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  Prologue




  The Chino Canyon, California. 13 August, 00.04




  The boy scrambled for a footing. His trainers were slipping, sending loose stones bouncing down the side of the canyon. He kicked hard until at last, he hit rock. Gradually, he

  let his legs take his weight. They buckled. But they held.




  After more than five hours of climbing, his muscles were throbbing. His palms were raw from gripping the rope and tree roots. Sweat plastered his T-shirt and jeans to his skin. But it

  wasn’t far now. Another twenty minutes, he guessed.




  He glanced down. Saw boulders, and dead firs. Their branches were ghostly grey in the moonlight. In the vast, flat valley below was a wind farm. Thousands of turbines stood in row after row,

  their bone-white blades turning silently.




  The boy dragged his gaze back up. He could just make out the flat ridge at the top of the mountain, and the steel pylon of a cable car station.




  The cable car ran from near the base of the mountain to the ridge. It could have whizzed him to the top in minutes. But the stations were closed. And even if they’d been open, he’d

  never have made it through security.




  The fastest rotating cable car in the world! boasted the website.




  In fact, everything he knew about the place came from the official site.




  Up to twenty sick kids could be accommodated at a time. They could stay for anything from a day to two weeks.




  Imagine a world where every child’s dream is a reality! And imagine no longer. It’s here – at Planet 3000!




  But Planet 3000 wasn’t the reason the boy was climbing the mountain.




  At the far end of the ridge, one hundred metres through a dense wood, was a second building. This place didn’t have a website. It didn’t even feature on most maps. But it existed, all

  right. And what happened inside . . .




  The boy’s heart thudded.




  Without proof, anyone else would think he was crazy. So before he shared his thoughts, he had to get in. He had to know for sure.




  The boy took one last glance down along the valley, past the eerie, silent turbines to the grid of orange lights that marked the streets of Palm Springs. He’d be back in the town by dawn,

  he told himself. By dawn, he’d know the truth.
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  ‘Dr Finkelmann, would you like to hear the case history?’




  Charles Gabriel Finkelmann II nodded. He was standing in the corner of a stark white room. On the steel trolley in front of him was a transparent sterile box. It contained a gleaming hypodermic

  syringe.




  Behind Finkelmann, three people waited. Like him, they wore white coats and maximum-protection membrane masks, which encased their heads like transparent balaclavas.




  There was the nurse, who had just spoken. And a second woman, middle-aged and petite with short brown hair and sensible shoes. Eugenie Stamp, the director of the facility.




  Then there was a man. He was very tall and lean, with red hair and the sort of bulging muscles of which Finkelmann – who jogged every morning and spent an hour in the gym every evening

  – could only dream.




  But if Finkelmann envied the man’s body, the same was not true of his face. The man had lopsided, bloodshot blue eyes and a blank expression, which never changed. When he spoke, his lips

  barely moved. It looked as though it was an effort even to blink. Which it probably was, Finkelmann thought.




  Most of the man’s face had been torn off in an accident. He’d received a transplant. The surgeons had done what they could but you didn’t have to look closely to see the

  scars.




  In fact, Finkelmann reflected, there was a fourth person waiting too. If you could really call him a person. And waiting was probably stretching it a bit. This man was flat on his back in a

  hospital bed, unconscious.




  The nurse read from her notes. ’David George Jones. Caucasian. Forty-four years old. Involved in a multivehicle collision in May 1992. Suffered multiple trauma and severe brain injury.

  Unresponsive to stimuli. August 1992, classified as minimally conscious. January 2005, he was transferred to this facility. Since then, he has had no visitors. There have been no enquiries about

  him other than the usual government checks.’




  ‘No enquiries at all?’




  ‘No, sir.’




  The patient was perfect, Finkelmann thought.




  He opened a hatch in the side of the box. With a gloved hand, he pulled out the syringe. The needle glinted in the harsh fluorescent light. Finkelmann swallowed. Anticipation – and a trace

  of anxiety – surged in his veins.




  But his mask was state-of-the-art. The polyethylene oxide fibres allowed him to breathe while stopping small particles and liquids getting through. If he somehow happened to break the syringe,

  the mask would protect him.




  Finkelmann turned to David George Jones.




  Black wires ran from his chest and right forefinger to a monitor on the wall. It displayed his heart rate, his blood pressure and his blood oxidation level. Protruding from his nose was a

  feeding tube. It connected to a bag that pumped a white gloop of water and essential nutrients down the back of his throat.




  Jones’s wasted arms lay limp on top of the crisp white sheet. His sunken face was sallow and shrivelled. He wasn’t dead, Finkelmann reflected. But neither was he really alive.




  However, there was a slim chance that Jones could hear. And that he was aware of what was going on around him – but he was trapped, unable to speak or move, a prisoner in his paralysed

  body.




  There were one or two reports in the academic journals of patients in a minimally conscious state who had suddenly recovered and reported such experiences. If Jones had even a slim chance of the

  same awakening, Finkelmann thought, the ethics of what he was about to do –




  Damn the ethics, he thought.




  If he had been the kind of person who worried about ethics, he would have put a stop to all this a long time ago.




  In fact, he would never have got involved. Now he was in too deep. And while an outsider might consider what he was doing insane, he could at least console himself with this thought. He was

  pushing the boundaries of science. And no one else, surely not even the Nazis with their hideous record of human experimentation, would have dared to attempt this!




  But, if he was honest with himself, he knew he wasn’t doing this for the science. He was doing it for the money, pure and simple.




  Through the latex glove, Charles Finkelmann touched the lumpy flesh of David Jones’s arm.




  He raised the syringe –




  ‘Dr Finkelmann!’




  Finkelmann’s head shot round.




  Eugenie Stamp was gripping a personal digital assistant. It was bleeping loudly.




  Her muddy green eyes were wide with alarm. ’Surveillance Sphere One is reporting an intruder alert!’




  ‘Where?’ Finkelmann demanded.




  ‘The perimeter line. Zone Two.’




  Finkelmann scowled. As he reached again for Jones’s arm, he barked, ’The automatic defences will deal with it.’
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  The boy slammed his back into a dead tree trunk. Two minutes ago, he’d finally reached the ridge. He’d shoved his climbing gear into his backpack and he’d

  raced for the wood.




  It was pitch black in amongst the trees. But he had night vision goggles. As he slipped them on, the world reappeared in lifeless shades of green and grey. Branches jutted. Pine cones and pine

  needles littered the ground.




  Wiping sweat from his face, the boy pressed on. Every cracking twig made him flinch. But guards or dogs would show up clearly on his display, and he saw only dull vegetation and flickers of

  small animals in the undergrowth.




  There would be security systems, he had no doubt about that. But the military satellite images of the site that he’d managed to hack into had shown no fences, and no obvious patrols. Only

  the entrances to the facility were protected, he guessed. And he had equipment in his backpack to help him detect and disarm standard alarms.




  The boy shivered. It was much colder up here than it had been in the valley. A cool breeze was sweeping through the firs, drying his sweat. But his palms were still damp. As he closed in on the

  edge of the wood, he rubbed them on his jeans. And his heart raced.




  There it was!




  Two storeys. Nineteen-seventies red brick. Three concrete steps led up to the steel front door. All the windows were dark – apart from one on the second floor. Faint white light slanted

  from between the slats of a blind. To the right of the building was a small, ornamental lake with lichen-covered rocks. Beside the lake was a large clearing. A helipad, he guessed.




  The boy took a deep breath. He was here, at last. Now all he had to do was find a way in. He’d skirt the building to check for other entrances around the back –




  He stiffened.




  What was that?




  Out of the corner of his eye, he’d seen something move. He scoured the trees. Just a moth, he thought. Just a bird or a moth.




  Suddenly his head jerked up. There it was – right above him! And it was no bird.




  A sphere, the size of a football. It glowed, hovering in mid-air.




  The boy tore off his goggles. It was like nothing he’d seen before! It looked weightless. Its skin seemed to be made of shimmering light.




  ‘What –?’ he whispered under his breath.




  Instantly, the sphere slid sideways, vanishing among the trees.




  The boy’s pulse banged in his neck. Was it some kind of surveillance drone from the facility? If it was, someone inside the building surely knew right now that he was here.




  He cursed.




  Weeks of hard work were ruined. Frustration and disappointment flooded through him. How could he have known the facility had drones? His only hope now was to try to get away before the guards appeared.




  He was about to replace his goggles, when his spine seized.




  A strange sound was coming from behind. Something electrical. Or living. It hummed.




  He turned, his eyes straining. And he picked out a tiny form shooting towards him. Then another. Suddenly, a cloud billowed out from between the trunks of the trees. A swarm.




  ‘Wasps!’ the boy whispered.




  They’d come from nowhere. Did they belong to the facility too? He’d expected infrared alarms. Thermal sensors. Motion detectors. Not spheres and wasps.




  He ran. Branches thwacked him in the face. His ankle kinked. Pain sliced through the bone. But he couldn’t stop. The buzzing was getting louder. He stumbled on. If he could make it to the

  cable car station, perhaps he’d find a place to hide.




  Now the buzzing filled his ears.




  He glanced back –




  Slam.




  He’d tripped.




  His injured ankle screamed. Pine needles stabbed his cheek. Suddenly he felt a spike in his thigh, through his jeans. A wasp sting.




  The boy had been stung before. He remembered the sharp pain and the itching. This time, neither came. Perhaps his body’s natural painkillers were numbing the venom, he thought.




  Before he could get up, another wasp spiralled towards his arm. He tried to bash it away but it came back at him. He flinched as it struck just above his elbow. He felt the spike of the stinger

  in its tail – but again, no pain.




  Then, through the trees, he spotted the rest of the swarm, heading right for him. The humming filled the air. It seemed to reach inside his brain. Panic gripped at his chest. He stumbled up, his

  legs like stone.




  Flailing his arms to try to keep them away, he staggered backwards. And he felt an insect strike his face. Then another.




  The boy’s eyes glazed. His vision started to quiver. The trees were shaking. Confusion swamped his brain.




  Think –




  And his legs crumpled. He felt his knees hit the earth. He grasped at consciousness, but it was fading. His eyelids flickered. The night vision goggles dropped from his hand. He reached for a

  trunk – and missed. He was on his back. He couldn’t move.




  No, he thought.




  No.




  Fear and anger pulsed through his body. He’d failed. And no one else knew about the facility –




  His brain convulsed. He tried to fight it. But he wasn’t strong enough. It was as though someone was turning down the dimmer switch.




  Until, suddenly, all thoughts were gone.
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  The parking lot, Star Car Rental, Los Angeles International Airport. 12 September, 13.30




  ‘Mr Minkel, please tell me you’re joking.’




  Andrew smiled. ‘We’re in California, Sean. It’s a progressive green state. I thought we should be green too.’




  ‘Green with envy of the people driving the cars over there, you mean?’




  Sean jerked his head towards a row of hulking black Hummers. The 24-inch alloy wheels gleamed in the bright sunlight.




  In front of them was a small silver hybrid petrol-electric car. Sean was opening the bonnet and shaking his head.




  It had been Andrew’s idea to bring Sean, his driver.




  The former SAS officer had returned from two weeks’ holiday on a crutch, with a strapped leg and a bad limp. But LA was notorious for being impossible to get around except by car, Andrew

  had said to Will and Gaia back in London. What if they wanted to go somewhere a taxi wouldn’t take them? Or where they’d have to wait hours for another to pick them up? And while Sean

  wasn’t at the peak of his usually formidable state of physical fitness, he could still prove useful if they got into trouble.




  Neither Will nor Gaia had argued with that. Sean was huge, with vast shoulders, a jagged scar across his chin and a battering ram for a forehead. He had closecropped blond hair and a soft

  Yorkshire accent.




  ‘But Sean won’t try to stop us if there are . . . things we have to do?’ Gaia had asked. Her bright brown eyes had been serious.




  ‘The fact is, I do employ Sean,’ Andrew had replied. ‘We can tell him the bare minimum. I don’t think he’d ask questions. And does he look like the sort of man

  who’d slap our wrists if we got into some, well, let’s say, difficult circumstances?’




  ‘Break our wrists more like,’ Will had said.




  But that had been unfair, he thought. Sean was on their side. At least, he had been, until he’d seen the electric car. Compared with the Hummers, it was a toy.




  Now Will was frowning too. ‘Andrew, how fast does this thing go?’




  ‘On electric power alone, I’m not sure exactly,’ Andrew said. ‘But there is a petrol override. If we need speed, we can have it.’




  Sean sighed and slammed the bonnet. He pulled a pair of Aviator sunglasses from his shirt pocket and slipped them on. ‘First stop?’




  ‘The Queen Mary,’ Will said. ‘Long Beach. It’s—’




  ‘In my satellite navigation system,’ Sean said. ’Don’t worry about directions, Mr Knight.’




  ‘Will,’ he said.




  ‘Yeah, and I‘m Gaia,’ Gaia said. ‘You can forget the Miss Carella. Please.’ She looked at Andrew.




  Behind his frameless glasses, Andrew’s blue eyes blinked at Sean. While Will and Gaia were in jeans, T-shirts and trainers, Andrew wore purple canvas trousers and a white shirt embroidered

  with a silver Aztec pyramid. His gold watch was strapped loosely around his skinny wrist. Over his shoulder he carried a black camera bag. ‘Yes, you really should call me Andrew,’ he

  said.




  ‘Right you are, Andrew,’ Sean said. ‘Now let’s see if we’ll all fit in this thing.’




  ‘Right you are,’ Andrew echoed brightly. And glanced at Will. Who looked grim.




  Will seemed to be half in another world. Which was hardly surprising, Andrew thought. But at least they were here, on their way to find the man he’d been desperate to speak to for

  weeks –




  ‘Andrew,’ Will called. He and Gaia were already in the back. The engine was running. ‘Come on.’




  Will wound down his window. Pollution blasted in, metallic on his tongue.




  They were on the freeway, heading south. Six lanes, streaked with black tyre marks. Engines screamed around them. A Ford Mustang blasted out hip-hop music. An over-sized truck with two gleaming

  exhaust pipes and lilac paintwork thundered past, making their chassis shake.




  Every vehicle, apart from theirs, was massive. The four-wheel-drives were stamped with names like Titan and Odyssey. Their indicator lights, Will noticed, flashed red, not orange.

  Another sign, if he needed it, that they’d left England far behind.




  Along the side of the road, billboards advertised car yards and golf outlets and TV premieres. Beyond the billboards, Will saw an industrial and urban sprawl. A motel with a flashing palm tree

  logo. A golf course. Factories. In the distance, a brown haze smothered the tops of the hills.




  It was Will’s first time in America. He’d seen it on TV countless times. Now it was real.




  But in his mind, he also saw other scenes. Freezeframes from the past twenty-four hours.




  His house in Bloomsbury, central London. Leaving a note for his mother. Andrew’s asked us to spend a week at the country house of a friend of his. Going to work on my projects.

  Will.




  One hour earlier, Will had been in Trafalgar Square. He remembered Andrew’s earnest expression as he said he’d go with Will to Los Angeles. He and Gaia would help.




  The three of them had just returned from Australia on a mission for STORM. Science and Technology to OverRule Misery. Thanks in part to Andrew’s IT skills, Will’s inventions and

  Gaia’s explosives expertise, STORM had tracked down one of Britain’s most wanted and most ruthless criminals, a man who had eluded MI6, the country’s foreign intelligence agency.

  The Sydney mission wasn’t the first time they’d helped MI6. They’d met Shute Barrington, who was now its chief, nine months ago in St Petersburg.




  But Will’s links with the agency went much deeper.




  His Russian mother had once worked as a science adviser to MI6. His father had been a field officer. Jonathan Knight had been killed one year ago, when the secretive research institute he had

  been investigating in eastern China had exploded.




  Shute Barrington had discovered that the explosion had not been accidental. And he suspected local Chinese officials of covering up something serious. But no one – not even Barrington

  – seemed to know what had been going on at the institute, or who had been behind the explosion.




  Then in Australia, STORM had saved the life of a prominent Chinese politician. In return, Will had managed to discover the name and address of a man his father had been ‘working

  with’ in China. A man who’d said he was a CIA officer, but of whom the CIA claimed to have no record.




  Fraser McCann.




  Room M103, the Queen Mary, Los Angeles.




  Will was determined to find out who had ordered the explosion, and so killed his father, and why. And this man had to know something, he thought.
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  ‘Long Beach is the third biggest industrial port in the Pacific, after Hong Kong and Singapore,’ Andrew read from his guidebook. He looked up and adjusted his

  glasses. ‘I suppose that explains the pleasant view.’




  Ahead, the sky bristled with cranes. To their right, a railway track ran parallel to the freeway. Enormous cargo containers were stacked beside it, waiting to be loaded. Gulls perched on top of

  them. The breeze ruffled their wings.




  There were signs for the Queen Mary at the side of the road. But the traffic had ground to a halt. Nothing was moving.




  Will gazed out of the window. Beneath his Australian tan, he looked unwell, Andrew thought. The sooner they found out whether McCann really was CIA, and if not, who he was actually working for,

  the better. But before they did that, there was something he had to ask.




  In his old camera bag, Andrew had a few items. Ordered from the internet. Nothing particularly exciting. But Will had checked a small suitcase into the hold of the plane. As soon as

  they’d cleared immigration, he’d disappeared into the restrooms with the suitcase and re-emerged with his black rucksack.




  Now Andrew was dying to know what was inside. But before he could ask, Sean said: ‘When we do actually get to the Queen Mary, what do you want me to do?’




  Will stirred. At his insistence, Sean had no idea why they were in Los Angeles, or what they were planning. But if there was a chance of trouble, Sean would need a heads up. ‘Wait

  somewhere close by. In case we need to leave in a hurry.’




  A flicker of a smile lit Sean’s brown eyes. ‘An emergency extraction in an electric car? That should be interesting. Are we using phones to stay in touch?’




  Will hesitated. ‘. . . I’ve got something better.’ He hoisted his rucksack on to the seat between him and Gaia, and unzipped it.




  Andrew craned his neck to see. But he could guess what was coming.




  From a plastic box, Will produced four round plastic keypads, each with four coloured buttons.




  ‘These are toothphones,’ Will said to Sean, as he showed him four tiny square devices mounted in the lid. ‘You put one over a molar. It transmits your speech by radio waves to

  other toothphones. They vibrate, sending your voice through the jawbone direct to the inner ear.’ He plucked one out and gave it to Sean. ‘You use a keypad to choose who you want to

  talk to. The red button for me, the green one for Andrew, the blue for Gaia, or black for everyone.’




  Slowly, Sean shook his head. ‘I’ve worked on security jobs all over the world. I’ve never seen anything like this before.’




  Pride made Andrew smile. ‘Will’s very good at inventing things.’




  ‘So I see . . .’ Sean slipped the device over his tooth and pocketed the keypad.




  In the distance, horns sounded. The traffic suddenly crawled forward – and stopped. Sean cleared his throat. In the rear-view mirror, he met Will’s gaze.




  ‘Mr Minkel – Andrew – asked me to provide operational support and protection, no questions asked. That’s fine by me. But I can’t help wondering what else

  you’ve got in that rucksack.’




  Will looked uncomfortable.




  Andrew’s hand shot to his glasses. But there could be no harm in Sean seeing, he thought. And for him and Gaia, it was surely vital that they knew about any new gadgets.

  ‘Perhaps now would be a good time to show us,’ he said gently, doing his best to conceal his eagerness and he glanced at Gaia. If she agreed, Will would show them at once, he

  thought.




  Gaia looked at Will, then at the rucksack. She frowned. One of the side pockets had just twitched. Then a grin broke out across her face.




  Will smiled faintly. ‘Yeah.’




  ‘A rat!’ Sean said. ‘What the hell is a rat doing in the car!’




  Gaia reached for the animal. She lifted him up and met his beady black eyes. ‘Good to have you with us, Ratty,’ she said, still smiling.




  In St Petersburg and another mission in Venice, Ratty had been part of the team. More than once, they’d risked their lives together. Though Ratty hadn’t exactly acted according to

  his own free will . . .




  Electrodes in the animal’s skull allowed him to be remote controlled. Will’s grandmother’s fiancée, Vanya, who’d given Ratty to them, had also designed a head

  strap fitted with a pea-sized camera and miniature microphone. Will had added foot pads inspired by gecko’s feet, which allowed Ratty to climb sheer walls.




  Andrew explained to Sean, who rolled his eyes. ‘An action rat. I’ve never heard of anything like it.’




  And while Will, Andrew and Gaia had been in Australia, STASIS, MI6’s science and technology department, had come up with a further refinement.




  Will had found it on the kitchen table at home with a note: ’Seems my people have far too much time on their hands. Barrington.’




  Gaia touched the new Kevlar collar. A tiny black unit was fitted to the side. ‘What’s this for?’




  ‘It fires miniature sticky tracking devices,’ Will said.




  Her eyes widened.




  Andrew noticed the surprise on Sean’s face, and he smiled. ’Don’t tell me they don’t have these in the SAS.’




  ‘In the SAS, I was lucky sometimes to get a radio that worked. Seriously.’




  ‘But how did you get Ratty on the plane?’ Gaia asked Will.




  ‘In my pocket. The vet gave me something to make him sleep.’




  Gaia stroked the animal’s brown fur. ‘I’m really glad he’s with us.’




  Andrew’s gaze flicked back to the rucksack, and he held his breath as Will produced what looked like a PDA with a rectangular object the size and shape of a harmonica plugged into the top.

  It was coated in clear plastic to make it waterproof.




  ‘Some sort of scanner?’ he asked.




  Will nodded.




  There was a long pause.




  ‘Are you going to show us any time soon?’ Gaia said.




  ‘I can’t really. Not here.’




  Her eyes narrowed. And instantly she felt bad. Will deserved to be given a break. If he didn’t want to demonstrate the scanner, did it really matter?




  ‘I actually mean I can’t,’ Will said. ‘You won’t see anything.’




  ‘But what does it do?’ Andrew asked.




  ‘It emits low-frequency radio pulses.’




  ‘Radar?’




  Will nodded. ‘It can penetrate a wall twenty-five centimetres thick.’




  Andrew blinked. ‘Radar that can see through walls!’




  ‘See through walls?’ Sean echoed. He hit the accelerator as the traffic rolled forward another five metres – and stopped. He looked at Will in the rear-view mirror.

  ‘You’re having us on, aren’t you, lad?’




  ‘I was working on it before we went to Australia. The quality’s still not great. But you can use it to build up a picture of objects in a room. It’ll give you a rough layout.

  And it’ll tell you if anyone’s in there.’




  Sean whistled. ‘If I’d had access to that in Afghanistan, I might not have ended up with this.’ He pointed to the scar on his chin.




  Gaia was about to ask him what had happened, but Andrew was already talking. ’That’s brilliant,’ he said warmly. ‘It’ll come in really useful. What’s it

  called?’




  It was Will’s tradition to name a device as soon as it had been tested. ‘Wall-buster.’ He slipped it back into his rucksack. ’Then there’s this.’




  Will opened up a small black case. Inside was a device shaped like a dragonfly, with a ten-centimetre-long body and two pairs of wings.




  Gaia peered over. She touched one of the wings. ‘Gold paper?’




  ‘Smart paper,’ Will said.




  Andrew raised an eyebrow.




  ‘It’s made from similar stuff to bank notes, but it’s coated on each side with gold. If you apply an electric field, the wings flap.’




  ‘A smart paper aeroplane!’ Andrew said.




  Will nodded. ’There are sensors in the tail and a camera here, in the nose. It’s got a powerful zoom, so the plane can stay well away from its target. You can watch the video on a

  secure website. It’s remote controlled – the joystick’s in the bag.’




  ‘And it’s better than Fly Spy?’ Andrew asked, referring to one of Will’s earliest inventions. A tiny flying robot, the size of a locust.




  ‘It can go a lot further than Fly Spy,’ Will said. ‘And faster. And you can set it to lock on to a target and follow it. I borrowed some software for a robot built to follow

  migrating birds. It’s called Eye in the Sky.’ He closed the case abruptly.




  Andrew’s forehead furrowed slightly. It had become usual at the start of a mission for Will to show them the devices that he’d brought. Usually, he would introduce his inventions

  hesitantly, then, buoyed by Andrew’s and Gaia’s enthusiasm, the presentation would become a show. Will’s excitement would shine through as he demonstrated the workings of each

  invention.




  Not this time.




  Will was rattling rather half-heartedly through the objects.




  But then this mission was unlike any other, Andrew thought. It wasn’t about a secret weapon or reports of ghost thieves or missing scientists. This time, it was about Will’s dad.




  Andrew caught Gaia’s eye. Almost imperceptibly, she frowned. Andrew’s face was easy to read, and his concern was obvious. If Will noticed, he wouldn’t like it, she thought.




  ’There’s one last thing,’ Will said. And hesitated. Of all his recent devices, he was probably most pleased with this one. It was right at the cutting edge of technology. He

  almost hadn’t brought it. It was still slow, in need of more work. But it had been sitting on his desk, and if nothing else, it would help protect his eyes from the LA sun.




  A black baseball cap. He pulled it from his rucksack and put it on.




  For a moment there was silence. Then Andrew said uncertainly, ’The baseball cap is the gadget?’




  Will nodded. ‘It isn’t finished. But it works. Just about.’




  He used his smartphone to connect to the internet. Then he found the right webpage and entered his password. He held the smartphone out to Gaia. She slipped Ratty on to her shoulder and took

  it.




  Will pressed the cap down firmly on his head. ‘Ask me a question.’




  Andrew resisted the urge to smile. Good, he thought. Will’s pride in his inventions was finally beginning to show.




  ‘What sort of question?’ Gaia asked uncertainly.




  ‘Anything you like.’




  All sorts of questions tumbled through her mind. She knew how she felt about Will. And she knew how he felt about her. At least, she thought she did. But it was often hard to read him.




  That time we were on the deck in Australia, she wanted to ask, were you going to kiss me?




  But of course she wouldn’t ask that. And she remembered a postcard she’d seen on the fridge back in Will’s house in London. It showed St Petersburg, where his grandmother and

  Vanya lived.




  ‘Has your grandmother set a date for the wedding?’ she asked.




  And she waited. Will had closed his eyes. He was motionless.




  What was going on?




  After a few moments, Andrew suddenly jabbed a finger excitedly at the smartphone. ‘Gaia!’




  The cursor was flashing. Behind it were the words, Next month.




  Gaia stared. She could hardly believe it.




  Andrew’s jaw hung open. ‘How did you do that? Will – it’s impossible! How did you do that?’




  Smiling slightly, Will pulled off the cap. ’The lining’s made from a conducting fabric. The electrodes are wireless. It monitors my brainwaves.’




  ‘It reads your mind?’ Sean asked, incredulous.




  ‘It can’t!’ Andrew said, his face pale. ‘You just can’t do that! I mean, no one is even close to developing the technology to read thoughts . . . are

  they?’




  Will shook his head. And Andrew exhaled hard. ‘Well, I’m relieved to hear I’m not totally out of touch. So how does it work?’




  ‘Like you say, it can’t read thoughts,’ Will said. ‘But if I imagine jerking my left hand, that creates a pattern of activity in my brain. If I imagine jerking my right

  hand, the pattern’s a bit different. The cap can detect those patterns, and tell them apart. So I imagine jerking my left hand to scroll through the alphabet. Then if I imagine jerking my

  right hand, the system selects that letter.’




  ‘So . . . jerk your left hand five times, then your right, and you get an E?’ Gaia said.




  ‘Exactly. It’s no good for quick communication. But it works. And you can check the transmissions from anywhere via a website. I’ll give you the password. If you’re

  logged on, it’ll send you a text message when there’s a new transmission.’




  Andrew shook his head, his eyes shining. ‘It’s incredible. I mean, yes, now you’ve explained it, I’ve heard about the theory. But I didn’t realize anyone had made

  wireless electrodes that would work so well.’




  ‘I had a bit of help,’ Will said. ‘MI6 has been working on the technology. I just adapted it.’




  ‘Just nothing,’ Andrew said. ‘What do you call it? Can I have a go?’




  ‘I haven’t thought of a name yet,’ Will said. He passed him the cap. Andrew closed his eyes to concentrate. Gaia watched the screen. She saw an I appear. Then, ten seconds

  later, an F.




  ‘This could take a little time,’ Andrew murmured.




  Three minutes later, Gaia read out a sentence, ‘If we’d walked to the Queen Mary we’d be there by now.’ She smiled.




  Andrew removed the cap. ‘Will, this time, I literally take my hat off to you!’




  Gaia groaned.




  ’This caps it all,’ Andrew went on.




  Her groan got louder.




  ‘Thinking Cap,’ Andrew said. ‘How about that for a name?’




  ‘Not bad,’ Will said.




  Andrew smiled, and he looked round as the car shot forward suddenly. ‘And now we’re moving!’




  Sean put his foot down. The tiny engine strained.




  A few moments later, they passed a pile of shattered glass at the side of the road. A battered lorry with a blown tyre was sticking out into the lane, a fire truck parked behind it. Beside an

  emergency barrier, a fireman stood, waving the traffic on.




  A calm female voice burst from the GPS navigation unit on the dashboard, ‘Please take the next exit.’




  Sean did as he was told. He pulled off the freeway, on to a road that led into a vast car park.




  And there she was.




  The Queen Mary.




  She blotted out half the sky.




  Three towering red smokestacks and a tan-coloured mast rose from the main deck. The hull was painted in three broad bands. Red at the bottom, then black, and white for the top decks. Nestled

  against the ship’s bow was a black submarine flying a hammer-and-sickle flag. It looked tiny in comparison, like a cleaner fish shadowing a shark. Both vessels were connected to the dock by

  gangplanks and dozens of steel cables.




  As Sean brought the car to a stop, Will’s eyes darted along the portholes of the ship, and his heart thudded. Questions that had been keeping him from sleep ricocheted around his head.
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