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         The creatures followed them for the next hour, bounding over the snow on their flat, furry feet. They climbed on rocks and dangled from icicles, rolled in the snow and popped up unexpectedly from hidden burrows.

         “Snowpops,” Charlie said. “That’s what we should call them. Because they keep popping out everywhere.”
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            Chapter One

            Base Camp
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         Charlie stepped from the tent, wrapped her woolly coat around her and shivered. The mountain air was bitterly cold. In the sky, the two suns of planet Vela were setting behind the mountains, casting long blue shadows across the face of the glacier.

         “Come on, Random,” Charlie called. “Before we freeze solid!”

         Random the robot floated out, zipped the tent and secured its heat-seal. He bobbed beside Charlie as they started uphill. Snow crunched beneath Charlie’s padded boots as they passed the huddle of canvas tents that Captain Robertson had named Base Camp. Above them rose a nameless peak – the highest mountain on Vela.

         “I wonder if we’ll be able to climb it tomorrow,” Charlie said.

         Random peered into the sky. “It will depend on the weather,” he said. “We need a clear day if the captain wants to make his attempt on the summit.”

         “I still don’t understand why he’s so keen to be the first one to climb it,” said Charlie. “Why doesn’t he just fly up there?”

         Charlie’s family and their fellow settlers had travelled from Earth to study Vela, and to live in harmony with its incredible plants and animals. She didn’t see what trudging all the way up a massive mountain had to do with any of that.

         There was a sudden humming behind them. It grew louder until, without warning, a flurry of powdery snow covered Charlie and Random.

         Charlie groaned. “Hello, Miranda,” she said, as the girl skidded to a halt and kicked snow off her power-skis.
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         Miranda removed a pair of infrared goggles and tugged off her super-heated gloves. “Evening,” she smirked. “What have you two been up to? Something thrillingly exciting, no doubt.”

         Charlie felt herself blush. She didn’t want to admit that she and Random had been sitting in their tent playing cards for the past hour while they waited for dinner.

         She knew the captain’s daughter from school, but they’d never been friends. Miranda seemed to prefer the company of her father to that of her classmates. This was the first time they’d spent any time together – and Charlie was already hoping it would be the last.

         Miranda laughed. “Honestly, you should get yourself some of these power-skis. They’re so much fun. Oh, wait, I forgot, this is the only pair on Vela. Bye!”

         She squeezed the control pad and the skis powered up, carrying her away across the snow.

         Charlie grimaced. “Just because she’s got those fancy skis and goggles and everything, she thinks she’s so much better than everyone else.”

         Random let out an electronic sigh. “She is only human,” he said.

         Charlie looked up as a beam of light slanted across the snowy ground. It was coming from a large tent just up ahead. The flap had opened to allow Miranda inside and Charlie saw her father in the doorway, beckoning as he spotted her.

         “Come along,” he called out. “Dinner’s getting cold.”

         Charlie hurried up the slope and pushed into the tent with Random right behind her. Her father, Kwame, secured the heat-seal and Charlie felt her cheeks flush in the sudden warmth.

         In the centre of the tent was a table laid for dinner. Captain Robertson sat at the head with a mug of steaming tea. He was a big man with a black moustache and a very loud voice. He’d piloted the ship that had brought the settlers to Vela, and when they landed he’d nominated himself as their leader. It was two years since he’d flown the ship but he still wore a captain’s badge on his lapel.
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         Miranda took a seat, looking up at her father adoringly. Two young settlers entered from the adjoining kitchen. Their names were Hiroshi and Chiara, and they’d been helping the captain plan for the big climb. They placed a platter of freshly made bread and a steaming pan of stew on the table, and everyone tucked in.

         “So, weatherman,” the captain said, fixing Kwame with a piercing stare. “Do you think it’ll be safe to climb tomorrow?”

         Charlie’s father frowned, then he nodded. “The forecast’s looking good,” he said. “But remember, the weather on Vela can be extremely unpredictable. That’s what you get when you have five moons and two suns.”

         “But we also have you,” said the captain. “The best meteorologist on the planet.”

         Charlie smiled at her dad. Kwame did know a lot about the weather. It was what made him such a good farmer, and it was also why the captain had asked him to come along on this expedition.

         “I can’t wait,” Miranda piped up excitedly. “You’re going to be the first person to climb the highest mountain on the whole planet. And I’m going to be the second.”

         “That’s the spirit,” the captain beamed. “Tomorrow I will plant my flag and name the peak Mount Robertson. And you will be right by my—”

         “Hush!” Random said suddenly, and the captain looked at him in annoyance.

         “My apologies,” the robot whispered. “But my sensors are picking up movement outside the tent. And we are all here.”

         They listened intently, but all Charlie could hear was the wind.

         “There’s nothing out there,” Miranda muttered loudly to her father. “That old robot has got his circuits crossed. He probably—”

         There was a cry, louder than the wind, right outside the tent. Miranda clamped a hand over her mouth and the captain jumped to his feet. He tugged on his coat and hurried to the door. Kwame and the other settlers were right behind him.

         The captain flung open the tent flap and marched out into the snow. Beyond him, Charlie saw a shadowy shape ducking behind one of the tents. Past it, she saw another moving figure, and another, barely visible in the moonlight.

         “Animals!” the captain cried. “They must be after our supplies.”

         He tugged something from his belt and raised it in the air. There was a deafening bang and Base Camp was suddenly flooded with red light as the captain released a flare into the sky. It arced upwards like a firework.
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         In its glow Charlie saw shapes scattering in fear. She couldn’t see the creatures clearly but they were furry, had two legs and seemed about half her height. They scampered over the snow on big fluffy feet.

         “Did you really need to scare them like that?” she asked, as the captain lowered his flare pistol.

         “They were here to steal our food,” he snapped, and marched back to the tent. He stopped in the doorway, pointing a finger at Charlie. “You’re too soft-hearted, that’s your problem.”

         Then he turned and Charlie saw his mouth drop open. From inside she heard a clattering and screeching and saw lights flickering wildly.

         “What in the galaxy…” the captain said in horror. Charlie peered past him, and almost laughed out loud.

         On the table was one of the creatures, only this one was much smaller – just a baby, she realised. It had bright-blue eyes and bushy white fur with silvery zigzag stripes. It was crouching by the pot of stew, shoving fistfuls into its mouth and chattering excitedly.

         Above the table, a lantern hung from a long electrical cord. Another of the creatures gripped the cable in its tiny hands, swinging back and forth and giggling wildly. This one’s pelt was pure white, and it had tufty ears that stuck up from its head.

         The captain rushed into the tent, waving his arms.

         “Shoo!” he shouted. “Begone, beasties!”

         The creature on the table sprang up, scattering forks and plates and splattering stew everywhere. The other creature clambered up the lantern cord and hung from the ceiling, squeaking excitedly.

         “Hello there,” Charlie said, peering up at it. “Don’t worry, we won’t hurt you.”
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         “Maybe not,” the captain growled. “But we will see you off. Shoo!”

         He moved round the table, trying to chase the first creature back towards the door. But just then Random came floating in and the little animal squeaked in surprise, jumping on to a counter and sending maps and geographical documents flying. Charlie couldn’t help laughing. The captain scowled at her.

         “Don’t just stand there,” he said. “Do something!”

         “Like what?” Charlie asked.

         “I don’t know,” the captain snarled. “Aren’t you supposed to be good with animals?”

         The tufty-eared creature dropped from the ceiling, landing on the tent floor. It grabbed a discarded boot and started gnawing on it. Its stripy companion seized the boot as well and they wrestled for control, squeaking and play-fighting. The scene reminded Charlie of her little brother, Maki, who was back in First Landing with their mum.

         “I think they must be family,” Charlie said. “But I’ve never seen anything like them before. I don’t know if anyone has.”

         The two creatures settled down, each of them chewing on one end of the boot. Then suddenly a cry cut through the air and they looked up, ears standing on end. They glanced at one another as the cry came again, a ghostly howling in the dark.

         Then they dropped the boot and scampered to the door, hurrying beneath Random and between the startled settlers. Miranda squealed in surprise as the little creatures darted past her and vanished into the night to join their pack.
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