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Gabriel Avery had a debt to pay.

£250,000 was due to the Nameless by the end of the summer or they would harm Valentin Knight and, as a wretched bonus, tell Gabriel’s grandma all about Crookhaven. There was no way he or his crew would let that happen, which was why they had spent all summer planning a heist. An elaborate, wildly ambitious heist that required all six of them – Villette Harkness included.

A heist which had begun just thirty-four seconds before. 

Gabriel tapped his earpiece. ‘Everyone in position?’ he whispered, peeking around the gardener’s lodge which sat at the eastern edge of a colossal cliffside property that looked out over the wild Cornish sea. Sheets of heavy rain swept across the grounds; and above, thick black clouds threatened thunder. But wild weather was perfect for what the crew were planning. The louder the elements roared, the easier this would be.

‘Ready,’ Penelope called, her voice slightly muffled in Gabriel’s earpiece.

‘Ready,’ Amira added.

‘Perfect night for it, eh?’ Ede said delightedly.

‘It’s pitch-black, pouring and this lightning could easily fry Sneaks right out of the sky, Ed,’ Ade chimed in. ‘How exactly is this the “perfect night for it”?’

‘The loot we’re after once belonged to a pirate, Ad,’ Ede said. ‘The top of the mansion could be spewing magma and it would still be the perfect night for it.’

Silence for a moment, then Ade said, ‘I can’t lie, you’re right, you know, Ed. It’s always a good day when piracy is involved.’

The crew had brainstormed hundreds of potential pieces to target: gold, paintings, sculptures – some in museums, others in private collections – but, ultimately, they had all agreed their best option were the rings of the Marlín Negro, the Black Marlin. The infamous pirate captain of the Marlín Negro, nicknamed Azote del Mar, or Scourge of the Sea, wore two rings, one on the middle finger of each hand. One ring had been fashioned into an M, the other into an N. And when the pirate captain captured a new ship, he would brand every prisoner with both letters – one letter under each eye – so that everyone knew who they belonged to.

What better gift for a cruel and vicious organisation like the Nameless than a true symbol of cruelty and viciousness? They did not deserve one of the precious treasures Gabriel and his crew would go on to reclaim once they had graduated; they deserved a piece with the kind of dark history the rings of the Marlín Negro had.

‘Enough chit-chat,’ another voice hissed at Gabriel’s side. Villette, his partner for this heist, leant casually against the lodge. ‘Let’s get this over with and move on to what’s really important – freeing Val.’

They hadn’t heard from Val since the Nameless had taken him earlier in the summer. The twins had scoured the internet for something – anything – that could lead the crew to him, but found nothing.

Until two days ago. For now, though, that would have to wait . . .

The home of the family who owned the rings of Marlín Negro sat in front of them, on the edge of a cliff, more gargoyle than mansion. The main building was dark and ancient and all sharp angles, its base appearing almost fused with the cliff itself. But it was not the main building that they were interested in. The owners of the house, themselves descended from a family of notorious Cornish Wreckers who had lured countless loot-filled ships on to the deadly rocks of this coastline, had drilled deep into the rock below to create a near-impenetrable vault that had no windows and only one door. To get to that door, you had to ride an external elevator from in front of the main building down along the sheer cliff face. But to access the elevator, you needed a keycode and the fingerprint of the mother or father of the family. Things Gabriel and the crew didn’t have.

Once down at the platform on the cliffside, though, things became a whole lot easier. Because just as the Merciers – the corrupt family Gabriel and the crew had taken down earlier that summer – had done, this family had spent big on certain security measures, like the cliffside elevator, but skimped elsewhere. They obviously figured that, without the keycode and fingerprint, no one could make it down there, so why would the door itself and the security system inside need to be state of the art? They assumed there was no other possible route to that door. And, for most people, that was true.

But Penelope Crook and Amira Dhawan were not most people.

‘How’s the climb?’ Gabriel asked.

‘Gabriel Avery,’ Penelope snapped. ‘If you are smiling right now, I will personally ensure that—’

‘I can confirm he is smiling,’ Villette cut in. And so too was she.

‘This climb is . . . so fun,’ Amira chimed in, slightly breathless but audibly smiling herself. In the background, the wind howled. ‘We are ten metres from the platform, Gabriel.’

‘Somehow,’ Penelope said, ‘I feel that Amira and I have drawn the short straw on this job.’ She grunted, as if reaching for the next handhold. ‘The two of us are climbing up a razor-sharp cliff face in torrential rain while the rest of you stand around doing . . . what, exactly?’ 

‘We all have an important part to play in this,’ Gabriel said diplomatically.

‘Besides, you asked to be the star of this job, Crook,’ Ede added, a little less diplomatically.

‘You know what they say,’ Ade said. ‘Careful what you wish for, or you just might . . . end up dangling thirty metres above an angry black sea.’

‘That is not a phrase that anyone has ever said, Ade,’ Penelope said.

‘Until today, that is,’ Ade said, especially pleased with himself. ‘Ed, let’s get that one trademarked, eh? Or is it patented?’

‘Amira,’ Gabriel cut in, hoping to focus the team. ‘Have you reached the platform?’

‘Yes,’ Amira said, voice low and steady again. There was a groan of effort, then, ‘Penelope has made it too.’ 

‘Remember, the moment you open that door, you will have exactly six minutes to get in and out with the rings. The laser grid inside shouldn’t be a problem for either of you, but the rings are sitting on a highly sensitive pressure plate. You need to swap both out with Penelope’s forgeries at exactly the same time – that’s why this was a two-person job. Are you both ready?’

There was a faint click as a lock gave way. Then Penelope said, ‘We’re in. Just make sure Frankenstein’s robot is waiting for us when we get out.’

‘Ade, Ede,’ Gabriel called, setting his watch for six minutes. ‘Is Sneaks in position?’

‘One,’ Ade said, annoyance in his tone, ‘just ’cause Sneaks has had to be rebuilt a couple of times does not make her Frankenstein—’

‘Frankenstein’s not the monster,’ Penelope cut in, breathing hard again, suggesting she was, at that moment, dancing through the laser grid. ‘Frankenstein was the scientist; Frankenstein’s monster was his creation. Do you two ever read?’

Ade carried right on, ignoring Penelope’s lecture completely. ‘Two, she’s hovering three metres above the platform right now. Not that you’d hear her.’

‘We’ve done a few more upgrades to the Sneakiest of Them All,’ Ede said. ‘Now she’s as silent as Ad when Mum comes home and finds jollof missing from the fridge.’ 

‘And that is silent silent,’ Ade confirmed, audibly shuddering. ‘Nah, our mum is terrifying.’

‘Is it always like this on comms?’ Villette asked. ‘Complete chaos, I mean.’

Gabriel shrugged. ‘It’s organised chaos.’

‘Gabe runs a leaky ship,’ Ade said. ‘But we always pull it off in the end.’

Gabriel glanced at his watch. ‘Two minutes. How’s it looking?’

‘We are out,’ Amira said. ‘And we have the rings.’ 

‘Looks like Legacies really are good for something, eh?’ Ede chuckled. ‘Nice work, you lot.’

‘Penelope, Amira,’ Gabriel said. ‘Get ready to grab those ropes.’ Sneaks had been fitted with two ropes, long enough to reach the top of the cliff. But she didn’t have the strength to pull both girls up, not even one at a time. Which meant . . .

‘Villette,’ Gabriel said, glancing at his new crewmate. ‘We’re up.’

The blonde girl rolled her eyes and pushed off the building lazily. ‘Finally. I was getting stiff over here doing nothing.’ She grinned hungrily. ‘Sure you can keep up, Avery?’

Gabriel rolled his shoulder and set his feet. ‘How about we find out?’

They took a steadying breath as they watched curtains of rain lash the sodden ground.

Then they took off west.

Both wore black, so they were little more than shadows as they cut through the dark grounds, footsteps silent but for the occasional squelch. The only pop of colour on them was the wayward strands of blonde hair that spilled out from under Villette’s black beanie.

The rain strengthened as they curled around the swimming pool and slalomed through a row of trees which had been left to grow wild, the visibility becoming poorer still. But not so poor that Gabriel missed that he had reached the cliffside two steps ahead of Villette. He would tuck that little nugget away for later . . .

Gabriel glanced at his watch. One minute and ten seconds before the alarm went off.

Sneaks rose into view and drifted closer to them, the other ends of each rope still attached. Gabriel reached up. ‘Release the ropes, Ede.’

‘Aye, aye, Captain,’ Ede called. Sneaks freed both ropes, which then landed safely in Gabriel and Villette’s waiting hands. They speedily wound the ropes around the base of two thick trees nearby and tied them tight. ‘Time to climb,’ Gabriel called.

Grunts on the line as Penelope and Amira began their ascent. Gabriel and Villette crouched beside their trees, waiting for the girls to reach over the lip of the cliff.

Amira appeared first, her movements characteristically precise and smooth. She gave Villette a filthy look as she ran over to her – there was still bad blood there – then took out her penknife, cut the rope from the tree and tossed the tattered remains over the cliffside.

‘What happened to “take all your rubbish with you when you leave”, eh?’ Ade asked.

‘We’re not having a picnic in a public park, Ade,’ Villette snapped. ‘This is a heist.’

‘Just saying,’ Ade said. ‘You start making exceptions and it’s a slippery slope . . . ’

Penelope’s hand reached over the lip of the cliff. ‘I have had just about enough of—ahhhh!’ The hand disappeared, the rope that Gabriel had fastened so securely to the tree unravelling at speed and sliding through the slick grass towards the cliff’s edge.

Gabriel dived, hands scrabbling in the dirt. Reaching. Grasping. Clawing.

His fingers curled around the rope, gripping hard as he wobbled to standing. But still it slid through, burning his palms and causing him to cry out. He couldn’t hold on. The rain, the slick rope, the velocity of the weight on the other end, the desperate pleas of his partner in crime as she fell helplessly through the air . . .

Gabriel gritted his teeth and clutched tighter, but the rope continued to cut through his grip, tearing his hands bloody until—

The rope finally caught in his hands. Only then did he notice a knife in the coil at his feet and jammed into the ground so hard that it held Penelope’s weight. Someone else scrambled in front of him, grabbing the rope and groaning with the strain of holding it.

‘Hold . . . on,’ Villette said through her teeth.

Thunder roared above them, so loud Gabriel almost dropped the rope from fright. But with two of them . . . 

No, three. Amira leapt in front of Villette, gripping the rope, her jaw clenched. They pulled hard. Even as the rain battered them and the lightning forked viciously above, they pulled. Even as their hands grew bloody and their chests burned with the effort, they pulled.

Then Gabriel’s wristwatch buzzed. Six minutes were up. They were out of time.

‘Ade, Ede,’ he wheezed desperately. ‘The dogs . . . will be coming . . . distract them.’

Above, Sneaks tilted and sped away. ‘On it. Just get Crook up,’ Ade called.

The three of them groaned, hands reaching and then passing the rope backwards. Reach. Pull. Reach. Pull. Gabriel’s shoulders screamed in agony, legs shaking with the strain. But he would not let go until Penelope Crook was safe and cursing him for letting the rope come loose from the tree. If it took all the skin off his palms, so be it. But Gabriel would not let go.

Penelope’s face appeared at the top of the cliff, her hands desperately reaching out to pull herself up. Then she slumped to the grass and the weight on the rope fell away, causing Gabriel, Amira and Villette to stumble backwards. Amira caught herself but Gabriel and Villette fell to the ground, their bodies spent. Amira rushed over to Penelope, hauled her to her feet and then dragged her into the treeline while Villette, upright again, cut the rope from the tree. Gabriel snatched it, pulled out the knife that had been jammed into the ground and ran over to the cliff to toss it into the churning black sea below.

‘Are you OK?’ Gabriel asked Penelope breathlessly when he reached her. ‘The rope . . . I know I tied it tight . . . I don’t understand.’

She nodded, though her eyes were wide and unblinking. ‘I’m alive.’ But her own hands and arms were badly cut from bracing herself as she swung into the sharp cliffside. Worse still, she was shaking violently. When she saw Gabriel notice this, she said, ‘I’m cold, that’s all. Let’s . . . let’s just finish this.’

Staying close and low, the four of them darted through the grounds towards the fence Villette and Gabriel had cut open earlier. In the distance, Sneaks flew in the opposite direction, spotlight illuminating four snarling Dobermans and, some way behind them, two guards with weapons raised.

‘We’re clear,’ Gabriel called, as Penelope, Villette and Amira ducked through the fence. ‘Get Sneaks out of there or you’ll have to rebuild her for the second time this summer.’

‘Say no more,’ Ade said. Sneaks’ spotlight went out and she shot skyward, disappearing into the angry black clouds. The dogs howled, the men shouted and, high above, the thunder rumbled furiously. But Gabriel and his crew had already slipped silently into the stormy night. Battered and bloody, yes, but alive and in possession of a piece of treasure that would clear their debt to the most dangerous crew in the world.
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Two days later, and with their hands heavily bandaged, Gabriel and Penelope stood in Exeter St David’s train station waiting for the leaders of the Nameless.

It was morning rush hour and platform 2 was alive with people gazing blankly in the direction of the approaching train. Gabriel and Penelope had very deliberately chosen a busy public place for this meeting so the Nameless couldn’t try anything dodgy. Because once they heard what he and his partner in crime had to say, Gabriel knew they would be tempted to.

‘I’m not entirely sure rush hour was the wisest choice,’ Penelope said, scanning the weary faces of those passing by. ‘I think a herd of elephants could come stampeding along those train tracks and these people would still try to get on board. I mean, look at them. They’re exhausted. They’re not going to do anything if the Nameless attack us.’

‘People invariably step in when they see others need help. Even if they’re tired.’ Gabriel yawned. ‘Just be grateful that you’ll never have to worry about a daily commute, Penelope.’

Penelope took out her tattered lilac ribbon and tied her hair into a ponytail. When she saw Gabriel staring, she shrugged. ‘Whenever I’m in a crowded place, I wear this. Just in case Mum is somewhere close and notices it.’ For a moment, she looked lost in thought. Then she blinked. ‘I know it’s ludicrous, so please refrain from pointing it out. I am well aware that she was taken by the Nameless, so she couldn’t possibly spy me through a crowd. But—’ 

‘You never know,’ Gabriel finished. He gave his friend a smile. ‘Looks great.’

She returned the smile. Then frowned. ‘A smile and a kind word does not absolve you from the fact that you dropped me off a cliff, Gabriel Avery!’

‘I know I tied that rope tight enough,’ Gabriel said for what felt like the thousandth time. ‘I . . . don’t understand what happened.’

‘Well, that’s very simple,’ a woman’s voice said, startling them both. Adria Vivas stood in front of them, Luciano Lopes and Leon Marquez at her shoulders. Gabriel had not even seen them climb the stairs to the platform, let alone pass through the assembled crowd. But there they were, their faces altered in subtle ways to fool facial recognition software but their bearing immediately recognisable.

Gabriel bristled at the sight of them, the presence of them. His parents – the leaders of the Nameless – and his Criminal Confidante. ‘What’s simple?’

‘How the rope untied itself that night, of course,’ Adria said, that same playful cruelty in her eyes. ‘We cut it. Well, not us, exactly. The three of us don’t have the time to watch a crew of incompetent teenagers stumble their way through an inconsequential heist.’ She flapped her hand dismissively. ‘It was one of our gofers. He’s barely older than the six of you and yet none of you even noticed him watching you.’ She tilted her head and grinned. ‘Or that he was the one who cut the rope.’

Penelope took a step forward. ‘You cut it? Why? We were pulling off a job to pay you back. Why on earth would you do that?’

‘To send a message,’ Luciano said calmly. Unlike his wife, he did not smile or joke or use any more words than was necessary. He simply held their gaze, hands relaxed at his sides. ‘And from the looks on your faces, I believe you have heard that message loud and clear.’

Gabriel slipped a hand into his pocket and, wincing against the pain of the still-fresh friction burns on his palm, dug out a small red box. He held it up in his fingers. ‘Then let us send a message of our own.’ He strode forward, feigning a confidence he did not feel, and handed the red box to his mother.

‘For me?’ She gasped theatrically, hands to her chest. ‘What a darling son you are. You really shouldn’t have, but seeing as you did . . .’ She snatched the box from him and opened it. Then her eyes narrowed. ‘What kind of son gives his mother half a present, mm?’

‘The kind of son who doesn’t much like his mother, I expect,’ Gabriel said coolly.

‘There’s only one ring here,’ his father said, peering over his wife’s shoulder. ‘There are two rings of the Marlín Negro. Where’s the other?’

‘What we agreed,’ Gabriel said, ‘was that I would pay back the £250,000 you lost because of me. One of the rings of the Black Marlin is worth exactly that amount.’ 

‘So why did you steal both?’ Adria hissed, her playful demeanour long gone. ‘We already know you stole them both that night, so why—’

‘To send you our message,’ Penelope said, stepping up beside Gabriel.

Gabriel nodded. ‘The second ring is hidden somewhere safe, even from you. And do you know what a full analysis of that other ring would turn up to the authorities?’

‘Fingerprints,’ Penelope chimed in. ‘Of one Luciano Lopes and one Adria Vivas. Both likely to be unknown to the authorities. However, after they do a little digging, which they will, I assure you, they will soon discover that these two unknown thieves have been present in countries at the time of several major heists. And once they discover that, well, it’s bye-bye anonymity and hello Interpol’s Most Wanted.’

‘We pulled those fingerprints from the mugs you used at Benson’s Café when you paid my grandma a visit,’ Gabriel said, holding their gaze. ‘So thank you for that.’

Luciano seethed. ‘One call and I could tell that old woman everything about what you have been doing these last two years.’

‘Not unless you want me to make one call and release that ring to the police,’ Gabriel said sharply.

‘Even if we can’t do anything to you,’ Adria said, ‘we still have Val. And there’s plenty that we can do to him.’ 

‘Ah, but do you?’ Gabriel said, his attention slowly drifting to his mother again.

She flinched. ‘What did you say?’

‘What I mean to say is – do you still have Valentin Knight?’ And it was only then, when he saw the clock was showing 8.35 a.m., that Gabriel Avery smiled.

‘Where are the rest of your crew, Gabriel?’ Luciano demanded, only now noticing that there were just two of them there, not six. ‘Where is Nikki?’

But it was Penelope who spoke then. ‘By now? Oh, I expect they are long gone. Valentin Knight with them.’

Gabriel’s parents looked at one another, something wild and untameable in their eyes. Then his father dug out a phone and dialled. ‘T, tell me you have the boy . . . what do you mean he’s gone? Well, get him back or I will personally pay your parents a visit.’ He finished the call and let out a steadying breath. ‘You’ve just crossed a line, son.’

‘No, you crossed a line when you took Val and threatened my grandma,’ Gabriel said, and it took everything in him not to let the rage he felt spill into his voice. ‘We paid what we owed you and we took back what was ours. So we’re even.’

‘Except people don’t get even with us, do they, Luce?’ Adria said, green eyes flickering from Gabriel to Penelope.

‘No,’ Luciano said. ‘We get even with them.’ 

Penelope crossed her arms. ‘Val is on his way to Crookhaven. He’ll be safe there.’

‘We got in once,’ Adria said. ‘We can get in again.’ 

‘Let me remind you,’ Gabriel said. ‘We have your fingerprints on one of the rings of the Marlín Negro.’ 

‘And that will keep you safe, for now,’ his father said as he took one slow step closer. Gabriel had grown a lot over the last two years, but Luciano Lopes was still a head taller than him. Those amber eyes that looked so much like Gabriel’s own peered down at him, cold and terrifying. ‘But how long do you believe you can remain safe from us, son?’ His father stared, unblinking, for a long moment, then turned and disappeared into the churning crowd.

Adria tutted. ‘Luce and I are nothing if not fair. You disobeyed us and, like good parents, we tried to discipline you. We even showed up in person to talk heart to heart. But look at you – you’ve misbehaved again. And the problem with that, Gabriel, is that neither of us believes in second chances. And now that we know discipline won’t work . . . ’ His mother’s eyes narrowed. ‘Perhaps we’ll see if punishment will.’ Then she too turned and vanished into the faceless mass of people beyond.

Leon, though, lingered. The former star Crookhaven student had not said a word, had not even reacted to what had transpired. Only now did he look at Penelope. ‘Pen, are you OK? How are the hands?’

‘Now you care?’ she snapped.

‘I have always cared about you,’ Leon said. ‘I had no idea they were going to have someone cut that rope. Believe me on that, Pen.’

‘And if you had known, would you have stopped it?’ Penelope said, pain in her eyes.

Was it Leon who threw that knife that saved Penelope’s life? Gabriel wondered suddenly. He hadn’t told Penelope about the knife and neither Amira nor Villette had noticed it, so he wasn’t planning to mention it. At least not until he worked out who had thrown it.

Leon held her gaze for a long moment, then looked away and let out a breath.

‘I didn’t think so,’ Penelope said. She shook her head. ‘Goodbye, Leon.’

Leon watched her ease her way through the crowd in silence.

Gabriel had spent much of the last year wondering what he might ask his Criminal Confidante, the mentor that had helped guide him through his first year at Crookhaven, if they were ever alone again. But the first thing to tumble out of his mouth was ‘Are you still hungry, Leon?’

Leon smiled sadly, remembering their conversation by the lake two years ago. ‘Still starving. You?’

‘Always.’ And it was true. That hunger, that thirst, to better himself for Grandma’s sake, was just as strong as ever. If anything, it was stronger now that she and the crew were under threat.

‘There’s always food for you at our table, Gabriel,’ Leon said.

‘I know, Leon. But all the food on your table is poisoned.’

Leon shrugged. ‘Maybe. But little by little you stop tasting the poison. Then one day you wake up and you’re immune to it. And all you can see is a feast.’

‘I would rather have crumbs with family than a feast with devils.’

Leon nodded. ‘And that is where we differ.’

‘Mm, it is.’ Silence then, as they held each other’s gaze. ‘I hoped it wasn’t true, you know. You joining them. I really thought we were alike, you and me. But . . . ’

‘We’re not,’ Leon said with a sigh. ‘Or maybe, just maybe, we are. We won’t know until the end.’

‘When does this all end?’

Leon laughed. ‘Now that is the question, isn’t it? And even if I could answer it for you – which I can’t – I wouldn’t. Because seeing how all of this ends is the best part.’

Silence again as two people walked between them. Then Leon said, ‘Look after Pen, Gabriel. And look after yourself too.’ He gazed off in the direction Gabriel’s parents had gone. ‘Because, next time, it could be me they send after you. And if it is, it doesn’t matter how much I care about you and Penelope Crook – I will do as they ask.’ Leon’s face was hard now. Changed. ‘Do you understand me?’

‘No, Leon,’ Gabriel said. ‘I don’t think hurting people I care about is something I could ever understand.’ And with that, Gabriel turned and followed Penelope into the crowd.
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Gabriel had barely been at home all summer, which made his last day with Grandma and Harry before returning to Crookhaven extra special. Though Grandma couldn’t have imagined just quite how special the day would turn out. 

Gabriel had been away at school for Grandma’s seventieth birthday in February and she had made Gabriel and Harry agree not to plan a celebration of any kind over the summer. But the problem with that was that one of them was the student at a top-secret school for the criminally inclined, where deception was not only encouraged but part of the curriculum, and the other was an incurable schemer who loved only one thing more than bacon butties – Grandma. 

So back in February when Grandma had said, ‘Now, listen to me, you two. I don’t want you pulling anything funny for my birthday, do you hear? I want a day off with my feet up. That’s it. So don’t go getting any ideas’, what they’d actually heard was, ‘I don’t want you pulling anything funny for my birthday’. That was fine with them. They let her have the day of her birth just how she wanted it – sipping tea with her feet up – but neither Gabriel nor Harry was going to let the most important person in their life go uncelebrated on this landmark birthday. The beginning of her eighth decade needed to start with a bang. 

On that special last day of the summer, Gabriel had made everyone leave the house early. Harry opened the driver’s side door and slumped into the seat with the kind of grunt all men past a certain age make at even the most minimal physical exertion, and Grandma flinched. 

‘Careful now, you great ogre! He’s about as gentle as a hurricane, that man. And would someone care to explain why we’re up at the crack of dawn on a Saturday?’

Gabriel leant forward, between the two front seats. ‘I told you, Grandma. It’s my last day and I want to go to Paradise.’

For the last couple of years, Gabriel and Grandma had frequented a place on the moors that they had nicknamed Paradise, because it was forested and quiet and happened to be the meeting point of two streams which came together to form a deep, crystal-clear pool that was the perfect antidote to a hot summer’s day. It was their own secret, their own little slice of Heaven. And with the weather report predicting record temperatures that day, heading to Paradise was the perfect cover.

‘Right,’ said Harry, ‘hands and feet all inside the vehicle, I hope? Good, then let’s be off.’

Throughout the journey, Harry kept shooting Gabriel conspiratorial glances in the front mirror. Occasionally he would wink and then stifle a snigger. Harry Hartley, Gabriel had discovered early on whilst planning this surprise, was possibly the worst liar Gabriel had ever come across. And that made him approve of the owner of Benson’s Café all the more.

Thankfully, Grandma nodded off ten minutes into the journey or she might have seen Harry miss the left-hand turn that took them deeper into the moors. She might have seen him miss the following turn too, which would have triggered her internal dialogue to go from ‘the big oaf has missed the turning’ to ‘something’s going on here’. But she continued to sleep, mouth slightly open to reveal a gold filling in one of her molars, until Harry parked the car. And even then, she only woke when Gabriel shook her lightly by the shoulders and said, ‘Grandma, we’re here.’

Grandma woke slowly, bleary-eyed and disorientated. ‘Dear boy? Here, are we?’ A long pause as she looked around. Then blinked. ‘Hang on. What’s this? Why are we here?’

Gabriel helped Grandma out of the car and smiled. ‘Since I was a baby, there’s only ever been one thing on your bucket list. You didn’t want to travel the world, see the Northern Lights or climb the Pyramids – you only wanted this. So that’s why we’re here today.’

Grandma’s eyes were wide and staring past Gabriel to the large orange object that seemed to be growing in size with each passing second. ‘Watch the sunrise . . . in a hot air balloon.’ When she looked up at Gabriel and then Harry, her eyes were glassy with tears of surprise and delight. ‘Are we really . . . ’ But she couldn’t even finish the sentence.

‘Too right we are.’ Harry chuckled, chuffed that he had managed to pull off this scheme. ‘Come on, then. Better get in that basket before it floats off without us, eh?’

They climbed into the basket and Grandma, still unsteady and blinking repeatedly to make absolutely sure that she wasn’t still dreaming, kept saying, ‘But are we really . . . We can’t really be . . . ’ It was only when they began to rise skywards that her confusion transformed into pure delight. And while she watched the sunrise, Gabriel watched her. The reds and pinks dancing across her smiling face, the little gasps she let out when she spotted another landmark she recognised on the horizon, the way she reached out for Gabriel’s hand as if she needed someone’s touch to confirm this was real.

Gabriel had never seen Grandma so happy, and for a moment he forgot everything else that was happening – the Nameless, Val, the upcoming school year at Crookhaven – and allowed her joy to spill into him.

Then came the second part of the plan.

When Grandma next called for Harry and he didn’t answer, she turned around . . . and saw him down on one knee, a little blue box in his hands and a huge smile on his face. ‘Now before you call me an oaf and an ogre and turn me down flat, let me get a word in, would yeh? I know we’re both codgers – you in particular, being thirty-seven days older, and don’t ever think I’ll let yeh forget it – but I’ve been thinking. Why should it only be the young ’uns who get to celebrate when they love someone, eh? Is it because I’ve loved someone before you and you’ve loved someone before me? Is it because both people we loved died and now everyone else expects us to live miserable and alone until we pop off? Well, I’m afraid I can’t do that. Because I found someone who I love and who loves me right back. And I want to celebrate that. I want to introduce my beautiful wife to every person who comes walking into our café. And then I want to introduce them to my grandson.’ He beamed up at Gabriel. ‘Because ever since they’ve come into this codger’s life, he’s had this big ol’ grin on his face. And, not to be too presumptuous, but he reckons the grins they wear every day are at least a little bit to do with him too.’ His eyes met Grandma’s again. ‘The truth is I love you, you old goat.’

Tears ran down Grandma’s smiling face. ‘And I love you too, you great ogre.’

‘So how about it, eh?’ Harry asked. ‘How about we get married?’

Grandma chuckled and looked down, not at the ring that glinted red-gold in the waking sun, but into the expectant eyes of Harry Hartley. ‘Oh, go on, then.’

Harry roared with delight, shot to his feet and pulled Grandma into a big hug. Then, together, they turned to watch the sun rise on the first day of their engagement.

Eventually, Grandma looked over at Gabriel, face alight. ‘Did you know about all of this, dear boy?’

Gabriel only smiled and shrugged and said, ‘Happy birthday, Grandma.’
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On the morning of Gabriel’s return to Crookhaven, it wasn’t Penelope Crook waiting for him in her usual spot overlooking the lake. It was someone else.

‘Up ’ere, mate!’ a familiar voice called from Penelope’s tree. Valentin Knight sat perched on a thick branch, that easy conman smile lighting up his face. ‘Crook told me you’d be along soon. And ’ere yeh are, shredded hands and all.’ He pushed himself off the branch and landed softly on the path.

‘Glad you got here safe, Val,’ Gabriel said, clasping the boy’s shoulders fondly. But all he felt was sharp bones. Gabriel frowned. ‘What did they do to you? Did they starve you? Tell me and—’

Val swatted him away. ‘Nothin’ they ’adn’t done before, so don’t worry yerself. Last thing I need is another Nik stompin’ about the place swearin’ bloody revenge. I’m just happy teh be well clear of those lot now.’ Val hesitated then, and Gabriel knew what was coming next. ‘So, how’s yer grandma? She’s not ’urt, is she? Tell me she ain’t—’

Gabriel swung an arm around Val’s shoulders and turned him to face the path that led towards the lake. ‘She’s just fine. Better than fine, actually. Her and Harry are getting married next summer. Can you believe that?’

‘Eh?’ Val said, eyes wide. ‘They ain’t, are they?’ 

‘Certainly are.’ Gabriel grinned. ‘And you’re invited to the wedding, of course.’

Val blinked. ‘Me? But . . . why?’

‘Because once you’ve spent Christmas with the three of us, you’re part of the family. And obviously family is invited to the wedding.’

Val stared for a moment, eyes studying Gabriel’s face for any sign that this was a joke. When he didn’t find one, his face broke into a huge grin. ‘Well, ’course I’ll be there. Who else is gonna make sure those two get around safely, eh? What are they, ninety-three, ninety-four? That walk down the aisle could do ’em both in if someone’s not there to ’elp. You leave that to me, mate. I’ll keep my eye on ’em.’

Gabriel chuckled. ‘I’m sure they’ll appreciate you looking out for them, Val.’

They walked down through the woods, the smell of damp earth and sweet flowers following them. When they reached the bank, the gondola that would take them to the school was just arriving at the island, so they had a little while to wait yet.

‘So, what do you think of Crookhaven?’ Gabriel asked, stretching out a hand towards the island. ‘Has Penelope given you the tour?’

‘She tried to,’ Val replied, ‘but Nik insisted on doing it instead. And that was mostly “’ere’s yer room, ’ere’s the classrooms yeh need to know for this year, ’ere’s a wonky tree, now don’t go anywhere else”. So, yeah, I ’ad somethin’, but it wasn’t exactly useful. Like she didn’t even explain why people are constantly tryin’ to get into the loo while I’m inside. I almost smacked this one guy, but then ’e laid it all out fer me. But even now, I just . . . what kinda school forces its students to pick a lock to use the loo? Eh?’

‘A school for the greatest crooks in the world,’ Gabriel said with a smile. ‘And you get used to it after a while. Just make sure you lock the inside lock or you’ll get someone bursting in on you.’

‘Yeah, learned that the ’ard way,’ Val said. ‘Still, it’s good to be ’ere.’ He picked up a pebble and tossed it in a big looping arc. It landed in the lake with a soft plop. ‘After some of the places I been, this place is basically Paradise.’ He looked at Gabriel for a long moment. ‘It may’ve been Nik and the others that got me out of there, but I know it was you that planned it. And you that got me accepted ’ere too. So thanks, mate.’ He set his jaw and looked out towards the approaching gondola. ‘You and yer family ’ave done more fer me than I deserve . . . Nah, don’t argue, mate. It’s true. And I just . . . I want yeh to know that I’ll pay you lot back. One way or another, I will.’

Gabriel patted him on the shoulder again. ‘Do you know how you can pay Grandma back? Get some meat back on your bones. If she saw you like this, all ribs and cheekbones, she’d sit you down and feed you bacon sarnies until you popped.’

Val grinned. ‘Right, then. That’s my first mission. Get some grub down me and get back in top nick. I can’t show up teh yer gran’s wedding looking like a scarecrow, eh? Not when I’m walkin’ her down the aisle—’

‘Well, I think it will probably be me walking her down the aisle actually—’

But by then, Val was already boarding the gondola. ‘How are we today, Mick? I’d say yer lookin’ well, mate, but even a conman knows when a lie is too far-fetched.’ 

Mickey Jones was sweating profusely, the final few strands of hair on his head slick against his scalp. ‘Busiest day of the year for me, Val. What’s your excuse for looking like a pencil in a T-shirt?’

They stared at each other for a long moment, then grinned and high-fived. Mickey turned to Gabriel. ‘He’s a good one, this lad, Gabriel. And a Merit too. You look after him.’

Gabriel looked from Mickey to Val, puzzled as to how they were already on nickname basis. Val saw and laughed. ‘When I wasn’t with my sister takin’ the worst tour of all time, I was out ’ere on the gondola with Mick.’ He sidled up to Gabriel and lowered his voice. ‘You wouldn’t believe what this guy ’ears. I mean, you would, drivin’ people back and forth, wouldn’t yeh?’ He raised his voice again as he asked, ‘Mick, what was it you were tellin’ me about that wolf in the woods, then?’

Mickey made sure both of them were aboard, then set the gondola adrift and began to paddle. ‘Not a wolf, a dog. Big white thing. Last year’s Gardeners spotted it out in the woods. One of Whisper’s mechanical menagerie, I reckon.’ He flapped a hand at them. ‘Never mind that, though. It’s the one in the lake that worries me.’

Gabriel glanced at the calm waters, that familiar fear of his drifting to the surface again. He had kept up his swimming throughout the summer, to keep that creeping dread at bay, but it still whispered in his ear on occasion. ‘What did you . . . er . . . what did you see in the lake?’

‘Mick,’ Val said in a scolding tone. ‘We talked about this. I told yeh not teh mention the thing in the lake. Our mate Gabe isn’t a fan of water, particularly if there’s somethin’ huge and vicious lurkin’ in it. Eh, Gabe?’

Gabriel swallowed and looked over the side of the gondola. ‘Huge . . . and vicious. It couldn’t have been one or the other?’ He shuddered. Then sought out the rational part of his mind. ‘We’re in the middle of the moors, so a shark couldn’t have got in. There aren’t any zoos around here, so a crocodile couldn’t have escaped. It’s probably just a big fish. I mean, what else could—’ 

Then Gabriel saw them, shining in the depths to the right of the gondola. Two luminous eyes. And they were growing closer.

Gabriel’s breath caught and his limbs grew rigid. He could only watch as this . . . thing rose towards them. ‘Row,’ he managed to squeak out. ‘Row!’

OEBPS/image/map.jpg





OEBPS/image/co3.jpg
CHAPTER THREE





OEBPS/image/co1.jpg
CHAPTER ONE





OEBPS/image/co2.jpg





OEBPS/image/p5b.jpg





OEBPS/image/p5a.jpg






OEBPS/nav.xhtml



CONTENTS



		Cover


		Also by Same Author


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Map


		Contents


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Acknowledgements


		Credits


		About the Author


		Copyright





	
	

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Not everyone at the school for thieves can be trusted 3,

L

THEISLAND. HEIST

—— —
—— ————,
—
-





OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
C
A

THE ISLAND HEIST

J.J. ARCANJO

ILLUSTRATED BY
EUAN COOK

h





OEBPS/image/co4.jpg
CHAPTER FOUR

e S~
—





