to survive, and dead trees flower.

Anything is possible.
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1

Buildings lie along the road, cracked and discarded like shells on a concrete beach. Smoke scrapes against my throat and Benjamin’s fingers curl around my hand, digging into the skin. Pulling at his fringe, he whispers, ‘Look, Vince, it’s a ghost.’

‘Don’t be stupid. No such thing.’

‘Yeah? Look.’

He points at a jagged hole running through the length of Kazak Street. Skimmer missiles leave a nasty mark. The road lies torn apart like ruptured stitches and smoke curls from its centre, grasping the evening air with white fingers. Benjamin rubs his nose and stares.

‘See, it’s the street’s soul going to Heaven … right?’

Dunno what to say, so I keep my mouth shut. Benjamin’s full of crazy questions and I’m no walking Wikipedia. Frowning, he looks up at me through his long fringe, his eyes blending green and brown like the centre of a kid’s marble. I look away.

‘Come on, Ben. We’ll be late.’

He hesitates, pulling on my hand. ‘Do we have to go there?’

‘Yeah, we’ve already talked about this.’

‘Orphanage.’ He rolls the word on his tongue, frowning like it tastes bad.


‘I told you, it’s a kids’ shelter.’

‘What’s the difference?’

Good question. I don’t answer.

‘Can’t I stay with you?’

‘We’ve been through this already. It’s better for you, safer. You’ll like it, okay?’ But I’m still avoiding his eyes. ‘Come on.’

I tug on his hand and he jolts along, almost tripping over his feet. Glass litters the street, mixed with plaster and crumbled bricks. I keep my eyes open but no one’s around. A few faces poke out of ruins and then disappear, checking their doorsteps for signs of danger. This street has scars; everyone’s living in the splinters of broken houses, creeping in and out of cracks like ants in a city sidewalk.

Veering left, we climb over the rubble of a bookstore. Everything’s dusted with sand, thanks to a north-westerly blowing straight from the hillsides. Scrambling past a sign promising discounts on paperbacks, we squeeze through a V-shaped gap in the retaining wall, almost falling onto Akbar Street. Once it would’ve been the main market, now it’s just another strip of concrete cutting through the city centre.

‘Ow …’ Benjamin shields his eyes against the sandpaper wind. We need to get indoors before the weather packs in; I don’t fancy getting stuck in a sandstorm. Pulling against my hood, I sink back into my jacket.

‘Hang on, Ben. We’re nearly there.’ I count the buildings, numbered with paint or chalk. On our right there’s two apartment buildings, one old comic-book store and … bingo, the Red Cross Children’s Shelter.

‘Well, we’re here. Come on, let’s get inside.’


I mean to drag him up the stairs, but my feet won’t move. Dunno why. Instead I stand like a moron, looking at the building, sand whipping against my jacket.

Benjamin stares up at the building. ‘Did it grow out of the street, Vincent?’

‘Don’t be silly, course not.’

Place must’ve been a school once, I can tell by the faded, bolted brass letters spelling out ‘Avalon College’. But Ben’s right; it looks thrown together from leftover pavement slabs. Only the window frames appear different, peeling strips of peach paint like layers of dead skin. A dozen stone stairs curve towards an entrance with double doors, open wide.

Benjamin points up at the doors. ‘It looks like a giant’s mouth.’

Funny, I just thought the same. Holding one hand up to protect Benjamin’s eyes, I pull him towards a twisted cedar tree and press my back against the trunk, looking through the branches and avoiding the worst of the wind’s edges.

‘A big, hungry mouth,’ Benjamin keeps saying, yanking at his straw-coloured hair like it’s a stubborn weed. ‘Buildings don’t eat people, do they, Vince?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Dunno, maybe they’re vegetarians.’

‘Really?’ He rubs sand and spit from his chin.

‘Of course not … Look, let’s just go inside. It’s safer there.’ Truth is, the shelter hasn’t been hit once. It’s attached to the hospital; even the rebels wouldn’t hurt sick kids. ‘You’ll get free food and clothes from the Red Cross, even haircuts. You wouldn’t get better service staying at the Hilton.’

He shakes his head. ‘Don’t wanna go.’

‘But—’

‘No.’ His free hand grabs my sleeve. ‘I wanna stay with you. Please, Vince?’

Looking down at his freckled nose, a sharp sensation kicks my guts. ‘Ben, you can’t stay with me.’

‘Why not?’

I shake my head, slowly. ‘I already told you. There’s stuff I need to sort out … You’ll be safer here.’

Even Benjamin knows he can’t stay on the streets. Since the North declared martial law over water rights, this city specialises in street warfare. Nowhere’s safe, but a shelter’s his best bet.

‘Ben, these people will take good care of you, better than me. Maybe they’ll have computers here, records to find your family or something like that. You’ll be fine without me …’

His eyes well up; oh, just great.

I clear my throat. ‘You’re a big boy, remember?’ Don’t know who I’m trying to convince, him or me. Truth is, you can’t just leave a little kid on his own.

He doesn’t answer.

‘Look.’ I point up at the shelter, trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘There’ll be heaps of other kids; it’s a big place with six storeys. Plenty of room for hide ’n’ seek, stuff like that.’

Benjamin tugs my wrist with one hand, pulling his fringe with the other. ‘No. I don’t wanna go.’

Sniff — sniff.


One tear carves a path across his dirty cheek, and invisible needles poke my insides. Little kids shouldn’t be filthy, which just goes to show I’m not doing a good job. I’m not cut out for babysitting.

‘Vince, don’t go.’ More tears leak down his face and he hiccups. ‘I … I’ll be good, honest. Please?’

Okay, what’s wrong with my chest? Can you get appendicitis in the ribs? It feels like I’ve swallowed sharp rocks.

He grabs my hand. ‘Please?’

‘Take it easy, don’t make a scene.’ I look around, hoping no one’s watching. His eyes widen and more tears fall. Just watching makes my insides feel scraped out and raw. Oh man, can a few days more hurt?

I clear my throat. ‘I’ll stick around for a bit, okay? Until you’re settled in … Just stop crying.’

Wait a minute … My own words sink like bricks, weighing me down. Not again. Glaring at the sand-dusted road, I fold my arms and press fingers into my ribs. Every time I try moving on, I end up staying. And why? He cries, I cave in, and it’s no good. Soft people don’t get anywhere — not around here.

He sniffs again. ‘Promise?’

I glare at the cracked road. ‘Said so, didn’t I?’

Guess he’s caught me. No, that’s stupid. Caught me? Benjamin can’t tie his own shoelaces, let alone set a trap. And I should check this place out, I don’t want anything bad happening to him; doesn’t mean I have to stay. It’ll only take a day or two until I’m sure someone’s taking care of him, then I’m free to go.

No big deal.


Sighing, I stare at the wide front doorsteps. ‘Come on, Ben. Let’s get this over with.’

‘No. Still don’t wanna go in.’

‘What?’ I pull at my own hair, hedgehog short and tucked under my hood. ‘But I just told you, I’ll stick around. It’s safe.’

He shakes his head. ‘But—’

‘Well?’ A sharp voice cuts my sentence in half.

I look up into the face of a woman, her thin body framed against the door. She grips the wooden frame with long fingers, her eyes fixed on Benjamin. ‘Hurry, if you’re coming in. Wind’s rising, I don’t want to spend the day sweeping out sand.’
 
Benjamin hisses. ‘Vince?’

‘What?’

‘Her hands look like spiders. See? Her fingers could be legs and—’

‘Shhh! You want her to lock us out?’

‘Umm …’

‘Look, this place’s got everything we need. Just walk up the stairs, okay? I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you.’

His fingers drop, letting go of his hair. He believes me. Ben figures the sun will come up in the morning, the Easter Bunny brings chocolate eggs, and Vincent Gum can do anything.

Which I can.

Benjamin plods up the stairs, just as a breeze passes through the street. Something smells familiar drifting down the stairs and I sniff, trying to catch the scent. But it’s lost, overwhelmed by the aroma of cleaning products. I’d swear this woman takes a bath in bleach.

Spider-fingers fusses as we reach the top of the stairs. She pulls on her long, grey cardigan. ‘Come on. In we go.’

Benjamin passes under her arm, and—slam! The door shuts in my face. I hear the metal lock snap like a jaw biting down. The building swallows him whole.

‘Vincent?’ Benjamin echoes inside the orphanage’s belly. ‘Where’s Vincent? He’s still outside!’

The woman answers and her voice sounds far away, blunted by wood and plaster. ‘Don’t play games with me, young man. No one’s there.’

Blinking, I stare at the building’s closed lips. He’s being eaten alive by two tonnes of brick … my arms react first, flying out, ready to rip off the door handle …

Get a grip, idiot.

My hand freezes, centimetres from touching the tarnished lump of metal. Right. Of course a building can’t eat someone. Too much time around Benjamin, that’s my problem. He’s full of crazy ideas and weird imaginary games, and it’s got to stop. So I swallow hard, ordering my heart to slow down because if I can do anything, I should be able to control my own heart.

And I walk right through the closed door, into the building.

[image: image]

I glance at the woman marching down the hall, her broken shoes slapping at the floor, fabric tearing away from the rubber soles like a mouth biting at her heels. I need to find someone who can watch over Benjamin. Will Spider-fingers do the job? Maybe not — she won’t even look at him. But this is a shelter; someone will step up. Then I can get away and be free. Funny word though — ‘free’. It implies I’m trapped, and I’m not.

I’m not.

But so many questions boil inside me, always threatening to explode and pour out my mouth. I need to find answers.

Right now, I’ve only got questions.

Trouble is, my memory’s wrecked. I remember an explosion in the underground, right before I found Benjamin, and not much else. I’ve no idea why people can’t see me, except Ben, and I don’t like it. Throwing questions around inside my head feels like yelling into a black well; there’s nothing but an echo, and if I lean too far I’ll fall into the darkness and never get out. But I need to know; the answers are back there, in a ruined train station full of thugs, live wires and dead ends. Too dangerous for a little kid.

No, I can’t leave him.

At least, not yet.
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We’ve stumbled into the world’s biggest slumber party. Through the open doorway I’m staring at a gutted science lab with sinks ripped from the wall — kids lie everywhere, jammed into corners and spread over the floor. There are thirty or more Red Cross stretchers, and every spare gap’s crammed with makeshift beds, pillows or old towels stuffed into dirty sheets.

Spider-fingers stands next to me, fiddling with a fistful of paperwork. ‘Well, here’s your dorm, Room 3B.’

Benjamin grabs a fistful of his straw-coloured hair, pulling. ‘But there’s no room for me.’

I take a deep breath; the air tastes thick and furry on my tongue. One glance tells me that they’ve boarded up the back windows in case of an attack, so no one gets shredded by flying glass. Still, it’s like a sauna and a few air holes wouldn’t kill anyone. Kids move like ragdolls, their movements limp and slow; everyone’s faces shine with sweat.

‘Vince? Vince?’ Benjamin tries to pull my arm, but there’s too many eyes. His hand passes through my wrist. He can’t touch me when someone’s watching, I’ve no idea why.

There’s a lot I don’t know.

His voice drills holes in my ear. ‘Vince? Where’s my bed, Vince?’


‘Uh …’

What should I do? Make him a hammock and swing it from the ceiling? Behind me, Spider-fingers calls out, ‘Nessa! I’ve got a new one for you.’

A teenage girl turns around, her head wrapped in a scarlet scarf. She lumbers over, pink-faced and sucking in wheezy gasps of air. Shaped like a mountain, her huge body leans forward as she pants; I almost take a step back. Nessa is an avalanche waiting to happen.

Spider-fingers points at Benjamin. ‘Say hello to Ben.’

Nessa doesn’t say hello, only hunches her shoulders as if trying to appear smaller. She looks sideways at him. ‘Yeah, okay.’

Okay what? Sounds like someone accepting a deal, but that’s stupid. What would she get in exchange for a small kid? But her gaze runs over him with hard eyes stuck in a soft face, like black raisins in a ball of dough.

‘Good.’ Spider-fingers jerks her head in Benjamin’s direction. ‘You might want to watch this one, though; he’s a handful.’

Nessa frowns. ‘Doesn’t look like it.’

‘Don’t let his face fool you. Kid pelted me all the way here with bits of … something.’ The woman throws Benjamin another glare. ‘Says it was his imaginary friend.’

Benjamin pipes up. ‘It was Vincent! You just can’t see him. It’s not my fault he’s invisible.’

‘There’s no such thing as invisible people.’

My fists curl into balls and Benjamin yanks his hair. ‘He doesn’t like it when people say he isn’t real. That’s why he kept throwing stuff at you.’

Nessa nods at the woman. Something in her movement suggests a dismissal or something I don’t understand. All I know is that Spider-fingers sags, while the girl grows straighter. Nessa turns away and words fall behind her, like she’s dusting crumbs from her shoulder. ‘I’ll sort him out.’

‘I appreciate it … Good. Yes.’

The woman gives Benjamin a grim, satisfied look, then turns on her heels and marches off. Yeah, you’d better run, lady. In the night, I’ll find a bucket of water and dump it on your head. After that, I’ll move your office around every day. Not much, maybe a pen or a pot plant, just enough to make you go crazy. I’ll show you who’s real.

Turning back, I realise Ben’s halfway across the huge room and I almost need to run to catch up. Nessa storms ahead, dragging Benjamin across the room and barking, ‘Right, Rule Number One: I’m in charge. Forget about her. Hey, you! Aman, have you been to the toilet, yet? Bet you haven’t.’

A small boy in the middle of a pillow-fight drops his weapon and runs for the door. Nessa pauses to glare at a girl with hair like black, tangled weeds, wrestling another kid on the floor. The girl hiccups and leaps to her feet, while the other kid pretends to start tucking sheets into the nearest bed. I can’t help grinning.

Benjamin gasps, struggling to keep up. ‘Forget about who?’

Nessa sniffs. ‘Mrs MacDonald, she’s just one of the volunteers. They come from different places, Red Cross, UNICEF, Doctors Without Borders or whatever, but they never stay. Me? I live here. I’m in charge.’

She glances down, checking to see he understands.


‘Uh, okay.’

‘Rule Number Two: don’t mess with me and I won’t mess with you. That includes throwing stuff at people, got it?’

‘It wasn’t me.’

Nessa sticks a sausage-sized finger under his nose. ‘I don’t care. You’ll still be sorry, and don’t go whining to the grown-ups ’cause they won’t help you. They’re all too busy.’

If she’s going to bully him we might as well head back to the streets. I can’t declare war on everyone here. I don’t have the energy. Then again, I noticed she didn’t say I’m not real, so she can’t be all bad.

Leaning closer, Nessa eyes Benjamin up and down, again. ‘That’s about it, except keep out of the North Wing. That’s for hurt children and you don’t want to go there. Oh, and stay away from the older kids, especially the boys, some of them mix with gangs outside the orphanage. They can get a bit … difficult. If anyone gives you trouble, tell them they’ll get a hiding from me.’

Benjamin glances at me and I nod. It’ll take someone tough to look out for him. Preferably someone who isn’t invisible, so Benjamin won’t get thrown in the loony bin or drugged to his eyeballs for talking to himself. Someone like Nessa.

Next to me, Benjamin blinks. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, you heard right.’ She turns her head sideways, glancing at the room. ‘You don’t look like trouble. I’m putting you with Lucky and Amos; they’ll keep an eye on you. Right, here’s where you’ll sleep.’

She points down.


We’ve stopped in front of a metal stretcher, strewn with yellow sheets. It’s pressed against an old classroom closet with lines running through knotted wood like black veins and … wait. What’s that smell? Sweat? No, it can’t be. Strange smell for a closet; humans and animals smell of fear, not lumps of wood.

Nessa leans down, brushing sand off the stretcher and onto the ground, which is already covered with gritty trails of dust. Don’t know why she bothers, you can’t clean away sand, not really. The stuff gets everywhere — since the cities turned into deserts it’s like living on a beach with no ocean. But Nessa just pats harder and sighs. ‘Well, this is your bed. Lights out in five minutes. Any questions, ask Amos. Hang on, where’s he gone?’

‘Here!’ A boy with caramel skin and black curls emerges from the nearest stretcher, half-buried in blankets.

‘Amos? If you’re hiding food in your bed again, I’ll break your neck. Understand me? We don’t need any more rats.’

The boy blinks with eyes the size of dustbin lids. ‘Uh no, course not, Nessa. I would never do that.’

Nessa rolls her eyes. ‘Yeah, right. As I was saying, Amos will watch out for you. Benjamin will be sleeping next to the closet and it’s best if— Hey, have you seen Lucky?’

Amos just shrugs.

Nessa spins around, bellowing over her shoulder. ‘Lucky, get over here! You, too, Zaar! Everyone else — lights out in five minutes! Get yourselves sorted! And Joseph, stop wiping your nose on Hannah’s arm. I mean it.’

The room moves, a blur of sheets, arms and legs. Nessa turns around, ordering, ‘Amos, introduce Benjamin to Lucky, okay?’


‘What, right now?’

But she’s already gone, stomping between the white linen piles, her body rolling from side to side like a polar bear lumbering over sheets of ice.

Amos leans further out of his blankets, propping himself on one hand, angling for a better look at Benjamin’s face. ‘Nessa must like you. Good thing, ’cause otherwise … Um, better make some space. Here comes Lucky.’

Turning, he waves at something blonde and wild, leaping from bed to bed like a gigantic frog. Kids slap the girl’s ankles, but she just laughs and bounces out of reach, landing on Amos’s stretcher, face-down with a huge belly-flop, her gold hair streaming over the blankets like spilt honey.

Lucky looks up through the tangled strands. She looks small and moves fast. I thought she was younger, but her face gives a different impression. There’s a wideness to her cheekbones, mixed with a stillness in her eyes that belongs on someone older; she’s at least twelve, maybe older. ‘Hey, Amos. What did Nessa want?’

‘She wants you to meet the new boy, Benjamin.’

‘Really? Okay — hi.’ She glances at Benjamin. ‘Well, we could use another kid.’

Wait a minute. Use another kid? How could Benjamin be useful to anyone? And am I the only one choking on the closet’s rank stench? My sense of smell outdoes ordinary peoples’, but still … what the heck is in that wardrobe?

‘Maybe,’ answers Amos. ‘S’pose Nessa might’ve meant that. But what about Zaar?’

‘Oh, Zaar.’ She rolls her eyes and turns over, wiggling her bare feet in the air. I blink; what I’m seeing makes the closet seem small and unimportant — a long scar runs towards her left ankle like a puckered zip. Lucky’s missing her toes.

Benjamin grabs a fistful of his hair and pulls. Plenty of amputees limp around this town. Still I make an effort to look at her face and not the foot. Stupid, ’cause she can’t see me, but Benjamin doesn’t take my hint.

Amos tugs his elbow, forcing him to look up.

Lucky catches his eye and then looks away herself. ‘So you got the bed by the closet. Try sleeping with your back to it, but don’t open the door.’

Benjamin’s eyes widen like pooling stains on a white cloth. ‘Why?’

‘Ignore Lucky.’ Amos shakes his head. ‘She’s superstitious. Some kids started telling stupid stories about the closet and she got all freaked out.’

‘I did not,’ she huffs, still staring at the wall and absently playing with a scruffy bracelet on her left wrist. ‘But it’s creepy and he’ll feel better if he doesn’t look at it while trying to sleep. It’s good advice.’

‘Whatever.’ Amos grins like it’s an old joke. ‘You believe in closet monsters. Admit it.’

Benjamin almost jumps off the bed. ‘Monsters?’

I roll my eyes. Sure the closet reeks, but so what? Last thing I need is Benjamin wetting the bed over imaginary creatures.

‘Idiot.’ Lucky tears the bracelet off her wrist and starts flicking it against Amos’s knee. ‘What’d you go and say that for?’

‘Hey! I said they weren’t real, and quit hitting me with that thing! It’s disgusting!’


I look down at the bracelet. Weird, it’s a rabbit’s foot tied around her wrist on a thin strap of leather. Benjamin better not notice. Between imaginary closet monsters and dead animal parts, he’ll stage a meltdown and get us thrown out.

Lucky frowns. ‘What are you, stupid? Everyone knows these bring good luck.’ She drops back onto the pillows. ‘Relax, Benjamin, it’s just a charm. I’ve got tons of them. I’m the luckiest person you’ll ever meet. In fact one time— Oh, it’s you.’

She turns as a heavy voice falls like stones into the conversation: ‘Who’s this?’

A tall boy stands behind us. A small girl, no more than three or four years old, clings onto his back, and he eyes Benjamin with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. ‘Well? Are you going to tell me his name or do I need to read your minds?’

Lucky shoves a handful of hair over her shoulder and stares back at him. Amos answers, ‘Benjamin. I heard Nessa say it. She wants us to keep an eye on him.’

‘Nessa said that?’ Zaar’s lips tighten into a wire of flesh, a small breath of air escaping through his nose. ‘You got any family here, Benjamin? Maybe a brother?’

‘No, I was on a train.’

‘Sorry?’

His fingers creep towards his fringe. ‘There was a big explosion in the subway, lots of fire. But Vincent found me. He takes care of me now.’

Great, here we go.

Zaar doesn’t blink. I guess heaps of kids have stories like Benjamin’s. Folding his arms, he says, ‘Who’s Vincent?’


‘He’s my friend.’

‘So you’re not alone. Where is he?’

‘He’s here. You can’t see him. He’s invisible.’

Smacking my head with one hand, I hiss, ‘Benjamin! Do you want to end up in a psych ward? Cut it out!’

He blinks at me. ‘I dunno, what’s a psych ward?’

‘Don’t answer me! It looks like you’re talking to yourself.’

‘But you just asked me a question. Why ask a question if you don’t want me to answer it?’

I can’t reply, it’ll only encourage him to talk, and besides, the damage is done. Zaar eyes him like he’s got a disease, while Amos grins at the floor.

Only Lucky shrugs. ‘So his parents are dead and he’s got an imaginary friend. There’s a kid in Dorm Five who thinks she’s a Teletubby. No big deal.’

Zaar lowers the small girl onto the floor and folds his arms over a faded red t-shirt. ‘I know what you’re thinking and you can forget it, Lucky. He’s just a baby.’

She looks down at her arm, slipping the bracelet back on. ‘He’s little and cute. That’ll come in handy, and you know it.’

Handy, for what?

‘I said no.’

Lucky sighs. ‘Come on, Zaar. Why do you think Nessa introduced us to Benjamin?’

My head swings between them, and Lucky’s gaze seems to have weight, forcing down Zaar’s shoulders until they collapse in a shrug. What are they talking about? Looking away at the walls, he grunts, ‘I don’t believe this,’ and Lucky’s face splits into a grin.

Guess she’s taking that as ‘yes’, but I don’t get it. How did zany-haired, charm-wearing Lucky muscle a big kid like Zaar into doing something he didn’t want? Is he afraid of her? Or is it something else?

Smiling, Lucky turns to Amos. ‘Well? What about you?’

Amos shrugs and reaches one hand under the pillow, pulling out a sardine tin. One end gapes open, grinning like a serrated mouth. Scooping two fingers into the oily pool, he frowns as if counting the fish and finding only disappointment. ‘S’pose I could teach Ben to play football.’

Lucky snorts. ‘Puh-lease, Amos. You don’t even own a ball.’

‘Well, you never know, I might one day. You won’t be laughing when they scout me for Arsenal.’

‘No, I’ll be unconscious with shock — so is that a yes?’

‘Yeah, no skin off my nose.’ Flashing Benjamin a quick grin, Amos hooks out a finger full of fish and flicks them into his mouth, spilling oil across his sheet like droplets of golden blood. ‘I’ll show him the ropes.’

‘Good.’ Flopping back onto the bed, Lucky turns a smile on Benjamin with the strength of a well-aimed torch. ‘So, we’re all friends. You look out for us and we’ll all look out for you. That’s how it works, okay, Ben?’

Is she kidding? How does a six-year-old kid look out for anyone? He can’t even take care of himself.

Something weird’s going on, but I can’t decide if it’s a problem. None of them look like the older boys I’ve seen hanging out in the hallway, their eyes hard like polished stones. Still, something’s up, I’m just not sure what.

Benjamin smiles, a wide-gapped grin. ‘Ummm, okay, but can I still play with Vincent, too?’

I sense, rather than hear, Zaar’s groan. He opens his mouth to speak, but a louder voice echoes through the room. ‘Bed! Fifteen seconds!’

Lucky jumps to her feet, and light catches her hair from a single electric bulb, hanging in the centre of the room. Her head glows like a halo, shining against the dark, concrete ceiling. Funny, ’cause I don’t think there’s anything angelic about Lucky.

‘Gotta go,’ she grins, leaping away across the piles of sheets. Watching her run, I notice her bad foot, bending at strange angles whenever she lands. Zaar shakes his head and turns away without a word, still lugging the silent little girl with dark plaits down to her waist.

Next to me, Amos shrugs at Ben. ‘Don’t worry about Lucky, she’s okay. Well, most of the time.’

What’s that supposed to mean? Sometimes she’s horrible? Nessa’s voice barks at the room. ‘I’m counting down from ten. Nine! Eight! Seven …’

Amos flings himself into bed, leaving Benjamin by his stretcher, staring at the closet.

‘Five! Four!’

Amos hisses, ‘Hurry up! You don’t want to mess with Nessa.’

Looking around, Benjamin grabs a fistful of hair. He’s looking for an excuse not to sleep near the closet. ‘But I didn’t bring any pyjamas.’

‘Nobody has pyjamas, idiot!’

He looks at me and I nod, pointing at his mattress. ‘It’ll be okay, Ben. I’ll be right here, all night.’

Screwing up his lips with determination, he hops into bed, fully clothed, his eyes still on the wardrobe. We’re going to have some problems, there.


‘ONE!’

The lights go out, plunging us into darkness.
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Nobody speaks; there’s silence except for the shuffling of bodies and occasional coughs. Not that anyone will sleep. There’s a faint sound, oddly like the one people make when they’ve been holding their breath — the pop of poisoned air released before they gasp. Bombs, of course. Far away, no more than a tap against the boarded window, a tremble of the light cord. But still, there.

Ben closes his eyes, blocking out the wardrobe, preferring the darkness behind his lids to the dorm room’s black air.

Not me, I like darkness. It reminds me of a time before light, before the subway exploded. I can’t remember much, except a sensation like floating in black water. But it was nothing like the still, dead air of night. This darkness moved and pulsed; it felt alive.

Like that makes any sense.

I must’ve been unconscious and lost my memory. Only a few memories survived, their images blurring as if the pictures were hot inside my head and I’m watching them through steamed glass. But I remember the darkness … Am I … Could I be a ghost?

No, don’t think about it.

Looking up, I focus on a lightbulb hanging in the hallway. Barely visible through the half-opened doorway, it dangles from a thin wire like a pet moon walking on a leash. And I can’t help it. I remember my first light breaking open the darkness, the black air shattering and leaving me alone on a ruined train; nothing anywhere but smoke, torn strips of metal, and Benjamin crawling towards my feet.

‘Vincent,’ he said, like he knew me. ‘Help me, Vince!’

Bang — my heart rams against my chest. No, don’t worry, don’t even think. No point. Not until I get back to the subway and find clues. Focusing on my breathing, forcing myself to stay calm, I stare into the darkness.

Scratch — scratch.

Shaking my head I rub my eyes; unlike humans’, my night-time vision is perfect, but there’s nothing. I scan the room, half hoping it’s coming from outside the window.

Scratch. Scratchhhh.

No, something’s tapping inside the wardrobe, like it wants to get out. I swallow a mouthful of warm, black air. I don’t believe in stupid monsters; there’s nothing in the closet.

But the nothing is getting louder.
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Benjamin sits bolt upright. ‘What’s that?’

‘Um, mice.’

‘Are you sure?’

He starts tugging on his hair, a sure sign he’s worried. If we don’t get that nervous tic sorted he’ll be bald before he turns seven. I slide off the bed and touch the wooden door. Something makes my breath catch— Don’t be stupid, Vincent. It’s just a closet. I’m in charge of a little kid; we can’t both hide under the covers. Forcing strength into my arms, I pull open the door.

It doesn’t move.

The door’s stuck. Maybe it’s locked?

‘Mice,’ I repeat, trying not to sound relieved. I’m not sure what I expected to find. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I know everything.’

Usually this calms him down ’cause it’s true. The Knowing in my head covers everything except thoughts trapped in people’s heads and anything useful about myself, like why I’m invisible. But tonight he frowns like he doesn’t believe me, and I don’t know why.

‘You’re lying. There’s something else in the closet.’

‘There isn’t.’

‘Yeah, there is.’


‘No, there isn’t. Look, just go to sleep, okay?’

‘But there is!’

Great, an overtired and cranky six-year-old, just what I don’t need. ‘Ben, you’re being a pain, you know that?’

‘No, I’m NOT!’

Okay. His face turns the kind of red usually reserved for flashing nuclear buttons; he’s ready to stage an atomic meltdown in the dorm, shouting at thin air. That isn’t going to help. I need to distract him, somehow. ‘Ben … um, look at this.’
 
I put my hand on his stretcher and push. My anger slips into the fabric and sinks into thin springs, feeling every micro-fibre of foam and steel. Small coils pop through the surface, warping and stretching into flowers, bouncing in and out of the mattress.

‘Cool.’ Benjamin’s frown melts. ‘How’d you do that?’

I shrug.

Benjamin often asks, but I never answer. I don’t know how. It’s like someone asking, how do you breathe? Or, how do you feel sadness? I don’t have answers to these questions. If he asked me to recite Pythagoras’ Theorem … well, that’s easy. My Knowing deals in catalogued facts; only I don’t fit into any recorded categories. Dunno why, and my stomach flips; I look away, focusing on an ordinary floorboard, until my stomach crashes back down.

‘Hey,’ moans a voice. ‘Keep it down, I’m trying to … What the …?’

The flowers fold, slipping back into the mattress and vanishing. I turn to face a sleepy Amos, his fringe hanging over his eyes.

He mutters, ‘I thought I saw …’


Benjamin blinks. ‘What?’

‘Hmm, never mind. I thought I … mmmhm.’

His head drops onto the pillow.

I stare down at the mattress, not a flower in sight. Stupid humans. I could make an entire forest of trees out of the floorboards and it wouldn’t matter. Anything I create disappears the second anyone lays eyes on it. Benjamin’s different and I dunno why, but who cares? The point is, I can’t stand people; they wreck my stuff.

Benjamin blinks, his eyelids heavy. ‘Vince …’

‘Yeah?’

‘I want my mum.’

He’s staring at the wardrobe again, his voice barely a whisper. Poor kid. Something breaks in my stomach, crumbling like rock against an ocean of thoughts; it’s not his fault. He’s all alone and so am I. And at least he talks to me.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll stay right here.’ I stretch out my legs, putting my hands behind my head, demonstrating a lack of interest in moving. ‘Nothing can hurt you, not if I’m here. Get some sleep.’

And he doesn’t argue. Benjamin closes his eyes and starts to breathe heavier. He knows I’m telling the truth.
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I don’t sleep, eat or need to use the bathroom. But if it’s possible to die of boredom, then my case is fatal. The scratching stopped ages ago and, let’s face it, mice aren’t that interesting. I need to DO something.

But I’m stuck here.

Night’s the best time to explore. I could turn the halls into rivers or the food hall into a jungle, maybe wrestle a boa-constrictor and spit melon seeds with spider-monkeys until dawn. So long as no one’s awake, I can do anything. Ordinary people ruin everything with their stupid eyes …

Scratch.

What’s that?

It’s louder than before, echoing across the dorm. I blink into the shadows, listening. Moonlight slithers through gaps in the boarded window, pointing icy fingers across the room. Nothing moves.

Scratch. Sss … cratch.

It’s definitely coming from the closet. Mice, maybe … but it’s too loud. Rats?

Turning my head to one side, I eye up the uneven lines of the wardrobe door. It’s sticking out of the framework. But it was shut the last time I looked. How does a locked door open itself? The Knowing in my head whispers … It doesn’t.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

I shake crazy ideas out of my head; it’s nothing. Okay, maybe it’s rats with enormous teeth. I’d better check. If Benjamin wakes up …

Crrreak.

The wood groans. Something just moved inside the closet. Impossible, but I heard it myself. I stare at the metal handle.

C-creakKK!

The door swings several centimetres into the darkness. Silver glistens, no … not silver. Steel curves around the door; a single hook. It sits there, clinging to the wooden edges, and then …

Something climbs out of the closet.


Breath sticks in my throat, hard as a pebble. My eyes stretch to take in a gigantic metal monster. Thick strips of wire wrap around each other, forming legs and a body. A creature steps out, seven feet tall and shaped like a human, but without a shred of clothing or skin.

I can’t move. I can’t speak. My heart won’t beat.

Flexing, the monster throws back his shoulders; a line of razor-sharp claws shimmer down its spine, glinting in the moonlight. Wait, not claws. Hooks. I can’t believe it — he’s made out of twisted, metal coat-hangers.

And then, it turns.

Two steel holes peer around the room, framing empty eyes. Tunnels of darkness open up inside those wires like black holes and— My body jumps. He’s looking at me. I can feel it.

No one ever sees me, no one except Benjamin.

The monster frowns, twisting his head to get a better look and … it’s moving.

Scraping across the floor, long limbs swinging like enormous, swiping scissors; it’s … it’s coming right at me. The Knowing in my head whispers —

Run.

But I can’t. Those eyes hook me in — I can’t look away. They’re not solid black. No, its dark centres breathe and pulsate; there’s life inside those eyes.

Run, now!

And still, I sit.

Claw-like feet lunge across the wood, carving thin lines into the floorboards. Metal bends over me and wires twist, warping the monster’s face into a sharp grin. And those eyes … I’m staring, hypnotised by the closest thing I’ve ever seen to the darkness in my memories …

Swoosh!

One arm swings like a jagged knife, slicing the air, splitting me in half, swishing in and out of my body like a hand waving through smoke. My mouth opens, a breath of relief. There’s no pain; he can’t touch me.

Grinning, the coat-hangers speak in a scraping, metallic voice, ‘Not a scratch? Well, you can’t blame me for trying.’ His head tilts, looking me over with bottomless eyes. ‘But you’re not scared.’

‘I … I think … I am.’

The creature sniffs the air. ‘No, not scared, I’d know. You’re surprised with a dash of apprehension, and I do believe I catch the faint aroma of confusion.’ The smile unfolds, disappearing into a mess of wires.

‘How do you know?’

‘Detecting emotions through the vagaries of perspiration happens to be a hobby of mine.’ It shrugs, wires creaking. ‘But you don’t recognise your own feelings — you can’t name them?’

I don’t answer, but he nods. ‘Yes, you’re very new.’

New to what? I open my mouth to speak, but there’s a musty smell, blowing in my face. It’s overpowering, and I struggle not to choke. What is that … aw, yuck, his breath?

Screwing up my nose, I turn away. ‘I thought the closet stunk, but it doesn’t. It’s you.’

‘How rude.’ The voice sounds amused. ‘Too young to be afraid. What am I going to do with you?’

His words leave bruises inside my chest; he’s talking as if I were a human kid, weak and stupid. ‘I know plenty of stuff … For a start you smell like someone who’s terrified. You’re scared.’

The monster pauses. ‘No.’

‘Smells like it.’

‘Stupid boy, I smell of tears and sweat because I am fear.’

‘That’s impossible.’

‘Vincent, please show some intelligence. ‘You are the first person I’ve conversed with in years.’ He sighs. ‘So far this is very disappointing.’

‘Wait — you know my name?’

‘Of course; I am in all the closets, in all the rooms of every building. And I pay attention.’

My mind flicks through endless facts, checking for invisible creatures emerging from closets. I’m coming up with myths, monsters and urban legends — nothing real. Nothing he says makes sense.

But what’s real, anyway? An invisible boy? He’s something unreal yet possible … Wait. Thoughts slam together like train cars, connecting and gathering speed. The Knowing rises up, greedy for answers, and I blurt out, ‘What are you? Are you like me?’

He stares for several seconds, as if considering his options, before dropping into a low bow; wires bending and groaning. ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Hanger Man.’

His voice grates the air like metal scraping against concrete. But not a single child moves. Only Benjamin’s head flinches, turning in his sleep. The Hanger Man swivels in his direction, and the monster’s gaze falls on Benjamin’s stretcher.

I ask, ‘Nobody heard … You’re invisible? Like me?’

No answer. He’s staring at Benjamin. Something catches my eye, a glimmer of movement; one of the Hanger Man’s hands starts stretching and curling like a pulsating metal heart. It’s giving me the creeps. An ocean of silence passes between us and I speak, just to fill it up.

‘So … what do you want?’

‘I decided to say hello.’

‘Well, you’ve said it, now you can go.’ I clear my throat, hoping the words sound relaxed, instead of hopeful.

His black gaze slides over Benjamin’s stretcher. ‘But I don’t want to say hello to you.’

Benjamin? Cold fear slips down my spine, fast as a spider on its thread, but words rise up, burning my throat. I try to sound calm, ‘What would you want with Benjamin? He’s just an ordinary little kid.’

The thing shrugs, inching closer towards Benjamin. ‘That’s between me and the boy.’

‘See, that’s where you’re wrong.’ I shake my head, heat coursing through my body, melting fear. I force a smile onto my face. ‘The only thing between you and him is me.’

‘Tut-tut.’ Words drift out of its mouth like the sharpening of knives. ‘Where are your manners?’

‘I’ve never needed any. Now I suggest you get back into the closet, before I’m forced to do something unpleasant like turning you into a TV aerial.’

‘Really? And how do you propose to manage that?’

My hand swings out, thrusting through its wires, grasping handfuls of thin air. The Hanger Man laughs, ‘You can’t touch me, either. Seems fair, don’t you agree?’ He sniffs, again. ‘Ah, now you’re afraid.’

Frightened, terrified, petrified … He’s right. I’ve no idea what to do. The Knowing seems frozen — out of order.


Grasping for ideas, I throw the only weapon I’ve got — insults. My smile vanishes. ‘I mean it. Hurt Benjamin and I’ll rip your head off, Tin-Man.’

Get angry at me, forget about Benjamin.

He laughs and the sound echoes, as if he were miles away instead of standing in this dorm. ‘Hurt him? Silly boy, I can’t even touch him. See?’

His hand slices the air, aiming at Benjamin’s chest.

‘No!’

One hand claws through the cover, slipping straight out like a bird through clouds. The blankets remain whole, unscathed.

Blinking, I almost gasp with relief.

‘You’re overreacting, Vincent. I just want to talk with the boy. Where’s the harm in that?’

Talk to him? A friendly midnight chat with a closet monster?

‘Yeah, right.’ One clawed foot creaks, stepping towards Benjamin. ‘I’m warning you, get back.’

‘You’re warning me?’

‘Why don’t you talk to the other kids? I don’t care about them. Benjamin is mine.’

‘At last you’re asking the right questions. Let’s say that I prefer chatting with Benjamin. He’s caught my attention. And if he can hear you, maybe he can hear me.’

And he leans down, whispering, breathing words laced with the stench of fear: ‘Benjamin? Can you hear me?’

Thoughts tumble and bounce through my head. The Knowing whirls back into life, flicking through the facts, figures, mathematics and applied science.

No time.


The Hanger Man leans closer, his fingers inches from Benjamin’s face. I can’t touch the Hanger Man … but I can touch Benjamin. That’s it — I’ll carry him. We’ve gotta get out of here, now.

I move fast and the room blurs like dirty fingers streaked over glass, reducing objects to distorted shapes. Rectangles and squares swim around the crescent of the Hanger Man’s smile and— Wait.

He’s smiling?

My fingers freeze, millimetres away from touching Benjamin’s skin. His smile can’t be good, which means … my arms drop.

‘That’s it, isn’t it?’ I move off the bed, keeping my voice low. ‘You can’t touch him and you can’t wake him up. He barely hears you. But you’ve been watching and you know I can move him. You’re trying to trick me into lifting him so he’ll wake up, then you can frighten him half to death.’

The Hanger Man’s smile flattens into a thin line and wires tighten around his eyes.

‘My, aren’t we clever? But let’s find out. I wonder? Could he hear me, if I tried very hard?’

‘No—’

But I can’t stop him. The thing screams with the wail of a thousand unoiled springs, shrieking, ‘Benjamin! Wake up!’

Benjamin’s eyelids flutter. My hearing sharpens, listening for the space inside Benjamin’s head. Deep, the shouting reaches him, faint as a distant echo. But like a constant nudging, it’s enough to wake him.

I’ve got seconds.

The Hanger Man leans over Benjamin, casting spindly shadows over the bed. I can’t touch him, what can I do?


Think.

A river of ink flashes through my head, torrents of blackness swallowing words in its wake. The black tsunami rushes forward, taking up my Knowing, forming sentences in the crashing darkness —

I make things appear! I can do anything!

Make something?

What’s stronger than an iron monster?

One word spills out, riding the wave, a piece of debris thrown from the storm inside my head. It falls down, down, down through my body, racing into my hands and settling under my fingertips.

Yes, that’s it!

I concentrate hard on this word, pulling air into my body and sucking up the night. Pulling every syllable into the centre of me, it burns. Twisting and pushing, the heat overflows, rushing out of my chest, along my arm, through my fingers and out … into the wardrobe.

The door swings open.

The Hanger Man freezes. He turns towards me; small wires bend around his eyes and he shudders. ‘What — Did — You — Do?’

He tries to move again, but can’t. Jerking left and right, he fights the air, clawing at it with wild movements.

I let out a deep breath, falling back, tired and weak. ‘I’m putting you back in the closet.’

‘What?’ It grunts, trying to resist the invisible pull. ‘Such — A — Thing — Is — Not — Possible!’

I manage to smile. ‘Really? Then I guess you’re not being pulled back by an enormous magnet, roughly the size of a grandfather clock. And I guess it’s not in the wardrobe. But if there is a humongous magnet … Well, pity you’re made from metal.’

Steely eyes narrow, sizing me up. ‘How?’

‘Does it matter?’

The Hanger Man trembles, fighting the pulling force. ‘You don’t know how, do you? You don’t even know what you are!’

Wait — does he know? He might — we’re both invisible. My mouth opens, but the Hanger Man jerks away. Shuddering, he grabs at the stretcher, and misses. His body gives one last quiver and then flies backwards into the wardrobe. The door slams shut. Claws scrape at the wood and his muffled voice, hisses. ‘Vincent! This is not over!’

I walk to the door and lean closer. ‘Sorry, I can’t hear you.’

‘I said this is NOT over!’

‘Nope, still can’t hear you. Maybe you’d better open the door.’ I let out a dry laugh, rough against my throat. ‘Oh, wait, you can’t. You know, I have a feeling you’ll be very attached to your closet from now on. Sort of a magnetic attraction.’

The Hanger Man howls with rage, but it sounds far away. Benjamin lies fast asleep, tucked under his sheets.

I drop back onto his bed, but keep my eyes on the closed door. Questions race through my head, searching for answers. Does he know why I’m invisible? Why did he want to wake Benjamin? And how is it that Benjamin could hear him, even a teeny fraction, when no one else could?

These thoughts keep me glued to Benjamin’s side until dawn.
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Watching Nessa feeding half a dozen kids, my heart sinks. She can’t protect Benjamin. There’s over sixty kids in this dorm and Nessa’s in charge of them all. I also doubt she believes in closet monsters — how can she protect Benjamin from the Hanger Man?

Sighing, I kick the end of my bench seat. I’m sitting in the food hall, surrounded by kids shoving mouthfuls of wheat and milk into their mouths like it actually tastes good. Anything looking like vomit shouldn’t count as food, but what would I know? I never eat.

Above us the lights flicker and fizzle out with a faint spitting sound, courtesy of the town’s erratic power supply, leaving us with the early morning gloom. Already the air feels thick and warm, and kids’ faces shine as they slump over their bowls like varnished puppets. All around me, they blabber and jabber — I’m not paying attention. My mind keeps ticking over the facts; invisible monsters don’t fit into the Knowing, but neither do invisible boys. We’re both invisible … Are we really the same?

Staring into the table’s cracks, the Knowing leans into my ears, whispering —

Remember, the monster didn’t say ‘who you are’.

Shut up. I’m not listening.

He said, ‘what you are’.


No.

I can’t keep ramming my head against a proverbial wall. I’m developing concussion. And maybe the Hanger Man could answer my questions, but I’m not asking that tin can anything — I don’t trust him. He’d say anything to get off the magnet.

Staring at the wooden table, I feel alone. If only I could remember something. Memories light up the darkness behind my eyes, flickering like projected film on a black screen. But they don’t mean anything. There are images of people, only I don’t know them or what they’re doing. Must be my family … nothing else makes sense.

Closing my eyes, I poke these precious memories, checking to see if they’re still here, still intact. You never know. Memories need exercise in case they grow weak and fade away. Digging deep, I pull up my favourite image. A man with dark curls dunks colourful plates into a sink. I’m looking up at him, so I must be small. He sticks his fingers in the soapy water and pulls out a handful of bubbles like magic rocks. Laughing, he drops them onto my head.

Is this my dad? No matter how hard I look, nothing makes sense. I don’t feel a thing. If he were my dad, wouldn’t I feel something?

And then the pictures change.

There’s a green snake in the garden, but it’s really a garden hose. It’s chasing me and my legs are smaller, wobbling with fat. I see grass and ants. Why do ants look so big?

And that’s not all.

A girl turns to look at me and—

My eyes burst open. The dining hall rushes in, reassuringly stained and noisy, thick with human life. No. Don’t think about her.

Benjamin’s watching me, eyes round and green, flecked with colours like a frozen kaleidoscope. ‘You okay?’

I take a deep breath. ‘Yeah. Don’t talk to me, though. Okay? Someone will see. Eat your cereal.’

He pulls a face but lowers his head.

Taking a deep breath, I glance around the cluttered room.

Whenever her face appears in my memories, I open my eyes and the world looks back at me, real and solid. I need reminding there’s a real world, because the girl can’t be real. The other memories must be snapshots of my life before the explosion. Nothing else makes sense. But this girl?

Her clothes, face and hair — she’s purple.

People aren’t like crayons; they don’t come in every colour. This can’t be a memory, it’s impossible. And yet, she’s here, a purple girl with eyes that take up half her face. And I’ve got a bugging feeling they’re huge because there’s lots to see in the world, and she mustn’t miss anything. Like that makes sense.

I must remember.

Clues lie buried inside my darkness, but there’s more; something important has been forgotten and its absence makes me feel … unsafe. I can’t shake this feeling, like I’m a worm right before the bird strikes. Lost memories leave me blind, but there’s a sense of shadow, a fluttering of something wild. I’m sensing danger close by, but I just can’t see it.

Where is the danger?


‘Vincent? Can I drink cornflakes through my nose?’

‘What?’ I blink, looking down at him. ‘No.’

‘What if I crushed them into the milk?’

‘Definitely not.’

‘Please?’

‘Still a big fat no.’

I don’t intend losing the only person who sees me to a random death-by-breakfast incident.

He sighs and swirls his spoon, creating a whirlpool of sludge in his bowl.

‘Hey, Vincent, see that tree?’

Shaking my head, I turn around. On my left there’s an open window leading out to the concrete courtyard. A dead tree stands in the centre, arms outstretched like black veins against a flesh-coloured sky. I can’t think of anything interesting about it.

‘Vince? Vincent?’

Benjamin’s voice pushes into my thoughts, loud and talk-talk-talking. I don’t answer. It makes no difference to him.

‘Vince, you know what kind of tree that is?’

Sighing, I shrug. ‘I dunno, maybe an oak.’

Thick roots dig down deep, looking for water. This one came up with nothing, no doubt hitting a rock wall of sediment and clay. Welcome to the club, my arborous friend. Everyone’s searching for water in this city and missing. In fact, they’ve turned it into a full-scale war.

Benjamin presses his fist into his chin. ‘Nah. I know what it is.’

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s a paper tree.’

I almost smile. ‘Benjamin, it’s definitely not a paper tree.’


‘Yes, it is.’

‘No, it’s not, and shhh! People are looking.’

‘But it’s a paper tree!’

Zaar turns to look and Amos snorts at his feet. Right, I take a deep breath; better turn him down a notch before he starts screaming the place down. ‘Okay, okay … Why would you think that? And for goodness’ sake, whisper.’

He puts on a knowing expression, probably copied from me. ‘Because my dad told me paper comes from trees.’

‘Yeah, but he didn’t mean …’

Ben folds his arms, his lower lip growing thicker. Oh, what’s the point?

‘Fine, Ben, it’s a paper tree.’ I roll my eyes. ‘In spring it sprouts tissue blossoms and in summer it grows papier-mâché apples.’

‘Yeah, I know that.’

Why can’t he be quiet, just for five minutes? Zaar interrupts from across the table, ‘Ben! Stop talking to yourself. You’re freaking Sofia out.’

Zaar nods at the girl he carried around last night. But she doesn’t look worried. Younger than Benjamin, she gazes into space and her mouth curls in one corner, as if the lips felt insignificant and were trying to stay out of the way.

Lucky’s voice carries down the table. ‘Leave him alone, Zaar. He’s not hurting you or Sofia.’ She leans over, the ends of her fuzzy cloud-hair dripping in the wheat bowls. ‘You talk to your friend, if you want. Ignore Zaar, he just wishes he had friends, real or otherwise.’

Ben glances at me; I shake my head. ‘No, don’t.’

He looks confused. Zaar shoots Lucky a withering look and she grins, the corner of her eyes curling upwards, smiling with her whole face. ‘So, Ben? What’s his name?’

Benjamin watches me from the corner of his eyes, blurting out ‘Vincent’, as if I might stop him. As if I could.

She drops her face onto one hand, resting the elbow on a table covered in food stains. ‘Yeah? What’s he look like?’

‘Vince wears a long black jacket, jeans and Converse sneakers, they’re black, too.’ He squishes his nose with one finger. ‘And he’s got skin the colour of coffee … if you added a bit of milk. Wait, does sugar make colour change, too? Or just milk?’

Zaar drops his spoon on the table. ‘Seriously, Lucky?’

She sticks out her tongue. ‘Sorry for living, Zaar. We didn’t mean to interrupt your meal.’

Zaar just rolls his eyes. ‘Fine, play your stupid games. But we’ve got bigger things to be worrying about.’ He glances down the table, as if checking for listeners. ‘Is everyone free for a game today?’

‘One step ahead of you. I’ve already organised it for ten o’clock.’ She bites the end of her spoon. ‘Benjamin, you wanna play with us?’

‘No.’ Zaar’s flat voice slaps her words away. ‘He’s too young. He’s not ready.’

‘He is if I say so.’ She flashes him a blue look, dunno what else to call it. Her eyes look like someone cut out bits of the afternoon sky and pasted them onto her face.

Zaar stares back, his own expression unreadable. Benjamin bounces in his chair. ‘What game?’

‘It’s called Bombing Raids. You’ll like it.’

He looks at me and I nod. It’s just a game, but looking at Zaar’s sharp gaze I’m not sure. Why would Zaar play kids’ games? And what does Lucky mean by ready? Does Ben need to be a certain height or something?

‘Fine, then.’ Zaar throws his hands into the air. One corner of his mouth curves up, like the edge of a hook. ‘You can teach him, but he’s your responsibility, Lucky. Don’t blame me if he gets hurt.’
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Benjamin stares out the window of an old art room, his chin resting on the wooden sill, while Lucky and Amos drag buckets of toilet water from the bathrooms. What kind of game is this? Benjamin glances back at me, frowning.

Shrugging at him, I yawn. Nothing these kids do would interest me. They’re too limited; I’d like to see them build an entire paper-plane air force from wallpaper. Mind you, while their beady eyes scan the room, I can’t do it, either. They’ve doomed me to a life of boredom.

So I sit here on a sand-dusted art bench, stained with splashes of paint, and stare out the window, not thinking about anything. Next to me, Sofia leans against the wall and sucks her dark plait, gazing at nothing. Together, we make a great pair.

Come to think of it, shouldn’t she be talking by now? Mind you, I should be glad, not worried. Last thing I need is another kid blabbering in my ear.

‘Right.’ Lucky’s hair falls over her eyes and she pulls, tucking it behind her ears. ‘Playing Bombing Raids works like this. We start with Zaar.’ She points out the window, at the street.

Benjamin stands on his tiptoes, gripping the wooden sill with both hands. ‘How’d he get down there?’


Amos skids across the room in dirty socks. ‘Easy, the school chapel got dented by Scud missiles; cracked a nice hole in the middle. They’ve tried to cover it up with sheets and stuff, but it’s easy to get out.’

Benjamin nods and grabs the windowsill. Outside, people walk past, wandering up and down the main road. Amos watches them, too, his eyes moving like the pendulum of a clock.

Down on the street, Zaar looks up at the window and scratches his head.

‘Right.’ Lucky heaves a bucket into her arms. ‘That’s the sign. Get ready.’

‘What for?’

‘You’ll see.’

Amos grabs another bucket off the floor and leans against the open window. ‘Battle stations, ready.’

And then, Zaar moves.

He races towards a woman dressed in a long beige dress, grabs something … her bag. Huh. I should’ve guessed.

Clutching it tight, Zaar runs across the road. Shouting, the woman chases after him, and a barrel-chested man joins in, tearing across the street to cut Zaar off.

I hope they catch him; he could use a good hiding.

Zaar runs directly under the window. Lucky shouts, ‘Now!’

She flicks open the window latch. With a single thrust, Amos and Lucky tip their buckets. Woosh! A flood of filthy toilet water gushes down the building side. Drenched, the runners stop, gasping as Zaar takes the advantage.

Shocked, the soaked strangers start moving again, but Zaar’s gone like a crab vanishing into its hole. Really he’s rounded the corner and slipped between large cracks in the orphanage chapel. Shrugging, I raise my eyes towards the ceiling, its flaking white paint like a bad case of dandruff. No point paying attention, not if Zaar’s getting away.

‘Watch it!’ shouts Lucky, grabbing Benjamin and pulling him out of sight. She and Amos crouch under the window, giggling, their backs pressed against the wall.

Benjamin’s eyebrows crush together. ‘You said this was a game.’

‘It is.’

He grabs his head, knotting hair between his fingers. ‘No, it’s stealing.’

Lucky shrugs. ‘I guess you could call it that.’

‘And that’s … okay?’

I can see him wondering what his mother would think, but he’s not sure. The finer details are slipping away, like her smiles and manners. Two weeks have passed and memories fade fast. He turns to me.

I shrug. ‘So what if they’re thieves? There are no laws here … not anymore.’

‘But stealing’s bad.’

Lucky pats his arm. ‘Well, it’s not good, but it’s not bad. We need money and no one’s going to give us jobs, are they? We’re just kids.’

Next to her, Amos bounces on his toes, adding, ‘Not that there are jobs. No shops, no business, no money.’

Benjamin’s fingers tug harder. ‘But … but the orphanage gives us everything. We don’t need money.’

To be honest, I was under the same impression. It’s all good on paper, but that’s all I’ve got — recorded facts in my brain. I never thought about the unrecorded ones. A group of thieves could take better care of Ben than a few Red Cross nurses.

Amos, who couldn’t stand still if his life depended on it, begins hopping back and forth across the room. ‘The orphanage gets money from overseas, foreign aid. They drop food parcels off planes because they can’t get into the city.’ He falls to his knees, a pretend machine-gun in his hands; he mimes soldiers letting off rounds of bullets. ‘Too much fighting; we’re surrounded.’

‘We are?’

Lucky sighs and drops her bucket. ‘Relax, Ben, we’re always surrounded. Sometimes a gap opens up and people get in or out, but not for long. Anyway, the rebels shoot down the aid planes. So tell me this, Ben …’

Lucky leans down and puts both her hands on his shoulders. He stares up into her bluest look. ‘What happens if the rebels get better guns and manage to shoot down all the planes, or blow up every single supply truck?’

‘I know the answer to this one!’ Amos collapses on the ground, sending small dust clouds of sand into the air, and pretends to gasp. ‘We’ll all starve to death.’

He rolls out his tongue and twitches, demonstrating a dramatic end. Benjamin blinks, hard.

Mental pictures flick through my head — Benjamin, stick-thin, eyes ringed black and lips caked with saliva. Sitting on the art bench, my fingers dig into the wood, tearing through splinters and varnish.

‘Not you,’ I say. ‘Okay, Benjamin? Not you.’

I’m not the only one catching his look. Lucky grins. ‘Don’t worry — get up, Amos, you’re freaking him out. See, we’ve saved enough to take care of ourselves. No point relying on the grown-ups. If the cupboard’s empty they’ll starve, too. That’s why we take care of ourselves.’

‘So … you’re going to take care of me?’

That’s exactly what I’ve been wondering.

Lucky turns, her chin sharp in the air. ‘Of course. But you have to earn it, see? We’re a team, that’s how it works.’

Ah, I do see.

Sunlight burns across the room, lighting up the edges of her face. Sure, the lines look soft, but there’s a … stillness? Yeah, that quiet look, in between the laughing; watching and waiting. That’s what it is, and now I know. She’s been sizing Benjamin up, right from the start.

He glances at me.

My stomach turns, but I keep my mouth shut. Lucky’s playing a dangerous game, and she’s picking kids to play on her team. But right or wrong doesn’t matter. What counts is whether she’s a good captain, someone who plays to win and watches out for her teammates. ’Cause during a war there’s no rules, only winners and losers. And Lucky’s playing to win.

Without me, Benjamin might’ve starved to death, but I can’t keep him alive forever. I can’t even pick him up, not if someone’s watching. What if he were hurt and needed to be carried? Who’d take care of him then?

It’s Lucky, or nothing.
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Days pass in the orphanage.

I can’t leave, not yet. Benjamin starts wetting the bed again, though he talks less about his parents. Nessa changes his sheets without questions, dragging them into the kitchens where thick-boned helpers boil linen in steel sinks. Ben’s problem isn’t unusual, not in this place.

Lucky won’t touch smelly sheets, but she slaps the hands of anyone trying to steal Benjamin’s breakfast and teaches him how to play new games. She leads him into the shelter’s back alleyways and pulls apart bins behind the North Wing as he watches with wide eyes. Together with Amos, they fish for pieces of scarlet cardboard, playing a new game called Treasure Hunts.

‘Look,’ she explains. ‘It’s like a bus ticket. Keep an eye out for the stamped ones.’

It takes me a second to understand what they’re doing here, behind the North Wing. These are rationing cards, swapped at Red Cross trailers in the city centre for food and clothes. Let’s just say the kids inside don’t need them anymore.

Seems cold-blooded, but if these cards keep Benjamin alive I don’t care where they come from.

In silence I watch Lucky clambering over rubbish piles at top speed, her foot always a second behind her, like a parent dragging a reluctant child. She’s bandaged her legs and shoes with old sheets to protect against sharp objects. It’s hard not to laugh; wrapped up, she looks like a cross between a street kid and an Egyptian mummy.

‘Not the polystyrene containers,’ Lucky hisses at Benjamin and Amos. ‘That’s where they put the needles. Here, give me those tin cans, you’ll cut your fingers.’

Strands of golden curls stick to her face, matted with heat and sweat. Stopping now and again, she pulls them back with white hands, stuffed into medical gloves she’s managed to swipe from the nurses’ bathrooms.

She’s not stupid, Lucky.

Amos isn’t much help. He hunts around the edges for tin cans and water bottles, anything he can bounce on his knees and kick. He’s quite good. Lucky just gives him a quick glance and shrugs. ‘Don’t worry about Amos, he’s useful in other ways … you’ll see. Anyway, he can’t stand still, probably got ADHD.’

Amos pipes up, ‘Laugh now, you wait—’

‘Until you get scouted for Arsenal. We know.’ She winks at Ben, helping him over a pile of broken crates. ‘Keep looking, we might find season tickets.’

No one mentions Zaar. He spends his time talking with bigger boys on the stairs or sitting under the dead tree, looking up at its blunted branches. He checks in with the others at meals, but most of the time he just nods at Lucky.

If he looks at her at all.

I’m beginning to guess where he goes at night; Lucky steals and he makes deals with buyers. Zaar is the business end, and every day he looks more like the older boys. I couldn’t put my finger on it before, but their faces look like carved masks of indifference, motionless except for their eyes. And those eyes work like windows, showing what’s inside, pulsating tunnels of darkness. I’ve noticed the helpers don’t make eye contact for too long, and only Nessa can stare them down, but even she tries avoiding them.

Zaar’s changing, growing harder. But he still lets Lucky boss him around. I dunno why.

Lucky keeps a close eye on Benjamin, sifting through rubbish and poking rats with a long tree branch. Using her wrist, she wipes sweat off her forehead and says, ‘We can play a real game if you like, after we’re done here. Maybe Stick-in-the-mud or ordinary Tag.’

Ben gives a small jump. Amos glares at her and she snaps, ‘Yes, you too. Don’t argue, he’s just a little kid.’

He lets out a long sigh. ‘Fine, but what about a game of Tour Guides, afterwards?’

She frowns. ‘Are you sure?’

‘We haven’t had any air raids for ages. The streets should be safe, so long as he sticks close to me, and the foreigners will love his blond hair. Think of it as a test, we need to see how he behaves … right? You can’t play Hospital Visitors with him, not until we’re sure he’ll be alright.’

She nods. ‘Ben, can you be good? Do whatever Amos tells you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Okay.’ She brushes her hands on her faded jeans. ‘It’ll be fun, you’ll see. But first we’ll need to check with Zaar. Speaking of which, we’d better find him. He worked late last night, should be napping in one of the dorms.’

Tour Guides? Hospitals? My head’s spinning.


A voice calls out from the top window. Nessa stands on the sill, leaning out and perched like a boulder on the edge of a cliff. ‘You guys got what I need?’

Lucky sighs and waves. ‘Yeah!’

Nessa nods, and disappears. Lucky mutters to Benjamin, ‘If you ask me, Nessa’s getting greedy. We’ll need to give her at least half or she’ll tell on us.’

‘What? But that’s not fair. She’s not doing any work.’

‘Fair?’ Lucky blinks and turns away, giving the rubbish heap one last look-over before swiping away flies with her free hand. ‘What’s fair got to do with anything?’
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‘I think he’s ready,’ says Lucky. ‘I’ve taken him out several times, so has Amos. He behaved perfectly. Just smiled and looked cute, like I said he would.’ Yes, we’ve followed them around like a couple of idiots. Me, like an invisible pet on a leash. Benjamin just trying not to trip over his shoelaces every five minutes. They’ve given a few aid workers directions, helped the odd reporter getting lost in the unnamed streets, and made a few euros. So what? It’s hardly big business.

‘Yeah?’ Zaar stands at the end of the dorm, arms folded, looking down at Benjamin. ‘You’d better be sure.’

‘I am.’

He leans down, looking into Benjamin’s face with eyes like wood, hard and brown. Amos and Lucky stand back, leaning against the wall. Their bodies bend towards the door like they want to leave, but their feet stay put. Only Sofia relaxes, slumping on the floor with one arm around Lucky’s knee, slurping on her fingers.

Everyone’s eyes fix on Benjamin.

Bouncing on his stretcher, the mattress falls and rises, and I sink into the springs. I have to ask: ‘You’re sure, Benjamin? You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, okay?’

He jumps higher, up and down, his stained pillows tumbling onto the floor. ‘I do, I do want to!’

Zaar nods, assuming Ben’s talking to him. ‘Okay, but first things first. Taking you into the hospital involves risks. Lucky’s got connections, and if you mess up, well … it could be bad, for all of us.’

Lucky shrugs and turns towards the boarded window. The midday sun burns through the gaps and dust wanders aimlessly through golden air, falling in every direction. Heat wraps everyone like an invisible blanket. Zaar’s forearms glisten and Lucky keeps wiping her face, dabbing her cheeks with the rabbit’s knotted foot. Yuck.

Benjamin’s hand creeps up, searching for his fringe. ‘Can Vincent come, too?’

I don’t know whose eyes roll higher, Zaar’s or mine.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Zaar waves his arm in Benjamin’s direction, but his eyes fix on Lucky. ‘This is exactly what I’m talking about.’

Lucky shrugs. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Don’t talk stupid. You know it does.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with him, Zaar. And we might be the ones who are wrong. He’s real to Ben, like a ghost or a guardian angel or something …’ Her voice melts under Zaar’s hot glare, but she manages to pull a face, turning back to the wall and muttering, ‘I’m just saying.’


A ghost?

My stomach twists and emotions spring out of nowhere, cracking through my chest. Her words sound like a lie. I’ve wondered myself, but I can’t be dead, everything inside me is alive and moving. I’m sick of people telling me I’m not here, not real and, now, not alive.

Swallowing hard, I reach over and tug the back of Benjamin’s t-shirt. No one sees, and the fabric twitches. ‘Ignore her … Of course I’m coming, but don’t tell them that. Remember?’

Benjamin nods. But he doesn’t speak. I poke him in the back. ‘Say something. Apologise.’

‘Sorry,’ he mutters at Zaar. ‘Sorry, okay?’ Zaar just glares at him, and Benjamin’s fingers slide up again, reaching his hair. ‘I can play Hospitals, honest. I’ll be good. What do you want me to do?’

Zaar throws up his hands, revealing dark sweat stains on his faded t-shirt. ‘Well, you could start by shutting up about your stupid imaginary friend.’

Benjamin snaps up, sitting straight. ‘Hey! He’s not stupid, and he’s real!’

Well, this isn’t going great. Zaar’s getting on my nerves. I wonder if he’d like cereal and milk in his shoes, first thing tomorrow.

Zaar says, ‘I mean it.’

Amos and Lucky crouch further against the wall, flattening their backs. But Zaar folds his arms, standing strong on his two feet.

Lucky sighs. ‘Leave him alone, Zaar.’ But she doesn’t sound convincing. For some reason she’s talking to the boarded planks.


Zaar just shakes his head. ‘Ben, we’ve got a lot more jobs, stuff you can help with, and if you’re part of our team you’ll get a cut, too, see?’

Bending my head, I mutter, ‘Tell him yes, Ben.’

Benjamin says, ‘Yes, okay.’

But how big will that cut be? And come to think of it, how much do these kids make? Too many questions. Maybe I should spend less time listening to Benjamin and more time eavesdropping on Zaar’s conversations.

Zaar nods.

‘Thing is, Benjamin, we need kids we can trust, and someone who sees things that aren’t there … well, that’s crazy. If you’re gonna hang with us you’ll need to use your brains, all your brains.’ He kicks Ben’s pillow and it skids across the room. ‘Lucky, don’t look at me like that — you know I’m right.’

She bites her lip. ‘I suppose.’

Benjamin’s head swings between them. Glaring, he huffs, ‘I am not crazy!’

Lucky pulls herself off the wall and slides over the polished floor, solid on her one good foot. She flops onto the stretcher and runs a hand through her frizzy hair.

‘Of course you’re not, but Zaar might need proof. It would shut him up, anyway.’

She sighs and glances at Zaar, whacking him with a blue look. Zaar stares back, but doesn’t speak. It’s a stalemate; right now, they’re not friends. They’re business partners, forced to meet each other halfway.

Benjamin’s frown deepens. ‘What kind of proof?’

Zaar shrugs. ‘You could start by admitting Vincent isn’t real.’


Something inside me bangs like stones knocking together. My fingers dig into the mattress, sinking until I grip springs. I’d love to rip one out and flick metal at Zaar, but I don’t.

Benjamin’s voice babbles in my ear, ‘You’re wrong! He is real!’

‘No, he isn’t.’

‘Is, too!’

Lucky grabs Benjamin’s hand. ‘It’s okay. You just have to say it.’ She glares at Zaar, who opens his mouth. ‘It’ll be a start.’

Zaar snorts, but snaps his mouth shut.

Benjamin turns away from the other kids and folds his arms. He sticks out his lower lip, puffing air into his cheeks until he looks like a bulldog with the mumps. I’ve never seen anything so funny and, out of nowhere, sounds burst from my throat. It’s weird, a noise I’ve never heard but still recognise; I’m laughing. Almost choking on the strange sounds, I release the springs and my shoulders relax. ‘Aw, just say it Benjamin. It won’t change anything.’

‘But—’

‘Saying I’m not real won’t make it true. We need Zaar and Lucky, so hurry up before they change their minds.’

‘Okay.’ Benjamin sighs. He turns away and looks at the chipped walls, pretending he can’t see me. Touching his forehead, damp with heat, he scrapes hair into his fist. Clinging onto his fringe, he takes a deep breath and says,

‘Vincent — is — not —’

Weird, my fingers went numb.

‘—real.’

I glance down — no. They’re not there. I try to wiggle my thumbs; my hands vanish. Gasping, my heart hits my throat and something inside my chest sinks, pulling me into the mattress. Springs fly past my head. I’m falling through cloth and coils. My voice fights back, dragging me to the surface, gasping, ‘Benjamin.’

His name bursts from the centre of me, like I’ve been punctured; there’s no air in my lungs. There’s not even me. Only his name.

And he says, ‘What’re you doing, Vince?’

Air rushes in; my body bobs like a cork rising to the surface. Squeezing, my centre pulls together, healing. I stare at my arms, my hands reappear. Breathing hard, I look up into Benjamin’s frozen expression. ‘N-nothing, Ben. I’m fine.’

Except I’m not. My fingers press against my chest, checking for missing pieces. But I’m here; firm and solid. My heart pounds, every inch of me vibrating like a struck bell. What just happened?

Zaar frowns. ‘Who are you talking to? Not Vincent?’

‘Um, no.’ He shakes his head, hard.

Lucky grabs Benjamin’s hand, pulling him off the stretcher. ‘That’s good enough for me. Come on.’

‘Where are we going?’

She grins. ‘We’ll play a game of Go Home Stay Home in the medical wing, it’ll give me a chance to show you around. Tomorrow you’ll do your first tour with Amos.’

‘A real game?’

She nods.

My breathing slows and I grip the stretcher rail, my fingers digging into Benjamin’s bed sheets.

Zaar mutters, ‘But you’d better not start talking about Vin— Ow!’ He swings around. ‘Who threw that?’ He looks down, a tiny stretched coil shines on the ground.

Lucky rolls her eyes. ‘Don’t be stupid, there’s only us here.’

I’m not in the mood for Zaar. He’s lucky it wasn’t the entire bed. Grumbling, Zaar stomps out of the room and the others follow, Benjamin skipping at their heels, oblivious. I sit alone in the room and stare at my arm.

Benjamin’s footsteps patter down the hall, echoing through my head. Carefully, I press my finger into the flesh above my elbow, feeling the sensation of pressure. I can feel it, see it. The arm is here.

A second ago, it wasn’t.

His footsteps seem sharper, growing instead of fading as he walks away. Every slap against the concrete hammers thoughts like nails into my head; I need to follow him, I can’t leave him. Those rubber soles beat his name, rhythmically —

Ben-Ben, Ben-Ben.

I shake my head, trying to clear it. Dragging myself off the bed, I follow Benjamin down the hallway. Who knows what other games these kids might invent? I need to keep an eye on him.

But I also can’t stop staring at my arm.

Whatever’s going on, I need answers. Nothing in the Knowing covers this. I’ll need an expert, someone who can hear my questions … and only one person comes to mind. Or should I say one thing?
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Leaning, I press my forehead against the hard door. These four panels of narrow wood remind me of a coffin, and the timber reeks of fear. My fingers fold around the metal handle. Should I?

‘Ahhh … Vincent.’

My name seeps from under the wooden door. Inside the closet I hear soft scurrying and the sound of whispers. All around me, children are sleeping.

‘Vincent?’ The Hanger Man whispers again. ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’

‘Who were you expecting? The Tooth Fairy?’

The Hanger Man laughs. ‘No. You wouldn’t see her, not around here.’

What’s that supposed to mean? Would I find her somewhere else? Maybe lurking around a university and finishing her degree in dentistry?

Focusing on my fingers, I press harder against the door and say, ‘I … I need to know something, and I need you to give me answers.’

‘How interesting. And if I don’t feel disposed towards answering?’

‘I could do a lot worse than gluing you to a magnet. How would you like to spend eternity shaped as a TV aerial?’

‘Let’s dispense with threats, shall we? I’m so much better at them; I positively shudder hearing insults in the mouth of an amateur.’ His words echo as if the Hanger Man were in a cave instead of a closet, each syllable ricocheting through my head. ‘But in keeping with your point, I know what you want to ask. I’ve been watching.’

For a second I sit still, turning his words over in my head. ‘You’ve been spying on me?’

The voice sighs. ‘How paranoid, Vincent. Any room without windows is my home, and these old classrooms have closets. Is it spying to look out of your own front door?’

‘Yes.’ I glare at the tarnished handle; black flecks of dirt embedded in brass. ‘What’s so interesting, anyway? There’s nothing here except a bunch of orphans.’

‘Perhaps.’ Silence and then he mutters, ‘You want to know why your hand disappeared?’

Of course he knows. My fist clenches into a ball. Rolled up, it feels tight and real. But I watched it disappear, washed away with words, as if my body were a stain. The second Benjamin turned to look at me, it reappeared.

And that’s impossible.

But, so what? I’m not possible. Yet here I am.

The edge of the door cuts into my back, rigid and sharp. Swallowing hard, I ask, ‘Do you know why?’

His voice grates in my ears. ‘Disappearing children aren’t my speciality. However, I’m fairly certain it’s something to do with Benjamin.’

Remembering the monster’s interest in Ben, I don’t answer. Not straight away. But I’ve been wondering the same, and who else can I ask?

At last, I mutter, ‘My hand vanished the second he said I don’t exist. But … he’s just a little kid!’

‘Little children can be full of surprises.’ A rusty sigh cuts the air. ‘But let’s look at the possibilities; perhaps you’re a ghost.’

I grit my teeth — again with ghosts? ‘I don’t want to hear any rubbish about dead people.’

The creature hacks up a sharp laugh. ‘What’s the matter? Not ready to walk into the light?’

‘No, why? Are you ready to be turned into a recycling machine for producing tin cans?’

Silence drifts from the closet, heavy and damp. At last he mutters, ‘You’re not wise to make fun of me, Vincent. You can’t begin to comprehend my capabilities.’

‘Maybe. But if you’re so smart, how come you’re stuck in a closet and I’m not?’

Metal pings, creaking. I imagine shoulders moving back, slumping against the magnet. Or perhaps he’s cracking his knuckles.

‘No need to be rude. I’m simply pointing out that you’re connected to the boy, somehow. If you’re a ghost, he might be the only one who knew you when you were alive. He might be your only link, grounding you to this world. It makes sense.’

‘It could be something else.’

‘Such as?’

‘I … I’ve got some ideas. Maybe there’s life on another planet, perhaps I’ve ended up here, somehow.’ I clear my throat, struggling to push away images of two-headed green aliens. ‘If there’s life on Earth, why not somewhere else? Or possibly something connected with string theory.’

‘You know about the theory of parallel dimensions?’


I’m not about to explain the Knowing, but I nod. ‘Yes — it’s scientifically unproven but there’s enough evidence to support the possibility. Maybe I somehow slipped from one reality into another … I mean it’s not impossible, right?’

No answer. A hundred kids breathe in and out, again and again. I’d swear the room keeps gasping for air.

And then, he mutters, ‘All I know is this: when Benjamin said you weren’t real, you started to fade. Did that feel right? Did it feel good?’

I swallow hard, remembering the sensation of falling away; the emptiness. I am not nothing, and I can’t pretend. ‘No. It didn’t.’

‘Well, whatever you are, and no matter your purpose … if you disappear you will never find out.’ His voice crawls through splintered wood. ‘So, first things first, as they say. You need to stop the fading, or everything else is theoretical. The question is, Vincent, how will you do that?’

‘I … I’m not sure.’

‘I could help you, perhaps …’

The Knowing flashes, replaying help — help — help like a grating siren. And I hear the warning. His words crawl down my back, my skin prickles.

‘You’re offering help? Without being threatened first?’ Instinctively I lean forward edging away from the door. ‘You’re a monster. You wouldn’t help anyone, not without a reason.’

He sighs. ‘You’re using such petty human terms. You need to look beyond the surface; I serve an important purpose.’

‘Yeah, I bet you’re great for hanging clothes on. You must be very proud. I hear it prevents creasing.’

A strange sound echoes from the closet, like grinding metal. The Hanger Man must be gritting his teeth.

‘No, I follow an ancient and noble path. Frightening children is my purpose — more, it is my destiny.’

‘Wow. Your careers adviser must’ve really sucked.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I mean, you’re kidding, right? What’s so noble about scaring kids?’

He sighs again and his voice grows closer. I imagine the Hanger Man pressing his steely lips against the door, pushing words into the room. ‘I help children face their fears. You’ve seen it yourself, I can’t touch them. I only frighten them, but when they face me, they learn their fears cannot hurt them.’

‘Not for lack of trying, I’ll bet.’

‘Perhaps, but the point is, learning to overcome fear enables them to grow up. Then, I fade away. Do you understand?’

Wait a minute, fade? Without thinking, I touch my hand. It’s still there.

‘Um,’ I clear my throat. ‘But you never really disappear, right? I mean, you’re here now, talking to me.’

‘I can never reappear to a child who has faced me, only other children. So, yes, in a manner of speaking, I am impossible to kill.’ He pauses and I hear a noise, like the scrape of a single hook against wood. ‘But you are different. You only appear to one boy.’

‘So, you think I might have a purpose, too?’

Silence.

And then, ‘Perhaps — but that’s irrelevant if you’re going to disappear, isn’t it? However, if you think you’re so clever, I’m sure you’ll figure it out by yourself …’

My arms fold. ‘Well, it’s something to do with Ben saying I don’t exist; I just need him to believe in me.’

‘Yes … exactly.’

His tone bugs me. Why should he sound so enthusiastic? But I’m busy sticking thoughts together, and he’s hissing again through the door. ‘Only, he’s not the problem, is he?’

What’s the creature hinting at? Unless …

‘No, it’s the kids who want proof.’

‘That’s right. They’re putting ideas into his head, telling him you don’t exist. And if they fail, doctors and psychologists will come along with pills and therapies, determined to make you disappear. Humans don’t like what they can’t see.’

Oh.

Of course, it’s obvious.

Staring at the room littered with sleeping children, I say, ‘I have to make the other kids believe in me.’

The creature cackles. ‘Yes, and that sounds rather impossible, to me.’

My eyes widen. ‘How is that funny?’

The creature laughs louder. ‘You really don’t stand a chance.’

BANG. My fist slams against the door. ‘Stop laughing!’

‘I can’t help it, I’m a monster. You can’t blame me for finding terrible things amusing, but the really funny part is …’

I turn away. ‘I’m not listening!’

But its laughter grows and I can’t shake the feeling it’s pleased, like I’ve been tricked somehow. But I can’t see anything wrong. Convincing the children is logical. No, he’s just trying to upset me.

Storming across the room I kick sheets, sending dust and sand flying, but his voice follows me, whispering in the darkness. Even in the empty corridor I can hear him, ringing in my head: ‘How can you convince people you exist when you don’t even know what you are?’

I growl at the closet and the dark dormitory walls. I’ll find a way. Just watch me.
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Benjamin sits up in bed, blinking at me. ‘What is it, Vince?’

I stare at those marble eyes, centres swirling green and brown. ‘Benjamin, who am I?’

He rubs his face, sleep drying on his cheeks. ‘You’re Vincent Gum.’

Above us the lights flicker on and off, spluttering with electrical confusion. My fingers dig into the sides of his mattress. ‘Yes, but you know what I really am? Don’t you?’

‘Um, is this a game?’

I can’t look away. His eyes seem empty; he’s full of questions, but not answers. And what if I am a ghost? I can’t believe it, and yet, what else makes sense? Ben might be my only link to the world — does he know what happened to me, how I ended up here?

Benjamin tugs on his long fringe. ‘Vince? What’s wrong?’

He has no idea what I’m talking about, and the monster’s words haunt me. Benjamin needs to believe. I can’t ask if he saw me die. Even the suggestion I’m not real might be enough to burst his bubble of faith, and me with it. So that’s it. I’m stuck and keeping my mouth shut.

I clear my throat. ‘Um, didn’t you hear me? You’d better get up before everyone else makes it into the eating hall. You’ll get stuck with the last of the porridge — and you know they always burn the bottom of the pot.’


Benjamin pulls a face and jumps out of bed, rushing across the room and stumbling over mattresses. Looking over his shoulder, he frowns. ‘Come on, Vincent. I’m hungry.’

He blinks, clueless. He doesn’t know what I am, but so what? The secrets of me are stuck inside his head, somewhere. And he can’t or won’t tell me.

Something turns in my stomach, burning with anger.

‘Okay, Benjamin.’ I drag myself off the bed, drifting towards the open door. He looks back at me and grins, a gap-toothed smile. Annoyed, I look away and roll my eyes at the ceiling. It would help if he wasn’t cute. How can I not like someone with eyes the size of dinner plates and a broken smile?
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How am I supposed to show everyone I’m real? All these facts stick in my brain, but I’ve no idea what to do. I need to arrange my thoughts, tie them together like a rope and climb out of this mess.

More than anything, I need to escape. I feel stuck to Benjamin, unable to leave. Not because he needs protection, but for my own safety. He has Lucky now, but how can I leave without vanishing?

I’m trapped.

I want to run down the street, heading for lakes, rivers and open spaces; places that look nothing like this dust-covered, wreck of a city. Instead, I’m standing beside him on the street like an obedient shadow, while Amos and Lucky demonstrate playing Tour Guides. Benjamin watches, sworn to silence, while I stare into space, trying to think of ideas. Lucky keeps one eye on him while flicking glances over her shoulder, checking the street for signs of trouble, her hand plucking at the rabbit’s foot on her wrist. Amos just beams at a man standing in front of us, but his feet move constantly, jiggling him on the spot. A stranger might think he was hyperactive, but really? I think he’s staying alert, always on the balls of his toes, ready to run.

Amos flashes a toothpaste grin at the man, who keeps looking down, fiddling with an enormous camera hanging around his neck. ‘It’s the absolute truth. You’re standing in the birth place of Frederico Malveda; he’s a real important man around here.’

The guy rubs his hand over his rough face, stubble sprouting out of his chin like black fungus. ‘Why’s that?’

‘He started the resistance movement, sir.’

Turning away, I look down the street; searching for inspiration, hoping for ideas. Who cares about fleecing reporters for cash? I could die at any moment. The Hanger Man’s right, my number’s up if I don’t come up with a plan. But how can I convince other kids I’m real?

The guy fumbles with a black camera bag edged with yellow, embossed with the word ‘Reuters’. ‘Hmm, never heard of him. You got anything else?’

Lucky flashes him a wide, blue-eyed look. ‘You don’t want anything else, sir. You’re not supposed to recognise his name. If his enemies don’t know he exists, they can’t catch him. But around here, everyone knows Mr Malveda.’

‘Really?’ The guy leans against a street wall, his left eye squinting at Amos. ‘So why are you telling me?’

‘Not my way, sir, I’m not Ashmani, I’m half-American. Lots of nationalities lived here, sir, since the oil fields were built. My dad worked as a digger’s mechanic until the bombing started, and as for them …’ She glances at Benjamin and Amos. ‘I think they’re Swiss.’

‘Swiss?’ His eyebrows crease into a frown.

Amos throws the man another dazzling smile. ‘You can’t get more neutral than the Swiss, sir. We’ve nothing to lose by telling you.’

‘Hmmm, quite the international community around here.’ He runs a hand over his head. ‘All the same, I’m not buying it. You wouldn’t tell a reporter, the locals would eat you alive.’

Amos bounces faster, glancing over his shoulder and shrugging. ‘He a famous man, but I never said he was liked. We got five maybe six rebel groups, all saying they want to save us. They too busy fighting each other to save anyone. Killing lots of people. All soldiers are bad, end of story. Now foreign journalists tell our stories to the world, maybe bring in foreign aid. I help you, sir.’

Um, what happened to his grammar? Amos speaks better English than plenty of people — I’m guessing his real parents were diplomats, or teachers of some kind. Unlike Zaar, who I’ve noticed can’t read English labels on the medical packages.

The man squints, and then sighs. ‘You lot can get me actual witnesses? Grown-up ones?’

Now that cracks me up, or it would if my own problems weren’t boiling inside me. Sure, Amos can’t be trusted, but why believe an adult? No one lies better than a grown-up. They’ve had more time to practise.

‘Yes, sir.’ Amos flashes his shiny teeth, stretching his mouth into a super-sized grin. ‘I can take you to five people, maybe six, who know all about Mr Malveda. Maybe they’ll even tell you who’s funding his rocket launchers. They don’t come cheap, right?’

Does he even notice Amos’s grammar has improved again? Or does he think the boy just slipped into poor English on account of getting upset; no doubt the impression Amos wanted to create. I choke back another laugh. Bet they’ll have grown-up witnesses lined up, all happy to pretend that Freddy Malveda is a real man — for the right price. Shame I can’t talk to Lucky and Amos about my problems. If anyone could think of a plan, it’s probably them.

The man’s eyes fix on Amos, and his fingers absently stroke the dial of his camera. ‘Okay, I’m listening.’

‘Good, you’re a smart man. But it’s expensive, mister. You know, people won’t talk for nothing. It’s risky, and there’s me, sir. I’ve got to cover my costs.’

The man raises an eyebrow. ‘How much?’

I can’t be bothered listening to their petty haggling. Stepping back, I lean against an abandoned public toilet wall. My mind races away, looking for answers. Why can’t I think of anything? Despair cracks holes though my chest and I reach out for something solid, something real. I press hard against the brickwork, feeling the rough surface, tracing my hand over scratched graffiti.

Their voices keep talking, mixing the sounds of passing military cars bumping over cracks and sweepers’ brooms scraping rubbish from the street. ‘Well … my mother’s very sick, sir. She’s got eleven kids to feed.’

The man’s eyes roll, and so do mine. ‘No kidding? Last kid I talked to said his mother had seventeen. You must all think I’m stupid.’

Amos shakes his head. ‘Eleven kids, sir, honestly … and Mrs Snuffles.’

‘Mrs who?’

‘Our cat, sir. You wouldn’t believe how much she eats. Maybe she’s got worms. Don’t talk to me about the price of vets, either. But she’s worth every penny ’cause Mrs Snuffles keeps our family alive. She’s a working cat.’

‘It’s a what?’

‘Mrs Snuffles works for Search and Rescue, finding people in the wreckage when there’s been a bomb. Mum gets three American dollars for each body. Five if they’re alive.’

His words pull me back, bringing them all into a sharp focus and refusing to be ignored, even by me. A cat? Where’s he going with this?

‘Wait? You’re telling me a cat can find people?’ The man rubs his chin. ‘In a bomb site?’

‘Yes, but it’s easier if people are conscious.’

‘You’re kidding?’ I can tell the man doesn’t believe him, but he’s in too deep now. This lie has more levels than the Empire State Building. ‘Why?’

‘She only comes when she’s called. They need to be awake to yell, ‘Here, kitty-kitty!’ See? That’s how she finds them.’

‘You’ve got to be…’ The man sighs. ‘Kid, that’s ridiculous.’

Amos wipes the smile off his own face. ‘Mister, we don’t have the money for sniffer dogs and detection equipment. Maybe you come from a rich country where they’ve got all that stuff and, okay, good for you. But that doesn’t mean you can come here and make fun of us and our cats.’

‘I didn’t mean …’

‘It’s not being respectful, sir. You Westerners are all the same. You come here and don’t bother to know our culture. And you think, why bother? We’re not people. We’re just screen shots for the TV news. Yes? Maybe I don’t help you at all. Maybe I find a nice German journalist. They got manners.’

For the first time ever, I know why Amos moves around so much. Staying alive is part of it, but really? He’s just trying to keep up with his brain.

Lucky pulls tighter on her rabbit’s foot, muttering in her own dialect, ‘We’ve been standing here too long, Amos.’

Amos beams harder, pretending to answer in English, ‘Yes, I’ve seen a camera crew by hospital …’

The reporter throws up his hands. ‘Okay, okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t know cats were such a big deal.’ He rubs his face again, like he’s checking it’s still there. ‘This is some country.’

‘Yes, sir, best country in the world, except for the hand-grenades and Scud missiles.’

The man stares at him, but Amos doesn’t blink. He certainly doesn’t smile. Doubt forms around the edge of the guy’s eyes, and maybe guilt.

That’s it; he’s caught.

The reporter sighs. ‘All right, kid. Let’s say you know something about a rebel leader. Give me a ballpark figure.’

Amos looks down at his feet, bare except for thick clay dirt, coating his soles like a second layer of skin.

‘Three hundred euros, sir. Two hundred if you throw in a soccer ball — genuine leather, mind you. Nothing rubber.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’ The reporter pats his duffel bag, slung over one shoulder. ‘Do I look like Santa Claus?’

‘No.’ Amos sighs. ‘Never mind.’

They start haggling over prices, and again their voices fade into the background. I turn my attention back to the wall, staring without hope. I can’t think of any answers; this wall might as well be inside my head. My eyes move over the graffiti again, scratched into bricks: ‘Jacob Rulz’ and ‘Jason 4 Lisa 4 Eva’. There’s rude pictures and, for some reason, a robot wearing a dress. But my gaze lingers longest over the words ‘Steve Williams woz here’.

Woz?

In thousands of years, archaeologists will assume these people were illiterate idiots who published historical records on bathroom walls. Come to think of it, scribbling graffiti on urinals is probably an ancient human tradition. Imagine that; professors with torches, staring at prehistoric cave drawings and not realising they’re standing in someone’s bog.

Maybe I’m witnessing the only proof that a boy called Steve ever existed and no one will be able to deny … wait. Yes! An idea falls into my head, like a penny into a well, granting my wishes.

I know what to do.
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At lunch, I let Benjamin hang out with Lucky, listening in case he needs anything. Of course, I’m not worried, but I don’t like letting him out of earshot. Seeing as my existence depends on him staying alive, it pays to be observant. Knowing my luck, he might choke on a chicken bone.

His voice follows me everywhere, even into the hallway. Lucky encourages him to blabber on, while I stand here, looking at the peeling, white walls. It’s the perfect place for me to start my plan.

Nobody walks along this corridor, they’re all inside the hall. Heat flickers through me, crawling down my arms and into my fingers. Burning in my chest, it simmers under my nails. I push the feeling out into the world, and it bursts forward, falling, clattering onto the concrete floor. A bucket of scarlet paint.

I run my finger around the bucket’s plastic rim, feeling the grooves, listening. All I can hear is Benjamin bombarding Lucky with endless questions.

‘Why are we eating corn?’

She sighs. ‘It’s Tuesday, we always get tinned corn on Tuesdays, unless there’s a sanction or something.’

‘What’s a sanction?’

‘When another country gets mad and won’t sell us stuff, like milk powder or tinned fish.’


‘Oh. Why would they do that?’

‘They can’t decide whose side we’re on. We’ve got too many leaders and they keep changing their minds.’

‘Whose side are we on?’

‘No one’s.’ I can hear Lucky swallowing and the sharp intake of her breath. ‘Just our own.’

‘Oh.’

I look down and pull back the bucket’s lid, red paint pooling like blood around the grooved edges. I hear Benjamin saying, ‘Why doesn’t Sofia talk?’

Where did that come from? Lucky must be thinking the same thing; she’s silent. I look across the hall through a window. The world blurs through dirty glass, as if a careless hand smeared our city. Back inside the hall, Lucky’s fork scratches the bottom of her bowl three times, before she answers, ‘She used to talk.’

‘Yeah, but she doesn’t anymore.’

‘She, um, got broken. It happens. Eat your corn.’

‘How do you break a voice?’

‘I dunno, ask a doctor.’

‘Well, how come you carry her around? You don’t carry other little kids?’

She sighs and I don’t blame her. Spending time with Benjamin is like playing Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?, only all the questions get squeezed into five minutes and no one wins, except Benjamin.

‘Zaar pays me to do it. She’s his sister and he’s always busy, doing stuff outside the orphanage.’ I didn’t see that coming. Listening, I hear her fork sifting the corn around her bowl and then she adds, ‘And I like her.’

I’m guessing carrying someone around all day makes you feel attached. It’s a bit like me and Benjamin, only … no. Lucky made choices, whereas I’m stuck with Ben, so it’s not really caring. Is it?

But I do care.

I lift the bucket and feel the solid weight against my hands. Would I become fond of a pot of paint, if I carried it around long enough? No, I shake my head, zoning out of their conversation, but new voices rush towards me, poking holes in my thoughts and filling the gaps. I try to push them away, but they’re too close; several helpers wandering around the next corridor, washing floors and muttering to each other. French vowels curl around my ears, decorating the inside of my head with words:

‘Have you seen that tree? The one in the courtyard?’

‘Yeah, what about it?’

‘It’s started growing leaves. Nicolas pointed them out last night, and we were both sure it was dead.’

‘Well, I guess not. Does it matter?’

‘No, but I’ve spent two years in this country and I never saw a tree like that one.’

‘Like what?’

‘Take a look for yourself. There’s blossoms growing, too, and I’d swear they look like …’ The voice catches itself, sucks in a breath and laughs. ‘Nah, it’s stupid.’

‘What?’

‘Well, they look like origami flowers. And it’s not just the blossoms; the leaves, too. They even feel like paper.’

The tree?

His words grow larger in my head, until they block out light; the shadow of an old conversation creeping into the hallway, turning my skin cold. What did Benjamin say? A paper tree … But, so what? Benjamin grew up in this city. His dad must’ve shown him a tree with leaves like paper.

No big deal.

And yet the Knowing shuffles its feet, muttering into my ears — I don’t know of any paper trees. And the cold feeling grows.

Plastic mops clatter against sides of buckets, a single wave splashing across the wooden ground. ‘Must be a rare local tree. Hey, did you hear about the new vaccines for Dorm Ten? Winter’s coming and flu season gets …’

I move further away, willing them to become background noises. Maybe not everything in the world is catalogued into the Knowing. I’m not. Maybe there are plants and entities which no one has documented yet, let alone seen. Dipping my fingers into the paint, I watch them disappear into a sea of red.

I’m invisible, but I’m real.

My hand slips out, dripping scarlet.

I stare at the walls, listen for strangers and then — slap.

I hit the wall, my hand sliding up and down in a huge arc. Swoosh. I drop it back into the paint, sending a shower across the floor; it looks like someone hit an artery. Slap. Again, I slam my open palm against the wall, my arm stretching higher, sliding at right angles.

Wet paint feels good against my hands, slipping across the walls like my arm has a life of its own. My whole body moves with my mind, throwing out letters, moving faster.

And then, I’m done.

Almost panting, I move back to look. One step, then another. Every shape looks perfect, solid and unmistakable. Across the blank wall I’ve written the only words that matter —
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Hope presses its fingers into my chest, pushing upwards, like helium floating a balloon. I feel lighter. This hallway needs more colour, but before I start redecorating I make myself look again at the words; truth spelt out in huge letters. I couldn’t bring myself to spell the words wrong, so what if it’s graffiti? I’ve got two hundred and seventy-three dictionaries and seven hundred and thirteen books on grammar, wedged between my ears. The word ‘woz’ doesn’t exist in a single one.

And right now, ‘real’ matters.

Amos skids across the eating room floor, wiping sweat off his neck. I’d swear that boy swallowed a jar full of Mexican jumping beans. Why can’t he sit still?

Lucky nods at him; she’s still coaxing Sofia to eat another mouthful of tinned corn. ‘What’s up, Amos?’

‘Well, a couple of talent scouts came by and picked me to play football for Arsenal, and then the taps in the courtyard started spurting out cola instead of the usual lead-flavoured water …’

Benjamin’s eyes swell up like party balloons. ‘Really?’

‘No.’ Amos rolls his eyes. ‘But, I think you’d better come and look at this.’

It’s about time.

Following them inside, my heart starts leaping about, banging against my ribs. Will it make them believe? Maybe not, but this could be the first step.


It needs to work, or I’ll die.

Amos leads them down to the corridor outside the science block, next to the eating hall. A crowd of children stand around while two helpers scrub the walls with old towels. Good luck to them; I used oil paints.

Lucky lets Sofia down, so she can walk up and touch the wall. Every inch is painted blood red, except a large circle by the door. There, on the chipped plaster, dribbling in letters the size of Rottweilers, I’ve written the words —
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Confused faces stare at the walls, but — my words don’t vanish in front of their eyes. Yes! People might not believe in invisible kids, but paint? Who’d argue with that?

Lucky mutters to herself. ‘And no one saw anyone do it?’

Benjamin stares at me, giving his fringe an extra hard yank. Twisting, he weaves it around his fingers and whispers, ‘Did you do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Felt like it.’

Just as well. It’s the only answer he’s getting from me.

Around us, kids blink, talking and pointing, others just walk away. Sure, it’s not scientific proof I exist, but it’s a start.

Lucky turns to Benjamin. ‘Isn’t that the name of your … um, friend?’


He nods.

‘Right.’ She stares at the walls. ‘How’d you do it?’

‘It wasn’t me.’ He tears at his fringe. ‘I told you, it was Vincent.’

‘Right. Vincent.’ She can’t take her eyes off the words.

A grin spreads across my face. Yep. It’s a start.
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I stuff a whole packet of paracetamol under Lucky’s pillow. They’re easy to find, if you know where Spider-fingers keeps her stash for migraines. I figure it’ll make a good impression — an unopened box might reach a street value of 40 euros. And then, I wedge a note underneath, written with a splintered HB from the office, sloped so she’ll never mistake it for Benjamin’s handwriting.


Dear Lucky,

There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

But everyone believes in Panadol.

Yours sincerely,
 Vincent Gum



At first she says nothing. Wiping sleep out of her eyes, she glances around the room, then frowns at the piece of paper sticking out from under her pillow. Lucky frowns even harder at the tablets.

Did I make a mistake?

But her fingers curl around the box and she stuffs it into the pocket of her trousers, a faint smile on her face.

She reads the note again then folds it, sliding the paper back under her pillow. For a second she lies there, pressing one cheek against her blanket, blinking at the room. And then she sighs and turns over. Looking across at Benjamin, dragging himself out of bed, she calls out, ‘Looks like your imaginary friends wrote me a letter.’

‘Oh,’ says Ben. ‘What’s for breakfast? Do we have leftovers from Tuesday? I like corn.’

‘Invisible people don’t write letters.’ He doesn’t answer and her smile wobbles. ‘Who wrote it really, Ben?’

‘You just said it was Vincent.’

His eyes stare back, wide and innocent.

‘Okay …’

She says nothing else but frowns. Everything inside me feels lighter, and there’s a faint bubbling sensation in my chest — the fizz of excitement. She’s taken the bait.

At lunchtime, Lucky slips the box to Zaar, wordlessly, under a piece of bread. She doesn’t explain. Just like that my chest falls and the bubbles begin bursting, leaving me flat. But it’s stupid. So what if she doesn’t mention me? She never tells him where she’s picked up stuff to sell. I guess they don’t think it’s important.

It’s no big deal.

But the bubbles keep popping.
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Before bed, she pulls out my note and stares at it. Making sure no one can see, she huddles over the page and scribbles something on the back with a green pencil, then places it half under her pillow. Hours later, when no one stirs and even the moon seems to have fallen asleep, I slip it out and read.



Don’t call me Horatio. It’s a stupid name. But thanks.



So I write back.


It’s a quote from Shakespeare. By the way, do you think dead people could write notes? Hypothetically speaking, of course.



My fingers ache, pressing hard with excitement on the page. A conversation. With someone real. Proof.

My stomach keeps spinning like a hula-hoop. And that heap of scrap metal thought I couldn’t convince anyone I existed. Huh. But I mustn’t get excited. Not yet.

Another day passes with nothing to notice, just orphans, heat and the distant sound of gunfire. It’s enough to send all the children into the basement for lunch, where everyone watches the ceiling and helpers lead kids singing ‘Do Your Ears Hang Low’, chanting too loud, in the hopes of drowning out other noises.

And so I wait, all day and into the night, until …


I know who Horatio is, stupid. My mother was a high school drama teacher. The question is: who are you? And, hypothetically speaking, dead people can’t write notes, otherwise people’s mailboxes would be stuffed with letters from dead grandparents or Albert Einstein. But I don’t believe in invisible people either, so don’t keep telling me you’re Vincent.
 Be honest.



Ah.

I have to hand it to her. The Knowing might be stocked with facts, but she’s beating it with logic. I am definitely not a ghost.

Heavy sensations flood my chest, disappointment dragging me down like an anchor, weighting me to the floor. It’s not fair. I need to know what I am, and I’m sick of feeling like the answer to a question no one’s bothered asking.

At least I’m not alone. I’m having pencil and paper conversations with someone over the age of six … someone who might believe I exist. Someone who could stop me from fading. But that’s not easy, either.

How on earth am I going to prove I’m really Vincent?
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All day I follow Ben, Sofia and Lucky around, trying to think of ideas. I stand beside them while they wait in the laundry queues, sit at their dinner table, and then wander with them into the North Wing.

No one notices.

The doctors and nurses like Benjamin and Lucky; they’re happy faces, standing out in a crowd of sickness. ‘Hey, Lucky. Are you here to visit Ana?’

Lucky nods, leading Benjamin by the hand while Sofia clings to her back. They march down the aisle, faces serious, past rows of white stretchers. Lucky doesn’t look left or right. At last they stop before the second bed from the end, next to a window overlooking the old comic-book store’s cracked roof.

Somewhere, under all that starched bed linen, lies a girl. But you wouldn’t know it. I can’t see anything except her eyes and a thin strip of her neck. The rest is covered in bandages and tubes, so many it hurts to look, and that’s saying a lot. I’ve never experienced the sensation of a bruised knee, let alone a serious injury.

‘Here we go,’ says the nurse. ‘Ana, your sister’s here. Isn’t that nice?’

She doesn’t open her eyes. She can’t. I doubt Ana knows how to do anything anymore, except breathe. She definitely can’t sit up and say ‘I’m an only child. Who the heck is this?’

Lucky shoots wide-eyed glances across the bed, her eyes welling up with fake tears. I’ve often wondered how she does this, because she seems genuinely upset. Sometimes I think she is, or maybe the girl reminds her of someone. Either way, Lucky takes Benjamin by the arm, sitting them both on the end of Ana’s bed. ‘How’s she doing today?’

‘Same as usual, sweetie. No change.’

‘Oh. Well.’

A little chatter, and then the nurses wander off. But they let Lucky stay for hours, turning a blind eye when Benjamin gets restless and starts wandering around, playing Hide and Go Seek or sliding across the polished wood on his stomach, telling anyone who’ll listen that the beds are islands and he’s swimming between California and Hawaii.

Nice boy, they’re thinking, visiting his sister who will almost definitely never wake up from her coma. There’s no paperwork for half of these orphans, they didn’t even know her name until Lucky turned up and told them. You can see them shaking their heads; so sad. They don’t bother asking for proof he’s family, which is just as well.

What they also don’t notice is Lucky, trailing alongside him with her halo of hair and one good foot. In fact, those nurses miss a lot, like the tablets she pockets and the prescription medicine; codeine and penicillin, even the ordinary stuff like Panadol and disinfectant.

Lucky barely glances at the bottles, she knows what to take. How long did she spend in the amputee unit? A month? She must’ve put her time to good use, memorising medicines. Although I’m playing loose with the definition of ‘good’.

Sitting at the end of Ana’s bed, I’m staring at the ceiling, trying to think of new ways to convince her I’m real. Maybe I need to give her a reason to want to believe I exist. Something I can offer her, better than a box of paracetamol. After all, she gets those herself, without much trouble. Next to me, Benjamin flicks an intravenous tube, and says, ‘Is stealing medicine okay?’

Lucky turns around, eyes wide. ‘Shhh!’

‘Well?’

She looks around, but no one’s listening and she leans closer, whispering. ‘I told you it’s not really medicine, you’ve gotta think of it as money. We need money, too. Why should the sick kids get everything?’

‘’Cause they’re sick.’

‘Yeah, but there’s worse things. We’re in just as much trouble, only we’ve got a better chance of making it.’ She glances over her shoulder. ‘You don’t understand.’

‘But, what if the sick kids really need it?’

She shrugs. ‘It’s not my job to take care of them. That’s the doctor’s problem. My job’s taking care of you, Amos, Sofia and Zaar.’

Her words sound small and hard; Benjamin stares.

‘Look, I’ll show you.’ She stretches out her fingers, wide, like the bones of a fan. ‘How many fingers have I got?’

‘One, two … five.’

‘Yeah.’

Staring at her fingers, she blinks, then holds her hand closer. For a second I think she’s forgotten Benjamin. Maybe she’s found a cut or something, but then she says, ‘I had two brothers … once.’

Benjamin says nothing, just watches. Sofia joins in, peeping over Lucky’s shoulder. Together they’re staring, bug-eyed at her knuckles, and she says, ‘When the fighting came close, I was scared and Dad said, “Don’t worry. You’ve got Mum, me, Saul and Daniel.”’ She counts their names on her fingers, tapping on her thumb. ‘“And Lucky,” he said, “makes five.” He said we were like my fingers, five separate parts of the same hand. See? We’re one family.’ She folds her fingers, forming a ball. ‘If you have a family you’ll always be okay. A family is strong, like a fist. Dad said if we took care of each and stuck together, nothing would happen.’

Feelings scrape against my chest. I don’t want to feel anything, but emotions are sneaky, invisible like viruses. Pity creeps in, and I try to pull it out, but it’s sunk low, where I can’t reach. Stupid thing aches like a sore against my ribs.

Benjamin’s eyes grow wide. ‘Did you lose your family, too, like me?’

She opens her fist and the fingers hang loose, lifeless on her hand. ‘Yes. But now I’ve made a new family; me, Amos, Sofia and Zaar.’

‘And me?’

She grins, holding out her thumb again. ‘Yep, you’re number five. No more after that, see? There’s no room. We can’t take care of everyone, not all the sick kids or even the orphans in our dorm. But if we take care of each other, we’ll be okay. Get it?’

And Benjamin nods.

I’ve underestimated Lucky. She’s ruthless, but with a purpose, and her own brand of morals seems to include adopting Benjamin. When I finally figure out what I am, I can leave knowing she’ll take care of him. And the feeling almost makes me smile, growing lighter.

She puts her hand out, ruffling his hair. ‘You don’t need some imaginary friend or guardian angel like Vincent. Okay? You’ve got me.’

Just what I thought and … A guardian angel? Now there’s an idea: what if I’m an angel? It’s not the first time Lucky has suggested it. Yes! And it would explain why I’m always taking care of — Wait, what’s that?

I feel weird. Even lighter.

My hands fly out, grabbing hold of the bed in case I float away. My fingers sink through the sheets. Don’t be stupid, don’t panic; glancing down I check my legs and arms.

I’m still here.

But the change is physical, and definite. Somehow I’ve grown thinner; less weighted, less here. Maybe that’s it: he doesn’t need me. Lucky can look after him, and when he fully realises that … I’m gone.

I don’t have much time. I need to find out if I’m an angel. I need to convince everyone I’m real. And I need to do everything soon, before I disappear forever.
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At night, Benjamin won’t fall asleep. He sits up in bed, holding onto his pillow like it might disappear and crying for his mum. Some nights are like this. I don’t know why, but bedtime is always the worst. Maybe it’s because most of the air raids happen at night, stomping their way through town like big-footed giants.

It’s hard not to feel sorry for him.

He asks for strange things like warm milk with crushed mint leaves, and between the hiccups he fires questions at me. ‘Vince, who’s gonna teach me the times tables?’

‘I will.’

If I’m still alive, that is.

‘Do you think there’s a heaven, Vince?’

Now there’s a question. Lucky’s words still echo through my head — could I be a guardian angel? The Knowing taps its fingers, considering but not accepting. It would explain my powers and invisibility …

‘Vince?’ He’s waiting.

‘Uh, yeah.’

‘Will my parents be in Heaven?’

‘Um, of course.’

He’s got to be kidding; I don’t even know if they’re dead. My Knowing only deals with recorded facts. If his parents were registered in the city morgue, I’d know. If they were taped by foreign news crews or photographed by a war correspondent, I’d find them. But if no one claims their bodies or they’re alive and roaming the streets … How would I know?

‘Ben, can I ask you a weird question?’ Not waiting for him to answer, I lean forward and whisper, ‘Do I have wings?’

He doesn’t act like I’ve asked anything weird, just shakes his head.

‘Okay. Well, what about a halo … no glowing lights? I mean, maybe you can see something I can’t.’

‘No.’

To be fair it was pretty stupid, but I push back against the sinking sensation in my chest. Who knows what angels really look like, anyway? Benjamin rubs his nose and sniffs. ‘Vince, do you think they miss me?’

I shake my head. ‘Who?’

‘Mum and Dad.’

Of course they’re dead, otherwise they would’ve been looking for him.

But he looks up at me from under his long fringe. I lean over and dust sand from his hair, making sure it doesn’t get into his eyes. ‘Yeah, definitely. Even if they’re in Heaven.’

Something inside me turns over. Possibly this is not the best time to obsess over my real identity. I’m not the only one with problems, but at least I’m older. There’s a chance I’ll sort mine out, but Benjamin definitely can’t understand how his world blew apart and left him talking to an invisible boy.

Benjamin squeezes his pillow tighter. ‘Vince, if I don’t have a mum, who’s gonna teach me to tie my shoelaces?’


Great, I try not to sigh. If he doesn’t fall asleep soon, I’ll be dragging around a tired six-year-old tomorrow, and that’s not fun. Taking a quick look around, I pull off my shoes, dropping one on his lap.

‘I’ll teach you how to tie double knots. Okay?’

Together we unpick and re-tie my sneakers; me leading on one shoe while Benjamin copies on the other. Sucking in his lips, he moans, ‘It’s too hard. Can you do it?’

He fumbles with the cords, his fingers look small … No, I shake my head at his shoelaces. I mustn’t feel sorry for him. Pushing the feeling away, I say, ‘Stop complaining, try again.’

‘Aw, show me? Please?’

If I turn out to be a guardian angel business, I’m going to renegotiate my hours with the boss. It’s a 24-hour job. Shouldn’t there be child labour laws, even in Heaven? But Ben’s watching me with big eyes, expecting me to solve his problems, so I say, ‘Look, it’s like this …’

Pulling, over and over at the laces, his hands begin to grow heavy and eyelids start fluttering. At last he manages to tie a loose bow and falls asleep, with one hand on my shoe, muttering something about Velcro being for babies.

About time. Gently, I take the shoe from under his hand, and head for the door. I need to get some work done.

‘Vincent …’ I hear the Hanger Man calling from the closet, his voice like an iron bar against my ears. ‘Keep trying, Vincent! But you need to hurry.’

He’s not worth answering. But he won’t give up, calling, ‘Have you been into the bathrooms, lately? Have you seen the mirrors?’

I really shouldn’t. Listening to a closet monster can’t be the best advice. But what if he’s up to something or laid a trap for Benjamin? Nothing in there can hurt me anyway, except maybe the toxic stink of unflushed toilets. Walking back past the dorm rooms, I duck in and stand in front of the mirror, holding my breath.

My heart stops beating.

I don’t see anything. Not even me. Hand trembling, I reach out and press my fingers against the mirror. I’ve always had a reflection, until now. Silence echoes off the wall and it pours into my ears, filling my body with emptiness. Shaking, I look down at my sleeve and wave my fingers; I’m nothing but coloured air.

I didn’t imagine feeling lighter. It’s real. I’m fading.

How much longer do I have? Weeks? Days?

Maybe less.

This is what the Hanger Man wanted me to see, and he’s right. My head shakes itself, fighting the idea, but no. I curl my fists into balls, I’m not going to run away from the truth like a scared little kid. I’ll fight — I won’t disappear.

Not if I act now.
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Lucky shakes Benjamin awake, her fingers pulling on his t-shirt.

‘W-what?’

‘Don’t give me that! Look what you’ve done!’

Her blonde halo burns under the electric lights as she shakes one finger at the ceiling. ‘How’d you do that?’

Benjamin looks up and his mouth opens wide, like he’s trying to swallow his face with one gulp. All around, kids stand on their beds and stare at the ceiling. Big and bold I’ve painted scarlet words —
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Same as before. Only I didn’t just write it on the ceiling. I also painted my name across the walls, floorboards, sheets and even the closet door. My name shouts from every corner; no one can miss it. Just seeing the words makes my heart beat again; coughing up shaky throbs like a motor kick-starting back into life.

Lucky’s blue eyes harden like sapphires set in white enamel. ‘Who helped you? Was it Amos?’

‘N-nobody. I didn’t do it!’

She throws a glance at Amos who throws up his hands, looking innocent. Her eyes narrow. ‘Is this some kind of stupid practical joke. Did you leave the paracetamol?’

Benjamin shrugs. ‘What?’

Without warning Lucky grabs him by the shoulders and twists, shaking him like a human rattle. I don’t know what’s got into her. All that childcare must be wearing her out.

‘You idiot!’ she says through her teeth. ‘This is getting dangerous … It’s stupid—’

What does she mean, dangerous?

‘Hey!’ Amos pulls away. ‘Take it easy, Lucky.’


‘Don’t act like you don’t know.’ She points at her pillow and freezes, but only for a moment. Throwing herself down, she pounces on the pillow, grabbing the paper I left there. ‘Look, there’s another note!’

She passes it to Amos, dropping the page into his hands like it’s hot. I dunno why, but she looks more scared than angry.

He shrugs, ‘Well, I didn’t write the stupid thing.’

Benjamin looks at me over her shoulder, wide-eyed, and I shrug. Oh, well. If they think this is bad, just wait until they see my self-portrait. I painted it in the old staff room, right across the windows like stained glass. I dunno why all the art books go on about Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci. If you ask me, I’m just as good.

But I wish Lucky would stop acting like the ceiling just caved in.

‘Uh, Lucky?’ Amos grabs her arm. ‘This isn’t a note.’

‘I don’t have time for—’ She sucks in a breath, taking in what he’s said. ‘What do you mean, it’s not a note?’

At least one of them is paying attention.

Amos throws a sharp glance around the room and holds the paper close to his chest. ‘You need to look at this right now.’
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Lucky stands under the courtyard tree, pushing the piece of paper under Zaar’s nose, while Sofia tugs on her other hand. ‘Take a look.’

Zaar glances over it, bored. ‘And this is a …?’

‘Map, obviously.’ She looks over her shoulder, dusting sand off it. Amos stands behind her, pretending to stare up at the tree’s strange branches, crooked and thin like broken fingers.

‘Where did you get it?’

‘Never mind … but be careful.’

No kidding, it’s a map. And he had better be careful. It’s a map to the extra supplies dropped during the last NATO flyover, when they rained down parcels with small white parachutes and the helpers scooped up the cans and boxes, sending them off to the nearest supply unit. If the helpers catch anyone with this map, they’re dead meat. Everything’s hidden under the Red Cross caravan, parked two blocks from here. I tore it out of a folder in Spider-finger’s office, and the map is very clear, including the times for shift changes.

But I’ve noticed Lucky doesn’t mention who gave her the map, or my other notes. She’s keeping secrets and I don’t get it. Why won’t Lucky tell Zaar about the letters, or even say my name? Why pretend she doesn’t know where the clues are coming from? All of a sudden I remember the look on her face when she said, ‘dangerous’ … Does she mean me?

Or has Lucky spotted something else, a threat I’ve missed?

Zaar shrugs, slips the paper into his pocket and pulls himself up with a lazy movement. Not looking at them, he wanders away and they watch him go.

Lucky says to Amos, ‘You think it’s okay?’

He shrugs. ‘Zaar won’t do anything stupid. Lucky?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Who do you think put it there?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ Lucky shrugs and glances up at the building’s windows. ‘Come on, we’d better get going. They’ve called a meeting.’

‘About all those weird paintings, I heard.’

‘Yeah.’

‘It’s stupid. Worse things to worry about around here.’

You said it, Amos. Dunno why they’re making a big deal over nothing. He and Lucky watch Zaar shuffling away, sand clouds trailing around his feet and the map in his pocket.

And Lucky frowns. ‘Yeah, much worse things.’
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The helpers call a meeting right in front of my picture, only there’s too many kids. So they split everyone up into groups and hold one assembly on each level of the building.

Up on the second floor, a woman stands by the dorm door, perched on a chair; she’s wearing a sleeveless shirt, and her thin arms belong on a skeleton. She opens her mouth and a voice booms out, like there’s a megaphone implanted in her throat.

‘It’s come to our attention …’

How can someone so puny have such a huge voice? Benjamin watches the lady with big eyes as she roars, ‘Obviously, this is someone’s idea of a practical joke, but we’ve got enough problems without chasing after a bunch of vandals …’

I just stand there, trying to think holy thoughts. Over one thousand prayers are lodged inside the Knowing and … I could use some help. Wouldn’t an angel get divine intervention? Or at least some kind of sign?

If I’m an angel.

Skeleton Lady goes on and on. Other adults watch her with empty faces, their backs pressed against the wall, not even nodding along with her words. Bet they don’t have a clue what she’s saying; most volunteers don’t speak the local language. Looking bored, a spiky-haired woman nods at Nessa and asks in German, ‘How old is that one?’

‘Don’t ask,’ someone replies.

But why does her age matter? No one else explains. The woman settles against the wall, pretending to watch Skeleton Lady, her eyes empty.

‘And so,’ the voice continues, ‘we’re asking anyone who knows the culprit to come forward. There’ll be extra helpings of bread this week for anyone brave enough to speak out. We all need to pull together and put a stop to this nonsense.’

Talk about a major overreaction. Like anyone’s going to get seriously worked up over graffiti, when there’s a war outside. Skeleton Lady needs to check her priorities.

‘Well?’ she says. ‘Does anyone want to come forward?’

The crowd shifts and mutters. I see Lucky with Sofia glued to her hand as usual, looking down at Benjamin. People have been known to do stupid things for bread. But she doesn’t put up her hand.

‘Fine, then.’ Skeleton Lady waves her hands. ‘You know where to find me. But everyone, keep your eyes open. In these times we need to be vigilant.’

The helpers wave their arms and the crowd is let go: to wander the halls, kick bricks instead of balls, or climb the paper tree. But I stand here, listening. Voices carry thoughts and ideas down the corridors, into my head.

‘Some idiot …’

‘… probably older kids playing jokes.’

‘It’s freaky, do you think it could be a ghost?’

‘… a ghost, I’ll bet …’

‘I don’t believe in ghosts, but …’

Something warm lifts inside me, like a rising sun. I can’t help it, I’m a fan of the word ‘but’. It sounds hopeful.

Huh.

When Lucky thought I was a member of the walking dead, it bugged me — but now? At least ghosts have faces. It doesn’t matter if they’re wrong, it’s a step towards believing I exist. And I couldn’t expect to convert the entire orphanage in one day. No, I’m just getting started.

‘You.’ Lucky’s voice punctures my thoughts. ‘I want a word with you. Ben, let’s go play a game.’
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Lucky pulls Benjamin through the corridors in a game of Tag, then pushes him into a corner and says, in a breathless voice, ‘Who is Vincent?’

‘I told you, he’s my friend.’ He glances at me, checking it’s okay, and I nod.

‘You said he was imaginary.’

‘No, I didn’t. I just said you can’t see him.’

She bites her lip. ‘Is the reason I can’t see him because he’s hiding?’

Benjamin sighs and shakes his head. ‘No, he’s here, right now … see?’

And he points straight at me.

Lucky stares at the empty space in front of her face, then sucks in a sharp breath. ‘I’m serious.’

‘Okay.’

‘Ben, I don’t know how he’s painting his name everywhere. All that graffiti is getting a little freaky, but he’ll get caught, so you need to stop acting like he’s imaginary …’

‘I’m not making him up!’ His voice grows shrill, all of a sudden, and there’s no arguing with a kid on the edge of a tantrum. Lucky knows that. I can tell by the way she raises her hands up and down, stroking the air between them.

She takes a deep breath. ‘Okay … okay.’ She glances away, staring hard at the wall. ‘Ben, I want to believe you … but I can’t. Good things don’t happen. Magic … it isn’t real.’

He doesn’t answer.

Lucky looks away, a hint of guilt on her face, maybe worrying she’s gone too far. She clears her throat. ‘And there’s another possibility … something you need to understand.’

‘What?’ His voice drops, but his bottom lip grows fatter, not a good sign.

‘There’s a lot of different sides fighting each other and some of them are outside the orphanage. So I need to ask you something important.’ She leans closer, staring into his eyes. ‘If Vincent exists, who’s side is he on?’

‘Um, I dunno.’ He yanks a fistful of hair. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Ben, it matters if he’s not friendly with the central rebels. Those are the ones Zaar works with, the ones from the inner-city streets with black wristbands. If someone from the wrong side gives information to Zaar, it could go very badly, even if the information is helpful.’

‘What do you mean?’

Lucky looks down, pulling on her rabbit’s foot. ‘Even if they’re trying to help us, if they’re on the wrong side, he’ll end up in trouble. And you don’t want to make friends with someone Zaar considers an enemy. He … Well, he would take that very badly. Understand?’

‘You said we weren’t on any side.’


‘We’re not, but Zaar is different. He’s getting older … it’s complicated.’

‘Vincent doesn’t wear any wristbands.’

‘He wouldn’t, not if he was properly initiated. Those ones get tattoos instead, a black ring around their wrist and—’

‘It’s not him.’

She frowns. ‘I need to meet him, Ben. Okay?’

‘He’s right here! I told you, he’s invisible!’

And she sighs, looking down at her hands. ‘Someone’s obviously convinced you he’s invisible, or at least to act like he’s— No, don’t pull that face. Look, it’s nearly lunchtime, we need to head downstairs. But I’m not changing my mind. I need to meet him and soon.’

Benjamin lets out a cross breath, hissing like steam, but says nothing.

I wait until everyone’s at lunch before I leave Lucky another note. She’ll find it before bedtime, if I make sure the end sticks out. And I leave a pencil, too, just in case.

It’s a long afternoon with nothing happening, except shelling on the eastern city rim turning the air to dust, loads of kids staring at the walls and a sun that hangs low, glaring at the world like the eye of an unimpressed God.

Just another day, nothing interesting.
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That night, I see Zaar slip out early through the chapel wall. No surprises, there. The supply stash will be emptied by dawn, and I notice Lucky has trouble getting to sleep. She can’t like that idiot, can she? But she’s funny about her top five, and I suppose she cares … a little. Of course, she wrote me a note, so maybe she’s trying to stay awake and see me.

I like that idea better.

Either way, I have to wait an extra hour before her eyes close. Reaching under her pillow, I slip out her note, scribbled on an old toothpaste box. The letters look dark, like she pressed extra hard on the page.


Stop kidding around. Everyone knows guardian angels are supposed to be angelic. You stole a packet of painkillers and a map. So we can cross you off the Heavenly guest list.

But if you want to help us, we’ll need to meet. Otherwise stay away. I don’t believe in invisible boys.



And then in lighter pencil, faint words at the bottom.


But thanks.



My chest sinks.

She’s right, it doesn’t make sense. Angels wouldn’t break the Ten Commandments. And I didn’t really believe it myself, I haven’t seen too many miracles around here, but I have to believe I’m something. So there goes another idea, and I’m stuck where I began — no idea what I am and Lucky refusing to believe without proof.

Unless …

Does Lucky need a miracle?
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In the morning, Lucky wakes up and stares at the boarded window. All around her other kids climb over mattresses, trying to get a good look. Behind them stands Nessa, like a sentry guard, muttering to herself, ‘I don’t like this … I really don’t.’

But what’s not to like?

Lucky lifts herself up, slowly. It took ages to get it right, but I’ve painted over the boards. I’ve used the uneven edges to create texture and depth, a 3-D effect for a range of hills, rustling with splinters like long grass, and I’ve framed it all by painting shutters around the edges. It looks exactly like an opened window, staring out onto the countryside instead of our chipped, clay-coloured city.

Amos whistles under his breath, rubbing his head at the same time. ‘It’s beautiful.’

Zaar frowns at the picture and, for a moment, forgets to look hard. ‘It’s familiar … I’ve been there.’

No one answers.

Lucky drags Sofia out from under the covers, keeping one eye on the painting as if afraid it might disappear. The little girl looks tangled in her own clothes. Pulling Sofia’s arm back through her sleeve, Lucky keeps staring at the wall and shakes her head. ‘That’s Heron’s Bay. That’s where I’m from.’

Now she must know I’m special, something out of the ordinary. How else could I know? But I can’t read her expression, it’s blank like she’s waiting … As if her face can’t make up its mind.

Zaar’s frown deepens and he opens his mouth, but another sound echoes on down the corridor, like running feet. Everyone freezes, confused, and adults storm into the room, their feet slapping the ground with hard-soled shoes, the kind they keep for special occasions. Someone shouts, ‘Everyone, stay where you are. Don’t panic!’

Lucky swings around, ‘What’s going on?’

Amos shrugs, but two ladies at the front call out, ‘Army inspection, no reason to get upset …’

And Lucky hisses at Zaar, ‘Which army?’

A general cry breaks out across the room. Sofia latches onto Lucky’s arm, as a man in long boots enters the dorm, followed by six men and women in khaki greens, sand and clay dust splattered over their trousers. My chest relaxes first: it’s an American uniform, a protection unit for supplies … Uh, oh. Supplies.

The man calls out in English, and the ladies translate. ‘Nothing to worry about, we’re looking for a map …’

My heart shrinks, like it’s folding into a tight ball, trying to hold itself in. Stupid me. The map — I ripped it from the orphanage folder, the night before the supplies were raided. Of course, they know it was someone inside the shelter.

And of course, they’re looking for Zaar, Amos, Lucky … and Ben.
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They turn over every mattress while Nessa seethes over the mess, huffing and snorting to herself. Clouds of sand fly everywhere and the air grows hotter, as rows of men and women empty out pillow slips and sheets. But at last they slow down, shrugging at each other. Talking into brick-sized phones, the men march into another room, although the women spend longer at the window, fingering the wet paint and asking questions.

They don’t get any answers.

No one says a word. Not until they leave. I’m so relieved I almost feel sick, but I know it isn’t over. Lucky bails Zaar up in a corner with a look, and he nods, ‘It’s safe, we’ve stashed the stuff in our usual place. They won’t find anything.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yeah.’ But his expression tightens and he looks hard into her face. ‘Where did you get that map, Lucky?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

His eyes tighten into a glare. ‘I’m not messing around.’

‘Neither am I.’ She folds her arms, but looks worried. ‘To be honest, I don’t know … I found it.’

‘Yeah, right. Lucky, someone could’ve been trying to set us up, it might be a trap. There’s plenty of people who would like our contacts, or to know where our stash is hidden.’


‘You think I don’t know that?’ She glares back at him. ‘It was under my pillow. Okay?’

He stares for a second, then shakes his head. ‘What? Like Santa Claus just dropped it off as a special treat?’

‘Very funny.’

She doesn’t mention my name. She doesn’t mention Benjamin, either. Instead she says, ‘I thought it might be someone who wanted to help …’

‘Yeah, like there’s anyone who wants to help us.’

For a second, Lucky opens her mouth, and then closes it tight. ‘Don’t worry,’ she mutters, ‘it won’t happen again.’

‘It better not. We can’t trust strangers. You should know better.’

And she nods, looking away at Benjamin and biting her lip.

She watches him all morning but doesn’t say a word. It might be my imagination, but I think she’s avoiding him. In fact, she doesn’t say a word to him all day, except ‘Not now, Ben. I need to think.’

‘But Vincent didn’t—

‘I mean it, Ben. I don’t want to hear another word about him. I can’t believe …’ Her expression grows harder and she looks away. ‘There is no Vincent. Understand me? And if I find out who’s been tricking you, I’ll break their neck.’

[image: image]

I leave her another note.

When the sun rises and the darkness turns slate grey, she finds it in the palm of her hand. Lucky stares. And then, sitting up, leaning forward on her elbows, she tears it into strips. She doesn’t even read it. Instead, she turns the paper into confetti and blows it off the palm of her hand, almost spitting on the pieces.

And everything inside me spins away, blowing with it.
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I’ve had enough.

I want to break something. I want to slap my hands across people’s faces and say I’m here. I’m not an angel or a ghost. But I want to know what I am.

Sitting on top of the shelter, I stare at the world. The sun burns lower over the rooftops and the city blushes. Far in the distance, smoke rises from a quashed raid on the city’s edges and the air smells burnt. Next to me, Benjamin pulls at my hand. ‘I want to go in.’

‘Okay.’

But we don’t move. Benjamin grabs my arm, tugging on the sleeve. ‘You’re not going to do anything, are you? Lucky said you have to stop.’

‘Yeah? Well, Lucky’s not the boss of me.’ And I think, neither are you. But the words won’t come out, so I just stare at the tree.

So Lucky won’t write to me. Big deal, there’s other kids, it shouldn’t matter. But it does.

‘See that, Benjamin? It’s a paper tree.’

‘I know.’ He grabs his hair. ‘What’s wrong? Are you mad, Vince?’

‘No.’

I’m furious, irate, angst ridden, fed-up, enraged and possibly distraught. But I wouldn’t say mad. It’s a pathetic, overused word that doesn’t begin to describe the pain I’m feeling.

Paper trees don’t exist.

Below me the courtyard looks empty. In fact, the whole orphanage feels empty, even when it’s full of kids. I’m tired of being alone. I’m sick of mysteries.

And I’m done playing nice.

Pulling at the roof, I force my energy into the tiles. Bricks pop out of place, falling into my hands, and I aim at the courtyard, no — at the tree. First one brick, then another. Edges crumble under my fingers, concrete chips flying in every direction. Yanking them out, faster and faster, I send a storm into the courtyard. Red dust clouds rise up from the thunderous claps, splitting apart the branches. Pieces of the tree fall to the ground, snapping like dry bones, torn limbs scattered across the concrete.

‘Vincent … Vincent?’

I don’t know if his voice speaks in my ears or in my head. I don’t know anything, except that a crowd of children just raced into the courtyard, pouring out of doors and windows. Their heads move left and right, looking for the exploding bricks, trying to see where they’re coming from.

See those bricks, kids? I’m Vincent Gum. And I’m real.
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Okay, this isn’t working out.

The Skeleton Lady stands behind the desk in her closet-sized room. Tapping her fingers against a mountain of papers, she sighs. ‘Benjamin, you were seen.’

He looks back at Lucky, who keeps running fingers through her curls and it’s messier than ever. Dressed in rags with wild, knotted hair, she looks like a scarecrow dressed up as a girl. Behind them both stands Nessa, her arms folded and her back against the window, blocking out light.

Benjamin mutters, ‘I didn’t do it.’

The woman shakes her head. ‘Well, those bricks didn’t fly off the roof by themselves, did they?’

Nessa steps forward, staring down like she can’t get over how amazing the concrete floor is. ‘Benjamin’s got this imaginary friend, he calls him Vincent Gum.’

Skeleton Lady glances at Lucky, who shakes her head like a maraca. ‘No, no it was a different name … Spit something. He calls him Spit Gum. It’s a silly kid’s game.’

Nessa frowns. ‘I’m sure it was Vincent.’

‘No.’ Lucky stomps her foot. ‘I spend way more time with him than you do, and it’s Spit.’ She looks at the woman behind the desk, her face confident. ‘And nobody actually saw him throwing bricks, did they?’


I’m starting to like Lucky, she’s got brains under all that fuzz. Nessa looks less impressed. She catches Lucky’s eye and they both stare, tossing silent insults across the room.

Lucky folds her arms. ‘Some older kid must be messing around with Benjamin, trying to get him into trouble.’

The Skeleton Lady raises her eyebrows. ‘Any ideas?’

Lucky shakes her head.

Sighing, the woman rubs her forehead hard, like she’s trying to scrub away her wrinkles. ‘But he was up there, it must’ve been him. And what about the paint?’

Lucky shakes her head. ‘He’s just a little boy. He couldn’t paint all those words, especially not on the ceiling. He can’t reach, and as for those tiles, how’d he pull them off? His hands are tiny.’

The woman sighs, again. ‘I don’t know … I don’t know.’ It’s a phrase she’s been using a lot for the last half-hour. ‘But I am sure something very strange is going on and if I find out Benjamin’s involved in any way, he’s in serious trouble.’

Everyone in the room nods.

‘I mean it.’ She waves a bony finger at Benjamin. ‘Put one foot out of line and you’ll regret it. Understand me?’

Staring up at the chalky ceiling, I roll my eyes. Well, it’s not over. I’ll think of something else, something impossible to ignore. And preferably something that doesn’t drop Benjamin in the deep end. Not that I care …

Ben sniffs and his body shudders.

Okay, maybe I care … a little. But I’ve got other reasons for keeping Ben out of trouble, too. A sulking six-year-old? No, thanks.

Skeleton Lady gives Benjamin one last glare. ‘After the supply map going missing, we’re lucky the army doesn’t shut us down. They’re looking for an excuse, and they would love to requisition this building — its reputation as a hospital makes it safer from hostile attacks.’ She sucks in her breath. ‘I will not risk the safety of an entire orphanage over one little boy. Is that clear?’

Now she’s looking at Lucky, whose face has become still, but her eyes blink like they’re sending Morse Code messages at the rate of knots. Skeleton Lady sighs and folds her arms, saying, ‘There are places for children like Benjamin, if he’s mixed up with the wrong crowd …’

‘I know.’ Lucky puts her hand on Ben’s arm, her fingers tightening around his wrist like a noose. ‘It won’t happen again.’

Without waiting for a reply, she drags him towards the doorway, past Nessa’s disapproving glares.

‘Well,’ Skeleton Lady mutters to her back, ‘see that it doesn’t.’

What kind of places would they put him? Lucky looks downright ill, and the Knowing mutters — high-security wards and youth detention camps. Everything inside me drops. Surely they wouldn’t? Those places are for young offenders, kids much older than Ben who can’t be controlled when there are no parents or police. They get thrown into facilities organised by the military, treated like criminals until they start to act like them.

They’d eat Benjamin alive.

Of course Ben doesn’t get it. He looks back into the room and Lucky pulls him away, like even a glance might be too much. She drags him down the hall, not speaking, heading straight for the bottom of the staircase.


Zaar stands there, waiting. Amos leans against the wall, tapping his feet, and Sofia lies curled on the bottom step, sucking on her fingers.

‘See?’ Zaar folds his arms. ‘I told you? He’s just—’

‘Zaar.’ Lucky glares at him. ‘You happy with all the meds we’ve been scoring out of the hospital?’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘Well then, shut it.’

Zaar’s face cracks, frown lines cutting into his skin like a knife. Amos and Lucky flinch. It doesn’t take a genius to know he’s going to blow up. Zaar opens his mouth, just as Sofia reaches up and grabs hold of Lucky’s waist, clinging like it’s some sort of life-raft.

Zaar’s mouth snaps shut.

He glances down at his sister for several heartbeats then spins around, storming off without looking back.

No one speaks until he disappears around the corner, into a room I’m sure must’ve been the school library. Nothing’s there now except broken shelves, useful fuel for next year’s winter, but the smell of ink and paper still clings to the air. The second he vanishes, Lucky turns to Amos.

‘Well? You got anything to say?’

Keeping his eyes on Lucky, his feet tapping out a tune on the concrete floor. ‘It won’t be easy, Lucky. Not if Nessa’s got it in for him.’

‘I know.’ She picks up Sofia, bending so the little girl can crawl onto her back. I’d never noticed before, but Lucky’s getting taller. She’s almost the same height as me.

Benjamin glances at me. ‘Why’s Nessa so mean?’

Amos shrugs. ‘She’s not. You just put her in a bad spot, that’s all. She’s nearly fourteen.’


Benjamin pulls a face. ‘So?’

Lucky sighs. ‘Bombs keep falling and new orphans keep coming, but there’s not enough space. We don’t have enough mattresses, clothes and food, that sort of thing.’ She crosses her arms and glances away. ‘So they’ve got a policy, see? When you turn fourteen you’ve gotta leave the orphanage.’

Benjamin grabs his fringe, pulling. ‘Where will she go?’

Amos points at the front door, jiggling up and down, pretending to bounce an invisible football on his knees. ‘There’s nowhere else to go. Nessa’s trying to stay in the orphanage. She’s useful, so they keep her around. But if she stops being useful … Well, it’s not easy living on your own, especially not on the streets. No point blaming Nessa. We’d all do the same.’

Lucky shrugs and nods. ‘You just gotta do what it takes to survive.’

Her words soak into my skin, sinking deep. I stand there, staring at Benjamin. Lucky is right; we’ve all got to survive. I can’t be tied to a little kid, waiting to die. I’ll find a way to cut this string. I’m my own person; I’m me.

I need to live.

I’ll just be more careful. I need to find ways that don’t involve Benjamin. The rooftop was stupid — he was right beside me. No wonder they’re blaming him. I won’t risk getting Ben sent to some sort of kid’s prison, not again.

How hard can that be?

Lucky sighs. ‘Take Benjamin out today, okay? Keep him out of Nessa’s way — there hasn’t been a bombing raid on the city centre for ages, the streets are quiet. You’ll be okay.’


‘You wanna come?’

‘No, I’ll stay here and talk to Zaar. Anyway, there’s roll-call this afternoon — someone needs to cover for you.’ She catches Benjamin’s eyes and says, ‘Don’t be too late; we’ve got a game of Hospitals this afternoon.’

Benjamin bites his lip. ‘Lucky? Did I do a bad thing? I didn’t throw any bricks, honest. It was Vincent.’

‘Umm …’ She gives him a long look and then nods at the porch. ‘Amos, wait for us by the door, okay?’

He shrugs and hurries off. Lucky lowers herself, looking straight into Ben’s eyes, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Half-hugging him, she whispers, ‘No more Vincent Gum, okay? I don’t understand what’s going on or how he’s playing these tricks, but it’s causing trouble.’

‘But—’

‘I mean it. Life is hard enough. We don’t need someone pretending they’re special and invisible. There’s no Peter Pan, we are not the lost boys, and no one is coming to save us. We take care of ourselves, okay?’

He frowns and she doesn’t wait for a reply, just gives him a gentle push and calls out to Amos. ‘Go on, you two. Make some money and we’ll splash out for something good, maybe Hershey Bars.’

When I look back, the enamel expression returns, glowing hard in her eyes, and the smile’s gone. I’m no expert on feelings, but her face looks pale, there’s a small frown … I’d say she’s scared. Weird, but for the first time I don’t think she’s frightened for herself.

Dunno why I didn’t notice before. But I think she’s scared for Benjamin.
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Darkness sinks into the city like spilt ink, staining the world black. Will disappearing be like that? Will I melt into darkness? Sitting in the dorm, my fingers curl into my palms, tight and real. No, I won’t.

But who am I kidding … can I really stop this? I can’t see a way out. Turns out I was trapped from the start and didn’t know it. Sitting on Benjamin’s stretcher, I glare at him. He sleeps, safe and sound, not a care in the world. I kick the iron railing and he moves, but doesn’t wake.

Next to him, Lucky shifts in her sleep. Keen to keep an eye on Benjamin, she’s swapped beds with another kid. Zaar got in late from a meeting, so Sofia sleeps at her feet, top-and-tailing like always, slurping on her fingers.

I kick the railing again — thud, ping. So what if they all wake up? Why should I be the only one who never sleeps, or dreams?

Thud, ping.

Lucky raises her head, millimetres off the pillow. Rubbing her eyes, she blinks in my direction, and her hair seems to glow in the dark.

‘Huh?’

Seeing nothing, she drops back, face-down onto the pillow.

There’s nothing to her now, except a ball of hair. In my head, I’ve seen lots of things, thanks to the Knowing. But with my own eyes? Nothing looks like Lucky’s hair. Even now, sticking out in every direction, it’s alive like thin electrical wires giving off currents of light.

Leaning over, I look closer. The fuzzy gold spreads over the pillow like sunbeams against white clouds, and my fingers move without permission. It’s stupid, I know it won’t work, but I want to touch just one strand.

My fingers push out, straining. They fall through her hair and onto the pillow. Lucky doesn’t even move, her breathing stays soft and even. No surprise. Of course I couldn’t touch her, but still I stand here, not moving and staring like an idiot.

Um, what’s that?

Feelings spread through my neck and chest, emotions without names. Weird, all the words in the world are lodged in my head and not one of them fits. Have I found a new feeling, one that’s all mine? Is that possible?

That would be nice; to have something I own.

It deserves a name, something to catalogue it with into the Knowing. Why not? Astronomers find new planets and scientists discover insects, and they name them after anything they want. I’m calling this feeling, uh …

Benjamin sits up, his face drowsy. ‘What are you doing?’

Oh sure, now he wakes up.

‘Nothing. Go back to sleep.’

I move away from Lucky, flopping against Benjamin’s stretcher and glaring at the ceiling. I want to kick his bed and scream, but I can’t. None of this is his fault, not really.

‘Vincent,’ he whispers. ‘Don’t do any more writing, okay? I don’t wanna get in trouble.’


‘No,’ I promise. ‘No more writing.’

It wasn’t working, anyway.

Turning away I look at Lucky, asleep again and hiding under all that hair. Someone needs to believe in me, someone besides Benjamin or I’m a goner. Why not her? Or maybe Amos — he might be fun.

Benjamin mutters, ‘Everyone thinks it’s me, except the ones who think you’re a ghost.’

‘Hmm …’

‘You’re not a ghost, are you? Vincent? Right, Vincent?’

I don’t answer, but a smile spreads across my face. A ghost? Now, there’s an idea.

[image: image]

Of course, I look ridiculous.

Wearing a sheet, I look like I’m hovering over the ground. I look like I belong at a Halloween party or on the ghost train ride at an Easter show. But I’m not backing out now. Kids don’t believe in invisible friends, but if they see a floating sheet? Bet they’ll believe a ghost can talk. Maybe they’ll hear me. Then I’ll tell them who I really am.

Gliding through the dark room, I waft over the faces of sleeping kids. I’ve decided to keep far away from Benjamin, and even Lucky. There’s no way I want anyone confused and connecting them with me. Tonight I’m heading for Zaar. Why not? If I can crack that nut, I’ll be able to convince them all.

Grunting, he turns over in his sleep. Floating lower, I let the sheet’s hem flap over his face.

‘Mmmm.’ He stirs in his bed.


Moving backwards, I tickle the end of his nose. Wake up, Zaar. Open your eyes. See something impossible.

Brushing the sheet away from his face, he grunts again. I inch lower again, flapping the yellow fabric over his chin. Nothing moves in the room, and then Zaar opens his eyes.

Words burst from his mouth. ‘What the—?!’

The sheet slips; I try grabbing it, but my hands — they’re gone! I’m falling, melting into the floor, spilling out like water. What’s happening? … Stupid me … Zaar doesn’t believe in ghosts.

His certainty crushes against my body, shoving me down onto the floor. I push back, but the sheet falls like a broken parachute, settling on my shrinking skin, heart, lungs and outstretched arms. No, I can’t die. Not like this … spreading, oozing like a stain across the floor … spreading … No …

‘ARGGHHH!’

Someone screams; their voice hooks me by the ear, pulling me higher, dragging me to my feet. Every inch of my body moves, pulling together, taking shape. Arms draw into their sockets, fingers pop out of my hands, fitting back into place like sticks of Lego. Relief fills me like air, and I scream at everyone: ‘Look at me!’

No one hears. No one cares.

‘A ghost!’ shrieks a voice, pointing at my fallen sheet. ‘I just saw a ghost!’

‘I’m not a stupid ghost!’

Turning, I face the boy standing on his bed. Next to him, a girl sits with dark hair like a curtain, her face peeping through the triangular parting. ‘I saw it, too.’

Her voice turns into an echo as more children join in. Wait. They saw my ghost. Could my plan still work?

Zaar’s jaw drops. Looking away, I focus on their screams; my arms feel heavier, somehow stronger. I feel his doubt like a weight, trying to shove me back down, but there’s too many of them. My fingers curl around the sheet; I’m holding it.

Yes, this is my chance.

‘I …’ Fingers grab my sheet, pulling. ‘No!’

Something drags me down, but not like before. Hands pull at me, small and real — not someone’s disbelief. It’s Benjamin.

‘Vincent!’ How long has he been standing there? Did he see me melt? I open my mouth, but he gets in first. ‘Stop it, Vincent! You’re scaring people!’

The sheets wrench and twist; I’m pulling too hard. The fabric splits open. One end hangs from my hand; Benjamin holds the other piece and there’s nothing between us anymore, just darkness.

The sheet I’m holding drifts through my fingers.

No.

Barely five seconds passed; it’s too soon. I turn around and everyone’s staring, but not at me. I’m back to being empty space. They’re glaring at Benjamin.

One kid mutters, ‘How’d he do that?’

My fingers tighten, digging into my palms. ‘Benjamin!’ My voice explodes from my chest. ‘It wasn’t him, it was me! You have to see me.’

‘No, they don’t! You’re being very bad.’

‘I am NOT!’

‘You are, too!’

Lucky appears out of nowhere, grabbing the sheet from his hand. ‘Benjamin! What’ve you done?’

Shock pours over his face. ‘Me? It was Vincent!’

Zaar reaches forward, grabbing the sheet. ‘You little rat! Think I’m stupid? You were standing there the whole time!’

‘No! It was Vincent! He wanted people to believe— Ow!’

Zaar slaps the side of his head. Without thinking, my fist flies towards Zaar’s neck, but my hand passes through his jaw. Pointless; anger bursts from my chest with hot, rough gasps. Benjamin wails and the sound echoes through me, like he’s crying inside my head.

‘Zaar!’ shouts Lucky, pulling Benjamin behind her back, out of Zaar’s reach.

He folds his arms. ‘What?’

Zaar looks around at the crowd of staring children, daring them to speak. ‘Well, what’re you all looking at?’

No one answers. No one moves. For the first time I notice how tall he’s become. He must be nearly fourteen.

Lucky glares at him, but doesn’t speak. She grabs Benjamin’s hand and pulls. ‘Come with me, Ben. Now.’

Lucky leads him past glaring faces, including Nessa, who stands with fists clenched, like a soldier watching a battle she can’t reach. But she stays silent, waiting for him to pass before shouting at the room, herding kids back into bed.

Passing beds I kick pillows and blankets; nothing moves. Even the dust flies through me. I’m not a handful of coloured air, I’m not. Benjamin moans, ‘Stop it, Vince.’

And I growl, ‘Make me.’

I’m not taking orders from a six-year-old boy. I’ve got a right to be angry. He doesn’t own me.

‘Vincent, don’t—’


Lucky pushes Ben back onto the bed. ‘Shut up. You’re in enough trouble.’

‘But it wasn’t me!’

‘Shut up!’ Lucky grabs Sofia off the ground, dropping the little girl onto their bed. ‘I dunno what Nessa is going to do, now. We’ll be lucky if the helpers don’t find out.’

‘But I didn’t—’

‘Stop talking!’ Lucky points a finger at him like a well-aimed missile. ‘This isn’t a game — understand me?’ She leans over him, hissing. ‘I don’t know who’s pulling these tricks, but you’ll get thrown out, and what if we get blamed, too? They could throw us all out!’

Over this? I roll my eyes. But Skeleton Lady made it clear that she won’t take any rubbish, and here’s another weird event involving Ben … My heart sinks. Will she care? What’ve I done?

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. My mouth snaps shut; I can’t speak.

Lucky glances back at Sofia, who is staring into space from her cot. ‘Benjamin, guess what? There’s a war outside. So you can’t mess around, okay? You just can’t!’ She waves her arm at the closed window. Early daylight sticks fingers through gaps in the boards, casting blue shadows across the floor and illuminating the beds. ‘This is the safest place in town and we’re staying put, so don’t mess it up.’

‘But—’

‘I don’t want to hear it.’

She spins around, almost tumbling onto her bed, and Sofia curls around her feet like a kitten. ‘Ben, just … go to sleep. Okay?’ Then she turns her back on Benjamin and pushes her head under the pillow, refusing to look at him.


I’m staring at her pillow. It’s hard to look away from her hair, shining even now, trickling out from under the pillow. But next to me there’s a sob, and I turn to look. Benjamin sits with his arms folded, tears dropping down his face.

Pushing against the anger, I force words through my teeth. ‘Don’t worry, Ben, you’ll be okay.’

Benjamin turns his eyes on me, swirling shades of grey. Through his tears they look like pebbles on a river bed, shimmering under water. ‘You shut up.’

‘Sorry?’

‘You always get me in trouble. You’re mean.’

‘Mean? Me? You’ve got be kidding? All I ever do is help you.’

‘No.’

‘Who found you? Who fed you? Who kept you safe and spent hours playing Eye Spy even though you can’t spell?’

But I know him, and he sucks on his bottom lip. He’s only six. What I did for him in the past doesn’t count, only now matters. Several weeks ago might as well be several years.

Benjamin’s lips tremble. ‘I didn’t tell you to write on the walls or break the tree or make Lucky mad…’

I clench my fists. He’s right, but somehow this makes me madder — I didn’t do those things for fun. Sparks flicker inside me, familiar rivers of heat flying through my veins, only this time they’re not coming out my fingers. They’re travelling through my throat, and I’m shouting —

‘Yeah, I did something that’s not all about you.’ Benjamin closes his eyes and grabs his hair, but I can’t stop words pouring out my mouth like lava from cracks deep inside my chest. ‘You’re a spoiled, selfish brat! You think everything is about you, and it isn’t! This is my life, too! Mine!’

I didn’t know I could say those words. I didn’t even know I could think them. For one second Benjamin and I stare at each other, but then he tumbles back onto his pillow, curls up like a thornless hedgehog and sobs, ‘You’re s-so m-mean! I hate you! I wish you’d go away.’

And then the room disappears.
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‘BENJAMIN!’

Darkness … darkness everywhere. My hands fly out, reaching for Benjamin’s arm, but I can’t touch anything. Not the bedclothes, not even the mattress. I’m snatching handfuls of black air.

Am I still here?

Grabbing at my body, I slap the place where ribs should be. But I can’t see anything, not even arms. Silence echoes from inside my invisible chest, there’s no beating heart, and I try not to scream but everything’s black, black, black.

It’s all gone. The entire room just disappeared. And so did the world.

I shout, ‘Benjamin!’

No one answers; I didn’t even feel his name in my throat, didn’t feel my tongue curl or my lips move. But the word echoes, just the same, and panic fills me like a flooding river, gritty and churning and — wait.

It’s not my panic.

My chest doesn’t ache, nothing burns through my ribs. My brain panics, but this feeling? It’s coming from outside, soaking the darkness with rolling waves of pressure and washing through me

No, this doesn’t make sense. Where’s everyone gone? I’m alone, so alone.


‘Benjamin! I’m sorry, Benjamin!’

Again, no answer.

Smells soak the darkness; a whiff of adrenalin and sweat as if the Hanger Man were close. Is he nearby? Or is it something else? And I can hear a voice inside my head, whispering —

Standing here won’t help.

Yes — yes! My body’s gone but the Knowing hasn’t left. And it’s making sense — I’m still alive. There must be a way out of this darkness. My legs start moving, or do they? I can’t see them, but I feel like I’m walking.

Don’t think. Move.

Faster! I’m picking up speed, but there’s no breeze, no pressure of ground against my feet. No matter how hard I push myself, there’s only endless darkness. Perhaps I’m running on the spot. How could I tell?

Where am I?

Benjamin wished me away, and now I’m gone. How could he have the power to do that? And I’m not gone, not exactly. I’m just inside the darkness again.

No … no!

I stop moving. What’s the point? Pain crashes into me. What are these feelings? Emotions burst through my chest and rush out, leaving invisible holes. Could the darkness inside me pour out, bleeding until I become like my surroundings, an endless black stain?

Is this dying?

I want to close my eyes, but can’t. Dripping sensations push against the place where my chest should be. What is this feeling, sadness? Spreading, it aches like a thickening wound, pushing deeper, and then somebody coughs.


Wait a minute. Someone coughs?

Staring straight ahead, I see light flickering in the darkness, shuffling towards me. I catch a glimpse of colour — a slash of purple cutting through the black air like a violet laser.

My voice echoes in the emptiness. ‘H-hello?’

No answer.

Seconds pass. Did I imagine it? Maybe I’m going crazy, looking for help that isn’t coming, and … What’s that muttering sound?

Trying to sound brave, I call out, ‘Hey, is somebody there?’

Snuffling and low, a voice whispers, ‘Don’t you remember?’

Waves hit me, rushes of excitement laced with something colder; I’m not alone, but who’s here? Pushing back the feelings, I force my voice to sound steady.

‘Remember what?’

No answer, just a shuffling noise, stopping and starting. It’s growing closer, edging towards me like the scurrying of small feet.

I inch towards the noise, trying to see. ‘Who are you?’

‘You have forgotten.’

A girl’s voice? Maybe I should run. Could she be dangerous? But something in those last words sounds broken, like a sentence split open with pain. Whatever I’ve forgotten makes her sad. Someone so miserable can’t be trouble, can they?

So I stare into the darkness, shove courage into my throat and ask, ‘Where am I?’

‘That’s a weird question. You are Here.’


No kidding.

The outline of a face moves into focus, growing clearer. I drift back, trying to put space between us, buying myself time — to do what? Run? ‘And where exactly is Here?’

Closer and closer it creeps. Blurry shapes form into lines, dipped in violet. Edges turn into eyes and the curve of an elbow appears, then ears. No. I’m staring at the picture from my memory, a flicker from my own past — the purple girl.

I drift back further. ‘You’re not real.’

She frowns, the lines of her face creasing like folded paper. ‘Of course I’m not real. Why are you staring at me?’

‘Uh …’

Is she kidding? She’s a stick figure with lines for arms, a collection of dashes. Only the contours of her body exist and they’re just streaks, mixed with wobbly circles and crooked lines. I’d swear Stick-girl’s nose and eyes are nothing but blobs of … crayon?

I stop moving away. ‘Wait … you’re a drawing?’

She shrugs. ‘I am what He made me.’

‘Who’s He?’

The crayon face twists, one eyebrow sliding upwards. ‘He’s the one who made me, obviously.’

‘Right.’ I shake my head — and fail. Instead, I get a sensation of swishing black air and, again, panic pokes fingers into the darkness, churning the air. I’m wasting precious time with pointless conversations. I need to find my way back to the dorm, and not worry about what she is, or how she knows me. ‘Look, I need to get back to the um … world. Do you know the way?’

She frowns. ‘Why would you want to go Outside? No … no, you’d better stay Here, away from the trouble. At least, for now.’

What does she mean, ‘Here’ and ‘Outside’? She scratches her elbow, revealing flecks of green and orange, as if several crayons had rubbed against each other in the box. Blinking, Stick-girl touches her long hair, pulling with fingers like thin twigs.

She reminds me of— Wait.

‘Do you pull your hair when you’re nervous?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

I look her up and down. Something opens up inside my head, taking in words, filling with ideas. ‘Do you know Benjamin?’

She turns her head, sideways. ‘That’s a silly question.’

Benjamin.

I’m staring at a picture come to life, one of his favourite drawings, and she has the same nervous twitch.

There’s only one explanation.

I take a deep breath. ‘Did Benjamin imagine you?’

‘Yes, He drew me. Unfortunately, He wasn’t very good at hands.’ She looks sadly at her fingers. ‘Still, Benjamin was only four, then. He did his best. You should see the faces.’

I manage to splutter, ‘Faces?’

‘He used to draw faces without bodies. Now they just bounce around the place like rubber balls.’ She leans forward. ‘But you know that. Don’t you remember?’

‘No, I don’t.’ I shake my head, not even wanting to understand. She’s not real, but if she’s imaginary, then could I be … no.

The Knowing roars inside me — Yes, yes, yes. He lost his parents. A train exploded — he needed you, someone who could do and be anything. In a moment of extreme need, Benjamin literally pushed you out of his head and into the world.

But I’m not.

I won’t believe.

I am real. This isn’t happening. I can’t be an imaginary friend.

And even though I know the answer, I need to hear her say it. So I ask, ‘Where is Ben?’

‘Are you serious? He’s everywhere.’

I roll my eyes; trying to act like her words don’t make sense. But the Knowing whispers —

Benjamin told you to go away.

So you did.

But where am I? The Knowing nudges me, again —

Where could you go? Except to the place you belong?

And that means …

If I’m an imaginary friend, I’m inside his subconscious, the place I began, my body stripped away like borrowed clothes.

I’m trapped.

Words, thoughts, fluttering memories … They race towards me, buzzing like clouds of flies, sticking in the Knowing’s spidery web.

Boom.

Something thuds. I can’t gulp, shiver or cry. My body’s gone.

Boom-boom.

Benjamin’s heart throbs in my ears, panicking with me, banging inside the darkness with the force of punching fists.


‘Vincent?’ The girl turns her head sideways again, leaning closer. ‘Don’t look so worried. I told you, we’re safe in here. The trouble is Outside, and it can’t get in.’

I try to focus on what I understand, anything but the impossible truth inside my head. ‘Trouble? Where? What kind?’

She tilts her head to one side, like she’s listening. ‘Can’t you feel it?’

‘I don’t feel anything.’

‘Really?’

‘Well … I’m freaking out. But so what? I just vanished into a black hole. What’s weird, though, is it’s coming from outside me … Can you smell something?’

She points at her nose. ‘Does this look like it works?’ But her lines wrinkle into a new expression, looking curious. ‘I’ve never smelt anything before; what’s it like?’

‘All sweat and salt, like fear. I thought it was me, but I don’t have a body … It doesn’t make sense.’

Another wave of nausea rips through the darkness, chilling with fast currents, washing over me. ‘Can’t you feel it?’

‘Oh, that? Yeah … a little.’ Stick-girl turns her head further to one side, trying to see me better from another angle. ‘He’s afraid, of course.’

‘Who is?’

‘Benjamin; there must be trouble, otherwise he wouldn’t feel upset. I told you, better stay Inside.’

Afraid? Trouble?

Strange sensations press inside me, rising like bubbles of air through the pain. ‘Is he in danger?’

‘Maybe, but don’t worry. We’re safe in Here.’ One hand tugs at her hair. ‘At least I think so.’

The bubbles grow bigger, joining together and pushing against my chest. Each one carries a single thought — Benjamin. The kid’s only six. And he’s all alone.

Always, I could always feel his terror, the stinging heat of his tears. Every emotion he experienced, I felt it, too. Memories burn through me, like the day we entered the orphanage and I panicked at the sight of it, because he was frightened. His fear is real. And I can feel every heartbeat. A part of me is real and alive — the part that’s Ben.

I can’t let anything happen to him. He matters. Everything I know might be lies, except him — Benjamin’s not imaginary.

‘Ben!’ I shout, spinning around and staring into the black, endless horizon. I glance back at the girl and my voice babbles into the darkness. ‘I need to get out. Anything could’ve happened to Benjamin — a bomb, Zaar. What if he’s chucked out on the streets?’

The girl’s eyes widen, purple blobs growing thicker. ‘You’re crazy, who’d want to go out There with all the sweat and panic? Anyway, why are you asking me? I don’t know anything about Outside, but you know the way. You were Here and then you were There.’

‘Yeah, but I can’t remember, how did I do it?’

She shrugs, the lines of her shoulders twitching. ‘No idea. There’s windows in Here, but they’re hard to find and the doors only open one way. Lots of things come in, but nothing ever goes out. Except you.’

‘Well, if I found it once I can do it again. I’ll … I’ll just keep looking.’

‘You’re leaving?’ Stick-girl drifts backwards, the purple lines folding until she appears to be sitting on an invisible chair. Her eyes grow almost black. Leaning forward, her head slumps into her hands. ‘It’s been lonely in Here without you. I don’t see the others much … Can’t you stay? Please?’

Oh.

I catch a glimpse of her world, and wonder. Were we friends? What must’ve it been like living alone in this darkness? Has she been waiting for me?

‘I’m sorry, but Benjamin needs me to find a way back. I can’t leave him.’

She bites one finger. ‘You’ll forget me, again.’

Inching backwards, her shape begins to blur and the colour runs under her eyes. I’ve no experience with unhappy girls, but I try to say something nice. ‘I didn’t forget your face. I carried it around behind my eyes, like a permanent photo. I, uh, used to look at it when no one’s around.’

The lines of her eyes bend into upwards curves, like twin smiles. ‘Yeah?’

‘Uh, yeah.’ Why is she staring at me? Something twists inside me, knotting and pulling at the same time.

‘I saw that.’

‘What?’

‘You’re growing clearer, just a twist of colour … It happened a few moment ago, too.’

I look down; there’s nothing. ‘You’re sure you saw something?’

She nods. ‘It’s gone now.’

‘I didn’t see anything, but I felt …’

I can’t explain, it doesn’t make sense, but for a second I felt like myself. The awkwardness came from inside me, not outside. And she nods, still talking, scratching her elbow. ‘That’s how you started, I remember, just colours, and then you started to grow. You were always more real than us.’

I don’t ask why. I know the answer. Benjamin imagined me this way.

Instead, I say out loud, so I can hear the answer, ‘Ben needed me to make decisions and think for myself — he needed a protector, someone who could do or be anything.’

‘Probably.’ The girl looks wistful, and I hear myself say, ‘Um, do you want to come with me? I mean, Outside?’

She shrinks back. ‘I can’t. I’m not made like you.’

Guess she means with hands, feet and legs. I glance at those purple sticks; she’s got a point. How would she manage in the real world?

‘Okay.’ We stare at each other and I get the feeling she wants me to say something else, but I don’t know what. Pointing over my shoulder, I shrug. ‘Well, I’d better go.’

‘Promise you’ll come back and visit?’

How can I promise? But something about her blurring edges makes my insides feel runny, too, and I need to look away. Staring again into the empty darkness, I mutter, ‘Yeah, if I can.’

Finding a way out won’t be easy, but getting back in? Sounds impossible, and maybe Stick-girl knows this because she sighs and the word comes out like a breath. ‘Bye.’

There’s nothing else to say except ‘See you’, and I turn away.

Running in the darkness, I look back over my shoulder and she’s nothing but a dot of colour, a single, purple star in a pitch-black night.

I feel a wave of relief, even though I’m sorry for her. If she’s getting smaller then I must be further away, which means I’m going somewhere. And wherever that is, I hope there’s a door.

I’ve got to get out of here.
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On and on, I run.

All around me, Benjamin panics and his fear sinks deep. Surges of adrenalin pass through me like shockwaves; I can’t think straight. At least I know where I am. My body’s invisible, but I’m thinking and feeling. I’m moving around inside his head and— Wait. Of course, I’m inside his head.

He must be able to hear me!

‘Benjamin?’ I stand still, listening. ‘Ben, it’s Vincent! Can you hear me?’

No reply.

‘Benjamin! It’s me!’

My voice disappears, swallowed up by silence. What did I expect? I’m buried in his subconscious like a splinter. But he must know I’m here, or at least feel different. I’m not trying hard enough. And I want out.

I want,

      I want,

            I want …

Words and thoughts strike together, igniting sparks. Gathering heat rises like sunlight, burning through my invisible bones and skin. Shoving heat out, through my mouth, I shout into the darkness, ‘Benjamin, I can’t find you!

I can’t see a thing in here! Get me OUT!’

My words fill this endless night and echo, coming back to me again and again. Benjamin, Benjamin … out … out … out … Each word fades until it falls into a whisper, then disappears.

And still, no answer.

Maybe I’m just shouting in the wrong place? I wonder which direction is closest to his ears? Dragging myself forward, I’m looking for— Wait, what’s that? A silver dot? Flashing, it winks at me in the distance and my thoughts stand still.

Could it be?

The glowing brightens; colours move inside the shining orb, and yes! I hear noises. Taking a deep breath, I rush closer and closer, or is the light racing towards me? Sounds become words and the images turn into shapes.

Faces come into focus; the walls, the wardrobe and the sharp lines of stretchers. I can’t believe it. I’m … I’m back. I’ve found the dorm.

And yet, something isn’t right.
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Is the room moving?

I don’t know. Maybe I’m dizzy. Who cares? I’m back.

My happiness stretches wide enough to swallow the whole room. Everything sparkles, bathed in clean light, like I’m looking through cut crystal, and best of all, I’m not alone. They’re all here.

Lucky.

Zaar.

Sofia.

Everyone except Benjamin. The world shifts again, turning left and right as if I were shaking my head. Why is the room rocking side to side? Is it an earthquake? Vibrations from a bomb blast?

No.

There’s no smoke; their faces remain calm and no one’s running. Everything’s fine … but something’s wrong with the air. It’s too shiny, like through a clear glass window. I reach out; light dances over my fingers, and Lucky’s smile appears on the skin of my hand.

No way.

I jerk my hand back; my breathing stops. Swallowing hard, I try again, stretching out to touch the corner of a bed. Nothing happens, it’s like trying to catch clouds.

Benjamin’s voice bursts out, filling every corner of my head, shouting, ‘But I can’t FIND him!’

Where’s his face, oh …

Stupid me.

These windows, no wonder they look like shimmering glass — they’re his eyes. I’m seeing what he does; the world shifts because he’s moving, darting and searching in all the crooks and crannies of the world. He’s looking for me.

‘Benjamin!’ This time his name doesn’t echo. My voice seems lighter and I feel weak, like I’m using up energy. Digging deep, I scrape out every last ounce of strength, spitting words into the darkness. ‘I’m in here, inside your head!’

Left and right, the world blurs. I hear a rush of unintelligible muttering, thoughts gushing through his head like channels of dark water. And then, the room moves up and down. He’s shrugging; he didn’t hear me.

Something deep inside my emptiness crashes; the darkness jolts. It didn’t work; worse, I can’t throw out another scream. My chest feels empty, the voice drained away. But if I’ve used up my energy, can’t it come back? It has to … I just need to rest. Yeah, I’ll try again later.

‘Vincent,’ says Benjamin, and his words drift all around me. ‘He’s gone. I can’t find Vincent!’

Staring, I reach out, my fingers grazing the light. ‘I’m right here, Benjamin.’

But he can’t hear me. What can I do? Nothing, except sit, watch and hope.

He’s on his own.
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Zaar stares at Benjamin, his eyes hard. ‘Look at him. You can’t take this kid out anymore, Lucky. He’s nuts.’

She slams her hands on her hips. ‘What’re you talking about?’

‘He’s got a screw loose. Anyone can see it.’

‘Look, he said the invisible boy disappeared. What more do you want? All little kids do stupid things.’

Lucky. She’s still backing Ben, even after last night. If I had a heart it would jump; I should’ve known.

‘I don’t care. We can’t afford stupid mistakes, it’s too risky. He’s out.’

Sensations twists inside me, like curling fists — what an idiot. Zaar uses that word a lot, ‘we’. It’s a short word for a small group of kids and Benjamin’s not on his list.

Lucky tightens her arms, leaning forward on her toes and glaring. Go ahead, Lucky. Scratch Zaar’s eyes out.

‘There won’t be any more mistakes, okay? He thinks Vincent’s gone.’

‘Says you.’

‘Yeah, says me. You got a problem with that?’

Benjamin interrupts, ‘But he is gone’, and something gurgles like a blocked drain. What’s that sound?

Ben’s eyes graze the room and I catch a glimpse of the dorm, emptying as kids make their way to breakfast. Amos rolls his eyes, but then his face tightens into a frown, and he turns towards the sound. Everything swings — I’m staring into Sofia’s huge eyes, wet and dribbling.

She’s crying. I’ve never seen her cry, and neither has anyone else. Amos splutters, ‘What the—?’

Lucky reaches for Sofia, but Zaar gets in first.

‘It’s okay,’ he says, picking her up and trying to wipe her face with his hand. Sofia sobs harder. Zaar shoots a steel gaze in Benjamin’s direction. ‘See what you’ve done?’

Ben yanks his hair. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

‘You’re talking rubbish about missing invisible people! You’re scaring her!’ Zaar growls under his breath; what is he, half terrier? Something’s seriously wrong with him, and I bet it could be fixed by a good smack in the head. I’ll find out one day, if I ever get out of here.

Lucky whacks her hands onto her hips and snaps, ‘Leave Ben alone. Just because Sofia cries doesn’t mean—’

Sofia wails again, the sharp edge of her cries cutting off all other sounds. Sobs mix with strange revving sounds, trembling on her lips. ‘Vvvv, vvvv …’

Amos bends his head. ‘Hey … Is she trying to say something?’

Zaar shakes away Amos’ words, his face twisted with disgust. ‘Don’t be stupid, she doesn’t talk.’

Sofia’s face burns red and she squeezes her lips together, spitting — ‘V-Vin … Vincent!’

Everything stops.

The girl without a voice just said my name. Impossible and yet … she did. Zaar and Lucky freeze, staring. Sofia’s said her first word in months, maybe a year. But why my name?

Still crying, Sofia sinks, folding like a jack returning into its box, until she touches the ground and curls into a child-shaped ball. Maybe Zaar let her go or she forced her way down, I can’t tell. His own knees seem wobbly and he sinks beside his sister.

Benjamin glances up; above Zaar, Lucky and Amos stand staring, mouths and eyes wide. I imagine the same tight expression on my own face. But Sofia talking isn’t the only amazing sight. The eighth wonder of the world just occurred, right in front of our eyes.

Zaar is smiling.

His lips appear to be bursting, splitting open, and laughter pours out. It’s sort of like finding squeezable bubblegum in a tube of toothpaste. Who knew Zaar could laugh? I mean, technically it was possible, but no one ever heard it.

He gasps, pushing words through his laughter. ‘Sofia, you said a word!’

Her little eyebrows squeeze together. She grabs his arm and shakes, like he’s being silly, and says again, ‘VINCENT!’

‘Say … “Zaar”. Go on. Try it.’

‘Vincent.’

‘Zzzz-are. You can do it.’

Sofia screws her face up tight, like a fist. ‘I w-w-want …’ We all hold our breath, waiting. ‘I w-want Vvvvvvincent!’

Zaar’s smile shrinks. He looks from Amos to Lucky, but they only stare back. Uh, oh.

Sofia tries again: ‘Vincent gunnn!’

Zaar grits his teeth, trying to hold onto his smile. ‘You mean Vincent Gum. Right?’

The tiny girl shakes her head. ‘Vincent gunnnn!’

The world moves again as Benjamin shakes his head and says, ‘No. She’s saying Vincent’s gone.’

‘Gunn!’ Sofia nods. ‘G-gonn!’

Zaar throws Benjamin a look filthy enough to pass on tetanus. But who cares about Zaar and his temper? Did Sofia see me disappear? Guess I’ve never paid much attention to her. To be fair, she never did anything worth noticing, she’s only four. But kids her age will believe anything. What if she heard Benjamin’s stories? If she believed, Sofia could’ve seen me. All this time … Sofia knew I was there?

Turning away, Zaar scratches his head. ‘Sofia, no. He’s not real, he’s just—’

‘Finnne!’

‘Fine? What’s fine?

She screws up her mouth, poking sounds through her lips. ‘Nooo fine. Find-d-d!’

‘But we can’t, Sofia. We can’t find someone who doesn’t exist.’

She bursts into fresh tears, her voice scaling new heights. ‘Vin! Vin! Vin!’

‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ Zaar holds her close, and she pours tears over him like a lost cloud, drenching his t-shirt. Zaar tries sharpening the lines of his face, but they keep falling, and he throws Lucky and Amos a helpless look. ‘What should I do?’

No one answers.

At last, Lucky reaches out and strokes one of Sofia’s black plaits. ‘We’ll have to look for Vincent.’

Wait, did I hear right? Inside the darkness, I can feel Benjamin’s hope soaking into my transparent skin. I hold the feeling in, letting it bleed inside, turning it into my hope. Yes, yes … find me.

Zaar groans. ‘This is ridiculous.’

Lucky looks at Sofia wiping tears on Zaar’s arms, then down into Benjamin’s wide eyes.

‘Actually,’ she says, ‘I’ve got an idea.’
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Roll call starts in ten minutes, but Nessa turns a blind eye in exchange for a bottle of strawberry-scented shampoo. Unnoticed, the children slip out through the chapel wall and into the streets.

I’m getting dizzy. Travelling in someone’s head isn’t an ideal form of public transport. The world bobs up and down, until Benjamin develops a fascination with the pavement. Now, there’s nothing to see but concrete and moving feet, and even that disappears every time he wipes his sweaty face.

Bored, my mind races, checking in with my Knowing, trying to tick off the facts. Sofia believed in me. Benjamin wants me back. So shouldn’t I return? Why am I stuck inside his head?

Only one idea makes sense — Zaar and Lucky told him I’m not real. Now, I’ve disappeared and he’s not sure what I am. Vanishing must’ve looked like proof and it’s dented his faith. Sofia believes, but it’s not enough. Fact is I’m not like the Hanger Man. I’m an imaginary friend and I belong to one boy. If Benjamin wants me gone, it’s his call.

So I’m stuck, a blob in Benjamin’s subconscious until Lucky’s plan works. Whatever that is; I’ve no idea. How will they find me?

The sidewalk skims along, an endless variety of grey stones and cracked cement. Now and then, Benjamin looks up and I catch a glimpse of Zaar walking ahead while Amos bounces behind him like a puppy. Next to me, Lucky’s shoulder drops in and out of view as she limps, while Sofia’s arm swings alongside her.

Benjamin turns again, staring at the walls of a bakery covered in missing person posters. They’re nothing new; photographs and desperate drawings cover this city like cheap wallpaper. Wonder why they bother? Half the people in this city are dead or missing. No one’s got the time to look for needles in a haystack.

And now, I’m the one who’s missing and nobody notices … except Ben and Sofia. That’s something. Hold onto that.

Ben says, ‘Are you sure?’ I catch a glimpse of Lucky’s face, framed in yellow and shining pink in the heat. ‘Will we find him, Vincent?’

She looks away; wish I could catch her expression. ‘We can try,’ she says, wiping her forehead. ‘I’m not promising anything.’

Colours slide and I’m looking back at the road. Thanks heaps, Benjamin. I could die of boredom, staring at Zaar’s dirty sneakers.

‘Look back,’ I hiss at him.

And then, Lucky’s face slips into view, soft and pink. Everything inside me goes tight; colours fly away, her hair blurs and I’m back to looking at shoes.

I jump up. He heard me. Didn’t he?

‘Ben? Did you hear me?’

No answer.

Maybe it’s a coincidence. But there’s only one way to check. I need a test … something easy, a sign …

‘Ben? Wave your fingers in front of your face, if you hear my voice.’

Nothing.

‘I know this is weird. But you had an invisible friend. What’s so strange about hearing him now? Come ON, Ben. Just give me a wave …’

For a moment, the shoes move further away. Yes! He’s pausing — everything slows. I lean forward, staring into the watery world, and the tips of two fingers appear. Then three …

‘Ben!’ Lucky shouts. ‘What’re you doing? Keep up.’

The hands drop. The pavement slides past, the sneakers grow closer. Ben mutters, ‘Silly … just silly.’

‘Ben, it’s not silly! Try again!’

But there’s nothing, except the sound of his heavy breathing as he jogs up the blazing concrete street.
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Where are they going? It’s taking ages. Maybe back to the train station, but they wouldn’t know where to look. Lucky and Zaar discussed something on the way out, but I couldn’t catch the words. Inside here, I’m stuck using Benjamin’s ears. I feel sorry for humans, I had no idea they were so deaf.

And in more ways than one.

I keep trying to talk with Ben, but he doesn’t respond. Maybe he’s ignoring me. Or maybe he doesn’t hear.

Ahead of us, Amos says, ‘I know the centre, it’s on Kohen Street. We used to have good customers on that road. One guy used to buy his bodyweight in paracetamol; remember him, Zaar? His grocery cellar used to stink of bananas.’

A clue — does he mean the centre of town?

Zaar grunts, but a deeper voice cuts him off. Benjamin looks up. Two men in khaki lean out of a doorway, one carrying a camera and the other with long arms that grasp the air like he’s looking for something to hold but keeps missing. Maybe he’s nervous, he rubs sweat from his chin and sunlight reflects off his head like a torch. He seems to know Amos, who nods and says something to Zaar.

We move closer and Lucky asks, ‘What’s he want?’

‘He’s jobbing as a guide for the war reporter, but his English is rubbish.’ He points at the camera-carrying man. ‘This guy’s writing an article on how fighting affects children. It won’t take long.’

‘What? Now?’ Zaar looks around, throwing dark looks at the empty street. Outside, Lucky squeezes her rabbit’s foot for protection and Amos bounces like the concrete burns, but Zaar grows stonier. I’d swear he could stare danger in the face and kick its teeth, if danger was stupid enough to cross his path.

Amos smiles. ‘He’ll pay.’

‘Okay, but make it quick.’

What is it with reporters? There’s always a few of them around. Wars seem to draw in journalists like open garbage attracts flies.

Amos shrugs and gives the men a big grin. Hey, Mr Reporter, I’ll tell you what war does to children. It turns them into first-class conmen. Any chance to make a few bucks and these kids are in.

The reporter hands out bright orange boiled sweets. Everyone takes one, then two. Reaching into his pocket, the man pulls out five euros and a silver recording device. Zaar takes the cash, stony-faced, and the man starts blabbering in English while Amos nods along like a political adviser.

Wait, what did he just say?

‘Lucky?’ Amos pauses mid-bounce.

‘Yeah?’

The sides of his face flush and Amos looks away, gazing at the broken wall of a butcher’s store. ‘Sorry, but this guy wants to know what happened to your foot. He wants to hear it from you. Something to do with getting quotes.’

‘Sure.’ Lucky rolls the lolly under her tongue. ‘I stepped on a landmine.’

Amos repeats the words back to the journalist, but can’t meet his eyes. The man babbles back.

Amos clears his throat and repeats, ‘He didn’t know there were any landmines in the city. He, uh, wants to know if he needs to be careful.’

Lucky giggles and Zaar snaps, ‘We haven’t seen any landmines, but tell him to watch out for the hand-grenades, petrol bombs, M16s and tanks. I’d say they’re pretty dangerous.’

A quick exchange of words and then Amos replies, ‘He says there’s no need to get smart. No, Zaar, don’t answer.’ Lots more words get thrown around, and Amos keeps rocking backwards and forwards, shaking his head. At last he mutters, ‘Lucky, sorry, but he wants to know more about your, um, accident? Is that okay?’ His dark skin burns like a midnight sun. ‘You don’t have to say anything.’

Lucky raises her eyebrows. So does Zaar. Personally, I think someone should punch this reporter in the head. But then, Lucky shrugs. Looking away she focuses her gaze on a dented street light and holds up three fingers.

The man understands and digs into his backpack. Velcro rips and he forks out three euros, dropping them into her outstretched hand. She looks down at the coins for a few seconds, then stuffs them into her jean’s pocket.

‘I lost my foot in Heron’s Bay, that’s where I used to live with my …’ Lucky can’t or won’t say the word ‘family’. Instead, she bites down and cracks the lolly with her teeth until it shatters like candy-flavoured glass. Rolling the crumbs across her tongue, she clears her throat. ‘They’ve got mines there, in the hills. Local militia wanted to clear the area and paid kids five euros for every landmine we found. I always found the most because I’m lucky, see?’

She holds up her wrist, waving the rabbit’s foot under the reporter’s nose. Amos repeats this information and the photo-journalist stares at the bracelet like it’s a six-foot-long snake. He shakes his head.

He babbles again and Amos shrugs. ‘Mr uh, Whats-His-Name here, wants to know … um …’

‘What?’

He glances back at the reporter and frowns. ‘Nah, forget it.’ He blurts to the reporter in English: ‘We go. No more interviews. No more talking.’

But Lucky frowns, not understanding a word. ‘Spit it out, Amos. I wanna keep my three bucks.’

‘Um, are you sure?’

He looks past her, focusing on a disused power box on the side of the pavement, wires spilling onto the sidewalk like electronic feelers. ‘He wants to know why you think you’re lucky. He says it’s not very fortunate to stand on a landmine. He says you sound unlucky. He says … He says don’t you think you’re hanging onto the rabbit’s foot because you’re powerless and looking for— Oh, forget it.’

Unbelievable.

Zaar glares and Sofia hiccups. Personally, I call the guy a tonne of bad words in languages Benjamin won’t understand, just in case he can hear. Who does this guy think he is, suggesting Lucky isn’t, well — lucky? If it helps her get through every day, why not play along? Why take that away for a stupid story?

Lucky blinks once, then twice, as if his words were like sand in her eyes, gritty and small. Frowning at the pavement, she shrugs. ‘Of course, I’m lucky.’ She points at her good foot. ‘I only lost my toes, see? Some kids lost both feet — or worse.’ Something flashes in Lucky’s eyes and her mouth wriggles, fighting back a smile. ‘Tell him I hope he’s as lucky as I am. The local snipers keep an eye out for journalists.’

Inside the darkness, I swing at the darkness, trying to clap. Good for her. It’d take more than an empty-headed reporter to knock Lucky back.

Amos babbles back in English, trying to keep from grinning, and Benjamin smacks his hands together, clapping. Amos looks amused, and I whisper, ‘Ben?’

No reply.

Did I make him clap?

Or do we just think the same way?

Can you hear me?

Again, no reply.

Amos talks and the reporter hands Lucky a roll of mints. I’d say her story deserved more than a handful of lollies, but no one’s asking me. They all step back and Lucky poses for a photo, watching the camera. The camera snaps at her like a wild animal, and Zaar watches from the pavement, glaring.

Lucky grins, her fuzzy hair blowing like an exotic plant in the wind, and then I’m staring at a chipped gutter. Great, Benjamin’s back to staring at the ground. Why don’t these kids hurry up and look for me — being stuck inside Ben’s mind is driving me crazy. Above his head the camera whirls and clicks while Amos says to Zaar, ‘It’s weird, don’t you think?’

‘What?’

‘There’s usually more people around, more reporters. Today there’s only two.’ He shrugs, still twitching up and down on his toes. ‘Don’t you think that’s strange?’

‘You’ve said yourself, there’s less fighting. Maybe the reporters went to look at another war. Plenty more out there, right?’

‘I guess, but …’

‘What?’

‘Nothing … Come on, Lucky! Stop making stupid kissing faces at the camera! I want to get back to the orphanage in time for lunch!’

‘Amos is something worrying you?’

‘It’s nothing. I just thought … No, it’s nothing.’
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What are we doing in a library? Someone took out the shelves and books, but rivets shine in the walls like metal eyes and a long wooden counter spans the far wall. A queue of people stands in front, their line stretching all the way to the door.

Benjamin points at the walls, papered with missing posters just like the city streets.

He says, ‘Wow! The whole world is missing.’

My invisible body feels heavy, forcing me lower into the darkness, like I’m sitting. At least these lost children have bodies, they’re easier to find. But not me. I’m inside someone’s head, they’ll never find me on a library wall.

Lucky pushes Benjamin towards the queue. ‘Come on. This is the Community Centre.’

She waves her hand towards a desk. Behind it sits a woman with stringy, pale curls, like someone’s dropped a bowl of pasta on her head. Bent over, she’s writing screeds of notes and there’s a sign above her head. Scribbled with black vivid on a cardboard strip, it reads ‘Lost and Found.’

Oh.

They’ve got to be kidding, right?

Not speaking, Zaar and Lucky fall into the queue, and the others follow. The line isn’t more than thirty people deep. Is this their plan? How on earth will they find an imaginary person, here?

Am I missing something?

The queue moves with the glacial pace of a turtle. And not just any turtle. One with arthritis and dodgy flippers.

People argue, cry and fuss, until, one by one, they’re chipped off the top of the line. Names are taken and promises are made, but I shake my head. I doubt they keep a file on missing invisible kids.

At last, we inch our way forward, into second position. The elderly man in front of us thumps the desk with a worn cane, while Lucky whispers, ‘Do us a favour, Ben. Don’t tell the lady Vincent’s invisible, okay?’

‘Why?’

‘Just don’t, okay?’

Somewhere over Benjamin’s head I hear Zaar mutter, ‘This is ridiculous.’

Lucky replies, ‘They need to think we’ve looked, okay?’

Benjamin pays no attention, he doesn’t understand. But I do. Lucky’s pretending to look for me, to keep Sofia and Benjamin happy.

Of course.

Behind me the darkness pulls tight, hope oozing out like a freshly squeezed lemon and disappearing, stinging everything with the juice of lost chances. Benjamin holds onto it, though. I can feel his belief, trying to soak through, but I won’t let it in. It’s a lie.

Zaar and Lucky wouldn’t look for me. They’d need to see me with their own eyes, and now? The chances of that are zero.

The old guy signs a piece of paper and limps away. Lucky nudges Ben in the shoulder and he stumbles forward. Wish I could look away but the images grow wider, surrounding me. Behind the counter, the lady magnifies and her eyes look dull, like a couple of overused headlights. Guess she’s seen too many people with problems. One more group means nothing to her.

I mean nothing to her.

Amos leans against the counter. ‘This place is usually packed.’

Who cares? I want to be alone, but I can’t turn Benjamin’s hearing off. Her voice cuts through my thoughts, mashing vowels with a foreign accent. ‘Most of them probably stayed home, thanks to the leaflet drop. Do you have any identification?’
 
Zaar booms over Benjamin’s head. ‘What leaflet drop?’

Ben clears his throat and stretches up on tiptoes, trying to lift his chin above the wooden counter. I’m staring at one rusting bell and a set of chipped fingernails.

He says, ‘Um, I’ve lost somebody.’

‘I see.’

Zaar repeats, ‘What leaflet drop?’

Now Benjamin looks up, I see the woman’s eyes darting left and right. ‘Radio Ten made an announcement twenty minutes ago. Didn’t you hear?’

‘No.’ He pauses. ‘We’ve been stuck here for the last hour.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t worry, government dispatch sent a follow-up message. It’s a false alarm.’ She turns back to Benjamin, her expression blank. ‘Now, what’s the name of the missing person?’

‘Vincent Gum,’ answers Benjamin.

‘Excuse me,’ says Lucky, loudly. ‘But what did the leaflets say?’


The woman sighs. ‘Oh, the usual warnings, the people’s army … you know. They dropped them over East side, saying someone took a hostage and they’re planning to retaliate, warning civilians out of the goodness of their heart.’ Spaghetti-head shrugs. ‘More like they need votes, if this place ever makes it to a free election.’

Fingers pull Benjamin back, away from the counter. Not Lucky, I can still see her hands gripping the counter. I think it’s Zaar, and he leans forward. ‘Did they mention when?’

Something begins thudding like a small drum; I know that sound. It’s a heart beating out warnings in the darkness. Benjamin must be panicking, his instincts whispering what I already know — something’s wrong. Zaar only brings his feelings out for special occasions. And, right now, he sounds worried.

She sighs. ‘No, but don’t worry. I’ve worked this desk for two months. Half these warnings are false alarms. Look, I’m going to need a full name, signature and preferably a photo.’

Amos mutters, ‘Outside, Zaar … remember?’

‘I know, I know.’ Suddenly, Zaar leans over the counter, eyeballing the woman and stabbing the air with his finger. ‘It’s not a false alarm. You’d better get everyone into the nearest cellar or whatever you’re using for cover.’ His lips curl into a sneer of meteoric proportions. ‘Two months is nothing.’

Blinking, the woman edges backwards. Benjamin glances down and thin fingers wrap around his wrist; Lucky pulls on his sleeve. ‘Benjamin, we’re going. Now.’

‘But what about Vincent?’


‘No buts,’ Lucky shifts sideways and Benjamin looks down; she’s prodding him with her bad foot. ‘Come on, now.’

Benjamin looks backwards, watching Zaar and Amos running towards the door. What’s he waiting for? Something’s wrong. Run, Benjamin.

RUN!

He lets go of the counter and grabs Lucky’s hand. Did he hear me? The world spins, as they turn towards the door. I hear the woman’s voice, edged with last-minute concern. ‘Look, if anything does happen we’ve got space in our own shelter, if anything does—’

Zaar’s already pulling open the door, Sofia bobbing on his back.

He shouts over his shoulder. ‘This place isn’t safe! Government buildings are targets. Everybody get out, now! Lucky, Amos — move!’
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The doors fly open. Colours whirl and we’re back on the street. Amos is far ahead, Zaar close behind him. Sofia clings to her brother’s back, almost throttling him. The world bounces up and down. Shapes move left and right, but they’re too slow for me. Move it, Ben!

There’s worse things than dying. I’ve seen the North Wing, and I know. Could Benjamin end up stuffed full of tubes and lying on a hospital bed, unable to do anything except breathe?

Faster, Benjamin. Faster!

Ahead of us, Zaar yells, ‘Move it guys! Come on!’

Huffing and puffing, Lucky shouts back at him. ‘What do you want me to do? Grow a new foot? I can’t go any faster!’

Benjamin doesn’t answer. He’s too busy trying to run and breathe at the same time. Lucky pulls him along by the wrist, shouting, ‘Zaar, are you sure?’

I try to focus on Zaar’s head, but Benjamin looks at the street. Bombed-out shop walls are covered with missing-persons posters and army slogans, spray-painted with rebel tags and Civil Defence warnings. When there’s no TV or internet access, people turn their cities into newspapers.

Zaar’s voice echoes off these city walls, ‘Of course I am! Shut up and run!’


But he glances back; his gaze lingers on Lucky and then Benjamin, like he’s trying to pull them along with his eyes. What’s he waiting for? Zaar could leave us all for dust, even with Sofia on his back.

Amos runs alongside him, panting. Their feet thump against the pavement drowning out words, but I catch the end of Zaar’s sentence: ‘—the streets are practically empty. Empty. It’s my fault, I was too busy thinking about Sofia to notice … Run!’

Oh, of course.

Anyone can read government warnings, but Zaar and Amos read the streets. Around these streets word-of-mouth makes modern-day satellites look like smoke signals on a windy day — and no one’s around, which means this isn’t a good time to be outside. But Zaar missed the signs. His guilt slows him down; he can’t leave everyone behind.

Amos glances back at Lucky, his face pinched tight. What’s that sound? I strain, trying to hear through these stupid human ears.

No.

Sirens split the air, blasting through the street and drowning out the voices. Zaar screams ‘HURRY!’

The world blurs. Benjamin, are you crying? Another sound cracks the air and Lucky lets go of his hand. Inside the darkness, nausea rises like a black wave; I know that sound. It’s chopper blades, military helicopters whizzing towards us and growing louder. Ben glances over his shoulder and Lucky hesitates; she’s staring at a shop wall.

What’s she doing? We’re two blocks from the orphanage. Lucky! Run!

Zaar shouts and Amos’s voice joins him. ‘Run, Lucky!’ I catch the shape of her mouth moving, like a whisper against the noise: ‘Wait.’

Benjamin slows, watching Lucky drag herself across the pavement. Don’t just stand there, Ben! MOVE.

His body jumps.

I mean it, RUN.

Pictures flash through the darkness; the road ahead, the safety of the orphanage. I imagine his head turning away, back towards an escape. And the darkness grows heavier, I’m trying to grasp the air, pulling him back with nonexistent arms, but there’s nothing …

And Benjamin turns away.

Everything inside the darkness leaps, as if gravity hiccupped.

I lean forward, no idea if I’m imagining this, but … the world tilts forward, copying. Yes! Pushing towards the watery images, I run. They’re staying, staying just out of reach, I’m like a boy chasing a balloon, and the world moves faster.

Benjamin’s running.

We’re escaping. I move faster. Ben’s feet move with mine, jerking forward. I’m dragging this boy like a puppet, away from bullets and planes, away from … Lucky.

And Benjamin stops.

No!

But I want to see, is she safe? And so, Benjamin turns around. Stupid me. I try to pull him back, but one look at her and I freeze. She’s fifty metres away, heading for the wall of an abandoned juice store. Lucky, are you crazy?

The sound of low-flying helicopters tears the air to pieces, their wind sending her hair into a golden cyclone. She throws herself at the wall. Her left foot trails in the dust, one arm stretches out. Lucky’s palms hit the side of the shop’s door.

At the same time, the street explodes.
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Lucky.

I can’t see a thing.

Benjamin chokes and something punches my ribs. One-two. One-two. My heart doesn’t care if I don’t exist, it’s still giving give me a hiding.

Lucky.

Benjamin’s fear soaks through the darkness. Everything disappears in a cloud of smoke and there’s a blast of heat, like the world’s ending. The purple girl screams; her voice high-pitched and keening. A hundred voices join in, howling through the night of Benjamin’s mind, and a sound splits from my throat, a living scream.

Where is she?

Too much smoke, I can’t see. My hands swipes like a windmill to push away the clouds.

No! Lucky! No …

My feet slip. I reach out, tumbling through the darkness, but nothing’s here! Nothing to hold onto, nothing to save me and I’m falling, falling, falling. Head over heels, I crash into liquid images, splashing.

I was wrong. The world doesn’t end in smoke and flames. It finishes with salt-water. It ends in tears.
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Time is measured by breaths.

I hear Benjamin gasp, the rasp of air grating over his teeth. A split second passes. Air rushes into the darkness like a roaring hurricane, throwing me backwards. I gasp and it reverses, dragging me out like a fish caught in the tide.

Smoke stings my eyes. Wait — I can feel it? I’m not watching the world, I’m in it! But my excitement drowns in clouds of brown air; glass, wood, stone and mortar rain down like dirty confetti.

Where is Benjamin?

Sharp metal slices through the street, fragments of brick splatter across the sidewalk, and Amos cries out. Through clay-stained smoke, I catch a glimpse of Benjamin’s arm. Reaching out, I try to grab his wrist, but my hand moves right though him. Now I can’t touch him?

Shrapnel flies past his head, a metal door-handle, but no — too close! Someone yanks his arm hard, like they’re trying to rip it off, dragging him sideways. It’s Zaar, pulling him towards the nearest doorway. I can’t think. Every ounce of Ben’s pain and fear screams inside me.

And worse, Lucky is gone.

Benjamin shouts, ‘Lucky! Lucky!’ Zaar and Amos join in, their mouths making the shape of her name. But they sound so far away, muffled by falling buildings and exploding shells.

And then, the noise stops.

The rat-a-tat of gunfire echoes across the city as clouds begin to lift, leaving behind a pile of rubble where the juice shop stood minutes ago. Lucky’s gone. I can’t do anything. I can’t even touch Benjamin. What’s going on?
 
Somewhere in the distance, women’s voices rise and shriek like wailing sirens. The air seems to be crying. The street looks like someone picked up a building and threw it.

Next to me, Zaar babbles, ‘I can’t … I can’t leave Sofia.’

What’s he on about?

Benjamin nods. ‘I’ll look for Lucky.’

Oh.

Something whistles; another bomb explodes, ripping open the heart of a nearby street. The city vibrates, shaking Zaar by the shoulders. He pulls himself up and wipes dirt from his eyes. ‘Don’t be stupid, you’re just a little kid.’

‘But—’

Zaar looks up and shouts a rude word at the sky, as if the clouds were responsible for spitting bullets. And then, he does something even stranger. Zaar puts his hands around Sofia’s shoulder, pushing her at Amos. ‘Do not let her go! And keep an eye on Benjamin!’

Sofia’s small hands dig into Amos’s arms like claws, but he nods. He doesn’t even glance at the red line, soaking his sleeve. They’re all bruised and grazed, but Lucky must be worse.

Sofia wails, pushing her face into Benjamin’s arm. ‘Want Vin-Vin!’

Benjamin looks around as if expecting me to appear, and his face falls. My stomach twists — why am I still invisible?

Zaar just spins around, racing towards the rubble, calling, ‘Lucky!’

I’m surprised, but not because he’s risking his neck for Lucky. I always knew she was on his list of people who mattered, the ones he wanted to keep alive. What surprises me is my own pain. I only cared about Benjamin, but now? Lucky’s hurt and the thought hits my stomach like a punch. I’d do anything to see Lucky walk out of that rubble, alive.

Zaar races towards the ruined shop, shouting, ‘Lucky, can you hear me?’

He’s talking to a heap of brick and plaster. Benjamin takes after him; Amos can’t hold onto Ben, not with Sofia in his arms. I run alongside, fighting a wave of panic that threatens to drown me, staring into the mess.

If only they’d leave. Am I strong enough? If no one watched, I might be able to lift all of this rubbish and find her.

If there’s anything left to find.

NO. I can’t think like that, I won’t. Not when … Something pats against the bricks rhythmically, slower than chopper blades. It’s the thud of a human heart. And it’s coming from under the piles of brick and iron.

But is it hers?

I call out to Benjamin. ‘Tell him to look left. Tell him you see something!’

What am I, stupid? He can’t hear me, but Benjamin shouts ‘Look!’ And he points to the left side of the rubble.

‘Ben, did you hear me?’ He frowns, but doesn’t look my way. No time to think. Zaar follows his directions. Moving left and right, he starts dragging bricks off a pile of rubble, lodged above a torn-off door.

A hand appears, and a matted rabbit’s foot hangs from the wrist.

Zaar’s mouth falls open. It’s sticking out underneath a wooden beam, blown from an exploded doorway. Lying in the dust, Lucky’s arm looks small and bruised. Worse, it doesn’t move.

‘Lucky?’ He stumbles, pulling off more rubble. ‘Are you okay? Can you hear me?’

Nothing. And then a sound like whispering. I can’t believe my ears. Neither can Zaar. He steps back for a second, staring at the wooden shards.

The broken voice mutters again: ‘Here, kitty. Here, kitty …’

Amos shouts from the wall. ‘What’s wrong?’

Zaar turns paler, yelling back, ‘It’s bad. Maybe even a concussion. She’s calling for a cat!’

Bubbles of emotion fizz, bursting in the air. Amos and I both crack up laughing; we sound hysterical and breathless, but there’s nothing to say — sounds without words feel right. Only Lucky would joke about Amos’s fake cat at a time like this.

Zaar just frowns and starts yanking off bricks. He doesn’t seem to notice Benjamin, kneeling at his feet, scraping away the smaller stones and shards of glass. And that’s when I hear it.

The distant hum of engines. They’re approaching again, flying in a circuit, coming in for a second round with the city.

I shout, ‘Benjamin!’


His head doesn’t move, but Zaar looks up, eyes straining towards the sky, his face tense. Glancing back at his sister, he shouts, ‘Stay where you are!’

Amos understands, holding on tight to Sofia. I turn towards Benjamin, his knees in the dirt, hands gripping his fringe. Benjamin. We have to find you a safer place. Now.

Zaar throws himself into the rubble, heaving and gasping. Bricks fly, revealing the damage piece by piece. The door fell on top of her, knocking Lucky to the ground, but also protecting her from the falling shop wall. She’s wedged in a gap between broken stones and thick wood.

‘See?’ She groans, her eyes still closed. ‘Told you I was lucky.’

Zaar gasps, ‘You need to move!’

Lucky just sighs.

‘I’ll lift the door, but it’s heavy. You’ll have to crawl out, fast. Okay?’

‘Uhhh … ’kay.’

‘One, two, three …’

The wide, oak door lifts several inches and Lucky moans. Zaar growls, ‘Hurry, Lucky!’ Opening one eye, she screws up her mouth and her lips glow white. Using one arm, she drags herself free; a ball of filth and blood, tears streaking down her muddy cheeks.

The door falls, crashing to the ground. Zaar reaches down, grabbing Lucky around her shoulders. Dragging and swearing, he half-carries her to the wall, both of them choking on clay dust. Benjamin follows, pale and coughing.

I’ve never felt so useless in my life.

Zaar leans her against the wall, gasping for breath. ‘We’ve gotta run for it.’


‘N-no,’ Lucky splutters. ‘I can’t.’

Amos looks at her, then back at Zaar. ‘Are you serious? She’s really hurt.’

‘Got a better idea?’

‘Nope.’ Amos passes Sofia to Zaar, and throws himself under Lucky’s arm. She squeals with pain. ‘Come on, Lucky, we’ve got to go.’

‘No … I can’t. Everything hurts, everything’s wobbly … you go.’

The drone of engines grows closer, humming like an angry swarm. Zaar’s face twists into a mask of confusion. ‘I’ve got to get Sofia out of here!’

Something cracks in his face, the hardness splinters. Zaar’s pain flashes into view and I can’t look. It’s Lucky or Sofia, he can’t save both, and for a moment I don’t hate him.

Next to me, Amos shakes his head fast, like his neck is trying to twist itself off, looking around the street.

‘We’re not leaving Lucky!’ Amos stares at the shops. Bouncing on his feet, he hops from left to right. ‘Zaar, we’re … we’re on Kohan Street.’

‘Where?’

‘I told you, the guy with the funny teeth lived here, remember? The grocer who used to buy paracetamol in his cellar.’

‘So?’

Amos shouts, ‘A cellar, Zaar!’

Zaar’s eyes widen

Chop-chop, chop-chop.

Helicopters cut through the air, growing closer. My arms ache to pick up Ben and run. Where is it?


‘We’re close … follow me!’

And Amos runs across the street, dragging Lucky. Ben, Zaar and Sofia race ahead, crossing the open road. From a pilot’s-eye view they must look like dots on a window screen, scurrying ants waiting to be squashed.

Run, everyone.

Run!
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We’re standing in a tiny room and my eyes adjust to the darkness. Only a few inches of light seep in from the street through a tiny, barred window.

The sound of helicopters shudders through the outside road, muffled now by the walls and door. Zaar glares around the cellar, snapping at everyone, ‘Stay away from the window, we’ll get hit by glass.’

Benjamin looks around, squinting in the dark. I drift by his side, watching his face. The room’s empty, except for a dozen crates stacked by a broom closet, and the smell of bananas clings to several discarded shelves.

Benjamin’s hands reach out, like he’s looking for mine. Opening and shutting, his fingers grasp at thin air. He gives up, grabbing his hair instead and starts shivering.

‘I’m cold.’

Amos says, ‘You can’t be. It’s the middle of the day.’

‘But I … I can’t stop shaking.’

Zaar mutters, ‘It’s probably shock.’ He pulls him towards the stairs. ‘Sit here, next to Lucky.’

But he’s wrong; it’s more than shock.

My skin prickles and tightens, sending shivers down my neck. Breath sticks in my throat, as though afraid of coming out. I can’t see the danger, but I know something’s here.


Zaar pulls Sofia tighter and his eyes scan the room. Does he sense it, too? He looks at Amos, then down at Lucky, who’s slumped against the wall. ‘Let’s all sit closer to the door.’

Not speaking, we stumble towards the stairs, huddling together.

Staring at the concrete floor, Zaar pulls Sofia onto his lap. Amos stands over Lucky on the second step, and she keeps her eyes closed, concentrating on breathing. One of her hands reaches out, wrapping around Ben’s elbow. Even half-dead, she’s watching out for him.

Blood trickles from her head. Amos glances at Zaar, muttering, ‘She doesn’t look good.’

‘Fine,’ murmurs Lucky. ‘I’m just fine.’

Zaar nods, but won’t look at her. ‘Of course you are. We’ll be out of here, soon.’

Feet run past the window; their thudding mixes with shouting, chopper blades and more gunfire. Another missile screams — the room shakes, dust and dirt fall from the roof. Close, almost too close.

Lucky’s eyes flicker open, then close again. ‘Zaar … shut it.’

‘Shut what?’

‘Door … the closet door.’

He shakes his head as the roaring choppers begin to fade. ‘But it’s closed …’ He turns, staring at the broom closet. ‘Well, it was closed.’

Amos shrugs. ‘You probably imagined it.’

He didn’t. A gnawing fear chews on my insides, but we’re far from the orphanage, so it’s just a closet. We’ve just escaped being blown to smithereens; the bomb blasts must’ve pushed the door open. Nerves — yeah, that’s it.
 
Gunfire breaks out in the street, followed by shouting and running feet. Benjamin shrinks, pulling himself into a ball. But despite the chaos outside, everyone stares at the closet. An overwhelming stench of sweat pours from the wooden depths.

Oh, no.

Lucky moves again, edging up the stairs with her one good foot. ‘St-stupid door. Close it!’

Moving fast, I jump in front of the steps, trying to block the kids. But what can I do? Nothing.

Benjamin looks around, ripping at his fringe. ‘She’s right! We should close it. Vincent said—’

‘Vincent!’ Zaar hisses. ‘I don’t want to hear another word about your stupid imaginary friend. He isn’t real, you get me? And if it wasn’t for your dumb games we wouldn’t be in this mess!’

‘But—’

And Sofia shrieks like a bird, ‘D-doooor!’

Zaar stops talking and turns, shaking his head. I know he’ll close the door, because Sofia asked him. But I also know it’s too late.

A single claw, like a hook, pokes out of the closet. Only it’s more than a hook. Curved like a coat hanger, it’s the monster’s finger.
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Shells hit the neighbouring street; buildings groan and fall, the walls shudder with horror.

‘No,’ gasps Benjamin. ‘N-no!’

My stomach curls into a tight fist. I can’t protect him. Sofia claws at Zaar’s neck and screams. Her wide eyes never miss anything. She’s seen him, too.

‘What?’ asks Zaar, looking around. ‘What is it?’

Amos doesn’t answer and Lucky just shivers, holding Ben tighter. The older boys gaze into space, frowning. But Benjamin and Sofia stare.

The Hanger Man’s twisted shape glides from the closet; a thousand wires, contorted into a hideous frame. Sofia’s cries grow louder. My heart rams against my chest like it’s trying to escape.

How did he get here? The Knowing mutters into my ear —

You disappeared.

And your magnet, built from the tissues of your own existence?

That’s gone, too.

No. I came back. Didn’t I?

But I’m different.

Digging deep I try pushing out feelings, willing the magnet back into the closet. But they won’t budge, they’re buried deep inside. The Knowing whispers, holding out information in a shaky hand — Benjamin’s faith in you is badly damaged — and that means, so am I.

Next to me, Zaar’s voice cracks new heights. ‘What’s going on? I can’t see anything!’

Lucky gasps, her voice weak. ‘C-can’t you feel that?’

‘Feel what?’

Another shell hits the ground, rocking a nearby street. Amos stumbles past Benjamin, grabbing onto Zaar’s arm, almost tumbling off the stairs. Sand and dust fall from the ceiling. Lucky chokes, and Zaar pulls Sofia into his shirt, muffling her shrill sobs.

Benjamin presses his back against the wall, his fingers scrambling for something to hold. I might as well be thin air, it wouldn’t make any difference. I’m useless.

More explosions echo across the city, beating it senselessly like a drum, a tune without rhythm. ‘Benjamin!’ I shout over the noise. ‘Please, please hear me. Don’t stand there. Get out of here!’

But it’s no good.

The Hanger Man scrapes across the concrete floor, pausing before the bottom step, inches away from Benjamin. I leap up, pushing myself between them. My fists fly out, but they move through the monster.

He doesn’t see me, either.

Turning his head, he gazes down into Benjamin’s face. The hangers twist, and a voice echoes from the knotted fist of wires. ‘Hello, Benjamin. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

His words grate the air and Benjamin shudders. Even in the shadows I see Ben’s arms blistering with goosebumps, but he doesn’t move. Staring back at the monster, he barely breathes.


The shape extends an arm, offering one clawed palm. ‘My name is the Hanger Man. I’m a friend of Vincent’s.’

He’s a what? Heat sizzles through my chest and burns my throat, until I spit out white-hot words, ‘You are not, you lying heap of tent poles!’

But my words fall on deaf ears. Benjamin blinks; the colours in his eyes seem to swirl, like rolling marbles.

And then, Zaar, Amos and Lucky begin screaming.
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Together they gasp in one voice, ‘No!’

Zaar grabs his sister, pulling her close. ‘No, no — you’re not real!’

The Hanger Man grins. ‘You can see me, at last. How nice.’

Zaar stumbles to his feet, dragging Sofia towards the cellar door, but the Hanger Man sighs. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

He bends an iron finger and a crate flies across the room, slamming into Zaar’s knees. Zaar flattens himself against the wall, gasping, still holding onto Sofia. She squeals, a sound so high it punctures the air.

Several more crates fly across the room, barricading the doorway, and the Hanger Man lets out a low laugh. ‘Wonderful, isn’t it? I’ve never had enough strength to move objects, but now? I could lift the Eiffel Tower on my thumb.’ Wires warp and groan, bending into a smile. ‘And it’s all thanks to Benjamin.’

Everyone stares at him. The sound of war fades into the distance, hammering another part of the city like a distant heartbeat. But no one cares. The Hanger Man makes detonated missiles look like paper darts.

‘Me?’ Benjamin squeaks. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

The creature creaks his head to one side, as if amused. ‘On the contrary, my dear boy. You did everything.’

‘But I … I don’t know you!’ He turns to the other kids, waving his arms. ‘Honest!’

The Hanger Man twists his arms into a shrug. ‘Allow me the pleasure of explaining. You see, I exist because children believe in closet monsters, but they never believe for long. War orphans are particularly tricky; perhaps too much reality kills the imagination.’

‘You can’t—’

The Hanger Man cuts him short, sweeping forward again, forcing Benjamin back up the stairs.

‘But you? You’re different.’ His voice grates. ‘Such a remarkable imagination — so powerful. How many children can believe in an imaginary friend so hard, they make him almost real?’

And there it is — the truth. Benjamin blinks like he’s just been slapped, and the Hanger Man grins. ‘You thought he was real? No, you pushed him into this world by some catastrophic events, no doubt the result of extreme need … Perhaps the train crash? Yes, I’ve been paying attention. But that’s neither here nor there. Benjamin, you have the power of belief.’

Ben shakes his head. ‘I don’t understand.’

But I do. Swearing my head off, I scream at them all to run. But it’s too late. Through my shouting I hear the Hanger Man saying, ‘Your faith gave him life, and now you’ve seen me. You believe in me and your belief changes everything. Now even the strong ones will see me. No one can hide.’

Benjamin just stares; silence floods the room like poisonous gas, killing hope. My feet fold and my knees search for the ground. There’s nothing I can do.

Zaar mutters, ‘This is crazy … this isn’t happening.’

The Hanger Man ignores him, his steel-ball eyes fixed on Benjamin. ‘I couldn’t get past Vincent; you invented yourself a regular little guard dog. But I needed you to believe in me, I needed the power of your imagination. And do you know what I did?’

Benjamin shakes his head.

‘I told him to prove he was real.’ The creature creaks with laughter. ‘You’ve no idea how much fun I’ve had, watching him cause trouble, knowing you’d get the blame. It was easy, sitting back and waiting until you grew sick of him. I knew he’d disappear the second you wished him away. After all, he was your creation.’

Oh, no.

The monster’s words hit like stones. How could I have let this happen? All the Knowing in the world is lodged inside my head, and I was outsmarted by a lump of metal. And now that same heap of junk is using Benjamin like a battery, charging himself on a mixture of fear and absolute belief. I never imagined anything so dark and strong. The room vibrates, almost humming with his power.

No one does anything except stare, and then Lucky splutters through her bruised lips, ‘What are you going to do now?’

The sharp end of its mouth curves. ‘So glad you asked! You see, I am the darkest part of your imagination. I am the nameless fear of generations. I am what children have made me, and now, thanks to Benjamin, I am the definition of despair.’

Lucky’s top lip curls. ‘That’s not really an answer.’


The Hanger Man inches forward. ‘Then let me be brief — for centuries I have wanted to cause children unimaginable pain, and now, I will.’ He lowers his head, and wires untwine, reshaping into rows of hideous, metal teeth. ‘You do believe me, don’t you?’

Every face stretches with fear, every mouth drops open, silently gasping for breath.

‘Oh, good,’ he says. ‘I thought so.’

Stupid, stupid me! I swallowed his rubbish about a purpose; his desire to make children face their fears. That’s adult logic. No kid would cure their problems by imagining monsters. He never wanted to help anyone.

The wire head creaks to one side, surveying the children with detached interest. ‘You know, it’s almost too easy.’

And then Benjamin stumbles backwards howling, ‘Vincent! Where are you, Vincent?’

The sound goes through me like a knife, gutting my heart. My Benjamin; I know the pattern on his knuckles as he pulls his hair and the exact number of scars on his knees. I know what it means when he bites his lip, and I recognise the sound of his breath at night, the air whistling through his gapped teeth. When he cries, his pain exists in two places; inside of him and inside me.

He’s real.

The Hanger Man laughs, imitating Benjamin’s cry. ‘Vincent! Vincent!’ He snarls, his voice dropping back to a low scrape. ‘That boy can’t help you now. You told him to go away, remember?’

‘No!’ Benjamin shakes his head, stubborn as always. ‘He can come. Vincent!’

Tears run down his eyes and wet sensations trickle down my own face. I’m crying. I didn’t know I could.

Benjamin shouts again, ‘Vincent!’ He yells at the other children, ‘Where is he? If I believe in him, why doesn’t he come?’

The other children stare in silence, their mouths thick with fear.

The Hanger Man turns again, stretching his fingers into points, a jagged set of steak knives. He whacks them against the wall, metal screeching, and everyone jumps. He’s dragging this out, enjoying their fear.

My emotions ball up in my throat; I swallow hard, pushing them back up and out my mouth. ‘Ben, it’s me! I’m here!’

Benjamin wails, ‘Vincent!’

He didn’t hear me. I need strength, more energy. Reaching down deep, I pull heat from inside me, and then I reach deeper. I suck it from the earth, trailing under concrete and mud, picking up the heat of sun from the blades of grass in faraway fields, and the burning fire of buildings, blazing under artillery fire.

Yes.

But most of all, I take it from the children, gathering their body heat, drawing energy straight from their beating hearts …

‘Ben?’

Benjamin whispers, ‘Vincent?’

He sounds so far away. I can’t see him; the room’s turned black, disappeared. I only feel the heat.

‘Believe in me.’

‘But I do …’

‘Hurry!’


‘Vincent!’

The Hanger Man cackles and the room spills back into vision, a tunnel of light and colours. Benjamin gasps, closes his eyes, screwing them up tight and shouts, ‘You — you’ve all got to believe in Vincent!’

Tears stream down his face. Benjamin doesn’t believe he can bring me back. He still can’t quite believe he invented me. It’s too much.

He tears at his hair. ‘No, he’s gone! I can’t find him!’

My body trembles and the heat flows away, back, back, back into the world. I’m growing lighter, thinning away with the heat. And I don’t care. There’s nothing inside me left to care, and I’m dissolving into darkness, even as Ben shouts —

‘No, no I believe!’

I listen to the music of emptiness, watching the colours of my body unfold like coloured ribbons, unravelling across the floor. Rippling shades of ebony and mocha roll away, finding the room’s dark corners, and there’s nothing except her voice. ‘I … I believe in Vincent.’

My heart shudders. What was that? I force myself to look up from the floor.

Amos scrambles backwards and says, ‘W-what?’

‘I believe in Vincent.’ Lucky closes her eyes, her voice growing louder. ‘That thing is real because we believe in it. Just … say you believe.’

Thud; another strike to my heart.

Zaar’s eyes widen. ‘You’re kidding?’

The Hanger Man scrapes the wall again and the room echoes with the sound of screaming metal.

‘We need to believe in him.’


‘But—’

‘SAY IT!’

Zaar throws up his hands. ‘I believe in Vincent!’

Amos flattens his back against the wall, eyes squeezed tight. ‘M-me too, I believe in Vincent.’

Thud — thud.

Rivers of colour flood back, dragging shapes towards me; arms, elbows, a chin and arms. I grab my chest; it’s pounding. I’m one body, vibrating around a single thudding beat. Is that my heart?

Thud.

‘Vincent, Vincent …’ They repeat my name, over and over, and Sofia joins in with a rhythmic chant, ‘Vin, Vin!’

Thud.

Every word beats in my chest, sending waves of heat down my arms and legs.

‘Vincent.’

Thud.

‘Vincent!’

Thud.

My fingers begin to burn, searing the tips with raw energy. Above me, I hear creaking steel —

‘STOP — SAYING — THAT — NAME!’ A flash of silver cuts through the dark cellar. One hook scrapes the air, curved like a gutting knife, aimed at Benjamin’s chest. And then, it hits the soft flesh of young skin.

But it’s not Benjamin.
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My bare hand grips his hook, and I won’t let go. Real or not, this ends here. And it ends with me.

Using all my strength, I fling the arm away from Benjamin’s head. Taken by surprise, the monster trips backwards, falling on the floor.

Benjamin shouts ‘Vincent!’, as I stand over the metal pile. Turning, I stare at the huddled children’s faces, then back at Benjamin. My face splits into a grin.

They see me.

Lucky gasps and Sofia claps, crying, ‘Vin-Vin!’ Benjamin throws himself at my waist, grabbing my jacket. ‘It worked! You came back!’

‘Benjamin, I’m sorry. I didn’t—’

Something sharp hits me in the back, tearing my shoulder. Pain … oh … I’ve never felt anything like it. My knees drop to the floor. Rough flagstones collide with my palms, cold and jarring.

Stupid me.

If I can touch the Hanger Man, he can touch me.

‘Vincent,’ the Hanger Man purrs. ‘How nice of you to join us.’

And Benjamin screams, ‘Look out!’

Turning, I see nothing but fists full of wires. Slam. My head snaps backwards. Heat spreads from my shoulder, roaring across my face. Something rips, it might be my arm; sharp sensations dig into my chest, clawing.

‘Vincent!’ Benjamin screams again, dropping to his knees.

I’ve never felt anything like it, pain burrows into my bones. A piece of the Knowing pulls away, excitedly cataloguing the experience of agony into endless files of facts. It’s got to be kidding. I so don’t have time for this.

Reaching down, into my own darkness, I pull out a feeling. Pressing hard, I shape my emotions into a magnet, ready for the closet and pushing it out into the world. I give it all I have.

The Hanger Man doesn’t move an inch.

Zaar shouts, ‘What’s happening?’

Pain pulses through me like a heartbeat. I can’t think, but behind it I can hear Lucky answering, ‘I don’t know! I don’t know!’

The Hanger Man bellows, ‘Benjamin sees both of us, but these children believe in me, too! Children everywhere believe in closet monsters. That makes me stronger than you!’

His hand rakes the back of my head and I scream.

So does Benjamin.

Is he okay? If not, I have to know. I open my eyes. Nothing wet trickles down my face; I can’t bleed. Instead I feel the life seeping out of me again, a small river of darkness spilling onto the dirty floor. Ben leans over me. Where did the room go? Again, it’s drifting away, until nothing is left except Benjamin’s eyes, staring into mine.

‘I’m so sorry, Ben.’

‘Vincent?’ Benjamin’s voice echoes in my head. ‘Get up.’


He needs an answer; he has to understand. I push the words into my mouth. ‘I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can. You can do anything.’

I don’t answer. The Hanger Man’s right, the fear of every child who ever believed in closet monsters builds him up. I can feel it, the air around him smells salty and there’s strange currents, like invisible muscles flexing around the room … and it’s enough to beat me.

The Hanger Man circles us both, like a cat playing with its prey. Iron bars stretch and creak. He’s talking, but I can’t make out the words. There’s only room for Benjamin’s voice, filling up my head.

Benjamin sucks in his breath. ‘Vince, get up!’

‘I can’t.’

He chokes on a sob. ‘You can do anything, remember?’

‘N-no, I’m not real.’

‘Who says you’re not real?’

‘I’m not real.’

‘You are! You’re right here!’

Such a stubborn kid; I’ll die on this floor, arguing with a six-year-old. And somehow, it makes sense. How else would I go?

‘No.’

His face screws up. ‘Why not? Who says you’re not real?’

‘I’m telling you—’

Wait, I’m telling him? Listening, my words echo through both our heads. Really? Could it be that easy?

Gasping, I take a deep breath, sucking in the dark basement air and trying to think. I am what Benjamin imagines me to be. He believes I can do anything — and I believe I’m not real.


Above me the Hanger Man’s voice cuts through my thoughts, ‘Enough. I’m tired of these silly games.’

And he means it.

Voices scream and Benjamin sobs. I look up at the coat hangers, racing towards my chest like a thousand twisted blades. Muttering words into the silence of my head, I gasp, ‘I believe …

I believe …

I believe in me.’
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The Hanger Man screams, ‘What are you doing?’

I can’t see him. Eyes closed, I focus on the darkness inside me. Sensations unfurl in my chest like giant ferns, pushing up and out, cracking through my stomach and clothes, pouring into the world.

My lips move, whispering, ‘I’m putting the coat-hangers back in the closet, where they belong.’

‘No, you can’t.’

‘Want a bet?’

Metal pings, echoing through the basement. My eyes open and the kids gasp. Each wire pulls backwards, the fingers untwisting, the limbs unwinding. One by one, the wires flex into straight lines.

‘Noooo!’

The Hanger Man unfolds. Metal bars twitch as arms and legs disappear. He screeches with rage, his human form vanishing. Folding, the wires bend and collapse until, with one enormous creak, he collapses into a gigantic, knotted ball of metal twine.

His voice echoes from the circular centre, scraping the air. ‘This isn’t over. I can never be over!’

Pain eases, slipping away. I can feel my body healing. Pulling myself off the floor, I hold onto Ben’s shoulder for support and lean over the metal ball. ‘You’re right, but guess what? Benjamin believes I can do anything — you hear me? Anything. That means I can choose to be real and never disappear. I will never be over.’

He hisses back at me.

‘Understand this,’ I bend lower, whispering. ‘I will always be waiting for you. If I choose to live for a million years, I can. If I want to remodel you into a seesaw, I can. You cannot defeat me. Think about that, next time you feel like jumping out of a wardrobe and scaring some poor kid.’

The wires give one last howl, rising up into the air. Each one flexes, like a tiny silver muscle, contorting into new shapes. And then, they fall.

Clattering, a pile of harmless wire coat-hangers fall to the ground, nothing more. Hitting the concrete they echo throughout the basement like ringing bells. Nobody speaks, and the stench of sweat vanishes. The Hanger Man is gone.

Zaar stands up first, clutching Sofia. Amos just turns away and starts throwing crates off the stairs, clearing a path to the door. Small arms wrap around my waist, and Benjamin looks up at me, saying, ‘Vincent, you did it!’

‘Yeah, I did.’

I glance up the steps and the children stare back, their faces wary. I’m not used to being looked at. A strange, heavy sensation makes me turn away, turning my face hot, and I’m staring at the floor. You’d think I had two heads instead of one.

But something catches my eye. A flicker of movement. The dangling, matted fur of a rabbit’s foot. And so, I look back.

Next to me, Lucky staggers to her feet, one hand against the wall for support. Seeing as she’s about to fall again, I hold out my hand. Might as well be a handful of poison; she moves back, pressing her body against the railing.

‘Lucky,’ I clear my throat. ‘I’m just trying to help.’

‘I … I don’t need … I mean …’

‘I know. It’s weird.’

She nods, lips tight.

‘Well, someone has to drag you back to the hospital. Look at Amos, he still hasn’t had breakfast. He’s weak with hunger. If you pass out you’ll crush him to death.’

She stares at my hand for a full five seconds. I don’t know what to do, so I smile. It’s a new sensation; I can actually feel the muscles pulling my lips up.

Lucky bites her lip. Flashing her bluest look, her lips wriggle with indecision. And then, one side spreads upwards and she takes my hand. Gripping onto my wrist she says, ‘Hey, Vincent. What took you so long to get here?’
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I have to admit, there’s a lot of blood.

The matron stares at Lucky’s scraped face and arms, a darker stain pooling around the base of her back. ‘A doctor … we’ll need a doctor … Wait here.’

Lucky mutters. ‘It’s just a few cuts and bruises, except my arm. I think it’s broken.’

‘What have I told you, Lucky? Leaving the orphanage? It’s not safe.’ She clucks and glares, before noticing me. ‘You’re a new one.’

I can’t speak, I’m used to being ignored. So I stick with a smile; she shrugs and turns away. This smiling business works wonders; I’ve been grinning lots today and my cheeks hurt.

‘All right.’ She shakes her head at Lucky. ‘I suppose it could be worse, young lady. Trust you to come through a bomb blast and escape in one piece.’

Lucky grins. ‘I had my rabbit’s foot.’

We all stare down at the matted foot, tied by its dirty leather strap. Doesn’t look special to me, but maybe she’s right. If Lucky believed hard enough … who knows?

Matron just shakes her head, hurrying away to find bandages.

Behind me, Amos leans against the wall, tapping random rhythms with his feet. Zaar sits on the end of Lucky’s stretcher with his feet propped on a crate of syringes, while Sofia plays on the floor with sock puppets. I made them myself; in my opinion, they’re a huge improvement on the ordinary kind. My ones actually talk, wriggle across floors and nest inside shoes, so long as no one else notices.

Zaar keeps shaking his head at me, like he can’t believe I’m real. Guess I can’t blame him, but he’s not the only one struggling. I need time to adjust, too. For a start, I can’t pull faces at him anymore, not without getting noticed. Weirder still, I don’t even feel like it. Somehow, watching Zaar drag Lucky off the street made him less annoying, though I’m not sure how.

He growls at his feet, ‘You’re lucky all right. You could’ve been killed. What were you doing, standing in the middle of the street?’

Lucky blinks. ‘Oh, I forgot. I saw something on the wall.’

‘Saw what?’

‘This.’ Wincing, she reaches into her jacket pocket and pulls out a ragged piece of paper. ‘I ripped it off the wall, right before the explosion.’

She glances at Benjamin, then hands the page to Zaar. He stares and his arm lowers, as if the paper grew heavier. Taking a second to think, he leans towards me and waves it in my direction. ‘You’d better take a look at this.’

I reach out and take the crumpled paper. Smoothing the edges, I scan the page and — oh. No wonder she stopped. I blink twice, forcing myself to accept what I’m seeing.

Ben jumps up, grabbing my elbow and pulling. ‘What is it? Let me see! Let meeee!’

‘Remember those missing-persons posters you saw at the Lost and Found centre?’ I hold out the torn page. ‘This one’s yours. It’s a picture of you.’

Benjamin’s hand lets go of my arm, and for a moment, he stares at me. He stands still, barely breathing, as if afraid moving will make my words disappear. And then, he throws himself at me, grabbing the poster. ‘Where? Where?’ His eyes widen. ‘It’s got my name on it! What’s it say, Vince?’

He doesn’t understand. In two seconds flat, his world has changed. He’s no longer alone, somebody wants him — and my insides sink. What’s wrong with me? Shouldn’t I be glad?

I clear my throat. ‘There’s an address, your parents have registered at a Red Cross Centre, not far from here.’

‘What?’

‘Your parents aren’t dead. They’ve been looking for you.’

Everyone stares at each other until, one by one, each child glances away, examining doors and pillows. I know why; no one’s coming for Zaar, Lucky or Amos. And me? My insides keep turning like a kaleidoscope, changing so I can’t get a clear picture.

Lucky coughs, dragging her eyes away from the door. A smile inches onto her face, stretching until she grins and shrugs.

‘See?’ she says. ‘I told you I was lucky. Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?’

And then we all laugh, which takes effort, because my face isn’t used to faking emotions. Yes, I’m happy for Ben; my insides could burst like a piñata and litter the room with sweets and coloured streamers. But I’ve got another feeling, too, muttering inside … What about me?
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A day later, Benjamin’s parents sit in the orphanage reception, signing documents. I’m standing outside the doorway, listening and repeating everything back to Benjamin. He sits on the floor in the hallway, arms crossed.

‘Ben, they’re saying they looked for you everywhere, they went to the orphanage the day after the explosion.’

‘But we weren’t here yet.’

‘I know, that’s why they couldn’t find us. Later, you were in the UNICEF system but the shelter’s computers kept crashing; they’ve lost a lot of data. In the end your parents headed to the Western refugee camps, hoping you were in a children’s hospital. They can’t believe you survived for so long, alone.’

Benjamin sighs. ‘I told them. It was you.’

‘I know. They’re very grateful. Your mum even hugged me.’

‘Our mum.’

‘No … not really.’

And there it is, the discussion we’re both avoiding. His smile wobbles and falls. ‘You’re not coming, are you?’

I shake my head.

All night I thought it over. His parents might adopt me, but then what? Would they insist on vegetables, bedtimes and a good education? I couldn’t handle grown-ups trying to ‘raise’ me, I’m not some ordinary kid.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s hard to explain.’ I force my eyes up, but can’t look him in the face. ‘I’m me now, not just your imaginary friend. And being me means I need to make my own choices.’ I look around at the peeling walls, the bare floors. ‘And if I stay here I can help Amos and Lucky.’

‘But you’re supposed to help me.’

Sitting down next to him, he grabs my arm, clinging onto my jacket. ‘Truth is, Ben, you don’t need my help anymore and I want to be needed. Imaginary friends help kids; maybe it’s my purpose, stuck in my DNA. It’s the only thing that’ll make me happy … Well, I think so, anyway. I have to find out.’

Benjamin bites his lip. ‘But … but I’ll never see you again.’

‘Says who? I’ll visit you anytime. In fact, I’m thinking about using the wardrobes.’

‘What?’

‘It’s pretty cool in there, kind of like tunnels. It seems to link up with every closet in the world. Bet I can find you anywhere, so long as you’re living in a place with a wardrobe.’

He pulls on his fringe. ‘But what about that monster? Won’t he be in there, too?’

‘Yes, but someone needs to keep an eye on the Hanger Man. And anyway, I’m stronger than him, now.’

But I don’t mention what other creatures might be lurking in the closet, unseen. No point scaring him. I plan on taking a good look around. Kids believe in a lot of things. Who knows what’s prowling about in there?

He leans against my arm, thinking. ‘You’ll really visit me?’

‘I promise, just say my name and I’ll come running.’ And then a thought hits me. ‘But try not to say it during meal times.’


Real food tastes even better than I imagined. Last night we ate a chicken roast dinner with garlic bread and sweet potatoes, enough for seven hundred and thirty-two orphans. My food isn’t pretend anymore, much to everyone’s amazement. The kitchen staff are still trying to work out where it’s coming from.

Benjamin’s face brightens. ‘Guess that isn’t too bad.’

‘Anyway,’ I add, reminding him, ‘you don’t need me anymore.’

His face screws up. ‘Yes, I do!’

‘No, you invented me to take care of you, but now your parents are back. My purpose is over.’

Benjamin doesn’t answer; maybe he doesn’t understand. But memories flash through my head; the garden hose snake … Benjamin pushed me into life during an explosion, but I wasn’t completely new. He must’ve been imagining me for years, but never strong enough to keep me alive. I saw his old memories because I was there. Even before the bomb dropped, he needed someone to help him, so maybe that’s it. Even with parents, he’s an only child, afraid of being alone.

‘Ben, this is going to sound cheesy, but you’ll be okay without me. I dunno, but … maybe you need to believe in yourself, too.’

He doesn’t answer.

We sit there on the floor, silent. Benjamin holds me with one hand and pulls at his hair with the other. I take a deep breath. ‘Ben: who refused to stop believing in me, even when everyone told him he was crazy? Who convinced the older kids to believe, too? And who learnt to tie his own shoelaces into double knots?’


‘Um, I did.’

‘Yeah, that’s impressive. You’re pretty good at taking care of yourself.’

‘You think?’

‘Don’t you?’

‘Well …’

‘Benjamin, you’re smart and stubborn, which is just another word for determined. You can do anything. And now you’ve got your parents to help you. You’re going to be fine. Better, you’ll be awesome.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘At the risk of sounding arrogant, I’m an all-powerful and all-knowing imaginary friend. I don’t make mistakes, I don’t know how, thanks to you.’

‘I guess you’re right.’ Benjamin smiles and his hand drops into his lap, letting go of his hair. ‘Show-off.’
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A stranger wouldn’t notice anything special about the family of three, heading for the border camps.

A boy with straw hair sits on his dad’s shoulders. His father grips the boy’s knees tight, as if afraid of letting go, and the mother walks with one hand wrapped around the boy’s left ankle.

They remind me of Sofia, who grips onto everyone with iron fingers. Maybe only people who’ve experienced real loss know how to hold on that tightly. And no one will ever lose Benjamin again.

The boy seems happy, but he keeps looking backwards, for a building long vanished from view, and a friend he can no longer see. His eyebrows crush together. He looks worried.

And then, air-raid sirens split the air.

Everyone freezes; no one runs. Strange sounds echo from the city speakers, fixed on every street corner. On the roads, strangers stare at each other, blinking. Children grab their parents’ hands; fathers blink at the sky, mothers in makeshift houses open their kitchen windows, listening.

And then, the boy laughs.

Musical tunes pour from the speakers, not an air-raid scream. Every note fills the city, like air lifting a balloon. The chewed-up city highways, clay-coloured factories, abandoned playgrounds and ruined apartments; they’re all vibrating with ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’.

A song about imagination.

Chords and drum rolls bounce through the streets, a circus of sound with hurtling words and flying notes. Some sing, others stare at the air. The father glances at his wife, then hops left and right, inventing a little dance. The boy sways on his shoulders, waving his arms in time to the rhythm. People watch and laugh to see them, creating brief jigs of their own along the dusty footpaths.

And for two minutes, war disappears.








And Then …

Looking back, finding Benjamin’s parents was the beginning, not an ending. At first, you couldn’t tell. Days plodded along in the orphanage, each similar to the one before, and then, when months became years, it started.

‘Vincent. Vincent …’

Voices call my name, surprising me in hallways and creeping through cracks in the city pavement. Even tonight I hear them, far away, mixed with the echo of school rooms, the smoothing of bedtime sheets and the crease of opening books in library corners.

‘Vincent. Vincent …’

My name trickles out of bomb shelters, under doors and around street corners. Whispered syllables; I hear every letter, uttered over beds in makeshift hospitals, murmured into the ears of children.

For ages I’ve wondered where these voices came from, and the Knowing took its time, revealing the truth to me like the slow turning pages of a book. But page by page, I found my answers marked under the names of Sofia, Amos, Benjamin and Lucky.

You see, it was them.

They talked about me, telling our story to other children. Slowly their words slipped out of the orphanage, like sugar through a sieve, spilling into the city streets.


‘Vincent. Vincent …’

City kids lapped up our stories. They talked about a boy with powers; a child who could do anything and go anywhere. A boy who protected the orphanage against all dangers, including those that grown-ups can’t see.

But it didn’t end there.

Adults heard my story. I was explained to nurses, doctors and, one cold day, to the peace-keeping soldiers who brought blankets and jellybeans into our orphanage. They didn’t stay — as Nessa once pointed out, no one ever does. But they left it a better place. They took only pictures of the children, memories and, yes, my story.

‘Vincent … Vincent Gum.’

Far away, ex-soldiers return home, leaning over bunk-beds and telling their children bedtime stories about an imaginary boy. My name finds me, travelling all the way from apartment buildings in New York, to London housing estates, river boats in Asia, and renovated villas tucked against the sides of extinct volcanoes in New Zealand.

So now, I wait.

Passing time, I stretch and grow taller, walking with Lucky among the hills in Heron’s Bay. We talk about important things like tiramisu, UNICEF, and the exact colour of her eyes. Ever since that reporter put her on the cover of National Geographic, she’s been in demand as a speaker, campaigning against landmines. And when Lucky speaks, people listen, like always.

We also talk about Zaar’s importing business, Sofia teaching speech therapy and Amos’s overseas adoption, which took me ages to solve with paperwork. He finds England cold, but doesn’t complain. The youngest person to ever play football for Arsenal, he doesn’t have much to moan about.

Sometimes, I shrink down and visit Benjamin. He likes it best when I’m smaller, the way he remembers. Once or twice I’ve even been seen climbing through a paper tree, with a purple girl who swings off branches like a brightly coloured flower. But most of the time, it’s like tonight.

I sit inside the closet’s darkness, listening to the voices, waiting. And it’s inevitable — I can feel the pulling as if I were tied by thin ropes to every syllable of my name. Somewhere out there, a kid truly believes in me. And when their need is greatest and the call goes out, I will come — an imaginary boy travelling through space and time.

Imagine that.

Better still, imagine me.








The Missing Story

Want to read more about Vincent?

Visit www.leonieagnew.com to read a short story about the day Vincent first appeared and met Benjamin. It’s got a train crash, mystery and the biggest decision of Vincent’s life.

What should he do with a missing boy?
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