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It was five to eleven on the morning of New Year’s Day. Marie Trelawney charged down the stairs in her woolly socks with her laptop under her arm, taking the steps two at a time.

She skidded around the corner into the living room, where her dad was nursing a cup of coffee on the sofa and her cat Izzy was batting a fallen Christmas bauble around under the table. Luckily, he’d only managed to tug one free so far this year. The tree, with the rest of its decorations intact, loomed over the room.

Marie’s dad had insisted on getting a super-sized tree, to celebrate all of Marie’s recent accomplishments. Her mum had protested, saying it would be like living in an alpine forest with that thing towering above them every day, but hadn’t meant it really. So her dad had made a great song and dance of lugging the tree in and setting it up, like he did every year that he could be home for Christmas. It was one of the Trelawney family rituals.

They had fallen back into their old routines without even thinking. Dad being back home again felt so normal now, it would be easy for Marie to convince herself that he was home for good. When she was younger, she’d pretended things would be that way, and he would never have to leave them alone in London again. But then the morning would always come when he’d be waiting downstairs with his bags all packed, ready to head off to his job on an oil rig, and Marie’s heart would break all over again.

Her dad glanced up from the sofa as Marie came barrelling into the room. “What’s the rush?” he said with a grin. “Bedroom caught fire, has it?”

“We’ve got a call arranged!” Marie told him. She flung herself down on to the sofa next to him, making him shield his coffee protectively, and flipped her laptop open. Pictures of her friends Gabby, Elisha and Sophie appeared across the top. They were all online and waiting for her to join.

Her dad peered over at the screen. “Ah. That’s your secret hacker club, is it?”

Marie gave him a steady look. “We’re just friends! Not hackers.” Well. Gabby is, I suppose, she thought to herself. But Dad doesn’t need to know that. The four girls had first met at Sterling Vance’s famous science camp in California and had been firm friends ever since. It was easy to stay in touch because the ant-like robots they invented together had won the camp’s robotics competition and Vance had made all four of them his apprentices.

“Say no more,” her dad said secretively, and tapped his nose. “No secret missions here. No sir. Just girls having a chinwag.”

“Dad!” Marie said in exasperation.

Her dad stood up. “I’ll leave you to it.” He patted his stomach. “Ooh. I think I need to go to the loo. Not surprising really. I’ve not been all year!”

Marie rolled her eyes. Every year on New Year’s Day, without fail, her dad made the same corny joke. She loved him dearly, but she was glad her friends weren’t listening.

She glanced down at her laptop, a gleaming wafer-thin model way more advanced than anything you could get in the shops.

Since Marie had started her apprenticeship with Vance, she had been allowed to test out new products for free. Most of the time these had worked out fine, especially the powered wheelchair that had replaced her mum’s old NHS model. It could climb stairs by itself, and though Marie’s mum had refused to have anything to do with it at first, she had gradually come around.

Marie checked the clock. Eleven AM exactly. She whispered, “Let’s go!”

Marie tapped a key on her Vance laptop, and a strange cone of smoky light shone out of the front. Before her eyes, her living room transformed. Suddenly it was four different places at once, divided into quarters. Marie’s sofa was still there, but half of it was sliced right through, like a conjuring trick.

To her left was a view into a completely different room. It was a kitchen, but the sky through the window was dark and the packets on the shelves were unfamiliar brands. The view on her right was even stranger – a cosy bedroom with hangings on the walls and bookshelves piled up with maths textbooks. Meanwhile, the view straight ahead wasn’t into a room at all. It showed a darkened garden, and a pool where inflatables gently floated.

In each of the rooms was a girl the same age as Marie. Gabby, in New York, sat at the kitchen table to her left in dark blue pyjamas. Elisha, in New Delhi, was cross-legged on the bed to her right, and Sophie, in Sydney, was by the pool. All three of them had laptops just like Marie’s, pointing towards the spot where the four views joined.

“Woohoo!” Marie cheered, and flapped her hands excitedly. “It worked! Hi, girls! Happy New Year!”

“Welcome to the fun,” Sophie grinned. “Where have you all been? Australia’s way ahead of you. We’re about ready to go to bed!”

Elisha laughed. “I’m not going to be able to sleep. Fireworks going off all night!”

“So what did you get for Christmas Gabby and Sophie?” Marie asked. Elisha and her family were Muslims, so they didn’t celebrate christmas.

Gabby held up a huge box full of computer parts. “I hit the motherload, or should I say motherboard. My parents got me the last few bits I need to finish building my gaming PC.”

Marie’s mouth made an O of wonder. “I wouldn’t know where to begin building my own computer!”

“It’s easy.” Gabby shrugged. “What did you get, Soph?”

Sophie pulled herself out of the pool and turned her laptop, causing her whole quarter of the shared space to lurch alarmingly. Now Marie could see a weird three-wheeled contraption sitting on the lawn.

“Isn’t she a beauty?” Sophie beamed.

“Not being rude,” Marie said, “but what even is that?”

“It’s a bike!” Sophie said, as if it ought to have been obvious.

“It’s got three wheels and it’s all back to front,” said Elisha uncertainly.

“And it only comes up to your knees,” Gabby added.

Sophie went over to the bike, leaving a trail of wet footprints behind her. “This, my friends, is called a recumbent. You lie down to ride them, see?” Sophie climbed into the saddle, and all three of them suddenly saw how the bike worked.

“Ah!” exclaimed Elisha. “That’s a brilliant design, actually. The wind resistance is more than halved!”

“Which means plenty of speed,” Sophie said. “See, I knew you’d appreciate it once you understood how it works! I’ll be taking her for a spin tomorrow.”

“Well,” Marie said, “this year I mostly got woolly jumpers and hand-knitted socks.”

“Oh no,” Elisha said. Sophie and Gabby both looked horrified.

Marie burst out laughing. “It’s fine! I don’t mind. It’s like – any other year I’d want the latest phone, or a tablet, or something. But I’ve already got all of that, thanks to Vance.”

“Did you get the packages I sent you?” Elisha asked them.

All the other girls held up little parcels. “We did!” said Marie. “Let’s open them live!”

They all ripped the packages open. Marie had been longing to do this ever since she’d seen the bright postage on the packet, and Elisha’s return address. But they’d all agreed that opening them like this, where Elisha could see them doing it, would be fun.

Inside the packet was a tight wad of bubble wrap. Marie picked at the tape until it came free.

A golden gleam shone up from inside the bubbly plastic. Marie’s eyes went wide. She held up her present – a beautiful golden necklace, with some kind of letters dangling from it.

“Is this Arabic?” gasped Sophie, looking at her own necklace.

“Yeah,” said Elisha shyly. “They’re your names. Or as close as I could get to them, anyway.”

“They’re beautiful!” Gabby burst out.

“Thanks!” Elisha looked down and blushed. “I designed them myself and used the 3D printer at school to make the moulds for my uncle to cast them at his jewellery shop. I was going to print some T-shirts, but … you guys mean a lot to me, so I thought I’d …” Her voice trailed off.

With a lump in her throat, Marie put her necklace on. I’ll never take this off so long as I live, she promised herself.

“I don’t know what to say,” she said. “I just miss you all so much!”

Gabby sighed. “Me too. Thanks, Elisha. Come on, guys. Lean in.”

They all stretched their hands out towards the point where the four holographic rooms joined. Just for a second, it felt like they were really together again. Marie’s heart ached, missing them. If only their fingers could actually touch …

A red orb of light suddenly blazed at the junction point. A loud warbling sound played through all four laptop speakers. Marie jerked her hand back.

“What’s happening?” gasped Sophie.

Marie glanced down to where holographic letters were scrolling across her field of view.

A NEW PERSON WANTS TO JOIN THE CALL, the letters read. ACCEPT?

“Someone’s trying to crash the party,” Gabby said.

“But it was set to private!” protested Elisha. “Who could override a Vance security system?”

“There’s only one person who could do that, and she’s sitting right there,” said Sophie, with a nod to Gabby.

“Two people, you mean,” said Marie. “We’re forgetting who else has access to any Vance system in the world. The man who made them!”

They all stared at the flashing red orb and the new message that was trailing through the air in front of them.

ALLOW STERLING VANCE TO JOIN THE CALL?

The businessman probably wasn’t calling to wish them a happy new year, Marie guessed. He wouldn’t have intercepted a private call like this without a good reason. Something was probably very wrong, and he needed his best team of young scientists on the job.

Marie reached to tap the button to accept Vance’s call – and hesitated.

So far, as part of their apprenticeship, Marie and her friends had stopped an evil engineer from bringing down the entire Vance corporation and rescued a kidnapped pop star. And that had all been in less than a year.

The new year had barely begun, and Vance already needed their help!
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