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			Devin found Kit in her room after supper.

			‘I don’t like it here,’ he said. ‘Luke told me nobody can leave but I think we should try.’

			She was arranging her bed for the night, folding down the quilt carefully and plumping the pillows. She didn’t look at him.

			‘You were the one who wanted to come. You said we should give it a chance.’

			Devin told her about Malloy and the ice-cream and what Luke had said to him while she had been chasing Frisker.

			‘You know what I think?’ Kit said, sounding angry. ‘I think Luke is crazy. I mean, just look at him, the way he twitches all the time. Why should we believe what he says? I didn’t think this place existed, Devin, but it does. And it’s amazing.’

			She fell to her knees and pulled a box from under the bed.

			‘I wasn’t going to show you this but look . . .’ A tiny golden jug lay in her palm. ‘I took it from the doll’s house,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it the rarest of all raries?’ She rummaged further in the box.

			‘Remember my rule? Steal small and steal big?’ Inside the box lay the rest of the doll’s-house dinner service: a glittering trove of plates and crystal glasses, each no bigger than a fingernail.

			‘Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?’

			The note of longing in her voice was the same as when she had told him about the house in The Meadows.

			‘I just know there’s something going on here,’ he said helplessly. ‘Something bad for us.’

			She looked at him steadily, her eyes fierce amid the starry speckles of her face. 

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s say you’re right and there’s something bad here. My question is, how bad could it be? Because I can take bad, Devin. I’ve taken it all my life. I’m kind of an expert at it. But today I got fed and I got this doll’s-house stuff and best of all, I got Frisker. So what I’m thinking is, if this place really is bad like Luke says and I gotta start taking it again, better here than in the city or anywhere else.’

			She looked very sad for a moment and very lost. Then she brightened.

			‘Let’s talk about Frisker,’ she said. ‘I’m going to start teaching him tricks tomorrow. Like sitting and fetching. You lived on a farm, Devin. How do you get dogs to do stuff like that?’

			‘I never had a dog,’ he said. ‘But I have a horse. I’ve had her for ever. She’s so clever and good. I taught her loads of things. I taught her how to dance! Some evenings, after chores, Granddad would play his guitar and I’d put on shows for him.’

			‘What did he play?’

			‘Mostly green stuff,’ Devin said, ‘sometimes blue . . .’

			Kit made a face. ‘You’re crazy,’ she said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’
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			It was very late and the only sound was the sighing of the moon and the scratch of ivy against the window of Devin’s bedroom. He lay wide-eyed, watching the shadows of night-time on the ceiling.

			After a while, he got out of bed and went to open the window.

			He stood for a long time, breathing in the night air. The grounds of the Home were spread beneath him, the trees pooled in darkness, moonlight glittering on the roof of the carousel. He was too far away to see the wooden horses themselves and wondered if they were still turning, around and around with nothing but shadows to ride them. Over to his left loomed the Administrator’s tower, paler than the other buildings, almost luminous in the moonlight.

			Devin’s thoughts kept returning to Malloy. How strange he had looked, scuttling along, greedily devouring the ice-cream. Luke had told him not to look but Luke had seen Malloy too and had shuddered. 

			And yet Malloy had been fine at lunchtime. Devin had liked him, even hoped he might become a friend. 

			Devin returned to bed with an uneasy mind and it was a long time before he fell asleep.
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			It was almost noon when he woke up. Someone was knocking at his door. 

			A girl appeared.

			‘I’m the messenger,’ she said. She paused, waiting for him to do or say something. She had long brown hair in a centre parting and fingernails bitten down so far there was hardly any nail left at all. ‘Oh, yeah, sorry,’ she said. ‘I forgot you’re new, sorry. I’m Karen. I’m the one they always ask to give the message.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Mrs Babbage or the Administrator. I don’t know why they ask me. I don’t want to do it.’

			‘What’s the message?’

			‘The message? Oh sorry, forgot to explain that as well. The message is always the same: you’ve got to go see the Administrator. Normally I just turn up and say “I’m the messenger” and everyone knows what I mean.’

			‘So I have to go to the tower?’

			She nodded. ‘Sorry . . .’

			Devin pulled on his jeans and went outside. The birds were still there, swooping to and fro around the tower. At the door he paused, not knowing whether to knock or not. He pushed it gently and it opened.

			He’d been expecting to find himself in a large area, with a staircase, perhaps. Instead he was standing in a narrow corridor, more like the hallway of an ordinary house. On one side was a coat rack, on another an umbrella stand and a place for boots. The walls were painted a dull plum colour and a faded rug in the same shade ran  from the entrance to a wooden door at the far end.

			Devin went down the corridor and through the wooden door into an even smaller room, barely bigger than a closet. It was perfectly square without windows or furniture or decoration of any kind.

			The door closed behind him.

			Next second, the floor shifted beneath his feet and the whole room seemed to tremble. Devin cried out in alarm and reached to steady himself. A band of light appeared. It ran all the way around the room and as he stared, it moved down towards the floor and disappeared. There was a long, low hissing sound and then the wooden door opened again.

			He was at the very top of the tower, standing in an enormous circular room. Comfortable armchairs surrounded a fireplace. Pictures hung on the curved walls: scenes of mountains and cows, a lady in a bonnet sitting in a field. There were little tables crowded with knick knacks and a beautiful old rug covered the floor. Half the wall on the far side of the room was devoted to books, bound in the same dark leather and all exactly the same size. At one side of the room was a gleaming wooden desk, empty but for a big bowl of blue marbles. 

			A woman was sitting perched on the front of the desk, staring intently at a piece of paper. 

			She was dressed in an immaculate white shirt and navy skirt without a single crease or sign of wear. A small key on a silver chain hung around her neck. Her dark hair was all one shape, without a strand out of place and it was very shiny. Her skin was shiny too: pale and polished and perfectly smooth. She looked, Devin thought, as if she was waterproof, as if nothing – sweat, dirt or tears – could stick to her even for a second.

			She raised her head at last and looked Devin slowly up and down. There was no expression on her face.

			‘Well,’ she said. ‘Well . . . so Roman has redeemed himself.’

			Devin didn’t know what to say. She spoke extremely clearly, her ‘s’s particularly sharp, sizzling in the air above her head. 

			‘Sit down.’

			He looked around and chose a high-backed chair next to a metal stand with a blanket draped over the top of it. 

			‘You look fairly healthy,’ she commented. ‘Some of Roman’s finds arrive in very poor shape indeed. But you’re too thin. You’re not eating enough.’

			‘I am . . . it’s just that I didn’t have much before, when I was walking and then when I was in the—’

			‘Yes,’ she said, cutting him off. ‘You must eat more. Our food is excellent. Nothing synthetic or processed. We did a lot of research before we got it just right.’

			‘Please . . .’ Devin faltered. He looked down. He was squeezing his hands together so tightly it almost hurt. ‘Please can you explain what I . . . this place . . .?’ His voice trailed off. 

			‘Remarkable,’ the Administrator said, ignoring his words. She was studying the piece of paper again. Devin suddenly heard a noise, a scraping shuffling sound coming from somewhere very close by. He half-turned.

			‘Bye-bye,’ someone said in a low, dusty, unhappy voice.

			Devin looked around the room, startled. He could see no one apart from the Administrator.

			‘Bye-bye,’ the voice said again, even more wretchedly than before. 

			The Administrator strode forward and whisked the blanket off the metal stand next to Devin’s chair. 

			‘Be quiet, Darwin!’

			Devin saw a bird huddled on the floor of a cage. It was pale grey except for its tail, which was red, and a flash of white around its eye. But its feathers were dull-looking and there were large bare patches as if the bird had been pulling them out. It shuffled towards Devin and gave him a sorrowful look. 

			‘This is an African Grey Parrot,’ the Administrator stated. ‘It is the most intelligent of  the parrots and capable of learning hundreds of words and mimicking almost any sound. It can be taught to dance and even to hold simple conversations.’ She gave Darwin a long, blank stare. ‘Unfortunately,’ she said, ‘Darwin fulfils none of these expectations. He refuses to learn anything. He has mastered merely one word.’

			The parrot ducked his head as though ashamed. ‘Bye-bye, bye-bye.’

			The Administrator replaced the blanket over the cage. ‘He deserves to be kept in the dark,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it will encourage him to try a little harder.’

			‘But why don’t you just let him go?’ Devin said, in distress. ‘If he’s such a disappointment . . .’

			‘Because he is a failure,’ the Administrator said very sharply. ‘And I don’t like failure, Devin. He serves as an example to others of the consequences of disappointing me.’

			She turned back abruptly to the paper she’d been studying. ‘You were brought up on a farm.’

			He nodded. It seemed the Administrator never asked questions. She just made statements. Perhaps this was because she already knew the answers, he thought. Or perhaps she was simply not very interested. 

			‘Remarkable,’ she repeated. ‘It appears you have extremely unusual sense perception. Blending of just two senses is rare, but in your case all five appear to overlap to some degree. This level of synaesthesia occurs in only one out of ten million individuals.’

			Devin had eaten no breakfast and he was starting to feel faint. 

			‘What’s syn . . . synaesthesia?’

			She dipped her hand into the bowl of marbles on the desk, her fingers stirring them with a noise like teeth chattering  on a cold night.

			‘The way I look, for example,’ she said. ‘It causes you to hear a sound.’

			‘Tight and high,’ Devin said automatically. ‘Like something thin stretched out . . . but how, how do you know all this about me?’

			She stared at him for a second. Her eyes were the only thing about her face that didn’t shine. They were flat black and they reflected nothing. 

			‘Your brain was scanned,’ she said casually. ‘In the lift coming up here.’

			‘But I didn’t . . . I didn’t see.’

			‘Of course not. The Home is designed to look old-fashioned. The furniture, the décor. The same goes for the entertainment. The pony rides, the carousel, the tree houses, the food. No detail has been overlooked for our clients.’ She lifted her chin proudly. ‘My father planned it that way.’

			‘Your father? Is he here?’

			She glanced away. ‘My father is a genius,’ she announced. ‘He lives alone and rarely ventures out. His time cannot be wasted with ordinary things.’

			‘Yes,’ she continued, as if talking to herself. ‘Yes, idle chit-chat, the keeping of dates, the dull demands of friends and family – one cannot expect them of a genius. He is above such things and rightly so.’ 

			Devin was feeling fainter than ever. The curved wall of the room seemed to ripple slightly.

			‘You said . . . clients,’ he said. ‘Who are they?’

			She frowned  slightly. ‘Visitors,’ she said. ‘I meant the Visitors.’

			‘The old people? I saw some yesterday in the gym.’

			The Administrator smiled to herself.

			The air prickled and shimmered before Devin’s eyes. He leaned forward, his head down, his breath coming quick and shallow. ‘Could I . . . could I just have a glass of water?’ he whispered.

			She waved her arm. ‘Yes, all right, go. Get what you need. But remember that you have to eat more. I need you to be healthy, Devin. You’re the most unusual child I have ever come across. I’m saving you for something special.’
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			The lift whisked him down with a long hiss like the sound of breath being expelled. In the hallway below, he half-ran towards the front door, desperate for air, for a glimpse of sky. It was early afternoon and  hot. He stood still for a moment or two, leaning against the wall of the tower trying to catch his breath. 

			What had she meant? None of it had made sense to him.

			As he stood there, he noticed something by his foot: a tiny scrap, grey and curled. He peered closer and saw it was the body of a baby bird. There was another not far away and then a third, lying close to the wall, in the shadow of the stone. He looked up. The birds must be nesting in the cracks and crevices of the tower. But there was not enough space there for all the hatchlings. They must jostle and shove, he thought, the larger pushing the smaller in a frantic fight for life. 

			The birds were not singing at all. They were shrieking.

			Devin turned blindly and ran.
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			He ran across the courtyard, through an archway and down a path. He ran fast, his breath fighting his throat, thinking only of finding Kit. A boy was kicking a ball around on the grass, passing it skilfully from foot to foot, flicking it up to bounce against his knee and then his head. Devin recognised him from the day before: Ansel, the boy in the pool with the red water gun.

			When he saw Devin coming he caught the ball neatly and jogged over to the edge of the field. He stopped and gave a friendly smile.

			‘I’m Ansel,’ he said, tucking the ball under his arm. ‘You’re new, right?’

			Devin nodded, still panting.

			‘You like soccer?’

			‘I never played before.’

			Ansel looked amazed. ‘For real? I was hoping for some shooting practice.’

			‘You’re really good,’ Devin told him. 

			Ansel’s face lit up with shy pride. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘It’s the only thing I am good at. I was useless at school. My dad taught me how to play. In the evenings, you know? Just him and me . . .’ He smiled,  sadly. ‘If you think I’m good, you should have seen my dad. He could’ve played in front of the world.’

			‘In front of the world?’

			Ansel nodded. ‘They used to, you know. Can you imagine?’

			‘Where’s your dad now?’

			‘He got sick,’ Ansel said. ‘He didn’t have enough money for the medicine . . .’ His voice fell away.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Devin said. ‘Really sorry.’

			‘Thanks.’

			They stood in silence.

			‘Have you seen Kit?’ Devin finally asked. ‘She’s new too.’

			‘I don’t know. What she look like?’

			‘You saw her yesterday,’ Devin said. ‘At the pool . . .’

			A spasm crossed Ansel’s handsome face. He shook his head.

			‘But you did!’ Devin insisted. ‘You looked right at us. You were standing in the water and you were—’

			‘I don’t remember!’ Ansel burst out. He had flushed a deep red and his hands were clenched into fists. He suddenly looked almost overwhelmed with rage. 

			‘You’re not supposed to look!’ he shouted. ‘You’re not supposed to tell!’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Devin stammered. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’

			‘I just want some shooting practice, that’s all!’ Ansel continued furiously. ‘Just want to play soccer!’ He gave the ball a kick so powerful that it flew into the air and smacked against the goalpost with a noise like gunshot.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Devin repeated. He turned and ran back to the courtyard.

			Kit wasn’t in her room. He stood for a second or two, sick with disappointment. Her bed had been slept in but not made up. Half a dozen dresses lay strewn over it. On an impulse, he knelt down and looked underneath, but the box containing her collection of doll’s-house raries was still there. He got to his feet and went to the window. It was nearly tea time. She would be in the dining hall. Kit never missed a meal.
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			She wasn’t in the dining hall or the pool or the gym. Devin hurried along, searching everywhere, his body drenched with sweat. Under the shade of a tree he spotted a small, familiar shape and rushed forward.

			‘Frisker!’

			The puppy raised his head eagerly, already knowing his name. His tiny stump of a tail wagged enthusiastically. Devin scooped him up in his arms. 

			‘Where’s Kit?’ he whispered, pressing his face against the puppy’s warm side. ‘Why did she leave you here?’

			He walked on, Frisker trotting by his side. The sun dipped towards late afternoon. At last he found her in a little meadow, sitting by herself in the long grass. She was half-turned away from him, her long red hair falling in a gleaming sheet over the side of her face.

			‘Kit!’ 

			Frisker whimpered, hesitating. Devin ran forward. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere!’

			She held a small mirror in one hand and was staring at herself, lost in concentration.

			‘Kit?’

			She looked up at last, smiling, seeming bewildered. It was her; he knew every speckle on her face. But her eyes were wrong. It wasn’t the colour or the shape; he couldn’t find words for what it was yet somehow it changed the look of her more than any bruise or burn. He took a horrified step backwards.

			‘Is that your doggy?’ she asked, in a soft, dazed voice. ‘Why’s he making that funny noise?’

			She bent her head without waiting for an answer. Her eyes returned to the mirror and she began running her fingers over her face, slowly, very slowly, as if uncertain of its shape.
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			Devin had been sitting hunched up by the gates to the large meadow for hours when Luke found him.

			‘Hey buddy, you all right?’

			Devin didn’t answer. Luke squatted beside him and shook his head. ‘Stupid question, stupid. Saw Kit, didn’t you? That’s why we don’t look, none of us . . .’

			Devin lifted his head. ‘What’s going on here, Luke? What’s happening?’ His voice rose with panic. ‘You’ve got to tell me!’

			‘What I know is they’re doing weird things to kids,’ Luke said. ‘I don’t know why they’re doing it and I’ve been driving myself crazy trying to figure it out.’

			‘Who’s doing it?’

			‘Who do you think?’ 

			Devin remembered the sound of the Administrator’s fingers as they stirred the bowl of marbles.

			Your brain was scanned in the lift coming up here.

			‘Roman’s part of it too,’ Luke said. ‘He goes into the city to find kids and brings them back here. I hate him almost more than I hate the Administrator.’

			He rose to his feet. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you something.’

			He led Devin back past the soccer field, taking the path that ran by the side of the swimming area. The pool was empty, the water sparkling in the setting sun. It was quiet. Even the music had ceased its endless tinkling. Luke stopped. They were at the path Devin had seen the day before, the one that ran between low, knotted trees. 

			‘We never go down here,’ Luke said, ‘unless we have to.’

			It was darker here, the way shadowed by the trees. Devin had never seen anything like them before, their branches so interlocked and tangled that it was impossible to tell where one tree began and another ended. He followed Luke uncertainly. The path continued for a hundred yards and then opened out onto another courtyard. It was much smaller than the main one and contained a single building.

			Luke stopped a short distance away and stood looking up at it.

			‘This is where it happens,’ he said. ‘The kids call it the Place.’

			At first glance, the building looked like all the others at the Home. It was made of the same yellow-coloured stone and the same ivy crept over its weathered surface. But there was a difference. Only the third storey had windows. Below was simply solid wall apart from the narrow entrance. It made the place look odd, unfinished, like a face left blank where the nose and mouth should be. 

			‘What’s it for?’ Devin asked. ‘What happens here?’

			‘It’s hard to explain,’ Luke said. ‘Karen came to see you this morning, right?’

			Devin nodded. 

			‘You had to see the Administrator. That’s because you’re new. Normally when you get the message, you have to come here. It’s different inside from outside. Inside it’s  modern and  set up like some sort of lab with masses of screens. There’s a big chair and you have to sit in it and they give you an injection. I don’t know what it is, I just don’t know. But it’s terrible. It hurts, Devin. Your whole body hurts. You’re in pain and you dream and all your dreams are bad ones, really bad ones.’

			Luke’s whole body had become completely still, tensed as if caught in a single massive twitch.

			‘Horrible dreams that you can’t properly describe or explain why they were so bad, even though you—’ he broke off abruptly. ‘Shouldn’t think about it, shouldn’t think about it. But your mind gets into a loop, you know? I get to the point where I can’t turn it off. Everything gets scrambled.’

			‘Can’t you wake yourself up?’ Devin said.

			‘No, it feels like you can’t. Everyone else can see that you’re acting strangely but you don’t know what you’re doing. While it lasts, there is no “you”. You can’t remember who you are . . .’ He broke off again, shaking his head in frustration. 

			‘I can’t describe it; it’s hopeless trying.’

			‘Is that what was happening to Malloy?’

			Luke nodded. ‘Yeah. He was in the Dream. You saw how weird he was. Ansel was the same way when we saw him in the pool. That’s why we don’t look. It’s the rule. Kids who are in the Dream act strange: you don’t want to see them; it reminds you of being that way yourself. And nobody wants to know what crazy stuff they did so nobody tells.’

			‘Kit?’ Devin whispered.

			Luke nodded. ‘They got her fast. I was surprised.’

			‘How long will she . . . how long does it last?’

			‘Two days,’ Luke said. ‘It’s never longer than two days. She’ll be back to normal then.’

			‘But why? What’s it for?’

			‘Like I say, I don’t know. I think it’s some kind of experiment they’re doing on us. Something behavioural although I’ve never heard of any method that—’

			But Devin wasn’t listening to him anymore. He was staring up at one of the windows at the top of the Place. The sun had dipped below the level of the roof and with the glare gone, he could make out the details of brick and glass more clearly. He grabbed Luke’s wiry arm. 

			‘Did you see that?’ 

			‘Where?’

			‘I saw something, in the window. Up there, the one in the middle . . .’

			Luke shaded his eyes and peered. ‘I don’t see . . . what was it?’

			‘Something moved,’ Devin said. ‘I saw it for a second . . . it looked like a . . .’

			‘What?’

			Devin didn’t answer. The truth was he wasn’t sure exactly what he’d seen. It had been very small and very thin: not pressed completely flat against the glass but slightly bent. Had it been a claw?

			He pushed the thought away.

			‘I guess not,’ he said. ‘Probably just a trick of the light or something.’
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			It was growing dark as they made their way back to the courtyard and their rooms. Devin had many more questions but he could see that talking about the Place and what went on there upset Luke deeply. His nerves seemed frayed to snapping. 

			A pale moon showed  above the tree tops. It shone on the horses quietly grazing, the neat pathways and the ivy-covered walls with a peaceful, steady light. From the dining hall came the faint clatter of dishes being cleared: ordinary and comforting. 

			‘It all looks so . . . normal,’ Devin said.

			‘Yeah,’ Luke agreed. ‘You’d never guess it was anything but a paradise. But every inch is wired, Devin. They’ve got sensors, devices everywhere. The whole place is fake, like that wall of books in the Administrator’s office. I was there once and I saw  it slide back. There’s a control panel behind it. The alarm bell had gone off – it wasn’t anything, just a glitch, I guess, but she switched it off from the panel. She didn’t think I’d seen.’

			‘The books are fake?’ Devin was surprised. ‘All one thousand and ninety-three?’

			Luke looked startled. ‘You counted them? You must have been there a long time.’

			Devin shook his head. ‘They were right in front of me.’
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			Luke went back to his room. Devin had had no supper but he wasn’t hungry. A great weariness came over him. He longed for the refuge of sleep, his mind almost overwhelmed with the events of the day. He was just turning into his staircase when he saw Roman coming across the courtyard. Megs was trotting behind him like a ghost, her dress and hair turned to grey in the moonlight. 

			Devin stopped and Megs immediately ran forward. ‘Did you find me a match? Roman’s got a lighter but he won’t let me hold it. He keeps it in his pocket, did you know?’

			Devin stared at Roman in silence.

			‘I trusted you,’ he said at last. 

			Roman’s eyes were as pale as river pebbles washed by endless flow. He held Devin’s gaze.

			‘Yeah,’ he said softly. ‘Yeah, I’m good at that.’
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			Devin caught sight of Malloy next morning in the dining room. He was cramming his mouth with scrambled egg, little flecks of it spraying everywhere. His eyes were closed as if he was in a kind of rapture. There was a mountain of egg on his plate, smothered with lashings of maple syrup and dollops of chocolate sauce. 

			Being in the Dream, Luke had called it. Devin looked away, feeling slightly sick. 

			After breakfast he wandered the grounds of the Home. The toys and entertainment on offer no longer filled him with any enthusiasm and he understood now why Luke had seemed so bored by them. He also understood why there were so few children actually playing. For all its novelty, a stifling air of sameness hung over the Gabriel H. Penn Home For Childhood. The same heaps of food in the dining room, the same sort of clothes worn by everyone, the same tinkling notes carried on the breeze. 

			Dumdee, dumdee, dum dum dum . . . 

			He saw Mrs Babbage, hurrying along with a pile of bed linen in her arms. She stopped when she saw him.

			‘You’re ever so pale, Devin dear,’ she said. ‘You need a treat! Go get yourself something from the ice-cream van. You can hear it now.’

			‘Is that what that music is?’

			Mrs Babbage’s lips tightened into a smile. ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy! It’s such a popular tune, they play it over and over.’

			‘Mrs Babbage?’ Devin said, finding hope in her friendly tone. 

			‘What is it, dear?’

			‘This place . . .’ he began, his words tumbling out in distress. ‘I didn’t know . . . the Administrator . . .’

			‘You’ll have been to see her,’ Mrs Babbage said. ‘Doesn’t she do a wonderful job? She keeps it ever so perfect, doesn’t she? Oh yes, everything has to be just right. You’d think Mr Penn would have come to admire it,’ she continued. ‘He built the Home, you know. The whole thing was  his idea. But he’s not been back, not even once. I find that  strange, I must say.’

			‘I’m worried,’ Devin said. ‘I’m worried about Kit.’

			Mrs Babbage put her head on one side, sharp as a bird. ‘Oh you mustn’t worry. Kit is  fine! I’m sure of it. She’s such a pretty little thing. I’m sure she’ll get adopted very, very soon.’

			‘Adopted?’

			Mrs Babbage seemed surprised by his question. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you?’ she asked. ‘From time to time the children here get adopted. By lovely people, Devin. People who adore children, wealthy people.’

			‘Who are they?’

			‘Why the Visitors of course! That’s what they’re here for!’

			Devin remembered how the eyes of the old people had travelled from one child to another. 

			‘Run along to the common room – it’s next door to the dining room – and you’ll see pictures of  the kids who’ve been adopted. Why, I don’t think it will be long before you’ll be joining them, you and Kit too. Perhaps together! Wouldn’t that be something?’

			Devin nodded, a little bewildered. 

			‘Run along now and take a look,’ Mrs Babbage urged him.

			The common room was a large, comfortable space, full of deep sofas and shelves of books and jigsaw puzzles. A girl was sitting reading in one corner, her legs carefully crossed at the ankles. A fly buzzed drowsily against the window. On the wall there was a large cork pin board, almost entirely covered by photographs.

			They were of children and old people, together. The old people didn’t look particularly frail, but were the sort of handsome elderly types whose faces still looked pretty much the same as when they were young, only more wrinkled. The children were  smiling. Some were hugging their adoptive parents; others played with kittens or held wonderful-looking toys. One was standing on a stretch of sand in the sunshine. He was presenting a big shell to the camera while an older couple clapped and beamed.

			Devin looked from one picture to another. After what Luke had told him the day before, he’d wondered why the children in the Home didn’t rebel. Now he remembered the way they’d behaved in front of the Visitors on his tour of the place. They’d gone from apathetic to lively in an instant. They were hoping to be adopted, to find a family and a home.

			His thoughts were interrupted by the girl reading.

			‘You don’t look special,’ she said abruptly, giving him a scornful glance.

			‘What do you mean?’

			She licked her finger delicately and turned the page of her book. ‘She thinks you are for some reason.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Roman’s back in her good books for finding you. That’s what I heard.’

			Devin stared at her. She was about thirteen with long dark hair that hung in odd-shaped curls around her face and lay completely flat everywhere else. Her nails were red. Devin could see the scribbly lines of the marker pen she had used to paint them.

			‘I’m Devin,’ he said.

			‘Yes, I  know that,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘Made friends with Luke, haven’t you? I’d be careful about that. He’s nearly Spoiled, you know.’ 

			‘Luke? You mean because he used to be rich?’

			She rolled her eyes again. ‘No. Spoiled. Don’t you know anything?’

			He shook his head.

			‘It’s not good to be Spoiled,’ the girl said with a smug look. 

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Devin burst out. ‘I have to go; I have to be somewhere . . .’

			Ansel was back on the soccer field, kicking his ball around, despite the heat. There was something almost robotic in the way he charged to and fro, but he came panting up to Devin the minute he caught sight of him. 

			‘Hey, friend,’ he said in his straightforward way. ‘No hard feelings about yesterday?’

			He wiped his hand on his jeans and held it out. Devin took it and they shook solemnly. 

			‘No hard feelings,’ Devin agreed. ‘I’m sorry I upset you. I didn’t understand about . . .’

			‘It’s okay. I find it helps to exercise a bit after I’ve been in the Dream. You know, run around a bit. Used to be I could take the edge off after an hour or two but recently . . .’ His face creased with worry. ‘Recently I’ve been forgetting things. Not just during . . . but after, when I’m back to normal. An hour can go by and I don’t know what happened. I just don’t know. That ever happen to you?’

			Devin shook his head. 

			Ansel bounced the soccer ball a couple of times, his head low. 

			‘Did they really play in front of the whole world?’ Devin asked, trying to cheer him up.

			‘You bet!’ Ansel said, immediately brightening. ‘My dad said the crowd roared so loud you could hear it from twenty miles away, everyone together, feeling the same thing.’

			‘You’ll have to teach me sometime,’ Devin said. 

			Ansel grinned. ‘Never played soccer!’ he said. ‘How’ve you lived?’

			Devin watched him jog away, dribbling the ball with small, lightning movements of his feet.

			
			[image: ]

			Devin decided to visit the farmyard. It made him feel homesick but it was a good sort of homesickness – if such a thing was possible. It reminded him of happiness and of belonging. He walked along, keeping his head down. The day before he’d been frantic to find Kit but now he didn’t want to see her, wherever she was. He thought of the rapt way she had stared at herself and how she’d seemed in that moment not beautiful but consumed by a kind of greed that was almost ugly . . .  

			The farmyard was all the way across the other side of the Home. Devin took the route that led behind the dormitories. He passed the ice-cream van and the recreation hall and then paused by the entrance to the maze. He could hear voices, thin and enquiring. A group of Visitors was approaching: two or three men and a woman in a motorised chair that made a whining, wheezing noise as it rolled along. Devin remembered how the old people had stared at the kids in the gym, the concentration on their faces. Without hesitating, thinking only of avoiding them, he plunged into the maze.

			The maze was made of corn, the stalks rising high above his head. It wasn’t ripe yet – the ears still tightly wrapped – but the leaves were tired and dry-looking and they made a shifting, rustling sound that seemed to come from every direction, despite the stillness of the air. Devin trotted rapidly down the first dusty path and within seconds the entrance was lost to view.

			Inside the maze the rustling was very much louder. Grass made a red sound when the breeze passed over it, but the sound of the corn was a dull, speckled mustard that was not nearly as nice. He turned left at a fork, heading for the centre which was marked by a flag, visible above the tops of the plants. He was just about to slow down when he heard the Visitors again: the old lady’s voice high-pitched, excited.

			‘Are we having an adventure? Oh dear, oh dear.’

			They must have come into the maze behind him. Perhaps it was part of the tour. Devin set off running again. The path twisted and then forked once more, seemed to double back on itself and then continued in the wrong direction. Ordinarily he would have had no trouble finding his way through, but panic had seized him. 

			‘Oh dear, oh dear, dear, dear . . .’

			The voices were behind and then in front, cutting him off. Devin knew they weren’t following him; old people simply couldn’t move that fast and besides, he was sure they hadn’t seen him entering the maze. 

			Could they have seen him? How could he be sure? 

			He turned around frantically and retraced his steps. The second fork again; had he turned left or right? Every turn looked exactly the same. He plunged left and then left again, feeling sure that he was on the right track until coming around a narrow corner he saw he had arrived at a dead end. 

			He stood very still, listening. There was no sound but the rustling of the corn. Then he heard it: the faint, ugly whine of the motorised chair. It was growing louder by the second. 

			Devin turned blindly and pushed his way into the hedge of corn, stepping deep into the tight, dark forest, moving as quietly as he could. The rustling sound that had seemed so loud immediately fell away. Instead he heard nothing but a dry, rasping noise, very soft and low. He took one step further and stopped, listening. It was the sound of the corn growing, he thought – the stalks straining upwards, creaking with effort. 

			He could hear voices, but they were distant and soon vanished. His heart was beating hard. He put his hand on his chest to steady himself. They had gone, he thought. He was safe. They hadn’t found him.

			But so what if they had found him? Now that he was calmer, Devin began to feel silly cowering in the dark. He couldn’t imagine how he could have thought he was lost. The maze was simple; the exit was only a few turns up ahead. He was  about to push his way out of the corn and forget about the whole thing when he stopped short.

			Someone was walking along on the other side of the hedge. 

			He saw their shoes. The corn stalks were too thick to see more than a vague shape of a figure. But the shoes he saw. They were men’s shoes and they were very shiny and very elegant, the toes slightly tapered
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