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my steadfast companion on all

my best adventures.
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         From the front, a deathstalker scorpion looks like a fish with spider legs glued on. I know this because there’s one on my hand.

         It’s staring at me with two beady black eyes. It’s got tiny pincers, which look harmless, but Dad says when it comes to scorpions, it’s the stinger that counts.

         This one has a massive stinger. It’s pointing at me like I’ve done something wrong.

         Dad says deathstalkers can kill an eleven-year-old girl. He says it like all the scorpions in the Sahara Desert are out to get me personally. The snakes too. And the spiders. 2

         He says you’re fine as long as you don’t stick your hands or feet into dark shadows. Which is what I’ve just done.

         The deathstalker and I stare at each other. Neither of us moves. Dad once stared at me like that when he caught me eating my birthday cake the night before my birthday. To be fair, it did have my name on it.

         “I’m sorry?” I say. The scorpion is not impressed. Neither was Dad. The scorpion’s pincers open, ever so slowly. Dad didn’t do that. It waggles its bottom a little. Dad has never done that.

         If I leave my hand there, it might sting me. But if I snatch my hand away, it will sting me. Hmm. Fortunately I have another option.

         The scorpion twitches. Its stinger rises.

         I stop time.

         I can do that, by the way. I can stop time. That’s actually Dad’s special power. Mine is that I echo other people’s powers. So I can stop time because Dad can.

         Stopping time always makes my head hurt and twists up my stomach. But this time there’s a pain in my thumb as well.

         It’s the scorpion’s stinger. I wasn’t fast enough. 3The tip is in the side of my thumb.

         I snatch my hand away.

         There’s a hole in my thumb. And milky pus round the hole.

         I’ve been stung by a deathstalker, the deadliest scorpion on the planet. The one that can kill a human, if the human is Maisie-sized.

         There are no hospitals, no other people for miles and miles. We’re stranded in the Sahara Desert with no hope of help.

         I’ve got minutes left to live.
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         You probably have questions. You’re probably thinking, what happens next? Are you now dead?

         You might also be thinking, Maisie, what on earth are you doing in the middle of the Sahara Desert?

         That’s a great question. The short version is: it’s Dad’s fault.

         Actually it’s Dad’s fault in every story.

         It was Dad’s fault we crashed in Antarctica, and Dad’s fault that we got trapped in a cave in the Himalayas. It’s amazing how I got told off for eating a bit of birthday cake when my own dad keeps getting us into life-or-death disasters. 5

         Anyway, this here is the long version, and to tell it properly, we have to start at the airport. All my adventures seem to start at an airport. This one is in Cairo, the capital of Egypt. We’re here to research another one of Dad’s How to books.

         That’s Dad’s job, by the way. He thinks of the most exciting things in the world, like skydiving or swimming with sharks. Then he writes a book about it using his incredible talent for making everything as boring as possible. How to Build a Spaceship has six chapters about metal alloys and none at all about laser cannons.

         So instead of writing about ancient treasure or mummified cats, Dad’s writing a book called How to Break Codes. And that still sounded exciting till Dad told me he’s been studying Egyptian hieroglyphs looking for repeated patterns. It’s basically Maths, which everyone knows was invented by the Ancient Egyptians to send children to sleep.

         I’m going to find out how mummies come back to life. Unlike Dad, I write proper books, and in my new story – Nyteshade vs the Goblin Skeletons – my hero Nyteshade has to battle an army of undead goblin skeletons using only a 6paper clip and a rocket launcher.

         Dad doesn’t like me to come on these trips, but he’s trying to show that he trusts me. Also he said he wants me where he can keep an eye on me.

         Outside Cairo Airport there’s a row of cars. It’s late at night, so late that in fact it’s very early in the morning. Even so we’re pestered by people trying to get us into their taxis. Dad and I are not morning people and we’re both yawning. “No, thank you,” says Dad, over and over. “We don’t need a taxi. We’ve got a car waiting. No, really, we don’t need one.”

         “Are we going straight to the pyramids?” I ask.

         Dad shakes his head. “Hotel first. We’re meeting Dr Tariq in the morning.”

         “Is Dr Tariq a mummy or a skeleton?”

         “Neither, Maisie, she’s the archaeologist I told you about.”

         She sounds disappointing.

         Further down there’s a man holding a sign that says ‘George Macleod’. That’s Dad’s name, by the way. I point him out to Dad, who nods. I trundle my wheelie bag along behind him.

         “Mr Macleod? Author of How to Find Buried Treasure?” 7

         We turn. There’s a giant behind us. Well, not a proper giant, but he’s massive, a walking bag of muscles in a black T-shirt. Dad’s pretty tall, but he has to look up to find the man’s face.

         Dad nods. “Aye, that’s me. Have you read it?”

         The man looks very serious, like someone’s just kidnapped his teddy bear. “Yes. Some of it. I am Dr Jozef Tariq. I’m here to pick you up.” I thought Dad said Dr Tariq was a woman.

         “Please come with me.” Jozef’s voice suddenly sounds different and doesn’t match his body at all. It now sounds like the voice of a robot pretending to be human. And his sentences sound like questions. Perhaps he’s a curious giant robot. “A cu-bot,” I say to myself, just to see what it sounds like. Maybe it should be ‘curi-bot’.

         Jozef frowns at the sound and looks down until he finds me. I’m a long way down. He stares at me in surprise. That’s normal, though. I’ve got bushy orange hair that sticks out in all directions like it doesn’t believe in gravity.

         “Who are you?” Jozef demands. That’s pretty rude but I guess nobody has good manners at this time in the morning. His hair is so short I can’t even see what colour it’s supposed to be but his eyes are so 8brown they’re almost black. He’s wearing mirrored sunglasses pushed up on to his forehead like the sun might pop up at any moment and take him by surprise. Dad says I shouldn’t talk to strangers but also that I shouldn’t be rude so I don’t know what to say.

         “My daughter,” Dad says into the silence. “Maisie.”

         Jozef grunts. “She will come also.” Maybe this is just how people talk in Egypt at four o’clock in the morning. He points to a big white car. The car has a dent in the side and one of the back lights is broken. It looks like it’s lost an argument with a cricket bat. “Please drive, Mr Macleod. We will discuss hieroglyphs on the way.” He’s using his curi-bot voice again.

         “OK.” Dad walks into the road to get to the driver’s door. Cars screech past him, horns blaring, close enough to touch. He ignores them and climbs into the driver’s seat.

         That’s strange. Dad hates driving. Well, to be accurate, Dad hates other people driving. He says that nobody knows the rules. There don’t seem to be any rules here so I guess it’s not a problem.

         Jozef opens the back door. “Maisie Macleod, 9please get in.”

         My toes and fingers are tingling, I’m so tired. I look down the row of cars. The man with the George Macleod sign is still there, yawning and checking his watch. “Dad, shouldn’t we check with that other man? He’s got a sign with your name on it.”

         “Coincidence,” says Jozef, staring at me. “It’s a common name.”

         Is it? I don’t know any other Macleods. But Dad puts his seat belt on and starts the engine.

         I stare up at the robot giant. “Dad says there’s no such thing as a coincidence.”

         Jozef’s jaw juts out. “The vizier Djau had five brothers all with the same name. It happens. Please get in.” He snatches up our two bags as though they’re full of nothing but balloons.

         This is way too early for people to be telling me facts. “Dad doesn’t have any brothers. And I don’t know anyone called Djau. Why are you using that funny voice?”

         Jozef’s grip on the bags tightens a little. “I am Dr Tariq. I am here for the writer George Macleod. Therefore that man must be waiting for someone else. Please stop arguing and get in the car.” He says that last line with such emphasis, I think he might 10go Full Robot if I don’t do as I’m told. I bet he has laser beams in his eyes.

         Jozef and I are clearly not going to be friends. I get in and put my seat belt on. Jozef puts our bags in the boot and slams it closed so hard the car bounces. Then he climbs into the passenger seat.

         Dad pulls out into the road. Straight away two cars cut in front of him. Car horns surround us like a gaggle of angry car-geese. Dad’s knuckles turn white as he grips the steering wheel.

         “Please relax,” Jozef says in his robot voice. “Statistically, we are unlikely to crash.”

         To my surprise, Dad’s shoulders drop and he starts humming. He actually seems to be enjoying himself. I’ve never seen him drive so calmly before.

         “But not so slow,” Jozef adds. “We cannot waste time. We must reach the Red Pyramid urgently.”

         The Red Pyramid must be the name of our hotel. And we do urgently need some beds. My toes and fingers are still buzzing, like the car’s electrified. We leave behind the bright lights of the airport and join some kind of motorway. Most of the traffic fades away. I rest my head against the window. Dad’ll wake me up when we get to the hotel.

         Spoiler Alert: we will never get to the hotel.
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         I wake up on an alien planet.

         The sun is low in the sky behind us, throwing my shadow on to the back of Dad’s seat. I scrunch up my eyes to stare out of the window. Brownish crumbly ground, studded with brown and white rocks, as far as I can see.

         It’s a giant cookie. We’re driving over the surface of a planet-sized cookie. That’s the only possible explanation. The rocks are chocolate chips. I’d better keep a sharp lookout. I’ve no idea what life form survives on chocolate chips, though I expect we would have a lot in common.

         Dad is driving along, humming quietly, his eyes 12on the road. It’s not actually a road at all, just two tracks across the biscuity surface. Clearly the cookie-dwelling aliens walk in pairs, dragging their tails behind them as they walk. Either that or another car has passed here before us.

         Jozef is stretched out, his seat reclined, his head against the window. He’s snoring gently. Why has he brought us here? I’m almost certain Dad said our hotel is in the city, not on a cookie. Unless maybe our hotel is a giant marshmallow? I’d be OK with that. The beds would be so soft.

         There’s nothing ahead. I look out of the back window, scrunching up my eyes against the sun. Nothing there either. Emptiness in all directions.

         “Dad?” I say.

         Dad glances at me in the mirror and smiles. “Morning, sleepyhead. Are you OK back there?”

         “Where are we?”

         “The Sahara Desert.”

         Wait, this is the Sahara? I thought a desert was all wavy yellow sand dunes. This looks more like a building site. Perhaps they’re still building this part. “What about the marshmallow hotel?”

         “The what?” Dad shakes his head. “There’s no time for hotels. Jozef says he needs my help to read 13some hieroglyphs. Apparently there’s another team trying to beat him to it.”

         “Beat him to what?”

         “I’m not sure. But he said we don’t have time to sleep.” Dad glances across at Jozef, who is still snoring gently. “And then he fell asleep. Anyway, we’re going straight to the field of pyramids.”

         My dreams of a marshmallow hotel melt away. “A whole field of pyramids? Are we nearly there?”

         “I don’t know,” Dad says cheerily. “I don’t know where we are. Jozef was supposed to be guiding me but all he said was ‘take the next right’.”

         This is weird. Dad always knows everything, even if he has to make up the answer. He never says he doesn’t know. Something’s wrong. Very wrong.

         Dad has been acting strange since we got off the plane. A giant robot told him to get in this car and drive into the desert, and he did it without question. And now he’s driving around the Sahara without a care in the world.

         This is not like Dad at all.

         Jozef must have done something to him. Something awful.

         I think about the man with the George Macleod sign. I wonder if he’s still waiting for us. “Look here, 14Dad,” I say, “when we were at the airport…”

         I don’t get any further. Dad turns his head to look straight at me. His hands and feet are still driving but he’s staring at me. The car swerves off the tracks and we’re bouncing over stony ground. The ground isn’t flat at all. It’s more like a towel after a bath, all crumpled up in a heap on the floor.

         “Dad! Look out!”

         Dad turns away but we’re well off the tracks now. My teeth are chattering like I’m in a freezing-cold earthquake. My fingers are tingling again but this time it’s in panic. I do not like this. The car does not like this either. It lurches from side to side.

         There are some bigger rocks ahead, the size of dragon eggs. Dad tries to avoid them but the car hits one with a clang like a hammer blow. Jozef’s head smacks hard against the window and he yelps.

         Ahead, the ground drops away into deep shadows.

         “DAD! STOP THE CAR!”

         Dad slams his foot on the brake.

         It’s too late. We’re about to go straight over the rocky shelf.

         There’s nothing Dad can do now. The front wheels drop over the edge of the rock. The car 15slams on to its metal base, so hard my teeth smack together. It screeches forward, its front half in thin air.

         And stops.

         I don’t believe it. We’ve stopped.

         My half of the car is still on the rocky ledge, but the front half, with Dad and Jozef, is dangling over nothing, like a pencil sticking off the edge of a desk.

         We rock gently to and fro, like a perfectly balanced set of old-fashioned scales. One nudge and we’ll tip straight over.

         That was close. Way too close.

         For a moment, there’s silence. But we’re not in stopped time. Dad drove into a rock and almost skidded off a cliff and never stopped time. I just don’t know what’s up with him today.

         Jozef puts his hand to his injured head. “What… Where are we?”

         His massive weight is at the wrong end of the car, pulling us over. Maybe if I think about giant metal dragons my thoughts will be heavy enough to hold us steady. Then Dad and Jozef can crawl into the rear seat, the car will stop rocking and we can climb out of the back doors and maybe, somehow, drag the car back from the edge and drive away. 16

         Dad clears his throat. “Jozef? Best not to look down.”

         Jozef immediately stares out of the window and sees that he’s suspended over nothing. He flinches so violently the car shudders. Oh no. No, this is bad. Heavy thoughts heavy thoughts heavy thoughts.

         But my giant metal dragons fly away to safety, the cowards. The car leans forward gently, like it just wants a peek over the edge. Then it tips some more. Jozef scrabbles to unclip his seat belt but it’s already too late. We’re beyond saving. Jozef and Dad sink. I rise up. It’s the world’s scariest see-saw.

         I see the horror on Jozef’s face as the car drops from under him. The sky slides up, replaced by rocky ground. We’re tipping all the way over. I clutch my seat belt and scream as the world flips upside down.
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         Have you ever been in a tumble dryer? No, that’s a stupid question. I haven’t either. But now I think I know what it feels like. I’m falling in circles. The world is rolling the other way. My stomach tries to go in both directions at the same time.

         The car slams down on to its roof. I’m pinned to my seat by the seat belt. But we don’t stop. The car bounces. It twists sideways. Back upright. Over again. One window smashes. The whole world whirls around. But Dad still doesn’t stop time.

         “Dad!” I scream. “What’s happening?”

         “I’m trying to stop the car,” Dad shouts back. At least, that’s what it sounds like. Turns out it’s hard 18to hear clearly during a car crash.

         We hit the ground again. There’s a bang under my feet. “Puncture!” yells Dad. Now we’re rolling and twisting again and – to be honest, I don’t really know what we’re doing. But I know I want it to end.

         If Dad won’t save us, I will. I pull tight with my mind. My nose scrunches up.

         Time stops.

         Total silence.

         The ground is above me. We’re upside down. Just my luck to stop us the wrong way up.

         “Maisie?” Dad says at last. His hair is all standing up. “Did you stop time?” He looks around in confusion, but I don’t know if he’s confused about the time-stopping or the car crash we’re in.

         Unlike Dad, being upside down barely affects my gravity-defying hair. “Dad, I can’t hold it for long.” There’s a crushing pain in my head. Stopping time makes my head sore and hanging upside down is not helping.

         “Oh, aye. Of course.” Dad joins in, and we’re stopping time together. The pain goes. Now I’m just an ordinary girl the wrong way up in a crashing car in the Sahara Desert. “Let go, 19Maisie, I’ll take over.”

         I release my hold on time. Dad grunts as he takes it all on himself. I feel dizzy and scrambled up inside, which is normal after I’ve stopped time and probably also normal when you’re upside down in a car crash.

         Dad glances at Jozef, whose eyes are clamped closed. “Maisie, are you hurt?”

         “I’m more shook than a milkshake. Dad, what happened?”

         “I’m not sure,” Dad says. “I must’ve fallen asleep at the wheel. I should never have agreed to drive.”

         Even upside down, that’s clearly wrong. He wasn’t asleep.

         “Stay there, I’ll come round for you.” Dad unfastens his seat belt and lowers himself on to his head, then awkwardly turns himself the right way up. He pushes at his door but it won’t open. The glass in the window is all gone, so he crawls out of the hole instead.

         My door  is  jammed  too but  after  a  few  tugs Dad manages to get it open. He unclips my seat belt while I cling to him like a confused koala, upside down. Then he lifts me clear of the car. “Watch out for flying glass,” he says. “It can still 20cut you in stopped time.”

         Dad lowers me to the ground. I like being the right way up again. I shall cross ‘vampire’ off my list of future careers – I don’t think I could manage all the hanging upside down.

         Together we stare at the car. It’s about knee height above the ground and crumpled all over, like an art project that’s been in my school bag.

         Dad makes his way round to Jozef’s door and draws him out of the car like a tug boat towing the Titanic. Then he manoeuvres him on to his shoulder like a rolled-up magic carpet. You’d think that Dad wouldn’t be able to carry a robot giant. But in stopped time things only weigh a tiny fraction of what they normally do. Even I can carry big objects, like a Maisie-shaped ant.

         Dad’s head bobs from side to side as he searches the air for glass fragments. It’s not easy because the sun isn’t high up yet and this whole dip is in shadow. I follow in his footsteps like we’re going through a minefield. I thought my feet would slip like on a sandy beach but actually the ground is firm.

         Dad lowers Jozef to the ground. “I’m going to restart. Ready, Maisie?”

         He releases time. The empty car barrels towards 21us like a giant murderous rolling pin. It’s going to crush us. I barely manage one scream before Dad stops time again.

         The car freezes in mid-roll, its wheels threatening us like blackened teeth. We’re close enough that we could reach out and touch them. Another fraction of a second and we would have been chewed up.

         “Close call,” Dad gasps into the sudden silence. “I’m so sorry, Maisie, I forgot the car’s not going forward. We need to move round.” He bends over and hoists Jozef on to his shoulder again.

         Once we’re out of the car’s path, Dad plonks Jozef down and starts time. I half expect the car to veer towards us like a homing missile but instead it tumbles away across the stony ground, over and over. It ends up on its wheels, ready to drive off, although the tyres are punctured and the windows are smashed. Steam pours out of the front. I know nothing about cars but I’m pretty sure this one won’t work any more. I wouldn’t get back in it anyway, not even for a bathtub full of chocolate.

         For a moment there’s quiet again, though it’s not proper silence like in stopped time. Maybe because my heart is beating so fast it can probably be heard all over Egypt. The air is warm now we’re outside. 22I should’ve left my fleece in the car.

         Jozef moans. He rubs his head and winces. “What happened?”

         “A slight accident with the car,” Dad says.

         Jozef’s eyes focus on the wreck. His jaw drops open. “My car! What did you do?”

         “Not to worry, we’re safe.”

         The boot is the most bashed in, although Jozef might have done that himself when he closed it at the airport. I can see a glimpse of Dad’s hideous yellow backpack. “Dad, can we go and get our bags?”

         Dad shakes his head. “We can’t go anywhere near the car,” he says. “Can’t you smell it?”

         “Smell what?” No, actually I can smell it. It’s the same smell as when we go to the petrol station.

         “There’s a very small chance that the car might—”

         As if on cue, the car chooses that moment to explode.
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         The explosion only lasts for a fraction of a second, then everything freezes.

         We’re in stopped time again.

         Is it Dad?

         No, it’s me, I’ve done it. I’ve stopped time without even thinking. I know it’s me because time isn’t completely stopped. A flame is creeping skywards. The car doors are rippling.

         Dad joins in and I let go, just like last time. I’ve got faster reactions than Dad, but he can keep it going for much longer. He says that’s because it’s his power, and I’m only echoing it so I can’t do it as well. 24

         He stares at the exploding car, a look of deep shock on his face. “Too close. We’re much too close. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today. That could have killed us.”

         Really? In films people get blown up all the time and they always stand up and dust themselves off. Maybe it works differently in the real world. “Dad, can we go and get our bags?” Fire doesn’t burn you in stopped time and we’ve outrun an explosion before.

         But Dad shakes his head. “Absolutely not. The air is full of flying glass. And if our bags are exploding, they’ll keep exploding when I restart time. We don’t want to be holding them when they do that.”

         “But our stuff!” I cry.

         Dad sighs. “Sorry, Maisie, it’s gone.”

         “But … my notebook!” My notebook has the first three chapters of Nyteshade vs the Goblin Skeletons. Some of my best writing is in there.

         Dad shrugs. “We can live without our bags. We’ll have to. Our family is safe, that’s all that matters.”

         He often calls us a family, but ever since he threw out my cockroach hotel it’s just been the two of us. No brothers or sisters, no grandparents. Mum died when I was born. We don’t even have a pet shark, 25even though I ask for one every Christmas.

         Dad stares down at Jozef in dismay. He’s going to have to wrangle him off the ground again to get us away from the explosion.

         He doesn’t take any chances this time. We walk and walk until the car is just an exploding dot in the distance. Then he puts Jozef down and starts time.

         The explosion is quieter from here and straight away it fades, leaving the wreckage of the car burning furiously.

         I can’t believe I was asleep in that car just minutes ago. Now the back seat is thick with black smoke. There are flames in the boot. There go my precious chapters. And my clothes. And my hairbrush. And Dad’s yellow backpack full of ropes and slippers.

         He puts an arm round me and hugs my shoulders. “It’s going to be fine,” he says, but that’s easy for him to say because he’s got three more pairs of slippers at home.

         Jozef levers himself up and stares at the burning car. “What… What just happened?” he slurs. “The car was close but now it’s far away?”

         “You had a nasty bang on the head,” Dad says. “There will be gaps in your memory.” Which is true but not the whole truth. Dad likes being 26honest but he also says we have to keep our special powers a secret.

         Jozef struggles to his feet. It takes a while because he’s so tall. “Honey,” he says.
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