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I would like to dedicate this book to all the people across the world who are using their curiosity, and creativity in the endeavor to find solutions to the climate crisis and to help endangered animals. You are an inspiration – thank you.

On a more personal note I dedicate Mammoth Rider to my herd; Spike, Beatriz and Winston, for sticking by this old wobbly footed matriarch on her journey to publication.





Prelude

The colossal creature towered above the girl, his warm breath heating her face. Huge – deadly – tusks rolled out either side, reminding the child that with a single shake of the brute’s head she would be dead. Wise amber eyes studied the girl as explosions, screams and trumpeting sounded all around them. Smoke enveloped the pair, shrinking the world until it was just the two of them – child and beast.

The girl knew the animal was inviting her to ride him. It was a call to arms. No, a call to trunk. He was asking her to help in the battle to save the herd. As she gazed back into the beast’s penetrating eyes, she knew he was looking to see if she was worthy, if she was strong enough, and she wondered the same thing.

It was all she’d ever wanted, to be a mammoth rider like her dad, but in that second, as the herd was under attack, doubt froze her. How could she, a twelve-year-old girl, help save a herd of mammoths?

‘Do I have the strength to be a mammoth rider?’ she whispered.





Chapter One

A few days before, Ash had woken up to the aroma of a freshly baked croissant in an otherwise lonely flat.

It had been the same every morning for months. Ash’s dad would put the croissant in the oven on a timer so it would start cooking a few moments before her alarm went off and be ready when she roused. It filled the room with warm buttery goodness, even when the apartment was cold and empty. Ash had tried getting up early to see if she could spend time with Dad before he headed out to work, but no matter how early she dragged herself out of bed, she was always too late. It was Dad’s busy season and, with the event just hours away, he was working all the time.

It didn’t help that stuff kept going wrong. Dad joked that gremlins must be bursting pipes, breaking things and mangling the electrics to cause outages. He said they must know the event was close, so they were creating as much chaos as possible. Ash didn’t think it was funny at all, as Dad was working even longer hours to get everything fixed and, in his words, ‘ship shape’ in time.

She missed him, but it was almost over. Soon everything would be back to normal. Ash and Dad, the team. That was the trouble with having a small family. With just the two of them, if one was busy, the other was… Ash searched her brain for the right word, but none seemed quite right, so she settled with: lonely. Only a few years ago her mum would have been here. Her parents would have taken shifts working and taking care of her, and Ash wouldn’t be alone, staring at a pastry.

Ash sat in her pyjamas at the breakfast bar and devoured her croissant, which she knew was Dad’s way of saying he loved her. It warmed her insides a bit. But not as much as the note Dad had left her. He wasn’t big on words, so it was a doodle, which suited Ash – no reading necessary. On the back of an old, ripped, tea-stained envelope he had drawn two stick figures (her dad wasn’t big on drawing either, but at least he tried). There was a little one – Ash – and a tall one with a beard – Dad. Next to them was what looked like a hairy mountain with fallen trees, which Ash guessed was his attempt at a mammoth.

Holding the doodle to her chest, Ash got up and walked across the minuscule living room, passing its one sofa, dust-covered coffee table and ridiculously small TV, to her room. She pulled on her clothes with a smile. One of the perks of Dad not being about was that no one nagged her to have a shower.

As she went to open the curtains, her eyes got caught on her bookshelves. They were covered in half-built Lego and books about animals, all with big glossy images and very little writing, just the way she liked them. None of those tricky dancing words.

Her eye went straight to the birthday card with a huge pink ‘eight’ nestled between a photo of a young Ash and her mother and a toy elephant. The last card signed by her mum, and strangely the last one where she could read Dad’s signature – it seemed remarkably similar to her mum’s handwriting.

Since Mum died, Dad refused to have his photo taken, and, before she died, he was always the one taking the photographs, so the doodle was the closest thing Ash had to a picture of him. Carefully she propped it up between her photo of her and her mum, and the multiple photographs of her only other honorary family member, Ransom. It was a gallery of dozens of images of Ransom and Ash at different ages: baby, gappy-toothed on her first day of school, right up to his most recent visit six months ago.

Ransom was busy too now, studying for his degree at university and off saving the world and the animals in it. Staring at the photos of them together, Ash recalled his last visit, which seemed like forever ago. He stopped by for a fleeting visit in October, so Ruby had the idea to have an early Halloween party and for the three of them to trick-or-treat around the complex. She remembered the laughter as she wrapped Ransom up in toilet paper as they improvised a mummy outfit. The giggles when Dad had yelled from the bathroom as they used ALL the toilet roll. Even the chuckles as they tried to wind the paper back on to the cardboard tube. It was the most fun time Ash could remember, but it was so short, as Ransom had left the next day.

Ransom was her big brother – not technically, as they weren’t related, but he was only seven years older than her and had always lived with them during school holidays when they were younger. It seemed like ages since she’d seen him, but one of the best things about the event was that Ransom was coming, her whole family back together.

Feeling lighter, Ash readied herself for the day. She tried to stop the thought of hours of torturous online school from dampening her good mood as she drew the curtains. Outside, beyond the intricate frost patterns on the glass, the world was white.

It was finally here.

Winter.

Ash loved the winter. She loved the snow. So white and crisp, like a blank page. The best type of page, ready to be drawn or painted on or folded into an origami animal. Blank and friendly, not full of letters or numbers that tried to trick her, moving and morphing, giving her a throbbing headache and making her cranky.

Ash thought that the snow was beautiful. It transformed the tundra from an expanse of gorse and grass, all hard and spiky, into a soft landscape of marshmallow. The months of no sun it brought weren’t so great, but along with it came the mammoths. Ash really loved the mammoths.

That’s why she and everyone else was here, up in Greenland living in the isolated inhospitable tundra at the western headquarters of the Mammoth Arctic Conservation Trust (MAC). Where the adults here were trying to save the world from warming up to devastatingly high temperatures causing mass extinctions – by cloning, breeding and caring for mammoths.

MAC had cloned modern mammoths by editing the genes in Asian elephant DNA to make them winterproof.

The huge beasts roamed the tundra looking for food, their sheer size breaking up the blankets of fresh snow, preventing it from warming up and melting the permafrost beneath. The mammoths had been de-extinct since before Ash was born; the oldest, Goliath, was about to turn twenty years old. She’d never known life without them, but she was still awe-struck and yearned to look after the mammoths just like Dad. Maybe this winter he’d finally let her start learning mammoth husbandry skills. Maybe she’d finally get to see a mammoth up close.

Ash felt every muscle in her body itch to get out into the snow. It was calling to her, telling her to walk, run and jump. Her body shivered as it anticipated the cold, and she could almost hear the crunch underfoot. It was the sound that only snow makes, a slow satisfied sigh of welcome.

‘Maybe I have time to go out before school?’ Ash whispered to herself as she looked to the clock that hung on the wall of the hall outside her room.

She knew the theory, that the little hand pointed to the hour and that the big hand pointed to the minutes. Ash always found reading analogue clocks hard, as the numbers moved and switched places. Today was no different, and the harder she concentrated the more the numbers played tricks on her. It made her head thump, and she was still no wiser as to what the time was.


KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

KNOCK.



Hammering sounded from the apartment’s front door and stopped abruptly. Ash rushed to answer it, but before she’d made it to the middle of the living room the feverish pounding began again.


KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.



‘ASH!’


KNOCK.

KNOCK. KNOCK.



Ash knew the foghorn voice well. It belonged to her best friend, Ruby. With Ransom away at boarding school for most of Ash’s life, Ruby had been the only other kid living full-time at MAC Headquarters. But Ash liked to think that even if there’d been a hundred kids, or a thousand, or even a million, that they’d still be best friends.

‘Coming!’ Ash yelled back.

‘ASH!’ Ruby was mid-holler as Ash swung the door open. Unfortunately, she was also mid-knock. Although Ash dodged, she still got clobbered around the ear.

‘OUCH! RUBY!’

‘Soz,’ Ruby said with a grin that told Ash she wasn’t sorry at all. Ruby slouched against the wall. She was wearing too-short jeans, her favourite holey jumper, and her curly hair was scraped back into two pigtails.

Behind her and in complete contrast, Jack was in his crisp white shirt, tie, black trousers, and shoes so shiny Ash could almost use them as mirrors. He looked more nervous than usual and was almost shaking.

‘Hi, Jack,’ Ash greeted him.

‘Good morning, Ash. Have you seen? It’s SNOWING! There is actual SNOW OUTSIDE!’ The words burst out of him like an avalanche. Sometimes Ash forgot that Jack had only been living at the complex for two months as he’d gelled with her and Ruby so quickly.

‘It’s like he’s never seen it before!’ Ruby scoffed and rolled her eyes.

‘I haven’t! I lived all my life in California – it never snows there. Well, it does, but only in the mountains. Not where I lived!’

Ash knew there were some people that had never seen snow before, but having grown up in the tundra, it was difficult to believe. Here, snow was a permanent fixture for six months of the year and made appearances during the springtime and autumn too. Which was part of the problem: the hotter the world got, the more it snowed, and the more the snow insulated and melted the permafrost. If Jack was this excited about snow, she couldn’t wait to see how he would react to the mammoths.

‘I always wanted a white Christmas like in the movies.’ Jack was bouncing on his heels, his shoes squeaking on the polished stone floor.

‘Like the really ooolllld movie? You dreaming of a “White Easter” and “White Halloween” too, Jack?’ Ruby smirked.

Jack rolled his eyes and shook his head, rather like a disappointed adult.

Excitement fizzed in Ash like electric eels were swimming through her veins. ‘Jack, come on, let’s go out in the snow.’

Jack beamed, before his face crumpled like an over-ripe peach. ‘But it could be cold. I could get pneumonia. Or frostbite. Or I could fall and break a bone. Is it slippery? It looks slippery.’

‘Jack, it’ll be fine. We do it all the time; you’ll love it.’ Ash tried to persuade him, but Jack wasn’t listening. He was muttering to himself.

‘It’s almost time for school. If we went outside now, we’d be late. I can’t miss lessons.’ Jack was back to obsessing about school, which was, as Ash had learned in the last few weeks since he’d arrived, all Jack thought about.

Ruby kicked at the air. ‘It’s only a half-day – we won’t miss much.’

Jack glared at her in response.

‘Okay –’ Ruby held her hand up – ‘if you won’t skip lessons, then we make a pact that we go after school. And no backing out.’ She thrust her hand out to him.

Jack’s eyes widened and his mouth opened to protest, but when he looked at Ruby’s face, he gulped, nodded and shook her hand.

Ash felt the calling of the snow pull at her, but she knew she’d have to wait; she’d have to endure a painful half-day of online school first. Then she’d be free. Free to embrace the snow, to feel the chilly air fill her lungs and to put her mark on the pristine canvas of the blank landscape.





Chapter Two

Ash grabbed her keycard, lobbed her rucksack over her shoulder and pulled her trainers on, tucking the laces inside the shoe. She didn’t have time to painstakingly try to tie them now, not if they were going to make it to school on time.

The three of them ran down the narrow corridor of the residential block. In front of Ash, Ruby was dragging Jack by the wrist and knocking on every door she passed.

‘MORNING,’ she yelled, ‘TIME TO GET UP!’

She didn’t get many responses as most people were already up and out, but some of the nightshift workers shouted angrily back.

They darted past the communal social room with its sofas, TV and lounge chairs, and display cabinet housing photos and articles about MAC’s history, but it was empty. Ash guessed everyone was busy trying to calm the chaos that the imaginary gremlins were causing. At the end of the corridor, Ash followed Ruby and Jack through the double doors, all swiping their keycards to get through. The corridor in this part of the main building was bigger and all three of them broke into a sprint. They slid on the polished floor and wove between the adults who were loitering by open office doors, chatting, or ambling along with cups of coffee from the vending machine.

Ash knew everyone who worked at MAC HQ, but in the past few weeks the population at the complex had swollen as more temporary staff had arrived to help prepare for the event. Everywhere Ash looked, unfamiliar faces glared back. She felt like a stranger in her own home.

The building was sprawling, white and smelled of chemicals. It was shiny and clean and devoid of personality. Ash always thought the walls looked sterile and unfriendly, like hospitals on TV. She wished they’d hang up some photos or get murals painted, but she knew this would never happen. Sometimes she thought about sneaking out at night and painting them herself, but if anyone found out she’d get into BIG trouble.

Ash almost tripped up when she saw something new had been hung on a wall. It was a poster in an ornate frame, dark blue with silver foil lettering:


Director Natasha Verde brings you an event like no other. The Mammoth Arctic Conservation Trust’s 25th Anniversary Extravaganza!

Join us to celebrate the arrival of the Mega Herd. Enjoy a two-day celebration with a black-tie reception and excursions.

Featuring Goliath and the Mammoth Rider, the Brother of Mammoths and a special performance from Circus O’Paleo.



It seemed like a party for staff, but everyone knew it was really for the VIPs (very important people) whose work and money MAC relied on. It was why everyone at MAC just referred to it as ‘the event’. Ash wanted to stop, but Ruby interrupted her thoughts.

‘Come on, Ash!’ Ruby and Jack had already made their way down the corridor, but Ruby had paused and was now standing a few metres in front of her. ‘Catch up!’ she taunted, breaking into a sprint.

Ash could see what was going to happen next, but not soon enough to stop it. Ruby’s eyes were fixed on Jack, who had almost reached the next set of double doors, as she ran blindly forward. At the same time Natasha Verde, MAC’s director and Ruby’s mum, appeared from one of the side doors. She was deep in conversation with someone behind her.

Neither Ruby nor Natasha was looking where they were going.

Jack shot a panicked glance at Ash, and both started running at the same time.

Natasha, who wasn’t in her usual jeans, cardi and trainers combo – but a navy wide-legged trouser suit, with pink shirt and heels – stepped out into the hallway.

‘Ruby!’ Ash yelled, skidding to a halt as she watched the mayhem. Ruby and Natasha locked eyes a millisecond before they collided.

CRASH.

Ruby bounced off her mother, staggered sideways, crashed into Jack, and fell to the floor, dragging him with her.

Ash was amazed that Natasha, a tiny, slim woman on heels, hadn’t moved – not so much as a stumble.

‘Are you all right, ma’am?’ a high-pitched unfamiliar voice sounded from the shadow of the doorway, and Ash spotted a large meaty hand on Natasha’s shoulder.

‘Why yes, thank you, Mr Bullet, for catching me,’ Natasha said, stepping forward and leaving the sausage-fingered hand floating in mid-air.

All three children scarcely breathed as they watched Natasha straighten her suit jacket, run her hand through her voluminous curls before finally staring at each of them over the top of her glasses.

‘How many times have I told you three to slow down? No. Running. In. The. Corridor.’

‘I don’t know. Two, three hundred times?’ Ruby replied, clambering to her feet.

‘Ruby Alicia Verde, you do not talk to people like that.’

‘Sorry, Ms Verde,’ Jack mumbled, bottom-shuffling backwards towards the wall.

Natasha glanced at Jack and her stern expression softened. ‘It’s all right, Jack. You’re new here, so you’ve still got the excuse of adjusting. Ruby and Ash, however!’ She switched her attention back to the two girls. ‘You should know better.’

Ash felt her cheeks burn. Beside her she could feel the sass and rebellion oozing off Ruby. A glance confirmed her suspicions – Ruby was staring her mother down, hands on hips.

It was a silent stand-off, and it only ended when Natasha spoke. ‘No more running. You know I can tell. I can check the times between you swiping your keycards and appearing on the CCTV cameras. Now, Jack, don’t let Ruby lead you astray – you’re a good child. Ash, you’re the oldest – please try to set an example. Ruby, we’ll have words later.’

Behind Natasha the owner of the wheezy voice and meaty hand emerged. It was a huge muscular man, who had to stoop to get through the doorway. He was dressed in a sharp black suit and had sunglasses on – inside – which Ash thought was pretty unusual.

‘So what do we have here? Anyone I should be worried about?’ he said, straightening up to his full height and grinning.

‘Mr Bullet, meet the troublesome trio,’ Natasha replied, with a softer smile. ‘These are the only resident children: Ash; Jack, who’s new like you; and the one with the attitude is my daughter, Ruby. Children, this is our newest member of security, Mr Bullet. He’s been here a few months doing the graveyard shift, keeping the place safe while everyone else is asleep. This is his first day on a day shift.’

‘Well, howdy there,’ Mr Bullet’s whistling high-pitched voice sounded as he winked.

‘Nice to meet you, Mr Bullet,’ Jack said, scrabbling to his feet and offering his hand.

‘Right back at ya,’ Bullet said as they did the customary shake, but he pulled away, mock whimpering and cradling his meaty hand. ‘You have quite a grip, young man.’

‘I… I… I’m really s-sorry,’ Jack muttered, his face growing redder with every word.

‘He’s winding you up, Jack. He thinks he’s funny!’ Ruby scoffed and marched over to the now-laughing Bullet and thrust her hand out. ‘I’m Ruby.’

‘Why hello there, Ruby-Lou.’ Bullet grasped her waiting hand. As they shook, his jaw clenched. He looked visibly relieved when Ruby let go. ‘Ouch, that actually hurt.’

‘Oh, did it? I’m sooooo sorry!’ Ruby turned, winked at Jack and pivoted back to Bullet. ‘Oh, and it’s not Ruby-Lou, it’s Ruby.’

‘So you must be Ash.’ Bullet gave Ash a smile that may or may not have extended up to his eyes; it was hard to tell with his dark lenses. ‘I would shake hands, but Bone-Crusher-Ruby here may have broken it…’ He chortled a whistly laugh. ‘Do you know the way to the first-aid department?!’

‘Ice,’ Ash said. She knew he was joking, but remembered the pain from when Ruby had pulled the same trick on her.

‘What’s that?’ Bullet asked.

‘Ice, for the hand.’

‘Ah, you’re the wise one. Well, if there’s one thing we’re not short of here it’s ice!’ Bullet said, chortling again.

‘Lame,’ Ruby barely whispered.

‘Well, we definitely have ice to spare.’ Natasha stepped up. ‘Now, Mr Bullet, we should be on our way. Right, you three, you’d better get off to school, or you’ll be late.’

Ash followed Ruby and Jack as they crept round Natasha and Bullet, walked off and broke into a run when they were out of arm’s reach. Behind her Ash could hear a deep sigh and a higher whistling chuckle.





Chapter Three

Ash had been right. The day was torturous. It hadn’t started well. They were late to the classroom, which meant that by the time they logged on the first lesson was in full swing. Jack had got off lightly (‘As he is still new to the online lessons and finding his feet’ – Miss Page’s words), but Ash and Ruby got behaviour points for missing registration.

So Ash sat slumped over her desk and stared around at the large white room, the grey carpet tiles and its three desks.

It was as if school was especially designed to make her miserable. It was hours of watching a screen and being forced to deal with words and numbers. According to the digital clock on her computer, it was 12.35 p.m. Ash knew it was only forty-five minutes until the early finish and the start of the weekend with an inset on Monday, which gave them a whopping three and a half days of freedom. But her head was throbbing and her eyes stung, so that seemed like hours away.

They had to learn remotely as they were up in northern Greenland, a long distance away from the nearest school, and that school was for local children and lessons were taught in Greenlandic and Danish as well as English. Ash had enough trouble learning as it was; the thought of having lessons in another language was terrifying. She and Ruby had been to the school in the past for special days like the February Return of the Sun celebrations, and during the summer. To her surprise Ash had enjoyed it, being with other children, having scheduled breaks and playtimes. When she got overwhelmed the teacher had let her have down time and given her a mammoth necklace she’d had carved from caribou antler. Despite the difficulties of being taught in multiple languages, Ash would have liked to study there. She loved the vibes and bustle of the colourful town, and learning with more children and an actual teacher. But it was too far to travel every day, especially in winter.

So, with actual school not possible, online was their only option. Their parents had decided they should have a special ‘educational environment’, so they’d been set up in an empty office.

The three of them spent five hours at their computers with earphones rammed in their ears, having lessons. Ash hated it. She tried to keep up, but the class was too fast for her to read anything. Ash needed time to concentrate on following the words on the monitor. Sounding them out in her head, syllable by syllable, letter by letter. It was so much effort, and she needed to let it sink in if she was to have any chance of understanding what the text said.

Miss Page did understand, and she no longer made Ash read aloud to the class of twenty-nine other pupils who were all in a grid on her screen and scattered around the world (except for Jack, who was on the screen but also at the next desk, and Ruby who was in the same room but in the class below). Usually, Miss Page sent anything she needed to read ahead of class, so Ash had time to prepare, but Miss Page had forgotten to send it over. So Ash gave up on reading and started watching Ruby, who had a pile of padlocks on her desk, and a small toolkit of various tiny metal gizmos carefully laid out in front of her. She used the tools to pick the first lock. When it clicked open, she put it down and started picking the next one.

‘They think the camera’s broken,’ Ruby whispered to Ash without looking up. ‘If I’m going to be the next Houdini I need to work on my speed!’

‘Ash, so now you have read this example, who do you think you will do your talk on?’ Miss Page’s voice bellowed right in Ash’s ear.

‘Sorry, miss?’ Ash panicked, looking back at the screen to see Miss Page staring back at her expectantly.

‘Your presentation to the class about your hero. Do you have any thoughts on who you will give your talk on?’

Ash’s heart pounded, her mind going blank. When she opened her mouth no words sounded.

It wasn’t like she didn’t know who she wanted to do her presentation on. She did – Ransom Tusk, of course. No one else would know their hero as well as she knew Ransom. His father, Ransom Senior, had funded the founding of MAC and, after the first mammoth, Goliath, was born, was crowned the ‘Father of Mammoths’. When his actual son, Ransom Junior, arrived less than a year later, the media called him the ‘Brother of Mammoths’.

Ransom Senior had passed away eighteen months before, when Ransom was seventeen. He’d inherited the Tusk fortune and carried on his father’s work supporting MAC. Ransom and she were so similar, their love for all things flora and fauna, and especially mammoths. They had something else in common – they’d both lost their mothers when they were young. It was what made them so close.

It was a no-brainer: of course she’d do hers on Ransom. She was sure he’d even let her interview him. But five minutes talking to the class, reading aloud… Just the thought of the letters playing tricks on her, and her trying to sound coherent, made her head dizzy.

A private message popped up from Miss Page: ‘If you feel more comfortable you can do your talk just to me.’

‘Okay, well, you let me know ahead of the presentation next Friday,’ Miss Page said aloud. ‘Jack, any thoughts on who you might pick?’

Doing the talk to just Miss Page was infinitely less scary than reading it out to the whole class, but everyone would message her asking how come she got out of doing the presentation and that would be bad too.

Ash concentrated really hard for the last few minutes. Although she wanted to look after the mammoths when she grew up, she knew that getting a job working for the Mammoth Arctic Conservation Trust was really competitive – your place had to be earned. So she’d need to do well at school or be like Dad and be really good with the mammoths. Dad had a strange bond with them, which she seemed not to have inherited, or learned. Maybe if her mum was still alive it’d be different. Her mum had been teaching her about mammoth care, like how to spot that the animals were agitated when they raised their tails, spread their ears and kicked up snow.

Without good grades in school or a strange, special bond with the mammoths, Ash might not be allowed to stay at MAC.

She shuddered at the thought.



‘I’ll be back to check on you in an hour or so,’ Bullet said, pushing up his sunglasses as he opened the exterior door. ‘You lot were lucky I was about to let you out!’

He grinned, walked off, stopped and called back, ‘And don’t leave the compound.’

‘Leave the compound? How are we going to do that?’ Ruby scoffed. ‘Scale the walls and abseil down the other side?’

Ash shrugged. Ruby had a point; they were never allowed out of the compound unaccompanied. They had to be satisfied with the small stadium-sized patch of tundra in the courtyard of the complex. All around them there were walls of concrete and glass, or mesh cages filled with stone, stacked to make castle-like walls with snow banked up them. But the flat courtyard was covered in fresh snowfall. What Ash really needed, after the day of online classes and moving letters and numbers, was the snow.

‘Mr Bullet. Fun or try-hard?’ Ruby asked, watching him walk away.

‘I think he’s just trying to be friendly. It’s quite sweet,’ Jack muttered.

Ash felt the weight of them starring at her, expecting her to say something. ‘He’s okay, I guess. But what’s with the sunglasses?’

Her friends launched into a debate about sunglasses and Ash turned her attention to the world beyond the open door, feeling the cool breeze tickle her nose. She gazed outside at the wild white world in front of her. The snow made it seem so much bigger than yesterday. Perfect. Ready. Waiting.

‘Are you sure it’s safe?’ Jack’s voice sounded small as his words were whipped away by the biting Arctic wind.

Ash couldn’t answer. She was listening to the sounds of the tundra; the slow groans of settling snow, and the softer patter of new flakes falling on to the powdery blanket.

Every breath of splintery frozen air that filled Ash’s lungs helped clear her mind. She began to relax and, as she did, all her fears disappeared. For one blissful moment, she stopped worrying that the world would pull her away from MAC. From Dad. From the mammoths. She knew this was where she was supposed to be. Here. No matter if she couldn’t do sums or write essays. This was her home, and she would make everyone see that she didn’t have to be good at school to be useful.

‘COME ON!’ Ruby’s voice broke the moment.

Ash’s eyes focused on a bright-blue shape that stomped into view. Like a blob of bubble-gum syrup on vanilla ice cream. Ruby was wrapped up in layers and layers of clothes topped with a quilted blue snowsuit, and a matching woolly hat, with a bobble almost the same size as her head. Ruby stopped, stooped and scooped up some snow with her gloved hands.

Ash watched Ruby compress and mould the snow, look up, a wicked grin spreading across her face. Before Ruby had a chance to lob it, Ash jumped for cover, landing in the soft snow.

Jack wasn’t so fast; Ash looked round in time to see the snowball hit him square in the face.

Jack’s face, what could be seen of it beneath the hood and sunglasses, was one of shock. His bottom lip quivered.

Ash scrambled to her feet, ready to take him back inside.

Ruby shot Ash a look and shrugged.

Jack stared back at them, melting snow dripping down his face, his bottom lip still quivering. He sucked in a deep breath. Ash thought the tears were about to stream down his face, but instead he laughed and dived into the snow next to them.

They played outside. Stepping pictures into the snow. Making snowmen and snow angels. Having an epic snowball battle which Ruby won.

‘I like the snow,’ Jack said, just as the door opened and Bullet appeared, waving for them to come in. ‘I wish I’d brought my drone. I could have got some great photos and footage.’

‘Snow IS awesome,’ Ruby replied, patting him on the head with a glove full of snow, which fell down his hood and face, making him twinkle, like a Christmas decoration.

Ash watched as Ruby and Jack burst into giggles, and began walking back to the building where Bullet was waiting, grinning, and holding three steaming paper cups topped with a mountain of cream, marshmallows and chocolate sprinkles.

Ash stared out at the snowy courtyard. She smelled the fresh icy tundra air beyond and listened to the echoey sound of the Arctic. Despite the cold, it filled her with warmth. ‘Snow is awesome,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Snow brings mammoths.’

For a second she felt like her mum was with her, watching the horizon and instructing her to be still, to clear her mind and to listen with all her senses. To feel. Ash remembered with a jolt of sadness that Mum wasn’t with her, and never would be again. Standing alone in the frozen landscape, she felt a
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