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CHAPTER ONE

The small plane crawled across the landscape
like an insect over a tablecloth.

Beck Granger peered out at the patchwork
of Alaskan wilderness thousands of feet
below. It was spring and the thaw was all
but complete. Not long ago it would have
all been a smooth white, a land of ice and
snow. Now he could see fir trees, grass, moss.
Streams and rivers ran with crystal-clear
meltwater. Endless shades of green, all tied
together with fine silver threads.

Beck pressed his face to the window.
He could just see the blur of the single
propeller. The plane was a Cessna 180.
Beck's Uncle Al, sitting in front next to the
pilot, had told him it was the workhorse of
the far north. It had a streamlined body like
a plump fish suspended beneath its single
wing. The cabin had a grand total of six
seats, but at the moment there were only
three passengers, plus the pilot. The back of
the plane was stuffed with their bags and
equipment.

Like everyone else on board, Beck was
wearing large padded earphones. Without
them the noise of the engine would have
made talking to anyone impossible. Even
with them on, the vibration rumbled like a
tumbledryer in his guts.

A burst of static in his ears meant that the
pilot had switched on the intercom.

'I'm adding an hour to the journey, guys.'
She was a cheerful woman, middle-aged
and stocky. You could see that she was
descended from people who had made a
home in this wilderness. 'There's bad
weather ahead over the mountains and I
intend to go right round it. It's way too
much for this little plane.' The static went
away again, and at the same time the plane
began to tilt.

'OK,' Beck called, but he hadn't switched
on his own intercom and his voice was lost
in the roar of the engine.

The plane turned and brought the
mountains into view through the side
windows. Beck looked out at them with
respect. The thaw only reached part way up
them. Maybe it never got higher. The trees
grew part way up too, and then stopped
abruptly in a ragged line, as if the
mountains had shrugged them off as they
burst from the ground. After that there was
just grey rock clawing at the sky from
beneath a thin white sheet of snow
and ice.

The storm sat on top of the mountains
like a wild creature feasting on the peaks,
which were lost in a dark, whirling cloud. It
was quite literally a force of nature: Beck
could see why the pilot didn't want to risk
her little plane against it. It was like coming
across a bear in the wild. You didn't push
your luck – you just took another route.
That way everyone lived happily.

More static meant that the pilot was
going to speak again.

'The good news is, the storm's not
coming towards us. It's heading away but I
don't want to catch it up. We're going to be
a bit delayed doing this detour. I sure hope
Anakat's worth it.'

'It will be,' Uncle Al promised. 'Trust me.'

Anakat, their destination, lay on Alaska's
west coast, looking out over the Bering Sea.

'I've stopped over there a couple of
times,' the pilot continued. 'You know, the
elders there have an oral tradition that
goes back centuries. They can recite
their entire history at the drop of a hat.
They know this land inside out and back
to front.'

'I can't wait to meet them,' Uncle Al
agreed. He twisted round in his seat to wink
at Beck. Beck smiled back. They both knew
this wasn't just a pleasure trip.

Uncle Al didn't really make pleasure trips
– all his travels had a point to them. To
the rest of the world he was Professor Sir
Alan Granger, anthropologist and TV
personality with a keen interest in
environmental matters. When they were
alive, Beck's parents had taken him all
over the world in their travels on behalf
of Green Force, the environmental direct
action group. Now Al was determined to
carry on the good work of his younger
brother, Beck's dad.

'With all due respect to the National
Curriculum,' he had once said to Beck,
'you'll learn a lot more this way.'

That, as Beck recalled, had been as
they flew out to the Australian Outback
to live with a community of Aborigines . . .

He gazed back at the landscape outside. It
looked very different to the baked desert of
Western Australia but in some way it was
very similar. This too was a world where
Mother Nature ruled. Her word was law.
An unprepared human being would be
swallowed up and never seen again. It
looked beautiful, but it was harsh and
hostile.

But a prepared human being . . . ah, that
was very different. A prepared human being
could live in harmony with nature down
there and never want for anything. The Inuit
– the people who lived up here in the
northern latitudes – spread from Alaska to
Greenland; they had been managing it for
thousands of years. That was why things
like the oral tradition and culture of
Anakat were so important. You could
never learn it through books or off the
web. You had to live it.

Beck and Uncle Al had flown from
London to Seattle in a brand-new, wide-body
airliner. Seattle-Tacoma International
Airport was like a small space-age city,
sparkling and modern. Then they had
caught a plane to Anchorage, smaller and
more crowded. And finally they had been
picked up by the Cessna for the four-hour
flight out here, across a landscape that
hadn't changed in thousands of years.
With each stage of the journey, Beck
had felt he was shedding something he
didn't need; one more layer of the
twenty-first century.

Someone tugged at his elbow. Beck
turned away from the window to look at the
plane's third passenger. The twenty-first
century's greatest fan.

Tikaani was in the seat next to Beck's.
Like Beck he was thirteen years old. His
accent was pure American, but one look at
his features and his sleek dark hair told
you where his ancestry lay. He belonged
to the Anak, one of the Inuit peoples
native to this area. In fact Tikaani's father
was the headman of Anakat. He was a
forward-thinking man and had decided the
village's isolation couldn't last. Someone had
to go out and learn the ways of the modern
world. So Tikaani had been bundled off
to school in Anchorage. When Beck and
Uncle Al stopped off there, Al's contacts
in Anakat had called and asked if they
could pick up the boy for the last leg of their
journey.

Rather than use the intercom, Tikaani
just leaned close to Beck, pulled back the
earphone and shouted.

'What are you looking at?'

Beck replied the same way, putting his
head close to Tikaani's. 'This landscape!' he
called. 'It's amazing!'

'Uh-huh . . .' Tikaani craned his neck to
look out of Beck's window, but there was
only polite interest on his face. He was just
trying to be friendly. There wasn't anything
down there he hadn't seen almost every day
of his life. 'Right. Uh' – he waved the thin
plastic sliver of Beck's iPod, which he had
borrowed back in Anchorage – 'how do you
make it shuffle?'

Beck fought the temptation to roll his
eyes. He took the iPod gently out of
Tikaani's hand and showed him how to
scroll through the options on screen.

'Thanks!'

Tikaani sat back in his seat again. The
iPod's thin wires disappeared inside the
padding of his earphones. Beck smiled to
himself and shook his head. Tikaani's
father's plan to help his son learn the ways
of the modern world had been a little too
successful. For all Tikaani's Anak heritage,
Beck suspected he would gladly drop the
oral tradition and culture of Anakat down a
deep dark hole and leave them there.

And perhaps he would get the chance,
because his world was about to change in a
way that even Tikaani's father had never
dreamed of. Two years ago surveyors from
the oil giant Lumos Petroleum had learned
that Anakat sat slap-bang on top of a huge
untapped oil field.

There had been village meetings to discuss
the matter, of course – to discuss what to
do when a multinational oil corporation
wants to buy your ancestral land, destroy
your way of life, relocate you . . . and
sweetens the pill by offering every man,
woman and child a brand-new home, with
all modern amenities, and enough money
in the bank to buy all the iPods you could
ever want.

Beck knew that Tikaani, for one, was all
in favour of it. He couldn't wait to be
relocated. Among the adults of Anakat, the
matter wasn't so clear cut. Even the money
Lumos was offering didn't mean a lot to
people who had never wanted much in
the first place. It was that oral tradition
again. They knew that what they could
lose from their way of life was priceless in
a way that Lumos's accountants would
never understand.

And so Uncle Al was flying up to film a
TV documentary about the village and the
traditional Anak way of life. If it all
changed, then at least there would be some
record of it. Even better, the programme
would make more people aware of just what
was going on.

Suddenly there was a huge BANG and the
plane lurched. Beck clutched at the armrests
of his seat. The plane stabilized again; the
engine was still running smoothly. Tikaani
was sitting bolt upright, staring ahead, his
face pale. Beck forced a smile. Wow! They
must have hit an air pocket, and how! For a
moment he had thought—

The engine stuttered and the plane
shook. And then Beck realized that a trail of
dark smoke was streaming past his window.
It was coming from the engine. It grew
thicker as he watched, from an innocuous
wisp to an evil dark cloud in the freezing air
outside.

And now the plane was very clearly
banking to one side. It steadied again, but
Beck could feel his insides lurching. The
plane was dropping, and fast.

'Something's blown.' The pilot's calm
tones in the earphones had gone, replaced
with professional crispness. 'Oil feed's not
getting through and engine temp's way up.
I'm going to put the nose down and hope
the air cools her enough to restart.'

Hope!? Beck wanted to scream. With the
plane plummeting out of the sky, he could
do with something a little more concrete
than that . . .

The static went away and all that was left
in Beck's ears was the roaring of his blood.
The engine had stopped. No noise, no
vibration. He pulled off the earphones. Air
rushed past the plane's hull.

All he could see through the front
windows was ground. Beck could hear
the pilot's calm, urgent tones. 'Mayday,
mayday, mayday. Anchorage, this is Golf
Mike Oscar . . .'

'Beck . . .'

Beck barely heard. He was staring at the
approaching trees. This must have been what
it was like—

'Beck! ' Uncle Al had turned in his seat
again and his shout broke into Beck's
reverie. 'And you too, Tikaani.'

Tikaani was also staring ahead like a
mesmerized rabbit. Al had to click his
fingers in front of the boy's face to get
his attention.

'Both of you. You know the emergency
position. Adopt it now.'

Beck and Tikaani glanced at each other,
and then without a word they bent over
double in their seats, arms wrapped around
their knees, and waited. Beck had no idea
what was going through Tikaani's head but
his own thoughts continued to run away
with him.

This must have been what it was like for
Mum and Dad.

Three years earlier, they had been in a
plane like this. It had crashed in the jungle.
The plane had been found; they had not.
They were presumed dead.

It had never occurred to Beck until now
that a plane crash isn't instant. Something
falling out of the sky takes time to reach the
ground. And all you can do if you're on it is
wait, and try not to picture the ground
approaching . . .

The engine roared into life again and the
pilot pulled back on the column. A mighty
force pressed Beck back into his seat as the
plane lifted. Tikaani shouted with triumph.
Beck felt the plane levelling off, and lifted
his head just in time to see trees rise up in
front and smash into them.
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CHAPTER TWO

Beck's memory came together in broken
fragments. The ground blurring in cartwheels
outside the plane. A force like a
giant's fist hammering into his body. Pain
and noise. And darkness.

Later, Beck wasn't sure if he'd ever been
properly knocked out, but when he could
think straight again, his first thought was
that he was alive! There was a stabbing pain
in his head. His body was battered and
bruised. But the plane had stopped moving
and he was breathing.

A groan next to him told him that
Tikaani was alive too. The other boy was,
like him, gradually piecing his world back
together again.

'How are you?' Beck asked. Tikaani just
groaned again and clutched his head. The
way he moved, without any cries or intakes
of breath, told Beck that at least no bones
were broken.

Beck realized that both of them were
covered in . . . bits. Bits of plane, bits of
Perspex, bits of . . . He plucked at a piece
and frowned. Wood?

Slowly, Beck looked up and forwards.

The plane had ploughed into a mass of
undergrowth. Dead wood and branches,
piled together by nature. The front of the
plane had shattered and the pieces had been
thrown back over the passengers inside.

'Uncle Al?' Beck asked. In the front seats,
both Al and the pilot sat with their heads
slumped. They weren't moving at all. Beck
felt ice seize his heart as he realized that if
the front of the plane had taken most of the
impact, so had they. He scrambled out of
his seat, ignoring the twinges that stabbed
into him all over, and worked his way
forward. He mentally ran through the four
priority 'B's: Breathing, Bleeding, Breaks
and Burns, then put his index and middle
finger against Al's neck, just to one side of
the Adam's apple. Then he breathed out in
relief. There was a pulse, faint but regular.

Then Beck tried it with the pilot,
pushing back her hair to get at her neck.
There was nothing. He tried again, with a
sinking feeling, but he could already feel her
going cold. Reluctantly he craned his head a
bit further forward to see. The crash had
forced the control column right back. It
had struck her in the chest, probably killing
her instantly.

The entire instrument panel was
wrecked. The radio dangled in a tangled
mass of wires. They wouldn't be using that
to call for help.

Now he was leaning forward he could
also see that Al's legs were stained red. There
was a nasty gash just above his uncle's knee
and it was bleeding freely. That needed
dealing with right away.

Tikaani was looking around with a glassy
stare. He still wasn't quite taking it all in.
Beck wondered with a stab of worry if
he had concussion. Even if there were no
broken bones, no internal damage, an
untreated brain injury could kill him.

He remembered the first aid course from
his cadet training.

'There are four tests for concussion,
gentlemen.' The medical instructor had paced
up and down in front of them, delivering his
words like precisely targeted shots. 'Confusion!
Memory! Concentration! Neurological! Repeat
them please, Mr Granger.'

'Uh . . .' Beck had said, taken by surprise.
The man had smiled without humour.

'A memory lapse! Or possibly confused, or
maybe just not concentrating. Mr Granger
is concussed, gentlemen. A bad start . . .'

If Tikaani was OK, Beck could have
really used his help. If he was concussed, all
Beck could do was help him to rest. Beck
had to know, now, which it was. He
climbed back to face Tikaani and grabbed
his head, making him turn so that he could
look into his eyes. Both pupils were the
same size, which was a good sign. That was
the first Neurological test.

'What's your name?' Beck demanded.
That came under Confusion.

'Uh . . . Tikaani . . .'

Beck moved on to Concentration: 'Give
me the months of the year, backwards,
starting from December.'

'Uh . . .' Tikaani's face creased with
concentration.'December . . . November . . .
Sept— no, October—'

'OK, OK.' Beck let go of his head. 'Close
your eyes and touch your nose.' That was
also Neurological.

Tikaani did exactly as he was told
without any difficulty. Then he opened his
eyes and prodded Beck's nose as well.

'I can do that too,' he said. Beck grinned.
It didn't come into any of the tests he could
remember but it looked like Tikaani's
thought processes were all present and
intact.

'Yeah, you're OK,' Beck agreed with
relief. 'We've got to get Uncle Al out of here.
Let's see what's outside.'

He had to force his way past Al to get to
the door. He tried it but it was jammed
solid. He pushed harder but he could see
that it was held fast by the undergrowth
outside. The pilot's door was the same. He
was never going to get it open. The only
way out was through the smashed front
window.

Beck slowly worked himself out of the
front of the plane, until he was standing on
top of the fuselage. Immediately he was out
of the cabin's confined space, he felt the
cold wind and shivered. They all had coats
in the plane and would need to wear them.
He looked around to take in where they
were.

The plane was half buried by dead
undergrowth. Looking around, he could
see they were at one end of a clear patch
of ground, in an area of tundra and pine
forest. The plane had carved out a groove in
the ground behind it and fragments were
flung about. The undercarriage had
snapped off as the plane hit. The wings were
shattered stubs. The engine ticked as it
cooled down.

There was a whistle down by Beck's feet.
Tikaani had poked his head out of the
shattered window and was gazing around at
the destruction. Then he looked up at Beck
and swung a small green box out onto the
top of the plane.

'I found the first aid kit.'

'Great, thanks.' Beck ducked back
down into the plane. 'Give me a hand with
Uncle Al.'

Back in the cabin, the pilot was still
strapped into her seat and Beck gave her a
silent apology. It seemed indecent just to
ignore her, so he covered her up with the
plane's fire blanket. Then they turned their
attention to Al.

The easiest part was releasing his straps.
Then, as gently as they could, the two
teenage boys had to manoeuvre a fully
grown man out of the narrow hole left
where the windshield had been.

The nose of the plane was much too
small to lay Al out on and there was
too much dead wood around to put him
down on the ground. They had to take him
out across the top of the plane. First they
turned him round inside the cabin. Then,
with Beck outside pulling and Tikaani
inside pushing, they got him halfway
through the broken windshield on his back.
Finally they could fold him forwards at the
waist over the top of the cabin. With more
pushing and pulling, Al finally was out of
the plane altogether and lying on top of the
fuselage. Beck slid down to the ground near
the rear of the plane while Tikaani held Al
steady, then took his uncle in a fireman's lift
over his shoulders. He was still knee-high in
undergrowth so he kicked his way to clear
ground and laid his uncle down.

At last he could inspect Al's wound
properly.

'The principles of first aid are very easy to
remember,' the instructor had said. 'Breath
goes in and out. Blood goes round and round.
Any variation on that is wrong and must be
dealt with.'

The first step was to put a tourniquet on
the gash in Al's leg. A simple bandage
wouldn't cope with the flow of blood at the
moment. Beck opened the first aid kit and
pulled out a length of bandage, which he
wrapped once around Al's leg above the
wound. Then he tied the two ends together
in a simple overhand knot and looked
around for what he needed next.

Tikaani was watching in fascination.

'I need a short stick,' Beck told him.

Tikaani just had to reach out and grab
one from the dead wood surrounding the
plane. He handed it to Beck. It was still a bit
too long so Beck broke it over one knee
and placed one of the short lengths, about
fifteen centimetres long, on the knot of the
bandage. Then he tied another knot over
that. Finally he twisted the stick to tighten
the tourniquet.

'Wow. It's like turning off a faucet,' said
Tikaani.

Beck took a moment to translate in his
head. Americans said 'faucet'; Brits said
'tap'. 'That's the idea,' he said with satisfaction.
And sure enough, the flow of blood
did slow right down, as if a tap had been
turned off. It would need relieving from
time to time – some blood had to get
through if Al was to keep the limb – but it
dealt with the immediate blood loss. 'Could
you hold the stick steady?'

And while Tikaani did that, Beck tied a
final strip of bandage over it to hold it in
place. Then he grinned up at the other boy.
'Not squeamish, are you?'

Tikaani was a little pale but Beck could
understand that. He met Beck's gaze.
'Apparently not.'

'Good.'

Beck used the scissors in the first aid kit
to cut Al's clothes away from the wound.
Finally he could see the gash properly. It was
a good eight centimetres long, and deep. He
wasn't sure what had made it – maybe
something jagged from the shattered
instrument panel. It started just above the
knee and headed up from there. The blood
was dark red and oozing. It was thickening,
trying to coagulate and form a scab like
a normal cut, but there was just too much
of it.

Beck studied the cut as closely as he could
without touching it. He was painfully aware
that this was not a sterile environment and
he didn't have any medical gloves. The
last thing he wanted to do was introduce
infection into the wound.

A tinkling sound of metal on glass caught
his attention. The kit included a small
bottle of disinfectant and a pair of tweezers.
Tikaani was dipping the tweezers into the
disinfectant.

'The wound must be clear of all debris,
including dirt, dead skin and flakes of
clotted blood,' Tikaani said, as if reciting
something. 'Use tweezers sterilized with the
disinfectant solution.'

'How did you know that?' Beck asked.

Tikaani grinned and nodded down at the
box. 'There's instructions inside the lid.
Here.' He passed the tweezers to Beck, who
took them carefully, making sure he didn't
touch the disinfected part.

'Thanks. We're going to need some water
too.'

'I saw a bottle inside. Wait there a
moment.'

Well, I'm not going anywhere . . . Beck
thought as Tikaani clambered back inside
the plane. He checked the wound again. It
was fairly clear of debris but he still picked
out a couple of blood clots and what looked
like a bit of fabric from Al's trousers.

Tikaani was back with the bottle of water.
'Plus I got these,' he said. He dropped an
emergency medical blanket and one of the
seat cushions onto the ground. 'The lid says
he should be kept warm against shock.'

'Never argue with the lid,' Beck agreed.

Tikaani slid the cushion under Al's head
while Beck carefully poured more of the
disinfectant straight into the wound.
Tikaani hissed and winced with sympathy.
Beck felt it too. He knew how much
disinfectant could sting a simple cut; this
would really be hurting Al, if Al was awake.
The wound was as clean as it was going
to get. He took the water from Tikaani
and poured some over to rinse off the
disinfectant.

'It'll just cause irritation if we leave it,' he
explained as he handed the bottle back.

Finally he unwrapped a piece of gauze
and got Tikaani to spread antibiotic cream
on one side. Then Beck pressed the gauze
onto the gash, cream side down, and tied it
in place with more bandage wrapped
around Al's leg. The sterile white fabric
stained red immediately, but by and large
the blood was now staying inside, just as the
instructor had ordered.

'We can't just leave him on the ground,'
Tikaani pointed out. He waved a hand
around. 'This is tundra. There's
permafrost a few inches down. He'll freeze.'

'Yup.' Permafrost meant that the soil was
at zero degrees or below all year round. It
wasn't something to lie on for any length of
time. Beck looked about and his eyes settled
on one of the plane's wings that lay nearby.
'But we can do something about that . . .'

The plane's wings were quite light.
Between them the boys could pick them up
and lay them side by side. They made a
platform to lay Al on – not very comfortable,
but dry and solid; better than the icy
ground.

Finally they worked Al into his coat and
covered him with the blanket that Tikaani
had found. Beck sat back on his haunches
and looked at his uncle. He had done everything
he could for the man. For the
moment.

'So now what do we do?' Tikaani asked.

Beck sighed and stood up. 'Now we try
and get out of this mess,' he said.

* * *

They fetched their coats from the plane and
set out to explore. It didn't take long.

North of here, Beck knew, the wind would
be too harsh and the soil too icy for large
plants like trees to grow. There would be
nothing but tundra – a treeless plain of tough,
scrubby grass and moss and lichen – all the
way to the snow and ice of the North Pole.
But here they were just far enough south for
clusters of trees to gather together as if
making a united, heroic effort to fight back
the cold. They could stick their roots down
through holes in the permafrost and survive.

The plane had come down right on the
edge of one of those clusters. A few more
metres and it would have crashed right into
the firs and they would all have been
smashed to pieces.

'So they'll come looking for us, right?'
Tikaani asked as they walked. 'How long do
you think it will take?'

'They don't know where we are,' Beck
pointed out. 'We changed course.'

'But I heard the pilot do a mayday!'

'Yes,' Beck agreed, and repeated, 'But we
changed course. I didn't hear her say that
bit.' And he had no way of knowing if
anyone had heard the mayday at all . . .
Though he didn't say that to Tikaani.

'Well . . .' Tikaani looked thoughtful, but
only for a moment. 'They've got satellites
and' – he waved a hand vaguely – 'things.
Haven't they?'

'Yeah, they have,' Beck agreed. And for
all he knew Tikaani was right. Someone at
Anchorage might have noticed the moment
their plane vanished off the radar and the
rescue services might be on their way as they
spoke.

There again, they might not.

'We need to make ourselves easy to find,'
he told Tikaani. 'Let's gather stuff together.
Rocks. Bits of timber. Wreckage. Look, the
plane's half buried – they may never see it
from the air. We're going to mark out a huge
great SOS, here on the ground . . .'

'Letters on the ground will just look tiny,'
Tikaani pointed out.

Beck shrugged. 'So we make 'em big!'

And so they marked out an SOS with letters
six or seven metres high. It took a good
half-hour.

'They should see that, shouldn't they?'
Tikaani asked with satisfaction.

'Uh-huh . . .' Beck cast an eye up at the
sky. There was no sign of anyone looking
for them yet . . . But it's still early days, he
told himself. 'OK. Next we . . .'

And that was when the thought that had
been lurking at the back of his mind ever
since the crash – ever since before the crash
– finally saw its chance and thrust itself
forward. It chose its moment well. It
smashed through his defences and brought
him to a standstill.

Was it like this for Mum and Dad?

All Tikaani would have seen was Beck
trailing off and gazing into the distance.

'Beck?' he asked anxiously. A pause, then
again. 'Beck?'

But Beck barely heard him.

Had they survived the crash in the
jungle? Had they done everything he was
doing? But all for nothing, because they had
vanished into the wild, never to be seen
again—

'Beck! '

Tikaani's call brought him back with a
shudder, and he vowed he wasn't going to
do that again. There was no point trying to
second-guess the past. It had happened and
couldn't be changed. What mattered was
the future, and what you did with it.
Besides, in order to survive you needed to
keep your spirits up. You needed good
morale. You did not obsess over what might
have happened.

'Next we find out exactly where we are,'
he said decisively. 'There's a GPS in one of
the bags. I make sure Uncle Al never travels
without it.'

As they walked back to the plane, they
could see something was different. Al had
woken up. He had propped himself up on
his elbows and was looking about.

'Hey, Uncle Al!' Beck and Tikaani ran
forward.

Al's teeth showed white as he smiled up
at them. 'Beck! And Tikaani too. Well
done, both of you.' He spoke cautiously,
occasionally stifling a grunt. Beck guessed
he was in more pain than he wanted to
admit. 'How's the pilot?'

The boys crouched down next to him
and Beck explained the situation. Al didn't
say much, though Beck knew he must
understand how bad it was. There wasn't
any need to say it out loud.

'There's a GPS—' Al started to say.

'I know. Hang on.' Beck climbed back
down into the cabin and made his way to
the rear of the plane. He rummaged
through the bags until eventually he found
what he was after. It was a plastic box the
size of a large phone. It could easily have
been mistaken for a computer game. Beck
switched it on and the flat screen glowed
into life. The box held a silent conversation
with satellites hundreds of miles overhead,
fixing its position on the surface of the
earth. Beck tugged the pilot's map out of its
compartment by her seat and went back to
the others.

'Hey, cool,' Tikaani said when he saw the
little box. He jostled Beck for a look at the
screen.

Give him a bit of technology, Beck thought
with a smile, and the boy is happy!

He handed Tikaani the map and the
other boy spread it out on the ground. Beck
read the co-ordinates off the GPS and
Tikaani traced the lines of latitude and
longitude on the map. They came together
at a particular point.

'We're here,' Tikaani said, pleased. The
other two leaned in to look as he pressed a
finger into the paper. 'We know where we
are! That's a good start, isn't it?'

'It always helps . . .' Beck agreed.
Unfortunately he – and, he knew, Al –
could see a whole lot that was wrong with
the situation. Tikaani would be missing it.

On the map their position was just a few
centimetres away from Anakat. Anakat was
a square dot, the only square thing on the
entire sheet of paper. The rest was curves
and jagged lines. Anakat was manmade;
the rest was natural. That square dot
represented warmth and food and safety.

'And look,' Tikaani insisted. 'We're nearer
to Anakat than to anywhere else. We could
probably walk that in a day.'

'We could,' Beck agreed, 'if Uncle Al
could walk anywhere.' But his finger traced
the thick streak of contour lines on the map
that lay between Anakat and where they
were now. 'And if it was all flat.
Unfortunately there are mountains in the
way.'

They all glanced up and looked
westward. The mountains were clearly
visible, lying between them and Anakat like
a mighty wall. The peaks shone brightly in
the sun. They ran from north to south, and
Anakat was almost due west. The direction
was very easy to fix in the mind. The only
fly in the ointment was a million tons of
rock between them.

'If you include them,' Beck mused, 'and
unfortunately we have to . . . two or three
days' walk. Minimum.'

Tikaani only looked daunted for a
moment. He gave the mountains another
look, which told Beck he had grasped the
scale of the problem. Even two or three
days' walk wasn't the end of the world. But
throw in the ice and snow and steep slopes
of the mountains and it became a whole
new ball game.

'OK . . .' Tikaani's voice trembled just a
little and he said it again, more firmly. 'OK.
But like I said before, they'll still come looking
for us. They must be expecting us.'

'Um,' said Al. He suddenly sounded a
little uncertain. 'Not necessarily.'

Now both boys were staring at him. It
was his turn to shrug. 'Ours was an
unscheduled flight. Lumos Petroleum's
lawyers and publicists have been on our
backs ever since the whole thing began. If
they knew we were coming to Anakat,
they'd be there first. I wanted to slip in
under their radar, film the documentary
before they knew anything. It's not a secret,
of course . . . but I did sort of drop a few
hints we'd be there next week, not this one.'

'Hey!' Tikaani exclaimed. 'This is the
twenty-first century! Planes don't just
disappear! OK, we were unscheduled but
we must be on someone's log, somewhere.
And my father knows we're coming.'

'Anchorage will have recorded our
departure, and our flight plan,' Al agreed,
'but they have no reason to check whether
we've arrived. Oh, they will notice.
Eventually. But it could take days. And even
your father doesn't know exactly when we
were due. I didn't tell him when we took off
in case Lumos got wind of it.'

Days . . . Beck thought. He glanced
down at Al's leg, and up again at his uncle.
The leg was only the obvious external
wound. How smashed up was Al inside? His
uncle was still pale and his voice was weak.
There could be much worse damage that he
couldn't see.

Beck wasn't certain that Al would be able
to wait.

'Days . . .' Tikaani voiced Beck's thought.
Forty miles off course and a three-day walk
to safety. Rescue might take even longer
than that to get to them. His shoulders
slumped as the optimism drained away; he
looked down. But then he lifted his head
again and his face was set and grim.

'So what do we do?' he asked.
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