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Errol was already deep into the woods when he heard the monster.


He’d heard rumours of its existence before, of course. Everyone had. It was almost the first thing you learned about when you came to Forest Mount. Most kids pretended not to believe in it (A monster in the woods? That’s kids’ stuff, made up by the teachers to scare us into doing what they say) but Errol knew that everyone did really. He could tell from the way even the older kids peeked out through the dorm windows at night, and jumped at every creaking floorboard and hooting owl.


And now there couldn’t be any doubt. Out here, in the dark, all alone, Errol could feel that the monster was real. And those were footsteps he’d heard, he was certain. Not human ones, though. Rather, the soft, creeping steps of something that had made the woods its home.


He hurried on, the bobbing torch light at his feet betraying his panic. A tree limb grabbed his backpack and tried to wrench it from him, and after a brief tussle Errol gave it up. There was nothing of any value in the bag anyway. A change of clothes, some rolls stolen from breakfast: nothing worth slowing down for. Everything he treasured – the one thing he treasured, actually: a photograph of his long-lost sister – was in the front pocket of his jeans. If anyone tried to take that from him – a demon tree, the monster in the woods, even Colton Crowe, the head pupil and school bully – Errol would have fought back with all the energy he had.


For a moment the thought of his sister gave him courage, and Errol pressed on through the undergrowth with renewed resolve. He would escape. He would. And he would find his sister at the place she called the Haven. For days Errol had been planning this, and there was no way he was going to allow himself to fail. Not when he was so close.


In fact he could see it. Could he? The edge of the woods. The shadow of the wall: the final boundary between him and freedom. It was barely twenty, thirty metres ahead.


There was a growl.


Errol stumbled in his fear, almost falling. And then he heard it again. A mean, deep-throated rumble.


He spun, and immediately collided with a tree – one he would have sworn hadn’t been there before. The torch he was clutching slipped from his grip. It hit something hard on the forest floor and immediately the beam went out. The only light now came from the moon high above the canopy, which shone down on Errol like a sentry’s spotlight.


He started to run.


The school was to his right – even in the dark its looming walls were impossible to miss – and Errol veered until it was once again at his heels.


A snap behind him. Loud. Swiftly followed by another. Whatever was chasing him was big, and it was fast.


Suddenly there came another noise off to one side. Rather than the monster this time, it sounded like—


‘Quick. We’re losing him.’


‘Don’t worry. He’s not getting away. Not if I can help it.’


Prefects.


And unless Errol was imagining it, that second voice belonged to Colton Crowe.


Now the choice was to be eaten by the monster or hauled back to school, no doubt straight to Professor Strain’s office. Errol didn’t know which would be worse.


His instinct was to stop running, to tuck in tight behind a tree, but with the monster close by he didn’t dare. Instead he picked up his pace, hoping the prefects would simply pass him by – but he failed to spot a tree root in the gloom, and fell with an oof to the mulchy floor.


‘There!’


A torch beam flicked on and lasered through the trees directly towards him. Behind it, Errol knew, was Crowe. He couldn’t see him past the dazzling light, but he could picture him: his jutting chin, his silver eyes, his swept-back hair, black as the bird that gave him his family name.


‘Get him!’


The prefects began barrelling towards him, heedless now of how much noise they made. And from Errol’s opposite flank, something else was closing on him too – something determined not to be cheated of its prey.


He scrambled upright, and started sprinting for the gap that was narrowing in front of him.


‘There’s no use running! Where else have you got to go?’


The sound of Crowe’s voice was bad enough, but from the other side Errol heard something worse. That growl again: closer, closing …


The tree line. It was right ahead. And the wall was barely twenty steps beyond it.


Errol broke through the final row of trees and found himself sprinting through the moonlight across open ground. It was the final stretch, the last few metres until safety.


Six steps …


Five …


Four …


‘Got you!’ came a voice behind him, as something grazed his left shoulder. A hand? A claw?


Errol leapt. It was all he could do. And as he tumbled he heard the sound of laughter, and the monster from the woods gnashing its jaws.
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The blow caught Ollie Turner on the side of his head before he even saw it coming. It was just a tap, enough to push Ollie off balance, but not to knock him out. The girl was toying with him, he realised. All his training, all his hard work, and Ollie was still hopelessly outclassed. The fight would be over before it had really begun.


Chin up, Ollie told himself. Hands long. And stay on the balls of your feet, just like Song taught you. This isn’t a training exercise any more. This is real.


He danced to his right, dodging another kick to his temple. He lunged with his own leg, attempting a front kick, but found his foot prodding the air. Before he knew it Ollie was staring at the ceiling. He hadn’t had a chance to snap his leg away before the girl had caught hold of his ankle and toppled him backwards.


As he landed the breath went out of him, and Ollie was tempted to lie where he’d fallen. At least then it would be over, his humiliation complete.


But if there was one lesson Song hadn’t needed to teach him, it was to never give up. That was something Nancy, Ollie’s guardian, had instilled in him since he was small. And now that Nancy was gone – murdered by Maddy Sikes, just like Ollie’s parents – he was more determined than ever not to let her down.


As the girl moved to pin him, Ollie rolled. In one swift movement he was back on his feet – staggering, but with the advantage of having taken the girl by surprise. He kicked again, and though the girl attempted to block, this time the ball of his foot found its target.


‘Yame!’ called Song, issuing the Japanese instruction to stop. For someone who was ordinarily so quiet, in the dojo she was surprisingly assertive.


Ollie retreated to his end of the mat. His opponent – a nine-year-old brown belt called Vanessa – moved to hers. They bowed, and the final part of Ollie’s first karate grading came to an end.


‘Thank you, Vanessa,’ said Song, moving towards them, ‘for volunteering to teach Ollie a lesson. And, for not putting him on his backside in the first ten seconds. I know you could have if you’d wanted to.’


The brown belt blushed and bowed again.


‘As for you, Ollie,’ Song went on, ‘your guard was hopelessly open, and you telegraphed every single kick. How many times have I told you to disguise your movements? Feint first, then strike.’


‘I know, I—’


‘And control your breathing! I could hear you panting from the other end of the dojo. Even if you’re tired, you mustn’t show you are.’


Ollie dropped his head. So much for earning his first belt. Having only started karate lessons a couple of months ago, shortly after joining the Haven, Ollie was still a white belt, but he’d hoped to graduate to orange.


‘I failed,’ he said to Song. ‘Didn’t I?’


Around Song’s middle was a fraying black belt, worn in training for so many years it was almost white again. At the Haven it was kids who taught kids – no adults were allowed, other than Aunt Fay, the Haven’s founder – and, as well as being the Haven’s maths whizz, Song was the resident karate instructor. Like Ollie, she was one of the handful of kids that made up the Haven’s investigations team, the core group that ran the organisation and undertook the most dangerous missions. The Haven was a sanctuary for kids in trouble, and often in order to get those kids to safety, Ollie and the others were forced to put their own lives on the line.


Song looked at Ollie in obvious disappointment. And then she smiled.


‘I didn’t say you failed, Ollie. All I said was you could have done better.’ Her hands appeared from behind her back. ‘Here.’


To Ollie’s amazement, Song bowed, and held out a neatly folded orange belt.


‘But … I lost. You said it yourself, Vanessa was kicking my butt.’


‘Vanessa will always be able to kick your butt, Ollie. I never expected you to beat her. But what you demonstrated when you were sparring was your attitude. If you’d stayed on the ground when Vanessa put you there, you really would have failed. Instead you got to your feet and even managed to score a point.’


Ollie looked across and saw Vanessa smiling at him. This time Ollie was the one to blush.


There was applause from the other students in the dojo, and Ollie allowed Song to help him tie his new belt. He knew it shouldn’t have been a big deal. It was only an orange belt, after all, and he was a long way from being even half as good as the other students in the class. Even so, it felt like an achievement, and Ollie couldn’t stifle a flush of pride. He knew Nancy would have been proud of him, too.


‘Ollie?’


The applause dwindled, and all eyes in the dojo turned to the doorway. Standing at the threshold was Sol, Ollie’s closest friend. Sol was on the investigations team, too, and he more than anyone had helped Ollie to feel like the Haven was where he truly belonged.


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Sol said. ‘But you said to come and find you when there was any news.’


‘Is it Flea?’ said Ollie. ‘Is he back?’


Sol nodded. ‘He is. They all are. And Flea’s hurt.’


It was odd. Ollie had spent far longer in their temporary home underground than he had in the previous Haven before it had been destroyed, but even so he couldn’t help missing the old building. It had been a wreck, too dangerous in parts for the Haven kids to use, yet it had also felt immediately like home. It had been a library once, and Ollie recalled the smell of books he’d noticed the very first time he’d been led through the Haven’s doors.


In contrast, the abandoned London Underground station that was now their base only smelt of damp. There was no triple-height entrance hall like there had been in the old building, with its grand central staircase and wood-lined mezzanines. Instead, there was just a network of musty storerooms and disused tunnels – some larger, some smaller, but all low ceilinged and covered with dirty, crumbling tiles.


The main hall, as they called it, was the biggest space they had down here. It had once housed the station’s escalators, but these had been sealed off when the station had been closed, meaning the area was effectively cut in two. At a push, every one of the Haven’s 146 children could gather there, but really they needed a room twice as large.


Elsewhere, the corridors that had once led to the station’s platforms had been turned into dormitories. There were some bunks – the ghost station had been equipped as an emergency shelter, and they’d also managed to scavenge a fair amount of supplies from the old Haven after the fire that had destroyed it had been put out – but mostly the kids slept on blankets on the floors. They had plenty of food, and a bit of cash in reserve after the sale of the watch Ollie had snatched from Maddy Sikes’s wrist just before she’d met her end, but space was so tight, Ollie had frequently woken up with a neighbour’s foot on his pillow – and, once, with Sol’s toe wedged up his nostril.


‘What happened?’ Ollie asked his friend as they walked from their makeshift dojo towards the area that had been set aside as the infirmary. ‘Is Flea hurt badly?’


‘Badly enough,’ said Sol, ‘but he’ll survive. As for what happened, he wouldn’t tell us. Said he wanted to wait for you. Save himself explaining everything twice.’ Sol glanced at Ollie with a glint. ‘What he actually said was, he’d wait for King PJ to grace him with his presence.’


There was a glitch in Ollie’s movements. ‘King PJ?’


‘I actually thought it had a nice ring to it,’ said Sol, smiling.


Ollie gave half a smile back. Flea couldn’t have been that seriously injured if he’d managed to summon the energy to find a new way of insulting Ollie – which, since Ollie had taken over as the Haven’s leader, seemed to have become Flea’s mission in life. In fact, it had been his mission virtually since the moment he and Ollie had met.


‘What about the others? Was anyone else hurt?’


‘Flea’s goons, you mean?’ said Sol.


Ollie had insisted on a vote before agreeing to take over from Dodge, the Haven’s previous leader, and though more than eighty kids had cast their ballot in Ollie’s favour, that left around sixty who’d favoured Flea, the only other person to put himself forward for the post.


‘You shouldn’t call them that,’ said Ollie. ‘We’re all on the same side, remember?’


‘Huh,’ said Sol. ‘Tell that to Flea and his cronies.’


Ollie frowned, but didn’t argue. He knew Sol took Flea’s objection to Ollie being in charge even more personally than Ollie did. Ollie himself tried not to let it bother him. Apart from anything, he secretly felt Flea and the others had a point. They were stuck down here in the abandoned Underground station, for example, and Ollie didn’t have a clue how to get them out, to a place more like their former home. And though the Haven’s mission was to help kids in trouble, to offer them shelter if they needed it, there’d been no missions lately, no new arrivals. The truth was, all they’d done over the past few months was get by.


‘Hi, Ollie,’ chimed a pair of voices, and Ollie blinked and raised his head.


‘Hey, Leo. Hey, Mia.’


Both of the kids they’d passed were firmly in Ollie’s corner, and Ollie took some heart from the enthusiastic way they’d greeted him. But a few paces on, he and Sol came across another group of kids in one of the narrow tunnels, and they all deliberately turned their backs. Ollie couldn’t hear what they were saying to one another, but from the sharp smiles and snide whispers, he reckoned he could have made a fair guess.


He recalled walking the Haven’s halls for the first time with Dodge, how the other kids had greeted Dodge like a hero. Ollie didn’t want that – he reckoned those who’d voted for him had an over-inflated idea of what he was capable of already – but he hated the idea of people at the Haven taking sides. If things didn’t improve, Ollie knew, there was a very real danger that the entire community would split right down the middle.


‘Don’t let it bother you, Ollie,’ said Sol. ‘They’ll come round. Even Flea will eventually. You just have to give them time.’


Ollie wasn’t convinced, though he did his best not to show it.


‘Besides,’ Sol went on, smiling grimly, ‘after we hear what Flea’s got to say, I reckon we’ll have bigger things to worry about.’
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‘Nice PJs, PJ.’


It was the first thing Flea said to him as Ollie approached the bed where he lay. ‘PJ’ had been Flea’s nickname for him since the day they’d first encountered each other in the sewers, when Ollie had been wearing his old dinosaur pyjamas. It was something Flea never intended to allow Ollie to live down, and the sight of Ollie in his karate suit was obviously too much of an open goal for him to resist.


‘And I see Song gave you a sympathy belt,’ Flea went on. ‘Shame orange isn’t really your colour.’


‘It’s good to see you safe, Flea,’ Ollie answered. ‘I’m glad you’re still in one piece.’


‘Yeah, well,’ Flea said. ‘Some of us already know how to handle ourselves. We don’t need to take self-defence lessons from a girl.’


‘Watch it, Flea,’ said Jack, who was seated in her wheelchair at Flea’s bedside. Jack was one of the smartest people Ollie had ever met – she was the brains of the investigations team, and its ICT expert – and Ollie knew from experience that she was also every bit as fierce as Song was. Jack’s temper matched her short, spiky hair, which was almost the same colour as Ollie’s new belt. ‘You wouldn’t be saying that if Song were here,’ Jack went on. ‘And if you weren’t lying there bleeding, I’d teach you a few lessons myself.’


‘Just ignore my thick-headed brother, Ollie,’ said a voice, and Ollie turned to see Lily at the foot of Flea’s bed. Including Ollie and Sol, there were almost a dozen people crowded around Flea’s bunk, most of whom counted themselves among Flea’s supporters. And it was clear what they thought of Ollie from the way they’d sniggered at Flea’s jokes.


‘Well done on passing your grading, by the way,’ Lily said. ‘You should be very proud.’


Ollie nodded his thanks, but when he met Lily’s soft brown eyes, she looked away. Lily had always been nice to Ollie, ever since that day in the sewers. But just lately she’d taken to acting strangely around him – always finding some excuse to avoid talking to him, or for leaving the room just as Ollie arrived – and he had no idea why. Nothing had changed as far as he was concerned. Well, there was the whole Dodge thing. And Ollie’s election as the Haven’s leader. And the lot of them being forced to live underground, in rooms that smelt of old trainers and breathing air that tasted of soot.


But other than those things, nothing had changed, certainly not between him and Lily. He wondered whether she was mad at him, or, like so many others around here, just disappointed.


A racking cough behind him made Ollie turn. For the first time he noticed how busy the infirmary was, and not just because of Flea. All of the other beds were taken, by younger kids mostly. Ollie couldn’t see anything obvious that was wrong with them, but the cough he’d heard from the girl behind him had sounded like a train derailing into gravel.


Jack appeared at Ollie’s side. ‘It sounds worse than it is,’ she said. ‘So Galen tells me.’


Galen was the closest the Haven had to a doctor, and Ollie could see her tending one of her patients near the entrance to the arch-shaped anteroom. She was sixteen years old, the maximum age for kids at the Haven, and she’d been teaching herself medicine since she’d first arrived at the age of eleven.


‘What’s wrong with her?’ Ollie asked Jack, wincing as the little girl coughed again.


‘Croup,’ said Jack. ‘Other than Flea, all the kids in here have got respiratory issues of one kind or another. Asthma is the biggest one. It’s the air down here, Galen reckons. It’s messing with people’s lungs.’ She leant a fraction closer, lowering her voice. ‘We need to get out of here, Ollie. And soon.’


Flea had been listening in. ‘Too right we need to get out of this rat hole,’ he said. ‘If you want my opinion, we should never have left the old building in the first place.’


There were nods of agreement from his admirers.


Ollie couldn’t disguise his incredulity. ‘What do you mean? It was on fire. We didn’t exactly have a choice.’


‘There’s always a choice, PJ. The way there’s a choice between who takes command of this sinking ship.’


‘People already made that choice, Fleabag,’ said Sol. ‘They elected Ollie.’


‘They did,’ Flea conceded. ‘But that was back when everyone was under the impression that PJ here had somehow saved the city. Who would they elect if they were asked to vote now, I wonder?’


Ollie felt an uncomfortable flush. He glanced about him, and saw Lily look awkwardly at her feet.


‘If it had been up to me,’ said Flea, raising his voice so everyone could hear, ‘there’s no way we would have let the old Haven burn. We would have stayed and put the fire out, not run away like frightened animals.’


Sol spoke over the chorus of approval. ‘You were there when the fire broke out,’ he said to Flea. ‘I didn’t see you reaching for a bucket.’


‘It just so happened I was a trifle busy,’ Flea retorted. ‘Someone had to stop Maddy Sikes.’


‘That was Ollie! All you did was follow his lead!’


‘How do you know, Sol? Were you there? Were any of you there, other than Lily?’ Flea cast his eyes around the group, and then back at Sol. ‘You can believe whatever fairy tale you want. The truth is, I was the one who broke us into the airport. I got us aboard that plane. And I was the one who distracted Maddy Sikes so we could recover the detonator.’


Sol huffed. ‘So Ollie could, you mean. From what I heard, Flea, you spent most of the time asleep in one of the seats.’


‘I wasn’t asleep, I was unconscious! Briefly. I’d like to see you take a blow like the one I did and still recover in time to rescue the pilot.’


‘One of the bad guys, you mean?’ Sol countered. ‘Great work, Flea. And anyway it was only thanks to Ollie that you—’


‘Enough.’ Lily was almost on the brink of tears. ‘Ollie and Flea both helped stop Maddy Sikes. OK? We all did. Dodge included.’


There was an uncomfortable silence. It had become an unspoken rule at the Haven not to mention Dodge’s name; mainly, Ollie suspected, because none of them were quite sure how to remember him.


‘How about you tell us what happened, Flea?’ Ollie said. ‘How did you get hurt? I thought it was supposed to be a reconnaissance mission?’


Flea appeared reluctant to change the subject. It was an argument he wanted to have, clearly, and it was obvious he felt as if he was winning. But when he noted his twin sister’s reaction, he bit down on whatever he’d been about to say.


‘It was,’ he grumbled instead. ‘But I guess some people take exception to being watched.’


Jack had been following the argument mutely, but now that attention had returned to the matter in hand, she leant forwards in her chair.


‘What did you find out, Flea? What did you see?’


Flea turned to Jack and winced an apology. Jack was the one member of the investigations team – which comprised Ollie, Sol, Lily, Flea, Jack and Song, as well as Erik, the group’s languages expert – who Flea only ever treated with respect. Mainly, Ollie knew, because he was afraid of her, although today he would also have been aware how desperate Jack was for good news. It was because of Jack that Flea and the others had embarked on the mission in the first place. Or, more accurately, because of the younger brother Ollie hadn’t known Jack had.


Jack hadn’t seen her brother Errol for six years. They’d been separated when they were young. Shortly after their mother had died, in fact, and their stepfather, Rufus, had decided that two kids were more than he could cope with, particularly when one of them was in a wheelchair. He’d put Jack into care, and then enrolled her brother into boarding school. But throughout everything that had happened to them since, Jack and Errol had stayed in touch. They’d emailed each other almost daily – until, just over a fortnight ago, and shortly after Errol had started at Forest Mount, a private school in leafy north London, her brother’s emails had suddenly stopped. Worse, he’d been talking in the weeks before about strange things that had been happening at the school. Ollie didn’t know all the details, but he’d seen how worried Jack had become. Flea had volunteered to check things out, and had clearly found more than he’d bargained for.


‘There was no sign of your brother,’ said Flea, in answer to Jack’s question. ‘But we didn’t get within fifty metres of the school before someone chased us off. They had spotlights, truncheons, guard dogs. And … something else.’


‘What do you mean, something else?’ said Lily.


‘I … It doesn’t matter.’


For the first time when Ollie met Flea’s eye, Flea was the one to look away.


‘The point is,’ Flea went on, ‘the place was more heavily guarded than Buckingham Palace. It was right on the top of a hill, like a medieval castle or something. On one side the hill falls away, so steeply it’s basically a cliff. There’s a single road leading up from the gates, but everywhere else is just forest. That’s where they spotted us, when we were trying to squeeze through the brambles. And that’s where we heard …’ Once again Flea stopped himself. ‘What I mean is, that’s where I got hurt. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear one of those tree roots reached up and grabbed my leg.’


Flea looked down and hoisted his T-shirt, revealing a blood-soaked bandage just below his ribcage.


‘I tripped and landed badly. On a branch or something, I guess. It stuck in my middle like a spear.’


Flea lowered his T-shirt, and Ollie winced.


‘So I was right,’ said Jack, her normally stolid voice shaken. ‘Errol was right. There’s something going on at that school. Something they don’t want the rest of the world to see. But maybe Errol did see it. Maybe that’s why he’s disappeared. Maybe they’ve … hurt him, or …’


Jack looked around desperately, and Ollie was shocked to see her so upset.


Lily took Jack’s hand. ‘We don’t know that,’ she consoled her. ‘Maybe Errol’s just been busy. With revision or something. Or the Internet is down at the school.’


‘Come off it, sis,’ said Flea, voicing the scepticism they were all feeling. Flea was brave and he was strong, but one thing he didn’t do was tact. ‘The kid’s been in touch with his sister almost every day for, what? Six years?’


He looked at Jack, who nodded her affirmation with a pale face.


‘And then he starts at this new school and a couple of months later just falls off the grid? A school that’s protected by guards, by the way, and has … defences all around its grounds?’


He shook his head dismissively.


‘I hate to say it, Jack, but there’s not a doubt in my mind that you’re right. There’s something going on. Errol’s in trouble, which means other kids are probably in trouble, too. The only question is …’ And here Flea fixed his eyes on Ollie. ‘What does our fearless leader intend to do about it?’
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‘Look,’ said Jack. ‘See for yourselves.’


The entire investigations team had assembled. Song had joined them from the dojo, and Erik had been waiting in the new control room. Erik was slim, fair-haired and wore round, frameless glasses. He was as loyal to Ollie as Sol was, being convinced that he owed Ollie his life.


When Jack pointed to the screen on her laptop, Ollie and the others gathered round, although really they were squashed in tight already. One of the biggest losses to the investigations team when the old Haven had burnt down was the area they’d used as a control room then. It had been the Haven’s nerve centre, the place from which Ollie and the others had assembled to co-ordinate operations. In terms of the equipment they needed, they’d salvaged what they could: the sewer maps, some charred furniture, plus the smoke-damaged remains of several computers that Jack had managed to resurrect. But, as in the rest of the Haven, the thing they missed most was the space.


Their control room now was the old station master’s office. Which sounded grand, but in reality was little bigger than a caretaker’s cupboard. There was no room for any of that furniture they’d scavenged, just a small square table on which they’d positioned a battered laptop.


Jack sat in the middle of the group, her fingers dancing across the keyboard. Song, Erik and Sol were to her left; the rest of the investigations team to her right. Ollie was crushed uncomfortably against Flea, who was protecting his wound on one side and jabbing Ollie with his elbow on the other. Ollie would have moved away, but that would have meant shifting closer to Lily. Somehow it was less uncomfortable putting up with Flea’s elbow than it would have been pressed against his sister.


‘Here,’ said Jack, finding what she was searching for. ‘He joined the school in May, so this is one of the first emails he sent me.’




Sent: Mon 28/05, 01.35


From: erroltheeagle@lightning-mail.co.uk


To: jack14@cryptomail.com


Subject: Re: school sucks


Hi Jack,


It’s true what I told you before. I hate this place. And it’s nothing to do with what you said, with adjusting or whatever to a new environment. I know it’s always horrible when you’re made to go to a new school. Since Mum died I’ve been sent to enough of them. Being the new kid, not having any friends, not knowing what’s cool and what just makes you look like an idiot without you even realising – I hate all that stuff, too. But with Forest Mount it’s more than that. It’s worse than that.


There’s the building itself, for a start. It’s old. Like, really old. And it’s creepy, like some haunted museum or something.


The woods don’t help. They’re right outside. And some kids say—


It doesn’t matter what they say. It’s scary enough here without believing their stupid stories.


And Professor Strain. Did I tell you about Professor Strain? He’s the headmaster, but really he’s like some evil dictator. I’ve only spoken to him once, but once was enough, believe me. He made me come to his office. He makes all the new kids go to his office, particularly if they start in the middle of term, like I did. He’s tall and he looks a bit like Grand Moff Tarkin out of Star Wars. I tried to pretend I was Han Solo, all cool and calm like when Greedo points his blaster at him in the Cantina, but it didn’t help. He still made me feel like Rebel scum.


The worst thing, though. The very worst thing, I mean, is Colton Crowe. He’s the head pupil. Which means he should be nice, right?


Wrong.


Times about a gazillion.


Crowe’s in charge of the prefects, who are sort of like his private army. The school uniform here is black and white, but the prefects wear black shirts, black blazers, black trousers, black everything. And they are – they’re like an army, not like prefects at all. They had prefects at St Hilda’s, where I was before, but at St Hilda’s all they were was a bit bossy. Here they’re mean. It’s like they take secret torture lessons or something. How to twist a finger as far as it will go without snapping. Where to jab someone with your thumb so it makes them scream but doesn’t leave a bruise. And everyone’s loaded, with rich mummies and daddies. Like Colton Crowe. Crowe’s dad is a knight or something, and everyone else’s parents are important, too. They’ve all got titles and land and money basically, and


Someone’s coming.


Sorry – I’ve got to go. I shouldn’t be down here at this time of night. The computer lab’s off limits after six. The whole entire downstairs is.


I miss you, Jack. I wish you were here. Or, even better, I wish I was where you are.


Love,
E





‘Why does he call himself Errol the Eagle?’ asked Sol.


Jack gave a sort of shrug. ‘He’s only eleven. And he’s into nature. When we were young he used to collect dead stuff. Like dead butterflies, dead flies, a dead shrew he found once when he went out walking. I always thought it was gross, but Errol insisted it was science. He wanted to be a naturalist.’


‘A naturalist?’ Sol echoed. ‘You mean he wanted to run around naked?’


‘That’s a naturist, dummy,’ said Lily. ‘A naturalist is someone who studies nature.’


There were titters around the room at Sol’s expense, but Ollie kept his eyes on Jack. Not once did she come close to smiling. She wore the same expression of concern she’d carried with her from the infirmary. It was unnerving seeing her so upset. Jack was their rock, ordinarily. The closest they had to a grown-up, other than Aunt Fay. Which meant sometimes Jack lacked a sense of humour, but never to the extent she was displaying now. More than worried, Ollie realised, Jack was genuinely afraid.


‘Here,’ she said, scrolling through her inbox. ‘This is from a few weeks later.’




Sent: Thu 14/06, 03.50


From: erroltheeagle@lightning-mail.co.uk


To: jack14@cryptomail.com


Subject: Re: school sucks


It’s even worse than I thought. There’s something going on here, I swear it. Something bad.


Me and my friend George, we were late for history, so we decided to take a shortcut through the East Wing. Which is allowed, it’s not off limits, but pupils tend to avoid it because Professor Strain’s office is right in the middle of the main corridor.


At first George refused to come with me, but I was like, you’ve got a choice, George. Run the risk of bumping into Professor Strain, or get put in detention for definite because you were late for class. Which you’ll probably have to spend with Professor Strain anyway.


So we take the shortcut, obviously, but we’re not even halfway down the corridor when we hear voices. And George immediately panics. ‘It’s Strain,’ he goes, ‘he’s coming!’ Which to be fair is what I’m thinking, too.


But when the voices get closer I realise it’s worse than that. It’s not Strain. It’s Crowe. And we’re two year-sevens all alone where nobody else can see us, meaning Crowe’s going to think it’s Christmas. Plus, by the sound of it he’s got at least two other prefects for company. Which means not only are we outsized, we’re also outnumbered. Although, with Crowe, you sort of feel outnumbered even when it’s one on one.


‘In here,’ I tell George. ‘Quick!’ And I pull him into the nearest doorway. It’s a classroom, and thankfully it’s not being used, so we’re able to hide behind the door with just our eyes poking above the glass.


‘You’ve made the right decision,’ Crowe’s going, when he appears. ‘With the information you’ve given us, your parents will have no choice but to fall in line. Welcome to the revolution, gentlemen.’
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