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        There is no such thing as magic.

        There is only natural order, and unnatural order.

        And unnatural order should not be influenced, in any place or time.

        For any reason.

        By anyone.
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        There are only two concepts of which a pupil need be aware: creation and destruction.

        Nothing else matters.
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            Part I

          

          
            At the End of Everything

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Greeting

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of miles from the shore, the sea, a ruffled blanket of blue, grey, and white, appeared to fall over the edge of the world.

      Benjamin Forrest sat up and, blinking as though waking from a long sleep, ran a hand through his hair to remove some of the sand. His hair felt longer than he remembered. Unkempt and tangled. His fingers smelled of grease and sea salt.

      He was sitting in a bowl of shingle just back from the foreshore. Smooth, grey stones mixed with colourful beads of plastic. Some felt warm to the touch. He didn’t remember being dumped here like a piece of driftwood, but that’s how it appeared. He still wore his favourite blue T-shirt and the black jeans his mum had bought from Tesco’s last February, but they were dirty and ripped and smelled of salt water. A piece of green ticker tape had caught on a thread of denim just below his knee. The laces on his black school shoes had come undone, and even though he felt dry, they were scuffed and stained as though he had spent the morning being tossed around in the shore-break like an old rag doll.

      Above him, pale orange clouds floated past, bunching together as they moved toward the horizon. Then, as they crossed an invisible threshold, they elongated suddenly and slid below the line of the sea like streaks of colour from a chalk painting washing away in the rain.

      Was this all a dream? Perhaps the sea didn’t just fall away into nothing. Perhaps any time now he would wake up in his own bed in his parents’ semi-detached estate house in Basingstoke, southwest England, and he would get up to look out the window at the beige council houses on Victoria Road, and not have to worry about whatever was digging its way up out of the shingle by his feet—

      ‘Hey you! Be careful! They’re hungry! It’s breeding season, don’t you know!’

      He didn’t have time to look for the speaker. The thing climbing up out of the stones was turning toward him, groaning with hunger. It looked like a car crossbred with a turtle, all shiny black chrome and spinning things like wheels with claws. The car’s bonnet opened and closed in rapid snaps, metal spikes resembling teeth shining in the afternoon sun.

      Something closed over his shoulder. He gave a yelp of surprise, but it was only fingers, someone’s fingers, strong and insistent.

      ‘Move! Now! Move—’

      The sharp voice didn’t have to repeat itself. Benjamin was already moving, heels kicking at the loose shingle, reverse-cycling away from the metallic monstrosity that seemed rather hungrier than any car should be.

      ‘Don’t forget your bag!’

      The absurdity of the statement registered no more than the reality of his old school bag with the faded picture of Spiderman on its side, lying there on the shingle, its strap perilously close to the chomping maw of the turtle-car. Benjamin stared at it as stones shifted and it tipped toward the monster’s mouth, disgorging a fan of dog-eared textbooks. Too late for his maths book; it slid into the turtle-car’s mouth, becoming a mess of shredded paper in a single snap. His science books were next, but there, on the top, sat his pride and joy: the story notebook he scribbled in while sitting alone at lunchtime.

      ‘No!’

      He dived forward, hands closing over the remnants of his schoolwork. He tossed a boring French textbook into the creature’s mouth to distract it, then retreated with another backpedalling scrabble of feet as the turtle-car lurched, its hood-maw pointing skyward, emitting an engine misfire that must have passed in this bizarre place as a belch. With a rattle of shifting shingle, it disappeared back into the earth, leaving only a small depression of wet stones to show where it had been.

      ‘Wow! He was hungry! What was that you gave him to eat?’

      Benjamin turned, heart still beating like the bubbles rattling out of the pump of his old goldfish tank back in his little Basingstoke bedroom. The girl, hair as red as an evening summer sky, eyes as blue as the sea, watched him with a wide smile.

      ‘A Tricolore,’ he said. ‘It was the French textbook or me.’

      ‘It was almost you. Don’t worry,’—the girl shrugged—‘you wouldn’t have been the first. Don’t think you’re special, you know.’

      Benjamin stared at the depression in the sand, trying to ignore a niggling that the school would make him pay for the textbooks the creature had eaten. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ he said. Looking up at the girl, he added, ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Is that any way to greet someone? I’m Miranda. Is that okay with you?’

      ‘Um, I suppose so. We don’t get to pick our own names for people, do we?’

      ‘I picked mine, but not all of us, no.’

      She turned and started walking off before Benjamin could think of a suitable response. He’d never found it easy to talk to girls, and Miranda already seemed stranger than any of his classmates. He glanced back at the beach, frowning at the piles of washed-up junk along the shoreline. Some of it appeared to be shifting, as though other great beasts hid underneath, and he shivered at the thought. When he looked back at Miranda, she was already some distance ahead, arms straight against her sides, legs stiffly lifting up and down as if she couldn’t decide whether she were a marionette or a soldier. Benjamin hurried after her.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Back to the school.’

      ‘What school?’

      ‘Our school.’

      She stopped so abruptly he bumped into her. His foot turned on a loose rock and he sat down heavily on the shingle. Something sharp poked into his back. He pulled out a dirty mantel clock from underneath him and tossed it away. As it bounced on the rocks, it made what sounded like a cry of discomfort.

      Miranda folded her arms and glared down at him. ‘What are you messing about down there for? I’m late for an appointment.’

      He smiled. ‘You’re like a robot.’

      Miranda frowned and, clearly not taking his comment as a joke, aimed a kick at his leg, but he managed to slip backward out of the way. ‘What a thing to say to a girl. I am most certainly not. You, Benjamin Forrest, need to learn some manners.’

      ‘How did you—’

      A finger rushed across her lips as she made a zipping sound. ‘Stop talking. I know your name because I was down on the beach waiting for you. Grand Lord Bastien said you would be arriving some time soon, and that it was best to keep a lookout. I’ve been coming down here every day for the last month. I’ve never been so fit.’

      ‘The Grand Lord?’

      ‘Sometimes he knows, sometimes he doesn’t. Dreams, he said. I was told you would likely show up on this beach, and it’s my job as a first-year prefect to ensure you are delivered to the school safely. It’s such a waste of ceremony when a newcomer gets munched by a turtle and ends up turned into a cleaner or a nasty ghoul in the Haunted Forest before they’ve even met anyone—wouldn’t you say so?’

      Benjamin lifted a tentative hand as though back in “Dagger” Dangerfield’s biology class and afraid those glowering eyes would laser-beam off the top of his head.

      ‘Um, excuse me….’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘One little question, if that’s okay…?’

      ‘Hurry up.’

      ‘Where exactly am I?’

      Miranda turned with a rapid sweeping gesture of her hands. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I just had things on my mind.’ She waved around her. ‘This place is called Endinfinium. It’s a bit odd, but you’ll get used to it. From today onward, you are a pupil of Endinfinium High School. Most of us don’t call it that, though.’

      ‘Oh? What do you call it?’

      Miranda smiled and, spinning on her heels, held her arms out. Benjamin worried that she might burst into song.

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ she said. ‘Most of us know it as the School at the End of the World.’
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      ‘It wouldn’t do to stray too far,’ Miranda said, as Benjamin followed her up a steep path rising into the cliffs that backed against the beach. ‘At least not until you’re familiar with what’s dangerous and what isn’t.’

      Benjamin shot fearful glances into the bushes to either side of them as they walked. All sorts of strange creatures moved about in there—cat-like things; big, lumbering things; small things that jumped from branch to branch and moved with the creak of metal—and every single one seemed to be looking in their direction.

      ‘Is anything else hungry?’ he muttered.

      ‘Oh, everything,’ Miranda said. ‘You’ll get used to it. Most things are more of a nuisance than an actual danger, though.’

      ‘That’s good to know.’

      ‘Isn’t it? Look, I need to drill you on a couple of things. You’ve appeared on the awkward side of the school. To avoid a very long walk inland that we don’t have time for before dinner, you’ll have to get past the old gatekeeper before you can be shown to your room and get on with formalities. Gatekeeper has been a bit of a grouch since the new entrance was finished, though; if he smiles, it’s probably a bad thing, so just put up with his snarls and complaints and answer his questions.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll try.’

      ‘Good. I’ll meet you on the other side.’ At the top of the path, she turned to head back down.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I have to meet a friend,’ she said. Then, for the first time, uncertainty replaced her brusque exterior. ‘Don’t tell anyone, will you?’

      ‘Um, no.’

      ‘Promise?’

      ‘I promise.’

      ‘Thanks. See you in a bit.’

      With that, she was gone as quickly as she had appeared, jogging back down the path as though the strenuous climb up had been nothing. Benjamin looked around him, feeling nervous. The bushes—oddly coloured, spiny things with strange flowers that reflected the sunlight like shards of glass—seemed to watch him, and without Miranda there for guidance, he felt like a side of sliced beef put out for a buffet.

      With a crunch and an electric hiss, something white and square bounced out onto the path behind him, and Benjamin jumped around in alarm. The thing looked like a fridge with stumpy, elephantine legs. It turned in his direction, and a fat mouth opened, then snapped shut. Benjamin hurried away from it, and when he glanced back, it had disappeared into the bushes.

      A short distance ahead, the path dipped into the lee of a towering buttress of brown rock. Benjamin stepped out of the bushes into a courtyard of cropped couch grass. Overhead, the bluff face reared high enough to leave the courtyard draped in shadows. Set into the foot of the cliff was a large pair of wooden doors too ill-fitting for the space. Away to the left, a battered old tractor lay on its side on the grass, its white bonnet and red chassis shining in the courtyard’s only patch of sunlight.

      Benjamin looked around for the gatekeeper Miranda had mentioned, but there was no one about. He went over and knocked on the door. The wood reverberated with a hollow tingle, booming as an echo from inside.

      No one answered.

      Tired from the walk, Benjamin sat down beside the tractor, leaning his back against tires warmed by the sun. With nothing else to do, he opened up his school bag and pulled out his remaining textbooks. His physics book was on top, complete with unfinished homework, while underneath lay his English book, followed by his home economics book. At the bottom was the little notebook with the green cover and the curled corners in which he wrote his stories. He opened it to the first page and read, “Welcome to the School at the End of the World.”

      ‘Huh? I didn’t write that….’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you did.’

      Benjamin jumped up at the gruff old voice. At the exact same time, the tire beneath him had shifted, and now the tractor was moving, turning over, bending and distorting as if made of flexible plastic.

      In a few moments, something rusty and contorted stood in front of him, its hood end bent over to allow a red radiator grill and small circular lights to become a mouth and eyes. The lights blinked at him, and the radiator emitted gusts of warm air like breaths. Small front wheels flapped like ears, while the large rear treads shifted back and forth to keep the creature’s balance. Gears and levers poking out of the sides gestured like arms.

      ‘What’s so odd? Never seen a David Brown 760 before? Classic model—1967, discontinued in ’71. Collectors’ favourite. Me, though, I had the personal misfortune to not belong to such an elite. Broke down in a waterlogged field, left there to rust. If you asked me to put a date on it, I’d say ’85. May or June? Field got cleared out for a new housing estate, and lucky old me was compactor bound.’ The tractor’s head shifted sideways. ‘In case you were wondering.’

      ‘Oh. It’s a sad story.’

      ‘With a happy ending. Of sorts. For a while, at least.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Had my second coming as the gatekeeper to the school. Or at least I was, until they built that stupid new entrance. You can call me Gatekeeper, because serial numbers are easy to forget, unless you’re really good at maths.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘That’s settled, then.’

      ‘When did they build the new entrance?’

      ‘Three hundred years ago, by your numbers, I’d guess. I’m no good at maths, either. Anytime and all time by mine. Fools. All that plastic and flexi-glass. Like it doesn’t reanimate so much quicker than wood? Found that out the hard way, didn’t they?’

      Benjamin blinked. ‘That was silly of them.’

      The gatekeeper dipped his head in a sage nod. ‘Right you are. Looks like we’re on the same page, boy. Who are you?’

      ‘My name’s Benjamin Forrest. I woke up on the beach. A turtle that looked like a car ate half my schoolwork, and then tried to eat me.’

      The gatekeeper gave a shrug. ‘They’ll do that, you fool. You have to learn how to talk to them. Don’t you know anything?’

      ‘To be quite honest—’

      A sudden howl rose up off the cliffs to the east, from the direction of the beach. Benjamin jumped, recalling a school trip to a wind farm outside Swindon and a tour through the generator building. The roar had been so fantastic, so great, Benjamin had heard barely a word the guide had said. The terrible howl reminded him of those whirling, relentless turbines.

      ‘Wow, is that the wind?’ he asked the gatekeeper, clapping his hands over his ears.

      ‘Um, no. Small problem,’ the gatekeeper said. ‘Better make yourself scarce, unless you’re not yet tired of being eaten.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Scatlocks. Irritating little things. They like to burrow into your ears and eyes, and just about anywhere else. Best take cover. They’ll eat you, but I’ve heard their mouths are so small that it takes several thousand of them several days to finish you off. Can’t imagine that’s a great deal of fun, can you?’

      The gatekeeper rolled toward the door. A gear lever stuck out, poked into the lock, and the door swung open.

      ‘Come on, get inside, won’t you, fool?’

      Benjamin hiked his bag over his shoulder and ran for the door. He had almost made it, when the air filled with a blizzard of white-and-grey fluttering things that ripped at his clothes and tore at his bag.

      ‘Hurry! Get inside before they do!’

      ‘I can’t see you!’ Benjamin screamed, spinning around, trying to cover his face with his hands. The scatlocks felt crisp and dry, like they were made of—

      ‘Here!’

      Something metal prodded him in the side, and Benjamin grabbed hold of it with one hand, batting the scatlocks away from his face with the other. The gatekeeper pulled him backward through the door, just as one of the scatlocks ducked down the front of his shirt.

      Screaming, Benjamin yanked it out and threw it at the floor like it was a live snake. The door slammed, shutting out the violent noise. A light switched on to reveal a dark, damp cavern with a tunnel leading up a gentle slope to the right. Jagged lumps of rock protruded from the ceiling a few inches above his head.

      As Benjamin gathered his breath, the gatekeeper turned around with the white, fluttery thing speared on the end of one of his gear levers.

      ‘Be careful you don’t kill them. I’m not sure that’s allowed. I’ll put it back outside later.’

      ‘It attacked me,’ Benjamin gasped.

      ‘It was trying to chase you off its territory,’ the gatekeeper said. ‘Reanimates don’t like humans all that much. You’re unnatural, you see.’

      ‘No, I’m not!’ Benjamin said. ‘This thing’s unnatural. Look at it! What is it, anyway?’ He poked at what looked like a plastic bag folded into the shape of a butterfly.

      ‘I told you. It’s a scatlock. They nest on the cliffs in great colonies, and they get aggressive with anyone who gets too close. One day, they’ll inherit Endinfinium, you mark my words.’

      ‘Endinfinium … that’s what the girl said. Where are we?’

      ‘We’re here, is where we are. There is nowhere else.’

      Benjamin took a deep breath. ‘Yes, there is. There’s England, and there’s Basingstoke and there’s Victoria Road. That’s where my family lives.’

      ‘Well, not anymore. You’re here now, and here you’ll stay. This is Endinfinium.’ The gatekeeper rumbled like a croaky, old engine, which Benjamin sensed was a snort of pride. ‘Endinfinium is the end of everything, and it’s for infinity, so I’m told. But what would I know? I’m just an old tractor.’ The gatekeeper leaned forward, looming over Benjamin’s head like a giant, homemade toy. ‘Anyone ever told you that you ask a lot of questions?’

      ‘A few teachers, yes. I would have asked the girl, but she went off somewhere.’

      ‘Miranda?’

      ‘She told me to look for you, then ran off back to the beach.’

      The gatekeeper’s headlight eyes revolved. ‘That girl. She’ll get in trouble if she’s not careful. Always running off, forgetting about the Oath. Well, let me tell you the answers to a couple of questions you’ll likely have fairly soon. Right now, you’re not anywhere, but the place you want to get to is a couple of miles further along this way, across a rickety, little bridge.’

      ‘And where’s that?’

      The gatekeeper sighed as if the answer should have been obvious.

      ‘The only place a boy of your age should be going. Endinfinium High. The School at the End of the World.’
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      The tunnel sloped gently upward, all rough-hewn rock with flickering oil lamps set into natural alcoves. Occasionally a door led off, some with markings and others plain, but the gatekeeper ignored them all as he continued his arduous march. For Benjamin, a soft spot had started to develop for the old tractor who was like a grouchy but beloved uncle, the sort who would ignore a beautiful summer sky to tell you war stories about his misspent youth.

      ‘Are there many other people here?’ Benjamin asked after a time, having tired of the gatekeeper’s parts’ relentless mechanical grinding in the echoing confines of the tunnel. ‘Apart from Miranda, everything I’ve seen was kind of … weird.’

      ‘Of course there are, fool. A right old bag of marbles we are out here. No end to the assortment. Reanimates, wanderers, and humans living in perfectly fractious non-harmony. I’m sure in time you’ll find what you’re looking for.’

      ‘Miranda said you were a bit grumpy.’

      The gatekeeper grunted. ‘Huh. I bet she did. Compared to her, the two suns must be grumpy. Always too enthusiastic for her own good.’

      ‘Two?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Two suns?’

      ‘Yes, the big one and the small one. Don’t you look up?’

      Benjamin made a note to pay more attention when he next went outside. ‘Well,’ he said, patting the gatekeeper on the nearest part of his chassis, ‘I don’t care what she says. I think you’re a bastion of sweetness and light. As fresh as summer flowers, with a smile that could out-beam the sun itself.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘Both!’

      The gatekeeper lurched backward, his radiator grill wheezing. His head struck the roof of the tunnel, and a puff of dust sprinkled down.

      ‘Fool, making me laugh like that. How will you find your way out of here if I keel over and die?’

      ‘Stop calling me fool.’

      The gatekeeper leaned down toward him. One headlight flashed in a wink. ‘I don’t know what it is with you humans. You think you know everything, then you show up and start bumbling around like you’ve never seen reanimates before.’

      ‘I haven’t. Last thing I remember was being in the woods near my house. There was a forest road, and my little brother, David, he was there, and … that’s it.’

      ‘And how did you end up here?’

      ‘That’s what I’d like to find out, before I get eaten by a burrowing car or suffocated by a flying plastic bag.’

      The gatekeeper stopped as the tunnel came to an abrupt end at a large pair of doors not dissimilar to the entrance. ‘Well, hopefully you’ll find someone who can help you over at the school.’ A gear lever poked out. ‘Good luck, young Benjamin, and if you find yourself with nothing to do, come and entertain me with a few tales of that other place. Banstock, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Basingstoke.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’

      Benjamin took hold of his gear lever and shook it. ‘I will,’ he said. ‘Thanks for your help, Gatekeeper.’

      ‘A pleasure. Now be careful out on the catwalk. It can get a little bouncy in the middle if the wind gets up.’

      The gatekeeper poked a lever into the lock and the doors swung open to reveal a spiraling stone staircase. Natural light from somewhere above made a circle on the floor. Benjamin stepped forward, and before he could change his mind, the doors swung shut. Through an opening high above, a circle of orange-tinted cloud was visible.

      The staircase opened onto a barren outcrop of rock with sharp drop-offs to either side. Behind him, in the direction he had come, was a pretty cove—a semi-circle of sand at the bottom of a steep cliff.

      Ahead, the mountainside descended with perilous steepness toward a wide bay. Large, blue-grey rollers battered jagged headlands, while out beyond the line of the breakers, strange creatures moved through the water, some sleek and streamlined, others bulky and angular. From time to time, one would surface in a burst of colour, flop over and disappear back beneath the swell. They were too distant to see clearly, but Benjamin was certain he had never seen anything like them off the pier at Weston-Super-Mare.

      And there across the bay, wrapped over the top of a rocky headland, stood a building quite unlike anything Benjamin had ever seen. In some ways a castle, in others a tumbledown ruin, what could only be Endinfinium High was not so much a dazzling display of architecture, but a building clinging for dear life to the crumbling cliff beneath. For every tower reaching optimistically toward the sky, a collapsed wall or an overhanging balcony looked just seconds from a long and painful drop to the rocky shoreline.

      Far across on the school’s headland, the grey line of a path switched back and forth as it led up to the school. Unfortunately, this lay on the other side of a vertigo-inducing rope bridge that stretched from a thin ledge below Benjamin’s feet, to a gate in the castle’s outer wall.

      Attempting to cross the bridge seemed a quick way to end up as food for the monstrous fish in the water below. With frayed and damaged rope, the bridge swung like a pendulum in the strong wind, at times nearly looping over on itself.

      Benjamin scuttled back down the steps and began pounding on the door, screaming for the gatekeeper to let him in, but now that his duty was over and the scatlocks had gone, the old tractor had obviously retreated back to his sunny little spot in the courtyard.

      With no other choice, Benjamin sat for a while and stared across at the school, too scared to move. In the end, though, his body made the decision for him: he was hungry, and the school was the only place likely to have food. He remembered eating Coco Pops with David that morning before they had gone to play down in the woods, but since then, the passage of time had scrambled at some point, and now his stomach was so empty, it could have been a balloon at a child’s birthday party.

      His first step onto the bridge felt solid enough. It was made of wooden slats lashed together with rope and it creaked with every step, but it felt firm enough as he inched out over the bay, one fearful step at a time.

      He was a fair way out when the first real gust of wind came. As the bridge swung sharply left, he grabbed hold of the guardrail ropes, wondering if this was a normal, earthly wind, or perhaps a wind caused by having the end of the world just a few miles to the east. Gritting his teeth and hanging on as though the rope might disappear, he waited until the bridge swung back the other way. Then, as it hit the flat, he scampered a few steps forward.

      This had to be a dream, and he had to be about to wake up. This realisation helped to quell his fear a little, even as the rope bridge bucked again. Benjamin closed his eyes and wrapped his arms through the guardrail ropes, holding on for dear life, until the bridge swung back again and settled for a few seconds to allow him to race another few steps further forward.

      He was now midway across the bay. The bridge dipped in the middle, at its lowest point close enough to the water below that Benjamin felt spray on his face from the tossing waves. In the brief moments of calm, Benjamin marveled at the creatures that seemed to dance there—great luminous tentacled things; twisted, angular monstrosities that looked like hybrids of beast and machine. Indeed, vessels were down there, too—arrow-shaped ships with billowing sails that bucked and swerved through the surf. Figures that might have been men stood on their multi-coloured decks.

      The rope bridge bucked again, then flattened out. Benjamin darted a few more steps forward. The door seemed even closer; he was sure he could make it.

      His optimism began to rise, when a howling sound from the headland behind him sent a shiver down his back. He forced himself to look over his shoulder, terrified of what he would see.

      The flickering white mass of a flock of scatlocks rose above the clifftop’s pinnacle, like a shifting, formless cloud. They bunched into a tight ball, appeared to pause, and then rushed forward across the bridge.

      Benjamin turned and dashed for the far side, stumbling and falling more than once as the bridge jerked beneath him. His knees picked up splinters, but he ignored the pain, pushing himself back up in a tumble of arms and legs, forcing himself onward, aware that death by a swarm of angry plastic bags might outweigh death by plunging into monster-infested waters.

      He was within a few steps of the far side when a board broke underneath him and, with a howl of terror, he dropped through the slats, wooden teeth scraping at his clothes. Desperate fingers closed over the jagged edge of the broken board, and he hooked his nails into the grooves of the wood while he kicked his legs out, desperately trying to swing himself up.

      It was impossible. He had never enjoyed P.E. much and didn’t have the upper body strength to pull himself up or the core strength to lift his legs and hook them. If he tried to swing, his hands would likely slip.

      He glanced down. Right beneath him, something ominous swirled in the water.

      The wind gusted again, swinging him right. Something batted against his hip.

      My bag, he thought.

      It was still hooked over his left shoulder. Risking losing his grip and plunging into the waves below, Benjamin let go with one hand, using it to unhook the bag. With a wide, arcing swing, it caught on the guardrail and held firm enough take his weight. Steeling himself, he pulled upward with all his might.

      He was halfway up through the hole, when the strap on his bag broke. For a moment he felt a great lightness, before the bag sailed away to the water far below. Benjamin watched, wondering why he wasn’t tumbling after it. His legs flapped, feeling a thick, jelly-like resistance.

      Something was cushioning him. He looked down but nothing was there, though when he looked up again, Miranda was running out toward him. She grabbed his wrists, hauled him up, and both of them fell in a heap on the creaking bridge.

      ‘Don’t tell a soul,’ she said, her eyes filled with fear. Then, as Benjamin frantically shook his head, even though he wasn’t yet sure what she was talking about, Miranda pulled him to his feet.

      ‘Quick,’ she hissed. ‘The door.’

      The cloud of scatlocks hovered right above them. Miranda threw the door open and, in a single motion, pushed Benjamin inside, then slammed the door closed. The howling wind and the buzz of the scatlocks cut off in an instant.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Almost there.’

      She turned and raced down a tunnel. As she passed, flames appeared in fittings bolted to the wall, as if lit by sensors. Benjamin ran after her, and a few seconds later, she stopped at a door.

      ‘We’re here,’ she said, flashing him a smile as she twisted the handle. ‘After you.’

      Benjamin stepped through, then gasped at the sheer size of the room in which he found himself standing.

      ‘Where are we?’

      The girl’s smile broadened. ‘This,’ she said, sweeping a hand before her, ‘is the Great Hall of Endinfinium. It’s where we have assembly.’

      Benjamin turned to look around him.

      ‘Wow,’ was all he could say.
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      The hall was at least three times the size of his school’s gym, shaped like an old Roman auditorium, with a wide central floor between dozens of ascending rows of seats on either side. Benjamin imagined gladiators racing chariots, or lions and bears eating slaves while a massive crowd roared.

      About halfway to a raised stage at the far end, a man quietly swept the floor. Otherwise, the vast room was empty.

      ‘There’s no one here at the moment,’ Miranda said.

      ‘I noticed.’

      With the trials of the rope bridge pushed to the back of his mind, Benjamin descended a set of steps to the floor below, his footfalls echoing around him. The vaulted roof lay in shadow, while seats rose up thirty rows deep to where unlit spotlights the size of dinner tables stood beside black curtains. Alcove lights brightened the hall’s dimensions just enough, but he could imagine the place filled with light and theatre.

      ‘What do you do in here?’ he asked.

      Miranda shrugged. ‘Oh, all sorts. You’ve just missed the school year entrance ceremony. It was last week. You were late.’

      ‘I didn’t know I was expected.’

      ‘There’s a lot you don’t know, isn’t there?’ she shouted abruptly, loud enough to make the sweeping man stop and turn toward them. He leant on his broom for a moment as though waiting for something to begin, then went back to his work.

      Benjamin ignored her. He wandered over to a glass door in between the rows of seats, and as he came level with it, he saw his reflection in a head-to-toe mirror.

      He hadn’t looked at his own face since he had arrived, but the sight was quite a shock. His hair was a shaggy mop: several weeks’ worth of growth longer than he remembered. His clothes were soiled and dirtied, torn in places and even stained on one arm with something that could have been blood. His face was gaunt, eyes bright but bloodshot as if sleep was a distant memory, and his cheeks were scratched as though he’d lost an argument with a bramble.

      ‘What happened to me?’ he whispered.

      Miranda’s hand fell on his shoulder, then sharply pulled away. ‘Um, the journey isn’t easy,’ she said. ‘Not everyone makes it. And for those who do, sometimes it can take a while.’

      ‘What’s the journey?’

      ‘I think you’ve asked enough questions. And if I told you the answers, they wouldn’t be right, because they’d be my answers. Only you can answer your own questions, right?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Clearly. I think we’ve established that all you know is nothing. Lucky you have me to look after you.’

      Benjamin sighed. ‘Yeah, lucky.’

      Miranda scowled. ‘No need to be ungrateful. I only left you alone for a few minutes.’

      Benjamin wanted to mention that those few minutes had almost gotten him killed multiple times, but he didn’t want to risk her running off again. Instead, he said, ‘How on earth did you get over here so fast? I had to go through that tunnel, then cross that terrifying bridge, but you just appeared on the other side. How did you do that? And if it was so easy, why couldn’t you have taken me with you?’

      She crossed her arms and turned up her nose. ‘I told you, I’m the class prefect. I know stuff that other people don’t know.’ She smirked. ‘I’m special.’

      ‘Good for you. What about on the bridge out there? Something invisible stopped me from falling. You did that, didn’t you? What was it, m—’

      She clamped a hand over his mouth. Her palm was warm, her skin smelling faintly of salt as though she had washed her hands in the sea.

      ‘Don’t say it. Don’t say the M-word. You have to remember the Oath, or at least pretend to.’ Gone was the brash, confident exterior; her voice trembled with fear. ‘I don’t want to go into the locker room again. Use of it is banned, and even the word will get you a thousand cleans if someone hears you.’

      Cleans. The locker room. More words Benjamin logged to ask about later. For now, though, best to focus on one thing at a time.

      ‘This thing I’m not supposed to talk about … you used it, right?’

      ‘Don’t talk about it. Please.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I don’t want to lose you. You don’t know anything. If you fall into the sea, you’ll get washed over, and once you’re over, there really is no coming back.’

      Benjamin put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath. He looked up and down the Great Hall, slowly counting to ten, hoping that Miranda might do the same.

      When he felt calm enough to speak without stumbling over his words, he asked, ‘Where are we?’

      Miranda rolled her eyes. ‘I told you. Endinfinium. The School at the End of the World.’

      ‘And where’s that?’

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ She shoved at his chest. ‘We’re at the end of everything.’

      Benjamin smiled. ‘And I’m supposed to go to school here?’

      ‘That’s right. The same as the rest of us.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Where is everyone else?’

      She shot him a look that suggested he was the biggest idiot in whatever world this was, and Benjamin wondered if she had any friends. The class prefects he remembered from his old school, Burnton Secondary, were all snobs who had not so much friends but followers. Perhaps Miranda fit that mould, too.

      ‘They’re. In. Class.’

      ‘What class am I missing?’

      She looked down at her wrist, at a space where a watch wasn’t. ‘The same one as me. Trigonometry.’

      Benjamin stared at her. ‘Trigonometry?’ He grinned. ‘Oh, what a terrible shame. You must have felt so sad that you had to come and find me.’

      Miranda returned his grin, and for the first time, Benjamin felt the hint of a connection, some shared sense of conspiracy that might blossom into friendship. No matter what world you were in, everyone hated trig.

      ‘My instructions were to see that you had the best chance of making it on time. I, you know, did my best. Can’t be helped if we’re a bit late, can it?’

      ‘If I ever sign up for a camping trip while I’m here, I’ll be sure to make sure you’re not leading it.’

      Her smile vanished. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Nothing,’ he said with a shrug, then turned away and wandered off down the hall in the direction of the cleaner. After a few seconds, Miranda trotted in pursuit, but Benjamin had already turned his attention to the only other person he had seen who looked human.

      ‘Hello,’ he said, offering a hand to the man’s back. ‘My name’s Benjamin. Nice to meet you.’

      The man stopped sweeping and straightened the broom in a slow, methodical motion, then turned to Benjamin, lifted his face, and grinned.

      Black eyes and a toothless mouth dominated a face long dead, its flesh hardened and leathery. As Benjamin tried to find the breath to scream, a clicking that could have been laughter came up through the dead cleaner’s throat.

      Miranda’s hand closed over Benjamin’s wrist, and she dragged him away. He glanced back, but the dead man had already returned to his work.

      ‘Not a good idea to bother the staff,’ Miranda said. ‘They get easily distracted.’

      ‘He was dead!’

      ‘That’s not a very polite way to put it,’ she said. ‘If he was dead, he wouldn’t be very good at his job now, would he? We prefer to say reanimated.’

      They had reached the end of the hall, where a huge stage rose above them, level with Benjamin’s eye-line. In the alcove behind the curtain hung several large flags, strange geometric patterns in a multitude of colours, some faded, all dusty and old. Everything about this place had an air of decay and neglect, not to mention bizarre. Even though he was getting used to it, he still hoped to soon wake up in his own bed back in Basingstoke.

      ‘You have dead people here?’ Benjamin whispered, far louder than he had intended, his heart still beating hard.

      ‘Well, they have to go somewhere.’

      ‘But, he’s dead!’

      Miranda smirked. ‘Well, aren’t you full of revelations. I’d never have noticed.’

      ‘This must be a dream.’ Benjamin shook his head. ‘This can’t be real. It just can’t.’

      Miranda shrugged. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ she said.

      ‘Look,’ he said, turning back to Miranda. ‘Is there anyone here who I would recognise as an actual, normal person? Aside from your wonderful self, of course?’

      Miranda rolled her eyes. ‘Of course there is.’

      ‘Could you take me to them, please?’

      Miranda looked aggrieved. ‘Well, you only had to ask. Wasn’t that difficult, was it?’
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      Through a door behind the stage was a set of stairs. Miranda switched on a light, and they climbed, emerging through a door into a wider corridor hewn from solid rock. Benjamin sensed they were still inside the cliff itself, yet to enter the buildings he had seen perched on the clifftop. How had these tunnels been created? Very little of this place made sense, so if Miranda told him they had been dug out by giant worms, he would have likely believed her.

      Doors and staircases led off at regular intervals. Miranda chose one seemingly at random, and soon they stood inside a tall set of glass doors that opened out to a courtyard on the very top of the cliff. Brightly coloured flowers in ornate pots rested along the edge of a low, stone balustrade overlooking a dramatic coastline. The sky was a familiar ochre blue, and the cliffs looked like regular rock jagging down toward regular beaches. They were on the other side of the headland from the bay, with its strange creatures and rocking vessels, and the sea, fierce and violent, looked like a normal sea … up to a line a couple of miles offshore where everything stopped. Some kind of horizon lay out there, a buttress of rocks perhaps, but after that … nothing. Just a haze of blue-white sky as if he was looking straight up instead of straight ahead.

      ‘It’s pretty,’ he said. ‘I suppose.’

      Miranda gave a non-committal shrug. ‘We should hurry up,’ she said. ‘Trig finishes at eleven. Then we have climbing. I like climbing.’

      ‘Climbing? What do we … oh, never mind. I’ll wait and see.’

      ‘The school focuses on practical skills,’ Miranda said. ‘We have no real time for unimportant things.’

      ‘I suppose that makes sense. What about trig? Since when has anyone ever needed that, ever?’

      ‘I’m guessing they had space on the timetable. Or they’re just sadistic. Come on, we need to get you enrolled and off to class, otherwise we’ll be sent to the locker room for cleaning duty.’ She pouted. ‘And I hate that.’

      Behind them rose a postmodern castle, vast and magnificent. Ancient stonework stood alongside glass walls and steel struts. A wide, mirrored glass front beamed the world behind the balustrade right back at them. Already Miranda was headed for a pair of doors at the top of three marble steps. Benjamin took one last look up at the castle front, at a tower with some kind of glowing light behind it.

      Only it wasn’t a light. It was a small sun, off-red, just poking out from behind the tower’s stonework, hanging low as though too tired to rise far above the horizon. Benjamin turned around. A second sun, a more familiar kind, hung high in the sky.

      That explained the orange-tinted clouds, then. He looked down at his feet, where the ghosts of two shadows stretched out, one to either side, one slightly stronger than the other.

      ‘Where on earth—or not—am I?’ he whispered, as he followed Miranda to the steps. ‘I must be dead. This can’t be a dream.’

      Miranda was waving him forward with a look of frustration. He hurried over and followed her through the doors.

      A woman sat behind a desk. A real, normal woman, fifty-ish years old, greying brown hair bunched up behind her head and spectacles over an aging, lined face. A business suit. Overweight, but not excessively so. Smelling faintly of perfume and scribbling with just too much aggression to be in a good mood.

      The urge to shout out loud was so strong, Benjamin slapped a hand over his mouth until he was sure he could control himself. Then, in a quiet voice, he said, ‘Mrs. Martin?’

      She looked up, and Benjamin stared. It was her. Of all the people to find in this odd place, one of Burnton Secondary’s office secretaries was the absolute last he could have expected.

      Even of the three main office staff, she was the least likely. Mr. Bennett was suave and cool, a known jazz musician in his spare time, while Miss Jones with her long legs and strikingly pretty face could have been an actress in another life. No one noticed Mrs. Martin, the engine house, the workhorse, the one in the background, the one who—and it pained him to even think it—couldn’t have been anything special at all.

      Yet here she was.

      ‘You took your time,’ she said, looking up, the hint of a smile on her wrinkled lips. ‘I almost threw your paperwork in the bin.’

      ‘I had some trouble.’

      ‘Evidently. I’ve seen tidier hair caught up in my vacuum cleaner. Welcome, in any case, to Endinfinium. It’s not quite as hideous as it initially looks.’ She gave Miranda a telling look. ‘At least not yet. Not if we can help it.’

      ‘Um, thanks, but how did you—’

      A phone on the desk behind Mrs. Martin began to ring—an ancient, black dial phone with ornate brass numbering. It shook as it rang, but tape secured it to the desk.

      ‘Excuse me a moment.’ Mrs. Martin spun on a swivel chair and picked up the phone, and as she nodded urgently, Benjamin glanced over at Miranda. When Mrs. Martin looked back, her expression was somewhere between frustration and anger.

      ‘I’m afraid we’ve got a problem downstairs that I need to attend to with some haste. Can you wait here for an hour or so?’

      ‘We have to get to class!’ Miranda protested. ‘We’re missing climbing!’

      Mrs. Martin lifted a sharp eyebrow and observed them for a few seconds. ‘Actually, I could do with your help. Do either of you have experience with a vanishing cannon?’

      ‘You mean, one of those things that makes the—’

      Mrs. Martin lifted a hand as she turned away. ‘Yes, yes, those things. I suppose you do. Come with me.’

      Benjamin, happy to just be going somewhere, asked, ‘What’s the problem?’

      ‘There’s a blockage in one of the rubbish chutes,’ Mrs. Martin said without looking back. ‘And it’s getting violent.’
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      Benjamin was quickly lost in the maze of corridors and stairways, but Mrs. Martin strode along with the purpose of someone who had done this a thousand times before. Miranda was always beside him with a guiding hand whenever he came close to straying, caught askew by Mrs. Martin’s sharp twists and turns. The postmodern glasswork of the main entrance had quickly reverted into stone corridors, as if the admissions division had been tacked on to some ancient ruin, but from time to time, they passed through sections of quaint, lacquered log corridors that perhaps filled gaps created by giant geological fissures. As they walked, Benjamin’s tattered shoes felt alternately warm and then chillingly cold, though he figured best not to dwell too much on the architectural makeup of this wondrous but terrifying place.

      ‘Here,’ Mrs. Martin said at last, stopping beside a large, wooden closet that had a set of painted levers protruding at chest level. She tugged and depressed them like someone playing an air-clarinet, then the door swung open.

      ‘We have some unusual locks here,’ Miranda said by way of explanation. ‘It’s not so much to keep people out, but … well, you’ll find out.’

      Benjamin wasn’t sure if he ever would, though he didn’t have time to dwell on it as Mrs. Martin thrust a long, vacuum cleaner-like tube into his hands and attached a small box the size of a football to his waist by a strap. It felt warm to the touch.

      ‘How do I turn it on?’

      ‘It’s voice-controlled,’ Mrs. Martin said. ‘My voice. You think I’d let a couple of kids loose with these things? Do I look like a complete idiot?’ Before either could respond, she added, ‘Just point it and hold it and you’ll do fine.’

      ‘Why’s it warm?’ Benjamin asked, worried it might burn him. The substance didn’t feel totally like metal; rather, something molten and viscous but able to dictate its own laws of motion.

      ‘Don’t ask,’ Mrs. Martin said, and when he glanced at Miranda, she gave him a little smile as if to say, And you thought I was bossy?

      Mrs. Martin led them to a thick, oak door which seemed to be vibrating, as the heavy, metal crossbeams were blurred and indistinct. Mrs. Martin cursed under her breath, threw the door open, and led them down a steep set of stone steps illuminated by flickering candles stuck into wooden holders that poked out of the wall. Benjamin wondered who had lit them, how they stayed alight, and why none of them seemed to be melting down, but he figured he might as well just add these questions to his ever-growing list.

      At the bottom of the steps, they followed a stone passage that led into a massive chamber stinking of smoke and food waste. A circular stone walkway arced to either side of a wide pit, in which flickered the glow of a deep fire.

      ‘The incinerator,’ Mrs. Martin breathed, as though it was a personal enemy. ‘Some idiot turned it off.’

      Benjamin didn’t have time to wonder what she meant. A thunderous roar echoed from a tunnel on the other side of the pit, this one broken through into an antechamber one level above, as if something large and unstoppable had really wanted to find a way out.

      Mrs. Martin, holding her vanishing cannon across her chest like a fumigator off to war with a rat-infested barn, marched straight around the incinerator pit with Benjamin and Miranda hurrying to keep pace.

      ‘Any idea what’s going on?’ Benjamin whispered.

      Miranda gave him a pained smile. In the incinerator’s glow her cheeks shone like red cherries, and her eyes were bright with the thrill of adventure. ‘I don’t need to answer this one,’ she said. ‘Look.’

      They turned a corner of the collapsed stone tunnel, where something heaving and monstrous lumbered into view. The thing—whatever it was—was an indecipherable conglomerate of rubbish. Crushed boxes flapped like loose skin over crumpled plastic and chunks of metal from old bicycles, fridges, gas heaters, garden chairs, musical instruments, clothes horses, and scores of other smaller items all shifting too quickly to be identified.

      ‘Oi, you!’ Mrs. Martin hollered. ‘I’d like a word, if you please!’

      Three lumpy tubes, each the size of a garden shed, swung toward her, rotating around a central lump that had formed into a mouth and eyes. Two massive pillars as wide as a road stumped from side to side as the creature hobbled around in a circle to face them. As it roared, Benjamin gagged at the repulsive wind that stank of kitchen waste. He glanced at Miranda, who was wiping tears out of her eyes.

      ‘What is it?’ he gasped.

      ‘It’s made of rubbish,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘When it gets crushed … if they don’t burn it quick enough … it starts to … to reanimate.’

      Benjamin stared. Definitely a dream. This had to be. It couldn’t have been anything else. He’d never known a dream to smell so putrid, though. As the creature moved toward them, it knocked aside some crumbling sections of the tunnel wall, and only as they fell did Benjamin realise people were down there, moving the rocks away, attempting to clear up the mess as the monster made it.

      ‘Who are they?’ he asked. ‘Why aren’t they helping us?’

      ‘They’re cleaners,’ Miranda said, and Benjamin remembered the sweeper in the Great Hall. ‘They won’t harm their own kind.’

      Benjamin had no chance to ask what she meant. Mrs. Martin screamed, ‘Fire!’ and suddenly the thing in his hands hummed with motion, stinging his hands with its heat as a vague, mirage-like blur fired from its wide nozzle and slammed into the creature. The beast howled and tried to turn away, knocking down another section of tunnel wall in the process, but there wasn’t enough room for something of its size to escape. Benjamin stared as pieces of junk and litter peeled off of the creature’s body like shed layers of skin.

      In barely five minutes, the destructive monster had been reduced to a heap of stinking—but immobile—rubbish. The machine in Benjamin’s hands switched itself off, and Mrs. Martin turned to them with a satisfied look on her face.

      ‘Thank you kindly. The cleaners will do what they’re supposed to, now that it’s no longer wandering about like a lost kitten. I’ll see to it that you get notes excusing you from class once we’re back up in the office.’

      Miranda, at least, looked pleased about this. With her vanishing cannon switched off, she made imaginary grips and handholds with her fingers, as if still hopeful she could make the end of climbing class. As Mrs. Martin led them back upstairs, Benjamin thought it best to hold his questions for a while as he watched Miranda’s hair glowing like flame in the candlelight.

      They returned the vanishing cannons to the cupboard with the unusual lock, but not before Mrs. Martin pulled from her pocket a canister of something and sprayed them with a liquid that smelt faintly of chamomile.

      ‘That should calm them down,’ she said, as if that made any sense.

      After the arduous climb back up to the office, Benjamin wanted to rest more than anything, but as Mrs. Martin stamped two pieces of paper and handed them over, Miranda tugged his arm. ‘We have to hurry,’ she said.

      ‘Can we still make it to climbing class?’

      ‘Oh, no’—Miranda shook her head—‘we’ve missed that.’

      ‘So what are we late for now?’

      She grinned. ‘Lunch.’

      Benjamin nodded. At last, something worth a little urgency. As he let Miranda take his hand and pull him away, Mrs. Martin’s stern demand echoed in his ears:

      ‘Be sure to come back and complete your enrollment forms!’

      He gave her a thumbs-up, but couldn’t bring himself to reply. He was too hungry, and the mystery of what this strange place might consider food was great enough to push, for now, all other questions out of his mind.
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      ‘Eventually you have to start telling me what’s going on,’ Benjamin said as Miranda pulled him along through corridors that alternated between old and new, cycling through stone, wood, and prefab plastic. ‘Isn’t that what prefects are for? Orientation and all that? I’ve been attacked by burrowing cars, chased by flocks of plastic bags, almost thrown off a bridge, and now I’ve helped to kill some giant monster made out of rubbish.’

      She gave him an irritated look. ‘So what would you most like to know?’

      He grinned. ‘What’s for lunch?’

      Miranda squeezed his hand just too tightly for it to be affectionate. ‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘You really think I’d spoil the surprise?’

      They passed under a couple of skylights that bathed them in two kinds of natural light, leaving them trailing twin shadows. Benjamin was reminded to ask Miranda about that when he got the chance.

      ‘We should be in time for our sitting,’ Miranda said, glancing down at the empty space on her wrist as if remembering the ghost of an old watch. ‘The third years are in front of us today, which is unfortunate. Most of them are on the rugby team. If there’s anything good, they’ll clean it out.’

      They turned a corner to a familiar sound coming from up ahead, and the loneliness Benjamin had pushed aside chose that moment to reacquaint itself. He stopped in his tracks, his arm jerking as Miranda halted a couple of steps in front of him.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t you hungry? Quick, we’re going in, and we have to hurry up. Sometimes there’s broccoli but not always—’

      Benjamin squinted to hide the tear in his eye. ‘I can hear voices,’ he said. ‘Kids queuing for lunch. It just takes me back, that’s all. Back to Basingstoke.’

      ‘It must be a wonderful place, Basingstoke,’ she said. ‘I try not to think about where I came from.’

      ‘Actually, it’s probably the most boring town on planet Earth,’ he said, forgetting himself as another tear made a run for it down his cheek. ‘But it is on planet Earth. That’s why I miss it.’

      ‘I bet school dinners here beat school dinners there.’ Miranda reached up and swiped the tear off of his face with an accuracy that was disturbing, yet comforting. ‘Come on, let’s go introduce you to some of the other kids. You’ll find we’re quite a mixed bag.’

      She left him standing there, hurrying ahead with an urgency that suggested she was tiring of his company.

      When Benjamin caught up with her again, she was pushing her way into the back of a small crowd of about twenty kids—a mixture of boys and girls of roughly the same age. Some looked completely normal, the same types of kids he might have queued with back home, while others possessed distinct traits in the same way Miranda’s
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