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‘This is the twelfth –’ the headmaster glances up from his notes – ‘no, let me correct that – the thirteenth time you’ve been in trouble this term, Agatha.’ 

We’re sitting in his office, the air sticky, and that’s not just because of the heatwave outside. 

I look down at the floor. It’s true, and I don’t know what to say. 

Dr Hargrave (Ronald Hargrave OBE, BPhil, MEd) likes to fill silences. He’s very good at that, and it’s best to wait until he’s done. He isn’t a doctor, as you and I think of them, but he likes to be called one. He has five liver spots in the shape of the constellation Cassiopeia on his forehead, and a steely glare, which I would say is a 4B on the eye-colour chart I have hanging in my bedroom.

He reads from his list:

‘One – you were found hiding in the ceiling space above the chemistry labs, because you believed Mr Stamp was stealing sulphuric acid to sell on eBay.’

This really happened – he was – but without evidence I had to drop my investigation. Plus, Dad grounded me.

‘Two – you tried to miss lessons by convincing the groundskeeper that you were an apprentice tree surgeon who needed to scale a tree near the boundary wall … and just so you could get out of school …’

I zone out. I’ve always found this easy – like switching channels on TV. If I want to watch something more interesting, I just imagine it. I call it my ‘Change Channel’ mechanism. 

The headmaster’s desk is very shiny and if I look down I can see my own reflection in the caramel-coloured wood. I’m wearing my red beret – Dr Hargrave hasn’t even started lecturing me on this breach of uniform rules yet. My bob-cut hair frames my face, and my eyebrows are knitted together as though concentrating on his lecture. And, just like that, my reflection shimmers, shifts and becomes someone else. A small man in a hat and a bow tie looks back up at me. Smoothing out his moustache, he steps out of the desk, hops neatly to the floor and stands behind the headmaster. 

‘How long do you think le docteur Hargrave will go on this time?’ he asks in a soft Belgian accent. 

I zone back in to hear what my headmaster is saying now … 

‘Four – you installed a listening device in the wall of the staffroom …’ – and then I glance back to where Hercule Poirot, famous detective, is looking at the clock. 

‘Your headmaster has already been talking for twenty-two minutes.’ Poirot raises an eyebrow, as though daring me to do something about it. ‘He might break his record of twenty-seven, no?’ 

Actually, I reckon the headmaster is almost done – his stomach just rumbled, and it’s long after lunchtime. My eyes flicker around the room, details lighting up my mind like a pinball machine.
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‘Twenty-four,’ I say out loud. 

‘What?’ The headmaster looks up from his notes.

‘Nothing.’ I clear my throat. 

Poirot nods in recognition – I have made my bet. 

‘Are you listening to me, Agatha?’

‘Absolutely, sir. You were saying that impersonating a health inspector is a criminal offence.’

‘Yes, I was. Do you not take that seriously, Agatha?’

I nod seriously. ‘I do, Headmaster. I was just starting to worry.’

‘Worry? Worry about what?’ The headmaster’s eyebrows furrow.

‘That you’d be late for lunch with your wife.’

A look of confusion creases his face at the change of tack. ‘My … wife?’

‘Yes. You’re wearing a very nice shirt, sir. And aftershave. And I couldn’t help notice the box of chocolates on your table, clearly a gift for a lady …’ I smile, pleased with my investigatory skills.

‘Aha, yes,’ he splutters, ‘my wife.’ He looks at the clock on his wall. The words hover in the air like fireflies. ‘As you were saying, I’m going to be late for lunch … with my wife.’

‘Well, sir, I wouldn’t want to make you late,’ I say.

Dr Hargrave stands up, brushing invisible crumbs from his suit. ‘Yes. I’d better get going.’ He glances around, as though looking for the exit. ‘As for you, Agatha, I would advise you to think about … um … everything I’ve said.’ 

‘I will, sir.’ 

Dr Hargrave seems to be sweating as he shows me to the door where Poirot stands, smiling with approval. Poirot looks at his pocket watch.

‘Twenty-four minutes – you were right, mon amie.’

I smile as Dr Hargrave opens the door for me.

‘Bien sûr,’ I say.

‘What was that?’ asks the headmaster.

‘I said, enjoy your lunch, sir.’

He presses his lips together, as though holding something back, then mutters – ‘Be careful, Agatha Oddlow. Be very careful.’
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Liam Lau, my best friend, is pacing the corridor outside when I come out of the office. He turns to face me, his face all scrunched-up-serious. It takes me a moment to remember why. Ah yes – Liam knew I was in trouble and thinks I’m going to be expelled. In fact, Liam has been expecting my expulsion from St Regis since the day we met – only this time he’s sure that this latest adventure will be my last. Wanting to draw out the suspense, I pull a sad face. 

Liam covers his face with his hands. ‘What did I tell you?’ he wails. ‘Who will I eat lunch with now?’

It’s true, Liam and I do eat lunch together – every day, in fact – at least whenever we cross over after lessons. We sit on ‘Exile Island’ – the table in the refectory where all the weird kids sit.

‘Liam …’ I start.

‘I know I shouldn’t moan,’ he groans. 

‘Liam …’

‘Expelled …’ He groans again. ‘Oh, Agatha, maybe we can get him to reconsider? Maybe if we get your dad to write a letter—’

‘Liam!’ I shake him by the shoulders. Finally, he stops to listen.

‘I’m not going to be expelled,’ I say again. 

He freezes. ‘You’re …’

‘Not. E-x-p-e-l-l-e-d.’ I spell the letters out, one by one, and examine my nails, painted forest green and bitten to the quick.

A smile smooths the worry lines from Liam’s face. He grabs me and gives me a massive hug. ‘What did Dr Hargrave say?’

I give him a sideways glance from under a fallen strand of hair. ‘I’ll tell you all about it. Come on – or we’re going to be late for chemistry.’
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‘That’s not a superpower.’

‘I’m just saying – not getting expelled would be a pretty useful superpower.’

‘But superpowers are stuff like invisibility, or levitation. “Not getting expelled” is just what normal people do.’

The school day is over, and Liam and I are meeting back in our form room. 

‘Normal people don’t have as much fun as I do.’ 

Liam imitates the school librarian, looking disapprovingly over his glasses, and I can’t help but smile. He always manages to cheer me up. He never judges me for Changing Channel, or for talking to people who aren’t there. ‘So, did you find any more clues about the caretaker?’ he asks.

I shrug. That’s why I was in trouble in the head’s office in the first place – for dressing as a health inspector to check up on the caretaker who has been acting suspiciously for weeks. I’ve wanted to be a detective since I was young and love putting on a disguise. Mum always encouraged me. She liked setting me trails of clues to follow and solve. But, as you know, after several, ahem, incidents, I’ve been – well, I’ve been banned by the headmaster from doing anything that might be called ‘snooping on innocent people’. Liam isn’t as passionate about being a detective as I am, but he does enjoy solving puzzles and cracking codes. That’s why we’ve set up the Oddlow Agency (no ‘detective’ in the title, to avoid annoying the headmaster). 

‘So shall we start the meeting, Agatha?’

‘Yes,’ I nod. ‘I’ll have to be quick, though; I need to get some stuff for dinner.’

‘Haute cuisine? Cordon bleu?’ Liam puts on an exaggerated French accent like I sometimes do when Poirot is with me. 

‘Oui. That’s the idea, anyway.’

He nods seriously and opens the brand-new record book of Oddlow Investigations. My name is so often abused by other people (Oddly, Oddball, Odd Socks) that I’ve made it a part of my motto – ‘No Case Too Odd’. Unfortunately, the Oddlow Agency hasn’t been employed for a case yet. Still, that’s no reason not to keep proper records.

‘First order of business,’ I begin, ‘is the design of the insignia to be used on all official correspondence, business cards and rubber stamps. Any thoughts?’

Liam ponders for a second.

‘What about a lion … holding a magnifying glass!’

Really? I give him a hard stare and change the subject. It doesn’t sound very imaginative to me. ‘Why don’t we think about stationery later? We could practise taking identification notes?’

‘Sure. But you’ll have to tell me what identification notes are.’ He grins.

I look across at him and smile. ‘Identification notes are important facts about everyone. I write them for all sorts of people – anyone who might be important in an investigation.’ I shrug. ‘They help me remember what they looked like, how they dressed, what perfume they had on … that kind of thing.’

‘OK, I reckon I can do that.’ Liam nods. ‘Let’s start by giving it a go for each other.’

‘OK, so take your notebook and write three identifying things about me. Things that are unusual – that make me stand out. I’ll do the same for you.’

We put our heads down and scribble for a few minutes, then swap notebooks. Thoughtfully, I chew on my pencil as I hand them over.

My identification notes for Liam Lau –

1. Liam used to be smaller than me by a couple of inches, but has recently had a growth spurt that brings us level pegging. 

2. He has black-rimmed glasses and dark hair, which is always immaculate. ‘Geek chic’ would describe his look.

3. He’s inseparable from Agatha Oddlow.

Liam’s identification notes for me –

1. Agatha is thirteen years old, 5 ft 2 (ish?). She has chestnut-brown hair worn in a bob.

2. She likes wearing vintage clothes – floral dresses, trench coats, DMs. So many trench coats. She’s often writing in a notebook.

3. Always hanging out with Liam Lau.

I’m about to say that my hair is dark brown, not chestnut, when someone bursts loudly into the classroom.

‘We can use this room, it’s just Oddball and Boy Wonder in here,’ they say.

I know immediately whose voice it is before I turn round – Sarah Rathbone, one of the three CCs, and she’s got the other two with her – Ruth Masters and Brianna Pike. They say that CC stands for Chic Clique, but everyone else says it stands for Carbon Copies. With their identically blonde hair, manicured nails and primped and preened appearances, they stand for everything St Regis is about. The school is full of the rich and beautiful like them, and making the rest of us feel unpopular is what they’re best at. 

Some identification notes, for telling one CC from another –

1. Sarah Rathbone – If the other two are copies, Sarah is the original. The jewellery she wears has real diamonds, but it’s small and tasteful.

2. Ruth Masters – Second-in-command, Ruth is ruder than Sarah, which is saying something. Her dad works in PR, and Ruth is just as conscious of her public image, carefully managing who the CCs talk to and who they avoid.

3. Brianna Pike – Brianna is Sarah’s other henchwoman. She plays with her hair a lot and spends all day posting pictures of herself pouting on social media.

I face Sarah, head on. ‘I’m afraid we’re using this room,’ I say. 

‘Using it for what?’ Sarah sneers. ‘Making detective notes with your little friend?’

Brianna approaches me. She draws her shoulders back and swings her blonde hair like a weapon. ‘Move.’

‘But we’re in the middle of something,’ I say.

‘We’re in the middle of something?’ Ruth sing-songs back at me. ‘Well, get in the middle of this – SCRAT.’ She brings her face up-close-and-personal and I automatically spring back. She picks up the book I’m reading from the table – Poisonous Plants of the British Isles – and shoves it into my chest.

‘Enough messing around,’ Brianna joins in, ‘get out, Agatha. Get going.’ She pushes my shoulder. 

I brush my blazer as though some dirt has landed there. ‘Come on, Liam,’ I say, gathering my things. ‘We’re outnumbered.’ And then I mutter under my breath, ‘Physically, if not mentally.’

By the time the CCs realise they’ve been insulted, we’ve already left the room. The door slams behind us. I sigh, letting my frustration show.

‘You OK, Aggie?’ 

‘Yes … thanks, Liam.’ I shrug. Sometimes I hate St Regis more than anywhere in the world. My first school, Meadowfield Primary, was so different. The buildings might have been falling down and there was never enough money for new books, but it had been bright and friendly, and the teachers had encouraged all of us just to get along. I had a nickname there – The Brain – which hadn’t been a bad thing. It was a dumb nickname, but secretly I had liked it. At Meadowfield, being brainy was OK. When nobody else knew the answer to a question, they’d turn to me. Then had come the scholarship to St Regis that my teacher had put me forward for. I almost hadn’t shown it to Dad. When he saw the letter, he’d said it would be silly not to at least take the test. He’d been right, hadn’t he? There was nothing to lose. Even if they offered me a place, I could still turn it down, right? And they probably wouldn’t offer me a place anyway, would they?

I took the test. 

I won the scholarship.

Dad sent a letter back, saying I would accept, starting in September.

I had been excited about going to a prestigious school at first. My new school had more money floating around than Meadowfield could have ever dreamed of. New computers, new classrooms, spotless walls and carpets. But in this place of shiny things, it was me who ended up seeming shabby. It didn’t matter whether I was brainy. In fact, it didn’t matter whether I was kind or funny or whatever else might have made me the person I was. I just didn’t fit, until I met Liam …

I’d been sitting in the canteen (or refectory, as they preferred) of St Regis, eating lunch, when I pulled the Sunday Times from my satchel and started trying to do the cryptic crossword.

13 down – Calling for business meeting, talker gets excited.

‘Perhaps “calling” means a telephone call.’ A voice came from across the table. I jumped – I hadn’t realised that I’d been thinking out loud. I looked up and saw a boy my own age who I recognised from class. His name was Liam Lau. I don’t think I’d heard him speak once, except to answer ‘present’ when register was called.

‘Sorry, did I startle you?’

‘No, I … I just didn’t realise I was talking to myself.’

He smiled. ‘Do you do that often?’ 

‘Maybe. Sometimes.’

‘Me too.’ He nodded, grinning. ‘They say it’s the first sign of madness.’

‘Hmm … Maybe you’re right about “calling” being a telephone call.’ I said. Then, as though my brain had suddenly decided to co-operate – ‘Oh, and what if “excite” means “jumble” – there might be an anagram in there?’

‘Yes, that sounds good … Hmm, what about “meeting talker”?’ Liam said. ‘That’s the right number of letters.’

We both stared at the letters M E E T I N G T A L K E R for a long moment. Then, together, we both shouted –

‘Telemarketing!’ 

I was grinning as I took up my pen and put the answer in. 

‘Agatha …’

Liam’s voice shakes me out of the memory. Here we are, almost a year later. I’m still a social outcast, but I have Liam as a friend. I look at him. ‘Yes?’

‘Promise me something?’

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Try not to get expelled tomorrow?’

I roll my eyes. ‘I promise.’

He grins. ‘Come on, then – you can walk me to the bus stop.’
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I’ve just finished liquidising a pile of vegetables when Dad walks into the kitchen, begrimed with mud and smelling of manure. I’d forgotten my tiredness in the excitement of making something new. 

‘What on earth are you doing, Aggie?’

‘Making dinner,’ I say.

‘With all the green mush, I thought it might be some kind of science experiment,’ he laughs. 

I sigh – Dad can be soooo closed-minded sometimes. He isn’t a bad cook, but he isn’t a very good one, either. I often make dinner for the two of us, but it’s usually one of his favourites – something easy, like sausages and mash or beans on toast. Who can blame me for wanting to try something different for a change? I’d found a dog-eared copy of Escoffier’s Le Guide Culinaire from a bookshop on the Charing Cross Road, and then spent an evening trying to decode his instructions from the original French. Dad looks over at the wreckage, shaking his head, and trudges off to get clean. 

Dad – Rufus to everyone but me – has been a Royal Park warden since he left school at sixteen. He’s worked his way up to the position of head warden of Hyde Park, so we live in Groundskeeper’s Cottage. Still, even though Dad’s in charge, he refuses to let others do all the dirty work and is never happier than when he’s got his sleeves rolled up and is getting his hands dirty. He reappears in a fresh shirt, smelling strongly of coal-tar soap, which is an improvement from the manure. He looks over at the food I’m making, stroking his gingery-blond beard.

‘What … is it?’

‘Vegetable mousse, with fillets of trout, decked with prawns and chopped chervil.’

‘Looks quite fancy, love.’

‘Just try it – you’ll never know if you like it otherwise.’ 

Dad shrugs and sits down.

I’ve been saving up for weeks for the ingredients. Dad gives me pocket money in exchange for a couple of hours shovelling compost at the weekend so it’s been a hard earn. But it’s worth it – everyone should have a chance to try the better things in life, shouldn’t they? Dad reaches for his fork, staring at the plate. He searches for something diplomatic to say, and fails. ‘It’s not very English.’

I smile.

‘Poirot says something like, “the English do not have a cuisine, they only have the food,”’ I recalled. 

He groans at the mention of my favourite detective. I go on about Hercule Poirot so much that Agatha Christie’s great detective is a bit of a sore spot for Dad.

‘You and those books, Agatha! Not everything that Poirot says is gospel, you know.’

I ignore this last comment and plonk a plate of the fish and veg medley in front of him. He takes a fork of everything, and I do the same. 

‘Bon appetit!’ I smile, and we eat together.

Something is wrong. Something is very wrong.

I look to Dad, and I’m impressed by how long he manages to keep a straight face.

Something awful is happening to my taste buds. I can’t bring myself to swallow for a long moment, and then I force it down, gagging.

‘I may have … mistranslated.’ 

Dad swallows, eyes watering. 

‘Might I have a glass of water, please?’
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When the last of the mousse has been scraped into the bin, we go off to buy fish and chips. I decide not to paraphrase Poirot’s thoughts on fish and chips, that ‘when it is cold and dark and there is nothing else to eat, it is passable’. I don’t think Dad would be amused and, besides, I really like fish and chips.

After carrying them back from the shop in their paper parcels, our stomachs rumbling, we eat in happy silence. I savour the crisp batter, the soft flakes of fish, the salty, comforting chips. For once, I have to admit that Poirot might have been wrong about something.

While we eat, Dad asks about my day, but I don’t feel like talking about school and the CCs, or the headmaster, or about how I’d zoned out in chemistry class, so I ask about his instead.

‘So are the mixed borders doing well this year?’

‘Not bad,’ he grunts.

I think of the book I’m reading at the moment.

‘And do you grow digitalis?’

‘If you mean foxgloves, then there are patches of them down by the Serpentine Bridge.’

‘What about aconitum?’ I eat a chip, not looking Dad in the eye.

‘Monkshood? You know a lot of Latin names … Yes, I think there’s some in the meadow, but I wouldn’t cultivate it. It’s good for the bees, though.’

‘Ah … what about belladonna?’

‘Belladonna …’ His face darkens, making a connection. ‘Foxglove, aconitum, belladonna … Agatha, are you only interested in poisonous plants?’

I blush a little. Found out! Poisonous Plants of the British Isles is sitting in my school satchel as we speak.

‘I’m just curious.’ Deep breath.

‘I know that, love, I do. But I worry about you sometimes. I worry about this … morbid fascination. I worry that you’re not living in the real world.’

I sigh – this is not a new discussion. Dad loves to talk about the REAL WORLD, as though it’s a place I’ve never been to. Dad worries that I’m a fantasist – that I’m only interested in books about violence and murder. He’s right, of course.

‘I’ll do the washing-up,’ I say, quickly changing the subject. Then I look over at the sieves, pans and countless bowls that I’ve used in my culinary disaster. Perhaps not.

‘My turn, Agatha,’ says Dad. ‘You get an early night – you look tired.’

‘Thanks.’ I hug him, smelling coal-tar soap and his ironed shirt, then run up the stairs to bed.
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When we’d first moved into Groundskeeper’s Cottage, I chose the attic for my bedroom. Mum had said it was the perfect room for me – somewhere high up, where I could be the lookout. Like a crow’s nest on a ship. I was only six then, and Mum had still been alive. Before that, we’d squeezed into a tiny flat in North London, and Dad had ridden his bike down to Hyde Park every day. He’d been a junior gardener when I’d been born, still learning how to do his job. The little flat was always full of green things – tomato plants on the windowsills, orchids in the bathroom among the bottles of shower gel and shampoo … 

The attic has a sloping ceiling and a skylight that is right above my bed so, on a clear night, I can see the stars. Sometimes I draw their positions on the glass with a white pen – Ursa Major, Orion, the Pleiades – and watch as they shift through the night.

The floorboards are covered with a colourful rug to keep my toes warm on cold mornings. We don’t have central heating, and the house is draughty, but in mid-July it’s always warm. It’s been scorching today, so I go up on my tiptoes and open the skylight to let some cool air in. My clothes hang on two freestanding rails. Dad is saving to get me a proper wardrobe, but I quite like having my clothes on display.

On one wall there’s a Breakfast at Tiffany’s poster with Audrey Hepburn posing in her black dress. Next to her is the model Lulu. There’s also a large photo of Agatha Christie hanging over my bed, which Liam gave me for my birthday. On the other is a map of London … Everything I need to look at. 

My room isn’t messy. At least, I don’t think it is, even if Dad disagrees. It’s simply that I have a lot of things, and not much room to fit them in. So the room is cluttered with vinyl records, with books, with a porcelain bust of Queen Victoria that I found in a skip. Every so often, Dad makes me clear it up. 

And so, I try to tidy now. But with so little space it just looks like the room has been stirred with a giant spoon.

I take the heavy copy of Le Guide Culinaire and place it on my bookshelf, which takes up one wall of the room. I sigh – what a waste of time. What a waste of a day. 

I run my hand along the spines of the green and gold-embossed editions – the mysteries of Poirot, Miss Marple, and Tommy and Tuppence – the complete works of Agatha Christie, who my mum named me after. She’d got me to read them because I liked solving puzzles, but said I should think about real puzzles, not just word searches and numbers. When I’d asked what she meant, she had said –

‘Everybody is a puzzle, Agatha. Everyone in the street has their own story, their own reasons for being the way they are, their own secrets. Those are the really important puzzles.’ 

I feel hot tears prick the back of my eyes at the thought that she’s not actually here any more. 

‘I got called in front of the headmaster today …’ I say out loud. ‘But it was OK – he just let me off with a warning.’ I continue, tidying up some clothes. I do this sometimes. Tell Mum about my day.

I change from my school uniform into my pyjamas, hanging everything on the rails and placing my red beret in its box. What to wear tomorrow? I choose a silk scarf of Mum’s, a beautiful red floral Chinese one. I love pairing Mum’s old clothes with items I’ve picked up at jumble sales and charity shops, though some of them are too precious to wear out of the house.

Next, I go over to my desk in the corner and unearth my laptop, which is buried under a pile of clothes. I switch it on and log in. People at school think I don’t use social media, but I do. I might read a paper copy of The Times instead of scrolling down my phone, and write my notes with a pen. But I’m more interested in technology than they’d know. You can find out so much about people by looking at what they put online. Of course, I don’t have a profile under my own name. No – online, my name is Felicity Lemon. 

Nobody seems to have noticed that Felicity isn’t real. Several people from school have accepted my friend requests, including all three of the CCs. None of them have realised that ‘Felicity Lemon’ is the name of Hercule Poirot’s secretary, or that my profile photo is a 1960s snap of French singer Françoise Hardy. 

I scroll through Felicity’s feed, which seems to be endless pictures of Sarah Rathbone, Ruth Masters and Brianna Pike. They must have flown out to somewhere in Europe for a mini-break over half-term. They pose on sunloungers, dangle their feet in a hotel swimming pool and sit on the prow of a boat, hair blowing behind them like a shampoo commercial. Despite myself, I feel a twinge of jealousy and put the lid down.

Rummaging through my satchel, I take out the notebook that I started earlier in the day. I put it by my bed with my fountain pen, in case inspiration strikes in the night – that’s what a good detective does: they note down everything, because they never know what tiny detail might be the key to cracking a case.

Most of my notebooks have a black cover, but some of them are red – these are the ones about Mum – all twenty-two of them. They have their own place on a high shelf. My notes are in-depth – from where she used to get her hair cut to who she mixed with at the neighbourhood allotments. Every little detail. I don’t want to forget a single thing. 

I look over at Mum’s picture in its frame on my bedside table. She’s balanced on her bike, half smiling, one foot on the ground. She’s wearing big sunglasses, a crêpe skirt, a floppy hat and a kind smile. There’s a stack of books strapped to the bike above the back wheel. The police had blamed the books for her losing control of her bike that day – but Mum always had a pile of books like that. I don’t believe that was the real cause of her accident. That’s not why Mum died. Something else had to be the reason. 

I climb into bed and pull the sheet over me, then take a last look at the photograph.

A lump rises in my throat. ‘Night, Mum,’ I say, as I turn out the light.
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‘Dad, will you stop letting Oliver walk all over the work surface? It’s unhygienic.’ 

I’m trying to wash up the bowl I used for breakfast, but our cat is sitting by the sink and keeps batting my hand with his tail. He’s purring loudly at the fun new game he’s invented. I turn to look at Dad, who is hunched over a bowl at the table. He shrugs and shovels in another spoonful of cereal. He’s running late, as usual.

‘I can’t watch him all the time, Agatha.’

Sighing, I scoop Oliver off the counter. He’s grey, and on the portly side from all the treats Dad feeds him. He causes so much trouble, but he has a special place in my heart. He’s middle-aged in cat years, and his main hobby is sitting – on the work surface in the kitchen, in front of the mirror in the hall or on the threadbare armchair that used to be Mum’s. I suppose he misses her too. When he isn’t sitting, he’s lying down.

Oliver rubs his face up against my chin and I scratch the soft fur of his neck. I can feel his low, rumbling purr in my chest. I think back to the day I first met him. It was a rainy afternoon, and I was sitting by the fire, reading. Mum had come in through the front door with a cardboard box, which she brought over and set down in front of me.

‘What is it?’

‘Why don’t you find out?’ she said, smiling and shaking the raindrops from her hair.

I opened the wet cardboard box. At first it seemed to be full of nothing but blankets. I looked at Mum, puzzled. 

‘Keep searching – just be careful.’

I pulled back the layers of blanket, realising that there was a sort of hollow in the middle of them, like a nest. And there – curled into itself and barely bigger than my fist – was a kitten. My eyes widened with surprise, and I didn’t dare touch the sleeping creature. 

‘Go on – you can stroke him.’

‘Him?’ 

‘Yes, he’s a boy. You’ll have to think of a name.’

I thought about this for a moment. ‘Why do I have to think of a name?’

Mum laughed. ‘Because he’s yours.’ 

‘He’s … mine?’ 

Something like a shiver passed through me as he opened two huge ink-black eyes and looked up at me. 

Then Mum had put her arms round me from behind and held me while I held Oliver. I closed my eyes. 
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The memory was so clear – even though that kitten was fully grown now, Mum was still somewhere behind me, holding her arms round me. He might have been mine, but his heart always belonged to Mum.

I put Oliver down on the tiles and clear my throat. As I finish my washing-up and dry my hands, Dad brings his empty bowl over to the sink.

‘Are you OK, love?’

I nod and manage a smile. ‘I’m fine.’

‘It’s just, you look a bit …’ He puts his head on one side.

‘… of a genius?’ I suggest, trying to deflect the attention from myself and clear the lump in my throat, but he doesn’t laugh.

‘Is something wrong?’ Dad is more interested in things that grow in soil than things that live in houses, but sometimes he notices more than I expect.

‘I’m fine, Dad, really …’

‘Really?’ He puts a shovel-sized hand on my shoulder.

‘Yes, really, Dad. Now go – get to work before you’re late!’ I reach up on tiptoes and hug him. For Dad, actions make more sense than words. He softens. 

‘Hold on,’ I say, ‘your collar’s all twisted.’ I sort out his polo shirt and he stands very still, like an obedient child. 

‘Right – you’ll do,’ I say, giving him a kiss on the cheek. ‘Off you go.’

‘Have a good day, love.’

Dad goes, and I rush back upstairs to finish getting ready. I brush my teeth and pull on my blazer, brushing my hair until my dark bob shines. I tie Mum’s red silk scarf round my neck like a lucky charm and, finally, put on my tortoiseshell sunglasses – perfect for observing people without them noticing. Next, I pack my satchel – notebook, magnifying glass, sample pots for evidence, fingerprint powder and my second-best lock-picking kit. (My best one has been locked in the headmaster’s shiny desk since yesterday afternoon.)

Outside, the sun is bright. Dewdrops sparkle on the emerald-green lawns and the sun fades. It’s been hot today. I feel a swell of pride – the beautiful trees, the grass and flowerbeds, all lovingly tended by Dad and his wardens. I step through the wrought-iron gate of Groundskeeper’s Cottage and close it behind me, taking my usual route along the Serpentine lake. I’m looking forward to my morning chat with JP, who lives in the park. JP isn’t supposed to live in the park – he’s homeless – but Dad pretends not to notice when he’s still there at night-time. Dad says he scares off the occasional graffiti artist. This morning, as I approach, I see JP sitting with his eyes closed, looking pale. 

‘Hey, JP!’ I hurry towards him. I have a premonition that he will fall forward as I reach him, a knife sticking out of his back. He would murmur something as he fell into my arms – ‘Agatha, you must avenge me.’ Then I would …

‘Morning!’ JP calls brightly, his eyes flicking open.

He’s not dead.

‘Were you comfortable last night?’ I ask.

‘Not too bad. I slept under the weeping tree in the Dell. Don’t tell your Dad, though.’

‘Did you make sure not to leave a trace?’

‘Not a fingerprint.’ He laughs and eyes my pockets hopefully. ‘Do you have anything to eat?’ 

I pull out two pieces of toast, sandwiched together with butter and marmalade.

‘Thank you, my dear.’ He takes a large bite, then speaks through a mouthful. ‘Now, by the way …’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t you have a school to go to?’

I check my watch. It’s 8:37 already; school starts at 8:55. ‘Yup, I’d better run. Bye!’ I set off at a brisk walk.

‘Have a good day!’ he calls after me. 

I walk along the path. There aren’t many people around at this time, but I nod to an old lady as I pass her, and she smiles back. She’s walking fast, wearing a light tan coat and matching hat. 

As I pass under the canopy of beech and willow trees, I hear a roar ahead. Approaching me, far too quickly, is a motorbike. Motorbikes are banned from the park, the same as any vehicle. I feel cross, but I have no time to react as the bike shoots past me, down the footpath and out of sight. A moment later and I hear a screech of tyres, a loud thud, then nothing. 

Before I know it, I’m running back in the direction that I’ve just come from, and as I round a bend in the path I see what I feared – the old lady in the tan coat lying on the ground. The bike is next to her, but only for a second – the rider revs the engine and speeds away.

‘Hey!’ I shout after the rider, rather pointlessly. ‘Stop!’

Of course, the bike does no such thing, and just disappears down the winding path. I rush over to where the woman lies on the ground. Her hat is askew, her eyes closed, and the contents of her handbag are strewn over the path.

I stand frozen for a second, stunned. I have to check myself – I haven’t Changed Channel. This is not a dream. This is really happening.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask, and she opens her eyes slightly, but just looks blearily at me, then blacks out. 

‘Help!’ I shout. ‘Someone, help!’

There is hardly anyone around, but JP comes running over.

‘We need to call an ambulance. I’ll call nine-nine-nine,’ I say.

‘You have a mobile?’ He sounds surprised.

‘Well, of course,’ I say, a little peeved. ‘I’m just not glued to it all the time. We need to hurry.’

I reach into my satchel and take out the phone. I press the ‘on’ button, but it seems to take forever to power up.

‘JP, could you go and see if there’s a warden nearby?’

JP makes off across the lawns, the sole of one shoe flapping as he runs. 

I turn my attention back to the woman. She looks almost too peaceful, and for a second I’m worried that she might have died while I was distracted. 

My phone finally powers up; I call nine-nine-nine and ask for an ambulance. The woman keeps me on the line at first, asks about the lady’s breathing and pulse. Her right arm is twisted oddly under her and looks broken. Carefully, I unbutton the cuff of her coat sleeve and find her wrist. Pressing my fingers to her skin, I find a regular – if rapid – pulse. 

The woman on the end of the line hangs up, telling me the ambulance is about to arrive and I should make sure they can see me. Taking my hand away, I notice something unusual on the old lady’s wrist – a tattoo of a key. 

It’s very simple – one long line and three short, like the teeth of an old deadlock. Dad has a dozen keys like that on a ring, which open the old iron gates and grilles in the park, but it seems a strange thing to have tattooed on your wrist, especially for an old lady. The handle of the tattoo key is a circle with a dot inside, a bit like an eye. It’s outlined in white ink, which shines silvery on her dark skin. I start to put her scattered things back in her handbag, hoping to find a next-of-kin contact. There’s lipstick, some mints in a tin, a pen, a large set of keys (none of which are deadlocks) and a purse.

There’s no perfume in the bag, though I can smell that she is wearing some. I sniff again – I can’t help it – it comes instinctively to me. A waft of vanilla, a hint of leather and carnation. Tabac Blond, first made by Caron in 1919. An expensive perfume.

Her clothes are plain, but her blouse has the feel of silk. The mother-of-pearl buttons might be plastic, but I’m not so sure. I look in the purse for a contact telephone number, but find nothing except several business cards.


Prof. Dorothy D’Oliveira

Senior Fellow, Hydrology Studies

Royal Geographical Society



Hydrology? What does that mean? ‘Hydro’ is from the Greek for ‘water’. So, she studies water? Out of ideas, I go back to making sure she’s comfortable. I don’t risk moving her right arm, though it looks uncomfortable bent beneath her. But, as I fold my blazer and place it under her head, I spot something in her left hand. I don’t know how I missed it at first. With a glance at her peaceful face, I gently prise her fingers open to find a piece of folded pink newspaper – a page from the Financial Times. Looking around to see if anyone is watching, I open it out.

It has the usual stories – mergers of electronics companies, CEOs getting millions of pounds in bonuses, a story about London pollution. Without thinking, I fold the paper and slip it into my blazer pocket. JP hasn’t returned yet, so I’m left alone to watch over the professor. Somewhere nearby, a siren starts wailing. I have an idea – opening my satchel, I take out a small brown bottle, unstopper it, and wave it under her nose. 

It was insanely difficult to find smelling salts in London chemists. Finally, a pharmacy on Old Compton Street had agreed to sell me some, on the condition that I leave my name and address. 

After a moment, the professor starts to take deeper breaths, and coughs twice. She opens her eyes and looks at me. The sound of the siren is much louder now, and I can see the ambulance racing across the lawns towards us, churning furrows into the dew-soft grass. Dad won’t be happy. It stops right next to us. The two paramedics jump out and start to tend to their patient.

‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ A paramedic points to the bottle I’m holding. 

‘Sal volatile.’

He looks blank.

‘Spirit of hartshorn?’

‘What?’

I suspect the man of being a little slow.

‘Ammonium carbonate with lavender oil.’

‘Ah, aromatherapy. New age.’

I sigh. ‘If you say so.’

They check the woman’s pulse and breathing, and shine a light in her eyes to check for concussion. Then they apply a sling before loading her on to a stretcher. The one who called my smelling salts ‘new age’ asks me some questions about what happened. 

‘Hit by a motorbike?’ He shares a look with his colleague. ‘She’s lucky not to be more seriously hurt.’

‘Pretty unlucky to get hit at this time of the day in a park, mind,’ says the other paramedic.

‘Luck has nothing to do with it,’ I say. ‘This was deliberate.’
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I give the paramedics my home address and say I’m happy to talk to the police. I think about offering to ride with the professor to the hospital, but before I get the chance the ambulance leaves, and I stand there feeling as though I’ve woken from a dream. But this was no dream, and when I reach into my blazer pocket – yes! – there it is – the folded sheet of newspaper. 

‘Thank goodness for that,’ I breathe. There is a strange tingle behind my eyes. In the spotless blue sky above me, clouds are starting to form. Not just any clouds – they are spelling out words. 
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The clouds form and dissolve away just as fast. My heart is racing. I pick up my satchel and start to walk, replaying the events in my mind, and several images refuse to fade.

I think of the biker, whose face was hidden by the dark helmet. I think about the business cards from the Royal Geographical Society. And, most of all, I think about the key tattoo, in its silvery ink. I’ve never seen that symbol before. I pause – or have I? There’s something at the back of my mind, just niggling away at me … 

I stop, feeling frustrated. 

I’m already late for school, so surely it can wait another minute. I sit down on a park bench and open my satchel, taking out my current casebook. I’m so excited; it might as well be the first one – this is a new beginning. I flip open the notebook to the opening page and cross out the details about the local shopkeeper’s parking violations. I write the heading: ‘Hit-and-Run – Hyde Park’, underlining it a couple of times. Then I jot down some quick notes –

1. Old lady knocked down in Hyde Park. The path was wide. Was this deliberate? What could the motive be?

2. Her perfume was expensive, and she had an unusual tattoo (sketch overleaf). Something seems odd here – what is her story?

3. Business card says she is a member of the Royal Geographical Society – do they know more about her?

I look over all those exciting question marks for a moment, puzzling it over. 

Something is afoot, of that I am sure. 
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‘So, you saw an old lady knocked down in the park by a motorbike, and now you want us to investigate?’ 

Liam is staring down at my notebook and frowning. We’re in form class, before lessons. ‘Don’t people get knocked down all the time? What makes this one any different?’ 

I glance to the front. Mr Laskey is behind his desk, reading the newspaper, and it’s hard to tell whether he’s sleeping or not. The rest of 8C are chatting noisily, so there is little chance of our conversation being overheard. Still, there isn’t much time to tell Liam everything that has happened. Brianna Pike, one of the three CCs, is sitting on the desk next to us, but she’s too wrapped up with doing her make-up to pay us any attention.

‘Not just an old lady getting knocked down,’ I whisper. ‘There was something funny about it. This didn’t look like an accident. There were … unusual circumstances. Comprenez-vous?’

‘You mean –’ he glances around at our classmates before continuing in a whisper – ‘you think someone might have targeted her?’ He sounds more excited than normal about one of my cases. 

‘Exactly! And if you come with me to the Royal Geographical Society, I’ll prove it to you.’ I hold out the professor’s business card. 

He takes it and reads. ‘Professor D’Oliveira, Senior Fellow, Hydrology Studiesd—’ 

‘We need to get going – now,’ I say, cutting him off. ‘Time is of the essence.’

‘Whoa, hold up! We’ve got school. What’s the hurry?’

‘I need to solve this before the police do.’

‘But we have a maths test! And you almost got expelled yesterday! Just wait till we’re finished.’ His voice is plaintive – Liam loves maths tests. He runs a hand through his hair, making it stick up at strange angles. I resist the urge to reach over and smooth it down. I catch the eye of two girls, who seem to be staring at Liam. That’s been happening a lot lately, since his growth spurt. They scowl at me and I shoot them a sweet smile as they start whispering to each other.

I lower my voice. ‘I’m going now. Are you coming or not?’ I hiss. I draw my notebook back towards me across the desk and stare down at it, trying not to be influenced by the pleading look in his eyes.

He sounds strained. ‘Erm … not.’

‘All right. But you can still help out with something.’

He brightens. ‘What?’ 

‘On the woman’s wrist, there was a symbol.’

‘A symbol?’

‘Well, a tattoo. I feel like I’ve seen it somewhere before. I need you to find out what it means.’

‘Sure. What did it look like?’

‘I’ll draw it for you.’ I take my fountain pen and draw from memory the eye-and-key tattoo. ‘I was thinking you could check Masonic symbols first, then alchemical, witchcraft …’

‘OK … I’ll scan it into my laptop and run some image-recognition algorithms to—’ 

‘Yes, yes. Whatever you have to do.’ I should have mentioned before that Liam is a computer genius. When he gets going about techy stuff, I have no idea quite when he’ll stop.

‘Right, I’d better be off then.’

Liam shrugs. ‘You’re going to be in so much trouble if you’re caught, Aggie … Oh, wait! Hang on a sec.’ He reaches into his bag and pulls out a black box, which he holds up to my mouth. ‘At least if I’m here I can cover for you. Say “here”.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do it.’

‘Here.’ I repeat into the box.

He takes the box away and presses a button.

Here, says the box in my voice. 

‘I can hide this at the back of the class and remote control it with my phone when they call the register.’

‘Can’t you just say “here” for me?’

‘Do you think my impersonation of you is that good?’ Liam raises an eyebrow.

‘Point taken. Now, I really need to go!’

‘How are you going to get out? They’ve already locked the gates.’

‘Well, it’s a Thursday, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, so?’ He looks blank. 

I smile.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell you later.’
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Getting out of form class is as easy as excusing myself to use the loo. From there on, things become complicated. When I woke this morning, my brain felt grey and heavy, like an old wash rag that needed wringing out. But now I’m full of energy, which is good – I’ll need to be as awake as possible to escape St Regis.

I take the stairs down to the assembly hall, my footsteps echoing on the stone floor. I have three minutes before the bell goes and everyone rushes out of class. I make it past the biology labs, alongside the headmaster’s office and into the Great Hall with its polished maple floor. This is where we have assemblies, and where we sit exams. Even though the hall is empty, I feel watched by an invisible presence, and not just from the dusty frames of St Regis’ past alumni. I shiver and hurry on.

Creeping quickly over to the back doors, I hurry out on to the playing fields. I take off my red beret, crouch down, and start to run under the windows of the maths department, where students are still in form class. From an open window, I can hear one of Dr Hargrave’s sermons on innocence and obedience.

‘The rules are there to protect students from themselves. Stay within the rules, children, and you have nothing to fear …’

‘… and nothing to gain,’ I mutter, forging on.

At the end of the block, I stop and peer round the corner. The entire school is ringed by a three-metre-high wire fence, impenetrable with the tools I have on me (strawberry-flavoured eraser, 2HB pencil). The only way out is in disguise, and I’m looking right at one – between the sports teacher’s hut and the door to the kitchens stand the half-dozen wheelie bins that are collected by the council twice a week.

I know Mr Harrison, the PE teacher, will be having a cigarette in the privacy of his hut before the first class arrives to collect their hockey sticks and basketballs. He’s a creature of habit (full-tar, slim filter), and I’m relying on that. Smoke signals from the window support my hunch. Coast clear, I creep across the open ground to the bins and quickly look inside each of them in turn. All of them are full to the brim with tied-up rubbish sacks. What a pain.

Quickly, making as little noise as possible, I empty one bin, stashing the sacks in the space between the hut and the back wall of the school. I take off Mum’s scarf and put it in my pocket – I don’t want it getting dirty. For a second I hear a noise from the hut and freeze, but nobody comes out. The bin is empty. I peer in. There is a thin, brownish slime at the bottom, and a strong smell of rotten fruit. I sigh. With a last look at my polished shoes and my lint-brushed skirt, I start to climb in. 

As I do, there’s a sound of unlocking from the kitchen door. Quickly, I crouch down in the foul-smelling bin and shut the lid. I’m in warm, smelly darkness, but I can hear well enough.

‘Oi, Charlie! You got anything else that needs chucking? I’m gonna put the bins out.’ It’s one of the kitchen workers.

‘Yeah,’ replied another voice, ‘take these peelings.’

There are muffled noises and footsteps coming closer. I close my eyes and hope he doesn’t pick the bin I’m in. A moment later, light floods in. I look up. A young, stubbled face peers at me, looking startled.

‘Oh, hey, David!’ I say cheerfully.

‘Again, Agatha?’ He does not seem thrilled to see me.

‘Look, David—’ 

‘Dave.’

‘Dave, this is very important.’

‘It was very important last time. I could lose my job!’ He speaks in an urgent whisper.

‘Look, this is the last time, I swear. Never again.’

He stares at me, unspeaking, then back to the kitchen, then at me again.

‘Never again,’ he says. ‘And if you get caught, I didn’t know you were in there, OK?’

‘Sure.’

He dumps the bag of potato peelings on my head and slams the bin shut. If I weren’t in hiding, I might have sworn. I spend another five minutes in cramped confinement, trying to shift the soggy bin bag from my head without making a sound. I hear Dave taking the bins around me, one by one, to the gates. I’m sure he’s leaving mine until last, prolonging my discomfort. Finally, I feel my centre of gravity shift sideways, and we begin the bumpy ride to the bin depot. With a last thud, my journey is complete. 

I wait a moment until Dave has time to go back inside the gates. A dribble of cold juice has escaped the bin bag and trickles down my neck. A shiver runs up my spine. With the bag on top of me, it’s impossible to peek out and see if the coast is clear. Instead, deciding I can’t put it off any longer, I spring out. 

The bin depot is outside the school grounds, next to the H83 bus stop. A small old man flattens himself against the shelter in shock.

‘Sorry!’ I leap out of the bin and make off down the road at speed, slinging my satchel over my shoulder.

‘Stop!’ he yells ‘You … you criminal!’

I shout over my shoulder, feeling the need to correct him.

‘I’m not a criminal – I’m a detective!’
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Away from the bus stop, I take out my notebook. Where to start? Hmm. First I should take another look at the crime scene – the longer I leave it, the more it’ll be contaminated with litter from passing tourists. Time is of the essence. From Hyde Park I can then walk to the Royal Geographical Society – the base for Professor D’Oliveira – on Kensington Gore. My body is tingling, almost light-headed. What is this feeling, I wonder? Then I realise –

Adrenaline! I feel alive! 

As I hurry back towards Hyde Park, I have to skirt round crowds of tourists on every corner, stopping to have their pictures taken beside red phone boxes. When I get to the park, I use my best subterfuge to keep out of sight of Dad’s gardeners, most of whom will know me if they spot me. 

I cross the grass, rather than taking the main paths, hiding behind trees and shrubs, and only moving when I’m sure the coast is clear. As I reach the scene of the hit-and-run, I take a quick look around. There are plenty of people, but there aren’t any abandoned wheelbarrows or lawnmowers to suggest a gardener is nearby. 

I’m hoping to spot a clue to the biker’s identity, when I see something glinting under a prickly shrub and, with a quick look down at my already filthy skirt, get down on my knees and crawl towards it. At that moment, I hear Dad’s voice, sounding sombre and far too close.

‘It’s very strange; I’ve never seen anything like it before. I’m wondering if it’s connected to the water mains. Anyway, I’ve taken some samples.’ 

I don’t hear his companion’s reply, but two pairs of feet stop in front of my hiding-place.

‘This mahonia has got far too leggy.’ It’s Dad’s voice. ‘We should look at that in the spring.’ Again, his companion makes a quiet response. I concentrate on staying still. Then the voices move away, and I realise I’ve been holding my breath. 

They haven’t seen me. 

I look at the object I crawled under the bush for, but it’s just a chocolate wrapper. I crawl out, feeling stupid, and hoping nobody spotted me.

‘Agatha!’

Crud. 

Lucy, Dad’s deputy gardener who looks after the plant nurseries, has spotted me. Luckily, Lucy always assumes the best of me.

‘How’re you doing?’ She blows a lock of hair out of her eye.

‘Good, thanks. Busy.’

‘Yeah, tell me about it. I’ve got weeds coming out of my ears!’ Lucy grins. ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’ she asks, the first doubt creeping in.

‘Free period,’ I lie. Lucy deserves better, but I can’t risk her telling Dad.

She nods, as though this should have been obvious. ‘Oh, I have something for you.’ She fishes in her pocket and draws out a pencil. ‘One for your collection.’

‘Thank you – where did you find it?’

She shrugs. ‘Just down the path here. Anyway, I’d better get on.’ She waves her border fork and heads back to work. 

I take a seat for a moment on the bench. I look at the pencil a while before dropping it into my lap as though I’ve been burnt. A pencil, lying on the path near where the hit-and-run took place? Perhaps it belonged to the professor!

Careful not to touch the pencil any more, I take a pair of tweezers from my satchel and use them to move the pen to a clear bag. Embossed in gold on the side are the initials ‘A. A’. Not Dorothy D’Oliveira’s pencil, it would seem. The fingerprints on the outside of the pencil might have been wiped away by Lucy and me handling it, but there could still be some on the grip. Perhaps the pencil was dropped by a tourist passing through the park, but at this stage I have to take it seriously.

Standing, I dust myself down. I pause – I have the sensation that someone is watching me. I look around and see –
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None of them seem to be looking directly at me, but good spies are clever. They’re able to hide what they’re up to.

I inspect my clothing quickly. The knees of my navy tights are green, as are the elbows of my matching blazer. Far worse, there is a rip in my skirt. I must have caught it on the shrub when I crawled under it. This is my only school skirt and I wonder if I’ll be able to mend it without Dad discovering. 

But for now, I have more important things to think about – time to visit the Royal Geographical Society (RGS).

It takes me no time at all to get from the park to Kensington Gore. The exterior of the RGS is a bit disappointing – from the name you might expect a beautiful structure, like the white-and-redbrick façade of the Science Museum on the nearby Exhibition Road. The RGS entrance is a newer addition, made from floor-to-ceiling glass. It looks like it might take off in a strong gust of wind.

I walk the short distance from the pavement to the glass entrance. Inside, a man in a smart suit sits behind the reception desk. He looks me up and down – slowly, and with a raised eyebrow. 

‘Not looking your usual well-coiffed self today, Agatha,’ he observes.

I pull a face and smooth my bob. ‘Sorry, Emile. Difficult day. I was hoping to speak to you about this …’ I draw the business card from my pocket.

‘Agatha, we’ve been over this,’ he interrupts, shaking his head. I feel quite sorry for Emile – he’s always having to turn down my requests, and I can tell it doesn’t suit him. ‘I can’t give you a lifetime membership to the Society.’

‘Oh, no – that’s not why I’m here.’

‘It’s not? You mean … you have a query – an actual query – that I might be able to help you with?’ He brightens.

I nod. 

‘Oh, good.’ He smiles. ‘I have to say, I was surprised that you weren’t wearing some disguise or another. Like that dirty jumpsuit!’

Ah yes – the time I pretended to be a plumber. ‘Well, anyway …’ I change the subject. ‘If you could take a look at this business card – it belongs to one of your members.’ I place the card on the desk, and he inspects it.

‘Professor D’Oliveira. Why are you enquiring about her?’ He narrows his eyes. ‘Is this one of your detective games?’

‘I do not play games, Emile. I conduct investigations.’

‘Right … Is this one of your investigations?’

I pretend not to notice the sarcasm. I like Emile; it’s just a shame he doesn’t always take me seriously. ‘Possibly … I mean, do you know Professor D’Oliveira?’

‘Of course. She spends a lot of time here – she’s a highly regarded member of the Society.’

‘Good.’ I take out my notebook. ‘Then perhaps you could tell me more about her.’

‘Why?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Why are you asking this?’

I hesitate. It’s hard to know how much to tell. I didn’t want to give any information about the hit-and-run if the Society don’t already know.

‘I met her in Hyde Park, earlier today,’ I say. This isn’t entirely a lie – I did meet her – she had smiled at me, after all. I think quickly and add, ‘and I thought she might make an interesting subject for our school newspaper.’

He smiles. ‘I’m sure she would. I can arrange to make an appointment for you to interview her – only, I don’t think she’s been in today, but let me call her assistant.’ He reaches for the phone.

‘Oh – don’t worry about that for now,’ I say quickly. ‘Perhaps I might have access to the Society’s archives today to check out some facts?’

‘That might be a problem. I don’t think you’ve filled in an application form for access to the Foyle Reading Room?’

I shake my head. ‘Can I do that now?’

‘I’m afraid, for under-sixteens, we would need parental consent.’

‘Really, Emile? Is there nothing you can do?’

‘Well … I suppose I could put in a call to your school – obtain their permission, as it’s for the school newspaper.’

‘Oh! No, that’s all right. I’ll leave it for now. Thanks anyway.’

‘Sorry not to be more help. Do give me a call tomorrow – Professor D’Oliveira often has meetings, so we can sort out that interview soon.’

‘Yeah, thanks, Emile.’

He calls to my back – ‘Agatha!’ 

I turn with renewed hope, ready to be as charming and grateful as required. ‘Yes?’

‘Did you realise you have a twig attached to your hair?’

‘Ah … no.’

I remove the twig and carry it outside. It’s hot after the air-conditioning, and I’m just pondering where to go from here when suddenly a hand covers my mouth from behind. I’m yanked backwards, out of sight of the foyer building with my arm pinned behind me. A male voice mutters in my ear –

‘You really are a meddling little girl, aren’t you?’ 

Strangely, I feel a moment of relief that I hadn’t been imagining it – I was being watched back in the park! 

But relief gives way to panic. I struggle, but can’t escape the tight grip. Thinking back to self-defence manuals I’ve read, I scrape my heel up his shin and stamp hard on his foot. He grunts in pain but doesn’t loosen his hold.

‘You’re a regular little snooper, Agatha Oddlow.’ His breath is warm and wet on my cheek. He smells of whisky and Chanel Bleu aftershave. A man with expensive tastes. 

‘Are you afraid?’ he whispers. 

I shake my head as well as I can. 

‘Well, you should be – and if you aren’t afraid for yourself, how about that father of yours? What if he had an accident? Be a shame for you to wind up an orphan, wouldn’t it?’

I try not to react – how does he know my name, and what does he know about Dad? How does he know my mum isn’t alive any more?

‘Where would you live if something should happen to him? That little cottage goes with the head gardener’s job, doesn’t it?’

I try to calm my breathing, and focus on his accent. It’s Scottish, that much is obvious. I think back to the tapes I’d listened to in the library – Accents of The British Isles – spending hours with headphones, playing the voices over and over, until I was confident of recognising them all. 

Edinburgh – No.

The Borders – No. 

Fife – No. 

It comes to me – the man is from Glasgow!

This small victory does nothing to help my situation. A shiver works its way down my back. My breathing – already awkward due to the hand across my face – becomes laboured, and I can hear the blood pounding in my ears, like ocean waves. He leans in again. ‘You didn’t see anything this morning in Hyde Park – you understand me? Nothing.’

A rag is clamped over my mouth, and I smell something like petrol fumes. Darkness starts to pull me under. Sight leaves me, then sound, then touch. The last thing that lingers is the chemical smell.

Then nothing.
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Darkness.

There is a tiny light, far off and I move towards it, but moving hurts. I’m not sure what is hurting – I don’t have a body yet. Slowly the light grows, white in the darkness. I remember my body – legs and torso, arms and head. Ah yes, my head – that’s where it hurts. I must have fallen. I can hear voices. Where is the man who attacked me?

‘What’s wrong with her?’

‘Mum, is she going to die?’

‘Has anybody called an ambulance?’

I lie there, breathing deeply for a while, wishing for silence so that I can think straight. Another voice, gentle but firm, cuts through the rest.

‘Excuse me, please. I’m a doctor.’

Then something soft is placed under my head. The white light fades and turns into a face – the face of a man.

‘Hello. Are you all right?’

‘Mmf,’ I say.

‘Let me help you up.’

The man takes my arm gently and helps me into a sitting position against the wall. The crowd moves away. As my vision clears, I look at the man who is crouching to help me. His hair is white, though he can’t be much older than Dad. He has high cheekbones and very pale blue eyes. One hand grips a black malacca cane. His suit is white linen, with a silver watch chain between waistcoat pockets. His face is angelic.

‘Are you all right?’ he asks again.

‘Yes.’ I frown. ‘I, uh … I’m fine. I just slipped,’ I lie. My voice is hoarse – I haven’t had a drink in ages, and my throat is dry and gritty. I look round, trying to pick out anyone who might have been my attacker. ‘Are you a doctor?’ I ask the man.

‘Not practising. In my youth, I studied medicine at La Sorbonne.’

‘Oh … Paris.’ I say rather dumbly. My brain is full of fog.

He smiles indulgently. ‘Now, do you feel up to standing?’ He stands carefully, using the cane as support, and offers his hand. I take it, and manage to get to my feet, though my legs still feel wobbly. He’s wearing cologne, but this time I don’t recognise the brand. He’s so elegant, so very well dressed, that I can hardly believe I’m awake at all. I feel so foolish standing in front of him – with a torn skirt and messed-up hair – that I can’t think of anything to say.

‘Are you all right?’ He asks again.

‘Oh, yes … thank you.’

‘Not at all. Now, it’s a hot day – I think you should get yourself a cold drink.’ He takes a coin from his pocket and presses it into my palm. ‘Doctor’s orders.’

Smiling, he bows his head once and sets off down the street, malacca cane tapping the pavement. I feel a pang as he goes – as if an old friend has visited, but can’t stay.

Dazed, I find my way across the street to the nearest pub, the Sawyers Arms. At least I’m not far from home. The inside of the pub is cool and dark, though the barman looks less than pleased to see me. Children aren’t usually allowed in London pubs unaccompanied, but I’m desperate. I want to look for evidence outside the RGS, to track my attacker down. But I’m too tired, too thirsty.

‘Can I have a glass of water, please?’

‘We don’t serve kids,’ he says.

‘Actually, under article three of the Mandatory Licensing Act, you’re obliged to ensure that free tap water is provided on request to customers where it is reasonably available.’

A man sitting by the bar chuckles, but the barman only scowls more.

‘On request to customers,’ he says.

‘Oh, let her have a drink, Stan.’ The man on the stool says. ‘It’s as hot as brimstone out there.’

The barman grunts.

‘Only if she buys something.’

‘I’ll have a packet of peanuts then,’ I chip in.

The barman slouches to reach a pack and throws it in my direction. He gets a glass and picks up the nozzle, which dispenses fizzy drinks and water. But, when he presses the button, nothing comes out. He shakes the nozzle and tries again, but only a dribble appears.

‘Damn thing … you’ll have to have bottled.’

I sigh and hand over the money, too tired to question the charade.

I leave the pub, blinking in the sun’s glare off the pavement. The road is so hot that the tar is melting – I can smell it. The air shimmers. My legs still feel shaky, but I have no money left to get a bus. I tell myself that I’m nearly home – all I have to do is get through Hyde Park without Dad spotting me. 

It’s weirdly quiet as I walk past the townhouses on Kensington Road. The air is thick with car fumes, and no breeze stirs. Far off, I can hear the siren of a fire engine. There is the usual row of tourist coaches opposite the park, engines idling to keep their air-conditioning going. At Soapy Suds, the carwash that cleans the Jags and Bentleys of Kensington, a man in a suit is arguing loudly with the attendant.

‘Whaddya mean, you’re not washing cars? Can’t you read your own sign?’

Hyde Park is looking lush, even after weeks of heat – the lawns are emerald green, the flowerbeds blooming. Still, it seems too quiet for a summer’s day in central London – just the occasional dog walker idling their way along a path. Have I missed something while making my investigations? Is everyone indoors, watching a major sporting event, perhaps? An ice-cream van drives past, blinds pulled on the serving window, chimes switched off. 

I try to make sense of it, to shift my brain into puzzle-solving mode, but the same two words keep repeating in front of me, like a flashing warning sign –

TOO QUIET

I’m walking over the lawns towards Groundskeeper’s Cottage when I spot two figures in the distance. One of them is Dad, dressed in his overalls. The other man stands next to a large motorbike, and is wearing black biking leathers. His face is obscured by a helmet, but I can tell that the two of them are arguing. Before I know why, I’m running. The words of the man who grabbed me outside the Royal Geographical Society start to run through my head on a loop –

Be a shame for you to wind up an orphan, wouldn’t it?

There is a knot in my stomach, like the end of a rope that links me to Dad.

Be a shame for you to wind up an orphan, wouldn’t it?

I’m getting closer, and I can hear their raised voices. Dad lifts his hand, pointing towards the park gates. The man in black reaches back, towards the bike. The bike looks like the same one that knocked over the professor this morning.

Be a shame for you to wind up an orphan, wouldn’t it?

In a fluid motion that makes my heart skip a beat, the man in black mounts the bike, kicks the machine into life and roars off, back wheel spraying clods of dry earth. Dad shouts after him, but he’s drowned out by the roar.

‘Dad, are you OK?’ I yell, running headlong into his arms.

‘I’m fine, I— Agatha, what on earth are you doing here?’

‘Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?’ I step back to look at his face.

‘Hurt me? Of course he didn’t hurt me – I was just telling him he couldn’t ride that stupid bike in the park. He’s made furrows through the lawns, look. Anyway, don’t change the subject – I got a call from your headmaster earlier. He said that you hadn’t shown up for any of your classes today. He used the word escaped.’

Bother.

I swallow. In my moment of fear, I’d forgotten that I was supposed to be avoiding Dad on my way home.

‘Ah, yes … about that …’ I say.
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Dad has given me some big lectures before, but this is the biggest. Being dressed down in public, as dog walkers pass by, is the worst. By the time he sends me home, with an order to go to my room, my cheeks are burning. I trudge back to the cottage, tired and miserable. His final words are the ones that sting the most –

‘You’re not a detective, Agatha. You’re a thirteen-year-old schoolgirl. And if you carry on like this, you won’t even have a school to go to!’

I’m angry with him for saying that, but he’s right, isn’t he? I’m not a real detective, and I’ve put more than my grades at risk today. Who the man in black was, I’m not sure, but I know I don’t want to be that scared for Dad’s safety again. Perhaps it’s time to forget about investigating crimes. 

As soon as I step through the front door, Oliver is mewling and winding figures of eight round my legs. ‘All right, all right, hang on …’ I mutter. 

I dump my satchel in the hallway and go to the kitchen cupboard to find a tin of Yummy Cat Duck & Heart – Oliver’s favourite meal, and the smelliest in the range. His mewls go up a semitone as he races between me and the food bowl. I dump the jellied meat in the dish, trying not to breathe too deeply. He eats happily for a few bites, then breaks off and starts mewling again.

‘Thirsty? Me too …’

I pick up his empty water dish and take it to the sink. Again, Oliver is doing laps round my legs. I turn on the tap, and for a second nothing comes out. Then there’s a dribble of water, a splutter, a choke, and suddenly something that definitely isn’t water is oozing from the tap. I take a step back in shock and watch as thick red slime fills the sink. 

The gloop isn’t smooth, but rough like porridge, and the colour of blood. It’s as though the sink is filling with fresh gore. It’s so thick it can barely go down the plughole, spluttering and coughing bubbles of gas. And what an awful gas it is – suddenly the kitchen is full of a sickly stench. It’s like the rotten smell of the bin I used to escape school – but worse. Whatever the stuff is, it smells dreadful.

Coming to my senses, I rush back to the sink and turn the tap off. The stuff just sits there, refusing to drain. I take a fork from the drawer and prod it. Oliver, who at first continued crying for water, catches the foul smell and retreats to the doorway, from where he glares at me.

I bend over the sink to take a closer look, stirring through the red sludge with my fork. Bubbles blossom on its skin, so thick that when I prod them, they don’t pop, only deflate. Suddenly my eyes are burning, and I start to choke. The air in the kitchen is full of fumes.

Quickly, I open the windows, then scoop the protesting Oliver and take him out to the back garden. As soon as I put him down, he runs across the lawn and leaps over the back fence. Outside again, the eerie silence covers London like a blanket. Far off there are sirens and a helicopter circling. In spite of myself I’m scared. I need to think.

After a little while has passed, I go back into the kitchen. The air has thinned out and doesn’t burn my eyes any more, but the smell lingers. Most of the slime has oozed its way down the drain by now, and I wash the remainder away with a pan of rainwater fetched from the barrel in the garden. Then I go and turn the TV on, flicking through the channels.

‘… Reports are coming in from as far west as Twickenham …’

‘… People are advised not to run any taps or flush any toilets …’

‘… Downing Street has yet to comment, but sources close to the Prime Minister say an emergency meeting of COBRA has been called …’

The newsreel shows people in protective suits going down into the sewers; people carrying buckets of red slime from their homes and tipping them down the drains; the head of the army holding a press conference near a water-pumping station. Then a man who looks vaguely familiar comes up on the screen. Just as he’s about to start talking there’s an explosive sound as Dad kicks the front door open. He’s wearing an enormous pair of fishing waders, covered in slime. His eyes are pink. 

‘Dad! Are you OK?’

‘It’s in the Serpentine … full of it … bubbling up from nowhere …’

‘Oh no!’ I rush to help him.

‘Don’t! This stuff burns, whatever it is. Just put some newspaper down.’

‘Dad, are you crying?’

‘It’s just this stuff. Stings the eyes. Come on – newspaper!’

I hurry off and find an old copy of The Times, spreading enough of it for Dad to get through the house to the back garden. Dad stomps through the house, already taking off the waders. As he swears and kicks the ground outside, my attention wanders back to the TV screen – the same pictures going around: people being interviewed, people going down into the labyrinth of tunnels beneath the city. It has spread from one side of the capital to the other, affecting every house, every factory, every hospital. Nobody is safe from the choking red gunk, and nobody seems to know where it has come from.

Something is rotten under London.

I go to my school bag, where I dumped it not ten minutes before. In those ten minutes, everything has changed. To think I had considered – even for a moment – giving up being a detective! I take out my notebook and flip it open. I turn to a new page and write … 

LONDON IS POISONED.

[image: img_0003]

Night has fallen and I’m in my room, sitting on the bed with the skylight open. I’m mending the rip in my school skirt by torchlight while listening to the radio. I’m supposed to be asleep, so the volume is turned right down, the speaker close to my ear. Every couple of minutes I change station, but they’re all saying the same thing.

‘Red algae have spread through …’

‘The water supply of London has been infected by …’ 

‘The slime, described by Richard in Islington as “like something out of a horror movie” …’

I listen to it all. When the skirt is mended, I set it to one side and look up through the skylight to the hazy stars. On the breeze I can hear sirens, ringing around London like a headache. Every so often a helicopter passes, but whether they’re police or television crews, filming the city from above, I can’t tell. All around me, London is in crisis.

And me? 

I’m grounded.

As I lie perfectly still, there is a battle raging in my head. On one hand, I’m terrified by the threat – the threat that someone will come for Dad. On the other hand (I’m not too proud to admit it) I’m excited! The incident with Professor D’Oliveira is a real case, a big case – why else would someone threaten me? I remember the sheet of newspaper that I had found on the professor. I take it out and unfold it. There is a small story – barely two paragraphs – about London water pollution.


… Scientists confirmed today that the quality of London’s water had declined in the last week, but refused to speculate about the origin of the pollution. While current levels of pollution are not dangerous for human consumption …



Well, it’s definitely dangerous for human consumption now. And this story was written yesterday – before the crisis hit. Had Professor D’Oliveira known something about this beforehand? Now there was talk of quarantining London to stop the algae from spreading to the rest of the country, even the rest of the world.

I have my notebook in my hand, and I flip back between the two pages I’d written on that day – HIT-AND-RUN and LONDON POISONED. The more I think about it, the more I feel the two have to be connected. I can’t see how yet; it’s just an intuition, a hunch. I put the notebook down, but the words are still there, flashing in the stars above my skylight, back and forth until they get jumbled up –

HIT-AND-RUN

                                                    LONDON POISONED

HIT-AND-RUN

                                                    LONDON POISONED

HIT AND POISONED

                                                    LONDON RUN

 

So could the hit-and-run have something to do with the crisis? I take out the professor’s card and read it again. Then I take down my dictionary and look up ‘hydrology’ – The branch of science concerned with the properties of the earth’s water.

Finally, I take out my pen and write –

The polluted water seems to be coming from underground, not from the reservoirs north of London. Who would know more about the workings of underground London than a professor from the Royal Geographical Society, who specialises in hydrology, the study of water? 

It’s a flimsy connection, I have to admit – but doesn’t Poirot often act on a suspicion, a hunch, an unproven fancy? I need to know more.

And there is my dilemma. If I want to know more, I’ll have to talk to Professor D’Oliveira, and in order to do that I’ll have to leave the house. I’d be disobeying not just Dad, but the man who had attacked me as well. I can’t be sure that he will go through with his threat, but I also can’t assume that he won’t. I lie here while all this is going through my mind, until a voice on the radio catches my attention. It’s a reporter, just out of a conference held by the Metropolitan Police.

‘At the moment, there seems little hope that the situation can be easily resolved. Fresh water – the lifeblood of the city – has stopped pumping around London. The heart of the capital has stopped, and this crisis will continue until someone finds a way to restart it.’ He takes a breath, and even with the volume down I can hear how shaky he sounds. ‘Right now, London needs a miracle.’

Poirot is sitting in a chair on the other side of the room in near darkness. His green eyes are shining like a cat’s.

‘London needs a miracle,’ he repeats, tutting softly. ‘Mon dieu.’

‘I could get into trouble,’ I say to him.

‘Ah, Mademoiselle Oddlow – trouble is all around. But heroes are rare.’

I turn off the radio and get out of bed. It’s no good waiting for a miracle – somebody needs to act.

‘Thanks, Hercule.’

He rises from his chair and bows goodbye. ‘It is my pleasure.’
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Someone might be watching me leaving the house, so I need a disguise. Thankfully, I’ve spent plenty of time preparing for this. I look through my wardrobe for a minute before settling on my outfit of choice – a white T-shirt, lace-up shoes and baby-blue medical scrubs. If I’m going to the hospital, I might as well look like a nurse. 

The scrubs are loose fitting – nice in the hot weather, but I know I can’t go out like this – I put on a knee-length navy trench coat and a matching floppy hat. I look in the mirror, checking everything over, then decide that my hair is too recognisable. I replace the hat with a wig of honey-blonde hair and look again. Now I doubt even Dad would recognise me in the street. I’m roasting, though.

Disguise complete, I step up on the bed and hoist myself out of the skylight. I sit on the roof for a moment. There’s a breeze, but it’s still warm. When I’m ready, I shuffle forward, down the slope of the roof, until I come to the edge. There’s a rustle as my feet brush the leaves of the oak tree below. Putting one leg over, I feel around for the right branch. 

I find my foothold and – with a deep breath – push into space.

The craggy tree is there to meet me, and I grip on to the trunk until I find my bearings. I start to climb down, finding old footholds, trying to be quiet. By the bottom, I’ve turned a half spiral round the tree, so its trunk is between me and the house. I peer round and can see the kitchen light on. Dad is hunched over the table, talking on the telephone. Before he can turn and see me, I steal across the garden lawn and out through the back gate.

Hyde Park is dark. I move quickly, jumping at every rustle, every shadow. Before I reach the gates, a fox leaps out in front of me and I almost cry out. It scampers off, and I take a moment to compose myself. In another minute I come to the north edge of the park. The traffic ahead reassures me – when there are other people around I’m less scared that someone will drag me into the shadows.

I come out opposite Lancaster Gate underground station. My mobile is back in my room, so I cross the road and go into a telephone box outside the station. It smells dreadful inside, but it’s worth it to remain anonymous. Someone might be tapping my phone.

Because Professor D’Oliveira was knocked down in Hyde Park, I know which hospital they will have taken her to – St Mary’s, just a five-minute walk north of the park. I had my appendix taken out in the very same hospital, so I know it well. I wipe down the plastic receiver with my handkerchief and put a handful of change into the slot. Quickly, I Change Channel. A filing cabinet with handwritten cards appears in front of me, and I flip through to ‘H’ for hospital …
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Ah! There we go – I dial the hospital reception’s number from memory.

‘St Mary’s Hospital, how can I help?’ a chirpy voice says.

‘Ah yes, ’ello,’ I say, adopting a French accent and lowering my voice an octave, ‘I am telephoning you to enquire about – ’ow you say? – my aunt. I sink she was taken to your ‘ospital earlier today.’

‘Name?’

‘My name? It iz …’

‘No, not your name – hers.’

‘Ah, mais oui! Dorothée D’Oliveira.’ 

‘Hang on a second.’

I listen to her typing on a keyboard, while I worry that my handful of change will run out.

‘Hello? Yes, she’s staying the night for observation, but visiting hours are over – you’ll have to come tomorrow.’

The phone starts to beep – I’m about to be cut off.

‘Ah, but of course! Could I have ze details of ze ward?’

She tells me the wing and ward in which the professor is staying, and the hours I can visit her the next day.

‘Ah, sank you, merci!’

The phone goes dead, and my change clunks into the belly of the machine.

‘Good work, Agatha,’ I say to myself. ‘Now you just need to break into a hospital without getting arrested.’

St Mary’s is as busy as ever – ambulances coming and going, people smoking and talking outside the main gates. I notice a number of tankers, parked in a line down Praed Street, in front of the main building. I guess they’re delivering fresh water – nowhere in the city will be worse affected by the crisis than hospitals. 

I know if I go in through the main entrance I’ll be spotted. I walk to the end of the street and turn down South Wharf Road – the back of the hospital buildings. Keeping my head down, I walk until halfway down the road I come to an open bay door, next to which is parked one of the huge trucks. A thick plastic pipe runs from the tanker into the dimly lit bay. There is a whooshing, gurgling noise as the water is drained.

I stop and pretend to search for a phone in my pocket. Carrying a mobile gives you an excuse to stop dead in the street and look gormless. The only person I can see who’s watching over things is the lorry driver, leaning against the wall by the bay, smoking a cigarette. He isn’t watching the lorry, but something inside the bay – a pressure gauge, perhaps. He isn’t wearing his security pass, which is resting on a piece of machinery next to him.

I stand for a second, weighing up my options. I look at the lorry and at the street. Then, before I draw attention to myself by standing there too long, I cross the road and walk until the lorry is between me and the driver. Stepping up on the metal plate, I reach for the handle, hoping he has left his door locked. He has – the handle doesn’t give. I yank it a couple more times, but nothing happens. Exasperated, I draw my foot back and give the truck a hard kick.

‘Ow ow ow!’ I mutter under my breath, toes smarting.

Nothing happens for a second. 

The truck’s alarm goes off, scaring me half to death. Quickly, I jump down from the plate and walk round to the other side of the lorry where the driver is still smoking his cigarette. He’s frowning, looking at his truck with its alarm blaring and lights flashing, when I go up to him.

‘‘Scuse me, mister, some kid’s trying to break into your truck!’ I say.

‘What …’ he begins, then swears loudly and runs round the side. Quickly, I duck inside the bay, past an array of pipes and gauges to a door at the back. I grab his security pass as I go and press it to the door release. It beeps once and the door opens. I breathe a sigh of relief and step through. 

I inspect my outfit – immaculate – before hurrying down the corridor, away from the angry shouts of the truck driver, who must have returned to his station to find the pass missing. I take off my coat and stash it in an alcove. I fix my blonde wig back with a scrunchie and a couple of hair slides. 

Showtime.
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I spend the next quarter of an hour navigating my way through the service corridors of the hospital, many of them quiet and unlit, listening for sounds of activity. The hallways go from bare brick with pipes and cables to old, chipped plaster, full of cleaning supplies and mop buckets. Finally, fresh-painted walls – corridors through which doctors, nurses and porters can move quickly around the hospital. 

After a close call with a woman collecting laundry, and another with a porter wheeling a patient on a trolley, I make my way to the professor’s ward. Several people see me, but none of them close up. From a distance, I can pass for one of the nursing staff. Entering through the caretaker’s door, I avoid going past the ward reception. At the other end of the ward I can see a nurse sitting at her station, reading. Everything else is dark – closed doors on either side. Some have dim lights behind their misted glass – reading lamps or televisions. I wonder if patients are staying up to watch the news of London’s crisis.

Starting to move down the ward, I peer in the half light at each door, on which is a whiteboard giving the names of the patients. The rooms have up to four people in them, but when I find the professor’s room, halfway down the ward, her name is alone on the board. Through the misted glass, I can see that the lights are off. I’d hoped she’d be awake to see me, but I haven’t come this far to give up. 

I try the handle. It’s locked, but I know that hospital doors never have proper locks – they can always be opened easily from the outside, in case there’s a medical emergency. Examining the handle, I see a turning piece with a groove down the centre. I used all my spare change back at the telephone box, but I take one of the clips from my hair, fit it into the groove, and turn the mechanism. The door clicks.

Not wanting to alert the night nurse to my presence, I step inside the room before saying anything, and close the door behind me.

‘Hello—’ is all I manage, before something hard whistles through the darkness and cracks on the back of my head.

I tumble forward on to the floor, clutching my head. 

Suddenly the lights are on.

‘Who the hell are you?’ A voice speaks above me. Not a male voice, nor a young one – it is an older woman’s voice, with a hint of the Caribbean – Jamaica, at a guess, or possibly Trinidad. Slowly, half blinded by the light, I open my eyes and look up. Standing above me, with one arm in a sling and the other holding a metal crutch over her head, is Professor D’Oliveira. She looks more formidable than when she was unconscious.

‘My name is Agatha.’ I wince, keeping my arms over my head until she lowers the crutch.

‘Who sent you?’ Her gaze is piercing and I have trouble meeting it.

I push myself up to sitting, rubbing my head. The blow has left my blonde wig askew, and I remove it.

‘Nobody sent me. I’m the one who found you in the park this morning.’ I get to my feet with as much dignity as I can muster. My head is beginning to throb – she has quite a whack for an elderly woman.

‘You called the ambulance?’

‘Yes.’

She sighs and walks back to her bed, sits down and watches me. I wait for an apology, but none comes. There is a file full of papers next to her on the bed, which she reaches out and closes before I can see any of them. 

‘So, Agatha, what brings you to St Mary’s in the middle of the night?’

I wrestle with my thoughts, trying not to give away my suspicions.

‘I need to talk to you. Your card says you’re a professor in hydrology?’

She raises an eyebrow. 

‘Not an ordinary schoolgirl, are we, Agatha?’

‘I should hope not,’ I say with some impatience.

She chuckles. She really is difficult to read.

‘Ah, a bit of fire in the belly, I like that.’ She studies me some more. ‘Well, thank you, Agatha – you did me a good turn. Not all thirteen-year-olds would have stopped to help an old lady.’

‘How do you know my age?’

She shrugs. ‘A lucky guess.’

I let it pass. ‘I was wondering – do you have any idea why someone would want to do that to you? Knock you over?’

I watch her face carefully as I say this, but her expression doesn’t change.

‘Oh –’ she waves her hand airily – ‘I’m sure it would be the same if some other little old lady had been standing in my place. Just a hooligan.’

Her tone is convincing, but I don’t believe for one moment that she thinks of herself as a ‘little old lady’. 

‘Well, did you see anything that might identify them?’

‘No. And right now, I’m scarcely angrier with them than I am with you.’

I stare at her. ‘Why?’

‘I’ve had a nasty shock and I need to sleep, girl – not to be scared out of my wits by some picklock sneaking into my room in the dead of night. Now, please get out and leave me alone.’

She climbs into bed and puts her head on the pillow. Clearly, she feels the interview is over. I persevere –

‘No close-up details of the bike perhaps, or what the rider was wearing? It went too quickly for me to get a good look.’ This isn’t entirely true – I could pick that bike out of a line-up – but I need to get her to open up.

She groans. ‘I don’t remember a thing. And if I did, I would be telling it to the police, not a schoolgirl.’ She reaches up to the panel behind the bed, full of dials and buttons. ‘And if you don’t leave now, I’ll press the emergency call button, and you can explain to the night guard why you’re creeping around the hospital in the dark, scaring old ladies.’

‘But—’ 

I don’t finish: she presses the emergency call button, and a red light starts to flash over the door. Outside, I can hear an alarm ringing at the nurses’ station. 

Wasting no time, I make for the door. But, as I do, something catches my attention – a pair of shoes – Professor D’Oliveira’s shoes – left next to the door. On the side of one of the shoes … is that a trace of red? I have no more time to think about it – I have to keep moving, out of the room.

‘Hey, stop! Who are you? You’re not allowed in there!’ a nurse calls to my fast-retreating back. I ignore her and run out of the ward, back into the maze of corridors. I sprint down two flights of stairs and into another hospital block, retracing my path from earlier. When I’m sure nobody is trying to chase me, I slow down. I listen round every corner in case someone is there. The more I listen, the more I feel like I’m being watched. The dark corridors echo, and every so often I can hear linoleum squeaking with footsteps. 

Finally, I come back to the corridor where I stashed my things. I put my coat on quickly and keep walking. I’d left the wig behind, so my disguise is a bit lacking now. I walk out into another bay at the back of the hospital, where surgical supplies are being unloaded.

‘Hey, kid! You’re not meant to be back here.’

‘I’m leaving, aren’t I?’

I walk out on to South Wharf Road. A girl is standing on the other side of the street, just quietly watching me. My heart thumps in shock. Forcing myself to react, I realise my only option is to turn back into the bay. But then the girl crosses the road towards me, and I see it’s Brianna Pike, from school. I’m so relieved to see a familiar face that I almost throw my arms round her. Then I remember that she is one of the CCs, practically Sarah Rathbone’s henchwoman. Brianna is tall and slim, like her compatriots, but more athletic – muscular.

She doesn’t greet me, but asks ‘How is she?’ in a low voice.

‘Who?’ I don’t think I’ve ever been asked a question by Brianna before. She’s usually giving orders.

‘The old lady.’

‘You mean Professor D’Oliveira?’

‘Is that her name?’

I sigh. ‘How do you know about her? Brianna, what are you doing here?’

‘I just … I heard about the old lady getting knocked down.’

I frown at her. ‘How did you hear?’ She’s not acting like herself. If anything, it seems like someone else is standing in front of me, in a very convincing Brianna disguise.

‘Oh … I read about it in the paper. I knew your dad worked at the park, so …’ She tails off. 

None of it adds up. I’m sure there was no report in the paper, and why would Brianna care anyway? All that interests her are designer outfits. 

There’s a long silence. 

‘Look,’ I say at last, ‘I really need to get home …’

She jolts, as though she’d forgotten where she is – or who I am. ‘Sure, sure. I’ll see you at school … My brother’s got the car round the corner. Do you want a lift?’

I’m tempted by the thought of not having to walk back home in the dark, but I’m not ready to get in a car with one of the CCs. I shake my head. 

‘No, it’s OK, thanks – it’s not far. See you then, Brianna.’ I walk away, mulling over the weird conversation. 

London is still too quiet. Even at night, the city usually has a low hum, like a machine on standby. 

I turn a corner and keep walking. There’s the roar of a motorbike behind me on the otherwise empty road. My skin prickles. Keeping my head down I slow my pace, as though I’m just out for a stroll, enjoying the night air. The bike comes nearer. It’s the same bike from earlier in the park – the one whose rider Dad argued with; the one that knocked down the professor. I’m sure of it. 

Riding the bike is a man dressed all in black. I hold my breath, waiting for him to pass. He seems to slow down, then turns his head and looks right at me as he passes. I see myself, reflected in the mirrored visor. Then, with a grunt from the engine that makes my stomach twist, the bike speeds off.

‘Oh, no.’ I say, ‘No, no, no …’

I start to run. Did they recognise me? Has the professor called someone? Is she in cahoots with the man on the bike? I have no idea, but I need to get home to Dad before the man on the bike beats me to it. My feet pound the pavement, past Paddington Station, through Sussex Gardens, across Bayswater Road, until the familiar park surrounds me – the park that now seems like a trap. I run, even though my legs are burning and I feel sick and heavy-headed.

Finally, I’m home – the back garden and the tree. I climb without care, branches scraping my arms and face, in through the skylight. Quickly, making no noise, I go down the attic stairs to Dad’s bedroom. Tiptoeing over, I open the door and hear his familiar, gentle snores. 

All at once the fear bleeds out of me and I sink to the floor. I listen as my heartbeat slows and the pain in my legs fades. 

Twenty minutes pass. 

At last I’m calm. 

Calm, and very tired. Nobody seems to be coming to the house – not tonight anyway – but I can’t bring myself to sleep upstairs. I go to my room, get changed, and put away my coat and scrubs. Then I fetch my duvet and pillows, make a nest for myself next to Dad’s bedroom door, and sleep.
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I had hoped to wake before Dad, but he’s up first, and nudges me awake with his slipper.

‘Agatha? What are you doing on the floor?’

‘I … had a bad dream.’

He smiles and frowns at the same time.

‘That bad, huh?’

‘Pretty bad.’ I get up and hug him. ‘Want coffee?’

‘Please. Big day ahead.’ He sighs, remembering everything that has happened the day before. ‘I feel like I had a bad dream too.’

‘Maybe I can help out in the park today,’ I say. ‘I bet St Regis will be closed without water …’

He chuckles at my optimism. ‘Nice try. I’ve been listening to the radio – sounds like everywhere but St Regis is closed. They’ve shipped in water especially for you.’

I groan.

Dad is right – St Regis is open for business. Lesser schools might have been closed down by the ‘minor crisis’, but St Regis – the school of choice for the sons and daughters of billionaires and oligarchs – is not going to be brought down by something as trifling as a water shortage. So, I will have to sit through maths and chemistry, wishing I could be investigating, but most of all wishing I could keep an eye on Dad.

My first lesson is dance in the Great Hall. Liam must have arrived a little while before me because he’s already changed and standing in the corridor outside the hall. I see Brianna Pike nearby, but the other CCs are standing apart from her. Sarah and Ruth talk to each other closely, as though sharing a secret. This is nothing new. They like to make everyone else feel like they aren’t in on the joke.

Quickly, I change into my dress and shoes and join the class. We all hate ballroom dancing, but there’s some generous donor on the board of governors who thinks all young ladies and gentlemen need to learn, so we have no choice. I can’t wait to tell Liam about everything that happened yesterday and luckily, as we are partners, I don’t have long to wait. Liam and I were paired together at the start of term. Unluckily, we are both dreadful. The portraits of St Regis’ past alumni look disdainfully down on us – surely all of them knew how to dance a foxtrot.

Liam shuffles over quickly, dying to talk. 

‘Agatha, have you seen the news?’

‘Of course I have – and I do have so much more to tell you,’ I say in a low voice. But, just as I’m about to recount my tale, the music starts. As Liam stands on my foot during the warm-up and mumbles an apology, I lean in to his ear, ‘I think the water crisis is linked to the hit-and-run.’

‘Whaaat?’ He looks sharply at me. ‘How can it be?’

‘Because Dorothy D’Oliveira is a professor of hydrol— OW! –’ Liam has trodden on my foot again – ‘Careful!’

‘Sorry, sorry … Howz about you explain everything and I’ll concentrate on not stepping on your toes?’

So I do, telling Liam about everything that happened since I’d left him at school yesterday. I tell him about the assault outside the RGS, the mysterious biker, my encounter with Professor D’Oliveira and Brianna Pike. For a moment, I’m aware of Brianna and her partner dancing closely to us, in perfect time, but then they’re gone. She’s with a tall, dark-haired boy who’s rumoured to be from the dethroned royal family of a small country in Eastern Europe. Fleetingly, I wonder if Brianna has heard any of my story.

I finish up – ‘And I could have sworn that I saw the red slime on her shoe as I left … It can’t just be a coincidence. The professor went to hospital early in the day – before the first sightings of the slime!’

Liam doesn’t say anything for a long moment, but I can’t be sure if he’s thinking about what I’d said, or concentrating on not tripping up. Our steps are even more out of step than usual. Finally, he says –

‘Look, Agatha, don’t you think this investigation is a bit … over our heads?’

‘Liam, this is the best case we’ve ever had!’ I cry out. ‘I need your help more than ever. I need you, Liam.’

‘Ahem! You do realise the music has stopped, Miss Oddlow, Mr Lau?’ The teacher’s voice makes us spring apart.

The others in the class are sniggering, and I blush in spite of myself.

‘Nice one, Oddball.’ Sarah Rathbone grins. Next is the polka – a particularly evil dance, which never seems to fit the music. With the music back to cover our voices, I do my best to convince Liam.

‘London needs us – this is a real crisis, not a missing cat.’

Turn, sidestep, hop, reverse.

‘I don’t know … Shouldn’t we leave it to the police?’

‘But they don’t have the leads that we have,’ I say.

‘Change partners! Keep your back straight, Mr Fitzpatrick. Tem-po!’ the teacher interrupts our conversation.

Liam spins away from me, into the arms of another girl, and by the time he returns he seems to have made up his mind. ‘Agatha, look, you’re my best friend … If this case is so important to you, then count me in. Just try not to get us locked up because of it.’ He grins, and my heart leaps.

‘Thanks, Liam, that really means— ouch!’

‘Sorry.’

‘Mr Lau, could you at least attempt to hear the hop in the music?’ calls the teacher.

Liam smiles and whispers into my ear, ‘Apparently, there’s a hop in the music.’

I shake my head, smiling. With Liam on board it really is going to be a proper investigation.

After the lesson, I put my regular shoes back on, rubbing my bruised toes, and go to the toilets to splash water on my face. My hair is a mess from all the whirling around. I look at my flushed cheeks, then stand in front of the mirror and run a brush through my dark bob. I think I’m alone, until I hear a whimper from one of the cubicles. I jump at the unexpected sound – yesterday wasn’t good for my nerves. I pull myself together.

‘Hello?’

There’s no reply except for a choked sob. 

‘Hello?’ I repeat, going over to the cubicle and tapping the door. ‘Are you OK in there?’

There’s no sound for a second, then the door unlocks. 

‘Come in,’ says a voice. I know that voice, and for a moment I hesitate – surely this is a set-up? But, for whatever reason, I do as she says.

Brianna Pike is sitting inside, muddy tracks of mascara streaking her cheeks. I’m so used to Brianna wearing a certain expression – haughty disdain – that it takes me a moment to realise she’s crying. 

‘Brianna … what’s the matter?’ 

‘Lock the door. I don’t want anyone coming in … Please?’

I hesitate, then do as she says. It’s pretty cramped in here. ‘What’s happened?’

She doesn’t say anything, just shows me the screen of her smart phone. I look at it, trying to understand. I rarely use social media, but I grasp a few key facts –

1. There is a photo of Brianna’s face.

2. Unlike the many photos of Brianna’s face (posted by Brianna), this has been posted by someone else.

3. That someone else is Sarah Rathbone.

4. The photo is NOT flattering.

‘Sarah posted that?’ I ask carefully.

‘Yes … And the caption is “Hot or Not?”’ The words bring Brianna to another spasm of tears. Her shoulders shake and her make-up dissolves further.

‘I take it the comments weren’t … positive?’

She shakes her head. ‘She took that picture before I’d put my make-up on after a sleepover and I’d hardly had any sleep and …’

Now I fully understand what has happened, but I feel like I understand nothing. Who cares about a spot of make-up? Still, I try to be sensitive to Brianna’s tears. ‘But … why would she do that?’ I ask. ‘I thought you were friends?’

Brianna tears off some toilet paper and dries her eyes. ‘Me too –’ she sighs – ‘but I guess she wanted to show me who’s boss … That we’re friends because she lets us be friends.’ 

I shake my head. ‘That doesn’t sound like much of a friendship. Why do you hang out with her?’

Brianna shrugs, but doesn’t say anything. Her tears seemed genuine, but I feel uneasy – Brianna has been as mean to me as Sarah and Ruth since my first day at St Regis. What’s changed now? Everything seems too convenient, too much like a trap. Everywhere I go, she turns up and with what’s going on in London, I don’t know who I really can trust. 

‘Brianna, I have to ask – what were you doing outside the hospital last night?’

Brianna stops drying her eyes and looks right at me. She seems to have forgotten the photo, forgotten Sarah’s betrayal. For a moment, she looks defensive, her old, cocky self. Then she looks away.

‘I … I can’t tell you here.’

‘What?’ 

‘I can’t tell you … someone might overhear. Come to my house … tonight.’ 

We leave the cubicle. She takes a piece of paper from her school bag and writes a mobile number and an address. ‘If you come, I’ll tell you.’ 

She hands the piece of paper to me and goes quickly, leaving me dazed and confused in the girls’ lavatories.

Finally, after the slowest Friday on record, the bell rings, and we almost run out of the gates. I need to do some urgent research into London’s water supply. With Liam at my side I flag down a black cab. 

‘St James’s Square, please.’

St James’s Square is home to the London Library – my favourite place in the whole world. I have a young person’s membership, which I begged Dad to buy me as a combined birthday and Christmas present. The library is full of rare books, manuscripts and old newspapers. Agatha Christie used to be a member, and sometimes I pause and wonder, romantically, if I’m reading the same monograph on blood-spatter patterns that she did all those years ago.

But this is no time to be whimsical – something nasty is going on! If this isn’t an opportunity for greatness, stretching its hand out to mine, I don’t know what is. We spend the taxi ride talking about what we need to search for. Part of my mind is still on Brianna, and what happened in the toilets.

‘Liam, can I borrow your phone for a minute?’

‘Sure – what are you looking for?’

‘Oh, just something to do with the algae,’ I lie, taking it from him. Quickly, I search for Brianna’s social media account, where she posts all her photos. It’s all there for anyone to see – countless pictures of Brianna smiling, pouting, posing. She’s wearing all sorts of designer outfits, standing in front of palm trees or next to swimming pools. I scroll through them all, trying to decide if I’m imagining the hollow look in her eyes.

‘Find what you’re looking for?’ Liam asks, frowning a little.

‘Oh, uh, no …’ I say, closing the page and handing the phone back.

I’m not ready to tell Liam about what happened with Brianna, or her promise to tell me more. I don’t know what I think about any of it. I think he would tell me not to visit her at home, but I’m curious to hear her story.

The receptionist at the library recognises me.

‘Afternoon, Miss Agatha.’

‘Afternoon, Clive. This is Liam. Would it be all right for him to come in with me?’

‘Well, I really shouldn’t …’ Clive starts. He taps his nose and winks. ‘But so long as you don’t tell anyone …’

‘Thank you, Clive – I owe you one. Can we have a locker for our satchels?’

‘Of course.’

He hands me a key, and presses the button to open the gate. We hurry in, place our things in the locker and practically run up the grand staircase. The portraits of the library’s illustrious patrons look down on us. We pass Lord Tennyson, George Eliot, Charles Dickens, and, looking particularly disapproving outside the men’s toilets, Winston Churchill. 

We reach the second floor and go into the stacks where the books are stored. The stacks of the London Library are unlike any others – all the floors are made of cast iron, with slats for ventilation, so you can see several floors below and above you, and glimpse people passing underneath as they browse. 

‘Wow,’ Liam says, looking up, then down. ‘I feel a bit dizzy.’ 

‘You’ll get used to it. Come on, follow me.’

I move quickly, knowing already where I want to go. Halfway down the shelf of engineering periodicals, I find them – a dusty bundle of plans for the London water mains. As we browse, I can hear someone’s footsteps echoing through the iron frame above us, coming closer. They seem to stop, right above us, and I look up. Strangely, the lights for the next level are switched off. Though they can see us, we can’t see them. 

‘There’s someone there,’ Liam whispers, flicking his eyes up.

‘I know,’ I whisper back. ‘Come on – these are all we need.’

We gather the plans and hurry to the Reading Room. If there’s a crisis quietly spreading through the rest of London, you wouldn’t know it here. It’s quiet in the Reading Room, just like always. The leather armchairs are filled with ex-Oxford dons and retired politicians writing their memoirs. They’re not disturbed by the rising red gunge around them, but the arrival of a couple of thirteen-year-old schoolkids is greeted with frowns and murmurs.

I sit down at one of the reading desks and lay the contents of the bundle out in front of us. Liam pulls up a chair next to me. There are more frowns as his chair legs scrape on the wooden floor. The first map I come to is an overview of the water supply for London, titled ‘Location of Ring Main Shafts and Tunnels’. It shows a rough circle drawn around the city, north and south of the Thames.

I read the description of the supply pipe, called the Ring Main – a gigantic loop, eighty kilometres long, and two and a half metres in diameter, encircling all of London. Strung along the line are shafts connecting the pipe to the surface. This is where the problem must be – somehow the red slime has found its way into the Ring Main, pumping in an endless circuit around London like diseased blood around a body. But where has it come from? And how can it be growing underground, without sunlight, in the deep tunnels?

‘So this is where the slime is coming from then?’ Liam says.

‘I think so. But how is it getting into the pipes?’ I say, before someone shushes me.

I rummage through the other papers, which are all plans for the shafts. There seems to be something missing. I check the index for what the bundle should contain, and tick off everything on the list except one – the schematics for the Brixton Pumping Station. I try to think of everything I know about Brixton. I know there’s a hidden river there, covered over by London’s expansion. Could that be important?

‘Come on,’ I tell Liam. 

It’s time to get home – Dad will be back soon, and I don’t want to disappoint him like I did yesterday. We trudge back on foot, tired and thirsty in the heat. But I’m also feeling a buzz of adrenaline. I’m getting used to it, ever since the masked biker skidded past me. Neither of us say much – we’re too wrapped up in our thoughts. All kinds of sirens are wailing in the streets around us – police, fire and ambulance. We pass two men yelling at each other in the middle of the road. The lack of water is making everyone crazy. Liam walks with me until he reaches his bus stop.

‘Before I go – about the symbol you showed me yesterday, the tattoo?’

‘Yes? Have you found something?’ I perk up.

‘No, the opposite – I looked at, like, the whole internet. Nothing. It looks like a key, but there are millions of pictures of keys out there. Are you sure you remembered it right?’

I shoot him a withering look – my memory is photographic.

‘All right, hold your fire,’ he says, pretending to hide from my dagger-eyes. ‘Whatever it is, it’s a mystery to me.’

‘But that can’t be right – I feel sure I’ve seen that symbol before. Can you check one more time?’

He grimaces. ‘Urgh … all right.’

A bus pulls up.

‘See you soon,’ he says and waves, as he joins the queue to board.

I wave back, then walk the rest of the way to Hyde Park. Police cars and ambulances speed in opposite directions, but there are hardly any cars on the road – people aren’t going out, aren’t going to work. Offices have no water for making drinks, flushing toilets or washing hands. Without water, London is starting to grind to a halt.

It’s almost five by the time I get in, and I’m tired. It’s time, as Poirot would say, to sit back and use my ‘little grey cells’ to figure it out. Not wanting to waste time, I go straight upstairs, sit on my bed and close my eyes. Just a minute later, I hear the front door open, and the sound of Dad lugging something into the hallway.

The front door closes, and I wait, listening to the sounds from the kitchen – a lot of banging about. Usually, Dad will call up the stairs, but he seems to be busy with whatever he’s doing. Feeling curious, I go to see what the commotion is. Peering round the doorframe, I see the worktop and kitchen table cluttered up.

‘Hey, Dad?’

‘Hmmf,’ he says, gripping a length of rubber tubing in his mouth.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask. I’m not used to doing the questioning. On the worktop next to the sink, seven demijohn bottles are lined up. Dad usually uses them for making fruit wines from rosehips and wild plums he gathers in the park, but now they’re full of the evil red slime. Each one is fitted with a valve to let air out but not in, and these are attached to rubber pipes that lead out of the window. Dad takes the tubing from his mouth.

‘It’s what you would call an experiment.’

‘Are you still trying to kill the algae?’ I frown, listening to the slow bloop-bloop sound of air bubbles passing through the valves.

‘Nope, I’ve tried everything – even the weedkillers and chemicals I swore I’d never use.’ He coughs drily and I’m worried about how long he’s been spending breathing in weedkillers and toxic slime.

‘But, if you can’t kill them, what’s all this for?’

He turns to look at me for the first time, eyes pink and watering. ‘This stuff must be growing underground, right?’

‘Right.’

‘Well, how? It doesn’t use sunlight to grow – so where does it get its energy from?’

‘So you’re … feeding it?’

‘Exactly!’

He has a feverish look in his eyes – I’ve never seen him like this. Since Dad is usually so calm and quiet, I’ve always thought that I get my, ahem, obsessive nature from Mum. Seeing him here, taping up bits of pipe and painting each of the bottles black to keep the light out, I’m not so sure.

‘This one, I’m going to feed with plant matter – vegetable peelings and the like. This one, with meat – I’ve put a cut-up pork chop in there …’

Dad is talking to himself as much as to me. I nod along reassuringly, as though he’s telling me he is the reincarnation of Julius Caesar, or that the royal family are giant lizards, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Finally, I make my excuses and go back up to my room. Everything is crazy, and Dad is acting crazy, and I need to be alone for a bit or I think I’ll go crazy too.
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I sit in my room for a long time, waiting until Dad thinks I’m asleep. All the while, I’m thinking about my next move, Changing Channel over and over again, going back to the places I’ve been in the last forty-eight hours.

I’m in the hospital room, looking down at the professor’s red-stained shoes …

I’m outside the RGS, with a rag clamped over my mouth …

I’m in the park, watching in slo-mo as the motorbike roars towards me …

Two things keep bothering me – the professor’s link to the crisis, and my conversation with Brianna in the toilets. Since the professor is unwilling to be questioned, I might as well go and see Brianna. 

Brianna Pike – heir to the Pike rubber glove fortune – lives in a townhouse on Cadogan Place. Brianna never speaks about her father’s rubber glove business of course – that would be too embarrassing for a pupil at St Regis. The house is known among the older students at St Regis as the ‘Party Palace’, though obviously I’ve never been invited. Her big brother – a former St Regis pupil – is famous for his lavish lifestyle.

When I’m sure Dad will believe I’m asleep, I get dressed again. I get into my cut-off denim shorts and put on a red stripey vest top and my favourite blue creeper shoes. I pin my hair up and add a short ginger wig for disguise. If the mysterious biker is still around, I’d rather not look like myself. I slip my notebook and pen into my pocket. Then I open the skylight, get up on my chair and climb on to the roof. I move to where the tree reaches its branch and start climbing down. At the bottom, I dust myself off and check for onlookers, before running out through the back gate and into the park.

I run as much of the way as I can, checking around me at every corner. I try not to allow my imagination to roam into the realms of fear – bogeymen are for children, I tell myself. The light is fading when I reach Brianna’s house, but at this time of the year it never gets totally dark – even in the middle of the night the sun barely dips under the horizon. The sky is full of pink-and-gold clouds, and you could have been forgiven for thinking that all is well – that this is a peaceful midsummer’s night. 

In the pit of my belly there is a churning unease – a feeling that, at any moment, a figure might drag me into the shadows. On the other side of the square is the Cadogan Hotel, where Oscar Wilde was arrested and dragged off to prison. For all the grandeur of the buildings, this seems a gloomy, haunted part of the city. 

I decide to watch the house for a few minutes before risking ringing the doorbell. I lean against the railings a little further down the street. The plants here are suffering from the water shortage. I take my notebook and pen from my pocket. A light comes on and off again in Brianna’s house, but that’s about it. If Brianna is up to anything shady, she’s being discreet. A motorbike drives down the street and stops a few houses past Brianna’s. 

I freeze.

I watch as a man gets off the bike and walks up her steps. He’s still wearing his helmet, and is carrying something in front of him that I can’t see. I check my watch – gone ten o’clock. The man glances round, then tries the door handle. Finding it unlocked, he goes in.

I stand for a moment, unresolved. Something is wrong. My heart is beating so quickly as I start to walk towards the house. Then my brain catches up. I have to hurry – Brianna might be in danger. I run along the street, up to the door, which is still ajar. As I run, the man emerges at the door, sprints the short distance to the bike, and rides off quickly.

‘Brianna?’ I whisper.

I run up to the front door and try the handle, finding it still unlocked. I push the door back to reveal a checkerboard floor in black and white marble and a well-lit corridor. I step in and make my way down the hallway. Suddenly, I wish I’d told Liam where I’m going.

‘Brianna?’ I try again.

There is a tiny muffled sound. My heart is racing. I walk a little way further down the hall, to a door that is slightly ajar. There is a light on in the room. I fling the door open to reveal … 

Brianna, looking like a startled deer, with a slice of pepperoni pizza in her mouth. She gulps the pizza down, not taking her eyes off me for a second.

‘Agatha, is that you under that wig? What the heck? You scared the bejeezus out of me!’

‘Oh, I’m …’ I look round, as though the explanation is behind me somewhere. ‘There was a man … he let himself in.’

Brianna sighs, though I can’t tell if it’s relief or anger. We’re in a book-lined study, with leather armchairs and a huge fireplace. Brianna is sitting in a chair.

‘That was the pizza guy.’ She points to the open box on her lap. ‘Who did you think it was? A trained assassin?’

‘But he just let himself in!’

‘Yeah, I always leave the door unlocked for him.’

‘But anyone could just walk in here.’

She grins. ‘And yet, you’re the first person who actually has, Agatha.’

‘You invited me, remember?’

‘Well, thanks for coming.’ She tucks her sleek hair behind one ear, trying to regain some lost dignity. Her composure is back. She wears the same, self-confident smile that she used to have. For a moment, I’m sure she’s going to kick me out of her house, the same way she would kick me out of the classroom if the CCs wanted it to themselves.

‘Mummy and Daddy are in Switzerland, but my brother should have been back by now – he must have met up with one of his girlfriends.’

‘How many does he have?’

She shrugs. ‘I’ve lost count. They all seem like the same person to me.’

Whereas you seem like several different people to me, I think to myself.

‘Want a drink?’ She walks to a colossal globe, which stands on one side of the fireplace, and pushes a hidden catch. The Northern Hemisphere swings up to reveal a cocktail cabinet.

‘Not for me, thanks.’

She laughs. ‘It’s not alcohol, dummy! Look.’ She holds up a bottle of elderflower cordial and pours a glass. 

I decide to try the direct approach. ‘What were you going to tell me?’

She stands still for a second, as if deliberating something. Then says, ‘You like investigating, don’t you, Agatha?’

The question isn’t the usual accusation – that I’m a snooper, a nosy parker, so I nod. ‘Yes.’

‘Well … I’ve never told anyone this … but well, so do I.’

‘You?’ I splutter. ‘YOU like investigating?’

‘Does it seem so unbelievable?’ She grins – an expression I’ve never seen on her face before. Then she looks bashful. 

I don’t know what to say. ‘Well …’

‘Come on, I’ll show you.’ She makes for the bookcase at the back of the study, still cradling the tumbler of elderflower. The shelves look like all the others with a light switch next to them. Brianna flips up the casing of the light switch to reveal a security keypad, into which she punches a number. The bookcase clicks and swings smoothly back to reveal a hidden room. She turns to look at me out of the corner of her eye, as if to say, ‘Cool, huh?’ but I don’t comment.

I hesitate for a moment. Do I really want to go into a secret room with a girl I don’t trust – a girl who I’m not sure I even really like?

‘Come on,’ she says. She catches my expression. ‘I promise not to feed you to the alligators I keep in the basement.’

I can’t help smiling at that, although nothing about this weird encounter would surprise me. I follow her through the door and she turns the lights on. The room is small, barely more than a cupboard, but it has a desk and lots of shelves. The shelves are crammed with technology – gadgets from microscopes to battery-powered drones. There’s stuff that even I don’t recognise.

‘Wow,’ I say. I’ve always thought that Brianna was more interested in impressing boys than anything else. I didn’t expect her to have a secret lair. Well, not this kind of secret lair anyway. Perhaps something more with mood lighting and a minibar.

‘Yeah, I kinda cleared out the spy gadget shop in Covent Garden.’ She turns to me. ‘So what do you think?’

I look around, trying to decide what I think. 

‘What are these?’ I ask, pointing out what looks like the sort of thing a tree surgeon or gardener would wear to protect his eyes. 

‘They’re night-vision goggles,’ Brianna answers me. 

‘And this?’

‘A long-range listening device. Cool, huh?’ 

I look sideways at Brianna. Am I hearing things right?

‘And is that actual luminol?’ I ask, pointing to a spray bottle. Police use luminol to detect where blood has been cleaned up in a room – it glows bright blue where the blood had been, revealing the gruesome spatters. I’ve wanted to get my hands on some for ages.

‘Sure.’ Brianna grins lopsidedly. ‘Ooh, and check out this robotic camera!’ She holds it out proudly.

‘This is all amazing.’ I choose my words carefully. 

‘Thanks,’ she says, clearly aware of what I’m not saying, ‘but I know what you’re thinking.’

‘You do?’

‘You’re wondering why I have all this stuff when at school I’m such an airhead.’

‘I guess, yeah.’ I look around the room. ‘I can’t quite believe this is you, Brianna.’

She nods sadly – I’m confirming what she already knows.

‘I’m not like you, Agatha. I care what other people think.’

‘Well, you’re more like me than I’d ever have guessed,’ I say hesitantly.

‘That’s not what I mean.’ Brianna shrugs. ‘You’re so … good at being yourself. You don’t seem to care if people like you or not, but I’m not like that, Agatha. I just want to fit in … I’ve never even used any of this stuff before.’

‘What, you’ve never tried it out?’

‘Only at home – not to actually solve a crime or catch a criminal. I’ve never had a real adventure.’

She says the word ‘adventure’ with a kind of longing that I know only too well. Suddenly I like Brianna Pike a whole lot more than I thought. 

‘Fitting in is one thing.’ I incline my head. ‘It doesn’t mean you have to turn yourself into a Carbon Copy.’ I catch my tongue, realising I’ve used the secret name for the CCs. For a moment, I’m scared of her reaction. Then Brianna laughs.

‘Is that what people call us? It’s pretty good, actually.’

I breathe a sigh of relief.

‘They’re not so bad, you know, Sarah and Ruth,’ she says slowly, as though not quite believing her own words. ‘They just wouldn’t understand any of this.’

‘Well, I know this won’t change anything at school,’ I say, ‘but it’s good to know that there’s a like mind at St Regis.’ 

She shrugs the compliment off. I’m prepared to like her, but there’s still one question that I need an answer to.

‘Brianna – what were you doing outside the hospital last night?’

She looks guilty.

‘Honestly? You really want to know? I, uh … I was following you.’

‘Following me?’ And there I was thinking she might have had something more to do with it than I’d thought. 

Brianna holds up her hands defensively. ‘Yeah, but not, like, in a bad way! It’s just … well, I heard you talking to Liam in class about what happened in the park, to that old lady …’

I nodded. ‘I guessed you must have heard that.’

‘And I dunno, I just felt like you were on to something – it seemed suspicious.’

I sigh. ‘So why didn’t you just say something?’

‘Because …’ She starts, then shrugs and suddenly I understand – it wouldn’t be easy for one of the CCs to ask to join Agatha Oddlow’s geeky detective agency. 

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Can you forgive me?’ She holds her hand out awkwardly. After a second I take it.

‘Forgiven. Just stay away from my house with those night-vision goggles, OK?’

‘You have my promise.’ She laughs, crossing her heart. In spite of everything, I have to say that I trust her.

‘Well.’ I head towards the door. ‘I’d better get home then, before my dad realises I’m gone.’

‘I’ll get you a cab.’

A cab? 

Brianna not only calls a cab, she pays the driver in advance, refusing to listen to my objections. 

‘Drive safely,’ she tells him. 

‘Will you be OK?’ I ask her, remembering what had been going on between her and Sarah Rathbone.

‘Me?’ She tosses her blonde hair back with customary confidence. ‘I’ll be fine. Stay safe.’

‘Stay safe, yourself.’

Grinning, she waves from the pavement as the taxi driver speeds off. 

I sit in the back of the cab, mulling over the night’s events. My visit has raised far more questions than it answered, but I’m also grinning as I cross the lawns. I might just be one step closer to having another friend.

As I get close to the house, I see a small yellow ribbon sticking out of a brick in the wall – Liam and my sign to each other.

‘Yes!’ I mutter under my breath. I crouch down and pull – the mortar there has come loose, and the brick comes away in my hand. In the darkness, you can’t see anything in the hole, but when I pull the ribbon, there’s a folded piece of paper attached. We came up with this hiding place for Liam to leave messages for me if I’m not at home and I have my phone switched off, as I usually do. I’m certain that the message must be something to do with Professor D’Oliveira’s tattoo. I could read the message here, but I don’t want to be seen and give away the location of our hiding place. So, I tuck the message into my pocket and replace the brick.

Back in my room, I take Liam’s folded message out of my pocket and read –
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I shake my head, not understanding why the symbol might be so hard for Liam to find. I feel sure I’ve seen it before – I felt it the moment I spotted it on the professor’s wrist. I search my memory, usually so reliable, but it’s like grasping in the dark – one minute I’m groping around and think I have something, and the next it’s gone in a whisper. 

I change into my pyjamas, lie down on the bed on top of my duvet, and try to cool myself using a paper fan. I should be exhausted. Instead, I’m buzzing with thoughts – the little grey cells are hard at work, but making little progress.

I stare up at the deep-pink night clouds through my skylight and go over everything that has happened in the past couple of days. I’ve gone from Agatha the Invisible to somebody worth threatening. That means I’ve become a menace to someone in my own right. But who? Part of me relishes the idea that there is someone – perhaps more than one person – who believes I have the power to make a difference, to foil their plot or blow their cover, and part of me is just a little scared.

Quickly, I write out the facts across two pages of my notebook, drawing arrows where I suspect events are linked. There’s the red slime, my assailant outside the RGS. Then there’s Professor D’Oliveira – an old woman with a strange tattoo – and her hit-and-run …

Suddenly I jump, as a knock sounds on the front door downstairs. I glance at the clock; it’s almost eleven at night. Who would come this late? I hear Dad open the door and greet the visitor. So he must have been expecting them. I peer out from between my curtains, but catch only a glimpse of the person’s head as they walk in. I feel nervous. After my attack outside the RGS, I’m wary about anyone visiting Dad – how do I know they are who they say they are?

I wait until I hear the door close and two pairs of feet make their way along the hall to the kitchen. Then I pull on my slippers to muffle my footsteps and creep downstairs. Oliver runs to me with a loud mewl halfway down. I freeze, convinced he has blown my cover. But there’s no break in the conversation drifting up from downstairs. The staircase is enclosed, with a wall either side, and a door at the bottom that leads out to the hall. I open this door slightly, so I can eavesdrop, then scoop Oliver up.

We sit together, near the foot of the stairs, me trying to hear the conversation above Oliver’s loud purring as he slumps in feline bliss on my lap. 

I can only make out one side of the conversation. Dad’s voice is soft and doesn’t carry as well as the stranger’s, which is loud and booming. It’s a voice that is used to being listened to. There’s no doubt that they’re discussing the algae – the man’s speech is punctuated with words like ‘regeneration’, ‘abnormal growth rate’ and ‘unstable gas build-up’.

Despite his apparent knowledge, he sounds like a man who works in the City, buying and selling shares, rather than a research scientist. Research scientists tend to be quiet types, with a distracted air, but this man has a confidence that makes me sure, without seeing him, that he is dressed in a sharp suit.

I hear Dad say, ‘So what’s the verdict? How do we beat it, Mr, er … Davenport?’

‘Well, I think you have the right idea with your lab, Rufe!’

‘Nobody calls Dad “Rufe”,’ I whisper to Oliver. He stands on my lap and blows his salmony breath into my face, kneading my thighs with his sharp claws.

The man, Davenport, goes on – ‘I’m sure you’ll get somewhere if you keep selectively starving the samples.’

‘It would help if I knew what to starve them of,’ Dad points out. 

Davenport laughs. ‘Good point, old boy, good point!’

I want to go and get a better look at this man. But, as I start to move, I hear Dad and the visitor come back out into the hall. I freeze on the bottom step, holding my breath and hope they won’t spot me through the crack in the door.

I breathe out as Dad’s voice sounds out at the front door, saying goodbye. Before he shuts the door, I hear him call out a greeting to JP and JP says hello in return. What is he doing outside our house so late at night, instead of sitting safely under the weeping tree? 

My brain is racing. Images flash through my head as I try to process all the information. I’m suspecting everyone around me. The key’s outline keeps coming back to me – the key tattoo on the professor’s arm. There’s something about that key … If I could only just remember … As I stand there deep in thought, I hear Dad turn the key in the front door, and know I need to move.

Oliver has given up hope of using me as his armchair, and is curled up on the landing.

I bend down to stroke him and an image flashes into my head. 

It’s just a snapshot, but I feel sure I’ve touched on it.

Quickly, I think hard so that the image is beamed on to the landing wall by an old-fashioned film projector. A key sketched in pencil I press the rewind lever on the projector. With a click and a whirr, the film reels backwards. Images dance on the wall, too fast to see. I press the forward lever and the film plays again – a hand reaching up to a bookshelf my own hand

Suddenly, the film jams in the projector and, a second later, catches fire against the hot bulb. There is no more – the memory is gone.

But it doesn’t matter – I know where I need to look. 

I run up the stairs and go to the bookcase in my room. I scan the titles. There it is – an old copy of Agatha Christie’s Mysterious Affair at Styles. Mum’s book. I draw the novel from the shelf with shaking hands, and open the back cover. There it is – on the discoloured end page, a small sketch of the key. It’s a perfect match with the professor’s tattoo. Below the drawing of the key is a string of rough lines that look, at first glance, like something written in Viking runes …

IVIVXIIVIIIXIIIVIIIXIIVII

I’m breathless. Whatever is going on, Mum must have been involved, and she has left a message for me to find. I have seen this code in the back of the book before, when I was younger, but never thought much of it. The picture of the key was meaningless, just a doodle. The code seemed to mean nothing, but now I put all my effort into solving it. How could I have let a message from Mum sit on my shelf all these years?

I grab my notebook and pen from by the bed and sit down on the rug.

The first thing I note is that the string of Is, Vs and Xs can be broken down into Roman numerals –

IV IV XII V III X II IV III X II VII

Where to split some of the numbers is guesswork – the V and the III (five and three) could actually have been VIII (eight). But if I do it this way, there are twelve numbers, or three groups of four, which seems neat –

(IV IV XII V) + (III X II IV) + (III X II VII)

I wrack my brain – what kind of code would use sets of four? I’m blank for a second, but then it hits me – the object I’m holding is a book! The groups of four numbers could be references to chapters, pages, lines and words. And from words, you could make a message.

Quickly, I flip to the fourth chapter, then the fourth page of the chapter, then run my finger down to the twelfth line, and along to the fifth word.

‘… the symptoms do not develop until early the next morning!’

The next two references share a page, I realise, turning to the tenth page of chapter three. I run my finger along the second line, and discover the other two words in the same sentence …

‘I spent it in ransacking the library until I discovered a medical book, which gave me a description of strychnine poisoning.’

That’s it, I have no more. The message is – ‘Develop In Library’. I stare at it for a moment, my heart sinking. The message seems like nonsense. For a second I had a glimmer of hope. Not just that the puzzle was about to be solved, but that, after all these years, I was going to get one last message from Mum. 

I slump back, my mind unfocused, letting disappointment flood in. Then, like a voice at the back of my head that won’t shut up, the phrase keeps repeating itself to me.

Develop in library …

Develop in library …

Develop in library …

I look up to a spot on one of the highest shelves. The books up there have spent many years unread – they are of no interest to me. There are catalogues of other books, or treatises on ‘information management’, whatever that is. Then I see it – right there, in the middle of the shelf, sits one of Mum’s old reference books – Developments in Librarianship, Vol. 18.

Trembling slightly, I pull a chair over to the shelf, get up, and take down the heavy brown book. My hand pauses for a second over the cover, almost not wanting to open it, scared of finding nothing inside. Surely that is what awaits me – another disappointment. Well, better to get it over and done with. 

I open the book. 

A small slip of paper – an old bookmark – falls out.

For a moment, I stop breathing altogether. There, in the middle of the book, is no page at all. Someone has hollowed out the book with a knife, making a small, rectangular compartment. And there, gleaming darkly in the light, is a key. A perfect physical copy of the drawing – the black lines translated into wrought iron. 

I take the key from the book. It is cold, heavy and real. It had belonged to my mother and, after many years, she has given it to me. I have no idea where it came from, or what it is supposed to open. But it is mine.

I take the key and get into bed, exhausted now. 

I gaze at the puzzle one more time before switching off the lamp. 

Despite the baking heat in my little attic room, I fall asleep in a matter of seconds, the strange key grasped in my hand.
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It’s Saturday, but I still wake before eight. I’m exhausted and groggy from the night before. But I wake with the key still cradled in my palm, and that makes me stop and think. Even though I don’t know its purpose, the key is precious. I can’t bring myself to put it down. I rummage through my jewellery box – a beautiful old Chinese box with an embroidered lid that belonged to Mum – and find one of Mum’s silver chains, which I thread through the key and fasten round my neck.

I turn my radio on and listen to the news –

‘… further outbreaks of looting and rioting across London, as the water shortage worsens. Police have been called to an unplanned demonstration on Old Kent Road which is blocking traffic. Fire crews attending a blaze in Putney have been struggling to control the flames at a carpet warehouse with the limited water supplies …’

I shut it off, a hollow feeling in my stomach. The next thing I do is to send a message to Liam. I might not use my phone much, but Liam has to be alerted immediately. I send the words ‘Custard Cream’ – our standard code for an urgent rendezvous – and the number 12, which tells him that he needs to come to my house at noon. 

I go downstairs and make some toast, and am walking back through to the living room when I see a note on the doormat. It’s a plain envelope, without an address. All it says on the front is ‘Agatha’. I pick it up, noting that there is something inside. Maybe I should go and put gloves and goggles on before opening it. But I can’t wait. 

I pull out a handwritten note, and something else falls to the floor. The note reads – 

You shouldn’t spy on people.

My heart is racing. Someone is trying to scare me off. I look down at what has fallen out – it’s a wilted white flower. I look at it carefully, trying to understand what it means. Dad is the expert on flowers, not me, but I know the name of this one – clematis. It’s the plant that is growing up the back wall of our house, underneath my window. I run through the kitchen, open the back door and go out into the garden. 

There, under my window, the grass is covered in dozens of white flowers – each and every one of them has been cut away from the plant. Dozens of dead flowers, drying in the sun. Who would have done this? I shiver – whoever I’m dealing with, they know how to creep me out.

I think about the message – ‘You shouldn’t spy on people’. I remember hearing JP’s voice, calling out to my dad. He’s always been so friendly and unassuming, just living in the park. But could this be something to do with him? I realise how little I know about the mystery man. He came to live in the park a few months ago, and introduced himself to me. Dad went and talked to him and decided he was all right. But what did Dad know about him? What if JP has been spying on us all along?

I put the letter and the flower in evidence bags and put those up in my room. Then I clear up the flowers on the lawn – hopefully with everything going on, Dad won’t notice that someone has decapitated his plant. I brush my hands off and take a deep breath. I’m not going to be intimidated – I have to get to the bottom of what is going on.

I’m just coming in through the back door when Dad shambles into the kitchen, still wearing his pyjamas (which is unusual for him, even at the weekend).

‘Late night?’ I ask, putting on the kettle.

‘It –’ Dad pauses for a big yawn – ‘was.’ 

‘You had a visitor?’ I ask, trying not to sound too interested as I take two mugs from the cupboard and two teabags from the jar.

‘Mmph.’ Dad nods, sitting heavily at the table. ‘Just some bloke from the Environment Agency, wanting to know how the park is getting on in the drought.’

‘Oh, right. Did you tell him about your experiments?’ The kettle clicks and I pour it out (NO. 1 DAD mug for him and an Eiffel Tower souvenir mug for me). 

‘Yeah, but there wasn’t much to say. It’s not like I know anything the Environment Agency doesn’t. We ended up talking about you, actually.’

‘About me?’ A chill runs down my back.

‘Yeah, just making conversation really. He said he has a daughter your age, and I was telling him that you want to be a detective when you grow up … Nice bloke, actually.’

I hand Dad his cup of tea, feeling queasy.

‘I, uh, I should go … Things to do.’

‘All right. Don’t forget your homework this weekend – you’ll feel better when it’s done.’

‘OK, Dad.’

I leave the kitchen and climb the stairs to my room. Perhaps the man’s visit was just a coincidence, but I have a bad feeling. And why was JP lurking outside our house when he left? There are many questions and few answers, but I can’t shake the sense that I’m being watched.

Gathering my thoughts, I go back to the mysterious key – what could it be for? What could it lead to? Whatever it is, it has to be important – Mum took the trouble to hide it, and left a coded message so I would find it. (Eventually, I think. I’m embarrassed at how long the key had lain there, undetected.) I pace the room, thinking over everything I know, but getting no further. I sit down on my bed and write a list of points in my notebook, which is filling up quickly –

1. The key was hidden, so it must be important.

2. If the key is important, it must open something.

3. Mum wanted me to find the key. 

Tears prick my eyes, but I blink them away.

4. If so, she must have left something telling me what the key opens. 

And yet – what can that clue be? I have no idea what the key might be for, or where I might find out. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see something lying on the floor – a tiny slip of paper.

‘Of course!’ I shout, snatching up the bookmark that fell out of the book last night. In my excitement at discovering the key, I’d forgotten all about it. When I turn it over, I see it’s a tiny photo. The image – a grainy black-and-white shot barely bigger than a passport photo – shows a caged-off tunnel. A path leads down to a small opening covered by iron bars. I know that tunnel, and search my memory for a moment. I have it – it’s a tunnel in Hyde Park, at the edge of the Serpentine. 

The tunnel must run right under the lake. I’ve always thought it was just some sort of drain.

‘Right,’ I say to myself, suddenly scared of what I know I must do next …
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An hour later, I’m striding down to the caged-off tunnel, dressed all in black and wearing gigantic wading boots, with a torch in one hand and a gas mask in the other. The gas mask came with our cottage – it had been sitting in its box under the stairs since the Second World War, quietly gathering dust. I don’t know if it still works, but it will have to do. It’s all I have to protect me from the noxious fumes of the red gunge. Most importantly, I have a set of keys to the grating in my pocket. In Dad’s room, there’s a rack holding dozens of sets of keys, for all kinds of sheds, gateways and grates around the park. It took me a little while to find the right one for the grating. It was labelled Serpentine and Surrounds. None of the keys look like the mystery key round my neck, but some of them are very old. 

I go down the short ramp to the grate and look around, but nobody is there to see me. People aren’t going out much, preferring to stay home and keep cool. Also, there are rumours that the red slime might cause all sorts of diseases if inhaled, so people are getting nervous about breathing in the city air. According to the news, thousands of people have left to go to the countryside, and sales of air conditioning have gone through the roof.

I try a couple of Dad’s keys in the padlock before I come to the right one. The lock clicks open in my hand. I take a deep breath and put on the gas mask. It smells musty, but I don’t have any choice – there could be more of the noxious red slime down here. Switching on the torch, I step into the tunnel.

The space is tiny – I have to crouch right down to move through it. The floor is muddy concrete, the arched tunnel made of crumbling brick. Though I can’t see any of the red slime yet, I can smell its familiar stink, and hope the gas mask is protecting me. I press on, not allowing myself to stop and think about what I’m doing. The tunnel seems to go on forever, until my legs are cramping and my neck stiff. The floor becomes muddier, and now there are pools of thick red algae. I tread carefully, my hand on the wall and my feet squelching in slime, but I can’t see much through the tiny circles of glass in front of my eyes. Suddenly, my hand misses the wall and my feet slip from under me.

I curse as I hit the ground hard. I’m covered in the cold ooze. It makes my hands sting – I wish I’d thought to wear gloves. The torch jolts from my grasp and hits the ground with a clunk. I’m terrified its bulb will blow and leave me in darkness, but the light stays on. I take a moment to make sure I’m not badly hurt. I’m more winded than injured. I collect my torch and get up again. It can’t be far now, I tell myself. On and on I go, becoming shaky and light-headed, as if I’m reaching high altitude, rather than a tunnel just a few metres below ground. Finally, the passage opens into a slightly taller tunnel that turns right. I stand, relief spreading through my aching muscles. Ahead of me is a narrow opening, like a doorway. When I shine the torch through it, no light bounces back – it must be a big cavern. 

I take a deep breath, nervous but excited – I’m about to find something incredible, I’m sure. 

Gripping the torch, I step though the gap, and out into – 

Nothing. 

I shine my light around, taking in the space. It’s big, that much is true. I’m standing in a vast arch of brick under the Serpentine. The roof is leaky, dripping gobbets of slime. The floor is covered in water and algae, completely unusable. The whole place feels empty and abandoned. I stand there for a minute, jaw clenched inside the gas mask – whatever I expected to find under the lake, it isn’t here. Was the clue a red herring? But why would Mum want to lead me on a wild-goose chase?

I’m turning to leave when the beam of my torch passes over something. I point it back, squinting through the greasy glass of the mask. It’s just a patch of brown, a slightly different colour from the surrounding brick, and a little shorter than me. I squelch over to the wall, and as I get closer I can see that it’s a door made of cast iron and rivets. The handle is a single bar that can’t be turned. But below it there is a keyhole.

I don’t know how I know, but I do. Perhaps the keyhole looks a similar shape. Perhaps it’s just something about the door itself. Perhaps it’s just my overactive imagination. Perhaps I have read Alice in Wonderland too many times. Whatever it is, I take the mystery key from round my neck and insert it into the lock. I turn the key, and a smooth, well-oiled mechanism goes – click!

Click.

Oh crikey.

It went click.

It clicked.

Feeling like I’ve walked into a dream, I pull on the handle and the door swings back smoothly. Golden light shines out, into the dank cave, smothering the tiny light of my torch. 

I look down. At my feet is a doormat printed with the word ‘WELCOME!’.

In front of the doormat stands a small umbrella holder, which is empty. And in front of that runs a plush red carpet, very clean and dry. I take off my gas mask and peer through the doorway. The carpet stretches in two directions down a long corridor illuminated by wall lights. The corridor has fine oak panelling on the walls, like the interior of a stately home. On a pedestal near the door sits a logbook and a pen. I look at the book, which seems to record times, identity numbers and the condition of the tunnel. It doesn’t tell me what I need to know, so I flick to the front of the book.

The Gatekeepers’ Guild – Inspection Log, No. 38261.

As I stare in disbelief at the ordinary objects in front of me – so out of context in this strange tunnel – I hear the sound of someone whistling down the corridor. I freeze for a second, and hear the soft tread of their shoes on the carpet. Very quickly, I retreat into the cavern, shut the heavy iron door and lock it, fingers fumbling with the key.

I stand there in darkness for a second, my breath rasping from the fumes, hoping that whoever is walking down the corridor didn’t hear me. I press my ear to the cold iron. Faintly, I can hear the whistling behind the door. It stops, and I hold my breath. There is a pause, then the whistling resumes and fades away.

I stand alone in the darkness.

After another long walk back through the tunnels, I’m shaking with tiredness, begrimed with mud and slime from head to toe. I just want to get out. I emerge into the sunlight – birds are singing. I start to walk through the park, but my relief is cut short when I see a trio of girls under a tree. As I get closer, I see it is the CCs – Sarah, Ruth and Brianna – using the park as a place to take selfies.

Sarah shrieks when she sees me trudging across the lawns.

‘What. The?’ Ruth asks nobody in particular. 

I peel off the gas mask to reveal my face.

‘Is that … Agatha? You have got to be kidding me.’

‘What are you doing in the sewers, Odd Socks?’ Sarah taunts, horror replaced by glee. ‘Meeting friends?’

Brianna just looks at me open-mouthed. Has she made peace so quickly with Sarah? She doesn’t say anything to me, but she certainly doesn’t say anything in my defence, either. The other two don’t seem to notice her silence. I see that Sarah has a bottle of water in her hand. I wouldn’t usually ask her for anything, but I’m desperate.

‘Please, I’m so thirsty … Can I have some water?’

‘Oh what, this?’ She looks at the bottle in her hand. ‘Sorry, this is for my spritzer.’ She takes out a small spray-bottle, fills it with the last of the water, and sprays some on her face. ‘You know, it’s just so hard to keep cool in this heat,’ she finishes, grinning evilly. 

Ruth and Sarah’s laughter rings out so loudly that I think the whole park will hear it, but I just walk past them without saying anything. I can still hear their laughter way off. For once, their insults don’t hurt me – I’ve just discovered something huge, something quite impossible. Most importantly, I’ve discovered something that Mum wanted me to discover. Is this something to do with how she died? Or something else entirely? Either way, I need to find out more about the Gatekeepers’ Guild.
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By the time I’m out of the rubber waders, there is a knock at the front door – Liam has arrived on our doorstep. I open it and words come tumbling out of him.

‘Agatha! Is everything OK? You sent the emergency signal – I would have come sooner, but you said twelve and I didn’t want to mess up your plan if you had one …’

I hold up my hand to halt him.

‘Liam, I’m fine. Sorry if I panicked you, but I have a lot to tell you.’ 

I think, after everything I’ve done, that I deserve a cup of tea. ‘Just wait while I get changed.’ I point to my black jeans and top, which are still soaked in slime from the tunnel.

‘What have you been doing?’ His eyes bug out.

‘I’ll tell you in a minute.’

I run upstairs and change quickly into a striped navy T-shirt with navy ankle-length Capri pants, a red belt and red lace-up pumps, and tuck Mum’s key inside the neck of my top. I grab my notebook, then run back downstairs. I walk past Liam, towards the front door.

‘Come on,’ I tell him over my shoulder. ‘We’re going to the Orangery.’

‘To the … but … hang on …’ he splutters, following me out. I shoot him a radiant smile – for some reason, this always works. ‘Oh, all right,’ he says. 
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The Orangery is an elegant tearoom next to Kensington Palace, at the west side of the park. We crunch up the gravel, past the Round Pond in front of the café, which is usually full of lily pads and water flowers, but now is scummed over with a red skin. There are normally tables outside the Orangery, but thanks to the stink coming off the pond, all the tables have been taken inside, the doors and windows shut. Liam pauses by one of the windows, which is hung with delicate lace.

‘Are you sure about this? We could just get a couple of ice creams from the van.’ 

I drag him inside, and a tinkling bell above the door summons the maître d’. What I haven’t told Liam is that I have a special relationship with Mr Worth, the head waiter at the Orangery, after I helped him out one day with a difficult customer. Ever since, he’s always given me the broken meringues or less-than-perfect scones. 

‘Hello, Miss Oddlow!’

‘Hello, Mr Worth.’ I grin. ‘A table for two, please.’

‘Of course.’ Mr Worth gives me a wink and leads me to a side table. 

As ever, there is a heavenly glow in the café – the walls are pure white, with soaring Corinthian columns and flowing curtains. We are taken right through the interior, past rows of quietly spoken men in blazers and women in Chanel suits, and are seated out of the way, in one of the apses where King George II used to enjoy holding court. 

‘So, are you … all right?’ Liam asks.

‘Yes,’ I say cautiously, realising that my brain is so full of new, confusing information that it’s buzzing like a beehive. Maybe I’m not all right, actually – maybe I’ve discovered too many things all at once. ‘Anyway, listen – I have a lot to tell you.’

At that moment, typically efficient, the tea arrives. I can see Liam shifting anxiously, wanting to hear my news, but I wait. Finally, the waitress is gone, I have poured myself a cup, put a sugar cube in, sipped the hot tea – and I am ready.

‘So, last night …’

I start with the break-in that wasn’t a break-in at Brianna’s house and the revelation of her secret room. The scones and cream arrive with a pot of strawberry jam. I break off my story to spread clotted cream on to a scone and top it with a generous dollop of jam. I bite into it and can’t help but smile at the taste. The head waiter has done us proud. 

‘Agatha!’ Liam hisses, reaching for a scone. ‘Stop making me wait!’

So I tell him about the mysterious visitor to our house last night, the discovery of the key, and my visit to beneath the Serpentine. I tell him about the Gatekeepers’ Guild, and the secret passage, while Liam sits in silence, his undrunk cup of tea cooling in front of him, his eyes growing wider with each moment. When I’m done, he doesn’t say anything. For a moment, he seems to have drifted off into a daydream.

‘Liam?’ I prod him in the ribs. 

‘What? Oh – sorry. It’s a lot to absorb.’

‘And? Don’t you think it’s incredible – a secret guild with tunnels under Hyde Park?’

He looks down into his tea, then up at me again. ‘So who do you think the man at your house was?’ He sounds concerned. I expected him to be amazed and excited, but his worry trumps any sense of adventure. I feel deflated.

‘I’m not sure. Dad said he was some environmental officer …’ I say, though I don’t really believe it.

‘Agatha, don’t you think you should stop investigating? I don’t want you to get hurt.’

‘But, Liam, don’t you see what’s going on? We’ve stumbled across something huge. This shady organisation – “the Gatekeepers’ Guild” – maybe they’re the ones behind the red slime. Perhaps they’re using their tunnels to infiltrate and poison London!’

‘Maybe …’ Liam sounds uncertain. ‘But something doesn’t stack up. Agatha, this is all too dangerous. That letter you got. This isn’t a lost cat or a stolen bicycle. These people, whoever they are, must be powerful and, if you get in their way, they’ll hurt you – they’ve made that clear. I can’t let them do that.’

‘Look, I’m not worried,’ I tell him. ‘This is bigger than my safety.’

‘Well, if you’re not worried for yourself, then what about your dad?’

I open my mouth to answer him, but nothing comes out. There is a heavy feeling in my stomach, an indigestible weight, like I ate a rock. He’s right – investigating further could risk the safety of my father. Then I think about my mum. She had clearly wanted me to find the key, had wanted me to find the tunnel, had wanted me to investigate.

I can’t let her down.

I open my mouth to tell Liam all of this, just as Mr Worth appears by my side, holding a silver platter.

‘Ahem.’ He coughs and winks.

He lowers the silver platter so that I can see the envelope resting on it. It’s addressed in neat copperplate handwriting – To Miss Agatha Oddlow.

‘Did you see anyone deliver this?’

Mr Worth shakes his head. I take the letter from the platter and wait for Mr Worth to leave. 

‘How does anyone even know you’re here?’ Liam asks me when the head waiter has gone. 

‘I was wondering the same thing.’ I look down at the envelope in my hand, which has crashed our party like an uninvited guest.

‘Open it, open it!’

‘OK …’ 

Tearing into the envelope, I pull out a short note, written in the same immaculate calligraphy –
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I take a deep breath. 

‘The Gatekeepers’ Guild?’ says Liam in a whisper. ‘The ones with the carpeted corridor under the Serpentine?’

I nod. ‘It would seem so.’
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London’s South Bank is a series of concrete buildings, underpasses and winding staircases. Some people think of it as an ugly growth on London’s historic silhouette, but it’s always been one of my favourite places. It almost seems that the Gatekeepers – whoever they are – know what I like. After all, they knew to find me at the Orangery. Tucked between the Waterloo and Hungerford railway bridges are table after table of secondhand books, laid out to lure me to spend more money than I have.

Liam didn’t want me to accept the invitation in the note. He said it was too dangerous. But when he realised that I was going and he couldn’t stop me, he said he’d come along.

‘Liam, it says “best to shop alone” – they don’t want anyone to accompany me.’

‘And that’s exactly what worries me!’ He adjusts his glasses in frustration. ‘Because if you’re on your own, they’re free to drag you off to who-knows-where!’

‘But if you’re there, they may not show themselves at all.’

‘And …’ He shrugs.

I sigh – he isn’t making this easy for me.

‘Do you think you can protect me from whatever happens, Liam?’

He thinks about this seriously for a moment. ‘Nope. Not at all, actually. But we’re mates and I want to do my best to look after you.’ 

I bristle – since when do I, Agatha Oddlow, need looking after?

He realises what he’s said almost immediately. ‘I mean … we can keep an eye out. Together. Can’t we?’

I give up. ‘Fine. You can come along. But try to blend in.’

‘Sure.’ He shrugs, pulling his arms and legs in as though trying to vanish behind a lamppost. I laugh before I can stop myself. 

We walk. The Serpentine still has its floating islands of red algae. Hyde Park is much quieter than usual for a Saturday, almost deserted. We pass occasional walkers, all wearing masks against the algae’s noxious gases. Doctors in the seventeenth century wore masks filled with flowers, believing the sweet scent would protect them from the plague – I wonder if these masks really protect people from the fumes. There aren’t any joggers, as there usually would be, perhaps because there’s just not enough water to waste on having a shower afterwards.

I’m finding the going tough – it’s hot and I’ve inhaled a lot of fumes. I try not to picture my bedroom, with its sloping ceiling, my rows of books and my picture of Mum. Most of all, I try not to picture my bed, to imagine climbing back into it and letting my head slump against the pillow.

We walk through Knightsbridge, down the Mall and up past Buckingham Palace. I wonder how the Queen feels about the shortage of water, although I feel sure she’s probably not going without. After half an hour of walking, we cross the Thames by the Golden Jubilee footbridge. Often, the wind here is strong and cold, but today the breeze lifting off the Thames is a relief. The river has a spattering of the red slime here and there, which has escaped from the underground rivers. My throat feels dry and I’m desperately thirsty.

‘Nearly there,’ says Liam.

We both slow down as we cross the bridge. It’s impossible not to be struck by the London skyline – the magnificent dome of St Paul’s, the white filigree of the London Eye, the arches of Charing Cross Station … even the rocket-ship sheen of the Gherkin. In my eagerness to reach our destination and have something to drink I almost throw myself down the steps to the South Bank. I stumble at a bend in the staircase, and Liam grabs my elbow.

‘Steady!’ 

When I reach the lower level, I sink on to the nearest bench to the book stalls.

‘Must sit. Need drink,’ I admit. My lungs feel bruised.

‘Wait here.’ Liam runs into the Royal Festival Hall. Three brightly coloured slides have been installed outside, and families gather as children climb the steps and come down the slides over and over again, shouting, ‘Wheeeee!’ The children are the only ones who don’t seem to understand what’s going on. Everyone else in the capital wears a scared, what’s-going-to-happen-next look on their face.

At that moment, Liam reappears at a run, clutching an orange ice lolly.

‘They’re out of water.’

‘No surprises. Thanks, though.’ 

I take the lolly and rip off the paper, biting huge chunks out of the ice. It’s gone all too soon.

‘Ready to go?’ Liam asks.

‘Just about.’ I point to the book stalls. ‘I’ll look at the books, but I don’t want them to spot you.’

‘You think they might be watching us?’

‘I have no idea, but stay here just in case.’

‘OK … and you just stay where I can see you, OK?’

I go over to the first of the long book tables and look for anything that might be a clue. It’s an antiquarian stall – most of the books have hard covers in dark colours, with gilt lettering across the front and down the spine. I pick up Great Expectations by Charles Dickens. The edges of the pages are ragged where they were sliced apart by the first reader, in the days before books came with their pages already separated. I hold it to my nose and breathe in the old-book smell.

‘Are you going to buy that?’ The stall owner – a tall man with a pronounced Adam’s apple, is frowning at me.

I smile sweetly. ‘I’d love to, but I can’t possibly afford it.’

‘Then put it down,’ he says without humour. ‘These are precious – not to be sniffed at by random passersby.’

I move on. Every so often I glance across at Liam, who’s watching me like a hawk (while trying to look like he’s not watching me) from the bench. Any of the people around us could be one of the mysterious Gatekeepers.

I’m so distracted that I hardly notice the book at first. But then the name catches my attention. I pick it up and gasp.

In my hands is a hardback copy of Agatha Christie’s Poirot Investigates. If this is a first edition, then it’s worth a fortune.

Liam must see my excitement, because he carefully makes his way over. I’m so shocked I forget that we’re supposed to be staying separate.

‘What is it?’

‘This …’ I begin, barely able to get the words out. My hands are trembling as I open it up to see that I am right. My voice is low and reverent. ‘This is the rare 1924 edition of Poirot Investigates, with the first ever picture of Hercule Poirot on the dust jacket.’

He glances at the book, then back to me. ‘That’s … nice?’

‘Nice? Nice, Liam? A copy was sold at auction recently, and it fetched –’ I lower my voice to a whisper – ‘more than £40,000!’ 

Liam’s eyes bulge and his mouth falls open. The book is among the faded old paperbacks and celebrity memoirs, almost as though it has been placed there. I have so many questions I don’t know where to start. 

‘You should look inside,’ Liam says. 

I gently turn the pages of the book, searching. There’s a scrap of paper and two tickets just inside the back cover. ‘This is it!’

The slip of paper has two things on it – the number 33 and the words ‘You might as well bring your friend, now he’s here’.

‘Well, so much for blending in.’ Liam grins. ‘What’s that number all about?’

It would mean nothing to me, except that the two tickets that are with it are for the London Eye.

‘I think I know,’ I say. ‘Follow me.’ 

‘But what about the book—’

Liam is cut short by a voice close by and we both jump.

‘I’ll make sure it gets back to its rightful owner.’ It’s the stallholder, a woman with blue hair and a nose piercing. She winks at me as reluctantly I hand back the book.

‘Quite something, isn’t it?’ she says, gently stroking the cover before placing the book in a velvet-lined box.

‘It certainly is.’ I turn to Liam. ‘Now, come on, let’s go.’

We don’t queue when we reach the wheel; I just produce the tickets and we are ushered through the express lane and soon find ourselves standing at the base of the giant structure. I watch the transparent capsules travel slowly round on the wheel’s axis, forgetting my exhaustion. But when the first pod empties of passengers and the steward nods for us to embark, I shake my head.

‘We’ll wait, if that’s all right.’

The steward seems unsure, but after a moment’s hesitation he shrugs, turning his attention to the long queue of tourists.

‘What are we waiting for?’ asks Liam.

‘Pod number thirty-three, of course.’

Finally, pod thirty-three comes round. I grab Liam and walk in. The Eye doesn’t stop to let people on. Rather, it moves slowly enough that you can just hop on. The pod is empty. I sit down on the bench in the centre and examine the capsule. There’s nothing unusual about it – like all the pods, it’s an ovoid glass room, with a pale, polished floor and an oval wooden bench in the centre. 

‘Hang on …’ Liam says. ‘Aren’t there only thirty-two pods? I read about it – thirty-two pods for the thirty-two boroughs of London.’

‘Yeah, but there’s no number thirteen. So there’s a number thirty-three to make up for the missing pod,’ I say.

‘That’s right,’ says a woman’s voice, and I turn in surprise. 

There’s no one there, of course, but a screen fixed to the side rail of the pod has lit up. But instead of telling us about the London skyline, or the ride we’re on, it just shows a woman. 

Dorothy D’Oliveira.

She’s leaning slightly on a wooden stick. ‘So, number thirteen is unlucky,’ she snorts, ‘if you believe in such nonsense.’

‘What …?’ I turn in confusion to Liam, but he’s looking just as baffled.

‘You found the book, then,’ she says, her voice tinny over the intercom. She chuckles. ‘Just a little joke of mine. I know how much you enjoy the works of your namesake. And that was an extra-special edition, wasn’t it?’ 

‘I didn’t want to give it back,’ I admit, trying to understand what is going on. I can’t tell where the professor is – she’s standing against a black background that gives nothing away.

‘I trust you did give it back, though?’ she asks. 

I nod. 

‘Good,’ she continues, ‘or that would have been a rather large claim on my expense account.’ She looks Liam up and down. ‘I did ask you to come alone, didn’t I, Agatha?’

‘You did.’ Liam is sheepish. ‘But I insisted on coming too,’ he says. ‘I was worried …’

Professor D’Oliveira nods. ‘Good friend. Well, Liam, my name is Dorothy D’Oliveira. Agatha may have mentioned me.’ The professor smiles, but I don’t smile back. From this meeting, it’s clear that there is a lot the professor hasn’t been telling me. I have no reason to trust her, to give away what I know. Liam is silent.

‘Why have you called me here? Do you have information?’

‘Not exactly,’ Professor D’Oliveira says. ‘And, actually, I wouldn’t usually do this, Miss Oddlow. But you’ve seen my face, and you’ve made some … connections.’ She looks away from the camera, staring off at whatever view is behind her. ‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, so I want to give you a few more facts to think about.’

‘Now you want to tell me the facts?’ I say. ‘You didn’t seem overly keen to talk to me the last time we met.’

She laughs and looks at Liam, who is at the edge of the pod. ‘I like this girl,’ she says to him. ‘She tells it like it is.’

I sigh impatiently. We are nearing the top of the ride, and will soon start our descent. We don’t have a lot of time. ‘Who is “we”, anyway? And where did you get your tattoo?’ I ask.

‘That’s a whole lot of questions, Agatha.’ A long pause follows.

I huff. ‘I thought you were going to start giving me answers.’

She smiles. ‘I was, but Liam being here as well has … Well, it’s thrown me a bit.’ 

‘Whatever you want to say, you can say in front of my friend.’

‘I’ll have to take your word for that …’ She takes a deep breath, as if thinking it all through, and then she seems to come to a decision. ‘The tattoo,’ she starts, ‘is a symbol for an organisation – a secret organisation – called the Gatekeepers’ Guild.’

I force my face to remain expressionless but an electric tingle shoots down my spine at the mention of that name – the name from the secret tunnel.

‘Some people carry the symbol in their wallet, or have it sewn into the lining of their blazer. Wherever they feel it’s discreet.’ She arches her eyebrow at me. ‘Personally, I wanted something more permanent, and since I wear long sleeves …’ She pushes her sleeve back to reveal the silvery tattoo – the one I first saw in the park that day. 

‘Why now?’ I ask. ‘Why are you telling me all this? What’s changed since the hospital, when you pressed the emergency buzzer to have me evicted?’

‘Don’t you know?’ she asks.

‘No idea,’ I say, trying to reach deep into the recesses of my brain for something that seems to just be lingering there, struggling to make its way to the surface.

‘Well, you stumbled a little too close for comfort …’ The professor folds her hands neatly. ‘So, to keep it brief – the Guild has members all over London. Gatekeepers, both literally and figuratively. The majority of our members, in their roles as caretakers, housekeepers, butlers and so on, hold keys to the ancient buildings that are an integral part of London.’

‘Waiters too?’ I raise an eyebrow, thinking how Mr Worth had handed me that letter at the Orangery.

‘Perhaps,’ Professor D’Oliveira says. ‘Anyway, these buildings, and their grounds, offer access to the tunnels that run all over the city beneath its inhabitants’ feet.’

I think about Dad’s rack of keys that open all the grilles and gates in the park. ‘So … Dad? Is that why he has so many keys?’

She shakes her head. ‘Not your father. He was never a member.’

I open my mouth to ask ‘then who?’, but she holds up a hand to silence me.

‘I don’t have time for all of your questions right now, but let me at least explain a bit more, and then you can ask later.’

I nod as Professor D’Oliveira starts again. ‘The Gatekeepers are custodians of this country,’ she says, ‘and have been for centuries. We’re secret agents. We get the cases that MI5 can’t solve. When everyone else is stuck, we step in.’

I suck in a deep breath as she looks me in the eye. ‘What you saw – the assault on my person in Hyde Park – has put you in danger. Now, I need you to listen to me, and do as I say.’

‘And why should I trust you? How do I know that you’re on the right side in whatever’s going on?’

She laughs. ‘Because there’s no one else you can trust to help you.’ She leans in more closely to the camera. ‘The truth is, you can walk out of here and pretend that this chat never happened, but then you’d be on your own. And believe me, the people who are coming after you are a whole lot tougher than me. What you saw – well, that’s just the start.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’ I ask. ‘Why would your secret organisation bother itself with a thirteen-year-old girl?’

The professor doesn’t say anything. She just stares at me. She isn’t telling me something, but I feel like I already know what it is. The key stashed in my room, the clues left for me to find – all from Mum. She wouldn’t have left them for me if she thought they would lead me into danger. She left them because she wanted me to find out about the Guild. 

‘My mum,’ I say. ‘My mum was a member, wasn’t she? She was a member of the Gatekeepers’ Guild!’

The professor has closed her eyes. Even over the scratchy intercom, I can hear her take a deep breath. 

‘Your mother was one of our agents, yes,’ she says quietly. ‘One of my agents. The best.’

The pod seems to contract around me. The view of Parliament and the river swims dizzyingly. There’s a roaring sound in my ears.

‘What?’ My voice has gone very small. 

The professor nods. ‘Clara was incredible. Does that really surprise you?’

‘No, but …’ I remember the key round my neck. ‘Well, it’s a shock.’

‘I’m sure. But it’s the truth.’

‘So can I join and take her place?’ I ask, feeling a lump rise in my throat. Where did that come from? The words were out of my mouth before I had time to think about them. 

Professor D’Oliveira’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘It’s not as simple as that – there isn’t anyone as young as you in the Guild, for starters, and, even if there was, there are tests to complete.’

‘Tests? What kind of tests?’

‘Enough for now …’ Professor D’Oliveira spoke. ‘We can’t just let anyone into the Guild.’ 

I cross my arms. ‘But I’m not “just anyone”.’

‘I can see that. And perhaps some day that will change, but in the meantime I’m asking you not to meddle – to leave it to the experts to deal with this crisis.’

‘You mean … the water? The red slime?’

She frowns, saying nothing, but for a secret agent she’s quite transparent.

‘I knew it! I knew it wasn’t just an accident!’

‘Agatha, listen to me – you need to forget what you know.’

Forget what I know? How can I do that?

‘Agatha, we have to get off in a moment,’ says Liam, eyeing the ground below as the capsule slowly approaches the end of its circuit.

‘Yes, and this is the end of our conversation for now,’ the professor says.

I feel as though I’m going to cry with frustration. I’ve learnt so much but at the same time, so little. I force the tears back. 

‘One last thing, Agatha – look after your father. He is too trusting.’ 

The screen goes blank.

Then it switches on again. ‘Oh, and, Agatha?’

‘Yes?’

‘Stay out of our tunnels.’ 

The intercom shuts off for good. The pod draws level with the ground, and the steward asks us to step off. Liam and I move away from the wheel.

‘Well, that’s that,’ he says.

‘What’s what?’

‘The end of your investigation.’

‘What? What are you talking about?’ I spin round angrily.

‘This is serious, Agatha – you have to stop. You heard what she said – there are people who might come after you – people who could cause you serious harm.’

The blood is rising in my cheeks.

‘My mum was involved in all of this. I’m not going to stop! Not until I get some answers.’

Liam kicks hard at an empty drinks can, which skitters off into the crowds. ‘Don’t you care what I think?’ he says. 

‘Of course I care what you think,’ I shout. ‘But look, Liam, this is important …’

Liam hangs his head. I’ve never seen him looking so hangdog or glum. He starts walking past the aquarium, heading for Westminster Bridge. ‘I’ll get us a cab then. Let’s go up to the road.’

‘I can make my own way, if you’d rather be on your own,’ I huff.

He reels to face me. ‘Did you not hear anything the professor said to you, about how much danger you’re in? Agatha, you’re so stubborn!’

Anger flares like a flame in my chest. ‘How can you talk to me like that? After everything I just found out?’

‘Somebody has to.’

‘You are so arrogant,’ I shout. ‘You think you’re in charge of me? That you can just boss me around?’

‘I’m arrogant? You’re the super-genius detective – I’m just some dopey sidekick to you. Oh, Agatha, how fascinating! Oh, Agatha, you’re sooo clever!’

‘Oh, yeah – I’m such a golden girl. Agatha Oddball, Oddity, Odd Socks … I’m a really difficult act to follow, aren’t I?’ I feel hot tears prickle at the back of my eyes.

‘That’s not who you are, Agatha.’ Liam stops and takes a deep breath. We’re blocking a group of tourists, who navigate around us. ‘Those names have nothing to do with the real you. I don’t mean to be so angry. It’s just …’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I get it.’

‘Taxi home, then?’

‘Taxi home,’ I agree. 
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In the cab, I’m dying to discuss the revelations about the Guild – and my mother – to see if Liam thinks the professor is trustworthy. But I don’t want to make him feel even worse, so we sit in silence. The taxi is soon depositing me at the gates to Hyde Park.

‘Take care,’ he says. 

‘Thanks,’ I say, climbing out. I watch the taxi drive off. Liam’s face is blank at the window. For the first time I feel a rift open between us. The tears I’ve been holding back spill out. Dumb, I think to myself, wiping my cheeks.

By the time I reach our cottage, I’ve stopped feeling so tearful, but I’m still miserable. Through the front door I call out to Dad, but there’s no answer. I don’t like the way the house echoes. I peer into the kitchen, where his algae samples are bubbling away, like a mad scientist’s lab. I hunt for Dad, the professor’s words ringing in my ears – Look after your father. He is too trusting.

To my relief, I find Dad in the living room, fast asleep on the sofa, fully dressed and snoring loudly. Oliver is curled up on his lap, purring like a lawnmower. I don’t want to wake him – he looks exhausted.

Apart from the ice lolly, I haven’t eaten since the Orangery. I rummage for some bread and cheese in the kitchen, and take the food and a small glass of water up to my bedroom. Dad has brought back a gallon bottle of water from the shops, but it cost him as much as a week’s shopping usually does. 

I sit on my bed and start to drift off. 

The film projector is in front of me again, shining memories on to my bedroom wall. I watch the film of my day for a long time, seeing myself on the London Eye, talking with Liam on the South Bank, being in the capsule … The images replay in front of me, but it doesn’t help me think. My mind flicks back, swapping today for a day seven years ago. I see Mum pottering around the kitchen, swaying a little in time to the radio, buttering slices of toast for my breakfast.

Here is the quiet woman who introduced me to Agatha Christie and Hercule Poirot and I’m grateful that I can still see her like this – that the images haven’t fled from my memory. And I know that the professor is telling me the truth about her. Mum might have been quiet, but she was anything but ordinary. I feel a bubble of excitement fizz up inside me. Mum. My mum. My totally amazing, kind, loving mum had been a secret agent.
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I’m running through the silent corridors of St Mary’s hospital. Turning left and right through the maze, I see figures standing in the shadows out of the corner of my eye. There are quick footsteps behind me. They are going to catch me, but I have to reach my destination first. The hospital is so dark. Finally, I push open the door to a room. This is the place I was searching for – Dad’s room. He’s in a hospital bed like the professor’s, but he’s unmoving, kept alive by machines. The door behind me opens …

I wake gasping, sitting bolt upright, as though someone has been holding me underwater. I wait for my heart to slow. The bad dreams all blend together, but the fear they leave behind stays with me. I creep down to the first floor and put an ear to Dad’s door. I’d intended to wake him up after my snack and make sure he got into bed, but I must have dozed off myself. Thankfully, I see that he’s made it off the sofa and up to bed at some point, and is now snoring loudly. I resist the childish urge to wake him up. 

I’m torn. In my daydreams there are no consequences to solving a crime. You either get it wrong, or you get it right. But the real world isn’t like my dreams – there are risks at every turn. 

I have a quick breakfast of toast with marmalade and make up a buttered roll with cheese for JP. If JP is spying on us for some reason, I should pretend that I haven’t noticed. As the old saying goes – keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I make myself a small cup of peppermint tea, scrawl a note for Dad and prop it in front of the toaster –

Off to visit Mum. 

Dad will know what I mean. 
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In the park, JP is nowhere to be seen. I hold the roll in my hand, as though it might summon him from his hiding place. Curious, I check his usual haunts – an oak tree near the lake, a bench surrounded by rhododendron bushes, and the railings by a patch of swaying poppies. Finally, I go to see if he’s in the hollow of the famous upside-down tree. A huge weeping beech, the upside-down tree’s branches hang down to the ground, making a sort of cave inside.

I crouch down to a gap in the branches and crawl into the darkened space. The air is oven-warm and smells of dry earth. This is a good place to hide in a rainstorm, for a while at least, until the rain bleeds through the canopy. There is nobody in here and I’m about to crawl back out when I glimpse a dark-red object among the roots of the ancient tree. It’s a notebook. Crawling closer, I tug on the notebook, which comes free with a dusting of soil. There’s a ballpoint pen stuck in the spiral binding. I look around, but I’m alone. 

Only the first page of the notebook has anything on it.

22:43 – Arrived at house.

23:07 – Left house.

02:00 – Cutting flowers.

My heart speeds up. These notes are about me. Or, at least, about Dad and his mysterious visitor. The first two timings are obvious to me – this was when Davenport had turned up at our house and when he had left. The third time is less clear, but the note must refer to the person who had cut all the flowers off the clematis under my window. 

Who could this notebook belong to? If it’s JP’s, then is he spying on us, and, if so, who for? Was JP the person who had cut all the flowers? Whatever the truth, I’m creeped out by the thought of someone watching our house.

I close the notebook, replace it in the root hollow, and crawl out again.
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It takes me about half an hour’s walk before the black metal railings of the cemetery come into view, with the two red phone boxes like sentries on either side of the gates. I’m hot and thirsty, but I’m on a mission.

There are a lot of famous people buried in Brompton Cemetery – and Mum. I think Mum would have liked the thought of being buried alongside the suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst, opera singers and boxers, the inventor of the Christmas card and Native Americans from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. 

Mum’s grave is small and discreet. I’m sure that to anyone else it would look plain, like it doesn’t belong to a person at all, but only a name. Even I have to look at it carefully, almost squint, until I can picture her in her tortoiseshell glasses, and smell the fruit cakes that she baked each week. Then it isn’t a grey slab of stone any more, but a dusty grey window, to which I can press my face and glimpse her reading a book or dancing around the kitchen with the radio on, in another world altogether. 

I sit down on the cool stone like I’m sitting on the edge of someone’s bed. 

‘Hey, Mum …’ I start, feeling lost for words. It might seem strange to some people, talking to someone who can’t talk back. But Dad always says that Mum was a good listener, so I don’t think she would mind.

‘Sorry I haven’t been for a while; it’s been a strange week. Oh, but I did bring you this …’

I take a crime novel out of my bag that I’d picked up in a charity shop on the way, and place it on the stone. The one I left last time is still there, so I put that back in my bag. Sometimes they are soaked with rain, and sometimes they are gone altogether, but it feels more right to me than bringing flowers.

I sit for a minute in silence, not thinking about anything much. Then, when I feel ready, I start to talk about everything that has happened. I talk about the hit-and-run, Professor D’Oliveira and the strange tattoo. I talk about the faceless man who attacked me, and the red slime that’s spreading all over London. I talk about Brianna, Liam and the professor warning me not to get involved. And, of course, I talk about the key – the present that she left me, and which I’ve finally found.

‘I knew you had a secret, Mum … I just knew it.’

I’m talking and, out of nowhere, I start to cry. Maybe it’s because talking about everything makes it seem more real. Maybe it’s because I start to remember how scared I was when I was attacked. But mostly I think it’s because I miss my mum. 

As I cry, and the tears fall on the dusty stone, I feel a sinking tiredness come over me. The world turns sideways, until I’m resting my head on the grave, which seems as comfortable as my bed at home.

‘You shouldn’t be scared, you know.’ She brushes my hair with her hand. My face is buried in the pillow so I can’t see her.

‘I just … I feel like this is what I’m supposed to do.’ I sniff. The pillow smells of her perfume – a scent I’d almost forgotten.

‘But …?’ She coaxes. 

‘But … but I don’t want anyone to get hurt.’

She sighs, and for the first time she sounds sad. ‘Oh, sweetie, people always get hurt. That’s the way life is. But to not live life to the full … Well, that’s worse, I think.’

Her hand is soft, and my shoulders hunch up, like the feeling you get when you know you’ve got nothing left to cry. I raise my head from the pillow to look at her.

‘Thanks, Mum …’

I look around me but no one is there. I’m in the cemetery, and the grave is a grave, not a bed. The stone is still wet with my tears. I sit up and wipe my eyes. Something has changed, and it takes me a moment to realise what it is. The heavy weight in my heart has lifted.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I repeat. 
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‘Morning, love.’ Dad shuffles into the kitchen, yawning and stretching. It’s Monday and already I feel like a different person from the day before. ‘You making breakfast?’ he asks. 

I nod and grin. ‘I thought we could both use it.’

I take the frying pan off the stove and divide the eggs, sausages and mushrooms between the two plates. The toast pops up on cue. I’ve begun to discover that, in times of stress, the best thing I can do is keep busy. Being still for just a moment feels like a strange paralysis. Dad sinks into a chair, sighing. 

‘Smells great.’

I present the plate of food and coffee, which has used up the last of our fresh water. Dad eats quietly, while I alternate between bites of my breakfast and cleaning up the kitchen as best I can without water.

‘Don’t you want to sit while you eat?’ he asks at last.

‘Just … tidying,’ I say. ‘Don’t want to get in the way of your experiments.’ I try to sound as cheery as possible, but only get another sigh from Dad.

‘Oh, don’t worry about them. I’ll be chucking the lot down the sink today anyway.’

‘Oh?’ I am surprised. ‘Why? What’s happened?’

Dad shrugs and looks despondent. ‘Happened? Take a look – they’ve all died, that’s what.’ 

I peer in at them over the counter. The algae are all shrivelled up to a tiny mass. ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ I say.

‘No – I was trying to keep the algae alive, in captivity, to find out what it eats. If I can find that out, I’d know how it’s growing underground, in the ruddy dark!’ Dad gets up and takes the lid off a blacked-out fish tank. I go over to join him and peer in. It’s full of brown sludge.

‘What is that?’

‘This is what the algae look like when they run out of energy – the stuff in the Serpentine is going the same way.’

I poke the sludge with a spoon, making sure it’s dead. It smells gross like old rotten eggs.

‘So it doesn’t feed on sunlight, or other plants, or animals … How can it still be growing and coming up through people’s pipes?’

Dad slumps back into his chair with a grunt. ‘That’s exactly what I’d like to know. I’ll leave science to the scientists from now on.’

We get ourselves clean as best we can, using wet wipes, and I hurry off to school.

As I walk down Kensington Road, chaos is all around me. A line of police cars and ambulances speed past, sirens blaring. A convoy of tankers and Green Goddess fire engines head in the other direction, bearing water into the dried-up city. But no quantity of water is going to be enough – the biggest convoy in the world can’t replace the millions of miles of pipe that are now clogged with slime.

A crowd is marching towards Parliament Square, people with placards and megaphones, shouting and blowing whistles. They’re calling for more to be done about the water shortage, and for controls to be put on the price of bottled water. 

From a side street I can see people running, boxes under their arms. They’ve clearly looted them and are being chased by police officers. Looking closer, I can see the writing printed on the cardboard – not televisions or computers, but bottles of mineral water. It’s a really desperate situation that we’re in. I look down at the pavement and walk on. There’s a tension in the air, you can really feel it, and I almost jump out of my skin when someone calls my name.

‘Agatha! Hang on.’

I turn – it’s Brianna Pike. What’s she doing here? She’s sprinting the short distance to me, hair streaming behind her like the ears on a golden retriever. She’s wearing a blue jacket instead of her school blazer, and smiles in welcome. But I’m not ready to forgive her silence in the park. 

‘Hey …’ I say slowly.

If she notices my coldness, she doesn’t show it.

‘Hey. Mind if I walk with you? Things are kind of crazy at the moment.’

‘Sure.’ I’m not sure if she means that London is crazy, or that Brianna Pike walking to school with Agatha Oddlow is crazy. ‘Don’t you normally get a lift?’ I ask. 

She shrugs. ‘Couldn’t drag my brother out of bed this morning to drive me, and my parents are still away.’

‘Doesn’t your brother work?’

‘Not for much longer, if he keeps refusing to get up. Dad got him a trainee job with our uncle – something to do with –’ she wrinkles her nose, as if in thought – ‘diamonds? Or gold? I don’t know. But Sebastian’s meant to be in work at, like, nine in the morning, and he keeps sleeping through his alarm. He is so going to get fired.’

‘Won’t your dad go mad at that?’

She rolls her eyes and flicks back her honey-coloured hair. ‘Totally. Mummy and Daddy call us every night, but Sebastian just pretends he’s going into the office on time. I don’t know how he thinks he’ll get away with it.’

She looks sideways at me, and then asks a question that takes me by surprise – 

‘Anyway, what are you reading at the moment? I’m just finishing this book about unsolved London murders from the 1920s and 30s …’

‘Hey, I’ve read that book! It’s got the stabbing of the acrobat, Martial Chevalier, in Piccadilly, right?’

‘Exactly! And the case of the unidentified body parts found at Waterloo Station.’ With her long strides, Brianna is walking slightly ahead of me. Now, she stops and turns to face me and I stop quickly. ‘So what age were you when you first got interested in investigating?’

I shrug. ‘I don’t know. Maybe six or seven.’

‘Six or seven?’ She shakes her head and goes back to walking. ‘So I’ve got a lot of catching up to do! I didn’t start till I was eleven. Eleven!’ 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Brianna? By the time we’re nearing St Regis, I’ve forgotten all about my bad feelings towards her. We come to a halt just short of the school gates.

‘Well, uh, I’m just going to stop here and check my make-up,’ she says.

I hesitate, about to offer to wait, then I realise what’s just happened – it’s fine to talk to me out of school, but Brianna doesn’t want to be seen with me once we’re inside. I raise an eyebrow. ‘Seriously?’

‘What?’

I shake my head. ‘Whatever. See you around, maybe.’

Again, she seems to miss my tone. ‘That would be cool.’ She smiles, pulling out a compact and dabbing her nose.

I shrug and walk away from her. As I make my way into the playground, I see bottles of water being handed out by men and women wearing branded uniforms. The words ‘Alpha Aqua’ are emblazoned on their aprons. Of course, there’s no crisis so bad that someone isn’t making money out of it. I see Liam in the crowd and wave to him. 

He looks away. 

What’s going on? Liam has never ignored me before. Whenever I’ve investigated things before, Liam has encouraged me. Now, I’m trying to solve a mystery much bigger than last year’s ‘Who stole Bernie Sipowicz’s lunch money?’ and Liam seems to be getting cold feet. Why can’t he trust me to look after myself?

‘Hey, Oddlow!’ A voice shouts over the crowd. I can tell it’s Ruth Masters, without even so much as looking round. ‘You look like you haven’t showered in weeks. Nothing new there, though, is there?’

Everyone within earshot laughs. I feel a flush of anger, but pretend not to have heard. St Regis students look after themselves a lot better than people on the street but even so, the people I saw on my walk to school looked as grimy and thirsty as me. They were quiet and careful not to use more energy than they had to. 

‘Agatha!’ A familiar voice speaks behind me. I spin round, ready for another insult. It’s Brianna again. But she isn’t in CC mode this time – her smile is friendly, not mocking.

I still haven’t quite forgiven her for stopping just outside the school gates. ‘What is it, Brianna?’ I say. 

‘Have you seen these?’ She’s holding one of the water bottles in her hand and passes it to me. I take the bottle, realising how thirsty I am.

‘Are you sure?’ I ask.

‘Go ahead …’ Brianna nods. ‘I’ve had plenty.’ 

I open the bottle and swallow the cold water in one long gulp. I get a brain freeze, but feel so much better. I look at the empty bottle with a twinge of guilt. Maybe I should have saved some to take home to Dad.

Brianna hands me a flyer. ‘Look, they’re handing out these leaflets with the bottles.’ 

‘So? They just want free publicity, don’t they? Handing out bottles of water to thirsty schoolkids – looks good in the paper.’ 

I look round and, sure enough, there’s a photographer taking snaps of the bottles and all of us glugging them back. I hope my picture doesn’t appear in the paper.

‘Read here …’ Brianna goes on. ‘Alpha Aqua has recently built a world-class water-purification centre in London, providing jobs to thousands of local yadda yadda …’ 

I frown, but my mind is already lighting up, hearing what Brianna is subtly trying to tell me. Casually, I say – ‘You think it’s too much of a coincidence?’

‘A coincidence?’ Brianna puts her hands on her hips. ‘All of London is hit by a water shortage of biblical proportions, right after a London company has built the largest water-purification centre in the Northern Hemisphere?’

‘You’re right …’ I nod. And then I remember. ‘Alpha Aqua … AA! Like the pencil found at the scene of the hit-and-run!’ I think for a second. ‘Can you look the company up on your phone?’

‘Sure.’ Brianna smiles, taking out her smartphone. For the time being at least, she doesn’t seem to be bothered about being seen with me. I take a moment to look around the playground, shifting my brain into top gear. Words appear, stitched in golden letters on to the backs of people’s blazers as they move through the crowd …
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Just what is it all about? My mind can’t quite piece it all together.

‘Oh, look!’ Brianna shows me her phone, which has a news story on the screen. ‘These Alpha Aqua guys are going to be giving a press conference at the Barbican Centre conservatory today.’

I look at the story – the press conference is at ten. I feel the excitement pumping through my veins and turn to my new-found friend. 

‘Want to go?’

Brianna looks up at me, startled. ‘What, now? With you?’

I feel cross for a moment, then stop myself. I want to give her the benefit of the doubt. She might not have meant it to come out the way it sounded. ‘Sure.’ I hesitate. ‘With me.’ 

‘I don’t know if I should …’ But she’s grinning lopsidedly – I can tell she wants to come. ‘What about Liam? Wouldn’t you normally ask him to go with you?’

‘He’s … busy today. Come on – we can do some proper investigating.’

She says nothing for a second, takes a shaky breath, then nods.
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I know I shouldn’t be sneaking out of school again – Dad warned me – and sneaking someone else out with me is twice as bad. But I’m having too much fun, and yes – I want Brianna to be my friend.

My bin-escape-route isn’t going to work today – not when I’ve already used it so recently – so we’ll have to leave before the school gates close and we’re trapped, which means we can’t go to form class. I go first, walking out of the gates and a little way down the road. Brianna follows after, so we don’t look so suspicious. People are still coming in and out of the school gates, so nobody notices us go. As soon as we’re sure that nobody is following us, we start to run. 

‘I … can’t believe … I’m doing this!’ Brianna says between gasps, grinning from ear to ear.

We get on the tube and ride the Central line to Liverpool Street. The carriage is as hot as a sauna – everyone else is silent, cooling themselves with electric fans and newspapers. I see the headlines, and they’re all about the red slime. 

‘Water Crisis – Prime Minister Calls for Calm.’ 

‘Top Scientists Search for Algae Cause.’

‘“I Can Stop the Slime!” Says TV Psychic.’

Me and Brianna chat all the way, looking over the pamphlet for Alpha Aqua and wondering what we might find at the press conference. Brianna wishes she had brought all kinds of gizmos. I wish I had just brought a convincing disguise so I can pretend to be a journalist. I have a badge for the Wall Street Journal, which I made especially for the purpose, but it’s back on my desk at home. Brianna laughs when I tell her this. The more time I spend with Brianna on her own, the more the CCs seem to fade away. 

We reach the Barbican by half nine, the huge concrete complex looming over us. The Barbican is many things – lecture halls, cafés, shops, art gallery, flat blocks – but we’re heading for the conservatory, a huge glasshouse filled with tropical plants, cacti and big ponds with koi carp as long as my arm. It’s usually only open on a Sunday. Me and Dad used to go there a lot after Mum died, just to get some quiet, bringing packed lunches and eating them under the canopy of creeper vines.

We get the lift up to Level Three with a TV crew carrying cables and tripods. In the hall, journalists are milling around, sipping takeout coffees. 

‘Follow me.’ I grab Brianna’s wrist and pull her through the crowds. If we stay still for too long, or look too surprised to be there, someone will spot us. I know the way to the conservatory, but take us the other way. I can see a security guard on the other side of the room, barring entry.

‘Where are we going?’ Brianna asks.

‘I’ve got an idea.’ I say. The idea isn’t based on very much. In fact, it’s based on just one thing – a smell. There’s no café on Level Three, but from somewhere I can smell freshly baked pastries. We weave through the camera crews and reporters and come out on the other side of the crowd, go down the corridor, turn once, and there they are, just like I hoped – three long trestle tables covered with trays. There are people unloading boxes of tiny pastries on to the trays, ready to be served to the guests. 

‘Oh yum,’ is all Brianna manages to say before I pull her on, further down the corridor, out of sight of the catering staff. 

‘Hey! I was just looking!’ she protests.

‘I know, but we can’t be seen.’

‘Do you have a plan?’ She’s grinning again.

‘Sure do. First things first – take off your tie and blazer, and take out your earrings.’

She does as I say, and I do the same. I fold everything up and stash it in a cupboard. 

‘Let me take a look at you …’ I check Brianna over from head to foot and do up the top button of her shirt. ‘There – you look just like the catering staff now.’ 

‘Eh?’ Brianna frowns, looking down at her clothes – black skirt and tan tights, white shirt – then smiles slowly. 

‘Agatha, you’re a genius.’

I shrug, enjoying the compliment. ‘It’s a possibility.’
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When we get into the centre of the conservatory, the stage has been set up with a lectern bristling with microphones. We’re both carrying a tray of pastries on one hand, trying to look like we know what we’re doing. After we’ve seen the caterers leave with the first round of trays, we go over to the tables. Brianna has spotted a couple of spare aprons stashed in a box, and we put them on, completing our disguises. We grab a couple of trays and follow the caterers. 

The hall is now empty, with just a bouncer on the door to the conservatory. For a moment, I’m sure he will stop us to ask for our security passes, but we walk confidently towards him and he waves us through. We don’t say anything, but Brianna and I exchange a look, and she mouths, yes!

We walk on into the conservatory. If the day is warm outside, it’s even warmer in here. The air is fuggy and smells of soil. Around us is an oasis of green – palm trees and climbing plants on every side. I want to stay close to Brianna, but if we stay too close it will look strange. We walk through the crowds that have gathered in a clearing in the middle of the conservatory. There’s so much to think about, I keep forgetting to stop so people can get a pastry.

‘Hey, kid, slow down!’ The voice makes me freeze, but it’s just a man wanting to get some food. 

I survey the scene – a dozen cameras are dotted around, some from the balconies that rise on each side of the room. They peep out between hanging vines and brightly coloured flowers. There are press photographers on the ground, with two rows of chairs taken up by reporters. Each of them has been given a paper bag, with the same bottles of mineral water and the same pamphlet. I read through the pamphlet already, but the language was so vague, I couldn’t make out much. There are phrases like ‘enabling synergy’, ‘paradigm shift’ and ‘holistic approach’. Just jargon. 

One phrase stood out for me, though – ‘The Face of Tomorrow’. 

Before I can think about much else, there is a smattering of applause from the front of the hall, which spreads through the room, as a man in a dark suit steps on to the stage and up to the lectern. His movements are careful and controlled. Over the PA a voice says – ‘Please welcome the CEO of Alpha Aqua, Mr Patrick Maxwell!’

I look back to the stage, where Mr Maxwell is waiting for the applause to die down. Most of the cameras are trained on him, while a couple sweep the audience. I can’t say why, but I don’t like the feel of him. Although not very tall, Maxwell has broad shoulders and a thick neck like a rugby player. His face is angular, framed by a well-trimmed beard. There’s a hungry look in his eyes.

‘Thank you all,’ Maxwell begins. His accent is measured, middle class and southern. I don’t recognise the man, but his voice is strangely familiar. 

‘I would like to thank the Barbican for allowing us in here today. What beautiful surroundings! I would also like to personally welcome everybody watching this broadcast. I’m here today on behalf of my company, Alpha Aqua, with some news relating to the crisis that has affected us all.’

‘Doesn’t look like it’s affected him much, does it?’ whispers Brianna, passing by me again with her tray. I really should be moving around more, offering pastries, but I’m trying to take in everything about Maxwell.

‘Of course I don’t need to tell any of you about the crisis, which has brought the capital to a standstill – a crisis that shows no sign of abating. You don’t have to read the paper or watch the news to know what’s happening.’

I look around the room. Everyone is focused on Mr Maxwell. Normally, in a gathering of this size, there would be some whispering, some shuffling and fidgeting. But here, it’s as though a very powerful magnet has been placed in the middle of the room.

‘So it’s with some relief – and great pride,’ Maxwell continues, ‘that I have come here today to announce a solution to this crisis.’ He pauses for effect – murmurings ripple through the crowd. Flashbulbs are going off, but he seems not to notice. 

‘I am here to announce the future, but I must begin by talking about the past. Two years ago, my company invested in a small laboratory that was pioneering water-purification techniques. With the support of Alpha Aqua since then, the laboratory has been working in secret …’

He talks about the purification centre – a giant factory to the north of London. My eyes wander over the crowd, watching their reactions to Maxwell.

‘With the advent of this crisis in our own country I authorised a payment of one billion pounds to ramp up production immediately.’

Another pause, and another round of hushed whispers. Someone hands him one of the branded bottles, and he unscrews the lid, slowly takes a sip of the water, and continues.

‘Under each of your chairs you will have found a bag containing an information pack and a bottle of water. A bottle like any other – like the bottles of water that are being fought over, right now, in the street … Except there is one difference. All the water in these bottles originated from polluted London water, and was purified in our plant.’

There were mutterings from the reporters, and a few people say ‘yuk’ under their breath.

‘As I speak, Alpha Aqua is producing millions of bottles of fresh water every hour, from our north London plant. Within the week we will begin construction of our own water-pumping system, replacing the corrupted pipes already in existence, to provide fresh Alpha Aqua water to every home in the capital … for a reasonable price.’

The room bursts into chatter, and there is another frenzy of flashbulbs. Maxwell smiles thinly. I let the sound from the stage fade into the background. I’ve found out a lot in a short space of time, and I’m still catching up. The more I focus on the man on the platform, the more uncomfortable I feel. I look around for Brianna. I can see the back of her head, and she is in some kind of heated discussion with one of the catering staff.

Uh-oh. I think. Time to go.
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We get out of the Barbican by the skin of our teeth – ties and jackets in our hands as we run down the stairs to ground level. The head caterer spotted us both as the speech started, but kept quiet to avoid a commotion. In fact, if he hadn’t been so worried about his reputation, we’d have been thrown out long before Maxwell had said a word.

Brianna had realised that she couldn’t talk her way out of the situation and had dumped the half empty tray on the head caterer, running back through the crowds to the exit, in the direction I was already going. I glanced back for a second, and I could have sworn I saw Maxwell looking over the crowds, right at us, as we hurried out of the room. 

‘Are you taking those with you?’ Brianna laughed. For some reason I hadn’t thought to ditch my tray.

‘Oh you know – just something for the journey home.’

‘More like the police station at this rate,’ Brianna quipped, halfway through pulling the apron over her head, still running.

‘Oi!’ the bouncer shouted as we raced past him.

Back on the street, we look around but found nobody was chasing us. Brianna gasps for breath, her always-perfect hair a mess.

‘That. Was. Awesome.’

I smile. ‘It was pretty fun, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Come on, then.’

‘Where are we going?’ 

‘Back to St Regis – I don’t want to get you into any more trouble.’ 

‘I thought I was the one getting you into trouble?’

‘Well, you gave me an adventure – the least I can give you is a good alibi!’

[image: img_0003]

Brianna is as good as her word. When we finally get back to St Regis and are escorted to the headmaster’s office, Brianna has a bandage wound round her head (the bandage was in her school bag – I’m starting to admire her more and more). 

‘And would you two care to explain where on earth you’ve been?’ the headmaster begins, his anger disarmed by Brianna’s ‘injury’.

‘Well, sir, we were walking to school together when I tripped over this tree root in the middle of the path and knocked myself unconscious!’ 

I’m not surprised to discover that Brianna is a pretty good actor – she even manages to make her voice sound shaky, as though she’s suffering from concussion.

‘Agatha called an ambulance and went with me to A & E.’

The headmaster frowns.

‘And why, Miss Oddlow, if you were capable of phoning an ambulance, could you not call the school to let us know where you were?’

I scramble to think of an excuse – mobile phones are not my field of expertise. Luckily, Brianna chips in.

‘She’s out of credit.’

This seems to do the trick, though the headmaster still has some doubts about Brianna’s injury, eyeing the bandage with suspicion. I think we’re rumbled, but Brianna winces in pain and wobbles a little on her feet. 

‘Both of you go to your next classes,’ the headmaster sighs.

We go our separate ways outside the office, with one last grin passing between us. I go back to my lessons and to my own thoughts. It’s been an exciting morning, but what have I really learnt? I don’t much like Patrick Maxwell, that’s for sure, but that’s not much to go on. Lessons go by in a haze as I think about everything that’s been going on. 

Finally, the bell rings for the end of the day and I march away from St Regis, the sky full of red, the air like the inside of an oven. My mouth is parched.

Liam and I haven’t spoken all day. We were in different classes, and I hadn’t seen him at lunchtime so perhaps he has already gone home. I walk and walk, grateful to be moving. I’m heading back to Hyde Park, but I realise I really don’t want to go home – I want to revisit the tunnel under the Serpentine. 

I’m impatient to get back to investigating. There’s another emotion too – I’m angry with the Gatekeepers’ Guild. I was a hapless bystander at the attack on the professor, but that has got me caught up in … whatever this is. The Guild brought this danger to my door, but now they won’t tell me anything more and they are nowhere to be seen. If they really think my life is in danger, surely they should be around to protect me?

As I march along Upper Brook Street, I become aware of footsteps following close behind me. I walk faster, but they match me. Adrenaline rushes in, and my heart starts to knock against my ribs. Someone is on my tail.

‘Agatha, stop!’

I jump – it’s Liam. In my relief I feel the tension drain out of me, as if someone has pulled the plug.

‘Hey. I thought you’d gone home.’

‘No,’ he says flatly.

I want to tell him about me and Brianna going to the press conference, and about dressing up as waitresses, but for some reason it doesn’t feel like the right moment. I take a deep breath.

‘Liam?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I know that you’re annoyed. I get it. And maybe it isn’t fair to ask for this, but I really need your help.’

He sighs. ‘I dunno, Agatha. Everything is just –’ he shrugs – ‘crazy right now.’

‘I know.’

A smile flickers over his face, then comes back to stay.

‘Oh, Agatha – life would be dull if it weren’t for you. What is it you want exactly?’

‘I want you to come with me to the tunnels,’ I say. 
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We need supplies to take with us – drinks, food, gas masks, waterproofs – so we head to Groundskeeper’s Cottage first. 

Dad is still working in the park so we are able to discreetly grab some apple juice from the fridge. Liam pokes around the dead experiments in the kitchen while I go and change into black jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. I give Liam the gas mask and find swimming goggles, plus a handkerchief to tie round my mouth. I get us each some waterproof trousers to cover my jeans and his school trousers, and a couple of jackets. I have my own waders, but Liam has to wear Dad’s spare pair, which come up past his knees. Protected as well as we can manage, we take torches and trudge from the house, through the heat haze, across the lawns of Hyde Park to the entrance to the tunnel. We look around carefully before we go in. Seeing nobody, I open the gate, and we step into darkness.

It’s hard to tell what Liam is thinking, with his face covered by the mask in the near-darkness of the tunnel, but he makes no sign that he wants to turn back, even as the darkness stretches on. My own legs and back are aching. Although the algae in the Serpentine have been dying off, the fumes are still thick underground. We press on. At one point a particularly large gobbet of slime falls from the ceiling in front of us, and Liam grips my arm in panic. He recovers quickly, loosening his grip and forging on. He knows that I only have a handkerchief to protect me from the fumes. We need to hurry.

We come at last to the cavern under the lake. I was almost expecting the iron door to have been bricked up since my meeting with Professor D’Oliveira. What had she said? I had ‘stumbled a little too close for comfort’. But it’s still there. My breath is ragged. I take the key from my pocket and fit it into the lock with trembling fingers, wondering if the Guild might have changed the lock. But the door still opens smoothly, and together we step into the brightly lit corridor. Liam removes the gas mask, and I can see the wonder in his eyes. He looks at the plush carpet and panelled walls, mouth hanging open. 

‘I know you said there was a carpet – but I was just imagining a concrete tunnel. This is something else …’ He lets out a low whistle.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘Come on – let’s get moving.’

We take off our waders and waterproofs, and stash them in the doorway, together with our torches and protective masks. Liam had the foresight to bring our regular shoes in a carrier bag, and we put them on now. All the time I’m listening for the sound of footsteps, but none come. My heart is in my mouth. Although the professor seems to be an ally, what if this is all a trap? What if she warned me off the tunnels, knowing I wouldn’t obey her instruction – that I didn’t like to be forbidden to do anything?

‘Ready?’ asks Liam.

I pull a face. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

We turn down the corridor to the left, though the choice is random – both directions continue further than we can see. We walk for a couple of minutes in silence. Every fifty steps or so there’s a door recessed into the wall. We stop at the first few, but they are all locked and unmarked. We try my Guild key, but it doesn’t work. My key might let us into the network through the main door, but there are just as many secrets once you’re inside. Just when I’m getting frantic that we have nowhere to hide if someone appears, there’s a right-hand turn in the tunnel. My good sense of direction – I never need a map to find my way around London – is uncertain underground without landmarks to guide me. Still, I think we are near my house. Perhaps right under it.

It’s dark in the new section of tunnel. Liam runs his hand over the wall, and flicks a switch. More lights come on, spreading down the tunnel in a slow wave of light. Down five tunnels. Like fingers unfurling on a hand, they stretch out in front of us in five directions, each one signposted – South Bank, St James, Piccadilly, Westminster and Waterloo. Liam laughs nervously. The sound echoes down the tunnels. In front of us is a rack of bicycles, clearly meant for riding through the tunnels.

For a long moment, I don’t breathe. ‘But … this is right under the park. I’m sure of it …’

‘You can’t cycle under London …’ Liam whispers, holding his head, as if he’s entered an alternate universe.

I’m about to respond, but my attention fixes on one of the bikes in the rack and my heart starts to beat faster. It’s an old sit-up-and-beg, light blue, with a battered basket. Unlike the others, it’s covered in a fine layer of dust, as though it hasn’t been touched in a long time. I know this bike. I have looked at a picture of it every night for the last four years.

‘Are you OK?’ Liam prods me in the arm.

I swallow hard. ‘This bike …’ I say, ‘it was my mum’s.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure.’ I touch the handlebars and a shiver runs down my spine. This is the bike she was riding when she was knocked down and killed. Or so I had been told. But there is no sign of damage to the frame. The paintwork isn’t even scratched. And how did it get down here?

‘Agatha?’

Tears are running down my cheeks and my hands are shaking. Suddenly, before I can stop him, Liam puts his arms round me and hugs me. I’ve never been so close to him before. A sob escapes me.

‘What does it mean, Liam?’

‘I don’t know … I’m just so sorry.’

He waits until I’ve stopped crying, then lets go. I’m a little sad – it felt nice, being held by him. I give myself a mental slap. What am I thinking? Danger is making me crazy. I clear my throat. ‘Sorry. I’ve left a wet patch on your top.’
‘Don’t worry about it.’ He smiles kindly.

I wipe my eyes on my sleeve. ‘Let’s push on, shall we?’

I take the bike from the rack, blow off the dust, test the brakes, and sling one leg over. It’s a little on the high side, but I can manage.

‘Come on – pick one,’ I say to Liam.

‘Are you sure? That bike belongs to you, but for me it just feels like stealing.’

‘We’ll bring it back. You’re just borrowing it.’

He picks the smallest of the other bikes, which is still a bit too big for him.

‘So, where do you want to go?’ I ask.

‘What do you mean?’

I point to the tunnels.

‘See those signs? South Bank, St James, Piccadilly … Take your pick.’

‘Um … that one,’ he says, pointing.

I put my foot to the pedal, and start to cycle down the one marked Westminster. Liam follows, sitting half out of the miniature saddle. This tunnel is concrete, with lights at regular intervals. Unlike the stinking tunnel under the Serpentine, this one is clean and dry, wide enough for us to cycle side by side. We seem to be moving steadily deeper. It’s a relief to be out of the dry heat above ground. Down here, it’s cool and breezy. Liam cycles ahead and I chase him. When I catch up, we come to a bend in the tunnel.

‘Better turn our lights on.’

I turn my lamp on, relieved that it still works. We swerve right into an unlit brick tunnel, older than the first. Cycling on through the dark, we turn down another tunnel and I can hear water rushing nearby.

‘It must be like a patchwork,’ I think out loud. ‘There are tunnels that were built to service the sewers, disused bits of the Underground train system, old bunkers from the Cold War. Whitehall is riddled with tunnels – did you know that? Chambers and tunnels and vaults under the Houses of Parliament. And they’re connected by a tunnel that runs all the way under Covent Garden to Trafalgar Square! I bet the Guild has access to all of those, and more besides …’

Liam grins back at me – clearly he’s feeling the same adrenaline rush as me. My head is reeling.

‘But surely people know about the tunnels?’ he shouts above the water noise.

I raise my voice in reply. ‘I reckon only some of them. Probably nobody knows about all the tunnels – or all the entrances to them – except maybe the Guild.’ I’m only guessing, but it makes sense. There are as many pathways under the streets of London as along them.

We pass into another tunnel, and now I can’t see the walls in the dark and our voices echo back at us. I have no idea where we are. In a glint of light we see a flight of stone stairs and dismount to take a look. Up the stairs we come to a metal door, which is locked. I get my Guild key out, and to my surprise it opens it. We push open the door and peer out, into a garden surrounded by tall, grand buildings.

‘Grosvenor Square Garden – near the Roosevelt Memorial!’ I say, amazed at the direction our underground journey has taken us.

I close the door again before anyone can notice us. Then we go back down the steps to the subterranean world and continue on our journey. The cool air rushes over us as we speed down the tunnels, so pleasant after weeks of sweltering heat. After a few minutes, Liam stops suddenly, and I follow suit.

‘Listen,’ he says.

We both fall quiet. There is a rumble in the earth, so deep I can feel it in my chest.

‘What is that?’ Liam asks.

‘I think it’s an underground train.’

It’s strange – we’re so deep underground, but the world down here is anything but dead. I feel as though we’ve stepped inside a living thing – inside the body of London itself. We cycle on, through dark tunnels and lit tunnels, brick tunnels and plastic tunnels, tunnels that hum and creak with hidden activity, tunnels as quiet as the surface of the moon. A couple of times I think I hear the sound of human movement, and we freeze, but we see nobody.

Finally, we stop in an unlit brick cavern. We can hear a torrent of water flowing close by, though we can’t see it.

‘It smells dreadful in here,’ Liam shouts. 

I look up at a hand-painted sign that hangs from chains on the ceiling. It’s rotting away, but the word ‘Ranelagh’ is still clear.

‘This must be the Ranelagh sewer,’ I shout.

‘I’ve heard of that – it used to flow into the Serpentine, but it was covered over hundreds of years ago by the city.’

Liam takes his torch and points it down. I’m blinded for a second, but my eyes adjust. We’re standing near the edge of a precipice. Down below, a red river flows. The sewer, once called the Westbourne, one of the ancient rivers of London, seethes against the rotting brick. Far below the earth, we stare at millions of gallons of flowing red. If there were sulphurous flames and demons pacing in the darkness, it wouldn’t seem out of place.

‘Wow,’ I say dumbly.

‘It’s …’ Liam starts, but is also lost for words.

I’m holding a hand over my nose and mouth, wishing we hadn’t left our protective gear in the Guild’s entrance hall. 

‘I don’t think we should be breathing this in, do you?’ I feel exhausted at the prospect of the journey back. ‘Shall we go home?’

‘Sure.’

We cycle north again, past countless branches in the tunnels. I see signs for Earl’s Court, the National Gallery and Buckingham Palace. I still can’t believe this is all down here, but with every passing mile, I come to understand how massive the network is. We enter a tunnel that bears the warning sign – Danger of death by suffocation – this tunnel is unventilated – but we carry on unharmed. As I see more of the underground network, it begins to seem more alien. We may as well be on another planet, so empty and lonely is this place.

‘Stop for a second,’ Liam says. ‘I think I saw something back there.’

We dismount and walk back to a small side tunnel, mostly taken up by pipes and cables.

‘Just there.’ Liam points to a gap in the iron pipes. I press my hands to the cold metal. There’s a light shining through. 

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know.’

I press my face closer. It’s a gap in the tunnel wall, where cables pass into a space beyond. What I see isn’t another tunnel, or a brick vault. It isn’t even a slimy cavern, but a large room, carpeted and wood-lined. The room is filled with row upon row of filing cabinets, stretching off further than I can see. Between the cabinets, men and women in business dress are moving, looking through cabinets, taking out files, talking to each other.

‘It must be a Guild room,’ Liam whispers in my ear. ‘Looks like they’re really old-fashioned about how they store their information.’

I’m speechless. This, more than anything we’ve seen, makes my mind reel. There is so much space, so many filing cabinets, each filled with so many files. So much information. But about what? I begin to realise the scale of the Guild, and wonder how my life – and the life of my mother – is tangled up in this huge, intricate web.

‘What do you think is in those files?’

‘No idea – secret stuff,’ Liam says. ‘Maybe they’ve got a file on your mum in there …’

He looks for a moment longer, then jumps down and goes back to the bikes. I stay, looking through the gap, watching the men and women as they walk through the maze of cabinets. Hundreds of feet under central London, and nobody outside the Guild knows about any of it.

I want to get into that room, more than anything.

‘Come on,’ Liam says. ‘We ought to go back.’

With a sigh, I go back to my bike. We ride on, down the brick passage. Suddenly there is movement in the tunnel ahead of us, a flash of light. I slam on my brakes, but Liam behind me has no time to react, crashing into my back wheel and sending us both to the floor in a tangle of bike frames. I scramble to get up, but there’s no time – the light is coming closer, with the sound of bicycles freewheeling. 

We look up to see two men, dressed in plain black, riding a pair of sleek road bikes. They look us over and exchange a confused look. 

‘How did you get down here?’ one of them asks.

‘I might ask you gentlemen the same question,’ I reply.

The one who hasn’t spoken grins.

‘Think you’re clever, kid?’

‘What do want, my grade point average?’

The first one interrupts before he can fire back a witty riposte.

‘You’d better come with us.’
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‘Really, Miss Oddlow, I had hoped it would be a bit longer before I saw you again.’ Professor D’Oliveira is seated in a green-leather chair behind an enormous desk. It’s polished black and gold, with metal sculptures of heads on the legs like figureheads on a ship. I would have reached out to touch the delicate carving if my wrists weren’t behind my back in handcuffs. The wood-panelled room is remarkable enough, even if we hadn’t reached it by a damp concrete tunnel, deep below Kensington. The tick tick tick of an ornate clock behind the professor is the only sound, as I think about my response. I settle for a question –

‘Where are we?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? You were trespassing in Guild tunnels, and now you’re in our headquarters.’

We had passed through a cast-iron door that had claimed to be part of the London Sewerage Works, but had, in fact, opened into a hallway area where our captors had locked up the bikes. From there, we had passed into a sort of hall – a wide room with a number of people sitting behind desks. I assumed these were receptionists, and wondered how they all travelled to work in the morning. They couldn’t take the number twenty-three bus, that was for certain. Didn’t anyone notice these people disappearing under London each day?

We were made to wait as the guards made enquiries with one of the receptionists, who made a call. Then we were shown down a maze of wood-panelled corridors, into a smaller reception room, and finally into the professor’s office.

‘Don’t you have anything to say for yourselves?’ she asks, looking between us. Liam hasn’t said a word since we arrived. He isn’t the sort of student who gets hauled up in front of the headmaster, and he isn’t enjoying being in trouble. ‘Not only were you trespassing on Guild land, but you had commandeered Guild property – the bikes.’

‘That bike is my mother’s,’ I say, looking her in the eye. ‘So I don’t think it counts as Guild property, do you?’

There isn’t even a flicker on her face.

‘I think these handcuffs are cutting off my circulation …’ I say at last.

She sighs, then nods to one of the guards who are still standing behind us.

‘Remove their restraints. Then you may leave.’

The guard does as he’s told and the two of them go. The professor stands. Despite her age – and the stick she leans on – she is a formidable presence.

‘Agatha, you have overstepped every boundary today,’ she says slowly. ‘You will learn what you need to learn, when I am prepared to teach you …’

I say nothing for a moment, letting her words sink in. ‘So you will teach me one day?’ I ask.

Professor D’Oliveira sighs. ‘At this rate that day may never come. Today, you have proven yourself insolent, unreliable, reckless …’

‘I have an important lead in my investigation, though, which I’m trying to follow up,’ I say quickly.

The professor frowns and shakes her head. ‘What lead?’ 

‘Well,’ I say, ‘I’ll offer you an exchange. If you tell me why my mother’s bike – the bike that she was supposed to have been riding when she died – is intact and stored in one of your organisation’s bike racks, then I’ll tell you my lead.’ I sound angry, and I am – how dare they keep secrets from me about Mum?

‘I told you that you should not be investigating. Why should I let you swan around in our tunnels, endangering the secrecy of the Guild?’

‘Your tunnels? It seems to me that most of the tunnels you’re calling your own actually belong to the London Underground,’ I say. ‘Or even the London electricity board, or the London sewer system. I’m a taxpayer – or my dad is, at least – so I think I have every right to be in these tunnels, as much as any citizen of Great Britain. Just because you joined up a few of them—’

The professor holds up her hand to silence me, but she doesn’t look cross, and, in fact, she just laughs. 

‘If we’ve trespassed,’ I go on, ‘then surely the Guild is trespassing every day! And what are you going to do to us anyway? Hand us in to the police? That wouldn’t sound good, would it? ‘Dear officer, we caught these two trespassing in our network of secret tunnels that extends across London for our super-private crime-fighting organisation, which is far better than yours – please don’t tell anyone. Oh, and we’ve got the bike here that supposedly one of our agents was riding when she died. It’s in surprisingly good shape, considering, isn’t it?’’

The professor just sits there for a long moment, clearly taking it all in. I glance at Liam, who is staring at me with his mouth open. I have no idea where this burst of anger came from, but it isn’t going away.

‘So, seeing as you won’t be handing us in to the authorities, would you mind telling us what you know about the water crisis?’

‘Why should I tell you anything, Miss Oddlow?’ Professor D’Oliveira says, closing the book that has been lying in front of her.

Apparently the interview is over. The professor presses a buzzer and calls an escort of guards to show us out of Guild HQ. We are handed bikes by the guards, each in a dark uniform. Liam is given a plain black bike by the female guard. The man holds out a red mountain bike to me.

‘That’s not my bike,’ I yell at him. 

He looks confused. ‘I was given this bike for you.’

‘Well, I want my own bike, please.’ I put my hands on my hips.

‘Here in the Guild we take what we’re given,’ he says.

‘How nice for you. Well, I don’t. And I want my own bike back, please. It’s light blue with a basket on the handlebars.’

‘Is there a problem?’ The professor has caught up, leaning on her stick.

‘Yes. I want my bike back, please. Mum’s bike,’ I say.

She smiles for the first time in a while. ‘Your bike? All of the bikes here belong to the Guild.’

I feel panic set in. ‘What have you done with my mum’s bike? I have so little of hers …’

‘And what would you say to your father?’ she asks. ‘How would you explain the reappearance of your mother’s bike, after all these years?’

I say nothing. She has a point.

‘If we let you have the bike to ride back to the entrance, will you promise to leave it in the rack, where you found it?’

I nod, not trusting my own voice.

‘Very good. Please bring Miss Oddlow the blue bike with the basket.’ She turns back to me. ‘The bike will remain with us, for your sole use.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Well, go on, then,’ she says to the guard.

The guard is staring at me. ‘Miss … Oddlow?’ He looks at the professor as if she’d claimed she could see Father Christmas or the Abominable Snowman.

‘Yes, Nelson,’ she says impatiently. ‘This is Clara’s daughter, Agatha.’

He turns back to me, mouth open.

‘Well – get the bike, then,’ says the professor.

‘Of course!’ He hurries to an anteroom and comes back, a moment later, with the bike. Passing it to me, he whispers, ‘Your mother was a legend around here.’

Again, a lump rises in my throat and I can’t seem to think of anything to say in reply, so I just nod stiffly. We’re shown back out into the tunnel. The guard points along it.

‘Up that way, then right at the fork and take the brick tunnel that curves to the left,’ he says casually, as though he’s giving directions to the corner shop. Then he goes back inside and shuts the door.

We stand there, dumbfounded. Then Liam hugs me for the second time that day. ‘What on earth was going on back there? All that stuff about your mum.’

I shrug and release him before getting on the bike and starting to pedal. ‘I don’t know, but I’m going to find out what really happened to her.’

‘We both will.’

Following the directions, we cycle until we reach the end of a tunnel that has no branches, just a cast-iron staircase spiralling up. Liam gets off his bike.

‘Look –’ he points to the words daubed on the wall of the tunnel – ‘Hyde Park. Maybe we should take a look?’

I get off my bike too, and walk the short distance to the staircase. It curves round tightly, as though there was very little space to work with. We climb and climb, so that I’m panting by the time we reach the top. Finally, we come to a small red-painted door. I take the Guild key from my pocket and try it in the lock. The door clicks open, and we step out on to a balcony. Warm air whips around me.

‘Where …?’ says Liam.

‘You’re kidding,’ I whisper in awe.

Beneath us is a carpet of trees, and off on the horizon I can see the London Eye and the Houses of Parliament. I know this view, but for a moment I can’t place it. I look up, over my shoulder, and see a huge bronze angel, wings spread over us.

‘We’re on the Wellington Arch!’
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I stand on the top of Wellington Arch for a long time, trying to refocus. There’s a light breeze ruffling my hair. It’s nice up here – I want to stay. But I have to go down the steps and re-enter the real world of Hyde Park, of heat and dryness and thirst. The tunnels were a distraction. Hiding underground was only delaying the inevitable – I have a job to do.

My mind wanders back to the man who attacked me outside the RGS. He terrified me, plain and simple. I look up again at the sculpture of the Angel of Peace, steering her chariot of war pulled by four stallions. Courage against adversity, I think, as Liam and I climb down the stone steps into the park. Whatever needs facing, there is no point in putting it off. I say goodbye to Liam and march home.
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As I open the front door, I’m greeted by a pitiful Oliver, draped in what looks – and smells – like dead pondweed. It seems as though he must have got up on to the surface and knocked one of the containers over himself.

‘Oliver, you stink! Don’t come near me!’ I push him away with the toe of my shoe. The last thing I need is slime on my jeans – with the water shortage, washing clothes has become a luxury. ‘What have you been doing?’

He mewls and looks up at me with baleful eyes. I crouch, holding him at arm’s length so I can study the stuff clinging to him. 

I sigh – I really don’t want to look at the state of the kitchen. It’s bad enough that we can’t wash up now we’ve run out of bottled water. I’ve been eating all my meals off paper plates. The contents of Dad’s rainwater butts are OK for some jobs, but aren’t fit for human consumption. I walk towards the kitchen. Through the open door, I can smell familiar fumes – the stench of the algae.

I step further into the room and see the fish tank Dad opened this morning to show me its withered contents. The bag of sugar that Dad keeps on the side – for the three sugars that he stirs into every mug of tea – is upended in the tank. The algae are foaming their way upwards and out of the tank, over the worktop, down the cabinets, and across the floor. 

They squirm.

Oliver hisses loudly and runs towards the algae as if to challenge them, then mewls again as his paws slide on the damp floor. He races behind me. I take a step back too – it’s hard not to feel that this slimy, writhing thing wants to hurt us.

‘Come on, Oliver.’

I scoop him up and we go through to the living room, where I hold my nose and begrudgingly try to calm him on my lap, but he keeps clawing threads out of my jeans.

‘Ow, Oliver – you’re hurting me.’ I let go and he jumps from my knees, then runs under an armchair. Clearly, he thinks this is my fault and nothing to do with him knocking over the sugar bag. But I’m piecing things together at last. All the foods that Dad tried, from the meat to the vegetable peelings, were missing one ingredient – refined sugar. That had to be the secret power source for the slime clogging London’s arteries. But how was it getting into the Ring Main?

I roll up my sleeves and head to the kitchen, throwing open windows and rolling up my jeans. The algae have stopped growing, just frothing a little, air popping like bubble gum on its surface. 

Right – say goodnight, slime!
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Dad gets home just as I’m putting cheese sandwiches together to toast under the grill.

‘What’s been going on here?’ he asks, kissing me on the cheek and walking over to the now-empty tank.

‘Oliver upturned your bag of sugar,’ I say casually. ‘And it turns out the algae have a really sweet tooth.’

‘Sugar?’ Dad sits down on a chair. ‘I never thought of that.’ He seems dazed, but he quickly comes to his senses. ‘I need to tell someone – I need to let the authorities know!’

‘Yes, you should.’

He looks frantically around the kitchen for the cordless telephone, which is always getting lost. ‘Sugar? But how on earth is it getting into the water supply?’

‘I don’t know.’ I don’t add the word ‘yet’, though I’m thinking it. I’m determined to discover exactly what is going on – and to stop it.
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The next morning is Tuesday. I wake from another nightmare – red slime, people drowning, dark caverns under the earth. Unlike last time, I don’t jump up. The weight of the dream pins me to the bed. My breath is shallow and I’m drenched with sweat. I don’t want to open my eyes. How could something so horrible have come from inside my own head? I remember when I used to enjoy my dreams – when they took me away to a case needing solving in a remote country house, or on a train trapped in the Siberian snows. I remember those dreams of old and feel betrayed.

My walk to school is different this morning. There are no rioters, looters or protesters. The streets are as calm as I’ve ever seen them. The crisis isn’t over – tens of thousands of people still don’t have running water – but London has been pacified by Maxwell’s speech. There are lorries on the road, carrying water through the capital, but now they bear the blue logo of Alpha Aqua. I walk past a huge billboard that shows a bottle of ice-cold water, with ‘ALPHA AQUA’ in person-high letters. 

As though reassured by the words of a doctor – ‘You’re not better yet, but you soon will be’ – the capital has got back into bed to wait for the cure.

Maxwell’s cure.

I miss the noise. When there was noise, it was as if London was crying out for help. But the silence is eerie – in the silence, it feels like there’s no hope.
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There’s no special assembly at school today, though there are more free bottles of Alpha Aqua water being handed out at the door. Some pupils are refusing to take the water, claiming they’re having Swiss spring water flown in. 

‘It sounds disgusting!’ says one boy. ‘I mean, who wants to drink Chloe Simpkins’s recycled wee?’ 

There is a loud burst of laughter from the kids around him. Chloe is passing by, and I see her turning red. I take her arm and steer her through the crowd. 

‘Pay no attention,’ I tell her. I raise my voice, making sure they hear me – ‘Their exclusive spring water is probably filtered through cowpats.’

She smiles wanly as we reach the door to her form room. ‘Thanks, Agatha.’

‘No worries. See you later.’

I go to my own form room, paying no attention to the chatter around me. I take out my biology textbook and put it on my desk, pretending to read, to stop anyone bothering me. My mind is going over the details of the last week, trying to find connections between the facts. But those connections are as hidden as the underground network. Remembering the tunnels, I try to think of anything I might have missed.

I’m about to replay our time whizzing through the tunnels when I’m stopped by someone sitting down next to me. I expect it to be Liam, but it’s Bernie Sipowicz, holding his little black book and looking shady.

Bernie’s father works on the London Stock Exchange, and hopes his son will one day too. But Bernie is more interested in gambling on horse races than the price of crude oil. With the help of ‘the little black book’, he runs the biggest betting ring in St Regis. If you want to put some money on a football match, a reality TV show or the name of the next royal baby, Bernie is your man. 

‘Morning, Agatha.’ He’s small and freckled, and wears red braces like his father. Sometimes Bernie gets beaten up when someone loses all of their allowance on a boxing match, but most people respect him as a useful public service.

‘Hey, Bernie. What’s up?’

‘Just wondered if you fancied a flutter on the big game?’

He has a way of speaking out of the side of his mouth so that teachers won’t spot him talking. On the few occasions when a teacher got suspicious and confiscated the black book, they found it full of tiny, cryptic formulas that they couldn’t decipher. Bernie always told them it was for his ‘extra maths tutoring’.

‘Not for me, Bernie, thanks.’

‘Fair enough.’ He starts to get up. Suddenly, I grab his arm and pull him back down. A thought is coming together in my head. ‘Ouch – what is it?’

Mr Laskey looks up from his newspaper at the noise from Bernie, but disappears behind it again when he sees us both apparently studying a biology textbook.

‘Bernie, do you know much about the stock exchange?’

He groans.

‘What don’t I know about the stock exchange? Dad hardly ever shuts up about it.’

‘Well, do you know much about Alpha Aqua?’

‘The water company? Sure, I guess. It was set up by Patrick Maxwell about fifteen years ago …’ He frowns, unsure why I’m quizzing him.

‘And what sort of things do they invest in?’

‘Well, water research, obviously … but the company is owned by a consortium that invests in all sorts of other things – computer companies, tinned food, science research …’

‘They invest in other companies?’

‘Sure.’ 

‘And if those other companies do well, Alpha Aqua get their money back? Like making a bet?’

‘Yeah, except there are no fixed odds – the more money the company makes, the more money Alpha Aqua make.’

‘So, since they invested in water purification, they must be making a lot of money out of the water crisis?’

‘Oh, yeah!’ Bernie looks enthusiastic for the first time. ‘They hit the jackpot on that one! Every day the crisis goes on, they’re making millions of pounds. And when they expand their operation to supply all of London, well, that’ll make them billions!’

Whether it’s a welterweight boxer or a listed company, Bernie always admires a money-maker.

‘Thanks, Bern.’

‘No sweat. Now, I’ve gotta be off – things to see, people to do.’

He leaves me to my thoughts. There’s something niggling me – right at the back of my mind, but I can’t grasp hold of it yet. It’s like a shy animal – if I try to catch hold of it too quickly, it will bolt. I have to pretend it isn’t there, to let it come closer. I look down at my biology textbook, trying to seem busy so that nobody will distract me. I open the page at random – it’s the chapter on blood sugar. My mind elsewhere, I read –

‘The level or concentration of sugar in the blood is regulated by hormones, including insulin. When the body is unable to regulate blood-sugar levels, this is known as diabetes.’

The bell rings for the end of form time, and my classmates get up and start to make their way to first period. It feels like an alarm bell is ringing in my head.

Unregulated sugar levels.

That’s it!

The door slams, bringing me to my senses with a start. Most people have left the classroom – including Mr Laskey – but someone is still in the room with me. As I stand up, there’s the sound of a key turning in the lock. Two of the three CCs – Sarah Rathbone and Ruth Masters – step away from the door. Sarah, calm and calculating, Ruth her faithful servant, ready to beat the snot out of me.

‘Hello, Agatha,’ Sarah says, smiling thinly. 

‘What do you want?’ I ask. Despite the menace in their manner, I’m impatient. This is no time for distraction.

Suddenly, my breath catches.

There are only two CCs in the room, not three. One is missing.

Brianna.

Where is Brianna? She hadn’t joined me on the walk to school. Now she isn’t here, either.

‘What do we want?’ Ruth sing-songs, stepping closer.

‘You’re always asking questions, aren’t you, Agatha?’ Sarah says. ‘Like a child, always asking, why, why, why?’ 

She takes a step closer.

‘And that’s what we want – to hear no more questions from Agatha Oddball.’

My thoughts are reeling, too fast to understand yet. A single question is flashing in my mind.

‘Just listen to me – where is Brianna?’ I ask.

‘There you go again – another question!’ says Sarah.

‘It’s like a disease with her,’ Ruth says.

‘I hope it’s not infectious.’ Sarah looks mock-worried.

‘Do you know where she is?’ I ask again.

Sarah sighs, exasperated. ‘I have no idea, Odd Socks. She hasn’t been answering her phone all morning. Honestly, she’s so touchy – I only posted one silly picture of her!’

I don’t hear anything else that she is saying, because I’m running towards the door.

‘Hey!’ Ruth shouts after me, as I scatter chairs and tables behind me to slow her down. ‘We’re not done with you yet!’

‘Well, I’m done with you,’ I say through gritted teeth. I open the door, grabbing the key from the lock and step through. Just as Ruth catches up, I slam the door in her face. The handle turns, but I’m quick with the key. She throws herself against the door with more venom than I thought could come from her willowy frame. I breathe a sigh of relief, but it’s no time for self-congratulation. Brianna’s wellbeing is more important than me escaping a beating from the CCs.

I do some quick thinking. Form time has ended, so all the school gates will be closed. I don’t have time for any of my normal St Regis escape routes.

It’s time for Plan Z.

It’s first period, so Liam will be in the IT suite. I stride over and knock on the door. ‘Liam Lau is wanted urgently in the office,’ I tell the teacher, with as much authority as I can muster. Luckily, his IT teacher doesn’t know me, so she doesn’t know that we’re friends.

‘You’d better go then, Liam,’ she tells him. ‘Come and see me later about catching up.’

He looks reluctant as he packs up his belongings and comes to meet me at the door.

‘What is it, Agatha?’ he asks quietly.

‘I think Brianna is in trouble,’ I whisper. ‘We have to track her down. Are you ready to run?’

For once, he doesn’t protest that he will miss maths, or that he has a chemistry test he’s been revising for. He seems to understand right away. He nods. I walk over to the opposite wall, take off my shoe and slam the block heel into the glass panel of the fire alarm. It shatters, and bells start ringing.

As the classroom doors start to open and the playground gates unlock automatically, I put on my shoe and we start to run. We make it through the open gates, ignoring angry shouts from the school building,

‘Liam Lau! Agatha Oddlow! Come back at once – do you hear me?’ 

It’s Dr Hargrave. I figure he can’t hate me much more than he does already, so I have little to lose. Liam, on the other hand, is a model student. I want to say sorry to him, but I’m out of breath, and I have a stabbing pain in my ribs. Liam plays badminton and tennis regularly, and all that running around is coming in handy now. He glances back and realises he’s left me behind. He leans against a bus shelter. As I draw level, he joins me, saying,

‘Thanks for coming to get me, Agatha.’ He smiles.

‘I couldn’t have all the fun without you.’

‘So, where are we going?’

‘I’m not sure. Sarah Rathbone said that Brianna hadn’t been answering her phone all day, but maybe we should ring it one more time, to make sure.’

‘I don’t have her number.’ Liam shrugs.

‘But I do!’ I pull out the piece of paper with her address and number that she’d scrawled in the girls’ loos. Liam types the number into his phone, presses ‘dial’, and hands it to me. It starts to ring, and I count three … five … seven … I’m sure it’s going to go to voicemail, then someone picks up. I can hear breathing.

‘Brianna?’ I ask. There is no reply for a moment, just a crackle of static. Then a Glaswegian voice I’ve heard before speaks.

‘Come and get her.’

‘Where is she?’

‘You’re a sweet girl, Agatha. You’ll work it out.’

The line goes dead. There’s an icy prickle behind my eyes as I pass the phone back to Liam. 

‘What? Who was it? Where is she?’ he asks. 

‘That was the man who threatened me outside the RGS. He’s got Brianna.’

‘Why?’ he asks, looking at my face. 

But I don’t answer. I’m thinking hard. There must be a clue in what he said … Sweet girl … sweet … sugar! That’s it!

‘Liam, can you use your phone to search for anything about Patrick Maxwell and sugar?’

‘Sure, hang on …’ He types furiously on his mobile. A moment later, he hands the screen to me wordlessly. It’s a news story from a year before.
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Suddenly, everything slots together in my mind – all the connections that were hidden under the surface are revealed. I get out my notebook, scribbling down the facts, making sure there’s nothing missing –

1. The algae feed on sugar.

2. So both Maxwell’s companies – Alpha Aqua and Sugarkane – are making huge amounts of money from the crisis.

3. There is a giant sugar warehouse in Brixton, which has recently expanded its operation – thanks to Patrick Maxwell’s investment.

4. Brixton Pumping Station is connected to the underground Ring Main, which carries millions of tons of water around London.

5. Professor D’Oliveira was the target of the hit-and-run – had she found out some of this?

‘I think she’s at a factory – the Sugarkane factory. It’s a company owned by Patrick Maxwell.’

‘You mean … Maxwell’s got her? But why?’

‘He’s behind all this, I’m sure. And the man who threatened me must be working for him. Brianna was with me at the Alpha Aqua press conference. Maxwell saw us snooping around. They know we’re on to them.’

‘You went to the press conference with Brianna?’ Liam’s eyebrow shoots up.

‘You weren’t talking to me …’ I start. ‘Look, I don’t have time to explain now. We need to get to the Sugarkane factory, but I don’t want to be spotted.’

‘The tunnels, then,’ Liam says. ‘There’s that entry point just down from here, under Grosvenor Square Gardens.’

We jog down the road. Right next to the gate to the garden there is a bike rack, filled with bicycles for hire. These docking stations are placed all over London, part of the mayor’s initiative to make cycling more popular.

‘Do you have your credit card?’ I ask him, pointing to the computer screen next to the bikes. His card is for emergencies only, but I figure this counts.

He nods and selects the option to hire two bikes. We type the codes into the docking station and take the bikes from the racks.

‘Where’s the entrance?’ I ask, my mind going blank for a second.

Liam points to a rhododendron bush a few metres away. ‘It was behind that.’

We walk over, wheeling the bikes. He glances around, then sneaks to the back of the huge shrub. There’s the metal door we looked through before. I take out my Guild key and fit it into the lock. A click. Once again, the door swings open easily, the hinges well oiled. Dark steps lead down. Wheeling the bikes, we go in and close the door behind us.

It’s very dark at the bottom of the steps, but as we start to pedal, the bicycles’ own lights come on, lighting up the way ahead.

We don’t speak as we ride through the tunnels. Signposts and patches of rotting algae whizz by. There are signs pointing towards Brixton, Stockwell and Morden, as though it’s perfectly normal to travel around London by subterranean passageway. The stale air whips around us, our blazers flapping like capes.

I barely know Brianna, but that doesn’t matter – she’s a fellow detective, and she needs our help. Creepy images keep playing in my mind like a newsreel – Brianna, bound and gagged in a dim room, a bright light full on her face while Maxwell looms over her, hand poised to strike. Then Maxwell is holding Brianna and sinking her, head-first, into a vat of liquid sugar, laughing and rubbing his hands together. The images are ridiculous – I just wish I could be sure they are wrong.

At least cycling in the cool underground passageways is easier than running in the heat. The going is smooth. We’re travelling far faster than any journey above ground could have taken us, through the cramped streets of the ancient capital. From time to time we hear sirens overhead, or the sound of water close by. An occasional rat stops its routine to watch us, not used to humans in this parallel world. 

Eventually, one sign points up a staircase to Slade Gardens, which I know is in Brixton. We’re almost there. We shoulder our bikes and climb up a metal staircase to the surface.

Brixton is buzzing with activity – the streets are full of people milling around market stalls selling clothes, fish, leather bags, piles of vegetables, cheap sunglasses. There’s a band on the corner playing steel drums. Everything is so lively, so jovial, it seems crazy that somewhere nearby Brianna is being held hostage. We cycle on, through the crowds.

Even though it’s in London, I had half imagined the Sugarkane factory as a forbidding castle on an island that could only be reached at low tide. Instead, when Liam finally brakes to a halt, we’re at the gates of an ugly building, a lump of concrete topped with a corrugated-steel roof. Smoke pumps from funnels, tainting an otherwise clear blue sky. The factory is surrounded by a high fence.

We walk round the perimeter, looking for a chink in the armour. But there are no gaps, and a line of barbed wire coils along the top of the fence.

‘It’s fairly uninviting.’ Liam points to a plaque on the gate, which reads – Stop! Visitors by appointment only. Trespassers will be dealt with SEVERELY.

I rummage in my satchel and pull out my lock-picking kit. ‘I guess it will have to be a breaking-and-entering job then.’

‘Can you do that?’ He sounds impressed.

‘I dunno. Mum taught me, but it only works on simple locks. Still, it’s worth a shot.’

I struggle with the lock for a few minutes while Liam looks on. The lock is much more complex than any that Mum had taught me to crack, but I’m determined not to give in.

‘Aggie, I don’t think it’s working,’ Liam says, at last.

I put the kit away, admitting defeat. ‘So how are we going to get in, then?’

But even as I speak there’s a buzzing sound, and the heavy gates swing open. We look at each other, freaked. There’s nobody in the courtyard in front of the factory, and I can’t see anyone at any of the windows. I glance up at the camera next to the gate, and it seems to go dark, like an eye closing.

‘Do we go in?’ he asks in a whisper.

‘I have to,’ I tell him. ‘Brianna might be in real danger, and nobody else knows she’s here. You don’t have to come, though. It might be a good idea to have someone on the outside, who knows where I am.’

‘If you’re going in, I’m coming with you,’ Liam says. 

I smile and nod to him, and we step through the iron gates. The gates buzz again as they shut behind us. We’ve made it inside. But we’re trapped.
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We stand for a moment, the closed gates at our back, wary of walking further into the grounds.

‘We have no choice,’ I say at last. ‘We have to find Brianna.’

We move through the courtyard at the front of the factory, glancing around for anyone who might be coming for us. But there’s not a soul in sight. It’s eerie, knowing that someone saw us through that camera and opened the gates. But it’s too late to turn back now.

We creep down the side of the main building until we reach a pair of huge wooden doors, which are three times my height and wide enough to take a lorry.

I slowly push one of the doors open, keeping to the side in case someone is waiting to grab us. The door is heavy, and I have to put all my weight into pushing it. Nobody appears, and it’s dark inside. I look at Liam, who seems more uncertain by the minute.

‘Come on,’ I say, and step into the dark. 

He follows, and closes the door behind us. We’re in some kind of loading bay, and the air vibrates with a low hum. It feels like we’ve stepped into a buzzing hive. We stay still for a long moment, making no noise, hoping nobody has heard us enter. When nothing changes, I tug Liam’s sleeve and we edge through the darkness. At the other end of the bay I can see a sliver of light. It’s coming through the side of a door that has no lock. I look through the crack at the side of the door and see a vast room, full of what looks like stacked sugar cubes. But they aren’t sugar cubes – they’re sugar crates, painted white. The room is enormous.

I move to one side to let Liam have a look.

‘What is it?’ he whispers.

‘This must be where they store the sugar. I think we’re in the warehouse.’

He looks through the gap. ‘There must be a million crates in there …’

‘Can I have another look?’

I press my eye to the door again, searching for anything that might help us. The white crates are piled as high as a double-decker bus, and ahead of us is a path between them. I can see nothing to our left or right. The only way is forward. On the ground, a coloured spot against the white – a blue jacket. My heart thumps. 

The jacket is Brianna’s – the one she wore over her uniform instead of her blazer, and I point it out to Liam.

‘What now?’ Liam whispers. ‘How are we going to move without being seen?’

‘Once we’re among the crates, I don’t think anyone will be able to see us. I can’t see anyone at the moment … Let’s go.’

Liam grabs my arm to hold me back. ‘And what if someone does see us?’

‘You’ve got legs, haven’t you?’

‘Since when did you turn into an action hero, Agatha?’

‘When it became the only option … Come on.’

I shake his hand from my arm, and push the door back. I step into the room and Liam follows. The door swings shut behind us, and we each put up a hand to shield our eyes. The fluorescent light shining off the crates is dazzling. For a moment, I can do nothing but wait for my eyes to adjust to the glare. Once I can see clearly, I start along the path, with Liam close behind me. Though we try to move silently, our footsteps echo in the huge space. 

We walk down an avenue of sugar crates. They’re piled high on either side, towering above our heads – I suppose these paths are left for forklift trucks to get through the stacks. We pass avenues branching off in both directions. We’re in a gigantic maze. The air is musty-sweet with sugar dust. All the time Brianna is in my head, and I feel I should be running instead of creeping. I fight the urge – if we get lost in the labyrinth, we can’t help her. As we walk, I make a mental note of how many turnings we pass on each side. Suddenly, from above us, a booming voice echoes –

‘Nice of you to join us, Miss Oddlow–low–low!’ 

Liam says nothing, but he’s turned pale. I recognise the Glaswegian accent from before. 

‘Come on,’ I say to Liam. ‘Don’t let him scare you.’

I point to the ceiling, where CCTV cameras are fixed every few metres.

‘He knows we’re here, but I don’t think he’s in this room.’ I sound more confident than I feel. 

We turn left and right, down paths that widen and narrow. I mutter as I count the turnings under my breath. Some are a dead end, others split off to countless smaller paths. In some places, the white crates aren’t stacked straight up, but overlap like steps. We walk and walk – and soon, despite my attempt to keep track, I feel my head spinning in this alien landscape. The voice over the speakers booms out again – 

‘And you brought a friend–end–end!’

This time, the accent is polished and southern – a public schoolboy’s voice. This is definitely Patrick Maxwell – the suave figurehead of Alpha Aqua.

‘Do you have any idea where we’re going?’ Liam asks.

‘No, but I feel like we’re going round in circles … I’m going to climb that hill and have a look around.’

‘Hill?’

‘OK, stack of crates. Don’t you feel like you’re in a snowy valley?’

‘Yeah … It’s creepy, isn’t it? Are you sure it’s safe to climb up there? What if someone sees you?’

‘Well, it’s not like they can get to us quickly. Stay here.’

I climb on to the first crate, then another and another. By the time I’ve climbed fourteen steps, Liam is far below. My breath is ragged from the climb and the fear of falling. Gripping the crate in front of me, I turn to look. The view makes me dizzy. In all directions are white hills and valleys, a wintery landscape. Below me I can see the paths, branching off in all directions, as far as the eye can see. What lunatic made this? Certainly, no warehouse foreman in his right mind – it’s like the work of an obsessive giant, stacking the contents of his sugar bowl.

I imagine that I’m holding a polaroid camera in my hand. I hold it up to the maze and take a picture. The camera clicks and a little photo slowly scrolls out of the slot. I wait for a moment, while the memory-photo develops – turning from black to snowy white. I look at it closely, studying the paths. One part of the maze catches my attention. A single path leads to a clearing. I can’t see what’s in there, but it’s roughly in the middle of this gigantic room. I start to climb back down to Liam.

‘Follow me,’ I tell him.

‘Where?’

‘I’m not sure, but I have a theory.’

We walk on through the maze and Liam keeps quiet, sensing that I need to concentrate. If I think about anything else for a moment, the photograph might fade. Once or twice, I think I hear footsteps that aren’t our own, but it might just be an echo. Every time I give a signal to stop, there’s total silence. We walk on, and I know we are close to the clearing. I pause for a second at a junction, trying to see from the picture what happens next. If Liam thinks it’s weird that I’m staring at a patch of blank air above my hand, he doesn’t say anything.

The stacks of crates around us are sheer – there’s no way to climb up and look. I choose at random, turning left. We walk a short way, turn left again, and we’re in the clearing. It’s a perfect circle, stepped as though ready for an audience. It reminds me of old Roman amphitheatres, where Christians were thrown to the lions as entertainment.

And there in the middle of the floor, tied up on her side, is Brianna.

‘Brianna!’

Her eyes open wide. I run to her. She can’t speak – there’s tape over her mouth, and her whole body has been trussed up in a knot of ropes. She makes grunting noises, rolling her eyes, trying to communicate. I try to undo the ropes, but can’t find a start or finish to them. Liam steps in.

‘Let me.’

I stand back and watch this new cool-in-a-crisis Liam. He untangles a few of the knots and the rest fall away. Brianna sits up and tears the tape from her mouth, gasping the sugar-filled air.

‘You came for me …’ She looks close to tears.

‘Brianna!’ I can’t resist hugging her. ‘How did you get here?’

‘I was just stepping out of my front door when someone put a bag over my head! They must have sedated me, because next thing I knew, I was here.’ She pauses to adjust her hair. ‘Uh, speaking of which, where are we?’

‘We’re in a sugar factory in Brixton,’ Liam says.

‘Oh right, of course.’ Brianna smirks. ‘Makes perfect sense. So how did you find me?’

‘Just used my little grey cells.’ I smile as I catch Liam’s eye.

‘Yes, you’re a little too good at that, aren’t you?’ a voice says behind us.

I spin round to see Patrick Maxwell step into the clearing, his dark suit contrasting with the maze like an old black-and-white film. Calmly, he reaches inside his jacket and takes out a gun. With the appearance of that little piece of metal, I feel my heart begin to pump hard as adrenaline rushes into my system.

‘Do you like my labyrinth? It’s great for hunting parties. You can set your prey loose and, however fast they run, they don’t stand a chance.’ This time his voice is posh again, jocular – and I realise this time whose voice it is – it’s the voice of Davenport, the man who said he was from the Environment Agency, who visited Dad.

‘I’m afraid it’s game over, little girl,’ he says. But this time he says it in a different voice – another voice I know – with a thick Glaswegian accent.

And suddenly I make the connection – the man outside the RGS, Davenport, Patrick Maxwell – they are all the same person. And that person is completely nutso. 

The three of us – Brianna, Liam and I – step closer together, huddled in silence. Brianna seems shaky, and Liam and I have to support her between us. Maxwell starts to chuckle as he watches us. It starts as nothing more than a giggle, then builds to rolling, crazed laughter. 

‘It was just a daydream I had one day,’ Maxwell goes on in a different voice – the drawl of the Deep South of America this time. He might be crazy, but I have to admire his impressions. ‘I sure am impulsive like that. But that’s the nice thing about havin’ money and power over people, ain’t it? You can do whatever you darn well please.’ He smiles thinly and goes back to his Scottish accent: ‘But you, Agatha Oddlow – I can’t control you; you’ve made that much clear. And there’s only one future for people I cannot control.’

He cocks the gun.

‘Whoa!’ Brianna screams, her voice strangled. ‘Put the gun down.’

I know I should be thinking of a way out, but I can’t take my eyes off the gun. 
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It’s an expensive gun – elegant, even beautiful to look at. But that won’t make much difference when it blows the little grey cells out of my skull. 

Liam’s hand reaches round Brianna to take mine, and I don’t shrug it away.

‘Stand where I tell you, the three of you,’ Maxwell says, gesturing with the gun. ‘You on the left, Miss Pike –’ he points to Brianna – ‘then Mr Lau in the middle. I look forward to shooting you last, Miss Oddlow.’ He smiles brightly, as though he’s handing out presents.

With little choice, we do as he says, and for a moment he lets the silver revolver drop to his side, knowing that he has us where he wants us.

‘Don’t you just look delightful? I wish I could take a picture …’

Maxwell is grinning evilly, and is raising the gun again when Liam lets go of my hand. He dashes forward, taking Maxwell by surprise, and barrels head-first into his stomach. Maxwell is knocked on to his back, winded. The gun flies from his hand.

‘Run!’ Liam yells, scrambling to his feet. 

He doesn’t need to tell us twice. Brianna has recovered quickly from her ordeal and is already at the edge of the clearing, where she stoops to pick up the fallen gun. I follow close behind, with Liam at my elbow. Maxwell must have had a second gun in his pocket, because a moment later, two shots whizz past my ear, striking the crates in front of us. They burst with a cascade of sugar. We skid on the slippery granules, but keep running. We race round the corner, out of his line of fire, but there’s no time to waste – I can hear Maxwell staggering to his feet.

‘You can’t escape!’ he calls after us, but the confident tone in his voice has gone.

We run through the maze, left and right, far too quickly for me to get my bearings. We start running down a long path, with no branches at all. At the end of the path, I can see an ordinary brick wall – the edge of the maze! But it is so far away. If Maxwell catches us in this corridor, we’ll be sitting ducks for his gun.

‘Stop!’ I yell.

The other two skid to a halt. I can hear him getting closer.

‘What are you doing?’ says Brianna. ‘He’ll be here any minute!’

‘Exactly – we can’t let him catch us. Give me the gun.’

‘What?’ Liam yelps. ‘Agatha, you’re not a killer …’

‘Just give it to me!’

Brianna places the gun in my hand. It’s cold and heavy. I’ve never held a gun before, but I have read enough about them to know how to fire one. The footsteps are so close …

‘Get back!’ I shout to Liam and Brianna. I put both hands on the gun, take aim at the bottom crate in the nearest stack, and fire.

The first shot knocks me back like a punch in the chest, but I aim again and keep firing at the crate. Sugar spills everywhere, and the wood splinters. Finally, I’m still pumping the trigger, but there are only dull clicks – I’m out of bullets. For one awful moment, I think I have miscalculated. But now the smashed-up crate starts to creak and groan. It’s right at the bottom of the giant stack, the white cliff towering above me. The box cracks, splinters flying, and now the stack is starting to lean.

Just before I turn, Maxwell rounds the corner and takes aim. I run, and behind me there is a crash like rolling thunder. Looking over my shoulder, I see the white cliffs collapsing like a landslide, smashing crates to smithereens. A sugar-powder cloud billows down the empty canyon, faster than I can run, wrapping me in choking sweetness. I run on, coughing and half blind, until I reach the end of the path, where Liam and Brianna are waiting for me.

‘Agatha – are you OK?’

‘I think so.’ I’m still spluttering, but we’re out of the worst of the sugar dust. My arm aches from firing the gun. I look myself over – ghostly white, covered head to toe in powdered sugar. Looking back into the maze, I can see the wreckage I caused and the sugary mushroom cloud spreading over the room.

‘That …’ says Liam breathlessly, ‘was really cool.’

I smile at him.

‘What you did back there was so brave. You could have got yourself killed!’ I say.

‘Don’t remind me – I think I might pass out.’ He grins. ‘Do you think he’s …?’

‘We won’t be seeing him for a while anyway. But there’s no time to waste – we need to get out of here.’

I look around. We’ve reached the edge of the maze, but we’re not back where we started. We have ended up on the other side of the room, deeper inside Maxwell’s lair. In front of us is a lift door.

‘Seems like the only option …’ Brianna says.

‘Come on, then.’

I press the call button. We hold our breath, waiting to see if any alarms go off. None do, and after a moment the doors slide open. We step into the empty lift, and I look at the buttons. There are none going up to higher floors, only ‘0’ and ‘-1’. Since we are on the ground floor, I press ‘-1’. The doors close, and the lift starts its descent.

None of us speak, but I can tell from their faces that we’re all thinking the same thing. We’re hoping that, when the lift stops and the doors open, we won’t be met by more guns. After a minute, I realise we aren’t going down just one floor – the lift is moving fast, and shows no sign of slowing. For a sickening moment, I think the lift is a trap – speeding faster and faster until we will be smashed to pieces at the bottom of the shaft. But, finally, the rate of descent slows, and we come to a gentle stop. I hear Liam take a deep breath, then the doors slide open once more.

‘What the …?’ Brianna trails off.

‘Where are we?’ Liam asks.

After the dazzling white of the sugar maze, it takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. When they do, I can’t believe the size of the room we are in. Hewn from the London bedrock is a cavern. In front of us, excavated from its burial like a strange coffin, is a gigantic concrete pipe. 

The London Ring Main.

Coming down from the ceiling of the cavern is a complicated array of pipes and taps, ending in a silver pipe, that pierces the Ring Main like a needle. This is it! All the proof I need that my suspicions were correct. 

‘What is all this?’ Brianna asks.

‘That –’ I point to the pipework above us – ‘is where the algae have been coming from. That’s where it gets its food – pure sugar, pumped into the water supply …’

I am waiting for her admiring response, when a hand clasps a rag over my mouth. In shock, I breathe in, and my nostrils are filled with a sickly-sweet petrol smell – chloroform. The room starts to spin and the sounds around me become distant, as if coming from the bottom of a long corridor. I try to hold my breath, but the grip on me is tight, and I need to breathe in again. A familiar Glaswegian accent speaks in my ear –

‘Don’t struggle, or I’ll break your neck.’

And the darkness takes me.
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When I come to, I’m propped upright, against some kind of pillar – a metal pipe? It takes me a moment to remember Maxwell and the chloroformed rag. The cold at my back is spreading through my blazer and through my veins. I can hear Maxwell’s voice nearby, giving orders.

‘You two, get your backs against the pipe there. Keep your hands where I can see them. Don’t think I won’t use this.’ As he says this, I hear the sound of a gun being cocked. 

Pretending to still be unconscious, I peek through one eye and see Maxwell take two pairs of handcuffs from his belt. His dark suit has turned hazy white with powdered sugar, and his hair and face are ghostly. He sets about cuffing Liam and Brianna to either side of a metal post that supports the Ring Main. They put up no resistance. This isn’t like the sugar maze – there’s nowhere to run and hide in this huge, empty room. This is a room that nobody in the outside world knows about, where nobody will ever find us.

While Maxwell is securing Liam and Brianna, footsteps approach me from behind. I close my eyes tightly.

‘Hello, how did you get down here?’ It’s a man’s voice – one of Maxwell’s lackeys. ‘Oh, she’s sleeping!’ he says, poking me with the toe of his shoe.

‘Thank you for that brilliant observation,’ Maxwell snaps at him. 

‘Sorry, sir … I just mean, they’re not supposed to be down here, are they? He wouldn’t be pleased about that, sir.’

Who is he talking about? I hold my breath, hoping for more information, but all Maxwell says is –

‘Well then we better make sure that he never finds out. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir … absolutely … but, well, they’re just kids.’

‘Do you think he cares about that?’ Maxwell snarls.

‘No, sir, of course, sir.’

I continue to pretend to be asleep. I wish I could stop my hands trembling, which I’m sure will give me away. I struggle to keep still against the mixture of fear and cold. I keep seeing an image of my body lying on the ground in this cavern, rotting away in the dark under London. I imagine Dad looking for me for the rest of his life, never knowing the truth. 

‘She’s sedated, but it’ll wear off soon,’ says Maxwell in a more jovial tone. ‘Tie her up while I deal with these two. The ropes are over there.’

I squint to see what he’s doing – he is crouched on the ground, going through Liam’s and Brianna’s pockets, removing mobile phones, flick-knives and anything else that might help us get out of here. The lackey comes towards me with a coil of rope. I shut my eyes again, frantically trying to think of something clever to do, but the chloroform is still making my brain fuzzy. All I feel is building nausea. I try to swallow down the bile – if I’m sick, it will be hard to pretend to be unconscious. 

But then, if I’m sick, it might get me the moment’s distraction I need. He stands over me, nudging me again with the toe of his boot. Now he is crouched in front of me, wrapping the rope round the pipe and my wrists. I retch, depositing my breakfast down his shirt.

‘You stupid little …’

He stands up reflexively, trying to get away from the vomit, and that’s when I make my move, kicking out with both legs, knocking him off balance. He falls, crying out and hitting his head on the concrete. He lies there, groaning. One down …

Maxwell, his attention caught by the noise, stops what he was doing and comes running. 

‘What happened?’

I close my eyes again and lie perfectly still. If I can trick him into believing that I’m still asleep, that the vomiting was just a reflex, he might not kill me straight away. It works – he strides over, takes one dismissive look at me, then crouches beside the man, who seems unable to answer him.

‘Get up, you idiot.’

The gun hangs in his hand, just out of my reach.

I jump up with all my strength, smashing into the side of Maxwell, knocking him off balance. The weapon slides from his grasp, landing somewhere in the shadows beneath the Ring Main. He hits the floor hard. Luckily for me, he cushions my fall as I land on top of him.

I scramble off him and begin to crawl towards the gun, but he recovers quickly. Just as I reach the gun, his hand closes round my right ankle and he pulls hard. I fall flat on the concrete floor and lie on my stomach for a second, useless and winded. Then I hear Brianna and Liam shouting. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but they spur me on. I kick out and must catch him full in the face, because he roars with anger. 

I crawl forward quickly and grab the gun handle. It feels cold and heavy, like the weapon of destruction it is. I stand up and spin to face Maxwell, who is still on the ground. I’m trembling, so I close my second hand round the first to steady my aim. I point the gun down at my tormentor. He laughs – not the response I was hoping for.

‘Careful with that thing,’ he says, goading me. ‘You wouldn’t want to do something you’d regret later.’

My world is spinning; my hands are trembling so hard I can barely hold the gun up.

‘I’m not sure I would regret it,’ I say, but the words sound ridiculous. I look to Liam and Brianna, but they have gone silent, staring at me. None of us know what to do next.

‘Go on then, Agatha Oddlow – shoot me,’ Maxwell drawls in his Deep South accent. ‘What are you waitin’ for? If you’re gonna shoot me, do it. You only have to pull that little trigger.’

He’s right, of course – I’m never going to shoot him. But if I put the gun down, he wins. There has to be a third way … 

Oh. 

As the thought hits me, I try not to show it on my face. 

‘Not got the guts for it, eh?’ Maxwell says, starting to get to his feet. 

‘Maybe not, Mr Maxwell,’ I say. ‘But there’s more than one way to skin a cat.’

He pauses, unnerved by my sudden composure.

‘Though why anyone would want to skin a cat …’ I mumble. I turn, aiming the gun at the little pipe that’s carrying sugar into the Ring Main and feeding the algae.

I fire – once, twice, three times. The impact from the gun knocks me back at the same moment that Maxwell cries out, realising what my plan is. He springs in front of me and wrestles the gun from my hand.

But he’s too late – at least one of the bullets has punctured the sugar inlet pipe high above our heads. Liquid sugar starts to rain down on us. Maxwell makes a grab for me, but I leap to the side and he slips in the pool of syrup and falls. I scramble away, back towards Liam and Brianna, who are calling to me.

The key is still in the handcuffs behind Liam’s back. My hands are sticky with sugar and I fumble for a moment – but at last I manage to unlock his cuffs and he takes the key from me and releases Brianna.

From above, there is an ominous ripping sound. Maxwell has run over to a pipe with a huge valve wheel, that he is trying to turn to shut off the flow of sugar. It won’t budge. I look up to where the ruptured pipe is leaking syrup – the sheer force of it is tearing a bigger and bigger hole in the main pipe with every second. Suddenly, it gives way altogether, in an explosion of syrup that hits us like a wave.

‘Ugh!’ Brianna cries, wiping syrup from her face, a bedraggled version of her former self.

After the initial flood, we can see the damage that the explosion has done. Now it’s not just the sugar pipe that has a hole – there is a huge hole in the Ring Main too. And, instead of liquid sugar, there is a lava stream of red slime spewing on to the cavern floor. My nostrils fill with the familiar stench as the algae give off their trademark fumes.

‘We need to get out of here!’ shouts Liam.

The three of us start to run towards the lift door, as a wave of red slime washes over our feet. But this time Maxwell is ahead of us, wading to the lift and pressing the button. The lackey limps in behind him, just in the nick of time, but we are too late. The doors slide closed as we get there, and the last thing I see is Maxwell, grinning hatefully back at me.

‘What are we going to do?’ Brianna says, choking.

‘We have to get away from the fumes,’ I say, but my voice sounds far off. I can’t focus – my head is full of fog. The cavern is fast filling up with slime.

‘There are some stairs over there!’ Liam shouts above the roar of the waterfall. Sure enough, carved into the rock face, there is a door with a window in it, and a spiral of metal stairs is just visible beyond. But the floor is flooding quickly, and the door is already half submerged.

‘We have to move fast,’ I say, coughing. We start to wade through the foul slime. A couple of times I stumble, accidentally plunging my battered hands into the stinging poison. Liam puts an arm round my shoulders to support me. By the time we reach the door, the algae are up to our chests, and only about thirty centimetres of the door is still visible. Luckily, the door opens outwards. Brianna gets there first and pushes it open, and we half swim through the opening. Liam drags me behind him, until finally my foot is on the first stair. 

We start to climb, our clothes heavy with the ooze. My head is buzzing. After being drugged with the chloroform, my fight with Maxwell, and now breathing the fumes, there isn’t much energy left in me. Adrenaline can only get you so far, and mine is fast running out. My legs feel wobbly as I climb. 

‘Come on, don’t slow down!’ Liam says. He’s following me up the stairs, watching my faltering steps. 

I look down and can see the red slime rising quickly in the narrow stairwell. As I drag my feet up each stair, one by one, the tide is lapping just below my shoes. Liam scrambles up alongside me, unwilling to go past me.

‘It can’t be far now,’ Brianna says, somewhere above.

I have the sudden feeling that the staircase will never end – we’ll be climbing forever. At this thought, my legs collapse under me, and I fall forward on to the steps. I can hear Liam’s voice calling my name, but darkness rises inside me, and I can’t move or respond. As I lie here, I can feel the cold slime rising over my legs, up to my waist, my chest …

And now I feel … nothing.
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White light.

I am a mind without a body, floating in light. Can you float without a body? I don’t know. But I have no legs to stretch, no fingers to flex, no eyes to blink. But I am somewhere – I exist. It’s peaceful here, and there’s no reason for me to want anything to change. If I had lungs, I would let out a long, contented sigh.

I sink back into nothingness.
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‘Hello, love.’ 

A familiar voice – Dad’s. He strokes my hair, then takes my head in both his hands.

‘I’m just going to pop out and get myself a coffee. I’ll be back soon. I’m so proud of you.’

He kisses me on the forehead, and I sink back into sleep.
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‘Hello, Miss Oddlow.’

I know this voice. It’s the voice of a man with many voices, though this one is perhaps his scariest. 

I hear the beeping of a heart monitor in the background, and I hear it speed up. It is my heart.

‘Don’t worry about moving – I know you can’t anyway. Temporary paralysis, the doctor called it.’

Yes, I know this voice – it has threatened me before, and it is threatening me again now. 

Patrick Maxwell. 

‘Big words, but all it means is that you can’t run away. And, judging by that heart monitor, it seems you can hear me just fine.’

I try to control my fear, but my heart keeps racing. I hear the sound of a plastic chair being dragged close to my bed.

‘How does it feel, Miss Oddlow, to be trapped in your own body?’

His voice is close now, and I can smell his sour breath. To a passerby he might look like a caring relative, begging me to open my eyes, to wake up, to be all right. He snarls each syllable.

‘If you’d had your way, Miss Oddlow, I’d have been caught by now. But you couldn’t quite see it through, could you? Still, my career is over. I’ll never work in this city again. He’ll see to that – he doesn’t like people who fail …’

He’s practically whispering into my ear now. Who is he talking about? 

I want to ask, but I can’t. 

‘So, we both know what it feels like to be trapped, Miss Oddlow. Except the difference is I’m going to escape this trap you’ve set for me – I have a private jet waiting to take me away. But you, Agatha – you’re going to stay trapped forever. You’re never going to wake up. Just like your mum never did.’

Mum? Did he have something to do with that? I hear him lean over and pull something closer, something on wheels. A second later, there’s a sharp pain in the crook of my arm.

‘They put this needle in you so you could get some water, Agatha. Ironic, really, after all that’s happened – it’ll be the last drink you ever have. By the time I’m on my plane, you’ll be growing cold in the mortuary, and the doctors and nurses will be fighting over who gave you too much pain medication, so that you just stopped breathing, just slipped away …’

My heartbeat is racing so fast on the monitor it seems like it will burst right out of my chest. But then the sound stops – the monitor is off. I hear him fiddling with the stand that holds my drip, tampering with the plastic bag. Finally, he sits down.

‘There. It’s done,’ he says, whispering into my ear. ‘Goodnight, Agatha.’

I hear him take something from my bedside table, then the sound of water pouring from a jug.

‘Here’s a toast,’ he says, louder now, ‘to the late, great detective, Agatha Oddlow.’

I wait, my heart racing away in silence, my fear contained, trapped. I start to feel drowsy again, but still I wait, until –

The door bursts open and two policemen rush in, grabbing Maxwell and forcing him to the floor. I open my eyes and rip the needle from my arm. 

‘What the …!’ Maxwell yells in rage. 

‘Hello, Mr Maxwell,’ I say, swinging my legs out of bed. ‘In answer to your question I woke about an hour ago. I thought you might come looking for me here, so I had a word with these nice policemen.’

He’s breathing heavily, grunting almost, jaw clenched. They put handcuffs on him, and for once Maxwell seems lost for words, in any of his voices.

‘Oh, and thank you for speaking clearly,’ I say, pulling a small microphone from under my pillow. ‘I’m sure your confession will come in handy.’

‘You little …’ he yells, trying to throw the police off and failing. And at last I get to say the words I’d always dreamed of saying …’ 

‘Take him away.’
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‘Clean shirt – check. Clean, mended skirt – check. Polished shoes – check. Clean tights – check. Brushed beret and blazer – check …’

I tick the items off on my list, feeling with each one that I’m being restored to my former self. I look myself over in the mirror, and my outfit is immaculate. The first hot shower was bliss, and Dad had to tell me to get out after twenty minutes. 

It took the water board another week to clean the clogged mains pipes, and it will be another month before everything is back to normal, but the supply to our cottage is back with cool, clear water running from the taps. All over London the red algae have died off without sugar to keep them alive. Tons of dead sludge was dredged from the Serpentine and flushed into the sewers. The broken shop windows from the raids are being fixed, and London is being put back together.

For me, as well, it’s time to get back to ordinary life. There’s one more day of term to get through before the summer holidays. The last couple of weeks have been terrifying and exhilarating – the worst and best moments of my life. While I’m glad that the threat has passed, I’m also sad that the adventure is over. But St Regis beckons, and – for the time being – I’m still a schoolgirl.
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‘Morning, Agatha!’ JP calls from his bench as I approach on my way to school.

‘Morning, JP.’

‘Oh, hang on a minute. I wanted to talk to you about something …’

As I watch, he takes a familiar object from the inside pocket of his jacket. The red notebook! I haven’t seen JP for a few days, and with everything that has happened I’d almost forgotten my suspicions of him spying on us. Without changing my expression, I say –

‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Well, it might be nothing, but I saw this guy creeping around outside your house the other night. It seemed like he was planning to break in, but then he knocked on the door and spoke to your dad …’

‘And you were watching the whole time?’

JP shrugs. ‘It’s not like I’ve got much else to do. Anyway, it all seemed innocent, but then you’ll never guess what happened next …’

‘I might, actually,’ I mutter.

‘He disappeared for a while, but later, at about two in the morning …’

I listen to JP’s story of how the mystery man – Davenport, AKA Patrick Maxwell – had reappeared outside our house in the dead of night, only to chop all the flowers off the clematis plant on the back wall. He hands the notebook to show me the times he had noted down. When he talks again, the words tumble out super-fast with nerves.

‘Seemed like a total nutter to me, but your dad seemed to know him, so I thought, well, it might be a joke between the two of them. But what kind of joke is that? Cutting all the flowers off your friend’s plant! So, I wasn’t sure what to do. And I didn’t want to annoy your dad by admitting to spying on his friend, because maybe he would kick me out of the park …’

He’s wringing his hands with worry. I hand the notebook back to him.

‘You did the right thing, JP – thanks for letting me know.’

He pauses, then his frown lightens to a smile.

‘Oh, OK … well, good!’ The tension melts out of his shoulders. ‘You’re looking better today.’

‘You too, JP.’ It’s true – he’s fresh-faced and bright.

‘Well, I’ve been helping out at one of the local soup kitchens. A woman who works there with me knows the owner of a chain of restaurants, and she’s recommended me to them. I’ve got an interview for a job tomorrow.’

‘That’s great!’

He nods and grins. ‘And your dad said I can use the shower and borrow a suit.’

I laugh. ‘Have you seen Dad’s suits? He’s had them since the Dark Ages. I’m pretty sure they all have huge lapels and brown checks.’

He smiles. ‘Sounds like your dad was quite the dandy.’

‘That’s one way of putting it.’

I fish in my pocket and pull out a sandwich.

‘I did like the egg roll you made me the other day,’ he says, eyeing the sandwich with thinly disguised suspicion. ‘Have you started experimenting again?’

‘It’s only Marmite with peanut butter. I thought the protein and vitamin B combination would be good for you.’

He barely suppresses his sigh as he takes the sandwich. ‘Thanks.’

‘I have to go. Good luck if I don’t see you before your interview tomorrow.’

‘Cheers!’ He holds up the sandwich like a toasting glass. ‘Here’s to the chance of a new start.’

I head off. When I get to the end of the path, I glance back. He’s peeling open his sandwich and sniffing it. I sigh and hurry off to school.

‘Morning, Agatha.’

‘Morning, Liam.’

He hands over the paper for the day. I look at the headline on the front page –
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– and, in smaller writing underneath – 

[image: img_0003]

I fold the paper back up – I don’t want to read it just yet.

‘How are you?’ I ask.

‘I’m good. Getting a bit freaked out by people staring at me.’

I glance around the playground and a dozen heads turn away, pretending they hadn’t been looking at us. I smile.

‘Might as well enjoy it while it lasts – we’re celebrities.’

Liam smiles, then frowns at something over my shoulder. I turn round to see Sarah Rathbone. Her expression is icy.

‘Hello, Oddball.’

‘Hello, Sarah.’ I smile.

Her lip curls into a snarl. I can tell that she’s trying to make me feel uncomfortable, to scare me, but I’m not scared any more. I’ve seen worse things in the last few days than a grumpy rich girl. It must have dawned on her that I’m not going to be intimidated, because she changes tack.

‘What an amazing adventure you’ve had,’ she drawls.

I smile some more. ‘Yes, it’s been quite a week …’

‘Well, I just wanted to say well done.’ She narrows her eyes, smiling the fakest of smiles. ‘I’m just so glad you got away with it.’

She turns and strides away.

‘What the hell was that about?’ someone asks by my shoulder. It’s Brianna.

‘I have no idea,’ I say with a shrug, as the three of us watch her go.

‘Well, if you want someone to switch her hairspray for whipped cream, just let me know.’

I grin. ‘Thanks, Bri.’

‘No worries.’ She brushes her hair behind her ear. I notice she has several small loop earrings round the top of each ear – instead of the CC uniform of a single tasteful diamond in each lobe. She’s wearing a leather biker jacket – all against school rules of course.

‘You look … different,’ I say. 

She smiles cautiously.

‘Thanks. I feel different.’
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School goes by quickly, and I get used to people whispering as I pass. Liam is nervous about the attention, while Brianna soaks it up. Adulation is nothing new to her, but this time it’s nothing to do with a carefully posed selfie. Several times I hear her retelling the story of our escape through the sugar maze, to a crowd of sixth-form girls, and it becomes more fantastical each time. I raise my eyebrow, but she shrugs as though to say, who’s gonna know? I walk by, keeping my smile to myself – I enjoy our story passing into legend.

The bell rings for the end of day and the end of term. A cheer goes up from the class, and people are running for the door, not waiting for Mr Wynne’s permission, stuffing books into bags as they go. I just sit there, not wanting to rush. Liam is next to me, carefully putting his mathematical protractors away in the right slots.

‘What do you think it’ll be like, when we come back after summer?’ I ask him. 

Liam thinks about it for a while. ‘I dunno … I think it’ll mostly be back to the way things were. People forget stuff pretty quickly.’

I nod.

‘That’s what I thought. And I was also thinking … I don’t want things to go back to the way they were – not back to normal anyway.’

He smiles.

‘Agatha, things will never be normal with you around. There’ll be other mysteries to solve.’

I think about those words and feel a bit better. 

‘Thanks, Liam. And when there are, we can solve them together.’
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The sun is shining on my walk home through Hyde Park, but my mind is elsewhere, back in the cavern under the earth. So I’m surprised when Dad opens the door when I reach the cottage.

‘Dad, what are you doing home?’

‘I came back early – we have a visitor.’

For a moment, I imagine Maxwell, somehow out of police custody and holding Dad hostage. What if he’s standing behind Dad, a gun to his back?

Dad catches my expression and laughs. ‘It’s all right, Aggie – it’s the good sort of visitor. Come on.’ I follow him through to the kitchen. 

‘Dorothy is a high-up officer from the Metropolitan Police – she came to say thanks to you in person.’

I gasp as I see Professor D’Oliveira sitting at our kitchen table, sipping tea from china cups. I didn’t even know we owned any china – Dad has clearly pulled out all the stops for her. She sets down her cup as I enter and smiles at me.

‘Miss Oddlow! You’ll forgive me for not getting up – my joints don’t move quite as smoothly as they used to. Too long in a desk job!’

While Dad busies himself making me a cup of tea, she takes my hand between both of hers and squeezes it warmly. ‘I told your dad I was with the Met so he didn’t ask too many questions. The Guild is eager to initiate you,’ she whispers. ‘We have much to thank you for.’ As she lets go of my hand, I find a tiny locket in my palm. I flip it up and inside is a picture of a key – the symbol of the Guild. The professor winks at me, and I slip the locket into my skirt pocket.

‘Does that mean I’ve been accepted?’ I whisper back.

‘For initial training, yes. If you pass the tests, you could become our youngest agent ever.’

‘What about Liam? He’s really good with computers.’

My request doesn’t seem to surprise her.

‘First things first. But I’m sure we could consider his application.’

Dad reappears with my mug and joins us at the table. We munch on chocolate Hobnobs and sip tea. As Dad and Professor D’Oliveira make small talk, I find myself zoning out, Changing Channel. Hercule stands over by the window. He turns to me. 

‘But what about this mysterious “he” Maxwell spoke of? And what really happened to your mum?’ he asks.

‘Exactly!’ I reply. 

‘What’s that, love?’ says Dad, offering me another biscuit. I smile and take one. The scene in the kitchen is ordinary and comforting – so unlike my recent experiences – I almost feel uneasy.

Like Liam says, things will never be ‘normal’ again.

And I don’t want them to be.
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‘That film was crazy!’ says Liam with satisfaction as we step out of the Odeon.

The evening air is pleasantly warm and there are still hordes of people milling around in Leicester Square. We navigate through them. Liam turns his phone back on, while I fish out the last scraps of popcorn from my box. We’ve just seen the latest crime thriller – Midnight Delivery – and can’t wait to point out all its plot holes.

‘I knew it was the window cleaner,’ I say. ‘He was far too nosy. And as for the detective – he was soooo slow.’ I laugh. ‘Brianna would’ve had a field day! Why did she say she couldn’t come?’ Liam is my best friend, but Brianna is a close second. The three of us hang out together a lot.

‘Oh … I think she had homework,’ he says.

I chuckle. ‘That figures. One full day left of the holidays and she’s finally getting round to it.’ Liam and I always get our schoolwork done at the start of the holidays, but Brianna likes to leave it until the last possible minute. I once saw her writing in an exercise book while she was walking down the street to school.

Liam’s too busy looking at something on his phone to reply, so I wander over to a bin and dump my empty popcorn box. On a pavement board close by is a poster, with the words LORD MAYOR’S FIREWORKS! in big letters at the top. I scan the details. The extravaganza – with ‘over 15,000 fireworks!’ – will take place beside the Thames, on Sunday.

‘Isn’t September a bit early for the Lord Mayor’s fireworks?’ I say as Liam comes over. ‘Don’t they usually do them in November – around Guy Fawkes Night?’ I think some more. ‘And I’m sure they’re usually on a Saturday.’ 

He doesn’t answer my question, but says, ‘Check this out,’ and he holds out his phone, so I can see the screen. It’s a news alert:

BREAKING NEWS: Murder at British Museum

I stare at the red letters for a moment, feeling a familiar excitement. It’s been five weeks since I solved the case of the red slime that had polluted London’s water supply, and I’m itching to get going again. Things have been too quiet with no cases to solve, so I haven’t been enjoying my summer holidays as much as usual.

I take his phone and click on the link. There’s not much information to go on yet:

A member of staff has been stabbed to death shortly after closing time this evening at the British Museum. Police have yet to release the name of the staff member, who is believed to be an attendant who may have disturbed an intruder. A museum exhibit is said to be missing from a display case.

I feel a surge of happiness. ‘Finally, an actual case!’ I catch Liam’s eye as I hand back his phone. ‘Come on – we need to investigate!’

He scrutinises me. ‘Agatha, tell me you’re not actually pleased that someone’s been murdered …?’

My cheeks turn red; hopefully he won’t have noticed. ‘Of course not.’ I study my nails: currently black with silver stars. I’m especially pleased with the stars, which have come out just right.

‘Anyway,’ he continues, ‘it’s a murder investigation – you won’t be able to just wander in there.’

This is the type of challenge I live for. ‘Of course I will. “No Case Too Odd”, remember?’ I say, reciting the Oddlow Agency’s motto. I’d got sick of people making fun of my surname, Oddlow (Oddly … Oddball … Oddbod … Odd Socks …) so I’d decided to put a positive spin on it.

‘But this doesn’t even seem especially odd …’ he says doubtfully.

Not wanting to waste time, I grab him by the arm and start to stride through the Leicester Square crowds, in the direction of the Tube. Liam stumbles after me, reading the report on his phone.

‘It says they’ve put the museum on lockdown, so nobody can get in there – not even you.’

‘Ah, but who said I was going to use the front door?’ I look back at him, raising an eyebrow. With my free hand, I touch the place below my neck where my mum’s black metal key is hanging from a silver chain. It’s not just a trinket: it belongs to a secret organisation called the Gatekeepers’ Guild, and it gives access to underground passageways all over London.

Liam frowns. ‘You’ll be in serious trouble if Professor D’Oliveira finds you using the tunnels before your Trial begins.’ The professor is my contact at the Guild. If I want to become an agent, or Gatekeeper, like my mum (and I really, really do), I have to pass three tests that make up the Guild Trial.

I sigh. ‘I know … but I didn’t expect it to take this long to get started! I’ve been waiting five weeks already!’

‘Come on, you know how gutted you’ll be if they catch you – and the professor says you can’t take the tests and become a Gatekeeper if you break the rules.’

I roll my eyes. ‘But they’re not going to notice if I use the key just this one time, though, are they? I’m sure I can dodge them.’

Liam shakes free of my grip. 

‘Aren’t you coming?’ I ask, in surprise. Liam normally jumps at the chance of some excitement.

‘Agatha, you’re my best friend – but you’re talking about interfering with a crime scene and risking your chances of becoming an agent.’

I decide to focus on his first objection, so I ignore the second. ‘I’m not going to interfere,’ I say indignantly. ‘I’m just going to look for clues …’

‘… And potentially get in the way of the police, who are themselves looking for clues.’

I pause for a moment, wondering whether to try and win him round. But he’s wearing his determined look.

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry about it – you can go and find out what they’re saying about the murder on the news. We can compare notes when I see you on Thursday in school.’

‘Right … just – be careful, though.’

‘Oh, it’s OK – I’ll just dig a tunnel using a spoon,’ I say, referring to one of our favourite films.

‘So long as you have a plan,’ he says with evident sarcasm (spoilt by the fact he’s obviously trying not to laugh when he says it).

‘I always have a plan,’ I reply.

‘If there’s any more info on the news, do you want me to leave you a note?’ he asks.

‘Oh, I forgot to tell you – Dad found the loose brick in the wall, so we can’t use it for messages any more. He’s cemented it in!’

‘Seriously? Couldn’t you have stopped him?’

I shrug. ‘He’d “fixed” it before I got the chance. We’ll just have to find a new way of sharing information.’

Liam shakes his head sadly. ‘I loved our brick,’ he says, as if we’ve lost a dear friend.

I shrug again. ‘Look, I’ve got to be off, OK? I’ll see you at school on Thursday,’ and I give him a quick wave then jog the short distance to the Tube station.
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On the platform, with five minutes to wait for the train, I feel the adrenaline start to mount. Tonight I’m no longer Agatha Oddlow, scholarship student at a school for privileged kids, but Agatha Oddly, private investigator, named after the world-famous crime writer Agatha Christie.

As the train carries me along, I settle into the rhythm and plan my entrance into the museum. I have a useful ability to ‘Change Channel’ – switch off from whatever’s going on so I can access other parts of my brain. I close my eyes and use this technique now, to focus on the task ahead. I’ll be needing a costume and a convincing reason for being at the museum after hours.

By the time I get back to Hyde Park I’ve worked it all out, and I can’t wait to get started.

As I hurry along the path beside the Serpentine lake I automatically glance at the benches to see if my old friend JP is there, but then I remember JP’s no longer homeless, so he doesn’t live in the park any more. He’s managed to get himself a job, and it even comes with a flat he can rent cheaply. I’m really pleased for him, but I miss our daily chats.

As Groundskeeper’s Cottage comes into view, I force myself to focus on my plan. The first thing I need to do is be seen by my dad, Rufus, so that he thinks I’m going to bed for the night. Also, the popcorn already seems like a long time ago, so I should probably make myself a sandwich before I set out.

‘Hey, Dad!’

‘Hi, Aggie. How was the film?’

‘So terrible that it was brilliant – really funny!’ I go over to where Dad is sitting at the kitchen table, studying some landscape designs for the park, and give him a peck on the cheek.

‘That’s good. Have you eaten?’

‘Only some popcorn,’ I admit. (Dad hates it when I skip meals.)

‘You should make yourself a sandwich,’ he says.

I grin. ‘You read my mind!’

I set to work, spreading first butter, then peanut butter, then a layer of salad cream. It’s a combination I haven’t tried before, but I’m always keen to experiment. I did over-experiment at one point last term, when I attempted to create a masterpiece from a French cookery book. It was disastrous – and I lost some of my confidence – but I’m over that now, and open to new culinary experiences again. 

As I stick the two pieces of bread together, I start to go over the details of the plan in my head. I’ll need some keys from Dad’s collection – he has them to open gates and gratings all over Hyde Park. But Dad derails my train of thought—

‘I won’t be around tomorrow morning, by the way.’

‘Oh? How come?’ I look around for the bread knife. Sandwiches always taste better when you cut them into triangles.

‘Yeah, I … um, I have a meeting with an orchid specialist from the Royal Horticultural Society.’

Something about Dad’s tone makes me turn round and look at him.

‘An orchid specialist?’

‘Yes … a very prestigious one … and she’s only free first thing. So I won’t be around when you get up.’

He clears his throat and goes back to studying the plans in front of him, in a too-concentrated way that seems a bit forced. But I don’t have any time to worry about what Dad may be up to – I have to get going if I want to inspect the crime scene before the police remove all the evidence.

‘OK, I’m going up.’

Dad glances at the clock. ‘It’s only eight thirty. Bit early for you, isn’t it?’

‘It’s a well-known fact that teenagers need more rest than adults.’

‘That’s my line,’ he says, frowning. ‘What are you up to?’

I put on my most innocent expression. ‘Nothing. I’ve just got some reading to do for English, and I want to look over the essays I did at the start of the holidays.’ I scoop up my plate and make for the door. ‘Don’t stay up too late, Dad. See you in the morning!’

‘OK … night, love.’

I stop on the first-floor landing and creep into Dad’s room, where Oliver the cat is curled up on the bed. Dad has a rule about not letting cats on beds, but that never deters Oliver. Slipping the set of keys I need from a hook on his crowded key rack, I place them in my pocket, then start up the next flight of stairs, wolfing down my sandwich on the way. It tastes foul and I make a mental note not to try this particular combination again. I set the empty plate down on my bedside table and look around with satisfaction at my room. It’s in the sloping attic space at the top of our cottage and is packed with interesting objects and artefacts, including shells, feathers and fossils, newspaper clippings and elaborate disguises. There’s a porcelain bust of Queen Victoria that I found in a skip, plus a chart of eye colours with codes for each shade, which I’ve memorised. A portrait of my favourite crime writer, Agatha Christie, hangs in pride of place above the bed, and there’s a smaller portrait of her most famous character, Hercule Poirot, on the back of the door.

For a moment, my thoughts turn back to the Guild – and, more importantly, the Trial. I’ve been thinking about it all summer, like a song I can’t get out of my head. It makes me nervous, knowing that the first challenge could begin at any moment, even in the middle of the night, and I have to be ready for it. I guess that’s the whole point – if you can’t be ready at any moment, to act without warning, then you can’t be a member of the Guild. But I do wish they’d get it over with.

I take off my red beret – my best-loved item of clothing – and place it carefully in its box. Then I go over to my two rails, where I keep all my clothes and costumes, and start to rummage for the items I need. 

Luckily for me, I’ve already made some notes in my head on the British Museum from my previous visits there. I close my eyes and Change Channel to reach the area where the relevant information is stored. It looks like a series of old-fashioned filing cabinets. I access the one for uniforms and flip through the handwritten cards inside, until I reach M, for ‘Museum’ – then I select subcategory B, for ‘British’. All the British Museum uniforms I’ve observed have been filed away here, each as an imaginary photograph. I want to get in as an attendant – it’s the most convincing role for someone of my age – and the uniform I call up is a simple one: black trousers with a white shirt.

Flicking through the garments hanging from my clothes rail, I pick out a suitable shirt and some trousers. From a box underneath I take a black faux-leather belt and a pair of Doc Martens boots with thick rubber soles that give me a few extra centimetres. They were a brilliant find in a charity shop and I love them. I get changed quickly, removing my knee-length red gingham shirt dress (one of my favourites, also from a charity shop) before pulling on the trousers and shirt. Accessories come next – a work pass on an extendable lanyard which I attach to my belt, and a very basic work badge to pin to my chest, which claims that my name is ‘Felicity’. This is the name I use on social media – after detective Hercule Poirot’s secretary, Felicity Lemon. Finally, I tie my hair back in a bun, and for extra camouflage add a pair of thick-rimmed glasses (which are stored in a chest of drawers full of similar accessories – false eyelashes, sunglasses, headscarves, fake scars, bushy eyebrows …). I slip the keys into my pocket, along with a small notebook and pen, an LED head torch, a lock-picking kit, and a plastic vial containing a clean cotton bud – an essential part of any detective’s kit. My pocket is now bulging, but I don’t want to complicate things by taking a bag with me that I might have to abandon somewhere.

Everything done, I look myself over in the mirror.

Pretty convincing.

I don a long plastic mac over my outfit to keep it clean. This monstrosity – the sort of shapeless cover-up sold to tourists who arrive in Britain unprepared for the rain – is not an item I would ever normally wear in public. But needs must.

‘See you later, Mum,’ I tell the photo of my mother that I keep by my bed. She’s wearing a long, flowing skirt, big sunglasses and a floppy hat. I like her style – comfortable but chic. She’s standing astride her bike, which is piled high with books, as usual. The police said it was the books that made her bike difficult to steer – and that was why she’d lost control in an accident with a car and died. But I don’t believe that. For a start, I found her bike, and it didn’t have a scratch on it. If I can join the Gatekeepers’ Guild, maybe I can find out what she was investigating when she died, and it might give me some answers.

Deep breath now – here comes the difficult bit.

I turn my bedroom lights off. If Dad comes up to see what I’m doing, I don’t want him to think I’m awake. Then, making my way across the cluttered room by memory, I climb on to my bed. The evening sky is overcast, but there’s just enough light for me to make out the rectangle of my skylight. I open this now, grab on to the edge, and haul myself up and out, so that I’m sitting on the roof, straddling the ridge.

I wait for a moment. I like it up here – there’s a gentle breeze stirring and, now that summer’s coming to a close, the night is neither too warm nor too cold. Off in the distance, at the edge of the park, I can see the twinkling lights of Kensington. I divide the mission up into phases in my mind: stage one – get away from the house undetected by Dad; stage two – crawl through a long, uncomfortable passage; and stage three – gain entry to the museum. I take a deep breath.

Right: it’s time to go.

I ease myself off the ridge and slide down the tiles to the edge, where I cautiously stick my right foot out into space until it makes contact with the nearest branch of the ancient oak tree. The left foot joins it. Next comes the scariest moment, when I push off from the roof and have to trust the rest of my body will get across safely … It does, of course – I’ve been climbing up and down this tree since I was ten. With my arms round the trunk, I feel for my next foothold and make my way down to the ground. I’m glad I thought to wear the raincoat, or my clean white shirt would be covered in moss and lichen by now.

I jump down on to Dad’s immaculately maintained lawn, keeping the oak tree between me and the kitchen window. Dad mustn’t see me. Then, taking a deep breath, I run through our gate and off across the park, into the night.

Stage one – complete.
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To reach the underground passageways governed by the Gatekeepers’ Guild, first I have to open a grating beside the Serpentine. I step down the short ramp that leads to the dark, caged-off hole and, when I reach the grating, I fish out Dad’s keys and select the correct one. I insert it into the lock – but for some reason I can’t get it to fit neatly and turn. I struggle with it for a while before giving up and sitting down on the dewy ground. What now?

I hear Hercule Poirot’s voice in my head, with its familiar Belgian accent: ‘Venez, Mademoiselle Oddlow, we won’t let un petit lock stop us at the first ’urdle, n’est-ce pas?’

Poirot may be a fictional detective, but he’s my inspiration. Why won’t the key turn? Maybe something’s stuck in the mechanism. I get up and inspect the padlock. Sure enough, there’s a pine needle jammed inside. I form pincers with my thumb and forefinger and manage to remove the tiny obstruction. Then I try the key again. This time it turns, and I swing the grating open and crawl through, pulling it shut behind me.

I shiver, remembering the last time I was down in this dank passageway. The tunnel had been full of toxic red algae, so Liam and I had worn face coverings to filter out the fumes. Even without the stinking slime, it isn’t exactly welcoming.

I take the head torch from my pocket, turn it on and slide the harness over my head. The bright bulb illuminates a dirty concrete path. There’s a crumbling brick roof that’s far too low for comfort, even for a thirteen-year-old of average height, and I have to crouch. I sigh and begin my uncomfortable passage through the long tunnel. It stretches downwards, taking me ever deeper beneath the ground. 

Despite the vast amount of earth above my head, I divert my thoughts away from images of the ceiling caving in. My palms and knuckles keep scraping on the stone and brick, and my neck aches badly from having to keep my head bent at an awkward angle. My progress is further hampered because I have to stop every so often to rub my aching leg muscles, which aren’t used to staying bent for so long.

I don’t realise I’m holding my breath until the corridor opens out into a wide cavern, and I find I’m gasping – dragging in oxygen as if I’ve been under water. I laugh at myself – I’ve made the whole journey harder by tensing up and holding my breath! I stretch my back out and give myself a shake. It’s such a relief to be able to stand upright.

Stage two – complete.

On the far side of the cavern there’s an iron door covered in rivets, like the entrance to an ancient castle. It’s so rusty that it’s almost the exact shade of the surrounding bricks, making it nearly invisible. Now for the next key: the one I promised Professor D’Oliveira I wouldn’t use.

I pull the silver chain out from the collar of my shirt and insert the large metal key into the lock. Mum’s key. For a moment, I picture her turning it in secret gates and doors. I feel such a strong link to her when I use it. It turns soundlessly in the well-oiled mechanism. I leave my head torch on the ground, then I push the door open a crack – enough to check for guards, before stepping inside and pulling it closed behind me.

That was way too easy: the Gatekeepers’ Guild really should increase their security.

I head down a long, well-lit corridor with a plush, red carpet. After a couple of hundred metres, the carpet gives way to stone as I approach the bike racks. There are hundreds of bicycles here, of all sorts, from high-tech mountain models and off-roaders, to older, more upright models. The Guild own mile upon mile of tunnels, and they prefer to ride through them wherever possible, to save energy and time. For a moment, I try to imagine what type of person owns each model. I spot a large, unwieldy black mountain bike and picture a very severe man in a dark suit. I fix on another one – a pink sparkly, Barbie-doll type – and decide it has probably been borrowed by a parent from their child. I know which one I’m going to use. It belonged to my mum: a baby-blue town bicycle with a basket. The professor promised to keep it here for me.

But it’s missing.

I go through the racks, twice, but it’s definitely not here. Has someone taken it? Or is it just being stored somewhere safe? I make a mental note to ask the professor about it. I feel a pang at the absence of what feels like a piece of my mum. It’s only a bicycle, I tell myself. I consider taking another one instead – but that feels more like stealing. I’ll just have to jog.

I start to run slowly, building up speed until I’m making good progress along the main tunnel. The ground is fairly smooth here – worn down, I suppose, by years of use by the Gatekeepers. At last I spy a smaller passage off to the right, with a sign for the British Museum. I turn into it and soon reach a full-height metal gate. 

Once again, my magic key opens the lock. I step through, close the gate behind me, and abandon my hideous raincoat at the bottom of a short set of stone steps leading up to the museum. At the top, another turn of the key lets me through a wooden door.

I’m in a tiny room that holds nothing but a long staircase, leading upwards, and I jog up them with ease. My fitness levels are pretty good these days as I’ve been working out a lot over the summer. Before too long I reach what I gauge to be the ground floor. There’s a door with a grimy window. I give it a wipe with my hand, and see I’m just off a large corridor. There’s no one about, so I slip through the door and easily find my way into the main foyer of the museum.

Stage three – complete.
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I know the layout of the British Museum from the many times Dad has brought me here over the years to see the different exhibits, and I walk quietly but confidently through the public section of the building. I meet no one on the way, but I can hear voices as I approach the area where the murder took place. I walk towards the doorway, careful not to draw attention to myself. As I step over the threshold, I take out my notebook and pen and stand poised at the first display cabinet, as if I’m taking notes on the exhibits. If I’m spotted, I’ll need to have a good cover story.

Despite my careful planning, I freeze at the sound of a voice quite close, convinced I’ve been seen. But they’re not talking to me.

‘So, the piece that’s missing is a clay mug?’

I glance over at the speaker. It’s a female police officer, with light-brown hair tied back in a ponytail. She’s writing in a notebook.

The person she’s addressing is a man of about thirty-five, with closely cropped hair and round glasses, which he keeps pushing up his nose. He’s clearly anxious – I can see beads of sweat on his forehead. This nervousness, combined with the expensive cut of his suit, suggests he’s probably a senior official at the museum. No doubt he’d be feeling distressed that one of the museum attendants, a member of his staff, has died at work. I can’t imagine how hard it would be to feel responsible for something like that.

He clears his throat. ‘That’s right, yes. It’s a strange choice for a burglar.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, you see this piece, right beside the gap?’

I crane my head to get a look but I’m too far away.

‘With the lion’s head?’

‘That’s right. Well, that is a very fine example of Etruscan pottery. It’s almost priceless. The clay cup … well, that’s not worth much.’

‘So you’re saying …’

‘I’m saying it’s odd that a burglar would kill for the clay cup. But perhaps he took the wrong artefact …? I still can’t believe one of our own museum attendants is dead!’

‘I’m so sorry. This must be very upsetting for you. I’ll try not to keep you much longer. But the more help you can give us, the sooner we can catch the culprit.’

‘I understand—’

‘Hey! Where did you come from?’ I jump at the voice in my ear and turn to face a male police officer. He frowns. ‘You aren’t supposed to be here.’

Rookie mistake: I should have kept checking behind me, instead of becoming mesmerised by what was going on in front.

‘Oh no,’ I say, in an eager voice, ‘I am meant to be here, Officer. I’m here on work experience, and I’ve been in the stores, cataloguing the exoskeletal organisms.’ I have no idea if such a collection exists, but I’m hoping to blindside him with long words.

‘So what are you doing here?’ He gestures to the display case. I haven’t even taken in the exhibits, but I glance down and see they appear to be fertility statues. I think fast.

‘Oh – I finished my work experience tasks for the day and my manager said I could do some of my own work, on my school project – “Fertility rituals of the ancient worlds”.’

‘Did you not hear the announcement to evacuate?’

I shake my head, wearing my most earnest expression. ‘No, I haven’t heard anything. Why … has something happened?’

‘Surely someone told you this part of the museum is off-limits?’ He seems entirely bemused by my presence.

I shake my head again. I need to distract him with a change of topic. Discreetly, I take in as much information as I can, my eyes flicking over his form. There’s not much to go on, because he’s in uniform, but I do find a few clues.
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‘Do you like dogs?’ I say, thinking on my feet. ‘I love them!’

His eyes light up. ‘I love dogs too! I have four of my own,’ he says proudly.

‘You’re so lucky,’ I say. ‘I’d love a dog, but my dad won’t let me have one.’

His radio crackles and a female voice comes through, issuing instructions. ‘Oh, that’s for me,’ he says. ‘Just get your things and go home.’

‘OK … thanks! I hope my school teacher won’t mind too much if I’m late with my project.’

‘Can’t help you there, I’m afraid. Don’t forget your coat,’ he says, pointing to a door marked STAFF ONLY. As long as he’s watching, I can’t head back the way I came in, so I obediently go the way he indicates.

It takes me into another hallway, with another set of stairs leading down. I run down to the basement, wondering if there might be some way back to the tunnel from here. At the bottom there’s a door. 

I push it open.
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I step inside and quickly shut the door behind me. I’m in darkness and I fumble for a moment before finding the light switch. My nostrils fill with the smell of damp stone.

The single bulb flickers and then comes on; it sheds barely enough light to see by, and casts weird shadows around the room.

The basement itself is ordinary enough – concrete floor and ceiling, with three walls also made of concrete. The fourth wall, facing me, is made of brick and looks older. There are several sets of metal shelves against the walls, stacked with a variety of cleaning products – sponges and mops, buckets and basins, bottles of bleach and disinfectant. There’s only one other object in the room, over in the far corner.

It’s as big as a bear, and so blackened with age it takes me a minute to work out what it is – a boiler, old and long retired. It was probably left here because it was too much trouble to dismantle it and lug it up the narrow stairs. The squatting lump of metal is knuckled with rivets and valves. There are several water pipes leading up from it, but these have been chopped off, and now stop short of the ceiling.

I sniff the air. Not just damp, but the scent of bleach. This could be from the army of mop buckets down here, but the smell is strong and fresh. By the light of the single, naked light bulb, I look around at the floor, then crouch to run my finger over it. Dust – lots of it.

Over in the corner, by the old boiler, the floor is darker. I walk over. Yes – the concrete here has been scrubbed recently and is still damp. Why would someone clean this patch but not the rest of the room?

In my mind’s eye, I conjure up a Polaroid camera. It appears in front of me, hovering in the air. I hold the imaginary camera steady, and start to take some snaps of the room. Each photo scrolls lazily out of a slot on the camera and develops from black to a colour image. When I’ve taken enough pictures, I file them away in my memory.

Now for my next job. I fish out the plastic vial and use the cotton bud to swab the floor. I could be wrong, but I have a funny feeling about this wet patch. So I place the swab safely back inside the vial for analysis in Brianna’s secret lab.

Then I step up to the disused boiler. It’s covered in dust and clearly hasn’t been used in a very long time. The pipes are cut off, so it can’t have leaked. Why would anyone need to clean up here?

Peering into the darkness behind the boiler, I can’t make anything out. On my keyring I have a tiny torch, which my dad gave me last Christmas as a stocking filler, so I point it into the darkness. There isn’t much there, although … I peer more closely. Yes! It looks like there could be a hole in the wall! I can’t see into it from this angle, but the back of the boiler is completely free from dust. It seems as though someone’s been crawling around in this area.

There’s only one thing for it. Clamping the torch between my teeth, I shuffle forward and crouch down until I’m fully enclosed inside the cramped space. I can see it now, just as I suspected – a hole in the brick wall, big enough for a grown human being to fit through. Looking down at the dirty floor, I can just make out a boot print. Someone has definitely been through here recently!

Steeling myself, I start to crawl forward. My keyring torch doesn’t do much to illuminate the space, but by moving the beam around I can see tunnel walls opening up. I wish I hadn’t left my powerful head torch in the cavern under the Serpentine.

As I go through the underground passage, the brick surface changes, first to something like concrete, then to a material resembling bedrock, chipped away roughly with a chisel or a small pickaxe. There are no signs of activity here, and it’s completely silent. I continue, slightly crouched, but hurrying along.

After about thirty metres, the corridor begins to slope down and, a little further on, the space starts to open out once again. Here, the walls are lined with brick, as the rough-hewn tunnel gives way to a carefully built structure, like a Victorian sewer. Thankfully, this is much cleaner and drier, though!

I carry on, now able to stand up fully, holding the torch in front of me like a miniature shield. Its beam isn’t strong enough to fully light the way, and the area ahead looks especially dark and unwelcoming. Until this moment, I’ve been caught up in the chase. Now, though, I’m suddenly aware of my own smallness. What, or who, might I find down here?

I hesitate. I think of Dad, and my cosy room under the eaves of the cottage.

Then Hercule Poirot speaks to me in the darkness: ‘Ma chère Agathe, you have stumbled upon un petit mystère, non? You are not going to turn back now?’

Too right I’m not. I push on.

Twenty more steps and the space opens out into an even wider passage. Here, my tiny light seems brighter than it did in the brick section, because the walls around me are lined with white ceramic tiles which despite being grimy still manage to reflect a little of the beam back towards me. The pale expanse is broken up by bands of tiles in a dark colour, burgundy perhaps, or purple – it’s hard to tell in this light under the layers of dirt. But there’s something very familiar about them. It takes me a while to realise what it is, out of context as they are.

Of course! These are the tiles used across London to line the walls of Tube stations! In the days when many Londoners couldn’t read, the patterns were used to signal the different stations.

Over the last few years, I’ve travelled through almost all the stations on the Tube map, except for some of the ones further out. I’ve taken mental pictures of all the tile designs, and I call them to mind now. The pictures appear in front of me as Polaroids, stuck with brass pins to a corkboard that’s hanging on the wall.

I check through all of them quickly, but can’t identify the particular arrangement of tiles I’m seeing now – the two burgundy bands separated by a band of white. I turn away from the images.

This is a conundrum – a Tube station which is not a Tube station, right in the heart of London.

I walk a little further, my footsteps echoing back at me. Glancing down, I see dust swirling around my feet. The tunnel is thickly carpeted in a grey lint, which has settled and collected over many years. But I’m not the first person to walk here recently. There are footprints, though how many sets it’s difficult to tell because they keep to a track, like when someone walks through snow along the same path that someone else has already trodden down. I think about walking in that track myself, to disguise the fact I’ve been here, but it’s too late – I’ve already left my prints behind me. A little further down the corridor, I get my first confirmation that this underground building is indeed a Tube station, albeit an unused one – a faded, much-torn poster advertising Ovaltine is pasted to a curved billboard set into the wall.

The poster looks old – very old by the style of font and the watercolour illustration of a woman holding a steaming mug in front of her. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s from the 1930s or ’40s, and was put up sometime during the Second World War. But why is it still here? Why was this Tube station abandoned? I walk on, turning this way then that through the empty tiled corridors, and find my answer.

I’ve stepped out on to a platform. And there, on the wall across from me, is a faded sign, which reads: BRITISH MUSEUM.

It’s the disused British Museum station! It’s been closed for decades. The people who ran the Tube back then decided that there weren’t enough people using it. It wasn’t even close to the museum. I know that it used to be a stop on the Central line (that’s the line marked red on Tube maps), which for the most part draws a neat line through the middle of London. I wonder whether the Central line trains pass through this station now or just bypass it, going down another nearby tunnel.

As if on cue, I hear a distant, rattling rumble – the familiar sound of a Tube train passing by.

I’ve always wanted a chance to visit some of the abandoned stations – but I don’t have much time to think about that now, because it’s getting late and there’s a murder to solve – and if Dad has realised I’m away from home, I need to be getting back sooner rather than later.

I search quickly around the platform and find more clues – tiles wiped clean of dust through contact, and, there, a little further along, a dust-free space on the ground, where something was obviously being stored, though it’s gone now.

The space is large and roughly rectangular. It doesn’t give much of an idea as to what might have been there. When I reach the edge of the platform, I bend down and shine my light into the dark passage. I half expect to see that the old tracks have been ripped up, either to stop trains from passing this way, or so that the metal could be recycled, as happened with many of the city’s metal gates and fences during the Second World War. But, as I shine my torch down into the dark canyon, two gleaming bands of silver throw the beam of light back at me. The old rails are not only still in place; they are polished so highly that there can be no mistaking it – trains have passed through here recently, and often.

Hmm … how can that be? I’ve now heard three trains pass by and not one of them has come through. Perhaps they use this tunnel to store trains when they’re not in service. Or maybe it’s used to store repair vehicles on the tracks. Or could it be a bypass tunnel, which allows trains to pass while another sits idle?

I finish looking around the station, taking mental photos of everything as I go. I wish I had a real camera, so I could get some actual pictures of the boot prints marking the dust around me, but my own memory will have to suffice. I stare at some of them for longer than usual, to make sure that the images are well developed.

Finally, it seems there’s no more for me to investigate down here. I could go back up to the British Museum the same way I got down, but the police investigation is well established up there. If I make another appearance, I’m bound to be spotted again, and this time the police might be suspicious. I’m glad I brought my Guild key.

Walking to the far end of the platform, I hop down on to the tracks – and just in time too: I hear the voice of a man, arriving on the platform behind me. Hurriedly, I turn off my torch.

‘Did you remember my five sugars?’

I crouch and hold very still.

Another man responds: ‘Dunno. I just shovel them in.’ So that’s two men, at least.

‘Jeez, Frankie – you know I can’t drink it when it’s not sweet enough.’

‘I’m just amazed you’ve got any teeth left.’

They laugh. I can’t hear any other voices joining in, but, although it’s a relief they’re alone, two’s more than enough to worry about. I begin to shuffle quickly towards the tunnel, but I lose my balance for a moment and my foot thuds against the metal of the train tracks.

One of the men speaks: ‘What’s that?’

‘What?’

‘I heard a noise.’

‘Probably one of those mice that live along the rails.’

‘Sounded like a pretty big mouse.’

I hear footsteps approaching and flatten myself against the side of the platform as much as possible. Crouching in the shadows, I hope I’m nearly invisible.

A torch is shone along the tracks. It gets worryingly close to me, reflecting in the toe of my boots. I really shouldn’t polish my footwear if I’m going to wear it for undercover work. Has he seen me? I hold my breath and close my eyes. I’m clutching my front-door keys, the only potential weapon I have to hand, but I don’t fancy my chances if I have to rely on them to defend myself.

‘Nothing there,’ he pronounces, turning and heading back to his mate.

‘What time did you say it’s due?’ asks the other one.

‘In the next five or ten, I reckon – if they don’t have to stop in a side tunnel on the way.’

While they’re talking, I run silently to the tunnel mouth. I know there are several doors on the Central line which will give me access to the Guild passages, and, once I’m in one of those, it will be simple enough to find my way back to Hyde Park. Most importantly, I need to get off the rails before the train comes through.

Inside the total darkness of the tunnel, I dare to turn on my torch again. It doesn’t make a lot of difference – the light was dim when I used it earlier in the museum, and it’s lost power since then and is frustratingly weak, but it’s all I’ve got. I push on. Five minutes of jogging and I find what I’m looking for – a small wooden door set into the side of the service passage leading off from the Central line.

The sounds of trains on the other tracks are closer now, rumbling and rattling, and screeching as they brake. To some people it could be unsettling – frightening even – knowing that these fast engines are racing through the tunnels surrounding them. But I’m used to this – used to walking underground, used to being a little bit too close to forces that might harm me. Taking the Guild key from round my neck, I don’t even pause before putting it into the lock. I’m also growing accustomed to breaking the rules.

Still, after waiting all summer to take the Trial, I can’t help but shudder at the thought of the consequences if I get caught down here. I open the door and step into a narrow tunnel which is far cleaner and better kept than the one I’ve just come from. As I enter, lights come on – automatic sensors picking up my movement. This brightly lit corridor is more disconcerting than the previous one: there’s nowhere to hide.

I turn off the little torch and put it in my pocket. One of my brain’s tricks is an internal compass that I use to navigate. I have a lot of tools like this – internal filing cabinets and visual memory aids – but I can’t explain how most of them work, even to myself. They just do. I walk a little way, passing various doors on my left, until I reach one on my right, which my compass tells me is the right direction for home. I open it and pass through, and walk for fifteen to twenty minutes, checking over my shoulder the whole time. At last, I come to a sign on the wall with arrows pointing in two directions. One of the arrows points towards Piccadilly Circus, the other towards Marble Arch.

Marble Arch is close to home, so I head in that direction. This isn’t the most exciting Guild passage, with very little to see in the way of other routes branching off from it, and it’s not carpeted and wood-lined like some of the more elaborate ones, such as those that run under Hyde Park. However, it’s good to be out of the bright lights of the larger tunnel. It also has a smooth surface, and I begin to jog again, enjoying the rhythmic pace, which lets my brain slow down and start to process the information I’ve gathered so far.

The maze of underground pathways that runs under London was only partly constructed by the Guild, of course. They patched together several networks, from old Roman and Victorian sewers to modern service pipes, plus parts of the Tube, the electricity board’s passageways, the water board’s, sections of underground car parks and even telephone exchanges. This patchwork design can be quite useful, because it often gives you a clue as to where you are. In the tunnels I’ve visited near the South Bank (beside the Thames), the walls are made of an orangey concrete, with two rows of lights down either side. In the tunnels near to Buckingham Palace, they are plush, as though in preparation for a royal visit, and have chandeliers in place of bare light bulbs.

I’ve never been in this part of the network before, so I make sure I commit it to memory in case I’m ever here again and need to find my bearings. It’s weird, heading in the direction of home without any of the familiar landmarks I would have above ground. I’m jogging at a comfortable pace when I hear a faint sound behind me.

I glance over my shoulder.

The tunnel is slightly curved, so I can’t see what’s making the noise. But I listen very carefully. It’s a regular tapping. Perhaps just a leak? No, it doesn’t sound like that: it’s too regular, and that rhythm …

Footsteps.

They’re getting louder. Someone’s running in my direction. I look back again. As they come round the bend, they’re just a shadowy figure. The only thing I can make out is that, when they see me, they speed up.

There’s no time to lose. I pick up my own pace, racing like I’m doing the hundred-metre sprint. If the person behind me is from the Guild (and who else would it be, down here in the Guild tunnels?) then I can’t let them catch me, or they’ll be bound to bar me from taking the Trial. I run and run until my blood is thudding in my ears. My feet are pounding so hard against the concrete that they’re starting to throb. At least I seem to be increasing the distance between us, though. After a little while I come to a branch off to the left. I’m dizzy from the run, and have to pause before my vision clears enough to read the next sign. With a sigh of relief, I see it says HYDE PARK 1⁄3 MILE.

In the brief time I’ve been standing still, the footsteps have become much louder. The person following me is really close now. With one last push, I race down the offshoot. There’s no lighting, but I can make some out ahead, filtering through from the far end of the tunnel. This passage is also straighter than the one I was just in and, after a few moments, I glance back into the darkness and see a torch heading through the darkness towards me.

My forehead is dripping with sweat and my breathing is becoming painful. I keep glancing back, and the light is still there, following a little way behind. Whoever’s chasing me can’t catch up, but they’re not falling back either. Off in the distance I see it at last – a spiral staircase leading up from the tunnel floor.

It takes an almost Herculean effort to make it up the stairs. I have to stop partway up because my calves are aching badly. I bend over, panting and rubbing my legs, convinced my tracker will reach me. Then the area below lights up from their torch, and that’s enough of an incentive to send me climbing again, up and up, above the roof of the tunnel.

Finally, the spiral staircase ends. I see a small iron door in front of me; I put my Guild key into the lock; and, just as my pursuer’s foot sounds on the bottom rung of the metal staircase, I step through the door, out into the cold night air, and shut the door firmly behind me, panting loudly.

The moon is bright and full, showing me that the door is set into a stone embankment, near the Serpentine lake. I’m not far from home and I don’t have time to stand around. After taking a second to get my bearings, I race away across the lawns, into the night.
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Usually, when getting home late, I climb back up the oak tree and in through the skylight. But there’s no way my legs will cope with that tonight. Plus, it’s so late that all the lights are off in the cottage. Dad must be in bed. I don’t want to spend any more time outside than I need to, not when somebody might still be tailing me. So I take out my house keys and, as quietly as possible, go in through the front door.

I collapse in the hallway, leaning against the front door and breathing heavily. The excitement of the evening, and the chase through the tunnels, have worn me out. But my mind’s as alert as ever, buzzing with ideas and theories, with images from the museum and the underground station.

I decide to get myself a glass of milk. Maybe that will help me get to sleep. There’s no point in me staying up all night, trying to solve a case where I don’t have all the facts. I will wake up rested tomorrow and start again, with Liam and Brianna to help me. 

It’s dark in the kitchen, but I don’t want to turn the light on. The moon’s shining through the window and it’s just about enough to see by. I open the fridge, letting out a refreshing blast of cold air. I take out the milk, close the door, and turn towards the cupboard, where the glasses are kept.

As I do, I jump, so startled that I drop the carton of milk on the floor.

There’s someone standing in the corner of the kitchen, waiting silently in the shadows.

I stumble away, pressing my back to the work surface. Without taking my eyes off the intruder, I feel for a knife in the knife block. But my silent companion doesn’t move. I focus hard on their outline. There’s something not quite right about this person.

Walking over, I flick the light on.

For a few seconds, I’m blinded. But then I can see what startled me – one of Dad’s old suits. It’s hanging on a coat hanger from a hook on the wall, a double-breasted jacket over the trousers below. This is a particularly offensive article from Dad’s wardrobe: double-breasted brown twill with mustard pinstripes. Someone should have been arrested for creating this suit. And someone should definitely arrest Dad for wearing it. Knowing him, he’ll probably team it with a mustard shirt and his favourite green tie. I love him dearly, but his fashion sense could do with some help.

Dad said he had to visit another gardener in the morning, but why would he be putting on a suit to visit an orchid specialist? Especially a suit he hasn’t worn in years – a suit which, though it’s hard to believe, he thinks is very flattering. I walk up to the offending outfit and tentatively sniff it, and the smell it gives off confirms my suspicion – this suit has recently been dry-cleaned. It looks smart: pressed and lint-rolled of even the slightest speck of dust. Who is Dad trying to impress?

I pour myself a glass of milk, replace the carton in the fridge, turn out the light, and begin my weary climb to bed. I navigate my way upstairs, avoiding the creaky steps. I’m conscious that I’m still wearing my disguise and am now streaked with grime from the dirty tunnels through which I’ve been running and crawling. If Dad were to see me now, like this, his suspicions would certainly be raised.

Dad knows I love investigating, but I think he imagines that I’m out looking for people’s lost cats, or watching for shoplifters at the corner store. Not that there’s anything wrong with either of those, but I have bigger fish to fry. Dad doesn’t know about these bigger fish: about the Guild, or about the work they do, protecting the capital from the plots of dangerous, greedy people.

Which is for the best really.

I can hear Dad snoring loudly as I climb the stairs. At the top, a sudden ‘Meow!’ makes me freeze. Oliver has come to welcome me. He purrs loudly and pushes his stocky body against my legs.

‘Shhh, Oliver!’ I scoop him up with the arm that isn’t carrying the milk and let him drape himself round my neck. It’s far too warm for this, but I love feeling his vibrating purr. I wait for a moment, to make sure Dad’s still snoring, then creep up the flight of wooden steps to my attic bedroom.

I set Oliver down gently on the floor and look around me. Everything is laid out as I left it, but it seems like I’ve been gone for so much longer than a few hours – as though I left yesterday, or a week ago.

Adventure is a bit like that – you feel as though you’ve been moving very fast, and the rest of the world has been moving very slowly, and you can’t quite believe that it’s still Wednesday, or whatever day of the week it is, because it seems like you’ve lived a week – a month, a year! – in a short space of time. I suppose I like this feeling a bit too much – I rely on the adrenaline rush to keep my life from getting dull – but I try not to worry about that.

I go over to sit on my bed and sip at the glass of milk. I wonder if Mum ever felt like this, when she was a Gatekeeper. You don’t get into this line of work if you don’t like excitement – if you don’t thrive on risk. Did she worry that one day her escapades would get her into serious danger? Or did she live her life from day to day, not worrying about what tomorrow would bring? I look over at her photo on my bedside table.

Looking at this picture usually makes me feel sad or wistful, similar perhaps to what I’d feel if I was looking at a picture of a house that I used to live in – a happy memory. But, tonight, I don’t feel sad or wistful.

I feel angry.

I decide to analyse this new response. I run through what I know – and don’t know – surrounding her death:

1. Whatever happened to Mum, it wasn’t a bike accident.

2. I have a hunch that her death was linked to her work as a Gatekeeper.

3. Someone’s covered up what actually happened – could it have been the Guild?

I realise my new anger is because I’ve just had a close encounter with someone who almost certainly belonged to the organisation. I feel something close to rage at whoever caused Mum’s death – but also at whoever hid the truth from Dad and me. I close my eyes and focus on my breathing until I’ve calmed down enough to turn the rage into determination.

‘I will find out what happened to you, Mum,’ I promise her photo.

Finally, with no energy left to think or feel, I get under the covers, drink the last of my milk (thinking how Mum would have scolded me for not brushing my teeth) and turn the light out. Just before I drift off, I remember the swab that will need analysing. I grab my mobile, switch it on, and send Brianna a text, asking if I can go over to hers the next morning. Then I let sleep pull me under its thick surface.
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I wake up late and check my mobile. Brianna replied at about 2am.


Sure. Come over whenever



I don’t know what she was doing up in the early hours, but I guess I’ll find out when I see her.

I pull on my dressing gown and head down to the kitchen. Dad and the brown twill suit have both gone. He’s left me a note:

Gone to that meeting I mentioned. 

May be back late. 

Help yourself to croissants.

Croissants are my favourite. I’m just cynical enough to suspect he’s done something wrong – or is planning to do it – if he’s buying me my favourite breakfast food. This doesn’t stop me accepting it, though. I eat a croissant, down a glass of orange juice, then go up for a shower before getting dressed. I choose one of my mum’s floral shirt dresses over a pair of jeans. I add a wide black belt to cinch in the dress, and top off the ensemble with a denim jacket. I love wearing Mum’s things – it makes me feel closer to her. I toughen up the look with my Doc Martens boots.

I stuff a couple of croissants in my jacket pockets and munch on another as I head across Hyde Park towards Cadogan Place. It’s quicker to walk to Brianna’s than take public transport. It’s close to noon, and the air is muggy for early September, but the light is glorious, gilding the trees.

I turn into Sloane Street, the home of super-expensive designer shops like Louis Vuitton and Chanel. Brightly coloured flags fly outside the embassies for Denmark, Peru and the Faroes. A black cab driver has got out of his vehicle next to the Danish embassy. He’s on his knees, unwinding what looks like a long piece of black plastic bin liner from one of his back wheels. I recognise him as one of the drivers from the taxi rank outside the park.

‘Hi, Aleksy!’ I call.

‘Hi, Agatha. Just look at this mess. I wish people weren’t so careless with their rubbish,’ he says. ‘This could affect my brakes if I don’t get it all out.’

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘No, that’s all right, thanks. No point both of us getting filthy.’

‘OK, if you’re sure. Good luck!’

‘Thanks!’

I leave him and continue my walk. I demolish the last croissant at the corner of Brianna’s road, and dust the pastry flakes off my hands.

When I reach the grand townhouse on Cadogan Place, Brianna throws open the door. She couldn’t look less like a CC these days: there’s not a trace of the over-manicured mannequin that Liam and I loved to hate, before we got to know her. The CCs are the Chic Clique, a group of annoying, wealthy, smug girls, all with identical long blonde hair, thick make-up and manicured nails, that go to my school. Brianna’s hair – which has been dyed a brilliant sky blue, cut to chin length and then shaved on one side – is sticking up messily at the back, and her black eyeliner is smudged, giving her panda eyes. She looks like she hasn’t slept in weeks.

‘Fantastic shade of blue!’ I say, ruffling her already ruffled hair, and she grins and gives me a hug.

‘Thanks! Thought it made a change from last week’s pink.’ She pulls back to look at me. ‘I love the dress. Another one of your mum’s?’

I nod, happily, and follow her as she leads the way to the study, where she seems to spend most of her time.

‘Have you slept at all?’ I ask as I follow her through the massive, marble-paved hallway. ‘You look shattered.’

She shakes her head. ‘I’m doing research into how long a person can survive on no sleep.’

‘Really? How long have you managed so far?’

She squints blearily at her watch. ‘Ummm … something like thirty hours?’ She sounds unsure.

‘Isn’t sleep deprivation one of the ways they torture people?’

She grins ‘Yeah. But it’s a bit different when you’re safely at home.’

I’m confused. ‘So how does this fit with you wanting to be a forensic scientist?’

She shrugs. ‘I want to get inside the heads of criminals, so I’m trying out a few torture methods on myself.’ She sees the look of alarm on my face and quickly adds, ‘Just the easy, painless ones – a dripping tap, sleep deprivation, that kind of thing.’

‘Your mum and dad are away again?’ I ask.

‘Do you need to ask?’

Her parents (or ‘seniors’, as she calls them) are always travelling to glamorous locations, leaving Brianna in the care of her rather careless and frequently absent older brother.

‘Missed you at the cinema,’ I say. ‘It was a good one.’

‘Yeah – Liam said. But I had way too much to do.’ She leads me through to the study, where I stop in surprise at the sight of Liam. He’s sitting in a chair at the desk, leaning back with his feet up. His face breaks into a beam when I enter, and he gets up and hurries over.

‘Hey – great to see you.’

‘So, this is why I’m here …’ I begin.

‘You mean it’s not just for the pleasure of my company?’ says Brianna, pouting.

‘Stop doing that with your face,’ I tease her. ‘You remind me of when you were in the CCs – all fake pouts and baby voices.’

She shudders. ‘Don’t. I can’t bear to remember it. Was I awful?’

‘Awfully awful,’ I tell her gravely. ‘You’re lucky you’ve got me and Liam now to keep you grounded.’

‘Did you hear about the horrible thing Sarah’s done to me?’ she asks. She means Sarah Rathbone – queen of the CCs and her ex-best friend, of course.

‘No, what’s happened this time?’

‘She’s posted awful pics of me again, all over Instagram. She’s Photoshopped them, so I look like I’ve got really bad acne.’ She hands me her phone, and Liam and I study the pictures. Brianna looks quite different when she’s covered in pimples.

After a moment, Liam nods approvingly. ‘That’s pretty skilled work. It must’ve taken ages to make the spots look authentic.’ Brianna doesn’t seem offended.

‘Oh – she had help. She’s got a cousin who’s really good at editing photos.’

I hand back the phone. ‘So why is she doing it this time?’

Brianna is trying to look nonchalant, but I can see it’s hurt her. ‘Just part of her ongoing campaign to humiliate me.’ She shrugs. ‘For deserting the posse.’

‘Nice,’ I say, pulling a face.

‘At least it confirms I made the right move, leaving the CCs,’ she says.

‘I heard they were holding auditions for your replacement,’ says Liam. ‘Wasn’t there some girl who bleached her hair because she was so desperate to get in?’

‘Yeah, Cherry-Belle McLaughlin – you know, the footballer’s daughter.’

‘The one with all that long black hair?’

Brianna pulls a face. ‘Not any more. Now it’s bright orange and she’s having treatment to try and stop it breaking from the bleach damage.’

‘Ouch!’ I say, and Liam nods in agreement. There’s a word, Schadenfreude, which basically means taking pleasure in other people’s pain or misery. As the year’s ‘misfits’, ‘geeks’ or whatever you want to call us (I prefer ‘mavericks’), we’ve been on the receiving end of far too much Schadenfreude to relish other people’s misfortune.

‘So,’ says Liam, pointedly changing the subject, ‘how did you get on at the museum?’

‘OK.’ I pat my pockets. ‘I’ve got a swab sample I’m hoping Brianna will analyse for me.’ I produce the vial containing the cotton bud.

‘Where did you take it?’

After I fill them in about what happened at the British Museum, Liam makes a low whistling sound of admiration. I feel myself blush. 

‘So you really did manage to get in then?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s our girl,’ says Brianna. She yawns and stretches. ‘Not sure how much longer I can stay awake, by the way,’ she says apologetically. She checks her watch and makes a note in an open exercise book. ‘Thirty-one and a half hours,’ she murmurs.

‘Did you use the Gatekeepers’ key to get in?’ Liam asks me. I frown a warning at him: we’re not supposed to talk about the Guild in front of Brianna. ‘You know you’re going to get murdered if the professor finds out.’

But Brianna doesn’t seem to be listening. She’s walked over to a light switch near the bookcases on the back wall of the study. She flicks the switch casing open and presses a keypad. A section of the bookcase swings back. I never tire of seeing this: it’s such a classic secret-room device. If I ever envy Brianna, it’s not for her huge house, nor for the library (and I do mean an actual library, in its own room, with a high-up reading area like a balcony) – but for her secret room filled with all the paraphernalia a detective could ever dream of. She’s collected so many gadgets and chemical testing kits in her private lab over the years, as long as she’s been dreaming of becoming a forensic scientist. I feel pretty lucky to have got to know her – not just for her gadgets but for our shared love of all things investigative.

But while we’ve been distracted by the bookcase, Brianna has slumped against the wall, her eyes closed. ‘Sorry, but I need to sleep now,’ she murmurs. ‘Can we do this later?’

‘Of course,’ I say. I drag one of the curve-back study chairs over to her side and Liam helps me manoeuvre her into it. He finds a blanket in another room and drapes it over her.

Once we’re satisfied she’s comfortable, we walk inside the secret lab. Liam hasn’t been in here before and he stops on the threshold, taking in the extraordinary sight. It’s just how I have remembered it. Metal shelving fills the walls, and there are all sorts of tools and equipment on every shelf, including test tubes, pipettes, Petri dishes and bell jars. I walk past Liam, running my hand along a row of bottles containing various substances arranged in alphabetical order from acetic acid to zinc. I take mental pictures of all the supplies – just in case I ever need something.

In the centre of the room there’s a stainless-steel table furnished with a Bunsen burner. I’m itching to set the flame alight, but I hold back. It’s not mine, and I should really wait for another day when I can ask Brianna whether I can come and try out some experiments.

‘This place is amazing!’ says Liam.

‘I know. I wish I had one.’

‘Hey – at least she’s willing to share it.’

‘True.’

We’re silent for a moment, studying the room. Then Liam says quietly – not for the first time, ‘Brianna’s not at all what I expected.’

‘I know. She’s not all about her Instagram image at all.’

Reluctantly, I take a final look around the room of sleuthing treasures. ‘OK – better close this up, I guess – I don’t feel like I should use the equipment to test the swab without her.’ 

We come back out and close the bookcase, and I place the vial on the mantelpiece, with a page torn from my notebook propped up behind it, bearing the words Please test me!

‘OK,’ says Liam, ‘shall I walk you to the Tube?’

I laugh. ‘It’s broad daylight, in a built-up area – I’m pretty sure I don’t need an escort. But we can walk together if you like.’

We head out of Brianna’s house, making sure the front door latches properly behind us. The street is quiet as we walk towards the Underground station, and the air has become even more muggy, as if Liam has draped a blanket over not just Brianna, but the whole of London too. When we get to the Tube, he gives me a quick wave.

‘See you tomorrow,’ he says. 

My heart sinks. School! How will I ever do the Trial when I’m stuck in a classroom all day?

I watch him walk off to his bus stop. I know his walk so well, I could pick him out in any crowd: swift and eager, as if there’s always something good round the next corner.

I don’t go home. I’m due at my martial arts lesson with Mr Zhang. I’m not sure why I haven’t told Liam about these lessons. After all, he knows pretty much everything about my life. If I’m honest with myself, it’s probably just that I want to be much more proficient before I share it with him. At the moment, I’m little more than a beginner. Vanity affects us all to some degree, I guess.

This is a new pursuit for me, which was suggested by Professor D’Oliveira. Actually, ‘suggested’ is too gentle a verb. Her exact words were: ‘If you’re going to be running about London like a headstrong fool, you’ll need some decent skills.’ I’d bridled at that. I had plenty of skills, many of which she still knew nothing about.

Still, she’d given me Mr Zhang’s card and said to tell him Dorothy had sent me.

The martial arts gym (called a dojo) is beneath Mr Zhang’s restaurant – the Black Bamboo – in the Soho area of central London, which he runs with the help of his granddaughter, Bai.

I open the wooden door and step inside. Bai is sitting on a stool at the bar, surrounded by textbooks. She fits working at the restaurant around her law studies. Bai stands politely to greet me. She is tall and slender – she always reminds me of a silver birch tree; her hair is long, and today she’s wearing it knotted at the nape of her neck. She’s dressed in a silky sheath dress with an all-over print of poppies.

‘Hi, Bai. You look lovely.’

She smiles. ‘Hi, Agatha. Thank you. I love your dress! You can change into your gi in the back room.’

Bai gestures for me to go through a curtain made from vertical strips of coloured plastic. It leads to a tiny room at the back, where I quickly remove my dress and jeans and don my white gi, which I’ve brought in my backpack. I fold my clothes and place them on a chair, with my boots underneath. I stop for a second to study a symbol framed on the wall above the chair. 
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I know it’s the symbol for biang biang noodles. Mr Zhang has explained that it is one of the hardest symbols to write in the Chinese language. The story goes that the symbol was invented by a poor scholar who didn’t have any money to pay for his bowl of biang, so he offered the cook a symbol to advertise his dish. It’s so complicated that there’s still no way to type it on computers or phones. Luckily, there’s a mnemonic for writing it by hand. Mr Zhang taught it to me:


Roof rising up to the sky,

Over two bends by Yellow River’s side.

Character eight’s opening wide,

Speech enters inside.

You twist, I twist too,

You grow, I grow with you,

Inside, a horse king will rule.

Heart down below,

Moon by the side,

Leave a hook for fried dough to hang low,

On our carriage to Xianyang we’ll ride.



I leave the room and descend a set of red-tiled stairs to the basement. Back underground, where I belong, I think to myself, with a wry smile. I seem to be spending all my life in basements and tunnels at the moment.

Mr Zhang is waiting for me when I open the door. He is dressed in a black suit – his gi – and his grey hair is scraped back from his face and fixed in place with what look like chopsticks. Mr Zhang frequently loses personal items such as his glasses, his house keys, or the special sticks he uses to hold his hair in place. One time when I came, he was hunting for a pen, and I had to point out that he had two in his hair. For a true master of his trade, Mr Zhang can be surprisingly flaky.

We bow to one another and I approach him, barefoot, across the wooden floor. I would love to say that Mr Zhang lunges at me and I defend myself with a skilful move, throwing him halfway across the room – but my lessons aren’t like that. Instead, he instructs me to work through the ‘forms’ he’s taught me so far – the sequences of movements which will, eventually, lead to more complex skills.

When I finish, there is a long silence.

‘You have been practising these forms?’

‘Yes.’ I have been doing them every morning and evening throughout the holidays. I only forgot last night and this morning, with all the excitement of the new case.

‘Hmmm.’

I stand and wait for his judgement.

At last, he clears his throat and says, ‘We will take some tea.’

He leads me to a little table, at which we each take a seat, and he pours jasmine tea from a decorative pot into small matching cups without handles, like tiny bowls. All of the china at the Black Bamboo features the same pattern: a delicate, sketch-like outline of bamboo canes and leaves on a white background. I love the way the tiny cup feels in my hand – smooth, warm and fragile, like a soon-to-hatch egg.

We don’t talk for a while. I’m trying to learn patience, but it defeats me eventually. ‘Was I that bad?’ I ask my sifu (my ‘master teacher’).

‘Bad? What?’

‘My forms … were they so bad?’

He nods. ‘Ah, the forms.’ He leans his head to one side in a pensive pose. Then he pats my hand gently. ‘Do you know the expression “The one who waits wins”?’ Mr Zhang has countless similar expressions, each of which he presents as if it’s a wise adage, handed down through hundreds of generations. Between you and me, I suspect he invents them himself.

I shake my head.

‘Ah. You must learn the art of patience, dear Agatha. Only then will you achieve true balance and expertise.’

I wait, but no further wisdom comes. Instead he says, ‘Chocolate biscuit?’ and holds out a plate of Penguins. ‘I like the jokes,’ he confides.

We finish our tea and biscuits and then I do some training with a broadsword. This is my favourite part. Not all beginners get to practise with serious weapons like the broadsword – but apparently Professor D’Oliveira insisted I be fast-tracked to gain competence in the wielding and safe use of basic weapons.

‘Good, good,’ he says, his head on one side. ‘Now adjust your stance, just so …’

After my class, I head back up the stairs to the antechamber where my clothes are waiting. But something is different: on top of my folded floral dress is a tiny white parcel. I pick it up. 

As I look more closely, I realise that it’s not a parcel but a flower; a perfectly folded piece of paper in the shape of a bud. But what is this unlikely bloom doing here, on my clothes? Did Bai put it here? It’s so complex that I can’t imagine how each fold was created to achieve this elaborate design. As I peer closely, I think I can make out some writing inside – but I don’t want to risk damaging the paper by attempting to open it along the wrong folds.

I decide to ask Bai about it. Cradling the paper creation gently in my palm, I walk through the strip curtain to the restaurant. Bai is perched on a bar stool, making notes from a textbook. She looks up as I approach.

‘What have you got there?’ Her face brightens as she sees the origami. ‘Oh! It’s lovely!’

‘You didn’t make it then?’

She looks astonished. ‘Me? I don’t know how to do origami.’

‘Let me take a look.’ We both turn to see Mr Zhang. He is adept at moving silently, and we haven’t noticed him arriving upstairs. I hold out the flower for his inspection.

‘This is very advanced origami,’ he says.

I nod. ‘Who do you think left it here?’

‘You found this here?’ He thinks for a moment, and I think I see a slight twitch of understanding move the features of his usually inscrutable face. ‘Does it have any words on it?’

‘Only on the inside, where I can’t get at them.’ I stare at the bud again and spot a tiny inked symbol on one of the petals. ‘There is something here, though – is it a Chinese character?’

Bai takes the flower from me and says, ‘It’s the character for water’.

‘Fetch her a bowl of water then,’ says her grandfather, in an uncharacteristically impatient tone. I decide that now wouldn’t be a good time to quote his own saying about patience back at him.

Bai fills a china bowl at the bar sink and places it on the counter. Mr Zhang nods at me to float the bud on it, but I hesitate. What if all the ink runs, and I can never read the hidden message? But my mentor is waiting, so I take a deep breath and gently set the closed flower on the surface of the water.

We all watch. For a moment, nothing happens. Then, a single petal opens slowly. There is another pause, and then the next petal begins to unfurl, followed by another, until they have all opened and the tight bud has transformed into a beautiful flower. There is classical music playing in the restaurant and it feels as if the bloom’s unfurling is part of the symphony. It reminds me of those documentaries that use time-lapse photography, missing out whole chunks of time, so that a shoot emerges from the earth and a flower blooms, all in the blink of an eye. 

On a flat plane at the centre of the flower there are some words, in tiny writing, as if a fairy has dipped a wren’s feather in ink. Above the message, there is an outline: the key symbol of the Gatekeepers’ Guild. My hands are shaking now. It has to be the start of the Trial! This must be the first of the three tests … and I’m not … I’m not prepared. Call yourself a detective, Agatha Oddlow? I think to myself.

We all lean over the bowl and I read aloud: 

‘“Come visit me, in these Dutch gardens.”’

Beneath this, still in the tiny writing, is a stream of … gobbledygook, which I don’t even attempt to read aloud:

CHOO-CHOO RIBBIT PLOP OINK JANGLE PLOP CHEEP KERPLUNK VROOM WHIZZ OINK WHIZZ BELCH CHOO-CHOO JANGLE OINK JANGLE BRRING BELCH THWACK CHOO-CHOO HONK HONK BELCH JANGLE MOO GUFFAW CHOO-CHOO RIBBIT PLOP OINK JANGLE BELCH THWACK PLOP JANGLE MOO CHOO-CHOO PLOP HONK WHIZZ ACHOO JANGLE BUZZ BELCH BELCH THWACK PLOP BANG THWACK GUFFAW WHIZZ OINK BEEP BANG THWACK PLOP MOO PLOP BRRING JANGLE MOO PLOP JANGLE BRRING CHOO-CHOO BELCH CHOO-CHOO BELCH HONK DING BUZZ HONK BELCH WHIZZ BELCH THWACK CHOO-CHOO OINK QUACK – BELCH THWACK WHIZZ BELCH THWACK WHIZZ KERPLUNK KERPLUNK PLOP OINK PLOP BEEP

‘What is that?’ asks Bai. I shrug, but I can feel excitement kicking in. It’s a coded message. At last, an opportunity to put my code-cracking skills to the test!

‘A cipher?’ asks Mr Zhang, and I nod. ‘Let’s bring the girl some more tea and leave her to work.’

I set myself up at the bar, on a high stool, with my pencil case set before me and my notebook open at the next blank page. The restaurant isn’t due to open for another couple of hours and Mr Zhang and his granddaughter leave me in peace to work. I Change Channel and access the part of my brain that shuts out the world, allowing me to focus on the task at hand. I believe it’s the same state as in hypnotherapy – a semi-trance.

I scan the message. The code is a basic cipher. I underline each word that repeats frequently – these probably represent vowels or common letters, such as T or S. Then I underline pairs of the same word, which could be L, P or T, as these letters frequently double up in words (yellow, letter, swallow, matter, pepper …).

I’m soon working it out … WHIZZ = A and PLOP = E. One by one, the other letters fall into place, and the words begin to reveal themselves to me – the, I’ve, of. I’ve decoded A, T, H, E, O, F, N, D, S and W. The rest of the letters now swiftly offer up their identity – it’s like a game of hangman, filling in the blanks.

The finished message reads as follows:

I’ve no explanation of this story. I’ve no theories about the why and wherefore of it. It’s just a thing – that happened.

I recognise it at once as the opening sentence of Agatha Christie’s ‘In a Glass Darkly’, a short story from a collection of Miss Marple’s final cases. Mum used to read it to me when I was little. I’ve always had a taste older than my age when it comes to books. But what’s the connection now? I look back at the first part of the riddle – ‘Come visit me, in these Dutch gardens.’ Why does that ring a bell …? Of course! I’ve seen an English Heritage blue plaque dedicated to Agatha Christie on the house where she lived, at 58 Sheffield Terrace – in Holland Park!

I go in search of Bai and Mr Zhang and find them bent over a game of cards at one of the restaurant tables. Bai looks at me shyly.

‘I should really be helping in the kitchen,’ she says, ‘but I have a bet going with Grandfather.’

‘What kind of bet?’ I ask.

‘That he will lend me his car on Saturday night, if I beat him.’

‘Go for it!’ I tell her.

Mr Zhang looks up from the game. ‘She will not beat me,’ he says, calmly. He studies me for a moment. ‘You are going?’

‘Yes. Thank you for everything.’

‘You got … what you needed?’

‘I did.’

He smiles and winks (honestly, winks – he never ceases to surprise me) and I head out of the restaurant.

I have to catch the Central line from Oxford Circus to Notting Hill Gate. There’s then a nine-minute walk to Sheffield Terrace, according to Google Maps. I make it in seven and a half.

Number 58 is a grand, white, four-storey townhouse with a set of steps up to the entrance. I feel a thrill of excitement at the thought that Agatha Christie lived here. I can’t resist standing on the pavement and closing my eyes to Change Channel. I can see two maids coming down a back staircase, carrying bedpans and dirty linen. Agatha is sitting in a back room, overlooking the gardens. She’s at the Remington portable typewriter that she used to work on, composing the crime that will befall her next unwitting victim.

I come back to the present and focus on the test I’ve been set. All the buildings on this side of the street are fronted by a tall wall, and the blue plaque is high up on the house, beside a first-floor window, which means I can’t get a good enough view from the pavement.

However, the door in the wall from the street is open and there’s a smartly dressed man on the doorstep of the house (dark suit and tie, white shirt, neat hair, polished shoes – a doorman?).

I call out, ‘Please can I come closer?’

When he smiles and nods, I walk through the archway and get as close as I can to the blue disc – but I can’t see anything from the foot of the house that I couldn’t make out from the pavement. There’s nothing extraordinary about the blue plaque; nothing that appears newly added or freshly painted.
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I’m so engrossed in looking at it that I forget all about the man I thought was the doorman. I jump when he says, ‘Are you looking for something in particular?’

I smile. ‘Sorry – I’m just a big fan …’

‘Miss Oddlow?’ he enquires, and I stare.

‘Er, yes …’

‘Do you have a title for me?’ he asks.

I frown, until I understand. ‘“In a Glass Darkly”,’ I reply.

He nods and takes a small envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket.

‘Thank you,’ I say.

‘Your mother was a wonderful woman,’ he murmurs.

‘You knew my mum?’ 

But he just nods to me once again – in farewell – before striding down the steps and away. So, not a doorman but … an agent for the Gatekeepers. An agent who knew my mum.

My hand is shaking as I glance at the envelope in my hand. It’s not addressed – just a blank, white rectangle of thick, high-quality paper. I’m dying to open it, but this is far too public a place. With regret, I slip it inside my backpack and head home, reflecting on the encounter. That man had known my mum. I wish I’d run after him, instead of just standing there, clutching the envelope he’d given me.
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The minute I step inside Groundskeeper’s Cottage, I take the envelope from my backpack and tear it open. Inside I find a single, small square of paper, bearing simply the letter A. I reflect on the possibilities – A is for … so many things! Agatha, of course – Christie and Oddlow. Then there’s ‘agent’ and ‘accident’ and ‘alibi’ …

There’s little point in attempting to solve this clue until I have more information. I’m sure it’s one part of a message that will become clear with the next two tests of my Trial. I’ve finished the first test – I’ve cracked the code, I’ve got the letter A, and I’m on target. I’m on my way to becoming a fully fledged Gatekeeper!

I wander through to the kitchen, where Dad is in his dressing gown and cooking chips and fish fingers – I can tell by the smell.

‘How come you’re in your pyjamas?’ I ask, going over to kiss his cheek.

‘Hi, Aggie. Oh, I didn’t want to get anything on my best suit.’

‘Actually, a bit of decoration might improve it …’

‘Ouch! Are you being rude about my clothes again?’

‘Dad, if you would only let me take you shopping—’

‘But I like my wardrobe!’

‘I’d just like to see you in something more flattering.’ Dad is powerfully built – tall and broad-shouldered – so he should wear clothes that complement this. ‘Anyway, give me a chance. All I want is to dress you more tastefully … and a little less like someone from an old gangster movie.’

‘A gangster movie? Really?’ He looks worried.

‘Are you wearing aftershave?’ I ask him. It’s a rhetorical question. He reeks of the stuff.

‘Maybe a little.’

‘A little? You’ve piled it on so thick it’s practically becoming an organism in its own right. Any minute now it’s going to grow legs and walk out of here.’

He pulls a face at me. I notice, though, that he doesn’t offer any explanation for his sudden interest in smelling good (or his version of it). I’m still elated at solving the first part of the Guild Trial and I’m willing to let it go – after all, Dad has his secrets, and I have mine.

But when we sit down together to eat dinner, I see how distracted he is. Watching him push his food around the plate and forget to put it in his mouth, I can’t help wondering whether he’s found a girlfriend. Is he about to replace Mum? The thought creates an actual stab of pain in my chest.

‘Are you all right, love?’

‘Yeah, just a bit of heartburn.’ I lie. At the end of the day, who am I to deny my own father happiness?

‘So … back to school tomorrow,’ he says.

‘Yep.’

‘Are you looking forward to seeing your friends?’

I pull a face. ‘My friends are mainly just Liam and Brianna – and I’ve been seeing them all summer anyway.’

‘Be good to put those “leetle grey cells” back to use,’ he says, doing a bad impression of Inspector Poirot’s Belgian accent. I groan and he laughs. ‘Come on – you go and rest – I’ll clear up here.’

‘Thanks, Dad.’

I give him a kiss on the cheek then go up to my room, where I take out my school uniform, laying the blazer over the back of my bedside chair, with the skirt, shirt and tie on top. Rummaging through my underwear, I find a pair of navy tights and add them to the pile. Then I line up my school shoes underneath. The clothes are so drab that I feel my heart sink. Time to customise the outfit …

I flick through the scarves that are knotted along one of my two clothes rails and select a square one with a vibrant print of birds and flowers – it’s by the designer Mary Quant, from the 1960s. It’s not regulation uniform, so I won’t get away with wearing it for long in school, but at least I can brighten up my walk over there.

For the rest of the evening, I indulge myself by re-reading a collection of Hercule Poirot stories, while musing on the significance of the letter A. I fall asleep, running through the possibilities in my mind. A is for apple; A is for aardvark; A is for algebra. A is for … Alabama. A is for abracadabra; A is for … aconitum … A is for … arsenic …
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I wake up far too early. The sun is streaming through my skylight. First day back. At least there are only two days to get through before the weekend. They’re breaking us in gently.

I leave in good time, my scarf neatly knotted round my neck. As I walk to school, through the park and along pavements not yet crowded with tourists, I mull over that letter A from the first test. After a while, I return to my original theory that it must be the first letter in a word. Hopefully, the second test will point me in a specific direction.

When I arrive at St Regis, ready to start the new school year, the playground is already buzzing. There’s a whiff of excitement in the air; it’s not only a new term, but we’re also skiing down the slope towards the season of presents. There are a lot of different religions at the school – kids come from all over the world to enjoy its ‘rarefied atmosphere’, to quote the prospectus (‘rarefied atmosphere’, aka snobbery and elitism), but they all seem to exchange gifts at Christmastime. It’s a great unifier.

Anyway, here we are, at the start of the school year. Students stand in clumps, catching up on gossip. Students who haven’t seen each other for a few weeks are keen to catch up, wanting to share what’s happened to them and find out what their friends have been up to. Of course, most of them have posted their entire six weeks in stylish Instagram pictures – posing with handsome family members on yachts or outside luxurious holiday homes. Around half the students have been home to Africa, India, Malaysia or China. The rest have been swanning around with the ‘It’ crowd in French or Swiss resorts, or lazing on Caribbean islands. It’s only those students like Liam and Brianna, whose parents seem to have forgotten they have kids, or me, whose dad can’t afford a luxury holiday, who have simply been hanging out together in London for the best part of the whole holiday.

Of course, the excitement of the new school year will have fizzled out by about two thirty, with the realisation that a whole new term of work is ahead of us. They’ll have told all the jokes they’d saved up, and there will be double physics to get through before home time.

But, for now, the new term is crisp and fresh. Like everyone else, I cast my eyes around the playground for my group. My friend-set is not as big as some, perhaps. There are groups that have ten or more key people in them, plus others who come and go. In a far corner of the playground, I spot Liam and Brianna, standing together. Liam spots me, says something to Brianna, and they both look towards me, smiling as I approach.

‘Agatha!’ Brianna shoots me a grin.

‘Hiya,’ I say, smiling back. ‘You look better: did you get a lot of sleep after we left?’

‘I slept like a baby.’ She beams.

‘But do babies actually sleep well?’ says Liam doubtfully. ‘My aunt has a baby, and he screams all night. She’s permanently exhausted. Oh … here.’ He hands me my morning paper, which he always pinches after his guardian has finished with it each morning.

‘Thanks,’ I say, and I scan the headlines. Nothing of immediate interest, but I’ll read it properly later, to check.

‘How are you?’ Liam asks. He looks at me searchingly.

He’s talking about the Guild Trial, of course, but doesn’t want to say so in front of Brianna.

I smile, and nod, to let him know it’s started, at last. He grins back, understanding how important this is to me.

Brianna glances around to see if anyone is close enough to overhear. Then she leans towards me. ‘I analysed that swab you left for me …’ she says.

‘Great! And …?’

‘Well, I could be wrong … I mean, I’m not a professional …’

I can feel a tingle of excitement. I know what Brianna is about to say.

‘Yes, but …?’

‘OK … I think there were blood traces in that swab.’

I take a deep breath. My suspicions have been confirmed – the murder probably took place in that basement. As only the corner near the old boiler and the opening was bleached clean, it’s likely that the tunnel is an important part of the puzzle. Had the attendant stumbled on something he shouldn’t have seen? Had he been done away with for knowing too much? I shiver for a moment, realising he might have crawled through the same entrance as I had – and only a short time before me, wanting to find out what the crawl-hole was doing there. I’d been fortunate enough to get away with my investigating, but he hadn’t.

‘You OK?’ Brianna asks.

‘Yeah …’ I’m about to thank her for her work when a shrill voice interrupts me—

‘Hey there, supergeeks!’

It’s Sarah Rathbone. I haven’t seen her for several weeks (unless you count her Instagram updates), but – apart from a tan – she hasn’t changed much. She still has the same sheen of blonde hair (how come she never has a strand out of place?), the same manicured nails, the same subtle but expensive jewellery. But then why would she change, when she’s already put so much effort into perfecting this look? Of course, it used to be Brianna’s style as well; she used to be perfectly primped and preened, with her own curtain of blonde hair.

I haven’t forgotten some of the things Brianna said and did to me when she was Sarah Rathbone’s friend, nor all the things she did to other people too, but I have forgiven her. People can change. And, in the case of Brianna, with her half-shaved, all-blue hairstyle and her battered leather jacket from Camden Market (and goodness knows what Dr Hargrave, our headmaster, is going to say about those), the change is very evident—

‘Get lost, Sarah.’ Brianna beats me to it, meeting the gaze of her former friend with a steely glare.

‘Ouch! That hurts,’ Sarah drawls, rubbing her cheek as if she’s been slapped – but a grin is spreading across her face. She knows she’s hit a nerve.

‘I just wanted to say hello to you both,’ Sarah says, putting a strange emphasis on the last word. She’s looking from Liam to Brianna, and I guess she’s just making a point of how insignificant she considers me. She was furious last term, when I became something of a celebrity for solving the problem with London’s water. She turns to me, seemingly as an afterthought.

‘Oh, hi, Agatha. Oddly enough, I didn’t see you there.’ I manage not to react to this well-worn misuse of my surname. ‘Well, catch you all in class.’

And with those words, and a snigger, she disappears.

I sigh. ‘Nothing like the Sarah Rathbone welcome back, is there?’ I say.

‘Tell me about it,’ says Brianna, and she dashes off after a boy she knows from maths. ‘Hey! Adedayo! Wait up – I want to ask you about that project Foghorn set us. She didn’t actually expect us to do it, did she?’

Liam remains quiet for a moment, watching Brianna go. Then he says, ‘So, come on, tell me about the –’ he glances around him and lowers his voice – ‘first test. Have you done it already?’

I smile, my mind taken off Sarah Rathbone’s behaviour for the moment, and start to tell the story of the Guild’s test, the curious riddle and my trip to Holland Park. (I leave out the fact that I started at the Black Bamboo, and am rather vague on the location of the origami flower.) 

I relish Liam’s reaction, which somehow makes the experience more real. After waiting for the Guild Trial for so long, it seems amazing that it’s finally happening. Or, at least, it has begun. If it weren’t for recounting the tale, and seeing the look on his face, I might almost think that I’d dreamed it up in a fever pitch of expectation.

‘A letter A?’ says Liam. ‘Is that all?’ He sounds disappointed.

I nod. ‘Yeah. But it’s only the first test, remember? I’m guessing the other two will help provide the answer.’

I’m so engrossed in our conversation that I completely forget to look in detail at the newspaper – until right before the bell goes to call us into school. When I do, I see a small article at the bottom of page two, under the headline:
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I read the article, my interest piqued. The Bernie Spain Gardens are on the South Bank, next to the River Thames and close to the Tate Modern art gallery. The idea of a sinkhole opening up in such a prominent location sparks something in my thoughts, though I’m not sure what.

This is what being a detective is like, to some extent – you just get a tingling feeling at the back of your head, and you have to trust that your instinct is leading you somewhere – somewhere productive, somewhere you might discover a clue. But of course, the more you listen to the tingle, the more often it might lead you astray. Too many times I’ve ended up hiding behind a tree, or disguised as a barista in a coffee shop I don’t work in, just because I trusted the tingle and set out on a wild goose chase.

But then, if you never followed it, if you never trusted your instinct, you’d never have any adventures. So should I trust it now, or should I ignore it and go to my first class of the day?

As we walk towards the front door of the school, I turn to Liam and ask, ‘What’s our first lesson?’

‘Double maths, of course,’ he replies, practically rubbing his hands together with glee. Liam enjoys maths; I don’t. For him, it’s as enjoyable as a blockbuster. For me, it’s about as enjoyable as … well, about as enjoyable as double maths first thing on a Thursday.

‘Oh, right …’ I reply, somewhat distractedly.

Liam must see something in my expression, a glint in my eye. ‘Oh, Agatha, no,’ he says.

‘What? What is it?’ Brianna asks, joining us at the entrance. She looks between us, trying to decide what’s going on.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

‘She’s planning to skip school,’ Liam replies.

Brianna turns to me. ‘Really?’

I was going to tell a white lie, but, under the intensity of her gaze, I realise I can’t. ‘Er, yeah … There’s something in the paper I want to check out.’

Unlike Liam, Brianna smiles, as though giving me her approval. Liam’s been putting up with me running off on investigations for some time, whereas to Brianna it’s all quite new, and she’s still amused by what she sees as my rebellious streak. She doesn’t realise it’s not rebellion – it’s just me doing the work I was born to do. And school is just something which, rather unfortunately, gets in the way of my investigations.

‘Well then, I think you should go.’ She pretends to study my face with concern. ‘You’re looking quite peaky. That stomach ache must be bad. Come on, I’ll show you to the gates.’

And Brianna escorts me across the playground, one hand on the small of my back, as though guiding someone who might have a fainting fit at any moment. Grateful for her acting, I play along, bowing my head and crossing my arms over my stomach. Nobody tries to stop us, though I’m aware of several people looking in our direction.

The groundskeeper, Mr Perkins, is standing sentinel at the gates when we reach them. ‘Where are you two going?’ he growls.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Brianna replies, ‘but Agatha here is feeling very unwell, and she’s already put in a call to her dad, who’s coming to meet her.’

Mr Perkins opens his mouth, obviously about to raise some objection to this, but Brianna speaks first, lowering her voice as if confiding in him: ‘She’s got woman’s problems. You know how it is.’

Mr Perkins clamps his mouth shut, clearly embarrassed by the idea that I have a female body – or, indeed, any body at all. He nods me on. Brianna pats me gently on the back and says, ‘Get well soon!’, and I’m on my way down the road.

I know that Liam and Brianna will do their best to cover for me in form class and beyond, and Liam still has his clever box which has a recording of me saying, ‘Here’. It probably won’t get me through the day, but it might get me as far as lunchtime, and that’s probably all I need to investigate the sinkhole and sneak back in for lunch.
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Getting to the South Bank is easy enough from St Regis. I take a bus most of the way and hop off at Westminster Bridge. I walk along the South Bank for ten minutes, until I come to the Oxo Tower, which marks the start of Bernie Spain Gardens. Looking out across the lawns, which are all too rare in this crowded part of London, I can see a circle of yellow-and-black tape fluttering in the breeze, a dark hole in the lawns, and – with its tail end upended like the Titanic mid-sinking – an ice-cream van with its sign partly obscured. I recognise the logo, and I know the name – ‘Mr Cool Cones’ – as it’s often parked outside the school gates at home time.

I start to walk towards the circle, taking note of everything around me as I go. There’s a white van with a satellite dish on the roof parked quite near to the sinkhole, and some people milling about outside it: clearly a news crew, come to get footage.

Sinkholes are more common in areas like London that have clay soil, because it swells when wet and shrinks when dry – most sinkholes are caused by earth shrinkage. It doesn’t help that the clay is Swiss-cheesed with tunnels, and sometimes one of these will collapse, and take the surface world down with it like a yawning mouth.

There are a few tourists and locals who have stopped to look at this spectacle, as though it were another art installation on the South Bank. Really, the sinkhole isn’t all that big, though certainly big enough to swallow the ice-cream van, which still has its back door thrown wide open, presumably from where the ice-cream vendor made his escape.

From the description in the paper, I had expected the hole to be huge, like ones I’d read about that had swallowed whole streets, but it’s around the size of a double-decker bus. It’s made to seem much bigger by the circle of yellow-and-black tape, which, because the authorities are not sure whether the sinkhole might extend and widen, has been placed cautiously far from the perimeter of the hole itself.

I go up to the tape, wondering if anyone will stop me if I duck underneath and walk closer to get a better look. I can’t see what is at the bottom of the hole – can’t see whether, for instance, there’s some sort of cavern underneath, or whether the hole is just a sagging indent in the earth, as though a giant hand from above has pressed its finger into the soft grass. My own fingers are on the tape, and I’m about to lift it, when a voice speaks, very gently, from right beside me.

‘You need to forget this. Stop investigating.’

I spin to face the person talking, and see a woman wearing a hoodie, with a scarf pulled over her face and dark glasses. It’s an effective disguise. She’s unidentifiable – even her voice is muffled.

‘Why? Who are you?’ I say, startled.

The woman says again, more urgently, ‘You need to stop this, Agatha Oddlow. Stop investigating.’ And, without another word, she walks away from me, towards the South Bank, and disappears into the crowds. 

I could run after her, of course – ask how she knows my name, ask how she knows I’m investigating. But something stops me and holds me back. Perhaps it’s her manner, plus the fact that she walked up to me here in broad daylight and spoke my name as though she were an acquaintance of mine, an old friend. That takes a certain degree of confidence and I know confidence is often a sign of power. People who can afford to protect themselves tend to have little to fear.

So I let her go. Only Liam knows I was heading for Bernie Spain Gardens, and if I vanished from here, in the company of this heavily disguised woman, the trail could easily turn cold. If something happened to me, no one would know where to look. My mind goes back to a little more than six weeks earlier, just round the corner from the Royal Geographical Society, where someone had reached out from the shadows, clamped a chloroform-soaked rag to my mouth, and whispered in my ear to stop investigating.

This is what they always want, of course, the corrupt people I find myself up against – to stop my investigations. They always pretend it’s a choice I can make; they’re just giving me some ‘friendly advice’, they’re only telling me ‘for my own good’.

Well, they can keep their advice.

I walk round the sinkhole for another minute or two, taking in details, but also keeping an eye out for anyone who might be watching me. The news crew begin their broadcast beside the hole, and I make sure to stay out of shot.

Finally, I’m done, and I stroll away from Bernie Spain Gardens, right down the South Bank, in the direction of the Tate Modern and, further along, Shakespeare’s Globe, the reconstructed Elizabethan theatre. The weather is still mild and a little humid, so I take off my blazer and put it in my backpack.

I lean against a railing for a moment, looking out over the Thames as it crawls past, on its way to the sea. Seagulls bob on its surface, and a tourist boat passes, filled with people holding cameras. I take out my mobile phone, switch it on, and send a message to Liam, asking him to research the geology of Bernie Spain Gardens, and anything underneath which might have caused the cave-in. When it’s sent, I switch the phone back off and continue on my way.

I often find that walking helps me to think. It’s the same as staring out of a train window – something about the movement lets your brain relax, and all the problems which seemed so hard before suddenly make sense. The little grey cells, as Poirot would say, start to work.

Written notes appear, tattooed on to the foreheads of the passing tourists …

Warned off … Who? Why?

  Is sinkhole above a Guild tunnel?

    Is it connected to museum murder?


The link with this last question seems tenuous at first. But the more I consider it, the more likely it seems. After all, the person who warned me must have been watching me for some time – otherwise, why would they follow me to the sinkhole? And if they’ve been watching me, they know I’m investigating the British Museum case.

And, together, these two facts add up to create a third: quite simply, I’m on to something big. For the first time in six weeks, this is a real case.

Content that I’ve done everything I can for the time being, I buy myself a hot chocolate from one of the stalls that line the South Bank. Then I make my way back towards Westminster Bridge, ready to get the bus to St Regis – and the necessary evil that is geography class.
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Getting back into school isn’t quite as easy as getting out of it, and involves hiding from a PE teacher, crawling beneath a chain-link fence and scrambling through a shrubbery.

Luckily, Liam and Brianna have done an admirable job of convincing our form and maths teachers that I’d been sick enough to need to return home. In fact, I have trouble convincing my geography teacher that I’m over my stomach ache and sickness now, and am well enough to be in school.

I sit through geography, listening to facts I already know about tectonic plates and continental drift. After that, it’s time for lunch in the canteen, which St Regis calls the ‘refectory’, to keep the snobby parents happy. It’s there that I fill in Liam and Brianna about what has happened on the South Bank.

Liam is especially concerned, and keeps saying, ‘Agatha, please don’t take any more risks. You’d better stop investigating.’

Brianna’s response is: ‘She must be on to something if they’re warning her off.’

I smile at her gratefully, but Liam just looks more worried. ‘Exactly! She’s on to something, which means whoever murdered the museum attendant could be coming after her!’

‘I hadn’t thought about her life being in danger like that,’ says Brianna.

I sigh. ‘Will you stop talking about me in the third person? I’m sitting right here – and quite capable of making my own decisions.’

‘Are you, though?’ says Liam. ‘I mean, look what just happened to you.’

I poke at a lump in my custard with my spoon. ‘I’m fine, aren’t I? Stop making such a fuss.’ I glance at him. His eyes are wide with anxiety, so I say, reassuringly, ‘I’ll be careful.’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.’

In the afternoon, we have history (which I enjoy), computer programming (which Liam enjoys) and ballroom dancing (which nobody on earth enjoys).

By the end of the day, I’m dog tired. I drag my weary body through the front door, and hear Dad in the kitchen – he’s home early. I go to greet him. 

‘Hey, Dad.’

He’s making himself a cup of tea. ‘Hello, love!’ he says, with a big smile. Something about his behaviour is still unsettling me – he’s too perky.

It’s a long time till bed, but Dad has once again already changed into his dressing gown and pyjamas, together with the fleecy slippers I gave him last Christmas. The dreadful double-breasted brown suit has obviously made another appearance – it’s now draped over the back of one of the kitchen chairs. I can see a red line round the back of Dad’s neck, where the itchy wool has rubbed his skin. Even he can’t bear to wear the thing for too long.

‘Do you want a hot drink?’ he asks. ‘You look tired.’

I laugh. ‘Oh, cheers – now I feel really great.’

‘You know what I mean.’ Dad smiles, comes over and envelops me in a bear hug. He really is in a good mood. I break out of it and look up at his face, quizzically. I can’t read his expression.

‘Yeah, I’ll have a hot chocolate, if that’s OK.’

‘I’ll put the milk on. I’ve got us a couple of pizzas for tea.’

I sit down at the table and study him as he sets to work. He’s humming to himself.

‘Dad?’ He turns and meets my eye with his head on one side. ‘How come you’ve finished work so early again? And why do you keep wearing your suit?’

‘Oh … I took a couple of days’ leave. And I had that meeting with the orchid specialist, remember?’

‘Yeah, you told me about that – but since when did gardeners wear suits to visit other horticulturalists? And I thought that meeting was yesterday.’

He looks uncomfortable and busies himself, placing the pan of milk on the hob to warm and then setting the oven temperature for the pizzas. When he straightens up, his shoulders are squared, as if he’s steeling himself to tell me something bad. He’s twirling a tea towel between his fingers.

‘Aggie, we need to talk about something.’

He sits down opposite me. Here comes bad news – I’m sure of it. My chest feels constricted, like I’m wearing a corset that’s been pulled way too tight.

Dad clears his throat. He’s still twisting the tea towel between his fingers. ‘It was a very important horticulturalist … and the meeting went so well that I had a second one today.’

‘This meeting …’ I say. ‘Was it a date?’

Dad looks startled. ‘No! What? Agatha, why would you think that?’ He seems genuinely shocked, as though the possibility of him going on a date hasn’t even occurred to him. ‘Date? No, I had a job interview.’

There is silence in the kitchen, except for a sizzle as the milk rises to the rim of the pan. Dad leaps up just in time to rescue it, then pours it into a mug for me and spoons in the chocolate powder.

I’m confused. ‘Why are you applying for jobs? I thought you loved it here.’

He sets the mug down in front of me. ‘I do, but I didn’t apply – they headhunted me.’

‘Who did?’

Dad takes a deep breath, and I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. I don’t know what’s going on, but this doesn’t feel good.

‘It was an interview with one of the managers from the Eden Project.’ He pauses, and lets this sink in. ‘It went so well yesterday they followed up with a second interview today. And they came to London specially to see me.’ He can’t disguise his excitement.

‘But . . isn’t the Eden Project in Cornwall?’

‘Yes . . but, look – I haven’t even been offered the job yet,’ Dad protests, looking guilty. ‘They said they’d get back to me in the next day or two.’ 

For a moment, my head is too full of thoughts for me to respond. If Dad takes the job, it would mean moving away from my friends, away from the Guild … Cornwall might be lovely, with its sandy beaches and palm trees, but leaving London would mean an end to my life as I know it.

There are a thousand reasons why I don’t want to leave the capital, but one keeps coming back to me.

London is Mum’s city.

This is where she was born, where she lived, where she died, and now where she’s buried. I have to stay here, to be close to her.

‘I just – I wish you’d told me this was going on,’ I say, rather lamely.

Dad looks sheepish. ‘I was always going to tell you. I thought the interview would go terribly, anyway. I was only going to go out of curiosity.’

‘So the second interview went well?’

‘I didn’t say that! They were nice … Oh, I don’t know.’ He runs his hands through his hair until it stands up all over. ‘This could be a fantastic opportunity for me. What do you want me to say?’ His voice is almost pleading.

‘That you have no intention of taking the job. That we’re not moving to Cornwall. That I’m not going to have to leave my friends behind.’ Tears are streaming down my face and my voice is coming in gulps. I push back my chair and stand up. ‘I – I’m going up to my room. I’ll come and get my pizza when it’s ready.’

I retreat upstairs, feeling bewildered and powerless. I can’t open up and tell Dad about the Guild, and all that it might mean for my life – and for finding out how Mum died. My mind is churning, and I just lie on the bed, staring up through the skylight, unable to stop thinking about it all.

After a while – I have no idea how long – there’s a soft knock on my door.

‘Aggie?’

‘Come in.’

Dad pushes open the door. ‘I’ve brought your hot chocolate up – it was going cold.’

‘Thanks.’ I sit up and he hands me the mug.

‘Pizza’ll be done in a few minutes,’ he says. He stands awkwardly for a moment, then picks up the clothes from the chair by my bed, looks around for somewhere to put them, gives up and piles them on the floor. He sits down.

‘Look, Aggie – I didn’t mean to spring this on you …’

‘Will you take it? The job?’

‘I don’t know. It would be a big step up in my career. They want to train me up as senior management.’

‘Wow, that’s great.’ I smile, but it’s weak. ‘Dad … on the day, you know, when Mum …’ I leave it unspoken; it’s still hard to say the word died – ‘I was just wondering what they told you – what the police told you, I mean.’

Dad shakes his head sadly. ‘What’s brought this on again, love?’

I hesitate. ‘It’s just – if we’re going to be moving away from Mum …’

He nods. ‘I understand. But I’ve told you everything I know, Aggie – what the police said to me; what the paramedics said to me; what the witnesses said to me …’

I sigh, knowing this is true – Dad’s remembered and recounted everything he knows. But, somehow, I can’t help going back to it. All I want is to gain access to the Guild files on Mum’s death, because I know there’s something going on, and I know someone is keeping information from me. Once I’ve become an agent, I should be granted access to the file rooms, including any files there might be on Mum – including the case she was working on when she died. Waiting to get access to those files is driving me crazy. Once the Trial is over—

‘I just worry, love, that you’re going over things too much.’ Dad breaks my train of thought. ‘It’s not healthy. It won’t bring her back.’

‘That’s not what I’m trying to do.’

He pats me on the knee. ‘Just try to let it go.’ He stands up. ‘I’ll see to those pizzas.’

‘Dad, I’m sorry for how I reacted about your job.’

‘That’s all right, love. I don’t blame you – it’s quite a bolt from the blue, isn’t it?’

I nod. ‘So do you think they’ll offer it to you?’

‘I really don’t know. Let’s wait and see, before we start to panic, shall we?’

I smile and nod. ‘Are you going to watch your gardening show?’

‘Or we could eat together up here instead, if you like?’

I shake my head. ‘No, that’s fine. Just my pizza, please.’

He salutes smartly. ‘Aye, aye, ma’am!’

I stick my tongue out at him and he laughs. Five minutes later, I’m sitting on my bed, tucking into a margherita pizza with black olives, and Dad’s downstairs, watching TV.

I glance over at Mum’s photo. ‘Isn’t it funny how food can make you feel better?’ I ask her. She smiles and I toast her with my empty mug.
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Several hours later, I pad softly downstairs to the kitchen to make myself another mug of hot chocolate. (Whatever people say, I don’t think you can have too much of a good thing.) Dad’s sitting in the living room, with the telly still on, and he doesn’t hear me opening the fridge for the milk. I’m quite glad to be alone with my thoughts. I decide that I’ll make a list of positives about moving to Cornwall, just in case. So far, the list only has two points: 

1. More sunshine

2. Less pollution

I’ve heard there’s an island off Cornwall where cars aren’t even allowed, only bicycles. Perhaps we could live there – it would be like living in a different time period, which I’ve always dreamed about.

I finish making my drink, wash up the pan and creep back upstairs. I place the mug on my bedside table and lie back down on my bed while I wait for the cocoa to cool. That’s when I spot it: a square of white on the other side of my skylight that I’m sure wasn’t there before. It looks like an envelope … It shines as brightly in the moonlight as if it had a spotlight trained on it. For a moment, I can neither move nor take my eyes from it. Finally, I find the willpower to act. I stand on the bed, open the skylight, and haul myself out just far enough to grasp the paper. I drop back inside and close the window.

I sit on the end of my bed and turn the envelope over, slowly and cautiously, as though it’s a venomous creature that might bite. I smell it to check for traces of poison, but it just smells of bleach and ink. It’s a fine-quality envelope, made from densely woven fibres. The name on the envelope – and it’s only a name, no address – is neither mine nor Dad’s, but that of Felicity Lemon.

Could this be the second test in the Trial? I’ll just have to put my Cornwall list on hold for now.

I clear a space on my cluttered desk, pushing aside a plastic replica of a human skull (filled with pencils), several vinyl LPs from Camden Market, a Perspex box containing the dissected contents of an owl pellet, and a thick Victorian tome on the subject of blood-spatter patterns.

At last, I rip the envelope open. Inside is a single piece of paper, with a list of nine email addresses typed on it in black ink. Helvetica font, I note. A bit old-fashioned, but nothing special.

1. Samantha Octavius – soctavius@twofatladies.net

2. Matt Parlance – matty@talktoomuch.au

3. Samantha Helix – samh@andshout.com

4. Alan Gardener – agardener@flourish.org

5. Majid Mustang – maj@hihosilver.org

6. Janice Corona – janco@overhead.com

7. Alice Selena – ally@crescent.com

8. Stanislav Hasp – stan@captainjames.net

9. Emmeline Jaunt – emmybean@fairground.co.uk

I scan the list several times, and realise this is a fairly simple cipher, at least to begin with. There’s something in the name and something in its corresponding email address that together point to a word. In the case of Stanislav Hasp, for example, the surname is another word for a hook; and the Captain James in his email address could refer to Captain James Cook, the explorer, or maybe Captain James T. Kirk, but I’m sure that it refers to Captain James Hook, from Peter Pan. So both the name and the email address are pointing me in the direction of one word – ‘hook’.

The other eight are the same.

By the end, I’ve listed nine words. The last one to give me trouble is Samantha Octavius, until I remember that Octavius is from the Latin word ‘octo’, which means ‘eight’, and ‘two fat ladies’ refers to the bingo call for the number ‘eighty-eight’, so the answer is simply ‘eight’.

So now I have my list of words – eight, speech, twist, grow, horse, heart, moon, hook, ride.

Here is where things get difficult. Finding the words was a little tricky in places, but really no more difficult than doing the cryptic crossword in a Saturday newspaper. Figuring out what the sequence of words means, however, is totally different. I stare at my notebook. Have I seen these words before? There’s something at the back of my head, something that I can’t quite grasp. This is what it’s like sometimes with solving clues. It’s as though another part of my brain has the answer, but doesn’t want to give it up.

I close my eyes and Change Channel, picturing the words on a blackboard above my head. Then the words go fuzzy and I hear someone speaking them. The voice is Mr Zhang’s. My eyes flick open.

I’ve come across this sequence of words before, and not that long ago. They’re from the mnemonic poem for drawing the symbol for biang biang noodles! I run through the poem in my head.


Roof rising up to the sky,

Over two bends by Yellow River’s side.

Character eight’s opening wide,

Speech enters inside.

You twist, I twist too,

You grow, I grow with you,

Inside, a horse king will rule.

Heart down below,

Moon by the side,

Leave a hook for fried dough to hang low,

On our carriage to Xianyang we’ll ride.



Biang biang noodles are an unusual dish, and there aren’t many places that make them. Luckily (though perhaps not surprisingly), the Black Bamboo claims to serve the best biang in this hemisphere. It was there that I first saw the complicated Chinese symbol – so where else could the riddle be wanting me to go?

It’s late, but there will still be people in the streets. If someone is following me, I’d rather not stand out. Quickly I change into a neat black sweater and black leggings. I tuck my chin-length hair into a black cap. I’ll probably be a bit warm, but at least I’ll look nondescript.

A quick check in the mirror, and then I make for the skylight. The night is cooler than I expected, and a slight breeze whips around me. I’d forgotten how tired I was until now, balancing on the roof, making for the tree. My body aches from my run through the tunnels the night before last, but it moves on autopilot as I start to climb down the branches. I’m so full of adrenaline that I can’t think of anything but the riddle, and getting to Soho as quickly as possible.

I reach the ground and, silently, with my back to the house, start to run across the lawns, out into the darkness of Hyde Park. I settle into a jog and keep up a steady pace, out of the park gates and on into the night.

The streets are quiet and London has an almost deserted feeling as I push on through Soho and finally come within sight of the Black Bamboo. There are no lights on in the shops and cafés on either side of the restaurant, but through the misty glass of the restaurant I can see a lamp is still lit. I hurry over to the door, taking in everything in the window: the red and gold decorations, the pictures of cats happily waving, and there, in the cards showing the various dishes, the symbol for biang.

I hesitate before knocking on the door, running over the riddle in my head, in case I’ve missed anything. I’m sure this is where I was meant to come, but what if I was supposed to bring something with me? Or knock on the door a certain number of times? I can’t think of anything, but, just to be certain, I knock on the door nine times, like the nine clues in the riddle.

After a brief wait, I see a shadow moving in the gloom behind the glass, then the unmistakable form of Mr Zhang unlocking the door, sliding bolts and removing chains. The door opens inward and he’s standing there, silhouetted in the light, a small smile playing on his lips. I’m a little out of breath, but Mr Zhang is perfectly still. He’s clearly happy that I’m here, but his head is tilted, as if he wants to hear something specific from me. There is only one thing that I can think to ask:

‘I’d like a bowl of biang biang noodles … do you have any?’

The small smile breaks into a full grin, and Mr Zhang seems to breathe a sigh of relief. When he remembers himself, he nods seriously, steps back from the doorway and ushers me into the empty restaurant. The chairs are up on the tables, and there’s the smell of floor cleaner in the air. Perched on a stool behind the counter is Bai, in her dressing gown, and yawning widely.

‘You made it!’ she calls. I wave and she waves back.

Wordlessly, Mr Zhang points to a table, so I go over and sit down, while he disappears behind the counter and into the kitchen. Now that I’m further into the restaurant, I can smell, not just floor cleaner, but something else – a rich, brothy smell. Something is already simmering away, ready for me.

I listen to the sounds of Mr Zhang working in the kitchen, though these are sparse. There’s no clattering of pots and pans when you’re a trained martial arts master: everything is graceful and controlled. Bai just sits on her stool and grins at me. Her gaze makes me fidgety. Is she waiting for me to do something?

‘Should I …?’ I begin to ask aloud, but Bai just grins more widely for a moment and puts a finger to her lips. She shakes her head.

No talking then. OK.

I sit in the darkened restaurant, stomach rumbling a little at the delicious smells that are snaking out of the kitchen, but my mind is fully focused on the test. I’m so restless, waiting to discover the next part, waiting to find out if I pass, that I’m practically squirming in my chair.

After what seems like at least half an hour, but is only ten minutes according to the clock above the counter, Mr Zhang reappears, with my food balanced on a tray. Bai follows him over to my table, and the two of them take seats opposite me. The bowl of steaming noodles is pushed towards me, and I inhale a lungful of fragrant steam.

Biang biang noodles are strange things, which is why they have become known as one of the eight strange wonders of Shaanxi. Instead of being thin and straggly, they are wide and must be slurped and bitten off. The broth is so tangy and rich that just the smell of it brings tears to my eyes.

I thank my sifu, then we sit for a moment in silence. I’m not sure what I’m waiting for, but it quickly becomes obvious that Mr Zhang and Bai aren’t allowed to give me any clues, and they’re clearly expecting me to eat the noodles. The one thing I notice, before I pick up my chopsticks, is that this is not the usual china used at the Black Bamboo. Instead of the familiar white background and sketched outline of a bamboo plant, this bowl is patterned with intricate blue lotus flowers. I sense that, whatever I’m looking for, it has something to do with this dish.

I pick up my chopsticks, unwrap them from their paper, break the wooden halves apart, and tentatively pick up the first steaming noodle. The taste is good: rich and meaty. I set down the enormous noodle, pick up the spoon provided, and take a sip of the rich, salty broth. It’s all delicious and piping hot. I burn my tongue a little, but there’s nothing unusual about the noodles themselves, nor the broth. It all tastes as it should, as far as I can tell – no strange punch of cinnamon lurking in the flavours, no incongruous whack of liquorice that might be a clue to something else.

So, if the clue is not in the food itself, it must be hidden somewhere in the unusual serving bowl. I look round the surface of the dish again, taking in the blue and white hand-painted lotus designs. It’s beautiful – but, again, there’s nothing in particular for me to latch on to, no clue that I can see.

I start to eat the noodles again, faster this time, blowing on each bite quickly before I take it in. Again, I burn my tongue, and my eyes are still tearing up. My nose is running a little with the heat, and I consider blowing it on the cloth napkin, but decide to sniff instead. Mr Zhang picks up on this and hands me a clean tissue, which he seems to pull from thin air.

Time passes as I eat the noodles, the rest of the restaurant completely silent. Mr Zhang and Bai stay on the other side of the table, watching me eat my meal, almost as though I’m a messenger from a far-off land, who has come in from a long trek across Siberia and the Altay Mountains, and this is the meal that is being provided to me. I imagine myself kicking snow off my boots on the threshold, sitting down at the table and being presented with this meal. Not a bad reward.

It’s a little disconcerting to be watched as you’re eating a meal, though, but my mind is busy planning, fantasising and trying to guess what the clue will be.

Finally, I’ve eaten all the noodles and vegetables, and have drunk most of the broth. Murkily, through the shimmering oil on the surface of the broth, I can see something painted on the bottom of the bowl, but I can’t quite make it out. Setting down my chopsticks and spoon, I take up the china dish in both hands, raise it to my lips, and drink down the last of the liquid in a single, long draught. I set the bowl down, wiping my lips on the napkin and blinking the tears out of my eyes. Perhaps it’s my imagination, but Mr Zhang looks particularly focused on me at this moment.

I peer down into the bottom of the dish and see, among the blue lotus flowers, a single detail that does not appear elsewhere in the design. Right at the bottom, painted in the same blue and white as the flowers, is a number – 13.

There’s no doubting it: this is the clue I’m looking for. There’s nothing else it can be. Just as I raise my head to check with Mr Zhang and Bai, he says, ‘Granddaughter, leave now.’

‘What?’ Bai looks appalled. ‘But it’s just getting interesting.’

‘Time for bed,’ he says firmly, and she shoots me a look of despair, before getting up from her seat and heading away from us. I can’t help noticing that even her stroppy walk is graceful.

I can’t wait any longer. ‘It must be the number thirteen,’ I say to Mr Zhang. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? Thirteen?’

‘Ah, but what does thirteen represent?’

I clench my fists. After cracking the coded email addresses, and heading over here in the middle of the night, I can’t believe the test isn’t over now that I’ve discovered the number.

I close my eyes and summon my mental filing system.

Thirteen

• 13

• Odd number

• Prime

• Superstition

• Bad luck

I shake my head.

‘Look hard at the figures,’ he instructs.

A thought strikes me. I stare into the dish at the figure 13 at the bottom, and imagine the 1 and 3 joining up.

‘Is it – is it a letter B?’

I hold my breath for a second, worried I might have chosen the wrong thing. Then a wide smile breaks across Mr Zhang’s face. He reaches for my hand and shakes it.

‘Well done, Agatha. You remained calm under pressure. You kept your balance when everything around you was unbalanced. You have passed the second test of the Trial.’

He smiles again, and is that another wink?
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By the time I get home, it’s very late. Dad will be fast asleep, so I use the front door, rather than climb the tree.

When I get upstairs, I find Oliver on the floor in front of my door, curled up asleep. I have to step over him to get inside my room. I close the door and lean against it. It feels like many, many hours since I left. I’ve been out for a while, because it took time to walk to Soho, time to walk back – not to mention the time it took to complete the challenge. My room is dark and cold, because I’d left the skylight ajar so that I could get back in. The night air has cooled and seeped inside, chilling everything.

I climb on to my bed to close the skylight. Then I lie on my back. I start to shiver, so I kick off my shoes and crawl under the covers, still fully dressed. I’m exhausted but I feel elated. ‘I did it, Mum!’ I whisper to her, before falling asleep.


[image: 6. THE FORGOTTEN UNDERGROUND]

Someone is thumping on a wooden drum. No – on my skull. No – on my … door?

‘Urgh …’ I struggle to open my eyes and focus. ‘Yeah?’

‘Agatha, can I come in?’

‘Yeah, I guess …’

Dad enters. He’s already dressed in his head gardener clothes with the official Hyde Park logo on the dark-green polo shirt. He’s holding something out to me. I squint at it. It’s dark and …

‘The phone, Agatha,’ Dad says at last, realising I’m struggling.

‘Oh … Thanks.’ I take the phone and he leaves the room.

‘Agatha?’ Liam’s voice comes down the line.

‘Urghhhh?’ I say.

‘Agatha?’ He sounds concerned.

Must … make … an … effort. ‘Yep. Present and correct,’ I say groggily. ‘Or just present, at least.’

‘Right … Are you OK? I tried you loads of times last night.’

‘Did you? Sorry. I was otherwise engaged.’

‘The second test?’ he whispers.

‘Can’t talk here. It’s not safe. You never know who’s listening.’

‘Can I come over?’

I squint at my bedside clock: 6:00.

‘Really?’

‘It’s important. I’m already on my way – I’ll be there in ten.’

‘OK …’ I try to put the phone down on my bedside table but there isn’t room among the empty mugs and used plates, so I give up and put it on the floor. I drag myself to an upright position.

‘Come on, girl: get yourself up and dressed,’ I tell myself sternly. Luckily, no one is around to hear me, unless you count Oliver. He pricks up one ear, but otherwise ignores my strange behaviour. He is far too sleepy to care.

I lie there for another ten minutes before I finally make it out of bed. I have a quick wash, pull on my school uniform and run a brush through my bob. I catch sight of myself in the mirror. There are dark circles under my eyes. Finally, I drag myself downstairs. Liam is already in the kitchen, chatting with Dad. He catches my eye and smiles.

‘Hello, lazybones.’

‘Liam – it’s ridiculously early!’ Then I look at Dad. ‘Is there anything to eat?’ I watch him, gauging his mood. Has he had an email overnight, offering him the job?

‘Sure – plenty. There’s toast, cereal, eggs – anything you like, if you do it yourself.’

I study him through eyes that are dry and prickly from lack of sleep. He grabs his gardening gloves from the windowsill.

‘Well, I’d best get to work – I’ve a lot to catch up on.’

Dad leaves and I start on breakfast. If Liam hadn’t been here, I’d have asked Dad if he’d heard anything about Cornwall. I feel a pang at the thought that I’ll have to wait until tonight now.

Liam pulls up a chair at the kitchen table while I fetch a bowl and plate and put some bread in the toaster. Then I take a seat opposite him.

‘What was that about?’ he asks.

I look up from pouring cornflakes into my bowl. ‘What?’

‘Your dad. There was a weird atmosphere between you.’

I hesitate. I’m not sure I want to talk to Liam about the possible move – it might make it real. He picks up on my uncertainty.

‘It’s all right – you don’t have to tell me if you don’t feel like it. Are you OK, though?’

I shrug. ‘Been better. Look, do you mind if we change the subject?’

‘Oh, yeah – did you get the second test?’

‘I did, and I’ll tell you about it later. How about you tell me what you found out, while I eat breakfast?’

‘OK. Well, the sinkhole’s right over a Tube line tunnel, the Waterloo and City line. I thought it might be important, seeing as you’d asked me to let you know what was underneath.’

I shovel in a mouthful of cereal and frown in concentration. The Waterloo and City line is a shuttle service, running between two stations: Waterloo (as you’d expect) and Bank, in the area of London known as the City (even though the whole of London is a city really). The trains don’t stop at any other stations.

I finish my cereal, ignoring Liam’s repeated demands for a reaction. At last, I put up a hand. ‘Shhh. I’m thinking.’

‘Right … Course you are …’ He picks up the newspaper he brought with him from home and begins to flick through it. I put my bowl in the sink and check my watch. I haven’t got time for toast.

‘You got everything you need for school?’ I ask him.

‘Course.’

‘Right, let’s get going.’

He pushes back his chair and stands up. ‘Where to?’

‘The London Library. We need to do some research.’

‘Surely it won’t be open at this time?’

‘Let me worry about that,’ I say mysteriously.

‘OK then. I’ll pay for a taxi.’

I smile broadly for the first time this morning. ‘That sounds good. Maybe I can snatch forty winks in the car.’

He hails a black cab on the main road, and we whizz over to the library in St James’s Square, arriving far too quickly for my liking – I’m all cosy in the back of the cab, with my head on Liam’s shoulder, when we arrive. We climb out of the taxi and Liam pays the driver through the window. He always has loads of cash on him. Liam’s parents work overseas and have been in Hong Kong for the last few years, so he hardly ever sees them. I’d never say this to Liam, but I’d much rather live in a small cottage with my dad than in a grand flat without him, like Liam does.

We turn to survey the London Library building. The lights are all off and the front door looks very much closed and locked.

‘It’s shut,’ Liam says.

‘I know, but it’ll be OK.’ I tap on the door using a special sequence of knocks – a kind of code. It’s actually a cha-cha rhythm, but I don’t bother to explain. The doorman and his wife used to do ballroom dancing together.

There is the sound of movement from within, then various locks and bolts are audibly released. The door opens.

‘Miss Agatha,’ says Clive, the elderly doorman. He taps his cap in polite greeting.

‘Mister …’ I hesitate – ‘Clive,’ I say, at last, performing a small bow. Clive is rather stately and it always seems a bit rude just calling him by his first name, but he insists on it.

‘And Master Liam – what a pleasure,’ says Clive. 

‘Hi, Clive,’ says Liam, less formally.

Clive glances around, like an illegal street trader checking for cops, then nods for us to enter.

‘Thanks for letting us in,’ I say.

‘Any time, any time,’ Clive says. He lowers his voice. ‘Just don’t tell anyone: I don’t want to receive angry letters from jealous library lovers.’

Liam laughs. ‘We won’t – I promise.’

Clive hands me a key and we place our school backpacks in one of the lockers. Then he gestures towards the library stacks.

‘Make yourselves at home,’ he says.

‘What are we looking for?’ asks Liam as we head towards the stacks.

‘Schematics for the Waterloo and City line. And any details of the abandoned British Museum Tube station.’

Liam groans. ‘More plans – of course.’

‘What did you think? That we were here to read Marvel comics?’

Liam brightens. ‘Do they have those?’

I roll my eyes. ‘I don’t know, Liam. But that isn’t what we’re here for, OK?’

‘No, you’re right – the investigation must come first.’ 

I decide to overlook his robotic delivery of this statement.

We have a fair idea of the section we need from previous research sessions. It doesn’t take long to find the plans relating to the Underground system. We scan the shelves.

‘Waterloo and City line,’ says Liam, pulling out a folder.

‘Great! Now we just need to find anything on the British Museum station.’

That’s not so easy. Whereas there’s plenty of information regarding the stops that are in use, material on the out-of-service stations is trickier to find – if indeed there is any there at all.

At last, my eyes alight on a small hardback book, squeezed between various folders: The Forgotten Underground: London’s Secret Stations. I take it from the shelf and join Liam, who is sitting at a table, working through the schematics of the Waterloo and City line.

I sit down next to him.

‘What are we looking for?’ he asks again.

‘I’m not sure. I’m hoping we’ll know it when we find it.’

I flick through the book – which doesn’t seem to have an index (a real failing in any reference book, in my opinion) – searching for any reference to the British Museum stop. There are various maps and plans. I turn the book to study a landscape image of the lines going in and out of Bank station – and then I see it: there’s a link from Bank to the defunct British Museum station.

Liam has got there as well at the same time – his finger is on the disused rail track showing on the much larger plans he’s been studying. We catch one another’s eye.

‘What does it mean?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know exactly. But I do know I need to investigate the sinkhole from underground, to see what’s been going on down there.’

‘That sounds like a terrible idea after that woman warned you off.’

I grin. ‘You didn’t really think I was going to listen to her, did you?’

He shakes his head sadly. ‘I know you far too well for that.’ He glances at his watch and lets out a yelp. ‘Yikes, we have to get out of here – we’re going to be late for school!’

Liam treats us to another cab – but this time we’ve hit rush hour. There’s a lot more traffic on the roads, and the journey to St Regis is halting and frustrating. In the end, he pays the driver and we jog the last few hundred metres. Well – he jogs and I walk. Liam is a lot more intimidated by authority than I am and can’t stand getting into trouble at school.

Mr Perkins is standing guard on the gate when we arrive, and Liam looks back over his shoulder at me, pleadingly.

‘Please, Agatha, hurry up!’

I’m not being deliberately mean. I just don’t want to arrive at school panting and covered in sweat.

By the time we make it into school, the corridors are empty.

‘What do you reckon?’ asks Liam. ‘Form class or assembly?’

I put an ear to the hall door and hear Dr Hargrave droning on about uniform, and how important it is to take pride in our appearance.

‘They’re all in there,’ I whisper, pointing to the door.

So we wait outside the hall and just mingle with everyone as they come pouring out. Easy.

Brianna pushes her way through the throng. ‘There you are,’ she says. ‘I hear you were in big trouble in form class – or would have been, if you’d been there.’ She frowns. ‘Except, if you had been there, you wouldn’t have been in trouble, would you? Have you been to the office, to report your arrival?’

‘Not yet,’ says Liam, looking horror-struck. ‘I’m going to get my first ever late mark,’ he wails.

Brianna catches my eye and smirks.

‘Don’t be mean,’ I tell her. ‘He prides himself on his hundred per cent attendance record.’

‘And now it’s ruined,’ says Liam sadly.

‘At least you’ve not been told off about your appearance,’ says Brianna. ‘Hargrave caught me in the corridor on the way to assembly and told me I’ve got to dye my hair a “natural colour”. I pointed out that blue is a perfectly natural colour – the sky, the sea …’

‘How’d our esteemed headmaster take that?’ I ask.

She shakes her head sadly. ‘Not well. Not well at all.’

‘Oh dear …’

‘We’d better get over to the office,’ says Liam.

We bid Brianna farewell and I allow him to propel me to the office at top speed. We are both reprimanded by the school secretary – although Liam’s telling-off is rather more gentle than mine, as he is a model student.

‘What lesson have you got now?’ she asks us.

‘Maths,’ says Liam.

‘Really?’ I mutter. ‘It’s like I’m stuck in an eternal maths lesson. Maybe it’s a metaphor for hell.’

‘Well, off you go then,’ says the secretary firmly.

Liam once again hurries me through the corridors. We arrive at the classroom and he goes straight in, holding the door open so I can follow.

‘Mr Lau, Ms Oddlow, how nice of you to join us,’ says Mr Patel, our maths teacher.

‘Sorry, Mr Patel,’ we murmur dutifully. 

I spend the lesson using one portion of my little grey cells to do the calculations set by Mr Patel – and the remainder to ruminate on the case in hand. By lunchtime, I’m wondering how I’ve ever survived a full school day – it’s so long! And tedious. I catch up with Liam and Brianna at Exile Island – the table in the canteen only occupied by weird kids like us (except nobody is quite like us …).

‘Agatha – are you with us?’ asks Brianna.

‘Sorry?’

‘You were really giving Sarah the evil eye,’ she says.

‘Oops! I hadn’t realised.’

‘Haven’t you got PE with her later?’

My heart sinks. Lacrosse – out on the field, with studded boots and those lethal sticks with the cages on top. And Sarah Rathbone.

‘I’ll have to plead injury of some sort,’ I say, in desperation.

‘You’ll never get away with it,’ says Brianna. ‘Doughty made Fiona Lewis do netball with a broken leg last year.’

‘I don’t think that can be right …’ says Liam, cutting in.

‘Just ask Fiona!’ says Brianna. ‘She was limping about like a rabbit that’d been caught in a trap.’

‘I still think …’ tries Liam.

‘Look – there she is!’ says Brianna. ‘Let’s ask her. Fiona! Hey – Fiona!’

Fiona Lewis, a lanky girl with long red hair, which she hates and everyone else envies, stops with her tray. ‘What’s up?’

‘Tell them about Doughty and your broken leg.’

Fiona rolls her eyes. ‘It’s true – she made me do netball. It was a complete farce. I can’t play at the best of times! You should’ve seen me, hopping about the court and trying not to fall over. It hurt like hell as well.’

She walks off, and Brianna turns to Liam,

‘Now do you believe me?’

He’s turned pale. ‘Sometimes I worry about this place.’

‘What am I going to do?’ I wail. ‘She’ll kill me.’

‘Who? Doughty?’ says Liam.

‘Keep up!’ says Brianna. ‘She’s talking about Sarah.’

‘Ohhhh …’ He pulls a face. ‘Maybe she’ll be in a good mood – first week back and all that.’

‘Right. And maybe she helps out at a homeless shelter in her spare time,’ says Brianna.

‘I’m dead,’ I wail.

‘I think you are,’ says Brianna.
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I barely survive PE. Sarah Rathbone has clearly rounded up all her cronies, and every girl on the field seems to be running straight at me. Miss Doughty doesn’t notice, as always – I’m not gifted at sport, so I’m invisible. By the time Sarah sticks out her foot and trips me, I’m almost grateful. Despite the warm summer we’ve had, the ground is soft with moss and I’m tempted to close my eyes and let the game go thundering on above and around me. But then a foot kicks me in the belly and I realise I need to get up, now.

I limp off – still ignored by Doughty – and head for the office, to have my injuries tended to. But ‘tended to’ always involves them applying a sticking plaster and sending you back to class.

I make it through domestic science, in which the felt rabbit I’m making is beginning to resemble Darth Vader. Liam keeps leaning over and whispering, ‘I am your father,’ and I can’t stop giggling.

At last, at ten past four, the bell goes for the end of the day, and I limp home. My shins are coated in mud, and I’m pretty sure there’s some more stuck behind my ears.

Liam walks out of the school gates with me. ‘Good luck getting the mud off,’ he calls as he heads towards his bus stop. 

Dad is still at work when I get back, and I take a warm shower, letting the water wash over my scratches and scrapes. Who would have thought a game of lacrosse could be so savage? Probably anyone who’s ever played it, I decide. I try not to think about what might be coming later this evening – an announcement from Dad to say he’s been offered the job.

I dry myself and go up to my room, where I pull on a navy stripe slash-neck top and capri-length dark-blue jeans. I tie a red silk scarf round my neck and take a seat at my desk. I need a distraction, so I’ve decided to go through everything I know so far – all my observations and discoveries on the museum murder, the disused station and the Waterloo and City line. I open my laptop and keep Googling for additional information – anything Liam or I might have missed.

When all my research draws a blank, I turn to the Guild Trial. So far, I have the letters A and B. Not a lot to go on. Apart from being the start of the alphabet, the two letters don’t immediately bring anything substantial to mind. I grab the dictionary and read through words that start with Ab – there’s ‘absolute’, ‘abysmal’, ‘abracadabra’, but nothing that leaps out at me.

I’m so engrossed, I haven’t even noticed that more than three hours have gone by. I jump when Dad calls up to me at around half past eight.

‘Agatha, I’m back. Can you come down here, please?’

I guess this is where I find out if we’re leaving London.

I walk down the two flights of stairs super slowly, putting off the knowledge for as long as possible.

It reminds me of a thought experiment called Schrödinger’s cat. A scientist (Schrödinger) said you can put a cat in a box with a flask of poison. As long as you don’t open the box, you have no way of knowing for sure if the cat has been poisoned. So, in a way, the cat is both alive and dead at the same time. In the same way, as long as I don’t ‘open the box’, I’m both moving to Cornwall and staying in London.

At the bottom of the stairs, I find Dad waiting.

‘You’re back late,’ I say.

‘I had a lot to do. It’s peak season for weeds, and I had to catch up after taking time off for the interviews.’ He points to the living room. ‘Let’s go in here,’ he says.

I walk ahead of him and sit on the edge of the sofa, where I start biting my nails, before I remember about the painted stars. Dad takes a seat on the armchair, which is at right angles to the sofa.

‘Dad, before you say anything …’ I start, just as he says, ‘Look, Aggie, the last thing I want is for you to be unhappy …’

I wave my hand to stop him. ‘Look, I’m sorry, Dad. I just got a shock when you suddenly started talking about the new job, and moving to Cornwall and everything. I reacted badly.’

He looks down at the floor and says, ‘So, now you’re over the shock, how do you feel about it?’

I feel as though I’ve received a painful electric shock to my chest. ‘Is it definite? Did you take the job?’

He looks up in surprise. ‘Of course not! I’d never do that without checking with you.’

‘But you’ve been offered it?’ I prompt.

He nods.

‘That’s great, Dad.’

‘Thanks, love. So … would you be OK with it? With moving to Cornwall?’

‘I’m not sure. I mean, I’m really pleased for you and everything. It’s just … I’m sorry – it’s still a lot to process. It’s just leaving Brianna and Liam, and this house and everything …’

‘I get it,’ he says. ‘Let’s take a while to think it through, shall we?’ He gets up. ‘You must be starving. Omelettes all right?’

‘Sounds great. Isn’t it my turn?’

‘No, you’re all right. I’ve got this.’

I stay in the living room, trying to work out if I could be happy somewhere else – if I could settle into a new home in a place that didn’t have Liam or Brianna or Mum’s grave. My list still has only two points in favour of moving to Cornwall: more sunshine, less pollution. I’ll have to find the time to come up with more pros. After a while, Oliver pushes his way into the room and rubs against my legs. I scoop him up and he settles in my lap, purring loudly.

‘Ugh, Oliver! You stink of sardines!’ He butts his head against my hand in ecstasy, oblivious to my reproof. ‘What am I going to do, boy?’ I ask him. ‘I have to finish the Guild Trial – there’s still one test to come. And there’s the museum investigation as well – something’s definitely going on with that disused station.’ Oliver mews in agreement, which feels oddly comforting.

At last, Dad calls me into the kitchen for dinner. I gently lift the cat from my lap, and place him in the warm spot I’m vacating. He lets out a plaintive ‘Meow’, but turns round twice and falls asleep almost immediately.

My omelette is cheese and baked beans – a special combination I came up with a few years ago. I don’t feel much like eating, though. I stare at the food on my plate, while Dad makes small talk about the park, and how two of the gardeners are getting married. I really like both of them, but I can’t feel much pleasure for them just now.

Dad is looking at me expectantly, so I say, ‘That’s nice.’

He nods enthusiastically. ‘They’re going to have the photos in the park – won’t that be lovely?’

‘That’s nice,’ I say again.

There’s a long pause, then he says, ‘I only want what’s best for you, Agatha – you do know that, don’t you?’

I nod and try to smile, but a tear plops on to my plate instead. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘Do you mind if I eat this later?’

‘Of course not, Aggie.’

‘Thanks, Dad.’

I almost run from the room. I hate feeling so miserable over something that should be a wonderful opportunity for Dad. Why can’t I just feel happy for him?

When I get to the second floor, I push open my door and freeze on the threshold. My room is full of snakes. On instinct, I step back and shut the door again. I stand in front of it at the top of the stairs, my heart pounding. Snakes! How on earth did they get there? Obviously, someone’s been in my room. What if he or she is still in there?

I should get Dad. But curiosity overtakes me. I take a few deep breaths and push the door open, slowly. I can’t see anyone inside. My heart calms as I run through the possibilities.

Of course, this might be a threat – but it could be the Gatekeepers’ Guild, setting the third and final test of the Trial. I stand very still and squint at the nearest reptile. It has something painted in white on its back.

So this is almost certainly a test. The Guild wouldn’t put dangerous animals in my bedroom – I’m sure of that. To be on the safe side, I try to work out what sort of snakes they are. With my eyes closed, I Change Channel, conjuring up images of British serpents – grass and viper. The grass snake, although it can be very large – reaching up to 1.3 metres in length – is harmless. The viper, also known as the adder, is smaller (75cm maximum) and venomous, with a warning zigzag along its back.

I open my eyes to stare more closely, and see – with more than a little relief, if I’m honest – that there are no such markings. These are not poisonous creatures. In fact, with their compact size and golden skin, they’re not snakes at all. No – despite their flicking tongues and snake-shape bodies, these are a type of legless lizard, called a slow-worm, and therefore completely harmless.

Reassured and relieved, I step inside and close the door, careful where I put my feet. I put on gloves – I’ve heard that the touch of a warm-blooded body can burn reptiles, though I don’t know if this is actually true – and pick up one of the lizards. It has a letter and a smaller number painted on its back.

All thoughts of Cornwall vanish at the thrill of receiving the final part of the Trial. I empty the owl pellets from the Perspex box and place the lizards inside, one at a time, noting each letter in my notebook. Then I check there are none behind the bookcase or beneath my bed. As I’m lying on my stomach on the floor, Dad knocks on the door.

‘Agatha, are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I call back.

‘Can I come in?’

‘Now’s not a great time,’ I say, gently taking hold of a slow-worm that’s making rapid progress towards the space beneath my bed.

‘I’ll give you a bit more alone time, but let me know if you want to chat later.’

‘OK. Thanks.’

I hear him going back downstairs. I place the final slow-worm in the box, and then I sit at my desk and stare at the letters and numbers on their backs. At first, I assume it’s just a straightforward anagram, in which I have to rearrange the letters according to the sequence indicated by the numbers. Some of the lizards have only a number without a letter, so these must represent spaces. This gives me:

1G 2Y 3M 4J 5— 6Y 7— 8F 9C 10Y 11G 12— 13G 14C 15— 16G 17X 18J 19— 20Q 21W 22P 23Y 24R 25Z

GYMJ Y FCYG GC GXJ QWPYRZ? That clearly isn’t right. That’s when I realise there’s another layer to the clue – it’s a cipher, and I need to work out what form of encryption has been used before I can crack it.

At first I try a simple Caesar cipher, in which the entire alphabet moves one or more spaces forward or backward – so A becomes C, B becomes D, C becomes E, for instance. I attempt to decode it in this fashion for about half an hour, but this gets me nowhere. At last, I accept that what I have is a random cipher, in which each letter has been randomly allocated a counterpart, with no pattern to the coding. The only way to decode a cipher like this is by trial, error and logic.

I study the message. I know that the only two single-letter words in the English language are ‘I’ and ‘a’ (unless you count ‘o’, which is old-fashioned and only used in poetry). I assume the Y on its own in the cipher must equal ‘a’, because it’s unlikely that ‘I’ will appear in a formal message. Then I figure that the three-letter word, ‘GXJ’, is most likely to be either ‘the’, ‘and’ or ‘you’. I try ‘the’ first, which would mean G stands for T. This gives me four letter Ts, all of which look likely. It also gives me two letter Es, which again seem correctly placed. I carry on in this way, partly through trial and error, and partly through my knowledge of frequently occurring letters, and where they are most likely to appear in words. At last, I have the following code frame:



	Y = A
	M = K


	F = B
	P = L


	Z = D
	R = N


	J = E
	C = O


	X = H
	W = S


	Q = I
	G = T







The end result is the following message:

TAKE A BOAT TO THE ISLAND.

Picking up the box of slow-worms, I head back down the first flight of stairs to where Dad keeps his keys. I grab the set I’ll need if my instincts are correct, then I go down to the ground floor. Dad has the telly turned up, watching some thriller about plants taking over the world. It figures – he’d probably prefer a world in which plants were in charge.

‘Just popping out into the park for a short time,’ I call to Dad.

‘What?’ he shouts back.

‘Just going out. Back soon!’ I leave at once, before Dad can spot me with the box of reptiles. Outside, I empty the box into some thick undergrowth in the park. I don’t remember Dad ever mentioning slow-worms in Hyde Park, but hopefully they’ll survive. Then I begin to run.

Within moments, I’m at the boathouse beside the Serpentine, where the boats for hire are stored. Manny, who runs the place, has gone for the day, but Dad’s keys gain me access to the boats. I throw open one of the shed doors and examine the array of painted wooden rowing boats inside. I pick a small one and drag it out of the shed by its rope.

It’s past ten o’clock and getting dark, but I pull the boat down to the edge of the lake and climb inside. Then I start to row. I’m quite a good rower: Manny often lets me take a boat for free in the holidays when there aren’t too many customers, so I’ve had a lot of practice. As I get near to the island that sits in the middle of the Serpentine, I see a strange glow, like the lamp of a giant glow-worm – a glow-worm being a type of beetle. (Why do so many things have ‘worm’ as part of their name when they are really no such thing?)

On closer inspection, there’s a single lantern hanging from a bush. Its light feels like a friend in the now slightly eerie darkness. It also confirms that I interpreted the latest instruction correctly – the lamp must have been placed here to guide me. Despite this reassurance, it’s very quiet here on the island, and there is a chill in the air. I could be miles from humanity, and I shiver at my sudden sense of isolation and vulnerability. Then I push away thoughts of things that go bump in the night, and instead throw the boat-rope over the mooring post and climb out.

Walking towards the lantern, I see that it illuminates a single envelope fixed by a pin to a bamboo cane. As I unstick it from its post, I inspect the paper. It’s of the same high-quality paper as before, so it definitely is the Gatekeepers who’ve brought me here. I place it in my pocket and row back, being sure to return the boat to its original position, and locking the boathouse carefully behind me.

Back at Groundskeeper’s Cottage, the TV has been turned off. I find Dad in the kitchen, tapping his fingers on the table. He jumps up as I enter.

‘Where have you been? Have you seen the time?’

‘Just into the park. I thought that would be all right. I found a slow-worm in my room and I wanted to release it safely. I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to scare you.’

Dad is distracted by this information. ‘A slow-worm? Up in the attic?’

I nod. ‘I was going to ask you how you think it got up there, but you were watching telly.’

He thinks for a moment. ‘It must have been inside something you were carrying.’

‘That makes sense,’ I say, happy not to have to lie to him.

His face softens. ‘You should have asked me. I don’t like you going into the park late at night.’

‘Sorry. I’ll ask next time.’

He kisses me on the top of my head. ‘I’ll say goodnight, love. We’ve both had quite a long day. You need to get to bed.’

‘OK. Night, Dad.’

I go upstairs, slip his keys back on to their rack, then head up to my room, where I sit down at my desk and tear open the envelope. It contains a sheet of paper with some things written on it. 

First, there is a circle. I place the paper beside the sheet bearing the letter A and close my eyes for a moment to bring up the image of the figure 13 from the noodle bowl that represented B … Maybe this isn’t a circle, but a letter – O. So then I have A, B and O. 

Beneath the O are some words: Give and take.

At the very bottom of the page, a line of text reads: You have until midnight.

I check my watch – five past eleven. I feel the pulse in my temple speed up. I don’t have much time.

ABO could stand for almost anything … It could just mean ‘boa’ – and I could visit London Zoo to see the boa constrictors … But the letters were delivered in the order ABO, so I continue to reflect. There’s an Association of British Orchestras, but I can’t see how that helps. There’s a mountain pass in New Mexico called Abo Canyon – but surely the Guild wouldn’t expect me to travel there during term time …?

Give and take. Give and take. What do you give and take? Presents? Compromises? ABO … Give and take …

Suddenly I understand.

I grab my backpack in case I need any of my gadgets and put my beret on my head. Then I climb out through the skylight and down the tree. It’s now quarter past eleven – I hope I’m in time.
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The West End Donor Centre on Margaret Street is the biggest blood donation clinic in all of London. I take a bus, which is empty – bar a drunk man right at the back, who mumbles to himself the whole way and ignores me, thank goodness, and a stressed-looking mother clutching a whimpering baby. I hop off at the closest stop to Margaret Street. The donor centre looks very closed when I get there. However, there’s a light shining out from one small window, so I knock gently on the pane. A moment later, a uniformed nurse appears at the front door.

‘We’re closed,’ she says.

‘Yes, but … I have an appointment.’

She narrows her eyes. ‘What is the name?’

‘Oddlow. Agatha Oddlow.’

She consults a sheet and shakes her head.

‘Felicity Lemon?’ I try.

She nods. ‘Come in.’

I follow her into the clinic. She leads me down empty white corridors and through double doors into identical empty white corridors. There’s something disconcerting about a hospital environment out of hours. Too many thrillers have been set in just such a place, where an evil doctor attempts some illegal operation to incapacitate the hero or heroine.

What if I’ve got it all wrong? What if I’ve walked straight into a trap?

‘Where are we going?’ I ask the nurse’s back as she strides ahead, but she doesn’t respond. Too late now …

Finally, we reach the end of a corridor, and the nurse raps on the door of a doctor’s office. She opens the door and nods for me to enter. My palms are sweating by the time I step inside, unsure whether I’ll encounter a friend or a foe. 

And then I’m looking straight into the smiling face of Professor D’Oliveira.
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I’m breathless with the realisation of what has happened, so I stand there for a long moment. Did you know that a ‘moment’ used to be equivalent to ninety seconds? This would mean a moment can’t really be long or short. It feels as though a fizzy bottle of Coke has been opened somewhere in my chest, and the bubbles are effervescing through my veins, fizzing and popping and foaming up into my brain. I’ve done it, I’ve succeeded, and, like my mother, I’m about to become a member of the Gatekeepers’ Guild.

And, perhaps, I will finally find out what happened to her.

The professor stands up and walks over, smiling. She holds out something to me and I extend my hand to accept it. The object is very small. It’s a badge made of gold, and – carefully wrought in the metal – is the symbol of the Guild: a tiny key.

‘Well, Agatha Oddlow – you did it. You did it, child!’

She puts her arms round me in a quick hug, and I can barely believe that I’m getting a hug from the professor. Not that she is cold or uncaring, but she is usually very … professional. Mostly I have to make do with a small smile, or a nod, or a pleased tone of voice. This is quite new. I’m not sure how comfortable I am with both the professor and Mr Zhang behaving differently from usual.

‘Thank you,’ I say. It sounds a bit weak, but nothing could sum up the mixture of emotions I’m experiencing right now.

She turns to the nurse who brought me in. Of course, I realise, this is not a nurse at all, but another Guild member in uniform.

‘Agatha, I’d like to introduce you to Sofia Solokov. Until a moment ago, she was the youngest member of the Guild, in its entire history. I’m afraid to say, Sofia, that your record has just been broken.’

I turn to look at the girl who has stepped up beside me. She has long black hair tied back in a ponytail and is observing me out of dark, glittering eyes. She does not look pleased.

‘Congratulations.’ The word sounds anything but congratulatory.

Sometimes you just know that you’re not going to get on with someone. I had this feeling immediately when I met Sarah Rathbone, before she’d even said anything. Although we’ve only been in each other’s presence for a few minutes, I already know that I’m not going to get on with Sofia Solokov.

The professor continues. ‘Sofia is just nineteen, but she is a full agent already, as she’s completed her training. You still have to do that. So I think there could be no better role model for you than Sofia.’

I mumble something in agreement, but I’m not ready for what comes next.

‘And that is why I have assigned the task of mentoring you to Sofia. She will be responsible for training you, looking after you, and inducting you into the Guild. If you have any questions, direct them to her first.’

I freeze. This is not welcome news. I had assumed, since Professor D’Oliveira was my main contact for the Guild, the person who I always spoke to, that she would be my mentor. Not to mention the fact that she was my mother’s mentor. Why won’t she be training me? Before I can say anything, the professor picks up on the sense of surprise I can’t keep from crossing my face as I look between her and Sofia.

‘I am an old woman, Agatha. You need a more energetic mentor. Ms Solokov will be a much better match for you.’

I can’t say I’m pleased with this turn of events, but I push it to the back of my mind. I’ve got the thing that I most wanted – access to the Guild’s file rooms in a secret bunker deep under London. Using that, I can find out all about Mum. It’s this that I address immediately.

‘Professor, I know that I only just passed; I know that there will be a lot of other things to do, but … is there any chance I can visit the file rooms?’

The professor smiles a little sadly. ‘I am afraid, Agatha, that you are setting too much store by what is in your mother’s files. You will not bring her back by finding out more about her life in the Guild.’

‘I know that, but … maybe there’s something that will explain what happened to her?’ I look the professor in the eye. ‘You know she didn’t die in a bike accident, or her bike wouldn’t have been immaculate afterwards.’

The professor blushes slightly. Then she nods. ‘You are right. You do understand, however, that anything you find in the files remains the property of the Gatekeeepers’ Guild?’

‘Of course – I promise not to take anything.’

‘Nor to share any information with anyone external to the Guild – even your father?’

I hesitate, but my desire to know the truth wins out. ‘I promise.’

There’s a noise from Sofia at my shoulder, a sort of ‘Hmph’.

‘Yes, Sofia? Do you have something to say?’

‘It’s just that, Professor, new recruits aren’t usually given the freedom of the file rooms …’

My eyes snap round to look at Sofia, and I can’t keep the look of anger out of them.

She narrows her eyes at me, as though in challenge.

‘No, you are right, Sofia, we do not normally give recruits the run of the file rooms,’ the professor says.

My heart sinks and my hands clench involuntarily at my sides.

‘However,’ she goes on, ‘we are not allowing Agatha the freedom to wander willy-nilly through the file rooms – she will be chaperoned by the two of us.’

I breathe a sigh of relief. The professor starts to walk, and I follow her. We go through a door at the back of the office, into a corridor, through several fire doors and into a part of the building that doesn’t seem to be maintained by anyone until we get to a small lift door set into a concrete wall. The professor fumbles around in her pockets for a minute, then pulls out a small key, which she inserts into a panel. When she turns it, a light comes on behind the down-arrow button. She presses the button, and there’s a gentle whirr from behind the door as the lift starts to ascend towards us.

I want to say something, to have some sort of conversation, for politeness’ sake. But with Sofia there, and with my mind so fixed on where I’m about to go, I can’t think of a single thing to say. It would seem banal to talk about the weather as we’re set to descend into the secret depths of the Guild’s headquarters under London.

The lift arrives, there’s a ping, and the metal doors slide open. The cubicle inside is dusty, and can scarcely have been used since it was installed. We step in, the doors close, and the lift begins what turns out to be a very long descent. I’ve read that there are some skyscrapers in the world, such as the Burj Khalifa in Dubai or the One World Trade Center in New York, that have such incredibly fast and efficient lifts that you’d barely know you’d travelled hundreds of metres in a matter of seconds.

This is not one of those lifts.

It rumbles and rattles for a good thirty seconds before my ears pop once, then twice, and we keep going down, down, down. It’s weird to think I had no idea this was here – that I’ve passed by the blood donor centre a hundred times or more, without realising the building held this secret access to the world of the Gatekeepers.

After about two minutes have passed, my ears pop one last time, then the lift seems to slow. It rattles, judders, and then comes to a bumpy stop.

The doors open.

We’re in a dimly lit corridor, recognisable to me as the work of the Guild, but not an area that I’ve visited before.

‘Come along then,’ the professor says, marching forward with her walking stick.

Sofia and I walk deferentially behind her, and I catch Sofia glancing sideways at me. There’s something familiar about her, I realise now. I didn’t catch it when I first met her, dressed in her nurse’s uniform, and I didn’t catch it with the surprise of discovering that she was a Guild agent.

But it’s something nevertheless.

Have I met her before? Did she used to go to St Regis – someone I remember from my early days there? Or someone I might have seen in old photographs of the school? She looks like she might have been good at games – running and jumping, hitting balls with a stick across a field, and whacking people in the shins along the way. It’s not inconceivable that she might feature in some of the photographs of the lacrosse team from a few years ago, or else the polo team, galloping around the country to bring glory to St Regis.

I file it away for now, because there are more important things afoot. We march down several corridors, and pass through several doors, each one of which the professor opens with a different key. Finally, she opens a door with her Guild key, and we step into a small corridor which smells of paraffin and grease. As we enter, Sofia closes the door behind us, and lights come on, stretching down the tunnel, and I can see what is in front of us.

It’s a tiny miniature railway. I’ve ridden on these before – at fairs, when I was younger – but I didn’t expect to see one down here. It looks out of place in the sober concrete passage. The professor strides forward and, rather awkwardly, lowers herself until she is straddling the miniature steam engine, fiddling with the dials and valves until I see a blue flame erupt in the engine’s firebox, and steam start to wisp and curl from the funnel.

Sofia marches over and sits down, astride one of the ‘carriages’, reeling in her long legs until her feet are perched neatly on the side plates.

She gives me a hard stare, one eyebrow raised. ‘Are you always going to be this slow?’ she snipes. I purse my lips and stride over, swing my leg over the carriage two behind hers, and take hold.

‘Here we go!’ the professor calls as the engine chuffs into life and we start to move forward.

It seems incredibly slow to begin with, and I wonder why on earth they bothered to put it here. Even at the professor’s slower pace, we could be walking faster than this. But then we start to pick up speed, more and more, and the acceleration goes on far longer than I could have anticipated.

The rails underneath us – each of which is barely thicker than a chocolate bar – start to rattle in an alarming manner. The walls of the tunnel begin to blur, and air whips my hair around my face and stings my eyes. I grip on tightly to the carriage, trying to tuck myself down against the wind. I’m careful to pitch my body right or left as the engine hurtles forward, navigating bends. We go through a maze of winding tunnels, and, as uncomfortable as the ride is, I can’t deny the excitement of travelling at speed through this underground world. I think about how long it would have taken to travel this distance on foot.

Finally, seeing a red light in the distance, the professor applies the brakes to begin our deceleration. There’s a screech of metal. The rattle of the rails gives one last kick, like the end of a spin cycle, and we coast to a stop in front of a set of broad stone steps leading up to an imposing door.

The professor chuckles as she rises stiffly from her seat.

‘I always love doing that – to be honest, I only picked the donation centre as the solution so I could get a chance to drive the train.’

She grins at me. And I grin back. I’m reminded that while I’ve become caught up in my need to learn the truth about Mum, there’s also a lot of fun to be had as a member of the Guild. I’m looking forward to getting to know all about it. Sofia doesn’t look quite so impressed.

We step up to the door, which is big and black with a silver knocker set into the centre. It looks like the kind of entryway you might see in Downing Street or Buckingham Palace – an official, serious door. I won’t be surprised if there are armed guards positioned behind it.

The professor doesn’t take out a key this time, but raps briskly on the silver knocker, steps back a pace, and waits. Though there’s no visible peephole, there must be some kind of CCTV watching us, because, after a moment’s wait, we hear the sound of bolts unlocking and bars sliding, and then the black portal opens, admitting a bright shaft of light into the tunnel. It momentarily dazzles me.

I glance over to see the professor and Sofia holding their hands up to their eyes, shielding themselves from the glare.

A voice comes from behind the door: ‘Good afternoon, Professor.’

I take in the figure standing sentinel behind the door. I was quite right – the man has a service pistol and an extendable truncheon at his belt. Round his back, I glimpse what looks like a Taser and a canister of teargas.

Much of the underground network that I’ve explored has been completely unprotected. I suppose it would be impractical to have someone patrolling every tunnel, every door, every lift shaft and staircase to the surface. Instead, they rely on solid doors, well-maintained locks, and keys like my own, which seem to hold some secret, because one very simple key unlocks an enormous array of doors. Liam says he thinks it has to do with some kind of microchip, and that we might find out more if we put it through an X-ray scanner, but I can’t bear the thought of damaging Mum’s key in any way, so we never have. In any case, this door is clearly too important not to be guarded.

We step forward, into the light, and our feet sink into a plush carpet. Stretching out in front of us is a corridor lined with the same elaborately woven floral carpet. There are chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, and down each side of the corridor are a number of doors, each set in an ornate frame.

I can’t believe I’m back here at last – in the hallowed headquarters of the Gatekeepers’ Guild. My mum was here. I picture her striding along the wood-panelled passageway. That is how I remember her – purposeful and focused. And laughing – she laughed a lot. Whatever is hidden in those files, it must take me at least a step closer to understanding how and why she died. What was she working on that got her into such terrible trouble?

The door closes behind us, and I jerk out of my reverie. I notice that the guard who let us in has a counterpart on the other side of the doorframe too. He doesn’t say anything to us, but Dorothy and Sofia hand over identification cards, and Dorothy explains that I’m attending as her guest. The second guard, the one who hasn’t spoken, escorts us down the corridor, past the dozen or so unmarked doors, until we get to the right one, and are shown into another grand corridor.

In yet more silence we walk through a maze of these corridors, and, after a while, I wonder how anyone can possibly know which way they’re going. All the way, I’m drawing a map in my head, to call up again later, but it would only take me along the route that we’ve taken – there are countless other doors and corridors leading in all directions.

Left, left, right, left, right, right, left, straight ahead, left again …

I notice the professor glancing sideways at me, with something of a smile on her face, judging my reaction to all of this. She must realise how overwhelming it is. Of course, I know that the organisation’s agents are codebreakers and lovers of puzzles in general, so in a way all of this makes sense. Having an exceptional, even photographic, memory, is almost a prerequisite for a Gatekeeper.

At last, still in complete silence, we arrive at our destination – a door unlike the myriad others we’ve already passed. It’s bigger, for a start, and has an elaborate locking system on it, controlled by some sort of panel with switches to the right of the door. There are two more guards on this door, more heavily armed than the ones we’ve seen so far, and another guard sits at the console, presumably operating the locks.

Except for the guards, we’ve seen nobody in this labyrinth up till now, but here there’s a small queue waiting to enter. We have to leave our bags in lockers and then walk through scanners to make sure we aren’t carrying phones or cameras. The guards check the identification cards of everyone in the queue, taking particular care to verify the professor’s story about me – and then, upon some sort of signal to the guard at the console, the door is unlocked with a mechanical whirring sound and a click. It hinges open and we all walk inside the astonishing file rooms.

The first time I glimpsed the Guild archives was also the first time I had really explored underground. I’d taken a bike ride under the capital with Liam, exploring the maze of tunnels in our quest to discover what was causing the plague of red slime that was coming out of the taps all over London. We’d spied these massive rooms filled with files, and had stood for a while in awe, watching men and women going about their daily jobs in complete secrecy.

Even though I knew this room existed, there is something completely bizarre about the situation. How can all these people act like it’s perfectly normal to be all the way down here beneath London? What do they tell their families about what they do and where they work? It’s nearly midnight, but they’re all behaving as if it’s just an ordinary library in the middle of the day.

They scurry between the record files, flicking through cabinets filled with meticulously labelled brown folders. They take some out, they replace others, they carry files and individual pieces of paper off to one of the little low-walled cubicles at the side of the room, where there’s a desk, a green glass reading lamp and a wooden chair. If you want to examine the files, it seems, you have to do so in the room, and in plain view of everyone else.

Another glance at the ceiling confirms my suspicion that the whole place is under CCTV surveillance. The professor, Sofia and I walk into the room, along with a small group of people who were waiting at the door with us. The others go off into the stacks, bearing notes, so that they can find the files they need. Clearly all of them already know what they’re looking for, and are familiar with the geography of the room.

The professor takes us over to a desk where several archive assitants are seated at computer terminals. The computers look too modern in a room where everything has been typed and filed the old-fashioned way. Why haven’t they filed their archives electronically? I wonder whether they feel it’s too easy to hack the firewall of a computer system and much harder to infiltrate a physical file room that has real-life armed guards outside?

The professor addresses one of the archive assistants: ‘Hello, yes, I would like to find a particular file …’

The assistant, a girl not much older than Sofia, wearing dangling, sparkly earrings and enormous half-moon glasses, smiles brightly at the professor.

‘Well, that’s what I’m here for!’ She beams. ‘Which file do you need?’

‘I want to access the material on one of our previous agents.’

The girl types something at her computer terminal, then asks: ‘And which agent is it?’

‘Clara Oddlow.’

The girl looks up sharply, and all trace of her smile has been wiped from her face. She glances from the professor to me, and some sort of understanding seems to dawn in her expression.

‘Oh, right, y-yes …’ she stammers, typing the words on her keypad.

There’s a lump in my throat which stops me from saying anything. The archive assistant swallows, looking at her screen, then takes a slip of paper from a stack at her desk and notes down a file reference, which she hands to the professor.

‘Just down that way, about fifteen stacks.’ She points off to her left, towards a far corner of the room.

‘Many thanks,’ the professor says briskly.

We walk on, through the hush of the vast, thickly carpeted room.

I follow the professor, with Sofia behind me. It’s a bit like being a prisoner escorted by guards. I’m trembling at the thought that soon I will have access to the cases Mum worked on before she died. Will the details of her death be in the files? I still don’t know if the professor knows what happened, or only – like me – that Mum didn’t die in a bike accident. I haven’t had the courage to ask her. I’m aware of the blood pounding loudly in my ears. After we’ve walked for about thirty seconds, I realise I can no longer hear the tip-tap of computer keyboards back at the archive assistants’ desk.

Professor D’Oliveira doesn’t glance more than once at the piece of paper she’s been given, but soon we are standing in front of a filing cabinet, and – using another tiny key from one of her series of keyrings – she is unlocking the cabinet and sifting through the folders within.

My heart is beating fast. The label on the drawer reads EXPIRED – does this mean expired cases or expired agents? It seems a bit cold, if it’s referring to agents who died in the line of duty. As the professor’s fingers flick expertly through the folders, I can read the tags on some of them, each bearing a single name. Some of the files are as thick as a biology textbook, others so thin that they can’t contain more than one or two sheets of paper.

As the professor’s fingers settle on a file, and I read CLARA ODDLOW, my mother’s name, on the front, my heart rate kicks up another notch. I can feel myself sweating. I’m not in danger, I’m not being chased through a tunnel or threatened with a gun, yet I feel more scared now than I have in a very long time – perhaps since the day that I lost Mum, and realised Dad and I were all alone in the world.

The professor pulls out the file and turns to me. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes …’ I say, uncertainly.

‘Are you sure?’ she asks gently, putting a hand on my shoulder.

Either out of some desire to give us privacy, or because she can’t stand this display of sentimentality, Sofia turns and walks a little way down the row of filing cabinets. There she stops, as if standing sentry.

‘Yes,’ I say, more certain this time. ‘Yes, I’m sure – I’ve been waiting a long time for this. Dad and I both deserve to know the truth.’

The professor smiles. ‘Spoken like the true daughter of Clara.’ She turns serious. ‘But don’t forget the promise you made about confidentiality – we’ll have to talk later about what exactly you can share with your father.’

She hands me the file, which is a thick one, clearly bulging with information.

I place it on top of the filing cabinet, take a deep breath, and flip open the cover of my mother’s file.

The first piece of paper in the file is blank. It must be some kind of cover sheet. I turn it over. The next piece of paper is also blank. I turn it over. I turn the next one over too, and the next …

They’re all blank.

Looking for some kind of explanation, I turn to the professor.

‘What …?’ I say. No other words come.

But the professor is just shaking her head. ‘No, it can’t be …’ She looks panicked, stricken almost.

Sofia quickly comes back over to where we are standing. ‘What? What is it?’ she asks in her brusque tone.

I demonstrate by riffling through all the blank pieces of paper in my mother’s file.

‘The notes,’ the professor says, ‘they’ve been wiped. The pages are all blank.’

‘There must be a mistake,’ Sofia says.

There’s a screeching in my head, the beginning of a high-pitched scream. It wants to burst out, to break the silence in this awful quiet room.

I have a realisation, and clutch at it like I’m drowning and it’s my only salvation. ‘This is part of the Trial, right?’ I say. ‘I haven’t passed yet after all, have I? This is another challenge. Let me see …’

Through my tears, I inspect the file, the pieces of paper, hold them up to the light, sniff them. If only I can work it out … I have to work it out …

‘Agatha, no. This isn’t a test, child.’ The professor takes my hands and removes the paper from them. ‘Not a test,’ she says again.

I meet her gaze, but her eyes show a panic which I’ve never seen before. Professor D’Oliveira, of all people, has always appeared unflappable. 

My anxiety levels rise further. ‘So, if this isn’t part of the Trial, what is it?’

The professor looks around the room, as though searching for inspiration. ‘I honestly don’t know … Somebody has removed them.’

‘That’s impossible,’ Sofia says. ‘Nobody could have gained access to them without the highest clearance.’ She doesn’t appear even slightly surprised, I notice. Her manner has been calm and cold this whole time. Perhaps she doesn’t feel emotion. I wonder if she’s an advanced type of robot.

‘And yet they are gone,’ the professor replies brusquely, shooting her a fierce look that suggests she is challenging her to argue the point.

‘But you must have a copy?’ I say. My legs are wobbly and I feel like I’m going to faint. I sit down on a chair beside the cabinet.

The professor shakes her head. ‘We don’t keep copies of these records; they’re classified. That’s why they’re under such high security. I do, of course, know some of the detail from the files; I even have a few notes of my own, some cuttings at home …’

‘Who could have taken them?’ I say. ‘The security in this room is like the Bank of England.’

‘You are right, Agatha. Nobody from outside the Guild could have made it in here to steal or destroy the files, without someone noticing. This room is guarded twenty-four-seven, all year round. The cabinet is fitted with a complex mechanical lock, which would shut down completely and sound an alarm if someone without the correct key attempted to gain access.’

There is a strange tone in her voice.

‘Then, if it’s not someone from the outside, what are you saying?’ I ask – though the answer’s obvious.

‘What I’m saying, child, is that there must be a mole in the Guild.’
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There is a moment’s silence, while the three of us digest this information.

My brain is behaving badly – it’s slow and sluggish. It feels like there’s a stone in my belly, heavy and cold.

‘A mole?’ I say at last. ‘You mean – a Guild member has stolen my mother’s file?’

The professor is rubbing her forehead as if she has a headache. ‘That is the only logical explanation. Though how … or why …’ She turns to Sofia. ‘It’s very late, and both you and our new recruit need to get some rest. Please take Agatha to the induction room, and give her a copy of the handbook to take home. You may then escort her out of headquarters, and go home yourself. If there is a mole in the organisation, our security could be compromised. I have to look into this straight away.’

‘But don’t you need my help?’ says Sofia.

The professor sighs. ‘I need you to follow my orders, Ms Solokov.’

‘Of course, Professor D’Oliveira,’ says Sofia, in an obedient tone. Even in my confounded state, I can’t help noticing the look of anger that flashes in her eyes.

The professor marches over to the archive assistants’ desk, and I can see her pointing at the blank pages in the file as she starts to explain the situation to the young assistant. A tiny part of me is hoping the girl will magically draw the real file out from behind the desk, where she’s been keeping it safe. But her face goes from smiley to bewildered. She keeps shaking her head, clearly denying all knowledge of what could have happened – denying, no doubt, even the possibility of a file in this esteemed, ultra-secure file room being tampered with at all.

Soon, all the archive assistants are gathered round, deep in discussion with Professor D’Oliveira. I would like to stay and observe, but Sofia is dragging me along by the sleeve of my sweater. My legs are still wobbly and they’re slow to respond, as if they’re being controlled by an incompetent puppeteer.

‘Come on,’ she says, impatiently.

I bumble along behind her towards the exit. We have to stand still to be searched on the way out.

By the time I make it out of the archive room, Sofia is standing in the corridor, harrumphing loudly. ‘What is it with you?’ she says. ‘They’re all making such a fuss – like you’re some kind of prodigal daughter or something. But as far as I can see, you’re just some geeky kid who’s struck lucky with a couple of Guild tests.’

I pull myself together quickly. ‘The Guild Trial,’ I correct her. I don’t want Sofia to see me looking upset, so I start to think positively. Surely Mum’s file has just been mislaid, and the professor will soon hunt it down? I feel better immediately. 

Sofia rolls her eyes. ‘You’re just a little kid who needs a babysitter.’

‘I really don’t,’ I tell her. I manage not to add especially not you. I pause, wondering whether to carry on and confront her. At last I say, ‘What do you know about my mother’s file?’ I watch her face carefully for micro-expressions – the almost indiscernible twitches and tics that give away emotion – searching for signs of guilt. But there’s nothing. If she is guilty, she’s learnt amazing self-control.

She stares at me. ‘What do you mean? I’ve never even seen the file.’

‘How do I know that’s true? Maybe you weren’t too pleased about having your “youngest ever” record stolen by a new girl? Maybe you came here earlier, to remove the file, so you could make me feel as angry and hurt as you were feeling.’

Sofia flushes, but it appears to be with anger, rather than guilt. She advances towards me, and I’m suddenly very aware of the fact that she is considerably taller than me. I close my eyes for a moment and try to recall some of the self-defence moves Mr Zhang has taught me, but I can only summon up one of the most basic ‘forms’, which at best might be good for amusing her.

‘Why are your eyes closed?’ She sounds taken aback. 

I open my eyes at once. ‘I was trying to remember some self-defence,’ I admit.

She laughs loudly. ‘You don’t really think I’m going to hurt you, do you?’ She moves her face right down to mine. ‘You are like a little bug – I don’t care enough about you to squash you.’

‘Thank you,’ I croak. Thank you? What am I thinking? Am I really thanking her for not squashing me?

‘I want to keep my position here,’ she tells me. ‘I am not going to risk it for the sake of stealing files about some kid’s mum.’

I take a breath. ‘Well, now we’ve cleared that up, what is it you’re supposed to show me?’

She snorts. ‘Come on.’ She marches down corridor after corridor, and I have to run to keep up. I start to wish I had some of those trainers with wheels that little kids have – heelies.

Finally, she stops at a door and uses her Guild key to gain access. I’m pretty sure we’re close to the Serpentine cavern, and I’m certain the professor’s office is close by, even though I’ve only visited it once, when Liam and I were caught exploring the tunnels. By the time I catch up, Sofia is tutting and sighing like a displeased schoolmistress. I come close to pointing out to her that she is still only a teenager herself. 

We step from plush carpeting on to wooden flooring, and she waits while the heavy door swings shut behind us; she doesn’t use her key to lock the door. I’ve noticed the Guild doors tend to be self-locking. Our footsteps echo as we walk along the corridor, past glass cubicles, all of which are empty. Each one bears a number on its door, plus the name of a different staff member.

‘Why is there no one here?’ I ask as I jog along behind her.

She checks her watch. ‘Because it’s gone midnight.’ She says this as if it’s obvious.

‘But … aren’t there people on duty all the time? The file rooms were full of workers.’

‘The administrative staff are different – they work shifts. Apart from them, there are agents and support staff on call all the time – they can be contacted wherever they are, in case of an urgent situation. But most people who work for the Guild have other jobs too – and sleep is important, to maintain full brain function.’

She definitely talks a little like a robot. She stops in front of a door that looks like all the others, except that it’s number 563 (563? How big is this place?) and bears the words INDUCTION ROOM.

‘Here’s your jail cell.’ She opens the door and steps aside for me to enter first. For a moment, I think she really is about to shut the door on me and walk away. My face must betray my concern, because she laughs a little nastily and says, ‘Much as I’d love to leave you locked in here, I have a job to do.’

I step inside and scan the room. It’s bigger than the other offices we’ve passed. There are around twenty small round tables set quite far apart from one another, each with its own blue upholstered chair. She points to a chair at one of the tables.

‘You might as well sit here for a minute.’

I set down my backpack and take a seat. The chair is so comfortable I have to fight the urge to take a nap. I haven’t slept all night, and I’ve run round London and walked for miles – or what feels like it. Instead, I continue to look around me. There are floor-to-ceiling bookcases lining the room. Most of the books are modern and their arrangement appears haphazard, with tall hardbacks alongside skinny paperbacks. There’s one of those ladders that you can slide from left to right, for you to reach the higher shelves. It’s like a more practical, less glamorous version of the library in Brianna’s house, minus the reading balcony. Sofia walks over to a shelf and draws out a huge tome – it takes her both hands to carry it, and even then she grunts with the effort of carrying it over. She dumps it unceremoniously on the table in front of me.

‘Take this home with you and start on page one,’ she says.

I stare at the thick volume and read its long title. 

A CONCISE HANDBOOK 

of the 

Rules, Regulations and Guidelines

Governing Conduct

for

MEMBERS OF THE 

GATEKEEPERS’ GUILD

‘How many pages are there?’

‘Three thousand and fifty-one.’

‘Am I meant to read them all?’ I ask in a small voice.

‘If you want to become a fully fledged agent, yes, you are.’

I try not to show how disheartened I am by the task ahead of me. Normally, I love reading, but this … I flick to the back and see the heading Rule Number 2,041.

I look up at her. ‘I don’t have time to read this now. You see … I have to find out what happened to my mum.’

‘You need to leave this one to the big dogs, little pup. Professor D’Oliveira is on the case.’

Little pup? Yuck! I decide to try a different tack. ‘Actually, I’m already investigating a case at the moment.’

Sofia raises an eyebrow. ‘Are you indeed?’

‘Yes, it’s to do with that murder at the British Museum. I think it’s linked to the sinkhole in Bernie Spain Gardens – you know, the one that swallowed the ice-cream van.’

She crosses her arms and perches on the table in front of me. ‘What makes you think there’s a link?’

‘Well … it’s more of a hunch than anything, if I’m honest. But someone warned me off investigating the sinkhole …’

She sits forward. ‘Who did?’

‘I’m not sure. They were heavily disguised.’

‘I see. So a person in a costume told you not to inspect a sinkhole, and that means you have to investigate a murder?’

‘I know it sounds irrational! But how would they know I’d be visiting the sinkhole, unless they’d been watching me for some time, while I was looking into the museum case? So that means the two things are almost certainly connected. They don’t want me to find out how the events are linked – that’s why they told me to stop.’

She starts laughing. Worse, she removes my beret and ruffles my hair, as if I’m an entertaining toddler. ‘You have a wild imagination, little girl.’

‘I’m not a little girl. I’m a Guild agent, just like you.’

She raises an eyebrow. ‘You think you’re just like me, huh? Do you know how old I was when I left my parents to become a Gatekeeper?’

I shake my head.

‘Nine. I was offered the chance to train as an undercover child agent, and I jumped at it. You think you know anything about real life, at your exclusive school for privileged brats?’

How did we get here? ‘You think I’m a “privileged brat”? I’m there on a scholarship! But this is about me not abandoning a case in progress!’

‘I see. And you think the Guild should support you in this?’ She doesn’t even try to keep the sneer out of her voice.

‘Not support me – but just let me finish my investigation.’ She snorts and her ponytail flies up like a mane. I suddenly realise that she’s not so much of a robot as a horse – one of those purebreds that are hard to tame.

‘Look, Oddball – or whatever your name is – you are just a cadet, OK? You don’t get to come in here and start choosing your own investigations. Just because your mum was some sweetheart of the whole organisation, it doesn’t give you special status. If you don’t toe the line, you’ll have your Guild key confiscated and be kicked out. Then you’ll just be an ordinary kid again.’ She says this with a mean grin, as if she can think of nothing better.

I look at her, wide-eyed. ‘I don’t want special status. It’s just this is really important – I think something major is afoot.’

She stands up. ‘Like I said, you’re just a cadet. Now, take home the nice storybook and read it like a good little girl.’ She rummages in her bag – a large black briefcase – and brings out a folder. ‘And here’s your homework.’

‘Homework?’

‘Puzzles, codes – that kind of thing.’

She hands me the folder and I shove it into my backpack. I try to squeeze the handbook in as well, but it won’t fit. Seeing me struggle, she picks it up for me.

‘I will carry it for you, for now,’ she says. This is the first bit of kindness she’s shown me.

‘Thank you,’ I say meekly.

I drag myself to standing and trail after her all the way back down the corridor, towards the entrance. Just before we reach the front door, she turns off to the left.

‘Come on.’

My legs are so heavy with exhaustion, I could sink to the floor and weep. ‘I thought we were going home.’

‘I’ve just seen a light on. There’s someone you should meet.’

Can’t it wait till another day? I wonder. But she’s already striding ahead. I see her stop in front of a door and knock before opening it.

I catch her up. On the open door, I read the name WALLACE JONES, QUARTERMASTER.

‘Here she is,’ says Sofia.

I join her in the doorway. Inside, seated at a wide desk, is a man who seems to take up a lot of room. His office is one of the larger cubicles, but he reminds me of Alice, when she encounters the EAT ME cake and does indeed eat it. (As if everyone doesn’t know you should never eat anything if you don’t know where it’s come from!) Not that Mr Jones fills his entire room or anything – it’s just that everything about him seems squeezed in: his clothes look too tight; his chair and desk too small; even his skin looks stretched. I get the feeling that, if he stood up, his head would touch the ceiling.

‘Clara’s daughter – we meet at last!’ he says, coming out from behind his desk to clasp my hand. He has a friendly, open manner, and his hand is warm and dry.

‘I’ll leave you then,’ says Sofia. She places the tome on the corner of Mr Jones’s desk. I have no idea how I’ll transport it home.

‘Thank you, Ms Solokov,’ he says, smiling at her, and she nearly smiles back – the corners of her lips twitch. Amazing – even Sofia appears less surly in his company.

‘Come in, come in,’ he tells me, drawing up a comfy-looking armchair, and gesturing for me to sit in it. I put my backpack down and sink on to the cushioned seat.

‘Hard day?’ he asks, going back to his own chair.

I nod. ‘I only just passed the Trial, and then we got to the file rooms, and …’ I tail off. It occurs to me that I don’t yet know if the missing file is classified information. 

Wallace Jones doesn’t push me, though. He smiles and nods. ‘Too much at once?’ Then his face is suddenly filled with sorrow. ‘So very sad about your mother. We all cherished her here, you know. She was one of our best.’

‘Can I …?’ I hesitate, not sure how to ask such a big, important thing of someone I’ve just met.

‘What?’ he prompts.

‘Do you know what happened to her?’

He sits back with a thoughtful expression. ‘I heard there was a nasty accident with that bike of hers. She always loaded it up with books. I used to beg her to leave some of them behind.’

I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t the bike.’

He frowns. ‘It wasn’t?’

‘The bike is intact – not a scratch on it.’

He leans forward. ‘Really? That is suspicious then. I had no idea. When did you see it? I assumed the police had confiscated it, after the accident.’

I hesitate. ‘Well, I haven’t seen it for a while. It’s gone missing.’

‘The police must have it,’ he says.

‘Maybe they came back for it … I haven’t had a chance to ask Professor D’Oliveira.’

‘Anyway, we are overlooking one very important fact, my dear.’

I hold my breath. Mr Jones is about to tell me something about my mum – something vital, that will help unlock all the answers.

‘You are now a Gatekeeper! That must be celebrated!’

The breath leaves me like air bursting from a punctured tyre.

‘There will be a lot of people watching you, as the daughter of Clara Oddlow,’ he continues, wagging a finger at me – but he is smiling again. He lowers his voice to a whisper and leans towards me across the desk. ‘Don’t let them intimidate you, Agatha. You go at your own pace, and I’m sure you will do great things.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ve already heard that you are quite the talented young lady.’ He beams again. Then he looks around his office. ‘So … do you know what I do?’

‘You’re the quartermaster. I think, in the military, they are in charge of provisions and stuff?’

‘Exactly. I am in charge of stuff!’

I can feel my face get hot. ‘I mean …’

‘Don’t get flustered, my dear. It’s a good description for the wide variety of … stuff I have to buy in. Imagine having to order thousands of rolls of loo paper, and then have them brought in to a secret underground base without arousing attention …’

I hadn’t thought about that. ‘How do you do it?’

He taps the side of his nose. ‘Ahhh, need-to-know basis, I’m afraid.’

Although I’m fascinated by Mr Jones and his demanding job, my fatigue takes over and I can’t stifle a yawn.

‘My dear child, you are exhausted,’ he says. ‘Go home, go home!’ He stands up and holds out a small paper bag with things in it. ‘Consider it a welcome present, if you will.’

I thank him and get to my feet, reaching for the massive handbook.

‘Leave it, leave it!’ he says.

‘But the professor …’

He holds up a hand. ‘I will explain that it’s far too heavy for you to take home, and I’m sure the professor will understand. I will have it returned to the induction room, for your next visit.’

With that, he helps me to put on my backpack then escorts me out of this section, into the main corridor. I’m starting to get a feel for the geography of the Guild’s network now: there is one main tunnel, off which all the others branch, but I’m grateful that Mr Jones is making sure I’m heading in the right direction. He gives my shoulder a friendly squeeze and, as I walk away, I realise that I feel lighter, as if Wallace Jones not only buys in solid things, like toilet rolls, but also obtains and distributes necessities you can’t touch, such as kindness and goodwill. Even the thought of my mum’s file having disappeared doesn’t seem quite so bleak now. After all, the professor is on the case.

I stop for a moment in the tunnel to examine the contents of the paper bag. There are two items: a transparent pen that glows in my hand with a weird light; and a small pager – a square electronic keypad, that allows you to send and receive messages. There’s a note in the bag: Page 6662 if ever you find yourself in danger. I slip the two gifts back inside the paper bag, put it inside my backpack and continue on my way.

I can barely stand, let alone walk, but somehow I stumble on and find my way to the staircase that leads up to the top of Wellington Arch in Hyde Park. I don’t take this staircase in daytime as there’s a viewing gallery up here, and tourists might get quite a shock at my sudden materialisation. But at this time of night no one is likely to spot a girl appearing as if by magic from behind the statue of the Angel of Peace. 

I drag myself across the park, back to the cottage, and let myself in through the front door, confident that Dad will be asleep. I glance at my bedside clock as I throw myself on to my bed. Quarter past two – thank goodness it’s Friday night, so I don’t have school in a few hours. I say ‘Goodnight, Mum,’ to her photo, and fall asleep.
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I wake up late, feeling depressed, and for a moment I can’t remember why.

Then I’m hit hard by the memory of what happened the day before. The file I’d waited so long to read, wiped completely blank. The cold stone is back in my belly, and it feels a little like losing Mum all over again.

In one sense, I’ve got what I wanted. But in another way, I’ve failed. I may have passed the Trial, but I haven’t got one of the main things I took the Trial for. It’s like learning to drive a car on the day that all the petrol runs out. I’m still no closer to finding out what happened to Mum. I look around the room despondently at the strewn clothes, many of them parts of my disguises. I look at my map of London on the wall, dotted with coloured pins and pieces of string. I look at the shelf full of notebooks – with black covers for general cases, and red for details of Mum’s life and habits. It all feels rather silly, rather pointless.

What am I investigating for anyway? What makes me think I’m a detective? Why do I even want to be a detective? If it’s to find out what happened to Mum, I’ve categorically failed, and, anyway, it doesn’t seem like a particularly good reason to have chosen this career. Also, if we move to Cornwall for Dad’s work, I won’t be able to keep visiting Guild headquarters and complete my training with Sofia the robot-horse.

After a long time in bed, staring up out of the skylight at the blue September sky, I force myself to get up. I slip on my tartan slippers (granddad-style, but I like them) and pad downstairs to the kitchen. It looks like Dad has already been up, had his breakfast, and left. He doesn’t work every Saturday, but sometimes he gardens even if he’s not on the rota – he can’t keep away from plants.

To cheer myself up, I take the time to make myself a luxury hot chocolate. The smell is blissful. For extra decadence, I grab a canister of squirty cream from the fridge and spray a large dollop on top. I sit at the kitchen table, cradling the warm mug and staring through the doorway at the photos that hang in the hallway. A lot of them are of me when I was younger, and there are several of Mum.

There she is, holding on to my arms as a toddler as I wade into the sea wearing a frilly pink bathing suit and gigantic inflatable armbands. There she is, hovering in the background as I blow the candles out on my seventh birthday cake, which she and Dad baked and iced together – a pirate ship, complete with sails and masts, which was what I’d asked for that year. And there she is again, just a few months before her accident, standing with me and Dad on Waterloo Bridge.

I remember how we had asked a tourist to take the picture for us. We’re all smiling, and Mum’s head is cocked to one side, so that it rests gently on top of my own.

I sip at the hot drink and, with each sugary gulp, a little more of the fog seems to clear from my brain. Mornings are always the worst time for doubting yourself, I think. I wonder if everybody is like this, all the great musicians and poets and painters, when they think about their life’s work first thing in the morning. Do they all doubt themselves as much as I do? By the time I reach the bottom of the mug of hot chocolate, I feel more like myself.

I can’t give up now. I have to find out what happened to Mum; I will still do what I can to avenge her. But that will have to wait until the professor has finished her own investigation into the missing file. In the meantime, I need to do something to keep the grey cells busy while I’m waiting. Otherwise, I’ll just obsess about the situation.

I decide to ignore Sofia’s warning and continue with my British Museum case. I’m sure Mum wouldn’t have been deterred by anyone else’s advice, so why should I let it stop me?

I rinse out the mug in the sink and run back up to my room, where I quickly get dressed. I opt for denim cut-off shorts with a sleeveless black turtleneck top. Staring at me unpleasantly from my desk, where I left it the night before, sits the homework set by Sofia in its bulging folder. I can’t even bear to look at it. The thought of doing any more codes, breaking any more puzzles, just to gain her approval, seems ridiculous now.

Sofia thinks I know nothing about the real world, but surely I know more than a girl who sacrificed her childhood to a secret agency? I will not be distracted from my mission any longer. I pull on socks and my biggest, clumpiest pair of boots – the Doc Martens – and get out my mobile phone. While it’s turning on, I go downstairs and quickly brush my teeth. When I call Liam, he does not pick up.

I try Brianna’s number instead, and she answers after the second ring.

‘Yo, how’s it going?’

‘Not bad. Any idea why Liam isn’t answering his phone?’

‘It’s Saturday. He has tennis practice with that coach his guardian hired.’

I strike my forehead with my palm. ‘Oh, right,’ I say. ‘I completely forgot!’

‘What was it you wanted to talk about?’ she asks.

‘Well, I’m on a case. I was wondering … would you like to come down to the tunnels with me?’

‘You mean, because your first choice isn’t available?’

I feel myself flush. ‘No, I was going to invite both of you …’

She laughs. ‘Relax! I’m just teasing you. I’d love to come! What do I need to bring?’

Brianna knows about the tunnels, but she’s never been down there. I’ve described them to her in general terms, as tunnels left over from former times – from the Tube and sewer networks, and the remains of Cold War bunkers – but I’ve never told her they’re governed by a top-secret organisation called the Gatekeepers’ Guild, and I’ve always discouraged her from investigating the tunnels herself. I’ve been careful to protect the Guild’s secrecy, even from one of my best friends. But the Gatekeepers have failed me – I trusted them to keep my mother’s secrets safe, and they let me down. Why should I protect their secrets now?

We chat for a few minutes more, and I think out loud over the phone about items she could bring to help us. By the time I hang up, I’ve listed one or two gadgets that Brianna has in her high-tech crime room, and I’ve suggested she bring her tool bag with maybe a screwdriver and file for tampering with locks, and we’ve agreed to meet up at a café opposite the British Museum.

I go on foot to meet her. It takes a good half-hour at a fast walk, but I don’t have much pocket money left for a bus or Tube. Also, the weather is still fine, and I could do with the fresh air if we’re going back underground. I start to regret this decision almost immediately, when I have to navigate a group of tourists having their pictures taken beside Marble Arch. By the time I arrive at Oxford Street, the crowds are heaving. I quickly turn off and take backstreets the rest of the way to the café opposite the museum.

Brianna is already sitting at a table when I enter. I don’t recognise her at first, until she waves to me.

‘What happened to your hair?’ Her blue hair has been dyed back to a sedate brown.

She shrugs. ‘Got to do as I’m told, or Doc Hargrave might suspend me. The seniors will stop my allowance if that happens.’

It’s a shame. I liked the blue hair, which suited her personality. She smiles ruefully.

‘Do I look very dull?’

In her ripped jeans, with her leather biker jacket, multiple earrings and half-shaved hair, I don’t think Brianna could ever be described as ‘dull’.

‘Definitely not,’ I reassure her.

‘So, do you want something to drink, or shall we get going?’

‘Let’s just go.’

She swigs the last of her tea, and grabs her bag. It’s a big duffel bag, which looks like something a soldier might carry. As we step out of the café, she salutes me smartly and says, ‘So, where first, ma’am?’

‘Did you bring the seismograph?’

She pats the duffel bag. ‘Of course.’

‘Let’s set that up first, somewhere near the museum – I want to record any tremors.’

‘I’ve got an app on my phone – so I’ll get data directly if anything happens.’

She sets up the seismograph on one of the lawned areas in the courtyard of the museum. The machine is solar-powered and looks like a small yellow case. She places it with the lid open. Inside the lid, there’s a screen which tracks movements under the ground. Usually, seismographs are used to monitor earthquakes, but I want to find out if anyone is doing too much drilling and excavating – enough to cause sinkholes like the one in Bernie Spain Gardens, for instance.

‘Remind me why you own this thing,’ I say.

She shrugs. ‘They were selling them online and it looked cool.’

‘Too much money,’ I say, shaking my head.

‘Hey! You’re benefiting, so I wouldn’t start complaining.’

‘Good point.’

One or two people shoot us curious glances as we position the seismograph, and Brianna checks it’s communicating with the app on her phone. No one tries to stop us, though. Hopefully, we look like we’re just doing some kind of school project. Brianna unrolls a length of striped warning tape and places it round the machine, to keep people away.

‘Right,’ I say quietly, ‘ready to go underground?’

‘Try and stop me.’

It doesn’t take long for me to spot a grille behind a large fir tree. We squeeze past the scratchy branches, until we’re crouching in front of it.

‘It looks like it takes one of those big old-fashioned keys,’ says Brianna, pointing to the lock.

‘Like this?’ I hold out my key on its silver chain.

‘Seriously – you carry a massive key around with you?’

‘You have a lot of catching up to do. But, yeah, this key opens secret gates, doors and gratings all over London.’

‘Cool,’ she breathes. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’ I fit my key in the lock. It opens with the same perfectly oiled motion as most of the other locks. The Gatekeepers certainly know how to maintain their property.

Together, we swing the grille up and I nod for her to go first down the stone steps. She does, and I follow, closing the grille and checking it locks behind us.

‘Creepy,’ she says. Then a light comes on. I can’t work out where it’s coming from.

‘What is that?’ I ask, following her down the stairs.

‘Just the torch on my mobile.’

‘OK …’ I curse myself for not having remembered mobiles have torches: that would have been useful the last time I found myself in the dark.

‘How long do these stairs go on for?’ she asks.

‘I’ve no idea – but not much longer, I’m guessing. We should arrive in a tunnel in a moment or two.’

Her next words suggest she’s reached the bottom: ‘Wow! Agatha, get down here.’

I arrive just after her. The tunnel is a standard Guild tunnel: well maintained in terms of cleanliness, but otherwise nothing special. The walls are mainly concrete, but there are patches of stone and brickwork – presumably areas that have been filled in and repaired over the decades.

‘Where are we?’ she asks.

I point to a passage that branches off to the right. ‘If my sense of direction is correct, we should get to the British Museum Tube station if we head that way.’ I want to take another look at the station, to see if it’s still being used and if there are any new clues.

‘The British Museum doesn’t have a Tube.’

‘Didn’t we tell you about the station? It used to be part of the Central line.’

She stares, wide-eyed. ‘There’s an abandoned stop down here?’

‘Well, there’s actually more than one. But this is the one we’re interested in.’

‘I’m interested in all of them.’

‘OK, rail geek – maybe another time.’

She nods eagerly. Her face is eerie in the half-light of the dark tunnel, picked out only by the light from her phone.

I shiver. ‘Come on – let’s get moving.’

It takes less than five minutes to find the rail track and another ten to reach the door that gives access to the museum station under the street called High Holborn. Just as we reach the door, we hear a train pass close by; it creates a gust of wind that hits us with surprising force, and Brianna looks nervous.

‘Are you sure the trains don’t run along here any more?’

‘Not along this bit, no.’

I fish out my key and unlock the door. Once through to the station, Brianna lets out a low whistle.

‘Look at this place! It’s like a museum in its own right.’ She points to the Ovaltine advertisement. ‘Look how old the posters are!’

I smile. ‘I promised you amazing, didn’t I?’

She walks a few steps further and stops in front of a huge roll of metal. It’s one of several standing along the wall at the side of the platform, together with some large canisters. ‘What’s this?’

I join her, frowning. The metal is silver-coloured and flat, rather than rounded like wire. I’ve seen it before, in the chemistry lab at school. ‘It looks like magnesium ribbon.’ The canisters beside the metal rolls bear the words IRON OXIDE or ALUMINIUM POWDER.

‘None of this was here the last time I was down here,’ I say. My brain is computing. Iron oxide, aluminium powder and magnesium ribbon equal … Iron oxide, aluminium powder and magnesium ribbon equal … Come on, brain!

‘What do you think it’s for?’ Brianna asks.

I Change Channel and watch the ingredients come to life. The magnesium ribbon uncoils and sets itself alight. It then approaches the iron oxide and aluminium powder and the whole thing goes … CABOOM!

‘Thermite!’ I shout, relieved I got there. Brianna jumps. ‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘I was just working it out.’

‘Thermite? What’s that?’

‘A mixture that causes an intensely hot chemical reaction that can melt through steel.’

We stare at each other for a moment.

‘Why …?’ she begins.

‘I’m not sure. And there’s so much of it …’

‘Do you think that’s what caused the sinkhole?’ she asks.

I nod. ‘Quite possibly. If someone’s blasting out large sections of tunnel, that could easily cause a cave-in like the one I saw.’

We spend a few minutes in the station. Brianna mainly explores – exclaiming at other old posters and features like old telephones – but I look for fresh footprints and check there aren’t other chemicals or weapons being stored. I find nothing else suspicious.

‘You ready to go?’ I ask Brianna. ‘I’m thinking whoever caused that sinkhole must have other plans for the rest of the explosives. There’s enough there to take down the Tower of London. They’re not going to be too happy, if they catch us in here with their stash.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Life’s never dull with you, Agatha Oddlow. How do you always stumble on the dangerous stuff?’

I grin. ‘Would you rather I went back to investigating the school teachers?’

‘Er … no! This is way more fun.’ She grins back. ‘Now, let’s get out of here.’

As we head out of the station and back into the tunnels, I muse on our find.

‘What do you think they’re going to do with all that thermite?’

‘Maybe they are going to blow up the Tower of London,’ she suggests.

‘But they wouldn’t store it at the British Museum station, in that case. It’s too far away.’

Brianna stops to think. ‘More mining, perhaps?’

‘What for, though? Where are they trying to get to?’

‘I don’t know.’ Brianna shrugs. ‘Shall we go and explore underneath that sinkhole – see if there are any answers there?’

‘Exactly what I was about to suggest,’ I say.

As we walk, I begin to tell her about the Gatekeepers’ Guild, and about the lies surrounding Mum’s death. My head feels like it’s going to explode if I don’t talk to someone. I do feel some pangs of guilt at betraying their secrets – but I trust Brianna not to blurt it all out to anyone. I’ve already admitted to myself that my obsession with this investigation is partly to distract me from focusing on Mum’s missing bike and that empty file, both of which are niggling away the whole time in the back of my mind. Has the professor made any progress in working out who took the records from the file? I wish I knew.

‘So, the whole folder was empty?’ she says, in horror, when I get to the end of my story.

‘Yep. Just blank sheets of paper.’

‘You must’ve felt …’ She doesn’t finish the sentence.

‘Yeah,’ I confirm. ‘And there must be a mole – because whoever—’

I don’t finish the sentence because she takes me by surprise, throwing her arms round me in a big hug. For a moment, my whole body stiffens at the unexpected physical contact, but then I respond by hugging her back. She holds me for a long time, and it takes me a while to realise I’m crying.

‘Sorry,’ I say, wiping my eyes in embarrassment when we let each other go.

‘No, it’s fine. I can’t imagine how hard it’s been on you. So you really thought these Guild people were going to tell you what happened to your mum?’

I pause. ‘I don’t know … I mean, I think, if they actually knew, they’d already have told me … but I’m sure they suspect something or someone – and I thought the file would give me useful information – you know, who she was working with, who she was investigating; or if she had any enemies, that kind of thing.’

‘We’ll find out,’ she says. She sounds so determined that I almost believe we can do it.

We start to walk again, heading towards the South Bank.

A train passes close by and we instinctively shrink against the wall, laughing when we realise it’s in a separate tunnel.

‘That must be the Waterloo and City line,’ I say, after the near-deafening shuddering dies down.

‘Is that the one that shuttles between Waterloo and Bank?’

‘That’s right – the shortest Tube line in London.’

‘And what’s that?’ asks Brianna, pointing a little way ahead. ‘It looks different from the other tunnels.’

It’s a passageway that shouldn’t be there, according to my inner map. The work looks amateur: irregular, as if it was done in a hurry.

‘This must be the blast that caused the sinkhole,’ I say. ‘I don’t think this is Guild work. Their tunnels are much better constructed.’

We walk cautiously towards the opening, taking care not to stumble over the uneven ground.

‘What use would a tunnel be at this point?’ I wonder aloud.

‘Maybe there’s something they needed access to?’ she suggests.

‘So they had to blast a tunnel to get there … It makes sense. Shall we see where it leads? It might give us some answers.’

She shines her phone’s torch along the tunnel. It’s filled with rubble.

‘Are we under Bernie Spain Gardens?’ she asks.

I close my eyes and conjure up my map of the Embankment and South Bank area. I picture the River Thames and the Oxo Tower, and the rectangle of grass that marks Bernie Spain Gardens.

‘Yeah, I reckon so. So they made their tunnel and caused a cave-in, but didn’t bother to clear it up.’

‘Maybe they didn’t have time,’ she says.

I nod to her duffel bag. ‘Have you got a bulldozer or excavator in that kit?’

‘Yeah, plus hard hats and three workmen.’ We both laugh, but stop abruptly when we contemplate the task ahead.

We navigate our way through the debris, clambering over the larger boulders and trying not to stumble on the smaller lumps of concrete and stone. The air is dry and thick with dust. I try not to imagine what would happen if the roof here doesn’t hold. Being buried alive doesn’t sound like fun.

Brianna stops when we reach the sinkhole. The ice-cream van’s been removed, leaving a gaping view of the cloudy sky. Steel props have been placed here and there, to prevent further collapse.

‘It’s kind of creepy,’ she says, shivering.

I try to limit my breathing as we continue along the dusty passage. I remember how miners get a chronic lung disease called emphysema from inhaling coal dust. That is over long periods of time, of course, but still …

‘Dusty,’ says Brianna, holding a tissue over her face. 

I nod, unwilling to talk and inhale more of the filth.

At the end of the passage, we arrive in a cavernous room – even larger than the cave beneath the Serpentine. There are signs of recent activity: cigarette stubs and a general lack of dust.

Brianna points to a steel door in one of the walls. ‘Will your key open that, do you think?’

We walk over and read the signs plastered all around the area.
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I pull out my key again. It fits and turns just as easily as in the other doors. So this is a Gatekeepers’ development. Part of me was hoping the lock would resist – I don’t want to accept that the Guild is responsible for the reckless use of explosives that caused the sinkhole.

We glance nervously at one another before pushing the door open.

‘Do you have anything in that tool bag that could double as a weapon?’ I whisper. She nods and sets her bag on the floor, rummaging through it until she draws out a hammer and a mallet. I take the hammer and we count to three before pushing the door open, brandishing our tools as if they’d be some use against guns … or grown-ups.

‘What is this place?’ says Brianna. We both stand still, letting the door shut behind us. ‘Isn’t that … water?’

We are in a giant subterranean room – far larger even than the cavern we just left. The ground runs out, and below us, dark and unwelcoming in the beam of Brianna’s light, we can see water. We can hear it too: it’s like a roar in the night, slamming against the rock.

‘How far does it go? Is it an underground lake?’ she says.

‘It’s an underground dock,’ I say. ‘I’m sure of it. We must be close to the Thames – I reckon the boats moor here and then take their cargo out to the river and on to their destination ports.’

‘A … dock?’ says Brianna. ‘But who would use it?’

‘Smugglers, I’m guessing.’

‘Do you think other people know it’s here?’ she asks.

‘It’s not on any of the maps, so it must be a pretty well-kept secret. But don’t forget the door opened with my Gatekeepers’ key.’

She shines her light around as far as the beam will reach. ‘I can’t see any way for boats to get in – there seem to be walls all the way round.’

‘Submarines?’ I suggest. ‘They could come through a submerged entrance.’

She lets out her trademark low whistle.

We’re so engrossed in our big adventure that we forget to keep to the sides. When the overhead lights snap on, we’re lit up like fish in a tank and it’s too late to find a dark corner in which to hide. We stand, frozen, hammer and mallet held up, as if we’re playing some oversize version of that Whac-A-Mole game.

Two men enter – large muscular men in dark suits. Brianna grabs my arm with one hand. I’m only vaguely aware that she’s gripping it too tightly. My head is telling me to be prepared, to slow my breathing, to keep calm – to find my ‘true balance’, as Mr Zhang would say. But my body is telling me to run – to run as fast as I can, and not look back. I glance around in desperation, but I already know there’s nowhere to go.

The men stop in surprise at the sight of us.

‘Hey!’ one of them shouts. ‘What are you doing here?’

I run through responses in my head, but fail to come up with anything plausible.

Our dad dropped us off in his submarine, while he went for milk …

Did you see a mobile phone? I’m sure I dropped it in the Thames …

We’re looking for the toilets …

The hammer feels slippery in my palms. I wipe them on my trousers, one at a time.

‘I said, what are you doing here?’ He’s closer now – too close. I can smell his breath – high-tar cigarettes mixed with strong black coffee. His colleague stands behind him, an ominous shadow.

‘I – I … we …’ I stutter. My voice feels like it’s full of lumps. They catch in my throat, and make it hard to speak. I glance at Brianna. She is pale and looks terrified. I draw breath. ‘We’re investigating,’ I say at last.

‘Investigating?’ The man’s spittle sprays my face, and I resist the urge to wipe it away. ‘Who are you? Nancy Drew?’

‘I don’t know who that is,’ I lie. I know full well she’s a girl detective from old books, but I want to appear naive and innocent.

‘We’d better take them in,’ he says to his colleague, who nods. 

The silent one strides over to Brianna and removes her mallet, just as Mr Spittle disarms me of my hammer. I run through possible scenarios in my head. None of the outcomes look good.

‘Who do you work for?’ I ask as he pins my arms behind my back. It hurts, but I manage not to cry out. I need to keep my cool if there’s any chance of us coming out of this alive.

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ he says into my ear.

In a couple of seconds, they have us both restrained.

It’s bad enough I’ve failed to protect myself at all – but I’m responsible for Brianna as well. She’s letting out a tiny whimpering sound, like the whine of a mosquito. I close my eyes and picture my sifu. What would Mr Zhang have me do? I’m just too much of a beginner at martial arts for it to be of use. In a show of resistance, I manage to get my DM boot up and scrape the heel down my assailant’s shin. He lets out a curse but doesn’t relax his hold. I try going completely limp, but he seems prepared for this – he effortlessly throws me over his shoulder in one smooth movement.

Soon, Brianna and I are both being carried back along the tunnels like sacks of coal.

‘Ow! You just knocked my head on the wall!’ I complain, testing to see if he shows compassion. But this only gets me another hard knock – one I’m sure is deliberate.

‘Where are you taking us?’

‘You’ll see.’

It’s hard to breathe deeply while hanging over his shoulder but I can calm my thoughts, at least. After all, if they wanted to kill us, they could have thrown us in the water at the secret dock, and no one would ever have found out.

From my disadvantaged position, I try to get my bearings. I close my eyes and call up the maps I’ve seen of the tunnels. They appear in my mind’s eye one at a time, and I dismiss them until I access the right one. But, wait a minute, this can’t be right …

‘Hey,’ I hiss to Brianna. ‘I think we’re going to the Guild headquarters.’

‘Really? That’s good, right?’

I catch a glimpse of her face – it’s still white and scared.

‘Yeah,’ I reassure her, ‘it’s good.’

The truth is, I’m not sure. Why would the Guild have a secret submarine dock under London? And who took Mum’s bike, and who took her file? What if the Guild is full of traitors, and we’ve just walked straight into their net?

And why won’t I ever learn caution, no matter how many times I’m caught?
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When we pass through the door to the offices I visited the night before, I twist my head and try to read the names on the doors along the way. We take the turning that leads past Wallace Jones’s office, and I catch sight of him, large and placid, flicking through documents at his desk. I consider calling out to him, but we are gone before I’ve even fully summoned the thought.

Then we reach the door marked PROFESSOR D. D’OLIVEIRA. Brianna’s guard knocks and we hear the professor’s voice commanding us to enter.

They carry us in and drop us awkwardly into chairs. I knock my elbow and my tailbone – ‘Ow!’

The professor nods to the men. ‘Thank you. You may go.’

The guards nod and leave, shutting the door behind them. The room is as I remember it from my last visit, before the summer – complete with wood panelling, an enormous black and gold desk – and a rather stern Professor D’Oliveira sitting behind it in her green-leather chair.

‘They were nice,’ I say brightly as I rub my elbow. ‘Really friendly. Great conversationalists.’

‘Great people skills,’ Brianna agrees. She looks shaken. I catch her eye and smile to reassure her.

There’s an icy silence. The professor seems to be looking down at some paperwork. After a minute or two of Brianna and me pulling faces at each other and me mouthing, ‘This is the professor I was telling you about,’ (to much confused eyebrow-raising on Brianna’s part), there is a knock on the door.

‘Come!’ says the professor. The door opens and I let out a groan – the new arrival is Sofia Solokov, my New Best Friend.

‘Take a seat, Sofia,’ says the professor. ‘Thank you for joining us at such short notice.’

Sofia pulls up a chair and shoots me an evil look. ‘Whatever she’s been up to, it’s got nothing to do with me,’ she says, folding her arms.

The professor frowns. ‘On the contrary, as long as you are her mentor, her antics have everything to do with you. An employee is only as good as his or her supervisor.’

I consider letting the professor continue – it makes a change to see Sofia getting it in the neck – but my fairness barometer kicks in. ‘She didn’t know,’ I say.

The professor holds up a hand. ‘That is enough. Now, you will both be quiet and listen to what I have to say. First of all, though, who is this?’ She points to Brianna as if she is an ugly bluebottle that has flown in through a window and is buzzing around annoyingly.

My friend sits up very straight and waits until she’s established eye contact with the professor, before saying, ‘I’m Brianna Pike.’

‘Are you indeed? And how did you come to stumble into my domain, I wonder?’

‘Agatha brought me, because she’s having an awful time about her mum,’ says Brianna. I appreciate her loyalty, but now is not the time.

‘Shut up!’ I hiss, but Brianna is not about to stop:

‘She’s been waiting for years to find out the truth, but now the file’s missing and she doesn’t know if she’ll ever know how her mum really died.’

There is a long silence.

The professor turns to me. ‘Well, Miss Oddlow, you certainly lost no time in sharing our secrets with an outsider.’

I blush. I’m sorry would sound feeble, so I say nothing.

‘You have only just qualified with us, yet you seem to hold little understanding of what it means to be a member of our organisation. Clearly, I have made a serious miscalculation in enlisting you.’

The room shrinks to my heartbeat. Ba-boom! Ba-boom! Ba-boom! ‘Little understanding’? ‘Serious miscalculation’?

‘Professor, wait, please!’ I beg. ‘I had to carry on with my investigation, but Sofia said I wasn’t allowed to choose my own case. I needed help – otherwise I would never have involved Brianna.’

‘Ms Solokov was right. New recruits do not have the authority to choose their own investigations.’

Sofia smiles and shoots me a gloating look.

‘Yes, but—’ 

‘Those who cannot follow Guild orders,’ says the professor, cutting me off, ‘have no place within our structure.’

I stare at her. The cold stone in my belly has swollen to the size of a rock. ‘But …’

She holds up her hand again. ‘We have made the rules clear all along, child. There’s no room for mavericks here. You, of all people, should understand why I need to know that every agent is fulfilling his or her duties, and not … branching off to further their own interests.’

My face grows hot.

‘But …’ I try again, ‘there were the ingredients to make thermite – inside the abandoned British Museum station! Someone has been using it for illegal activities.’

She shakes her head. ‘You silly girl. Thermite is a well-known product for the welding of train tracks. That imagination of yours will get you into terrible trouble, if you don’t rein it in. Not everything is a criminal plot!’

‘But what about the Guild tunnel that collapsed, causing the sinkhole in Bernie Spain Gardens?’

She taps her fist on the desk, like a judge banging her gavel for order in court.

‘Enough! You have been a Guild member for less than a day, yet you have already broken Guild protocol, trespassed in private areas, questioned my authority at every turn, and – what’s worse – initiated a civilian into our secrets. These are breaches which cannot be tolerated. You will hand me your key at once.’

I shrink away from her and close my hand round the key. ‘But it’s mine.’

‘That key is Guild property. You will kindly hand it over. Now.’

This can’t be happening! My hand is shaking as it clutches at one of the last precious items left to me by Mum. ‘No. It’s mine. You can’t take it – she left it to me.’

‘Your mother was a fully trained Guild agent, and therefore entitled to the free movement which comes with the job. You have earned no such entitlement. Now, hand it over, or I will have to call one of the guards to take it by force.’

I have tears in my eyes as I unfasten the silver chain and wordlessly pass her the object that connected me most closely with my mum. What do I have now that was hers, apart from Oliver and some shelves of books?

‘Ms Solokov, escort Miss Oddlow to Mr Jones’s office, and explain that she’s been suspended. Miss Pike and I need to have a little word. I will speak with you later about responsibilities.’

‘Mum’s bike is missing!’ I blurt out in desperation. ‘That can’t be a coincidence – not with her file disappearing too.’

The professor surveys me coolly. ‘Indeed? Then that will also need to be looked into. Now, please do as I say and go with Ms Solokov.’

Sofia grabs my elbow and pulls me far too hard out of the room.

‘Thank you, so very much,’ she says in an angry whisper, delivered straight into my right ear. ‘Things were going fantastically until you arrived and messed everything up. I told you not to go off on your own investigations. You think you know everything, don’t you? Now I’m in it up to my ears, and you get to waltz off.’

I shake off her hold on my elbow and turn to face her.

‘You think I want to waltz off?’ I snap. ‘I want to be part of this. I need to know what happened to my mum. And I also want to be an agent – more than almost anything.’ A woman passing with a clipboard raises an eyebrow at the scene we’re making, but she carries on walking. Sofia grabs my arm again and pulls me towards Wallace Jones’s office.

Outside his door, I shake her off again and straighten my clothes, smoothing my hair with my hands. She raps on his door.

‘Come!’

Sofia steps inside, grabbing me and dragging me after her. ‘Morning, Mr Jones. Professor D’Oliveira says Agatha Oddlow has to be suspended.’

He looks at me with evident curiosity. ‘Already? It took your mother a full five weeks.’

‘My mum was suspended?’

He smiles and gestures for me to take a seat. ‘At least twice, if I remember rightly. She too was quite … impetuous.’ He pauses for a moment, looking past me and Sofia, as if he is picturing Mum. ‘Her instincts did tend to be correct, mind you.’

I feel a tiny splinter of hope and sit forward in my chair. ‘So can you get me un-suspended?’

‘No,’ cuts in Sofia. ‘The professor made it quite clear that—’

He holds up a hand. ‘Thank you, Ms Solokov. I can take care of things from here.’

She looks furious, but nods and leaves, closing the door behind her (a little more forcefully than necessary).

He observes me in kindly silence for a moment. Then he leans towards me across his desk.

‘Would you take some well-intended advice from an old hand?’

‘Of course.’

‘Don’t be quite so … blatant about your contempt for the rules. When you’re allowed back in to the fold, smile and nod and bow, and give the impression of having learnt your lesson. Can you do that?’

‘I guess …’

He smiles. ‘Good. You may go.’

I fish in my pocket for the pager and hold it out to him. ‘Don’t you want this back?’

‘No, you can keep that. I’m sure you will be needing it very soon, if your exploits so far are anything to go by.’

‘Thank you.’ I get up. His phone rings and he gestures for me to wait.

The call is a short one, consisting merely of him saying, ‘Right – I’ll tell her.’ He replaces the receiver.

‘You’re to meet your friend by the front door.’

‘Thank you,’ I say again. ‘Not just for …’ I’m still close to tears, and I don’t manage to complete the sentence.

‘I know, my dear. My pleasure.’

I find Brianna by the front door – minus her bag of tools.

‘Where’s your bag?’

‘Confiscated.’

‘No! I’m sorry.’

She shrugs. ‘Nothing irreplaceable.’

Unlike Mum’s key.

The door opens, without either of us touching it.

‘We’d better go,’ I say. I point to a camera above our heads. ‘I reckon they’re watching, to make sure we leave.’

Brianna sticks her tongue out at the camera.

‘Stop it!’ I say. ‘I’m still hoping to come back here, one day.’

‘They deserve it. Patronising gits.’

I can’t argue with her. Right now, I’m furious with the Guild, furious with Sofia Solokov, and extra furious with Professor D’Oliveira. They haven’t listened to a word I’ve said and now there’s no one investigating the massive quantity of thermite ingredients – nor the smugglers’ cove. And they’ve taken my key … If I’m honest, though, I’m also angry with myself. I have messed up an amazing opportunity.

We walk in silence through the tunnels. We come up near Marble Arch, and I hug her quickly.

‘Oh – are you going to the fireworks tomorrow night?’ she asks. ‘Liam and I are going, if you fancy it? Might be a nice diversion, after all this.’

I shake my head. ‘I don’t think I’d be very good company.’

She squeezes my arm. ‘OK, I understand. Let us know if you change your mind.’

There’s a small stab of pain somewhere in my chest, like a tiny pinprick. This is what I’ll miss, if we move to Cornwall. How long would it take to get new friends like Brianna and Liam? I already know the answer – there are no friends quite like them.

I watch her as she heads off home to Cadogan Place. I don’t feel like going back to Groundskeeper’s Cottage. After a moment’s reflection, I realise I want to be near Mum.

I climb aboard a number 74 bus and watch London pass by as dejection sets in. I just got accepted as the youngest Gatekeeper ever – and now I’m nothing. It’s worse than before I learnt about the Guild – because now I know what I’m missing out on. I’ve had a glimpse of a place where I could have fitted in – a place where having a talent for puzzles and code-breaking was actually considered a good thing.

I switch on my phone and discover I’ve had three texts from Liam.


R u free?




U out there?




HEY, A! WHY THE SILENT TREATMENT??



I text back.


Been suspended [image: img missing]



He texts back immediately.


On a Saturday???



I realise he thinks I mean suspended from school. I can sense his panic through the ether.


From Guild




Ohhhh [image: img missing] What happened?




Don’t want to talk about it at mo. Off to see Mum




You want company?




Nah. Thx though




Here if you need me



I put my phone away and once again contemplate my life to come if we move to Cornwall for Dad’s job. No Brianna. No Liam. No London. No Gatekeepers’ Guild. But I’ve already lost the Gatekeepers’ Guild, haven’t I? I think about what Wallace Jones said, about how Mum also got suspended. She obviously got reinstated. How did she do it? Could I be reinstated too?

The bus takes about half an hour to reach the gates of Brompton Cemetery. I wander along the familiar path to Mum’s grave. When I get there, I wipe some moss from her stone. It’s a horizontal stone, like a small bed. The book I left last time has gone. I hope someone’s enjoying it. I sit down on her stone and begin to tell her about the past couple of days, including Dad’s job offer.

‘… So you see, I don’t want to go, Mum. But it would be amazing for Dad – and I’m just being selfish, wanting to stay here. Anyway, now I’ve been suspended from the Guild …’ I sigh. ‘And it’s tiring, having to worry about all this other stuff – you know, who’s plotting what – instead of just making friends and getting my homework done.’ I pause. I can’t remember when I last did any homework. Great – another thing to get into trouble for.

I lie back on the stone. It’s warm from the sun and I close my eyes. Mum becomes much clearer when I shut my eyes. I can picture her, in her tortoiseshell glasses and tweed skirt, which ought to make her look like she’s never seen a mirror – but she carries it all off, so she looks quirky and interesting instead.

I can feel her stroking my hair, the way she used to, when she sat by my bed at night.

‘It’s OK, my love,’ she tells me. ‘You don’t have to be responsible for everybody else. You can just give up, if that’s what you want.’ She is quiet for a moment or two, and then she says, ‘But make sure it’s what you want. I’m not sure my Agatha could ever be happy just being like everybody else.’

When I open my eyes, I can still feel her warmth for a few minutes. The stone in my belly has shrunk to a pebble, and I understand. Mum’s given me her approval to give up detecting – at least for now – and just be me. But she’s right: I will always need to find answers, in the same way as we all need oxygen to breathe.

I take the bus back to Marble Arch and walk across the park to the cottage. It’s getting dark, but Dad is still out in the grounds and I run myself a bubble bath and lie back, with my copy of Poirot Investigates. The Belgian detective always makes me feel better.

I don’t switch on my phone until I’m back in my room, pulling on my pyjamas. There’s a text from Liam.


R u coming 2 fireworks 2moro?



I text back.


Not sure I feel up to it [image: img missing]




Might cheer you up? Take your mind off things?




Sorry – another time




I turn off my phone and lie on my bed, staring up through the skylight – where I once received a clue. Was it only two nights ago? Two nights ago, when I was still dreaming of being a Gatekeeper, of finding out what happened to Mum.

Dad comes home, but he seems distracted, and I don’t feel much like talking either. We eat in front of the TV, and I retreat to my room to lie on my bed with my thoughts.

I fall asleep pondering what might have been if I’d remained a Gatekeeper, if Mum’s file hadn’t been stolen, if I hadn’t blown everything.
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I’m feeling miserable when I wake up on Sunday morning. My clock says eight o’clock, so I’ve had more than thirteen hours’ sleep. I switch on my phone. It beeps with a text from Brianna, but I’ll read it later. I still don’t feel in the mood to go to the fireworks. I sit up and slide my feet into my slippers.

‘Meow!’ Oliver stands up on my bedside chair. I hadn’t even realised he was in here.

‘Hey, boy. Shall we go down and see what we can rustle up to eat? Dead mouse? Or your favourite – mangled bird?’ 

When he was younger, Oliver was always catching little birds and rodents, and bringing them home as gifts for Mum. She tried everything to discourage these gestures of love, but nothing worked. Nowadays, he’s a more mature cat and less bloodthirsty. I can’t say I miss his offerings.

I pull on my dressing gown, and we head down to the kitchen. I can see Dad through the window, in our private garden. He’s weeding the borders and tying flowering plants to supports. When he’s done that, he’ll move on to pruning the hedges and mowing the lawn. Dad has trouble sitting still for any length of time.

After I’ve fed Oliver, while I’m stirring batter for pancakes, my phone beeps with another text. I lean over to check the screen: it’s from Liam.


Will miss u tonight at fireworks. U want me to come over instead?



I can’t believe he’d be willing to miss the big display for me. I text back.


No – you go and tell me about them. I want to live vicariously



His response comes immediately, making me laugh.


What do vicars have to do with fireworks???



No one can make me laugh like Liam. I text back.


It means to enjoy life through someone else’s experiences




Ahhh! K. Will take pix




Thank you! [image: img missing]



I return to my breakfast preparations. I have two frying pans on the go at once, and soon I’ve used up all the batter and I have a stack of pancakes on a plate. I pour myself a glass of milk, grab the maple syrup and take it all through to the living room. Time for a binge of my latest favourite show on Netflix. It’s the perfect antidote to my malaise – a drama series featuring an improbable chain of events, none of which can be explained rationally.

When the series ends, I move on to a show about zombies. Good thing Dad’s still outside – I don’t think he’d approve of my choices.

He appears around 2pm. He pokes his head in through the living-room doorway.

‘What are you doing inside on such a lovely day?’

‘Just a bit tired,’ I tell him.

‘You OK?’

‘Fine.’ I manage a smile. ‘Just chilling with Oliver.’

‘Well, make sure you get some air later, OK?’

‘OK.’

I remain slumped on the sofa, with Oliver purring on my lap. I tell him who the different characters are, and explain why they’re arguing or fighting. The cat is in ecstasy at all this company and attention. At least one of us is happy.

Around five o’clock, Dad comes back inside. I hear him stamping mud off his boots on the doorstep, and then the sound of the door shutting behind him. He shouts my name.

‘Here!’ I respond, but the living-room door is closed and I’m not sure if he hears.

I hear him filling the kettle and opening cupboards in the kitchen. At last, he appears in the living room doorway, carrying a mug of steaming tea and a packet of digestive biscuits. He stops at the sight of me, huddled under a throw, with the cat on top.

‘Agatha – you haven’t moved. What’s wrong?’

I shrug. He comes to sit beside me on the sofa and pulls me in for a hug. He smells like earth with an undertone of sweat. It’s strangely comforting – such a familiar Dad-odour.

‘What’s going on? Did you not hear the phone?’

‘The phone?’

‘The landline. I’ve just checked the voicemail. It’s full of messages from Liam and Brianna, asking you to call them. Have you fallen out with them?’

I shake my head. ‘They’ll just be calling about the fireworks.’

‘Of course. Aren’t you going?’ He studies me with concern. ‘I thought you were looking forward to the display.’

‘I’m a bit tired today. Thought I’d give it a miss.’

‘Is this all about Cornwall?’ 

I shake my head. 

He stands for a moment, watching me. Then he says, ‘Well, let them know you’re all right, won’t you? I don’t want them turning up on the doorstep in a panic.’

‘I’ll let them know.’

‘Is there anything I can get you?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Brianna’s voicemails all asked you to reply to her texts …?’

My mobile is in my dressing-gown pocket, and I extract it and turn it on. It beeps with a ridiculous number of notifications, some from Liam and others from Brianna.

I open the thread from Brianna:


Seismograph has picked up weird readings! Call me!



The next message just reads:


?????????????



She then resorts to:


Earth calling Agatha: are you out there???



Her final text reads:


Calling your landline. PICK UP!!



I should probably call her back, but the mention of the ‘weird readings’ has caused something to start clicking into place. I lift Oliver off my lap and set him gently down beside Dad on the sofa.

‘Agatha – what’s going on?’ 

Dad sounds concerned, but I just say, ‘Got to work something out.’

I almost run through to the kitchen. My brain is whirring. I grab a pen and an envelope off the pile of unopened post (I must remind Dad to open some of the bills) and sit down at the table to make a list of possibly unconnected thoughts:

1. The Waterloo and City line runs every day except Sunday. Today is Sunday.

2. The Lord Mayor’s Fireworks are also today.

3. The attendant at the British Museum might have been killed because he discovered the secret tunnel down to the abandoned Tube station.

4. The abandoned British Museum Tube station is linked by rail to the nearby Bank station, right by the Bank of England.

5. The British Museum station has a stash of highly explosive chemicals.

6. The Waterloo and City line starts near the Bank of England and ends south of the river, near the smugglers’ dock that Brianna and I found.

I sit back as realisation dawns.

This is the link! Someone is planning a heist. They can use the thermite to blow through the vaults at the Bank of England, and then get away using the Waterloo and City line and the underwater dock. The fireworks must be scheduled to disguise the sound of the explosions. And because it’s a Sunday they can use the Waterloo and City line tunnels because no trains are running.

I run up to my room – there’s no time to lose. I scroll quickly through Liam’s texts, which are all about the fireworks. I send one text to both him and Brianna:


Heist alert! Thermite for robbery @ Bank of E! Fireworks to divert attention & drown out explosion! Call police NOW! Am going in!



I survey my rails of clothes. I’m going to need to dress practically. I pull on dark-blue jeans and a navy hooded sweatshirt. I empty my backpack out on the bed. What do I need, what do I need? Then I stop for a minute, sitting with a thump down on the bed, as I have a heavy realisation: I haven’t got my Guild key. I can’t do anything to foil the plot if I can’t get into the tunnels. Unless … 

Last time, I gained entry to the museum through the tunnels. This time, I can do the opposite, and get down to the tunnels via the horrible hole behind the boiler. I check my watch. The British Museum closes at half five, and it’s already twenty to six. I’m just going to have to go undercover. I grab a standard cleaner’s tabard, in a fairly disgusting purply-brown colour (that’s meant to be called ‘puce’, but which I can’t help thinking of as ‘puke’). I stuff it in my backpack, together with my name badge and head torch.

There’s no sign of Dad, so I shout, ‘Right, Dad, I’m off.’

He appears from the living room. ‘Are you going to the fireworks?’

‘Yep,’ I say brightly. I don’t add that I’ll be experiencing them from below ground.

‘Great. Enjoy yourself. Oh – here you go.’

He takes out his wallet and extracts a ten-pound note.

‘Oh no – I’m fine for cash, thanks, Dad.’ I feel bad enough about the half-lie without taking money from him as well. I peck him on the cheek.

Outside, there’s a fine drizzle coming down – not ideal fireworks weather, but then again not enough to rain off the whole shebang. I pull up the hood of my sweatshirt and start to run. Just as I reach the museum, I pull my tabard on, over my hoodie. Then I walk round the building, trying all the doors, in the hope of finding one that opens. The first two don’t yield, but I catch a glimpse of a man in a cleaner’s tunic going in through the next, so I run over and try the door. 

It opens. Inside, a guard at a desk glances up as I enter, but he just gestures for me to sign in to a large bound book. How old-fashioned and quaint! I sign ‘Felicity Lemon’, add the time, and pin on my name badge as I stride away.

The cleaners are gathered round some lockers, throwing in their bags and shoes and calling out friendly greetings. They go quiet as I appear.

‘Hi, guys!’ I say. ‘Just looking for my aunt? Janice (I saw this name in the signing-in book, high enough up the list to have left the locker room by now) – is she about?’

‘Why are you wearing that?’ The speaker is a large woman, with dark hair tucked neatly up into a headscarf with an African print. She gestures to my tabard.

I giggle. ‘Oh … Auntie Janice said I could pretend I work here. We’re doing this thing at school where we tail people from different professions. You know, to get a feel for what it’s like to do different jobs.’

The woman in the headscarf nods. ‘Your auntie’ll have to clear it with Sandra,’ she tells me.

‘Is Sandra about?’

‘She’s here somewhere. She’s always dashing around, that one!’

‘I’ll tell Auntie Janice to clear it with her,’ I say, and I stride from the room. 

I get my bearings quickly, and head straight to the stairs leading down to the old boiler. The hunk of defunct machinery is as I left it – dusty, apart from the area behind it. I rummage in my backpack for my head torch, then I pull up my hood, fit the torch harness over the top, and wriggle through the hole.

I’m in darkness, lit only by the funnel of light from my torch beam. The unlit areas are shadowy, and this place has got no less creepy since I was last down here. Images of big men with shovels – or, worse, knives – flash through my imagination. Then Poirot appears beside me, friendly and reassuring:

‘Eh bien, Agathe – I hope you are not forgetting you are the daughter of Clara, agent extraordinaire?’

Feeling braver, I plough on through the tunnels, semi-crawling past brick walls, then concrete, until the space opens out at the old Tube station and I can stand up in the tiled corridor.

I stop for a moment, checking for sounds of other human activity. A large grey rat appears in front of me. It isn’t scared at all: we eyeball one another. At last, probably realising I am neither food nor proffering food, it ambles away, sniffing at the air as it goes. Meanwhile, I’ve conjured up a map of this underground area in my mind’s eye. The Bank of England is only linked from here by rail – by the Waterloo and City line that doesn’t run on Sundays. I’m starting to doubt all my choices. I’ve wasted precious time blagging my way into the museum just to get down here, and I’m still a distance from the Bank of England. What exactly am I planning on doing when I get there, anyway?

What if Brianna and Liam haven’t picked up my text asking them to call the police?

I take out my mobile but there’s no signal down here. I will just have to find a way to slow down the robbers when I get there.

I begin to run – slowly to start with, then building up a good rhythm.

I stop after about ten minutes. I’m making quick progress, but my ribs feel like they can’t contain my overstretched lungs and racing heart. I clutch my sides and wait for my breathing to settle. There’s a scorching in my throat and I’m desperate for a drink.

This is when the first fireworks go off, right above my head. I check my watch in the beam from my head torch: seven o’clock precisely. How did it get so late? At least I must be nearly there, if the display is so close. I begin to jog again, making my way through the last bit of tunnel. And that’s when I hear it: a double report of explosions, above and below ground simultaneously – the fireworks and the thermite going off in perfect sync.

The attack on the bank vault has begun.

Ahead, there’s a makeshift tunnel leading off from the official one – just like the previous passage I found with Brianna, the one that had caved in. My sense of direction informs me that this tunnel leads directly beneath the Bank of England. Here is where the robbers will have entered. I don’t want to tackle them alone, but I don’t have anyone with me, and my phone still has no signal.

Then I remember the pager Wallace Jones gave me. I fish it out and, with nervous, fumbling fingers, key in the numbers from the note: 6662.

Another firework goes off – in time with another underground explosion – this one extra loud and ominously close. My hunch was definitely right. They are trying to enter the bank vaults.

Whoever Wallace sends, they will not materialise instantly through a handy portal. I look around for anything else that might help me – and spot a phone, fixed to the wall – clearly designed for emergency use by engineers working on the Tube tracks. I pick up the receiver and am immediately connected to the operator.

‘Transport for London emergency services. How can I help you?’ says a woman’s voice.

‘Yes, hello, there’s a burglary in progress at the Bank of England. You need to send the police.’

There’s a pause – Argh, there’s no time for pauses! – then she says, ‘Is this a prank call?’

‘No. You have to listen to me. I’m going to try to slow them down, but there’s a group of people attempting to rob the Bank of England as we speak. They’re breaking into the underground gold vaults.’

‘And you want me to call the police?’

‘Yes. Call the police and tell them what I’ve just told you.’ I hang up and sprint through the remaining length of tunnel. Ahead, I can see light where there shouldn’t be any. Is there a floodlight down here? Dust motes choke the air like a strange underground fog: presumably rubble dust, from the two explosions. I slow my running to a jog as I get nearer.

I’m squinting from the darkness into the light, trying to make out details as I move cautiously towards it, when someone grabs me from behind. I’m thrown against the rough wall of the makeshift tunnel with such force that I’m winded and momentarily defenceless.

I rally with a kick to the shin, and my assailant cries out in pain. I step away from the wall and focus on remaining loose – something that Mr Zhang keeps trying (and failing) to teach me. I guess I’m just a naturally tense person. As the man – it is a man, and he is tall and solid as a wall, not my first choice of sparring partner – reaches to grab me, I don’t resist; instead, I let him take my arm but I continue moving it in the same direction, so that he is set off balance by the continued arc of my limb through the air. I nearly cheer as, with my next move, I take advantage of him being wrong-footed and send him flailing to the ground. Mr Zhang would be so proud! But where did this man come from? Is he a lookout, placed here by the bank robbers?

I don’t wait for my attacker to get up – I’m racing through the newly dug tunnel into the thick fog. I squint and make out ahead the outline of a rope ladder, leading still further below ground. I grab it and descend. My head torch emits a wavering light as I go down, but I can see that the area below me has been lit by battery-powered lamps. I don’t know whether I’m racing away from one attacker towards a room full of them, but I have to take the chance. Down and down I climb, and I have an image of Alice falling down the rabbit hole. There must be a bottom to this pit somewhere …


[image: 12. LAND OF GOLD]

I arrive, at last, at the bottom and jump to the ground. I’m pretty sure the ladder is already twitching with the weight of another human coming down it. I glance up the ladder, but without a large knife – I think with longing of the broadsword that Mr Zhang lets me use for training – I can’t think of any way to damage the ladder, to make it harder for my pursuer to get down.

Instead, I glance around. I’m deep underground. The light, though, is almost blinding, and I have to squint to make out where I am. Then I take in the astonishing view: I’m in an enormous room, furnished entirely with blue metal shelving. Each set of shelves has four tiers – and each tier is stacked with gold ingots. The room is basically filled with gold. In contrast with the value of the room’s contents, there’s only bare wooden flooring and strip lighting. I have a moment’s flashback to the sugar maze – but no madman has created this place. I’m deep in the vaults of the Bank of England, and the shimmering piles, bouncing the light around the room, are gold bullion.

‘Hey!’

A figure moves towards me, then two more. There’s something familiar about them – the way they carry themselves and the authority they give off, like senior civil servants.

I back away – and straight into the welcoming arms of my assailant, who’s just made it down the ladder.

‘Got you.’ He’s right: he has me held so tightly I can’t move any part of my body. I try to squirm and wriggle, but there’s no chance to free myself. I go limp, hoping to take him off-guard, but he just tightens his grip and yanks me back to a standing position. His body is like a brick wall behind me. He lifts me and carries me to one side, away from the rope ladder, my only escape route. Only now does the seriousness of my situation hit me. I’m deep underground, where no one is likely to rescue me. I’m not even sure the Transport for London phone operator I spoke to believed me enough to alert the police. If Liam and Brianna picked up my text, they may already have dialled 999. I hope so. But is there any chance help will arrive soon enough?

My breathing is coming fast and noisy as my thoughts whirl with possible scenarios of what could happen to me: being abandoned deep in the bank vaults where I might never be found – or only discovered when it’s too late; being tied up by my captor and dumped on a Tube track; or …

Enough! I tell myself. Mr Zhang didn’t train you to lose the plot the minute things got scary. I close my eyes and slow my breathing, focusing on emptying my mind – which is much trickier than it sounds. Then, with a clearer head, I open my eyes and ask, ‘What are you going to do with me?’

‘Depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether you cooperate. And on what he says.’

I look around, but can only see the team of robbers filling trolleys with stacks of gold ingots. They are methodical, each one knowing his or her role. Once a trolley’s full, it’s wheeled to the base of the ladder, and hauled up using a rope and pulley system that seems to have appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. The empty trolley is then lowered for refilling.

And then a voice speaks, from among the stacks of gold. ‘Really, Byron – it took you two attempts to restrain her? She’s a thirteen-year-old girl, for heaven’s sake. How on earth did she get away the first time?’

That voice – I know it. I close my eyes and pull up my identification files, running through the categories, knowing I’ll get there if I can pin down his appearance:
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I hear heavy, confident footsteps and my eyes flick open. I know who I’m dealing with. But I don’t want to believe it.

And then an all-too-familiar figure comes into view.

‘Mr Jones!’ I exclaim. My mind rebels at the possibility he could be a traitor. I run through everything I’ve observed about Wallace Jones, and this just can’t be really happening.

‘Yes, it’s me, Agatha. Thank you so much for the “heads-up”, as I believe you youngsters call it.’

When I stare blankly at him, he fills in the gap. ‘The pager alert you so kindly sent.’

I groan. The pager was why I encountered Byron in the tunnel – the gadget’s tracker told Wallace Jones my precise location, and he was able to send his heavy to intercept me. Any remaining hope that Mr Jones is going to save me and foil the plot seeps from me. I feel fury rise up in my chest and throat – at myself, for my carelessness, and at Wallace Jones, for his betrayal.

‘This can’t be true,’ I shout. ‘You’re a Gatekeeper. You’re supposed to risk your life to protect the country. But you’re just … a traitor!’ Byron tightens his grip on my arms and I yelp in pain.

Wallace Jones smiles a sweet, confiding smile. ‘Have you any idea how difficult it is to live on a Gatekeeper’s salary, my dear? If the Guild valued us long-servers sufficiently, there would be no need to resort to such tactics. I mean, you didn’t think I chose to keep working to such a ripe old age, did you? This is my pension.’ His eyes harden; I haven’t seen his face so … mean before. His gaze switches to Byron. ‘Right. Tie the girl up and bring her with us – we can’t risk her being found down here. She’ll give the whole game away.’

I attempt to struggle as Byron loosens his grip just enough to draw a length of rope from his pocket and tie my hands together. Another, longer rope is looped round my legs and drawn tight. For the second time in two days, I find myself thrown over someone’s shoulder like a sack of flour. I only realise how sore I am from the last time when the same bruises are bumped again.

We arrive back at the rope ladder, and I can’t imagine how Byron will get up the rungs with me over his shoulder. Wallace Jones goes first, and I’m curious to see how he manages. I can’t imagine him doing anything so undignified as climbing a rope ladder. But I nearly laugh out loud when he climbs into an empty trolley and is hauled up by his men working the pulley system at the top. We can hear their grunts of effort all the way down the shaft. Surely Wallace Jones can’t weigh as much as a trolley-load of gold?

Now for us. Byron unties my feet and hands, and gestures for me to climb the ladder ahead of him. He holds a knife and makes it clear what he’ll do with it if I try to get away. He doesn’t need to use words to make his intention clear.

I know I should be terrified – and my legs do feel wobbly as I climb the long ladder – but, thanks to that moment’s meditation a few minutes earlier, a strange calmness has settled in my mind. It’s as if everything has led up to this moment. I’m thankful for the martial arts lessons with Mr Zhang, which have got me to peak fitness, because I arrive at the top barely out of breath. 

I’m also, however, only just ahead of Byron. I step to one side and gauge my chances of escape. If he’s only got the knife, it might be worth running – but what if he has a gun? Mr Zhang hasn’t taught me any moves for dodging bullets.

I decide it’s not worth the risk. Byron reaches me and swiftly reties my limbs and throws me back over his shoulder. As he strides through the newly blasted tunnel, I crane my neck, trying to spot anything that might help me get away. But there is only dust and rubble.

After a bumpy walk across stones and concrete, we arrive at Bank station. There’s a Waterloo and City line train waiting, carriage doors open and engine rumbling. We have to wait on the platform while the trolley-loads of bullion are spread across several carriages. Byron sets me on my feet, but my wrists and ankles are still tied, so I’m like a convict in shackles. The ropes are cutting into my skin, and I want to ask Byron to loosen them, but I’m not sure what his temper is like, and I’m nervous of angering a man of his stature.

To distract myself, I take the opportunity to count the conspirators: twelve men and women, plus Byron and Jones. None of them have bothered to cover their faces, which worries me. They weren’t expecting any witnesses – now they have one. What will they do with me, the only witness, after this? If I do survive, I’ll need to be able to identify them, so I decide to take advantage of their lack of disguise to study them.

– I observe each person in turn, and store their details in my identification files. There are two men who look so alike they must be twins: both short, with dark hair and blue eyes. There’s an old, white-haired man, so bent and wizened that I’m astonished he’s part of the gang. But he heaves the stacks of gold ingots like a much younger man, hardly pausing for breath. There’s a thin, pale woman with waist-length red hair – like in the Pre-Raphaelite paintings my mum took me to see when I was little. The remaining eight members of the crew are less distinguishable. I make a mental note of any features that might help – glasses, freckles, a beauty spot or a bald patch – but they all look just like ordinary people you might see in the street. What has brought them together? I notice again the way they hold themselves, as if they’re important in some way. Could they also be Gatekeepers?

Despite the gravity of their task, there’s an atmosphere of excitement. They swear and shout instructions, but, in between, they laugh and joke, clearly relieved at the success of their heist.

At last, all the gold has been loaded on to the train, and the twelve crew members have taken their seats on board. Byron picks me up, and he and Wallace Jones step into the first carriage, among the stacks of bullion. I’m dumped unceremoniously on to a double seat, and my head bangs against the side of the carriage.

‘Careful, Byron – she might as well enjoy the ride. It’s going to be her last,’ says Jones. His voice holds no trace of either sympathy or compassion, nor any of the gentleness he’d shown when I first met him.

Sociopath, I decide. The bad thing about sociopaths is that in extreme cases they don’t value the life of anyone but themselves, and I’ve already decided that Wallace Jones is an extreme case. The good thing about sociopaths is that they tend to be quite vain. Maybe I can use this to my advantage.

Jones sits opposite me and peers out of the window as the train pulls out of the station.

‘So, this is a very complex plot,’ I say.

He looks very pleased with himself. ‘Yes; it was all my own idea. Clever, isn’t it?’

‘Very. So … who are the others?’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘My team? Oh … others who’ve been let down.’

‘By the Gatekeepers’ Guild?’ I ask him. ‘How on earth did you manage to convince them all to go along with your plan?’

He beams and leans eagerly towards me. ‘I am quite good at persuading people to do things. I have the gift of the gab, I suppose.’

I push on with my questioning. ‘Tell me – how did you get the date of the fireworks moved from November to cover the heist? And to a Sunday too?’

‘Ahh.’ He taps the side of his nose. ‘Friends in high places, don’t you know.’

‘What … like … the Lord Mayor?’

He shakes his head, smiling, as if he’s indulging a naughty child. ‘You know I can’t tell you that.’

I decide to change tack, to appeal to his love of talking. Anything to establish any kind of bond, to delay him from having me killed.

‘Can you tell me about my mum?’

He turns surprised eyes on me. ‘Clara? What do you want to know?’

I shrug. ‘How well did you know her?’

‘She was one of a kind, your mother. Surprisingly tough for such a delicate-looking creature – and so quick-witted!’

‘How do you mean?’

‘She could solve any puzzle, any code, put before her. She was faster than our most experienced codebreakers. They hated her!’ He laughs. ‘They had a name for her, er, what was it …?’

He goes into a reverie, and I have to prompt him: ‘The nickname?’

‘Oh, yes. It was “Wise Cracker” – you know, a pun on how she cracked codes, but also how she thought she knew everything.’

‘Did you think she was like that?’

He looks surprised again. ‘Not at all. She was the most modest woman I’ve known. If anything, she underestimated her gifts. In fact, I blame her modesty for her demise …’ He catches my eye and tails off abruptly.

I feel as if someone’s clutched my heart in a cold fist. ‘You know how she died? Tell me!’

He glances at Byron, who’s standing in the aisle, like an ominous shadow looming over me. ‘Are you sure she’s tied up correctly? The ropes look a bit loose.’

Byron leans over and tugs on my bindings. I grit my teeth as I feel them dig still further into my flesh.

‘They’re sound,’ he says. ‘I know my knots.’

‘I’m sure you do; I’m sure you do,’ says Jones, absent-mindedly. ‘We must be nearly there by now.’

I don’t want us to be ‘nearly there’. I don’t want to arrive at the next leg of our journey, and discover what their plans are for me. I don’t want to be disposed of, or abandoned in a dark pit from which there’s no escape. And I don’t want to miss an opportunity to find out what really happened to Mum.

‘Tell me!’ I cry out. ‘What happened to my mother?’

It’s my last chance. The train begins to slow and my heart, in contrast, begins to race. Normally, I would have loved a train ride on a privately chartered train. I would have enjoyed the movement and the blur through the window, and I would have felt privileged. Today, though, the train’s emptiness only reminds me how isolated I am. I give way to this feeling again for a moment, remembering anew that nobody knows where I am.

My mobile …! Is there any chance I can get a signal? And how can I reach my phone, with my hands tied? I glance at my feet and realise with a pang my backpack’s been left behind. So that’s it then. I can only hope Wallace Jones doesn’t really care about killing me – if I’m lucky, he’ll opt instead for just keeping me tied up, until he and the others have got away.

I recommence my questions. ‘I haven’t asked you why you had to move the fireworks from November to September,’ I say. ‘Couldn’t you have waited and carried out the robbery when the fireworks are normally held?’

His watery eyes wander back to focus on me. ‘Oh, the financial savings laws are changing,’ he says vaguely. ‘I need to get the gold offshore before the new regulations came in.’

‘So … you’re breaking the law, to make sure you don’t break the law?’

Wallace Jones turns an alarming shade of red, and I instantly regret provoking him. At Mr Zhang’s I haven’t got to the bit about defending myself when my hands and legs are tied. If I survive this experience, I’ll definitely request it. Along with any bullet-dodging moves. Maybe he can give me some superhero powers while he’s at it too.

Jones’s spittle hits my face as he protests angrily. ‘I wouldn’t have to break the law if those in power at the Gatekeepers’ Guild weren’t so keen to keep the rest of us in poverty.’

I glance at his clothing. It’s impossible to attend a school full of rich students and not learn how to spot expensive clothes. He’s wearing at least a thousand pounds’ worth of suit – and I reckon his shoes cost a good five hundred. This is not a man who is living below the poverty line. I think of Dad, with his ancient, ugly, scratchy suit, and how he never complains about having so little money to spend on himself. I can’t stop a tear from running down my face, as I realise that, if I go missing, Dad might soon have more money to spend on himself. He also might never find out what happened to his only child.

We arrive at the British Museum station, where the gold is loaded into crates on the back of a truck, and driven towards the secret dock. I watch the stacks of ingots leave the train, and with each one I feel my chances of survival dwindle. Wallace Jones steps down and Byron slings me back over his shoulder and jogs off the train and towards the dock, passing Jones on the way.

‘All right, Byron, let’s not show off, shall we?’ calls Jones, mildly. ‘You may have the brawn, but I definitely have the brain.’

Byron just grunts in response, and I get the impression he isn’t that keen on his boss. If I had more time, I might be able to turn him – but we’re about to enter the dock, so time’s running out fast.

‘Mr Byron,’ I try. He grunts, which I decide to take as encouragement. ‘He doesn’t treat you with much respect, does he? Mr Jones, I mean.’ Another grunt. ‘Why don’t you take over? The gold’s already been stolen; the plan’s all gone well …’ No answer. ‘I mean, Mr Jones might have been useful for his contacts, but do you really still need him?’

‘And do you ever shut up?’ he says eventually.

‘Not very often,’ I admit.

‘Well, try it now, and I might let you live a little longer.’

I decide to take his advice.
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At the dock, with the entry doors closed behind us and two Gatekeepers posted as guards, Byron unties me again. I rub my sore wrists where the rope has dug in.

‘Just don’t try anything,’ he says.

We stand as a group beside the truck filled with gold and wait. Jones is having some kind of discussion on a walkie-talkie. After a couple of minutes, the water in front of us surges upwards and a white submarine emerges. Despite my dire circumstances, I can’t help feeling a thrill of excitement at seeing it rise from the water. How many people can say they’ve watched a submarine come to the surface? It looks a lot like a small private plane, except that it hasn’t got any wings. It has a tall piece on top near the back, that sticks up like a fin. Not quite Thunderbird 4, but still pretty exciting.

‘What do you think of our transport, Miss Oddlow?’ says Jones. He looks, if possible, even prouder of himself than he did earlier.

I hesitate. Flattery hasn’t got me released, so I decide to try confrontation. ‘It’s a bit rusty,’ I say, pointing to a brown patch on the submarine’s side. ‘Are you sure it’s watertight?’

He frowns at me. ‘Why is she untied?’ he asks Byron.

Byron shrugs. ‘Didn’t seem much point keeping her tied up in here – there’s nowhere for her to go.’

‘Well, tie her back up, will you?’

Byron shrugs again and starts to pull a rope from his pocket. I’m keeping one eye on him as I watch the truck advance towards the submarine. Its driver is the red-haired woman; her hair is like a beacon down here, where everything else is grey or black. The claws of a crane on the back of the truck seize the first crate and start hoisting it upwards. 

I have an idea which might slow things down, at least. As Byron takes a step towards me, I sprint round him, reaching the crane just as it starts to swing into position ready to lower the crate of gold. A man has climbed out of the submarine and has his arms outstretched, waiting to receive the delivery. In one smooth move, amid the startled cries from those around me, I jump up to where the truck driver sits, reach in front of her, and pull the lever that will release the gold. The crate tumbles from the crane’s claws, hits the top of the submarine and lurches off into the water, drenching everyone standing close by.

Wallace Jones is one of the bystanders who gets soaked. He lets out a roar of anger at seeing his gold hit the water. His hair is dripping, and he pushes it impatiently back from his face.

‘Can you reach any of it?’ he yells, looking down from the side of the dock and waving his arms around in distress. He reminds me of a spoilt little boy watching his favourite toy boat take in water and sink in a pond.

The man on the submarine vanishes back down inside and reappears with a diver’s suit. He steps into the suit and pulls it on. Within seconds, he’s fitted his breathing apparatus and has dived into the water to hunt for the fallen gold. 

Wallace Jones turns to me with the same red-faced fury I caught a glimpse of on the underground train. I know I’m in trouble now – but I’ve created the distraction I wanted. He advances towards me and I’m suddenly aware of how big he is. When I met him at the Gatekeepers’ Guild headquarters, he was like a large, welcoming uncle. Now he is a looming threat.

I’m amazed when Byron steps between us.

‘Leave her,’ he says quietly.

‘This is your fault, Byron. If you’d tied her up, as I asked, she wouldn’t have managed to release that crate into the water. You’ll pay for this out of your cut.’

‘I don’t like your tone.’ says his henchman, calmly.

‘Don’t forget this was entirely my plan. You are worth nothing without me,’ sneers Jones.

The crane is moving again, and I get ready for another sabotage attack. But Jones spots me.

‘You don’t really think you can pull off the same trick twice, do you? Haven’t you heard the expression, “Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me”?’

‘How about, “Rob the Bank of England, shame on you”? Have you heard that one?’ I ask him.

He goes – if possible – even redder. His colour is actually deepening to something close to purple. I wonder if he might be about to pass out. At least that would buy me more time to escape.

No such luck. Instead, Wallace Jones walks towards me and picks me up by the hood of my sweatshirt. I barely have time to process the realisation that he is far stronger than I’d imagined, as I’m suddenly suspended over the dark water. He holds me at arm’s length, so I can’t use any moves to defend myself.

‘Not so talkative now, are we, Agatha Oddlow? Your mother wasn’t half as annoying.’

I play for time. ‘So do you know how she died?’

He laughs. ‘Is that really what you want to talk about right now? I’d focus on your own life, if I were you. Doesn’t look like it’s going to last much longer.’

I stare down into the water. I can’t see anything below the dark surface. How cold will it be? Too cold for the human body to survive the shock, no doubt.

‘Please don’t,’ I say.

‘“Please don’t,”’ he mimics, in a high-pitched voice. ‘You regret your actions now, eh?’

‘I don’t regret anything,’ I say fiercely – and rather recklessly.

‘Well, that makes two of us,’ he says.

And then he drops me.
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The water feels freezing, even after the coolness of the cave. I know it’s important to float for a moment until I catch my breath, to avoid cold-water shock, but first I have to get out of sight of the people on land. I need them to believe I’ve drowned, so they don’t come looking for me. I manage to swim round to the far side of the submarine, where I can’t be seen. I lie on my back and open my arms and legs, like a starfish. From here, I can see the back of the man who’s receiving the gold from the crane. It looks like he has other people inside the sub, helping him to receive the gold.

My teeth are chattering, but I know I have a greater chance of surviving here in the cold (but thankfully not too cold) water than I do on land in the company of Wallace Jones. I don’t think Byron would have killed me, whatever Jones’s instructions, but now I don’t have to put that hunch to the test.

I can hear Jones’s booming voice, even from here: ‘Is she dead? Can anyone see her?’

Byron answers, but I can’t make out what he’s saying.

‘Come on, everyone!’ shouts Jones. ‘That’s the brat done with – just get on with your jobs, for heaven’s sake! What are you waiting for? The police to arrive?’

I’ve done it – they think I’m dead. My breathing slows, both with relief and with my body adapting to the water temperature. Now I need to act fast. I only have until all the gold is on board to stop the robbers from leaving.

I take a deep breath and dive beneath the submarine. It’s pitch black, and I have to feel my way round the underside of its hull. What can I do down here, to delay them, with no weapons? I swim back to the surface and close my eyes so I can Change Channel. I summon up a mental photograph of a diagram I once saw of a submarine. There are valves to let air in and out, to help the machine to descend and ascend, plus a rudder, and a propeller—

The propellers – that’s it! I have a sudden flashback of Alesky, the taxi driver on Sloane Street, removing the plastic bin liner from the wheel of his cab. I need to jam the propeller, which should be at the back of the vessel. But I’m treading water, without a single tool to hand. What on earth can I use?

I realise my clothes are the only thing I have. It takes my weary arms a ridiculous length of time to remove my sweatshirt, which is stuck to my body as if it has suction cups. At last, I succeed. But I can hear the engine of the sub starting up – time is running out.

With one last push, I dive to the back of the submarine. The propeller is already turning, and I’m terrified of getting my hand or even my whole arm mangled in the blades. But the sub may be leaving at any moment – and I can’t let Wallace Jones get away.

Gingerly, I begin to poke one sleeve of my sweatshirt towards the propeller; it snags, and there’s a guttural sound, as if the propeller is choking. Then the entire garment is yanked from my grasp as it gets wound round the blades, and I have to let go quickly, to avoid being dragged into the spinning trap myself.

I smile briefly at the success of my plan. With one last push, I make it back to the surface. I’m so cold and tired I can’t feel my limbs. My body is a weightless empty vessel and I’m floating. There are lights bobbing about prettily around the dock – fireflies? Nothing makes sense any more. And then everything goes dark.
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It feels like I have an eel down my throat that is being hauled out. I’m gagging, choking, vomiting … And all the while, someone is stroking my back and saying, ‘That’s right – get it all out.’

At last, the gagging stops. I lie on my side, gasping. My throat is stinging, and everything aches. And I’m cold – so very, very cold. My teeth won’t stop chattering and my whole body is clenching, locking up with cold.

Someone shouts, ‘Can we have some blankets over here?’ A moment later, I’m being wrapped up like a child after a hot bath, and carried – oh, the bliss of being carried …

I close my eyes and fall asleep.
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Bright lights – too bright. And white everywhere – white walls, white furniture … And that smell – illness and disinfectant … Hospital. I feel a strong sense of déjà vu.

‘She’s awake!’ Liam’s voice is calling to someone, who looms into view.

‘Dad!’ My voice is croaky and my throat’s raw.

Dad sits on a chair beside my bed and takes my hand. ‘You’ve got to stop scaring me like this.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You should be. Dashing after crooks and villains without any thought for your poor old dad.’

‘I did think of you,’ I croak. ‘I thought about how you’d never know what happened to me if I died.’ I smile. 

‘Do you have any idea how long we’ve been waiting for you to wake up?’ asks Liam.

I frown. Have I been asleep for more than a couple of hours?

‘Eighteen hours,’ he says.

The shock must show in my face, because he laughs. ‘Yep – a lot’s been happening while you were sleeping like a fairy-tale princess.’ I pull a face at him, and he laughs again.

‘So,’ he continues, ‘do you want to know what happened, after you conked out?’ He walks closer, so I can see him.

Dad holds up a hand. ‘She’s just woken up, Liam. Let’s get Agatha checked over before you start overwhelming her with information.’

‘I’ll fetch a nurse,’ says Liam. While he’s gone, Dad holds my hand and smiles down at me. I close my eyes for a moment or two. I feel so safe and warm that I nearly drift off to sleep again, but a nurse’s voice snaps me back to the present.

‘I hear our patient’s awake. Let’s have a look at you.’ She picks up my wrist to check my pulse but first she peers into my face with a kind expression. ‘I’ve been wondering what colour eyes you have. Lovely deep blue, aren’t they?’

I smile. Shade 2B on my eye-colour chart.

She takes my blood pressure and nods in approval. ‘You’ve come out of this pretty well, young lady. No more dips in underground waterways for you, though.’

I laugh, but it hurts my throat and I wince.

‘Yes – I understand you vomited up quite a lot of water. You’ll be sore for a while,’ she tells me. She makes some notes on a handheld electronic device, then turns to Dad. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she says, and walks out, shutting the door behind her.

Liam comes straight back in and Dad gestures for him to perch on the edge of my bed, which he does.

‘So you don’t even know how it ended,’ he bursts out. ‘They caught them all! Even that traitor Jones – and all thirteen of his co-conspirators.’

Relief fills my lungs. I hadn’t realised how tense I’d been, waiting to have this confirmed.

‘It was so lucky that the submarine broke down like that,’ says Liam.

I shake my head. ‘Sweatshirt,’ I tell him.

‘Sweatshirt?’ He frowns in bemusement.

‘In the propeller.’

His eyes grow wide. ‘That was such a clever idea! I’d never have thought of that!’

I feel a blush rise to my cheeks.

‘Don’t encourage her,’ says Dad. ‘It was foolhardy and reckless.’

‘True,’ says Liam. ‘Really clever, though.’ He looks me over, assessing my fragile state. ‘Are you up to hearing the rest of the story?’

I hesitate. The little bit of energy I had when I woke up has already drained away, and I feel exhausted. My arms and legs are like lead and it feels as if my brain’s full of cotton wool – all fuzz and no substance. I nearly tell him I have to sleep. I have an image of that dark, deep water – of what it felt like to be suspended above it by Wallace Jones, knowing he didn’t care what happened to me. I shiver.

‘Are you cold, love?’ asks Dad, tucking the hospital blanket more closely round me.

I shake my head. ‘No …’ I fix my eyes on Liam. ‘Tell me what happened,’ I say hoarsely.

‘OK …’ He hitches himself up a bit more on the end of my bed. ‘So after you messaged me and Brianna, we tried to get back in touch with you, but we couldn’t reach you, so we called the professor. Luckily, she guessed you’d be at the underground dock. That place is amazing!’ He looks a bit shame-faced. ‘Me and Brianna weren’t actually meant to go there – but we couldn’t stay away knowing you might be in danger. We got through by going down to the Waterloo and City line at Bank station and then finding the newly dug tunnels. We did have to wait for the Guild to turn up, so we could get into the dock. They were all a bit distracted, so we just followed them and they didn’t seem to notice.

‘The Guild …?’ says Dad.

‘Oh … I mean the professor,’ says Liam quickly.

Dad frowns. ‘So that officer from the Metropolitan Police who came round to the cottage to thank you, after the whole incident with the water pollution …?’

‘She’s in a guild of senior police detectives,’ says Liam quickly. I’m pleased with this response, which Dad seems to accept. ‘So, anyway,’ Liam continues, ‘they found you and dragged you out – it was Brianna who spotted you with these amazing torches she’d brought with her.’

‘The fireflies,’ I tell them.

‘Right …’ says Liam, nodding like he’s humouring a dangerous lunatic. ‘Anyway, while you were being dragged out, that Wallace Jones guy and the rest of the gang were being encircled and arrested. Only one of them – a huge bloke, bodyguard-type – tried to resist.’

Byron, I decide. ‘Did he get away?’

‘The big guy?’ he asks. I nod. ‘No. He was caught by two officers and well and truly restrained.’

‘That’s good,’ I say.

Liam’s eyes are sparkling – he clearly feels he’s had a great adventure.

‘Sorry you missed the fireworks,’ I croak, and Liam laughs.

‘Oh, don’t worry – this was way more exciting.’ He catches Dad’s eye and turns pale. ‘I don’t mean … I don’t … I just … Well, I’m glad you’re OK, obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ murmurs Dad sarcastically.

‘Er … well … I’ll leave you to it,’ says Liam.

I wave goodbye and sit in silence with my dad, relishing the feeling of being clean, dry and safe, with his big, warm hand holding mine.

After a few minutes, he clears his throat. ‘Listen, love, about Cornwall …’

I take a deep breath and force myself to say, ‘You did really well to get that job. You deserve it – you work so hard.’

He squeezes my hand. ‘Thank you for that – I know how much it cost you. Anyway, I turned it down.’

I stare at him.

‘It was going to be such an upheaval,’ he continues. ‘I like it here – don’t you?’

I nod. My eyes well up with relief, but he pretends not to notice.

‘Good,’ he says, nodding. ‘Well, that works out for both of us then.’

‘Dad …?’

‘Yes, love?’

‘Will you regret it?’ The words come out as a rasp from my sore, raw throat.

‘What? Not taking the job? I did think long and hard about it. There’ll be other opportunities, but now is not the right time for us to be moving and having to start all over again somewhere else. We both have too many friends here. And I love the park. And Groundskeeper’s Cottage.’

‘Me too,’ I croak. The stone in my belly is shrinking. It’s a pebble – no, a tiny piece of gravel – no, a grain of sand, a speck of dust … Now it’s dwindled to nothing. I find myself beaming at him.
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I’ve had all week off school to recover from my near-drowning incident. I open the front door on Saturday morning to find an old friend on the doorstep.

‘Surprise!’

I haven’t seen JP since he stopped living in the park. He’s been way too busy with his new job.

‘JP!’ I give him a big hug, then take a step back to admire his new look – he no longer looks like a rough sleeper, but is dressed smart-casual, in a V-neck navy sweater over a light-blue shirt, with navy chinos. ‘You look good.’

‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘I’m earning money again – it’s been a revelation.’

‘Come in!’ I say, stepping back to let him into the house. 

‘JP – great to see you.’ Dad has been waiting in the hallway to greet him, and they shake hands.

‘You too, Rufus.’

They stand about, smiling stupidly at each other, until I say, ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, you’re grown men – you can give each other a hug without being so childish about it.’

They laugh and do as I suggest.

We’re still standing in the hall when there’s another knock at the door. I glance at Dad. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Just open it,’ he says, with a smile.

This time, Professor Dorothy D’Oliveira is on the doorstep, neatly dressed in a lightweight pink coat and matching hat and shoes.

‘Hello, Agatha. May I come in?’ she asks.

‘Sure …’ I say. She isn’t frowning, so she can’t be about to find some new way of firing me.

She, Dad and Rufus greet one another politely, then Dad takes their coats, hangs these on the coat hooks on the wall, and shows our guests through to the living room. It’s all surprisingly formal. I’m just going in to join them when there’s a third knock at the door.

‘Can you get that, Aggie?’ says Dad.

‘OK …’ This is getting distinctly weird. This time, Liam and Brianna are on the doorstep.

‘I brought a cake,’ says Liam, holding up a white cardboard box. It has no logo on it, so I can’t tell which shop it’s from. I let them in and, while they’re slinging their coats over the bannisters, I ask, ‘What are we celebrating?’

‘Your birthday, dummy!’ says Brianna, with a laugh. She takes in my gobsmacked expression. ‘You didn’t forget your own birthday, did you?’

‘I guess I just lost track of the date.’ I do some calculations. ‘Hold on – it’s on Monday. Isn’t today Saturday?’

‘We thought we’d do it today – much more fun than on your first day back at school,’ says Liam.

Brianna is shaking her head at me in wonder. ‘Agatha Oddlow, you’re the only girl I know who can forget her own birthday.’

I pull a face. ‘Hey! I’m older than you, you know.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Yeah, by a whole five weeks.’

‘Five and a half,’ I correct her. ‘Let’s see this cake then.’

‘All in good time,’ says Liam, mysteriously. ‘Is anyone else here?’

‘JP and Professor D’Oliveira.’

They seem to be expecting this. I lead them through to the living room, where we file in and take seats between the adults, who are talking about Wallace Jones.

‘So he really isn’t going to get charged?’ Dad is asking.

The professor shakes her head. ‘It certainly looks that way. Do you know what really gets my goat?’

‘What’s that?’ asks Dad.

‘I trusted that man.’

‘Oh, so you knew him?’

She nods. ‘Only through my work on the police force. He was part of national security, so we had to work together from time to time, running protection for high-profile events.’ She shakes her head. ‘Because of him, I’ve found myself questioning my own instincts. I thought I was a better judge of character.’

‘But he believed he was right about everything,’ I point out.

‘How do you mean?’

I’ve spent all week thinking about this. I was as shaken as the professor to find I’d liked and trusted a traitor. ‘He didn’t give off evil vibes, because he didn’t think he was doing anything wrong. He had basically convinced himself that he deserved everything he tried to steal.’ I get into my stride. ‘I mean, normally people are aware when they’re doing something wrong – but someone like Jones, who saw everything only from his own point of view, believed he was always right. You’d never guess he was anything other than genuine, because he’d never seem unsure or guilty – he’d never do anything to make you suspicious of him.’

The professor considers this. ‘Something like a narcissistic personality disorder? You may be right there. But I will still be more cautious from now on – the fact someone like that could fool everyone …’ She sighs. ‘But we are not here to waste our breath on such a man.’

‘No – we’re here to celebrate Agatha!’ shouts Liam, making everyone jump. ‘Sorry – got a big carried away there,’ he says, with a blush. ‘Where should I put this?’ He holds up the cake box, which he’s been cradling on his lap, and Dad escorts him and the cake through to the kitchen.

The rest of us sit in silence, until JP says, ‘Oh – I brought you this!’ He produces a small package from his pocket. It’s wrapped in gold and tied with a purple ribbon and is a beautiful thing in its own right. He hands it to me.

‘Ooh, a present!’ I clap my hands like a toddler. I can’t help it – I love getting gifts. ‘Shall I wait for the others or …?’

‘Open it now,’ says JP, clearly almost as eager as I am.

I untie the ribbon and ease my finger under the sticky tape on the wrapping paper, careful not to tear it. Inside, there is a small box. I lift the lid and gasp at its contents: a silver locket, in the shape of a book, engraved with my initials. ‘It’s lovely,’ I say.

‘Open it,’ he tells me.

I ease open the hinged door of the locket, and inside find a photo of my mum. It’s a miniature version of the photo I keep by my bed, the one of her and her bike. I look at him. ‘This is my favourite photo of Mum! Where did you get it?’

‘Your dad gave me a copy.’

‘It’s beautiful – I love it. Thank you so much.’ I jump up and give him a kiss on the cheek.

‘Me next,’ says Brianna, but just then Liam sticks his head round the door, sees what we’re doing, and disappears again. 

‘They are!’ we hear him shout. ‘They’re opening the presents.’

‘Well, tell them not to!’ comes Dad’s voice. ‘I want to be there.’

Liam pushes the door open again.

‘It’s OK, we heard,’ I tell him. ‘I only opened one, in any case.’

He vanishes again, and a moment later a hand comes round the door to turn off the living-room light. Then Dad and Liam enter the room; Liam is carrying the cake, which is twinkling with candles. Everyone sings ‘Happy Birthday’, and I blow out my candles. When the lights come back on, I take in the wonder of the cake. Like my new locket, it’s in the shape of a book. I read the title on the cover and, underneath it, the name of the author.

Murder at the Museum

Felicity Lemon

‘Do you like it?’ Liam whispers in my ear. (How did he get there? I didn’t see him come over.)

‘I love it,’ I tell him.

We eat the cake – a delicious Victoria sponge, stuffed with jam and cream – and then I open my remaining presents.

Dad has bought me a knee-length wool coat, with a full skirt and a wide belt. It’s almost exactly the same shade of red as my favourite beret.

‘But … how did you …?’

‘I had a little help,’ he tells me, smiling at Brianna. I mouth my thanks across the room.

‘And this is from me,’ Brianna says, handing me a plastic bag. ‘Sorry – I didn’t get time to wrap it.’

It’s a chemistry set, complete with a mini Bunsen burner. I hate chemistry lessons, as she knows – but she also knows that doing my own experiments is an entirely different experience from following the teacher’s instructions.

‘Fantastic – thanks!’ I say.

Dad groans. ‘Really? Are you trying to encourage her to burn down the house, Brianna?’

She laughs. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she uses it safely.’

‘Hmm,’ says Dad doubtfully.

‘This is from me,’ says the professor, drawing a slim, rectangular parcel from her handbag and handing it to me. I tear off the paper. Inside is a DVD of the film Alice in Wonderland. I already own this, but I don’t want to be rude.

‘Thank you,’ I say.

‘You’re very welcome,’ she replies. Then she lowers her voice, ‘Watch it when you’re alone.’

I look at her in surprise, but she is busy unfolding her serviette and dabbing at the corners of her mouth.

We all have a second slice of cake and more tea (except for me, because I’m on my favourite – hot chocolate), and then we wander out into Hyde Park to enjoy the mid-September sunshine. The leaves are already turning and the colours are beautiful.

This time, it’s the professor who appears by my side without warning.

‘Before the others come back over, tell me everything you know about the case,’ she says quietly.

I fill her in: how the museum attendant was murdered because he must have uncovered the tunnel, and how the clay cup was only stolen to make his murder look like a bungled burglary.

‘Did Wallace Jones let slip anything incriminating?’ she asks, under cover of admiring some autumn crocuses.

‘Not really.’ I take a moment to consider what he’d said, and add, ‘I asked him how he’d managed to get the date of the fireworks moved, and he said he had “friends in high places”, but he wouldn’t say who.’

‘“Friends in high places”?’ She is quiet for a moment. ‘I wonder … There is someone in local government, whom certain agents believe to be corruptible … for a price.’

‘So if they were able to move the date of the fireworks somehow …’

‘… then I’m sure our friend Mr Jones would have paid them quite handsomely.’

‘Is there any way to check?’

She nods. ‘We have someone who can look into it.’

‘And is there anything the Guild can do to make sure Wallace Jones goes to prison?’

She shakes her head. ‘It’s looking doubtful. These “friends in high places” seem to be everywhere.’

I remember all the other Guild agents involved in the robbery. ‘I’ve been wanting to ask you: how did Wallace Jones persuade so many Guild agents to desert?’

‘Oh – those weren’t Guild agents!’ She looks horrified.

I’m confused. ‘But Wallace Jones said …’

She shakes her head. ‘Let me rephrase that. They were not current Guild agents. Disgraced, every one of them.’

‘So they’d all been fired?’

‘Indeed they had. For quite serious misdemeanours, in some cases.’

That makes me feel a lot better. ‘And Sofia Solokov?’

‘What about her?’

I feel uncomfortable. ‘Was she …?’

‘If you are asking me whether Sofia was involved with this corrupt band of individuals, child, then you can stop right there. I even had her warn you off – don’t you remember, when you were investigating the sinkhole?’

‘That was her? The woman with the scarf and sunglasses?’

She nods. ‘That’s right.’

I frown, trying to piece the jigsaw together. ‘So you knew …?’

She shakes her head. ‘All we knew was that someone had caused a cave-in by tampering with the tunnel network. But my agents were already investigating, and it certainly wasn’t safe to allow a teenage girl to run around in that area. What’s more, we had yet to find out who had caused the damage – a simple saboteur-cum-vandal, or someone with a more organised agenda.’

Liam shouts over: ‘Agatha – we’re heading over to the fountain. You coming?’

‘In a minute!’

The professor takes my hand and places something in the palm – it’s cold and heavy. I open my fingers just enough to assure myself it’s the key.

‘Welcome back, Miss Oddlow,’ she says, smiling. ‘Now, please try to stick to the rules.’

‘I will – I promise. Thank you so much.’

She draws a thick envelope from her handbag.

‘I have placed some things you might like in here,’ she says, handing me the envelope. ‘I had a good old rummage at home, seeing as how the Guild file rooms were no use. These are all from my private records. Put it away now.’ I haven’t brought my backpack with me, so I run back to the house and up to the attic, to deposit the package somewhere safe.

When I reach my room, I rethread the key through its silver chain and fasten it round my neck. It feels good to have it back. I tip the contents of the envelope out on to my bed. There’s a small bundle of photos and newspaper cuttings about Mum, fastened with a bright-red paperclip. I remove the clip and quickly scan through them. I don’t think there’s anything groundbreaking here – just stories about Mum and her work keeping the City of London safer. Nothing mentions the Gatekeepers’ Guild, of course – it’s all presented as though she works for the council or something.

I put the contents back in the envelope and place it carefully on my bedside table, beside Mum’s photo, and whisper: ‘I will find out who killed you, Mum, I promise.’

Then I race downstairs and out to join my extended family in my favourite London park. They are all standing round the fountain, admiring the water’s sparkle – except for Brianna, who is trailing her hand in the water and exclaiming over the chilly temperature.

‘You could just not put your hand in it,’ Liam points out.

At this, she splashes him and he squeals.

‘See – cold, isn’t it?’

I walk over to join them. Liam grins at me and rolls his eyes at Brianna’s behaviour.

‘Come on,’ he says, gesturing to a bench nearby. We sit down and watch Brianna, who has taken off her shoes and socks, rolled up her jeans and is now paddling in the fountain. Dad has either not noticed this serious breach of park rules, or is turning a blind eye.

‘Are you OK?’ Liam asks me.

I meet his eye. ‘I wish I knew if I’ll ever find out what happened to Mum.’

He reaches out to hold my hand, and I let him. His palm feels warm and smooth.

‘You’ll find out, Agatha Oddlow. If anyone can solve a mystery, it’s you.’

Brianna comes running over and we quickly let go of each other’s hands. She’s soaked, and she shakes herself like a dog, spraying us with cold water. Liam and I shriek and make a run for it, with Brianna chasing after us. As I glance back, I can see Dad, JP and Professor D’Oliveira watching on in amusement.

It feels good to be silly and childish for once.

As I run, giggling like a little kid, a familiar figure steps out in front of me and touches his hat in greeting.

‘Enjoy your birthday celebration, mam’selle,’ says Poirot. ‘I am sure we will meet again very soon.’

I nod and smile to him, and carry on running, out of breath and laughing. 
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A – whizz

B – achoo

C – sizzle

D – beep

E – plop

F – brring

G – quack

H – thwack

I – choo-choo

J – ding

K – glug

L – vroom

M – hiccup

N – oink

O – jangle

P – kerplunk

Q – meow

R – moo

S – honk

T – belch

U – buzz

V – ribbit

W – bang

X – cheep

Y – guffaw

Z – argh
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The students at Corpus Christi Primary School,
 Brixton, south London
 The coolest Agatha fans anywhere
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‘You’ve been gazing at that painting for at least ten minutes.’

Liam appears at my side, head tilted in front of Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers. It’s a Tuesday in November, and we’re in the National Gallery on a school trip. ‘You’d think it had one of those hidden pictures in it, the way you’ve been staring at it,’ he continues. ‘You know – the sort you can only see if you look at it for long enough?’

‘It’s just my favourite, that’s all,’ I say, smiling at him.

‘I can tell!’

‘Mum loved it too. She used to bring me to see it whenever we were passing this way.’

‘How many times have you visited this place, just to behold its beauty?’ He says the last bit dramatically, sweeping his arm round with a flourish, as if he’s reciting a very corny poem.

I laugh. ‘Quite a lot!’ Then I pause. ‘It looks different today, though.’

‘How do you mean?’

I point to the vase, where the name ‘Vincent’ appears in blue script. ‘Well, that bit’s the same shade as normal, but the flowers –’ I gesture to the yellow petals – ‘they’re paler and clearer, if that makes sense.’

‘Less orangey-brown?’ suggests Liam.

‘Exactly!’ I smile at him. Nobody gets me like Liam.

Liam shrugs. ‘Perhaps they’ve had it cleaned.’

‘That would make sense … although I was actually wondering if it was more to do with where it’s hanging now. I mean, they’ve moved it from its usual spot, to make it part of the Van Gogh exhibition, so maybe the lighting’s different.’

My friend Brianna arrives at my other side. Her hair is still a sedate brown rather than her preferred blue – Dr Hargrave, our headmaster, has told her she mustn’t dye it an ‘unnatural’ colour again – only now it’s shaved everywhere except on top. She has delicate features and the contrast is almost shocking. Weirdly, though, it’s a good look for her.

‘Is it time to go home yet?’ she asks, studying her nails. They’re black with pale-green skulls.

‘Don’t think so,’ says Liam. ‘We’ve only seen one room so far.’

My backpack’s on the floor. Brianna crouches down and starts rummaging in the front pocket.

‘Hey, what are you doing?’ I ask.

‘Looking for that ultraviolet torch thing. Did you bring it?’

‘It should be in there,’ I say. ‘What do you need it for?’

‘My nails are meant to glow,’ she replies.

I fish in the pouch of my bag and pull out the little torch, which is the size of a pen. ‘Here you go.’

‘Thanks,’ Brianna says. She shines it on her nails and we all admire the gleaming skulls.

‘Er … please can I have everyone’s attention for a moment?’ We turn round as Mrs Shelley, our art teacher, is trying to make herself noticed. All her clothes are drab browns and greys, and even her hair is an indeterminate sort of browny grey. She’s like a washed-out, watercolour version of a person. I find myself wondering what Agatha Christie’s Poirot would have made of her if he’d met her. I imagine my favourite detective nodding wisely and saying, ‘Non, mam’selle, there is no such thing as a really calm sea,’ in his Belgian accent. And maybe he’d have been right – perhaps Mrs Shelley does have hidden depths.

‘Er … everyone …’ she says again in her whisper of a voice, ‘can we move on now, please?’

I glance round at the other students. They must have finished looking at the paintings some while ago, because they’re all gathered round the benches and windows, chatting and chewing gum. One group of students are all busy doing each other’s hair, while some others are sitting on the floor, sharing things on their phones and laughing loudly. No one is listening to Mrs Shelley.

Brianna’s lost concentration again, and is aiming the torch at a landscape on a side wall. Then she points it at the next painting and starts moving the beam along, one picture at a time, until she rounds the corner and reaches Sunflowers. Until this one, the beam has been invisible, but now there’s something that shouldn’t be there. I move in closer.

‘Look,’ I say, pointing to a small mark that’s appeared, just below Van Gogh’s signature.

Liam frowns. ‘It looks like an “A”.’

‘It is an “A”, I say. ‘But what’s it doing there?’ I take a picture of it, while it’s lit by the ultraviolet beam. The letter is quite ornate.
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‘Maybe it’s a mark made by the gallery … their way of marking against theft?’ he suggests.

‘You really think they’d write on a priceless painting?’ I ask.

Brianna shrugs. ‘It is in invisible ink.’

Suddenly there’s a loud clapping and we all go quiet, our heads swivelling towards the source of the noise. A tall, slender man with dark, greying hair, brown eyes and an expensive-looking navy suit is standing there. This is Lord Rathbone, father of Sarah, my archenemy at school. She’s standing next to him, a smug smile doing nothing to improve her habitual air of privilege and arrogance.

Normally, I love visiting the National Gallery, and I’d been looking forward to the Van Gogh exhibition for months. But it turns out that Sarah’s dad is a gallery patron and the fact that this trip had been arranged was entirely thanks to him, so all the pleasure’s been squeezed out of it like water from a mop.

Lord Rathbone smiles at us and I wince unexpectedly. I have an unpleasant image of him catching small prey in that sinister grin. He’s like one of those toothed Venus flytrap plants.

‘Please do your teacher the courtesy of paying attention to her words of wisdom,’ he says. ‘We are, after all, here to learn.’ His voice has the oily tone of someone who’s used to getting his own way.

Brianna leans in to my ear. ‘Ugh, he’s even more patronising than his daughter,’ she whispers.

I nod and murmur, ‘At least now we know where she gets it from.’

‘He gives me the creeps,’ she replies.

‘Me too,’ I agree.

Mrs Shelley clears her throat and says … something.

‘What’s that, Mrs S?’ asks a boy.

‘I can’t hear her,’ says another. ‘Can you?’ 

Liam leans in to my ear. ‘She said it’s time to move on to the next room.’

‘How do you know?’ I ask him.

‘I’ve been learning lip-reading. I thought it might come in useful.’

Lord Rathbone claps his hands again and shouts, ‘Silence!’ He’s gone an impressive deep red, which I’d like to inspect more closely. I think it’s shade #9A0000 in the hexadecimal code used to identify precise colours on computers, but it’s hard to tell without getting nearer to him than would be polite.

‘I will not tolerate this insolence!’ he exclaims. ‘You will listen to your teacher with respect!’ Everyone falls silent and he nods to Mrs Shelley, who blushes.

‘Er … right, thank you, Lord Rathbone. Now listen carefully, everyone. We’re going to move on to the next room, where I’d like you to look out for the painting we studied in class, Bedroom in Arles, which was, of course, one of Van Gogh’s own favourites. Remember what we discussed – the flattened perspective and the lack of shadows, and try to compare the style with the Japanese prints we looked at, and which the artist used for inspiration. Decide how successful you think he was. And don’t forget to take notes, for discussion in class next time.’

We all traipse dutifully through to the next part of the exhibition. Brianna, Liam and I walk along together, and Brianna asks, ‘What did she say? Something about a Japanese prince?’

Liam laughs. ‘Don’t you remember those prints we looked at, to see how Van Gogh tried to get a similar effect in his work?’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t really listen in art. I mean, I like looking at the pictures and stuff, but Mrs S is so dull that I always end up switching off.’

‘Did you know she’s actually a lady?’ I ask her.

‘Well, I didn’t think she was a bloke, did I?’

‘Agatha means as in “her ladyship”,’ says Liam.

‘Seriously?’ says Brianna. ‘She’s not half as arrogant as the Rathbones, though, is she?’

Liam laughs again. ‘No one’s half as arrogant as the Rathbones.’

‘Shh!’ I warn them. Sarah and her dad keep walking past, like guards on patrol.

We can’t get near Bedroom in Arles, so we stand chatting at the back of the crowd. But after six or seven minutes staring at the back of people’s heads, I grow restless.

‘I’m going to have another look at Sunflowers,’ I tell my friends. ‘I can’t work out what that letter A’s doing on there. Can you cover for me?’

‘How are we expected to do that?’ asks Brianna.

‘Say I’ve gone to the loo?’ I suggest, then as soon as I see the Rathbones chatting to our art teacher, I sneak out and return to the previous room, which is now empty. Except it’s not quite empty – there’s a boy standing in front of Sunflowers. He glances up as I approach.

‘I love this work,’ he says in a familiar way, as if we’re friends.

‘Mmm, me too,’ I say.

‘I always look at Sunflowers when I come to the gallery.’

‘Mmm, me too!’ I really must think of something else to say. ‘It’s one of my favourites,’ I add, and my gaze flickers over him, taking in details:
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I realise he’s watching me with a smile, and I feel myself blush.

‘So, you’re a fan of Van Gogh too?’ I say, changing the subject.

‘I’m a fan of art in general,’ he says. ‘I’ve studied it for years. Did you know that there were two series of sunflowers, painted by Vincent for his friend and fellow artist Paul Gauguin? He was going to hang them as a frieze round the walls of Gauguin’s room in the Yellow House in Arles.’

Actually, I do know that, but before I get a chance to respond, the boy is walking over to the next painting along: Wheatfield with Cypresses.

‘Look at the impasto!’ he exclaims.

I know that this means having several coats of paint layered one on top of another, to build texture, so I can at least nod. Van Gogh is said to have been one of the first painters to use the technique.

‘You can really feel the movement of the trees and clouds, can’t you?’ he asks.

‘You really can,’ I say, excited to find someone who shares my love of Van Gogh’s art. I’ve never met anyone else who’s known what ‘impasto’ means. ‘I’ve been having to keep my hands behind my back, so I don’t touch the surface. It’s so tempting.’

He glances round, one hand hovering just in front of the painting’s surface. ‘Shall we?’

‘No!’ I cry.

He bursts out laughing. ‘I wouldn’t really. It might be brittle, after all these years – I don’t want to be the boy who breaks one of Van Gogh’s masterpieces. I’m Arthur, by the way.’

‘Like Hercule Poirot’s friend!’ I say. I can’t stop myself blurting it out.

He smiles and bows. ‘Captain Arthur Hastings, at your service.’

‘You know the books?’ I say excitedly.

‘Know them? I’ve led my life according to the belief system of Hercule Poirot. I like to pretend my parents named me after his friend – but it was actually after some boring great-uncle or other.’

‘Well, I can do one better than that.’ I grin. ‘I’m named after the author herself,’ I announce. ‘I’m Agatha.’ We beam at each other. ‘So … do you work here?’ I finally ask.

‘I wish! No – I’m doing work experience at a printer’s nearby. I come in on my lunch hour, or if it’s quiet and there’s nothing for me to do at work. I’m not allowed to operate the machinery or anything, so when they’re busy I just get out from under their feet.’ He shakes his head in wonder, staring at Wheatfield with Cypresses. ‘Just look at that craftsmanship. It’s exquisite.’

‘It really is,’ I say. We stand side by side in silence for a moment. There’s something awe-inspiring about getting as close as this to a famous painting.

‘Well, I guess I’d better get back to the others,’ I say eventually.

He nods. ‘And they might have started to miss me at the printer’s. I’m not really supposed to go wandering off.’

We wave goodbye to each other and I walk quietly back through to the next room. Although it was great meeting Arthur, I wish I’d had another chance to look at that letter A. It reminds me of the first of the three tests I’d had to complete to become an agent – I only had an A to start with then as well. There’s no one in this part of the exhibition, so I spend a moment in front of another of my favourites, The Starry Night, with its yellow moon and swirly sky. Then I do my duty and examine Bedroom in Arles – admiring the bright colours and the bold simplicity of the bed, chair and door. I remember learning that the walls and door were originally purple rather than their current shade of blue: the paint has discoloured a lot over the years. The painting hangs beside The Yellow House – a picture of the house in Arles in which the bedroom was situated. Finally, I creep through to the next area, where Mrs Shelley is with the other students.

‘There you are!’ hisses Brianna. ‘You’ve been gone for ages! Mrs S asked where you were, and we had to say you’d got diarrhoea.’

‘Diarrhoea?’ I say in horror. Then I take in the glint in her eye. She’s just joking. She laughs.

‘Actually,’ says Liam, pushing his glasses up his nose, ‘nobody even noticed.’

‘Just another day of invisibility,’ I say brightly.

‘Do you really want this lot to notice you?’ says Brianna.

She has a point. There’s quite a lot of rivalry at St Regis. Lots of students live extraordinarily privileged lives, from a financial point of view at least. Their families own estates – or even whole islands. I attend the school on a scholarship and live in a park cottage, because my dad’s the head gardener there. I guess that’s still pretty privileged, but not by their standards. I wouldn’t change places with them for anything, though.
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We take the minibuses back to school. Liam, Brianna and I sit close together, and I tell them about meeting Arthur.

‘Tall, blond and pretentious?’ says Liam. ‘Are you sure he’s not a St Regis boy?’

I roll my eyes. ‘He was nice, Liam. And not at all pretentious – he just knows stuff, that’s all.’

‘Whatever,’ he says.

Brianna starts singing some rhyme or other about Liam being jealous because he loves me and wants to do ‘kissing in a tree’. We ignore her. We learnt long ago that it’s the only way to get her to stop – she quickly gets bored if she can’t provoke a reaction.

We get back to St Regis just in time to take the register and then it’s time to head home.

‘Why does the school always insist we come back here after a trip?’ complains Brianna. Then she waves goodbye and walks over to a red sports car – her brother’s. He’s revving the engine, as if he can’t wait a moment longer. He’s one of those impatient, unreliable types and frequently lets Brianna down. But, as her parents are rarely in the country, he’s pretty much all she’s got.

I walk with Liam to his bus stop. I’m wearing my beautiful red wool coat (a birthday present from my dad), and my matching beret to keep my head warm, but there’s a cold wind that makes my ears ache. I pull my hat down as far as it will go and stuff my gloved hands in my pockets. It’s already dark and the streetlights cast orange reflections in the puddles.

‘Any word from the Gatekeepers?’ Liam asks as we walk.

‘Only the homework they keep giving me – no sign of an actual case,’ I reply.

The Gatekeepers’ Guild is the secret crime-fighting organisation that I’m an agent for. I’m their newest and youngest recruit – Agent Cipher X (OK – I made up the code name, but maybe it will catch on).

‘I don’t know why the professor said I’d be getting my first case soon,’ I grumble. ‘I haven’t heard a thing from her or from Sofia.’

Professor D’Oliveira is high up in the Gatekeepers’ organisation. She assigned the second-youngest Guild member, Sofia Solokov, to me as my mentor. The last four times when I’ve been over to HQ, there’s just been a folder full of homework waiting for me – ciphers to solve or information on new Guild rules and policies (as if the 3,051-page rule book wasn’t already enough).

We reach his bus stop and he waits in the shelter, rubbing his arms for warmth. I can see the steam from his breath in the bus-stop lighting.

‘I’m sure you’ll hear soon,’ he says. ‘After all, they were clearly impressed by your work on the museum murder and the water poisoning.’

‘I guess,’ I say with a shrug. ‘But sometimes I worry they’re going to forget about me.’

‘Forget about you? Agatha Oddlow, crime-fighter extraordinaire?’ he says in mock horror. ‘Never!’

I laugh. Liam’s always so good at cheering me up.

‘Anyway,’ he continues, ‘since when have you waited to be allocated an investigation?’

‘True … Maybe I should go over to headquarters,’ I say, ‘and ask for a case. It might just be that the professor is waiting for me to be proactive.’

Liam nods. ‘I think that’s a good plan. And if all else fails, we could always investigate that woman over there,’ he says, pointing to a middle-aged woman across the street, who’s rummaging in a plastic bag. ‘She looks very suspicious.’ As he says this, the woman draws out a banana, peels it and takes a bite. ‘Definitely sinister,’ he says. ‘Could this be one for the Oddlow Agency?’ He raises an eyebrow.

I laugh. We’ve neglected our detective agency since I became a real investigator. The Oddlow Agency (‘No Case Too Odd’ – its motto inspired by my surname) seems a bit like a game now – almost as if we were different people back then. It feels as though we’ve done a lot of growing up in a short space of time.

Liam’s bus approaches, and he holds out his arm to signal to the driver to stop. It pulls up and Liam climbs aboard. I wave through the window at his outline, which is strangely distorted by the glass, then I continue along my way. I’ll drop off my school bag at home and change into more practical clothes, before heading over to the Guild headquarters.

It’s not far to get home to Hyde Park, and I walk quickly. The embassies are all lit up as I pass. When I reach the park, there aren’t many people around. All the dog-walkers have their collars turned up and woolly hats pulled down low, exposing as little skin as possible to the cold wind lifting off the Serpentine lake. Even their dogs look subdued.

When I open the door to Groundskeeper’s Cottage and step inside, our cat comes running up to meet me, winding himself tightly round my legs and knocking me off balance.

I laugh as I try to right myself.

‘Hey, Oliver, boy! Did you miss me?’

‘Meow!’

‘What you’re really missing is dinner, aren’t you?’ I check my watch. It’s only four thirty. ‘It’s a bit early, though, isn’t it?’

Oliver’s unimpressed when I open the door to the staircase and run up to my bedroom. I can hear him wailing at me from the bottom of the stairs. ‘Sorry!’ I call down. ‘You’ll get fat if you start eating between meals.’

It takes me five minutes to change out of my uniform and into black jeans, a black sweater and my Doc Martens boots. After a moment’s hesitation, I put on a navy waterproof jacket with a hood. Not my style, but needs must – the tunnel I have to pass through will be dirty and damp. Another five minutes and I’ve assembled a powerful head torch, gloves and my notebook and pen to go in my backpack along with my martial arts outfit. My Guild key is always round my neck, so I’m sorted. The key is my favourite possession. It belonged to my mother when she was a Guild agent – and it opens entrances to underground tunnels all over London.

Downstairs, I scribble a note to Dad, in case he finishes early:

Gone jogging.

Back by 6.

I use a magnet to fix the message to the fridge, while Oliver winds himself round my ankles, meowing to be fed. At last, I take pity on him (after all, he was Mum’s cat, and I’m weak where he’s concerned) and spoon a small portion of food into his bowl.

‘Stinky fish for you,’ I tell him, as I plonk the dish on the floor. Then I leave the house and head over to the locked grille beside the Serpentine – at a jog, so my message to Dad won’t be a lie.

It’s time to head underground.
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Unlocking the grille with my key, I slip inside. The smell that hits me is like seaweed mixed with rotten cabbage – but it’s still far better than when the polluted algae had taken over. Fitting my head torch, I switch it on, and the bright LED beam illuminates the gloomy, uneven space. I hate this passage to the network of tunnels that run under much of London, but it’s my nearest entrance. The low headroom means I have to stay at a crouch throughout. At least experience has taught me to protect my hands with gloves, and to free them up by using the head torch.

I shuffle along as quickly as I can to get through the narrow corridor to the cave at the end. But being in darkness always makes a difficult journey seem slower and I’m soon feeling as though I’ll never get out of this place. I have to stop a couple of times to rub my cramping calves. When I do, the reality of where I am crowds in on me – deep underground, and no one knows I’m here – and I have to slow my breathing and focus on my destination.

At last, I see the passage open out ahead, so I speed up. Reaching the cavern, I stretch and groan, easing out my neck and legs. Then I walk over to the brick wall, where the familiar big cast-iron door is almost fully camouflaged. It opens readily with my key and I step through on to the welcome mat that protects a plush red carpet. I’m inside the headquarters of the Gatekeepers’ Guild.

Professor D’Oliveira’s office is one of many down a long corridor. Along the way, I pass doors bearing other staff members’ names and it occurs to me – not for the first time – how many people are involved in the organisation. I haven’t even met most of these agents and administrative staff, yet they’re clearly an integral part of the Guild. I start to feel quite small by comparison – and I’m not comfortable with the feeling.

At the door marked PROFESSOR D. D’OLIVEIRA, I knock and she gives a brisk ‘Enter!’

Inside, the ‘little old lady’ (her own words, which really don’t do her justice) looks up from a document on her desk and raises her eyebrows.

‘Agatha? I wasn’t expecting you today …?’ Her Caribbean accent is slightly stronger when she’s surprised – it’s the only ‘tell’ she has – the only clue to her real emotions.

I shake my head. ‘I know,’ I say, ‘but I was hoping to talk to you.’ It’s strange how much less confident I feel, now that I’m faced with the professor. She has a big presence for such a small, neat person, and it’s hard not to be … intimidated.

‘Have a seat.’ She gestures to one of the curved wooden chairs in front of her desk, and I sit down.

‘Thank you – I was just …’ I hesitate.

‘You were just wondering when we were going to give you that much-anticipated first case?’ she suggests.

I nod. ‘I just … I feel …’ I take a deep breath: ‘I’ve saved London twice now but you haven’t trusted me with a case of my own yet.’ It sounds slightly childish, but at least I’ve said it.

She surveys me. I can’t read her expression, and I look down at my hands. My purple nail varnish needs a retouch. At last, she sits back in her green leather chair and folds her hands in her lap.

‘You are very young, Agatha …’

‘But I’m more than capable!’

She holds up a hand. ‘Please don’t interrupt. What I was about to say was that, despite your youth and relative inexperience, it has been suggested to me that you might be able to help out with a case I’ve received. We’re short of available agents at the moment.’

Please, please don’t say I’ve ruined it by whining like a spoilt brat …

‘Really?’ I say, holding my breath.

She nods. ‘I would have placed Sofia Solokov on this investigation, but another agent is on sick leave, so Sofia’s had to take over their cases and won’t have time to start on this one.’ She checks her watch. ‘Your new partner is not currently in the building. Please come in at nine thirty tomorrow morning and I’ll introduce you.’

New partner? I’m so shocked, I have to blink back tears. ‘My … partner?’ I stammer. ‘I didn’t realise I’d have to work with someone else …’

‘That is what I meant, when I said that you’re still very young, inexperienced. It will be beneficial to your skillset for you to learn to work as part of a team.’

I flush. ‘Oh, right. Yes, I see …’ I move to stand up. Then I remember my mum – an agent in the Guild herself. I know she didn’t die when her bike collided with a car, which is what the police told Dad and me seven years ago. ‘Professor?’

She’s already gone back to reading a document. ‘Hmm?’

‘Have you heard any more … about who took my mum’s file?’

She looks up. ‘No, Agatha, I’m afraid not. I was really hoping we’d have some answers by now. It troubles me to think of the Guild as vulnerable in this way – that a file could go missing. I hate having to mistrust so many people—’ She stops abruptly, as if she’s giving too much away. ‘But I do have some of my most trusted agents working on finding your mother’s missing file and, I promise you, as soon as we have any information, you’ll be among the first to hear about it.’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘Goodbye, Professor.’

‘Goodbye, Agatha. See you tomorrow, at nine thirty.’

‘Yes, see you then.’
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Heading out of the area housing the offices, I reach the main corridor. From here, I can proceed to any part of London. I check my watch. It’s only quarter to five. I didn’t make it to kung fu training yesterday, so I decide to head to the dojo – the gym where I learn with my sifu (master teacher), Mr Zhang.

It’s not far to Soho from here, so I set off, jogging along the tunnels as both a warm-up and a continuation of my promise to Dad. As I run, I think back to the day I was accepted into the Guild – and then the discovery that my mum’s dossier was missing from the file rooms. I’d spent so much time believing that, when I found out who or what she’d been investigating, I’d finally have some answers, but without the file all that information was gone …

I wipe away an angry tear as I think about it again and focus on my breathing, drawing strength from the pumping of my lungs and heart. I will find out. I will find out, I think, in time to the pounding of my feet.

Back above ground, Mr Zhang’s granddaughter greets me at the door of the Black Bamboo restaurant.

‘Agatha, hi!’

‘Hi, Bai! Is your grandfather busy? I was hoping to train.’

‘He’s downstairs. Do you have your gi?’ She’s referring to my white training tunic and trousers.

I hold up my backpack. ‘Always.’

I change in a tiny room at the back, leaving my clothes neatly folded on a chair. There’s a framed Chinese symbol on the wall that represents the name for a dish called biang biang noodles. I study it for a moment. It’s famous for being hard to write, and even my near-photographic brain has trouble remembering every ink mark.
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‘Sifu.’

We bow to one another, then Mr Zhang nods and says, ‘Show me the new sequence I taught you.’

I work through it, concentrating hard as I turn, kicking and punching the air and keeping my weight low to the ground.

‘Good,’ he says. ‘Very good. You are making excellent progress. We will make a master of you yet.’

‘Thank you, sifu,’ I say, bowing my head.

He has me work on various moves and then use a punch bag.

‘Focus!’ he shouts. ‘When your mind is distracted, you lose the essential balance of mind and body.’

‘Yes, sifu.’

We work until I’m out of breath. I check my watch. It’s half past five. I need to hurry if I’m to keep my promise to be back at the cottage by six. I thank Mr Zhang, run upstairs to get changed and shout my goodbyes to him and Bai.

I jog all the way home. It’s amazing how much fitter I am now that I train regularly. The route is lovely – the whole of Oxford Street is lit up with early-Christmas windows, and it’s hard not to keep stopping to admire the scenes.

Balance and focus, I remind myself, thinking of my lesson with Mr Zhang.

I can’t help wondering who my partner in the Guild will be. What if they’re like Sofia – bossy and judgemental?
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Back home, I follow a trail of muddy items through the hallway – boots, fleece and gardening gloves – until I find Dad in the kitchen, making dinner. Oliver greets me again, purring loudly as he rubs against my legs.

‘Hi, Dad!’

‘Hi, Aggie. How was the jog?’

‘Bracing!’ I shiver. ‘Were you OK working outside today?’

‘Oh, you know me – I don’t mind the cold. We retreated to the glasshouses once it got dark. Omelettes OK again?’

‘Great. Do you want me to make them?’ I offer.

‘No, I’ve got it. You go for your shower.’

‘OK! Then shall I make a fire in the living room?’

‘Good plan,’ he says. ‘Let’s eat in there – it’ll be nice and cosy.’

After my wash, Oliver comes with me to the living room and keeps me company as I set to work building a fire in the little stove. Dad’s taught me how to do this, using old newspaper as kindling and waiting for the flame to catch. It’s important to keep the stove door open at this stage. Then, when it’s blazing, I add pieces of wood – but not large ones nor too many, or the fire will be suffocated. Once it’s burning reliably, the door can be shut.

‘There,’ I tell Oliver, as I take a seat on the sofa and spread a fleecy throw over my legs. ‘That’s better, isn’t it?’

His purring reaches new decibels and he leaps on to my lap, where he turns round several times before deciding on the optimal position and curling up. His whole body starts to vibrate with contentment. I’ve read that stroking a pet can lower a person’s heart rate and blood pressure. I’m probably a bit too young to worry about either of those, but there’s definitely something soothing about running my hands over Oliver’s smooth fur.

Dad brings in dinner and I eat carefully, holding my plate up close to my chin, so I don’t drop any hot food on the cat. My omelette is filled with Cheddar cheese and baked beans – my favourite combination.

‘So, how was the trip?’ he asks.

‘Interesting, thanks.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘I thought you found your art teacher – Mrs Sheldon … Shelby …? – boring?’

‘Shelley.’

‘As in the poet?’

‘Yep. And she is boring. But the paintings were amazing, and there was this boy there, who knew all about art.’

‘What? Surely not more than you?’

‘Maybe a little bit …’ I grin. ‘It was weird, though – the Sunflowers painting had been moved for the Van Gogh exhibition and it looked different in its new spot.’

Dad takes a sip of water. ‘Different how?’

‘Paler … or brighter.’ I sigh. ‘Hard to explain – but Arthur didn’t say anything about the change.’

‘Arthur? Is that the young man?’

I nod. ‘He loves that painting too. It’s really interesting how just moving a picture to a different spot can change its appearance like that, isn’t it?’ Dad is nodding, listening intently. ‘So … how are the cuttings?’ I ask.

‘They’re coming along beautifully, thanks. We were potting up the yew today – it’s getting quite bushy.’

‘Yew,’ I say, closing my eyes and consulting my internal filing system. ‘Taxus Baccata. Widely planted in churchyards, to keep it away from livestock, because of its toxicity.’

‘Very good. Although there is a lot of interesting debate these days as to the motives for churchyard planting …’

I zone out. It’s a terrible habit, but I just can’t focus on Dad’s horticulture lectures. My mind keeps skipping ahead to tomorrow morning, when I’ll find out who my partner’s going to be. They can’t be worse than Sofia, I reason. It’s still nerve-wracking, though, to contemplate having to work with someone I don’t know. It’s not exactly how I’d pictured my first case.

‘So, there you have it,’ finishes Dad brightly. ‘The debate around the common yew.’

‘Great, Dad.’ I finish scraping the last of the tomato sauce off my plate and put down my fork. ‘Look, I have homework …’

I don’t need to finish the sentence. ‘Sure – I’ll wash up,’ he says. He puts on a bad French accent. ‘After all, if ze little grey cells are not exercised, zey grow ze rust.’

‘Are you misquoting Poirot at me?’

‘Hey! Why should you get all the fun?’ He has a point.

‘Thank you for tea – and for washing up.’ I stand up and give him a kiss on the cheek before heading up to my attic bedroom.

Sitting at my desk, staring at the maths sheet in front of me, I find the numbers beginning to blur. I swivel in my chair and my eyes alight on the pile of red notebooks on a high shelf. These contain all the information I’ve collated over the years about my mum’s death. I don’t believe she was killed in a bicycle accident, but I still don’t know what did happen to her. I seem to be thwarted every time I try to find out.

You see, Mum – Clara Oddlow – was an agent of the Gatekeepers’ Guild before I’d even heard of it. By becoming an agent myself, I’d planned to gain access to her files, to find out what she was working on when she died.

My mind drifts back to that day in the summer, when Professor D’Oliveira and Sofia had taken me to the Guild file rooms, but I found the folders bearing my mum’s name had been emptied of documents and filled with blank paper.

I shake off these unhappy memories and focus on the maths questions I’ve been set as homework. I’m pretty good at maths, but nothing compared to Liam. Still, it doesn’t take me long to get the work done. I sigh with satisfaction as I slip my exercise book back into my backpack.

I get up from the chair and lie down on my bed. It’s cold and draughty, so I snuggle under the duvet. From here, I can see all the charts and artefacts that mark this room as mine. There’s the map of London, the bust of Queen Victoria, the beautiful hardback editions of Agatha Christie’s crime novels and her short stories. There are also the two clothes racks with my assortment of outfits and costumes, some of which have been useful for disguising myself during cases.

As I change for bed, I glance over at the photo beside my bed. It’s of my mum astride her bike, one foot on the ground for balance.

‘I will find out what happened to you, Mum – I promise,’ I tell her for the thousandth time. But I mean it – I won’t rest until I have all the answers. Before I go to sleep, I tell her about Arthur, and his fascination with the impasto texture of Van Gogh’s painting. It was good to meet someone who shares my passion for beautiful things and didn’t think me odd for being obsessed with Sunflowers.

‘Night, Mum,’ I tell her, as I turn off the light.
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I leap out of bed when my alarm goes off on Wednesday morning. My dreams have been filled with images of potential partners, from a very frail old man to a supremely bossy Hermione Granger, and even an Inspector Gadget. It takes a while for my sleep-fogged brain to realise they aren’t real.

Sliding my feet into my granddad-style tartan slippers and donning my dressing gown, I head downstairs.

Dad’s up already, urgently shovelling cereal into his mouth, as if it’s been several days since his last meal.

‘Morning,’ he says brightly through a mouthful of cornflakes.

‘Morning.’ I sit down at the table and reach for the Coco Pops.

‘What’s your schedule for today?’ he teases.

‘Oh, thought I’d go to school …’

‘Mmm, why not?’ He plays along. ‘And maybe try not to run off and solve any mysteries?’

‘Well, unless something comes up …’

He shakes his head. ‘A hopeless case,’ he says – but he’s smiling.

I finish my cereal and run upstairs to clean my teeth and get changed into my uniform. I’ve worked out that I have time to show my face at registration, before finding a way to leave again. If I get marked as present this morning, I can keep my attendance figures from sinking too quickly. I add a floral scarf and my red beret, then pull on my coat. Having a sudden idea how to get out of school, I rummage through my disguises and add some items to my backpack.

Finally, I stuff another change of clothes as well into my already bulging backpack – I have a feeling that school uniform would seriously undermine my credibility as an investigator.

Outside, the wind is still biting. I hurriedly fasten my coat right to the top and tighten the knot in my scarf. Then, despite my fatigue, I jog most of the way to school, keen to get out of the cold as quickly as possible. When I’m within sight of the school gates, I hear someone calling my name. Turning, I catch sight of Brianna. She’s not hurrying – Brianna rarely rushes anywhere – and she looks almost blue with cold.

‘Come on,’ I say, ‘I’m not staying out here any longer than I have to.’

One of the best things about St Regis is that we’re allowed to go straight in when we arrive. As soon as we get inside, we find a radiator to lean against. Shivering, I glance around and catch sight of Liam, standing close by. He’s talking to a girl I vaguely recognise from class. They seem to be discussing mathematical theories.

He grins at Brianna and me and says, ‘Tamsin’s also a fan of Fermat!’

‘Is that the one with the salivating dogs?’ asks Brianna.

‘That’s Pavlov,’ Liam and I say in unison, and we both laugh.

‘Pierre de Fermat is considered one of the founders of the modern theory of numbers,’ I quote, from a piece I read the first time Liam mentioned Fermat, when I’d had no idea who he was. ‘He was born in the early 1600s and was one of the leading mathematicians of the first half of the seventeenth century.’

‘Who needs Wikipedia when they’ve got Agatha?’ says Brianna. She glances behind me and mutters, ‘Incoming!’

We hold our breath as Sarah Rathbone and her entourage pass by. Sarah doesn’t acknowledge us, thankfully, and we all breathe out with relief.

Without warning, a voice booms in my direction. ‘Remove your coat, hat and scarf at once, Miss Oddlow! You’re in school now!’ It’s our form teacher, the formidable Mrs Bodley-Finch, lurking in the corridor so she can jump out at unsuspecting students. I’m convinced she has chameleon powers and can blend in to the background.

‘Sorry, ma’am!’ I take off the offending articles, folding the coat and scarf carefully and placing them all in my backpack. Liam and I call a ‘See you later!’ to Brianna and walk towards our form room. 

‘The professor’s given me a case,’ I whisper as we walk along. ‘I’m going over to the Guild after the register.’

His eyes go wide. ‘You went over there and asked her?’

I nod. ‘And she said she had something for me.’

‘That’s great! So how will you get out of this place?’

‘I’ve brought a disguise.’

Liam shakes his head and sighs. ‘Aggie, no offence, but you did get caught when you tried to impersonate a health inspector. And a tree surgeon.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘That’s why I’ve chosen a foolproof costume this time.’

We follow the other students into our form room, where I catch our teacher’s eye and smile innocently.

‘Morning, Mrs Bodley-Finch.’

She glowers and looks away. She has only two expressions: frowning and glowering. I wonder what it’s like to be her husband, forever waiting for a smile that isn’t going to come.

Liam and I take our usual seats in the middle of the room.

‘What’s your disguise?’ he whispers.

But Mrs Bodley-Finch frowns at him and says, ‘That’s enough talking, Liam!’

As soon as we’ve escaped from registration, I head towards the girls’ cloakroom to get changed. ‘Let Brianna know what’s going on, will you?’ I murmur to Liam in parting.

‘But wait,’ he says, ‘you haven’t told me your disguise!’ but I don’t reply.

In the cloakroom, I pull my outfit from my backpack. I only have one school skirt, so after I’ve taken it off I’m careful to fold it neatly before placing it in my backpack with the rest of my uniform. I’m especially pleased with my disguise, which is the uniform for St Mary’s School for Girls – the school just down the road from St Regis. I check in the mirror as I don my costume. With the addition of a blonde wig and blue-framed glasses, I’m unrecognisable. Better yet, I look uncannily like Meredith Atkins – this year’s director of the St Mary’s school play.

Let me explain. Every year, St Regis allows St Mary’s School for Girls to use its state-of-the-art theatre for their school production – and St Mary’s takes its annual production very seriously. I’ve seen Meredith coming and going, even in lesson times. She’s only two years ahead of me, and I’ve envied her the ability to leave school at whim. Now, with wedge heels that raise me to around her height, I’m going to borrow her freedom.

When I reach reception, the secretary barely glances my way before pressing the button to open the door. I march out, arms round a folder that could easily conceal the script of a play (but actually holds my maths homework). The walk across the playground feels longer than ever before. It reminds me of those prison films, where there’s a revolving light, picking out prisoners as they attempt to make a break for it. My heart’s pounding at the thought that I could get caught just as I’m about to escape. But, just as I reach the metal gate, it swings open at the secretary’s command, and I’m through! I take a deep breath of icy air and begin to walk, shivering without my coat.

At least I’ll soon be underground.

Over the past few months, I’ve been introduced to a number of routes to the Guild HQ that are far more comfortable than the one beside the Serpentine. I choose one now – a well-built tunnel, which has its entrance right next to Grosvenor Square Gardens. There’s a bike-hire rack close by, so I pay for a bicycle and wheel it over to the rhododendron bush, behind which the metal entrance door is sited.

Checking for onlookers, I dodge behind the large shrub and take my key from round my neck. It turns soundlessly in the well-oiled lock. I swing the door open, wheel the bike through and manage to close the door behind me. I’ve grown accustomed to bumping bicycles down steps into subterranean passageways. I use the torch on my phone to light my way to the bottom of the flight. Leaning my bike against the wall, I rummage in my backpack for yet another set of alternative clothes. It wouldn’t be my first choice of changing room, but needs must. I don black trousers, a white shirt, a pair of smart trainers, and I pull my red coat out from the bottom of my bag, and I’m set to go. Then I mount the bike, push off and let its self-charging lamps illuminate the tunnels. I feel a bit as though I’m flying, with my coat billowing out behind me like a cape.
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It takes less than ten minutes to reach the massive door that marks the main entrance to the Gatekeepers’ Guild. Two armed guards check my pass and let me through. Leaving my hired bike in a set of racks provided for the purpose, I make my way through the various passages on foot, until I reach Professor D’Oliveira’s office.

She calls ‘Enter!’ in answer to my knock, and I step inside. ‘Good morning, Agatha. Please take a seat.’

She’s sitting at her carved desk in her wood-panelled office, where everything is plush and ornate. The only clue that we’re underground is the lack of windows.

I sit and she slides a folder across the desk towards me. ‘Your first case for the Gatekeepers’ Guild,’ she says. As I reach to pick it up, there’s another knock at the door … and who should enter but the boy from the National Gallery.

Arthur! My brain struggles to compute. There’s a word, incongruous, which means something that looks completely out of place. This is not his territory, but mine. What on earth is he doing here?

‘Ah!’ says the professor. ‘Arthur – thank you for joining us. Agatha, this is Arthur Fitzwilliam. Arthur, Agatha Oddlow. The two of you will be working on the case together.’

He grins sheepishly at me. ‘Sorry – I looked on your school calendar and found out your class were visiting the gallery yesterday, so I couldn’t resist popping in, in the hope we’d get a chance to meet.’

My brain feels foggy. ‘But … you didn’t say you had anything to do with the Guild!’

‘Not really the place, was it?’ he points out. ‘I couldn’t start blurting out about a top-secret organisation in public.’

The professor looks from me to Arthur and back. ‘Have you two met already?’ she asks, with a frown.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Arthur faked a “chance encounter” with me at the National Gallery yesterday afternoon.’

‘I see …’ she says slowly. ‘Arthur, please take a seat.’

As he sits, his face is full of happy mischief.

‘Sorry, Professor D,’ he says. But he’s smiling.

‘That was totally unprofessional conduct,’ she says. ‘It wasn’t fair to Agatha – and it was in blatant breach of Guild rules.’

‘Sorry, Professor,’ he says again. ‘But you told me I was going to be working with Agatha and—’

She holds up a hand to silence him – a gesture I’ve seen too many times directed at me. ‘That will do.’

‘But it’s not like I told her anything!’ he protests.

I can’t help smiling. There was no malice in Arthur’s actions, after all, and I had enjoyed meeting him. I reckon we’ll have fun working together.

The professor shakes her head. ‘I despair, I really do,’ she says. But her eyes are twinkling and the corners of her mouth are twitching.

‘So you knew we were going to be working together?’ I say, turning to Arthur. ‘When we met at the gallery, I mean.’

He nods. ‘The professor told me yesterday morning.’

Professor D’Oliveira shakes her head. She turns to me. ‘So, Agatha,’ she says, ‘you see what you have to deal with … Keep him on a tight leash, won’t you?’ But she’s smiling indulgently, as if he’s a favourite child.

‘I will,’ I promise.

‘This is a sensitive investigation,’ she says, looking from one of us to the other. ‘But I’m sure you’ll make an excellent team. Arthur, who has good art knowledge and more Guild experience, is the lead on this case, but I do expect you, Arthur, to listen to Agatha – she has good instincts and is a natural codebreaker. Right – I think that’s everything for now. I need to get on with my own work.’ She looks at Arthur. ‘Take Agatha to the induction room and bring her up to speed with the case so far, would you?’

‘Certainly, Professor,’ he says. He picks up the folder and the pair of us stand up and move towards the door.

‘Oh,’ she says, ‘just one more thing. Agatha, stay behind a moment, will you? We won’t be long, Arthur.’ Arthur nods and leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.

‘Now, Agatha,’ she says, ‘don’t let this young man take over completely. There’s a case to be solved, and he needs a firm hand at times. He may have been an agent for a couple of years longer than you, but don’t be afraid to contradict him, if you feel it’s required.’

‘OK,’ I say. ‘Thank you for trusting me with this.’

‘You’ve already proven your worth, with the two cases you conducted outside of the Guild. Don’t forget, though – it’s not only Arthur who needs to toe the line. Now you’re working for us, you can’t be going off on your own. There are safeguarding issues at stake here – and I don’t want to have to suspend you again.’

I feel myself flush with embarrassment and frustration. What do I have to do to make her trust me? ‘I won’t – I promise,’ I say, biting back the urge to defend myself.
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Arthur is waiting for me outside the office. He nods towards the corridor we need to take to the induction room, and we begin walking side by side. As we pass door after door, part of my mind marvels, as always, at the scale of this underground community.

‘So, you’re Clara Oddlow’s daughter?’ he says.

‘How did you know that?’ I ask.

He shrugs. ‘Common knowledge within the Guild.’

‘Oh.’ I take that in. ‘So, what do you know about her?’

‘Well, she’s a bit of a legend around here, isn’t she? Something to live up to. Must be hard for you, as her daughter.’

‘Well, if I let myself think too hard about it, I’d be paralysed with fears of inadequacy and failure!’ I laugh to show I’m not entirely serious.

‘I believe it’s best not to dwell on the negatives,’ says Arthur. ‘Life’s hard enough at times, without setting yourself up to fail.’

‘That’s exactly what I think!’ We smile at each other. ‘What’s the case?’ I ask him. ‘Professor D’Oliveira said you’re an art expert, so I’m guessing it’s about art?’

‘It is indeed,’ said Arthur. ‘Let’s go in here and then I’ll fill you in.’ He opens the door to the induction room. Unlike the previous times I’ve visited this space, now there are a number of other people sitting at tables, mainly sifting through files. We take seats on the far side, near the radiator. The cold wind doesn’t reach these offices, but it’s still distinctly chilly underground.

I glance around. One man is studying something that looks like a photo, but he’s using his phone to examine it.

‘What’s he doing?’ I whisper to Arthur.

‘It’s a special app. The thing he’s examining is a bit like a microfiche – do you know about those?’

I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment as I summon up my mental filing cabinet and flick through the imaginary, hand-written cards until I reach the right one:

‘A flat piece of film containing microphotographs of the pages of a document,’ I say, reading the text inside my mind.

‘That’s right – tiny images, which you have to view through a special machine that magnifies them. Well, this is a thing called a nanofiche. It was invented by someone at the Guild and can only be viewed using the organisation’s own app.’

‘Wow, that’s cool.’

He points to another person, a woman apparently staring straight ahead of her. The only thing odd about her – apart from this behaviour – is her glasses, which are larger and more clunky than normal. They remind me of the ones an optician uses to test your eyes.

‘She’s watching an information reel,’ Arthur says.

‘She’s actually watching something?’ I say uncertainly. I’m not sure if he’s teasing me.

‘Yep. Those glasses she’s wearing are another Guild invention – the Spectacular. The lenses are really tiny screens.’

‘Wow,’ I say again. Then I lean forward. ‘So, what’s the case?’ I ask again eagerly.

‘Oh, you’ll like this one,’ he says. ‘It’s about the National Gallery.’

‘Seriously?’

‘I’m always serious about art,’ he says. I look at this boy – with his floppy blond hair and dimples – and can’t imagine he’s ever serious about anything.

He draws a sheet of paper from the folder the professor gave us.

‘This is Dr Elizabeth MacDonald, the director of the National Gallery,’ he says, showing me a newspaper clipping of a woman standing in front of Sunflowers. She’s an elderly lady, in a tweed skirt-suit with loafers and is dwarfed by the large canvas. Her white hair is pinned back in a neat bun. She resembles a kindly nanny from a children’s book far more than the director of one of the most famous art galleries in the world.

‘OK …’ I say, scanning her clothing, her stance and her expression. I don’t believe you can work out much about a person from a photograph – especially a posed one, when they’re on their guard – but a person’s choice of dress says a little about how they want to be seen. And how a person desires to be viewed offers certain hints regarding the way they feel about themselves. Elizabeth MacDonald, I decide, is clearly secure enough in her knowledge and experience of the art world not to feel the need to resort to designer clothing or outrageous dress, in order to make her mark.

He draws another sheet from the file: a square photograph.

‘And this is Sheila Smith, the senior curator.’ The picture shows a woman with wavy blonde hair and bright-red lipstick. He places a one-page document below the image. ‘And this is the report on her disappearance.’

I look up sharply. This is the first time he’s lost his jovial tone and seems genuinely grave. ‘Disappearance?’

‘That’s right. She was reported missing yesterday morning, by Dr MacDonald – although it seems that no one’s seen her since Friday night, when she failed to board a flight.’

I take a moment to process this. ‘How long have you been working on this case then?’

‘I’d only just started when I met you at the Van Gogh yesterday. I’d come straight from a meeting with Dr MacDonald. In fact, I had thought I’d be teamed up with Sofia. Between ourselves, I was quite relieved when she had to fill in for someone who’s off sick. She’s a bit … uptight, if you know what I mean?’

I laugh. ‘So, where was Sheila meant to be going?’

He draws out a notebook from his rear trouser pocket and consults his notes. ‘Colombia,’ he replies, ‘to view a painting that’s just come on the market. The National Gallery’s interested in buying it. It was the art dealer over there, in Bogotá, who called Dr MacDonald on Monday morning, to say Sheila had never arrived.’

‘Has anyone checked if she boarded the plane?’

He nods. ‘Dr MacDonald made enquiries with the airport. It was a late-night flight – eleven o’clock – but Sheila never checked in.’

‘What about her family?’

‘They haven’t heard from her.’

‘Why didn’t someone just call the police?’ I ask. ‘It sounds like a straightforward missing person’s case.’

‘Ah. The police aren’t convinced there’s “foul play” involved. They say Ms Smith is perfectly within her rights to take off without notifying anyone. They did have a quick check of her flat, and there was no sign of a struggle. Also, her passport’s missing, so she could have gone anywhere – by ferry, if not by plane. They said they’re happy to hand it over to a private investigator for now, which is why Dr MacDonald contacted us. There’s an agreement that we must tell the police if we turn up anything serious. And they said they’ll have to intervene if we haven’t found her by Friday evening.’

‘We need to get a move on then,’ I say. ‘What else is in that folder?’

‘Not much – it’s waiting to be filled. Oh – I’m meant to give you this.’ He hands me a fake ID badge, with my name beneath my photo and a company name.

‘Who are Prodigal Investigations?’ I ask.

‘That’s our undercover employer, while we’re working this case. It avoids awkward questions about the Guild. The story goes that we’ve been recruited by a PI agency that specialises in hiring promising young people. It’s just to show to anyone who asks too many questions.’

‘Fair enough,’ I say and stash the badge in the outside pocket of my backpack.

He skims through his notes. ‘What I found out from my tête-à-tête with Dr MacDonald was that she’s approaching retirement, and that she’s from an old Scottish clan who own lots of land. They even have an island! It’s called the Isle of Fairhaven. She’s planning on going to live there when she retires from the gallery.’ He puts on a pretty convincing old lady’s voice – complete with Scottish accent – and says, ‘I’m going to pass the autumn of my years on the Isle of Fairhaven.’

I laugh. ‘Is that what she sounds like?’

‘It is, and that’s what she said, verbatim, when I interviewed her yesterday.’ He slips back into Scots mode. ‘She’s such a dear, wee little thing.’ If I’m honest, part of me is a bit uncomfortable about his mockery of Dr MacDonald (I’ve been on the receiving end of too much teasing myself) but I can’t help laughing again – he’s too funny.

‘Her own island,’ I murmur. I picture the tiny plot of land in the Serpentine, to which I’ve rowed from time to time, and wonder how big the MacDonald clan’s isle might be.

‘So where do you think we should start?’ he asks me.

I’m flattered that Arthur thinks enough of me to ask my opinion, when he’s clearly the more experienced agent. I do a mental run-through of important early procedures, from a book I’ve read five times: Complete Crime Scene Investigation Handbook. It tells you that one of the first things is to think of the obvious, and so I say, ‘Have you been to Sheila’s home yet, to search for clues?’

He shakes his head. ‘No. I haven’t really started yet.’

I draw Sheila’s photo close for a good look. She’s probably in her early fifties, dressed in a trouser suit, with one hand in her trouser pocket. With her glossy, blonde, shoulder-length hair, she has a vintage-film-star quality, like Greta Garbo or Rita Hayworth.

‘When was Sheila last seen?’ I ask him. ‘I mean, I know it was Friday night, but what time and where?’

‘At work. She got her coat at five thirty and said goodbye to all the staff. Apparently, she prides herself on knowing the names of all her colleagues, on both the art history and art maintenance sides.’

I like the sound of Sheila.

‘And did anyone witness her leaving through the main entrance?’

He consults his notebook. ‘No. The person on reception was busy with a tour group, so nobody actually saw her go.’

‘So she might have been kidnapped directly from the gallery.’

‘Or she might even still be there,’ he suggests. ‘Either hiding, for some reason, or tied up by an assailant.’

This sounds unlikely to me. ‘Surely someone would have come across her by now, if she was being kept hostage in the building.’

‘A good investigator doesn’t rule anything out,’ he says.

‘True. So we need to check the security cameras to make sure she did leave, and see what time it was.’

‘Good idea.’

I Change Channel and summon up a view of the National Gallery, with its roof removed, as if I’m floating above it. If I was Sheila Smith and I wanted to hide here, where would I go? And if I was her assailant, where would I put her, alive or dead?

It takes me a moment to realise Arthur is speaking to me. ‘Hello? Earth calling Agatha …’

‘Sorry!’

‘Where did you go?’ he asks.

I blush. ‘I just switched off this room inside my head and shone a light inside the gallery building.’

Most of the time, people look at me politely or with mild concern when I explain my Change-Channel mechanism. Not Arthur, though. ‘Oh – I do that!’ he says enthusiastically. ‘I call it Auto-Focusing!’

‘Changing Channel!’ I say. I catch his eye and we laugh.

‘I guess the Guild attracts a certain brand of weirdo,’ he says.

‘I prefer “maverick”,’ I say. ‘You know – someone who’s happy to do things their own way.’

He grins. ‘OK. Maverick it is. Let the investigation begin!’
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Arthur and I agree to start our search at the gallery. He calls ahead, to get clearance from Dr MacDonald for us to view the CCTV footage and speak to some of the attendants who were around on Friday.

‘So, does everyone who works there know she’s gone missing?’ I call to him as we cycle through the tunnel network towards Trafalgar Square. The wind’s strong in this section, causing my bike to make a strange whistling sound, as if it’s alive.

‘They should do. Dr MacDonald made a staff announcement. Tread a bit gently, though, in case anyone missed it.’

Above ground, I return my hired bike to one of the public racks close to Trafalgar Square, while Arthur chains his to a lamppost. Then we walk across Trafalgar Square, past Nelson’s Column and the four giant black lions on their pedestals, and stride up the steps to the gallery and through the revolving doors.

At the reception desk, a man in a National Gallery T-shirt is fielding enquiries and directing visitors to the various rooms and exhibits.

‘Hi,’ says Arthur, when it’s our turn. ‘We should be on your list to visit your security office.’

The receptionist only appears a little surprised to be confronted by a pair of school-age investigators. Dr MacDonald must have forewarned him. He consults a clipboard. ‘May I have your names?’ he asks politely. We hand over our fake ID badges.

‘Ah, yes – I’ve got you here. The security manager says you’re to go straight to the security office. It’s here,’ he opens a folded gallery map and draws a black ring round a room set in a distant part of the building. She’s let the security guard on duty know you’re to be helped with whatever you need.’ He hands us security passes. ‘These will get you through the doors.’

‘Thank you,’ we say politely.

Before we head off, I ask him, ‘Were you here on Friday, at around five thirty?’

He nods. ‘Why do you ask?’

I lower my voice. ‘You’ve heard about Sheila Smith?’

‘Yes – it’s very worrying. As I told Dr MacDonald, I was on the desk, but I didn’t see Sheila. She normally says goodbye, but on Friday afternoon I was tied up with a party of tourists. They were rather lively,’ he says ruefully.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Arthur. ‘It sounds like you had your hands full.’

‘We’re going to do everything we can to find her,’ I assure him.

He shoots me a doubtful look. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but you do seem quite young …’

‘Oh,’ I say quickly, ‘don’t worry – we’ll report back to our manager.’

We move off, leaving him to deal with the queue that’s formed behind us.

We turn left, then right, before heading down a long corridor and through some staff doors that require us to scan our passes, and I realise that Arthur isn’t consulting the map – and he isn’t following me.

‘Do you know the way?’ I ask.

He looks slightly embarrassed. ‘Er … yeah. I have this ability …’

‘To remember routes you’ve only seen once?’

He stops short and turns to look at me. ‘You too?’ he asks.

‘Yep.’

‘So that means we both have the Auto-Focus/Change Channel thing and the map-memory trick … What else do you reckon we have in common?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. But I’m looking forward to finding out.

I can’t remember ever meeting someone so similar to me before. I’ve tended to be resented – rather than celebrated – for my unusual brain. Even around Brianna and Liam, I sometimes avoid stating exactly how I know things, and just let them call it a ‘hunch’. Photographic memory and mental filing cabinets only make sense to people whose minds work in a similar way – and there aren’t many of us around.

The security office has floor-to-ceiling black double doors with a keypad set into one of them. We press the entry buzzer and look up at the closed-circuit cameras trained on our spot.

Then lights flicker across the panel of the keypad, the door opens, and we’re confronted by a large man – almost a giant – in a dark-blue uniform. He must be close to seven foot, with spiky black hair that makes him appear even taller.

‘And you are …?’ he demands.

‘Agatha Oddlow and Arthur Fitzwilliam,’ I say quickly, just in case my colleague tries any pranks that get us barred from entering.

We show our passes, and the security guard holds the door ajar while we enter.

‘I’m Darren,’ he says, after we’re safely inside the room. He stares at us until I grow a little uncomfortable. At last, he says, ‘How old are you two?’

‘I’m not sure that’s relevant,’ says Arthur. ‘We’re both here on Dr MacDonald’s authority.’ (I have to admit to feeling quite important when he says that. I stand up straighter and hold my head a little higher.) Arthur holds up his security pass, but Darren just shrugs and peels his gaze from us. He walks over to a desk, where he leans down to input information into a computer. He’s not exactly friendly.

I glance around the room. There are no windows, and it’s fairly dark. One whole wall is dedicated to a set of small screens linked to cameras inside the different rooms.

‘Which day’s footage did you need to see?’ Darren asks.

‘The reception area, on Friday, from around five twenty-five pm please,’ I say.

‘That’s late,’ he says. ‘We close at six and final admission is fifteen minutes before that. There wouldn’t have been many people coming in so near to closing time.’

‘We’d still like to see it, though,’ I say.

Darren shrugs again, and types the requested date and time into the PC.

‘Done.’ He points to the screen that’s bottom-right in the stack, and Arthur and I walk over to it.

‘That must be the party of tourists who distracted the receptionist,’ says Arthur, indicating a horde of middle-aged people reclaiming their bags and coats from a man and woman, who are presumably their tour guides.

‘Who’s that?’ I ask, pointing at a figure in a man’s fedora hat and a long coat, walking past the tourists.

‘I can’t see their face,’ says Arthur. ‘Can you?’

We squint at the screen, but the person doesn’t turn towards the camera. They stride out of shot, heading for the exit.

‘Do you think it might be Sheila?’ I ask.

Arthur turns to Darren, who’s busy scrutinising the bank of CCTV footage. ‘Darren, how do we rewind this? Can we do it on the screen itself?’

The security guard comes over and shows us the correct buttons to rewind and pause, and Arthur takes the video back to the point at which the unidentified character appears. ‘Is this Sheila Smith?’ he asks Darren.

Darren joins us by the screen again, and studies the images for a moment. ‘It could be,’ he says at last, ‘but I wouldn’t like to say for sure. Why?’

‘I’m sure you’ve heard that she’s gone missing,’ I say. ‘We’re trying to track her down.’

‘You are?’ He sounds like he’s trying not to laugh.

Arthur rolls his eyes. ‘I know we’re young, but we’re highly experienced investigators.’

‘It’s definitely a staff member,’ I continue, ignoring the Darren’s rudeness. ‘See there.’ I point to a centimetre of ribbon, showing at the back of the person’s neck, just above their coat collar. ‘Do you see a glimpse of one of the gallery’s security lanyards?’ 

‘Good eye!’ says Arthur approvingly, and I blush. (Since when did I start blushing all the time? It’s mortifying.)

‘Well, if they’re a member of staff, I’d say it’s definitely Sheila,’ says Darren. ‘Nobody else dresses quite like that! I haven’t seen a fedora since those old films with Cary Grant.’

‘She does have her own style,’ I say, admiring the hat and the long coat. ‘I can’t wait to meet her.’

‘She’s certainly an interesting woman,’ says Darren. ‘I hope she’s all right. The gallery won’t be the same if anything happens to her. Dr MacDonald may be the director, but Sheila Smith’s the one everyone goes to. She’s like the warm heart of the place, you know?’ He breaks eye contact and starts staring at one of the screens, as if he’s embarrassed by his own sentimental outburst.

I catch Arthur’s eye and he says, ‘Well, we’ve got everything we need for now – thank you.’

‘Please let us know if you think of anything or hear something that might be relevant,’ I say. ‘And … thanks for your help.’

Outside the room, Arthur catches my eye. ‘Well, that was intense,’ he says.

‘It really was.’

‘Do you think he’s involved?’ he asks.

I pause for a moment. ‘I don’t know. He did seem very protective of Sheila, so probably not.’

‘I agree. I think he’s genuinely upset that she’s gone missing.’

[image: Sneck]

We head back through the staff-only corridors, until we’re out again into the public area of the gallery.

‘Time to find out if any of the attendants know where Sheila is,’ says Arthur. ‘Where shall we start?’

‘How about the Van Gogh exhibition?’

‘Good choice.’

As we walk past the entrance desk, the receptionist calls us over.

‘Dr MacDonald has asked if you could go up to see her, when you’re finished with your interviews.’

‘Will do,’ says Arthur. ‘Thanks.’

At the entrance to the exhibition, Arthur turns to me. ‘How about you take this one, and I interview someone else?’

‘Good plan. Meet you by the reception desk in twenty minutes,’ I suggest, ‘and we’ll go up to see Dr MacDonald?’

‘Great.’ He heads off along an art-lined corridor, and I walk once again into Van Gogh’s extraordinary world. The artist had a condition known as ‘synaesthesia’. This means his senses overlapped – he saw shapes when he heard sounds, for instance. Those great swirls in the sky in The Starry Night? They were the result of his synaesthesia.

There’s no time to look at or reflect on the paintings today, though. We have a case to solve, and a missing woman to find.

The attendant is sitting on a wooden chair beside the archway that leads to the next room. He’s staring into space and nodding his head. It takes me a moment to realise he’s listening to music.

‘Hey!’ I say to him.

As he fumbles with his phone, turning off his music app, I take the opportunity to study him. My eyes flick over him, searching for clues to his personality and interests.
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‘Hi!’ he says with a smile. ‘What can I help you with?’

I decide to trust my hunch. ‘What do you play?’ I ask.

‘Excuse me?’

‘I noticed your fingernails. You play the guitar?’

He smiles. ‘Wow, you’re observant! Yeah – I’m a third-year guitar student at ACM – the Academy of Contemporary Music in Clapham.’

I study him. ‘Rock?’ I ask.

‘We have to cover everything, but, yeah, I’m more into the rock side than classical or folk. Do you play?’

I shake my head. ‘No. I love listening, though.’

He gestures to the art on the walls. ‘What’s your favourite?’

‘The Sunflowers.’

He nods. ‘They’re cool.’ He points to the wall opposite his chair, where two paintings of Van Gogh himself hang side by side. ‘I like the self-portraits. They’re kind of creepy, but fascinating, you know?’

‘He was so talented …’ I pause for a moment, then say, ‘Have you heard the senior curator’s gone missing?’

He frowns. ‘How do you know about that?’

‘I’m looking into her disappearance.’

‘You are? How old are you?’

I produce the fake ID badge and he takes it and reads it. ‘“Prodigal Investigations”. Is that like a PI firm or something?’

‘That’s right. They specialise in recruiting young people,’ I explain, ‘… but we still report to grown-ups,’ I add quickly. ‘So, do you know Sheila Smith?’

He hands back the badge. ‘Everyone knows her. She’s a really nice woman. Very glamorous – she always looks great …’ He pauses. ‘So, what’s happening? Are the police involved?’

‘They wanted to leave it a few more days – they say there isn’t any reason yet to suspect foul play, but they’re happy to let us look into it in the meantime, as the family are concerned.’

He looks worried. ‘So, do you think she’s all right?’

I shrug. ‘I hope so. There’s certainly nothing to suggest she was attacked.’ I get my pen ready for note-taking.

‘So, Robbo,’ I say, reading his name badge, ‘when was the last time you saw her?’

He thinks for a moment. ‘Friday, at the end of the day. She came round to say goodbye and check I hadn’t gone mad from boredom, sitting here all afternoon.’

‘So she was already in her coat?’

‘Yeah.’ He laughs. ‘She was wearing this long coat, with a man’s hat. She carried it off, mind – very Marlene Dietrich.’

So that was Sheila in the CCTV footage!

‘Did she seem all right?’

He starts to nod, then appears to remember something. ‘Well, she was a bit on edge, you know?’

‘In what way, “on edge”?’

‘It’s just that normally she gives you her full attention, but on Friday she kept checking her phone and she seemed distracted. It’s probably nothing …’

‘It was worth mentioning, though – thank you. Was there anything else?’

‘No. After a few minutes, she just said, “See you on Monday, Robbo”.’

‘Well, thanks for your help.’ I tear a page out of my notebook and scribble down my mobile number. ‘If you think of anything else, please give me a call.’

He takes the slip of paper. ‘Will do. I still can’t believe it … Sheila, missing …’

I remember Darren and the receptionist’s comments on how young Arthur and I were, and want to reassure him. ‘I promise I’m going to report back to my supervisors,’ I tell him, ‘and they’re going to do everything they can to find her.’

It’s only been ten minutes, but Arthur’s already waiting when I reach the reception desk.

‘Let’s find a quiet spot to talk before we go and see Dr MacDonald,’ he says. ‘Maybe we can find a space upstairs in the medieval section, where it isn’t too busy.’

We walk up the stairs and enter a room where there are lots of religious paintings in dark colours with splashes of gold.

‘So, what did you find out?’ I ask him.

‘Not much. You?’

‘Robbo last saw her at the end of the day on Friday, when she did her usual round of goodbyes. She seemed distracted – she kept checking her phone. He also confirmed she was dressed in the clothes we saw on the monitor.’

‘So that was her then, on her way out?’

‘Yes. It’s good to have that confirmed,’ I say.

He nods and consults his notes. ‘Emma saw her in the ladies’ toilets at five twenty pm. They smiled and exchanged pleasantries – nothing more. I also had a quick chat with the other two attendants—’

‘Wow, you’re quick!’

‘Well – nothing to report, basically, so there was no reason to keep them talking.’

‘So, no leads …’

He shakes his head. ‘We’d better report to Dr Mac. Let’s hope she’s not expecting any results yet.’

‘I’d also like to inspect Sheila’s office, if she has one.’

He nods. ‘She does. We can get the key from Dr MacDonald.’
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We head back down to the main foyer area and from there pass through another staff-only door and take the stairs two flights to the second floor. Arthur’s been here before, so he leads the way. As we walk, I tentatively say, ‘Arthur – have you noticed anything not quite right about the Sunflowers painting since it moved position?’

He shakes his head and looks puzzled. ‘No. What sort of thing?’

‘Just the colouring … I’m probably imagining it. Forget it.’ I decide not to mention the invisible A at this point – it might distract us, and Sheila’s safety must be our priority.

The stairs end at a landing that’s decorated with sketches. I’m pretty sure they’re originals by Henry Moore, who made sculptures for public spaces all over London, including one in Battersea Park and another carved into the wall of St James’s Park Underground station.

Arthur leads me down a plush, carpeted corridor – lined with more exquisite, original artwork (is that an actual sketch by Picasso?) – and knocks on a door at the end. A brass plate that reads

ELIZABETH MACDONALD,

DIRECTOR

announces it as the office of the person we’re looking for. ‘Enter,’ instructs a soft Scottish voice.

Dr MacDonald is standing behind a huge mahogany desk, which is spread with prints of famous paintings. She’s busy moving the pictures around and murmuring to herself, but she looks up at us as we approach the desk.

‘Mr Fitzwilliam, hello,’ she says.

‘Dr MacDonald,’ he says politely, ‘this is Agatha Oddlow.’

‘Hello, Ms Oddlow,’ she says, and shakes my hand, looking me up and down. I know what’s coming next. ‘You’re very young to be involved in an investigation, aren’t you?’

I’m grateful when Arthur intervenes. ‘Agatha has already proved herself, Dr MacDonald. She was responsible for the capture of the Bank of England robbers.’

Elizabeth MacDonald tilts her head and raises her eyebrows, as though impressed. ‘Well, thank you both for coming out.’ She gestures to the surface of her desk. ‘In Sheila’s absence, I’m having to work out the hanging order for the next show. It’s a long time since I had to plan an exhibition myself.’

‘Is that a Hockney?’ I ask, pointing to a print featuring a bright-blue swimming pool.

‘That’s right. It’s for an exhibition featuring the major pop art exponents.’ She sighs and takes a seat behind her desk, gesturing for us to sit as well. ‘So,’ she asks, ‘do you have any leads?’

‘Not yet,’ admits Arthur. ‘We checked out the CCTV footage, as you know. But it looks as though Sheila left as normal, at around five thirty. We’ve interviewed four of the attendants, but they didn’t notice anything unusual about Ms Smith’s behaviour.’

‘Have you been to her flat?’ she asks.

‘Not yet,’ I say. ‘Arthur and I are planning on heading over there when we leave the gallery.’ I remove my notebook and pen from my backpack and prepare to take notes. ‘Do you know if she was heading straight home that day?’ I ask.

The director folds her hands on her desk and nods. ‘As far as I know. She does attend a yoga class twice a week – but I’m fairly sure that’s on Wednesdays and Sundays.’

‘Does she cook for herself?’

‘Aye, she’s a fine cook. In fact, I seem to remember she was planning a paella that night – she’d bought fresh shellfish at the market. She doesn’t trust airline food, so she was determined to eat well before she travelled.’ I exchange a glance with Arthur – we’ll need to check if these ingredients made it to Sheila’s fridge. If not, it will confirm our suspicion that she went missing before she reached her flat.

Dr MacDonald sighs. ‘I’m concerned I may already have left it too long.’ Her voice breaks and she looks down, trying to hide her distress. ‘I keep asking myself, what if something terrible’s happened to her?’

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ says Arthur.

I wish I shared his confidence. We haven’t found any trail to follow – so far, at least – so how can he be so certain?

‘If she’s alive,’ I say, ‘we’ll find her.’

‘And if she’s not?’ asks Dr MacDonald in a tiny voice.

‘Then we’ll find out what happened to her,’ I reply. ‘Can we take a look around her office, while we’re here?’

‘Certainly.’ The director rummages in a drawer and brings out a keyring with a leather tag and a single key. I take it from her and promise to return it shortly.
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Sheila’s office is at the end of the passageway. The key doesn’t turn as easily as I’d expected. I draw it out and examine the keyhole. It’s a little damaged.

‘Look,’ I say to Arthur, who steps up to see more closely.

‘Someone’s forced an entry?’

‘I think so. The lock looks pretty beaten up, doesn’t it?’

‘We don’t know, of course, whether that’s a recent thing, though.’

‘No, but it’s worth bearing in mind,’ I say. The more I find out, the more uneasy I am about Sheila’s welfare.

With a bit of force, I manage to turn the key in the lock and gain entry. However, Sheila’s office is just as I’d expected it to be: neat and organised, with nothing obviously out of place. There’s a colourful rug on the floor, a white desk in front of the window, and white bookshelves along the right-hand wall. On the left, a long row of dull-grey filing cabinets is enlivened by a set of small prints in clip frames on the wall above.

Arthur strides over to the desk and begins sifting through the drawers. Meanwhile, I stand still and scan the room, searching for anything I can see that’s out of the ordinary. Anything, anything …

I walk over to the pictures on the wall. There are eight in all. Six are pop art reproductions – comic-style pictures, in bright colours without shading or subtlety. The other two don’t seem to fit. One is Sunflowers. The other shows a lake reflecting the hills beside it. It’s in vibrant colours – blues, greens and pinks. I’m fairly sure it’s by Georgia O’Keeffe. Neither of these two fits with the jokey, cartoony style of the pop art from the 1950s and 60s. I wonder if Sheila might have been using this wall to give herself a feel for the next show. If so, it looks like she lost focus partway through.

‘What do you make of these?’ I ask Arthur. He comes over.

‘Slightly unusual group, but I guess an art curator would have eclectic tastes.’

‘Hmm, I guess …’

He goes back to searching the desk and filing cabinets, and I fish out my mobile phone, turn it on, and take a photo of each individual print and one of the grouping as a whole.

‘Got everything?’ he asks, as he shuts the final filing cabinet drawer with a neat click.

‘Yep, I think so.’

‘Not much to go on, is there?’ he says. ‘Come on, let’s get these keys back to Dr MacDonald and head out of here.’

The director is on the phone when we knock on her door, but she calls for us to enter and gestures for us to leave the key on her desk, which we do. As we turn to leave, she covers the receiver and says, ‘Do let me know if you find anything, won’t you? I’m worried sick about Sheila.’

‘Of course we will,’ I assure her, but I can’t help worrying that any news we turn up might not be good …
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‘I know we need to discuss our next move, but I have got to eat something. How about lunch?’ suggests Arthur as we head back downstairs to the entrance hall.

‘Sounds good: I’m starving.’ I check my watch. ‘It’s one o’clock – where did the last three hours go?’

Outside, the day is drab and grey, but the cold wind has dropped at least.

Over toasted sandwiches at the Café in the Crypt beneath St Martin-in-the-Fields church, we take out our journals and compare notes. It’s a pretty fruitless exercise. but you never know when something will spark an idea.

I bite into my cheese-and-tomato sandwich. It’s steaming, and the hot cheese sticks to my tongue and starts to burn. I take a swig of water.

‘So we’ve talked to some of the attendants,’ I say, ‘and, apart from Robbo saying Sheila was a bit on edge, none of them noticed anything unusual.’

‘I was thinking it might be a good idea to visit the shops around her flat next,’ says Arthur. ‘I’m hoping one of the shopkeepers might have spotted her on Friday evening, or over the weekend, and be able to give us a shorter time slot for her disappearance – or even have witnessed something useful.’

I nod. ‘Good idea. We can tie it in with visiting the apartment. Do you have the keys?’

‘No, but I was reliably informed that you were an expert lock-picker.’

‘“Expert” might be pushing it, but I’ve got my tools with me,’ I say, patting the backpack at my feet. ‘We’d better get a move on.’

‘Is your dad expecting you back at a set time?’

‘Just after school – he doesn’t know I’m not actually in school.’

‘Aren’t you worried the school might contact him?’

‘I’m relying on the fact he never hears his phone when he’s working in the park.’

‘How on earth do you manage to conduct investigations without arousing his suspicions?’ Arthur asks.

‘I don’t. There wasn’t much to tell him when he went off to work this morning.’ It occurs to me that Dad isn’t going to like me being involved in another case. I decide not to worry about that for now, because we need to focus on finding Sheila.

‘What about your parents?’ I ask Arthur.

‘They’re not around much,’ he says.

‘Out of the country?’

‘Something like that,’ he says vaguely. They sound like Liam’s and Brianna’s parents. I can’t imagine what it would be like seeing so little of Dad. Arthur swallows the last of his sandwich and stands up. ‘Ready to get going?’

I take a final bite of my toastie, down the last of my water and grab my backpack. ‘Ready.’
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Sheila’s flat is in Westbourne Park. We take the Bakerloo line from Piccadilly Circus to Paddington, where we switch to the Circle line. In less than thirty minutes, we’re standing outside her building.

‘Let’s start with the shops directly opposite,’ says Arthur. ‘They’re the ones with the best view, so the staff there are more likely to have seen her.’

Our first stop is an optician’s. They have a screen behind the window display, which would block their view of the street, but we go inside just to check she didn’t call in that day. Although she’s a customer there, they say, they haven’t seen her since her last appointment, three months ago.

‘Greengrocer’s or butcher’s next?’ I ask, as we step back outside.

‘Shall we take one each?’ he suggests.

I opt for the greengrocer’s. There’s a queue, and when I reach the front the shopkeeper is clearly irritated by my enquiries.

‘Excuse me,’ I say, ‘I was wondering if you saw this woman on Friday?’ I show her a picture of Sheila, which I got from Arthur. It’s a copy of the one in the case file.

She huffs. ‘If you’re not going to buy anything …’

‘I’ll have that aubergine,’ I say quickly to appease her. Even as I say it, I’m wondering what I’m going to make with a single aubergine. The fridge was looking pretty bare this morning, and I don’t have enough cash on me to buy peppers and courgettes for ratatouille.

‘So, what do you want to know?’ she asks, placing the aubergine into a brown paper bag and taking my coins.

I hold up the photo again. ‘Do you know this woman?’

She nods. ‘That’s Ms Smith,’ she says. ‘She gets her fruit and veg delivered every Friday. Normally, she’s in when we call round, but our delivery guy said she didn’t answer her door on Friday evening. He had to bring the box back, and she never came for it.’

‘What time does he deliver?’

But the woman has already moved on to the next customer. She pauses for a moment, as if in thought, her hand buried in a crate of mushrooms. ‘Around six thirty. She’s his last delivery of the day, to give her time to get home. She works at the National Gallery, you know.’ She says this with a hint of pride, as if she’s taken some part herself in Sheila’s successful career.

‘Is she well liked?’ I ask.

‘Ms Smith?’ She looks surprised. ‘I don’t know her well enough to say. Everybody here gets on with her, though. She’s always got a friendly greeting and a pleasant smile.’ She frowns, as if suddenly registering my nosiness. ‘Who are you, anyway?’

‘Oh, just a family friend. I’d arranged to visit her today, but there’s no reply at her flat.’

‘Well, I hope she’s all right,’ says the shopkeeper.

I can’t think of anything else to ask, so I thank her and leave. Arthur is waiting outside, gazing into space.

‘I was beginning to think you’d been kidnapped,’ he says. Catching sight of the paper bag in my hand, he asks, ‘Anything nice?’

‘An aubergine.’

He bursts out laughing. ‘Well, you’re just full of surprises, aren’t you, Agatha Oddlow?’

Not knowing how to respond, I change the subject. ‘Any joy at the butcher’s?’

He shakes his head. ‘They didn’t even know her.’

‘Maybe she’s a vegetarian,’ I suggest.

‘Or doesn’t cook her meals from scratch.’

‘No. She gets a box of fruit and vegetables delivered each week, so that can’t be right.’ Then I remember what Elizabeth MacDonald said as well. ‘Anyway – I know she’s not a veggie. She’d bought shellfish to make paella on Friday night.’

‘So she gets a weekly delivery from the local greengrocer’s?’

I nod.

‘Had she cancelled this week’s delivery?’

‘Nope. And all the greengrocer knows is that Sheila wasn’t in when they tried to drop her box off. That was on Friday at around six thirty. So it looks like she didn’t make it home.’

‘Or else someone came to her flat and she left with them.’

‘I guess that’s possible …’ I concede. ‘It’s a very small window of time, though, seeing as she left work at around five thirty and wasn’t in for her delivery at six thirty.’

‘Shall we visit the rest of the shops in the row?’ he suggests. ‘They might know something.’

‘Sure. I’ll take the off licence, and you can take the grocer’s on the corner.’

We meet a couple of minutes later. ‘Anything?’ he asks.

‘She bought a bottle of wine on Friday night,’ I say. ‘The man in the shop reckons it was around ten past six. She didn’t seem particularly frazzled or frightened.’

‘The corner shop didn’t see her – or they don’t remember seeing her, anyway.’

‘So it’s down to whether she made it home with the wine and the paella ingredients.’ I rummage in my backpack and draw out my lock-picking kit. ‘Come on, let’s visit the flat.’

We ring all the doorbells on Sheila’s building, until someone buzzes us in through the shared front door.

‘Number three’s on the ground floor,’ says Arthur, pointing down the entry hall.

I stop in front of the pigeonholes for the post and rummage through Sheila’s mail. There’s what looks like an electricity bill, plus various flyers for local businesses.

‘Nothing interesting,’ I say.

We walk over to her door, where we pull on latex gloves, so we won’t contaminate any evidence. There’s only one lock – a Yale-style latch that should be easy to pick. It’s one of the first types Mum trained me in. Within seconds, there’s a satisfying click and we’re inside.

‘That was impressive,’ says Arthur, closing the door behind us.

‘Thanks. My mum taught me. It’s actually pretty easy.’ I pause, thinking about Mum and the uncertainty around how she died. ‘She just made it seem like a fun game – we were always playing detectives. Now, though, I keep wondering if she was making sure I had some useful skills, in case her work ever got me into danger and I needed to escape.’

‘Wow – that’s a lot to think about.’

‘Yeah, a bit too much. Anyway, I guess we’d better get on with the case.’

I switch on the light. We’re in Sheila’s living room. It’s a welcoming space, with a blue sofa, matching armchairs and colourful cushions, and a kitchen area along one side. There’s a view through French windows of a leafy, green garden. ‘Bay trees, laurel and box,’ I murmur, approving her choice of evergreens for year-round interest.

‘What?’

‘Sorry! Old habit, learnt from Dad. Just noticing what shrubs she has in her garden. No use whatsoever to the investigation.’

‘Unless she’s found a secret passageway to a magical kingdom underneath a bay tree,’ he says gravely.

‘At this point, I don’t think we should rule anything out,’ I say, in an equally mock-serious tone.

We both laugh, stopping abruptly when we remember we’re dealing with someone’s disappearance.

‘What if she’s in danger?’ I ask quietly.

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ he says. But he doesn’t meet my eye. Then he says in frustration, ‘There must be a clue somewhere. People don’t just vanish into thin air.’

‘Agreed. We’ll search this flat until we find a lead of some kind.’

‘OK – you take the bedroom and I’ll start in here,’ he says.

‘I’d like to see inside the fridge first,’ I say.

‘Come on, then.’ We walk over to her silver larder-style refrigerator, and he opens the door.

‘There’s a bottle of wine in here,’ he says, pointing.

‘Yeah, but it’s not the one she bought. This is white, and she bought red.’

‘No sign of the paella ingredients, either.’

The contents of the fridge are fairly sparse. There’s some wilting lettuce in a drawer at the bottom, half a lemon, a block of yellowing Cheddar cheese and a bottle of salad cream.

‘So she didn’t make it home,’ I say.

‘No, doesn’t look like it,’ he agrees. ‘Shall we move on?’

I nod and head into the short hallway, where I find two doors. I choose the end one and find I’ve selected correctly: there’s a neatly made bed, plus an antique painted wardrobe in carved wood and a matching chest of drawers and dressing table. This room also looks out on to the garden.

I sit on the bed and gaze around the room for anything that looks off.

Poirot joins me. He rubs the top of the chest of drawers with a white-gloved hand and says approvingly, ‘She is very clean and tidy, our Ms Sheila Smith.’ Poirot is a big believer in order and cleanliness.

‘She is,’ I agree. And yet … Oh!

I jump up. Everything in the room is immaculate, with careful paintwork on the walls and doorframe. There’s only one thing that doesn’t match. The wardrobe door consists of four panels. And the panel at the top right is missing a bit of paint!

I pull up the chair from Sheila’s dressing table and climb on to it. When I push on the panel, hoping it might swing open, nothing happens. But on closer examination, I realise the paint would only chip at the edge like that if someone had used a tool to prise it open. After jumping down, I scour the room for a likely object. And then I see it on the windowsill – a metal ruler, hidden in a vase of dried hydrangeas. Grabbing the tool, I clamber back on to the chair and jemmy the panel open. The whole rectangle of wood clatters to the floor, and I hear Arthur call out to me, checking I’m OK.

‘I’m fine!’ I call back. I’m staring at the spot where the rectangle of wood fell out. Removing the single panel has exposed a narrow hiding place – a hollow in the door …

But it’s empty.

I feel a stab of disappointment. I’d been so sure this discovery was going to offer a clue to Sheila’s whereabouts! I jump down and grab the wooden panel to put it back. And then I feel something beneath my fingers – an uneven section in the wood. I’m shaking as I turn it over and remove the little plug of wood from the back. There’s a folded envelope inside! I sit down on the chair and open it, drawing out a much-folded piece of paper.

‘Hey! Come here!’ I call to Arthur.

When he runs in, I hold up the sheet of paper. ‘Look at this – Sheila had hidden it ridiculously well. I think she must have been really scared for her safety.’

Arthur stares. ‘What does it say?’

I read it aloud:
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‘Then there’s a signature,’ I say, ‘“The Silver Serpent”, and a symbol of a snake drawn in silver ink … It’s quite pretty, actually – really delicate and detailed.’

‘Let’s see,’ says Arthur.

I hold it up again and he studies it. ‘It’s not like any snake I’ve ever seen,’ he says disparagingly. ‘I mean – the markings are a bit like an adder, but the head’s hooded, like a cobra …’

I laugh. ‘I think that’s the idea – it isn’t meant to be representational! It can be all snakes, rather than just one specific one. Anyway, what do you think it means? Who could this Silver Serpent be?’

‘Someone who didn’t much like Sheila “sticking her nose in”, apparently.’

‘It sounds quite childish to me,’ I say.

‘Does it?’

‘Well, how many adults do you know who tell people not to stick their noses into things?’

‘You’ve not met my mum, have you …?’

We both laugh. ‘This feels important, though, don’t you think?’ I say. ‘I mean, just the fact that she’s gone to so much trouble to conceal it, look—’ I show him the wooden panel and the plug of wood.

‘Very imaginative,’ he says. ‘A hiding place within a hiding place.’

‘We’d better get on,’ I say. ‘We can try to work out who this note is from later – and what Sheila was poking her nose into.’

He heads back to the main room and I inspect the note one more time. It’s written on high-quality thick paper – and there’s a watermark that I don’t recognise, but the Guild lab can probably help with that. I sniff the sheet, but any scent it might once have carried has long faded. I put the note carefully into a plastic evidence bag and stow it in my backpack. Then I give the bedroom a detailed search – looking inside drawers and examining the contents of the wardrobe itself. But I just have this gut feeling that I’ve already found the only thing in the room worth discovering.

Arthur finishes in the big open-plan living room at the same time as I’m done in the bedroom, and we convene in the tiny bathroom.

‘I’ve got something too,’ he says.

‘What?’

He draws out a clear evidence bag containing a memory stick.

My eyes widen. ‘Where did you get that?’ I ask.

‘It was hidden inside a vase in the living room.’

‘What do you think’s on it?’ I ask.

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘Hopefully, it’s something less cryptic than the note!’

‘Shall we examine it now, on her computer?’ he suggests.

‘Let’s get this room searched first.’

He removes the bath panels while I sift through the bathroom cupboard.

‘Anything?’ he asks. His head is inside the cavity beneath the bath and his voice is echoey.

‘Nope. How about you?’

‘Nothing.’ He wiggles out and stands up. His hair is full of cobwebs, which he removes with a grimace. ‘Fancy checking out the memory stick now?’

‘Definitely.’

We walk through to the living room, where Sheila’s laptop is lying on her desk. Arthur sits in her chair and presses the button and it starts up quickly.

‘Drat! She’s set up a password,’ he says.

‘What shall we do now? Do you think anyone at the Guild could get into it?’

But he’s already typing, his fingers tapping too quickly to follow. Codes fill the screen. I watch in awe as the screen, after first turning black, changes to colour – and her desktop appears.

‘That was a-maz-ing!’ I say. ‘I didn’t know you could hack!’

He grins and bows. ‘Just a little extra service I provide, ma’am.’

‘Well, I’m very impressed.’

I turn my attention to Sheila’s laptop. Her background image is an artwork I don’t recognise. It’s a large grid of text, all made up of typewriter lettering. At first glance, it looks like the entire piece is formed of the same character, typed over and over again. But when I look more closely, I see there are lots of different hieroglyphic forms as well.

As Arthur goes to put in the memory stick, I say, ‘Wait a moment – what do you make of that? Is it just a piece of contemporary artwork?’

‘It looks like a piece by Anni Albers,’ he says. ‘She liked to turn everyday things – like repeated typewritten characters – into works of art.’

I lean over his shoulder and take a picture of the typed grid with my phone. While he loads the memory stick, I home in on the symbols on my mobile. ‘There are lots of different characters here,’ I say. ‘And some of them have been crossed out for some reason. Others have a red background.’

‘Maybe Sheila made her own version of an Albers’s piece for fun. Anyway, we can look at that later. The memory stick is in. Shall we see what’s on it?’

We both watch the screen expectantly. When the laptop has whirred for a while but nothing has happened, Arthur opens the ‘This PC’ folder and double-clicks on the ‘removable flash drive’ icon. Again, nothing.

‘How is that possible …?’ I ask Arthur, feeling disappointment creeping in. ‘I really thought we were finally on to something.’

‘Me too.’ He leans back in his chair and stretches out his long legs. ‘Why would she bother to hide a memory stick that had nothing on it?’

‘I have no idea … Try double-clicking the icon again,’ I suggest.

Just after starting to move the cursor, he stops. ‘Look!’

A word is appearing on the screen … It starts off faintly, like a watermark, then slowly solidifies into clear capital letters. We both stare at it.

STOP

‘Stop? Stop what?’ I murmur. But another word is forming, and now another – and soon a whole message has appeared in the same way, shifting from an unreadable haze into a legible image, like adjusting the focus on a camera.

STOP INVESTIGATING.

AO and AF: WE KNOW WHO YOU ARE.

YOU ARE POWERLESS AGAINST US.

IF YOU WANT TO KEEP YOUR FAMILIES SAFE,

HEED THIS WARNING.

‘“AO and AF”?’ I say. ‘How do they know our initials?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ says Arthur.

‘So just because they know who we are, they think we’ll be intimidated enough to stop our investigation?’ I look at Arthur and see he’s turned pale. ‘Are you scared?’ I ask him, keeping my tone neutral so that he won’t feel judged.

‘It’s hard not to be. I’ve never been threatened before.’

‘Haven’t you?’ I say breezily. ‘I’m always being warned off. It’s usually a sign I’m getting close.’

He smiles, but it’s weak compared with his usual warm grin. ‘A bit too close for comfort, perhaps?’

I shake my head. ‘You can’t let them get to you. They’re bullies – and you have to ignore them and carry on, or they’ve won.’

‘Great advice, in theory – not so easy to follow in practice.’

I gesture to the laptop, to point out that they’re only words – and then I stop, because the warning has vanished.

‘Where did it go?’ I say, startled.

He frowns at the screen. ‘A self-deleting message!’

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Well, I guess they figured we can’t go running to the police with a blank memory stick …’

‘Unless the message starts up each time someone puts it in?’ I eject it and reinsert it and we wait, but nothing happens. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t take a photo,’ I say, feeling embarrassed.

‘Never mind. There goes that bit of evidence,’ says Arthur.

‘We’ll get it checked at the Guild lab anyway,’ I say, ‘just in case there’s something about the origin of the memory stick or any fingerprints …’ I sigh with frustration. ‘There must be something more proactive we can do!’

‘Stop the investigation?’ suggests Arthur.

‘You’re not serious?’

He pulls a face. ‘Of course not – I’m just a bit shaken.’

I put my hand on his sleeve. ‘It’ll be fine.’

He moves to shut down the computer, and I say, ‘Let’s look through Sheila’s emails while we’re here.’

‘Good idea,’ he says, clicking on her email folder. But Sheila turns out to be as efficient in her tech housekeeping as she is in her office and home – there are only fifty messages. It doesn’t take long to sift through them and discover they’re all to do with work meetings and gallery arrangements. Her contacts list is longer, though, and we both note down the names.

‘There may be something useful in these contacts,’ Arthur says. ‘I reckon when we get home, we should each see what we can turn up on them.’

‘Yes, let’s do that. We could cross-reference them with any contacts on her mobile. Do you have a list?’

He shakes his head. ‘No one’s found her phone. She must have it with her.’

‘Has anyone rung it?’

‘I did, lots of times. It always went straight to voicemail. And the Guild tried to trace it but failed. Their tech can normally track any phone, even when it’s off, but it looks like hers was an ancient model.’

‘Not much to go on there then. Let’s just see what she’s been working on.’ I click on the ‘Documents’ folder and reveal a set of files, all clearly relating to art exhibitions – ‘Van Gogh’, ‘Impressionists’, ‘Pop Art’, ‘Cubists’, ‘Bloomsbury Set’ …

‘Nothing unusual there,’ I say. ‘We might as well head over to HQ and report to the professor.’

He sighs and shuts down the computer. ‘Sure. Do you need to let your dad know you’re going to be late?’

‘I can text him on the way.’

As we walk back to the Tube station, Arthur asks me, ‘What are you saying in your text to your dad?’

‘Just that I’m running late.’

‘And when you get home?’

I sigh. ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.’

Arthur looks at me. ‘What if he forbids you from continuing with the investigation?’

‘Then I guess I’ll be back to sneaking out of my bedroom window and down the oak tree.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Nobody warned me I’d been partnered with such a rule-breaker.’

I laugh. ‘I promise I only break the rules in pursuit of justice.’

I’m pleased to see he’s smiling as we pass through the barriers at Westbourne Park station.
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Guild HQ is strangely deserted when we arrive back at half past four. I spot Sofia, dashing along a corridor, and run after her.

‘Hey, Sofia! Where is everyone?’ I ask her.

She pushes a loose strand of hair off her forehead. I’ve never seen her with anything other than immaculately scraped-back hair before. She even looks hot and bothered, instead of her usual cool, aloof self.

‘Hi, Agatha. We’re short-staffed since Wallace Jones was apprehended. Various other agents and admin staff have been suspended, pending investigations.’

Wallace Jones had been working for the Guild for years, but he’d revealed himself as a traitor when he and a team broke into the Bank of England. I’d been responsible for uncovering the plot and having him arrested. But I had no idea my investigation would cause the Guild to be short-staffed like this.

‘So … what are you up to?’ I ask.

‘I’m on a case,’ she says simply. She can be frustratingly brief in her responses. ‘But I hear you’ve been partnered with Arthur Fitzwilliam. Is he behaving himself?’

‘Most of the time,’ I say. To my amazement, she smiles.

‘He’s a bit of a livewire, that one,’ she says. ‘I had to work with him once, and I swore I’d never do it again.’

‘Oh, he’s not so bad,’ I say, feeling the need to defend my new friend.

‘If you say so. Speak of the devil …’ I glance behind me and see Arthur’s caught me up.

‘Hi, Fia,’ he says.

‘Hi, Thur,’ she says.

‘Thur?’ I ask.

Sofia grimaces. ‘If he’s going to insist on shortening my name, I’ll do the same to his.’

‘Fair enough,’ I say.

‘So, how are you getting on with the case of the disappearing curator?’ she asks.

I shrug. ‘It’s more like the case of the disappointing curator at the moment – we don’t seem to be making much headway.’

‘It’s only Day One for you, right?’ she says.

‘Right. But we only have two days left after today – the gallery director wants results by the end of Friday or the police are taking over.’

‘Well, if anyone can solve it, Agatha, you can.’

I feel myself blush at this unexpected praise from my former critic.

We stand for a moment in awkward silence, until I say, ‘Right, we’re off to see Professor D’Oliveira.’

‘Oh, maybe I should warn you!’ she suddenly says, pulling a face. ‘Did you know she’d asked some of the admin staff to help out with Jones’s old job until someone new can be appointed?’

I shake my head. Jones had been in charge of ordering in all the supplies that are needed for the underground headquarters, from technical supplies and first-aid kits to coffee and biscuits.

Sofia goes on: ‘Well, this poor guy from admin didn’t realise that the jars of coffee are supplied in boxes of twenty. So he ordered “twenty”, thinking that was how many jars he’d get …’

‘And he got four hundred,’ completes Arthur.

‘Exactly! He’s made the same mistake with everything – pens, notepads, ink cartridges … So the professor is around, but she’s in a pretty bad mood, trying to find someone more competent to sort out the mess. If I were you, I’d come back to see her tomorrow instead.’

‘Thanks for the tip,’ I say, feeling deflated.

‘See you later,’ she says. She gives us a wave and strides off, leaving me staring at her back.

‘Wow. I never heard Sofia praise anyone before,’ says Arthur. ‘You must have made a really good impression.’

‘I thought she hated me,’ I say in confusion.

‘How could anybody hate you?’ he says, eyebrows raised.

I hide my embarrassment by becoming business-like. ‘Shall we deliver the memory stick and note to the lab?’

He shakes his head. ‘The professor might want to see them. Let’s see what she says tomorrow.’

‘OK. Well, come on – let’s get out of here. We can do our separate research into those names, as we agreed, at home.’

‘Aye, aye, cap’n!’ He salutes me smartly.

‘Sofia’s right – you’re a liability,’ I say.

‘Ouch!’

‘But an entertaining one, at least.’

He grins. ‘I can live with that.’

‘I was really hoping to talk to the professor, though,’ I say. ‘I thought she might have an idea about who this threat could have come from.’

We walk in silence. I’m pretty sure Arthur feels the same as me: how frustrating and disappointing today’s investigations have been. It feels like we’ve hit a wall.

As we walk back to the main entrance, I start thinking about the threat again. It is a little scary, but I’ve been through this before, and I want to reassure my investigating partner, who’s looking nervous again. ‘Don’t worry, Arthur – I’m sure we’ll be fine.’

‘I hope you’re right.’ He laughs, but it’s a nervous sound. ‘I’m not used to feeling vulnerable. I am a trained field agent, of course, but they usually let me focus on the research side of things, where I’m strongest.’

‘Do you have any self-defence training?’

Arthur shakes his head. ‘The professor did send me to classes, but I don’t have any talent for it – I kept tripping over my own feet.’

I feel a pang of concern for him. ‘Do you want me to accompany you home, to make sure you’re OK?’

He puts an arm round my shoulders in a quick hug. ‘That’s such a kind offer, but no – I’m sure I’ll be fine, thanks. I’m going to stay underground until I’m practically at my front door.’

‘Sounds like a plan.’

We’ve reached the main entrance. I open the door and we both pass through. I point towards the right.

‘Well, I’m taking that route, so I’ll see you tomorrow. If we each search for those names online, we can compare notes. Shall we meet back here at nine thirty?’

‘Can we make it ten thirty? I’ve got a few things I want to check out first.’

‘Sure. See you then.’ We part company, each heading in opposite directions.

It’s nearly five, so as soon as I can get a signal I send Dad a text to tell him I’m on my way home. Then I begin to jog, replaying the day’s events in my mind.

I remember the look on my partner’s face as we said goodbye. Poor Arthur. He looked so scared. I wonder if there was anything I could have given him for protection. I run through the contents of my backpack. The trouble is, anything that might double as a weapon for self-defence could also be used against him.

I focus instead on the two items we found in Sheila’s flat. The note is still in my backpack, I realise. I’ll have to hand it in tomorrow morning, once I’ve shown it to the professor.
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The lamps are all on when I reach Hyde Park. I keep up a steady pace along the avenues, the skirt of my coat swishing against my legs, until Groundskeeper’s Cottage comes into view. Dad’s turned on all the downstairs lights, and there’s woodsmoke coming from the chimney. It resembles something out of a storybook.

Once inside, I remove my coat, hat and shoes and track down Dad in the living room. Oliver is curled up on his lap and is ecstatic – I can hear his purrs from the doorway.

‘Hi, Dad,’ I say, but he doesn’t look up.

‘I got a call from the school,’ he says, staring at the blank TV.

I pull a face and perch on the arm of the chair nearest to him. ‘Sorry …’

‘When were you going to tell me you’d started skipping school again? We had an agreement, Agatha. By the time I picked up the voicemail, the school office was closed for the day, so I couldn’t even find out how you’d got out, or if they knew where you might have gone.’

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ I reply. ‘I was going to tell you—’

He interrupts me with a shake of his head. ‘How am I meant to keep you safe when I don’t even know where you are?’ He sighs. ‘And how many times are we going to have to have this same conversation? When will it sink in?’ He runs a hand through his hair, making it stand on end.

‘Is this another one of your investigations?’ he demands.

‘Um, yes. It’s a new case.’

‘I don’t like it, Aggie. You’ve got into serious trouble the last times.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ I promise.

‘That’s what you always say.’

‘Don’t forget I’m fitter now.’ 

‘Aggie, it’s great that you’re jogging regularly, but that won’t be much good if you get into danger.’ Dad thinks I’m just going for regular runs. I haven’t told him about my martial arts training, as it would be hard to explain how I came across Mr Zhang and why I don’t have to pay for my kung fu lessons. ‘You need to attend school,’ he continues, ‘and not be wandering around the city alone.’

As I open my mouth to protest, he holds up a hand and says, ‘I don’t want to hear any more about it.’

I give up. There’s no point in arguing with Dad when he’s like this.

He doesn’t stay cross, at least – he pats me on the head as he gets up to cook our dinner. We chat about safer subjects while we eat our fish fingers with Spaghetti Hoops, and then I go up to my room. I get out my notebook, where I wrote down all the names from Sheila’s email contacts list, and search for each one online. They all come up easily. Most are people from the art world – curators and restorers, gallery owners, and artists themselves. The remainder seem to be friends from school and university, or family members. If Sheila has a shady alternative life, it’s not visible in her online dealings.

Of course it’s impossible to tell much about someone from their online presence. After all, my Instagram account is in the name ‘Felicity Lemon’, who was Poirot’s secretary. But on first impressions, it seems unlikely that any of these people would be responsible for our warning message.

I need to sort through the jumble of thoughts in my head. Poirot appears and whispers in my ear, ‘One must always proceed with method, mam’selle.’ He’s right, of course.

I turn to the next blank page in my notebook and write:

Where is Sheila Smith?

1. Has she left through choice, or been abducted? Why doesn’t anyone seem to know what’s happened to her?

2. Who planted the memory stick? How do they know about Arthur and me? Is their threat genuine? If so, what are they afraid we will find out?

3. Sheila had gone to a lot of trouble to hide the note that she received from the ‘Silver Serpent’. Who is the Silver Serpent, and why were they threatening her?

4. What is the significance of the pictures on her office wall? Or do they just reflect her personal choice?

Didn’t Mum have a reference book on art? I’m sure I’ve seen one in the living room, and it might help me find out more about the pictures in Sheila’s office. I run back downstairs and find Dad sitting in front of the TV, watching a gardening show. It’s not one I recognise, and I’m momentarily distracted.

‘What’s this?’ I ask.

Dad smiles sheepishly. ‘I’m ashamed to admit it’s called Don’t Tell the Owner. I haven’t watched it before, but it seems to involve people doing up their friends’ gardens in secret, but instead of it being a nice surprise, the owners are generally horrified by the results.’

‘So you’re –’ I hesitate – ‘enjoying this?’

Dad shakes his head. ‘No, I hate it, but somehow I can’t seem to stop watching it. It’s like those people that stand and gawp after a horrific car crash.’

‘Isn’t that what they call it – car-crash TV?’

Dad laughs. ‘That makes sense. Anyway, what brings you down from your fortress of solitude?’

‘A book. Is there an art book down here, or have I imagined it? One of those reference books about art history.’

‘There definitely is one. It belonged to your mum. I think it’s on the top shelf.’

I fetch a chair from the kitchen and use it to reach the high-up books. There are various reference works – a German dictionary, a book on the history of music, some volumes of an encyclopedia – and then I see it: The Story of Art by E. H. Gombrich. I draw it from the shelf and jump down from the chair.

‘You’re covered in dust!’ says Dad.

‘Hazard of the job.’

‘Agatha – I hope you’re just doing armchair investigating!’ he calls to my retreating back.

I pretend not to have heard.
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When I get back to my room, I find Oliver curled up on my recently vacated desk chair.

I pick him up and reclaim my seat, placing him on my lap. He purrs loudly, kneading me with his claws.

‘Hey, boy, stop that – you’re hurting me,’ I say, but that just makes him purr even louder. I push gently on his bottom, hoping to encourage him to sit down, but he becomes ecstatic, and merely digs his claws in harder. I give up and turn my attention to the book. It’s very dusty. I take a tissue and gently wipe the cover of the thick paperback. It doesn’t matter how many of Mum’s books I’ve read, there’s always something special about holding a volume that was owned by her. A lump forms in my throat as I remember how safe and warm I used to feel sitting in bed while Mum read to me.

Poirot appears beside me. ‘Eh bien, mon amie,’ he says, ‘now is not the time for sadness. Now is the time to exercise those little grey cells, n’est-ce pas?’

He’s right. Arthur and I have a mystery to solve, and just two days left to do it – assuming Elizabeth MacDonald doesn’t change her mind and alert the police sooner. There’s no time to waste on sentimentality.

I start with the index, but I don’t know what I’m looking for, so I begin to flick through the book. It falls open quite determinedly in places, as if certain parts of the text have been read and re-read. Focusing on the first spread where this happens, I see that there’s a pencil mark beside one of the pictures – a question mark. Turning more pages, I find other pencilled question marks. I search carefully through the volume and count four in all. I take a photo of each of the pictures Mum has marked and then, grabbing my notebook, I log them.

1. Portrait of Greta Moll by Henri Matisse, 1908

This painting is on display at the National Gallery. It shows a woman in a high-neck white blouse with her hair pinned up. The sitter was a sculptor and painter in her own right, and a student of Matisse.


2. The Yellow House by Van Gogh, 1888


It was only yesterday that I was admiring this painting at the National Gallery!


3. The Marriage by Hogarth, 1733


This is from a series of eight paintings, and it’s the fifth one, The Marriage, that’s been singled out.

And then I remember: Mum took me to see these pictures! She explained that a rake is a man of low morals, whose life is filled with drink, gambling and similar bad habits. The paintings represent this man’s fall from respectability. The whole sequence is on display at Sir John Soane’s Museum – a magical place I haven’t visited in years.


4. Man with a Pipe by Paul Cézanne, 1892–6


A quick check on my phone informs me that this is part of the permanent collection at the Courtauld Institute, which is located in Somerset House on the Strand.

I sit back and look at the list I’ve made.

Why had Mum marked these four? Were they just her favourite pieces of art – pictures she wanted to view, or had viewed? But if so, why did she use question marks to mark them? It hurts to think I’ll probably never know.

‘Apart from the Hogarth paintings, I don’t think these are Mum’s preferred artworks,’ I tell Oliver, who purrs in approval. ‘No – she’s highlighted them for some other reason …’

I dig out my phone and turn it on, then take a photo of my notes, which I send to Arthur with the message:


Hope you’re OK. Was wondering what you know about these works … Could do with your expertise!



I’m relieved when his response comes almost immediately. I was worried he might have got into a bad state over the threat.


Means nothing to me. Why? Does this have something to do with Sheila?




Nope. My mum marked all of these in her art book, but I don’t know why.




Dunno. Could mean anything. Perhaps she just liked them?




This is Clara Oddlow, Guild agent, we’re talking about. She always had a reason.




Good point! Let me [image: img missing]

know if there’s anything I can do to help




Thanks!



 

Then I glance through Mum’s book for the paintings Sheila had prints of on her office wall. The O’Keeffe isn’t there, but Sunflowers is, in all its glory. I study it for a moment, but I don’t know what I’m looking for. With a sigh, I close the book and am about to place it on my desk when I notice a slight bulge in the back cover. Slowly, I open it again, and examine the thick paper that forms the book’s back. There’s something there, sealed inside the cover! I fish for a penknife in my backpack, and carefully probe with the smallest blade until the back cover splits open. Inside, there’s a folded sheet.

For a moment, I just stare at it. This is something of Mum’s – not just a book, but a prized item, something she cared enough about to hide it away.

It sits on my lap – a square of white paper, folded into a neat rectangle.

I take deep breaths to slow my heart. And then I unfold the sheet.

It’s a letter, handwritten in indigo ink. The writing is clearly by a keen calligrapher, as it’s curly and ornate:

Dear Ms Oddlow,

Further to your enquiries re: The Yellow House and The Marriage, I have made some findings that may be of interest to you. I would like to meet with you to discuss these further.

Please get in touch, at your earliest convenience.

With best wishes,

Samuel J. Cohen, A.C.R.

Freelance art conservator

The Yellow House! Why would Mum have been making enquiries about this Van Gogh painting? And about The Marriage, from that series by Hogarth? And what could be so important or secret that she had to hide the letter away? It’s not much, but maybe if I contact this Samuel J. Cohen, I can find out why Mum had written to him and what she wanted to know.

I’m too exhausted to do much else tonight, but I get up and take down the most recent of the red notebooks that contain information on Mum. I use a glue stick to fix the letter to the next blank page. Tomorrow, first thing, I’ll contact Mr Cohen. His phone number and email address are at the top of his letter.

Glancing at my mobile, I see I have messages from both Liam and Brianna. It’s been less than a day, but I miss having them on hand to discuss the developments (or lack of them) in the investigation.

I send a message on our group chat app:


Long day. No news on the case. Will write when something happens! Hope all’s good with you both xx



Brianna messages straight back:


Brianna 

Vas-y, mon amie! Make Poirot proud!



I send a smiley face in response. Then I change for bed, clean my teeth and say goodnight to Mum’s photograph. As I snuggle down to sleep, I can’t help smiling to myself, and feeling that – at last – I might be a tiny step closer to finding out more about Mum, and what happened to her.




[image: 8. A Larger Puzzle]

I wake up the next morning, feeling a lot less confident than I had the night before about finding Sheila. It’s Thursday already and we only have until tomorrow evening! Last night I completely forgot to look into Sheila’s background image for her desktop. With a pang of guilt, I realise that my excitement at finding Mum’s letter made me lose focus on the job.

I fish out my mobile, turn it on and study the photo I took of the grid of typewriter characters with, here and there, the hieroglyphic symbols. 

There’s:

A flower (the background to this is red)

A bird

A mountain

A river

A person

A cat

A house (another red background)

A snail (that one’s crossed out).

There are various others, but I stop at the end of the first column. I stare at the tiny symbols, but nothing clicks into place. Sighing, I put my phone to one side, pull on my dressing gown and slippers, and head downstairs.

Over breakfast, I take a deep breath and turn to Dad.

‘Dad, please can I have the day off school today? It’s really important.’

‘Agatha, we’ve gone over this. I won’t have you missing school. I’m sorry, but as I said yesterday, you are just a child.’

‘But, Dad! I have to do this!’

He holds up a hand to silence me. It’s a very un-Dad-like gesture. ‘And after “this”, there’ll no doubt be another “this”, then another …’

I open my mouth to argue, but suddenly I realise he’s right. At least, I hope he is. I can’t imagine a life without a stream of cases to investigate.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says again. ‘There will be plenty of time to fling yourself headlong into danger once you’ve completed your education. Although, obviously, I’d prefer it if you found a less risky profession.’

I nod. ‘OK.’

‘Good girl.’ He stands up. ‘Right – I’ve fed Oliver and he’s gone out to torment some birds and rodents.’

‘At least he rarely manages to catch any.’

‘Fingers crossed.’ He kisses my cheek. ‘I hope you have a good day in school.’

‘Thanks, Dad. I hope yours is good too.’ But really I’m on conversational autopilot, planning a way to get out of lessons without alerting him.

As soon as he’s left the house, I run upstairs to my room and log into his email account on my computer. I type a message to my form teacher.

Dear Mrs Bodley-Finch,

I regret to inform you that Agatha is very under the weather with a migraine. I’m going to take her to the doctor’s later, if there’s no improvement. Please excuse her from school for the rest of this week, as she will undoubtedly be feeling weak tomorrow, even if the headache has passed.

Yours sincerely,

Rufus Augustus Oddlow

I feel awful – not about lying to Mrs B-F, as she’s horrible, but about deceiving Dad, who deserves better. I’ll make it up to him, when all this is over, I promise myself.

Then I open my own email app and send Samuel Cohen, the conservator, an email, introducing myself.

Dear Mr Cohen,

You don’t know me, but I’m the daughter of Clara Oddlow, who you did some research for seven years ago. You probably know that my mother died around that time.

I’ve just come across a letter from you, which refers to two paintings, The Yellow House and The Marriage, saying you had information about both of them. I am anxious to know whether you ever saw my mother, to discuss what you’d found out. Would you be prepared to share your findings with me? I’m trying to piece together some facts about her life, and this would really help.

Thank you!

With best wishes,

Agatha Oddlow

I include my mobile number and press ‘send’.

Now back to the matter in hand: there’s a missing person to track down.

My phone rings almost immediately with a private number. It seems too quick to be Mr Cohen, but I answer straight away.

‘Hello?’

‘Ms Oddlow? It’s Sam Cohen here. I just got your email.’

‘That was quick!’

‘Well, I always wondered what happened to Clara. I had no idea she’d died. I’m so sorry. She was a fascinating woman, and very kind.’

‘Thank you. It was very sudden.’

Then he says, ‘It sounds as though you know what your mother was investigating.’

So it was an investigation!

‘Not exactly,’ I reply. ‘As I said in my email, I just found the letter you sent her …’

‘Ah, yes.’ He’s silent for a moment, and I’m about to speak again when he says, ‘The truth is, I’m not entirely sure about it myself. That is, I always suspected Clara was investigating a much larger puzzle than she involved me in.’

I sit up. My skin prickles, as if electricity is running along it. ‘What sort of “larger puzzle”?’ I say.

‘That’s where I can’t help you, I’m afraid. I really have no idea. And she asked me to keep quiet about the work I did for her – otherwise I would have gone to the police. But she said the less I got involved, the safer I’d be. She also suggested I might jeopardise her own investigation.’

Disappointment floods me, filling my eyes with tears. ‘So you don’t know anything about what she was involved in?’

‘I’m sorry, no.’ His voice is full of compassion. ‘Only the part concerning the two paintings. Shall I email you my findings on those? You might be able to piece together something that I’ve missed.’

‘Yes, please.’

‘OK, I’m sending the documents now. I think they’re fairly self-explanatory, but give me a call or email me if you want any further information.’

‘Thank you so much.’

We say our goodbyes and end the call – and I sit on the edge of my bed, waiting for his email to come through. I can’t keep still for wondering whether I’m about to have a huge revelation concerning Mum, so it’s a relief when my inbox pings a moment or two later.

There are two attachments and I download them.

Double-clicking on the first, which is titled ‘Yellow’, I scan the text.

Phrases jump out at me: ‘absence of lead’, ‘yellow too true’, and then I read the conclusion:

This is not a Van Gogh painting but a more modern reproduction.

Then I read it again. This is not a Van Gogh painting.

In a flash, I’m clicking on the other file, where I find a similar report on The Marriage. I skip the main body of text and read the last sentence of this one too:

This is not a Hogarth painting but a reproduction, probably painted in the latter part of the twentieth century.

So these two paintings are forgeries! And Mum was investigating them when she died.

I turn to her photo. ‘Why were you looking into forged paintings, Mum?’ I ask her. ‘Is that what got you killed?’

On a whim, I start typing another email to Mr Cohen.

Hello, Sam,

It was good to talk to you. Thanks for these files! I didn’t know Mum was researching forged paintings.

I was wondering … I know Mum asked you not to tell anyone, but did you contact the police or any art authorities in the end, when you didn’t hear from her for so long?

I pause and think for a moment, then add:

Also, do you know if there’s anything unusual about the Sunflowers painting that’s currently in the Van Gogh exhibition at the National Gallery?

I pause again, before adding:

Or an O’Keeffe landscape of a lake with a reflection of hills?

I check my watch. If I’m quick, I should still have time to swing by the National Gallery, to take another look at The Yellow House in the light of the new information from Mr Cohen. And if I’m really quick, I’ll also make it to Sir John Soane’s Museum before I’m due to meet Arthur at HQ at ten thirty.

I layer up for the November weather. Despite the bright sun, I know it’s still going to be close to freezing.

Thermal leggings and long-sleeve tops make a great base layer – you can wear anything over them. Flicking through the garments on my racks, I choose one of Mum’s old shirt dresses with a gorgeous pattern of sunflowers, which reminds me of the Van Gogh painting. My red coat and matching beret top it off and my Doc Martens boots are well broken-in – they should be good for hours of wear.
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Outside, it’s bitterly cold – the wind has kicked up another notch – and I catch two buses to the National Gallery, rather than walk across town. Once through the doors, I head straight to the Van Gogh exhibition. Despite the fact it’s a flying visit, I feel much more relaxed now I haven’t got the Rathbones, senior and junior, circling like well-trained sheepdogs.

I take a brief detour via Sunflowers, and confirm to myself that the flowers do look a slightly different colour from when they were in their old spot, and that the mysterious fancy A is still there in the corner when I shine my ultraviolet torch. Why would anyone mark a painting like this? I surreptitiously flicker the light on the neighbouring pictures, but they are still graffiti-free. I wonder if it could be as simple as that – a graffiti artist, having a laugh?

Then I head over to study The Yellow House, passing by Robbo the guitar-player’s chair, which is empty this morning. This isn’t a painting I’m familiar with, in the way I know Sunflowers. The background of the picture shows a steam train passing by on a bridge, set against a very blue sky, with the house itself in the foreground, pale yellow with green door and shutters. I stand in front of it for several minutes, taking in the details – two women with a child crossing the street, people sitting at a table outside a cafe. My expertise doesn’t come close to being able to say whether this is a forgery or not. It’s a beautiful painting, and it would definitely have fooled me.

Rummaging in my backpack, I draw out the ultraviolet torch and direct it over the canvas. I have to run it across the whole painting twice, backwards and forwards, before I see it.
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An ornate capital, just like on Sunflowers. So someone appears to be marking the fakes – if that’s what they are. Is the A their own initial, or does it refer to something else? I check my watch and realise I need to get a move on if I want to make it to the museum after the gallery.

As I near the attendant’s seat, I see it’s now occupied, not by Robbo, but by a woman with blonde hair worn loose to her shoulders. She’s reading a book. Walking over, I catch her eye.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘I don’t think you were here yesterday, when my colleague and I were interviewing gallery staff, about Ms Smith.’

‘Who did you say you are?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry!’ I produce my fake ID badge. ‘I’m Agatha Oddlow. I’m a private investigator, working for a firm that specialises in hiring young people.’

She looks doubtful. ‘And they take on trainees as young as you?’

I shrug. ‘Only if we can prove we’re dedicated and have the right sort of skills.’

She smiles. ‘Fair enough. So what’s going on with Sheila? Did she really not catch her flight?’

‘No, I’m afraid not, and she’s not answering her mobile phone or responding to emails either. Sheila Smith’s family are worried about her, so Dr MacDonald has hired my firm to look into it.’

‘I didn’t even know she was going away, until she sent out the email to all staff. It was a last-minute trip. Did you know the painting she was going to view was by the artist she based her doctoral thesis on, Lucy Tejada?’

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head, ‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Sheila loves Tejada’s work – there’s no way she’d miss an opportunity of having a private viewing of an original, and possibly securing it for the National Gallery. Is it possible she just caught a different flight?’

‘It looks like she didn’t check in at all, I’m afraid.’ I pause, then ask, ‘How did she seem on Friday?’

‘A bit distracted maybe, but pretty much like normal. And she does have this big exhibition to organise, right on the back of the Van Gogh. It’s not the best time for such a desirable artwork as Tejada’s to come on the market, to be honest.’

‘Is the “big exhibition” the pop art show?’ I ask.

‘That’s right.’

‘I saw she has some prints on her office wall. Do you know if they’re anything to do with the pop art exhibition?’

‘Yes, they are. Before any big exhibition, she always puts up a few prints or photos of major pieces that are going to appear in the show. It’s quite informal – she says it helps her get a feel for the theme, having some of the more important pieces up round her room while she’s planning it.’

‘I was a bit confused, though …’ I say. ‘Can I show you?’ I dig out my phone and she waits patiently while I turn it on. I call up the photo of Sheila’s office wall, and pass it to her.

‘Oh! That’s odd,’ she says. ‘Those were all pop art the last time I was in her office.’

‘So the Van Gogh and O’Keeffe …?’

‘I’ve no idea what they’re doing there.’

‘Do you know anything about them?’

She shakes her head. ‘Sorry. I like art, but I’m no expert. You’d have to ask Sheila …’ She looks suddenly serious. ‘You don’t think something bad’s happened to her, do you?’

‘I honestly don’t know … There’s no evidence of any struggle at her home, which is a good sign.’

She nods, but doesn’t look any less worried.

‘OK, thanks for your help –’ I squint at her name badge – ‘Danielle.’

‘Danielle Jackson. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.’

‘I will, thank you.’ I scribble down my number and pass it to her. ‘And please call me if anything occurs to you, however small.’

‘I will,’ she promises.
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It’s less than twenty minutes’ walk to Sir John Soane’s Museum from the gallery. I decide to brave the cold. There’s something about the rhythm of walking that can help to process thoughts.

It’s as I’m passing the Royal Opera House, and see the name arranged in a grid of neat lettering on the banners, and the stone frieze of dancing figures behind the portico, that something occurs to me.

I stop and pull out my mobile and study the artwork grid from Sheila’s desktop again.

What if the symbols represent different paintings? The flower symbol, for example, could be Sunflowers. I glance down the column. The mountain could be the mountain in the painting by Georgia O’Keeffe, with its hills reflected in the water. What about the snail? Could that represent the famous collage by Matisse? As it’s crossed out, perhaps that means Sheila didn’t need to worry about it any more – maybe she’d found out the artwork was authentic and not a fake. On the other hand, maybe the red squares behind the flower and the house mean she’d discovered those pieces were forgeries.

I’m becoming more and more convinced that Sheila had stumbled across something – a forgery ring perhaps? – and her disappearance could mean that she told the wrong person.

Sir John Soane’s Museum is in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, in the area of central London that’s known for its law firms, and it’s nothing like any other museum I’ve ever been to. Rather than enormous rooms of glass cases in rows, imagine a big old house, with interesting things to see on every shelf, every wall and every patch of floor space.

Today, though, I’m determined not to be distracted by all the treasures on display. No, my focus must be on the Rake’s Progress series by Hogarth – and in particular number five in the series, The Marriage. It was one of the images highlighted in Mum’s art book, and so it’s possibly another forgery. The series contains eight paintings about a young man called Tom, who inherits a lot of money, but wastes it all and ends up with nothing; the fifth one shows Tom marrying a rich old woman just for her money. 

One of the amazing features of the gallery is how Soane crammed extra artworks into quite a small space. He fitted hinged wooden panels round the walls, which can be opened up to reveal more paintings hung behind them. I remember that The Marriage is hidden behind a panel like this.

One of the attendants approaches. She’s a tall, slim woman – verging on bony – with shoulder-length dark hair and deep-blue eyes (I estimate they’re shade 13 on my eye-colour chart). She has a streak of purple on one side of her hair.

She smiles at me. ‘Can I help you?’ she asks.

‘I hope so! I need to view the Rake’s Progress paintings by Hogarth. Please could you open up the panels for me?’

She shakes her head with regret. ‘I’m sorry, but we only open them every two hours. If you can wait another hour and twenty minutes …’

I make a show of checking my watch. ‘I really can’t!’ I say. ‘I’ve got a school project on Hogarth due in tomorrow, and I need to check something about A Rake’s Progress before I hand it in. Please, can you help me?’

She grimaces. ‘I really can’t—’

‘There’s hardly anyone else here,’ I point out quickly. ‘And I promise I won’t tell, if you don’t.’ She still doesn’t look convinced, so I add, ‘My teacher says I’m going to fail this year’s coursework if I don’t do a good job with this project.’

At this, she glances around nervously, then nods.

‘OK then. But you really mustn’t tell anyone, or I’ll get into big trouble.’

‘I won’t! Thank you so much!’

She fetches a short hooked pole and walks over to the gallery wall, where framed portraits and landscapes fill every space. It’s like a magic trick when she opens the secret compartment and reveals a hoard of other pictures. All the paintings from A Rake’s Progress are fixed to the back of the panels.

‘You mustn’t touch them,’ she warns.

‘Of course not,’ I reply.

These works date back to 1733, and I hold my breath as I lean in to look more closely, not wanting to contaminate the surface. The Marriage is … different from the others. I try to work out why that is, and in the end I realise it’s because it’s slightly brighter.

‘Was this one moved at any point?’ I ask.

‘I think it had to be cleaned, around seven or eight years ago,’ she says. ‘You’re noticing that the paint is lighter, are you?’

I nod. ‘Why weren’t the others cleaned at the same time?’

‘Oh – it was something to do with one of our patrons, Lord Rathbone.’

I freeze at the name. ‘He suggested just this one painting be cleaned?’

‘As far as I remember, it was because this one had become mildewed, whereas the others weren’t affected.’

‘And did Lord Rathbone pay for the cleaning?’ It sounded really strange.

She nods. ‘Mmm, that’s right.’

‘Did he fund any other restoration work?’

‘On other pieces in the museum, you mean?’ She considers for a moment. ‘I think there was a sculpture – but we don’t seem to have that on display any more. And there was a Turner landscape as well, where some of the paint was damaged and needed careful reconstruction.’ She looks hard at me. ‘I thought your project was on Hogarth, though.’

‘Oh, it is. But Lord Rathbone’s a governor at my school and I know his daughter …’

She smiles. ‘What a coincidence! Such a charming man.’

I gesture to The Marriage. ‘May I take a photo?’

She looks so horrified you’d think I’d asked if I could spray-paint graffiti on it. ‘Oh, no! We don’t allow any photography in the museum. You may make a sketch, if you like.’

I resist pointing out that this wouldn’t let me see the contrast between The Marriage and the other seven paintings in the group. So I say, ‘You’ve been really helpful,’ – and I mean it.

It’s hailing when I step out of the museum. The sky is dark grey, plunging London into a curious, premature twilight. I pull up my coat collar and set off, almost jogging to the Tube station. My beret protects the top of my head, but ice trickles down the back of my neck.

As I rush along, I Change Channel, blocking out my discomfort and homing in on the all-important questions about Mum:

1. Had Mum been investigating a ring of art criminals?

2. Did she die because whoever was behind the art fraud wanted to stop her?

I couldn’t help wondering as well what Lord Rathbone had to do with it all.

It’s a relief to reach the station. A train comes almost immediately and I spend the short journey running through the list of art pieces highlighted by Mum in her art book. There were only four works, but seven years or more have passed since she put those question marks in her book … If my hunch is correct, and each one of those paintings is a fake, who knows how many other priceless artworks could have been stolen and replaced with fakes since then?

Then I think about Lord Rathbone – smug, complacent, self-important Lord Rathbone – and about what the attendant has just told me about The Marriage. It’s puzzling why he wanted that particular painting cleaned – one of the pictures on Mum’s list, and that Sam Cohen has confirmed is a forgery.

Is it just a coincidence?
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Arthur’s already waiting in the main office corridor when I arrive at HQ. He looks like he’s just dragged himself out of bed. His hair’s sticking up at the back, and his shirt’s untucked in a couple of places.

‘Hey! Sunflowers,’ he says, seeing my dress, ‘like your favourite painting!’ I grin, pleased he’s remembered.

‘Hey, yourself! You look shattered.’

‘I stayed up too late, reviewing the file,’ he says.

‘Did anything occur to you?’

He shakes his head.

‘I found out something interesting,’ I tell him.

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Oh? What’s that?’

‘The Hogarth painting highlighted in Mum’s art book – The Marriage, on display at Sir John Soane’s Museum – well, I’ve just been there …’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, it turns out it was taken away for cleaning seven or eight years ago, probably around the time Mum was investigating. And it looks like my mum was on to something.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Forged artwork,’ I say.

His eyes widen. ‘Really?’

‘Yep. Those question marks I found in her old art book were all next to works she suspected of being forged.’

‘How did you find that out?’

‘I unearthed a letter she’d received from an art conservator, whose conclusion was that The Yellow House and The Marriage are fakes.’

‘What’s his name, this conservator? He could be a useful contact.’

‘Samuel Cohen. I’ve asked him if he knows anything about those two mismatched pictures on Sheila’s wall too.’

‘Really? Why?’

‘Just a hunch,’ I say.

‘Fair enough.’ He taps something into his phone. ‘Just making a note, for reference.’

‘There’s something else,’ I say, ‘about those two pictures in Sheila’s office …’

He nods. ‘What?’ he asks.

‘Well, one of the gallery assistants confirmed that Sheila uses that wall to help her when she’s planning exhibitions. She’s been planning for an upcoming pop art show and had put up prints of pop art pictures. But two of the pop art images had been swapped out, for ones I suspect are forgeries. So I think Sheila had found out they were fakes as well.’ I take out my mobile and show him the photo of the grid from her laptop. ‘This kind of confirms it, don’t you think?’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Am I being slow here? How does a square filled with typewriter characters confirm Sheila was suspicious about forged paintings?’

‘Sorry – I forgot to explain! The important things are the hieroglyphic symbols in the grid – I think these are clues to different paintings. So the flower represents the Sunflowers painting, for instance.’

‘And the crossed-out snail means “no molluscs allowed”,’ he suggests.

‘I can see you’re going to take some convincing, but bear with me,’ I say. ‘What if that symbol stands for the Matisse collage, and the fact it’s crossed out means the collage work is genuine?’

‘I guess it’s possible,’ he says at last. Then he hesitates, as if he’s deciding whether to say something. ‘Look – there’s something that’s been bothering me.’

‘What?’

‘Sunflowers. You know how you said it looked different, and now Sheila might also have thought there was something wrong with it?’

‘And it has an invisible A.’

He frowns. ‘An invisible A?’ he repeats.

I nod. ‘Yep. That and The Yellow House both have a really elaborate capital A written or painted on in invisible ink.’

‘How on earth did you find that out?’

‘It was Brianna, messing around with my ultraviolet torch.’

‘Wow … Well, anyway, one of the attendants I spoke to – Liane – said Lord Rathbone had requested a private viewing of Sunflowers before the show opened. I wonder why?’

It’s my turn to stare. ‘Really? Arthur, I didn’t tell you – it was Rathbone who arranged for The Marriage at Sir John Soane’s Museum to be cleaned.’

‘Oh? That’s quite a coincidence,’ he says. ‘So he had easy access to Sunflowers and showed a special interest in The Marriage. There’s something else too … I found this. It was wedged behind the Sunflowers painting, the day I met you.’ He passes me something small, pushing it into my palm. I unfurl my fingers and examine the object. It’s an engraved cufflink, gold with a white griffon. ‘It’s the Rathbone family crest,’ he says.

I peer at the mythical beast. ‘There’s something wrapped round it – like a scarf,’ I say. I rummage in my backpack for my magnifying glass. Under the powerful lens, the ‘scarf’ resolves itself … ‘It’s a snake,’ I say, feeling my heart speed up with excitement. ‘A serpent!’

‘Really?’ Arthur grabs the cufflink back and I hand him the magnifier. He peers through it for a moment and then looks at me in astonishment. ‘You’re right!’

‘Arthur,’ I say, almost in a whisper, ‘maybe Lord Rathbone is the Silver Serpent!’

I reflect on where Arthur found the cufflink. Had it merely been lying on the floor, it wouldn’t have meant a thing. But behind the painting … There’s no way it could have got there, unless Lord Rathbone had been hanging the picture himself or, which is more likely, given his inflated sense of self-worth, telling others how to hang it. I can just imagine him getting in everyone’s way, while believing he was crucial to the whole operation.

‘Why didn’t you show me this earlier?’ I ask him.

‘I didn’t think it was relevant. I was just planning on handing it in to the receptionist – but I kept forgetting. And now you’re telling me The Yellow House is a forgery, and you’re wondering if Sunflowers might be another one, as there’s a print of it hanging on Sheila’s office wall …’

‘I can’t believe it,’ I say, ‘… Lord Rathbone.’

‘I thought you couldn’t stand the man.’

‘I can’t, but I still can’t really believe he’d be involved in forgery and art theft.’ I sigh. ‘Well, let’s report to the professor and see what she has to say about all this.’

As we start walking, someone comes round the corner – a familiar figure, with her dark hair scraped back in a ponytail.

‘Sofia!’ I call.

‘Agatha, hi!’ She walks over and looks as though she’s about to say something, but seems to change her mind.

‘Still stuck here?’ I say.

‘Yep. Right here, just like yesterday. I’m on desk duty again – research and admin.’ She lowers her voice. ‘Very dull.’

‘What happened to your case?’ I ask.

‘Oh, we’re so short-staffed, we’re all having to take turns with the tedious stuff. My partner’s off doing the legwork, and we’ll swap over this afternoon. I can’t wait – I’m not made for sitting behind a desk.’

‘And is the professor in her office?’ I ask.

‘She should be. She was in a foul mood yesterday, though – you did well to avoid her.’

We say goodbye to Sofia outside Professor D’Oliveira’s office. Our boss answers promptly when we knock, and we go inside.

‘So, you’re here at last,’ she says, looking from Arthur to me. ‘You do realise Dr MacDonald is expecting an outcome by tomorrow?’ She glances at the clock on her wall. ‘You’re aware it’s already mid-morning on the penultimate day of the investigation?’

‘We would have reported to you yesterday, but you were busy,’ I say.

She frowns. ‘What time did you come by?’

I hesitate, unwilling to bring up something we knew she felt was a waste of her time. ‘Oh, just in the afternoon … But we heard you were caught up with a problem to do with office supplies.’

‘Oh—’ She stops abruptly and frowns. ‘You heard about that silly mix-up? Yes, that did take me a while to sort out.’

She gestures for us to sit down, so we take seats side by side facing her.

‘So where are you up to with the National Gallery disappearance?’ she asks.

‘We’ve talked to the attendants and receptionist, and viewed the CCTV footage,’ I say. It looks like Sheila Smith did leave as usual, at five thirty on Friday.’

‘She made it back to Westbourne Park, where she lives,’ continues Arthur. ‘We’ve had confirmation of that from a local shopkeeper.’

‘Right,’ says the professor. ‘So did she enter her flat?’

‘That’s where the trail goes cold,’ I say. ‘She wasn’t in at six thirty for a delivery, and there was no sign of any disturbance in her home. The groceries she’d bought aren’t in her fridge either.’

‘But we did find this,’ says Arthur, placing the bagged memory stick on Professor D’Oliveira’s desk.

‘A memory stick? Where did you get this?’ She begins pulling on latex gloves to remove the item from its bag.

‘Hidden in a vase in her living room,’ says Arthur.

‘At first, we thought it was from her,’ I add, ‘some kind of message. But we plugged it into her laptop, and it had a warning …’

While I’ve been speaking, Professor D’Oliveira has inserted the memory stick into her own computer. We wait expectantly.

‘There’s nothing on it,’ she says at last, looking at us for an explanation.

‘There was,’ says Arthur.

‘But it vanished,’ I explain. I close my eyes briefly and Change Channel, so I can summon up the image in my mental filing cabinet. Then I open my eyes and say, ‘It read: “Stop investigating. AO and AF: We know who you are. You are powerless against us. If you want to keep your families safe, heed this warning.”’

The professor scribbles the message down on a notepad and studies the words.

After a moment, she looks up. ‘Any idea who this could be from?’ she asks.

‘Maybe,’ I say, and I draw out the note I found in Sheila’s flat. ‘There’s also this.’

She picks it up, still in its evidence bag, and scrutinises it.

‘Any scent?’ she asks.

I shake my head. ‘The paper’s good-quality though – it has a watermark,’ I point out.

She holds the bag up to the light and nods. ‘Quite a standard one, unfortunately – I don’t think the lab will be able to make much of that. But you say you have a theory, Agatha?’

‘Yes – we think Lord Rathbone is the Silver Serpent.’

‘Lord Rathbone, the art patron?’ She sounds very surprised.

‘That’s right.’

She frowns. ‘What makes you think he’s involved?’

‘Arthur found a cufflink behind the Sunflowers painting, and it has the Rathbone family crest on it.’

Professor D’Oliveira looks at Arthur, who fishes the cufflink out of his pocket and hands it over. The professor picks up a magnifying glass and peers at the cufflink. ‘Is that a griffon … and a snake?’

‘A silver serpent,’ says Arthur.

‘It’s a bit tenuous, don’t you think?’ she says, putting down the cufflink and magnifier.

‘It would be,’ I say, ‘if there wasn’t further proof he’s involved.’ I fill her in on our suspicions about the forgery ring – first, the reports on The Yellow House and The Marriage that Sam Cohen had prepared for Mum, and his conclusions; then the mismatched pictures on Sheila’s wall; and, lastly, the fact that it was Lord Rathbone who had The Marriage removed for cleaning.

The professor goes quiet as she listens.

Eventually, she says, ‘The possible links between what Sheila had uncovered and your mother’s investigation aren’t solid enough to pursue at present. Let’s just focus on finding Sheila for now. We’d better see what comes up from inspecting the memory stick and the warning note to Sheila. Is there anything else?’

We shake our heads.

‘Drop the memory stick and note off at the lab now. And one last thing,’ she says. ‘I would advise you both to take the necessary precautions, and not to do anything needlessly risky.’

I’m not very sure what counts as ‘needlessly risky’, but I decide not to ask, in case it rules out anything I might want to do.

After saying goodbye, we head off towards the laboratory. Arthur knows its location so he leads the way. At the lab, we check in the evidence, although Arthur decides to keep hold of the cufflink. ‘We might need it to challenge Rathbone,’ he points out.

‘Now, do you fancy a hot chocolate before we do anything else?’ 

‘Arthur, we’ve only got until tomorrow evening to track down Sheila. I don’t think going for hot chocolate fits into the schedule.’

‘If we have it here, we can discuss our next steps while we drink.’

‘Here?’

He stares at me. ‘Has no one shown you the canteen?’

‘There’s a canteen?’

He looks astonished. ‘Did you not get your induction tour?’

I shake my head. ‘I just got Sofia showing me the induction room. Does that count?’

‘No, it does not. Come on – we’re going to the HQ dining hall.’

I have to focus hard to memorise the route as I jog to keep up with Arthur’s long strides. Left, left, right … through an unmarked door … down a short flight of steps, and through double doors into … a room like nothing I’ve ever seen – or certainly not below ground.

If I hadn’t got used to suspending my disbelief, I’d have trouble believing this place was real.

The canteen is huge. At least a hundred tables of varying sizes and shapes are spread out in a room filled with plants. We’re far from daylight, yet thriving greenery hangs from the ceiling and stretches up towards the roof. Guild staff sit around, reading, chatting, eating and drinking.

‘Wow!’ I say.

‘Cool, huh?’ He’s wearing a smug expression as if he designed and built the dining room himself.

‘Very cool,’ I say.

Arthur waits until we’re seated with our hot drinks in front of us, before saying, ‘I was thinking … we should test Sunflowers – see if your hunch is right, see if it’s a fake.’

I laugh. ‘How are we going to do that?’

‘It’s pretty easy,’ says Arthur.

I look at him in surprise. ‘Is it?’

‘I’m one of the Guild’s art experts, don’t forget.’

‘So what does that mean, exactly?’

‘It means, among other things, that I’m issued with the tools to test a painting’s authenticity. All I have to do is get close enough.’

‘Do you have the tools with you?’ I ask.

He unzips his messenger bag and draws out a small black case, which he opens to reveal a neat black machine. It reminds me of those little labelling machines that shop assistants use for pricing, except that it has a small built-in screen.

‘Always prepared, like a good boy scout,’ he says.

‘I don’t believe you were ever a good boy scout.’

He grins. ‘You’re probably right.’

‘Is that an X-ray fluorescence spectrometer?’

‘You know about these gadgets, do you?’ He sounds impressed.

I nod. ‘It’s like a microscope and X-ray machine in one.’

‘That’s right. And, as you probably know, it can tell us, among other things, what pigments were used to make the painting. Van Gogh was painting in the second half of the nineteenth century, when they used lead paints. So we’re looking for lead. In fact, Van Gogh was known to use lead-based paints – it’s the reason for one of the theories for why he painted like he did. He could have had lead poisoning, which caused inflammation of his retinas, so he would have seen circles of light, like halos, around things, like in The Starry Night.’

I did know this, but I don’t get a chance to say so, as Arthur’s enthusiasm is carrying him along.

‘Also, did you know,’ he continues, ‘that he added lead sulphate to Sunflowers?’

I put down my mug to give him my full attention. ‘Why?’

‘Well, he wanted to create a very vibrant, sunny-yellow pigment—’

‘But the sunflowers in his picture are dark – almost brown! Or they were, until the picture was moved …’

‘That’s right. They’ve darkened over time. The lead sulphate reacted with the yellow chromate, causing the darkening effect. Painters already knew there was a problem with some of the brighter shades of yellow back then – but they couldn’t work out what was causing the colour to corrode.’

‘That’s fascinating,’ I say.

He studies me for a moment. ‘Are you being sarcastic?’

I shake my head. ‘No. It is fascinating. Also, I just love gadgets. My friend Brianna’s got some brilliant ones, including an actual seismograph, for checking tectonic activity.’

‘Cool!’

‘I know. I’ve never seen an XRF in action, though.’

‘Well, now’s your chance.’ We grin at each other’s enthusiasm.

‘You’ll be able to look at the invisible A as well, won’t you?’ I say.

He nods. ‘Right: are you ready to be lookout?’

‘Ready.’ I down the rest of my hot drink and we leave behind the lush interior of the canteen and head back out to the Guild’s corridors and tunnels.
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It’s noon when we get to the National Gallery. Among the Van Gogh masterpieces, I check for potential onlookers while Arthur switches on his little gadget and waits for it to warm up. A couple stroll by, arm in arm, and I smile at them, as though we’re just hanging out – rather than about to get up-close-and-personal with one of the most celebrated paintings in the world.

‘Anyone around?’ hisses Arthur, bent over his spectrometer.

‘Just a man, over by the self-portraits.’

‘Is he watching us?’

As he asks this, the visitor turns and leaves the room. ‘No.’

‘Here goes then!’

He holds the spectrometer up to the painting, presses more buttons, and we wait for a few seconds. Some lights flash and then several rows of words and numbers appear on the device’s screen.

‘Got it!’ he says. He zips the gadget back into its bag and we head out of the exhibition and find a quiet section of corridor.

‘So?’ I ask him.

‘Definitely a fake.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. There isn’t any lead in that painting.’

‘So Rathbone’s an art thief …’

‘And on a grand scale,’ he says. ‘It’s not like he stole a work by some unknown artist – this is a Van Gogh! His Sunflowers—’

I stop abruptly. Although I don’t like Sarah Rathbone, I suddenly feel a wave of concern for her. Nobody deserves to have a crook for a father – and what happens if he ends up going to prison?

‘We’re going to have to confront him,’ Arthur says.

Normally, I love the chance of challenging a villain. Right now, though, I realise I have cold feet. I Change Channel for a moment, running through the clues that point to Lord Rathbone being guilty.

‘But what if we’re wrong?’ I say after a moment. ‘What if he really did just have The Marriage cleaned? What if he did just help with hanging Sunflowers?’

‘Agatha, the evidence is heaped against him.’ He ticks off the items on his fingers, one at a time: ‘The private viewing, the cufflink, the cleaning, the serpent in the family crest … But I can go and see him on my own, if you’re scared.’

I shake my head. ‘It’s not about being scared of him. I guess I just don’t want to confront him in case we’re wrong. Think what it would do to Sarah.’ I don’t say what I’m also thinking – that if Lord Rathbone is involved, then that would also implicate him in my mother’s death, and I’m not quite ready to face that.

He studies me. ‘I honour that sentiment,’ he says, and I feel myself blush. ‘But he’s involved in a criminal activity, Agatha, that may well result in more deaths.’

‘More deaths?’ I look at him in horror. ‘Do you believe Sheila’s dead?’

He pulls a face. ‘I don’t know. It’s a bit odd, the way she’s disappeared so completely that nobody seems to have spotted her since she bought that bottle of wine.’

I shiver at the thought that our search for Sheila might already be too late. If that’s the case, we have to catch her killer! 

‘OK …’ Arthur says. ‘Shall we go over to the Rathbones’ place now and get this over with?’

I take a deep breath. ‘OK – let’s do it.’
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It takes us half an hour to get to Chelsea on the Tube. The Rathbone residence is about five minutes’ walk from Sloane Square station. We pass the Saatchi Gallery, then I have a moment’s pang, realising we’re near Chelsea Physic Garden in Royal Hospital Road. I remember visits there with Mum. She loved showing me all the medicinal plants, and explaining their uses. I haven’t been there since she died.

‘Are you OK?’ Arthur is watching me, with concern on his face.

‘I’m fine. I’ve just realised we’re near a garden I used to visit with Mum, that’s all.’

‘It’s hard losing a parent. My dad left us when I was five.’

‘Do you still see him?’

‘No. We never heard from him again. He just took off while I was at school.’

‘That’s awful!’

‘Yeah. For years I hoped he’d just be there again when I got home, with some fantastic excuse for not coming back sooner.’

‘At least I knew Mum was dead – I wasn’t expecting her to come back. I guess that’s been a bit easier than what you’ve gone through.’

‘Both ways sound pretty tough.’

‘Do you still hope to hear from your dad?’

He shakes his head. ‘I don’t want to any more. He had his chance to be a dad, and he threw it away. Mum did a great job of bringing me up single-handed.’

We arrive at a set of enormous metal gates. Arthur presses the buzzer and explains that we’ve come to see Lord Rathbone, and, no, we don’t have an appointment.

I quickly add, ‘I’m at school with Sarah.’ This seems to be our entry ticket. The gates buzz and swing open, allowing us entry. The house isn’t immediately visible – only when we round a bend in the driveway do we catch our first glimpse. The Rathbone homestead is even bigger – and grander – than I imagined. It’s ancient, with leaded windows, and there’s ivy climbing up its cream façade. There are too many chimneys to count, and massive grounds, with exotic trees even I – who’s grown up in a celebrated London park – would have trouble identifying.

‘Wow!’ Arthur and I say in unison.

‘I bet there are wings,’ I say.

Arthur laughs. ‘What? You think they can fly? I know they’re mega rich, but …’

‘No – I mean the house. I bet the house has wings. You know – North Wing or East Wing, that kind of thing.’

‘I’m sure you’re right. Hardly seems necessary for one family to own such a mansion, does it? Imagine how many people you could house in this place.’

A butler meets us in the hall. He doesn’t smile, but he also doesn’t turn his nose up at these uninvited guests.

‘Sir, madam – if you would follow me, please. Lord Rathbone has asked me to show you to the Red Wing study.’ Arthur and I exchange a knowing look.

We walk for what seems like five minutes, but is probably no more than a minute and a half. Then the butler shows us into a room and leaves us. For a moment, I think he’s going to lock us in, but he only shuts the door.

‘Did you tell the Guild?’ I whisper to Arthur.

‘What? That we were coming here?’

I nod.

‘Nope. Did you?’

I shake my head. ‘My phone’s turned off at the moment. Can you page them or something?’ I ask. ‘It might be quicker.’

He pulls out a gadget that looks like a small phone and keys in a message. ‘Done,’ he says.

I feel better immediately, knowing the Guild will be able to track us down if necessary.

The door opens and Sarah Rathbone walks in. 

‘Hello, Oddball, what are you doing here? Sammy on the gate described the strange girl who was trying to get in, and I felt sure it must be you.’

‘You were right,’ I say simply.

‘So what are you doing here?’ she says again. But before I need to answer, the door opens again and Lord Rathbone strides in.

‘Thank you, Sarah, that will do,’ he says.

‘But I want to know why she’s here,’ insists Sarah.

‘I will find out and tell you later – if that is appropriate. Mr Fitzwilliam and Ms Oddly—’

‘Oddlow,’ I correct him, but the cold look he shoots me makes me wish I hadn’t. If looks could freeze …

‘Mr Fitzwilliam and Ms Oddlow have come to speak with me in private,’ he tells her.

Sarah tuts loudly but leaves the room, although I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s still outside, with a glass to the wall.

‘Please,’ says our host, gesturing to two high-back armchairs. We sit down and he takes a seat behind his desk, which is mahogany and even bigger than the professor’s. I glance around the room, taking it all in.

The study is large – about twice the size of my attic bedroom at home. There’s a large grey stone fireplace and the wallpaper has a bold pattern of gold and red stripes. The artwork is also large and imposing. One shows naked people being tortured in hell – lovely – and another depicts a man herding elephants. Colonial is the word that comes to mind. This is clearly an old family that believes it deserves its wealth.

But not when you come by it illegally, I add in my mind. Poirot appears at my shoulder, studying Lord Rathbone closely.

‘I do not like this gentleman, mon amie,’ he says after a moment. ‘He is not, I fear, a decent human being.’

I feel the same way. I remember that awful, predatory grin I witnessed at the gallery on Tuesday, and barely suppress a shiver.

‘So to what do I owe this honour?’ Lord Rathbone consults his watch, presumably to make clear how precious his time is.

‘Something came up,’ says Arthur, ‘and we wanted to give you the chance to respond before we go to the police.’

I’m disconcerted to see that our host looks amused, rather than rattled.

I decide to try another tack to throw him off balance. ‘We found something that belongs to you.’ I hold out the cufflink.

‘You’ve got my cufflink!’ he exclaims. ‘Where on earth did you find it?’

Arthur doesn’t chip in, so I volunteer the information. ‘It was wedged between one of the paintings at the National Gallery and the wall.’ I watch him closely.

Rathbone’s eyes narrow. ‘Which painting?’

‘Sunflowers,’ Arthur says.

I add, ‘The forged Sunflowers.’

At this, our host unexpectedly sits back in his chair and roars with laughter. I catch Arthur’s eye and we exchange a look of confusion.

‘Why is that funny?’ I ask.

‘Forged? Sunflowers? Ha! One of the most famous paintings in the National Gallery’s permanent collection? Don’t you think someone would have noticed? The curators, for example?’

I wait for him to stop laughing. Then I say, ‘I believe Sheila Smith did notice.’

Arthur clears his throat. ‘We’ve been wondering what you had to do with the forgery and with Ms Smith’s disappearance.’

‘I beg your pardon, young man? Whose disappearance?’ Lord Rathbone looks bewildered.

‘Sheila Smith’s,’ I retort, ‘senior art curator at the National Gallery. As a patron of the gallery, I’m sure you know her.’

‘She’s been missing since last Friday evening,’ Arthur continues. ‘Is this really the first you’ve heard of it?’

At this point, Lord Rathbone turns the same shade of red as I’d observed on our school trip. From this vantage point, I can confirm that it is indeed colour #9A0000 in the hexadecimal code – although right now I have rather more urgent concerns, such as the alarm button he’s just pressed.

‘You have a nerve,’ he says angrily. ‘You come into my house and accuse me of forging masterpieces and abducting some woman I’ve only met once or twice at gallery functions? How dare you, the pair of you!’

‘But your cufflink …’ I say. I look at Arthur, who nods in encouragement.

‘I lost that cufflink two weeks ago, when I attended an event for patrons at the gallery. I have no idea how it got stuck behind a painting, but I can only imagine someone thought it was a good joke.’

‘What about my mother?’ I ask. I doubt I’m going to find out anything now, but I have to ask.

‘Your mother?’ he says, and now he looks genuinely confused. ‘What on earth has she got to do with it?’

Just then, the door opens again, and a man in a security guard’s uniform appears. ‘Sir?’ he says.

‘Yes, Giorgio. Please escort these two visitors off the premises.’ He looks from me to Arthur and back again. ‘You are not welcome to return, unless invited – do you understand?’
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‘Well, that didn’t really get us very far,’ says Arthur, as we watch the gates buzz shut behind us. ‘I really thought he’d crack.’ He gestures for us to walk, and we start back towards the Tube.

‘Do you think it’s possible that Lord Rathbone isn’t involved after all?’ I suggest. ‘He was angry – but not alarmed or frightened. He didn’t behave as if he’s a master criminal who’s just been found out.’

‘He probably thinks we’re just kids, and so we don’t pose a threat.’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I mean, he must be aware that I was involved in getting to the bottom of the bank heist … It was in the papers, and his daughter is at school with me.’

‘Well, it doesn’t look like we’ll get another audience with him for a while. But we should tell the Guild about our meeting. They might want to do some behind-the-scenes investigating of Lord Rathbone themselves.’

Without warning, he stops walking and stands very still, gazing into space. I reckon he’s Auto-Focusing, so I give him a moment. After a while, he blinks and then he’s back with me. It reminds me of someone coming out of a hypnotic trance. I wonder if I look the same when I’m Changing Channel.

‘Well, whether or not Rathbone’s involved, you’re right about one thing,’ he says. ‘It’s too much of a coincidence that Sheila’s replaced two of her pop art pictures with at least one forged one.’ He pulls out his mobile and types something in. ‘Shall we check out the Georgia O’Keeffe landscape, to see if that’s been forged too?’

‘Won’t it be in the States? I think most of her work’s over there.’

He shakes his head. ‘The Tate Modern’s hosting a major exhibition of her work.’

I stare at him as the pieces of the puzzle start to click into place. ‘How long’s it been on?’

‘At least a month.’

‘So Sheila could have visited …?’

‘Absolutely.’

Excitement is fizzing inside me.

‘What’s the quickest route to the Tate Modern from here?’
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Arthur points to an old brick wall, covered in ivy.

‘There’s a gate through there,’ he says.

‘Just like in The Secret Garden!’ I say. ‘I’ve always wanted to find a door like that one.’

He grins. ‘I know – it’s great, isn’t it?’

We wait for a couple of joggers to pass, then duck under the green foliage. The vine screens us completely, reminding me of the secret area behind some waterfalls. There’s not much room in this magical space, however, and Arthur hastily pulls out his Guild key and unlocks the gate. We pass through and into complete darkness.

‘Mobiles out!’ he says. I rummage for mine and turn it on. The two narrow beams do little to brighten the blackness. I shiver. We’re in a corridor that slopes down. It’s hard not to run, pulled along by gravity, but I lean my weight back, determined not to trip over in the gloom.

‘This tunnel’s definitely one of the creepier ones,’ says Arthur. His voice is muffled.

‘Will we be out of it soon?’

‘Yep. There’s a bend any minute, and then we join a main passage that’s level.’

Sure enough, the slope evens out almost as soon as he finishes speaking, and we step round a corner and into a wider tunnel. Here, our mobile phones give far better illumination, reflecting back from pale, whitewashed walls.

I check my watch. It’s just after two. ‘Do we have much further to go?’ I ask, suddenly conscious that we’ve only got a day and a half left.

He catches my eye. ‘Do you fancy a run?’ There’s a definite challenge in his tone.

‘Always,’ I say.

He takes two head torches from his bag and hands one to me. I fit it and switch it on; the beam is white and very bright.

‘Ready?’ he asks me, as we line up, and I nod.

‘And … go!’ We take off. I pace myself to start with, getting into a comfortable rhythm. Arthur shoots ahead, but I wonder how long he can keep up that pace. He’s out of sight, but I can hear his feet pounding against the hard earth.

‘I’m coming for you!’ I shout.

I round the next bend but there’s no sign of him. I stop, listening hard. There’s loud breathing a little way ahead. ‘I can hear you!’ I call. He doesn’t answer, and I start to feel unnerved. It’s so dark, outside the beam of my torch, and I shiver, feeling suddenly isolated and vulnerable. ‘Stop it, Arthur – it’s not funny!’

Then I hear a scream – Arthur’s voice. I start to run towards him, but there’s someone else here and I’m jerked backwards as my arms are caught and twisted behind my back.

I shout out, but a cloth bag is pulled over my head, muffling my voice.

‘Arthur!’ I shout. But I’m shoved through a door (I hadn’t even noticed a door in the dark tunnel), then dragged up a flight of stairs. ‘Arthur!’

I hear him scream again. What are they doing to him?

There’s not enough air inside the bag. I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe …

And then Poirot appears, a friend in the darkness.

‘Eh bien, ma petite, this is a sticky situation, n’est-ce pas?’

I slow my breathing as I’m yanked along. Focus, Agatha, focus.

Who’s taken me?

It occurs to me that it’s only a short while since we accused Lord Rathbone of being a master criminal. Now he’s getting his revenge. This must be what happened to Mum. I hate the thought that her final moments may have been so awful. But I can’t let my emotions take over right now.

I will escape, I promise myself. I’ll get away – and free Arthur too – and then we’ll rescue Sheila together. Rathbone will be arrested, and sent to jail, and we’ll make sure he knows it was us who reported him. Maybe I can finally get justice for Mum.

I hear a vehicle door being opened, then a rough hand pushes my head down and I’m forced inside. I land on a seat, but I’m lying down and can’t get upright with my hands tied behind my back. The rope’s tight and my arms feel as if they’re being pulled from their sockets. I try to breathe into the pain, rather than fight it. This helps a bit, but not enough. The engine starts up. I can hear two voices – a man and a woman talking in low, urgent tones.

‘Arthur?’ I whisper, checking he’s here.

‘Agatha – are you all right?’

I’m torn between relief that he’s alive and (selfishly) that I’m not alone – and regret that he’s been captured too.

‘Yes. Are you?’

‘They banged my head when they put me in the car and it’s throbbing. I’m OK apart from that, though. Where do you think they’re taking us?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe if we’re quiet we can follow the route.’

‘OK …’

We stay silent. At first, I keep track and have some idea of our whereabouts. But the journey is longer than I expect, and the road becomes bumpy – we’ve turned off the official roads and on to an unmade road – possibly a country track.

I whisper to Arthur, ‘Have we left London, do you think?’

‘I don’t know. My internal compass doesn’t seem to work in the dark.’

‘Mine’s malfunctioning big-time.’

‘Maybe we can get some idea when they take off our hoods,’ he says.

‘Maybe … Do you think we could fight our way out of this?’

‘I know I couldn’t.’

‘Hey! You back there! Stop talking!’ It’s the female captor.

We fall silent again. The car starts to slow down, then it comes to halt. A moment later, the door is opened and I’m yanked back out. My arms are throbbing with pain and I’m worried I might pass out. Focus, Agatha, I tell myself again.

I stumble as I’m pushed along a path. The man and woman are murmuring to each other as they march us. I catch the woman’s name, ‘Sals’, and something about a ‘waste of time …’

Then I feel the surface change from packed earth to concrete beneath my feet. We’re inside a building. My hood’s removed and I stand, blinking in fluorescent light. Behind me our captors leave, and a key turns in a chained padlock.

It’s impossible to make anything out at first, but as my eyes focus, I see my partner lying on the ground close by.

‘Arthur! Are you OK?’

He groans and I stagger over to his side. Crouching down, I inspect him. He looks pale.

‘I’m all right,’ he says.

‘You don’t look it.’

‘It’s only my head – it’s still hurting.’

‘Let me get you untied …’ I take a recce of our surroundings:
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It’s obviously an old barn or outbuilding.

‘No,’ says Arthur.

‘No, what?’

‘No, I don’t want you to untie me.’

I stare at him. ‘Why not?’

‘Because we need to look passive – let them think they’re in control. If we break out, they’re much more likely to hurt us.’

I consider this. ‘You’re probably right, but I don’t plan on still being here to get caught after we’re free.’

‘Agatha – you don’t even know where we are. We could be in the middle of nowhere.’

‘Can you drive?’

He shrugs. ‘I’ve done some off-roading.’

‘So, if we can get their car started, we can escape.’

‘Right – so now we’re hot-wiring a car …’

‘How hard can it be? I’ve studied basic mechanics …’ I look at him. ‘What’s your idea then?’

‘I was thinking we’d act as if we’re going along with everything. Then, when their guard’s down, we’ll attack.’

‘Attack with what? Last time I checked, you didn’t have any fighting skills.’

‘No, but I’m a whizz at building traps.’

‘Seriously?’

He nods. ‘You wouldn’t believe what I can do with some broken-down machinery and a bit of imagination.’

‘It sounds like a children’s programme: “Come on, kids – let’s build a human trap!”’

He laughs. ‘I’d definitely like to present that show.’ He falls quiet. Then he says, ‘We’re going to be all right, aren’t we?’ It’s not really a question.

‘Hey, with your brain and my brawn? We’ll be just fine. How about I untie our ropes, just to make us more comfortable? Then we can always make it look like we’re still tied up afterwards. It’s got to be better to have our hands free, after all.’

He sighs. ‘All right. But I’m hiding behind you if it gets physical.’ He squints at my joined wrists. ‘Are you sure you can undo these? They look pretty complicated.’

‘Ahh – but I’m a master knot-unpicker.’ I examine the knot in his rope, which I identify as a constrictor. I can picture how to tie it, but it’s designed to be a difficult one to unfasten.

‘Do you have a knife on you?’ I ask him.

‘Nope. They took that and my phone before they shoved me in the car.’

‘My penknife’s in my backpack – and I lost that when they attacked us in the tunnel.’

‘You could gnaw through the rope with your teeth?’

It turns out to be very difficult to untie a constrictor knot while your own wrists are fastened behind your back. For a few minutes, I’m like a dog chasing its own tail – there’s a lot of movement on my part but no real progress. Eventually, I find a position that allows me to work on Arthur’s ropes. It’s still a slow process, involving me passing rope-ends backwards, around and forwards.

‘Give up yet?’ asks Arthur.

‘Never.’

A moment longer and the knot slackens. ‘You did it!’ he says, shaking the cords from his wrists.

‘Now can you do me?’

Arthur’s vast knowledge turns out not to extend to knots. I have to use the rope he’s shed to direct him on how to tie – and, crucially, untie – a constrictor.

A key turns in the lock again, and we both freeze. My own cords are still half-tied, but Arthur’s are lying on the ground next to me.

‘Arms behind your back!’ I say quickly. It seems even more painful to have to hold my arms in place, now they’ve been loosened. I glance at Arthur and see he’s thrown himself back down on the floor, in the semi-foetal position they left him in, with his hands behind him. His rope is out in the open, and it’s glaringly obvious.

Our kidnappers reappear. They’re both wearing masks, which are a bit unnerving as they hide not just their real faces but also their expressions. The woman stands guard by the door while the man comes towards us. As he approaches, I quickly shuffle on my bottom towards the heap of cord. I use tiny movements and hold my breath, hoping they won’t notice. By the time the man reaches me, I’m perched uncomfortably on top of the rope. He looks me over, then examines Arthur before walking back to join his colleague.

‘Do you know why you’re here?’ the woman asks us. Her voice is muffled by the mask.

‘You’re working for Rathbone?’ I say.

‘Is that what you’ve heard?’ she says.

‘It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?’ I say.

‘So we need you out of the way for a while,’ she says. ‘Then we’ll decide what to do with you.’ She and the man leave, turning the key to lock us in again. Despite the cold in here, I’m sweating. I glance down and see that one end of the rope was sticking out from under me.

‘That was too close,’ I tell Arthur.

‘I was sure they were going to spot that the rope was undone!’

‘Can you finish untying me?’

‘I can try.’

I don’t know how much time passes with Arthur attempting to undo the constrictor knot while it seems to only get tighter round my wrists.

‘Give up,’ I say at last. ‘I think you’re making it worse.’

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Knots really aren’t my thing.’

‘It’s fine.’ While I start to work on the knot myself, Arthur stretches and eases his muscles. With one last wriggle on my part, the cord comes loose. I groan in relief as I can finally stretch out my arms and shoulders again. I stuff the rope into my pocket.

‘You really are a master knot-unpicker,’ he says with a grin.

‘Yep. Just one of my many talents.’ I smile back, to show I’m not really that conceited.

Arthur says quietly, ‘What do you think they’re planning on doing with us?’

I don’t answer straight away. He needs reassuring, and I don’t want to relive memories of my previous experiences. Despite my new martial arts skills, I’m still uncomfortable remembering the tycoon Maxwell’s desire to kill me and my friends for the sake of his business enterprises – or Wallace Jones’s attempt to drown me in the underground harbour.

At last, I say, ‘I don’t know, but I think they’d have killed us by now if that was the plan.’

‘What do you think we should do?’

‘First, we’re going to look for signs that Sheila was held here.’

‘Sheila?’

‘I’m sure these are the same people who took her – and it makes sense that this is their usual holding area, before they move hostages on.’

‘Hostages …’ repeats Arthur, and shudders.

‘Actually, I’m feeling pretty lucky right now,’ I say, pushing myself on to my feet despite my complaining upper body.

He stares at me. ‘What about this makes you feel lucky?’

I shrug and I’m shocked by the painful objection from my arms and shoulders. ‘We’re actually in the right place. Also, whenever I get abducted, it means things are starting to move in the right direction with the investigation.’

He laughs. ‘Only you could talk about being kidnapped like it’s a hobby, Agatha!’

I start to comb the floor for signs of a previous prisoner. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ I say. ‘It’s never enjoyable. But it’s good to know we’ve rattled someone’s cage enough to make them come after us. With any luck, we’ve unnerved Rathbone enough to make him do something careless.’ I search in the general area where we were deposited, then move in small circles, careful not to miss any section. It’s dim in the barn, thanks to the boarded-up windows, and I wish I still had Arthur’s head torch.

As it turns out, I don’t need a light, though. A white rectangle is clearly visible on the rough concrete floor just a metre or two away. As I get closer, I see that it’s attached to a black lanyard with the words NATIONAL GALLERY clearly printed on it in white. I don’t have my latex gloves or an evidence bag, so I crouch down and use the bottom of my dress as a protective layer between my skin and the ID badge.

Arthur moves to my side and says, ‘What have you got?’

I hold up the badge, which has Sheila’s photo with the title SENIOR CURATOR beneath it.

‘Wow,’ he says. ‘You were right. She was here.’

‘She was here,’ I say.

At that moment, the key turns again in the lock, and I stuff the lanyard and badge inside my coat pocket and place my poor, aching arms behind me. I glance at Arthur and see he’s made it back to his position on the floor. This time, he’s taken his rope with him and it’s fully hidden beneath his body.

Our assailants come in, closing the door behind them. I can’t see any way I could beat the two of them without Arthur’s help. This time, it’s the female who walks over. She stops where she can see both of us and says,

‘This has been a warning. If you continue to investigate, you will be putting yourselves and your families at risk.’

She scrutinises me in silence, which gives me a chance to examine her in detail – something I hadn’t attempted while I was trying to conceal Arthur’s rope.
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I glance over at her associate. He’s also got military bearing.

‘Why did the two of you leave the armed forces?’ I ask.

Despite her training, she has a ‘tell’ – her shoulders twitch slightly. It’s only a tiny movement, but it’s enough to assure me my instincts are right. She not only was in the forces, but she’s unsettled by her prisoner having this (or any) information on her.

She speaks again. ‘As I was saying, your families will be in danger, if you continue your investigations.’ There’s no mistaking the menace in her voice. ‘In your case, Agatha Oddlow, that would be …’ she takes a notebook from her breast pocket and reads, ‘Rufus Oddlow, head gardener in Hyde Park.’

‘OK –’ I hang my head as if intimidated, but I can’t resist getting in one last, hopefully unnerving dig, remembering the name I heard earlier – ‘Sals.’

‘Agatha …’ hisses Arthur. He’s still lying on the floor.

I’m treading a narrow line. If I go too far, she’s liable to get angry with me.

She takes a step towards me, and her colleague says, ‘Don’t!’ in an urgent tone.

‘She knows my name,’ says the woman. ‘She knows too much about us …’

‘She’s bluffing,’ says the man.

‘He’s right – she is bluffing,’ says Arthur. I shoot him an angry look.

Sals swivels and, in an astonishingly smooth move, she has Arthur in a headlock. His face looks startled and terrified.

‘Is that true?’ Sals asks me. ‘Are you bluffing?’

‘Don’t hurt him,’ I say.

‘Why not?’ she asks, tightening her hold. He whimpers.

There’s nothing for it – I have to act. But I realise with a shock that I’m scared. I’ve been so busy thinking about Sheila, I’ve forgotten to pay attention to my own physical and emotional state. Now I notice that my breaths are shallow, my palms are sweaty and my heart is beating too fast and too loudly.

I Change Channel, focusing on my breathing and balance, and calming the rapid beating of my heart. (I picture it like a metronome that’s swinging too quickly and needs slowing.) What would Mr Zhang have me do? It needs to be a form of what he’d term ‘non-violent resistance’.

‘Why’s she got her eyes closed?’ asks the man.

‘I don’t know …’ says his colleague.

I have it! My eyes flick open and, in a movement at least as smooth as hers, I leap towards Sals, landing on both feet. We’re so close that my forehead is almost touching her chin.

Caught off guard, she steps back, loosening her grip on my friend. It’s then a simple task for me to unwind her arm from the headlock and pivot away, escorting Arthur until we’re out of arm’s reach. This part’s a bit like a waltz. I’ve always done appallingly in ballroom dancing at school, but perhaps I’m not as bad as I thought.

‘There’s no need for that,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll answer your questions. Yes, I was bluffing. The way you two stand, anyone could tell you’re ex-military. And I heard your colleague say your name earlier.’

‘How did you two get loose? Those were good knots!’ says the man.

But Sals and I ignore him. I hold my breath. Will there be another attack, or have I defused the situation?

‘I understand the message from today,’ I tell her. ‘We’ll stop investigating.’ I hold out the name badge as a peace offering. If I’m going to show them I’m serious, and stand any chance of getting home, we need to sacrifice this piece of evidence.

‘Where did you find this?’

‘It was here,’ I say. ‘Proof that Sheila Smith was also held hostage by you. But if you take it, we’ve got nothing to take to the police.’

‘Good girl,’ she says. She glances at the man, who nods.

They throw the hoods back over our heads and tie us up again. This time, the knots aren’t as ambitious – they’ll be far easier to release.

I cry out as I’m dragged to the car. My shoulders and arms are throbbing so hard, it feels like I’ve gone several rounds in a boxing ring and come off badly. I wish I could see Arthur and check he’s OK, but I can’t make out anything through the stuffy head covering.

Lying on the back seat of what I’ve decided is an old four-by-four designed for off-roading, I’m bumped up and down as we head back along the farm track. I can hear Arthur groaning.

‘Where hurts?’ I ask him.

‘Mainly my head. But my arms are pretty bad.’

‘Mine too. I wish they hadn’t tied us up again.’

‘What was going on back there?’ he asks. ‘You were really pushing her buttons. I thought she was going to lose the plot.’

‘Two things: I wanted to unsettle her – to make her think we knew who they were, so she’d be more likely to believe us if we said there was a rescue party coming to get us. And I wanted to see if I could get her riled, so she’d lose concentration and do something careless.’

‘She nearly did – she’d have punched you, I reckon, if I hadn’t intervened.’

‘You shouldn’t have done that. I was getting somewhere.’

‘You were setting yourself up for a bruising.’

I sigh and we fall silent. The journey back seems even longer than it did going. Every bump aches and I feel bad for Arthur, as he whimpers close by.

‘What if they aren’t taking us back?’ he says at last. ‘What if they’re going to kill us?’

‘If they wanted us dead, they’d have tried it by now. They just want us scared. As far as they’re concerned, we’re a pair of kids who’ll be easy to scare off.’

‘And I’d have gotten away with it, if it weren’t for those meddling kids,’ says Arthur, in a cartoony American voice. I’m glad he hasn’t lost his sense of humour.

After what feels like an hour, though I don’t suppose it’s really that long, the car pulls over and I’m lifted out and dumped on the ground. I land on my knees and shout, ‘Ow!’ as I feel small stones bite into my skin. We’re outside, at least. That’s got to be better than being locked up in another building.

Arthur cries out – so he’s obviously had the same rough treatment. But we’re about to be free.

When my head covering is removed, I can see he’s close by. We’re lying in a lay-by. Sals is holding my backpack in her gloved hands – so it wasn’t lost in the tunnel! She makes sure she has my full attention and then she unzips my bag and tips the contents out into a muddy puddle, before dumping the backpack on top. Then she climbs back into the car and we watch as the vehicle pulls out.

‘Memorise the registration number,’ I say, committing it to my own memory.

‘Done,’ says Arthur. Then he whimpers again. ‘I’m freezing.’

White flecks are falling from a slate-grey sky. I shiver. ‘That’s because we’re outside and it’s sleeting,’ I say. My shoulder wrenches painfully as I use an elbow to push myself into a sitting position. Right: time to cut us both free. I can’t face unfastening any more knots, even if these are simpler.

I glance around the filthy lay-by, which is filled with plastic bags, takeaway boxes, toilet paper, an abandoned trolley and an old mattress. I’m going to have to extract my penknife from the puddle. I stumble over and crouch with my back to the muddy pool. After a lot of fishing, I manage to extract the knife and, with my hands black with dirt, I make it back to Arthur’s side. It isn’t easy to cut ropes when your fingers are frozen, but I keep sawing away until Arthur’s trappings fall away. Then he does mine.

We both groan as we rub our arms and shoulders and stamp our feet to keep warm.

‘Freedom!’ I say. Exhaustion washes over me as the adrenaline rushes out.

‘I just realised – you saved my life!’ he says.

I frown. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘When that woman – Sals – had my head under her arm, I thought she was going to squeeze all the air out of me.’

‘You’re forgetting she only put you in that headlock because I wound her up by seeming like I knew too much.’

He shakes his head. ‘Even so …’

‘Even so, what?’

‘You put yourself in danger, to help me. Not many people would have done that.’

‘Sure they would. You’d do it for me, wouldn’t you?’

‘I guess … I mean, I hope so …’

‘So do I!’

We both laugh.

‘Anyway, I’m freezing,’ he says. ‘Can we get away from here, please, and into the warm and dry?’

‘Good idea.’ I fish in my backpack and turn on my mobile. ‘There’s no signal here,’ I say.

He checks his phone. ‘Same here. It must be all the trees.’ The road we’re on is thickly wooded.

‘Let’s walk,’ he says.

I check my watch. It’s four forty and I have no idea where we are. ‘Shall we just go in the opposite direction from the car?’ I suggest.

He nods and we begin to walk.

‘I can’t believe it’s only a couple of hours since we were racing through the tunnels,’ I say.

‘I know. It feels like everything’s changed, doesn’t it?’

The occasional car passes us, but we keep in among the trees, not wanting to be spotted.

At last, we see the lights of a building ahead. ‘I think it’s a pub,’ says Arthur.

As we get closer, we see it’s a restaurant, with a sign that says THE FOREST FOX. Inside, the owner lets us use her phone and sit near the door until our taxi arrives. She’s very concerned about us and wants to know if we’re all right, but we just tell her we got split up from a Duke of Edinburgh hiking trip. She’s very kind and insists on giving us hot chocolate to drink while we wait. We have a phone signal at last, so we each text our parents, to let them know we’re OK.

At last, the cab arrives and we clamber in, weary, cold and damp.

‘Where to?’ asks the driver.

‘We should get you home,’ says Arthur.

‘It’s fine if you want to be dropped off first,’ I say.

But he shakes his head. ‘No. You deserve to be safely back with your dad.’

‘OK …’ I look at him, trying to gauge his mood – unsure why I deserve this more than he does.

I consider asking the driver where we are, but I don’t want to get into a discussion with him about how we got here. I turn on my phone and open Maps.

‘We’re in Barnet,’ I say. ‘So it probably does make sense to go to my house first.’

Arthur nods and addresses the driver: ‘Greenwich via Hyde Park, please,’ and the man pulls out. Arthur closes the communication window to give us privacy. It occurs to me that, if this were a thriller, we’d shortly find out our driver was really an evil henchman. I examine him. He’s definitely over sixty – possibly over seventy – and small and wrinkled like a garden gnome. My experience with both the professor and Mr Zhang has taught me not to underestimate older people, but I’m pretty sure I could win against this man if it came to it. Reassured, I settle back in my seat.

My phone pings with an email notification. It’s from Sam Cohen.

‘What is it?’ says Arthur.

‘An email from the art conservator,’ I say, clicking on it. ‘Listen to this: “Dear Ms Oddlow …”’

I was extremely interested in your follow-up query, as I’ve been conducting my own investigations, ever since your mother stopped being in contact. The Sunflowers painting appears, to me, to have lightened considerably since its move to the Van Gogh show.

The Georgia O’Keeffe piece you mention is, I believe, Lake George Reflection, which recently sold at auction for almost $13,000,000.

I began making enquiries about this artwork, but was interrupted by an unexpected visit from a stranger. I’d better say no more here, but he has certainly left me feeling uncertain of my way forward.

I look at Arthur. ‘What do you make of that?’

My companion’s sitting with his head back and his eyes closed. He opens them a fraction. ‘Of what?’

‘The conservator starts looking into the pictures, and suddenly he’s receiving warning visits.’

‘He doesn’t say this visitor threatened him.’

‘No, but “left me feeling uncertain of my way forward” sounds pretty worrying, doesn’t it?’ I pause. ‘I feel bad, because it’s me who put him on to this.’

‘Actually, it sounds like that was your mum, seven years or so ago.’

‘But he didn’t receive any threats or warnings or whatever till now, did he?’

‘Agatha, you can’t be responsible for everybody’s safety. He’s a grown man – I’m sure he’ll work something out.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘What I don’t understand is, why he didn’t go to the police over this – if he’d uncovered forged artworks.’

‘Mum asked him not to.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, she was on a case of her own, wasn’t she? Maybe she’d discovered the people involved were dangerous, and she didn’t want to expose him. Or she needed more proof about their dealings. What if it wasn’t just about forged art? Maybe there were other things going on, and the fakes were just part of the investigation.’

‘So you think Rathbone’s on to him as well?’

‘It sounds like it, doesn’t it?’

‘Or maybe his visitor hasn’t threatened him at all – maybe this person just caused him to doubt his findings.’

I smile at him. ‘I like the sound of that.’

‘Well, until you speak to him, why don’t you assume that’s the case?’

‘I’ll try. Thanks.’

‘No worries. Are we square now? You saved my life and I made you feel better.’

I pull a face. ‘I’m not sure that’s a fair exchange. Blood for blood, don’t you think?’

‘Hey! Who raised the stakes? No one said anything about blood!’

We’re still laughing as the cab pulls up in front of the park gates.

I check my watch. It’s nearly six o’clock – what a day! I run through the events. We now know that Sheila was taken by the same people who kidnapped us – presumably working for Rathbone. We also know the kidnappers have a military background. And we have that vehicle registration number …

I rummage for money, but Arthur stops me. ‘It’s fine – I’ll claim it on expenses.’

I hesitate. ‘I keep wondering where they took Sheila, after that holding place, I mean. I don’t think they dropped her off in a lay-by too, do you? Because if they had, she’d be back home by now.’

He nods. ‘They must have taken her somewhere else.’

‘Or what if they’ve hurt her?’ I say, voicing the elephant in the room.

Arthur winces, then turns to me. ‘I don’t think that’s their style, for what it’s worth. They’ve warned us off the investigation, when they could have really hurt us – or worse.’ He gives a tired smile. ‘Look, we’ve done all we can for today, don’t you think?’

‘You’re right. Let’s rest, and put our heads together in the morning. We need to be in a good state for our last day on the case. We’ve got to find Sheila tomorrow! I can’t bear to think of Dr MacDonald going to the police because we’ve failed.’

‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘Shall we text first thing, to agree where to meet?’

‘Sounds good.’

I drag my weary body out of the taxi, thank the driver and wave to Arthur until he’s just a blur through the back window. Then I walk slowly along the paths to my home, where I hope my dad will be waiting with a roaring fire.

But there’s no sign of him when I get inside the house. Oliver’s also strangely AWOL and, apart from a light in the hall, everywhere’s dark. Where’s Dad?

I can’t think straight as I run through the hall, throwing open the doors to the kitchen and living room.

What if the kidnapping was a distraction – what if they were after Dad all along?

‘Dad!’ I almost scream his name up the stairs.

I’m halfway up when I hear him shout, ‘Is that you, love?’ from the direction of his bedroom.

He’s here. He’s fine, I tell myself.

Suddenly, I’m exhausted. I make my way slowly to the top, then knock on his door and go in. He’s lying on the bed, with Oliver sitting hunched like a snail on his stomach. From the look on the cat’s face, he’s having a wonderful time. (This is confirmed by his purring, which is nearly as loud as a motorcycle engine.)

‘Are you OK?’ I ask Dad.

He sits up. ‘I’m fine – just having a rest. I’ve been doing lots of digging today – we dug out some of that area that floods after rain, to form a better run-off, so with any luck that’ll be the last of the flooding. You’re back late, though.’

‘Yes, sorry – things came up.’

‘But you’re all right?’

For a moment, I’m tempted to blurt out: No, I’ve had a terrifying day, in which I was captured and tied up and blindfolded and locked up and threatened. And then I thought something had happened to you … But I take a deep breath and say, ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

‘Indeed you are. You fancy a takeaway?’

‘Pizza?’

He laughs. ‘Sure. You order and I’ll pay. Does that sound all right?’

‘That sounds perfect.’

I walk over and give him a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

‘What was that for?’

‘Nothing. I missed you, that’s all.’

‘Well, I’m honoured.’ He catches my eye. ‘I’m also a bit worried about you.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘I was glad to get your text. Next time, please can you get in touch sooner, though? I was already starting to worry.’

‘Of course – sorry. I was out with Arthur and we lost track of time.’

In the kitchen, while I’m ordering (a ‘Heaps of Meat’ for Dad and a margherita with pineapple for me), I access the Guild’s vehicle registration database. All agents have access to this system. I key in the number plate from our kidnappers’ vehicle, 60N3 1R3, and wait …

‘Do you want any sides with that?’ asks the woman taking my order.

‘Yes: please can we have garlic bread, wedges and chocolate-chip cookies, with cheese on everything?’

‘You want cheese on the cookies?’ She sounds horrified, but I’m busy staring at my phone. The database has finished its search for the number plate and has come up No match.

That isn’t possible. I key the digits in again, but the same thing happens.

‘If in doubt, add cheese,’ I tell the woman at the pizzeria, distractedly. She names the amount to pay, and I recite the digits from Dad’s card – I know the number off by heart.

As soon as I hang up the phone, I pull out my notebook and write down the registration number. There’s something about it that’s bothering me …

60N3 1R3 …

Poirot’s voice whispers in my ear: ‘It is not much use being a detective, ma petite, unless …’

‘Unless you are good at guessing,’ I whisper to myself.

If the plate isn’t registered on our system, someone must want to keep it that way. What secret is hiding in this number plate?

I stare at it until the numbers and letters reform as:

boNe iRe.

Bone ire? Why does that seem so familiar?

Another word for ire is anger or … wrath. So now I have bone wrath – or Rathbone!

I’m so excited, I don’t even notice Dad’s come into the kitchen until he speaks.

‘You’re looking very pleased with yourself. Did you just work something out for your case?’

I nod. ‘I have to message someone.’

‘Go on then. I’ll sort the plates and drinks while you do that.’

‘Thanks, Dad.’

I turn to go up to my room, but he calls after me, ‘By the way, Aggie …’

I stop and look back. ‘Yes?’

‘I know you love your red coat, but you don’t have to wear it in the house, you know.’

I glance down and take in that I’ve also not removed my boots.

‘How did you get so filthy, anyway?’ he asks.

I laugh. ‘It’s taken you a while to notice!’

‘Hey! I pay attention!’

But he’s blushing a little too. We both know he’s not observant about appearance. (Unless you’re a plant, in which case he can spot a greenfly on one of your leaves at ten paces.)

‘Give it here – I’ll brush it down for you,’ he says.

I remove the dirty garment and hand it over. ‘Thank you, Dad – I appreciate it.’

On the way upstairs, I start to shake. At first, I put it down to being a bit cold, but as the trembling gets more intense, I realise I’m in a minor state of shock. Pull yourself together, I tell myself sternly, gripping hold of the handrail alongside the stairs to my room. Do you think Poirot allowed himself to fall apart at the slightest threat?

Inside my attic haven, I sit on the bed and wrap my duvet round my shoulders before texting Arthur:


60N3 1R3 = Rathbone!!



His response comes almost immediately.


Of course! Well done, Agatha. Proof at last!!



I frown and type back:


But if this is his car, wouldn’t his number plate appear on the registration database?




Not if it’s a forged plate that he switches with the real one, for his dodgy dealings




I guess. But who uses a personalised number plate that can easily be traced back to them for criminal activities? You’d have to be an idiot




Maybe he is. We’ll have to ask him tomorrow. Unless you think we should go over there now?




To ask if he’s an idiot?




Among other things




I don’t feel good about this




I know it’s hard for you, because you’re at school with his daughter, so you feel responsible. (Even if she is a nightmare, from what you’ve told me.) But it’s looking pretty open and shut, don’t you think?




I still can’t help thinking about how she’ll react once all this comes out. And what if we’ve made a mistake and it isn’t Rathbone?




I refer you to the facts:

1. He’s been closely involved with at least two paintings that are known to be forgeries (Sunflowers and The Marriage). 

2. We were kidnapped pretty much immediately after confronting him. 

3. He owns the car that was used to kidnap us today. 

4. I’ve got a gut feeling. (I have a very reliable gut.)



 

I can’t help laughing at that last one.

So the net is closing around Rathbone. And if he did have something to do with Mum’s death, then he will certainly deserve a long prison sentence.

After I’ve finished messaging Arthur, I use my mobile to call Sam Cohen. His phone goes straight to voicemail. I decide against leaving a message, just in case his mystery visitor is still around.

I have two messages from Brianna on our group chat app.


Brianna 

Bonjour, mon amie. Comment ça va avec your investigation? You are manquing to us. We are envious of your nouveau ami



I flinch at her awful franglais. She’s followed this up with:


Brianna 

How did you get out of school today? Any leads found or are you still searching?




Still searching



Liam puts in:


Liam 

What’s easy to open but hard to close?



I think of replying ‘A case’, but instead I type:


Your mouth?



He fills the screen with laughing emojis. I’m pretty sure they’re meant sarcastically.
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I try Sam Cohen again. He answers on my first ring.

‘Hello. Who is it?’ He sounds panicky.

‘Mr Cohen, hi. Sorry to bother you. It’s Agatha Oddlow – Clara’s daughter.’

‘No. Can’t talk.’ He hangs up the phone.

I sit staring at my mobile for a few seconds, wondering what on earth is going on. Then I run downstairs to the kitchen and use the landline to call him again, so he won’t recognise my number.

He picks up immediately. ‘Yes?’

I disguise my voice, deepening it and adding a hint of upper-class drawl.

‘Hell-ooo. Is that the art conservator? My name is Lady Valerie DuBois. I was hoping you could help me with a painting I’ve been left in my mother’s will.’

‘Yes, of course, madam. I’m a little tied up right now, but if you could send me the details in an email—’

‘Oh no!’ I force a little laugh. ‘I don’t do modern technology, I’m afraid …’

‘Right, well, if you give me your phone number …’

‘Perhaps I could pop round with it? I’m going out at seven, and I could drop in on my way …’

‘No!’ There’s no denying the panic in his tone.

‘Very well. I shan’t trouble you further today. I shall call again, to arrange a convenient time to discuss my mother’s painting.’

‘Thank you, Lady Valerie. I look forward to it. My apologies, but I must get on this evening.’

He hangs up without even saying goodbye.

So Sam Cohen is definitely in trouble of some kind. Yet he answered his phone. I wonder whether his mystery visitor has instructed him to wait by the phone for an important call. Perhaps Lord Rathbone has somehow discovered I’m in touch with the art conservator and is pressuring him into dropping his investigations into the forgeries.

Within less than a minute, I’ve made up my mind – I need to pay Mr Cohen a visit. It’s the only way to find out what exactly is going on and if he’s in danger.

I consider calling Arthur, but then I remember the state he was in on our way home earlier. He’s in no condition to be back-up for an evening operation. Liam and Brianna? I check the time. It’s quarter to seven. Should I involve my friends? As I sit on the bed deliberating, I hear my dad shouting from downstairs.

‘Din-ner!’

Of course – the pizza! I haven’t had anything since the hot chocolate at the Guild HQ, and I realise I’m starving. My stomach gurgles as if it’s only just noticed how empty it is.

‘Coming!’ I shout.

I race downstairs, nearly running into Dad as I enter the kitchen.

‘Hey! Slow down!’ He laughs. ‘Your pizza isn’t going anywhere.’

‘Sorry! I’m just really hungry.’

‘Did you get any lunch?’

I shake my head. ‘Not really.’

‘You have to eat, Aggie!’

‘Sorry, Dad.’ I pause, wondering how he’s going to react to my request.

‘Dad …’

He sets two glasses on the table and looks at me. ‘Yes?’

‘Do you think …’ I take a deep breath. ‘Would you mind if I took this away?’

‘Up to your room, do you mean?’

I shake my head. No – I mean out. ‘I’ve just realised there’s a place I need to visit, to check something out.’

‘Right …’ He sits down heavily on a chair at the table. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but it’s not always easy being your dad.’

I smile ruefully. ‘Yeah, I know.’

‘You do?’

I nod. ‘You don’t know whether to allow me the freedom I need to investigate things, or whether that makes you a negligent parent.’

‘You do get it!’

‘Of course. But you don’t need to worry, Dad – I’m only going to visit an art conservator, not the lair of an evil mastermind.’

‘A conservator?’ I nod. ‘Well, that sounds safe enough … And you’ll take a taxi both ways?’

‘Sure.’ He gets up and fetches money from his wallet, which he hands to me. ‘For your fare.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say, taking it.

‘And you’ll be careful?’

I give him a kiss on the cheek. ‘Always,’ I promise.

‘You’ll need your coat.’ He gestures to the back of the kitchen door, where my lovely red garment is hanging on the apron hook. All trace of the dirt and dust from the barn is gone.

‘You got it clean! Thanks so much, Dad.’

‘You’re very welcome.’

He’s scrutinising the top of my head. ‘Shame I didn’t get you to hand over your beret.’

I touch my beloved red hat. ‘I forgot I was wearing it!’

‘It’s filthy.’

I pull a face. ‘Maybe I can give it a brush before I go.’

He holds out a hand. ‘Give it to me. I’ll wipe it over while you grab everything you need.’

‘Did I tell you I love you?’

He grins. ‘That’s cupboard love. But I’ll take it.’
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Sam Cohen lives in a tiny cottage in east London, not far from Bethnal Green station. The house is so old the whole of the black-and-white structure is wonky, where the timber and plaster have shrunk or swollen over the years. It’s flanked by tall, shiny office buildings from the twenty-first century. This is another time when the word incongruous appears in my head. But which is out of place – the ancient cottage or the modern architecture? I’m guessing that depends on your outlook.

I don’t knock on the door, but check for onlookers before skirting the building, searching for signs of forced entry. The windows all seem intact at the front and side. Access to the back of the house is via a high wooden gate, but this is locked. It looks as though anyone intimidating Mr Cohen must have knocked on the front door, like a civilised visitor.

I use my lock-picking kit to open the padlock and pass through the gate. A light is shining out on the ground floor. I creep over to the window, crouching low to keep from being spotted. There’s a gap between the curtains, and I peer in.

I’m looking in at a little kitchen, where a man with dark but grey-flecked hair is sitting at a round table, with his head in his hands. I’m guessing this is the conservator himself. There’s no sign of anyone else. The phone is next to his hand, as though he’s expecting a call at any minute. When it rings, I nearly jump. I hadn’t taken into account how old the windows are – there’s no noise insulation in either direction. But this should work in my favour.

He answers the phone. ‘Samuel Cohen.’ There’s a pause, then he says, ‘I understand.’

It’s frustrating, only hearing one side of the conversation.

‘No, as I told when you called round, I haven’t heard from Ms Oddlow’s daughter. To be honest, I didn’t realise she had a child.’

I am startled at hearing myself mentioned. So I was right: my contact with the art conservator is what’s tipped off whoever’s been menacing him. I was also right about him being a decent person – he seems to be protecting me. He looks so pale and fragile I feel a stab of guilt at having dragged him into all this.

He continues speaking. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know that person either. Smith, you say? Where does she work? … Oh, I see. No, she never contacted me. Look, I really don’t have anything you’re looking for. I’m just going about my business. I’m really not sure what you want from me. If I hear from the daughter, I promise I’ll notify you. No, I haven’t forgotten …’

He’s gone even paler and I could swear his hand is shaking. When the call ends, he drops the phone as if it’s burning his hand.

That’s when he spots me. I’ve got so caught up with the scene inside, I’ve grown reckless. I’m pretty much staring straight at him through the window.

He leaps up. ‘Who’s there? I’m calling the police!’

But he does no such thing: he opens the back door and calls out. ‘I know you’re out there.’

‘It’s me, Agatha Oddlow,’ I say quietly, walking towards him. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘I wondered if it might be you,’ he says softly. He glances around the garden, checking there’s nobody else about. ‘You’d better come inside. It’s freezing out here.’

I hadn’t even noticed the temperature until he mentioned it. Now I realise soft flakes are falling, melting as they touch my coat.

I step inside, stamping my boots to disperse any dirt from the garden.

We’re in the kitchen. There’s a fireplace, but no fire is lit. Instead, Mr Cohen has an electric fan heater blowing. The air is warm and stuffy. He glances out of the window one last time, then hurriedly closes the gap in the curtains.

My host gestures for me to take a seat. ‘Cup of tea?’ he asks.

‘No, thank you.’ I remove my coat and beret, and place them over the back of a wooden chair before sitting down.

‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just make one for myself …’ He busies himself with the kettle, while I examine the room. I realise the table I’m sitting at is ancient and pockmarked with decades – centuries, even – of use by its many owners. The uneven white-plaster walls are decorated with paintings in ornate frames, and there are small sculptures and knick-knacks on every surface. It’s like a miniature version of Sir John Soane’s Museum.

I’m so busy examining my surroundings, it takes me a moment to realise Mr Cohen isn’t making his tea. He’s leaning against the deep trough sink, still holding the kettle, and shivering.

I get up and take the kettle from him. ‘Sit down,’ I tell him gently. ‘I’ll make your tea.’ I pull out a chair and he takes a seat without a word. Glancing around, I see a blanket, folded over the back of an armchair in the corner. I take it and open it out, spreading the tartan wool throw over his shoulders. He clutches it round him, nodding to me gratefully.

I fill the black kettle and set it on the hob. There are matches alongside the old range cooker, and I light the gas and sit back down at the table, opposite the conservator.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask him.

‘This … is … the first time I’ve been threatened,’ he says slowly.

‘And hopefully the last,’ I say firmly. I take out my notebook. ‘Now, what can you tell me about the person who threatened you? Was the phone call you just received from the same person?’

He nods, shuddering as he remembers. ‘I recognised the voice.’

‘Was it a man?’

He nods again. His shivering is slowing at last. ‘Yes. He was tall – a lot taller than me.’

‘About what? Five ten? Six foot?’

‘A little over six foot. And big – broad-shouldered and heavy.’

I write this down. ‘And can you describe his colouring?’

He shakes his head. ‘They – he – was wearing a …’ He draws a hand over his face.

‘A balaclava?’ I suggest.

‘Yes! So I couldn’t see his appearance. But there was something …’ He grabs a jotting pad and makes a tiny, detailed drawing. I freeze as I see an elaborate letter A materialise on the paper. ‘And he was wearing black-leather gloves.’ He pauses, then says, ‘I thought he’d come to kill me.’

‘That must have been terrifying,’ I say softly.

He nods. ‘I’ve always felt safe here before. I’ve lived in this house for thirty-three years, and nobody has ever so much as shouted out an insult in the street. And now this …’

‘The letter A,’ I say. ‘Where did you see it?’

‘I saw it first on each of the fake paintings I tested.’

‘That makes sense – I thought it must be a way of marking the forgeries.’

‘It was also on the man’s handkerchief.’

‘His handkerchief?’

‘Yes – I saw it when he got it out to mop under his balaclava, as if he was perspiring a lot. Normally, I would think it was just his initial, but it was identical to the one on the pictures.’

I study his sketch. There’s no mistaking the similarity between this A and the one on the Sunflowers canvas.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, and he looks at me in surprise.

‘Why are you sorry?’

I shrug. ‘This didn’t happen until I contacted you.’

‘But you’re not the one forging artwork. You’re not sending thugs round to threaten innocent people.’

The kettle starts to whistle, and I get up and turn off the gas. There’s a row of blue-and-white pottery mugs above the range, so I unhook one and take a teabag from the box on the side. As I place it in the mug and pour over the hot water, Mr Cohen says,

‘Your mum was a brave woman, I think.’

‘She was, wasn’t she? I don’t think I’d realised it until quite recently.’

‘She was much braver than me.’

I turn back to him. ‘You are very brave!’

‘Me? You saw the state I got into, just from a phone call!’

‘But you told the man you’d never heard of me – that you didn’t even know I existed. That was incredibly courageous – you could so easily have told the truth.’

‘You heard that?’

I nod.

‘Well, I could tell from your voice over the phone that you were barely more than a child. I wasn’t going to let them come after you.’ He looks at me for a moment. ‘Although, now I’ve met you, I sense there’s rather more to you than I’d suspected. It must be because you’re Ms Oddlow’s daughter.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘You should.’

I find a teaspoon in a drawer and fish out the teabag. The milk bottle is already out on the side, so I pour a little into the mug until the brew turns from golden brown to dark cream. Then I add a couple of heaped spoonfuls of sugar and stir until it’s dissolved.

I place the mug in front of him. ‘I’ve made it very sweet, for the shock,’ I say.

‘Thank you. You’re very kind – just like your mother. I was so sad to hear she’d died.’

‘Did you know her well?’

‘Not at all. But she was always thoughtful in her dealings with me.’

‘Didn’t you suspect something bad might have happened to her, when you didn’t hear from her again?’

‘I always wondered … But she hadn’t given me any contact details, beyond a postbox address. I searched for her, of course, but I was never able to track her down. The shop that had been handling the postbox addresses was replaced by a takeaway, so I couldn’t find her through that. Eventually, I decided – or hoped – she must have finished the case and didn’t need my input after all.’

‘Can we talk some more about your visitor?’ I ask.

‘I can’t tell you very much, as I said.’

‘When did he come?’

‘Quite soon after you and I spoke on the phone the first time, actually. I started work immediately, researching the current owner of O’Keeffe’s Lake George Reflection.’

‘What did you find out?’

‘Not a lot, to be honest. It’s the property of a private trust – they lend art to galleries and museums all over the world.’

‘How did you find this out?’

‘I placed a call. I have a friend at an archive that specialises in O’Keeffe’s work. But I can’t believe she’d be involved in anything shady.’

‘No,’ I say slowly. ‘I don’t think it had anything to do with her. Your visitor came too soon afterwards for that.’

A cold stone has appeared in my belly. I haven’t felt this unsettled since … when? I reflect, and realise the last time was when I finally gained access to Mum’s file in the Guild HQ – and the folder had been emptied.

How could anyone have found out about Sam Cohen’s research into the possible forgeries? It’s only been since Arthur and I began our investigation that he’s attracted unwanted attention.

That’s when I have to admit the unthinkable: Arthur.

I Change Channel and run through a list of question and answers. They appear before me, as if they’ve been written on a whiteboard:

Question: Who knew I’d communicated with Mr Cohen over Sunflowers and The Marriage – plus The Yellow House and Lake George Reflection?

Answer: Arthur.

Question: Who asked for the art conservator’s name and immediately input it into his phone (or possibly even sent a text to a colleague)?

Answer: Arthur.

Question: Who gave me the cufflink and maintained Lord Rathbone was behind everything?

Answer: Arthur.

I stand up and pace the room. It isn’t possible – is it? I Change Channel and replay scenes in my head: Arthur, joking with me the first time we met; Arthur, thanking me for saving his life.

‘Are you all right?’

I’d forgotten that Mr Cohen was there!

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, stopping and meeting his gaze. ‘I’ve just realised that someone I trusted has been betraying me – betraying us, because it looks as though he’s passed on your name, and details of your involvement.’

‘Are you sure it’s them? Perhaps you’re mistaken?’

‘No, I don’t think I am. It all makes sense, you see. He’s the only person who had access to every part of the information.’ But my head is still reeling, hoping to uncover another possibility.

It can’t be him. I’ve trusted Arthur with my insecurities as well as my private hopes about getting justice for Mum. It occurs to me that I care too much about him, as a friend. He’s become the person I’m closest to, after Dad, Liam and Brianna. Tears fill my eyes and I have to stop pacing, because I can’t see.

‘Don’t forget that phones can be tapped, emails intercepted …’ says Mr Cohen.

‘I know. But some of this particular information was discussed face to face. So unless someone had planted a bug actually on him …’ I sit down heavily. ‘I don’t want to believe it – I thought he was my friend …’

Mr Cohen regards me with an expression full of compassion. ‘Do you need a cup of tea?’ he asks.

I smile weakly. ‘Thank you, but no. What I need to do is confront him.’

Sam Cohen’s face creases up with concern. ‘Please, don’t take any chances. You didn’t hear what he – what the visitor – said to me, the threats he made …’

‘Don’t worry. I’m used to dealing with bullies.’

‘I didn’t finish telling you about him,’ he says.

I take a deep breath. ‘You’re right. What does his voice sound like?’

‘Deep and northern – Liverpudlian or Geordie maybe. I’m afraid I’m not very good at accents.’

I make a note. ‘OK. I’ll ask my cheating colleague about him. There can’t be too many of his associates that fit his build and accent. I’ll make sure you don’t get any more threats.’

But the conservator is reaching for his phone. ‘There’s no need for that …’

‘Who are you calling?’

‘The police. I’ve been a coward, not alerting them sooner. I can’t let you put yourself in danger.’

‘What do you mean, you’ve been a coward?’

He doesn’t meet my gaze. ‘Perhaps if I’d called the police when I first uncovered the fakes, your mother might still be alive.’

‘What makes you think she didn’t die naturally?’

‘I’m sure of it,’ he says. I meet his eye and wait. ‘It was something the northern man said … What was it …? Ah, yes: “If you aren’t straight with us, you’ll go the same way as Clara Oddlow. You knew her, didn’t you?”’

He sees me flinch and a look of distress crosses his face.

‘I’m so sorry – how clumsy of me! You didn’t know she’d not died naturally?’

‘I suspected,’ I say weakly.

‘I assumed you knew …’

I did know. But it’s still hard to hear someone say it out loud – it makes it real. I blink hard to stop the tears that are threatening to spill out. Mum was murdered. And by the sounds of it, she was definitely killed by the people behind the art forgeries. If I can catch them, I might be able to get justice for my mum. Hopefully, I’m not too late to help Sheila Smith too.

‘I’m going to call the police,’ he says again.

‘Please don’t – at least not until you’ve heard from me again.’

‘All right. I’ll give you a few days,’ he says.

‘Thank you. I just need a bit more time …’ A final thought occurs to me. ‘Do you know Sheila Smith?’ I ask him.

‘Yes, very well. She’s a dear friend of mine. Why? Has something happened to her? That man asked about her too, but I was determined not to tell him anything that might implicate Sheila.’

‘She’s gone missing,’ I say. ‘And I think your blackmailer and my colleague might be behind her disappearance.’

He has a hand to his mouth in shock. ‘Not Sheila! But she wouldn’t hurt a fly!’

‘I think she’s still alive,’ I tell him. ‘I found proof that she’s being held somewhere …’ I don’t want to lie to him, so I say no more.

‘Poor Sheila!’

‘I’m going to find her,’ I say. ‘It’s going to be all right – I promise.’

He squeezes my hand as he shows me out of the back door. ‘Don’t take any risks,’ he says. ‘It isn’t worth it.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ I say.

As I head out to hail a cab, it occurs to me that Sam didn’t even ask how I bypassed the lock on the gate. He really needs to step up his security. I keep glancing around, but there’s no one watching as I make my way through the dark, sleeting streets to the main road.
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Sitting in a black cab travelling home, I send a message to my dear, ever-reliable friends:


I need you!



Liam replies instantly:


Liam 

When and where?




My house, in half an hour




Liam 

As you know, my guardian doesn’t like me going out after 8 on a school night, but I’ll find a way to convince him!




Brianna 

I’ll get my brother to bring me. Need a lift, L?




Liam 

Nah, it’s fine, thanks – I’ll take a taxi



 

I laugh, remembering that Liam accepted a lift once from Brianna’s brother, and arrived at his destination green and shaken. He kept clutching my arm and saying, ‘Never again!’

My friends are coming! I text Dad, to let him know I’m on my way home and that he’s to expect visitors.

He texts back:


Do I have to lay out the best china? 




Just the best crisps?



 

I decide to shelve thinking about Arthur’s treachery until I’m back in the house, preferably with my real friends for support. However, while the rational part of my brain may have approved this plan, my emotions have another idea: anger is coursing through me like adrenaline.

I’m starting to doubt everything I’ve learnt about him – his near-photographic memory, his knowledge of art history and technique, his irreverent manner … Everything he ever said to me – and every accompanying expression – flashes up in my mind as the cunning concealment of a master of disguise. But why? I can’t work out what his motives might be.

Whatever his reasons, I’ve been gullible and naive. Did my experience with Wallace Jones teach me nothing?

So, I think, what is real? Is Arthur’s Auto-Focus mechanism merely an invention, to convince me we had things in common? And I fell for it too. Was I really so desperate to believe I wasn’t alone in my quirky ways, that I accepted without question this packaged version of a friend and fellow investigator?

It was all vanity, I think to myself. You looked at Arthur and it was like looking in a mirror.

This time, the house is bright and welcoming as the taxi pulls up. I can see that Dad’s made a fire in the living-room grate and he’s sitting watching television.

It’s only as I open the front door that I remember Professor D’Oliveira. She doesn’t know what I know about Arthur! There isn’t time to speak to her before my friends arrive, so I pull out my phone, switch it on and send her a message:


Do not trust Arthur Fitzwilliam – I’ll explain tomorrow



 

My phone rings almost immediately. ‘Hello?’ I say.

‘What on earth was that message?’ asks the professor’s voice. ‘You cannot just send a note like that, without any explanation.’

‘Sorry. I just …’

Dad comes out of the living room, and I gesture to my mobile. He nods and retreats, closing the door behind him.

Opening the door to the stairs, I perch on the third step.

‘Well?’ says the professor.

‘Is it safe to say here?’

‘Our phone network is encrypted,’ she says impatiently.

‘Right … well …’ and I fill her in on the order of events, followed by my reasoning. She goes very, very quiet. Eventually, I say, ‘Professor?’ just to check we haven’t been cut off.

‘I’m still here, child. I just … Of all the people …’

‘I know. I feel like an idiot. I trusted him completely.’

‘You will both have to be suspended, obviously.’

Panic grabs me by the tongue. ‘Both?’

‘Well, this is all hearsay. You can’t expect me to believe your story, purely because you’ve spoken to me first. For all I know, Mr Fitzwilliam may have a similar story about you.’

‘He doesn’t.’

‘So you say. But you must remember that one of our longest-serving and most-trusted staff members, Wallace Jones, turned out to be a traitor. I can’t take any more risks.’

I blink back tears. ‘You can’t honestly think … You must know …’ My voice breaks. I can’t believe the professor would suspect me – I’m the one who brought in Jones, after all.

There’s a knock on the front door, and I come out from the stairs to open it. Brianna’s on the doorstep, and I give her a one-armed hug while keeping the mobile pressed to my ear.

‘Liam’s just arriving,’ she whispers, and I nod and keep the door open until he joins us, dressed in a beige wool overcoat and looking a little too grown-up somehow.

‘What’s wrong?’ he whispers, and I put a finger to my lips before saying into my phone,

‘You can’t really think I’d—’

‘I would like you to come in to see me at eight thirty tomorrow morning,’ she says firmly. ‘You’ll be handing over your case to Sofia Solokov, who has finished the investigation she was conducting.’

Of course she has.

‘But we have to find Sheila by the end of the day tomorrow,’ I start. ‘There won’t be enough time for Sofia to catch up …’

‘This is not open to discussion.’

I want to shout that it’s not fair, but I know better than to continue to argue with Professor D’Oliveira. Perhaps she’ll let me defend myself tomorrow, when we meet.

‘Goodnight, Agatha,’ she says. ‘You did the right thing, coming to me.’

Then why does it feel as if I’m being punished?

‘Goodnight, Professor,’ I say dully.
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As soon as Dad realises my friends have arrived, he very kindly vacates the living room. He even comes back bearing a tray with glasses, a bottle of coke and a big bowl of crisps, then creeps back out.

The three of us sit down and I gaze at my friends fondly. Right now, I feel so grateful to have Liam and Brianna in my life. It feels like it’s been a lot longer than a day since I last saw them.

‘What did Hargrave say when he saw you were bald?’ I ask Brianna, who has had her entire head shaved since yesterday morning.

She makes an impatient gesture. ‘Tsk, who cares about that! What’s going on with you?’

Liam leans forward. ‘It’s that Arthur guy, isn’t it?’

‘How did you know?’ I ask.

He shrugs. ‘I didn’t like the sound of him.’

Brianna winks at me and whispers, ‘Jealous, much?’

I don’t respond to her jokey manner. ‘Liam was right,’ I say.

‘I knew it!’ he says with glee. Then he sees my expression and says, ‘I don’t mean … I mean … I’m just glad my instincts were right.’

‘I wish mine had been,’ I say glumly.

‘Come on, then – what’s he done?’ asks Liam.

I tell them everything – about Sheila’s disappearance, and the hieroglyphic symbols she used, about the forged paintings and the cufflink, and ending with our suspicions about Lord Rathbone.

‘As soon as I started to look into the forgeries,’ I say, ‘Arthur began to steer me towards him as the likely culprit.’

‘Sarah’s dad’s pretty annoying, but he’d never get involved in something like that,’ says Brianna. ‘He’s far too worried about his reputation to think about breaking the law.’

‘But you know he’s been arrested, right?’ says Liam.

‘What?’ I look at him in horror.

‘You didn’t know? It came up in my news feed on the way over here.’ He taps on his phone and hands it over to me.

Renowned Millionaire Philanthropist Arrested Over Stolen Paintings

Lord William De’Ath Rathbone was arrested this evening, amid claims he knowingly traded in stolen artworks. It is alleged that the peer, a well-known patron of the arts, is involved in a forgery ring believed to have been replacing famous paintings with forged copies. Police have refused to disclose details of the stolen artworks, but their value is rumoured to total millions. Lord Rathbone has made no comment on the charges he faces.

I hand the phone back to Liam.

‘So who told the police about him?’ he asks.

‘I’m guessing it was Arthur,’ I say. ‘It’s in his interests to find a scapegoat for his own crimes.’

‘What are his crimes?’ asks Brianna.

‘I think it’s bad. I’m pretty sure he’s involved somehow in Sheila Smith’s disappearance. And as I’ve worked out she was on to the forgers, I’m guessing that means Arthur’s also involved with them.’

‘So it’s all one big interconnected web?’ says Liam.

‘Yes. Basically, Sheila must have accused someone of producing the forgeries – or perhaps she told the wrong person what she’d uncovered, expecting them to back her up. Instead, she was seized, probably on her way home from the local shops after work on Friday last week.’

‘You seem pretty sure about all this,’ says Brianna.

‘Well, I was abducted myself,’ I say, ‘and while Arthur and I were locked in the barn—’

‘Wait!’ Liam interrupts. ‘You were abducted? So, what – you were just going to leave that bit out?’

‘I’m telling you now, aren’t I? Anyway, the people who kidnapped us warned us off continuing the investigation. But what if Arthur knew them all along? What if the whole thing was a charade for my benefit?’ I think back to the kidnapping. It feels like it happened days ago. Was it really only this afternoon?

We all go quiet for a moment. Then Liam says, ‘Agatha, I think you should call Arthur.’

Brianna frowns. ‘What? Why?’

‘Because if she calls him, she can keep up the pretence of not knowing he’s a double agent – and he might accidentally give more away. The moment she confronts him with this, he’ll clam up and she might not be able to find out enough to help Sheila.’

‘The boy makes sense,’ says Brianna.

I check my watch. It’s half past eight. ‘I’ll call him now.’

My friends come to stand on either side of me as I call Arthur.

‘Hi, Aggie! How are you doing?’

‘Not too bad, thanks. Are you over the shock from earlier?’

‘Yeah. I reckon so. Sorry if I went pathetic on you.’

‘No, you were fine. You’d been through something awful. Look, I was wondering – have you seen the news?’

‘No, I’ve just got up. I went to bed when I got in. Why?’

‘It’s Rathbone. He’s been arrested.’

‘Really? Hold on – let me turn on my telly …’ He’s quiet for a moment, then I hear a television come on in the background. ‘I love 24-hour news channels,’ he says. There’s another pause, and then he whistles.

‘You’ve seen?’ I ask him.

‘Arrested on suspicion of trading in stolen art,’ he says.

‘So who do you think reported him?’ I ask.

‘I’ve no idea. Maybe the police have been monitoring his dealings.’

‘I wasn’t even sure it was Rathbone behind all this.’

‘I know! But I think they’ve got the right guy,’ he says.

‘I hope you’re right, especially as they’ve released his name. It’d be pretty awful if he’s innocent.’ I pause. ‘And we still don’t know what’s happened to Sheila,’ I say quietly.

‘Only fourteen hours to save the Earth,’ he says in a cheesy voice.

‘No, actually it’s more like twenty-four.’

‘It’s a Flash Gordon quote,’ whispers Liam in my ear.

Even so, twenty-four hours. How can I possibly find Sheila and rescue her in that time – especially as I have to report to Professor D’Oliveira at eight thirty in the morning? I decide to ignore the fact she’s taken me off the case. After all, it’s never stopped me before.

I finish the call to Arthur, promising to text him in the morning. Then I turn to my friends.

‘We have got to find Sheila now,’ I say. ‘Liam, is there any way to trace an unlisted vehicle registration number?’

‘I can find most things,’ he says.

I kiss his cheek. ‘Thank you!’

‘What’s my job?’ asks Brianna.

I reflect for a moment. ‘You’re helping me,’ I say.
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Dad calls Liam’s guardian to ask his permission for Liam to spend the night. We hear Dad saying, ‘No trouble at all. Yes – he can have the sofa.’

Then it’s Brianna’s turn. This just involves texting her brother to say she won’t be home. ‘Oh – the seniors are away again,’ she tells us. That’s what she calls her parents.

‘Do they ever come home?’ I ask her.

‘Not if there’s champagne and tennis, and preferably a yacht, available somewhere else.’

‘I’m going to get on to the vehicle registration search,’ says Liam. ‘Can I use your computer?’

‘Of course.’ Brianna and I follow him upstairs to my room. While he’s tapping in codes and calling up screens of script, Bri and I sit on the bed, and I show her the letter from Mr Cohen, the art curator.

‘So your mum knew about the forged art?’

‘Yes. It’s what got her killed.’

‘You really think she was murdered? I mean, I know you’ve wondered before now …’

I repeat what Mr Cohen told me – the threat about going ‘the same way as Clara Oddlow’.

Brianna takes my hand and squeezes it. ‘That must have been tough to hear.’

Tears start brimming in my eyes again.

‘We’re going to catch them, Aggie,’ she says gently.

Then she immediately becomes brisk and businesslike, to give me a chance to pull myself together.

‘Now, I’ve been thinking – what if your mum had other notes stashed away? I mean, she did a pretty thorough job of hiding this letter. Do you think she could have concealed details of other investigations in a similar way?’

Simultaneously, we both look at my bookshelves.

‘She wouldn’t have done anything to damage the Agatha Christies,’ I say, ruling out two whole shelves of books.

‘So it would have to be a book – or books – with little or no sentimental value. How about this?’ She draws out a hardback volume on blood-spatter patterns.

I shake my head. ‘Nope. That one’s mine.’

‘Of course it is,’ she says drily. ‘I bet it’s your bedtime reading.’

‘How about this one?’ I pull out an art book I’ve never studied in detail. It’s called Neue Sachlichkeit and has an ugly picture of a naked man and woman on the front. The text is all in German, which is why – combined with the off-putting cover image – I’ve never spent time looking at it.

‘Go on,’ she says.

I turn to the back and – yes! – I feel a bulge inside the cover, just like the one I found in the Story of Art book. My hand is shaking as I take my penknife and gently slice apart the layers.

Inside, I can see the corners of some lined paper. I draw it out and unfold it. There’s just one sheet, and it bears my mum’s neat writing in purple ink. I’d forgotten how she liked to use coloured pens – she said they brightened the world.

My eyes blur with tears, and I have to blink hard to clear them. I’m holding another piece of Mum. That’s what it feels like – as if I’m slowly fitting her back together, from the pieces she left behind.

Brianna is at my elbow. ‘What does it say?’

There are letters on the paper, but they don’t form words:

yuu’kl ib wkp qnoc’s glsh

exe hdexe bz shlow glaie tiojh bzi

I’m filled with frustration. ‘It’s in code!’

‘So?’ says Brianna. ‘Aren’t you an ace codebreaker?’

‘It’s not something you just do in half a minute. And if this is Mum’s code, it’s bound to be a tough one.’

‘Except you’re her daughter, don’t forget. If anyone knows how her mind worked, it’s you.’

‘I was seven when she died,’ I protest.

‘Maybe we can work it out together,’ she suggests.

So I place the page on the bed and Brianna and I kneel side by side on the floor, staring at the letters.

‘How would you normally start?’ asks Brianna.

‘I’d look for a repeating set of three letters, which will usually represent “the”. That’ll give us the letters T, H and – most usefully – E. Then we need to find a single letter that repeats frequently – that’s likely to be A.

‘Hmm, makes sense,’ says Brianna. ‘Could it just be one of those shift codes? You know, the ones where the whole alphabet has shifted two letters to the left or something?’

‘That just seems too basic for Mum,’ I say. I gaze at the page. ‘There’s not enough here to find a pattern!’ It’s true: it’s only a short message, with only a few characters.

I close my eyes and Change Channel, bringing up memories of Mum from all those years ago. She’s calling ‘Hello, house!’ as she opens the front door. She’s laughing as she freewheels down the hill on her bike, with me strapped in a seat behind her and shouting out with excitement. She’s in the swimming pool, teaching me breast stroke. She’s handing me a lock-picking kit and waiting patiently while I tackle my first padlock. She’s sitting on the chair beside my bed, a book open on her lap, reading me stories of criminals and the great detectives who thwart them.

When I open my eyes, the cipher has shifted into focus.

‘I’m the key,’ I say.

‘What do you mean?’ asks Brianna.

‘It’s a Vigenère cipher and my name’s the key – Agatha Oddlow.’

‘Does that mean the message is only made up of the letters in your name?’

I shake my head. ‘No – it works on polyalphabetic substitution.’

She raises an eyebrow. ‘Of course it does.’

‘Look.’ I write ‘AGATHA ODDLOW’ at the top of a page in my notebook. Now I write out the letters of the alphabet beneath my name. ‘So you see how the first A of “Agatha” lines up with A at the start of the alphabet, but the G of “Agatha” corresponds to B, the second A to C, the T to D, and so on?’

‘Yep. Is that it?’ She sounds disappointed.

I shake my head. ‘It’s like a double layer of concealment. The new letters then get allocated a whole other set of characters in a grid. Without the key, it can be a nightmare to decode.’

I feel a familiar buzz of excitement as I set to work on deciphering Mum’s code.

It’s fairly quick work now I know the key. ‘You’re in the crow’s nest …’ I say. ‘That’s what Mum called my bedroom!’

‘Brilliant!’ says Brianna. ‘So, “You’re in the crow’s nest” …?’

‘But there is still …’

‘Still what?’ asks Brianna. ‘What is there, above the crow’s nest?’ she muses. ‘Isn’t the whole point that it’s at the top of the boat, the top of the world?’

‘Sky?’ I suggest, though that’s too short for the letters in the message.

We look at each other and say in unison, ‘Space!’

I decode the word to check it. ‘Yes – space, that’s right.’

I go quiet again while I work out the remaining part of the message.

At last, I sit back and read: ‘You’re in the crow’s nest but there is still space above you.’

Brianna frowns. ‘What does that mean?’

‘The loft hatch outside my bedroom!’ I say. ‘It leads to a tiny storage space!’

We have a full-size loft, which we can access from Dad’s room. It’s filled with damaged goods: three-legged chairs and other broken or cast-off furniture and toys. The ‘loft’ outside my room, on the other hand, is a very small rectangular space. I remember Mum showing it to me once, but it never occurred to me she might have had an ulterior motive. What was it she said …?

I close my eyes as I recall her words.

‘“This is a good place if you ever need to hide something small.”’
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Brianna and I walk out on to the landing and look up at the wooden board that serves as a door to the little space.

‘Do you have a ladder?’ she asks.

‘Yeah – I think there’s one in a cupboard down in Dad’s room.’

Dad’s downstairs watching telly, so it’s easy to fetch the wooden ladder from his room without having to answer any questions. I struggle a bit with manoeuvring the steps along the landing and up the narrow stairs to the second floor. ‘Ouch!’ I shout, as I graze my knuckles on the wall.

‘Are you all right?’ calls Brianna, who’s waiting at the top of my stairs. She helps me to position the ladder, and we use it to try and push open the hatch. But it won’t budge.

‘It must be locked,’ she says.

I grab my head torch and put it on. ‘Hold the ladder,’ I say, as I start climbing to the top. Up close, I examine the hatch and, sure enough, there’s a keyhole. The shape of it reminds me of the key I wear round my neck … I draw it out and fit it into the lock. It’s a little stiff when I go to turn it, but after a moment there’s a satisfying click and I’m able to push the wooden hatch open.

Clouds of dust and cobwebs come tumbling down. Brianna jumps back quickly, but I get covered in filth. I have to wait until the air clears before I can see properly again.

‘You OK up there?’ she asks.

I’m not sure how to answer. There’s a heavy feeling in my stomach, which is getting worse the closer I come to finding out what Mum has left for me to find. What if it’s something disturbing or upsetting? Or what if I’ve misinterpreted the code, and there’s nothing up here at all? I can’t decide which option would be worse. My palms are damp and slippery, so I wipe them on my dress.

‘Ready?’ asks Brianna, when the dust has settled.

Let it be something nice, I think to myself as I step up the last two rungs until I can see inside the dark opening.

The loft space is even smaller than I remembered – my torch easily lights the whole area – but it’s packed with small items. I can see several shoeboxes, a hatbox, a small suitcase, a video, a Thermos flask and a box of Lego. I reach in and rummage around, exposing an old DVD player, two biscuit tins, a moth-eaten coat, a jigsaw and a video. A video? I draw it towards me. The writing on the front announces that it contains the first three episodes of the TV series of Agatha Christie’s Poirot. One final glance around confirms this must be the object I’m meant to find.

I grab the small box and gingerly climb back down. I’m glad I’ve got Brianna there, holding the ladder steady – but I’m still relieved when I can jump down from the third step to the landing. Leaving the steps where they are, we hurry back into my bedroom and open the box. There’s just a VHS tape inside.

Liam joins us and we stand in a row, staring at the black rectangle of plastic.

‘What is it?’ asks Brianna.

‘A VHS tape,’ says Liam. When Brianna continues to look blank, he adds, ‘A video.’

‘Oh – why didn’t you say so? But … do you even own a video player, Aggie?’

‘I don’t think so,’ I say.

Brianna picks it up and shakes it. ‘Do they normally rattle like this?’ she asks.

‘No,’ I say.

‘Definitely not,’ agrees Liam.

We peer over her shoulder to inspect the two tape spools that should be visible inside the transparent part of the casing. But they’re not there.

‘This is some weird video. Shall I open it?’ asks Brianna.

Liam and I both nod, and she prises the plastic apart. Inside, there’s a DVD.

I feel a bit like I’m at a kids’ party, playing pass-the-parcel – each layer I unwrap just leads me to another inexplicable package.

‘Hopefully, it won’t just come up with a self-deleting warning,’ I say. Then I remember I haven’t told them about the memory stick yet. ‘Oh – I’ll explain later.’

Liam inserts the CD into my computer and we wait. Liam sits in the chair and Brianna perches on the arm, but I’m too on edge to sit down, so I pace.

Within a few seconds, it starts playing, and I feel as if I’ve been punched in the ribs – because there’s Mum, looking straight at me. I turn up the volume. And then her voice comes out, as clear as when she was alive:

‘If you’re watching this, my darling Agatha, it means you’ve turned into a great codebreaker, just like I knew you would.’ She pauses and when she speaks again, her tone is soft and sad: ‘It also means I’ve died … Please believe me, when I say I would never have chosen to leave you – and I certainly won’t have gone without a fight. I love you, sweet-heart. Never doubt that.’

A drop of water falls on my hand. When did I start crying? Brianna and Liam – I’d forgotten they were here – come to stand on either side of me.

‘I don’t have long,’ says Mum. ‘I need to share with you what I’ve discovered. But if I’ve gone, then it’s likely that my current investigation is what sealed my fate. Anything I tell you may put you in danger, my darling. For my sake – please, please don’t do anything reckless.

‘First of all, there’s a woman you need to seek out. She’s called Professor Dorothy D’Oliveira, and you can track her down at the Royal Geographical Society, where she’s a senior fellow in hydrology. She will be able to advise and protect you.’

(Oh, Mum! I think. This advice is coming a bit late! It’s both distressing and wonderful to have my mum talking to me like this, but I hope there’s going to be something really useful in what she says, to help us find Sheila.)

‘As I said,’ Mum continues, ‘I don’t have long – I’m pretty sure there’s someone coming after me – so I’ll get straight to the point. I’ve been investigating an organisation who call themselves “The Alumni”. It began as a group of ex-students, all from the same school, but they’ve expanded since. The group’s mission is to acquire works of art by top artists, because they believe, arrogantly, that they are the only people who can truly appreciate them. They are willing to use any means necessary to source and obtain the artworks.

‘The main line of my investigation has been a forgery ring. I believe that, for a number of years now, agents of the Alumni have been stealing world-famous paintings and replacing them with forgeries. However, they are very clever at covering their tracks. For instance, although I have established links with several major international galleries, I still don’t know who is at the head of the forgery operation. Goodness knows how many thefts have taken place altogether. The Alumni get other people to carry out the thefts for them, and are careful never to expose their main operatives.’

She pauses.

Then she says, ‘These people will stop at nothing to get what they want. Seek the professor’s help – and keep safe, my darling. Remember that I love you.’

The screen goes black. I wait, but there’s nothing more.

‘Wow, are you OK?’ asks Brianna.

I shrug, fairly sure I’ll break down if I try to talk. I feel as if I’ve just got Mum back – as if someone’s shown her to me, only to take her away again.

Liam and Brianna put their arms round me and we have a big hug.

‘The A on the Sunflowers painting …’ I say.

‘A for Alumni,’ says Brianna, and I nod.

‘But if the Silver Serpent doesn’t refer to Lord Rathbone,’ I say, ‘then who or what does it refer to? Of course! I should have realised the snake on the Rathbone crest was nothing like the one on Sheila’s letter …’ I see their bewildered faces and realise this is another detail they know nothing about. ‘Remind me to keep you in the loop with my investigations in future,’ I tell them.

‘Yes, please do,’ says Brianna.

‘Are you feeling better now, though?’ asks Liam, and when I nod, he adds, ‘Good – because I’ve traced that registration number.’

‘Really?’ I say.

‘Yep. It took me ages.’

‘It’s been less than an hour,’ says Brianna drily.

‘Well, it felt like ages,’ he says.

‘So?’ I ask him. ‘Who’s the car registered to?’

‘Someone I’ve never heard of – a Tabitha Fitzwilliam?’

There it is, the proof I needed. Fitzwilliam. Even though I was pretty sure that, all along, Arthur had been working against me – against the Guild, I still feel a shiver along my arms and back.

‘Fitzwilliam?’ I say, ‘Are you sure?’

He nods. ‘Quite sure.’

‘That’s Arthur’s surname,’ I tell them.

They look at each other and then at me.

‘So he’s not just an Alumni henchman – it’s his own nefarious scheme,’ says Liam. ‘I’ve always wanted an opportunity to use that word.’

‘“Nefarious” is a great word,’ I say. ‘But I’m guessing Tabitha Fitzwilliam is his mum, so we don’t know if it’s his plan or hers. In fact, it’s possible they’re both working for someone else. More importantly, this means Sarah’s dad had nothing to do with the kidnapping – they were just trying to frame him. He probably doesn’t know anything about the forgeries either.’

‘Do you still want to play along with Arthur?’ asks Brianna. ‘Only, I feel a confrontation might be in order, now we know he was in on the kidnapping as well.’

‘I want to find out what they did to my mum,’ I say.

‘I’m definitely up for it,’ says Liam. ‘I’d like to tell this Arthur what I think of anyone who treats my friend Aggie badly.’

‘Where does he live?’ asks Brianna.

I shake my head. ‘I just know it’s near Greenwich, because of what he said to the taxi driver, but I don’t even know if that’s true.’

‘Ah, but I have an address,’ says Liam triumphantly. ‘They hadn’t covered their tracks as well as they thought. I tracked down the online shop that they’d ordered the false number plate from, and was able to hack their customer records. The address was listed: The Lodge, Greenwich Park. As it’s in Greenwich, I bet it’s the right one.’

‘You really are amazing,’ I tell him, and he grins with pride.

‘It’s ten o’clock already. Are you two sure about this?’ I ask them.

‘Definitely,’ they say in unison, and grin.
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We leave by my trusty old escape route of the skylight and the oak tree. Liam and Brianna clearly find the whole climbing-on-to-the-roof-and-leaning-across-to-grab-a-tree experience a bit too thrilling. There’s a lot of shrieking and laughter.

‘Shhh!’ I tell them. ‘Dad might hear.’ We can’t risk him trying to stop us from going. He might just about have adjusted to the idea that I sometimes have to take off at strange hours – but he’s bound to feel responsible for my friends’ welfare, while they’re staying with us.

Once we’re on the ground, we duck and run, until we’re out of sight of the house. Then we hasten through the park to Park Lane and hail a black cab at Marble Arch.

I don’t have a plan as we sit in the taxi and watch the meter piling on the pounds. It seems pointless to even attempt to prepare for an encounter with someone it turns out I know nothing about. My ‘friend’ has proved as fake as the combined forgeries of The Marriage, Sunflowers and The Yellow House. Was anything he told me true? I wonder, not for the first time: who is the real Arthur Fitzwilliam?

It was dark when we set out, but by the time we arrive, the clouds have parted enough to allow the full moon to shine through. The light illuminates a pair of grand metal gates, the sort that mark the entryway into the grounds of a mansion. Nothing about the Arthur I’ve met has led me to expect his home to be so grand.

I open the little window into the driver’s cab. ‘Are you sure this is right?’ I say.

‘The Lodge at Greenwich Park,’ he says. ‘This is it.’

‘It’s that little house there,’ says Liam, pointing through the ornate scrollwork gates to a tiny flint cottage on the other side.

We climb out and I pay the driver and take a receipt. There’s a sudden draught as a helicopter passes overhead, perhaps en route to or from the nearby Old Royal Naval College building.

As I stash away the receipt, I mutter, ‘Maybe when I’m allowed back in the Guild, I’ll be able to claim it back.’

‘What?’ says Liam. ‘Agatha – have you been suspended again?’

‘Yeah. I reported Arthur, and Professor D’Oliveira said she had to suspend both of us.’

‘What?’ says Liam. ‘When were you planning on telling us?’

‘After we solved everything …’ I avoid meeting his eye.

‘Do you reckon the professor’s contacted him?’ asks Brianna. ‘Only we’d lose the element of surprise if he knows you’re on to him.’

I shrug. ‘I haven’t got a clue. But he can’t really be expecting me to turn up with both of you at quarter to eleven at night.’

‘I hope not,’ says Liam. ‘I’m starting to wonder if we didn’t really think this through. What if his parents are black belts in karate or something?’

‘I’m wondering something else,’ says Brianna.

‘What?’ we both ask.

‘Why’s there a helicopter landing in the park?’

We all look up. The helicopter I’d seen before is now hovering above us, its lights illuminating the little lodge house. There’s a wind from the propellers – it’s like standing under a giant fan. We duck instinctively.

‘Someone’s coming out of the house!’ I say to the others, dragging them to the side, where thick hedging gives us cover.

We peer through the hedge and see the figure starting to flash a torch, apparently signalling to the pilot.

‘It’s Morse code,’ I say. I count the long and short flashes. ‘It’s a short message: Sil-ver Ser-pent.’

Then the helicopter moves further away into the grounds, and we lose sight of it, although we can still hear its propellers whirring. The figure steps back inside the lodge – and, for a moment, he’s up, and I see it’s Arthur. He’s the Silver Serpent!

‘We need to get through these gates,’ I whisper to my companions. I try the latch, but it’s firmly locked. Then I put one foot on the metal scrollwork and discover it’s easy to climb – the intricate pattern provides plenty of footholds.

I jump down on the other side and see my friends have both made it to the top. Liam jumps from quite high up and lands neatly. He has tennis coaching at least twice a week and all those lessons have clearly made him nimble. Brianna takes advantage of her long legs by stretching one foot to the ground and then swinging the other down to meet it.

We creep forward until we’re level with the wall of the house. Then we freeze. The front door opens and Arthur is again framed in the light shining from inside. He steps out and is followed immediately by a tall, slim woman.

We scamper back towards the gate and make it in time – they don’t spot us. I glance at my friends and see my own relief reflected in their faces. It seems strange that we’re hiding from someone I would have trusted with my life until a few hours ago.

‘Was that Arthur?’ asks Liam.

I nod. ‘The woman could be his mother, Tabitha.’

‘So why are we hiding?’ asks Brianna. ‘I thought the plan was to confront them.’

‘It is,’ I say. ‘But now I want to see what’s in that helicopter, before we announce ourselves.’

They both nod.

As soon as Arthur and his mother have vanished into the park, we follow. Not that we need a guide – the helicopter’s propellers are still turning, creating a vortex of wind and sound.

We approach it cautiously, ducking behind shrubs and trees, but the people milling round it are too involved in their business to notice us. The door has been slid back, and two figures on board are handing down large packages to Arthur and Tabitha, who stash each item on a trolley before returning to receive the next.

‘What’ve they got?’ says Brianna. ‘Can you tell?’

Things are clicking into place in my mind. Files at the back of mind that have been half-open for several days, awaiting further information, are now closing.

‘It’s art,’ I say slowly. ‘I don’t know if these are the original masterpieces or the forgeries, but those packages contain paintings – I’m sure of it.’

‘I guess we know why he didn’t want Sheila Smith sticking her nose in,’ whispers Brianna.
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We hear one of the helicopter crewmen ask, ‘Is that everything for tonight?’

Tabitha replies, ‘Yes – all done.’

The aircraft’s door is closed and they take off. The current from the propeller grows strong and then slackens off as the lights recede into the dark sky.

Liam, Brianna and I keep out of sight as Arthur and his mother secure the goods – I count five large, picture-shaped packages – on the trolley and wheel them to the house. We follow at a safe distance and wait until they’re in and the front door shuts behind them.

‘Shall we knock or just burst in?’ Liam asks.

‘I’m not sure it’s the kind of door you can burst in through,’ says Brianna. We all look at the sturdy oak barrier, with its metal studs.

‘We could try the handle …’ Liam suggests.

‘I’m going to knock,’ I decide.

I rap on the door with the metal knocker. It sounds too loud in the night. As we wait in the cold and dark, I start to doubt the wisdom of our mission. Confronting Arthur seemed like such a good idea back in my bedroom – after all, wasn’t I owed an explanation, and maybe even an apology? But now I’m acutely aware that it’s just gone eleven o’clock on a winter’s night and I’ve brought my friends to visit a pair of criminals.

We don’t have to wait long before the door is opened by Arthur. In the light flooding out, he sees me and at least I have the satisfaction of watching the shock pass over his face before his habitual joviality returns.

‘Agatha – is that you …? And your friends – Liam and, er, Brianna, is it? What on earth are you doing here?’

He raises an eyebrow and cocks his head on one side – an attitude I would have found charming only this morning. Tonight, it makes me angry.

‘We’re here because we know everything,’ I say. ‘You and your mum are working for the Alumni, stealing paintings and replacing them with forgeries.’

His face changes. It’s as if someone has removed a mask. The twinkle and dimples give way to a calculating grimace. He’s weighing up how much I know and how much I’m just guessing.

‘You’d better come inside,’ he snaps.

I glance at my friends. Neither of them looks enthusiastic. ‘No, Arthur. I think it’s better if we talk out here,’ I say.

‘Agatha, it’s freezing!’ he says. ‘I’m not staying here with the door open.’

‘It is pretty cold,’ says Liam, rubbing his arms. ‘Maybe it wouldn’t do any harm to go in.’

So as we follow Arthur through the front door and into a small hallway, I say, ‘I’ve told the professor what I’ve found out about you.’

‘Have you now? And what is that exactly?’ he asks without turning to face me. The hall feels cold, with a tiled floor, and there are only two doors leading off it. He throws open the first and gestures for us to enter.

‘After you,’ I say, determined not to let him lock us in there.

‘Fair enough.’ He walks in and we troop in behind him.

We’re in a square living room, also with a tiled floor, and with four high-back armchairs set in a semicircle facing a fire that’s going out. A few embers still glow weakly in the grate, but there’s no warmth coming from them.

I glance at Liam and Brianna and see I’m not the only one feeling less confident now we’re on Arthur’s territory. The balance of power has shifted and I’m not sure who’s got control. This is definitely not how I’d imagined it. I’d thought in the taxi on the way over that I’d confront Arthur and his façade would crumble as soon as he admitted his guilt. He’d sob as he told me how bad he felt stringing me along and betraying not only me but the entire Gatekeepers’ Guild.

‘Was anything real?’ I ask Arthur. ‘I’m betting you don’t really have the near-photographic memory or your so-called Auto-Focus mechanism …’

He shakes his head. ‘No, Agatha, you’re wrong. I do have those. It was amazing to meet someone else like me—’

‘But not amazing enough to stop you betraying the Guild,’ I say. My voice cracks, and I wish I had a better control of my emotions. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing how much he’s hurt me.

Just then, his mother appears in the doorway. She stops and looks from the three of us to Arthur.

‘What on earth are they doing here in the middle of the night?’ she asks.

‘They’ve come to tell me they know everything,’ he says.

I take in her bony figure, her dark hair with the purple streak and her piercing blue eyes.

‘You’re the attendant from Sir John Soane’s Museum!’ I say. ‘The one who told me Lord Rathbone had sent The Marriage for cleaning. I’m pretty sure you’re also Tabitha Fitzwilliam, Arthur’s mother.’

‘And you’re that Agatha girl –’ she puts on a silly, childish voice – ‘“Oh, can I see the famous paintings? Only, I have a school project due in tomorrow.” As if!’

‘Just tell us where Sheila Smith is, and we’ll leave,’ says Liam bravely.

Tabitha laughs. ‘Do you really think you’re in a position to make demands? You’re in our house, on our property, and – I’m guessing – nobody knows you’re here.’

She’s right. We’ve walked straight in, like idiots. But I’m weighing the odds and I reckon that, if it comes to it, the three of us can easily take the pair of them. Even one-to-one, my own fighting skills are far superior to Arthur’s.

‘I’ve just sent a text,’ I say. ‘Someone will come.’

‘Sorry, Agatha, but I know that’s a lie,’ says Arthur. ‘I set up a signal blocker a few minutes ago, in case any locals tried to report the helicopter.’

‘What? But that’s illegal!’ says Liam.

Arthur laughs. ‘No! Is it really?’

That explains why he’d used Morse code to signal to the crew, I realise.

‘You can stop all this now,’ I tell him. ‘Give yourself up, Arthur. You’ll get a more lenient sentence.’

His mother laughs. ‘He’ll get an even more lenient sentence if he doesn’t hand himself in!’

‘Let’s all sit down,’ says Arthur, ‘and talk about this.’

It seems ridiculous to sit down with them and act politely like we’re guests, but I have no idea how long this is going to take. I look round at my friends, who nod their agreement, so we all sit.

‘So let’s start with what you’re doing here,’ says Arthur.

‘Catching you in the act,’ I say. ‘We know you received paintings tonight. I bet they’re forgeries, to replace the originals that you’re going to help steal. Why are you doing this?’

Tabitha makes a snorting noise. ‘And this from the girl who wouldn’t know an authentic Hogarth from a copy.’ I wait, but she doesn’t bother saying any more.

I try working on Arthur again. ‘You do realise, don’t you, that what you’re doing is illegal?’

‘Who’s it harming, exactly?’ he asks.

Brianna sits forward. ‘Er … the people who believe they’re looking at genuine, original artwork. If you visit the Louvre to see the Mona Lisa, you expect to see the real deal.’

‘If these people can’t tell it’s not the “real deal”, they don’t deserve to view the “real deal”,’ drawls Tabitha.

‘And if even the art curators can’t tell the difference, why does it matter?’ asks Arthur.

‘But the curators can tell the difference,’ I say. ‘That’s why Sheila went missing, isn’t it – because she knew something wasn’t right. Where is she, Arthur? What have you done with her?’

‘Sheila wouldn’t stop asking questions,’ he says. ‘And now you’re starting to be just as annoying as her.’

‘Is that a threat?’ asks Liam.

Arthur looks him in the eye. ‘I was hoping to avoid this, but it might have to be.’

‘I feel like such an idiot,’ I say. ‘I really thought you were a decent human being. A bit of a joker, maybe – but not a criminal.’

‘I would direct my learned friend’s attention to my previous question,’ says Arthur, as if he’s in a court of law. ‘Who are we harming?’

I tick off the answers on my fingers: ‘Well, apart from the fact that it’s dishonest and deceitful, you’re harming, specifically, Sheila Smith, Samuel Cohen – and my mum. There might be others I don’t know about.’

‘But fortunately for us,’ says Arthur, ‘you don’t have proof of any of that—’

‘But fortunately for us,’ says Liam, cutting him off, ‘the police are on their way. I found a way round your signal blocker.’

Arthur looks unsettled. I can tell he isn’t sure if what Liam’s claiming is possible.

I know Liam is bluffing – he keeps his expression poker-straight when he’s lying, like now – but I love him for it. I wonder how I could have been hoodwinked by Arthur into thinking him a suitable friend. Liam and Brianna have bravery and principles running through them like the word Blackpool through a stick of rock.

‘Hand me your phone,’ he challenges Liam.

I stand up and step in front of my friend. ‘You’ll have to get past me first.’

‘With pleasure,’ says Arthur, rising to his feet.

I laugh. ‘Really? Which one of us has martial arts training?’

Arthur jumps into the air, spins round, then lands on one leg, high-kicking the other. I can feel a breeze as the sole of his foot skims past my nose. ‘You were saying?’

I’m rarely lost for words … I had been so sure I could beat him in a fight. At last, I manage, ‘Where did you …?’

‘Do you think Mr Zhang is the only martial arts sifu in the whole of London?’

Brianna gets up and comes towards me. ‘Agatha, it’s time to leave,’ she says quietly. When I don’t respond, she tries again, ‘We have to go. Now.’

I’m still facing Arthur, sizing him up.

He says, ‘You thought you could take me, didn’t you?’

‘How do you know I can’t?’

He stands, one foot in front of the other, his hands raised and loose. He has the stance and confidence of someone who knows how to fight. Would I be able to beat him, if it came to it?

‘Agatha – don’t,’ murmurs Liam, clearly reading my thoughts. ‘We’d do better getting out of here. Leave him for the police.’

‘OK, but there is one thing,’ I say, still looking at Arthur. ‘What can you tell me about my mum?’

The room goes very quiet. Arthur doesn’t answer, but his mother steps towards me.

‘What about your mum?’ asks Tabitha after a moment. She sounds wary.

‘Did you kill her?’

‘You need to be very careful, making accusations like that,’ she says.

‘I know the Alumni murdered her because of her investigation. Did you have anything to do with it?’

‘I know nothing about your mother, so I certainly didn’t have a hand in her death,’ she says coldly.

I sigh. Even if Tabitha does know something about Mum, she clearly isn’t going to share it with me. Frustration and disappointment flood in – but I can’t let myself be taken over by negativity right now, when my friends need me. So gathering myself together and turning towards the door, I say firmly, ‘You’re right, Liam. It’s time to leave.’

But Tabitha is in the way. We could get past her – but as I assess the route, Arthur steps alongside her. I don’t fancy our chances against him. It’s dawning on me – rather late – that they really might not be amenable to the idea of letting us leave and go home, not with the knowledge we have now. I catch Brianna’s and Liam’s eye, and see they’re having similar thoughts. I look around and spot a landline telephone on the sideboard. Arthur may have blocked mobile signals, but the landline should still be working. It’s close to where Brianna is standing. I give a faint nod of my head towards it and she nods slightly in return, to show she’s understood.

I need to create a distraction, so addressing Arthur and his mother, I say, ‘I bet you’re wondering how we got here. Well, Liam’s the one who traced the registration—’

‘I thought you said that wouldn’t be possible,’ says Tabitha impatiently to Arthur. ‘You said it was unlisted …’

‘It shouldn’t have been possible!’ objects her son.

‘Anything’s possible online, if you know what you’re doing,’ says Liam, stepping forward. Arthur’s eyes flick over Liam’s neat frame, as if he’s sizing him up as an opponent. My breathing grows more difficult at the thought of anyone hurting my friend. Liam is fit from all the tennis – but he’s no trained fighter.

Then out of the corner of my eye, I see Brianna grab the phone. It’s one of those that’s just a handset, so it’s fairly easy to be discreet. But she still needs to key in 999 – and then how will she speak, when someone answers?

Liam doesn’t turn away from Arthur. The pair of them seem to be having a staring contest. I’ve never seen my former Guild partner stand so still – he’s normally like a big puppy, full of energy and mischief. No, I remind myself – you don’t know what Arthur is ‘normally’ like.

Each time I remember this, the pain is as sharp as the moment in Mr Cohen’s kitchen when I realised Arthur was a traitor. It’s almost inconceivable that he could hurt me in this way – that he could have been so scheming. Worst of all is the awareness that I’ve been fooled again. How does that saying go? Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.

I realise I’ve lost focus, so I slow my breathing before turning to Tabitha.

‘So, what, you’re just a dogsbody, are you, for the Alumni?’ I say. ‘I mean, you’re obviously not important enough to be in charge, are you?’ I raise my voice to cover the sound of the phone keys as Brianna dials the emergency number. ‘I bet it’s always Do this! Do that! I bet you just hate being ordered about all the time, don’t you?’

Tabitha glares at me. ‘Shut her up, can’t you?’ she says to her son, but he doesn’t move.

I carry on, aware of Brianna whispering into the phone behind Tabitha. ‘I mean, it must be hard for you, having to do all the fetching and carrying, having them boss you around all the time. I bet you’re fed up with it, aren’t you? I bet you think you should be bossing them around, don’t you?’

She strides over and raises her hand, ready to smack me across the cheek. I’ve obviously touched a nerve – but have I given Brianna long enough to finish the call?

‘Mum!’ says Arthur in evident horror. ‘She’s fourteen, for goodness’ sake!’

‘I don’t care,’ she says. ‘She and her friends are not going to mess up our plans now, not after all these years, when we’re so close to being sworn in as full members—’ She breaks off mid-sentence, and shrieks, ‘Hang up that phone, now!’

Tabitha charges at Brianna, who stands fixed to the spot, looking terrified.

I shout, ‘No!’ but it makes no difference. I feel powerless as I watch the scene unfold.

And then our beloved friend is lying on the tiles, her face pale and her eyes closed. Is she all right? Did she strike her head on the sideboard? I need to get over to her, but there are too many people between her and me.

Liam, who’s closer, runs to block Tabitha’s way, but he’s too late. Brianna and the handset go flying in different directions.

‘Brianna!’ I shout, but there’s no answer.

‘Tie up the girl,’ says Arthur’s mother, nodding towards our unconscious friend.

Arthur is nearly as pale as Brianna. ‘I don’t think she needs restraining, Mum – she needs a doctor.’

‘Nonsense. She’s just unconscious. We need to make sure these three don’t leave and go to the police.’

‘You can’t keep us prisoner,’ says Liam.

She smiles at him. ‘Of course we can,’ she says cheerfully. ‘I bet no one knows you’re here, do they? If you’d actually managed to contact the police earlier, your friend wouldn’t have been trying again just now, would she?’

My heart is beating too quickly. I close my eyes briefly and take a deep breath. As I open them, I slow my breathing right down, focusing on calming my thoughts and body.

It works. Now, with a clarity that Mr Zhang would applaud, I can visualise what I have to do. If we’re going to escape, we’ll need to unlock the gate. I scan first Arthur and then his mother, and spot a bunch of keys, hanging from Tabitha’s belt. Now all I need to do is get hold of them.

Arthur takes a length of rope from his back pocket (who carries rope in their pocket?) and sets about lifting Brianna into one of the armchairs and lashing her to it, while his mother looks on and gives unhelpful, contradictory instructions.

I ask loudly, ‘Is Sheila still alive?’

Arthur stops for a moment. ‘Of course she is,’ he says. ‘I told you – we aren’t hurting anyone.’

‘So who did?’ I insist. ‘And where is Sheila? What have you done with her?’

‘Arrrrgggghhhh!’ Tabitha’s scream makes us all jump. She rounds on me. ‘I have had enough of your pitiful little whiney questions. Tie her up with her boyfriend,’ she tells her son.

Arthur shepherds Liam and me towards the armchairs. This is my moment – if I don’t do something now, we’re going to be captives, with little hope of rescue or release. I catch Liam’s eye as we traipse dutifully along, and mouth, ‘Duck on three …’

He nods, and I mouth, ‘One … two …’

As I shout ‘Three!’ Liam crouches down, giving me access to Arthur. Using the heels of my palms, I strike Arthur in the sternum and navel simultaneously and he falls to the floor, landing on the tiles with an unpleasant crunch. I hope I haven’t been too rough. There isn’t time to worry about that, though – Tabitha’s coming straight for me.

‘Get Brianna!’ I shout to Liam, who immediately runs to our friend’s side and starts to untie her.

Tabitha is squaring up to me. She’s taller than I am but very thin – she doesn’t look strong. I hope I’m right. I close my eyes for a split second. When I open them, I see her fist coming straight for my face. But I’m fully focused. As her blow meets the palm of my hand, I continue the trajectory, sending her off balance so that I only have to get out of her way for her to fall.

She lands awkwardly but scrambles straight back up and comes for me again. This time, she lowers her head and charges towards my belly. Again, I wait for the optimal moment … As I step out of the way, she can’t slow the momentum and ends up running into the wall. She crumples to the floor and lies still.

There’s no time to waste, though – I can hear Arthur starting to groan. I dash to his mother’s side and unclip the keyring from her belt before running over to Liam. ‘Have you freed her?’ I ask.

‘Yeah. And she’s coming round.’

‘I feel sick,’ mumbles Brianna. Liam and I put each put an arm round her waist and the three of us stagger out into the hall.

As I’m opening the front door, I hear Arthur saying, ‘Mum? Mum! Are you all right?’ but we carry on making our way outside.

‘How are we going to get past the gate?’ asks Liam.

I dangle the set of keys in front of him. ‘With these. I managed to snatch them from Tabitha’s belt.’ And with that, I lock the front door behind us, trapping Arthur and his mother inside the house.
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We make it out of the park gates and lock them behind us. I drop the keys in a nearby bin. Hopefully, that will slow Arthur and Tabitha down a bit, if they do try to come after us.

‘We’ll have to take a cab,’ I say, as we limp along. Brianna’s far too weak for us to move quickly. She’s taller than I am, and her weight bears down on me uncomfortably. The three of us are like a bizarre version of the three-legged race, with too many legs and not enough capable runners.

As soon as we’re far enough away from the signal blocker, Liam orders a black cab through an app on his phone.

‘It should be here any minute,’ he says. ‘It’s just a street away.’

When the taxi pulls up, I call out to the driver and he gets out and comes over to help.

‘What’s happened to her?’ he asks, helping us to set Brianna gently down on the back seat.

‘She had a fall,’ I say.

‘So you need to go to the hospital?’ he asks.

‘No. My friend here is a trained first-aider, so he’s checked her over. We just need to get her home.’

The driver climbs into his seat and meets my eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Was she drinking?’ he asks. ‘This is very bad – she looks too young for to be drinking alcohol.’

Liam shakes his head. ‘No – nothing like that. We were at a party, and someone was mucking around and took her chair away just as she went to sit down. She fell backwards on to some tiles.’

I’m impressed by my friend’s quick thinking. It’s such a plausible lie.

‘Ouch!’ says our driver. ‘Where does she live?’

Liam catches my eye. ‘Is it safe to go to hers?’ he asks quietly.

‘It’s got to be better than my place,’ I say. ‘They know where I live.’

‘Cadogan Place, please,’ Liam tells the driver.

I close the connecting window and call Sofia Solokov.

She answers on the third ring. ‘This had better be good, Agatha Oddlow, or you’ll be in big trouble for waking me at one o’clock in the morning.’

‘I’m sorry, Sofia, but I need your help.’

‘Hold on – aren’t you suspended?’

‘Yes, but …’

‘Let me guess, you’ve got the – what’s the expression? – the bit between your teeth and you’re not letting go?’

I sigh. ‘Look – my friend Liam was able to trace the registration number of the car that kidnapped Arthur and me …’

‘Oh, yeah – the professor told me you’d been abducted. Sounds pretty scary.’

‘Yeah, it wasn’t fun.’

‘What do you need?’ Her tone is resigned – as if we’ve been in this position a hundred times before, which seems a little unfair.

‘I need you to send a team over to a house called The Lodge, which is at the entrance to Greenwich Park. That’s where they’ll find Arthur and his mother, Tabitha, who both need taking into custody. The Guild will also have to take possession of the five paintings that were delivered there tonight by helicopter. Now, I’m sure Arthur and Tabitha know where Sheila Smith is being held, so they’ll need to be interrogated …’

‘Stop! You’re going too fast, Agatha. What are these paintings you’re talking about?’

I quickly fill her in on the secret helicopter delivery.

‘Wow,’ she says, ‘you really think those are stolen paintings?’

‘I think it’s more likely they’re forgeries, waiting to be swapped with the originals.’

‘So,’ she says, ‘what time do you think the drop was scheduled for?’

‘The drop …?’

‘If the forgeries have just been supplied, there must be a drop scheduled – a pre-arranged delivery to a person at their home or gallery.’

‘So maybe instead of arresting the Fitzwilliams,’ I say slowly, ‘we should have them followed, to see who they’re meeting.’

‘Hmm, maybe,’ she says. ‘I’ll talk to the professor – see what she wants to do.’

‘But I’m worried about Sheila. I think we should rescue her as soon as possible. I’ve found some evidence that suggests the Alumni killed my mum …’

‘The Alumni?’

‘Oh – that’s the organisation Arthur’s working for. They’re obsessed with keeping masterpieces for people they reckon really appreciate art, or something.’

‘And you think they had something to do with your mum’s death?’

‘I know they did – but I haven’t got time to go into all that now.’

‘You’re right. I’m typing a message to Professor D’Oliveira … She should be receiving it … right now …’ She pauses, then says, ‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Now that the Fitzwilliams are on to you, it’s important we keep you safe until we’ve caught them. Where are you planning on going now?’

‘Cadogan Place – it’s Brianna’s house. I thought the three of us could stay there until the morning.’

‘That sounds OK. I’ll post a couple of plain-clothes guards outside, just to be on the safe side.’

‘Thanks, Sofia.’

I picture Dad, on his own at home. What if the Alumni send someone over – perhaps that big man who they sent to intimidate Mr Cohen? A montage of images of Dad being threatened fills my mind, and my breathing becomes quick and shallow, my palms sweaty.

But, as if she can read my thoughts, Sofia says, ‘Shall I also have a couple of people posted outside your house, until daylight, to keep an eye on your father?’

‘Oh, would you? That would be brilliant – thanks so much, Sofia.’

‘No worries. We can’t have anyone getting hurt on our watch.’

We finish the call, and I text Dad to let him know where I am so he won’t worry. Then I check on Brianna. She’s a better colour and is sitting straighter, watching London go by through the window. Liam’s removed his coat and she’s wearing it draped over her like a blanket. She looks a lot younger than her age and it makes me feel protective – and guilty too, for dragging her into this.

‘You OK?’ I ask her, and she smiles and nods.

‘I’m feeling much better. I could really do with some sleep, though. I keep nodding off.’

‘We’re nearly there,’ says Liam.

Sure enough, at that moment we turn off Sloane Street and drive along another road for a minute before arriving at the far end of Cadogan Place. It’s not long before the taxi is pulling up in front of Brianna’s house.

‘You’re sure you’ll be all right?’ the cabbie asks, when we open the connecting window to pay him.

‘We’ll be fine,’ says Liam. ‘Our friend’s much better already – look …’ And Brianna manages a smile as she climbs out.

‘Thanks so much for your help,’ I say.

Two Guild agents are already in place opposite Brianna’s house as we approach the front steps. One of them discreetly shows me the Gatekeepers’ key logo – on a label inside his woolly hat – and they nod to me. I feel safer for knowing they’re there.

Brianna is doing so much better that she’s now able to climb the steps without Liam’s or my support. She unlocks her front door and we follow her in and turn on the hall light.

‘Straight to bed,’ says Brianna. We walk upstairs together to the first floor, where she points to a series of doors and says, ‘Pick any of those.’

But I’m not happy about the idea of leaving her alone overnight, when she’s just had a bad bang to the head.

‘Can I share your room?’ I ask. ‘I’d like to be sure you’re OK.’

‘That’s fine. I just have to sleep …’

The three of us end up all sleeping in her room – with Liam in her plush armchair, and Brianna and me sharing her enormous bed. If we hadn’t all been exhausted from the night’s adventures, we could have had quite a fun slumber party. There’s always next time.
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‘I can’t believe we’re out of the investigation,’ I say. ‘I mean, all these years I’ve wondered what happened to Mum, and now I’ve discovered the organisation who hurt her …’

Liam nods in sympathy.

He and I are sitting in Brianna’s kitchen. She’s still fast asleep upstairs and we don’t want to disturb her. We’ve raided the fridge, but all we could find was a giant chocolate gateau, so we’re eating slices of that for breakfast. It seems like Brianna’s brother doesn’t believe in stocking up on healthy food.

‘I’m not going to that meeting with the professor,’ I tell Liam as I lick the last traces of chocolate off my teaspoon.

He takes a sip from his mug of tea and raises an eyebrow. ‘Why not?’

‘She’s bound to be busy with the Fitzwilliams and the forgery ring. In any case, she’ll just give me more reasons why I’m banned from the case – and I’ve got more important things to do. I’ve got to find Sheila, and work out what happened to Mum!’

My mobile begins to ring.

‘Who is it?’ asks Liam.

‘I’m not sure …’ I answer the phone cautiously. ‘Agatha speaking, hello?’

‘Agatha – Elizabeth MacDonald here.’

‘Oh, hello! I wanted to call you, but I’ve been taken off the investigation …’

‘Yes, Professor D’Oliveira has told me. But I need to speak to you, face to face, if that’s all right? It’s about Arthur Fitzwilliam.’

‘Of course.’

‘How does nine o’clock sound? Too early?’

‘No, that sounds fine,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll see you then.’

We end the call and I message Sofia:


Hi Sofia. Any news about the Fitzwilliams? Please tell the professor I won’t make the 8.30 meeting. Dr MacD has asked me to meet her at the gallery at nine. But please don’t tell the prof that



My phone pings almost immediately with a response from Sofia:


Our little birds had flown the coop, so no joy



I hold my phone up so Liam can read it. ‘Arthur and his mum weren’t there? What happens now?’ he asks.

‘Hopefully, they won’t have got far. At least now that the Guild know they’re criminals, they’ll be on the lookout for them.’

Liam hesitates. ‘I’m not sure it’s safe for you to go to the gallery, while they’re at large, Aggie.’

‘It’s a public place. It’s probably as safe as anywhere,’ I say confidently. I get up from the table and wash my mug and plate, leaving them to drain on the side. ‘Meanwhile, I need a wash and some clean clothes.’

Upstairs, Brianna is awake. She greets me with a big smile. ‘You’re still here! I was worried I’d have missed all the action.’

‘There was plenty of action last night.’

‘You know what I mean … What happens now?’

‘I’m going to the National Gallery, to meet Elizabeth MacDonald, the director.’

‘Ooh – can I come?’

‘It’s not going to be very interesting, to be honest. I don’t think there’s much point, sorry. Look … would it be OK if I had a shower and borrowed some clothes?’

‘Of course. Mia wardrobe es sua wardrobe. Or something like that. You know what I mean: you can help yourself to anything you like.’

She hands me a clean towel and shows me into her en-suite bathroom, where I take a shower. It feels luxurious to stand under the hot stream of water after all the fighting and running.

I don’t take too long, though, conscious that I need to be at the gallery quite soon. When I’m dry, I rummage through Brianna’s ‘closet’ (actually a huge separate room). At another time, I reckon I could spend at least a couple of hours in here, but today I just need an outfit suitable for a business meeting. I pick out a dark-grey pleated skirt and a red sweater. With thick black tights and my DM boots, I reckon I’ll pass.

While I’m dressing, it occurs to me that Mr Cohen might be a useful person to take to the meeting. He can take a look at Sunflowers to verify Arthur’s findings with the XRF spectrometer.

Sitting on the edge of Brianna’s bed while she goes for a shower, I dial the conservator’s number. He answers quickly, still sounding on edge.

‘Yes?’

‘Mr Cohen? It’s Agatha.’

‘Oh, thank goodness you’re all right! I’ve been worried about you – feeling that I should have talked you out of continuing.’

‘I think you tried …’

‘Was there something specific you wanted now?’

‘I was wondering whether you could meet me at the National Gallery,’ I say.

‘What, now?’

‘Not quite – but at nine? I’ve got a meeting with the gallery director.’

‘With Elizabeth MacDonald? Why do you want me to attend as well?’

‘I’m hoping you can check out the Sunflowers painting, to verify once and for all if it’s genuine or a forgery. Also, I might need you to tell Dr MacDonald what you know – about the threats to my mum and to yourself. I don’t want to make her panic about Sheila, but she needs to understand what the Alumni are like.’

‘I see. Yes – I’m sure I can make that. I’d better leave straight away, though.’

‘That’s great – thank you.’

‘See you at nine, Agatha.’

‘See you then. Bye.’

Once clean, dry, dressed and booted, I go back downstairs to find my friends. Liam’s also wearing different clothes.

‘Brianna’s brother had some stuff I could borrow,’ he says. He’s in a navy cotton sweater and navy jeans, and looks classically, geekily handsome.

‘Nice,’ I say, and he blushes.

It’s hard to tell if Brianna’s changed her clothes or not. So much of her wardrobe tends to feature torn black jeans and black tops with holes in, that one outfit looks very much like another.

‘Shall we head off then?’ she asks.

I pull an apologetic face. ‘Like I said, I’m not sure there’s much point in the two of you coming along. And you did just get knocked out, Bri.’

Liam grabs his coat. ‘We’re not letting you go anywhere alone, Aggie. Not after that abduction.’

‘What about school?’ I ask.

He shrugs. ‘What about school?’

‘What – Liam Lau actually choosing to miss school? Am I being a bad influence on you?’

‘Always. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

We grin at each other, until Brianna coughs.

‘Taxi?’ she says, and we troop outside to flag one down.
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Mr Cohen’s already waiting outside the National Gallery when we arrive. He looks nervous and a little dishevelled, as if he’s dressed in a hurry.

‘Ms Oddlow!’ he says, as I disembark.

‘Hi, Mr Cohen. Thanks so much for coming. These are my friends, Liam Lau and Brianna Pike.’

He shakes their hands politely before we all make our way up to the entrance. There’s a security guard on duty there. When I show him my ID badge, he nods and waves us through. ‘Dr MacDonald’s waiting for you in the Van Gogh exhibition,’ he says.

I’m surprised – I’d expected her to want to meet me in her office, for the sake of privacy. But the gallery’s not open to the public yet, I suppose.

As we walk up the stairs to the exhibition, Sam Cohen asks, ‘Have you tracked down Sheila?’

I shake my head. ‘Not exactly. But we have found some people who know where she is.’

‘Is she all right?’

‘I hope so.’ I wish I could give him a more positive response. Arthur said the Alumni weren’t hurting anybody, but that obviously wasn’t the case with my mum.

We reach the entrance to the exhibition, and another staff member greets us. ‘Oh, there are more of you than expected,’ he says with a frown.

‘These are my friends,’ I say, gesturing to Liam and Brianna, ‘and Mr Cohen’s an art conservator.’

The guard nods and radios someone, presumably Dr MacDonald. ‘I have Agatha Oddlow here, ma’am, with two friends and a Mr Cohen … Right … right … Yes, ma’am.’ He nods to us. ‘That will be fine. Please go on through.’

We traipse into the first room, where the sight of Sunflowers takes me back to the first time I met Arthur.

I’ve paused, mid-stride, and Liam has to touch me on the shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’

I nod. ‘Just thinking again about how naive I’ve been.’

‘Hey – he’s obviously highly trained in deception. Don’t blame yourself.’

We move further into the room, and Dr MacDonald walks towards us. She’s quite sprightly for a lady of … whatever age she is – quite old, anyway. She’s still got the ‘autumn of her years’ as she put it ahead of her on her clan’s precious island, so maybe her family all live to very old ages.

‘Ms Oddlow, Mr Cohen – thank you for coming. And these are …?’

‘Brianna Pike and Liam Lau,’ I say.

She nods to them, then turns back to me. ‘I was hoping, however, we might talk in private, through there,’ she says, indicating the adjoining room.

‘Of course,’ I reply. ‘In fact, Mr Cohen was just going to do a preliminary examination of some of these paintings.’

‘What? Right now?’

I nod. ‘We thought it might be helpful for you.’

‘It would have been more helpful to have been notified in advance of your intentions.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I reply, feeling slightly surprised. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘Pleased to have an outsider come in to my gallery, to judge the authenticity of my collection?’

Sam Cohen steps forward. ‘Of course I won’t do anything, if you don’t want me to, Dr MacDonald,’ he says. ‘I didn’t realise you’d not been consulted …’ He frowns at me.

‘Why don’t you three wait for me here?’ I say quickly to defuse the situation. ‘I’ll go with Dr MacDonald through to the next room for a moment.’

The director and I walk past the empty attendant’s chair to the room containing The Yellow House and Bedroom in Arles. And then I freeze. There may be no attendant, but there’s someone waiting in the room: Tabitha.

I try to back out, but the security guard has followed us in, and blocks my way. Just as I open my mouth to shout for help, Dr MacDonald kicks me hard in the back of my legs and I lurch forward. The fall seems to last for several seconds, and the main emotion I register is surprise. Despite her authoritative manner, Elizabeth MacDonald had seemed so … harmless.
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Lying on the floor and momentarily winded, I run through the mistakes I’ve made. I normally pride myself on not making assumptions based on people’s age or appearance – Professor D’Oliveira is elderly, quick-thinking and feisty, after all – but I’ve slipped up … MacDonald seemed so proper, in that old-fashioned kind of way.

As the man dressed as the security guard wraps rope round my wrists and ankles and knots it, I close my eyes and try to work out my next move. They can’t get me out of here while Sam Cohen and my friends are in the next room. Unless – and this thought is like a cold stone in the pit of my stomach – other Alumni members have also been sent to attack them. There’s no sign of Arthur – what if he’s using his fighting skills on Liam and Brianna? They wouldn’t stand a chance. I fight back tears. Why didn’t I pass some of my fighting skills on to my friends?

I have to get us out of this, but how? I reassure myself with the thought that I did tell Sofia I was going to meet Dr MacDonald this morning, at the gallery. Maybe the Guild will come looking for me …

The man drags me to my feet and shoves me through to the first room, where I see three more thugs, presumably all members of the Alumni, restraining my friends. They look scared but as far as I can tell they aren’t hurt. However, unless the Guild turn up soon, I can’t envisage a positive outcome here. Brianna, Liam, Sam Cohen and I have all been captured because we know about the forgery ring. Our knowledge is only going to end with … I shudder, not wanting to finish that thought.

‘Take them to the lifts,’ says Dr MacDonald. I feel a rough hand on my back, propelling me forward, and I stumble along, my movement restricted by the ropes. 

‘Who are you working for?’ I ask her, as we pass out of the exhibition.

‘I’m not working for anyone,’ she says. ‘Everyone here is working for me.’ She leads us through a staff-only door to the lift lobby.

‘So you’re the head of the Alumni?’ I ask as she pushes the button to summon the lift.

‘Aye. Someone needed to take control of the art world, before the ignorant masses inherited it all.’

‘Oh, really? A generous motive indeed, I don’t think!’ I say angrily.

‘What’s taking so long?’ tuts Dr MacDonald, pushing the button repeatedly, as if that will somehow encourage the lift to perform more efficiently. ‘It’s been on the roof level for far too long.’

‘So who else is involved in this?’ I ask her.

‘You’re every bit as tenacious as your headstrong mother, aren’t you? Such a shame you were both on the wrong side.’ She sighs again and turns towards me. ‘The Alumni are a secret organisation, Ms Oddlow – we do not expose the identity of our members.’

‘And you don’t make money out of this?’

From the shocked look on her face, you’d think I’d slapped her.

‘We believe in preparing for a healthy and comfortable retirement, surrounded by exquisite works of art, such as mere members of the public could never truly appreciate. It’s no loss to them. Believe me, after nearly fifty years as the director of a public gallery, I’m well placed to judge the unworthiness as far as art is concerned of most men and women.’

She turns back to the lift, which still hasn’t begun its descent.

‘Where are you taking us?’ I ask her.

‘Somewhere you can’t communicate with your agency,’ she says.

‘Where is that, exactly?’

‘Oh, tsk tsk. Can’t you keep her quiet?’ she asks the man who’s restraining me.

‘Not without a gag,’ he replies.

‘So gag her!’

‘Please don’t!’ instructs a voice behind me. It’s Liam. He, Brianna and Sam Cohen have arrived in the lobby, together with their captors. Even without the masks, I recognise the two Alumni members who kidnapped Arthur and me yesterday and held us captive in the barn. Sals catches my eye but at least she has the grace to look away immediately, as if she’s ashamed.

‘Leave it, Liam,’ I say, desperate to keep my friends from harm for as long as I possibly can.

‘This thing must be broken!’ says the director in exasperation.

But, as soon as she’s said it, the lift begins to descend. We watch the numbers light up slowly, one at a time. It feels a bit like a countdown to an execution. At least the man holding me seems to have forgotten about the gag. My legs are wobbly with adrenaline and fear, but I’m still looking for an opportunity to get us out of here.

Finally, the G for ‘ground floor’ is lit up and there’s a ping as the lift arrives. The doors slide open and I see a woman cowering in the far corner of the metal box. As I my eyes adjust to what I’m seeing, I realise it’s her – Sheila! – dishevelled but still recognisable from her photo—

There’s a sudden loud thud close by, and one of the henchmen hits the ground hard. As he falls, he takes Dr MacDonald down with him. Then there’s a confused silence before anyone thinks to retaliate against the invisible assailant. In that moment, Tabitha Fitzwilliam lets out a shriek and topples sideways, landing with one leg at an awkward angle.

And then I spot her, fighting her way through like an Amazonian warrior: a tall woman with a forest of brown hair. She must have come rolling out of the lift, slamming straight into the nearest henchman. Now she’s spinning and kicking out at our bewildered captors, who don’t seem to stand a chance.

The man who was holding me steps towards her, but she aims a jab at his jugular and simultaneously kicks his knees from under him. He makes a strange, gurgling noise as he falls.

The woman arrives at my side and I feel her loosen my ropes.

‘Come on, Agatha,’ she says. ‘You need to act now.’

This is enough to nudge me into action. While I work with my new ally, using the moves Mr Zhang has taught me to disarm and unbalance my opponents, a confused sense of recognition is ringing in my head. This woman is not a stranger. I know her. I know her well.

But it’s not possible … is it?

As we take down the final henchman, I say:

‘Mum …?’

Our victim falls to the floor, where he lies groaning.

Then she turns to me, with tears in her eyes, and says, ‘Yes, darling – it’s me.’

My mum, Clara Oddlow, is standing in front of me, holding out her arms – as if she’s expecting me to jump into them.

I stare at her, a tangle of possibilities racing through my mind. Could this be a lookalike or an impostor? But my instincts all tell me this really is her.

‘I don’t understand …’ I say at last.
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Mum leads me to a bench in the main gallery, where we sit side by side. She tries to take my hand, but I snatch it back. I feel too … What do I feel? Angry, I realise – furious. And betrayed.

Around us, the Alumni are being rounded up and led away in handcuffs by Guild members, but none of that seems important any more.

We sit in silence, until Mum says, ‘You’ve grown up so much since I last saw you. You were a very determined little girl, who knew lots of long words. And you had a great sense of justice, even then.’

I don’t say anything. My head is whirling with thoughts and questions. At last, I say, ‘How’s this possible? I thought you were dead. I don’t understand!’

‘I got too close to uncovering the identity of the top figures in the Alumni,’ says Mum quietly. ‘So they sent someone they knew I trusted. I thought he was taking me to confront them, but he transported me to a small cell on an island called Fairhaven …’

I start to sob. ‘But surely you could have escaped before now?’

‘I needed help to get out,’ she says. ‘I was kept in a cell with three locked doors, each with a different type of mechanism. I tried everything, Aggie – you must believe me …’

I shrug. ‘It seems to me that a Guild agent as talented as Clara Oddlow could escape from anywhere – if she wanted to enough.’ My voice sounds harsh and sarcastic.

‘Aggie, look at me.’ Grudgingly, I turn my eyes to hers, which are filled with tears, just like mine. ‘Listen to me,’ she says. ‘I tried everything to get away. Every day, all I thought about was you and your dad. I lay awake at night, imagining how my little girl would be wondering what had happened to me – why her mum had never returned. I hated the thought that you might believe I’d chosen to leave you. I never would do that.’ She says this fiercely, with her fists clenched. It’s then that I notice the scars on her fingers and knuckles. I take one of her hands and examine it.

‘What are all these marks?’ I ask.

‘Oh!’ She laughs. ‘That’s what happens to you when you try to break locks with only your wits and your bare hands.’

I look her in the eye again. ‘You really did try to escape, didn’t you?’ I say quietly.

She nods gravely. ‘I really did, Aggie, so many times …’

Something melts in me. I throw my arms round her and she hugs me back tightly.

‘So how did you get free?’ I ask eventually, when we finally loosen our hold on each other.

Mum takes a deep breath. ‘There was a young man who used to visit regularly, delivering packages, which I’m pretty sure contained paintings. He always checked I had enough food and drink. Sometimes, he even brought me books. He told me to call him the “Silver Serpent”.’ She laughs again. ‘I think he fancied he was in a spy thriller or something. A few days ago, Sheila was brought to the island too and kept in prison with me. The young man was the one who helped us both escape.’

‘That was Arthur,’ I say. ‘He was my partner in the Guild.’

She frowns. ‘But that makes no sense. He was working for the Alumni.’

I shrug. ‘He was a double agent.’

‘Right …’ She pauses for a moment, as if absorbing the new information, before continuing with her story. ‘He seemed to do a lot of the running around and administrative stuff for the Alumni. Anyway, he used to turn up with that skinny, bossy woman we’ve just apprehended,’ says Mum.

‘Tabitha Fitzwilliam,’ I say slowly.

‘That’s right! It was clear she was his mother from the way she spoke to him. They were always arguing, but she usually won. He was obviously scared of her.’

‘How did he free you?’ I ask.

‘He came on his own, late last night, with the helicopter. He spoke very little – just unlocked the cell and led Sheila and me out.’ She pauses. ‘Sheila was scared – she was worried he might be taking us away to kill us.’

‘Weren’t you afraid of that too?’ I ask.

She shakes her head. ‘No. He seemed far too calm … and relieved – happy, even – as if he’d finally managed to do the right thing.’

‘About time,’ I say dully.

‘He claimed to be your friend – it was one of the few things he said.’ She pauses, recalling his words. ‘Hmm, that’s right – he said, “Please tell Agatha I’m doing this for her.”’

So after betraying me, he rescues Mum. It’s hard to reconcile the two deeds.

‘He knew all along that you were alive,’ I say, ‘but he let me go on thinking you were dead.’

‘People make tough choices,’ she says, ‘especially when they have domineering parents.’

I can’t stop staring at Mum. It seems impossible, but she’s really here.

Liam and Brianna come over, wearing foil wraps, like marathon runners. The Guild’s paramedics must have been treating them for shock.

‘You OK, Aggie?’ asks Liam.

‘Yeah. How about you two?’

‘We’re fine,’ says Brianna. ‘Been in much worse situations.’ She smiles and looks at my companion.

‘Brianna and Liam –’ I take a deep breath – ‘meet my mum, Clara.’

Mum takes one arm from round my shoulders and holds out her hand, but my friends just stare at her.

‘It’s all right,’ I tell them. ‘I reacted pretty much the same way as you. But Mum was a prisoner, because of her investigations into the Alumni. She only just managed to get away, after years of trying. Arthur freed her, and Sheila Smith.’

Liam doesn’t smile, but he does take Mum’s hand and shake it briefly. Brianna just nods to her and Mum nods back. I’m still reeling from her reappearance, and can’t decide how I feel. One minute, I’m ecstatic. The next, I want to cry, or scream in anger that the Alumni kept her from me for half my life. I keep thinking: All these years without her, when she was alive the whole time.

Mum turns to meet my gaze. ‘How’s your dad?’ she asks. Her expression is full of serious concern.

‘He’s muddling along. But he’ll do a lot better now you’re back,’ I tell her.

A team of Guild members go past, escorting Elizabeth MacDonald and Tabitha Fitzwilliam, and behind them comes Professor D’Oliveira.

‘Good work, Agatha,’ she says, patting me on the back. Then she sees Mum and stops dead on the spot. ‘But … You …’

I’ve never seen the professor lost for words before.

‘Hello, Dorothy,’ says Mum.

The professor stares at her, the same way I did.

‘Sorry to shock you like this,’ says Mum. ‘I’ve been held captive by the Alumni.’

‘I thought you were dead for all these years …’ says the professor. ‘I never stopped blaming myself …’

‘It wasn’t your fault.’

‘If I’d kept closer tabs on your investigation …’

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Mum says again.

The professor nods, then snaps back into her usual brisk self and says, ‘We can have a full debrief at some point. In the meantime, where’s poor Sheila?’

Mum points to a chair close by, where Sheila is sitting quietly, wrapped in one of the foil blankets, and Professor D’Oliveira strides over to talk to her. Mr Cohen appears from somewhere, also wrapped in a foil sheet, and when Sheila sees him she gives a start.

‘Sam? What are you doing here?’

‘Hello, Sheila. It’s so good to see you,’ he says quietly. ‘Lots of people have been worried sick about you, including me.’

He sits down next to her and takes her hand, and I’m relieved that he seems to be coping better than I’d expected.

I spot Sofia, busy in the background, directing Guild people and herding Alumni members. She catches my eye and gives me a thumbs-up, and I smile at her.

My mind, however, is still racing – there’s so much to process. Over and over again, I squeeze Mum’s hand and she presses mine in return. She’s really here. But that doesn’t come close to making up for all the years she was stolen from me. And from Dad—

‘Mum, we have to get home to Dad,’ I say, suddenly desperate for him to know what’s happened.

She just nods. Her face is grim and anxious.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I tell her, although I really have no idea if that’s true.
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I don’t want to let go of Mum, so I hold her hand all the way home in the taxi. Liam and Brianna are coming with us. I know – we could have had a private family reunion, but Mum was concerned for Dad. She knew he would find it difficult if she just appeared home unannounced, so we’ve agreed that my friends will go in ahead of us and prepare him for the shock. Liam and Brianna run on ahead and we give them ten minutes before we follow. I keep glancing at my watch, but time has never moved so slowly.

At last, I say, ‘We can go now,’ and we start to head along the path towards Groundskeeper’s Cottage. But Mum’s pace is slowing as we approach the front door. I glance at her in concern, and then I realise what the matter is: she’s afraid.

‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘He’s going to be thrilled.’ The truth is, I have no idea what Dad will be feeling right now.

The door opens before we reach it, and Dad appears in the doorway, shadows under his eyes and his hair a mess, as if he’s been running his hands through it.

He stands looking at Mum. At last, he says, ‘It’s really you.’ I can’t tell anything from his tone.

‘It’s really me, Rufus,’ she says quietly.

He starts to cry and I let go of Mum’s hand and run to put my arms round him. He can barely stand, and he’s too heavy and tall for me to support on my own, but my friends come to help me and we support him to a chair in the hallway, where he buries his face in his hands and sobs, his whole body wracked by emotion. I keep my arms round him, but I can’t tell if he’s even aware that I’m there.

‘Dad,’ I say, ‘Dad, it’s OK,’ but he just shakes his head.

‘Rufus,’ says Mum quietly. She’s come inside the house, and is standing watching him. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in …’ I step away from Dad, to give them space. My friends are standing further down the hall, and I join them. Brianna puts an arm round my shoulders.

‘Seven years, Clara,’ Dad says, looking up at Mum, ‘you let us believe you were dead.’

She takes his hand and says, ‘I was a prisoner, Rufus. They kept me locked up.’ Her voice sounds pleading.

His face turns fierce and he says, ‘Did they hurt you?’

She shakes her head. ‘They ignored me mostly. Just kept me fed and watered.’

I watch as my dad – my big, strong dad – says, ‘I don’t know what to feel. I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel.’ He sounds lost and helpless, like a child.

‘I know,’ says Mum softly. ‘It’s OK.’ She puts her arms round him and holds him tight, while he sobs. It’s horrible to see him like that. I want to comfort him, but I know only Mum can do that right now. After a few minutes, she turns to me and nods for me to join them. I walk over and she puts one arm round me and keeps the other round Dad. He’s quieter now and calmer, and he looks up at me with a watery smile.

That’s when I know it’s going to be all right.
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It’s been nearly a week since the Great Gallery Showdown, as Brianna’s named it. My friends have stayed away, giving us time to be a family again, but they’re here now, in my sitting room. I can’t stop gazing around, feeling so much love for these four people.

‘Tell us about Arthur,’ says Brianna to Mum. ‘He was a pain in the neck when we went to his house. What was he like when you met him?’

‘I used to see him regularly. I quite looked forward to his visits. It was his mother who was the difficult one. She needed to throw her weight around.’ She looks at me. ‘He obviously thinks highly of you, Agatha.’

‘But he was still a traitor,’ I say.

‘Maybe he didn’t want to be,’ says Mum. ‘From what I saw, his mother had a very forceful personality.’

‘It was still his choice. I’m sure he could have refused to go along with her.’

‘He did, in the end, by helping Sheila and me escape.’ She pauses. ‘It’s a shame he’ll still be going to prison.’

‘I should hope so too,’ says Liam, who’s sitting on the arm of the sofa, next to me. ‘He treated Agatha appallingly.’

‘And don’t forget he tied up Brianna, after Tabitha knocked her out,’ I say.

‘Although those knots were pretty loose,’ admits Liam. ‘I got them untied in seconds.’

‘Will his sentence be lighter, because he freed you and Sheila?’ Brianna asks Mum.

‘It should be. I’m going to put in a good word for him. And he’s only seventeen, so it will be a juvenile detention centre rather than an adult prison.’

I’m not ready to forgive Arthur, so I don’t say anything.

‘How about you and the Guild, Aggie? Have you been reinstated?’ Brianna asks me.

I pull a face at her to be quiet. Dad still hasn’t forgiven me for joining the organisation, or for keeping it secret from him.

He speaks up: ‘Agatha is not allowed to partake in any clubs, societies or secret organisations without first discussing it with her mum and me,’ he says firmly. ‘She has put herself and you, her friends, at risk and is clearly not old enough to make sensible choices.’

‘So how many of the paintings turned out to be fakes?’ cuts in Liam. I smile at him, grateful to him for changing the subject.

‘They’re still being examined,’ says Mum. ‘It’s going to be tricky – there could be many more that we don’t even know about yet. In the Van Gogh exhibition, it turned out to be only Sunflowers and The Yellow House. Thanks to the three turning up at the Fitzwilliams’ house, that last drop of fakes was seized, saving a number of very valuable pieces.’

‘I feel sorry for Lord Rathbone and Sarah,’ I say.

‘I know,’ says Mum. ‘I mean, as public figures go, he’s a bit pompous, but he wouldn’t harm a fly.’

‘I shouldn’t have just accepted everything Arthur told me. If I’d known the assistant at Sir John Soane’s Museum was his mother, I would never have believed what she told me about The Marriage – that Lord Rathbone had sent it for cleaning.’

‘Ah, hindsight is a wonderful thing,’ says Mum wryly. ‘Don’t beat yourself up over it, Aggie – Arthur was a skilled agent.’

‘But I just accepted everything he said.’

‘Of course you did,’ says Liam. ‘He was your partner.’ I smile gratefully at my friend.

‘At least Lord Rathbone wasn’t charged with anything in the end,’ says Brianna.

‘Do you think his reputation’s been damaged, though?’ I ask.

Mum shakes her head. ‘No, slurs slide off that man. He’ll bounce right back.’

There’s a knock at the door and we look round at each other in surprise – everyone’s here already. I go to open it. There’s an elderly woman on the doorstep, dressed in a pink coat with a matching hat.

‘Professor D’Oliveira!’ I say. ‘Would you like to come in?’

‘That would be very nice, Agatha. Thank you.’

I take her coat and show her through to the living room where the chatter subsides as soon as I open the door and the visitor makes her appearance.

Then Mum says, ‘Dorothy – it’s so lovely to see you!’ She leaps up and gives the professor a kiss and her ex-boss pats her on the shoulder.

Dad gives up his seat, and the professor accepts, thanking him as she sits down, with a gracious nod like a queen. He goes to perch on the arm of Mum’s chair.

‘I still can’t get over how little you’ve changed, Clara,’ the professor says, smiling at Mum. ‘Tell me – how did you keep so well, for all those years? Sheila Smith looked so drawn, after just a few days in captivity.’

Mum looks very sad for a moment. ‘The hardest part was the emotional and mental side,’ she says. ‘Physically, there was no real hardship. I exercised in my little cell every day, and set myself puzzles to solve to keep my brain active. What else can I say, Dorothy? I’m an agent. You trained me well. But, as I say, the hardest part was the emotional side. Nothing could have been worse than separating me from my loved ones for seven years.’ She looks up at Dad and then over to me. ‘The only thing that kept me going was promising myself I would get back to them – that one day I’d make it home.’

The professor just nods sadly. Then, after a pause, she turns to me. ‘Arthur has proven to be a bit of a double, or triple, agent, hasn’t he? But at least now we know who took your mother’s file, Agatha.’

‘Really?’

The professor nods. ‘It was Arthur. I’m guessing that as soon as the Alumni found out you were joining the Guild, they knew you’d want to continue your mother’s investigation into them.’

‘That makes sense,’ I say. ‘It meant I had to find out about Mum’s investigation from her hidden notes instead. The Alumni wanted to stop me making the link between the forgeries and Sheila’s disappearance much sooner.’

‘Ah, so they had more than one motive for getting their hands on the file,’ says the professor. She clears her throat. ‘Speaking of motives, I have one of my own for this visit. I’m sure it’s all right to speak in front of Agatha’s friends … I just wanted to ask you if you would be coming back, Clara.’

Mum looks startled. ‘To the Gatekeepers?’

‘That’s right.’

I look quickly at Dad. He’s stopped smiling.

But Mum doesn’t even pause before replying, ‘Not in a million years. I’ve lost far too much time as it is. I missed seeing my little girl grow up. Nothing can give me those years back, but I’m not missing anything else.’ She smiles at me.

‘Well, if you do change your mind, we’d be delighted to have you back—’

‘Clara’s just got home,’ Dad breaks in, ‘after seven years stuck in a cell on a remote island! Can’t we just enjoy being a family again?’

Mum leans in to his chest and he puts an arm round her.

The professor nods. ‘You’re quite right, both of you. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.’

‘I was thinking that I might like to be a librarian,’ says Mum.

‘I see,’ says the professor. ‘It does seem a shame, though, to waste your skills.’

‘I think Mum would make a great librarian,’ I say.

‘Thank you, darling,’ she says, smiling at me.

The professor nods. ‘I have no doubt that Clara Oddlow will shine at whatever she chooses to do.’

‘Thank you, Dorothy,’ says Mum, and she smiles at the professor warmly.

‘Well, I’m starving,’ I announce. ‘Shall I make us all dinner?’

‘I’d better let you all get on,’ says the professor, easing herself to the edge of her chair, ready to get up.

‘You’re not going anywhere, Dorothy,’ says Mum. ‘I’m going to make us all a nice risotto.’ She gets up and heads for the kitchen.

‘I’ll help,’ says Dad, following her out of the room.

‘They look like they’re going to be all right,’ says Brianna.

The professor nods. ‘Give it time. There are a lot of emotions to be worked through, but I never saw two people who loved each other more than Rufus and Clara.’

I want to go through to the kitchen too, but I fight the urge. This is a constant struggle since Mum’s return – knowing my parents need time together, but not wanting to let Mum out of my sight.

‘She’s quite safe now,’ says Liam, as if reading my thoughts, ‘especially as she has all of us to protect her,’ and the professor and Brianna both nod reassuringly.

They’re right. And now that I’ve got all my family together, including my closest friends, I’m going to take very good care that no one threatens any of us ever again.
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