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			Chapter 1
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			‘I am a famous scientist! I will make fire burn underwater!’ In one hand I wave a bunch of sparklers and in my other hand, I hold a box of matches.

			‘You are not allowed to play with matches, Zane,’ Kiki warns me. She looks a bit scared.

			Kiki and me, along with Bart, my best friend in the whole wide universe, and a girl called Mona (who, you guessed it, moans a lot) are the Secret Science Society. We get to represent our school at the Science Expo this year and I’m so excited because the theme is … wait for it … SPACE! We agreed that we would each come up with an idea for what our project could be and then share our thoughts at the club’s weekly after-school meeting.

			‘I’m not playing with matches, Kiki,’ I explain, ‘I am conducting a space-themed science experiment. Besides, if anything goes wrong, we have the fire extinguishers to put the fire out.’ I nod over at the shiny equipment on the wall. I almost hope the experiment does go wrong. I’ve been wanting to use that extinguisher for ages.

			‘But that won’t work! Fire requires oxygen. There is no free oxygen in water.’ Bart always has to be the Professor Know-It-All.

			I ignore him. Bart is on the autism spectrum and he likes logic. I have ADHD and I like excitement.

			‘What’s that got to do with our science project? There’s no water in space,’ Mona sneers.

			‘That’s not true,’ Bart disagrees. I wait until he’s finished his speech, this could take a while. ‘Uranus and Neptune are ice giants and even Mars has ice. And it is quite possible that liquid water will be found on planets outside our solar system.’

			‘Exactly!’ I agree with Bart. ‘And when we discover this new planet, we might need to see underwater. That’s what my space experiment is all about. And to do that, I have taped these sparklers together, then I will set them alight and stick the bundle into the water.’ I make a dramatic stabbing gesture with my hands.

			Kiki scrunches up her face. ‘Is it safe?’ she asks.

			‘Of course,’ I assure her. ‘I saw this on a show once, and nothing bad happened.’ I left out the bit where the presenter scientist guy wore safety glasses and gloves. He also looked down the camera lens and told everyone, ‘Don’t try this at home.’ Well, I guess I’m obeying him. We’re not at my home, so I’m not trying this at home, am I? Also, he taped only four sparklers together, and I have taped the whole packet.

			I take a clear plastic jug from my bag and fill it with water. The presenter had used a beaker, but we are not allowed to touch the equipment in the lab and once again, I am obedient.

			‘Ta-da!’ I cry as I set the sparklers alight. They fizz and flicker wildly and I stare at their sparkiness.

			‘Just put it in the water, will you?’ Mona snaps. ‘I want to go home.’

			I PLUNGE the burning ends into the water.

			For a few seconds, the experiment works perfectly. It’s amazing. The sparklers keep burning. Then the water starts to furiously bubble and boil. Some splashes out of the jug, and we all jump clear.

			The fire flares up like a meteor and fills the container with underwater flames.

			‘Yippee!’ I shout. My experiment is a huge success!

			‘Oh no!’ Kiki cries.

			Mona yells, and heads for the exit.

			‘I get it,’ Bart says calmly. ‘Sparklers contain potassium nitrate which produces its own oxygen when it burns. Genius Zane!’

			Suddenly, the plastic jar-beaker thing melts before our eyes and boiling water pours all over the lab bench. But, the sparklers keep sparkling. The flames erupt high into the air. Double uh oh. Perhaps I shouldn’t have used a whole packet after all.

			‘Bart! Your notes!’ Kiki shrieks. Too late. Bart’s notebook whooshes on fire.

			And then the fire sprinklers come on just as Mrs Mythos walks into the room.
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			Chapter 2
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			‘What were you thinking, Zane?!’ Mr Crumpets roars. ‘You cannot use your ADHD as an excuse to ignore rules. How many times have you been told not to play with laboratory equipment?!’

			‘I wasn’t playing, sir, I was conducting …’ I start, but I stop when I see his very red face. Just as well I don’t have my sparklers anymore or that heat could set them off.

			We all stare at the mess in the science lab. There was water everywhere.

			‘Luckily we evacuated everyone in time,’ says Mrs M, ‘and that we were able to cancel the fire department before they got here.’

			‘The science lab has very efficient fire sprinklers,’ Bart points out and I think Mona giggles but tries to cover it with a cough. Too late.

			‘That’s it!’ Mr Crumpets snaps. ‘All of you are off the science team.’ He turns to leave, ignoring Kiki’s crying, Bart’s gasp of horror and Mona’s big grin.

			Bart opens his mouth to argue but is interrupted by Mrs M.

			‘Ah, Mr Crumpets, I have a better idea.’

			She swallows then says, ‘As you know the science fair is in just four weeks.’

			It’s too late to put together a new team. Besides, the children were just trying to brainstorm ideas for a space-themed project and it’s obvious they are on the wrong track.’

			Huh? What is she saying? I thought that an underwater fire for an undiscovered watery planet was a perfect project.

			‘There is a space exhibition showing at Planet World at the moment and I was planning a surprise excursion for the class …’

			Mr Crumpets explodes in frustration. ‘I will not reward their behaviour with an excursion!’

			‘Of course not,’ Mrs M says soothingly. ‘However it could be good for this team to get some more  …’ she pauses as she glances around the room, and then squints directly at me, ‘… appropriate ideas for their project.’

			‘Yes sir!’ I agree loudly. Mrs M always sticks up for me. ‘That’s a brilliant idea …’

			‘Be quiet, Zane,’ Mrs M now is starting to sound annoyed. ‘You’ve done quite enough for one day.’

			Mr Crumpets takes a long time in answering. Then finally he says, ‘Okay Mrs Mythos, yes they may have an excursion to Planet World but only if they do it on their own time and not in school hours.’ His face starts to twitch. ‘And this is their last chance!’ He storms out of the lab.

			Mrs M organises everything very quickly. I think she’s worried Mr Crumpets might change his mind. The very next Saturday we all meet up at the school carpark to take a minibus to Planet World.

			Grandpa is going to drive us. He’s really clever that way. He can also drive forklifts and diggers. When we get to school, Kiki, Mona, and Bart are waiting next to Mrs M. We are all wearing our special T-shirts with the Secret Science Society’s logo on them. Even Grandpa is wearing his. Strangely, Mona is wearing a jacket over hers. It’s not a cold day. 

			‘Now children,’ Mrs M says sternly, glancing mostly at me, ‘remember that even though it’s not a school day, you are going as representatives of our school and I expect you to be on your best behaviour for Mona’s dad.’

			‘What?!’ Mona cries as her father comes out of the school office and marches up to us, also wearing one of our T-shirts.
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			‘Please board the bus immediately,’ he says. ‘Our scheduled departure is in three minutes and twenty-six seconds.’

			Huh. Is Mona sure he’s her dad and not Bart’s? He acts and even talks like Bart!

			‘Correct!’ Bart agrees, as he checks his own watch.

			‘I’m not going, Mona,’ Mrs M explains, ‘But your father has kindly agreed to accompany you all, and Zane’s grandfather will help out.’

			‘This is going to be the worst day ever!’ Mona groans, ‘I’d rather be stuck in the bottom of a scorpion pit than with this lot.’ She stomps onto the minibus and sits on her own.

			‘Scorpions are fascinating creatures,’ Bart exclaims as he follows her onto the bus. ‘Did you know the world’s oldest extinct sea scorpion was named after a Greek warship, Pentecopterus, and was as big as Mr Crumpets!’

			Mona sighs, puts her headphones on, shuts her eyes and blocks out the science club world inside the minibus.

			Chapter 3
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			Even though Bart was excited about the excursion, now that the bus is moving, he is sitting with his hands over his ears looking really miserable. Mum said he can be super sensitive, something to do with his autism. So I leave him alone.

			I love bus rides! Especially when we hit bumps and I can bounce up and down on the seat like I’m being launched into space and back again.

			‘Zane! Sit down,’ Mr Mona orders, peering at me through the rear vision mirror. He’s sitting at the front of the bus behind Grandpa, wearing dark wrap-around sunglasses, and he has big bright orange earplugs. Pity he didn’t bring an extra set for Bart.

			I also love sticking my head out the window. Aaaaaaaaagghhhhh! The wind is making my cheeks go flappy.

			‘Zane! Close that window immediately,’ Mr Mona commands.

			I start to sing my favourite bus song. ‘The wheels on the bus go round and round!’ I could probably be an opera singer. People would pay huge money to hear me sing. In fact, I could have my first concert right here, right now. La la la la LAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.

			Boof! Something hits me in the back of my head. It’s a banana! Luckily an overripe one.

			I turn around. Mona is glaring at me. ‘Zip it, Zane,’ she orders. She’s scary when she’s angry.

			I notice Kiki sitting all hunched up with her hands across her tummy. I think she needs some cheering up.

			‘Isn’t this fun,’ I say in my cheeriest voice.

			She shakes her head and stares at the floor.

			‘Oh, are you car sick – or is that bus sick?’ Kiki shakes her head again, and this time her hands shake too. How can I cheer her up? I check my pockets. A plastic frog? Nah, I don’t think she’d like that. Twenty gazillion lolly wrappers, and only one sticky lolly. A plastic snake – no way I’m giving her that! It’s my favourite treasure that I found in Grandpa’s old shed. Half a red crayon. Some funny googly glasses, the ones where the eyeballs have springs and they fall out. Mona leans across to us. ‘Leave her alone, Zane. She’s just anxious, that’s all. She’s doing her breathing exercises to calm down.’

			Really? What is there to be anxious about? This is the best day ever – a trip to Planet World and a bus ride all rolled into one!

			‘I’m scared I will get lost,’ Kiki says in such a quiet voice I can barely hear her. ‘I’ve never been to Planet World before. It’s all so new.’

			‘Oh, is that all,’ I say in relief. ‘I get lost all the time. Someone always finds me eventually. Stick with me and we can get lost together.’

			Kiki stares at me with so much terror in her face I realise that maybe I said the wrong thing.

			‘Great,’ Mona says sarcastically, ‘You’re not helping, Zane. Don’t worry, Kiki I’ve been there a gazillion times with Dad. I can tell you what to expect. Ask me anything.’ She glares at me with laser beam eyes that could burn me up.

			Sheesh, am I the only one in a happy place today? I spend the rest of the trip poking faces at the cars that pull up next to us at the traffic lights. I perfect the Whites-of-the-Eyes-Piggy-Nostril-Gopher-Mouth-Snarl by the time we arrive.

			As we walk into Planet World, Bart points, ‘Wow!’

			A replica of a massive, huge, ginormous rocket stands next to the building.

			Kiki stares at it. ‘I hope it doesn’t fall on us.’

			‘No, not the rocket,’ Bart says. ‘A camera and it’s moving!’ We follow his pointing finger. High on the wall, tucked behind the rocket is a security camera pointing directly at us. I jump to my right, it moves in my direction. I jump back, it follows me.

			‘Whoooo-oooooooo,’ Mona says in a ghostly voice. ‘The ghosts of Planet World are watching us.’

			I do the Whites-of-the-Eyes-Piggy-Nostril-Gopher-Mouth-Snarl at the camera. It must be boring to be a security camera person staring at a screen all day. I think he needs some excitement to keep him awake.

			And then I see something really, really, really interesting. There is a huge sign that says, ‘Emergency’. Under that is a big red button. I love that sort of button. I’m pretty sure that button loves me too. I can hear it saying, ‘Press me, Zane. Press my big red button!’

			But I know I shouldn’t, not without a real emergency. I wish the massive, huge, ginormous rocket could crash right onto the ground. I would press that button so fast that everyone gets saved. I would be a hero and …

			‘Zane! Come on, catch up or you’ll get lost!’ Grandpa calls.
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			I sigh as I turn and wave to the red button. It is hard to part with something you love so much.

			Chapter 4

			[image: ]

			As we walk along Planet World’s awesome corridor of space fun, I find so many new things to get excited about. Grandpa is smiling up at an aeroplane from the olden days hanging from the ceiling. Kiki is acting like a skittery mouse and won’t walk under the plane. She stays close to the walls and then shrieks when she bumps into a fake alien family. Perfect. This is my chance to make her laugh. I put on my googly-eye glasses then grip her shoulder and yell ‘Ooglie, booglie!’ She spins around and screams at the sight of eyeballs falling from my eye sockets. She runs over
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