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CHAPTER ONE

INTO THE DREAD WOOD

‘Not gonna lie – this is the most fun I’ve had in months,’ Gus says, jumping up to see if he can reach a leaf-heavy branch on an oak tree. He makes it, just with the tips of his fingers, sending the branch swinging gently and a shower of nature debris falling down on our heads. ‘Feels like I’m living again.’

It’s early summer and the kind of weather where it feels like the sun is giving everything and everyone a recharge. I can feel the warmth soaking into my skin like medicine. See my forearms turning brown below my rolled-up shirtsleeves. And even though the past six months have been rough – being stuck in parent prison while the police look for the Latchitts – and fail to find them of course – there’s something about today that’s giving me a new burst of hope. I look up at the ancient trees around us and inhale the green of the Dread Wood. ‘Smells like freedom,’ I say with a grin.

‘You know what it also smells like, Angelo?’ Gus says. ‘It smells like money. Cold hard cash filling our pockets.’

We fist-bump that, ’cos who doesn’t want to have pockets filled with money?

‘Who’d have thought that Dread Wood High going meat-free for a month would turn out to be a good thing?’ I say. ‘All those hungry students, trying to survive on beans and lettuce, desperate for a chicken nugget, or a bacon roll …’

‘Remember when Hume announced it?’ Gus says.

‘Felt like a strange and cruel punishment,’ I say.

‘It felt personal, goddamn it.’ Gus kicks a fallen stick, sending it sailing deeper into the woods. ‘Like he did it just to twist the shank. Everyone knows I can’t live without a chicken burger.’

‘And that sausage rolls alone get us through double biology with Ms Mahoney,’ I say.

‘Or art with Miss Heeps,’ Gus groans. ‘Of all the butt-sucky things Hume has done, this one hurt the most. Or I thought so at first.’

‘Good thing we’re experienced in dealing with horror situations,’ I say. As we get further into the Dread Wood, the sounds of the school field – the ‘oof’ of a shoe against a football; the sudden shrieks of laughter from a group of kids all huddled watching something on one of their phones; the occasional yell of a teacher when they catch sight of a phone out or overhear an especially bad swear – they all fade away to nothing. Soon it’s just me, Gus and the rustling of the trees.

‘And we’re blessed with entrepreneurial skills,’ Gus says.

‘And have contacts on the outside willing to work with us,’ I say.

‘Speaking of contacts, how far are we away from the rendezvous point?’

‘Gus, we’ve spent days in these woods – how can you still not know your way around?’

A lot has happened here since our first term at Dread Wood High: being hunted by genetically mutated giant spiders, stalked by the Latchitts during games of Flinch, falling in a pile of blood-drained animal carcasses … Everywhere I look, I see remembered images of the horrific things the Latchitts put us through in revenge for some bad choices we made when we first met Colette. But if they hadn’t, then me, Gus, Naira and Hallie would never have become mates and formed Club Loser, with Colette joining to make the perfect five. And today the Dread Wood is our friend.

‘Because woods are just trees,’ Gus says, pointing at a cluster of pine trees in front of us. ‘They literally all look the same to everyone except you.’

Maybe because I’ve been reminiscing on past traumas, I jump when the crack of a snapping twig rings out behind us. I spin around to scan the trees. ‘Is someone following us?’

‘Angelo, chill out,’ Gus says, not even bothering to stop. ‘It was probably a bird.’

‘Sounded heavier than that,’ I say.

‘A badger then,’ Gus says, looking over his shoulder. ‘Come on, or my cousin Bronya will want a bigger payment.’

‘I mean, badgers are nocturnal,’ I say, giving up on looking for monsters and jogging after him. ‘But yeah, it was probably nothing. And don’t worry, we’re almost there. Did you get the order through to her OK?’

‘Dude, our processes are slick as a snail’s undercarriage,’ Gus grins. ‘Sent the order last night, got the thumbs-up confirmation. We just need to exchange goods and Bronya’s fee, and then we can coin in our profits.’

We clear a few more trees and we’re finally at the fence that splits the Dread Wood between school and public land. Bronya is waiting for us, two bulging backpacks on the ground at her feet.

‘Baby Gus-Gus,’ she says, as we walk towards her. ‘How’s my favourite little cousin doing today?’

‘Bronya, I told you not to call me that in front of my friends,’ Gus says. ‘You’ll ruin my big G reputation.’ But he fist-bumps her through the links of the fence. ‘You got the stuff I asked for?’

‘Wing King and Bryan’s Bakes in this bag.’ She lifts one of the backpacks up and launches it over the fence like a professional shot-putter. I back up a few paces and catch it, trying not to squash the meaty treats inside. Bronya carefully packages the food items within two insulated bags and the backpack on top, so from the feel of it, you’d never know what’s inside. Our customers – the students of Dread Wood High who are missing their meat-based treats – like their orders toasty warm.

‘Banter Burger in here.’ She hurls the other bag and Gus one-handed catches it with a smug look on his face.

‘Good job, B,’ Gus says, passing her a rolled-up note. ‘Pleasure doing business with you as always.’

‘Snap me tonight if you want to order again,’ she nods, and turns to leave. ‘Oh, and Julia told me to say hi from her.’

‘Er, great,’ Gus says. His face is pinking up like he’s been dipped in bubblegum. ‘Yeah, I’ll Snap you.’

I try not to snigger as we put our backpacks on our shoulders.

‘Shut up, Angelo,’ Gus says. ‘You think I can’t hear your silent mockery?’

‘Sorry,’ I snort, not sorry. We walk back into the trees.

‘Don’t tell the girls at least,’ Gus says. ‘No man should be shipped with his cousin.’

And I splutter out a laugh, which catches in my throat suddenly when someone steps out of the bushes in front of us, blocking our path.






CHAPTER TWO

CAT ATTACK

‘Told you there was someone following us,’ I say, stopping to assess the threat. ‘Just didn’t think it would be Kaya B.’ Also known as the most triggering, gobby person in Year 8.

‘You shouldn’t underestimate me, E-boy,’ Kaya says in the most annoying way possible. ‘You two thinking you own the place with your dumb little business, smuggling in nuggets and selling them to innocent, hungry students for insane prices.’

‘Could you move, Kaya?’ Gus says. ‘We have customers to serve.’

‘Bet you think you’re amazing, don’t you? Meeting local thugs in the woods so you can rip us all off with your overpriced trash food.’ She puts her hands on her hips and makes a face at us that’s somewhere between a glare and a duck-face pout.

‘Well, yes,’ Gus says. ‘We’re only doing what everyone else wishes they’d done.’

‘What do you want, Kaya?’ I sigh. ’Cos she’s clearly going to keep on at us until she’s fulfilled whatever goal she’s followed us into the woods with.

‘I want a cut,’ she says. ‘Fifty per cent.’

Me and Gus look at each other and burst out laughing.

‘Not a chance,’ I say. ‘Wouldn’t be worth us carrying on if we gave you fifty per cent …’

‘And for doing nothing except being a massive, annoying pain in our butts,’ Gus says.

‘Forty then,’ Kaya says. ‘Or I snitch.’

Gus and I start walking again, changing our course slightly to walk around her.

‘Thirty per cent,’ she says.

We keep walking.

‘Ten. Or I swear to god I’ll snitch.’

‘And make everyone at school hate you when they can’t get their meat fix?’ I call back. ‘I don’t think so.’

I hear her running across the ground behind us.

‘Sounds like desperation,’ Gus says.

She overtakes us and stands in front of us again. ‘I’ll do it anonymously. No one will know it was me.’

‘But we’ll tell everyone,’ Gus says, shaking his head. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself now, Kaya.’

She shuts her mouth and chews her gum furiously, clearly trying to think up a new plan but finding nothing.

‘I’ll tell you what, Kaya,’ I say, pulling my backpack off my back. ‘I’ll let you have your order for a special price. What was it you wanted again?’

‘Steak bake,’ she says. Her eyes are fizzing with anger.

I open the backpack and unzip the two thermal bags inside, feeling around for her pastry in its hot paper bag. ‘Here you go.’ I hold it out to her. ‘Three pounds fifty to you.’

‘That’s 10p off,’ she says. ‘They’re one-eighty in Bryan’s. It’s still a massive rip-off.’

‘Take it or leave it,’ I say, moving to put it back in the bag. The smell of juicy steak and buttery pastry wafts on the breeze, and I know she won’t be able to resist.

‘Fine,’ she says, taking some money out of her pocket. ‘Give it here, you utter jerkmerchant.’

I zip up the bag, take her money, and give her the steak bake.

‘Pleasure doing business with you, ma’am,’ Gus says, tipping an imaginary hat. We walk on, leaving her to her snack and her fury.

‘I bet she’s biting into that steak bake like she’s ripping one of our heads off,’ Gus snorts.

‘Why does she always have to be so Kaya B?’ I say. ‘It’s tiring.’

We must be fifteen metres from where we left her, when a scream splits the quiet of the wood. Then another, and another, like hysterical terror screams.

‘Sounds legit,’ I say, turning to run back through the trees. ‘What the hell?’

‘Maybe she bit the inside of her mouth,’ Gus says, running with me. ‘That always hurts like a beast.’

And I’m hoping that’s all it is. But this is Dread Wood High – the place where we’ve battled a horde of DNA-distorted creatures that want to destroy-slash-eat-slash-infect us on behalf of their Latchitty creators – and we know it’s probably going to be something way worse.

We race between trees and jump bushes, and in a few seconds Kaya comes back into view. She’s jumping and screaming like she’s on fire, but her back is to us and I can’t see why she’s freaking out.

‘Kaya!’ I yell. ‘What’s wrong?’

She turns to face us, her cheeks pale and her mouth open in a scream. And everything about her looks normal, except for her right arm, which is a whole world of not normal.

‘What the actual freak is happening?’ Gus gasps.

From the elbow down, Kaya’s arm is unrecognisable. Covered in something green and moving, like a huge living glove. She’s violently shaking it, but whatever is attached to her isn’t letting go.

‘Get them off me!’ she shouts. ‘They’re biting me.’

As we get closer I can see that the thing attacking Kaya is actually hundreds of tiny caterpillars. They’re dropping from the tree above and crawling all over her arm. Latching on with teeth to keep their grip. I start pulling them off, their spiky fur scratching my skin, while Gus bats away the ones that are falling. But every time I rip one away, Kaya’s skin rips with it. She’s covered in bright red welts. And then I realise: they’re all going for her hand. Her hand that’s holding the steak bake.

‘They want food, Kaya,’ I say. ‘Drop the steak bake!’

She screeches and flings it away. The caterpillars immediately let go and follow it.

‘Why the hell are there furry snakes on the school grounds?’ she shouts, holding her injured arm and stomping on some of the slower caterpillars. They turn into neon-green goo under her shoe, stringy strands hanging between the sole of her foot and the grass below. It reminds me of when we squished a brain-biter in the drama cupboard back in Year 7, and I wonder for a second if these green guys are related to them somehow.

I try to get a good look at them as they crawl away – much faster than you’d expect. They don’t look like a species I’ve seen before, but they’re clearly caterpillars, and not worms. Which raises at least one other very big and potentially terrifying question, about what happens next.

‘We should get you to the nurse,’ Gus says, looking at Kaya’s arm and doing a bad job of trying to hide his disgust. There are green tinges around the bite marks, and her whole forearm is oozing and swelling. ‘No offence, but that looks like some kind of alien death plague.’

‘I don’t need your help,’ Kaya says, but with less aggression than usual. Her face is a sick-looking grey, and she’s sweating. I’m wondering if there’s some kind of toxin in those bites. She lurches, suddenly, and falls against a tree. I prop her up on one side with my shoulder. She’s burning hot.

‘We’re going to take you to the Primrose Room,’ I say to Kaya. ‘OK?’

For once she doesn’t shout any abuse at us, she just nods.

Gus supports her other side, and together we carry her back to school.






CHAPTER THREE

DEATH AND LECTURES

At afternoon tutor, the class is buzzing with gossip about the mystery incident that happened at lunchtime.

‘They put someone in an ambulance, I saw it,’ Mariam’s saying, as I walk in with Colette. She’s sitting on her desk with a group around her. ‘Strapped on to a stretcher with a blanket pulled over their head like they were dead.’

‘Who was it, though?’ Luna asks.

‘Duh, they had a blanket over their head,’ Mariam says. ‘So I couldn’t see.’

‘Where’s Kaya B?’ Shaheed says, looking at Kaya’s empty desk. ‘If anyone knows who died, it’ll be her. She’s bare nosy.’

Col and I sit in our usual spots and exchange looks. Mr C made me and Gus swear not to tell anyone what happened in the woods until ‘the senior management team decides on the best course of action to avoid panic among the student body’. But obviously we told Col, Naira and Hallie. There are no secrets in Club Loser.

‘You think they’ve guessed what you were doing in the Dread Wood?’ Col whispers. ‘Mr C’s not as dumb as he looks.’

‘Gus told him we were having a lunchtime stroll,’ I say, and Colette sniggers. ‘We bumped into Kaya who was enjoying a vegan wrap.’

‘He definitely knows then,’ Colette says. ‘There’s nothing about that story that sounds true.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘But I think he’d already sussed us anyway, ’cos he told me he could smell barbecue wings the other day, and he looked at me funny.’

‘Good afternoon, Eight Thunberg,’ Mr C says, striding into the room and leaning over his desk to open the register.

‘Who died, sir?’ Luna says. ‘Was it Mr Santos?’

‘Why would it be Mr Santos?’ Mr C looks up from the computer.

‘’Cos he’s proper old,’ Luna says, looking at Mr C like he’s an idiot.

‘Man does look like he’s barely clinging to life,’ Shaheed says. ‘And his eyes are all twitchy, like he’s watching out for the Grim Reaper all the time.’

Mr C stops clicking the register and puts on his stern voice. ‘Right, I can see the rumours have been flying, so let me assure you that nobody has died.’

A quiet groan circulates the room, ’cos everyone’s a bit disappointed that it isn’t as big of a drama as they thought.

‘There was an incident at lunchtime – that did not involve Mr Santos, by the way – and after registration you’ll be going straight to assembly so Mr Hume can advise you of the details. In the meantime, may I suggest you avoid speculating among yourselves? Take a chill pill, guys.’

Everyone groans again, but this time from cringe. Then we all chat while Mr C goes back to clicking on the computer. There are some mad theories going around but nobody’s guessed it was a furry mini-snake attack. I mean, why would they? They haven’t seen the things that we have.

‘Right, I’ve completed the register so off you go to the hall,’ Mr C says. And we file out of the room towards the main hall with Mr C following us. ‘And in silence, please. Mr Hume wants everyone on their best and most respectful behaviour.’

Even with nobody talking in the hall, the atmosphere is loud. Mr Hume glares down at us from the stage, and there’s a weird mix of nervous anticipation and that feeling of dread when you know something bad has happened.

I turn to look for the rest of Club Loser and see them taking their seats with their tutor groups, not giving anything away. Except for maybe Gus, who winks at me in a really obvious way. Naira nudges him in the ribs and whispers in his ear – I’m assuming reminding him that we’ve talked about his winking habit before and all agreed that he should probably stop. Hal is tapping a message or something into her phone while it’s inside her pocket and she can’t even see the screen. Mad skills.

Mr Hume walks over to the podium on the stage and clears his throat.

‘Students of Dread Wood High,’ he says, looking around at us with his dagger eyes to get our attention. Completely unnecessary because everyone wants to hear what he has to say for once. Total silence. All eyes on him.

‘As some of you may be aware, I have called this impromptu -’ such an annoying word, especially when he says it – ‘assembly to inform you of an incident that occurred over the lunchtime recess period, involving a Year Eight pupil.’

Of course everyone’s scanning the rows of seats, trying to work out who the mystery Year 8 pupil is. I hear Kaya’s name whispered behind me, as the rest of 8T start doing the maths.

‘Before I provide an account of the incident, I first want to reassure you that the student in question, though injured and transported to hospital by ambulance, has responded well to treatment and is expected to make a full recovery.’

I remember Kaya’s panicked screams. Her arm, bloody and gooey and covered in bites. And then the way she collapsed, fever hot and shaking. I’m glad she’s OK. I might even give her a cost-price steak bake next time I see her. If she ever wants to eat one again.

‘It appears that we have an outbreak of a sub-species of oak processionary caterpillars in the Dread Wood,’ Mr Hume says, reading the information from a piece of paper. ‘These caterpillars, as their name suggests, are pests that feed on oak trees, living and moving in large groups …’

I’m rummaging through the contents of my brain because I’ve seen documentaries on processionary caterpillars before. They’re a real thing, but the details don’t add up. What we saw in the Dread Wood was different.

‘As well as being incredibly damaging to the trees, they also carry toxins that make them potentially harmful to animals and humans if there is close contact,’ Mr Hume says. ‘And that was the case this afternoon.’

‘Are they gonna close the school?’ someone whispers further down my row. ‘Please say they’re gonna close the school.’

‘Rest assured that as the caterpillars are confined to the trees, there is absolutely no need to close the school while we manage the situation,’ Mr Hume says, pausing to stare into the souls of every student in the room, just in case any of us were thinking about sharing our thoughts on the school remaining open.

‘But the Dread Wood is now closed to all staff and students,’ he says. ‘Entry to it is forbidden, with serious consequences for anyone caught within its boundary. This is for your own safety. And it goes without saying that if you come across one of the caterpillars, you should keep your distance and report it immediately to a member of staff.’

Kaya’s stomping was also effective against the caterpillars, and I reckon about ninety-nine per cent of Dread Wood students would use the same technique, rather than running for a teacher. But if they are oak processionaries, and to me it’s a big if, they’re unlikely to leave the woods.

‘I have been in contact with the appropriate experts in this kind of pest control – experienced professionals who know exactly how to remove the caterpillars,’ Mr Hume says, and I feel my mind losing focus as he bores on. Always saying more than he needs to, and painfully slowly.

‘You may see some of these personnel on site over the next week or so, particularly within the Dread Wood. They will be wearing protective clothing and masks. Do not attempt to converse with them – they have a challenging job to complete and must not be distracted.’

The afternoon sun beams in through the slits where the heavy blue curtains haven’t been fully closed and I watch the dust motes flutter along on an invisible breeze. There’s something about the caterpillar story that’s bothering me, and all I want to do is get out of this hall and google. Maybe go back to the Dread Wood for a closer look. Though not too close, obviously.

‘I know you’ll all be concerned for the upcoming Dread Wood High centenary celebration,’ Hume says. Literally no one is concerned about it, but whatever. ‘It has been many months in the planning, not least with the restoration work in the mansion house, and the re-erection …’ I bite my lip hard to keep the snigger in. Some people aren’t quick enough, and there’s a flurry of snorts disguised by coughs through the hall. Mr Hume looks around at us with disgust. ‘ … of the old watchtower that was part of the original building. I’m excited to unveil it at the festival, and show our distinguished guests around it ahead of the spectacular drone light display.’

I clench my teeth together and swallow down a yawn. We’ve been hearing A LOT about the centenary celebration – the school being a hundred years old – and honestly I think the only person who’s looking forward to it is Hume.

‘We will do everything in our power to clear the woods of the pest problem and ensure the festival can take place as planned.’ Hume pauses, and I think for a moment that he’s done. But he clears his throat again. He’s not done.

‘One final point to raise before you head to your afternoon lessons,’ he says. ‘And I’m afraid it is also of a serious nature …’

In my peripheral vision, I can see Mr C looking across at me with that worried expression he has sometimes when he thinks no one can see him. He’s had it a lot lately.

‘Here at Dread Wood High, we have made an ongoing commitment to being a socially responsible community. As part of this, we took on our meat-free month project – pledging to refrain from serving or eating any meat-based products across the entirety of the school …’

I don’t like where this is going.

‘It has been brought to my attention that a few, as yet unknown, individuals have engineered a way of bringing contraband meat-based products on to school property and, in an even more disappointing development, are selling these products to their fellow students.’

I force my face to be blank. No feelings here. None at all.

‘Understand that I will find out who you are, and I will deal with you personally. And until then, any student discovered consuming a meat-based product, and I mean even a single nugget …’ he pauses again to evil eye us all, and I find myself wanting to laugh, ‘will instantly receive a Saturday detention.’

I’ve never heard the hall so silent.

‘Now,’ and I swear Hume looks me right in the eye, ‘calmly make your way to your next lesson. Think carefully about whether you should be protecting people who think they can make a mockery of the school rules. And stay out of the Dread Wood.’






CHAPTER FOUR

RATE MY ’PILLAR

‘I want to go back to the Dread Wood,’ I say, when we finally get a chance to talk in private. It’s 4 p.m. and we’re at Hallie’s, sitting on the massive lawn in her garden, while her pet chicken Michelle bops around, pecking at our shoes. We’re far enough away from the house that her mum can’t hear us. Because of the Latchitts repeatedly trying to murder us, we’re not allowed to do anything unsupervised any more – and I mean literally anything, except going to the toilet, and even then I’m pretty sure someone stands guard outside the door – which is hella annoying. We’re never without a parent. They have a rota.

‘Because you want to get eaten by caterpillars or because you want a detention?’ Naira says.

‘Just hear me out,’ I say.

‘Before we get started on insane plan chat,’ Gus says through a mouthful of his favourite artisan crisps, ‘can we talk about how if Humey was going to make up the name of a creature, he could have come up with something more believable than “old professional caterpillars”, or whatever that shiz was. I mean, we’re teenagers but we’re not idiots.’

‘I think what he said was “oak processionary caterpillars”,’ I say, giving Michelle a necktickle. ‘And they’re a real thing.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Gus says.

Hallie types into her phone and shows Gus the screen. ‘Too rubbish of a name to be fake,’ she says. ‘And everything he said about them was accurate.’

‘So either this isn’t a scam, or Hume has infiltrated Google,’ Gus says, scrolling through the info on Hallie’s phone. ‘Which actually wouldn’t be a shock considering all the sussy things he’s done …’

‘But leaving us behind on a sinking ship with a killer octopus, or on a field being attacked by vampire birds doesn’t have quite the same vibe as infiltrating Google,’ Colette says. ‘I think this is actually legit.’

‘Are you expecting me to believe that the caterpillars in the Dread Wood are just normal caterpillars and not Latchitt-mutated caterpillars?’ Gus says. ‘Nah, no way.’

Naira picks some stray grass from the fabric of her school trousers and crosses her legs. She’s the only one of us who can manage a whole day at school without turning into a sweaty, ruffled-hair mess. And she makes it look easy too.

‘I totally get where you’re coming from, Gustav,’ she says. ‘But these caterpillars are real. You can read about them through any search engine on the internet, but also in actual books. No matter how clever and well-connected Mr Hume is, he doesn’t have the ability to travel back in time and edit thousands of nature encyclopedias.’

‘You’re right, Nai-Nai,’ Gus says. ‘He’s probably just implanted chips into our brains that make us see the information he wants us to see, even if it’s not there in reality. So the change is not in the world, but in all of us. We’re doomed.’

‘This conversation is not going where I thought it was going,’ Colette says. ‘Or is that just what the chip in my brain is telling me to think?’

‘If we all have brain chips, I volunteer to shave Gus’s head so we can see where it was inserted.’ Hallie puts her hand up. ‘I’m also up for trying to remove it with a kitchen knife and some tweezers.’

‘OK, before we start cutting people’s heads open, I think I can offer an alternative theory …’ I say. ‘Gus, take a look at some photos of oak processionary caterpillars and tell me what you think.’

‘You want me to rate them or something?’ Gus uses his thumb and finger to zoom in on a picture. ‘That’s weird, but sure.’ He zooms some more. ‘Hold up,’ he says. Zooms out. Scrolls. Zooms again.

‘What is it?’ Colette says. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘These ain’t the donnies from the Dread Wood,’ Gus says.

‘What do you mean?’ Naira asks.

‘I mean,’ Gus says. ‘These aren’t the caterpillars we’re looking for.’ He waves his hand like he’s using the Force. ‘They’re different.’

‘Different how?’ Hallie asks, grabbing her phone back from him.

‘Well, for a start, the dudes in the photo are, like, the most dull mushroomy brown that a brown could be …’ He leans over to talk to the picture on Hal’s phone. ‘No offence, guys.’

‘And the caterpillars that bit Kaya B were …?’ Colette says.

‘Bright green,’ Gus says. ‘Like neon-lime party caterpillars. Partypillars.’

‘Exactly,’ I say.

‘Hume did say it was a sub-species.’ Naira takes Hallie’s phone to look at the photos.

‘You know you all have your own phones to look at,’ Hallie sighs.

‘Yeah, but that’s not the only difference,’ I say. ‘Notice anything else, Gus? I’m just asking ’cos I want to make sure I’m not remembering wrong.’

Gus takes the phone from Naira, ignoring Hallie’s XXL tut. ‘They’re about the same size,’ he says. ‘But our green guys had, like, hoodies on.’

‘Did they actually?’ Colette’s face lights up like this is a brilliant thing.

‘Not actual hoodies,’ I say. ‘Sorry, Col.’ I give her a comforting pat on the arm.

‘Ah, that would have been cute,’ Col sighs. ‘Little green caterpillars in leisure wear, keeping the rain off their hair.’

‘Will someone explain what you mean by caterpillars with hoodies on, please?’ Naira half shouts.

‘They had collars up,’ Gus says.

Naira looks at Gus like she’s going to punch him in the face.

‘You explain it in your Attenborough way, Angelo,’ Gus says. ‘Before Naira’s head explodes.’

‘They had a frill, all around their heads,’ I say. ‘Kind of like what a triceratops has, but full three-sixty.’

‘I don’t get it,’ Hallie says.

‘Give me the phone a sec,’ I say, taking it from Nai.

‘You mean my phone?’ Hallie asks.

I type ‘dragon-headed caterpillar’ into Google and hold up the photos for the others to see. ‘Kind of like this, but with shorter spiky bits and it goes all the way around the face, instead of just at the back.’

‘Yeah, that’s it,’ Gus says. ‘Dilophosaurus vibes.’

‘You mean dilophosaurus from Jurassic Park?’ Naira says. ‘The one that spits venom on the annoying guy with the shaving foam?’

‘That’s the fella,’ Gus says.

‘You know that depiction of a dilophosaurus isn’t based on fact?’ Naira says.

‘How dare you?’ Gus says. ‘Jurassic Park is the only true depiction of dinosaurs ever.’

‘They literally made the head frill up for the movie,’ Naira sighs.

This could go on for a while. ‘But you all understand what we’re saying about the hoodslash-frill-thing now, right?’ I say.

Naira nods. ‘Yep.’

‘Yep,’ Colette says. ‘Still kind of cute.’

‘Yeah, got it,’ Hallie says.

‘And that’s the universal power of Jurassic Park,’ Gus whispers.

‘So they looked completely different,’ Colette says. ‘Anything else seem sus?’

‘I’m glad you asked, Colette.’ I grin at her and ignore the others groaning at my smugness. ‘Oak processionary caterpillars feed on oak trees …’

‘We need to give them a catchier name,’ Gus says. ‘’Cos this one is doing my head in. Maybe pro-cats? Oh yes, I know. OAPs! That’s what we’re calling them from now on and I’m glad you all agree.’

‘So …’ I say. ‘OAPs eat trees. Like most caterpillars they’re pretty exclusively vegan …’

‘Nah, they eat all sorts,’ Gus says. ‘It’s one of the first things you learn as a child. They like leaves and fruit and shiz, but also cake, lollipops and salami.’

Naira sighs. ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar is a story, Gus.’

‘Based on fact,’ Gus says. ‘It teaches us about life cycles.’

‘There are some carnivorous caterpillars,’ I say. ‘But they’re definitely in the minority, and they prefer ant larvae to sausages. And my point is that OAPs are definitely plant-based eaters, but …’

‘The Dread Wood caterpillars went mad for the steak bake,’ Gus gasps. ‘They were desperate for that beefy goodness.’

‘Exactly,’ I say. ‘And Kaya was hurt because they bit her, trying to get to the steak bake. There was poison in their bites that made her instantly sick. But the toxins in OAPs are on their hairs – they rub off on you when you touch them.’

‘And you were picking them off with your bare hands and nothing’s happened to you,’ Gus says.

‘So the Dread Wood caterpillars are actually nothing like OAPs,’ Naira says, ignoring the look of glee on Gus’s face that she used his name for them. ‘They’re just a really convenient excuse.’

‘Sub-species, my butt,’ Hallie says. ‘They’re something else entirely.’

‘They’re sussypillars!’ Gus says.

‘And I’m assuming this brings us back to your original statement,’ Naira says. ‘You want to go back to the Dread Wood to find out what’s really going on.’

‘We have to, don’t we? If the Latchitts are back then we need to be on it. I’m sick of always being two steps behind them.’ I push my hair back off my face. It’s getting long again and Gus will be nagging me to put it in a man bun soon.

‘As much as I’m down for breaking the rules,’ Hallie says. ‘How are we supposed to explore the Dread Wood without getting caught? Hume is on the warpath and you know he’s gonna be watching the woods like a hawk.’

‘I will find out who you are, and I will deal with you personally.’ Gus does a fine impression of Mr Hume. ‘And he said it in his Batman voice and everything.’

‘He’s like a vigilante of injustice,’ Colette sighs.

‘But would getting into trouble be such a bad thing?’ Naira says, and the rest of us turn to look at her like she’s some kind of bodysnatcher imposter. Because the real Naira would NEVER say this.

‘I’m going to have to call the police,’ Gus says. ‘Naira’s been brainchipped.’

‘Think about it,’ she says. ‘When was the last time we had the whole school to ourselves? No Hume or anyone else watching our every move?’

I think back to that rainy day in November, just over eighteen months ago, when none of us liked each other and we had no clue that our lives were about to turn upside down.

‘Saturday detention,’ I say. And I can’t keep the grin off my face. ‘The perfect opportunity to investigate the Dread Wood.’

‘Oh my god, I can finally be rid of my Saturday detention FOMO!’ Colette says.

‘And all we have to do is get caught eating chicken,’ Gus says, putting his hands over Michelle’s ears. ‘It’s almost too easy.’

‘Except for me,’ Hallie says. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll find my own way to make trouble.’

‘Tomorrow then?’ Naira says.

I nod, and in my head I’m already in the Dread Wood, taking control of the situation. If the Latchitts are planning another attack, we’re going to be ready.






CHAPTER FIVE

THE DETENTIONS

‘She’ll be at the fence in five,’ Gus says. ‘Let’s lock and load.’

We’re on the opposite side of the school from the Dread Wood, loitering by the front lane. The sky is padded with pale grey clouds today, which muffle the light and colour of the school grounds. Feels like a good day to do something shady. We figured it would be easier to meet Bronya where the lane connects with Finches Green, because all the teachers are focused on the boundary between the field and the Dread Wood. Hume’s orders.

‘Looks clear,’ Naira says, subtly scanning the area for school staff and potential snitches. ‘We need to make it quick, though. No chatting. We get the goods and move on to the next part of the plan.’

‘We can’t be rude, though, Nai-Nai,’ Gus says, as we start casually walking up the lane. ‘Bronya’s doing us a solid here.’

‘I think I see her walking across the green,’ I say, looking through the gaps in the fence slats. Finches Green is stretched out beside us – a large grassy area, with foot-trodden paths where hundreds of Dread Wood students make their way to and from the school. It connects to the main road on one side, and the churchyard on another – the crumbling gravestones creating an appropriate backdrop for the sad walk to a day of lessons. I can see Bronya, striding towards the fence, with someone else at her side, holding a small package. ‘But she’s not alone.’

‘That’s weird,’ Gus says. He sneaks a look over at the green. ‘Oh man, this is bad.’

‘What’s bad?’ Colette says. ‘Should we abort the mission?’

‘No,’ Gus sighs. ‘The mission’s good to go ahead. But you have to promise that what happens on an illegal goods exchange stays on an illegal goods exchange. We never talk about this again.’

‘OMG, now I’m excited,’ Hallie says with a grin. ‘I mean, I was excited anyway, but it looks like things are about to get juicier.’

After a final check that we’re alone and hidden from view by the oak trees, we head to the fence and watch Bronya approach from the other side. The person with her is about our age and looks a lot like Bronya, with acorn-brown hair and a smile as wide as the sea.

‘Hi, Gus,’ she says, as we meet at the fence.

He nods. ‘Cousin Julia.’ And it suddenly all makes sense. Cousin Julia has a massive, super-awkward, and definitely unwanted, crush on Gus.

I exchange looks with Colette and it’s clear she can barely contain her excitement at this unexpected moment of painful, joyful cringe. Hal is biting her lip to hold back a grin, and Naira is looking at Julia like she’s studying her for a project.

‘You look amazing today,’ Julia says. ‘That uniform makes the aqua blue of your eyes really pop and sparkle. You know who you remind me of? The cook from One Piece. The one who always flirts.’

‘She means Sanji,’ Naira says.

‘Yes, I know who she means, thank you, Naira,’ Gus says. I’ve never seen him so uncomfortable. And One Piece is probably ruined for him forever now. He turns to Bronya. ‘Do you have the stuff we asked for?’

So much for not being rude.

‘Of course, Baby Gus-Gus,’ Bronya says with a grin. ‘Julia has it. In a small parcel like you asked so it will fit through the fence and can be easily concealed.’

‘Great, thanks.’ Gus puts his hand in his pocket for Bronya’s payment.

‘No, no, this one’s free of charge,’ Bronya says. ‘Julia’s gift to you.’

‘That’s so nice of you.’ I smile at Bronya and Julia. ‘Thanks a lot.’

‘Yes, thank you,’ Colette says. ‘You’re really helping us out. I’m Colette, by the way. This is Hallie and Naira.’

Hallie raises a hand and smiles. Naira nods and continues to study Julia.

‘It’s good to meet the friends of my baby cousin,’ Bronya says. ‘We hear a lot about you all.’

‘And us about you,’ Colette says.

Gus looks like he would welcome death right now.

‘Yeah, thanks, B,’ Gus says. ‘And Julia. But we’d better shoot, ’cos time’s ticking and there might be a narc around.’

‘Here,’ Julia says, holding the package halfway through the fence so he can take it. As he reaches for it, she brushes her fingers over the back of his hand.

‘Great. Thanks. Bye then,’ Gus says, stuffing the package in his blazer pocket and walking off immediately without looking back.

‘See you soon, Gus,’ Julia says. Her face pink and … what’s the word? Radiant.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘We appreciate it. Don’t we?’

Col, Hallie and Naira all nod and say thanks and goodbye, and then we hurry after Gus.

‘Like I said,’ he says. ‘We never talk about this again.’

‘Got it,’ I say, though I can’t see any of us managing to stick to it. But for now … ‘Right. Game faces on.’

‘To the dining hall!’ Colette whoops. She is way too excited about this.

We walk quickly to the back entrance of the dining hall, aware that there is already a delicious smell seeping out of Gus’s blazer pocket. The queue for food is short, as it has been ever since the meat-free month situation was introduced. We head straight to the salad bar and pile up our plates with green, then sit at a table right in the middle of the hall.

‘Miss Heeps alert,’ Hallie whispers, nodding to where Miss Heeps is standing, leaning against the wall and sipping on her coffee. ‘You were right, Nai, it’s her turn for lunch hall duty.’

‘Perfect,’ Colette says. ‘If anyone’s going to hand out detentions like it feeds their soul, it’s her.’

‘Then let’s do this,’ Gus says, pulling the package out of his pocket and ripping it open. As soon as he does, the smell of hot, fried meat fills the air around us. ‘Want some bacon for your salad, Angelo?’ he says.

‘Obviously,’ I say forking a couple of rashers and putting them on my plate. I chose bacon for the smell. There are very few people who can resist it.

‘Peri chicken for me, please,’ Naira says, and Gus passes her a couple of wings.

‘I’m baconing,’ Col says, piling some on top of her lettuce leaves.

I can already see people turning and sniffing, so I spear a chunk of meat and wave it around a bit before putting it in my mouth.

‘If this wasn’t part of a very important plan, I’d be disgusted with all of you,’ Hallie sighs.

Then Gus bites into a chicken wing, the sauce dripping down his hand.

‘Someone’s got meat,’ a Year 7 whispers from the table next to us. And a bunch of heads turn in our direction.

‘It’s those Year Eights. They have bacon,’ someone gasps, and the news ripples out across the dining hall. ‘And peri chicken. OMG!’

It doesn’t take long for Miss Heeps’s unruly behaviour radar to be activated. She looks up from her travel mug. Sniffs the air like a bear emerging from hibernation. Starts walking through the tables, looking down at trays and plates as she stalks through the students. Like an apex predator.

‘That was quick,’ Colette says.

I stuff more bacon in my mouth before Miss Heeps comes and takes it away.

‘Too easy,’ Naira says. ‘Why are teachers so predictable?’

Gus doesn’t say anything ’cos he’s gnawing on a wing, and Hallie is strangely quiet too.

‘Is this MEAT?’ Miss Heeps stands over me, absolutely fuming. They always come for me first – reputations never die.

‘Yes, miss,’ I say through a chew of bacon. ‘Want some?’

‘How dare you defy the rules this way?’ Miss Heeps yells. ‘Especially after they were made crystal clear in yesterday’s assembly!’

‘I was hungry, and salad wasn’t cutting it,’ I say with a shrug.

‘That’s a Saturday detention for you, Angelo,’ Miss Heeps says, taking a little notebook and pen out of her pocket. ‘And everyone else eating meat here.’ She looks around at all of us. ‘Gustav, of course …’ She writes his name down. ‘Colette, Naira – I’m surprised at you,’ she says, scribbling so hard that I’m shocked her pen doesn’t snap in half. She looks at Hallie’s plate and nods approvingly. ‘I’m glad one of you knows how to follow the rules.’

I see the look on Hal’s face as it lands. Probably the most insulting thing someone could ever say to her. She stands up.

‘Who are you to police people’s choices?’ she says. ‘Who are any of you?’ She climbs up on her seat and gestures at the school around us.

‘I suggest you sit down before you find yourself in my book, Hallie,’ Miss Heeps says, her pen hovering over the paper.

‘And I suggest you stop being part of a dictatorship that takes away people’s human rights,’ Hallie snaps back. ‘You’re nothing but a mindless pawn in a game of corruption.’

‘Right: Saturday detention, Hallie.’ Miss Heeps writes in her book.

Hallie grins and goes to sit down, then stands back up and says, ‘PS meat is murder. Big up the vegan army.’ She does the peace sign and jumps down.

‘Jeez, pick a side, Hal,’ Gus says.

And we’re all trying not to smile, because we got exactly what we wanted. Bring on Saturday detention.






CHAPTER SIX

FLASHBACK

Arriving at school on Saturday morning feels so different to the last time I did it. Instead of rolling up at the gate to find out which losers I’m going to be forced to spend the day with, I’m meeting my four best friends. And we’re still losers, obviously, but now we’re Club Loser.

Naira and I arrive first – we live on the same estate so we always walk to school together. And she hates being late. The huge iron gates are closed tight, and I’m half expecting Mr Latchitt to come strolling down the path, rattling his keys and whistling a nursery rhyme. Whenever they’re trying to kill us, there’s always a nursery rhyme involved.

‘What up, bredren?’ Gus says, as he climbs out of his mum’s car. ‘Nice day for it.’

It’s a perfect day: clear blue sky and lemony-fresh sunshine. Warm enough to be wearing shorts but not so hot that every action feels a hundred times harder than usual.

‘I see you’ve got your stems out, Angelo,’ Gus says. ‘Bold move.’

‘I told him to get changed,’ Naira says. She’s in full winter PE kit, with everything tucked in. ‘This …’ she gestures at my knees, ‘is like welcoming the bitey sussypillars in with a hug and a hot choccie.’

Gus snorts out a laugh. ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself, Nai-Nai.’

‘Well, at least I’m not sweating like you two,’ I say, flapping my shorts and enjoying the feeling of the breeze cooling my legs.

‘I’ll take sweating over toxic bites any day, thanks,’ Naira says, pulling up the collar of her polo shirt so she has full coverage.

‘And,’ Gus says, leaning against the gatepost, ‘I reckon those bites make you hotter than the mozzarella on a just-out-the-oven formerly frozen pizza. I mean, Kaya B was burning.’

‘Yeah, she was,’ I say. ‘And I’ve been thinking that there must be a reason for the toxin to work that way.’

My thoughts are interrupted by the friendly toot of a car horn, and I turn to see Hallie’s dad pulling in, with Hal and Col in the car grinning at us out of the window.

‘Be good,’ Hallie’s dad calls, as they get out and wave him off.

‘No chance,’ Hallie says. And she pats the backpack she’s holding with a smile that looks like the Grinch when he’s stealing Christmas.

‘What you got in the bag, Hal?’ I say.

She grins. ‘Supplies. You can thank me later.’

The entry pad on the gatepost beeps suddenly, a light shining green above the speaker.

‘Welcome, Back On Trackers,’ Mr C’s voice crackles out of the box. ‘I hope you’re ready for a day of hashtag “Squad Goals”. Please come to student services and we can get cracking.’

Then there’s a metallic clang and the gate starts to auto-open.

‘Ooh, fancy,’ Colette says.

‘And no small talk with a homicidal caretaker,’ Gus says with a nod. ‘I approve.’

We walk through the gate as soon as the gap is big enough, which takes a surprisingly long time, and start walking up the lane towards Dread Wood High.

‘Never thought I’d be back here on a Saturday again,’ Naira sighs. ‘I promised myself that last time would be my first and last detention. RIP, my beautiful school record.’

‘But if we don’t sort this shiz with the Latchitts out, we might not even live to finish school,’ I say.

‘And I reckon the university boards will respect it, ya know,’ Gus says. ‘A bit of bad behaviour is a good thing. Shows you’re not as boring as death.’

‘Also, let’s take a moment to appreciate that this was actually your idea, Naira,’ Hallie says. ‘Queen.’

‘Is this what it was like last time?’ Colette says, as we take our time walking up the path. We have all day. No need to hurry.

‘Literally not,’ Hallie says. ‘Last time it was peeing with rain. Naira was shouting at everyone and storming ahead …’

‘Gus was swinging off the trees like a hyperactive chimpanzee,’ Naira says.

‘And Hal was …’ I say.

‘Wait, let me guess,’ Colette says. ‘On her phone. Angrily.’

We all laugh.

‘Angelo was doing his moody loner ting at the back,’ Gus says. ‘And secretly trying not to laugh at my hilarious jokes. Which is, of course, impossible.’

‘And there wasn’t that,’ Naira says, pointing at the part of the school building that wasn’t there before. The new-old tower. It’s a massive structure that dominates the skyline – so tall we can see it above the trees before the rest of the mansion house is visible. For now it’s wrapped in green tarps, so all you can see is the hulking shape and none of the detail.

‘Hume’s weird obsession,’ Hallie snorts.

‘I reckon he’s going to King Kong it up to the top on centenary night,’ Gus says. ‘With Miss Heeps in one arm, still clutching her travel mug. He’ll grab the light display drones out of the sky and missile them at all the students.’ He makes an explosion sound, and does a death face with his tongue hanging out to the side. ‘Why else would he build it?’

‘It was part of the original building, apparently,’ Naira says. The only one of us who reads the school newsletters. ‘When it was privately owned before it became a school. But the tower was destroyed during the war and this is the first time that funds have been available to rebuild it.’

‘Should have spent the money on something else,’ I say, looking at the tower. It really does seem more about Hume’s ego than it does about improving the school. ‘Like well-being goats.’ ’Cos the well-being pigs are the best part of the school.

‘Or a school dog,’ Colette says.

‘Bigger library,’ Naira says, with a longing sigh.

‘Better Wi-Fi,’ Hallie says.

‘I dunno, I think I’m with Humey on this one,’ Gus says. ‘Towers are awesome. You can stand at the top of your tower with your flag flying, and you feel like a winner. All the big players have one: Kong, Sauron, Monsieur Eiffel, Rapunzel … Who wouldn’t want a tower?’

‘To honour the past with a view to the future,’ Naira says. ‘That’s how Hume’s branding the tower and the centenary.’

‘That’s not a bad tagline, to be fair,’ Gus says. ‘I wonder if we can sneak in there today for a preview?’

We’re close now, and the rest of the school building is visible – the posh look of the mansion messed up by the skips full of building rubble and piled-up scaffolding dotted around the gravel drive. There’s been building work going on at the school since last year, and it’s become the new normal. It’s actually going to be weird to sit in lessons without a noise backdrop of cement mixers and jackhammers.

‘It’s gonna be locked for sure,’ I say. ‘And we all know there’s only one person who’ll have the key.’

‘So we break into Hume’s office and snoop around,’ Hallie says, like this is something she’s been wanting to do her whole life. ‘We’re never going to get a better chance to look for evidence that he’s part of the Latchitt conspiracy. We have to do it.’

‘You’re getting ahead of yourself, Hallie,’ Naira says. ‘We have a long list of tasks to complete – checking out the caterpillars; finding out what’s going on in the tower; searching for incriminating evidence on Mr Hume … and before we can do any of them, we need to get rid of Mr C.’

‘Don’t worry, I have that covered,’ Hallie says.

‘Then the priority is the caterpillars,’ Naira says. ‘We know they’re abnormal, but we need to find out if they’re Latchitt abnormal or just a strange anomaly.’

We crunch across the gravel at the front of the mansion and head for student services where Mr C will no doubt be waiting with a clipboard and bumbag.

‘Because right now it doesn’t make sense,’ Naira says. ‘The caterpillars are harmful but not deadly, and the Latchitts usually aim more towards the deadly category with their creations. I hate it when things don’t make sense.’

‘I’ve been thinking the same thing,’ I say, pulling open the entrance door and holding it for the others while they walk in. ‘But there’s potentially a horrifying answer to that puzzle – something we haven’t discussed yet.’

‘And that is …?’ Hallie says.

‘That, like the book says …’ I let the door swing shut behind us. ‘The important thing about caterpillars is that they don’t stay caterpillars.’






CHAPTER SEVEN

THINGS GET REAL

‘You mean they transform into something worse?’ Colette gasps.

We’re in the corridor now, so we lower our voices.

I shrug. ‘Maybe.’ And I try to sound like it’s just one of many possibilities – a worst-case scenario. But honestly, if the Latchitts are involved, I’d say it’s a certainty.

‘Ah, there you are,’ Mr Canton says, as we walk into student services. ‘Circumstances notwithstanding, it is lovely to see you all on such a beautiful Saturday morning.’ He’s sitting at the desk in the corner, clicking on the computer. ‘Just registering you, and then we’re good to go.’

‘Hey, Mr C,’ I say, flopping down on to one of the sofas.

‘Shall I do the hot choccie based honours?’ Gus says, skipping over to the machine.

‘Can you put extra milk in mine, please, Gus?’ Colette says, sitting next to me.

‘Of course,’ Gus says, pressing some buttons. ‘Extra milk for Col, oat milk for Hal, double chocolate shots for Naira and Angelo.’

‘Now hold on just a minute,’ Mr C says, wheeling back his chair and standing up. ‘I know you’ve grown accustomed to the perks of hot choccie time with Mr C, but let’s remember that today is a consequence session for breaking school rules.’

‘But it’s good for our well-being,’ Colette says, looking at Mr C with cute puppy eyes. Mr C being her mum’s boyfriend is a useful card to have up her sleeve, and Col uses it often, and for the good of us all.

‘And I brought something special for your hot choccie, Mr C,’ Gus says, pulling a small bottle out of his blazer pocket.

‘Is that …?’ Mr C raises his eyebrows.

‘Your favourite pumpkin spice syrup,’ Gus says, pouring a big glug into one of the cups. ‘You know I’ll always sort you out with the good stuff.’

‘Well, I suppose one won’t hurt,’ Mr C says. He takes his cup and sits down with us. ‘And we can use this time to talk about why you’re all here today.’

‘We ate illegal food items,’ Naira says.

‘And Hal called Miss Heeps a prawn.’ Gus hands out the rest of the drinks.

‘I’m pretty sure it was pawn, Gustav,’ Mr C says. ‘But what I want to talk about is why you’re really here.’

‘What do you mean by that, exactly, sir?’ Hallie asks. ‘You know I never miss an opportunity to fight the power.’

‘That’s true, and it’s something I both respect and slightly fear about you, Hallie.’ Mr C takes a sip of his hot choccie. ‘But eating meat in the middle of the dining hall during meat-free month when Miss Heeps is on duty … I know you’re not naive enough to have carried out such a crime without knowing you were going to get caught.’

‘What you saying about Miss Heeps, sir?’ Gus says. ‘That she’s uptight? A narc? That she’s in Hume’s pocket?’

‘No, Gustav. I’m saying she’s a stickler for the rules. If another staff member had been on lunch duty, you might have got away with a stern warning. But Miss Heeps?’ He shakes his head. ‘You knew she was gonna bust a cap in your asses.’

‘Oh god, Mr C – no,’ Colette says.

‘So are you going to tell me why you deliberately got yourselves a Saturday detention?’ Mr C says.

We all look down into our hot choccies and say nothing.

‘Because I’ve gotten to know you all rather well over the past year and a half or so, and I have a theory that you’re here because you want to carry out some kind of investigation.’ He puts his cup down on the table. ‘And while I understand your desire to take action – I know you’ve had your suspicions about Mr Hume for a long time and that you’re tired of waiting for the police to make headway on your case – I would be failing in my duty if I didn’t stop you. So today we will not be going into the Dread Wood. We will not be trying to break into locked offices. And we most certainly won’t be climbing the tower.’ He unzips his bumbag. ‘Now please hand over all telephonic devices for the man pouch.’

We all groan, but slide our phones over to him.

‘I’m just going to the toilet, Mr C,’ Hallie says, standing up and picking up her bag. ‘Period situation.’

‘Right you are, Hallie,’ Mr C says. ‘We will commence our Back On Track activities on your return.’

Hallie leaves the room, and I don’t know what she’s planning, but she said she has it covered so I’m excited to see what comes next. Whatever it is, it needs to distract Mr C for long enough for us to get a good distance away. In the meantime, I feel like we need to keep him talking. There’s a hella awkward silence in here.

‘So what activities are we doing, sir?’ I say.

Mr C smiles. ‘Well, with the upcoming centenary celebration, we need the school looking in tip-top shape. So we’ll be sprucing up the old place in a variety of ways designed to encourage team-building, school pride, and a healthy respect for the rules. Bonus item – by the time we’re finished, the school will be drippin’.’

‘It’s a good job Hallie’s in the toilet,’ Colette says. ‘Because there’s no way she’d have let that slide.’

A loud pop and crackle suddenly shakes through the building. Everything electrical in the room dies in an instant, some with an ominous puff of black smoke and the smell of burning plastic.

‘What the heck was that?’ Colette says, as a distant alarm goes off, just to add to the drama.

‘Stay calm,’ Mr C says, jumping out of his seat in a not very calm way, just as Hallie comes running back into the room.

‘What’s happening?’ Hallie asks, and she does a good job of covering it but I’m pretty sure I can see a smug smile hiding underneath the worry on her face.

‘Ah good, Hallie, you’re back,’ Mr C says. ‘Now I can go and investigate. My guess is that the building work has caused some kind of electrical fault. There are probably some workers on site and they’ve overloaded the system. You five stay here, unless the fire alarm goes off, in which case, leave immediately through the main exit and congregate in front of the school. Understood?’

‘Understood,’ Gus says, saluting.

Mr C jogs out of the room.

‘What did you do, Hal?’ Colette grins.

‘Connected a super-powerful pulse generator to the school’s electrical system,’ she says. ‘All I had to do was plug it in for a second, and boom! Now Mr C is out of the way, and the school’s CCTV is offline.’

‘Genius,’ I say, knocking back the rest of my hot chocolate. I like the end bit where it’s basically just chocolate goo. ‘Let’s go.’

We peer down the corridor to make sure Mr C is well out of the way, and then we run. Out of the building, past the tennis courts, and on to the field. Sprinting for the Dread Wood like our lives depend on it.

When we get there, we don’t hesitate, knowing we need to be out of sight before Mr C comes looking. I plunge in through the treeline, enjoying the feel of the leaf-loaded branches whipping past me. Of my feet kicking up the debris from the forest floor. Of the smell of sunwarmed bark filling my nose. And we keep running until we’re deep enough inside the woods that no one would know we’re here.

‘I’ve got a stitch!’ Hallie yells from somewhere behind me, so I slow to a stop and stand in a patch of sunshine, trying to get my breath back.

Naira’s a few steps behind me. She’s faster than me but she doesn’t know the woods as well, so gets held up by obstacles that I can jump over without breaking my stride. She joins me in my patch of sunshine, looking up at the canopy over our heads. ‘The caterpillars dropped down from the trees, right? I wish I had a hood. Or an umbrella.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, peering into the green of the leaves. ‘But they’re tiny. Nothing we can’t handle. Also, we’re too big to be their natural prey. They didn’t want Kaya – they wanted the steak bake.’

‘You can flick them away with your ponytail whip move,’ Gus says, jogging into the clearing and jumping on to a tree stump.

‘I don’t have a ponytail whip move,’ Naira sighs.

‘Really?’ Gus looks at her like he’s surprised.

‘Well, you should have.’

‘We’re here,’ Colette says, walking into view with Hallie behind her.

‘Hot choccie and sprinting aren’t a good mix for me, apparently,’ Hallie says, collapsing on the floor like she’s going to die.

Col sits down next to her and pats her on the arm. ‘Hopefully that’s the last running we’ll have to do today. We’ve got a good head start on Mr C. Poor guy.’

‘Yeah, I do feel bad for lying to him,’ I say. ‘And ditching him.’

‘Necessary sacrifices for the greater good.’ Hallie’s still breathing heavily – she’ll need a few minutes before we can move on.

‘You’re just saying that ’cos you got to blow up the school power grid,’ Gus says, jumping off his stump and bending down to inspect fallen sticks. ‘Literally your dream come true.’

‘Yeah,’ Hallie grins.

‘Right, let’s focus,’ Naira says. ‘Clearly there are no caterpillars falling on us, so are they somewhere else in the woods, or are they here and hiding?’

‘Only one way to find out,’ I say, jumping up to grab the lowest branch of a sturdy oak tree. I pull myself up, then look for the next branch that’s going to hold my weight. I love climbing trees, especially in the summer when the camouflage of the leaves makes them the perfect hiding place. You can be sitting in the branches, with people directly below, and they have no clue that you’re there.

I pull myself from branch to branch until I’m in the thickest part of the tree, surrounded by a green cloud of leaves.

‘Any sign of the sussypillars?’ Gus calls from the ground.

‘No,’ I yell back. Because there’s no sign of anything out of the ordinary at all. ‘But we have another problem. Hold on, I’m coming down.’ I drop towards the ground, branch to branch, saving an impressive jump for the last part, which I land perfectly. And even though I’m worried about the caterpillar situation, I feel pretty pleased with myself for managing it in front of Col.

‘What’s the problem?’ Naira asks.

I dust the bits of tree off my hands. ‘The problem is there’s nothing there at all. No insects. No birds. Nothing.’

‘It makes sense that they’d eat insects if they’re carnivorous,’ Naira frowns. ‘But surely they’re too small to take down a bird.’

‘They’re pack hunters, remember,’ Gus says. ‘If they all pounced at once, they could probably KO a bird.’

‘Come to think of it, I haven’t seen or heard a single bird since we came into the Dread Wood,’ Colette says. ‘And there are usually loads.’

We stand in silence for a moment, listening to the woods around us. And there’s definitely no birdsong. No rustling in the shrubs. Just the sound of the trees creaking and swishing.

‘Let’s go in deeper,’ I say. ‘Keep looking.’

So we move slowly. Quietly. Looking and listening.

‘Is there anyone alive out there?’ Gus yells suddenly, making the rest of us jump.

‘Jeez, Gus.’ Hallie thumps him on the shoulder. ‘You nearly made me die of a heart attack.’

‘Well, then you’d fit right in, ’cos there’s not a single living thing in these woods,’ Gus shrugs.

And I’m about to agree with him when I catch a glimpse of something in my peripheral vision that makes my skin prickle with goosebumps. Because there is a living thing in the woods. There’s a masked stranger watching us from behind a tree.






CHAPTER EIGHT

STRANGER DANGER

My heart skips more than one beat. I make a quick decision and turn to face the person head-on, because I can already tell that it isn’t one of the Latchitts. I’ve grown to know the shape of them well over time – Mr Latchitt almost inhumanly tall and wide, a hulk of a man; and Mrs Latchitt small and wiry, deceptively fragile looking, like you could snap her like a twig. This person is neither huge nor tiny. He (and I feel like it’s a he, even though I can’t see him clearly) is an average-sized adult human. About the same height as Mr C. He’s wearing dark green overalls made from rubbery material. They cover him literally from head to toe – they include built-in boots, and a hood that comes all the way up the front of his neck and over the back of his head, with just a face-sized gap that’s concealed under a black mask. The mask is kind of like the old-fashioned gas masks that people put on during air raids in the war, but it looks newer. Sleeker. He has some kind of equipment strapped to his back like a rucksack. It has a tube coming out of it that he’s holding in his right hand, with a nozzle at the end.

‘Who or what the hell is that?’ Hallie says.

‘Remember in the assembly of soul-eating boredom, Hume said something about pest control pros?’ Gus says. ‘I vaguely remember something about protective clothing.’

‘Yes, he did say that.’ Naira takes a step towards the man. ‘And this clearly isn’t Mr or Mrs Latchitt, so maybe it’s just a guy trying to do his job and surprised to see us here on a Saturday.’

I take a step forward with her, even though I have a sick feeling of dread. Our Latchitt horror story has been filled with terrifying situations that have been explained away by Hume in ways that make them seem normal. But there’s something about the way this guy’s looking at us that doesn’t seem right.

‘Oi, hazmat dude,’ Hallie yells across the space between us and him. ‘What’s your business here?’

Hazmat dude doesn’t answer.

‘Um, I think if he was a nice hazmat dude, he’d take his mask off and talk to us,’ Colette says. ‘Or at least give us a little wave to show he’s friendly.’

Hazmat dude takes a step towards us.

‘So we’re thinking he’s one of those bad hazmat dudes?’ Gus says. ‘Which would make sense, ’cos that is a creepy-ass ’fit he has on.’

We stand together, facing him, and I decide to try again.

‘Hey,’ I call out. ‘Are you here for pest control?’ And the guy starts laughing. His whole body is shaking like I just said the funniest thing in the world. Now, I know I’m no Gus in the comedy department but I have my moments, and this definitely wasn’t one of them. The worst thing is the sound of his laugh, which is muffled and distorted through the freaky mask. It doesn’t even seem human.

‘This has gone from uncomfortably creepy to full-on weirdo alert in a very short space of time,’ Colette says. ‘Is there something about hazmat dude that seems familiar to you?’

‘Like what?’ Hal says. ‘’Cos I can’t make out anything through that suit.’

‘I don’t know.’ Colette takes a step closer. We all move forward with her. ‘Maybe the way he’s standing. Or the laugh. Could he be someone we know?’

The man suddenly lurches towards us, breaking into a run with no warning, and pelting across the woodland.

We instinctively jump backwards and turn to run away. Because, you know, if an apparently crazy person in a Halloween slasher-movie costume comes running towards you, you get the hell out of there.

‘Wait,’ Hallie says, stopping and turning back again. ‘Five of us. One of him. Let’s fight, not run.’

She’s right. There’s been so many times that I’ve shouted at characters in movies that if they took the murderer on, they would win. It’s infuriating. So I turn back too. And it’s hard because my body is telling me to run for my life. But I force it to stop.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘We can take him.’

‘OK,’ Col says. And she and the others turn around too.

So we’re standing in the middle of the Dread Wood, facing down an unknown enemy who is coming at us like the only thing that matters in his life is scaring us, or hurting us, or worse. And then two things happen at the same time.

I hear a noise from somewhere further back in the woods. A noise that I know well. And I can’t understand why I’m hearing it in the Dread Wood.

It’s a pig. Specifically Klaus, my favourite of the school’s well-being pigs. I spend a lot of time with him, and I swear the confused grunting I can hear is him. I turn in the direction I think the sound is coming from, trying to locate him, but I can’t see anything through the thick trees and bushes.

‘Is that one of the pigs?’ Naira says. ‘Why would it be in the woods?’

‘Guys, I think hazmat dude is going to activate his weapon,’ Gus says, pulling our attention back to the figure running towards us. And Gus is right, he’s lifted the tube coming out of the pack on his back and is pointing it right at us.

‘Oh god,’ Hallie says, looking from the maniac charging at us, into the forest where Klaus’s stressed snorting is getting louder, and back again. ‘What do we do?’

‘We go for Klaus,’ I say, knowing that I can’t leave him, no matter how much I want to tackle hazmat dude to the ground. I turn to the woods and run. And I’m trying to follow Klaus’s calls as best I can, but I have a good idea where we’re heading anyway.

‘Good decision,’ Hallie says, sprinting behind me. She always finds an extra speed boost when there’s someone to save or someone to fight.

‘Yeah,’ Gus says. ‘Although I really wanted to see what hazman was going to shoot out of his nozzle.’

I jump a fallen branch. Crash through a thicket.

‘You might still find out,’ Naira says. ‘He’s chasing us.’

‘What the hell is his problem?’ Colette gasps. She’s breathing hard. We all are.

And then I burst through the trees into a clearing we know well. We fought three giant spiders here, back on that first Saturday detention. It feels like years ago but it was only about eighteen months. We all took toxin-covered spike hairs to our bodies. One of them impaled my shoulder.

‘Oh great,’ Gus says. ‘The Arena of Eternal Horror. The place where I infamously got shot in the butt with a spider hair.’

‘Yeah,’ Naira says. ‘All the best stuff happens here.’

In the middle of the clearing, tied to a tree stump with a thick piece of rope around his neck, is Klaus.

‘Who would tie him up like this?’ Hallie says, running over to Klaus who is grunting and squealing and straining against the rope. ‘And what the hell for?’

‘Well, that’s pretty obvious,’ Gus says. ‘He’s being Jurassic Parked.’

‘Like the goat,’ I say, running to join Hallie.

Klaus is my favourite well-being pig. When he looks into my eyes it’s like he’s staring into my soul, and he always seems to know when to be chill and when to goof around and make me laugh. And he’s looking at me now, and all I can see is fear.

‘The hazmattacker must be trying to feed him to the monsters,’ Gus says. ‘Unless there are any other random psychopaths hanging out in the Dread Wood today.’

And even as he says it, the masked man, who really seems to dislike us, leaps into the clearing, takes aim and fires.






CHAPTER NINE

CHOKEHOLD

Ablast of white gas explodes out of the nozzled tube that hazman is holding, and fills the air between him and us with a thick, powdery fog.

I stumble backwards as it hits me with force, whooshing into my face and filling my eyes with what feels like specks of acid. The burn is like nothing I’ve ever felt before and I yell out in pain.

‘Holy scrut, this hurts,’ Hallie roars. ‘Anyone got eyes on the scumhead with the proton pack?’

I squeeze my eyes tight shut, then try to force them open so I can at least locate where the next attack is coming from. But all I can see is a dense white fog that swirls against my body like sticky, burning smoke. I’m getting hotter and hotter, and I’m totally blind. I try to calm myself so I can focus, and I realise there’s a constant hissing sound close by. Hazman is still spraying whatever the hell this heat gas is, which means visibility isn’t going to get any better.

‘We need to huddle,’ I yell, trying not to inhale the fumes, but unable to stop them from sucking into my nose and mouth. As the gas hits my throat it’s like breathing in fire.

The others are coughing and I can tell they’re close, so I reach out, feeling for them. Hoping to find the reassurance of a warm, familiar hand. But that makes me think back to December, in a lift in Project Z, when I thought I was holding Colette’s hand but it turned out to be an enemy – a clone of Colette created by the Latchitts that at that point we didn’t know existed. And I panic. My stinging eyes are trying to find something – anything – to focus on in this godawful fog, but all they see is churning, chemical white. For the first time in months, I’m properly scared.

‘This you, Angelo?’ I hear Naira’s voice in my ear and her hand on my arm. And the relief is almost overwhelming.

‘Yes,’ I manage to half say, half cough.

‘Hold my sweatshirt,’ Naira splutters. ‘Try to find the others. I’m going to bend down to untie Klaus.’

So I cling to the fabric of her jumper, up by the collar, as she kneels down.

I have Naira, and she has Klaus, my brain says to me in a firm voice. You’re OK.

And although the choking fog is painful and horrible, I realise that my throat hasn’t closed up. I’m not bleeding. My heart hasn’t stopped beating. So I’m not gonna die right here, right now.

Find the others. Get out of the woods.

With Naira’s sweatshirt balled up in my right hand, I use my left to feel around.

I hear an angry scream from a metre or so away, followed by a bunch of swears.

‘Hallie?’ I say into the mist.

‘Angelo?’ she shouts back. ‘Something just bit me.’

And as she says it, I feel the weight of something land on my shoulder and dig into my skin through my jumper. I use my free hand to grab for it so I can yank it away. It has to be a caterpillar. But when my hand finds it, I feel a jolt of shock surge through my body. Because the caterpillars I pulled off Kaya were about five centimetres long and a centimetre wide at most. And although the bristly fur feels exactly the same as the original caterpillars, there’s been a massive change. Literally. This one is … bigger. Much bigger.

My hand closes around the body of the caterpillar, which bucks and wriggles in my grasp like an angry cat. It’s got to be a hundred times wider than Kaya’s ones, and it’s fighting me.

Gus screams from somewhere near Hallie. ‘Megapillars!’

‘There are loads of them,’ Colette yells, and I’m so glad to hear her voice. ‘We need to get away from the clearing.’

I hold the squirming caterpillar in front of my face and try to get a look at it with my burning eyes. It’s at least thirty centimetres long and the thickness of my forearm. Its collared head dances around, the points of the frill forming a star shape around a wide mouth filled with pointed teeth. I feel a second one land on my head, so I launch the one in my hand as far as I can across the clearing in the opposite direction from where I’m pretty sure the others are. Hopefully in the direction of hazman who must still be here somewhere but I have no idea where.

There’s so much smoke now that it’s impossible to tell where it’s coming from. And a thought hits me: if the smoke isn’t a chemical for destroying the caterpillars, who are clearly alive and thriving, then what’s it really for?

The caterpillar on my head slides down my cheek and latches its teeth into my earlobe. There’s an immediate stabbing pain and intense pressure, like it’s clinging on with its teeth clenched shut. I pull it from its tail end but it doesn’t let go.

Below me Naira yelps. Klaus squeals.

I yank the caterpillar, feeling my ear tear but desperate to get it off me so I can help the others.

‘Got it,’ Naira says, and there’s the thunder of heavy trotters across the woodland floor as Klaus runs for his life. And I’m glad he’s able to run because he’s too big now for us to be able to carry him easily.

‘We should go too,’ Naira says, standing and moving in the direction he went. ‘Everyone OK to run?’

‘Yes, ready,’ Colette says. She’s close.

‘So ready,’ Hallie shouts, crashing towards where I’m standing.

‘Follow that pig!’ Gus yells, and I can see the shape of him through the smoke.

I desperately want to take a big gulp of air, but I know that if I do I’ll choke. So I hold my breath and run.

Unable to avoid the shrubs and bushes. Thorny plants scraping the skin off my legs. Narrowly avoiding tree stumps that loom up ahead of me with only a second to dodge. My eyes are streaming. My throat is raw. And the bite on my ear is starting to burn like it’s on fire. But I keep moving.

As we leave the clearing, the fog gets thinner and wispier, and visibility better with every step. I can see Naira ahead, her ponytail lopsided and full of bits of twig, but swinging as she runs in a way I’ve got used to seeing over the months. I hear Hal just behind me, swearing under her breath, and Gus to my side, almost keeping pace with me. But I can’t see Colette.

‘Col?’ I shout, stopping suddenly to look into the trees behind me. ‘Colette, where are you?’

‘I’m OK.’ I hear her voice ringing through the woods but from a different direction than I was expecting. She’s ahead of me, far enough that I can’t see her. ‘Come on,’ she shouts. ‘Let’s go.’

So I start running again, trying to catch up with her, but I’m having difficulty catching my breath after the choke gas ravaged my throat.

‘Colette’s nearly out,’ Naira calls back. ‘We’re close.’

‘And where are we going when we get out?’ Gus says in a gravel-bitten voice. ‘What if hazmattacker follows?’

‘We get Klaus back in the pig yard,’ Hallie says. ‘Then we get in the mansion. Find Mr C and our phones.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. Talking hurts. Running hurts. Breathing hurts.

And at last I see the treeline in front of me: the bright of the field under a pale blue sky. The glorious lack of trees hiding giant freaking caterpillars. Leaving the woods feels amazing. Being able to see ahead and behind.

Klaus is sprinting faster than I’ve ever seen him sprint, straight for the pig yard where he obviously feels like he’s going to be safe. All we have to do is lock the gate and the pigs should be OK for a bit, until we can work out what the hell is going on here.

Naira has slowed down slightly and is looking over her shoulder as she runs, back at the Dread Wood. ‘No sign of Smoker,’ she says. ‘I think he’s staying in the woods.’

‘Nai-Nai, you made a One Piece reference,’ Gus says, in between breathing so heavy that it sounds like he’s about to actually drop dead. ‘Proud of you.’ He thumps his heart and raises his first towards her. She looks ahead again, trying not to smile.

Col is way ahead of us, and it’s weird, ’cos I don’t know how she got that far when I was sure she was behind me in the clearing.

‘Col!’ I yell, as loud as I can, which isn’t that loud because my throat is in tatters. ‘Wait up!’

But she keeps running. Past the pig yard and towards the mansion. And on top of all the other bad feelings I have going on in my body right now, there’s a sickening twist of dread in my gut. Because something’s wrong. I know it.

Naira gets to the pig yard first, opening the gate for Klaus who darts into the sty where the rest of the pigs are happily sleeping in the straw. We don’t have time to check on him, but he seems OK. I’m hoping the caterpillars wouldn’t have had time to get their teeth through his thick skin.

We all stop for a few seconds at the gate.

‘What’s with Col?’ Hallie says through rasping breaths. ‘Why’s she run off?’

I look across the field to where Colette is almost at the school building.

‘Did she get bitten by the megapillars?’ Gus asks.

‘One way to find out,’ Naira says, breaking into a run again.

And even though my body is screaming, I run with her. Hallie and Gus too. Together we cross the rest of the field, squeeze through the gap in the hedge that separates it from the ornamental gardens, and then sprint towards the mansion where the conservatory door is open, like it’s waiting for us.

‘What the hell?’ Gus whispers, as we enter the building through an entrance that is strictly forbidden. I’ve snuck into most parts of the school but even I’ve never been here before. ‘I have many questions.’

‘I think “what the hell” covers it,’ Naira says.

We slow to a walk, looking around us as we pass through the glass-walled room. There are plants in here, but no trees at least.

‘Are we sure she came this way?’ Hallie asks.

‘She must have,’ I say. ‘It’s the only entrance that’s not locked. She was headed this way and wouldn’t have had time to run around to the front of the school.’

‘If it was her,’ Naira says.

And the sick feeling inside me rears up like a king cobra, writhing and twisting at the bottom of my stomach. I might actually vomit. Because she’s saying the words I’ve been avoiding even thinking about since we left the Dread Wood.

Was it really Colette we followed across the field? Or Corinne?






CHAPTER TEN

ROT

Gus gasps. ‘Clonette!’

Because, in one of the maddest acts of genius in the history of the world,

the Latchitts grew a clone of Colette using her DNA. It would be inaccurate to say she looks like her. She is her. An identical version of Colette as she was about a year ago. They called her Corinne.

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Hallie says. ‘What if it’s Colette and something happened that freaked her out? Maybe she was trying to shake off a megapillar. We haven’t seen the Latchitts at all today – the hazmaniac definitely wasn’t one of them, right?’ She looks me hard in the eye.

‘Right,’ I nod. ‘But …’

‘So there’s no reason to think Corinne would be here,’ Hallie carries on. ‘We know Colette was with us when we decided to get out of the woods. She was right next to me. And it was definitely her.’

‘And the person running ahead of us was wearing Dread Wood High PE kit,’ Gus says.

We’re most of the way across the conservatory and I can see that the door leading into the mansion is open too.

‘Yes, she was,’ Naira says. ‘So if it was Corinne and not Colette, then that would mean the whole thing was …’

‘Carefully planned,’ I say, the full realisation of what could be happening to us hitting like a kick to the crotch. ‘What if Colette’s still in the wood and we’ve just left her there?’ I turn back to the door that leads outside. ‘We should split up: you guys keep moving forward and I’ll run back to the Dread Wood.’ I’m sweating. Like, really sweating. My ear is roaring with pain, and I feel unsteady on my feet.

‘You can’t run back, Angelo,’ Naira says. ‘If Colette was there, you know we’d do everything we could to go get her. But being realistic, I don’t think any of us can physically do it. The toxin from the caterpillar bites is kicking in and we’re all wrecked.’

I notice then that she is slick with sweat, her hair plastered to her face and neck, and her skin tinged green.

‘How many times did you get bitten?’ I say.

‘Just once,’ Naira says, swaying a little. ‘You?’

‘Once too,’ I say, putting my hand to my bleeding ear. ‘Hallie? Gus?’

‘Twice for me,’ Hallie says.

‘And I got three because I am him,’ Gus says.

‘How are you even standing?’ Naira says, looking at him in alarm.

‘Like I said,’ Gus says, trying to add some swagger to his walk. ‘I am him. The sigma. The GOAT.’

‘What if Col’s been bitten and has collapsed in the Dread Wood and …’ It doesn’t matter how shaky I am, I have to go back. But my legs buckle under me, and I almost hit the deck.

‘Look, the door to the building’s right here,’ Naira says. ‘Let’s just go in. Shout Mr C. Find a way to call for help. There’s no point going back when we’re not even going to make it across the field. And we still don’t have any evidence to suggest she’s there.’

‘Most likely she’s ahead of us,’ Hallie says, putting an arm out to grab the door frame so she doesn’t fall. ‘Let’s just check.’

Beyond the door, the mansion house is quiet and empty. There’s no sign of Colette or Mr C. Just the smell of the wood panelling, mixed with something sweet and rotten like the bins haven’t been emptied. We creak across the floorboards, ears strained for any signs of life, but the school feels even more abandoned than it did when we got here. My whole body is burning like it’s on fire – I don’t think I’ve ever been this hot in my life. Or so weak. It’s like every bit of energy and strength is draining out of me and trickling on to the floorboards. I imagine it puddling around my feet like blood from a wound. But still I try to focus, going back in my mind, scrabbling around for any clues about what might have happened to Colette.

A fly buzzes around my face and I don’t even have the energy to swat it away.

‘Are you all smelling what I’m smelling?’ Gus says, stopping to lean against a wall. He’s dripping with sweat and pale as death. One of his hands has a ragged chunk missing where the flesh has been torn away.

‘You mean the rotting-meat smell?’ Naira says, looking at him carefully. She puts her hand against his forehead. ‘You’re way too hot.’

Gus manages a smile. ‘That’s what they all say, Nai-Nai.’

‘Especially your cousin Julia,’ I say. It’s out of my mouth before I can stop it.

Hallie snorts out a laugh.

Naira sighs. ‘This is serious! And if that smell is coming from us, it means our flesh is being eaten away by the poison.’

‘Sniff it, Nai.’ Gus swings his injured hand floppily up towards her face.

‘These scrutty flies,’ Hallie growls, kicking weakly at one. ‘Why do I feel like there are millions of them?’

And I notice that there are lots of flies zipping around the corridor. ‘This can’t be good,’ I say, watching them ping between the walls and ceiling, flying in excited circles.

‘Looks like they can smell dinner,’ Gus says. And he’s started to slur his words. ‘Sniff it, Nai. I can’t hold it up much longer.’

Naira takes hold of Gus’s hand and puts her nose to his bite, taking a deep slug of a sniff. She keeps hold of his hand, but looks up. ‘It’s not us,’ she says. ‘The smell isn’t coming from the bites.’

‘Then where’s it coming from?’ I ask.

‘Guys, look,’ Hallie says, pointing down one of the small corridors that run off the main one. It’s a ‘staff only’ area, but we’ve been here before. At the end of it is a green metal door, leading to what is probably the most banned place in the school. We went through it on our first Saturday detention, searching for Hallie who’d been taken by the spiders. The door is open.

We stare down the corridor at the open doorway that brings back so many awful memories.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Naira says. ‘There have been a few things that have happened today that seem weirdly connected to the events that happened on our first detention. Strange parallels between then and now …’

‘Like the Arena of Eternal Horror,’ Gus says.

‘And someone trying to kill a pig,’ Hallie nods.

‘Death by predator,’ I say.

‘And now the door to the basement is open,’ Naira says, walking towards it. I follow.

‘And we’ve lost Colette,’ I say. ‘Like we lost Hal.’

‘You think someone, aka the Latchitts wants us to go down there?’ Gus steps forward too.

We stand in the open doorway, looking down the dimly lit stairs. The smell is stronger here. The swarm of flies thicker.

‘Maybe she’s down there,’ I say. ‘It would be the kind of sick thing they’d do if they have taken her.’

‘And there’s a light down there somewhere,’ Naira says. ‘Even though the electricity is off.’

‘So we have to look, right?’ Hal says.

‘If we’ve learned anything from any horror movie ever, then we know it’s likely to be a trap that leads to us being chopped into pieces.’ Gus leans forward into the darkness. ‘So obviously we have to look. RIP, us.’

But before we can move, the decision is made for us. I feel the pressure of a powerful hand strike me between my shoulder blades. I tilt forward for a second, trying and failing to regain my balance. And then I’m falling. Bouncing painfully off the steps. Rolling and thumping down into the basement. Into the stench of death.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

BACK WITH THE FAMILY

The breath is knocked out of me as I land at the bottom of the stairs, and then knocked out of me again when Hallie lands on top of me. The four of us are in a hot, tangled pile on the basement floor, and it takes a few seconds for me to work out which are my body parts, which belong to the others, and which way is up. And when I do, I jerk my head off the ground, my eyes focusing in on the light coming from the doorway at the top of the stairs.

The rectangle of bright daylight frames a figure standing there, backlit so I can’t see much except his hulking outline. But I don’t need to see the details because I know exactly who it is.

‘Mr Latchitt,’ I gasp.

‘Scruthole pushed us,’ Hallie says, and she’s flailing around, trying to get up, I guess because she wants to go push him back. But she’s slipping and sliding, unable to get any purchase on the ground beneath us, and I realise that the stone floor beneath us is slick and wet.

‘Calm down, Scrappy Doo,’ Gus says. ‘What are you going to do? Take him on when you’re weak as orange squash at a primary school fete?’

‘I have to,’ Hallie says.

‘Gus is right,’ Naira says. ‘Save your energy.’

As my eyes adjust to the light levels, I can see that Mr Latchitt is wearing a hazmat suit the same as the creep in the woods, but without the jetpack bag. Instead he has enormous industrial gloves on, like those gauntlets people use when they’re flying birds of prey. His face is covered with goggles and a mask, but I can picture the way he’s looking at us – with rage, and hatred, and disgust.

And then another figure appears at his side. Small, thin, and giving off creepy goblin vibes.

‘Hello, sweetlings,’ she says. And if we somehow survive the Latchitts, and I go on to live a long life, I know her voice will haunt my nightmares forever. ‘You’re in quite the pickle, aren’t you? Sticky paws and poison in your veins.’

‘Where’s Colette?’ I say, trying to shift myself into a sitting position, but slipping in whatever is coating the floor. Then I put my hand on something furry, and crunchy. I try not to gag.

‘Ah, wily fox,’ Mrs Latchitt says. She’s also in a suit. Whatever they’ve been doing here, they’ve needed protection. From the caterpillars? Or something else? ‘You didn’t think you’d be able to keep our little bird from us, did you? She was always coming home to our nest.’

‘Give her back,’ I yell. ‘Why do you want her when she doesn’t want you?’

‘Because she belongs to us, sweetling,’ Mrs Latchitt coos.

‘She doesn’t belong to anyone,’ I say. ‘You can’t force her to love you.’

‘Oh, we have our clever little ways,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘You’ll find we can outsmart even the slyest of foxes, and tame the wildest of birds.’

‘Even if you lock her up, she’ll find a way to get away from you,’ Hallie says. ‘And we’ll never stop trying to find her.’

Mr Latchitt starts laughing. ‘Are we supposed to be scared? Of you?’

‘We’ve beaten you before,’ Gus says. ‘More than once, actually.’

‘You got lucky,’ Mr Latchitt yells.

Gus is breathing hard, and I can feel heat radiating off him, even through my own fiery suffering. ‘Nah, mate,’ he says. ‘We got skills.’

‘Then let’s see if you can use them to find your way out of the maze,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘Perhaps you will live to see another dawn …’ She tilts her head to the side. ‘Perhaps not.’

She and Mr Latchitt take a step backwards into the corridor. He grips the door in his murderer gloves and starts to swing it shut.

‘So long, sweetlings.’ Mrs Latchitt gives us a toddler wave.

And I’m furious. Because this isn’t how it’s supposed to end – with Colette all alone and us half dead on a basement floor, without even the chance for a fair fight. ‘Cowards!’ I yell, so hard that it rips up my already scraped throat.

‘Wily fox is angry,’ Mrs Latchitt says, in a way that makes me even angrier. She’s enjoying herself. Laughing at us.

‘Do we not even get a nursery rhyme?’ Naira says. ‘Because I’ve been thinking, and I can’t remember one about caterpillars. It’s going to do my head in.’ Like always, she’s stalling. Trying to get as much information as possible in case we can use it.

‘All in good time, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘If you can find your way out of the dark, you’ll see us again before the end. We’re not quite finished with you yet.’

Then the door closes with a heavy thump and I hear the sound of a key turning in the lock. Darkness settles around us.

We sit in silence for a few seconds, letting our eyes adjust. It isn’t completely black in here, and I can just about make out the outlines of Nai, Gus and Hal. The sting of not seeing Colette with them is so sharp that tears prickle behind my eyes, and I have to swallow down a sob.

I can’t get my head around how quickly things have escalated. We thought we were here today on our own terms. To investigate the caterpillars and get a step ahead. But we were never in control.

‘Right,’ Naira says. ‘I think there’s a light source further back in the room. I’m going to find it and see if there’s another exit.’

‘Some light would be good right now,’ I say.

‘Not sure I want to see what the wet stuff on the floor is,’ Gus says. ‘I might just lie here, close my eyes and have a little sleep.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ Naira says, pulling herself up into a standing position. ‘We’ve got too much to do. And if you stay here you’ll never know what happens at the end.’

‘Oh, I hate that,’ Gus says.

‘Exactly,’ Naira says, walking carefully across the ground, trying to keep her balance. ‘So sort it out, Gustav.’

I start pulling myself up too. I’m not in as bad a shape as Gus, so I need to help. I see Hallie doing the same.

My hand presses down on something thin and sharp, which cuts into my skin. I try not to cry out. Lift it. Put it down somewhere else. My fingers slip in the mulchy liquid. It’s grim but at least it isn’t stabbing me. I steady myself as I slowly stand – every millimetre of movement needing a mountain of effort, and sending pain shooting through my body.

‘You want the good news or the bad news?’ Naira’s voice echoes around the basement room, and I see a golden glow moving towards us.

‘I’m only accepting good news at this time,’ Gus says.

I’m slowly moving towards where he’s sitting, trying not to think about what I put my hand in.

‘OK, so, I’ve got a light,’ Naira says. ‘It looks like something the builders and-slash-or the Latchitts have been using.’

‘I will accept this news,’ Gus says.

I hold out my hand, and he takes it. I have to grip tight to keep hold of it through all the sweat.

‘Also,’ Naira says, her light wobbling closer, ‘the passage that goes under the school has been rebuilt, so I think we’ll be able to find a way out.’

Hallie puts her arm around Gus’s waist to support him as he stands.

‘This news also gets the Gustav seal of approval,’ Gus says. He is so hot that it almost hurts to touch him. ‘And I’m thinking you should probably stop there because I can sense the bad vibes coming off you, along with the flies.’

Naira appears in front of us, holding a hefty-looking lantern in a neon-yellow casing. And now that I can see her face, I know that the bad news is going to be really, really bad.

‘Just tell us,’ I say. ‘Get it over with.’

‘OK,’ Naira says. She takes a breath. Narrowly avoids sucking in a passing fly. ‘The liquid on the floor is blood. I think Mr Latchitt was down here cleaning up some corpses.’






CHAPTER TWELVE

PUKE AND CLUES

‘Unacceptable,’ Gus says, and then he leans forward and pukes by our feet. Another smell to add to the generally horrific atmosphere down here. I feel the contents of my stomach rising, and I’m barely able to force them back down. I need to focus my mind on moving forward.

‘Any information on what kind of corpses?’ Hallie asks Naira, who is standing well clear of the mess on the floor.

‘It’s animals,’ I say. ‘I put my hand in-slash-on one. We’re going to have to take a look.’

‘I have no intention of looking,’ Hallie says.

‘Me neither,’ Gus says, sounding like he’s trying to hold back another rush of vomit.

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Hal, can you take Gus over to the exit? I’m going to look at whatever it is. See if I can work out how it died and why it’s down here.’

‘We’ll meet you there,’ Hallie says, and she hauls Gus away with a surprising amount of speed considering she’s feeling rough herself, and she’s trying not to slip in the death goo.

‘Can you pass me the light, Nai?’ I ask. I still haven’t looked down. There’s no point freaking myself out until I can see clearly.

‘We can look together,’ Naira says, stepping towards me. And as much as I don’t blame the others for wanting to get the hell away from the horror, I’m grateful that Naira’s willing to do this with me. It will be good to have another brain doing the maths. As I move across the slippery ground, my foot lands on something squelchy, and I grit my teeth, trying to shut down the feeling of horror that’s surging through me. ‘This is so grim.’

‘Could be worse,’ Naira says.

‘How could it be worse?’ Gus calls from somewhere near the back of the room.

‘Could be a human corpse,’ Naira shrugs.

‘Nai-Nai, that is dark and I’m weirdly impressed,’ Gus calls back. Then I hear him puking again.

Naira and I crouch down, and she holds the light low above the lumpy remains of a creature.

‘Oh,’ I say, my gaze scanning over the mound of skin, fur and blood. ‘I can barely make out what it is – maybe one of the Latchitts’ failed experiments that they left down here when they escaped.’

Last year, when we found a hidden tunnel from the kitchen back to the Latchitts’ labs, we had to fight a load of leftover creatures. Things that the Latchitts had created but left behind. It would make sense that they’d want to get rid of them – destroy any evidence against them.

‘I think so,’ Naira says. ‘But with this much blood on the floor, there must have been loads of them, not just this one.’

‘So you think the Latchitts killed them to cover up what they’ve been doing?’ Hallie shouts.

‘Why now, though?’ Naira says.

‘Ma Latchitt said something about the end,’ Gus says. ‘Maybe they’re clearing up before they leave for good.’

I stare at the body, because it’s actually easier than thinking about what it means for Colette if the Latchitts are planning to ditch town forever. And I realise that the Latchitts killing them doesn’t fit.

‘I don’t think so,’ I say. ‘If the Latchitts were going to mass kill their creatures, surely they’d stick some poison gas in the labs, or do something efficient and easy like that. These animals haven’t been killed cleanly.’ I look more closely at the body, and I can see that is has a savage wound. It hasn’t been injected, or knocked out.

‘You think the animals killed each other?’ Naira says.

‘Does it matter that much?’ Hallie asks. ‘No disrespect to them, but they’re dead. Knowing how won’t change things. We need to find a way out of here fast, and this is just holding us up.’

She’s right – getting out and finding Colette is the priority. But I can’t help thinking that this is important.

I hold my breath to avoid inhaling the death and rot and lean in close to the remains of the creature – trying to figure out what killed it.

‘It’s not a slash or stab injury,’ I say. ‘There would be gashes. Claw marks. Smoother edges.’

‘Come on, let’s go,’ Hallie calls.

‘One more minute,’ I call back. ‘What do you think, Nai?’

‘Hold this a sec,’ she says, handing me the light. ‘Put it as close as you can to the wound.’

I do as she says, trying not to think about life and death or anything emotional. This is science. Fact-finding.

Naira studies the wound closely. ‘I’m no expert,’ she says. ‘But to me it looks like it isn’t all here.’

I swallow back the vomit. Focus on the inside of the wound. And she’s right – there’s a hollow beneath it like some of what was inside has been taken out. Or …

‘Eaten,’ I say. ‘Some of it’s been eaten. And look at the edges of the wound. They weren’t made by one cut, it’s like they’ve been …’

‘Nibbled,’ Naira says. ‘By tiny caterpillar teeth.’

‘Guys!’ Hallie yells. ‘Stop being weird forensic examiner people and get a move on.’

I look at Naira.

‘Let’s move,’ she says. ‘We’ve got enough to go on.’

We both stand and Naira lights the way to the back of the basement where Hallie and Gus are waiting, looking hella rough. Especially Gus. Then we start making our way down the new tunnel as fast as we can. Which isn’t that fast because we’re all massively struggling.

‘I thought of some more good news,’ Gus says, breathing heavily.

‘Yeah, what’s that?’ Hallie asks.

‘At least we know we’re not going to find ourselves in an underground lab sequel – Scooby Two: Revenge of the Latchitt Rejects.’

‘That actually is good news,’ Hallie says. ‘Less creepy critters to attack us.’

‘It’s fewer,’ Naira says. She’s propping Gus up on the right, and I’ve taken the left side to give Hal a break.

‘What’s fewer?’ Hallie says.

‘The creepy critters,’ Naira says. ‘Less creepy critters is incorrect. You’re supposed to say fewer creepy critters.’

We all groan but I’m sure the others are as comforted by Naira being Naira as I am. So we drag our fevered bodies up the tunnel, step by painful step. Too scared to think about what’s waiting for us in the darkness ahead.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN

DARK AFTER DARK

We’ve been in this underground lab network before. Once when we were fighting the spiders on that first detention, and once when we came looking for Mr C who managed to get himself stuck down here with a ton of aggressive Latchitt creations. It looks totally different now.

‘I hope Mr C’s not losing his mind looking for us,’ I say. Because he’s been through a lot, and I don’t feel great about putting him through even more.

‘He’ll understand when we tell him what happened,’ Naira says. ‘If we don’t die down here, that is.’

‘How is this even the same place?’ Hallie says, as we move slowly through the maze of tunnels and corridors. ‘Everything’s gone.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, looking at the smooth walls and breathing in the smell of fresh paint, which is actually freaking awesome after the stench in the basement. ‘It’s like nothing ever happened here.’

‘They’ve cleaned up the evidence,’ Naira says. ‘Everything connecting the real Latchitts to Dread Wood High has been removed, so they only exist here as a sweet old couple who looked after the school grounds and kitchens and weren’t secretly planning to abduct their granddaughter and kill a group of students. I bet it’s the same in their cottage.’

‘They’re gonna run for sure,’ Gus says. His voice is a strained whisper, which is not like Gus at all, and I hate to hear it. I don’t know how much longer he has until he collapses or passes out.

And take Colette with them?

The question hangs in the chemically scented air between us, though none of us ask it out loud. We can’t let it happen.

We reach the place where we discovered a spider – so big that even now it seems impossible – guarding her nest of unhatched babies. Mr C was injured. Hal was wrapped in spider silk. Both of them supposed to be food for the newborn babies when they left the nest. But we started a fire and destroyed it all.

We pause. Take a couple of breaths.

‘Ah, memories,’ Gus sighs, like he’s reminiscing about a fun day out at the seaside or something.

‘It doesn’t even look like the same cave,’ Naira says, as Hallie swings the light around the edges of the room. It’s been smoothed out. Fitted with electric lights, shelving units and cupboards.

‘Looks like the inside of our garage,’ Hallie says. ‘Or as my dad calls it, his “workshop”, where he stores all his tools for when he wants to pretend he can do DIY stuff.’ She moves over to the cupboards with the light, and starts looking inside them. ‘Nothing here,’ she says. ‘I don’t get it.’

As the light from the lantern sweeps over the contents of the room, I see a metallic glint in one of the corners.

‘What’s that over there, behind the racks?’ I ask, pointing.

Hallie walks towards it with the light. ‘It’s a ladder attached to the wall,’ she says. ‘A shiny new one.’ She raises the lantern and we all look up to the place where the ladder reaches the ceiling. Set into the polished rock is a large hatch, secured with a bolt and a chunky silver padlock. ‘It’s a freaking trapdoor,’ Hallie says.

‘Or as Naira calls it, a concealed access point,’ Gus wheezes.

‘Yes, thank you, Gustav,’ Naira says, giving him a gentle squeeze. ‘It must lead back into the school somewhere. But where? I haven’t seen any new concealed access points around the building.’

I follow the map in my mind, from the basement, below the sixth-form library and school offices, towards the right side of the old mansion. And I realise, suddenly, what we’re standing beneath.

‘It’s the tower,’ I say. ‘The hatch leads to Hume’s tower.’

We all look up at the hatch, and I consider climbing the ladder to see if I can open it. But I can see from here that the padlock is closed, and that even under normal circumstances we wouldn’t be able to break through it. Let alone when we’re all struggling to walk in a straight line.

‘We’re not going to be able to get out that way,’ Naira says. ‘We should keep going.’

‘Hold up,’ Hallie says, leaning around the shelving by the ladder to peer at something hidden back in the shadows. ‘There’s something here.’ She reaches in and pulls out a reusuable Dread Wood High travel mug.

‘Miss Heep’s?’ Naira asks.

Hallie sniffs into the cup and frowns. ‘Smell this for me, Gus,’ she says, walking over to hold it under Gus’s nose. ‘Is it what I think it is?’

Gus inhales, and then nods. ‘Pumpkin spice hot choccie,’ he says.

‘But why would Mr C have been down here?’ I say. ‘And surely he would have told us if he had?’

No one says anything, but Gus slumps under my arm, reminding me that we’re running out of time.

‘Which way, Angelo?’ Naira asks. ‘What’s our best chance of getting out of here?’

‘The well,’ I say. ‘If they haven’t sealed it up.’

‘Really hoping they haven’t,’ Hallie says, putting the mug back where she found it. Almost like she’s wishing she hadn’t found it. ‘’Cos I’m feeling like I’m going to actually sweat to death, if that’s even possible.’

‘Yeah,’ Gus says. ‘What I’d give for some water right now. Any drops of hot choccie left in that mug?’

‘Drinking mouldy hot choccie is not going to help you, Gustav,’ Naira says, as we start moving again.

‘Then I’m going to have to drink my own wee,’ Gus says. ‘Except I think my wee has already been reabsorbed into my body and sweated out.’

‘I wonder what wee tastes like,’ Hallie says, as we make our way through the newly fixed-up corridors, hopefully towards the well.

‘Lick me and see,’ Gus says.

‘Not that desperate to know,’ Hallie says. She’s ahead, holding the light, and I can see she’s dragging her feet now, her shoulders hunched. She’s running out of steam.

Gus is barely managing to hold any of his weight, though he’s keeping his legs moving and doing what he can.

Nai is quiet, either lost in thought or focusing her energy on getting out of here.

Even though I’m in worlds of pain, I feel like I’m in better shape than the others. I only took one bite, and with it being on my ear, I guess maybe it was a smaller area for the toxins to take hold. It’s up to me to get us out of here. So I push forward, directing the others to where I think the well in the Latchitts’ old yard must be. Step by burning step. Sweat running down my face and back. My hair soaked and sticking to my skin.

We make it as far as the tunnel that leads to the well when Gus’s legs completely give out and he just sinks towards the ground. Nai and I can hold him enough to make sure he lands gently, but neither of us have the strength to carry him.

‘He’s not going to be able to climb the ladder,’ Naira says, looking from him to me with an expression I’ve rarely seen. She’s properly scared.

‘Me neither,’ Hallie says, slumping down next to him. ‘I might be able to get down this corridor, but the ladder’s gonna be a big fat no.’

‘OK,’ I say. ‘It’s going to be OK. You wait here and look after each other. I can climb the ladder and get help.’

‘I’ll go with you,’ Naira says. ‘There should be two of us, in case one of us slips, or runs out of strength.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Good thinking.’

‘Laters, guys,’ Hallie says, closing her eyes. ‘Good luck.’

Gus is barely conscious, and it feels wrong to leave him when he’s in such bad shape. But I know I have to.

‘Hang on, Gus,’ I say.

Naira touches him gently on his forehead. ‘If you die, your last words will have been “lick me and see”, and that’s unacceptable.’

Gus’s eyes stay shut but he manages a grin.

So we go. Reluctant to leave Gus and Hallie, but faster now that we’re not supporting Gus’s weight. We don’t talk. We half walk, half jog – well, more like three quarters walk, a quarter jog – making it to the ladder in a couple of minutes.

I look up at the rungs, rising into the darkness like they go on forever, and I have never felt less capable of climbing them. But I wipe my hands on my tracksuit bottoms and grip the metal tightly, concentrating on moving one hand and foot after the other. Knowing that I can’t slip because Naira is below me and if I fall I’ll take her with me. And then no one will come to help us and we’ll all die down here.

I’ve changed a lot over the past year and a half or so, but dying underground, and especially under the ground of my freaking school, is still at the top of my list of things I am desperate not to do.

So I imagine myself as a robot – mechanically moving my hands and feet from rung to rung. Every step up a step closer to surviving. Thinking about the friends I’ve left behind in the dark, and the friend lost in the Dread Wood. Knowing that they’re depending on me.

We climb, and we climb, pushing our aching bodies onwards because the alternative is too awful to think about. I’m comforted by the clang of my feet on the metal rungs of the ladder, and of the sound of Naira close behind me. And as my head starts to fuzz, I count our steps to keep my mind focused. I don’t even look up because I’m so dizzy that I’m afraid I’ll lose my balance if I do, so I’m almost surprised when my fingers touch rough wood instead of metal, and I realise we’ve made it to the top.

The lid of the well is heavy, and it takes almost all of what’s left of my energy to push it up and slide it across the walls, letting the beautiful daylight seep in. Then I climb the last few rungs of the ladder, my eyes blinking against the brightness of the sun, I swing my leg over the side of the well, and I fall to the grassy ground in a heap.

I manage to recover myself enough to kneel and pull Naira up and over too. She flops on to the grass beside me, lying flat out. Her eyes are closed and she’s soaked with sweat. Her usually shiny ponytail is a tangle of rat-tails plastered to her back. She tries to get up.

‘Stay there,’ I say. ‘I’ll go.’

I grip the walls of the well to steady me while I pull myself to my feet, then I walk shakily towards the back-yard gate that separates the garden from the school field. God knows how far I’ll get, or what will be waiting for me on the other side.

I stumble across the grass to the fence, then fumble with the latch on the gate, knowing every second counts if we’re all going to survive the poison that’s making our bodies shut down. My head is like a bowl of spaghetti – just a stringy, twisted mess where nothing much makes sense. My vision is filled with dancing stars and rainbow lightning bolts, making the grass, the sky, the gate latch all look like a blurry dreamscape.

I feel my way to opening the latch and I push open the gate, stepping on to the school field. The field seems the same as we left it – wide and bright green under the summer sun, with echoes of football matches and illegal water fights floating on the breeze.

I can’t decide which way I should go to get help: back to the mansion house where the Latchitts could be lying in wait? Or to one of the new buildings, which might be locked, and waste the tiny bit of energy I have left? And it’s so nice outside, and I’m so tired, that I’m tempted to just lie down on the grass.

Student services, I decide. I know it’s open, and it’s a good way from the basement, and the tower, and all the horror we’ve seen today. I start to move across the field, not even sure how my legs and arms are moving, because it feels like I don’t have control of them any more.

And I hear a distant shout.

I turn, trying to locate where it’s coming from. Heart thudding. Vomit rising. If it’s an enemy I won’t be able to fight them off.

Then I spot a figure, dark against the green of the field, sprinting towards me. A figure in a hazmat suit, with goggles and a mask. And I know this is it. He’s going to spray me with gas or feed me to the caterpillars. But the figure is removing his mask as he runs, and I see he has a familiar face. A face I’ve grown to know well over the past eighteen months. But it doesn’t add up and my brain can’t work out the sums.

I can’t move my legs. I open my mouth to speak but it’s like my tongue is swollen and heavy, and I don’t know if any sound comes out. And then I have a strange feeling, like I’m flying. My vision fills with the blue of the sky, and then there’s nothing but black.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ALL QUESTIONS NO ANSWERS

I’m running through an underground maze. Each tunnel is decorated differently: some are jet-black obsidian with flaming torches on the walls; some are wood-panelled and hung with old-fashioned paintings; some look like wild-flower meadows and smell of fresh air and sunshine. I know I need to find my way out – there’s something important that I have to do – but I can’t. I just keep running, and running, never getting any closer to the end.

‘Angelo,’ a voice says softly. And it’s a good voice – a safe voice – so I look for it. Try to work out where it’s coming from. ‘Angelo,’ it says again, and I speed around a corner into a new tunnel. One with worn-down carpet and the smell of food being cooked. I can hear a radio playing music, and the giggle of my little brother Raph. And I realise that I’m home at last.

‘Angelo,’ the voice says, and a soft hand strokes my face.

I open my eyes.

My mum is leaning over me, smiling in that way she does when she’s worried about me. And it’s so good to see her face. I feel like I can’t move, for some reason, but it’s enough to know that she’s there and that I’m OK. I know I have something important to tell her, but before the words come, my eyes fall shut and I sink into sleep.

When my eyes open again, the light in whatever room I’m in has changed, from bright daylight to not quite dark. I lie still for a moment, listening to the murmur of voices and the beep of machines, staring at the white ceiling above me, lit by soft electrical lights, and I realise I’m in hospital. It takes a few seconds for me to remember what happened, and then I want to force my body into action. I can’t just be lying here doing nothing.

‘Mum?’ I say. It comes out dry and crackled, like when you stomp on an autumn leaf, so I try again: ‘Mum!’

‘I’m here, Angelo,’ Mum says, and her face appears above me. ‘How are you feeling, my love? Are you in any pain?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I say, attempting to move my body, just a little, to see if anything hurts. I quickly stop and lie still again. ‘Yes to the pain,’ I say.

‘Where?’ Mum says, pressing a button attached to the bed, which makes it whirr into motion, gently putting me into more of a sitting position. She holds a cup of water to my mouth so I can take a sip. It feels so good.

‘Everywhere,’ I say. ‘But what about the others? Are they OK? Are they here?’

‘Look.’ Mum points to my right. ‘Naira is in the bed next to you. She’s still sleepy but she’ll wake up soon.’

I turn my head to see Naira’s mum sitting on a chair next to her bed. She stops her knitting to look up and give me a smile.

‘Good to see you awake, Angelo,’ she says.

‘Hallie is directly opposite you,’ Mum says, ‘Apparently fighting people in her sleep. She’s kicked two nurses already.’

I see Hal’s mum reading next to Hallie, who is mumbling in her sleep. Sounds like swear words, so I hope her mum’s really focused on her book.

‘And Gustav is in the corner,’ Mum says, pointing at the bed next to Hallie’s. ‘He’s been very unwell but the meds are working now and he’ll be OK. It might take him a bit longer to recover than the rest of you, though.’

And I’m scared to ask because I already know what the answer’s going to be. I have to, though. ‘What about Col?’

Mum keeps her face calm, but I can see the sadness in her eyes. ‘The police haven’t found her yet. But they’re looking. Everyone is looking.’

And the pain of knowing she’s gone – alone with the Latchitts and suffering in a way that I can’t imagine – is way, way worse than the pain throbbing through my body. I feel tears behind my eyes, and even though I try, I can’t stop them from coming.

‘I’m sorry, my love,’ Mum says, stroking my hair. ‘They’re doing everything they can to find her but they don’t have much to go on at the moment. Do you feel up to talking to the police? DS Jobling and DC Azam are waiting outside.’

‘Of course,’ I say, sitting myself up a bit straighter. ‘Tell them to come in, I’ll talk to them now.’

‘That’s my boy,’ Mum says. She squeezes my hand and goes out of the room. When she comes back she’s followed by a nurse and the two police detectives.

‘Angelo,’ the nurse says, with a big smile. ‘Good to see those eyes open. OK if I do a few checks while you’re chatting with the officers?’

‘Sure,’ I say, and I try to sit still while she fiddles with the tubes in my arm and pegs a clip to my finger.

‘We’re sorry to bother you when you’ve only just woken up, Angelo,’ Jobling says. ‘But we really need to know …’

‘It was the Latchitts,’ I say. ‘They took Colette.’

DC Azam starts writing in his notebook.

‘Can you tell us exactly what happened, Angelo?’ Jobling asks. ‘Starting from when you arrived at school for – what was it? Your Back On Track session.’

‘Yeah,’ I nod. ‘So we met Mr C in student services, and while we were there, we heard a kind of bang, and the power cut out …’ I decide not to tell them that Hallie was the cause of it ’cos it doesn’t seem relevant right now. ‘Mr C went to find out what happened …’

‘So he left the five of you alone in the student services lounge? Unsupervised?’ Jobling says.

‘Well, yeah, but there was a weird smoky smell,’ I say, feeling bad for Mr C. ‘And he told us not to leave the room under any circumstances,’ I say. ‘Unless the fire alarm went off.’

‘So he left the student services area to investigate the power outage,’ Jobling says, ‘And what happened next?’

‘Well,’ I say, gritting my teeth. ‘We immediately left the room and ran to the Dread Wood.’

To be fair, they manage to keep their faces pretty blank while I replay the day for them, blow by blow. Although they interrupt multiple times to ask where Mr Canton was, which is annoying because I feel like they’re getting at something that makes me uncomfortable. And when I describe hazmat guy in the woods, their questions seem pointed.

‘Did you recognise him?’ Jobling asks.

‘We couldn’t see his face,’ I say. ‘He had goggles and a gas mask thing on …’ I think back to the scene in the Dread Wood. ‘Colette said he seemed familiar, by his shape or his movements or something.’

‘Could it have been Mr or Mrs Latchitt?’ Jobling says.

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Definitely not. Too small for Mr Latchitt. Too big for Mrs Latchitt.’

‘So what sort of size would you say this person was? Can you give us an idea of his height and build?’

I picture him again, between the trees. Staring at us. ‘He was just, like, average-sized,’ I say.

‘Could you give us a comparison?’ Azam asks. ‘Someone you know who’s a similar size and height? Say, Mr Canton?’

I’m not liking this, but the truth is that he was about the same size as Mr C. ‘I guess.’

‘Great,’ Azam says, writing in his notebook again. And I’d really like to get a look at what it says in there.

When I get to the part where we lost Colette, my eyes prickle with tears. How did we lose Colette?

‘Col, or what we thought was Col, called out from the woods ahead of us, so we followed her back to the school building.’

‘And the masked man – what did he do?’ Azam asks.

‘He stayed in the woods,’ I say. And I feel sick thinking about it, because it’s clear why he did that. ‘He must have had Colette. Grabbed her when we were all blinded by the smoke.’ I feel the prickle of tears again.

‘I’m sorry, Angelo, I know this is hard,’ Jobling says. ‘But this is all really useful stuff. It’s going to help us to find Colette and bring her home safe.’

I nod.

‘Do you think the masked man had visibility in the fog, maybe?’ she says. ‘If he grabbed Colette, then he must have been able to see.’

‘I guess so,’ I say. I hadn’t thought of that. The caterpillars must have been able to see through the smoke too. They knew exactly where to attack. ‘His goggles, maybe? Some kind of infra-red?’

‘Smart,’ Azam nods, still scribbling.

‘And you should check out what the smoke is, actually,’ I say. ‘’Cos I don’t think it was for poisoning the caterpillars …’

‘We’ll get in touch with the pest control firm,’ Azam says.

‘And did you ever catch up with the person you thought was Colette?’ Jobling asks.

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘We got into the mansion through the conservatory. There were flies, and a bad smell. Then we saw the door to the basement was open so we went for a look, and Mr Latchitt pushed us down the stairs.’

The nurse takes some blood from my arm.

I watch it spurt into the syringe.

‘You’re sure it was Mr Latchitt this time?’ Jobling says.

‘I’m certain,’ I say. ‘He spoke to us. Mrs Latchitt too. Then they locked us in the basement … Did you find anything weird at the school? The caterpillars or anything else sussy? Is Klaus OK?’

Jobling keeps her face neutral. ‘We searched the school building and grounds, looking for Colette. There was nothing suspicious. Nobody that wasn’t supposed to be there, no caterpillars in the woods …’

They cleaned up. Like we said when we saw the empty, painted tunnels. They’ve been preparing to run.

‘All of the school pigs were accounted for,’ Azam says. ‘No visible injuries.’

And in the middle of the sadness and hopelessness I’m feeling, that gives me at least one positive thing to hang on to.

‘We’re going to leave you to rest in just a minute, Angelo.’ Jobling smiles at me. ‘I just want to cut to the part where you made it out of the tunnels and back on to the school field. I believe Mr Canton found you?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘At first I thought it was the guy that attacked us in the woods, because he was wearing one of those suits …’

‘And you said he was about the same size as Mr Canton,’ Jobling says. ‘So I can see why you’d think that.’

‘Did Mr C say why he was wearing the suit?’ I ask, because I’m certain there’s a good reason.

‘According to his account, he was worried when he found you were missing and suspected you might have gone into the Dread Wood,’ Jobling says. ‘Knowing that there were likely chemicals being used on the caterpillar infestation, he found a spare hazmat suit with some of the pest control supplies, and put it on for health and safety reasons.’

‘He is big on health and safety,’ I say. The officers give me smiles that aren’t smiles and exchange looks.

‘Right,’ Jobling says. ‘We’ll need to ask you more questions in due course, but that’s plenty for now. Rest up, and go gently. You’ve been through a hell of an ordeal.’

Azam puts his notebook in his pocket and smiles. ‘Try not to worry too much. You’re safe here, and we’ll be doing everything we can to bring Colette home.’

I have so many questions I want to ask them, but I’m desperately swallowing down tears and by the time I’ve got myself together they’re already out the door.

‘I’m so proud of you, Angelo,’ Mum says, pulling her chair closer to me. ‘Why don’t you try to get some more sleep? I’ll be right here.’

‘I want to go help look for Col,’ I say, but even though I’ve only been awake for a few minutes, I can feel my eyelids drooping shut.

‘I know you do, my love. But you’ll be in here for a while yet. Have a good sleep, and hopefully things will be better when you wake up.’

I try to fight the need to sleep, but it’s useless. As my mind drifts, I replay my conversation with the police in my head. There was something off about it – about the things they said; the questions they asked; the looks they gave each other, but my wrecked brain can’t figure it out. So I fall into sleep with a worry I can’t quite place gnawing painfully in my head.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE AVOCADO IN THE ROOM

When I wake up again, the room is filled with bright warm sunlight. And as I stretch out my body, I feel like I must have been absorbing its medicine glow while I was sleeping. The pain has faded. I feel about a hundred times better.

I turn my head to the left to see Mum dozing in her chair, and then to the right to see Naira sitting up in bed eating toast.

‘Nai!’ I say, much too loudly in the quiet room, but I’m so happy to see her awake and looking well.

‘Hey,’ she smiles through a mouthful. ‘Mum said you’d been awake and that you spoke to the police. Did you find anything out?’

‘Not much,’ I say, shifting myself up so I’m sitting. ‘They haven’t found Colette … where is your mum, by the way?’

‘Gone to get a coffee,’ Naira says. ‘What else?’

‘They said they searched the school and grounds and didn’t find anything Latchitt related at all.’

‘So the Latchitts are covering their tracks,’ Naira says.

‘You two shouldn’t be worrying about this now,’ Mum says, like she was listening all along. This lack of privacy is going to be a problem.

‘But we’re obviously going to,’ I say. ‘It’s impossible not to.’

Mum sighs but doesn’t argue. ‘How are you feeling? Ready for something to eat?’

‘Better,’ I say. ‘And yes, please.’

‘I’ll go to the nurses’ station and ask,’ Mum says. ‘I think the breakfast trolleys are still doing the rounds so we can probably get you some tea and toast.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say, as she gets stiffly out of her chair. ‘Have you eaten anything?’

‘I’ll get you sorted, then I’ll nip out, OK?’ she says. ‘Don’t worry about me.’ And she leaves the room just as Naira’s mum comes back, so we still don’t get a chance to talk without parental supervision. Naira rolls her eyes but doesn’t stop shovelling toast into her mouth.

‘The detectives are going to come and speak to you in a few minutes, Naira,’ her mum says.

‘Are they here? Do they have any news?’ I ask, ’cos Naira’s mouth is full and I’m desperate to know.

‘No updates, sorry, Angelo.’ Nai’s mum pats my hand. ‘But they’re working around the clock.’

‘OK, thanks,’ I say. And I don’t add what I really want to say, which is that if they’re working around the clock, they must be working badly if they’re getting nowhere.

Mum comes back into the room with Jobling and Azam and a smiley lady with a trolley rattling with covered plates and jugs.

‘Good to see you looking brighter, Angelo,’ Azam says. ‘And to see you awake and enjoying your breakfast, Naira.’

‘If it’s OK with you and your mum, we’d like a quick chat with you, Naira? Just to get your recollection of the events on Saturday.’

‘Of course,’ Naira’s mum says, and annoyingly the detectives pull the curtain around Naira’s area so they’re all sealed inside and I can’t watch. I can still listen, though. But then the trolley lady rattles everything over to me and starts clinking plates and forks and I can’t make anything out from next door. I give up in the end, and focus on my scrambled eggs and toast, and tea and juice. I’m absolutely starving.

‘Can I have some of your juice?’ a crusty voice calls from the opposite side of the room, and I look across to see Hallie trying to sit up in bed. Her hair is sticking out in every direction, she has pillow creases all over her face and she genuinely looks like a bear waking up from hibernation.

‘Hal!’ I yell, and I go to jump out of bed, forgetting that I’m still attached to a bunch of tubes.

‘Whoa there,’ Mum says, gently pushing me back down. ‘I’ll get the nurse.’

I finish the rest of my breakfast while Hallie’s parents make a fuss of her and she gets really embarrassed and annoyed. And then the curtains on Naira’s enclosure open and Jobling and Azam come out, and there’s a lot of noise and bustling about of nurses and mums and the trolley lady and the detectives. Now that I’m feeling less dead, I realise I’m desperate to get out of here.

But the day passes with blood tests and answering doctors’ questions, and more food, and a visit from Dad and Raph. And then it’s the evening and I’m still here with no signs of being able to leave.

‘What did the detectives say?’ I ask Naira, when our mums finally go off to the cafe together to get some dinner.

‘Hold up, I’m coming over,’ Hallie says, wrapping her hospital blanket around her and dragging across the stand holding the medicine that’s being dripped into her arm.

‘Damn, I never knew you could move them,’ I say. I’ve been unhooked from mine now and I feel a sense of freedom that’s just the biggest relief after being tied to the bed for days.

Hallie and me sit on Naira’s bed, glancing around to make sure none of our parents have snuck back in.

‘So,’ Naira says. ‘They didn’t say much, just asked me to run through what happened at school. But I got the impression that they think someone who works at the school was helping the Latchitts get in and out and move around the site.’

‘Hume, obviously,’ Hallie says. ‘He’s been a Latchitt accomplice since the start.’

‘That’s what I said,’ Naira says. ‘They said they’d look into my suspicions and “leave no stone unturned” …’ She rolls her eyes. ‘But I felt like they didn’t believe me. Like they have someone else in mind.’

‘Like who?’ I say. ‘Surely we would have noticed someone else at school acting sussy?’

‘Do you think Hume was the hazmattacker in the woods?’ Hallie asks. ‘Like, I’ve been dreaming about it, and it definitely could have been him from the size.’

‘Yeah, maybe,’ I say. But I’m not sure, because he didn’t move in a Hume-like way.

‘Are you thinking it was someone else?’ Naira looks at me like she’s reading my mind. ‘What do you know that we don’t?’

‘I don’t know anything,’ I say, because I don’t. And because telling them what I’ve been thinking feels wrong.

‘Spit it out, Angelo,’ Naira says. ‘We’re in this together, remember?’

‘Yeah,’ Hallie says. ‘Don’t make me kick you.’

I sigh. I guess I can tell them the facts at least. ‘OK, so when I walked back on to the school field from the Latchitts’ yard, I saw a person running towards me. I thought it was the guy who attacked us in the woods, because he was wearing the suit and mask, and he was the same sort of size. But he took the mask and goggles off, and it was Mr C.’

‘Why was Mr C in one of those suits?’ Naira asks.

‘I didn’t ask him,’ I say. ‘I was totally out of it at that point, and if he told me, I can’t remember. But the police said he told them he put it on so he could search for us in the Dread Wood.’

‘And it must have been him who got us out of the tunnels, right?’ Hallie says. ‘We wouldn’t be here otherwise.’

‘It was,’ I say. ‘The police said so. But I felt like they were … I don’t know … getting at something when they were asking me about him. Like they thought he’d done something wrong.’

‘And there was the pumpkin spice hot choccie cup under the tower,’ Naira gasps.

‘It’s not possible, though,’ Hallie says. ‘Not Mr C.’

‘Someone needs to be the devil’s avocado here,’ a scratched but so-brilliant-to-hear voice creaks from what was formerly the quiet corner of the room.

‘Gus!’ we all yell. I jump out of bed and run over to his area, with Hallie and Naira scraping and squeaking their drip stands along after me.

‘How do you feel?’ Naira says, as we stand around his bed. Scared to touch him in case we damage him.

‘Like I’ve walked through the fires of hell and come out a stronger man,’ Gus grins. ‘Like I’m freaking invincible.’

‘We should get the nurse,’ I say, making to run into the corridor.

‘Wait!’ Gus says. ‘There’s plenty of time for that. Chat first, nurse later.’ He pats his bed, so we all perch around him. Worried, and happy, and scared, and a million other things. ‘Fill me in.’

So we tell him what happened after Nai and I left him and Hallie in the tunnels, and everything that’s gone on since we woke up in hospital.

‘Yeah, I caught the last part,’ Gus says. ‘You guys have the worst whisper voices – you’re so loud.’

‘And what were you saying about an avocado?’ Naira asks.

‘Devil’s avocado, Nai-Nai,’ Gus says. ‘That’s what they call it when you give the opposing argument. So while you’re giving all the reasons why Mr C can’t be a bad guy, which I agree with, by the way, I think it’s important to consider the situation from the police’s POV, aka be the devil’s avocado.’

‘It’s devil’s advocate,’ Naira says, rolling her eyes. ‘Where the heck did you get devil’s avocado from?’

‘Nah, it’s devil’s avocado,’ Gus says. ‘Makes perfect sense because avocados are one of those things that split opinion. Some people love them. Some, much smarter, people hate them.’

‘So you’re saying you hate avocado?’ Hallie says. She loves avocado. ‘But you demand extra guac on your nachos whenever we have them.’

‘Guac is not avocado,’ Gus says.

‘It literally is,’ Hallie says.

‘You’re so wrong, Halster.’ Gus sits himself up a bit more in bed, and I help him by pressing the remote for the bed, which I’ve wanted to do since Mum did it with mine. ‘That’s like saying chips are potatoes.’

‘They are, though,’ Hallie says.

‘No, they were potatoes in their early lives, but then they’re cooked, which changes them into something different,’ Gus says, his voice cracking.

‘Guac isn’t cooked,’ Naira says, passing him a cup of water. ‘So if its state hasn’t changed then by your rules it is still avocado.’

‘But its state is changed a bit because it’s mashed,’ I say. ‘And they add other stuff, like chilli.’

‘You’re just saying that because you’re on team “love guac but hate avocado”,’ Hallie huffs.

‘Because guac tastes nice and avocado tastes like poo,’ I say.

‘Shall we get back to the point before our parents come back?’ Naira says, refilling Gus’s cup from a jug. ‘Give us the devil’s avocado arguments, Gus.’

‘Right,’ Gus says, taking another swig of water. ‘So, Mr C has been with us from the start. He knows where we are and what we’re doing. He could be keeping an eye on us and reporting back to the Latchitts.’

‘True, but that’s not very juicy, is it?’ Hallie says. ‘What else?’

‘The first time he got taken by the spiders, he didn’t get tied up in web like you did, Hal, and he was miraculously not very badly hurt,’ I say. Because I thought it before and it’s relevant.

‘And at the fair when we were infected with parasitic worms, he was “pushed” …’ Gus does the fingers, ‘from the helter-skelter and fell from a great height but wasn’t that injured then either. He just acted goofy and sleepy for a bit.’

‘We did see the Latchitts push him, though,’ Naira says.

‘We thought we did,’ Gus says. ‘But from the devil’s avocado point of view, it was a long way away and they could have faked it.’

‘The Latchitts could have killed him and Ms Huxley on the Melusine,’ Hallie says. ‘But they just shut them in a room and left them there.’

‘Nice avocadoing,’ Gus says. ‘Also, it was his idea to take us to the Neon Perch for Colette’s birthday, remember?’

‘And he led us down to the old Latchitt labs on the school information evening,’ Naira says. ‘He was tied up in web but he can’t have been severely injured because he was able to run through the tunnels with us, and climb up the well ladder.’

‘All this is adding up to a big, fat avocado,’ Gus says.

We look at each other in silence. I guess the others are running through everything in their minds, just like I am. Trying to find explanations. Trying to make it make sense. And though every instinct in my body is shouting at me that it’s not true, I ask the question that someone has to ask.

‘Are we saying that we actually believe Mr Canton’s been working against us this whole time?’ I say.

There’s a few seconds of silence, and I think about Mr C. About everything he’s been through with us. About every pep talk and terrible joke. About how he’s helped me to feel like I’m worth something. The thought of him betraying us is sickening, and I can’t believe it.

‘I don’t know if we are, but I think it’s what the avocado’s pointing towards,’ Gus whispers.

‘What’s that about an avocado?’ a voice behind us says, making us all jump and spin our heads to see who’s crept into the room.

And then it’s like we all forget how to speak, because standing in our hospital ward, carrying a big gift bag and smiling at us like we’re family, is Mr C.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PLOT TWIST

‘And how are my favourite Back On Trackers doing?’ He keeps his smile wide and warm, but his eyes are tired and his face pale with worry. And I’m looking at it, trying to find a trace of something sinister. Is it possible that Mr Canton, who’s been with us through every awful instalment of our Latchitt nightmare – who we’ve grown to see as part of our team, as almost one of Club Loser – is capable of betraying us in such a horrible way?

‘I’m sorry I haven’t visited before,’ he says, looking at us like he’s worried he’s hurt our feelings. ‘I’ve been helping the police with their search, and supporting Faye, of course. And they’ve only allowed family in to visit you until now. But I’ve been getting constant updates in the trusty WhatsApp group.’ He takes his phone from his pocket and wiggles it at us, like we might have lost brain function while we were sleeping and not know what WhatsApp is any more. It’s so awkward.

‘I brought chocolate,’ he says, holding out the gift bag but not moving any closer.

‘Thanks, sir,’ I say, finding my voice at last. I can’t believe he’s anything other than what we’ve always seen him as. It’s Mr C. He’s the kindest guy in the world. ‘And you’ve timed it well, because Gus has literally just woken up and been talking about food.’

‘Have you told the nurses he’s awake?’ Mr C says, walking over to the bed and passing us the gift bag, which we tip out on to the covers and start sorting through to pick out our favourites.

‘Ooh, vegan as well. Thanks, Mr C,’ Hallie says, grabbing all the dairy-free stuff. She’s obviously made her decision too.

‘We were enjoying a bit of time without the nurses,’ Naira says, ripping open a packet of biscuits. ‘But I guess we should probably let them know.’

‘I’ll go,’ Mr C says. ‘But maybe you shouldn’t eat anything until you’ve been checked out, Mister Gustav …’

‘Too late,’ Gus says through a mouthful of chocolate and fudge.

Mr C smiles. ‘Back in a tick.’

‘So much better than avocado,’ Gus says, swallowing chunks of candy like a snake eating whole mice for dinner.

‘Gustav!’ Gus’s mum says, running into the room with the rest of our parents, Mr C and a couple of nurses. ‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up.’

‘It’s fine, Mum,’ Gus says. ‘I knew you were here. I’ve been listening to you reading me articles from your ladies’ magazine for the past few hours. I had no idea that the perimenopause was so debilitating and I hope Lucinda from Hull ditches her no-good, gaslighting boyfriend. He’s a walking red flag.’

‘Oh, Gus.’ His mum leans in and hugs him while the rest of us keep cramming our mouths with sweets before someone tries to stop us.

‘Right, all of you, back to your own beds,’ one of the nurses says in a voice that suggests there will be no negotiating on this matter. ‘And go easy on the chocolate, for goodness’ sake, or I’ll be handing out the sick bowls.’

So we go back to our beds but don’t stop eating the chocolate. Mr C spends time chatting with each of us, and the mood is lighter than it has been now that we’re all awake. There are still so many questions hanging in the air, though. And a Colette-shaped void looms painfully over us.

It must be around 8 p.m. when there’s some kind of commotion out in the corridor. I know instantly that something’s up by the way the usual sounds and routines of the hospital are interrupted. Voices get suddenly louder then instantly quieter. Heavy feet stride across the floor in a way that’s different to how people normally move around here. And Jobling and Azam march into the room, followed by two police officers in uniform.

We all stop talking and look up at them.

They don’t acknowledge us with their usual smiles, which is weird. In fact they look grim and serious, like someone just spray-painted bad swears over their car. They move straight to where Mr C is sitting talking to Naira and her mum.

‘Teddy Canton,’ they say, and I feel my heart sink into my gut. If they’re calling him by his full name, it can’t be good.

‘Yes, DS Jobling, DC Azam,’ Mr C says with a smile. He hasn’t clocked what’s happening yet. ‘Did you need me for something?’

‘We need you to accompany us to the station,’ Jobling says. ‘We have some questions for you regarding the abduction of Colette Huxley and the ongoing series of attacks on some of the pupils in your care.’

‘Sure,’ Mr C says, standing up. He’s starting to look confused. Everyone else in the room is dead silent. Breath held. ‘May I ask why I need to go to the station, though?’

Jobling keeps her face still and calm as she says, ‘We can discuss it when we get there. This is not the place.’

‘Nah,’ Hallie says from her bed. ‘He doesn’t have to go with you if he doesn’t want to. Stay here, Mr C.’

‘Hallie,’ her dad says, putting his hand on her arm.

‘Well, why are they taking him to the station without an explanation?’ she says. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s a violation of his rights.’

‘He is not obliged to come with us,’ Jobling says. ‘But we strongly suggest he does, if he wants to avoid causing an unpleasant situation in a hospital, surrounded by sick children.’

‘It’s fine,’ Mr C says. ‘Of course I’ll come.’

And the look on his face is one of the most awful things I’ve ever seen. He looks crushed. Destroyed. I jump out of bed and stand next to him, feeling a bit stupid in my pyjamas, but not caring.

‘Whatever you’re thinking,’ I say to Jobling.

‘You’ve got it wrong.’

‘I know this is difficult for you, Angelo,’ Azam says. ‘But please keep in mind that we’re acting based on evidence that you know nothing about. It’s not a decision we’re taking lightly.’

‘What evidence?’ I say.

‘You know we can’t discuss certain details of the investigation openly,’ Jobling says. ‘You need to trust us.’

Naira stands on the other side of Mr C. ‘We trust Mr C more than we trust you. He’s earned it. You haven’t.’

‘Naira, don’t speak to the officers like that,’ Nai’s mum says. ‘Get back into bed.’

‘No, Mum,’ Naira says. ‘This is important. We’re at the centre of this, so our word should be worth something.’

‘Your word is worth a great deal,’ Jobling says. ‘But you’re far from impartial due to your personal history with Mr Canton. And the evidence speaks for itself.’

‘Dad, call your lawyer,’ Hallie says, jumping out of bed and coming to join us. ‘Mr C, don’t say a word until you’ve spoken to her. She’s really good. You’ll call her, right, Dad?’

‘Thank you very much, but I’m sure there’s no need,’ Mr Canton says. ‘There must be a misunderstanding, and I’m sure we can smooth things out after a chat.’

‘Hallie’s right,’ Hallie’s dad says, going through his phone contacts. ‘Don’t speak to them until a lawyer arrives. I’ll make a call now.’

‘Yes, surely this isn’t necessary,’ my mum says, standing up. ‘Teddy is like family to the children.’

‘I know it’s upsetting,’ Azam says. ‘But we’re taking this step in order to protect your children. We will make our reasons clear as soon as we are at liberty to do so.’

‘Listen,’ Gus says, trying to get out of his bed, and failing because he’s attached to a couple of machines. ‘We’ve avocadoed the whole thing ourselves and been very logical about it all, but you’re just going to have to trust us that we know you’ve got this wrong.’

‘The Latchitts have a history of framing people,’ Hallie says. ‘They did it to my dad, not so long ago – got him investigated for fraud while they were busy dressing up as creepy clowns and infecting people with parasites.’

‘We’re aware,’ Jobling says. ‘This is different.’

‘Guys, I appreciate your trust and support,’ Mr C says, taking a step towards the officers. ‘But I think it’s for the best if I go to the station where I can get everything cleared up. Please don’t worry. Just focus on getting yourselves better.’ He looks like he wants to cry but is desperately putting a brave face on.

‘But sir …’ I say. And then stop, because I don’t know what to say.

‘Wait for the lawyer, Teddy,’ Hallie’s dad says.

‘Yeah, promise us you’ll wait for the lawyer,’ Hallie says.

‘If it will make you feel better, then I’ll wait for the lawyer,’ Mr C says. ‘Thank you for arranging one.’

‘You don’t have to go, Mr C,’ Gus says from his bed. ‘We’ll fight them for you if we have to.’

‘Gustav!’ Gus’s mum says.

Mr C smiles, and I feel like I’m going to cry. This is so wrong. I know he’s our teacher, but he’s so much more than that too. Like I say, he’s practically part of Club Loser.

‘I’m so proud of you four,’ Mr C says. ‘And like I said, don’t worry. I’ll be back soon for hot choccie and bantz.’

‘Oh, sir,’ Naira says. And I can hear in her voice that she’s crying, which almost never happens.

‘You should never, ever say bantz,’ Hallie sniffs. ‘But you’d better be back soon, annoying us with your terrible attempts to talk like a young person.’

‘Already looking forward to it,’ Mr C says. He follows Jobling and Azam to the door with a uniformed officer either side of him. Then he stops and turns back to us, gives us a grin that looks like it costs him every bit of his energy to force, and says, ‘Canton out.’






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A PROMISE AND A PLAN

The mood in our hospital room is as dark as the cloudy night sky outside the window. Our parents go to the drinks machine and bring us back hot choccies, but it hurts to even look at the frothy drinks swirling in our paper cups.

‘Let’s make a vow,’ Gus says, putting his on the bedside table. ‘That no hot choccie will pass our lips until Club Loser is fully restored.’

‘Yeah, it doesn’t feel right to drink it without Col and Mr C,’ I say, putting my cup next to Gus’s. ‘It’s like a betrayal.’

‘Agreed,’ Naira says, sliding her cup next to mine. ‘It won’t taste the same without them.’

Hallie adds her cup to the hot choccie huddle on the bedside table and sighs. We all know that we’re talking about more than hot choccie.

Our parents move their chairs into a small circle in the corner of the room and go into adult problem-solving mode, discussing how they can help Mr C and Ms Huxley, who probably doesn’t know that her boyfriend has practically been escorted to jail for abducting her missing daughter.

‘The police are with her now,’ Mum says, looking at her phone. ‘She said she’ll call after she’s spoken to them.’

‘She’s not going to believe it, though, surely?’ Gus’s mum says. ‘Not Teddy. He’s not capable of such terrible things.’

‘But you know she finds it hard to trust herself since …’ Hallie’s dad turns to see if we’re listening, so we pretend we’re not. ‘Since she found out she’d been working for Colette’s biological father all that time and had never suspected.’

‘She’s very hard on herself about that,’ Naira’s mum says. ‘And maybe the police will go into more detail about the evidence they have on Teddy. They might persuade her …’

We look at each other and sigh. But not like your too-much-history-homework sigh. More like your being-sucked-into-a-vortex-of-doom sigh.

‘How did things get this bad?’ Hallie says. ‘We just absolutely scrutted everything up.’

‘There’s no point thinking about that now, though,’ Gus says. ‘It’s not going to bring back Col or Mr C. We need to be thinking about what we can do about it.’

Naira tucks her bare feet under the edge of Gus’s blankets. ‘You’re right. Although it’s difficult to know where to start. Let’s say we were able to search for Col … where would the Latchitts take her?’

‘The police said they searched the entire school and grounds, right?’ Hallie says.

‘Right,’ I agree. ‘Even the underground tunnels.’

‘And the school is still closed right now, while they finish their forensic tests and all that shiz?’ Gus says.

‘Reopening the day after tomorrow,’ Naira says.

‘Never thought I’d say this, but we need to get out of here as fast as possible, and get back to school.’ Unexpected days off school would usually be a gift for me, but not this time.

‘You think we’ll find answers there,’ Naira says. It’s not a question. I guess she feels the same way I do.

‘Everything started at school,’ I say. ‘It’s the Latchitts’ territory – they know it better than anyone. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they came back to Dread Wood High.’

‘Ma Latchitt said they’d see us again before the end, didn’t she?’ Gus asks. ‘The stuff that happened in the basement after we got caterbitten feels like a mad hallucination, to be honest.’

‘Yes,’ Hallie says. ‘She said they weren’t quite finished with us yet.’

‘So maybe we don’t need to look for them,’ Naira says. ‘They’re going to come to us. We just need to be ready when they do.’

‘And it’ll be at school,’ I say. ‘I know it. That’s where they’ll want their big, climactic ending.’

‘Gotta respect their commitment to the dramz,’ Gus says. ‘They love a cinematic vibe. I can totally see it – Dread Wood High: The Massacre.’

‘The centenary celebration,’ I say. ‘That’s where they’ll do it. Half of Finches Heath will be there.’

‘Perfect choice,’ Gus says, looking like he’s picturing scenes of carnage and mayhem.

‘Stop being impressed by the Latchitts’ psychotic deeds,’ Naira huffs at Gus. ‘It’s so wrong!’

‘But Nai-Nai, credit where it’s due,’ Gus says. ‘The tower. The light display. The music. The slow-motion footage of people enjoying street food and dancing, all unaware that things are about to go full horror. It’s peak.’

‘Yeah, I guess they can really go out with a bang,’ Hallie says.

I nod. ‘They can’t resist a show.’

‘Do you think they’ll bring Col back for their final attack?’ Hallie asks.

‘I do,’ Naira says. ‘They’ll want her to see their victory so that she gives up hope and stops fighting them.’

‘Oh god,’ I say, rubbing my face hard enough to hurt. ‘We might actually get a chance to free her. We can’t mess it up.’

‘So what are we going to do?’ Gus asks. ‘Between now and then, how are we going to prepare?’

‘We start with research,’ Naira says.

‘That’s a bit boring.’ Gus looks disappointed.

‘I was thinking some kind of assassin boot camp.’

‘It’s how we’re going to get the information we need to beat them,’ Naira says. ‘Research is the best way to find the answer to pretty much any puzzle. It’s like shining a light on things you didn’t even realise were hidden in the dark.’

‘Well, if you’re going to spin poetic lines like that, then you’ve convinced me, Nico Robin,’ Gus says. ‘But research what, exactly?’

‘The caterpillars,’ I say. ‘And what they might turn into. I think they use infra-red vision to detect their food so we need to work out how we can use that to our advantage if they attack again.’

‘And the school building,’ Naira says. ‘The mansion, the tunnels, the tower … I feel like there’s some secret hidden in the history.’

‘It would be sick if we could get the building plans for the tower,’ Gus says. ‘So we know the layout before we go in. Assuming we’ll be going in, obvs.’

‘Like you said before, towers are key to all evil schemes,’ Hallie says, mid-yawn. She looks wrecked. So do Gus and Nai. I realise I’m struggling to keep my own eyes open.

‘If shiz is gonna go down, it will definitely happen at the tower,’ I say. ‘Tilted. Mordor. Enies Lobby. They’re like beacons for trouble.’

‘Time to get into your beds and get some sleep,’ one of the nurses says, as she wheels in with a trolley of meds and starts flicking through the notes at the end of my bed. ‘You’re not going to heal if you don’t rest.’

‘That’s right,’ Mum says, standing up and carrying her chair back over to its spot by my bed. ‘We know you have lots to talk about, but there’s nothing more any of us can do tonight. You need to get well.’

So I slide off Gus’s bed and head for mine, my brain already making lists of the things I need to do as soon as I’m out of here. Naira and Hallie go to their beds too, and our parents take up their positions at our sides. It seems – shocker – that Mr Canton being off the streets hasn’t made them any less worried about us.

I think about Mr C and Col as I pull the covers up and wriggle myself into a comfortable position. I hope they’re as OK as they can be. And I hope it won’t be long until I see them again.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

ALL CHANGE

When Dread Wood High reopens two days later, Naira, Gus, Hallie and I are back in our uniforms and ready to take on anything. We don’t say it out loud, but I think we’re all aware of how high the stakes are. We’ve got one chance to make things right, and if we fail we’ll lose Colette forever, and Mr C for however long you get in prison for child abduction and attempted murder.

I walk into morning tutor, feeling sick with dread because I know how much it’s going to hurt seeing Colette’s empty seat next to mine.

‘Angelo, how are you doing, bro?’ Shaheed says, dapping me up as soon as I get through the door. And despite everything, the kindness of it makes me smile.

‘I’m all right,’ I say. ‘Thanks, man.’

‘You want to sit at our table?’ Shaheed says, pointing at the desk that him and Kai have shared since the start of Year 7. ‘We can make space for your skinny butt.’

I laugh. ‘Thanks, but I’ll be OK in my usual spot. Appreciate the offer, though.’

‘OMG, Angelo, you have to tell us what happened,’ Kaya B says, dumping herself on my desk. ‘Was it the same furry snakes that attacked me?’

‘Do you mind if we don’t talk about it?’ I say. I’m not in the mood to deal with Kaya right now. It’s hard enough being here without Col, and knowing there’s going to be a sucky cover teacher taking Mr C’s place at the front of the class.

‘Is it true that Colette was half eaten when she disappeared?’ Kaya says, in between chewing her gum.

‘Shut up, Kaya!’ Shaheed says. ‘Man said he doesn’t want to talk.’

‘Yeah, leave it, Kaya,’ Mariam says. ‘Angelo’s lost his girlfriend – he doesn’t want to think about her being eaten.’

I want to say something. About Colette and how I should have protected her. About how everyone should mind their business and stop talking about us. But I can’t swallow down the urge to cry and speak at the same time.

‘Well, he should be able to talk about it to me,’ Kaya says. ‘I was attacked myself, so we’re kindred victims.’

Most of the class groan, but then everyone falls instantly silent when an unexpected teacher steps into the room.

‘Everyone, in your seats and silent, now,’ Mr Hume says, looking around the class with those cold stony eyes. His gaze falls on me, and stops for a few seconds. I fight the urge to look away, and force myself to lock eyes with him. I’m done being scared, of him or anyone else.

‘Welcome back, Angelo,’ Hume says, without even the flicker of a smile.

‘Why are you our tutor?’ I say, keeping my eyes fixed on him, and ignoring the quiet gasps I hear from my classmates around me. No one questions Mr Hume.

‘As you know …’ Mr Hume starts, and here his mouth twists into the start of a smile, ‘Mr Canton is on hiatus due to issues that I am unable to discuss for legal reasons …’

Despite their fear of Mr Hume, there are whispered ‘what the actual’s from most of the students in the class. I guess news of Mr Canton’s arrest hasn’t made it around to everyone yet.

‘Due to recent incidents involving members of this tutor group, I felt it my duty to keep a watchful eye on you all until a suitable replacement can be found.’

‘You shouldn’t waste your time looking for a replacement,’ I say. ‘Mr C will be back soon.’

More gasps and whispers. Kaya turns to look at me and I swear her eyes are so wide they might pop out of her head.

Mr Hume smiles at me. ‘I would advise you not to raise your hopes.’ Then he turns to the computer and takes the register.

‘Now,’ Mr Hume says. ‘I’m sure with the unfortunate and ongoing situation concerning Miss Huxley, many of you are wondering whether the centenary celebration will go ahead …’

Again, literally nobody was wondering that. The man is obsessed.

‘Indeed, it seems that we have been blighted by obstacles being thrown in our path …’

I feel anger rising in me now. Describing Colette being abducted as an ‘obstacle’ is just freaking rude.

‘But you’ll be reassured to hear that, having discussed the situation at length with the police, we have agreed that it is appropriate to continue with our plans, albeit with a serious undertone. We are going to use the centenary event to raise awareness of Colette Huxley’s disappearance, in the hope that it might lead to some new information being brought forward by a member of the public.’

I mean, that’s absolute bull, ’cos Hume couldn’t give a toss about Colette, but great that he’s found a convenient excuse for his stupid event to go ahead. It was never going to be cancelled. There’s too much riding on it for him and the Latchitts – money, power, world domination … But hearing Hume’s pathetic excuse for it to happen makes me even more certain that he and the Latchitts have something horrific planned. And that’s actually good, because we’re making plans of our own.

When the bell rings for first period, we’re all desperate to escape. Everyone rushes for the door.

‘Angelo,’ Mr Hume says. ‘Stay behind, please.’

So I wait by my desk, which is near the back of the classroom, and watch while my classmates practically sprint out of the room. I get a few sympathetic nods and smiles, but everyone’s gone way too quickly, and for the first time ever, I find myself alone with Mr Hume.

He shuts the door.

I stand, leaning on my desk, listening to the noise of all the students not being held hostage by Hume making their way to lessons. I wish I was with them.

‘Now, Angelo,’ Mr Hume says, leaning against the teacher’s desk at the front of the room. ‘First of all, I’m glad to see you in good health after the unfortunate incident with the caterpillars …’

‘You mean the ones you said were oak processionaries, but weren’t?’ I ask.

‘I was not responsible for identifying the caterpillars,’ Mr Hume says. ‘That’s not my area of expertise. I accepted the knowledge and advice of professionals in pest control, and the medical staff who treated Kaya’s wounds, and unfortunately they made the wrong call. Be assured that heads will roll as a result.’

There’s something about the way he says things that makes me feel on edge. I imagine him chopping my head off right here, right now, and watching it roll across the classroom floor with zero emotion on his face.

‘I am aware that you will be finding the disappearance of Colette difficult to accept …’

‘Well, yeah, I don’t accept it,’ I say. ‘And I never will.’

‘My most pressing concern, however,’ Hume carries on, ‘is your relationship with your former teacher, Mr Canton.’

‘Like I said, he’ll be back soon, so you don’t need to refer to him as a “former” teacher.’ I keep my stare hard and cold, just like Hume’s.

‘When someone in a position of trust abuses that position …’ Hume says.

‘How did Mr C abuse his position?’ I say. I’m angry.

‘It’s clear that he used his role at Dread Wood High to form bonds with you and your friends, and to manipulate his way into the Huxley family …’

‘That’s not true,’ I say. ‘What reason would he have for doing that?’

Hume narrows his eyes at my tone of voice but keeps calm. ‘I’m sure his motivations will become clear … money, power, or to satiate some psychotic need, perhaps. He has no family, you know. Lives alone in the house he grew up in. His parents are dead. It’s a sad little life he’s been living.’

And I’m gutted, because I didn’t know those things about Mr C. I realise I don’t know much about him at all outside of morning and afternoon tutor, geography lessons and hot choccie chat that always revolves around us and our stresses and dramas. I’m ashamed. But I don’t want Hume to see that.

‘So what?’ I say. ‘Living alone doesn’t make someone evil. Look at the Latchitts: close family, crazy bad dudes.’

Hume doesn’t flinch. ‘I’m saying this for your own good, Angelo. I know you thought of Mr Canton as some kind of hero – a person who kept you safe. But he’s gone and he won’t be coming back.’

‘I’m gonna be late for maths,’ I say. Not giving him the satisfaction of seeing how upset I am. ‘Can I go?’

‘You may,’ Mr Hume says, walking back to the door and gripping the handle. ‘But Angelo, know that I’ll be keeping you close from now on. For your own sake, of course. I’ll be watching your every move.’

He opens the door, and holds it for me, so I have to practically brush past him to get out. The smell of his aftershave makes me feel sick, and I try not to inhale it as I step out into the corridor.

‘This is it now, Angelo,’ he says, as I walk away. ‘The end of an era.’






CHAPTER NINETEEN

GETTING DOWN TO PROBOSCIS-NESS

It’s Saturday and we go to our usual hangout, also known as Hallie’s house. Going into town, or to the Perch, or anywhere else that used to be fun, quickly loses its shine when you have at least one responsible adult tagging along with you. Hallie’s house is the biggest, which means we can put the greatest distance between us and our parents while still living under their security protocols. So mostly we come here.

Like everything else, it’s hard without Colette. There are the places where she usually sits, her favourite cakes left on the plate, the mug she always chooses for her hot choccie hanging on its hook by the kettle. All of them screaming that she isn’t here, where she’s supposed to be. Every time I look at one of the hundreds of daily reminders of her, I feel a rush of sadness so powerful that it makes me want to curl up in a ball and stay that way forever. But that’s not gonna help. So instead I focus on what I can do to get her back.

‘How’s the party planning going?’ Hallie asks Naira, who is picking the stalk out of a strawberry. We’re sitting on the lawn, down by Michelle’s enclosure, the opposite end of the garden from the house. Hal’s mum laid out some blankets and a picnic for us, which was really nice of her.

‘It’s all finishing touches now,’ Naira says. She joined the student committee for the centenary celebration so she could keep a check on what Hume has in store for everyone. ‘The budget for the event is insane. Like, I’ve been on the committee for every Dread Wood High event that’s happened since we started, and there’s never been anything like as much money being splashed around.’

‘How much we talking?’ Gus says. ‘Like a champagne fountain and free Rolexes?’

‘Obviously not,’ Naira says. ‘But we have artisan food carts setting up, and everyone who attends gets a token for a free meal of their choice from one of them. Also a mocktail bar with free centenary-themed drinks …’

‘Ooh!’ Gus says. He loves a theme. ‘Ten decade daiquiris. Dread Wood Highballs. No, wait – espresso centinis with mini flag cocktail sticks!’

‘More like poxy punch and scrutty school slush,’ Hallie snorts.

‘Actually, centinis is a good idea – I’m going to write that down,’ Naira says, tapping into her phone while Gus grins.

‘I am the god of party punning,’ he says.

‘There’s also a carousel, a band and live entertainment – magic acts and war-time singers, and Lindy Hop dancers …’

‘Ugh,’ Hallie says. ‘Sounds like stuff for old people.’

Naira nods. ‘It is. And you wouldn’t believe how much it costs to hire some moustachioed guy in a stripy waistcoat to ride a unicycle while juggling.’

‘They could have spent that money on a student games room,’ Gus says.

‘Or nicer school toilets,’ Hallie sighs.

‘So is there anything sussy about any of it?’ I ask. ‘Or is the main problem that it’s a massive waste of money?’

Naira takes a bite of her strawberry now that the stalk has been removed to the required standard. She chews and swallows. ‘The drone light display. There’s barely any information about it. Apparently that’s because it’s supposed to be a …’ she does the fingers, ‘… “spectacular surprise” but I’m not buying it. Mainly because it’s free.’

‘As in we can watch for free, or …?’ I say.

‘As in the school isn’t paying for it. It’s been donated by Cyberus.’ Naira picks up another strawberry and starts the process again.

‘Cyberus, the company that Ms Huxley used to work for?’ Hallie says, grabbing a strawberry from the bowl before Naira has them all.

‘Cyberus who made the ROVs that controlled the kraken that tried to kill us on our school trip?’ I say, taking a strawberry too because now I have strawberry FOMO.

‘Cyberus that was basically run by Colette’s evil biological father?’ Gus says, reaching for a strawberry.

‘You don’t even like strawberries, Gustav!’ Naira says.

‘But I do love getting in on a viral craze,’ he grins, putting the whole thing in his mouth, stalk intact. He chews slowly, like he’s savouring it. ‘Absolutely disgusting,’ he says. ‘Pass me another one.’

‘Yes, that Cyberus,’ Naira says, handing him the smallest, most squashed strawberry from the bowl. ‘So I’m thinking it can’t be a good thing.’

‘But this is great,’ I say, not taking another strawberry because I don’t want to make Naira mad. ‘The drones have got to be part of the Latchitts’ plan, and now that we know, we can do something about it.’

‘You mean like a frequency blocker?’ Hallie says. ‘So we can shut them down if they’re causing trouble?’

‘Exactly,’ I nod. ‘Also, sound and frequency control was hella useful against the parasitic worms last year.’

‘On it,’ Hallie says, unlocking her phone and flicking through browser tabs.

‘Have you made any progress with the caterpillar research?’ Naira asks, destalking another strawberry, but much faster now that the pressure is on to get them eaten before everyone else.

‘Kind of,’ I sigh. ‘There’s no way of knowing what those caterpillars will turn into in terms of butterflies, moths, or something else that’s been Latchitted.’

‘So literally anything could come at us next?’ Hallie says, without looking up from her phone.

‘Well, yeah.’ I pick a sandwich up next because Nai is closely guarding the strawberries now. ‘But there are stages that happen in the life cycle of all caterpillar species, so we can assume that at least some of them will take place. So I’m expecting cocoons, and if we can destroy those we can prevent whatever monsters are forming inside from even coming out.’

‘And if they do come out, what happens next?’ Naira asks.

‘Most moths and butterflies need to dry out their wings for a bit, then feed, mate and lay eggs.’

‘Feed on what?’ Hallie asks.

‘It’s usually nectar,’ I say. ‘Which they collect through their proboscis …’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa,’ Gus says. ‘You can’t throw out words like that without explaining them, Attenbro.’

‘It’s a mouthpart,’ I say. ‘A long, flexible tube that they use to suck up food.’

‘So like a bendy straw that’s attached to their body?’ Gus says.

‘Yeah, I guess.’ I take a sip of my drink. ‘And like I said, they usually drink nectar. But being works of Latchitt, and having started life as incredibly carnivorous caterpillars, I’m thinking they might feed on something more meaty.’

‘Bloodsuckers,’ Gus says. ‘Like the vampire finches.’

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘So it might be good to prepare some food for them, to lure them away from feeding on people.’

‘Like when the cartoon robbers throw a cartoon steak to a cartoon dog so it doesn’t stop them from breaking into a cartoon house,’ Gus says. ‘I want the job. Let me do it. I have contacts.’

‘So we’ll have a way to stop the drones,’ Naira says. ‘And a way to lure the creatures if we need to. We’re covering all the bases.’ She lines up her strawberry stalks in a neat row. ‘Where are we on the building plans? Did you manage to get hold of them, Hal?’

‘Yeah, Dad got them for me.’ She switches on the iPad she plonked on to the picnic blanket earlier. ‘Apparently if you want to build a bigass tower, you have to get permission from the council.’

‘Boring,’ Gus says. ‘But in this case useful.’

‘Hard agree to both,’ I say. ‘Imagine not being able to build yourself a tower if you want to.’

‘What if you just went rogue and built it anyway?’ Gus says. ‘I don’t reckon my man Sauron asked for permish for his tower.’

‘Then the council can literally have it demolished,’ Hallie says.

‘I’d like to see them try,’ Gus snorts.

‘Anyway, as part of trying to get permission to build the tower, Hume sent the original plans for the building along with the new ones …’ Hallie’s scrolling through emails.

‘To show that it’s just restoring what was there before, rather than creating something new, I guess?’ Naira says. ‘The mansion’s probably a protected building so they wouldn’t let him mess with it too much.’

‘Yeah, Dad bored on about that,’ Hallie says. ‘I haven’t looked at the plans properly yet – I thought we could do it together. Here.’

Gus, Nai and I squish in around Hallie so we can all see.

‘This is the plan for the new tower,’ Hallie says, enlarging a section of the map.

‘Three levels above the basement,’ Naira says, ‘And then a lookout area below the turret.’

‘Aka the boss level,’ Gus says.

‘To be honest, this plan confuses me. I don’t get what it will look like,’ Hallie huffs.

‘Look.’ I take the iPad from her and move the image around. ‘There are the floors of the tower, with a central staircase, gallery on each level, and rooms leading off it. Hume has marked the ground and first-floor rooms as classrooms. Then the second level has one big wrap-around room that’s going to be a dedicated history library and research centre …’

‘Ooh!’ Naira says.

‘It has a feature stained-glass window,’ I say, pointing to a huge arch-shaped sketch on the plans. ‘And then a separate staircase that leads up to the lookout area.’

‘Of course he’s getting a stained-glass window,’ Hallie says. ‘The building equivalent of a Porsche.’

‘Let’s see how it compares to the OG tower,’ Gus says, taking the iPad and zooming out of the plan. Then he stabs at the screen a bunch of times with his finger and ends up on a picture of Lizzo. ‘Where is it, Hal?’

She grabs the iPad from him and goes back into her emails, clicking on a different attachment.

The plans that open up this time look different – hand drawn and scanned in, with curly handwriting labelling everything.

‘This is basically cave paintings,’ Gus says. ‘I thought the school was built a hundred years ago, not a million.’

‘No, the centenary is to celebrate a hundred years of being a school,’ Naira says. ‘The mansion was built hundreds of years before that. It was a private house before it became Dread Wood High.’

‘Oh yeah, look.’ Hallie points at a swirly heading at the top of the plans. ‘Dread Wood House.’

‘So some donnie just lived there?’ Gus says. ‘In a giant mansion with an alpha tower? Nice. Why’d they let it be turned into a school? If it was my mansion there’s no way I’d be handing it over to anyone.’

‘That’s actually a good question,’ Naira says, picking up her phone. ‘I’m going to see what I can find out.’

‘The tower does look basically the same on both plans,’ I say. ‘Except Hume has made the stained-glass window bigger.’

‘Of course he has.’ Hallie rolls her eyes.

‘Weird that the basement and tunnels aren’t on the plans,’ Gus says. ‘Were they added later?’

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘Or they were kept secret for some reason.’

‘God, the local historian websites are bad,’ Naira says. ‘How do people live like this?’ She drops her phone on to the picnic blanket. ‘I’m going to have to go to the library.’

‘Dude!’ Gus says. ‘Can I come with? We can pretend like we’re in a movie set in a small town where people have been mysteriously disappearing and none of the local residents will talk about it.’

‘Sure,’ Naira says, smiling. ‘We can go after school next week.’

‘And in the meantime,’ Hallie says, ‘can anyone think of anything else useful to prep for Friday night?’

‘Weapons,’ I say, grinning at the sight of Hallie’s happy face when I say it. ‘Small stuff that we can conceal. Fire worked well against the spiders. And also, if the creatures that hatch from the cocoons are heat seekers like the caterpillars were, a lighter could be our best friend.’

‘You know,’ Hallie says. ‘We might not know exactly what’s coming this time, but we know the Latchitts really well, and we can use that.’

‘There’s no Latchitt situation that isn’t helped by having a pointy stick,’ Gus says. ‘Could you stash some around the grounds during the celebration set-up, Nai-Nai?’

‘Definitely. No one’s going to be suspicious of a stick,’ Naira says.

‘Which is one of the things that makes them the perfect weapon,’ Gus sighs happily.

‘Hopefully there will be some alcohol around too,’ Hallie says. And we all know she’s dreaming of Molotov cocktails and anarchy.

‘This is good,’ I say, looking around at the remaining members of Club Loser. We may be a warrior down, but we’re definitely not out. ‘I feel like we’re taking back control from the Latchitts.’

‘They’ll wish they never messed with us,’ Hallie says. ‘On Friday we’re going to kick their wrinkly old butts, get Colette back, clear Mr C’s name, and be done with this forever.’

‘To being battle-ready,’ Gus says, raising his glass of juice. ‘Club Loser for the win!’

The rest of us lift our cups and air-chink them against his. ‘Club Loser for the win!’






CHAPTER TWENTY

DARK PAST

The wait for Friday is painful, with it coming around too fast and too slow at the same time. We keep our heads down at school. Gather supplies. Gus and Nai spend days trying to get a parent-free pass to go to the library so they can investigate without supervision, but in the end they have to accept defeat. They head into town on Thursday evening: Nai, Gus, and – much to Gus’s initial disappointment – Nai’s mum.

‘I had to make up a part for Mama Nai-Nai,’ Gus says. ‘Otherwise the plot wouldn’t have made sense. She was one of the town’s elders who didn’t want the kids poking around in her business.’

‘It’s lucky she likes you,’ Naira says. ‘She even played along.’

‘Which was peak because it meant we could be totes secretive, without her suspecting anything,’ Gus says. ‘I am a genius.’

It’s Friday lunchtime, and all students are banned from the school field while equipment for the centenary celebration is being set up. We’ve gathered in the corner of the geography classroom where Mr C teaches most of his lessons. It makes us feel closer to him in a weirdly comforting way.

‘He kept ducking down behind shelves whenever she came near,’ Naira says. ‘She couldn’t stop giggling. I think she actually enjoyed herself.’

‘Of course she did,’ Gus says. ‘I am, after all, irresistibly fun. Good time Gus – that’s what they call me.’

‘They don’t,’ Hallie says.

‘Anyway, show them the thing,’ Gus says, nudging Naira and looking all pleased with himself.

‘What thing?’ I ask.

‘Did you find something out?’ Hallie says.

Naira unzips her school bag and pulls out a book that looks like it was made in the 1980s. The font, the layout, the pictures. All terrible. She opens it on a page she’s bookmarked and puts it on the table we’re sitting around.

‘“Dread Wood House – A Sinister Past”,’ I read from the title at the top of the page.

‘Ooh!’ Hallie says, her eyes going crazily like the eyeballing emoji ones. ‘Sounds juicy.’

‘So,’ Naira says. ‘Dread Wood House was built in the mid 1800s by a super-wealthy and prominent family and handed down through the generations. The Finch family was well known and well respected in the field of medicine, during years when access to doctors was limited to people with plenty of money …’

‘Get to the good bit, Nai,’ Gus says.

‘They need background, goddammit!’ Naira says, much too loudly when we’re trying to have a secret chat.

Gus shrinks back in his seat. ‘Sorry.’

‘Long story short,’ Naira says, glaring at Gus. ‘Many members of the Finch family were doctors, famous in their time for being cutting-edge. Although we know that cutting-edge meant something very different to what it means now. They made several important discoveries and breakthroughs and held a lot of power in the country.’

‘You said long story short,’ Gus says.

Naira stink-eyes him. ‘You’ve probably heard horrific stories about surgery in Victorian times – no anaesthetic, lots of infections, a high chance of death and all that.’

I nod. ‘Amputations with saws and no pain relief. People dying of shock.’

‘I must have missed that episode,’ Hallie says. ‘Sounds grim.’

‘So grim,’ Naira says. ‘But the Finches had a better success rate than most, so they were really in demand and became ridiculously rich. They owned all of the land that became Finches Heath, and the town grew around the house.’

‘So they were good people?’ I ask.

‘Rich people are never good people,’ Hallie says. And I hold back from mentioning her boasty house, ’cos to me she’s pretty rich, but now’s not the time.

‘It turns out that the reason they were always a step ahead of everyone else was because they weren’t playing by the same rules …’ Naira says.

‘Juicy bit finally incoming,’ Gus says.

‘Bodysnatching wasn’t uncommon in those times …’ Naira says.

‘But bodysnatching doesn’t mean like aliens taking humans as their host bodies, in case you were wondering,’ Gus says.

‘They weren’t wondering that,’ Naira says.

‘Stop interrupting, Gus.’

‘I actually was wondering that,’ I say.

‘Same,’ Hallie says.

‘Told ya.’ Gus looks hella smug.

‘Bodysnatching was when people dug up graves of the recently deceased to steal their corpses and use them for medical research purposes,’ Naira says. ‘And honestly, you should all read more.’

‘Fair point about the reading,’ I say. ‘So the Finch family were stealing corpses?’

‘Yes, but they didn’t stop at that,’ Naira says.

Gus bangs his hands on the table to make a drum roll.

Naira glares at him. ‘They started abducting people who were homeless or were vulnerable or whatever. They used the cover of night to bring them to the mansion, lock them up in hidden laboratories under the building, and perform experiments on them.’

‘So Latchitty!’ Hallie gasps.

‘They used the tower to keep a lookout for any visits from the authorities,’ Naira says. ‘So they could conceal any evidence.’

‘Oy, guv’nor. Rozzers at twelve oh clock,’ Gus says, in a cockney accent. ‘Stash the stiffs and pour the Rosie Lee.’

‘That is dark,’ I say.

‘Long story short …’ Naira says.

‘Heard that one before,’ Gus snorts.

Naira stink-eyes him. ‘They got caught. Some of them were imprisoned, the rest had to live their lives in shame. The house was brought into the possession of the state, stood empty for years, and was then turned into a school.’

‘That actually was long story short,’ Gus says. ‘Well done, Nai, you got there in the end. Now hit them with the big guns.’

‘Look at these photos.’ Naira points at some grainy black-and-white pics. ‘They show a few generations of the Finch family.’

I look from one photo to the next. They’re mostly posed and formal – ladies in big hats and stiff-looking dresses, and men in dark suits with slick moustaches, sitting on fancy chairs and sofas. It’s hard to imagine what their day-today lives were like.

‘What should we be focusing on, exactly?’ Hallie says. ‘’Cos I’m just getting stuck-up rich people vibes.’

‘Look at the faces of the men,’ Naira says. ‘Especially in the more recent photos.’

So I scan through each blurry grey face, hoping to see something mind-blowing. Something that will give us answers or ammunition. And I find myself recoiling from them. There’s something there that makes me feel cold and wary, though I can’t quite work out what.

‘Shut up,’ Hallie says. ‘I can’t believe it.’

‘What?’ I look up at her.

‘Don’t you see it?’ she says, stabbing her finger at one of the pictures. ‘They all look like that scrutmonger, Hume.’

‘Oh shiz,’ I say, looking through them again. And I see that she’s right. Many of the men in the photos have a striking similarity to Mr Hume.

‘That’s right,’ Gus says. ‘Mic drop for Nai-Nai.’

‘You agree then?’ Naira says. ‘There’s a clear resemblance.’

‘Defo,’ Hallie says.

‘Apparently this doesn’t mean that he’s an evil time traveller, sadly,’ Gus says. ‘I checked with Nai, and she said probably not.’

‘But he could be a distant relative,’ I say. ‘A member of the Finch family.’

‘Which means he has skin in the game, and puts him right back at the top of our sussy baka list,’ Gus says.

‘And we were asking ourselves what he has to gain by helping the Latchitts,’ Naira says. ‘Because I’m certain he wouldn’t do it unless there was something in it for him.’

I think about Hume, which is something I usually try to avoid. His apparent dislike of students. His arrogance. His pride in the school, even though he seems to hate everyone in it. Rebuilding the mansion so it looks just like it did in its glory days.

‘I reckon he wants the house,’ I say. ‘He probably thinks it’s rightly his. If the attack at the centenary celebration goes ahead it will be all over the news and social media. It’s a massive public event. There will be press there. If people die, which, knowing the Latchitts, is going to be the goal, then there will be serious consequences …’

‘They’ll close the school,’ Naira says. ‘Maybe he has a plan for getting the building back.’

We stare at the pictures in silence for a moment. As much as the thought of our school closing down fills me with a rush of joy, it’s not what I really want. If Dread Wood High closes, we’ll be sent to other schools. Maybe we’ll all end up in different places. We won’t be together any more, no more Club Loser. It would be tragic.

Gus sighs and slams the book shut. ‘RIP, Dread Wood High.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

OVERBLOWN

When we walk through the school gates at 7 p.m., it still looks like midday. The sky is light bright blue and the glow of the sun is hot enough to make wearing a school blazer crazy uncomfortable. But of course Hume insisted on full uniform for all Dread Wood High pupils.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Mum says, as she walks with me up the gravel drive. We’re one small group among about a hundred clusters of friends and families, all slowing our walk to enjoy the shade of the leafy oak trees for a little longer. ‘I can tell them you’re sick. And they can’t argue with me – I’m a nurse.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say, giving her a squeeze – even in front of everyone because you never know, do you, if that squeeze will be your last. ‘But I need to be here for my friends.’

‘You’re lucky to have each other,’ Mum says, smiling up at me. I’m just taller than her now, which feels weird because time is passing so fast, even though I feel stuck at that moment in the Dread Wood when we lost Col. The memory clings on for a few seconds, replaying in my mind like a glitch. And the pain hits as it always does.

‘You know, I really believe we’ll get Colette back,’ Mum says. ‘And I’m not just saying that to make you feel better.’

‘Yeah.’ I force my thoughts back into the here and now. ‘I hope so.’

‘This event could be a big help,’ Mum says, crunching awkwardly through the gravel in her best shoes, which have a mini high heel. She’s wearing her favourite dress too. And though I’m happy to be out with her, I wish she wasn’t here. For all we know, every single person at this stupid celebration is going to be in proper danger. ‘Word will spread. People’s memories might be jogged. It only takes one good lead to solve a case.’

‘That’s if the police aren’t idiots, though,’ I say. I’m looking at the tower up ahead, hidden under an enormous frame with a curtain around it that’s printed with the Dread Wood High logo. I wonder what’s going on underneath.

‘You shouldn’t say that, Angelo,’ Mum says. ‘Apparently the evidence against Teddy was solid, and they don’t know him like we do. It would have been wrong if they’d just ignored it and potentially left you in danger.’

‘We’re in more danger with him locked away. And with Hume allowed to bowl around on a power trip.’

‘They investigated Mr Hume and apparently couldn’t find anything to suggest he’s involved,’ Mum says. ‘Anyway, DS Jobling and DC Azam will be here tonight, so they’ll make sure you’re all safe.’

The double front door of the mansion – usually locked so that students can’t use it – is wide open, and a carpet has been laid, running up the steps and into the building. At the entrance there are cloth-covered tables full of welcome drinks, and serving people in bow ties handing out glasses to people as they walk in.

I see Gus ahead with his mum and dad and a bunch of other people – I think some of his aunties and uncles and cousins, including Bronya and Julia. He’s rocking a fresh trim, sunglasses and one of our steak-bake-smuggling insulated backpacks. Swaggering up the carpet like he’s going to the Oscars, turning to pose for non-existent paparazzi. He takes a drink from a bow-tied lady, knocks it back in one gulp, puts the glass back on the tray, and takes another.

‘It’s supposed to be one per person,’ I hear the server say, looking annoyed. Now that I’m closer, I think the servers are actually just sixth formers in fancy clothes.

‘Lol,’ Gus says, sipping from his second glass and taking a third.

And despite everything, I have to laugh.

Mum and I nudge our way through the crowd to catch up with Gus and his family, stopping to take our drinks from the bored sixth formers.

‘Centinis,’ Mum says, pointing at the drinks menu cards on the table. ‘What a brilliant idea to call them that.’

‘Don’t say that to Gus,’ I say. ‘He’ll be unbearable.’ And then I find myself rethinking. You never know when you’re going to lose a friend. ‘Actually, you should tell him. You’ll make his day.’

We join Gus’s entourage and make our way through the school building and conservatory, into the ornamental gardens. Everything is decorated with bunting in the school colours. And I mean everything. Even the manky old stag’s head outside Hume’s office has flags flying from its ancient antlers. Poor guy. Bad enough to be hunted and have your head chopped off without the humiliation of becoming a party prop.

The ornamental gardens, with their sculpted trees and perfect lawn, are packed with people. They stand in groups – each one with a couple of Dread Wood uniformed students and their accompanying adults wearing shirts and ties and flowery dresses. They raise their glasses and bite into the miniature pastries and cheese things that are being handed out by more sighing sixth formers. They talk happily to each other, and bursts of laughter ring out through the stuffy air. It angers me.

‘How can they all act like nothing’s happened?’ I say to Gus, who is now on his fourth one-per-person centini.

‘I know it’s hard to see, man, but that’s what people do,’ he says. ‘Even when the worst things happen. Even when people are really suffering. Unless it affects them personally, people push it to the back of their minds and carry on with their lives. They’ll say it’s sad. They might even offer to help. But then they’ll forget.’ He’s talking like a man with experience, and I wonder if he’s thinking about the times when he was ill in hospital growing up. Watching the world carry on around him while he just tried to survive.

‘Well, it’s wrong,’ I say. ‘Let’s never be that way.’

‘We won’t,’ Gus says. And he puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s find the others.’

We weave through the masses in the ornamental gardens and head out on to the school field where the main festivities will take place.

‘Jeez, they really have gone big,’ Gus says, gazing at the scene in front of us. ‘Looks like a ye olde nineteen fifties village fayre. And when I say “fayre” I mean fayre with a “Y”.’

‘And the Y stands for yikes,’ I say, trying to take it all in.

The celebration area is set up in an inwardfacing circle that stretches from just behind the ornamental gardens, across the entire field, almost all the way to the Dread Wood, stopping just before the pig yard. At the hub of the circle is a raised circular stage, about twelve metres in diameter, where a band is setting up. Encircling that is a temporary dance floor, with fake wooden boards forming a wide ring around the bandstand. It’s decked with lights and bunting, hung from tall posts standing like security guards around the edge. Outside of that is a grassy area where a few people have already taken seats on chequered blankets and a rainbow of cushions.

The outside of the circle is made up of everything else – a carousel, food carts with tables and chairs set out in front of them, old-fashioned fairground games like the one where you have to knock coconuts off stands, and a load of brightly coloured gazebos that have god knows what inside them. They all face in towards the central stage and I’m already worrying about seeing our parents on that dance floor.

‘How cringily faux retro is this?’ Hallie says, walking towards us. ‘I don’t get why old people are so obsessed with the past being perfect. All I see is a bunch of suburban housewives who’ve been given the evening off from having dinner on the table.’

‘Come now, Hallory,’ Gus says, linking his arm with hers. ‘Be a dear and fetch me a beverage while I talk business with the gentlemen.’

Hallie punches him in the arm.

‘Look, there’s Nai,’ I say, moving towards the stage where the band is starting to test their instruments, tooting on trumpets and thrumming drumsticks on cymbals, then making adjustments and doing it again. They’re headed up by three women standing in front of microphones, all dressed in pretend vintage army uniforms with pointed hats on curled hair and bright red lipstick.

‘Hey!’ She’s kneeling by what looks like a dry-ice machine, turning the knobs so that little puffs of white smoke come out. It reminds me of the fog the hazman sprayed at us in the Dread Wood. She switches it off and stands up, looking spotless in her uniform even though she’s been setting up stages and hanging bunting for hours. ‘It’s a lot, isn’t it?’

‘Hell, yes,’ Hallie says. ‘I kind of want to burn it all down.’

‘Any sign of … anything?’ I say. I don’t want to be specific in such a public area, but I know Naira will know what I mean.

‘There are a few police here,’ Naira says. ‘They have stacks of fliers with photos of Colette to give out. Apparently they’re going to merge with the crowd and see if they can uncover any new leads.’

‘Because they still don’t have any,’ Hallie says, rolling her eyes.

‘I saw a Cyberus truck pull into the car park earlier but I’ve not been able to get a closer look because Hume’s been hovering around like an angry wasp the entire time,’ Naira says. ‘A guy in a uniform was going back and forth with a trolley piled with crates, taking them into the mansion.’

‘That must be the drones,’ I say. ‘You think they’re going to be launching them from the top of the tower?’

Naira shrugs. ‘It would make sense.’

‘What’s in the gazebos, Nai?’ Gus says. ‘Any chance one of them could contain a caged Colette? Or Mrs Latchitt dressed as one of those creepy fortune tellers making people pay a pound to find out how they’re going to die.’

‘There actually is a fortune teller,’ Naira says. ‘But her name is Spectraphina, and she’s definitely not Mrs Latchitt because I saw her vaping in the Portaloos.’

‘Just ’cos she vapes, doesn’t mean she hasn’t got the Gift,’ Gus says. ‘If you need my mum and aunties at any point in the evening, you’ll find them there, asking her if Baba Irena thinks they should get an extension.’

‘You want to go too, don’t you?’ Naira says.

‘You bet your butt I do,’ Gus says. ‘I need to ask her if I should get a perm.’

‘I think we can all answer that,’ Hallie says.

‘And the answer is no.’

‘I’ve looked inside all of them,’ Naira says, ‘And there’s nothing suspicious, just more lame fayre stuff.’

‘So we’re pretty sure that when the shiz goes down, it’s going down in the tower, right?’ I say.

‘It’s the only place that’s off limits,’ Naira says. ‘I don’t think anyone’s seen inside it yet, except Hume obviously.’

‘We have to get inside.’ I look up at the tower again, hulking ominously underneath its fabric coverings. They ripple slightly as a brisk wind picks up from out of nowhere. Colette could be in there right now. Scared and alone. I want to run to it. Batter the door down. Tear it apart with my bare hands if I have to. As the band starts to play – an annoyingly happy song that makes the party guests cheer and clap – I take a few paces back towards the school building.

‘If we go now we won’t even get close,’ Naira says, catching up with me. ‘It’s too early. Too light. The crowds aren’t thick enough yet.’

‘Nai’s right,’ Gus says. ‘Check out who’s scoping us from over by the hook-a-duck.’

I turn to see Jobling and Azam, casually loitering near the fairground games, but standing out anyway because of their obvious ‘detectives on duty’ clothes. They’re midconversation, and staring right at us.

‘You know I have a massive problem with waiting,’ Hallie says. ‘But they’ll be on us before we even enter the building. Then we’ll be under even closer supervision for the rest of the night.’

For a few seconds, the space between us and them is clear of people. There’s just sun-scorched grass and a breeze whipping around us. And then Hume walks into our line of sight. He fixes us with an icy stare, then adjusts his face into a fake-as-hell smile and turns to the detectives, raising his hand to say hello. They smile and nod back, and it feels like we’re surrounded by enemies, even before the Latchitts come into play.

‘We’ll be able to ditch them later,’ Hallie says. ‘The field will be packed and the sun will go down.’

‘Darkness will be our friend,’ Gus says, in a growly voice like Batman.

‘And I have a plan,’ Naira says. ‘Hume is going to be on the central stage at nine p.m. to give a speech. He’ll be right in the middle of the party, not following us like a stalker, and all eyes will be on him. That’s our chance to sneak in.’

‘OK,’ I say, fighting that urge to take immediate action. Stop, Angelo. Think. Breathe. ‘OK, that sounds like a good idea.’

‘Yeah,’ Hallie says. ‘That will work.’

Gus nods. Looks at his phone. ‘We have one hour and forty-five minutes to kill before we need to get in position. And I don’t need to ask Spectraphina to know we’re going to be seeing Col really soon.’

They’re all looking at me, I realise, and I feel that sting in the back of my eyes and nose, which means I need to pull myself together. Now is not the time to cry.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘But you still want to ask her about that perm, don’t you?’

‘Hell, yes!’ Gus whoops, and we follow him as he sprints across the field. However they come, I know that tonight we’ll all be getting answers.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE GROWING DARK

It’s the worst wait of my life. Trying to blend in. Trying to act natural. Surrounded by people partying like they have zero worries, while I feel like I’m being crushed by mine. Our parents check on us constantly. The police watch us like we’re suspects. Hume looks at us like he knows a whole world of things that we don’t. Smug, as always, because whatever the Latchitts are up to, there’s something in it for him. I’m scared, anxious, impatient, buzzing with nervous energy and at the same time bone-tired and heartsick. But we play along because we have to.

We use our meal tokens, and some extras that Gus managed to ‘acquire’ to get stuff from all the different food carts: fish and chips, pie and mash, afternoon tea, Victoria sandwich, crumble and custard, and something hilariously called spotted dick. Then we find ourselves a picnic rug and make a buffet so we can all try everything. Except Hal, ’cos she sticks to the vegan stuff.

‘They’ve really gone big on the traditional British thing,’ Hallie says, rolling her eyes. ‘Talk about overkill.’

‘Yeah,’ Naira sighs. ‘I suggested some more modern British options to reflect change and progress, but I got totally shut down.’

‘Isn’t the tagline “honouring the past with a view to the future”?’ Gus says, through a mouthful of spotted dick. It was the first thing he wanted to try and he cradled it like a newborn baby all the way from the food cart to our picnic blanket.

‘Seems like Hume is more about the past,’ Naira says. ‘How is it?’

‘I mean there’s nothing in the taste that makes the name make sense, but it’s really good,’ Gus says. ‘Super sweet. Have some, Nai, it will be right up your alley.’

She digs a spoon in and scoops up a huge chunk.

‘You need more custard on it,’ Gus says, spooning a dollop of it on top of her spoon. Then she puts the whole lot in her mouth. Chews for a couple of seconds. Then her face lights up.

Gus grins. ‘Told ya.’

Watching them makes me realise how far we’ve come. At the beginning of Year 7, Naira wouldn’t have even glanced in Gus’s direction, let alone shoved a spoonful of mystery dessert into her mouth at his recommendation. They’ve grown so close. We all have.

The centenary celebration fills with loud, colourful people as we eat, and the light begins to fade. I look at the setting sun dipping behind the gazebos, and I suddenly feel sick with nerves – our centenary picnic churning in my gut. The sky is clouding over too, adding to the gloom. And I’m glad.

‘Twenty minutes,’ Naira says. ‘What shall we do now?’

‘You know what?’ I say, thinking about the only place in school that makes me feel better when I spend time there. ‘Let’s go check on the pigs.’

‘Good idea,’ Hallie says. ‘I’ll go tell my mum and dad so they don’t come looking for us.’ She runs off to where the Club Loser parents have congregated by the bar.

‘I hope they let us go alone,’ I say. ‘I don’t think I can deal with any sympathetic smiles right now.’

‘They can see the pig yard from where they’re sitting,’ Naira says. ‘They won’t mind.’

And they don’t. I’m sure they’re glad to have a break from us too. It can’t be easy watching us every second. So we walk across the field, through the crowds of people growing louder as the day grows darker, but avoiding the dance floor at all costs because none of us want to see Mrs Sydney doing the Lindy Hop. As we get close to the outer ring of the circle, the fairy lights festooning the party area flicker on, and the field is illuminated by a different kind of glow.

It’s a relief to reach the quiet of the pig yard. Well, quiet compared to the centre of the celebrations. The speakers are all facing into the circle, so the buzz of them is less aggressive here.

‘I wonder if they’re enjoying the old folks’ music?’ Gus says, opening the latch on the gate.

‘I’m guessing not as they’ve all taken themselves inside,’ Hallie says, leading the way across the yard to the building that houses the pigs. It’s made of dark grey stone and doesn’t let much light in, so the inside is always dim and shady. We’ve never been here at night, though, and the stillness visible through the entrance is almost creepy.

‘Klaus,’ I call out. ‘Are you doing OK?’

But Klaus doesn’t come trotting over like he usually does when he hears my voice. And there’s no sound. None of their friendly grunts or rustling of straw. And I know something’s wrong.

We step inside and wait a few seconds for our eyes to adjust to the low light, and all the while I’m feeling sick with dread.

‘Why’s it so quiet?’ Hallie says. ‘Where are they?’

Gus turns on the torch on his phone and I blink as the light changes again.

‘What the hell?’ I say, looking around the inside of the pig house. All as it normally is, except the pigs aren’t there.

‘Maybe they moved them somewhere so they wouldn’t get freaked out by all the noise,’ Hallie whispers, like she knows it isn’t true even as she’s saying it.

‘There was nothing on the planning lists about it,’ Naira says. ‘Besides, they’re used to noise. They’re out here for football matches and sports days when there are hundreds of people shouting. Also, one of the reasons given for having a drone light display rather than traditional fireworks was to avoid stressing the animals.’

‘You think they’re Jurassic goating them?’ Gus says, switching off his torch. ‘Feeding them to the evolved caterpillars?’

‘Oh god, I bet they are.’ I rub my face with my hands so hard that it hurts. ‘I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time the pigs have been offered up as monster fodder.’

‘It’s like they’re taking every single thing we care about,’ Hallie says.

‘Also,’ Naira says, taking the hair band off her ponytail and shaking her hair out. ‘If they’re using the pigs to feed the … whatever horrifying things they’re going to be when they emerge from their cocoons, then what are all the people here for?’

‘You mean there’s something worse than people being used for food?’ Gus says. ‘’Cos I really thought that was peak horror.’

‘What could be worse than being eaten?’ Hallie says.

My mind is running through the options and going to places so dark that I have to turn away or I’ll be too afraid to move.

Naira reties her ponytail, pulling it extra tight. ‘It’s almost nine. Not long until we find out.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

INTO THE WOODS

We loiter on the outskirts of the party circle, waiting for the last few minutes to tick down.

‘Final prep task,’ Gus says, pulling a crumpled bag out of his pocket.

We all open our hands and hold them, palm up, in the middle of our huddle while he places a candy on to each of them.

‘Jelly rings,’ he says. ‘The ultimate weapons against evil. If we have these on our fingers, we’ll know for sure that the person whose hand we’re holding is a certified Club Loser member.’

‘Just make sure you don’t eat yours,’ Naira says, pushing her ring over her knuckle. Gus has given her a pink-coloured one, I notice.

‘Is that why you have a spare?’ I ask, pointing at the last ring in the packet. ‘In case you get hungry?’

‘No,’ Gus says, making sure his own ring is securely on his finger. ‘That one’s for Colette. For when we find her.’

I feel a lump in my throat that I do my best to swallow down. Don’t cry, Angelo. Not right now. Then the band finishes a song, and even as the crowds are still cheering and clapping, they announce Mr Hume’s arrival on stage. It’s time.

The party falls quiet and everyone turns to the hub where the squeak of feedback and the all too familiar sound of Hume clearing his throat are our signals to move. We back out to the pig yard again, but this time continue beyond it, and quickly cover the short distance to the Dread Wood.

‘So far, so good,’ Naira says, once we’re hidden among the trees. The woods look totally different in the dark – paths that in the daytime I could follow with my eyes closed look suddenly unfamiliar. The trees I know so well take on new shapes and sounds. Branches creak eerily as the wind gusts through them, and the sound has a different quality to the low-level daytime squeaks and groans. They pierce the air like the shrieks of wounded animals.

But I trust my sense of direction and lead the others between the looming trunks and twisted, thorny bushes that snag on our clothes. I breathe in the cooling air to settle my hectic brain, enjoying the scent of the moss, the bark and the leaves, reassuringly the same as it always has been.

I think all of us are trying not to flashback to the last time we were here.

‘As we’re missing Hume’s speech, may I suggest an alternative?’ Gus says, breaking the brittle tension that fills every inch of the Dread Wood.

‘Oh god,’ Hallie says.

‘Is it going to be a singalong?’ Naira sounds way too excited.

‘I was thinking I could come up with a classic Gustav dramatic monologue,’ Gus says. ‘But we could finish with a song, if you like?’

‘Yes, please,’ Naira says, while Hallie groans and I snort.

‘Are you going Rick Grimes again?’ I say. ‘Or something new? Erwin Smith, maybe?’

‘To “charge towards certain death”,’ Gus says. ‘And as much as things are hella bad, I’m not ready to sacrifice myself just yet.’

‘Good shout,’ I say, smiling in the dark.

‘You should do something with an accent,’ Naira says. ‘I always enjoy those.’

‘And make it inspirational,’ Hallie says. ‘’Cos we don’t have much going in our favour right now.’

‘Don’t say that, Hal,’ Gus says. ‘I know things are bad. Maybe they seem about as bad as they could be …’ He’s segued into a voice that I feel like I recognise. ‘Our enemies are great, in number and in strength. Our friends have been overwhelmed by darkness. But even in a world filled with demons and despair, there is still light and hope, as long as we continue to fight.’

I catch on. To the voice and the words. So I decide to get into the vibe. Even though I hate vibes.

‘But what if we fail?’ I say. ‘What if we aren’t enough for the fight?’

‘Yeah,’ Naira says. ‘What should we do?’

‘Oh god, this is an anime thing, isn’t it?’ Hallie sighs.

‘Life,’ Gus says loudly, ‘is a series of decisions. You never have unlimited options, or unlimited time to think, but what you choose in that moment defines who you are.’

‘So we’re choosing to be nerds right now?’ Hallie says.

‘We choose to fight. For our friends, for the world, for the good in humanity,’ Gus says. ‘If at times you feel disheartened – that you’re somehow not enough, and you want to dig in your heels – remember, the flow of time stops for no one. It won’t wait for you. So …’

Here it comes.

‘Set your heart ablaze. Dry your eyes and look ahead. You are enough …’ He does a dramatic pause. ‘We are enough.’

‘That was beautiful,’ Naira sniffs.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘We go. We fight. We do what we can.’

‘We set our hearts ablaze,’ Hallie says.

There’s a moment of quiet. And then …

‘And now it’s time for a song,’ Gus says. ‘What we thinking?’

‘How about something for Col,’ Hallie says.

‘Taylor Swift, “Cruel Summer”,’ the rest of us say at the same time. We’re close to the edge of the woods now – just a few more minutes and we’ll be able to skirt the side of the field and get into the school.

‘I’ll do the intro,’ Gus says. ‘Nai, you kick us off with the lyrics. Ready? Dugga-dugga cheow, dugga-dugga cheow, dugga-dugga cheow, dugga-dugga cheow …’

And we sing. And I’m thinking how much Colette would love this, and it weirdly makes me feel better – like she’s here, even though she’s not.

We fall silent when we reach the boundary, grateful for the cover of the dark as we jog past the fence that connects the field to the Latchitts’ old back yard, and around the side of the mansion. Then we’re in through a side door and running down the corridor to the entrance to the tower. Apart from a few sixth formers taking the opportunity to check their phones at the back of the conservatory, nobody’s around to get in our way. We sneak past them. They don’t even look up.

And then we face the final obstacle to getting inside the tower.

‘Door’s locked,’ Gus says, trying the knob. ‘But we planned for this, right?’

‘Right,’ Naira says, taking a screwdriver out of her pocket and getting to work on the plate that has both the handle and the lock set into it.

‘Crowbar would have been quicker,’ Hallie mutters.

‘But also louder,’ I say. ‘There are times for force …’

‘… and times for stealth,’ Hallie says. ‘I know. I just always prefer the direct approach.’

‘But if we can get in without the Latchitts knowing, we’ll have a big advantage,’ Naira says, removing a screw from the plate.

‘And if we get caught in this corridor because we’re taking too long, we’ve failed before we’ve even properly started,’ Hallie says.

I catch the second screw as it falls from the plate.

‘Fine,’ Naira says. ‘If you hear or see someone coming, you have my blessing to crowbar it.’

The third screw is out, and the plate is loose enough to slide across the wooden door, exposing the mechanism of the lock. Nai pushes her finger into the gap and slides back the bolt that’s holding the door closed. It’s new and shiny. There’s no build-up of rust and dirt. It moves without resistance and without making a sound.

We push the door open and step inside the ground floor of the tower.

The lights are on and the entrance area is clear of people, so we close the door behind us and pause to take it in.

Directly in front of us is a huge wooden staircase, like a squared-off spiral shape that rises up through the levels of the tower. As I look up, I can see that the floors above mirror this one, with the central staircase and a wrap-around gallery. On the higher floors the gallery acts almost as a balcony. It’s like something out of a murder-mystery movie set in a posh countryside hotel. The dark oak banisters swoop glossily around the carpet-covered steps, and are carved at the ends into finches that look like they’re standing guard.

The base of the staircase is wrapped by a wooden-boarded walkway, the walls decorated with paintings and old photographs in frames. There are carved wooden stands placed along the corridors, each one holding a sculpture, or vase, or a sinister-looking matt-black curved bottle. They look like those urns people keep their family members’ ashes in after they’ve died. There are two doors leading off the entrance hall: one on the left and one on the right, directly opposite each other so that the layout is perfectly symmetrical. Everything looks expensive and not even slightly like a high school. It’s fancy even for the stupidly fancy mansion end of Dread Wood High.

The strangest thing about it all, though, is the decorations. There are balloons in vibrant primary colours tied to the stair rail, the door handles, the safety railings on the galleries, the sculptures, the creepy death urns. Hundreds of them. They hover everywhere, in groups of two, three and four, bumping gently off each other as they’re blown by a draft that I can’t feel. And there’s a banner strung across the entrance room that has two words painted on it in huge letters: ‘THE END’.

‘Looks like there’s a different kind of party going on in here,’ Gus whispers. ‘And I don’t like it.’

‘This can’t be good,’ Naira says, taking her phone out of her pocket and checking the screen. ‘No signal.’

‘Of course,’ Hallie says. ‘We’ve walked into a mega deathtrap.’

‘But we’re prepared, remember,’ I say. Trying to hold it together even though panic is surging through me. ‘And they don’t know we’re here yet. So let’s get on with what we came here to do. We find Colette, the drones, the pigs, and then we get out.’

‘I don’t think the pigs are gonna be upstairs,’ Naira says. ‘Which means that if they’re here, they’re probably in the basement.’

‘Oh god,’ Hallie says. ‘I could really do with not going back down there.’

‘If the drones are at the top so they can be launched from the roof, and the pigs are downstairs to feed the cater-whatevers, where’s Colette going to be?’ Gus says. ‘And where do we go first?’

‘You go wherever we want you to, sweetlings,’ a voice says from behind us.

We all spin around to see the Latchitts standing in the doorway. Still in their protective suits with the masks off. Mr Latchitt hulking, glaring, seething with an unhealthy amount of rage. Mrs Latchitt grinning, the light glinting off her teeth. Her hair wild and her eyes even wilder.

‘We were so hoping you’d come to our festivities,’ she says. ‘And now that you’re here, we can start the party games.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

TERROR TOWER

‘Where’s Colette?’ I say, my heart thumping so hard that I feel like they must be able to hear the vibrations in my voice.

‘If you want to know, you’ll have to play nicely, wily fox,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘First game: hide-and-seek.’

And the lights go out.

We immediately reach for each other. But knowing that the Latchitts are right there fills me with mistrust. Is this Nai’s arm I’m holding, or someone else’s? They’ve tricked us so many times before. I remember when Colette found she’d been holding her evil father’s hand in the dark on a sinking ship. And when I thought I was holding Colette’s hand in the lift in the Neon Perch, only to find out it wasn’t hers, but her clone Corinne’s instead. And this is what the Latchitts do. They make us paranoid. They make us scared to trust ourselves and other people. But this time we’re ready.

My hand finds Naira’s, and I feel for the sign that it’s really her, just as she’s doing the same for me. And my fingers brush against something squashy and sticky around one of her fingers. It’s the candy ring, made of fruity jelly and unmistakeable. I clasp her hand and she clasps mine back.

‘Got Nai,’ I say.

‘Got Angelo and Gus,’ Naira says.

‘Nai and Hal,’ Gus says.

‘Just Gus,’ Hallie says.

I hear a wicked little giggle from somewhere in front of us, and I kick out, hoping to get a blow in on one of the Latchitts. But the only thing I make contact with is the door, which is firmly shut again, and I’m assuming locked in a way that we won’t be able to work out in the dark. I lunge forward, dragging Naira with me, and use my free hand to try the handle. It doesn’t budge.

‘Oh no, sweetlings, there’s no scurrying away from this party,’ Mrs Latchitt says, from behind us now. ‘This is our farewell gift to you – the chance to find our little bird and be together at the end. But you must join in with the merrymaking, or you’ll never see her again.’

‘So you’ll search for her, and we’ll watch you search,’ Mr Latchitt growls.

‘But be careful and cautious, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt says. Her voice is coming from a different direction now. ‘There’s going to be a surprise game in every room – some mini pockets of merriment so that we can reminisce on our time together.’

I’m reluctant to speak, knowing that they can hear everything I’m saying. I don’t think there are many things that feel creepier than knowing someone is watching you when you can’t even see them. I find my head turning at every tiny sound and gust of air, thinking that the Latchitts are next to me. But I also don’t want them to know how afraid I am.

‘We go floor by floor,’ I say, pulling a torch out of my pocket and flicking on the switch. The light briefly illuminates the room, and in that moment I get a glimpse of Mrs Latchitt standing only a metre in front of us. Hazmat suited and with her goggles on. Her head tilted to the side as she watches. I have less than a second to wonder where Mr Latchitt is before I feel the torch being ripped from my hand. He hurls it across the room, and the light spins and flips until the torch hits the back wall with a smash and goes out.

‘No cheating, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘Play by our rules or the little bird may be pushed off her perch.’

We hesitate. But what can we do?

‘The room on the left first then,’ Naira says. And we stumble through the dark towards the door, with Mrs Latchitt quietly cackling in the background and every brush against a balloon making us jump.

‘I’m opening it,’ Hallie says.

And I have no idea what we’re going to find in this room. I don’t think it’s going to be Colette, because that would be way too easy. But we’re not going to know for sure until we look.

‘In this party room you’ll find a clue to where the little bird is caged,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘You must seek it out.’

The door swings open to reveal a room with enough light that I can make out some of the messed-up stuff in it. In the first split second of my eyes adjusting to the dim light, it looks to me like the room is full of strangely shaped people doing some kind of weird cult business, and my heart lurches in fright. But when I look again, I can see that the people are actually scarecrows, posed in ways that makes it look like they’re dancing around a small table in the middle of the room that has a large, circular party cake placed on it. Sticking out of the cake is a single lit candle, which is giving us the yellow flickery light that’s allowing us to see the cake and the scarecrows. Although it’s not bright enough to reach into the corners of the room, it’s clear that Colette isn’t here.

‘Well, she’s not in the weird dancing scarecrow cake room, so we’ll be moving on,’ Hallie says, starting to pull the door shut.

‘But there’s a clue, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt hisses behind us. ‘If you turn away from the game, you may never find your precious friend.’

‘Whatever,’ I say. ‘How do we know there’s really a clue in there? You could be lying.’

‘Haven’t we always played by the rules, sweetlings?’ Mrs Latchitt coos.

‘Besides, you don’t have a choice,’ Mr Latchitt says. There’s a hard shove in my back as his meaty spade hands push me into Naira, who falls into Gus, who falls into Hallie, and the four of us fall into the room, almost falling on to the cake. The candle flame flickers and sways, diminishing to an orange dot and then flaring up again.

We stand around the table, looking out at the scarecrows leering over us, the candlelight upping their creepiness level by at least a hundred per cent.

‘One of us should guard the light,’ Naira says. ‘While the rest of us look. If it goes out then this is all going to be way harder and take way longer. We can’t afford to waste time.’

Mrs Latchitt laughs again from the doorway. ‘Shall I huff and puff and blow your light out?’ she says. ‘Or shall I leave you to see what’s coming for you? Tricky, tricky, tricky decision …’

‘Let’s see what happens if we do this,’ Mr Latchitt says, and the door suddenly swings back, slamming shut.

As the movement creates a rush of air, we all jump to form a protective ring around the candle, barely keeping it alight.

‘They’re still watching us, right?’ Gus says. And then in his Mrs Latchitt voice, ‘I can spy you through my peepity peephole, sweetlings.’

‘I guess so,’ I say, taking a breath and then venturing towards the scarecrow circle on the right side of the table. They’re just piles of sticks and straw and stuffing, covered in sackcloth, Angelo. They can’t hurt you.

I feel around them and inside their pockets for any hidden messages or other Latchitt trickery but all I’m finding is dust and grit. Naira does the same on the left, and Gus checks out the scarecrows behind the cake.

Hallie stands over the candle, cupping her hands around it to make sure it doesn’t go out and leave us in total darkness.

‘Hey,’ Gus says. ‘I think my uncle Mik has this same shirt. He wears it at the weekends ’cos he thinks it makes him look like a woodsman.’

I turn to see Gus standing by a giant scarecrow with big boots and a plaid shirt on. He reaches up to its potato-sack face and starts moving the mouth around, saying, ‘Hi, I’m Uncle Mik, and I definitely do not work in computing.’

‘Stop messing with the scarecrows, Gustav,’ Hallie says, but she’s trying not to laugh.

‘There’s nothing here,’ Naira sighs. She’s hidden from view in one of the corners of the room where the light doesn’t reach.

‘Then why send us in here?’ I ask. ‘There must be something they want us to see.’

‘Er, guys,’ Hallie says, still leaning over the candle. ‘There’s something up with this cake.’

‘When you say “something up”,’ Gus says, giving up his search and moving back over to the table. ‘What kind of up are we talking about?’

Hallie lifts her mouth away from the candle a little, and says, ‘There’s something moving inside it.’

‘Of course there is,’ Naira sighs. And she and I join Gus and Hallie, standing around the cake.

The cake is about thirty centimetres in diameter, and covered with thick white icing. It’s smooth on the top and sides, and decorated with swirls and stars of fluffy white frosting and shiny strawberries that have been dipped in white chocolate. It has three words written across it in what looks like strawberry syrup: ‘Faithless and Blessed’.

‘Aside from the weird slogan, that actually looks like a nice cake,’ Gus says. ‘Ten out of ten, no notes. Would definitely eat.’

‘Just give it a second,’ Hallie says.

So we watch in silence, and the cake remains cake-like.

‘Nothing’s happening, Hal,’ Gus says. ‘I’m actually a bit disappointed.’

And then I see it – a ripple of movement beneath the icing. A lump that appears and then disappears again.

‘I take it back,’ Gus says. ‘We clearly have a case of the Cake Ness Monster. Do you want to open it up or shall I?’

‘I don’t want to put my hands in it,’ Naira says, as the icing shifts again, enough to leave a cracked, uneven surface on the top of the cake.

‘Me neither,’ I say. Cos god knows what’s inside.

‘We don’t need to,’ Hallie says, gently pulling the candle out of the cake. It’s melted down a lot since we’ve been in the room and we don’t have much time until it’s just a waxy stump. ‘Here, take this,’ she says, passing it carefully to Naira. ‘Got it?’

‘Got it,’ Naira says, her eyes fixed on the flame, and her hand holding it as steady as possible.

‘Good,’ Hallie says. ‘Now you may want to step away a little.’

Naira takes a few steps back towards the far wall, keeping the candle flame steady.

‘Right. Let’s get this done,’ Hallie says, and she picks up the foiled board that the cake is sitting on and flips it upside down. The cake holds on by its sticky frosting for half a second, and then the entire thing drops down on to the floor, hard enough to smush it into a splatted mound of crumbs and icing. As it hits the ground, a nursery rhyme we haven’t heard in a while starts to play from hidden speakers – Half a pound of tuppenny rice, half a pound of treacle …

And we find out what’s inside the cake.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

OLD FRIENDS

Brain-biters!’ Gus says, as four white segmented worms wriggle out of the mess of cake, and wave their wide-open, toothy mouths at us.

For a moment we’re too shocked to move. It’s been a long time since we were infected with the parasites, but the memory of them making everyone at school go absolutely crazy, and of their maggoty larvae pouring out of people’s mouths, is the kind of horror that stays fresh in your mind.

‘Squish them!’ Hallie yells, and she starts stomping on the remains of the cake. But the worms are fast and agile, and they dodge her blows and propel themselves into the dancing scarecrows.

We huddle around the table, back to back, keeping our eyes on the shadows.

‘Holy scrut,’ Hallie whispers. ‘I thought we were done with these slimy little suckers. Where’s a baseball bat when you need one?’

‘We can use the table as a shield,’ Gus says. ‘Let’s back up, tip it on its side and then crouch behind it. We’ll be less exposed.’

‘On it,’ Hallie says, flipping the table like she came into this room with no other goal. We knock a couple of scarecrows out of the way and drag it so it backs against the wall. Then we climb behind it, the last dregs of the candle flickering, just as the first brain-biter comes flying. It thwacks into the wood, bounces and scoots off into the dark again.

That’s the way the money goes …

‘OK, we’ve bought some time, but how are we getting out of here?’ Naira says. ‘I can’t believe we’re having to fight these disgusting things again. And in about one minute we’re not going to be able to see them coming.’ The candle sputters.

And I’m not sure exactly what I was expecting from the tower – Hume, the Latchitts, a whole army of new monsters, maybe. But I wasn’t expecting to face old enemies. I try to view the scene from the Latchitts’ perspective – peering through some unseen crack in the wall, or maybe watching on hidden cameras. I’m sure they’ll be using the infra-red goggles to get a better look, which means their image of us, crouched behind the thick wooden table and all clustered together, can’t be that clear. We can use that.

‘Guys,’ I say, keeping my voice as low as possible. Glad for the cover of the horrible music. Half a pound of tuppenny rice … ‘We prepared for this. Remember how we stopped the worms last time?’

‘We used the frequency thingy,’ Gus says. ‘It fried them.’

‘And didn’t you bring something we can use, Hal?’ I say.

She gasps. ‘I did.’

A brain-biter drops down on us from out of nowhere, twining around one of Hallie’s braids and dragging itself towards her ear. Gus moves fast, grabbing its tail end, and then I get a hold of its head, getting a few gashes on my hand from its gnashing teeth. Together we wrench it away from a shrieking Hallie.

‘Pin it down,’ she yells.

It’s surprisingly hard to keep a grip on it and hold it down on the floor, but with the help of the dying candlelight we just manage it.

‘Die, you ooky piece of scrutscum,’ she shouts, stamping on the brain-biter once, twice, and then about ten more times to be sure.

‘Feel better now?’ Naira says.

‘Much,’ Hallie sighs.

And then the candle goes out.

‘It’s fine,’ Hallie whispers. ‘I have the perfect piece of tech in my inside pocket. Just cover me while I get it out, because if I get another one of those things in my hair, I might die.’

I grin. ‘Just make sure it stays hidden. We don’t want the Latchitts to know we’re weaponised.’

‘Subtle is my middle name,’ Hallie says, and the rest of us snort. Then she rustles around, elbowing me multiple times while she tries to find what she’s looking for. ‘Got it,’ she whispers. ‘Give me a few seconds to set it up right – it’s hard when I can’t see the dials.’

‘Brain-biter incoming,’ Gus says. ‘I swear I can see something white halfway up the wall on the right.’

‘I see it too,’ Naira whispers.

‘If anyone tells me to hurry up, they’re gonna get a punch in the shoulder when we get out of here,’ Hallie says. I can hear some soft clicks as she fiddles with the frequency generator.

That’s the way the money goes …

And then there’s a slight high-pitched squeak.

The music stops. And then nothing.

‘Anyone have eyes on a worm?’ Gus whispers.

‘I can’t see the wall fella any more.’

‘It jerked a bit and dropped off,’ Naira says.

‘I think you got it, Hal.’

‘Damn right I did,’ Hallie says, rustling around again, I think to hide the frequency gadget back in her pocket.

‘I’m going to check,’ I say, climbing out from behind the table. I put the collar up on my blazer and squash my neck down so that my ears are kind of covered, then I walk through the darkness. ‘Where was the wall one?’

‘Go forward another metre, past the scarecrow in the cowboy hat, and then right,’ Naira says. ‘I definitely saw it fall so it should be around there somewhere.’

I follow her instructions and make my way over to the wall on the right side, preparing to crouch down and feel around for the brain-biter, but as my foot lands on something and I get that ‘just stepped on a slug’ feeling, I know I don’t need to.

‘Your worms are dead,’ I shout towards the door. ‘One-nil to us.’

I hear the creak of the door swinging open, right on cue. ‘You got lucky,’ Mr Latchitt’s voice booms at us. ‘But your luck won’t last. The other rooms are waiting for you.’ It’s too dark to see even the outline of him, but it sounds like he’s shouting from somewhere back in the entrance hall.

‘Opposite room next?’ Gus says, climbing out from behind our trusty table shield. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about this one.’

‘Just a sec,’ I say. Then I shout, ‘Where’s our clue?’ into the darkness.

‘You already have it, sly fox,’ Mrs Latchitt says. Again, her voice is coming from a distance away, and it feels nice to know that they’re not standing right next to us. ‘But you must use your wiles to understand.’

‘That’s horse scrut,’ Hallie yells. ‘Why should we play your games if they’re not going to help us find Colette? I’m tired of going along with your absolutely mental hell shiz and I’m not playing any more.’ She stomps out into the entrance hall.

‘The next game has begun,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘And this one is a rare beauty.’

‘Wait, I said no,’ Hallie shouts. ‘The next game has not begun.’

‘But there’s nothing you can do to stop it now,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘The wheels are turning, the die is cast.’

‘Hal’s right.’ I step out next to her. ‘We’re going to find Colette and we’re going to end you.’

‘Oopsie, wily fox, you have proffered your paw into the game too,’ Mrs Latchitt says.

‘Musical statues,’ Mr Latchitt says, and it’s like I can hear a sinister smile in his voice, which gives me a really bad feeling. ‘Let’s see how good you are at keeping still.’

‘What do you mean?’ I say, knowing that there’s no point in asking because if we get any answers, they’re going to be in riddles.

But my voice just bounces off the walls and is met with silence.

None of us move.

‘Oh god, what’s it going to be?’ Naira whispers.

And then the music starts.

Incy Wincy spider climbed up the water spout …






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

WHEN THE MUSIC STOPS

‘What the actual?’ Hallie says. ‘This isn’t going to be what I think it is, right?’

‘Spiders,’ Naira whispers.

Down came the rain and washed the spider out …

‘But we’re inside,’ Gus says. ‘The spiders were underground. They only attacked us out on the field, or when we went down to their burrows.’

Still none of us move.

Out came the sun and dried up all the rain …

‘The burrows that ran under the school,’ I say, trying to think fast because it might actually be the difference between life and death. ‘And we know there’s a basement underneath us.’

‘We saw the trapdoor,’ Naira gasps. ‘What if they’ve put a spider down there and unlocked the trapdoor?’

‘That definitely sounds like something they’d do,’ Gus says.

And Incy Wincy spider climbed up the spout again …

The music stops. The room falls silent, except for the gentle bumping of balloons and what sounds like the rush of strong winds buffeting around the tower above.

‘I know you know this,’ I say. ‘But don’t move. I’m trying to work out where the trapdoor is. Did any of you see it when we came in?’

‘No,’ Hallie says. ‘Just floor, rugs, pot stands. They were the only things on the ground.’

‘There must have been something covering it,’ I say. ‘And they opened it up while we were messing with the damn worms.’

‘So to get to the next room we have to make our way across this entrance hall, in total darkness, not knowing where a giant spider might be lurking to jump up and drag us down to our doom,’ Gus says. ‘That is pure horror poetry. Gotta respect it.’

‘But if the rules are the same as last time, they won’t attack when the music’s playing,’ Naira says. ‘So we can move when it’s on but we’re in danger when it stops.’

‘Musical statues,’ I say. Trying to keep my voice low. ‘Nice.’

‘We should move fast,’ Naira says. ‘Get it done with.’

‘But if we make a run for it and can’t stop immediately when the music ends, we’re stuffed,’ Hallie says. ‘I don’t want to get snatched up by one of those eight-legged freaks again.’

And as much as I agree with Naira, Hallie’s the only one of us with experience in being abducted by a spider. The trauma has stayed with her.

‘I’m not as athletic as you guys,’ Hallie says. ‘And I’m clumsy. Happy to get into a fair brawl with a giant spider but we’re not going to be able to see it coming.’

‘Hal’s right, we’ll have no chance in the dark,’ Gus says.

Incy Wincy spider climbed up the water spout …

As the music starts, I take an experimental step further into the room, bracing myself for hooked hairy legs to wrap around me. But nothing happens.

Down came the rain and washed the spider out …

‘One step at a time,’ I say. And I take another one.

Out came the sun and dried up all the rain …

I move again, and I hear the others move behind me. Just one step. I lift my foot to take another, but the music stops. I’m left standing on one foot, too scared to put the other one down in case the spider feels the vibrations.

I swallow, and it comes out loud in the quiet room.

‘You OK?’ Naira whispers. She’s closest to me, Hal and Gus behind her.

I bite my lip. ‘Trying to get my balance,’ I whisper back. And I feel like on any other day I could stand on one leg, no problem. But now, when it matters, I can’t seem to steady myself. I wobble, just a little, praying for the music to come back on. But the silence goes painfully on. I tilt forward slightly, and I swear I’m going to crash to the ground, but a hand grabs me and pulls me straight. Gripping me firmly until I feel safe again.

‘Thanks, Nai,’ I whisper.

‘Any time,’ she says.

And Incy Wincy spider climbed up the spout again …

‘This is going to be harder than I thought,’ I say, my mouth dry as scarecrow straw stuffed inside a trash-can shirt. And when I take my next step, I try not to raise my foot too high off the ground.

As the music plays, we make slow progress. Every muscle in my body is tensed, and it’s exhausting to have to move so carefully. Not for the first time since we met the Latchitts, I find myself wishing I could have the biggest rest. Like six months off school to sleep, and eat snacks, and watch TV. We’ve been fighting so hard for so long, with no breathing space. Even after winning a battle, we’ve just been waiting for the next one.

But right now we have to find the strength to keep going, and I know I’ll never be able to rest until we’ve properly finished this. So I focus on my feet until I feel the ridge that runs along the side of the walkway under the soles of my shoes.

‘We’re moving on to the main area around the stairs,’ I say.

‘That’s good,’ Hallie says, breathing hard.

My school shirt is sticking to my lower back, and I wonder if the others are sweating like I am.

The music stops.

The music starts.

The music stops.

The music starts.

At last I feel the solid wood of the staircase. It gives me something to lean against, taking a bit of the strain away from my aching body.

‘I wonder if Ma and Pa Latchitt are enjoying watching our incredibly boring walk across the room,’ Gus whispers. ‘I expect they were hoping for more action.’

A strong rush of wind howls down from the top of the tower, whipping around us and making the balloons bump wildly against each other.

‘Sounds like the weather’s changing,’ Naira says next to me.

And the lights suddenly turn on at the same time that the music turns off.

I blink in the bright light, so shocked by the change that I almost jump in surprise. But I keep my feet glued down. The Latchitt spiders attack in the dark and the light. If there really is one below us and it feels our movement, it won’t hesitate.

‘What’s happening?’ Hallie asks.

‘The rules have changed.’ Mrs Latchitt’s face appears above us, looking down from the first-floor gallery. ‘It’s feeding time, sweetlings.’ She has one of the sculptures from the decorative columns in her hands – an abstract model of the human body – and too late I realise what she’s going to do.

‘Oops,’ she giggles, as she lets it fall out of her hands and come crashing down on to the floor at our feet.

The instant it hits, smashing into pieces that scatter across the wooden boards, I see the flip of a lid in the centre of the room. A pair of hairy black legs, a metre long and the thickness of my thighs, emerge from the dark space beneath, followed by two more, and two more. It’s all elbows and angles. I get a lightning-quick glimpse of an eight-eyed face, mandibles clacking. I hear a hiss from the spider, a scream from behind me, and then I’m yanked from where I’m standing towards the trapdoor. Spider legs in a pincer grip around me. And then I’m swallowed down into the dark.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

RODEO

The ability to breathe leaves me as I tumble down the opening to the basement. I’m bumped and bruised, but I don’t make the expected impact with the ground below. The spider’s holding me too tight.

‘Angelo?’ I hear the others shout from above me, but I can’t answer because I have a face full of spider leg. The hairs are making my skin itch and the smell of it, like old dirt and rusty metal, makes me gag. But it’s hard as bone and no matter how much I struggle, I can’t move it.

The spider picks me up and pins me to a wall of shelves coated in superglue-sticky silk, pressing me against it so that the parts of my back that connect with the shelf edges are stuck tight. When its arms have loosened around me enough that I can move the parts of my body that aren’t glued down, I jerk, twist and pull to try to free myself. But it doesn’t make even the tiniest bit of difference.

There’s a rectangle of light from the open trapdoor above, and it casts enough of a glow for me to be able to see the spider rearing in front of me, inspecting me with its eight eyes. For a second I see myself reflected in the largest ones. A pale, frightened face in the dark. And then my eyes are drawn instead to its scythe fangs that are heading towards my neck. I don’t know if the toxin dripping from them will kill me or just send me to sleep for a bit, and I don’t want to find out. I have one free arm, and I punch at the spider’s face with everything I have. The spider hisses and spits. Not hurt by my attempts. Just mad.

The small amount of light coming from above suddenly goes out and I’m plunged into total darkness. I don’t know if something’s happened to the others upstairs. And I want to help them. I’m going to keep fighting this monster to the very end, because what else can I do? But it’s so powerful, and I’m stuck, and I feel like I might have only another second to think, and to feel, and to exist.

And then I hear a ‘Yeehaw!’ from somewhere in the black, and the light returns enough for me to see Gus crashing down on to the spider’s back from above. The spider isn’t expecting him, and it stumbles for a couple of seconds, its legs scitter-scattering against the hard floor.

Gus clings on to the spider, his arms tight around the place where the spider’s head meets its abdomen. The spider bucks and jumps, trying to shake him off. And in the middle of this absolutely mental scene, I notice that Gus has stolen the cowboy hat from the scarecrow in the first room, and it’s so brilliantly classic Gus that I feel like I could cry.

‘Angelo, catch,’ I hear Naira’s voice calling out to me. I look up to see she’s at the top of the ladder that leads down into the basement, and she’s holding another one of those expensive-looking vases. She waits for the spider versus Gus battle to move to one side for a moment, and then she throws it to me. It’s going to be hard to catch one-handed, but Nai’s a good shot, and it practically falls into my free hand. At first it slips, and I fumble it – it’s so smooth and shiny that it’s hard to get a grip on. But then I have it. I adjust my hand so that I can hold it firmly, and I wait …

Gus and the spider lurch closer to me again. I choose my moment, and then I smash the vase into the spider’s face. It shatters. Jagged shards cut into my hand but I keep pushing them hard. The spider shrieks and backs away, its legs swiping at its face, trying to remove the pieces of glass, and Gus takes his chance to drop off its back and on to the floor. Then the spider scuttles off into one of the corridors.

‘Did you see me?’ Gus says. ‘I rode a giant spider! That was wild.’ He’s breathless and bleeding, but grinning as he runs over to me.

‘Why are you so cut up?’ I ask, because his face is a mess of holes and gashes.

‘The hairs,’ he says. ‘I think they impaled every part of my body. But it’s all good, because I rode a freaking spider. You OK?’

I smile. ‘I’m good. But how am I gonna get off these shelves? This spider webbing is nuts.’

‘I’ve got you,’ Naira says, climbing down the ladder holding a hefty pair of blades. ‘Fabric scissors.’ She jumps the last few rungs and runs over. ‘They’re hella sharp. I stole them from the textiles room when they were forcing us to make all that stupid bunting.’

‘You stole school property,’ I say. ‘And I’m totally here for it.’

She starts snipping at the web with the scissors and I feel it slowly giving way.

‘Where’s Hal?’ I say.

‘She’s creating a diversion upstairs,’ Gus says. ‘Something to keep the Latchitts busy for a while.’

‘Does it involve fire?’ I say, tugging as hard as I can to pull my clothes away from the shelving.

Gus nods. ‘Scarecrow bonfire. Luckily I saved the hat.’

‘You guys are the best,’ I say.

‘I’m done with the games,’ Naira says, snipping the last strand of web. ‘Let’s go upstairs, find Colette, and get out of here.’

So we run to the ladder and start climbing, the smell of smoke starting to float down as we get close to the top.

‘Everything all right down there?’ Hallie’s face appears at the trapdoor.

‘All good,’ Naira says. ‘Well, under the circumstances. And the Latchitts?’

‘Busy for now,’ Hallie grins, stepping away from the opening so we can climb out. ‘Those scarecrows went up real nice.’

I turn to see the Latchitts trying to put out the fire in the cake room. Well, Mr Latchitt has a fire extinguisher, and Mrs Latchitt is just staring into the flames, singing.

‘We won’t have much time,’ Naira says, leading the way up the stairs. ‘Let’s go.’

‘But what about the other games rooms?’ Gus says, running behind her. ‘Shouldn’t we at least check them? Maybe Colette’s in one of them.’

‘Nah,’ I say, taking the stairs two at a time. ‘They wouldn’t make it that easy – if she’s gonna be anywhere, it’s right at the top.’

‘You want to see what the other games were, don’t you?’ Naira says.

We pass the first floor and keep climbing, pushing against the gusts of wind that spiral down from above.

‘Obviously,’ Gus says. ‘Somewhere in these rooms, there’s a bunch of rats waiting for pass the parcel, a blindfolded cannibal octopus trying to pin a tail on a donkey, and a flock of vampire birds stuck in a never-ending game of musical chairs because there’s no one there to remove a seat. They’re all slowly going mad and crying over what could have been. It’s a real shame.’ He shakes his head.

We’re almost up to the second floor.

Gus sighs. ‘I’m a bit gutted about the rats, especially ’cos I brought a tube of toothpaste that I wanted to try out.’

The second floor, with its wrap-around library and stained-glass window, comes into view, but we turn away. One more flight of stairs and we’ll be at the lookout where I’m sure we’ll find the place the Latchitts’ plans are centred around. The drones, for sure. Maybe Colette.

But as we round the corner to those final steps, we find our path is blocked.

‘Dread Wood students should not be running in the halls,’ he says, face emotionless. Arms folded. It’s Mr Hume.






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SURROUNDED

‘Excuse me, sir, we’re in a bit of a hurry,’ Naira says, making to run right past him.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Hume says, stepping in front of her. ‘In this tower, or in life in general, I’m afraid. Some students just can’t be helped.’

Naira dodges to his left, but he’s quick and blocks her again, putting his arms out to hold the banister on each side of the staircase. We could try to force his arms, but it’s weird because he’s our head teacher and literally no one wants any kind of physical contact with the head of their school. So we hesitate.

‘Don’t pretend you care about the students here,’ Naira says. ‘Or that you’ve ever tried to help any of us. We know who you are.’

‘Then you know that this is my school and I’m not about to let you sabotage our plans at the last hurdle,’ Hume says.

‘You mean “our” as in yours and the Latchitts,’ I say. ‘Because teaming up with them is going to turn out to be a bad decision.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Hume says, smiling. ‘I’ll get my family home back and have enough money to ensure it stays in my name for generations.’

‘OMG, do you have kids, sir?’ Gus says. ‘No offence, but that would involve there being someone who would have kids with you. Oh man, that’s gross. You guys carry on while I focus all my attention on erasing that from my mind.’

‘He probably got the Latchitts to make him some in the lab,’ Hallie says. ‘And this conversation is boring, so we’ll be going now.’

She shoves his right arm. He holds firm.

‘Don’t make me break it,’ she says. And you know you expect this kind of talk from Hal, but there’s something so shocking about it being directed at a teacher.

‘Hallie, my G,’ Gus says. ‘You are the GOAT.’

‘I cannot express how much I look forward to not having to hear your teenage slang echoing around these halls any more,’ Hume says. ‘It is a blight on my ears.’

‘You’d better hope the Latchitts put that fire out then,’ I say. ‘Cos if they don’t, you’re not going to get the chance to live here teenagerfree. RIP, Dread Wood House.’

‘Fire?’ Hume says, looking past us and sniffing the air. ‘You’re lying.’

‘Lying?’ Naira snorts. ‘Have you never met Hallie?’

‘Yeah, you’d better grab an extinguisher and head downstairs,’ Gus says. ‘Off you pop, Vincent.’

And now it’s his turn to hesitate – the worry for his precious house battling against his need to stop us from going to the roof. But then he relaxes. Smiles. And I sense things are going to take a bad turn for us.

‘Is everything in hand?’ Hume says, and I look over my shoulder to see Mr and Mrs Latchitt walking up the stairs towards us. ‘I thought you said there would be no setbacks.’

‘Vincent has his worried head on,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘Fretting about his treasure, is he?’

‘Don’t take that tone with us, Vincent,’ Mr Latchitt growls at him. ‘Without us you’d be looking at another thirty years’ shuffling around this school being sworn at by reprobate teenagers.’

‘It’s not like I haven’t contributed,’ Mr Hume says, putting his arms down now that he has backup. ‘I’ve risked everything to assist you. And haven’t I fulfilled every demand?’

‘Ooh, his feathers are ruffled,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘But where is my granddaughter? The winds are changing and time is short.’

I hear a door opening in the middle of the landing, and my heart skips a beat, hoping that Colette is here after all. Then the five of us can just run away from these psychopaths and get the hell out of the tower.

The hazmat-suited girl that comes out of the library is like Colette in almost every way, except of course it’s not her.

‘Clonette,’ Gus whispers. ‘Why is she holding a baby?’

‘Here, grandmother,’ Corinne says, passing an infant-sized bundle wrapped in blankets to Mrs Latchitt. Then she looks at us with pure hatred. ‘How are things with you?’ she sneers in a way that it so unlike Colette that it makes me feel better about hating her.

‘Doing absolutely scrutty, thanks,’ Hallie says. ‘But still better than you from the look of it. Hanging out with a bunch of unhinged elderly people.’

‘Don’t you want to know how your friend is doing?’ Corinne says. ‘How she cries and cries and wishes you would come and help her? But you never come. Poor, poor Colette.’

And that hurts, as it’s meant to. But we can’t let her get to us.

‘You know, you’re starting to talk like your grandma,’ I say. ‘You need to spend time around normal humans.’

‘Come, come, the baby is waking,’ Mrs Latchitt coos over her bundle. ‘Let us welcome her to the world.’

And the thing in her arms starts to shudder.

Mr Latchitt shoves us all forward, on to the thickly carpeted landing, standing behind us to block the way back down. Mrs Latchitt moves in front of us and carefully places the bundle on the ground, pulling back the layers of fabric covering it.

Inside is a bright green, crescent-shaped pod, about the size of a human baby. It’s jiggling around aggressively, like a washing machine going full pelt, so Mrs Latchitt uses the blankets to form a protective nest around it. Then she moves back to stand with Corinne.

‘What the freak is that?’ Hallie says.

‘Metapod,’ Gus says, staring at it. ‘Obviously.’

‘And what the freak is a Metapod?’ Hallie asks.

‘A Metapod is a Pokemon,’ I say.

‘Evolves into a Butterfree,’ Gus says. ‘Quite cute but not very powerful.’

‘I don’t think this is going to evolve into a Butterfree,’ I say, as the cocoon stops vibrating and starts to split open.

‘Oh no, sweetlings, you will find that this baby is very powerful indeed,’ Mrs Latchitt says.

The creature inside the cocoon starts to push itself through the split, easing out body parts that are so curled up that at first I can’t make out what’s what. It’s a confusion of scales, fur and something leathery. Whatever it is, it doesn’t look like a regular moth or butterfly. But then it unfurls what is unmistakeably its head – a sphere of shiny black tinged with green, with two oversized eyes at the front, and two twitching antennae on the top. The strangest thing about it is the bony frill, just like the caterpillars had, that circles it like some kind of freakish monster mane. Once its head is loose, the rest of it follows quickly. Out slides a thick baguette-shaped body with scaly skin and patches of velvety fur, pulling itself on to the carpet in a muscular, caterpillar-type movement. And that just leaves the wings.

It ripples the muscles in its torso, like it’s rolling back its shoulders. I can hear a crunch and a grind as it moves, like bone scraping across bone, which is so very wrong because there shouldn’t be any bone inside a butterfly. And then it twitches the dark shapes that are bunched up down the length of its back. Once. Twice. And then it starts to slowly stretch them out. As they sort of un-concertina themselves, I can see that they aren’t like butterfly wings at all. They’re tough leather, striped with bony ridges, and tipped at the edges with hooked claws.

‘Isn’t she a beauty?’ Mrs Latchitt says, putting on her mask and goggles. Corinne does the same. And my guts twist with dread.

As the creature stretches out its wings as wide as they can go, which must be a span of at least sixty centimetres across, I realise what they remind me of.

‘Holy hellballs, it’s a batterfly,’ Gus says.

‘How is that even possible?’ Naira whispers.

Behind us, I hear Mr Latchitt pulling on his mask and goggles. Mr Hume is staring at the bat-moth creature in wonder and disgust, and it doesn’t seem to bother him that he doesn’t have any protective clothing on, but maybe it should.

‘You must be hungry, my precious little one,’ Mrs Latchitt says, her voice strangely distorted through the mask. ‘Now let’s get you some food.’






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

FEEDING TIME

The batterfly perches on the edge of its blanket nest, flexing its wings and testing its voice. The sounds coming from its throat are somewhere between a low humming and a stuttering car engine, and I don’t know what it’s trying to communicate but Mrs Latchitt talks back to it like she understands it perfectly.

‘I know, dear one, the world out here is big and bright, and you want to fly with your brethren and fulfil your purpose. But first you must eat a morsel or two. You’ve been in your pod for a long time and you will need your strength.’

She leans a gloved hand towards it and strokes it lovingly on the head while Gus, Hal, Nai and I look at each other like we’re stuck in the middle of an especially weird nightmare. The kind that when you describe them to someone they sound too funny to be scary.

‘Now then, beloved,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘Let me choose you a tasty treat.’ She points her finger at me. ‘Eeny …’ Then at Hal, ‘Meeny …’ Then at Gus, ‘Miny …’

‘Oh hell, no,’ Naira says, because we can all see where this is going to end. And I’m ready to act. To jump in between her and the batterfly. To fight it, or whatever I need to do.

‘Mo,’ Mrs Latchitt says. But her finger isn’t pointing at Naira. It’s pointing at Hume.

‘Is this some kind of joke?’ Hume says, his face red with anger.

‘No joke, Vinny boy. Our baby needs to feed and I want the sweetlings to see it. So that they understand,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘She won’t take it all. Just a quick drink.’

And then Mr Latchitt steps forward with some kind of spray can and blasts Hume with a white mist that smells a lot like the fog that burned us in the Dread Wood on the day we were attacked by the sussypillars. The day we lost Colette.

Mr Hume chokes on the gas and stumbles back a step.

The batterfly’s head lifts and turns slowly to look around us all. Then it fixes its giant mirror eyes on Mr Hume and starts crawling towards him. Slowly at first, like it hasn’t worked out how to move properly yet, and then faster, in long hops – its wings fluttering slightly with each one.

Mr Hume is visibly sweating.

‘It’s the white smoke,’ I whisper. ‘It makes you hotter. Draws them in.’

‘Call it off, Latchitt,’ Hume says, watching the batterfly advance with absolute horror on his face. ‘I’m warning you.’

Mr Latchitt laughs.

‘You won’t even feel it, Vinny boy,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘You should be grateful to be included in the life cycle of the greatest wonder soon to be known to humankind.’

‘Hold still, or I’ll make you,’ Mr Latchitt says.

Hume turns pale. But he forces himself not to run, though he must be desperate to. And he fixes his face back into its usual cold, calm expression.

The batterfly reaches Hume’s feet and starts pulling itself up his body by clinging to the fabric of his clothes. First his trouser legs, and then his blazer. Hume doesn’t move from where he’s standing, but I can see that he’s trembling.

When the batterfly gets to the top of Hume’s chest, it uses his shoulder as a perch. Adjusts its hooked feet to make sure it’s steady. And I’m pretty sure I know what’s going to happen, but I don’t think Hume does. Because when the batterfly’s proboscis starts to extend, he goes from pale to paler, and he looks like he’s going to be sick, or pass out. Or both.

The proboscis is thin and black, and about thirty centimetres long, and the batterfly uncurls it centimetre by centimetre, like it has all the time in the world. When it’s fully straight and taut, the batterfly raises it, tilts the pointed end at an angle, and then stabs it into Hume’s chest.

Hume whimpers, then recovers himself and does a pretty good job of looking like he’s not bothered, except I can see the tension in his jaw as he grits his teeth.

Corinne tilts her head in a very Mrs Latchitt-like way and leans in for a closer look. ‘This is amazing,’ she says. ‘What an incredible creation, grandmother.’

‘Second only to you, hummingbird,’ Mrs Latchitt says, stroking her arm.

‘Wholesome,’ Gus says, making a face.

After about twenty seconds, the batterfly removes its proboscis from Mr Hume’s chest, leaving just a small circle of blood on his white shirt. It curls the tube back into a tight coil, shaking off some excess blood droplets on to the carpet. Then it pushes down on Hume’s shoulder, making him lean to the side a little, and launches itself into the air. It pumps its wings up and down, creating whooshes of air beneath it that make my hair blow back off my face, and it flies in circles around the landing.

‘You see, Vinny boy,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘She feels no greed and only takes what she needs. Enough to fuel those pretty wings. Enough to fulfil her purpose.’

‘Enough of your games,’ Mr Hume barks. Apparently he’s feeling a bit more fiery now that he doesn’t have a creepy-ass bat-slash-butterfly creature slurping down his blood. ‘The weather has turned and we’re running out of time. The drone light display is launching in a few minutes, so send it up to join the others.’

The others. I think about how many caterpillars we saw crawling around the Dread Wood, and imagine each one of them as a batterfly, swarming together in the night sky. There must be hundreds of them.

‘Don’t talk to my wife in that tone,’ Mr Latchitt growls. He’s still standing behind us, hulking over us like a man mountain, and I can hear his heavy breaths coming faster as his rage increases.

Mr Hume glares at him. The glare that sends Year 7s running to their classrooms at the end of break. ‘I am the head of this school and I will talk in whatever way I feel to be fitting. You’ve had your fun. Now we see through the plan we’ve been toiling over for the past two years. It’s time.’

And even though we saw it coming, it’s still almost a shock to hear the confession coming from his mouth.

‘Knew it,’ Naira mini whoops, because even in life-or-death situations, being right is her favourite thing.

‘Change of plan,’ Mr Latchitt says. And I see a look of evil glee flash over Mrs Latchitt’s face. Something bad is coming. ‘A test run,’ he growls. And then he starts to whistle.

It’s a tune I know well. A tune that every toddler sings during every pre-school carpet time. A cosy bedtime song, used to lull babies to sleep and make smiling parents pull tissues out of their bags at carol concerts to wipe their eyes. It’s peak childhood magic and innocence. Or at least it was. Because as Mr Latchitt whistles, the monster circling us pauses in flight, hovering and listening.

Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are,

Up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky …

The batterfly starts to glow with a pale green luminescence, the frill around its head lighting up like a seven-pointed star. And then it turns, fixing its eyes on the place where we’re standing, and plummets towards us.






CHAPTER THIRTY

THE HIDEOUS TRUTH

‘Look at her fly!’ Mrs Latchitt squeals, clapping her hands. Neither she, nor Mr Latchitt, nor Corinne make any attempt to move – they know they’re not in danger and they want a front-row seat for whatever’s about to take place.

The rest of us, though, we move like we’re on fire.

Naira, Hallie, Gus and I huddle up, back to back, and make for the library door, which is the closest thing to offer the possibility of shelter. Naira pulls the scissors out from somewhere in her clothing.

‘You have a scissor holster, Nai?’ Gus says.

‘Made it when we made the bunting,’ she says.

And even with potential death swooping towards us, I still find a moment to be impressed by her planning and skills. Wherever I go in life, assuming I have one after tonight, I want Naira to be on my team.

As we make for the library door, Hume takes a different tack, running for the stairs instead. I don’t know if he’s planning to go up or down, but we don’t get the chance to find out. Because with us being scattered, it quickly becomes clear who the batterfly has her sights set on. And it isn’t us.

She rushes at Hume from above. He ducks down low, instinctively covering his head with his hands. The batterfly lands a powerful blow, knocking him to the ground, then veers away for another run at him. Hume picks himself up and starts running again, but clumsily, like the bang to the head has dizzied him.

‘Should we do something?’ Gus says.

And I really don’t know the answer. Because Hume is the enemy. He left us to die on a sinking ship that was being used as a nest by an octopus and her cannibal babies. To be hunted by vampire birds – pecked and stabbed and at the mercy of the Latchitts. To fight for our lives against giant spiders that he allowed to grow under the school. To get infected with parasitic worms so that we all lost our minds. He helped the Latchitts to hold our families captive while we were trapped in the Neon Perch being chased by poisonous rats. And I know he framed Mr C.

But he’s also a human being, and I don’t think it’s ever right to stand by and let someone be tormented, no matter how bad they are. I take a step towards him.

‘Don’t get any ideas,’ Mr Latchitt says, striding towards us.

Hume scurries like a lame rabbit, the batterfly bearing down on him again, and I don’t think we can get to him in time even if we can make it past Mr Latchitt.

I look at Naira and she knows what I know – that there’s only one thing we can do to help.

‘Mr Hume!’ she shouts, sliding the scissors across the ground towards him. We might not be able to fight the batterfly for him, but at least we can help him to protect himself. She nails the shot, the scissors bumping off his shoe as he cowers from the predator diving towards him. He grabs them with a shaking hand and slashes at the batterfly who easily dodges out of the way, peeling off behind him and circling around again.

Mrs Latchitt is beside herself, laughing and whooping. Corinne stands transfixed. Mr Latchitt stands like a brick wall in front of us.

The batterfly crashes into Hume, slashing the front of his head with the claw on the tip of one of its wings. As his head tilts back and he begins to topple to the ground, it goes straight for his face. I think it’s going to slash him again, or roll out the proboscis and drink some more blood, but it does something much worse. It flattens its body against Hume’s face, covering his nose and mouth with its skin and fur. And as he tries to push it away, it stretches its wings out wide and wraps them around his head so that they reach all the way around and overlap.

Hume’s entire head is covered by the batterfly, and it squeezes tighter and tighter with those leathery wings. I don’t know how he can breathe.

‘Holy scrut,’ Hallie whispers.

Hume drops the scissors and uses both hands to pull at the batterfly, trying to wrench it off his face, but it doesn’t loosen even the tiniest amount. And I don’t want to look any more because it’s so awful, but I also can’t tear my eyes away.

‘What’s it doing?’ I gasp.

‘She’s progressing to the next stage of her life cycle,’ Mrs Latchitt says, cackling like a witch. ‘Laying her eggs in a warm, soft nest.’

‘No,’ Naira says.

‘Isn’t she magnificent?’ Mrs Latchitt coos. ‘And when her ickle eggs hatch, they’ll be surrounded by enough food to see them out into the world.’

I think back to the animal carcasses we landed in when the Latchitts pushed us into the basement. I knew they’d been eaten, but I thought the caterpillars must have attacked them in the way they attacked us. I was wrong.

‘They eat their hosts from the inside out,’ I say, feeling the picnic food we ate what feels like a day ago bubbling up in my gut.

‘Someone give the boy a cookie,’ Corinne says, looking at me in disgust. ‘The pathetic idiot worked it out.’

I don’t know if Hume can hear what we’re saying, or if he’s aware of anything around him at all. I don’t think so. And for his sake I actually hope he doesn’t know what’s happening to him. He staggers back across the gallery, fighting the batterfly but gaining no ground. And then he’s leaning back against the barrier, swaying dangerously while the batterfly squeezes and squeezes, unrelenting in its need to do what its instinct tells it to. And Hume tips backwards, rocking for a moment on the rail of the balcony before momentum takes him over the side. He drops like a stone, the batterfly still attached to his head. And if somewhere inside his throat, he manages to scream, we don’t hear it.






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

PLOT GETS TWISTER

In that nightmarish moment, as the Latchitts proudly watch their horrific creation bringing the head teacher of Dread Wood High to his end, I realise we have a chance.

So I start running for the stairs.

‘We have to stop the drones,’ I say. But I don’t need to, because the others are following anyway. We all know what’s at stake.

We head up towards the highest floor of the tower, taking the stairs two or three at a time in giant leaps, knowing that the Latchitts are on our tails. At the top of the first flight, before we turn to start the second, narrower, twisting flight that leads to the top, I glance over my shoulder. I’m expecting to see the Latchitts powering up behind us, but they’re not. They’re standing together, just watching us. And my gut says this is a bad thing. If they’re in no hurry, it can only be because they think we’re not a threat to their plans. But we keep going.

Finally we reach the door that leads to the lookout and I’m scared and excited to open it, not knowing what we’ll find beyond. Thinking maybe I might see Colette again. But this isn’t the time to hesitate, so I push it open and run out on to the stone floor.

‘This is insane,’ Hallie gasps, gazing around us. ‘I guess Hume really felt the need to go big.’

We’re standing on a walkway lit by soft golden lights that give it an almost gently magical vibe. It’s the same width and length as the rest of the tower, with just the central space taken up by the room at the top of the stairs that we’ve just run out of. So the platform runs three-sixty around the structure in the middle – you must be able to see for miles and miles in every direction, across the whole of Finches Heath.

Right now the view is hidden under the curtain-rail structure that’s supposed to be coming down soon for the big reveal. All we can see is the inside of Hume’s mysterious Dread Wood cloth. I can hear the distant, muffled music of the centenary celebration, but it feels far, far away.

Above the central structure is the turret – a huge, pointed cone like something you’d see on a gargoyled cathedral. It stretches maybe another ten metres above the top room. The tip is so high that it’s hidden in darkness.

‘Not gonna lie, I think it’s sick,’ Gus says. ‘Tower goals.’

‘But where are the drones?’ Naira says, running towards the far side of the lookout. ‘We need to find them. Then we can use Hal’s device and make sure they never take off.’

We follow her, running along the walkway, searching for the drones.

‘They’re going to play the tune,’ I say. ‘They’ll set off the rest of the batterflies.’

‘They’ll find hosts to lay their eggs in,’ Naira says. And we don’t say it ’cos it’s too awful, but we all know who those hosts are going to be – our oblivious families and friends partying below.

But we follow the walkway all the way around until we end up back where we started. There are no drones. No Colette. Just the Latchitts waiting for us at the door. And now I know why they didn’t try to stop us coming up here.

‘You won’t find what you’re looking for here, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt says, mask off again now so I can see the gleam of her teeth and the glee in her smile.

‘Where are they?’ Hallie shouts.

‘If you’re talking about the drones, they’re not launching from here,’ Mr Latchitt grins. Mask off. Hair ruffled by the wind.

‘Show them,’ Corinne says. ‘I want to see their faces when they realise.’

Mr Latchitt walks to the edge of the lookout, close to where we’re standing, and takes hold of the curtain fluttering just outside. He unties some cords that I hadn’t noticed in the low light, and lowers down a rectangular flap of fabric to make a window in the cloth. Through it I can see the lights of the centenary party beaming in the school field. They’re bright enough for us to be able to see the stage and the dance floor, to pick out each gazebo and food cart, and even to make out specific people. Our teachers. Our classmates. Their families.

‘Look,’ Gus says, pointing to a group at the edge of the circle. They’re talking to the police like they’re upset. ‘The Club Loser parent squad knows we’re missing. And isn’t that Colette’s mum with them too?’

‘They’ll have bigger things to worry about soon,’ Corinne snorts.

And the party music stops.

A few drops of rain start to fall, and there’s a distant rumble of thunder.

‘Take a look beyond the carousel,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘There you will find an old friend – you’ll be cock-a-hoop to see him, and he you.’

My brain is racing, trying to work out who she could mean. It can’t be Hume. Another Latchitt accomplice? Someone who managed to stay under our radars? And as much as I don’t want to follow Latchitt instructions, I have to know.

We all move closer to the window, looking out towards where the carousel horses are slowing to a stop so people can climb off to watch the drone light display. Behind the carousel there’s a vehicle parked that wasn’t there before.

‘It’s the Cyberus truck,’ Naira says. ‘Someone’s driven it on to the field.’

The back of the truck has been opened up to make it into a flatbed. And on the flatbed is a mass of black devices, their lights already blinking to show that they’re ready to fly.

‘OMG,’ Hallie says. ‘There’s no way we can stop them from here. It’s too far.’

There’s a man leaning over the drones, making some checks or adjustments. He suddenly stands up and turns towards us, his face lit up by the lights from the carousel, raising his hand in a wave.

My heart twists in my chest as I recognise his face – a face I never thought we’d see again. It’s Corbin Laurent. Colette’s father.

Last time we saw him he was being stung with deadly octopus poison. He crashed into the sea, in the middle of nowhere, with no hope of survival.

‘Did you think our boy would be foolish enough to embark on that voyage without carrying an antidote to those delicious toxins?’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘Oh no, sweetlings. He is a wise owl. He was prepared.’

And as I look at him, an awful realisation hits me.

‘It was him in the woods,’ I say. ‘The hazmat dude who attacked us. It was him who took Colette.’

‘Another cookie for the bad boy,’ Corinne says. ‘He takes his time, but he gets there in the end.’

I’m reeling. We’ve been outplayed. Outsmarted. Outmatched. And as the drones take off from the truck, peeling into the night sky in a firework of light and colour, I feel a surge of despair. Everyone’s going to die, and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

SETTING OUR HEARTS ABLAZE

The drones fly through the air above Dread Wood High, creating a kaleidoscope of shape and colour. They form scenes of world war battles, of poppy fields and parties. They create images of classrooms, of eager pupils and sports days and orchestras. They move through the dark sky like a flock of birds, coming together, then separating, then rearranging themselves into something new and beautiful. And they play music as they dance – a medley of patriotic marching tunes and classical pieces, merging into more modern songs as the images change.

The rain falls harder as the music builds, but the crowds don’t seem to mind, they are transfixed by the light display.

‘It’s time,’ Mr Latchitt says, striding to a corner of the structure holding the curtain in place.

And as the drones come together to form an image of Dread Wood High, first as it used to be before the renovations, and then complete with Hume’s terror tower, Mr Latchitt pulls on a lever, the curtains drop, and the tower is revealed.

All eyes turn in our direction.

‘They’ll see us,’ Naira says. ‘Our parents. The police. They’ll see us up here.’

‘Doesn’t matter if they do,’ Mr Latchitt says, pulling his mask back over his head. ‘It’s too late for all of you now.’

The drone lights blink out, and it’s like the whole world falls silent, waiting for what’s going to happen next. For a few seconds all I can hear is the patter of rain and the rush of the wind. And then the music starts.

Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are,

Up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky …

And above us, something moves. Hundreds of somethings.

We look up to see that the entire turret is thick with batterflies. They’ve been perched there, hidden in the dark, ready to fly.

This is their moment.

They take off from the tower, the movement of air created by their beating wings so forceful that I can feel it even through the blustering wind.

‘Fly, my pretties,’ Mrs Latchitt whoops as they soar into the sky, their luminescence brightening as they go. And the light of the drones is replaced by the twinkling stars of their crowned heads as they circle the tower.

The people below are just standing, watching.

‘They have no idea what’s coming,’ Gus says.

‘They think it’s part of the show.’

So we yell and scream and wave, trying to warn them to run. But the nursery rhyme is playing so loud, and the wind is groaning, and they can’t hear us.

Thunder crashes again. Closer now. Really close. And a streak of lightning splits the sky. Some of the partygoers move to stand under the coverings of the gazebos, but they don’t leave the field. They just watch the batterfly stars swooshing through the dark.

‘Now to help guide our precious ones,’ says Mrs Latchitt. ‘Here comes the fire fog.’

‘You mean the white stuff from the Dread Wood that you sprayed on Mr Hume?’ Naira says, as we all stare down at the unsuspecting people below. ‘The creatures are drawn to it, right?’

‘They’re drawn to heat, Princess Perfect,’ Corinne says. ‘The fire fog just raises body temperatures and speeds things along.’

‘Where is it?’ Mr Latchitt barks. ‘It should have been activated by now.’

Thunder crashes again, followed almost immediately by a lightning strike.

‘Was it supposed to come out of those Cyberus-branded dry-ice machines that were set up around the stage?’ Naira asks, and there’s something in the way she says it that makes me tear my eyes from the scene below and look at her face.

‘What did you do, Nai?’ I say.

‘I switched them all off,’ she says, like it’s not a big deal. ‘They seemed sus.’

‘Naira just made MVP,’ Gus whoops, as Mrs Latchitt hisses at Nai like an angry cat.

And I feel a spark of hope flickering inside me again. Maybe the Latchitts aren’t so much smarter than us. Maybe there’s still something we can do.

The rain pours down. My clothes are soaked through and my body is cooling. It must be the same for the people on the ground.

‘You’ll pay for that,’ Mr Latchitt snarls at Naira.

‘But no matter, sweetlings,’ Mrs Latchitt says. ‘The warmth is still there. The babies will find their way.’

But Naira has bought us some time. Time to come up with a way to change the ending that seemed so inevitable.

Thunder booms. Lightning electrifies the sky and, it seems, my brain with it.

The batterflies are drawn to heat. Right now the warmest place is the centenary party and all the people in it. What if we could change that?

I see Hallie in my peripheral vision, clasping something inside her pocket. The lighter maybe? She looks around, but there’s nothing to start a fire with here. No handy scarecrows or anything else flammable. And everything we have with us is dripping wet. It’s not going to work.

Then her eyes fall on the flag attached to the flagpole. The flagpole is telescopic – hollow sections of the pole slide inside each other so that it can be lowered or raised as high as you want using a mechanism at its base. Right now it’s fully lowered, so the flag is at waist height, flapping uselessly in the wind down by our feet.

Hal nudges me, surprisingly stealthily for her. The Latchitts are happily watching their batterflies swooping lower and lower towards the party. She nods at the flag, within easy reach but too insubstantial to create a proper blaze, and I shake my head. We need something bigger. And then Gus sticks up his finger and moves it upwards. For once not giving anyone a rude gesture, but suggesting something else. Something that could work.

Hallie and Naira nod. We can do this. We just need a diversion.

Then Hallie suddenly leaps at Corinne like a silverback, jumping on to her back and wrapping her arm around Corinne’s throat. In her free hand she holds the screwdriver we used earlier to open the door to the tower.

Mrs Latchitt howls. Mr Latchitt takes a step towards them.

Nai, Gus and I dart over to the flagpole, our cold, wet hands fumbling with the mechanism that controls it. There’s a latch, and a handle, and as I start to turn it, the flagpole begins to rise.

The first scream rings out from the ground below, but I don’t stop to look. I just keep turning like the lives of everyone I know depend on it. My hand slips off and Gus takes over. Slowly, the pole is moving upwards, into the turret through a small opening.

‘Stay exactly where you are or I’ll use the screwdriver,’ Hallie yells.

I turn to see the Latchitts, frozen in fear. They want to stop us from raising the pole. They want to prise their beloved granddaughter from out of Hallie’s grasp. But they don’t know how far Hallie is willing to go to see out the plan. Hell, I’m not even sure how far Hallie will go.

Naira takes over the winch and the flagpole rises ever higher. I step back to see it peeping out of the top of the turret, its drenched flag slapping down onto the tiled roof.

‘Nearly there,’ I say to Nai.

And the rain pounds down. And there’s more shouting and screaming below. And this is it. It’s this or nothing. This or total failure.

The flagpole clicks into place, flying proudly above Dread Wood High, just as the loudest barrage of thunder so far booms around us.

Corinne manages to yank Hallie off her back.

Hallie drops the screwdriver on to the puddled floor.

Mr Latchitt dives for the flagpole handle.

Lightning strikes the flagpole.

There’s a deafening crackle of electricity and what sounds like an explosion and we’re all knocked to the ground. Mr Latchitt is thrown across the lookout, smashing into the outer barrier and crumpling to the floor. Mrs Latchitt and Corinne run to him as the air fills with the smell of burning, and I’m not sure what exactly is burning because the air is fizzing and my whole body’s hurting and my ears are screaming. But it isn’t me. And it isn’t my friends. I look up to see flames licking up the turret roof.

‘Let’s go,’ Naira yells through the noise, and she leads the way to the fire escape on the far side of the tower. It’s the quickest way down. And whether the fire takes hold of the tower or not, there’s nothing else we can do here.

We half run, half slide down the steps that lead us back down the tower to the main roof of the school. And then I lead the way, picking out a route across the gables and air vents – so slippery in the rain – and towards the fire escape that leads from the sixth-form classrooms at the top of the building, down to the side of the ornamental gardens.

‘It’s working!’ Gus yells behind me. ‘The fire is rampaging, I tell you. Fully rampaging!’

I look up to see the lights of the batterflies flocking together again above the party area. They’ve stopped attacking, unsure whether to change direction. And I feel like we’re winning, but we’re still missing the most important thing. And without Colette, winning means nothing.

As we stumble down the fire-escape stairs our view is forced away from the back of the school, and to the side of the grounds where the Latchitts’ old cottage has stood empty, ever since they left after that fateful Saturday detention. But something catches my eye.

A faint light turns on in one of the downstairs windows, too low for anybody to notice from the field, but easily visible from where we are above the ground. And I think back to when we sheltered in there from the spiders, looking through the Latchitts’ creepy belongings. The newspaper cuttings. The blood-fed finch. The creepy slogan coasters on the coffee table. What did they say again? Something about lighting the way for others and not turning away when things get dark. Faithless and Blessed. The words on the cake in the scarecrow room were written on those coasters.

‘Colette’s in the cottage,’ I yell through the wind and the rain, and as soon as my feet hit the gravel, I’m tearing towards the Latchitts’ old place.

‘It could be a trap, Angelo!’ Naira calls after me.

‘I don’t care,’ I shout. ‘It’s our last chance.’

Because if we don’t find Colette now, then I don’t think we’re going to find her at all.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

AND JILL CAME TUMBLING AFTER

We crunch across the gravel and through the gate that leads to the Latchitts’ front door. I speed up as I run, not hesitating from barging my shoulder into the tired, paint-flecked wood. The door shakes and groans but stays closed.

‘My turn,’ Hallie says, and the rest of us move aside as she backs down the path for a good run-up. And then she pelts towards it, screaming in fury as she hits the door, cracking it off its hinges and falling into the cottage hallway among splinters of wood.

‘She has literally been waiting her whole life to do that,’ Naira says, as we help her up and speed into the living room.

It’s cold and empty, the chairs coated in dust and looking like they haven’t been sat on for years. But then I hear a knocking sound coming from the kitchen at the back of the house, so I skid down the hallway and slam open the door. I slip on the tiled floor, my shoes squeaking and my eyes squinting in the light. And I trip and tumble on top of something warm and soft. Something that squeaks and makes an ‘oof’ sound as I knock the breath out of her.

‘Angelo,’ Colette says, her voice muffled against my chest.

I pull back to see she’s been tied to a kitchen chair, but she’s started to free herself. One hand is loose, and the other halfway there.

‘I hoped you’d see the light I managed to turn on,’ she says, tears rolling down her cheeks.

And I start sobbing because she’s here and she’s OK, and the past two weeks of pain and worry are over.

‘Col!’ Hallie yells, bundling on top of us.

‘So good to see you.’ Naira joins the pile.

Gus is crying too hard to talk, but he wraps his arms around us all, and hugs us tight. We stay there for a few moments. Smiling. Crying. Feeling a million things all at once.

‘We still need to get to the field,’ Naira says, plopping down off the hug pile and starting to untie Colette’s legs. ‘Make sure everyone there is OK.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Yeah, we do.’ And I reluctantly let go of Colette and work on her other leg while Hallie unties her hand.

‘What’s happening?’ Colette says. ‘Did they let their creatures loose on everyone at the centenary celebration?’

‘They did,’ Gus says. ‘But we started a fire in the tower which we’re hoping will lure the batterflies away.’

‘Batterflies,’ Colette repeats, smiling. ‘That’s way better than what the Latchitts were calling them. Some Latin name that would never catch on.’

‘Did they bore you to death with all the details of their scrutty plan?’ Hallie asks, as we keep picking at the knots.

‘Of course,’ Colette says. ‘They talked to me like I was one of them. Like they’d deluded themselves into believing I’d be part of their messed-up family.’

‘Still felt the need to tie you up, though,’ I say, squeezing her hand.

‘They’re deluded, not stupid,’ Col grins. ‘Why are you covered in cuts, Gus?’

‘I cowboy-rode a giant spider,’ Gus says. ‘It was sick. Lost my hat in the explosion at the top of the tower, though, sadly.’

‘Aw, now I have more spider FOMO!’ Colette says. ‘And I’m sorry about your hat.’

I feel my knot loosening. There’s so much I want to say to Colette, and so many things I want to ask her. But it’s all too deep right now, so I go with, ‘We sang “Cruel Summer” in the woods for you.’

‘No, you didn’t!’ Colette squeals. ‘You hate that song!’

‘Yeah, but you love it.’ I look up and smile at her.

‘Plus, we have an invaluable piece of finger bling for you,’ Gus says, giving Colette her jelly ring. It’s green and yellow, and has a bit of pocket fluff stuck to it. ‘So we can’t lose you in the dark again.’

‘I love it!’ Colette’s face lights up. ‘You guys are the best.’

‘Seriously,’ I say. ‘Never again. No one gets left behind.’

There’s a second or two where we look at each other – all of us with shiny eyes. Trying not to let the mass of emotion overwhelm us when we still have stuff to do.

‘So did they use the drones to make a giant picture of my face in twinkling rainbow lights?’ Colette says, bringing us back from the brink. ‘’Cos I feel like they should have. I’ve been stuck with my maniac grandparents for two damn weeks.’

The ties finally unravel and drop to the floor. Colette stretches out her legs. Flexes her ankles.

‘It was more based around Hume’s weird obsession with old things,’ Hallie says. ‘So probably good that your face wasn’t part of it.’

Colette stands up. Takes a breath. ‘Is my mum OK? Have you seen her?’

‘She was on the field with the rest of our parents,’ I say. ‘Let’s go see her. Make sure none of them …’

‘Have batterflies attached to their heads,’ Naira says. ‘You OK to run, Col?’

Colette rolls back her shoulders. ‘Let’s go.’

And we run out through the back door into the Latchitts’ yard. It’s the quickest way back to the party, and our families.

It’s dark outside. The lights from the party don’t reach this far and the kitchen light only lets out a dull glow. We pause for a moment to get our bearings and our eyes are drawn to the fire at the top of the tower, which is burning ferociously.

‘You guys started that?’ Colette says, still holding my hand. ‘Not fair – I miss out on all the fun.’

‘The wooden support structure in the roof of the turret must have caught alight,’ Naira says, gazing at it. ‘We got lucky.’

‘You call it luck, I call it genius,’ Gus says. ‘And look at the batterflies – they’re taking the bait.’

The batterflies have clustered together, high in the air above the party ground, and it’s such a relief to see them so far away from their intended hosts. They’re hovering, unsure of which way to go. Maybe waiting for the Latchitts to guide them.

‘At least the people at the party will have had time to take cover.’ Hallie smooths the hair back off her face. She has scratches on her hands and cheeks from her fight with the door. ‘They should be inside by now, or gathering weapons.’

‘You did so good,’ Colette says. ‘But if the batterflies change their minds and fly towards the ground, won’t we be in danger? The Latchitts have those suits that block their body heat from being detected, but we’ll be exposed if we get closer.’

‘We’re going anyway, though, right?’ Gus says.

Colette nods. ‘For sure.’

‘Just wait a few more seconds,’ I say, looking at the pale green spots of light hanging in the sky. ‘If they really are heat-seekers then they’ve got to head for the flames. It must be way hotter up at the tower than it is on the ground. I want to see what they’re going to do.’

It only needs one batterfly to make the decision, heading out of the huddle and towards the burning tower. The rest of them follow, unable to ignore the programming that the Latchitts carefully built into them. They move in a pack towards the flames, and then, one by one, but so quickly that it seems almost instantaneous, they fly into the fire.

The music stops playing.

‘Noooooo!’ a voice howls from further down the yard. ‘My precious ones! All destroyed! All murdered!’

Mrs Latchitt is standing by the well, her hazmat suit on but her mask off. Her grey curls have been flattened to her head by the rain, and she looks even smaller and more fragile than she usually does. But we know not to be taken in by the way she looks. She is hella strong. And she’s staring at us with such hatred in her eyes that for a second I feel scared.

But no.

We got rid of her horrible creatures. We took down her husband with the help of a lightning bolt. We got Colette back. This is over and nothing she does now is going to change that.

We walk up the path towards Mrs Latchitt. The five of us. Together and strong. She’s not winning this one.

‘What have you done?’ she hisses at us.

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing we just stopped you from killing a bunch of innocent people,’ Gus says. ‘Funny how we all see the world so differently.’

‘You will pay for this,’ she says. She’s seething with fury, and I can see in her eyes that she doesn’t care what happens to her or anyone else – she just wants to take us down.

‘How?’ Hallie snorts. ‘Are you going to fight all of us at once? You’ll lose.’

‘I’ll settle for taking one of you,’ she says. Rain falls in fat drops on to the garden, the dirt path at our feet turning into soup. The air is filled with the brutal breath of the wind, and the sound of sirens. The smell of the burning tower is almost pleasant, filling the night with warm woodsmoke. We’ve won. She’s lost. She knows it.

She lunges towards us, suddenly, freakishly fast and agile. I just have time to see the glint of steel as she comes at me, and I realise she’s holding the scissors from earlier and that they’re pointed right at my chest.

I yell out, letting go of Colette’s hand so that I can push her away and try to dodge the blow. But Colette is faster. She flings herself at Mrs Latchitt with a roar so angry and so stark that it doesn’t sound like her voice. She barrels into her evil grandmother, knocking the scissors from her hand, and sending her stumbling backwards, out of control.

To the well.

Mrs Latchitt tips backwards. Arms windmilling. A look of pure rage on her face. And then, as she loses the fight to regain her balance, she screams. It splits the air for a few seconds – anger and terror and shock. And then she falls, tumbling down the well into the depths below.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

TO THE END

‘I’m nervous. Why am I nervous?’ Colette says, as we finish sticking the giant poster we made to the wall in student services. It says: ‘Hope you have a cantontastic first day back!’ We went for a poster rather than a banner and balloons because it’s way too soon to trigger those particular flashbacks.

‘Because he’s going to be your new daddy,’ Gus says. ‘And you will henceforth be known as Baby C.’

‘Shut up, Gus!’ Col throws a ball of Blu Tack at him. It pings off his scabby face and drops into one of the mugs.

‘Stop messing around,’ Naira says. ‘He’s going to be here soon and everything needs to be perfect.’ She’s arranging mugs and bowls of marshmallows and whipped cream on one of the tables in the lounge. The one we always sit around when we have hot choccie time with Mr C.

Mr Canton is starting back at work today. None of us have seen him since he was released from prison. He sent us a bunch of messages through the infamous Club Loser Parents’ WhatsApp group after he got out. Told us how happy he was that we were OK. He said to make sure we took care of each other and the pigs until he came back to work, because he always worries more about everyone else than himself. To be fair, the pigs had been through an ordeal – locked in one of the tower rooms that we skipped with a cage full of angry, toxic rats – but they were happily snuffling around in their yard again, long before Mr C was safely back home. And then he said that he needed a few days to get himself together and that he didn’t want a fuss.

And I get that. I’m a no-fuss person myself. But it’s Mr C and we wanted to show him how much he means to us.

‘It’s seven forty-five, guys,’ Hallie says. ‘He’ll be here any second. He’s always so annoyingly punctual.’

‘I don’t know,’ Gus says. ‘Jail-time can change a man. He might be different now – all late and moody …’ He gasps. ‘What if he doesn’t like hot choccie any more?’

‘No chance,’ I say. ‘It’s Mr C. His Mr C-ness runs through every cell in his body. He’ll be the same as always.’ I’m saying it with more confidence than I feel. He’s been through a lot and none of us know how hard it might have hit him.

‘Remember not to talk about prison,’ Colette says to Gus. ‘He might have post-traumatic stress.’

‘I know, I know,’ Gus says, filling the mugs with hot choccie. And not machine hot chocolate, luxury hot chocolate that we bought with our meat-smuggling profits. ‘I can be sensitive when I need to be, you know.’

I go to the door and peer through the glass panel into the corridor and realise I’m nervous too. And then I think how being nervous about seeing Mr C is such a brilliant thing to be nervous about, in comparison to the last twenty months of being nervous about being attacked by mutant monsters. And I get that shot of relief and contentment that I’ve been feeling more and more since the centenary.

The Latchitts are in hospital. From there they’ll go to prison, and I genuinely believe they’re going to stay there this time. Laurent and Corinne have left the country and gone into hiding. The threat is over. We can breathe again.

My thoughts are interrupted by the sight of Mr C, reassuringly looking very Mr C-like, turning into the corridor and heading for student services.

‘He’s coming!’ I say, excitement bubbling inside me like I’m a kid waiting for Santa.

‘Get in position!’ Naira yells.

And we run around the sofas and stand in a line, facing the door.

Mr C opens it and steps into the room.

There have been times in the past where I’ve felt like I wanted to hug him. But I haven’t because, you know, he’s a teacher and it was just too weird. This time, though, it’s like I have no control over my body. I’m running to hug him before I even realise I’m doing it. The others too. We pile on, arms wide, and we squeeze tight. And we stay like that, no one talking, for a minute.

And then Gus says, ‘So what was it like in the clink, Mr C? Did you have to wear an orange jumpsuit with chains around your ankles?’

And we all groan and let go so that we can shake our heads at Gus.

‘It’s poggers to see you,’ Mr C says, looking around the room. ‘What’s all this?’

‘It’s a welcome back choccie chat,’ Colette says. ‘You always do them for us when we’ve been Latchitted. We wanted to do the same for you.’

Mr C’s eyes start tearing up, and he makes this face like he doesn’t know what to say for the first time ever.

‘And we made a vow that we wouldn’t hot choccie without you,’ Hallie says. ‘So we’ve not had one for weeks.’

‘You could have hot choccied without me,’ Mr C says. ‘Actually, you should have with everything you were going through.’

‘We just couldn’t,’ Naira says.

Another pause. Swallowing down the urge to cry.

‘Did you smuggle a paper clip off a police file and use it to start chipping away at the wall behind your bed so you could dig an escape tunnel?’ Gus says.

‘Gustav!’ Naira whacks him in the arm.

‘A hot choccie would be perfect right now,’ Mr C says, walking over to the sofas and looking at our table set-up. ‘But this isn’t just hot choccie – it’s GOATed hot choccie. And this is why you’re my favourite hashtag “Back On Trackers”.’

‘It’s artisan,’ Gus says, handing out the mugs. ‘With pick and mix syrups and toppings. Including this lil donnie right here …’ He slides a bottle of pumpkin spice syrup over to Mr C.

‘Thank you,’ Mr C says, taking the syrup and pouring some into his mug. ‘And I just wanted to say how sorry I am that I wasn’t here to support you through the past few weeks. It was all I could think about – that you were in great danger, and that I couldn’t do anything to help or protect you.’

‘Not your fault,’ Hallie says.

‘But of course, as it turns out, you didn’t need my help,’ Mr C says, scooping on the whipped cream. ‘You managed everything yourselves, as you always do. Because you are smart, resourceful and brave. Because you show such kindness and integrity, even in the face of incredible peril and treachery. Because you work as a team, helping one another to excel and succeed. You are the best of people, and I am so very proud of you.’

He drops mini marshmallows on top of his whipped cream, like he hasn’t just made all of us have to fight back tears and try to cover it with a couple of coughs and some furious hot choccie stirring.

And I know we dealt with the Latchitts, and their monsters, and a whole heap of our personal stuff too. But I also know that our world is a far, far better place with him in it.

‘Did you carve yourself a shank out of a toothbrush?’ Gus says.

And we all groan again, and then laugh and laugh and laugh. Because we’re Club Loser. Whole again and with everything as it should be. And life is good.

We stay in student services, drinking hot choccie and swapping battle stories with Mr C. Him in his usual chair, turning a blind eye to our occasional swear. Naira and Gus sitting next to each other, having their usual silly arguments and then making up by saying or doing something surprisingly sweet. Hallie huffing when Mr C tries to speak like a youth, and re-enacting the moment when she finally got to break a door down. Colette cuddled up next to me, saying all the right things to make everyone feel good about themselves and cracking us up with her hella dark humour. It’s as perfect as life can be until the bell goes for morning tutor. And as we reluctantly put down our mugs, and pick up our bags, I look around at my teacher, my friends, and my girlfriend and think about how lucky I got.

When I started at Dread Wood High, I was angry and detached. I felt like the whole world was against me so I did everything I could to keep myself separate from everyone in it. But through the horror that followed, I was forced into becoming part of a group. And what should have been the worst time of my life became the best, because I had them.

And I know, without any doubt, that no matter what happens, I’ll always have them. Instead of being alone, I have ties. But not the kind that hold you back, or pin you down. That keep you where you don’t want to be. The kind that wherever you go or whatever you do, they give you a safe place to return to. The kind that bring you home.

Club Loser to the end.
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