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Prologue

8th May 1541

Amazon Rainforest, Brazil


The Spanish invader wiped the blood from his sword and slid it back into his scabbard. His men were tired and hungry but were more than capable of finishing off the few remaining natives who still had fight left in them.

He stepped over the bloody body of the man he had just cut down and walked slowly across the vast town square, not taking his eyes off the glittering gem that sat atop the mighty stone temple.


This will make me one of the richest men in all of Spain, he thought. Titles, fame, land . . . I will have it all!


The discovery of the gem had been fortuitous. The invader had been seeking food on his long, perilous voyage along the uncharted jungle river he had named ‘Amazon’, in honour of a fierce tribe of female warriors he had encountered on his journey. With his men so hungry they had been forced to boil their own shoes to eat, he had chanced upon a friendly group of natives catching fish from a sandy shore.

The natives had escorted him through the forest to an immense stone city, where he had bartered some rope and leather in return for two barrels of salted fish and some chickens. The invader had been satisfied with the exchange and was preparing to return to his ship when his eyes were drawn to the hypnotising sight at the temple peak.

He made a silent vow that he would not leave the city without it.

Thanking the natives for their hospitality, he pretended to take his leave. He and his men waited nearby, concealed by the forest, until the people of the city had returned to their everyday tasks. Then he had launched an attack.

The natives were unexpectedly fierce and had fought hard, but they were no match for the Spaniards’ superior weaponry and armour. With most of them dead or dying, the invader was finally free to claim his prize.

He slowly ascended the temple staircase that led to a landing halfway up the grand structure. He decided he would briefly rest there before climbing the next staircase. He was weak with hunger and his legs were heavy from battle. Every step made him wince.

No sooner had he taken a knee when a native came bounding down the steps above him. With a savage roar, the man charged, spear aloft. More natives followed, all wearing crowns of vividly coloured feathers and armed with spears of their own.

The invader reached for his sword but at that very moment a spear struck him on the bicep. The weapon deflected off his metal armour but landed with enough force to render his fighting arm limp and useless. He turned and fled down the staircase but the natives were much lighter on their feet and quickly caught up with him. A heavy blow in the square of his back sent him tumbling down the stone steps, air bursting from his lungs as he struck the flagstones with a bone-crunching thud.

The natives converged on him and began to pummel his body with the blunt ends of their spears. The invader covered his face with his arms and cried out to his men to come to his aid. From his supine position on the hard ground, he had a perfect view of the temple peak. The gem – his gem – had vanished. There and then, he made a promise to himself that if he escaped with his life, he would not stop searching until he had claimed the gem for himself.

Then he was struck on the head and he thought no more.


Chapter One

Present day

England


Half-an-hour before my life changed forever, I was hiding in a toilet.

It was my favourite place to hide and always the same stall: far left of the three, furthest from the toilet door with its wobbly doorknob that jammed whenever cold weather rolled in over the Mendip Hills.

It wasn’t just the doorknobs at East Horten Boarding School that were old and clunky. The place was so ancient it had been opened by Henry VIII in 1542, making it one of the oldest schools in England. There was a rickety old bench in the main entrance hall that King Henry had apparently perched his plump royal bottom on during his visit.

The school was spread across a collection of grand buildings stuffed full of frayed carpets, thick velvety curtains and huge stone fireplaces that constantly seemed to be aglow with flames. There was also a large collection of antique grandfather clocks that chimed hourly but never seemed to be in sync. You could go for a leisurely walk from one building to the next and hear a succession of bongs as you went.

But as old and shabby as it was, East Horten somehow had a knack of producing the brightest and most talented young people in the country. Displayed above the teacher’s table in the school dining hall was a ginormous wooden board, on which the names of notable former students were engraved in gold. The school had produced three British prime ministers, five Nobel prize winners, eight Oscar-winning actors, nineteen best-selling authors and twenty-seven Olympic medallists.

Then there was me, Tommy Baxter. The only way my name would ever go up on the board was if they decided being completely anonymous was some kind of achievement.

I had been at East Horten almost my entire life, arriving as a baby when my parents took jobs as live-in teachers. But then one day, just after my sixth birthday, they had gone missing and never came back. For the past ten years I’d been the orphan who didn't belong, the unremarkable kid with mediocre grades and zero talent. Technically I wasn’t even a real orphan because my parents had never actually been declared dead, so I couldn’t even do that properly.

Quite simply, I didn’t belong at such an illustrious school, but nobody had managed to work that out because the one thing I was good at – really good at – was being invisible. That meant hiding away at every opportunity. And when I couldn’t hide, like when I was in lessons or in the dining hall, I kept my head down and my mouth shut.

I had no friends at all, not even anyone I was on nodding terms with, because I just couldn’t risk people figuring out how talentless I was. If that happened, I’d be thrown out and sent to live in some dreary orphanage. The future was a big, scary place to me, but it had to be better than that.

So I’d become a living ghost who lurked in forgotten corners and hid in toilets.

I absent-mindedly stared down at my scuffed shoes and decided it was probably time to leave the cubicle. Lunch break was over and I would be expected in Miss Bryant’s Physics class.

I exited the cubicle and my eyes were drawn to a soggy blob of wet toilet paper that someone had splattered onto one of the mirrors. It was slowly sliding down the glass like a mushy paper slug, leaving a damp trail that distorted my reflection and made me look like a melting wax figure. ‘An improvement,’ I thought drily. My actual face was unremarkable almost to the point of being boring, with its small button nose and blushed cheeks still slightly plump with puppy fat. It was the perfect face for someone who wanted to blend into the background. Every cloud.


My hair was, as always, tightly cropped into a grade three buzz. That was Mrs Marlowe’s handiwork. Each time she attacked me with her bulky electric razor she would chirp the same mantra in a broad Westcountry accent that was as thick as clotted cream: “Tidy head, tidy mind.”

Mrs Marlowe, or Mrs M as she was better known, was East Horten’s formidable school matron and my legal guardian. As well as clipping my hair, she also had a habit of piling second helpings onto my plate at meal times, which I usually scraped into the bin as soon as she was distracted. As if a few extra potatoes would help my scrawny sixteen-year-old frame catch up with the lads in the Year 11 rugby team. They already looked like men, while I was still very much a boy.

I turned the brass doorknob (it was a mild spring day so it worked first time) and cautiously cracked the door open just in case somebody was coming the other way. The long corridor that led from the east wing of the Year 11 block to the lobby area was completely deserted. That was weird. Lessons were about to start and the corridor should have been alive with backpacks and banter.

“Hello?” I called out into the eerie emptiness, slightly freaked out by the lack of people. I’d watched a film once where the main character woke up in a hospital bed to discover they were the only human left alive because of a zombie apocalypse. Had I survived a zombie apocalypse because I’d been sat on the toilet?

“Anyone there?”

I called out louder this time, but it was just as pointless. My voice echoed off the wood-panelled walls of the corridor and went unanswered.

Where on earth was everyone?

I suddenly had the alarming thought that the school had been evacuated due to a fire or something. I sniffed the air but didn’t pick up any smoke, just the same old musty smell as always. Eau d’East Horten.

I pulled my phone out from my blazer pocket and my pulse quickened as I spotted the little speech bubble at the top of the screen. I immediately knew who the message would be from. If my phone could talk, its first question would be to ask why my best friend was an automated school messaging system. It was the only number that ever sent me messages. 

I dragged down with my thumb and my face dropped as I read the message, which sure enough was from the school:

Year 11 announcement: Please can all students report to Drake Hall immediately following lunch break for a special assembly. Punctual attendance is compulsory.

It’d come through almost an hour ago but I’d missed it because my phone was always on silent and the vibration function had stopped working last Christmas when I dropped it in a toilet (no, not that one).

I glanced at my watch. Lunch had finished almost ten minutes ago, which meant everyone would already be seated in the hall and I would have to go in late. That would attract attention, otherwise known as my worst nightmare.

I broke into a run down the deserted corridor, the heels of my shoes clacking on the polished parquet flooring. A moment later I burst through the door of the lobby and set off across the immaculately trimmed grass of Sycamore Lawn towards Drake Hall.

“Never seen you run so fast, Baxter!” came a shout from a group of Year 8s loitering underneath the ancient tree that lent its name to the large, hexagonal lawn at the heart of the school.

Great, heckled by a bunch of twelve-year-olds.

I ignored the remark and a moment later yanked open one of the large glass doors leading into the lobby of Drake Hall. Directly opposite was another set of doors that led into the auditorium itself and my heart lifted when I noticed they were still open. I could hear the unmistakable murmur of a large group of people as I walked briskly across the lobby, panting hard. I was late but not terminally embarrassing late.

A distinguished-looking man in a pinstripe waistcoat appeared in the doorway and grabbed the handles of each door, then began to pull them shut.

“Sir, wait!” I said, quickening my step.

“Come on, chop chop,” he said in a voice so haughty he sounded like a member of the British royal family. It was Mr Oliphant, my Classical Civilisation teacher.

He stepped aside and I slipped past him into the packed hall, then immediately turned right and speed-walked up the aisle towards the back of the auditorium. I spotted an empty seat at the end of the back row and bolted towards it, keeping my eyes firmly fixed on the aisle floor to avoid the mocking glares and dodgy hand gestures I knew some of my fellow Year 11s would be aiming in my direction.

I sat down just as Mr Oliphant shut the doors with a clunk that echoed throughout the hall. That was the cue for the school’s headmaster, Alexander ‘Mac’ MacCready, to approach the lectern on the stage.

As Mac frequently reminded us in his lengthy assemblies, he had been at East Horten for most of his life. He had begun his relationship with the school as a young boy in 1952 and later returned as a teacher before eventually landing the top job. I thought he looked almost as old and rickety as Henry VIII’s bench, but he had a boyish energy for his job that sometimes made him look like a much younger man in old person’s make-up.

“How’s that?” he said. “Can you all hear me at the back?” He tapped the microphone that poked out of the lectern and surveyed his audience over the top of his half-moon glasses, which were secured around the back of his long, tortoise-like neck by a thin gold chain.

There was a murmur of agreement from along my row and Mac gave us a thumbs up, the sleeve of his woolly brown cardigan hanging limply from his arm.

“My apologies for the impromptu interruption to your day. But I have an announcement that I’m sure you’ll agree is worth missing lessons for.”

A restrained cheer went up from the audience and someone yelled, “Respect, sir!”. It was Brendan Collins, captain of the rugby team. He had arms like pork joints and had recently grown a tufty copper beard that he was forever stroking like it was some kind of beloved pet. Somebody needed to conduct a scientific study on the two of us because it was totally impossible for us to be the same age. With my spindly arms and baby-soft chin, I could almost pass for his son. His little brother at least.

Mac waited for the reaction to Brendan’s outburst to subside and then went on. “Now, you’ll all be familiar with one of our oldest and proudest traditions here at East Horten: the Maunby Cup.”

A ripple of excitement swept across the hall. My mind immediately went to a dusty dark-wood cabinet in the Year 11 common room, in which a large silver trophy engraved with the words ‘SIR FRANCIS MAUNBY CUP’ sat behind locked glass doors. There was a rectangular silver plate attached to the black base of the trophy where a winner’s name would usually be engraved, but it was smooth and unmarked because the Maunby Cup was a trophy that nobody had ever won.

“For those who aren’t familiar with the tale,” went on Mac, raising his voice to quell the chatter that had broken out among the students. “The Maunby Cup was founded by Sir Francis Maunby, the very first headmaster of our school, nearly 500 years ago.”

“I thought that was Mac,” whispered someone nearby to hushed chuckles from those who heard.

“Sir Francis,” continued Mac, “was a keen explorer who founded this school as a centre of excellence for the next generation of British voyagers. Thus he established the Maunby Cup, an annual expedition into the Amazon rainforest for a hand-picked group of exceptional Year 11 students.”

Other schools challenged their students with camping expeditions into the English countryside. East Horten sent theirs to South America.

“As you may know, our challengers are tasked with finding an ancient artefact called the Earthstone. According to legend, this powerful gem once protected the Amazon rainforest and all life within it.” He turned to a curtained-off area at the side of the stage. “Can you do the honours please?” The lights dimmed and a photograph faded into view on the large pull-down screen behind him. I narrowed my eyes and tried to make sense of the image as it slowly came into focus.

“That is the Earthstone. Or at least the only known depiction of it in existence anyway,” said Mac.

The photo appeared to show some kind of ancient cave drawing daubed in browny-red ink at the base of a smooth white cliff. A large circular object was surrounded by a ring of what looked like trees and animals. Beneath that were rows and rows of people standing hand in hand, like they had been frozen in time performing some sort of line dance.

“We believe the people in the painting are members of an Amazonian tribe called the Machiparo. According to legend, they guarded the Earthstone in a vast city in the middle of the rainforest. Alas, one awful day, the Machiparo were attacked by European invaders who, blinded by greed, wiped out the population and attempted to take the Earthstone by force. So the story goes, a handful of Machiparo warriors fled with the Earthstone and vanished, never to be seen or heard from again. The rainforest has been dying a slow death ever since. Without its protective force, great swathes of forest have been lost forever and the impact on our planet has been devastating. If deforestation continues unabated, the Amazon could reach a tipping point where it is no longer able to regulate the Earth’s climate. That scenario is genuinely horrifying. Perhaps not for the likes of me, but certainly for your generation and your future children and beyond.”

He paused to take a sip of water. The hall was silent save for the soft whir of the digital projector.

“According to his private letters,” Mac went on, “Sir Francis was quite determined to find the Earthstone. Alas, despite carrying out many searches deep in the Amazon rainforest, he went to his grave unfulfilled. The Earthstone remains missing to this day, almost five centuries later. Nonetheless, our students continue to distinguish themselves in its pursuit. You may remember last year’s Maunby Cup expedition, on which four of our outstanding young people discovered a new species of lizard, Petracola Easthortenus. Funny looking little things. The lizards, that is, not the students!”

I vaguely remembered reading a special edition of the school’s digital newsletter about last year’s Maunby Cup expedition. The newsletter had been packed with endless photos of trees and brightly coloured animals and I’d impatiently scrolled through it. At the time it had seemed so distant and irrelevant to me. It still did.

“And that brings me to the point of today’s assembly: the announcement of this year’s Maunby Cup participants.”

There was another wave of excited chatter and I glanced around the room to see if I could spot any obvious candidates. Judging from the many heads twisting, turning and craning, everyone else was doing the same. East Horten was awash with talent and there were plenty of kids with a strong case.

“Please, a moment of decorum if you will,” said Mac, raising his hands. He reached into his cardigan and pulled out a piece of white card. A disobedient lock of feathery white hair flopped down into his eyeline and he flicked it away with his spare hand. 

“The school’s leadership team met last week to select a shortlist of participants. The decision on the identity of the final four was made earlier today. If your name is called then you are among that lucky four and will be required to join me up on stage.”

The hall fell deadly silent and I felt a prickle of nervous anticipation for the four students who were about to be chosen.

“The first student selected for this year’s Maunby Cup is . . . Cleo Cunningham!”

A polite round of applause rippled across the hall as the lithe figure of Cleo Cunningham rose gracefully from her seat in the very centre of the hall. The occupants of the seats to her left immediately stood in unison, clearing a path for her as she moved purposefully along the row towards the aisle.

Cleo was the most talented athlete in school and had already represented Great Britain in athletics, rowing and netball. She was so highly regarded at East Horten that she was frequently allowed to skip lessons to train and attend competitions. I’d heard people say it was only a matter of time before her name went up on the school honours board.

Cleo cleared the steps that led onto the stage in one graceful bound and took her place next to the headmaster.

“Joining Miss Cunningham will be–” Mac paused for an uncomfortably long moment, as though he was announcing the winner of a reality television show. “–Dexter Quinn!”

More applause broke out, this time accompanied by whoops and hollers from the opposite end of my row. I leaned forward to see a boy wearing a blue beanie hat and black, thick-rimmed glasses rise from his seat, arms reaching out from all directions to slap him on the back and rub his beanie-clad head.

Dexter was internet famous. His YouTube channel had more than two million subscribers and he seemed to spend as much time streaming video games to his huge audience as he did attending lessons. “I earn more bread than all the teachers at this school put together,” I once heard him say of his online income. “There’s literally no point me studying.”

Dexter fist-pumped the air to raucous cheers as he swaggered onto the stage and took his place next to Cleo, who shot him a disapproving glare and tightly folded her arms.

Mac cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses. “The student joining Miss Cunningham and Mr Quinn will be . . . Nell Parker!”

“Of course,” I said under my breath as Nell’s name was read out. She was the smartest kid in school and was rumoured to be on a full academic scholarship, the only one on record in East Horten’s history. She seemed embarrassed by her intelligence and had a weird habit of pulling a lock of hair across her face whenever a teacher praised her – which in my experience was several times a day.

The reaction to her selection was more restrained than it had been for Cleo and Dexter, but everyone seemed to be joining in with a respectful applause as Nell made her way down the aisle. She looked as rigid as a board as she stepped onto the stage and made her way awkwardly across to the others.

Another buzz of hushed chat spread across the hall. One place left.

“Right,” announced Mac. “As you have all probably calculated . . . three down, one to go.”

He stared for a long time at his piece of card, then placed a hand on either side of the lectern and surveyed his audience as though he was looking for someone.

“Our final selection is . . .”

The air seemed to be sucked out of the room.

“Tommy. Tommy Baxter.”


Chapter Two


How embarrassing, I thought. He’s only gone and read out the wrong name. He obviously can’t mean me.

Everyone else must have had the same thought because the room had remained totally silent, as though we were all waiting for Mac to deliver the punchline: “Tommy. Tommy Baxter . . . who will only be selected for the Maunby Cup if a deadly pandemic wipes the rest of you out!”


A rapid series of thuds broke the silence as Mac tapped his mic. He leaned right into the device, his mouth almost touching the mic’s spongy black covering. “Is this thing working?” he said and immediately recoiled as his voice boomed through the speakers, causing several students to cover their ears. “Oops,” he added. “Apparently it’s working just fine.” He lifted his glasses off his nose and cast his eyes around the assembled Year 11s like a prison searchlight looking for an escapee.

“Is Tommy here? Tommy Baxter?”

Oh God. He did mean me. It wasn’t a joke.

People who had witnessed my late arrival began to turn around and look for me. Others took their lead, creating a ripple effect that spread across the hall. Even people sitting far away in the front rows were craning their necks to try and spot me. My hands suddenly felt ice cold and a bead of sweat trickled down my temple. I pulled at my collar, trying to uncoil the snake that had tightly wrapped itself around my neck.

The boy next to me, a Chinese student named Ru, jabbed me on the arm.

“Tommy,” he whispered urgently. “Why aren’t you going up, man? It’s you!”

I tried to tell him he could have my spot but my tongue had stuck to the roof of my mouth and I made a weird, high-pitched “Hmmmnng?” sound instead. Ru scrunched his nose up and gave me a gentle push. “Get up. Go!”

I reluctantly rose to my feet but my right leg had gone to sleep and I plopped straight back down onto the cushioned seat. Ru grabbed my arm and gently eased me up, like I was an elderly relative who needed to use the toilet.

“Thanks,” I muttered, though I didn’t mean it, and then began the long, awkward walk towards the stage.

A pathetic smattering of applause accompanied me as I hobbled down the aisle on my half-asleep leg. It was nowhere near enthusiastic enough to block out the whispered jibes from the audience that were pitched just loud enough for me to hear.

“Who even is that?”

“Does he go to this school?”

“Is he a new kid?”

I chanced a quick look to my right and immediately locked eyes with Crystal Pears, a cruel girl with a long, thin face and sallow complexion. She narrowed her eyes and used the bony fingers of her right hand to make an L-shape on her forehead: L for loser. Not very original and a bit childish, but definitely accurate.

The applause soon completely died out and Mac tried to re-ignite it by clapping directly into his mic, making meaty, amplified thumps that competed with my pounding heartbeat for space inside my skull.

As I neared the front of the hall I suddenly realised with horror that I would have to climb a set of steep, narrow steps to access the stage. I’d never been up there before so my brain hadn’t even bothered to acknowledge their existence. The only thing that would make this situation worse was if I tripped and fell in front of the whole year. My life would basically be over at that point.

I reached the steps and paused, my feet suddenly feeling like breeze blocks attached to a pair of noodles. I could hear hushed giggles as I glanced up at the ceiling of the auditorium to try and snap myself out of my mental paralysis. Somehow it worked: step-climbing autopilot kicked in and a moment later there I was, on stage with my headmaster and three of the brightest and most talented kids in school.

Mac was talking into the mic again but his words were just a blah-blah din to my frazzled brain. I was vaguely aware of somebody bounding up on stage with a camera and asking the four of us to stand closer together. I tried to arrange my face into something resembling a smile but the flash went off before I could manage it.

The headmaster continued to drone on and I stared down at the scuffed floor of the stage, eager to avoid the glare of more than one hundred pairs of judgemental eyes. There were five people on stage but I knew everyone would be looking at me, all asking themselves the same question: why is he up there instead of me? I shifted from one foot to the other and shoved my hands into my pockets, then crossed my arms tightly across my chest before almost immediately stuffing my hands back into my pockets again. The urge to run was almost unbearable.

Luckily I didn’t have to endure the intense agony for much longer. Mac thanked everyone for coming and dismissed them back to their classes. My fellow Year 11s filed slowly out of their seated rows and Mr Oliphant swung the doors open to release them.

“May I be the first to congratulate you!” said Mac, turning to the four of us with his arms spread wide. “Very well done on a splendid achievement.”

I scanned his face for any sign that he might be pranking me but found none. Then it occurred to me there was a chance he was losing his mind. That happened to some old people, right? I’d just wait for the other teachers to tell me Mac had made a mistake and then I’d slink back into obscurity, no hard feelings.

“This year will be the 478th edition of the Maunby Cup,” Mac continued, “which has run more or less continuously since 1542. We couldn’t send students across the Atlantic during World War II, of course, thanks to those pesky U-boats.”

Okay, I’ll admit he didn’t sound like somebody who’d lost their mind.

“We’ve got much to talk about,” he continued. “Come to my study after final period, say just after four o’clock?”

Cleo let out a sulky tut. “I’ve got training. Sir.”

Her voice was an octave lower than most girls her age which, coupled with her east London accent, gave her a streetwise edge that was a bit out of place in the grand surroundings of East Horten. I found her both awesome and terrifying at the same time.

“Fear not, Miss Cunningham. I’ve spoken with Coach Taylor and he’s more than happy to skip your session on this occasion. He said he’ll see you out on the athletics track at the usual time of 6 o’clock tomorrow morning. Okay?”

Cleo’s jaw tightened. “I s’pose.”

I wondered why she seemed so sullen. If I had her talent I’d be pretty happy about it.

“Well, I’ll see you all later then,” said Mac. “Tea and crumpets will be served. Well done again!”

I darted off the stage as quickly as I could, not wanting to field any awkward questions from the other three about why I had been selected. Head down, I marched out of the auditorium, through the glass doors, then jogged across the lawn towards the Year 11 block. I reached the musty lobby and was soon reunited with my favourite cubicle.

I sat down on the closed toilet in the grip of my first ever panic attack, complete with thumping heartbeat, wobbly legs and tingly lips. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the cistern, inhaling through my nose and slowly out through my lips to try and regulate my ragged breathing.

I had just been shoved into a spotlight that was going to track my every move from now until . . . probably forever. I was going to badly mess up East Horten’s most beloved tradition and the whole school would soon know about it. I may as well start packing my bags because it was only a matter of time before the school started packing them for me. Mental note: read reviews for local dreary orphanages.

My last lesson of the day was about to start but there was no way I could face that. My seat was right at the front of Miss Underwood’s Geography class, which meant everyone would spend the entire lesson staring at the least deserving Maunby Cup participant in history. Me.

I had never deliberately bunked off a lesson before but this was an extreme case. When Miss Underwood reported me for being absent I would just say I had felt sick. Which wouldn’t actually be a lie.


Chapter Three


Adoor slammed somewhere and wrenched me back to consciousness. I had somehow managed to fall asleep on the toilet, a new low even for me.

I glanced at my watch – it was 4:17pm, meaning I had been asleep for over an hour and was late for the second time that day. I wiped away a patch of drool that had dried onto my cheek and rubbed my temple, which was sore from resting against the metal toilet roll dispenser.

The hour between last period and dinner was free time at East Horten. Most students usually walked down the hill into the village to buy snacks and hang out by the crumbly old wishing fountain, but rain was pattering heavily against the toilet skylight so the majority would probably be sheltering in their dorms or the Year 11 common room. That was good news. It meant I probably wouldn’t have to deal with anyone on the short walk to Raleigh House, the grand, castle-like building that housed the dining hall and staff offices.

A moment later I was sprinting across Sycamore Lawn with my school blazer pulled over my head as a makeshift umbrella, my tie flapping into my face as I went.

“Ah, Mr Baxter!” came an echoey shout from across the lawn. I lifted my blazer slightly to see Mac backtracking into the shelter of the stone archway at the entrance to Raleigh House. I broke into the quickest sprint I could manage, my elbows flapping up and down like I was attempting an absurd impression of a chicken.

“I’m so sorry I’m late, sir,” I said as I joined Mac in the porch.

“I was about to come looking for you. Your dorm’s in Cook House, yes?”

“That’s right. But I was in the, uh . . . I haven’t been feeling the greatest, sir.”

He yanked open the heavy wooden door and ushered me into the entrance hall towards the sweeping stone staircase that led up to the first floor of the building, where the staff offices were.

“Sorry to hear that. But I’m sure it’s nothing a warming fire and a nice cup of tea can’t fix.”


Tenner says you’re wrong.

We ascended the staircase in silence. I had never been on the first floor of Raleigh before but there was something oddly familiar about the smooth stone steps that were almost as deep as they were wide. A blurry vision flashed through my mind of a faceless woman carrying me up the stairs, but it went as quickly as it came and its absence left me feeling strangely sad – like when you wake up in the middle of a really good dream. Maybe it wasn’t just Mac who was losing his mind?

“We’re just down this way,” said my headmaster, suddenly sounding like someone had replaced his voicebox with a wheezy whistle.

We headed down a carpeted corridor, its walls crowded with paintings of old men who all looked extremely serious. One particularly old timer was sat by a fire reading a book, while another was leaning over a globe, inspecting it with a magnifying glass. I wondered how he’d managed to hold up the magnifying glass long enough to be painted. His arm must have really ached by the end.

“All our former headmasters,” said Mac. “I’m number sixty-eight. My portrait will go up when I retire, though they’ll have to drag me out of here kicking and screaming!”

He paused near the end of the corridor. “This one here is none other than Sir Francis Maunby himself. Numero uno.”

Sir Francis had been painted wearing a ridiculous bright red tunic and leggings, complete with a large ruffled collar around his neck and a dark green cloak. He looked like some kind of medieval superhero.

“That’s what you and your friends will be trying to win,” said Mac, tapping the pane of clear plastic that protected the painting. Sir Francis had one hand on a globe and the other clutching the handle of a large silver trophy. That large silver trophy. He glared down at me and I could almost see his broad grey moustache curl in disdain as his beady grey eyes bored into me. “They’ve picked you for my Cup?” I imagined him sneering. “That simply won’t do. That won’t do at all.”


I tore my eyes away from the portrait and followed Mac towards a door at the end of the corridor, a small gold-coloured nameplate reading ‘Headmaster’ attached to it. Mac led me into what looked like an old-fashioned study, full of dark wood and the smell of old books. Dexter was stood by an ornate wooden desk stirring a cup of tea with a pen.

“Oops,” he said at having been caught in the act. “I couldn’t find a spoon,” he added sheepishly, pulling the pen out and dripping tea all over the desk.

“Spoons are by the kettle,” said Mac. “Best clean that up first, though,” he added, passing Dexter a tissue. “That desk is more than 500 years old. It was a gift to the school from Henry VIII himself.”

The colour vanished from Dexter’s face and he dabbed at the tea puddle like he was cleaning a newborn baby.

“Thanks for finally showing up,” said a voice from an area of the room I hadn’t even noticed was there. “I’m missing training for this.”

I turned to see Cleo perched on the edge of a red leather armchair in a sitting area by a large stone hearth, in which a fire crackled softly. She was sat stiffly upright, her long arms and legs rigidly crossed, her rich golden-brown skin catching the soft glow of the fire. Her hair was tied into a bun so tight her eyebrows were arched upwards towards her hairline. Even from across the room I could see flames dancing in her unflinching amber eyes.

“I neglected to carry out formal introductions earlier,” said Mac, placing a hand on my shoulder. “But you already know Tommy, I assume?”

My whole body tightened and I instinctively resented him for drawing attention to me. Cleo locked onto me and I felt my insides shrivel under her laser-like glare. If I had been a snail I would have darted into my shell and probably stayed there for the rest of the day.

“I’ve seen him around,” she said, cocking her head and flashing me a hollow smile.

I broke off eye contact and it was then that I noticed Nell sat on a pouffe on the other side of the fireplace. She had her back to me and was slowly rotating a crumpet over the fire on the end of a long poker.

She turned to face me and I immediately looked down at the floor, studying the carpet as though its elaborate leafy pattern was suddenly the most interesting thing in the world.

“You should know Nell Parker,” said Mac, seemingly oblivious to the heavy fog of social tension in the air. “I believe you’re in the same History class.”

I did know Nell, though mostly the back of her head. She sat directly in front of me in History and I probably spent more time staring at her mane of toffee-brown hair than I did at my textbooks. Correction: I definitely spent more time staring at her mane of toffee-brown hair than I did at my textbooks.

I gave a small nod in her direction and she raised her eyebrows in response along with a thin smile. Nell always smiled with her mouth closed. Probably, I thought, to hide the slight gap between her two front teeth. Somebody really needed to tell her to smile properly because the little gap was the cutest thing. Not me, though, obviously.

“Here,” said Dexter, gently nudging my arm with a small white teacup covered in dark blue flowers.

“Thanks,” I replied a little too cheerily, grateful for the interruption.

I took the cup and immediately scrunched my face up as I spotted little black flecks floating around in the pale brown liquid. I tried to fish one out, but the tea was boiling hot and I had to clamp my lips shut to prevent the escape of what would have been an embarrassing yell.

“Please, find yourselves a seat,” said Mac, who had disappeared behind his desk and appeared to be rifling through a drawer. “I’ll be just a moment,” he muttered to himself. “It should be in here somewhere.”

“This is so dope,” Dexter said to me once we had taken a seat on a small grey sofa opposite the fire and the girls. “Live streaming from the Amazon . . . my channel is going to blow up! Think how many new sub–”

He abruptly stopped talking and I followed his eyeline to see Cleo staring him down with a hostile glare, which she immediately transferred to me. I broke eye contact but accidentally looked right at Nell, who was popping a large piece of crumpet into her mouth at that precise moment. She caught me staring and turned away, covering the visible side of her face with a hand as she ate.

I silently swore at myself for being so clumsy and looked straight down at my tea, focusing intently on one of the black flecks as it floated around on the surface of the steaming liquid. I may not have been served tea in my toilet cubicle but at least I could be alone there. You can’t make a fool of yourself if nobody can see you.

“Found it!” Mac announced from behind his desk, then marched over to us holding aloft a small book. He hiked up his trouser legs and sat down in a bright yellow armchair next to Nell, then placed the book on a small side table alongside the cup of tea Dexter had made for him.

“Welcome,” he said, smiling broadly as he surveyed the four of us. “And congratulations once more on being selected for this year’s Maunby Cup.”


“About that, sir,” I imagined myself saying out loud. “There seems to have been a serious flaw in your selection process. I mean, you do know who I am, right? You need to get me out of this immediately and replace me with someone who actually deserves to be here. It’s not like there’s a shortage of candidates, you’ve basically got the entire year to choose from!”


I snapped out of my daydream to find Mac in mid flow. “ . . . every year since the school was founded almost half a millennia ago,” he was saying. “You are the latest in a long line of bright young people to take on this exciting challenge and may I say what an exceptional bunch you are.”

I stared down at my shoes, certain that the others would be firing judgemental glances in my direction. My shoelaces seemed to morph into the cruel face of Crystal Pears, the lace tips taking on an ‘L’ shape. Even my own shoes were against me.

“Let’s get the formalities out of the way, shall we?” went on Mac. “I believe your parents will be emailed the necessary consent forms tomorrow morning, so you may wish to share the exciting news with them this evening. Tommy, as your legal guardian, Mrs M will take care of your forms and anything else you might need.”


Thanks for bringing up the whole no parents thing, I thought, and stared hard at the fire, trying to look like I hadn’t even noticed the comment but totally failing. My left eyelid was twitching and I could feel heat rising in my cheeks.

“Your expedition is planned for early next month, so we have about three weeks to get you up to speed for the kind of things you might face in the Amazon. Don’t worry, though, there will be two adults accompanying you across to Brazil. Ava Wilder, former East Horten pupil and pilot extraordinaire, is flying us over there and will provide any ground support that might be needed. Yours truly will also be tagging along, though purely to offer advice and guidance, you understand. I’ve participated in my fair share of expeditions over the years but, as you can probably tell, I’m far too old to be gallivanting through the rainforest these days.”
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