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This book is dedicated to Cat, Max, Phoebe, Millie and Ike. I can’t tell you how much I love and appreciate you.

And to all my fellow insecure misfits: Find that special friend and go on an adventure!
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Chapter 1

The Cat-astrophic Fart

Hello, whoever’s reading this! Dante N. Ferno here. How’s it going?

I bet you’re doing better than I am. Wanna know why?

[image: ]
Okay – maybe it didn’t ruin my whole life. But it definitely messed up the winning streak I was on. Which was a shame, because, prior to that, my last winning streak had been . . .

NEVER!

[image: ]
See, my best friend Virgil and I recently won our school’s RING OF FIRE Quiz Tournament. It was kind of a big deal since we were definitely the underdogs. For about a week afterwards, we were like kings of Purg High School! Our victory was all anyone could talk about in Brimstone.

[image: ]
And then, in the blink of an eye, it all disappeared. No one seemed to remember our amazing triumph. And why? All because of this stupid farting cat video that went viral. Suddenly, THAT was all anyone could talk about. Then came the remixes. The parodies. There were even T-shirts! It got old real quick.
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At least for me. [image: ]
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Honestly, I admire that about him. He’s a go-with-the-flow kind of guy.

Me? I’m more of a stand-defiantly-in-the-flow-and-probably-drown type. Mostly because I’m STUBBORN. Also because I can’t swim very well.

[image: ]
Yeah . . . probably should’ve thought that through before agreeing to go to camp next to a LAKE.

Did I mention I’m on my way to camp? Virgil’s mum is driving us there right now. It’s a good way away, so I’m killing time writing all this down in the back seat of her minivan. It’s that or join in on her and Virgil’s endless singalongs. It’s kind of adorable how Virgil and his mum like to belt out songs together in the car.

[image: ]
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Virgil sold me on the idea of going to this CAMP-VACATION-THING shortly after our victory. I’m not really sure what to expect since I’ve never really been camping. I slept in a tent in my backyard a couple times with my dad, when I was little, but I’m not sure that counts.

You know how they call some people ‘outdoorsy’ if they love getting dirty and being uncomfortable? Well, I’m indoorsy. I like air conditioning and having somewhere to charge my phone.

[image: ]
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Don’t get me wrong, I think trees are as cool as the next guy – but they lack plug sockets. Kind of a HUGE OVERSIGHT from Mother Nature, if you ask me.
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Anyway, Virgil wouldn’t shut up about how awesome camp was, so I figured I’d give it a shot. It’s just over a week long, and there’s a big talent show at the end, so I thought it would be a great chance for Virgil and me to wow everyone again – and maybe reclaim some of that glorious attention we were getting before that dumb farting cat became everyone’s new favourite thing.

[image: ]
I’ve been thinking about how to win that talent show. My main expertise is comic books, but talking about comic books isn’t the sort of thing normal, boring people find SUPER-ENTERTAINING.
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That’s why I’ve switched to Plan B . . .

‘Hey, Virgil,’ I said, interrupting their duet. ‘You got something in your ear.’

[image: ]
Virgil looked confused for a second, until I PLUCKED a shiny coin from his ear.

‘Hey! How’d you do that?’ Virgil’s mum laughed.

‘A magician never tells!’ I smirked, confidently. But, to be honest, that’s the first time I got that trick to work. Speaking of which, I need to get some practice in before the big show.

I slipped the coin back into my box of magic tricks I’d brought with me. It’s just a normal coin, but I’m cheap.

More important than regaining popularity, though, this time at camp will be a great way to bond more with Virgil. We’ve only been friends for a short time, so I’m still a little insecure, I guess. Like, what happens if he finds a cooler, funnier guy to hang out with?

I know that sounds SUPER-IMPOSSIBLE, but weirder things have happened.

Even if I wasn’t worried, he’s my bestie. And when your bestie decides they want to look at dirt and trees and get eaten alive by mosquitoes, you gotta have their back. I think.

After all, he’s my first best friend. Heck, he’s my first real friend – FULL STOP. So, I’m just making it up as I go and trying not to mess this up.

It wasn’t hard getting my parents to agree to let me go. I think they’re actually glad to have one less kid in the house.

[image: ]
Meanwhile, my stinky brother, Milton, will probably just miss not having me to fart on. And my annoying sister, Pest, will have to pick fights with her ugly reflection while I’m gone.
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Since Virgil went to this camp when he was younger, Virgil’s mum and dad almost didn’t let him go and said he should ‘expand his horizons’, whatever that’s supposed to mean. But Virgil effectively begged and whined until they finally gave in.

[image: ]
Hold on – Virgil’s mum just pulled off the main road and is driving into the woods on what may or may not be a dirt road.

If my story ends here, it means I died in the woods.

[image: ]
Oh – and if I AM dead, and you’re reading this, you HAVE to do me one last favour – tell my brother and sister they stink like poo, okay?

[image: ]



Chapter 2

The Imp and the Wimps

Hey, I’m alive!

[image: ]
Turns out that was a road. A bumpy, dirt one. But a road, nonetheless.

Unfortunately, the moment we turned down this road, it started pouring rain like nobody’s business. Virgil’s mum got nervous about getting her van stuck in the mud, so she pulled over and dropped us off to walk the rest of the way. I was urging her on to try to offroad her way through the mud, but apparently minivans ‘aren’t cross-country vehicles, Dante’.

[image: ]
Note to self: Do NOT buy a wimpy minivan when I’m old and boring unless I wanna seem even older and boring-er.

‘You boys be careful and don’t catch a cold out there!’ she called out from inside her warm, dry, super-boring van.

[image: ]
But, hey – no big deal. It’s just a little rain. How bad could it be?
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If you’re wondering, that thing Virgil’s carrying is his lute. He brought it for the talent contest. A lute is kind of like a stumpy guitar that people played back in medieval times, I guess. Virgil’s parents really wanted him to learn how to play a harp, and he wanted to learn electric guitar, so this was the big compromise.

[image: ]
‘How far is it, anyway?!’ I shouted, squinting against the rain lashing my face.

‘I don’t think it’s much further! They’ve changed things a bunch since last time I was here! I had cherub pox last year so I couldn’t go!’ Virgil yelled back, over the roar of the wind.

[image: ]
Just then, a horrible noise cut through the rain, stopping us both in our tracks. It sounded like someone was forcing a violin into a garbage disposal.
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‘What is that?!’ I said, looking around for the source.

‘It’s called MUSIC, punk! What’s the matter? You don’t appreciate the arts?!’

[image: ]
We spun around to see an imp sneering at us from under a nearby bush, plucking tunelessly away on a banjo that was too big for his tiny arms.

[image: ]
Virgil tried to smooth things over. ‘Sorry! We’ve just never heard music played like . . . that.’

The imp stared us down in awkward silence. The rain had caused his wiry white hair to run down his face.

‘Lemme guess – off to camp, eh?’ he croaked. ‘I don’t suppose you know who lives in these woods?’

‘Uh . . . you?’ I guessed, desperately hoping this conversation would end soon.

‘No!’ the imp snapped. ‘Well – yes. But that’s beside the point! There’s a child-eating worm in these woods, and he’s HUNGRY!’

Virgil and I exchanged glances. We didn’t need to speak to know what the other one was thinking.

[image: ]
‘Stay out of the woods – or DIE!!’ the imp howled, his yellow eyes bulging like something from a horror comic.

[image: ]
We bolted. But not before Virgil paused just long enough to yell back, ‘Thanks for the tip!’

‘Thanks for the tip?!’ I shouted at him as we ran away.

‘What? I’m polite! It’s nice to be nice!’ Virgil called back.

I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt. [image: ]

‘I’m surprised people are still talking about Chompy,’ Virgil yelled.

‘Who??’ I asked.

Virgil slowed to catch his breath. ‘Chompy. He’s supposed to be this giant monster-worm- thing that lives in the woods and eats kids. They used to tell scary stories about him around the campfire. He’s kind of a local legend.’

[image: ]
‘That’s hilarious!’ I said. But after a long pause I couldn’t help adding: ‘He’s not real, though . . . right?’

‘What?! No!’ Virgil laughed. ‘I mean . . . he could be, I suppose. But probably not.’

‘Oh, good,’ I said, probably not-terrified.




Chapter 3

Bad Signs

Around another bend, we finally spotted a faded, half-broken sign for the camp hanging over the road between two leaning posts.

[image: ]
‘Welcome to Sulphur Springs!’ Virgil announced, waving his hand towards the clearing ahead.

[image: ]
The camp looked MOSTLY DESERTED, aside from a handful of kids sprinting through the rain to reach a series of cabins arranged in a rough semicircle across from a larger building.

Virgil continued his introduction. ‘Those are the cabins where we’ll sleep and that’s–’

‘The Mess all?’ I interrupted, reading the sign on the larger building.

‘Oh. That should read “Mess Hall”. I guess the H fell off. Anyway, they serve the best food. You’re gonna love it!’

[image: ]
Looking around, it was clear the mess hall wasn’t the only thing falling apart. Shingles hung loose from the cabin roofs. Long grass and weeds had taken over the paths, growing between rusted ladders and discarded paint tins. A few cabins showed half-finished repair jobs, like someone got bored partway through and wandered off.

[image: ]
‘That’s where the girls’ cabins are,’ said Virgil, pointing to a nearby path through the trees.

I had to wonder if their side of camp was any nicer.

Between the cabins and the mess hall was a circle of logs surrounding a smaller ring of stones in the middle.

‘And that’s the firepit where we meet for campfires and spoooooky stories!’

[image: ]
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I was checking out the firepit/pond when a deep voice cut through the rain. ‘Hey! You two! Over here! You need to check in!’

[image: ]
We turned to see what LOOKED LIKE a bear wearing a hat and cape waving us over.

[image: ]
We walked over to the talking bear (?). The red and white chequered plastic tablecloth draped over his shoulders was like the shawl my grandmother wears. It wasn’t doing much to keep him dry from the rain, but he didn’t seem to mind.

When we got closer, I realized he wasn’t actually a bear; he was a sasquatch. I felt bad for not recognizing that sooner.

He reached out for a handshake.

[image: ]
‘Howdy-do, fellas! Lovely weather we’re having, huh?!’ he said with a hearty laugh. ‘I’m Camp Director Fir, but you can call me Doug! First time at Sulphur Springs?’

‘This is actually my third time!’ Virgil replied happily.

‘Whoa! No kidding! That’s great! How about you?’ Doug said, turning to me.

‘It’s my first,’ I said.

‘Hey, me too! We’ll have to get this guy to show us around, amirite?!’ Doug gave a big cheesy wink as he gestured to Virgil. ‘Yeah, me and my family actually took over running the camp not long ago. We’ve been working round the clock getting everything SHIPSHAPE for you kids! What do you think, Virgil? We get it back to how you remember it?’

[image: ]
But before Virgil could answer, a stack of shingles slid off the roof of a nearby cabin, making a huge CRASH as they fell to the ground.

Virgil forced a polite, if unconvincing smile. ‘Absolutely!’

‘Glad to hear it!’ Doug boomed. ‘You wouldn’t know it, but we’re working on a pretty tight budget here, fellas – a little ingenuity goes a long way. In fact – did you know this raincoat is actually just a tablecloth??’

[image: ]
Doug asked our names and began flipping through the pages of a three-ring binder.

‘Ah! Here we are! You two are in . . . the Ocean Breeze blue cabin! Why dontcha go put your stuff down and grab a bunk. We’re all gathering in a half-hour in the mess hall. I’ll stop by your cabin when it’s time!’

I pulled out my phone. Zero bars. ‘Oh, hey – is there a Wi-Fi password or something?’ [image: ]

‘Wi-Fi!? WOW!’ Doug let out a big laugh. ‘I wish! Sorry, fellas. No such thing out here. But hey, it’s nice to get away from those pesky screens, amirite?’

I wanted to scream. [image: ] Or run to see if Virgil’s mum was still nearby. But I somehow managed to smile and nod politely along with Virgil.

Doug gave us both another bone-crushing handshake and we trudged off to find our cabin.

As we came up to the blue cabin, Virgil pointed at a sign that was hanging straight down from one nail. ‘That’s it! Ocean Breeze!’

‘They should have called this place Low Tide,’ I said, taking in all of its shabbiness.

[image: ]
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