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         BANG!

         The plane jerks violently, like it’s been whacked by a giant with a baseball bat. A howling wind slaps me in the face. My eyes snap open.

         For a fraction of a second, time seems to stand still. The pilot is slumped forward, his head on the control panel. Dad looks at me, his eyes wide in shock, then turns back to the controls.

         The air hits me again, so hard it presses me back against the seat. A siren wails and the little plane shakes like a bobble head in an earthquake.

         “Dad, what’s happening?” I shout. He’s pulling on the control stick. “Dad?”

         2The windscreen is smashed. That’s where the air is rushing in. If you’ve ever opened your car windows on a motorway, that’s what it feels like, but right in your face.

         Dad is pressing buttons on the control panel. “Mayday, Mayday,” he says into the radio, but no one replies. Some of the dials spin wildly.

         The plane is falling out of the sky.

         Dad turns round. “We’ve had a little problem, Maisie,” he says. “We’ve hit a flock of birds. Nothing to worry about.”

         A little problem? Nothing to worry about? Most definitely not true.

         Smoke streams out of the propeller, which is supposed to be spinning but now turns slowly.

         “LOOK OUT!” I scream.

         “All under control,” says Dad, although it clearly isn’t. He’s almost shouting to be heard over the rush of air, but his voice still sounds calm.

         We’re plummeting towards the sea. Dad keeps pulling on the control stick.

         This is not how my first adventure was supposed to end. I’m only eleven. Much too young to die.

         “WE’RE GOING TO CRASH!” I scream. I don’t know how this will help, but I have to scream 3something. At least it’s accurate.

         “No, we’re not.” Dad flicks more switches on the control panel. “Well, actually, yes, we are. But it’s fine. Oh, look, there’s sea ice ahead.”

         It really is a bad time for sight-seeing. “IT’S NOT FINE!” I yell. “WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE.”

         Maisie Macleod. Born just a few years before she died. Greatest achievement: finding all four corner pieces of a big blue jigsaw.

         Dad tuts. Unbelievable. We’re hurtling to our deaths and he still finds time to tut at me. “I wrote a book, remember? How to Crash-Land a Plane. Don’t worry, Maisie, I know what I’m doing. We’re going to be just fine.”

         Dad’s never flown a plane in his life. He has no idea what he’s doing.

         I really hope I’m wrong and that he does know. If not, we’re going to hit the water faster than a brick on a motorbike.

         The dark blue of the sea is almost close enough to touch. We’re still speeding forward and at the last second the blue turns to brilliant white. We’re bathed in cold light as the world comes up to…

         
             

         

         4No, wait. What am I doing? That’s a really bad way to start a story. I’ve dropped you straight in the middle.

         I do actually know how to write a story. I’m writing a novel about a ghost pirate called Nyteshade. She’s on a quest to defeat her greatest nemesis: a mer-vamp. Mer-vamps are mermaids that have been bitten by vampires. My teacher said the first chapter was like something out of a dream. Well, actually she said it gave her nightmares.

         Dad writes books too. But his aren’t about normal things like vampires or mermaids. In fact, he doesn’t write stories at all. That would need imagination. I know he doesn’t have any imagination because when I was born he wanted to call me Georgina.

         Which sounds fine, except his name is George. George Macleod.

         Fortunately my mum’s dying wish was to give me a good Scottish name – Maisie – and you can’t ignore dying wishes. So Maisie Macleod it is.

         No, Dad writes books that explain how to do stuff. I’ll tell you some of the titles, but before I do, I want to make absolutely clear that although they sound exciting, they’re not.

         5Here are three of them:

         How to Wrestle Crocodiles

         How to Build a Zip Wire

         How to Defuse a Bomb

         See? If you didn’t know better, you’d grab one, find yourself an extra large beanbag and settle down for the day.

         That would be a mistake.

         The first chapter of How to Build a Zip Wire lists all the tools you’ll need and all the different types of bolt you should use.

         The next few chapters list all the tools you won’t need and all the different types of bolt you shouldn’t use.

         I don’t know what the rest of the book says. No one’s ever read it. No one ever makes it that far.

         But here’s the terrible secret: Dad’s never done the things he writes about. There are no zip wires or unexploded bombs in our back garden. And he’s never had a single flying lesson. So when he tells me not to worry because he’s written a book about crash-landing planes, it just makes me scream even louder.

         Anyway, this book, the one you’re reading now, 6is about me and Dad, and our great adventure. This is my guide to How to Survive Even When Your Dad Crashes You into a Continent.

         And, unlike Dad’s books, every word of it is true.
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         The story starts with a phone call, one of those calls that change everything.

         It’s the beginning of the Christmas holidays. It’s cold and dark. Everyone in the world is sat in front of the TV, except for us. Dad says TV is a waste of time so we don’t have one. He thinks a lot of things are a waste of time.

         I’m at the kitchen table writing my story about Nyteshade. I write a page or two every evening. “You rush too much, Maisie,” Dad always says to me. “Your writing’s so messy no one can read it.”

         But the thing is, I’m already eleven years old. For ten years I didn’t write a single chapter. That’s a lot 8of time to make up for.

         I’m supposed to be helping Dad make a cheesecake. Cooking is one of his hobbies.

         Dad loves his hobbies. His favourites are: jigsaws (the really big ones with thousands of pieces); waiting by a river (which he calls ‘fishing’); and finding mistakes on train timetables. Cooking is the only thing we do together that’s even remotely exciting. And that’s because you never know if you’re going to get food poisoning or not.

         OK, that’s not fair. I actually do enjoy cooking with Dad. I come up with the most imaginative ideas for recipes and he lets me make the ones that won’t kill me. Even though they never work. I’ve only been ill once so far, which was when we made Ice Cream Soup. I mean, it sounded like a good idea at the time.

         “I need to start packing after we’ve made this.” Dad sets the baking tray on the counter. “I’ve got to be at the airport early.” He often goes away on trips and leaves me with Elspeth, our neighbour. Then he comes back after two days and writes a book called How to Ride a Kangaroo or something.

         “Why are you going to the airport?” I ask. “You’re visiting an ant farm.”

         9“Not an ant farm. Antarctica,” says Dad. “I do wish you’d listen, Maisie. My new book is called How to Survive in Antarctica.”

         “But Antarctica’s really far away!” I cry. “You won’t be back for Christmas!”

         “Of course I will. It’s just a couple of flights to get there, a quick look around and then straight back. I’ll be home on Christmas Eve.”

         See what I mean? You can’t write a book about surviving in Antarctica after a ‘quick look around’. Yet when I rinse a spoon and say I’ve done the washing-up, he tells me not to exaggerate.

         Dad’s phone rings.

         This is the call I was telling you about. He motions for me to take over the cheesecake while he answers. I push my notebook aside and start looking for cheese.

         “George, it’s Elspeth,” the phone screeches. Elspeth’s got one of those nasal voices that mean you either hold the phone at arm’s length or risk damaging your eardrums. I sometimes wonder why she bothers with the phone at all. She could be on the other side of the country and we’d still hear her.

         “What can I do for you?” says Dad.

         “My wee boy’s flooded the house,” says Elspeth. 10“He was trying to give his Lego castle a moat. We’re up to our knees in water. I’m so sorry, George, but I’ll not be able to look after Maisie.”

         They keep talking, but my brain has left the planet. I won’t be staying with Elspeth. Dad doesn’t know anyone else, not well enough for me to stay over. He won’t be able to go away.

         Or, he can go, but only if he takes me with him.

         I’ve never been on a plane before. I’ve never been anywhere.

         Just the thought of it makes my stomach flop over in excitement. My heart skips. I might never get a chance like this again.

         I get my puppy-dog eyes ready. They’ve never worked on Dad before but I’ve been practising in the mirror.

         Dad ends the call. He sighs. “I’ll have to cancel my trip. That’s terribly inconvenient. It took months to arrange Guillermo and the charter. And it’s the midsummer solstice too.”

         I don’t have a clue what he’s talking about.

         “Maybe I can try again next Christmas,” Dad says, but he doesn’t sound convinced.

         Here goes.

         Remember to sound casual, Maisie.

         11“Dad take me with you I won’t be any trouble I promise please!” I blurt it out so fast Dad has no idea what I’m saying.

         “Are you OK, Maisie? Do you need to lie down?”

         I do not need to lie down.

         I clear my throat and try to sound less desperate. “I just meant you could … maybe … take me with you.” Much better.

         “Take you? But you’re not old enough.”

         I hate being told that. According to Dad, I’m not old enough to walk to school by myself, or watch films about killer werewolves, or even have my own pet shark. “I’m eleven. That’s old enough to go on a plane, isn’t it?”

         Dad shakes his head. “It’s far too dangerous.”

         “So it’s dangerous for you too?”

         “No, because I can—” He stops, biting off the words before they come out. His mouth compresses into a thin line, like he’s worried they might slip out by themselves.

         Time to break out the puppy-dog eyes.

         “Please, Dad. I really want to go.”

         He’s not convinced.

         “Pleeeeeeease?” I turn the puppy-dog eyes up to full beam.

         12It doesn’t work. “It’d be so boring for you. I’ll be travelling the whole time. Sitting on planes.”

         “I LOVE SITTING!” I shriek. “I promise I won’t get bored. Cross my heart. I’ll sit very quietly and read train timetables. And, remember, it’s the midwinter thingy.”

         “Midsummer,” Dad corrects me automatically. “Winter here, summer in Antarctica.” I can see he’s wavering.

         I’ve only got one more card to play, but it’s a good one. “Think about my education. Think of all the things you can teach me that I won’t learn at school. Like the summer-winter thing.”

         Dad nods slowly. “That’s true. There’s geology and marine biology and glaciology…”

         He lists more words ending in ‘ology’ but I’ve stopped listening. I just nod and smile while he talks himself into taking me on my first-ever trip abroad.

         An adventure! Finally! Nothing interesting has happened in my dull little town since the Vikings left. But now I’m going to the magical land of Antarctica, a land of ice dragons, frost warriors and talking snowmen.

         OK, it’s pretty obvious that I know nothing about Antarctica, except that it’s cold and really far away. 13Maybe I can use it as the setting for Nyteshade’s big battle with the mer-vamps.

         Eventually Dad picks up his phone again. “I’ll have to make some calls. And you need to pack.” He looks down at my baking tray containing a packet of cake mix and some lumps of Cheddar. “That’s not how you make cheesecake anyway.”

         I’m up the stairs and emptying my sock drawer before Dad finishes the sentence.

         I’m going to Antarctica. Even if it’s only for an hour. Even if I don’t get off the plane. When I get back to school, my teacher, Miss Kumari, will say, “What did you do over the holidays?” And for once I won’t have to say anything about jigsaws. Instead I’ll say I went to Antarctica.

         I run downstairs with an armful of socks. Dad’s hideous gunk-yellow backpack is already sitting by the front door, ready to go. I never know how he manages to pack so quickly.

         Antarctica. I don’t even know where it is.

         I don’t even care where it is.

         Best Baking Session Ever. And we didn’t even switch the oven on.
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         I already know what to take on a trip abroad. My ghost-pirate hero Nyteshade is always travelling. But Dad won’t let me pack ectoplasm (chocolate milk) or a pirate flag, so it takes me longer than I expect.

         Dad wakes me up extra early. “Time to catch the worm, Maisie.” That’s what he always says when he wakes me up for school. I don’t know why. Catching worms would be more fun than going to school. As long as we don’t make them into Worms on Toast. Never making that mistake again.

         It’s my first-ever time on a plane. Dad’s never let me near an airport before. He’s carrying his huge 15backpack that he takes on all his trips. I’m pretty sure it’s full of slippers. Dad says you can never have too many slippers. That’s not a joke, he actually told me that.

         Unlike Dad, I’ve brought one small wheelie suitcase. Apart from socks, it’s got my writing notebook with enough empty pages for twenty new chapters. I’ve also got a book on dragons and one on mermaids. Dad says mermaids don’t exist, but he’s never been to Antarctica before. It’s best to be prepared for these things.

         Apparently you can’t go straight to Antarctica. First we fly to a city called Buenos Aires in Argentina. That takes a whole day on a huge plane with hundreds of people. Dad hates being around other people; it makes him nervous. We never go to places where other people go so I’ve never seen this many people all together at once.

         A taxi takes us across the city. Buenos Aires passes by in a heat-hazy blur of evil-smelling fumes. Dad looks up from his book and says the city is badly named because Buenos Aires is Spanish for ‘good airs’.

         “Dad? Did you ever go travelling with Mum?”

         Dad turns back to his book. “Sometimes. Try 16to get some rest.”

         “Where did you go? Did you come to Buenos Aires? Did you travel round the world?”

         Dad is staring at the page but his eyes aren’t moving. “Questions later, Maisie. It’s too hot to talk.”

         I slump in my seat.

         It’s never a good time to talk about Mum. She died a few days after I was born, so I never got to know her. And Dad won’t ever talk about her.

         I pull out my notebook and start writing. Nyteshade’s best friend died years ago, which is why she’s only a shadow now. Nyteshade never mentions her because –

         I still haven’t finished the sentence when we arrive at the next airport.

         Our second plane is smaller: two seats either side of the aisle. I feel every bump and jolt as it takes off.

         It gets colder and colder as we fly south. The journey lasts for hours, all the way down Argentina. Dad spends his time doing origami, which he does whenever he’s nervous.

         I’m not a fan of origami. Apparently you can fold paper to make any shape. For me it means folding a big square to make a slightly smaller square.

         17Dad’s not much better. He only knows how to make one thing: triangles. He’s folded every piece of paper in our house into a triangle: gas bills, letters from school, toilet paper – everything ends up as a triangle. I keep my writing notebooks out of his reach.

         We fly over snow-capped mountains. Proper jaggy mountains, like ones you draw when someone says, “Draw a mountain.”

         The plane sinks lower and lower, until suddenly there are no more mountains. There’s water below us, and the plane drops like a squirrel that thinks it’s a flying squirrel but isn’t. My stomach takes off in the opposite direction.

         I’ve never been on a roller coaster but it must be like this, like your insides and outsides have had a fight and are no longer friends. This is the most exciting and also the most terrifying thing ever.

         Dad grips the armrests so hard his knuckles turn white, although everyone else on the plane seems calm. At the last second, a runway appears out of nowhere. The plane flops on to it and the brakes slam on, jerking me forward. We’ve landed.

         I start breathing again. “That was brilliant! Can we have another go?”

         18The other passengers start unclipping their seat belts, but Dad pulls his tighter. Little paper triangles are scattered on the floor below him. One of them used to be the safety instructions. “Absolutely not.”

         
             

         

         There’s a man waiting to greet us at the airport. I say man, but he must be at least a quarter lion. His black hair fans out like a mane and joins up with his black beard. He’s holding a wooden pot with a metal straw sticking out. Every now and then he sucks at the straw.

         “Señor Maclee-od?” he says.

         I think that’s our surname, though he’s saying it all wrong.

         Dad nods anyway.

         “Buenas tardes, bienvenidos al fin del mundo!” the lion says. “Qué tal el viaje?”

         “Bastante bien,” says Dad. “La bajada hasta el aeropuerto nos sacó el aliento, pero, aparte de eso, todo tranquilo.”

         My mouth is hanging open.

         “What’s the matter, Maisie?” asks Dad.

         “You speak Spanish!” I gasp.

         “Do I? Oh aye, I suppose I do. I must’ve written 19a book about it.”

         The lion man laughs. It’s a huge laugh, his head back, mouth wide open, loud enough to make the other passengers look round. He thinks Dad is making a joke. I know that Dad genuinely doesn’t remember.

         “Your little girl, she don’t speak Spanish, no?”

         I shake my head.

         “I am Guillermo,” he says to me, pronouncing it Ghee-shair-moe. “We gonna be good friends. Is perfect, my English.”

         I’m not sure about that last one.

         “I’m Maisie Macleod,” I say. “It’s Ma-cloud, not Mac-lee-od. And I’m not a little girl, I’m eleven.”

         “Your hair!” he says. “Is magnificent. Like fire on a winter night.”

         I should’ve told you about my hair. It’s the first thing – and sometimes the only thing – that people notice about me. Uncontrollable thick red hair that sticks out like an explosion in a firework factory. Nobody else has (or wants) hair like mine. Not even Nyteshade has red hair and I made her up. People make all sorts of comments about my hair, but no one has ever said it’s magnificent before. I decide to forgive Guillermo for calling me little.

         20“Is this Antarctica?”

         Guillermo throws back his head and laughs again. I can see he’s going to do that a lot.

         “No, nena. This is not Antarctica. This is Ushuaia. This is the End of the World.”
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         The End of the World is what they call this tiny city at the very bottom of Argentina. Dad says Ushuaia is the last city in the world; if you keep going south, Antarctica is next.

         It’s getting dark when Guillermo leads us out of the airport to his beaten-up car. The air feels different: crisp and wild. The last of the sunlight turns the mountain peaks to gold, while the little city below twinkles in the shadows.

         Have you ever wanted to open a book and climb inside? I feel like I’ve done just that. A fantasy adventure, with goblins and floating palaces. Maybe they’re hidden in the folds of the jagged mountains. 22There are streaks of red in the sky – that’s dragon flame. Or possibly the sunset.

         I can’t wait to explore properly. Perhaps we can go dragon-back riding and find a haunted castle. This is the most exciting place I’ve ever been.

         Though, to be fair, I’ve only been to eight places. That’s including school and Buenos Aires.

         Guillermo drives us at extreme speed on the wrong side of the road. There’s no seat belt for me in the back and every corner sends me sliding from side to side. Even better than the roller coaster plane. Dad hates it.

         Guillermo drives along a dirt road, pulls up outside a big white building and parks his car. Well, not ‘parks’ exactly. To be accurate, he randomly stops driving and abandons his car in the road.

         Dad gets out and tries not to look at the car. When we park at school, Dad manoeuvres forwards and backwards over and over until our car is exactly between the white lines, ruler-perfect. Cars parked at an angle make him twitchy, like a wasp buzzing round his head. Guillermo’s car must be buzzing like an angry wasp with a chainsaw but he doesn’t say anything.

         The white building looks abandoned. “Is this the 23hotel?” I ask. “It doesn’t look like a hotel.”

         “No time for hotels,” Dad says. He looks well rested, though I don’t think he’s slept since we left home. “This is the Aeroclub.”

         “Everything OK, nena?” Guillermo asks. “Your face is sleepy.”

         I have no idea what time it is. It feels like I’ve been travelling since the Dark Ages. My watch says it’s two o’clock, which makes no sense. It’s a watch with hands so I don’t know whether it’s the middle of the afternoon or the middle of the night.

         “I’m not even the tiniest bit sleepy,” I say, though it’s not fooling anyone. Especially as I start yawning in the middle of saying it. “Is there a toilet?”

         “Come,” Guillermo says, and unlocks the door of the Aeroclub. He leads us through the building to a pair of bathrooms, one each for me and Dad.

         The mirror’s so high I can only see the top of my head. My hair looks worse than ever, all sticking out on one side like I’m in a wind tunnel. If I don’t brush it, it’ll end up with more knots than a centipede’s shoelaces. One day it’ll get so knotted I’ll have to cut it all off, and that’ll make me look even smaller. My hair makes up about a quarter of my height.

         24My hairbrush is still in the suitcase in the car. I’ll have to go and get it.

         Dad’s in the corridor, staring at a clock on the wall. His hair’s wet and he’s changed his clothes. He checks his watch. “Running slow,” he mutters. He reaches up to the clock and moves the big hand forward a fraction of a millimetre.

         “Dad, did you have a shower? That was quick.” I can hear the sound of running water from the other bathroom. “And you’ve left the shower on again.”

         Dad tilts his head and listens. “Silly me, so I did. Are you looking for this?”

         He points to my little suitcase by his feet. I’m so tired I never even noticed it.

         
             

         

         Once my hair is slightly less tangled I find my way outside into the cool evening air. Guillermo’s sitting comfortably in a big dent on his car’s bonnet. He’s still carrying the wooden pot with the metal straw, and every now and then he fills it up with hot water from a flask.

         “You feel good now?” he calls when he sees me.

         I nod. “What’s that?”

         He holds the pot out towards me. “This is maté. Is tea, Argentina tea. You wanna try?”

         25I do not. It looks like someone’s put a hedge through a mincing machine and mixed it up with sawdust. Guillermo sees my expression and laughs. He offers it to Dad, who – to my surprise – leans his yellow backpack up against the car and takes the pot. After one sip Dad’s mouth spasms. He clearly doesn’t like it but even if it was pond water with dead maggots he’d be too polite to say anything.

         Dad and Guillermo talk in Spanish while I take in the view. The city is on the edge of a bay full of sailing boats. The evening sun lights them up like they’re electric. I search the water for mermaids. I don’t care what Dad says – in a place like this, they could pop up at any moment.

         I wish I had a camera. I’d die for a smartphone but Dad won’t even let me have two cups on a piece of string. I’ll just have to stare at everything until I can’t possibly forget it.

         No time for that either. Guillermo packs his sawdust tea away and we walk along to a rusty metal warehouse with the front rolled open.

         Inside is a tiny old aeroplane. And I mean tiny. It’s only slightly bigger than Guillermo’s car, with a propeller at the front, three wheels the size of dinner plates, and wings at about the height of my 26waist. It must be from the last century, or maybe the one before. Like Guillermo’s car, it has dents all over it.

         Dad looks round in confusion. “I thought the charter plane was here. There’s only…” His voice tails off and he stares at the little plane in horror. “But that’s… Does that even fly?”

         Guillermo shrugs, which probably isn’t the response Dad was hoping for.

         “And the pilot?” Dad’s voice is getting fainter by the second. “I thought the pilot was meeting us here.”

         Guillermo manages to grin and drink his maté at the same time.

         Dad looks at the battered old plane, then at the battered old car, abandoned awkwardly in the road. Then finally back at Guillermo. “You?” He says it so faintly, I can only tell he’s speaking because his lips move.

         If Dad got any paler, I’d be able to see straight through him. I think I’ve just spotted my first ghost.
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         The little plane is pretty much like a car inside. Guillermo sits on the left. After much hesitation, Dad sits next to him in the co-pilot seat.

         I’m in the back again. This time there’s a seat belt, although it’s badly frayed. One part is much newer than the other. Perhaps the old one broke. That’s normal, isn’t it? Seat belts break all the time, I expect. The whole plane reeks of burnt oil and mould.

         Dad hasn’t spoken since we got into the plane. I know he hates flying but this was his idea. And Guillermo says he’s a qualified pilot so I don’t know why Dad’s so anxious.

         28“Don’t worry, Dad,” I say. “Just close your eyes and imagine you’re on the back of a flying dragon.”

         “Is gonna be fine,” says Guillermo. “I fly for many years. I never crash.”

         “What about all the dents?” I ask.

         “Ah, that.” Guillermo nods. “Well, OK, I crash a few times, but not serious.”

         Dad swallows. “What about your car?”

         Guillermo throws his head back and his laughter fills the tiny aeroplane. “The car I crash many, many times. But the car and me, we both still work. More or less.”

         I grin. I’m definitely going to make Guillermo into a character in my book. He will be Nyteshade’s dragon herder. Dad doesn’t smile. His hands tighten his seat belt another notch. If he keeps doing that, he won’t be able to breathe.

         Guillermo presses a button and the propeller starts to spin. The little machine rattles alarmingly. It sounds like someone’s cutting the grass inside my head.

         The little plane bounces and jolts around as we taxi over the road to the tiny runway. Dad’s probably worrying over nothing. I can’t imagine this pile of junk will actually get into the air. The 29burning smell is getting worse.

         We start to speed down the runway. I’ve got sweets to suck on during take-off, but they’re in my suitcase, which I had to leave in the Aeroclub, even though Dad never goes anywhere without his…

         “Dad!” I say. “Your backpack! You left it by the car!”

         Dad frowns. “No, Maisie,” he shouts. “It’s on the floor next to you.”

         I turn and stare. His chunky yellow backpack is there. I don’t remember either of us putting it on the plane.

         Am I forgetting stuff too? I was sure Dad left it by the car. But it’s here.

         I’m still staring at it when the world drops away.

         I was wrong. This pile of junk does fly after all.

         
             

         

         Guillermo swings the plane round high above Ushuaia, tipping us over at a steep angle. For a moment it looks like we’re going to roll upside down. Which I think would be epic. Dad, on the other hand, clutches his seat belt and closes his eyes.

         The bay below us – well, kind of above us at the moment – is a choppy mess of white and blue. 30“Look, Dad! Mermaids!”

         OK, they’re clearly sailing boats. I was hoping Dad would get distracted by explaining to me how I’m wrong. But he doesn’t open his eyes. He’s not even making paper triangles.

         Then the plane levels out and heads across the bay. The sun is slipping behind the mountains and deep shadows swamp the land. No sign of any dragons, but our quest has only just begun.

         I think the ice dragon is the one we’re most likely to find. Dad says the Patagonian Ice Dragon is actually a tiny insect, but my library book says that ice dragons are big enough to freeze a whole ship. I know Dad’s probably right but the book version sounds a lot more fun.

         “Are we nearly there?” I ask.

         Dad hates it when I ask that, but Guillermo laughs. “Eight hours to Antarctica, nena,” he calls. “We land for a breakfast picnic. Then eight hours back.”

         Eight hours?! Two eights are fifteen. No, wait … sixteen. Sixteen hours! I thought we’d be there and back before bedtime so I didn’t bring my notebook. If I come up with any great story ideas I’m just going to have to remember them and write them 31all down the minute I find some paper.

         It’s already freezing cold in the plane. I’m glad I’m wearing my winter coat and woolly hat. I pull my gloves on too and stare out of the window. The city behind us looks like a model, but the mountains are still big enough. Then it’s sea, sea and more dark blue sea.

         For a while I watch the mountains as they shrink behind us. I’m a pirate queen, flying on an ice dragon (the bigger kind) with two valiant warriors, off to seek adventure in a far-away land. Dad said that Antarctica is actually a desert because it doesn’t rain, but I can’t picture a cold desert. Maybe there are pyramids made of ice.

         The plane drones and vibrates and drones some more. I haul the yellow backpack up on to the seat beside me. It’s uncomfortable to look at, but it makes a comfortable pillow.

         I close my eyes, but I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to sleep. I wonder what our quest will be. Breakfast is not a quest. I’ll have to think of something better.

         
             

         

         BANG!

         The plane jerks violently. A howling wind slaps me in the face. My eyes snap open.

         32Well, you already know this bit, I put it at the start of the book. Dad presses buttons and pulls at the control stick. I scream helpful comments like “WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE”.

         Dad points at the ice as we speed towards the dark blue of the sea. At the last second the blue turns to brilliant white. The world comes up to collect us.

         And now you’re all up to date.
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         I don’t remember the crash. I know I should, but it’s a blank. One second I’m in the plane and everything is white. Then suddenly I’m in Dad’s arms and he’s carrying me somewhere. His footsteps crunch as he walks.

         The next thing I know, I’m lying on the ground, utterly still. There’s no sound except for a harsh metallic screeching. For a few seconds I stare at the empty sky and listen to the sound as it fades into silence.

         Then I think: plane crash. I’ve been in a plane crash. I must be dead. Maybe we’re all dead. I can’t feel my arms and legs. I’m a ghost, floating.

         34If I’m a ghost, will I be trapped in Antarctica? Can you even haunt a continent? Or will the sunlight kill me? No, that’s vampires. Ghosts can’t die. Being a ghost might be OK.

         A bright yellow glare is coming from one side. It’s the sun shining off Dad’s hideous gunk-coloured backpack. Well, I’m definitely not in heaven, because if I was, that backpack would be a nicer colour.

         Hang on a second, did I say ‘ground’? I can’t be on the ground; we were crashing into the sea. What happened to the sea?

         I sit up. My arms and legs are just fine. I’m still alive. I’m not a ghost. That’s a huge relief and only a tiny bit disappointing.

         Ice. As far as I can see. That’s what the white was, a huge sheet of ice. It’s like I’m sitting on a cloud. A cold rock-hard cloud.

         Guillermo is lying next to me. His head is bandaged and his eyes are closed. His right arm is in a sling stretched tight across his body.

         “Dad? Dad!”

         “Right behind you,” says Dad. He’s packing away his first-aid kit and humming to himself like he’s at home doing a jigsaw. The humming is totally 35out of place. He should be screaming or panicking or at least waving his arms around. But instead he’s completely calm. “How are you feeling?”

         “Dad, where … what…?” I have so many questions they all burst out together. I take a breath. “What happened? Where are we? Did we crash? How’s Guillermo? Is he alive? Where’s the plane? How—”

         “One question at a time, Maisie, one question at a time,” Dad interrupts. “Guillermo’s fine. He’s unconscious. He got a bit of a knock to the head.” He kneels down beside Guillermo and feels his forehead. “I think his arm’s broken too. We’ll need to make sure he stays warm.”

         It’s actually not that cold. I mean, it’s not sunbathing weather. But it’s not freezing either. Perhaps we didn’t make it to Antarctica, despite all the ice.

         “Where’s the plane?”

         Dad waves a hand towards the distance. “Over there, somewhere. What’s left of it.”

         “Dad, what happened? Did you land the plane?”

         Dad sighs. “Not exactly. I feathered the propeller and used the elevators to pull the nose up and glide towards the ice. I couldn’t level it out enough to land on the wheels, so it was rather a botched job.”

         36Honestly, it’s the same tone of voice he uses when talking about train timetables. My dad has done the most amazing thing ever, and yet he sounds like he’s reading out instructions for using a chair.

         I jump up and give him a huge hug. “That’s incredible!” I say.

         I don’t hug him very often so it takes him by surprise. He has just saved our lives, though. That’s definitely hug-worthy.

         He pats me on the back like I’m a baby and he’s trying to burp me. That’s the main reason why I don’t hug him very often.

         “Dad,” I say, pulling away, “I don’t remember the crash.”

         Dad nods thoughtfully. “That’s common,” he says. “We sometimes blank out stressful situations.”

         “I remember you carrying me.”

         Dad frowns. “Maisie, that’s not… How do you remember that?”

         “I don’t know. I just do.”

         The ice crunches under my feet as I move around. Is this ice or snow? I’m not really sure. The landscape around me looks like it’s been stolen from a movie. There are huge cliffs and endless flat bits, but everything is ghostly bluish white. It’s 37like when you use blue paint then white paint and you forget to clean the brush in between. My eyes are screwed up because the sun is reflecting off everything.

         “Wow,” I say. “Is this Antarctica?”

         “Yes and no,” says Dad.

         I sigh. I can see my breath when I do that, like a fine white mist. “What do you mean?”

         “Well,” says Dad, “we’re on sea ice. There’s no land under this ice, only the Weddell Sea. So we’re in Antarctica, but not actually on Antarctica.”

         Typical Dad answer. “Is this Antarctica?” I ask again.

         Dad’s shoulders drop. “Aye.”

         So. When Miss Kumari says, “What did you do in the holidays?” I can say I crashed in Antarctica. And I didn’t die. This is without doubt the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me. To anyone in my class. I can’t wait to get back.

         “How long till we get rescued?” I ask. I check the sky to see if anyone’s arriving.

         Dad suddenly stands very still, like a rabbit escaping from rabbit jail caught in a car’s headlights. He sometimes does this when he’s thinking hard, but never for this long.

         38“Dad?”

         Dad clears his throat and looks down at the ground. “Well, it’s not… I’m still working on that, Maisie.”

         “Seriously, Dad, how long? An hour? Two hours?” At first he doesn’t answer. “What, more than two hours?”

         “I don’t…” Dad bends down to check Guillermo again, even though he checked him a few seconds ago. “I don’t know,” he says with his back to me.

         Uh-oh. This is bad. This is really bad.

         Dad doesn’t know.

         Dad always has an answer. Whatever I ask him, he knows. Sometimes I wonder if he has Wi-Fi in his head. “How big is a dragon egg?” He knows: they’d be about seventy centimetres, if they existed. “What language do they speak in Darkest Peru?” He knows: Darkest Spanish.

         So you can imagine the dread I feel when I realise that we’ve crashed in Antarctica and we’re not getting rescued.

         It’s a lot, by the way. In case you couldn’t imagine it. A lot of dread. Huge buckets of dread.

         On the other hand, when we do get rescued, this will be the second most amazing story ever. 39Obviously my Nyteshade story will be the most amazing.

         “But they know we’re here, right? So when we don’t turn up they’ll come looking for us. We can make a huge sign saying ‘HELP’ or whatever it is in Spanish.”

         But Dad’s shaking his head. He looks up, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. “No, Maisie. No one is going to come looking for us. Nobody knows we’re here.”
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         “What do you mean, nobody knows we’re here?”

         I try to put my hands on my hips, but it’s impossible in a winter coat and gloves.

         Dad swallows and starts adjusting the zip on his own coat. I’ve never seen him like this before. It’s making me nervous just looking at him.

         He clears his throat again. He seems to have a problem with his throat today. “Well, what we did wasn’t exactly … allowed.”

         That can’t be right. Dad never breaks rules, not even the pointless ones about apostrophes. He once realised he was driving at twenty-one miles an hour in a twenty zone. He drove straight (but 41slowly) to the police station and turned himself in as a dangerous criminal. They almost arrested him for wasting their time. So I imagine that he’s about to tell me we had the wrong coloured lights on the wings or something.

         But no, his confession is much worse than that.

         “You’re not actually allowed to fly to Antarctica,” he says. “Not without permits and a whole team and all kind of things. Which was no good for my book. So Guillermo and I had to bend the rules a little.”

         I gasp. Dad bending the rules is like a vegetarian eating a panda. I will definitely bring this up next time I get in trouble at school. No, every time.

         “So what did you do?” I say. If it’s bad enough, it will last me all the way through high school. Assuming we ever leave Antarctica. Do they have high school in Antarctica?

         Dad sighs. “Guillermo filed a flight plan saying we were going to South Georgia. That’s an island east of Ushuaia. When they do start looking for us, they’ll be looking in completely the wrong direction.”

         “Nobody’s coming?”

         Dad shakes his head.

         42“Never mind,” I say. “Someone will come by soon, won’t they? We can, you know, hitch-hike or something.” I stick my thumb out to show him how we can get the attention of a passing tourist. “Or we can walk. We’ll come across someone eventually.”

         But Dad is still shaking his head. “No one lives in Antarctica. No tourists come here. There’s no one here, Maisie. We’re on our own.”

         Not good.

         I read a book about a man stranded alone in a mythical world. There was a monster with giant tentacles and it didn’t end well for the man or the monster. What if there’s one of those here? Lurking under the ice, ready to snatch us underwater?

         But I’m with Dad. Dad can crash-land a plane without a single flying lesson. He learned Spanish without even going to Spain. I’m sure he’ll think of something. He just needs a little spark to get going. That’s how I feel every morning before school.

         “Not a problem,” I say. “You’re writing How to Survive in Antarctica, right? So, how do we survive?”

         “But that’s the thing,” says Dad. “I’ve not written 43it yet. I’ve not even made a list of all the tools you need, let alone all the tools you don’t need.”

         He sits down on the ice and stares at Guillermo. “I should never have let you come,” he mumbles. “I knew it was too risky.”

         I shake my head. “This is going to be, like, the greatest adventure ever. Come on, Dad, you’ve written books about everything. What’s the first thing to do in an emergency?”

         “Don’t panic.” There’s the ghost of a smile in his eyes and I’m not sure if he’s making a joke or not.

         I think about the monster with giant tentacles. “OK, too late for that. What’s next?”

         “Shelter,” says Dad, like he’s reading from a list. “We need shelter.”

         Great. Progress.

         “So we can build a shelter out of…” I look around. Apart from the ice, we’ve got Dad’s yellow backpack and nothing else at all. “Is there a tent in the bag?”

         Dad looks miserable. “No.”

         So the only thing we’ve got is ice.

         What would Nyteshade do? She’d build an ice palace. No, wait, that’s from a movie.

         I click my fingers. At least, I would if I wasn’t 44wearing gloves. And if I knew how to click my fingers, which I don’t.

         “An igloo,” I say. “Igloos are made out of ice.”

         Dad shakes his head. “No, Maisie. Igloos are built out of compacted snow, not ice. You’d have to find…” He glances around and instantly perks up. He points to a small hill of icy snowy-white stuff. “There. That might be compacted snow. Yes, an igloo might work.” I can see his excitement growing, like the day he spotted a mistake in the train timetable.

         He clambers to his feet. “Let’s have a look,” he says. He opens his backpack and pulls out a shovel.

         I promise you, I’m not making that bit up. He actually has a metal shovel in his backpack. The handle is very short, but Dad twists and pulls on it and it slides out to be as long as his arm.

         “Why are you carrying a shovel?”

         “Basic Antarctica equipment, Maisie,” he says. “I haven’t written the book yet, but I have done my research.”

         “But you didn’t pack a tent?”

         “I’ll add it to the list,” Dad grumbles. “I can’t think of everything.”
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         Dad knows exactly where to go. Maybe it’s an instinct or something, but he leads me round the big mound of snow to a part that is almost vertical. Dad prods the snow and declares that it’s perfect for igloo building. It’s out of sight of Guillermo, so Dad tells me to keep an eye on our patient while he builds.

         Dad also gives me strict instructions not to wander about. Sea ice is less than two metres thick, he says, and there are cracks all over the place. They’re called crevasses. If you’re not careful, you can fall down a crevasse and end up in the sea. Two metres is about the height of a door. That’s how 46far we are from plunging into the Weddell Sea and turning into human ice lollies. Two metres is also well within reach of the tentacle monster. I’m not going anywhere near any crevasses.

         Dad works incredibly fast. I don’t know how he does it. When I’m watching him, he seems to plod along, humming to himself as he slowly cuts one block at a time. But every few minutes I go to check on Guillermo, and when I come back, a whole new section has been built. It’s like me with my homework: I can’t focus on it when Dad’s watching over my shoulder, but when he leaves me alone I get loads finished. Not necessarily correct, but finished.

         He doesn’t actually build a whole igloo, if I’m being accurate. He cuts out blocks of snow from the mound and makes them into a circular wall for the front of the shelter. The hollowed-out mound becomes the back half. All the time he sprinkles me with Dad Facts.

         “People think,” he says on one of my visits, “that igloos are made up of circles, one on top of the other. Actually they’re made in a spiral, like a snail’s shell.”

         “Great,” I say, which is my standard response to 47a Dad Fact. “Will it be big enough for all three of us?”

         He nods. “Of course. We’ll bring Guillermo here as soon as it’s done.”

         According to my watch, it’s either midday or midnight back home, but I’ve no idea what time it is here. What time zone is Antarctica in? It’s spread across the bottom of the world so perhaps it’s in all of them at once. Or none of them. Perhaps time works differently here.

         My watch agrees with me. It says Dad builds a whole igloo (OK, half an igloo) in under half an hour. That seems rather fast to me.

         “What do you think?” he asks. He plants the shovel into the ice at his feet and stands back to admire his work.

         It looks like a huge ball of ice bubbling out of the ground. It’s not as neat as his origami triangles but thankfully it’s a lot bigger.

         “Good job, Dad. Does it have Wi-Fi?”

         Dad shakes his head. “Very funny. Did you know lots of people think igloos are made up of circles?”

         I shake my head. “No, they’re made in a spiral, like a snail’s shell.”

         48Dad smiles. “Spot on, Maisie. How did you know that?”

         “I’m a quick learner,” I mumble. I wish my tests at school were this easy. “Shall we bring Guillermo inside?”

         “Oh yes, Guillermo. Yes, we’d better get him inside.”

         Guillermo’s too heavy for Dad to carry, so Dad grabs his legs and pulls. Guillermo slides rather nicely over the ice, his huge mane of hair giving his head excellent padding. He leaves a drag mark in the snow behind him.

         “Dad, how did you get Guillermo here from the plane?”

         Dad stops to think. “Well, I suppose I dragged him.”

         “There aren’t any drag marks in the snow. And why did you bring us so far from the plane?”

         “In case it caught fire,” he says. “Questions later, Maisie.”

         There’s a small hole in one side of the igloo, which is our front door, apparently. Good job there are no burglars in Antarctica. Especially since Dad has to break the sides a little to get Guillermo’s shoulders through.

         49Inside it’s high enough for me to stand up, though my hair brushes against the top. There’s a solid bench of ice at the back. Sunlight filters through the walls and makes them look like they’re glowing pale blue, like my eyes. Dad has brown eyes but my mum had pale blue eyes. She still does, in the photo next to my bed.

         We park Guillermo on one side, nice and tidy, the way Dad parks his car.

         “Where’s the bathroom?” I ask.

         “I’ll build an extension as soon as I’ve installed the Wi-Fi,” says Dad.

         “No, seriously,” I say, “I need to go to the toilet.”

         “Ah. Yes. Well, you’re going to have to find a spot outside.”

         Ugh.

         I make Dad promise to stay in the igloo. In return he unscrews the handle from the shovel and makes me promise to prod the ground with every step. No falling down a crevasse for Maisie.

         I’m not going back to where I woke up on the ice. Much too open. Instead I explore the other way, right round the mound of snow. I want to be completely out of sight.

         It’s eerily quiet outside. Apart from a faint breeze 50there’s no sound at all. Back at home I often imagine I’m an explorer lost in the wild. The school playground is a shipwreck haunted by mer-vamps. My classroom is a zoo’s monkey house. Actually that one doesn’t take much effort.

         Here, I don’t need to imagine anything. I am an explorer lost in the wild. I’m not in a book. This is the real world, and in the real world there are no monsters with huge tentacles.

         No, wait: giant squid. Giant squid are a real thing. I keep prodding the ground. Giant squid are scary. Giant anything are scary.

         And then I see something behind the mound of snow. Something that makes me forget about giant squid, tentacle monsters, and even the reason I came outside.

         Igloos. Dozens of them. A whole field of abandoned igloos. Some are little more than circles in the ground, others are almost whole. It looks like a sheet of bubble wrap after someone’s popped all the bubbles.

         Dad was wrong. There are people in Antarctica. A whole host of people. People who know how to build igloos.

         We’re saved!

         51All we have to do is find out where they went and get them to come back for us. I race back to tell Dad the good news.

         
             

         

         Dad soon pops my bubble of hope. We look around the igloos together but there are no signs of people at all. No rubbish, no abandoned equipment. It’s like walking around my home town on a Sunday.

         “These igloos must have been here for ages,” says Dad.

         The snow around the igloos has been trampled flat. Thousands of footprints, all merging into each other.

         “People were here,” I insist. “Loads of people. Look! They might still be nearby. HELLO?”

         There’s no reply, not even an echo. My voice disappears into the ice.

         “Sorry, Maisie,” Dad says. “Look how broken these igloos are. Whoever was here, they’re long gone by now.”

         Dad once told me that on the moon, your footprints can last for ever. Perhaps something like that happens here too. Perhaps these footprints are really old.

         I scuff my boot into the snow, frustrated. 52“I thought I’d saved us.”

         “I know.”

         “And you did all that work for nothing. You didn’t need to build an igloo, you could have patched up one of these.”

         Dad nods. “That’s true. On the other hand, you now have a lot of different bathrooms to choose from.”

         Which reminds me why I came out here in the first place.
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         Now that he’s built a shelter for us, Dad is totally back in control of the situation. Mostly that’s a good thing. He’s brimming with ideas, not just for how we can survive in Antarctica but for how he’s going to write his book when he gets back.

         He seems to have forgotten that we don’t actually have a way to get back yet.

         An hour ago it was a fight for survival. Now it’s an educational trip. Somehow our emergency has turned into a quiz.

         “What are the essentials for survival, Maisie?” he asks.

         That’s easy. “A television, the internet, a good 54book and an indoor bathroom.”

         Dad isn’t quite sure if I’m being serious or not.

         I sigh. “Shelter obviously. Food and water. And an indoor bathroom.”

         “Good, good,” he says. “You forgot one thing. Something to keep us warm.” He opens his backpack and pulls out a little stove. “Like this,” he says. He sets it down between us and Guillermo. “Where can we get water from?”

         “Your backpack,” I say. “You’ve probably got a small lake in there.”

         He peers into his backpack, like he really has forgotten whether he packed a lake or not. Sometimes it’s hard to tell when he’s joking. “No lakes, big or small. Not even a pond.”

         “Can we eat the snow?” I ask. “Or melt it on the stove?”

         “Good work!” cries Dad, like I’ve just recited my seven times table. “It’s fresh water, so we can indeed drink it. And what about food?”

         “Didn’t Guillermo say we were going to have a picnic?”

         Dad goes very still. He’s forgotten to bring the picnic.

         “Dad, didn’t you bring any food at all?”

         55Dad peers into the depths of his yellow bag. “Just a few bars of emergency chocolate. Fancy one?”

         Always.

         Emergency chocolate, by the way, is just normal chocolate that Dad keeps for emergencies. Back home he seems to have an emergency every evening right after I go to bed.

         He pulls two bars out and that becomes our dinner. This is so unlike Dad, to give me chocolate instead of fruit. Normally my mealtimes are carefully monitored to have the exact right amount of protein and carbohydrate. Dad says he wants me to grow up big and strong, but I’m clearly never going to be either of those things.

         The emergency chocolate is delicious, much better than Dad’s Chocolate Surprise (the surprise is he replaces all the chocolate with broccoli). Actually it’s the best bar of chocolate I’ve ever had. Top tip: if you want to make your chocolate taste better, try crashing in Antarctica.

         As we eat, Dad folds the empty wrappers into origami triangles and puts them back in his bag. “We can’t survive on chocolate, though.”

         Personally I’d be willing to give it a try.

         “We need to find a proper source of food.” He 56starts to scramble to his feet, then he sees my face. “What is it, Maisie?”

         “Can we rest a bit, before we go out again?”

         Dad checks his watch. “Oh my goodness, it’s way past your bedtime.”

         We’ve crashed in Antarctica and we’re fighting for survival. Only Dad would worry about my bedtime at a time like this.

         The sun is low in the sky, shining directly through our missing front door.

         “Shouldn’t we wait till night?” I ask. “And sleep when it’s dark?”

         Dad shakes his head. “It is the night. It’s the middle of the night.”

         I look again at the bright sunshine. “Are you totally sure about that?”

         “We’re inside the Antarctic Circle. That means the sun doesn’t go down in summer. It’s not going to get dark. Not till February anyway.”

         I don’t think I can wait till February.

         Dad lights the stove to heat up our new home. He pokes a hole in the roof and partly blocks the door with his backpack, leaving a gap so there’s fresh air flowing through. He sits on the ice bench and leans up against the back wall. I snuggle up 57against him. I haven’t slept like this since I was tiny. I want to think over everything that’s happened today, remember every detail for writing my next chapter: the crash, the ice, the igloos. Instead I fall asleep to the sound of Dad humming.

         
             

         

         I don’t know how much time has passed but the light has changed. The ice walls are now almost white.

         “Come on, Maisie,” Dad’s saying. “Time to catch the worm.”

         Worms, ugh.

         The wind has picked up and there’s a strong breeze whistling through the igloo. Dad looks like he’s had a good night’s sleep, even though he must have been sitting up the whole time. I don’t know how he does it, I really don’t.

         Guillermo is awake too. He’s hunched against the igloo wall, chatting with Dad in Spanish.

         “Buenos días, nena,” he says when I finally get my eyes open. His voice is a bit slurred but he still manages to smile.

         “Buenos Aires,” I say back, which is the only Spanish I know.

         He grins. “Welcome to the End of the World.” 58He’s drinking his maté, which he keeps topping up with water from a pan that’s bubbling on the stove.

         Dad moves his yellow backpack and sticks his head out of the front door. He’s probably checking for giant squid. Or mer-vamps.

         My neck aches. My back aches. Basically everything aches. My hair is in one big knot that will never come undone. I don’t suppose there are any hairbrushes in Antarctica.

         “Guillermo, didn’t you say Ushuaia was the End of the World?”

         “I changed my opinion,” Guillermo says. He tries to laugh, but it jiggles his arm and he winces.

         “Does your arm hurt?” I ask. Which is a silly question, because it clearly does.

         “Your dad, he give me lots of medicine,” Guillermo says. “He tie my arm well. He should write a book on how to be a nurse.”

         I think back through the line of books on Dad’s shelves. I can’t remember one about being a nurse. “Sorry about your plane,” I say.

         Guillermo shrugs with one arm. “Is not my plane. It belong to the Aeroclub. But I think they do not let me fly again.”

         59“It wasn’t your fault we crashed,” I say.

         Guillermo looks indignant. “Of course no. I never crash.”

         “But we did crash.”

         Guillermo shakes his head. “Not me. I fly the plane. Your dad, he crashed the plane.” He opens his mouth to laugh again, then changes his mind. “No, they don’t let me fly again because they will know I fly to Antarctica without permission.” He looks a little glum.

         Dad pulls his head back inside. “Cold and windy out. You need to stay here, Guillermo. Keep warm. Maisie and I will pop out and get some food.”

         “For me, toast and jam,” says Guillermo. “And a coffee. Three sugars.”

         “I’ll see what’s on the menu,” says Dad. “They might not still be serving breakfast.”

         I look at them like they’re both crazy. Guillermo can’t help but laugh at my face.

         “That’s wrong,” I say. “We’re more like cave people, going off to hunt wild animals.”

         “In that case,” grins Guillermo, “two rabbits for me. And a wild pig. Three sugars.”

      
   


   
      
         60
            10

            How to Catch Breakfast

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Twice that I can remember, I’ve opened my front door to find that overnight snow has transformed my bleak little town into a dreamland, spotlessly clean and strangely empty. Walking around is like floating through the sky.

         My first morning in Antarctica feels like that. Except that at home the old grey town lurks under the snow, waiting for you to wake up. Here, the dream is all there is.

         It’s cold outside, much colder than it was yesterday. Even Santa’s reindeer would think this cold is a bit much. I feel icky from sleeping in my clothes, but I’m not going to remove so much as a 61glove until we leave Antarctica.

         “Where are we going?” I ask Dad as we crunch over the ice together.

         “In 1915,” says Dad, “a man called Ernest Shackleton was stuck in the ice near here with a ship full of people.”

         “And we’re going to find him? He’s probably dead by now.”

         “What? No. The point is, his ship got crushed in the ice.”

         “Great,” I say. “So where are we going?”

         Dad frowns. “No, that wasn’t the point I was trying to make.”

         We round the snow hill to the Field of Bathrooms. The igloos are a lot harder to see today. The wind has half buried them in snow. All the footprints are covered over.

         So, not like the moon then. It’s a bit strange that they weren’t buried before, if they’ve been here for so long. This place has so many mysteries.

         Dad leads me round the edge of the igloos. He has his shovel handle and tests the ground for crevasses as he walks. Maybe he’s worried about giant squid too. “Shackleton and his crew were stuck on the ice for over a year. They all survived.”

         62“Did they have tents?” I ask.

         Dad looks grumpy at this question. “Yes, they did. But the point is, what did they eat?”

         I look around the emptiness. In books, when people get stranded they always eat coconuts, but that clearly isn’t the right answer here. There are no plants, no trees, no animals. Just ice.

         “Ice cream?” I say hopefully.

         “You’re not looking hard enough,” says Dad. “Look at your feet.”

         We’re standing in a channel through the snow. It looks like something’s dragged itself through here recently.

         “So, Maisie, what made this track?”

         I can think of only three possibilities. “Giant squid, injured dragon or mer-vamps.”

         “What? What’s a mer…? No. Look over there.”

         There are some black blobs far in the distance. They’re scattered across the ground in the shadow of a huge cliff of ice. My eyesight is good but I can’t quite see what they are.

         There’s a sudden noise right behind me. Like a small motorbike revving its engine.

         Something is standing there.

         It’s a mer-vamp. Must be. I scream.

         63The mer-vamp is not impressed. It makes the revving sound again, its beak lifted up in the air.

         They do exist after all! They’re black and white, with wings and a beak and … and…

         OK, hold on. This mer-vamp looks an awful lot like a penguin.

         “Calm down, Maisie,” says Dad. “It’s not going to hurt you.”

         False alarm. It’s not a mer-vamp after all. It’s a penguin. But not just any penguin. This is the biggest penguin I’ve ever seen in my life. Its head comes up to my chest. It looks like it’s wearing a black cape and hood over white feathers, like a supervillain. It’s got orangey-yellow patches round its neck like a gold collar. It’s standing tall and honking at me angrily. Its message couldn’t be clearer if it yelled, “Get out of the way!”

         “Sorry.” I step out of the tracks. It lurches on, head bobbing from side to side.

         There are two more penguins behind it. It seems I caused a traffic jam on the penguin highway.

         “Fascinating,” Dad breathes. “Emperor penguins. I’ve read about them, but I’ve never actually seen one before.” He turns to me and smiles. It’s a smile of pure joy, the smile he makes when our cooking 64doesn’t taste disgusting or when my school report says something positive. I don’t see that smile very often. Which tells you a lot about my mealtimes and my school reports.

         “Very cool,” I agree.

         I think I’ll like them a lot more when my heart goes back to normal speed. I decide that Nyteshade is going to have a pet emperor penguin. No, an army of emperor penguins. To fight the mer-vamps with.

         “That’s their colony over there.” Dad points at the blobs in the distance.

         Two more penguins hurry past us like we’re green traffic lights. “They’re not scared of us,” I gasp.

         “They won’t have seen humans before,” says Dad. “And they don’t have any predators on land.”

         “Wait, wait,” I say, as a horrible idea springs to mind. “You’re not suggesting we eat the penguins, are you?”

         Dad shakes his head. “No. Although Shackleton did. No, my question is, where are these penguins coming from?”

         “The zoo?”

         “Seriously, Maisie.”

         65I might be sleepy but my brain still works. “The sea. They eat fish.”

         “Correct! So if we follow these tracks the other way…”

         “We’ll get to the sea. Where there are lots of fish.”

         “Spot on.” Dad beams like I’ve brought home a Star of the Week Award. Or a Certificate of Being Alive. Basically any piece of paper from school with my name on makes him happy. Except for my reports, obviously.

         The tracks lead us in a straight line away from the penguin colony. I can already see splodges of blue in the distance. We’re not far at all from the edge of the sea ice. We walk alongside the track to avoid the trickle of penguins coming the other way.

         “It’s good we’re going against the traffic,” says Dad.

         “Why are they all so chubby?” I ask.

         “These are the mums,” says Dad. “They’ve been in the water feeding all winter while the dads have been huddled up together looking after the eggs.”

         “So for penguins, the dad is the one that looks after the baby?”

         66“Aye. Well, not all penguins. Only emperor penguins.”

         “Only emperor penguins and you,” I say.

         Dad doesn’t reply to that. When I look up at him, he’s biting his lip. I think he wants to say something, but he doesn’t know how to put it into words. I know exactly how that feels. I spend all my French lessons like that.

         For my whole life Dad has had to look after me on his own. It’s never really struck me before how hard it must be to look after a baby by yourself. Even the penguin dads have other penguin dads all around them, but my dad doesn’t have any friends or family to help.

         We never talk about Mum. We have lots of photos and things around the house, but Dad always looks sad when I mention her. And then he changes the subject. I wish I knew more about her, though. I know she was from Poland and had blue eyes and wild hair like me. Her hair wasn’t red, though, I inherited that from my Scottish side. Dad’s got loads of videos of her on his phone. He watches them over and over when he thinks I’m asleep. I know because I can hear her recorded laughter.

         I wonder what he’s trying to say now.

         67Probably something about how much I loved jigsaws when I was a baby.

         “So now the penguin mums are coming back to feed the chicks?” I ask.

         Dad looks relieved. He’s much happier talking about penguins than about us. “That’s right. And when they find them, it’s the dads’ turn to go and eat. They’ll be starving by now.”

         I look to see if the penguin mums are carrying fish under their flippers, but they’re not. “How do they feed them, without food?”

         Dad smiles. “They regurgitate some of their food for the chicks to eat from their beaks.”

         I stop walking. “They vomit up their dinner? And their babies have to eat it out of their mouths?”

         Dad nods. “It’s not as disgusting as it sounds.” He thinks for a bit, then adds, “OK, maybe it is as disgusting as it sounds.”

         I feel like being sick myself. “I am so, so glad you didn’t feed me like that when I was a baby.”

         Dad shrugs. “Parents do whatever they have to do.”

         I wait to see if he’s going to say more, but he keeps on walking in silence.

         Some of the penguin dads are already at the edge 68of the ice. They’re thin and stooped, a lot like Dad. Is that something that happens to all dads? Or just dads that look after babies by themselves?

         The penguin nearest the edge is peering at the water. At least a dozen more are in a line behind him. Imagine a bus stop about four steps away from the water and a load of penguins waiting for a ride into town. That’s pretty much what I’m looking at.

         “They’ve made a queue!” I say in amazement. “I didn’t know penguins were so polite.”

         Dad chuckles. He definitely approves of the wildlife having good manners.

         I feel guilty as we walk past them, like we’re cutting in, but the penguins don’t seem to mind.

         “What are they waiting for?” I ask.

         Dad shakes his head, like he’s trying to rattle the answer into place.

         We’re only just above the water level. The sea is calm, barely moving. It’s covered in chunks of white ice, like mould spreading across bread, but nearest to me it’s dark blue. I lean over the edge to see if there are any mermaids. Or mer-vamps. Or fish.

         Big mistake.

         Turns out, there’s an excellent reason why the 69penguins are standing back from the edge. They know something I don’t.

         It all happens in less than a second.

         The only thing I see is teeth. A mouth full of sharp teeth exploding out of the water and hurtling towards me.
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         Dad tells me later that it’s a leopard seal.

         Picture a nice cute seal, like the ones you might see in an aquarium doing tricks. Now replace its teeth with the fangs of a leopard. Give it black spots. Make it aggressive enough to attack anything, even sharks. It might live in the water, but it’s more leopard than seal.

         It’s the reason why the penguins are lined up so far back. Leopard seals can see the penguins from underwater, and they leap out and grab any penguin that gets too close to the edge.

         This one clearly thinks I’m a penguin. We came out to catch something for breakfast and instead 71I’m the one who’s going to be caught.

         And this is the bit where things really get weird. This is the bit you might find hard to believe. Trust me, I hardly believe it myself. But this is what happens.

         One second, the leopard seal’s open jaws are coming straight towards my face. There’s no time to move, no time to react. I’m about to be the dish of the day.

         The next second, the leopard seal has disappeared. Gone.

         There’s a thud to my right. It’s the leopard seal, hitting the ice, missing me by at least a metre. The penguins scatter in terror.

         It teleported. I know it sounds ridiculous, but that’s the best way to describe it. One moment it was about to eat me, the next it was about a metre to my right.

         That’s not physically possible.

         Maybe it’s my imagination, but the leopard seal seems as surprised as I am. It eyes me angrily as it slithers backwards into the water, vanishing from sight. Maisie is off the menu today.

         I’m still standing, frozen to the spot. Dad grabs me and pulls me back, away from the edge. Before 72the leopard seal tries again. I stumble and fall on to the ice. My heart suddenly realises what has happened and begins pounding.

         I’ve been attacked. I was almost eaten. And the thing teleported. How on earth did it do that? I am very shaken – in so many ways that I don’t know how to count them.

         “Are you all right? Maisie?”

         Dad kneels down and I hug him tightly. Slowly my heartbeat returns to normal.

         “What was that?” I gasp.

         “A leopard seal,” says Dad. “They’re fairly common in the waters around here. They usually eat penguins—”

         “I mean, what just happened? One second it was in my face; the next it was over there.”

         “Maybe it just seemed that way,” Dad says.

         “No, Dad.” I’m almost shouting now. “It didn’t seem that way. That’s what happened. It … it teleported. Or I did. One of us teleported.”

         “You’re still in shock,” says Dad. “It’s my fault, I should have told you to stay away from the edge. I’m so sorry, Maisie. I completely forgot.”

         “No, Dad,” I say again. “Something’s going on. I know what I saw.” Dad tries to calm me down, but 73the shock is really kicking in now and I’m furious. “You did something, didn’t you?”

         “Me?” Dad remains infuriatingly calm. “Yes, I pulled you back from the edge.”

         “No, you … you teleported me. Or the leopard thing. You teleported it.”

         Dad almost laughs, which doesn’t help me calm down. “If only.”

         “And your backpack,” I say.

         That catches Dad completely off guard. “My backpack?”

         “You left it in the road, but you teleported it into the plane. That’s why I didn’t see it.” My mind is whirring now, faster than a cheetah with a jet pack. Everything suddenly makes sense.

         “Maisie—”

         But I don’t let him speak. “And the plane. When we crashed. You teleported me on to the ice, didn’t you? Me and Guillermo.” I remember the screech of metal that I heard when I was lying on the ice. It must have been the plane. I wish my brain worked this fast all the time. “We weren’t on the plane when we crashed, were we? That’s why I don’t remember the crash. I wasn’t there. You’d teleported us on to the ice.”

         74Dad’s still shaking his head. “Maisie, you know I’d do anything to keep you safe, don’t you?”

         “Yes, but—”

         “So, think about it: if I could teleport things, why are we stuck in Antarctica?”

         “Because…” My brain suddenly whirrs to a stop. My cheetah with the jet pack has crashed into a brick wall. “Maybe it only works over short distances?”

         Dad chuckles. “Listen to yourself. Do you really think I can move things just with the power of my mind? If I could do that, your bedroom would be a lot tidier. And we wouldn’t need the car.”

         “But maybe—”

         “If I could teleport things, even over short distances, then I would have got you and Guillermo off that plane long before we hit the ice. But you remember us falling all the way down, don’t you?”

         I fall silent.

         “Shock affects people’s memories. My backpack was already on the plane, but you were so excited you didn’t see it.”

         Well, that might be true.

         “There’s a scientific idea,” Dad continues, “that says whichever explanation is the simplest is probably the right one. You’re trying to explain things with 75magic, but sometimes things just happen. Trust me, you can’t always rely on your memory.”

         He helps me stand up and brush off the snow. The penguins have lined up again in their queue, which has got even longer while we’ve been talking. Most of them are watching us like we’re on Netflix.

         Without warning, the first penguin dives into the water. The other penguins jump on to their bellies and slide after him. They move astonishingly fast. Within seconds, all the penguins are gone.

         I’m left alone on the ice with Dad, a man who cannot teleport things.

         But I know what I saw. Something doesn’t make sense. Sometimes the simplest explanation is not the right one.

         And I know Dad really well. Well enough to know that he’s not telling me the truth. There’s something he’s hiding from me.

         And I’m going to find out what it is.
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         It’s clearly too dangerous to catch fish at the edge of the ice shelf. Neither of us wants to try our luck with the leopard seals again.

         But Dad has a better idea. Weddell seals.

         “Don’t worry,” he says. “Weddell seals are the cute kind. Nothing like leopard seals.”

         Personally I’ve gone off seals, but I trail along behind him.

         Once again, he seems to know exactly where to go. He knew how to build the igloo. He knew where the penguins were. Perhaps that’s his secret. He knows things.

         No, that’s stupid. Of course he knows things. 77Our living room has bookcases on every wall, with hundreds and hundreds of books. There’s even a bookcase on the door. The only reason there’s no bookcase on the ceiling is because of gravity. I’ve never seen so many books outside a library.

         He never seems to read any, though, not when he’s with me. We’re always doing jigsaws or origami. Perhaps he absorbs the information by touching them. Perhaps he doesn’t need them, because he has Wi-Fi in his brain and they’re there to throw me off the scent.

         OK, you probably think I’m going a little off the rails. And you might be right. All I can say is, when the impossible has already happened, nothing is impossible any more.

         Dad keeps throwing out Dad Facts as we walk, but my mind is somewhere else. Dad has given me dozens of jigsaw puzzles over the years, and now all the pieces are mixed up together. Let’s not think for now about whose fault that is. The point is, you never know if you’re holding a piece of sky or a piece of sea. I feel like that now. I’m trying to make a picture out of pieces that don’t belong together.

         So I’m not really paying attention until Dad 78points to a Weddell seal on the ice ahead. It has mottled black-and-white fur, like a tiger in a really old photo, but that’s all I see before it disappears from sight.

         For a second I think there’s more teleporting going on. Then I see the hole it went down. It’s about as wide as my beanbag and almost perfectly round, dropping straight down into the sea below. Dad was right: the icy cold waters are just beneath our feet.

         I was so silly to be worried about giant squid and mer-vamps. Nothing could be scarier than leopard seals. I stay well back from the hole. If Nyteshade has to fight a leopard seal, her army of emperor penguins wouldn’t be much use. If anything, she’d just be feeding it.

         Dad takes a net out of his pocket and ties it on to the shovel handle.

         “Where did that net come from?” I ask.

         Dad smiles. “I teleported it here.”

         I scowl at him. “You’re so funny.”

         
             

         

         I told you earlier how fishing is one of Dad’s favourite hobbies. I’ve no idea why he enjoys it; the only thing he’s ever caught is a cold.

         79But everything is different in Antarctica. Dad only has to dip his net into the hole and he pulls it out with dozens of fish in it. They look like metal sausages with a massive eye at one end and arrow notches at the other.

         I gasp. “Robot fish! There must be a secret lair under the ice where an arch-villain is building an underwater robot army.”

         “Robot navy,” Dad corrects me. “Armies are on land. And why an arch-villain instead of a normal villain?”

         Poor Dad doesn’t know much about heroes and villains. “Normal villains don’t have enough money, of course.”

         Dad sighs. “These are Antarctic silverfish. They’re not robots; it’s a chemical in their scales that makes them look silvery and shiny. We’ll have to descale them before we eat them.”

         I hate eating fish at the best of times, and this is not the best of times. My stomach was rumbling with hunger, but now it’s twisting into knots at the thought of biting into a robot fish. “I can’t eat them.”

         “They’ll be fine when they’re cooked,” Dad says, though he looks doubtful. The fish stare at 80him. They don’t believe him either.

         We take our catch back to the igloo. Needless to say, Dad knows exactly which way to go.

         
             

         

         I sit with Guillermo inside the igloo while Dad takes the stove, the pan and a knife outside. He wants to teach me how to turn the silverfish into a meal but I really don’t want to watch. There’s no way I’m eating robot fish. And this from the person who invented Spaghetti Cupcakes.

         Guillermo has a map of Antarctica, which is much more interesting. It’s crumpled and stained with mysterious substances and parts of it are held together with tape. As he spreads it out one of the rips grows a little longer.

         “South America up here,” he says. “Antarctica down here.”

         Picture a white octopus that’s fallen over on the seabed. “Help me up,” he cries. A green octopus stretches down a tentacle as far as she can but she can’t quite reach him. The green octopus is South America and the white one is Antarctica.

         I explain all this to Guillermo. He squints and turns his head sideways. “How can he fall over underwater?” he says.

         81Grown-ups have no imagination. “Where are we?”

         Guillermo points at a big red stain in the ocean, close to the main body of the white octopus. “Somewhere near the ketchup.” He shrugs. “We are on the edge of the sea ice, but the sea ice, it changes every year, so is not on the map.”

         “But you must know more or less? Where were we flying to?”

         “We fly like this: Ushuaia … chilli sauce … mayonnaise … ketchup.” He traces our route around his former lunches. “From the green octopus to the white octopus. This summer is warm, not so much sea ice like normal. So maybe we are here. Near this cigarette burn.”

         I peer at the hole in the coast of Antarctica. “Look!” I say. “There are letters here. Coming out of the hole.”

         Guillermo squints at the paper. “I don’t see nothing. My eyes, they are not so good.”

         I can’t believe Dad let us get in a plane with Guillermo.

         “It says LEY-ARCH-TION,” I read. “Is that Spanish?”

         Guillermo shakes his head. “Maybe is the name 82of a mountain?”

         “I bet Dad knows. Can I show him the map?”

         Guillermo nods. “But promise me you will take care of it. I don’t want my map to get dirty.”

         For a moment he looks serious, and I think he means it. Then he puts his head back and roars in laughter, a laugh that quickly turns into a wince. “Ay, nena,” he says, “you must not make me laugh like this. It hurts too much.”
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         Dad isn’t having much luck with our breakfast. He’s kneeling over the stove with a penknife but the silvery fish keep slipping out of his gloved hands.

         The wind is still strong and billows the map out like a sail. The rip down the middle grows longer and I quickly fold it up before it turns into two maps.

         “Dad, what does ‘LEY-ARCH-TION’ mean?”

         He turns in surprise and knocks the stove over. Half-cooked fish sprawl across the ice, a last-ditch escape attempt. The stove sputters out.

         “Ah, Maisie, I didn’t hear you coming.” He 84calmly rights the stove and looks in dismay at the fish. “It’s not going very well. What was that word you said?”

         I repeat it slowly.

         “‘TION’?” he says.

         “As in, ‘STATION’.” A thought occurs to me. “Maybe it is ‘STATION’. The beginnings of the words are missing. But they wouldn’t have a station in Antarctica, would they? There are no trains.”

         Dad’s eyes light up. He abandons the breakfast and ushers me back into the igloo. We spread the map out in front of Guillermo.

         “Here,” I say. “The cigarette burn next to the ketchup.”

         “By the white octopus,” Guillermo chips in. “The one that fell over underwater.”

         Dad looks at him in confusion. “I should give him fewer painkillers,” he mutters. He squints at the tiny letters crawling out of the hole in the map. “‘LEY’,” he says. “What could that be?”

         “‘SEARCH’,” I blurt out. “The second word could be ‘SEARCH’.”

         “‘Search station’.” Dad gasps. “Or ‘research station’. Halley Research Station. Could we really be that close?” He stretches his fingers from the 85ketchup to the burn mark, then searches the map, corner to corner, until he finds the scale.

         “What is it? Dad?”

         “Thirty kilometres,” he mutters. “I was wrong! Maisie, I was wrong!”

         I’m wrong an awful lot. Pretty much every Maths lesson. Miss Kumari said the same in my report. But she wasn’t as happy about it as Dad is now. “Is that a good thing?”

         He nods. “I told you there’s no one in Antarctica. That’s not exactly true. There are a handful of scientific bases. One’s right down here at the South Pole. There are several more on the peninsula.” He points at the white octopus tentacle that stretches up, then moves his finger back to the burn. “But there’s a British base called Halley. And it’s right nearby. If we’re as close as I think we are, then they could get out here.”

         “Really? They can come and rescue us?”

         “En serio?” says Guillermo, staring at his map like it’s just performed a magic trick.

         Dad nods. “Aye.”

         “And I won’t have to eat fish?” I say.

         “You won’t have to eat fish.”

         “Ever again?”

         86Dad is about to agree, then catches himself. “Now, Maisie, let’s not get carried away.”

         So close.

         
             

         

         I’m the first one out of the igloo, ready to start marching. “Which way?”

         I scan the horizon, my fog breath mingling with the bluish-white ice so it looks like the ice is steaming.

         Towards the ice cliff, I suppose, and away from the sea.

         Dad is shaking his head as he crawls out behind me. “No, Maisie. You can’t walk to Halley.”

         “Thirty kilometres, wasn’t it?” I say. “That doesn’t sound like much.”

         “We could walk it in a day or two,” says Dad, “if we knew where to go. But we don’t. We’d get horribly lost. And the sea ice is dangerous.”

         “But there are cliffs just over there. There’s the solid ground.”

         “No, that’s an iceberg,” says Dad. “Frozen into the sea ice. We’d have to walk all the way round that. And Guillermo’s in no fit state to walk anywhere. No, Maisie, we need to contact Halley. They need to come to us.”

         87“So we’re not getting rescued after all.” I’m about to slump on to the ice in disappointment, then realise I’m standing in a mass of fish scales and silver fish heads. I decide to slump standing up instead. Not an easy trick to pull off. “And I’m going to have to eat fish heads and live in this igloo for the rest of my life until I’m old enough to go and live in an igloo of my own.”

         “Or we could use the radio in the aeroplane,” says Dad. “And ask Halley to come and rescue us.”

         Just as well that Dad knows stuff. I’d completely forgotten about the plane.

         The broken plane, I remember. The one that stopped working and crashed into the ice.

         “Will it work?” I ask.

         Dad nods. “Aye, I expect so. I’ll get it working if I have to.”

         “Did you write a book called How to Fix a Radio?”

         Dad has to think about that one for a while. “No,” he says at last. “I don’t think I ever did. I’ll add that to the list.”

         And he gives me the smile that he makes when he wants me to think everything’s OK, but which actually tells me that he’s just pretending that 88everything’s OK for my sake, and that everything isn’t actually OK at all.

         And I suspect that Dad hasn’t got a clue how to get the radio working and that something else is going on here. Something he’s trying to hide from me. He’s going to Do Something again.

         I narrow my eyes suspiciously. The sun is reflecting off the ice and I was already squinting, so this actually means closing my eyes. Not the effect I was going for.

         “Right.” I grit my teeth. “Let’s go to the plane.”

         “You stay here with Guillermo,” says Dad. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

         But if he goes without me, I won’t get to see what he’s doing.

         “I’m coming with you,” I say.

         “If you stay, you can eat more chocolate.” And he unzips a pocket and takes out a bar.

         So now he thinks he can bribe me with chocolate. I’d have to be a pretty shallow person to give way for one bar of chocolate.

         
             

         

         I crawl back into the igloo with my bar of chocolate. Don’t judge me.

         The wind has really picked up outside. It’s 89whipping away the stink of half-cooked fish. But the cold is creeping up my jacket sleeves and down the back of my neck, and I’m not sure I have a working nose any more.

         The stove is still sitting outside among the fish, but it’s quite cosy in the igloo. The sun is heating it up like a greenhouse, and the walls are wet where they’ve started melting. Water is dripping from the ceiling and spattering the ground in a gentle uneven rhythm.

         Guillermo looks drowsy. “Nena,” he says, his eyes half closed. “Tu padre. Where is?”

         “Dad? He’s gone to the plane to call Halley on the radio.”

         Guillermo grunts and his eyes close. I think he’s fallen asleep, then he stirs suddenly. “The radio, it don’t work. It don’t work for a long time.”

         “Dad’s going to make it work,” I say.

         Guillermo nods without opening his eyes. “It will not be easy,” he mumbles. “I left the radio in Ushuaia.”
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         “There’s no radio?” I ask. “Guillermo? I saw Dad using the radio!”

         Guillermo’s breathing is getting shallower, like he can’t keep himself awake. “No,” he mutters at last. “Is fake. Is a fake panel. Is empty behind.”

         And then he’s asleep, head against the wall, his mass of shaggy black hair like a built-in pillow.

         I scramble out of the igloo, calling Dad’s name, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Should I go after him?

         Well, I definitely can’t. I don’t even know which way he’s gone. The wind has remodelled the landscape. Bluish-white cold in all directions. Not even any footprints to follow. Just as well 91Dad never gets lost.

         I can see the ice cliffs, so I could probably find my way to the emperor penguins and – more importantly – to the Field of Igloos. But that’s all. I clearly haven’t inherited Dad’s navigating gene. Maybe Mum was bad at finding her way around. I must have inherited half her genes after all.

         I scooch back into the igloo. Guillermo is snoring like an angry lawnmower. The igloo glows from the sun and is quite warm inside. Water droplets hang from the ice above my head, motionless. They’ve all stopped dripping at the same time. Weird. There’s silence all of a sudden, and I can’t work out why.

         Then I start panicking. The snoring. There’s no snoring. Guillermo has stopped breathing.

         “Guillermo?” I give his shoulder a shake, but he’s so much bigger than me I can barely move him. I shove him with both hands. No reaction. “Guillermo!”

         Nothing. What should I do? “DAD!” I cry in case he’s outside.

         He’s not. I’m on my own.

         Maybe Guillermo’s heart has stopped. Should I take his pulse? I reach two fingers under his bushy 92black beard until I find his neck, but I can’t feel a pulse. Does that mean there’s no heartbeat? Or am I doing it wrong? Should I try to push on his chest to restart his heart? In films they always do it to someone lying down, but Guillermo is sitting up. There’s no way I can get him on to the ground.

         A huge drop of icy water plops on to my head. I jump up like I’ve been electrocuted, and smack my head into the top of the igloo. Chunks of slushy ice drop into my hair. Icy water starts to trickle down my spine.

         And Guillermo starts breathing again.

         And so do I.

         
             

         

         I keep a careful eye on Guillermo after that. He stops breathing six more times. Each time it lasts longer and each time I panic. But he always starts breathing again, no thanks to me. Unless shouting his name in a panicky voice is in any way helpful.

         It’s been hours, I reckon. It’s hard to measure time because the sun isn’t moving. The hands on my watch seem to have given up trying to tell the time. Currently they’re pointing at quarter past four. They said that last time I looked too. Maybe they’ve stopped.

         93But it’s clear I was wrong about one thing. No way does it take this long to get to the plane and back. Dad is lost.

         This makes me panic more than Guillermo’s breathing. Dad’s lost. Dad never gets lost. Should I go looking for him? But then I would get lost too.

         What would Nyteshade do? She’d summon her army of emperor penguins and … and sit quietly on the ice until she froze to death. Nyteshade’s rubbish at helping people. Her penguin army would actually be more helpful, because they can make a track that leads to their colony.

         That gives me an idea. It’s not a brilliant idea but it’s pretty good for me. I’m going to call it my Hansel and Gretel Idea.

         I crawl out of the igloo with the shovel head – Dad’s got the handle – and walk until the igloo is a blob in the distance. Then I bend down and start scratching a groove in the snowy ice. Or is it icy snow?

         I walk backwards, carving a straight line. Straightish. I’m not good at straight lines. Miss Kumari says my handwriting is ‘totally illegible’, which at first I thought was a compliment. It’s not, by the way. My straightest line is straighter 94than a banana, but only just.

         I need to make my groove as long as possible. My idea is that if Dad stumbles across it, he’ll be able to follow it all the way back to the igloo. Just like the penguins with their path to their colony.

         The wind comes in fits and starts, sometimes fierce, sometimes dropping away to nothing. I’m going quite fast, speeding backwards over the ice.

         Until WHUMP! The ground disappears from under my feet.

         And I fall. Down into the ice. Crevasses.

         I’ve walked right into one.

         I drop the shovel head. My hands flail. I try to grab hold of something, anything.

         Too slippery. The ice is swallowing me up.

         Sliding, sliding.

         And then I stop. Something’s caught hold of my ankle. I’m not falling, but this is worse.

         It feels like teeth.

         The leopard seal has caught me. Or maybe a giant squid? No, they don’t have teeth. Something’s broken through the ice and grabbed my ankle. I scream. Which isn’t very helpful. I pull and pull but its grip is too tight.

         I look down. No teeth. No leopard seal. Nothing 95at all, just a dark blue crack that’s eating my foot. It’s the ice that’s got hold of my ankle. This ice is sharp, as sharp as teeth. Dad said ice can be sharp enough to cut right through a ship’s hull.

         I’m half in, half out of the crack. I try desperately to scramble out but my foot is stuck.

         Dad told me there are crevasses everywhere. He told me to prod the ground before every step. Miss Kumari always says I should pay more attention. Or something like that.

         Right below me is the Weddell Sea. If I slip, I’ll be a human ice lolly. And then a leopard seal’s dinner.

         Calm down, Maisie. My ankle is throbbing. Pulling is getting me nowhere, just making it hurt more. I wish I was stronger.

         I can’t get out, but I’m not falling in either. I’m trapped.

         My free foot is dangling in the air. Very slowly I scrape it up the ice until I find a foothold.

         What would Nyteshade do? She wouldn’t panic, for starters. She’d get her pirate cutlass and slice her way out.

         The shovel head is where I dropped it, right near the edge. So close to falling in. Not quite a cutlass 96but it’ll have to do. I lift it gently and chip away at the ice around my ankle. After a few strikes I can move my foot a little. I twist it round and free it from the ice.

         My other foot is wedged awkwardly in its foothold. I plant the shovel head into the ground and use it to pull myself up. Up, over the edge and on to the ice.

         Safe.

         I drag myself right away from the crevasse. For a minute I lie there, panting. That was a close call. There I was, worried about monsters and sea creatures, and the ice itself tried to gobble me up. Antarctica is one big ice monster.

         I sit up and prod my ankle. There’s no real damage done, thanks to my thick winter socks, but my heart is racing.

         I take a lot more care after that. There’s no one here to help me. Dad’s missing, Guillermo’s not responding. I’m in Antarctica and I’m very much alone. I keep scraping my Hansel and Gretel trail, but now I test the ground with every step.

         I don’t have a problem with being alone. No one at school hangs out with me. Miss Kumari says it’s because I’m different. When she was at school, she 97got called names too, even though she was born down the road.

         Also, my mind wanders when I’m working. You might have noticed. But at least it keeps me from thinking scary thoughts. Like how I almost fell into the sea. Like how Dad has gone off and not come back. Like how I don’t know what to do about Guillermo.

         And that’s when I find Dad.
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         At first I think he’s collapsed. He’s flat on his back, as still as a rock. His coat and trousers are ripped and filthy, like he’s been in a running battle with a family of polar bears. Before you say anything, yes, I know there are no polar bears in Antarctica. Dad already told me. But that’s what it looks like. His hair is dishevelled and there’s a graze on his forehead. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

         Then I realise his head is propped up by a rounded cushion of snow. No one collapses on to a ready-made cushion. He’s asleep and snoring gently. I let out my breath in one huge sigh.

         He picked a strange time to take a nap. Perhaps 99he didn’t realise how close he was to … to the igloo.

         I almost called it ‘home’. I’ve only been here for a day.

         I shake him awake. “Dad? Dad, it’s me.”

         His eyes snap open and he stares at me like I’m a ghost. “Maisie?” He looks at his watch, then back at me. “Maisie, you can’t be here.”

         “Are you OK?”

         He sits up and grabs on to me in a bear hug. At first I think there’s something very wrong. Then he starts burping me like a baby and I know that everything is OK. Annoying but OK.

         The wind slams into us both. It’s started up again with a vengeance. Dad clambers painfully to his feet. “I’m fine, Maisie, just fine.”

         He doesn’t look fine. He looks like he’s about to collapse.

         “What happened to you, Dad? You’ve been gone for hours and hours.”

         “Really?” Dad checks his watch again. Perhaps his watch has stopped working, like mine. “I calculated that I was only gone for two hours.”

         It was definitely more than two hours. I lead him down my groove, back towards the igloo. Now 100that the wind is blowing, the groove is getting harder to make out, but it’s not long before we see the igloo in the distance.

         Dad looks up and down my Hansel and Gretel trail. “Did you make this?”

         I nod. “I was worried you wouldn’t find your way back.”

         He smiles. “Good work, Maisie. Very clever. How long did it take you?”

         “Ages and ages. At least two hours. Dad, Guillermo’s having problems breathing.”

         Dad looks at me sideways, as if I have just announced I’m off to play rugby with the penguins. “What do you mean?”

         “Well, mostly he’s breathing fine and snoring really loudly. Then sometimes he just stops breathing. For ages. Then he starts again.”

         For a few moments Dad says nothing, and I wonder if maybe he hasn’t heard me over the wind. Then he says, “Don’t worry about that, Maisie. It’s fine. It’s probably just a side-effect from the painkillers.”

         It’s definitely not just a side-effect from the painkillers.

         I’m about to argue but actually it’ll be easier to 101let him see for himself. I lead him past the Antarctic silverfish graveyard and back into the igloo.

         Guillermo is snoring so loudly I’m surprised they haven’t already heard him in Halley. Sleeping Beauty never made this much noise. I stare at him expectantly for a few minutes as Dad sinks on to the ice bench. Of course now I’m trying to show someone, Guillermo is breathing fine.

         “He definitely stopped breathing,” I insist. “Seven times. I counted.”

         Dad nods slowly. “I believe you, Maisie. I do. But he seems OK now.”

         Well, that’s just typical.

         I’m so glad to have Dad back, though. He can take care of things now. “Dad, what happened? Did you find the plane?”

         Actually, instead of taking charge, he looks like he’s about to fall asleep. “The plane?” he says drowsily.

         “You went to find the plane,” I remind him, “to get the radio working. So you could call Halley. And get them to come and rescue us.”

         “Of course I did,” he says. “I remember all that, Maisie, of course I do. My memory’s not that bad.”

         102“So did you find the plane? And did you call Halley?”

         I really want him to tell me that he got the radio working and called Halley. Even though I know there’s no radio, even though I know it wouldn’t be true, I still want him to tell me that it’s all going to be all right.

         Dad yawns. “The radio didn’t work properly, so I didn’t get a reply. But I left a message.”

         OK, so now I don’t know what to think. Is he making it up? Or does he really believe he sent a message on a fake radio?

         Either way, I know one thing. He hasn’t left a message. We’re not getting rescued.

         “And your head,” I say. “Are you OK? What happened?”

         Dad raises a hand to touch the graze on his forehead gingerly. “Small incident with a crevasse,” he says. “I was delayed for a while.”

         That’s Dad-speak for ‘I fell down a crevasse and couldn’t get out’.

         “Oh my goodness. Dad! You could have been killed. That’s so irresponsible.”

         I decide not to tell him that I also fell down a crevasse. No need to complicate things.

         103Dad smiles weakly. “Sorry, Maisie. I would have teleported out, except I can’t teleport.” Then his face turns serious again. “I lost the shovel handle. It fell and I couldn’t reach it.”

         “That doesn’t matter,” I say. “Not if we’re getting rescued.” I look at him suspiciously but he just nods. He really believes that we’re about to get rescued.

         So we’re back to square one. Except we’ve got no fishing rod, so no more fish. But, on the bright side, no more fish.

         Dad slumps back against the wall, his eyes closing. As he moves, his coat crackles. There’s a big bulge in his left front pocket. He lifts the flap and pulls out a fistful of cereal bars. “Almost forgot I had these,” he says sleepily, and holds them out to me. He pulls out some more and adds them to the pile.

         Twelve bars, in purple wrappers with choc chip crunch in huge yellow letters. That’s four bars each. I will ration mine out, to make sure they last for a while. Maximum one per day. Who knows when we’ll next eat?

         My brain is thinking this, but my mouth has other ideas. My four bars have somehow turned 104into a pile of empty purple wrappers. I feel both pleasantly full and horribly sick at the same time. So much for common sense.

         I turn to ask Dad more questions but he’s fast asleep. And now I’m alone again.

         
             

         

         I don’t remember ever being awake when Dad wasn’t. He looks exhausted, like the time the school caught fire and he ran all the way over to see if he could help. He couldn’t, of course. The fire went out by itself anyway.

         There are lines in his face that I never noticed before, and his hair is a lot greyer than in the photos at home with Mum.

         I’m tired out from scraping the trail, and I wish I could sleep too, but my brain is buzzing with questions. How can you forget a dozen cereal bars when you’ve got no food? Did Dad find them on the plane? Did Dad actually go to the plane? Where are the people who made the igloos? Does Dad really believe he left a message? Is any of this connected to the teleporting leopard seal?

         The buzzing is getting louder. My head is actually vibrating with questions. I don’t think I’ve ever had this many thoughts all at once. Perhaps my brain 105is overloading. Perhaps this is what happens when you eat four cereal bars full of sugar.

         No, it’s not my brain at all. The sound is coming from outside and it’s getting louder. I scramble out of the igloo.

         There’s something – no, some things – roaring towards me along my Hansel and Gretel trail.

         We’re not alone any more.
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         There are two of them. Yellow and black, zooming towards me like giant wasps. Clouds of snow billow out from behind them.

         I can’t work out what they are. Mer-vamps would be riding undead seahorses, but this is some kind of advanced technology I’ve never seen before.

         Aliens. Must be. If I was an alien, Antarctica would be the perfect place to hide out.

         Don’t be ridiculous, Maisie. Everyone knows aliens always land in America. That’s because aliens only ever speak English.

         Whatever, someone or something has come to get us. Are we being rescued? If they’re aliens, 107maybe they can beam us straight back home.

         I can see them now. The machines, I mean, not the aliens. They’re like motorbikes without wheels. There are two skis at the front that steer them along the trail to the igloo. They zoom right up to me and park on top of the fish. Good job we weren’t planning on eating those.

         There’s one alien on each machine. OK, not aliens – they’re clearly humans. One with a yellow helmet, the other black, like they’re trying to match the colour scheme of their transport. They switch off the motors and jump off in one swift movement. Yellow Helmet undoes the strap and whips her helmet off. She’s got thick curly hair – a bit like mine but coal black and tied back in one big bunch – and dark skin and round sunglasses. She’s easily the coolest person I’ve ever seen. She pulls off the sunglasses and stares at me as though she can’t believe her giant brown eyes.

         No one has ever stared at me like this before, not even when I played Fourth Wise Man in the school nativity and got so nervous I threw up on the Baby Jesus. Definitely not the gift he was expecting.

         The second person takes his helmet off and joins in with the staring. It’s like they’ve discovered a 108new life form. My hair always gets a lot of attention, but I’m pretty sure I’m not a new life form.

         “Hello?” I say.

         “Hi,” says Yellow Helmet at last, like she’s just remembered what her voice is for. She smiles suddenly, a huge smile that crinkles her whole face. “Sorry. We’re surprised to see you, that’s all. We don’t get many visitors. I’m Kat, this is Nathan.” She turns to the man next to her. “Nathan, say hello.”

         “No one said there was a small child,” says Nathan. He hasn’t removed his sunglasses. He’s clearly less impressed by me. He’s got perfect white teeth and lots of stubble. He’s wearing a bright orange coat that looks at least one size too big for him.

         I decide instantly that I like Kat more than Nathan. “I’m Maisie Macleod. Are you here to rescue us?” My voice is supposed to sound confident but instead it comes out thin and reedy. I feel like crying, which is ridiculous because I didn’t cry when we crashed or when Guillermo stopped breathing or when I fell down a crevasse. Must be the wind in my eyes.

         “Yeah, that’s right,” says Kat. “We’ll take you back to Halley. And Nathan’s going to owe me a tenner, aren’t you, Nathan?”

         109“Where are the others?” asks Nathan, ignoring her. He’s all capable and no-nonsense-thank-you. He points to the igloo, which is about twenty paces away if you’ve got legs like mine. “In there?”

         I nod. He marches over in a lot less than twenty paces and squirms his way in through the front door. Kat squints at Dad’s creation, the closest thing we’ve ever had to a holiday home. “Nice igloo,” she says. “I’ve never seen a proper igloo before.”

         “So you didn’t make the other igloos?” I ask.

         Kat frowns. “What other igloos? Are there more igloos?”

         But I have more questions of my own. “How did you find us?”

         “We got your message,” says Kat.

         My mouth drops open. They got our message.

         “To be honest,” Kat says, “we almost didn’t come. Nathan there said it was a complete waste of time.”

         “That’s not what I said,” calls Nathan’s voice from inside the igloo. “I said it was a waste of time. I didn’t use the word ‘complete’.”

         I can hear Dad and Guillermo awake now, asking Nathan questions in groggy voices.

         “You weren’t going to come?” I must have 110looked more distressed than I meant to, because Kat suddenly looks concerned and kneels down in front of me.

         “No, no, I don’t mean… We weren’t going to leave you out here. It’s just, well, we thought it was a joke.”

         “A joke?” My jokes aren’t always funny. Dad’s jokes are never funny. But they’re a whole lot funnier than pretending someone needs to be rescued.

         “I was walking past the comms desk and all the papers had been folded into triangles. In the middle was this one big triangle that said three people had crashed on the ice and your position. Thing is, no one remembers taking the message. And no one recognises the handwriting.” Kat shrugs. “It’s a mystery.”

         Triangles. Dad left a message. He said he had. But I still don’t understand how.

         “And when we got to the coordinates, we couldn’t see you. But we followed this rut.” Kat points back along my trail, then looks down at the fish by her feet. “Is this what you’ve been eating?” She nudges a fish head with the toe of her chunky boots. Yellow boots to match her helmet.

         111I shake my head. “Chocolate and cereal bars.” I pull out a purple wrapper to show her.

         “Oh, look at that. We’ve got those same bars back on the base. Choc Chip Crunch, right? I prefer the honey ones myself.”

         My head starts to spin. Possibly from eating so much sugar at once. Or from having too many thoughts at once. Dad told me he had left a message. The radio doesn’t work. He came back with cereal bars. Triangles.

         “How far is Halley?” I ask. “Could you walk there from here?”

         Kat thinks for a moment. “Well, I guess you could,” she said, “but it would take a couple of days at least. And you’d need shelter overnight or you’d get hypothermia. And there are some pretty big crevasses to fall down. You’d need specialist gear.”

         So the only way Dad could have left a message at Halley Base is if he walked all the way there and back. Which isn’t possible. Unless he teleported, in which case he wouldn’t have fallen down a crevasse.

         Dad and I are going to have a serious conversation about this.

         “Just as well you didn’t eat those fish,” says Kat as 112Nathan wriggles back out of the igloo.

         “I knew it. They’re poisonous, aren’t they?”

         “No. But they taste disgusting.”

         
             

         

         Dad and Guillermo are both unsteady on their feet: Guillermo because of the painkillers, Dad from exhaustion.

         Kat introduces herself again, with her surname and title this time. She’s an ‘Operations Manager’, whatever that is. Nathan is a ‘Comms Officer’. ‘Comms’ means communications, though Nathan doesn’t seem very good at communicating.

         Dad introduces himself as ‘Writer’ and Guillermo as ‘Pilot’. My title, apparently, is ‘Daughter’. I should at least be ‘Chief Officer for Getting Found and Remembering Things’. Or something catchier. I’ll work on it.

         “Broken arm,” says Nathan, pointing at Guillermo. He’s carrying Dad’s yellow backpack with his other arm. “Mild concussion. No signs of hypothermia.”

         “He’s not breathing properly,” I say. “His breathing keeps stopping.”

         “What? Me?” says Guillermo. He looks down at his breath misting in the cold air, as though 113checking to see it’s still there.

         Dad frowns at me. “Well, that’s not really something we should worry about.”

         “It definitely is,” I say. “I was really worried.”

         Nathan agrees with me. “Need to get him back to Felicity then,” he says to Kat. “As fast as possible. We’ll have to take the shortcut.”

         Kat winces. “The ice has moved since the last time we went that way, Nathan.”

         “No choice,” says Nathan. “He could go into respiratory arrest.”

         Kat considers for a second, then nods. “OK. Shortcut it is. But take it slow. Felicity’s our doctor,” she says to us. “And our dentist. And our psychologist. And, weirdly, our DJ.”

         Nathan guides us towards the machines. They’re called skidoos, by the way. I can’t see how we’re all going to fit on them. Then I see a sledge back down the trail. There’s a long rope tying it to the back of Nathan’s skidoo. It looks like a small version of Santa’s sleigh.

         I think we’re about to be the sack of presents.
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         It’s my first sledge ride, and hopefully my last. Every little bump in the ground becomes a tooth-shattering jolt. It wouldn’t be so bad if we were on a straight flat road, but the ice isn’t as smooth as it looks. There are raised sides to the sledge to keep us from falling out, but they’re not high enough to stop the wind. I’m starting to feel very sorry for Santa. No wonder he only does this once a year. It probably takes that long for the bruises to heal.

         I’m going to have to change my book. Apparently travelling on ice means being clattered about like a pea in a lunchbox. From now on Nyteshade will walk everywhere.

         115There’s no way I can talk to Dad in this wind. Our serious conversation will have to wait till later. But this time I’ll make sure I get the whole truth. I’ll make him tell me how he managed to make an impossible journey to Halley and back in just a few hours. I can’t wait to hear his ‘simplest explanation’ for this one.

         Nathan’s skidoo is up front and we’re being pulled along behind him, sometimes sliding from side to side. The back half of the skidoo has treads like a tank, and it’s throwing up a constant shower of snow that mostly lands on top of us. Kat’s skidoo is about thirty paces behind us and we’re tied to that as well. The ropes alternately slacken and tighten as Nathan brakes and accelerates away.

         Guillermo is clearly in a lot of pain. Every jolt jiggles his broken arm and his teeth are clenched together in a grimace. He looks at me and puts his thumb up.

         Dad’s eyes are half closed against the wind and snow showers but he’s wearing his ‘on the lookout for danger’ face. It’s the same face he has when he’s driving or when he sees small children. Sometimes he glances around at the scenery, but mostly his gaze is fixed on Nathan’s skidoo.

         116Personally I’d rather look at the scenery. You might think Antarctica is all white emptiness, like the most boring place possible. But really it’s like being on another planet. There are cliffs and valleys and everything’s massive, but it’s so spaced out you kind of feel like you’re flying. It’s like the sky, the land and the sea all become one thing. Photos of Mars make it look empty, but I bet you wouldn’t get bored if you went there.

         I wish I could take photos. When Miss Kumari asks, “What did you do on holiday?” I’ll say, “I crashed in Antarctica and got rescued by skidoo.” But I won’t have a single photograph to prove it. They’ll think I’m making things up again. Last term I said I’d been round the world to track down my family. They believed me until I said I flew back on a dragon.

         I was wrong to look for dragons here. It’s not that kind of place. We’re space explorers on a rogue asteroid. Our shuttle has crashed but a human colony is rescuing us. Maybe they can beam us back to the mother ship. I don’t normally read science fiction stories but I feel like I’m in one now. Perhaps my book should be science fiction. Nyteshade could be a space pirate, with a laser telescope and a robot parrot.

         117I’m still thinking about that when a whole section of snow ahead abruptly disappears. It just drops away into nothingness.

         One second Nathan and his skidoo are zooming over the snow. The next second they’re gone.

         And then time stops.

         
             

         

         When I say time stops, I don’t mean that a single second seems to stretch into three or four. I mean, everything stops, like pressing the pause button on a video. The wind stops. The engine noise stops. The sledge stops moving, but I’m not thrown forward like I should be. The snow in the air is hanging there, and gravity is not pulling it down.

         I feel suddenly sick. I lean over the side of the sledge and throw up on the ice beneath. So much for those cereal bars.

         And this is the most disgusting bit. Skip to the next paragraph if you’re squeamish. The sick doesn’t fall on to the ice. It just hangs in the air. It doesn’t float like if we were in space. It just comes out of my mouth and stops.

         OK, you can come back now.

         There’s movement behind me. It’s Dad, his arm round my shoulders. “It’s OK, Maisie,” he says. 118“It’s normal to feel sick. Your brain is trying to process the lack of motion.”

         He pulls a water bottle out of his backpack and hands it to me. I swill the water around my mouth, then wonder how I’m supposed to spit it out. I have to swallow it instead. Eugh.

         Guillermo, behind him, is sitting as still as a rock.

         Dad dips into his backpack again and pulls out a rope. “Always carry rope with you,” he says.

         And suddenly he disappears. He’s just gone.

         Nothing else is moving. There’s no sound at all, not a single bird or a whisper of wind. “Dad? DAD!”

         “Out here, Maisie,” comes his voice. He’s standing at the edge of the huge new crevasse that Nathan disappeared into, unravelling the rope. A second rope ties him to our sledge. “Don’t worry, you’ll keep freezing in time then unfreezing for a bit. For you it’ll look like I keep disa—”

         And then he disappears again.

         I call his name again, but I can’t hear a response.

         Guillermo looks like he did back in the igloo. I put my hand in front of his mouth. No breath.

         Dad’s behind me now, humming softly as he pulls more rope out of his backpack. “You can never 119have too much rope,” he mutters.

         “Dad, what’s happening? How are you doing this?”

         “Questions later, Maisie. We need to save Nathan first.”

         I remember my own drop into a crevasse when I was making my trails. It was a tiny crevasse, small enough to step over. This one is so wide we’ll need to build a bridge. “Nathan! Is he OK?”

         “Aye. He’s still sitting on his skidoo, but he’ll fall into the sea if we don’t save him. At these temperatures that would be fatal. These skidoos don’t have safety belts. Terrible oversight.” He tuts to himself.

         “Dad, Guillermo’s not breathing again.”

         Dad smiles at this, which is not the reaction most people would have. “Well, he is, but infinitely slowly. We’re all breathing infinitely slowly. Don’t worry, he’s perfectly fine. Kat and Nathan are the same. We’ll all go back to normal when time restarts.”

         Those sentences bounce off my brain like jelly arrows. I mean, I understand the words. But they don’t make sense. Breathing infinitely slowly. I automatically gasp air into my lungs, but when 120I exhale there’s no cloud of mist in the air.

         “This is so weird,” I say.

         Dad nods. “Don’t worry. Your lungs still move, if you want them to. You’ll get used to it.”

         And then he’s gone again.
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         I need to think. I need time to think. But Dad keeps appearing and disappearing. First he’s back behind Kat’s skidoo, tying ropes. Then he’s back in the sledge, humming and pulling more ropes from his bag. I was wrong about the slippers. It seems pretty much the only thing he packed was rope.

         “We only get one shot at this, Maisie,” he says. “So we have to get it right first time.”

         “Can you stop … stop disappearing?” I ask. My voice sounds panicky, even to me.

         Dad puts the rope down and holds on to my shoulders. “I’m not disappearing,” he says gently. “You’re in flux. Freezing in time, then unfreezing. 122You’re not properly attuned yet. It’ll take a while. Meanwhile, think of it like –”

         And suddenly he’s in a different place, like the leopard seal was. Teleporting, except he didn’t teleport.

         “Think of it like what?”

         “Eh? Oh aye, I was saying, think of it like a bicycle with someone squeezing the brakes. The wheels keep locking up, so sometimes you’re moving and sometimes you’re not. Except you’re moving in time.”

         Thinking of it like a bicycle is not helping me. I have no idea what he’s talking about. Dad’s metaphors are awful at the best of times, and this isn’t … well, this isn’t any kind of time, apparently.

         Dad’s gone again, but when he reappears, he says, “That should do it, Maisie. Now we need to sit in exactly the positions we were in before. And prepare to get thrown forward very suddenly.”

         I take my position at the front of the sledge, much too close to the puddle of sick still hanging in the air. (Sorry, I wasn’t going to mention that again.) “Ready.”

         “I’m going to start time then stop it again,” he says. “Second by second.”

         123I’m about to ask what he means by that when time starts. The sledge moves a tiny amount, and I’m flung against the front of it.

         I’m not quite sure about the next bit. Everything keeps happening and not happening. Moving then not moving. The wind keeps blowing then stopping. Kat is yelling. There’s noise, no noise, then noise again. I pull myself up to look. Nathan’s skidoo is still out of sight, the rope from our sledge snaking into the yawning gap.

         Then everything snaps back to normal. The wind is blowing, the engines are buzzing, everyone’s moving.

         Kat runs forward, yelling Nathan’s name. Dad is sitting in the sledge next to me.

         He’s looking at me curiously. “What do you remember, Maisie?” he asks.

         Perhaps he thinks I won’t remember being stuck in time.

         “Did you save him?” I ask. “Did you save Nathan? With the rope?”

         Dad nods slowly, but I think he’s answering his own question, not mine. “He’s tied to his skidoo. Not very subtle, but I couldn’t think how else to do it.”

         124“But you could’ve pulled him up here, right? That would’ve saved him.”

         Dad glances round at Guillermo, but Guillermo has already climbed off the sledge to go and help. “Rule of minimum change, Maisie. Make the smallest changes possible. Or none, ideally.”

         “What?”

         Dad thinks for a second, probably about how to explain a complicated idea to someone with my-sized brain. “He’ll be confused by the rope. He’ll assume he put it on himself without realising. I built snow bollards and tied Kat’s skidoo to them, then removed them once the kinetic energy had dissipated. The point is, they’ll think that something strange went on, but they won’t know what.”

         “Huh?”

         Dad sighs. “If you move people around,” he says patiently, “they start to believe in teleportation. Or they start talking about ‘magic’. Nothing good comes of that. Right, I should go and help. Stay here.” And he clambers out of the sledge before I can ask him any more awkward questions.

         Kat is calling down to Nathan, who is apparently dangling in the air, tied to his skidoo. She runs back to her own skidoo and puts it into reverse. Dad 125and Guillermo push on the front of our sledge. I get out and push too, for what it’s worth. Slowly everything moves backwards until the rear tracks of Nathan’s skidoo reappear at the top of the ice cliff. Gently, gently, we manage to keep moving backwards while Nathan and his skidoo tip over the edge and back on to solid ice.

         Once he’s a safe distance from the edge, Kat runs forward to help Nathan untie himself. He clambers off the skidoo and pulls off his helmet. His face is as pale as the ground he’s standing on and his eyes are wide.

         “Close call. Very close,” he gasps out. Then his knees buckle and he sits heavily on the ice. He looks at the rope that was holding him to his skidoo, the rope that stopped him falling into the Weddell Sea. “That was lucky,” he mutters. “How did that get there?”

         Dad turns to me and smiles.

         Dad saved Nathan’s life. And no one but me will ever know.
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         The rest of the journey to Halley passes slowly. Both Nathan and his skidoo seem fine, but Nathan is very shaken, so Kat swaps with him and drives his skidoo out in front.

         Kat drives a lot more cautiously than Nathan did. I wonder if he’ll ever drive quite so quickly again.

         At this speed it’s not nearly as windy. I try to talk to Dad but he looks pointedly at Guillermo and says, “Questions later, Maisie.”

         So I’m left to put the pieces into place by myself. The hours of doing three-thousand-piece jigsaws finally pay off.

         Dad can stop time. No one can see him doing it. 127Except me. Sometimes.

         After that the realisations come thick and fast.

         Dad stopped time when the leopard seal attacked me. He moved the seal, so that it would miss me. It wasn’t teleportation at all.

         Dad walked to Halley Base to leave the message. I’m still not sure how he did it without survival gear, but he must have done. That’s why he’s so exhausted now.

         I remember when I woke him up on the trail. “You can’t be here,” he said. Not ‘shouldn’t be here’. Can’t be here. Because he’d stopped time, and he thought I would be stopped too.

         Guillermo not breathing in the igloo. Or rather breathing infinitely slowly. Guillermo was stopped in time, and I wasn’t. That’s why Dad didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. He knew it wasn’t really a problem. But then I made a fuss, and that’s why Nathan said we had to take the shortcut. I should have kept my mouth shut. If I had, Nathan would never have driven into a crevasse.

         What else? The igloo. I thought it was impressive that he managed to make our whole igloo in half an hour. But maybe he just stopped time whenever I went to check on Guillermo. If he was stopping 128time, he could have built any number of igloos.

         The Field of Igloos!

         I almost gasp out loud, which would be a mistake in this freezing-cold air. If Dad can build one igloo in half an hour, why not dozens? That’s why he was so sure the igloo builders weren’t around. He’d made them all himself. Why? For practice? It also explains why they weren’t covered in snow when I found them.

         There’s more. I’m sure there’s more.

         I look up at Dad but he’s staring forward at Kat on the lead skidoo. Watching for another accident, I think.

         He turns to me and smiles. It’s rather a sad smile, though. Why does he look so sad? Is it because I’ve discovered his secret?

         It is, without doubt, the most awesome secret ever. I said that Dad isn’t remotely exciting. I was wrong. This is huge. He’s like some kind of hero. We’re not on a fantasy quest or a science fiction mission. This is the real world, and Dad is a hero.

         Except he’s not, is he? Not a hero, I mean. Not a proper one who swoops in to save the day. OK, he’s just saved Nathan’s life. But Nathan only needed saving because he was trying to get to Halley as 129quickly as possible. Because I said Guillermo wasn’t breathing. Because Dad had stopped time. So really he’s only fixed the mess he made in the first place. That’s not what heroes do.

         He can stop time. But he spends his life writing boring books and looking at train timetables. If I had his power, I’d be out saving the world, not doing jigsaws.

         Our serious conversation is going to be more serious than a spark in a fireworks factory.

         
             

         

         Halley Research Station is like no building you’ve ever seen. Basically someone saw a caterpillar and thought, “I want to live in a huge one of those.”

         There are lots of blue segments on legs that tower over our heads. Halfway down is a fatter red section with the British flag on the side. All the segments are connected in a long thin line. The whole base is ready to march off at any second. It looks so much like a colony on an alien planet, I have to remind myself that I’m not making this all up. This is real. No aliens or mer-vamps; instead there are enormous caterpillars and vicious leopard seals.

         And Dad can stop time. I still haven’t quite got my head round that yet.

         130We zoom up to the head of the caterpillar where a staircase lolls on the snow like a metal tongue. Kat hurries back and helps Guillermo out of the sledge, then takes my hand and leads me up the steps. I’m much too old to hold hands with people but there’s something about Kat that makes me feel safe, so I let her.

         Nathan stays behind to take care of the skidoos. I wouldn’t hold hands with Nathan to save my life.

         There’s a heavy door in the nose of the caterpillar that leads into a tiny room, like an airlock on a spaceship. Kat leaves her yellow helmet on a high shelf.

         The next room is a changing room. Hot air washes through me like I’ve just stepped into a dry shower. I’ve not felt warmth like this since we left Buenos Aires. A shiver starts in my shoulders and works its way down to my feet, like the whole base is giving me a hug.

         Kat pulls off her boots and her one-piece overall. Underneath she’s wearing jogging trousers and a sweater with a huge rainbow across the front. I thought rainbows were a bit childish, but Kat makes it look cool.

         131The rest of us take off our coats and boots and Kat hangs them up on empty pegs. She’s talking to me the whole time, but I feel a little numb, so I just shake or nod my head. Then she takes us through another door into the centre of the caterpillar.

         Halley is basically one long corridor with rooms off each side. Kat leads us past noticeboards and closed doors. There are bits of tinsel here and there, and I suddenly remember that it’s nearly Christmas. Or maybe Christmas has already passed. Maybe, here in the land of no time zones, it’s Christmas every day. Now there’s a thought.

         “Kat?”

         She stops walking to smile down at me. “Maisie.”

         “It’s not Christmas every day here, is it?”

         Kat laughs. “No, just once a year, I’m afraid. Today’s Christmas Eve.”

         “Christmas Eve?” Dad checks his watch. Is he about to say something heroic? Maybe he’ll say something like, ‘It’s time … to save the world!’

         Instead he says, “We’ve missed our flight from Buenos Aires.”

         Same old non-heroic Dad.

         “You know what?” Kat says to me. “I don’t think Santa’s ever made the journey down to Halley.”

         132I think about that. “Too cold for the reindeer? I mean, it can’t be much colder than at the North Pole.”

         Kat shakes her head. “I just meant you’re the first child who’s ever been here.”
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         Felicity the doctor wears leggings and a baggy blue jumper with a white unicorn on it. She’s got short spiky hair and looks as shocked to see us as Kat and Nathan did.

         “Maisie, you like unicorns, don’t you?” says Dad into the silence. Then he sees the look on my face. “Well, you used to, anyway.”

         When I was five maybe. A unicorn is no match for a dragon.

         “Found them on the ice,” says Kat, like someone had left us lying around outside the back door. “This is Guillermo. Possible broken arm, concussion. Possible respiratory arrest.”

         134Guillermo actually looks quite pale, although he’s been sleeping for hours. Though I don’t know how much of that was real time and how much was stopped time.

         Felicity gets busy with her stethoscope. She checks over the three of us. Dad and I get a clean bill of health. “However,” Felicity says, “I should point out that I’m not trained in paediatrics.” She says it like I’ve done something wrong.

         “She means,” Kat says, “that she’s not used to kids. See, I told you. First one here. Maybe it’s a record.”

         Guillermo has to stay behind in the medical centre for observation. I can’t think of a way to say that I was wrong about his breathing so I say nothing.

         Kat takes Dad and me through the base. People stare at us. At me especially. And not just because of my hair. It’s supposed to be almost impossible to get here, yet here we are. Like tourists who’ve popped up to a space station for afternoon tea. Kat has to keep stopping to explain who we are.

         Dad doesn’t enjoy this bit. Over and over people keep asking how it is that he brought a child to Antarctica. Then they say how it’s a miracle we’re 135all still alive. He looks more and more guilty. Eventually I have to speak up. “It was my fault,” I say. “I made him bring me. Our neighbour’s son wanted a moat and I said I love sitting.” They don’t have a clue what I mean but Dad looks at me gratefully.

         Then there’s food: a bowl of hot soup so thick that you have to chew it. “Don’t wolf it down,” says Dad. I’m not sure if he’s worried about the state of my stomach or my bad table manners.

         There are about twenty people in the canteen. Mostly they look about the same age as Kat and Nathan, but one tall, wiry lady has grey hair. Kat says she’s Andrea, the Station Manager.

         Once she gets over the shock of seeing me, Andrea ignores us to talk to the others in urgent tones. She seems very worried about some cow that’s going to be calving in the middle of the A74, which is a road, right? And for some reason a shack is supposed to be arriving but she doesn’t know where. They all argue about whose fault that is. It’s definitely not my fault or Dad’s fault, so I stop listening.

         I try to talk to Dad, but he seems to be more interested in the cow. I think maybe he’s trying to 136avoid talking to me. Sooner or later he’ll have to stop saying “Questions later, Maisie.”

         Kat keeps glancing over at us to make sure we’re OK. When we finish eating she takes us to a small room somewhere down the caterpillar. It’s got two small bunk beds and photos up on the wall of various people looking wildly happy in different locations. There’s a huge rainbow painted across the wall.

         “My room,” says Kat, though I’d already guessed that. “I’ll just grab some basics.” She rifles through some drawers and pulls out handfuls of clothing. “These will be too big for you, but you can wear them while we wash your clothes. I hope you like rainbows.” She hands me a set of clothes and looks at my hair. “I love your hair, Maisie. But you’re going to need this.” She pulls out a hairbrush. Most brushes can’t handle my hair. I’ve broken a few over the years. One of them, I suspect, went into my hair and never came out. But Kat’s brush is heavy-duty, a real two-hander. If this doesn’t work then it’s time for the scissors.

         Kat points the way to a shower room, across the corridor. Twenty minutes later, I’m warm and dry, wearing Kat’s rainbow T-shirt and some 137purple joggers that are big enough for two Maisies. Someone else has lent Dad some clothes; he’s wearing a bright red T-shirt with a picture of a heavy metal band on the front and the words metal demon. It’s a couple of sizes too small for him. I can’t imagine anything less appropriate.

         Kat leaves us to catch up on our sleep, and Dad seems determined to do just that. But it’s the first time we’ve been alone since he stopped time.

         “Dad, we need to talk.”

         “Sleep first, Maisie,” he says, and climbs under the covers of the bottom bunk.

         “No, Dad. We need to talk now.”

         Dad sighs. For a moment I think he’s going to refuse, or maybe just fall asleep. Then he sits up. The bunk beds don’t have much space so he ends up hunched over with his head wedged against the bed above. “Go on then.”

         I start with the big one. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         “I hoped you’d never find out.”

         Not the answer I was expecting. “But … but why? It’s huge!”

         “No, Maisie, it’s not. It’s not great at all. It’s something I’ve had to live with for years.” He 138sighs. “I was really hoping that it wouldn’t happen to you too. But the fact that we’re talking right now is proof that it has.”

         “Now? Right now? Do you mean…” I look around the room. There’s a clock on the wall but the hands aren’t moving. “Are we stopped in time right now?”

         Dad nods. “And you’re not frozen. I’m sorry, Maisie. It looks like you’ve inherited it. Just one traumatic event can trigger it. It must have been the plane crash.”

         “You mean… What do you mean?”

         Dad looks sad. “I mean that now, whenever I stop time, you’ll be stuck there with me.”
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         “Come.” Dad struggles to his feet. “I’d better show you.”

         With heavy steps he leads me out of the room, his tight red T-shirt not quite reaching down to meet his trousers. I’ve got the opposite problem; the rainbow T-shirt drapes down like a dress and half covers the purple joggers, which I’ve had to roll up above my shins. The T-shirt and roll-ups meet up at my knees. Normally I wouldn’t be seen dead looking like this, but no one’s going to see me just now.

         Doctor Felicity is in the corridor. She’s frozen mid-stride. Her eyes are half closed, like she was in 140the middle of blinking.

         “That is so creepy,” I whisper. I walk round her carefully in case she’s faking.

         “You get used to it.”

         Dad’s voice sounds so loud. I stand still for a moment. There’s no noise, no sound at all from anywhere. All the things that can make sounds have stopped moving.

         In the kitchen, Andrea, the manager lady, is leaning over the sink, washing plates. The tap’s on, but the stream of water isn’t moving, like a frozen waterfall.

         Dad grabs a handful of water from the stream. He pulls it out to the side and lets go. It hangs there, motionless. Like a certain puddle did earlier. “Objects conserve their kinetic energy.”

         “Huh?”

         “When I start time, the water will keep moving in the direction it was going. In this case, down.” He pushes the blob of water back into the stream. “So remember to put things back as you find them, Maisie. Rule of minimum change. You’ll get the hang of it.”

         He said that before, but I’m not getting the hang of anything yet.

         141There’s a big vat of soup simmering on the hob. The flames aren’t moving.

         “How does it work?”

         “Like flapjacks,” says Dad.

         “Is this a metaphor? Because I could really go for a flapjack just now.”

         Dad sighs. “Yes, it’s a metaphor.” He leads me out of the kitchen. Worried that I’ll start helping myself to food, I suppose. “Do you remember the flapjack game?”

         I immediately pout. Yes, I remember the flapjack game.

         Dad called it a game. It was the worst game ever. We made some Spicy Flapjacks for pudding one day. Dad said I could have a second one, but only after I finished the first one. That sounds normal, right?

         But in Dad’s ‘game’, the rule was I could only eat half of what was on my plate each time. I had a flapjack, then half a flapjack, then a quarter. I kept cutting it smaller and smaller, but I never finished it without breaking the rule. So I never got the second flapjack.

         Which is actually a good thing, because the Spicy Flapjacks were mostly made of curry powder and 142the first one gave me stomach cramps.

         “The point of the game,” says Dad, “was that it’s impossible for you to move on to the next flapjack.” We walk past a whiteboard with tinsel draped over it. Someone’s drawn a Christmas tree on it in blue marker. Perhaps they don’t have any green markers.

         “I got that,” I say. “It’s a trick to stop me eating all the flapjacks.”

         “No,” says Dad. “I was teaching you.”

         “About fractions. Yes, I know.”

         Dad shakes his head. “About stopping time.”

         Oh. I did not see that coming.

         “Everyone moves forward in time,” says Dad, “at the speed of one second every second. Except me. Well, us, now. I can slow it down. We move half a second. Then a quarter of a second. We keep getting closer and closer but we never make it to the next second.”

         He looks at the expression on my face and smiles. “That’s a bit advanced. I suppose you don’t need to know how it works. Most people don’t know how cars work, but they still drive them.”

         We turn into a room with a bench and three computers. Nathan is sitting in a swivel chair in 143front of an extra wide monitor. His hands hover over the keyboard as though trying to think what to type next.

         I pass my hand in front of his face. No reaction.

         “This is so cool,” I say. “I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

         “No.” Dad stops suddenly. “No, Maisie, you can never tell anyone. No one can ever find out.”

         “Well, I wouldn’t tell everyone. Not Nathan, for starters.”

         “No one,” Dad repeats. “And we can never talk about it unless we’re stopped in time. If anyone overhears us, the secret’s out.”

         “What’s so bad about that?”

         Dad pulls down on his red T-shirt but it’s never going to meet up with his trousers. “You know Superman?”

         I gasp. “Superman is real?”

         Dad tuts. “Of course he’s not real. But he has a secret identity. Like Spider-Man. Or your hero, the one in your book. Lampshade. Doesn’t she have a secret identity?”

         I grit my teeth. “It’s Nyteshade,” I say. “And no, she doesn’t. She’s a ghost pirate. Why would she need a secret identity?”

         144“OK, not her, then. But the thing is, when people know you can do things, your life is never the same again. For example, what if someone made me rob a bank?”

         “Then you could stop time,” I say, “and run away.”

         Dad sighs. “Aye, sure. But what if someone threatened to hurt you unless I robbed a bank?”

         I have to think about that one. “Can you do anything else? Can you fly? Shoot lasers from your eyes? Control the weather?”

         “None of those things are physically possible,” Dad says.

         “What about invisibility? Can you turn invisible?”

         “No!” Dad looks annoyed now. Maybe he thinks I’m not taking it seriously. “I need you to promise me, Maisie. Promise me you’ll never tell anyone.”

         “What if—”

         But Dad doesn’t even let me finish the question. “Having a power is dangerous.”

         “I know, but—”

         “I said no!”

         Dad never shouts at me, but I know when he’s getting to the end of his tether. His brow scrunches up like a piece of paper that’s been in 145my school bag.

         He turns away from me and stares at the wall behind him. There’s a black box about head height (my head, not his) with dials and numbers. He studies it in total silence.

         When Dad speaks again, his voice sounds odd. “I lost your mum, Maisie. I can’t lose you too.”

         Mum? What’s this got to do with Mum?

         He’s never told me how Mum died. I only know that it was a few days after I was born, some kind of accident. He sounds so sad. Should I say something? I don’t know what to say. He’s not going to lose me. That would be horrible for him.

         Probably horrible for me too, now I think about it.

         Dad shakes his head at the box on the wall. “Running slow,” he mutters, and presses buttons to adjust the numbers. Even though he’s only just told me to leave things as I find them. Perhaps that rule doesn’t apply to clocks.

         When he turns back, his face is stern, his voice controlled. “There’s no ifs, Maisie. You have to promise me.”

         I nod. “OK, Dad. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

         Though I have to admit, I am really bad at 146keeping promises. I don’t mean to break them. They just seem to break by themselves, like pencils and silence. But I will definitely try to keep this promise.

         Dad sways a little. He looks more exhausted than ever.

         “Dad, are you OK?”

         He slumps down in an empty swivel chair next to Nathan. “It tires you out,” he murmurs. “Keeping time stopped. It’s like holding a bicycle up in the air. And now you’re here as well, that’s two bicycles up in the air. I really need to rest.”

         I don’t understand why all his metaphors involve bicycles. I haven’t even got one. “And, of course, you also walked from the igloo to Halley and back.”

         Dad looks at me for a second, then nods. “Aye, that didn’t help.”

         “How long did that really take you?”

         “About a week or so.” He shrugs. “It’s hard to measure.”

         “Kat says you can’t do it without specialist equipment.”

         “Aye, well, Kat’s never travelled in stopped time. There’s no wind to blow away your footprints or 147to give you hypothermia. The sun never moves, so that’s a fixed point of reference. Every now and then I started time to use the wind direction as a secondary point of reference.” He rubs his eyes, like he’s struggling to keep them open. “Tricks like that. But now I need to rest. Let’s get back to the bunk beds.”

         He stands up but he’s swaying on his feet, like he could collapse at any moment. He plops back down on the chair.

         Then I have a brainwave. “I’ll push you,” I say. I give the chair a shove and it rolls quite easily, even with Dad on it. It’s like pushing an overfilled shopping trolley. Dad protests a little, but I can tell he’d rather have the free ride. I roll him out of the office and down the caterpillar’s corridor, all the way back to the Rainbow Room.

         Dad crawls into bed and covers himself up. “The chair,” he mumbles. “It needs to go back in exactly the same position. Remember, you promised. Don’t let anyone see you. I’ll keep time on hold till you get back.”

         “Aye aye, captain.” I push the empty chair out of the room and run with it back down the corridor. The exact same position, Dad said. Leave things as 148you find them. Except for clocks. Like I said, adults make the rules, but they also get to choose which rules they break. I’m going to break so many rules when I’m an adult. Maybe all of them. Maybe all at once.

         It felt fun before, walking around here with Dad. But by myself it’s creepy – all these statue people trapped in silence. Perhaps that’s why Dad was so sad that I’d inherited it. Perhaps it means spending a lot of time on your own.

         Like I said, I’m used to being on my own. I guess Dad must be too. Now we’ll be on our own together.

         Wait. Wait a minute. Dad said I’ve inherited his power. And Dad can stop time … so … can I?

         That would be awesome. I’ll have to get Dad to show me how. That’ll be the topic for our next Serious Conversation.

         Back in the office, Nathan is still staring at the screen, his fingers halfway through typing a sentence. I peer over his shoulder at what he was typing.

         It says:

         
            connection between hallucinations

            & near-death expe

         

         149Hallucinations? He must be thinking about the rope. Dad said Nathan would assume he put it on himself.

         And that’s when something goes wrong.

         Maybe Dad thinks I’m back already. Maybe he can’t hold it any longer. Time starts up again while I’m still standing at Nathan’s side.

         Nathan literally jumps out of his chair in surprise, which gives me a huge fright, like a doll coming to life. “You!” he says. “Where did you come from? You weren’t here a second ago.”

         Well, that didn’t last long. In real time I managed to keep Dad’s secret for exactly 0.0 seconds.
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         Nathan looks at me suspiciously. “What are you doing with that chair? What are you even doing in here?”

         OK, so he thinks I crept up behind him. And now he’s asking questions I can’t answer.

         Fortunately there’s a system for situations like this. “I’m a child,” I say. “Children play with random objects. Like chairs.”

         “They said you’d gone to bed,” Nathan says.

         “I’m a child,” I repeat. “Children wake up all the time.”

         “You shouldn’t be sneaking around,” says Nathan. “Off limits. Do you understand?” He sits 151back down and changes the page he was looking at, before I can see it. Except I’ve already seen it.

         “Why are you googling hallucinations?” I blurt out. “Is it because you were tied to your skidoo?”

         Nathan’s eyes narrow. “What do you know about that?”

         Oops. I really should be more careful about what I say. I now realise why Dad did not want to trust me with his biggest-ever secret.

         “Yawn,” I say out loud. “Children get sleepy for no apparent reason. I’d better take myself back to bed.”

         And I run out of the office. Which, now I think about it, isn’t a very sleepy thing to do.

         I walk smartly down the corridor, looking back over my shoulder in case Nathan comes after me.

         If he does, the only way to escape would be to stop time by myself.

         What did Dad do when he stopped time? He didn’t say anything. He didn’t do anything. It just happened.

         Maybe I can do it if I concentrate really hard. I stop moving and stare at the floor. Good job there’s no one else walking about the station; I expect I look pretty weird.

         152Nothing happens.

         Who am I kidding? Concentrating is not something I’m good at. There are a lot of things I’m not good at. Or just can’t do at all. Stopping time will probably be one of those.

         I make it back to the Rainbow Room without breaking any more promises. Dad’s snoring gently. I climb into the top bunk. The last thing I think, before my brain goes into sleep mode, is how I’m much too excited to fall asleep.
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         The bunk beds have curtains to keep the daylight out, and someone’s pulled them closed while I was asleep.

         My Antarctica clothes are in a neat pile at the foot of the bed. Clean and dry. I’m so glad to lose the baggy purple joggers. My clothes smell nice and they’re still warm from the dryer. Best of all, they fit me. These are my adventuring clothes. I shall wear them for ever.

         But I do like Kat’s rainbow T-shirt. It’s so big it fits over my jumper like a knight’s tabard. Arise, Sir Maisie, the Rainbow Knight.

         Dad’s still asleep. He’s usually awake long before 154me. Maybe at home he sleeps during stopped time. If that’s even possible. He was asleep when I found him on the ice, so it must be.

         I give him a shake. “Time to catch the worm, Dad.” But he doesn’t even stir. I pull the blanket over him a little more. Strange, me tucking Dad in. He always comes and tucks me in at night. It’s incredibly annoying. I get the covers exactly how I want them, then Dad comes in and pulls them up to my chin. I always wait till he’s gone then pull them down again.

         He looks different now, lying there in bed. He’s still wearing the too-small heavy metal T-shirt, but it’s not only that. Before, he was Dad, the boring man who did jigsaws and wrote unreadable books about things he never did. But now he’s Dad, the man who crash-lands planes, walks across icy continents, and saves people’s lives. Oh, and stops time. He’s been stopping time for years without me knowing.

         I suddenly feel really guilty. I keep saying how he never does any of the things in his books, that they’re all made up, because there isn’t enough time for him to do any of the things he says he’s done.

         Clearly I was wrong. He probably has built a zip 155wire. Or hundreds of zip wires. If you have endless time, then it doesn’t matter how long it takes to learn something. Like the igloos, you can stop time until you’re an expert.

         I check the clock on the wall. It says it’s eleven o’clock. There’s daylight filtering in but I can’t work out whether it’s the middle of the day or the middle of the night. At least the hands are moving.

         I see now why Dad checks his watch every few seconds. It’s going to be really confusing to know if I’m in stopped time or normal time. Something else for me to get the hang of.

         My stomach says it’s snack o’clock. And my stomach is very reliable. I leave the room and click the door gently closed behind me.

         The base is deserted. Either everyone’s out working or everyone’s in bed asleep. The only sound is coming from the canteen. Which is where the snacks are.

         It’s Nathan and Kat. They’re sitting either side of a long table, two mugs between them. They’re talking in low murmurs, so I don’t hear anything until I walk up behind Kat.

         Nathan breaks off as soon as he sees me. He stares at me like I’ve stolen his teddy bear. “She’s here,” 156he says. “That creepy little girl is back. See? I told you. She’s stalking me.”

         Kat turns in surprise. Unlike Nathan, she smiles when she sees me. “Maisie! Are you OK? I thought you were still asleep.”

         I’m not creepy and I’m definitely not a little girl. I’m about to say as much when Nathan stands up. “Listen,” he hisses at Kat, “there’s something weird about that girl. And her dad. They’re hiding something.”

         “You’ve been watching too many horror films,” says Kat, but Nathan is already stomping away, abandoning his mug.

         Nathan has not forgotten our conversation at all. Worse, he knows we’ve got a secret.

         Dad said the world will end if someone knows our secret. Or something like that.

         Every hero has a nemesis who tries to stop them from saving the world.

         Nathan is my nemesis.
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         Kat waves me over and makes me sit. She takes Nathan’s mug over to the sink and comes back with packets of biscuits and cereal bars. I’ve vowed never to touch a cereal bar again after what happened to the last lot. But biscuits are still very much on the menu.

         “Don’t mind Nathan,” says Kat. “I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

         “How sure?” I say, my mouth full of chocolate chip cookie. I’m pretty sure he did mean it.

         Kat nods at my clothes. “That T-shirt suits you.”

         “Sorry,” I say. “Do you want it back?”

         Kat shakes her head. “Do you know, my sister’s 158about the same age as you. I never thought I’d miss her so much.” She smiles a little sadly. “I told her kids can’t come to Halley. She’ll go nuts when she finds out you were here.”

         She swills her drink around, like she can’t decide whether it’s poisonous or not. “It’s not easy living here,” she says. “Some people find it difficult to handle, you know? And if things go wrong, they can go really wrong. I mean, life-or-death wrong.”

         I have no idea what she’s talking about, but there are still biscuits on the table so I keep eating.

         “He blames himself,” says Kat, and I realise she’s talking about Nathan. “He’s the comms officer, so he should’ve taken your message, but he wasn’t at his desk. Because of the water.”

         “Wa wa wa?” I say. It’s supposed to be ‘What water?’ but my mouth is full of biscuit.

         “Someone had a shower this morning,” says Kat, “and left the tap on.”

         “Dad does that all the time,” I nod. “I don’t know why he never…”

         Actually I do know. He never realises he’s left the tap on because water doesn’t move in stopped time.

         I think back to all the times that Dad was having a shower, then suddenly he appeared in the kitchen 159with all the carrots peeled, and the shower was still running. I thought I was just lost in my writing and hadn’t noticed him walk past. Now I realise. He’s been stopping time to get things done. Stopping time to prepare the dinner. Stopping time to learn Spanish. Stopping time instead of turning the shower off.

         He did it at the Aeroclub too. “He thinks he’s turned it off, but he doesn’t realise it’s still on,” I say out loud. I’m giving away Dad’s secret all over again. I smack my hand over my mouth, as if I could stop the words coming out. As if.

         “No one’s blaming you or your dad,” says Kat quickly. “It was before you got here.”

         “Still, it was an accident. I mean, probably.”

         Kat shrugs. “Yes, I expect so. But it’s really irresponsible. Every day we go out and shovel snow into a melt tank, just to get enough water for the day. If someone leaves a tap on, there’s no more water. Not for drinking, for cooking, for washing, nothing. Everyone knows this. We’re all super careful with the taps.” Kat takes a gulp of her drink, then grimaces. “Gone cold. Anyway, Nathan had to go and shovel half a ton of snow into the melt tank. Which didn’t put him in a good mood. And while 160he was away from his desk, someone did origami with his messages. Nathan says it’s sabotage. He thinks one of us is out to get him.” She takes her mug over to the sink and tips out the dregs.

         I want to tell her it was probably Dad: Dad left the water on; Dad made triangles out of Nathan’s messages. I’m sure Kat would understand. I really am no good at keeping secrets.

         But now I feel bad for Nathan. Shouldn’t he know that no one’s out to get him?

         On the other hand, he is my nemesis. And he called me a creepy little girl.

         Kat’s still at the sink, rinsing out the mugs.

         As usual my mouth makes a decision before my brain has finished thinking. “It’s my dad,” I blurt out.

         Kat turns, a frown forming on her face. I don’t think her face is used to frowning. It looks like she’s doing it for the first time. “What’s your dad?”

         “He can … he can…”

         But that’s as far as I get. My mouth is trying to form the words ‘stop time’, but an ear-splitting wail suddenly floods the room. A thousand banshees scream inside my head. I clamp my hands over my ears. A light starts flashing on the wall.

         161I don’t hear the doors open. But people are suddenly everywhere, running around, most of them in pyjamas. The overhead lights blink on – an attack of light.

         Kat is pulling at me, trying to get me to stand up. She yells something but I’ve no idea what.

         “Dad! Dad!” I scream, but I can’t even hear myself. I close my eyes and scrunch up into a ball. I absolutely hate this sound. It makes my teeth vibrate. I just want it to stop.

         The alarm noise drones to a halt, like the battery’s died. All the sounds fade away.

         Silence.

         I lift my head.

         No one’s moving. Time has stopped. Perfect timing, Dad.

         Kat has her back to me, her hand stretching out for me to take.

         I jump to my feet. I need to find Dad.

         My head starts throbbing. Maybe I stood up too fast.

         The silence is total, except for the sound of my feet on the floor. I stumble out into the corridor. There’s at least a dozen people here. Doctor Felicity is at the entrance to the canteen, frozen in the act of 162pulling a fire extinguisher from a bracket.

         It’s getting darker. Like someone’s turning down the dimmer switch. The colour is draining out of the world.

         I don’t like this. I really don’t. It wasn’t like this before.

         I feel sluggish. My whole body is slowing down. My legs get heavy. My head feels super dense, like I’m clenching it into a fist. An invisible weight squashes my stomach.

         “Dad!” I cry. But my voice is so faint I can barely hear it.

         What’s happening? Am I doing this? I want it to end. But it doesn’t.

         The world is getting very dark. I’m going to be sick.

         I stumble past all the people, barely more than shadows, frozen in time. I don’t know what to do. I can’t see the walls. The floor is blurry. My ears thrum.

         My legs give out and I drop to my knees. Everything closes in. I’m going to faint. Or throw up. Or both at the same time.

         And suddenly, just as I’m about to pass out, it’s over. The light floods back, the pain fades. My legs 163are jelly but they work again. I’m still in stopped time, but it’s not hurting me any more.

         There’s no sound except for the click of a door. Dad staggers out into the corridor.

         “Maisie? Maisie, what on earth have you done?”
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         “Dad? What happened? It was all dark and blurry. And I couldn’t see. And my head hurt so much.”

         Dad frowns like a thunderstorm. “You’re not to stop time, Maisie. Not ever.”

         “Me? I did that? I stopped time?”

         Dad nods. “But now I’ve taken over. Don’t ever do it by yourself. It’s much too dangerous.”

         “I didn’t do it on purpose.” Honestly, it’s the same conversation we had when I tried to dry my school bag in the oven and it melted. “Why is it dangerous?”

         Dad sighs. “It’s like riding a bike—”

         I groan. “Please, Dad, not bikes again.”

         165Dad leans up against the door frame. He looks awful, like he hasn’t slept at all. His face is grey and his eyes have deep shadows around them. Good job grey is his favourite colour. “Well, like a skateboard then. You have to balance it very carefully, and that takes practice. You’re pulling too hard, that’s why everything’s going black.”

         “Huh?”

         “Light travels a million times faster than sound. I’m slowing time down, but not enough to stop light moving. If you go beyond the speed of light – if everything goes dark – time might stop altogether. And then I don’t think we’d be able to start it again.”

         “Dad, it just happened. I don’t even know how I did it.”

         “Did you get a tight feeling, like you were squeezing your brain?”

         “Yes. But not on purpose. I panicked and then everything went slow and stopped.”

         Dad leans back against the wall. “Then don’t panic any more. You’re too young to be doing this, Maisie.”

         Don’t panic any more. Why do adults always tell you to do utterly impossible things? Like 166‘Grow up!’ Or ‘Be more confident!’ Or ‘Stop daydreaming about ghost pirates!’

         Dad slides down the door frame to the floor.

         “Dad? Dad, are you OK?”

         “I’m fine,” he mumbles. “Just worn out.”

         “But you’ve been sleeping!” I say, like I’m accusing him of something.

         “Not enough. I can’t keep stopping time for two. It takes too much effort.” Dad looks up at me with fuzzy eyes. He’s struggling to stay awake. “Maisie, what’s the alarm for?”

         The alarm! I’d almost forgotten. Without the noise and the lights, it’s easy to feel like the world can wait for ever. But we don’t have that long.

         “I think there’s a fire. The doctor’s back there with a fire extinguisher.”

         Dad nods. He makes a motion like he’s trying to stand up, but even that is too much effort. He slumps back again. “You’ll have to deal with it, Maisie.”

         “Me? A fire?” Dad must know I can barely put out a candle.

         Dad smiles faintly. “You can do it, Maisie. I’ll keep time stopped for as long as I can. If there’s a fire, it can’t burn you. Not in stopped time.”

         167“But the Halley people can sort it,” I say. “In normal time.”

         “Maybe.” Dad’s voice is getting fainter. Even in the absolute silence it’s hard to hear. “But maybe not. It’s a lot safer for us.”

         “Dad…” I begin, but I don’t even know what I want to say.

         “I can’t hold it for long,” whispers Dad. “Go.”

         I clamber to my feet and almost walk right into a man who’s statue-frozen.

         “Take your time,” mutters Dad, with the ghost of a smile.
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         The great thing about a long, thin building is that it’s easy to search. Every single room comes off the main corridor. Kat’s bedroom is almost at the caterpillar’s bottom, so I start there and stick my head through every doorway.

         The first section is bedrooms. All empty. The next section is offices. On one desk is a line of paper triangles, wedged together to make an arrow. A bigger triangle sits in the middle of the desk, carrying a message about three people lost on the ice.

         I recognise Dad’s writing, in micro-precise lettering so very different to mine. My writing 169looks as though a colony of inked-up ants had a disco during an earthquake. If Dad wants to keep his secret, he shouldn’t leave things lying around with his handwriting on them. I pick up the paper and open it out so it doesn’t look like a triangle.

         There’s text on the other side. It’s a print-out with numbers, letters and some random words.

         
            Advisory pressure dropping 1000mb

            white-out probability 93%

            Advisory A74 calving accelerating

            now estimated 2mm/s

            RRS Shackleton arrives 25th 1430 hours

            new position 75o23’19”S 26o03’19”W

         

         Wasn’t Shackleton the guy that Dad was talking about? Except he can’t be, because it says he’s arriving tomorrow. He must still be alive then. If not, it looks like we’re going to have a zombie turn up for Christmas dinner.

         Concentrate, Maisie. At any moment time could start again, like it did when I took the chair back. I’ve got to find the fire and save the day. Like I’m some kind of hero. Ha! I might look like a rainbow knight but I’m definitely not one.

         170I fold the paper with big ugly folds instead of Dad’s neat precise ones and ram it into my back pocket.

         No fire in the offices. No fire in the canteen, of course – that’s where I came from. Kat hasn’t moved a millimetre.

         There’s a big room with sofas, but no one’s in there either. It looks like every single person was in bed asleep when the alarm started. Apart from me and Kat.

         And Nathan. I haven’t seen him anywhere, not since he marched out of the canteen.

         Further up there’s a room with a sign on the door saying danger. That looks more promising. Inside there are huge white metal cabinets ringed with a thick band of black smoke. Very promising.

         There’s loads of clutter all over the room. It’s almost as messy as my bedroom. And my bedroom is full of useful things like empty boxes and a pirate ship. Here it all looks like junk. Blue plastic tubs. Bits of metal. A red canister.

         OK, so that last one is clearly a fire extinguisher. That’s probably quite useful, given that I need to put out a fire.

         Except I can’t lift it. It comes up to my waist and 171seems to be welded to the floor. Slight problem here. I’d better look round the back and see if there’s a smaller one.

         And that’s when I find Nathan, lying on the floor, eyes closed.
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         In stopped time it’s impossible to tell if Nathan is awake or asleep, unconscious or even dead. With his eyes closed, though, I guess he’s not awake. And this would be an unusual place to fall asleep. I really hope he’s unconscious.

         There’s a large sheet of metal half covering him. I grab it with both hands to lift it away, but it weighs nothing. I flip it over, and lean it up against the wall.

         That’s when I see the fire. It is both the coolest and most frightening thing I’ve ever seen. The back of the cabinet is missing – that must be what I lifted off Nathan – and a whole fireworks display is 173going on. I guess in real time it’s a fire with sparks shooting out, but in stopped time the sparks hang in the air like electric snowflakes. The flames are frozen mid-whoosh, rolling strings of blurred orange. I’ve brushed against some of the sparks by accident, and now they’re clinging to my arm.

         Inside the cabinet there’s a block of machinery with pipes, metal cylinders, dials and wires. It looks like a bomb. A giant on-off switch would be very handy. But I can’t see anything like that.

         So, I need to put out the fire and rescue Nathan. But I can’t lift the fire extinguisher.

         Maybe I can drag Nathan out of the room. I grab hold of his wrist with both hands.

         No, that’s not going to work either. I can barely lift his arm. I let go and it hangs in the air. Just like the water that Dad pulled aside in the kitchen.

         That gives me an idea. If I can get the fire extinguisher off the ground, I might be able to move it.

         I go back and stare at it. It ignores me. I try to lift it up again, but it refuses to move.

         I need a lever. According to Miss Kumari, some old Greek guy said that you can move anything with a big lever. The longest thing I can find is a 174twisted piece of metal that might be the front ski of a skidoo. I wedge the tip under the extinguisher and put an empty plastic tub under the middle. Then I jump on the other end.

         The tub gets squished flat but the extinguisher shoots up into the air. And stays there.

         I give it a shove. It’s like pushing a lorry through treacle, but it moves.

         After that, I can nudge it in the right direction, bit by bit. Along to the end. Down towards Nathan. I position it in front of the fire and pull out the pin. Then I aim the nozzle at the fire and squeeze the handle.

         Foam squirts out over the fire, and the extinguisher spins the other way. I have to stop and nudge it back into position, then I keep spraying.

         I’ve no idea whether this is doing any good, but I nudge and squirt until all the flames are covered. A sea of white foam hangs in the air where the flames were.

         I’m just filling in the gaps to make it neat when time starts up again.

         The alarm hits me like an avalanche of sound. The spark-firework display vanishes and a wave of heat slams into me.

         175Gravity yanks the fire extinguisher out of my hands. It drops straight on to Nathan’s foot.

         Nathan’s eyes snap open. At first they’re glazed, like he has no idea what’s happening.

         Then he yells in pain, so loudly I can hear him over the blaring alarm. I think I’ve broken his foot.

         His eyes focus on me and his face scrunches into a scowl.

         His mouth forms a word.

         “You!” I turn and run.
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         Now that time is moving, I can feel how thick the air is. There’s a strong smell of burning plastic that reaches down my throat and scratches at my lungs. I dart back into the corridor. Not very responsible, I know, leaving Nathan in the room with the fire, but I’m a lot more scared of Nathan than I am of the fire. If the foam hasn’t put it out, then Nathan will probably scowl it into oblivion.

         I start running down the corridor.

         I pass a little alcove with a closed door, and then I’m in the caterpillar’s nose. No! I’ve come the wrong way! This is the place where we first arrived. 177The only way to go from here is out on to the ice.

         Well, I’m definitely not going outside. I’d freeze to death. I don’t even have any shoes on.

         I dash back to the alcove and peer down the corridor. No sign of anyone.

         The alcove is right next to the Fire Room. It’s easy to remember which one that is. Wisps of black smoke are drifting out of the open door. I try to summon the courage to tiptoe past.

         I’m sure Nathan won’t notice me. All I have to do is creep past without making a noise.

         For some reason my legs are not happy with this plan. They refuse to move, tiptoeing or otherwise. Nathan will see me. He will ask me difficult questions. I can’t explain how I appeared by the fire and attacked him with the fire extinguisher.

         So, Plan B. I’ll wait here, in the alcove, and sneak back later. My legs take a quick vote; they are both happy with this plan.

         On the wall next to me there’s a small fire extinguisher. Well, that would have been useful two minutes ago. I crouch down behind it. There’s a sign by my face with instructions for tackling a fire. In the diagram the fire looks a lot like my hair.

         And then the alarm stops. Once my ears have 178stopped ringing, I hear Nathan’s voice.

         “– disconnected all four. The back-ups are running.”

         He sounds calm, like the fire’s out already. In fact, he sounds annoyed. Not screaming, the way I would be if something heavy had crushed my foot. Perhaps it’s not broken after all.

         He’s talking to someone. If I’d tried to sneak back, I would’ve run into them in the corridor. That would’ve been awkward. Seems my legs had the right idea. I should ask their opinion more often.

         “But how did it happen?” asks the other person. It’s Andrea, the Station Manager. She sounds like she’s trying to be calm and patient but actually wants to scream. Just like when Miss Kumari explains fractions to me. I huddle back further into my alcove, right up against the door.

         “The pressure gauge,” says Nathan’s voice. “Someone fiddled with the settings. And generator four overloaded.”

         Andrea sighs. “No one fiddled with the settings. No one would do something like that.”

         “It was that creepy little girl,” says Nathan.

         I jerk my head up so suddenly I almost hit it on the door handle. That would not be a good move.

         179I can hear Andrea’s sharp intake of breath. “Not this again. First the water. Then the message. And it was just as well someone drew attention to that message, because otherwise those people would still be out on the ice.”

         “That girl—” begins Nathan, but Andrea doesn’t let him finish.

         “And now this. The pressure gauge is behind your desk because you’re responsible for it. How on earth can you blame this on a ten-year-old girl?”

         I’m eleven actually, but I’ll let that pass for now.

         “She was by the gauge,” says Nathan. “A few hours ago. She suddenly turned up right beside it. Then she ran away.”

         Did I? I don’t remember that. When I took the chair back, Nathan was on his computer. The only thing near me was that clock on the wall, the one that Dad changed because it wasn’t telling the right…

         Oh. So maybe that wasn’t a clock at all.

         Nathan is right. Well, almost right. All these things are going wrong because Dad and I turned up. The water running out. The origami message. And now the fire. None of them are actually Nathan’s fault. But they’re not actually my fault either.

         180This is maybe not the right time for me to run in there and blame it all on Dad. Besides, he didn’t do any of it on purpose.

         “And she was here,” says Nathan. “Just a few seconds ago. She appeared right here in the middle of the fire.”

         “Nathan, that’s ridiculous.”

         “The door of the generator blew off. It knocked me backwards and I hit my head. When I opened my eyes, she was there. She dropped the fire extinguisher on my foot.”

         “You hit your head?” says Andrea. “That explains a lot. We’d better get Felicity to take a look at you.”

         “I didn’t imagine it!” protests Nathan. “I saw her. I did!”

         “And yet I came up the corridor just now and there was no sign of her.”

         There’s a pause as Nathan thinks about this. I really hope he’s not going to jump to the right conclusion.

         But he does. “She must still be around here then,” he says. “Hiding.”

         “Seriously, Nathan,” says Andrea in the tone that teachers use when someone’s accidentally set the school on fire. “This is getting out of hand. It’s 181the middle of the night, we’ve just had a major incident thanks to your carelessness, and we’ve still had no word from the Shack. Now you want us to hunt around for a little girl who’s probably still asleep at the other end of the station.”

         “She—” Nathan starts.

         Andrea doesn’t let him speak. “No one’s out to get you, Nathan. No one is mysteriously appearing and disappearing. You’ve had a couple of close calls today. You need to see the doctor and get some rest. I want to hear no more of this ridiculous talk of sabotage.”

         I almost sigh out loud in relief. If they don’t hunt for me, then I can still get away with it. Wait till they all go back to bed, then sneak back into Kat’s room and pretend I was asleep all along. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve slept through an alarm.

         But then I hear footsteps. Hurried steps entering the Fire Room.

         “Kat?” says Andrea’s voice. “What’s the matter?”

         “It’s Maisie,” says Kat. “She’s gone missing. I can’t find her anywhere.”

         And there goes another plan.
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         It’s the mer-vamp apocalypse. Maisie, the last human, is on the run. Mer-vamps surround her ice cave. They want to find her and … um … tell her off?

         I’m not sure how that ends. I don’t intend to find out.

         “You can’t find Maisie?” says Andrea’s voice. “What about her father?”

         “George is in my room. He looks exhausted,” says Kat. “Keeps saying he couldn’t hold on. And Maisie… She was in the canteen with me when the alarm went off. Then she disappeared.”

         “See!” cries Nathan. “She disappears!”

         183“No, Nathan,” says Kat. “I mean, she went somewhere and I couldn’t find her. She didn’t literally disappear.”

         Actually I’m going to have to side with Nathan on this one. In real time I did disappear. But fortunately Kat was looking the other way.

         “Everyone else accounted for?” asks Andrea.

         “Yes,” says Kat. “All present and correct.”

         “Right. We’d better organise a search. Kat, check this end. I’ll organise a quick walk-around out on the ice. I don’t expect she went outside but we have to be certain. Nathan, you need to go straight to Felicity.”

         They’re about to come out and find me. I’ve got to hide. Properly hide.

         There’s only one place for me to go. I grab the handle of the door and dart inside.

         “Nena!” cries a voice. “Finally you come to visit me.”

         It’s the doctor’s room. Midnight sun streams in through two oval windows. There’s a bed right in the middle, and Guillermo is sitting up in it. His right arm is in a sling but otherwise he looks exactly as he did the day I met him. Which was about two days ago.

         184“Look,” he says, “I put a stocking on my bed, like you do in Scotland. But Santa, he don’t visit me yet.” I look where he’s pointing. Both his socks are draped over the end of his bed. They’ve been washed, but even so they look like they’ve lost a fight with a cat. I don’t think Santa would dare go anywhere near them.

         “Guillermo, I’ve got to hide. They’re chasing me.”

         Guillermo nods. “Ah, yes, you play hide-and-look-for? This is maybe a Christmas tradition?”

         “Er… Something like that.”

         Guillermo grins at me. “Muy bien,” he whispers. “You hide here. I don’t tell nobody.”

         Except that no one in their right mind would play hide-and-seek in this room. The cupboards are all too small, even for me. The only place I fit is behind the bed. There’s a stack of blankets there. Could somehow I pretend to be a blanket?

         There are voices outside the door. There’s nowhere else to go.

         I crouch behind the bed. Guillermo grabs his blanket and drops it over me, just as the door opens. I squeeze myself into the tiniest ball possible. Thanks to the blanket flattening my hair, I’m about 185the size of a dragon egg. Hopefully I look like part of the stack.

         “Hello, everything is good?” asks Guillermo’s voice.

         “We heard talking,” says Andrea.

         “Only me,” says Guillermo. “I hear the alarm and it make me drop my blanket. This is a Christmas tradition, no?”

         “Where is she?” Nathan’s voice.

         Andrea lets out another sigh. She’s going to need to breathe in one of these days. “Nathan, I told you to go and find Felicity.”

         But Nathan has already started his search. His feet come round to the back of the bed. He crouches down and lifts up my blanket.

         “Nathan? What are you doing?” asks Andrea. “Nathan?”

         For a split second Nathan’s eyes lock with mine.

         My nemesis.

         We both stare at each other for years. Well, it feels like years. It’s probably no more than half a second.

         There’s no way out of this one, unless Dad suddenly recovers and stops time again, right at this instant. But that’s not going to happen. My only 186hope is that Nathan, for whatever reason, decides not to give me away.

         “Ha! Found her!” he shouts in glee.

         So much for that.
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         Nathan’s hand reaches out to grab hold of my wrist, and at the same time he turns his head to call to the others.

         I don’t want him to grab me. I don’t want them to find me.

         I’ve got to get away, and there’s literally only one way for me to do that.

         If I can do it. But I promised Dad I wouldn’t.

         Sorry, Dad.

         He said it was like tightening your brain, so I scrunch my mind up until my head shakes from the effort.

         Nathan’s hand moves slower and slower. It’s like 188his battery is running out. Slower and slower until he’s not moving at all.

         The sounds have stopped. Everything’s ground to a halt.

         I’ve done it! I’ve stopped time!

         Everything is quiet and still. Dad said not to pull too hard.

         And then the light starts to fade.

         No, no, not already! I’m doing it wrong.

         I’ve got to get out of here while I still can.

         Nathan’s hand is almost touching me. I crawl under his arm, leaving the blanket hanging in the air behind me.

         The world is already dark. Through the oval windows even the daylight is fading away. It’s about to be nighttime in the summer of permanent sun.

         Once I’m away from Nathan I try to clamber to my feet, but my legs refuse. They’ve done enough for today.

         I keep crawling, like a toddler. Round the bed. Round the shadowy people.

         It’s going to be pitch black before long.

         I think I’m in the corridor but I can’t make out the walls. My stomach has shrunk to the size of 189a pea. My head feels like it’s being attacked by a woodpecker with a hammer. I can barely see the world but I know that it’s spinning.

         I’ve got to let go. But I don’t know how.

         I crawl head first into a wall and collapse on the floor.

         Immediately time whooshes back into motion. Light, the sound of talking, the smell of burning plastic.

         I’m lying in the middle of the corridor, in plain sight, but no one is looking my way. Kat, Andrea and Guillermo have all turned to look at Nathan. I can’t see him, but I can hear his cry of victory turn into a cry of despair.

         “She’s gone!”

         And then everyone crowds over towards Nathan. Away from me.

         “What are you talking about, Nathan?” Andrea snaps.

         “She was here,” whines Nathan. “I promise you, she was right here.”

         Andrea mutters something about concussion.

         Guillermo laughs.

         Still no one has seen me. I can’t believe my luck.

         Back to Plan A. I haul myself to my feet and 190stagger away down the corridor, despite my legs’ protests. Good job I’m only wearing socks or my stomping footsteps would give me away. My head is sore from the bang, but my brain feels light again.

         I did it. I stopped time and escaped without any help. And, as a bonus, I didn’t end the world.

         Dad said I couldn’t do it, but I can. I can control time all by myself.

         From now on there’ll be no stopping Maisie Macleod.
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         In the other half of the caterpillar no one is looking for me yet. Some people are heading back to bed. Several more are standing in the corridor, still in their pyjamas, murmuring in low voices. No one pays me any attention as I hurry past them.

         I was heading back to the Rainbow Room, but I think I should go to the canteen instead. That’s where I disappeared from. And there’s food in the canteen, though I’m still a bit queasy from stopping time.

         I stopped time. On purpose. I’m like a superhero. Or a secret agent. Or a spy.

         Spying! Now there’s a good use of this power. I 192would make an excellent spy.

         Except the rules of spying say that you can never tell anyone that you’re a spy. Not even your own family. So I wouldn’t be able to tell Dad. And if Dad was a spy, he wouldn’t be able to tell me. Secrets within secrets. Maybe he already is a spy.

         Kat’s chocolate chip cookies are still lying on the table and I take a few. There’s no one here to tell me not to.

         Spies travel a lot. So does Dad. Spies keep secrets. So does Dad. Spies lead quiet lives, so that no one suspects them. Dad leads the most boring life imaginable. Or at least he pretends to lead the most boring life imaginable.

         He’s obviously a spy. I can’t think why it didn’t occur to me before. Probably because I don’t read spy novels. If Dad was a ghost pirate, I’m sure I would have noticed by now.

         We could be spies together. I could get into places that Dad can’t. Birthday parties, for example. Bouncy castles. We’d make an excellent team.

         So that’s what should happen next. Dad and I should team up. I’ll have to enrol at the spy agency first, probably do some training in unarmed combat. Then we can go out on secret missions. We can 193stop time while I sneak into nuclear submarines through the air vents and change the launch codes. Do submarines have air vents? I mean, they’re underwater, but they still have to breathe, right?

         I take some more chocolate chip cookies. Stopping time makes you queasy, but thinking makes you hungry.

         Then it occurs to me: Nyteshade should totally be able to stop time. That’s how she defeats the mer-vamps. I’ll need to write that down before I forget. My writing things are still in the Aeroclub. Nyteshade stops time, puts out a fire and escapes from the mer-vamps, then … then… There’s the print-out in my back pocket. But it’s already got writing on both sides. And I haven’t got a pen. That’s so frustrating.

         And then it hits me. I’m the one having the fantastical magical adventure. It’s me, not Nyteshade, who’s putting out fires and escaping villains. Perhaps I’m in a book that Nyteshade is writing.

         That’s a big thought. It requires big cookies.

         You know what? I don’t want to share my power with Nyteshade. She’s already got a pirate ship and a pet werewolf. She’s not getting my special power too. Besides, I promised Dad I’d never talk about it, 194and when my book gets published, everyone will read it and find out.

         Stopping time makes you sleepy. Thinking makes you very sleepy. I rest my head on my arm. I’ll maybe close my eyes for a bit. Just for a minute.

         
             

         

         I’m dimly aware of someone picking me up and carrying me. “You’re safe now, Maisie.” It’s Kat’s voice. “Let’s get you back in bed.” I snuggle in closer. I don’t want her to let me go.
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         Someone’s shaking me awake.

         “Bleugh, please, Dad, enough with the worms,” I mumble, but the shaking continues.

         I sit up in bed. No one is shaking me. The whole station is vibrating. Like someone’s turned the engine on. The picture frames start tapping against the wall.

         Is the station moving? Is the caterpillar about to walk away?

         The tremors get worse. Like a wet dog trying to shake itself dry.

         It’s an earthquake! I say ‘earthquake’, but there’s no earth beneath us. We’re on ice, so… It’s an 196icequake! The ice monster that is Antarctica has woken up and wants to shake us off its back.

         And then the tremors fade away. The station springs back into life, just as it did when the fire alarm went off. Doors slam open. Footsteps, running. Grown-ups don’t run very often, but when they do, it usually means trouble, like a fire or an escaped dinosaur. There’s shouting too. Also not a good sign.

         I clamber out of bed and shake Dad. Which is pointless, because if an earthquake can’t shake him awake, what chance have I got?

         Fortunately I know exactly the right words to get him out of bed. “Dad! We’re late for school!”

         “What?!” Dad’s eyes snap open just as Kat bursts into the room.

         “Good, you’re both awake. Happy Christmas! We’re evacuating.” Kat grabs an empty pack out of a cupboard and starts ramming things into it. “Get dressed as warmly as you can. And bring your backpack.” She points to Dad’s yellow bag. She clearly doesn’t know that there’s nothing in it but rope.

         I’m already wearing everything except for my boots and coat. Dad pulls on his clothes over the 197red T-shirt, every movement an effort.

         “Happy Christmas, Dad! Do you want me to help you?”

         Dad smiles. “Thank you, Maisie. I think I’ll manage. Make sure you tie your laces properly.” Honestly, he makes it sound like we’re getting ready to go for a walk in the park. Which I find oddly comforting.

         He groans as he bends down to put his own boots on. “Are we leaving because of the fire?”

         Kat shakes her head without turning round. “It’s the calving event. It’s happened sooner than we thought.”

         “Why is a cow in the road making us evacuate?” I ask.

         “Huh?” Kat stops mid-pack. “Cow? What cow?”

         “The one that’s having a calf. On the A74.”

         Kat needs to think about that for a few seconds. Then she bursts out laughing. “Oh, that’s priceless. Sorry, Maisie, I shouldn’t laugh. A74 isn’t a road. Not in Antarctica, anyway. A74 is an iceberg. And calving is when an iceberg breaks off from the main ice sheet.”

         “An iceberg? Cool!”

         Kat smiles at my totally inappropriate response 198to imminent danger.

         “So,” I say, “is that what I felt just now? The icequake?”

         “That’s right. The fault – that’s the line it’s breaking on – is to the north of here, but there’s a chance this whole section could break away with Halley on it. So we’re evacuating everyone that doesn’t need to be here.” She zips her bag closed. “As soon as you’re ready, go along to the door where we came in. Do you know where I mean?”

         “The caterpillar’s mouth,” I say.

         Kat looks puzzled for a moment, then nods. “You’d get on so well with my little sister. You both think the same way. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” She hoists her bag on to her shoulder and leaves.

         As soon as the door clicks shut I turn to Dad. “Dad, I did it! I put the fire out and saved the station!”

         Dad smiles weakly. “Well done, Maisie. I knew you could do it.”

         “And Nathan had me trapped but I managed to escape.”

         Dad stops smiling. “What? What do you mean Nathan trapped you?”

         199I wave away the awkward question. “And I think I’m totally old enough now to stop time by myself.”

         Dad immediately shakes his head. “Absolutely not. Now, are you ready to go? Kat will be waiting for us.” He picks up his backpack but the effort is too much and he drops it again.

         “But, Dad, I could help you. With the spying and stuff. We can change submarine codes together.”

         “Submarines?” Dad stares at me. “What are you talking about?”

         “Don’t worry, Dad. I know you’re a spy. Your secret is safe with me.” Though, to be honest, that last part is unlikely to be true.

         Dad frowns. “I’m not a spy. Why would you think I’m a spy?”

         “Well, you know, because you travel a lot. And your life is so incredibly boring, like, the most boring man alive, so that no one suspects.”

         As soon as I’ve said it, I know I’ve made a horrible mistake. Dad looks like I’ve punched him in the stomach. He sits back down on the bed.

         I swallow. “I mean, it’s not that boring, not really. Jigsaws are kind of interesting … and train timetables are…” I’m not making things any better.

         200“Nobody gets hurt doing jigsaws,” says Dad quietly. His head is bowed, like a puppy that’s been told off.

         “We should go.” He swings his backpack up with a huge effort and leads the way out of the room.
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         There are about a dozen of us leaving the station, most of them as tired and grumpy as me and Dad. Apart from the snow outside, it couldn’t look any less like Christmas Day if it tried.

         Guillermo is waiting for us in the airlock room. He’s been given a heavy winter coat to put on over his other clothes. His injured arm is tucked away out of sight. When he sees me his mouth splits in a huge smile. “Feliz Navidad, nena! We go home now. You stay with me. I look after you.”

         I think about how he looks after his car but say nothing.

         He bends his head closer. “Your magic trick 202was excellent!” he whispers. “You disappear but I never see you. You must be a hide-and-look-for champion!” I shoot a glance at Dad to make sure he didn’t hear. He doesn’t know about my ‘magic trick’ yet, and I don’t think he’ll be happy when he does.

         Kat is there, of course, along with a few men and women that I don’t recognise. She checks me over to make sure that every zip and button is done up.

         And there’s Nathan. He glares at me as I walk in, but doesn’t say anything, just pulls on his coat. He limps as he moves around. I gulp and shelter behind Guillermo.

         If Nathan’s here, it’s because he’s being sent home. It must be because of everything that’s happened. Thanks to me he’s lost his job. As if he didn’t already hate me enough.

         When everyone’s dressed in heavy coats and boots, Kat opens the outside door. She leads us out of the mouth and down the tongue. We assemble on the ice like a colony of penguins. The wind is gusting at us from all sides, like it can’t decide which way it wants to go. Mostly it wants to go up my sleeves and down my spine.

         Antarctica clearly wants us to leave. I look 203around to see if the icequake has opened up any new crevasses from where tentacle monsters – or, worse, leopard seals – might spring out at us. I can’t see any.

         A big truck is waiting for us, its engine running. It’s got huge treads like a tank, two on either side.

         “It’s a Sno-Cat,” says Guillermo. “I drive one in Ushuaia last year.” He grins down at me. “Very difficult to avoid the trees. But I only hit a few. Pretty good, no?”

         It doesn’t look like a cat. Good job there are no trees in Antarctica. Though if Guillermo were driving, he’d surely find something else to crash into.

         I try to catch Dad’s eye but he’s looking past me at the trailer hooked on to the back of the Sno-Cat. He hasn’t said anything since I told him he’s the most boring man alive.

         The trailer is for us. It’s long and low and mounted on giant skis. It’s got wooden planks round the front and sides, but other than that it’s totally open. You’d think they’d have a bus or something. The trailer doesn’t even have seats.

         The adults all climb on with their bags and huddle up against the sides. Guillermo helps me up with 204his good arm, while Dad slings his backpack on and clambers after it.

         I’m right at the back. Nathan waits till everyone else is on, then sits facing me. He’s got his mirrored sunglasses on now, so I can’t see where he’s looking. I’m pretty sure he’s still glaring at me. He’s wearing a coil of rope over one shoulder like a fashion accessory. Dad will approve of that. He likes rope.

         Kat’s sitting further up the trailer. She raises a gloved hand and makes a thumbs-up sign. There’s a big jolt, like we’ve hit an iceberg, and without a sound we start sliding.

         It’s a lot smoother than the skidoo sledge. We’re going pretty fast too. I lean out to see the tracks we’re carving in the snow: smooth in the centre, with arrow shapes at the edges. They’re so wide I could lie down in them and I wouldn’t touch the sides.

         We drive along the side of Halley, past its rear end and onwards, the whole station slowly shrinking behind us. It towered over my head yesterday, but now it’s small and lost in the vast white emptiness. It looks more than ever like a bug that’s got stuck to the ice. It was my home for less than a day, but somehow it feels like I’m moving out.

         205I’m just taking my last look at the caterpillar’s bottom when the world turns white.

         I mean, totally white. Everything. Like we’ve been dropped into a bowl of milk. There’s no sky. No ground. The trailer is floating in the clouds.

         Snow is falling in thin flurries, a fierce wind whipping it over the trailer and into my eyes. I put my hood up and wrap it tight round my face. It’s not easy to get a hood over that much hair, and I always hate doing it because it makes me look like one of those toys with a massive head.

         Kat leans over to Dad and me. “White-out,” she says, speaking loudly to be heard over the wind. Her face is muffled by her hood, which is lined with fluff. “We call it a ping-pong day. Because it feels like you’re inside a ping-pong ball.”

         “Are we turning back?” I ask.

         Kat shakes her head. “This could last for hours. Or days. We need to get to the Shack.”

         I really can’t see that leaving Halley to go to a shack is the best thing to do. “But you haven’t heard from the shack in days.”

         “How did you know that?” Kat half frowns. “Yes, we’ve not heard from the Shack, but they’re scheduled to arrive today. We’re going to the 206normal meeting point. I’m sure they’ll be there.”

         “I don’t get it. Why are we going to a shack?”

         “Not a shack. The Shack. RRS Shackleton. It’s our supply ship.”

         There’s a bell ringing in my head all of a sudden. It’s a huge clanger shouting my name. Shackleton isn’t a zombie at all. It’s a ship named after a zombie. They are arriving today. But not to the usual place.

         They sent some new coordinates. On a print-out. A print-out that Dad wrote on the back of before they could see it. And folded into a triangle.

         A print-out that I picked up and put into my back pocket.

         Oh no. We’re going to the wrong place.
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         I gasp out loud. Bad idea when the air is cold enough to freeze your lungs. It feels like when you swallow an ice cube and you can feel the cold all the way down.

         We’re driving to the wrong place and the ship won’t be there. We’ll be lost. Perhaps we’ll drive straight off the edge of the ice into the sea. Perhaps we won’t be able to get back to Halley because of the split in the ice. Probably we’ll all freeze to death. Me first, as my lungs are already turning to ice.

         I pull off a glove and stick my hand in my back pocket. The print-out is still there.

         208I’m about to pull it out and show Kat when I realise: I can’t. I can’t explain when or why I picked it up, not without giving away Dad’s secret. Well, our secret actually. And Nathan already thinks I’ve been sabotaging the base. If he knows I’ve taken one of his print-outs, it’ll only make things worse.

         Dad is sitting between me and Kat. His eyes are half closed, his head resting on the side of the trailer.

         “Dad!” I nudge him. “Dad, we’ve got a situation.”

         “You should have gone before we left, Maisie,” he says sleepily. “You’ll have to wait.”

         “No, not that. I need you to … you know. Do the secret thing.”

         Dad opens his eyes and glances around. No one’s listening. Except maybe Nathan. He hasn’t moved since we got into the trailer. He might be asleep. I bet he’s not, though. I wouldn’t be.

         “The Halley people know what they’re doing,” says Dad curtly. “We’d best let them handle things.”

         I guess he’s still annoyed at me.

         I wish I could tell him that once again there’s a huge problem that he’s caused. I’ve still not told him about the water or the generator, and there’s way too much building up in my head. If 209I don’t tell him soon it’s going to start leaking out. You can’t expect my head to contain that much information.

         If he’d used a blank piece of paper instead of the print-out, if he hadn’t left the shower on or changed the pressure gauge, then Nathan would have seen the message and we’d all be on our way to safety. Instead we’re driving through nothingness to the middle of nowhere.

         I shake my head. “We need to fix it ourselves.”

         “I can’t,” says Dad. “Let the Halley people sort it. Remember not to panic.”

         He rests his head back on the trailer and closes his eyes.

         I’ll have to show him the piece of paper. Then he’ll believe me.

         I pull the paper out of my pocket as stealthily as I can. I don’t want Nathan to suspect anything in case he isn’t asleep. I’m just a girl showing my dad a random piece of paper I carry about in my pocket.

         Slowly I bring it into my lap and unfold it. My ungloved hand is already going numb.

         “Look!” I say to Dad, and I hold it up in front of his face.

         210Which is when the wind rips the paper out of my hand and sends it gusting away over the side of the trailer.

         In only a fraction of a second it disappears into the white.
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         I stop time.

         I have to. We can’t lose that print-out.

         It’s easier to do this time, because I know how it should feel. It’s like having an extra muscle in my brain. I pull on it and keep pulling.

         The trailer slows, the snow slows, everything grinds to a halt.

         I reckon I can do it better this time, if I’m careful not to pull too hard. Like squeezing the brakes gently on my non-existent bike. I jump out of the back of the trailer. The paper can’t have gone far.

         As long as I keep the trailer in sight, I’ll be fine. I 212can make my way back to it. The snowflakes hang in the air. Without the wind driving them into my face the visibility isn’t quite so bad and it’s not cold. I pull my hood off so I can see better.

         I head out after the paper. The snow’s quite deep and it’s hard to walk in. Five, ten paces. No sign of anything. I check back; I can still see the trailer. Ahead of it, the Sno-Cat has all but disappeared.

         Still plenty of light. Seems I can control it now. I feel queasy but not nearly as bad as before. And I’m only queasy because I keep thinking about Dad’s Spicy Flapjacks. Half then half again.

         Fifteen paces. I’m looking for a white piece of paper in the middle of a white-out in Antarctica, the white continent. Once I’ve done this I’ll try something easier, like looking for a needle in a haystack made of needles.

         Only a fraction of a second passed before I stopped time. It can’t have gone far.

         Then the light starts to fade.

         No, no, no. I’m still pulling too hard. I thought I was doing it right but I’m not. What am I doing wrong?

         Back to the trailer then. I’ll have to convince 213Dad to try to stop time.

         You can’t run in deep snow but I hop through it as fast as I can.

         I can feel the darkness closing in, like before. A black hole has developed in my stomach. I’ve got to ease off but I don’t know how.

         I’m not going to make it back to the trailer.

         My legs won’t lift properly. My feet weigh half a ton each. One of them catches on the snow and I lose my balance.

         My face collides with something hanging in mid-air. It’s the piece of paper. I’d been so busy staring at the ground, it never occurred to me it might still be floating. It wraps itself round my face as everything turns black.

         And then time’s moving again. The snow is falling, the light is back. The Sno-Cat’s engine fades away into the distance. And I’m lying face down in the snow, the all-important print-out stuck to my cheek.

         I push myself up with an effort. I feel so groggy.

         The paper! It almost blows away again.

         I grab it with both hands. Safe, for now.

         Except that there’s no one to give it to.

         Everyone’s gone.

         214It’s just me, alone, inside a ping-pong ball.

         I’m lost. In a white-out. In Antarctica.

         And there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.
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         For a few seconds I simply stare into the white soup. There’s no sign of the Sno-Cat or trailer, nothing to say they ever existed. Nothing to say that anything ever existed. The whole world has vanished and I’m trapped in a snow globe that’s been shaken violently.

         It’s not like being in stopped time. The wind and snow circle me like wolves. Or werewolves. Or werewolves that have been bitten by mer-vamps. Were-mer-wolf-vamps. That explains why they’re moaning like banshees instead of growling.

         I’m swaying on my feet. I’ve no idea which way I came from. I barely know which way is up. I 216look down at the ground but I can hardly see my shoes. There are no footprints. They’ve blown away already.

         I can feel tears welling up in my eyes. Which is a mistake, because the tears get super chilled and now my eyes are cold. There were many things I thought would get cold in Antarctica but my eyeballs were not on the list.

         They’ll stop, of course they’ll stop, as soon as they realise I’m missing.

         Except I was tucked out of sight behind Dad and his eyes were closed. They might not notice for a couple of minutes.

         They can drive an awfully long way in a couple of minutes.

         You can get seriously cold in a couple of minutes.

         I try to stop time again but nothing happens. I can’t do it. Even if I could, I can’t see how it would help me now.

         I will never again complain about my life being boring. I will happily sit and do one-million-piece jigsaws of empty sky if it means I get to see the sky again.

         They’ll come back for me eventually.

         If they can find me.217

         Think, Maisie.

         What would Nyteshade do?

         Nothing, because I made her up. And I don’t know what to do.

         Think better, Maisie.

         It was Nyteshade who gave me the Hansel and Gretel Idea. Could I try scraping a trail here? No, it’d get covered over in snow immediately.

         The Sno-Cat tracks! They were so wide, they surely can’t be covered over already? If I go back more or less the way I came, I should reach the tracks. Wide smooth ones with arrows down the sides. And then I can follow them. All the way to the coast if necessary.

         But I don’t know which way I came. Maybe I was facing the other way when I fell over, in which case I’m now going the wrong way.

         I turn round. Nothing there either.

         This is hopeless.

         And that’s when the were-mer-wolf-vamps begin to howl. Actual howling over the wailing of the wind.

         It’s coming from somewhere off to my left.

         To be honest, I’d be happy to see a were-mer-wolf-vamp right now, just to know I’m not alone 218in the world. I howl back. Though I don’t speak Wolf.

         Perhaps Dad does. I wouldn’t be surprised, not any more. I said his life is boring, but if this is what the rest of his life is like, then no wonder he likes doing jigsaws and looking at train timetables. I’d love to see a train timetable right now.

         The were-mer-wolf-vamp’s getting closer. It’s not howling any more; instead it’s shouting over the wind.

         “Mandy?”

         Well, that’s not what I expected it to say.

         “Mandy, can you hear me?” It’s still quite faint but I can hear the words distinctly.

         It’s a human voice. Someone is out there! I’m being rescued!

         I don’t know who Mandy is. They probably mean me. Unless someone else was stupid enough to get themselves lost in a white-out.

         Mandy will have to wait her turn. “Over here!” My voice comes out as a shrill whine.

         And suddenly he comes into view. A fuzzy shadow pushing through the side of the ping-pong ball. Much closer than I was expecting. Almost next to me.

         219It’s not a were-mer-wolf-vamp. It’s something worse.

         A man. Limping.

         It’s Nathan. My nemesis. The man whose foot I crushed. The man who lost his job because of me.

         He’s come to get me.
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         He’s so close already, and getting closer.

         I back away.

         “Come here,” Nathan says. “Don’t be an idiot.”

         He lifts the rope from his shoulder and reaches out his other hand to grab me, like he did on Halley.

         Time stops and Nathan is frozen. It’s Dad’s doing, not mine. Easy to tell because it doesn’t feel like my head is being crushed. I take a step backwards. My foot catches on the snow and I tumble back and sit down heavily.

         It doesn’t last long, only a few moments, and time starts up again. That must be all Dad can do for now. At least he knows I’m missing.

         221For Nathan it must look like I teleported, but he’s not fazed. He bears down on me again.

         This time he keeps his hands to himself. “Hold still!” he hisses. “Don’t you realise I’m trying to save you?”

         Flurries of snowflakes dance between us, but that’s all that separates us.

         “Stop trying to grab hold of me,” I say, my voice quavering.

         “Fine,” says Nathan. “But you can’t survive out here. No one can.”

         “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble,” I say.

         “What?”

         “They’re sending you home, aren’t they?”

         “Home?” Nathan frowns and shakes his head. “No. I’m just going to the Shack to pick up some parts, then heading back to Halley to fix the comms.”

         Oh. So he hasn’t lost his job then. Just all the other stuff to be angry about.

         He pulls the hood of his orange coat down a little. “I saw you lose your bit of paper. Then you disappeared from the trailer. So I jumped out after you. Which breaks every rule, by the way, but if I hadn’t done it, I would never have found you.”

         222So he was watching me after all.

         “In fact,” he goes on, “I only spotted you because your hair sticks out like a warning beacon.”

         I never thought my hair would save my life. It’s the first time I’ve ever felt grateful to whichever Scottish ancestor cursed me with this colour. “I didn’t mean to hurt your foot,” I say. “It was an accident.”

         Nathan frowns. “What are you talking about?”

         “When I dropped the fire extinguisher,” I say. “But I’m not sabotaging you. Really, I’m not.”

         “Look,” says Nathan, “I don’t know what you are. Some kind of ghost or an alien or something. Doesn’t matter. It’s just, I was thinking, you saved my life in the fire. If you hadn’t woken me up, the smoke would’ve choked me.”

         That’s true. Although if it hadn’t been for Dad and me, there wouldn’t have been a fire in the first place. I’ll not mention that.

         “And on the skidoo,” Nathan continues. “You did something with the rope. Like magic or something. And that saved my life too.”

         Again, he’d never have been there if it wasn’t for us. Best to keep quiet about that bit too.

         “So I reckon, whatever you’re doing here, you’re 223probably not evil.”

         Probably not evil. I’ve had better compliments, but I get the feeling that that’s as good as it gets from Nathan.

         “I’m definitely not evil,” I say. “And I’m not a ghost either.”

         “Spirit, angel, whatever you want to call yourself, I don’t care. We need to get back to the Sno-Cat.”

         Well, I’m definitely not an angel either. My school reports have made that very clear. But I’m not going to correct him now. Angel is a lot better than ‘creepy little girl’.

         “You can’t tell anyone,” I say. “About me, I mean.”

         Nathan snorts. “I tried already. They think I’ve hit my head too hard. Don’t worry, Mandy, your secret’s safe.”

         “And my name’s not Mandy. It’s Maisie.”

         He shrugs, as though he can’t see what difference it makes. He looks down at my hands. “So what’s so important about that paper? Is it your letter to Santa or something? Bit late for that now.”

         I’m still clutching the print-out in my hand. It’s got rather soggy in the last few minutes but you can still make out the numbers. I hand it over.

         224“It’s got the coordinates for the Shackleton,” I say. “I was going to give it to the driver.”

         Nathan shakes his head in astonishment. “I never saw this message,” he says. “Where did this come from? This is huge. We’re going in the wrong direction.”

         We’re not going anywhere actually. I look back the way Nathan came. Or at least the way I think he came. His footprints are gone. There’s nothing to show which way is which.

         Nathan looks around, following my gaze, and says something really quite rude that I won’t repeat here.

         “You came from that way more or less,” I say.

         “‘More or less’ gets you killed in Antarctica,” he says. “Those of us that aren’t ghosts.” He folds up the paper with the coordinates, tucks it into a coat pocket and zips it closed. “Can you teleport us back to the Sno-Cat?”

         I shake my head, and Nathan exhales like I’ve said something wrong. He’s still holding the rope in his left hand and he uncoils a stretch. “Put your hands up.”

         “What? Why? Are you arresting me?”

         Nathan stares at me like I’m being deliberately 225idiotic. Apparently rescuing me doesn’t include being nice to me.

         “I’m going to get us back to the Sno-Cat. I need to tie us together, so put your arms up and turn round. You should never walk around in a place you don’t know without being tied together.”

         Can’t be much fun going on holiday with him. Imagine walking through Buenos Aires tied together.

         I reluctantly raise my arms and turn round. He loops the rope over my head and ties a knot below my shoulder blades. He lets out some of the rope and then ties the rest of it round his own chest. He and Dad should have a conversation about how much they like ropes.

         Nathan unzips another pocket and pulls out a piece of plastic, which he stares at intently.

         “Is that, like, a laser satellite GPS transponder … thingy?” I ask. I’m rather hazy on technology but I do know that the word ‘laser’ has to be in there somewhere.

         “Compass,” mutters Nathan.

         “Laser compass?”

         “Plastic compass. Like they give you in school. In human schools anyway.”

         226Well, that’s underwhelming. I’ve used a compass in school. So I know that Miss Kumari is north. Actually that’s all I remember. Not much help here unless Miss Kumari shows up.

         Nathan turns round on the spot, then makes a decision and looks up. “Right,” he says. “Start walking that way. I’ll shout left or right to you.” He points off into the whiteness.

         I look at him suspiciously. “You want me to go first?”

         He nods.

         “Is it in case of crevasses?”

         Nathan nods again.

         “So, just to be clear, the idea is that if there is a crevasse, I’ll fall in, so you can save yourself?”

         Nathan glares at me. “The lightest person always goes first,” he says. “If you fall in, I’ll pull you out again. Whereas if I go first and fall in, my weight will pull you in after me and we’ll both die. Start walking.”

         Well, I’m learning, but I don’t much like having Nathan as a teacher. Miss Kumari has never said that I will die if I don’t do as I’m told. Not yet anyway. I start walking.

         “Left,” shouts Nathan. “No, donkey brain, I 227mean veer left, not ninety degrees. More like ten degrees. You do know what I mean by ten degrees, right?”

         First a compass, now degrees. Apparently knowing Maths makes it easier to stay alive. That does not bode well for me.

      
   


   
      
         228
            38

            How to Be a Hero

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         I don’t know how long we walk for. Walking in a white-out messes up your senses. Not only is it hard to know which way is up, it also makes you feel like you’re not going anywhere, like you’re walking the same two steps over and over. As if I didn’t already have enough problems with time.

         The only sounds are my breath, my footsteps, and the sound of Nathan calling out “left” or “right” followed by some rude names for me. Most of which I’m sure he’s making up on the spot. We may be on the same team but it doesn’t look like we’re going to be BFFs.

         Only once does my foot disappear into a crevasse. 229Before I get the chance to even think about falling, Nathan pulls back on the rope with such force that the knot tightens round my chest and takes my breath away. I make Nathan stand and wait while I loosen it.

         When I look up, I see Nathan is bent right over. He seems to be inspecting the snow.

         “Did you drop the compass?” I ask.

         “I’m fine,” he snaps.

         Then I realise he’s not looking at the snow at all. His eyes are scrunched closed. “You’re hurt,” I say.

         “It’s nothing. I landed on my back. When I jumped out of the trailer.”

         Oh. I never thought about that. The trailer wasn’t moving when I got out, but it was for Nathan. He had to literally throw himself after me. To save my life. And now he’s doubled up in pain.

         It was dangerous and he helped me anyway. That’s what heroes do, isn’t it? They save people even though it’s dangerous. Nathan threw himself from a moving trailer in the middle of a white-out to save my life.

         I guess that makes Nathan some kind of hero.

         Yes, Nathan.

         Not what I thought a hero would be like.

         230He straightens up with an effort. His face is grim. “Keep walking, doughnut head.”

         I’m pretty sure heroes don’t normally call you ‘doughnut head’. Especially not while they’re saving you. I don’t know nearly as much about heroes as I thought I did.

         Eventually I stumble into a groove that cuts diagonally across our path. Arrow shapes with smooth ruts in the middle. The Sno-Cat and trailer. Snow has filled the tracks but they are still clear enough for us to follow. The arrows point towards safety.

         And then I hear a voice calling my name. There’s a light moving in arcs through the air. It’s Kat waving frantically.

         We’re saved.
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         “What happened?” asks Kat. She finally releases me from her hug and grabs my hand so tightly I think she might be cutting off the blood supply.

         “She fell off the back of the trailer,” says Nathan. “Like an idiot.”

         I open my mouth to protest. Then I realise that he’s lying to keep my secret. I close my mouth again. Does he have to be nice and nasty at the same time?

         Nathan is standing hunched over, like an old man who’s lost his walking stick. He doesn’t look like a hero. Or a were-mer-wolf-vamp for that matter. Kat claps him on the back and he winces. “Are you 232all right, Nathan?”

         Nathan nods. “Sore back,” he says. “I’ll be fine.”

         Kat also has a rope tied round her chest. We follow it back to the other end, which is tied to the trailer.

         “Your dad got really upset when he saw you’d gone,” Kat says to me. “He tried to get out and search for you. I wouldn’t let him.”

         They hadn’t been able to stop Guillermo from climbing out and staggering round the Sno-Cat calling my name. When we get close to the trailer he runs up and crushes me in a bear hug with his one good arm. “Nena, que hiciste?” he cries. “Your dad and me, we are so worried. You do not go out again for a month. One whole month! You understand?”

         I try to nod, but I can’t move much in his hug. I’ve been grounded. By Guillermo.

         Guillermo propels me into the trailer and Kat climbs up behind us.

         Dad is barely conscious. “Maisie?” he says. “Thank goodness you’re back. Are you OK?”

         “I’m fine,” I say, standing over his legs.

         “What happened? Were you in danger?”

         I look round at the other adults. Some of them 233are looking at me curiously.

         I smile down at Dad. For once it’s my turn. “Questions later, Dad,” I say. “Go back to sleep.” Yes, that felt good. I’ll be a great parent one day.

         It takes me a while to convince him that I’m perfectly fine, apart from my cold eyeballs. Eventually he stops asking.

         Nathan talks briefly with Kat, then limps away towards the Sno-Cat. He doesn’t come back to the trailer. I guess he’s going to stay with the driver and make up some story about why he now has the right coordinates for the Shackleton.

         The trailer pulls away again, a big jolt followed by several small ones as we start gliding across the ice. I can feel us curving to the left as the Sno-Cat changes direction.

         I’m not allowed to sit at the back any more. Instead I’m wedged between Guillermo and Dad, who soon drifts off to sleep again. I suddenly realise how cold I am. My toes, fingers and nose are little more than icicles. So I curl myself into the smallest, snuggest ball I can. I figure there’s nothing else for me to worry about, unless Dad’s broken the Sno-Cat or something while I was away. Actually, letting Dad sleep is probably the 234safest option in Antarctica.

         After a while the wind drops to a breeze. The sky brightens; the white fades to blue. Just like that, the white-out is over. The sun is back.

         We’re at the edge of the ice now. The Sno-Cat pulls up alongside a long red metal ship with Ernest Shackleton in huge white letters along the side.

         It’s time to go home.
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         RRS Shackleton is ‘garaged’ in the sea ice. Apparently this involved smashing the ship nose first into the ice, then lowering a metal walkway down on to what’s left. I call it the Guillermo Method. The ship’s a lot bigger than Nyteshade’s pirate ship and has a lot more equipment. Also, none of the crew are ghosts.

         I can tell that because some of them are waiting for us on the ice. They come to the trailer to help us down but stop in surprise when they see me. It’s as if one of the emperor penguins has dressed itself up as a human to trick its way on to the ship. Kat explains the extra three passengers 236while the trailer empties.

         Guillermo wraps his good arm round Dad and half carries him up the metal walkway on to the ship. He bangs Dad into the handrail on the way but overall I think Dad gets off lightly. I try to drag the yellow backpack after them, but Kat lifts it out of my hands and shoos me up the walkway. It’s like being made to walk the plank but without the drop into shark-infested waters at the end.

         On the deck of the ship I look back the way we came. The sun is bright now and the glare from the ice makes me squint. I screw my eyes up to see if I can spot Halley in the distance. There’s nothing but ice and icebergs all the way to the horizon.

         The Sno-Cat looks a lot smaller from up here. Nathan’s sitting in the cab, his face towards me. He’s got his sunglasses on but I know he’s watching me. I wave at him but he ignores me.

         Then, slowly, I see his hand rise a little, then drop. It barely counts as a wave, but coming from Nathan it’s as good as a hug.

         He wasn’t my nemesis at all. I hope that Andrea realises he saved my life and stops giving him a hard time.

         Dad is sitting by himself, humming softly. He’s 237on some kind of bench that runs along the deck. He still looks tired but he pats the spot next to him so I go and sit down.

         “Where’s Guillermo?” I ask.

         “Kat took him below to check on his arm.”

         “Dad, can I send him some new socks? When we get home? Like, a really fluffy pair?”

         “What? Yes, of course. Maisie, what happened back there? You did something you shouldn’t have, didn’t you? I felt it.”

         I look around. We could probably talk without being overheard, but I don’t feel like I need to tell Dad everything now. “Don’t worry, Dad. Everything’s sorted.”

         “But why did you—”

         “I did some research for your book,” I interrupt. “About surviving in Antarctica. I’ve got loads of information for you. Did you know the lightest person always walks first? And you have to tie yourselves together. With rope!”

         “The book’s not important,” says Dad. “You’re the only important thing for me.”

         I swallow hard. “Dad … I’m sorry.”

         He looks surprised. “What about?”

         “For saying our life is boring. I didn’t mean it. 238Well, not entirely. I mean, yes, mostly, it’s kind of dull, but…”

         Dad sighs. “Maisie, it’s fine. It’s my fault.”

         “Your fault? Really?” This is going better than I expected. It never occurred to me that it might not be my fault.

         “You’re growing up. I’ve been trying to keep you safe. But I suppose I’ve been trying too hard.” Dad turns and stares down at his feet, like he’s checking to see if his laces are tied up. “It’s not what your mum would have done. She would’ve strapped you to her back and skydived into the Amazon.”

         “What? Really? Mum did stuff like that?”

         “She used to say that life should be a roller coaster.”

         “But you don’t like roller coasters.”

         “Aye, well, I used to.” He turns away to stare at the lifeboats further down the deck. I can’t imagine Dad on a roller coaster. He’d spend the whole time worrying about the risks. It must be a metaphor but I don’t know what it means. It makes a change from bicycles anyway.

         For a while Dad doesn’t speak. He’s probably thinking about Mum again.

         “Dad? Did Mum know you’re like a hero?”

         239Dad turns back to me and frowns. “How am I like a hero?”

         “You know. You stop time and save people.”

         Dad glances around, but no one is near enough to hear me blurt out his secret. He lowers his voice. “Having a power doesn’t make you a hero, Maisie. If anything, it’s the opposite.”

         “Huh?”

         “Being a hero means taking risks to help others. Saving people in stopped time – there’s no risk there. And I don’t even save people. I’m no hero.”

         Oh. I never thought about it like that before. Like there are rules for how to be a hero. Dad has rules for everything. So Nathan is a hero. But Dad is not a hero. And Nyteshade never rescues anyone so I suppose she isn’t either.

         “Wait,” I say, “you do save people. You saved Nathan when he fell into the crevasse. And me – you saved me from the leopard seal.”

         “Maisie, none of this would have happened if I hadn’t come to Antarctica in the first place. Saving people that I put in danger is not heroic.”

         I think about the folded message, the shower, the fire. He doesn’t know the half of it yet. The icequake is probably the only bad thing that wasn’t 240his fault. Actually I wouldn’t be surprised if he was responsible for that too, somehow. Can someone cause an icequake? I don’t–

         “I couldn’t save your mum,” Dad says suddenly. His voice is so quiet I can barely hear it.

         I look up sharply. He’s staring out over the ice, like he’s talking to Antarctica, not to me. “After her accident. I stopped time but I couldn’t save her life. So I promised her I’d always keep you safe.”

         His voice quavers a little. He sounds so miserable I want to cry. How awful. What’s the point in having a special power if you can’t save people?

         And he made her a promise. I should point out that, unlike me, Dad always keeps his promises. You probably guessed that already.

         He sighs. “I’ve been trying so hard to keep you safe. But I think your mum would have wanted you to enjoy life too. Like she did. I wish I could ask her.”

         Dad’s never talked like this before. Not to me. I feel like I’m reading his private diary. I want him to keep talking about Mum but I also want him to stop talking because it’s making him sad.

         I have no idea what to say. So instead I snuggle up against him. He puts both arms round me. His 241grip is way too tight but at least he’s not burping me.

         For a few minutes we sit there, staring out over the ice together. The sun is shining behind my back, illuminating the whole continent, like it’s made of frozen gold. I don’t think Dad sees Antarctica, though. He’s watching something else inside his head. I wish I could see it too.

         My neck really aches in this position. I have to sit up again.

         Dad twitches, like he’s suddenly remembered I’m there. Then he smiles at me. It’s one of those smiles only adults make, like they’re happy and sad at the same time. A rainbow on a gloomy day. “Your mum would’ve been so proud of you.”

         “Me?” I shake my head. “She’d probably think I’m too messy or something.”

         “I doubt it. She was very untidy herself.”

         “Mum? Really?”

         “Aye. She never put things down in the same place twice. You don’t think you got that from me, did you? And your wild streak, that’s from your mum. And your imagination, the way you come up with your stories about Night-light.”

         “It’s Nytesha… Never mind. What about Maths? 242Was Mum bad at Maths?”

         “No,” Dad laughs softly. “That’s all you.”

         Great. Sucks to be original.

         There are people below, rattling down the walkway, carrying boxes out to the Sno-Cat trailer. The ice stretches out behind them, clean and bright, as far as the eye can see. An unexplored world with no paths to follow.

         “Dad?”

         “Mmm?”

         “How bad would it be if someone stopped time during a test?”

         Dad immediately puts his stern face on. “Maisie, we need to go over the ground rules. First of all, you’re never to stop time again. Especially when I’m not there.”

         He continues setting out his ground rules but I’m not really listening. Instead I’m thinking about all the other things I can do with my new power, once I’ve learned to use it properly. I’ll never be late for school again. Morning break will end when I want it to. Life won’t be the same now that I know Dad’s secret. Now that I have his special power.

         For now I just sit with my dad on the deck of an ice-breaker, thinking about how this is the 243best Christmas ever. When I get back to school, and Miss Kumari says, “What did you do in the holidays?” I can say…

         What can I say?

         I crash-landed in Antarctica. I was attacked by a leopard seal. I put out a fire, was evacuated after an icequake, and had to be rescued from certain death in a white-out. No one will ever believe me. And I haven’t even mentioned stopping time.

         No, when Miss Kumari asks what I did for Christmas, I’ll say I was with my dad. No mer-vamps. No dragons. Just catching fish and solving puzzles. Spending a whole load of time together.

         There are worse ways to spend your holidays.
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         1. Maisie vs Antarctica is your debut novel for children. Have you always wanted to be a writer?

         I’ve always loved making up stories. When I was a teacher in Buenos Aires my class spent a whole year inside a fantasy world I created. It all got a bit out of hand. Even their mums and dads were in school trying to find secret codes and decipher magic scrolls. One girl said she couldn’t do her homework because she’d accidentally made herself invisible.

         
             

         

         2. You’re also a teacher. Have you always wanted to do these jobs? Have you had any other exciting ones?

         245Before I became a teacher I did loads of different jobs. I’ve been a computer games tester, a photographer’s assistant in a war, even a waiter in Antarctica. The creepiest job was as a tour guide in an abandoned prison. But teaching and writing are the things I love most, and I started both of them by accident. Sometimes you don’t know what you want to do until you do it.

         
             

         

         3. Maisie has the most fantastic adventure. What are some adventure stories that you’ve read?

         There was a French writer called Jules Verne who wrote fantastic adventure stories, including one about sailing under Antarctica. He was writing 150 years ago, when large parts of the world were completely undiscovered. I’ve always loved the idea of being the first person ever to walk somewhere. That’s still possible, by the way; there are places in the world that have never been touched by a human foot.

         
             

         

         4. Can you tell us about an adventure you’ve had in real life?

         I once got lost in a desert. I was following a trail which was marked by white sticks. The sand was 246also white. You’ve probably realised what the problem was — the sticks were impossible to see. Then I got attacked by giant horse flies, as big as walnuts. Luckily it was a small desert and I found my way to a river by nightfall.

         
             

         

         5. Where are some of the places in the world you have been? Which is your favourite?

         My favourite place in the world is Ushuaia in Argentina, where I lived for years. The Highlands of Scotland are a close second. They both have dramatic landscapes, wild coastlines and – importantly for me – not too much sun.

         
             

         

         6. Antarctica is a very exciting location for a story! Why did you choose it?

         Several years ago, an icebreaker, like the RRS Shackleton, arrived at Ushuaia. They needed an English speaker to work with them in Antarctica. I was the only native speaker in the city, so I got the job! I spent a month on that ship and we travelled all around the Weddell Sea. Every day we went on to the ice and walked around the penguin colonies. We were the first ship with tourists to make it to Halley, the British base. It was such an incredible 247experience, I decided Maisie should go there too!

         
             

         

         7. Is Maisie going to go on any more adventures?

         Absolutely! Now Maisie knows Dad’s secret, he can’t leave her behind. And there’s an even bigger secret that Maisie doesn’t know about yet…

         
             

         

         8. Can you tell us a fun fact about yourself?

         Like Maisie’s Dad, I don’t have a TV. It’s amazing how much more you can get done when you turn your screens off.
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         Caves. I love caves. Dragons live in caves. Pirates hide treasure in caves. Every cave’s got a secret passage guarded by a goblin, if you can find it.

         OK, so clearly I’ve never been in a cave in my life. Unless you include the ones I make at home out of pillows. But I’ve read about them, so I’m almost an expert.

         There’s a cave on our local beach. They say no one has ever been inside, except for witches. The tide sweeps in and traps you there, and the only way out is on a broomstick.

         Dad and I are going to be the first ones ever to go inside. We stand on the beach where the rocks 250meet the sea. We’re right next to the cave, but even at low tide, the sea flows right into it and you can’t walk in. “I’m not sure, Maisie,” Dad says. “It looks pretty risky.”

         The water’s only about knee deep. Eating Dad’s cooking is riskier than this. We’re both researching caves for our books. Dad's writing his new ‘How To’ book. I think it’s called How to Spend All Day Staring at the Mouth of a Cave.

         The book I’m going to write is much more interesting. It’s called Nyteshade VS the Zombie Dragon. Zombie dragons live in caves, of course. So I really need to see inside one. “Can’t we climb across on the rocks?”

         Dad shakes his head. “Too slippery. We need rope. Rope and life jackets. I'll just get some from the car.” Rope is Dad’s answer to everything, by the way. He ties his car to a lamppost to stop it getting stolen.

         “I'll wait here,” I say, “and think about the topology.” I don't know what topology is, but Dad always likes it when I say stuff like that.

         “I'll be back in a jiffy. Don’t do anything silly.” He strides away towards the car park.

         There’s no one else on the beach, which is not 251surprising. It’s one of those beaches with pebbles instead of sand, and there’s always a gale force wind, even in summer. My hair is flame-orange and bushy. Strong wind makes it look like my head is on fire. Not a good look.

         When Dad’s out of sight I turn back to the rocks. There’s a big one sticking out of the water. It’s kind of flat and green on top. I reckon I can jump on to it. From there I’ll be able to see inside the cave. Just one little hop. Hopping doesn’t count as being silly, does it?

         Well, I say hop. I’m small for my age so it’s actually more of a leap.

         Turns out the rock is really slippery. No one could have predicted that. As soon as my foot touches the green stuff it slips. My other knee crashes into the rock and I fall into the water.

         The cold water shocks me like it’s made of electricity. It’s absolutely freezing. It’s only shallow so I hit the ground below, flailing madly. Jaggy stones dig into my legs. I try to scramble to my knees but a wave whooshes in and knocks me flat. The water crashes over my head.

         Then the wave goes out. A thousand tiny watery hands grab my arms, my legs, my hair and drag me 252out with it, down, past the green rock, into deeper water. I try to gasp but when I open my mouth the water floods in.

         There’s only one thing for it. I’ll have to stop time.
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