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      The suns—both of them—were resplendent. The dominant yellow sun hung high overhead, beaming out of a clear blue sky, while its smaller red counterpart hung above the bank of fog and cloud to the east that marked the edge of the known world, casting the surface of the sea with a glittering net of crimson. While it was never truly hot in Endinfinium, it was certainly a pleasant shade of warm, and for once the winds that usually whipped up the front of the cliff on which the school was perched were still.

      A team of cleaners—the blank-faced bodies of the reanimated dead—had set up a rickety wooden stage far too close to the edge of the clifftop courtyard for Benjamin Forrest’s liking. It was a relief then that he wouldn’t need to stand on it for at least another six Endinfinium years.

      He stood now in the front row of pupils, with his best friends, Wilhelm Jacobs and Miranda Butterworth, to his left and right. All three, like the rest of the first-year pupils in their row, wore their best uniform for the event, a light, blue-grey jacket and trousers. Each year wore a slightly darker shade, so from above the six lines of pupils most likely looked like a gradually darkening shadow stretching toward the postmodern glass doors of the school a short distance behind.

      ‘Wilhelm, quick!’ Miranda hissed over the back of Benjamin’s shoulders. ‘Dusty patrol.’

      Professor James “Dusty” Eaves had indeed begun another of his casual inspection checks, ambling along the lines of pupils, his hands clasped behind his back, making his hunchback even more prominent. Wilhelm, with one quick movement, reached back and tucked his shirt back into his trousers. As soon as Professor Eaves had returned to the side of the stage, Wilhelm pulled it out again.

      ‘I don’t know why you bother,’ Benjamin whispered.

      ‘A quiet rebellion grows into a loud rebellion,’ Wilhelm said.

      ‘But what are you rebelling against?’

      Wilhelm grinned. ‘Everything.’

      ‘Can you two zip it?’ Miranda said. ‘Here we go.’

      To the right of the stage, a large canvas-covered drum began to beat itself in a slow rhythm that matched the footsteps of the line of pupils walking slowly from the school’s entrance across the courtyard to the stage. At the front walked Professor Robert Loane, the de facto head of the teaching staff. He wore a black suit and a tall top hat that didn’t quite cover his hair.

      ‘Look, you can see it,’ Wilhelm said. ‘The grey patch.’

      Benjamin saw he was right—just beneath Professor Loane’s left ear, his formerly brown hair had gained a palm-sized patch of grey. Whether through age, stress, or sickness, no one knew, but the pupils were keen to settle on a secret nickname as soon as possible.

      ‘Pebbles,’ Miranda sniggered, ducking her head to hide a smile.

      ‘Salt shaker,’ Wilhelm said, throwing an angry glance in her direction.

      ‘Is something the matter, Jacobs?’ boomed a stern voice from the side of the stage. Ms. Ito, fearsome owner of the chessboard hair and a nose so thin that from front on it was nearly invisible, stomped into view, the overlarge cast on her left leg swinging out and down like a giant white rolling pin.

      Wilhelm dropped his eyes and gave a fast shake of his head. Ms. Ito scowled and turned back to watch the graduating pupils making a line across the stage.

      ‘Licorice Loane,’ Benjamin whispered. Wilhelm elbowed him in the ribs, and when he subsequently bumped into Miranda, she elbowed him back again. Ms. Ito looked round, and all three of them found their mouths snapping closed hard enough to make their teeth hurt.

      The graduating pupils had made two lines across the stage, eighteen in total. Benjamin found it difficult to put names to many of them, but he recognised Terry Wilkins—the head of the rugby club (infamous flusher of Godfrey Pendleton’s cohort Derek Bates for a club initiation)—and Sara Liselle, a waiflike girl of indeterminable age: it was said she was graduating purely on duration as a pupil rather than her approximate years of existence. Then there was Andre Bellini, a popular member of the flower-arranging club, and a keen student of Endinfinium’s bizarre flora.

      A hush had fallen over the small crowd. Benjamin felt the magical hold on his jaw relax, and he gave his mouth a slight flex to test its worthiness. From beside the stage, Ms. Ito offered him the briefest of smiles.

      ‘Opening word,’ Professor Eaves said, speaking into a microphone at the edge of the stage. A pair of speakers set up in front crackled; one of them bumped from side to side like an excitable monkey.

      Professor Loane took up the microphone.

      ‘Welcome, everyone,’ he said. ‘On this day, the fourth of estimated-October, on the anniversary—as best as anyone can tell—of the founding of our fine school, we would like to say a thank-you to the current seventh-years and wish them well in their choice of triangulation.’

      ‘Shouldn’t it be graduation?’ Benjamin whispered to Miranda, after first checking Ms. Ito’s gaze was elsewhere.

      Miranda shook her head. ‘Of course not. This is Endinfinium. Do you really think they would do something normal?’

      Benjamin glanced from one teacher to the next, then looked along the two lines of pupils. None of the teachers were smiling, and few of the pupils. Back in Benjamin’s school in Basingstoke, England, graduating would have been a happy event, but here in Endinfinium it marked a step into the unknown.

      Professor Eaves took up the microphone again. ‘First, a speech from our headmaster, Grand Lord Bastien.’

      A series of whispers circulated among Benjamin’s line. None of the first-years had ever seen the Grand Lord this close, and never outside the Great Hall.

      ‘Where is he?’ Wilhelm whispered.

      Heads turned as the school doors creaked. A line of cleaners emerged, carrying an old-fashioned palanquin that looked dug straight out of the ground. One side was covered in intricate carvings, the other was faded and worn as though it had lain half-buried on a beach for some years.

      The cleaners carried the palanquin in front of the stage and set it down. One opened a door, and a heavily robed figure emerged.

      ‘He’s so creepy,’ whispered Derek from the row of second-years behind Benjamin. ‘I reckon he’ll melt if he takes that veil off.’

      ‘You can see right through him!’ another one hissed.

      The veil covered the Grand Lord’s face, but as he turned to face first the pupils on the stage, then the rest of the assembled, Benjamin saw the boy was right. At a certain angle, the Grand Lord’s pale face was partially translucent.

      He remembered Professor Loane telling him once that the Grand Lord was a “disassociated soul”. Part of the old man was here in Endinfinium, while part of him was elsewhere, in an old life he could no longer connect with. It was a fancy name; to the kids he was simply a clothed ghost.

      The Grand Lord walked across to the microphone. Walking was something Benjamin, who met with the Grand Lord frequently, had never seen him do. Closing his eyes and concentrating, he felt the warmth of the Grand Lord’s magic, and knew their headmaster was using his power to move in a way that a lack of physical substance denied him.

      ‘I am honoured to see those who have risen through our ranks,’ the Grand Lord said. ‘It has been many years since your coming, and your survival alone in such trying circumstances is a testament to your maturity. Now, the time has come for you to leave the protective walls of Endinfinium High. It is time to make your choice.’

      The Grand Lord stepped back from the microphone, lowering his head in a gesture to suggest his involvement in proceedings was now over. Professor Loane stepped forward.

      ‘Many years ago, the founders of our school agreed that, for school leavers, three paths exist. This became known as your triangulation. Your choices exist as such. One: you may choose to remain at the school, and become part of its staff. Opportunities exist to study beneath your former professors or within faculties such as administration, catering, or services.’

      A few pupils behind Benjamin sighed. Beside him, Wilhelm was trying to untie one shoelace with the toe of his other shoe. Miranda, standing stock straight to emphasise her status as prefect, glared at him like a mother frustrated with a disobedient child.

      ‘Your second choice,’ Professor Loane continued, ‘is to make your way out into Endinfinium and become part of its wider community. There are small villages associated with the school, and farming and fishing communities. Some former pupils work in the forests to the south, or run guesthouses and study camps. There are many opportunities for you to make a life for yourself where you can find happiness and pride in what you do.’

      ‘And now the third choice,’ Wilhelm whispered, grinning at Benjamin. ‘That’s the big one, isn’t it?’

      ‘Shh!’ Miranda hissed.

      Professor Loane cleared his throat. ‘And then there is choice number three. It is the one which brings us in the teaching community a sense of regret, but it is one we nevertheless respect and support. The third possibility of your triangulation is that you decide to leave the protective wing of the school and seek your fortunes beyond the known boundaries of Endinfinium.’

      Behind them, Derek Bates made a falling and plopping sound. One of the third-year girls hissed at him to shut up and another slapped him on the shoulder.

      ‘You have been prepared for these choices,’ Professor Loane continued. ‘Now is the time to make your decision.’

      He stepped away from the microphone. Dusty Eaves stepped up to take over.

      ‘Your choices will now be announced,’ he said. ‘First, I will read the names of those who have chosen to become part of the school’s staff.’

      With a little cough, the professor reeled off six names, adding which department they would join. After Terry Wilkins’ name was read, Professor Eaves announced he would be this year’s assistant to Captain Roche in gym class.

      Next came the list of pupils choosing to work out in the wider area around the school. Andre Bellini was announced as an apprentice of Alan Barnacle at the Paper Dragon Bay Guesthouse, a study camp a couple of hours north of the school, and a place Benjamin remembered with mixed feelings. Nine pupils had taken this second option, leaving just three who had decided to take their chances. Benjamin wondered how he would feel when his triangulation came, whether he could follow them off into the unknown, or perhaps continue to forge a life for himself at the school.

      ‘Sara Liselle, Timothy Long, and Emmie Bromwich … we are aware that you have had plenty of time to come to this decision. For the past nine years, no school leaver has chosen this third option. Do any of you have anything to say?’

      Sara Liselle lifted a slender hand. Benjamin shook his head, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Miranda glance at him, perhaps because more than once he had already tried to take a similar path.

      ‘Yes, Sara. Come forward.’

      Her bottom lip was trembling, and when she spoke the amplified voice came out in a tremor.

      ‘I wish everyone here at the school well,’ she said. ‘As I’m sure Tim and Emmie do too. This was a decision we came to ourselves, after much deliberation. What is it they say about curiosity? That it’s like a cat trying to escape from a box.’

      Miranda scoffed. ‘Load of rubbish,’ she muttered. ‘A cat doesn’t die if it escapes from a box.’

      ‘Depends where it is,’ Wilhelm said. ‘Train tracks—ow!’

      ‘Shut up.’

      On the stage, Sara cleared her throat. ‘Well, I am that cat. Tim and Emmie are also that cat. We might return, we don’t know. But we have to look. None of us were born here in Endinfinium, and while we thank the teaching staff and everyone who has helped us from the bottom of our hearts, we have no wish to die here, either.’

      At the side of the stage, Ms. Ito rolled her eyes. Captain Roche was rocking back and forward as though caught in a breeze meant only for him, while Grand Lord Bastien was a statue standing at the back, his head bowed, leaving no sign of a person beneath the thick robes.

      Sara Liselle handed the microphone back to Professor Loane, who cleared his throat.

      ‘Then, without further ado, from everyone here at Endinfinium High School, we would like to wish you all the best as you make your way out into the world … and beyond.’
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      ‘Are you coming, Benjamin? I want to see if they chicken out. I mean, they must do, right?’

      Benjamin looked up from where he was folding away his school uniform and putting it back into his drawer. Wilhelm still wore his, but his shirt was now fully untucked, his shoelaces untied, and the buttons of his shirt unfastened. He had even added a perfunctory ruffling of the hair to his rebellious look.

      ‘You know, if you’re going to be the year’s delinquent, you’ll need to smile a bit less,’ Benjamin said. ‘It kind of betrays you, don’t you think?’

      Wilhelm shrugged. ‘As long as I get under their skin, that’s all that matters.’

      ‘I imagine you’re already there. Buried in deep, like a roach.’

      Wilhelm laughed. ‘You sound like Miranda. Are you coming or not?’

      Benjamin shook his head. ‘I’ll meet you down on the beach. I have something to do first.’

      ‘Let me guess? It’s a secret.’

      Benjamin lowered his eyes. ‘I’ll tell you soon, I promise.’

      ‘Okay, but you better not have some new friend you’re going off to hang out with without telling me.’

      ‘Nothing like that.’

      ‘Or is it a girl?’

      ‘No! That’s horrible.’

      ‘Good.’

      Benjamin made his excuses and left, already dressed in his secondary uniform, the one used for general knocking about. It would be quicker to head straight to the beach after his appointment rather than come back to change; it was already likely he would miss the departure of the three leavers for the edge of the world. It depended on how hard Godfrey felt like punishing him.

      The detention cells were several levels below the surface, built into the solid rock of the headland. As a result, there was little evidence of reanimation—rock being one of the few things for which reanimation happened so slowly as to be undetectable—save for the flickering candles bouncing in the metal holders fitted to the walls.

      It was drafty down this deep underground, with much of the headland filled with natural holes and gullies like a giant sponge, meaning chill blasts of sea air could strike you at any moment. Benjamin, wrapped in a woolen cloak, hurried along, his head down.

      When he reached the door of Godfrey’s detention cell, he put the piles of books he had brought from the library on the floor and leaned down to look into the small space through which food trays were passed.

      Freezing water splashed into his face, soaking him nearly to the waist. Too shocked even to cry out, Benjamin simply closed his eyes as his skin tingled, then wiped it away with one hand, and opened his eyes to find himself staring into the bright green eyes of Godfrey, the school’s resident bully, cohort of the Dark Man, and Benjamin’s personal nemesis.

      ‘Oh, sorry there, Bennie. I was just changing my bath water.’ The sour-faced boy grinned. ‘You’re lucky it wasn’t the slops. That’s next.’

      ‘I brought what you asked for.’

      Godfrey’s smile dropped. ‘Did you check they were complete? If I get to the end and find there’s a chapter missing, I’ll tell on you, you know I will—’

      ‘They’re complete. I flicked through each one myself, just to make sure.’

      ‘They’ll cast you out if they know what I know. Don’t you try me.’

      Benjamin sighed. ‘I won’t. Don’t worry, they’re complete.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Cleat said from time to time storage boxes wash up with the contents sealed inside. No water damage. I got what you wanted.’ Benjamin pushed the bundle forward. ‘Isaac Asimov. The complete Foundation.’

      ‘Which edition?’

      Benjamin sighed. ‘How am I supposed to know?’

      ‘I told you, I wanted the 1998 reissued edition. Nothing else.’

      ‘I did my best—’

      ‘Are you sure about that? Do you want to be wandering Endinfinium forever, Forrest? Living life like an outcast? Shunned by everyone you meet?’

      Benjamin slammed a fist on the floor. ‘I tried—’

      Godfrey started to laugh. ‘I’m only messing with you, Forrest. My God, you’re so gullible. If I called you a scatlock would you try to fly?’

      Benjamin said nothing. He pushed the bag closer to the food slot, then waited while Godfrey unloaded the books one by one. When he was done, Godfrey began pushing books he had read back through the slot. The Earthsea Trilogy, Gene Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun, Ringworld by Larry Niven, Eon by Greg Bear. Some of them had extensive signs of water damage, but at least they were all complete. Godfrey had thrown a tantrum after getting a copy of Stephen King’s Dark Tower 7 which was missing the final chapter. Benjamin, who had read it, had offered to talk Godfrey through the end, only to find a kick aimed through the food slot miss his face by a hair’s width.

      Godfrey’s love of speculative fiction had come as a surprise. If he wasn’t such a mean-spirited, generally evil git, they could have been good friends.

      Godfrey sat on the floor and went through the books one by one. Benjamin waited with his face pressed to the floor. Finally, Godfrey looked up.

      ‘You’re still here?’

      ‘Yeah. I was just wondering if you can remember anything more about this shifting castle place.’

      Godfrey threw the book down. It landed, open-sided, on a puddle of water. ‘So that’s it, is it, Forrest? You’re fishing for information? Trying to find out if I’m lying or not about you and the Dark Man being one and the same? Oh, you’re so shallow.’

      Benjamin shrugged as best he could for someone lying on the floor. ‘Of course I believe you. I was just wondering. And, you know, you don’t get many visitors down here.’

      Godfrey glared at him. ‘I’ll tell you what, Forrest. You’ve been pretty good at finding things so far, so let’s give you a test. If you pass, I’ll answer your questions.’

      ‘Okay. What do you want?’

      ‘A bottle of fizzy pop.’

      ‘What?’

      Godfrey sneered. ‘See, not so easy now, is it? I’ve told you what I want, now get to it. And just to make things more interesting, if you don’t find it, I’ll start spreading the word about you and the Dark Man. How’s that for a challenge?’

      ‘You’re a sod.’

      Godfrey laughed. ‘Bye-bye, Forrest.’

      As Benjamin sat up, Godfrey called out again. ‘Wait.’ The book—a copy of Prelude to Foundation—crashed against the small opening and flopped half through like a dying bird. ‘You’ve ruined this one now. Get me another.’

      Benjamin sighed and picked the book up. He didn’t bother to say goodbye to Godfrey as he walked back up the gloomy corridor, but he could hear Godfrey’s laughter echoing in his ears.
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      Miranda appeared to have swallowed a thundercloud. As Benjamin scrambled down the final steepest section of path to where the other pupils and teachers were assembled on the beach, she tapped the invisible watch on her wrist and hissed, ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘Says the girl who vanished on me the first time we met,’ Benjamin snapped back, unable to help himself. Immediately he felt guilty, but Miranda’s bony fist snaked out and cracked him on the arm before he could start to apologise.

      ‘At least I had a good reason. What’s yours?’

      Benjamin patted his stomach and grinned. ‘Bad lunch.’

      ‘Well, at least you didn’t miss anything.’

      Further down the beach, the three departing pupils were climbing into a rickety boat that didn’t look capable of crossing a road on the back of a truck let alone an ocean. Cleaners loaded cases for them, which contained as much food and provisions as the school could spare. The teachers stood in a rough circle around the boat, with the pupils behind them. Formalities had been forgotten. The pupils were now dressed in gym or casual wear, and were talking among themselves. The teachers, their faces glum, were making one last attempt to persuade the three leavers to stay.

      ‘No decision is ever final,’ Ms. Ito was saying. ‘Not unless I make it.’

      Sara Liselle shook her head. ‘Thank you for everything,’ she said.

      ‘Well, send us a postcard,’ Professor Eaves quipped. ‘Or a fax, or whatever it is you can send when you get there. Perhaps a carrier pigeon.’ He raised a hand to give a brief wave, then turned and walked back up the beach. As he passed Benjamin, he muttered, ‘Hell, throw a message in a bottle for all I care. Huh. Seven years of schooling literally thrown off a cliff.’

      ‘Are you ready, Professor Caspian?’ Professor Loane said.

      Standing next to a wooden crate a little way up the beach, Edgar Caspian nodded.

      ‘Well, fire away.’

      Edgar, unsmiling, leaned into the box, then stepped back. With a sudden whistle, a rocket burst up into the sky and exploded. It was quickly followed by several more. While it wasn’t quite dark enough to make the firework display beautiful, with the red sun now below the line of the cliffs to the north, the multi-coloured sky took on an eerie brilliance.

      Most of the pupils whooped and cheered. Benjamin was wondering where the teachers had found working fireworks when he felt the faint heat of Edgar’s magic and understood. The teachers had found old, damaged fireworks, and a little bit of reanimation magic had turned them into a passable explosion. For Benjamin, who still struggled to control his magic, even under the watchful instruction of Grand Lord Bastien, it was quite the display of skill.

      With the three pupils aboard, the boat moved gently out into the bay. Far out on the horizon, something huge rose from the water and then dived out of sight. Benjamin frowned, but all three pupils were facing the beach, waving at the friends and teachers they were leaving behind. All three looked happy. Benjamin, who had been to the edge of the world and barely survived, struggled to share their enthusiasm. Neither Miranda nor Wilhelm were smiling either.

      ‘Well, good luck to them,’ Miranda said. Then, turning to Benjamin, she fixed him with a glare. ‘Don’t you ever dare leave me standing on this beach while I wave you off on some stupid boat. I’ll swim out there and drag you back with the anchor tied around your neck to hold you down.’

      ‘Would you tie an anchor around my neck?’ Wilhelm asked.

      Miranda scowled. ‘I’d tie you to the bow of a cruise-shark to give you a swimming lesson at the same time.’

      Wilhelm smirked. ‘You’re going to make a great teacher one day.’

      ‘I know. Not like there’s much else to do, is there? Other than become a chamomile farmer.’

      ‘I thought I might set up a water-skiing school.’

      ‘Well, make sure you don’t fall over the edge.’

      ‘You can talk—’

      Benjamin put up a hand. ‘Can you two be quiet? I want to watch.’

      With the fireworks display over, the pupils waved as the boat drifted out into deeper waters. From time to time, strange beasts surfaced alongside it, eyeing it with curiosity, but it passed beyond the headland unharmed. Some of the other pupils were talking about going onto the cliffs to watch it fall over the edge of the world, but Professor Loane ordered everyone back to the school for dinner. The last Benjamin saw of the little boat was it disappearing behind the rocky cliff.
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      In honour of the triangulation ceremony, dinner was almost special. The new members of the teaching staff sat alongside their more celebrated counterparts as the cleaners dished out the usual plates of bland vegetables topped by a slightly sweet custard sauce, but tonight served with a side bowl of fruit jelly filled with shiny red strawberries.

      Benjamin gave one a tentative prod with his fork, suspicious, as always, of anything never served before.

      ‘What do you think it’s been fused with?’ Wilhelm asked. ‘Plastic buckets and spades? Old party balloons?’

      Miranda pushed Benjamin’s hand away, speared the strawberry, and popped it into her mouth before he could begin to protest.

      ‘You know they won’t serve us anything that’s been reanimated,’ she said. ‘How about a little trust? It tastes fine to me. If you’d grown up eating what I had to eat, you’d be more thankful.’

      ‘What did they make you eat?’ Wilhelm asked. Benjamin leaned over to hear better, interested as always in where his friends had come from, even though, like most pupils, they didn’t talk about it much.

      ‘Nothing. We were fed through a tube that was inserted into our stomachs.’

      ‘Sounds gross.’

      Miranda shrugged. ‘You got used to it. Once a day, at breakfast. On special occasions we were allowed to eat with our mouths. Birthdays, for example. They made a big cake and we all got a small piece.’

      ‘We got porridge in the orphanage,’ Wilhelm said. ‘Pretty much every day. It never tasted quite the same but it always had the same thick consistency. One of the other kids found out why one day.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘We were eating food donated by a local supermarket. Each evening a truck would pull up and unload a few crates of leftovers which would do us the following day. To save time cooking it, the whole lot was poured into a giant blender.’

      ‘What did your friend do when he found out?’ Benjamin asked.

      Wilhelm grinned. ‘He cut the blender’s cord with a pair of scissors, then thieved some money out of one of the security guard’s bags. He sneaked out and got fish n’ chips. Brought a couple of bags back for the rest of us. Tasted like gold. Problem was, we were still kids, you know. Didn’t think about the smell. The stiffs got us the next day.’

      ‘The stiffs?’

      ‘Yeah, you know, the management. We wouldn’t own up to who did it, so they got out the cane.’

      ‘The cane?’

      Wilhelm held his hands out two feet apart. ‘About so big. It was this thin piece of flexible bamboo that one of the stiffs bought on holiday somewhere posh and exotic. They’d crack you across the back of the legs.’

      ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Yeah. No one said anything, so we all got it. Tag-teamed it. Us verses the stiffs, that’s how it all went down.’

      ‘In an orphanage?’ Benjamin frowned. ‘Isn’t that a bit barbaric?’

      Wilhelm shrugged. ‘It was more of a young offenders’ home really.’

      Miranda, who had sat quietly listening to the exchange, lifted an eyebrow. ‘And what exactly was your offence?’

      ‘Well, that’s another story….’

      Before Wilhelm could launch into a new dialogue, he was interrupted by garrulous laughter from the next table. Derek Bates pushed back his chair and grinned.

      ‘You two gullible idiots. Do you believe everything that comes out of his mouth?’

      ‘Can it, Derek.’

      ‘Make me.’

      Wilhelm pushed back his chair and stood up. He grabbed a half empty bowl left on the table nearby and sent it flying into Derek’s face. The older boy coughed as the dregs of another boy’s custard spattered into his eyes and hair.

      ‘I’ll do you for that—’

      ‘Jacobs!’

      Derek ducked low in his seat as Professor Eaves jumped to his feet. He glared across the room at Wilhelm, who still stood, arm held out in the follow-through of his throw.

      ‘I think we need to have a talk about violent behaviour,’ Professor Eaves said. ‘You know bullying won’t be tolerated.’

      ‘I didn’t start it!’ Wilhelm protested. Benjamin and Miranda added their voices of agreement, but Professor Eaves waved their protests away.

      ‘It doesn’t matter who started it. It takes a stronger person to finish it. One thousand cleans.’

      Wilhelm groaned. ‘You’ve got to be joking.’

      Professor Eaves narrowed his eyes. ‘You can make a start straight after dinner.’

      As Wilhelm turned back to his food, shoveling it into his mouth like an angry kid looking for a buried toy in a sandpit, Benjamin watched Derek and his friends. While his friends were sniggering, Derek was cleaning himself up, but the custard was removing itself from his face and clothes with far greater precision than any cloth could manage, peeling back and combining neatly into larger pieces which then dropped into his bowl.

      Benjamin closed his eyes and felt for the heat of magic. It was there, but none of the boys seemed to be using it. He glanced at Professor Eaves. The old man was nodding slowly as he stared at Derek. At the other end of the table, none of the other teachers had noticed. They were deep in conversation with their new junior teaching assistants.

      Wilhelm grumbled under his breath. Miranda, beside him, had finished her dinner and was watching him intently.

      ‘Benjamin and I will help you, don’t worry. We stick together, don’t we?’

      ‘It’s that….’

      ‘And don’t worry about them.’

      Wilhelm shrugged. ‘I’m not. I was telling the truth. I think.’

      ‘What do you mean, you think?’

      Wilhelm puffed his cheeks and let out an exasperated sigh. ‘I mean, it starts to get vague, doesn’t it? Don’t you think so, Benjamin?’

      Benjamin turned. ‘What does?’

      ‘The old life.’

      Benjamin frowned. He had been in Endinfinium for nearly a year by his best guess, and while he could still remember much of his life before, certain details had faded, never to return. His phone number. His address. The colour of his father’s car. The names of his goldfish. His brother’s favorite food. It was slipping away, piece by piece, as though the jigsaw puzzle of his past was slowly turning blank. He had overheard older kids talking about not remembering anything, being left with just a vague outline of what had come before, but none seemed concerned. More than anything, most kids who had arrived in Endinfinium had left behind a life they wanted to forget, even if they could no longer remember why.

      ‘I still remember everything,’ he said, looking from one to the other, defying them to challenge him. ‘And I won’t forget it. One day I’ll find a way to go home.’

      Miranda glared at Wilhelm. ‘Look what you’ve done. You’ve started him off again.’

      Benjamin shook his head. ‘It’s okay. Let’s go and play checkers or something up in the dorms. I’ll be fine.’

      Miranda stared at him. ‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘I’m worried about you.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ he repeated, feeling anything but.
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      After dinner, Benjamin made an excuse about getting some books from the library, then ran off to find Edgar Caspian, the formerly exiled science teacher who had become their close friend. Edgar had left the dining hall early and Benjamin found him in a little office adjacent to the science classrooms on the school’s third floor.

      ‘Benjamin!’ Edgar said, giving his pointed beard a tug. ‘How nice to see you. I imagine it was quite an emotional day. Your first triangulation. They get easier, trust me. Watching those kids sail off, though, that always hurts.’

      ‘Do they really think they’ll find a way home?’

      Edgar shook his head. ‘I think they’re just hoping to find something,’ he said. ‘Answers of some kind.’

      ‘Can I ask you a question?’

      Edgar smiled. ‘Sure.’

      ‘I’m worried that I’m forgetting my past.’

      Edgar nodded. ‘That’s what makes you different. Few of us had pasts worth remembering. Sometimes—like the three who left today—we cling on to an idea of home, but the details, for most of us, are easily let go.’

      ‘Do you remember?’

      ‘About before I came here?’ Edgar smiled. ‘Yes and no.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘If you really want to hold on to your past, write it down. By the time you reach your own triangulation, it’s likely you’ll remember you came from England, and that you had a family, but little else. And wait ten years after that, and you might have nothing left except a vague notion that you weren’t indeed born here. Just be careful to keep a hold of the record.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Edgar smiled. ‘Mine reanimated and flew away. I never recovered it.’

      ‘And you lost all your memories again?’

      ‘I wrote down what I remembered of that first journal, and I have kept that one. But another layer of detail was lost.’

      ‘So you remember nothing of your true past?’

      ‘I remember what I wrote down about it, and I trust myself that it is true.’

      Benjamin sighed. ‘And what you remember, was it good?’

      Edgar shook his head. ‘Like many, my awakening in Endinfinium wasn’t unwelcome. I rejected the place, but not the circumstances. I seek to understand this new world, but I don’t seek to return to the old one. Not … as the boy I was.’

      Edgar would offer no further explanation. Benjamin couldn’t be sure the old magician even had the answers as he brushed off Benjamin’s questions, but Benjamin headed back to the dorms feeling even more confused than before.

      He had spent longer with Edgar than he realised. The corridors had darkened, the animated candles burning in their braziers flickering only with a dim glow. With the pupils returned to the dormitory and the teachers to their apartments, Benjamin heard only the occasional distant shuffling of a cleaner.

      The school, a vast, sprawling castle part hewn from rock, part built from concrete, wood, and even plastic and glass, had whole floors hidden from view and great labyrinthine wings rarely used except by brave—or reckless—kids playing hide n’ seek. Some stood silent and empty, others were filled with recovered goods that groaned and creaked with the slow onset of reanimation. While most pupils and teachers stuck to the often-traversed routes, Wilhelm had taken it upon himself to learn as many ways around the school as possible and taught Benjamin and Miranda about the best ones he found. One particular route was a shortcut back to the exit leading to the dormitory via a winding wood-walled corridor that snaked through an area of meeting and storage rooms, none of which were in current use.

      Dark and gloomy, the constant creak of the wood as it gradually came to life spooked Benjamin worse than any graveyard could, but a quick, five-minute head-down rush saved twenty minutes of walking back to the school’s main entrance and then up the stairs to the higher floors. Pausing at the entrance to the corridor, he made up his mind, hugged his arms around himself and went for it.

      He was halfway along when he heard voices.

      Stopping dead in his tracks, he started to turn back, sure it was ghosts or ghouls or something hideous he was yet to learn about, when he recognised one of the voices.

      Professor Eaves.

      ‘In here. They’re waiting for you. Let me find the key a moment.’

      And then the reply sent chills through his blood. ‘Hurry up, won’t you? Before someone sees me.’

      Benjamin steeled himself and peered around the bend in the corridor, in time to see a heavy door closing.

      He ran up to it and looked for a keyhole he could peer through, but whatever the key fitted into was well hidden. He closed his eyes a moment, feeling for magic, and from inside came a wave of cold so terrifying it made hairs stand up on his arms.

      Losing his nerve, he hurried on, heading for the dorms, wondering what he could do, who he could tell.

      And most of all, wondering why Professor Eaves had let Godfrey out of his cell.
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            The Ferry Master
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      Standing with her hands planted so firmly on her hips that she could have been a mathematical instrument, the ferry master was a tall, muscular woman called Tania. So tall, in fact, that she looked rather ridiculous standing next to the unnaturally wide Captain Roche, like a pencil beside an eraser. To look at her, the captain had to fully swivel his oversized head upward, until his ear was buried in his neck.

      ‘Welcome,’ she said, clapping her hands together hard enough to break bones. ‘The captain tells me you’re taking a field trip over to the Haunted Forest.’

      A few pupils nodded and muttered, ‘Yes.’ Tania smiled. Beside her, a tall dog, unlike anything Benjamin and his friends had ever seen before, sat back on feet that were completely hidden by thick blue-brown fur. Benjamin had seen show dogs in magazines from time to time that had a vague resemblance, but it looked literally made out of carpet, right down to the coloured beads it had for eyes that swiveled to watch them as it fidgeted from foot to foot.

      ‘Tania has been minding the ferry here for more than twenty Endinfinium years,’ Captain Roche said, again swiveling to look up at her as if still surprised by her height. ‘As this is the first time for most of you to cross over into the Haunted Forest, I’ve asked her to give you a talk on health and safety.’

      Tania nodded. ‘First, a little history. The ferry here was established about a hundred years ago. By all accounts, there used to be a bridge, but no one is old enough to remember, and documentation has a habit of rewriting itself, as you might have noticed.’ She gave a little laugh, but no one seemed to get the joke except Benjamin, who didn’t find it particularly funny anyway.

      ‘It’s believed that the bridge, itself a product of some bizarre reanimation, was washed away during a junk storm. Don’t know what one of those is? It’s when a particularly heavy load of rubbish comes floating down the river. They say that Source Mountain turns into a kind of chocolate fondue of chaos.’

      Again, a little laugh. Only Benjamin and Wilhelm of the assembled pupils had ever been to Source Mountain, so Tania received mostly looks of confusion. Benjamin gave her a smile he hoped was encouraging, but she had turned to stare back upriver.

      ‘Most such deluges are merely legend. Perhaps the only one I’ve ever seen myself was when the twisted remains of a rollercoaster came floating past.’ She grinned. ‘That was quite something. It was like the skeleton of a futuristic dinosaur. No doubt it lies at the bottom of the ocean somewhere now, slowly reanimating into something incredible, like a serpent or giant snake.’

      Most of the girls tittered with revulsion. Only Miranda didn’t react. Beside Tania, Captain Roche raised one slug-like eyebrow and gave a slow nod, as if remembering something similar.

      ‘In any case, the ferry is available for operation whenever someone wants to cross. Which, admittedly, is rare. There are ferry stations on either side of the river, and one can be signaled from the other using a set of mirrors.’ She pointed behind her at a tall metal frame with something flat and square attached to the top that was angled upward, so all that could be seen was an underside of fittings and framework.

      ‘Angle it so that the mirror on the riverbank opposite begins to flicker,’ she said. ‘When that happens, it causes a bell to ring in the ferry station below. Clever, isn’t it?’

      A couple of pupils mumbled agreement. Beside Tania, the dog gave a sudden musty bellow, causing a cloud of dust to plume around it.

      ‘Now, now, Crokus,’ Tania said. ‘It’s not dinnertime yet.’

      ‘Its name’s Crokus,’ Wilhelm sniggered.

      The dog gave another wheeze. The pupils at the front started to cough.

      ‘You’ll have to excuse my dog,’ Tania said. ‘He’s been hungry for several days. He only eats what we find in the Haunted Forest, so until someone needs a ride over to the western bank he goes hungry. You might have noticed that he’s not a regular dog.’

      ‘I didn’t think so,’ muttered Snout, once a member of Godfrey’s gang, and now president of the Traffic Cone Appreciation Society, a group that did exactly what it said on the tin

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/istock-985621866.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/benjaminforrest_book3.jpg
BENJAMIN FORREST AND THE

LOST CITY

HOULS

- o

EN D LNEENSFU-M”_# 3

CHRIS WARD





OEBPS/images/image-01.jpg





