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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
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