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        There was always the fear that someday

        the dark magic would grow too great.

        The heart was built out of the love of those

        who wished to see the school stand forever.

        And what is at the heart of love?

        Magic, of course.

      

      

      
        
        ~~From The Secret History of Endinfinium High

        Dated F.Y. (Founding Year) 19

        (author unknown)
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      Normal was merely a point of view.

      And having two imposingly sized boys from the rugby team chasing you through the corridors of Endinfinium High wasn’t all that far from normal for Little Tommy Cale, a second year who looked like a minus-something year, twelve years old (by his guess, at any rate), but frustratingly underweight and worryingly under-muscled, and certainly no match for two boys who could have eaten him for breakfast and still had room for seconds.

      At least he had the legs. In fact, had he not been of such a flattenable size, his speed might have been a boon to the school’s never-beaten—by virtue of having no opponents—rugby team. And so it was that he executed his usual sharp turns and targeted his usual secret routes around the school, all in order to get to science class with his shoes and bag intact, his hair dry, and his eyebrows still in place.

      As he rushed around a corner and darted into a corridor which led to the mathematics department, he skidded to a sudden halt.

      ‘Come on, you’re having a laugh….’

      A wall had never existed in this section of the school before, but as Tommy watched it slowly knit itself together, quite literally remote-building in front of his eyes, he realised that five minutes before, it probably hadn’t existed here either.

      Of late, the school wasn’t playing fair.

      From behind him came the sound of running footsteps, heavy ones, from the kind of feet that could crush the air out of a chest or hold a face pressed into the grime of a toilet floor with consummate ease. Tommy, heart racing, turned, looking for somewhere else to go. The corridor had betrayed him, but halfway up one wall there was a chance, a dark, cobweb-filled air vent. From the way the cobwebs swayed back and forth in a breeze, he knew it had to lead somewhere.

      With the footsteps growing louder, Tommy gripped the wooden framed lip of the vent and hauled himself up, diving head-first into a sticky mess of sap-spiders, little mites that had reanimated out of the residue of the wood, and strung their gluey webs across the rarely used vent.

      He almost made it. One foot was inside and the other was scrabbling to push him forward when a strong hand closed over his ankle and pulled him back out.

      Two more pairs of hands dumped him unceremoniously back on his feet, and Tommy looked up through a veil of sticky, smelly gunk into two square-jawed faces.

      ‘Well, well,’ said one, a jock from the fifth year called Mickey Rimmer.

      ‘A little mouse trying to escape his duty,’ said the other, a fourth year called Donald Benson.

      ‘I’m late for class,’ Tommy squeaked.

      Rimmer leaned down. ‘You were supposed to do my cleans,’ he said. ‘I got pulled up for it at year assembly this morning. Five hundred added. Does that make you happy?’

      ‘I had to do my science homework,’ Tommy muttered, thankful for the sap-spider web for deflecting a little of Rimmer’s damning stare. ‘Substitute Teacher Williams wanted it by next class.’

      Benson cracked Tommy on the back with an over-hearty slap, threw back his head and laughed. ‘Listen to this chap!’ he said, turning to Rimmer. ‘He’s listening to substitute teachers now. Since when in the history of schools anywhere has anyone listened to substitute teachers?’

      ‘Since I said so,’ came a voice from behind them.

      The two ruffians let go of Tommy and stepped aside, hands dropping to their sides, heads lowered. Tommy found himself facing the newcomer, a tall boy who wore a black leather cloak and had a strip of dyed green running down the centre of his mop of curly hair. He looked up, and eyes that matched the colour met Tommy’s as a small, sinister smile spread across his face.

      ‘We’re sorry, Godfrey,’ said Rimmer, not looking up.

      ‘Yeah, we were just mucking about,’ Benson added.

      Godfrey Pendleton turned his gaze from Tommy to hold each of the older boys with a stare. Tommy watched with awe; he hadn’t thought it possible a scrawny third year could project such authority on two boys far older and bigger than he. Of course, everyone knew that Godfrey didn’t play by the usual rules.

      ‘Bullying is not allowed in my school,’ Godfrey said. ‘Either you follow the line, or you get pitched over the line … into the sea!’

      Both older boys shuddered. The air rustled around them, blowing a cloud of dust up out of the cracks in the stone floor that made Tommy let out a little cough. He looked up at Godfrey, who was still holding his pose, but the fingers of one hand had begun to clench and unclench as though squeezing on an imaginary ball.

      ‘Now … get back to class.’

      Rimmer and Benson both let out a cry of terror as they slid across the floor, a clear inch of air between their dangling feet and the flagstones, their arms flailing as they passed Godfrey and turned out of sight. From around a corner came a sudden crash, two grunts of pain, then the clatter of terrified footsteps running away. They faded out as Godfrey walked forward.

      ‘You should take that mess off your face,’ he said.

      Tommy gasped as the sap-spiders’ web cracked and rolled away from his eyes. Much as he was terrified to look at Godfrey directly, it was nice not to have the smelly, sticky thing stuck to his cheeks and hair. He looked up at Godfrey and gulped.

      ‘If you find yourself being picked on, you come to me,’ Godfrey said. ‘Bullying is not allowed in my school.’

      It hadn’t been so long ago that Godfrey was considered the premier bully in his school year, but things had changed since then. Not so much a changing of the guard, but of Endinfinium High’s entire social structure.

      ‘Thank you, Godfrey,’ Tommy muttered.

      ‘They will be punished,’ Godfrey said. ‘It’s time you showed some guts, Tommy. How many cleans would you like them to do? Say the number.’

      Always a good boy, Tommy hadn’t spent as much time down in the locker room as many of the other kids. Poor Simon Patterson had always seemed to be in there, with a couple of the rougher kids from the upper years hot on his clean count. He remembered one night he’d had to do fifty for not looking where he was going and bumping into old Professor Eaves up in the science block, spilling an armful of the professor’s homework. He’d gone down there after dinner to do his cleans, and something had been loose in the basements, howling and crying and making all kinds of noise. It had turned out to be a reanimated stereo system, but for the couple of hours Tommy had been crouched in his locker, he’d barely been able to clean for his hands shaking so much.

      ‘Um, fifty?’ he said. ‘That’s pretty bad, isn’t it?’

      Godfrey frowned and leaned close. ‘What’s that you say? Five thousand? Hah. Not bad, but I think they need to learn their place, don’t they? We’ll make it ten thousand. Each. I’ll go to tell Captain Roche right away.’

      Tommy put up a hand to protest, but his mouth suddenly snapped shut as though blown by a sharp wind. Godfrey turned on his heel and strode away.
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      Rimmer and Benson were sitting on the other side of the dining hall. With Fat Adam Kimber—along with Simon and several teachers—having disappeared during the incident in the old science block a few weeks ago, Tommy had no one to sit with, so he perched on the end of a bench and tried not to look at Cherise White and her friends clustered around the other end. He ate his food in silence, head down, although, when he was brave enough to look up, neither Rimmer or Benson, nor Cherise’s lot, were paying him any attention.

      Invisible, that was how he liked it.

      Between his bench and that of the boys, the teachers’ table had now been moved to the room’s centre. Godfrey’s armchair was at one end, with the teachers’ chairs lined up on either side. Professor Eaves sat close on Godfrey’s right, with Captain Roche—wider than he was tall—taking up two chairs on Godfrey’s left. Beyond them, there was a clear gap of several chairs to where the rest of the teachers sat, eating their lunch in silence.

      Gone was the raucous laughter that had once rang out across the dining hall, and even when one pupil dropped his plate, none did more than glance up before quickly looking away, as if filing the situation as someone else’s problem.

      In fact, it was left to Godfrey to deal with. The self-appointed head boy looked up from the steak of something he was eating, frowned, then clicked his fingers at Captain Roche.

      ‘Roche, get down and clean that up, will you? Boy! What’s your name?’

      Tommy recognised the kid from the fifth year. Gavin Davies, captain of the rugby team and known flusher of new arrivals, glared at Godfrey with defiance in his eyes.

      ‘You know who I am,’ he said.

      Professor Eaves was instantly on his feet. ‘Show some respect, boy!’

      Gavin, however, perhaps overflowing with a little of the frustration most of the pupils secretly felt, even if none of them would outwardly say, wasn’t done.

      ‘He knows who I am because I flushed that mop of his on his second day here. Gave it a good rub around the ring, too. Did you get those bits out in the end?’

      Gavin’s voice took on a sudden high pitch as his feet left the ground. Pupils around him gasped as his limbs flailed loosely in the air.

      ‘You’re disturbing the peace,’ Godfrey said. ‘As head prefect, I can’t allow that to happen. Your sentence will be twenty thousand cleans.’

      Gavin dropped unceremoniously to the floor. Tommy caught a glance between a couple of the teachers, but none reacted. Gavin, however, jumped to his feet and turned to run, only to find his way blocked by two of the cleaners, who had come out of the kitchens and thrown their aprons aside. Blank eyes stared at Gavin as their usually inert mouths widened into jagged-toothed smiles.

      As Tommy stared, the two reanimated corpses, usually so slow and laborious, moved forward at a preternatural speed that brought gasps from the assembled children. They grabbed Gavin’s arms, lifted him off the ground with a strength Tommy had never realised they had, and marched him out of the dining hall.

      ‘Now, the rest of you sit back down and finish your dinner,’ Godfrey shouted. ‘The next person to cause any kind of ruckus will get forty thousand. We have plenty of cleaning to do, so keep your eyes down and your forks working. I will not tolerate disobedience in my school.’

      This time no one challenged him. Tommy did as he was told, keeping his eyes down, but when he did risk a glance up, he noticed that even the teachers were doing as Godfrey commanded, their faces stooped, their forks plunging into their boiled vegetables with a ferocity that suggested they would like to be anywhere else but here.

      When lunch was over, Tommy filed out with the rest. After lunch he had a new class, one recently added to the curriculum. He had found a room number pinned to his cloak hook in the dormitory building this morning, and hurried to get there the required five minutes early lest his tardiness receive an automatic one hundred cleans.

      It was in the science block, and he had been hoping Mistress Xemian might be his new teacher. When he arrived, however, he found a drooling, lolling headed cleaner standing at the front of the class. Behind him—Tommy was sure the reanimated corpse was a man, although with a hairless, partially skinless head and one eye missing completely, he couldn’t be sure—on the blackboard, Substitute Teacher Jenkins had been written in a barely legible scrawl.

      ‘Sit all,’ came a screechy voice that didn’t seem to come from the substitute teacher’s mouth, but rather from somewhere deep in his body. Tommy scurried inside, and climbed up on to a stool next to Bicky Redgo, a new arrival who had shown up just last week and was yet to let the look of horror drop from his face.

      ‘Stand up, sit down,’ said Substitute Teacher Jenkins in the same screechy voice, turning to the blackboard, which had begun to reverberate in its fittings, a sign that reanimation was imminent, and that it really needed to go down to the locker room before things got out of hand.

      A few pupils half stood up, but most stayed where they were.

      ‘Books out,’ said Substitute Teacher Jenkins, one drooping hand lifting to the blackboard. Chalk bounced out of skeletal fingers, and instead the cleaner’s fingernails began to scrape illegible markings in the blackboard’s surface, much to the discomfort of the pupils, as discordant scraping sounds left them rolling their shoulders. ‘Write down, copy. Write down.’

      A few pupils were gamely making efforts to do as Substitute Teacher Jenkins said, but Tommy and a few others had been through this enough times to realise that they were most likely in another placeholder lesson where nothing of any note would happen. It hadn’t taken long to realise that most of the teachers had either disappeared or been impounded in some way, and Godfrey and whomever was now in charge was struggling to find some way of filling the time. Some of the substitute teachers could actually function, but most were a terrifying circus performance that kept the pupils glued to their seats in horror until the merciful ringing of the bell.

      As Tommy tried to ignore the hideous scraping of Substitute Teacher Jenkins’s fingernails, Bicky Redgo tugged on his arm.

      ‘Tommy … Tommy … gonna be sick.’

      Bicky was leaning in Tommy’s direction, his body already starting to lurch, ready to expel its recently consumed contents. The class had only just started, and the thought of trying to survive the rest of the hour while covered in Bicky’s sick made Tommy bolder than usual. He stuck up a desperate hand, waving it above his head in an attempt to attract Substitute Teacher Jenkins’s attention.

      The cleaner half turned, but it could have been because one of the bones was sticking out of a decomposed section of his left upper thigh, and often gave him the appearance of lurching sideways. His vacant single eye peered absently in Tommy’s direction, but whether he really saw or not, Tommy would never know. Aware he had just seconds before being doused, he whimpered, ‘Toilet!’ and jumped off his chair, pulling Bicky along after him.

      ‘Toilet,’ screeched Substitute Teacher Jenkins. ‘Toilet, notebooks, copy, copy.’

      They were out of the door and into the corridor before Tommy could really fathom the punishment that might be coming if Godfrey found out. He glanced nervously up an adjacent corridor, then, seeing it empty, dragged Bicky after him and through a door into the nearest toilet block.

      Unlike the old science block and the notorious ones near the old gym, this toilet block was cleaned regularly—at least by current standards—and the pipes sticking out of the walls were only mildly reanimated, shuddering gently as Tommy pushed Bicky into a cubicle. Leaving the boy to be violently sick, he went back to the door and peered out, afraid of discovery.

      The corridor, to his relief, was empty. He kept one ear inside the toilet door, listening to Bicky emptying his guts over the rattle of the reanimating fixtures and fittings. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he prayed Bicky would hurry up. If one of Godfrey’s crew appeared—

      ‘Hey, Tommy!’

      The whisper was so close to his ear that Tommy almost wet himself. The voice alone was terrifying enough, that it came from a ghost was even worse. He squeezed his eyes shut, praying it would leave him alone.

      ‘Tommy, it’s me!’

      ‘No, no, it’s not,’ he said, shaking his head back and forth. ‘It’s not you. It’s nothing, just the wind.’

      ‘Yes, it is. It’s me … Miranda.’

      Tommy turned, squinting at first, fearful of what he would see, before his eyes widened in stunned surprise. It was really her. Miranda Butterworth, she of the fiery temper and crimson red hair, was leaning half into the corridor just a few steps past the toilet.

      Leaning out of a section of solid wall.

      ‘Miranda? You … disappeared.’

      ‘But I’m back now. Tommy, you trust me, don’t you? Quick, come over here. I need your help.’

      That he’d had a slight crush on her made it easier, but faced by authority of any kind, Tommy didn’t really have a choice. Glancing nervously back into the toilet, where Bicky had flushed before beginning to retch again, he took a couple of steps towards Miranda, staring at the way she seemed to grow directly out of the wall like a crudely mounted animal trophy.

      ‘Ah, what are you doing?’

      ‘I’m hiding. Things have changed since I was last here, haven’t they?’

      ‘Well, I suppose….’

      ‘I just need some information.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘But not here, it’s not safe.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘In here. Underfloor.’

      And before Tommy could say anything else, Miranda had grabbed hold of his arm, and dragged him right into—and through—what appeared to be a solid section of wall.
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      There had to be something that would give Benjamin Forrest the clue he was looking for, but it wasn’t here. He pushed the book aside, frowning at the way it jigged a little, and pulled the next one from the shelf.

      Another ledger of school trips to the Bay of Paper Dragons Guesthouse. Number thirty-five, by his estimate, or was it thirty-six? Chances were there were more than when he’d started at any rate. That was the problem with everything that wasn’t regularly cleaned with the chamomile lotion to calm it down; it got frisky. And getting frisky could mean anything. Becoming dangerous. Developing sentience. Perhaps just causing trouble. And where words were concerned, it meant rewriting history, or at least what history had been left by a thousand previous rewrites.

      All Benjamin wanted was some kind of proof that his theory was correct, that Endinfinium had caught him in a cycle and that eventually everything would come back around again.

      He propped the latest book open with one knee, then ran a finger down a list of names, the bottle of chamomile spray held in his other hand, just in case it started to jump. Jim Green had done a fair job of keeping the archives quiet, but Endinfinium didn’t appear to be playing even by its own indecipherable rules, and objects were reanimating at a rate far faster than Benjamin could ever remember.

      He turned a page, and let out a long sigh. While the paper remained still, seemingly inanimate, what had once been lines of text written in ink were now swirling patterns rushing across the page so quickly that Benjamin began to feel queasy. He slammed the book shut and tossed it away. With a clench of his fists, he let out a howl of anger. Then, as a warm, prickly feeling raced up his back, he closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe.

      The magic, it was always there now, bubbling just under the surface. Once, even the slightest use might have caused him some injury, but since learning how to use it, it had become a latent force waiting to be let free.

      A knock came on the door, startling him.

      ‘You all right in there? Want some tea? Barnacle’s just brewed some up and Jim Green’s made some kind of banana cake. Not the best I’ve ever had, but not the worst.’

      Benjamin smiled at Wilhelm’s voice, wondering what he would do without his friend. Probably explode. Or implode, or reanimate into a drum to beat his frustrations out on himself.

      ‘Hang on, I’m coming,’ he said, putting the book back on the shelf and standing up. He reached the door just as Wilhelm opened it a crack. ‘You can come in, you know. I’m not like … some teacher.’

      Wilhelm, mousey and unkempt but with the usual mischievous gleam in his eyes, gave a cheeky grin. ‘Nah, it’s just that it’s way too much like schoolwork, isn’t it? Libraries are basically just big rooms full of homework waiting to be given. I’d much rather sit outside and watch the dragons, eating Jim Green’s banana cake, even if it is a bit salty.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan. It’s just….’

      ‘What?’

      Benjamin shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out later.’

      ‘You need to stop looking for explanations. Endinfinium doesn’t have rules, or if it does, it likes to keep changing them. Basically, this whole world is pranking us and there’s not a lot we can do about it. You wanted to get out, you got out. You wanted to get back in, you got back in. Might as well have never left.’

      Benjamin couldn’t resist Wilhelm’s smile. ‘Yeah, I suppose. Think of all the banana cake we could have eaten?’

      ‘I tell you what,’ Wilhelm said as he headed up the dusty corridor with Benjamin trailing along behind him, ‘this loop theory of yours has to be rubbish. If we were all caught in some endless cycle, don’t you think Jim Green would have got his recipe perfected by now?’

      Upstairs, they emerged into a bright, warm afternoon. The yellow sun blazed high in the sky, its smaller orange counterpart low to the horizon as always, ready to ward off true night. By day, the Bay of Paper Dragons Guesthouse lacked its nighttime splendour, but its ornate oriental design was still a delight to behold. One of the handles on the front door was rattling a little, its screws shaking in the wood. Benjamin lifted the bottle of chamomile spray and gave it a quick squirt. After one last shudder, the door handle fell still.

      ‘Boys! There you are. Come and grab something to eat before Barnacle eats it all.’ Jim Green, wearing a bycocket with a colour that matched his name, held up a jug and waved it over his head. ‘Guess what I found? Custard!’

      ‘And all my dreams came true,’ Wilhelm said. ‘Hopefully it tastes better than that slime we used to get in school.’

      They crossed the gravel car park, which currently stood empty, to a grassy picnic area on the cliff top which had a panoramic view of the Bay of Paper Dragons below. While beyond the twin headlands, that almost completely encircled the bay, the sea chopped and churned. In the bay itself it was flat calm, the smoothness of the surface broken only by the gliding paper dragons as they moved languidly through the water.

      Benjamin frowned. ‘Have they been growing?’

      Standing beside a barbeque nearby, where something that Benjamin really hoped was meat fizzed and crackled, Barnacle, the enormous, rotund landlord of the Bay of Paper Dragons Guesthouse turned, holding up a spatula.

      ‘You’re not wrong, lad. You’re not wrong. Been happening of late that the beasts down there have been growing quite something. We’re not sure why.’ He shook his head. ‘Lots of funny things going on these days. You two lads appearing out of nowhere was just one thing of many.’

      ‘We’re not too sure how that happened, either,’ Wilhelm said. ‘But who’s worried about details? Are those fish burgers you’ve got cooking there?’

      Barnacle gave a chortling laugh. ‘Lad, you’re an astute one. Pretty sure it’s real fish, but even if it’s not, it hasn’t done me any harm all these years.’ He gave his huge belly a pat, then stuck his spatula under a burger and flipped it at least three feet into the air. As Benjamin stared, astonished, the burger righted itself from a course aimed at the grass nearby, and fell neatly back onto the griddle. Benjamin scratched his arm, feeling the residue of Barnacle’s magic as a waft of warm air.

      ‘We’ve got bread, too,’ Jim Green said, handing the boys a round bap each, already loaded with what Benjamin was certain were real tomatoes and lettuce. Wilhelm, however, wrinkled his nose.

      ‘Gherkin? Seriously? There’s no escaping some things, is there?’

      ‘It’s cucumber, but it came from a reanimated jar of pickles, so it’s a little spicy.’

      ‘Better than boiled carrots,’ Benjamin said.

      ‘Can’t beat carrots,’ Jim Green responded. ‘Best eyes in the north. Barnacle can attest to how many carrots I eat for breakfast each day.’

      ‘All of them,’ Barnacle said. ‘Thank the two suns.’

      ‘I think I’d rather be bl—’ Wilhelm began, his words cut off by a sudden judder of the earth beneath their feet. This time Barnacle’s extravagant burger flip failed, the patty landing with a soft plop in the grass, but none of them were paying the barbeque any attention now as another judder, stronger than before, threatened to throw them off their feet.

      ‘Ah, what’s that?’ Benjamin said.

      ‘Not sure, but it might be a good idea to crouch down behind those bushes over there, just in case it’s coming this way,’ Jim Green said.

      The four of them hurried behind a stand of nearby bushes. As Benjamin pushed aside a branch to look out, it felt smooth to the touch, and he found himself peering down at folds of plastic growing out from among the leaves of what appeared to be a regular tree. Some folds had measurement lines on them, as though the tree had grown from a reanimated box of mathematical instruments, which, of course, it probably had.

      Across the parking area, they watched the guesthouse and the tree-covered hill rising beyond. Something rustled in the trees, and Benjamin stared hard, fearful something had come looking for them. Then, with a crunch of breaking boughs, a section of trees fell away, and a large boxy creature with thick grey legs appeared. Something snaked out of its front end, ripped free a leafy branch, and stuffed it through a square opening on the side of its head section.

      Jim Green let out a sigh of relief and slapped a hand against his thigh. ‘Well, thank goodness for that. It’s just an elephant-bus. There I was thinking—’

      Barnacle put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Not big enough,’ he whispered in a sharp hiss as the ground juddered again below them.

      ‘I think that is,’ Wilhelm said in a hollow, terrified voice, as something towering and monstrous rose out of the trees beyond the elephant bus, standing at least fifty metres tall, an orange-black, part metal monstrosity of spider-like legs and arms. And there, on the front of a rounded, body section that pulsed with burnt-orange light, were a number of white circles.

      ‘A ghoul,’ Benjamin whispered. ‘It looks like an entire reanimated construction site. I didn’t realise ghouls got that big.’

      ‘Are those white things eggs?’ Wilhelm asked.

      ‘Human skulls,’ Jim Green answered, his voice sounding frail. ‘Told you my eyes were better than yours … although right now I wish they weren’t.’

      They let out a collective gasp of terror as one metallic arm snaked out, encircled the elephant-bus, and thrust it with a screeching crunch into a dark space beneath the cluster of skulls. The elephant-bus let out barely a scream of horror, and then it was gone.

      ‘Thing that big could eat the guesthouse,’ Barnacle said.

      Benjamin said nothing. He stared at the massive ghoul, shivers running down his back. Not from fear, though—although he felt plenty. The creature pulsed with dark reanimate, the opposite of the magic he controlled, and he felt it feeling for him, seeking him out.

      He closed his eyes, concentrating, trying to force the magic deep inside, out of sight. He might be able to defeat one such ghoul, but where there was one, there would likely be more.

      When he opened his eyes again, the ghoul was moving away, its legs hacking swathes through the forest. In a couple of minutes, it was gone.

      ‘Well, that ruined the day somewhat,’ Barnacle said, a little tremble in his voice. ‘I think we’ll have to start over with those burgers.’

      Benjamin, still staring in the direction that the ghoul had gone, felt a tug on his sleeve. He gave a shake of his head and turned to find Wilhelm standing at his shoulder.

      ‘Do you want me to say not good, or do you want to say it?’

      Benjamin grimaced. ‘Not good,’ he said. ‘Looks like whatever’s upsetting everything is leaning on the darker side.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      Benjamin turned to Barnacle, who was huffing as he righted the barbeque, which had topped over, spilling its coals across the ground.

      ‘We need to go after it,’ Benjamin said.

      ‘No, we don’t—’

      Benjamin ignored Wilhelm. ‘Is there a car or something we can borrow? Even a bicycle? It was moving pretty fast.’

      ‘I think we should think about things for a while—’

      ‘We need to leave tonight.’

      Barnacle, frowning as he kicked the coals into the grass with one big shoe, shook his head. ‘Nothing. I mean there’s Shenlong, but he’s out by the edge of the world and would take some time to reach.’

      Jim Green nodded. ‘We have to take the boat.’

      ‘We need to hurry if we’re going to see what that thing’s up to.’

      ‘None of the other dragons can fly.’

      ‘We’re not flying,’ Wilhelm said. ‘Absolutely not.’

      Jim Green lifted a hand and clicked his fingers together, then lifted his elbows as though about to dance a jig. He stopped just short, but a jubilant expression spread across his face. ‘There’s Chainy,’ he said.

      ‘Chainy?’

      Barnacle frowned. ‘You don’t mean that trolley thing?’

      ‘Yes, yes. He’s just up there by the old quarry, going round in circles. Last time I was up there he didn’t seem all that talkative, but things change quickly. Perhaps by now he’s upped the brightness stakes a notch or two. If the boys really need some wheels, he does have plenty of them.’

      Barnacle seemed to agree, so together they headed into the forest behind the Bay of Paper Dragons Guesthouse. In the aftermath of the giant ghoul’s appearance, the reanimates of the forest were on edge, and several times Benjamin and Wilhelm had to dodge swooping lumps of plastic or scampering lines of stationery, cutlery, and even underwear as they raced back and forth across the path, their habitats disturbed, and their nerves shredded. One teddy bear even bolted halfway up Wilhelm’s leg before he plucked it free and threw it in the direction of Jim Green, who cradled it like a baby and whispered soothing words before setting it down and ushering it away a few steps further ahead.

      Twenty minutes later, they emerged into a wide clearing where a large bowl shape had long ago been cut out of the rock. From where they stood the path sloped down to a flat, grassy area which looked artificially maintained. Around the grassy area, a semi-circle of rocky cliffs rose to a tree-lined cliff top some twenty metres overhead.

      ‘We used to come up here for a sing song in the summer,’ Jim Green said with a wistful smile. ‘Lovely natural acoustics.’

      ‘There he is,’ Barnacle said. ‘He’s making a mess of my grass.’

      Benjamin took a moment to spot what they were talking about, then realised that a flickering blur against the base of the cliff was actually a moving object. As he followed Barnacle and Jim Green down into the old quarry, he realised that the snaking, meandering thing which had worn out a circle of grass around the rocky walls was actually a line of supermarket trolleys, seemingly joined together. Their wheels had all enlarged, and at the front, what looked like a woman’s brown leather handbag had grown eyes and a mouth. The large eyes blinked in great inquisitive snaps, and the mouth opened and closed with slow regularity, reminding Benjamin of the goldfish he had once kept in his room in Basingstoke, what felt like a million years ago.

      ‘Chainy,’ Jim Green called. ‘Can I have word?’

      The line of trolleys slowed, the trolley at the front turning in a headlike manner. The mouth gulped at Jim Green, then the whole thing came rattling across.

      ‘Need to get up some keep off the grass signs,’ Barnacle muttered.

      Jim Green reached down and gave the sides of Chainy’s handbag face a rub. Chainy shifted back and forth, the metal trolleys rattling.

      ‘I think that thing’s trying to purr,’ Wilhelm said, nudging Benjamin’s arm. ‘That’s the least cuddly pet I’ve never seen.’

      ‘I need you to do something for me,’ Jim Green was saying, leaning close to a fold in the handbag that vaguely resembled an ear. His voice became too low to hear, but Chainy’s head trolley moved up and down, the mouth briefly altering its gulping state to shove a brief smile. When Jim Green turned to look back at Benjamin and Wilhelm, he was also smiling.

      ‘He agrees to help you,’ he said. ‘He’ll take you after that ghoul. Don’t worry, he’s pretty fearless.’

      ‘And brainless,’ Barnacle said. ‘But that might be a good thing. Make sure to tell him what to do and you’ll be all right.’

      Jim Green patted Chainy’s head. ‘You’ve got plenty of space for anything you want to take with you,’ he said to Benjamin and Wilhelm.

      ‘And I can have a look for some cushions to sit on,’ Barnacle added. ‘I imagine that thing plays havoc with your bums.’ He winced for emphasis then gave his lower back a pat.

      ‘It’s better than walking,’ Benjamin said. ‘Thanks, but we’d better leave right now if we want to catch it.’

      ‘It was lovely to have you stay,’ Barnacle said. ‘Come back anytime.’

      ‘And we’ll make a better go of the barbeque next time,’ Jim Green added.

      Benjamin glanced at Wilhelm. ‘You good to go?’

      Wilhelm just sighed. ‘I guess the holiday’s over,’ he said. ‘Oh well. It was fun while it lasted.’
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      The onset of a gloomy but not quite full Endinfinium night made things a little easier in terms of being spotted, but it came with the added danger that Adam Kimber—known at times both affectionately and cruelly by other pupils as Fat Adam—might somehow slip his bonds and wander off.

      ‘We need to find him a cage,’ Ms. Ito snapped, scowling at Professors Robert Loane and Edgar Caspian across the top of the little fire they had made. ‘Leave him in it. Throw away the key. Come on, Loane. All this biology and you can’t figure out what to do with the fool.’

      ‘He could be the key to everything that’s going on,’ Loane said.

      ‘You’ve been saying that ever since we fled the school,’ Ms. Ito said. ‘I say we set him lose, see what comes to feed.’

      Edgar, who had spent much of the last two weeks watching Ms. Ito and Professor Loane argue over what to do with Kimber, said nothing. There was nothing to say that hadn’t already been said. The truth was, they didn’t know what to do with Kimber except keep him safe in the hope that they could somehow reverse the dark reanimate that had permeated into his soul and turn him back into a regular boy. Edgar was all for joining their magic to see what happened. Professor Loane—a biologist—wanted to study him. Ms. Ito, who cared little for individual suffering, would have been happy to let the boy drop down a sinkhole.

      All reluctantly agreed that keeping the boy alive—or as much as it could be said that he was alive—was probably the best option for now.

      ‘I’ll go and check on him,’ Edgar said, as Ms. Ito scowled over a mouthful of some kind of fruit they had picked, suggesting the onset of another barrage of complaints. He stood up and walked out of the clearing, and down a short path through trees which ended at a rocky buttress that rose sheer to a plateau overhead. The strange lukewarm sensation of reanimation magic greeted him before he saw Kimber, his arms bound behind his back as he sat up against a tree. Edgar felt a brief pang of sorrow at the sight of the boy, but one look at the ground around his feet brought him back to reality: encircling where Kimber sat, the grass had died and withered away, and even the soil appeared to be breaking down, the organic parts dying, leaving behind only stones and gravel. The tree, too, would be dead by the time the yellow sun rose; its bark was already charred and cracked, the upper branches drooping, the leaves browning. They had chosen one reanimated from an old plastic shop display unit, because the plastic infused with the leaves gave them a little more strength than a normal tree. They had learned the hard way that if left long enough the tree would splinter and crack, allowing Kimber to wander off. Luckily, the boy appeared to have no great desire to go anywhere, and on the one occasion he had escaped, they had found him a short distance away, wading up to his waist in a river cutting through the forest, the trail of dead grass left by his footprints making him easy to follow.

      The downside was that while his trail made it easy for them to find him, it also made life very easy for anyone trying to find them. They dared not stay in the same place for long, even if Ms. Ito with her plaster cast wasn’t built for prolonged travel.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Edgar said, squatting down in front of the boy. ‘Do you need anything?’

      His words were out of habit rather than anything else. Kimber, infused with dark reanimate, didn’t appear to need food nor water, and certainly not conversation. A few mumblings and some dribbling aside, he had said nothing at all over the weeks since the three teachers had fled the school, taking the boy with them.

      To Edgar’s surprise, Kimber lifted his head. His eyes made circles, and his mouth widened into a grin. A globule of dribble popped out of his lips and dropped to the ground, where it fizzed on a patch of grass that had previously escaped death, turning it black and crisp.

      ‘Do you know what’s going on?’ Edgar said. ‘I mean, perhaps you can’t tell us, but inside you understand. We’re not sure quite how, yet, but we’re going to fix you. Just bear with us, and in case you do know what’s going on, I apologise for tying you to a tree. If it makes you feel better, my body doesn’t really agree with the lack of a bed. I’ve been aching all over for days.’

      Some kind of bird gave a sharp cry from through the trees, and Edgar stood up, immediately tensing. He made a conscious effort not to use his Channeller magic to reach out and search for danger. If there were other magic users nearby, they would know, and all three of them had learned the hard way that despite their own mastery—as best it could be said—of their powers, they wielded little compared to other users.

      Godfrey Pendleton being one.

      The boy, by all accounts, now ruled Endinfinium High. A few of the teachers—Captain Roche and Mistress Xemian among them, had bowed to the boy’s demands and remained at the school, but others had stood up to him. Edgar would never forget Professor Tate, who taught economics, sailing through the air until he was barely a dot as he vanished over the edge of the world. Godfrey had made an example of him, so Edgar and the others, hiding Kimber in a chamber on the incinerator basement level, had made swift plans to escape.

      The bird made another cry, this time more distant. Edgar let out a slow breath then turned to Kimber. The boy’s head had slumped back down over his chest. Were it not for one foot that was incessantly twitching, Edgar might have thought he was dead.

      After checking that Kimber’s bonds were secure, Edgar headed back to the campfire. Professor Loane had lain down and pulled a blanket over himself, and Ms. Ito, staring glumly out into the dark as she picked at a fingernail, had taken first watch.

      Edgar sat down opposite, but didn’t feel much like sleeping. He felt like they stood at a crossroads, with no road leading off to a particularly good option. If they went back to the school, Godfrey and his supporters would demand loyalty or else. If they carried on straight ahead, eventually they would find their way to the Shifting Castle, which was the opposite way to that in which anyone wanted to go except for Kimber, who when let off his bonds, would invariably begin to wander in a westward direction, as though the castle were slowly drawing him. If they went south they would have to cross the Great Junk River, and north … well, there was nothing significant to the north that anyone knew of except a few scattered villages, although there were less trees and flatter hills, meaning they’d be easier to follow.

      Three of the most experienced teachers in Endinfinium High, and we don’t have a single plan amongst us except to not get caught.

      Edgar sighed. Part of him wished they’d stayed and made a stand against Godfrey.

      ‘You should sleep, Caspian,’ Ms. Ito said from across the fire. ‘Who knows? Might be the last chance.’

      To hear what sounded like a note of hopelessness from the usually bullish Ms. Ito, made Edgar only feel worse. He looked up at her, face pale despite the shadows left by the gently flickering embers, her chessboard hair—straight dark strands mixed with frizzy white—framing her thin, angular features like a personification of confusion. She said little of speculation, only of practicality, but Edgar sensed that even she understood the hopelessness of their situation.

      ‘I can’t,’ he said.

      ‘Want me to hit you with a rock? Anything for some quiet.’

      Edgar smiled. Ms. Ito didn’t, but he sensed a hint of humour about her face, as though to smile would be to betray the persona she had honed for the pupils over many years of practice. Outwardly she didn’t seem to care whether Endinfinium High continued or fell into ruin, but she had stood with them on the wall when the Dark Man had first attacked, her magic scything through lines of ghouls like she was cutting corn, and it had been her suggestion that they flee the school after discovering Kimber in the old science block, encased in a pool of liquid at the end of a rainbow made of pure dark reanimate. Instead of flooding the school and infecting everything like an insidious virus, Kimber had somehow managed to absorb the entire load.

      ‘I’ll take my chances,’ Edgar said at last, and lay down on the ground, pulling a blanket over himself.

      ‘Don’t expect a story,’ Ms. Ito snapped.

      Edgar smiled. ‘Wake me in a couple of hours.’

      ‘I will if I’m still alive.’
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      She was, and she did, and the next morning, after another unfulfilling breakfast of fruit picked from nearby trees, they set off again, taking it in turns to hold a leash bound around Kimber’s wrists behind his back, as Kimber wandered aimlessly in a westward direction.

      Later in the afternoon, they crested a rise from where they could see the gentle arc of the Great Junk River some miles to the south. Behind them, to the east, the school was a barely perceptible nub on the horizon, storm clouds hung low above it as though drawn by its newfound darkness.

      ‘Village down there,’ Professor Loane said, pointing at a cluster of buildings nestled among trees in a valley a couple of miles to the northwest. ‘Might be worth a look.’

      Ms. Ito scowled. ‘Ain’t no time to be going buying potatoes,’ she snapped.

      ‘Chance would be a fine thing. I think we need to find out what’s going on. See that down there? Chamomile field. Long past harvest, isn’t it?’

      ‘I prefer my flowers dried,’ grunted Ms. Ito, kicking at a patch of loose gravel with her plaster cast. ‘Might as well when they’re going to die anyway.’

      ‘It’s probably best if you stay with Kimber,’ Professor Loane said. ‘Caspian and I will go.’

      Ms. Ito scowled. ‘Leave me with the better company.’

      They headed back down the hill and found a sheltered area surrounded with trees where Ms. Ito and Adam Kimber would wait, then Professor Loane and Edgar headed north to the village.

      ‘Some of that dark reanimate in the school must have spilled out,’ Loane said as they walked. ‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it? You know it as well as I.’

      The countryside around Endinfinium High had once been filled with small farming communities, most involved in growing the chamomile flower that was made into a spray to keep the reanimating objects quiet. Almost all populated by graduated pupils who had chosen at their triangulation to live in the greater Endinfinium community—as opposed to remaining within the school or taking their chances over the edge of the world in the desperate hope of finding their way back to their real homes—but the villages nearest the school had been abandoned, their small populations having foolishly headed to the school for sanctuary in the face of growing numbers of rogue ghouls. However, there, Godfrey had put them to work at menial tasks: in the kitchens, the locker room, or even down in the incinerator chamber, where they worked day and night loading food waste and broken, over-reanimated objects into a fire pit, where, from time to time, they would fuse and come back to life as something terrifying.

      Many might have preferred to take their chances outside the school walls, but now it was too late.

      The buildings they saw up ahead were stone-built, stone being the only object that didn’t gradually reanimate. Roofs and doorframes were wooden, and as they approached Edgar saw many were bent and buckled, a sign that reanimation had begun unchecked. However, when he reached the nearest house he found the door frame cold to the touch, as though reanimation had paused suddenly, after buckling the frame so badly that the door now stood at an angle, no longer able to close.

      ‘Hello?’ Edgar called through the open doorway.

      No answer came.

      ‘Looks deserted,’ Loane said.

      They walked on into the village, but found the same everywhere. Unchecked, they would have expected the sense the hum of reanimation, as everything with synthetic origins began to take on gradual lives of their own, but here everything was still and quiet, despite the lack of any people.

      ‘Well, I think we’ve done our exploring,’ Loane said. ‘Perhaps we should get back to the old dragon before she tires of Kimber and throws him down a hole or something. Plus, I’m getting cold.’

      ‘Wait!’ Edgar said, as Professor Loane turned and started back the way they had come. ‘I’m cold too, but two minutes ago I wasn’t. There’s something here.’

      Loane looked reluctant, but nevertheless paused. ‘I don’t think this is a good idea,’ he said.

      Edgar agreed, but his curiosity wouldn’t allow him to leave so soon, despite the possible danger. The village had once contained perhaps a hundred people, but appeared deserted. If they hadn’t gone to the school to seek refuge, they had to have gone somewhere else.

      Unless of course, in one form or another, they were still here.

      ‘Carefully now,’ Edgar said, moving forward once again, creeping past one house after another, searching both with his eyes and a tiny tendril of his power for the source of the chilling cold. It wouldn’t do to use too much, but a single strand would likely go undetected, disguised by the background of Endinfinium’s forever altering landscape.

      They came to a village square, a dry fountain standing in the middle. Once a towering plastic dolphin, it had reanimated into some other kind of monstrosity, part, animal, part tree, with huge plastic fronds extending out of the dolphin’s mouth and hanging down over the sides. The water, which would have once come from the dolphin, was now directed over the tops of the fronds, so that it landed in the road instead of the fountain, cutting a groove in the stony surface. A couple of buckets lying on their sides suggested how the villagers had dealt with the inconvenience whenever the fountain was working, but now it stood covered with dust, as though it hadn’t worked in some years.

      They sat down on the wall surrounding the dry fountain and looked around. A small community hall was flanked by stone houses of a similar size. The front doors stood open, but inside was only darkness.

      ‘We have to go in,’ Loane said. ‘It’s coming from in there.’

      Edgar went first, his curiosity again outweighing his fears, with Loane following behind. Edgar didn’t even have to go inside, though, to find the people: he could see them from the doorway, standing inside, lined up in rows, all facing away from him. There had to be fifty or more, and none seemed in any particular distress. They were watching the far end of the room with complete, almost statuesque calm.

      ‘They’re all frozen,’ Loane said, voicing Edgar’s fears. ‘Something came here, and left them like this.’

      Edgar crept inside. The room was icy cold. He shivered as he reached up to touch the shoulder of the nearest person.

      Nothing happened. The man was cold to the touch, his skin grey and dull, but not hard and frozen as Edgar might have expected. When he leaned closer, he could even detect a slow beating of the man’s heart, as though he weren’t dead but merely hibernating, his body slowed to such an extent that only basic functions remained.

      ‘They’re all the same,’ Loane said, moving carefully among the group of standing people. ‘Like they’ve all shut down. Someone came here and did something to them, but … look here.’ He pointed to a gap on the floor. ‘They’re all in rows, but some spaces are missing. Whoever came here and made the people assemble … they took some with them.’

      At the front of the group was a low stage that allowed them to see over the tops of heads of the assembled people. Edgar felt quite unnerved looking from one set of staring eyes to another. From time to time the people even blinked, which made it even worse.

      ‘It’s coldest here,’ Loane said from behind him. ‘There were bad people here.’

      Edgar gave a slow nod. ‘Dark … Mages?’

      ‘It could be.’

      Edgar sighed. Dark Mages. Graduates from the school who had chosen to follow the Dark Man, turning what powers they had to mischief. He shook his head. The teachers, in part, were to blame. Until recently, they had attempted to hide any existence of magic in the vain hope of giving the pupils a semblance of a normal life. Edgar’s own resistance to the policy had led him to be exiled for a number of years. The downside had been that many graduates had wandered off into the world unsure of themselves, and later discovered unusual abilities. Unable to make sense of them, they had been easy pickings for the Dark Man’s followers. Until the recent upheavals, however, few had ventured away from the Shifting Castle.

      ‘They’re recruiting, growing their numbers.’

      Loane nodded. ‘They’re planning another assault on the school. Or perhaps to walk right in through its open gates, laying a path for the Dark Man himself. We’ve lost, Caspian. Even if you, me, and her make a stand, there’ll be too many. It’s over.’

      Edgar shook his head. ‘There’s Benjamin.’

      Loane sighed and rolled his eyes. ‘Forrest hasn’t been seen since he flew over the edge of the world. He’s dead.’

      ‘He’s not dead. I just have a … feeling.’

      ‘You have a lot of feelings. Most of them are worthless.’

      ‘I’m just saying we can’t give up.’

      ‘We’re three against the world. The Grand Lord’s encased in some kind of cocoon, and the reanimates have frozen. Where’s our army, Edgar?’

      Edgar waved a hand at the crowd of people. ‘Curse you, Robert, they’re here. There are fifty people in this room, and what, three missing spaces? That means most of them resisted. Most of them are on our side.’

      ‘I’m not sure that they’re likely to help us much in their current state—’

      The ground shuddered. Edgar, standing on the stage’s edge, would have fallen had Loane not reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him back. A few of the people swayed, one or two toppling to the floor, where they lay, unmoving besides the occasional blinking of their eyes.

      Edgar jumped down from the stage and hurried to the main doors as similar tremors followed the first, not waiting for Loane to follow. Outside, a wind had got up, blowing through the streets, sending bits of trash scattering all over the place. Edgar stepped out, and immediately had to grab hold of a nearby fence to prevent himself from being blown off his feet.

      Something massive loomed over the village, towering a hundred metres into the air. It was spindly and white, arching neck topped by what at first Edgar thought was some kind of blurry flower, easily as wide across as the length of a bus. In its centre was a glowing orange core, while spinning around it were large white blades.

      ‘A windmill,’ Loane said from Edgar’s shoulder, as he grabbed Edgar’s arm and pulled him back into the shelter of the doorway. ‘A giant, reanimated wind turbine.’

      ‘A ghoul,’ Edgar said. ‘Look at the colour.’

      Everything that wasn’t nailed down had been blown into great heaps wherever there was shelter. The ghoul’s spinning head swung around, then its long body constricted, and with a sudden springing motion it jerked, launching the monster into the air. As it crashed back down some distance beyond the village, the ground shook again. Edgar and Loane watched it make a couple more jumps, until it was out of sight, moving to the north.

      Despite the cold, Edgar wiped sweat off his brow. He turned to Professor Loane, whose face was almost as ashen grey as the motionless village residents.

      ‘I think that’s one more we can add to our list of problems,’ he said.
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      ‘We could probably walk faster than this,’ Wilhelm grumbled, as Chainy bumped and jerked along the rocky path leading out of the valley. ‘I mean, not exactly Lawrence, is he?’

      ‘Just stop complaining,’ Benjamin said. ‘Chainy, go a little left up there to avoid that pile of rocks.’

      Chainy, if he understood at all, picked up the information late, bumping over the nearest rocks and grinding to a sudden halt. His back wheels spun, but it was no use. They were stuck.

      Again.

      ‘I told you,’ Wilhelm said, climbing out and wandering off to look for a stick to poke the trapped rocks free. ‘Useless.’

      Benjamin sighed as he climbed out, rubbed his sore back from where the shopping cart’s frame had been pressing against him, then leaned down by the trapped wheel. The eyes that peered out of Chainy’s bag-face followed him, the mouth working up and down like a confused sheep chewing on a carrot.

      ‘You’ve got to watch those bumps,’ Benjamin said, patting the reanimate on the metal corner. ‘Sooner or later you’re going to lose a wheel.’

      ‘Oooh,’ Chainy muttered, which could have meant anything.

      Wilhelm returned, and together they managed to work Chainy’s front wheel free. A few minutes later, they were back in their carts, bumping up the steel path towards the crest of the hill.

      ‘I think we might have lost that ghoul,’ Wilhelm said with a sigh. ‘If we’re lucky, though, another one might come along.’

      ‘Don’t be sarcastic.’

      ‘Come on, there won’t be more than one, will there? I mean, it’s not possible, is it?’

      ‘Let’s hope not.’

      The path began to narrow where softer rock had broken away, creating a gorge. Chainy trundled into it, then immediately got stuck, crumbly, grassy banks pressing in on either side. His wheels spun uselessly, his body jerking from side to side, lodging him in tighter.

      ‘Ah, not again!’ Wilhelm shouted, shaking the sides of his trolley.

      ‘Be quiet! We don’t want that thing to hear us.’

      ‘I’m pretty sure they don’t go on hearing, more like just wander about and maraud stuff.’

      ‘Look, you go up to the top of the hill and see if you can see it. I’ll try and get Chainy out.’

      Wilhelm rolled his eyes, but climbed out and slunk off, head lowered. Benjamin climbed out of the front of his trolley, then leaned down to look at Chainy’s bag face.

      The opening of the bag hung open, and the big eyes were downcast as the part representing a mouth rocked up and down.

      Chainy appeared to be crying.

      ‘It’s … okay,’ Benjamin said, reaching out to pat Chainy on the top of the front trolley. ‘He’s just in a mood because he wanted to hang out and eat Jim Green’s cooking for the next year or two. It’s nothing personal.’

      ‘Oooooh,’ Chainy said, which again could have meant anything.

      ‘We
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