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Imogen pulled the duvet over her head and thought about getting up. It wasn’t something she had much interest in doing, least of all on a school day, but now that the light had started to creep under the curtains there was no going back. Soon enough Mr Stewart’s feet would pad along the corridor, making slipper-softened thuds, and he would drum his knuckles against the door with a cry of, ‘Breakfast time!’

Imogen wasn’t sure she much liked breakfast time. On good days, it delayed being able to go and do the things she really wanted to do, and on bad days it made time feel all the more stretched out, slow and soggy like her untouched cereal.

All of a sudden, Imogen so disliked the idea of getting up and going to school that she decided to beat her father to it. Sometimes waiting was the worst bit.

She sat up, rolled out of bed and picked her school clothes off the floor, where she had left them the night before. Then, just as she was about to push her bedroom door open and wander down the stairs, she paused and took a small step backwards. Her detective notebook was sitting on top of the bookshelf, looking a little crumpled at the corners. As Imogen gazed at it, she almost felt like it was watching her.

I want to take you to school, she thought, as if it could read her mind, but I don’t know if it’s safe.

These past few weeks she hadn’t been carrying it around much, and she was starting to feel like the notebook had noticed. After all, she didn’t want that journalist appearing again, poking around and asking questions. Perhaps it was best to look as unlike herself as possible.

Imogen reached her hand out slowly, hesitated, then picked up her French book from the next shelf down and hurried down the stairs.

‘Oh, you’re up early,’ said Mrs Stewart, brushing off the pink hat she had been trying on in the living-room mirror. ‘Excited for school?’

The question sounded hopeful, and both Mrs Stewart and Imogen knew that it was a silly one to ask. Imogen gave her mother a look.

Mrs Stewart relented. ‘Well, we can drop Arthur off first if you like.’
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Imogen nodded gratefully and went to eat a spoonful of peanut butter out of the jar.

Imogen and Arthur didn’t go to the same school any more, though Imogen sometimes wished that they did. Starting Year Seven had seemed exciting in the summer, but it was turning out to be nothing she’d hoped for, and everything she hadn’t.

Naturally the newspaper articles about her and Einstein hadn’t helped, especially now there were older children around to tease her about them. It was quite possible that being the Penguin Girl would never seem cool to anyone except her best friend, Gracie.

‘Imogen!’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘We’ve talked about spoons in the peanut butter.’

‘Dad does it too!’

Mrs Stewart narrowed her eyes. ‘Does he?’

Just then Arthur appeared, straightening his glasses and yawning into the sleeve of his school jumper. ‘Morning,’ he said, though it came out more like ‘mor-oar-ning’. He sat down at the table and immediately the cat, who had been sleeping on the edge of the sofa, jumped up and found his way into Arthur’s lap.

‘James!’ Mrs Stewart called up the stairs. ‘Everyone else is ready except you!’

Gizmo sat up and meowed apprehensively at the smell of Arthur’s clothes, and Imogen giggled despite herself. ‘You probably smell of penguin,’ she said.

‘I’m going to visit Einstein again after school,’ said Arthur eagerly. ‘Do you want to come too?’

‘Oh,’ said Imogen. Her smile quickly faded. ‘I don’t think I can. I have homework to do.’

Arthur looked cross. ‘You always have homework to do,’ he grumbled.

‘I’m at secondary school now! I finish later than you! Even if I did come, I’d only get five minutes in the zoo before it closed,’ said Imogen. Then she sighed. ‘Obviously you wouldn’t understand.’

‘I understand just fine,’ said Arthur, snatching the peanut butter from the table in front of her. ‘If you wanted to see Einstein, you’d come with me.’

‘Imogen,’ said Mrs Stewart kindly, ‘I hope you’re not still upset about …’ She paused and everybody looked at each other.

Even Mr Stewart, who had just come in, made more of a show than usual of pretending to be distracted as he picked up the newspaper.

‘You know,’ Mrs Stewart went on vaguely.

 Imogen scowled. Of course she was still upset.

‘Everyone at school will have forgotten about it by now!’ Mrs Stewart pleaded.

‘No, they won’t,’ said Imogen. ‘And anyway, what about everyone at the zoo?’

She hadn’t minded the attention they sometimes got at London Zoo, but that was before the whole school had discovered the newspaper articles and started teasing her about them. When that little girl at the penguin enclosure had asked for her picture in the summer, Imogen had actually felt a bit like a celebrity, and had immediately texted Gracie to tell her all about it. She’d never been shy before, after all.

But ever since Year Seven had started it hadn’t seemed so much fun, and that journalist – Sullivan Prior, or whatever he was called – wasn’t someone Imogen ever wanted to meet. She had pretended not to notice when Mrs Stewart took the article down off the fridge:
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The one beside it had lasted only a few days longer:
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Now both articles were folded up in the cutlery drawer, under the napkins, where Mrs Stewart thought Imogen couldn’t see them.

‘It’s not like you to mind attention,’ Mr Stewart observed.

Mrs Stewart shot him a look. ‘That isn’t helpful, James.’

‘It’s not just the attention,’ Imogen pointed out. ‘Nothing he wrote was even accurate! Now everyone at school thinks I threw Bill Hunter out of a window!’

‘Well, that’s journalism for you. Good thing we put him off the scent on that whole film idea!’

Mrs Stewart gave a barely stifled gasp and went to turn the kettle on.

‘That whole what?’ said Imogen after a moment.

Mr Stewart’s grin froze on his face. ‘You mean you didn’t tell her?’

‘Of course I didn’t tell her.’

‘Didn’t tell me what?’

‘You didn’t tell me, either!’ Arthur pointed out.

‘It’s nothing, really,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘It’s just that Sylvester chap—’

‘Sullivan,’ Mrs Stewart corrected in a whisper.

‘Sullivan – exactly. He was poking around, wondering if he could ask us a few questions for a film he was writing about some superhero children and their penguin friends, or something. Anyway, it was terribly written and completely far-fetched. Why anyone would want a story like that, I don’t know.’ He folded his newspaper decisively. ‘Certainly nothing for us to worry about, at any rate.’

Imogen’s stomach did a somersault, and she placed her spoon down on the table, her appetite for peanut butter gone. The irony of it was that her younger self might actually have liked the idea of inspiring a film. Now she found herself longing for the time when Einstein had been a secret.

‘But, like your father said, Imogen, we didn’t tell him anything,’ said Mrs Stewart.

By the time Imogen got to school that day, Gracie was already waiting at their usual spot by the bench. Imogen hurried over to join her.

‘Hi,’ said Imogen.

‘You’re late again,’ Gracie pointed out, though not in a particularly annoyed way. She stood up, and they started walking in step with each other towards the school hall.

‘I know,’ said Imogen apologetically. ‘I just wanted to avoid—’

Suddenly a pair of Year Nine students walked past, and one of them made a barely stifled squawking noise.

‘That,’ Imogen finished, going a little pink.

‘Just ignore them,’ said Gracie. ‘They’ll get bored eventually.’

‘I do.’ Imogen shrugged. ‘And they haven’t.’

‘We’ve not been to see Einstein and Isaac in ages,’ said Gracie, changing the subject.
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‘I know. I’m sorry. I haven’t been to see them with my family, either.’

‘Can we go this weekend?’

Imogen pursed her lips. First Arthur, now Gracie too. ‘Maybe,’ she said after a moment. ‘I’ll have to see if I’m free.’

Gracie looked at her suspiciously. ‘You know, pretending not to care about Einstein isn’t going to fix anything.’

Imogen hunched her shoulders in annoyance. ‘I’m not pretending about anything,’ she muttered. ‘I’m just busy.’

‘All right,’ said Gracie. ‘But you have to promise we’ll go next week.’

‘Fine,’ said Imogen eventually, but by then they were in the school hall, and over the chattering of other students she wasn’t sure if Gracie had even heard her.
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Arthur waved his card at the ticket inspector and slipped inside the zoo. Mr Stewart was only a few steps behind, talking on his phone, but sometimes Arthur liked to imagine that he was by himself entirely, going wherever he felt like going like children did in storybooks.

Of course, he’d have preferred it if Imogen was with him, but if she was going to leave him by himself then he might as well try to enjoy it. Evidently being alone was something she was quite capable of enjoying.

‘Slow down, Arthur,’ said Mr Stewart, panting into the phone slightly. ‘I can hardly keep up with you.’

Arthur knew his way round London Zoo well now, though he didn’t often bother looking at the other animals. Sometimes he gave the vultures a glancing smile and a nod on his way past, but only because he worried about them feeling left out – not because he actually had much interest in them. Once a baby monkey had given him such a wide-eyed gaze that he had stayed and watched it play with its siblings for a whole half-hour before moving on, but most days he went to the penguin enclosure straight away, trying not to think about whether lizards got upset when people like Arthur hurried past them.

‘Good afternoon, Arthur,’ said one of the zookeepers – a man with a very big smile named Pablo, who was probably Arthur’s favourite. ‘Got your family with you this time?’

‘My dad.’

Mr Stewart waved apologetically and made his busy face.

‘Einstein’s in the water over there, finishing his dinner.’

Arthur had just started walking in the direction the zookeeper had pointed him in when he paused and awkwardly turned back round. He put his hand inside his jacket and felt the book that was tucked inside his pocket. He was glad it was Pablo on duty: he was one of the few grown-ups Arthur didn’t feel shy talking to.

‘I was wondering,’ he said. ‘Would it be okay to talk to Einstein in the office again?’

Pablo smiled knowingly. ‘He’s still enjoying you reading to him then?’

Arthur nodded.

The zookeeper led him along the path round the enclosure, and several of the penguins peered through the glass wall at them interestedly.

‘Einstein!’ shouted Pablo, and Arthur stood up on his tiptoes to get a better view.

Einstein looked up sharply and spotted Arthur from across the water. For a moment, he bounced on his feet in excitement, but then a larger penguin shoved past him on its way to dive in. Einstein gave a put-out squawk and waddled crossly after it, pecking at its feathers.

All of a sudden, the larger penguin turned round and squawked back, and within seconds a whole crowd of penguins, all much bigger than Einstein, were rushing to give their opinions. The first penguin squawked again, as if it had won the argument, and at that moment Einstein leaped at it with all his might, slapping it with his flippers.

‘Einstein, stop it!’ shouted Arthur from the other side of the glass. He looked at the zookeeper in despair. ‘I thought you said he’d stopped getting into fights?’
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‘Ah,’ said Pablo. ‘He has his days. I’ll pop into the enclosure and get him.’

The zookeeper opened a gate in the enclosure wall and hurried over to scoop Einstein up from among the confusion. Einstein’s feet and flippers continued to flap crossly in mid-air as he was carried across the fake rocks towards Arthur.

‘There,’ said Pablo firmly, settling Einstein down on the office floor a few minutes later. He returned shortly afterwards with Isaac, who was looking sleepy after feeding time, and rather uninterested.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ said Pablo, grabbing a broom and heading for the door. ‘It’s poo-scrubbing time for me.’

Arthur didn’t envy that particular job – in fact, penguin droppings were one of the only things he didn’t miss about having Einstein around the house. But other than that he imagined it would be rather nice to have a job like Pablo’s, spending time with animals every day. He looked out of the window dreamily at the pair of zookeepers striding into the enclosure, then shook himself back into concentration.

Arthur had been into the office several times before, and he liked it because it was warm, and because somebody usually made him tea, which didn’t taste very nice, but made him feel grown up. Today Pablo had handed him one with peppermint in it.

He gave Isaac a pat on the head and offered Einstein a sip of his drink, which he pecked at greedily and then spat out on to the carpet.

Then Arthur pulled the book out of his pocket and opened it to the correct page. It was one of Imogen’s old books – he’d taken it from her room without her noticing. He wasn’t very far into it yet, but Imogen had been so gripped by it when she read it that Arthur felt certain he would like it eventually. Reading to the penguins had started mostly by accident – there hadn’t been much else to do in that little office – but Einstein always seemed to enjoy it, even if Isaac tended to get distracted and waddle away.

‘Inspector Bucket … p-pulled his coat over his shoulders and stepped out into the freezing London air,’ Arthur read.

Einstein looked up at him, then out of the window at the water where the other penguins seemed to be quietening down. He settled himself against Arthur’s knee.
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‘He had been thinking long and hard about the missing jewels,’ Arthur went on, without stumbling this time. He smiled to himself. Normally he was rubbish at reading aloud, and his teachers never stopped commenting on it in his reports. But Arthur didn’t see how he could help it. When his class listened to him read he got nervous, and the words seemed to trip him up, but when Einstein listened everything seemed to come together.

‘Hello,’ said Mr Stewart a few minutes later as he pushed open the door to the office. ‘How’s it going?’

Einstein squawked a greeting, and Isaac excitedly waddled over the floorboards towards him.

Mr Stewart looked at Isaac in surprise. ‘What do you think he wants?’

‘Oh,’ said Arthur, glancing up from his book. ‘Your newspaper probably.’

Mr Stewart had just removed a paper from his jacket and was starting to peruse it. Isaac looked up at him expectantly.

‘He likes eating paper sometimes.’

‘Well, that doesn’t sound like a very good idea, does it, Isaac?’ said Mr Stewart, and he sat down on the floor opposite Arthur.

Arthur went on reading.

After a while, Mr Stewart’s phone rang again, and he stood back up to go outside. ‘Hi, Rachel. Yes, we’re still at the zoo – leaving in a second. Yes, I think it’s in the fruit bowl.’

‘It sounds like I have to go soon,’ Arthur told Einstein. ‘But I’ll be back in a few days.’

Einstein, who had been glaring at the large penguin from earlier through the window, turned round and nuzzled Arthur’s arm. Mr Stewart was still striding about outside where the sky, now a misty grey, was starting to open up in half-hearted bursts of drizzle.

‘But maybe I’ll read you one last thing,’ said Arthur. ‘How about Dad’s newspaper?’

He snatched it from the floor – just as Isaac was starting to tuck into the sports section – and began flicking through the pages. Most of the articles were about the new Prime Minister, which wasn’t a topic Arthur had much interest in. He wasn’t sure why Mr Stewart bothered to read them, either, when they only seemed to make him cross.

‘Hang on,’ said Arthur, as he turned another page. ‘There’s an article about penguins. Shall we read that?’

Einstein looked up at Arthur and nodded gently.

‘Mystery as penguins disappear from colony.’ Arthur read the title out loud before the meaning of the sentence hit him.

He glanced anxiously down at Einstein: it didn’t seem like much of a bedtime story, but Einstein was listening intently now. He clambered on to Arthur’s knee to read the article alongside him.


A wildlife photographer based in the Antarctic South Sandwich Islands has reported the mysterious disappearance of a significant number of penguins from the colony she has been observing.

Experts quickly ruled out disease or predators as the cause due to no sick penguins having been found, and no apparent increase in predator populations. In fact, the remaining penguins seem in perfect health. The mystifying conclusion is that the penguins must have left the island – how or why they could have done so remains unknown.

‘It’s very strange,’ said the photographer. ‘Every week, a dozen or so penguins disappear like clockwork. It’s as if they’re packing up and leaving by boat.’

A team of scientists will be taking up residence on the island to carry out an investigation.

In the meantime, we spoke to self-proclaimed penguin expert Susannah Evert (pictured). ‘Personally I don’t believe there’s much cause for alarm. It’s possible they simply migrated to a different island, or maybe they were eaten by a shark, but I wouldn’t call it a mystery. These things always get blown out of proportion.’

Despite Ms Evert’s doubts, an investigation is underway, and local scientists hope to uncover the cause of the disappearances as soon as possible.



Arthur dropped the paper on to the floor and looked at Einstein apologetically. Einstein gave an anxious squawk.

‘I’m sorry, Einstein,’ he said. ‘I didn’t realise it was going to be that kind of story.’

The little penguin buried his beak in Arthur’s jacket while Arthur patted his head.

‘The South Sandwich Islands are a long way from London Zoo,’ Arthur explained. ‘You don’t need to worry about anything happening here.’ He knew that wasn’t really the point, of course, but he didn’t say so out loud.

Just then Arthur heard a rustling sound from the floor next to him, and turned to see Isaac chewing something sheepishly. He had torn the bottom corner of the article clean off and was getting ready to swallow it.

‘Isaac, no!’ said Arthur, holding out his hand. ‘Don’t eat that picture. Give it back!’

Isaac stopped chewing, but refused to open his beak. He looked at Arthur defiantly.

‘Isaac,’ Arthur warned. ‘That’s part of the penguin article. It could be important.’

Isaac made a reluctant chuntering sound and spat the ball of paper out into Arthur’s hand. Arthur flattened it against his trouser leg.

‘Thank you, Isaac,’ he said. ‘See, it’s a picture of that Susannah Evert woman.’

A glob of penguin saliva dripped from the edge of her hair, and Arthur looked more closely. She wasn’t a particularly young woman: not as old as Arthur’s grandma, but definitely a lot older than his parents. She had a round face beneath a shock of grey hair, and her eyes were hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses.

Arthur frowned. Something about her looked familiar.

Then his stomach dropped, as if his body had realised something before his mind had. It was her. She looked different – very different, in fact. Her hair had changed, and of course the signature glasses had been switched for a new pair. But there was no doubting it.

That wasn’t Susannah Evert in the picture. It was the woman who’d helped kidnap Einstein and Isaac earlier that year: Vanessa Hunter.
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Arthur jumped out of his father’s car and ran like a whirlwind into the house.

‘Where’s Imogen?!’ he asked, but before Mrs Stewart had a chance to answer he was hurtling up the stairs to his sister’s bedroom.

He hammered on the door and threw it open without waiting for an answer.

Imogen looked up in surprise, put a bookmark in her book and sat up a little straighter on the bed.

‘What is it?’ she asked cautiously.

Wordlessly, Arthur thrust the newspaper into her hands.

‘Woman claims psychic connection to pet goat,’ Imogen read out.

‘Not that one, this one,’ said Arthur, pointing at the article on the opposite page.

‘Mystery as penguins disappear from colony,’ she read, and looked up quickly. ‘Is Einstein okay?’

‘Yes, he’s fine, but read the article!’

Imogen frowned at him, then went on reading, in her head this time. Arthur watched eagerly as her eyes darted from line to line. He could tell from their movement when she had finished reading, because they paused and looked stonier, but even then she didn’t speak for a while.

‘Well, that’s sad,’ said Imogen eventually, putting the newspaper down on the bed beside her. ‘Let’s hope the scientists get to the bottom of it.’

With a flourish, Arthur pulled the torn-out photo from his pocket and handed it to her.

Imogen looked at it blankly. ‘What’s this?’

‘It’s the woman they talk about in the article, but it’s her!’ said Arthur. He wanted Imogen to see it for herself, but when recognition didn’t immediately register on her face he found he couldn’t wait for her to catch up with him. ‘Vanessa Hunter!’

Imogen looked more closely. It did look remarkably like Vanessa Hunter, she had to admit. But then again the photo was soggy and torn at the edges. ‘Is it?’ she asked. ‘It might be. I can’t tell.’

‘The Hunters! Disappearing penguins!’ Arthur blurted. ‘It’s happening again, isn’t it?’

Imogen frowned. For all she knew, it might not be Vanessa Hunter; really it could just as easily be a lookalike. After all, weren’t Vanessa Hunter and her son, Bill, still in prison?

‘If Einstein and Isaac are safe,’ she said carefully, ‘then I don’t know what you want me to do about it.’

Arthur stared at her. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been this. The silence that filled the room felt like a solid object. ‘But … but what if these penguins were Einstein and Isaac?’

‘But they’re not,’ said Imogen simply.

‘Well, no, but they’re still penguins. They’re just ones we don’t happen to know about yet.’

‘No one’s stopping you from helping them.’

‘But you’re the detective!’

Imogen sighed and got up off her bed. ‘I’m not a detective any more,’ she said, wandering over to the window. ‘I’m too old for all that.’

‘You’re eleven.’

‘Exactly! I have maths tests every week!’

‘So what do we do? Ignore it? Even though we might know something?’

Imogen looked out of the window. It was dark already – the days were getting gloomier now, so that the evenings and afternoons twisted together, and you couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. She could only just make out the outline of the garden shed where two pigeons were perched and huddling staunchly against the wind. The drizzle, meanwhile, had died down into a barely noticeable patter that tapped at intervals against the skylight in the corridor.

Imogen listened to that drizzle and felt as if she knew what it meant. She had no interest in sticking her head back into another penguin mystery, least of all one that didn’t even involve her friends. Besides, it wasn’t like they knew anything substantial, or could pack up and head off to the South Sandwich Islands and investigate things over there.

‘I can’t get into this stuff again, Arthur,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ve retired.’

But the doorway behind her was already empty. Her brother had gone.

‘Well, you both look like you’re about to be locked away in a dungeon,’ said Mrs Stewart, as she placed the casserole dish down on the kitchen table. ‘Why the long faces?’

Arthur looked up at Imogen and glared at her. ‘Or maybe we look like we’ve just got out of one.’ It was the first thing he’d said to her all morning.

‘No, I think you’d both be a little chattier if that were the case,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘Arthur, plates!’

Arthur handed his plate to his mother without taking his eyes off his sister.

‘Mum’s right,’ said Imogen. ‘I don’t think anyone’s been let out of a dungeon, or prison, just yet.’

‘Perhaps not,’ said Arthur. He snatched Imogen’s plate from in front of her, and a few moments later slammed it back down on the table covered in stew. A chunk of carrot flew out and landed on the cat. ‘Perhaps there’s plotting going on from within prison.’
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‘We have no reason to believe that there is.’

‘No reason except a crime.’

‘A crime from miles away that doesn’t concern us.’

‘I’m sorry, what are you two talking about?’ asked Mrs Stewart, sitting down at the table at last.

‘Nothing,’ said Arthur quickly, and Imogen swiftly filled her mouth with stew to avoid further questioning.

‘You’ve both been acting awfully strangely lately. Are you sure you haven’t fallen out over something?’

Imogen shook her head.

‘Well, it certainly seems like somebody’s upset about something,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘Perhaps a trip to see Einstein and Isaac might cheer us all up? I know Dad’s taken you the last few times, Arthur, but I’d quite like to go myself.’

‘Imogen won’t want to come,’ said Arthur quickly.

‘Yes, I will!’ Imogen protested. She didn’t like being told what she thought, and in her outrage it occurred to her that really, a trip to see Einstein was exactly what she wanted to do with her day. After all, it was a Saturday, so there was no danger of having to traipse there in her school uniform. And what were the chances of anyone from school finding out that she had been? Perhaps Gracie was right – and yes, she had to admit it, perhaps Arthur’s story was starting to have an effect on her.

Her eyes flickered over to the cutlery drawer and the hidden articles, and she did her best to ignore the strange sick feeling swelling in her chest at the memory of the journalist and his film idea.

‘Well, perfect,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘We can go after lunch.’

‘Oh, wait,’ said Imogen suddenly. ‘I said I’d help Granny and Grandpa with the gardening.’ She had almost completely forgotten.

‘I told you so,’ said Arthur.

‘Oh, yes – well remembered,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘Perhaps we can drop you off on our way, and you can come to see Einstein next time?’

Imogen nodded. It was the perfect excuse, the kind she was so often searching for, but today she couldn’t help feeling disappointed. It had been a while, after all. And, although she wasn’t really convinced by Arthur’s story of Bill and Vanessa Hunter’s return, all the talk about it had reminded her of how things had been earlier in the year. What would that Imogen have thought of this one? She found it hard to believe that she’d have been proud.

Imogen sighed. Everything had been simpler in Year Six.

‘Could you pass me my secateurs, dear?’

‘Your what?’

‘Secateurs,’ said Grandma. ‘The scissor-y things. To trim the roses.’

Imogen picked the secateurs up off the grass and handed them to her grandmother.

Grandma looked at her blankly for a moment. ‘And while you’re at it you can start raking those leaves,’ she said.

It had never really occurred to Imogen before that gardening in the autumn was a thing. It all seemed a little pointless, given that everything was dying, and given that the garden was hardly very big. But, ever since Grandma’s fall back in August, Mr Stewart had preferred her not to garden alone, and today Imogen was learning all sorts of things about trowels and earthworms, whether she wanted to or not.

She picked up the rake and started on the leaves, and it made a bouncy sort of scraping sound each time she drummed it against the grass. As it clanged and clattered, her mind found itself wandering up and across the rooftops of London, over to the zoo. She wondered what Einstein and Arthur were talking about, whether perhaps Einstein had heard about the article and been worried, whether he was disappointed that she wasn’t there.

But of course she hadn’t been there an awful lot lately, and maybe he didn’t care any more, or even notice. That idea was somehow much worse. What sort of a friend was it, she wondered, half tripping over her own pile of leaves as she did so, that never visited you, and didn’t try to help you when you needed help?

Not that it was Einstein who was in trouble, exactly, but, as Arthur pointed out, it could have been. And if Bill and Vanessa Hunter really were involved, wouldn’t that make Imogen somehow responsible?

She paused and took the picture out of the pocket of her dungarees, then tried holding it up to the light.
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It was no good: Susannah Evert’s face didn’t become any clearer. The sun just made the writing on the other side of the page glow through, obscuring her eyes and forehead. The phrase ‘word tricks’ appeared back to front in the sunlight, smeared by the shadows of Susannah Evert’s dark glasses. Imogen turned the picture round and absent-mindedly wondered what it might be referring to: the picture was small, and only a few words from the following page had survived on the back of it.

She shrugged and went on raking leaves.

That name, though. The more it lingered in her head, the more it felt familiar. She didn’t know any Everts, or even any Susannahs, but it wasn’t the name that rang a bell so much as its length and the sound of the letters themselves.

Susannah Evert.

Susannah Evert.

‘I’m just getting a glass of water,’ she told Grandma, and hurried inside to the phone table where she knew Grandpa always kept a pen and a notepad.

She wrote the name down. Then, in the same way the words had appeared through the newspaper in the sunlight, she wrote it down backwards. Then she tried switching first name and surname around. Finally she scribbled the individual letters along the edge of the page, crossing them out one by one as she moved them around and swapped them in and out.

Slowly, very slowly, the name changed shape and the letters rearranged themselves until they no longer formed the name Susannah Evert but a different name entirely. Imogen took a step back to admire her handiwork, and despite the mess of biro scribbles there was no doubt about what the letters now read.

In the cold light that spilled through the front door from the garden Susannah Evert had become Vanessa Hunter.
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When Imogen came downstairs for school on Monday morning, her parents almost leaped out of their chairs in surprise.

‘You look different,’ Mrs Stewart observed.

The truth was that Imogen felt different too. After a night of tossing and turning in indecision, she had woken up that morning feeling ready for battle. Her school tie, rather than draped round her neck, was worn neatly. Her shoes were polished, her shirt tucked in, and her detective notebook, magnifying glass and binoculars placed in a satchel hanging from her shoulder, that she clung to with white knuckles.

Her night of indecision had proved fruitful. It was possible, Imogen admitted after much thought, that Vanessa Hunter, having developed an interest in penguins while aiding and abetting her son’s crimes, had taken advantage of the prison library system, learned a great deal more about them and was giving her honest and expert opinion on natural events. It did seem strange, though, that she would change her name under these circumstances, and that she’d express so little genuine concern for the species she had come to love, but a detective, Imogen reminded herself, must assess all possibilities.

What seemed far more likely, she considered as she narrowed her eyes at the floor, was that Vanessa was continuing to work for her son, and that Arthur was correct. Where to begin, of course, was another question entirely, but it didn’t start with sitting around.

‘Is Arthur up?’ she asked.

Mrs Stewart blinked. ‘He’s just over there, looking for his socks.’

Imogen hoisted her satchel higher up on her shoulder and hurried across the kitchen.

‘Arthur!’ she said, striding through a wave of heat from the tumble dryer, which was clanging as it spun.

Arthur, who was crouching in the doorway, half buried in the laundry basket, looked up. ‘What do you want?’ he asked.

‘I’ll help you!’

Arthur stood up, frowning. A wet sock that had got stuck to the fibres of his school jumper flopped down on to the floor with a sodden slap. ‘You will?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I promise.’

‘And you’ll come to see Einstein this weekend too?’

‘Yes, yes, of course I will.’

*

For the whole day at school, Imogen took every opportunity she could to slip away and investigate. She almost managed to get on to a computer after lunch, but she hadn’t known the password, and of course phones had to be handed in to teachers during the school day. Instead, she spent the half-hour break locked in the loos, writing possible theories in her notebook. It felt just like playing a game, only a complicated sort of game other people couldn’t understand, which made it all the more fun. Just last week her lessons had felt like the centre of everything, but now it was as though their importance had slipped away entirely, and Imogen almost found herself amused by the significance her teachers still insisted on giving them.

They don’t know, she thought to herself superiorly, only she never quite finished the thought. What was it her teachers didn’t know exactly? That French didn’t matter, perhaps. That she had more important things to think about. That she wasn’t just an ordinary eleven-year-old.

In biology she got particularly lucky because Miss Reynolds wanted them to type up the results of last week’s experiment, and took everyone to the computer room. Imogen hurried to the chair in the furthest corner – normally she sat at the front – and twisted the computer to point as far away from the next desk over as she could manage without arousing suspicion. Then she barricaded herself behind her backpack and opened Google.

The first thing she found was an online version of the article Arthur had shown her, which wouldn’t have been very useful apart from the fact that it showed a much less blurry version of Vanessa’s photograph. Imogen zoomed in on it and did her best to memorise the various details.

Vanessa’s hair was grey now: it had been a bit grey before, of course, but with ginger dye in it, which must have faded away during her time in prison. Imogen made a note of it in her book and moved on.
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Sandwich Island penguin disappearances, she typed.

Miss Reynolds was asking questions from over by the whiteboard, and Gracie, a few rows ahead of her, was taking every chance to turn round and gaze at Imogen in confusion, but Imogen took no notice of either of them.

A second article appeared – this one in a different newspaper entirely. Scientists: it mentioned scientists again. Why didn’t it say who the scientists were? Imogen narrowed her eyes as she scrolled.

A team of scientists have confirmed the rumoured penguin disappearances that a wildlife photographer warned the world of last week.

Though penguin populations across the world have been facing climate-change-related threats for decades, the disappearances from this particular colony appear to have been taking place in an extremely regular pattern, making natural or climate-related causes unlikely.

Scientists from the South Sandwich Scientific Hub confirmed that they could not rule out direct human interference as a possible factor.

So that’s who they were. Imogen scribbled the name in her notebook and circled it twice, then underlined it for emphasis.

‘Imogen,’ said Miss Reynolds.

Imogen’s head snapped up.

‘Have you started your work already? I haven’t finished explaining everything yet.’

‘No, miss,’ said Imogen quickly.

‘You seem to be writing something down.’

‘Oh,’ said Imogen. ‘Sorry. I was just writing the title.’

‘I know biology is very exciting,’ said Miss Reynolds, ‘but there’s no need to start until I tell you to.’

Imogen nodded her head and mumbled an apology.

Gracie caught her eye across the room and raised a questioning eyebrow, and Imogen gently shook her head to suggest that nothing was wrong. Then, as Miss Reynolds began addressing the class once more, she typed South Sandwich Scientific Hub into the search engine, moving her fingers so slowly and so quietly that it felt like an eternity before she had written the whole phrase.

‘So we start by writing our hypothesis,’ Miss Reynolds was explaining. ‘And once we’ve done that we move on to the method.’

Imogen read the results out of the corner of her eye, trying hard to keep her gaze fixed on the whiteboard. When Miss Reynolds turned to pick up a pen, she allowed herself to look down for a moment and quietly clicked on the webpage.

The disappearances were the first thing the Hub mentioned on their website, but to Imogen’s frustration it didn’t say anything she hadn’t already read about. Most of the website just showed pretty pictures of penguins nesting and swimming in the sea, and their symbol, SSSH surrounded by a circle, in the top corner. Something about the symbol irritated Imogen, as if it was telling her to be quiet.

‘Remember that your method needs to be something that puts your hypothesis to the test,’ said Miss Reynolds. ‘We don’t assume anything to be true until we’ve tested it.’

Imogen smiled as Miss Reynolds caught her eye, doing her best to look like she was concentrating, but the truth was that methods and hypotheses couldn’t have interested her less.

‘What don’t we do, Imogen?’ asked Miss Reynolds.

‘We don’t …’ Imogen blinked at the whiteboard. Across the room, Gracie mouthed something at her. ‘We don’t assume anything to be true until we’ve tested it.’

‘Good,’ said Miss Reynolds.

Imogen turned back to the screen in frustration. Why was the website so vague about the investigation? She couldn’t do anything with this information! There was nowhere to start!

After several minutes of scowling, she wrote down the phone number displayed on the contact page and decided that she would just have to phone them after school. Perhaps, given that she had information that was useful to them, they’d be happy to share information with her too. Maybe they’d even want her on their team.

She spent the rest of the lesson imagining being helicoptered out to the South Sandwich Islands and introduced as the Hub’s new consulting detective to a crowd of impressed penguins and scientists, who broke at intervals into rounds of rapturous applause.

When the bell rang to signal the end of school, Imogen was the last to finish packing up her bag. The adrenaline that had been pumping round her body and keeping her focused was starting to make her distracted instead, and it took her a moment to realise where she was.

‘Imogen,’ said Miss Reynolds lightly, as Imogen tried to escape past her desk. ‘You’re perfectly capable of being a good student, but it’s important to pay attention.’

Imogen blinked at her. She didn’t care about paying attention, and she wasn’t sure why Miss Reynolds was speaking kindly rather than telling her off. ‘Yes, miss,’ she said robotically, before hurrying out into the courtyard.

The sky outside was a sort of stormy grey, and the air felt full and determined, like it was going to rain soon. Imogen took a deep breath. It seemed fitting.

From somewhere to her right, one of the Year Eight students made a quiet squawking noise. Imogen tightened her fist round her satchel strap, barely glancing at him as she darted over, swiped her ankle beneath his legs and sent him tumbling into the flowerbed.
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‘Imogen?’ said Arthur, poking his head round the bannisters at the top of the stairs.

His sister was sitting on the cushion at the end of the corridor, the one by the round window that was her favourite place to read, only today she wasn’t reading at all. She was listening to something.

‘Shh!’ said Imogen, holding up a finger.

Arthur tiptoed closer and sat down on the carpet a little way away.

She was holding her mobile phone out in front of her as it played fuzzy music on speaker. The lyrics sounded like they were coming through a plughole.

‘What are you doing?’ he whispered.
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But before she could answer, the music had stopped and turned into a ringing noise, and then a voice.

‘Hello, thank you for calling the South Sandwich Scientific Hub. We do not offer guided tours. Please see our website for information on our work. To speak to an operator, please press one.’

Imogen punched the button, and the ringing started again.

‘Hello,’ said a voice, a new voice this time – bored-sounding where the last one had been robotic.

‘Hello,’ said Imogen. ‘I was wondering if you could give me some more information about the penguin disappearances?’

For a moment, there was silence. ‘All information available to the public is displayed on our website,’ said the operator reluctantly, ‘but it’s an ongoing case, I’m afraid.’

‘Yes, and I’d like more information on the case, please!’

‘As I believe I mentioned earlier, there isn’t any more information available to the public.’

‘But I’m not the public – I can help you!’ said Imogen. ‘I might even know who took the penguins!’

‘How old are you?’ the voice asked resignedly.

‘I’m eleven,’ said Imogen. She could tell where this was going, and it made her cross. ‘But that doesn’t mean I don’t know things!’ she added. ‘And anyway it’s rude to ask someone’s age.’

‘Look, kid, we don’t give information on ongoing cases out to children, or even grown-ups. We talk to actual scientists and, very occasionally, journalists, so unless you’re either of those things I’m afraid I can’t help you.’

‘What if I could work on the case with you?’

The phone clicked loudly, beeped twice and the call was disconnected. Imogen blinked at it, then threw both the phone and herself down on to the cushion.

Arthur looked concerned. ‘It’s okay – we can try again tomorrow,’ he said.

‘That’s the third time I’ve tried.’ She twisted her face round to stare out of the window and found herself gazing into one of the tiny cracks in the frame, from which an ant was slowly crawling, wiggling its antennae.

‘Well, still,’ said Arthur after a moment, ‘we just have to keep trying.’

‘No,’ said Imogen. ‘We have to think of something cleverer.’

‘You always think of something cleverer,’ said Arthur. She looked at him doubtfully and he hastily added, ‘In the end.’

Imogen almost smiled, then went back to staring at the ant. Arthur had made her feel better, but there was something strangely enjoyable about wallowing, even when she didn’t quite mean it yet.

‘What if I’m not good at thinking of things any more?’ she asked. ‘What if I’ve lost the ability to think?’

Arthur frowned at his sister. Sometimes it felt like nothing she said made any sense at all. ‘Perhaps we need Einstein to help,’ he suggested eventually.

‘How could Einstein help?’ asked Imogen. Her voice was muffled by the cushion.

‘Well,’ said Arthur slowly, ‘when Inspector Bucket is looking for a criminal, he always talks about getting inside their head and getting inside the head of the victim.’

Imogen sat up. ‘You’ve been reading my Inspector Bucket books?’

Arthur nodded. ‘I took one from your room. Do you mind?’

It felt like a long time since Imogen had read those books herself. She’d been distracted by so many things for so long: school, homework, friends. For a moment, her neglect made her feel oddly possessive: they were still her books. She had liked them first. She may have given up on being a detective, briefly, but she still was one, wasn’t she? It didn’t mean someone else could come in and take her place. But the kinder part of her stepped in and interrupted.

‘No,’ she said, steeling herself. ‘I don’t mind.’

‘Well, I was thinking: Einstein might not be one of the missing penguins now, but he was one before. And, if it is Bill Hunter doing this again, Einstein might know some things we don’t. He spent four days locked up in a room near him.’

The memory of Einstein’s kidnap sent them both into silence for a moment. Einstein wasn’t exactly a penguin to give up or get pushed around and, thanks to Imogen and Arthur, he had only been missing for less than a week, but the thought of him and Isaac locked in the dark with no idea when they’d escape still made a small pit form in the bottom of Imogen’s stomach. Even now, Arthur sometimes dreamed about it – that Einstein was gone again, taken from the zoo – and he never felt completely better until he had hurried over after school to check he was safe and it really had been a dream after all.

Imogen nodded. She had to admit her brother had a point. ‘You might be right,’ she said. Then, not wanting to allow him to feel too clever, she added, ‘We need more clues first, obviously. But in the long run, yes – Einstein’s opinion would be helpful. But how would we get him out of the zoo? He won’t be much help if he isn’t with us.’

Arthur grinned. ‘Leave that with me.’

It was almost closing time when Arthur poked his head round the corner of the penguin enclosure. Tuesday afternoon was windy, with gusts that lifted dust up from the pavements and made the air feel thicker than usual. An empty crisp packet went scudding past Arthur’s feet and pirouetted back into the courtyard behind him, to dance among a pile of leaves.

Arthur stood on his tiptoes and looked around. The last few visitors were being herded away, ushered out of the exit at the far side of the pool. It had taken some convincing for Mr Stewart to allow him to bother with such a short visit, but then again Arthur wasn’t really visiting. He was looking for somebody specific.

‘They might not let you in this late,’ Mr Stewart observed.

‘It’s fine – I just need to ask Pablo something. You can wait in the restaurant if you like.’

Mr Stewart shrugged as if it didn’t really make a difference to him either way, and wandered over to sit on a nearby bench.

Eventually Arthur found Pablo by the shed, tidying up some cleaning equipment.

‘Hello, Arthur,’ he said, glancing up at the sound of footsteps. ‘You’re a bit late today. I have to close now.’

‘I know,’ said Arthur. ‘It’s okay. I actually came to talk to you, not Einstein.’

‘You did?’

‘Yes. I have a question.’

‘You do?’

‘It might sound a bit strange.’

Pablo said nothing, and moved to wind up the end of a hosepipe.

‘You know why Einstein came to London, right?’

‘We’ve all heard the story,’ Pablo said, raising his eyebrows.
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‘Well, some more penguins might have been kidnapped,’ said Arthur. ‘Not from here,’ he added quickly when Pablo looked up in horror. ‘From the wild. But we think it might be Bill Hunter again: the one who kidnapped Einstein and Isaac before …’

‘Okay,’ said Pablo, filling in the gap as Arthur tailed off.

‘And, well, we were wondering whether Einstein could help us in our investigation.’

‘You’re going to play detectives again, are you?’

‘It’s not a game,’ said Arthur, a little offended, but when he looked up he saw that Pablo was smiling.

‘How could Einstein help you?’

‘We don’t know yet,’ Arthur admitted. ‘But he’s spent more time with Bill Hunter than any of us.’

‘It really isn’t regulation, Arthur,’ said Pablo, his smile fading. ‘It’s not that I don’t trust you, but it would never get approved. Animal-protection laws are very complicated.’

‘We are protecting animals!’ Arthur insisted. ‘But we need Einstein to help us do it, that’s all. We’ll bring him back afterwards; we’ll feed him all the right sorts of fish; and we’ll let him swim in the bath and—’

‘I suppose I could write him a sick note.’

Arthur stopped short and stared at Pablo hopefully. ‘A sick note?’ he prompted, after several seconds passed.

‘We sometimes send animals to an offsite doctor. But Einstein’s pretty healthy. It would only give you a few days – maybe a week, at most.’

‘Thank you!’ said Arthur. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you!’

Pablo shook his head, as if he was already regretting his decision.

‘I’ll put some fish in Einstein’s old backpack for you. I really hope this turns out to be worth it, Arthur.’
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Imogen waited for Arthur at the kitchen table.

Normally when she was feeling impatient she would pace around, or tug at her hair and turn it messy, but today her impatience had a different mood to it – a nervous one – and she found herself sitting very still instead. She rested her chin on her knees and poked at a bruise that had appeared on her shin from nowhere in particular.

The wind outside battered the windows backwards and forwards inside their frames, as if they were breathing, and eventually the front door slammed open.

‘Just a flying visit to the zoo today,’ Mr Stewart announced.

Arthur appeared behind him with his backpack, gave Imogen a quick nod and hurried up the stairs. Imogen leaped up to follow him.

‘Don’t go anywhere!’ said Mrs Stewart ‘Supper’s nearly on the table.’

Imogen sat back down reluctantly.

‘Arthur, come downstairs!’ Mrs Stewart called.

‘Hang on, I’m just putting my bag in my room!’ said Arthur, but he returned a few moments later. ‘We’ve got him,’ he whispered to Imogen, who was looking at him anxiously. ‘I put him in the bath.’

‘What was that, darling?’ said Mrs Stewart.

‘I was talking to Imogen,’ said Arthur.

Mrs Stewart looked pleased for a moment, then a little suspicious. ‘Well, I’m glad everyone’s getting along at last.’

Eventually Mr Stewart wandered over to join her at the kitchen worktop. ‘Looks like that Sullivan chap phoned again,’ he muttered darkly, glancing through the missed calls on the landline. ‘He’s clearly desperate for an interview.’

‘Shh,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘You’ll get her wound up again.’

‘You can’t say he isn’t persistent,’ said Mr Stewart, lowering his voice to a sort of whisper as Mrs Stewart tried pointedly to muffle it by moving pots around.

Imogen kept her back to her parents and pretended not to listen, but in reality her ears were pricking up.

‘I’m surprised he’s so keen on actual research when he could just make it all up, like last time,’ her father went on.

‘Yes, well,’ said Mrs Stewart vaguely.

Imogen stared at the empty plate in front of her. Journalists. Sullivan Prior was a journalist. The woman at the Scientific Hub had mentioned journalists, hadn’t she? That she sometimes spoke to them.

Imogen felt her heart start racing, but not for the reason it usually did when Sullivan Prior was mentioned. ‘Mum,’ she said, ‘can I borrow the phone?’

‘What for?’

‘I need to call Gracie.’

‘What’s happened to Dad’s old phone that we gave you for school?’

‘It’s out of charge,’ she lied.

‘Well, yes, that’s fine then. You can use it after supper.’

When Arthur caught Imogen’s eye across the table, she gave him one of her confident smiles. Arthur could always tell when Imogen was having an idea, and felt immediately certain that she was going to solve everything all at once.

After supper, Imogen took the landline from the hook and hurried up the stairs with it. She was in such a hurry that she almost forgot to say hello to Einstein, then remembered and snuck sheepishly towards the bathroom.

‘Einstein?’ she said, peering round the door.

Einstein was sitting in the dry bath, removing and replacing the plug with his beak. He didn’t look up at the sound of her voice, and Imogen’s heart dropped. So he really had forgotten her, after all.
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‘Einstein,’ she said again, and took a step towards him. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t visited you much lately.’

Einstein knocked the plug to one side with his feet and reluctantly turned to look at her.

‘I’ve missed you,’ she added. ‘I really have. I’ve just – everything’s felt very complicated recently, and my school times have changed …’

‘You could try giving him a fish,’ said Arthur, who had appeared in the doorway behind her. He gestured at a bag that was sitting beneath the towel rail, alongside Einstein’s old backpack – the one he’d been wearing that first day he’d appeared on their doorstep. ‘The zookeeper gave them to me.’ He shrugged.

Imogen screwed up her nose as she lifted one of the fish from the top of the bag and held it out to Einstein, who looked at her unblinkingly for a long moment, then leaped forward to guzzle it down whole.

Imogen scooped him up out of the bath and gave him a fishy-smelling hug.

‘Are we going to tell Mum and Dad that he’s here?’ asked Arthur, as he shut the bathroom door behind them.

Imogen sighed and thought for a moment. She didn’t always know what to expect from her parents: whether they would be in one of their joining-in moods, like back when they had hurried to Edinburgh to find Isaac, or in one of their never-do-that-again moods, like earlier this year, when Imogen and Arthur had so nearly got into danger rescuing Einstein and Isaac from Bill Hunter by themselves. Her parents cared about Einstein, of course, but would they care about a group of penguins they’d never met? Imogen nearly hadn’t, after all. People often found it difficult to worry about things that were happening far away.

‘I think we should keep the investigation – and Einstein – a secret for now,’ Imogen said carefully. ‘There’s no point getting them involved unless we have to. You’ll have to hide those fish in the freezer after they’ve gone to bed.’

Einstein gave a wriggle and a squawk, and she put him down in the bathtub again, where he hurried over to the tap and pecked at it until Arthur turned it on. Einstein twisted about under the running water as Arthur splashed him.

Imogen smiled at them both wistfully and slipped across the corridor into her bedroom.

‘You can do this,’ Imogen said to herself. She looked at her reflection in the bedroom mirror and tried to see someone brave. ‘You’d have done it last year,’ she added, but the thought of her younger self made her feel worse. She was cross at herself for neglecting so many things recently, for letting Year Seven make her forget who she was, and lately it was bothering her to the point of distraction.

But being bothered wasn’t helpful, either, she reminded herself, and you couldn’t exactly change things that had already happened.

Besides, since when had Imogen Stewart been someone who wallowed and moped about things? That wasn’t her. Imogen was decisive – she got things done and knew exactly what was important and what wasn’t.

She picked up the landline and clicked PLAY on the most recent voicemail.


‘Hello – Sullivan Prior speaking. I’m looking to get hold of Rachel or James Stewart with a view to arranging an interview with the family about their experience with Einstein. I know this hasn’t always been a popular idea, but I can offer generous financial compensation, so do give me a call back on this number when you can.’



Imogen’s finger hovered over the CALL BACK button. A tightness that started in her chest seemed to travel up towards her throat. She could hear Arthur chattering away to Einstein next door, and Mr and Mrs Stewart turning on the television downstairs. Outside, several silvery clouds were calmly arranging themselves in a darkening sky, but not in such a way that Imogen noticed.

She turned her back to the curtains and took a deep breath. The phone started ringing.

‘Hello,’ said a voice. ‘Sullivan speaking.’ Somehow Imogen had expected the voice to sound gruffer – more like Bill Hunter’s – but Sullivan Prior was surprisingly softly spoken.

‘Hello,’ said Imogen, her heart leaping. ‘It’s Imogen Stewart.’

‘Oh, Imogen.’ His voice immediately took on a simpering tone. ‘What a pleasure. Did your parents ask you to phone me?’

‘They don’t know I’m phoning you,’ she found herself saying. ‘And I’ll thank you not to tell them.’

‘Oh, well, we would need an adult to sign on the dotted line, as it were—’

‘Look here,’ Imogen interrupted, ‘I don’t know what dots you want me to sign, and I won’t be signing them, but I’ll tell you what you want to know about Einstein if you help me out with a few things first.’

For a while, nothing came down the phone line except the uncertain sound of somebody stirring their tea and breathing. ‘Go on?’

‘In the South Sandwich Islands there’s a Scientific Hub. I want you to call them, I want you to tell them you’re writing an article for the biggest newspaper you can think of and that there’s no stopping you, and I want you to find out everything they know about the penguin disappearances that have been reported there: I’m talking theories, suspects, connections, locations. My brother and I will meet you in two days’ time, at five o’clock at the coffee shop outside St George’s Primary School. Any funny business, we don’t talk. Got it?’

‘Hang on, kid – slow down,’ said Sullivan, sounding amused. ‘So you’re saying that if I—’

‘You heard what I’m saying,’ said Imogen, ‘and it’s final.’ She stepped closer to the window, opened the curtain a crack and watched as a car crawled past into the night.

‘No negotiations,’ she added, quickly pulling the curtain shut again and ducking down underneath it. She knew that nobody was watching her, but something about the exchange made being undercover feel necessary.

‘You’re suggesting an exclusive exchange of information?’

‘I’m suggesting …’ Imogen paused and looked at her toes. Why did grown-ups always have to make things sound more complicated? ‘I’m suggesting you do what I say. I’ll see you on Thursday or you won’t ever hear from me again. And – and make it snappy.’

She hung up the phone and collapsed backwards on to her bedspread, and slowly, slowly, as she exhaled deeply and stared at the Blu-tack swirls on her bedroom ceiling, broke into a smile.
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So she was still a detective, after all.
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Arthur watched nervously as the bus sped away from him through a puddle.

He had spent the past hour in an after-school club he wasn’t really interested in, waiting for Imogen to finish her final lesson of the afternoon. Normally Arthur would have climbed on to the bus outside school and joined his sister, but today she stepped off the bus to join him instead. Getting on and off buses wasn’t normally scary, but he knew what a strict eye his parents kept on the clock when it was home time, and he hated it when they made a fuss. It was very rarely worth causing one.

‘Are you sure he’s going to meet us?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Imogen. ‘Have you got Einstein?’

Arthur let his backpack hang from one shoulder while Imogen unzipped it and peered inside.

‘Hello, Einstein!’ she whispered. She was still a little paranoid that he was upset with her, and was making a great effort to befriend him again whenever she could.

Einstein gave a squawk and wiggled to one side to escape the clutches of Arthur’s French textbook. For a few seconds, he blinked up into Imogen’s eyes and then, distracted, let them drift past her to gaze at a pigeon that was sitting on the lamp post beyond her head.

‘You’re trying too hard,’ Arthur commented.

Imogen frowned at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He doesn’t like it when people try too hard to make friends with him. He likes being friends to be his idea.’

‘You mean he thinks we aren’t friends any more?’ said Imogen, crestfallen.

‘Oh, no – I didn’t mean it like that,’ said Arthur quickly. ‘I just think that maybe if you acted more normal around him, then he would too.’

‘I am acting normal,’ Imogen mumbled, even though she knew that she wasn’t: she just wanted to respond with something. ‘Shall we go into the café?’ she asked, zipping up the backpack just before Einstein could leap for the gap, his eyes still fixed on the pigeon. A penguin-shaped crease appeared for a moment in the fabric of the bag, then sank away to the tune of several disgruntled squawks.
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‘Are you really sure he’ll come?’ Arthur asked again, as they found a table at the back by the window. Even though the rain outside had stopped, the café still had that particular smell of drying umbrellas, and was punctuated with the plasticky squeaks of raincoats being removed. ‘Do we have a plan if he doesn’t?’

‘Sometimes, Arthur,’ said Imogen a little shortly, ‘you have to be sure of things you’re not really sure of.’

Arthur considered this, tried to keep his mouth closed, then relented. ‘But if you’re not sure—’

‘Shh!’ said Imogen, suddenly ducking beneath the table. ‘I think that’s him!’
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Arthur turned towards the door as a rather wiry, bespectacled man came in and looked around the room. ‘If it’s him, then why are you hiding?’ he hissed.

Imogen wasn’t sure why she was hiding, really, but she had also upended the sugar bowl, sending brown sachets cascading across the shiny white floor. An old lady on the next table glared at her.

‘He’s coming over!’ whispered Arthur, while his sister frantically attempted to gather the fallen sachets, straightened her school skirt and leaped back into her chair.

The wiry man spotted her, smiled, teetered for a moment as his shiny shoes skidded on a stray sugar sachet, then plopped lightly into the spare seat.

‘Hello,’ he said, holding out a limp hand for Imogen to shake.

Imogen took it, wobbled it slightly, then dropped it just as quickly. She cleared her throat and puffed out her chest. ‘I’m glad you could come,’ she said in her most grown-up-sounding voice.

‘I’m glad I could come too,’ said Sullivan, placing his briefcase on the table.

Imogen nodded vaguely. ‘I’m glad you’re glad,’ she found herself saying, but by then the waiter had appeared, and she realised with relief that Sullivan wasn’t listening anyway.

‘We’ll have three double espressos,’ he was saying. ‘And how about one of those delicious-looking brownies I saw on the counter on my way in?’

‘What’s a double espresso?’ asked Imogen.

Arthur’s stomach grumbled. He had spotted the brownies on his way in too. He could probably have eaten a whole one himself, but he supposed a third of a brownie would do: really it was nice of Sullivan to order them one at all.

‘I must say, it’s so wonderful to finally meet and spend time with the famous Imogen and Arthur,’ he said. ‘You’re just as I imagined you’d be.’

We’re not here to spend time together, Imogen thought, but she held her tongue. She had promised that she would talk to him, after all, and she couldn’t expect something for nothing, as much as it annoyed her to think of it that way.

‘Did you speak to the scientists?’ she asked instead.

‘SSSH,’ said Sullivan suddenly.

Imogen looked taken aback.

‘SSSH,’ Sullivan said again. ‘The South Sandwich Scientific Hub – I assume that’s what you’re referring to?’

‘I – yes,’ said Imogen.

‘Your sister likes getting to the point, doesn’t she?’ said Sullivan, turning to Arthur. ‘I did indeed speak to them. They’re not easy to get through to, you know.’

‘I do know,’ said Imogen. ‘I’ve tried it myself.’

‘Perhaps we can start with you telling me how you discovered Einstein and Isaac in Bill Hunter’s studio?’ he asked. ‘I mean, did you really do it at all? Bill still insists that you framed him, you know.’

Imogen and Arthur looked at each other.

‘You’ve spoken to Bill Hunter in prison?’

‘Oh, yes, I’ve researched the case extensively. But he’s not in prison any more: he was released on good behaviour a little while ago.’

Imogen’s heart thumped. So Arthur had been right after all. Bill Hunter really was on the loose once more, and as such he could be the one kidnapping penguins again, and all her stalling had done was let him get further ahead with it.

At that moment, the waiter reappeared and placed the coffees down on the table, along with the brownie, which he put in front of Arthur.

‘Thank you, sir!’ Sullivan smiled, scooping up a knife from the cutlery holder and pulling the brownie away from Arthur and towards himself.

Arthur watched attentively as Sullivan flourished the knife between his fingers and sliced the brownie in three.

‘Of course we didn’t frame him,’ said Imogen carefully. ‘Everything we told the police was true, and I didn’t throw him out of a window. We didn’t do anything to him.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Sullivan, picking up a large piece of brownie and tossing it into his mouth. ‘Sorry about that. I must have misheard one of the witness statements. You know how it is.’

Imogen was about to point out that in actual fact she didn’t know how it was and had no idea what he was talking about, but opted for a small headshake instead. There was no point going off-topic: better to bring him back to the issue at hand than to start an argument. She took a sip from the mug in front of her instead.

‘Eugh!’ she cried, wincing and splattering coffee across the tablecloth. ‘I mean,’ she corrected herself, ‘what an interesting flavour.’

Arthur had taken a sip of his as well, and was quietly ignoring the rest. It tasted how he imagined soil would taste.

‘Not fans of coffee?’ asked Sullivan, sounding genuinely surprised as he picked up the second piece of brownie and, to Arthur’s despair, swallowed it almost whole. Arthur thought he looked rather like Einstein did when he swallowed a fish.

‘We’re children,’ Arthur pointed out. ‘Children don’t … normally drink coffee.’

‘You see? I have so many useful things to learn from you both,’ said Sullivan. ‘I don’t have any children myself, so I wouldn’t know.’

‘Don’t you remember being a child?’ asked Imogen.

‘Me? Goodness, no.’ He popped the final piece of brownie into his mouth and grinned at Arthur as it squelched between his teeth. From the ground at his feet, Arthur’s backpack squawked.

‘Anyway,’ said Imogen, raising her eyebrows, ‘about the Scientific Hub.’

‘What was that noise? Is he with you?’ Sullivan grabbed Arthur’s backpack excitedly and tore it open. ‘Hello, Einstein,’ he cooed, carefully lifting him out from among the textbooks and setting him on his lap, his back to the rest of the café. ‘Look at his funny orange beak. That’s not normal for a little penguin, is it?’
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Einstein made a low, wary chuntering sound as Sullivan began stroking his head. ‘Excuse me, I know I keep digressing,’ he said.

Arthur wasn’t sure what digressing meant, and wondered whether it might have something to do with hogging chocolate brownies.

‘But, yes, I did speak to the Scientific Hub, and they gave me some indication of where their investigation had got to. The penguins, I know you’ll be horrified to hear, have been taken away from their homes in boats.’

Arthur breathed in sharply. He knew it.

‘And where did the boats go?’ prompted Imogen.

Even Einstein, knocking Sullivan’s hand off his head as he whipped round to stare at him, gave a demanding squawk.

‘I will tell you,’ said Sullivan slowly, ‘on one condition.’

So he was going to make demands. Arthur had been afraid something like this would happen: Imogen always seemed to be playing with fire. To his surprise, though, she didn’t bat an eyelid.

‘Take me with you when you go to look for them.’

Imogen bit her lip. Of course Sullivan wanted to spend more time with them. He would probably publish another article about it as soon as the rescue mission was over, and the other children at school would probably read it and laugh about her again.

She glanced over Sullivan’s shoulder at the little school she had gone to last year and that Arthur still attended, and felt how much she had grown since then: some of it in the right direction, some of it not. She thought about Amy, her ex-best friend, and how little her opinion had mattered in the end.

A moment later, she felt Einstein’s shiny grey eyes boring into her and turned to look at him. Einstein was her friend – Einstein and Isaac and Gracie, and Arthur and his best friend, Theo too. She didn’t want to find herself forgetting that anytime soon.

As for Sullivan, she was sure she could think of ways to make him useful, as irritating as it would be to have him hanging around.

‘All right,’ said Imogen. ‘Where are we going?’

Sullivan smiled, took a final sip of coffee and wiped his lips with the back of his hand, smearing brown droplets from the edge of his mouth across his cheek. ‘The next boat arrives tonight,’ he said. ‘London Docks.’
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It was already raining by the time they reached the docklands. If it hadn’t been for the droplets that stirred up the river as they fell, you could almost have believed that the water wasn’t really water at all, but something else entirely – something motionless and strange.

Imogen pressed her nose against the condensation that was forming on the taxi window, and felt Einstein in her lap. He was breathing quickly, as awake and alert as she was.

That evening had been a strange one. Once supper was over, Arthur had been the first to complain of a headache and go up to bed early, just as they’d planned, and a few minutes later Imogen had done the same.

‘I’m not surprised you’re both getting ill,’ Mrs Stewart said, holding the back of her hand to Imogen’s forehead. ‘You’ve been out and about a lot in the cold. There’s a storm forecast tonight, you know.’

Imogen gulped. The nerves were getting to her after all. Part of her wished she really was ill, that she didn’t have any choice but to stay at home in bed where it was safe and warm, and that her parents would take it in turns to bring her food up on a tray, like they always had when she was little.

But, when she got upstairs a few minutes later, Imogen didn’t climb into bed at all. Instead, she hurried about her room, gathering things into a backpack: her notebook, her night-vision binoculars, a torch, an Inspector Bucket book, a pair of walkie-talkies she had got for Christmas last year, but had never had cause to use, and even a hat and a ball of string, which she figured could be fashioned into a wig or a false moustache.

Eventually Arthur tiptoed across the corridor and gently pushed open her door. ‘Are you nearly ready?’ he whispered, as Einstein waddled in past his feet, examined the mess on the floor and blinked up at Imogen blankly.

Somewhere in the sky over their heads, a distant thunderbolt cracked and grumbled.

Imogen nodded, wrapped her brother in a warm coat from the wardrobe and went to open the window, ready to climb down the magnolia tree into the dark, waiting street beyond.

‘You can stop here,’ said Sullivan, who was sitting in the front of the taxi and had, as far as Imogen could tell, spent much of the drive asleep.

Imogen climbed out of the taxi first, keeping Einstein tucked inside her coat. Several large container cranes lined the water’s edge, their metal fists reaching up into the storm-gathering air as if daring something to strike them. Boats bobbed imperceptibly in the rippling water, and the air had the kind of bite in it that kept you awake. There was nobody around.
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A moment later, the taxi doors slammed shut, and Imogen watched as its red tail-lights sped away into the distance.

‘Well, where to first, detective?’ asked Sullivan, grinning.

Imogen frowned at him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to know that?’

‘I only know what I’ve told you,’ he said with a shrug.

‘Don’t you even know what sort of boat they’re on?’ asked Arthur.

‘I know the boats they left on were small wooden ones. But who knows if they’ve stayed on them? The South Sandwich Islands are a very long way away, you know.’

‘Right,’ said Imogen, as several rain droplets spattered down on to her face. They were big, fat raindrops, and the gaps between them were big too. ‘So we know they’re coming here, but we don’t know exactly where or what they look like?’

Sullivan shrugged again. ‘The Scientific Hub were working on an intercepted radio message. I imagine if they knew exactly where and who, they’d have come to get the penguins themselves. But clearly they didn’t think it was enough information to go on.’

‘Great,’ Imogen muttered.

‘At this point, they can’t even prove it was kidnap,’ Sullivan went on. ‘Apparently some of the scientists are still putting it down to disease.’

But by then Imogen had stopped listening. ‘If we don’t know, we might as well start looking,’ she said to Arthur, and hopped down from the pavement on to the wooden boards that lined the water.

The first boats she checked all looked like houseboats: some of them appeared to be abandoned, but others had their lights on. These ones she was more cautious about checking, tiptoeing just close enough to peek through the curtains.

Of course, Imogen thought with frustration, it didn’t help that she didn’t know what she was looking for. She was searching for penguins, of course, but would they even be visible? If she was a penguin smuggler herself, she supposed she’d make some effort to conceal what she was hoarding: in crates, perhaps, or behind some sort of curtain. But they didn’t have time to turn every wooden boat they saw upside down – and besides, if they didn’t guess correctly first time, they could easily get spotted and arrested before they could even search another boat.

She tried not to think about the hopelessness of the situation.

‘You check that one, I’ll check this one,’ she said to Arthur, pointing to the two nearest boats. She pulled the torch out of her backpack, quietly scolded herself for not bringing a spare and stepped on to the deck.

The dim light lit up an old tarpaulin at her feet that was quietly gathering muddy rainwater in its folds. She lifted it up with the edge of her shoe, sending water trickling down on to her socks, but there was nothing underneath except an empty crate and some sodden-looking cardboard.

She turned to check on Arthur, who had been stumbling around in the dark until a moment ago, but now, to her surprise, was staring right at her.

‘What?’ she asked him.

Sullivan was strolling to and fro on the concrete walk up above them, whistling.

‘Einstein!’ said Arthur.

‘Yes,’ said Imogen. ‘I’ve got him.’

‘No, look at him!’

Imogen glanced down. She had shoved Einstein into her coat pocket, where he was known to normally huddle away from the rain, but instead he had almost climbed out of it, and was holding his beak high in the air.

‘What’s he doing?’ she said.

‘Maybe he knows where they are,’ Arthur suggested.

‘But how?’

‘You don’t think he can smell them, do you?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Imogen. ‘Maybe.’

Einstein squawked at her urgently.

‘All right, fine,’ she said. ‘We’ll follow your beak.’

She hopped up out of the boat and started to walk in the direction that Einstein was leaning. Arthur quickly joined them. It was rather like following a compass, he thought, or at least he suspected, because their only compass was Imogen’s, and she rarely let him use it. After a minute or so, Sullivan’s distracted footsteps came hurrying after them, and Einstein squawked at him to be quiet.

They rounded a corner and sent a pair of seagulls hurtling up into the sky, where a single star had worked its way through the smog and was peering down at them in fascination.

Einstein stopped leaning forward and turned to the right, as if responding to a change in the breeze. He felt Imogen crouch down and scoop him out of her pocket, holding him aloft like a laser, and his small eyes narrowed. The penguins weren’t far away now – he was sure of it.
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Several boats away across the dark water, a very much occupied boat was being moored to a buoy. Something tall and person-shaped was standing on the deck. It certainly seemed to be the boat that Einstein was staring at, though it wasn’t very close to the dock, and Imogen wasn’t sure how she could reach it without climbing over the boats in between. It didn’t look like the most secure way across but, for now, it would have to do.

She turned off her torch to ensure the person-shaped thing couldn’t see them and stepped on to the first boat, which bobbed unsteadily beneath her feet. She held out a hand to Arthur to help him over.

Sullivan lingered for a moment on dry land. ‘Perhaps I’ll just watch …’ he began, looking at the water and the grubby boat with an expression of distaste.

Imogen shrugged and ignored him, but after a few seconds he followed anyway, the boat lurching under his weight as he stepped on to it, then leaning dramatically to one side as he edged on to the same side of the deck.

‘Wait for me!’ he whispered.

Imogen hopped on to the next boat along before he could unsteady it further. This one was much larger and longer, and by the time they had reached the bow they were almost close enough to hear the voices from the boat Einstein had directed them to.

Imogen crawled as far forward on the bow as she could, and strained to listen. For a moment, a whisper seemed to reach her on the breeze, but then several ripples slapped in succession against the hull below and the water swallowed the words.

‘Shh!’ she hissed at Sullivan, who had knelt in a puddle and was now wriggling around, trying to wring out the bottom of his trouser leg.

She peered over the bow. The next boat was smaller again, and further down. She would have to jump to reach it. Would that make a noise?

‘Arthur, you go first,’ she whispered.

Arthur looked alarmed. ‘Why me?’

‘You’re lighter. I’ll hold your hands and lower you down! Sullivan, make sure I don’t fall.’

Arthur gulped nervously. He tried to think about when he’d been in Year Three and had rescued Imogen’s notebook at school and gone with her to Bill Hunter’s studio. He always felt better when he was brave – he just had to work out how to trick his brain into getting there.

He scrambled cautiously over the edge of the boat, ignoring the clumps of seaweed that were squelching against his trousers.

‘Now let go and grab my hands,’ said Imogen.

Arthur took a deep breath and did as he was told. For a moment, he was scrambling in mid-air, but then Imogen had him, and was lowering him slowly, slowly, and he felt his feet brush the deck of the lower boat. He landed on the wood with a light thud.

‘Now you lower me,’ Imogen said to Sullivan.

‘How do I get down?’ he asked.

‘You don’t,’ said Imogen sternly. ‘There’s no one big enough to lower you, and if you jump you’ll give us away.’

Sullivan gave a reluctant grumble of assent and a minute or so later Imogen landed on the deck beside Arthur, her fall partially softened by his legs. ‘Sorry!’ she whispered, and reached out for Einstein, who hopped from the bow down into her arms.

They crept across the boat and hid behind a barrel at the far end. Now they were close enough to listen.

‘It’s cold,’ said a voice. ‘Can’t we go to a hotel?’

‘The boss is collecting the penguins at sunrise,’ another voice replied. ‘We can’t leave them unguarded.’

Einstein tensed his body and looked stony.

‘Where’s Bill, anyway?’ asked the first.

Imogen and Arthur looked at each other. Bill! Imogen mouthed.

‘Don’t know. At home, probably.’

‘He never helps out any more.’

‘That’s none of our business.’

Imogen held her breath and peeked round the edge of the barrel, holding her night-vision binoculars to her eyes. There were now two large men in long black coats and black hats standing on the next boat over. One of them – the older one – had a big black moustache that hung round his lips like a handlebar. The younger man was the one complaining: his arms were folded and he was shivering pointedly.

‘It’s not like he lives far away,’ the younger man went on.

‘Enough!’ snapped the older one. ‘I don’t know why you think we need Bill’s help to guard ten penguins. Shut up about it until the boss comes.’
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Imogen was about to turn and give her brother a meaningful look when the boat they were crouching on gave a violent jolt, and they were almost thrown into the water. For what felt like a long time, it went on bobbing, dark ripples slapping violently against the wood.

‘What was that?’ shouted one of the men, turning on a torch. ‘Who goes there?’

Imogen looked up frantically to where Sullivan had landed in a pile of lank limbs at the other end of the boat. ‘I told you not to jump!’ she hissed.

‘I think we need to run!’ said Arthur, as he felt the man’s torch glance across them and then pause, lighting them up.

They scrambled back to the bigger boat. Imogen gave Arthur a leg-up, sending him flailing into a puddle of rainwater on its deck, and handed him Einstein.

‘Sullivan, help me!’ she cried.

The journalist stood up sheepishly and lifted her until she could reach the boat’s railings herself. It took what felt like all her strength to heave herself up. Then, together, both children grabbed Sullivan’s sleeves and pulled and tugged as hard as they could. Even Einstein took a strand of his hair in his beak and flapped his flippers frantically.

Arthur’s eyes widened as he saw the larger black-coated man step over the gunwale and come marching towards them.

‘Stop right there!’ he shouted, and with one last tug Sullivan came rolling on to the deck of the bigger boat.

They bounded across the final boat without pausing for breath, leaped on to the dock and kept on running through the night until long after the pursuing footsteps had faded.
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‘You, ruined it!’ cried Arthur. He had collapsed, panting, on to the floor of the alleyway, and had now regained enough energy to stand up and pat down the dirt from his clothes. A piece of green seaweed dropped to the ground from his underarm, and his trousers were sodden with dirty water that squelched when he moved.

Sullivan was still slouched on an old cardboard box, wheezing heavily. Einstein looked at him in annoyance and squawked a cloud of dirt into the air.

‘We could have saved them tonight if it wasn’t for you!’ Arthur went on crossly.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Sullivan unconvincingly. ‘I thought I could help.’

Imogen watched them from the mouth of the alleyway, where she was leaning against the wall, her hand pressed to her cheek, which she had scraped in the rush.

‘We could never have rescued them tonight,’ said Imogen. ‘We can’t get past those guards, and even if we could the penguins in that boat aren’t the only penguins who are missing. We have to be more tactical.’

‘And what do you suggest?’ asked Sullivan.

Imogen scowled at him, unsure whether he was mocking her. ‘Where does Bill Hunter live?’ she said eventually.

Sullivan looked surprised.

‘You said you’d spoken to him,’ Imogen went on. ‘And the guard said he lived nearby.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Sullivan, scratching his head and slowly standing up from the cardboard box. ‘Why do you want to see him?’

‘Well, he’s the boss, isn’t he? If we can catch him, we can save all of them. We just need to go there, find enough evidence and then call the police. Exactly like last time!’

‘He’s about a half-mile away, I think. I never went into his flat myself – we met nearby – but I think I could work it out if I found the right building …’

Arthur looked excited. ‘You think we can find him now?’ he asked.

Imogen bit her lip. ‘We’ll see.’

It took a little over half an hour to find Bill Hunter’s flat.

Imogen and Arthur traipsed after Sullivan nervously, rounding street corners puddled by lamplight and the gentle glow of shopfronts and windows. Arthur gazed up at the sky as they moved. He didn’t think he had ever seen the city at night before – not without his parents, anyway – and it seemed another world entirely, a sort of upside-down world he shouldn’t have been looking at.

And, though it didn’t seem possible at first, the light only seemed to get gloomier as they walked, the darkness descending from the top of the sky downwards like ink on blotting paper. Arthur took Einstein from his sister’s pocket and held him close.

Eventually Sullivan paused outside a tall block of flats and looked at the doorbells.

Imogen stepped closer so that she could look at them too. Some of the bells only had numbers beside them, but others had names scribbled messily on slips of paper.

M. Martinez

M. Martinov

M. Martello

M. MARTINEAU

B. Hunter

‘There!’ cried Imogen, pointing at the very bottom name and immediately jabbing the doorbell.

A second later, she regretted it – of course, they should have stopped to discuss a plan first – but by then it was too late.

‘Who is it?’ Bill Hunter’s voice sounded through the intercom.

Imogen froze, and Einstein almost waddled out of Arthur’s hands in alarm.

‘Delivery!’ said Arthur suddenly. ‘It’s your curry!’

Imogen stared at her brother. ‘Curry?’ she whispered. ‘How do you know he’s ordered a curry?’

‘Come on up,’ said Bill Hunter, and the door buzzed to let them in.

‘I don’t know,’ Arthur hissed back. ‘It was the first thing I thought of.’

They climbed up an echoing stairwell until they reached the right flat. Imogen’s stomach dropped slightly when she saw that the door was already propped open: of course, he would recognise them straight away, and then what? Really they should have sent Sullivan up on his own: Bill would never trust Imogen and Arthur enough to let them inside.

She turned back to look at the stairwell: maybe they still had time to sneak away after all, but Sullivan would need instructions. Then Imogen saw with a shock that Bill had appeared at the doorway and was looking at them blankly.

‘You don’t look like you’re delivering curry,’ he said.

Imogen blinked at him. ‘Oh – I—’ she faltered. ‘We heard you’d got out of prison, and we just wanted to say hello.’

Bill Hunter went on looking at them, then turned to Sullivan and raised a puzzled eyebrow. ‘All right then,’ he said after a while, as if he couldn’t quite be bothered to argue.

Imogen stepped past him cautiously. Bill Hunter’s flat wasn’t very tidy. It occurred to Arthur that, had his bedroom looked the way Bill’s kitchen did, Mrs Stewart would have given one of her most gruelling punishments, like banning video games for a week. A pile of dirty plates was stacked precariously above the open dishwasher, the recycling bin was overflowing with old cereal boxes, and some sort of sticky substance was dripping alarmingly from the edge of the table. Even the windows had such a thick layer of grime on them that you could hardly see the street outside.

Imogen perched on the edge of an armchair – the seat itself was occupied by a laundry basket – and was just about to open her mouth to speak when the doorbell rang again.

Bill went to answer it while Einstein, who Arthur had set down on his way in, waddled round the flat in disapproval. About thirty seconds later, a delivery man appeared at the door.

‘Chicken tikka masala,’ said Bill, to no one in particular, as he carried the brown box through into the kitchen and dispensed its contents on to what looked like the only clean plate left.

Imogen stared at Arthur in astonishment, and he shrugged.

‘Well, what is it?’ said Bill eventually, as he sat down at the table.
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Suddenly Imogen’s astonishment turned to anger, and everything came flooding back. How dare he leave prison with so little remorse as to immediately resume his terrible crimes? How dare he be so relaxed about his misdeeds that he could stay at home – eating takeaway – while those poor penguins were trapped on a boat just half a mile away? She jumped up from the armchair and approached him.

‘We know what you’ve been doing, and we’re here to stop you,’ she said. ‘The police are already on their way, so there’s no point lying about it.’

Bill blinked at her. ‘But I haven’t been doing anything, really. Just working at the supermarket and taking an online course in philosophy.’

‘Don’t play games with me,’ Imogen growled. At that moment, Einstein hopped up to the table via a chair and squawked at Bill bossily. ‘You’ve been taking penguins from the wild and shipping them to England. What have you done with them, hmm?’

‘Oh, that,’ said Bill, glancing at Einstein indifferently. ‘That wasn’t me.’

Imogen scoffed. ‘Oh, really? Who was it then?’

‘My mother, I assume.’ Bill shrugged. ‘Though I haven’t seen her in weeks.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Hence the mess. Sorry about that.’ Then he glanced at their clothes. ‘Not that any of you can talk,’ he added.

Imogen and Arthur stared at each other. The conversation they had overheard on the boat went rushing through Imogen’s head once more. The men had spoken about Bill Hunter, and they had spoken about their “boss”, but they had never actually specified that Bill Hunter and the boss were the same person, had they?

‘Why should we believe you?’ asked Arthur, as somewhere in the kitchen Sullivan bumped into a pile of recycling and sent it cascading across the floor. ‘Why would she be working without you?’

‘I don’t really mind if you don’t believe me,’ said Bill wearily. ‘And she wasn’t at first. But we had an argument. What Vanessa does now is none of my concern.’

‘So what’s she doing with the penguins then?’ asked Imogen. ‘And where is she?’

‘I don’t know where she is. I don’t suppose she wants to be found, but she left a file in the kitchen if you’d like to take a look. It was under a pizza box last time I saw it.’

Imogen glared at him, then hurried into the kitchen to check. There were two pizza boxes to choose from, and she lifted both. A black leather file sat under the one on the left. It looked as if it had once been very smart, but now it was covered in a layer of pizza crumbs, with a tomato sliding slowly from the upper edge to fester among its pages. She picked it up and wiped it down over the sink, then went to join her brother.

What Imogen found inside made her skin crawl. Two entire pages were already filled with photographs of penguins – each one with a price next to it and the name of a customer. Some of them were marked up with little green ticks.

‘She’s selling them!’ Imogen spat.
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‘Oh, yes,’ said Bill. ‘With Sullivan here’s help, the pair of you made penguins very popular. Everyone wants an Einstein of their own now, don’t you know?’
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The rain had long since stopped by the time they got back home.

The cloudy sky had cleared quite suddenly and a low moon had appeared, so that the only signs of the previous weather were the puddles that were clinging to the dips in the pavements and the drainpipes at the edge of the road.

Imogen wondered what time it was, and whether her parents were in bed yet. It was only then that she remembered to wonder if they had noticed their children were missing. It wasn’t completely impossible that one or the other of them would have gone to check on how their headaches were. But Imogen had only planned how to sneak out, not how to sneak back in again; and, given that the evening hadn’t exactly gone to plan, the thought of what their parents might do to them was no longer such an unscary one.

The kitchen lights, she saw as they stepped into the garden, were still switched on. Imogen’s stomach lurched. She glanced at her brother and it was clear that he was thinking the same thing.

When Arthur pushed open the front door a moment later, Mrs Stewart’s was the first face they saw, and it was as white as a sheet.

‘Where have you two been?’ she said, and to Imogen’s despair she wasn’t even shouting.

Somehow it would have been easier if she was because Mrs Stewart never shouted for long. But with that calm, steady tone in her voice, Imogen knew that they were really in trouble.

Imogen opened her mouth, then closed it again. It occurred to her that it would have been significantly less terrifying to bump into Vanessa Hunter.

‘We were looking for some missing penguins,’ said Arthur quietly.
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‘You were looking for some missing penguins, were you?’ said Mrs Stewart, as Mr Stewart rounded the corner in his dressing gown and his reading glasses. ‘How interesting. Your father and I have spent the last three hours looking for our missing children! We even called the police!’

Somehow the sight of her father in his dressing gown and reading glasses made Imogen feel sad. He liked to read in bed before he went to sleep – she knew that – and by the looks of things he had almost been ready to, but she had stopped him, and kept him awake and afraid. How cruel of her.

‘Is that Einstein?!’ cried Mr Stewart.

Arthur’s eyes widened. He had been so distracted by the fear of what his parents would say that he had forgotten to hide Einstein in Imogen’s backpack. Now it was too late.

[image: Image Missing]

‘I got permission from Pablo at the zoo,’ Arthur protested. ‘We needed Einstein to help us out. I’m going to give him back.’

‘Go to your rooms, both of you,’ said Mrs Stewart coldly. ‘We’ll talk about this in the morning. And give me that penguin.’

For a long time that night, Imogen tried to sleep, but sleep didn’t seem to want anything to do with her.

It was quiet in the house, and quiet outside, an out-of-place kind of quiet that nagged at her and kept her awake. Occasionally a fox would yowl from the street or from somebody’s garden, and once or twice Imogen rushed to the window to see if she could catch sight of it, but saw only its tail as it retreated round the back of the old greengrocer’s.
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The light was murky brown below the streetlights, and the pavements beneath them were covered by a thick layer of fallen leaves. Imogen didn’t know how long it was before she stopped breathing condensation on to the windowpane and climbed back into bed, but for all she knew it could have been hours.

She was just closing her eyes again when there was a barely perceptible knock at the door, and Arthur came shuffling into her bedroom through the dark.

‘Can’t sleep?’ said Imogen.

‘No,’ Arthur muttered.

‘Me neither.’

‘Einstein’s downstairs.’

‘I know. You’ll sleep eventually,’ said Imogen.

‘Will we still be able to help the other penguins?’

Imogen looked down, staring at the outline of her duvet. ‘I don’t know. We need to find Vanessa …’

Imogen’s mind froze at the impossibility of the task. Even if they did know where Vanessa Hunter was, what would they do about it? Mr and Mrs Stewart were hardly going to let them out of the house to go hunting down villains again, and besides, if all those penguins had already been sold, it wasn’t going to be easy to get them back in one place.

‘But we will find her, won’t we?’ said Arthur.

‘Of course we will.’

Arthur was quiet for a moment. ‘Is it all our fault?’ he asked.

Imogen swallowed the lump that had appeared in her throat. Bill Hunter’s words had been swirling round her head too: The pair of you made penguins very popular …

If only Sullivan hadn’t written those articles, perhaps Vanessa wouldn’t have had such an audience to sell her penguins to. But, then again, Sullivan was only writing what had happened – or at least a twisted version of it – so, if everything was his fault, wasn’t it her fault too?

‘I don’t know, Arthur. Go back to bed.’

She sank back down beneath the duvet. Outside, the rain restarted and then stopped again, as if it was simply battering Imogen’s bedroom window for the fun of it, and then, finding her uninteresting, after all, wandering away to pick on somebody else. And so she listened to the rain and to the fox and to a sort of humming noise that had started up from somewhere – from a neighbour’s house, perhaps, or the fridge downstairs – and thought about how despite everything, despite her change of heart and having done everything she could to help, none of it had been good enough, and none of it ever would be, either.

Eventually the dark air was filled with the sound of her sniffling, and nobody noticed when she finally fell asleep: not the fox, not the rain, not even Imogen – at least, not until she woke up a little while later in the same position, confused and unsure whether she’d really been to sleep at all.



   
[image: Image Missing]

The next day felt like the longest day of Imogen’s life.

It was a Friday, but when Imogen came downstairs in her uniform, ready for school, Mr Stewart sent her right back up to her room and told her not to bother.

Imogen hadn’t actually wanted to go to school for as long as she’d been in Year Seven, but today it sounded like the most wonderful place in the world. If only she was there, everything would be normal again, and she wouldn’t have to sit in her room silently, doing nothing, feeling disappointment drifting up through the floorboards like fog.

At about ten o’clock, she tried reading, but the words seemed to go through her head and right out the other side. Her dread and her boredom felt heavy and sticky, and they lingered in the air in such a way that not even books or drawing or listening to music could make them go away. She wished that somebody would just come upstairs and shout at her, and then all this waiting would be over.

In a way she felt homesick, which was funny because she was already at home: she just wasn’t allowed to leave. But home meant tea and toast and television, and hugs available just round the corner, whereas this felt more like a dentist’s waiting room.

Eventually she heard the door of Arthur’s bedroom open and close again, and low voices began to vibrate through the walls. She scurried as close to her own door as she dared, but couldn’t make out any words, so she opened it a crack and pressed her ear to the gap.

Arthur was explaining something about the newspaper article, and Sullivan and the Scientific Hub, and Bill and Vanessa Hunter and the penguins. Well, there were no secrets now, Imogen thought sulkily as Gizmo appeared, stuck his whiskers through the opening in the door and head-butted his way into her bedroom. He pressed his gingery back against her leg and tolerated her scratching his ears.

‘Poor Gizmo,’ said Imogen thoughtfully. ‘Do you ever feel left out, with all this talk about penguins?’

Gizmo mewed at her and went to roll around on his back beneath the curtains.

Of course, what made it all worse was the fact that the penguins weren’t even rescued yet. If they’d been successful in their mission, then being in trouble wouldn’t matter – it would have been worth it; maybe even Mr and Mrs Stewart would have seen that. But instead Imogen was in trouble and unable to do anything, and to make matters worse she didn’t even know where Vanessa Hunter was! Even if Mr Stewart did let her out of her bedroom, Imogen had no idea where to start. Everything seemed to wind up at a dead end.

From somewhere in the back of her mind, Miss Reynolds’s voice sounded, saying something about testing your hypothesis. If only she’d listened in biology. But no – Imogen was always jumping to conclusions.

She thought about the penguins on that boat. She wished there was some way she could have stayed hidden from the guards until morning. Vanessa would surely have gone to collect the penguins by now, and where would she have taken them? She might have sold them already, and to who? Would their owners be kind or cruel, and would they miss their friends? Imogen didn’t imagine that anyone who would buy a wild penguin from Vanessa Hunter could be particularly kind at all …

Imogen sighed and lay back on the carpet beside the cat. She felt rather like a trapped penguin herself.

At that moment, Mr Stewart pushed open the door. Imogen sat up quickly and opened her mouth to speak.

‘Arthur already explained everything,’ her father said, interrupting her before any sound had emerged.

Imogen’s mouth hung open for a moment and, from somewhere behind her, Gizmo gave a distressed meow. Then she closed it again.
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‘He’s grounded for one weekend. You’re grounded for two. We told the school you were ill today, but you’ll go back on Monday.’ He put a plate with a piece of toast on it down on her desk.

‘Why am I grounded for longer?’ Imogen protested.

‘You’re his older sister and are supposed to stop him from getting into trouble.’

‘I was stopping him from getting into trouble! I was helping him!’

‘You two could have been anywhere,’ said Mr Stewart severely. ‘You could have been in danger.’

‘But we weren’t anywhere!’ said Imogen. ‘We were at the docks, looking for the penguins! And we were with a grown-up!’

‘Sullivan Prior does not count as a grown-up!’ he snapped. ‘If he ever rings us again, I’ll ground him too. Now, I’ll bring your lunch up later. You can keep yourself entertained by doing your homework for the weekend.’ He had just about closed the door when Imogen called him back.

‘Dad?’ she said.

‘What is it?’

‘What about Einstein?’

Mr Stewart looked very serious. ‘He’s downstairs with me. For now.’

‘Did you speak to Imogen today?’ asked Mrs Stewart later that afternoon. She had just poured herself a cup of tea, and was emptying her work things on to the kitchen table.

Mr Stewart looked up from the television. ‘Yes. She’s much as you’d expect, really.’

Mrs Stewart grumbled and went quiet, so that for a while the only sound interrupting the news was the gentle clink of her teaspoon against china.

A few minutes later, she looked up again: somehow Einstein had found his way up on to the kitchen table and was watching her intently. Mrs Stewart tried staring back at him but found that she couldn’t make eye contact.

‘How long do we keep them up there, do you think?’ she asked eventually.

‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Another hour or two?’

‘Just an hour or two?’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘They escaped out of the window! Down a tree! And ran away!’

‘I don’t know – until tomorrow then?’

‘Until tomorrow,’ Mrs Stewart repeated. She thought about this for a moment. ‘Would that be child cruelty?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, Rachel!’ said Mr Stewart exasperatedly. ‘We could ask next door what they do in this sort of situation, but I doubt their children have ever run away from home at night to rescue penguins!’

Einstein squawked, then hurried across the table towards Mrs Stewart and stared at her again.

‘Yes, Einstein,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘We know you’re a penguin. You’re a very good penguin, aren’t you?’ She reached into the fridge to find him a prawn and put it on the table in front of him. Einstein ignored it.

‘And what do we do about Einstein?’ asked Mr Stewart.

‘Well, we’ll have to take him back to the zoo, won’t we? I suppose I could drive him later today.’

Mr Stewart nodded seriously and looked out of the window, then glanced back at Einstein. ‘Arthur said they needed him for the mission …’

‘But their mission is over! They’re grounded!’

‘Right, yes,’ said Mr Stewart. From across the table, Einstein was looking at him with his grey button eyes. ‘And the missing penguins …?’

‘How do we even know there are any missing penguins?’

‘No, quite.’ He paused. ‘Well, I mean, I think we can say there probably are, no? The children were right last time. And the time before that, in fact, when you think about it.’

Mrs Stewart bit her lip. ‘Well, I don’t have to drive him back to the zoo this afternoon necessarily.’

‘No, perhaps we do it tomorrow,’ Mr Stewart agreed.

Imogen sat on her bed with Vanessa Hunter’s file in her lap.

She hadn’t opened it since Bill Hunter’s flat – there hadn’t been much point – but after several hours of staring at the cracks in the ceiling she finally felt like doing something, if only to stop herself from going mad.

She turned to the first page and looked at the penguin faces and prices again. Then she inspected the handwriting through a magnifying glass. Real detectives could analyse handwriting, couldn’t they? Imogen had a feeling she had read that somewhere, but this handwriting didn’t seem to tell her anything much, other than that when Vanessa had written it she’d been using a green pen.

Check all shops in London that sell green pens? Imogen wrote in her notebook. The idea didn’t feel like a very good start, but it made the blank page less scary.

She flicked through the file again, hoping to find something more, but eventually the penguin faces ran out. The customer names, she supposed, were something to look into. She pulled her phone from her pocket and opened Google. Starting with the name of the first customer, she found that there were quite a few James Norrises in London. One of them was something called a CEO, one of them worked in marketing and, as she scrolled, Imogen saw that there were thousands more after that.

It was no good. She would have to find a customer with a rarer name.

Imogen turned the pages in frustration, passing by several Smiths and Joneses until she eventually fell upon a customer named Balthazar Funkington-Whyte. Surely there wasn’t more than one person in London with a name like that.

She hurriedly typed it into Google.

Balthazar had a website with lots of photos of his face and described himself as an art dealer. Annoyingly he didn’t seem to have a phone number, but she did find a contact form at the bottom of his webpage. Imogen clicked on it and started to type.


Dear Balthazar,

It was a pleasure to meet you recently and I do hope your penguin is settling in well.

Unfortunately we have heard some terrible news that there is a nasty case of penguin flu going round among our penguins.

Perhaps you could bring him back to our old meeting spot for a checkup from the penguin doctor?

It is possible that humans can get penguin flu, so by the way this is URGENT!!

I am the assistant of Vanessa Hunter.

Many thanks,

Mrs Maria Smith



Imogen held her breath and pressed SEND, then buried her phone underneath her pillow and went back to staring at the carpet.

*

‘Where did you put the fruit I bought yesterday? We should take some snacks up to the children,’ said Mrs Stewart.

Mr Stewart was sitting in an armchair, staring out of the window, Einstein perched contentedly in his lap.

‘James?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Are you listening?’

‘Sorry – I was just thinking …’

‘Thinking what?’

‘Do you think we should do something? About these penguins, I mean. If the children are right, surely there’s someone we can report it to.’

‘But who?’ asked Mrs Stewart a little uncertainly. ‘I mean, do we actually have any evidence other than what Imogen and Arthur have said? Are you sure the police will even be interested?’

‘Well, perhaps we should rescue them ourselves.’

‘We don’t help every cat in the world just because we have a pet cat!’

Gizmo, who was sitting on the windowsill, flicked his tail and gave Mrs Stewart a look to suggest he’d prefer it if things remained that way too.

Mrs Stewart glanced at Einstein and frowned. ‘But yes, I suppose there was a time when we didn’t want to help Einstein, either. I’ll try the police. Perhaps they can do something.’

Imogen had spent a long time sitting on her windowsill by the time her phone made a noise. The ping sounded muffled from underneath her pillow, and she didn’t bother to check it right away. After all, it was probably just Grandma – or perhaps Gracie texting to ask her why she hadn’t been at school.

She opened the window to get some air in. The magnolia tree they had climbed down just last night seemed to be mocking her with the way it tapped its waxy leaves against the glass, as if it wanted to come inside and join her, and the sky outside was still irritatingly blue as the light faded. Imogen didn’t know what business the sky had in being blue after such a big storm or, more to the point, when she wasn’t allowed to go outside and play beneath it.

She looked down at where the neighbour’s Astroturf was peeling and going lumpy at the edges, then relented and went to check her phone.

It was an email! Balthazar Whatshisname had written back. Imogen couldn’t believe her luck.


Dear Mrs Smith,

We will bring the penguin in right away. Really you are very lucky this came in time as I was about to send him off to my niece in Paris.

What do you mean by our ‘old meeting spot’? I assume you are referring to the Ritz Hotel? If yes, I will bring him there at 6 o’clock this evening.

I would like to make it known that we are not pleased with this service and will be using alternative tradespeople for exotic animals in future.

Regards,

B. Funkington-Whyte



The Ritz Hotel: Imogen had heard of that. She hurriedly searched for the number and made a call to the reception desk. She did it so quickly she hardly had time to get nervous, but as the rings sounded and her heart thudded as if it had fallen into her stomach, she found herself half wishing that nobody would pick up at all, and she could go back to window-staring.

‘Good afternoon, you’re through to the Ritz. How may I be of assistance?’

‘Oh, um, hi,’ said Imogen. ‘I was just wondering if someone called Vanessa Hunter is staying with you at the moment?’

‘May I ask who’s calling?’

Imogen stalled. ‘Her granddaughter,’ she decided. ‘Only she isn’t very good on her phone, and I can’t remember whether she said she was staying with you or at …’ Imogen tried desperately to think of another hotel in London. ‘Or at the Holiday Inn.’

‘Right,’ said the receptionist. ‘There’s no one with us of that name at present. Perhaps the, er, Holiday Inn is your best bet.’

‘Wait!’ said Imogen. ‘What about Susannah Evert? She has two names, you see. Vanessa is actually her middle name, and then she has two surnames because of the divorce, and—’

‘Yes, I can see that your grandmother is staying in one of our penthouse suites, the Trafalgar. Would you like me to put you through to her?’

‘Oh! No, that’s all right. I’ll be along later. But you mustn’t tell her I called because it’s her birthday, and I want to surprise her.’

‘Very good, miss. We’ll see you later today.’

Imogen threw down her phone and breathed frantically for several seconds. ‘Mum! Dad!’ she cried, throwing open her bedroom door and rushing to the stairs, but pausing halfway down them, so that it didn’t quite count as breaking the rules. ‘Mum!’

In the corridor behind her she heard Arthur’s bedroom door click open.

‘I know where Vanessa Hunter is! I know how we can find her and rescue the penguins! We have to go! Now!’

In the sitting room below, Mr and Mrs Stewart looked at each other.
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‘Do, you think the police have found Vanessa yet?’ asked Arthur.

Imogen shook her head and checked her phone again. It was quiet in the house. They were allowed downstairs again now, but Mrs Stewart had popped to the shop, and Mr Stewart had disappeared into the kitchen to get angry at the tumble dryer.

She jumped up, marched over to the window and glared out of it at the road, alternating every few seconds between folding her arms and putting her hands on her hips. Arthur fiddled with a paperclip he had found on the kitchen table and watched his sister. He didn’t always know whether her frowning and marching was because she had had an idea or simply because it made her feel important.

‘Has Gracie replied to you?’ asked Arthur, absent-mindedly dropping the paperclip into his pocket.

‘Not yet,’ said Imogen. She put her phone into her pocket in exasperation. ‘Why don’t you call Theo too? We need someone to go to the Ritz and check that the police are doing their job.’

Arthur looked alarmed. ‘I never call Theo. Mum calls his mum.’

‘Well, call his mum and ask to speak to him!’ Imogen grabbed the landline from the table and thrust it into Arthur’s hands.

Arthur looked up at the clock and put the phone down in relief. ‘He does after-school club on Fridays, so he won’t be home yet. Why don’t we ask Sullivan to help instead?’

Imogen wrinkled her nose distastefully, remembering Sullivan lumbering about on the boat and giving them away. She shook her head. ‘No. He’s a last resort, I think. Anyway, Mum and Dad will kill us if we talk to him again.’ Then her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket so quickly she almost tore her cardigan. It was Gracie.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Gracie. ‘Are you ill?’

‘No,’ said Imogen. ‘I’m grounded. But I need you to go to Arthur’s school and pick up Theo, and then I need you to go to the Ritz Hotel and spy on some police officers for us!’

‘What?’ said Gracie. ‘I can’t. I’m tired and I’m meant to be cooking with my mum.’

‘There are penguins! Vanessa Hunter has been kidnapping wild penguins and selling them and we need to stop her and rescue them!’

Imogen could almost hear Gracie biting her lip. ‘I thought you’d been acting strangely …’ she said.

‘Will you do it? Please? We’ll come and join you as soon as we can!’

‘All right, fine,’ said Gracie. ‘I’ll have to tell my mum I’m going over to your house. But from now on you’d better keep me in the loop.’

Imogen sat back down on the sofa. It was fine. Everything was fine. Theo and Gracie were going to make sure the police were investigating things properly. It was just a little bit of waiting, that was all.

Of course, Imogen had learned six months ago that penguins weren’t always the police force’s priority, and she had a sneaking suspicion that if the officers went to the hotel at all their visit would be a half-hearted one. She had tried – she had tried – convincing her parents that they should go there themselves, and for a while it had almost seemed to work. But then she’d overheard Mr Stewart mumbling something about the importance of discipline being consistent, and all of a sudden it hadn’t.
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She wouldn’t have admitted it to her brother, but there was a part of Imogen that hoped the police didn’t do their job. It seemed totally unfair that she should do so much of the investigating and then not get the satisfaction of catching Vanessa Hunter red-handed. It was awful, all the sitting still and waiting. She wrapped her arms round a cushion and looked at her feet, then turned the television on.
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In the corner of the room Einstein was lost in his thoughts, watching a daddy-longlegs flutter round the light. From time to time, he would remember himself and come pattering over to look at Arthur anxiously, or squawk at him.

‘I don’t know, Einstein,’ said Arthur in response. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see.’

Einstein squawked again.

‘But we can’t!’

He lifted his flippers up in annoyance and hopped on to Arthur’s lap.

After what felt like a long time, Imogen’s phone rang again. It was Gracie.

‘We’re here,’ she said. ‘The police are too. And this weird man in yellow trousers.’

‘That might be Balthazar,’ said Imogen.

‘Who?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Is Vanessa there? Are they saying anything?’

‘I don’t know what Vanessa looks like, but an old woman spoke to the police for a second, and now it looks like they’re leaving. And I’m not sure, but I think the woman might be leaving too. We heard her ask for the bag trolley to be sent up to her room.’

Imogen breathed in sharply, then jumped as the front door opened. It was only Mrs Stewart, but she was half expecting it to be Vanessa Hunter, or perhaps Sullivan Prior back to follow them around again.

Mrs Stewart placed two shopping bags on the table and removed her coat. Then she caught Imogen’s eye through the living room doorway.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Mum, it didn’t work! The police officers are leaving!’ said Imogen, scrambling into the kitchen.

‘How do you know?’

‘We sent Gracie and Theo to check.’

Mrs Stewart was starting to frown in annoyance when Einstein bounced down from Arthur’s lap and came into the kitchen to squawk at her.

‘He’s trying to tell you that we have to go and help!’ said Arthur.

Mrs Stewart looked at them and said nothing. She opened her mouth as if getting ready to tell them off, then caught Einstein’s eye and stopped herself.

‘All right, fine!’ she blurted. ‘But help me put the shopping away first!’
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‘James!’ Mrs Stewart screamed, as Mr Stewart accelerated out of the driveway and then slammed on the brakes to let Mrs Lilly from next door walk past. Einstein squawked indignantly as he was almost catapulted out of Arthur’s lap.

‘She couldn’t walk any slower, could she?’ Mr Stewart muttered, then rolled down the window to smile and wave hello.

‘She’s just had a hip replacement!’ said Mrs Stewart, who was smiling and waving too. ‘She can hardly help it!’

Arthur pulled Einstein upright and tidied his ruffled feathers. Normally Einstein cared deeply about ruffled feathers, but today he seemed distracted, and glared at Mrs Lilly intently until she was far enough out of the way for Mr Stewart to restart the car. Arthur wondered whether he might have taken a dislike to her purple coat.

‘Right, Rachel, you’re in charge of directions,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Which hotel was it, Imogen?’

‘The Ritz, Dad. I already told you,’ said Imogen, who was doing her best to write in her detective notebook despite her father’s driving. Her parents always panicked in situations like these.

‘Oh, blast, isn’t that in the congestion zone? Shall we get the bus?’

‘No, Dad!’ cried Imogen and Arthur in unison, as Mr Stewart heaved on the brakes for a pedestrian crossing, and Imogen’s pen went skidding down the page of her notebook in a great big scribble. From somewhere in the depths of the car, something yowled.

‘Vanessa Hunter is getting away,’ Imogen continued, glancing at the notebook crossly, but trying her best not to let little things distract her. ‘She could take the penguins with her and go anywhere in the world! There is no time to lose!’

‘You’re not the one paying the charge,’ Mr Stewart muttered, but he accelerated after the traffic lights all the same.

‘Gizmo!’ said Arthur suddenly.

From underneath Mrs Stewart’s seat, a disgruntled pair of ginger whiskers was sticking out and twitching. Arthur put Einstein to one side to lift Gizmo up.

‘How did you get here?’ he asked, sitting Gizmo on his lap instead.

‘How strange – Gizmo hates cars,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘Oh, well, he’ll just have to stay now.’

Arthur stroked Gizmo’s head as Gizmo ignored him and hissed at Einstein, who squawked back and waved his flippers threateningly.
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The traffic in London had never felt so slow. Normally when Imogen went in the car it was because they were late for school, and the lines of cars seemed to move altogether too quickly. But today every red light lasted an eternity, and each slow car or speed bump made her want to leap out and run. If only there was some way they could lift the car over the rooftops. She even found herself rolling the window down and poking her head out of it like a dog.

Gracie and Theo would keep watch at the hotel for her, of course, but if Vanessa started to leave, would they be able to stop her by themselves? Imogen felt with despair and a little satisfaction that she was really the only person around here who ever knew how to fix things.

‘Drat, that doesn’t look good,’ said Mr Stewart.

Arthur glanced up quickly – he had been sitting with his head in his hands, feeling carsick – as Mr Stewart turned into a street that was almost entirely blocked with cars. Einstein saw it too, and leaped into the front to try squawking them out of the way, but over the sound of a nearby truck’s horn nobody heard him.

‘And we’re only a few streets away!’ said Mrs Stewart.

‘Arthur, Einstein and I will get out and run,’ Imogen declared, and lunged for the door only to find that Mr Stewart had left the child locks on.

‘You most certainly will not,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘You’re still grounded, remember? You’re not going out of our sight.’

‘James, the bus lane!’ said Mrs Stewart suddenly.

‘But it isn’t Sunday!’ Mr Stewart cried, looking aghast. He caught Mrs Stewart’s eye and felt Einstein’s small grey ones boring into him. ‘Oh, all right …’ he relented.

Arthur felt himself lurch to one side and his seatbelt lock as Mr Stewart swerved into the bus lane, then sped along it. Several cars beside them started to honk, and one man even shook his fist out of the window, but it didn’t matter: nobody stopped them, and soon enough Mr Stewart was grinning with the excitement of it all.

‘Everyone out!’ he cried when they pulled up outside the hotel.

Imogen tore open the door, pulled her backpack over her shoulders and leaped from the car as if it was on fire. ‘Arthur, Einstein!’ she cried, and pulled the penguin from the car as her brother shuffled sideways across the back seats to reach the pavement.

‘Gizmo, stay!’ said Arthur, but he needn’t have – Gizmo wasn’t showing any interest at all in getting off the back seat.

Mr Stewart had started to climb out too when all of a sudden his eyes widened at a nearby sign and he ducked back inside, muttering something about parking fines.

When Imogen saw the hotel, she stopped for a moment. It was huge, with big, bright, whitish bricks and rows and rows of beautiful windows. She had passed it before, of course, when they were out shopping, but she’d never really looked at it properly, nor had it ever particularly occurred to her that somebody she knew could be staying there. Even if that person was an evil criminal.

‘Penguin thievery pays well then,’ said Mrs Stewart dryly, and Imogen scowled at her mother for making light of the situation.
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‘There’s Gracie!’ she said, spotting her friend behind a pillar and hurrying over to join her. ‘Is Vanessa still in there?’ Imogen asked. ‘Has she left yet? Have you seen the penguins?’

Gracie looked at Imogen and paused. When she spoke, her voice sounded strangely reserved. ‘She hasn’t come out of any of the doors. But she spoke to the man with the yellow trousers and the police officers, and then she looked worried about something and like she was getting ready to go. No penguins yet, either.’

‘And has anyone else been around?’

‘Yes, the men in the black coats!’ Theo piped up. He was standing beside Gracie but had been distracted momentarily by Arthur and Einstein’s arrival. ‘They spoke to her too then went downstairs.’

‘Black coats?’ said Arthur eagerly. ‘Did one of them have a moustache? And was one of them older and the other much younger?’

‘How did you know that?’ asked Gracie in surprise.

‘We saw them last night,’ said Arthur. ‘Imogen, you don’t think that means the penguins are still here, do you?’

‘It just might,’ said Imogen mysteriously. She looked up at the hotel in a way that made her feel important. ‘We need to infiltrate her fortress.’

‘We need to what?’ asked Gracie.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Imogen, blushing and shaking her head. ‘Arthur, you’re in charge of finding the penguins, or finding out where they are. Gracie, you make sure nobody leaves – and call me if they do. My parents can help. As for me, I’ll take care of Vanessa.’ She reached into her backpack and handed Arthur one of her walkie-talkies. ‘I have the other one – talk to me if you have any problems.’ She was just about to charge round the corner to the hotel’s front doors when Gracie’s voice stopped her.

‘Imogen?’

Imogen turned round.

‘I’m glad you’re not worrying so much about what people at school think any more. But you could have told me what was going on a bit sooner.’

‘I know,’ said Imogen, and her stomach flipped guiltily. The truth was she hadn’t spent much time thinking about Gracie recently – but it was Gracie who had pointed it out first, after all: the fact that Imogen was neglecting Einstein, and that it wasn’t going to help her in the end. And she’d been right, hadn’t she? ‘I’m sorry. I was just … most of my favourite detectives operate alone.’

‘But that didn’t work, did it?’ said Gracie, glancing up as Mr Stewart reappeared from round the corner to rejoin his family. ‘And anyway don’t detectives have assistants?’

‘Yes, of course they do. And thank you.’

Imogen took a deep breath as she stepped into the hotel lobby.

‘Good evening, miss,’ said a man in a dark suit. Imogen wasn’t entirely sure if he worked there or if he was simply off to a fancy party and felt like saying hello. She gave him an awkward, curt sort of nod before marching towards what looked like the reception desk.

The man behind the desk was wearing a suit too, and Imogen suddenly felt rather underdressed in her jeans and trainers. She glanced outside and could just about make out Mr Stewart between the passers-by and the tourists. He gave her a barely perceptible thumbs up.

‘Hello,’ she said to the man on reception. ‘I called earlier about visiting my grandmother, Susannah Evert.’

The man’s smile seemed to droop slightly at the edges as his eyes dropped to his computer screen.

‘If it’s all right with you, I could head straight up?’ Imogen went on.

Again the man said nothing, and gave his colleague a significant glance.

They looked suspicious; she could see that straight away.

‘She won’t mind,’ Imogen continued. She couldn’t always keep the words from coming out when she was nervous. ‘I have a present for her. And she loves surprises. She’d really hate for the surprise to be ruined.’

The man cleared his throat. ‘Ms Evert has specifically requested that she receive no guests today.’

‘But I’m her granddaughter!’ said Imogen.

‘Would you like us to call her?’

‘No, no,’ said Imogen. ‘Like I told you, it’s a surprise. For her birthday!’

‘Not according to our system, it isn’t,’ said the man, giving a fake little smile. ‘But perhaps you got your Octobers and your Aprils mixed up?’

Imogen felt her cheeks turning red. ‘She gives fake birthdays,’ she mumbled. ‘For privacy.’

‘The privacy of our guests is of the utmost concern to us,’ said the man. ‘Would you like to take a seat while we phone her?’

‘It’s fine,’ said Imogen. ‘I’ll call her myself.’

‘Are you sure this is the way the men in black coats went?’ asked Arthur.

It had become terribly dark all of a sudden. Arthur had a feeling guests weren’t usually meant to go beyond this point – not that he was technically a guest – and he’d have hardly been able to make out the edge of the stairs if it wasn’t for the faint glint of the bannister in the light that was spilling through a distant window. He wished that he’d thought to borrow Imogen’s torch – she always kept one in her backpack – but of course he hadn’t known it was going to be dark. He didn’t even know where he was, or where he was going.

‘I think so. But I only saw them for a second through the front doors,’ said Theo, and Arthur shrugged as if to say that that was fair enough, though he wasn’t sure Theo could see him properly.

Down on the floor, Einstein brushed past Arthur’s leg and felt two hands reach down round his belly and scoop him up. Arthur had almost had a fight with Imogen about which of them would get to take him along, but, as Arthur had pointed out, if Einstein had proven anything at the docks, it was that he was useful when it came to searching for other penguins.

‘Penguins can see in the dark better than humans, you know,’ said Theo.

‘I know,’ said Arthur, although he hadn’t. He held Einstein closer. ‘I just don’t want to stand on him.’

‘Do you think they have CCTV down here?’

Arthur hadn’t considered that, and the thought of it made him nervous. ‘I don’t know, but hopefully it can’t see us in the dark.’

He felt the bannister come to an end, and edged his feet forward slowly to check that he had really reached the floor. With the hand that wasn’t holding Einstein he felt the familiar corner of a light switch, and turned it on just long enough to get his bearings.

They were standing in a long corridor. What looked like a series of closets and storage cupboards ran along the sides of it. Arthur snapped the lights back off. In the distance he thought he could hear the steady clatter of the kitchens.

‘Did you see where the men went?’ Arthur whispered.

‘I already told you, they just disappeared downstairs. And then they came back up and went back down again.’

‘And they stayed down?’

‘I think so.’

Arthur shuddered at the memory of the older, larger, black-coated man lumbering angrily towards him across the boat, his big hands clawing at Arthur’s ankles like the pincers on a giant crab. He thought that man was perhaps the last person on Earth he felt like bumping into in a dark corridor.

‘Follow me,’ said Arthur. He held Einstein in his right hand as he ran his left against the wall to guide himself. His eyes were adjusting to the dark now, and grey objects came looming towards him out of the gloom.

After a moment, Einstein started to wriggle. It was a familiar wriggle, the kind of wriggle he had given at the docks when he’d caught a whiff of penguin on the breeze.

‘What is it?’ asked Theo.

‘I think he can smell the penguins again,’ whispered Arthur.

‘Smell them?’

‘Yes,’ said Arthur. ‘Penguins can smell better than humans, you know,’ he added. He wasn’t sure whether this was true, but felt like it ought to be.

‘Andrey? Is that you?’ A voice cut through the darkness, and Arthur froze.

Then the lights were turned on.

It was him: the man from the boat, the big one with the hat and moustache. Only this time he wasn’t wearing his hat, and his hairless head looked somehow the wrong shape without it. Arthur found himself staring at that head, as if he could avoid the man by not making eye contact.

‘What are you kids doing down here?’ he asked, and for a moment Arthur felt a flood of relief: the man hadn’t recognised him after all. Slowly he let his eyes drop down to meet the man’s dark brown ones, which were wrinkled at the edges and overhung by a large forehead. The brown eyes narrowed. ‘And where did you get that penguin?’

Arthur’s heart dropped. ‘He’s mine,’ said Arthur quickly. ‘He’s not one of yours.’

‘One of mine?’ said the man, and he smiled. ‘And what do you know, little boy, about my penguins?’
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*

‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ asked Imogen, as Mr Stewart straightened his waistcoat and tie in his phone camera.

‘He looks perfect!’ said Mrs Stewart, who was busy buttoning up her own jacket.

Imogen frowned as if she disagreed, but said nothing. She had never seen her father in a suit and tie before, and somehow it looked all wrong on him, like putting a top hat on a scarecrow. ‘Mmm,’ said Imogen thoughtfully.
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‘Watch your tone, young lady. I’m still not convinced we should have driven you here at all,’ said Mrs Stewart, which, given the way she’d enthusiastically blagged her way into the laundry room to steal the spare uniforms, no longer felt especially convincing.

‘How can I watch my tone when I didn’t say anything?’ asked Imogen.

‘You can watch it now,’ said Mrs Stewart.

Mr Stewart turned round. ‘Right – Trafalgar Suite, was it?’

Imogen stared at him. It hadn’t occurred to her that her father could possibly be thinking of going upstairs unsupervised, and they still didn’t have a plan for getting her past reception. ‘But what about me?’ she asked.

‘Well,’ said Mr Stewart, his face falling a little, ‘I can call you from up there?’

‘No, Dad, you can’t go alone – it isn’t safe! And, besides, you don’t know what you’re doing.’

Mr Stewart frowned and did his thinking face. Then he unlocked the cupboard door and peeked into the corridor outside.

‘She might have a point, you know,’ said Mrs Stewart. ‘I mean, do you really even know who you’re looking for?’

‘All right,’ Mr Stewart muttered. ‘No need to rub it in. Anyway, that’s not what I’m doing.’

All of a sudden, he lurched out of the door and disappeared, letting it swing shut behind him. There was a loud crash and he returned a moment later with a luggage trolley.

‘James!’ cried Mrs Stewart, but Mr Stewart motioned for everyone to be silent. He quietly locked the door and stood with his back against it for good measure. The trolley, still moving under the momentum of being pushed inside, rolled forward on its wheels and thumped lightly against a stack of boxes, knocking several down on to the floor.

‘Where did I leave that trolley?’ came a confused voice from outside. ‘Steve, did you see? I could have sworn I left it right here.’ Slowly the confused person’s footsteps retreated down the corridor.

Mr Stewart heaved the largest suitcase from the bottom shelf of the trolley and unzipped it. ‘Help me out,’ he said, and together they removed almost everything from it: shoes, skirts, dresses and even a fluffy coat that fitted Mrs Stewart perfectly, though she insisted that she wasn’t going to take it and was only trying it on for fun.

‘In you get then,’ said Mr Stewart simply. ‘They won’t recognise you at reception if they can’t see you.’

Imogen stared at the suitcase. She thought this might have been where Mr Stewart’s plan was headed, but it still made her pause slightly to hear him say it – not that it was such a bad idea. In fact, she’d been thinking up a similar plan herself. Really her only hesitation was because the idea hadn’t been hers, and that was silly, wasn’t it? Like Gracie had said, detectives needed assistants. Even if those assistants were sometimes one of the detective’s parents looking out of place in a suit and tie.

She sat down in the suitcase and made herself comfortable on the few items of clothing that were still inside, then tucked her knees in and ducked her head down sideways. ‘All right,’ she whispered. ‘I’m ready.’

Arthur and Theo followed the man down the corridor, into a small storage room.

It was full of penguins.

There were penguins by the window, and penguins by the door, and penguins piled up in little crates with names and addresses already fixed to their sides. Arthur could hardly believe his luck: to think they’d found all this simply by wandering blindly through a downstairs corridor.

He looked over his shoulder to smile at Theo, but Theo wasn’t smiling.

Then the man locked the door, and Arthur saw that far from being the penguins’ saviour he might as well be one of them. They were all shut in here together. He held Einstein a little closer to his chest. Seeing this, the man reached out his giant crab hands and snatched Einstein from Arthur’s grasp, placing him on a table in the middle of the room.
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‘My name,’ said the man, ‘is Caspar. Who are you?’

Arthur’s heart thudded. He tried to think of what Imogen would do in this situation. The first time they’d met Bill Hunter, he had interrogated them, and Imogen had hardly noticed – in fact, she had interrogated him right back. But Arthur wasn’t his sister, and besides, if Bill Hunter had once been scary, this man was as scary as ten Bill Hunters all stacked on top of one another.

Caspar sat down at the table beside Einstein and started stroking the feathers on his neck with his long fingertips. Einstein took a step back and narrowed his eyes.

‘We’re nobody,’ said Theo. ‘Our parents work here and we came downstairs to play – that’s all.’

‘But your friend here knew about my penguins.’

‘Well, yes, of course I do,’ said Arthur, feeling a resurgence of confidence at hearing Theo speak. ‘Like he said, our parents work here.’

‘So word is spreading, is it?’ said Caspar, running his finger along Einstein’s beak and then wagging it sternly as Einstein tried to bite him. ‘That’s no good. We were very clear that only the manager and two others were to know about our … alternative room arrangements.’

‘Those are our parents,’ said Arthur. ‘And they didn’t actually tell us – we overheard them.’

‘Interesting,’ said Caspar. ‘I must have met your mother quite a few times then. Remind me – what’s her name?’

Theo shot Arthur a look as if to suggest that he had taken the lie too far, but Arthur didn’t need it pointed out. He felt his face turn red.

‘It’s all right,’ said Caspar, who had picked up on Theo’s look as well. ‘I didn’t believe your friend’s story anyway. I know who he is.’

He paused, relishing the moment. Behind him, a penguin batted its flipper against its cage door and stared down at the floor with sad dark eyes.

‘And I know who his penguin is too.’

Arthur swallowed hard. His throat felt like it was closing up.

‘You and your sister have been following me, haven’t you, Arthur?’ Caspar lowered his face to look Einstein in the eyes. ‘And so have you, little Einstein.’

Einstein quickly lunged at him and bit him on the eyebrow. A tiny drop of blood went dripping down towards his eyelid from the broken skin. Caspar looked annoyed, but it was a bored sort of annoyed, and he didn’t wipe the blood away. Arthur found himself wondering whether Caspar could even feel pain like a normal human being.

‘There’s no point looking so surprised,’ said Caspar. ‘It might have helped you find us, but you gave yourselves away as soon as you sent that silly little email. After we saw you at the docks, we knew it had to be you two interfering again. Now we’ve caught you, and it’s only a matter of time before we catch your sister.’

‘What do you want with us?’ Arthur muttered. At the mention of his sister, he reached towards his pocket and felt the walkie-talkie waiting there.

‘Why, I don’t know,’ said Caspar, and he looked thoughtfully up at the ceiling fan. ‘I suppose I could throw you into the Thames, but that’s the annoying thing about children, isn’t it? People keep teaching them to swim.’

Then he stood up, scooped Einstein off the table and turned to face the pile of penguin cages. One of them, Arthur saw with a jolt of terror, was empty. Slowly Caspar unlocked it with a key and placed Einstein inside.

‘But I suppose if you were to go away and leave us alone to run our business, then as soon as we’re safely out of the country you can have your Einstein back. But if we face any problems, Arthur – well, I don’t know, we just might have to sell him along with the rest of them. I think he’d fetch a good price.’

‘We’ll catch you,’ spat Arthur. ‘We’ll catch you first!’

‘Well, you’ll have to be quick about it, won’t you?’ said Caspar. ‘Because we’re about to leave, and in the meantime I’m locking you in. Give me your phones.’

‘We don’t have phones,’ said Theo.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Caspar. ‘All kids have phones these days.’

‘I don’t,’ said Arthur. ‘I’m only eight.’

‘What’s that in your pocket?’

Arthur swallowed hard. Trembling, he took out the walkie-talkie.

Caspar snatched it and laughed. ‘How retro,’ he muttered before tossing it into the cage beside Einstein and locking the door.
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*

Imogen blinked into the darkness. From somewhere outside the suitcase, a lift pinged lightly, and she heard the familiar sound of its doors parting with a whoosh.

She hadn’t had much cause to think about it before, but on reflection Imogen didn’t think she liked enclosed spaces. It wasn’t the heat or the darkness that bothered her so much as the not knowing when she’d get out. There might, of course, be some way to wiggle her fingers through the gap in the zip and push it open from the inside. Not that she wanted to do that – it would ruin the plan – but thinking of escape routes made the situation feel more peaceful, like counting sheep as you fell asleep.
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She felt the wheels of the luggage trolley moving slowly from somewhere beneath her, and the suitcase shifted as it bumped over the entrance to the lift. If they hadn’t been on their way to find Vanessa Hunter, it might have actually been fun, like when she and Arthur had been little and played fairground games in the living room. Imogen pushed the thought away: she wasn’t little – she was eleven and a half – and they weren’t here to have fun.

The lift gave a lurch and a creak as it starting moving upwards. From the darkness of the suitcase, it felt a lot like levitating.

The doors whooshed open again, and Imogen heard someone come in.

‘Ah, hello,’ said the someone. ‘Are you new?’

‘Yes, yes, I’m new,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Just started today, in fact.’

‘Where are you off to?’

‘Just taking some suitcases up to the top floor,’ said Mr Stewart, and he gave an awkward sort of titter at nothing in particular. Imogen tried her best not to sigh.

‘Shouldn’t you be on the door?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Well, isn’t that a doorman’s uniform?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Yes, it is a doorman’s uniform. Because I’m a doorman.’

‘Well then, shouldn’t you be on the door?’

‘Ah!’ cried Mr Stewart. ‘Ah, yes, I see what you’re saying now. How funny! Yes, well, I just agreed to run this one trolley upstairs because there weren’t any porters available. And, as it happens, there were dozens of us on the door. Dozens.’

‘Well, I’m a porter,’ said the someone. ‘I’ll take it the rest of the way for you.’

Imogen wasn’t sure what a porter was, but thought that it must have something to do with suitcases. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound like good news.

‘Oh, that’s terribly kind of you, but don’t worry,’ said Mr Stewart.

‘It is my job,’ the porter pointed out. ‘And I’m headed up there anyway.’

‘Do you know what?’ said Mr Stewart. ‘I think there were a few more luggage trolleys in need of porters. So why don’t you just pop downstairs and get the next one, and I’ll take this one on its way?’

The porter sounded put out at this. ‘Are you telling me how to do my job?’

‘Oh, no!’

‘I’ve been working here for twenty years, you know. It sounds like you’ve been here a lot closer to twenty minutes.’

‘Well, yes, I do see your point,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘But I did work in time management before, and from that perspective it would make more sense—’

The trolley gave a jolt as somebody grabbed it, and Imogen reached out her hands to stop her head slamming into the side of the suitcase. Then it jolted again, this time the other way, and her feet slid to the other end with a thud.

‘Give. It. Back,’ said Mr Stewart through gritted teeth, and the jolting and the sliding continued until, in a whirlwind of motion, the doors opened and she felt the familiar bump of the trolley crossing the lip of the lift, and then it was hurtling down the corridor to the accompanying sound of running footsteps.

For a moment, Imogen was quite sure that the porter had taken her, and her heart thudded – could she hurl herself and the suitcase from the trolley? – but then she heard his voice at the other end of the corridor shouting, ‘Come back here!’, and all of a sudden she recognised the lumbering footsteps as her father’s.

They flew round a corner and dived into a cupboard. Imogen heard the door click shut and her father’s breathing, followed by the sound of the porter, somewhere out in the corridor, pacing to and fro and muttering to himself.

Eventually Mr Stewart unzipped the suitcase, and Imogen took a deep breath. Even the muggy air of the laundry cupboard felt fresh compared to the air she had been breathing a moment ago. Whoever the suitcase’s well-dressed owner was, the smell of her shoes had lingered.

Mr Stewart’s face appeared above her. The furrows on his forehead made him look older than usual, and Imogen felt somehow sorry for him. ‘Imogen,’ he said. ‘You have to go on without me.’

‘What?’ said Imogen, sitting up and bumping her head on the top level of the trolley. She rolled limply out of the suitcase and landed in a heap on the floor. ‘Why?’

‘That porter’s still outside,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘He’s on to me now.’

‘But, but …’ Imogen protested, but she couldn’t think what to say.

‘I got you past reception, didn’t I? Now, if anyone sees you, you just pretend you’re staying here. You can say that your parents take you to fancy hotels all the time. Imagine that, hmm?’

‘But … detectives need assistants,’ said Imogen.

Mr Stewart crouched down beside her. ‘Detectives need assistants, yes,’ he said. ‘But assistants need detectives more. And there are some things detectives do have to do alone.’

‘I can’t go on without you,’ said Imogen.

Normally she loved to work by herself, but there was something about the situation that made her feel desperate. Perhaps it was her father’s frown, or the porter’s pacing feet outside the door.

With a sigh, Mr Stewart sat down among the towels and sheets. ‘Of course you can,’ he said.
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Imogen stepped out into the corridor and looked around. The white walls were pooled in puddles of light by the golden glow of lampshades, and the reddish-brown carpet seemed to stretch on forever. She didn’t think she had seen such a long corridor in her life.

After a moment, the porter reappeared from round the corner, looked her up and down with a brief frown and then went back to his pacing. Imogen found herself holding her breath in his presence.

The penthouse suites. She needed to find the penthouse suites. Even the name made her shiver. When you pent something up, you kept it inside: was that what Vanessa was doing in the penthouse? Perhaps the penguins were up there with her, kept inside cages – or, worse, tied up. And what if she was going to keep Imogen pent up in the penthouse too?

She shook the thought out of her head. She didn’t know how she was going to defeat Vanessa, it was true, but she couldn’t do anything without finding her first. And, besides, her family weren’t far away.

At the thought of family, Imogen wondered whether Arthur and Theo had found any penguins yet, and how Mrs Stewart was getting along downstairs. She pulled her walkie-talkie out of her bag as she stepped into the lift.

‘Arthur, do you read me? Over.’

She waited for a moment. There was no response.

‘Arthur, do you read me?’

Her heart thudded. Maybe the walkie-talkies didn’t work after all. Or maybe they couldn’t reach him through the heavy metal of the lift shaft. Or maybe – no … Imogen tried not to think of the other maybes.

‘Arthur?’ she tried once more, but was met only with the hissing sound of static.

Arthur tried desperately to wriggle his fingers through the bars of Einstein’s cage again.

‘I can’t reach it,’ he muttered. Every time he managed to drag the walkie-talkie to the edge of the cage, an attempt to press the button would push it right back inside again.

‘We have to keep trying,’ whispered Theo.

‘Arthur?’ Imogen’s voice was crackling through the room. If only he could reach the button, he could tell her the trouble he was in, and Imogen would know what to do – she always did.

‘Einstein, help me!’ said Arthur.

Einstein narrowed his small grey eyes at Arthur, then at the walkie-talkie. He bent over and tried to press the red button with his beak, but it slid from underneath him and hit him on one of his webbed feet. He tried again, reaching a flipper down to steady it this time, but ended up knocking it sideways in a sort of somersault. He looked at Arthur and Theo apologetically.

Arthur sighed and walked over to the door to yank at it pointlessly. What would Imogen do? The truth was he had no idea what Imogen would do in this situation – and an increasing part of him felt that maybe not even Imogen would know, either.

He wandered over to the opposite wall. Somewhere up above him he could hear the busy sound of people walking past and traffic hurrying to and fro on the road outside: the whooshing of buses and the honking of taxis getting cross with each other. Was there some way he could make them hear him? There was a tiny window in the corner, but it was too high to reach, and too grubby to see through.

‘Hey!’ he shouted, to no one in particular, and was answered only by the screech of unoiled brakes on a distant truck and Theo’s sad stare from the other side of the room.

‘Arthur, you don’t think we’ll be locked in here forever, do you?’ asked Theo. ‘It’s just – my parents might be worried by now. I told the teachers at after-school club I had permission to go home with Gracie’s family, but I didn’t. They’re probably panicking.’

Arthur swallowed the guilty lump in his throat. He liked Theo’s mum, and he didn’t like the idea of upsetting her. ‘No, I think we’ll get out very soon,’ he whispered, but when he looked up at the rows and rows of sadly staring penguin eyes he had a feeling no one really believed him.

Imogen stared stonily into the middle distance as the lift doors slid open in front of her. So maybe Vanessa’s cronies had taken her brother, and Theo, and Einstein, and maybe her father was trapped in a laundry closet downstairs, but nobody was going to stop her.

The nervous feeling was still bubbling away in her stomach, but she did her best to pretend it wasn’t there, and marched out into the corridor in the sort of slow-motion way she imagined heroes did in movies. She caught a glimpse of herself in the shiny reflection of a photograph on the wall and deepened her frown to make it more intimidating.

Imogen walked to the large door at the end of the corridor. A glinting sign in the middle of it said TRAFALGAR SUITE. She read the sign several times over, playing for time, then took a deep breath and hammered on the door.

‘Caspar? Andrey?’

Imogen darted to one side to avoid the sightline of the peephole. She had almost forgotten the sound of Vanessa Hunter’s voice, and was shocked by how much she sounded like – well, like an ordinary old woman.

The door clicked open, and through it peered a pair of very clear blue eyes surrounded by the frame of some colourful cat-eye spectacles. For a moment, Imogen wished that she really was the granddaughter she had pretended to be, bringing her grandmother a birthday present. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it? But then Vanessa’s clear stare twisted into a frown, her great fist of a hand snatched Imogen by the shoulder, and she dragged her inside.

‘Imogen Stewart,’ said Vanessa, her nose close to Imogen’s as she slammed the door behind them. ‘I thought they’d stopped you downstairs.’

‘Vanessa Hunter,’ said Imogen, copying Vanessa’s imperious tone and standing tall on her feet to square up to her. ‘I thought they’d thrown you in jail.’
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‘Oh, they did,’ said Vanessa, dropping Imogen suddenly and marching over to one of the armchairs by the fireplace. ‘And I haven’t forgotten who put me there. Please, do join me.’

Imogen glanced sideways round the room. She had never seen anything like it. A giant bed stood at one end and a chandelier hung above it, glistening with light. Imogen thought she would have found it too terrifying to sleep under such a big chandelier, but then again most of the furniture in this room was big enough to crush you. The curtains looked like ones you might find on a stage, and the golden embellishments across the walls were large enough to have been carved by giants.

‘So, Imogen,’ said Vanessa, ‘what can I do for you? Come to chastise me with some naive notion of a moral code?’

Imogen didn’t know what all of those words meant, but she had a pretty good idea that Vanessa was mocking her. ‘I wouldn’t need to chast your eyes if you hadn’t naively notioned anything,’ she said eventually, and sat down on the sofa. She wasn’t entirely sure that what she had said made sense, but then she saw Vanessa’s look of surprise and felt more confident.

‘Never mind,’ said Vanessa, shaking her head. ‘Let’s not beat about the bush. They have your brother downstairs. And the penguin. Like anything from the minibar?’

‘I – excuse me?’

‘Vodka? Whisky?’

‘No …’ said Imogen. ‘Thank you.’

‘I don’t know how you caught on to me, I’ll admit,’ said Vanessa, pouring two glasses of whisky and placing one in front of Imogen before taking a big swig from the other. ‘But ever since Caspar and Andrey saw two children at the docks, I had a feeling you were hanging around. And then you sent that silly email. So I’ve been expecting you.’

Imogen looked at the glass. ‘You need to release the penguins,’ she said firmly. ‘And any of the penguins you’ve already sold you need to get back and return to the wild.’

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t beat about the bush, either, do you? Tell me, Imogen, why are you so set on returning them to the wild? You’ve kept a penguin as a pet yourself. What’s the great tragedy in penguins living in houses and watching TV?’

Imogen felt the wind catch in her chest at that. Perhaps it was the smell of whisky making her feel sick, but really it was possible that Vanessa was right. Not right that kidnapping penguins and selling them was okay – but right that Imogen had done something similar herself, that she had kept a penguin.

‘Einstein’s different,’ she said weakly. ‘He’s not like other penguins. He … came to us. And anyway he was born in captivity.’

‘See?’ said Vanessa, latching on to the uncertainty in Imogen’s voice. She seemed suddenly excited. ‘We’re not so different, you and I. You should join me.’

Imogen said nothing.

‘I mean it,’ said Vanessa, and her smile made Imogen’s spine tingle. ‘You remind me of myself at your age. I don’t know how you got here, but you must be very clever to have done so. Imagine the things we could achieve together, Imogen. I could make you rich. Wouldn’t you like to stay in hotels like this, and have some new trousers that don’t have paint on?’

Imogen looked down at her jeans. She hadn’t noticed the paint. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d painted anything. ‘I will never,’ she spat, standing up, ‘ever be like you.’

‘Ah,’ said Vanessa simply. ‘Well, in that case I’ll release the penguins right away.’

Imogen stopped moving to stare at her. ‘Really?’

‘OF COURSE NOT, YOU FOOL!’ Vanessa shrieked, bashing her fist down on to the drinks table and making the glasses jump and clink against each other. ‘You can join me or lose to me – I don’t care. But you have nothing on me: you can’t prove what I’ve done, you aren’t strong enough to stop me by yourself, and we have Einstein. Caspar will release him once we’ve safely left the country – not before. And if you cause any trouble …’

Vanessa grinned without finishing her sentence. She didn’t have to: Imogen could use her imagination.

‘You might have Einstein, but we have your son.’

Vanessa frowned briefly as if she was brushing away a fly. ‘What do you mean? You don’t know where Bill is.’

‘Flat Fourteen,’ said Imogen. ‘The building opposite the supermarket, on Lower Street. Or at least that’s where he was – before I took him. You haven’t heard from him recently, have you?’

Vanessa’s smile faltered for a moment. ‘Where is he now?’

‘I won’t tell you until you release Einstein, Arthur and Theo and hand yourself in to the police.’

Vanessa pursed her lips and walked over to the window. For a while, the room was silent. Then she turned round. ‘Never mind,’ she said suddenly, though Imogen could tell that she was ruffled. ‘I don’t care where he is. He’s useless – always was. I should have given him away as a baby, but instead I did his laundry and cooked for him for years, and eventually I followed him to prison!’ She gave a barking laugh. ‘But my life’s been brilliant ever since I took over operations myself. Bill was nothing but a waste of space. You can keep him for all I care.’

She was pacing round the room, her eyes wild. Imogen thought she looked as if she might explode.

She knew that she needed to stay calm, to ignore the nervous way her breath seemed to gather in her throat at the sound of Vanessa’s ranting.

‘Oh, I will keep him,’ Imogen said in the steadiest and most mysterious voice she could muster. ‘He’s already agreed to be a witness against you.’

Vanessa’s head snapped up. She stopped pacing and stared at Imogen, and the air between them froze.

Imogen didn’t notice the glass falling until it was halfway out of Vanessa’s hand, and then it seemed to her to drop in slow motion, the golden liquid cascading into the air around them until the glass landed with a crash against the hearth of the fireplace, exploding at once into a thousand broken diamonds.

*

Arthur stood on tiptoes and peered into one of the cages.

The penguin inside was hunched over and looked sad, its eyes half closed and a small patch of feathers caught on one of the bars where it had rubbed against them.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Arthur, putting his finger through a gap. The penguin sniffed at it, then nibbled it gently. ‘We’ll get you back home, I promise.’

It looked a little bit like Einstein, only much bigger, with a white face and a black stripe round its chin. The penguin in the cage beneath it had feet as orange as its beak.

‘Arthur!’ shouted Theo, and Arthur jumped. ‘Einstein’s doing something with the lock!’

Arthur hurried back to Einstein’s cage. He had stuck his beak through the bars and was nibbling the bottom of the padlock, his flippers flapping behind him in concentration.

‘Do you think he’s trying to pick it?’ asked Arthur.

‘Maybe,’ said Theo.

The two boys glanced at each other and looked at the door.

‘What if that Caspar man comes back?’ asked Theo.

Arthur considered this for a moment. He didn’t suppose that it was an if: it was probably a when. But Einstein had helped him fight people before, hadn’t he? Like Bill Hunter, and Jack Jones in the changing room, way back in the days when Jack used to bully him. Arthur almost smiled at the thought: being scared of Jack felt like a funny memory to him now. Perhaps Einstein would fight Caspar like that too, with a firm flipper flap to the face.

‘We can’t stop Caspar so long as Einstein’s in that cage,’ said Arthur, and he grabbed the padlock and held it still, angling it as close to Einstein as it would go. ‘Hang on,’ said Arthur, and reached into his pocket. ‘I have a paperclip somewhere.’ He bent it straight and fumbled with it for a moment, sticking the end into the lock. ‘I can’t twist it,’ he muttered.

Einstein squawked and reached his beak through the bars to take the clip from Arthur’s hands. For a while, nobody moved: only Einstein kept wriggling, fiercely twisting the clip into the hole at the bottom of the lock with his beak. He flapped his flippers in concentration.

Arthur stared at him and held his breath. All the noise he had been hearing a moment ago seemed to stop: the cars and the street sounds all faded with a whoosh into nothing.

The padlock fell open with a click.

‘Einstein, you did it!’ cried Arthur.

He tore the cage door open and grabbed the walkie-talkie, then opened his arms for Einstein to leap into. But, to his surprise, Einstein turned and squawked at the penguin next to him.
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The penguin, who had been gazing at its feet, looked up at Einstein vaguely.

Einstein squawked again, the paperclip still in his beak, and passed it through the bars. The penguin took hold of it and watched blankly as Einstein mimed picking the lock again.

‘Brilliant, Einstein!’ cried Theo, and he hurried over to the cage to steady the lock for the penguin, who was nervously starting to insert the paperclip into the keyhole with its beak. It stumbled for a moment, almost dropping the clip, then steadied itself and had another go. The lock clicked open, and at Einstein’s encouragement the penguin calmly passed the paperclip through the bars of the next cage along.

Arthur watched in astonishment as, one by one, the penguins picked themselves free. Einstein was back on the ground now, and he paraded up and down beneath the pile of cages, offering squawks of encouragement and occasionally gesturing with twists of his beak and flippers. The penguins watched him and each other carefully, and soon they were picking the locks faster and faster, so that Arthur and Theo had to rush from cage to cage to help them down.

‘What is that noise?’ asked Theo suddenly.

Arthur looked up. He had heard a faint knocking too, and imagined that it must be coming from a nearby building site, but on second thoughts it didn’t seem as far away as he’d first imagined.

All at once, the knocking was replaced with a sort of roar, and then a tinkling, like water bursting through a pipe.

‘The window!’ cried Arthur.

A high-heeled shoe had landed on the floor, surrounded by shimmering triangles of broken glass, and Mrs Stewart’s face appeared through the dust and grime the window had coughed up. She was smiling.

‘Hello, boys!’ she said cheerily. ‘I was worrying about where you’d got to. I thought I could hear you in there!’

‘Mum!’ cried Arthur in astonishment. ‘What are you doing? Whose shoe is that?’

Mrs Stewart said nothing, but poked her head further through the gap she had created and looked down in horror at the stacked-up penguin cages. ‘Oh, poor things,’ she said weakly.

‘Mum, you need to get the police to come back!’ said Arthur.

‘Right, yes,’ said Mrs Stewart, almost brushing her cheek against some of the broken glass as she drew back. ‘Will you boys be okay?’

Arthur winced. ‘We’ll be fine, Mum!’ he said. ‘Get them quickly. Oh, wait!’

Mrs Stewart peered back inside.

‘Take a picture as evidence!’ said Arthur. ‘On your phone!’

‘Right, of course.’

*

‘Why should I believe you?!’ cried Vanessa. From behind her glasses, her wild eyes looked frantic and bloodshot.

Imogen took a step back as Vanessa lunged at her, her shoes crunching against the glass-covered hearth before she fell bottom-first on to it. She winced – the glass had cut her hand and she could feel it bleeding – but she didn’t have time to pause: Vanessa was still lumbering towards her. She grabbed the fire poker with her unwounded hand and wielded it threateningly in Vanessa’s face.

‘I have a feeling,’ said Imogen, jumping up and moving the poker with an unpredictable flourish, ‘that you already do believe me.’

Vanessa leaped back, and Imogen, not quite knowing what was coming over her, slammed the poker down against the coffee table, sending a pile of books and magazines cascading across the floor. Their pages fluttered indignantly and fell with a thud against the carpet.

The effect was impressive: Vanessa looked alarmed. Emboldened, Imogen lunged at her again, shifting her aim to a nearby coffee cup at the last moment and sending it flying against the bedpost with a deafening clatter.

‘I’ll get billed for that, you know!’ said Vanessa.

Imogen glanced at the pieces of broken china and wondered whether she’d gone too far. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, then kicked herself: Vanessa would find a way to latch on to any sign of weakness – but it was too late. Suddenly Vanessa’s hands were clinging to the other end of the poker.

Vanessa was surprisingly strong, and Imogen hadn’t had time to get a comfortable grip: she grimaced as the metal twisted across her wounded hand.

‘Imogen?’

Still clinging to either end of the poker, Imogen and Vanessa froze. The sound of static filled the air.

‘Imogen, do you read me? Over.’

She lowered her left hand towards the walkie-talkie that was hidden in her pocket as Vanessa tore the poker out of her right.

Imogen backed away as Vanessa approached her. ‘I read you,’ she said, holding the walkie-talkie to her mouth with one hand and shielding her face with the other.

‘The police are coming,’ said Arthur, ‘and the penguins are free. We’re safe, Imogen. We’ve done it! We have evidence!’ Then Imogen heard him gasp.

‘Arthur?’ she said hurriedly. ‘Arthur, do you read me? What’s happened?’

‘The men are back,’ he said. ‘But it’s okay – the police are on their way.’

‘Give that to me,’ said Vanessa suddenly.

Imogen looked at her in surprise. She didn’t sound angry any more: she’d said it very simply, as if she was stating a fact that Imogen couldn’t possibly deny.

Obediently, as if controlled by another force, Imogen found herself stretching out her hand and handing the walkie-talkie over quietly.

‘Caspar, Andrey!’ Vanessa barked. ‘How – how do I get this thing to work?’

‘You press down on the button,’ said Imogen, reaching out to help her.

Vanessa slapped her hand away. ‘Caspar, Andrey!’ she barked again.
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The larger man’s voice sounded down the line. ‘I – I ca— Help!’

‘What’s wrong with you?’ cried Vanessa.

‘Penguins – free – can’t – stand!’

Downstairs, Arthur and Theo watched as a sea of penguins cascaded like liquid through the open door, sending Caspar and Andrey sprawling on to the carpet.
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Imogen heard the shouts long before she reached the lobby.

She hadn’t bothered with the lift this time. Somehow lifts felt old hat now that she was so close to the end of everything, and she went hurtling down the stairs with all the speed she could muster.

When she got to the lobby, Imogen froze. Her brother, Theo, and Einstein were just appearing from the stairs opposite – the set that went down instead of up – and she caught Arthur’s eye as she stopped running. They stared at each other for a while, as if trying to make sure that it was really them still and not some sort of replacement, even though they’d only been separated for an hour or two. It was Arthur who broke into a grin first.

The lobby was full of penguins. There was a penguin on the reception desk, a penguin removing flowers from a vase on the table and even a penguin chasing a disgruntled-looking waitress round in circles as she did her best to defend a precariously balanced drinks tray. Imogen was just about to run towards her brother when she felt something push past her. Her head snapped up and she watched as Vanessa Hunter dashed out into the street.
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Without saying a word to each other, Imogen, Arthur, Theo and Einstein followed her. Imogen took Einstein from Arthur’s arms as they did so, giving him a pat on the head and listening to him chirrup vaguely as he tucked himself under the sleeve of her jumper. Gracie was standing on the doorstep. ‘I kept watch,’ she whispered. ‘Nobody left – until just now.’

‘Thank you,’ Imogen told her and gave her hand a quick squeeze.

Outside, there were yet more penguins. The traffic had come to a standstill as three of them wandered into the middle of the road and attempted to clamber on to a tour bus, and another was causing confusion at the pedestrian crossing by waddling angrily after a bicycle. Two police cars were parked by the doors of the hotel.

‘Dad!’ said Imogen brightly, spotting her father next to one of the police officers. ‘You made it out of the laundry closet!’

But Mr Stewart wasn’t looking at Imogen: he was looking at Vanessa Hunter who, wringing her hands, was in the process of throwing herself at a police officer’s feet.

‘It wasn’t my idea – it was my son’s!’ she cried. ‘He’s lying about everything!’

The police officer blinked at her, then wrote something down in her notebook. ‘So it was you,’ she said simply.

Vanessa looked up at the police officer through her fingers. ‘What … what do you mean?’

‘I’m sure we’d have found evidence of your connection to the crime once we went inside, but now that we have a confession we can get on and arrest you straight away.’ She started to reach for the handcuffs that were hanging from her belt.

‘But my son, Bill. You mean you haven’t spoken to him …?’ Vanessa peered over her shoulder at Imogen, and Imogen shrugged and waved.

‘I lied!’ called Imogen cheerily, and Einstein gave a triumphant squawk from her arms, by way of joining in. ‘Bill never said he’d give evidence against you.’

Vanessa leaped up. ‘You – you stupid girl!’ she cried through gritted teeth. ‘Caspar! Andrey! Get the penguins back in their cages!’

The two black-coated men were just on their way out of the door. They looked at Vanessa and the penguins, then at the police cars and then at each other. Without a word, both of them ran at full pelt in opposite directions. The smaller man’s black hat landed with a thump at Imogen’s feet.

‘Come back here or you’ll have no TV for a year!’ Vanessa wailed.

‘She’s really lost it now, hasn’t she?’ said Arthur, and Imogen nodded her agreement as Vanessa darted into the road, grabbed one of the penguins and began to run with it in the general direction of the park.

‘Drop the penguin and put your hands behind your head,’ said the police officer into a megaphone, as two more police officers started to hurry after Vanessa.

‘Fast, though,’ Imogen observed, and was just about to join the chase herself when, from somewhere behind a dustbin or a passing car, a ball of gingery fur catapulted itself into Vanessa’s face and sent her tumbling down on to the pavement – penguin and spectacles launching themselves into the air as if in slow motion.
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‘Gizmo!’ cried Imogen, as the police officers picked Vanessa up and put her in handcuffs. Imogen ran over to join them. ‘Good boy,’ she said. She put Einstein down on the floor for a moment and crouched down to scoop up the cat. ‘How on earth did you get out of the car?’

Einstein squawked indignantly at the rejection and began to tug Imogen’s trousers with his beak.

Gizmo mewed sweetly, then turned his head to look at Vanessa and Einstein and hissed at them.

‘No, Gizmo,’ Imogen scolded. ‘You like penguins now. That’s why you helped the police officers, isn’t it?’

Einstein continued to squawk and yank at Imogen’s trousers until Arthur hurried over and picked him up instead. ‘Well done, Gizmo,’ whispered Arthur, low enough for Einstein not to hear, and the four of them walked back to join their parents, who were busy trying to coax a pair of penguins out of a coffee shop with an iced bun.
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Children Halt Nefarious Exotic Pet Scheme

By Sullivan Prior


On Friday evening, so-called ‘penguin expert’ Susannah Evert (real name Vanessa Hunter) was arrested on suspicion of kidnapping wild penguins and bringing them to the UK to sell for profit.

Officials took several hours rounding up the penguins from the West End following their escape from their captors’ cages. They are also in the process of reclaiming the penguins that had already been sold. (Refunds will NOT be provided.) A ship is set to return the penguins to their home in the South Sandwich Islands on Sunday, where scientists from the South Sandwich Scientific Hub will monitor their reintegration into the local colony.

Once again, the defeat and humiliation of the Hunter family can partly be attributed to eleven-year-old schoolgirl Imogen Stewart, her eight-year-old brother, Arthur, and penguin companion Einstein. However, the children were heavily assisted by their loyal friend, award-winning journalist Sullivan Prior, who twice rescued them from Vanessa’s cronies – fighting all five of them off with his bare hands using a combination of kung fu and karate – and prompted a full confession from Vanessa herself simply by looking at her.

Vanessa was finally put in handcuffs when Imogen, an intelligent if notably aggressive and disobedient child, carefully and deliberately set a herd of fifteen wild cats on her. In an exclusive interview Imogen added that Vanessa had most certainly “had it coming”, then laughed.

Vanessa, who is rumoured to have made upwards of £100,000 from the scheme, is set to appear in court within the next month, where she is likely to face both fines and prison time. Her own son, ex-penguin-kidnapper and disgraced detective Mr Bill Hunter, has scheduled a break from his philosophy course to testify against her.



‘Well,’ said Mr Stewart forcefully, slapping the newspaper down on the kitchen table, ‘that’s that then.’

‘Yes, quite,’ said Mrs Stewart in the false-cheery voice she usually reserved for phone calls with the parent-teachers’ association. ‘That is that indeed,’ she added before frantically offering everyone a biscuit.

‘Good idea,’ Mr Stewart agreed. He looked at the biscuit tin and laughed nervously. ‘Biscuits – biscuits all round!’

Imogen sat at the end of the table beside Gracie, fiddling absent-mindedly with the black hat that Andrey had dropped. It was rather a large hat, but she thought that it might be good as part of a costume. Perhaps Arthur could wear it, and they could play detectives with him as the baddie, just like they always used to. After a moment, she realised that everyone was watching her. Even Einstein, from his seat on Arthur’s lap, was giving her a concerned look, and Gizmo’s tail was curled in the way it did when he was unhappy about something.

‘It’s all right,’ said Imogen eventually. ‘I don’t mind about the article. It’s quite funny, actually.’

Mrs Stewart breathed such a sigh of relief that she ended up knocking the biscuits all over the newspaper.

‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Mr Stewart, though it was no longer clear whether he was talking about Imogen’s reaction or the presence of additional biscuits.

‘Imagine having fifteen cats!’ said Arthur, pulling Einstein back as he leaped on to the table after a custard cream, and Imogen and Gracie started giggling.

‘Can penguins eat biscuits?’ asked Mrs Stewart.

‘Probably not,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘But he’s survived eating just about everything else.’ There was a pause. ‘We should call the zoo.’

Imogen and Arthur looked at each other. ‘Can’t he stay?’ asked Arthur quietly, but he wasn’t really expecting anyone to answer. He had made Pablo a promise, after all – and Pablo was his friend, a friend who wanted the best for Einstein just as much as he did.

‘Yes, we should call the zoo,’ agreed Mrs Stewart softly, as Gizmo reached his paws towards a biscuit and Einstein swiftly batted him across the whiskers with his flipper.

‘You need to talk to Pablo directly, though,’ said Arthur. ‘Not the rest of the zoo: they think Einstein’s ill, and we don’t want to give Pablo away.’

Mr Stewart picked up the phone. ‘Well, I’ve got his mobile number.’

There were several rings before Pablo answered.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, this is James Stewart speaking,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘We just wanted to let you know that we have Einstein at home. Perhaps we could agree a convenient time to bring him back to the zoo?’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Pablo quietly. Then for a long while he said nothing.

‘Everything all right?’ said Mr Stewart into the silence.

‘Mr Stewart – I don’t know how to put this,’ said Pablo, ‘but word got out about the real reason Einstein was away. Everyone’s read the newspapers.’

‘Oh, no!’ said Mr Stewart. ‘We haven’t got you into trouble, have we?’ He looked at Arthur sternly as he asked, making it clear that ‘we’ only really meant him.

‘No, no, it’s not that,’ said Pablo. ‘Everyone’s very impressed, in fact. What your children and Einstein did for those penguins was brilliant. It’s just – although Einstein’s obviously very good at helping other penguins when they need it, he doesn’t always … fit in. Everything’s been a bit more peaceful since he’s been away. Fewer arguments about fish, and that sort of thing.’

Mr Stewart looked cross. ‘Einstein likes fish!’ he said indignantly. ‘And you can’t blame him if he doesn’t fit in with the other penguins!’

‘No, it’s not that, either,’ said Pablo. ‘It’s just that we’ve been wondering: wouldn’t Einstein be happier if he stayed with you?’

Imogen jumped up and went to stand next to her brother. They both craned forward to hear the conversation. Even Gracie, who had only come over to bake cookies with Imogen, was leaning across the table in anticipation.

Mr Stewart frowned. ‘Would – would that be allowed?’ he asked.

‘Well, I don’t know. We’d all need to discuss it a bit more. And, if it went ahead, we’d need to make sure your house was kitted out with all the right equipment: you know, a penguin pool, some rocks. And, of course, he and Isaac would have to visit each other regularly. But really our primary concern is the wellbeing of our penguins, and when it comes to Einstein’s wellbeing this does seem like an exceptional case.’

Einstein, who hadn’t been listening to start with, looked up from the pile of custard-cream crumbs on the table and squawked enthusiastically.

‘Einstein, don’t poo on the newspaper!’ said Arthur suddenly, and scooped him up to take him out into the garden.

‘Better the newspaper than the carpet,’ Mrs Stewart pointed out, wincing as Arthur stepped across her favourite rug.

‘We’ll give you a bit more time to think about it, shall we?’ asked Pablo, overhearing the commotion. ‘And we’ll do the same here.’
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‘It’s an email from the Scientific Hub!’ cried Imogen. She ran to the door of her mother’s study. ‘Arthur! Quickly! Come upstairs!’

‘What is it?’ said Arthur, bounding up the stairs on all fours the way he did when he was in a particular hurry.

‘Pictures of the penguins in the South Sandwich Islands!’ said Imogen. ‘It says they’re reintegrating very well.’

‘What does that mean?’ asked Arthur. He squeezed on to the edge of the seat beside her.

Imogen frowned as she reluctantly made room. The truth was she wasn’t entirely sure what reintegrating meant. ‘It means they’re having fun,’ she said eventually. ‘And eating lots of fish. Look – that’s the penguin who chased the man on the bicycle!’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Arthur, straightening his glasses and leaning closer to the screen.

‘Yes! And look – that’s the one who wanted the waitress’s tea.’

‘No – he was in one of the cages downstairs,’ said Arthur.

‘Yes, but he chased the waitress afterwards,’ said Imogen, rolling her eyes.

‘Imogen! Arthur!’ Mr Stewart’s voice sounded up the stairs. ‘Come and feed your penguin!’

Arthur quickly jumped up and scampered back downstairs. Taking a moment to flick through the final photos, Imogen slowly followed.

‘This is a big responsibility, having a penguin in the house,’ Mr Stewart was muttering to no one in particular. ‘And you’ve got to learn how to manage it. You can’t expect your mother and I to do all the penguin-related chores on your behalf, you know.’

‘It’s fine, Dad,’ said Arthur. ‘We’ll feed him.’ But at that moment Mrs Stewart appeared from behind the kitchen counter, wielding a large dish.

‘I made Einstein a crème brûlée using pilchards!’ she cried.

Mr Stewart groaned.

‘Einstein!’ called Imogen, opening the door to the garden where Einstein was happily splashing about in his new rock pool. ‘Suppertime!’ She grabbed his towel from its hook and wrapped him in it as he waddled up to the door. ‘Mum’s made you crème brûlée – what do you think of that? Would you like to eat it on the sofa with Dad?’

Mr Stewart opened his mouth as if to protest, then settled for a quiet headshake as Imogen placed Einstein on a cushion and held out the dish of crème brûlée for him to eat right out of her hands.
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‘He likes it!’ said Arthur, grabbing a napkin to mop up the stray bits of cream and fish from Einstein’s feathers.

‘Another set of Christmas cards?’ said Mrs Stewart, who had started sorting through the pile of post on the kitchen table. ‘We’ve probably forgotten people. We’ll have to send out more.’

‘Well, who are they from?’ asked Mr Stewart, as Mrs Stewart picked up a knife to open them with.

‘One from next door. That’s nice – have we sent them one yet, James? Can you remember?’

‘Not sure,’ said Mr Stewart. ‘Better send another, just in case.’

‘Well, we might look mad if we send them dozens. Ooh –’ Mrs Stewart interrupted herself – ‘this one’s from Bill Hunter. He says, “Happy Christmas!” and, “The only thing I know is that I know nothing.” What on earth do you think he means by that?’

‘No idea. Best not to ask.’

‘And one from Sullivan Prior,’ Mrs Stewart went on. ‘It’s home-made. Not sure what that’s supposed to be a drawing of. Oh, and he wants to know whether we’d be willing to participate in another interv—’

‘NO!’ cried Imogen and Arthur in unison, then burst into giggles.

‘Maybe we should talk to him,’ said Arthur. ‘Or he’ll write about your herd of cats again.’

‘He won’t have space,’ said Imogen. ‘He’ll be too busy talking about his karate skills.’ She scooped Einstein up and carried him back out into the garden to wash the final bits of crème brûlée off his feathers.

Imogen crouched down by the edge of the pool and used her hands to splash water on to his front, which Einstein accepted for several moments before pushing past her and diving headfirst into the deep end. It wasn’t quite finished yet, but there was enough space for Einstein to splash around in, and once Pablo had been over to help with the rest of the digging Imogen felt quite sure that their penguin pool would be the envy of the neighbourhood.

‘You do think he’s happy here, don’t you?’

Imogen turned round. She hadn’t heard Arthur coming outside.

‘Of course I do,’ she said, as Arthur sat down beside her. ‘It’s like Pablo said: these are exceptional circumstances.’

‘And he’s an exceptional penguin,’ added Arthur.

Imogen shivered. She hadn’t put her coat on, but now that she was outside she didn’t feel like going back in, despite the cold. The sky had spent the whole day lounging about above the rooftops in a heavy gunmetal sort of grey, looking as if it might fall down at any moment, and like, if you stood in it, it would make a crunching sound like ice. Now it was getting late, the darkness was trickling in, singeing the clouds with a sooty blackness.

She wished that it would snow. Imogen didn’t think it had snowed in London for two whole years: not since they’d first met Einstein, and had put up posters for his missing friend. But perhaps, she considered, as Einstein slid out of the water on his belly and went to nuzzle against Arthur’s trousers, perhaps that was okay. Because Einstein was here to stay with them now, and some things were more important than snow.

She pulled her hands up inside the sleeves of her jumper to keep them warm and reached out to pat Einstein’s head. And they stayed there for what felt like a long time, beneath the clouds and the streetlights and the quiet, invisible stars, until long after the last of the sun had disappeared, and Mr Stewart’s voice came echoing into the garden, calling them inside for tea.
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Thank you to Eve White, my brilliant agent, for picking up a slightly chaotic pre-Einstein book in 2019 and seeing enough in it to invite me to her office for tea and biscuits. Thank you also to Ludo Cinelli and Steven Evans for helping out in all the ways you do.

Thank you to my editors at HarperCollins: Nick Lake, for taking Einstein on, Michelle Misra, for guiding him from Book 2 onwards, and now to Natalie Doherty. Thank you also to Laure Gysemans, Jane Tait, Jane Baldock, Isabel Coonjah, Jo-Anna Parkinson, Elisa Offord, Elorine Grant and Val Brathwaite. HarperCollins has been the perfect home for Einstein and I am grateful for everything.

Thank you to David Tazzyman, for bringing Einstein to life with his pictures. David’s illustrations first made me howl with laughter in Year 4 and still do so today, and I feel very lucky to work with him.

Thank you to my parents. Although I spent most of my teenage years refusing to let them anywhere near my writing, they admittedly had a few useful things to say about it once I did. Thank you to my grandmother, for somehow convincing most of Oxfordshire to buy my books, and to the rest of my family for their unwavering support.

Thank you to Roddy, who is almost always the first to read my words and share his wisdom, and who gave this book its title, and to Thomas, who hears a lot about them whether he wants to or not. Thank you to John Fuller and Richard Lambert, who read the first children’s book I ever wrote and gave me feedback that helped me feel brave enough to submit to agents. Thank you to Robert Douglas-Fairhurst, who probably doesn’t realise that some of the essays I wrote for him were amongst the first things that inspired me to write children’s books, and to Kate Bennett, for reassuring me that a book deal is cooler than a first.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, thank you to everyone who has ever loved Einstein and invited him into their home. Booksellers who have recommended him, reviewers and bloggers who have written about him, teachers who have introduced him to their classes and parents who have read him aloud. Thank you to every child who has ever gone to bed with a chapter of Einstein the Penguin for allowing me to do the job that I love.




Keep Reading …

Read the first book in the hilarious and heart-warming Einstein the Penguin series …
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When the Stewarts spend a sunny, frosty December day at London Zoo, they’re enchanted by one small penguin. At the delight of young Imogen and Arthur, Mrs Stewart insists the penguin ‘must come and stay with them whenever he likes’.

But not one Stewart expects the penguin to turn up at their door that evening, rucksack labelled ‘Einstein’ on his back …

The family’s new feathered friend helps Arthur to come out of his shell and makes massive demands on Imogen’s amateur sleuthing. But together they must find out why Einstein came to them and they must keep away from the mysterious white-coat man.

And Einstein can’t stay forever, can he …?

Click on the cover to read more.




Read the second book in the hilarious and heart-warming Einstein the Penguin series …
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Imogen and Arthur have been missing their friend, the penguin, Einstein, since he went back to Australia. So when an opportunity for him to return arises, they jump at the chance.

But then Einstein and his friend Isaac are kidnapped. It’s time to turn detective again …

Click on the cover to read more.
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