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  CHAPTER ONE




  The target had seemed much bigger up close. Now, standing fifty metres away, Sam was surprised to see how tiny it looked. A warm knot of nervous excitement writhed in his

  belly. He was holding a gun – a real-life deadly weapon. How many of his friends back home could say they’d fired a gun in the open like this? A few might have fired one on a range with

  the army cadets, but not many.




  He glanced across the valley towards the hulking skyline of the City of the Imperium and felt his shoulders tighten. It was impossible to ignore. There was an ominous and brooding atmosphere

  surrounding it that pervaded the countryside for miles around, filling the air with an almost palpable tension.




  Sam couldn’t help feeling that the great walls had hidden eyes that were watching his every move. Was he far enough away to be safe? The rifle was sure to be noisy. Would the sound draw

  the attention of the inhabitants of the gigantic geodesic structure? He scanned the open ground around the city walls. There were no immediate signs of danger, but staying alert was essential

  here.




  It had only been two weeks since he and his friend Callum had fallen victim to the Devil’s Triangle and crossed into this strange parallel world, but even in that short time, Sam had

  learned to keep a close eye on his surroundings. The Devil’s Triangle – most people knew it as the Bermuda Triangle, but Sam’s father, Matt, had been calling it the Devil’s

  Triangle for as long as Sam could remember. Now it was hard to think of it by any other name.




  Poor Dad, he thought, picturing for a moment how frantic with worry his father would be by now. Will I ever see him or Niamh again? I know he won’t give up looking for us,

  because he’s not given up on Mum in nine years, but I don’t fancy his chances of finding me here.




  ‘Borrowing’ his dad’s boat without permission to go fishing that day with Callum while at their holiday home in the Florida Keys had seemed a good idea at the time, but Sam

  could never have anticipated the danger his rebellious trip would land them in. There was little point in pinning his hopes on his father managing to come and rescue them. Given what he now knew of

  how the Bermuda Triangle phenomenon caused crossings into this parallel world, the odds of any rescue party finding them were minuscule. If he and Callum were ever going to return home, it would be

  down to them.




  Everything Sam had learned since arriving in this odd world made the chances of finding a way home seem increasingly remote. There were many things here that seemed familiar: the sun, moon and

  stars still in their well-known patterns, the blue sky, green plants and even some of the animals – but there were plenty of things he’d seen that he’d never have been able to

  imagine in a million years. And even though this world appeared to exist in the same space as Earth, Sam knew that when it came to getting home, he was as good as a million light years away.




  Here, velociraptors were the dominant species. Not the primeval, lizard-eat-lizard prehistoric dinosaurs that Sam had learned about in school, but highly evolved raptors that looked to Sam like

  super-large scaly men with over-muscled legs, a residual tail stump and strangely distorted faces. The sharp teeth of a carnivore and the curved, blade-like central digit on each hand seemed to be

  all that remained of the velociraptor shape Sam knew from films and TV shows.




  Hunching his head behind the rear sight, Sam raised the rifle towards the target and tried to steady the barrel. After a few seconds, he realised that shooting was going to be much tougher than

  Hollywood films made it seem. No matter how hard he tried, he could not seem to settle the front blade sight in a steady aim.




  Sam could feel his muscles tightening as the weight of the rifle began to test his strength. If he didn’t fire soon, hitting the target would become impossible. He began to tremble with

  the strain and then, for an instant, the sights seemed to settle on the target. Sam didn’t hesitate. He pulled the trigger, reeling backwards as the recoil hammered the butt of the rifle into

  his shoulder. The explosive CRACK of the bullet as it left the chamber was deafening and Sam’s ears rang with the aftershock.




  ‘Ow!’ he complained, lowering the muzzle and rolling his shoulder to disperse the pain flowering there.




  ‘No, no, no!’ came a voice from behind him. ‘You’ll never hit anything like that! Remember – ammunition is precious, Sam. Our supplies are limited. We’re not

  playing games here. You must make every shot count.’




  Claire Cutler’s eyebrows were drawn together in a reproving frown.




  ‘Sorry, Mum,’ Sam muttered. ‘It’s so heavy. I just can’t hold it steady enough.’




  ‘Don’t depress me, big man,’ Callum pleaded in an overdramatic voice. ‘If you can’t do it, what chance will I have? I mean, I’m hardly Mr Universe, am

  I?’




  Callum Barnes pushed his Austin Powers lookalike glasses up his nose and struck a pose like a bodybuilder showing off his biceps. Sam burst out laughing and even Claire found she could not

  maintain her stern face. Callum looked ridiculous. Despite being a couple of months older than Sam, he was a full head shorter and looked all skin and bone by comparison.




  Sam was relieved to see that Callum hadn’t lost his sense of humour after all they had been through. He felt a momentary pang of guilt for having neglected his friend over the past couple

  of days, choosing instead to spend hour after hour talking with his mother. There had been so much to catch up with after nine years apart, and to begin with, it had been hard to reconcile his

  vague memories of the smiling, gentle mother he remembered with the tough, decisive woman standing in front of him now. Sam admired her immensely for what she had done, but couldn’t help

  feeling secretly just a little disappointed that she did not appear to have made more of an effort to get home. She was his mother, but even though there had been several moments of tenderness in

  the past few days, for much of the time he found it difficult to see past the tough outer shell of the rebel leader to the gentleness of the caring mother underneath.




  What would Dad and Niamh make of this new Claire Cutler? he had wondered. And, perhaps more to the point – would they ever get a chance to meet her?




  Callum had been patient and understanding, spending his time nosing about the rebel underground HQ and getting to know some of the others living there. Sam gave his friend an appreciative grin

  and a pat on the back. It felt good to be out doing something together again.




  ‘Shooting a rifle accurately doesn’t require brute strength, Callum,’ Claire pointed out, giving him an encouraging smile. ‘It’s much more about

  technique.’




  ‘But wouldn’t a pistol be better?’ Sam insisted. ‘That would be easier to hold.’




  ‘Unless you’re really skilled, a pistol is pretty useless beyond about ten metres,’ Claire told him firmly. ‘You don’t want to let a hostile raptor get that close

  without having put several bullets into it. Don’t be fooled by the ridiculous things you saw in cop shows on TV back home. A rifle is a far better weapon for this place. Trust me. I

  know.’




  ‘If you say so, Mrs . . . Claire,’ Callum said, looking as uncomfortable as ever about using her first name. ‘But I’ve never been good at physical stuff.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she assured him. ‘I doubt that I’m much stronger than you, Callum, but I’ve learned to use the levers of my body to create a stable platform.

  Combined with proper breath control, aiming becomes much easier. Think of it like an applied maths problem. Here – watch.’




  Claire took the rifle from Sam, put her left arm through the sling strap and neatly twisted it once round her wrist before curling her fingers round the stock. Turning her body sideways on to

  the target, she drew the butt of the rifle tightly into her right shoulder and held it pointing down at the ground for a moment. The boys watched as she took several deep breaths through her nose

  – not gasping great gulps of air, but slow, deliberate inhalations. Thrusting her left hip out slightly, she raised the rifle and propped her left elbow on the shelf of her hip. Head cocked

  behind the sights, she looked rock-steady as she took aim and . . . BANG!




  Even at fifty metres there was no mistaking the impact of the bullet in the middle of the wooden target.




  ‘Cool!’ Callum exclaimed.




  ‘Nice shot, Mum,’ Sam added, reminded again of how Callum had compared her to Sarah Connor in the Terminator films. ‘How did you learn to shoot like that?’




  ‘I had a good teacher,’ she said, expertly flicking on the safety catch. ‘And I listened to what he said. Now, try it again, Sam. But this time I want you to do exactly

  as I tell you.’




  ‘OK.’




  For the next few minutes, Claire manhandled Sam into a position resembling the one she had used. To Sam’s amazement, the rifle was far easier to hold steady this time and his second shot

  blasted a hole through the top right-hand corner of the target.




  ‘Awesome. Nice shot!’ Callum cheered.




  Sam lowered the rifle and rolled his right shoulder again. The recoil this time had not felt so severe, but his shoulder still hurt from the first shot. He was pretty certain he would have an

  impressive bruise later.




  ‘Better,’ Claire said, acknowledging his hit with a slight nod of her head. ‘But you snatched the shot. Remember, if you want to be accurate, don’t pull at the trigger

  – squeeze it gently. The best riflemen are relaxed as they take their shots.’




  ‘What about in the alley?’ Sam asked thoughtfully. ‘There was no time for all this preparation there. When you ambushed those raptors, the bullets were flying thick and

  fast.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Claire agreed. ‘But that was close-quarters shooting. It was hard to miss. Our targets were never more than five metres away. Even half full of lead, a

  raptor can be deadly unless you’ve managed a mortal shot. They’re dangerous until the final gasp of life has left them, so we had to down them fast. There was no room to take

  chances.’




  ‘That makes sense,’ Sam said, pursing his lips as disturbing images of the bullet-riddled bodies of the raptors filled his mind. It was one thing to practise shooting, but the

  thought of actually aiming to kill something, even a raptor that would tear him apart without hesitation, was unsettling.




  ‘Also, raptors move incredibly fast,’ Claire continued. ‘Learning to hit a static target like this is just the first step. Shooting a moving target that will kill you if you

  miss adds a whole new level of difficulty.’




  ‘Shooting at raptors sounds like my experiences with girls at school,’ Callum volunteered thoughtfully.




  ‘Really?’ Claire said, her lips twisting into a wry smile. She placed her hands on her hips and adopted a stance that seemed to say I was a high school girl once. Continue, if you

  dare! ‘How so?’




  ‘Well, for a start girls also hunt in packs,’ he said, keeping his face deadpan. ‘And if you fail to take out the right one at the first attempt, you’re as good as dead

  to the rest of them forever after.’




  ‘Brilliant!’ Sam laughed, shaking his head. ‘And so true!’




  Claire didn’t say a word. She just nodded, her smile widening a fraction.




  ‘Your turn I think,’ she said, pointing at Callum. ‘Safety on, Sam, and pass Callum the rifle. Let’s hope his shooting is as sharp as his wit.’




  It was hard to credit the monstrous-looking raptors with creating the many strange and wonderful technological marvels that Sam had seen since arriving here. However, he could not deny that some

  of their inventions made human technology seem positively backward. Indirectly, it was raptor technology that had caused humans to begin crossing into this world centuries ago. In their quest for a

  clean, sustainable energy source, the raptors had caused unpredictable tears to form in the fabric of time and space that kept universes apart – rifts that had caused many to cross between

  the two worlds. Yet for all of the scientific and sociological advances the raptors had made over millennia of evolution, the primal urge they felt to hunt and kill their food remained deeply

  ingrained. For the stranded human population, especially those rebelling against the raptor hierarchy, this made proficiency with weapons an essential skill set.




  Callum took the rifle and did his best to imitate the techniques that he had seen Claire teach Sam. The recoil of the rifle made him stagger slightly, but to his delight, Callum scored a good

  hit first time.




  ‘Look at that!’ he crowed. ‘First shot and I deliberately killed a piece of wood. I doubt that I’m going to be able to hear anything for the next week, but who cares?

  That was very cool.’ Suddenly, he pointed up and to the right. ‘Hey! What’s that up there?’




  Something large and silver-coloured was flying towards them at speed and against the breeze. It looked like a cross between a small hang glider and a large box kite. Although it was still a good

  distance away, Sam could definitely make out a figure sandwiched between the wings. Someone was flying the strange contraption. It looked like a raptor.




  ‘So it’s true!’ Claire exclaimed. ‘There’ve been rumours for some time that the raptors have been experimenting with building flying machines, but I didn’t

  realise they’d managed to take to the air.’




  ‘How did it get that high?’ Callum asked. ‘Do you think he jumped from the top of the city, or is that thing powered somehow?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Claire replied. ‘It seems to be moving too fast for it to be a pure glider, so there must be some kind of power behind it. But if the raptors have

  mastered flight, we need to find out as much about the machines as we can. Come on. We’re too exposed here. If we can see him, he sure as hell can see us by now. Let’s hope he’s

  too busy concentrating to care who we are, and that he doesn’t have any sort of remote communication with the city.’




  Sam grabbed the heavy rifle from Callum and followed his mother in a sprint towards a nearby stand of trees. Seconds later, they were all crouched behind tree trunks, peering out to see where

  the flying machine would go. It passed almost overhead, the whispering swoosh of its passage through the air and the soft whine of the large fan-like propeller at the back of the machine

  clearly audible.




  ‘I’d say it’s about fifty metres up,’ Sam observed. ‘But it’s not descending. Do you want the gun, Mum?’




  He held the rifle out towards her, but she gave a slight shake of her head. Her eyes were following the flying machine and its pilot intently.




  ‘I don’t kill unless it becomes necessary, Sam,’ she said softly.




  ‘Even if you wanted to, it would be a tough shot,’ Callum observed. ‘Look at it go! Wow! I’d love to try that. It looks like great fun.’




  The contraption raced away, its pilot apparently not interested in their presence at all. Claire looked thoughtful as it disappeared into the distance.




  ‘I think we’ll keep any further shooting practice for another day,’ she said eventually. ‘And, Sam, you need to remember that a gun should only be used in extreme

  circumstances. Our rebel group are not murderers. We use weapons for self-defence, and if necessary, to achieve the bigger goal of stopping the raptors from destroying both their planet and

  ours . . . but only if there’s no other way. If I can’t trust you to follow that simple principle, then your lessons end right now. Understood?’




  ‘Yes, Mum,’ he mumbled, feeling deeply chastened. He hadn’t really considered the consequences of killing or seriously hurting the raptor. For all their fierce appearance,

  raptors were highly intelligent creatures. Sam could not imagine deliberately shooting another human, so what made him think that shooting a raptor was any more ethically acceptable? His mum was

  right: he needed to take things more seriously. This wasn’t a game on his Xbox.




  ‘Good. Come on. Let’s get back to the others. I need to talk to some people about what we’ve seen.’




  They moved out from under the trees and walked back to the city in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.




  







  [image: ]




  CHAPTER TWO




  Three days earlier. . .




  Niamh Cutler could not decide if she should feel guilty, relieved or frustrated. It appeared her immediate search for her brother Sam and his friend Callum was over, and she

  had failed to find them. The US coastguards were still out searching, but she knew they wouldn’t find anything. Through the strange telepathic bond that she shared with her twin brother Sam,

  she had learned a couple of things for certain. First, wherever Sam was, he had found their mother. Second, given that nothing had been seen of Claire Cutler in the last nine years since she

  disappeared somewhere off the coastline of the Florida Keys, it was safe to assume that wherever the missing boys were, the location was both remote and difficult to find.




  Closing her eyes, she concentrated on her brother again, searching for any hint or whisper of what he might be feeling or doing. Nothing. She could still feel that he was alive, but that was it.

  Earlier that day, she had sensed his thoughts and emotions clearly, but now there was only the faintest glimmer of a presence in her mind. Why did the strength of her perception of Sam vary so

  drastically? It didn’t make any sense. With a sigh, she opened her eyes and tried to relax into the seat.




  Sitting in the back of a police patrol car, cruising along the Overseas Highway towards the Sheriff’s Office at Key West, Niamh had plenty of time to think. It should have been the perfect

  opportunity to organise what she knew into some semblance of order, but the throbbing pain in her left ankle and the burning sensation of the graze up her left side and across her back were

  clouding her thought processes. Jumping from a moving bus had not been the smartest thing she had ever done.




  Their holiday had started so well, but Sam had not been content with sunbathing around the pool and snorkelling on the nearby beaches. Instead, he’d had to go and take their dad’s

  boat out without permission and get himself lost, along with his friend Callum. It was just the sort of testosterone-fuelled stunt that boys seemed to thrive on. No wonder there are more boys

  born every year than girls, she mused. It must be nature’s compensation factor for boys’ tendencies towards courting danger and getting themselves killed while doing stupid things

  – Darwinism in action.




  But Niamh knew Sam and Callum were not dead. Despite Sam’s pig-headed refusal to listen to reason before taking the boat, somehow, somewhere, he was still alive. Niamh felt it with a

  surety that most found hard to understand. Ever since she could remember, she had experienced a special bond with her twin brother that had manifested in flashes of what she could only describe as

  telepathy. For Niamh this phenomenon was not something she could initiate at will, though with Sam missing she had done her utmost to trigger episodes and analysed every incident and image she had

  received, no matter how bizarre it seemed. Sadly, she could not converse with her brother through the strange mental bond. The link was too ephemeral and unpredictable. However, at times she could

  sense her brother, particularly if he was experiencing intense emotions. That was how she had come to discover that wherever he was, Sam had found their mother.




  Her mother was alive! Niamh found it hard to believe that, after all this time, her mother was really out there somewhere. Her heart raced with excitement at the thought. It had not been easy

  growing up without a mother, but now it appeared that if she found Sam, then she would also be reunited with the mum she had never thought to see again.




  Dad had been a constant support as she had grown up, but there had been more and more times recently when Niamh had yearned for her mother. Her body was changing and the insecurities she felt

  were not something she wanted to share with her dad. She was sure he understood the theory of female puberty, but he’d never experienced it for himself, so how could he help her? A

  bitter, clenching pang of jealousy tightened her stomach as she imagined Sam spending time with their mother. It’s not fair! He took dad’s boat and caused all this trouble. And what

  happens? He gets rewarded by being reunited with our mum.




  ‘Life’s got a strange way of rewarding the wrong people sometimes,’ she muttered softly.




  ‘You OK back there?’ the policeman in the front passenger seat asked, glancing over his shoulder at her.




  ‘Oh yeah!’ she replied, her voice thick with sarcasm. ‘Never been better, thanks.’




  ‘Not much further now,’ he added, apparently oblivious to her tone. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll soon have you fixed up.’




  ‘Great!’ she muttered. ‘I can’t wait.’ Patched up and packed off to England, she thought. And what then? There would not be much she could do to find

  anyone if she was stuck on the other side of the Atlantic.




  Besides, there were still several weeks to go before the end of the summer holidays and with her dad still in police custody, where would they send her? The police were not going to let her live

  at home in England on her own any more than they would have done here in the Florida Keys, and she couldn’t go back to school until September. There were relatives she could stay with. That

  seemed the most likely outcome, but what was going to happen to her dad? The police seemed to think he had murdered Sam and Callum, which was a ridiculous accusation. Her dad was a gentle man. Even

  the suggestion that he could have killed the boys was one that Niamh found deeply offensive, and she knew he had been nowhere near them when they had gone missing. But how could she prove it?




  Niamh’s thoughts ran in circles until the patrol car eased to a stop in a parking space outside the pink concrete block that was the Sheriff’s Office. One of the patrol officers

  opened the door for her and she swung both legs round so that she could initially put her weight on her right foot before testing the left.




  ‘Ow!’ she exclaimed, limping a couple of paces clear of the door and leaning against the patrol car in the adjacent bay. Her left ankle hurt like crazy when she put weight on it, but

  at least she could still walk. Could she run? Not fast enough, she concluded. The two officers would catch her before she had taken more than a few paces. And where would she run to anyway?




  ‘Here, let me help you,’ the nearest policeman offered. He held out his arm. Niamh hesitated, momentarily frozen by an impulse to prove to these two men that she was not some wilting

  flower of a girl. But as the pain in her ankle intensified, she relented and took the man’s arm, allowing him to lead her up the steps and into the building.




  From the reception foyer she was led into a passageway to the left, and then left again into an office where she was guided to a comfortable chair.




  ‘You’re gonna be fine, Niamh,’ the officer told her in his lilting accent, giving her a broad smile. ‘I’m just gonna go and fetch a female officer and a first-aid

  kit. Sit tight for a minute, OK? Jim’ll be outside the door if you need anythin’.’




  Niamh nodded and he left the room. No sooner had the officer gone than Niamh was on her feet. She assessed the room. It didn’t look like it was ever intended as a cell, with no bars on the

  windows and not even a lock on the door. Even so, she was as good as a prisoner with the other policeman standing guard outside. Hoping for a miracle, Niamh hobbled across to the window and tried

  the handle. To her delight, she found that it opened. The police clearly didn’t expect any further trouble from her.




  She hesitated. Should she try to escape and continue her search for her brother and Callum? The old Niamh would have sat back down and waited meekly for the police to treat her injuries and ship

  her back to England. But the events of the past few days had changed her. She had already successfully run from the police once. Afterwards, she had stolen a boat, gone spear-fishing for food,

  paddled a kayak and changed her appearance to hide from the authorities. Niamh had always thought of herself as a ‘sensible’ type, so it made for a surprising list. The policeman who

  had caught her had seemed pretty chilled, but Niamh was under no illusion that if she ran now, the police would not be so forgiving this time. But even with her injured ankle, it was still a

  tempting prospect.




  Her heart began to pound as she took a brief moment to consider. The window was on a tilting mechanism where the bottom opened outwards. It didn’t open much, but she was slim. She felt

  sure the gap was wide enough for her to squeeze through, but if she was going to go, she needed to decide quickly. Every second was precious.




  ‘You so owe me for this, Sam,’ she muttered.




  Carefully easing her left foot and ankle down first, she took a deep breath and lowered herself out of the window. If someone comes back now, I’ll be locked up for sure, she

  thought.




  Squeezing her lower half through was the hardest part, and her breath caught in her throat as the graze on her back scraped painfully against the window frame. For once she felt thankful she

  wasn’t more ‘developed’ as her torso slipped through the window and she slithered down on to the flower bed beneath it. Once fully in the open, she silently closed the window

  behind her as best she could before stepping clear of the flower bed.




  The car park stretched before her like an ocean of open tarmac. How far could she get before they noticed she wasn’t in the room any more? Gritting her teeth, she decided to find out.

  Aside from a handful of patrol cars, there were very few vehicles to offer her cover as she did her best to limp as fast as she could.




  The car park exit was to her left in the far corner. Beyond that was a boatyard where she could see patrol boats and what appeared to be a private boat club, with a slipway into the sea. Should

  she try to hide among the boats? Remembering her journey to the station with the policemen, she thought the driveway out to the nearest actual road must be at least a quarter of a mile long. The

  police were bound to discover she was missing before she got that far, but there had to be plenty of good hiding places in a boatyard where she could wait and think about her next move.




  An SUV with tinted windows appeared from the driveway and entered the car park. Niamh turned to intercept it, a crazy plan forming in her mind. Hobbling as fast as she could, she waved like a

  mad thing at the driver. To her delight the SUV changed direction and drove towards her. As it pulled to a stop, the driver’s window wound down. Niamh looked inside and was relieved to see a

  lady with a friendly round face.




  ‘You OK?’ the lady asked, looking concerned.




  ‘Yes and no!’ Niamh gasped. ‘I fell off my bike about an hour ago and wrecked it. A policeman kindly gave me a lift here from town, but he had to go into the Sheriff’s

  Office for a meeting. I should have been at the Arboretum to meet my dad about ten minutes ago. I couldn’t be cheeky and beg a quick lift, could I? It’s only about a mile from here, but

  I hurt my ankle when I fell off the bike and it’ll take me ages to hobble round there.’




  ‘Sure, honey,’ the lady said, her expression full of sympathy. ‘I know where you mean. That’ll only take a couple of minutes. I’m meeting my friend for lunch at the

  boat club, but I’m a bit early. Hop in.’




  Niamh didn’t hesitate. She had the door open in a flash and scrambled up and into the passenger seat.




  ‘Didn’t you ring your pa to let him know you’d be late?’ the lady asked as she pulled away and U-turned back towards the exit road.




  ‘I would have done, but I broke my phone when I fell off the bike and I can’t remember dad’s mobile number by heart. He’ll be going frantic if I don’t get there

  soon.’




  ‘That ain’t no local accent, is it, honey? You from Australia?’




  ‘No, I’m over here on holiday from England.’




  ‘Really? Well, ain’t that a coincidence! I’ve got friends in England – Dave and Philippa Benson. They live in London. Dave’s in marketing and Philippa runs a

  hairdressing salon. I forget the name of it now.’




  The lady glanced across the car expectantly and Niamh had to bite her lip to keep from laughing when she recognised the implied question.




  ‘Sorry,’ she replied politely. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know them. But London’s quite a big place and I live out in the country about an hour’s drive

  away.’




  The lady looked disappointed, but then continued to talk about Dave and Philippa anyway. As they left the car park, Niamh glanced back towards the Sheriff’s Office main building. There was

  no sign that anyone had noticed she was missing yet. It appeared that her luck had changed again, but she knew she was a long way off making a clean getaway.




  A few minutes later, they approached the dusty dirt track entrance to the Arboretum and pulled off the road and into the car park. There were only a handful of cars there and not a person in

  sight.




  ‘Dad must be waiting at the ticket office,’ Niamh volunteered in case the lady questioned his whereabouts. ‘There’s a lovely little room over there with information

  leaflets and displays about all the trees they have here. Dad loves it here.’




  ‘Really? I can’t say I’ve ever been in and taken a look around.’




  ‘Oh, you should,’ Niamh said enthusiastically as they pulled to a stop. ‘It’s a lovely garden with lots of unusual trees and bushes.’




  ‘Well, I might just do that when I’ve got some time.’




  ‘Thanks so much again,’ Niamh said, opening the passenger door and lowering herself gently down out of the car. ‘I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.’




  ‘You’re welcome, honey. You have a nice day.’




  ‘And you. Goodbye.’




  Niamh watched and waved as the SUV turned and crossed the car park back to the road, leaving a cloud of dust rising in its wake. No sooner had the car gone than she began to question her choice

  of drop-off point. The lady was now going directly back to the Sheriff’s Office car park. One word from her to the wrong person could have police officers here in no time. Perhaps it would

  have been better to be dropped somewhere that offered more options for hiding.




  What Niamh needed to do now was try to scrounge another lift to muddy her trail before considering a longer-term plan. Luck, it seemed, was with her. Ten minutes later, having told a variation

  of her story about falling off her bike to one of the wardens in the Arboretum, she was in the passenger seat of a pick-up truck on her way into Key West.




  Bill very much looked the part of a botanist. His unkempt curly hair, beard and bushy moustache, together with his slightly scruffy-looking shorts and T-shirt, gave her the impression that he

  would rather live rough with his trees than in a comfy house somewhere.




  ‘Where was it you said you wanted to be dropped off?’ he asked as they left the car park.




  ‘The Old Lighthouse, please,’ she lied, glad that she had thought through this part of her story. ‘Dad and I are staying there.’




  ‘Nice place,’ Bill nodded. ‘Bit of history about it. Some great trees in the gardens there too.’




  ‘There are,’ she agreed. ‘The smell is amazing in the evening. Makes it easy to understand why writers like Ernest Hemingway wanted to live here. Have you visited his house?

  It’s just opposite the hotel.’




  Bill shook his head. ‘Never been much of one for readin’ an’ books an’ the like. I guess with it bein’ on the doorstep an’ all, I just ain’t gotten

  round to it.’




  ‘Oh, you should!’ she enthused. ‘It’s fascinating. Some superb trees in the gardens there too,’ she added with a chuckle.




  He laughed. ‘Usin’ my weak spot, eh? Just like a woman to do that!’ he told her.




  The main route into the town was stop-start all the way. Niamh hadn’t been into Key West for a while, but the street names were all familiar. As they turned into Duval Street, she gave a

  start and began to scan through the faces of the many people strolling along the pavements. Most looked like tourists, but Niamh was looking for one face in particular and he was no sightseer.




  When she had run from the police the first time, she had befriended a brother and sister – Tony and Carrie Dale, who lived locally. They had listened to her story and despite knowing they

  could get into trouble, they had helped her anyway. If she was going to successfully evade the police this time, she would need to enlist their help again. Tony had said he was coming here earlier;

  maybe luck would stay on Niamh’s side and she’d spot him. Even the thought of seeing Tony again set her heart racing. She had only met him yesterday, but already he seemed to have got

  inside her head. Was it really just this morning that he had rescued her from Monkey Island in his kayak? That seemed an age ago now.




  As if her thoughts had conjured him up, she saw Tony standing outside a corner shop, his blond hair tousled and his tan positively glowing in the afternoon sun. Niamh instinctively opened her

  mouth to ask Bill to stop and let her out, but the words froze on her lips as the shop door opened and a dark-haired girl emerged. Niamh felt a cold chill run through her and her eyes narrowed as

  she stared at the girl with feelings bordering on hatred. It was Tessa: the girl who had told the police where to find her.




  







  [image: ]




  CHAPTER THREE




  ‘It seems the raptors had human help developing that kite flyer,’ Claire announced as she swept into the communal area of the rebel HQ. ‘I’ve just got

  word from our source in the Imperium labs. Flying must be one of those things that gets in the blood, because the young man who’s been helping them had a grandmother who was renowned for it.

  Have either of you boys ever heard of Amelia Earhart?’




  ‘I vaguely remember her from some of the books and articles Dad read for his research,’ Sam said. ‘She was the first lady to fly solo across the Atlantic, but she disappeared

  mysteriously while flying across the Pacific I think. . .’




  ‘Wait a minute,’ Callum interrupted. ‘Does that mean her disappearance is linked to the Devil’s Triangle too?’




  ‘That’s right,’ Claire confirmed. ‘Not all of the crossings happen in the Bermuda Triangle region, remember. They happen wherever there are particularly powerful storms

  in this world. It just happens that the majority of those occur in a couple of regions. There have been a few famous folk turn up in various parts of this world over the years. Amelia was one. Lord

  Lucan, Glenn Miller. . .’




  ‘What, the Glenn Miller?’ Callum exclaimed. ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo, Little Brown Jug Glenn Miller?’




  ‘That’s the one,’ Claire said, clearly amused by his reaction. ‘I’m surprised you’ve even heard of him. I’d have thought you’d be into more modern

  music, Callum.’




  ‘I play trombone at school,’ he explained. ‘You can’t play trombone and not know about Glenn Miller! I love his music! It’s brilliant.’




  ‘I suppose. If you like that sort of thing.’




  ‘Don’t tell me Elvis is here too!’ Callum added, clearly at least halfway serious.




  Claire laughed. ‘I’m afraid not. As far as I know, the King is dead and buried in Memphis.’




  ‘You were saying about Amelia Earhart’s grandson, Mum?’ Sam prompted.




  ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘After we saw the machine yesterday, I got word to our agent in the science labs. His preliminary report this morning was sketchy, but it appears young

  David Earhart takes after his grandmother. Aside from adopting her surname, he’s something of a pioneer when it comes to flying. With the support of a team of raptor scientists, he’s

  developed that flying machine we saw. We understand it uses a hybrid combination of gliding and raptor electromagnetic technology.’




  ‘Wow! Sounds cool,’ Callum said enthusiastically. ‘I wonder how that works.’




  ‘I’m hoping we’re going to find out,’ Claire said. ‘I’m going to put together an extraction plan this afternoon.’




  ‘Extraction plan?’ Sam asked. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘I mean we intend to get our hands on David Earhart whether he wants to join us or not.’




  ‘A kidnap!’ Callum breathed. ‘But why? What’s this got to do with the Imperium’s energy production policies?’




  ‘Nothing,’ she admitted. ‘Well, not directly as far as we know. But if this new breed of flying machines is robust enough, a realistic attempt might be made to penetrate a

  storm system and cross back to our world. And even if the machines are not ready yet, the potential is there. If we can get back to our world, then we have hope of enlisting help to stop the

  Imperium. And make no mistake about it – we need help. There are those back home who will take the growing environmental threat here and its potential long-term impact on our world very

  seriously. Being realistic, our chances of changing things here without some extra back-up are very small.’




  At the mention of crossing back, Sam instantly felt a pang of guilt. During the past couple of days, he’d been so caught up with the reunion with his mother, and overawed by the strength

  of her personality and her driving passion to lead the rebels, that he had barely given more than a passing thought to getting home. What would Dad and Niamh be doing now? Were they still out

  searching the waters off the Keys? What about the danger he had sensed Niamh facing a few days before? Was she all right? All of a sudden, he felt selfish and inconsiderate. How could he have been

  so easily distracted from his primary goal?




  Closing his eyes, he thought of his sister. For a moment it was as if he could feel the turmoil of her anxious thoughts, then the sensation passed. He got the distinct impression that she was

  confused by a welter of worries and emotions. He knew Niamh sometimes felt his pain and emotions, but it was rare for him to sense her.




  ‘Can we help you find this David Earhart?’ Callum asked.




  Sam opened his eyes, his heart beating fast as he tried to regain his focus.




  ‘Getting him out of the Imperium labs is likely to be dangerous,’ Claire replied. ‘I’m not going to put you boys in more danger than is necessary, but you can certainly

  help with the planning. At the brainstorming phase all ideas are welcome.’




  ‘Great!’ Sam replied enthusiastically. ‘If it could lead to a way for us to get home, count me in! When do we start?’




  ‘Right now,’ Claire said, unable to hide her amusement at the boys’ excitement. ‘I’ll gather the others and we’ll make a start. Nathan!’ she called.

  ‘Get the team together. We’ve got work to do.’




  ‘Will do,’ replied a gruff voice from the next room.




  Sam instinctively glanced towards the door. Although he knew that his mother trusted Nathan completely, the man made Sam nervous. When he and Callum had first seen Claire’s right-hand man,

  Sam had taken one look at Nathan’s dark beard and moustache flecked with grey, his crooked yellow teeth and his long hair tied back in a ponytail, and had decided instantly that he looked

  like a pirate and completely untrustworthy. Although Nathan had done nothing to warrant Sam’s suspicions, Sam could not shake the feeling that there was something unsavoury about him.




  Gathering the team into the HQ’s small living room did not take long. It was a bit of a squeeze, but everyone found a place to sit, either on chairs or on the floor. Claire stood in the

  middle of the room next to a low table.




  Apart from Claire and Nathan, there were two other humans present – Alex and Sherri – and the other seven were raptors. Sam was pleased to see that these included Nipper and Grunt,

  the two raptors who had accompanied them from the Reserve where the boys had first been marooned in this world. Did this mean they had agreed to join the rebel group?




  Sam looked at each of the raptors in turn as they settled themselves for the meeting. He didn’t know all of their names yet, and doubted that he would have been able to pronounce them even

  if he had been properly introduced. The raptors towered over the humans, the smallest of them being at least two and a half metres tall. They had massive chests and powerful legs with bulging

  muscles that, combined with the characteristic scythe-like central claw they had on each hand and wicked-looking rows of pointed teeth, made them look like monsters, but Sam had seen there was a

  lot more to them than their intimidating appearance.




  Alex was an enormous African-American man, whose barrel-like chest and huge upper arms made him appear almost as broad as he was tall, though even he was dwarfed by the raptors. Next to him,

  Sherri looked tiny and delicate. Of all the people present, she looked the most out of place. Sam had asked his mother about her earlier in the day. Apparently, she was highly valued as a team

  member because, apart from being a brilliant physicist, Sherri was also an accomplished gymnast, which had proved a useful skill during several of their raids on Imperium facilities.




  ‘OK, everyone, listen up!’ Claire stated, calling the meeting to order. ‘To clarify the situation, one of our spies in the Imperium labs has confirmed that the human, David

  Earhart, has helped the Imperium develop a working, powered flying machine that can be piloted by a raptor. The boys and I saw it yesterday, flying around outside the city. Aside from offering a

  potential vehicle to get back to Earth, airborne raptors could cause our field operations all sorts of problems. The technology they use to produce their holographic version of television is now

  compact enough to be equipped to those machines. That capability alone makes it imperative that we move to disrupt their progress. I don’t want to have the Imperium filming us and

  broadcasting our activities to the raptor world unless I control the content of those transmissions.’




  Claire began to click and growl, repeating her opening statement in the raptor language for the benefit of those raptors who didn’t understand English. Sam watched her with considerable

  pride, as she appeared to make easy work of speaking the strange raptor language.




  ‘We need to get our hands on David Earhart and the design of this flying machine of his,’ she concluded. ‘So – ideas, everyone. How are we going to extract him from the

  Imperium labs?’




  ‘Storming the place is out of the question,’ Nathan muttered, frowning. ‘There are hundreds of raptors in there and the place would be swarming with Imperium agents within

  seconds if we tried an open move.’




  ‘I could go in through the ventilation system,’ Sherri offered. ‘I’ve done it before.’




  ‘True,’ Claire said thoughtfully. ‘But the raptors working for the Imperium are clever. They won’t get caught out that way a second time. Besides, unless young Earhart is

  particularly small and cooperative, you wouldn’t be able to get him out by that route. No. I think we need to try something different. Something the Imperium hasn’t seen

  before.’




  One of the raptors spoke in a rapid stream of clicks, tocks and growls. Everyone listened intently until he had finished. Claire thought for a moment and then responded in raptor, shaking her

  head.




  ‘We don’t want to compromise our spies,’ she told everyone in English. ‘We have too few in place as it is, and we have neither the time nor the people to risk an

  infiltration so soon after Nipper and Grunt sprang the boys the other day.’




  Claire looked uncomfortable using the nicknames that the boys had given their two raptor guardians, but none of the raptors so much as flickered an eyelid. Nipper and Grunt had made it clear to

  Claire that they were perfectly happy with the names the boys used for them.




  ‘Do you have a building plan of the labs?’ Callum asked. Sam looked at him, intrigued to see what his friend wanted with the plans. So did every other set of eyes in the room. Callum

  pushed his glasses up his nose in an instinctive nervous reaction to suddenly becoming the centre of attention.
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