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This book is dedicated to Julian, Dick, Anne, George and Timmy and everyone who loves them. 


The adventurers may grow older But the adventures don’t have to end.









[image: A map of the coast shows a port and customs compound, along with Castaway Hill, Landgate, Mermaid Inn, Watchbell Corner, Smuggler’s Top and Town Hall.]









[image: 1]


The Empty House


Just before it touched the distant horizon, the setting sun sent out one final ray of light that turned the whole of Kirrin Bay golden. Jackdaws wheeled above the ruined tower on the small island set at the entrance to the bay, and a small fishing boat sent a pattern of dazzling ripples fanning out behind it as it returned to the harbour.


Maddy stood on a stone wall and squinted into the low sun as she gazed out across the beach at the island far beyond. This was only her third time here but it felt strangely like coming home. A thrill of excitement ran down her back. A few months ago, she, her brother and sister and Professor George Kirrin had discovered real hidden gold beneath the sea here: a forgotten treasure that had lain undiscovered for half a century. And the mystery wasn’t completely solved just yet.


Her thoughts were interrupted by a bark and a shout. Gilbert, the black-and-white Border Collie belonging to her younger sister Fran, had spotted a seagull flapping and splashing in the shallow breakers not far away. With another delighted ‘Wuff!’ he sprinted away across the beach, sand spraying from his galloping paws.


Tom, the youngest of the three children, set off in pursuit with a shout of ‘Come back, you silly dog! Leave the bird alone!’


But Gilbert pelted at full speed into the water. The seagull took to the air and hovered above him with a mocking cry, unconcerned by his frantic barks. Tom, unable to stop himself, ran straight into the breakers with a shout and a splash. He waded out and grabbed Gilbert by the collar. ‘I’m all wet now!’ he complained.


[image: Tom is running along the shore after Gilbert, who is chasing seagulls. Maddy and Fran watch and smile from the walkway near the harbour.]


Maddy heard a quiet chuckle beside her. Fran was perched on the wall with her arms wrapped round her knees.


‘I don’t know what you’re laughing at,’ complained Tom, dragging Gilbert back up the beach. ‘He’s your dog, after all! You’re going to have to give him a bath.’ He kicked out with his sodden jeans, sending a spray of water across the two girls. Maddy and Fran shrieked in outrage, jumping back off the wall. Tom chased them up and down the boardwalk, cackling.


Finally Maddy held up a hand to call a truce and brushed sand out of her hair. ‘Let’s get to Kirrin Cottage and find George.’


The children had arrived early for their week’s stay, and had decided to spend some time at the beach rather than disturb the professor. She could be fairly short-tempered if anyone interrupted her during her experiments.


‘About time!’ said Tom. ‘I’m starving.’


Maddy glanced up at the sky. They must have spent longer than they realised at the beach. Already the day was darkening and families were streaming away from the sand carrying rolled-up windbreaks and tired toddlers in towels. Maddy, Fran and Tom collected their bags and backpacks, which they had piled against the wall earlier, and began to trudge towards the steep hill that led out of town.


‘I wonder what’s going on,’ mused Fran as they walked. ‘George told us we were in for an exciting week, remember? I wonder whether she’s any closer to tracking down that crook Clay.’


‘I bet she is,’ said Tom confidently. ‘George could find anyone if she really put her mind to it. She’d probably invent, like, a really cool laser tracking device or something.’


‘That’s not even the kind of science she does,’ Maddy told him with a grin. ‘But I know what you mean.’


‘I think Anne’s more likely to be on his trail than George anyway,’ said Fran in her usual quiet voice. ‘She is a famous detective, after all.’ Their great-aunt Anne Fox, who was George’s cousin, had also been investigating the criminal who had been behind the theft of the Forgotten Treasure: Doctor Cornelius Clay. The children had been eagerly awaiting an update on the case.


Kirrin Cottage soon came into sight at the top of the hill. ‘I hope George has got something ready for tea,’ Tom said longingly.


‘It’ll be whatever we can find in the cupboards,’ Maddy told him. ‘George isn’t the kind of host who lays everything out ready for you, remember?’


‘I don’t care,’ replied Tom. ‘I’m so hungry I might just grab a fork and sit right in front of the fridge.’


The girls laughed, but as they got closer, Fran stopped giggling and began to frown. She had a good sense for danger, which was telling her that things here weren’t quite right. ‘There’s something wrong,’ she said. The evening shadows had started to deepen further and houses had begun to put their lights on, patches of comforting gold spilling out across the wide street. But the large white house at the top of the hill was in complete darkness.


Maddy stopped in her tracks and turned to face her younger sister. Fran didn’t often speak but, as with most quiet people, it was almost always worth listening when she did.


‘What’s up?’ Maddy asked.


Fran pointed to the darkened windows of the house. ‘It doesn’t look like anybody’s home.’


‘George probably just forgot to put the lights on,’ Tom said impatiently, smoothing a hand down his wet jeans. ‘You know what she’s like – I bet she got caught up in some experiment and doesn’t realise what time it is.’


‘But she wouldn’t have left the front door open, whether she was working on an experiment or not …’ Sure enough, the door was standing slightly open.


‘Well,’ Maddy decided, ‘whatever’s going on, we won’t find out what it is by standing here.’


‘Exactly,’ agreed Tom. ‘Besides, my legs are about to fall off. I need to get in there, change into some dry clothes and eat a pork pie before I can even think about solving any mysteries.’


‘Come on then.’ Maddy started towards the front gate. ‘Keep a hand on Gilbert’s collar, though, Fran,’ she called quietly over her shoulder. ‘Just in case.’ And she couldn’t help adding, under her breath, ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’


The front gate of Kirrin Cottage opened with a gentle squeak, and the three children approached nervously down the front path. The swaying door creaked in the wind and a few clucks came from the chicken coop away to their left. Gilbert gave a small whine.


‘Let’s try round the back first,’ Maddy decided. ‘Maybe Tom’s right and she’s in the middle of an experiment or something.’ But when they crept round into the garden, the other side of Kirrin Cottage was also in darkness, doors and windows locked. The moon had risen, and the thin silvery light cast a net of shadows across the wide lawn. Suddenly, Gilbert stiffened and gave a low growl deep in his throat.


‘Fran’s right,’ Maddy told the other two. ‘Something’s off here. There’s only one thing for it – we’ll have to go inside and see what’s going on. Perhaps George left a note.’


‘Are you really sure we ought to be doing this?’ asked Tom in a nervous whisper as they approached the front door. ‘We’re breaking in!’


‘It’s not breaking in if we’re invited,’ Maddy whispered in reply. ‘And besides, she might be in danger. We’ve got to find out what’s going on! No member of the Famous Five would fail to investigate a mysterious disappearance in a deserted house.’


‘A creepy deserted house,’ added Tom as he followed her through the hall and into the empty, gloomy kitchen. Fran pushed the door shut and then decided to lock it before joining them. She didn’t want anyone to follow them inside. Maddy pulled a torch from her bag and shone it around. The empty kitchen was chilly and there was no sound except for the faint rattle and hum of the fridge that stood in one corner. Somehow they all knew from the stillness in the cool air that nobody was here.


As they stealthily crossed the stone kitchen floor, Gilbert gave another growl. A sound, faint but unmistakable, came from the front of the house – the quiet squeak of the gate being pushed open.


‘Get down, all of you,’ ordered Maddy in a low, urgent voice as she clicked off her torch. ‘Someone’s coming!’
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Where Is George?


The previous night, several miles away from Kirrin Bay, a bright moon had been shining like a watchful eye high above the midnight sea. It sent a trail of silver across the dancing waves and was reflected back countless times in the diamond-paned windows of the old, jumbled-together houses that lined the narrow streets of a small town standing on a hill not far from the water’s edge.


The streets were deserted, except for the odd prowling cat. Or so it seemed. Flitting quietly from doorway to doorway like a ghost, a figure dressed all in black made their stealthy way up the steep cobbled lanes towards a dark, ancient house that stood right on the hilltop. It was surrounded by a high wall, and a single tall tower stood at one end, its blank windows looking out over the fields and rivers that surrounded the town.


At the wall, the person stopped. Concealed in the shadows, they rummaged through a bag that hung at their side, peering intently at a security camera fixed to one wall of the house whose red light was blinking steadily. Gloved hands pulled out a small box and fiddled with switches and controls. There was a brief fizzing sound and the light on the camera went out.


Crouching low, the dark silhouette moved swiftly to the wall, a coil of thin rope hung over one shoulder. There was a sharp snick as a grappling hook hit the top of the wall, and immediately they climbed rapidly up and dropped soundlessly to the ground on the other side. Moving to a window, the figure pushed it open and vanished.


Inside, the huge sprawling house lay in darkness and silence, except for the pale moonlight filtering through the high windows and the slow ticking of a large grandfather clock that stood in the long hallway. The person in black crept stealthily through this hall, stopping several times to listen carefully before moving on towards a heavy wooden door that stood right at one end. Gently they turned the thick brass handle and the door swung softly open.


Behind the door was a large and comfortable sitting room. The embers of a fire smouldered in the enormous hearth and above the mantelpiece hung a painting of an old sailing ship making its way through the waves of a stormy sea. A high-backed chair faced the fireplace, and the whole room was gently lit by the rosy light from the glowing logs. The intruder took a quick look around before making straight for the fire. But they stopped in their tracks as a soft, mocking voice rang out.


‘Ahh, Professor George Kirrin. We meet again.’


A man rose from the chair. He was tall and immaculately dressed in a dark suit. His unusual, dead-looking eyes glittered strangely in the firelight.


‘I’ve been expecting you,’ he said as all at once the lights in the room snapped on.


Now the figure could be clearly seen. She was tall and spare, with a mop of grey curls partly hidden by a black beanie hat. A pair of bright blue eyes burnt furiously in her tanned, weather-beaten face.


‘You won’t get away with this, Clay,’ George snarled.


‘What a predictable answer.’ The man gave a faint smile. ‘But you won’t be escaping this time, Professor.’


George looked over her shoulder and saw two mean-looking men barring the doorway behind her.


Doctor Cornelius Clay laced his hands behind his back and began to walk to and fro across the ornate hearth rug.


‘You’re a rather interesting character, Professor Kirrin,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘I’ve been looking into your history. As a child you and your cousins became rather well-known – along with your faithful dog, of course. What was it they used to call you? Ah yes … the Famous Five. Julian, Dick, Anne, George and Timmy the dog. How utterly charming.’


‘We specialised in catching crooks just like you,’ George spat.


‘In meddling with things that didn’t concern you, you mean?’ countered Clay smoothly. ‘And I see that even now you’re old, you haven’t grown any wiser. Teaming up with the grandchildren of your cousin Dick and their dog to call yourselves the New Famous Five. But this time you have met your match.’


‘You leave those children out of this,’ George warned, clenching her fists, but the cold-eyed man continued speaking in the same sinister tone.


‘You and your little friends caused me quite a lot of inconvenience a few months ago. That treasure you recovered from Kirrin Bay was worth a great deal of money. I was willing to overlook it as long as you left me well alone. Only, you haven’t; I know that you have been investigating my activities. And now you have come here to my home with what I assume is some crazy plan to stop me. But you have been outwitted. As you see, I was ready for you.’


George’s eyes flickered up to the painting above the fireplace, before glancing over her shoulder once again at the guards blocking the doorway. Her mouth twisted in an expression of frustration. ‘What now, then?’ she asked bitterly. ‘Are your goons going to beat me up? Bump me off?’


Clay gave a short, dry chuckle. ‘Nothing nearly so uncivilised,’ he purred. ‘No, no. You’ll simply be my honoured guest for a few days. You see, my plans are almost complete. Soon I’ll leave this country forever. But until then, you need to be kept firmly out of the way. And the same goes for your young relatives.’


‘If you touch a hair on their heads, I’ll—’ George started furiously.


‘You’ll all be together soon enough,’ Clay reassured her. ‘My friends here, Syme and Stone, will take a little trip to your house, Kirrin Cottage, and invite the rest of the New Famous Five to join us here.’


‘Kidnap them, you mean.’ George looked scornfully at the two men. They had been with Clay at Kirrin Cottage the previous summer, but this time she could see them clearly in the light. Syme and Stone looked tough and ruthless. At a curt nod from Clay, they moved forward and grasped her arms firmly.


‘Take the professor to our most secure guest quarters,’ Clay instructed the two men. ‘Then tomorrow, go to Kirrin Cottage and bring the children to join her. There’ll be nobody to stop my plans this time – least of all the New Famous Five.’ And, with a low laugh, he waved his hand and his guards dragged George, still spitting out insults, from the room, slamming the heavy door shut behind them. George struggled frantically but she was held firmly. She couldn’t bear the thought that these two men were planning to head to Kirrin and capture Maddy, Fran and Tom. But there was no way now to warn them, or send help.
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Kidnappers at Kirrin Cottage


At Kirrin Cottage the following night, the three children dropped to the floor and crawled beneath the large kitchen table. Fran kept a hand on Gilbert’s collar to silence him. After the squeak of the gate they could hear soft footsteps on the path.


‘Maybe it’s George coming home,’ said Fran uncertainly.


‘Well, if it is, we’ll surprise her,’ Maddy whispered back. But she felt sure this wasn’t their friend. For a start, this person was at the front of the house, and George made a habit of going in and out of the back door to avoid making what she called ‘foolish small talk’ with the other villagers. There was even a secret passageway leading from her study to a nearby farm where she sometimes used to go off on her own to think.


The footsteps approached the door.


Knock, knock, knock … knock. Knock, knock, knock … knock.


‘That sounds like a code,’ Tom noted. ‘Two short, one long, one short.’ The other two looked at him blankly in the half-darkness.


After a pause, there was a gentle creaking and a rattle as someone tried the large black door handle and found it locked. The footsteps sounded a couple of times more before stopping. Maddy peered gingerly out from under the table and let out a gasp. In the moonlight she could see a shadowy figure in the act of opening and climbing through the kitchen window. She darted out and across the room, clicking her torch back on and shining it at the intruder, just as they landed in the kitchen and stood upright.


Standing just inside the window was a woman with grey hair cut into a neat bob. She had raised her hand automatically to shield her eyes from the torchlight but, as she lowered it, squinting, the children recognised her immediately.


‘Anne!’ cried out Fran, who had also leapt out from beneath the table to face the intruder. Tom had gone with her, grabbing a spatula from the worktop at the same time. He was ducked into a half crouch, holding it in front of him like a sword.


‘What were you planning to do with that?’ asked Anne with a smile. ‘Fry me to death? Hallo, boy. Hallo, hallo.’ Gilbert had rushed forward and stood up on his hind legs to greet his friend, attempting to lick her face. Anne ruffled his ears. ‘What are you all doing down here in the dark?’ she asked them. ‘Where’s George?’
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