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Chapter One
Ice Planet

‘Whoa, check it out!’ said Luke as the shuttle came in low over the planet’s surface. He was looking through the viewport next to his seat and just couldn’t stop grinning. ‘I’ve never seen this much snow… this is going to be so cool!’

Dazzling whiteness stretched away as far as he could see, snow covering the uneven ground, making it look like a giant rumpled duvet. In the distance stood a mountain range, great rocky peaks rising above huge, glittering glaciers. The shuttle itself was crowded, the seats occupied by the thirty kids of Primary One, Luke’s class, all of them wearing thick hooded coats and sturdy snow boots.
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Their teacher Clarke was at the controls. He was a hologram, a perfect replica of Albert Einstein, complete with wild white hair and a droopy moustache.

‘I don’t know about cool,’ muttered Luke’s friend Yasmin. She shivered as she peered over Luke’s shoulder, a frown on her brown face, her jet-black hair pulled back tightly in a ponytail. ‘I’ll bet it’s absolutely freezing down there.’

‘It’ll be cold all right,’ said Yuri, the flame-haired and freckled member of the trio. He was sitting in the last seat of their row. ‘But it won’t be absolutely freezing. Absolute zero is defined as being minus 273 degrees Centigrade – ’

‘Er… thanks for the scientific heads-up, Yuri,’ Yasmin said quickly, before he could really get into full geek-lecture-mode. ‘I’m just glad I put on plenty of layers. In fact I’d much rather have stayed put in our nice warm spaceship.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t,’ said Luke. ‘I can’t wait to land and have some fun.’

Luke was tired of living on a spaceship, however warm it was. He and his schoolmates and their families had been stuck on the Buzz Aldrin for ages. They had escaped from a terminally polluted Earth and were in search of a new home somewhere else in the galaxy. But so far they had found nothing except barren worlds they could never live on, and hostile aliens of one kind or another.

Then a few days ago they had come across a new star system with several planets circling its weak sun. Luke’s mum was Captain Riley, commander of the Buzz Aldrin, so he knew the ship’s science team had scanned the planets. The results had been mostly disappointing. Only one was capable of supporting life, but it was too cold to make a decent home for the remnants of humanity.

Everyone on the Buzz had been very glum – until Luke had his brainwave. He had asked his mum if they could spend some time on the ice planet – a few days of winter sports and fun would do them all a lot of good. Mum had agreed it was a great idea, and said the science team could also set up a research station to investigate some rather strange readings the scanners had picked up.

A rota had been organised, and today it was Primary One’s turn to fly down in the shuttle from the Buzz to the planet. Now their flight was nearly over.

‘Check your seatbelts, everybody!’ said Clarke. ‘We’re about to land.’

Luke just had time to glimpse the purple domes of the research station before the shuttle’s thrusters started kicking up a cloud of snow. Seconds later there was a slight bump as they touched down. Clarke switched off the thrusters and opened the rear door while the kids unbuckled their seatbelts. Soon they were streaming off the ramp and onto the surface, Luke, Yasmin and Yuri in the lead.

The friends skidded to a halt and stood for a moment gazing at the scene in front of them. Luke closed his eyes and breathed in the cold, sharp air, so unlike the awful, endlessly recycled stuff they had to put up with on the Buzz Aldrin.

Suddenly something very cold and wet smacked straight into his face. He wiped his eyes and saw Yasmin grinning at him, another snowball in her hand.

‘Score one for me!’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s not so bad down here after all.’

‘Right, you asked for it!’ said Luke, laughing. He scooped some snow into a big ball and threw it at her as hard as he could. Yasmin ducked, and threw the snowball she was holding at him. Yuri laughed too and pelted both of them, and of course the rest of the class joined in, chucking snowballs at them and each other. Everyone was having a terrific time – everyone except Clarke.

‘Children, behave yourselves!’ he shouted, his head fizzing as a snowball passed through it. ‘There will be plenty of time for games later. We’re supposed to check in at the research station first and hear how the science team is doing.’

‘No thanks!’ yelled Yasmin. ‘This is fun – and that sounds really boring!’

‘Speak for yourself, Yasmin,’ said Yuri. ‘I’d like to talk to them, actually.’

‘You won’t be doing much talking once I hit you with this,’ Luke yelled. He had put together a monster snowball, and now he threw it. But Yasmin jogged his arm and it missed Yuri by a long way. It flew over the red-haired boy’s head… and smacked into the face of a man who had appeared behind him.

‘Whoops!’ said Luke, and laughed. But the man looked very cross indeed.
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Chapter Two
Nasty Men

The man was big and ugly. He had a broken nose and the cold, cruel eyes of a snake, and he was wearing a strange outfit – a greasy old baseball cap and a long grey coat, his chest criss-crossed with ammunition belts full of cartridges. They were obviously for the rifle he carried slung on its strap over his shoulder.

Luke saw that the man had a couple of mean-looking friends with him – a pair of smaller men, one totally bald, the other’s face covered in a thick black beard. Both were dressed in much the same way as the first man, both carried rifles – and both were scowling. Luke gulped, and took a step backwards.

‘Er… that wasn’t meant for you,’ he said, his voice squeaky. ‘Sorry.’

‘You will be, sonny,’ snarled the man, angrily wiping the snow from his face. But he glanced over at Clarke and seemed to change his mind about whatever he’d been thinking of doing. ‘Come on, lads,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s leave these brats to their stupid games.’

He turned on his heel and headed for a small, tracked vehicle parked nearby. His friends gave Luke one last nasty look, then scurried off as well. The three men climbed into the car and it rumbled away, crushing the snow beneath its tracks, dirty black smoke pouring out of its exhaust.

‘Who the heck was that?’ said Yuri. ‘He was like a bad guy in a movie.’

‘That’s probably what he wants to be,’ snorted Yasmin. ‘His name is Quint. The bald one is called Leon, and the one with the big beard is called Biff.’

‘Oh, so that’s Quint!’ said Luke. ‘I heard my mum talking about him the other day. As far as I can make out, she doesn’t think he’s a very nice person.’

‘You can say that again,’ muttered Yasmin. ‘I’ve heard lots of bad stories about him – he’s a real troublemaker. And where did they get those guns?’

‘They’re hunters,’ said Luke, remembering something he’d heard his mum say. ‘Or at least they’d like to be. They must have brought the guns and that filthy old car from Earth.’

‘Well, I certainly hope they don’t find anything to hunt here,’ said Yasmin. ‘I hate the idea of nasty men like that killing defenceless animals.’

‘Hear hear,’ said Yuri, nodding seriously. ‘I’m with you on that, Yasmin.’

‘Me too,’ said Luke, scooping up some snow. ‘Now, back to having fun.’

‘Er, I don’t think so,’ said Yasmin. ‘Clarke is rounding everyone up.’

Yasmin was right. Clarke had got the rest of the class under control, and soon he was marching them away from the shuttle and towards the purple domes.

Their visit to the research station turned out to be interesting – for Yuri. The science team was in the largest dome and was led by the Buzz Aldrin’s elderly chief engineer, Asimov. He was happy to explain to the children what they were doing, and waved his long, thin arms around as he showed them all the bleeping machines they had set up, his hair even wilder than Clarke’s.
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‘So have you found out anything more about those strange readings, Mr Asimov?’ said Yuri. Yasmin nudged Luke and rolled her eyes. Luke smiled.

‘Excellent question, young man,’ said Mr Asimov. ‘We’re pretty sure they’re coming from something organic, but we don’t know exactly what. Now, if you just follow me I’ll show you the fascinating rock samples we’ve collected…’

Asimov headed to the other side of the dome, Clarke and most of the class trailing behind him. Yasmin pulled a face and hung back, and Luke did too. He had seen Chung, Mum’s second-in-command, and wanted to talk to her.

‘Hi, you two!’ she said, smiling at Luke and Yasmin, pushing back her dark hair. In front of her was a screen showing the area behind the dome where the science team’s hover-jeep was parked. ‘Not interested in rock samples?’

Yasmin and Luke laughed, and they talked for a while. Chung told them she had already been skiing, and that the nearest hills were great for snowboarding.

‘Sounds good,’ said Luke. ‘But I hope we don’t bump into Quint and his pals anywhere. I don’t understand why Mum let them come down here at all.’

‘She couldn’t really stop them, Luke,’ said Chung with a shrug. ‘I suppose they’ve got as much right as anyone else on the Buzz to get some fresh air.’

‘They haven’t got the right to go round killing living creatures,’ said Yasmin. ‘Guns are evil, and I don’t think they should have been allowed to bring them.’

‘Don’t worry about it too much, Yasmin,’ said Chung. ‘If you ask me they’re all talk. Besides, we haven’t yet found any living creatures they could shoot.’

Yasmin was about to say something else, but then the metal floor beneath their feet started to shake. Luke and Yasmin looked at each other in alarm.

‘Hey, what’s with the tremors?’ Luke said nervously. ‘Is it an earthquake?’

‘We don’t think so,’ said Chung, frowning. ‘But that’s the third time today.’

Luke felt uneasy. Maybe there was more to this planet than met the eye.
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