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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.’
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