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DEADLINE

Alex sAid nothing As he  and Blunt drove back 
to Liverpool Street. Blunt  hadn’t spoken either, apart 
from once, just as they were pulling out of Downing 
Street.

“You did very well in there, Alex,” he said.
“Thank you.”
It was the first time the head of MI6 had ever 

complimented him.
Finally they arrived back at the room on the six-

teenth floor, the office he knew all too well. Mrs. Jones 
was waiting for them. Alex  hadn’t seen her since he 
had broken into her apartment. She looked exactly the 
same as he had always remembered her. It was as 
though nothing had happened between them. She was 
dressed in black, her legs crossed. She was even suck-
ing one of her peppermint candies.

There was a brief silence as Alex came in.
“Hello, Alex,” she said.
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“Mrs. Jones.” Alex felt uncomfortable, unsure 
what to say. “I’m sorry about what happened,” he 
muttered.

“I think we should forget about it.” Mrs. Jones 
looked him directly in the eye. “I know you  didn’t re-
ally try to kill me.  We’ve worked out the angles and 
the bullet  wouldn’t have come close. I can understand 
how much you must hate me—and I suppose  you’ve 
every right to—but you still  weren’t able to shoot me 
in cold blood.”

“I  don’t hate you,” Alex said. It was true. He felt 
nothing.

“Well, you  don’t need to hate yourself either. 
Whatever Scorpia may have told you,  you’re not one 
of them.”

“Shall we get down to business?” Blunt took his 
place behind his desk. Quickly, he outlined the  
COBRA meeting. He told Mrs. Jones what the scien-
tist, Dr. Stephenson, had said. Finally, he described 
the last fifteen minutes before he and Alex had left.

“Sir Graham wanted to evacuate London,” he be-
gan. “And of course, that would have been the right 
thing to do. But the police  weren’t sure they could 
handle an evacuation on that scale. Not in less than 
 twenty- four hours.”
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“But they  can’t leave any children out on the 
street!”

“The prime minister felt he  couldn’t go public. He 
might start a national panic. And if he went on televi-
sion and tried to warn everyone, Scorpia might release 
Invisible Sword there and then. That was also Mark 
Kellner’s view.”

“It would be!” Mrs. Jones  couldn’t keep the con-
tempt out of her voice. “And did Mr. Kellner have any 
bright ideas?”

“I’m afraid so.”
It had been Kellner, of course, who had persuaded 

the prime minister to do things his way. According to 
Dr. Stephenson, the nanoshells would be activated by 
satellite dishes mounted on skyscrapers. To work, 
they would have to be at least a thousand feet above 
street level.

But every satellite dish in London has been au-
thorized. That was what Kellner had realized. So it 
was easy. All the police had to do was find any unau-
thorized satellite dish that had been mounted on an 
office or any other tall building in the last couple of 
months and then tear it down. And while they were 
working, the government would find out exactly who 
had received inoculations developed by Consanto. 
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Every single name and address. That might tell them 
in which part of London the satellite dishes had been 
located.

 “They’ve got twenty thousand men working 
around the clock,” Blunt concluded. “Police officers. 
Soldiers. Our friends in MI5.  They’re playing a gi-
gantic game of  hide- and- seek and every child in Lon-
don could die if they lose.”

 “They’ll never do it!” Mrs. Jones looked shocked. 
Alex had never seen her like this before. “There must 
be three or four hundred office buildings and apart-
ments in London. And even if they do manage to 
search them all, they may not find the satellite dishes. 
Scorpia is cleverer than that.”

“I’m well aware of that, Mrs. Jones.” Blunt 
frowned. “That’s why I left Downing Street and came 
here. With Alex . . .”

There was a sudden silence. Both adults were 
looking at Alex.

“You want me to go back,” he said.
“Yes.”
Alex had already guessed that this is what they 

would want. It was the only way. Find Mrs. Rothman 
and they might be able to find the satellite dishes. But 
right now, he was their only link with her. He had a 
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telephone number. Mrs. Rothman was expecting his 
call.

 “She’ll know I failed,” he said. “At least,  she’ll 
know I was taken prisoner by you.”

“You could escape,” Mrs. Jones suggested. “Mrs. 
Rothman  doesn’t know if I’m alive or dead. You could 
tell her you killed me and that you managed to escape 
from us later.”

“She might not believe it.”
 “You’ll have to make her.” Mrs. Jones hesitated. “I 

know it’s a lot to ask, Alex,” she went on. “After every-
thing that’s happened, I’m sure you never want to see 
any of us again. But you know the stakes now. If there 
was any other way . . .”

“There  isn’t,” Alex said. He had already made up 
his mind, before he had even gotten into the car. “I 
can call them. I  don’t know if  it’ll work. I  don’t know 
if  they’ll even answer. But I can try.”

 “We’ll just have to hope that they take you to Mrs. 
Rothman. Right now, it’s our only chance of finding 
her.” Blunt reached out and pressed a button on his 
telephone. “Please, could you send Smithers up,” he 
muttered into the machine.

Smithers. Alex almost smiled. It struck him that 
Alan Blunt and Mrs. Jones had already planned this. 
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They had known they would be sending him back and 
they had already told Smithers to come up with what-
ever gadgets he would need. That was typical of MI6. 
They were always one step ahead. Not just planning 
the future but controlling it.

“This is what I want you to do,” Blunt explained. 
 “We’ll arrange an escape for you. If we make it spec-
tacular enough, we can even get it on the news.  You’ll 
make the telephone call to Scorpia. You can tell them 
that you shot Mrs. Jones.  You’ll sound nervous, on 
the edge of panic.  You’ll ask them to bring you in.”

“You think  they’ll come?”
“Let’s hope so. If you can somehow make contact 

with Julia Rothman, you may be able to find out where 
the satellite dishes are located. And the moment you 
know, you get in contact with us.  We’ll do the rest.”

 “You’ll have to be very careful,” Mrs. Jones said. 
“Scorpia isn’t stupid. They sent you to us and when 
you go back,  they’ll be very careful indeed.  You’ll be 
searched, Alex. Everything you do and say will be ex-
amined.  You’ll have to lie to them. Do you think you 
can get away with it?”

“How will I get in touch with you?” Alex asked. “I 
doubt if  they’ll let me use a telephone.”
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As though in answer to the question, the door 
opened and Smithers came in. In a strange way, Alex 
was pleased to see him. Smithers was so fat and jolly 
that it was hard to believe that he was part of MI6 at 
all. He was wearing a tweed suit that was at least fifty 
years out of date. With his bald head, his several 
chins, and his open, smiling face, he could have been 
anybody’s uncle, the sort who liked to do magic tricks 
at parties.

And yet, for once, even he was serious. “Alex, my 
dear boy,” he exclaimed. “This is all a bit of a mess, 
 isn’t it! How are you keeping? Are you in good 
shape?”

“Hello, Mr. Smithers,” Alex said.
“I’m sorry to hear  you’ve been tangling with Scor-

pia.  They’re a very, very nasty piece of work. Worse 
than the Russians ever were. Some of the things they 
get up to . . . well, quite frankly it’s criminal.” He was 
out of breath and sat down heavily in an empty seat. 
“Sabotage and corruption. Intelligence and assassi-
nation. Whatever next?” he demanded.

“What have you got for us, Smithers?” Blunt 
asked.

“Well,  you’re always asking the impossible, Mr. 
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Blunt, and this time it’s even worse. There are all sorts 
of gad gets  I’d like to give young Alex. I’m always 
working on new ideas.  I’ve just finished work on a 
pair of roller blades. The blades are actually hidden in 
the wheels and  they’ll cut through anything.  I’ve got 
a very nice iPod hand grenade. But as I understand it, 
these people  aren’t going to let him keep anything 
when he turns up again. If there’s anything remotely 
suspicious,  they’re going to examine it and then  they’ll 
know he’s working with us.”

“He needs to have a homing device,” Mrs. Jones 
said. “We have to be able to track him wherever he 
goes. And he has to be able to signal us when it’s time 
for us to move in.”

“I know,” Smithers said. He reached into his 
pocket. “And I think I may have come up with the an-
swer. It’s the last thing  they’d expect . . . but at the 
same time, it’s exactly what you would expect a 
teenage boy to have.”

He had taken out a clear plastic bag, and inside 
the bag Alex saw a small metal and plastic object. He 
 couldn’t help smiling. The last time he had seen one 
of these had been at the dentist.

It was a retainer. For his teeth.
“We may have to make a few adjustments, but it 
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should fit snugly into your mouth,” Smithers said. He 
tapped the bag. “The wire going over your teeth is 
white, so it will hardly be noticed. It’s actually a looped 
radio antenna. The retainer will begin transmitting the 
moment you put it in.” He turned the bag over in his 
pudgy fingers and pointed to the bottom. “There’s a 
little switch here,” he continued. “You activate it with 
your tongue. As soon as you do that, you send out a 
distress signal and we can come rushing in.”

Mrs. Jones nodded. “Well done, Smithers. That’s 
 first- rate.”

Smithers sighed. “I feel really terrible sending 
Alex in without any weapons. And  I’ve got a marvelous 
new device for him too!  I’ve been working on a Palm 
organizer that’s actually a flamethrower. I call it the 
Napalm Organizer—”

“No weapons,” Blunt said.
“We  can’t take the risk,” Mrs. Jones agreed.
 “You’re right.” Smithers dragged himself slowly to 

his feet. “Just take care, Alex, old bean. You know how 
I worry about you.  Don’t you dare get yourself killed! 
I want to see you again.”

He left, closing the door behind him.
“I’m sorry, Alex,” Mrs. Jones said.
“No.” Alex knew she was right. Even if he could 
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persuade them that he had carried out his assignment, 
they still  wouldn’t trust him. They would search him 
from head to toe.

“Activate the tracking device as soon as  you’ve 
found the satellites,” Blunt said.

“It’s always possible they  won’t take you to them,” 
Mrs. Jones added. “In that event, if you  can’t slip away, 
if you feel yourself to be in any danger, activate it any-
way.  We’ll send special forces in to pull you out.”

That surprised Alex. She had never shown very 
much concern for him in the past. It was as though 
his breaking into her apartment had somehow 
changed things between them. He glanced at her, sit-
ting upright, neat and contained, her mouth turning 
slowly on the peppermint, and thought that she knew 
something she  wasn’t telling him. Well, that made two 
of them.

“Are you quite sure about this, Alex?” she asked.
“Yes.” Alex thought for a moment. “Can you re-

ally make them believe that I escaped?”
Blunt smiled, even if it was a smile with no humor. 

“Oh, yes,” he said.  “We’ll make them believe it.”

It happened in the middle of London and made the 
six  o’clock news.
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A car had been driving at high speed over West 
Way, one of the main roads leading out of the city. 
The car was high up—this part of the road was sus-
pended on huge concrete pillars. Suddenly, it lost 
control. Witnesses saw it swerve left and right, ca-
reering into the other traffic. At least half a dozen 
other cars were involved in the resulting pileup. There 
was a Fiat Uno crumpled up like paper. A BMW had 
one side torn off. A van full of flowers, unable to stop 
in time, crashed into the two of them. Its doors swung 
open and suddenly—bizarrely—the road was covered 
with roses and chrysanthemums. A taxi, trying to 
avoid the chaos, hit the crash barrier and catapulted 
over the edge, smashing into the bedroom window of 
someone’s house.

It was a miracle nobody was killed, although a 
dozen people were rushed to nearby hospitals. The af-
termath of the accident had been recorded by traffic 
policemen in a helicopter and there it was on televi-
sion. The road was closed. Smoke was still rising from 
a  burnt- out car. There was shattered metal and glass 
everywhere.

A number of witnesses were interviewed and de-
scribed what they had seen. There had been a boy in 
the front car, they said, the one that had started it all. 
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They had seen him get out the moment it was all over. 
He had run back down the road and disappeared 
through the traffic. There had been a man—in a dark 
suit and sunglasses—who had tried to follow him. But 
the man had obviously been hurt. He had been limp-
ing. The boy had gotten away.

Two hours later, the road was still closed. The po-
lice said they were looking for the boy urgently, to 
interview him. But apart from the fact that he was 
about fourteen years old and dressed in black, there 
was no description. They  didn’t have a name. The 
traffic in west London, of course, had come to a 
standstill. It would take days to clear up the damage.

Sitting in a hotel room in Mayfair, Julia Rothman 
saw the report and her eyes narrowed. She knew who 
the boy was, of course. It  couldn’t be anyone else. She 
wondered what had happened. More to the point, she 
wondered when Alex Rider would get in touch.

In fact, it  wasn’t until seven o’clock that evening that 
Alex made the telephone call. He was in a phone 
booth near Marble Arch. He was already wearing the 
brace, giving his mouth time to get used to it. But still 
he found it hard to stop slurring his words.

A man answered. “Yes?”
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“This is Alex Rider.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m in a phone booth on the Edgware Road.”
This was true. Alex was dressed once again in the 

black ninja outfit with which Scorpia had supplied 
him. The phone booth was outside a Lebanese restau-
rant. He had no doubt that Scorpia would be using 
sophisticated equipment to track the call. He won-
dered how long it would take them to reach him.

He thought back to the car crash. He had to ad-
mit that MI6 had  stage- managed it brilliantly. No 
fewer than twenty cars had actually been involved and 
they had only had a few hours, working with a team 
of stuntmen, to get it right. On the one hand, not a 
single member of the public had been injured. But 
looking at the television footage and hearing the re-
ports, Scorpia would have to admit that it looked real. 
That was what Blunt had said from the start. The big-
ger the pileup, the less reason there would be for 
doubt. The front page of the Evening Standard’s fi-
nal edition carried a photograph of the taxi, embed-
ded in the window of the house.

None of this mattered to the voice at the other end 
of the line.

“Is the woman dead?” it asked. The woman. 
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Scorpia  didn’t call her Mrs. Jones anymore. But then, 
corpses  don’t need names.

“Yes,” Alex said.
When they came to him, they would find the Kahr 

P9 back in his pocket with the one bullet fired. If they 
examined his hands (Blunt was sure they would) there 
would be traces of gunpowder on his fingers. And 
there was a bloodstain on the sleeve of his shirt. The 
same blood type as Mrs. Jones. She had supplied the 
sample.

“What happened?”
“They caught me on the way out. They took me 

to Liverpool Street and they asked me questions. This 
afternoon they were taking me somewhere else, but I 
managed to get away.” Alex allowed a little panic to en-
ter his voice. He was a teenager. He had just made his 
first kill. And he was on the run. “Look. You said  you’d 
bring me in once  I’d done it. I’m in a phone booth. 
Everyone’s looking for me. I want to see Nile. . . .”

A brief pause.
“All right. Make your way to Bank tube station. 

There’s an intersection. Seven roads. Be outside the 
station at nine o’clock exactly and  we’ll come and col-
lect you.”
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“Who will . . . ?” Alex began. But the phone had 
already gone dead.

He hung up and stepped out of the phone booth. 
Two police cars sped past, their lights flashing. But 
they  weren’t interested in him. He took his bearings 
and started off, heading east. Bank Station was on the 
other side of London and it would take him at least 
an hour to walk there. He had no money on him and 
 couldn’t risk being arrested for fare dodging on a bus. 
And when he got there . . . seven roads! Scorpia was 
being careful. They could come for him from any di-
rection. If this was a setup and MI6 was following 
him, they would already have to divide themselves 
seven ways.

He set off down the crowded sidewalks, keeping 
to the shadows, trying not to think what he was let-
ting himself in for. The night was already drawing in. 
He could see a hard white moon, dead in the sky. 
Everything would end, one way or another, the next 
day. There were less than twenty hours until Scorpia’s 
deadline.

It was his deadline too.
That was the one thing he  hadn’t told Mrs. Jones.
He remembered what had happened on the island 
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of Malagosto. He had been sent to see a psychia-
trist—a pleasant  middle- aged man—who had put 
him through certain tests and then produced his med-
ical report. What was it that Dr. Steiner had said? He 
was a little  run- down. He needed more vitamins.

And that was when it had happened.
He felt it now. A tiny puncture in his arm.
Alex had been given an injection. . . .
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