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      Two hundred children settled themselves on the freshly cleaned tile floor of the school hall as Mr Poppard drifted slowly across the stage. A few strands of silver hair were combed across his otherwise bald head. His spectacles balanced on the tip of his nose, ready to slip but never quite doing so.

      Tom Midd shifted uncomfortably on the floor. It was extremely cold and hard, and the chill from the ground below crept into his bones.

      “Good Morning, everyone.” Mr Poppard’s frail voice carried across the room like a feeble autumn breeze. “Welcome back to Cemetery High. I trust you all had a good summer.”

      Tom glanced around. Everyone remained silent, no doubt dreaming of the summer that had just passed.

      “I’d like to welcome all the new faces joining us this September,” the headmaster continued in a thin, lifeless tone. “I trust that the four years you are about to spend with us will be enjoyable and rewarding.”

      Someone sneezed extremely loudly.

      “Here at Cemetery High, we look forward to watching you turn from boys and girls into young men and women.”

      Tom stifled a yawn. He had started at the school a year earlier and heard Mr Poppard make the same speech then. He looked across to the left of the draughty hall where the staff sat on hard, plastic chairs. Mr Edge, the metalwork teacher, was scratching his beard as usual. Miss Jennings, who taught music, sat beside him; her hands played an imaginary piano on her lap as she stared into space. As Tom’s eyes moved to the end of the line, he frowned. He didn’t recognise the final figure, a dark-haired woman in a white uniform. She was thin, prim and looked completely miserable. Perhaps she was the headmaster’s new secretary – they never lasted more than a term and always looked as if some ghastly supernatural entity was haunting them.

      “There are to be one or two changes to the school routine this year,” Mr Poppard droned on. “First break is now at ten forty-five, instead of ten thirty. This has nothing to do with members of staff wanting to catch the morning episode of Pritchard Street, however.”

      Tom blinked. Evidently, Poppard was attempting a joke. The head cracked the thinnest of smiles as he looked around the hall, and the room felt draughtier than ever. Miss Jennings’ hands danced in her lap.

      “Secondly,” Poppard went on, “the school bell will now ring for six seconds at the end of the day and four seconds at all other times, and not the other way around.”

      Tom saw Timothy Williams in the next row write this down in his school diary and rolled his eyes.

      “Finally,” Mr Poppard concluded, “during the course of today, all pupils will be required to give a pint of blood to Miss Manners, our new nurse.”

      Gasps of consternation filled the hall. Mr Poppard gripped the podium in front of him with his pale, bony fingers and gazed out across the sea of heads like an ancient sea captain surveying his crew. The staff did not react in any way. The pupils gaped open-mouthed at one another. Everyone started talking at once.

      Mr Poppard allowed a few seconds of bedlam before raising one skinny arm in the air. “There are eight pints of blood in the human body!” he declared. His words were all but drowned out by the noise. “You can all spare one!” He smiled, revealing a perfect set of yellow false teeth. “I’m coming for the new arrivals first.”

      Tom sat in the middle of the melee and shook his head in disbelief.

      Mr Poppard waited until the confusion had finally settled down. “Oh Lord,” he said, “you made everything that walks upon the earth, and everything that crawls beneath it. We ask your blessing for everyone who is still alive and for all those who lie in their graves, and we pray that we be reunited with our dearly departed sooner than we expect. Amen.”

      “Amen,” whined Timothy obediently.

      “Right, off to class,” the head ordered.

      Tom found his way to the geography room. The corridors were filled with pupils complaining about having to give blood. It was a bizarre request, Tom reckoned, rather more bizarre than being asked to turn up with a fresh pen or a new tie on the first day back. Overall, however, it was probably in keeping with Cemetery High and its colourful history. He sat in geography at a desk beside the window and gazed out as his classmates filed in.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs Coating walked silently into the room and slammed the door melodramatically. A few children jumped. Plenty of others were unimpressed. The geography teacher walked to her desk and stood there silently.

      “Good morning, class,” she said. “Please settle down so that I can take the register.”

      Tom looked around the room. It had been painted white during the summer, along with much of the rest of the school. The fresh paint produced a strong, headache-inducing odour. New posters had been stuck to the walls. Previously, there were maps of various countries, alongside photographs of Mount Everest, the pyramids and other famous places. These were gone. Instead, the walls were filled with photos of cemeteries under a heading that read FAMOUS GRAVEYARDS YOU MUST SEE BEFORE YOU DIE. These were dark, gloomy pictures of cracked headstones, forbidding tombs and graves overgrown with weeds. Tom shivered as he studied them. Mrs Coating called his name, and he answered, only half-listening. He turned to study her as she read out the register.

      “What do you suppose is up with her?”

      Tom glanced over. Pete Night sat at the next desk.

      “What?” Tom replied.

      “Listen to her,” Pete said. He nodded toward the teacher.

      Tom listened as Mrs Coating droned on. She finished taking the register, closed it and opened a textbook.

      “Last term,” she began, “we were studying the North African desert. Today, however, we begin a new topic. Can anyone guess what it is?”

      The children looked blankly at one another.

      “The pictures on the walls are a clue,” remarked Mrs Coating. “We shall be looking at the great graveyards of the world, beginning with Eastern Europe.”

      “She’s a robot!” Pete enthused.

      Tom nodded slowly. Mrs Coating had always been a popular teacher, as she was enthusiastic and funny. She was prone to breaking off in mid-sentence to tell amusing stories. Today, however, she was unsmiling and decidedly unfunny. Her voice was flat and boring. Although she looked like the same woman, Tom studied her eyes – where they were once vivid and lively, they were now cold and lifeless. He suddenly felt chilled and uneasy in the cold classroom. He exchanged a glance with Pete.

      Geography wore on. Mrs Coating sat at her desk reading from a big, old-looking textbook. Tom wished he could read the title, but it lay flat on the desk. This was no surprise since the book was almost as big as the desktop it rested on. The class became restless and bored as Mrs Coating continued in a flat, dreary tone.

      “The Corcoran Cemetery in Romania is over four hundred years old,” the teacher read. “It houses over ten thousand graves. The inhabitants range from peasants to princes. To the east are wealthy family plots where entire generations are buried. To the west lie the common graves.”

      “Excuse me, Mrs Coating.”

      The teacher halted mid-word and slowly looked up. Sarah Scott had her hand in the air.

      “What is it, Sarah?”

      “Can you explain to me, please, what all this has to do with geography?”

      Mrs Coating frowned ever so slightly. Then she shrieked at high volume. “It’s got everything to do with it!”

      Tom thought he saw Sarah’s hair blown back by the blast, and his classmate started crying softly. He couldn’t help sniggering despite himself, and Pete sniggered too. The two boys exchanged mirthful glances, and their laughter grew, each spurred on by the other. Before long, they could barely conceal their glee behind their hands. Tom was forced to bend down to pretend to tie his shoelaces for fear of discovery.

      “The most recent grave in Corcoran,” continued the teacher, as flatly as before, “dates back to 1896.”

      The lesson was over after an hour, and the class trooped out with a sigh of relief. Tom and Pete were baffled. Either Mrs Coating was under some kind of very great strain or she had undergone an operation to remove her personality.

      

      “It was her eyes,” said Tom as they traipsed down the corridor. “It was like there was no-one inside them.”

      “And that voice,” added Pete. “As flat as a pancake!”

      “As flat as the low countries!”

      “As flat as my Dad’s back tyre!”

      Tom nodded thoughtfully. It certainly seemed that his newfound friend was right. He glanced over at Pete as they walked. He had sat two metres from the boy in geography for a year without really noticing him. Pete was quite tall and thin, with a slightly beaked nose and a thick mop of brown hair that he seemed to pay scant attention to. He had a rather nervy air about him, but his blue eyes were strong and intense. Tom could tell his mind was working overtime.

      They headed up to the first floor to the laboratories for chemistry. In the past, this had been a place of much excitement, not to mention accidents and several explosions. Mr Pilkington, the young professor, had encouraged such activities. “After all, that’s what fire extinguishers are for!” he used to enthuse. However, Mr Pilkington, who was normally youthful, entertaining and great fun, had also transformed. He sat behind his desk as opposed to on it. His tie was neat and straight. His beard was perfectly kempt.

      “Look at his eyes,” murmured Tom. Pete nodded. Mr Pilkington looked like a dead man as he shuffled his notes.

      “Last term, we were considering the nature of the periodic table,” he said lifelessly. “Today, however, we shall consider some of the world’s deadliest poisons and how to make them.”

      At this, the class spirit lifted dramatically. “That’s more like it!” beamed Pete.

      Tom wasn’t so sure.

      Mr Pilkington spent fifteen minutes reading lists of chemicals from a book as large and as heavy as Mrs Coatings’. The class swiftly grew bored again. At length, the Professor disappeared into his small private room and returned with a number of test tubes in a rack. He also held several jars of herbs and some orange berries.

      “Here, we have the principle ingredients,” he announced, his dull eyes briefly studying the pupils seated before him. “The fascinating fact is that they are quite harmless by themselves. However, mix them up a little…”

      He tipped small quantities of each tube into a plastic beaker. An inch of fluid collected in the bottom. Mr Pilkington sniffed it.

      “Smells like roses,” he observed, entirely emotionless. “At this point, drinking the contents of this beaker would probably give you a nasty stomach pain and send you running to the toilet. But observe.”

      He took one of the orange berries and held it up. “Nectar nocturiam,” Mr Pilkington said. “Found only in the jungles of South America.”

      He dropped the berry into the beaker. It fizzed madly and gave off bright blue fumes. The teacher shook the beaker up and showed it to the class. “So, you see how the addition of a harmless berry triggers a chemical reaction,” he said, “resulting in the creation of poisana nocturnia, otherwise known as Poison by Night.”

      Pete and several others frantically scribbled notes. The liquid in the beaker fizzed even more madly and made an alarming popping noise. The fumes rose into the air and created a cloud of smoke that hung in the middle of the classroom. Tom thought it smelled like a mixture of fruit and petrol. The class was duly impressed – they were even more impressed when Mr Pilkington raised the beaker to his lips and drank the lot.

      “He must really love his job!” Susan Hartley chortled.

      The science teacher reached into the pocket of his white lab coat and took out a stethoscope. He unbuttoned the middle of his shirt, put the scope against his bare chest and listened intently.

      “My heart has now stopped,” he informed the stunned classroom. “And I am no longer breathing. I have no pulse, and soon my body temperature will drop. It won’t be long before rigor mortis sets in. Would someone like to come up and confirm my observations? Tom, would you oblige?”

      Tom slid slowly off his chair and walked nervously to the front of the room. He looked up at Mr Pilkington, who, he observed, had turned rather pale. “This is a joke, isn’t it?” he said.

      Mr Pilkington’s expression remained as blank as a whitewashed wall. “Science is a serious matter, lad,” he replied. “Listen up now.”

      Tom put the stethoscope into his ears and listened hard. He heard nothing. He took the other end of the device and moved it about on the teacher’s chest. It made no difference.

      “Try your own heart,” suggested Mr Pilkington casually.

      Tom put the scope inside his shirt against the left side of his chest. He immediately heard a heavy thudding-pounding, powerful and rhythmical.

      He slowly removed the stethoscope and handed it back to Mr Pilkington. “I don’t believe you’re alive, Sir,” he said quietly.

      “Dead as a dodo,” the teacher replied, nodding gravely.

      One by one, the class stepped down to the front to examine the teacher’s vital signs. After half an hour, Mr Pilkington looked dangerously pale, and his skin had become cold to the touch. He sat in his chair, however, alert and attentive, if somewhat dull.

      “We’re coming to the end of the lesson. Any further questions?” he enquired.

      Pete stuck his hand in the air, feeling inappropriately mischievous. “If you really are dead, Sir, what are you going to do now?”

      “Well, I believe I have my third-year class next.”

      “No, I mean – well, you can’t just carry on,” argued Tom, jumping on the bandwagon. “Won’t you start to rot?”

      “What if I do?” said Mr Pilkington, quite calmly. “I wouldn’t be the first person to decay now, would I?” He leaned back in his chair and placed the tips of his fingers together. “Sooner or later, we all rot.”

      The class studied him in silent contemplation.

      “Will you leave your body to science, Sir?” Pete enquired.

      “I already have,” replied the teacher mysteriously. “I’ve died more times than you lot have had hot dinners.”
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      Little Cemetery was an ancient town. No one could say how long it had existed. Some whispered that it had always been there, even since before the days of cavemen. Little Cemetery, they said, was not made by man – it was part of the rocks and the earth. Isolated amid endless miles of windswept moorland, it shivered in the sleet and rain, crouched in the shadow of Mouldy Hill, a great outcrop of rock that stuck up from the ground like a huge blunt finger built of nothing but towering cliffs. Cemetery High perched precariously on the very top. The building itself resembled some great and ancient mausoleum. Its walls were constructed of immense stone blocks, each as big as a car, hauled from Atherstone Quarry by packhorses over a thousand years ago. The old place was originally a monastery before the monks abandoned it. Now, the only prayers to be heard within its walls were uttered by Headmaster Poppard.

      The town was a busy place by day; the high street often bustled with shoppers. On this particular morning, the butcher’s shop – Tasty Meats – had been packed since eight o’ clock. Mr Baker, the proprietor, looked up from cutting sausages in time to see an elderly man shuffle in. Mr Baker frowned. The old man was rather familiar, and yet he could not quite place the face. He felt he recognised him from a long time ago. Yet curiously, the butcher also felt sure that the man had already been very old back then.

      “What can I get you?” Mr Baker asked cheerfully as he walloped a three-metre bunch of sausages into segments.

      The old man screwed up his face as if there were a great wind blowing into his eyes. There were so many lines in his face that it seemed as if there were no features left. Mr Baker noted his scruffy suit and old-fashioned waistcoat.

      “A dozen sausages,” the old man croaked. His voice gave the impression that his leathery throat was filled with ancient dust. “Don’t bother wrapping them: I want ‘em now.”

      Mr Baker shrugged his hefty shoulders, weighed the correct amount and placed the cold slimy sausages onto a plastic tray.

      “Hand them over!” instructed the customer with rude impatience. He waved some money in the air.

      Mr Baker took the money. The old man took the sausages. He squeezed them in one mouldering claw and wolfed them down hungrily, barely pausing for breath. Shocked, not to mention revolted, he handed over the change.

      “I think that’s perfectly disgusting!” tutted Ruth More nearby. She put her hand over her baby’s eyes. “Don’t look, Maximillian!”

      The old man’s cheeks bulged hugely. Bits of sausage clung to his cracked, dry lips. Apparently unaware of people watching, he ploughed through his meal.

      “Okay…uh, who’s next?” called Mr Baker, trying to recapture his customers’ attention. Actually, he felt rather sick. “Get your lovely meats here!”

      While the old man chewed up and swallowed a very large number of raw sausages, the butcher managed to serve a couple of slightly upset customers. The man finally turned to leave but then frowned and turned back again.

      “I almost forgot,” he said in his half-broken voice. “I’m opening up a shop myself.”

      He handed Mr Baker a card and wandered out, licking the last of the sausage meat from his lips. The butcher observed that his back was caked in dried soil and dust, as if he had been lying on a filthy floor for a very long time. Mr Baker glanced down at the card. It read:

      
        
        HARBINGER’S USED COFFINS

        ALL TYPES ON OFFER

        GUARANTEED USED ONCE ONLY

        POP IN AND TRY ONE TODAY!

        16 THE HIGH STREET,

        LITTLE CEMETERY.

        POSITIVELY NO WOODWORM.

      

      

      The butcher scratched his head. Now, here was something he hadn’t come across before. Still, he reckoned as he served the next customer, people had to make a living.

      Edith Midd was walking down the high street when she saw the old man leaving Tasty Meats. Like Mr Baker, she thought she recognised him. Edith halted in front of the shoe shop window to admire a pair of high heels, and someone promptly bumped into her. She turned and found herself face to face with Alison Jennings.

      “Alison!” Edith gasped. “I haven’t seen you in years!”

      She watched as Alison Jennings scanned her from head to toe and back up again. It appeared that at first glance, Alison did not recognise Edith.

      “Oh, Edith,” she nodded finally. “Yes, of course.”

      “Where have you been? Did you move away?”

      “Moved away, yes, that’s what I did,” said Alison vaguely.

      “Let’s go for a coffee and catch up!” Edith suggested.

      Edith and Alison Jennings sat opposite one another in the TastyTasty Cafe. Edith was already regretting the invitation; her old friend wasn’t as chatty as she used to be.

      “There’s really nothing much to tell,” Alison said. Her voice was quiet and dull. “I got fed up of teaching up at that wretched school, and I moved away. Now I’ve moved back.”

      “Well,” Edith said, “where did you move to?”

      Alison paused. “I moved away,” she repeated. She glanced down into her steaming cup of coffee. “I don’t like coffee,” she said flatly. “I like sausages.”

      She pulled a long string of sausages from her coat pocket and started eating them. Edith watched as she stuffed four whole sausages into her mouth in one go and munched away, staring into space.

      Edith was appalled. “You could at least have cooked them first!” she exclaimed.

      Alison ignored her. She resembled a greedy dog, wolfing down its food. Edith gazed at her. Her old friend’s hair was untidy and dirty, and she was dressed in a plain black suit and skirt that were both covered in dust and woodchips. And something had fallen from her pocket when she produced the string of sausages. Edith picked it up from the floor. It was a very old receipt, dated five years before.

      “Alison,” Edith said quietly, “where have you been? I mean, really?”

      “The butchers, of course.”

      Following chemistry, Tom and Pete reckoned they were ready for anything. That was until their class was summoned to the nurse’s office to give blood.
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        * * *

      

      “They can’t do this!” Susan Hoffman screeched. “My Dad’s on the council!”

      Mr Poppard stood in the corridor outside, his thin, old face cracked into an unfriendly smile. “Come along now,” he urged, “let’s get those sleeves rolled up. And look keen!”

      “He’s lost it,” muttered Pete as he fiddled with his right cuff. “What will they want next?”

      “Our heads, probably,” said Tom.

      When it was Pete’s turn, he reluctantly entered the nurse’s room to find the miserable-looking woman from that morning’s assembly seated on a chair, a very large needle in her hand. Unlike Mr Poppard, she wasn’t smiling at all. Pete stood silently, his thoughts racing. He was thinking about Poppard’s weird speech that morning – not that Poppard hadn’t always been weird. He was thinking about Mr Pilkington, his cold flesh and his lifeless eyes. He was thinking about his new friend Tom and wondering why he felt so sure that they would shortly be spending a great deal of time together. And he was thinking about Little Cemetery itself, its strange heritage and its ancient bones.

      “Hello,” the nurse said. “I’m Nurse Manners.”

      “So what do you want all this blood for?” Pete demanded.

      “I don’t want it,” Nurse Manners replied. She had a thin nose, a thin mouth and practically no chin. “The head wants it.”

      “Well,” Pete persisted, “what does he want it for?”

      “Charity,” the nurse said. “Hold still.”

      Pete left the office feeling light-headed and glanced at Mr Poppard. The head gave him the thumbs-up and an enthusiastic sneer. Pete shrugged his shoulders and wandered off toward his English lesson. Last term, Miss Hickson had been threatening them with Shakespeare. However, when the class was settled – not to mention drained of an eighth of its blood – the teacher announced a change in the curriculum. Pete had expected it. It seemed that nothing at Cemetery High was going to be the same ever again.

      Miss Hickson was so old that it was impossible to tell whether she was alive or not. Her voice had always sounded as flat as a punctured tyre, and her eyes were permanently hidden behind inch-thick spectacles. A tiny woman, she crouched behind her huge desk, looking as if at any minute she might tumble into one of its drawers and disappear.

      “This term,” she said, “we shall be studying a new topic…stories from beyond the grave.”

      Tom and Pete glanced at each other and raised their eyebrows. This certainly sounded interesting. The old teacher emerged from behind the desk and approached the windows, where thick black curtains had been installed. She began dragging one of the curtains across, but she was so tiny that she could hardly move it and ended up swinging helplessly from its bottom. The class giggled. It was the first funny event that had happened during the whole strange morning. Once again, Tom and Pete experienced severe difficulty keeping their faces straight.

      “Perhaps someone could help me here,” Miss Hickson gasped.

      Tom and Pete closed the curtains as the teacher made her way back to the front. The room was almost pitch black. Miss Hickson lit a single candle on her desk. In its flickering, unsteady glow, she looked extremely creepy.

      “Now,” she began, “why do you suppose it is that we all like ghost stories so much? Perhaps it’s because we know that we are all going to die, and if ghosts exist, then there must be life after death – and this knowledge is comforting.” Miss Hickson paused. “Whether you would find it comforting to wake up alone in your room at three in the morning to find some monstrous ghoul sitting beside you on the bed, reaching out one bony hand to touch you, I can’t say.”

      Complete silence filled the room.

      “Perhaps we like ghost stories because we all love a good mystery,” Miss Hickson continued. “Or perhaps we all just love a good scare.” She looked around the darkened room, and it seemed to Tom that an evil glint shone in her eye. “This story,” she said softly, “was written by a man named Simon Pelvis. It is called The Last Days of Rory Fletcher.”

      Miss Hickson proceeded to relate the story of Rory Fletcher, a somewhat vicious poacher who loved to collect bones. Most of the bones he collected came from the local butcher and from the animals he poached from the nearby estate. But one or two hanging in his living room were rather larger, and Fletcher loved to taunt his visitors – what few there were – with stories regarding their origin. One day, however, Fletcher fell from a cliff and broke his leg so badly it had to be amputated. He hung his ruined leg bone from his living room ceiling so that he could recline in his favourite armchair and stare up at it. One day, the hook gave way, however, and Rory Fletcher was killed by his own leg.

      After English, it was lunchtime. Tom and Pete ate their sandwiches, sitting on the low wall that ran around the playground. A keen breeze blew across the nearby moors and the grit it carried stung their eyes. From up here on the very top of Mouldy Hill, they could see for thirty kilometres in every direction, but the view offered little except bleak, windswept moorland.

      Pete considered the morning’s events and studied Tom as Tom munched his sandwich. He had sat a metre from the boy throughout the previous three terms, but he had never really noticed him before. Tom was a slight child with thin arms and a pale face topped by an eruption of jet-black hair that hung low over his brow. His eyes were perpetually dark and rather scowling. Pete thought that Tom looked like the sort of person who is always thinking many secret thoughts to himself that the world doesn’t see. But he was clearly as intrigued as Pete by recent developments. The rest of their classmates seemed rather oblivious, or perhaps they were too unimaginative to care.

      “Some start to the term this has been,” Pete remarked, chewing steadily. “Not that I’d change a thing, mind.”

      “No kidding,” said Tom. “Graveyards in geography. Poisons in chemistry. Ghost stories in English. What’s after lunch?”

      “Metalwork.”

      “I shudder to think,” Tom groaned. “And to cap it all, everybody’s giving a pint of blood to old man Poppard! Two hundred pints of the stuff! They could fill a swimming pool!”

      “Tell you what I’m doing,” said Pete. “I’m staying behind tonight to find out what they’re doing with it.”

      “Count me in!” Tom said.

      “Excellent!”

      The boys grinned at one another in mutual approval. “You know,” Tom said, “there’s only one thing better than stumbling upon an adventure, and that’s sharing an adventure.”

      “A Midd-Night adventure,” remarked Pete suddenly. The boys’ grin widened. They shook hands on impulse.

      “Two weeks ago,” Tom said, “I dived into Towering Lake. I found the wreck of an old car at the bottom.”

      Pete’s eyes widened. “Was there anybody still inside?”

      Tom shook his head. “No, but I’ve got the steering wheel to prove I was down there. Must’ve been nearly twenty metres.”

      Pete chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Three weeks ago, I climbed the highest tree out in the Deeping Woods. Guess what I found lodged in the topmost branch?”

      Tom shook his head.

      “A human skull! I’ve got the proof!”

      “Incredible…” breathed Tom.

      “Hey, what do you call a grinning, slavering demon that’s chasing you across the moors at two in the morning?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing, you just run like hell!”

      The boys fell about laughing. Then they returned to munching their sandwiches, as the children ran around the playground and the wind blew in off the moors.

      Mr Edge taught metalwork, and like the other members of staff, he too had transformed. He walked stiffly around the classroom as if his very bones had seized up. His face was as pale as milk. His eyes were fixed straight ahead, unblinking.

      “Thanks for coming back to metalwork,” he began, as if anyone had been given a choice. “As I recall, last year, we all built little toy cars that ran across the floor. This year, we’ll be moving up a peg or two by considering how to build an iron maiden. Now, I hear you cry, what is an iron maiden?”

      Mr Edge pointed to a drawing on the board behind him. It depicted a coffin-sized structure, in roughly the shape of a woman, with a face carved on the head. The coffin stood upright, and the front hung open on hinges, revealing sharp spikes on the inside of the door. The spikes would impale anyone placed inside.

      “The iron maiden,” Mr Edge repeated, without excitement. “A classic method of excruciating execution in the ancient world. Over the coming weeks, class, you are going to build one. Then you can test it out – on me.”

      Someone chuckled.

      “That wasn’t a joke,” Mr Edge snapped. “Now today, we shall draw some plans, and I’ll show you how to carve spikes in the lathe. Any questions?”

      Mr Edge put Tom and Pete to work drawing designs for metal coffins while the rest of the class started creating a collection of dangerously sharp spikes out of Mr Edge’s unrivalled collection of rusting steel. “The target date is Christmas,” the teacher said. “On the twenty-first of December – the winter solstice – I want you chaps to impale me in a home-made iron maiden. We’ll win the County Metalwork Championship.”

      Tom and Pete glanced at each other. “As long as it’s not me in there,” Tom muttered.

      The day wore on. In maths, Mr Thomas continued to teach the same subject matter as previously. However, he insisted on using the theme of dead birds to explain everything.
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        * * *

      

      “Who can tell me what I would have,” he asked, “if I multiplied two point four dead jackdaws by six point five dead seagulls?”

      “You’d have a mess!” Charlie Farnsworth piped up.

      Everyone except Mr Thomas laughed gleefully. The teacher’s face was as frozen as a statue. Mr Thomas, it appeared, would never laugh again. Nor would any other member of staff at Cemetery High. Only Mr Poppard, Tom reflected, showed any form of pleasure.

      The final bell rang for six seconds as promised at half past three. Tom and Pete waited in the toilets as two hundred pupils made a rapid dash for the exit. They were all slightly paler than they had been that morning. The boys waited until the sound of running feet subsided. At four, the building was silent, and they cautiously emerged from hiding.

      The lights in the corridors had been extinguished, throwing the school into an unpleasant twilight. The walls loomed close and threatening, and the new paint failed to disguise the great stones hidden just beneath…stones cut from rock millions of years old.

      “Rocks as old as the Earth…” Pete whispered.

      “Let’s go down to the nurse’s office,” muttered Tom.

      They removed their shoes so they could walk completely silently and padded through the grim corridors. No one crossed their path to challenge them. To reach Nurse Manners’ office, however, they had to pass by the staff room. The door was closed, but there was a glass window in its upper half. The boys risked peeking in. Their eyes widened. Inside, seated and unmoving, were the members of staff: Mr Pilkington, Mrs Coating, Miss Hickson and all the others. They sat neatly, tidily, staring emptily ahead, their hands resting lightly on their knees. They were all there – except for Nurse Manners and Mr Poppard.

      Tom studied the frozen teachers on the other side of the door. They seemed to have been switched off, like TV sets.

      “I’m going in,” he said.

      Pete’s eyes widened even further as Tom slowly opened the door and took two steps inside. No one turned to look at him or demand what he was doing still loitering in school. The staff stared straight ahead – and they stared at nothing.

      Tom walked slowly to the middle of the room. He jumped up and down a few times. He spun around in a circle and waved his arms as if trying to get warm. There was no response from the teachers; not so much as a flicker of recognition. He approached Mr Pilkington and waved his hand in front of the science teacher’s eyes. Nothing happened. Tom dared to pinch Mr Pilkington’s wrist. It was no use. Tom reckoned that he couldn’t get a response if he set off a bomb.

      Together, Tom and Pete contemplated the strange scene. Tom got a very peculiar feeling. He lifted Mr Pilkington’s left arm. It was as pale as death.

      “Pass me a drawing pin,” he said.

      Pete extracted a pin from the nearby notice board and handed it across. Tom took a deep breath and jabbed it into Mr Pilkington’s wrist. A steady hissing noise commenced, and after a few moments, Mr Pilkington’s wrist began to deflate, followed swiftly by the whole of his arm.

      The two boys backed away until they found themselves up against the wall.

      “I always knew he was full of hot air,” breathed Pete.

      “This is no time for jokes,” Tom muttered.

      Pete glanced over and raised an eyebrow. “There’s always time for a joke.”

      “I was forgetting myself,” Tom said.

      It took five minutes for Mr Pilkington to completely deflate, much like a dinghy or a punctured airbed. His left arm went first, followed by his head. His nose and mouth folded in on themselves, and then the top of his head sank into the bottom half and shrivelled and disappeared into his neck. His chest and legs disappeared inside his clothes, which collapsed all around him. All the while, the rush of air from his wrist continued, and it only stopped when Mr Pilkington was about one metre shorter and as thin as a ruler. The remnants of his flesh and bones slipped from the chair and came to rest on the floor, unrecognisable.

      “Blimey,” said Pete after a while. “Better give the cleaner a pay rise.”

      Tom held the drawing pin and surveyed the rest of the staff. “Who’s next?”

      When Tom and Pete left the staff room a full twenty minutes later, every teacher had been given the drawing pin treatment, and every single one had proven to be full of hot air. There was a pile of clothes and flattened flesh on the floor – and not much else. The room smelled sour from all the escaped gas. Tom and Pete tore themselves away from the ghoulish figures and the whole terrible scene. They ran down the corridor to the sick room, but there was no sign of Nurse Manners or her dreadful needle. There was, however, a tell-tale trail of dried blood leading out of a side door. This seldom-used entrance led into a darkened passageway that ended after a short distance at a heavy iron door.

      Tom pushed the door and found it to be extremely heavy. Pete set his shoulder to it as well and it slowly grated open. A freezing draught blew straight in their faces.

      “The cellars,” Tom breathed.

      Pete studied the darkness below. “It’s darker than a dungeon.”

      “Darker than a photographer’s dark room.”

      “Darker than the dark side of the Moon!”

      They headed down.
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      The wind continued to strike them full in the face as the two boys stood at the top of a long flight of steps. There was no light to speak of, but below, they sensed a great subterranean space. Their eyes slowly adjusted to the low light level.

      “Here we go,” whispered Tom. He reached out. Half a dozen heavy-duty electric torches hung on the wall just inside the door. Tom and Pete took one each and started down the steps. They refrained from switching on the torches, since some light continued to spill across their path from the door behind them. The steps were not made of concrete or cement, they swiftly realised. They had been cut into Mouldy Hill itself, straight into the rock of the mountain.

      They descended steadily into the depths. Their footsteps echoed about them. The sound repeated many times before fading, suggesting that a great cavern existed somewhere far below. Finally, the light grew too dim to see by. The boys halted.

      “How many steps have we climbed?” Tom whispered.

      “A hundred and eight.”

      They peered into the darkness. There were uneven rocky walls on either side.

      “If we switch on these torches,” Tom muttered, “we may be giving ourselves away.”

      “And if we don’t,” observed Pete, “we might just break our necks.”

      “Let’s just keep going for now.”

      “Are you chicken?”

      “I’m a big fat chicken with the wind in its feathers,” said Tom evenly.

      Pete nodded. “If you’re a chicken, I’m a Christmas turkey,” he muttered.

      They continued climbing carefully down into the heart of the mountain. After a further sixty steps, the ground levelled out quite suddenly. Tom extended his arms into total darkness. He quickly realised that there was a wall ahead. In the wall, there was a hole just big enough to step through.

      “Wherever we are,” Tom said softly, “it looks like we’ve arrived.”

      He stepped through the wall, and Pete followed. Beyond, it remained utterly black. Tom took a chance and switched on his torch. The bright beam flashed upward to reveal a high roof, perhaps thirty metres above their heads. Pete turned on his torch also. It illuminated a vast cavern, so wide that the opposite side was barely visible. The cavern appeared to be natural rather than man-made. It stood empty, all uneven ground and towering rocky walls, save for one peculiar feature. In the very middle of the floor, there was an even rectangular structure some three metres high and two metres wide.

      The two boys approached warily. As they drew near, they realised that the strange structure, dwarfed as it was by the immensity of the cavern, possessed windows and a door. There was writing carved into the door, which was made of dark and ancient wood. The boys stopped in front of it.

      “Here lies Evangeline Poppard,” read Tom. “Beloved Mother of Simon. Born 1892. Died 1992.” He squinted to read the last part, which had been carved in ornate, old-fashioned lettering. “Rise again, Daughter of the Mountain!”

      “Evangeline Poppard,” said Pete. “The old headmistress – the founder of the school!”

      “Not to mention old man Poppard’s mum.”

      The boys walked slowly around the tomb. Its stained-glass windows were mostly dark red and hard to see through. They prevented any view of whatever lay within the walls. When they returned to the front of the tomb, Tom dared to push the door. It seemed immovable. There was no handle or any apparent means of opening.

      “This,” said Pete a little too loudly, “is really creepy.”

      “What about this?” Tom angled his torch upon the ground. Tell-tale red droplets led a path right up to the tomb door.

      “More blood…” Pete whispered.

      Tom’s mum returned to town in the late afternoon to collect some groceries. She emerged from the small supermarket at the bottom of the high street and glanced over the road. The ironmongers had closed a year before, and the site had stood unoccupied since that time. Now, however, it had reopened. A freshly painted sign over the door read:
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        HARBINGER’S USED COFFINS

      

      

      Edith frowned. Now, there was something you didn’t encounter every day! She frowned even more as it occurred to her that the name Harbinger was rather familiar. She walked across the street and peered in through the window. There was further writing upon the dirty glass. It said:

      
        
        WE HAVE THE PERFECT COFFIN FOR YOU! REST ASSURED THAT YOU WILL REST ASSURED! (SPECIAL DISCOUNTS FOR FAMILIES.)

      

      

      Edith saw half a dozen rather battered coffins standing upright inside the dusty old shop. A man bent down with his back to the window, dusting one of them with what appeared to be an old shirt. Is that Mr Harbinger, she wondered?

      At that moment, Mrs Harris from number seventeen strolled up, her pet poodle tucked beneath her arm. She smiled at Edith, who pointed up at the sign.

      “So,” Edith said, “what do you think of the new shop?”

      “I think it’s perfectly disgusting,” replied Mrs Harris in her customary snooty manner. “Who wants to be buried in someone else’s coffin? What I want to know is what happened to the folks who were buried in them the first time around? Eh?”

      A dreadful rattling, coughing, screeching noise assaulted their ears. The women turned in shock and pain as an exceedingly old van plastered in dried mud and leaning heavily to one side wheezed up to the kerb. The door opened, and a middle-aged man with a very fat belly clambered out. The van ceased leaning and stood properly upright.

      “Any old coffins!” the fat man bellowed. Mrs Harris jumped so hard that she nearly dropped her poodle. “Old coffins, bring ’em out!” he shouted again. Edith thought she saw the shop window wobble in response to his blasting voice.

      “Just kidding,” the man said, grinning at them.

      He walked around the lorry and opened the rear doors, which squeaked in protest. He climbed inside, and the vehicle settled heavily on its threadbare tyres. Moments later, a coffin flew out of the back of the lorry and landed on the pavement. Soil showered off it. Two, three, four coffins followed. They landed one on top of the other in an unsteady pile. Mrs Harris wrinkled up her suntanned nose. The fifth coffin was very damp and covered in over-active earthworms.

      “I must protest!” Mrs Harris cried. “You can’t just dig up the local cemetery and regurgitate it on the pavement!”

      More coffins flew from the van. The fat man reappeared.

      “What’s that, Mrs?”

      “Have you no respect for the dead?” Mrs Harris shrieked.

      “Oh, I respect the dead,” chuckled the man. “It’s the living I don’t much care for.” He studied the piles of coffins for a moment. “There’s nothing to worry about, ladies,” he continued. “The former occupants have moved out.”

      The shop door opened, and an old man emerged. He looked the women up and down and smiled, revealing two rows of yellow, broken teeth. Then he saw the coffins and rubbed his hands together. “Well, well,” he said, “a fine haul. Good work, Jenkins.”

      Jenkins grimaced. “My back’s killing me,” he complained.

      “A bad back never killed anyone,” retorted the old man. “Unlike bad people!” He nodded at the coffins and laughed. It was a harsh, bitter laugh. “Get ’em inside. I’ll start pricing them up.”

      Edith had been staring at the old man from the moment he opened the door. “I know you,” she said, quietly. “You’re John Harbinger.”

      “That’s me,” the old man nodded curtly. “Perhaps you’ve seen me around recently.”

      “No, not recently,” Edith replied, suddenly feeling very cold. “It was a long time ago. At least twenty years, I would say.”

      The old man’s smile vanished. “You must be confusing me with my father,” he said. “He looked a lot like me.”

      “No,” Edith said, very firmly. “I remember you well. You taught English up at the school.” She gestured upwards automatically. “I can see you now, reading from Hamlet. Yes, Mr Harbinger.” Her gaze became very strong. “You haven’t changed a bit in all these years.”

      Mr Harbinger backed steadily into the shop. “I don’t know anything about Hamlet,” he said, “other than it’s got some old bones in it. My trade is in coffins.”

      “A most appropriate trade,” said Edith, “considering you passed away in about 1993.”

      The only reply she received was the sound of the shop door slamming. She glanced to her right. Mrs Harris was halfway down the street, running extremely awkwardly in her high heels. The fat man chuckled and started grinning again. He lifted four coffins as if they were made of paper, set them on his back and carried them away behind the shop.

      Edith was rooted to the spot. A shaft of late afternoon sunlight fell across her, and she shivered.

      “I can hear footsteps,” whispered Pete suddenly. “Let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Tom listened. Pete was right. The sound was faint but certain: someone was descending the stone steps. The boys flashed their torches around. Apart from the hole in the wall where they had entered, there seemed to be no other exit and nowhere to hide. The footsteps grew rapidly louder. They were moments from discovery.

      Tom grabbed Pete and pulled him behind the tomb, where they were hidden from the view of whoever was about to enter the cavern.

      The echoing footsteps grew closer until they reached the bottom of the steps, where they stopped. Tom and Pete froze, hardly breathing for fear of being overheard. They switched off their torches in unison.

      A voice spoke up from within the tomb and made them jump. It was a ruined, cracked, creaking voice…a voice from a tumbledown graveyard, from a crumbling grave, rising from a throat that was no longer alive. It was a sandpaper voice, a death rattle in the blackness of the cavern.

      “Is that my darling boy?” it called out, rasping and hoarse. “Have you brought me something to drink?”

      “Someone’s got a major frog in her throat,” muttered Pete.

      After a few moments, Mr Poppard’s feeble old voice answered from the far side of the cave. “Yes, Mother! Something cool and refreshing!”

      “Bring it forward, boy! Bring it forward! I thirst.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Mr Poppard’s footsteps resumed, shuffling now, accompanied by an occasional grunt. It sounded like the head was carrying something extremely heavy.

      “Hurry, boy, hurry!”

      Tom and Pete recoiled in horror in the darkness. Tom felt his head reeling. This was a subterranean nightmare! He listened as Mr Poppard made his slow, painful way up to the tomb door. He heard a key turning in an invisible lock and the heavy door scraping open. Moments later there was a slushing and greedy slurping.
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