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Detectives




Four friends. A school full of mysteries. And the extraordinary power of understanding how people feel.
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Before It All Began

The first thing Maya Chen ever noticed about people wasn't what they said.

It was everything else.

The way her dad's smile didn't quite reach his eyes when he said he was fine. The way her best friend Zara started chewing her thumbnail whenever she was scared, even if she was laughing at the same time. The way her teacher, Mr. Patterson, paused just a half-second too long before calling on a student he didn't want to embarrass.

Most people, Maya had decided, spent their whole lives talking. But feelings — real feelings — were in the silences. In the flicker of an eye. In the sudden stillness of a body that, a moment ago, had been perfectly relaxed.

Maya Chen read feelings like other people read books.

She was eleven years old, and she had no idea yet what to do with this ability.

That was about to change.

It was the first week of September, the week that Maplewood Middle School came back to life after summer. The week that the windows were still open because the heating hadn't kicked in yet, and the corridors smelled of fresh stationery and someone's very aggressive strawberry shampoo.

It was the week that Maya found her three best friends waiting for her at the gate.

And it was the week that the mysteries began.
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Chapter One
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The Detectives Arrive

The Maplewood Middle School main gate was a pair of black iron pillars with a small sign that said: WELCOME — TOGETHER WE LEARN. Someone had sticky-taped a paper arrow beneath the words that said: AND TOGETHER WE SURVIVE MONDAY MORNINGS.

Maya grinned when she saw it. She was almost certain she knew who'd put it there.

"You're two and a half minutes late," said a voice to her right.

She turned. Theo Williams was leaning against the right-hand pillar with his arms folded, wearing his usual expression — which could best be described as someone who had just been told that maths was cancelled and wasn't sure if that was brilliant news or cause for concern.

"I'm not late," Maya said. "School starts at eight forty-five. It's eight forty-two."

"Yes. But I said meet here at eight forty. I specifically said eight forty."

"You texted 'meet at the gate,' Theo. No time specified."

Theo opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. He pulled out his phone, scrolled back through his messages, and his left eye did a very small twitch that Maya had long ago identified as his 'I was wrong but I'm not going to say so easily' expression.

"I implied eight forty," he said finally.

"Hello, Maya!" said a voice from above.

Maya looked up. Zara Okafor was sitting on top of the gate pillar — the left one, not the one Theo was leaning against — with her legs dangling and her braids tied up in a bright orange scarf that matched her trainers exactly.

"How did you get up there?" Maya asked.

"Climbing. Also a combination of willpower and having extremely good balance." Zara hopped down with a thud that somehow seemed lighter than it should have been. "I've been up there for seven minutes. I was watching everyone arrive. Did you know that Mr. Henderson always checks his tie three times before he goes in through the front door? Three times, every single time. I counted."

"He's probably nervous about something," Maya said. "Or it's a habit from a time when he was nervous. Comfort behaviour."

Zara's eyes went very wide and sparkly. This was her 'that is the most interesting thing I have heard today' expression, and unlike Theo's closed-off expressions, Zara's feelings were entirely written on her face at all times, enormous and vivid, like someone had taken her heart and blown it up to fifty times its size.

"You're doing that thing again," Zara said happily. "The feelings detective thing."

"It's not a thing."

"It's absolutely a thing."

"Has anyone seen Finn?" Maya asked.

There was a loud honking sound from behind them, like a goose being mildly surprised. They all turned.

Finn Murphy was cycling towards the gate at considerable speed, his school bag bouncing on his back, his dark red hair pointing in approximately six different directions, and his face wearing the expression of someone who was either extremely excited or had recently sat on something uncomfortable. He braked hard, skidded slightly on the path, and stopped an inch from the gate post.

"I'm here!" he announced.

"You're three minutes late," Theo said.

"I'm dramatically late," Finn corrected, dismounting his bike and locking it with practiced speed. "There's a difference. Dramatically late means I have a story. I was going past the newsagent and there was this cat — this enormous orange cat — and it was sitting in the middle of the road just staring at a pigeon, and the pigeon was staring back, and I was watching the standoff and I think it's still happening actually. I'll tell you who wins at lunch."

"You were three minutes late because of a cat and a pigeon," Theo said.

"I was three minutes late because of a very dramatic cat-versus-pigeon standoff," Finn said. He slung his arm around Theo's shoulders. Theo went rigid in the specific way he did when he found affection confusing. "Good morning, my excellent companions. Are we ready for the thrilling adventure of Year Seven, Week Two?"

"Week two means we know where the toilets are and we've already figured out which teachers to be extremely polite to and which teachers appreciate a well-timed joke," Finn continued.

"Which teachers appreciate a well-timed joke?" Theo said. "Approximately none of them."

"Ms. Osei definitely has a sense of humour," Finn said. "She laughed at my 'why did the fraction go to therapy' joke."

"What's the answer?" Zara asked.

"Because it had too many problems it couldn't get to the bottom of."

There was a pause.

"I don't think that's the right punchline," Zara said thoughtfully.

"It's a work in progress," Finn admitted. "Come on. Bell's about to go."

The four of them walked through the gate into Maplewood Middle School, and Maya noticed — because she always noticed — that the school felt different this year. Slightly older. Slightly more serious, somehow, even though it was the same brick building with the same cracked tiles on the corridor floor near Room 14, and the same smell of school dinners warming up even though it was barely nine in the morning.

Or maybe she was the one who was slightly older and more serious.

She wasn't quite sure yet which it was.

What she was sure about was this: something was different. She could feel it in the air, the same way she could feel a storm coming before the clouds had quite gathered. A kind of held-breath quality to the morning.

Something, somewhere in Maplewood Middle School, was wrong.

Maya Chen tucked that feeling into the back of her mind and followed her friends inside.
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The Club With No Name

The Emotion Detectives didn't start with a name. They didn't start with a mission statement, or a secret handshake, or a headquarters with a sign on the door. They started, like most important things, with a problem.

The problem arrived at lunchtime on the second day of term, in the form of Priya Sharma.

Priya was in Year Seven, same as Maya and the others, but they hadn't been in any classes together yet — the school arranged students in different groups for different subjects, and so far their paths had only crossed in the corridor. Priya was quiet in a specific way: not shy exactly, more like someone who was thinking very carefully about everything around her and hadn't yet decided what to say.

Maya had noticed her the first week. She'd noticed the way Priya always sat slightly apart from groups, watching them rather than joining them. The way she smiled at people but the smile didn't quite commit, like a wave that pulled back before it reached the shore.

Today, Priya was sitting alone at the far end of table six in the lunch hall, and she wasn't eating. Her food was getting cold in front of her and she was staring at a point approximately three feet to the left of nothing, her hands folded in her lap.

Maya noticed all of this before she'd even put her tray down.

"Someone should go and talk to her," she said.

"Who?" Theo said, sitting down and immediately beginning
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