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Chapter One

A vast boy-shaped shadow fell across the Falcongate Town Hall.

“PEOPLE OF FALCONGATE!” boomed Max’s voice. “I COME FOR PEACE. SPECIFICALLY, FOR A PIECE OF CAKE.”

Grinning, Max blew his blond fringe out of his eyes and straightened up. His shadow fell away from the scale model of the Town Hall, which sat on a table in the dark, polish-scented building of the Historical Society in Falcongate. A few paintings hung around the Historical Society’s walls, and there were some documents in glass cases. A doleful-looking mannequin of an eighteenth-century sailor stared glassily down at the visitors.

Dylan and Jo were holding a metre-wide framed painting against the wall for Mrs Nylander – the small, scatterbrained, eighty-year-old Historical Society chairwoman – to admire. It showed an eighteenth-century coastal fort: a small, solid stone building with a few cannon on its parapets. It was beautifully painted, if wave-lashed naval scenes were your thing.

“This is such an addition to the Historical Society,” quavered Mrs Nylander, whose thing this clearly was. “James Westbrook’s painting of the Falcongate Tollbridge.”

Dylan frowned and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Um, Falcongate Fort, Mrs Nylander,” he corrected. “It’s the naval fort on the coast.”

“I have so much on my mind,” said Mrs Nylander, looking unperturbed by her mistake. “When I say ‘tollbridge’, I mean ‘naval fort’.” She turned to Jo. “Please thank your mother, Contessa Heliotrope of Sporking Tadwell, for lending us the painting.”

Jo looked confused. “Er, my mother’s name is George.”

“Did I say ‘Contessa Heliotrope of Sporking Tadwell’?” said Mrs Nylander vaguely. “I meant ‘George’.” She eyed the painting. “Could you move it a little to the right?”

“That depends,” Dylan said. “When you say ‘right’, do you mean ‘left’?”

“Goodness, no!” Mrs Nylander tittered. “I mean ‘down’.”

The fourth of the Kirrin cousins, Allie, stepped into the confusion. “Mrs Nylander,” she said as she flipped her long, blond, well-brushed hair back over her shoulders. “I’m really good at interior design. Do you mind if I help?” She turned to Jo and Dylan. “Tiny bit left. Up a little—AAAGGGHHHHHHHH!”

“AAAAGGHHHHH!” Jo and Dylan yelled, startled by Allie’s terrified scream. The painting flew out of their hands and headed towards a suit of armour, which – worryingly – held a sharp-looking pike.
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