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      Fernbrook was a small town nestled in the heart of the Lake District, part of the Greater West Water area that’s tucked in the surrounding mountains and valleys, encircled by beautiful lakes. With barely two hundred people to call it home, it was one of those communities where everyone knows everyone else. Not that the town was stagnant and without its fair share of excitement. Fernbrook was visited a lot by tourists. They loved to rent a boat for a day and sail the smooth waters.

      Sailing and hiking expeditions were the small town's primary income source. The picturesque village was beautiful all year round and featured world-famous bakeries. As the town's popularity grew, celebrities frequently visited the B&B and central hotel, Lake View Lodge. Fernbrook was perfectly located for easy access to the rest of Northern England. Even though everyone knew everyone's business and there were no secrets in Fernbrook, most residents stayed in the small town, not venturing out to the big cities.

      If you wanted to relocate to Fernbrook, you had to join the waitlist. It was rare that a house or piece of land came up for sale because everyone loved the small town so much. It was not only rich in beauty but also in its community. Everyone was always happy to help each other, and the small village was one big happy family.

      The pride and joy of Fernbrook was the secondary school, The Northern Swan.

      Pupils from The Northern Swan boasted some of the best exam results in the country. People from up and down England applied for their kids to join, but The Northern Swan only accepted a handful of students who didn't live in Fernbrook. Some of the school's pupils went on to Oxford or Cambridge. Others travelled abroad and completed their education in the world's most prestigious schools.

      Some of the school's most successful students would visit once a year for the school's open house, which showed off the school and help attract investors. Not that they were hard to find. Lawyers, business tycoons, and engineers had been nourished and flourished under the school's dedicated teachers and were more than willing to donate funds enough to make The Northern Swan a showpiece of modern education.

      Unlike most UK schools, The Northern Swan took part of its curriculum from schools worldwide. Their innovative approach to teaching was touted as being the reason for the students’ brilliance. In addition, they hosted a selection of extracurricular activities such as drama, sports, glee club, a choir and cheerleading, and a host of triathlons and other sporting events.

      Like most schools though, The Northern Swan was not without conflict. While the teachers encouraged students to be inclusive and accepting of each other, the students preferred to stick with their cliques. They had their sports kids, mathletes, drama kids, and many more. The faculty at The Northern Swan had a zero-tolerance policy on bullying and always encouraged students from all social groups to work together. While the students complained, these tactics had proved to be a tremendous success.

      In the class of 2007, two of the school's most promising students were Charlotte Black and Benedict Cookson. Charlotte and Benedict were from completely different worlds. From the moment they met, it was clear they were oil and water. No one could really say why they rubbed each other the wrong way. But it soon became apparent the only way to manage their animosity was to try to stay apart as much as possible. These feelings were made worse by their competitiveness, as each sought to attain the school's most prestigious awards. Over time, this developed into an intense dislike for each other, to where the tension between them was almost palpable if they was in the same room.

      As the final year of school approached, Charlotte and Benedict were both secretly working towards the school's rewards program. If a student hit the criteria and had the suitable recommendations, the school would help them apply and get the grants needed to help them secure a place at their chosen university. The rewards program also offered a financial reward to help with studies, travel, or starting a new business. Every year, students would apply, but only a handful could be selected. Only three students could win this award per year.

      As the rewards program was popular and competitive, many students kept their results close to their chest. Of course, there were plenty who bragged about their grades and odds of winning, but Charlotte and Benedict were among those who kept their cool. Maybe they each hoped their silence would be mistaken for disinterest in the award. After all, it was better to be underestimated and steal victory from what looked like the jaws of defeat.

      This made them more alike than either of them would have ever admitted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Benedict was an arrogant idiot.

      Well, maybe not an idiot. As much as Charlotte hated to admit it, there were very few students at The Northern Swan who were as smart as him. She’d overheard the teachers talking once that Benedict had got one of the highest IQs in the school’s history.

      It rather made her wonder where she fell on that list. High no doubt. But as high as him? Higher?

      No. He wasn’t stupid. But did Benedict really need to look down on everyone who wasn't as smart as him? Anti-social, closed minded…He judged anyone who was interested in the arts, or the other subjects he deemed a waste of time.

      Charlotte, on the other hand, helped organise and host many of the school's events, and she couldn't help but notice how Benedict never got involved. Even when the school's football or rugby team celebrated their successes, he was nowhere to be found. Charlotte shook her head. His loss, her gain. In her mind, she labelled him a self-centered brat and told herself it didn’t matter.

      And it didn’t. Not really.

      Charlotte was naturally beautiful and blessed with a talent for the arts. She was tall, slim, with thick blonde hair that fell halfway down her back in a silken cascade. With her emerald-green eyes, it was only natural that she attracted the attention of the hottest guy in school and was picked as head cheerleader in her first year. It wasn't her fault that she was so talented.

      Likewise, Benedict was skilled in academics, a straight-A student who was often flooded with the girls' attention from his class. Unlike Charlotte, Benedict had no interest in dating, and while Charlotte was great at sports, Benedict was rubbish at them. They were complete polar opposites and yet they were constantly compared one to the other. This irritated Charlotte, quite naturally, who failed to see just how alike they were.

      Perhaps if she’d understood just how much they had in common, she might have been more forgiving of his attitude. She might have even realised that the things she hated so much about him were reflected in herself. They were, after all, a product of parents who lived their lives through their children. Both were being held to ridiculously high standards.

      Was it any wonder they tried so hard and looked down on the rest of the world with so much contempt?

      Charlotte's mum, Ava, was a veteran of the beauty pageant circuit and even ran her own business training girls for their beauty pageant debut. From the time Charlotte could walk and talk, Ava had pushed her ideas on her. It didn't matter that Ava was a successful businesswoman. Her business had come after years of success on the circuit, so she never cared for education, seeing little value in it. Ava lived by old-fashioned values, thinking it was more important for a girl to be the perfect housewife and find a husband than be able to stand up on her own two feet.

      “A girl with your beauty is rare, darling. You shouldn't let it go to waste. A real man doesn't want a woman who can outperform him in the boardroom,” Ava would say.

      “Mum, I don't want to depend on my husband. I want to make my own money, to do things for myself,” Charlotte would argue back.

      “You can do that, darling. Just look at me. Beauty fades. Make the most of it while you can. You could be the next big model. Then you could have any man you want and be financially independent. Master the beauty pageant circuit as I did. That's the first stepping-stone to modelling,” Ava would respond, clearly not about to back down.

      It was often a source of conflict at home. Charlotte wanted to make her mother proud, and truth be told, she enjoyed the beauty pageants and casting calls for modelling shoots. It broke her heart when she had to hide her academic successes from her mother. Charlotte was often jealous of her friends’ relationships with their mothers, but that didn't stop her from loving Ava all the same. Their relationship was just different from most.

      One thing that vexed Charlotte the most was that many people considered her obsessed with her looks.

      Well, this wasn’t entirely untrue, not if she were honest with herself. As a result, people frequently underestimated her. People would overlook her, assuming that she wouldn't be interested in some events or subjects. As Charlotte grew older, she tried to not let this bother her so much. She actually started liking when people underestimated her. She lived for the look of surprise on their faces when she proved them wrong.

      Yet nothing got under her skin more than when Benedict would talk down her successes as if her achievements were less than his.

      “Well done, Charlotte. I hope you are applying for the rewards program. With grades like these and your extracurricular activities, you have a real shot at winning,” one of her teachers, Mrs Bran, had said one day after handing Charlotte her history assignment back.

      Charlotte looked over the paper to see a large A+ stamped into the top corner and comments of praise in the margins of each page.

      Charlotte smiled. “Thanks, Mrs Bran!”

      Benedict was sitting in the seat in front of Charlotte and mumbled something she couldn't hear.

      “Say something?” she asked, giving his chair leg a swift kick under the table.

      “Whatever,” Benedict replied, turning his paper over. He didn't turn it fast enough for Charlotte not to notice his A and a ninety-eight percent in the top corner.

      It shouldn't have, but it gave her a tiny smidge of satisfaction that she has scored higher than the school's genius. It gave her even more satisfaction that he seemed to know it too. She wondered sometimes if things would have been different somehow, more rewarding if they’d been friends. They’d never been able to manage it though. Charlotte could hardly remember saying more than a few sentences to Benedict once she thought about it. All the same, the pair continuously clashed for some reason.

      What made it even more irritating was just how much their feud was a source of grand entertainment for the rest of the school. Something needed to change.
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      Benedict thought little more of Charlotte than she did of him. He felt she was self-absorbed and a bit of an airhead, forever living in her dream world. Benedict assumed Charlotte thought she was better than everyone else and wasted far too much time with her extracurricular activities such as drama and cheerleading. Cheerleading was more of an American activity, and Benedict could never understand why Charlotte, and the school, took part in the sport.

      Benedict's father, Robert, much like Ava, was stern and humourless. Yet, unlike Ava, Robert prized education and knowledge above anything else. For as long as Benedict could remember, his schoolwork was criticised, with Robert always pushing him to do more and to be better than everyone else.

      
      

      “You can do better than this. Show me you’re not as stupid as you’re pretending to be. Now re-read it!” Robert's voice boomed as he shoved heavy books at the boy, classical literature and history years above the child’s understanding.

      “Robert, stop. He is four years old. Let him be a child, for God's sake,” Clara snapped, scooping a crying Benedict into her arms.

      “No son of mine will be an idiot!” Robert yelled back.

      “With a father like you, can you blame him?”

      “He should read at a higher level. When I was his age, I could read twice as fast as he does now and was already halfway through the collected works of Shakespeare!” Robert yelled, tossing the book forcefully across the room.

      “Really? And all the reading, what exactly has it done for you? It certainly didn't teach you compassion or human decency. He is barely out of diapers for crying out loud,” Clara screamed back as she cradled a now hysterical Benedict.

      
      

      Robert’s demands on Benedict to do better, and his temper when Clara disagreed, was the primary source of conflict during his parents’ brief marriage. Benedict never asked what their relationship was like before he was born. As far back as he could remember, all they did was argue. At first, Benedict tried to do better to please his father and stop his yelling. When that didn’t work, he tried everything he could to show his parents how much he loved them. But everyone had their breaking point, and the arguments eventually became too much for his mother to bear. Clara left when Benedict was five.

      Benedict was entirely unprepared for this abandonment. Clara had always showered Benedict with love and affection. He never could figure out why she had left him behind. Maybe his father was right, and he wasn't good enough after all. It didn’t help that Robert blamed Benedict for Clara’s leaving, telling his son that she would have stayed if he had been smarter and done better in school. As Benedict grew older, he knew his father's words were said in grief, but it didn't stop them from hurting.

      His father's words plagued him for years. With only his father in his life, he pushed himself to do better, to be smarter than everyone else. Constantly fearful his father would leave him too if he were not good enough, he would study late into the night when he got home from school, double-checking and triple-checking his work. In school, he would sit anxiously waiting for the results until he felt sick to his stomach from the stress.

      At home, his father would look over his shoulder, pushing him to plan what he would do when he won the rewards program.

      “Look at the past winners. Do you see any of them with grades any less than an A+? No! you're slipping, boy!” Robert scolded, looking down his nose at his son.

      “I'm trying, dad. I have the highest IQ in the school's history.”

      “I know, son. That's why I am so hard on you. You have a rare gift, and you're letting it go to waste. What good is a high IQ if you don’t put it to work?” Robert said.

      Benedict thought his father sounded sorry for snapping, but it was short-lived before the demands and insults started in again. All Benedict ever wanted was his father's approval, a hug, or a simple 'well-done son, I'm proud of you.’ But it never came.

      It annoyed Benedict how Charlotte seemed to match his results, especially given how much hard work he put into his grades. He was convinced she was using her looks to bribe some of the other students to do her work. She was quiet in class, but always seen laughing and joking with her friends everywhere else she went. She spent so much time working on pageants, casting calls, and school events that Benedict couldn't understand how she was doing so well.

      It’s not fair. I put in all this work, and she does nothing for the same results.

      What was worse was how everyone praised Charlotte when she did well, while everyone expected the boy-genius to perform purely because of his IQ. Everyone assumed it came naturally to him, and while that was partly true, it annoyed him that no one knew just how much effort he spent.

      “Wonder who she got to write that one for her,” Benedict mumbled, rolling his eyes at Mrs Bran's praise.

      “Say something?” Charlotte asked, kicking his chair.
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      The bell rang, punctuating the end of history class and that the students should quickly head to their next session. Benedict shoved his paper in his bag, cramming it deep down, trying to forget about it. His father wouldn't be happy when he saw his results. He expected nothing less than 100% every single time.

      Tossing his bag over his shoulder and grabbing his blazer, he practically ran out the door and down the hall. His science class was on the third floor, and already a stream of students gathered at the lifts, too lazy to take the stairs. Taking the stairs two at a time, Benedict pushed his way through the chattering students and stormed into the empty science room. Tucking himself in a corner at the back of the room, he buried his head in his book and waited for class to start.

      Charlotte was one of the last students to join the class just before the bell rang. Benedict tried to ignore her and not let her get to him, but he felt his blood boil as she entered the classroom, laughing and joking with the other cheerleaders as though she hadn’t a care in the world. Some have it so easy, he thought.

      “Everyone, settle down. I have news and need your full attention,” the science teacher, Mr Smythe, said in his usual chipper tone.

      The students settled and sat, waiting patiently for his announcement. Mr Smythe was one of the most popular teachers in the school. The students loved him, and he had such a passion for education that he kept the students enthralled.

      “Now, as I am sure you are all aware, the school has wanted to expand its science program for some time now. Well, I am happy to announce that we have joined the regional science fair for the first time!” He cheered, and the students cheered with him.

      “Unfortunately, not all will get to compete, which I think is a shame because you are all the best students a teacher could ask for,” he said, bowing his head and placing his hand over his heart.

      “Sir, I bet you say that to all your students,” Charlotte said and chuckled, causing her friends to laugh with her.

      “What's the criteria for entry, Sir?” Benedict interrupted, wanting to get to the critical information and enjoying the annoyed look Charlotte’s friends shot him.

      “I'm glad you asked. Luckily, it's only open to year elevens, so thankfully, you all can submit an application,” the teacher began, tucking his arms behind his back. He paced the room. “With it being a regional event, at least fifteen schools compete. Each of you will be teamed up based on your grades to create the best teams. You have a month to come up with an experiment or project of your choosing. After that, I need a detailed paper explaining your project, and the best two will be picked,” he finished, and the students groaned their complaints.
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