
[image: Cover: Murder Academy: Camp Murder, by Sophie McKenzie. There are places you don’t want to go. Million Copy Bestselling Author of Girl Missing.]



[image: Murder Academy: Camp Murder, by Sophie McKenzie. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]




For Joe and Bea, and the light in dark places.






ONE

The dirt track through the wood to Camp Willow seems to go on for ever. The trees on either side sway in the breeze, casting spooky shadows in every direction.

I peer out of the car’s open window, feeling uneasy. I’ve never been anywhere this remote before.

‘We’re in the middle of nowhere,’ Billy groans beside me. ‘Signal’s gonna be rubbish.’

‘Enjoy the peace and quiet while it lasts,’ says his dad with a chuckle. ‘You’ll soon be surrounded by people, on the go from dawn to dusk.’

‘You don’t need to worry about the signal, either,’ Billy’s older sister Delphine adds. ‘It’s a Camp Willow rule. No electronic devices.’

‘What?’ Billy and I exclaim together.

I slump against the car window. ‘Nobody mentioned that when we signed up.’

We’re on our way to spend two weeks at a residential summer camp out in the countryside. A few of our friends from school will be here, while Ms Shirvani our PE teacher is on the staff, and Delphine has got a summer placement as one of the camp counsellors while she waits for her A-level results. Other than them, we won’t know anyone.

‘You won’t miss your phones,’ Delphine says confidently. ‘When I had my interview, Mrs Crisp – she’s the manager – said that the main focus of camp life is fun.’

‘Just so long as the main focus isn’t murder…’ I mutter, though only loudly enough for Billy to hear.

He grins at me. I try to smile back, but inside I’m remembering all the risks and dangers of our last term at school, when the two of us, together with our friends Wren and Romeo, worked out who killed our drama teacher, Mr Truckle.

The dirt path opens out into what seems to be some sort of car park, though only two vehicles are actually parked here. An empty minibus is turning around, ready to drive back up the path we’ve just come down.

‘Is this it?’ I ask, looking around. All I can see are more trees.

‘Not quite.’ Delphine is already opening the car door and swinging her long legs outside. ‘It’s another fifteen minutes’ walk to the camp, but the track gets too rough for an ordinary car.’

She opens the boot and hauls out our bags. If I had an older sister, I’d want her to be just like Delphine: she’s cool and kind and really smart. Billy grumbles sometimes that she does everything so well it makes him look bad, but I know the two of them are super close.

I stand back, gazing up at the cloudy sky while Billy and Delphine hug their dad goodbye. He gives me a wave, then turns to get back in the car.

‘Thanks for the lift, Mr Oyoke,’ I say.

‘Have fun!’ He winks, then revs the engine and drives off.

Delphine, Billy and I lug our bags along a narrow, winding track. It’s the middle of the day, but the clouds overhead are dark, threatening rain, and the air is far cooler than it was when we set off from Mayfield.

I seem to have packed twice as much as either of them, and soon the handle of Mum’s holdall is cutting painfully into my hand. Trees crowd us on both sides, the wind whistling through their waving branches. I glance into their shadowy depths. I know, obviously, that there aren’t animals like lions and gorillas in Britain, but even so I can’t help wondering what other wild creatures lurk among the trees.

Delphine is already wearing the white Camp Willow staff sweatshirt with the camp logo in green on the front. She chatters excitedly about one of the other counsellors as we walk. ‘Sadie sounds really cool,’ she says. ‘We’ve been messaging. I can’t wait to meet her.’

At last, we round a final bend in the path and the five wooden cabins of Camp Willow come into view.

The largest of these is positioned in the centre of a square, grassy clearing, with the other, smaller huts set around it. A huge awning extends from the main cabin, under which stands a long, wooden trestle table lined with benches. About thirty teenagers are swarming around the table, laughing and talking to each other.

Until today I’d been looking forward to camp, but I’m suddenly overwhelmed at the prospect of spending two weeks here with so many strangers.

‘Welcome to Camp Willow!’ A middle-aged woman with a sleek, black bob is striding towards us, her hand outstretched. She has an air of absolute authority about her and is dressed like an army sergeant in dark-green combats. The white of her Camp Willow sweatshirt is just visible under her zipped jacket. She greets Delphine warmly, then turns to me and Billy. ‘I’m the camp director, Charlotte Crisp,’ she says. ‘And you two must be part of the contingent from Mayfield Academy?’

‘Yes, this is my brother, Billy,’ says Delphine. ‘And his friend, Georgia.’

‘Have the others from our school arrived?’ Billy asks.

‘All but one, I believe.’

Billy and I exchange a glance. The latecomer is bound to be Wren; she’s never on time.

Mrs Crisp gives us a brisk smile. ‘Please feel free to leave your bags by Compass Hut – that’s the main cabin, which contains the kitchen and sick bay as well as the coaching staff’s quarters. You’ve got about twenty minutes to have a look around before lunch. Don’t go into the wood though – it’s easy to lose your way in there.’

I shudder. I can easily imagine getting lost among the trees.

Mrs Crisp takes Delphine’s elbow and steers her away, leaving Billy and I to dump our bags with the others outside the big cabin, then make our way towards the covered area at the back. As we get closer, I spot a stone circle laid out between the two cabins beyond Compass Hut. That must be where we’ll build a campfire later.

‘Look!’ exclaims Billy. ‘Wren’s here after all!’

I follow his gaze and see the familiar smile of our friend as she hurries towards us.

‘You’ve arrived!’ she cries, beaming at us both.

I grin back, suddenly feeling more positive about being here. Wren is the smartest, most together person I know; she has amazing clothes too. Today she’s wearing brand-new trainers, a blue top embroidered with beads and, I notice with pleasure, the little ‘W’ necklace I gave her for her birthday back in May. Her long, dark hair is braided into two slim plaits which swish across her shoulders as she turns to face me.

‘I just checked,’ she says excitedly. ‘We’re in East Cabin together, G. I’m so pleased we’re sharing, like our mums did when they went on holiday together.’

I nod. Wren’s mum and mine were friends when they were our age, but Wren’s mum died when she was little. ‘Which one is East Cabin?’ I ask.

‘D’oh!’ Wren grins. ‘The one facing east.’

I stare at her blankly.

‘Yeah, sorry, Wren.’ Billy makes a face. ‘We seem to have mislaid our compasses.’

‘You can tell from the sun,’ Wren says, rolling her eyes. ‘Well, not now, while its cloudy, but—’

‘The sun rises in the east!’ Billy says, looking so pleased with himself that both Wren and I laugh.

‘East Cabin is that one.’ Wren points to the cabin closest to the camp entrance. ‘Delphine is our counsellor. That means she has a room in our cabin and will be with us for meals and stuff. Hey, and Maisy Shaw is in with us too.’

I nod. Maisy is in our year at school. She’s not one of my closest friends, but it’ll be nice to have another familiar face around.

‘Have you seen Romeo yet?’ Billy asks.

I look up. Romeo became a good friend last term, when he helped us solve Mr Truckle’s murder. ‘He’s the late arrival, isn’t he?’

Wren nods. ‘Ms Shirvani’s here though. Did you know she’s one of the coaches?’

I nod. It was our tough-but-fair PE teacher who put up the ad for Camp Willow at school.

‘There are going to be four coaches,’ Wren explains. ‘All old, like teachers. And four counsellors, who are younger – like Delphine.’

Billy peers at his phone. ‘I was right, the signal is rubbish.’ He sighs. ‘Not that it matters.’

I grimace, remembering what Delphine said earlier about us not being able to use phones and other devices while we’re here.

‘At least we’ll have a campfire in the evenings.’ Billy points to the stone circle.

‘Yeah. According to the Camp Willow website, everyone gets a chance to perform then too,’ enthuses Wren.

‘Everyone does what?’ I ask, feeling alarmed.

‘It’s a camp tradition to sit around the fire in the evening,’ Wren explains, ‘and for one or two people to perform each time. You can sing or tell a story or even just present something you found in the woods. It’s just for fun.’

‘Sounds cool,’ says Billy.

I shudder to myself at the prospect. It was bad enough saying the few lines I had in last term’s school play.

Wren’s huge eyes widen. ‘Hey d’you want to see the lake? We’ve got time before lunch.’

‘There’s a lake?’ Billy asks.

‘Didn’t either of you look at the camp website?’ Wren wrinkles her nose.

Billy and I shake our heads.

We set off, past the fire pit and onto the southern path out of the clearing. I gaze at the trees on either side. The silence here is giving me the creeps.

‘Shouldn’t we hear birds chirping or something?’ I mutter.

‘Not really,’ says Wren. ‘Their chicks have flown the nest, so their parents don’t need to defend their territory so hard.’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Right.’

After half a minute, the path opens out and a massive stretch of water comes into view.

‘Lake Willow is where the camp gets its name,’ announces Wren.

My jaw drops as I take it in. The oval expanse of calm water is surrounded by woodland. Over to the right, a group of willow trees line the banks, hundreds of fronds dangling in the water. A small, wooden jetty is built out from the shore to our left. Five slim, oval-shaped boats are moored there. A girl I don’t know is standing on the jetty, looking out across the water. Her long, red hair flutters in the breeze.

‘Ooh, look! Canoes!’ Billy exclaims.

‘They’re kayaks,’ Wren corrects.

Billy glances at me sideways as we walk towards the jetty. I’m guessing he has no idea of the difference. As we reach the jetty, the girl standing there turns around.

‘Hi,’ she says, shyly. ‘I’m Shelley-Ann.’

‘Hi,’ says Billy, stepping forward with a big smile and introducing us. As soon as he starts speaking, Shelley-Ann seems to relax a bit. That’s the Billy effect. Everyone always likes him.

I gaze around the lake. The dark clouds are low overhead now, almost pressing onto the trees on the shore opposite. I can’t see any houses and only one building. It’s on the other side of the lake: a boarded-up brick structure with a high tower at one end.

‘What’s that?’ I point to the building.

‘Looks like an old water tower,’ Wren says.

‘It’s kind of spooky,’ I say.

‘Do you think so?’ Shelley-Ann asks. She turns and looks straight at me, her eyes wide with anxiety. ‘That’s where Alice Bray was last seen.’

‘Who’s Alice Bray?’ I ask. ‘What happened to her?’

‘Nobody knows,’ Shelley-Ann says solemnly. ‘But I’m certain she was murdered.’





TWO

A shiver wriggles down my spine. Shelley-Ann’s lips tremble with emotion.

‘Murdered?’ I gulp, staring across the lake to the old water tower. ‘A girl was murdered there?’ An image of that terrible moment last term when I found our teacher’s body in the library flashes through my mind. Could another killer be on the prowl right now? Here, near Camp Willow?

‘When was this?’ Wren asks. I look at Shelley-Ann, intent on her answer.

‘Nearly fifty years ago,’ she says.

The tension in my body eases. ‘Ah… so this is an old murder?’ I smile with relief.

Shelley-Ann’s eyes fill with hurt. ‘Oh, so if it happened in the past you don’t care?’

‘No, that’s not what I meant,’ I protest.

‘Wait a sec,’ Wren says. ‘Why are you so sure this… this Alice Bray was murdered? You weren’t around fifty years ago. And you just said that nobody knows for sure what happened to her.’

Shelley-Ann draws herself up, a pained expression on her face. ‘Alice Bray was on a family trip to Willow Lake. She went for a walk and… vanished. She was last seen by the old water tower, wearing a white dress, but the building was boarded up even then – it had been shut down decades before – and there was no sign of her anywhere. The police at the time decided she’d run away; she was seventeen and a bit of a rebel. Her mum had died a few years before and her dad didn’t know how to handle her; they were always arguing.’

‘How come you know so much about it?’ Billy asks.

‘Alice Bray was my gran’s older sister.’ Shelley-Ann’s voice trembles. ‘My gran and I are really close, and Gran has always said that Alice would never have… abandoned her. So, she must be dead. I wanted to see where she vanished, but now I’m here it’s… it’s… overwhelming.’ Her eyes fill with tears and before any of us can speak, she runs away, back along the path leading to the camp.

The three of us stand, staring after her.

‘Alice Bray was her family,’ Wren says. ‘No wonder she’s upset.’

‘I didn’t mean to make it worse,’ I say, feeling all my earlier anxieties flooding back. I’ve been in the camp for five minutes and I’ve managed to offend the first new person my age that I’ve met.

‘Don’t worry about it, G,’ Billy says.

‘Yeah, Billy’s right.’ Wren offers me a sympathetic smile. ‘Hey, it must be time for lunch. Let’s get back to camp.’

She sets off up the path. Billy gives my arm a reassuring squeeze.

‘Come on,’ he says.

I hesitate a moment. Now I know someone was possibly killed here, the abandoned water tower looks even spookier than before, especially under the low dark skies over the lake.

‘Are you okay?’ Billy asks.

‘Course,’ I say, trying to shake off the sense of foreboding that is threading through me.



As everyone seats themselves around the long trestle table for lunch, a soft rain starts pattering on the awning overhead.

‘I hope that stops soon,’ Billy mutters, reaching for a chunk of bread from the basket in front of us.

I glance along the table, to where Shelley-Ann is talking to a girl with a dark brown ponytail. Shelley-Ann must sense me looking because she turns and meets my gaze. I smile, and she smiles sadly back.

‘Good afternoon!’ Mrs Crisp claps her hands together and everyone immediately falls silent. ‘We are still missing one camper, but we have a strict timetable to keep to, so I’m not waiting any longer to get things started.’

‘Strict timetables sound like school,’ Billy grumbles under his breath.

‘Where has Romeo got to?’ Wren whispers, gazing up and down the table.

I shrug. ‘Romeo likes to do his own thing,’ I point out. ‘He’ll be here soon, I’m sure.’

Mrs Crisp launches into a brisk explanation of the camp and the way it runs. It turns out we’ll be doing a variety of small group and whole group activities with the camp coaches every day, then gathering together for dinner and the campfire every evening. Girls sleep in the East and North cabins, boys in West and South.

‘Now, a few camp rules,’ Mrs Crisp says, sternly. ‘The cabins of other camp members are strictly out of bounds. No one is to leave their designated activity area without permission or go out on Lake Willow or into the woods unless a member of staff is present. You are forbidden to visit the derelict Victorian water tower on the other side of the lake. Nobody is to build a fire anywhere other than in the designated firepit and only under the instruction of a coach or a counsellor. Most importantly, nobody leaves the camp after dark.’

‘I take it back,’ Billy murmurs. ‘It’s worse than school.’

Mrs Crisp turns and glares at him, though she can’t possibly have heard what he said.

‘There is a rota for chores. Each day, one cabin will be responsible for communal clearing and washing dishes, one for food prep and cooking, one for dealing with the fire and one for cleaning the latrine.’

‘What’s a latrine?’ I whisper to Wren.

‘Toilets.’ She makes a face. ‘Apparently, they’re in another clearing about a hundred metres away along with a couple of showers.’

At the end of the table, Mrs Crisp smiles at the looks of disgust on several faces, then tucks her bobbed hair behind her ears. ‘Now, on to more fun items. Each day you will rise for breakfast at 6 a.m.’

Cries rise up around the table.

‘Fun?’ Billy says indignantly. ‘If I’d known we’d be dragged out of bed before dawn, I’d never have agreed to come.’

‘You’d have known if you’d bothered to look at the website,’ Wren hisses. ‘Anyway, 6 a.m. isn’t before dawn at this time of year.’

‘I know it sounds early,’ Mrs Crisp says, calmly, ‘but we follow the light here and rising at six makes the most of the day.’ She pauses. ‘It’s now time to meet our coaches.’

Three people stand up. Aside from Ms Shirvani, there’s a woman who looks fierce and sporty and a man who smiles enthusiastically. They’re all wearing the white Camp Willow sweatshirt. I’m still preoccupied at having upset Shelley-Ann, so I’m not really listening, other than to clap loudly when Ms Shirvani is introduced. As the coaches sit down, Mrs Crisp clears her throat.

‘A fourth coach for water sports will join us the day after tomorrow. And, in addition to our official training staff, each cabin is allocated a counsellor who will be with you for meals, overseeing each cabin’s chores and many of your daily activities. Your counsellor has their own room at the back of your cabin and is under strict instructions to make sure you get to sleep on time. Ha, ha!’ Mrs Crisp waves her hand in the direction of the two male and two female counsellors, motioning them to stand in turn.

Billy, Wren and I whoop when she introduces Delphine, who blushes. Then comes Sadie, the girl Delphine was looking forward to meeting. Sadie waves enthusiastically around the table, her eyes sparkling. She’s the only counsellor not wearing one of the white camp sweatshirts. Instead, she’s dressed in a blue T-shirt with the words Born to Rebel on the front.

‘At least she looks fun,’ Billy whispers in my ear.

I’m about to reply that looks can be deceiving, when the two male counsellors stand up. I clock that the first guy, Joshua, seems sullen and bored but then the second stands up and all other thoughts vanish from my head.

Arlo looks about nineteen or twenty and is movie-star handsome, with dark curly hair, broad shoulders and striking pale-grey eyes. I’m not the only one who has noticed. Excited murmuring ripples around the table. The girl opposite me nudges the one next to her and whispers something that makes the second girl giggle.

Arlo sweeps his gaze across the group. For a second, his eyes meet mine. I look away, feeling self-conscious. Thankfully, Mrs Crisp declares that introductions and explanations are over for now and we are free to eat lunch while the counsellors collect our electronic devices. The table erupts into chatter, and surprisingly little grumbling about handing over our phones.

Billy reaches for a huge chunk of bread and cheese. ‘Yum,’ he says.

I sit back, my thoughts returning to Shelley-Ann and how upset she looked earlier.

‘You okay?’ Wren asks.

I nod. ‘I’m going to talk to Shelley-Ann.’ I wander over, Wren at my side.

Shelley-Ann is standing on her own, staring mournfully towards the trees.

‘I–I’m sorry I upset you earlier,’ I stammer.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Shelley-Ann says softly. ‘It’s just strange being here after growing up with my gran telling me stories about Alice. She’s always been certain Alice died the day she went missing – and now I’m actually in the place where it happened, well, it’s freaked me out a bit, to be honest.’

‘I get that,’ Wren says.

‘Me too,’ I add.

Shelley-Ann nods, then leans towards us, her voice low and confidential. ‘I’ve been wondering if Aunt Alice’s ghost might haunt the water tower. I looked the place up before we came and apparently, over the years, lots of people have seen a light in the tower window. The building is boarded up, so there’s no way in. I thought maybe it was Alice holding a lantern or something.’

Wren frowns. ‘Why would she be holding a lantern?’ she asks. ‘Fifty years ago was the 1970s, that’s not exactly the Middle Ages.’

Shelley-Ann’s mouth wobbles.

‘I guess it’s possible,’ I say quickly.

‘Sure.’ Wren frowns. ‘That’s true. Anything’s possible.’

Shelley-Ann nods, apparently mollified. A moment later, the ponytail girl calls her away and Wren and I make our way back to Billy.

‘A ghost?’ Billy makes a mock-terrified face when we tell him what Shelley-Ann said. ‘Ooh, maybe it’ll haunt the camp too.’

Wren shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to upset Shelley-Ann, but ghosts aren’t real. The whole idea of her great-aunt haunting the water tower is ridiculous.’

‘Well, I guess nobody’s ever going to work out what happened to Alice Bray now – not after all this time,’ Billy says.

‘I guess not,’ I make a face. ‘Though, you know, we are good at solving murders.’

Wren and Billy laugh, and I grin.

If I’d known what was going to happen later, that grin would have slid right off my face.





THREE

After lunch we’re given an hour to settle into our cabins. East Cabin is decorated with cheerful yellow curtains and matching duvets on the bunk beds. The walls and floor are made of wood and there’s a table under the window with enough room to seat ten people, though there are only five girls in our cabin, plus Delphine who has her own tiny room at the back. Wren commandeers the bunk nearest the door for her and me. She wants the top because she says that when our mums went travelling and stayed in a hostel together, her mum slept in the top bunk. I don’t mind, so I’m on the bottom. Maisy is in the next bunk along.

This afternoon’s introductory activity session is for the whole camp. Ms Shirvani is in charge, with both the other coaches and all four counsellors alongside.

The rain has stopped and the sun is shining brightly. I still feel a little intimidated being surrounded by so many people I don’t know, but we’ve met up now with Maisy and Arif, also here from Mayfield, and there’s a real buzz of anticipation that, along with the sunshine, is helping to lift my spirits.

‘What is this “trail” thing we’re doing now?’ I ask Wren as we troop through the wood after the other campers.

‘The treetop trail,’ she says excitedly.

‘What’s that?’ Billy enquires.

Wren frowns. ‘Seriously, did neither of you read anything about this camp before we got here?’

I shrug. Billy grins. Wren sighs.

‘A treetop trail,’ she says, pointing upwards with a flourish, ‘is that.’

I look up. A series of rope bridges have been strung between some of the tallest, strongest-looking trees. Small wooden platforms are built onto the trees where the bridges intersect.

‘The idea is that you walk along the bridges, from tree to tree,’ Wren says.

‘Whoa!’ I stare. ‘That’s really high up.’

‘Awesome.’ Billy rubs his hands together. ‘I can’t wait.’

Ms Shirvani gathers the entire camp at the base of the tree that marks the starting point of the trail. She explains that we will wear a harness as we cross the bridges from tree to tree. Each harness carries a safety line, which we clip to the bridge as we cross, unclipping and re-clipping as we move from bridge to platform to the next bridge. Ms Shirvani indicates the other, far more fierce-looking, female coach.

‘Ms Afolabi here will make sure everyone is properly strapped into their harness and get you safely started off the first platform. One of our counsellors, Sadie, will assist her.’

‘How long’s the trail?’ Billy asks.

‘We’re just doing four bridges today, to get you all used to it,’ Ms Shirvani says. ‘Mr Best, plus our other counsellors, Arlo, Delphine and Joshua, will be stationed along the way offering support and encouragement.’

‘Can’t wait!’ The smiley coach, Mr Best, rubs his hands
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