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Gabriel Avery and the crew were back on the trail of a familiar foe.


After Adria Vivas and Luciano Lopes had escaped earlier in the summer, the two had gone to ground. The crew had looked everywhere for the leaders of the Nameless – online and off – but found nothing. No leads at all. That wasn’t surprising given the Nameless had one of the world’s most skilled hackers, V1XEN, on their side. But just a few weeks before that warm summer night, the Brothers Crim had found something – a Nameless agent who had been out of the country for the past two years. A Crookhaven alumnus who had only recently come back to England, and who the crew had tracked to a small, unassuming town in North Devon.


Marianna Sonorov.


‘Ade, Ede,’ Gabriel whispered over comms. ‘Do we know where she’s going?’


‘The Sneaky One’s got eyes on her,’ Ade called back, ‘but all these chimneys aren’t making things easy.’


‘Who even has a working chimney in this day and age?’ Ede said. Then, in a mock cockney accent, ‘Clean yer chimney for tuppence, mister? Go on, I’ll throw in a shoeshine too!’


Gabriel held in a laugh as he pulled his cap lower and turned a corner. Night had fallen, but the bright blonde hair of his mark was easy to spot in the street up ahead. He stayed a few people behind her, keeping his steps quiet.


‘Just because most people don’t use chimneys any more,’ Penelope snapped, ‘doesn’t mean they’re going to go around toppling them into the streets. Besides, Sneaks is only supporting today. Amira, Villette, if that ugly little thing gets in your way up there, feel free to kick it out of the sky!’ Penelope was also at ground level, one street over from Gabriel.


‘If she gets broken,’ Ade came back, ‘then you’ll be hosting the next funeral, Crook.’


‘A funeral for a chunk of metal.’ Villette snorted. ‘Count me out.’


Gabriel had to get them back on track before things spiralled. ‘Amira, Villette, how are things looking from up there?’ 


Something strange had happened over the summer – Amira and Villette had gravitated towards one another. It had been unspoken, largely because neither talked about their emotions much, but they had started working in tandem, establishing a new rhythm. Gabriel secretly attributed this change to one monumental moment during the Break-in the last school year, when Amira asked for the knife Villette had held up to Alessandra Giuliano, the woman who had been sent by the Nameless to kill Villette and tear their crew apart. Had Amira forced the blade from Villette’s hand, he suspected this new bond would not have been forged. But Amira had trusted Villette to make the right choice, and with that choice, Villette had chosen a new life. And the more Gabriel thought about it, the less strange it was – that the girl who had always been underestimated and the girl who had always been misunderstood had found common ground.


‘It’s quiet,’ Amira said from her vantage point on the rooftop between Gabriel and Penelope. ‘Doesn’t look like Marianna has anyone with her tonight.’


‘Or that’s exactly what they want us to believe,’ Villette said, one rooftop over from Amira. 


Silence on the line.


The crew had been on edge all summer. Some, like Villette and Amira, never spoke of the anxiety Gabriel knew they felt. But others, like Penelope and the twins, very rarely stopped.


‘With Mummy and Daddy Evil out and about now,’ Ede whispered, ‘we have to be prepared for anything. Gabe, what you thinking?’


Gabriel eyed the back of Marianna Sonorov’s head as the tall, blonde Merit walked calmly past a couple swinging their young daughter into the air. ‘It can’t be a coincidence that Sonorov is back in the country after all this time. This is the only lead we have to Adria and Luciano’s whereabouts, so I think we should follow it. But only if we all agree.’


‘Well, I do,’ Penelope added, without a second’s pause, as Gabriel knew she would.


‘Me too,’ Villette chimed in.


Amira, Ade and Ede soon followed.


Gabriel nodded. ‘Good, because Marianna has just turned up ahead. Amira, she’s coming your way.’


‘Gabriel, do you see this crowd?’ Penelope asked. ‘Where in the world are they all coming from at this time of night?’


‘I … may have the answer to that,’ Ede said apprehensively. ‘And it’s Ad’s worst nightmare.’


‘Oh no,’ Ade said, apparently spotting what his brother meant. ‘No, no, no. Is that … a funfair?’


Villette cackled cruelly. ‘You cannot be scared of a funfair.’


‘Cannot be …’ Ade started, aghast. ‘It sweeps into a town at dusk, springs up overnight and then spends weeks calling to the local children with its blinding lights, its hypnotic music and its sickly-sweet food, like some sort of luminous Pied Piper. Not to even mention the rides they run are one Brothers Crim hack away from breaking down and throwing this whole neighbourhood into that lake over there. A funfair is not fun and the games are never fair.’


‘That, and Ad once got lost at a funfair,’ Ede explained. ‘Mum didn’t find him for a full hour, and when she did, he was hiding in the ball pool from a …’ He cleared his voice to make sure they heard him properly. ‘A killer chicken.’


Muffled laughter over the line.


‘Nah, I’m not having you lot do me like that,’ Ade said. ‘I am telling you. This person in a giant chicken costume chased me through the funfair with a skewer. If that ball pool hadn’t been there that day, Ed would’ve def-init-ely lost his older brother.’


‘But answer me this,’ Penelope said. ‘Was there chicken on that skewer of his?’


‘Rah, do you think I had time to check something like that?’ Ade snapped.


Penelope sighed. ‘Ade, that person in the chicken suit was probably trying to give you a free sample of chicken. Not kill you.’


‘Crook, he chased me through the whole funfair. You’re telling me he did that just so I would eat some badly seasoned grub? Nah, man. No chance.’


‘Much as I would like to hear that entire story in far greater detail,’ Gabriel said, ‘we’ve got another decision to make. Marianna’s just gone into the funfair and there’s a very good chance she’s using this place as a cover to meet someone, maybe even Luciano and Adria. So do we hang back and wait to see if they come out, or do we follow—’


‘We follow her in,’ Penelope interrupted.


‘We don’t agree often, Crook,’ Villette said, ‘but I’m with you on this. We need to know why Marianna’s come back here.’


‘And we’re not worried about potentially running into two of the most malevolent people in the world?’ Ade asked, a slight tremor in his voice. 


‘Luminous … Malevolent,’ Ede teased. ‘You sound a whole lot like Penelope Muriel Crook right now, Ad.’


‘That is not my middle …’ Penelope sighed, disappointed in herself for rising to their teasing. ‘It won’t be you two going in anyway, so why don’t you worry about keeping your eye in the sky pointed towards the fair and let the big girls get to work, hmm?’


Amira and Villette chuckled.


‘I mean … that’s more of an insult to Gabe than us,’ Ade said. ‘But that’s perfectly fine with me. You couldn’t get me in that funfair even if you promised me your forgery of the Mona Lisa.’


‘I wasn’t offering,’ Penelope snapped. ‘And anyway, Mum and Alexander are close by just in case anything happens.’


Villette groaned. ‘I don’t appreciate being babysat. Even if it is by Maravel squared.’


‘Maravel squared …’ Ede mulled it over. ‘Nah, I like that one. Write that down, Ad.’


Last year, the crew had discovered that the legendary Maravel, known for their impossible heists over the years, was not a single person. Alexander Belmont – the boatman at their school – had been Maravel for years, but after a devastating injury he’d passed the honour on to someone new and entirely unexpected – Carmen Crook, Penelope’s mum. And both were close by that night, just in case …


Gabriel cleared his throat to focus them for what felt like the tenth time. ‘Marianna’s just turned past the dodgems and she’s heading for … Amira, what is that building?’


‘One second,’ Amira said. 


Gabriel looked up to find a figure in black cutting through the air, her hand reaching out for the spinning Ferris wheel. She grabbed the white metal frame and effortlessly pulled herself up, then shimmied elegantly along the beam towards the unmoving cog at its heart. Without a second’s thought, Amira leapt off and landed softly on top of a building that looked like a multi-level assault course for young kids. It was tall and the light spilling from it was viciously bright, making Amira appear little more than a smudge of black against the sky. 


‘That building is … the Hall of Mirrors.’


Ade kissed his teeth. ‘Yeah, that’s a no from me, man.’


‘Killer chicken follow you in there too?’ Villette quipped, and Gabriel could tell she was grinning.


‘That … is a whole different story …’ Ede answered. Then, as if his brother had given him a long, hard glare, he moved swiftly on. ‘Looks like there are three exits. The front door – with the “closed for maintenance” sign on – then one in the back and an emergency hatch to the east. What you thinking, Gabe?’


Gabriel eased his way through the churning crowd and came to a stop in an alcove across from the small building. All around him, strobe lights flashed, food stalls smoked, and families shrieked with excitement as they played their games and rode their rides. But Gabriel was focused on just one thing. ‘Penelope, you watch the front.’


‘On it,’ Penelope said, brushing past him and coming to a stop naturally by the entrance. She sat on a bench and took a bite of a hotdog Gabriel hadn’t even seen her buy.


‘Where did you get that?’ Ede asked. ‘We’re over here starving and you’re stuffing your face?’


Penelope took another bite. ‘I have to be doing something or it looks suspicious.’ But Gabriel could see the slight smile on her lips.


‘Amira,’ Gabriel called. ‘You take the back.’


‘I thought you would say that,’ a figure said as they walked by him. Amira now wore jeans and a light blue hoodie, her black outfit discarded elsewhere. She rounded the building and was gone.


‘Very impressive,’ Gabriel admitted. ‘Villette, you—’


‘Go to the east exit?’ Villette asked. A blonde figure peeked out from the other side of the building. ‘Already here.’


‘Ooh, we’re getting good good,’ Ade said. ‘I’ll admit, when the villainess joined, I wasn’t sure it’d work out. But look at us now, eh? Working together like a real crew annnddd … Villette’s taken out her earpiece. Course she has.’


‘I’m going in,’ Gabriel interrupted. ‘If Marianna’s meeting with the Nameless, we need to hear what they’re saying. This could be our only chance to get ahead of them.’


‘Whatever you do,’ Penelope said as he neared, ‘do not get spotted and do not engage. We don’t know what they’ll do if they catch you.’


‘They won’t hurt me,’ Gabriel said and smiled when he met Penelope’s eyes. ‘As revenge, they’re far more likely to come after everyone I care about. So it’s all of you who should watch out.’ He winked at her as he passed and then climbed the stairs to the building.


‘Well, that’s … horrifying,’ Ade said.


Inside, it was dark and strangely cold. Gabriel steadied his breath and snuck deeper into the building, head on a swivel.


Something passed close to his face and Gabriel had to grit his teeth to keep from crying out in surprise. What is that?! He reached out and closed a hand around something soft.


A curtain, he thought with relief. Just a curtain. 


When he eased the curtain aside, Gabriel saw an eerie white light coming from an otherwise dark room. He couldn’t gauge the room’s size, nor whether it led deeper still. All he could focus on was the light, like a pinprick on the wall. But when he stepped closer, it seemed to flicker away. Further, then closer, then further again.


The others were speaking in his earpiece, calling for him to give them an update, but he could not risk saying a word. Not if his parents were already in there with him.


Gabriel stopped for a moment and fell still. In the suffocating blackness surrounding him, nothing moved and no one spoke. In that strange, silent place, the only way Gabriel knew he was still awake, and not dreaming, was that white light that never seemed to settle. 


Then it quivered … and went out.


Darkness swarmed and disorientated him. Gabriel turned and turned, hands reaching out, but he could not tell what was what. 


‘How does it feel to be all alone in the dark, hm?’ Adria Vivas hissed.


The voice was so close Gabriel swatted at his ear and swung around, his heart thundering in his chest.


‘Are you scared?’ she whispered, her voice further away now.


Gabriel swivelled and squinted hard, trying to make out any shapes shifting in the shadows. But all was black. He tapped at his ear. ‘Guys, they’re inside. Do you hear me? Run. Now!’


‘That won’t work,’ a deeper, angrier voice said. ‘V1XEN’s jammed the signals. They can’t hear you. You’re all alone now, son.’


‘Awww,’ his mother crooned. ‘Did you hear that, Luce? He’s trying to protect his little fwends. But you can’t, Gabriel. Soon enough they’ll grow worried and wonder why they’re not hearing from you. Then Nikki and the Crook girl will burst in to save you … and find us here waiting for them.’


Anger rose in Gabriel. But it was not only directed at his parents; it was at himself too.


Because he had walked his crew right into a trap.


The white light flickered on again, and there they were. Reflected in every mirror in sight. Gabriel’s parents.


Luciano Lopes’s eyes – those eyes the same amber as Gabriel’s – narrowed. ‘You were right before, when you said we wouldn’t hurt you. That, instead, we would go after the ones you love. And do you know why that is?’ His father smiled, and it was not like any smile Gabriel had ever seen. It was cruel and vicious and filled with contempt. It was the smile of someone who had forgotten how to smile long ago. ‘Because that is how you truly hurt someone. You rip away everyone they care for and leave them with nothing. With no one. That is my kind of revenge.’


Gabriel’s legs trembled so hard he reached out to steady himself. ‘I won’t let you hurt my friends.’


His mother let out a mocking laugh. ‘Oh, Luce. Isn’t he precious?’ She sighed wistfully. ‘What we could have become, the three of us, if you had joined us when I asked, Gabriel. It would’ve been a thing of beauty. The world’s most powerful crew – led by a family. But …’ Her face changed, growing sharp and ugly. ‘You had to go and set us up. Trap and cage us like vermin. Work with fools like Carmen Crook and Alexander Belmont,’ she spat their names, ‘oh yes, we know all about Maravel – to try to take us down. Us!’ She crossed her arms as her reflection grew larger. ‘Clearly our reputation no longer precedes us, Luce. What should we do about that?’


Luciano’s reflection bounced around the room as he took a slow step forward. Gabriel faltered and spun around, unsure which direction he was coming from.


‘Perhaps we need a rebrand,’ Luciano said, that chilling smile back on his face. ‘Perhaps we should bathe the Underworld in blood to remind people exactly who we are.’ He turned his head and looked away, as if staring through the walls at Penelope, Amira and Villette. ‘And perhaps we start with your little crew.’


‘I told you – I won’t let you hurt them. Not ever!’ Gabriel shouted.


‘But you’ve made it sooo easy for us to get to them,’ his mother said, sidestepping out of view, her eyebrows low over her vicious eyes. Then she reappeared again in another mirror. She slowly raised a finger to point at Gabriel. ‘You led them right here … to us.’


This time, his father vanished, causing Gabriel to spin around until he found him again, but the reflection of his face was warped and barely looked human. ‘The arrogance of youth.’ He smiled and the edges of his lips kept widening and widening, until that hideous smile was all Gabriel could see. ‘The arrogance of you, son. To think that you could come in here and – what? Lure us into another trap? No, never again. And it’s time we make you pay for your last one. Starting with your so-called … “crew”.’


‘Don’t you dare go near them,’ Gabriel warned, as his parents began moving around the room. Gabriel spun around and around, following his parents’ warping bodies as they circled him like two bloodthirsty sharks.


‘It’s too late for that,’ his mother said with a giggle.


Then the lights went out completely and Gabriel heard the sound of doors locking all around him.


It was true. He had led his friends into a trap. But was it too late? Were Penelope, Amira, Villette, Ade and Ede … gone?


No. I won’t let them take my friends.


Something snapped in Gabriel then and he launched himself forward, feeling for an exit, screaming and clawing, wailing and punching. A whirling tornado of violence. Glass shattered. Light flickered. And above it all, his mother’s laughter, shrill and mocking.


Gabriel did not know how long he fought to try to get out, to try to get to his friends, but when the lights came on, he was on his knees, spent, his clothes soaked with sweat.


Then came the sweetest sound he’d ever heard in his life.


‘Gabriel!’ Penelope stuck her head around a side door. He soon felt her and Amira kneel at his side, Villette a spectre behind them.


Gabriel couldn’t take his eyes off them. ‘Are you … really here? I thought … I thought …’ But he didn’t have the strength to speak, let alone lift his arms and pull each of them into a hug. ‘My parents …’


‘What about them?’ Amira asked, face creased with sincere worry. ‘We waited for you. Marianna came out – but you didn’t …’


‘They were here …’ he breathed desperately. ‘I saw them.’


‘Or were we?’ his father’s voice boomed, startling the girls into their fighting stances.


Gabriel looked around the room, but only Villette, Amira and Penelope were there now. Then he saw it. Glass all over the floor. The mirrors – a whole wall of them – cracked or completely shattered, their shards like a thin layer of snow on the floor.


His parents hadn’t even been there. They had tricked him. With speakers and holograms and a piece of bait in Marianna that they knew he couldn’t resist following …


‘Gabriel,’ Penelope said, eyes wide with horror. ‘Your hands.’


Gabriel looked down. Blood poured from his mangled knuckles, from the glass shards embedded in his skin. It was only then he realised his clothes weren’t covered with sweat at all, but blood.


‘We need to get him out of here now,’ Villette said, a deep cut above her own left eye. Clearly, she had tried to intercept Marianna. 


So, she got away too, Gabriel thought.


‘Such a shame that we couldn’t be there in person,’ Adria chimed in. ‘But it’s fun to know how easily we can get to you … when we really want to.’ Then that little white light flickered one final time, and vanished.


‘Ignore them,’ Villette spat, joining Penelope and Amira in lifting Gabriel to his feet.


Gabriel’s legs felt unsteady, his head already swimming from the blood loss. The girls swung his arms around their shoulders and helped him hobble back through the hall of mirrors.


‘But we will see you and your little crew soon, son,’ his father called. ‘After all, we have a promise to keep.’









[image: ]


Gabriel spotted the suspicious man just five minutes after they had arrived at the market.


On the last Sunday of August, the little town of Lorcombe – which was barely a fifteen-minute drive from Torbridge – hosted an ‘End of Summer Market’ that attracted locals and visitors alike. Gabriel had always enjoyed it. Not because of the many stalls of baked goods and homemade chocolates on display – though he would certainly not be rude enough as to decline should the sellers offer him a free sample – but because it was the perfect playground for pilferers.


A true pickpocket’s paradise.


Most people at this time of year still wore shorts and T-shirts, meaning there were limited pockets to pinch from. But that just made a successful pickpocketing more satisfying. Still, Gabriel always made sure the items found their way back to their owners. Gabriel was not in the business of stealing from everyday people, not now he was at Crookhaven anyway. Besides, putting those items back where they belonged was often more fun, and challenging, than taking them.


This year, however, Gabriel would have to make do with just the sausage rolls and brownies. His bandaged hands were still swollen, and in no shape for picking pockets. When Grandma had first seen him, she had rolled her eyes and said, ‘Two summers in a row you’ve come home with those hands bandaged. What are we going to do with you, dear boy? Anyone would think that bloomin’ school was still using corporal punishment!’


Gabriel had laughed it off and explained it away as bad rope burn from a summer PE class, but he could tell Grandma was sceptical. And the truth was, Gabriel was sick of lying to the person he loved most in the world. Especially now, when not knowing the truth about the vicious crew plotting their vengeance could put her and her husband Harry at risk too. 


But Gabriel couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not just because Crookhaven strictly forbade Merits from revealing the truth to their loved ones, but because telling her about his crooked school and all he’d been up to the past three years would break his grandmother’s heart. And for now, at least, Gabriel wanted to let Grandma and Harry walk hand in hand through a sun-soaked market in a little town at the edge of the world. They were newlyweds, after all.


‘Oh, Harry, isn’t this lovely?’ Grandma asked, turning over a small wooden carving of a deer in her hands.


‘If you want it, you can ’ave it,’ Harry said with a shrug.


Grandma pursed her lips and shot him a look, but moved on to a new stall which sold colourful candles that had been made with repurposed material. She picked up a yellow one called Daisy Delight, sniffed and held it up for Harry. ‘That’d go nicely in the café, wouldn’t it? Keep away the smell of bacon.’


Harry yawned. ‘Right you are, love. Let’s get it, then.’


Grandma sighed. ‘I’m not wanting to buy every little thing I look at, you big ogre.’


Harry frowned, apparently confused by this. ‘Why you picking it up, then?’


‘Because I want to know what you think, of course! That’s why we come to markets. To look around. Gabriel understands, don’t you, dear boy?’


But Gabriel was distracted by the strange man at the far end of the market, watching them from beneath a blue cap. The look in his eyes scared Gabriel. Not because it was settled on him, but because it continuously flickered between Harry and Grandma. Hungry, as if in search of an opening to do … something.


Gabriel came back to himself and saw Grandma looking up at him for support against Harry. ‘That’s right, Grandma. And with that in mind, I’ve … uh … just seen some shoes I’d like to look at over there. Back in five minutes.’


‘See that?’ Grandma asked Harry. ‘Gabriel’s proactive. Wish all the men in this family were …’


The last thing Gabriel heard before he stepped into the churning crowd was Harry saying, ‘Right then, well if yeh want ter know what I really think, I reckon buying a candle teh mask the smell of bacon in a café that specialises in bacon butties might be the single worst idea you’ve ever had. And that includes trying teh get me into that mauve suit at our wedding!’


Gabriel walked slowly through the oncoming wave of shoppers, occasionally inspecting some glasses or a hat. The strange man was only distracted by a child bumping into him for a heartbeat, but Gabriel managed to slip out of view and around the back of a particularly pungent cheese stall, a borrowed black cap now on his head. He peeked around a corner and saw the man blink, then frown, only now realising Gabriel had vanished. Gabriel watched as he cursed under his breath and edged forward, eyes flickering from left to right. No big movements, nothing to give himself away. Which meant this guy knew what he was doing. This time, the Nameless hadn’t sent one of their youngsters. This time, they had sent a Crookhaven alumnus. Of that, Gabriel was sure.


Gabriel watched as the man repositioned himself once, then twice, his movements subtle and calm. Drawing no unnecessary attention but taking up new, clever angles. When he still couldn’t find Gabriel in the crowd, he looked towards the far end of the market, his eyes narrowing.


Then, slowly, he started to move.


He’s going for Grandma and Harry, Gabriel thought.


What the man intended to do, Gabriel didn’t know. But he wasn’t going to wait to find out.


Seconds later, Gabriel had snuck back into the crowd and settled in behind the man. The man bumped into an older woman in a lilac sun hat but passed by without apology.


Gabriel grinned. Big mistake, mate. Suddenly, a plan formed in his mind.


The man paused again at a stall full of handmade Christmas decorations, picking up, casually inspecting and then putting down their trinkets. But when he turned back into the crowd, Gabriel collided with him and very firmly stood on the man’s trainers.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Gabriel said in a West Country accent, far louder than he needed to. ‘Look at what I’ve done to yer brand-new white shoes. They’re wrecked. Here, let me help.’


Gabriel tilted his chin down so the man didn’t see his face beneath the hat as he bent to wipe off the stain with a tissue. He grabbed the guy’s ankle and held it in one hand as he brushed the stain off with the other.


‘That’s not necessary,’ the man said, trying to withdraw his foot. His accent was English, but certainly not local.


‘It’s my fault,’ Gabriel said in an apologetic tone, ‘so I insist.’


‘That’s really not necessary,’ the man snapped, anger in his voice now. ‘Give that here and I’ll do it.’ The man snatched the tissue from Gabriel and bent down to wipe the dark smudge from the toe of his trainer.


By now, several people had stopped to watch, as people so often do when there’s commotion loud enough to shake them from their everyday lives. Gabriel had counted on this.


It was then he stood and, allowing only the slightest of pauses, pointed at a small, expensive-looking purse that now sat on the floor beside the man. ‘Whose purse is that?’ Another pause as murmurs passed through the crowd. ‘Hold on. Sir, did you steal that purse?’


The man stopped scrubbing and looked at the purse by his foot, baffled. ‘What? No, of course not.’


‘That’s mine!’ came a shriek from the crowd, and the woman in the lilac sun hat came barrelling through. ‘I knew it! I knew you had done something when you barged me and didn’t apologise! You’re a …thief.’ She blinked, as if she’d never actually said the word before. Then she came back to herself and her eyes went wide. ‘Thief! Thief! Someone, call the police!’


The crowd descended on the man, entirely convinced by the magic trick Gabriel had just treated them to. He, though, slowly backed away, still wincing from having to pick that woman’s pocket with his injured hand. He had been clumsy, far clumsier than normal, but he had managed it. Within seconds, the man was being mobbed by a market full of Devonians and Gabriel had slipped quietly away and back to Grandma and Harry.


‘What’s all the ruckus about over there, then?’ Harry asked as Gabriel arrived.


‘Someone stole a purse, I think,’ Gabriel said with a shrug.


‘What did I tell you,’ Grandma said meaningfully to Harry. ‘Pickpockets are everywhere these days. Says so in the papers.’ She clutched her purse to her hip and peered past Gabriel.


‘It’s probably nothing,’ Gabriel said with a smile. ‘But maybe it’s time to head home all the same. I’m starving. And I don’t know why, but I’m really craving a piece of your rhubarb crumble, Harry.’


Harry’s eyes lit up. ‘Yeh are, are ya? Well, then, lad, say no more. Rhubarb crumble it is.’


That was how Gabriel managed to get Grandma and Harry out of the market and safely back on the road to Torbridge. But not before slipping the hat he had borrowed back on to the stand where it belonged. 









[image: ]


On the morning Gabriel was set to head back to Crookhaven for his fourth year, it was not excitement that swelled in his chest: it was fear.


Unlike previous years, when their friend Val had stayed behind to keep an eye out for Grandma and Harry, or Gabriel had used evidence of their crimes to threaten his parents into staying away, now there was no one and nothing left to protect them. They were in terrible danger, and the worst part was they didn’t even know it.


Ade and Ede had visited for a couple of days under the guise of working on a school project, but they had really been rigging the café, flat and surrounding areas with cameras at Gabriel’s request. Monitoring the cams from Crookhaven wouldn’t have been possible without Caspian Crook’s special permission – the school was a cams and comms dead zone – but thankfully the headmaster had made an exception. Caspian also agreed to have alumni drop by every week to keep tabs on Grandma and Harry. Gabriel suspected he had been only too willing to help because he knew Gabriel had played an important role in his wife, Carmen, coming home the previous year. 


Naturally, Grandma and Harry would be none the wiser about any of this, and that was the way it had to be.


All Gabriel could think about as he threw on his backpack and stepped on to the platform at Torbridge station was: Is there anything I’ve forgotten?


A thought struck him and he turned around sharply. ‘Grandma, remember the window on the first floor has a dodgy latch, so you need to make sure it’s shut tight.’


Grandma smiled, but there was a concerned look in her eyes. ‘Have you ever known your old grandma to leave a window open? You know me, dear boy. If I’m going to bed, I check the kettle’s off first, then the stove, then the doors and windows. Worked as a cleaner too long, seen too many fires and too many things nicked not to.’ She crossed her arms. ‘And that’s the third time you’ve reminded me about that same latch this morning. What’s all this about, then?’


Gabriel shook his head. ‘Oh, nothing. It’s all those true crime shows, I reckon. Got me wanting to make sure you’re safe while I’m away, that’s all.’


Grandma’s face softened. ‘Oh, dear boy. If someone did get in, they’ll have Harry to deal with.’ Just then, Harry appeared wearing a flowery apron and holding a rolling pin. ‘Just look at the size of that great ogre. He’ll squash them like a bug. Even if he is wearing a floral apron while he does it …’


Harry made a show of holding the rolling pin up like a club. ‘Too right, love.’ Then he frowned and lowered it. ‘Who exactly am I squashin’?’


Gabriel smiled sadly. If only they knew …


Before anyone could reply, Harry snapped his fingers. ‘Oh, that’s what I wanted teh say. That rice those friends of yers brought down with ’em, lad – what was it called again?’


Gabriel grinned, remembering Harry’s wide eyes after the first bite. ‘Jollof rice.’


Harry nodded. ‘That’s it.’ He leant in conspiratorially. ‘Any chance of the recipe? Never ’ad anything like it. It’s magic, that stuff.’


‘I’ll ask, but I know they guard their mum’s recipe with their life. It’s become quite the money-maker for them at school.’


Harry looked heartbroken. ‘Can’t say I’m surprised. But to taste a little slice of heaven and then ’ave it taken away, just like that …’ He let out a heavy sigh. ‘Guess I’ll just ’ave to live with it.’


Grandma tutted. ‘Listen to you, you big drama queen. If Gabriel can’t get the recipe, maybe he’ll at least be able to get you some more.’


Gabriel raised an eyebrow. ‘I never said I couldn’t get it.’ He leant in, just like Harry. ‘You keep Grandma safe and I’ll make sure I get it for you. Deal?’


Harry’s eyes went wide. ‘Too bloody right, lad. You’ve got yerself a deal.’


Grandma gave Harry a shove and a glare. ‘Language, please.’ She turned to Gabriel. ‘Got everything then, dear boy?’


Gabriel nodded. But even then, he couldn’t help but hesitate, eyes passing over the smile-lined faces of Grandma and Harry. Two warmer-hearted people could not exist in all the world. And although he knew he’d done everything he could to protect them from those who wished them harm, all Gabriel Avery could do might not be enough …


Grandma tilted her head, concern etched on her face. ‘Sure you’re all right, dear boy?’ 


The truth was, what made Gabriel smile and say one final, ‘Bye, then,’ wasn’t a sudden swell of courage, but something far more awful.


Gabriel didn’t want even one more lie to pass his lips.


As the train pulled into Moorheart station, Gabriel banished his worried thoughts and instead focused on one thing at a time – the overgrown platform, the heavy vines of ivy that continued to tighten their grip on the abandoned station building, the rusted statue of the man who dispensed the token that opened the gate it pointed towards. The well-kept metal gate that swallowed his coin and opened on to the forested path that …


Gabriel stopped. Just inside, a Gardener stood guard.


‘Hello there, young man,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Could I see your card, please?’


Gabriel hesitated, a little thrown by the request. For a moment he even considered whether this was a test to see how easily students complied with such a brazen request without asking questions. But that was unmistakably a Gardener’s uniform, and in her hands was undoubtedly the machine Mickey the boatman used to scan student ID cards before they climbed aboard the gondola. Gabriel slowly reached into his pocket and took out the white card that, when scanned, contained all his information.


‘Of course,’ he said, holding it out. ‘But … may I ask why?’


The woman was perhaps middle-aged and had kind brown eyes that immediately put Gabriel at ease. He suspected Deception was the area in which she excelled, at Crookhaven and in the world beyond. ‘Oh, it’s just a precaution. We want to make sure everyone at Crookhaven is as safe as can be. That’s all.’ And while she smiled as she answered him, Gabriel got the feeling he should not ask a follow-up. That was all he was going to get.


He thanked the lady and started the ascent through the woods. Up ahead, dragonflies and butterflies danced through the shafts of warm summer sunshine spilling through the canopy, and the sweet smell of the wildflowers that lined the path buoyed his spirits. But not as much as what he saw next.


At the top of the path, two people sat on an all-too-familiar tree branch, squabbling about something.


‘Valentin Knight,’ a sharp voice snapped, ‘this is my spot and has been since I was born. Are you able to say the same?’


‘Firstly,’ the other voice replied, ‘I warned yeh never teh use my full name like that. That’s yer ninth warning. I don’t do a tenth. Secondly, surely you’ve ’eard of the greatest crooked rule of all? Finders keepers, losers weepers. It might as well be Crookhaven’s fourth principle!’


Penelope Crook rolled her eyes. ‘I speak several languages, but I’m afraid Nonsense isn’t one of them!’ 


‘You’ve used that line before,’ Gabriel interrupted. Penelope and Val swung around and their eyes lit up. Gabriel continued, ‘And we’ve already established that you’re well versed in Nonsense, Penelope Crook.’


‘’Ere ’e is,’ Val said, pushing himself off the branch and landing clumsily on the ground. ‘Lookin’ like ’e’s part zombie. Are yeh gonna come back teh school every year with bandaged hands from now on, then? The absolute state of yeh, mate.’


Penelope followed, her landing far more elegant. She glared at Val and hissed, ‘I specifically told you not to mention his hands.’ 


A familiar warmth coursed through Gabriel, and he smiled. ‘I’ve missed you two.’


Penelope looked sharply away as if to hide a smile and Val patted him on the shoulder. The young Merit’s hair had grown out a little, into tight brown ringlets, and it suited him. ‘Much as I love yeh, Gabe, I’m keen teh know about the oldest newlyweds in history. How they doin’?’


‘They’re both well,’ Gabriel said, starting down the path to the lake. ‘Honeymoon’s on hold for now, but they’re planning something. Oh, and Harry’s addicted to Ade and Ede’s jollof rice, so I’ve got to somehow get him the recipe.’


Penelope appeared at his shoulder. They had once been the same height, but now Gabriel was a few inches taller, which he could tell annoyed his hyper-competitive friend. ‘The recipe? Good luck with that. When I asked last year, they wouldn’t even admit the recipe contained rice. In a dish called Jollof Rice.’


‘I know, I know,’ Gabriel said with a sigh. Then he asked the one question that’d been on his mind the whole walk up. ‘By the way, what’s with the Gardener at the gate? First time I’ve ever seen that.’


Penelope and Val shared a wary look. Penelope said, ‘The two leaders of the Nameless escaped prison and they’re out for payback. It’s only natural the co-Headmasters felt security needed to be strengthened.’ Penelope raised an eyebrow tauntingly. ‘Interesting you only spotted one Gardener down there. There are four in total – one to welcome and three hidden away in the trees and by the fence nearby. You, Gabriel Avery, are slacking.’ She laughed and rubbed her hands together. ‘I like my chances to regain my Crooked Cup this year.’


‘Your Crooked Cup?’ Gabriel teased. ‘Pretty sure it’s still mine until Monday morning.’


Penelope’s lips quirked with annoyance. ‘You have simply been borrowing it for a while.’


‘And Amira was the one borrowing it before that?’ Gabriel said. ‘You’re far more generous than I’ve given you credit for, Penelope Crook.’


Val chuckled. ‘Check annnddd mate—OW!’


Penelope walloped him on the arm and took off ahead, grinding her teeth with rage.


They came out at the edge of the lake just as the gondola was pulling into the Crooked Pier and …


‘Alexander,’ Gabriel said in disbelief. ‘What are you still doing here?’


‘Mickey’s the name, Gabriel,’ the boatman said with a wink. Then he lowered his voice and allowed Alexander Belmont’s unplaceable accent to leak through. ‘At least when you’re around other people, please.’


Gabriel shook his head. ‘Yeah, course. Sorry. But … now I know you’re one of the greatest crooks alive, it just seems odd you’re still here working as Mickey the boatman.’


‘Well, I’m all for it,’ Val said, sliding into a seat. ‘Mick being ’ere ’as kept me sane this summer. On one hand you have Nikki, sorry, Villette, who’s been busy riflin’ through the library lookin’ for ways teh track Luciano and Adria down, and on the other you have this one,’ he jabbed a thumb at Penelope, ‘who’s been tryin’ teh drag me along to HICK trainin’—’


‘It’s HIIT, you neanderthal!’ Penelope tried, but Val ignored her.


‘—and tryin’ teh get me to learn a thirty-fifth language, just like her. If it hadn’t been for Mick, I might’ve chanced it out there in the wild, even with the crew of killers out teh get me.’


Penelope slid into the boat beside him. ‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Valentin. I trimmed my daily regimen in half to suit your questionable work ethic.’


‘Are they really that worried about the Nameless trying to get back into Crookhaven?’ Gabriel asked.


Penelope nodded. ‘Some teachers even asked for the Upper Delinquent Break-in to take place at Crookhaven this year, not in the outside world as usual, but Dad insisted things must remain normal. He doesn’t want the Nameless to ever be able to dictate what we do here.’


Gabriel looked at Alexander. ‘But if you’re still here, surely that means they’re worried.’


Alexander pushed them away from the pier, then looked over at the island of Crookhaven. ‘If I’m still here, then I’m afraid it means they are very worried indeed.’
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