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Welcome, reader.


My name is Nick Shadow, curator of that secret institution:


The Midnight Library


Where is the Midnight Library, you ask? Why have you never heard of it? For the sake of your own safety, these questions are better left unanswered. However … so long as you promise not to reveal where you heard the following (no matter who or what demands it of you), I will reveal what I keep here in the ancient vaults. After many years of searching, I have gathered the most terrifying collection of stories known to man. They will chill you to your very core, and make flesh creep on your young, brittle bones. Perhaps you should summon up the courage and turn the page. After all, what’s the worst that could happen … ?
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The hospital corridor seemed to stretch away into forever as Kate Openshaw and her dad walked slowly along it, their footsteps echoing around them. They had made this walk more times than Kate cared to remember in the three months since her mum had been taken mysteriously ill.


Outside, the rain was pelting against the large windows that overlooked the hospital grounds. Kate shivered.


‘Dad,’ she said, unable to bear the silence any longer. ‘How many more tests will they have to do on Mum?’


‘I don’t know, Kate,’ her dad replied quietly. ‘They’ll just keep on until they find out what’s wrong.’


‘But they’ve been doing tests for months now,’ Kate protested. ‘And they still haven’t found anything. Not even when they did that big operation on her throat last week.’


‘I know.’ Kate’s dad slipped a comforting arm around her shoulder. ‘But we’ve got to trust the doctors. They’re doing their best.’


There was a large set of double doors ahead. Kate pushed them hard in frustration. They swung back on their hinges and she and her dad passed through into the next stretch of corridor. To Kate, it felt as if the pale walls were somehow closing in, growing more and more narrow. ‘I hate this place,’ she said as they continued their endless trek.


‘No one likes hospitals, Kate,’ her dad said gently. ‘But you know we’ve got no choice about coming here. Maybe when the doctors have finished the latest set of tests they’ll have a better idea of what to do.’


Kate wasn’t sure whether he was trying to reassure her or himself. Probably a bit of both.


The rain was falling even more heavily, whipped by an increasingly strong wind that caused some of the bushes close to the windows to slap their leaves and branches loudly against the glass.


Another set of doors loomed ahead, a sign reading WARD 6 displayed above them. Kate swallowed hard at the sight. It was her mum’s ward.


She followed her dad through the doors. A few nurses and patients waved to them. Kate waved back. Everyone on the ward was so friendly, and had been ever since her mum had first arrived there.


Kate knew she shouldn’t be afraid of coming here but she couldn’t help herself. She glanced at some curtains that were drawn around one of the beds to her right and wondered what was going on behind them. Then she decided she would rather not know.


‘You OK?’ her dad asked, as they approached the two beds at the end of the ward.


Kate nodded.


One of the beds was empty.


The other one was occupied by Kate’s mum.


There were two doctors and a nurse standing around the bed. Kate saw that they were all looking very serious.


The older doctor, who Kate knew was called Dr Venner and was in charge of looking after her mum, looked up. Seeing Kate and her dad, he walked over to meet them.


‘Has there been a change in my wife’s condition, doctor?’ Kate’s dad asked anxiously.


‘I’m very sorry to say that your wife’s condition has worsened, Mr Openshaw,’ Dr Venner replied quietly.


Kate felt a shiver run through her when she heard the words.


‘In all my years as a doctor I’ve never seen a case like Mrs Openshaw’s before,’ Dr Venner went on. ‘We’ve tried everything.’ He put a sympathetic hand on Kate’s shoulder. ‘We’ll keep trying, but I can’t promise anything, I’m afraid,’ he said gently.


Kate felt tears welling up in her eyes.


‘We’ll leave you alone to have some time with her,’ Dr Venner finished. He beckoned to the other doctor and the nurse, and the three of them walked slowly away, heads bowed, deep in discussion.


Kate waved at her mum and smiled as bravely as she could. Then she walked over, leaned forward and kissed her cheek. ‘How are you feeling, Mum?’ she asked, looking at the thick dressing that still covered her mum’s throat.


Kate saw her mum’s lips move and leaned in closely, as she’d been forced to do since the illness had reduced her mum’s voice to a whisper.


‘I’m fine, darling,’ her mum croaked.


But Kate could see that wasn’t true. It wasn’t true at all.


Kate’s dad sat down at the other side of the bed looking anxious.


Her mum reached up and squeezed his hand before turning her attention back to Kate. ‘How are you, darling?’ she asked. ‘How’s school? What have you been doing today?’ She gasped, as if the effort of speaking was now even more painful.


‘Just the usual stuff, Mum,’ Kate replied, holding her mum’s hand tightly.


Just then, another doctor came over. Kate could see the man’s name badge on his long white coat. Dr Gregory Solomon.


Dr Solomon read through over the chart hanging at the bottom of the bed, occasionally making a mark with the pen he’d taken from his pocket. Looking even more serious, he asked Kate’s dad to go and chat with him in his office.


Kate watched as her dad disappeared through a door halfway down the ward. Then she felt her mum’s hand take her own to get her attention. She leaned in closer so that her mum could whisper in her ear.


‘Darling, will you do something for me?’ her mum said, again having to force the words out in a gasp.


‘Of course, Mum,’ Kate replied. ‘Anything!’


Her mum smiled a sad smile. She lifted her head from the pillow to give Kate a kiss, her lips catching Kate’s ear. Then she gave a long sigh. ‘It would have been Gran’s birthday tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Could you get some flowers and put them on her grave for me?’


‘Sure, Mum.’


‘Take the money from my purse in the locker by my bed,’ her mum said. ‘Get a bouquet of irises if you can. Your gran loved those.’


‘OK, Mum,’ Kate agreed. ‘I can get them from the florist’s in the hospital on our way home and take them to the graveyard on my way to school in the morning.’


‘Good idea,’ her mum gasped. ‘I’d rather you did that than go to the graveyard after school. The evenings draw in pretty quick now and I don’t want you wandering about in the dark on your own.’


As she moved back slightly, Kate saw that her mum’s eyes held an urgent expression. ‘Don’t worry, Mum, I usually walk home with Susie,’ Kate reassured her.


Then she looked up to see her dad returning from Dr Solomon’s office. He looked pale and defeated. ‘I love you, Mum,’ Kate said, fighting back the tears.


‘I love you too,’ her mum said, squeezing her hand. ‘That’s why I’m determined to get better. I don’t want to leave you and your dad.’


‘Come on, Kate,’ her dad said. ‘We’d better go, let Mum get some rest.’


Kate kissed her mum goodbye and walked back down the ward. She turned and waved, and her mum smiled weakly back.


As she’d promised, Kate visited the hospital florist near the main entrance of the hospital and bought a bunch of irises, and then she and her dad hurried through the rain to the car.


Kate glanced over her shoulder at the hospital as they drove away, the rain still hammering against the windscreen.


Somewhere in the distance there was a low rumble of thunder.


By the following morning, the rain had stopped. Despite a sharp chill in the air, the sun shone brightly, reflecting on the puddles that Kate skirted as she walked along the road that led to the church. The air smelled beautifully fresh and crisp. Early-morning dew sparkled on spider webs like diamonds on thin silver chains.


The streets were still relatively quiet; Kate had left earlier than usual, so that she could visit Gran’s grave before school. She looked down at the bouquet of irises she’d bought the night before.


Ahead of her, the church spire thrust upwards towards the clear blue morning sky. Her footsteps crunched on the gravel path as she made her way through the churchyard entrance and along one of the pathways to the area of the graveyard where her gran was buried.


Many of the gravestones near the church were extremely old and Kate slowed down to glance at the inscriptions on them. Some of them were hard to read, the letters worn away by the passage of time. A couple of the oldest-looking stones were so blackened by mildew and mould, they looked like rotting teeth sticking up from the ground.


Kate moved closer to wipe some of the mould away, so that she could read the lettering. As she did so, a fat black slug slid into view on top of the gravestone. Kate wrinkled her nose and quickly drew her hand away. She watched the slug glide slowly down the stonework on its sparkling silver slime trail until it disappeared into the wet grass at the base of the stone.


‘You won’t find any names on those two headstones.’


The voice startled her and she spun round quickly, standing up.


It was the vicar – Reverend Dodds, who had performed Gran’s funeral a few months ago. His priest’s collar stood out with brilliant whiteness against the blackness of his robes.


‘Sorry if I startled you,’ he said, gently.


‘It’s OK,’ Kate replied.


The vicar narrowed his eyes slightly then smiled at her. ‘It’s Kate Openshaw, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘We met at your gran’s funeral.’


Kate smiled and nodded. ‘That’s why I’m here,’ she told him. ‘It would have been Gran’s birthday today. My mum asked me to put these on her grave.’ Kate held up the bouquet of irises.


‘What a lovely thought,’ said Reverend Dodds. ‘I won’t keep you, then.’


Kate was about to continue on her way, but then paused and looked back at the two cracked and mouldy headstones she’d been inspecting before Reverend Dodds appeared. ‘You said I wouldn’t find any names on these two gravestones,’ she said. ‘Why not? I know they’re very old but …’


‘It wasn’t the weather or the time that caused the damage to the stones. It was other people,’ replied Reverend Dodds.


Kate looked up at him, puzzled.


Reverend Dodds grinned. ‘You’ll have to forgive me, Kate, but I can be quite a bore on this subject. I’ve been studying the history of this church since I arrived here a few years ago. Those two graves are over three hundred years old. They belong to a mother and daughter who were believed by some parishioners to be witches. The vicar of the time dismissed these claims and allowed the women to be buried here on church ground. But the parishioners who disagreed with him scratched the women’s names from their headstones.’


Kate shivered. ‘Those poor women. I’m on the vicar’s side. I don’t believe in witches.’


‘Not even the broomstick-riding kind?’ Reverend Dodds asked, smiling.


Kate grinned back and shook her head.


‘Many of those accused of witchcraft were executed in those days, you know,’ Reverend Dodds went on. ‘It was often because they seemed able to foresee the future. Those who executed them said they’d been given the power by the Devil, so must be witches.’


‘It doesn’t seem to be such a bad thing to be able to tell the future,’ Kate remarked. ‘You’d know about things before they happened. Like which numbers would win the lottery!’


Reverend Dodds smiled. ‘Well, in times gone by, that kind of ability would have got you burned at the stake as a witch.’ He looked down at the two ancient, weathered gravestones, his tone darkening a little. ‘Anyone who lived alone, who wasn’t liked by others or who was a little unusual, they were all likely to be accused of being a witch. No one was safe.’ Kate nodded.


‘Anyway, I’ll leave you to get on with what you were doing,’ Reverend Dodds said, and he turned to walk back towards the church.


Kate watched him disappear inside, then walked briskly along the gravel path to her gran’s grave.


‘Hello, Gran,’ she said softly, kneeling beside the headstone. ‘Happy birthday.’ She swept some fallen leaves from the base of the marble headstone and laid the bouquet of irises there. ‘I brought these for you, from me and Mum. I know they were your favourites.’ Somehow it seemed natural, to be speaking to Gran like this. ‘Mum can’t come herself as she’s still really ill in hospital, Gran,’ Kate went on. ‘The doctors still can’t find what’s wrong with her. I hope that you’re watching her, keeping her safe. Wherever you are, Gran, I hope you’re listening and that you’re OK.’


‘I’m fine thanks, love.’


Kate spun round, looking for the voice that had whispered into her ear – so close she could have sworn she felt the breath.


The graveyard was still empty apart from herself. She looked back down at her gran’s gravestone and swallowed hard. ‘Gran?’ she said uncertainly. ‘Gran, is that you?’


A slight breeze ruffled the hair around the back of her neck. It felt like the soft touch of a hand.


Kate looked round again, but there was no one to be seen. The skin on her arms rose into goose bumps. The cellophane that the bouquet of irises was wrapped in crackled in the wind.


She rose to her feet and then backed away, almost stumbling on to the path.


‘Oh, I wish I’d been able to be there! Describe it to me.’


‘Well, as Aunt Augustine requested, everyone was wearing purple and white. And you should have seen the way they’d made those flowers spell out her name. It was beautiful. They’d really done her proud.’


Again Kate looked around. No one could be seen.


Where were these voices coming from? Her heart was thudding against her ribs now.


Kate hurriedly made her way towards the church gate. As she passed the church, the voices seemed to grow louder.


‘It was absolutely beautiful. It really was the most beautiful funeral I’ve ever been to. Just what Aunt Augustine would have wanted …’


Kate sighed to herself in relief. A funeral service must have started inside. The church was old. Its ceiling was high. The sound of voices in there would carry.


Kate nodded to herself. That must be it. Mystery solved.


She headed on towards the gate.


‘I’m sure Aunt Augustine would have been watching. She’d have been looking down on it all and smiling.’


‘Especially when she heard her favourite hymn being played at the end. She always loved “The Old Rugged Cross” …’


The voices were growing fainter again.


Kate left the churchyard and hurried on down the road towards school, a cold breeze whipping her hair around her face.


That day at school passed the same as every other: a few laughs with Susie and her other friends, a couple of arguments with some of the boys in her class. Talk of what they’d watched on TV the night before. What they were going to do at the weekend.


The only downside had been Daisy Barton, as usual – who had told Susie she had a spare WestZone T-shirt that Susie could buy for half-price. WestZone was everyone’s favourite band at the moment, and Susie wanted the top to wear to their concert next week.


‘She never told me it had a dirty great stain on it,’ Susie complained, as the two girls sat at the back of the class. ‘I didn’t realise until after I’d paid her for it and got it home last night. And she wouldn’t take it back. She’s always doing things like that to people.’


‘Daisy only cares about herself,’ Kate replied. ‘And she’s probably jealous that you managed to get a ticket for the WestZone concert and she didn’t because she was too lazy to get to the box office and queue for hours like we did.’


Susie smiled. ‘You’re probably right,’ she said, looking more cheerful.


‘I’ve got to nip down the shops on the way home,’ Susie told Kate when the final bell went. ‘Do you want to come?’


‘I’d better be getting home,’ Kate replied. ‘I usually get Dad’s tea ready before we go and see Mum in hospital.’


‘OK, give your mum my love, Kate,’ Susie said, and she rushed off in the opposite direction.


Kate stood alone for a moment then set off in the direction of home. It was getting dark already as she passed the church.


‘Tell him I want those photos by Friday or I’m not paying.’


Kate slowed her pace, the voice loud in her ear.


‘I’ve told him, but he says there’s nothing he can do about it.’


The tone of the argument was growing more heated. Kate found herself wandering closer to the open church door.


‘I’m not going to tell you again. I want them Friday, or I’m not paying.’


She poked her head around to see what was going on.


The church was empty.


‘Do what you like. I’ve spoken to him and that’s all I can do.’


Confused, Kate couldn’t work out where the words were coming from. She took a couple of steps inside the building, glancing at the beautifully coloured stained-glass windows.


‘Hello, Kate.’


She spun round, startled – but this time it was a familiar voice.


Reverend Dodds was standing close behind the door, pinning something to the noticeboard there.


‘Sorry if I made you jump,’ he said, cheerfully. ‘Can I help you?’


‘I heard someone talking,’ Kate said, falteringly. ‘In here.’


‘Not unless you heard me talking to myself,’ he said, and smiled. ‘And I hope you didn’t; they say that’s the first sign of madness, don’t they?’


Kate nodded, looking around the church again, the other voices still echoing inside her head. She was sure that the argument had come from inside the church. ‘Sorry to have disturbed you,’ she said. Then she turned and quickly left.


Kate sat beside her mum’s bed. She couldn’t stop smiling. Her mum was sitting up, looking better than Kate had seen her for months.


Dr Venner glanced at the chart he held and shook his head, a smile playing on his lips. ‘I must say, your mum is a constant puzzle to us, Kate,’ he began. ‘First she comes into the hospital and we can’t find out what’s wrong with her, and then she suddenly begins to recover and we don’t know why. I must say, the improvement is remarkable.’


‘Does that mean she can come home?’ Kate asked.


‘Hopefully,’ Dr Venner said. ‘But let’s just see what happens, shall we? You want your mum back to her old self, don’t you? And we certainly don’t want her leaving here until she is.’


He replaced the chart, smiled at them all and turned in the direction of another patient further down the ward.


‘Happier now?’ Kate’s dad asked her.


Kate nodded and smiled. ‘Do you really feel better, Mum?’ she asked.


‘Much better,’ her mum said quietly, reaching out to squeeze Kate’s hand.


‘It’s weird that they didn’t know what was wrong with you and now they don’t even know what’s made you better, but I don’t care – all that matters is that you’ll be coming home soon.’ Kate beamed. ‘I can’t wait.’


‘Your mum’s still got to take it easy,’ her dad told her. ‘If she became ill without warning then it might happen again.’


‘No, it won’t,’ Kate’s mum said softly.


‘But if you don’t know what put you in here, love,’ said Kate’s dad, ‘how can you be so sure?’


‘I just know,’ Kate’s mum replied. ‘Anyway, you two will keep your eyes on me, won’t you?’


‘I’ll do whatever you want, Mum,’ Kate said.


‘Even your homework?’ her mum said with a smile.


Kate nodded and laughed.


‘I got better because of you, Kate,’ her mum told her, touching her cheek. ‘You always cheer me up when you visit me. You and your dad.’ She leaned forward and kissed Kate. ‘Thank you.’


Kate hugged her mum.


‘I’m sorry,’ her mum whispered, looking a little upset.


‘What for?’ Kate asked, surprised.


‘For all the trouble I’ve caused. All the worry …’ her mum replied.


‘But everything’s going to be fine now, Mum, isn’t it?’ Kate said.


Her mum smiled but didn’t answer.


‘What are you thinking about, Kate?’ Susie asked at school the following day. ‘You’ve hardly said a word all lunchtime,’ she added, pushing another crisp into her mouth. ‘Is it your mum?’


Kate shook her head. Staring out across the playground, she bit into her sandwich and chewed thoughtfully. ‘I know this is going to sound stupid,’ she said, ‘but have you ever heard voices?’


‘What kind of voices?’ Susie asked.


‘You know, just voices – when there doesn’t seem to be anyone there.’


Susie looked thoughtful. ‘Well, I read in one of my brother’s science magazines that alien waves could be picked up by fillings in teeth,’ she told Kate.


‘Alien waves? What are they?’ Kate asked.


‘Well, the sounds from flying saucers I suppose, from spaceships. Not sure I believe it myself,’ Susie replied, shrugging. ‘Seems a bit far-fetched that aliens can contact people by using their fillings. But it’s supposed to be something to do with the metal fillings being a conductor or something – like a radio,’ she finished. Then her eyes widened. ‘Why? Have you been hearing voices, then?’


‘Yes … well, I don’t know. I’m probably imagining it. But I’m sure it wasn’t aliens,’ Kate said, smiling. ‘These were proper voices. People having conversations.’


‘It could have been aliens,’ Susie insisted. ‘I mean, they might look just like us, mightn’t they? You might be one, for all I know.’


Kate grinned. ‘If people can pick up alien waves with their fillings,’ she said, ‘do you think your brother could pick up a radio station on his brace?’


Both of them collapsed with laughter.


As she neared the church on her way home, Kate felt tense, wondering whether she’d hear voices again. Or was she really just imagining all this?


‘I’ll see you about six, then, after you’ve dropped the kids off.’


‘That’s right. Twelve red roses, to be delivered to Ms B. Burkeman. Thank you.’


‘Don’t forget to buy dog food on your way home.’


Kate closed her eyes. It had started again. All different voices – seemingly unrelated.


‘What time does the film start? We don’t want to be late.’


‘Tell her I’ll wear that black dress. I don’t want to turn up in the same outfit as Kelly.’


The voices were raining down on her like missiles.


Feeling panicked now, Kate opened her eyes again, wanting to run, escape from the noise. And then she saw it. A shiny-looking plaque, attached to the church wall near the entrance.




ROOF OF ST BARTOL’S CHURCH RESTORED BY NATIONAL TELECOM





She looked up. Perched high on the steeple of the church, like a shiny metallic beacon, was a mobile phone antenna.


‘Yes, it’s lovely, isn’t it, the new roof?’


At first Kate thought it was another of the voices in her head. And then she felt a touch on her arm.


‘Are you all right, dear?’ came the voice.


Kate turned to see a kind-faced old lady staring at her, looking concerned. Kate nodded dumbly, unable to explain what was happening to her.


The old lady smiled and pointed to the roof. ‘They paid for it,’ she went on. ‘They did it in exchange for Reverend Dodds allowing them to put the mobile phone mast-thingy up there, you see.’ She studied Kate’s features for a moment and shook her head. ‘Are you sure you’re all right, dear? You look awfully pale.’


Kate nodded again, and then hurried away, her mind reeling. As she did so, the voices began to lessen.


She stepped back towards the church again.


‘I’m telling you, they should have had at least two more goals before half-time …’


‘You have reached the voicemail of …’


‘Oh … hello … This phone I bought. I’d like to change it.’


That was the answer. It had to be.


Kate wasn’t going mad. The voices she’d heard, the snippets of conversation, they were being relayed backwards and forwards on mobile phones.


And somehow, Kate was picking up conversations from the phone mast.


‘Mum, you look so much better,’ Kate said happily, looking at her mum who was sitting up in bed. She had a couple of pillows propping her up and much of the healthy colour she used to have had returned to her cheeks.


‘I feel much better, Kate,’ her mum told her, sipping at a cup of tea. ‘But how do you feel, darling?’ she asked Kate.


‘I’m fine,’ Kate shrugged. For a moment, she wondered whether to mention the voices, but it seemed selfish. Her mum needed all her strength to get better. The last thing she wanted was to be worrying about Kate.


‘Are you sure?’ her mum persisted. ‘Everything all right at school? Susie all right?’


‘Mum, I told you. Everything is fine. Why do you keep asking?’


‘I’m concerned. You’ve had a lot of responsibility since I came into hospital. It hasn’t been easy for you. I know that. I’m sorry.’


‘You keep saying sorry, Mum. It’s not your fault you got ill,’ Kate said.


Her mum shook her head slowly. ‘You know I love you, don’t you, Kate?’ she said.


‘Mu-um,’ Kate said, blushing.


‘Just remember, I’ll always be there for you,’ her mum said quietly.


‘A taxi at eleven thirty – yes, I’ve got that.’


‘Get out of here and don’t come back.’


Kate opened her eyes and turned over in bed so fast that she nearly fell out. Not again! Not in my house! How is this happening? she thought desperately. She put her hands to her ears in frustration, wanting the voices to stop. Somehow, she was now picking up mobile phone conversations even when she wasn’t close to an antenna.


She stared at the ceiling but it was a long time before she drifted off into an exhausted sleep.


She awoke with a start the following morning. Sitting up in bed, Kate cautiously touched her ears. She yawned – and could hear herself clearly. No mad collection of voices drowned out the sound.


Kate found herself feeling a little more at ease while she was washing and dressing.


‘Sorry, darling – I’m going to be late – traffic’s awful!’


Kate swallowed hard. Please don’t let it be starting again! she thought.


‘Oh, let’s go to the Italian restaurant – I really fancy spaghetti tonight …’


Kate waited for a while, listening to the snippets of conversation passing through. The babbling inside her head seemed to have settled to a manageable level now. How it got there was another matter, though.


Her dad was finishing his breakfast hurriedly when she wandered into the kitchen, the voices still buzzing inside her head.


Kate wondered about confiding in him.


‘I’ve got to go, sweetheart,’ he said, rushing past her. ‘Or I’ll be late for work.’ He stopped, turned back and kissed the top of her head, then disappeared out of the front door. ‘Love you!’


‘Love you too, Dad,’ Kate sighed, listening to the sound of his car starting outside.


She quickly ate a bowl of cornflakes and then set off for school.


Kate approached the church nervously. But now that the phone conversations were reaching her just as easily away from the antenna, nothing much changed as she drew near.


There were several cars parked outside. A funeral was taking place.


Kate could now hear church music mixing with the voices – the congregation was singing “The Old Rugged Cross”. She remembered overhearing someone in the church mention that hymn. They’d been talking about the funeral of a lady with an unusual name. What was it again? Augustine something or other. And she’d wanted everyone to wear purple and white.


Kate paused, looking up at the telephone antenna on the church roof, wondering what she should do about the snippets of conversation that still mingled with the mournful hymn inside her head.


The hymn came to an end and Kate saw six men dressed in black emerge from the church carrying a coffin on their shoulders. Each of them wore tall top hats, with purple ribbons wound around them. They fluttered in the breeze like flags of mourning.


The congregation followed – all dressed in purple and white.


As the coffin was turned, she saw that the purple and white flowers adorning the coffin lid formed a name.


AUGUSTINE


Kate didn’t wait to see any more. She turned and walked hurriedly down the road. She wanted to cry out. To scream at the voices to get out of her head. She wanted to ignore the even more scary thing that had just become obvious to her: some of the conversations she was hearing hadn’t even happened yet! She’d heard Augustine’s funeral days ago. But it had taken place this morning.


What did Reverend Dodds call it? Kate thought. Witchcraft? But I’m not a witch!


The dustmen were making their rounds, emptying bins into the back of their slowly moving dustcart. The noise of the cart’s crusher as it chewed up the rubbish was deafening. Louder even than the voices inside Kate’s head.


‘Kate.’


She kept walking.


‘Kate.’


The voice grew louder than the others and Kate realised it was coming not from within her skull but from just behind her.


She turned to see Susie scurrying across the street towards her.


‘I thought you were ignoring me,’ Susie said, catching her breath.


‘I didn’t hear you,’ Kate told her friend.


‘I’m not surprised, with the racket the dustmen are making,’ Susie replied. ‘But I’ll tell you someone else who’ll be making a racket today: Mrs Lawson.’


‘Why?’ Kate asked.


‘Hello! Because hardly anyone will have got that maths homework she set right. I mean, I know she’s a bit of a slave-driver but even she’s never set us anything that hard before. Please don’t tell me you thought it was easy.’


‘Oh, Susie. I haven’t even looked at it,’ Kate said.


‘Oops …’ Susie said. ‘Any other teacher would probably let you off, what with your mum being in hospital and that – but not Mrs Lawson.’


Kate sucked in a deep breath. ‘What am I going to do?’ she murmured.


‘Er … leave the country? Have plastic surgery so she doesn’t recognise you?’ Susie suggested. ‘Sorry, there’s no point copying mine – I know it’s wrong, so she’s bound to guess one of us has copied if we both have all the same wrong answers.’


‘I’ll do the homework after registration,’ Kate decided.


‘It took me two hours to do one little part of it,’ said Susie. ‘And there’s two whole pages of questions to work through. You’ll never do that after registration.’


As they entered the playground, Susie went on and on, worrying about the maths homework. ‘I mean,’ she continued, ‘how can she expect us to do all that in two nights? I bet she never got homework like that when she was at school.’


‘I’m so sorry, Mr Johns. I really do feel quite unwell …’


The voice belonged to Mrs Lawson.


‘So as I won’t be in today, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell the class that they can have an extra day to complete the work.’


Kate turned to Susie. ‘Maybe Mrs Lawson won’t be in today,’ she said as the bell went.


‘Of course she will,’ Susie protested. ‘She’s never off. She never gets ill. She’s like some kind of alien, she never even gets colds.’


Kate looked at Susie and, for a second, considered telling her friend that she’d just picked up Mrs Lawson’s telephone call in her head. Then she thought better of it.


She walked over to Daisy Barton. ‘Daisy,’ she said.


Daisy Barton turned. ‘What do you want?’ she asked.


‘You’ve done the maths homework, haven’t you?’ Kate asked.


‘Of course I have,’ Daisy replied sniffily. ‘Why? Haven’t you?’


Kate shook her head. ‘But listen, I’ll do a deal with you. If Mrs Lawson is off sick then Susie and I get to copy your answers, right? If she’s not, then you can have my WestZone concert ticket.’


Daisy looked at Kate in shock, and then a smile crept across her face. ‘Deal,’ she said. ‘You must be really scared of Mrs Lawson, that’s all I can say!’


‘Kate – what are you doing?’ Susie whispered. ‘You’d better be right.’


‘I will be,’ Kate said, confidently.


‘And if you’re wrong?’ Susie whispered worriedly.


‘I don’t think I will be,’ Kate whispered back.


‘Well, we’ll soon know if you’re right,’ Susie said. ‘Maths is the first lesson.’


After registration and assembly, the class all waited anxiously for Mrs Lawson to arrive.


But the door opened to let in Mr Johns, the head teacher, instead. He nodded a greeting. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that Mrs Lawson isn’t feeling very well today,’ he informed them. ‘She’s just called me to say she started the journey here, but has now turned around to go back home and won’t be coming in.’


Someone at the back of the class cheered.


Daisy’s jaw dropped, her lips opening and closing like a goldfish.


Kate let out a sigh that was a mixture of relief and delight and glanced sideways at Susie, who shrugged and mouthed silently at her, How did you know?


‘Mrs Lawson told me that she set you all some homework,’ Mr Johns continued. ‘And she asked me to tell you that you can have this lesson and until she returns to complete it.’


There was another cheer.


Kate looked at Susie again and smiled.


Susie leaned close to her. ‘You must be a witch,’ she whispered, grinning broadly.


At first Kate thought that she was dreaming.


Then she realised that the words and hysterical voices whirling around inside her head were all too real.


She sucked in a deep breath and tried to focus on what the voices were saying. It was almost like trying to tune in a radio.


‘Leaving the band … can’t believe it …’


The words continued to spin through her head.


‘… millions of records … sold-out tour … WestZone won’t be the same without him …’


Kate closed her eyes tightly again for a moment and one single sentence seemed to glow inside her mind like torchlight in the dark.


‘Nooo! How can Richie do this to us?’


Kate shook her head slightly. Richie – leaving WestZone? That was worse than a nightmare. He was her favourite singer in the world.


She looked across to her bedside table, where her ticket for WestZone’s sold-out show sat like a trophy.


Swinging herself out of bed, Kate crossed the landing quietly, wincing when one of the floorboards creaked. She waited to see if she’d woken her dad but then, deciding she hadn’t, she continued on down the stairs and into the living room and flicked on the light.


The daily paper was lying on the sofa. Kate flicked through it quickly.


No mention of Richie leaving the band in there – and surely, Kate reasoned, one of her friends would have mentioned it, would have heard about it by now. Especially Susie. She was mad on WestZone – though her favourite band member was Karl. You couldn’t see her wallpaper for posters of him.


Kate waited a moment then switched on the TV, hurriedly turning down the volume.


The news came and went with no mention of Richie leaving.


She turned off the TV and curled up on the sofa, her heart beating fast. It was clear that Richie hadn’t left the band. Not yet.


She thought about the telephone conversation she’d heard taking place at a funeral – when it hadn’t even happened yet. And how she’d heard Mrs Lawson’s call to Mr Johns before that had happened too.


If the voices in her head were correct again, then Richie leaving WestZone was still to come.


Kate sat there for a long time before heading back to bed. But it was ages before she could sleep. And not just because of the voices buzzing inside her brain.


When the alarm woke Kate the next morning she still felt a little groggy from lack of sleep, but as she looked across at her WestZone ticket, an idea began to form in her mind.


She put the ticket into the side pocket of her schoolbag then hurried downstairs.


Kate ate her breakfast quickly that morning and she was out of the door before her dad, who just about managed to say goodbye to her before she hurried off down the road.


‘Why have you got your WestZone ticket with you?’ Susie wanted to know when Kate took it out of her bag at school. ‘You’d better hide it from Daisy Barton, she’ll only start moaning again because she was too late to buy one herself.’


‘Well, she can buy this one if she wants to,’ Kate told her.


‘What?’ said Susie, open-mouthed. ‘I thought you were desperate to see Richie live. I read that WestZone won’t be touring again for at least a year.’


‘Well, if Daisy wants this one she can buy it,’ Kate replied. ‘I’ve gone off WestZone a bit, and now I’d rather buy my mum a nice present for when she comes out of hospital.’


‘Ah, that’s really kind – but I can’t wait to see Karl in the flesh!’ Susie smiled. ‘I wouldn’t sell for a million pounds!’


Kate grinned.


‘Well, all right then … maybe for a million pounds,’ chuckled Susie.


They saw Daisy Barton walking across the playground with her mates.


Kate strode straight across to her, the ticket proudly displayed. ‘You wanted a ticket for the WestZone gig, didn’t you, Daisy?’ she asked.


Daisy’s eyes widened as she saw the ticket. ‘Is this your idea of a joke?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘Trying to make me jealous?’


Kate shook her head. ‘If you want it you can buy it off me,’ she told her. ‘I’ve not as keen on WestZone as I was.’


‘All right,’ Daisy said. ‘I’ll go home at lunchtime and get the money.’


‘Sounds good to me.’ Kate smiled.


Daisy grabbed her arm. ‘You’d better not change your mind.’


‘I won’t – I promise,’ Kate said.


‘Cool.’ Daisy grinned. She and her friends walked off.


‘That was easy, wasn’t it?’ Kate said, looking down at her ticket.


Susie stared at Kate and shook her head. ‘I still don’t know how you could have done it though, Kate. There’s no way I’m selling mine. I’d go mad if I had to miss WestZone.’


‘I think I’ll survive,’ Kate replied as they walked to their classroom. The voices in her head had stilled to a low buzz. A little like flies around a light. It was annoying but she could put up with it. And by the time she’d collected her money from Daisy that afternoon, her head was pretty clear.


‘You could buy loads of music with that,’ Susie said enviously. ‘Or a couple of new tops.’


Kate pushed the money into her purse. ‘I told you, I want to get something for my mum as a coming home present,’ she said, looking out of the window.


‘Do you know when she might be leaving the hospital?’ Susie asked.


‘Not yet, but soon I hope,’ Kate replied. ‘It’ll be great to have her home again.’


When Kate arrived home from school, she made herself a sandwich and then wandered into the living room and put the TV on. She switched to one of her favourite music shows.


Kate immediately noticed that there were photos of WestZone behind the presenter. She reached for the remote and turned up the sound.


‘So, the unthinkable has happened …’ the TV presenter said. ‘In the last hour, Richie has announced he has left WestZone! Hard to believe, I know. He is due to appear shortly at a press conference to talk of his future plans …’


Kate chewed thoughtfully on her sandwich as she watched.


‘WestZone has sold over twenty million albums worldwide, with Richie as lead singer,’ the presenter continued. ‘The band has said that the forthcoming tour will go ahead – but unfortunately for those Richie fans out there, it will be without him.’


The phone rang.


Kate got to her feet and picked it up. ‘Hello,’ she said, one eye still on the TV screen.


She recognised the voice at the other end of the line immediately. It was Daisy Barton.


‘Kate, I’ve just heard about Richie leaving WestZone,’ Daisy told her.


‘I know, I just saw it on the TV,’ Kate replied.


‘Well, the only reason I wanted to see them was because I like Richie!’ Daisy yelled down the phone. ‘I don’t want to go any more – I want my money back!’


‘Sorry, Daisy,’ Kate said firmly. ‘It’s nothing to do with me that you don’t want to go to the concert any more.’


Kate hung up and then walked back to the sofa and sat down, gazing at the TV screen. The presenter was still going on about WestZone.


Kate took another bite of her sandwich and wondered how Daisy Barton was feeling.


‘Listen, I’m not going to put up with much more of this. My heating’s been off for two days now and no one’s come to fix it.’


A man’s voice. He was angry.


‘Did you see the state of her in that dress the other night? I told Zena that I wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that.’


A woman’s voice this time.


Kate heard the snippets of conversation moving around inside her head. She felt tired and the low buzzing of the voices was making her feel even more sleepy. She hadn’t slept well for the last two nights and now, seated close to the soothing warmth of the radiator in the classroom, she was having trouble staying awake.


‘I know it’s sad about her dog dying. She’d had it for ten years. It was like a member of the family, I suppose.’


Another woman’s voice.


‘So, in the Greek myths, most of the characters were either punished or rewarded by the gods. A bit like Kate is likely to be punished by me for not listening in class.’


Immediately, Kate jerked her head up from her desk, to see the face of the teacher staring at her.


‘Sorry, Mr Currell,’ Kate said.


‘Is the story of Cassandra boring you, Kate?’ Mr Currell asked.


Several of her classmates were laughing now. Kate felt herself blushing. ‘No, Mr Currell,’ she said.


‘So, Cassandra was given the gift of prophecy by Zeus, king of the gods,’ Mr Currell continued. ‘She was able to see into the future, but the problem was, no one would believe her prophecies, and more tragically, she was powerless to change what was going to happen.’


Kate looked apologetically at Mr Currell and tried to concentrate on the words she heard coming from the front of the class.


‘Matt really fancies her. I asked him.’


Kate shook her head, trying to ignore the new voice.


‘He fancies Kate. I’m telling you the truth. I spoke to him after he played football yesterday.’


Suddenly Kate didn’t want the voice to go away. Matt fancies Kate? It could only be Matt Albert. Not only was he the best footballer in the school, he was also the hottest boy by a mile.


Matt fancies Kate.


‘Wow,’ Kate said loudly.


‘Something interesting, Kate?’ Mr Currell asked her pointedly. ‘Have you found a part of Cassandra’s story that’s finally grabbed your attention?’


‘Sorry, Mr Currell,’ Kate replied, her cheeks turning red.


She dropped her head towards the textbook opened on her desk, as much to mask her delight as anything else. So Matt Albert fancied her, did he? Well, perhaps it was about time she told him that she felt the same. Wow – she might have her first boyfriend!


Kate glanced at the clock and saw that it was almost lunchtime. She decided she’d go and speak to Matt then. He was always to be found in the same place: kicking a ball around with his mates on the school field – usually with three or four girls watching him as they pretended to talk about something else.


The time passed slowly for Kate, but when the bell finally sounded she was the first one out of the classroom.


Kate ate her lunch hurriedly, impatient to get over to the playing field and wait for an opportunity to talk to Matt.


As she got up to leave, Susie got up too. ‘Where are you rushing off to?’ she asked curiously.


‘I need to do something,’ Kate told her. ‘I’ll tell you all about it later – won’t be long.’ Then she hurried away, leaving Susie looking puzzled.


Kate forced her way down the crowded school corridor until she reached the exit leading to the playground. She could see that there was already a group of boys from the next year up, kicking a ball about. As she drew closer, she picked out Matt Albert among them.


Matt fancies Kate. She felt a tingle run up her spine. But the thought of marching across the field in front of all his friends and saying that she fancied him too was way too embarrassing. Kate decided she’d watch him and his mates playing football, and then try to get to talk to him on his own, afterwards.


Two of the boys kicking the ball around had already noticed Kate standing there. She smiled at them. Maybe they already knew that their mate Matt fancied her.


‘Who did you say Matt fancied?’


Kate winced, the boy’s voice in her ear was so loud. There was a crackling sound like static.


‘Kate. But I don’t think she knows yet.’


Kate recognised the same whispered voice in her head she’d heard in class. She smiled to herself.


‘Kate’s in the year above him, though. I suppose he likes the fact that she’s so sporty. And she does look great in her netball outfit.’


For a second, Kate was confused. And then she remembered tall, slim, sporty, netball-playing, blonde Kate Kirby in the year above them.


Was that who Matt fancied? Not her? Kate went all hot and cold in embarrassment.


‘Fancy a game, Kate?’ one of the boys called, kicking the ball towards her.


Matt Albert ran past her after the ball. He didn’t even look at her.


Kate felt her face burning red. ‘I was looking for Susie, and I thought I saw her come this way,’ she lied. She turned and headed back towards the playground.


‘If you want to play, just come back and tell us,’ one of the other boys shouted.


Kate heard laughter echoing behind her. But the laughter was nothing compared to the embarrassment she would have felt if she’d gone through with talking to Matt. What a narrow escape! Kate felt almost sick at the thought of how close she had come to making an absolute fool of herself. The voices had their uses, but it seemed that they could get her into trouble too, if she wasn’t careful!


‘That noise is enough to drive anyone mad,’ said Susie as she and Kate approached school the following day.


There was a lorry parked in the road outside the tower block that loomed over the school. Part of the street had been dug up; the eardrum-shattering sound of a road drill filled the air.


Kate didn’t answer. The loud and abrasive sound of nearby construction meant that she was spared the more intrusive sounds of voices inside her head for a while. She saw two men unloading a large black metal object from the back of the lorry.


She realised with horror that it was a mobile phone mast, identical to the one on top of the church spire. ‘They’re putting that on top of the flats?’ she gasped in alarm.


‘Yes, didn’t you hear about it on the local news?’ Susie asked. ‘They’re putting them up all over town. Some of the residents are really angry about it.’


Kate winced. She’d had a headache from all the snippets of phone conversations coming into her head since she’d woken up that morning. Over the last few days there had been more and more of them. And no wonder, if mobile phone masts were being put up all over town. But now there was going to be one next to school too. It would be intolerable!


‘Are you all right, Kate?’ Susie asked.


Kate shrugged vaguely, her gaze fixed on the top of the tower block. ‘I’ve got a bad headache, that’s all …’ she said. As they watched, Kate saw the mast being raised – a black arrow-head against the clouds.


During the history lesson that morning, the hum of voices coming into Kate’s head suddenly escalated to a roar, rushing in at her from all directions. The new mast must have started to work. It felt to Kate as if her brain was a roundabout in the centre of a busy junction, words driving at it from everywhere at once. She put a hand to the back of her neck.


‘You should see the school nurse if you don’t feel any better,’ Susie whispered.


Kate tried to nod but the pain was too intense. She feared she would either pass out or simply go crazy right there on the spot.


‘You’ll have to go to the nurse,’ Susie insisted.


‘You’re right,’ Kate agreed. She didn’t really want to go to see Nurse Williams. The rather sour-faced school nurse was never very sympathetic. But Kate had to do something.


She put her hand up to ask their teacher’s permission.
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