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Marie slowly made her way into the gloomy kitchen, her heart pounding like a drum.

A single bare lightbulb lit the room. The sink was piled with dirty plates. Old window boxes were stacked on every surface. The air stank of potting compost and something else – a thick, sweetly sour, tarry smell that made Marie think of the school biology lab. It made her eyes water.

Every surface, every crooked shelf and filthy worktop, was covered with plants. They looked twisted, as if some evil force had corrupted them. Marie saw thorns as long as her thumb, bloated pods, drooping dark green tendrils.

I’m way out of my depth, she thought. This guy isn’t just an abductor. He’s something much worse. I have to be brave, she told herself. He’s taken my friend and I need to find her.

One door led back into the dimly lit house. Another looked like it must lead to the conservatory. The muffled sound of pop music came from behind the conservatory door.

Marie quickly tried to think up a plan. “Everyone, get your phones ready. We need to catch him on video so he can’t lie his way out of this.”

She took a deep breath – and next moment, it burst out of her in a scream. The door was opening. Pale, wet eyes stared into hers.

It was him. He had been here all along, listening. And now he had her, too …
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It was risky and reckless, but who cared about that? There were some things you just had to do, because the moment called for it and that moment might never come again.

Marie Trelawney made up her mind. She climbed up on to the V-shaped end of the safety rail at the prow of Sterling Vance’s yacht, stood there for a wobbly moment, steadied herself and spread her arms wide into the wind. Her long, luxuriant braids streamed in the breeze.

“I’m the king of the world!” she called as they cruised past St Paul’s Cathedral and other London landmarks. “Marie Curious is the kween of the world!”

Her mother had given her the nickname when she was small. Lately, Marie had been living up to it like never before. She wasn’t just exploring the world of science but solving mysteries too.

The immense yacht cruised steadily up the Thames, a white and smoked glass monument to the power of money. Its owner, Sterling Vance, had named it the Ada Lovelace in honour of the British mathematical genius.

Smaller ships blew their horns in salute. A tour boat packed with sightseers drew close, and people crowded on to one side to see the looming Ada Lovelace go past. Marie waved down to them and smiled. Who would have thought that she, once an ordinary schoolgirl, would now be cruising down the Thames in a billionaire’s yacht?

The luxury yacht’s ultimate destination was the O2 Arena, the biggest venue in all of London. The last time Marie had been there, it had been to see Billie Eilish in concert. Marie thought back to that night, and her school friends chatting excitedly in the taxi. They had danced together all night.

Marie looked down at the water swirling past far below. She couldn’t believe how much her life had changed since going to science camp in America last summer.

“Marie! What in the heck do you think you’re doing?”

“Whoa!” Marie snapped back into reality. She quickly climbed down from her perch on the safety rail and turned around.

Sterling Vance was advancing on her, dressed in a sharp evening suit of platinum grey that matched his hair and eyes. His face was filled with panic.

“Sorry, Mr Vance,” Marie spluttered. “I was just … ah … caught up in the moment, you know?”

“Let me remind you of something,” Sterling Vance said. “We are here for Vance Expo. Four happy days of showing off VanceCorp’s achievements to the world, ending in what?”

Marie looked blank. “Um. A big party?”

“Ending in the launch of the Solid Sterling record label!” Vance rolled his eyes. “Sheesh. Yes, the tech stuff is important, but the future of VanceCorp is in music. We’re going to take on the world. Now, I need you to stay focused. You falling into the river is not a good way to launch my label!”

Marie leaned against the rail and tried to look unruffled. “I didn’t fall in,” she protested.

“But you could have, Marie.” Vance glanced down into the churning foam. “What kind of publicity would that have been? There are millions of dollars at stake! Ι have some big surprises lined up for the press, and you drowning isn’t one of them!”

Marie had almost forgotten about Vance’s new record label. He was going to take on the world with a combination of new and established artists, with the power of his computer systems backing them up. If Marie hadn’t been one of Vance’s four apprentices, she wouldn’t have been brought along.

Anyway, apprentice or not, she could look after herself. She straightened her shoulders and narrowed her eyes.

“Since when did you dream of being a music mogul, Mr Vance?” she said boldly. “You told us you’d wanted to be an inventor ever since you were little!”

“Mutate and survive,” Vance said. “If a corporation wants to grow and prosper in an uncertain world, it has to move into new areas. Besides, I’ve always planned to get more into music, when the time was right.” He reached into his pocket, took out a pair of sunglasses made to look like pixel art, and strolled off.

Marie watched him go. It wasn’t really surprising that Vance was worried about his reputation right now. He was still antsy from his near miss with Black Rose. If it hadn’t been for Marie and her friends Gabby, Sophie and Elisha, his own company, VanceCorp, might have unleashed a devastating computer virus into the world.

The four girls had been taking part in Vance Camp last summer, a science camp for kids who had a gift for STEM subjects. They had had to act quickly and bravely to thwart the evil engineer who’d come up with the virus, and Vance had been pretty useless in the face of it. Making them all his apprentices had been his way of paying them back.

The friends had won Vance’s robotics competition by inventing astonishing little ant-like robots called GEMS, named after the initials of each of their first names – Gabby, Elisha, Marie, Sophie. Now, after a few months apart, they had been reunited to show off the GEMS they invented – not that Vance hadn’t tried to take the lion’s share of the credit for coming up with them.

Oh well, Marie thought. At least she had lots of other amazing exhibits at Vance Expo to look forward to. No doubt Vance’s record label was just his latest obsession, and he’d go back to science when he got bored of it. Heaven only knew what Vance’s idea of good music was, anyway. Probably something like her dad’s cheesy rock compilations.

The evening air was starting to get chilly. Marie headed back inside to the yacht’s Starlight Lounge, an enormous bar and dance floor area that looked out over the deck. Right now it was almost empty, but Gabby, Sophie and Elisha were all sat huddled around one table with amazed expressions. Light shone up into their faces from Gabby’s laptop.

“Oh my God, Marie, come look at this! It’s incredible!” Sophie called.

The Australian girl wasn’t the kind to hide her enthusiasm, and Marie had grown used to her habit of overblowing things, so she wasn’t expecting much. But then Marie saw that Gabby was wide-eyed too, and even Elisha was squealing. Elisha was usually very quiet around other people, except where maths and football were concerned.

This was serious. Marie picked up speed and ran to join them. “What is it? What’s going on?”

Gabby pointed with one long acrylic nail. “Look who Vance has booked!”

Her laptop screen showed an announcement that had just gone live on the VanceCorp website:

BREAKING NEWS!

Sterling Vance, in association with Solid Sterling

Records, is proud to present

CALLIE SUNNY

FOR THE FIRST TIME EVER

LIVE in concert at Vance Expo at the O2 Arena

November 12th

Prior to her upcoming WORLD TOUR

Tickets strictly limited to 20,000 – book now to avoid disappointment

Beneath the announcement was a photo of a slender girl with dark eyes and bright blue and white twists, sticking her tongue out and making a peace sign.

Marie’s head span. She sat down heavily next to Sophie. Thank goodness I wasn’t balancing on the rail when I heard this news, she thought. I might really have fallen in.

“Callie freakin’ Sunny!” Gabby crowed. “How’d he land an act that cool? And a live gig, too? Guess old Vancito is serious about this record label of his.”

“No wonder he told me he had millions tied up in this,” Marie breathed. “Now we know what he spent them on. Well, who.”

Sophie threw one arm around Marie and the other around Gabby. “We’ll get to go, right? For free?”

“We’ll probably even get to go backstage,” Elisha said.

Marie was still struggling to process the news. The four of them all loved Callie Sunny’s music. They’d listened to it back at Vance Camp when they were studying together. When they worked through the long night to build the GEMS, the music had helped give them strength to carry on. Marie hadn’t stopped listening to her music since coming back from camp. She loved seeing another black girl smashing it in her industry.

Callie was a massive deal on social media. She blended two of the biggest YouTube interests – music and make-up – and rarely appeared the same way twice, making her own custom costumes for each song. Record-breaking numbers of TikTokers invented dances to samples from songs of hers like My Friends Call Me Medusa and Girls in Crowns.

And she’d never once done a live show. Until now.

What Marie didn’t understand was how Vance had picked her as his main star. Callie Sunny was huge on the internet, and lots of teenagers and people of Marie’s age were fans, but many adults hadn’t even heard of her.

“So which of you gave Vance the idea?” she joked. “He couldn’t have come up with it himself.”

Sophie shrugged. “Maybe he has better taste in music than we thought?”

“Nah, it won’t be that,” Gabby said. “I’ll tell you why Vance chose her. It’s because Callie Sunny is a self-starter, y’know? Worked her way up from nothing. Did it all her own way. That’s the kind of person Vance likes.”

Elisha sat suddenly upright. “Wait. Can anyone else hear that?”

From outside, getting louder by the moment, came the unmistakable sound of thousands of people cheering.
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Marie and the other girls raced out on to the deck. The gigantic dome of the O2 Arena loomed up to their left. They were almost there! And for some reason, there was a massive crowd gathered all along North Greenwich Pier. They whooped and cheered as the Ada Lovelace drew steadily closer.

“I guess they’re all hoping to catch a glimpse of Sterling Vance,” Marie said.

“Or maybe Callie Sunny,” added Sophie.

The enormous yacht glided to a stop. With a soft hum, walkways with handrails unfolded from the side and clamped themselves to the pier. More and more VanceCorp employees were coming up on deck now, but they weren’t leaving the yacht. They seemed to be waiting for something.

A man in dark glasses and a black suit muttered something into his headset, nodded, and went over to Marie.

“Mr Vance would like you to go and meet the fans with him,” he said. He gestured to the pier.

Marie, Elisha and Sophie looked at one another in astonishment. Gabby wore a sly grin.

“He wants US to meet them?” said Elisha in something rather like horror.

“But he’s the famous one, not us!” Marie burst out.

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this … ?” said Sophie hollowly.

“Over here, girls,” called Vance, clicking his fingers. “Let’s go introduce you to the world.”

As Vance stepped from the boat on to the pier with the girls following close behind, the fans crowded around them. Happy, wide-eyed faces stared into theirs. “Hey!” yelled a skinny boy in glasses, waving frantically at Marie. “Have you been signed to Solid Sterling?”

“I’m not a pop star,” Marie answered immediately. “I’m something way cooler – a scientist.”

The crowd clapped and laughed.

“These are my four apprentices – Gabby, Elisha, Marie and Sophie,” said Vance, beaming. “Educational opportunities like this are just one of the many ways VanceCorp gives back to the community and supports women in STEM. I’m so delighted to be teaching these girls everything I know.”

Marie rolled her eyes. Sterling Vance was a clever businessman, but he wasn’t the talented inventor the world thought he was.

“What’s it like working with the genius who created the GEMS?” asked another fan.

Vance grinned. “They’re still pretty star-struck, but they’re getting used to it.”

“Excuse me? We invented them, not you!” Marie snapped.

“Just smile and wave, and leave the questions to me,” Vance told her with a wink.

Marie tried to push forwards through the throng, but it wasn’t easy. The feeling of so many strange bodies pressing against her was like riding the tube during rush hour, only worse. “Excuse me,” she said politely. It made no difference.

The questions kept coming. “What do your parents think about your apprenticeship?” “What inventions are you working on now?” “What’s the most important thing Vance has taught you?”

“How not to launch a software update!” Sophie huffed. Beside her, Elisha pulled her jacket over her head and ran forwards.

To Marie’s relief, she spotted a long silver limousine on the far side of the ferry terminal bridge. “That’s our ride. Come on!”

The four girls hurried towards the waiting limousine. Vance jogged along and caught up. Just as he was reaching for the door handle, a startling young woman appeared from behind the car. She was short and bright-eyed, with curly bright-blonde hair and a polka-dot ensemble.

I’ve seen this person before, Marie thought.

“Hello, hello! Glad I could catch you!” The woman smiled in a way that made Marie think of plastic shop mannequins. She shook Vance’s hand. “I’m Hayley MacKenzie. Nice to meet you.”

“Of course!” Marie said. “The live streamer. I’ve seen your videos!”

“Can we get in the car, please?” said Elisha.

“Just a sec,” said Hayley. “We need to talk biz. Mr Vance, would you do me the honour of appearing on my show?”

Vance sighed. “Sorry, Hayley. I’d love to, but my schedule’s packed. But why don’t these four take my place? They’ve always got lots to talk about.”

Hayley glanced at the girls in disappointment. “If you’re really not available, Mr Vance, then … sure, why don’t you four come to my studio the day after tomorrow? I’ll email with all the deets. Ta-ta for now!”

With that, Hayley hopped on to a scooter and zoomed away, leaving the girls stunned.

“What just happened?” Marie said.

Gabby facepalmed. “We just got booked to go on a livestream show!”

“Oops,” said Sophie.

Elisha leaned against the side of the car to steady herself. “What even is her show?”

“The Anti-Boredom Agenda?” Marie said. “It’s all sorts, really. They make new types of slime, test out the latest gadgets, rank the best fail compilations of the week, that kind of thing. They’ve got, like, millions of subscribers. Mostly kids. It could be a good way to get more girls interested in science.”

Elisha groaned. Sophie hugged her. “Don’t worry. We don’t have to go through with it.”

Vance held up a warning hand. “Whoa. You’re my apprentices. I need you to go and represent VanceCorp on Hayley’s show. You need new clothes or whatever for the occasion, fine. Tap the expense account. But you are not backing out.”
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The limousine dropped Vance and his apprentices off at his luxurious hotel, where everybody had a five-course dinner. The table was heaped with dishes like lobster and veal, which Sophie refused to touch. Gabby finally got to try caviar, seconds before spitting it out in a potted plant. “Like salted boogers,” she explained with a grimace.

After that, a taxi took the four girls to North London where Marie lived.

Marie’s palms were sweaty as she sat on the back seat. This was the part of today she’d been dreading the most.

All of the VanceCorp team were staying at the same hotel, and at first Vance had assumed the girls would be, too. But Marie had had other plans.

“Come and stay at my house!” she’d told them. “You can meet my mum and Izzy my cat, and see my Inventing Shed, and we can stay up late and watch anime and make s’mores …”

“Or you can enjoy an entire hotel suite, with unlimited personal expenses. Each,” Vance had said. “Your call.”

Marie had relished the look on Vance’s face when all the girls had accepted her offer instead of his.

That happy moment seemed very far away now. What would her friends make of her life? She hadn’t told them very much about her mum’s illness. Sometimes people treated her mum like she must be completely helpless, just because she used a wheelchair. That was horrible. Then there were the people who tried to pretend the wheelchair wasn’t really there, like it was some kind of guilty secret. That was almost worse.

But on top of that, her mum had a habit of saying exactly what she thought about other people and their life choices. It had led to some major drama in the past. Please, Marie prayed, don’t let any of them upset her … or her them …

Gabby yawned. “What time is it? I’m beat.”

“Almost eleven,” said Sophie. “I’ve been awake for about twenty-four hours now. Sydney to London. I’m exhausted!”

“I’m not surprised. You skipped an entire night’s sleep!” Marie said, thankful that she’d only had to take the tube to meet Vance and her friends instead of flying halfway around the world like they had.

“Jet lag,” groaned Elisha. “It’s 3.30 am in New Delhi. The time difference is killing me!”

“I’m wide awake,” chimed Gabby. “New York is five hours behind London. It’s only the afternoon for me.”

The limousine pulled up outside Marie’s modest terraced house. She looked at it, embarrassed. The front garden was overgrown because neither she nor her mum had bothered to mow it since she’d come back from camp, and the purple paint on the front door was a bit chipped. I hope they think it’s OK, she thought.
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