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This book is dedicated to Cat, Phoebe, Millie, Max and Ike –you’re my heart and inspiration.


And to all the losers like me who never fit in: here’s to making our own happily ever after.
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BEST. BOOK. EVER.


Dear Kid,


[image: ]


Welcome to the best book ever written. For real. How do I know that? Well, technically, I don’t. But I’ve looked around and this is already better than any other I’ve seen.


For instance, my mum has a ton of books with attractive people on the covers just staring at one another all mushy and creepy-like.


[image: A bitten book titled ‘Forbidden Smooches’ stands upright beside a fork holding a chewed piece of paper. It features a pouting woman and a pouting man.]


Have you ever seen people doing that in real life? It’s awkward and super-boring, honestly. Can you even imagine reading a whole book about it? You’d have more fun eating that book.


BTW, I dunno if anyone has actually eaten a book before, but they should totally write a book about that, because it would probably end up being, like, the second best book ever. And then they could write a sequel about what it was like to poop that first book out (or die of book poisoning).


[image: A stick figure with Xs for eyes sits on a toilet holding a book. Torn pages lie on the floor. The stick figure says, ‘Worth it.’]


My dad has a ton of books, too, but they’re mostly about sports or war. More interesting, right? WRONG. Sports books are always about how some player or team stank and then ended up winning everything. I hate to be the one to tell you this, kid, but that’s not how life works.


[image: ]


[image: A boy gets hit in the face with a book. A speech bubble from outside the frame says, ‘Hey, catch!’]


Trust me. I’m a year 6 graduate. I’ve seen things. If you stink, you tend to stay stinky. That’s just how the stinky universe works. I don’t make the rules.


[image: ]


War books seem like they would be more exciting, with all the tanks and fighter jets and whatnot, but nope!


[image: ]


Long book short, war is about one place invading another place and everyone fights and gets sad. Wanna be sad? Find yourself a war book. Then ask what’s wrong with yourself that you actually wanted to make yourself sad? [image: ]


[image: A girl gives a thumbs-up while holding a book titled ‘War and More War’. She exclaims, ‘Yay, I’m sad! Thanks, book!’]


Personally, I don’t need a book to get really, really sad, because I already am. How could I not be? My life is damned. LITERALLY.


Oh jeez. I just realized I haven’t introduced myself. My name’s


[image: A rectangular label with dashed edges highlights the name Dante Nimrod Ferno.]


I never tell people my middle name because I always get made fun of for it, but books need juicy secrets to keep people reading. See? I told you this book was the best.


[image: Dante, with small horns, writes in a book. Labels read, ‘Dante, AKA: Mister Fancy Pants Author Guy’ and ‘Writing with a pen because I rarely ever make mistakes!’ The word ‘mistakes’ is struck through.]


Sweet horns, right? They’re actually pretty common in my hometown of Brimstone. But mine are way better than most people’s.


[image: Dante tells another horned character, ‘Shut up.’ The second character has large, glowing, twisted horns.]


Anyway, assuming I survive the rest of summer, I’m gonna take these sweet horns and turn everything around when I start at Purg High School.


[image: ]


Now, before I go any further with my story, I need to swear you to secrecy by means of a pinky swear. You in? Good.


[image: A hand makes a pinky promise with a label pointing to it that says, ‘This is legally binding, btw.’]
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My Dramatic Origin Story


So here’s the deal – I’m writing this book because I’m about to start high school (assuming I survive long enough to get there). Unfortunately, there’s a good chance that I’ll be smooshed, eaten or chucked into a volcano before the first day, so at least with this book there’ll be a record of my efforts to avoid the smooshing-eating-chucking.


[image: Three panels show increasing levels of danger: ‘Bad’ with a giant foot near Dante, ‘Badder’ with a monster about to eat him and ‘Super-Badtastic’ with Dante falling into a volcano.]


You might think I’m exaggerating, but I assure you that these are all very real possibilities given where I live. You see, the thing is that there are lots of nasty kids around here who bully and taunt me 24/7 because – according to them – I’m a loser.


But they’re wrong!


I’m NOT a loser, I swear! Or at least I’m not going to be. (And yeah, I know that’s just the sort of thing a loser would say, but you‘re just gonna have to take my word for it until I can prove it to you.)


I’ve been obsessing over my reputation since forever. It’s pretty much all I ever think about. My mum says my obsession has turned me into a total scatterbrain who can’t stay focused on anything for more than a moment or–


[image: Dante looks at his fingers with a startled expression. He thinks, ‘WHOA... I just noticed my fingers kinda look like fat chips! I wish I had some chips... Imagine how weird it would be if you could eat your—’. Below it reads, WAIT.]


WAIT.


WHAT WAS I TALKING ABOUT?


Anyway, I’ve been waiting years for people to find someone else to bully, but as you’ll soon see, I’m everyone around here’s favourite person to not like. I just haven’t been able to shake it.


I think maybe I’m just an easy target or something. Everyone else in this town is too big, too scary, or too cool to bully. I’ve got plenty of good qualities, too! I just haven’t figured out what they are yet.


Everything is about to change, though, I just know it! Going to Purg High School is gonna be my chance. Only half the kids will know me. The other half of the school will be from the neighbouring town of Blisshaven. This means the non-stinky Blisshaven half of the school will have no idea who I am, what my reputation is or what my underwear looked like when I was six.




It wasn’t always this way. I had a pretty good reputation when I was a baby. Then again, I bet even loser babies rarely get bullied since they have all those natural defences.





My toddler years are kinda foggy, but I’m fairly sure they went okay. And then, just a few years later, all my hopes for a happy childhood went kablooey after a little something known as ‘The Incident’.


[image: A horned baby cries with arms outstretched. Arrows point to the labels ‘Screamy’, ‘Stinky’ and ‘Annoying’.]


Surely you’ve heard about The Incident, right?? At this point I sorta assume everyone has. On the off chance you haven’t, I should catch you up.


So you know how heroes typically begin their stories by, like, escaping an exploding planet or getting bitten by a radioactive caterpillar? Well, my origin story started with my trousers falling down. In the school cafeteria. While wearing teddy bear underpants.


[image: Dante stands in teddy bear underpants holding a tray. Laughter surrounds him with repeated ‘Ha!’ text.]


I wish I could tell you I got awesome teddy-bear-underwear-powers or something after that, but no such luck. I don’t even know how it happened. But I bet if you asked around you’d find this happens to tons of kids all the time.


[image: Four characters respond to Dante saying, ‘Never happened to me!’, ‘Or me.’, ‘Mine are up.’ and ‘I bet you’re the first one EVER.’ Dante replies, ‘Shut up.’]


Anyway, the whole thing went, like, super-viral, so everyone in town ended up hearing about it. And I mean EVERYONE.


[image: Dante walks past a grave marked ‘RIP’ as a speech bubble from it says, ‘Hey, aren’t you that kid whose pants fell down?! HAHAHAHA!!’]


I wouldn’t be surprised if someone secretly put up a statue of The Incident in town so no one will ever forget.


[image: A statue of Dante holding a tray in underpants stands on a pedestal labelled ‘THE INCIDENT’. A small character watches nearby as birds fly and the sun shines. A sign reads, ‘LOL’.]


Long story short, since that moment I’ve been branded a loser. But like I said, I’m NOT!


You believe me, right? Great. Now all I have to do is convince the rest of the universe.
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A Man With a Plan


Anyway, at the time of writing it’s a Monday evening. I only have ONE WEEK before I start Purg High School.


I began the day, like any other, by sitting down to breakfast with the fam.


But today I poured myself an extra huge bowl of Sugar Scorched Diab-LOs and started working on a flawless plan to win over all the non-stinky kids at Purg.


(Okay, I probably should have started working on my plan earlier, but I was busy over the summer holidays, okay?)


[image: Dante sits in a chair holding a comic book with a fan blowing at him. The above text reads, ‘My summer holiday’.]


Maybe I’m brilliant, or maybe it was the sugar rush, but it all came together pretty quick.


[image: A list titled ‘Dante’s Super-Awesome-And-Completely-Foolproof Plan to be the Most Popular Kid at Purg Middle School’ includes goals like making new friends, becoming good at sports and rubbing newfound popularity in others’ faces.]


Not sure what I’m gonna do on the second day, but I’m keeping my options open.


[image: ]


Now I just have to keep my list safe, which is no easy task with paper, since everything’s constantly on fire in this town. That’s just how things are in Brimstone.


[image: Flames surround Dante who sits blankly on a chair. Arrows label ‘Fire’, ‘Me’ and ‘Stuff that is, was, or will be on fire’.]


They say Brimstone has four seasons, but that’s a sweaty lie. Call me a liar, but winters are supposed to be cold, right?? I swear, if a snowman came within a hundred miles of Brimstone it would immediately burst into flames.


[image: A snowman with a top hat burns in flames and exclaims, ‘This seems implausible!’]


But you wanna know what’s super-strange? Some people actually like this nonsense! For instance, my dad LOVES this place. Heat is kinda his whole deal. See, he’s a fireman, but in this town firemen only get called when fires go out.


[image: A fireman sprays a flaming dumpster. A woman says, ‘Thank goodness! This dumpster was barely smouldering!’ The fireman replies, ‘All in a day’s work, Ma’am!’]


Speaking of my dad, I was so busy thinking about how I was gonna protect my plan that I didn’t even notice he was looking over my shoulder.


It was obvious that he saw too much, so I subtly tried to change the subject.


No luck. He wasn’t buying it. So, naturally, he launched into one of his classic pep talks that he loves to give. ‘You know, lotsa kids are losers at your age, it’s really nothing to be ashamed of!’


Of course, that got Mum’s attention, so she had to join in on my torture. ‘Or you could try being less weird, Honey-Buns, that might help!’


[image: Dante sits at a table with a bowl beside him. His dad points and asks, ‘What’cha workin’ on, Dante?’ Dante replies, ‘NO.’]


‘I’m NOT weird, Mum!’ I snapped back, accidentally spitting some cereal on her in the process, which didn’t help my case.


[image: A woman stands facing forward. Arrows label her as ‘My Mum’ and her chest as ‘My Cereal’.]


‘Think of it this way,’ Dad continued, ‘all this teasing will just help build character. It’s important to have character, ya know!’


Dad loves to talk about character and I don’t have a clue what he’s on about. Like, Captain Punch-a-Bunch is a character. Wacky Willy the Wonder Worm is a character. Did their pants fall down, too? Jeez.


[image: A superhero in underwear exclaims, ‘Gadzooks! My super trousers!’ A worm crawling nearby replies, ‘Despite my namesake, I find this neither wacky nor wonderful.’]


The whole time this is going down, my older brother Milton is just sitting across the table, giggling. I’m amazed he even noticed anyone else was in the room since he’s typically oblivious to anything but his phone.


[image: Milton looks at his phone while an explosion happens behind him. A label points to it saying ‘The world blowing up’. He says, ‘Phone good...’]


‘Hey – I got an idea,’ Milton chimed in. [image: ]


Mum brightened up, expecting him to not be a jerk for some reason. ‘Ooh, what’s that, Milty?’


‘Maybe he could try being less of a sucky know-it-all?’ he said, through that crooked grin of his.


[image: Dante stretches his hands as his dad holds him and growls, ‘GRRRR!!’]


Milton’s lucky our dad has quick reflexes, otherwise I would have made him eat that phone of his.


[image: ]


While I was struggling with Dad, my little sister Pest tried to snatch my plan away from me. Pest’s real name is Hellen, but I never call her that. ‘Super-Annoying Feral Monster’ would be more accurate, but that’s too long to yell when someone’s being super-annoying at you ten million times a day.


[image: Hellen hisses loudly as Dante steps back in shock.]


Mum tried to break the tension by bringing some toast to the table. ‘Okay, eat up, everyone! Breakfast is the most important meal!’


And with that, she put a bowl of ashes on the table with a spoon sticking out of it.


Don’t get me wrong, crispy-burnt food is sort of a speciality in Brimstone, but Mum takes it to a whole new level.


[image: Three toast levels are illustrated: ‘Toast’, ‘Brimstone toast’ and ‘How Mum makes toast’, the last showing a pile of ashes.]


I couldn’t even try to eat at this point, so I just slipped my ‘toast’ under the table to my super-awesome dog, Cerby, when Mum wasn’t looking. The cool thing about having a three-headed dog is that he’s almost always hungry. Breakfast, lunch, your annoying sister’s shoes– whatever you give him, he’ll eat.


[image: Cerby, a three-headed dog, chews different objects. Sound effects read ‘CHOMP’, ‘CHEW’, ‘SLOBBER’ and ‘GNAW’ around each head.]


Once Cerby had polished off my toast, I took off to keep working on my list. Naturally, Pest followed, and it was easy enough for her to find me, given how small our house is.


I don’t know how we ever ended up in such a dinky place. My parents probably just went to the house store and asked for the worst and smallest one they had.


[image: A small house stands next to a banana. Labels read ‘My tiny house’ and ‘Banana for scale’. Vertical measuring lines flank both.]


So we’re back in my microscopic room and I can’t even kick her out because I have to share my room with her and Milton! There’s not even enough room for three normal beds, so Milton and I share a bunk bed. And since he’s bigger than me, he made me take the bottom bunk. As if my life wasn’t crummy enough, all night I’m trapped in a fog of his endless death farts.
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