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For Sally and Claire
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It was the constant thwump, thwump, thwump of the helicopter rotor blades that made Pearly Woe’s heart race and her insides slosh about like a stormy sea. She clutched her stomach and reminded herself that at least the thwumping meant the blades were turning, and if the blades were turning, the helicopter was less likely to crash into the icy Arctic waters below, which had to be a good thing. Pearly was working hard on trying to find the good things; the positives in situations. Like how it was unlikely that she would be eaten by a grizzly bear or attacked by a Bengal tiger or a rampaging rhinoceros. These things couldn’t happen on a tiny, deserted island off the coast of Iceland. But she could fall off one of the soaring cliffs onto the craggy rocks below or her nose could snap clear off with frostbite.

Beside her, Pig snorted, waving his snout in the air with disapproval. Pearly rolled her eyes. Sometimes, she felt as if Pig could read her mind.

Pig was strapped into the other back seat, earmuffed and polar-jacketed. Her mother, Angel Woe, was seated in front, right beside Amma, Pearly’s grandmother, who was pulling the joystick back and whooping as the helicopter rose sharply. Pearly’s stomach pitched. She clamped her mouth shut to avoid wearing vomited-up porridge.

There were times when Amma was just a little too much for Pearly – just a little too daredevil-ly and not quite enough typical grandma-y for Pearly’s liking. Surely, a grandma should be at least slightly anxious about dropping her granddaughter onto an uninhabited island in the middle of the Greenland Sea for a five-day survival challenge – just Pearly and Pig and their supplies. Alone for five whole days. But Amma wasn’t your typical grandma. Typical grandmas were unlikely to say things like, You haven’t lived until you’ve nearly died a few times. Or Come on, lean into the challenge, even if it’s uncomfortable, it makes life interesting. Pearly’s grandmother was one of the few to have completed the Big Three Polar Feats – skiing to the North Pole, the South Pole and across Greenland, the world’s second largest ice cap.

Pearly held tight as Amma made the helicopter dip and then skim close to the surface of the choppy seas and Pearly reasoned that famous polar explorers probably weren’t typical grandma material.

A loud beep sounded in Pearly’s headset, followed by the crackly voice of Ricky Woe, Pearly’s father, back at Amma’s farm. “Are you there, Pearly? Over.”

Angel and Amma shared knowing looks and shook their heads. Pearly had been gone for less than thirty minutes and already her father was checking on her.

“Yes, Dad, I’m here,” Pearly replied into her headset microphone.

“Wonderful! Have you arrived yet?”

“ETA is ten minutes,” answered Amma.

“Good! Now, Pearly, remember to wear your emergency beacon at all times. One press and we’ll be there in a flash.”

“Yes, Dad. It’s strapped to my belt.”

“And the 7 pm message. Every day. Don’t forget, or we will—”

“Enough, Ricky,” interrupted her mother. “Stop fussing.”

“I’m not fussing, I’m just …”

“FUSSING!” said her mother and Amma together.

“The island is perfectly safe,” said Amma. “I spent most of my childhood on it. Pearly will be fine. She has all the supplies she needs. What could go wrong? Over and out.”

Amma ended the call and turned the helicopter sharply to the left, soaring right over the top of a small rocky island that rose out of the sea, its peak pointing skyward.

“That looks like a volcano!” Pearly said into her mic.

“It is,” replied Amma. “Black Rock Volcano. But don’t worry; it’s a sleeping baby. Has barely even belched in decades. Just the occasional hiccup.”

Pearly peered down into the rocky cone of the volcano and hoped that it wasn’t planning on hiccupping, or worse still, belching any time soon.

“There it is!” Amma shrieked, and Pearly watched as the wrinkles on her grandmother’s face bunched in deep semicircles. “Mammút Island! My childhood paradise.”

Angel winked at Pearly, excitement in her eyes.

The distant green speck of Mammút Island was coming closer and closer, getting bigger and bigger and revealing itself to be the shape of a wide fat fish with two pointy bridges of land fanning out at one end creating the fish’s tail. The island was so green it looked as if it was covered in smashed green peas and the steep basalt cliffs and black sand beaches that formed the coastline looked as though someone had outlined the island with black crayon. Thousands of small birds wheeled around the cliffs in the salty sea mist. There wasn’t a single tree in sight.

Amma and her family had lived on Mammút Island during the summer, collecting eiderdown from the wild eider ducks that nested on the island. But when Amma was about eight there was a huge fire in the barn followed by a run of bad luck. The family left the island to settle year-round on their farm near Akureyri in northern Iceland. Pearly’s mother had told Pearly many stories about her grandmother’s life on the island and also the great ice age tales about when the island was connected to Greenland by sea ice. Pearly loved those stories.

Amma circled the island, pointing out the key features – the old burnt-out barn, the ruins of the farmhouse, the puffin colonies, the best beach for fishing. She manoeuvred the helicopter into the middle of the island and hovered above the mossy ground. “Throw open the door, Angel. Let’s winch these guys down.”

“Winch?” Pearly shrieked. “Aren’t you even going to land and get me settled?”

Amma laughed out loud. “Bor-ing! It’s perfect winching weather – not a breath of wind. You never know when you might need to be winched out in an emergency situation, so some experience could come in handy.”

Pearly didn’t like the sound of any of this.

Angel unbuckled her seatbelt and wormed through the gap between the front seats. She pulled up a harness and helped Pearly into it. She slid open the door and reached out to retrieve the winch hook.

“Now just relax into the harness,” she said as she locked the winch carabiner onto Pearly’s harness, checking the straps and hooks were locked fast.

Pearly watched her mother wide-eyed. “What about Pig?” she wailed.

“Once you get to the ground, unlock this here, and then I’ll pull up the cable and send Pig down.”

Pig gave a nervous snort. How? he oinked.

“How?” Pearly translated for her mother, as Pearly was the only one in her family who could speak Pig.

“We have a special animal sling,” replied her mother.

Pig flung his snout upwards. AROO! AROO! AROO! he squealed. There was no direct English translation, but it was the sound Pig made when he was stressed. AROO! AROO! AROO! He was making quite a racket.

“Once Pig is down,” her mother continued calmly, ignoring Pig’s squeals, “send the cable back up and I’ll winch down your supplies. Got it?”

Angel didn’t give her a chance to reply. She guided Pearly to the open door, the engines roaring, the icy air stinging her cheeks.

“Enjoy!” her mother called, as she operated the winch and lowered a screaming Pearly through the open sky.

“Smoky bacon!” yelled Pearly, kicking her legs. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m not ready for this challenge,” she screamed in Italian, Italian being her go-to language when she was scared. And, boy, was she scared.

But it didn’t matter what she said, or what language she used, because her words were stolen by the roar of the helicopter.

Down. Down. Down.

Pearly screaming. Kicking. Twirling.

Finally, her feet found solid ground. And like it or not, she was on Mammút Island.

For five whole days.

Mamma mia!

She gazed about her and took in the open expanse of land all around. She doubted her three years of training to be an Adventurologist had come close to preparing her for surviving alone in such a desolate place.

Pig was already strapped into his sling and was on his way down. The downdraft from the helicopter made Pig sway and twirl and difficult to catch. Pearly wrestled him to the ground. His heart hammered against her hands as she undid the sling. Being winched out of helicopters was definitely not Pig’s idea of fun! Once freed, Pig leapt out and raced away, squealing.

Above her, the helicopter’s rotors whirred, the engines growled, the red tail-light flashed, like a warning. Beneath her, the grass was being flattened. Pearly put her hands to her ears to block the throaty helicopter rumble and frowned at Pig as he trotted around in agitated circles, moving further and further away, his snout to the ground, sniffing.

Pearly looked up as Angel attached their much-needed supply bag and Pearly’s adventure pack to the winch hook. Her legs still felt weak and wobbly from her own descent. Being winched out of Amma’s helicopter had been so scary and unexpected. It unnerved her.

Expect the unexpected, it was Number 9 in the RAG – The Rules and Guidelines for Young Adventurologists – she should have known that her daredevil-y Amma wouldn’t do anything that was expected, like helping her settle into her temporary island home. Pearly could almost hear Amma’s raspy voice now: What Adventurologist-in-training wouldn’t jump at the chance to be winched out of a hovering helicopter? Don’t you feel energised Pearly? Adrenaline tingly?

Pearly would never be as daring as her grandmother.

Pig raced to her side. He kicked and sniffed and pushed his snout into Pearly’s legs. Pearly ignored him and focused on the large weatherproof bag that was spinning its way towards them.

The bag thumped to the ground. Pearly unhooked it from the winch hook and gave her mother a wave. Angel waved back and the helicopter zoomed off even before the cable was wound back in.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO!

Finally, Pearly could hear what Pig was saying.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig oinked again, which was Pig for, Trouble. I smell trouble.

This is not what Pearly wanted to hear. “We’ve only just arrived. How can there be trouble? What’s wrong with you?”

What’s wrong with me? squealed Pig. Smoky bacon, Pearly! Why did you let them go?

Pearly drew her eyebrows together and shoved her hands on her hips. “Why would I do that? We’ve just arrived. It is a five-day challenge, not a five-minute challenge!”

HUMANS! cried pig. I can smell humans! We are not alone.
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“Humans?” questioned Pearly.

Pig kicked out his back legs. He snorted at the top of his piggy voice. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. We are NOT alone. This island reeks of humans and … and … bacon! Freshly fried crispy BACON!

Pearly turned slowly on the spot. There was no one in sight. There was nothing in sight, except for grass and moss and cliff edges and puffins flapping through the salty sea spray sky to the north. Had the terror of being winched damaged Pig’s supersonic snout? Was it making him panic and not smell straight?

“Are you sure?” Pearly whispered as she recalled the bird’s-eye view Amma had given them as she circled the island, pointing out the few features. There had been no people to be seen, nor had there been any evidence of people – no tents or boats or structures, other than the ruins, no human things lying around. Nothing.

Pig eyed her. He shook himself. Of course I’m sure. The human scent is everywhere. But most strongly up there. He pointed his snout to the east where the burnt-out barn and farmhouse ruin crouched in the lee of a grassy hillock. And also down there. He swivelled around and pointed his snout towards the low end of the island that seemed to slide into the sea.

“And the bacon?” Pearly asked tentatively.

Up near the barn. There was disgust in Pig’s oink.

Pearly crouched beside Pig and put her arm across his back. He was trembling. She reached for her emergency beacon clipped to her belt. Should she press it? Amma’s helicopter was still in vision – a tiny red mechanical insect in the distant sky. What would Amma say if she pressed the beacon minutes after being dropped off? Holding the record for the shortest survival challenge in the history of survival challenges was not an honour that Pearly wanted.

But Pig’s snout never lied. She knew that. It had been proven time and time again.

She was torn.

With one finger hovering above the emergency beacon button, she searched for inspiration from the RAG.

The chapter on “Surviving Sticky Situations” shone brightly in her mind’s eye.

1. Take initiative. (Was pressing the beacon taking initiative, or being a chicken?) (No offense to chickens.)

2. Think outside the square. (Pressing the beacon was not thinking outside the square. It was panicking.)

And,

7. Don’t panic.

What should she do? She felt she had a talent for failure, but she didn’t want to fail quite this spectacularly.

Perhaps she should just keep her eyes and ears open and her wits about her. That was number 3. And go and do some investigating – because, after all, knowledge is power (Number 10).

There may not be anything to worry about, she reasoned. Just because the island may not be deserted, didn’t mean they were in danger, did it? It just meant they weren’t alone.

She tucked the emergency beacon back into her belt and hoisted her adventure pack over her shoulder.

“Come on, Pig,” she said, her voice shaky. “We’ll come back for the supply bag, but we should take a look.”

Pig’s jaw dropped, exposing a row of jagged piggy teeth. I can smell bacon! he squealed.

Pearly’s knees wobbled. Why would there be the smell of frying bacon on an uninhabited island? She swallowed hard, trying to keep the wobble from her voice as well as her knees. “We’ve been places with bacon before.”

She led the way east, up a grassy slope towards the barn, distracting herself by listing all the things that couldn’t happen while on the island, focusing on the positives like Grandpa Woe had taught her in preparation for this challenge.

I can’t get crushed by a giant falling tree, she told herself. (There wasn’t a single tree on the island.)

I can’t have a head-on collision with a semi-trailer. (No roads, let alone vehicles.)

I can’t be held hostage by a fleeing bank robber. (No banks. And no people either … oh, wait … but there were people!)

Her mind became a tornado, throwing out all notions of thinking about positives and replacing them with a torrent of swirling worries.

What if the island is a hideout for desperate criminals?

Or leftover Vikings? Or smugglers?

Pearly glanced back at Pig and tried to smile. It was not a convincing smile, she knew that, but it was the best she could muster. Pig trotted behind her, AROOing loudly. Pearly went to shush him but realised that that would be rather useless. If there were indeed humans on this island, then her arrival via a noisy red helicopter would certainly have alerted them.

What if they have weapons? What if they are hiding somewhere, ready to ambush them? What if they have been marooned on the island for years and have had nothing to eat but moss and seaweed and …

BACON! Pig squealed. It’s so strong.

Well, that scratched out that worry, at least.

The humans too, oinked Pig. Very strong. At least three scents. All very pongy. One in particular.

Great. Smelly as well as dangerous.

They were almost at the barn. The timbers were still blackened from the fire decades ago, part of the roof was collapsed and the whole structure had a distinct lean to it. Amma had warned her not to spend too much time inside, especially if it was windy.

Pearly peered into the cavernous space as she passed the barn, her hand cradling her emergency beacon.

Pig snorted and pointed at the ground with his snout.

Pearly gulped.

Footprints.

She looked at Pig, grimacing.

This wasn’t good. She had to press the beacon. They could be in danger.

“Hey!” A voice sliced through the air behind her, sending chills down both of Pearly’s arms. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Pearly swivelled round.

Standing in the broken doorway of the ruin of the farmhouse stood three people. A woman in the middle, pointy chin in the air and hands on her hips, a boy about Pearly’s age and a teenage girl. All three had fair hair that looked as if they were wearing straw brooms on their heads. All three had long arms and even longer legs, and they were all covered head to toe in black grime.

“You are trespassing on private land!” the woman challenged, speaking in thickly accented English, her tone not at all friendly. “I demand an explanation.”

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig oinked, shuffling in close to Pearly. Trouble. I smell trouble.

Pearly could smell bodies in desperate need of a long hot bubble bath, but every bone in her body sensed there was much trouble afoot.

Molti guai. A lot of trouble.

Pearly slid her pack off her shoulders, crouched beside Pig and pulled him close. Her mouth was dry and her tongue thick. “This island is my grandmother’s,” she managed, though her words were mouse-squeaky. “You are the trespassers,” she added with a burst of unexpected fierceness.

What were these people doing on Amma’s island?
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The woman stepped over the broken wooden steps to the farmhouse and approached Pearly. The boy and girl followed. “You are Brigitta Helgadóttir’s granddaughter?” she said, her head turning quizzically to one side.

Pearly’s eyes popped with surprise. “Ye-es,” she said, puzzled. “How do you know Amma?”

“I, well, don’t … know, know her, if you know what I mean.”

Pearly didn’t.

“Let me introduce myself. I am Maud de Klerk. Ah … Dr Maud actually. And these are my children.” She turned and pointed her head towards the two silent children behind her. “Anouk and Caspar. I am a scientist from the …” Her eyes roamed upwards as if searching her brain for the words. “From the … IPP. The Icelandic Puffin Project. I come here each summer to survey the puffin populations. With your grandmother’s permission, of course. We have been here for three weeks already. Your grandmother didn’t mention us?”

“No,” stated Pearly. “She said the island was deserted. We are here for a five-day survival challenge.”

“We?” The girl, Anouk, stepped over a mound of rubble to join her mother, her neck craning. “There are others?”

“No, just me and Pig.”

The boy snorted – very pig-like – leapt over some broken bricks and weatherboards and gambolled over to Pig, oinking and squealing and sounding ridiculous. “The pig!” he laughed, patting Pig on the behind like a drum. “The pig,” he squealed. “I thought you’d brought dinner. Pork schnitzel – my favourite.” He beamed, fist pumped his sister and held his fist out to Pearly. Pearly leant out of the way. She was not going to fist pump his grubby paw, especially when he was being so rude to Pig.

Besides, Pig was bristling. Pearly pulled him away from Caspar and held onto him tight.

“You speak very good English,” Dr Maud said. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You do not sound Icelandic at all. You do not sound like the granddaughter of Brigitta Helgadóttir.”

Pearly watched this straw-haired woman carefully. She was pointy – all sharp angles, pointy elbows, chin and nose. Even her words were sharp – they sliced right through Pearly. What right did this woman have to challenge her about her family?

“Well, I am. I’m Pearly Woe,” Pearly countered. “My mother, Angel Woe is Brigitta’s daughter.” At the mention of her mother, the woman’s face drained of colour, beneath the grime, then bloomed with two round blushing circles on her cheeks. It was an unexpected reaction and one that made Pearly wary. She needed to be careful with her words. Information was power and she didn’t want to give this woman any power. “And I can speak Icelandic,” Pearly continued, and twenty-six other languages too, she wanted to say, but held her tongue, finishing with, “You were the one who spoke to me in English. You’re not Icelandic.”

“This is true. We are from the Netherlands. I speak a little Icelandic, but fortunately the IPP …” There she went again, her eyes like searchlights, probing her brain, as if she couldn’t remember the name of the organisation she worked for. “The IPP is an international organisation. English is the common language. But this is all irrelevant to the matter at hand.” Dr Maud leant on a shovel that was propped against the farmhouse wall, and picked at her teeth with filthy fingernails, looking smug. The sight turned Pearly’s stomach. “The matter at hand,” she continued, “is how do we know you are telling the truth? Brigitta didn’t mention anyone else coming to the island during the IPP survey period – though, well, she is …”

“She is what?” Pearly asked.

“If she is your grandmother, you should know.”

Anouk giggled and plopped herself onto the grass, stretched out her legs and leant back on her elbows as if watching a show. Pearly looked around for Caspar, only to find him on all fours stalking behind her and Pig, pushing his nose up with one finger to make a piggy snout. Pearly shot him a withering look. He oinked back.

“What should I know?” Pearly asked Dr Maud.

Dr Maud stepped away from the shovel. It fell back with a clang that made Pearly jump. Dr Maud didn’t blink. She stepped closer to Pearly, seeking out her eyes. She was so close, Pearly could see a thin line of grime across her top lip that looked like a painted moustache.

“Well, it is pretty obvious,” Dr Maud said finally. “To most anyhow. She just isn’t as, let’s say, as sharp as she used to be.” She raised her eyebrows at Pearly and shrugged.

Pearly gave Caspar, who was creeping closer, another warning look, then reached for her emergency beacon.

She needed help.

She went to press the alarm button but stopped.

A puffin-counting scientist and her children were hardly an emergency, were they? Even if they were filthy and smelly and a little odd. Amma had been clear on what constituted an emergency – life-threatening injuries, water supply contamination, the island sliced in two by an earthquake … How ridiculous would she sound? Oh Amma, come quick there is a scientist and two kids on the island. No, this was not an emergency.

Caspar sprang up suddenly, oinking and squealing and jumping around. Dr Maud kept her gaze on Pearly. Pearly scratched at her neck and unzipped the top of her jacket. “I will have to check with Amma,” she stated. She reached for her adventure pack with one arm, still holding Pig with the other.

Pig was AROOing and wiggling to break free. If he did, Caspar wouldn’t stand a chance. Mentions of pork schnitzel and being mocked did not sit well with Pig. But she needed to get the satellite phone and call Amma before Amma got too far away.

“Go ahead!” Dr Maud shouted above Caspar’s oinking, finally releasing Pearly from her gaze. She waved her long thin arms above her head. “Contact your grandmother. Embarrass her. Highlight the fact that she is losing her grip. That her mind is a sieve, with the sands of memory leaking through.”

Had Amma lost her grip?

Was she becoming forgetful?

Would calling embarrass her?

Certainly, it would remind her about the family and the IPP survey and she might call off the challenge. Oh, why did everything have to be so hard?

“Okay. I won’t call,” Pearly shouted. Caspar stopped oinking. Anouk threw her arms into the air in a victory salute and Dr Maud looked smug. “But I need to be alone to complete the challenge. I’ll camp down the other end near that beach—”

“NO!” shouted Dr Maud, surprising Pearly with her fierceness, and making Pearly loosen her grip on Pig. Pig shot out, snout down and charged towards Caspar, like a raging, snorting, intent-on-causing-harm bull.

Caspar catapulted to his feet, screaming, “A beast! A wild beast!” He raced off, stumbling over his long skinny legs, his arms windmilling. He dived behind Anouk, still screaming.

Pig stopped short of Anouk, who huddled with Caspar, eyes like golf balls. Pig let fly with a few warning grunts and hisses. Then he trotted back to Pearly and sat beside her like an obedient dog.

Dr Maud pointed to the barn. “Camp behind the barn,” she said matter-of-factly, ignoring her trembling mess of a son. “It is sheltered there. The beach is too exposed. Besides, that’s … a delicate area. It’s the last part of our survey. You must stay well clear of that whole area – especially with that wild animal. The survival of the chicks and the colony depend on it. Come!” She gestured with her head to follow her.

Pearly and Pig, Caspar and Anouk traipsed behind Dr Maud. Caspar held onto Anouk’s arm and kept his distance from Pig. They plodded up a small rise and down another to a patch of level ground beneath a hillock, protected from the winds by the looming barn. “Camp here,” Dr Maud commanded. “It is a good place. We are in the farmhouse. Far enough away so you can be alone.” She marched off. “And keep that Pig away from the puffins!” she yelled, without turning around. “And my boy!”

Anouk and Caspar ran to catch up to their mother, Anouk speaking in urgent whispers to her mother in Dutch.

Pearly didn’t catch every word. But she caught enough. “What are you thinking? They have to go. It is too dangerous.”

She sank to the ground, clutching her adventure pack. Pig nudged her with his snout. She scratched between his ears, her mind whirring.

What was too dangerous? And why did they have to go?
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A biting wind had whipped up. It burnt Pearly’s cheeks and cut through her jacket. It felt as if it was coming directly from the North Pole. Thin clouds skimmed the sky. So much for Amma’s perfect weather day! Pearly pulled her beanie down over her ears, rubbed her hands together and marched down the hillside towards the supply bag sitting all lonesome in the middle of the sloping grass lands, its handles flapping in the wind.

And this is what Icelanders call summer.

Pearly had already made several trips from the supply bag to their camp site, lugging their supplies single-handedly: three five-litre bottles of drinking water (there was a fresh water spring on the island, but Amma had warned that it was difficult to access); a plastic tub of dehydrated food, chocolate and protein bars, nuts and berries; a dome tent, sleeping bags, clothing, fishing gear, power pack, satellite phone, waterproof gear, camp stove burner, pot, gas canisters, kitchen utensils, a knife … So much stuff! And all for five days. But five days where she and Pig had to be self-sufficient.

She was glad of Pig’s company, of course. He was her partner in adventure. But so far, he had been more of a burden than a partner. Firstly, losing his temper with that boy, Caspar, and getting them banned from one whole side of the island – the side of the island that had the best fishing beach too. And secondly, declaring himself as a no pack-mule-pig, and nestling in a cosy corner of their camp site, offering occasional words of encouragement, lifting his head off his trotters momentarily, before returning to his nap. Pearly was not amused.

Dr Maud and Anouk had headed off to the puffin beach to the west some hours ago. Pearly had kept a keen eye on them as they traipsed down the grassy slope, right past the supply bag, until they were mere specks disappearing over the green edge and onto the black sand beach below. There was something very odd about the IPP and that mysterious part of the island. To Pearly’s north, the fluttering, chirping puffins filled the sky above the cliffs. They seemed to thrive in the chill Arctic wind, swooping and soaring and providing a noisy soundtrack against the crash of sea on rocks below.

But down at the banned beach where Dr Maud was supposedly surveying puffins, there wasn’t a bird in sight.

Pearly sighed. She didn’t have time to wonder about that. Right now, she had to get herself set up. The supply bag only had their sleeping bags, camp stove, clothing and tarps left inside. She grabbed the straps and dragged the bag behind her, staggering up the slope, her breath ragged with the effort. She was beat.

Just before reaching the farmhouse, she stopped and shook her hands and wiggled her fingers. The straps of the bag had left deep red tracks across her palms. She gathered herself and continued. Caspar sat outside the farmhouse ruin, leaning up against a wall, his legs bent up to support a notebook he was scribbling in. For reasons she couldn’t fathom, she didn’t want Caspar to see how puffed she was. His presence made Pearly’s blood boil. He had been sitting there the whole time Pearly had been traipsing back and forth. He hadn’t uttered a single word to her, hadn’t even raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement, let alone offer to help her. Even though she wouldn’t have accepted any help if he had. She was meant to be alone after all. But still … he could at least offer.

Pearly stamped on past, glaring at him, daring him to look up. She had never seen anyone so dirty before. His clothes were so stained with black sand and dirt it was hard to work out what colour they had started out as. His face was beyond grubby, his nose black like a puppy’s. She understood that the family had been here for weeks and that showering on an icy deserted island in the middle of the Greenland Sea was difficult, but how could counting puffins make you so ridiculously dirty? What had they been doing? Even Dr Maud was filthy. Did they crawl into the puffin burrows or something?

Caspar turned a page in his notebook, his tongue sticking out between thin lips. Pearly knew he wouldn’t look up, but still she felt watched. It was as if this boy had been told to stay put to keep an eye on her. As if he was guarding her – or guarding something.

Guarding! That was it. No wonder she had been feeling so uneasy. Why hadn’t Caspar gone with Maud and Anouk? Why was he sitting outside pretending to write or draw?

He was guarding the farmhouse. That’s why.

But why and from whom?

Was he guarding it from her?

A shiver crept along Pearly’s arms.

What were they hiding in there?

Why were they really on Mammút Island?

Perhaps they were smugglers?

Or on the run?

Pearly gave the supply bag an extra tug and picked up her pace, lugging it up the hill. Just as she was about to slip out of Caspar’s view, shrill oinking noises startled her.

OINK! OINK! OINK!

Pearly turned to see Caspar on all fours, doing his horrible Pig impersonation.

OINK! OINK! OINK!

When he spotted her, he rolled onto his back, as if wallowing in mud, oinking and grunting at the top of his voice, waving his long arms and legs in the air, like an upturned stick insect.

He was utterly incorrigible! Maybe that’s how he got so dirty. Maybe he had spent his time wallowing in that black sand instead of puffin counting. What a ninny.

Dummkopf. (German.) Kjáni. (Icelandic.) Scemo. (Italian.)

Pearly would have liked to tell him so – in every language.

If she had the courage. The pluck. The nerve. But she lacked all of these.

She also had no idea what to say at all. Truth was, Caspar was really the first kid her age she had ever had anything to do with.

And, right now, she was glad her parents had spared her the pain. Kids were baffling. Well, this one certainly was, anyhow. She turned, tugged the supply bag and staggered away. She had a survival camp to set up. And a plan to make. Somehow, she had to get inside that farmhouse and find out what needed guarding. After all, knowledge is power! And Pearly sensed she might need that power.
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Pig was pacing. Pearly was fretting. And 7 pm was fast approaching.

“I think I should tell Amma about the de Klerks.” Pearly sat cross-legged outside their tent, staring at the satellite phone in her hand, as if hoping it would tell her what to do.

Pig snorted as he trotted past her. What would that achieve? he oinked.

“It would be the truth.”

And so is “the puffins are forever screeching”. But you wouldn’t put that in your message, would you? Remind me, what was the purpose of the message?

Pig was being bossy and annoying. But Pearly knew what he was getting at. “To let everyone know we are okay,” Pearly replied.

Exactly. So, are we okay?

“Yes.”

Well, there’s your answer.

It made sense, but it still didn’t feel right. Maybe she wanted her family to know. Maybe she secretly wanted them to say, Oh no! That can’t be. We’ll come and get you!

She crawled into the tent and retrieved the Challenge Journal that Amma had made her. “Maybe there will be something in this to help,” Pearly muttered.

Pig rolled his eyes.

Inside the journal, in Amma’s messy handwriting, were the “rules” of the challenge, instructions on how to use some of the equipment, like the satellite phone and emergency beacon, “cheat sheets” from the RAG and some printed off information about living within the Arctic Circle that her mother had shared with her in preparation for this trip. For weeks, Pearly and her mother had studied in detail the Arctic Tundra from Siberia to Greenland to Alaska.

On the first page of the journal there was a list of the challenge tasks. Pearly read through the tasks, seeking inspiration – or better still, guidance.

1. Stay alive. (That’s the plan, Amma!)

2. Catch a fish and cook it. (Will have to find another beach, seeing as the best fishing beach is off limits!) This made Pearly grumble.

3. Start a campfire from scratch using a flint and wood. Making campfires is banned on Iceland, and difficult because of the lack of wood, but it is a necessary skill. So take advantage of being on a private island and use the timber from the barn and farmhouse – but take care, those buildings can be dangerous. (Like you wouldn’t imagine, Amma!)

4. Map the island. Mapping skills are important for Adventurologists. Mark in the prevailing winds, the sea currents, the landmarks, any tracks, potential dangers etc. (Sheesh – another task made almost impossible with a whole section of the island off limits. Thanks to Pig.)

5. Find something wondrous – one special thing that takes your breath away, something you never expected to find. (Caspar’s stink takes my breath away and he is certainly not something I expected to find. But he is not wondrous.)

6. Keep a challenge log using this journal. Adventurers’ logs are wonderful records for future generations. Be detailed with your observations and your daily movements. Be honest.

Sheesh – here was another dilemma. Could she be honest? Should she write about the de Klerks or keep them secret? Was it dishonest if she left out some key details? Would that make the log a lie?

She chewed her bottom lip. How was she meant to know these things? She was not yet eleven and an Adventurologist-in-training, for goodness sake. Maybe her father was right – this challenge was asking too much of a kid her age.

What time is it? Pig sat beside her.

Pearly looked at her GPS watch. “Five to seven.” She scratched her forehead.

Act quickly and decisively. Number 6, in “Surviving Sticky Situations” popped into her head.

She typed the message quickly and pressed send before she could change her mind.

What did you write?

“All good.”

Pig snorted his agreement.

Her father’s return message beeped back almost immediately. Fantastic! Take care. Over and out. Dad x

Pearly’s stomach gurgled with a sickly feeling, as if she had eaten a whole watermelon covered in chocolate sauce. “If I had mentioned the de Klerks it would only make Amma feel foolish for forgetting about them. And what good would that do?” she reassured herself, though even the mere idea that Amma was becoming forgetful didn’t sit well with her either. It was such a troubling thought. She sighed. “I’m starved. How about you?”

Pearly opened the food tub and selected a package of dehydrated vegetable curry and some freshly made corn fritters for Pig. (Pig loved Angel’s corn fritters.)

She had just lit the camp stove burner as Pig gulped down a corn fritter when Pig shot his sniffer up into the air.

“What’s up?” Pearly asked.

Boy, Pig whisper-oinked. I can smell boy. Don’t turn round, but I think he is near the barn.

Pearly poured water into her pot and placed it on the stove to boil. “Is he still there?”

Yep. Peeking out now.

Pig trotted around the camp site, scuffing at the ground and pulling up tuffs of grass, then trotted back to Pearly. Definitely snooping. He slid back out of sight as I passed.

This was ridiculous. She did not appreciate being snooped on. Sharing the island with a strange grubby family with an annoying ten-year-old boy was not on the challenge list.

Without turning around, Pearly shouted, “I know you’re there! You little snoop! Come out and show yourself.”

He’s gone, oinked Pig.

Pearly bolted to the barn just in time to see Caspar’s flapping jacket disappear around the corner. She considered giving chase, but what was the point? She didn’t want to see him anyhow.

How long had he been there? It was one thing to be watched, but it was another thing entirely to be spied on. Both were creepy.

Pearly stomped back to her tent, her jaw tight, her steps grumpy-heavy. She bent down to pick up the water from the burner when something caught her eye – a fluttering of wings just behind the tent. She leant out slowly to see what it was.

Whoa! The tension in Pearly’s jaw loosened. Her grumpiness dissolved. Strutting behind the tent was a puffin. A beautiful puffin, fluffing out its chest, as if parading its shiny black and white coat. It had the most astonishing bright orange markings across its beak, and was making a low noise, almost like a purr, and was flinging its orange legs and feet out in front as if it was in a marching band.

Pig trotted up beside Pearly. Pearly signalled for him to stop and put a finger to her mouth for him to be quiet.

The little black bird stopped its march. It looked at Pearly with sad eyes, set in triangular shapes like billowing sails. Why was it looking sad? Or was it looking curious? Pearly couldn’t decide, but she felt certain that those eyes had a story to tell. What had it seen as it flew through the Arctic skies? Pearly noted a strange black streak down its face from one eye all the way down to its beak. Maybe it had been injured.

The water in her pot was no doubt boiling, but Pearly didn’t want this moment to stop. This was what her challenge was about. Special moments like these. Not annoying spying boys who made fun of Pig.

The bird turned its head to one side. Flapped its black wings twice and then took to the sky. Pearly watched it bank left and head off towards the sea, wondering if she might be able to work out how to communicate with it. How awesome would that be!

Pearly gave Pig a scratch between his ears, feeling much calmer. She poured the boiling water into her dehydrated meal and stirred it with her fork.

She tossed Pig another fritter and then slurped the spicy curry into her mouth as she wrote in her Challenge Log.

DAY 1

Arrived via helicopter. Winched down with supplies. Set up camp behind burnt-out barn in sheltered position under hillock. Arctic wind whipped up in the early afternoon. Curry for dinner. Corn fritters for Pig. Exhausting day. But just had an amazing puffin encounter, right behind our tent. Awesome. Ready for an early “night“ – though not sure how well I will sleep when there is no actual night-time dark!

She chewed the end of her pencil. She had made up her mind.

There was no need to mention the de Klerks.

It was probably best to pretend they didn’t exist at all. She slid the Challenge Journal back into her adventure pack and took a spoonful of curry.

And that’s when the earth began to shake.
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The earth shaking was not unusual in Iceland. The whole country was as wobbly as a bowl full of jelly, known for its tremors and quakes and volcanic activity. Her mother had many stories about the constant shaking – about the feeling that the icy land was sitting on top of a gurgling bubbling hungry stomach – one that occasionally felt the need to belch or sometimes explode. Pearly had visited Iceland often. But this was the first time Pearly had ever experienced a tremor. And she didn’t like it. It reminded her of her adventure in Anachak a few months earlier when she was locked in a dungeon deep underground and the earth had trembled and shook.

At least this time she was not trapped in a dungeon. But this time she was trying not to dwell on the feeling that the earth was about to burst open, or a geyser erupt, spewing out hot steaming water and mud or that the island would split right down the middle, with her on one side and Pig stranded on the other.

Smoky bacon to those worries, she said to herself in Italian and Pig and Icelandic and a number of the twenty-seven languages she could speak fluently. The phrase was just piggy cursing but repeating it had helped to calm her worries many times before. Tonight, it was not really working. Expect the unexpected – number 9 in “Surviving Sticky Situations”. Ha! That was an understatement. The whole day had been totally unexpected. And now her brain rattled with so many worries her head ached.

She worried about the de Klerks and what they were doing on the island.

She worried about not being entirely truthful with her family.

She worried about the possibility that Amma was becoming forgetful.

She worried about the enormity of surviving five days alone with Pig.

And now she worried about the earth trembling.

All these worries meant sleep was almost impossible.

The fact that the sun didn’t actually set this time of year, and there was no real “night” wasn’t helping either. Pearly and her sleeping bag were a tangled knot.

Pig, however, was curled peacefully in the sleeping bag Grandpa Woe had made him specially for this trip and was snoring like a piggy earth mover.

At some point, Pearly must have drifted off, because a hair-raising scream startled her awake.

BACON!

Pig was out of his sleeping bag and out of the tent.

BACON! he oink-screamed again, horror threaded through the single terrifying word.

Pearly scratched her head and rubbed her eyes and crawled out of the tent after him.

She drew him in close. He was trembling.

I swear that boy will want me for lunch, he whimpered.

“I’m sorry, Pig,” Pearly crooned. It was all she could think to say. She scratched between Pig’s ears to try to calm him and yawned. “Try not to let him get to you. In fact, let’s just forget him.”

A shiver shunted through Pig. “Forget the boy?”

“What boy?” Pearly said more forcefully and grinned at Pig. “It’s the only way. From now on we will ignore the whole family and complete our challenge as if they don’t exist. Block off your sniffer and let’s have some breakfast, find a fishing beach and complete a challenge task.”

I’m not hungry, Pig said and limped back into the tent.

Pearly sighed. This was going to be harder than she hoped.
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It took some effort for Pearly to rally Pig, but eventually she got him to nibble on a corn fritter (she gave thanks to her mum’s cooking – Pig couldn’t resist Angel’s corn fritters) and follow her down the hillock in search of somewhere to go fishing. She was keen to get going before the de Klerks got in her way. She had no appetite for being spied on today.

She trundled down the slope with Pig trotting beside her. The island was so small and confined – just over one kilometre long – yet it also seemed amazingly vast. It was so different to the jungle of Anachak, which was immense and never-ending, but had felt confined and claustrophobic. The vines and thick foliage, teeming with insects and wildlife, had pressed in around her as if it was trying to swallow her whole. The air had been thick with humidity, the sky hidden by the lush canopy. Here, she felt tiny and insignificant – a single blade of grass on an enormous lush field, above an even more enormous pale blue sky – with nowhere to hide. Pearly breathed in the crisp clean air. It would be energising – if she and Pig were alone. But they weren’t, so it only made her feel vulnerable and exposed.

To her right the puffins were wheeling. It was a lovely constant that Pearly was beginning to savour, and she wondered if her little puffin friend was up there in the sky too. She couldn’t speak any bird languages, not really. She should try to see if she could understand some of their chirps and calls while she was on the island. They certainly seemed to have a lot to say. She headed towards the cliffs, recalling the small beach in a cove between some sheer black cliffs that she had noticed when Amma was circling in the helicopter.

She stayed well away from the cliff edges and called Pig to keep up and to take care also. Amma had warned that the puffins’ nesting burrows could be scattered along the cliff edges, and it would be easy to turn an ankle, or worse, topple over the edge – and destroy some precious puffin eggs in the process.

They traipsed up a slope heading west, her daypack filled with fishing gear. At the top of the small hill, she glimpsed the shadowy form of Black Rock Island on the horizon to the north and the long black sand beaches at the other end of Mammút Island. Pearly recalled that Amma said the fresh water spring was in the southwestern corner of the island and she was grateful that her father had insisted that she bring plenty of bottled water. It would be difficult to access water if it was close to the banned beaches, where Dr Maud was surveying puffins for the International Puffin Project, but where Pearly was yet to see a single bird. She stopped for a moment and pulled out her binoculars and scanned the distant skies. Definitely no birds – but there were two humans. Dr Maud and Anouk with shovels over their shoulders were marching towards the beach. What did they need shovels for? And where was Caspar?

Beside her Pig squealed. Boy! I smell that boy.

Her question answered.

Pearly swivelled around, peering through the binoculars, and sure enough, hurtling down the slope behind them was Caspar.

She slipped the binoculars over her neck. “What boy?” she asked. “We are alone, remember? Come on. We have a fish to catch.”

They started to climb down to the beach through the grasses that spilt over the cliff edge and tumbled down the steep slope all the way to the sand below. It was like a grassy waterfall that pitched and bumped and rolled over and around hundreds of puffin burrows and double that number of puffins – flapping, squawking, strutting, dancing puffins. Clumps of scurvy grass, dotted with tiny white flowers clung to the cliffside, poking out between rocks and in tiny crevices. It was quite the sight. And extraordinarily noisy. Pearly tilted her chin skyward and drank it all in. This was indeed wondrous.

There was no track and no obvious route down. Pearly beckoned Pig to follow her, reminding him to take care. She took tiny steps, the steepness of the slope, making her lean well back, each step taken cautiously, wary of slipping and sliding all the way to the bottom. Pig stayed close behind, following the route Pearly took as best he could.

The slope was difficult enough to negotiate but avoiding the many burrow holes and the birds made the descent even more perilous. She passed by pairs of puffins clicking their beaks together in a strange beaky swordfight. She noted how others were tails up and heads down in their burrows, orange feet working overtime as dirt was flung out of the holes. Others flapped and squawked at her as she passed, hopping about protectively in front of their burrows. Some seemed to almost purr, a soft soothing brrr to calm their puffling chick. It took a long time to reach the bottom.

The beach was tiny compared to the banned beach, but the water was a deep inky blue and seemed to get deep quickly. Shiny black cliffs made of soaring rectangular pillars of basalt bordered the beach on either side. The pillars reminded Pearly of the gigantic organ pipes in a cathedral in Italy she had visited with her father. The sheer cliffs jutted into the sea and created a gutter, and hopefully a good place for fat, hungry fish to hang out.

Pearly dropped her daypack to the sand, just as Pig let fly with a panicky OINKY OINKY NO-NO! OINKY OINKY NO-NO! The back of Pearly’s neck prickled. Caspar was following them down. He picked his way down through the puffin colony and jumped onto the beach.

Without acknowledging him, Pearly pulled out her retractable fishing rod. She assembled it, attaching a shiny lure to the hook, like Grandpa Woe had taught her.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig kicked his trotters and shook his snout.

“There’s no trouble,” Pearly told Pig, her shaky voice betraying her. “And there is no boy. He doesn’t exist. So he can’t be trouble. Now watch out.”

Pearly positioned the rod over her shoulder. Caspar’s eyes were like laser beams burning into her back. Pig stopped oinking and plopped down onto the sand, his snout pointing to the sky. He was not happy. Pearly took a deep breath, released the lock on the reel and then flung the rod forward. The line snaked out. Then ker-plopped a few metres in front of her onto the sand.

Caspar snort-laughed behind her.

She reeled the line back in and had another go. And another. Each time a total flop. And each time Caspar’s laughing became more and more raucous.

Keep trying, Pearly, Pig oinked softly. Just pretend it’s the Lemon Tree River. You’ve seen Grandpa Woe do it a thousand times before.

Pearly’s face was hot. Her fingers shook. She had seen it done before, but she had never actually had a go herself. That was a mistake. Now she was making a fool of herself as well as failing at the first task.

She reeled in the line. Put the rod across her shoulder again, released the reel lock and flicked the rod with all her might.

Ker-plop. The hook fell at her feet. It was her worst go so far.

Caspar’s laughter and smelly breath was right behind her. “Here,” he said and grabbed the rod. “I’ll show you.”

Pearly grabbed the rod back. How dare he! She glared at the boy. His face was surprisingly less grubby today – she could even see a spray of freckles over his nose.

“You’ve just got to loosen the line a bit …”

“Don’t,” Pearly managed.

Caspar’s eyebrows disappeared behind his straw hair fringe. “Don’t what?”

Pearly didn’t have an answer.

She stared at Caspar.

Caspar stared back.

She could speak twenty-seven languages. She could communicate with many animals, but it seemed she had no idea what to say to this boy. Somehow, she had missed out on learning how to speak Boy.

“Just don’t.”

“Okay. I won’t. Whatever it is you don’t want me to do. Like help. Offer a little advice.” He backed away, his hands up in defeat. “You’re a weird one, you know that, don’t you?”

Pig started AROOing and snorting and showing his displeasure.

Tears gathered in Pearly’s eyes. Was she weird? Maybe she was. She certainly felt weird right now – hot and embarrassed and tongue-tied.

Pearly turned back to face the sea. “Has he gone yet?” she whispered to Pig. The last thing she wanted was for Caspar to know she could talk to Pig. That would make her totally weird.

No, oinked Pig. He’s sitting, leaning up on a rock and doing something with that notebook.

Was he making notes about her? Writing down how awkward and pathetic and weird she was?

“Go away!” she shouted.

“Snout likely!” he shouted back, and oinked. “You can’t hog the whole beach, you know.” His laughter ricocheted around the little cove.

Pig puns! That was the last straw. She packed up her rod and reel, shoved it in her pack and blustered off across the beach to the rocky beach edge. Pig scampered alongside her.

When she reached the grassy slope, she purposely looked away from Caspar.

“Getting boar-ed?” he sniped as she passed by him. Then, as she stepped up the steep incline, his voice followed her, mumbling in Dutch, “I know you can speak to that porker.”

Pearly’s head flipped back to Caspar and then quickly forward again, her skin prickling. Did she hear that right?

She didn’t get a chance to ponder on it, because just at that moment, a tremble started under her feet and the earth began to shake again.

This time, it sent Pearly tumbling.
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Pearly tumbled head over heels. She bumped down the slope on her backside, the ground shuddering beneath her. She stumbled to her feet but collided with Pig who was now sliding past on his trotters. The two tumbled over together, until Pearly landed with a thump on a sharp rock sticking out of the sand. The puffin colony seemed to flock to the sky at once – the sky so thick with birds they cast a shadow over her.

Caspar rushed to help her. “Are you okay?” he asked, with genuine concern.

No. She was not okay. She was embarrassed and confused and shaken. But she wasn’t going to tell Caspar that. Pig shook himself furiously beside her and grunted that he wasn’t hurt.

Pearly pushed herself to her feet and brushed down her clothes, which were now streaked with sticky black sand – just like the family de Klerk’s were yesterday! She picked bits of grass out of her curls and rubbed her tailbone – she would have a whopper of a bruise there, for sure.

“Anything broken?” Caspar reached out to take her elbow. “Should I go get Mamma?”

Pearly jerked out of his reach. “No!” she said. “I’m fine. I’m …” She felt suddenly shaky and lightheaded and looked about for somewhere to sit.

But finding somewhere to sit was soon forgotten, because lying open on the black sand right in front of her was Caspar’s notebook. Pearly’s eyes swooped over the open pages. They were divided up into panels like a comic strip or graphic novel. Inside each box were pictures of Pig. And … her? She grabbed the notebook to look closer. Smoky bacon! There were pictures of her. And speech bubbles with captions written in Dutch. She didn’t get the chance to read them though, because Caspar snatched the book right out of her grasp.

“That’s mine!” he said, stating the obvious. He towered over her, his eyebrows drawn together crossly.

“Are you drawing pictures of us?” Pearly asked. The unsettling feeling that he had been mocking her on paper as well as in what he said rose into her throat. Were all kids like this? Mocking and mean?

She longed to snatch the book back and flick through the pages and translate those written captions. She needed to know more.

Caspar shoved the notebook into a pocket in the inside of his jacket “It’s none of your business.” His face flushed red under his freckles. He flicked his straw broom hair out of his eyes and bolted up the slope and out of sight.

“And he says I’m weird,” Pearly whispered and then explained to Pig what she had seen in the notebook. They walked off the sand and perched themselves halfway up the steep grassy slope, away from any noticeable burrows. Her tailbone smarted as she sat. She slipped her daypack off her shoulders and checked the emergency beacon was still attached to her belt.

Are you going to press? Pig asked.

“I don’t know,” Pearly said and sighed. “I don’t like all the tremors, but I know Amma will laugh at me, because tremors are normal round here. A tremor isn’t a life and death situation.” She leant back on her arms and stared out at the calm sea before her. The sea was shimmering and endless and quite beautiful in the summer sun. A tremor couldn’t trigger a tsunami could it? she wondered. In the distance, she could just make out the blue-grey outline of the volcano cone of Black Rock Island, lying lazily across the horizon like a sleeping brontosaurus. This sure was the land of fire and ice.

On the cliffs above, the puffins went about their noisy business. A group of about six squabbled. Or they appeared to be squabbling, anyhow. Two others seemed to be crooning to their puffling, whose beak was jutting out of the burrow.

What to do? What did she want to do?

A curious puffin landed on the grass in front of them, only a few metres away. It was such a handsome bird with its black and white coat, black hood and orange stripy beak and matching orange legs and feet. It held three slender silver fish in its beak, hanging like large fishy whiskers. It hopped over a clump of scurvy grass, then disappeared.

A burrow! They were sitting right in front of a puffin burrow and didn’t realise. This burrow was well away from the others that were spread across the steep green cliff, and Pearly wondered why it chose this isolated spot. Pearly pointed to the burrow and told Pig to wait there. She crawled on hands and knees closer.

The burrow was basically a hole in the ground, partially covered by wispy strands of long, dry grass. Amma was right – a burrow would be so easy to miss and to step right in. Noisy hungry chirps came out of the hole, where the parent’s tail was sticking out. It stood erect suddenly – its beak now emptied of fish and looked directly at Pearly. Pearly held her breath and admired the beautiful triangular markings on its beak and the two yellow splotches on its cheeks, like little drops of sunshine. It turned its head to one side and Pearly almost squealed with delight as she took in the black scar down one side of its face. This was the same puffin that had visited them last night!

It hopped closer, as if it too recognised Pearly and made the most startling and unusual bird call she had ever heard – just like Grandpa Woe’s chainsaw when he started it up. Such a loud and strange noise from such a small bird. It hopped closer and closer. Pearly kept her breathing even and stayed as still as possible. The little bird strutted right around her, then hopped onto her shoulder. It stayed there for a long moment, making its unusual call again, then it shook its head and flew off.

Pearly’s smile stretched right across her face as she crawled back to Pig. “That was amazing!” she gushed and sat beside Pig.

The ground rumbled slightly beneath her once again and her hand went automatically for the emergency beacon. What did she want to do? she asked herself the question again.

Well, she wanted to get to know the puffins and see if she could communicate with them, that’s for sure. And she definitely wanted to complete the challenge. She really did. She needed Amma and Mum and Dad and Grandpa Woe to be proud of her. That was important. And she didn’t want Amma to think she was pressing the beacon when she wasn’t in danger. She was the daughter of Adventurologists and the granddaughter of a famous polar explorer. And while the de Klerks were bewildering and a nuisance – Caspar especially – she didn’t think they were a danger to her. And underneath all these wants was the itchy feeling that the de Klerks were up to something, and she most certainly wanted to work out what they were really doing here. There, she had plenty of good reasons not to press the beacon.

“I’m not pressing,” Pearly told Pig. “I don’t like the de Klerks being here and I don’t like the tremors, but we are just going to have to get used to both of them, I guess.”

She looked out at the sea again. With Caspar gone, she should have another try at fishing, but the bitter taste of her pathetic first attempt still soured her mouth.

Pig raised his snout in the air. He’s back, he oinked. Just behind us. At the top of the slope.

“Smoky bacon! He’s hanging around like a bad smell,” replied Pearly.

He is a bad smell, oinked Pig.

Pearly laughed. “Let’s go and see if I can make a fire,” she said, her voice not more than a whisper, as she remembered that she heard Caspar say he knew she could communicate with Pig. She needed to be more careful.

Pearly staggered up the steep incline. Pig scampered up in front, as agile as a mountain goat. At the top, Pearly turned. She wanted one last glimpse of the puffin. She stood on tiptoes and leant over, trying to spot the burrow in the long grass. No luck, but as she looked up and out to sea, she saw something that made her heart skip a beat.

A narrow plume of smoke appeared to be winding snake-like out of the cone of Black Rock Volcano.
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Caspar was not only drawing them, he was also spying on them, that was now a certainty. He followed them back to their camp site and didn’t even bother to hide around the side of the barn, or below the hillock. He leant up against the corner of the barn, in plain sight, and scribbled in his notebook, tongue poking out between his lips.

Pearly wanted to shout at him to leave them alone, but she knew that he would only make some mean piggy joke or mock her in a way that she had no idea how to respond, and then draw and write about how weird she was in his notebook. She desperately wanted to ask him about the smoke from the volcano – did he see it? And she also wanted to ask him about the earth trembles. He didn’t seem to be fazed by them, so she presumed that they must have happened often enough that they felt normal. But she dared not ask any of these things – best not to speak to Caspar at all.

Right now, she and Pig were holed up in their tent, whispering.

“Smoke isn’t an eruption,” Pearly whispered, her fingers once again hovering over the emergency beacon button, her teeth feasting on her bottom lip. “Volcanoes smoke all the time, don’t they?”

Pig shrugged. He had less volcano experience than Pearly.

“So it’s not an emergency? Again?”

Not an emergency, Pig agreed.

Pearly tucked the beacon back into her belt. Earth trembles and a plume of smoke may not be a life and death emergency, but in her mind’s eye she had visions of explosive eruptions, sending the rocky top of the cone hurtling through the sky and landing right on their camp site. She imagined rivers of lava tracking down the mountain and into the sea, turning the icy waters bubbling and boiling and steaming. She saw swelling clouds of ash and rocks engulfing Mammút Island, turning the endless daylight hours into a never-ending night-like dark. She saw enormous tsunami waves rearing up and swallowing Mammút Island in a great watery gulp.

Pig seemed to sense what was whirling through her mind. Smoky bacon to those worries, he oinked softly. Think about the positives, like Grandpa Woe told you.

It was good advice, but her mind was empty of positives. “There aren’t any!” she whimpered.

There are heaps! Like, there are no volcanos on Mammút Island, so the island can’t erupt.

This was true.

And having neighbours means that you have someone to help if you need it.

This was also true – but Pearly didn’t ever want to ask the de Klerks for help.

And Caspar’s smelly breath can’t kill you!

That made Pearly giggle. She wiped her eyes and gave Pig a scratch. He was the best.

I thought you were going to make a fire, Pig oinked softly.

Pearly gave Pig a squeeze.

“Good plan,” she said, “We’ll get some lunch, then get started.”

Pig grunted hungrily. Good plan, he agreed.
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Their little puffin friend paid them a visit while Pearly was preparing lunch. It seemed even bolder this time. It perched itself on top of their tent. Pearly wondered why it was taking an interest in them. She noted that it didn’t appear to have a partner. All the other burrows had two puffins – a mother and father, she presumed – tending to their puffling chick. This one seemed to be solo. Perhaps its mate had died and that’s why it looked so sad. But then, all the puffins had that sad clown face look.

Pearly packed away the lunch things and the little puffin took off suddenly. So Pearly gathered stones while Pig dug out a patch for the fire pit, digging being one of Pig’s strengths.

The look on Caspar’s face when Pig started digging was priceless. He watched Pig intently, then scribbled something into his notebook, then looked up again, then scribbled some more. Pearly was sure he was sketching him.

“What’s the porker doing?” Caspar called out. Pearly ignored him and worked on pulling a large rock out of the ground near the barn. “Hey, which sport was invented by pigs?”

Pearly grimaced. Here we go again.

“Mud wrestling!” Caspar laughed at his own joke.

Pig grunted, turned to face Caspar and stamped his trotters.

“Hey, control your beast!” Caspar yelled, leaning up against the barn wall and sliding up to his feet. Pearly enjoyed the look of fear in his eyes.

“Don’t call him names,” Pearly replied and placed the rock at the edge of the fire pit hole Pig was digging. “And quit the pig jokes. They’re not funny.”

Anouk appeared at this moment with a bowl of food for Caspar. She spoke to him softly in Dutch. Caspar pointed at Pig and started to get up. Anouk told him to stay, as if Caspar was a pet dog. Caspar stayed. Anouk gave Pearly a long hard look. Anouk, like Caspar wasn’t covered in black muck today. She looked freshly scrubbed and clean, but the look she gave Pearly was sour and dirty. She turned on her heels and headed back to the farmhouse, nose in the air, long straw hair in plaits, flapping behind her.

Pearly suspected that it was unlikely that she and Anouk would ever be friends. She had a sneakiness about her that made Pearly uneasy. Not that she wanted to be friends with Anouk or Caspar – actually, especially Caspar. She was on a five-day survival challenge, not summer camp. Not that she had ever been to summer camp, or school, or a kids’ birthday party or … She shook those thoughts out of her head and busied herself with the task at hand – building a fire pit and lighting a campfire.
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It took quite some time for Pearly to unearth and collect the rocks and make the pit. Pearly had spied Anouk and Dr Maud heading back to the puffin beach – or the no-puffins puffin beach – about an hour or two ago. And not long after that Caspar disappeared too. It was such a relief not to be watched. Pig was exhausted from his digging, so he had retreated into the tent to rest up.

For Pearly, it was time to get some wood. She wanted to complete this challenge, so she could record an accomplishment in the Challenge Journal tonight.

Amma had said that she should be able to get some wood from inside the barn – but to be careful as the structure was unstable and dangerous. Pearly studied the blackened building. It had a definite lean and there were many weatherboards missing or dangling. The roof was mostly caved in. It was basically a shell.

She noted that there was quite a large hole in the back corner facing west. A hole big enough for a girl to fit through. This was perfect. She wasn’t sure where Caspar had disappeared to, but if he was at the farmhouse, she didn’t want to catch his attention by entering through the front doorway.

She slid onto her tummy and wiggled her way inside, taking care not to bump anything on the way through. Could one knock make the whole barn tumble down? She shoved that thought out of her mind. She had no intention of finding out. Once through, she pushed herself to her feet and looked about the cavernous space. The whole place smelt of smoke and ash even though the fire had happened decades ago. Above her was the remnants of a loft with a broken ladder leading up to it. As she stepped out from under the loft space, a large bird whooshed down from the rafters, startling her. It flapped furiously and then flew right out of the barn. Pearly swallowed down her scream, as her heart thumped in her chest and her legs became wobbly. She gingerly stepped over the rocks and rubble and bits of timber that were strewn across the dirt floor. Doh! She should have come in here to collect rocks instead of pulling them out of the ground.

She shook her head and set to work picking up small splintery bits of wood, the soot on them staining her hands. She made a small pile near her hidey hole at the rear of the barn. No need to alert Caspar that she was in the barn. She liked having a secret passageway.

She was just about to wiggle back out, when raised voices wafted in from the farmhouse. Dr Maud and Anouk had returned and they were not happy.

Pearly crept across the barn and crouched behind some vertical timbers in the entranceway.

Dr Maud was angry with Caspar it seemed. “Where is the girl?” Dr Maud said in Dutch. Pearly smiled – being able to understand Dutch was proving very useful. It was like having a secret superpower, a way to get information without the de Klerks ever knowing. She must be careful not to give herself away.

Caspar replied, but his words were too soft for Pearly to hear.

“I told you not to let her and that pig out of your sight. What if they came down to the dig site?”

Dig site? Weren’t they counting birds? Pearly strained to hear more.

“This is important, Caspar. We only have two more days and we can’t fail. These people are desperate. Desperate and dangerous.” Pearly’s breath caught in her throat. What people? Who were desperate and dangerous? She couldn’t mean her and Pig, could she? This was baffling as well as troubling. There was real fear in Dr Maud’s voice. “Go!” she instructed Caspar. “And don’t let them out of your sight this time. Do not let your family down!”

Pearly scrambled up and bolted across the barn to the secret exit. She dived through the hole and then reached inside and pulled out a few timbers. She was just carrying them to the fire pit when a flushed Caspar appeared. He flung himself sullenly to the ground beside the barn.

Pearly almost felt sorry for him.

“What are you gawking at?” he grumbled as he pulled out his notebook and flicked through the pages.

Pearly didn’t reply. She was too busy making plans. Somehow, she had to get down to the no-puffins puffin beach. There was no denying it now – the de Klerks were up to something, and Pearly intended to find out what.
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Pearly sat on the ground beside her little campfire. Pig snoozed beside her. She had done it. She had made a fire without matches – all by herself. Sure, it had taken far too long. Sure, she had to use pieces of paper torn from her journal. Sure, she had to strike the flint against her fire rock at least a hundred times. Sure, she blew and blew and blew until she had no breath left before the smoking splinters of wood and scrunched paper flared. But she had not given up and now she had a fire! It was such a good feeling – a warm feeling, just like the fire she had built. She gobbled down her last mouthful of Moroccan stew, balanced her journal on her lap and picked up her pencil.

DAY 2

The earth trembled slightly last night and had another good shake today while we were at the small beach between the cliffs to the north. We had a bit of a tumble as we were climbing up a steep grassy slope when it happened. No injuries, except for a bruised tailbone. I admit to being scared though as earthquakes don’t happen on Orchard Island …

Pearly closed the journal with a satisfying slap. There was a lot she left out, just as she did when she had sent her 7 pm message (all good – still alive), but she didn’t feel as uneasy about not mentioning the de Klerks this time. They had nothing to do with the challenge, so they had no place in the journal. A shiver sliced through her – she knew her logic was a bit off – but she shrugged off the feeling and pulled on her warm parka instead. It was late, and long shadows stretched across the grass. She knew she should have a nap, like Pig, but she was too wired for sleep.

Caspar had been called back to the farmhouse a couple of hours ago. Pearly was surprised and pleased as she feared that he may have been forced to camp out all night to keep watch on them. But not so. Dr Maud must think that Pearly didn’t need guarding or spying during the night. The thought gave Pearly confidence. Dr Maud seemed to have forgotten that was there was no night – not with darkness anyhow – and Pearly was going to use this to her advantage. She snuggled against Pig. Perhaps she could close her eyes for a bit and have a rest before setting off …

A loud bang startled Pearly awake. A chill wind whistled around her ears and swirled around the camp site. The timbers in the barn moaned and groaned. Pearly sat up. Her cheeks stung from the cold and her nose felt icy.

Smoky bacon! Pearly glanced at her watch. It was nearly five o’clock! That didn’t leave her a lot of time to get to the beach, investigate and get back before the de Klerks woke up. But she had to give it a try.

Pearly slipped on her gloves, rubbed her hands together, stamped her feet to get the blood circulating and pulled her beanie down over her ears. She shook Pig awake. They had to hustle.

Pig snorted and shook himself as Pearly tightened his polar jacket. She put a few bits and pieces into her daypack – her compass, a water bottle and, as an afterthought, her torch.

They headed off, taking a route behind the barn and below the hillock, avoiding the farmhouse. The wind was howling. Pearly leant into it, trying to keep her balance. It was hard work. Stormy clouds gathered on the horizon above Black Rock Island, thinner grey clouds scudded across the sky above her.

She decided to skirt around the edges of the island instead of heading straight through the middle. It was a longer route, but slightly less exposed. Besides, if someone saw them, it might look as if they were looking for a fishing spot rather than snooping.

The wind was making the walk difficult. It was also making Pearly unsettled. She shielded her eyes with the crook of her elbow and ploughed through it. The cliffs plunged to the rocky coastline beside her. She imagined a sudden gust of wind carrying her out to sea. She imagined the storm clouds bursting open and lightning striking all around. She imagined the earth trembling and sending her toppling over the cliff edge to the jagged rocks below.

She had to stop imagining!

Why was she even doing this?

It wasn’t part of her challenge. What business was it of hers what the de Klerks were doing? What did it matter? The RAG said that knowledge is power – and Pearly had discovered this to be true on several occasions, but perhaps in this case knowledge might not be power – it might be dangerous, or deadly even! Wasn’t stay alive the first rule in the RAG? What was she doing? Panicked Italian phrases bubbled inside her.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. White caps danced a wild dance on the dark sea, swirling into spinning whirly-whirlies. In the distance, Black Rock Volcano was still smoking – the black smoke streaking away in the wind.

Pig came to a screaming halt.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! he squealed.

Trouble, I smell trouble.

Pearly looked to where Pig was pointing.

Marching through the centre of the island was Dr Maud and Anouk.

Mamma mia! Questo è terribile! This is terrible.

They were too late.
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Pearly considered following Dr Maud and Anouk. She considered sneaking up behind them and listening in on their conversations. She considered finding a hidey-hole and watching them all day long. But all these considerations were swiftly dumped. They were simply too difficult to achieve on the frustratingly bare, wide-open spaces of Mammút Island.

Besides, as Pearly crouched low with Pig behind a clump of long grass and waited for Dr Maud and Anouk to be well past them, a better idea struck Pearly.

“Pig,” she said slowly, her eyes still on Dr Maud and Anouk. “If we can’t see what the de Klerks are up to at the no-puffins puffin beach, then perhaps we should try to see what they’re hiding in the ruined farmhouse.” The idea sent a shiver of excitement through her.

Pig snorted enthusiastically. “Grick!” he oinked, which was Pig for, Come on!

“We just need a plan,” said Pearly, jogging after the eager Pig, who had already scampered off towards their camp site. “A plan Grandpa Woe would be proud of,” Pearly shouted to the now galloping Pig. “A plan that would impress Amma!”

Pig stopped suddenly and turned to face Pearly. Let’s shoot for a plan that works, he oinked and rolled his pink piggy eyes at Pearly.

Pig fell into step with Pearly and by the time the two had reached their camp site, their plan was worked out.

“It’s pretty risky,” said Pearly, her teeth feasting on her bottom lip, all the things that could go wrong spinning through her mind. It was getting crowded in there.

It does have its risks, reasoned Pig, but the risks won’t put us in actual mortal danger, so they are risks worth taking.

Pearly wasn’t sure there were any risks worth taking, but she also knew that if she wanted to be an Adventurologist she needed to learn to take some risks.

Calculate your risks, Pig oinked. Isn’t that number 5 in the RAG?

Pig couldn’t read, or understand anything to do with written language, yet here he was quoting the RAG to her!

“No adventure too small. No challenge too great. Adventure by stealth. Leaving no trace.” Pearly stood with her hands on her hips and recited the Adventurologists’ Guild’s charter. She did it not to prove that she knew the RAG too, but more to instil some confidence – even if it was just bravado. “Okay. Let’s do it.” She thrust out her fist to Pig.

What are you doing? he oinked.

“Fist bump – like we saw Caspar do.”

Pig held out his front trotter. Pearly fist bumped it, grabbed her torch out of her daypack and then crept towards the hidey hole at the back of the barn. “Good luck!” she whispered as Pig disappeared around the other side of the barn towards the farmhouse.

Pearly slithered through the narrow opening and into the barn, then quickly scarpered to the front entrance, keeping cover behind the timbers in the doorway. She slid her head out. All was quiet at the farmhouse. To anyone passing by – not that there would be anyone passing by – but if there were, it would look deserted. Why did they keep everything inside and leave no evidence of their existence?

Pearly was even more desperate to get inside now. Pig came into view. He sauntered up to the farmhouse and stood at the doorway. He looked back towards the barn and winked. Pearly swallowed down a giggle. She had never seen Pig wink before!

Pig stamped his trotters and squealed at the top of his voice. It was shrill. It was scary. It was loud. So loud, Pearly worried that Dr Maud and Anouk might hear him from the other side of the island. But she had no time to act on that worry, because a sleepy, yawning Caspar emerged from the farmhouse, shouting at Pig in Dutch and waving his hands at him to shoo him away. To Pearly’s delight, in one of those shaking hands, Caspar was clutching his notebook. Their plan had a chance.

Pig saw it too.

Yippee! he oinked for Pearly’s benefit.

Pig put his head down, vaulted over the broken steps and charged at Caspar. Caspar screamed and ran into the farmhouse. Pig gave chase. Pearly couldn’t see what was happening inside, but she could hear quite the commotion – crashes and bangs and piggy squeals and Caspar screams, until finally Pig came running out with Caspar’s notebook in his mouth, and with Caspar running after him. The two screeched past Pearly and off down the slope.

Pearly acted quickly and decisively. She bolted out of the barn, leapt over the debris and into the farmhouse. It was dim inside, so Pearly switched on her torch. The light arced across the farmhouse. Smoky bacon! The de Klerks had an elaborate set up inside. There were no interior walls to speak of – just the skeletons of some, but within the large open-ish space were three dome tents set up in a row. Tents inside? How odd. There was a kitchen area with camp table and chairs and a camp stove on a stand, gas bottles, another table with rolled up maps or plans and folders, lots of digging equipment and a radio set-up. Boxes of food supplies lined one wall and tubs of clothes and boots another.

Pearly slid the torch over the space. It looked like some repair work had been done to shore up the framework, though large chunks of roof and ceiling were missing. Pearly noted curiously that there was nothing under the open roof parts. It was if the de Klerks were hiding. If they had Amma’s permission, why hide? And wouldn’t Amma have warned them to stay clear of the farmhouse? She had made such a point of it to Pearly.

Then there was all the equipment. How did they get all this equipment here? How did they get here at all? She hadn’t seen a boat. Perhaps the IPP people dropped them off … it was possible, she supposed.

Pearly’s torchlight caught on something propped up against the back wall. It was a large and an unusual shape wrapped in black plastic and carefully taped up. She flicked the torch right across the wall and found another similar package. She stepped over some rubble in the centre of the room and headed towards the mysterious parcels.

“What are you doing in here?” An angry voice behind her made her jump with fright.

Pearly swivelled round, the torchlight shining right in a furious Caspar’s face. He shut his eyes and waved his hands in front of his face. “Turn that thing off!” he shouted.

Pearly’s pulse thudded in her neck. She turned off the torch and made a run for it, but Caspar grabbed her arm before she had taken two steps.

He dragged her to the front doorway. “Get out of here before Mamma returns. Find your porker and return my notebook. He better not have eaten it!”

“Find?” Pearly’s mind went into panic mode.

“Yes. Find. He disappeared – somewhere over near the cliffs there. Rotten swine!”

Pearly’s legs began to wobble. Her fingers trembled at her sides. “Tell me this is one of your mean little jokes.”

The look on Caspar’s face gave her the answer.

This was no joke.
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Pearly thrust herself at Caspar and pounded his puny chest with her fists. “What have you done with Pig?” she screamed.

Caspar pushed her away with one long arm. “I’ve done nothing!” he shouted back. “He attacked me and stole my notebook.”

Caspar thundered out of the farmhouse. He plonked himself sulkily on a mound of rubble and huffed.

“He took my notebook,” he repeated, sniffling.

“And you lost Pig!” Pearly was overrun with panic, her whole body trembling. “Where is he?”

“How should I know? One minute he was running ahead, the next he was gone. And with my notebook. I didn’t lose him. He lost himself. Stupid porker.”

Pearly felt like kicking Caspar in the shins. How dare he speak about Pig like that! “Where?” she yelled. “Where did you lose him? Did you even look for him?”

“Of course I did. I want my notebook back. But he disappeared, I tell you!”

“That is ridiculous. Get up and come and help me find him.”

Caspar’s eyes opened wide with astonishment. Pearly was a little astonished herself, but when Caspar didn’t move off the rubble, a red-hot fury propelled Pearly to grab him by the arm and shout at him to help her. Caspar shrugged her off, but begrudgingly followed her down the slope towards the middle of the island, the Arctic wind whooshing all around them.

Pearly steamed down the slope, her cheeks stinging. “PIG!” she yelled. “PIG!” She turned to Caspar. “Which cliffs?”

Caspar pointed towards the puffin colony cliffs.

Pearly was dizzy with anxiety.

Pearly recalled Pig’s earlier words about their plan. It does have its risks but the risks won’t put us in actual mortal danger. Had they miscalculated? Had the plan been too risky? Had it put Pig in mortal danger? Had he fallen off the cliff edge?

She stumbled on towards the puffin colony cliffs, calling out to Pig at the top of her voice, knowing it was useless, her words flying out of her mouth and whisked away by the wind. Distant thunder rumbled and the storm clouds were getting closer. The puffins off the cliffs were circling in quite a frenzy. She had to find Pig – and quickly before that storm hit.

“Wait!” shouted Caspar, puffing and panting behind her. “I don’t think we came this far. I think …” He turned around slowly surveying the surroundings. “The last I saw him was over there – near the top of that cliff.”

Pearly’s stomach plummeted. Dread dug deep into her gut as she approached the cliff edge. As she got near to the edge, she dropped onto her stomach and commando crawled towards the very edge. To her surprise, Caspar mirrored her and crawled along beside her.

She licked her lips and took in a deep breath, summoning the courage to look over the edge.

“Do you want me to look for you?” Caspar asked kindly.

She shook her head, fighting back tears. She leant over the edge to peer at the rocks below.

The rock ledge was wide and covered with sharp craggy boulders, spattered with puffin poop. Further out, waves thumped against the platform. Pearly scanned the area. There was no sign of Pig. She let out a long breath that she hadn’t realised she’d been holding and crawled backwards away from the edge.

She sat up and looked around her. “Where could he be?” she sniffed.

Caspar shoved his bare hands under his armpits. “You’re pretty keen on that porker,” he said.

“Don’t call him that. His name is Pig and he is my … friend.”

Caspar’s eyebrows retreated behind his fringe, but for once he didn’t make a smart-alecky remark. Instead, he said, “Whoa, look at that!” He pointed to the cliff edge a bit further up, where a puffin had landed and was flapping its wings feverishly, hopping about doing a strange dance and making an enormous racket.

Pearly frowned. She couldn’t be sure, and it seemed a very odd thing, but she felt it was the same puffin she had met the day before. What she was sure of though was that it was trying to get their attention.

Pearly staggered to her feet. “Wait here,” she whispered to Caspar. She tiptoed towards the puffin, trying to imitate the noises she had heard some of the puffins make when they were soothing their young. The puffin let out a startlingly loud call in reply, which made Pearly stop in her tracks. It turned its head to one side, as if showing Pearly the black scar on its cheek. It was their puffin friend! And it was definitely trying to tell her something. It flapped its wings frantically and pointed its orange beak downwards. Pearly looked down.

Smoky bacon! Her toes were hanging over the edge of a wide hole. An old burrow perhaps that had fallen in and was magnificently camouflaged with clumps of scurvy grass bending across the opening.

The puffin made its loud call again, pointing its beak downwards to the bottom of the hole.

Pearly looked again.

Mamma mia!

It couldn’t be! But it was.

Lying in the bottom of the hole was Pig.

On his side.

Motionless.
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“PIG!” Pearly yelled and dropped to her knees.

The puffin flew off.

Caspar leapt to his feet.

The heavens opened.

The storm hit.

Pearly lay on her stomach, freezing rain pelting her back, and leant into the hole. “PIG!” she screamed again, wet sobs rising in her throat.

Caspar leant in too. “Is he dead?” he asked softly.

“NO!” yelled Pearly. “Don’t say that. He can’t be and don’t you dare make any jokes about bacon or pork schnitzel!”

Caspar put his hands on his chest and looked shocked. “Me? I would never do that.” He peered back into the hole. “Hey, look!”

Pearly looked. Pig’s trotters were moving. He shivered, then wiggled and squirmed, until he was on his feet.

“Pig, are you okay?” Pearly yelled into the hole.

It’s raining, Pig replied.

“It is! It is!” Pearly couldn’t keep the joy out of her voice or the tears from tracking down her face. “Hold tight. We’ll get you out of here.”

Not much to hold on to but do hurry. That rain is icy. And I’m pretty stuck, not to mention it’s stinky down here.

“Don’t worry. We’ll—” At that moment, Pearly remembered Caspar, who was crouching opposite her, his mouth gaping.

“It’s true,” he shouted over the downpour, rain dripping from his chin. “You can understand the porker—” A loud piggy squeal shot out of the hole. “The … pig,” Caspar corrected, “and the pig can understand you. Wow! Wait till I tell Mamma and Anouk—”

“You can’t,” Pearly cut in. There was no use denying it. She had blown it. “It’s a secret.”

“It was a secret …”

“And what your family are doing here is not what you say it is. Is it? Wouldn’t your mamma love to hear how you let me into the farmhouse to explore your hideout …”

Caspar narrowed his eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. You keep my secret and I’ll keep yours – and your family’s. Deal?”

She held out her fist. Caspar pushed out his lips and scrunched up his nose. Pearly raised her eyebrows encouragingly and held her fist closer.

“O-kay,” Caspar grumbled and bumped Pearly’s fist.

Oi-nk, oi-nk, Pig oinked, which was Pig for Hel-lo!

“Sorry, Pig,” Pearly replied, a strange feeling bubbling inside her. A gooey honey on warm toast feeling that she had never felt before. She glanced shyly up at Caspar. Maybe she was making herself a … friend. She turned back to Pig. “I’ll go and get some rope. Hold tight!”

Nothing to hold onto! Pig oinked back as Pearly got to her feet and ran off up the slope, now slick and slippery, shielding her face with her arm from the driving rain.

Caspar ran to catch up. “Should we call a hambulance?” he said and laughed.

Pearly shot him a look.

“Sorry. Couldn’t help it. You have to admit it was pretty funny.” He pressed his lips together to stop himself from laughing. “I might have something we could make a sling with,” he added.

“Thank you,” Pearly said. “That would be great.”
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The storm didn’t let up. Rain bucketed down. Lightning forked into the sea, whipped wild by the wind.

It certainly didn’t help the Pig Rescue Plan.

Weirdly, Caspar did though. He threw himself into the whole escapade. Together they fashioned a sling from a canvas tarp Caspar brought from inside the farmhouse and lengths of rope Pearly had in her adventure pack. With the two of them working together in the farmhouse and out of the weather, their rescue sling was complete in less than an hour.

They seemed to make a great team, though Pearly fretted that Pig was stuck out in the icy rain, and Caspar constantly glanced furtively across the island towards the no-puffins puffin beach. Pearly guessed he was worried about his mamma and sister returning and catching Pearly in the farmhouse.

“I think they must be sheltering in the cave,” Caspar muttered at one point, making Pearly’s skin prickle with his accidental mention of a cave. Another secret revealed. Pearly was more curious than ever to explore the area, but she knew that it would have to wait. Pig came first.

Once they were finished, Pearly ducked back to her camp site to put on her wet weather gear and grab a towel, some corn fritters and Pig’s rain jacket, while Caspar changed into his wet weather gear too. They met back at the barn and headed for the cliffs and Pig’s hole.

Pig was decidedly snappy when they finally reached him. He grunted and oinked and squealed his displeasure. Pearly couldn’t blame him – his polar jacket was wet through and he was shivering. Thankfully, the worst of the storm seemed to have passed and the rain was now nothing more than light drizzle.

“Can you ask him if he has my notebook?” Caspar whispered as they lowered their rescue sling into the hole.

“Let’s get him into this sling first.” Pearly smiled reassuringly at Caspar, quite amazed that this was the first time he mentioned his notebook.

Pearly stood on one side of the hole, Caspar on the other, each holding the ropes attached to the ends of the sling. Together they reached across and folded the sling into a V-shape so it would fit into the shaft and not get stuck. Then they lowered it down. It needed a good jiggle to get it moving, but eventually the sling started its awkward downward journey.

What are you doing? It’s getting dark in here! Pig oinked, sounding panicky. AROO, AROO, AROO.

“Stay calm,” soothed Pearly.

Once the sling was within Pig’s reach, Pearly called to Pig to pull it down with his mouth and try to step into it.

There was much AROOing and squealing and a stack of grunting with exertion, but finally the sling was on the ground of the hole and Pig was standing on it.

“Straddle it, like you straddled Samam,” Pearly called. Samam was the elephant who had rescued Pearly and Pig when they were lost in the jungles of Anachak. “Or like in the sling that you came down from the helicopter in. It just needs to be under your belly, then we’ll do the rest.”

There was more AROOing and squealing and grunting as Pig rearranged himself in the narrow space so that his legs straddled either side of the sling, and the sling was positioned beneath his stomach. Pearly nodded at Caspar and the two gently pulled on their ropes, so the sling rose under Pig’s belly.

“Ready?” Pearly called.

Rah! Pig oinked, which was Pig for, Yes! Then Oinkity!, which was Pig for No!

Pearly let out an exasperated sigh. “What’s up?”

Wait, Pig oinked, as he leant out of the sling, swooping his snout back and forth under it.

“What’s he doing?” Caspar whispered.

Pearly shrugged her shoulders.

Got it! squealed Pig. Okay, up we go.

Pearly and Caspar peered into the hole.

“He has my notebook,” Caspar noted, his smile wide.

Pearly and Caspar worked together pulling the pig-heavy sling up through the narrow shaft. The rope cut into the edges of the hole, and Pearly was grateful that she and Caspar both thought to wear gloves. As Pig rose higher, Pearly and Caspar stepped backwards away from the hole, both groaning with the strain of lifting a healthy Pig who loves his food. Pearly’s back and arms ached, her legs burnt. At last, Pig emerged from the shaft, leaping out, like a cork popping from a bottle. Pearly and Caspar fell back onto their behinds. Pig dropped Caspar’s notebook at Caspar’s feet, then shook himself fiercely.

Caspar picked up the soggy, grubby notebook and held it to his chest. “Thank you, Pig,” he said, though Pearly could see that he felt odd thanking a pig. “I promise not to mention bacon or schnitzel again.”

Thank you, Pig oinked.

Pearly didn’t bother translating. She hugged Pig tight. She pulled off his polar jacket, gave him a rub down with the towel and got him into his rain jacket. The rain had stopped, but at least this jacket was dry and should help to warm him up.

“Grick,” said Pearly, which was Pig for, Come on, and handed Pig a corn fritter. “Let’s get you back to camp and snuggled in the warmth of your sleeping bag.”

“And quickly,” added Caspar, pointing towards the no-puffins puffin beach, where two distant human figures were visible.

Dr Maud and Anouk were on their way back.
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Pig scoffed down a meal of warmed oats and the last three of Angel’s corn fritters. His ordeal had given him quite the appetite. Then he snuggled into his sleeping bag and was soon snoring. Pearly felt enormous relief. She had come so close to losing him – and what for? – to snoop inside a farmhouse. It didn’t seem worth it, but it had delivered some interesting insights.

Pearly crawled out of the tent. The storm had passed, and the sky was now wide and open and gloriously pale blue. Only a slight breeze teased her curls. It almost felt like summer. Not an Orchard Island summer, which was hot and sticky and filled with swimming in the Lemon Tree River and picnicking under the shade of the eucalypts. But definitely summer-ish. She draped her wet clothes and Pig’s wet polar jacket over the few boulders scattered around the camp site – hoping that the warmth from the weak Arctic sun would dry them before they were needed again.

Pearly spied Caspar leaning up against the side of the barn. He too had changed into summer-ish clothes. Without a beanie, his hair stuck up in weird angles, looking stiff and sharp enough to slice a finger. Pearly raised her hand to say hello, but Caspar shook his head vigorously and pointed back towards the farmhouse – a new, dry notebook shielding his pointing finger.

Pearly guessed that Dr Maud and Anouk were still there.

She wished they would go back to the no-puffins puffin beach, so she could talk to Caspar. Her cheeks felt hot. It was such a strange thing – this talking to someone her own age, so unfamiliar and uncomfortable, but also exciting. The strangest thing was that she was almost eleven and this was the first time she had really spent any time with a kid her age. She knew that her parents homeschooled her and kept her away from other kids to protect her – to keep her extraordinary ability of speaking so many languages and communicating with animals a secret. But at what cost? Was she always going to be kept away from other kids? Would she never be allowed to have friends? This had never occurred to her before. She had a great life on Orchard Island. She had her family. She had the Guild. Importantly, she had Pig. She had never really missed having friends her own age. After all, how can you miss something that you’ve never had? But now that she had made friends of sorts with Caspar, she wondered if she would be content with just Pig and her family.

Pearly glanced across at Caspar. Was he her friend? Only spiky tufts of hair were visible above his notebook. He seemed lost in his own little comic strip world, as if she didn’t exist. Some guard!

Pearly got up and made herself some lunch – dehydrated vegetable stir-fry – on her camp burner and sat down outside their tent with her Challenge Journal. She skimmed over the challenge tasks.

1. Stay alive. (So far, so good – but only just for Pig.)

2. Catch a fish and cook it. (Total fail.)

3. Start a campfire from scratch. (Success. Big tick.)

4. Map the island. (Better get cracking with this one – the challenge is almost half over.)

5. Find something wondrous. (The puffin’s call is wondrous. But maybe there will be something even more wondrous – I will have to wait and see.)

6. Keep a challenge log using this journal. (What will I write tonight? Can I mention the Pig Rescue without mentioning Caspar? Probably not.)

She finished her meal, then nibbled on a square of hazelnut chocolate, her mind drifting onto other things that she wanted to achieve while on the island. Her own challenge tasks. An alternate set of goals. She tore out a page and made a new list – a list of questions she wanted answered.

1. Why are the de Klerks really here?

2. What are they hiding in the farmhouse ruin? Who are they hiding from?

3. Why did Dr Maud call the no-puffins puffin beach a dig site?

4. Where is the cave?

That last one was particularly appealing. What Adventurologist-in-training wouldn’t want to find a secret cave? Pearly chewed on her pencil, daydreaming a new plan – one where she and Pig had another go at exploring the no-puffins puffin beach and found that cave. After all, how could she map the island if one whole part of the island was off limits?

“What are you writing?”

Pearly shrieked. Her Challenge Journal flew up into the air, almost hitting a very curious Caspar in the face. He leant over Pearly, peering intently at her.

“Don’t creep up on me like that,” Pearly managed, her heart pounding.

“Sorry. I wasn’t creeping – you were just miles away. Mamma and Anouk have gone back out. So, what’s that?” Caspar pointed to the journal that Pearly had slapped shut and was holding tightly against her stomach.

“It’s my Challenge Journal – that’s all. I see you have a new notebook.”

“Yeah. I have a few spare. My other one is in my tent drying out. I hope it’s not ruined. Some of my best work is in that.” Caspar sat on the ground beside Pearly. “It’s pretty lonely here most of the time – and boring. There is only so much dig— I mean counting black and white birds one kid can take.”

Pearly tried not to show she noticed Caspar’s slip-up about digging, filing the information away for future reference. Instead, she said, “Is that why you draw comics?”

“Mostly. But I don’t only draw here. I’m always drawing and making up stories – ask Mamma and Anouk. They say I’m obsessed. That I’d rather my make-believe world than the real one. They’re probably right.”

“Why were you drawing pictures of me and Pig?” Pearly asked carefully. The conversation was going so well, but she still felt awkward and wary. She didn’t want to mess it up.

“Jeepers creepers – you’ve got no idea how excited I was when you and the porker – sorry, you and Pig – showed up. It was so boar-ing before.” Caspar laughed out loud in a piggish way.

Pearly gave him a sideways look.

“Sorry,” he said. “But it was. There are only so many puffins you can draw and they don’t make for good stories, but you and the pig – holy moly, you are my new inspiration. I haven’t minded guarding you at all.”

“So you are guarding us? Why? Why do we need guarding?”

Caspar hung his head low and pulled at the blades of grass around him. “I shouldn’t have said that. Don’t tell Mamma, will you? It’ll be over soon.”

“What will be over?”

Caspar jumped to his feet. “Stop asking questions!” he said through clenched teeth. “Mamma was right, I shouldn’t talk to you. You make me all confused.”

Caspar drew in a long breath, glared at the stunned Pearly, then stamped off.

Mamma mia, thought Pearly. That went well. Not.

Making friends was confounding.

Especially when that friend seemed to be keeping secrets.

Secrets Pearly was determined to uncover.
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Pearly was so jumpy, she felt as if she was standing on top of an ants’ nest. She couldn’t sit still. She couldn’t stand still. Even her thoughts weren’t still. With the exasperating Caspar stomping off in a huff and Pig snoring inside the tent, what was she going to do now? She couldn’t just hang about all afternoon. Day 3 was almost over!

Perhaps she should start mapping the island. That was it. She just needed a project – something to focus on.

She sat cross-legged beside her campfire pit and turned to the back of her journal. She sketched out the basic shape of the island as she remembered it when viewing it from Amma’s helicopter. She remembered that it looked like a big fat fish. Their camp was up in the fish tail end of the island, the no-puffins puffin beach at the mouth end and the windswept puffin colony cliffs along the top of its wide body. She sketched in the rough location of the farmhouse and barn ruins, the hillock above and their camp site location. She also marked in the approximate location of the drop site, where her mother had winched her down – which was right in the middle of the big wide body of the fish. There were so many details to fill in, especially along the no-puffins puffin beach, but also to the east of the camp site along the “fish tail” coast.

It was time to explore.

She poked her head into the tent. Pig was still snoring. She didn’t have the heart to wake him after his morning ordeal, so she tore a page out of her journal and drew another map with an arrow to where she was going. She added some puffins flying to the left to give Pig some bearings. Pig couldn’t read, but she hoped he could figure out where she was from the map. If not, hopefully his sniffer would help him locate her. She propped the map up against her sleeping bag so it would be the first thing he saw when he woke. Then she tossed a few bits and pieces into her daypack and set off.

It felt great heading off to explore – especially in this mild weather. She didn’t even mind that she was alone. It was so much better than sitting around the camp site stewing on what on earth she had said to make Caspar angry with her.

Besides, what could go wrong?

She started listing positives in her head.

I can’t get eaten by a great white shark. (The waters were too cold for great whites.)

I can’t get bitten by a venomous snake or spider. (Orchard Island had oodles of deadly snakes and spiders.)

I can’t die of sunstroke from excessively hot temperatures. (She stopped and took a swig from her water bottle just to make sure she didn’t dehydrate.)

I can’t say the wrong thing and make someone storm off! (That was a big advantage of being alone.)

The landscape rose steeply to the fish tail end of the island. That was something that wasn’t obvious from the helicopter. She pulled out her journal and made a note of the steepness on the map.

Unlike the grassy cliffs of the puffin colony, the grasslands here ended abruptly. Grass – then sky. Pearly got onto her hands and knees, and crawled towards the edge, keeping a good eye out for possible holes, like the one Pig had fallen into. Once she was at the edge, she lay on her stomach and slid her head over.

Whoa! The cliffs plunged directly into the sea. She looked to her left and right. She was more or less in the middle of the fish tail, the cliffs jutting out further on either side. There were no rock ledges or beaches, just cliffs and sea. The sight made her dizzy. It was a very long way down. No wonder Amma had warned her so thoroughly about being careful around the cliff edges.

She wiggled back and then sat up, marking in the dangers of these cliffs, and also amending the rough shape she had drawn – the tail to the south stuck out quite a lot further than the one to the north.

Pearly followed the cliff line around the north “tail”, occasionally wiggling to the edge so she could peer at the sheer cliffs plunging into the sea. Each time stole her breath away. It was a spectacular sight. She continued following the northern side of the island towards the puffin colonies. The squawking birds seemed to be enjoying the mild weather too – and there appeared to be more than ever in the skies. She kept well away from the edges as she moved away from the fish tail; it had become steep and at times slippery.

Up ahead, the coastline seemed to have a bite in it that she hadn’t noticed from the air. She deviated to take a closer look. The land dipped sharply and surprisingly led down to a rocky beach between the northern fish tail cliffs and the puffin colony cliffs. A thrill shot through Pearly at the discovery. She felt like a real explorer. Once down on the pebbly sand, Pearly stepped back to look at the cliffs behind her so she could draw them on her map. Maybe she should name this little beach. Bite Beach? Hidden Bay? Pearly Woe Cove?

She noted on her map that the grassed slope between the two cliff faces flattened out quite a bit before dropping onto the beach, and at the western end of the beach a great chunk of the grassy verge seemed to have split off and fallen onto the sand. She went to investigate, wondering if the earth tremors may have caused the land to break off. That thought made Pearly’s pulse race. If the earth tremors could break off a large chunk of land like that and make it fall onto the beach, what else could it do?

Once Pearly was closer, she realised there were actually two chunks broken off – both the size of small cars. They left a gaping mouth in the grassy edge that revealed the layers of dirt and rock and eventually ice that lay beneath the grass.

The permafrost!

Angel had taught Pearly about the permafrost in the Arctic regions. She even had information about it pasted in her journal. Angel had told her that in many areas, this layer of permanently frozen earth below the surface had started to thaw and melt because of climate change. Maybe this is what had happened here. Maybe this could be her wondrous thing! It was a sad wondrous thing though that could have terrible consequences for the whole planet.

Pearly peered at the thick slabs of exposed ice and remembered reading that when the permafrost melted it revealed secrets of what life on earth was like thousands of years ago. That was a thrilling thought. She also remembered that it was feared that the melting ice might release poisonous gases or deadly viruses trapped beneath the ground for millennia. Pearly held her breath and stepped back.

But not for long, because sticking out of the exposed ice was something both intriguing and enticing. A curly horn-shaped object, the colour of the oak wood on the kitchen floor at Woe Mansion. Pearly stepped cautiously towards it, her brow furrowed, her heart pounding with excitement. It was wood coloured, but it wasn’t a chunk of wood. It had a pointy tip, that had a small crack through it and a couple of pieces broken out of it.

Pearly’s breath caught in her throat. She had a pretty good idea what it might be.

And if she was correct, it would most definitely be her wondrous thing. A remarkable amazing once-in-a-lifetime wondrous thing.

But just as she reached her trembling fingers out to touch it, she heard noises on the cliffs above her – grunting and squealing and then someone calling her name frantically.

“PEAR-LY! PEAR-LY!”

Pearly looked up. Caspar and Pig were hurtling down the slope towards her – and both had looks on their faces that made her knees weak.
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Smoky bacon, Pearly! Pig squealed, at the same time as Caspar yelled, “What are you doing down here? It’s not safe.”

Pig bolted over the pebbles and rubbed his ribs against Pearly’s legs. Pearly crouched beside him and hugged him to her, scratching behind his ears.

I couldn’t find you! he oinked. And I was so panicked all I could smell was my own fear.

“I left you a map,” Pearly replied.

I didn’t see a map, besides I can’t read, Pig squealed, curling his body close to Pearly’s.

“You shouldn’t be here.” Caspar loomed over the two of them. “Pig went ballistic! Making weird noises and poking his snout into my legs. I thought he was attacking me again.”

He got the message eventually, Pig oinked softly. And he did help me to calm down and find you. Once I was near the puffin cliffs, I got your scent again.

Pearly gave Pig one last scratch before standing. “Thank you,” she said to Caspar sincerely. “Pig said you helped him calm down and to find me. I was only mapping the island – it’s one of my challenge tasks.”

“Mamma says it’s dangerous round here. The ground is …” Caspar looked around as if trying to find something dangerous, “unstable. See – he pointed to where the large chunks of land had fallen onto the beach. Come on. We better get back.”

Pearly appreciated Caspar helping Pig, but she didn’t appreciate him telling her what to do.

“I don’t need to get back anywhere,” she replied. “I’m going to map the puffin colony cliffs next. But first …” She headed towards her startling discovery. “Look at this! In the permafrost. I think it is—”

“A lump of wood,” Caspar cut in. “Petrified wood – nothing unusual. It’s everywhere along the beaches.”

Pearly’s stomached dropped. A lump of wood? Disappointment and embarrassment mingled in her stomach. She was sure it was something else.

“It’s getting late. We better leave,” Caspar continued. “Mamma and Anouk will be returning soon.”

“That’s not my problem.” Pearly examined her curvy oak-coloured find in the permafrost. A lump of wood?

Caspar grabbed her arm and pulled her away. “Trust me. Forget what you’ve seen here. It’s better that way. Now let’s go!”

She wrenched herself free from Caspar’s grip, her brow furrowed with annoyance. Forget a lump of wood? Forget chunks of land fallen onto the beach. Trust him? Caspar was too baffling. She was getting tired of his moods and his bossiness. She was getting tired of trying to have a normal conversation with him. She glared at him. Once again, she wondered if all kids were like this, or was it just Caspar. One thing for certain, she wasn’t going to let him boss her around – and she trusted him as much as she would trust a hungry Bengal tiger.

“Come on, Pig,” she said. She pushed past Caspar and began the climb back up.

When she reached the top, she glanced at her watch. Dang! It was nearly seven. She needed to get back to send her 7 pm message or her father would be frantic.

Message time? Pig oinked.

“Yep. We better hurry.”

Caspar followed close behind, and it frustrated her that he might think she was leaving because he told her to.

“How can you understand what he says?” he asked, from behind.

“What are you really doing here on the island?” she countered.

“You shouldn’t answer a question with a question!” Caspar replied, now striding right alongside her. “And you shouldn’t ask so many questions.”

“Ha!” she said. It’s the only reply she could think of.

“Questions can be dangerous.” There was a grave seriousness to Caspar’s voice that made the hairs on the back of Pearly’s neck lift, and for the first time all day, Pearly felt for her emergency beacon. Was what the de Klerks doing dangerous?

She really needed to know. This was Amma’s island. The more she thought about it, the more she believed that Dr Maud had been lying about Amma knowing they were here. Amma’s mind was sharp. She wouldn’t forget about people being on her island. Only last week she told Pearly in precise detail about her hike across Uzbekistan. She remembered everything. Dates, times, names – even menus and the unusual spellings of place names.

Pearly walked on quietly, her eyes trained on her boots. “How come you don’t like me asking questions?” she asked cautiously.

“Just stop being so nosey,” Caspar replied. “Please,” he added softly.

“So it’s all right for you to ask questions, but not me?”

Caspar drew his lips into a thin line. He pushed his hair out of his eyes with his dirty fingers. “Forget my question about Pig. You just have to stop asking questions.”

Pearly wanted to ask why – why should she stop asking questions and why should she trust him. But they were questions too and would no doubt make Caspar all snappy and difficult again. Instead, she sighed and picked up her pace. She found communicating with this boy tough going. Who knew that speaking Boy was more challenging than speaking polar bear or elephant?

Once they reached the hillock above their camp site, Pig oinked quietly beside her, The other humans. They’re close by.

“Oh great,” said Caspar, as he reached the top of the hill too. “Mamma is back.” He turned to Pearly. “Don’t tell Mamma where you’ve been. Okay? Or about that lump of … wood … you found. It’s safer that way.”

He jogged off to the farmhouse, where Dr Maud could be heard shouting, “CASPAR! Where are you now? CASPAR!”

Pearly and Pig looked at each other. Pearly shrugged. Pig rolled his pink eyes. Something was not right about this family. Pearly marched down the slope.

To her delight, their little puffin friend was perched on top of their tent, as if waiting for them to return. Pig stopped and waited quietly while Pearly approached the bird. She took slow careful steps, then reached out a hand and gently stroked its chest feathers with the back of her fingers. It made a soothing noise.

“Thank you,” Pearly whispered as she stroked. “Thank you for helping us find Pig.”

She bent down slowly to retrieve the satellite phone from inside the tent. But the movement startled the little bird and it flew off.

Pearly’s shoulders sagged.

It likes you, Pig said. And it’s not as cheeky as that Wah-Wah!

Pearly laughed at that. Wah-Wah was the little monkey she had befriended in Anachak and he was indeed cheeky, but also very clever and helpful. Just like the puffin, Wah-Wah had helped them.

The satellite phone was blinking with a message. It was only 7:07 and already her father was worrying.

ARE YOU OKAY?

Pearly messaged back immediately.

YES. LOST TRACK OF TIME. STILL ALIVE.

Well, that wasn’t a lie, was it?

Raised voices wafted over the barn. It sounded as if the de Klerks were having an argument.

“Wait here,” Pearly told Pig. She slid through her secret passageway to the barn and crept up to the entrance, keeping behind the timbers framing the door.

“I told you,” Caspar was saying in Dutch. “I was doing what you said to do – to follow them and not let them out of my sight. It’s not my fault she and the porker go traipsing all over the island.”

“You seem to be getting very chummy,” Anouk said, in a teasing voice. “We saw you walking across from the cliffs – like you were the best of friends. Maybe even holding hands. Has Caspar found a girlfriend?”

Pearly’s cheeks flushed red hot.

“She’s not my girlfriend!” Caspar shot back.

“Girlfriend! Girlfriend!” Anouk taunted.

“I don’t even like her. She’s too weird.”

The words buzzed in Pearly’s ears and made tears prickle in her eyes.

“Stop it the pair of you!” said Dr Maud. “Anouk, this is no time for teasing your brother. Caspar, weird or not, you have to do your job properly and keep her away from the dig site. We have less than a day before this ordeal is over. That storm pushed us back – lucky we set off early or we would be well behind. We can’t blow it now. How many times do I need to remind you that these people mean business? Now get inside and help with dinner.”

Pearly edged away from the doorway and crept back to the hidey hole on shaky legs.

So much of what she had heard made her feel sick to the stomach. She didn’t know what was worse – that Caspar thought she was weird, or whatever they were doing at the dig site.

One thing for sure, she was going to find out about that dig site.

Tonight.

And this time she wouldn’t fail.
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DAY 3

We experienced a terrible storm this morning. Lightning, thunder, icy winds and torrential rain. Got caught out without rain gear and got soaked. Pig fell into a collapsed puffin burrow but I was able to help him out without too many problems. There is one puffin who seems to have befriended us. I would love to be able to work out how to communicate with it …

Pearly tapped her pencil on the page and reread what she had just written.

“I’m getting good at these,” she said to Pig. “It’s quite fun to write about the day but not reveal the whole truth.”

Pig snorted. Is it time to go yet? he oinked.

The sun was almost tipping over the horizon, their tent casting long shadows over the camp site. It still felt strange to Pearly that it never got truly dark, but it was certainly useful. It was well past midnight, and there had been no noises coming from the farmhouse for hours.

“Yep,” Pearly replied, pulling her daypack over her shoulder. “I don’t want to fall asleep and be too late again.” She fastened Pig’s polar jacket and pulled on her beanie and gloves, and set off as quietly as possible around the back of the barn, taking the route close to the cliffs again – just to make sure.

What were they going to discover down at the no-puffins puffin beach? she wondered as they walked. Would they find that cave Caspar mentioned? And if they did, what might they find inside it? The thought made Pearly’s head fizz and her legs shake.

Maybe the cave is filled with puffins in cages ready for the black market? she fretted.

Pearly swallowed hard and tried to push this thought out of her mind, only to have it replaced with new ones. Why did Dr Maud call it a “dig site”? What are they digging up? Maybe they’d discovered buried treasure! Maybe the bad guys who “meant business” are treasure hunters or worse, pirates!

Images of a crew of angry pirates storming the island, waving their cutlasses scrolled through Pearly’s mind. Pearly shuddered.

Smoky bacon to those worries, Pig oinked quietly.

Was it always so obvious when Pearly started to worry?

“Smoky bacon to my worries!” she said and smiled at Pig. Pig was right; she had to keep the lid on her worries and not let them bubble up and over. Besides, all they were doing was looking at what was there. What harm was there in that? Dr Maud might have warned them not to come down here, but she didn’t own the island, so she really had no right.

They were now at the far western end of the island, where the grassland sloped gently down to the long black beaches – the fish mouth end of the island. Pearly took a deep breath and picked a path onto the beach where the grass seemed to spill directly onto the sand. The sand was squelchy, but the tide was low and the sea was a smooth pale gold in the midnight sun. They traipsed to the water’s edge and then turned and surveyed the area. As suspected, there was absolutely no evidence of puffins nesting or hanging around this end of the island. No puffins on the no-puffins puffin beach. No burrows. No puffin noise. The IPP was definitely a cover. A fake.

Black cliffs jutted out into the sea at the southern end of the beach, and at the northern end, a low rocky platform wrapped around to the north and disappeared around the corner of the island. If there was a cave anywhere along here, it was probably down in that southern end in the cliff face, Pearly guessed. Along the beach frontage, there was a drop from grassland to beach of about a metre or two in most places and, like on the little beach she had discovered earlier, several large blocks of grassy land had fallen onto the sand, exposing the permafrost.

Uh-oh, oinked Pig.

“What’s wrong?” Pearly whispered, not sure why she was whispering when there was no one around.

We’ve made tracks, Pig said.

Mamma mia! He was right. The earlier high tide must have washed away Dr Maud and Anouk’s footprints as Pearly’s boot prints and Pig’s trotters were the lone markings across the sand. “If the tide comes in, we’ll be okay, but if not we’ll have to wipe them away before we leave.” Pearly chewed her bottom lip. It was a problem she hadn’t considered, which only had her mind turn to what other potential problems she hadn’t thought of.

There was something else bothering Pearly. Dr Maud called this their dig site. But there was no obvious evidence of digging. Not from this angle anyhow. She approached the fallen chunks of ground. She rose on to her tiptoes and counted six huge chunks in a row. These chunks felt important somehow.

Maybe Dr Maud was a climate scientist, Pearly mused, and she was doing secret experiments on the thawing permafrost. Maybe she was digging out core samples and measuring temperatures and melts and such things. Maybe what she was doing was good and honourable, rather than illegal and underhanded?

But why the secrecy? And the urgency? And the bad guys?

She circled the first chunk of broken-off land and inspected where it had fallen from.

“Pig!” she called as she leant in closer to the exposed layers of dirt and ice on the coast edge. “Take a look at this!”

Pig trotted over. There’s a hole! he oinked.

“Yep. It looks like something has been dug out of the edge here. Something quite big!” She scooted over to where the next chunk had fallen. “Here too! This must be it. This is a dig site. Dr Maud is digging something out of the permafrost.”

Then it clicked.

She thought back to Caspar’s reaction to Pearly at the other beach. How he wanted her away from where the land had dropped onto the beach, how he didn’t want her to ask questions or let Dr Maud know that they had been there.

How he dismissed her discovery as a lump of wood.

It was no lump of wood.

Pearly suspected she had been right all along.

The permafrost was revealing its secrets and Dr Maud was stealing them!
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“This is Mammút Island!” Pearly almost squealed with excitement. “Pig! Mammút Island!”

Pig snorted, shook his head and rolled his eyes. I know that, he oinked.

“Mammút means mammoth in Icelandic. This is Mammoth Island.”

Pig frowned at Pearly, still looking perplexed.

“Mammoths, Pig, woolly mammoths. Mum tells the story – you’ve heard it – how tens of thousands of years ago, Mammút Island was much, much bigger and connected by sea ice to Greenland. The story goes that it was home to herds of woolly mammoths. I never really believed it. It’s so far from Greenland …” Pearly looked out across the golden sea, squinting as if she was trying to see Greenland in the distance. “There were massive volcanic eruptions, and the land and sea ice broke apart and created all the small islands off Iceland and Greenland. Including Mammút Island! Then something catastrophic happened and all the woolly mammoths died off suddenly. They’ve found evidence of mammoths in Greenland but never here – not that anyone has ever looked.”

Wow, oinked Pig, but what has that got to do with Dr Maud digging holes along the edge here?

Pearly smiled at Pig and crouched in front of where the third chunk of land had broken off. “Look at the size and shape of this hole!” she said, pointing. “Pig, this is so amazing. I can’t wait to tell Mum. She will love this. And Amma and Dad.”

WHAT!? What is amazing? Pig was getting frustrated.

“Mammoth tusks,” Pearly stated. “When Mum was teaching me about the tundra and permafrost, she told me how in Siberia where the permafrost is thawing, they have discovered mammoth tusks. Some people are mining them and selling them for their ivory. We read an article about it online.”

Is that what you think they are digging out? Pig squealed.

“YES! That’s what I thought I saw on the other beach – the thing that Caspar said was a lump of wood. It wasn’t wood. It was a tusk. I’m sure of it. And those things in the farmhouse – wrapped in plastic. I reckon they’re tusks too!”

It all made perfect sense. Pearly made her way along the beach edge, examining the large broken off bits and also the exposed layers along the beach edge. Each had evidence of something being dug out and removed. Now, that she looked closely, she could see piles of dug-out dirt and ice beside each fallen chunk. The hole closest to the cliff on the southern side was particularly puzzling. It was larger than the others – much larger – eating into the grassy verge and making an enormous pit.

What had they taken out of there?

One thing for sure, Dr Maud had dug out a lot of tusks, tusks made of ivory, and those tusks would be worth a lot of money. But who were the dangerous people Dr Maud was talking about? And why would they be dangerous? Pearly was missing an important part of the puzzle.

“Come on, Pig,” she said. “Let’s see if we can find that cave. Then we better get the heck out of here.” She needed to think what to do. These tusks were not Dr Maud’s. They were Amma’s – or maybe they weren’t even Amma’s. Who owned these types of finds? She didn’t know, but she was sure that Amma would not want them taken from the island.

Pearly and Pig traipsed across the sand towards the towering cliffs. These cliffs were also made of enormous rectangular basalt pillars that fell sharply from the cliff edge. As she got closer, Pearly could see that the pillars opened up and formed the dark entrance to what must be the cave Caspar had accidentally mentioned.

“Too easy,” said Pearly as the two explorers approached the entrance.

Perhaps far too easy, oinked Pig and shuddered beside Pearly.

The cave entrance was surprisingly large – big enough to drive a bus through. Pearly rifled through her daypack and retrieved her torch. But before she had even turned it on, one of her questions about the de Klerks was answered. Parked at the front of the cave was not a bus – but a boat. A decent-sized motorboat, its bow pointing out to the beach, as if ready to make a quick escape – a getaway boat. And once again, it was deliberately tucked out of view, like the de Klerk’s tents and belongings in the farmhouse ruin. More evidence of the de Klerks hiding their presence on the island.

Pearly walked around the boat, with Pig following, grunting his wonder.

Pearly was certain now that Amma didn’t know the de Klerks were here – not because she was becoming forgetful, but because she was never asked or informed. The de Klerks were not here for the International Puffin Program, which Pearly suspected didn’t exist. It was all made up.

Once past the boat, the cave became dark and icy cold. Pearly turned on her torch and surveyed the space.

“Yes! I was right!” she breathed.

Smoky bacon, replied Pig. Are they mammoth tusks?

“I suspect so,” said Pearly, squatting beside one of the enormous curly tusks, carefully laid out on the sand. She reached out and touched it. It felt rough in places and smooth in others, but ancient all over. A thrill shot down her spine. She was touching the tusk of a woolly mammoth – a magnificent animal that had walked the island tens of thousands of years ago. She imagined if she uncurled the tusk and laid it straight, it would be longer than their SUV.

She traced the torch over the sand and counted eight more tusks. One was broken in two and another seemed to be created from a jigsaw of parts, but the others were mostly intact. Huge leg bones, ribs and skulls were also scattered across the sand.

Pearly stood and shone the torch further into the cave. There was something else right at the back. A large lump covered with canvas.

Pearly picked a path around the tusks and approached the lump, her heart thudding, her body shivering in the cold.

She knelt next to one corner, lifted up the canvas cautiously and peered underneath, shining the torch on what at first looked like a lump of dirt and ice.

She slid her arm under the canvas, raising it further.

Her breath caught in her throat. Her eyes popped.

This was no lump of dirt.

And it wasn’t a mammoth tusk either.

It was a mammoth!

An actual mammoth.

An actual ancient woolly mammoth.
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Pearly plopped onto her backside and bit on her fist. Dr Maud had found what seemed to be a whole carcass of a woolly mammoth – a frozen mammoth mummy! – here on Mammút Island.

What is it? oinked Pig, nudging his snout under the canvas, then disappearing from view. Hey, it’s dark – and stinky in here! Pig’s muffled oinks escaped from beneath the canvas sheet. It smells a bit like elephant and a bit like bison. But more like the earth, ancient earth and animal fur. Whoa! He squealed shrilly. What’s that?

Pig’s head sprang out of the canvas, his pink eyes wide with shock. Something furry touched me, he oinked. He shuddered as if he’d just walked into a spider web.

“I think it’s fur,” said Pearly. “The furry hair of a woolly mammoth.” Pearly slid onto her stomach and slipped her head under the canvas. It was freezing under here. Pig wiggled under beside her. “Careful,” she warned. “I think it’s like a mammoth mummy, a preserved carcass; it could be 30,000 years old. Just imagine!”

Is that its trunk? Pig asked.

Pearly skimmed the torchlight over the mummified animal lying on its side on a bed of shovelled ice. “Probably,” she whispered as she traced the light over the long cylinder of crinkly grey hide attached to a large head. The head had skull bones protruding, a gaping hole where its eye would have been. A hairy bone, like a seashell, was all that remained of its ear. Its body was mostly saggy grey hide, stretched in places, hanging in thick folds in others. Pearly ran her hand over the mammoth’s hide; it felt rough and gritty, flaky in parts, and icy, icy cold, frozen. Patches of long, matted ginger hair hung in stringy clumps. Pearly could make out four chunky legs, thick like tree trunks. The two hind legs still had much tangly long fur dangling from them. The carcass was pretty much complete, except for its tusks, which Pearly guessed might be with the others behind the boat. It was smaller than she imagined a mammoth to be and wondered if it might be a juvenile.

It was such an amazing sight, even in this half-light. Pearly had never in her wildest dreams ever expected to see something like this, but this was what Grandpa Woe always said was the greatest joy of being an Adventurologist – making these extraordinary discoveries – and the lump in Pearly’s throat and the tears pricking her eyes confirmed this.

“Mum will love this. A woolly mammoth, almost intact. This is her thing.”

Pearly reluctantly eased out from under the canvas, thinking. The mammoth was still frozen solid, which meant that it can’t have been dug out of the permafrost that long ago. Was that why the de Klerks were so filthy on that first day? Had they only just retrieved the mammoth out of that pit? It made perfect sense. Oh my, how her turning up must have rattled them!

Pearly couldn’t wait to get back to their camp site and message her family. This wasn’t an emergency, in a life-and-death kind of way, but there was no way that Pearly could keep this a secret now. She had to let her family know, before the “dangerous people” came and stole these amazing finds away.

“I think I’ve definitely found my wondrous thing now,” Pearly told Pig, who was giving himself a massive shake, flinging black sand everywhere. She stood and arced her torch around the cave and shivered in the icy cave air. Her torch brushed over the laid-out tusks, as well as an assortment of other enormous bones and parts of skulls – it was like a mammoth graveyard, or boneyard. In one corner, she spied some equipment – maybe a pump and a long-coiled hose. Had the de Klerks been water-blasting the permafrost? This made Pearly sick to her stomach. She had read about some of the tusk miners in Siberia who had illegally blasted the permafrost to find more tusks – which only made the thaw worse and destroyed the environment. She wasn’t feeling very fond of the de Klerks right now – they were thieves and environmental vandals.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig oinked shrilly, like a fire alarm, into the cavernous space. Trouble. I smell trouble.

“What is it?” Pearly had barely got the words out before she felt it too.

A wobble.

A shake.

A bigger wobble, a bigger shake.

Then a violent vibration beneath her feet that shuddered right up through her legs, her body, her neck, making her teeth chatter.

This was not a tremor like previously, this was a rollicking rocking and shaking like Pearly had never experienced before.

The mammoth tusks and giant leg bones and skulls rattled. The de Klerk’s boat leant from side to side. Bits of rock and gravel rained down on them from the cave roof. A deafening roar of shifting, splitting rock filled the space.

“RUN!” Pearly yelled, though this was easier said than done, as her feet went from under her on her first step.

Pig squealed his distress and nudged her with his snout. Get up! he squealed.

Pearly staggered to her feet. The ground swayed and pitched. Pearly swayed and pitched too as if she was walking on the deck of a boat caught in a roiling sea. She made her staggering way around the rocking boat and to the mouth of the cave. One violent earth shudder seemed to spit her out onto the sand.

Once again, she scrambled back up, Pig AROOing and anxiously circling her. The tide was coming in, so they sloshed along the water’s edge, the ground still trembling beneath them.

Pearly wiped the grit and dirt from her forehead with her arm and watched as two of the chunks of land that had fallen onto the beach tumble over, almost falling into the sea.

This was no tremor. This was an actual earthquake!

She shoved her torch in her jacket pocket and then clambered up the coast edge and onto the grasslands. The shaking seemed to have stopped now, except for what seemed like the occasional wobble that made them both stumble.

They took the cliff route, taking care to stay well away from the cliff edges. Pearly’s head was swirling with all that she had seen on that beach and in that cave. It was an extraordinary find and one she feared that Dr Maud was intent on either keeping for herself or selling to someone else. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to get back to camp and send a message before the dangerous people came and it was all too late.

As they reached the puffin colony cliffs, Pearly’s head pounded and her side ached with a stitch. She called to Pig to stop for a moment so she could catch her breath. She doubled over, clutching her side and drew in a lungful of air. But as she straightened up, Pearly saw two things that made her gasp and her stomach plummet to her toes.

Dr Maud and Anouk were running down the slope from the barn, rushing to the dig site and … thick plumes of smoke were billowing out of Black Rock Volcano.
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Pearly needed to get back to camp. Pronto. But she also couldn’t let Dr Maud and Anouk see them and know they had been down at the beach and had discovered what they were up to.

Act quickly and decisively, the words from “Surviving Sticky Situations” in the RAG flashed neon in her head.

“Down here!” she whispered to Pig. “And be careful.” Pearly slipped over the edge of the cliff and scampered down the windswept slope, trying desperately not to slip or to step in a burrow. Surprised puffins took to the air or flapped their wings feverishly and squawked their displeasure at the unwanted intrusion. Pearly watched the sky fill with the shrieking birds and worried that they would alert Dr Maud and Anouk.

“It’s okay,” she whispered gently, trying to calm the birds, as she traipsed down the sharp decline. But the birds would not be calmed, and she suspected they were already on edge after the earthquake, as was she. She was as shaky as an autumn leaf. “We won’t hurt you,” she soothed. “We’re just hiding.”

Once she was well out of view of Dr Maud and Anouk, she leant up against the steep slope and took in anxious gulps of air. She looked about for their puffin friend, but they were a fair way from its burrow. She hoped it wasn’t too frightened by the earthquake.

I don’t think they saw us, Pig oinked, and startled into flight two puffins from a nearby burrow. Four others flapped their wings and stamped their orange feet, growling at them in that sound like a chainsaw starting up. Pig huddled in closer to Pearly. Sorry, he whispered.

“No mind,” said Pearly, smiling goofily at the puffins in an attempt to look friendly. She reached for her emergency beacon on her belt.

Is this an emergency? Pearly wondered for the umpteenth time. The earthquake seemed to have finished and they weren’t hurt and their lives weren’t in danger. So it strictly wasn’t an emergency. If she pressed the beacon now, Amma would jump in her helicopter and come straight here, expecting to rescue her from some perilous situation. She wanted Amma and her parents here, but first she needed to fill them in on what was happening. She needed their help but they needed her information so they could plan.

Be prepared. Planning is everything. Plan. Plan. Plan. It was the first item in “Adventurologing – the Basics”. She simply had to get a message to them.

She clambered up the slope and peered over the top. Dr Maud and Anouk were well past the puffin colony now, almost at the dig site. She was just about to call Pig, when Caspar appeared, rushing down the slope from the barn, in such a hurry, his long arms and legs looked like spinning wheels.

Pearly ducked out of view and signalled to Pig to stay put.

Caspar was either looking for them or heading to the dig site to report that they weren’t in their camp. Smoky bacon! Why couldn’t he just stay in the farmhouse and draw his silly comic strips?

She eased herself back down the slope to Pig, taking each step super slowly, so she didn’t upset the puffins any further. “We need to hide on the beach,” she said. “Caspar is out there too now. He might be looking for us.”

The two picked a path around the burrows and shrieking puffins and plopped onto the sand. Pearly looked up and down the beach. No caves to hide in – but there were some large boulders. They scooted to the nearest one and hid behind it. Pearly leant her back against the rock, her heart thudding. She stared at the shimmering sea, still calm and smooth. On the horizon the volcano spewed whisps of smoke into the air. Was it erupting? Was it linked to the earthquake? Pearly wished she had the answers.

A short aftershock rumbled along the beach. Pearly and Pig braced themselves and looked at each other, bug-eyed. The sky above them filled with squawking puffins. But the tremor was over in a blink. This didn’t make Pearly worry any less though – earthquakes often led to tsunamis and the beach wasn’t the place to be if there was a giant wave heading their way.

Pearly bent out from behind the rock and peered up at the grassy cliffs above. There was no sign of Caspar. Pig put his snout into the air and sniffed.

His scent is weak, he told Pearly. I think he is with the other two. He sniffed again. Yep. Three scents together over at the other beach.

That was both good news and bad.

Good that Caspar wasn’t looking for them.

Bad because that probably meant that he was telling his mother that they had disappeared. They didn’t have much time.

They raced across the black sand to the cliff. Pearly had just stepped off the beach when their puffin friend came waddling towards them. It was squawking and flapping and clicking its beak – dancing in front of them, blocking their way. Pearly wished she was better at bird languages. She still couldn’t work out what all their chirps and calls meant – though she was certain their puffin friend was distressed and trying to warn them.

Pearly crouched in front of it and gazed into its serious black eyes. “What’s up, little one?” she crooned.

The puffin flapped and jigged up and down, then raced around in circles, orange legs flinging out in front. It was getting itself into quite a state.

“I wish I understood you,” Pearly told the puffin. “I get that you’re upset, but I have to get back to camp.”

Pearly reached out and patted the puffin along its back. She was amazed it allowed her, but her long calming strokes did nothing to settle it. It tossed its head from side to side and started up a low growl.

“Sorry, little one,” Pearly said and reluctantly stepped around it. “It’s trying to tell me something,” she told Pig as they made their way up the slope. “I think it’s trying to warn me. Like it knows something bad is about to happen.”

I can feel it too, oinked Pig.

“Trouble?” Pearly asked.

Worse, muttered Pig.
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Massive earthquake this morning. We are okay. But there is something else. There is a family staying on the island. They have found woolly mammoth tusks and a carcass at the beach on the western side of the island. I think they are going to steal them and sell them to someone, and I think that whoever they are selling them to is coming today. Need help.

Pearly read through the message again. Had she said enough? Too much? She ran her fingers through her curls and considered what else she needed to say. Perhaps she should leave out the part about the earthquake. That might make her father panic. Perhaps she should add in that the people who were coming were said to be dangerous. But that might sound like she was panicking.

Which she was, but she didn’t want her family to know that. She wanted them to think she was coping. She wanted them to think that she was up to the challenge.

Pig trotted around her in an agitated circle, his snout to the ground, oinking, OINKY OINKY NO-NO! OINKY OINKY NO-NO!

This was not helping.

Would she be in trouble for not mentioning the family earlier? Probably, but that didn’t matter now. She couldn’t let the de Klerks take those treasures just because she didn’t want to get into trouble, could she?

HURRY, PEARLY! Pig squealed. They are coming – all of them. I can smell storm clouds of anger heading our way.

Pearly stood and stretched up on her tippy toes. Pig was right. Dr Maud, Caspar and Anouk were charging up the slope towards them, their long arms swinging and faces scowling.

She scrunched her eyes closed and pressed send. It was not quite five in the morning; she hoped someone was up.

Should we make a run for it? Pig oinked.

Pearly swivelled on the spot. There weren’t too many places to run to, and less places to hide. “I guess we could try. It might stall them a bit.”

A message beeped.

STAY PUT AND STAY AWAY FROM THE WESTERN SIDE. WE ARE COMING.

Relief flooded through Pearly. She quickly typed in: THANKS, pressed send and tossed the satellite phone into the tent.

“Follow me,” she told Pig and raced to her hidey-hole at the back of the barn.

The two wiggled through the tight space and into the barn.

“Mamma mia!” cried Pearly, at the same time as Pig squealed, Smoky bacon!

The two stood planted to the ground, eyes wide. The entire front wall of the barn was gone – collapsed to the ground. The western wall had a scary lean to it and the whole barn looked as if it was thinking seriously about toppling over.

“Amma was right to say this barn was dangerous. It must have come down in the quake,” said Pearly, as a large weatherboard from the side wall fell with a thud in front of them. “Let’s get out of here.”

Which way? oinked Pig.

Good question! If they crawled back, they were sure to bump straight into the de Klerks. If they went out through the collapsed front wall, they risked the barn falling on top of them.

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig oinked.

“Shh!” whispered Pearly.

They’re all around us, Pig oinked desperately.

That wasn’t what Pearly wanted to hear.

“Calculate your risks,” she whispered to Pig. “That’s what the RAG says.” She cast frightened eyes over the teetering barn. “Come on,” she said. “This way. Careful not to bump anything.” The two picked a path over fallen timbers and scooted out as fast as they could.

They had just stepped clear when there was a groan and a moan and then a crack and the barn toppled sideways with a resounding crash. Decades of dust and rotting timbers exploded into the air, showering over the stunned Pearly and Pig.

When the dust settled, standing on the other side of the rubble that was once the barn were Dr Maud, Anouk and Caspar. They too were covered in dust. Anouk was shaking the dirt out of her hair furiously. Caspar picked splinters of wood from the sleeves of his jacket. Dr Maud stood with her hands on her hips, face covered in dust, her eyes fixed like laser beams on Pearly.

“You little fool,” she said.

“I didn’t make it fall down,” cried Pearly.

Dr Maud marched around the collapsed barn and stood in front of Pearly, pointy chin raised, eyes glaring. “That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it. You have no idea what you’ve got yourself into.”

Pearly gulped down her nerves. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been snooping down at the beach,” Dr Maud replied.

“What beach—”

“We saw your tracks,” Anouk cut in, stepping over rubble and swiping at her face and picking something off the end of her tongue. “The pig’s tracks are pretty obvious.”

Pig snorted. Pearly’s stomach dropped like a stone. In their rush to escape the earthquake, they had forgotten about their tracks! Rookie mistake. Her family would be disappointed.

“Keep out of this,” Dr Maud said to Anouk in Dutch. “Let me handle this.”

Pearly frowned, pretending she didn’t understand. “It’s my Amma’s island,” she said. “I have the right to go anywhere.”

“You went in the cave!” Anouk cried out. She was obviously upset.

“Enough, Anouk,” said Dr Maud, again in Dutch, then to Pearly in English. “The fact of the matter is that you may have seen things you should not have. Today is an important day for us. We can’t waste time. You will come with us. Now walk.”

“Why Mamma?” Anouk challenged in Dutch. “We should keep her away. Today of all days. She could put us all in danger. Leave Caspar here to guard her.”

“That hasn’t worked too well so far,” Dr Maud replied, still speaking Dutch. Pearly pretended to look puzzled, desperate not to give away that she could understand every word.

“Not my fault!” cried Caspar, who had now joined his mother and sister. “I do have to sleep some time you know! They escaped when we were ALL asleep. If I have to stay, I vote that you let me tie them both up. I’m sick of chasing them around the island.”

Pearly struggled to stop her eyes from popping.

“No, they are coming. Trust me on this,” said Dr Maud. “It is not the best situation, but we need Caspar to help load the boat. My contact is coming alone – no helpers – and I need to make sure I have this nuisance of a girl close by. We don’t want her alerting her grandmother. And maybe you’re right, Caspar, we should restrain them both, to be on the safe side.”

Restrain? This was not good! Pearly looked desperately around her – she couldn’t let them tie her up. Somehow, they had to get away and hide and keep the de Klerks looking for them until Amma arrived in her helicopter. She had to stop them loading the boat!

Dr Maud shoved Pearly’s shoulder. “Walk!” she commanded in English.

Pig was not impressed. He AROOed. He kicked out his back trotters. He lowered his snout and looked ready to charge. Caspar took cover behind his mother.

“Control your animal,” Dr Maud ordered. “And Caspar stop your nonsense. If you had done your job properly, we wouldn’t be in this situation now.”

Pearly eyes flicked from side to side. Her family were on their way, but it would be at least forty minutes before they could get here. Perhaps she should just play along? Or was that the worst thing to do? The RAG and her training were failing her big time here. She stood frozen with indecision.

Pig snorted and grunted and oinked, I’LL CHARGE, THEN YOU MAKE A RUN FOR IT.

Pearly couldn’t see the point. There really was nowhere to run. She crouched beside Pig and pulled him close. His little heart was thudding against his ribs. “Calm down, Pig,” she said, and stroked him. She looked up at Dr Maud. “I don’t like this, but we will come with you. But Amma will not be happy when I tell her how you’ve treated us.”

“We will be long gone by the time you have the chance to be a tattletale!” Anouk hissed and gave Pearly another shove.

Pearly stumbled to her feet. Pig grunted his displeasure.

The two marched down the slope with the de Klerks hot on their heels.

Hurry, Amma, Pearly whispered to herself. Hurry. Please hurry.
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Regret and remorse dropped like twin stones in Pearly’s stomach.

What had she got them into? The tiny seeds of confidence that had started to bloom when she had made the decision to contact her family were swiftly shrivelling, and her mind was swiftly filling with if onlies.

If only she had alerted Amma from the start about the de Klerks. Her instincts had told her that the de Klerks weren’t being honest, and she had doubted the International Puffin Project from Day 1.

If only she had never believed Dr Maud’s claim about Amma being forgetful. Amma was as sharp as a Swiss army knife – Pearly had been fooled, big time.

If only she had tried harder to get information out of Caspar, instead of trying to be his friend. Caspar was certainly not her friend, and he never was.

If only she hadn’t kept it all a big secret from her family. She had not only failed her survival challenge, she had also failed her family and Pig. She was no Adventurologist. She never would be.

Her chest fluttered with what felt like thousands of trapped birds trying to escape. Her legs were so wobbly she could barely walk. She searched the overcast sky for Amma’s helicopter. Strained her ears for the thwump, thwump, thwump of the helicopter blades. She knew it was impossible for Amma to be here so soon, but she so desperately wanted Amma and her parents that she tried to will the helicopter to come faster.

In the distance, Black Rock Volcano was still steaming. The sea was slate grey like the skies. Pig trotted beside her, AROOing. The de Klerks followed a few paces behind, having a whispered argument in Dutch. They were speaking quickly and quietly so Pearly could only make out the occasional bits and pieces – but some of those bits and pieces only made her legs wobble even more.

Anouk … there’s rope … the boat … and sacks.

Caspar … shut up … never liked her … blaming me.

Dr Maud … no time for quarrels … waste time … silly comic book … pay proper attention … can’t mess with … our lives … risk.

Pearly slowed her pace. She wanted to stall getting to the beach. She also wanted to get closer to the family so she could hear all that they were saying.

“Move it!” shouted Dr Maud in English. “The earthquake and chasing you across the island have put us behind schedule. And you don’t want us to be behind schedule, I can assure you.”

Pearly walked faster – she didn’t like the threat in Dr Maud’s words. Why on earth was she dealing with such dangerous people? She was a scientist. She had made an amazing discovery. Pearly couldn’t make sense of it. Maybe she wasn’t a scientist at all – maybe everything was one big lie.

She needed to calm herself. She needed to think clearly. She needed to think like an Adventurologist. She drew in a couple of deep breaths and started reciting the Adventurologist charter under her breath, like a mantra.

“No adventure too small. No challenge too great. Adventure by stealth. Leaving no trace. No adventure too small. No challenge too great. Adventure by stealth. Leaving no trace.” That last line brought tears to her eyes and made her trip over her own boots. What if Dr Maud left no trace of her and Pig? Oh, she had to stop these thoughts!

Sudden movement and an equally sudden and riotous noise to Pearly’s right grabbed her attention. The puffin colony seemed to be swarming above the cliffs. Could they sense something? Were they going to be hit by another quake or perhaps a tsunami? The birds rose like a storm cloud – screaming and pinwheeling and gathering en masse. They hovered for a moment, then they flew off, the black cloud of birds heading directly towards them.

Within seconds, they were upon them, squawking and swooping and flapping and whirling around the de Klerks. Dr Maud ducked out of their way and yelled in Dutch. Caspar held his hands over his head and ran, bent over. Anouk screamed and waved her long sticky arms about, trying to bat them away.

Most kept well away from Pearly and Pig, though one little bird swooped close by several times, as if protecting them. Pearly couldn’t see the black scar on its face, but she knew it was her little friend. When they reached the beach, Anouk shook off the birds near her and grabbed Pearly’s arm roughly. “This way,” she said in English.

“Let go of me.” Pearly tried to pull out of her grip, but Anouk was strong for a teenager – those scrawny arms must be all muscle.

Anouk scowled at her, scrunching up her nose, as if smelling something off. Behind her, Pig let out a shrill cry. Pearly turned to see Dr Maud carrying a kicking, squealing Pig in both arms.

“What are you doing? Let him go!” Pearly yelled, squirming around as Anouk tightened her hold.

Caspar lumbered past them, his eyes downcast and his face grey and grim.

“Calm yourself,” shouted Dr Maud.

Pearly would not be calm.

Nor would Pig. His squeals pierced the air. He kicked and bucked and tried to bite, but Dr Maud held him tight and lumbered onto the sand.

The birds continued to swoop and dive at the de Klerks.

The de Klerks ploughed on.

Anouk dragged the wiggling Pearly and Dr Maud carried the squealing Pig right across the beach. The tide was well in now, so there was only a narrow strip of black sand between the seashore and the great lumps of earth that had fallen onto the beach. Caspar emerged from the cave carrying a coil of rope. Dread seized Pearly. He held the rope out to his mother; he still wouldn’t look Pearly in the eye.

Pearly struggled harder against Anouk’s grasp. She couldn’t let them tie them up! But Anouk was strong.

They were nearly at the cave mouth when it happened.

An explosion.

Sudden.

Deafening.

Violent.

Then another. And another – even stronger and louder.

The force of it sent them all toppling over.

Dr Maud lost her grip on Pig. “What the—?” She scrambled to her feet and raced off to higher ground. Anouk and Caspar clambered after her.

The three stood at the top of the green rise, their hands on their heads, looking north, awestruck.

Pearly didn’t need to look to know what had happened.

Black Rock Volcano had erupted. It had to be. To confirm this, a towering cloud of billowing dark grey ash and debris climbed into the northern sky. Higher and higher, breaking through the clouds and continuing to rise.

The ground rocked with another thunderous boom and more ash was cast skyward.

This was their chance.

Act quickly and decisively, Pearly told herself. She locked eyes with Pig and raised her eyebrows. That was enough. Decision made.

It was time to get out of here.

Pearly dashed straight into the icy water lapping on the sand. Pig followed. It wasn’t ideal to get cold and wet in this climate, but she had no choice – she wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice and leave tracks behind. She sprinted through the shallows as fast as her wobbly legs would take her, salty seawater splashing up into her face and over her clothes.

She jumped from the sea to the cave mouth entrance, glancing behind her to make sure Pig was still with her and that the de Klerks were still watching the volcano. The sky was filling with the thick tumbling cloud of ash and smoke, and for the first time since she had arrived on the island it was becoming almost night-time dark as the ash cloud consumed the sky.

She dashed into the cave and out of sight.

Is this wise? oinked Pig.

Pearly had no idea. But she didn’t have any other ideas. She picked up a piece of driftwood and used it to wipe away their tracks at the cave entrance.

“There must be somewhere we can hide in here,” she whispered to Pig, drawing her torch from her jacket pocket. “But we better find it quick.”

Pearly kept the torchlight low to the ground, as she picked a swift path past the boat, through the tusks and bones graveyard, and around the back of the mammoth carcass and deeper and deeper into the cave until the cave ceiling squeezed her to a crawl. “This will have to do,” she said as she flopped behind a boulder and turned off her torch.

It was super cold back here. And super dark.

Her toes burnt, frozen in her wet boots. Her teeth chattered. She wiped the salt water from her face and wrapped her arms around Pig, who was also shivering. She held him close and closed her eyes. She hoped that the volcano erupting wouldn’t stop Amma’s helicopter from coming. That it wouldn’t put her family in danger.

She reached for her emergency beacon and pressed it hard.
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You pressed? Pig oinked a shock-laced oink. But they are already coming!

“But they won’t know where to find us. Their message back said to stay away from here. The activated beacon will bring them straight to us.”

You clever human, Pig oinked.

Pearly smiled. It was a clever move – and what’s more, she had made that move without hesitation. She did it without worrying or consulting anyone, not even Pig. She trusted her instincts and she acted quickly and decisively – maybe there was hope for her, after all.

But of course she was not done worrying.

In the icy gloom, hiding at the back of the cave, her arms wrapped around her knees, her toes numb, her arms shivering, she worried about Amma in the helicopter flying towards that cloud of volcanic ash. She worried about Mammút Island. Was the ash heading this way? Black Rock Volcano was many kilometres away, would the ash still be scalding hot if it made it all the way here? Would it harm the island? She worried that the eruption would trigger a tsunami and that the island would soon be swallowed by the sea. She worried about her puffin friend. She was sure now that it been trying to warn her. Somehow, it must have sensed that the volcano was about to blow. She hoped it had trusted its instincts and left before it was too late, or taken cover at least. She worried about the mammoth tusks and frozen mammoth mummy only metres away and whether her family would arrive in time to save them.

You’re worrying, aren’t you? Pig oinked. Smoky bacon, Pearly. Smoky bacon to those worries.

“How do you know when I’m worrying?” Pearly asked.

Your face! It’s so obvious.

“Even in the dark?”

Even in the dark. We don’t have time for worries. We need to plan, don’t we?

Pig had a point. They needed to think about what to do next.

Pearly squinted into the darkness. She couldn’t see what was happening outside, but she could certainly hear it. A fierce wind had whipped up – it howled and yowled and shrieked, as if a cyclone was pummelling the tiny island. It sounded terrifying.

Just then, voices shot in from the mouth of the cave. Shouted. Panicked. Distressed voices, speaking in Dutch. The de Klerks were looking for them.

Pearly and Pig sat rigid behind the boulder, scarcely daring to breathe.

“Find them!” Dr Maud’s voice rose above the din from outside.

A torchlight flicked around the roof and walls of the cave. Pearly drew in her breath, tried to shrink into the rock, screwed her eyes, held Pig tight.

“Not in here!” Anouk. The torchlight left the roof of the cave. “No new tracks!”

“Mamma! No!” shouted Caspar, loud and upset from outside the cave. “Let me come in. The ash cloud is coming. And the wind is pushing me over.”

“Stop being such a baby!” Anouk yelled.

“Anouk is right. We don’t have time for your nonsense!” Dr Maud’s words were like razorblades, and Pearly felt for Caspar. “The ash cloud is heading south east. We’re only getting some ashy fog,” she continued. “It is unpleasant, but it will not kill you. We have to find that girl before she contacts Brigitta Helgadóttir. If that meddling woman gets here before the EWP get here, it will be a lot worse than an ash fog. Cover your mouth with your scarf and get moving. Find that girl!”

Pearly’s breath caught in her throat. The EWP? This was the first time Dr Maud had named the “dangerous people”. Who were the EWP? And how could they be more dangerous than being out in a volcanic ash cloud and cyclonic wind?

At the cave mouth, Caspar was still protesting. Pearly couldn’t work out what he was saying – the wind was too noisy – but he certainly sounded upset and panicky and he was not getting his way. Anouk’s footsteps scrunched in the sand nearby and her torchlight swooped around the cave wall, getting closer and closer.

Dr Maud yelled into the cave. “Anything?”

A yellow beam swooped right over their boulder. Pearly sucked in her stomach. She hunched over Pig and held her breath. The beam danced around the rocky wall behind them, then Anouk yelled, “Nothing! Not in here.” The torchlight flicked away and Pearly listened intently to Anouk’s retreating footsteps. That was so close!

Pearly counted to two hundred, then relaxed and let go of her hold of Pig. She slid her head up over the top of the boulder, slowly, carefully and peeked into the darkness of the cave. With the ash cloud from the volcano blocking much of the outside light, it was darker than dark, but she dared not turn on her torch. Not until she was sure that Amma and her parents were here, looking for her.

She slid back down behind the boulder and glanced at her watch. It was too dark to see the time, but she was sure that Amma should be here by now. It took about forty minutes to get from Amma’s farm to the island – it had certainly been longer than that, hadn’t it?

She strained her ears to listen for the thwump, thwump, thwump of the helicopter, or the voices of her family. She heard neither. But she could hear a scuffing, scurrying sound in the sand. Was that her family looking for her?

She was about to peek out when Pig oinked faintly beside her, OINKY OINKY NO-NO!

She frowned at Pig. “Trouble?” she mouthed. Pig nodded.

There was more scuffing, stumbling, scurrying footsteps. Then sniffing and … sobs, deep slobbery, panicky sobs.

Pearly leant out from behind her boulder in time to see the unmistakeable silhouette of Caspar’s stick insect arms and legs and straw broom hair stumble past the mammoth carcass and flop in the corner of the cave only a couple of metres away. He hugged his knees tight.

Mamma mia! This was the last thing she expected.

Or needed.

She was just about to glide back behind the boulder when Caspar looked up.

Their eyes locked.
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Pearly eased herself up to her feet, smoothly, no jerky movements, as if not wanting to spook a savage dog or to break a spell.

Caspar stood too. He wiped his nose with his sleeve, pulled a torch from his pocket with trembling hands and shone it in Pearly’s face, then down at the snorting, AROOing Pig. He glowered at Pearly, and then turned towards the cave entrance.

“Don’t!” she whispered urgently. “Please don’t.”

Caspar glared at Pearly. Pearly held his gaze, pleading with her eyes. Caspar drew in a long breath. Then he slumped heavily to the ground, burying his head in his hands, sobbing.

Pearly fell to her knees beside him. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Caspar didn’t reply. He wiped at his nose and eyes, held his head with his hands. “I’m afraid,” he said finally, without looking up.

“The volcano? It can’t hurt us here, can it? The ash – is it hot?”

He shook his head. “That eruption, it’s terrifying. And out there, well it’s like the world’s about to end. But that’s not it.” He hung his head and sniffed loudly.

“What is it then?”

“It’s Mamma,” he said and sniffed again. “It’s the mess she’s got us in. I’m scared about what’s going to happen. I’m worried these people will hurt Mamma. They are bad people, Pearly. Mamma is more worried about them, than the volcano erupting.”

“The EWP?” Pearly asked carefully.

Caspar’s head shot up. “How do you know about the EWP?”

“I heard your mamma before—” She stopped. But it was too late, she could see the disbelief in Caspar’s eyes, even in the dark of the cave.

“You can speak Dutch?” he said. “How much do you know?”

“Only a little,” she lied. “I really only know what I saw here in the cave and I heard your mamma say that the EWP were dangerous. That’s all.”

Caspar didn’t look like he believed her.

“Who is the EWP?” she tried.

Caspar didn’t answer at first. He shook his head, sniffing and sighing. “The Earth Wonders Project,” he said finally. “They want the mammoth and the tusks.”

“Why are you afraid of them?”

“They are bad,” he said simply. “And I’m not being a baby. Mamma is scared too – that’s why she’s not acting like my mamma. She is panicking. I just wish this would all go away. I wish …”

“What do you wish?”

Caspar’s shoulders slouched inward. “It doesn’t matter.” He looked up at Pearly. “They seemed okay at first, but they’re not. They threatened Mamma. Anouk and me too. They know where we live. They are dangerous, Pearly. We have to do what they tell us to do or … or else!” His voice broke into a sob. He stood up and wiped the ashy muck from his face. “I have to warn Mamma. Sorry, Pearly, I can’t have you cause problems for the pick-up today.”

“Wait!” Pearly grabbed Caspar’s arm. “You asked me to trust you before. Now you need to trust me. If anyone can get your family out of trouble, it’s my grandmother and my parents. They are Adventurologists. They know what to do in sticky situations like this – they thrive on it. My Grandpa Woe has even written a guidebook about it.” Caspar pulled free from Pearly’s grip. “Please. Don’t tell your mamma. Let us hide here until Amma arrives. She’ll be here soon. She’ll fix this. I’m sure of it.”

“Pearly, what have you done?” Caspar said, his eyebrows furrowed.

“I sent a message after the earthquake. They should be here any moment. Trust me. It will be okay.” Nerves soured her mouth. She swallowed hard.

Helicopter! oinked Pig. I can smell it. It’s nearby. Maybe hovering.

Pearly turned her head to one side and listened. At first all she could hear was the howling wind, but then above the wind she could hear it. The familiar rumble of a helicopter’s engines.

“What’s the pig oinking about?” said Caspar, the panic back in his voice. “What’s going on?”

“The helicopter,” said Pearly. “My family are here. Come on!”

But before she had even taken one step, Pearly heard cursing and what sounded very much like Dutch swearing, and then Anouk, followed by Dr Maud rushed into the cave, both coughing and spluttering.

Caspar ducked down, out of sight. Pearly and Pig slipped back behind their boulder.

“That girl!” shouted Dr Maud, her words echoing through the cave. “She has ruined everything. Put everything in jeopardy. Hide, Anouk. It’s all we can do and hope they go away before the EWP arrive.”

Anouk was coughing and gasping for breath. “Where’s Caspar?” she wheezed, through her coughs.

“Who knows – probably scribbling in his ridiculous comic book or hiding somewhere, sulking. Hopefully, he’ll have enough sense to take some cover and wait till they leave. Come on, behind the boat. Good chance they won’t even come onto the beach. The girl’s camp site is at the other end of the island. Let’s hope she made it back there.”

Pearly hugged Pig tight and grinned.

Dr Maud was in for a big surprise.
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It seemed to take forever, before Pearly heard noises at the cave mouth.

“Good grief.” Her father! “It’s a boat.”

“A powerful one too.” Amma.

Pearly wanted to jump up and call out, but between her and her family were the hiding Dr Maud and Anouk. She didn’t think they would hurt her family, but she couldn’t be sure either. They were desperate and feeling trapped. Pearly had witnessed many times how even the tamest animal could react when trapped. Were humans any different? She had to play this carefully.

Pearly looked across to Caspar. He was bumping his finger against his lips, begging her to remain quiet – or at least not to give him away. She understood. He wouldn’t want his mamma to know that he had hidden away in here, blubbing and fearful, instead of going and looking for her and Pig as he was told.

Torchlight probed around the cave. Footsteps crunched on the sand.

“The beacon has her location as inside this cave,” said her father, his voice shaky.

“Pearly!” Her mother, calling, then coughing and calling again. “Pearly!”

From somewhere in the cave, there was a sound like a loud gasp. Dr Maud? Anouk?

“Pearly? Is that you?” Her mother again, sounding close to the boat.

Pearly couldn’t stand it any longer. She leapt to her feet. “Yes! But watch out – there are people behind the boat.” Pearly rushed out from her hiding place. Pig followed. “Stay hidden,” she whispered to Caspar as she ran past him, her torchlight blazing.

By the time she had reached the boat, Amma, Ricky and Angel surrounded Dr Maud and Anouk, their torches shining in their faces.

“Maud?” said her mother, as Dr Maud said, “Angel,” at the same time.

Pearly stood stock still. She shook her head, puzzled. Her mother and Dr Maud knew each other?

Her father rushed to Pearly and bear hugged her so tight she could barely breathe. “Oh Pearly, you’re safe!” he gushed. His hair was ash covered and he had a white face mask covering his mouth. “Are you okay?”

Amma pulled her mask off her face and joined him, giving Pearly a big squeeze. “Good job,” she said.

But her mother stood frozen, staring at Dr Maud. She removed her mask slowly, tilted her head to one side, and said, “What is going on, Maud? Why are you here? And why have you kidnapped my daughter?”

Dr Maud staggered to her feet, dragging a frightened-looking and coughing Anouk with her. “I haven’t kidnapped your daughter. I didn’t even know she was in here.”

Amma let go of Pearly and approached Dr Maud. “Maud de Klerk? What’s all this about?” Amma waved her hands around the cave.

“Let’s go outside where we can see better,” suggested her father reasonably. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a pouch with a supply of face masks inside. Pearly shook her head and grinned. Trust her father to come prepared for any possible calamity! He handed one to Pearly and then one each to Dr Maud and Anouk. “I suggest you mask up. The ash plume is heading south east now, mostly missing the island, but it is still quite unpleasant out there. No need to take any risks. The less ash you breathe in, the better. ”

“What about Pig?” Pearly asked.

Pig snorted and hid his snout behind her legs as her father tried to maneouvre a mask over his snout and mouth, stretching the elastic over his ears. Pig was not impressed. He grunted his displeasure to Pearly.

Pearly gave him a supportive hug and then followed the others out of the cave.

As she stepped out of the darkness of the cave, Pearly squinted as her eyes adjusted. The wind seemed to have eased somewhat, but she could barely recognise the island. Everything – the sea, the beach, the rocks, the grassy verge – was covered in a fine grey blanket of ash. The sky to the north and east hung heavy with billowing clouds, and the air was thick with the smell of rotten eggs and metal that burnt the back of her throat and soured her mouth, despite the mask.

“Sit,” ordered Amma, pointing to a sheltered corner beside the cave mouth, out of the wind. “You have some explaining to do.”

They sat. Except Angel, who stood, still glaring at Dr Maud, and Pearly who was too jittery to sit. She edged closer to her mother. Angel pulled her to her, rubbing her arm up and down. “Glad you’re safe, sweetheart. You did the right thing alerting us.” She fixed her attention back on Dr Maud. “I can’t believe you’d do this.” There was such disappointment in her mother’s voice. Pearly was bewildered.

“Mum?” she questioned.

“Maud and I went to the same university and shared a flat – and many adventures. We are … were … best friends.”

Angel’s eyes, wild with anger, were fixed on Maud as she sat opposite her. Pearly snuggled in between her parents. Her father reached for her hand and held it in his. Pig nestled his masked snout on Pearly’s thigh. He was unusually quiet.

“It was the Loch Ness Monster that started it,” said her mum. “Which is how we became friends and—”

“We saw it,” cut in Dr Maud. “You know we did.”

Pearly remembered her mother telling her about her university friend and how they went on a road trip to Loch Ness in Scotland and had seen the monster. And how that was why she became interested in all kinds of mythical beasts.

“Yes, we did see it. But that doesn’t excuse what you did.” Angel’s voice was firm.

Pearly looked at her, mystified. “Maud was part of a research program,” her mother continued, “exploring the lake for DNA evidence of the monster. We were certain when we saw it that it was some sort of plesiosaur, but the program found no plesiosaur DNA, just eel and—”

“They wanted to publish too soon,” interrupted Dr Maud, fidgeting with her mask. “I wasn’t finished. I knew I could find evidence if they just gave me more time …”

“That’s no excuse,” Amma said.

“And I have paid for my mistake,” replied Dr Maud.

“Maud falsified some data,” explained her mother. “She put in false data that suggested there was indeed a monster in the lake – and she got caught.”

“And I lost my job and my reputation. I was ridiculed. Hounded by the press, so I packed up my family – Anouk, here and my son Caspar, who is traipsing around somewhere looking for your daughter – and came here for the summer. Just to get away for a bit – till the dust settled. We had such fun times camping here, didn’t we, Angel – the best of times.”

In the distance, the volcano boomed once more, as if reminding them of its existence. They all looked to the north. Pearly flinched in anticipation and pushed her mask tighter against her cheeks. A new ash cloud rose into the sky.

“And that brings us to today,” said Amma, bringing everyone’s attention back. “Pearly tells us you have made a discovery and that some people are coming to claim it.”

Dr Maud jumped to her feet. She shielded her eyes and stared out through the fog to the sea.

“Sit,” commanded Amma. Dr Maud sat. But Anouk leapt up.

“Mamma, you don’t have to do what they say. We are running out of time!” Pearly had never seen Anouk so rattled.

“Sit down, girl,” said Amma sternly. “This is my island, and you are trespassing.” Anouk sat, Amma continued. “So, you have found mammoth tusks?”

“Yes. I found them last summer. I didn’t know what to do with them. But when I returned to The Netherlands, I met this gentleman from an organisation called—”

“The EWP – the Earth Wonders Project?” Pearly filled in.

“Yes …” Dr Maud gave Pearly a puzzled look. “He was very charming. I mentioned my find and he was intrigued, said that the EWP would pay handsomely for some mammoth tusks. He told me that they were a top-secret organisation of private collectors that planned to build a subterranean museum in the desert somewhere to keep these ancient wonders safe for eternity. I still couldn’t get a proper job and I thought this would solve all my money problems.” Maud hung her head.

Pig shook himself. OINKY OINKY NO-NO! he oinked. Trouble. I smell trouble.

Pearly put her mouth close to his ear. “Where?” she whispered, hoping Dr Maud or Anouk wouldn’t notice.

Coming fast, Pig whisper-oinked.

Angel threaded her fingers through her red curls, flicking out ash. “So you planned on stealing from my mother’s island?” she said, not bothering to hide her anger and disgust. “But this EWP doesn’t sound dangerous. What’s all the panic about?”

“They’ve threatened me – and the kids. Because I discovered something else – something I didn’t want to sell to them. Something I thought would restore my reputation …”

“A mammoth carcass?” chipped in Ricky.

“Yes! Amazingly well preserved. There is even some brain tissue and muscle preserved. I am sure we could clone from it and bring mammoths back from extinction. I was so excited when I found it that I foolishly gushed about it to my contact at the EWP. I thought he would understand why I was pulling out of the deal. He didn’t. Instead, he sent some thugs to the island. They terrorised us and told us if we didn’t have the mammoth ready for pick-up in seven days – today – that they would hunt us down and finish the job. They know where we live – even showed us pictures they had taken of our house. I had no choice.”

Amma stood, adjusted her mask and then planted her hands on her hips. “There are always choices, Maud. You just seem to make poor ones. There is no way that I am handing over these treasures to the EWP or anyone. So we better come up with a plan.”

Shock sprang onto Dr Maud’s face. A single tear tracked through the muck on her cheek and dropped off her chin. Anouk clutched her arm, terrified.

“Helicopters!” A voice yelled from behind them on the ash-covered grassy edge. Caspar!

Pearly grinned. Go Caspar! He had snuck out while everyone was talking.

“Helicopters!” he shouted again. “Three of them.”

Mamma mia! The EWP were here. Already.
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“Were they coming by helicopter?” asked Angel.

“No, by boat. A special one – a fishing trawler with refrigeration,” Dr Maud said, standing, peering through the ashy fog. “And my contact said he was coming alone.”

Ricky ran up to where the shadowy form of Caspar was standing. He pulled out his binoculars and surveyed the sky. “It’s hard to make out,” he yelled. “But I think the closest one says NEWS on the side.”

“The media.” Dr Maud’s shoulders dropped.

“Covering the eruption, no doubt,” said Angel.

“Maybe the EWP won’t come,” Anouk said hopefully.

“They will come,” Dr Maud said. “They need to get the mammoth before it thaws. I have it on ice, but it won’t be viable for cloning for much longer. It has already been out of the earth for three days.”

“If the EWP are some top-secret organisation, they won’t want to be seen by the media, would they?” reasoned Pearly. “Maybe the media will make them stay away.”

Amma slapped her on the shoulder. “You are a clever one, aren’t you? Attention is the last thing a secret organisation would want and that is exactly what we are going to give them – and how we are going to stop them.”

Dr Maud shook her head violently from side to side. “No!” she shouted. “You can’t be serious. You have no idea who you are dealing with. You are putting my family’s life at risk.”

Anouk put her arm over her mother’s shoulder and tried to console her.

“I guess you should have thought of that before you got yourself involved.” Amma was firm. “And before you decided to steal from my island.”

Beside Pearly, Pig was snorting, distressed. There was far too much trouble in the air and it was making him jumpy.

Ricky and Caspar, who was now wearing one of her father’s masks, joined the group. Ricky dusted ash from his trousers and shook it out of his hair. “All three helicopters have media logos,” he reported, his voice raspy. “I don’t think they’ll stay long – just long enough to get some footage, I suspect.” He coughed into his elbow. “Not that easy to breathe out here. We all need to take extreme care.” His eyes fell on Pearly.

Caspar avoided his mamma and sister and stood sullenly beside Pearly. She could tell he was smarting from his mamma’s words – and she couldn’t blame him. He folded his arms across his chest and glared at them, his blue eyes piercing through the grime covering his face. He blinked several times, trying to dislodge the fine ash particles lining his lashes and smothered down a cough.

“Looks like they’re leaving,” said Angel, pointing. The group stood and watched as the three helicopters banked and headed off towards the mainland, a buzzing procession.

Anouk leant against Caspar’s shoulder and whispered in Dutch, “They’re making plans to stop the EWP. We have to stop them.”

Caspar shrugged away. “Speak English, Anouk,” he hissed. “Haven’t you worked out yet that Pearly can speak Dutch? I thought you were the clever one.”

Anouk’s eyes opened wide at Pearly. Her cheeks flushed pink under the ash. “Why you sneaky little thing! That’s eavesdropping!”

“And what you are doing is stealing,” replied Pearly. “Which is worse, I wonder?”

Amma shook her head at Pearly. “We have no time for quarrels or debates.” She turned to Dr Maud. “If this EWP is so secret, the thing they fear most is publicity. And that is what I plan to give them. So right now, we are all taking a walk up to my helicopter, and I’m going to radio a friend of mine from Channel Six and have them come out here to witness the wonderful EWP supporting this amazing discovery.”

“You are a fool,” spat Dr Maud. “You are playing with fire. I am not going to let you do this.”

Pearly’s mother and father both stepped protectively in front of Amma. Amma pushed them out of her way. “And how are you going to do that? You and your two kids are going to take down all of us? Not likely.”

Pig snorted and kicked out his back legs in unity.

Amma started walking up the verge. “You will come with me! Come on! Get cracking.”

Caspar went to follow. Anouk and Maud stayed defiant.

“Suit yourselves, but if you are not with me when I get to the helicopter, I will be calling the police instead. Your choice.”

Pearly grinned. Was there anyone as fierce as her grandmother? So calm in a calamity? Pearly and Pig joined Caspar, as Anouk and Dr Maud trudged up the slope huffing. Her parents brought up the rear.

The line of seven grimy humans and one pig snaked their way over the once green, now grey, grassy slope to where Amma’s once red, now grey helicopter stood. Pearly peered through the ash-fog towards Black Rock Volcano. The cone was barely visible, but ash was still billowing from the crater and up into the sky, through the clouds and beyond, for as far as one could see.

She steeled herself as she directed her attention towards the puffin colony cliffs. It too was hard to make out, but there was one thing that was obvious. There wasn’t a single bird in the sky. The sight was like a knock-out punch.

She hoped they were okay – especially as they had tried to help her.

And she hoped against hope that Amma’s plan was going to work.
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“Boat approaching!” Pearly’s father called. He was lying on his stomach, hiding behind a clump of ashy grass on top of the northern cliffs above the beach, his binoculars to his eyes. “Looks like a fishing trawler,” he added.

Pig was with him, his snout – now minus the mask – pointing to the ground, sniffing out possible danger. The ashy fog had mostly subsided and it was much easier to breathe, though the rotten egg smell lingered.

Dr Maud looked at her watch. “That would be him. Right on time. He said he’d be here at ten sharp and we were to be ready. Or else.” Her voice caught on that last word. She scratched the back of her head and sucked in her lips.

A shiver shot through Pearly. This was it.

“Stick to the plan and it will be fine.” Amma was firm. “The Channel Six helicopter should have left by now and be here in about ten minutes. The timing is perfect.”

Pearly headed for the cave to tell her mother. Anouk sat on the edge of the beach, her legs dangling over the verge, arms crossed, face mask on her forehead like a bandana and her lips an angry line. She scowled at Pearly as she passed. She was not happy with Pearly or Amma or her parents. And she had told them all so, and then had kept her distance from everyone – Pearly didn’t trust her one bit.

Caspar leant up against the rocks outside the cave. He had his notebook open and was scribbling away, tongue between his lips. They had barely spoken since she had seen him sniffling in the back of the cave. In fact, Caspar had hardly said a word to anyone. He had his head slumped over his notebook and avoided making eye contact. As Pearly traipsed past him, she glanced over her shoulder and peeked at his notebook. Not surprisingly, the panels were filled with exploding volcanoes and hovering helicopters.

Pearly peered inside the cave. “Mum?” she said as she entered, shining her torch into the dark space. The adults had pushed the boat out of the cave, as instructed by the EWP, to provide easy access to the mammoth carcass, and it was now on the shoreline near the cave, anchored in the sand. Pearly wound through the mammoth boneyard, past the enormous curly tusks and bones and skulls and carefully around to the mammoth mummy where her mother was crouched, her head under the canvas. Pearly crouched beside her.

“The boat is nearly here,” she whispered.

Angel started. She lifted the canvas off her head, her face relaxing into a wide smile when she realised it was Pearly. “Oh, it’s you. How amazing is this?” she gushed. “There is tissue and muscle – wonderfully preserved – brain tissue too.” Angel lifted the canvas and pointed her torch towards the dark mass within the skull, taking care not to touch it. “This could be the best mammoth discovery since Yuri in Siberia. Do you remember us reading about it? Only last month too. It’s like this was meant to be!” Angel flicked the torchlight over the carcass. “Breathe in that smell, Pearly. That fur – it holds the secrets of life on this island tens of thousands of years ago. Ice age secrets!”

It had been a couple of hours since Amma had worked out the plan, and Angel had spent every minute of it in this cave, inspecting the bones and tusks and the carcass. She was in awe. But Pearly suspected there was another reason her mother was obsessing over the mammoth discoveries – she suspected she was hiding away from Dr Maud. Like Anouk, her mother had not hidden her fury and feelings of betrayal, and she had given Dr Maud a relentless tongue-lashing. Now she was giving her the silent treatment – which for her chatty mum meant she was beyond angry.

Angel carefully lowered the canvas back over the carcass and got to her feet, dusting the loose sand from her knees and palms. “I guess we better get this show going then,” she said and draped her arm over Pearly’s shoulder. It felt good to have her family around. Pearly had enjoyed the challenge and was disappointed that she hadn’t lasted the five days, but she knew that she had done the right thing. Stopping the EWP from getting these treasures and terrorising the de Klerks was far more important than her completing the challenge and impressing her family.

Pearly and her mother joined Amma and Ricky and Pig, who were already in place, hiding behind a stand of boulders, several metres to the south of the cave entrance.

“Put that stupid book away, Caspar!” yelled Dr Maud. “And get over here.” Pearly winced. Poor Caspar. It wasn’t fair for Dr Maud to take her stress out on Caspar. “And don’t mess things up,” Dr Maud added in Dutch as Caspar stood beside his mother and sister on the shoreline.

“Maud is not the woman I once knew,” Angel said.

“She has been through a lot,” Amma replied, her face gentle. “Caught out. Disgraced and now fearful. These things can bring out the worst in us.”

“You are too forgiving, Mamma,” said Angel.

Ricky manoeuvred himself to sit beside Pearly. “Hold tight, sweetheart,” he said softly in her ear, sensing her nerves. “It will all be over soon.”

Pig picked up on the tenseness of the situation and AROOed quietly, his head on his trotters.

Ricky knelt up and rested his binoculars on the top of the boulder. “The boat is almost here. Only metres away.” He turned back to the others. “I don’t know how they plan to get the carcass onto that fishing trawler. It will have to anchor in deep water …”

“Maud said that the chap from the EWP said he had it under control,” said Amma.

Ricky returned to his binoculars. “Holy guacamole!” said Ricky. “It isn’t slowing down. It’s going full throttle for the shore! It’s going to run aground.”

Stunned, they all leant out from the boulder to watch the fishing trawling approach the beach at breakneck speed. Dr Maud, Caspar and Anouk quickly dashed out of the way. Just as it looked like it would crash into the sand, the trawler rose a metre higher, pushed up by four enormous monster truck wheels. The fishing vessel drove out of the water and onto the beach. The man at the helm waved at the stunned de Klerks, then climbed down the ladder onto the beach. He was tall, dressed in a shiny puffer jacket and matching all-weather pants and impressive looking boots. He threaded his fingers through his thick, stylish hair. This man exuded wealth and privilege and confidence. “I trust you have everything ready,” he said in a posh English accent.

Amma gasped. “That’s Edgar Ermington,” she said.

Her eyes lit up.

A mischievous smile parted the wrinkles around her mouth.

“Change of plans,” she said.
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Amma stepped out from behind the boulders and strode towards the fishing trawler on wheels. She turned and beckoned to Pearly and her parents. “Come on! All of you!”

“What’s going on?” Pearly’s father’s face creased with worry. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

“I guess she’s being spontaneous?” Angel tried. “It is one of the basics of Adventurologing …”

Amma glanced behind her once more, giving them a look.

They all stepped out. Pig had his nose to the sand. OINKY OINKY NO-NO! he oinked. OINKY OINKY NO-NO!

“He’s the bad guy,” whispered Pearly, giving Pig a calming scratch between his ears. She sensed Pig was getting stressed again. And a stressed pig could get ugly. “He’s definitely trouble. But we have to trust Amma.”

Ricky slid his arm over Pearly’s shoulder and Angel positioned herself on Pearly’s other side. The three walked together, a tight unit, with Pig a few steps in front, still sniffing.

“Follow Amma’s lead,” Angel whispered.

“Well, what a surprise!” Amma had reached the man who climbed out of the boat-truck. Dr Maud swung round at Amma’s voice, her eyes popping. She looked past Amma to the rest of the Woes, her face now a question. The plan was already in tatters. Pearly’s mother smiled and gave a slight shrug.

“Edgar. Edgar Ermington! I had no idea! It has been too long. Far too long.” She threw her arms around the startled man and gave him a hug, then planted a kiss on both cheeks.

“Brigitta?” he said, his voice a mix of suspicion and bewilderment. “What are you doing here?” He shot daggers at Dr Maud, who stood stiffly, too shocked to move or speak.

“This is my island, Edgar. Didn’t you know? Been in my family for hundreds of years. I’m here, camping with my family.” Amma waved the Woes closer and introduced them to the stunned Edgar. He shook hands and nodded and greeted each of them politely, cautiously, though he cast Pig an ugly sneer and stepped away from him.

“And Maud of course is a long-time friend of our family,” Amma said, ignoring his reaction to Pig. “She has made such a wonderful find. We have always known of the possibility – tales of the woolly mammoths have been passed down through our family for countless generations. It’s how the island got its name. But this find,” Amma swept her arm across the beach and the fallen chunks of land strewn across it, “the number of tusks in this one location is truly magnificent. It proves the theory – that the woolly mammoths were met with some cataclysmic event. This is their graveyard, right here.” She gave Edgar’s arm a squeeze. “And it pleases me no end to hear how you have offered to support this significant discovery.”

Pearly swallowed down the large ball of anxiety wedged in her throat. Her father’s fingers dug into her shoulder. “What’s she up to?” he whispered over Pearly’s head to her mother.

“I have no idea,” her mother replied out of the side of her mouth. “Just smile. Nod.”

THIS MAN IS TROUBLE. DO NOT TRUST HIM, oinked Pig.

No arguments from Pearly. This man was too slick. Too well dressed. The way he spoke and acted too slimy.

“Maud—” Edgar tried, but Amma cut in.

“I believe you are going to transport a couple of the tusks today. For testing? Ya? To determine the age of these mammoths and when they perished? This is such a significant scientific discovery.”

Edgar Ermington had had enough. He shoved past Amma. “Maud, what is this?”

Dr Maud had no answer. Caspar and Anouk watched on, with unconcealed horror.

“This is a situation, Edgar.” Amma’s voice had changed tone. “I know what you – or the organisation you are representing are plotting here. I know that you have threatened the de Klerks. I also know you and your reputation. And I know that you will not want that reputation tarnished.”

“You don’t know who you are dealing with,” Edgar countered.

“What you don’t know is that the Channel Six news helicopter is on its way. And it is up to you what story they tell. The generous Edgar Ermington and the Earth Wonders Project is supporting the scientific discovery of the century with funding and research facilities? Or will they be telling the story of the distinguished billionaire Edgar Ermington’s criminal activities – threatening families and stealing national treasures? It is up to you.”

Pearly could barely breathe. Her head felt fuzzy. Her legs weak. Beside her, Pig was agitated – AROOing and swiping his front trotter along the sand, like a bull ready to charge.

Edgar laughed. “Good try,” he said. “I have always admired your guts, Brigitta. Your bravery – those amazing polar feats of yours. Some of which I believe I helped to fund. But you have overplayed your hand now. This is not a polar expedition. The Channel Six helicopter on its way?” He laughed again. “I don’t think so!”

He pulled a small silver revolver from his jacket and pointed it at them all.

“And now I think it is in your best interests for you all do as I say. Do you agree?”
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Pearly nodded her head furiously. She agreed. Definitely! Blood pounded in her ears and tingles shot down both her arms. Her mother and father looped their arms around her protectively and held her tight. The de Klerks took a step back and then stopped, frozen to the spot like ice sculptures, their faces stricken.

Amma shook her head at Edgar Ermington. “Really?” she said. “Edgar, this is not the right path forward.”

Pearly willed her grandmother not to challenge the man with the gun.

Don’t!

Please don’t.

But there was no stopping her grandmother. She stepped towards him. “The helicopter will be here in minutes. Is this the scene you want them to film?”

“Ha!” said Edgar, his gaze set on Amma. “You are wrong, my friend. All air traffic has been suspended. Grounded. Indefinitely. Until the ash cloud subsides – plus they’re expecting her to blow again.” He nodded his head towards the volcano. “I heard it on the radio on the way here.”

“You’re bluffing,” said Amma.

“That’s rich, coming from the ultimate bluffer.” Edgar leant past Amma and fired three shots at the de Klerk’s boat, at least one piercing the engine. “Does that look like a bluff, Brigitta?” he said coolly.

Beside Pearly, Pig’s chest was heaving. Pearly crouched and held him tight. He pushed against her hold, snorting and grunting and kicking out his back legs.

Edgar swung round and pointed the gun in their direction. “That pig is next – he’d make a fine Sunday roast.”

That was it. Like a sprinter from starter blocks, Pig burst from her arms and launched himself at the shocked Edgar Ermington, soaring through the air, trotters stretched. The flying Pig landed right in Edgar’s chest, knocking him to the ground, releasing another shot from his gun into the air. Pearly bolted after Pig. Ricky dived after Pearly. The rest of the group gave a communal scream and watched on aghast. The two men, girl and Pig became a messy scramble on the sand.

Edgar was the first to make it to his feet. He dusted himself off and glared at Pearly and Ricky and Pig, panting like a wolfhound.

“This is ridiculous, Edgar,” Amma said, trying to take control of the situation. “Pearly, Caspar, take Pig and keep him away – and under control. Edgar, what do you want us to do?”

Edgar combed his fingers through his thick hair, his breath still ragged. “Keep that pig well away,” he said, glaring at Pearly. “But stay where I can see you.” He pointed towards the grassy edge of the beach where the de Klerks had dug out the gaping hole. “And I don’t want to hear a peep from any of you.”

Ricky helped Pearly up. “Do what he says,” he whispered. “Stay safe, sweetheart.”

OINKY OINKY NO-NO! Pig oinked as he followed Pearly and Caspar towards the beach edge.

Just then, a mechanical buzzing sounded behind her. Pearly turned to see a panel along one side of the boat-truck crack open and then lower to the ground to form a ramp. Edgar pressed buttons on a remote-control and another mechanical noise growled out of the belly of the boat. Loud beeps, like those of a truck backing up, came from within, and a driverless vehicle trundled out, down the ramp and onto the sand. It was like no vehicle Pearly had ever seen before – a cross between a flat top truck and a forklift.

Edgar used the remote to steer the beeping vehicle into the cave. He ushered Anouk, Dr Maud, Amma, Angel and Ricky to follow. “Time to load up,” he said smugly. “Let’s see what we have in here.” He gave one final warning glare at Pearly, Caspar and Pig, then disappeared inside the cave.

Pearly sat with her back against the dirt and ice of the ditch. It was cold and her toes were still numb from getting wet earlier, but it didn’t matter. She pulled Pig close. His heart was thumping. He was still AROOing, his breath heavy. She rubbed his back to try to calm him. “What are we going to do?” she asked Caspar, who had plonked himself about a metre or so away.

Caspar didn’t answer. He pulled his notebook and pencil from an inside pocket of his jacket and flicked through it to find a clean page.

Pearly couldn’t believe it. “Is everything a story for you?” she hissed. “We have to do something!”

“Drawing keeps me calm,” Caspar replied, without looking up, his pencil moving swiftly across the page, though Pearly noticed a slight tremble to his fingers.

She didn’t care. They were all scared. They were all rattled. “We have to stop him taking all this!” Pearly cried.

“Shh!” Caspar hissed. “He said to be quiet.” He wrote something in his notebook, then wiggled across to sit beside Pearly. He slid the open notebook onto Pearly’s lap and passed her his pencil.

Scrawled across the page was a message written in Dutch.

Do you believe the helicopter will come? it said.

Pearly wrote back slowly.

It’s very late. Should be here by now. And the volcano is still rumbling and smoking. I don’t think we can count on it.

Her written Dutch wasn’t very good; she hoped she got the message right.

Caspar read the message and thought for a while, his lips skewed. Mechanical noises and shouted instructions from Edgar wafted out of the cave. Pig had wandered off behind her, sniffing around in the ditch where the mammoth carcass had been excavated.

Caspar slid the book back to Pearly with a new message – and a few doodles of the boat-truck and Pig to make their conversation seem like a new comic strip story.

Again in Dutch, the message said:

What if AE’s boat won’t work?

Pearly frowned at him and shrugged to show she didn’t understand what he was suggesting.

The remote-controlled vehicle beeped out of the cave. It was loaded with two mammoth tusks. Dr Maud and Anouk flanked the vehicle on either side, both holding the top of the tusks to keep them from falling off. Her parents and grandmother trudged behind with Edgar bringing up the rear.

The vehicle stopped at the ramp and Edgar rushed ahead to supervise its wobbly journey into the boat, shouting at Anouk and Dr Maud to make sure the tusks didn’t slide off and yelling at her father to stop gawking and to help, for goodness sakes. Her father snapped into action and jogged up the ramp.

Angel and Amma swivelled round and sought out Pearly. Angel blew her a kiss. Amma gave her the thumbs up. Pearly gave a discreet wave back.

There was much groaning and shouting from inside the boat-truck, before the vehicle minus the tusks rumbled down the ramp, and the sad procession followed it back into the cave.

Once everyone was out of sight, Caspar slid his notebook back to Pearly.

What if we create a a distraction? And then one of us sneaks on board and breaks the boat?

How? Pearly mouthed.

I don’t know, Caspar mouthed back and then scribbled a note.

Break some wires, empty the gas tank or something?

Do you know how? Pearly wrote back.

I know boats, Caspar wrote.

Just then, Pig squealed loudly.

“Shh!” Pearly hissed.

Pig scrambled through the dirt back to Pearly. Pearly, I smell mammoth! he oinked softly.

“It’s a mammoth graveyard,” replied Pearly. “Of course you can smell mammoth.”

No. This is different. This is mammoth fur and hair. Like the smell of the one in the cave.

Pig ran off to show her where the scent was coming from.

Pearly clambered through the ditch behind him.

Caspar followed close behind, whispering, “What’s going on? We have to stay put. You heard that Edgar.”

Here, Pig oinked, sniffing the ground furiously.

Pearly scraped at the ash-covered dirt and ice. “He thinks he can smell another mammoth carcass,” Pearly explained.

Caspar sighed a worried sigh. He glanced behind at the cave entrance, then knelt beside her, clawing away at the dirt.

“Be careful,” he warned. “Feel for where the soil or ice won’t give and scrape the dirt away.” He had done this before.

Pig squealed and sniffed. Pearly and Caspar dug and scraped at the ice.

Pearly struck something solid. The two pushed away some loose soil and ice granules – and there it was. The unmistakable shape of an enormous mammoth foot, the base dry and cracked like a puddle of dried mud, with long matted hair falling over grey arched toes.

Pearly sat back on her heels and grinned at Caspar. “I think we have our distraction,” she said.
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The beep and rumble of the remote-controlled vehicle grew louder. “Quick!” said Pearly. “Before Edgar sees that we’ve moved.”

They had just flopped back to their positions when the vehicle emerged. This time with her parents on either side making sure the tusks stayed put. Both her parents’ shoulders sagged as if defeated. Pearly was not used to seeing them like this. Anouk appeared next. She glanced up at Caspar and Pearly, turned her head sideways and cast them with suspicious eyes, as if she noticed they were up to something. Caspar grabbed his notebook and buried his head in it, pretending to draw. Anouk continued to glare, and when her eyes fixed on Pearly, she shook her head so slightly that Pearly wasn’t sure if she imagined it or not. Was she warning them? And if so, what about? Was she telling them to stay out of it? Or something else?

Amma and Dr Maud traipsed out of the cave with Edgar rushing past them to supervise the vehicle’s journey up the ramp, silver pistol in one hand, remote control in the other. His presence sent a shiver sliding through Pearly.

When Amma plodded past, she gave Pearly the thumbs up again – she didn’t know why, but she guessed it was to let her know they were all okay. Pearly smiled a shaky smile back. She was bursting to tell Amma what they had found, but she knew she had to wait. Grandpa Woe’s words from the RAG shunted through her brain. Planning is everything. Plan. Plan. Plan. And then the words from the “Surviving Sticky Situations” chapter: Take initiative. She hoped she and Caspar were up to it.

Once the tusks were unloaded and everyone was back inside the cave again, Caspar stood up and whispered, “Okay, you create the distraction, and I’ll bolt for the boat.”

“Hold on,” said Pearly. “That’s not going to work. We have to make a plan! Trust me, I know this stuff.” Pearly was surprised at her own confidence. But she did know this stuff, didn’t she? She had been training for these types of situations for three years now. She pulled Caspar down to sit beside her. “How will I distract them exactly?” she continued. “And how will you get across the sand and into the boat? And what are you going to do once you’re in there?”

Caspar’s shoulders slumped. He sighed in frustration.

He has a lot to learn, this one, oinked Pig beside her, then trotted off sniffing and scratching around the mammoth’s foot.

“Okay,” Caspar huffed, digging his hand into the ashy dirt beside him and letting it sift through his fingers. “I guess that makes sense, but we must hurry. They are loading up quickly.”

Just then, the earth shook beneath them and another great BOOM filled the air, followed by a swirling column of ash and steam rising into the already smoky grey sky.

Caspar and Pearly locked eyes. His fear matched her own.

“And we need to do something before we get covered in ash again!” he added.

“Yep,” agreed Pearly, as they both pulled on their face masks. “And with this ash cloud, the Channel Six helicopter will definitely still be grounded.” As the words left Pearly’s mouth, an idea struck her – a simple idea, but one filled with so much possibility it made her hands tremble.

“Ash!” she breathed. “If aircraft aren’t allowed to fly through volcanic ash, I reckon it might not be too good for any engine. Would it?”

Caspar was quick to catch on. “Especially if it got mixed in with the fuel! Or scattered through the engine …”

Pearly grabbed his notebook and tore out a couple of pages.

Caspar was aghast. “What are you doing?”

“My grandma Esmerelda showed me this.” She folded the paper crisply, back and forth, at angles and in triangles and squares as she had done many times with Esmerelda and moulded the rectangle of paper into a rough box shape. “Here, fill this with some ash, while I fold another one. Don’t think we’ll need too much, but we have to get the ash to the boat somehow.”

“I like your thinking.” Caspar took the box and scraped some ash from the top of a nearby rock into it.

Once both ash boxes were filled, the two put their heads together and quickly nutted out a rough plan.

“Let’s do it,” said Caspar and fist pumped Pearly, as he stood and peered through the increasingly smoky air to the cave. He fiddled with his face mask and rocked on the balls of his feet, hesitating.

“You can do this,” Pearly encouraged gently. “Smoky bacon to your worries, Caspar!”

Caspar frowned at her. “What?”

“It’s piggy cursing. Pig taught me. I’m expert at worrying. When I get overwhelmed, I say this under my breath and it gives me courage.”

“You? You get worried? Really?”

“Yes, really. Like you wouldn’t believe. Smoky bacon – try it.”

“Smoky bacon,” he said softly.

“That’s it. You can do this. You’re brave.”

Caspar looked towards the cave. “Smoky bacon to my worries!” he said with conviction. “Smoky bacon! Smoky bacon!” He tore off across the beach, an ash box in each hand. He deposited them outside the cave, and without even looking back, he ran inside yelling, “Mamma! Mamma! There’s another one. We’ve found another mammoth. A huge one – maybe a bull!”

Pearly took her place, kneeling beside the exposed furry foot protruding from the ice; Pig scampered over and tucked himself in close beside her. Pearly slipped his face mask over his ears and watched the cave entrance with anxious eyes.

Edgar was the first to appear. He had Caspar by the arm and was dragging the squirming boy out of the cave.

“This better not be a trick!” he shouted. The others were right behind him.

“You’re hurting him,” shouted Dr Maud, running to catch up to them. “Let him go.”

Edgar was red faced and not at all sympathetic. He pushed Dr Maud out of the way. “This better be good, lad. I’m in no mood for any nonsense.”

Pearly swallowed down her nerves. This was not the reaction she expected. Already things were not going to plan. While everyone ran out of the cave to investigate, Caspar was meant to grab the ash boxes and slip away to the boat.

Thinking quickly, Pearly stood up and waved. “Up here! It’s a foot. Pig sniffed it out!” Maybe Edgar would let go of Caspar once he saw the foot. It was their only chance.

The group raced up the beach towards the ditch, pulling on their masks. The ash cloud was still streaming to the east, but a thin ashy fog had engulfed the island again and fine particles of ash swirled around them. Edgar held onto Caspar as Dr Maud fought with him. Amma ploughed ahead of the group, her chin tucked into the neck of her jacket.

Soon they were all huddled around the find.

“Oh my,” said Angel. “This is amazing. I think it might be complete. Like the other one, but bigger. Much bigger.”

“This would take some excavation – the last one took nearly three weeks.” Dr Maud leant over and pushed back some ice.

Edgar pushed his way to the front, coughing and spluttering without a mask. Obviously Ricky wasn’t too concerned about protecting Edgar Ermington’s lungs, and this made Pearly smile.

Pearly stepped out of the coughing Edgar’s way and found Caspar’s frightened eyes.

Go, his eyes seemed to say. Now.

Pearly looked at the boat. She looked at the group absorbed by the mammoth foot.

Act swiftly and decisively.

She bolted.
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Smoky bacon! Smoky bacon! The words raced through Pearly’s mind as she sprinted through the ashy fog to the cave entrance, the rotten egg stench stinging her eyes and the back of her throat. She grabbed up the ash boxes, then squinted back towards the ditch.

Pig patrolled in front of the huddle of people bent over the mammoth foot, keeping guard. Thanks, Pig, she whispered. His watchful presence boosted her courage. She cast her eyes towards the boat-truck, a shadowy hulk on the shore, and was just about to make her dash when she glimpsed a figure emerge near the mammoth ditch, ghostly in the haze. Who was it? The person stood to one side of the huddle and was facing her.

Pearly peered at the figure, the fog wafting around it, thick, then thin. Pearly clapped her hands over her mouth. It was Anouk. Looking directly at her. Was she going to give her away? Tell Dr Maud? Alert Edgar? Pearly was stuck fast, caught in Anouk’s gaze. Anouk gave her a slight nod, and an even slighter wave, as if encouraging her to get going. It was such a tiny movement through the haze, Pearly once again couldn’t be sure she didn’t image it. Anouk nodded and waved once more – this time more urgently and obviously, then she turned on the spot and ran past the huddle, further into the ditch.

The tension slipped from Pearly’s shoulders. Anouk was on her side after all.

Pearly sprinted across the sand, as evenly as she could, so as not to let too much ash fall out of the boxes. She lumbered up the ramp and into the belly of the boat.

Where to now? To her left, four curly mammoth tusks were stacked against one wall, fastened with leather straps to a wall mounting. The rear wall of the space was made from aluminium sheeting and had a large door, like that to a cool room, in the middle of it. Pearly tiptoed towards it and pressed the side of her face against the sheeting. The metal was super cold and the purr of a motor vibrated against her cheek. If the Earth Wonders Project wanted the mammoth to try to clone one, Pearly reasoned, they would need to keep it frozen. She vowed to make sure that the woolly mammoth carcass in the cave would never see the inside of this freezer.

Still carrying the ash boxes, Pearly surveyed the near-empty space for something that looked like an engine or a fuel tank. Nothing. It was just a big hollow area, room for the vehicle and the tusks and bones. In one corner, a metal ladder was attached to the wall and seemed to lead up to a closed circular hatch.

Pearly dashed to the ladder and stopped, staring at the boxes of ash in her hands. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might have to climb a ladder when she came up with the paper box idea. There was no way around it. She would have to leave the boxes on the floor and come back for them once the hatch was opened.

She popped them on the ground behind the tusks, hoping the tusks would conceal them somewhat, then hurried back to the ladder and climbed up to the hatch, praying that it wasn’t locked.

The hatch was solid metal painted blue and it appeared to have a steel lever or handle. Pearly pushed on the lever with all her might. With a loud clank, the lever jolted up and a tiny crack of light appeared around the rim of the hatch. Pearly pushed the hatch up. It flipped like a lid onto the deck of the boat. Pearly glanced down at the ash boxes but decided to take a look around first before retrieving them. She would be faster without them.

She climbed out of the hole and onto the main deck of the fishing trawler. While below deck looked brand new and shiny, up here looked and smelled just like you’d expect an old fishing boat to look and smell – messy, beat up and fishy – the fishy smell rising above the ash and rotten egg smell from the volcano.

Up ahead was the small cabin with the boat wheel. Surely, the engine and fuel tank would be up there. Pearly had only taken a single step towards it when she heard shouting from the beach. She crouched out of view and then slid her head up above the side rails to see what was causing the commotion.

Edgar was standing on the beach away from the ditch. He had his arms shielding his eyes, his head tilted skyward. A distressed looking Pig was circling him, squealing and grunting and jabbing him with his snout. Edgar kicked at Pig and yelled something to the others who were just emerging out of ditch. They too, had their heads tilted, their eyes to the sky.

Was the volcano blowing again? Pearly didn’t think so. From where she was, she couldn’t see a new plume of debris and she hadn’t heard another explosion or feel the earth shake. She gazed skyward too, but couldn’t see much through the ash fog. Something was going on. Something was spooking the man with the gun.

And there it was. A rumbly sound – distant and weak – coming from somewhere deep within the ash fog. A helicopter? Had the Channel Six helicopter taken off despite being grounded?

Pearly didn’t have time to consider this further because Pig charged at Edgar again. No, Pig. Please don’t. Pearly watched through slitted eyes, her heart thudding painfully as Edgar kicked at Pig. This time he landed a blow to his ribs that sent Pig flying. Pig tumbled back to his feet, and her mother grabbed hold of him. But Pearly had seen enough. She leapt up and took hold of the rail so she could catapult herself over it.

But stopped short.

Oh, smoky bacon!

The panicked Edgar was heading straight for her, bolting across the sand, waving that silver pistol and making threats to everyone on the beach. Pearly ducked back down out of view.

A mechanical buzzing noise rumbled beneath her. The ramp was closing! She had to get off and quickly. But before she could even think what to do, she heard footsteps climbing up the outside ladder. Pearly dived behind a large metal box at the rear of the boat as Edgar stepped onto the deck and marched into the front cabin. He glanced behind him. Pearly squeezed her eyes tight and willed Edgar not to notice her. Once he turned back to the wheel, she slipped under a mouldy green tarp that was covering a coil of thick sailor’s rope.

The boat shuddered as the engines started up. He was going! With Pearly on board. This was not good.

Pearly’s mind was so crowded with worries that she couldn’t think straight, let alone work out what was going on. All she knew was that she didn’t want to go wherever Edgar Ermington was going. But even more so, she didn’t want to risk being seen. The man was armed and had shown himself ready to fire.

It didn’t matter. Because she had run out of time. The gigantic wheels spun in the sand, then the boat-truck lurched suddenly and trundled down the beach so bumpily that it made Pearly’s teeth chatter, until there was a loud splash and the boat-truck glided into the water. Another long judder and a sharp jolt and the wheels folded under the boat.

Pearly peeped out from the back of the tarp to see Anouk, Dr Maud and her family rushing down the beach, watching the boat go. Caspar stood at the water’s edge, his hands on his head; Pig was knee deep in the freezing water, his snout in the air. She couldn’t hear his distressed squeals over the grumble of the boat’s engine, but she felt them deep in her heart.

Soon the ashy fog had gobbled them up.

Pearly ducked her head back under the tarp.

Mamma mia! She was a stowaway.
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Beneath the tarp, Pearly’s nostrils filled with the stink of rotting fish, her cheeks itched with the scratch of the sailor’s rope, her heart thudded with despair and her mind endlessly looped with worries.

What was she going to do?

The boat was steaming through the water. Pearly guessed it was heading back to the mainland somewhere, but just as she had that thought, her body lurched sideways, making one leg drop out from under the tarp. Pearly whipped her leg back under. She grabbed onto the rope. The boat was making a sharp turn right.

Pearly held her breath tight in her chest. She knew what a right turn meant. A right turn meant they were heading away from the mainland but towards Black Rock Volcano.

The boat’s engine shuddered and the boat slowed. Why would you slow down when passing an erupting volcano? The answer came to Pearly quickly: to hide. Edgar was using the volcanic smoke as cover, which meant that the noise was most likely from a helicopter because volcanic smoke would be far too dangerous for a helicopter to navigate through.

Calculate your risks. One of the basics of Adventurologing. Hiding under an erupting volcano was an extremely risky thing to do. It was the thing to do when you had no choice, when things were going horribly wrong and you had run out of options.

Things had certainly changed quickly for Edgar. He had been in charge. He had the gun. And now he was hiding. Pearly closed her eyes and listened for the helicopter – but she couldn’t hear it, not above the growl of the boat’s engines anyhow.

The volcano smoke found its way under the tarp. The smoke seeped through her mask and tickled the back of Pearly’s throat. It made her eyes water. She slowed her breathing and willed herself not to cough. But it was impossible. She buried her face in the scratchy rope and coughed into it. Then cocked her ears and listened. Had he heard her?

It was getting difficult to breathe. She coughed again – a hard racking cough. Surely, he heard her that time. She scrunched her eyes shut, listening for his approaching footsteps.

There were no footsteps.

But there was a new sound.

And there it was! The unmistakable thwump, thwump, thwump of a helicopter.

A tiny bubble of hope rose inside Pearly.

The thwump, thwump, thwump was getting louder. And that meant the helicopter was flying into the volcanic cloud. That was way too dangerous! Pearly slipped her head out from under the tarp, tucking her chin into the neck of her jacket to avoid the smoke. She squinted skywards. The smoke and ash blanketed everything like a thick sea fog. A smelly one. But the helicopter’s deep throaty rumble cut through it. It was certainly not calculating its risks. Why would a news helicopter take such risks? Was any news story worth it?

The roar of the helicopter was deafening now. Pearly slid out further and swung around. And what she saw took her breath clean away.

Through the smoky fog, a bright red helicopter, its red taillight flashing, swooped over the boat, so close, Pearly felt the need to duck. Pearly watched as it flew low, well beneath the billowing cloud. It turned and swooped again. It was Amma! Amma in her red helicopter.

Elation and dread collided in Pearly’s stomach.

Amma was coming to save her!

Amma was putting herself in grave danger!

The boat sped up. It lurched to the right again, and then to the left, zigzagging to avoid the buzzing annoying red insect harassing it. Pearly bumped right then left as if riding a wild horse. Edgar cursed and yelled from the steering cabin, but his yelling was useless below the thunder of Amma’s helicopter – hardly worth the effort.

Edgar must have thought so too, because as Amma’s helicopter swooped, he stepped out of the cabin, raised his pistol in the air and fired at the helicopter.

Three quick bursts.

Pearly flinched, her skin tingling.

But all three shots missed.

The helicopter banked and turned back to swoop again.

Edgar climbed up onto the bow of the boat and took aim. Amma was flying far too low, making her an easy target. But flying higher risked her flying into the ash cloud. Pearly couldn’t stand to watch any longer.

“No, Amma!” Pearly leapt out from under the tarp. “STOP!” she yelled at Edgar, as she made a wobbly path on the rocking boat towards him.

Edgar was so focused on the helicopter he didn’t seem to notice Pearly as she charged towards him. “STOOOOOP!” she screamed with the force of all her worries bursting out of her. “STOOOOOP!”

This time he heard her, saw her charging for her. He hesitated for just a second, dropped his firing arm and stared at the yelling wild thing approaching, his eyebrows furrowed, his face screwed with disbelief. And in that second, that brief second of hesitation, Amma’s helicopter dived towards him, the force of the downdraught pushing him backwards and making him stumble. His arms flailed as he tried to keep his balance. But it was no good.

Edgar Ermington fell backwards into the ash-stained, icy waters of the Greenland Sea.
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Edgar Ermington was gone. Pearly leant over the siderail and spotted him well behind the boat, his head bobbing above the ashy water, treading water with one arm, waving with the other. Pearly didn’t know how long a person could survive in these freezing waters, but she suspected that he needed to be rescued and fast.

She glanced around the boat frantically and located a tatty orange lifesaving ring. But already the bobbing head of Edgar was disappearing into the ash fog. The boat was steaming ahead – driverless.

Amma’s helicopter reappeared. It edged towards the boat and hovered to one side. The side door was open, and her mother was perched on the edge.

“Cut the engines, Pearly!” she shouted. “Cut the engines! Quickly.”

Of course. Good plan. Pearly dashed into the cabin. She surveyed the controls – there weren’t too many, but none were labelled, and she had no idea which one would stop the boat.

“QUICKLY!” Angel’s urgent panicky shouts echoed through the cabin.

Pearly looked up and saw what was making her mother shout. She was hurtling directly towards Black Rock Volcano. If she couldn’t work out how to stop this thing, she would either crash into the rocks or be forced to jump overboard herself.

Panic seized Pearly. Which button? Which button? Her trembling fingers hovered over the control panel. She zeroed in on a switch set to one side. She flicked it up. Nothing. She tried a round green button right in the middle of the controls. Green for go? Red for stop? She remembered that you needed to slow and thrust the engines into reverse in their dinghy on Orchard Island. Was that what she needed to do? She studied the long lever on the floor beside the wheel. Would that do it?

“CUT THE ENGINES! JUST CUT THE ENGINES!” Angel yelled again.

Pearly stabbed the big green button again with her finger. Nothing. She hit it again and kept her finger on it. The button turned from green to red. The boat shook, the engines spluttered and the boat jolted to a sudden stop. She had done it.

Pearly ran out of the cabin.

The helicopter was hovering directly above her and the winch cable was already descending towards her, an empty harness hanging from it. It swayed and swirled around her head. Pearly grabbed hold of it, stepped into the harness and locked in the carabiner. She tugged on the cable and gave her mother the thumbs up.

A quick lurching tug and she was plucked off the deck and into the ashy air, her eyes streaming from the stinging smoke, her heart thudding and relief needling right through her.

Once inside, her mother wrapped her arms around her. “You are such a brave Adventurologist,” she said.

“Told you that winching practice would come in handy!” Amma said. “Hold tight now!” She turned and winked at Pearly, then pulled on the joystick and banked the helicopter sharply to the right. She soared low, close to the sea, well below the ash plume which was streaming off to the south-east, until she was hovering above the bobbing head and waving arms of Edgar Ermington.

Angel tossed a lifesaving ring out of the helicopter. It landed a few metres from him. Edgar swam towards it and grabbed hold of it, his face upturned, his eyes pleading.

Amma gave him a wave and flew off.

“Aren’t you going to rescue him?” Pearly asked.

“That’s not my job,” Amma replied and pointed out to the left, where another helicopter was coming into view. “My job is to get you back to your father before he has a heart attack.”

The helicopter passed by Amma’s, and Pearly’s eyes flew wide open with shock. It too was flying just above the surface of the water and away from the ash plume, but it wasn’t the Channel Six helicopter. It was the police!

“You called the police? Not the media?” Pearly was shocked at how well her grandmother had fooled everyone.

“No. Not me. It was that Anouk apparently. She had a handset satellite phone and snuck an emergency call to the Icelandic police. She said the police already had Edgar under surveillance. They would have been here sooner, except for the volcano. They needed to get special clearance. Luckily, there was a police helicopter waiting on nearby Grimsey Island and a man threatening children with a gun seemed to be enough to get it in the air.”

Pearly sucked in a long breath and snuggled against her mother. Wow, Anouk! Anouk had saved the day. Pearly glanced behind her. The police helicopter was now winching a swirling wet Edgar on board.

Pearly couldn’t help but smile. Life was about to get tricky for that man. And, boy, did he deserve it.
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“What do you mean?” Pearly’s father’s face had turned red and blotchy. “You can’t be serious. After all that happened, you want Pearly to stay here and complete the challenge?”

Amma’s eyes twinkled. She seemed to enjoy making her father squirm. “Why not? The police said that it is now safe to fly and that the volcano has settled. It is only Day 4. She has another whole day and more tasks to complete.”

“I want to, Dad,” said Pearly, and meant it. “I really do.”

At first, once Amma’s helicopter had landed and she had been reunited with a very noisy and squealy Pig and a very anxious father, all she had wanted to do was to go back to Amma’s farm, have a hot bubble bath and eat several slices of Amma’s famous spice cake.

But then the police boat had arrived and had told them how police agencies all over the world had been working together to nab the people involved with the Earth Wonders Project, who had been stealing treasures from every corner of the globe and getting increasingly aggressive, apparently. And that the Icelandic authorities had had a team waiting at Dalvík for Edgar Ermington’s return trip. Edgar was never going to get that mammoth.

Dr Maud’s relief was so strong, she collapsed when she heard this news and sobbed uncontrollably. She had obviously feared greatly for the safety of her family. Anouk was praised for her quick thinking and stealthy ways. Pearly had felt all along that there was a sneaky side to Anouk, and she had been right – she just didn’t think her sneakiness would be used to save them all, and the mammoths.

The police boat had hooked up the bullet-ridden de Klerk’s boat and they were right now towing the boat back to Dalvík and taking the family with them to make statements. Amma had promised to bring them back to pack up their camp in a few days when things had settled down. She also hinted at a possible position for Dr Maud in a Mammút Island Woolly Mammoth Research Facility that Amma was thinking about establishing.

For Pearly, surprisingly, the most difficult part about the de Klerk’s leaving was saying goodbye to Caspar. She had been able to say goodbye to a much more relaxed Anouk and a relieved and rather sorry Dr Maud easily, but when it came to Caspar she once again was tongue-tied and not sure what to say. Now that the volcano had stopped spewing out ash, and they weren’t in the business of making plans and trying to sabotage a boat, it seemed she had forgotten how to speak Boy or Kid or whatever it was that Caspar spoke.

They had stood opposite each other: Caspar kicking at the sand with one foot and clutching his notebook to his chest; Pearly leaning down and stroking Pig’s back.

“Hey,” Caspar said finally. “How do pigs write secret messages?”

Pearly blinked with surprise. Were they back to pig jokes?

“With invisible oink!” he replied and oinked, dropping on all fours and trotting around Pig.

Pig wasn’t offended this time. He didn’t AROO or grunt or charge at Caspar. Instead, he snort-laughed and oinked back and trotted alongside him.

“What do you call a pig that’s no fun?” Caspar called out to Pearly. “A BOAR!” He laughed piggily. “Come on, Pearly! Don’t be BOARing!”

Pearly grimaced. This was too silly for words.

Grick! oinked Pig, which was Pig for, Come on!

Pearly turned to her parents who were both gawking at Caspar and Pig’s antics.

Go on, join in, mouthed Amma.

“Oh, smoky bacon, what the heck!” said Pearly. Maybe this was how kids were meant to behave.

“Hey, Caspar,” Pearly called. “You know what? I really don’t like comic books.”

Caspar stopped and gaped at her, mid-oink.

Pearly hesitated, before replying. “Yeah,” she said. “They have too many issues!”

Caspar oinked. “Not bad. For a beginner!”

Pearly dropped to the sand and chased Pig and Caspar around the beach, oinking and grunting and laughing and laughing, until they flopped onto their backs on the ashy sand to catch their breath. Pig lay beside them, panting, his tongue lolling out of his mouth like a puppy’s.

“Thanks, Pearly,” Caspar said finally and held out his fist. “And sorry for calling you weird. You’re actually hardly weird at all.”

Pearly giggled and fist bumped Caspar without hesitation. Caspar pulled out his notebook and scribbled something down. Then he tore out the page and handed it to her. “My email address. Send me an email when you get home and I’ll send you a copy of my Adventures of Mammút Island comic. You and Pig may even be the stars.”

Pearly took the sheet of paper and slid it into her side pocket. Inside, she was fizzing and bubbling. Had she just made her first human friend?

They both stood, fist bumped again, before Caspar gambolled up the ramp and joined Anouk and Dr Maud on the police boat.

“Smoky bacon to your worries!” Caspar called from the boat and waved.

Then they were gone.

It was then as she watched the police boat make a wide left turn and disappear around the southern corner of the island that Pearly had decided. Bubble baths and spice cake could wait.

She had a map to finish, a fish to catch, a puffin to find and a journal to write.

She was staying.

“I can’t agree to this, sweetheart,” her father was saying now, holding her tight. “You have been through a lot. And we have things we need to discuss.”

“Like what?” interrupted her mother.

“Like why she didn’t tell us about the de Klerks for starters. She should have pulled out of the challenge right away.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” said Pearly. “I didn’t know what to do, and I really hate that my actions might have put you all in danger – but I was trying to think like an Adventurologist, to calculate the risks and act decisively and—”

“Stop,” cut in Amma. “I disagree with your father, Pearly. I think you did the absolute right thing. Your instincts were good. You had no reason to fear the de Klerks or to pull out of the challenge.” Amma put her hand on Pearly’s shoulder. “This challenge was about you relying on your own instincts and not on the help or validation of others. I think you played it beautifully – perfectly. You got on with the challenge. You investigated to confirm your suspicions and then alerted us the moment you realised that what was happening was bigger than your challenge. What more could she have done, Ricky? What more would you want from a young Adventurologist? I see a big future for you, Pearly Woe. A big bright adventurous future.”

Amma’s words fizzed through Pearly like lemonade on a sunshiny day.

Ricky shook his head. He looked to his wife who was grinning knowingly. He looked at Pearly who couldn’t help looking pleased with herself after Amma’s high praise. He put his hands up in defeat. “Who am I to argue with that? Well played, Pearly. Maybe when you return you can teach me how to worry less and have more faith in your abilities?”

“So I can stay?” Pearly asked, holding both her breath and Pig tight.

“Of course. But don’t forget your 7 pm message.” He glanced at his watch. “Even today.”

Pearly looked at her own watch. It was 6:45.

“Sure, Dad,” she said. “And if you start to worry, just think of the positives! Like how there are no grizzlies on the island or bank robbers or how I have already survived four days, mammoth tusk theives and a volcanic eruption and I’m okay.”

Her father kissed her gently on her forehead and climbed into the helicopter with Amma and Angel.

Pearly stood with Pig well back and watched the helicopter’s rotors whirl, faster and faster, her mother and father waving faster and faster too. The helicopter rose and zoomed off.

And, at last, Pearly and Pig were alone – really alone – on Mammút Island and all its secrets.

“Come on, Pig,” said Pearly. “Let’s see if we can find our puffin friend.”

As they traipsed up the slope away from the no-puffins puffin beach, she listed the positives in her head.

Edgar Ermington was in police custody.

The woolly mammoths will stay safe within the icy permafrost on the island.

My family and the de Klerks are safe too.

I trusted my instincts and worked things out by myself.

I made my first friend.

Pearly’s steps became stronger with each positive she listed. Pig scampered to keep up.

Already a small flock of puffins were soaring through the grey skies above the colony cliffs. And when one little puffin with the thin black scar on its cheek came swooping down and around them, tears of relief rimmed Pearly’s eyes. Its white chest and head were decidedly grey, but other than that it looked fine.

“Thank you for trying to warn me!” Pearly called out. It circled twice them zoomed off. No doubt to check on its chick. Pearly waved and waved until it disappeared into the rest of the flock.

“Next summer,” she said to Pig, “we should come back. I want to try to learn how to communicate with the puffins. I’m starting to learn how to speak Boy, so surely I could learn Puffin too!”

Pig snort-laughed and trotted up the slope.

Pearly’s eyes looked past the flock of puffins to the volcano. Only a thin line of smoke was worming out now. She hoped it would stop smoking altogether soon and that tomorrow the sky would be clear and the wind slight. Because tomorrow when Amma came to pick her up, she desperately wanted Amma to winch them both out in her helicopter. What Adventurologist-in-training wouldn’t want another go at that?
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