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Dead from the Beginning

Tom Woolberson was only fifteen years old when his life ended. It was through no fault of his own, or the fault of anyone for that matter. It was simply something that happened, and he had been powerless to control it. Of all the ways he could have gone, lying on his bed playing the computer was not the way he would have chosen for himself. It was rather embarrassing really when he found the time to think about it. He had been mindlessly minding his own business when suddenly everything went blindingly white, then silent, and then black - like somebody had hit pause on his life and tinkered off to the bathroom.

It was only when the lights came back on again that he realised something quite momentous must have happened, but he wasn’t quite sure what it was. The first thing he noticed was not that his game had ended or that he’d been pulverised into compote. In fact, the first thing he noticed was that his feet were now wet. What a strange thing to notice! He looked down at them and saw he was standing, ankle deep, in horrible wet marshland. To say this came as a surprise was nothing compared to what he would realise next. When he finally finished grimacing at his feet, he looked up again and saw what could only be described as the most mundanely alien surroundings imaginable.

To describe something as mundanely alien is rather paradoxical; but that is the only way he could think to describe it. You see, it wasn’t the endless marshes that worried him, but rather the sheer flatness of the land that gave him cause for concern. There was not a single thing in sight except for sodden mush and bloated rain clouds. Like some dystopian perversion of a familiar Yorkshire countryside. The land was completely flat to the extent that it looked like it’d been drawn with the aid of a spirit level by some highly astute land surveyor to ensure its perfect flatness. There were no hills or slight inclines or dips or hollows or even a frickin’ tree to break the absolute uniform plainness of this strange new place he found himself in.

It wasn’t until thirty seconds later that he realised, while he’d remained still, he’d been slowly sinking into the marsh and was now almost knee-deep in the thing. With some effort, he managed to shake himself free.

He walked for what felt like days (but was perhaps only an hour) until finally he came across what appeared to be some sort of building. As the dark and ominous clouds around him slowly started to disperse, they revealed a perfect screen of blue. That’s when he saw it: a blurred oblong shape in the distance. Finally, a building among all this wanton flatness! It shimmered and swayed hypnotically against the glassy backdrop behind it. Tom squinted, forcing his eyes into focus, and could make out what appeared to be some sort of exceedingly tall edifice set against the endlessly clear expanse. As it slowly came into focus, he saw it looming above him. The colossal black tower.

*
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It stood alone on the horizon, extending endlessly into the sky. It was thin and most definitely black (or at least a very dark grey in colour). It appeared to be made of stone, which brought Tom a dash of comfort thinking soon he would find his feet somewhere solid and dry again. Getting closer, the morsel of comfort vanished as he saw that this building was anything but welcoming.

It materialised like a menacing castle in front of him. The exterior was harsh and beaten, as if it had endured centuries of extremely bad weather (and, if today’s conditions were anything to go by, he was quite sure it had done). The stones of the façade were huge, surprisingly so, which made Tom wonder who or what had built this foreboding fortification standing now a mere five hundred feet in distance.

As he approached, he could make out a large doorway at the entrance – “enormous”, in fact, was a more fitting word for this particular door. It was a monstrous wooden gate, arched at its peak with heavy-looking brass hinges strapped across the centre. There were large steps leading up to the entrance and Tom approached them with increasing apprehension as he stepped into the immense shadow cast by the tower.

He ascended the steps slowly, cherishing the brief moment of ecstasy that came with finding his feet on solid ground again. Unfortunately for Tom, any relief he felt was quickly replaced by blinding terror and an immediate urge to flee. This was because the door,  now only ten feet in front of him, had begun to creak open, and standing there before him was the most utterly terrifying figure imaginable.

At least eight feet tall, covered completely by a black hooded robe that revealed no signs of what might be hidden underneath, the figure gazed down at him and Tom felt himself fall backwards, landing hard on the cold floor.

‘Enter,’ spoke a grim voice from above him.

The word crawled over him like a million scuttling insects poured from this shadowy spectre’s featureless visage. Tom’s first instinct was to get up and run, but he found himself entirely unable to move – he was frozen in fear like a plank of petrified wood. Before he could muster a syllable in reply, the enormous door swung fully open and the giant spectre disappeared into the shadows, leaving Tom sprawled chaotically on the floor. 

His lower back was beginning to throb as he unceremoniously pulled himself to his feet. He stared through the open doorway. Then, taking a deep breath, he followed ‘It’ into the tower, momentarily impressed by his own reckless daring.

The air inside smelt dank and dusty; like it had hung there for millennia and had begun to mothball and fester. There was a staircase in front of him that spiralled up through the centre of the floors above, twisting like a malevolent snake through the building. Two wooden spheres were perched atop the posts at the base of the stairs, staring at Tom like the patient eyes of a predator, daring him to ascend.

The flagstone floor was cold and hard, as were the walls and the ceilings, made with the same weather-beaten stones that lined the exterior. He was surprised, but relieved, to find that the enormous, hooded figure had now vanished completely. Choosing not to start a search party, he turned instead to the stairs. There were no other doorways or passages around him except for this staircase – so it must have gone up? (Or so he’d thought at the time.)

Tom made his way towards the stairs and, with only a moment’s hesitation, began to climb. He rounded the first corner and could see the beginnings of the floor above. Hesitantly (but with increasing curiosity), he took the last few steps and came out onto the first floor. Strangely enough, his trepidation seemed to thaw considerably at what he saw there.

In front of him, towards the back of the landing and propped against the cold stone wall, was a tiny wooden booth with a very small, very flustered-looking man perched on a chair behind the smallest desk Tom had ever seen. The man (who reminded him immediately of Elmer Fudd, the cantankerous yet endearing adversary of Bugs Bunny) hadn’t seemed to notice his arrival. He appeared to be too busy to have any concern whatsoever for the goings-on in his surroundings. Instead, he was deep in concentration, muttering a low string of profanities under his breath, one hand frantically rummaging through mountains of paperwork while the other scribbled furiously at the desk. The scene would have been comical under any other circumstances, but, at this particular juncture, Tom felt humour had abandoned him entirely.

Letting the relief at the sight of another person wash over him, he rushed to the booth and began to explain himself.

‘Name?’ barked the man.

Tom jumped. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Your name. I need your name,’ the man repeated.

‘Oh... it’s... uh... Tom Woolberson.’ 

‘Born day?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Born day! Your born day, please!’ barked the man again, without looking up at him.

‘Oh, er... I was born on the... twenty-third of... March... er... two thousand and... four.’

‘Cause of death?’ asked the man.

‘What?’ Tom coughed loudly as he choked on the mouthful of air he’d been in the process of inhaling.

‘I need your cause of death. Now come on, I don’t have all day!’

‘But... I’m not d-d-dead?’ Tom stuttered. He had of course been entertaining this thought ever since first finding his feet in the marshes outside, but having it spoken aloud was something different entirely. Unfortunately, the blatant incredulity in Tom’s voice seemed only to irritate the man further.

‘I don’t suffer time wasters, son. Please answer the question!’

‘I’m not dead. I... I can’t be... ’ he said frantically, feeling his mind start to reel wildly out of control.

‘Cause of death?’ barked the tiny old man again, looking tremendously agitated now. 

‘I... I don’t know,’ Tom managed, deflated.

‘I’ll just put “to be determined” then. Please make your way to the seated area to your right to await enrrrrolment.’ He trilled the “r” while he fixed Tom with a murderous glare.

Tom walked away from the tiny booth feeling like he’d just been hit over the head with a tiny, but very real, cricket bat. He saw to his right a narrow hallway lined with wooden chairs. Seated in those chairs, to his surprise, were dozens of kids who (like him) looked misplaced and anxious. They seemed to range in age and nationality, like they’d been pulled at random from a giant tombola drum containing the world’s entire population of minors. There were some older kids who were clearly in their late teens (brooding types with no interest in conversing with those they saw as younger and inferior); there were some girls further along the corridor whispering frantically, noses centimetres apart, who must’ve been no older than eleven or twelve; an Indian boy was solemnly assessing his own folded hands; a few tall Scandinavian-looking kids had placed some distance between themselves and the chattering girls; and a small Chinese boy (who looked particularly nervous) was sitting in one of the seats closest to him. Tom walked up to the first free chair he could find and collapsed into it.

He tried to remember the last memory he had before waking up in this place. It had been just a normal day. Normal Tom Woolberson. There was nothing particularly remarkable about him. He was of medium height and build, brown hair swept up out of his face, small nose, blue eyes, broad shoulders like his dad, long legs like his mum. He supposed he would’ve been classed as reasonably attractive, mostly because of his excellent hairstyle, though attractive in a way that appealed to mums and aunties, rather than to any girl he’d shown interest in.

As far as he could remember, he’d woken up, like he always did, in his house where he’d lived with his parents since he was born. He’d spent the day in his room playing on the Xbox. Dad was at work as always (big law firm in town), and Mum was out with Aunt Sue (shopping or something equally uninteresting). He’d spent the day alone – which had been his only option as his friends had all abandoned him. So, how had he ended up here? As he’d already established, he had no memory of leaving the house that day – surely he’d remember something as significant as his own death? But there was nothing... nothing he could remember happening that might’ve led to this exceedingly bleak situation.

Just then, a door opened down the hall and a girl with bright red hair, who must have been around his age, burst out and started making her way down the corridor towards him. She seemed a little ditsy and stumbled rather than walked.

‘Sorry!’ she yelped as she stepped on the toes of the boy beside Tom and he winced in pain. ‘We’re not really supposed to use these restrooms, but I couldn’t find any free ones upstairs.’

Tom looked around, wondering if she was talking to him now that the other boy was folded over in pain. She had pale blue eyes and her red hair fell in soft curls to her shoulder. She was pretty, he noticed, but in a peculiar kind of way that wasn’t immediately obvious. She was wearing such an odd selection of clothes that all attention was drawn away from her pretty face.

She wore a knitted blue jumper which surely must’ve belonged to an older sibling or parent as it was at least three sizes too big for her and was pockmarked with holes. Her bright red corduroy skirt clashed horribly with her hair. Her knitted polka dot tights looked as itchy as they were inexplicable. And she wore a pair of large black Doc-Marten-style boots.

She sat down in the seat next to Tom and turned to him with an exaggerated look of sympathy. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve all been there.’

‘Sorry?’

‘We’ve all been there,’ she repeated.

‘Been where?’

‘Been where you are now. of course! Sitting here looking like you. Like your whole world just crashed down around you. Let me guess: you woke up and all you could see were marshes and dark scary-looking clouds, right?’

‘Er, yes, actually,’ Tom replied.

‘Well you’re here now and there’s no going back, I’m afraid,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘It’s not so bad believe me. My name’s Mary,’ she offered cordially, ‘Mary Elizabeth Habersmith.’

‘Oh, err...I’m Tom,’ he said. ‘Tom Woolberson.’

‘Wool-berson? Like a sheep’s wool? That’s a very unusual name,’ she mused.

‘Err...yeah, I guess,’ muttered Tom, looking rather taken aback and resisting the urge to mention that her name wasn’t exactly run-of-the-mill either.

‘Well, Tom Woolberson, I’m pleased to meet you,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘What is it that brings you here then exactly if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘You mean how did I die?’ Tom said, surprising himself as he shook the girl’s hand.

‘Yes, that’s precisely what I mean,’ she beamed.

‘Well...I don’t know exactly,’ Tom managed. ‘I was just in my room...then, I must have fallen asleep...then I just sort of...woke up here.’

‘How mysterious!’ she said conspiratorially. ‘Maybe you were murdered in your sleep?’

Tom gaped at her, dumfounded.

‘I’ll show you the ropes if you like?’ she continued, seeing his reaction and swiftly changing the subject.

‘Yeah ok,’ Tom replied, looking at his feet again.

‘What is this place anyway?’ He wasn’t sure why but talking to this strange girl with the odd tights and the curly red hair was starting to make him feel slightly better (despite the surprise news that had just been unceremoniously dumped on him by the tiny man in the wooden hut).

‘Think of it as a school for dead kids,’ she said, glancing at Tom with a wry smile.

‘You’re dead t-t-too...I mean you died too, then?’ stuttered Tom haphazardly.

‘Well yeah, duuuuuh,’ she said. ‘We’re all goners in here. Not one single living soul around. Where did you think you were anyway?’ she chuckled.

‘Good point,’ said Tom. And now that he thought about it, it did kind of make sense. Except for the dying part, of course, which he still couldn’t get his head around.

‘So, you met the headmaster then?’ she asked.

‘The who?’

‘The headmaster...You know, upsettingly tall with the black robe on an’ all.’

‘Is that who “It” was?’ Tom croaked.

‘Yeah that’s the headmaster – he welcomes all the new students. Azrael is his name...Doesn’t speak much. He used to be “Death” you know, but he retired and now he’s taken the role of Headmaster as a sort of ceremonial position, I guess. He doesn’t do any of his old duties anymore, that’s for sure. Apparently, he was the longest serving Angel of Death there’s ever been! He even escorted Jesus to the afterlife if you can believe that! That’s what I read anyway...I’ve never actually spoken to him. He gives me the creeps to be perfectly honest with you.’

Just then another door opened down the hall and a shrill voice reverberated off the stone walls around them.

‘TOM WOOLBERSON!’

‘You better go,’ Mary said, looking back down the hallway. ‘Wouldn’t want to keep her waiting, if you know what’s good for you. It was nice to meet you Tom...I’ll look out for you after orientation.’ And with that she skipped off in the other direction towards the stairs.

Tom watched her round the corner and disappear. 

He noticed a few of the other boys staring at her curiously as she left. 

Pulling himself together as best as he could, he headed off down the hallway towards the shrill voice that had emitted from one of the rooms there. When he arrived at an open door, thirty or so metres down the corridor, he leaned around slowly and peered across the threshold, unsure of whether to knock or announce himself – as it turned out, neither was necessary. 
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Chapter Two
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Orientation

Inside the dark room lit only by candle light, sat a tall thin bespectacled woman who was dressed from head to toe in green. She wore a silk green shawl around her shoulders under which a green blazer topped what looked like an entirely green pant suit. She wore sensible looking green shoes and even wore a polished emerald beret on her head. She sat at a desk in the middle of the room - which was apparently the “Enrolment Office” according to the sign on the door.

Around the tiny office were dozens of heavy looking filing cabinets, some of which hung open revealing hundreds of dusty folders and providing multiple tripping hazards for anyone not paying attention to where they were walking. On the desk in front of the woman sat the strangest assortment of items he’d ever seen. There was what looked like an enormous set of antique metal binoculars. There were dials and levers on the side of them and several sets of lenses of gradually increasing size attached to the front. Next to the binoculars was a dusty looking magnifying glass with a battered looking wooden handle and lying across the table was what looked like a baseball bat, but on closer inspection he realised it was some sort of brass telescope with intricate etchings of winged angels along the barrel.

‘Well come in then!’ said the woman. ‘Let’s not wait for hell to freeze.’

Tom crept nervously into the dark room, stepping over a drawer fully extended from the filling cabinet to his right.

‘Tom Woolberson?’ she asked briskly.

‘Eh...yes, Ma’am,’ Tom fumbled.

‘Well take a seat, Mister Woolberson, and we shall get you enrolled.’ She spun in her chair to the cabinet behind her and immediately started rummaging through an open drawer.

‘My name is Uriel and you may call me the same,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Mister Enoch informs me that you are unaware of how you came to be with us today?’

‘Who?’ Tom said, sounding rude despite himself.  

‘Mister Enoch, I said. Mister Enoch. Do try and keep up now, Tom.’

‘Oh, err...yes then. I mean, I don’t know,’ Tom said finally; assuming Mister Enoch must be the small, flustered man in the booth by the stairs.

‘Well not to worry,’ she said. ‘That is easily fixed!’

She swung back around on her chair and opened a drawer by her feet, pulling out what appeared to be a large glass fish bowl.

‘Right,’ she said, ‘this should only take a moment, but I will require you to come a little bit closer so you can see.’

Tom grabbed the bottom of his chair and shuffled it a few inches closer.

‘Mister Woolberson...Of forty-four Needless Road, Steppsworth, Bridlington, England, United Kingdom, Europe, Northern Hemisphere, Planet Earth. Correct?’

‘Err...that’s right,’ Tom said. Needless Road was indeed the road on which he’d lived. The history behind the bizarrely named street had stemmed from one decidedly bitter town planner who had fought against its inclusion in the blueprints for the town deeming it “unnecessary”, seeing as the street parallel was already providing a suitable diversion for traffic away from the main road. Unsuccessful in his attempts and near furious at the extra expenditure, he decided to show his irritation in the moniker that now adorns the street sign at the end of the road.

Uriel reached again into the drawer at her feet and this time pulled out a large green bottle corked at the top and sloshing with liquid inside. She uncorked the bottle with an almighty tug.

‘Now, Mister Woolberson, straight to the point if you don’t mind – terribly busy - the matter of your departure from the land of the living.’

Tom’s eyebrows furrowed, still not completely at ease with his untimely death being mentioned so brazenly. She poured the clear liquid from the bottle into the large fish bowl.

‘Lucky for you, I happen to be the sharpest sighted spirit in the history of existence,’ she stated hurriedly, eyeing Tom’s shrinking demeanour.

She reached across the desk and picked up the dusty looking magnifying glass. Then, she pushed the goldfish bowl across the table towards Tom and walked around the desk, so she was stood directly behind his right shoulder.

‘Ok then, Mister Woolberson,’ she said, holding the magnifying glass up in front of them and peering into the liquid at the bottom of the bowl, ‘show time!’

Confused, Tom leaned forward expecting to see a slightly magnified bowl of clear liquid. However, what he saw in the magnifying glass made his breath catch in the back of his throat and his hands clasp tightly around the bottom of his chair. It was as if they were falling through the air towards Earth, thousands of feet above the ground, plummeting through the clouds towards the green landmass below. He could see the outline of Great Britain as the clouds dispersed, and as they fell further, he could see green fields and small towns and the coast around Bridlington where he lived. He could see boats out to sea and the beach and the pier with the big Ferris wheel he hadn’t been on in years. Closer still, he could see the church on the hill in the village of Steppsworth where he lived and the houses on his street and the roof of their house and his dad’s second car in their driveway. They went right through the roof of his house as if it were never there and into the upstairs hall and through the door into his bedroom, where Tom could see himself lying on his bed playing the Xbox, wholly oblivious to being observed.

‘There we are,’ said Uriel with a satisfied glance down at Tom. ‘Thanks to my trusty looking glass here, we are able to see into the past and the present. Comes in handy with matters like these.’

Tom was staring at himself lying on his bed, unable to look away from the face that was so familiar to him. It seemed different somehow - his features were backwards as if being viewed through someone else’s eyes as opposed to seeing his own mirror image which he was used to. Everything was flipped. Seeing himself this way made his grip tighten in suspense and he could feel his palms starting to sweat on the chair beneath him.

‘Half past eleven in the morning and you have yet to leave the comfort of your own bedroom, Mister Woolberson! Heavens, the more I get to know humans the more I understand why Noah was permitted only animals on his boat!’ she fumed with apparent distain.

She directed her attention back towards her looking glass and motioned for Tom to do the same. The Tom on the bed had his teeth bared in concentration and he watched himself bite down on his lip, as something evidently happened on screen to merit an increase in focus. Suddenly, the room exploded with light and sound and dust and chunks of concrete and fire and the view within the magnifying glass was completely obscured.

‘What happened?!’ Tom cried, springing from his chair and slamming his hands on the desk. ‘Where did I go?!’

Uriel looked down at Tom with a look that could almost have been mistaken for pity if it hadn’t been so laden with irritation.

‘Keep watching the glass,’ she said biting her lip, the way Tom had in the glass a few moments before.

As the dust in the glass began to settle, a scene of total destruction was visible on the site that had been Tom’s bedroom. There was no longer any sign of Tom or his bed or the ceiling or even his Xbox; but as his eyes scanned the room intently, desperately looking for the source of the chaos that had just engulfed him, they fell upon something that hadn’t been there moments before... something that didn’t belong. Something sitting among the rubble, toppled onto its front and covered in dust. Something that looked curiously like...a row of seats ...from...from...an airplane?

‘Whozzat!?’ Tom blurted, jumping out of his chair again. ‘How’d that get there? What happened to my room?’

He fell back into his seat, both stunned and stupefied, his face twisted with incredulity.

Uriel turned the magnifying glass in her hand, so the rear was now facing the goldfish bowl. Suddenly the image started to change, and their view of the room started to recede up through the destruction and rubble, through the newly formed hole in the roof and up into the sky, coming to a stop a few dozen feet above the house, giving them a view of the full-scale destruction that’d befell the Woolberson estate. The entire east side of the house was collapsed and in ruin and the broken fuselage of a large passenger plane laid spread across the scene. It lay in three pieces; the wings no longer attached. There was fire and smoke and burning embers scattered amongst the rubble and, to Tom’s horror, he saw the twisted and charred remains of passengers sprawled on the ground. In the middle section of the fuselage, there were passengers still strapped to their seats - hanging grotesquely like ventriloquist dummies in some macabre vaudeville.

‘Ok I think that’s enough,’ Uriel said curtly. ‘Tragic. Always so terribly tragic,’ she said as she quickly stowed the magnifying glass and fish bowl away in the drawers by her feet. Tom sat in stunned silence. An airplane crash? On his house? Had an airplane just crashed into his house? He couldn’t believe it... it was, in itself, utterly unbelievable. 

He couldn’t believe that this was how he had died - casually reclining on his bed minding his own business then obliterated by an aluminium tube of commuters. What an utterly implausible way to go! He thought about his parents. How lucky it’d been that it was only him in the house at the time. Where were they now? They must’ve been in pieces (although not as literally as he was most likely) – the life they knew in ruins (again). Taken from them in one fell swoop of a jumbo jet. He thought about his grandparents and his cousins and friends and all those faces he would never see again. Tears brimmed in his eyes and Uriel coughed awkwardly.

‘Now now, Mister Woolberson. It happens to all humans eventually. The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places...Just look at where you are now! The line you were born into qualified you for admission into this prestigious institution. Some of the greatest minds in the history of your race teach here!’ She spun in her chair again and extracted a folder from the cabinet behind her. ‘Now, here I have the essentials,’ she said emptying the contents of the folder onto the desk. ‘This is your timetable,’ she said passing Tom a thin papyrus scroll of paper, ‘and here is your map,’ she said passing Tom another scroll. ‘On here you’ll find the common rooms for each of the Houses, as well as the locations of the various departments and anywhere else you might need to go.’

She eyed Tom cautiously. ‘Now do be careful, it is very easy to get lost if you don’t know where you’re going. There are many (many!) floors and most people prefer to take the elevators, but you may use the stairs if you wish, although, I don’t recommend it – unless, of course, you enjoy experiencing a severe bout of vertigo. There are places, obviously, that are off limits to students, and these are marked on the map in red.’

She gave Tom a stern look over the scroll. ‘And here is your new student allocation of “shekels”,’ she said as she emptied a small draw-string purse onto the table, revealing a handful of battered looking silver coins. ‘This is the currency we use at this school; it can be spent on new clothes or food, or scrolls and ink, or any number of luxury items you can use in your free time. This should last you for the first month, after which you’ll find there are many ways in which you can earn your own.’

‘Now, you will find that communication at this school is a lot more fluid than what you’ve been used to back on Earth. We do not have the hinderance of endless dialects and languages – instead, you will find that everyone here speaks the same language, which is Angelican, and which you’ll be pleased to hear you are already fluent in as we’ve been conversing in it since you arrived in my office.’

Tom stared at her blankly while he processed this bizarre revelation.

‘Thankfully, I see you died while wearing clothes so there’s no need to issue you with the emergency pyjamas,’ she motioned to a cupboard behind her. ‘However, if you wish to purchase any new garments you will find there is a tailor on the seventy-sixth floor who will do a fine job with any orders you put in, for a fair price...And now I do believe that is everything you will need for the moment, Mister Woolberson.’

She stood up from her desk and ushered Tom towards the door.

‘Next, you are required to attend orientation with all of the new students on the twenty-third floor, where you will meet our three Heads of House and find out which House you will be calling home for the duration of your stay here with us.’

Tom made his way out of the door feeling rather dizzy.

‘I wish you luck, Mister Woolberson. I’m sure your time with us with be fruitful.’

And with that, she closed the door leaving Tom standing in the hall staring blankly at the wooden doorframe. He heard whispers from a few of the boys seated in the hall behind him.

‘Wonder what happened to that poor sod?’ said one boy to another with a barely concealed snigger.
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Chapter Three
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Earth, Water, and Fire

Tom looked at the map and saw the typical “You are here” marker next to the Enrolment Office on the first floor. Along the corridor he saw there was an elevator. He headed towards it and ignored the ogling looks from the other kids in the hall. He pressed the arrow call button on the wall next to the elevator and it dinged immediately, opening the doors in front of him. 

The elevator was surprisingly pleasant compared to what he’d thus far seen of the building. Polished cedar rails and oak panelling on the walls decorated with gold finishing. It looked like the type of elevator you might have found in an upmarket Manhattan apartment building used by rich socialites and rapacious debutantes. His eyes widened in disbelief when he saw the number of buttons on the wall. There were buttons for floors from one to five hundred stacked neatly on the wall like silvery brooches on a shiny metallic overcoat. Next to each button was a little silver label telling you what was on that floor. Then there was the small sign above the buttons that read, for floors 501 and above – please use the upper elevator (off limits to students!). Tom shook his head again in amazement before pressing the button for the twenty-third floor.

Moments later the elevator doors pinged open to reveal a lavish golden library. Like the elevator, the room was rich with opulence. Gold handled staircases spiralled through the three floors of the room which was curved into a giant oval. The balconies of the floors above ringed the room like golden bracelets, and the walls were lined completely with shelves upon shelves of books, that had golden ladders propped against them on railings, so they could slide around the bookshelves like Angela Lansbury in Bedknobs and Broomsticks. The hall was filled with youths of all ages; some seated in chairs facing the stage at the front and some had formed little groups and were standing off to the side, chatting and laughing nervously. An impressive array of paintings and portraits adorned the segments of the walls that weren’t overtaken with bookshelves. He recognised the style of some impressionist paintings to his left from his time in A-level art and design, but he didn’t recognise any of the paintings themselves. 

‘What? Do you think they stopped painting when they died?’ laughed an older boy, standing near the elevator who noticed Tom staring. He had a bronze “prefect” badge fastened to the lapel of his smart looking brown suit that was cut in a nineteen-sixties style. ‘This school is home to the greatest collection of art the world has never seen,’ he said with a haughty smirk walking towards Tom and holding out his hand. ‘I’m Giles,’ he said.

‘Oh, err...Tom,’ Tom replied, shaking the older boy’s hand.

‘Some of my favourites are in this room, you know,’ Giles said, with an admiring look around the hall. ‘That’s a Caravaggio over there, and that one’s a Degas of course, and those ones at the back are Rembrandts. I was an art student at university when I died. Car crash. Turns out our designated driver was a bit of a pill head - if that’s what you want to call a guy who chokes back two handfuls of Nembutal then gets behind the wheel of a car and drives straight over an embankment and into a ravine. Anyway, I’m up here now and I’m a prefect, so don’t let me catch you out of line,’ he said with a playful grin. 

Just then a woman walked out onto the stage and the chattering groups around the wings gradually fell silent and turned to the front.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you would take your seats,’ she called over the shuffling crowd. She was very beautiful Tom noticed, although she hid it well. Her blonde hair was pulled back tight against her scalp and her features were sharp and piercing. Her lips were set into a stern pout and her penetrating gaze made her look rather frightening – like an eagle fixated on its prey. She looked to be no older than thirty, but she carried an air of authority that was immediately present, and Tom noticed that Giles had stood to attention as if the drill sergeant had just entered the barrack’s dorms.

‘You better take a seat,’ Giles said looking down at Tom.

Tom ran to the back row of seats closest to the elevator and jumped into the nearest one.

‘My name is Gabriel,’ began the frightening looking woman. ‘Welcome to your orientation. Anyone who talks or interrupts without first being spoken to shall be escorted to the dungeons on the thirteenth floor so quickly they’d need treatment for whiplash if they still had a neck prone to such ailments.’ 

The last few mutterings around the room fell silent.

‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘Now, I understand many of you will still be confused about why you are sat in this room with me today. I assure you it is an honour and a privilege to be one of the chosen few among us. For those whom the school has appeared, have been specially selected to enrol here and will be nurtured and guided by some of the greatest minds to have walked the Earth, and by some who have never set foot there. You should count yourselves extremely fortunate that I may address you here today at St Michael’s School for Watchers.’

‘Wotchers?’ A boy in the back row along from Tom blurted before catching himself at the last moment. Gabriel eyed him menacingly. Tom looked around and saw more than one confused expression as the crowd of new students stirred uncomfortably in their seats.

‘Because of your age, you possess the required mailability that we look for here at St Michael’s. This prerequisite aside, it is the lineage within each of you that has granted you entry into our grand institution. At St Michael’s, you will be afforded the opportunity to reach your true potential and ascend beyond the makings of the merely mortal. Some of you, of course, will fail. It is as inevitable as man is fallible.’

Tom felt an uneasy knot twist in his stomach.

‘This school was founded long before your recorded history began. Those who teach here have been hand-picked for their knowledge and their various talents. At St Michael’s, you shall meet the greatest of your kind and you shall learn from them as they have learned from us. When your time with us comes to an end, those lucky few who have lived to their greatest potential shall rise “On” and ascend to the Realm of the Watcher. The land of the Seventh Heaven. The place my brethren and I call home.

‘Now, obviously there have been some big changes for each of you in the recent present and it will take some getting used to before you are entirely at ease, but I’m sure in time you will feel as comfortable here with us as you once did on Earth.’

There was a noise from the left of the stage, and Tom could see a large door open. Gabriel turned to her side and spread her arms in welcome. The two men who came out of the door were tall, muscled and equally as striking as Gabriel. They walked out onto the stage and stood at her side. The man closest to Gabriel was the taller of the two. Tom could see some of the girl’s eyes widen as the man surveyed the room and smiled coolly. He was extraordinarily handsome. His tussled blonde hair was swept back and looked effortlessly perfect; his folded muscular arms looked like pythons constricted menacingly across his chest. He was the archetypal Greek Adonis; Michelangelo’s David in the flesh and he cut a very imposing figure. The man next to him was slightly smaller though still large by terrestrial standards. He had short greased black hair and piercing eyes which made him look just as frightening as the woman. 

‘May I introduce my brothers - Michael and Raphael,’ she said ushering to the two men in turn. 

‘With myself we make up your three Heads of House. Michael,’ she said gesturing to the taller man, ‘is Head of The House of Revelation; Raphael,’ she said ushering to the smaller man, ‘is Head of the House of Deuteronomy; and I am Head of the House of Numbers. Each of you will be placed in one of these three Houses where you will remain for the entirety of your time at St Michael’s. Your house will determine what you learn as each Head has selected their own teachers based on the qualities revered by that House. Your House will also determine the people you will meet and the places you will visit as well as the obstacles you will have to overcome. Each House is magnificent and challenging in its own unique way and each has bred heroes and champions to be worshiped and admired.’

Tom looked around the room, starting to feel the panic rise in his throat again. It was like his first day of school back at Bridlington High, except twisted and warped like in some bizarre dream. He felt suddenly important – chosen. He had no idea what this “lineage” was that she was talking about, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember a single notable thing he’d done to merit being chosen by some omnipotent league of “Watchers”. In fact, he could think of a lot more bad things than good things he’d done in his life. Like what he did to his brother for instance...He flushed, ashamed of that thought, but quickly shook it off as Gabriel continued.

‘We shall now begin the selection process and you shall discover which house you are to call home during your time at St Michael’s. The prefects will sort you into an orderly line and each of you will get the chance to select the House to which you shall belong.’

Chatter erupted around Tom as people pushed back chairs and scanned the room expectantly. One of the prefects towards the front – a tall girl, with glasses and a distinctly bossy demeaner, shouted across the room.

‘EVERYONE PLEASE FORM A LINE BEHIND ME!’

Tom jumbled out of his chair and saw Giles to his left ushering students towards the front. He scrambled in that direction and was pushed out of the way by a bulky kid with curly ginger hair and freckles. Eventually the room quietened, and a semi-orderly line was visible twisting like a snake around the large hall. Tom found himself only a few places from the very back, but he didn’t mind. He was in no rush to go into the tepee like tent that had appeared at the front of the line and which students had now started taking it in turns to enter.

After what seemed like hours, Tom was finally approaching the front. He perched up on his tiptoes and tried to get a glimpse of what might be inside the tent, but all he could see was the back of the head of the student at the front of the line. The room had emptied and there were now only a few straggling students left and the bossy looking prefect who stood at the entrance to the tent. At last it was his turn. He approached the entrance and the prefect pulled back the curtain for him and gave him a taunting sneer.

‘Choose wisely now,’ she said through rusted train-track braces.

He stepped across the threshold - it was dark, and he almost tripped over some curtain that was rolled up on the floor. The tent was lit by a single burning torch that hung on the wall to his left. The ground in here wasn’t the cold stone floor he had left behind in the hall; it was something different entirely. There was grass as if they had pitched a tent over a field, and there were thick branches on the floor as if they had just fallen from a tree above. There was also the sound of running water and, to his amazement, he saw there was a small stream winding through the tent. Next to the stream was a wooden bucket filled to the brim with water. He saw the three Heads of House standing at the back of the tent looking down at him expectantly. Tom looked up to them waiting for instruction but none of the three Heads spoke a word. Gabriel, who stood at the centre of the three, was holding a round wicker basket in her hands. Gently, she removed the lid with one hand and tipped the contents onto the grass below. Tom stumbled back in horror, his arms grabbing the material of the tent to keep from falling over. Out of the basket slithered a large brown snake, its thin tongue darting repeatedly from its mouth and its unblinking yellow eyes focused intently on Tom. It slithered across the grass towards him, backing him into the far corner and blocking his only exit. There was no escape. Tom clung to the thick material of the tent - there was nowhere to run. He looked to the three Heads in desperation, but their cool gazes simply surveyed him with mild curiosity. Slithering closer still, Tom realised he was completely trapped – the back exit to the tent was blocked by the encroaching serpent. The snake hissing loudly, arching its back ready to strike. This was it. The snake would attack at any second. Without thinking he lunged for the burning torch that hung a few feet away from him and pulled it from the wall. Turning on his heels he swung his arm wildly at the snake, which hissed louder still but slowly began to retreat across the grass towards the three Heads. Tom clung to the torch tightly; he felt the fire from it burning his forearm as he swung at the snake, but by now he knew that he had won. Gabriel lowered the basket to the ground and the snake slithered back inside obediently, lowering its head as the lid closed shut and it disappeared from sight.

‘You have chosen the House of Revelation,’ Gabriel said, gesturing to the burning torch in his hand. ‘Michael was chosen by God to bear the element of fire, therefore in his House is where you shall stay.’

Tom looked up at Michael whose stoic profile gave no signs of having heard his own name. The three Heads as one stepped aside revealing the back of the tent and Gabriel swung her arm and motioned for Tom to exit. He walked past
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