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It was 1.32 a.m. and Gabriel Avery needed his friends.

Perched atop the ugliest of the four gargoyles that grew out of the grey stone of the Mercier mansion, Gabriel found himself alone. Actually, he had been alone all summer. Picking pockets in nearby villages, then pretending to find the wallet or phone on the pavement and returning it to the mark. Breaking into houses all over Torbridge, but never stealing anything. All just to test himself and his abilities. Memorising books filled with every sleight of hand gambit imaginable. Learning Italian to better talk with Amira. When Grandma and Harry hadn’t needed him in the café, that was what he had been doing the entire summer. Practising. Because, despite her promises, Penelope Crook had never come.

Gabriel had only heard from his partner in crime once, in the form of a tiny brown package that had arrived through the letterbox one week earlier. Inside, he had found a USB stick made of mother-of-pearl and a note that read:

You’re welcome. P. ¯\_(º≈º)_/¯

With a strange little frowny face made out of ones and zeros beside it.

That USB stick was the reason why Gabriel was now balanced on the hideous body of a moss-covered nightmare, surrounded by thick fog in every direction. The Merciers had finally upgraded their security after the flooding incident the previous Christmas, so Gabriel had needed to wait for a moonless night to strike. And while the fog meant the security cameras stood no chance of spotting him, it also meant Gabriel couldn’t see his own hands in front of his face. Which in turn meant his climb had taken twice as long as planned.

Gabriel shook himself alert and took a deep breath. It was still August, so the air was warm and damp and suffocating. But there was an upside to that, too.

They’ll have left the window of the top floor toilet open. He smiled, wiped the sweat from his face and shimmied along the gargoyle.

Foolishly, the Merciers had only alarmed the first and second floor windows, not the top floor ones. ‘Who’s going to be able to climb up there?’ Edmond Mercier had said when the security company had put it to him. So, to save money, the head of the Mercier family had left a chink in their armour. One that Gabriel, who had been eavesdropping outside the gate at the time, had heard and would now exploit.

Gabriel peered up from his perch on the gargoyle, towards where he knew the window was – not that he could see it through the fog. Ivy slithered up the mansion from the ground, thick and unkempt. Amira could climb this in seconds, Gabriel thought. But he was heavier and not nearly as gifted a climber. Still . . .

Gabriel reached up, grabbed a thick branch, and pulled. It didn’t budge.

Good, Gabriel thought, it’ll hold.

He started to climb, hands reaching up and clasping at anything thick enough to grip. He rose through the blinding wall of white, moisture seeping into his clothes and covering his face. He could use an Ade and Ede quip right about now. Even a mocking barb from Penelope would do. Anything from his Crookhaven crew to distract him from—

His fingertips brushed glass. Gabriel squinted. Then grinned.

The top floor window was one finger’s width open. Gabriel slid a finger inside and slowly, silently, eased it open. He gripped the window frame with his other hand and peeked into the dark room.

Empty, he thought. Now I just need to—

The bathroom door opened and a blinding light filled the room. Gabriel ducked out of view and clung tightly to the thick tendrils of ivy below the window.

‘No,’ a voice inside the room whispered. ‘No. I don’t want to hear that from you, Grieves. What I want to know is what he got . . . You don’t know yet? Well, find out!’

Something hard – a phone, Gabriel suspected – was slammed down on to the windowsill. Edmond Mercier – for that’s who the voice belonged to – swore and started to pace the room, muttering frantically.

‘I knew there was something off about him . . . How could they be so stupid? . . . I’ll find them, all right . . . They think they can do this to me?’ The sound of his pacing slowed and he let out a long sigh. For a moment the only thing Gabriel could hear was the beating of his own heart. Then, ‘Who left that window open?’

Gabriel froze below the window, eyes shut and breath held.

The floor creaked as Mercier took a step closer. Then another.

Mercier’s phone vibrated, nearly causing Gabriel to lose his grip on the ivy. Instead, he clung tighter, face creased with the effort and now wet with sweat and fog.

Inside, Mercier snatched up the phone and whisper-shouted, ‘What, Grieves?’ A pause. ‘Slow down, will you? Just let me get back to my office before you start babbling.’

The light went out and the bathroom fell silent.

Gabriel gasped for air and looked up. The window was still ajar, just a crack, so after waiting a moment to make sure Mercier wasn’t coming back, he eased it open and pulled himself through, landing softly on the wood floor. He wiped his damp face with his sleeve and looked out of the window. He could no longer make out the ground. No one could’ve seen him climb in through that fog.

Gabriel walked across the room, turned the doorknob and opened the door a couple of centimetres. A soft light emanated from the second floor. Which was bad news, because that was exactly where he needed to go.

Gabriel pulled out the USB stick Penelope had sent. When he had first looked through its contents, it appeared to be the financial dealings of a company called Spire Limited. Only the numbers didn’t add up. Or so said Penelope. She had left him a short, all-business video message on the stick, telling him that their co-Headmaster, Whisper, had been investigating Spire Limited for a long time, and that he, Gabriel, might have a particular interest in the third folder, titled Contributors.

And she had been right, because the main contributor to this presumably corrupt company was a name Gabriel knew all too well: Mercier Co.

But the evidence of financial misdealing Whisper had found wasn’t enough to take the Merciers down for good and they wanted more – which was why Gabriel was back in the bathroom that had given him countless nightmares. Taking down the family who had turned his Grandma out on to the street while he was away – well, that was just the cherry on top of this particularly sweet, crooked sundae.

Angry whispers drifted up through the house. Does he know about Whisper’s hack? Gabriel thought. No, Mercier had said ‘I knew there was something off about him . . .’

Gabriel tiptoed over to the banister and peeked over. Light seeped from beneath the office door. Not good. He needed to get into that room and, to do that, he’d need to get Mercier out.

Gabriel grinned. Distraction it is.

He snuck back inside the bathroom and looked around for something light enough for what he had in mind . . . an almost-empty can of deodorant. Perfect. He placed it on the windowsill, precariously close to the edge, where even the softest of breezes would send it toppling on to the tiled floor, then opened the window a little wider. He tiptoed out of the door, climbed up on to the sturdy banister and slid slowly down to the second floor.

Better than taking those creaky stairs, he thought, and slunk into the shadows beside a full-size marble statue of the Roman god Fortuna (Gabriel only knew who it was because he’d googled it back when he’d cleaned her so aggressively he’d chipped her pinkie).

Then he waited.

Ten minutes went by and nothing. Gabriel frowned. Even as windless as it is tonight, I thought—

With a clatter, the deodorant can fell to the tiled floor and the muttering inside the office abruptly stopped. Then, ‘Shut up. I just heard something . . . yes, inside the house.’ A pause. ‘No, don’t call security. Don’t you remember how much they charged me last time for a call-out when it was a false alarm? I’ll go up there myself. But you . . .’ Mercier’s voiced wavered. ‘You stay on the line.’

The office door opened soundlessly and a pair of glistening shoes stepped out. Gabriel peered around the statue. Mercier’s beady grey eyes looked up to the third floor and he tilted his head, as if to listen. Hearing nothing, he started to slowly climb the creaky stairs. Once he was out of view, Gabriel ducked out from his hiding place and slipped into the office.

Inside, it smelled of old books and fresh sweat, but Gabriel was more focused on what he could see. Bookshelves on one side and the largest mirror Gabriel had ever seen on the other, which meant that Gabriel, in the centre of the room, felt as if he were surrounded by books. A little like in the library at Crookhaven—

Focus, he told himself, and ghosted over to the computer, which was turned on but ancient. It wasn’t connected to the internet either, no doubt to prevent the likes of Whisper and the Brothers Crim from hacking into it.

Gabriel shoved the USB stick into the computer. ‘My USB stick will do the rest,’ Penelope had told him in the video. And it did. As soon as the stick was connected, the download began.

3% downloaded.   [image: image]

Gabriel snuck to the doorway and listened for a moment. The wood floor creaked on the floor above as Edmond Mercier moved cautiously across the landing. 

Satisfied that he was safe for the time being, Gabriel allowed himself to look around, committing this whole space into his vault of a brain in case he ever needed to get back in. No windows. One door. Thick stone walls.

26%   [image: image]

Off to the right, a well-worn book was slightly out of place. It looked like it might well pull out to reveal a secret room, but Gabriel didn’t have time to check.

48%   [image: image]

There was a second mobile phone on the table, but Gabriel didn’t dare pick it up.

69%   [image: image]

Upstairs, Mercier had made it to the bathroom. Gabriel could hear him talking into the phone again. ‘A damn deodorant can. That idiot boy Charles must have left the window open. Can we get back to the matter at hand? . . . What use is it whispering any more, Grieves? I’d be surprised if the residents of Torbridge cemetery hadn’t heard that racket!’

94%   [image: image]

95%   [image: image]

Footsteps on the creaking stairs. 

97%   [image: image]

98%   [image: image]

Come on. Gabriel couldn’t tear his eyes away from the screen.

99%   [image: image]

The last per cent seemed to take for ever. 

100%!   [image: image]

Gabriel pulled the USB stick out and flew across the room. He was out and back beside Fortuna just as Mr Mercier turned the corner on the stairway.

‘I don’t care if your mother is buried there, Grieves, but I promise to pretend I do if you do your job and get me some answers!’ That was the last thing Gabriel heard as the office door slammed.

Thirty-eight seconds later, Gabriel Avery was outside and running across the perfectly manicured lawn. But anyone who happened to peer out of the window at that very moment would have seen little more than a black blur, fading into the fog.
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T   wo days to go, Gabriel thought excitedly a few weeks later, as he wiped down the high tables outside Benson’s Café. 

While Harry still technically owned the place, Grandma was now in charge of Benson’s. It had happened gradually, starting with small suggestions like, ‘Wonder how it will look if we just paint it like this . . . oh, isn’t it lovely, Harry?’ which soon became commands like, ‘We’re redoing the chairs outside tomorrow, Harry. Why, you ask? Why? Well, because puke-green seats don’t exactly make people want to buy a bacon butty!’

Which Harry usually countered with ‘By we’re doing the chairs she means you and me, don’t she, Gabriel? God forbid the old goat did some work around here!’

Gabriel would simply smile and side with whoever had asked him the question. Despite their constant bickering, Grandma and Harry were totally and deliriously happy with one another. Besides, Gabriel’s mind had, over the last two weeks, mostly been filled with his return to Crookhaven.

Just two days until he got to see his friends and dive headlong back into the crooked world of Crookhaven.

‘’Ello, sir,’ a tuneful voice called just outside the train station. ‘Yeh look like you’ve got a bit a brains about yer. Whaddya say, fancy a crack at this?’

It was him, again. The pale, oddly well-dressed boy who had set up outside the station to challenge passers-by to a variety of games. Gabriel had been watching him all summer. He was a year or two younger than Gabriel but had a silver tongue and a definite talent for sleight of hand. And while he only played for small change, he never, ever lost. Though, Gabriel had quickly learned, winning the game wasn’t the boy’s goal – he just wanted to draw people in close enough to pick their pockets, which he did with a recklessness that Gabriel thought would surely lead to his arrest. But here he still was, a month later.

Yesterday, it had been Three Card Monte. Today, the boy had gone back to his favourite hustle – the cup and ball game.

‘Think the ball’s under that one, do yeh, sir?’ he was saying with the same easy confidence Gabriel could dredge up when required. The boy lifted the cup. ‘Ooh, that’s a tough one to take, sir! You were so confident, eh? Wasn’t he confident that time?’ The boy asked those gathered around his table. They chuckled as one, well aware they were being conned but happy to part with the change for the entertainment he provided them in between trains.

Gabriel grinned and put down his wet rag. Should I do it? he thought, contemplating whether he should show the boy that, even in crookery, there were levels to this. Like Caspian had shown him a year ago, when he’d picked Gabriel’s pocket.

Gabriel wandered over to the boy’s table. The man who’d lost was sticking around for seconds and the boy was still gently mocking him. ‘Sir, I think it’s time teh let someone else lose, don’t yeh? Well, all right then – one more game it is!’

The man lost again, of course. But you wouldn’t have known it by the smile on his face as he left.

‘Who’s next, eh?’ the boy called out, straightening the collar of his dark green shirt and running a hand through his short black hair. ‘How about you, miss? Bet you—’

‘I’ll play,’ Gabriel said, stepping up to the table.

For a moment, the boy’s smile flickered. Then he brightened again, dark brown eyes twinkling with mischief. ‘Right yeh are, sir. How much’ll it be, then? 10p? 20p?’

‘One pound,’ Gabriel said, placing the coin lightly on the table.

The boy blinked. A hungry grin spread across his face. ‘We got ourselves a high roller, ladies and gents!’ The gathering crowd chuckled again. ‘One pound it is, then.’ He raised the middle cup, placed the red ball underneath and started moving all three cups around, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Finally, he stopped, and freed that easy smile. ‘Where’s it hidin’ then, sir?’

Without a pause, Gabriel tapped the cup on the far left. ‘May I?’

‘By all means,’ the boy said, bowing slightly. ‘Wouldn’t want to upset a gentleman such as yerself. Don’t get many high rollers around ’ere, I can tell yeh.’

Gabriel lifted the cup . . . and there sat the red ball.

The boy’s eyes flashed towards the middle cup, where the ball should have been, then back towards where it was. There was a moment of confused silence, then the boy laughed and slid Gabriel five 20p coins. ‘Nice, sir. Very nice. How about a double or nothing?’

Gabriel considered this. ‘How about we play for everything you’ve made today?’

The boy looked at the small pile beside him – £9.60, to Gabriel’s quick eyes – and laughed, nervously this time. ‘Sir, how do I know—’

‘I work at the café just over there,’ Gabriel said, pointing behind him. ‘I can get you ten pounds in about thirty-four seconds. If you win, that is.’

The hungry look returned, eyes alight at the rare opportunity. ‘Yeh got yerself a deal.’

The boy covered the red ball again and started moving the cups around one another, a little slower this time, so he didn’t make a mistake. Except he hadn’t made a mistake the first time. He just happened to be playing against a student of Crookhaven, School for Thieves. 

When Gabriel picked up the middle cup this time, there the red ball sat again.

The boy looked at it blankly, not understanding. The crowd, too, was silent.

‘Actually,’ Gabriel said, leaning over and lifting up the cup on the right, ‘there’s one under here too.’ And so there was.

The crowd oohed and the boy tilted his head, speechless.

‘I wonder if there’s another one undeerrr . . .’ Gabriel lifted the cup on the far left to reveal a third red ball. ‘Yeah, there it is! It’s not alone under there, either.’ Beneath the red ball, glinting in the soft sunlight, was a burnt-looking 2p coin. Gabriel’s coin. The Mark of the Nameless – the most ruthless criminal crew in the world, of which his parents were the leaders. ‘How did that get under there? I’ve been looking everywhere for it.’ Gabriel said, mimicking the boy’s easy smile. He scooped up his coin and the boy’s winnings, thrust them into his pocket and turned. ‘Thanks, that was fun.’

He started to walk back to the café.

‘Clever, mate,’ a voice said at his side, charm long gone. ‘You a con artist too, then? I didn’t see ya coming.’

‘No one ever does.’

‘I seen yeh before though,’ the boy said, still at Gabriel’s side. ‘If yeh got those kinds of skills, why are yeh working at a café?’

‘Pays better than confidence games.’

‘Doubt it,’ the boy said. ‘Think I’d have all my takings on the table for all to see, do ya? I made three times what yeh took from me today.’

Gabriel stopped, turned. ‘I know you did, and I also know that this – what you’re doing – it’s not worth it. You’re drawing the wrong kind of attention to yourself.’

‘Nah. Make a mark smile even as they lose money and they won’t mind in the slightest.’ The boy shrugged. ‘Not when yeh playin’ for pennies, at least.’

‘Would they mind if they knew you were also picking their pockets?’

The boy smirked. ‘Saw that, did ya?’

‘I did and I’m not even close to the best of us.’

‘Us?’ the boy asked. When Gabriel said nothing, the boy shook his head and said, ‘Whatever. Look, I need that money back.’

Gabriel crossed his arms and looked at him for a long moment. ‘How old are you?’

‘None of yer busi—’

‘Fine.’ Gabriel turned and started to walk back to Benson’s.

‘All right!’ the boy called after him. ‘I’m twelve, all right.’

Gabriel grinned and turned. ‘Then they probably already know about you.’

The boy frowned. ‘That’s a creepy thing teh say, mate. Who knows about me?’

Gabriel shrugged. ‘If you’re good enough . . . and if you’re doing all of this for the right reasons . . . then you’ll find out soon enough.’ He turned and walked back to Benson’s, pausing only to shout back, ‘Oh, and your money is in your pocket. You’re welcome.’
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Finally, it was the morning Gabriel was due to go back to Crookhaven.

Incredibly, Grandma hadn’t asked Gabriel anything about his mysterious new school all summer long. As long as her grandson was happy, that was enough for her. Harry, though, asked plenty of questions, and each time Grandma would shoot him down with, ‘Oh, leave him alone, you big oaf. If he’s happy and safe there, what does it matter where it is?’

‘I only asked ’cause I want ter know where teh send his birthday present,’ Harry said, looking wounded by Grandma’s attack.

‘Well,’ Grandma said, clearly regretting her harsh tone. ‘That’s very kind, but I’m sure whatever bacon-inspired gift you’ve conjured up for him can keep until Christmas. Isn’t that right, dear boy?’

Harry’s eyebrows rose. ‘How did yeh know . . . have you been snooping around in my things again? If I’ve told yeh once, I’ve told yeh a thousand times—’

‘I’ll give you an address,’ Gabriel cut in, making them both look over at him, stunned. He gave them the PO Box which the Gardeners collected the mail from every few days. ‘It’s not close by, so it wouldn’t help you find the school anyway.’ He smiled sweetly, adding, ‘And anything bacony is just fine with me.’

‘See,’ Harry said, triumphant. ‘He’s a growing lad, needs all the grub he can get.’

Grandma flapped at the large man. ‘Fine. Now, off with you. Gabriel has to finish packing and you need to open up the café.’

Harry muttered something not altogether pleasant and trudged off downstairs.

‘Right,’ Grandma said, hands on her hips. ‘Have you got your blue coat, the thick one? And the heavy grey jumper I got you for Christmas? It’ll be cold this winter, so they say. Global warming will do that, of course. Mrs Evans was saying the other day that surely that means it’ll get warmer, but I told her – and you know how I get on this subject, dear boy – that just because it’s called global warming doesn’t mean that it’ll only get warm. It’s causing havoc all over the world – hurricanes, storms, floods, long winters. So you need to wrap up warm. Gabriel? Gabriel Avery, are you listening to me?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Wrap up warm. I will, Grandma.’ He zipped up his rucksack and threw it over his shoulder. 

Grandma looked at the clock above the fridge. ‘Good. Now, remind me what time—’

‘The 8.56,’ Gabriel repeated for what felt like the five-hundredth time that morning.

‘Yes, right,’ Grandma said, chewing on her bottom lip. ‘So you said.’

Gabriel took two steps forward and pulled his grandma into a hug. He was a good foot taller than her now, and all the climbing and break-ins that summer had thickened his back and arm muscles to the point that Grandma felt small and frail in his grip. But she still smelled like tea and Werther’s Originals and potpourri.

Like his favourite person in the world.

A few minutes later, Gabriel boarded the 8.56 train south west. Grandma and Harry watched on from the doorway of Benson’s, clutching each other and waving. Gabriel waved back and didn’t stop until they were little more than pinpricks in the distance.


When Gabriel arrived at the Crookhaven grounds a short while later, Penelope Crook was not waiting for him in her usual tree in the woods. True, he hadn’t told her when he’d be arriving, but for some reason he still felt disappointed not to find her there, clutching a pine cone that she fully intended to lob at his head.

He decided to wait for a while, just in case, savouring his first view of school since the previous year. It looked almost magical. A fresh layer of white paint coated the outside, making the enormous building sparkle in the sunshine. The terracotta roof tiles had been cleaned over the school break and the waterfalls of ivy spilling from the balconies had been cut back so that little yellow flowers peeked out from in amongst the greenery. Soft sunshine glittered on the water of the lake and the villa windows, and there was a warm breeze, as if summer was saying a final goodbye.

Ah, it’s good to be back.

Gabriel smiled at two Upper Delinquent Merits as they passed, but they didn’t look nearly as happy to be back as him. Just scuttled off down the winding path towards the lake without a word.

After another ten minutes, Gabriel took off after them, sure that if Penelope wasn’t up there waiting for him, then she’d definitely be by the crooked pier where they first met, listening to some new language and pretending she wasn’t excited to see him.

Except she wasn’t there either. But someone who Gabriel hadn’t thought he’d ever see again was – Mickey Jones drifted over on his gondola, looking like a ghost with a tan. It was barely past 10 a.m. and the poor man already looked weary. When he saw Gabriel’s quizzical expression, he shook his head and said, ‘Don’t even ask, Gabriel.’ He let out a long dramatic sigh as he tied the gondola to the pier.

So Gabriel didn’t ask, but that didn’t stop the boatman from answering.

‘Uncle Tommy’s only gone and done a runner, hasn’t he? Just left me here to do this job for another year. Off on a cruise, he said. The cheek.’ He looked past Gabriel to see if anyone else was walking down the path from the woods, then gestured tiredly for Gabriel to climb aboard. ‘I’ve done five trips already this morning. Mad, I know. You’d think they’d put up a timetable on these back-to-school days so that students know when the next crossing will be, but noooo – apparently that would look suspicious to anyone who stumbled upon this place.’ Mickey untied the gondola and pushed off. ‘Anyway, good to see you, Gabriel. How’d the summer treat you?’ But before Gabriel had a chance to reply, Mickey said, ‘Better than it treated me, I bet. I’ve been out here in the baking sun, day in, day out. When I tried to do the smart thing and cover myself with my hood – I’m fair-skinned, you see, Gabriel – that little friend of yours started calling me Grim Reaper!’

Gabriel stifled a laugh. He hadn’t seen it until now, but Mickey was tall and pale and wore black most of the time, so he probably was only a hood away from being the Grim Reaper.

‘Penelope?’ Gabriel said. ‘How’s she been?’

Mickey groaned. ‘Rude and demanding and full of herself.’

Gabriel laughed out loud this time. ‘So her usual self, then?’

‘Nah,’ Mickey said, thrusting his oar deep into the calm waters. ‘Different. She still goes on her runs, does that HIIT stuff and all that, but she’s always in a bad mood. It’s almost like . . . I don’t know. Like she’s a caged lion or something.’

Gabriel tilted his head. Is she mad at me, Ade, Ede and Amira for not visiting?

As he hopped off on the island, Gabriel thanked Mickey, but the boatman was already moaning about the small cluster of Merits who had gathered on the other bank, waiting for his return.

Gabriel cut through the trees, turning right at the main villa and doing a loop of the grounds, pausing only to peer through the windows of the small outer buildings. All but one was empty. In the Crimnastics building, Friedrich had assembled an assault course so difficult that Gabriel couldn’t see a clear way to the end. But there she was at the finish line, dripping with sweat and somehow looking even more compact than last year. As Gabriel turned away, he heard her call out to someone on the far side of the room, ‘Your turn.’

His last stop was the Forgery Wing, but as he neared it a girl his height came out, her hair tied up in a familiar violet ribbon.

‘Penelope!’ he called.

Penelope froze in her tracks, wide-eyed. She looked over both shoulders and then started to back slowly away. ‘Gabriel Avery. Hello. I . . . um, have an appointment . . . in the library. Right now, actually. The new librarian – who has been very well vetted, you’ll be pleased to hear – is helping me find first-hand sources on the Jefren Creek Heist so . . . I’ll be on my way.’

Gabriel frowned. ‘There are no first-hand sources of . . .’ But she was already gone. ‘What was that about?’ he muttered to himself.

Gabriel stood, staring blankly, until something buzzed close to his ear. He swiped at it, but seconds later it came back, only this time there were words in amongst the white noise, ‘Don’t be offended, Gabe. She did the same thing to us, and everyone knows Crook prefers us to you.’

Gabriel whipped around to see a silver object the size of a pea hovering beside him. And coming out of the trees behind, the Brothers Crim. Ade was almost unchanged, but Ede’s hair was longer and wilder. Both were beaming as they strode towards him. Without even a ‘Hi, how was your summer?’ the twins blurted out:

‘You know how we killed it with the jollof last year?’ Ede asked.

‘Well, we’re going bigger this year,’ Ade said.

‘Much bigger. That’s what entrepreneurs do,’ Ede added. 

Ade nodded. ‘Ed learnt that word a week ago, Gabe, and now he won’t stop saying it.’

‘But that’s what we are, Ad, man. Pioneers. Just look at our new invention.’

Ade gestured to the hovering silver ball. ‘Meet Midge. Called her that ’cause of the sound she makes. We’re working on that, by the way. She can’t exactly sneak up on anyone when she sounds like a flock of mosquitoes. We’re also not exactly sure how she’s going to help us earn money but—’

‘They’re not called a flock of mosquitoes, Ad. I think it’s a mist of mosquitoes, or maybe an annoyance. You got anything in that memory of yours on that, Gabe? Hey, why you looking at us like that?’

Gabriel let out a long sigh. ‘I’m just happy to see you guys.’

The twins shared a look and shrugged. Ade said, ‘Well, obviously. We’re sick.’

Ede nodded. ‘Wish the Legacy was as happy to see us. What’s up with her anyway?’

Gabriel looked over his shoulder to where Penelope had disappeared. ‘That’s what we need to find out.’
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The Crookling Legacy welcoming ceremony the next day was much less stressful now that Gabriel was a Miscreant and didn’t have to worry about being watched by the whole school. Unlike the previous year, which had been bitter and still and brightly lit by the full moon, this night was warm and dark and wet. The rain that thundered on the umbrellas of the gathered crowd drowned out every sound. So no one dared speak, they only watched the other bank intently, waiting for the tell-tale orange glow to appear amongst the trees.

Gabriel, though, had his eyes elsewhere. To his left, Penelope stood away from the other Miscreants, dressed in all black like she was at a funeral, her face obscured by an oversized black umbrella. He had tried to catch her eye, but she was actively avoiding him. Avoiding the twins, too. They were obviously hurt by it as well, though they had laughed it off. They, like him, had been snatching glances at Penelope since she’d appeared. Now, though, they stood on his right, staring at the opposite bank, uncharacteristically silent.

Gabriel looked over at Penelope again. Why she is being like—

‘Hello,’ a familiar voice said from behind, interrupting his thought. A bright blue umbrella appeared at his side. Its owner peeked out from underneath, those familiar green eyes smiling up at him. ‘I am glad you are back safely.’ Her words seemed to carry, even in the downpour.

Gabriel returned her smile. ‘Amira! I looked everywhere for you earlier but couldn’t find you. It’s so good to see you.’

‘Yeah,’ Ade chimed in. ‘Real good to see you, Blur. We wondered where you’d got to.’

‘Just figured you were climbing Mount Everest or something though,’ Ede chuckled, giving her a fist bump.

‘I saw your new invention flying by yesterday,’ she said, eyeing Midge, who now rested on Ade’s shoulder. ‘Very nice.’

‘Well, thank you, Amira,’ Ade said, shooting Gabriel a look. ‘Glad to know one of our friends thinks so.’

Gabriel rolled his eyes. Then, suddenly realised something. ‘Amira, your English.’

‘Ooooh,’ Ede said. ‘So you’re happy to praise her . . . wait, nah, that’s true though. Your English is sick now. What happened?’

They were so tightly huddled together that when Amira shrugged, they all shrugged. ‘I am very clever.’ She gave them a mischievous smile, which made them all laugh.

Ede said, ‘I mean, I liked you before because, you know, you could basically fly, but a funny Mira? That’s next level.’

Something else clicked in Gabriel’s head, then. ‘It was you I saw training with Friedrich in the Crimnastics wing yesterday, wasn’t it?’

Amira nodded. ‘I came early to train with her. She will be my tutor this year.’

‘Heard she practically begged to be your tutor,’ Ade said. ‘In that stony-faced, monosyllabic—’

‘Monosyllabic?’ Ede snorted. ‘We’ve got a regular Penelope Crook on our hands here.’

Ade completely ignored his brother ‘—way that only Friedrich can.’ Ade’s face became blank, perfectly mimicking the expression that Friedrich always wore in class, then he looked at Amira. ‘You. Me. Learn?’

Amira burst out laughing, then winced and slowly rolled her arm not holding the umbrella. ‘I have pain everywhere. But Penelope says this is normal.’

Gabriel and the twins looked at each other, then Gabriel said, ‘You’ve spoken to her?’

Amira nodded. ‘Of course. Every day. She has been helping with my English. But some of the words she uses . . .’

‘Are those of a seventy-year-old pensioner, we know,’ Ede finished. ‘But why is she speaking to you and not us?’

Amira raised her eyebrows in confusion.

‘She won’t talk to any of us three,’ Gabriel explained. ‘What if – what if it’s because of what happened last year? Us Merits teaming up with you Legacies to win the Break-in? Maybe she regrets it.’

‘Hold up,’ Ade said, speaking over a particularly heavy downpour. ‘She agreed to team up with us. She practically begged. She wanted to go searching for more information about the Nameless this year, right? So what’s changed?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’ As he spoke, his gaze drifted over to Caspian Crook, who stood on a raised bank to the left, flanked by a few of the other teachers. Something had changed in his grey eyes from last year. The warmth Gabriel had seen all those months ago when the co-Headmaster had given him a tour of Crookhaven was gone. Knowing that he’d had one of the leaders of the Nameless here, right under his nose, for nearly a full year, had snatched something from Caspian. He’d lost his air of invincibility. Not to mention he’d been shown up by Gabriel and his crew during the Break-in.

Which made Gabriel think. Might he have tried to get his power back by controlling the only person he could?

‘I wonder . . .’ said Gabriel. ‘Maybe it’s not Penelope who doesn’t want to talk to us.’ And he nodded in the direction of Caspian.

‘You think Crook has forbidden Penelope to talk to us?’ Ade said.

Ede grabbed his brother. ‘Ad, are we a . . . bad influence?’

‘Us lot?’ Ade snorted. ‘’Course we’re a bad influence, Ed. The whole point of this school is to do wrong to put the world right. They literally teach us to be a bad influence.’ He kissed his teeth. ‘Nah, no wonder Whisper thinks you’re the dumb twin.’

‘What? Nah, there’s no way she said that!’

Ade hid his grin, pleased to get a rise out of his brother. But Gabriel’s mind had been whirring and had landed on a plan. ‘Is Midge waterproof?’

‘That’s like asking – is Mr Sisman nuttier than every other human alive? Yeah, obviously,’ Ade said.

‘I wish you’d stop doubting us, Gabe,’ Ede said, tutting. ‘It’s getting insulting.’

‘Good,’ Gabriel said. ‘Next question – can you land Midge on a person’s shoulder without them realising?’

The twins shared a look, suddenly a whole lot less confident. Then Ede, jaw set, said, ‘If we’re talking indoors, over a short distance, then yeah, I could.’

‘What if it’s outdoors, over a medium distance, in the pouring rain?’ Gabriel asked. ‘Like say, right now?’

Ede raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s why you asked if she’s waterproof?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Can you do it?’

Ade laughed. ‘It’s not whether she’s waterproof that’s the problem here, Gabe, it’s that Midge is the size of a marble and raindrops this heavy would knock her right out of the sky. Nah, it won’t work.’

‘I have an idea. Put her on my shoulder,’ Amira said to Ede.

Ede blinked, then obeyed. ‘And now?’

‘Now we wait,’ she said, pointing. ‘For them.’

Across the lake, torchlight swayed through the woods, followed by a procession of maroon umbrellas. The rain continued to lash down – on the grassy bank, on the rippling waters and on the gathered crowd. Their ceremony last year had been magical, an unforgettable spectacle that had given Gabriel goosebumps. But this was miserable. Gabriel felt truly sorry for the Crooklings whose first experience of Crookhaven was driving rain and the frowning faces of a crowd who were counting the seconds until they could retreat indoors.

There was a crackling sound and Caspian Crook raised a walkie-talkie to his lips. ‘Everyone present and correct, Headmaster Whisper?’

‘Sorry we’re tardy, Crook,’ a familiar voice answered. ‘One of our new Crookling geniuses got off at the wrong stop. Anyway, let’s raise that bridge, eh? This weather’s no good for my hair.’

Caspian smiled slightly and raised the bridge.

Gabriel leant to his right and whispered, ‘I hope no one slips on there today—’ But when he looked, Amira was gone. Gabriel glanced over both shoulders and spotted her huddled beside Penelope. He nudged Ede and jerked his head towards the two girls.

‘Rah,’ Ede said, ‘how does she move that silently? Are we sure she’s not a ghost?’

‘Now’s your chance, Ed,’ Ade said. ‘It’s only a little jump for Midge from Amira to Crook now.’

Ede retrieved a handset from his jacket. Squinting through the sheets of rain, he tapped a button and manoeuvred with the joystick. Seconds later, he smiled. ‘Touchdown. Who wants to have the first word with her?’

Gabriel took the handset and, into the mic, said, ‘Penelope, can you hear me?’

Penelope jumped and looked around. Gabriel could hear her voice from the handset. ‘Gabriel? Where are you?’

‘The twins have created a miniature version of Sneaks and it’s on your shoulder. Keep looking straight ahead.’

‘Firstly, it’s not a miniature version of Sneaks—’ Ede corrected.

‘RIP,’ Ade added.

‘RIP,’ Ede echoed. ‘Second, Midge is a she not an it.’ 

Gabriel ignored them. ‘Penelope, we need to meet. I have the USB stick for you. Can you sneak away?’

Penelope stared straight ahead at the Crooklings crossing the bridge, each carefully picking up a glowing pebble as they went. For a long moment, it appeared as if she had no intention of answering him. All four of them watched her intently, all subtlety long gone.

After another minute or so, Penelope took a breath and whispered, ‘Meet me tonight, at the base of the Crooked Oak.’
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‘The problem with her saying tonight,’ moaned Ade, ‘is that it could mean five p.m. or two a.m. How can someone so precise be so careless with their—’ 

‘She’s here,’ Gabriel whispered as a figure dressed all in black crept into the courtyard. Backlit by the bright lights of the villa, Penelope was little more than a shadow, her featureless face looking from side to side. Spotting them, she looked left, then right, over her shoulder, then up towards the top floor where the library looked out on to the higher branches of the Crooked Oak. Satisfied she was not being watched, she ghosted over to them.

‘You need to explain yourself—’ Ade began, but Penelope shushed him sharply.

‘Not here,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’ She grabbed Gabriel and Amira by their arms and dragged them to the other side of the Crooked Oak, to a nook that was cave-like and hidden from view.

This time, it was Gabriel that said, ‘Penelope, why are we sneaking—’

‘Not yet,’ she snapped, her cold hand rising to cover Gabriel’s mouth. With her other hand, she reached up inside the nook, brow furrowed with concentration. She went shoulder-deep in the tree, still reaching up and around, methodically searching for something. Then her eyes widened in triumph, and a soft click sounded somewhere inside.
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