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About the Book




A RUN-DOWN CAMP IN THE WOODS.


NO PHONE RECEPTION.


TEN STUDENTS WITH UNTESTED POWERS . . .

 

Céline is seeing conspiracies everywhere. Fionn has a bad premonition about the colour blue. Mr Berg is horrified at the camp’s questionable safety standards. Something is definitely not right at Camp Buttress.


This hilarious and quirky new novel by Anna Zobel will keep you guessing as the students and their teachers try to solve the mystery – and survive.
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1. It isn’t as bad as everyone says



2. The number four



3. You make me sick



4. An unpleasant smell



5. A stranger’s just a friend you haven’t met yet



6. A poorly transmitted hologram



7. Magical farting shoes



8. I can deal with a ghost
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When asked if they’d heard of Camp Buttress, the locals of the nearest town would answer that, yes, they knew it by name; that they saw a handful of school buses shuttling along the forest road every year; and that the Klock family had been running the camp since before they could remember, probably since before anyone in the town had been born. Questioned further, however, and the faces of those locals would grow cold and suspicious. No, they’d never been to the camp themselves. They never did business with that family, not if they could help it. And, no, they would not give a reason why.

Only the birds were frequent visitors to Camp Buttress. Each morning a pair of ravens would leave their pine-tree perch and circle the boundary. This autumn morning was no different. The pair flew above the treetops, beyond which lay a plump line of gold-rimmed cloud. The sky had begun to brighten, but down below, the camp stayed dark. Nothing moved, not even the blades of grass that grew long on the lawn. The only sound to be heard was the ceaseless dripping of a broken tap.

Hoping to spy their breakfast – a moth, a mouse, a spider – the ravens swooped down and landed on a splintered windowsill. Inside the camp, it was darker still. Dawn could not reach through the dirty windowpanes. The dining tables were covered in a sticky dust. Old cobwebs, long since abandoned by their spiders, hung along the ceiling beams like bunting.

And then a light switched on. The fluorescent bulb made a low buzzing sound. It was now possible, in the yellow light, to see the faded quality of the floor, and the dust and dirt that had gathered in bunches along the mouldings.

The first footstep was gentle, but definite; it sent a vibration through the sagging floorboards.

Pat-creeeak.

This first footstep was followed by a second, and a third.

Pat-creeeak.

Pat-creeeak.

The small rectangle of light that illuminated the corridor became disturbed. It was at this point that the ravens departed. They did not stay to see the shadow that was forming there. It grew bigger as the steps approached, bigger and bigger, until all the light in the corridor was consumed by a looming, twisted shadow.

A haunted shadow.

A shadow with glinting silver circles for eyes.
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The sign taped to the side of the minibus said: TO CAMP BUTTRESS. Michael Berg was leaning against the bus with his arms crossed. He could hear thumping coming from within, and the sharp sound of bags being unzipped.

‘Mr Berg,’ called a muffled voice, ‘Teddy’s trying to murder me.’

‘No murdering,’ said Michael, turning to squint through the window.

‘I’m not murdering,’ Teddy shouted back. ‘I’m wrestling.’ There was another, louder thump, and the bus began to rock slightly.

‘But I don’t want to wrestle – and he keeps trying to steal my bag!’ The muffled voice grew higher in pitch. ‘Teddy, don’t!’


‘No wrestling or stealing.’ Michael tapped on the glass. ‘Teddy, sit in your seat, please. And take those shoes off your hands.’

Principal Wallace was striding back and forth in front of the bus, phone clutched to his ear. ‘I understand . . . The raffle is very important to me, I promise. Yes . . . Yes, I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ He hung up, and said, ‘Sorry, Michael, and thanks again. I know you’re not an outdoors sort of person. Next year I promise you can take any camp you like. Maybe the Art Retreat is more your thing, or the Circus Camp.’

‘I’m an outdoors person,’ Michael answered. ‘I enjoy the outdoors. Just not,’ he added, reconsidering, ‘with kids.’

The principal raised an eyebrow, and Michael hurried to explain. ‘What I mean is, children in the classroom, children in the yard – no problem. Children in the woods, though, under my personal supervision . . .’

Principal Wallace looked sympathetic. ‘It’s not an easy gig, I know. A lot of responsibility for you. And for Ms Malatesta, too, if she ever turns up.’ They both glanced around. Their bus was the only one left in the parking bay. ‘You should have left fifteen minutes ago. I have a meeting with Leonard Beaverhausen’s mother, and she hates to be kept waiting.’

Don’t we all, Michael thought, and he began to rub at his hair in brisk, agitated movements, failing to notice the few flakes of dandruff that fell from his scalp and settled on his shoulders. She won’t come. I’ll have to run this camp alone. And then – well, I’ll probably fall down a ravine . . . or the kids will fall down a ravine . . . or the whole bus will drive into a ravine . . .

‘Okay there?’ asked the principal.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ said Michael, pushing his hair back into shape and squeezing his palms together. ‘Fine. Perfect.’

‘Good man.’ Then Principal Wallace nodded towards the oval and said, ‘Finally. Here comes Ms Malatesta now.’

The teacher in question was stumbling across the school lawn towards them. Her hair was black and tightly curly, and as she ran it bounced about her head like an errant storm cloud. She was wearing a tie-dye t-shirt over navy sweatpants, and instead of a suitcase she was carrying two small backpacks, a crossbody purse, and a grocery bag overflowing with loose clothing.

‘You’ve dropped a sock!’ called Principal Wallace.

‘Oh!’

Michael watched as Maggie froze mid-step and wheeled around to retrieve the lost sock, her arms thrashing madly as she slipped on the wet grass. Magdalena Malatesta was new to Dennith Grange School. The former music teacher, Mr Guin, had retired four weeks ago, and Maggie had been hired to replace him. She was nothing like Mr Guin. Michael had to admit that she was nothing like any teacher he’d ever met. Maggie had a habit of reading the worst and most gruesome newspaper articles aloud in the staffroom; she had a famously strained relationship with the photocopier, which continued to spit out crooked lyric sheets hours after she’d used it; and she was known to shout ‘Dangnabbit!’ as she galloped along the hallways to class or yard duty or a meeting. She was always, always late.

Michael was never late.

‘Sorry.’ Maggie dumped her bags at Michael’s feet. ‘I dreamt I woke up and had a coffee and grabbed my things and got in a cab to come here, but then I slept through my alarm, and when I woke up I realised it hadn’t happened at all! I was late! And when I did get a cab – and you know what it’s like in West Brindell, that construction site, and the trams – I realised I’d forgotten my charger, and I had to ask the driver to turn around!’

‘Hopefully you didn’t forget anything else,’ Principal Wallace said cheerfully.

‘Like proper shoes,’ said Michael, glancing at Maggie’s sandals.

‘Did I pack shoes . . .? No, I definitely have them. But I’m in my lazybones clothes for the trip.’ She checked off her fingers one by one. ‘Phone. Wallet. Sunscreen. Hat. Shoes. I’m good!’

Michael was privately appalled by this checking-off of fingers. He felt for the comprehensive packing list that was tucked inside his pocket and, reassured to find it was still there, he took the clipboard from the principal’s outstretched hand. ‘Let’s get going, Ms Malatesta,’ he said. ‘We’re already behind schedule.’

Puffing, Maggie heaved her bags into the bus and hurried aboard. Michael went to follow, but he found himself pausing on the step to gaze back towards Dennith Grange.

The school building, perched on top of the tallest hill in the city, had always reminded Michael of a candled birthday cake. It was a former manor, which had been built several centuries ago as a private home. It was four storeys tall, and constructed from a shiny limestone that was flecked with fragments of fossilised shell. The grey-tiled rooftop had been quite fancifully decorated with bell-towers and balconies and many crooked chimneys. Over the years the school had grown to include a host of new buildings, and the nearby city of Brindell had grown, too. The city’s boundaries had crept gradually outward, so that Dennith Grange was now surrounded by offices and skyscrapers, and encircled by a busy transit road. On this crisp Monday morning the old windows shone gold, reflecting the autumn sun, and the campus trees were each a different shade of flame.

Michael took it all in with a pang of longing. He wasn’t an outdoors person at all, not really. He was an inner-city, indoors, book-in-hand sort of person. Michael was the senior English teacher – he was trained in grammar and punctuation and close analysis, none of which would come in handy on this camp.

‘Listen,’ said Principal Wallace in a hushed tone, touching Michael’s elbow to hold him back, ‘I know this won’t be easy. That’s why I’ve made you the teacher-in-charge. I trust you, I know you can manage. And besides, you’ll have Arthur and Christabelle Klock to help. They’ve been running the camp for years and they do a fine job.’ He paused, then said, ‘It isn’t as bad as everyone says. I hope you haven’t paid the rumours any attention.’

Michael hadn’t heard any rumours about Camp Buttress, and for a moment he felt hurt that no-one had thought to gossip with him. ‘Which rumour exactly?’ he asked, as if he’d heard hundreds.

‘Only that the camp is haunted,’ said Principal Wallace. ‘The usual sort of nonsense. Nothing to worry about.’ With this last discouraging comment, the principal leant towards the bus door and called, ‘Make sure you listen to Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta, kids! See you on Friday, and enjoy Camp Buttress!’
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Fionn Walsh watched as the teachers sat down at the front of the bus. His stomach began to cramp, and the sensation of a fist gripping his guts only increased as the door slid shut with a soft whoosh and they pulled out from the parking bay. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stayed away from home for longer than twenty-four hours. It was probably last year’s camp, he thought. But primary school camps were only two nights. Two nights was all right. Four nights, though – that was something else. Practically a holiday. A holiday with two teachers and, excluding his best friend, Luca, a bunch of other kids he barely knew.

‘All righty,’ said Mr Berg, adjusting his wire-frame glasses and turning to face the ten students seated behind him, ‘let’s go over the expectations one more time. When we’re on the bus we use our inside voices, we stay in our seats, and we do not, under any circumstances, use our powers.’

‘Can I use my power if the bus explodes?’ asked Teddy Cohen.

Yvette King chimed in: ‘Can I use my powers in a medical emergency?’ Yvette was sitting, as always, with perfect posture, her hands resting on the neatly folded jacket that covered her knees. ‘It would probably be smart for me to use my powers in an emergency because I actually have the power of healing? Which would be super useful in that specific situation?’

‘No powers,’ Mr Berg repeated.

Teddy called out again: ‘I want to watch Céline shapeshift!’

‘Inside voices, please, kids,’ said Ms Malatesta. ‘You’ll distract the driver. Now sit back and relax, Teddy, we’ll be there in two hours.’

‘Well – you mean four hours,’ said Mr Berg.

‘Huh?’

‘It’s a four-hour trip. It says so on the itinerary I emailed you last week.’

Ms Malatesta looked bewildered. ‘Four? Are you serious? But that’s ages!’

Fionn’s stomach twitched. He heard his mother’s voice inside his head: If you need anything, just ask, darling. The teachers won’t mind. That’s what they’re there for, to help you.

But I mind, Fionn thought miserably. I know it’s illogical, but I mind. It was fine when other kids asked for what they needed, like the bathroom or a snack or some water – it just wasn’t fine for him, somehow. It was embarrassing. Worse than embarrassing; it was mortifying. Fionn thought back to his first day of primary school. At recess he hadn’t been able to find his backpack, so he hadn’t eaten all day. Or there was the time he’d sat in a doctor’s waiting room for two hours because he couldn’t muster the courage to tell the receptionist that he’d arrived. Or the time – well, there were lots of times. Lots of times when Fionn had been too shy.

The school disappeared from view, and the cramping in Fionn’s stomach grew stronger still.

‘Hey,’ said Luca, ‘Earth to Fionn, did you hear me?’

‘Sorry,’ said Fionn. ‘What did you say?’

‘You’re away with the fairies, my friend. Did you bring any cards?’

Fionn shook his head. ‘I forgot. Did you?’

‘No, I forgot, too.’ Luca looked thoughtful, his brow wrinkled. ‘What are we going to play, then?’ He twiddled his thumbs, and added, ‘I should have brought my bassoon.’

‘You can’t play the bassoon on the bus,’ said Fionn. Luca could only play four Christmas carols, anyway. He played them all year, even at Easter. ‘How about some regular car games?’

‘Car games! Instead of card games! Nice one! Okay, you choose.’

Fionn thought; and then a strong finger poked him twice in the shoulder.


‘Hi,’ said Teddy Cohen from across the aisle. ‘What a surprise. Luca and Fionn on camp together.’

Fionn and Luca did pretty much everything together. They’d been best friends for years. ‘Big surprise,’ said Fionn weakly.

‘What’s this thing?’ Teddy tapped the polished stone pendant hanging around Fionn’s neck, leaving a smudged fingerprint on the surface. Fionn gently twisted it out of reach.

‘It’s a citrine crystal,’ he said. ‘It’s my mum’s from when she was young. She gave it to me.’

Fionn’s mum, Dervla, was a very practical woman, a nurse, who occasionally bought into a bit of spiritual woo-woo. A man at a market had sold her this pendant for ‘confidence and strength’ and also, apparently, ‘the health of the urinary tract’, which Fionn preferred not to tell anyone. She’d passed it on to Fionn before the new school year had started because he’d been so worried, and it had helped quite a lot. When he wore it beneath his t-shirt it absorbed the warmth from his skin and felt very comforting.

‘He always has it,’ Luca said to Teddy. ‘It’s super lucky.’

Teddy looked disappointed. ‘Boring,’ he said, sliding his bottom forward and putting his huge flat feet on the headrest of the seat in front. ‘I thought maybe it was a diamond or something. Anyone got snacks?’

‘Hey.’ Céline turned around. ‘Get your feet off my seat.’

‘Or what?’ Teddy said tartly.


Céline paused, and then said, ‘Or nothing. Just move your smelly feet.’

‘You are what you say to yourself.’

Céline flicked her hair and turned away from Teddy. Fionn wanted to lean over and say that he agreed, Teddy should put his feet down, and he quibbled over this for several seconds until his armpits started to sweat, but Céline was so cool that Fionn couldn’t even imagine starting a conversation with her. She was the sort of person his mum would describe as ‘calm as clam shells, and bold as brass to boot’. Even her outfit was cool: she was wearing faded black jeans and a t-shirt that said SCREAM CHEESE. In class, Céline preferred to work alone, and she spent lunchtimes writing in the alcove. It was as though she didn’t need anyone but herself.

‘You’re a toilet-head, Céline,’ Teddy said provocatively, but she continued to ignore him.

Fionn sat back and rubbed his stomach. The city fizzed past the window, a blur of blue and silver.

I want to go home, thought Fionn. I want to go home.
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Céline Kamimura sighed and fidgeted and tucked her legs up beneath her. I hate school camp, she thought, and she looked around at the other kids with apprehensive eyes. Decked out in their casual clothes, they looked like a ragtag bunch of hardy, resourceful orphans. Teddy was wearing that stupid orange jumper he had, the one he’d bought in Hawaii, and a pair of hideous sneakers with holes in the toes. Fionn was wearing patched jeans and a t-shirt that was tissue-thin from years of wear. Yvette King stood out: she was wearing a sort of denim ski suit that had been rigorously ironed, and her hair was pulled into two neat buns. If this was a movie then Yvette would be the vice-president’s daughter who’d somehow found herself on the wrong bus, the orphan-bus, which was on its way to a horrible orphanage in the mountains, and she’d be scheming up an elaborate plot to escape, and perhaps rescue the others on the way . . .

‘Stop looking at me,’ said Yvette. ‘It’s annoying.’

‘I’m not,’ Céline lied. She looked at Fionn and Luca instead. They were playing I-spy. Fionn was in Céline’s homeroom. He had a thin-lipped, friendly mouth, a long nose, and shoulder-length hair that he was constantly tucking and re-tucking behind a pair of large, milky ears. Fionn was a quiet person, and all Céline knew about him was that he’d won an award recently for ‘Most Considerate Art Room Cleaner’.

‘Something beginning with S,’ said Fionn.

‘Seat,’ said Luca. ‘Shoes. Stop sign?’

‘Nope. Give up yet?’

Luca studied his painted nails. ‘Sparkles? Salmon pink?’

Céline followed Fionn’s gaze. ‘Seatbelt?’ she said.

‘Seatbelt!’ Luca said cheerfully.

Fionn nodded, and he gave Céline a shy smile. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Do you want to play?’


‘No thanks,’ said Céline, which was another lie. She noticed that Luca was squinting hard at her suitcase, and asked, ‘Do you have X-ray Vision Power?’

Luca blinked a few times and looked down. ‘No, I don’t have my power yet. Worth a try, though. I heard you can shapeshift, Céline. Is that true?’

Céline shrank back into her seat, replied with an evasive, ‘Maybe,’ and jammed her hands between her knees. It was always like that; she would be loud, too loud, and then suddenly shy. Be normal, she told herself. Try making conversation.

‘Did you hear this camp is haunted?’ she asked. Watching Fionn’s face, she added, ‘What’s wrong? Are you feeling bus-sick?’

‘No,’ Fionn gulped, looking suddenly very green indeed. ‘Nope. But – what do you mean, haunted?’

‘I heard there’s a ghost at this camp who haunts the kids at night.’ Céline had eavesdropped on a group of ninth-graders who’d been talking about it in Writing Club, which Mr Berg ran once a week. She’d listened attentively as the older students described doors that wouldn’t open, strange night-time noises, and lights that flicked on and off. ‘It’s the creepiest place I’ve ever been,’ one of the girls had said with a dramatic shiver of her shoulders. ‘I feel sorry for anyone who has to go there.’

Céline was always listening. If she had to list her hobbies, looking and listening would be the top two, followed by reading and writing and imagining. Céline couldn’t decide whether she wanted to be a crime novelist when she grew up, or an actual investigator. Either way, she wanted to spend her time solving puzzles, just like her hero, the detective witch Clarabella Clutterbuck. Clarabella was the main character in Céline’s favourite manga series, Big City Witch. When ghosts came haunting and monsters came munching, Clarabella didn’t bat an eye. She simply wanted to know what was going on. Like Clarabella, Céline had an appetite for mystery. The prospect of a haunted camp simply piqued her interest.

‘I wouldn’t mind a ghost horse,’ said Luca, smiling at the thought. ‘Or a ghost puppy.’

‘But what if it was a demonic ghost puppy that could rip your throat out,’ Céline said reasonably, ‘or scratch your eyes to gooey shreds.’

‘Then I probably would mind it,’ Luca said. ‘My eyes are my best feature.’

Fionn still looked quite sick. ‘Ghosts aren’t real,’ he said in such a plaintive way that it sounded like a question.

‘Well, who knows,’ Céline said. ‘I’m just telling you what I heard.’

‘Please can you stop telling horror stories,’ snapped Yvette from two rows behind. ‘Can’t you see Fionn doesn’t like it? Some of us are actually trying to relax?’

Céline wasn’t very good at relaxing. She tried to read a copy of Big City Witch but that only made her nauseous, so instead she began to imagine what would happen if the bus crashed. The bus would hit a tree, maybe, and crumple like an accordion. All of the other kids would freak out but Céline would stay calm, even if half of Teddy’s bones were broken and poking right out of his skin. The teachers and the driver would be unconscious and Céline would have to carry them to safety right before the bus went up in flames. Maybe Céline was a Paired Power. Her first power was shapeshifting, obviously, because she already had that, even though it wasn’t very developed yet; her second power could be super-strength. Paired Powers were really rare, only one in a million people. Céline would rescue everybody using her Super Strength Power and then shapeshift into a cheetah and run to get help. The next day her photo would be in all the papers. She’d be interviewed on the news, and she would say modestly, ‘Anybody would have done the same thing in my shoes.’ And then –

She lurched forward. Teddy was kicking the back of her seat.

‘I’m bored,’ he said.

‘That’s not my problem,’ said Céline. ‘Stop kicking me, seriously.’

‘I heard you’ve got your power. I want to see.’

‘No!’ Céline looked at the roof of the bus in exasperation. Why did Teddy have to be on the same camp as me? she thought. Nine different camps and we still get lumped together.

‘Shapeshift, please, come on.’

Céline whipped around and scowled at him. ‘Leave me alone, Teddy bear.’

‘Oh, ha ha ha.’ Teddy poked out his tongue. ‘Good one. No-one’s called me that since I was two.’
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‘You haven’t grown up since you were two.’ Céline faced the front again. She could hear Teddy saying, ‘Yew haven’t gwown up since yew were two,’ in a silly baby voice, but she ignored him.

Céline glared out at the traffic instead. She almost hoped the camp was really haunted. She was going to need a distraction to survive a week of forced proximity with her ex-best-friend.
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Fionn had no idea how long they’d been driving through the countryside, but the novelty had already worn off. Yvette, irritated by Teddy’s repeated shouts of ‘COW’ and ‘SHEEP’ and ‘GRASS’ and ‘EVEN MORE GRASS’, had given everyone a short but impactful lecture on appropriate bus etiquette and was now studying a large book. Teddy resigned himself to pulling horrible faces at passing drivers. Fionn and Luca had so far played I-spy, twenty questions, and a geography name-game. They were now playing their eighth round of a categories game Luca knew called I’m Having a Party.

‘I’m having a party,’ said Luca, ‘and I’m bringing a horseshoe.’


‘Okay, sure,’ said Fionn. ‘A horseshoe. Can I bring a horse?’

‘Nope.’

‘Can I bring . . . how about a saddle?’

‘Yes!’

‘Horseshoe . . . saddle . . . can I bring a stable?’

‘Yes!’

‘Can I bring anything that’s two syllables?’

‘Yes!’ said Luca. ‘You won!’

‘Two syllables is what I just did, Luca. You have to think of your own rule.’

But Luca was very pleased. ‘It’s because you’re so smart,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d throw you off with “horseshoe”. I thought you’d guess something metal.’

‘Metal,’ Fionn said, and out of nowhere his brain began to grip this word very tightly. The word metal rang throughout his head like a clashing bell. The last thing Fionn could think clearly was, Oh no, please not now, before his vision blurred and his brain emptied. He was aware, very loosely, of Luca’s hand on his arm, of the dry air blowing on the top of his head from the ceiling vents, of the bus seat’s rough plaid upholstery against his back, but all he could see and hear and sense was the number four, and a very bad feeling.

Four. Bad.

Four. Bad.

Danger. Danger. Danger.

‘. . . it’s okay. It’s okay.’

Fionn began to return to himself. Luca was patting his arm. ‘It’s okay,’ Luca said again, his voice hushed, ‘it’s okay.’

Fionn inhaled, an almost-gasp. He sucked the air all the way down to his stomach and then exhaled very slowly.

Four.

‘I’m good,’ Fionn said finally, rolling his shoulders back and sitting up straight. The premonition had felt so intense, so overwhelming, that he was sure he’d made a scene, but no-one else on the bus seemed to have noticed. Céline was humming to herself. Yvette was still reading. Mr Berg appeared to be trying to meditate.

Fionn’s Premonition Power had arrived six weeks ago. He’d imagined that getting his power would make him feel strong and confident. Instead it felt confusing and out of control. The premonitions would rise up out of nowhere and completely take over his brain. But despite their violence, the premonitions themselves weren’t much: numbers, colours, vague smells.

‘What did you see?’ asked Luca.

Fionn’s mouth was dry. ‘The number four,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s all.’

‘You should tell the teacher.’

Ask for help, sweetheart, Fionn heard his mother say, that’s why the teachers are there. But it was only his power. It wasn’t like he’d broken a bone or something. Everyone in the world had a power. He didn’t need to make a fuss over a little premonition.

He wondered whether his power would get stronger over the coming year. In eighth grade they would all take the mandatory Power Test with the Department of Power Management. This test determined each student’s specific power, which was then recorded in the National Power Registry. He imagined what would be recorded next to his name: The weakest Premonition Power we’ve ever seen. Completely useless.

The vision flashed through Fionn’s mind again. Four, he thought. Danger. Maybe I should tell a teacher . . . but it’s so embarrassing . . .

As if hearing his thoughts, Mr Berg turned around from the seat in front, scanned the bus, and let his eyes settle on Fionn. ‘How are you doing over there?’

‘Um,’ Fionn said. ‘I’m okay.’

Fionn liked Mr Berg. He was calm and patient and he seemed to have a special type of teacher intuition. Before getting on the bus, for example, Mr Berg had taken one look at Fionn’s face and then said very casually, to the whole group, ‘If anyone needs the bathroom, you may as well go now, but no need to hurry, this bus isn’t going anywhere without you,’ and that way Fionn hadn’t needed to put his hand up and ask.

‘And how’s your power?’ asked Mr Berg.

Fionn swallowed and said: ‘Um, now that you mention it, I just had a premonition. I know I’m not supposed to use my power on the bus, though, I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry. What was the premonition?’

‘The number four. And a bad feeling.’

Mr Berg made a note on his clipboard. ‘Interesting. And how do you feel now? These sorts of EMS powers can make your mind a bit fuzzy for a while, especially at your age. I remember that my brain felt fuzzy when I first got my power.’

Fionn nodded. ‘Yeah, I do feel a bit fuzzy,’ he agreed, grateful that he didn’t have to explain. ‘But not too bad.’

‘I’m glad to hear that.’ Mr Berg gave him a kind smile. ‘I’ll check in with you again later. And remember the first rule of the Power Management Decree: Control of your power starts with a calm mind. Now could be a good time to take some deep breaths. Actually – I think we’re stopping now, kids!’

Fionn looked out the window. The bus was pulling off the highway into an empty carpark. He guessed that this must be the scheduled rest-stop, which was nothing more than a dusty field containing a rusted swing set, three picnic tables, and an intimidating concrete toilet block.

Ms Malatesta jerked awake as the bus came to a halt. ‘Michael!’ she yelped, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. ‘Why’d you let me sleep!’
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Céline followed Mr Berg off the bus. She took a moment to stretch her neck and shake out her legs, and then she sat down at a table and took her snack and water bottle out of her bag.

‘Cookies, huh,’ said Mr Berg. ‘There’s a teacher tax on those, you know.’ He mimed eating one. ‘Yum.’

‘You can have one if you want,’ Céline said. ‘My sister and I made them on the weekend.’

‘That’s kind of you, Céline, but I was only joking. I’ll stick to my salad. I’m allergic, and besides, it’s against the Code of Conduct to share food. I don’t want to set a bad example.’

Mr Berg moved away, and Céline looked back towards the bus. Ms Malatesta was stepping off last, her curly hair flat on one side from several hours of being pressed against the window. The two teachers could not look less alike. Mr Berg, in his collared shirt, clean red jumper and ironed jeans, looked as though he’d just left a government office. Ms Malatesta looked as though she’d fallen out of a charity shop bin.

‘Hello.’ Yvette sat down at Céline’s table and began to arrange her snacks with all the care and delicacy of a first-class waiter. ‘Nice cookies.’

‘Hi,’ said Céline. ‘Thanks. Want one?’

Yvette said, ‘I was actually going to sit with those girls, you know, Halima and Charity, but as you may have noticed they’re not really talking to me right now?’

‘Is that right.’ Céline had indeed noticed, as she noticed nearly everything.

‘All I said was that maybe they should spend some time practising the periodic table, because they don’t know it that well yet?’

Céline had overheard the entire conversation while they were waiting for the bus, and remembered that Yvette’s actual words were: ‘You need to memorise the periodic table or no offence but you will fail Grade Seven!’

Yvette always seemed to find herself embroiled in minor friendship fall-outs. From what Céline could tell, she was passionate about her studies, and couldn’t understand why others didn’t feel the same way.

‘I know the entire periodic table by heart,’ Yvette was saying. ‘But Charity and Halima don’t. I’m just trying to help.’


‘Hey,’ said Jignesh Desai, as he plonked himself down beside Céline. ‘What’s up. Are you still talking about the periodic table, Yvette?’

‘Yes, but have you memorised –’

‘Don’t.’

‘But –’

‘Do not. No.’

‘I’m just saying –’

‘I do not care,’ said Jignesh, with a mouth full of masticated banana, ‘about the periodic table. One more word and I will periodic-table you in the face.’ Then he blocked his hearing ear with one hand and hummed to himself. ‘See,’ he shouted, ‘not listening!’

Yvette huffed, but gave in. ‘You can’t “periodic-table” somebody,’ she said. ‘That’s not a verb.’ She turned her focus towards April Murphy, who’d also joined them. ‘Do you –’

‘No, Yvette. You already asked me like six times. Leave me alone.’ April peeled the plastic off a packet of cheese and biscuits. ‘Hey, it’s Céline, right?’

Céline nodded, hating that she knew everyone’s names when they didn’t know hers. ‘Yep, that’s me,’ she said. ‘Céline Kamimura, at your service.’

‘Hey. I’m April. Do not call me Ape, I hate it. April is fine. But you can call him Jig.’ April pointed to Jignesh. ‘He thinks it’s cute.’

‘What’s cute?’ said Jig, turning his left ear towards April.

‘I said they can call you Jig,’ April repeated, more loudly this time.


‘Oh. Cool. Yeah, call me Jig, and call them March. Or May.’

April scoffed. ‘Ha ha.’

Everybody at Dennith Grange knew who April was. April swam with the A-league swimming squad, played the drums in two bands, and was the founder of a non-binary support group called the Euphoria Glorias. Céline didn’t play sport, she couldn’t play an instrument, and the only club she belonged to was Mr Berg’s Writing Club, which had a total of eleven members. It was no wonder April had never noticed Céline before.
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Michael didn’t need to read through the student notes again, but he did so anyway. He hadn’t taught any of these kids before, because they were middle-schoolers, but he knew them from Writing Club and yard duty, and others he’d heard about through staffroom chatter. Michael tilted his clipboard towards Maggie and pointed to a name near the bottom, asking, ‘Do you know if that’s the kid who . . .?’

‘Brandon Nguyen? Yeah.’ Maggie nodded. ‘That’s him.’

‘You were there?’

‘I was,’ said Maggie. ‘Saw the whole thing. I can’t believe he didn’t even get a detention.’

Michael sighed. ‘I know. That’s not how Principal Wallace operates.’
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If the school could be imagined as a ship, then it was sailing straight for the future, and Principal Emmanuel Wallace was the enthusiastic captain at the helm. Principal Wallace did not believe in detentions, or punishment of any kind. He did not believe in rigid uniform policies or school bells or formal seating plans. His passions were, in no particular order of preference: positivity, team-building, essential oils, mindfulness, new technologies, therapy animals and special ceremonies.

His favourite ceremony of all was Year Seven Camp Week, which marked the tumultuous year in which students began to develop their powers. The seventh-graders of Dennith Grange had the special privilege of choosing between nine different camps, which provided them, according to the school website, with a ‘unique self-directed education adventure’ and a ‘transition to maturity and independence’.

Some camps filled up quickly. The Art Retreat, which saw the students teleported to a remote mountaintop village in Italy for a week of workshops, was always a popular choice, as was Circus Camp, which took students to a special circus school in Singapore for a week of car-juggling, trapeze-flying, skyscraper-jumping and super-flexible acrobatics.

Camp Buttress was not popular. It had no special power or charm or attraction. It was just that, a camp, and according to teachers who’d been there before, not a particularly good one. In Michael’s six years at Dennith Grange no-one had ever listed it as their first preference. Camp Buttress was a back-up camp for students who forgot to submit their preferences. It was for those students whose parents insisted on a tech-free outdoor experience. And it was for those students that each teacher slid off their own camp list, offering as an explanation, ‘I just don’t think it’s the right environment for that kid. They might be better off somewhere less . . . stimulating.’

Michael sighed as he ran his eyes down the list on his clipboard. The Medical Conditions column was a mixed bag, as always. Both Brandon Nguyen and Fionn Walsh had allergies, and Fionn had recently been diagnosed with anxiety. April Murphy had dyslexia; Charity Tiatia was taking iron supplements to treat anaemia; and Jignesh Desai was deaf in one ear. (According to Jignesh’s mother, he also suffered from occasional bouts of nervous constipation. ‘Don’t tell him I told you,’ she’d whispered to Michael as they’d lined up for the bus. ‘If he has any trouble, just remind him not to clench.’)

The Declared Power column was almost full. Seven of the students already knew what their power was, or at least the category. There were fifteen Power Categories altogether, and hundreds of powers. Two of the students had powers in the category of ESP. ESP stands for Extra-Sensory Perception, Michael’s brain recited automatically. This category encompasses all powers that enable the individual to perceive or communicate beyond normal sensory capabilities, such as Telepathy and Clairvoyance . . . RM stands for . . .

Michael shook the list from his head. What this all meant was that, unfortunately, three of these seventh-graders didn’t yet know what their power was. They could gain their power at any moment. What if one of them could grow poisonous snakes from their head? Or – worse still – generate a stench that rendered everyone unconscious? Last year Michael had escorted thirty kids to Surf Camp. Josette del Paso-had shapeshifted into a stingray; Kat Fan had liquefied several tables and a cupboard with her laser vision; little Freya Tanska had developed an appetite for sand. Fortunately, the camp instructors had been extremely capable, and Michael had spent most of the week relaxing on a deckchair. He hoped the instructors would be just as capable this year, but somehow he doubted it.

At that moment Michael’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud howl from Teddy, who fell forward and smacked his head against the picnic table.

‘Teddy!’ Michael rifled through his clipboard, looking for any missed medical notes. ‘What’s wrong!’

‘She’s at the zoo,’ Teddy said, his lips pressed against the wood so that his voice was flat and indistinct. ‘I want to be at the zoo! And she gets to feed the elephants! She’s feeding an elephant right now!’

‘Is he hallucinating?’ Michael started to panic. He hadn’t learnt anything about hallucinations in first-aid training; they were nowhere near a hospital; what if Teddy had eaten something poisonous?

But Maggie said, ‘Relax, Michael. Teddy has a telepathic connection to his twin sister, Shira. She’s on the Zoo Camp.’


‘Oh.’ Michael should have made that connection. It was written right there in the Declared Power column on his clipboard: ESP. Single link telepathy.

‘And you get to play with monkeys?’ Teddy was talking directly to his sister now. ‘Little baby monkeys . . . on your SHOULDERS . . .’

‘Well, if you really wanted to go on Zoo Camp you should have maybe handed in your camp preferences on time?’ Yvette called out from the next table. ‘Like, maybe consider that it’s actually your own fault?’

‘Be quiet, Yvette.’ Teddy moaned louder. ‘You make me sick!’

‘This is going to be just as fun as Zoo Camp, people!’ Maggie said, a trifle desperately. ‘We’ll do heaps of . . . you know, nature-y sorts of things . . .’ She looked to Michael for help, and he found himself suspecting, once again, that she hadn’t read the itinerary.

‘Ms Malatesta’s right. Just you wait until we get there.’ Michael tried to look enthusiastic. ‘I’m sure you’ll enjoy Camp Buttress!’

‘More like Camp Butthole,’ said Teddy. This caused a stir. The other kids fell silent, waiting to see what the teachers would do. Michael had to hold back a grin and he knew Maggie was doing the same.

‘We don’t use that kind of language, Year Sevens,’ he said sternly. ‘It’s not respectful, and I don’t want to hear it again.’

Michael felt for Teddy. They weren’t easy, those first few months of your power. He had a flashback to the moment when his own power had arrived. He’d been sitting in class, calmly trying to calculate the area of an octagon, when out of nowhere he’d begun to recite every single word in the dictionary beginning with P: penicillin, penillion, peninsula . . . He shuddered at the memory, even though his parents had been overjoyed. Just like his mother and his two older brothers, Michael could recall, word for word, everything he’d ever read.

‘Looks like everyone’s finished their snack, anyway,’ said Maggie. ‘Time to head off, do you think?’

‘Time to go,’ Michael agreed, and he shuffled the papers on his clipboard until he was looking at the student list again. ‘Roll call, everybody. Halima?’

‘Here,’ said Halima, stretching her arms above her head.

‘Teddy?’

‘Go Bulldogs.’

‘Jignesh?’

Jig threw his bucket hat into the air and whooped.

‘Sensible answers only, please. Luca?’

‘Sì,’ said Luca.

‘Céline?’

‘Here.’

‘Yvette?’

‘Present!’

‘And April – where’s April?’

‘Hey,’ said April, emerging from beneath a table. ‘What’s up.’

‘Hi there. Brandon?’

‘Respectfully, hello.’ Brandon inclined his head.

‘Charity?’


‘Why do we always have to do the roll forwards?’ said Charity, but very quietly, her face half-hidden by her hair.

‘We can do it backwards sometimes, sure. And last – Fionn?’

‘Yeah. I mean, here.’

‘All present, then.’ Michael ticked off the roll with a flourish and pointed to the door of the bus. ‘There we go. Onwards to camp, folks. And bring your rubbish with you.’
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The last half of the drive stretched out slowly. Fionn watched as the bus pulled off the highway and began to wind up a narrow dirt road. The dark trees tangled together, blocking out the sky and suffusing everything with a misty green light. The radio signal faded into static; Fionn and Luca ran out of enthusiasm for games, and both stared out the window in companionable silence.

There were no buildings or fences or electricity pylons in sight. The trees continued, uninterrupted, for many miles. It was possible to imagine that no car had ever driven down this road, plugged as it was with potholes and large rocks, and overhung with tree-limbs that scratched against the roof of the bus, the sound like a thousand little scrabbling fingernails. Fionn was still bothered by the premonition he’d had, but now he imagined that they were heading towards a magical destination. A lost castle, maybe, cut off from the rest of the world.

A castle would be cool, Fionn thought, with something like excitement. I wouldn’t mind visiting an old castle; but this feeling diminished as soon as the bus turned towards a gap in the trees and drove beneath a faded, very un-magical Camp Buttress sign that was covered in lichen and bird droppings. The bus rumbled to a stop, and everyone hurried down the aisle towards the fresh air.

There was no castle. They found themselves standing in front of two low wooden buildings that had never been painted, the timber as pale and flaky as driftwood. Weeds were creeping up among the gravel and the air was buzzing with flies, one of which seemed determined to crawl inside Fionn’s nose. Fionn thought that the camp resembled a film set, one that had been used many years ago and then abandoned. All the right things were there: signs pointing to the office and the cabins and the treehouse; a basketball hoop; a small swimming pool behind a locked fence. But the signs were faded, and the net of the basketball hoop had frayed away to nothing. The pool was empty, full of fallen leaves.

For a moment Fionn began to imagine that the camp had actually been abandoned. Perhaps it was a big mistake after all and they could turn around and go back to school. It seemed only fair, really. Fionn was still getting used to Dennith Grange. Compared to his primary school, which was small and neat, the high school was big and chaotic and confusing, and the older students had full control of their powers, which meant that every time he turned a corner someone was teleporting or disintegrating or using a supernaturally loud voice to call out to their friends across the oval. He’d been at Dennith Grange for a few months but Fionn still felt, when walking through the school gates, that he wasn’t supposed to be there, that soon someone would point out he didn’t belong there at all.

‘Man, this place looks lame,’ said Halima Ahmed, lugging her bag to Fionn’s side. ‘It’s so run-down.’

‘Uh – yeah,’ said Fionn. He looked around for Luca, who normally buffered him in social situations, but Luca was busy hugging a tree on the other side of the bus. Fionn felt a blush creep into his cheeks, which always happened when someone spoke to him unexpectedly. To hide his discomfort, Fionn turned his face towards the sky, which was streaked with ribbons of dun-coloured cloud. ‘It doesn’t look great here, no. Sky is sort of nice, though.’

‘I bet this week is going to suck.’ Halima set her bag down and rubbed her cheeks with both hands, the backs of which were covered in pen-scrawled notes such as moisturiser and DON’T FORGET SOCKS!!! ‘I hate sleeping away from home. It makes me so anxious.’

‘I feel that way, too,’ Fionn said. ‘I don’t think I like school camps.’
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‘I’ve only been away from Brindell once,’ said Halima. ‘We went to visit my dad’s cousins for Eid last May.’

‘How was that?’

‘So nice! Somalian food is the best. We ate so much. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried sambusas before, but I must have had about a hundred, they’re delicious. It was the first year I’d properly fasted for Ramadan. I’m glad I’m not fasting on this camp. I don’t think I could do it.’

‘That would be hard,’ said Fionn. ‘I think we’re going to go hiking and stuff.’

‘Yuck. Not hiking.’ Then she said, ‘I heard you have Premonition Power. Have you had any premonitions about this camp?’

‘Uh,’ said Fionn, ‘not that I know of. I haven’t had my power for that long. It’s hard to tell.’ It occurred to him for the first time that his premonition on the bus could have been about the camp, and he shivered slightly.

Four.

Danger.

Halima arched her back in an impressive stretch. ‘I get it,’ she said. ‘It’s early days. Seriously, though, this place is a dump.’

‘Have you got your power yet?’

‘Nah. No sign of it. I guess you’ll be a psychic when you grow up, then?’

Fionn was so surprised by the easy conversation he was having with Halima, one of the coolest and most popular students in his year, that he found himself saying, ‘No way, I actually want to be a painter,’ which was something he’d never confided to anyone except Luca and his older brother.

‘Nice,’ said Halima. ‘That’s awesome. We should paint together sometime.’

Fionn startled. ‘We should?’

‘Yeah. Could be fun. Which homeroom are you in?’

‘7A, with Ms Newlove.’

‘I’m in 7C. With Professor Theroux.’ She made a face. ‘I’ll find you one morning and we can make plans.’ And then, as suddenly as she’d arrived, Halima darted away with a shout of, ‘Hey, Charity, look at this red leaf!’

Fionn looked back at the school bus. No-one had greeted them yet, and the camp really did feel empty. Maybe we’ll get on the bus again and go back to Dennith Grange, he thought. Maybe we can go back to what I’m beginning to know. Back to what’s only a bit scary.

Hope surged in his chest – but then a tall, long-limbed woman appeared in the doorway of the building marked Reception.

‘You guys are here!’ The woman smiled to reveal a mouth full of lime-green braces. ‘Hooray!’
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At the sight of the camp instructor Michael felt both relieved and disappointed. He’d begun to hope that the camp was deserted and that they’d have to return to Brindell City. He was overcome by a vision of himself sinking into his favourite armchair with a sliced orange, a cup of tea, and the latest Fumiko Divine novel, but the bus was now driving back towards the highway without them, so he set the daydream quickly aside.

He checked his clipboard and asked, ‘Are you Christabelle Klock?’

Principal Wallace had said that Arthur and Christabelle Klock were experienced camp instructors, but the woman before him was unnervingly young. Michael wasn’t the best judge of age, but he was pretty sure she couldn’t be older than twenty-one.

The woman laughed. ‘Oh my gosh, no, I’m Aleesia! Christabelle is my mum! Mum and Dad are at a national camp leaders’ conference. They’ve left me in charge this week.’ She leant forward and whispered, ‘It’s my first time running the camp all by myself! I’m kind of scared! Don’t worry, though,’ she went on, in a more serious tone, ‘I’ve got my First-Aid Certificate. And I know how to kill scorpions.’

‘The presence of a scorpion means impending death or destruction,’ called a deep voice from the back of the group.

‘Sorry,’ Michael said to the instructor, ‘ignore that. Brandon, buddy, remember what we said about saying . . . weird stuff . . .’ He swallowed, and couldn’t resist a nervous impulse to think through all the first-aid techniques he’d memorised in preparation for this camp. A tourniquet is a device used to stem blood flow in the event of life-threatening bleeding . . . in case of accidental amputation, pack the severed limb in ice and take it with you to the hospital . . .


Aleesia Klock ushered them through the door of the second building and into a dining area furnished with wooden tables. The slanted ceiling was crossed with heavy beams, and the walls were covered with old posters and maps. Some of the maps were so old they showed countries that no longer existed. An unpleasant smell hit Michael’s nostrils: a smell of unwashed dishcloths and decomposing fruit, a smell that said the doors and windows had not been opened in a very long time. This smell, more than anything, made Michael feel very pessimistic.

‘Sit down, everyone,’ said Aleesia, checking a small list that she was holding in her left hand. ‘The first thing we do is lunch. And I haven’t forgotten the teachers.’ Aleesia offered Maggie and Michael a platter of wilting sandwiches. ‘These are for you!’

‘Are these gluten-free?’ Michael asked. ‘I emailed ahead to say I was intolerant.’

She shook her head and tutted. ‘I’m not sure what you’re meaning there, mister, but I will tell you we’re all about tolerance here at Camp Buttress!’

‘I – right. Okay.’ Michael took an apple instead, and wiped it thoroughly with his sleeve.

Aleesia tugged down her cap and turned to the students. She was wearing tight jeans, a utility belt, and a t-shirt that read: CAMP BUTTRESS. YOU’RE SAFE WITH US. Her knobbly wrists were covered in silver charm bracelets that jangled as she moved. ‘Welcome to Camp Buttress, Dennith Grange School!’ she said, checking her list again and reading it aloud to herself. ‘Lunch, and introduction to the camp – yep – okay! Has everyone got a sandwich? Good! Great! I can tell this will be a great week. You just have a fantastic energy that I’m feeling. Do you all feel it too?’

As far as Michael could tell, the energy in the room was decidedly negative. Céline was flicking crumbs across her table, and Teddy was trying to catch flies with his bare hands. The whole room felt damp with disappointment – and something else, too, a sense of inexplicable wrongness that Michael had to fight hard to ignore, a wrongness that lived in the old posters and the dust and the absence of the responsible camp leaders he’d been expecting. Principal Wallace’s words came to mind: it isn’t as bad as everyone says.

Actually, Michael thought, it’s much worse. There’s no way this will be good. This camp is doomed.
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Céline picked at her sandwich and tried not to sigh. The bread was still slightly frozen in the middle, and the crusts were tacky. The filling was a strange, quite fragrant meat that closely resembled cat food. Beside her, Fionn let out a gentle yawn. Fionn yawned often, and he sneezed oftener still, because he was allergic to pollen and pet dander and various perfumes. Céline wasn’t allergic to anything, but she hated lots of things. She hated parsley and mayonnaise, both of which were in her sandwich, and she already hated their camp instructor. This camp didn’t seem haunted at all. It didn’t even seem spooky. It just seemed plain bad.

‘Nice to meet you, peeps!’ said Aleesia. ‘I’ll be your camp host this week. Everybody say, “Hi, Aleesia!”’

Yvette and Luca obligingly said, ‘Hi, Aleesia.’ Teddy said, ‘Hi, magnesium,’ which Céline guessed was his attempt at rhyming, and Brandon Nguyen said solemnly, ‘My soul greets your soul.’ Everyone else was silent.

Aleesia continued as if she’d received a warm welcome. She said, ‘Something cool about me is that I have Orientation Power. Can anyone tell me what that means?’

Céline knew, of course, but stayed silent. Jignesh and Luca put their hands up.

‘Go ahead, Jignesh,’ said Ms Malatesta.

‘That you’re good at decorating Christmas trees?’

‘You’re thinking of ornamentation,’ said Ms Malatesta. ‘How about you, Luca?’

Luca, who always looked as if someone had just told him something wonderful, smiled and suggested, ‘That you’re really lonely?’

‘That’s alienation! Nice vocab there, Luca, brava, that’s one for the Wow Words Wall!’ Ms Malatesta nodded in approval. ‘How about you –’

‘No – stop,’ Aleesia cut in. ‘It’s not loneliness! It’s the power of a sense of direction!’ She paused, as if expecting the group to be impressed. ‘I can’t get lost. I always know where I am. Pretty great, huh?’

‘I guess,’ said Yvette. ‘I mean, we can all kind of do that, with our phones?’


Aleesia ignored this comment and checked her list again, speaking softly to herself. ‘Okay, so now what I do is – yep, that’s right – now that I’ve introduced myself, I’m going to tell you all about this magical place!

‘Camp Buttress was opened back in 1892 by my great-great-great-great-grandparents. They built this camp with their bare hands because they cared so much about children having fun outdoors!’

‘Where are the buttresses exactly?’ Yvette asked.

‘Huh?’

‘You know, the buttresses?’ Yvette looked disdainful. ‘Structures that support a wall? Lots of gothic churches and cathedrals have them?’

Yvette has a point, Céline thought. It was a weird name. One good thing about Yvette was that she could always be relied upon to question the grown-ups.

‘Yes,’ said Aleesia, ‘I do know what buttresses are, obviously. But for us it’s more about the meaning. Buttresses give strength and support. That’s what we do here at Camp Buttress.’

‘More like Camp Buttcrack,’ April called out, and Céline grinned despite herself.

Aleesia tapped her lower lip with one finger. ‘You know, kids have said that before, but I just tell them, don’t poke fun until you’ve spent a day or two here, and really had a chance to experience the activities we have on offer!’

Céline was already bored. She began to wonder what kind of activities they might have that could possibly entertain her. She did like flying foxes, and ropes courses. She raised her hand. ‘Exactly what . . .’ she began to ask, but then her voice faltered, because something had caught her eye.

A shadow was emerging from the dark passage behind Mr Berg.

A monstrous, looming shadow with glinting silver circles for eyes.

A haunted shadow.
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Everyone turned to follow Céline’s gaze, and the group went from bored to terrified in a matter of seconds. Fionn gasped; Halima let out a surprised whimper; even Mr Berg looked over his shoulder with an unguarded expression of silent horror. Something is behind my teacher, Céline thought, something bad, and as she watched, the looming shadow grew larger, and larger still; and then a little old woman shuffled into view.

Céline had nothing against old people, but this woman was different from all the old people she’d known before. Her eyes were wide and gleaming. She was wearing a faded floral dress and a linen apron smeared with a mysterious medley of multicoloured stains. In one hand she clutched a wooden spoon, and the other rested on a walking stick.
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‘A ghost,’ Fionn whispered to himself. ‘A real ghost.’

‘Oh!’ Aleesia laughed. It was an odd laugh; Aleesia kept her mouth slack as she did it, and the resulting sound was like a seal barking through a French horn. ‘That’s just Grandma Daizie, guys, don’t be scared. Go on, Grandma, you’re supposed to be getting dinner organised!’

The old lady gave Céline a lingering look, her pale eyes like milky gleaming marbles, and a sensation of something like fright rippled through Céline’s body. Then, blinking, Grandma Daizie shuffled away again, her slippers scuffing against the rough floorboards.

There was a long, terse moment before Mr Berg cleared his throat. ‘Say hello to Grandma Daizie next time you see her, kids,’ he said. ‘Remember, we need to be respectful, even to strangers. It’s one of our Core School Values. You know that.’

‘A stranger’s just a friend you haven’t met yet,’ Luca said helpfully.

Jig began to chant: ‘At Dennith Grange – you can expect – kindness, resilience and respect!’ He slapped the table along to the beat.

Ms Malatesta stood up, stretched, shivered with a loud brrrrr noise, and said, ‘Thank you for the timely reminder of our values, Jignesh. I hope you bring that passion to your next music class. What now, Aleesia?’


‘Time to get settled into our cabins, peeps,’ said the camp instructor, checking her list and then throwing her long plait over her shoulder. ‘This way!’
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The cabins, numbered from one to ten, were arranged in a row at the edge of the forest. Much to Michael’s disappointment, they looked as dingy and neglected as the rest of the camp. The eaves were draped with spiderwebs, and the windowpanes were mottled grey with years of grime. Each door had once been painted a different colour of the rainbow, but the paint was peeling off in long strips, revealing the bleached wood underneath.

‘You’re down there,’ Aleesia said to Michael, pointing to Cabin One. ‘And Maggie, you’re in Cabin Ten. Then we have Cabins Two and Nine that the kids can use.’

The cabin groups had been decided weeks ago. ‘We shotgun Cabin Two,’ shouted Teddy, and he took off at a run with Jig, Brandon, April, Fionn and Luca in pursuit. Michael followed, and opened his own door. Cabin One contained two wrought-iron beds, a hatstand, and a wobbly chair. On the far wall was a second door, the sight of which filled Michael with hope.

‘Please be a private bathroom . . . please be a private bathroom . . .’

Michael turned the handle and opened it to find: not an ensuite bathroom, or a cupboard, or even the back entrance, but more wall.


‘Hmm,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Interesting.’ He closed the door again and sat down on the left bed, which sank beneath him with an ominous creak.

From Cabin Two came the sounds of yelling and thumping, as if the kids were angrily assembling flat pack furniture. Michael called out, ‘Don’t make me choose beds for you!’ There was one last hesitant, rickety thump, and then Teddy called back that everything was fine, which Michael disbelieved but still chose to ignore.

As Michael unpacked, he thought wistfully of Surf Camp. They’d stayed at a beautiful resort, and he’d slept far away from the students in a room overlooking the ocean. The cabins at Camp Buttress overlooked nothing but a gravel yard and the rusted body of an abandoned tractor.

Michael heard a friendly shout of, ‘Quit horsing around in there, you lot, the beds aren’t a jungle gym!’ and then Maggie appeared in his doorway, changed into a more practical outfit of jeans and worn boots. ‘There’s a doll in my room,’ she said. ‘Like an actual horror-movie doll wearing a little cap and black tap shoes. Do you think there’s a spy camera built into her eyeballs so Grandma Daizie can watch me while I sleep?’ She went on, less enthusiastically, ‘Man, wasn’t it creepy the way she appeared in the room like that? I almost peed myself.’

An involuntary tingle ran down Michael’s spine. ‘It was a bit creepy, yeah,’ he said. It was only a lady, you wimp, he reminded himself. Just a teeny old lady with weird eyes.


‘Hey.’ Maggie nodded her chin towards his open suitcase. ‘Did you bring your own pillow?’

‘Yeah. It’s a camp hack. I bet you they haven’t changed the pillows since they opened this place.’ Michael whacked the pillow on the bed to demonstrate. It was so thin he felt the mattress underneath.

She peered more closely at his case. ‘Why’ve you got so many lavender sachets in there?’

‘I guess I hate how everything starts to smell like, you know, camp.’

‘And did you pack milk?’

Michael had packed his own bread, his own pasta, his own milk, and a secret stash of gluten-free crackers. ‘I wasn’t sure if they’d have oat milk here,’ he said, pulling the zip closed.

‘Fair enough. Three cartons seems like a lot, though.’

‘I mean, I don’t know, what if we cook a béchamel or something . . .’

There was a shrill noise, and Maggie looked to her right. ‘We’d better go,’ she said. ‘Aleesia’s blowing a whistle, so I assume she wants our attention.’

Maggie was right. Aleesia was in full camp-instructor mode. ‘Listen up, gang,’ she said, ‘you are honestly going to go berserk when I tell you what our first activity will be!’

The kids, sitting in a semicircle on the lawn in front of the cabins, could not look less berserk, and Michael felt sorry for them. Right now, their classmates would be painting murals on the sides of skyscrapers, or practising invisibility, or jousting with real lances at Ye Olde Medieval Camppe. Even the Jet-Canoe Camp must be better than this, and those campers had to share a barrel-shaped portable toilet that travelled with them as they moved from campsite to campsite each night, which was Michael’s private idea of hell.

Jig was slumped over his knees, braiding the shoelaces of his high-top sneakers. Luca was gazing dreamily at the sky. Beside him, Charity and Halima were whispering furiously to one another and pointing at Céline, who for some reason was sitting backwards.

‘Céline,’ Michael whispered, ‘face the front.’

Céline shook her head. Her hand was clamped over her mouth. Michael knelt in front of her, and she peeled her hand away to reveal a dapper black moustache blooming on her upper lip.

‘Oh.’ Michael nodded. ‘Okay.’ He’d read PM – Shapeshift Power – Presently Unknown beside her name on the Declared Power list, and he’d been wondering how that would manifest.

‘I can’t make it stop,’ she muttered. ‘I don’t get it – like, what it is.’

‘That’s normal, you know. There was a kid a few years ago whose arm kept turning into a plank of wood. He had no idea what was going on, but it turned out he could shapeshift into a chair. He does it all the time now, always pranking everybody. Funny kid. Leonard Beaverhausen, do you know him?’

‘He’s the Art Captain,’ Céline said. ‘He is funny, in assembly. Did his arm really do that?’


‘At first, yeah. All the kids in Year Seven go through this. It’ll get better in no time, I promise. Try taking a few deep breaths and thinking about something else.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like . . .’ Michael thought for a moment. ‘Like a pair of frogs playing tiny violins. Or a sailboat made of sparkling crystals, floating through the night sky. Or a crime-fighting elf named Raimundo kicking a murderer in the neck.’

Céline’s mouth twitched into a proud grin. Those were phrases from the stories she’d shared in Writing Club. Sometimes remembering everything the students had ever written in class was a little annoying – Elspeth Park’s experimental poetry, for example, would float into Michael’s mind at unexpected times – but mostly it was a pleasant thing.

Within moments Céline’s upper lip was bare again, and she turned around to join the others.
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‘. . . and the final rule is no diving,’ Aleesia said, ‘but feel free to dive deep into the world of raft-building!’

Céline looked around and wondered if anyone had noticed her moustache. Céline had been excited when she’d first got her power; her parents had said that soon it would develop into something more useful. So far, however, there’d been no development at all. The moustache had lingered like an unsightly scab. It was becoming embarrassing – not because it was a moustache, which was quite cool in itself, but because it was so useless. When people heard that Céline could shapeshift they pictured her dissolving into a puddle, or becoming tall and thin like a stick of liquorice. They pictured her transforming into an animal, or an object, or another person. Unfortunately, all she could do, all she’d been able to do for nearly two months, was grow what her father called ‘a classic example of the walrus moustache’.

Céline closed her eyes and imagined shifting into the form of a raven. She thought about how impressed everyone would be if she suddenly took off into the sky. She’d fly back, turn into herself again, and say, ‘Oh, that was no big deal. I do that all the time. Even at night.’

Ms Malatesta would say, ‘You go out at night by yourself, Céline? That’s kind of weird for a kid.’

Céline would say, ‘Not that weird if you’re a shapeshifter like me.’

Then Mr Berg would say, ‘You are very powerful for a twelve-year-old girl, and I know what I’m talking about because I’ve been a teacher at this school for six years.’

‘I guess you could say I’m pretty powerful, but I don’t want to boast,’ imaginary Céline replied. ‘Now I’m off to investigate a suspicious explosion in West Brindell. Don’t wait up for me.’

‘Céline! Are you listening?’ Yvette said, interrupting her daydream.


Céline opened her eyes again and looked down at her legs. ‘Oh crud!’ she exclaimed, disappointed to see that she was still herself. ‘What? What are we doing?’

Yvette sounded impatient. ‘We’re building rafts. Aleesia will tell us more when we get to wherever she’s taking us.’

‘Everyone follow me,’ Aleesia shouted, clapping her hands like a kindergarten teacher. ‘There’s no path, but because of my Orientation Power I know exactly where I’m going!’
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The group crashed through the forest. They had to skirt, one by one, around enormous trees, and clamber over mossy logs. Céline found herself at the back, just ahead of the teachers.

‘What does she think she is, a human compass?’ Ms Malatesta was saying. ‘Paths were invented for a reason.’

‘We could lose a kid in here, easy,’ Mr Berg replied, rubbing his prominent chin. ‘Maybe I’ll do a quick rollcall . . .’

They emerged from the forest and found themselves at the edge of a lake. The water was deep blue, darker than the sky, and freckled with floating leaves. A pair of birds swooped down and skimmed across the surface, casting pale shadows over the rippling water.


‘Beautiful, huh?’ said Yvette.

‘You could just look up a picture online,’ Céline replied. Unexpectedly, she felt a bit homesick. Being in the forest reminded her how far she was from home.

Aleesia was standing in front of a pile of random objects. Céline could see string, branches, and empty plastic water barrels, the kind used in water coolers. ‘So, what we’re going to do is make rafts using these materials here, and the best material of all, our imaginations!’ Aleesia read from the piece of paper she’d been clutching since they’d arrived. ‘Whoever’s raft floats for the longest wins a prize!’

‘But – sorry – the kids aren’t equipped to go in the water – they’re not wearing bathers,’ said Mr Berg, rather ineffectually.

‘Don’t you worry, Mr Berg, I’m in charge now. Are you an outdoor education professional?’

‘No –’

‘Do you have your online certificate in Recreational Leadership?’

‘No. But I –’

‘Okay then!’ Aleesia gave Mr Berg a pitying smile. ‘Let’s get organised into groups.’ She pointed to Fionn and Luca. ‘You two, are you friends?’

The boys nodded and shuffled closer together.

‘Well, we’re here to make new friends! Separate, quick smart! You go with Ms Malatesta. You can work with Mr Berg . . .’ and she went on until all the students were divided.
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Ms Malatesta pulled Fionn, Halima and Brandon into a huddle. ‘Listen,’ she said in an urgent whisper, ‘not to put any pressure on you or anything, but we are going to win this thing.’

Fionn had already figured out that Ms Malatesta was competitive. He’d seen her knock the wig off another teacher during what was supposed to be a friendly game of staff dodgeball. She had a powerful overarm throw.

Ms Malatesta asked, ‘Who’s got a winning idea?’

Halima jumped up and down. ‘I do,’ she said. ‘Wait here and I’ll get everything.’

Halima ran towards the materials; Ms Malatesta told Fionn to ‘Get ready to jazz this puppy up,’ whatever that meant, and then told Brandon to keep an eye on the time.

‘Time?’ said Brandon. ‘What is this thing you call time?’

‘Oh no, Brandon,’ said Ms Malatesta, looking suddenly despairing. ‘Not again. Last week it was air conditioning . . . now you don’t believe in time?’

‘Time is a human invention,’ Brandon said calmly. ‘Instead of minutes or seconds, I prefer to align myself with the cycles of the moon. It’s more gentle, I find, on the mind and the body.’

Fionn listened with interest. He’d never spoken to Brandon Nguyen before, nor seen him out of school uniform. Brandon was wearing sandals, faded patchwork pants, and a giant sweatshirt printed with a picture of a bicycle. One of his socks was fluorescent pink and the other was short and white and edged with lace.


‘It was a new moon yesterday, which means I need to save my energy.’ Brandon sat down and faced the trees with his eyes closed. ‘I’m going to ask myself, what can I let go of in my life? What can I let go of in this year, in this cycle, this age?’

Fionn’s curiosity got the better of him. ‘Brandon, how old are you?’ he asked.

‘Technically, I’m twelve,’ said Brandon, ‘in this lifetime, anyway. But my soul has walked this earth in various forms for roughly five thousand years.’

‘I’m back!’ Halima returned to the group with an impressive pile of materials stacked in her arms. ‘Let’s get going!’

Ms Malatesta had given up trying to persuade Brandon to participate. ‘It’s down to the three of us,’ she said. ‘If we work together I know we can do it. Halima, you’re in charge. Tell us your idea.’

Halima beamed. ‘Let me paint you a picture with my imagination brush,’ she said, and went on to describe a raft so bizarre and so funny that Ms Malatesta got the giggles.

‘I love it,’ she said. ‘Fionn? Any thoughts?’

‘Sounds great,’ he said. ‘Just tell me how to help.’

For the first time that day Fionn found himself feeling cheerful. Halima was a great partner. She gave easy instructions, and every time Fionn stuck a bit of duct tape down neatly she said, ‘That’s perfect!’ with such obvious enthusiasm that Fionn almost believed her. Ms Malatesta kept looking around at the other groups and saying in a pleased, devious sort of way, ‘They don’t have vision, we’re the team with vision.’ Brandon occasionally chimed in with such thoughtful personal reflections as: ‘I feel that my energy is replenishing,’ which Fionn found to be unhelpful but encouraging.

As he taped a chair-leg to a water barrel, Fionn thought, Maybe this will be fun. He was surprised to think it, and then he was glad. Maybe camp wasn’t going to be as bad as he’d imagined, after all.
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Céline was placed in Aleesia’s group with Jignesh, Yvette and Charity.

‘I allocate myself the role of director,’ Yvette said, less than a second after Aleesia told them to start. ‘Charity, you can be the materials manager. Céline and Jignesh, you’re the technicians.’

‘And why are you the director, exactly?’ said Jignesh.

‘Because it suits my natural abilities. I’m good at making sure everyone is on task. Charity loves science, which is why she’ll be good at choosing materials. And you and Céline are creative. You’ll be good at building.’

Jignesh shrugged. ‘Your logic does makes sense,’ he said. ‘It’s not easy to argue with you, Yvette.’

‘That’s why I’m a national debating champion,’ Yvette said breezily. ‘We need to hurry if we’re going to win. Charity, you choose some materials and then we’ll get designing. Got it?’

‘Okay,’ said Charity, brushing her hair out of her eyes.


‘Come on, Céline,’ said Yvette, ‘we all need to work together.’

‘This sucks,’ Céline said quietly to herself. She saw that both Ms Malatesta and Mr Berg were working closely with their groups. Aleesia, on the other hand, had walked off, texting on her phone. Céline stepped away from her group and looked towards the forest. She felt another pang of homesickness. It was only Monday. There were four more days of boredom to endure; boredom, and a stomach-twisting kind of loneliness that was all the more obvious now she was away from home. She felt more alone than she ever had before.

But – she wasn’t alone.

It took Céline a few seconds to realise that someone else was in the forest, too.

It’s a school day, Céline thought logically. The sun is shining. We’re in the middle of a state forest. And running through this forest was – a boy. A boy her own age, in a faded vintage shirt and torn blue trousers.

Céline felt confused, and this feeling mutated very quickly into fright. ‘You guys,’ she said, trying to get her group’s attention. ‘Hey . . .’

As if he alone had heard her, the boy stopped running and stood stock-still, and he stared back at Céline with eyes that were wide and bright and just as frightened as her own. Her brain continued to try to make sense of him. He was lanky and brown-haired and quite dirty. The way he was standing reminded her of a wallaby who, in being spotted, tries to blend into its surroundings. He was scared, she understood, really scared. He did not want to be seen. Céline went on staring; she could not have moved even if she’d wanted to, because every muscle in her lower legs had locked in some kind of freeze response.
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And then Céline blinked, and what happened next was so unexpected that the shock sent Céline’s heart crashing. The boy – this forest stranger – became transparent, and then he began to flicker. He shuddered in and out of sight like a poorly transmitted hologram.

‘You guys, look,’ Céline tried again, her voice choked, but no-one was listening. Yvette was too busy yelling about molecular density and upward push, while Céline’s eyes were locked on the flickering vision of this frightened boy.

Then: ‘Céline!’ came a yapping voice. ‘What are you doing?’

Céline twisted towards Yvette, and then turned back, but the boy had disappeared.

‘Did you see?’ she asked, feeling cold and crazy. ‘Did you see him?’

‘See what?’ said Yvette. ‘You’re supposed to be helping!’

‘A . . . a kid. He was right there.’

Céline looked once more towards the forest. Nothing moved. The forest was still. There was no sign that the boy had ever been there at all.
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Michael found himself working with Luca, Teddy and April. They sat down in a circle away from the others.

‘Okay, gang, let’s carefully plan what we’re going to do first,’ Michael began, but in the space of ten seconds Teddy had already run to the pile and grabbed some branches, four barrels, a roll of duct tape, and a pool noodle.

‘Don’t want the others to get the good stuff,’ Teddy said breathlessly, dropping his haul in the middle of the circle. ‘Now, I don’t think we can make an engine out of all this – right, Mr Berg? – but these big water-bottle thingies will definitely float.’

‘You’ve done Physical Science this term, haven’t you,’ Michael said, rubbing his hands together. ‘So, let’s try to connect our understanding. What are the properties of these materials?’

The kids weren’t paying any attention. ‘Let’s stick this big branch HERE in the MIDDLE and then we can make a sail out of my T-SHIRT,’ Teddy was shouting.

Luca gently disagreed: ‘It’s not windy, though. Help me with this duct tape – oh, we don’t have scissors . . .’

Michael turned to April, who was scratching the dirt with a stick, a shock of cropped purple hair hanging low over their forehead. He’d never had a conversation with April before, but he’d seen them playing the drums in an assembly performance, and they’d once staged a one-person protest outside the Dennith Grange gates because the school office didn’t use recycled paper. April had a lot of spunk for a seventh-grader.

‘Do you have any ideas, April?’ Michael asked.

April glanced up at him, eyes narrowed. ‘Nah. I think those two have it under control.’

Michael’s gaze turned towards the other two. Luca was trying to break the pool noodle in half; it burst open, smacking him in the nose. Teddy, who was shirtless, was ripping at the duct tape with his teeth.

‘Ask Aleesia to help you with that, Teddy, she might have some scissors in her toolbelt,’ he called, before returning to April. ‘Come on, I bet you’ve got a few ideas.’

‘Crapola, I’ve done it again,’ April said instead.

Michael hadn’t heard anyone say ‘crapola’ in at least a decade. ‘Done what?’ he asked.

‘Turned you invisible,’ they said dully. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to.’


‘What?’ Michael looked down. ‘Oh, of course.’ April had a power Michael had never encountered before: the power of Invisibility Projection. They could turn objects within their sightline invisible. He looked at himself with interest. The top half of his body seemed to be floating above the ground. His legs were gone, as if he’d been severed at the waist. Michael touched his pockets tentatively. He could feel the texture of his jeans beneath his fingers, but all he could see was the forest floor.

‘Would you turn me visible again, April, if you don’t mind?’ he asked. ‘This is making me seasick.’

April shrugged. ‘I’ve been practising during Me and My Power classes, but I don’t have great control yet. Sorry.’ They took a deep breath and stared at the spot where Michael’s legs should be. ‘Still nothing . . .’

‘Calm mind,’ Michael said, and then he noticed that Teddy was stabbing at a tree with a pair of scissors, yelling, ‘THE TREE SAP COULD MAKE A GLUE!’

‘Teddy Cohen, you are most definitely not following the Scissor Safety Code right now!’ Michael hurried to his feet and was pleased to see his legs were back. ‘There I am. Come on, April. Let’s give them a hand before they injure themselves.’

The sound of Aleesia’s whistle silenced the busy students.

‘Time’s up, kiddos! Let’s try out these rafts! Any takers?’

Teddy’s hand, of course, shot straight into the air. The other groups took a little longer to choose who they would sacrifice to the lake. Michael could hear Yvette telling Céline that she should go, because she hadn’t helped to build the raft. Céline said nothing. Her face wore a kind of confused expression, as if she were trying to solve a difficult maths problem.

He asked, ‘Are you okay, Céline?’

Céline swallowed. ‘Huh? Yeah,’ she said, her tone distracted. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah.’

Michael wasn’t convinced. He was struck, once again, by the wrongness of their situation – the run-down camp, the poorly planned activities, the creepy old woman. He remembered Principal Wallace’s last words. Only that the camp is haunted. The usual sort of nonsense. He looked around, and felt a sudden rush of nerves in the stillness of the forest. The thought that someone could be watching them sent a tingle down his spine.

In a falsely casual tone, Michael said, ‘Okay then. If anything is bothering you, Céline, remember you can talk to me or Ms Malatesta. And you don’t have to go in the lake if you don’t want to.’

Michael found himself standing ready to propel Teddy and Luca into the cold water. Maggie’s group had insisted she ride their raft, a plastic chair with barrels taped to the legs, and Yvette, after some huffing, volunteered to test her group’s creation, which resembled a giant bird’s nest. Aleesia blew her whistle again and they all pushed off. Michael and the rest of the students gathered at the lake’s edge to watch.


‘Oh my gosh, it’s working!’ said Maggie, laughing as she floated across the lake like a queen on a garbage-dump throne. ‘Michael, take a picture, quick!’

The other rafters did not fare so well. Teddy and Luca were wobbling all over the place; Michael was grateful they were wearing life jackets. He watched Yvette’s raft sink within seconds, and he hurried to help her back to shore.

‘To be honest, I would have built the raft in a different way, if my team had actually joined in?’ she said, wringing the water out of the legs of her boilersuit. ‘And I did actually give myself the role of director, but no-one listened to me? I wouldn’t really call it great teamwork.’

‘Mr Berg,’ Charity interrupted, tugging his sleeve, ‘I think your group needs help.’

He faced the lake again just in time to see Teddy and Luca tumble sideways into the water. Teddy began to swim back to shore, but Luca appeared to be stuck upside-down, the back of his life jacket bobbing like a yellow turtle shell. At the same time, he heard Maggie call, her distant voice slightly panicked: ‘Hang on – um – I’m floating away! Help!’

And that was how Michael found himself soaked to the waist, dragging Luca back to shore with one hand and pushing Maggie’s raft with the other.

 

Michael was tired. His head hurt. He’d forgotten to take his phone out of his pocket before plunging into the lake and, although not completely broken, it wasn’t working quite the same; the screen was glitching and the sound had stopped working. His watch, which had suffered the same fate, was definitely broken, the hands stopped at 4:03 pm. He had blisters on both ankles, and even though he’d scrubbed his new shoes with a towel and stuffed the insides with newspaper, they were still cold and wet, and made a horrible squelching noise with every step.

‘Here comes our hero,’ said Maggie, ‘the man himself, in his magical farting shoes.’

‘Hello,’ Michael said feebly. No-one had ever called him a hero before, not even as a joke. ‘I’m here to – uh, to rescue the dinner . . .’ His voice petered out, and no-one was listening anyway. Michael queued behind Maggie. Halima was standing at the counter with a ladle in hand, her braids pulled back into a hairnet.

‘What’s this?’ Michael asked, pointing to a tray of lumpen brown slop. It had a skin of yellow oil, the sight of which made Michael’s throat clench. He noticed with distaste that the tray itself looked carelessly washed; it was crusty, and blackened at the edges. He studied Halima’s ladle. That was crusty, too. All the bread and milk I packed, he thought, and I didn’t think to bring some microwavable soup.

‘Aleesia said we’d get a prize if our raft floated the longest, Mr Berg.’ Halima’s expression was stormy. ‘Dinner duty isn’t a prize. It’s the opposite of a prize.’

‘It’s more of a punishment,’ Fionn agreed. He was standing beside Halima, also wearing a hairnet. ‘It isn’t fair.’


‘We discussed this already, kids. As Aleesia explained, you get to do dinner duty instead of dish duty, which sounds like a good deal to me. You cooked, which is way more fun than washing up.’ Of course, it didn’t sound like a good deal at all. Perhaps he should have a word with Aleesia later about promising prizes to Year Sevens.

‘We weren’t allowed to use knives,’ said Brandon, a bottle of tomato sauce clutched in his fist. ‘I love to slice, to divide. And Grandma Daizie was watching us the whole time. Studying us. She has the eyes of a sorcerer.’

‘Can I have some of that, Brandon?’ asked Maggie, pointing to the sauce.

‘And,’ Halima continued, ‘how come the teachers don’t have to do dinner duty or dish duty? Ms Malatesta, you were in our group, you should be on duty, too. Otherwise it’s not fair.’

Michael and Maggie exchanged looks. ‘Can I please have that sauce, Brandon?’ Maggie repeated.

Halima finally answered Michael’s question. ‘It’s a sort of stew, I think. Grandma Daizie gave me some tins and some packets and I just mixed and mixed and mixed it all up with a giant spoon. And these are boiled potatoes.’

‘Just the potatoes, please. And if you could use a fresh ladle that would be great. Thanks. Keep up the great work, kids.’ Michael took his plate and squelched his way over to the table.

As he sat down, Maggie said, ‘What Halima doesn’t understand is that we’re on duty all the time. We’re on duty making sure our students don’t drown, or drink something they shouldn’t, or pierce each other’s ears with rusty needles. I once had a student who licked a dead mouse as a dare, and we had to take her to the hospital for a shot. That was a stressful camp.’ She paused. ‘These kids have been pretty mature so far, though.’

Teddy chose that moment to let out a clangorous three-syllable burp.

‘Teddy, please, we’re trying to eat – I can smell that from here! I like getting to know the kids outside the classroom,’ Maggie went on. ‘I can’t believe Dennith Grange offers nine different camps in seventh grade, though. Just quietly, I was hoping they’d put me on that medieval camp. It sounds wild.’

‘It is wild,’ said Michael. ‘I went a few years ago. We all got fleas.’

‘No you didn’t.’

‘We did. And all we ate was barley and cabbage.’

‘That sounds like a recipe for some serious tooting.’

Michael grinned, then shook his head. ‘Sure. But it was very well-organised, I have to say. This camp is not organised. Aleesia just sent three kids into the lake, and then stood back while I dived in to help you and Luca. I don’t have my Lifeguard Certificate. I’m not the best swimmer myself.’

‘Mmm,’ said Maggie. ‘I’m not entirely sure Aleesia knows what she’s doing. And the only other person we’ve met here is so old she looks like she could crumble into dust.’ Then Maggie gestured to Michael’s plate and said, ‘Smart choice, to stick with the potatoes. This stew tastes like mummified gravy.’ Her expression changed. ‘Maybe it is mummified gravy. Do I have any on my chin?’

Michael looked. Her eyes were very green. ‘No,’ he said. ‘All clean.’ He took a bite of his potatoes and winced. They were unsalted, and still hard in the middle. He gazed around to see if the kids were eating. Charity was staring at her bowl with one eyebrow raised, and Yvette looked nauseous.
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Fionn sat down with Luca and Teddy.

He covered his stew with sauce, had a spoonful, and then looked around, examining the old posters on the walls. Beside his table was a large hand-drawn map. He could see the camp laid out in bird’s-eye view. There were the cabins; the dining room, where they were sitting now; the shower block; and all the other buildings, in perfect miniature. The road to the highway cut through the forest like a length of twisting ribbon, and the forest itself was peppered with various landmarks, like the lake and the giant swing. He peered more closely to examine a handwritten label that was north of the camp.

‘Hilltop Treehouse,’ he read aloud.

‘Huh?’ Teddy turned around to see.
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‘Hilltop Treehouse,’ Fionn repeated, pointing to the map. ‘Right there.’

‘That sounds cool. Cooler than what we did today. Maybe we’ll go there tomorrow.’

‘I thought today was cool,’ said Luca.

‘Dude.’ April chimed in from the table behind them. ‘You nearly drowned?’

Luca was serene. ‘Well, that doesn’t change the fact that I had a really fantastic day.’

Teddy held up his spoon and watched the claggy stew drip back onto his plate. ‘This camp is such a dump. I can’t believe we’re stuck here. The kids on Surf Camp are staying in a resort. The kids on Zoo Camp –’ he scowled, clearly thinking of his twin sister Shira ‘– are sleeping in fancy floating yurts. My friends Liana and Owen are going to the International Invisibility Camp, and they’re staying in a hotel where all the beds are giant clouds, and the baths are shaped like seashells, and all the food is prepared by a famous invisible chef. Wish we had a chef. This stew tastes like butt.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Our camp instructor lady’s kind of weird, don’t you think?’

‘Definitely,’ Fionn said. He looked around for Aleesia: she was humming a song as she cleaned away the dinner things. She had four plates in her hands.

Four, he thought anxiously. He was seeing four everywhere. Four windows, four ladles, four . . .

Fionn felt a gentle pat on his shoulder, and he turned to face Brandon, Céline and Jig, who were sitting on his other side.


‘So, Fionn, why are you here?’ Brandon asked, patting his shoulder again. ‘What brings you to this table, here, at this precise moment?’

‘Um, I’m here because I have to be?’ Fionn replied tentatively.

‘What I’m wondering is, why Camp Buttress?’

‘Oh.’ Fionn swallowed a lump of potato. ‘Well, Luca’s parents said he had to put Camp Buttress on his preferences because he needed to spend less time playing Super-Style on his laptop and more time in nature, or something like that, so I said I’d do the same, and we both got it.’

‘Very noble.’ Brandon nodded approvingly. ‘Loyalty is a quality I really admire. I submitted my camp preferences late and I’m not happy with my past self, Fionn, I’ll tell you that much. I could be on the Jet-Canoe Camp right now. I love the canoe. I’m all about the canoe.’

‘Oh yeah?’

But Brandon was looking at Céline now. ‘Are you all right? Your aura – it’s bluish-black . . .’

‘Are auras your power?’ asked Jig.

Fionn leant forward: he was also curious to know what Brandon’s power was.

‘No,’ said Brandon. ‘I’m just very sensitive to energy, and Céline’s energy is off.’

Céline looked back at Brandon, her eyes worried. As far as Fionn knew, she hadn’t said a word since they’d returned from the lake. Céline wasn’t loud – not like Teddy – but she wasn’t quiet, either. She was always one of the first people to put their hands up in class. Haunted, he thought, and the number four rattled around in his head. She’s heard this camp is haunted.

‘I’m okay,’ Céline said finally.

‘Well, your aura doesn’t look okay,’ said Brandon. ‘You’re burdened, I think.’

Céline appeared to be debating something in her mind. Then she lowered her eyes. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
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The group spent the remainder of the evening in the recreation room. Michael had the impression, upon entering, that no-one had used the room in a very long time; the air was stale, and every surface was covered in a mantle of dust. It was furnished with a few threadbare couches, a ping-pong table, and a bookshelf that sagged beneath the weight of old magazines and boardgames and neglected teddy bears. Neither Aleesia nor Grandma Daizie joined them. Apparently, this was the teachers’ time to shine. Michael had no idea how to keep the kids entertained with such meagre offerings, but Maggie was in her element. She’d found a blanket and had thrown it over her shoulders like a cape. The lamps were lit in such a way that the far wall became a makeshift stage.

‘Welcome,’ said Maggie, ‘to the annual Camp Buttress Talent Show Extravaganza!’

There was some light applause from Yvette and Luca.

‘This will be a show of ability, of skill, and also of power, if you so desire. Any takers? All right . . . first up is the raft-designing genius herself, the amazing, the inspiring, the fantastic Halima Ahmed!’

Halima stepped confidently to the front of the room. ‘Hi, everyone. I haven’t got my power yet, but some of you may know that I’m very flexible.’

Michael wanted to laugh. Halima was part of a big group of students who spent all of recess and lunch practising gymnastics. Everyone at Dennith Grange knew that Halima was flexible.

‘Here we go!’ Halima slid into a front split, then bent backwards and grabbed her foot. ‘I’m also double-jointed,’ she said, standing up to demonstrate: she clasped her hands, folded her arms down to the floor, stepped through them, and then brought them round over her head again.

‘You’re like a human skipping rope,’ said Brandon. ‘The body is a miracle, a perfect machine.’

Halima finished by twisting both of her legs behind her head. Everyone clapped enthusiastically as she returned to her seat next to Charity.

‘Next,’ said Maggie, waving her cape, ‘is Dennith Grange’s most celebrated telepathist, the incredible, the phenomenal, the miraculous Teddy Cohen!’


Teddy stood up and dusted off his jeans. ‘Just to give you guys some background, I do ballet, and I did krumping classes last year, but I’ve moved on to breakdancing because it’s more my thing. I teach myself online. First up, this is the toprock.’ Teddy kicked wildly into the air so that the students sitting on the floor had to shuffle backwards. ‘And this is a pin drop.’ He fell over, knocking into a lamp. ‘Hang on, I’ll try that again. Yeah, that was better . . .’ He was panting. ‘I’ll just take you through a couple more steps . . .’

After ten minutes Teddy was doing the worm, and everyone looked bored.

‘Thanks a lot, Teddy.’ Maggie clapped pointedly. ‘What really impressed me there was your enthusiasm. And also the way you could dance without music.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Teddy said, catching his breath. ‘Happy to teach anyone who’s interested.’

Then Yvette stood up. ‘My turn! Hi, my name is Yvette Rochelle King and I have Healing Power, but seeing as how none of you are injured I’m going to demonstrate my spelling skills instead. I’m a regional spelling champion. I’d like to show all of you how I can spell tyrannosaurus, onomatopoeia and manoeuvre. Here I go: T, Y, R . . .’

When she finished, she looked to Maggie and asked, ‘Want me to spell anything else? Because I can. I have the ribbons to prove it.’

‘I think we should see if anyone else wants a turn,’ said Maggie. ‘April? How about you?’


‘No thanks,’ said April. ‘If there was a drum kit here, then maybe.’

‘How about you, Mr Berg?’ asked Jignesh. ‘What exactly is your power?’

‘The power of boring everyone to death during assembly,’ said Teddy.

‘Wow. Okay. My English presentations are not boring.’ Michael always spent hours preparing his assembly slides. He included lots of graphics and animation. He was surprised, and a little embarrassed, to realise that Teddy’s comment hurt his feelings. I need a hobby, he thought, that has nothing to do with work. Pottery, or watercolour painting. Maybe even falconry. He could ask his Great-aunt Agnes to teach him how to play ping-pong, which she maintained was the best possible exercise for good reflexes, or he could volunteer at that community garden around the corner. Anything but work.

‘I’ll go,’ said Charity Tiatia.

Michael had barely heard Charity speak so far. She was shy in group settings, which was easy to forget because she looked so grown-up. She was as tall as Maggie, and the only child in their group who wore glasses.

Charity stood up, one arm held awkwardly across her waist. ‘I’m going to show my power,’ she said.

‘Yes!’ Teddy slapped Luca’s knee. ‘Her power’s so awesome.’

Charity looked at the floor, her hair falling across her face. Michael felt a breeze brush his cheek through the open window. Out of nowhere, a bright flash of lightning lit up the room. A peal of thunder echoed across the forest, and a hard rain began to fall against the roof. Then Charity looked up again, and the rain vanished. The air fell still.

‘Wow,’ said Maggie. ‘Storm Power! Thanks for sharing that with us. When did your power come in, Charity?’

‘Halfway through sixth grade,’ she said, sitting down. ‘My dad says I’m an early bloomer.’

The kids began to chat among themselves, and Maggie crouched down beside Michael. ‘Looks like Charity doesn’t need any Me and My Power classes. She’s cool, calm and under control, unlike some of our friends here.’ She nodded towards Teddy.

‘Sleeping in a luxury yurt,’ Teddy was shouting telepathically at his sister, ‘next to the chimpanzees? That’s so UNFAIR! I wish I could switch you off, Shira! No, don’t laugh – I’m having a good time, too – I am! JUST NOT AT THE PRECISE MOMENTS WHEN YOU’RE VISITING MY BRAIN – yes, they DID like my breakdancing, you – YOU’RE SO ANNOYING!’
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After the talent show, they were all confined to their cabins for what Aleesia described as ‘quality bonding time’, which Céline knew meant sitting around until it was time for bed. Cabin Nine was bare and cold. The wooden walls were unpainted, as were the floorboards, which had gaps so large it was possible to see and smell the damp black dirt underneath. The cabin was lit by a single lightbulb. Céline, huddled on a lower bunk, had to illuminate the pages of her book with a head-torch. She could see her book clearly, but she wasn’t reading. She was thinking.

Yvette was describing everything she’d packed. ‘This top is for hiking,’ she said, holding up a rainbow sweater, ‘and I brought these to wear for the last dinner.’ She held up a jewellery box and opened the lid to reveal two pearl earrings. ‘My grandma sent them to me from Malaysia for my birthday. I’m only allowed to wear them on special occasions.’

No-one paid Yvette any attention. Charity and April were doing karate, and Halima was in the middle of a complicated stretching routine. Céline stared at the third page of her book. She couldn’t concentrate while her mind was whirring. It had been whirring for hours.

Céline could easily admit that she loved to daydream. She’d been that way since discovering, aged about six, that she could tell herself stories before falling asleep. She’d imagined plenty of fantastical things before: witches, elves, magic, having two powers. But this situation wasn’t imaginary. This was real. At the lake, her rational mind had seen a frightened, silent boy wearing vintage clothing. Now, with time to go over it, she understood that she had actually seen a frightened, silent boy wearing old clothing, which was something quite different.

She hadn’t seen a boy.

She’d seen a ghost.


Céline closed her book and studied the cover. It was the thirty-seventh edition of Big City Witch. At the beginning of each story, someone would come to Clarabella’s detective agency and ask her to investigate a problem: a missing daughter, a stolen chandelier, a cursed shoe. (On one particularly memorable occasion, Clarabella’s own head had been kidnapped by a devious wizard named Orange McGee.) Sometimes Clarabella ran into trouble, but she always solved the mystery in the end. Now Céline had her own mystery to solve. She’d seen a ghost. The rumours of a haunting were true. And she needed to know more.

The others clearly hadn’t seen anything. They were behaving as if nothing was wrong.

‘My dad saw your sister at the post office last week,’ April said to Charity, blocking a kick with two hands, ‘and he said that she said that you’re a green belt. Is that true?’

Charity shook her foot loose and clocked April in the side of their knee, sending them tumbling back onto Céline’s bed. ‘Ha! Yeah, I got it last week.’

‘I do karate, too, as well as gymnastics,’ said Halima, doing a standing split against the wall. ‘That’s why Charity and me are friends.’

‘Charity and I,’ Yvette corrected. ‘Are you two in the same homeroom?’

‘Nah. No-one else from 7D is on this camp.’ Charity caught a kick from April and held their foot in the air, so that April fell over again with a loud oomph. ‘I have no idea why.’


‘Don’t TICKLE me,’ April howled. ‘I’ll kill you – I swear – LET GO OF MY FOOT!’

‘Then go back to your own cabin,’ Charity said teasingly. ‘This is the fight cabin.’

‘I will.’ April tried to wrench their foot away. ‘But I want to hang out for a bit first.’

‘You guys should feel sorry for me,’ Yvette said. ‘There are two other kids from 7B here. Teddy Cohen and Brandon Nguyen. Ugh. I don’t understand why I didn’t get sent to the International Invisibility Camp, which was my first preference? Elspeth Park is going, and I always beat her when we do speed maths challenges.’

‘If anyone should have gone to that conference, it’s me,’ said April, still fighting Charity off with light punches. ‘I’m the one with Invisibility Projection Power. What is it with you and maths, anyway, Yvette? I saw that book you have in your bag.’

Céline had noticed it, too; it was a huge book with a brown cover called Competitive Algebra for Industrious Children.

‘So what?’ Yvette said hotly. ‘I might have time to study!’

‘Time out, Charity – I said time out! Which class are you in, Céline?’ April said.

‘I’m in 7A, Ms Newlove’s homeroom,’ Céline replied. ‘With Jig and Fionn.’

April was temporarily blinded by Céline’s headtorch. Céline took it off.

‘I didn’t know you were in Jig’s class. I swear I’ve never seen you at school before.’


Céline didn’t know how to reply to this. She’d seen April plenty of times; she’d seen Halima and Charity and Yvette as well. She wondered if her hobbies of looking and listening were actually preventing her from making friends. No-one seemed to know she existed.

‘I’ve seen you, Céline,’ Halima said kindly. ‘In Physical Education, we’re in the same class. If you ever need help getting more flexible –’

She was interrupted by a cry from Charity.

‘April! You’ve turned me invisible again!’

‘Oh crapola,’ said April. ‘Sorry, I keep doing that!’

There was a thunk as Halima stopped stretching and collided with the solid patch of air that was Charity.

‘Ow,’ Charity said, half-laughing, ‘watch where you’re going!’

‘I can’t watch where I’m going if you’re invisible.’ Halima laughed too, and rubbed her shoulder. ‘Get out of the way.’

‘Let’s tell ghost stories,’ said April. ‘I’m sick of karate. I want to sit down.’

The prospect of listening to ghost stories made Céline feel irritated. Why invent stories, she wondered, when a real ghost is out there somewhere? Céline looked towards the window. It was pitch black, and all she could see was the reflection of her own tired face.

Anyone could be looking in.

Anyone could be watching.

There was a sudden knock at the door, and they all screamed. Céline’s heart shot into her throat. The ghost, she thought. But ghosts can’t knock . . .
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‘Watch out!’ called a familiar voice. ‘It’s the ghost of an incredibly talented music teacher, come to haunt you!’ Ms Malatesta stepped into the cabin. ‘How are we doing, kids?’

‘April was about to tell us a scary story!’ said Halima.

‘What, the one about the Paired Power with Super-strength and Teleportation who goes into the lady’s house and crushes all the kids’ skulls?’ said Ms Malatesta, sitting beside Céline and taking a gummy bear from the open packet on the bed.

‘No!’ Halima pulled her sleeping bag over her face. ‘Please don’t tell us that one!’

‘Well, it’s completely made up, is what I was going to say.’ Ms Malatesta reached past April for the lollipops.

‘Tell us a ghost story, Ms Malatesta,’ April begged. ‘I want to be freaked out.’

‘I have a better idea.’ The music teacher gave Céline a warm smile and settled in. ‘Who knows a good joke?’

Céline was comforted by the sight of their teacher. If the camp was haunted . . . if the boy she’d seen was really a ghost . . . well, what harm could a ghost do? I can deal with a ghost, Céline reasoned. She was used to dealing with things by herself. Maybe I’ll solve this mystery, she thought, just like Clarabella Clutterbuck. I can do it. I can be like Clarabella for a week. The thought made her feel less lonely. There was always consolation in a friend, even if that friend lived in the pages of a book.


 

[image: image]

Fionn took a piece of fudge and chewed it slowly. It was banana-caramel flavour, and it was delicious.

‘I’ve got some sour rocks, too,’ said Teddy, pulling a red packet from its hiding place inside his sleeping bag, ‘and some gobstoppers. Had to smuggle them in.’

‘And I’ve got chocolate freckles,’ said Jignesh, tossing a packet onto the growing pile on the floor. ‘And these lime candy things.’

‘Thanks for sharing,’ said Luca. His eyes were wide with delight. Luca wasn’t allowed to eat sugar at home. On special occasions his mum, Mrs Giarrusso, would bake dense sugarless cakes using beetroot and zucchini and other strange vegetables. Every time Luca went to a party he’d devour bowlfuls of lolly snakes until he was physically ill.

‘No problem, Luca,’ said Teddy, who was gorging himself on a bag of sherbet. ‘What’s mine is yours. Mi casa, su casa.’

Brandon wriggled out from underneath one of the bunks. ‘I found a dead cockroach,’ he said, holding it up for everyone to see. ‘Look at its little legs. A wonderful specimen.’

Fionn sneezed and shuffled away. He didn’t like bugs. ‘You’re covered in dust, Brandon. There are cobwebs in your hair.’

‘As there should be,’ Brandon said in a matter-of-fact way. ‘In a past life I was a cat who lived in a castle. I spent my days chasing mice through dusty attics, dungeons, chimneys . . . I always had cobwebs in my whiskers.’


Ignoring this, Teddy said, ‘I’ll clean you up,’ and he stood over Brandon with a fine-toothed comb. ‘Stay still, would you? Chin up.’ He clicked his teeth. ‘Let’s get you looking smart and tidy, young man.’

Footsteps sounded in the doorway, and they quickly hid all their treats beneath a blanket, but their efforts were unnecessary: it was April.

‘Welcome back to the cool cabin,’ said Jignesh.

‘It’s so dark outside,’ April said, closing the door firmly behind them. They sniffed, then added, ‘It reeks of sugar.’

‘Here.’ Jignesh revealed their treat stash. ‘Help yourself.’

April flapped their hand in response and sat down on the floor beside Fionn. ‘I had enough in Cabin Nine. Ms Malatesta gave us a whole box of jellybeans. Thanks, though.’

Now Brandon’s hair was combed clean, and Teddy had moved on to Luca. ‘Would you like a casual style,’ he asked, ‘or something more formal?’

Luca beamed. ‘Just make me gorgeous, please, Hairdresser Teddy.’

Teddy began to brush at Luca’s chestnut hair with vigour. ‘All of my clients leave the salon looking gorgeous. It’s a guarantee.’

‘You’ve got good hair, Fionn,’ said Jignesh.

‘I do?’ Fionn lifted a self-conscious hand to his head. His mum cut his hair once every few months.

‘You do. I mean it. Kind of feral, but I like it.’ Jignesh leant over and ruffled Fionn’s head. Then it was Jignesh’s turn in the salon. Teddy parted Jignesh’s hair in the middle and patted it down. ‘There,’ he kept saying. ‘There we go – lovely.’

April tugged their blue sleeping bag off their bunk and set it over their legs. ‘It’s really cold outside, huh,’ they said.

Fionn shrugged, and said, ‘Looks like it. I’ve been putting off brushing my teeth.’

April’s eyes narrowed with confusion. ‘But I just saw you. By the bathrooms.’

‘Me?’ Fionn shook his head. ‘I’ve been here the whole time. I haven’t left the cabin since we got back from the talent show.’

April grinned, as if Fionn was teasing, and then the grin faded. ‘But I saw you,’ they said. ‘You were running. In the dark. In blue jeans. I called out to you like four times, but you didn’t hear me.’

Fionn shook his head again. Four, he thought, and a sick feeling returned to his stomach, not helped by the combination of stew and sugar. He wondered who April had seen. It would be difficult not to hear someone calling to you. It’s so quiet. Except for Teddy’s combing, the only sound that Fionn could discern was the rhythmic dripping of a distant tap.

He pointed towards his pyjamas, which were black and white. ‘Wasn’t me out there,’ he said. ‘No jeans.’

April paused, and then shrugged. ‘Must’ve been one of the others. It looked like . . . but never mind. Could you pass me the gobstoppers?’
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Michael knocked on the pink door of Cabin Two before stepping inside. Brandon was fast asleep on a bottom bunk, his eyes hidden behind a satin eye mask. The other kids were frozen in various postures of misbehaviour. April was holding a pillow threateningly over Jignesh’s head; Teddy was hanging by one arm from a bunk ladder; Luca and Fionn’s hands were behind their backs, their mouths suspiciously full.

‘Okay, kids. You’ve had your ten-minute warning. Time for lights out.’

‘But Mr Berg!’ Teddy pleaded. ‘I don’t go to bed until midnight at home!’

Michael believed it. Teddy and his sister Shira always arrived at school half-asleep, just after the morning bell.

‘Home rules at home, camp rules at camp,’ Michael said. He waited until everyone was in their sleeping bags and then flicked off the light switch. ‘Sweet dreams, everyone.’

As he shut the door, Michael heard Teddy whisper, ‘Don’t worry, guys! I’ve got another huge bag of fudge in here!’

Michael opened the door and stepped inside again. ‘I’ll take that, thank you,’ he said, plucking the bag from Teddy’s hands. He didn’t want the kids to be hyperactive, or worse, to spew in their beds. This was a lesson he’d learnt from experience.

Michael returned to his own cabin and changed into his comfies. It was only just past nine, but he was exhausted. He reflected that schoolteachers should not have to run camps. At this hour, Michael would normally be on his couch watching one of his favourite calming shows: Roger Bundgrungen’s Simple Suppers for One, maybe, or A Humble Woman’s Journey Through the History of Hats, which ran to one hundred and thirty-six episodes. He wished fervently that he was home. Michael had trouble falling asleep even in his own bed, which was custom-made in order to accommodate his height. He had no idea how he’d sleep on this nightmarish pile of rusty springs and splintered slats, but he needed to try. Michael pulled out his headphones then slid awkwardly into his brand-new sleeping bag and began to listen to a meditation app.


‘Close your eyes,’ said the gentle voice.

Michael closed his eyes.

‘Imagine you are breathing in a shining bubble.’

Michael imagined he was breathing in a yellow-gold bubble.

‘Now imagine you are exhaling this shining bubble through your nose, creating lots of tiny bubbles –’

There was a knock at the door. All of Michael’s imaginary bubbles burst at once.

‘Yes?’

It was Luca. ‘I need the loo and I already forgot where the bathroom is,’ he said sleepily. ‘Will you show me, Mr Berg?’

‘I will, Mr Giarrusso.’ Michael tugged his wet boots on and trod reluctantly outside. It was truly night-time now. The windows of the occupied cabins shone golden squares on the gravel path. Otherwise the only lights were a few dull lamps tacked onto the outside of the bathroom block. It was very dark, and again, so still; there wasn’t even the faintest breath of wind. It was almost as though the forest was waiting for something. Don’t think like that, Michael scolded himself. It’s a forest.

He said, ‘So it’s straight up here and then on the right. Got it?’

Luca was gazing at his hands now. ‘My nails look nice. Did you know I’m really good at hula hooping, Mr Berg? And I can roll my eyelids back.’

Michael shuddered. ‘Please don’t show me that, Luca.’


Luca smiled to himself. ‘Don’t worry about waiting, Mr Berg.’ He rubbed his stomach. ‘I’ll get back to bed by myself. Thanks for walking with me.’

Michael returned to his cabin and lay down.

‘. . . tiny bubbles that fill the room.’

He imagined filling the room with golden bubbles.

‘Inhale your bubbles again; can you get your bubbles all the way down to your feet?’

Michael’s calves and feet were hanging off the end of the tiny bed. He was uncomfortable, but so tired. He felt himself begin to drift off to sleep, thinking of bubbles and gravy and lakes and trees.

Lakes of gravy and bubble trees . . .

Lakes of grey bubble tea . . .

There was another knock at the door. Michael sat up with a gasp.

‘It’s Luca,’ said Fionn, who was wearing pyjamas and a pair of enormous clawed slippers. ‘He went to the toilet half an hour ago and he hasn’t come back.’

Michael put his shoes on again and grabbed his flashlight, and he and Fionn ventured out into the night.

‘Luca!’ they shouted into the toilets. There was no answer.

This is it, Michael thought despairingly, shining his weak flashlight towards the black wall of trees, I’ve already lost a child and we’ve only been here for eight hours –

‘Michael!’ It was Maggie, calling from the window of Cabin Nine. ‘Over here!’

Luca was curled up like a cat on the end of Charity’s bed. ‘. . . and then I said, I’ll brussel up some dinner, and Dad said lettuce be thankful for this delicious meal!’ he finished.

Everyone was laughing.

‘Bedtime, buddy, come on.’

Luca dutifully stood up and joined Fionn in the doorway.

‘Sorry,’ said Maggie. ‘I found Luca wandering towards the forest with his flashlight off – apparently he was trying to test if he had Night Vision Power and he thought maybe he did, but then he walked into a tree, and then he sort of snuck in here and I forgot to send him back. I hope you weren’t too worried.’

‘I think it’s time we all went to bed,’ Michael said, looking at his watch and then remembering, with a flash of irritation, that it was broken. Stupid lake.

Maggie nodded. ‘Definitely. Okey-dokey, kids, sleep tight! Don’t let the bedbugs bite!’

‘BUT WE WANT TO TELL MORE JOKES!’ screeched a hyper Halima, sending everyone into hysterics. ‘WE’RE WIDE AWAKE!’

‘So you are!’ Maggie said. ‘Block your ears, Michael. You too, Fionn and Luca.’

Michael did as he was told, without understanding why. Then Maggie opened her mouth and began to sing. He could hear her only faintly, and a wooziness came over him. Within seconds all four girls were deeply asleep.

‘What do you call that?’ he asked, impressed. ‘Sleep Power?’

‘Er – yeah,’ she said. ‘Rarely comes in handy, to be honest.’


‘You have an amazing voice,’ Michael began to say, but Maggie looked past him and said, ‘Oh, dangnabbit.’

Fionn was passed out on the ground, his claw slippers pointing straight up into the air.

‘I guess he didn’t block his ears,’ said Luca. ‘Oops-a-daisies.’

 

By the time Michael had carried Fionn to his bunk and confiscated what remained of Teddy’s treat stash, it was close to eleven. Before going to bed he made one final trip to the cold cinder-block bathroom, and on the way back he paused outside the cabins. The sky was speckled with bright stars, far more than Michael could usually see at home. It was the first time in a long time that Michael had felt totally alone. A heavy silence hung over everything. Bravely, he inhaled a lungful of cool night air and told himself that the outdoors wasn’t so bad, not really. It was refreshing. So he felt a little skittish; that was normal. He was overstimulated by the city. Here, all alone, he could really breathe –

‘Hey.’

‘Holy sugar and spice!’ Michael jumped sideways and stumbled over a rock. ‘Maggie! Have you been there the whole time?’

‘Yeah. Sorry.’ Maggie was sitting on the benches in the dark, swaddled in a giant parka, a hood pulled over her perfectly round head. ‘I didn’t want to interrupt your stargazing.’

‘Aren’t you cold out here?’


She shook her head and breathed out fog. ‘I like it. Want to sit down?’

Michael hesitated. He should try meditating again; he should get some sleep; he didn’t want to feel terrible tomorrow. But on the other hand, he reasoned, eleven wasn’t that late. Plenty of people stayed up past eleven. Just because he normally went to bed at ten . . . He sat down on the end of Maggie’s bench and jammed his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket.

‘Lollipop?’ Maggie held out a handful. ‘The kids have heaps.’

‘You let the kids eat them?’ Michael’s eyes went wide. ‘They aren’t allowed to bring sweets to camp!’

‘I’m not the candy police.’ Maggie looked like she was trying not to laugh at him. ‘I think they could do worse than eat a few gummy bears. Besides, they need at least one perk, given how boring this camp is.’ She leant down and picked up a glass bottle. ‘How about a drink?’

‘What’s that, exactly?’

‘Grown-up juice,’ Maggie said, twinkling. ‘Something I whipped up at home.’

Michael took the bottle and held it in one hand. ‘How do you like working at Dennith Grange?’ he asked. ‘Are you feeling settled in?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘It’s an unusual school, but I do like it so far. There seem to be a lot of weird staff-bonding activities, though. Like colouring in mandalas after school.’

‘Just you wait until Staff Wellbeing Day in spring. It’s a bonding overload.’ Michael stamped his feet to keep warm. ‘I haven’t seen you at after-work drinks, by the way. You know, on Fridays. Speaking of bonding.’

‘Honestly, the last thing I want to do on a Friday afternoon is spend more time with my colleagues,’ Maggie replied. ‘Five full weekdays are enough. I need to maintain a life outside of school.’

Michael tried not to take this comment personally. Crochet, he thought furiously to himself. Rollerblading. Synchronised swimming. Get a hobby! He unscrewed the glass bottle and took a careful sip. Immediately his entire tongue went numb, and it took every effort not to spit it back out again. ‘What is this? Spicy salad dressing?’

‘No!’ Maggie looked outraged and amused at the same time. ‘It’s something I mixed up! I don’t remember what’s in it. Maybe some basil. But I think it tastes good!’

‘It tastes like a powerful vinaigrette,’ Michael said, trying not to cough. ‘That’s disgusting.’

‘It’s not disgusting,’ she retorted. ‘What’s happening is that you don’t appreciate the art of mixology.’

‘Wait,’ he said, finally understanding, ‘there isn’t alcohol in this, is there?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Maggie said, and then they were distracted by the sound of running feet.

‘Ms Malatesta! Mr Berg! Where are you?’

‘Over here,’ Maggie called.

Halima was running towards them, her flashlight bobbing in the dark. ‘Something happened,’ she said breathlessly, coming to a stop in front of their bench. ‘In my bed. I had . . . I had an accident.’


Michael understood the situation. Even high schoolers had accidents sometimes, when they were away from their usual routines. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, in his most reassuring voice. ‘Don’t worry, Halima. This kind of thing happens all the time. It’s totally normal.’

‘Huh?’ Halima wrinkled her nose. ‘Ew, no – not that kind of accident. I think my power just came in, because I sort of set my bed on fire.’

Maggie and Michael ran to Cabin Nine as fast as they could. The kids were awake again. There was a mild smell of smoke, and one corner of Halima’s mattress was smouldering. Céline was putting it out with her water bottle.

Michael opened the window. The fire was out, but he carried the mattress outside and tipped a bucket over it, just to be sure.

Halima climbed into a spare bunk. ‘I felt my hands go hot,’ she told the others, ‘but I thought it was a part of my dream. Then all of a sudden I was awake and there was fire coming out of my fingers!’

‘In some ancient cultures you would be regarded as godly, Halima,’ Michael said. ‘There aren’t many people with Fire Power, and it used to be very highly valued.’

‘But now we have matches and lighters.’ Yvette yawned. ‘Goodnight.’

‘Yvette, come on – it’s still a good power,’ Maggie told Halima. ‘It’s an amazing power. Congratulations. Let’s call your family tomorrow and let them know.’

‘Back to sleep, everybody,’ said Michael. ‘We’ve got a big week ahead of us.’


By ‘we’, he very much meant himself and Maggie. Now one of their students had Fire Power. Who knew what she would burn – and who knew what other powers might emerge over the coming days?
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Céline wished Ms Malatesta would sing her to sleep again. She was wide awake now, the smell of smoke hanging wetly in the air. Her whole body felt alert to the night. She’d never imagined that she would miss the after-dark sounds of the city, but she did. She missed the sirens, the shouts, the laughter, even the cargo ships honking and the tram whistles screeching. When Céline was really little, she would hear the tram whistle from her bed and ask her parents what it was; her dad had said that the sound was a ghost train running along the abandoned line behind their house. Céline didn’t remember feeling scared of this story. She’d liked the image of a ghost train gliding along the old railroad tracks that had long ago been filled in with concrete and grass. She and her sister Moe had played on the ruins of the old platform and pretended that an ancient steam train would soon float wispily by.

Now Céline was contending with her own ghost. She thought back to the conversation she’d overheard in Writing Club. What had the Year Nine kids said? That they’d heard frightening noises. That they’d seen unusual shadows. That things had gone missing.


Her eyes roamed over the cabin. The others were fast asleep. All was still. The brown-and-yellow curtains hung slightly ajar. A ray of moonlight illuminated the contours of Halima’s peaceful face and the fluffy paw of a teddy bear protruding from her sleeping bag. It wasn’t entirely quiet: outside, dry leaves rattled; little creatures scurried through the undergrowth; somewhere in the distance a tap was dripping. And there was another sound, too. A rhythmic, familiar sound.

Pat-pat-pat-pat.

Footsteps.

Céline sat up and strained her ears. Yes, there it was again; the lightest of footsteps hurrying outside.

Pat-pat-pat-pat.

The footsteps grew closer and slowed to a walk.

Pat. Pat. Pat. Pat.

Whoever it was, they were creeping now, like someone who didn’t want to be heard. Céline’s heart began to pound. The hairs along her arms stood straight up. The footsteps grew closer still, and before Céline could do something, before she could even make up her mind about something to do, something that would stop the footsteps from coming closer, she heard them treading up the stairs outside Cabin Nine.

Pat-creeeeak.

Pat-creeeeak.

Pat-creeeeak.

And then the footsteps stopped. Whoever it was, they were right outside the door. Céline had never felt so completely alert in her life. She waited, without breathing, for a knock, for a handle-twist, for the door to burst open. What should I do? she thought furiously. Should I scream? Shout? Throw something? What would Clarabella do?!

But before she could decide, the footsteps turned away. The stairs creaked once more, and then there was nothing. Céline could feel an absence, now, where before she had felt a definite presence.

The presence of a ghost.

Céline studied herself. Yes, her heart was still thudding; her skin was still prickling; but she was not scared. Wary, maybe, and curious, but not scared. She lay down again, the bedsprings twanging.

‘Céline,’ came a sleepy voice from the bunk above. ‘Are you okay?’

Céline looked up. Yvette was peering over the rail.

‘Yeah,’ said Céline. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Are you worried about Halima’s power? Do you want me to get a teacher?’

Céline felt braver and more resilient than she’d ever felt before. ‘No, I’m really okay,’ she said. ‘Just a bad dream. I’ll go back to sleep now. Sorry I woke you up.’
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Thanks to Ms Malatesta’s Sleep Power, Fionn enjoyed one of the best sleeps of his whole life. He woke up feeling unusually fresh. Outside, he found that the sun was shining, and the morning sky was bright and blue and blurred at the edges with cloud-haze. The new day held promise. There were activities to look forward to; kayaking, maybe, or a visit to the treehouse he’d seen on the map. Fionn liked treehouses, and he found himself feeling excited about whatever the day would bring.

They all showered and then made their way to the dining room for breakfast. Fionn lined up at the kitchen counter behind Halima. Everyone was talking about how Halima’s Fire Power had come in overnight.


‘How did it feel to get your power?’ he asked her.

Halima grinned. ‘It came out of nowhere, Fionn, I swear,’ she said. ‘One minute I was fast asleep and the next – wham! Fire coming out of my fingers!’

‘Did it feel hot?’

‘I would describe the feeling as . . . pleasantly warm,’ Halima decided. ‘I liked it. You should have seen the flames! They were huge!’

‘No, they weren’t,’ Yvette cut in, reaching past Fionn to take a piece of dry toast. ‘The flames were teensy.’

Halima frowned. ‘You would say that, wouldn’t you,’ she said, before stalking off to sit with Charity. Fionn had half-thought to sit with Halima – Luca was still in the bathroom, doing some kind of facemask, so Fionn was on his own – but he lost confidence at the last second and turned towards the nearest table, where Jig was sitting with Ms Malatesta and Mr Berg.

‘Good morning, Luca,’ Ms Malatesta said drowsily. The music teacher’s eyelids were still puffy with sleep. As Fionn watched, she clacked her green fingernails against her coffee cup and then coughed open-mouthed into her hand.

‘This isn’t Luca, Maggie,’ Mr Berg said, with a note of apology. ‘It’s Fionn.’

‘That’s what I said,’ she replied, leaning her chin into her palm. ‘That’s exactly what I said.’

Fionn turned to Jig and said, ‘Halima got her power last night, did you hear?’

‘I know! A cool power, too. Fire Power.’

‘Remember the day you got your power?’


‘Ha!’ Jig grinned and poked his tongue out. ‘I remember, yeah.’

‘What’s the story?’ asked Ms Malatesta. ‘I don’t think I know what your power is, Jignesh.’

Jig said, ‘Category SPS, Avian Communication Power. I can talk to birds. Fionn was there when it first happened – a sparrow told me to watch out because Fionn accidentally chucked a tennis ball at my head. I ducked just in time.’ He raised a finger, inspired, and laughed. ‘Ducked. Ha. I made a pun.’

Fionn wished that he had a power like Jig’s. The teachers were always saying that all powers were equal, but Fionn couldn’t help but think he’d be a different person if he had a cool power like Avian Communication. He’d be able to ask birds to do tricks in the air, or to bring him things in class. It would probably help his confidence. He wouldn’t be so worried about going on camps if he could talk to birds.

Fionn grew absent-minded, and then his thoughts began to drift. Everything became ill-defined and fuzzy. He understood that a premonition was coming. He tried to resist – a premonition was the last thing he needed right now – but regardless of how hard he struggled, the voices around him faded away, and his eyes stopped focusing. He felt like an empty bucket, full of nothing. Then he was filled right back up, to the very brim, with blue. The colour bleached through him until it was the only thing he could feel.

Blue. Bad.

Blue. Bad.
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There is danger coming.

And then, just as suddenly, he was back. Everyone at the table was staring at him with concern.

‘Did you have a premonition?’ asked Jignesh.

Fionn blinked hard. ‘I saw blue,’ he said, his voice scratchy and unfamiliar. His whole body was tingling with a terrible dread. ‘The colour blue. And it’s – it’s bad. It’s really bad.’

He was horrified that his teachers had witnessed him have a premonition: he must have looked so silly, the way he went still and his eyes glazed over; but then he noticed that both Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta were nodding.

‘The premonition you had on the bus was about the number four,’ Mr Berg said thoughtfully. ‘Now it’s the colour blue, and a bad feeling. I’m sure we’ll figure out what these premonitions mean, Fionn.’

‘I bet they’ll come in handy,’ Ms Malatesta said. ‘Premonitions always do.’

Fionn grinned shakily, and the feeling of dread began to fade. It was all right – he was all right – as his mum would say, his teachers were there to look after him. Fionn felt self-conscious and wanted everyone to stop looking in his direction, so he asked Ms Malatesta about when she’d got her own power.

Ms Malatesta stood up. ‘It’s too early in the morning for that conversation. I need more caffeine. And my medication. Time to get the medicine gang together. Charity, sweetheart, your iron tablets?’

Moving towards the counter, Ms Malatesta nearly knocked into Aleesia, who was walking in from the kitchen. She too looked dishevelled, her plait messy and one boot unlaced.

‘Good morning, happy campers!’ Aleesia called out in a singsong voice. Fionn saw that she was holding a list again, with activities written in bullet points. She stood beside their table and smiled down at them.

‘Excuse me, Alicia –’ Fionn began.

‘It’s Aleesia!’ The instructor tapped her foot.

‘Alessia?’ tried Teddy.

‘No, Elisa,’ Yvette said importantly.

‘A-LEE-SI-A. It’s not that hard, people! What was your question?’

Fionn gulped. ‘Sorry, I just wanted to ask if we’re going to the treehouse today?’

‘The – what?’ She looked momentarily confused and, Fionn thought, quite worried, as if he’d caught her in a lie.

‘The Hilltop Treehouse.’ He pointed to the map he’d noticed the night before. ‘That one there.’

‘Oh.’ Aleesia pursed her lips and nodded. ‘I see. No, sorry, it’s too dangerous now. No-one can go there. It’s all, like, falling down. Super unsafe.’ She cleared her throat. ‘No, we’re doing something else, kiddies! Who’s ready for more fun in the sun?’
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They gathered on a stretch of lawn down past the cabins. The air outside was crisp and still. The sun, which had been shining so radiantly just minutes before, was now hidden behind a skein of grey cloud. Michael watched the kids arrange themselves on the grass. Yvette was wearing a pair of striped rainbow leggings and a matching top. Brandon was wearing an old holey t-shirt, at least six sizes too big, that said CASSETTES AND DVDS ARE COOL in orange letters. Céline, in her usual trendy way, was wearing vintage sunglasses, a pair of seventies-style trousers, and impractical brogues. Collectively, the kids looked as if they’d raided a theatre wardrobe and each chosen a costume from a different production.

Aleesia stepped to the front of the group with a bunch of sweatbands in hand. ‘As I told you yesterday,’ she said, her braces glinting, ‘you’re going to leave Camp Buttress with a new bestie! How will you do that, you may ask?’ She checked her list, and then continued: ‘By building new relationships! And how do we build new relationships?’

‘By getting married?’ Luca suggested.

Maggie coughed to cover a laugh.

‘That’s – no.’ Aleesia frowned. ‘That’s not it.’

‘I don’t want to get married.’ Halima sounded nervous. ‘I’m too young.’

‘No-one’s getting married.’

‘I would like to get married when I grow up,’ Luca said sweetly to himself. ‘But I don’t know who I’ll marry yet.’

‘Let’s get back on topic, please.’ Aleesia clapped twice. ‘We build relationships by learning to trust. We’re going to start our day with some trust exercises!’


Michael groaned inwardly. Principal Wallace was always forcing the Dennith Grange teachers to do trust exercises. Just last week the principal had brought a balloon to the weekly staff meeting and said that, as a warm-up, they had to pass this balloon in a circle without using their hands; they had to pin the balloon between their chin and their chest and pass it around that way. It was the most awkward thing imaginable. It had sort of looked like they were simultaneously trying to chest-bump and kiss each other’s earlobes. Worst of all, Michael had been standing between Paloma Theroux and Joy Newlove, both of whom were half his height.

Aleesia paired the kids off. ‘We’re going to do some trust falls first. You need to catch your partner and prove that they’re safe. Here, we’ll demonstrate!’

She marched to Michael’s side, turned around, and fell back-first towards him. Michael, taken by surprise, leant forward and caught Aleesia at the last second, propping her up like the wall of a crumbling building. Like a buttress, he thought cleverly. I’m buttressing Aleesia right now – what a good example for the kids – but that wasn’t the sort of sentence you could safely say out loud.

‘All righty, kiddies,’ she shouted. ‘Let’s go!’

Michael watched as a scene of chaos unfolded before him. Kids were hitting the ground one after another. No-one seemed capable of actually catching their partner, and it all came to an abrupt end when Halima’s fingers burst into flames just as she was about to catch Jig.


‘I thought my power was cool at first,’ Halima sobbed, as Maggie led her away for a glass of water, ‘but now I’m scared I’m going to kill someone!’

Aleesia looked harried. She handed around the sweatbands she was holding and instructed a member from each pair to pull it over their eyes.

‘Well . . . So, that didn’t go perfectly, but on to the next activity! Your partner will guide you carefully towards the cabins using only their voices. Trust them. They won’t let you down!’

She began to march about with a stopwatch. Michael joined Jig, who was now partnerless without Halima.

‘I don’t think this is the right activity for you, Jignesh,’ Michael said. ‘Unless you want to give it a go.’

‘Nah,’ Jig said. ‘I might lose my balance. This is the kind of activity you can only do if both your ears work.’

Michael agreed. ‘Let’s sit it out. It might be more fun to watch, anyway.’

Michael and Jignesh sat on a bench. It was then that Michael noticed, with a little bolt of shock, that Grandma Daizie had appeared among them. She was wearing white tube socks and brown trainers, and held a wooden spoon in one hand. It was as if she’d popped out of nowhere. He shivered. She was just an ordinary old woman, but something about her felt wrong. Principal Wallace’s parting words rang in his ears once more: ‘Only that the camp is haunted. Nothing to worry about.’


‘Go on, Grandma,’ Aleesia scolded. ‘The kids are having fun here. I need you to get lunch ready, remember?’

Grandma Daizie glared at Aleesia and shuffled away. Michael still hadn’t heard the old woman speak. He wondered whether she could. Perhaps she’d had some kind of accident, or, like his Great-aunt Agnes, taken a vow of silence in protest against the treatment of refugees. He rolled his shoulders back and forced himself to remember that he was the teacher-in-charge. There was nothing to be afraid of.

‘Hello, Grandma Daizie,’ he said, his throat catching slightly. ‘How are you today?’

The woman ignored him. Oh well, he thought. I tried.

‘I’m back.’ Maggie arrived beside Michael with Halima in tow. ‘Are we still doing this bogus trust stuff?’

‘Yes,’ Michael said, watching the children trip over rocks and small branches. ‘Apparently we are.’ He raised his voice slightly and said, ‘Aleesia, I’m worried the students will hurt themselves – is there another activity we could do?’

Aleesia gave him a steely, falsely friendly look. ‘You sound like you’re the one running the camp, mister.’

‘Well . . .’ Michael faltered. ‘No, you’re running the camp, but I’m responsible for the students’ safety –’

‘That’s right,’ said Aleesia. ‘I’m running this camp. You just chill, okay? Relax!’

‘Relax!’ Maggie mocked under her breath. ‘How about you relax, you –’ She noticed Jig and Halima’s expressions and finished, in a vicious tone, with, ‘You nice lady.’

‘All righty!’ Aleesia instructed everyone to take off their blindfolds. ‘Now that we truly trust each other, it’s time for us to get moving. On to the next activity, my friends!’
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The group followed Aleesia away from camp and up a steep hill-path that led into the forest. Céline was coming to understand that it was quite hard to solve mysteries when you were on school camp. You couldn’t go wherever you wanted to; you had to stay with the group and do stupid, pointless activities like trust falls, and it wasn’t possible to think properly because people kept talking. Céline deliberately walked at the back of the line and looked into the forest. The ghost must be out there. But what happened to him, she wondered, and why is he haunting Camp Buttress?

Mr Berg fell into step beside her. ‘Tall trees, huh,’ he said.


Céline felt suddenly embarrassed. She wondered if Mr Berg pitied her. He was the sort of teacher who noticed these things, after all. He noticed who was alone, who was sad, who had no friends. He probably thought, like everybody else, that she was a loner.

‘They are tall trees,’ she said, in what she hoped was a nonchalant voice. ‘Very tall.’

‘They’re sequoia regnans. Redwood ash. These ones are hundreds of years old.’

‘Wow.’ Céline was genuinely impressed. ‘I didn’t know trees could be that old. How long do they live for?’

‘Oh, at least one thousand years, apparently. A long time.’

‘And when they die do they just fall over?’

‘Hmm. I don’t know. I suppose so.’ Mr Berg looked concerned, and began to scan their surroundings for wobbly tree trunks. ‘I hope not. It’s not windy today . . .’

Ms Malatesta said, ‘How do you know so much about trees, Michael? Are you a tree guy? Have we got ourselves a tree-head over here?’

Céline thought she detected a slight blush on Mr Berg’s cheeks. ‘Not really, no. I just read it somewhere – it’s my power. Reading Memory Power.’

Mr Berg pulled his wallet from his pocket and showed them his registration card. The yellow plastic was peeling at the corners. The faded photograph, nearly a decade old, showed the teacher as a younger man with a stubbly beard and a pair of wonky glasses. ‘My ten-year renewal is coming up,’ he said. ‘I’m an EMS. Enhanced Mental Skill, Reading Memory Power.’


‘Ernest?’ said Ms Malatesta, taking the card and pointing to his middle name.

‘My opa’s name.’ Mr Berg took the card back and put it away.

Céline asked, ‘Did you ever think, Mr B, about using your power to become, I don’t know, a quizmaster on TV? A book editor? You’d be a great historian. You could even be a surgeon and memorise all the different surgeries.’

‘Or you could learn every language in the whole world,’ said Ms Malatesta, ‘and show off at parties.’

Mr Berg gave a sheepish grin. ‘People have been asking me that since I was twelve,’ he said. ‘You know what they say in Me and My Power class – your power is just one part of who you are. My two brothers have Reading Memory Power as well, and they’re both professors at Marmabose University –’

‘Marmabose? Seriously?!’ said Ms Malatesta. ‘I wanted to go there.’ She added resentfully, under her breath, ‘And my application was only six days late because I didn’t account for the postal strike . . .’

‘Yep. Hugo is a professor of computer science and Alfred is a professor of palaeontology. But I wanted to teach,’ said Mr Berg. ‘I could do lots of other things, I suppose, but I enjoy being a high school teacher.’

‘Nerd,’ Ms Malatesta said, with some affection. Then she stumbled over a rock, giggled a little hysterically, and said, ‘Good gracious, I’m tired.’

‘How about you, Ms M?’ asked Céline. ‘What does your registration card say?’


But Brandon interjected before the music teacher could answer. ‘I don’t know about the National Power Registry,’ he said. ‘My power is my personal information. Why does the government need to know?’

‘I can’t wait to do the Power Test,’ Charity said softly, turning around to face them. ‘My cousin lives in Samoa and she can get her registration card when she turns twelve. It’s so annoying that we have to wait until we’re fourteen.’

‘My brother says the Power Test is hard,’ Halima said, grabbing Charity’s arm. ‘I’m scared!’

‘It’s not hard,’ Mr Berg said reassuringly. ‘It’s not really a test at all. They just confirm your power, and put you through a few simple exercises to check you aren’t a Paired Power. You do a quiz on the Power Management Decree, to check you’ve been concentrating in Me and My Power class, which I’m sure you all have. Then they print out your registration card and off you go. It’s quite straightforward.’

‘But the Department of Power Management can take your registration away,’ said April, ‘if you don’t keep going to Me and My Power classes all through high school. It happened to my friend’s boyfriend’s cousin.’

‘Yes,’ Mr Berg agreed, ‘that’s why high school is absolutely compulsory. All kids have to go.’

‘Unless you die,’ Luca said wisely.

Ms Malatesta snorted.

‘That’s correct,’ said Mr Berg. ‘You don’t have to go to high school if you die.’


Céline couldn’t believe that within a year she’d be doing a Power Test. She wished she already knew for sure what her power was. Her dad had Language Power – he could fluently speak twenty-five languages on top of his native Japanese – and her mum had Plant Growth Power, and travelled the world revegetating forests. All I can do, Céline thought glumly, is grow an ugly black moustache. It wasn’t the sort of power that was useful. It certainly wasn’t useful for solving mysteries. If she had Premonition Power like Fionn, or Truth Power like Clarabella Clutterbuck in Big City Witch, she’d be solving mysteries in no time. She could solve mysteries at night and write books by day.

Céline became so absorbed in thinking about mysteries that before she knew it they’d arrived at the top of the hill, which overlooked a deep, forested valley. A tyre swing was suspended at the hill’s edge between two wooden pillars.

‘Giant swing!’ said April. ‘Yes!’

‘Everyone stop there.’ Mr Berg pulled out his phone. ‘If I can just get this to work . . . stupid thing . . . there.’ He took a photo of the group. ‘What a beautiful view. I’m going to send this to Principal Wallace.’

‘Okay, kiddies,’ said Aleesia, looking over her list. ‘Listen up. Each of you will have a turn on the swing. Hold on tight, okay, and if you want to get off, the signal is “hoot hoot”.’

‘Can’t we say “I want to get off”?’ asked Yvette.

‘Yeah,’ joined Teddy, ‘or “GET ME OFF”. That’s only three syllables.’


‘Or,’ said Jig, ‘you could shout “STOP!”’ His voice rang out over the forest. ‘That’s one syllable. Easy.’

Aleesia looked confused and a bit desperate. ‘The signal to get off the tyre swing,’ she repeated, reading from her list, ‘is “hoot hoot”. So let’s remember who’s in charge, okay, and follow the rules.’

One by one they were hoisted into the swing and sent careening above the treetops. Céline, last in line, was focused on the forest instead. She was looking for movement, for blue, for a frightened face, but saw nothing.

‘Céline!’ barked Aleesia. ‘Your turn!’

Céline climbed reluctantly into the tyre, but that reluctance vanished as soon as she began to swing. She felt a frisson of excitement spread from her head to her toes. The forest spread out below her, the hills like a green quilt thrown over a huddle of giant, sleeping children. She watched a pair of ravens loop across the sky, their squawks reverberating through the forest. A sense of promise, of possibility, welled up inside her chest; it was a springy, quivering feeling that meant something was about to happen. She could shapeshift, she knew it. She could shapeshift – into a raven. A raven with glistening blue-black wings. A raven who could swoop over the forest and find anything. Her power was waking up within her and preparing to burst forth. Maybe, if she really wanted her power to emerge, she should try to shock her body into releasing it, somehow. I’m a shapeshifter, Céline thought defiantly. I am a raven. I can fly.
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And just like that, Céline let go of the tyre swing.

She heard Aleesia gasp, and Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta both yelled her name. It was less than a second before she hit the ground with a resounding thump.

‘If you wanted to stop you should have given me the signal!’ Aleesia scolded, as Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta ran to Céline’s side and helped her sit up.

Mr Berg was anxiously reciting first aid instructions. ‘Okay – in case of concussion check for loss of consciousness – is she unconscious? Céline?! – and do not move the patient unless absolutely necessary – Aleesia, surely kids should wear a helmet on this thing. There should be a strap or something. This is really a serious safety issue.’

‘I’m conscious,’ Céline said. ‘Did I fall far?’ She’d landed awkwardly on her left arm, and she could feel that her knees were grazed.

‘Only two feet or so,’ Ms Malatesta said. ‘You fell off at the lowest point, thank goodness.’

‘I was trying to fly,’ said Céline. ‘I thought – I had a feeling . . .’

Ms Malatesta gave Céline a funny look and began to wipe the dirt off her forehead with a tissue. ‘Please don’t try to fly again. Promise me right now.’

Céline took a deep breath. ‘I promise.’ With that breath Céline realised that her left wrist, which had felt numb, was beginning to throb terribly; and it was bent, she noticed, at a slightly odd angle. Ms Malatesta noticed, too.

‘Ouch,’ Céline said, as the pain began to intensify.

‘Oh gosh,’ said Ms Malatesta.


‘What?’ said Mr Berg. He looked at Céline’s wrist, and all the colour drained from his face. ‘That looks . . . is that –?’

‘I think so,’ said Ms Malatesta gravely. ‘Yep. Okay. We have a situation.’

‘Ouch,’ said Céline again, which was an understatement. She tried to lift her arm, and watched in pained amazement as her hand flopped backwards. ‘Ouch . . .’

And then Yvette pushed her way to the front of the group and strode over.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I have Healing Power. Let me see.’

Yvette knelt before Céline and touched her wrist.

‘I can’t let you do that, Yvette,’ Céline heard Mr Berg say, her hearing dulled by pain. ‘You don’t have your power registration yet. It isn’t first-aid protocol.’

But Yvette was already doing it. A very strange sensation spread throughout the inside of Céline’s arm. Céline hadn’t even known that she could feel the inside of her arm, but it turned out she could: it felt warm and glimmery, like hot lemonade was trickling through her bones. Then Yvette’s hands moved to her knees, and she felt warm and glimmery there, too, this time in her flesh and her muscles and her blood vessels and her many individual layers of skin. She watched in admiration as the blood stopped flowing from her grazes and began to congeal.

‘See?’ Yvette stood up and doused her fingers with hand sanitiser. ‘Healing power. No big deal.’
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Grandma Daizie served sandwiches for lunch and then Aleesia sent all the students to the recreation room for free time. Fionn was glad there were no more activities. The recreation room felt like the safest place to be. Over the course of the morning Fionn had lost all the positivity he’d woken up with. Once again, he found himself thinking: I want to go home. Camp Buttress was turning out to be worse than weird. It was scary.

Fionn looked around the small room. It was dark and grimy. The fact that he was sneezing every few minutes meant that no-one had bothered to vacuum, probably not for a long time. Allergies are a serious business, his mother would say if she were there. Even mild allergies should be taken seriously.

Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta were sitting on a sagging couch. Charity and April had set up a chessboard, using coins and buttons to replace the missing pieces. Teddy and Jig had begun a furious game of something like ping-pong. Luca was organising a game of snap, and Céline was perusing the bookshelf. Fionn was confused by Céline’s behaviour. She’d leapt off the giant swing with a look of such confidence that he’d thought she was about to fly away. Why had she jumped? He wanted to ask if Céline was feeling all right; he took a nervous step in her direction; and then he sneezed twice, and sat down on a chair instead. Céline probably wanted to be left alone.

‘Fionn!’ Luca waved to him from across the room. ‘Come and play snap with me and Halima!’


Fionn agreed, although he wasn’t that enthusiastic about snap. After a few minutes, however, this didn’t matter. The game was abandoned, and they talked instead.

Halima said, ‘When we get back to school everyone else is going to have cool stories about how they climbed skyscrapers and travelled through time and helped turtles hatch their eggs and blah blah blah.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘And what will we say? That we did trust exercises? That we went on a swing?!’

Fionn grinned. ‘You can say you got your power. That’s pretty cool.’

‘Yeah,’ said Luca, ‘that’s so cool! I’ve been trying, but I still haven’t got my power yet. Fionn and me are best friends. We were supposed to do everything together, but he got his power first.’ Luca pouted. ‘Unfair.’

‘How long have you two been friends?’ asked Halima. ‘How’d you meet?’

Fionn said, ‘We sat next to each other on the first day of school. We’ve been inseparable ever since.’

Halima rested her chin on one hand. ‘That’s so nice! I like you two, I really do. Can we hang out when we get back to school? We could paint in the art room at lunchtime.’

‘Yes!’ said Luca. ‘See, that’s what we can say when we come back from camp. We can say that even though we didn’t do the craziest, coolest stuff, we did make new friends.’

Fionn smiled. He’d never met anyone as forward as Halima before (well, except for Luca, obviously). He could never imagine saying aloud that he wanted to be someone’s friend. She made it seem so easy.

Halima looked more closely at Fionn and said, ‘You’re not wearing your necklace today.’

‘My what?’ Fionn reached up to touch his neck. ‘My pendant –’

Halima was right. His citrine pendant was gone. Fionn patted the area around his collarbones to make sure, but it definitely wasn’t there. Fionn almost never took the pendant off. He even wore it when he went swimming.

‘Did I take it off before bed last night?’ he thought aloud.

‘You didn’t have a chance,’ said Luca. ‘You passed out. Mr Berg had to carry you to bed.’

‘Maybe – maybe I took it off before the shower.’ He tried to remember. Had he untied it? Maybe the leather cord had worn thin and fallen off, which meant it could be anywhere, even the forest.

‘It’s probably in your cabin,’ Halima said. ‘We can help you look, later.’

‘Okay,’ Fionn said, but he wasn’t optimistic. His pendant, his lucky charm, was gone, and he had the horrible, despairing feeling that he would never see it again.
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‘Hey Céline,’ said Halima, ‘want to play snap with us?’

Céline did not turn around. She said ‘no’ so gruffly that Halima did not ask again. Céline did want to play snap, actually, and it was nice to be included, but she didn’t want anyone to know that her moustache was back.

‘This sucks,’ she muttered, hunching her shoulders and angling herself towards the bookshelf. A moustache! What use was a hairy lip! And what did it mean?

Céline covered her mouth with her hand and focused on the bookshelf, looking for something distracting to read. There wasn’t much to choose from. One shelf was occupied by old toys, including a family of sad, neglected teddies, their fur grubby and their eyes hanging loose, and a trio of antique ceramic dolls. Below the toys was an entire series of outdated kids’ books with titles like Georgie Learns to Whistle and Georgie Tries a Blueberry, and the very bottom shelf was full of crinkly editions of a decades-old magazine called Happiest Camper. There was no Big City Witch to be found. Crouching, Céline flicked idly through the magazines, thinking of ravens and moustaches and doctors and broken wrists, when a glint caught her attention. Something was tucked between two of the magazines. Something shiny.

It was a photograph. Céline parted the old magazines, pulled the photograph out and held it in front of her. Like everything else on the shelf, it was covered in dust. It was creased diagonally down the middle, and the corners were bent. It was a photo of five people standing beneath the Camp Buttress sign. The man was wearing flannel and a black down vest, and he had a rough black beard. The woman beside him was also dressed simply, but she had a touch of elegance. Her hair was swept back into a neat chignon, and a pearl necklace was visible behind the collar of her shirt. The couple, if they were a couple, had their arms around Grandma Daizie, Aleesia, and a boy.

The boy.

The ghost.

Céline stared at the photograph, her heart thudding. It was the same boy, she was sure. A few years younger, but definitely the same person. He had deep, shining eyes, thick eyebrows like her own, and a wide mouth. In the forest he had looked afraid, but here he looked ordinary. Not happy, necessarily – his expression was hard to read; it was blank, or possibly concerned. She flipped the photograph over, and there was a message, dated from three years ago. Here’s the photo I took of you all on our last day. Thanks for a great camp. It was unsigned.

Céline, forgetting her moustache, turned around and held up the photo to Aleesia. ‘This is you and your family, right?’ she asked. ‘That’s you, there.’ She pointed. ‘Except younger and before you got braces. Wow, you really needed braces.’

Aleesia looked uncomfortable. ‘Er, yeah. Where’d you find that?’

‘Here.’ Céline gestured to the shelf and then back to the photo. ‘That’s you, and that’s Grandma Daizie. Are these two people your parents?’

‘That’s right,’ said Aleesia. ‘My mum and dad. Arthur and Christabelle.’

‘And –’ Céline pointed to the smallest figure ‘– who’s that?’


Aleesia’s mouth grew taut. Her eyebrows gathered. ‘Um,’ she said, ‘that’s Noah.’

‘Who?’

Aleesia swallowed. ‘My brother. Noah.’

Ms Malatesta, who was sitting beside the camp instructor, said mildly, ‘I didn’t know you had a brother.’

Aleesia said, ‘Yeah. Well.’

‘Where is he?’ Céline looked around, as if the ghost might appear at any moment. ‘How old is he – Noah?’

‘He’s –’ And here Aleesia swallowed again. ‘He’s gone. Could you put that back?’

Céline returned the picture to the secret spot on the bookshelf and pretended to keep browsing, but she couldn’t concentrate. Céline had the dawning realisation that Aleesia didn’t want people to see the photo of her family, for some reason, and this pushed her imagination into action, like a roller-coaster on a downward slope.

Let’s put all the clues together, she thought to herself. Aleesia had a brother called Noah. I’ve seen his ghost. What happened to him?

Céline pulled out the photo and looked at it once more. Noah stared back at her with trusting eyes. She knew, from all the books she’d read, that ghosts haunted for a reason. He had died, and something was unresolved. Maybe, her imagination suddenly suggested, the roller-coaster gaining speed, he had been murdered.

And Aleesia was a suspect.

The thought filled Céline with a giddy coldness. She held a Happiest Camper magazine in front of her face and examined Aleesia all over. Céline had to admit that Aleesia didn’t look like a murderer, not with her braces and utility belt and hideous sensible shoes. That could all be a disguise, though. She remembered the evil wizard Orange McGee from Big City Witch #21. He’d looked innocent, and then he’d gone on to steal Clarabella Clutterbuck’s head – twice. Céline knew that villains came in all shapes and sizes. She needed to investigate Aleesia, but she had to be careful about it.
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Michael returned from the kitchen with a tray of mugs. He passed one to Aleesia, who took hers with a quick word of thanks and then stepped outside to answer a call. He passed the other to Maggie.

‘Cheers.’ Maggie sat up and stretched her neck until it cracked. ‘I could do with a nap.’

‘You can go have one if you want,’ Michael offered. ‘I’ll stay here.’ He perched beside her, folding awkwardly into the deep cushions like a sitting stick insect.

‘Nah. I’ll be fine. I’m not going to leave you on your own. It’s peaceful now, but you never know. There could be an uprising at any moment.’

It really was peaceful. Luca was trying to play snap with his eyes closed, much to everyone’s amusement; Jig and Teddy were rolling the ping-pong balls across the table like marbles; Céline, apparently recovered from her fall, was reading a magazine.

Michael heard a noise outside, and he and Maggie looked out the window at the same time. Aleesia was striding back and forth across the gravel, talking tensely into her phone.

Maggie said, ‘I kind of want to snoop on her conversation. I know that’s wrong, but something is up with her. I think it’s really, really weird that Aleesia’s parents have left her to run this place by herself. Know what I mean?’

‘I do,’ Michael said. ‘It’s very unusual, yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. I mean, she just sent our kids skyrocketing into the air on a giant swing without a strap or a helmet or anything. It’s not right. I don’t know what the rules are about camp instructors, but I assume they’re supposed to have more than an online certificate.’

Maggie said, ‘I’m certain something is off. I have a feeling.’ Then, without turning around, she said, ‘Don’t you dare stand on that ping-pong table, Teddy Cohen and Jignesh Desai.’

‘You aren’t even looking at us!’ Jig said, as the two boys slid back to the floor.

‘She has eyes in the back of her head.’ Teddy grinned. ‘But I don’t know how she can see through all that hair.’

 

Aleesia announced that their dinner would be cooked outdoors, on an open fire. Michael herded the kids to their cabins to fetch their warmest clothes, and then they made their way to the lawn, where they sat at a fire pit surrounded by a ring of logs. Charity, Luca and Yvette were on dinner duty, and they helped Aleesia set up a trestle table laden with condiments and various sad-looking vegetables. Michael sat on a log between Maggie and Aleesia, leaning forward every few minutes to remind the kids to keep their distance from the flames; Grandma Daizie sat on a log by herself, and the kids huddled as far away from her as possible.

As they grilled potatoes and sausages, Michael was distracted from his concerns. It felt like a real outdoor adventure, and everyone appeared to be having a good time, even though they were swarmed by mosquitoes and large, dull-coloured moths.

‘I’d give you guys some bug spray but I don’t remember where Mum and Dad keep it,’ Aleesia said, tossing more wood on the fire. ‘I couldn’t find the first-aid kit either. Maybe they took it with them on their holiday.’

Michael was comforted to know that he’d packed a school first-aid kit, and that Yvette was with them. She’d healed Céline’s wrist in two seconds flat. But that didn’t mean she could heal everything – she was only thirteen, after all. He watched Teddy trip dangerously close to the fire and his heart skipped a beat. There was peril everywhere, and he hadn’t even been thinking of the scorpions. To treat a burn, he recited, immediately cool the injured area with running water for twenty minutes . . . a serious burn can lead to sepsis . . .
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‘Your parents are on holiday, Aleesia?’ said Maggie. ‘I thought you said they’re at a camp leader conference.’

‘Huh? Oh, yeah. But it’s kind of like a holiday too because they get to stay in a hotel. Jealous much?’ She pointed to herself and raised her eyebrows. ‘How about giving this girl here a break? I haven’t had a holiday for yonks!’

Maggie asked, ‘Have you always lived here?’

‘Only my whole life! I live and breathe this beautiful place!’

‘It is pretty isolated,’ Michael said. ‘How did you get to school from here?’

‘I did homeschooling for primary school with my mum. And then I went to a boarding school nearby.’

‘And you’re done with school now?’ Maggie said.

‘Oh, yeah.’ Aleesia looked indignant. ‘I finished school ages ago! I’m nearly twenty!’

Nearly twenty. This meant, of course, that Aleesia was nineteen years old. Michael wondered if he should report back to Principal Wallace that their camp was run by a teenager. Then Michael remembered that one of the surf instructors from last year’s camp had been twenty-one. Perhaps it wasn’t so unusual after all.

The kids were hungry after a long day, and soon dinner was done with. ‘I think it’s time for marshmallows,’ said Michael. ‘What is the time, anyway?’ He checked his phone, but the waterlogged screen was rippling with red lines.

‘It’s quarter to eight,’ Luca replied.

‘Thank you. Definitely marshmallow o’clock!’


The kids all scurried around to find a suitable stick, except Luca, who stood very still behind Michael, his fists clenched and his eyes screwed up tight.

‘You okay there?’ Michael finally asked.

The boy opened his eyes. ‘I thought maybe I could teleport, but I don’t think I can.’ He glanced down at himself. ‘Unless I moved a tiny bit . . .’

‘Still no power yet, huh?’ Michael made a sympathetic face.

‘Nope.’

‘You’re young, Luca. It might not come for another year.’

‘Yeah, you might be like me and get it late,’ Halima joined in, brandishing a long stick. ‘I turned thirteen two months ago, I’ve been waiting forever. And besides, getting your power isn’t that great. It might turn out that all you can do is set your friends on fire.’
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Fionn, sitting alone, reached to touch his pendant, and then remembered it was missing. He had not found it in his sleeping bag or on the floor of his cabin. It was not in his suitcase. Halima and Teddy and Luca had helped him look, but all they’d turned up were dead cockroaches. The pendant was gone, and so was his optimism.

At that moment the wind changed, and the smoke from the fire began to twist towards him in long hot tendrils. Fionn moved to the other side of the pit.

‘Warming your cheeks?’ Teddy asked.


Fionn was facing away from the fire. ‘No?’

‘Yeah, you are.’ Teddy laughed. ‘Camp Buttcheeks!’

‘Sit down, my man.’ Brandon gestured to the empty space beside him. ‘Get comfortable. How are you enjoying this outdoor experience?’

‘It’s fine,’ Fionn said, sitting down gratefully.

‘You and I are brothers, you know.’ Brandon gazed out over the fire, his face bright.

‘What?’

‘I mean,’ Brandon said, turning to tap Fionn on the forehead, ‘that you can see, and I can see. We’re psychic brothers. What a crazy universe, bringing us together like this.’

‘You have Premonition Power, too?’ Fionn felt a rush of excitement.

‘Listen to me carefully.’ Brandon stared into Fionn’s eyes. ‘I can see clearly. You get me, don’t you?’

Fionn was confused. ‘Yeah, totally. Just – what power is that, exactly? Is that an ESP?’

‘I see it all clearly, man. All of it.’ Brandon leant closer and directed Fionn’s gaze to Aleesia. ‘Her, for instance. She’s hiding something, isn’t she?’

‘Well . . .’ Fionn paused. Now that he thought about it, he had noticed that she was always wandering off to use her phone. But that wasn’t so unusual, was it?

He watched Aleesia across the fire. She was waving goodnight to Grandma Daizie as the old lady shuffled off towards bed. Could it be that his premonitions, his bad feelings, were pointing in her direction?


‘There is something,’ he said finally. ‘Something I can’t explain.’

‘Exactly what I mean,’ Brandon said darkly. ‘You get it. There’s a mystery at the heart of this beautiful place.’

Fionn felt pleased that he’d said the right thing, but nervous at the same time. ‘What have you noticed?’ he asked, but then, before Brandon and Fionn could talk further, April called out, ‘Let’s tell ghost stories!’

‘Yeah!’ Teddy punched the air. ‘Ms Malatesta, you tell one.’

The music teacher shook her head. ‘Not me, kids.’

‘Bergmeister? Burger-man?’ said April. ‘Ice-berg?’

‘There’s no-one here called Ice-berg,’ Mr Berg said. ‘I’m not sure who you’re talking to.’

‘Michael?’ April beamed mischievously, and Ms Malatesta laughed. Mr Berg gave April a playful death stare.

‘Fine, fine, fine. Please tell us a story, Mr Berg.’ April curtseyed.

‘Hmm, let me think.’ Mr Berg narrowed his eyes.

Fionn imagined him browsing through a library inside his mind, arriving at a section labelled Ghost Stories, and choosing the perfect one. Everyone was silent, waiting for him to start. That’s how it was at school, too; people listened to Mr Berg not because he frightened them but because he was kind and careful and had interesting things to say.

‘Don’t tell the one about the skull-crushing,’ Ms Malatesta warned. ‘We don’t want to give them nightmares. Or the one where the children fall into a vat of hot soup. Or the one where the banshee tricks the children into walking off a –’

‘I’ve got it, thanks, Maggie.’ Mr Berg cleared his throat. ‘Okay. This story is a bit of a riddle, actually. So: once there was a girl called Fledora. One night, when she was six years old, she was visited by the ghost of a boy. The ghost warned her that she should not go into the garden the next day, not for any reason, and then he vanished into thin air.

‘Fledora listened to the ghost, and the next day, even though it was beautiful and sunny, she refused to go outside. This was lucky, because through the window that afternoon she saw a giant, poisonous serpent slithering through the grass. If she had played outside, she would certainly have been bitten. That evening, after the snake-catchers had come, Fledora’s parents told her that she would soon be a big sister, because they were expecting a baby boy.’ He paused. ‘Can anyone guess the conclusion to this story?’

‘It wasn’t a ghost, but a Paired Power, with Teleportation and Premonition Powers?’ Halima suggested.

‘No,’ said Yvette immediately. ‘The girl’s baby brother can time travel. When he gets his power, he travels back in time to save his sister’s life.’

‘Great idea, Halima,’ said Mr Berg, ‘that’s certainly possible. But in this case, Yvette is correct.’

Jig said, ‘I have a question. Why aren’t there any Paired Powers at our school?’

‘They’re very rare, Jignesh. One in a million. There are only six or seven hundred kids at Dennith Grange.’


‘And remember,’ said Ms Malatesta, ‘being a Paired Power doesn’t make you any stronger or smarter or kinder. Your power doesn’t define you.’

She kept speaking, but Fionn tuned out, mulling over what Brandon had said. He shivered; the fire had died down to embers and the sky was truly dark.

Something wasn’t right. He’d felt it since getting on the bus, even before his premonition about the number four.

Something was wrong at Camp Buttress.
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It had been a long day.

Céline sat cross-legged on the floor of Cabin Nine. She was reading a different edition of Big City Witch. Her imagination had been spiralling all evening, and reading was helping to get her thoughts in order.

Nobody was doing karate in their cabin tonight. Yvette was studying her maths book on a top bunk. Charity and April were sleepily throwing sweets into the air and catching them in their mouths. Luca and Halima were looking at comics together.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ said April. ‘Let’s do ding-dong-dash.’

Charity said, ‘Let’s do what?’


‘You know.’ April tossed up their hands. ‘Nick-knocking. Knock and nash. Bobby knocking.’

‘What the heck are you saying?’ said Halima.

‘You know.’ April looked frustrated. ‘Nick-knocking! Chickenelly! Knocky knocky nine doors!’

‘No, I don’t know,’ said Charity. ‘Chickenelly? Is your brain okay?’

‘Yeah, chickenelly,’ said April, ‘that’s what my friend Freya calls it. You must have heard of chickenelly. Or knock down ginger.’

Yvette said, ‘Wait, are you talking about nick-knocking?’

‘Yes!’

‘We’re not going to knock on doors and run away,’ Yvette said stiffly. ‘We’re not babies. And we don’t want to scare anyone.’

Babies, Céline thought, then – no, I’m not thinking about babies. I’m thinking about ghosts. She was looking at a page where Clarabella Clutterbuck, the witch detective, was knee-deep in a dumpster, searching for clues. That’s what I need to do. If I want to learn more about the ghost, I need to find some clues.

Halima set her comic aside, rolled halfway off her bunk, folded into a bridge and then flipped over, so that she landed in a cat-like crouch beside Céline.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m reading,’ Céline said.

‘I can see that.’ Halima studied Céline’s book. ‘Wait, are you reading Big City Witch?’


Céline turned to look at Halima with cautious wonder. Céline had been devoted to the Big City Witch manga series since she was seven years old, and she owned every edition. She couldn’t believe that someone like Halima would know about it.

‘Have you read it before?’ Céline asked.

‘I have all of them at home! I saw your t-shirt yesterday, the one that says SCREAM CHEESE, now I know why you were wearing it! What does a city witch have on her breakfast bagel?’

‘Scream cheese!’ Céline and Halima said together, both grinning wickedly.

‘Big City Witch is the best,’ said Halima. ‘Luca said that Fionn said that you write lots of stories in class. Do you write your own books?’

‘Sometimes,’ said Céline.

Halima picked up the manga and flipped it over. ‘I love this one. I love how she finds the magical mirror in the dumpster and then uses it to trap that giant slug. Solving crimes sounds fun.’

Céline considered whether she should share her private thoughts with someone like Halima, who was so different to herself. Halima was well-liked, and kind to everybody. She had so many friends that Céline bet she’d never known how it felt to be lonely at lunchtime. But if Halima liked Big City Witch, then maybe she could be trusted. Clarabella Clutterbuck had a trusty sidekick (her name was Yelena Applecross and she had two heads, one for thinking and one for feeling). Maybe Céline needed a sidekick.


‘Well,’ she said hesitantly, ‘I’m reading, and I’m looking for advice. I need to find some clues myself.’

Halima said, ‘Clues?’

‘Yeah. I’m actually trying to solve a mystery,’ Céline said. If Halima laughed, if she scoffed or snorted, then it was all over. But she didn’t.

What Halima said was, ‘Solving a mystery like Clarabella! That’s so cool! What’s the mystery?’

‘Here’s what I know so far,’ Céline said. ‘I saw . . .’ She was about to explain, but thought better of it. Halima might not believe her if she mentioned ghosts. ‘I saw a photo in the recreation room of Aleesia’s family. She had a little brother. Noah. And he’s – well, he’s dead. And I think that Aleesia did something to him.’

Halima’s eyebrows practically shot off her forehead. ‘No way! Are you being serious right now?’

‘I’m completely serious. He died, and I don’t know what happened, but Aleesia is hiding something.’

‘You have got to be kidding.’ Yvette’s cruel booming voice filled the cabin as she leant over the bunk railing. ‘Céline, that’s actually an unkind rumour to spread around. Aleesia didn’t do anything to anyone. She’s a camp instructor, not a murder suspect.’

Céline thought back to the boy she’d seen by the lake. His eyes were so intense, so full of emotion; he was crying out for help, for resolution. Yvette just didn’t get it.

‘S’happening?’ said April.

Luca and Charity said nothing; they’d both fallen asleep.


‘Céline thinks Aleesia murdered her own brother,’ Yvette said scornfully, making air quotes with her fingers.

‘I didn’t say murdered, not necessarily. I said she did something to him, I don’t know what.’ Céline suddenly felt very small and ugly.

But April and Halima both looked interested. ‘No way!’ April said, now wide awake. ‘That’s mental, dude! You think she murdered someone?’

‘Yeah.’ Then Céline clarified: ‘I think that it’s possible Aleesia murdered him. Her younger brother, Noah.’

‘Well,’ said April, ‘tomorrow we can do some investigating – ask more questions, and poke around to see what we can find.’ April rubbed their hands together. ‘I love this. Finally, something to do that isn’t insanely boring. I’m excited.’

‘Same,’ Halima said. ‘This is scary but kind of fun.’

Céline’s confidence was restored, and she felt warm in a way she hadn’t for a long time. Halima and April believed her and, better yet, they wanted to join in.

‘I can show you the photo in the recreation room tomorrow,’ she said. ‘When you see it you’ll just know, I swear.’

Luca sighed in his sleep, and April looked down from the top bunk. ‘I’d better wake him,’ they said. ‘We should go back to our own cabin.’

 

[image: image]

Michael leant against the doorframe of Cabin Two, bending slightly to accommodate his poufy hair.


‘I took away your treats yesterday, kids,’ he said wearily. ‘How can there be more?’

‘Halima said that their cabin ate lollipops and gummy bears last night and that Ms Malatesta let them,’ Jig retorted, fast as lightning. ‘It’s not fair.’

April and Luca, who’d just returned from Cabin Nine, both nodded. ‘It’s true,’ April said, ‘they shared some with us.’

Michael felt his left eyelid twitch. ‘I hear you,’ he said, with affected patience, ‘but the rule is no treats.’

Frowning, Jig passed over the bag of jawbreakers.

‘Thank you. Now I’m turning out the light. Sweet dreams, everybody.’

‘Goodnight, Mr Berg,’ Teddy said. ‘Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’

Michael returned to his cabin and sat down on the bed, which creaked and swayed beneath him. He unlaced his boots with cold, stiff fingers and, once he’d checked for scorpions, slipped his feet into his pink slides. He was trying to decide whether to brush his teeth or meditate or pass out with his clothes on when there was a quiet knock at the door.

‘Hey.’ Maggie was whispering. ‘I’ve just reassured Halima for the hundredth time that she’s not going to burn down her cabin in her sleep, and I’ve left a bucket of water by her bed, so now I’m going to sit outside for a bit if you’d like to wind down with me.’ She glanced at his feet. ‘Nice shoes!’

Going outside wasn’t Michael’s idea of winding down, but he followed Maggie anyway, and they sat on the benches in the dark. The air was tinged with an icy chill. Michael wrapped his scarf around his head to protect his ears.

For a moment neither of them spoke. Then Maggie said, ‘You don’t say that much at school. Not in meetings. Or the staffroom.’

Michael was surprised she’d even noticed him at school. He’d never noticed her noticing him. He’d been noticing her all along, of course: it was impossible not to, what with those enormous blue-green eyes and that sparkling laugh, and the way she was always dropping things and tripping over power cords.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I guess I don’t speak that much, no.’

‘I wasn’t sure what you’d be like, but I’m glad it’s us together on this camp.’

‘Me too.’

Maggie looked up at the moon. ‘It’s such a beautiful night. I went on a summer camp once when I was about nine and I was so scared. I just wanted to go home for the first week, and I wrote all these letters to my parents like, “I’m so sad! I wish someone would come get me!” But then one night we sat outside and studied all the different constellations and suddenly I had this feeling I can’t explain very well, but it was like, the world is here, and it’s mine, too, and I can enjoy it if I want.’ She glanced his way. ‘Have you ever had a feeling like that?’

‘Not really. No.’ Michael had remembered something he wanted to say. He was the teacher-in-charge, after all. ‘Hey, by the way, I know that we have different teaching styles, but I do think it’s important to be consistent. So it would be good if you didn’t let your kids eat candy. My cabin heard the rumours and they’re ready to start a riot.’

‘Oh,’ Maggie said, in a cooler tone of voice, ‘sure.’

‘What was that you were saying about summer camp, though?’ he asked quickly, realising that he’d missed a crucial cue.

‘It was nothing.’ She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter. Nice talking to you, Michael. I think I’m going to bed.’ She stood up and took a step away.

‘Are you sure? “The night is always young for those young enough to enjoy it”, as, well – as Virginia Melon said – I mean –’ Michael was bumbling: he knew a lot of quotes, but that was different from knowing the right thing to say. She took another step, and then Michael’s eyes snagged on an unexpected sight.

A light was shining from the window of a middle cabin.

‘Hey.’ He pointed. ‘Do you see that?’

Maggie gasped. Michael gasped too, if only because her gasp had frightened him.

Maggie said, ‘The light is on! What the hell?’ She sat down again, her eyes fixed on the window. ‘That wasn’t on before, I swear.’

‘Surely there’s a completely reasonable explanation,’ Michael said. He felt shivery. ‘Maybe that’s where Aleesia sleeps.’

‘She has her own house over there.’ Maggie waved a hand behind her. ‘I walked past before and heard her listening to a radio program about rabbit breeding.’


‘Okay. Maybe Grandma Daizie was cleaning and she left the light on. Or it could be one of the kids.’

‘The kids are all in bed.’ Maggie looked delighted and frightened at the same time. ‘And you know Grandma Daizie hasn’t been doing any cleaning.’

Michael racked his brains for an easy explanation and came up empty-handed. ‘Ho-hum,’ he said. ‘Hmm.’

Maggie said, ‘We could go and knock on the door . . .’

‘We’re grown adults,’ Michael agreed, thinking that was the last thing he wanted to do. ‘We could definitely knock on the door.’

They stood up and crept towards the cabin. The curtains were closed, but bright yellow light seeped out between the gaps. ‘We’re going and checking,’ Michael repeated in a tense whisper. ‘Just going and checking.’

But as they got closer, the light went out.

The black glass now reflected their moonlit faces. Michael felt a wave of nervous glee come over him, and he pressed his ear against the wall. He couldn’t hear anything. ‘I’m going to try the door,’ he whispered squeakily.

‘Yup!’ Maggie agreed, in a voice that was equally squeaky. ‘Good idea!’

He took the handle in his palm and turned it gently to the left.

Be locked, he thought pleadingly. Be locked!

But it wasn’t.

The handle turned.

Michael gulped, and pushed at the door. Nothing happened.


He tried again. The door would not give, as though there were a wardrobe behind it, or another wall.

‘I don’t want to break it,’ he said finally, after giving the door a hard shove with his shoulder.

‘I don’t think there’s any risk of that,’ Maggie said, looking quite pointedly at his arms. ‘But if it won’t open, it won’t open.’

Michael leant against the door one last time, thinking that although he wasn’t the strongest person in the world his arms weren’t that weak: then he had the sudden thought, or feeling, that perhaps what was beyond the door was not a wardrobe or a wall but a presence pushing back.

Had he heard a breath? A gentle inhale?

‘Maybe Grandma Daizie sleeps in there,’ he said, stepping away. ‘We should have knocked.’

‘Maybe,’ Maggie whispered. ‘I don’t think so, though. Let’s go. This is making me feel funny.’

Michael nodded. With one last look at the window, they both turned towards their own cabins and scurried off to bed.
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Céline did not yet know whether she was truly awake or having some kind of half-awake dream. The cabin was completely silent. Céline forced her eyes open and waited for her vision to focus. The others were certainly asleep, their sleeping bags rising and falling gently with each breath. The bucket of water by Halima’s bed reflected the light of a waning moon. Céline had been asleep too. Something had woken her up. Yes, she was definitely awake: this wasn’t one of those annoying dreams that closely resemble real life, like the dream she’d had recently about being late for school. She knew she was awake by how cold her feet were. Groggily, she checked her watch. It was after three. It was what Clarabella Clutterbuck called ‘witching hour’, that time of night when the world belonged not to people but to magic.

It was silent. There wasn’t even the faintest lick of wind outside, and she heard no footsteps. Perhaps, if Céline really strained her ears, the click of an insect could be heard, or the flutter of a moth’s wing against the lightbulb, which still glowed with a dim residual light; but otherwise there was only breathing.

Something, Céline remembered, had woken her up. It hadn’t been a noise, and it hadn’t been a movement either. It had been . . . a smell. A smell of dirt and sweet soap and unwashed socks all mingled together. A new smell, which was still registering inside her nostrils. A smell, Céline realised, that was still there. As she lay in her bunk, slowly blinking, her eyelashes heavy and crusted with sleep, it occurred to Céline that despite there being no movement in the cabin, no motion, there was a sort of opposite occurrence, a deliberate tense stillness that centred itself at the back of the room, a definite not-moving. And it was from there that the smell was gently emanating.


Someone was at the back of the cabin, and they knew Céline was awake. They were trying to avoid detection.

Céline’s heart quickened. She tried to keep her breathing even. She knew, without question, that the ghost was just out of sight.

Noah was there.

She asked herself, What would Clarabella Clutterbuck do, and the answer arrived in her mind immediately. Clarabella would not be still. Clarabella would get up. Clarabella would try to figure things out.

Céline turned her head. Her hair scraped audibly against the plasticky surface of her sleeping bag. She’d been expecting him, but the sight still sent a jet of adrenalin rushing through her chest. The boy – Noah Klock – was crouched at the back wall, by their suitcases. And he had seen her, too. She registered the same terrified expression on his face.

‘Noah,’ Céline said softly, her tongue heavy and awkward. ‘I know who you are. What do you want?’

For one long moment nothing existed but his eyes and hers. Céline could see that Noah was scared, and confused.

‘Can I help?’ she tried. ‘Please?’

But Noah had already begun to flicker. He was transparent; Céline could see the wall behind him; he faded, and reappeared again; and within two seconds, he had completely vanished.

He was gone.

Céline lay back, her heart still pounding. The interaction had been so brief that she almost wondered whether it had happened at all. But it had. She’d seen the ghost a second time. And he wanted something.

She was surprised to find once again that she was not scared. It was difficult to be scared of someone who looked so scared themselves. And besides, he didn’t seem dangerous. Céline had read before of ghosts who gave off a kind of ominous radiance, ghosts whose malicious energy filled their unsuspecting victims with fear and dread, ghosts like Beauty Star the Foule in Big City Witch #19. But Céline felt no fear or dread when she looked at Noah. She only felt sympathy and curiosity and an urgent desire to help. Perhaps that was what his energy was trying to transmit: a cry for help.

I will help you, Noah, Céline decided. I will find out what happened. I will help you find peace.
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Michael was driving an ambulance through the pitch-black forest. He needed to get a student to hospital because they’d had some kind of terrible injury. He didn’t know what it was, but it was bad. Everything was blurry, and he had to squint hard to see where he was going in the dark; he’d forgotten his glasses, and trees loomed in and out of his vision. The ambulance was moving so fast that he could barely hold onto the steering wheel – they would crash at any moment – but then it suddenly slowed, the wheels spinning, and no matter how hard he pressed on the accelerator the ambulance would not speed up, as if it were pushing through a river of honey. He took his phone from his pocket and went to call for help, but he couldn’t get his fingers to touch the right keys. And the sirens kept blaring . . .

 

Michael opened his eyes. His alarm was ringing. He sat up and found his glasses, then grabbed his towel, still damp, from where it was hanging on the chair. He stepped outside and walked groggily to the door of Cabin Ten. Maggie had asked Michael to wake her up. He could hear snoring from several cabins away. He paused on her doorstep and noted with surprise that her snores were beautifully musical: with each exhale she sang a gentle note.

His knock on the door caused an immediate commotion. Maggie stopped snore-singing and started to choke, and then loudly cough. There was a gasp, a thud, and then a shrill grunt as she fell out of bed, hitting the floor so hard that the whole cabin shook. A few moments later the door peeled delicately open, revealing Maggie in slippers and a blue bathrobe.

‘Hey,’ she whispered throatily, one eye still shut against the pale light of morning. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘You asked me to get you up,’ he reminded her. The interior of her cabin looked as though it had suffered through a tornado. There were clothes and blankets everywhere, and the creepy doll she’d told him about was half-covered by a t-shirt.

‘What? I would never . . .’ She took a deep breath through her nose. ‘Okay, okay. I’m awake. I remember now. Shower before the kids get up. Michael’s idea. Very smart.’

‘Thank you,’ Michael said. ‘I’m the ideas man.’

Maggie took her towel and followed Michael towards the shower block. ‘I was dreaming,’ she said sleepily, ‘that one of the kids had snuck out of their cabin and was running up and down outside, and I was chasing them, but I could never quite catch up, or see who it was.’

‘Sounds stressful,’ he said, preferring to keep his own anxiety dream to himself. ‘Did you sleep well otherwise?’

‘Yeah. Kind of. I don’t know.’

Maggie stopped speaking to pick something from between her front teeth. Michael felt foolish that he’d been so scared of the light in the cabin. It was nothing: an automatic lamp, maybe, that turned off at the same time each night.

‘That light we saw last night,’ Maggie said slowly, ‘it was probably automatic. Or maybe one of the kids turned it on as a night-time prank.’

‘Oh.’ Michael was relieved. ‘Yeah! That’s just what I thought.’ He tried not to think about the presence he’d imagined pushing back against the door.

‘We were being silly-billies.’

‘Totally.’ Michael nodded so hard his glasses slipped halfway down his nose. ‘It could even have been an electricity issue. Or, you know, one of the kids could have Electricity Manipulation Power, and we don’t know yet.’


‘Ooh!’ Maggie said. ‘Of course! You know, I would never let something like this frighten me in the city. Something about being here . . . this camp . . . it sets me on edge. My bones feel jittery. I’m not normally so nervous.’

Michael said, ‘Me either,’ which wasn’t entirely true. ‘It’s a weird place.’

They both stopped, and grinned at each other. ‘Well,’ Michael said, ‘have a nice shower.’

‘I’ll try,’ said Maggie. ‘The water pressure’s so awful I can barely wash the soap off. I’ll meet you at breakfast.’
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Fionn sat down at the dining table.

‘You smell like a doughnut,’ said Teddy, throwing an arm around Fionn’s neck and fondly sniffing his head. ‘I never noticed before.’

‘It’s my shampoo,’ Fionn said shyly. ‘My mum makes it. There’s lavender oil in it, I think, and cinnamon.’

Fionn felt only half-present at the table. He had not slept well, and he blamed this on the loss of his pendant. He’d dreamt of footsteps; he’d imagined someone breathing against the cabin window; he’d wished hard for the ability to teleport home to his own bed. Now he sat, staring absently at the map of the camp, thinking: the sun is shining, I’m making friends, people are smiling, but this place is not good, it is wrong. I want to go home. His anxiety was flaring up and he felt so physically uncomfortable, so agitated, that he wanted to run away. He knew just what his mum would say, but the idea of telling a teacher how he was feeling seemed completely impossible.

Teddy, sitting beside Fionn, was ravenously hungry. He’d helped himself to three pieces of toast, a towering bowl of cereal and two bananas. He ate methodically, taking one bite of toast, one mouthful of cereal, and one bite of banana, round and round, so that Fionn felt dizzy just watching him. He picked up his own bowl of cereal and drank the dregs of milk. As he slurped up the last drop, the dining room began to echo with the sound of shrieking voices.

‘I know you took them! JUST ADMIT IT!’

Fionn and Teddy turned to see who was screeching. It was Yvette, who was so furious that her mouth and nose and eyebrows were all screwed up in the centre of her face.

‘I didn’t take anything,’ Charity said coolly, walking in behind her. ‘Calm down, Yvette. What would I do with your earrings?’

‘You hid them,’ Yvette said, practically shuddering with fury. ‘You took them and you hid them.’

Charity picked up a piece of dry toast and bit into it. ‘I didn’t take your earrings. Chill out.’

‘What’s going on here?’ Ms Malatesta put a soothing hand on Yvette’s shoulder.

‘Someone took my earrings out of my bag last night!’ Yvette slumped into the nearest chair and slammed her fists on the table. ‘They’re really precious to me and I wanted to wear them to our last dinner on Thursday night! Whoever took them better show the school value of RESPONSIBILITY and give them BACK!’

Céline said anxiously, ‘Wait, your earrings are gone?’

‘We didn’t take your earrings,’ said Halima. ‘We wouldn’t do that, Yvette!’

Everyone was staring, even Grandma Daizie.

Yvette looked about to say something else: then she gave a loud sniff, rested her forehead on her fists, and burst into tears.

‘Poor thing,’ Ms Malatesta said kindly, rubbing her back. ‘How about a banana?’

Yvette nodded into her hands, still sobbing. Everybody slowly went back to their breakfasts and the room filled with chatter again.

Charity sat down opposite Fionn and took off her glasses. ‘Yvette’s my friend, but I swear she can be so annoying.’

‘She’s probably tired,’ Fionn said sensibly, touching the place where his pendant used to be. He’d never seen Yvette blow up like that before. It didn’t help his anxiety.

A little cough came from behind them. Fionn and Teddy turned to see Yvette standing there in her pink boilersuit, soldier-like, her chin held high. She was looking directly at Charity. ‘Sorry for getting so angry,’ she said in a small solemn voice, her cheeks and lips still puffy from crying. ‘Ms Malatesta made me have some breakfast, and I guess my blood sugar was low because I feel way calmer now. I shouldn’t have raised my voice at you.’


‘That’s okay,’ Charity said. ‘Thanks. I’ll help you look for your earrings later, if you want.’

‘I’d like that,’ Yvette said gratefully. ‘Then you can study with me.’

‘Uh.’ Charity glanced sideways. ‘Um, maybe!’

Yvette was beaming now, and she put her hands on the boys’ shoulders. ‘You two are welcome to join us if you want!’

But Fionn was no longer listening. He noted the fact that his pendant was missing, and so were Yvette’s earrings; and then he was thinking of nothing. It was as if his brain were a bathtub and somebody had just pulled the plug out. Everything swirled away, and then something new grew and blossomed in the emptiness. Through all of this he could faintly hear Charity asking if he was all right, and feel Teddy’s friendly grip on his shoulder.

‘Are you back?’ Teddy asked.

‘Yeah,’ Fionn said, in a trembling voice. He still wasn’t used to the premonitions coming upon him so suddenly, nor so often. This was his third in three days.

‘And?’ Charity asked eagerly. ‘What did you see?’

Fionn stared straight ahead. The map came into sharp focus, and the little hand-drawn label above the forest almost seemed to be glowing.

‘The Hilltop Treehouse,’ he murmured. ‘The treehouse, and a really terrible feeling.’
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‘Happy Wednesday, peeps!’ said Aleesia. ‘Time for our first activity of the day! This one always gets campers excited. It’s a team challenge, and it’s going to get competitive!’

Michael looked over at the kids, who were lounging in groups on the grass. Céline, wearing a crochet hat, was sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with Halima. Both girls were staring at the camp instructor with strange looks in their eyes. And they weren’t the only ones: Fionn’s gaze was fixed on Aleesia, too. Michael didn’t blame them. Aleesia had lipstick on her teeth, and her hair had a bushy, slept-in quality. Maybe she’s sleeping as badly as I am, Michael thought. I wonder why.

‘Here’s what we’re doing,’ Aleesia continued. ‘We’re going on a treasure hunt!’


‘With real treasure?’ April wanted to know.

‘Well, no.’

‘It must be chocolate, then,’ Jig said.

‘Well – you’ll find out if you solve the riddles!’ Aleesia waved the two envelopes she was holding and pointed in turn to Fionn, Jig, Charity, Luca and April. ‘You five can go with Mr Berg. The rest of you,’ she pointed to the others, ‘can go with Ms Malatesta.’

Everyone stood up and shuffled towards their allocated teacher. ‘I feel funny,’ Luca said, touching Michael’s arm. ‘Do you think it’s my power?’

‘I don’t know,’ Michael said. Luca did look awfully pale.

‘Something’s happening,’ Luca said, suspiciously, squirming on the spot, and then he threw up all over his and Michael’s shoes.

Everyone groaned. Fionn stepped forward quickly to pat Luca’s back and then stepped away again, holding his nose. Michael, despite dealing with dozens of vomiting incidents in his teaching career, was momentarily frozen. On his shoes – he’d never even thrown up on his own shoes – and what if it was something contagious, and they all got sick? He glanced down briefly and saw a rainbow medley of partially digested jelly babies. It’s always the candy.

‘You both need to clean up,’ Maggie said. ‘Aleesia can take your group for the treasure hunt, Michael, and you can look after Luca.’

Michael lifted one foot off the ground and then the other. His new boots, already stained from the lake, would now be ruined. ‘Yep. Good idea,’ he said with resignation. ‘See you when you get back. Let’s go, Luca.’

He and Luca squelched their way to the bathrooms. Michael was grateful that he’d brushed up on First Aid. Alcohol-based hand sanitisers are not effective against the many viruses that cause gastro, he thought, as they lathered their hands at the sink. Washing with soap and water is a better method of preventing infection.

Michael waited patiently to see if Luca would throw up again, but after a few minutes Luca decided that he felt perfectly fine, and they both ventured outside.

‘I can probably join the group,’ Luca said, no longer pale. ‘I feel great, really. There was just something in me that needed to get out. Probably all the sugar.’ His eyes brightened. ‘Or my power, maybe –’

‘I doubt it –’

‘Imagine if my spew had been radioactive though, Mr Berg, and burned your feet off!’

Michael didn’t especially want to imagine this. ‘I think you should rest for a bit first, then see how you feel. Do you think you could drink something?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Luca said, waving his arms about, his pink fingernails glittering. ‘I could drink a bath of orange juice. A spa of squash. A pool of milk.’

Michael took Luca to the kitchen and set about preparing a recipe he remembered for a refreshing, stomach-soothing drink. This was one aspect of his power that he really enjoyed: he had a huge bank of recipes that he could draw upon at any time.


The kitchen was dirty, like the rest of the camp, and Michael had to restrain himself from thinking too intently about hygiene. There were pots and pans hanging from hooks along the ceiling, many of them blackened and stained from years of use. The bench was covered in crumbs, and there was an open jar of peanut butter in the sink, with a spoon sticking out. After some rummaging Michael found what he needed, and Luca kept up a running monologue as Michael cooked.

‘. . . and then what happened was the dragon swooped down from the sky and went to grab the guy, but the guy ducked and rolled away and the dragon hit the ground nose-first . . .’ Luca was opening and closing drawers and drumming a spatula along the bench.

‘What movie did you say this was?’ Michael asked, grating an apple into a pot and adding a teaspoon of sugar.

‘I don’t remember the name – anyway, the dragon gets up, and he’s really angry, and he’s snorting all this fire, and the guy is running across the field as fast as he can . . . hey look, it’s a letter . . .’

Luca was leaning over the bin, tugging on the corner of a piece of paper.

‘Out of the bin, buddy,’ Michael said, thinking of viruses again. He turned off the stove and tipped the apple mixture into a mug, and then topped it up with sparkling water. ‘Drink this.’

‘“Addressee: Arthur and Christabelle Klock,”’ Luca read. ‘“Your application to revoke this court order –” What’s revoke mean? “– has been refused . . .”’


‘That sounds private, Luca.’ Michael took the letter away. He was about to throw it back into the rubbish when he recognised the logo at the top of the page.

The letter had been sent from the Department of Power Abuse.

Before he could stop himself, Michael began to read the rest.


SECOND NOTICE OF REVOCATION REFUSAL

Addressee: Arthur and Christabelle Klock

Your application to revoke this Court Order has been refused by the Department Registrar. You will be required to attend



The rest of the letter was smudged with oatmeal and yellowy cereal milk. Michael scrunched it up and tossed it away, but the words continued to play through his mind. It probably means nothing, he reassured himself, and it’s definitely none of my business. Maybe Aleesia’s parents had received a speeding fine or a littering fine or had forgotten to pay their vehicle registration. Something normal.

Then the feeling of wrongness pierced him again, and his mouth became hard with worry. His mind went to Maggie. She’d know if it was bad, or she’d laugh at him for worrying too much, which would be annoying, but also reassuring. The idea of talking to Maggie suddenly felt urgent. He needed to know what she made of all this.

‘You feel better, Luca?’

‘Yeah,’ Luca said, his upper lip wet. ‘Much better.’

‘Good.’ Michael put his jacket back on. ‘Let’s go see what the others are up to.’
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Ms Malatesta read the first riddle aloud. ‘This says: Walk west to the place that has plenty of space. Does anyone have any idea what that means?’

Céline wasn’t listening. She was too busy being a detective with Halima.

‘You’re right, Aleesia was definitely acting strange,’ Halima whispered in her ear.

Céline agreed. ‘Keep an eye out. Try to remember everything.’

The events of the previous night felt completely unreal. Céline had seen the ghost in their cabin. And the ghost seemed to have taken Yvette’s earrings. She had not told anyone about her sighting; she was sure no-one would believe her. But if Halima and April helped her to figure out what had happened to Noah – well, then she would be able to unlock the mystery.

‘Anyone?’ Ms Malatesta asked in a very bored tone. ‘I’m not even sure which way is west. Maybe my phone has a compass.’


‘Like you would know,’ Teddy said meanly, and Ms Malatesta gave him a quizzical are you being rude to me sort of look, but he wasn’t talking to the teacher. ‘Oh, whatever, you’re brushing a kangaroo, blah blah blah – I’m over it, Shira! . . . I am . . . Telepathy Power is so annoying . . .’

‘West is that way, obviously,’ Yvette said, pointing away from the sun.

‘Thank you. Everyone look for a place that has space, or whatever the clue said.’ Ms Malatesta began to lead them through the camp.

‘There’s plenty of space here.’ Brandon spread out his arms as if to embrace the whole world. ‘But there’s also plenty of space in here.’ He pointed to his heart. ‘And here.’ He touched his head.

‘Uh-huh,’ Ms Malatesta said. ‘Any other ideas?’

‘I need the bathroom,’ said Yvette. ‘Can I go?’

‘Yes, Yvette,’ she said. ‘Meet us back here, and be quick.’

‘Would you get out of my brain, Shira – I’m trying to get out of your brain but you’re the one – no, YOU shut up!’ Teddy was yelling to himself.

‘Lord help me.’ Ms Malatesta rubbed her forehead. ‘I do not get paid enough for this. Does anyone see a spacious place?’

Céline gazed around. ‘Maybe the shed?’ she suggested. ‘It’s really big, and it’s right there.’

Ms Malatesta was relieved. ‘Good. Yes. Everyone search for an envelope, please!’

They began the hunt. The shed was packed. Céline could see canoes, three lawnmowers, and a collection of multicoloured hula hoops. They had to navigate very carefully around stacks of gardening tools and old timber.

Céline pretended to search for the envelope, but what she was really searching for was a clue that would tell her what Aleesia had done to Noah. Maybe she’d find another photograph – or a murder weapon . . .

‘The next riddle won’t be in there,’ Teddy said unhelpfully, appearing from behind a pile of flowerpots.

‘It might be.’ Céline continued to rifle through a box of seed packets. ‘Why don’t you look for it yourself?’

‘Because I don’t want to.’ Teddy leant against a rickety table. ‘This is extremely boring.’

‘You’re always bored.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You are.’

‘I’m not.’ He crossed his eyes. ‘This is even more boring than the second-grade sleepover.’

‘Okay, true. That was boring. But we did read sixteen editions of Big City Witch in a row. You pretended to be a witch for about a year after that.’

There was a short silence, and then Teddy said, ‘You still like that stuff, huh?’

‘You mean Big City Witch?’ Céline rolled her shoulders back.

‘Yeah, but I also mean, like, imagining stuff.’

Céline didn’t know how to reply. ‘I guess,’ she said eventually. ‘You used to like it.’

‘Yup,’ he agreed. ‘You and me, we were inseparable for all of primary school.’ Teddy scuffed the ground.


‘Yeah. And then you made new friends when we got to high school, and started ignoring me.’

Teddy’s eyes glanced around the shed and finally landed on Céline. ‘I’m too old to be playing imagination games. You’re too old for that kind of thing. We’re not in primary school any more. I don’t know. We’re just – different now.’

‘I don’t feel different,’ Céline said. ‘I liked things how they were. I liked pretending to be witches with you.’ The dust from the floor rose up as she traced a pattern with her shoe, and she sneezed very sadly.

Teddy looked upset. ‘I liked it, I really did. I just didn’t like it as much, you know?’ Then he said, ‘But I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have ignored you. Or tried to annoy you, or whatever. Sorry.’

Céline was overcome by a hot rush of embarrassment. Maybe, she thought, this is it, this is really it, we can be friends again. But then, as she watched, his expression shifted very quickly from contrite to excited.

‘You didn’t tell me you can grow a moustache!’

Céline rushed to hide her upper lip behind her hand, but that only made matters worse, because the skin of her right forearm had turned grey.

‘Why does your skin look like that?’ Teddy asked. ‘What can you turn into?’

Céline rubbed her arm. The changed skin felt like the seat of an old leather armchair, and there was a hard, circular patch on the back of her hand. Panic set in, and she stepped back.

‘Go away, Teddy!’


Instead, he leant forward and reached out to touch her face. ‘Gross!’

Céline swatted him away. ‘I’m not gross! You’re gross!’

‘I’m not the one with a weird moustache and an elephant-skin arm,’ he said, leaning over again. ‘Let me feel it.’

‘Well, at least – at least I don’t have ugly hair!’ She stepped backwards, knocking over a barrel of beanbags.

Teddy touched his head self-consciously. ‘It’s the humidity!’ he shouted. ‘I didn’t bring my gel!’

‘You’d need a bucket of gel to slick down that mess!’

‘Well – at least I don’t look like a creepy circus ringmaster! What are those shoes, Céline? Can’t you wear something normal?’

Céline gasped. She would tolerate insults about her moustache; she would tolerate insults about her arm; but she would not tolerate insults about her buckled brouges.

‘Yeah,’ Teddy went on, pretending to crack a whip, ‘this is you: “fetch the lions, where’s my top hat, somebody button my waistcoat –”’

‘Yeah?’ Céline felt a well of rage and hurt burst somewhere inside her. ‘Well, at least a possum didn’t pee all over my head in grade one! You got peed on and then you told everyone it was apple juice when really it was pee! And at the time I said it didn’t stink, but it stank! You stank of possum pee!’

Teddy stopped, and looked up. ‘You said you’d never tell anyone about that,’ he said. ‘You promised.’


Céline felt some of her rage dissipate, and realised everyone was staring.

‘See,’ said Teddy, ‘this is why we aren’t friends any more.’

‘Whoa!’ Halima tilted forward. ‘What’s happening to you?’

‘I don’t know.’ Céline’s eyes began to smart with tears, and she blinked them back.

‘You all need to search for the next riddle outside,’ Ms Malatesta said in her most commanding voice.

‘But –’

‘Off you go! Thank you!’

The barn emptied. Ms Malatesta said, ‘Now, Céline, listen. You went too far.’

‘I went too far,’ she agreed miserably.

‘He started it, but you went too far.’ Ms Malatesta crouched beside Céline to examine her arm. ‘Is this new?’

‘Yeah,’ Céline said. ‘The moustache has been happening for a while, though.’ Then she added, ‘It’s just so embarrassing.’

Céline wanted to kick something. Ms Malatesta was going to say, as the teachers always said in Me and My Power classes, that power problems were totally normal, and nothing to be ashamed of, and that they happened to everybody. But knowing that it happened to everybody didn’t change the fact that it was happening to her. She wasn’t like Halima or Teddy or Jig, who could be confident no matter what happened.

‘If I told you it’s not embarrassing, would you believe me?’ Ms Malatesta asked.


‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so. But it’s not, I really mean that. Now, two questions: at your age, can you control when or how your power arrives?’

‘No.’

‘Then is it worth worrying about?’

‘Not technically, I guess.’

Ms Malatesta leant forward and waved her hands around Céline’s head. ‘I’m taking all that worry,’ she said, in a witchy sort of way, ‘and I’m keeping it.’ She mimed putting it into her own head, and then called the others back inside. ‘Now please tell me that one of you has found the next riddle, because if you haven’t, I’m going to send you all to detention!’

‘Dennith Grange doesn’t have detentions,’ Halima said.

Teddy was clutching a torn envelope between his teeth. ‘It says: Walk north to the room where the food comes forth. I think that means the kitchen.’

‘Okay.’ Ms Malatesta cracked her neck. ‘Onwards to the kitchen we go, troops. Let’s finish this quickly so we can have free time.’
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‘You seriously aren’t going to help us?’ Charity asked for the second time.

‘That wouldn’t make any sense, silly. I wrote the riddles, so I know what they mean.’ Aleesia pretended to zip her lips closed. ‘I wasn’t even supposed to be taking your group around. It should be Mr Berg, but he’s with Luca. You need to figure it out on your own, kiddies!’

‘Whatever. I’ll read it again.’ Charity peered through her glasses at the note. ‘Walk east to the spot where it gets hot a lot. Which way is east?’

Fionn wasn’t listening. He was too busy trying to make sense of his jumbled thoughts. He knew that the number four was bad. So was the colour blue, and the treehouse, too. And Aleesia was involved somehow, based on what Brandon had said. She had to be.

She was hiding something.

He studied Aleesia very closely, trying to fit the puzzle pieces together. The camp instructor was wearing a slightly wrinkled t-shirt, and she had bags beneath her eyes. She didn’t look like the sort of person who would do something bad, but he knew he couldn’t go by looks. He needed facts.

‘HEY!’ Jig was yelling at a raven. ‘WHICH WAY IS EAST?’ Everyone paused to hear the answer: the bird gave an offended squawk and took off into the air. ‘Hmm,’ Jig said, after a few seconds of consideration. ‘I think she said it was this way,’ and they all set off after him across the lawn.

Then Fionn noticed something. April wasn’t as calm and collected as they normally were. In fact, like Fionn, April seemed to be focused on Aleesia instead of the activity. He caught April’s eye, and they shared a confused, questioning look.

‘Do you . . .’ April started to ask, pointing at him and then at Aleesia.

‘I . . .’ Fionn began, half-shaking his head and raising his eyebrows. ‘Do you . . .?’

‘Something hot!’ Charity said. ‘Maybe fire?’

‘The firepit!’ Jig exclaimed. ‘That gets hot a lot!’

He began to run, and so did Charity, but both Fionn and April hung back, falling into step beside Aleesia.

‘You kids don’t want to go find the next riddle?’ she asked.


Fionn didn’t want the clue. He wanted hard facts, to ease his troubled mind. He wanted to know that nothing bad was going to happen, and he felt himself gripped by an unfamiliar boldness.

‘I want to go to the Hilltop Treehouse,’ he said. ‘What happened to it?’

Aleesia nearly stumbled, but regained her composure quickly. ‘I told you already, Finn. It’s broken down. It isn’t safe.’

‘His name is Fionn,’ April said brutishly, like a scolding parent. ‘Fi-yun. What treehouse?’

‘Nothing. There was a treehouse but we don’t use it any more.’

‘I saw it on the map,’ Fionn explained to April, ‘in the dining room.’

April put their hands on their hips. ‘Was it your brother’s treehouse?’

‘My brother’s – what?’ This time Aleesia really did stumble. ‘Huh?’

‘I’m just asking if it was your brother’s treehouse,’ April said, sweetly this time.

‘You guys are being kind of nosy.’ Aleesia’s eyes flickered. ‘Yes, if you must know, it was my brother’s treehouse. What’s the big deal?’

‘It was your brother’s treehouse? So, what happened to your brother?’ April asked. ‘It doesn’t belong to him now?’

Fionn knew that any teacher subjected to questioning like this would calmly tell them to remember the school value of respect, and that some information was personal. But Aleesia wasn’t a teacher. She wasn’t even a very good camp instructor. She was cracking under the pressure.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Aleesia replied. ‘My brother’s gone.’

‘Where? Why?’

‘Ask my parents!’

‘We can’t,’ April pointed out. ‘They aren’t here.’

Aleesia looked as though she wanted to run in the opposite direction. ‘Listen, it’s not really any of your business . . .’

She was saved by a shout. ‘Found it!’ Charity was waving another envelope. ‘It was under a rock! It says, Walk south to the place where you use your mouth.’ She shrugged. ‘Does that mean talking?’

‘Maybe eating?’ Jig said. ‘What do you guys think?’

‘What?’ Fionn tore his eyes away from Aleesia.

‘The riddle, Fionn.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You could pay a little more attention,’ Charity said. She looked at April. ‘Are you going along with Céline’s idea? Is that why you’re distracted?’

‘What’s Céline’s idea?’ Fionn asked.

‘Well,’ April replied, eyeballing him, ‘what’s your idea?’

Fionn didn’t have an idea, not really, just three baffling premonitions and an overwhelming bad feeling; he didn’t know how to voice it all out loud. ‘I don’t know,’ he said hopelessly.

‘Hang on,’ April said, ‘where did Aleesia go?’


They all looked around, except for Jig, who was asking a sparrow which way was south. Fionn spotted Aleesia a few yards away. She was talking into her phone, her back hunched.

‘Come on,’ April said, grabbing his arm tightly, and before Fionn knew what was happening they were both creeping in Aleesia’s direction.

‘Maybe this way is south,’ April said loudly. ‘What do you think, Fionn?’

‘Um,’ he said, and then, catching on, added in an equally loud voice: ‘Yes, I think this could be it.’

They were closer to Aleesia now, who had not noticed them. They pretended to be looking intently for something on the ground, and her voice grew slowly more distinct.

‘. . . I didn’t want to do this,’ she was whining. ‘You’re the ones who made me . . .’

Fionn felt his shoulders shiver. What had Aleesia done, he wondered, and who had made her do it?

They both crept closer, kicking up leaves with their feet.

‘. . . it hasn’t been easy, Mum . . . Yeah, it’s really hard! Please!’ She stopped, then said, ‘Ugh, fine, but you owe me.’

Aleesia hung up with a grunt of annoyance, and then noticed that Fionn and April were nearby. She gave them a mistrustful look and tucked her phone back into her utility belt.

‘This isn’t it,’ April said in a bright tone, surveying their surroundings. ‘I don’t think this is south.’


‘No,’ Fionn agreed, ‘let’s go see what the others think.’

They both ran back towards the firepit.

‘Now that you two are done spying or whatever, I can tell you that we think the riddle means the dining room,’ Charity said. ‘Let’s go.’

Fionn saw that Ms Malatesta’s group were also approaching the dining room, but from the other direction.

‘We’ve got to beat them!’ Jig said. ‘Come on!’

He broke into a run, and Fionn reluctantly followed. The other group began to run, too: then they all arrived at once, jostling outside the dining room door.

‘I was here first,’ Halima said, trying to elbow Jig out of the way. ‘Not you –’

‘I was so –’

‘You were not – OUCH –’

Her hands spurted fire and everyone stepped back. ‘Oops,’ she said evilly. ‘That was an accident.’

They managed to get the door open. Everyone spilled inside and began to hunt for the next clue.

Fionn, keeping out of the fray, paused on the threshold, thinking over Aleesia’s conversation and noting that she was nowhere to be seen. Then he spotted Mr Berg hurrying around the corner of the building with Luca in tow.

‘Hey,’ Mr Berg said to Ms Malatesta. ‘I was looking for you.’

‘Well, here we are!’ She sounded cranky. ‘Enjoying yet another fun and well-planned Camp Buttress activity.’


She looked at Luca, who had picked up a stick and was tapping a mad rhythm against the wall. ‘He’s looking better. Stai bene, Luca?’

‘Sì, sì, sto benissimo,’ Luca replied. ‘Hey, Ms Malatesta, does your name mean sick-head in Italian?’

‘More like bad-head,’ Ms Malatesta replied. ‘It’s a noble name, actually.’

‘Luca? Ah,’ Mr Berg said distractedly. ‘He’s fine. Can I talk to you about something quickly?’

‘It’ll have to wait, Michael, it sounds like the kids are destroying everything in here.’

Fionn slipped through the door into the dining room and the teachers soon followed. Teddy was commando-crawling under the tables. Jig and Charity were lifting up all the benches, checking for envelopes, and then dropping them down again with a loud thunk. He heard a series of tinkly crashes coming from the kitchen; it sounded as though someone was ransacking the cutlery drawers.

‘My goodness,’ Ms Malatesta said, in a disgusted tone. ‘Quiet, please!’

She could barely be heard above the ruckus.

‘Well, here goes. STUDENTS!’

Her voice rang out like a church bell, and everyone stood still. Céline and Halima emerged sheepishly from the kitchen.

‘Thank you, that’s better.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Everyone needs to start treating this place with respect. Mr Berg and I expect that this room will look just as tidy, if not tidier, once you’re done searching for the clue. Understood?’

There was a second of silence. ‘Yeah,’ Céline said. ‘I found it, by the way. It was in the oven.’

‘In the oven? Does she want this place to be torn apart?’ Ms Malatesta said to Mr Berg. ‘Okay, good. Will you read it out?’

Everyone gathered around.

Céline ripped the envelope open and read the note aloud. ‘Congratulations, your team has won . . . tonight’s dinner duty.’

The room filled with groans, and everyone began to talk at once.

‘Hush, please,’ Mr Berg said. ‘Good job, Ms Malatesta’s group, you’ll be on dinner duty. That’s Céline, Teddy, Halima, Brandon and – where’s Yvette?’ He quickly did a headcount. ‘Seven, eight, nine . . . where is she?’

‘Oh.’ Ms Malatesta looked suddenly startled. ‘That’s right. She went to the bathroom a while ago.’

‘A while ago? Without a partner?’

‘Do they really need partners, though? They’re in high school,’ Ms Malatesta said crossly. ‘She probably doesn’t know where we are by now. But she’ll be around here somewhere.’

There was a footstep in the doorway. Fionn turned. There was Yvette, her hands tucked neatly into her pockets. He was immediately struck by the feeling that she was different, somehow. It wasn’t her clothes or her hair or even her expression; it was the way she was walking with soft dreamy steps, as though her shoes were clouds.

‘Hello,’ she said, in a very pleasant way. ‘I couldn’t find you. I was walking all around the camp. Then I heard Ms Malatesta yell.’

‘I didn’t yell,’ the teacher said defensively. ‘I simply raised my voice. Anyway.’ She took another deep breath. ‘How about we all have some lunch?’
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Michael was grateful that the afternoon’s activity was indoors. A large blister on his left pinkie-toe was threatening to pop. He was sick of the outdoors. No more walking. No more water. No more activities. He was sick of it all.

The kids were having craft time. Teddy, sitting closest, was making some kind of hat out of pipe cleaners and feathers. Michael briefly worried that Teddy had glued the hat to his own hair, but found that he was too tired to care. He could see that Halima, Céline and April were whispering furiously at one end of the fold-out table, not doing any craft at all, and he didn’t care about that either. He didn’t care about anything, really, except the letter he’d seen in the bin, and also the tiny fact that Maggie hadn’t said one word to him since the treasure hunt.

She was curled up at the opposite end of the couch. It felt as though there was an invisible barrier between them, and Michael was scared to break through it. He hated confrontation. But it needed to be done.

‘Hey,’ he said, with a weak little cough, ‘can I chat to you about something?’

Maggie shifted slightly and looked his way. ‘Oh – oh yeah. I forgot you asked me before.’ She looked down again, and Michael realised that she was just as tired as he was. Then they both started speaking at the same time.

‘I’m sorry –’

‘I’m sorry – no, I really am –’

They both stopped, embarrassed, and then started again.

Maggie said, ‘I shouldn’t have lost track of Yvette,’ and Michael said, ‘I shouldn’t have left you with nine kids.’

There was a brief silence. ‘I told you to go with Luca,’ Maggie said, looking anywhere but at him.

‘You did,’ Michael said, his cheeks growing warm. ‘But Aleesia should’ve been helping you, and she wasn’t at all.’

‘I know! Aleesia just wandered off on her phone. What was she doing? I mean, what is she ever doing . . . what did you want to tell me, Mike?’

Michael readied himself for mockery. ‘So – and it’s probably nothing, by the way – but Luca found a letter in the kitchen. In the bin, actually.’

‘Gross. What did it say?’

He recounted the contents of the letter, and waited for Maggie to tell him that it was nothing, that he shouldn’t worry so easily, that he was being silly. But she didn’t. She crossed and uncrossed her legs, then slid over right next to him.
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‘That’s not good,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s really not.’

‘That’s what I thought.’ Michael rubbed his chin, his stomach beginning to churn with nerves. ‘What do you think we should do?’

‘It’s time to text Principal Wallace,’ she said decisively. ‘He needs to know that Arthur and Christabelle Klock aren’t here, and that there seems to be trouble afoot. That way if we all get murdered there’ll be some record.’ The expression on her face told him she was only half-joking.

Michael picked up his phone and opened up his messages, the screen glitching yellow and red. The last text he’d sent to Principal Wallace was a photo of the kids at the giant swing. The principal’s reply was a series of cheerful emojis. ‘Okay,’ Michael thought aloud, ‘how will I start this . . .? “Hey Emmanuel, just FYI, it seems like the Klocks are in trouble with the Department of Power Abuse . . .” No, I’ll just say DPA, keep it casual –’

‘Stop.’ Maggie clutched his arm with her stubby, calloused fingers.

‘What?’

‘Go back to the photo you sent him,’ she said urgently. ‘Quick!’

Michael pulled the photo into view. The backs of the kids’ heads were bright against the dull autumn sky.

‘. . . Four, five, six . . .’ Maggie counted, ‘. . . nine, ten . . .’ She pointed to a blurry head half-hidden behind a tree. ‘. . . eleven.’


It took Michael a moment to understand what she was seeing because the screen was glitching so much. He pointed at the picture, too, and tapped each head one by one. He’d done enough headcounts in his life to know that something was terribly wrong.

‘There are eleven kids in this picture, Michael,’ said Maggie.

They looked at one another.

‘That’s one more than there should be.’
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The teachers were deep in conversation, and Aleesia had left the room.

‘Now’s a good time,’ Céline said cunningly. ‘Come with me.’

She led April and Halima from the craft table over to the bookshelf. Bending down, she retrieved the family photo from its hiding place and held it up. ‘See? That’s Noah.’

They all gazed at Aleesia’s brother. Céline hadn’t misremembered – it was him, the ghost she’d seen overnight, and in the forest. She felt the same urgency deep within her chest. Noah needs my help, she thought. And there are only two more days of camp.

‘Wow,’ said Halima.


‘I like his black turtleneck,’ April said, holding the photo close to their eyes. ‘Looks like he could be in a band.’

‘Or a play.’ Halima tugged the photo towards herself. ‘He’s cute.’

Céline didn’t think ‘cute’ was the right word. He wasn’t cute: he was full of poetry and secrets and sadness.

He was deep.

And he was dead.

‘You really think Aleesia killed him?’ April asked. April had told Halima and Céline about the overheard phone call during the treasure hunt. ‘Aleesia was talking to her mum. Maybe her parents made her do something.’ April’s face grew serious. ‘Made her do murder –’

‘Shhh!’ Céline winced. ‘Don’t be so loud. We don’t want the others to hear.’ She was grateful for the awful music Mr Berg was playing, which disguised their voices. She hadn’t even thought about Aleesia’s parents. This is why detectives need assistants, she thought. They ask the right questions. Where were Aleesia’s Mum and Dad?

‘But why would the parents want their own son dead?’ Halima hugged herself. ‘That’s so wrong.’

‘All I know,’ April said, ‘is that Aleesia said that she didn’t want to “do it again”. Just imagine . . . what if her parents are telling her to murder one of us next?’

Céline felt her blood slow and freeze. It had never crossed her mind that they were in danger, too. She’d been imagining that Aleesia murdered Noah for personal reasons. But what if the truth was that Aleesia and her parents were serial killers? Poor Noah, poor noble, virtuous Noah, had tried to stop them . . .

Céline’s imagination roller-coaster took off again.

What if Aleesia was a serial killer?

And what if Céline uncovered the whole thing?

What if she managed to capture Aleesia somehow – just as Aleesia was about to murder Teddy, probably – and restrain her in a chair, like Clarabella Clutterbuck had done to Orange McGee in Big City Witch #21? Then Céline would stride back and forth, hands clasped behind her back, and say, ‘So, Aleesia Klock, you’ve been murdering, have you?’

Aleesia would deny it, but Céline would silence her with a wave of the hand. ‘I know everything,’ she would say, ‘and I’ve already called for back-up. You can’t wriggle your way out of this one, lady.’

‘But Céline,’ Ms Malatesta would say – because of course she was there, and Mr Berg, and all the others – ‘I know you are the smartest kid in the entire school, and talented to boot, but Aleesia did not murder anyone. That’s a weird idea.’

Then Céline would say, ‘Oh yeah? Well, how do you explain this?’ and she would hold up some piece of damning evidence –

But what?

‘Evidence,’ she whispered. ‘That’s what we need.’

Charity stood up and made her way over to them, shedding blue glitter as she went. ‘What are you guys doing?’


Halima and April hurriedly filled her in. Céline kept poring over the bookshelf. Maybe there was something else here – something that would point them in the right direction. A diary maybe, or a family tree . . .

‘This is getting strange,’ Charity said. ‘I think you should stop now. Nobody murdered anyone.’

‘Then what happened to Noah?’ April demanded.

‘Who?’

‘Aleesia’s brother!’

‘Maybe he just died,’ Charity said. ‘People do die, you know.’

‘Uh, well, what were Aleesia’s parents making her do, then?’ April said, less confidently.

‘Run the camp while they’re away, I’m guessing.’

‘Maybe.’ April sounded unsure now. ‘I don’t know . . .’

‘There’s definitely something suspicious going on.’ Halima stood firm. ‘I’m going to keep investigating.’

Céline, confident in the knowledge that she’d seen Noah’s ghost, continued to rummage through the bookshelf, but she found nothing.

It was evidence she wanted, and she was prepared to look for it.

She was prepared to break the rules.

‘I’m going to the bathroom,’ she said, in a way that made it clear she was not going to the bathroom. ‘Would anyone like to come?’

‘I will,’ Halima said at once.

‘Thanks.’ Then she said, ‘Ms M, we’re going to the toilet!’


Céline noticed a flash of worry on Ms Malatesta’s face. ‘With a partner?’

Céline pointed to Halima.

‘Good,’ said the teacher, ‘but if you’re not back within ten minutes I’m going to hunt you down.’

The girls scurried out the door and into the yard. Céline felt elation at finally taking charge of the mystery. She would obey the rules no longer. She was a detective. She was going to do some sneaking.

‘Where are we really going?’ asked Halima.

‘We’re hunting for evidence,’ Céline said. ‘Let’s look around.’

They began to prowl down the side of the dining room. It was like a game of hide-and-seek in the dark, except better. Céline was tingling all over with the thrill of it. It was way more fun than actual camp.

‘Just keep an eye out for any clues,’ she instructed. ‘Anything that proves Aleesia did something.’

They made their way behind the shed. Céline realised that Aleesia’s house was in view. If there was evidence, it would be there, surely. She began to walk towards it, heart pounding. Halima grabbed her hand, and Céline squeezed it back. Clarabella Clutterbuck and her trusty sidekick Yelena Applecross, she thought cheerfully, solving a mystery yet again.

Aleesia’s house was essentially a large cabin, but it was in better condition than the rest of the camp. There were flowers blooming in the surrounding garden, and the windowpanes were clean. The front door, painted a shiny black, bore a large sign that said Klock House in delicate curly writing.

‘We only have a few more minutes,’ Halima whispered. ‘Let’s get closer!’

They arrived at the garden gate and crouched down. Céline could see nothing suspicious. The yard dipped down into a small valley behind the house, stopping at the forest’s edge. Céline and Halima continued along the fence line. What would they see, Céline wondered, what clue, what evidence; blood or a bone or a makeshift graveyard –

And then they both pulled up short.

Céline’s heart quickened.

‘Let’s go,’ Halima begged immediately. ‘I’m scared.’

She began to run back, yelling over her shoulder for Céline to follow.

Céline wanted to run, too, but she couldn’t move, because at the bottom of the garden there really was a graveyard, and the closest gravestone was inscribed with the name Daizie Klock, and below that were the words Beloved mother and grandmother.
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‘I’ve figured it out,’ Maggie said to Michael. She set her bowl on the table with a clatter, soup slopping over the sides. ‘I’ve got it. We don’t know what Luca or Brandon’s powers are yet. One of them must be able to duplicate, so there’s two of themselves. And they haven’t noticed yet. Or they haven’t told us. That must be why there was an extra kid in that photo. We would’ve noticed a kid who wasn’t one of our own.’

A mouthful of soup stuck momentarily in Michael’s throat. ‘Yes,’ he said, choking it down, his mood lightening immediately. ‘Yeah, of course. I should have thought of that. Duplication Power!’ He checked his phone again. He’d texted the principal about the letter from the Department of Power Abuse, but it hadn’t gone through. His waterlogged phone seemed to be rapidly losing function.

‘Hey,’ he said to Maggie, ‘could you text Wallace about the . . .’ he lowered his voice ‘. . . about the DPA letter and everything? My phone’s not working, my messages won’t send.’

‘I don’t think I can, actually.’ Maggie pulled out her own phone. ‘I’m with Speedboat Plus. I don’t get any reception here. See?’ She unlocked her phone and showed him. Her background was a photograph of two cats. ‘What’s your number, by the way?’

Michael blinked.

‘We should have each other’s numbers,’ Maggie said, then added, ‘for work-related reasons, obviously.’

Michael blinked again. ‘True. Of course. I mean, if I ever had to call you about –’

‘Yeah, or send me important – you know –’

‘Work stuff –’

‘Teaching memes –’

‘Meetings, um –’

‘Books – stuff about books –’


‘Exactly. An oversight, really, that we haven’t – here.’ He gave Maggie his number, then said, ‘Back in a moment, I’m going to have seconds. That barely touched the sides.’

The winning treasure-hunt team was on dinner duty. Teddy was slicing the bread, which was stale, and icy in the middle from the freezer. Yvette was organising and re-organising the sauces, Halima was in charge of the salt and pepper, Brandon was doing something odd with a fork and a lima bean, and Céline was serving the soup, which was, if Michael had to judge, about ninety per cent water.

Brandon asked, ‘What are you smiling about, Mr Berg?’

Michael stopped smiling. ‘I’m not,’ he said, shaking his head. He pursed his lips, looked at his broken watch, touched his chin, then said, in a voice that was a touch higher than normal, ‘Yoo-hoo, earth to Céline, can I have some more food, please?’

‘Oh, Mr B.’ Céline spoke as if awakening from a dream. ‘I need to tell you something important.’

‘Don’t, seriously!’ Halima’s words came out loud and griping. ‘You need to stop, you’re making people upset.’

‘I’m not doing anything,’ Céline said. ‘I’m telling him the truth –’

‘No, you’re not! It’s all in your imagination!’ Halima put down the jug of water. ‘It’s like Charity said. It was fun at first, but I don’t like it any more. I’m getting scared, and I don’t want to be scared. Camp is supposed to be fun, Céline.’


‘Hold it there, Halima.’ Michael held up both hands in a gesture of peace. He had no idea what was going on. ‘Let’s all take a moment to calm down. What is it that you want to tell me?’

Céline glanced at Halima regretfully before continuing. ‘I have to tell you something, Mr B.’ She inhaled, as if to steel herself. ‘Grandma Daizie is dead. And Aleesia’s brother Noah is dead, too. They’ve been murdered.’

Her words ran through the group like a shock wave, and the other kids erupted with exclamations of disbelief.

‘Come on, Céline,’ said Teddy. ‘You need to stop imagining stuff.’ He waited a moment to add, in a polite tone, ‘No offence.’

Céline looked as though she’d suffered a punch to the chest. Her face paled, and she exhaled loudly through her nose. ‘I don’t – I’m not – I saw proof! I’m serious! Grandma Daizie is dead and so is Noah! I saw his ghost! Twice, Mr B! Twice!’

Michael shivered. He looked at the few chunks of potato floating in his greasy soup. The light in that cabin, he thought reluctantly. The eleventh child . . .

Yvette put all the condiments and sauces in a straight line and dusted off her hands. ‘That’s better! Céline, you silly thing, I can actually promise you that Grandma Daizie isn’t dead. You’re being weird.’

This was the final blow. Céline’s eyes brimmed with tears. ‘I’m not being weird,’ she said. Then, in a fit of inspiration, she turned to Grandma Daizie and said, ‘Tell them! You’re dead, aren’t you?’


The old woman looked up, eyes glittering, a pile of dirty dishes in her hands. The hair on the back of Michael’s neck stood up again. There was something – something wrong . . .

‘Please,’ Céline said, ‘you don’t need to speak, just nod once if you’re dead.’

Grandma Daizie very gently, almost sorrowfully, shook her head.

Michael hadn’t realised he’d been holding his breath. He relaxed his chest and felt suddenly angry. All this nonsense – they were on school camp, they needed to be sensible. ‘Grandma Daizie isn’t dead,’ he said, in a voice that was quiet but still harsher than he intended. ‘You owe her a huge apology. Your behaviour is completely at odds with our Core School Values.’

‘But I saw her gravestone,’ Céline said.

Michael wanted to roll his eyes. This could be one of Céline’s own stories from Writing Club. ‘Where?’

Céline looked sheepish. ‘Inthegurn,’ she muttered softly, staring at the floor.

‘Where, exactly?’

‘In the garden,’ she said, louder this time. ‘In the Klocks’ garden.’

‘And who gave you permission to go there?’

‘Nobody. But –’

‘Right. Well, we have a bigger problem on our hands, then. A problem of following the Core School Values.’

There was a long lull, where the only sound that could be heard was the scraping of Grandma Daizie’s slippers as she left the room.


Then Yvette said cheerfully, ‘Not quite the right syntax, there, Mr Berg. A more accurate structure would be: “The biggest problem is your commitment, or lack thereof, to the Core School Values”.’ Ignoring his glare, she smiled, and said, ‘You’re welcome. Sauce, anybody?’
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Fionn crawled into bed. The scene in the dining room had frightened him, and sleep felt very far away.

Why did Céline think Grandma Daizie was dead – and why weren’t the teachers listening to her?

‘Remember to take a partner if you have to go to the bathroom overnight,’ said Mr Berg. ‘Sleep well. You need a big rest. Wait, where’s April?’

‘Sleeping in the other cabin,’ said Teddy. ‘Said they were sick of my sleep-talking.’

Mr Berg flicked off the light and closed the door behind him. The other boys fell asleep quickly. Jig was snoring, and Teddy was mumbling about lizards.

Fionn, wide awake, buried his face in his pillow. His mind was a rowboat in a sea storm, besieged by wave after wave of upsetting thoughts. He’d heard Aleesia on the phone, but what had she meant? What did any of it mean? Was something bad going to happen? The apprehension that was creeping through his veins said yes, something bad would happen, but he had no evidence, nothing at all, except his premonitions.

He was sure he’d never sleep – his brain was so busy – but he was so terribly tired. He found himself drifting into a hectic, half-awake dream.

He was running through the forest, leaves crunching underfoot. He knew he was headed for the treehouse, but he couldn’t see where he was going. Branches scratched his face. Owls hooted overheard, and a howling cry could be heard in the distance. And there was another noise as well: a voice, deep and creeping, telling him to stay away, to forget. Fionn wanted to forget, but his legs had other ideas. He kept running, but the treehouse was always around the next corner . . .

 

Fionn opened his eyes. The curtains were open to let in some light, and the moon glimmered in the distance. His heart was hammering so hard he was sure everyone could hear. Fionn desperately wanted to go back to sleep, but he was wide awake, the waves of fear growing ever stronger. He would sink, soon, into a pit of anxiety. He wished he could talk to his mum in his mind, the way that Teddy could talk to Shira. Mum would know whether Fionn’s premonitions meant anything. She would know what to do.


Then Fionn remembered that there was someone else he could talk to, someone who seemed to know what was going on. Someone who would listen to him without judgement.

‘Hey, Brandon,’ he whispered. ‘Are you awake?’

There was no response. Brandon’s breathing was smooth and steady.

‘I’m awake,’ called a sleepy voice. It was Teddy, in the opposite bunk. He turned on his flashlight and sat up. ‘You okay?’

‘Yeah,’ Fionn said uncertainly. He wasn’t sure where to begin. What if Teddy thought that Fionn was imagining things, like Céline?

The bunk above Fionn began to wobble. ‘S’going on?’ said Luca.

‘What’s all this talking about?’ Jig wriggled into a seated position. ‘Someone need to poop?’

‘It’s Fionn,’ Teddy said. ‘Come on, Fionn, what’s up? Did you have another premonition? Are you all right?’

‘Well, no. Sort of.’

‘Tell us.’

‘Wait,’ Jig said, ‘let’s wake up Brandon, we don’t want to leave him out.’

Jig jumped out of bed and shook Brandon’s shoulder until the boy took a deep, shuddering breath and rolled over.

‘I was floating through the astral plane,’ Brandon said, lifting up his eye mask, ‘and I was wearing a pair of the most dazzling cowboy boots . . .’ He checked his feet under his blanket. ‘No. Shame.’


Jig hushed him and nodded to Fionn.

Fionn decided to tell them everything.

‘It just feels like something bad is going on,’ he began. ‘Aleesia’s keeping secrets.’ Fionn told them about the overheard phone call. ‘And April mentioned that Aleesia has a brother, and it sounds like he’s missing, and this all involves the treehouse somehow. It seems like something strange is happening here, and I don’t like it.’

‘I don’t like it either,’ Jig said. ‘Creepy. That stuff Céline was saying . . .’

‘Brandon’s noticed something, too. Right, Brandon?’

‘You know I have, Fionn.’ Brandon, still lying down, put his hands behind his head. ‘I see it, my brother. That woman is hiding something. She’s pulling a veil over our eyes, obscuring the truth.’ He sighed. ‘I see it all, and I don’t like it.’

‘What exactly is your power?’ Luca asked gingerly.

‘I see it,’ was all Brandon would say. ‘I see it and I feel it. Every organ in my body is attuned to the truth.’

Jig asked Fionn what his premonitions had been so far.

‘The number four, the colour blue, and the treehouse,’ Fionn recited.

‘And something bad,’ Luca added.

In the resulting quiet, the cabin seemed to swell with a horrific, frightening feeling, as though the very air was humming and alive. Everyone was wide awake now, the whites of their eyes shining in the dim light.


‘Mr Berg’s cabin door is red. Ours is pink,’ Teddy said, gesturing with his hands as though counting along the doors. ‘The door of Cabin Three is purple. It’s a rainbow. That means –’

‘Cabin Four,’ Fionn said weakly. ‘It’s blue.’

They all stared at each other.

‘The truth, my man.’ Brandon sat up. ‘The pieces of this mystical puzzle are falling into place.’
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It was another cold night, and the thin walls of the cabin did little to keep out the chill. Céline, wrapped in a jacket and an extra blanket, was staring at a tattered copy of Big City Witch.

‘I really did see the gravestone,’ she said violently, under her breath.

‘Okay!’ yelled April, Halima and Charity at once.

‘You don’t need to say it a hundred times,’ Charity added.

‘I’ll even show you the grave –’

‘We’re not saying we don’t believe you, it’s just that you could have read it wrong,’ April said. ‘Or there’s more than one Daizie in their family.’

‘I know what I saw.’ Céline frowned and pushed her diary to one side. Nobody knew what she knew, that Grandma Daizie was a ghost, and Noah was a ghost, and they’d both been murdered by Aleesia. One day I’ll write a book about all this, she thought spitefully, and make millions, and then they’ll be sorry. They’d regret the day they ever doubted her. They’d probably regret the day they were ever born. They’d see her face on billboards all over the city, and turn to weep on the shoulders of their ugly little spouses, saying, ‘I knew that girl once, I knew her, and I didn’t believe her . . .’

April, Halima and Charity were playing a game of go fish. They had not asked Céline to join in.

Yvette was digging through her bag. She pulled out a fleece jacket and put it on.

April asked, ‘Are you going to wear that to bed?’

‘Mmm,’ said Yvette, clearly not listening.

‘Now who’s the one being weird?’ Céline said bitterly.

Halima replied, ‘Yvette’s being weird, but you’re definitely weirder. Do you have a seahorse, Charity?’

‘Oh – yeah? Well – what you say is what you actually mean to say – to yourself,’ Céline faltered.

‘By the way,’ Yvette said, oblivious to the tension between the others, ‘I did find my earrings.’

‘Earrings shmearrings,’ Céline said.

‘Go fish.’ Charity looked at Yvette. ‘So, we didn’t steal your earrings after all?’

‘Oh, no.’ Yvette climbed into bed fully clothed and turning to stare attentively at the ceiling. ‘It turns out you didn’t.’

There was a knock at the door, and Ms Malatesta came in. ‘Time for lights out, kids.’

Ms Malatesta came over and perched herself on the end of Céline’s bed. Céline closed her eyes tight, waiting for Ms Malatesta to tell her off.


‘Big day, huh?’

‘I guess.’ Céline opened one eye and tightened the sleeping bag over her chin. ‘Kind of.’

‘A development in your power, accusing Grandma Daizie of being dead . . . definitely a big day. How are you?’

Céline didn’t know how to say that her head was a soup of feelings: there was guilt, and shame, and a strong sense of injustice, all swilling around in big meaty chunks. And there was loneliness in there, too, months of it, prickling just behind her eyes. She’d had one day of friendship and then it had all gone wrong.

‘I’m fine,’ she said.

‘Sleep well.’ Ms Malatesta patted her foot. ‘Things will look better tomorrow. Goodnight, everyone, and remember that if you need the bathroom during the night you have to take a partner.’

Everyone drifted off to sleep. Céline’s mind wandered. She imagined herself being presented with an award for Best Tween Detective Work. Mr Berg would cry, and say, ‘Céline, I am so sorry I did not believe you. You are so smart and brave . . .’

 

Céline was woken from a deep sleep by a series of taps, which were followed by a scuffling sound. She lifted her arm and checked her watch: it was 4:59 am, still too early to be up. She turned over to see Yvette pulling on her sneakers in the dark.


‘Where are you going?’ she whispered, her mouth dry.

‘The bathroom,’ Yvette whispered back. ‘Go to sleep.’

‘But you need a partner. Your torch . . .’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Yvette said, holding a finger to her lips, and then she turned the door handle and disappeared into the gloom.

Céline lay on her back and scratched her ear. Her mind was waking up slowly. Yvette shouldn’t be out by herself, she realised, not with Aleesia on the loose. And what if Yvette saw the ghost . . . She decided to stay awake and wait for her to come back. One minute passed, and then two; and then Céline fell asleep again, her mouth wide open.

She woke suddenly, knowing she’d forgotten something, and checked her watch again.

It was 6.02 am.

‘Over an hour,’ she whispered aloud. She looked at Yvette’s bunk.

It was still empty.

‘Over an hour . . . you guys!’

Halima and April both grunted.

‘Not going to the bathroom with you,’ Charity said sleepily.

‘I’m serious, you guys, wake up! Wake up!’ She leapt out of bed and found her socks. ‘We’ve got to go!’

‘What are you shouting for?’ Halima said. ‘We’re trying to sleep here!’
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‘It’s Yvette.’ Céline was moving so fast she was breathless. ‘She went to the bathroom an hour ago and she hasn’t come back.’

Nobody got up.

‘This is one of your imaginary games,’ Charity said. ‘Go to bed.’

The loneliness inside Céline felt like water gushing from a broken pipe. It was leaking everywhere. ‘You know what,’ she said hotly, ‘I don’t care if you think I’m making it up. I’m not. I like imagining things, that’s true, but Yvette isn’t here, and she went to sleep in her clothes last night, which if you ask me is a little bit weird. So, excuse me for being worried, okay? Excuse me for caring.’

Three faces turned towards her. April got up first, and pulled back Yvette’s covers, saying, ‘Céline’s right. Yvette’s not here.’

Halima leant over. ‘What happened?’

‘I woke up,’ Céline explained, still hot, ‘and Yvette was pulling on her shoes, and I checked my watch and she said she didn’t need a partner for the bathroom and then she left and now she’s been gone for an hour.’

‘She’s probably fine,’ Charity said sensibly, resting her head on one hand. ‘Maybe she’s washing her hair or something. There’s nothing to worry about.’

‘I don’t know.’ Halima glided over the side of her bunk and landed silently on the floor. ‘We should tell the teacher that Yvette’s not here. But she hasn’t been murdered.’ She shot a warning look at Céline. ‘We’re just being responsible because Yvette shouldn’t be out without a partner.’

‘Yes,’ Céline said, with a glint in her eye. ‘Come on, everybody. Let’s go wake up Ms Malatesta.’











[image: image]




[image: image]

The knock on the door sent Michael flying out from beneath the covers. He paused, just for a second, to consider how tense and stressed he must be, to wake up and instantly leap out of bed like an Olympic hurdler. Then he opened the door, expecting to hear that someone had burned down their cabin or exploded the bathroom block or shapeshifted into a blue whale. He was ready for anything.

‘We need to chat,’ Maggie said. ‘Can I come in?’

Michael rubbed his knuckles against his head. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Yes and no.’

He stepped aside to let Maggie through. She sat down on the left bunk and started talking at full speed.


‘So I tried to sleep but I couldn’t because I was thinking about all of the weird and suspicious things going on like – what are you doing?’

Michael was fanning the door open and closed. ‘It might smell in here,’ he said, a blush creeping into his cheeks. ‘I’m a sweaty sleeper.’

‘Would you stop? It’s cold outside. Anyway, my brain was going a million miles an hour and finally I thought, I have to talk to Michael –’

‘Wait.’ Michael closed the door and sat down opposite. Adrenalin coursed through him. He hated being woken suddenly. ‘Wait. Sorry. I need a second to get myself together. What time is it?’

‘I don’t know, four, maybe?’ She raised an eyebrow, as if this was a ridiculous question. ‘Are you ready now?’

Michael pulled on his jacket. ‘Yep. No.’ He sighed. ‘Sure.’

‘So – and don’t interrupt me – I was thinking about the creepy photo and the light in the cabin and the letter you saw and Céline saying Grandma Daizie is dead and Fionn’s premonitions and I started to wonder, is there something we’re missing here? Are these pieces of a puzzle that we need to put together? I know we keep trying to explain everything away, like, oh, there must be an electricity malfunction, oh, one of the kids must be able to duplicate, blah blah blah, but like, what’s really going on here? It’s not as if we signed up for Haunted House Camp. We signed up for Regular Normal Camp, and this isn’t it. This isn’t normal, is what I’m saying.’


Michael noticed that her pupils were enormous. ‘Have you been drinking coffee?’

‘Yeah, well, I couldn’t sleep.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I had, like, two coffees. Three. Why are you doing that?’

Michael was covering his mouth with his hand when he spoke. ‘I might have bad breath. I mouth-breathe when I sleep.’

‘As if I care about your stinky breath! Do you get what I’m saying, though?’

‘Yeah,’ he conceded, sucking his teeth and putting his hand down. ‘Yeah, I agree. It’s weird. But it’s that rule, right? Occam’s razor. “Plurality should not be posited without necessity”. There’s got to be a simple explanation, and it’s probably none of our business.’

‘Or maybe it’s all of our business.’ Maggie pointed her finger very aggressively in his direction. It didn’t take much for Michael to imagine her as a rough-and-ready detective. ‘Maybe something’s going on here and we need to figure it out. You’ve noticed the kids have been acting strangely, right? They know something.’

‘Would you like me to bring them to the interrogation room for questioning, Chief?’

‘I’m not joking, Michael!’ She crossed her arms. ‘Take me seriously. Please.’

‘I do.’ He stopped grinning. ‘I really do. Take you seriously, I mean. What do you want to do? What do you want me to do?’


‘I want us to figure this out. You’re smart. You remember stuff. I’m smart, too, I notice stuff. And I’ve listened to a lot of true crime podcasts. I mean a lot.’

‘I’m not that smart,’ he said.

Maggie ignored him. ‘So let’s chat about it, and then decide what to do.’

They talked for a long time, back and forth, going over everything they’d seen. They hashed out the letter in particular, wondering what Aleesia’s family had done to get in trouble with the Department of Power Abuse. Michael couldn’t get anything straight in his head. It was as though they weren’t trying to put the pieces of one puzzle together but pieces from a bunch of different puzzles. Pieces that didn’t fit at all.

‘We keep going round and round,’ Maggie said finally, her chin resting on her knee, ‘and there’s only really one thing we can do at this point.’

‘Go back to bed?’ Michael guessed hopefully.

‘No.’ Maggie chewed on her pinkie fingernail. ‘We need to wake up Aleesia and ask her what’s going on.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘Don’t you think it’s annoying when you’re watching detective shows and no-one just goes and asks? Let’s ask her straight out! We’re teachers, we do this to kids all the time! It’ll be like, “Did you throw a water bomb at the assistant principal?” but instead it’s, “Are your parents in hiding because they’ve committed a terrible crime and are being pursued by the Department of Power Abuse?”’


‘Uh.’ Michael checked his watch, then remembered it was dead. He picked up his phone, the screen rippling. ‘It’s 5.32 am. Maybe we wait until breakfast?’

‘We have an advantage right now, Michael.’ Maggie stood up. ‘We have the element of surprise. She’ll be groggy, she won’t have time to think of a good lie.’

‘Okay. Fine.’ Michael gave in, understanding that Maggie was in charge here, and he didn’t have a say in the matter. ‘Let’s go harass the nineteen-year-old camp instructor.’

Maggie and Michael snuck out of Cabin One and padded quietly towards the house. It was a dark, chilly morning. Michael stuck his hands into his armpits and sighed. He felt as though he might burst out laughing or crying at any moment. He was tired, and nervous, and very hungry, and all he wanted to do was go home, drink a tankard of coffee, eat a Swedish pastry and read a book. Michael was a teacher, not an adventurer or a sleuth. He wasn’t cut out for this sort of thing.

They passed the door to the dining room. The house came into sight. There was the shingled roof, the log-panelled walls, the flowering bush by the front gate.

And there was Aleesia, standing beneath the porch light as if she was waiting for them.

Michael felt his heart bounce. He grabbed Maggie’s arm. ‘Let’s go back! She hasn’t seen us –’

‘No!’ Maggie wrestled Michael around. ‘Come on! We can’t turn back now!’

‘I don’t want –’


She poked him hard in the flank. ‘Come on!’

‘Ow –’

Aleesia turned their way, and Michael gave Aleesia an awkward wave, as if he’d just noticed her.

‘Oh my gosh, good morning!’ Aleesia was fully dressed, her hair braided, a watering can in one hand. ‘I didn’t realise you peeps were early risers, too, this is so fun!’

‘Hi!’ Maggie said. ‘Doing some gardening?’

‘I sure am! It’s been a dry week.’

Maggie nodded. ‘That’s so great that you’re up. We actually came here to talk to you.’

‘Awesome!’ Aleesia set down the watering can. ‘We can finally get to know each other better!’

‘Maybe we could talk inside,’ Maggie said.

Aleesia looked uncomfortable, but she conceded. ‘Okay,’ she said, with a faltering smile. ‘Come in.’

The last thing Michael wanted to do was go inside the Klock family house, but his body managed to remember how to walk normally, and he found himself following Aleesia and Maggie down the hallway and into the kitchen.

‘I hope we don’t wake up Grandma Daizie,’ Maggie said.

‘Oh – yes – don’t want to wake Grandma.’ Aleesia closed the door behind her and went to boil the kettle. ‘She’s still sleeping.’

Michael sat down. The room was quaint, like a doll’s house, with yellow wallpaper, green tiles, and rows of shelves laden with containers of flour and sugar. The windows were hung with lace curtains, and there was a handmade wooden sign above the stove: The secret ingredient in this kitchen is love. Strangely, to Michael’s eyes, there was a collection of expensive crystal glasses behind a glass cabinet. There was also a sparkling crystal vase full of roses perched on the bench, directly beneath a small, well-dusted crystal chandelier. The cabinet handles were crystal, too. None of it matched, and overall the effect was grotesque and off-putting.

‘These are for you.’ Aleesia passed Maggie a mug that said, in pink cursive, DON’T MAKE ME USE MY CAMP INSTRUCTOR VOICE, and Michael a mug that said DRAMA QUEEN, with a sassy woman dancing underneath. ‘Dad bought that one for me,’ Aleesia said, smiling fondly, making her own tea in a fine china teacup. ‘It’s honestly so me. Anyway, tell me about yourselves, you two! Hobbies, interests – what do you guys do for fun?’

Maggie came in hard and fast. ‘We want to know what’s going on with your family and the Department of Power Abuse.’

Aleesia’s cheek twitched. ‘What do you mean?’

Maggie pinched Michael’s elbow. ‘We found a letter in the bin,’ Michael said reluctantly, pulling his elbow out of her reach. ‘Well, one of the kids did. From the DPA. About a court appearance.’

Michael could practically see Aleesia’s brain trying to think of an excuse. He knew five-year-olds who were quicker liars.


‘A misunderstanding,’ she said slowly. ‘A little misunderstanding, that’s all.’ She turned away and returned with the crystal fruit bowl. ‘Banana?’

Maggie took one and ripped back the peel, her eyes on Aleesia the whole time. ‘Tell us about this misunderstanding,’ she said between chews. ‘We need to know that our kids are safe here.’

‘The kids are absolutely safe here.’ Aleesia rushed to reassure them. ‘I swear.’

‘Well, then tell us where your family really are, and what’s going on. We’d hate to have this place shut down.’ Maggie swallowed the last bite; Michael had never seen anyone eat a banana so fast. ‘You tell us the truth, and we’ll see if we can help you.’

‘Nothing happened!’

Maggie slapped her banana peel on the tabletop. ‘You can keep saying that, but we aren’t leaving until you tell us, Aleesia.’ She took out her phone and checked the time, setting it on the kitchen table where everyone could see. ‘You’ve got about forty-five minutes until the kids wake up. Go.’
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‘We shouldn’t be doing this,’ said Fionn. ‘This is definitely not allowed. Or we could do it later, when the sun’s up.’

‘Come on,’ said Teddy. ‘You’re overthinking it. We’re just going to look.’
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Fionn laced up his shoes and stood up. Everyone else was ready. Luca, Teddy, Brandon and Jig were carrying torches, like underage security guards.

‘So, you’re saying we’ll just look at the cabin,’ Fionn repeated. ‘Because it has a blue door.’

‘Yep. And we’ll only break in if we absolutely have to.’

‘Break in?’ Fionn squeaked, but Teddy was already outside. There was no other choice. Fionn followed him.

‘Time, anyone?’ Teddy whispered.

‘Nearly six,’ Luca whispered back. It was still dark, and Fionn was glad he’d thought to put on his warmest jumper, because he was shaking all the way down to his kneecaps.

It only took a few steps to reach Cabin Four. Fionn gulped: the light from their torches showed that the door really was blue, although much of the paint had flaked away.

Fionn regretted ever telling anyone about his worries. He doubted whether his premonitions had anything to do with the camp, whether they had to do with anything at all. They were just weird ideas that floated into his head. How embarrassing that he’d been frightened of them!

He said urgently, ‘Let’s go back.’

Teddy took him by the shoulders. ‘You had premonitions, Walsh. We are investigating them. Maybe they don’t mean anything, but maybe they do. And besides –’ he said with a grin ‘– this is fun.’


Fionn disagreed. He was fighting the urge to run away. He watched with trepidation as Teddy took the handle and turned it slowly to the left.

Fionn hoped that it was locked, but there was a creak, and a tight scrape, and the door began to open.

‘We’re in.’ Even Teddy sounded nervous. ‘Everyone inside, quick.’

Fionn was last to hurry into the cabin, and Teddy closed the door.

Fionn felt a slow shock wash over him. He’d expected to see an ordinary cabin with four bunk-beds, but he was looking at something completely different. The torchlight revealed a single bed with a wrought-iron frame; an old jute rug; a desk covered in notebooks and loose-leaf paper; and an open wardrobe against the opposite wall, with just a few sparse items of clothing hanging inside.

‘This isn’t a camp cabin. It’s a kid’s room,’ said Jig. ‘A kid’s bedroom.’

Luca bent down and picked up a dirty t-shirt from the wicker laundry basket by the door. ‘I have this same shirt at home, but in purple.’ He put it down again and clasped his hands together. ‘Freaky.’

Teddy strode to the far corner of the cabin and nudged a wooden chest with the tip of his boot. Little useless treasures, rocks and leaves and old toys, spilled across the rug.

‘Definitely a kid’s room.’

Jig shone his torch slowly over the walls. There were hand-scrawled notes pinned everywhere: one said you are good, and another said she means to use you. One large sign, painted on parchment, simply said REMEMBER. The torchlight continued to roam the room until it landed on a large sheet of butcher’s paper tacked above the bed.

The pieces of the puzzle began to drift dreadfully together. ‘This must be Aleesia’s brother’s cabin,’ Fionn said.

They all stared. There it was, sketched out in pencil; it looked like a builder’s plan, with numbers and measurements written alongside.

‘That’s it,’ said Fionn. ‘That’s the Hilltop Treehouse I saw in my premonition.’
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Céline knocked on the door of Cabin Ten. There was no answer, so she knocked again, louder this time.

‘Ms M!’ she said. ‘Are you there?’

‘She’s probably fast asleep,’ April said. ‘Let’s just go in.’

‘I don’t know.’ Halima hung back, clutching Charity’s arm. ‘What if she gets mad?’

‘She won’t be mad.’ April opened the door and peered inside, whispering, ‘We need you!’

The cabin was silent. Céline shone her torch towards the bed.

It was empty, the blankets in a pile on the floor.

‘Oh crud,’ Halima said, stepping backwards.

‘Wow, she’s messy.’ April waved their torch around. ‘And that’s a creepy doll.’


‘She’s not here,’ Charity said.

‘I can see that.’ Céline turned around. ‘Where is she? This is important!’

They all paused, wondering what to do next.

Céline understood that something had happened to Ms Malatesta. Something bad.

Maybe Aleesia had got her, too.

Then she noticed that the others were all looking at her expectantly. They were waiting for her to decide what the next step would be. Minutes ago, she’d been Céline, the girl with the wild imagination. Now she was Céline the leader.

‘Mr Berg,’ Céline said firmly, stepping quickly into her new role. ‘Let’s get him up instead.’

They all looked relieved. Closing the door behind them, they hurried along the gravel path. The birds were waking, their chirping filling the air. It was still dark, but the morning was revealing itself in shades of blush and pale yellow.

‘Wait.’ Céline pulled up short, halfway along the path. ‘Do you see that?’

There were lights moving behind the curtains of Cabin Four, and soft voices could be heard.

‘Oh no, no, no,’ Halima said. ‘Nope. No, no, no.’ She turned away. ‘I’m not – let’s go back –’

Céline stood still, watching with curiosity.

The voices from within the cabin went silent, and the lights went out.

Then the door began to open.
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Teddy held his hand up to silence them. ‘I can hear voices.’

Fionn felt goosebumps rise along his arms and legs. They all stopped talking and switched off their torches. Brandon stepped to the window and peeked past the curtains.

‘It’s the others,’ he said calmly.

Fionn exhaled. He hadn’t realised he was holding his breath.

‘What are they doing up?’ Jig said.

Teddy grabbed the doorhandle. ‘Let’s find out,’ he said, pulling it open. ‘Maybe they know something.’
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Teddy emerged first, followed by Fionn, Luca, Jig and Brandon.

‘What are you doing?’ Céline and Teddy said at the same time.

‘We’re –’

‘Well, we’re –’

‘But you –’

‘You –’

‘Yvette’s been missing for an hour and Ms Malatesta isn’t in her cabin,’ Céline said in a great rush.

‘Well, this is Aleesia’s brother’s cabin and it’s full of his stuff and he’s not in there,’ Fionn said, peering around Teddy with a terrified look on his face.

‘Noah’s cabin?’

Céline, April, Halima and Charity crowded around the door of Cabin Four. Céline examined the interior with keen interest, and some sadness, too. The room felt like a museum exhibit of a life cut short. She wondered what the notes on the walls meant. The one nearest to her said REMEMBER. Remember, she thought. I’ll remember you.

‘So.’ Halima looked to Céline. ‘I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe Aleesia did something to Noah, and now she’s done something to Yvette and Ms Malatesta.’

‘Let’s get Mr Berg,’ Céline said determinedly. ‘Come on, everyone!’

The nine of them stormed to Cabin One, no longer worrying about being quiet.

‘Mr Berg!’ Teddy slapped the door. ‘Mr Berg! We’re having an emergency!’


‘Mr B!’ Céline smacked the window. ‘Wake up! Yvette’s been kidnapped!’

There was no answer.

April yanked the handle and threw the door open so hard that it thumped against the wall.

This cabin was empty, too.

Céline followed April inside. Both beds were neatly made, and Mr Berg was nowhere to be seen, although the cabin still smelt faintly of him, a combination of wool and coffee and laundry detergent.

She felt her stomach twist into a horrified knot.

Yvette was gone.

So were the teachers.

They were all alone.

‘Hmm,’ she said, stepping back outside and fanning out her hands. ‘So. The situation appears to be that Yvette’s been kidnapped, and the teachers are also missing. And Aleesia is behind it all.’

‘That keeper of secrets,’ Brandon said sagely. ‘What is her master plan? Her grand design?’

Céline bit her lip. ‘I don’t know yet. Maybe something to do with stealing? Yvette’s earrings were taken.’

‘And Fionn’s pendant,’ Halima and Luca said at the same time.

‘Right.’ Then Céline said, more briskly, ‘I don’t know everything yet. But I do know our teachers are in danger.’

‘She’s murdered ALL of them,’ Halima said wildly, her eyes filling with tears. ‘And we’re just kids, oh NO –’


‘We need to stay calm while we decide what to do next,’ said Céline. ‘Now listen, they might not be murdered yet.’

Céline’s mind filled with an image of Mr Berg, Ms Malatesta and Yvette, all tied to chairs somewhere, their mouths taped up to keep them quiet. Aleesia would be prowling around them with an axe – or maybe a flamethrower – and she’d be saying, ‘I am going to murder you, ha ha ha.’ But then Céline would come flying feet-first through a window and she’d kick Aleesia square in the chest. ‘Don’t worry,’ she would say, ‘I am here to rescue you. Team, assemble!’

The other kids would all run in and undo the ropes, setting the prisoners free. Then Céline would tie up Aleesia. ‘You’re not getting away with it this time, lady,’ she would say. ‘Not today –’

‘Céline?’ Luca tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Are you there?’

Céline blinked, and continued. ‘They might not be murdered. We need to find out where Aleesia’s taken them, and try to save them before it’s too late. We can do this, everybody.’

‘But where do you think she’s taken them?’ Jig asked, and Céline felt herself falter. That was a good question.

Teddy pushed Fionn forward. ‘Go on, Fionn,’ he said. ‘Your last premonition.’

Fionn gulped. ‘The treehouse,’ he said, his teeth chattering with nerves and cold. ‘I had a really bad feeling about it.’


‘Well,’ Céline said, glad to know she wasn’t the only one with bad feelings and wild theories. ‘I guess we’re going to the treehouse.’

‘Wait!’ Charity stepped to the front of the group. ‘Let’s go check Aleesia’s house, just to be sure. They could all be there. Maybe Yvette got sick in the night, they could be looking after her or something.’

‘True,’ Jig said. ‘We should check that out first.’

Céline knew that Yvette and the teachers wouldn’t be there, but she thought it best to make sure that everyone in the group felt heard. They were looking to her as a leader, and she needed to be fair.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Let’s go check out the house.’
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They’d been sitting in silence for fifteen minutes. Aleesia was hunched over with her arms crossed, her eyes glittering with angry tears. Maggie was leaning back, her feet resting on the opposite chair, sipping her second mug of tea. It was a stalemate.

‘Shouldn’t Grandma Daizie be up now?’ Michael said, just for something to say.

‘That’s none of your business,’ Aleesia snapped, before catching herself. ‘Sorry. That came out wrong.’

Michael stood up. ‘It’s probably time we got back to the cabins,’ he said.

‘Not yet.’ Maggie held up her phone. ‘Thirty minutes, Aleesia, before we take this further.’


‘Ugh!’ Aleesia made a noise like a gargling drain. ‘There’s nothing to even tell you. Can’t we have a normal day? You all go home tomorrow, after all.’

‘Michael and I saw the letter. There’s definitely something to tell us.’

‘There’s not!’

‘Well, if you aren’t going to tell us, Aleesia, then we’ll have to figure it out for ourselves.’ Maggie pushed her chair back and tucked a curl of hair behind her ear. ‘Let’s go, Michael.’

‘Oh – yep – where, exactly?’ he whispered.

‘To the reception desk. Maybe there’s some information there.’

Aleesia’s mouth fell open. ‘You can’t go through our stuff. That’s not right! That’s private!’

Maggie shrugged and stepped into the hallway. Michael, following behind, felt impressed and a bit scared. He’d never met anyone with so much gumption.

‘We’re going, Aleesia,’ Maggie sang out, tugging the front door open. ‘Feel free to come along!’

They were halfway down the garden path when Aleesia came bolting out behind them.

‘You can’t do this!’

Maggie didn’t reply. She was stomping towards the office.

‘Stop, or I’ll tell my parents!’

‘Please tell your parents,’ Maggie said. ‘Please do. And once you’re done, let me have a chat with them.’

‘Ugh!’ Aleesia balled up her fists. ‘You don’t understand, nothing bad is going on!’


‘I’d like to judge that for myself, but I don’t know what’s going on, because you won’t tell me.’

Maggie stepped through the door marked Reception and walked around the desk.

‘You – you – you get out of there right now! That’s staff only!’ Aleesia was outraged. ‘Can’t you see the sign?’

Maggie, ignoring Aleesia, started to hum chirpily to herself, which Michael thought was overdoing it a bit. He looked around. The office was in dire need of refurbishment. There was an ancient desktop computer, a shelf of decades-old awards for ‘Cleanest Camp’, and binders of yellowing documents.

Maggie was tearing through a pile of letters like a burrowing mole, paper and torn envelopes flying everywhere. ‘DPA, DPA . . . nothing. Some of these letters date back more than twenty years. You need a clean-out, Aleesia.’ She bent down to rifle through the drawers. ‘It must be here somewhere . . .’

‘What must be?’ Michael asked, feeling very slow.

‘The first letter! The one you found in the bin said it was the second notice of revocation refusal, right? So, there must be a first notice around here.’

‘So it did.’ Michael reviewed the letter again in his memory. ‘Good thinking.’

‘Stop, you guys,’ Aleesia whined. ‘I told you, staff only! My mum and dad will be so mad. And when Mum gets mad –’

‘Aha!’ Maggie shot back up again, her hair quivering. ‘DPA!’

She was gripping a folded letter in her hands.
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Without an adult to take charge, an enormous cold wave of reality washed over Fionn and soaked him to his bones. They were in the middle of the forest, four hours’ drive from home, and if Céline was right, there was a murderer on the loose.

Fionn had felt uneasy before, but now Camp Buttress was a truly frightening place. The buildings vibrated with menace; the trees exchanged whispered secrets with the rasping and scraping of dry leaves; the washed-out sky was a glass dome, trapping them in.

‘Please be there,’ Fionn murmured to himself as they hurried to the house. ‘Please be there, please, please, please!’

‘Here,’ Céline said breathlessly. ‘Everyone keep an eye out for Grandma Daizie, okay? I’m going to knock on the door.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Teddy said. ‘Everyone else, go look in the windows.’

Fionn felt strongly that he should stick with Luca, and Luca seemed to feel the same. Without saying a word, they darted around the corner of the garden. The first window was dark, but the second had sheer lace curtains. They both stood on tiptoes and rested their arms on the window ledge.

‘No-one,’ Luca said squinting. ‘You?’

‘No-one,’ Fionn agreed, looking into the kitchen. All he could see was a bench with a banana peel and three mugs on it. ‘Let’s go.’

They made their way back to the front door. There had been no answer.


‘No-one round there,’ Luca said.

‘No-one there, either.’ Charity pointed around the other side of the house. She looked disappointed. ‘Unless they all drove Yvette to hospital for some reason.’

‘There is no way,’ Céline said, very firmly, ‘that our teachers and our camp instructor would leave us alone at camp without a note, at the very least. Don’t you think?’

Charity didn’t reply.

‘One time, Mame was away for work, so it was just Mum and Shira and me,’ said Teddy. ‘And Shira and I both had the flu, and then Shira had an asthma attack in the night. My mum took Shira to hospital, but she woke me up first and told me what was happening, and that my Babbeh June was on her way, and then she left. Grown-ups don’t leave kids alone without telling them.’ He added, considering, ‘Not nice grown-ups, anyway. And Mr Berg and Ms Malatesta are nice.’

Fionn had to agree. Surely, even if there was an emergency, one of the teachers would have stayed back with them.

Something was very, very wrong.

‘So now . . .’ he said.

‘So now,’ Céline decided, ‘we go into the forest and find the treehouse.’

Charity shook her head. ‘Oh god.’

‘But how do we get there?’ Teddy rested his chin on his knuckles. ‘We can’t just wander into the forest. It’s huge. That would be stupid.’

‘I could ask a bird,’ Jig suggested.


It was Fionn’s turn to speak up. ‘There’s a map in the dining room.’ He blushed as everyone’s eyes fell on him. ‘I’ll go and get it.’

Céline gave him an approving look, and said, ‘Great idea. Meet us back here.’

Fionn and Luca took off at a jog. ‘Well,’ Luca said, ‘what do you think?’

‘I don’t know,’ Fionn answered. He didn’t know anything, not even his own mind.

‘Maybe my power is finding lost people,’ Luca said, stretching out his fingers and concentrating. ‘I’ll keep trying.’

They pushed the dining room door open and scurried inside like furtive mice. In a world where teachers could disappear, anything was possible: there could be monsters lurking in the shadows, waiting to jump out. Or Grandma Daizie, with huge silver eyes and a rolling pin. They pulled the map down as quickly as they could and jogged back to the group, who were waiting for them.

‘Good. Great. Now let’s be smart about this.’ Céline pointed her finger at each of them in turn. ‘Get your water bottles. Wear a jacket. Wear a hat. Put on your comfortable shoes. No slippers.’

‘I’ll bring snacks,’ Teddy said. ‘I still have some treats.’

‘Good. That’s smart. Five minutes, folks.’

They all ran back to their cabins and got ready. Fionn put on his hat and his waterproof jacket. His fingers and toes were tingling anxiously. He locked eyes with Luca, who looked calm, and that made him feel better. At least he had his best friend with him. He didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to go through this alone.

‘Ready?’ Céline appeared at the door of Cabin Two.

‘At your service,’ Brandon said, wrapping a hand-knitted scarf around his neck. ‘You are the queen and I am your humble knight. Let’s begin this journey.’

They all gathered together, and slowly Fionn unfurled the map. It was so big that Teddy had to grab one side.

‘It looks like we walk behind the cabins,’ Teddy said, tracing a route with his finger, ‘and we follow this road all the way to where the giant swing is. Then there’s a little path that way, and then one more turn. Easy. It’s not too far.’

He and Céline began to walk away. Fionn gulped. He couldn’t believe he was about to do this.

He was about to walk into a forest in pursuit of a murderer.
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Michael watched as Aleesia lunged over the desk to grab the letter. She couldn’t reach, because Maggie had leant back against the shelves, and Michael was standing tall and looming in front of the swinging gate that led to the staff area.

‘Addressee: Arthur and Christabelle Klock,’ Maggie began to read aloud. ‘Your application . . .’

She read the rest of the letter silently, then passed it to Michael. ‘Here, lock this in your big brain.’


SECOND NOTICE OF REVOCATION REFUSAL

Addressee: Arthur and Christabelle Klock


Your application to revoke this Court Order has been refused by the Department Registrar. You will be required to attend the hearing on Wednesday the 13th of this month at 2 pm. If you do not attend your hearing, a warrant will be issued for your arrest.


Court Case Number: 20071993

Violation: Education Decree 103b (Noah Klock)

Enforcement Agency: Department of Power Abuse



‘Wednesday the thirteenth was yesterday,’ Michael said. ‘They aren’t at a camp leader conference.’ He stared at Maggie, expecting her to look self-righteous, but instead she looked upset, her eyebrows lowered.

‘Violation of Education Decree 103b,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Violation . . . Noah is in violation of Decree 103b!’ She threw the letter down and pushed Michael towards the door.

‘What? What is it?! Who’s Noah?’

‘We need to go,’ she said. ‘We need to go right now, Michael.’

But Aleesia had moved to stand with her back against the door, and Michael slid to a stop. The camp instructor was almost unrecognisable. There were tear tracks on her cheeks, but she looked stony and pinched and somehow sinister.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ she said with a threatening smile, her braces gleaming. ‘I can’t let you.’
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Céline marched along the dirt road.

Charity, looking less than convinced, said, ‘I have a question. What are we going to do when we get to the treehouse?’

Céline pictured herself shapeshifting into a violent walrus, but then she shook her head. This was no time for imagination. She needed to think practically.

‘Good point, Charity. We’ll assess the situation,’ she replied. ‘There are nine of us, remember, and only one of her. In fact, everyone think about what they could do to overpower Aleesia.’

‘I could blast her with my fire,’ Halima said. ‘Probably. If it works.’ She raised her hands and whispered, ‘Fire.’ Nothing happened, and she lowered them again with a shrug.

‘I could get some birds to attack her,’ Jig said. ‘Maybe. I’ve never asked them to actually do anything for me before. HEY,’ he yelled to a honeyeater on a nearby branch. ‘Will you attack Aleesia for me?’

The bird gave Jig an injured look and took off without replying.

‘Hmm. I guess not –’

‘Gah!’ Halima’s hands suddenly spat fire. ‘Why now?’ She shook out the flames, briefly lost in a private cloud of steam.

‘I could make it rain on Aleesia,’ Charity said.

‘Yeah!’ Teddy didn’t hear the sarcasm in Charity’s voice. ‘You could make everything slippery, and then we could jump in and bam!’ He slapped his hands together. ‘Got her!’


‘It’s so annoying that we couldn’t bring phones on camp,’ Charity went on, ignoring him. ‘That would solve everything. We could call for help.’

Teddy froze, one foot suspended above the ground. His eyes grew wide with wonder. ‘But you guys – I’m a phone.’

‘You’re not a phone, Teddy, you’re a boy,’ Luca said comfortingly, like a kind doctor.

‘I’m a phone! I’m a danging phone!’ Teddy held his ears and twisted back and forth. It looked like he was trying to wrench his own head off, and Céline wondered if he was losing his mind.

‘SHIRA!’ he shouted. ‘I can tell her and she can tell her teacher to call for help! Shira! Oh, crap! This never works when I want it to.’ He pulled his hair with frustration.

Céline understood, and she thought it was a brilliant idea. ‘Remember the Me and My Power classes, Teddy. Rule One: control of your power starts with a calm mind. Deep breaths!’

Teddy inhaled through his nose. ‘Shira, Shira, Shira,’ he chanted. ‘Shira . . .’

Nothing happened. Teddy kicked the ground and then stepped sideways, his arms crossed. ‘I’ll try again later,’ he said. ‘Let’s keep going.’

They continued to walk, the crisp morning frost making their noses run. There were mossy green signposts along the road indicating water tanks and walking tracks. The redwood ashes towered over them, so tall that Céline felt dizzy when she looked up, the treetops a panoply of autumn colour. Panoply was one of the words Mr Berg had taught her at Writing Club. He knew all the words in the English dictionary.

Writing Club wasn’t that popular – most students preferred Escape Artistry Club or Dream-Weaving Club or Korean Cuisine Club – but Céline loved it. Mr Berg always read her work carefully, and once he’d told her that she’d be a brilliant author. Writing Club made Thursday Céline’s favourite day of the week. Then Céline thought of poor Noah, his frightened eyes, his ill-fitting clothes. It was too late for him, but perhaps not too late for the others.

She needed to save Mr Berg.

She needed to save all of them, even Yvette.

She was a girl on a mission.

‘Here.’ Teddy came to a stop beside a narrow track and unrolled the map again. ‘Yep. That’s the right one.’

‘Let’s go, people.’ Céline stepped off the access road and into the depths of the forest. ‘Follow me.’
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‘You can’t let us?’ said Maggie.

‘No, I can’t let you,’ Aleesia said, her eyes cold and cruel and glaring. ‘This is about my family. I will always protect my family.’

Michael felt suddenly afraid. Aleesia’s jaw was clenched, her lips squashed whitely together; she looked stubborn, as if she’d do anything to keep them from leaving the office.


‘Well,’ Maggie said coolly, ‘I’m giving you one last chance to let us past. I promised myself I’d never use it again, but you aren’t giving me a lot of options.’

‘Use what?’ Aleesia sneered, pressing herself harder against the door.

‘My power,’ said Maggie. ‘To control people.’ And then Maggie clapped her hands tightly over Michael’s ears and began to sing. The effect was immediate. Aleesia staggered slightly, then righted herself, her face transforming into a picture of innocence.

‘Open the door,’ Maggie ordered. Aleesia did as she was told, even bowing slightly like a devoted butler. The teachers darted through the doorway and took off across the gravel.

Michael had so many questions. ‘What . . .?’ he started.

‘I don’t only sing people to sleep,’ she explained as they ran. ‘That’s just what I tell people. I actually have Enchantment Power. My power means that I literally control people. I can make them do anything I want. And not only one person. More than one at a time. Whole groups.’

That was a very rare power. Michael had never encountered anything like it before.

‘Singing kids to sleep is one thing, but controlling minds – it’s an awful power. I hate it so much. I promised myself I’d never use it.’ They looked back: Aleesia was stumbling after them, a big smile on her face. ‘Except in emergencies, of course. And this is an emergency.’


‘It’s an emergency because of Education Decree 103b?’

‘Yes.’

‘Which means?’

‘It – what’s going on?’ She stopped jogging and grabbed his wrist, her palm sweaty.

Half of the cabin doors were wide open, including their own.

‘The kids,’ Michael exclaimed. ‘They were looking for us.’ He ran over and peered into Cabin Two.

It was empty.

So was Cabin Nine.

He and Maggie shared a panicked look. Michael could feel a wave of dread, and something like nausea, bubble within his chest. He checked his watch, which was still dead, and then pulled out his phone, but that was dead, too. He had no idea what time it was.

‘The dining room,’ he said, thinking of breakfast. They ran together and hurried up the path.

‘Kids . . .’ he called hopefully, hurtling through the entry.

But the room was empty, just like the cabins.

‘Oh my god.’ He rubbed his face. This was the worst moment in his entire teaching career. ‘The kids are gone. Where have they gone?’

He span around: he could hear clumsy footsteps approaching from outside.

‘Hello there! – no – what did you do to me?’ Aleesia pointed at Maggie, her face a confused mixture of gladness and anger.


‘The enchantment is wearing off,’ Maggie said to Michael. ‘Aleesia, the kids are gone. Where are they?’

Aleesia automatically went to reply, still under Maggie’s power, but she gritted her teeth so tightly that her words were strange and garbled.

‘Where are they, Aleesia? You know what, I’m calling the authorities. I should have done this an hour ago. I don’t have reception but I can still get through to emergency services, I think.’

Maggie pulled her phone from her pocket, but in one clumsy movement Aleesia grabbed it out of her hands and threw it hard against the wall. It bounced, once, twice, three times, and then landed face up, the screen shattered. Michael and Maggie both stared, and even Aleesia looked shocked.

‘You absolute . . .’ Maggie trailed off. ‘The lives of ten kids are in danger right now. Doesn’t that matter to you?’

At this, Aleesia’s face softened slightly. ‘I honestly don’t know where they are,’ she said.

‘Then give me your phone.’ Maggie stretched out her hand.

‘I can’t. It’s dead. Anyway, I swear I didn’t know the kids were gone.’

‘But you know where they might be,’ Michael said.

There was a glimmer of guilt in Aleesia’s eyes.

‘Let’s go.’ Maggie stepped forward. ‘You need to take us there.’

Aleesia seemed to crumple slightly, her shoulders falling and her head tipping to one side. ‘Fine,’ she said, gazing sadly at a blank space on the wall. ‘It looks like they’ve taken the map. They must be on their way to the treehouse.’
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Fionn wiped his nose on the edge of his sleeve. It was a frosty morning, and the world sparkled as the sun rose. The low autumn sun shone hazily through the trees, the path ahead lit honey-gold and striped with long black shadows.

‘It feels like my nose is crying,’ said Luca. ‘Does anyone have a tissue?’

‘Everyone whisper from now on,’ Céline said. ‘We don’t want Aleesia to know we’re coming.’ She stopped to pick up a fat branch, balancing it across her palms. ‘This is a surprise attack.’

Fionn looked to Luca, whose lips were suddenly pursed in a silent whistle, his eyes half-closed.

‘Thought I’d try to time travel – go back and warn us yesterday. And get a tissue.’ Luca sighed, his face returning to normal. ‘Don’t think I can.’

‘It was a good idea, though,’ Fionn said.

Brandon caught up to them. ‘Time travel,’ he said. ‘What a concept, when all of time is happening at once. It is both yesterday, today, and tomorrow, and it’s always now. Blows my mind, man.’

‘Uh.’ Fionn didn’t even pretend to understand what Brandon was on about.


Luca wasn’t listening, his eyes fixed on the sky, whispering, ‘Blows my mind, blows my nose . . .’

Fionn asked, ‘What do you think we’ll find at the treehouse?’

Brandon looked directly into Fionn’s eyes. ‘The truth will out, my brother,’ he said. ‘Very soon now the truth will out. Is that what your senses tell you, too?’

‘I don’t know. What I really feel – what I’ve felt the whole time – is that there’s – danger.’

His gaze had fixed on a sign ahead, hung across the path by long lines of wire. It was handpainted, black on red:

GO NO FURTHER. TRESPASSERS WILL BE EXECUTED.

They all stopped, shocked, except Luca, who smiled happily around at everyone.

‘That’s nice,’ he said. ‘We’ll be –’

‘It says “executed”, not “excited”,’ Fionn said.

‘Oh.’ Luca squinted. ‘I need to get my eyes tested. What’s a trespasser?’

‘Invading . . .’ Halima tried. ‘You know . . .’

‘It’s like – you know, going . . .’ Teddy struggled. ‘Yvette would know how to explain it.’

‘It means going on someone’s private property without their permission.’ Céline rolled up her sleeves. ‘And that’s what we’re about to do. Well, I guess we’d better keep going. Think of our teachers. Think of Yvette.’

Fionn did think of them. He remembered Mr Berg helping him with a twisted ankle one afternoon; Ms Malatesta conducting them in class, her black hair bouncing; Yvette onstage at assembly, her face lit up with joy as she accepted the ‘Best Speller in School’ award.

He pushed all thoughts of his family aside, and a memory flashed to the front of his mind.

‘“Persevering when you are afraid means you are far braver than those who feel no fear at all”,’ Mr Berg had said to Fionn once, before Fionn had gone on stage for an assembly presentation. ‘That’s a quote I often think of when I’m nervous, Fionn. Maybe it can help you, too.’

Fionn clenched his fists. He was scared, but today was a day to be brave.
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‘I know you have the power of orientation, but it honestly seems like it would be easier to follow a path,’ Maggie said as she limboed beneath the fronds of a fern.

‘We’re taking a shortcut,’ Aleesia replied curtly. ‘The kids have the map, which means they’re following the access road to Treehouse Track. This way is quicker. We’ll join up with the track soon and find them.’

‘Fine – oop!’ Maggie tripped over a tree root, vanished momentarily into the green, and then popped up again. ‘Dangnabbit!’

Michael was taking long steps, his arms outstretched for balance. It was like navigating an endless obstacle course. He shimmied around the vine-tangled trunk of a redwood ash and then ducked beneath a long strip of hanging bark. It would be over soon, he reassured himself: they’d find the kids, walk them back to camp, and then make their escape. He hadn’t seen a landline phone in the office, but there could be one in the house; or they could steal Aleesia’s car, maybe, and cram all the kids in the back somehow. If she had a car, that was. Something would work out. Hopefully. He had Maggie, at least, and she seemed to know what she was doing.

‘I just mean,’ Maggie went on, pulling leaves from her hair, ‘that having to plough through an ancient, protected forest is probably taking us even longer than it would to follow the track.’

‘I get that you’re a teacher and all, but I’ve lived here my whole entire life and I know what I’m doing,’ Aleesia retorted. Then she turned her head, a strange noise emerging out of the silence. ‘Do you guys hear that?’

‘No,’ Michael said. ‘Actually, yes, I hear something.’ And there was a something; a movement of the air, a brushing sound.

‘Sounds like an aeroplane –’

And then, out of nowhere, Aleesia’s voice was lost in a whirl of squawking and cawing and screeching as a swarm of birds dive-bombed her from above. Honeyeaters and catbirds and finches and sparrows – plus a few more species Michael didn’t even recognise – all swirled about Aleesia’s head like an extraordinary avian hurricane.


‘Help!’ she shrieked, from behind a blur of feathers. ‘What is happening?’

For a moment Michael paused, disbelieving: then he picked up a stick and began to spin it above his head, shouting ‘YA-YA-YA!’ in a high-pitched tone. Maggie copied him. Frightened, the birds began to fly away in different directions, until just a single fairy wren was left.

‘Rack off,’ Maggie said, flapping at the bird with her hand, and it flew into the air with a cross cheep.

They both took a moment to examine Aleesia. Her braid was a stringy mess. Her shoulders were decorated with poop and feathers. Angry red scratches covered her cheeks and neck.

‘I’m a friend of the birds,’ she said, miserably, lifting a hand to wipe her cheek. ‘I love birds. I don’t understand.’

Michael understood, and so did Maggie: they shared a look that meant Jignesh Desai.

‘Are you hurt?’

Aleesia sniffled, and looked very sorry for herself. ‘Of course I’m hurt! I’ve been attacked!’

Maggie checked Aleesia over, tilting her chin this way and that. ‘You’re fine,’ she decided. ‘You’ll need some antiseptic, and maybe a shot, but you’re fine.’

Aleesia ran a hand over her hair and sniffled again. ‘The track isn’t that far.’ She gathered herself together and began to walk again, proudly, even though she looked like a misused camping-store mannequin. ‘This way.’
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The group kept on towards the treehouse with Céline in the lead. The path narrowed; eventually they had to walk in pairs, or single file. Céline wondered how much longer it would be. It seemed unusual, to build a child’s playhouse so far from home.

Jig said, ‘What if the treehouse isn’t real? Maybe it’s actually a trap. Like a cage will come crashing down on us or something.’

‘Or maybe,’ Teddy said, catching the idea and taking it further, ‘it’ll be a death-pit full of spikes. Covered in leaves, so we don’t even notice until we’ve fallen in.’

‘It could look like a treehouse,’ April said, ‘but when we go inside there’s a trapdoor that falls open and sucks us down the inside of the tree trunk like a waterslide, into a secret underground cell full of rotting skeletons. And then we all get eaten by –’

‘Shh!’ Céline stopped, poised like a deer in headlights. Everyone went silent and froze behind her.

She’d heard something: a cracking, like footsteps on dry leaves, and a laboured breath.

Someone was coming.

‘Get ready.’ She gripped her branch. ‘And stay close.’

There was another crunch, the sound of branches being pushed aside, and a softly murmured, ‘Dangnabbit’ –

And then three figures lurched onto the track ahead of them. It was Mr Berg, Ms Malatesta and Aleesia. The teachers must have overpowered Aleesia at the treehouse, Céline realised happily, and scratched her up in the meantime. They had saved themselves!


‘I told you I could hear them.’ Ms Malatesta pulled the closest kids into a big hug. Mr Berg went around patting them each on the shoulder and saying, ‘Thank god,’ over and over again.

Céline didn’t want a hug. She didn’t want a shoulder-pat. This was her moment; she was going to prove to everyone that she was more than a girl with a moustache and a wild imagination. She was a detective. She lunged forward. Before anyone understood what was happening, Céline had wrangled Aleesia’s twiggy arms behind her back.

‘What the heck are you doing?’ Aleesia tried to wriggle free, but Céline held her firmly.

‘Citizen’s arrest,’ she said, ‘for murder and kidnap!’

‘I didn’t –’

‘Anything that you say right now I will remember and then use against you . . . in the court of law!’ It all came out more clumsily than Céline intended. She couldn’t quite remember what Clarabella Clutterbuck normally said in this situation. ‘What I mean is, don’t speak!’

Everyone was staring now.

‘Murder?’ said Mr Berg.

‘Kidnap?’ said Ms Malatesta.

‘A true queen,’ Brandon said with admiration.

They were all looking at her as if she’d sprouted wings, and Céline began to feel self-conscious.

‘She did kidnap you two,’ Teddy said. ‘Right?’

There was a long quiet moment where everyone looked very confused, and Céline relaxed her grip. That was a mistake. In the space of a single second, Aleesia wrenched her arms free, lunged at Teddy, and began to rip the map into pieces.

The group erupted in complaint, and Céline smacked her forehead. She should never have let go! Aleesia’s a wily little sneak, she thought savagely. I won’t take my eyes off her again.

‘What was that for!’ Teddy complained. ‘The map!’

‘Cut that out right now,’ Ms Malatesta said to Aleesia in her scariest teacher voice.

‘We found the kids.’ Aleesia backed up against a tree like a cornered animal. ‘We can return to camp now, okay –’

‘No, we can’t,’ Mr Berg broke in. ‘There are only nine of them –’

‘Because Yvette is missing,’ Céline finished. ‘She disappeared this morning and we thought – we thought Aleesia kidnapped her. And you.’ It almost felt foolish to say aloud now. ‘We were coming to rescue you.’

‘Wow.’ Mr Berg looked like he didn’t know whether to laugh or yell. ‘That’s very kind, but kids, you should never have left camp without –’

He was met by a chorus of protestations.

‘You weren’t there, though,’ Halima cried, ‘we checked everywhere.’

‘Even Aleesia’s house,’ Fionn said, his eyes shining. ‘We couldn’t find you. We were scared.’

Mr Berg rubbed his face. ‘She didn’t kidnap us. We were – anyway, I can’t even begin to tell you how scared I was. More scared than I’ve ever been in my life. We thought something had happened to you.’


‘Something has happened to us, Mr B!’ Céline was practically shouting now. ‘Yvette went missing this morning!’

‘Then she must be missing for a reason,’ Ms Malatesta said forcefully. ‘We need to get to that treehouse.’ She turned to proceed down the path.

Teddy said, ‘There was another fork coming up, on the map. And now it’s ripped up, and I don’t know if we’ll be able to find it.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Let’s go, Miss Orientation.’ Ms Malatesta pointed to Aleesia. ‘Lead the way.’

‘No.’ Aleesia crossed her arms and then clasped her hands over her ears. ‘I won’t go.’

Céline saw Ms Malatesta and Mr Berg share a very subtle look.

‘Let’s talk about this situation woman to woman.’ Ms Malatesta put an arm around Aleesia’s shoulders. ‘I want to help you.’ At the same time, Mr Berg subtly walked around so that he was facing Céline and the other kids, his back to Aleesia.

‘Block your ears,’ he mouthed, moving his hands to block his own: and then Ms Malatesta was singing, like she had on the first night of camp. Céline could hear a muted version of the beautiful melody, and she felt a strange sensation wash over her. It was as though she were very far away from herself. A part of her was being drawn away. Someone else was in charge now, and it felt good . . .

. . . and then the singing stopped, and the sensation disappeared. Céline watched Aleesia’s face become blank and contented, like someone listening to a cheerful song.

‘I’ve used the full strength of my power. It should last a while,’ Ms Malatesta said to Mr Berg. ‘Aleesia, look at me. I need you to tell me the truth.’

‘You smell funny, like gingerbread and old towels,’ Aleesia said pleasantly.

Ms Malatesta sighed. ‘No –’

‘Your head is much larger than average.’

‘I’m asking –’

‘Much, much larger than average. You probably have to wear custom-made hats.’

‘I –’

‘And you have a tiny waist, like an hourglass.’

Ms Malatesta perked up at this, but then shook her head. ‘Stop talking.’

Aleesia closed her mouth, and continued to look completely at peace with the world. Céline could even hear her humming a plucky tune under her breath.

‘You need to tell us where Yvette is.’

‘I don’t know,’ she replied.

Céline felt a jolt of confusion and surprise. She had been anticipating any answer but that: ‘Trapped in my special treehouse-prison’, maybe, or ‘Languishing in a secret dungeon’, but not that.

Because if Aleesia didn’t know where Yvette was, then Aleesia wasn’t the one who had kidnapped her. It was possible, Céline allowed, that Aleesia hadn’t done anything wrong at all, besides rip up the map.


But if Aleesia didn’t know where Yvette was, then who did?

‘Where’s your brother?’ Ms Malatesta asked.

‘I don’t know.’

Céline jolted again. Aleesia did not know where Noah was. Then . . . Well, that probably meant that she had not killed him. And this changed things.

‘Right.’ Ms Malatesta gave Mr Berg another look and pursed her lips. ‘Then take us to the treehouse, please.’
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Maggie walked at the front of the pack and Michael walked at the back, keeping the kids clustered together between them. Fionn was sticking very close to Michael, and recounting everything that had happened overnight. Michael had a strong feeling of unreality. The kids had noticed more than he and Maggie had. All this time he’d thought they were innocently enjoying camp (or experiencing camp, at least; enjoyment wasn’t quite the right word). Instead they’d been following suspicious clues, listening in on phone calls, and snooping around graveyards.

‘We are continuing straight,’ Aleesia said robotically. ‘In two hundred metres we will turn right.’

‘What happened to Aleesia?’ Charity asked. ‘Why is she all scratched?’

‘Aleesia was attacked by birds, actually,’ said Michael. ‘Out of nowhere. I wonder how that could have happened.’ He looked slyly at Jignesh, whose expression was both pleased and alarmed.

Aleesia stopped at a fork in the track, and rotated on the spot. ‘We are turning right.’

She directed them onto another rocky, rambling path that wound uphill. They had to scale small boulders and scramble over fallen trees. Michael was already worried about what would happen if Yvette wasn’t at the treehouse, as Maggie and the kids seemed to believe. If she wasn’t there, then she was at camp alone, and at the rate they were going they wouldn’t be back for more than an hour. But Maggie clearly knew something – something about a brother – and there were Fionn’s premonitions to consider. He needed to trust them, and these kids were showing more maturity than he ever could have imagined.

They were turning now around a large boulder, reaching the top of the hill, but Michael’s view was still blocked by thick clusters of trees.

Aleesia said, coming to a halt before a sunlit glade, ‘We have arrived at our destination.’ And there it was.

Maggie gasped, and Michael reflexively put his hand to his mouth. The sight before them was so ethereal, so magnificent, so completely extraordinary, that he was suddenly lost for words. It was so much more than a treehouse.

A curving staircase of crooked wooden beams connected three separate cottage-like structures, one above another. All had tiled rooftops, chimneys, and wavy glass windows that glowed amber from within. The wooden walls were streaked with moss, and there were birds nesting on the rooftops. The top cottage was linked by a swing bridge to a platform that circled a neighbouring tree, and this platform had a metal slide that curled down around the tree trunk like a vine. And all the while the sun, still low, beamed gently through the trees, lending the world a magical radiance.
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From the midst of this scene came a faint, familiar voice.

‘. . . hold still, it won’t hurt . . . don’t have my power license yet, but . . .’

‘Yvette!’ Maggie yelled so loudly that a few birds took off in fright. ‘Where are you!’

The voice stopped, and for a moment the whole forest seemed frozen. Then there was a low creak. The door to the top level opened, and the figures of two children appeared on the balcony, so high above them that Michael had to tilt his head back. He saw Yvette, immediately recognisable in an ugly fleece and rainbow thermals, and was flooded with relief. All ten children were alive and accounted for.

‘They’ve found us,’ said the boy to Yvette. ‘I didn’t think they’d find us – I thought we’d make it back –’

‘Don’t worry.’ Yvette sounded very serious. ‘Just stay by me.’

‘He’s – but – he looks alive.’ Céline stared upwards, enthralled. ‘He’s not dead. Unless he’s undead . . .’

‘Both of you come down here, please,’ Michael said. ‘You’re not in any trouble.’


Maggie raised an eyebrow at him and wrinkled her lip. ‘Not in any trouble? Are you kidding?’

He shrugged. ‘I need to get them down here, at least!’

Reluctantly, Yvette and the boy trod along the swing bridge and then jumped into the slide, rattling all the way down.

‘Hello,’ said Yvette, holding the boy by the elbow. ‘This is Noah Klock.’
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Céline stared, her heart racing.

It was Noah. He was standing so close that she could reach out and touch him, if she wanted to.

He was alive, she could see that. There was no flickering. His face was even more striking in movement, his eyes glittering in the sun. He was wearing the same trousers and old shirt. His hair – it was all perfect – but, she realised, slightly crushed, he was spending time with Yvette on purpose. So something must be wrong with him.
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Michael studied Noah. He was older than the Year Sevens, but not by much. His eyes, Michael noticed with confusion, looked world-weary and terribly sad.

‘You’re the little brother.’ Maggie crossed her arms. ‘Noah Klock.’

‘That’s me.’ Noah nodded. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you properly.’

‘Meet me properly . . .?’

‘Noah was just about to take me back to camp,’ Yvette cut in, ‘really he was, Ms Malatesta. He hasn’t done anything wrong. When we explain you’ll understand, I promise. And I actually was going to be back in time for breakfast, I’ve kept an eye on my watch the whole time.’ She waggled her wrist as if this proved it. ‘You wouldn’t have known I was gone if you hadn’t – wait, why are you here?’ She looked at Céline. ‘Did you tell everyone?’

‘It’s an hour’s walk to camp from here, though,’ Maggie said, half-listening. ‘There’s no way you’d have been back before half-seven.’ She turned to Aleesia. ‘Why is the treehouse so far away from your home? That seems impractical.’

‘Because Noah can teleport, so he built it on a hill, with the best view,’ she answered.

The boy can teleport, Michael thought. Of course. He’d been buzzing about all week, right under their noses. He was the eleventh child in the photo on his phone.

Noah stared at Aleesia. ‘What’s wrong with my sister?’


‘She’s under my power,’ Maggie said, ‘and she’s going to stay that way for now.’

‘Oh.’

He looks pleased, Michael realised, which is a strange reaction.

‘Has she told you everything yet?’

‘Not everything,’ Maggie replied. ‘But I think I’ve just about figured it out. Education Decree 103b.’

‘So that’s what you know.’ He smiled weakly. ‘Not many people know about Education Decree 103b.’

Maggie looked as puzzled as Michael felt. The boy’s meek and gentle manner didn’t match the fact that he appeared to have abducted a student.

Noah asked Maggie, ‘Are you a Paired Power yourself?’

‘I’m not, no. But my grandmother was.’

‘Wait,’ Michael interrupted, embarrassed to hear his voice breaking, ‘excuse me, but is he saying – is this kid saying he’s a Paired Power?’

Noah looked even sadder, and he nodded.

Then Yvette said, ‘You see, Mr Berg, Education Decree 103 states that all kids have to go to high school, so that they can go to Me and My Power classes and learn the ethics of having powers. Noah did the Power Test and he discovered that he was a Paired Power. That’s where the sub-decree comes in: Education Decree 103b, which states that all Paired Powers must attend weekly meetings with the Department of Power Management.’

Michael swallowed. ‘And your parents won’t let you go to school, Noah?’


The boy looked sadder still. ‘My parents won’t let me. My sister . . .’ He looked to Yvette for support, then continued. ‘The Department of Power Abuse has been trying to find me for six months, ever since I got my power licence. My parents are attending court this week. They insist on homeschooling me. But I don’t want – What I want . . .’ He trailed off and shook his head.
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Céline struggled to believe what she was hearing. Noah was more than she’d ever imagined. He was an actual Paired Power! It was too fantastic. When she’d seen him – and he’d been flickering – well, he’d been trying to teleport. Even Paired Powers must struggle with their powers sometimes.

‘But,’ she cried out, ‘what’s your other one? Your other power?’

Noah faced her. ‘Hello, Céline,’ he said, and in the way he moved his hand she felt a glimmer of recognition.
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Michael watched as Noah said to Céline, ‘Thank you. For trying.’

Michael had never seen Céline blush before. ‘You’re welcome,’ she said. ‘But – sorry – trying to do what?’


Noah smiled kindly. ‘I can’t explain yet, but soon. You see –’ He raised a finger, and seemed to change his mind. ‘It’s easier if I show you.’

Yvette stood back, and then, in a fraction of a second, Noah shapeshifted into Grandma Daizie.
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Halima gave a little scream, and Mr Berg grunted with surprise. Fionn felt himself flinch, but he stood firm. It was reassuring to see the truth: it was much less frightening than guessing. He wanted to know everything. Before he was quite aware of it, he found himself speaking aloud.

‘You’ve been watching us all along.’

Noah – or Grandma Daizie – gave him a friendly look. ‘I have, yes,’ Noah said, in his normal boyish voice, which didn’t match his appearance at all. ‘I wanted to be myself with you, but I couldn’t . . .’ He faltered again, and looked sad. Fionn could tell there was something he wasn’t saying. ‘The real Grandma Daizie died a few years ago, as Céline realised.’

Céline beamed.

‘I have to pretend to be Grandma Daizie when visitors are here,’ Noah went on.

Fionn tilted his head. That didn’t make any sense. ‘You have to pretend,’ he repeated slowly. ‘I don’t get it. You sleep in one of the cabins, and you shapeshift as Grandma Daizie, and teleport around the camp. Why?’


Noah shapeshifted back into himself. ‘Because I have to,’ he replied.

‘Yeah, but why do you have to?’

Fionn noticed that something strange happened to Noah’s mouth when he asked this. ‘Because,’ Noah tried, ‘because I have to . . .’

It was almost as though something physical was preventing him from explaining. Fionn could tell instinctively that Noah was in pain.

‘I haven’t finished healing him yet,’ said Yvette, as if this explained everything.

‘Healing him?’ Ms Malatesta said incredulously.

‘You can talk later, Yvette,’ said Mr Berg. ‘We’ll be having a long restorative conversation, I think, about the Code of Conduct.’

Fionn doubted that Yvette had ever been in trouble before, but she stared back at her teachers with defiance, arms crossed.

Noah was the one who looked embarrassed. ‘It’s my fault. I brought Yvette here because I knew she could help me. I saw her heal Céline at the giant swing. I asked her for help yesterday, during the treasure hunt, and she agreed.’

It was Yvette’s turn to beam.

Fionn could see that there was so much Noah was trying to say, but the teachers didn’t seem to notice.

Ms Malatesta said, ‘I’m glad you two have had a nice little jaunt, or whatever, but the bare facts are that you, Noah, a complete stranger, have taken one of our students into the middle of the forest. And you –’ she faced Yvette ‘– you left camp with a stranger. At night.’

‘Technically it was the morning,’ Yvette grumbled, before looking at the ground.

Mr Berg said, ‘We are all going to walk back to camp and have breakfast. The most important meal of the day.’

‘Please.’ Noah stepped forward. ‘Let me take you back. It’s the least I can do.’

‘He teleported me here,’ Yvette said eagerly. ‘It was easy!’

Mr Berg looked as though his head might explode. ‘That – that is basic stranger danger, Yvette. You never teleport with a stranger. There are posters in the school office – down the street – never teleport with a stranger! Noah could have taken you anywhere!’

‘He isn’t a stranger, I met him yesterday,’ Yvette replied.

‘Yvette,’ Charity said. ‘Stop.’

She frowned. ‘But I did!’

‘Really,’ Noah said sheepishly, ‘I can take you back. I’m sure you’re all very tired.’

‘It is past my breakfast time,’ Luca said.

But Teddy was squirming like a playful puppy. ‘Before we – you know, can we . . .’ He gazed yearningly at the treehouse, his hands clasped. ‘Just for a bit? Pretty, pretty, pretty please?’

Fionn turned to the treehouse, too. He had to admit it was tempting, especially the rope swing.


Ms Malatesta and Mr Berg looked to each other and exchanged a series of communicative expressions – there was much wriggling of eyebrows and pursing of lips. Then Ms Malatesta nodded.

‘You have ten minutes,’ Mr Berg said, ‘while we have a private discussion. Go.’

And they all shot off towards the treehouse. Fionn, caught in the moment, found himself laughing. They were bounding about like much younger children; Halima was cartwheeling; they took the stairs two at a time and rattled their way up.

‘A telescope,’ he could hear April shouting, ‘look, and a magnifying glass –’

‘YOU CAN SEE EVERYTHING!’ Teddy screeched from the top. ‘HELLO, WORLD!’

‘Mr Berg! Ms Malatesta! Mr Berg! Ms Malatesta!’ Jig was waving to get the teachers’ attention. ‘Look – look – look – look – I’m going down the slide!’

Fionn stepped into the first room. There were odd items piled up in there, jewellery boxes and crystal, and shining on top of the pile was – his pendant! Fionn scooped it up quickly and clasped it around his neck.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Noah, who’d appeared behind him. ‘I took it. But I was going to give it to Yvette, to give back to you. I really am sorry. I can’t always . . . I can’t always choose what to do.’ His jaw was working hard. ‘Because – because . . .’

Fionn looked at Noah. The older boy was holding back – or being held back. He was tormented by something. But what?


Fionn felt a familiar gripping sensation in his stomach. ‘I’m glad I have it,’ he said, wrapping one hand around the stone.

But he felt uneasy.
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The treehouse was the most beautiful thing Céline had ever seen. Everyone raced ahead, but she hung back, admiring it. Then she wandered up the spiral staircase, pausing at each storey. She wanted to commit everything to memory and treasure it forever. The first level was full of strange objects. She kept climbing; the second level contained an old armchair and piles of books, mountains of them, spread all across the floor. She climbed again. The third level was empty, except for a telescope pointed towards the window.

‘I’m still working on this room.’ Noah appeared beside her and the air shivered gently, like the movement above the road on a hot summer’s day. ‘I can’t decide what to put in here.’

Céline tingled. ‘You built this entire place? Yourself?’

Noah grinned, and shrugged. ‘I’ve had a lot of time on my hands, and it’s kept me busy. My powers helped, obviously. I can teleport to the tops of the trees, and I can – I can do this.’ Shyly, he shapeshifted into an extremely muscular lumberjack and then back again. ‘That helped. I wouldn’t have been strong enough myself.’


Céline laughed. ‘That’s amazing.’ She looked out across the treetops, feeling a conflict between her head and her body. She was practically spilling over with thoughts and feelings – confusion and resentment and joy – but her heart was beating calmly, as if nothing was wrong. She’d been so convinced that Noah was a ghost. Now here he was, a Paired Power, and he didn’t just exist for her but for everybody. It was as though she’d lost something precious. The story wasn’t hers any more. She had no idea who Noah really was. He seemed friendly, and strange, and nervous, and old beyond his years.

‘I hope I didn’t scare you that day at the lake,’ he said suddenly. ‘And then in your cabin. I wanted to tell you . . .’

‘You did?’ she said, regret spilling through her. ‘I thought – because you flickered . . . I thought you were a ghost.’

‘It’s my Teleportation Power. That happens when I’m nervous. Or when I’m doing something I don’t want to do.’ He smiled again and looked away. ‘Everything should be better now, anyway.’

‘What should be?’ Céline asked. ‘What did you want to tell me?’

Noah half-opened his mouth and then closed it again and shook his head. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘Later.’

‘Noah!’ Yvette’s shrill voice reverberated throughout the treehouse. ‘Come show Charity the rope swing!’

‘Excuse me.’ He nodded his head slightly. ‘It’s nice to finally talk to you.’


‘You too.’ Céline moved closer to the window and looked down. Whatever he’d wanted to tell her, he’d told Yvette instead.
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‘Time’s up, kids!’

Fionn, standing on the second level, winced as Teddy yelled back to Mr Berg, ‘That was only five minutes!’

‘No,’ Luca said, ‘it was ten.’

‘Didn’t feel like ten,’ Teddy grouched.

They took turns on the slide. Fionn came down last, behind Céline. Everyone was already gathered in a circle, and he slotted himself beside Mr Berg.

Noah asked, ‘Has anyone here teleported before?’

Jig and April and Ms Malatesta all said, ‘Me.’

‘Good.’ Noah nodded. ‘So you know how it feels. A little confusing, the first time. But I promise it’s safe.’

They all held hands. ‘Don’t let go,’ Noah said. ‘Is everyone ready?’

Fionn was about to declare that he was ready, that he was excited, actually, because he’d never teleported before, and it would be something to tell his brother Connor about when he got home; but he couldn’t get the words out because everything in his head was swilling very quickly down the drain.

This premonition was far stronger than the last. It loomed over him, blocking out the rest of the world. He was seeing the camp kitchen as clearly as if he was there. The kitchen door was closed, and everything was suffused with a terrible, dreadful feeling.

But he couldn’t focus on the image, because his body was registering that something had changed. He wasn’t in the forest any more but on the gravel driveway, outside the office. Everyone else looked cheerful.

Fionn felt despair creep inside his bones, and he clutched tightly to his pendant. How could this be, when everything was resolved? How could he have another ominous premonition?

Surely, he thought, there’s no more danger.
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Céline had teleported. She looked at all four of her limbs in turn, to check they were still there. Yvette’s teleported twice today, she realised, which doesn’t seem fair. But none of this was fair.

‘Here’s what happens now,’ said Mr Berg, whose hair was more rumpled than usual. ‘I know you’re hungry. Noah’s going to get breakfast ready. You all need to pack your bags and meet us back at the dining room.’

‘Pack our bags?’ said April. ‘But we still have one more night!’

‘There is no way I’m staying here for another night,’ Charity said. ‘Absolutely no way.’

‘We can’t stay,’ said Ms Malatesta. ‘We’re going back to school as soon as we can. Noah will take us.’


Céline hurried to Cabin Nine. Suddenly, staying at camp and continuing her adventure felt less important than seeing her family and telling them about it – and besides, it wasn’t her adventure any more. She threw her things into her suitcase and then turned to help Yvette, whose hands were shaking.

‘Are you okay?’

Yvette looked up. ‘I’m worried about Noah. He told me things – but he made me promise not to tell anyone until we left camp. He needs to get away from here.’

Céline shoved Yvette’s toiletries into her suitcase. ‘You should tell the teachers, whatever it is,’ she said sullenly. ‘I’m sure they can help.’

Charity and Halima had finished packing, and they left the cabin for the dining room. Then Ms Malatesta appeared with her own bags. ‘I’ll wait for you two,’ she said. ‘No goosing around. Be snappy.’

But Yvette stopped folding her pyjamas and sat down on the bed. ‘Céline,’ she said, her voice cracking slightly, ‘I’m sorry.’

Céline nodded, then said, ‘Huh?’

‘I just wanted to say sorry,’ said Yvette. ‘That’s all.’

Céline had never seen Yvette at a loss for words before. They shared a long look. For the first time, Céline noticed a vulnerability in her classmate – a vulnerability that she shared. We’re both hiding our loneliness, Céline thought. And it’s hurting us.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

Yvette looked at her a little longer. ‘Okay,’ she said finally, standing up. ‘Cool.’


The moment was over. They both laughed; and then Ms Malatesta took in a rapid, exasperated breath, and Céline remembered she was there.

‘Here’s the thing,’ said Ms Malatesta, pointing a finger at Céline and Yvette in turn. ‘I’m all wound up because this has been a weird day, but I need you to know one thing absolutely for certain, which is that you are both amazing. You are both so, so smart.’

‘I’m not, except at writing,’ Céline said.

‘No.’ Ms Malatesta gritted her teeth. ‘You listen to me right now. You are both amazing and smart and delightful and I am privileged – privileged, do you hear me? – to know you.’ She touched her chest. ‘If there’s one thing that I wish for you, that I wish with all my heart, it’s that you’d show your interest in other people. Show them that you want to be friends.’

Céline swallowed. She suddenly felt very raw. ‘But,’ she said, ‘what if I try, with somebody, and they – they –’ She swallowed again. ‘What if they still don’t like me?’

‘This is what I mean.’ Ms Malatesta was almost yelling. ‘You are both so incredible. You need to show your incredible-ness to people and if they don’t like you – screw them!’ She kicked the air dramatically. ‘Kick them to the kerb! You don’t get to decide if people like you, but at least let them know you.’

Céline and Yvette were silent for a moment. Then Ms Malatesta grinned. ‘Okay, I’m sorry, that was quite a speech. I’m very tired. You heard that I think you’re amazing, right?’


‘Yeah,’ Céline said, glancing at Yvette. ‘We did.’

Ms Malatesta picked up the last pair of Yvette’s shoes. ‘Let’s go have some breakfast. You must be starving.’ Then she looked more closely at Yvette’s sequinned sneakers. ‘Where did you get these, by the way? Do you know if they come in adult sizes?’

They carried their bags to the dining room and set them by the door. Noah had laid out the cereal and the spreads, and was busy preparing a pile of toast. Céline filled a bowl to the brim with cornflakes and sat beside Teddy. She felt the beginning of a new feeling, like she’d shed a layer of skin.

Ms Malatesta thought she was smart.

Ms Malatesta thought she was amazing.

‘Hi,’ she said to Teddy. ‘How do you feel after this weird morning?’

Teddy looked taken aback: then he replied, ‘It was the best, thanks to you. You’re a great leader. Or should I say queen.’

‘I am?’

‘Yeah. And sorry I didn’t believe you about Grandma Daizie being dead.’

‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘Well, I was wrong about lots of things. You know, the whole “Noah being murdered” thing.’

‘No, you weren’t. You led us straight to Yvette. You and Fionn.’

They both looked at Fionn, whose mouth set in a long trembling line.

‘Are you okay?’ Céline asked.


Fionn’s eyes darted to the passage that led to the kitchen. ‘I had another premonition just before,’ he said, a bit apologetically. ‘The kitchen door –’

But it was another door that drew their attention: the dining room door. Standing there were two people Céline recognised from the photo hidden on the recreation room shelf.

‘It’s Aleesia and Noah’s mum and dad,’ she said. ‘They’ve come back.’
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Michael put down his plate and sat opposite Maggie. He felt almost relaxed. The kids were all here, in one room, and they would travel back to school as soon as breakfast was over. Noah had already assured him that it would be easy to teleport that distance, even with their bags.

Michael was picking up his coffee when the room fell silent.

‘Oh,’ said Maggie. ‘Look, Mike.’

Michael looked. There, in the doorway, backlit by sunlight, were Arthur and Christabelle Klock, their faces set in expressions of remorse. They made a strange pair. Arthur was doughy and soft-chinned, in flannel and jeans; Christabelle was elegant and fine-boned, and there were pearls glinting at her neck and at her earlobes. Michael knew by instinct that it was Christabelle who’d added all the crystal to the humble cottage kitchen.


‘Hello,’ said Christabelle. ‘Good to see you all.’

Michael took two quick agitated sips of his coffee and then stumbled up to standing.

‘Hi. I’m Michael – and this is Maggie – and the kids.’ He gestured around.

They all shook hands. ‘Aleesia’s told us everything,’ said Christabelle. ‘Sounds like you’ve had a really rough time of it. We are truly sorry for the misunderstanding.’

Michael had forgotten about Aleesia. She was behind her parents, looking shrivelled and miserable. Michael began to say, ‘No problem,’ but then Maggie shot him a sharp look and instead he said, ‘No – yeah, yep, it has been rough actually. A few misunderstandings going on here.’ It occurred to him then that Aleesia must have called her parents and asked them to come back. But she said her phone was dead, he thought slowly. Didn’t she?

‘Don’t listen to them,’ Yvette suddenly yelled. ‘They’re bad people!’

Michael glanced at Yvette, who looked scared, an expression he’d never seen on her face before: then he looked at Noah, whose cheeks were very pale, his mouth taut.

‘Let’s have a private conversation,’ Christabelle suggested, running a hand over her smooth, grey-brown hair. ‘Why don’t you both come through to the kitchen for a minute?’

‘No,’ Fionn said, in a strangled whisper. ‘Not the kitchen.’

Michael looked at him. ‘Not the kitchen?’


‘We’ll be five minutes, young man,’ Christabelle said cheerfully. ‘It’s natural to be worried after the morning you’ve had, but you’re safe, I assure you. Aleesia, Noah, come with us, please.’

Maggie was already walking down the kitchen passage, and Michael hurried to join her. The Klocks followed, and they closed the kitchen door behind them.

‘Well,’ Christabelle said, setting her handbag on the counter, ‘don’t forget to gag Ms Malatesta. We don’t want any more of her naughty singing.’
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The kitchen door was shut.

Fionn felt as though every cell in his body was screaming DANGER. He was shaking all the way to his ankles.

‘It’s bad, it’s bad,’ he said loudly, knowing that after all they’d been through already, his friends would believe him. ‘Closing the kitchen door means something very, very bad.’

And Yvette was speaking, too: ‘It’s the parents, they’re evil. And I mean really evil. Noah told me.’

 

[image: image]

Michael found himself being forced into a chair by Christabelle. He was several heads taller than her, but she was shockingly strong. Then Noah was tying his hands and his ankles, and saying, ‘I’m so sorry about this, I really am,’ in a small worried voice. Michael was too surprised to fight as hard as he should have: he just made a little ‘oop’ sound and then tried to stand up, but he couldn’t any more. Maggie was writhing like a trapped cat but Arthur and Aleesia had her pinned. Her mouth had been firmly taped shut.

‘I promise this won’t last long,’ Christabelle said. She had a cold, rasping voice. ‘You’ll be back with the kids in no time. Everyone is perfectly safe.’

What a stupid thing to say, Michael thought. It’s obvious that no-one is safe. He opened his mouth to yell and then closed it again. No-one would hear except the kids, and what could they do? No phones – no neighbours –

‘I wouldn’t bother,’ Christabelle said, as if reading his mind.

‘What is this?’ Michael said. ‘What’s going on?’

Christabelle pulled a leather wallet from the pocket of her jacket and produced her power licence. ‘Maggie here isn’t the only one in the mental domination category.’ MD: Memory Manipulation Power, Michael read. ‘My power, however, is changing people’s memories. We lost our court case, you see. They said Noah can’t be homeschooled. He has to go to high school and attend those awful Me and My Power classes.’ Her voice became sickly sweet. ‘I did those classes myself, of course, and I learnt all about how to be a good little girl, to never use my horrible dangerous powers.’ Her eyes flashed, and she began to fiddle with the large silver rings on her fingers.

‘But I’m not going to be a good girl any more. I know what my family needs. I know what my family is. Look where I’ve ended up. The middle of nowhere, dirt-poor, running this stupid camp. My family deserve more than this, given our lineage. I don’t want this for Noah.’

‘Or me,’ Aleesia said hopefully.

Christabelle ignored her. ‘I want him to have the world. And he can have it. He deserves it. I have great plans for him.’ She smiled lovingly at her son, who was staring at the floor. ‘Soon, with me as his teacher, he’ll be more powerful than anyone, and he’ll return honour and status to our family. Yes, he’s a reluctant student sometimes. That’s why I have to manipulate his memory. Sometimes he thinks that stealing is wrong, hurting people is wrong, taking what’s rightfully yours is wrong. And that’s why I go in and,’ she smiled, ‘fiddle with his mind. You see, Ms Malatesta, there’s more than one way to control a person. I can make Noah believe what I believe. He has no idea how powerful he is, either – if he knew, he’d try to escape, I’m sure, but we punish him, make him sleep in the cabin, make sure he feels small.’

Michael noticed that Noah had begun to look angry.

‘I can say all this, of course, because I’ll erase his memory later.’ She laughed cruelly. ‘And now I’m going to erase Noah from your memories. I’m going to erase all of your significant memories from this week. Then I’ll do the children. And once that’s done, we’ll disappear. No-one will be able to find the Klocks.’

‘That’s right,’ her husband chimed in gruffly, as if he felt the need to contribute. ‘Won’t find us anywhere.’

Michael gulped. He turned his head frantically left and right. Aleesia, her skin still sore and scratched, was leaning tiredly against the kitchen bench; Noah looked increasingly angry, his eyes narrowed.

The thought of losing a week’s worth of memories was unbearable. Stuck there, strapped to the chair, Michael remembered sitting outside beneath the night sky; he remembered big green eyes, like sunlit rockpools full of seaweed, and the tingle he felt in the backs of his knees when those big eyes were focused on him. They were precious memories. Memories more precious, he thought, than anything, because they’re a beginning – and without a beginning there can be no ending. And Michael wanted the ending very badly, whatever it was.

Well, he thought next, I won’t let Christabelle take my memories from me. I refuse to lose them. He wasn’t strong, or tough, or particularly brave, but he was a teacher with a superior memory. It would be memory-to-memory combat.

‘You won’t feel any pain,’ Christabelle said.

Maggie made a muffled squealing sound and shook her chair.

‘You can’t do this,’ Michael said angrily. ‘You can’t do this to us!’
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‘Don’t, Mum,’ said Noah. ‘Please don’t.’

Christabelle stepped forward and put a dry, cold hand on Michael’s forehead. Her rings felt like slivers of ice, and he shivered.

Then there was a slap at the kitchen door. ‘Open up!’ Teddy yelled, and Yvette, and Jig, and April and Céline, too. ‘Open up right now!’
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There were odd noises coming from the kitchen, scraping and moaning.

‘It’s locked and they’re not opening it,’ said Teddy, ‘which means there’s definitely something wrong.’

Fionn’s fingers were shaking again. ‘We have to get in,’ he said.

‘We have to get Noah away from here,’ said Yvette. ‘You don’t know what they’ve done to him.’

Everyone leapt into action. ‘Going to ask for help,’ Jig said, bolting back down the passage towards the yard.

Céline cried, ‘The window!’ and took off after him, followed by Teddy and Charity. Luca and Brandon and April kept hammering against the door and yelling at the top of their lungs, and Yvette was shrieking, ‘NOAH, REMEMBER WHAT YOU TOLD ME,’ and Halima was successfully sending little jets of flame through the keyhole.

Fionn hung back, overwhelmed. Then he gathered himself, and added his voice to the fray. ‘OPEN UP! OPEN UP!’
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The slapping and yelling and banging grew louder, and there were little fingers of flame rippling through the keyhole. And then the kids were slapping and yelling and banging at the window, too, and it wasn’t sunny any more; the kitchen grew dark and shadowy, as though the whole building was enveloped in cloud.

Proudly, Michael thought, Rule One of Me and My Power classes: control of your power starts with a calm mind.

‘The former President, Norma Iliveska, she could read minds, but she never used her power for personal gain,’ he said rapidly, watching Christabelle’s focus falter. ‘She set a precedent for all rulers to come. The next President was a Paired Power and he initiated the Powers for Common Good movement –’

‘Would you shut up.’ Christabelle pressed her hand more tightly against his forehead. She was sweating now, and her eyes were narrowed. ‘And would someone please make themselves useful and shut those children up?’


The room grew even darker, and it began to rain – and hail, Michael was sure, it was like a shower of rocks against the roof – and he could hear thunder ringing out across the forest. Thank you, Charity Tiatia, he thought, keep going. He realised he could also hear birds, lots of them, cawing and squawking and circling all around. Jignesh.

‘The Powers for Common Good movement demands that we use our powers to serve and benefit our community,’ Michael babbled, and now he was fighting against the little tendrils that were creeping through his forehead and into his brain, like poison ivy, exploring his memory and seeking, seeking – it was the strangest feeling he’d ever experienced, and his whole mind was shouting GET OUT OF HERE, but the tendrils kept creeping, creeping – and then Aleesia was screaming, and the tendrils retracted.

‘What?’ Christabelle said furiously, pulling her hand away. She faced the window and looked so disgusted that Michael thought she might throw up.

Do it on my shoes, he thought boldly. See if I care.
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Jig ran towards the forest, calling for the birds. Charity stood statue-like near the door, her eyes closed in concentration. The wind whipped up around them, throwing leaves and twigs over their feet. Céline and Teddy flattened themselves against the window. They saw the teachers straight away.


They were tied up.

The Klocks had tied them up.

They were evil after all.

‘Mr B,’ Céline shouted. ‘Ms M!’

‘The mum is getting upset,’ Teddy said triumphantly, watching. ‘She can’t concentrate on her power.’ They kept yelling, and banging, and then Teddy turned to her and said, ‘I think we should break the –’

Céline turned towards him too, and said, ‘Break the what?’ except her voice sounded different, somehow, more high-pitched, and she became aware of a thrilling, radiant sort of feeling that was vibrating outwards from her head into her body; and then she caught her reflection in the glass and realised that nearly her whole face was hairy, and her ears were enormous, and her arms were not normal arms at all but big leathery wings with hooks where her thumbs should be, and although she was still the size of a twelve-year-old girl she was actually half a bat. Her power had arrived – or sort of, anyway.

Bat Shapeshifting Power.

‘Hmm,’ Céline said, pleased and surprised, and then she and Teddy kept banging, and Aleesia walked over to the window and caught sight of Céline and screamed so loudly that they could hear it over the thunder, over the birds that were circling wildly above.

I am frightening, Céline thought happily. I am magnificent. I am half-bat.
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Michael tried to kick out his legs but they were tied too tightly to the chair.

‘I can’t concentrate,’ said Christabelle, her teeth grinding audibly, ‘these children –’

Michael said, ‘Now it is compulsory to teach the responsible use of power at all schools. Professor Nadia Zedan, the creator of Me and My Power classes, once stated, “the world must be safe for all inhabitants”, and “the use of power without consent is true evil –”’

Arthur Klock, who’d been lingering silently near the wall, took this as his cue to step forward and cover Michael’s mouth with his hand. ‘Duct tape, Noah.’

‘No.’ Noah looked badly shaken. ‘Please, just let me take them back to school. Mr Berg is right, Mum. What you’re doing is completely wrong.’

‘He is not right,’ Christabelle hissed. ‘How dare you speak to me like that. What’s happened to you?’

‘I’m remembering,’ Noah said, suddenly bold, and his mother stared at him in shock. ‘I’m remembering everything. How you make me sleep in the cabin, make me shapeshift into Grandma Daizie, to keep me hidden – all the lies you’ve put in my brain! Yvette started healing me. My memory is coming back. You don’t love me, I know that now. You make me steal from children. You just want to use me.’ He shook his head with disgust. ‘You’re a bad person. A terrible person. And I’m never going to listen to you again!’

‘Mmerrgh,’ Michael said, struggling to breathe. He was congested. He could only inhale little tiny puffs of air through his nose.


‘Shut up, Noah,’ said Aleesia. ‘You’re ruining everything. You’ve been so annoying this week.’ She looked down, and said, ‘Mum’s nice. She said she’s going to buy me my own pony.’

‘Don’t worry, Aleesia, I’ll deal with him afterwards,’ said Christabelle, looking at her son with contempt. ‘You’ll get your pony because you’ve been a very good girl.’

Aleesia smiled to herself.

Arthur put his other hand against the back of Michael’s head and nodded to his wife. ‘Go on, sweetheart, do it now.’

‘Ghremm,’ Michael said. ‘Brargh.’

Christabelle stepped forward, her face a mask of pure determination. She clutched his forehead and began again. There were so many things Michael had to focus on now – blocking, breathing – and the tendrils began to seek in earnest. But then Michael realised, light-headed though he was, that the sheer volume of memories inside his brain were confusing her. Christabelle simply couldn’t sort through them. She was really searching now, and his brain felt invaded by tens, hundreds, thousands of tendrils, but she couldn’t find what she was looking for.

‘His memory,’ she said, pained, ‘never encountered anything like it.’

‘Keep trying,’ Arthur said. ‘You can do it, sweetheart.’

But then the kitchen door fell off its hinges and clattered to the ground.

‘Melted it,’ Halima said triumphantly. ‘Ha ha.’
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Fionn stared. The teachers were strapped to chairs. No wonder his premonitions had felt so ominous. This was really, truly bad. He gripped his pendant and thought of his mother, of what she would do. Be present, he decided. Do what you can.

‘He can’t breathe,’ Yvette shouted, as commandingly as any teacher, pointing to Mr Berg. ‘Can’t you see he can’t breathe, let go of him right now!’

The man dropped his hand and Mr Berg gasped, his cheeks red. But the woman stayed where she was, staring at their teacher with murderous eyes.

‘Get away from him,’ Halima said, clenching her fists. ‘I’m warning you. I do karate, you know.’

The woman didn’t move.

‘Well,’ Halima said, shrugging, ‘I did warn you,’ and in one rapid movement she kicked the woman hard in the hip.
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‘I’m getting a rock,’ Teddy said. ‘Let’s smash this window.’ He turned around and scanned the ground, his hair blowing into his eyes. Céline would have liked to grab a rock, too, but she didn’t have hands any more: she focused instead on frightening Aleesia by banging her hooks against the glass and pulling strange faces with her new sharp fangs. The shrieks she was making were so high-pitched that even her own ears were hurting.

‘Céline!’


She looked at Teddy, who was waving his arms and pointing.

The school minibus was hurtling into the gravel driveway.

‘What’s going on here?’ Principal Wallace leapt out and hurried towards them, using his arm to shield himself against the wild weather. ‘Shira told her teacher you were all wandering through the woods alone – then a weird text came from Michael – I tried to call but I couldn’t get through to anyone, so I drove up. Couldn’t find a teleportation service anywhere. Where are the teachers?’

‘In there,’ Céline tried to say, but it came out like a whistle.

‘In there,’ Teddy said, and Charity and Jig began tossing all their wet bags into the bus.
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Christabelle Klock let go of Mr Berg and fell to the floor, clutching her hip. ‘Ouch,’ she yelled at Halima. ‘You little brat!’

Halima looked murderous. ‘How dare you hurt my teachers. I have Fire Power, you know. I could burn your whole face off. Burn your eyelids off.’

Fionn noticed that Noah was stepping out of the shadows and staring him dead in the eye. Everyone else was focused on Christabelle. ‘Outside,’ Noah said to him urgently, and Fionn understood. He grabbed Halima and Yvette, and Luca grabbed April, and they ran down the passage just as Noah moved between the teachers, clasped their shoulders, and teleported them out of the room.
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Céline watched as Principal Wallace hurried towards the building. He was halfway there when Noah and the teachers, still tied to chairs, appeared with a pop in the driveway.

Noah teleported them out, Céline realised happily.

Then Fionn and the others all came tearing out the door.

And suddenly, Céline was no longer a bat but herself again. She hurried forward and pulled the duct tape from Ms Malatesta’s mouth.

‘Ouch.’ The teacher pressed her lips together. ‘Is Michael okay?’

‘Everyone on the bus,’ Principal Wallace was yelling, and he was undoing the ropes with his mind – Telekinesis Power, Céline remembered, so useful – and he seemed to be keeping the dining room door closed, too, because now the Klocks were the ones banging and yelling, from the inside.

‘Mr Berg,’ Yvette shouted, ‘Noah’s mum has been playing with his memory – she wants to use him to steal stuff, the family are all in on it. She puts fake memories in his mind, takes real ones out, he’s very confused. At the treehouse I was healing him, helping him to remember. He needs to come with us. He needs to.’


‘I know,’ said Mr Berg. ‘Get on the bus, Noah.’

Céline, astonished, stared at Noah, who looked so overwhelmingly grateful that her heart ached for him. Yvette was proving, beyond all doubt, that she was the person you wanted by your side in a crisis.

And then they were on the bus. Principal Wallace threw himself into the driver’s seat and took off, gravel flying, rain splashing in enormous drops against the windscreen.

Céline stared out the back window. Principal Wallace stopped holding the door shut, and the Klocks tripped outside.

It took about half a second before the family were set upon by a horde of cawing ravens.

‘Yes,’ said Jig.

And then they turned a corner, and Camp Buttress was out of sight.
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The bus hurried down the road towards the highway. Michael hadn’t even bothered to put on his seatbelt. He turned around in his seat, his knees knocking against Maggie’s, and did another headcount. ‘Nine . . . ten . . . eleven. Good. Thank god. Anyone hurt? No injuries? Broken bones?’

Everyone shook their heads. Noah, who was clutching Yvette’s hand, said, ‘Not any more. Thank you for getting me out of there.’

There was a brief lull as they all absorbed the events of the last few hours. Michael felt winded. He could not believe that the camp instructors were villains. The Klocks paid the Power Management Decree no heed. Who knows what Arthur Klock’s power was – he’d hardly said a word; but Christabelle Klock distorted peoples’ memories purely to serve herself. She even used her power on her own son. They were truly evil. It was worse than any danger he could possibly have imagined. I’ve been outdoors, Michael thought foggily, his brain still aching from the memory attack, and my students have been in danger, and I’ve been in danger, too. It would be wonderful to be home. And yet – something had changed. I might have to move to a house with a garden, Michael thought. And I might have to take up rock climbing.

It was very quiet. The bus bumped over pebbles and potholes and everyone was silent.

Then: ‘Céline,’ Teddy yelled, ‘you can shapeshift into a bleeping BAT!’

‘I KNOW!’ Céline yelled back, gleeful. ‘I’ve got Bat Shapeshifting Power! AND I DON’T EVEN KNOW WHAT SPECIES!’

April shouted, ‘Halima with her freaking fire – melted the freaking DOOR off – then she karate-chopped that lady to the FLOOR!’

Jig said, ‘You did karate on that lady, Halima?!’

‘And Yvette yelling like a boss –’

‘That storm was so weird –’

‘The BIRDS, dude, that was WILD!’

The bus filled with excited voices as the kids exchanged stories.

‘Here.’ Principal Wallace took one hand off the steering wheel, retrieved his phone from his pocket, and tossed it to Maggie. ‘Call the Department of Power Abuse, and then the school office. Jeanette can alert all the parents. Tell her we’ll be back at school in just under four hours.’

Michael kept watching the kids, who were jabbering away. They were all swearing, but he didn’t care. The situation called for cussing. His heart panged for all they’d been through, but at the same time he was filled with pride. The strength they’d shown was so impressive. They had actually saved him – they’d saved his life, and Maggie’s, too. He rubbed his throat and blinked away a sudden onset of proud tears. ‘Hey,’ he asked, ‘does anyone have the time?’

‘It’s just past eleven,’ Luca replied.

‘Wait.’ Fionn stared at Luca. ‘You aren’t wearing a watch.’

‘So?’ Luca looked baffled.

There was another brief lull, and then Fionn shouted: ‘Hey, Luca’s not wearing a watch!’

The kids all started screaming.

‘What’s wrong?’ the principal asked. ‘Do I need to pull over?’

‘No. Don’t worry,’ Michael replied, laughing. ‘Nothing’s wrong.’

Luca was saying, ‘Doesn’t everyone know the time?’

‘That’s why we have clocks, dingus,’ said Teddy, slapping his friend’s shoulder. ‘Your power is telling the time! You have TIME POWER!’

‘We can all kind of do that nowadays, with our watches and devices?’ Yvette said; then she added quickly, ‘But it’s so cool. What’s the time now?’

‘Four past eleven.’


‘How about now?’

‘Still four past eleven.’

‘But how many seconds?’

‘It’s eleven hours, four minutes and forty-seven seconds.’ Luca waited, counting, and then said, ‘Five past eleven!’

Everyone cheered, and Michael turned to face the front. Maggie was holding the phone to her ear, but she was looking at him with concern in her eyes.

‘You remember, right?’ she asked. ‘You remember Noah, and the Klocks, and,’ she paused anxiously, ‘everything else?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ Michael grinned and leant back beside Maggie, his knee grazing hers. ‘I remember.’
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Céline had been chatting to Teddy, but now she scrunched her hands around the hem of her jacket and looked out the window. The forest was rushing by so fast that the leaves and branches and tree trunks were all blurred together. It didn’t help that her eyes were watering slightly. She wasn’t crying because she was sad, or not entirely, anyway; it was a different feeling, a feeling of coming to know herself.

Bat Shapeshifting Power, she thought, lifting a hand to wipe her eyes. Hello, my name is Céline Hélène Kamimura and I have Bat Shapeshifting Power. Nice to meet you. Yes, that’s right. I can shapeshift into a bat.


She was surprised to realise that she’d almost predicted this power. She couldn’t shift into a raven, but a bat was pretty close, too close to be a coincidence. Something inside of her had known. I’ll be able to fly, she realised. I’ll actually be able to fly. And do – whatever it is bats do. I’ll need to learn all about bats.

‘Are you crying?’ said Teddy. ‘Are you okay?’

Céline blinked. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’m just a bit shocked, I think.’

‘Your parents will be happy about your power. But they’re going to absolutely freak out about what happened.’

‘They’re going to go wild,’ Céline agreed. ‘They’ll probably yell at Principal Wallace. But your mums will be chill.’

‘Mame will be chill,’ Teddy said. ‘Mum might be mad. She does get mad sometimes.’

‘I never saw Rebecca get mad.’

‘There was that one time, remember, when we tipped milk down the ducted heating vents in the hallway.’

‘I put some bits of dry pasta down there too,’ Céline said. ‘I didn’t tell her because I thought she’d be even madder.’

Teddy grinned. ‘She wasn’t as mad as your parents, though, that time when I cut all your hair off.’

‘True.’ Then she said, ‘You know what, Teddy, we might not be best friends any more, like we used to, but we’ll always be each other’s oldest friends, won’t we?’


Teddy nodded. ‘We will, yeah.’ He spoke slowly. ‘We’ll always know each other in a way other people won’t. You’ll always be the only person who knows that I once ate seven mandarins in a row to impress a babysitter.’

He paused, then said, ‘I spoke to my mums about you a lot when we started high school. They said I wasn’t being nice to you. That I was excluding you. But I wasn’t trying to exclude you – I know I didn’t do things the right way, it’s just that I didn’t know how to be just your friend, instead of your best friend. So I didn’t do either.’

‘I can be kind of intense,’ Céline said.

‘Sure. Yeah. But it’s not a bad thing. Not all the time, anyway.’

Céline looked around. Noah and Yvette were chatting quietly in the neighbouring seat. ‘Hey,’ Céline said, leaning over Teddy’s lap, ‘how are you both going? Do you need anything?’

Yvette said, ‘Noah was saying he wished he could teleport us back to school.’

‘But I’m too tired,’ said Noah apologetically. ‘Too overwhelmed.’ His hands were trembling. ‘I’m sorry, again, to put you all through this. I’m sorry I stole your stuff. I’m sorry I put you all in danger. I’m sorry I frightened you –’

‘Stop apologising,’ Yvette said sternly. ‘You literally didn’t do anything wrong? You are the victim in this horrible situation and we are actually glad that we get to help you? We do Me and My Power classes at school, you know, and the fourth rule of the Power Management Decree is –’

‘Powers must be used only for collective gain,’ Celine and Teddy said together.

‘And,’ said Teddy, ‘the fifth rule says that powers must never be used for harm. Kind of the same, but the way they explain it in class, the difference is important.’

‘So we had to use our powers to help you,’ said Yvette. ‘And we wanted to, and we were glad to, and we’re happy you’re okay.’

Teddy said, ‘Now you can add “hero” to your list of accomplishments, Yvette. Spelling champion, debating champion, hero . . .’

Yvette looked embarrassed. ‘I don’t think it’s the sort of thing I’ll be putting on my college applications.’ Then she looked directly at Céline and said, ‘Hey, when we get back to school, would you mind – well – do you mind if maybe I sit with you at lunch sometimes?’

Céline smiled. ‘Oh, we’re going to hang out,’ she said warmly. ‘We are absolutely going to hang out. We’re friends now, you know. We can’t go through something like this and not be friends.’

Yvette looked even more embarrassed, but pleased, too. ‘We’re friends,’ she said. ‘Okay. Cool. Great.’ She smiled at the floor. ‘That’s very nice.’

‘And I’m your enemy,’ Teddy contributed. ‘On every day except Tuesday. On Tuesdays we can be chummy.’

‘Sounds reasonable,’ said Céline. She leant back against the bus window and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I’ve always wanted an enemy.’


Everything was going to change, she knew that for sure. And it was probably for the better.
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Fionn gripped his citrine pendant and focused on his breathing. He didn’t know if he felt anxious or excited or freaked out or all of those feelings at once. Probably all of them, he decided, given what had just happened. What had happened? How would he explain it to Mum? He’d say: ‘I had some premonitions, and they turned out to be right. The camp leaders were really bad people, and they tried to attack us. They used their powers to hurt us. To steal from us.’

Mum would say, ‘Oh, my poor honey.’ She’d hug him so tight that the air would be crushed right out of his lungs. She’d say, ‘That sounds awful, my poor dearest darling. You’ve been very brave.’

But he hadn’t been that brave. He’d told the others about his premonitions and then they’d acted. He hadn’t done anything. And he’d let the teachers go into the kitchen with the Klocks, when he knew, he knew, that it was dangerous. He could have stopped them earlier. Mr Berg nearly died. I nearly let my teachers die, all because I didn’t speak up, Fionn thought hopelessly.

‘What are you thinking about?’ said Luca.

Fionn was hesitant to speak aloud in case he started crying. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘I just feel stupid – I let the teachers go in the kitchen . . .’


‘And then you stood up and said, “They shouldn’t be in there!”, and you helped get them out,’ said Luca, who was used to Fionn’s self-punishing way of thinking. ‘You did great.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Fionn. He studied his hands, then said, ‘I can’t believe you’ve had your power all along.’

Halima, who was sitting across the aisle, said, ‘That’s so cool, Luca. You probably got your power before I did, and you didn’t even know.’

Luca grinned. ‘I can tell the time! It’s my power. Who knew? I’ll never have to wear a watch again, except as an accessory.’

‘When you get back you’ll be able to tell your family that you had a weird adventure and also that you got your power,’ said Halima. ‘Their minds will be blown. You can tell the time!’

‘Which is good,’ said Luca, ‘because I’ve never been very good at reading analogue clocks. I always get the hands mixed up.’

‘This is just the beginning,’ said Fionn. ‘Who knows what you’ll be able to do when we’re in Year Eight.’

‘Or maybe this is it,’ Luca said, more calmly. ‘I can tell the time. And that’s fine. I’ve got lots of other qualities.’

‘Yes,’ Fionn agreed. ‘You do.’

‘You know what,’ said Halima, ‘the other kids just climbed skyscrapers and teleported to Italy. They didn’t have an adventure like we did.’

‘An adventure,’ Fionn repeated dubiously. He supposed it had been a kind of adventure. Turning, he looked out the back window of the bus. The camp was no longer visible, and neither were the Klocks. He hoped the Department of Power Abuse would catch them quickly, so they couldn’t do any more harm. He hoped they’d get in trouble for what they’d done. And most of all he hoped that after this, everything would return to normal – or sort of normal, at least.

It was time to go back to high school.
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‘I hate yard duty,’ said Maggie, as they strolled across the oval. ‘It’s stupid.’

‘You’re not on yard duty,’ said Michael. ‘I’m on yard duty. I thought you wanted to walk with me.’

‘I do. I was speaking generally.’ She pulled out her phone and showed him the screen. ‘Oh my god, check it out! They found the bodies of the long-lost –’

‘Don’t.’ He looked up at the sky. ‘Please.’

‘Sorry. I forgot. You don’t read gross death stories because you’ll remember them forever.’

‘You can read it out loud to me, though,’ Michael said, ‘and I’ll remember it the normal way.’

‘True!’ She flicked to the top of the article and began to read. ‘On Friday the bodies of two lost hikers were discovered in a waterfall – oh, Michael, look! How sweet!’ She grabbed his arm and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘It’s our gang!’

The ten kids were all standing in a circle, arguing loudly.

‘I said I was going to be Clarabella Clutterbuck,’ Teddy shouted, a large stick clutched in one hand. ‘I said it first.’

‘You can be Yelena Applecross,’ Céline replied diplomatically. ‘Sorry, but Yvette called Clarabella first, before you got here.’

‘I’m not being an assistant,’ Teddy protested, at the same time as Jig said, ‘I’m not being a cat again. I was a cat yesterday, and the day before. I want to be a goblin.’

‘This is really embarrassing, you guys,’ said Charity. ‘This game is for babies. Can’t we do dodgeball or something?’

Ignoring this, Céline said, ‘I’ve written scripts. Here’s yours, Yvette, and yours, April, I’ve highlighted your lines.’

‘You’re already a goblin,’ April said to Jig. ‘Hey, don’t hit me!’

Fionn, Halima and Luca were sketching in the grass. ‘I can’t sketch you if you keep moving, Brandon,’ Halima said sternly. ‘Keep your face still.’

But Brandon was staring at Céline, who was still organising scripts. ‘How can I ever be still,’ he replied dreamily, ‘when every second my cells are both dying and multiplying?’
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Luca looked at Fionn’s sketch. ‘That’s gorgeous,’ he declared. ‘You’re a serious talent. I don’t even know why I try.’

‘Whatever,’ Fionn said, looking pleased. ‘I’m not that good. Focus on your own work.’

‘I curse you,’ April shouted, as they leapt onto Céline’s shoulders. ‘I curse you into a frog –’

‘We aren’t playing yet –’

‘We haven’t started –’

‘Céline, you always get to be Wynter the Wicked when we do Big City Witch –’

‘Would everyone just chill out, we can make it fair –’ and then Yvette, turning, noticed the teachers, and cried happily, ‘It’s them!’

The kids ran over, all talking at once.

‘Did you hear –’

‘– missed you –’

‘I had a dream –’

‘– new letter –’

‘– said the Department of Power Abuse can’t –’

Michael raised his hands. ‘Kids. Hi. Calm down for a second.’

The group stopped talking. He looked down at their smiling faces and felt his heart swell with fondness. They were the best kids he knew.

‘I was trying to say,’ Yvette said breathlessly, ‘that I’ve had another letter from Noah.’ She pulled an envelope from her pocket and held it out. ‘You should both read it.’

‘Read it aloud,’ said Charity. ‘We all want to know.’


Yvette blushed, and muttered to Michael, ‘Just not the last bit, please.’

‘Got it.’ Michael coughed, and began.


Dear Yvette,

Just a short letter this week. I can’t tell you where I am, but I should be somewhere permanent soon. Keep sending your letters to the DPA and they will get to me. I don’t have much to tell you, sorry. My memory is still healing and I’m pretty tired. I wish I could teleport to see you, but I’m not allowed. Hopefully we can meet up soon, like you suggested. I liked your idea of building a treehouse together.

Bye,

Noah

P.S Thank you for sending me that beautiful poem. It’s really nice. I especially liked the bit where you said: “The biggest journey of all / was the one that happened in my heart”. I will try to write you one, too.



Maggie said, ‘He sounds happier.’

Michael agreed. ‘He’s in the right place.’

‘If only he was in a place where we could visit,’ said Céline. ‘Do you think we’ll be able to see him soon?’

Michael didn’t know the answer to that. The Klocks had not been caught. The Department of Power Abuse were searching for them tirelessly, but they hadn’t found them yet. Michael and Maggie and the students had all endured hours of interviews with department officials, in the hope that one small clue would lead to their location, but it was as though the Klocks had vanished into thin air.

‘I hope you will,’ he said reassuringly. ‘The most important thing is that Noah’s safe.’ He turned to Fionn and asked, ‘No more premonitions?’

‘None,’ Fionn said. He looked happy about this. ‘Not a single one.’

‘Very good. And how’s the Bat Shapeshifting Power going, Céline?’

‘Great!’ Céline was beaming. ‘I can nearly fly!’ Then she turned very stern and said, ‘Now, listen, everyone, we’ve only got twenty more minutes –’

‘Eighteen, to be exact,’ Luca interjected.

‘– and we need to rehearse. Don’t lose your scripts.’

The kids were diverted, and the teachers strolled on, kicking up autumn leaves as they went.

‘Something keeps bothering me,’ said Michael. ‘I can’t help but wonder what Noah’s mother wanted to use him for. Was it just stealing? Or was it more than that?’

‘I’ve been wondering the same thing,’ said Maggie. ‘I guess she’s just greedy, like she said.’

Michael sighed. There was nothing to do now but hope the Department of Power Abuse would catch the Klocks soon. A niggling part of Michael’s brain said they weren’t safe until the Klocks were caught.

‘Maybe we should go vigilante on their butts,’ Maggie said thoughtfully. ‘Catch them ourselves.’

‘You sound like Céline and Yvette,’ said Michael.


‘Well. They’re smart kids. I’m kidding, though. I’ve had enough drama to last me a while. I’m ready for the quiet life.’

‘So am I,’ said Michael. ‘I’m not cut out for adventure.’

‘I’ll tell you what I am cut out for, Mike. That amazing rigatoni from Francesco’s. Let’s get some after work. And an ice cream.’

‘I’d like that,’ said Michael, the low sun blinding him for a moment as he glanced back towards the school. ‘That sounds great.’
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