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As soon as she got home from school, Marie Trelawney shrugged off her blazer, hung it up carefully and pulled on a white lab coat. She headed across the back garden of her terraced house towards a shed with KEEP OUT written in luminous paint on the door. With her notebook and a packet of biscuits under her arm, she unlocked the door and let herself into her favourite place in the whole world – her Inventing Shed.

   At twelve, Marie was taller than most and looked out on to the world with wide, inquisitive eyes. An almost invisible dusting of freckles lay across the bridge of her nose. Her neat, sable braids hung down to her shoulders. Instead of jewellery she wore three silicone wristbands: one read M.S. AWARENESS, another YOUNG CARERS, and the third had once read OUR PRINCESS in silver letters but the writing had rubbed off long ago.

  Unlike most sheds, there were no lawnmowers, rusty wheelbarrows or bikes gathering cobwebs inside. A throw rug covered the floorboards, and strings of fairy lights hung down from the ceiling, lighting the room in shifting rainbow colours. The walls were covered in posters, most of which Marie had made herself. Up at the top was a cartoon of Katherine Johnson, the genius who calculated how the first NASA spaceflight could orbit the earth. Further down there were photographs of Marie’s other favourite female scientists, a framed certificate for winning the Huxley College Science Fair and a picture of a pug wearing a lab coat and goggles.

Marie had known she wanted to be an inventor since she was little. Back then, she’d driven her mother crazy by taking household items apart. Like the time when she’d rewired the toaster and almost burned the house down, just so she could find out how it worked. Her mum had nicknamed her Marie Curious after the French scientist and her curiosity about all things mechanical had only grown stronger over the years. The shelves inside the Inventing Shed were lined with her gadgets and contraptions.

  Marie sat down in the enormous, lumpy armchair she’d been given when her neighbour had moved and set her notebook on the workbench. It was a grubby, glorious thing filled with doodles and designs and covered in stains. There were tea stains, oil stains, soup stains and one or two cat paw prints.

“Izzy!” called Marie, helping herself to a biscuit.

A scrappy mog appeared at the half-open window, yawned lazily and squeezed in. Izzy, named after the famous engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel, paraded back and forth on the workbench, trampling on the pages of Marie’s open notebook.

  Marie stroked her cat’s soft back, enjoying the engine-like rumble of his purr. Apart from her parents, Marie loved nothing more in all the world than her pet cat.

  As Izzy batted his head against her hand, Marie grinned and said, “You want to play, don’t you?” She reached for a remote control unit and pressed a button on it.

  Out from under her workbench shot a robotic mouse with a big dent in his back and one glowing red eye.

  “Hi, Ro-DENT!” Marie chuckled. “Feel like giving Izzy some exercise?”

  Izzy’s pupils grew large. He wiggled his haunches and pounced. Marie laughed and made Ro-DENT dart away from him.

  Marie was very fond of the slightly bashed-up robot mouse she’d invented. Not only could he whizz around on powered wheels, he had magnetic paws so he could scurry up metal surfaces like the fridge, and his eye had a laser pointer built in so he could drive Izzy wild chasing the red dot.

  Marie raced Ro-DENT back and forth across the rug, making Izzy perform sudden U-turns and nearly sending him careering into the wall. Then, without warning, Izzy stopped in his tracks and stood there with his ears twitching.

  “What’s wrong, Iz?” Marie asked. “What can you hear?”

  A moment later she heard it herself. A strange high-pitched whine was coming from outside – from above. It reminded Marie of the sound her mum’s electric wheelchair made when it got jammed on the edge of a kerb.

  She ran out into the garden and looked up. Her eyes went even wider than Izzy’s had.

  Hovering high over her head was a chunky white delivery drone with four huge rotors the size of dustbin lids. It was carrying a parcel.

It won’t be for us, Marie thought.

  But the drone was already descending. A robotic-sounding voice announced, “Delivery in progress. Please stand back.”

  The drone touched down lightly on the grass. Marie felt like she was having an alien encounter.

“Mum!” she yelled. “Come and look at this!”

  The drone released its package. Then it shot up into the air, much faster than it had landed. Marie shaded her eyes and watched it whizz over the North London rooftops until it was gone.

  She spotted the “V” logo on the box’s side. VanceCorp! Only the biggest tech company in the entire world. Something techy must be in this box. A new phone, or even a new tablet.

“Mum!” she called again. “You’ve got a parcel!”

  But as she bent down to pick the box up, she saw who it was addressed to. Not her mum, Dina Trelawney, but her. Marie Trelawney.

“Whoa. I’ve got a parcel?”

  Marie was puzzled – her birthday wasn’t for another few months. She quickly ripped the silver tape off and opened the box. The inside was packed full of little V-shaped wood chip pieces. Izzy would have a mad time with those later. Marie shoved her hands into them and fished around like it was a lucky dip.

One hand came up holding a glossy pamphlet with the VanceCorp logo on the front. Her other hand found a heavy black cube covered with some smooth, rubbery substance. Silicone, Marie guessed. She tossed the pamphlet aside and turned the cube around in her hands, gazing at it in speechless wonder. What was it?

A battery? A doorstop?

  Marie’s mum finally appeared at the patio door, wearing her favourite hat. She quickly slid the glass partition open before Marie could run up and do it first, and drove her wheelchair out on to their little patio. “Is it the Amazon man?” she called uncertainly.

  Marie sprinted up the steps and joined her at the garden table. “No, a drone dropped it off. It’s from VanceCorp. Did you order it?”

 “Me? No, I’m saving up for a booster to make this thing go faster,” she said patting her wheelchair affectionately.

 As she placed the box on the table, Marie’s mind suddenly flashed to a memory of a sunny summer morning, when her dad would cook scrambled eggs and bacon for breakfast and they’d all eat around the table. They hadn’t done that in ages, not since he’d got a job on an oil rig in the North Sea. Marie and her mum missed him dearly, but taking the job had meant that they had enough money for Mum to quit her job when she had got sick, and it helped pay for a nurse to come and help her when she was having a bad day.

  Marie turned the cube over in her hands and wondered what it was for. One of the faces had the fancy VanceCorp “V” logo, but the other sides were blank.

“How do you turn it on?” she wondered.

  “Aren’t there any instructions with it?” her mum teased.

  Marie remembered the pamphlet, which she hadn’t even opened. “You know I don’t read instructions,” she said. “That’s like cheating.”

  She set the cube down and gave it a hard stare.

  Izzy bounded up on to the table, still wild-eyed and bushy-tailed from chasing Ro-DENT earlier. He flattened his ears and swatted at the cube, trying to knock it off the table.

  “Oh no no no, you big lump. This isn’t a toy.” Marie tried to pick him up but he squirmed and struggled. One of his paws pressed down on the “V”.

Click. The cube made a deep purring noise.

  Izzy bristled and launched himself out of Marie’s arms. He bounded across the garden, scrambled up a tree and glared balefully down from the branch.

“It’s opening!” yelled Marie’s mum.

  Where the “V” had been, there was now a little hole. Marie leaned closer for a better look.

A cone of blue light suddenly sprang up from the cube, and Marie and her mother gasped in shock. It faded away to reveal a hologram of a doll-sized white man standing in front of them. He wore a gleaming metallic jumpsuit and dark glasses, like an astronaut, and his silver hair was swept back from his suntanned face. His boots were chunky and had blue rocket jets burning from the heels.

Izzy hissed.

  Marie’s mouth fell open. “That’s … that’s … Sterling Vance! The head of VanceCorp!”

“Hey there,” said Sterling Vance, and bowed.

“It is and all!” exclaimed Marie’s mum.

“I have a special message for Marie,” Vance said.

  Marie let out a little squeak. This was like getting a text from Beyoncé or a birthday card from Bill Gates. Everyone Marie knew either had a Vance phone or wanted one. The teachers at her school used Vance laptops. You couldn’t watch TV without that familiar “you can’t say advancement without saying Vance!” advert coming on.

  Vance grinned, showing perfect teeth. “Marie, it’s my pleasure to tell you that your project on ‘Cleaning Up Our Cities with Robots’ has won you a place at Vance Camp!”

  Marie couldn’t even speak. Her mother put her hands to her cheeks. “Oh my days.”

  “Now, as if you didn’t know this already,” Vance went on, “Vance Camp is the world’s most famous summer camp for young scientists! I only take the best, so just thirty kids are selected each year. We’ve got classes, workshops, all kinds of fun, and of course the all-important secret contest. So congratulations, champ! You’ve already proven you’re no loser. But have you got what it takes to really win big? I guess we’ll find out soon,” he said cheerfully, and winked. “In the meantime, meet your new friends. Also known as the competition. Adios!”

  The projection of Sterling Vance vanished. In his place appeared a slowly rotating carousel of portraits. Marie and her mum leaned in to look at them. Each one had a name underneath in glowing text.

  “There I am!” Marie yelled excitedly as the image of her own face moved by.

  “Look at them all,” her mother said in awe. “Check this boy out! Jacques Belmont. Nice cheekbones. And this one, Melissa van Chamonix. She looks posh! And what about him? Zachary G. Boomer. Sounds like an astronaut!”

  Marie fell silent as she watched the faces go by. The hugeness of what was happening began to sink in. She was going to the United States of America on an exclusive science camp. She’d be away from home – away from Mum! – for the first time ever.

  So many strangers. So many unknown faces. But they all looked young and bright. Surely some of them would be her friends … wouldn’t they?
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