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CHAPTER ONE


Gabriel Avery had thought about only one thing all summer long.


I need to bring Grandma and Harry home.


In order to achieve that most important of goals, he knew he had to track down the two people who had eluded him not just for the last four years, but for most of his life: Adria Vivas and Luciano Lopes. His parents.


Grandma and Harry – and everyone else Gabriel loved – would only ever be free when the two leaders of the Nameless were captured and brought to justice. Until then, his grandparents were in hiding. They had been forced to fake their deaths and live secret lives somewhere far, far away.


Worse still, Gabriel couldn’t talk to anyone about it. Not even his crew, his best friends in the world. Everyone had to believe Grandma and Harry were dead to ensure the Nameless never learnt the truth. And even though the lies tore Gabriel up, that was the way it had to be.


Gabriel would lie to his chosen family in order to protect the family that chose him.


After the crew had raided the Nameless safe house where Leon, Marianna and V1XEN – the Nameless’s top hacker – were hiding at the start of the summer, V1XEN had entrusted Caspian and Whisper with a key list of other safe houses dotted across the UK. To redeem himself to Ade and Ede – the nephews he thought of as sons – Gabriel suspected there was nothing V1XEN, aka Amandi Okoro, would not do. His list had been enough to keep the crew busy all summer, gathering info that might help them locate the leaders of the Nameless, which was why they were now assembled outside an abandoned petrol station on the outskirts of a hamlet in the south-east of England, on an uncomfortably hot, humid August night.


‘Nah, but is it possible to sweat from your eyeballs?’ Ede said over comms. He and Ade were hidden in the treeline at the eastern side of the building, Midge and Sneaks 3.0 both circling above. ‘’Cause I swear down that’s what’s happening to me right now.’


‘That’s commonly referred to as crying,’ Penelope shot back. ‘I take it by the waterworks you’re still irrationally emotional about having to rebuild that silly contraption?’


‘Silly contraption?’ Ade spat. ‘Gabe, I beg you come get your Right Hand, please. She’s slandering Sneaks’s name and we’re not about to let that happen.’


Gabriel heard all this distantly, his thoughts elsewhere, as they had been all summer. It was only when Penelope touched him lightly on the arm and said, ‘Do you want me to lead tonight?’ that he came back to himself.


Gabriel gave her a well-practised smile but shook his head. He had asked them all – gently in the first couple of weeks after the fire, then recently more firmly – to treat him the same as always. Like someone who hadn’t lost his home and family. Like their friend and leader. And while they had tried, worry always spilled into their eyes, their tone. Gabriel tried his best to ignore it. ‘Guys, what’s the exterior looking like?’


‘Rah, this place is dark dark,’ Ade said. ‘Looks like no one’s set foot inside in a good three to five business years.’


‘I’m not sure if you know this, Ade,’ Penelope whispered, ‘but safe houses don’t tend to have blinking neon lights that spell out Welcome on the front.’


‘Learn something new every day,’ Ade shot back. ‘Sure you’re well aware of that, having lived about ninety years yourself. Eh, Ursula?’


‘We’ve ruled out Ursula, Ad,’ Ede said. ‘About three weeks ago, when we broke into the Birmingham safe house. I knew you weren’t checking the Potential Middle Names Google doc.’


‘You have a Google doc—’ Penelope cut herself off and let out a long sigh. ‘Gabriel, please get them to focus. You’re the only one who can.’


‘Not the only one,’ Amira said grimly.


Silence on comms. Because they all knew who she meant. Villette Harkness.


Gabriel did not allow the uncomfortable silence to linger long. ‘Ade, Ede, get Midge and Sneaks in closer. We need to see what defences we’re up against.’


‘With Sneaks’s new lenses, she can see a speck of rust on that door handle from where she is,’ Ade said.


‘I suppose that’s the one benefit of getting comprehensively destroyed yet again, isn’t it?’ Penelope said. ‘The upgrades.’


‘Higher-spec lenses are just one of the new upgrades,’ Ede said. ‘She’s also got ejectable blades built into the body which – oh look at that – are right now pointing at this big-mouthed Legacy I know. Keep moving mad and watch what happens.’


‘Enough, both of you,’ Gabriel snapped, giving Penelope a stern look. He appreciated the chance to be peacemaker, especially when his own mind was a storm. ‘What else does Sneaks see?’


‘A whole load of nothing,’ Ade said.


‘Hold up,’ Ede said. ‘Let’s go into infrared mode annnddd … Oh, um, looks like we’ve got the right place after all.’


‘Cameras hidden on all four sides,’ Ade called. ‘Plus motion sensors by the front and back doors.’


‘Not the kind of defences an abandoned petrol station would need,’ Gabriel said. He shifted and looked around the tree he was hidden behind, scanning the exterior of the building.


‘Windows are tinted too, Gabe,’ Ade said. ‘Can’t see anything inside.’


Gabriel nodded to himself. ‘Any way Amira can get to the roof?’


‘There’s no way to get into the building from up there,’ said Ede.


‘Both doors are protected by a motion sensor,’ Penelope said, thinking out loud. ‘No exterior cellar and no vents or chimney access from the roof. That only leaves—’


‘The windows,’ Gabriel said, coming to the same conclusion. ‘Could they be shatterproof?’


‘I’ll check,’ Amira said. Before Gabriel could stop her, a black shadow ghosted out of the treeline to the south and dashed for the building at a dead sprint. Amira sprang on to one of the petrol pumps and then vaulted on to the roof as easily as if she were jumping a puddle.


‘First up,’ Ade said, clearly in shock, ‘what was that? And second … that might’ve just been the sickest thing I’ve ever seen, Mira.’


Amira had not smiled much that summer, not after Villette had taken a knife in the back for her. She had grown quiet and angry and reckless, like guilt was festering inside her. But Amira did smile then, when she knelt down on the rusted roof and whispered, ‘This is the only position where I can test the window’s strength without being seen. But also … that was fun.’


Penelope shifted at Gabriel’s side, peering around the tree. ‘But to test the window’s strength, surely you need—’


The window below Amira shattered. ‘A rock?’


Penelope chuckled. ‘How could I ever doubt you?’


‘From that big old hole in the glass,’ Ade said, ‘it looks a whole lot like they’re not shatterproof, Gabe.’


‘Downside is that everyone and their mum just heard that if they’re inside,’ Ade said. ‘So you lot better get moving. Like, now.’


‘Ede,’ Gabriel called. ‘I reckon it’s time to test one of your other upgrades to the Sneaky One, don’t you?’


‘You’re speaking my language, mate,’ Ede replied, excitement seeping into his voice. ‘Taking her down now.’


‘Only do the cameras to the south and east,’ Penelope clarified. ‘None of us is approaching from the north or west.’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Ede said, mimicking an American accent. Sneaks 3.0 swooped down and, when she was close enough to the first camera, sprayed black paint from a metal straw-like device the twins had built into her, coating the camera’s glass. Sneaks swiftly did the same to the second camera.


Penelope winced, then glanced at Gabriel as if she wanted to say something sharp but was holding it in. ‘I would like to kindly request that you never call me ma’am again.’


‘With all due respect—’ Ede said.


‘Which is none,’ Ade chimed in.


‘I’d also like to request something,’ Ede continued. ‘Kindly, of course.’


‘Course,’ Ade said. ‘When are we not?’


‘Stop with the forced politeness, Crook.’ Ede kissed his teeth. ‘Just stay with the “silver spoon Legacy we all hate to love” vibe.’


‘See,’ Penelope said through her teeth to Gabriel. ‘Even when I try to be polite to them, they mock me.’


Gabriel shrugged. ‘I know, but it’s because you’re just … so much fun to mock.’


It was Penelope’s turn to glare at him. And it made him happy, because this was what normal looked like.


‘Besides,’ Gabriel said, ‘they did just admit they loved you.’


Penelope’s anger melted away and her eyes widened. ‘They did, didn’t they?’


‘The word hate was right there in front of it,’ Ede clarified. ‘Nah, these two have got selective hearing or something, Ad.’


‘They’ve mugged you right off there, Ed,’ Ade said, laughing at his brother.


‘OK, but let me be clear,’ Ede tried, only for Penelope to tunefully call, ‘Can’t hear you. We’re going comms dark until we’re inside.’


Gabriel rolled his eyes and jerked his head towards the building. Penelope nodded in reply and together they flew across the weed-covered concrete to the window Amira had broken. With the cameras blind, the Crimnastics ace had already dropped down and was using the bottom of her thick-soled boots to break the rest of the glass from the window frame, clearing it so they could safely climb through.


‘Dark inside too,’ Gabriel observed. ‘Let me go in first.’ If the Nameless had rigged this place with traps, he wanted to be the one caught or hurt, not his friends.


Gabriel wiped the sweat from his brow and eased himself through the window, careful not to cut himself on the last few shards of glass in the frame. Once his feet touched the floor, he swept the empty room, searching for pressure sensors and false floors, but found nothing at all. He went back to help Penelope through, then watched in awe as Amira tucked her hijab tighter then vaulted through the window without his aid.


‘Nothing,’ Amira said defeatedly, looking around. And Gabriel understood, because they’d gone through this exact scenario over and over that summer. Since their successful raid on Leon’s hideout, they had infiltrated safe house after safe house and found nothing – and, more importantly, no one – inside. Each new place, be it a flat in a city or a cottage in the countryside or even a houseboat on a canal, had been purged of anything remotely useful in tracking down his parents.


Except …


‘No,’ Gabriel said, eyes narrowing on something familiar built into the wall on one side of the room. ‘Not nothing.’


Penelope followed his eyes and saw what he was seeing. ‘A slot in the wall for a Mark of the Nameless. Do you think …’ But she couldn’t finish the sentence.


Gabriel’s heart began to pound and he raised his finger to his lips for silence. He crept over to the tiny slot in the wall and fed in his own coin. He waited, breath held, for what felt like a lifetime.


Then … click.


The mechanism triggered by the coin crunched and whirred and part of the wall sank back and slid aside, revealing a passage that led into a basement.


‘There’s a light on down there,’ Gabriel whispered over comms.


His heart thundered as he tiptoed over to the concrete steps. Is this it? Have we finally found them?


Gabriel, Penelope and Amira stepped soundlessly down the stairs, none willing to even breathe. Below, a single lamp lit a small room which held only a double bed and desk.


But … no one was there.


‘Nothing,’ Gabriel said, that sickening feeling of disappointment rising in his stomach again.


But it was Penelope this time who said, ‘No, not nothing.’ Slowly, she lifted a hand and pointed at something on the desk. A small box sat there, the lamp illuminating it as if it was vitally important that they not miss it.


Penelope started towards it, but Gabriel raised a hand. ‘Let me.’


She stopped and gave him a long, concerned look. ‘Are you sure about this?’


‘What is it?’ Ade called over comms. ‘What have you lot seen?’


‘A box,’ Gabriel said. ‘One the Nameless obviously wanted us to find.’


Ede cleared his throat. ‘Um, Gabe, you do realise that nothing good ever happens when someone opens a suspicious box, yeah? We’re talking in the entire history of humanity here.’


Penelope touched Gabriel’s shoulder. ‘Ede’s right. We can turn around and just walk away from this. You don’t need to open it.’


Gabriel sighed, then met her worried eyes. ‘You know I do, Penelope.’


Penelope nodded and stepped aside, clearing the way for him. ‘We’re right here for you.’


Gabriel took another deep breath and walked forward, his usually steady hands quivering at his sides. Then he picked up the box and slowly, carefully, opened it.


Even if Gabriel had a million chances, he never would have guessed the two items inside. Because sitting there, on a velvet pillow that he was sure had once held something far grander, was a pair of salt and pepper shakers. And while that would not have meant a thing to anyone else, it forced all the breath to leave Gabriel’s lungs at once.


Because these were the salt and pepper shakers once used in Benson’s Café.


Worse still, beneath these precious symbols of the life he had lost, the family who he had not seen for months, the Nameless had left a card. And on it were two awful words.


Who’s next?
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CHAPTER TWO


That summer, when Gabriel wasn’t out with the crew tracking down Nameless safe houses, he was back in Torbridge, attempting to turn the bottom floor of the former Mercier mansion into the new and improved Benson’s Café. He’d done much of the work himself, with occasional help from a very eager Val, who now lived in the cottage at the end of the garden. Together, and mostly in silence, they had knocked through walls, re-laid the floor and had even started to put together an outdoor terrace, all with little more than the bare minimum tools and hundreds of hours’ worth of YouTube videos. Both of them were incredibly skilled with their hands, so they had taken to manual labour far better than most. But when the weather was as hot as the last few days had been, Gabriel and Val couldn’t do more than an hour at a time without growing weary.


So it was especially strange to see Val out there at sunrise that morning, sweat already beading on his brow as he laid down the bricks for the area that would one day become Benson’s terrace.


‘You shouldn’t be out here today,’ Gabriel said as he arrived. ‘It’s too hot.’


‘Yer don’t ’ave ter tell me, mate,’ Val shot back. ‘I tried to say as much. But look …’ He shrugged and gestured to the back of the house, where the rest of the bricks were waiting in neat piles.


A figure rounded the corner, a brick in each hand and a pained expression on their face.


‘Villette!’ Gabriel cried, running over and snatching them out of the blonde girl’s grip. ‘You can’t carry anything heavy yet, you know that. You need to let your wound heal properly. It’s only been a week since you got out of hospital.’


Villette flashed him a withering look and, through her teeth, she said, ‘I’ve been in bed all summer. You haven’t let me come on any heists with the crew or work on New Benson’s. And if I have to read Ms Lockett’s Infi ltration textbook one more time, I really think I’m going to lash out at whoever crosses my path.’


Val gulped and took a shaky step back. ‘That knife tore up yer back pretty good. You ’eard that fancy doc – a smidgen to the left and it would’ve severed your spinal cord.’ Val, Gabriel had to admit, did a spot-on Dr Jacobs impression.


‘But it didn’t,’ Villette growled. ‘So why should I sit around doing nothing? I can help.’


‘No offence, sis,’ Val said, ‘but you’re about as much use as a chocolate teapot out ’ere. If we only carry two bricks at a time, we’ll be finishin’ this place on the day I graduate Crookhaven, three years from now.’


‘Then let me do something else,’ Villette said.


Val looked to Gabriel for instruction. Gabriel thought about it for a moment. ‘Actually, I have a very important job that needs doing and I’ve not had any time to do it myself. Follow me. You too, Val.’


Gabriel led the others inside, up the stairs and into what used to be Edmond Mercier’s office, with towering bookshelves on one side and an enormous mirror on the other. Dust caked the desk, the chair and all of the bookshelves, but it was still incredibly impressive. Villette and Val marvelled at the scale of the place, their mouths hanging open.


‘In here,’ Gabriel began, ‘I am certain there’s a passage that leads to a secret room. But I’ve still not found a switch or code that opens it. I have no idea what’s inside and I doubt that it’s of any use to us, but now that I own this place, I want to know all its secrets.’ Gabriel tilted his head, holding Villette’s gaze. ‘Will you help me, Villette?’


For the first time all summer, Villette’s ice-blue eyes shone not with tears of pain but with excitement. With that telltale Harkness hunger. ‘You couldn’t stop me even if you tried.’


‘Old on a minute, mate,’ Val said. ‘I’m out there sweatin’ bullets and carryin’ wheelbarrows full of bricks, and this one is gonna be in ’ere swannin’ about lookin’ for secret switches and ’idden treasure. I’m not ’avin’ that!’


‘I never asked for your help downstairs,’ Gabriel reminded him. ‘You just kept coming back. If you want to help your sister up here, be my guest.’


Val hesitated, almost as if he was remembering something. A promise he’d made to himself, perhaps. Then he shook his head. ‘Nah, Benson’s ’as to be rebuilt, doesn’t it, mate? What would the two codgers think if they were lookin’ down on me faffin’ about when it was still unfinished, eh? They’d give me a right good goin’ over. So … back to it?’


Gabriel swore he saw Val wipe a tear from his cheek as he passed him and quickly descended the staircase. The two of them had not spoken about Grandma and Harry’s apparent deaths yet. Because of the way they’d grown up, neither Val nor Villette were the type to talk about the pain inside. The grief they were going through. And, shamefully, Gabriel found himself grateful for that, because it meant he didn’t have to lie to them any more than needed.


Gabriel had developed a theory – that each person has a lifetime quota of lies they can tell without scarring their soul irreparably. Not the small, white lies that cause both parties no real suffering, but the big, black lies that have the power to rip apart lives. And the horrible truth was that Gabriel was dangerously close to meeting his quota.


He turned to leave but felt a hand on his shoulder.


‘How did it go at the safe house?’


Gabriel looked at Villette and shook his head. ‘No luck. They’d already taken everything and gone.’ He didn’t need to tell her what they had left behind or the threat made towards everyone around Gabriel. All she needed to focus on was recovering.


Villette growled. ‘Maybe V1XEN tipped them off? If there was ever a leak, no matter how small, the Nameless protocol was to purge all their old safe houses and go to ground. But I didn’t think they could do it so quickly …’


‘V1XEN’s the one helping us.’ Gabriel sighed. ‘We’ll just keep going until we find something. The Nameless might be the best at what they do, but even the best make mistakes eventually. And when they do, we’ll make them pay.’


Villette nodded determinedly. ‘What about Leon and Marianna? Have the teachers been able to get anything out of them?’ She rolled her shoulders and flinched. ‘I’d quite like to pay the blonde one a visit, if they allow that kind of thing. I owe her a knife in the back, after all.’


Gabriel raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t reckon they’re going to let you in if you say that.’


Villette snorted. ‘I wouldn’t kill her, obviously. I’d just give her a little stab. Nothing too deep. I need her alive to see us take down her precious leaders.’


Gabriel was surprised to find himself smiling then. It was such a simple action, but somehow it felt like a betrayal to Grandma and Harry. Perhaps there would be time for happiness one day, but that day was still a long way away yet. ‘Wherever Marianna and Leon are being held – and don’t ask me, ’cause I don’t know – I highly doubt they welcome visitors. And definitely not current Crookhaven students. Even the likes of us.’


Villette chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘Then we’ll just have to figure out another way to find Adria and Luciano.’


Gabriel studied Villette’s face, the shine of sweat on her forehead, the squint of pain at the edges of her eyes. He walked over and pulled the plush old chair away from the large wooden desk. ‘Sit for a while. You look tired.’


‘I’m fine,’ Villette said, flapping a hand at him. But when she saw the set of his lips, she groaned and reluctantly sat. ‘How are the others? Not that I, you know, care or anything …’


Gabriel perched on the edge of the desk. ‘Frustrated that we keep running into dead ends, but otherwise OK. And don’t worry, I won’t tell the twins that you asked about them or you’ll never hear the end of it.’


Villette nodded her thanks but hesitated. Then, ‘And Amira?’


Gabriel had been expecting the question. Mostly because Villette had asked him every time he’d visited her that summer. ‘Quiet. These days she tends to watch one side of a building alone, away from the rest of us. I think she’s worried about getting one of us hurt too.’


Villette clenched her jaw and curled her hand into a fist on the desk. ‘That little idiot. She didn’t get me hurt. I got me hurt. Just wait until I get my hands on her …’


‘Sure you’re ready to go back to Crookhaven next week? No one would blame you if you wanted to rest a little long—’


‘I’d rather carve my eyes out with a plastic spoon than rest any more, thanks. I’ve done enough resting for three lifetimes. All I want now is to show you all up in Infiltration and Deception again. Crimnastics might have to wait for a bit – not because I want that, to be clear, but because Caspian insists. But even injured, none of you stand a chance against me this year.’


Gabriel nodded. ‘Knew you would say that.’ And just to wind her up, ‘But rest a little bit longer now, yeah? See you for dinner.’


As he turned and walked off, he heard Villette call, ‘No more resting. I’m going to find Mercier’s secret room. Just wait!’


Gabriel would go back out into the scorching sun to help Val in a few minutes, but he had one last thing to do before that. He walked down the stairs, through the building site that was to be the main room of the café and past the kitchen, into a storage area where he had started to accumulate bits and pieces that would one day be used in the new-look Benson’s.


Gabriel leant down, picked up a big box and walked it over to the corner of the room. Sitting there, inside it, were the same salt and pepper shakers the Nameless had left for him at the safehouse. Gabriel had bought them earlier that summer, like he had done with most of the other furniture and items that had burnt inside Benson’s, so that Grandma and Harry could step back into running the café on their return and feel right at home. But after what he’d seen at the safe house … Gabriel took one last look at them.


Then tipped the whole box into the bin.
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CHAPTER THREE


Villette and Val departed for Crookhaven on an earlier train, leaving Gabriel behind to lock up the mansion and prepare it for months left unoccupied. He had asked a local, who had been a regular at Benson’s and a friend to Grandma, to drop by every now and again to check on the place. But until Christmas, all progress on the café would grind to a halt.


Gabriel wandered through the quiet rooms, turning off plugs and making sure all the lights were out. Alexander Belmont quietly took care of the bills for the mansion and the siblings’ cabin, and while Gabriel didn’t know the exact amount the former Maravel was paying, he assumed it was extortionate. Again and again, Gabriel had promised to repay him once he’d graduated Crookhaven and would be earning money, but Alexander wouldn’t hear it. Each and every time he would write the same thing:


It’s not my money, it’s your grandma’s.


There was no way that was true, but only once did Gabriel get Alexander to change his story, and even then all he got was:


When you’ve lived your whole life quietly accumulating wealth but having no one to spend it on, you welcome the chance when it finally comes along.


Alexander’s notes came in all forms, from a simple text message from a burner phone to a letter with a wax seal in the shape of a maze, to a handwritten card slipped under the front door. All were updates on Grandma and Harry, and all finished exactly the same way:


Your family is safe with me.


Gabriel was truly grateful to Alexander, but the truth was that in every aspect of his life, Gabriel felt out of control. Adrift. Always reacting; never making the first move. Even when he had thought he was ahead, like when they had tracked Leon and the other Nameless crew to the forest safe house at the beginning of the summer, his parents had still somehow come out on top, and Gabriel was sick of it.


This year, his goal was to find something that put them one step ahead of the Nameless. Only then would he have a chance to catch his parents and bring Grandma and Harry home.


Gabriel stopped in a large room – the one and only bedroom on the bottom floor, which he’d earmarked for Grandma and Harry to use when they returned. Grandma had always struggled with the stairs in the mansion when she worked there as a cleaner, so Gabriel wanted to make sure she didn’t have to scale them ever again. He’d already kitted it out with the same sheets they’d had in their old bedroom and the same brand of pillows Grandma liked (feather, of course). He had her favourite book, which she read four times a year – once in each season – on the nightstand waiting. And he had that awful mauve suit Harry had almost worn for their wedding hanging in the wardrobe, waiting in there to give him the laugh of his life. Gabriel had thought of every detail so that they could step right back into their old lives as if nothing had happened.


Then, every so often, an awful thought slid out of the darkest corner of his mind and made it to the surface. What if they never come back?


Gabriel had forced it down, time and time again. But as he stood there, about to turn out the light, he couldn’t summon the strength to fight that terrible question any more. So he flicked the switch, closed the door on the world and sat on the bed, sobbing silently in the darkness.


Penelope Crook did not meet Gabriel at the top of the path as normal; she instead met him on the platform at Moorheart train station.


‘If I may,’ she said, arms folded across her chest, ‘what in the Underworld were you thinking sending the others on ahead of you, Gabriel Avery?’


Gabriel shrugged. ‘They wanted you all to themselves.’


‘What utter nonsense,’ Penelope scoffed. ‘Val greeted me by scolding me for, and I quote, “not keepin’ my spot in better nick”.’


‘Excellent impression,’ Gabriel cut in, easing the token from the statue’s pocket.


‘And Villette wasn’t much better,’ Penelope continued, following. ‘All she could manage was, “Heard you visited me in hospital. Wasn’t awake so I’m not going to thank you”. Unbelievable, both of them.’


‘So you came all the way down from your – and Val’s – spot. Why?’


‘Because I was worried, obviously,’ she said, dragging him off the station platform and over to the gate. ‘Those two mumbled something about you needing to “pull out every plug in the whole bloody mansion”, but I knew it was more than that. Are you OK?’ She looked Gabriel over with those dark, clever eyes. ‘You look … tired.’


‘Just the greeting I wanted from my partner in crime,’ Gabriel said with a chuckle.


But Penelope continued to stare, unwilling to be placated by his cheeky retort.


Gabriel sighed. ‘I’m fine. There’s just a lot to do before Benson’s is ready to go again, that’s all.’


There was concern in Penelope’s eyes when she said, ‘And who’s going to run that place when you’re away pulling off heists around the world?’


Grandma and Harry, Gabriel thought. Instead, he said, ‘I’ll find someone. But it won’t be ready for a while anyway, so let’s not talk about it …’


He squeezed past her and slid the token into the slot to open the gate. Inside, Gardeners checked both of their IDs – which Penelope found ludicrous, as all of them knew her and had seen her leave just an hour or so before – and pointed them towards the winding pathway that led to the lake, as if they hadn’t walked it a hundred times before.


‘ “Let’s not talk about it” is becoming your catchphrase,’ Penelope said as they walked. ‘Talking is exactly what you need to do. Dad wants to set up counselling sessions for you with Ms Lockett. She’s done it for years and she’ll be doing it full time when she retires from teaching Infiltration. Villette’s already agreed to talk to her, though don’t tell her I told you that …’


‘I don’t need to talk to Ms Lockett,’ Gabriel said gently.


‘Then talk to me,’ Penelope said, her arm slipping through his in a way she’d never done before. ‘Please, Gabriel.’


But Gabriel could only manage a slow shake of the head as he eased his arm free of her grip. Penelope looked wounded by it, but thankfully seemed to take it as a sign to move on.


‘I think it’s fairly obvious that the race for the Crooked Cup this year is going to be between me and you. The twins had their moment last year, and Amira – wonderful as she is – won’t be able to keep up with the two of us if we go all out. Now, Villette is a tricky one, because even now I’m not entirely sure that she’s shown us everything she is capable of, so she’s really the only wild card. But even with her in play, I still think we are the frontrunners.’


‘You, definitely,’ Gabriel said. ‘But me? Not this year.’


Penelope stopped on the path and gave Gabriel a look of utter disbelief. ‘You’re not seriously trying to start the mental games before we’ve even crossed the lake, are you?’


Gabriel shook his head. ‘All I mean is that I’m not going to go all out for the Break-in or the Crooked Cup this year. I have … other things on my mind.’


Penelope took a quick step forward and pressed her palm to Gabriel’s forehead. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were ill?’


‘I’m fine, Penelope.’


Penelope frowned. ‘Lips say fine, eyes say something else entirely. The Gabriel Avery I know would never give up on the Crooked Cup before a pocket’s even been picked. Not unless there was something even more important …’ Her eyes went wide. ‘This is about the Nameless, isn’t it? You’re going to go full Crookling Gabriel to find out some key piece of information that helps us track them down, aren’t you?’


Gabriel said nothing.


‘Right.’ Penelope clapped as if she’d just decided something. ‘Then I’m going to give up the Crooked Cup too. It’s only you I ever want to beat anyway, and if you’re not trying—’


‘Don’t do that,’ Gabriel cut in. ‘Just because it’s not my focus this year doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be yours. I simply … have other priorities.’


Penelope tutted as they reached the bottom of the path, the lake a glistening mirror up ahead. ‘Isn’t it always you who reiterates that we are a crew and that one person’s problem is the whole crew’s problem? Or does that only apply when it’s the rest of us who have problems and not you?’


Gabriel knew Penelope was right, but he could not allow the rest of the crew to share this burden. Not when he was already hiding the truth from them. ‘There are some things we have to do alone, Penelope.’


‘If you think I’m leaving you alone this year, you’ve got another think coming,’ Penelope snapped. ‘I haven’t all summer and I won’t now, so you’d better get used to it!’


Gabriel sighed. ‘What happened to the “I’m going to be the greatest solo crook ever to live” Penelope, eh? The little girl I met on the pier that first day didn’t need help from anyone.’


Penelope pursed her lips and looked up at him. ‘She met this infuriating pickpocket named Gabriel Avery and he somehow changed her mind. That’s what happened. And now maybe it’s her turn to repay the favour by showing him that he doesn’t have to go through pain by himself any more.’


Staring into those dark, expectant eyes, Gabriel began to have a change of heart. Perhaps he should tell Penelope the truth. Tell the whole crew about Grandma and Harry. About why he now so desperately needed to find his parents. About why this year’s Break-in and Crooked Cup meant nothing to him by comparison.


Then he saw the gondola arriving. Rowed by a stranger. Not Mickey. Or, rather, not Alexander Belmont, the real man behind the façade of Mickey. Because Alexander was elsewhere, far, far away from Crookhaven, ensuring that Grandma and Harry were hidden away from the most dangerous crew in the world.


No. He couldn’t tell Penelope the truth. There were real lives at stake, and Alexander was making a huge sacrifice to protect them. How could Gabriel possibly put that in jeopardy by breaking now?


‘Come on,’ Gabriel eventually said, boarding the gondola and gesturing for Penelope to follow him. ‘Let’s get you home.’
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CHAPTER FOUR


To Gabriel, Crookhaven felt altogether different that year.


After the teachers had purged the school of any Gardeners who had been under the Nameless’s influence the previous year, the security checks and the due diligence for incoming Gardeners had grown far more meticulous. Which meant that for the first time since Gabriel’s Crookling year, Crookhaven actually felt … safe.


With the Nameless having just apparently murdered the family of a current student, they were on the top of a far more influential list than Interpol’s Most Wanted – the Underworld’s Most Wanted. Not to mention that their secret weapon, their hacker V1XEN – and all his equipment – and two other key members had been captured. In fact, V1XEN had named most of the remaining Nameless crewmembers and their last known locations, so now Gabriel’s parents had almost no one left to turn to. All of that meant they would be forced to bide their time until they could strike again. For now, Crookhaven probably was the safest place in the whole world.


Except Gabriel knew one thing most didn’t – it would be just like his parents to lull the entire school, the entire Underworld, into a false sense of security in order to strike when they were least expected. After all, nobody ever expected the ones being hunted to turn around and fight back. At least not until it was too late …


So Gabriel made sure to watch the new Gardeners carefully, using what he’d learnt in Deception class to read their body language. During the days leading up to the welcome ceremony, he also made solo outings to the more remote areas on Crookhaven’s grounds, trying to see if there was anywhere a Nameless agent could breach the Gardeners’ security. But the grounds were far larger than Gabriel had realised, with whole areas of woodland that were either too dense or too overgrown for even someone as nimble as Gabriel to navigate. Still, he mapped the areas of weakness in his mind and would make sure he brought his findings to the Headmasters.


On the night all at Crookhaven gathered for the welcome ceremony, the sticky late summer heat hung heavy in the air. Birds swooped low to take a mouthful of water from the lake and insects skimmed along the glass-calm surface, desperate for some relief from the last hour of a day of brutal sunshine. Thin cracks blistered the earth at the lakeshore, evidence of a torrid few weeks where rainy days had been few and far between.


Most of the crew were no longer bothered by the heat, having worked through it all break long. But Ade and Ede had never been able to tolerate extremes, whether that meant hot or cold, and they weren’t exactly shy about airing their frustration.


‘Nah, but you’d tell me if we’d somehow found ourselves in the swamps of Borneo, right, Ad?’ Ede said, sweat beading on his forehead.


‘I swear down we’re meant to be in England right now,’ Ade said. ‘But how is it that I can feel my pulse in my ears?’


‘Sneaks 3.0 doesn’t have something to help with that then?’ Penelope asked, obviously pleased with herself.


‘Nah,’ Ade said, giving her a filthy look. ‘But what she does have is a very flattering pic of you from that Welsh safe house – you remember, the one where you slipped off the roof and ended up hanging upside down from a railing by your shoelaces? I can have her project it on to the side of the main villa right now if you need reminding.’


Penelope grimaced. ‘I’d rather you didn’t do that.’


Ede nodded. ‘Thought as much. We’ll keep it safe and sound for now, Crook. But just remember that it’s always there, waiting for the day you get just a little bit too lippy. Yeah?’


Penelope thought about this for a long moment. ‘What if …’ She cleared her throat and lowered her voice, keen to not be heard by the other Robins who were assembled on a bank overlooking the lake. ‘What if we made a deal? You get rid of that photo – and every other incriminating image of me until the end of time – and I’ll … tell you my middle name.’


Both twins turned so sharply that Gabriel swore he heard a neck click. There was something maniacal about the look in their wide eyes then. Ede said, ‘Oi, if this is some kind of sick joke …’


Ade blinked. ‘If you’re lying to us about this – the one thing more precious to us than family …’


‘We swear down on Sneaks and Midge and all our future creations that pic will go viral on social media so fast that you’ll have to retire before your crooked career even begins.’


‘Those dreams of Tier One?’ Ade said. ‘You can forget about it. Forever.’


Penelope held up her hands. ‘Have you ever known me to go back on a deal?’


Ade and Ede looked at one another. Suddenly they appeared to be in crisis.


‘Hold up, Ed,’ Ade said, his hands moving as if he’d forgotten they were attached to his body. ‘What if after all this time her middle name’s something normal and nice like Charlotte or Annie?’ He gasped. ‘Worse still, what if it’s—’


‘Don’t say it, Ad,’ Ede cut in. ‘Don’t you say it!’


‘What if it’s boring?’ Ade finished.


Ede clutched at his heart and looked at Penelope accusingly. ‘You wouldn’t do that to us, would you, Crook? After all these years of us guessing names that could only be rocked by women in their mid-to-late eighties.’


Penelope seemed to be enjoying the siblings’ complete meltdown. ‘I can promise you this – you will not be disappointed when you learn the truth.’


Gabriel swore he saw tears of pure relief fill the twins’ eyes then. Ade’s hand snapped out in front of him and, breathlessly, he said, ‘Never been more excited to make a deal in my whole life.’


Ede’s quickly followed. ‘Penelope Hyacinth Crook. You have yourself a deal.’


They shook on it, the twins so deliriously happy they looked like they might pass out.


Villette rolled her eyes. ‘Congratulations, idiots. You’ve just been played.’


‘You know what,’ Ade said, still smiling. ‘I’m going to ignore that comment because you were stabbed in the back and clearly need to get a bit of anger out.’


‘Villette’s right,’ Gabriel agreed. ‘I reckon you two just got played.’


The twins turned to look at him.


‘Penelope never gave you a timeline to tell you her middle name,’ Gabriel explained. ‘So now, if you ever want to find out what it is, you have to keep Sneaks’ pics of Penelope under wraps. Which means—’


‘We don’t have any leverage over her any more,’ Ede finished. Then, in a voice barely above a whisper, he said, ‘What have we done …’


Penelope smiled. ‘Now can we turn our attention to what’s really important? The Crookling Merits and Legacies are arriving.’


Sure enough, in the fading golden light of dusk, an all too familiar lantern cut its way through the woods towards the lakeshore. But as it came into view, they all noticed something different about the person holding it.


‘Rah, Whisper’s hair …’Ade said.


The co-Headmaster had cut her hair short and dyed it a shade of bronze that shimmered in the evening sun. Gabriel didn’t quite know how it was possible, but it made her look simultaneously younger and older. Younger because now nothing hid that charming, carefree smile she always wore, but older because that signature mane of black hair that bounced and rippled with life had now gone. She looked, to Gabriel’s eyes, like a whole new woman. And he wondered whether capturing the only other person on earth who rivalled her skill, the one hacker she had never been able to unmask, had something to do with this new look.


‘Welcome back, Headmaster,’ Caspian Crook said, his own silver hair just as neatly quaffed as ever. Carmen Crook, his wife and also the current owner of the legendary moniker, Maravel, stood at his side, looking equally happy to see her best friend return home.


Whisper shouted a greeting back, then lifted the lantern slightly and asked, ‘Notice anything different about me? You taught a class called Perception back in the day, Crook, so I’m hoping you get it right first time.’


‘How could I not notice, Headmaster?’ Caspian called back. ‘Your new earrings suit you perfectly.’


The gathered crowd chuckled. Though it was clever in more ways than one. Whisper was actually wearing new mother-of-pearl USB earrings, these ones set into some form of red wood.
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