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            Praise for The Polar Bear Explorers’ Club series:

            ‘A magical adventure.’
The Bookseller

            ‘The most huggable book of the year. Channels everything from Lemony Snicket to JK Rowling. An (iced) gem.’
SFX

            ‘Wintry, atmospheric, highly imaginative fantasy.’
Metro

            ‘A fantastic frosty adventure.’
Sunday Express

            ‘A hugely enjoyable, fast-paced magical adventure.’
WRD

            ‘Full of unique takes on classic tropes with some unexpected twists and turns along the way.’
Times Educational Supplement

            ‘A delightful read.’
The Week Junior

            ‘I can’t wait for the next one!’

Havana Brown, aged 12

            ‘Whisks you humorously along … a hoot.’
The Times, Book of the Year
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Ursula Jellyfin stood on the salt-stained planks of the wooden boardwalk and watched as the submarine rose majestically out of the ocean. Frothing sea foam ran down its gleaming metal sides, which sparkled in the sunshine. A waterproof flag hung dripping from the flagpole at the rear, proudly displaying the crest of the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club.

         ‘Ready?’ the man beside her said. Ursula looked up at Chief Jonah Briggs, a tall, gangly man, otherwise known as Old Joe, who’d been her mentor for the last five years. He had kind eyes but there was a quiet sadness about him too. Joe had taught Ursula everything he knew about engineering, which was a whole lot. She hoisted the bag of equipment a little further up her shoulder.

         ‘Ready, Joe,’ she said.

         At twelve years old, Ursula was the youngest submarine engineer employed by the South Seas 2Navigation Company and she loved it. Not only the work but the fact that she got to live at the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club, with its sea-flower garden, jellyfish nursery, buttery stacks of pirate pancakes and – best of all – its gleaming fleet of beautiful submarines.

         ‘Brace yourself, missy,’ Joe said. He took a coin from his pocket and began to flip it over his fingers, rolling it over the knuckles in a ‘coin walk’. As Joe’s arthritis got worse, he’d taken to practising his coin tricks more often as a way to keep the strength and dexterity in his fingers. ‘This submarine radioed ahead to say they have a problem with the air supply,’ he told her. ‘Reading between the lines I’d say that a flying swordfish got into one of the vents and has been stinking the place out.’

         No matter how many times the engineers explained the problem to the explorers, it seemed they were determined to use flying swordfish as darts in their tournaments, and there was always one determined fish that would go racing straight into a ventilation shaft and get stuck.

         ‘That’s OK,’ Ursula replied. ‘I don’t mind the smell of fish.’

         The approaching submarine finally came to a halt and the escape hatch on top burst open, hitting the deck with a crash. There was an undignified exodus as a 3team of explorers pushed and shoved at one another in their frantic eagerness to be off the vessel. Some of them were quite red in the face as they slipped and slid down the ladder, and one had gone an interesting purple colour. The reek of sweating swordfish was strong, even from where Ursula stood on the docks below.

         ‘Ah, the valets!’ the purple-faced explorer exclaimed, seeing Ursula and Joe. ‘I hope you’ll be able to clear up this mess. I should warn you, it’s quite dreadful in there.’

         ‘We’re not valets, Captain Smitt,’ Joe replied mildly. ‘We’re engineers from the South Seas Navigation Company.’

         ‘What, the girl too?’ the explorer said. ‘Isn’t she a bit young?’

         ‘I earned my first dolphin last month,’ Ursula said, gesturing to the little brass dolphin badge that gleamed on the top pocket of her coverall, identifying her as an entry-level engineer.

         ‘Sir, this is the second time we have had to remove a flying swordfish from the vents of your submarine,’ Joe said, switching from the coin walk to the triple shuffle coin pass. ‘My memory’s not what it used to be, I guess, but I’m fairly sure we warned you about this before. The South Seas Navigation Company reserves 4the right to confiscate any of its subs if they’re not being treated with due care. They’re awful particular like that. Am I right, Ursula?’

         ‘You sure are, Joe,’ she said.

         ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, it was quite accidental, I assure you,’ Captain Smitt snapped. ‘Look, it’s been a trying few days, I stink of fish, I can even taste it at the back of my throat a bit, and I’m certainly not in the mood for a lecture from an engineer of all people.’

         He glanced self-consciously back at his waiting crew. Ursula knew from experience that while some explorers were brave, noble and decent, others were conceited, insecure and shallow. Unfortunately, Captain Smitt was one of the latter.

         ‘Especially not some old-timer,’ he went on. ‘Now kindly do your job and fix the problem. Isn’t that what we pay you people for, after all?’

         Ursula bristled all over and felt heat rising to her cheeks. ‘There’d be no Explorers’ Club without the engineers,’ she said.

         The captain looked down at her with a startled expression, as if he’d forgotten she was there. ‘What’s that?’

         Ursula lifted her chin slightly. ‘I said there’d be no Explorers’ Club without the engineers,’ she repeated 5more loudly. She jabbed a thumb at her chest. ‘We’re what keeps you safe when you’re all those miles under the sea. Submarines are a marvel of technology – the greatest marvel in the world. So maybe it wouldn’t kill you to treat us with some respect.’

         Captain Smitt stared at her for a long moment before turning back to Joe. ‘Can’t you control your apprentice, sir?’

         With a final flick of the coin Joe slipped it back in his pocket. ‘She controls herself just fine,’ he said. ‘Now time’s a-wasting. We’d best get to that fish.’

         ‘See that you do,’ Captain Smitt snapped before turning on his heel and marching off along the boardwalk with the other explorers. Joe rubbed the back of his neck and looked down at Ursula.

         ‘You’re a smart girl,’ he said. ‘Beats me why you’d ever want to join that lot.’

         Ursula shrugged. ‘They’re not all like him,’ she offered.

         She made no secret of the fact that she’d dearly love to be an explorer herself one day. Thanks to Stella Starflake Pearl, the other explorers’ clubs were all accepting girls now. It was only Ocean Squid who were stubbornly sticking to the traditional rules of membership.6

         ‘If you say so,’ Joe said. ‘Now, come on. That fish won’t rescue itself.’

         It took them the rest of the afternoon to find the swordfish and drag it out. Having spent several days stuck in the air system, it was pretty angry by the time they got to it and it was only Joe’s fast reflexes that prevented Ursula’s coveralls from getting slashed in half. They released the fish up on deck and it flapped off indignantly over the side of the sub to dive back into the ocean with a loud plop!

         ‘Right,’ Joe said, brushing his hands together. ‘That’s that until next time.’

         Ursula looked up at him and saw that he seemed tired. In the glow of the sunset Joe’s short hair looked even greyer against his dark skin, his shoulders looked bonier and the lines around his eyes were deeper. He looked old all of a sudden, and Ursula felt a stab of guilt. She knew that he would have retired by now if it wasn’t for her.

         ‘Pack up the stuff and we’ll go clean up,’ Joe said.

         Ursula gathered together the fish nets and pipe cleaners they’d used to poke the fish out of the vent and then followed Joe down the ladder to where his brown-and-white dog, Mutt, lay waiting for them on the boardwalk. He’d not been a young dog when Ursula 7arrived at the club with her explorer father five years ago, and was quite elderly now, with an entirely grey muzzle.

         ‘Old dogs are the best dogs,’ Joe often said, and Ursula certainly agreed.

         She was giving Mutt a scratch behind the ears when she noticed a telltale ripple in the ocean to the side of the submarine and a brief glimpse of a fin. She’d know it anywhere – it was Minty come to say hello. She glanced quickly at Joe to see if he’d seen anything, but he was retying a shoelace on his work boots.

         ‘You coming?’ he asked, straightening up.

         ‘In a minute,’ Ursula replied. ‘I just want to look back at the club for a while.’

         Joe shook his head and gazed out towards the horizon. ‘You know I’m all for following your dreams, missy,’ he said. ‘But only if they’ve got a chance of coming true. If you want an old man’s advice, then I say there’s no sense wasting your life pining away for something that can never happen.’

         Ursula knew he was talking about her failed attempt to convince Sir Percival Ollivant Verne that she should be allowed to join the club. Last week, when she had finally gathered up her courage to ask the president whether she might apply to join, he could not have looked more appalled and turned her down flat.8

         ‘The Polar Bear Explorers’ Club allowed Stella Starflake Pearl to join—’ she began.

         ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Joe said. He sighed. ‘Look, I’m just trying to do you a kindness. Sometimes you have to be realistic. Stella is an ice princess, you’re an orphan. Stella’s pa is a respected explorer and, more importantly, he’s got money coming out of his ears. What have you got?’

         Ursula wanted to say she wasn’t an orphan, that one of her parents was in fact still alive, but this was a secret she absolutely couldn’t share with anyone, not even Joe.

         ‘My dad was an explorer. And I’m a good engineer,’ she said instead. ‘That should count for something, shouldn’t it?’

         ‘You’re an excellent engineer,’ Joe replied. ‘But that will never be enough to get you into the club. And you’ve got nothing else to bring to the bargaining table.’

         Ursula bit her tongue. She did have something else to bring to the bargaining table actually, but it was part of her secret – the most important part of all. She looked back at the clubhouse, full of maps and globes and sea monsters and fascinating curiosities from the Seventeen Seas, and to her dismay she felt tears prick the back of her eyes. She wanted to be an explorer so much that sometimes the thought of it kept her awake 9at night, lying in her cold, narrow bed, dreaming of big adventures.

         ‘The Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club is the most wonderful place in the world,’ Ursula said, meaning every word. ‘I don’t care what it takes, I’m going to be a member of it one day.’

         Joe thrust his hands in his pockets with a sigh. ‘Well, time will tell,’ he said. ‘But I won’t be around to see it. When that day comes – if it ever comes – I’ll be long gone to the Pineapple Islands. No people around for miles. Just sand and surf and stars.’ He glanced down at Mutt and said, ‘We’ll get there, won’t we, old boy? If it’s ever safe to leave these beautiful submarines to those idiot explorers.’

         ‘You can leave them with me,’ Ursula said. ‘I can look after the submarines.’

         She saw an emotion flash across Joe’s face – was it worry? It was only there for a moment before he shook his head and said, ‘Well, maybe you can and all. But don’t hang around out here too long, all right? Those tools need cleaning before bedtime.’

         ‘I know. I’ll make sure it’s done,’ Ursula said.

         Joe nodded before whistling to Mutt and walking down the boardwalk back to the club headquarters.

         Ursula waited until he was out of sight before 10crouching down at the edge of the wooden planks and dipping her hand into the cool ocean. A moment later a smooth snout poked at her fingers as a dolphin popped his head out of the water, greeting her with a series of whistles and clicks.

         ‘Hello, Minty,’ Ursula whispered. ‘It’s always lovely to see you, but you know I can’t talk to you here. Someone might spot us.’

         Dolphins were friendly, sociable creatures and it wasn’t unusual for them to swim up to the club’s boardwalks from time to time, or put on leaping, acrobatic displays in the waves beyond. But if anyone realised the extent of Ursula’s friendship with dolphins, and this one in particular, then they might start watching her more closely. And if they watched her more closely, then they might discover her secret. Ursula could never let that happen.

         ‘I’ll come and see you tonight,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

         Minty tossed his head a couple of times and dived back under the water, splashing playfully with his tail as he vanished. Ursula was already smiling at the thought of spending time with the dolphin later as she straightened up and looked back at the club. Fortunately, the explorers were all inside having their dinner so no one had seen anything at all.11

         Ursula had told Joe the truth, though, when she said how much she loved the place. She knew that the Jungle Cat Explorers’ Club had a big treehouse for their headquarters and the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club had some kind of igloo. She wasn’t sure about the Desert Jackal or Sky Phoenix Explorers’ Clubs, but it didn’t matter because none of them could possibly compare with Ocean Squid as far as Ursula was concerned.

         The club was positioned in the middle of the Jelly Blue Sea on Turtle Island. The main building was shaped like a gigantic starfish and perched right on the edge of the shore. A couple of its arms extended out over the sea itself and a network of boardwalks on stilts spread into the water, creating docks for the ships and submarines. Smaller outbuildings formed the engineering bay and the staff quarters and the engineering school. A forest of masts showed where the expedition ships were docked on the other side of the club. The whole place was filled with the smell of fish from the sea-monster-trophy room, mixed in with the sharp scent of Captain Ishmael’s harpoon-cannon polish. The club had seemed big and a little scary to Ursula when she’d first arrived, but it had quickly come to feel like home.

         Ursula took a moment to gaze at the starfish 12building resting on the white sand, breathing in the scent of salt and shells, and basking in the sunset that was turning the waves pink and golden and orange. Then she grabbed her bag of tools and hurried to the engineering school.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Ursula cleaned the tools and laid them out in the workshop before reluctantly reporting to Miss Soames. The schoolmistress was a tall, thin woman with a pinched mouth, and in the five years she’d been there Ursula had never once seen her smile or heard her laugh. Miss Soames was in charge of the apprentices who came to study engineering at the club. Normally, these students only came for a year, but Ursula was a special case because her father, Harry Theodore Williams, had been an explorer. He’d died on an expedition four years ago but the club had allowed Ursula to stay on, which was lucky as she had nowhere else to go.

         Reporting to Miss Soames in the evening was Ursula’s least favourite part of the day. The schoolmistress complained constantly about the extra work Ursula created and was always reprimanding her for not brushing her hair or having clean hands.

         ‘Begging your pardon, but engineering is dirty work 14sometimes, Miss Soames,’ Joe would always say in her defence, but it never seemed to do much good.

         Today, Ursula tiptoed into the empty schoolhouse, trying to get to the showers before Miss Soames could see her. When the apprentices were here they all slept in the dormitory, but the last batch of students had gone home a few weeks ago and the new ones wouldn’t start until after the summer. The dormitory was now empty and quiet with its neat rows of freshly made beds.

         Ursula slept on the bed at the end but the only sign of any life there was the framed photo of her parents that stood on her bedside cupboard. Everyone thought her mother was dead, but in fact she still came to visit Ursula on her birthday. It was part of Ursula’s secret, and no one could ever find out, but she looked forward to that magical visit all year.

         In the meantime, she had the photo. Miss Soames didn’t like personal belongings cluttering up the place, which meant it was difficult for Ursula to make the little corner of the big room feel like her own. Even the photo of her parents had been a battle. For the first few months after she arrived, she’d had to hide it beneath her pillow and take it out to cry over when Miss Soames wasn’t looking. Her father had always 15seemed to be away on some expedition and her mother was completely out of her reach. Ursula had never felt so lonely.

         She’d only been allowed to display the photo on her bedside table after Joe had found out about it and intervened on her behalf. Ursula didn’t know quite what he’d said to Miss Soames, but afterwards he’d set the photo on Ursula’s bedside cupboard and the schoolmistress had reluctantly allowed it to stay there ever since. That was the extent of her lenience, though. When Ursula had pleaded with her to be allowed to decorate her bed with dolphin stickers, or perhaps hang a dolphin poster on the wall, Miss Soames had resolutely forbidden it.

         ‘I’m not sure why you think you’re so much better than everyone else, Ursula. Maybe it’s because your father was an explorer. But all students will be treated the same under my watch,’ she always replied to any request. ‘It is only fair.’

         But it didn’t feel fair to Ursula in the least. All the other apprentices had homes and families they could return to and were only at the club for a year. Often it felt like the sole person who ever showed her any kindness at the club was Joe.

         She had almost reached the showers when Miss 16Soames’s voice rang out sharply behind her. ‘Ursula! You are trailing grease across the floor.’

         Ursula sighed and turned around. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Soames,’ she said. ‘But we had a messy job in one of the submarines this afternoon and—’

         The schoolmistress held up a hand. ‘I do not wish to hear your excuses. You put enough extra work on my plate as it is.’

         ‘But I’ve taken off my boots.’ Ursula held them up. ‘And there’s no other way to get to the showers so I don’t know what you want me to do.’

         ‘Don’t take that tone with me, young lady,’ Miss Soames replied. It was one of her favourite phrases and Ursula clenched her teeth every time she heard it. She’d never thought of herself as a naughty child before she came to the club, but Miss Soames had a way of making her feel like the most badly behaved, rude and ungrateful child on the planet. Which seemed to create a sort of vicious circle in which Miss Soames would tell her off, Ursula would try to stick up for herself, and then would be in even more trouble.

         ‘I’m sorry, Miss Soames,’ she forced out the words, wondering how many times she must have apologised over the years for things that weren’t her fault.

         ‘Just go and clean yourself up, please,’ Miss Soames 17replied sharply. ‘We will take tea in my office after you have mopped the floor.’

         Feeling her good mood start to fade, Ursula trudged to the showers. After washing, she changed into cut-off trousers and a plain white polo shirt with the South Seas Navigation Company logo embroidered on it. Finally, she took one of her headscarves – a blue one covered in tiny dolphins – fashioned it into a headband, and tied it over her head behind her fringe. It was useful for keeping her shoulder-length black bob out of her face, but more importantly hid her blue streak from view. It was something else that might give her secret away.

         She retrieved a bucket from the store cupboard and washed the dormitory floor, making sure to remove every last possible speck of grease. When this was done she washed her hands again before going to Miss Soames’s office – a small, cheerless room with a tidy desk, some large filing cabinets and two hard chairs set before a folding table where they took their meals. The good food was kept back for the explorers, so the engineers and other staff had to make do with whatever was simple and cheap from the kitchen. Fortunately, Ursula had befriended the chef and was sometimes lucky enough to get treats from him when she snuck into the kitchen after hours.18

         Tonight, though, it was gruel again, which Ursula detested. Miss Soames seemed to quite like gruel, which really told you everything you needed to know about her. Ursula was forcing it down when her eye fell on a newspaper that had been left on the desk. The headline read: Frog foot Island Mysteriously Reappears in the Seventeen Seas.

         ‘Oh!’ Ursula exclaimed. ‘Has there been another one?’

         ‘Please don’t speak with your mouth full,’ Miss Soames said automatically, despite the fact that she hadn’t been looking at Ursula and so couldn’t have known whether she was speaking with her mouth full or not.

         ‘Sorry,’ Ursula said just as automatically. She gestured at the paper. ‘I hadn’t realised that another lost place had come back.’

         When the first girl explorer and ice princess, Stella Starflake Pearl, had returned from her expedition across the Black Ice Bridge three months ago, the world had been rocked by the discovery of the Collector – a villain called Scarlett Sauvage from the mysterious Phantom Atlas Society, who had been stealing parts of the world and locking them up in her private collection of snow globes. The globes had been forged using powerful snow-queen magic and all a person had 19to do was unscrew the base, whisper the name of the place they wished to collect and it would be swept up inside it.

         Scarlett claimed to be a conservationist, keeping the locations safe from being spoilt, but she never asked permission to take them and everyone else was horrified that the Phantom Atlas Society had been quietly stealing away lands for years without anyone realising. Fortunately, Stella and her friends had been able to rescue some of the snow globes, including the one containing the Sky Phoenix Explorers’ Club, and had recently been releasing them back into the world.

         ‘I expect that Scarlett Sauvage is running scared now that she knows she’s been discovered,’ Miss Soames said. ‘No doubt trying to put all the places back in order to avoid punishment. It won’t work, of course. She’ll be brought to justice eventually.’

         Ursula frowned. She’d recently come across an interview with Stella Starflake Pearl in one of the expedition journals in the club library. From what the ice princess said, Scarlett Sauvage didn’t sound like the repenting type.

         ‘I read an interview with Stella the other day,’ she volunteered. ‘She said that Scarlett can’t take any more places because she only has a certain number of snow 20globes. If she wants to take a new place, she has to put something back. Stella warned that lost places might be reappearing now because the Collector is preparing to steal something new—’

         ‘That’s quite enough, Ursula,’ Miss Soames cut her off. ‘Stella Starflake Pearl is scaremongering. Do you know what scaremongering means?’

         ‘Yes, it means—’

         ‘It means she’s viciously making up wild stories in order to frighten people.’ Miss Soames’s nostrils flared and her mouth became even more pinched than usual. ‘I won’t have that kind of talk here, I simply won’t. Someone really ought to take that girl in hand.’

         Ursula felt a new bubble of dislike rise up inside her. ‘But Stella and her friends saved lots of lives!’ she protested. ‘All those people who were imprisoned in the snow globes. The Sky Phoenix Explorers’ Club!’

         ‘Ursula, you are very naïve but you must remember that Stella is an ice princess. That means she’s dangerous. She’s probably done these things in order to protect herself, but mark my words – one day her true nature will out. This is what comes from letting girls be explorers. If I had my way, she’d be in a magical prison right now.’

         Ursula clamped her jaw shut. Her own secret 21suddenly felt too big inside her and she had a strong fear that Miss Soames might somehow guess what it was at any moment. And then she’d really be done for. Locked up in some magical prison herself, probably.

         She laid down her spoon in her empty bowl and said, ‘I’m finished. Please may I be excused?’

         ‘You may,’ Miss Soames replied. ‘Once you’ve cleared the table.’

         Ursula gathered up their plates and cups on to the tray and carried them outside, glad to escape from the schoolmistress. A winding pebble path led the way to the main building of the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club, and Ursula followed this past floodlit fountains in the shape of giant shells, topiary bushes carefully fashioned into fish, trees hung with turtle-shaped lanterns that glowed softly in the dusk, and low brick walls covered in the club’s famous sea-salt roses.

         She walked around to the back entrance of the kitchen where the chef, Yately, was yelling at one of the explorers.

         ‘I will not turn that puffer fish into a pie! It’s poisonous, you hear? For the last time, there’s no safe way to eat it.’

         He thrust the fish in question back at the explorer, who left the kitchen with his head hung low. Ursula set 22down the tray in the washing-up area and gave Yately a sympathetic look. The chef rolled his eyes at her.

         ‘Moronic bunch,’ he said, jabbing his thumb back in the direction of the dining room. ‘And they’re even more fired up than usual today because the Rooks are here.’

         Ursula’s ears pricked up at once. ‘Ethan Edward Rook?’ she asked eagerly. ‘The magician who’s been on all those adventures with Stella?’

         ‘That’s the one,’ Yately replied. He nodded towards the dining room again and said, ‘He’s been holding court in there for an hour now.’

         The chef turned away to the sideboard and began chopping up a fish with gusto. Ursula went straight to the door. Engineers weren’t supposed to be seen in the dining room but she risked opening the door a crack to peek through.

         The room was a long, rectangular shape with dozens of glass bubbles hanging down from the ceiling on green ribbons. Inside each was an unusual fish, or crab, or sea-fairy specimen which had been brought back from a former expedition. One larger bubble over in the corner held a whole choir of singing cucumbers who were going through their repertoire of sea shanties. In the centre of the room, a group of explorers were all crowded around a pale boy with white-blond hair. He’d 23scrambled up on to a chair so that everyone could see him. Ursula immediately recognised Ethan from the photos in the newspaper.

         ‘And then,’ he went on, ‘Portia the snow queen lunged after us, and the gargoyles were coming for us too, and the Black Ice Bridge had run out, so we were trapped right at the edge of the world.’

         ‘So what happened?’ an explorer asked eagerly.

         ‘I created the most magnificent shield!’ Ethan said. ‘Huge and black with the Ocean Squid Explorers’ crest stamped right in the middle. It protected us from the snow queen’s magic and—’

         ‘Show us!’ one of the explorers cried, cutting off the magician in mid-flow.

         Ethan looked uncertain. ‘Now?’

         ‘We’d all love to see it,’ another explorer said. ‘It must have been a tremendous shield to keep a snow queen’s magic at bay.’

         Ethan hesitated, but then puffed out his chest and rolled up his sleeves. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You’d best stand clear, though, and mind yourselves. This is highly powerful magic.’

         The other explorers took a few steps back and Ursula held her breath as Ethan threw out both his hands. But instead of a fearsome shield, he produced a little black 24Frisbee that flew straight to the kitchen door and hit the wood above Ursula’s head with a thump before falling feebly to the floor.

         Someone in the group sniggered and then Ethan was complaining that the singing cucumbers made it impossible for him to concentrate. Ursula reached forward to snatch up the Frisbee. She saw it had the crest of the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club stamped on it, which made it kind of cool even if it wasn’t a great shield. She was just wondering whether she ought to try to return it to Ethan when a hand gripped her sleeve and yanked her back into the kitchen.

         ‘Come on, you,’ Yately said, not unkindly. ‘You know you’re not supposed to hang around here getting under our feet.’ He held out a napkin to her and Ursula saw that it contained one of the little shark cakes meant for the explorers.

         ‘Thanks, Yately,’ she said, taking it.

         He winked at her. ‘Now beat it.’

         Ursula ate the cake as she hurried out of the club with the Frisbee tucked under her arm. It was quiet outside and she thought she was alone until she noticed a young explorer named Maxwell Xavier Clark sitting on the wall. He was tall and slim with black skin and a high shave fade haircut that turned 25into black curls on top of his head.

         Having lived and worked at the club for five years, Ursula was on first-name terms with a few of the junior explorers, and Max was one of her favourites. He always had a grin and a friendly word for her whenever they met. More importantly, Ursula liked him for his explorer’s specialities. Max was training to be an inventor, and not just any kind, but a robot inventor. He almost always had some cool new gadget with him and now was no different. He held a controller in one hand and a little robot crab scuttled around at his feet. But to Ursula’s surprise he looked rather despondent, which wasn’t like Max at all.

         ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Are you OK?’

         Max looked up, startled. The downcast look left his face so quickly that Ursula wondered whether she might have imagined it.

         ‘Right as rain, Jellyfin,’ he said cheerfully.

         ‘What are you doing out here?’ she asked.

         ‘I had to get away from Rook,’ Max said. He gestured at the Frisbee she carried. ‘Let me guess. He just tried to show everyone the amazing shield he can supposedly create?’

         ‘Yep. The singing cucumbers ruined his concentration.’26

         ‘Well, at least he made a Frisbee this time. The other day it was a spiky starfish, and trust me, you really don’t want one of those whizzing towards your head. Rook’s boasting gets on my nerves. He’s always been a bit stuck up but he’s been insufferable since he got back from the Black Ice Bridge.’

         ‘Well, it might have been worse,’ Ursula teased. ‘Jai Bartholomew Singh could have been there too.’

         Jai was the same age as them and one of the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club’s most renowned members. He had more medals and accolades than any other junior explorer. In fact, his achievements were so many and varied that the club had even taken to using his image in their promotional materials encouraging new members to join. Jai did everything by the book, whereas Max must have broken every rule the club had and was always getting himself in trouble for one thing or another. The last occasion the two boys had been at the club together they’d rubbed each other up the wrong way so much that it had almost turned into a duel.

         ‘I met Jai once,’ Ursula said, ‘getting off his submarine. You might find him annoying, but he was very polite to me.’

         Max rolled his eyes. ‘Any more than five minutes in the same room and I’m tearing my hair out.’27

         ‘Speaking of hair,’ Ursula said. ‘I like your shark.’

         Max often had a cool design shaved into his fade. Sometimes it was a kraken’s tentacle, others it was a submarine, or sometimes, like today, it was a shark.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Here, check this out. I know you’ll appreciate it.’

         He nodded at the robot crab at his feet and pressed a few buttons on his controller, which made the crab scuttle over to the wall of the club and then climb straight up it.

         ‘That’s awesome!’ Ursula said.

         ‘Do you want to come to the submarine and see the other stuff I’m working on?’ he asked. ‘No one else appreciates my robots as much as you do.’

         ‘I’d love to,’ Ursula replied. ‘But it’s late and I’m supposed to be in the dormitory. Maybe another time?’

         ‘Sure thing, Jellyfin,’ Max said, giving her a salute. ‘Goodnight.’

         ‘Goodnight, Max.’

         She gave him a wave then headed off down the path. She glanced back at Max just once and to her surprise he was staring at the crab with a gloomy expression on his face again. She was sure she hadn’t imagined it this time – there was definitely something on Max’s mind. She hoped it wasn’t serious as she made her way back to 28the dormitory. When she got there, she put the Frisbee straight in the bedside cupboard before Miss Soames could see and find a reason to confiscate it. Then she quickly changed into her bikini, put on her pyjamas over the top, got into bed and turned out the lights.

         Ursula hated the big dormitory when there were no other students in it. The room felt big and cold and unfriendly, more like a hospital ward than a bedroom. But she didn’t intend to stay there for long this evening. She waited until she heard Miss Soames’s door open, then snuggled down in the covers and pretended to be asleep. The schoolmistress appeared a moment later and walked into the dormitory to do her final checks before going to her own bedroom for the night.

         Ursula waited ten more minutes, just to be safe, then threw back the covers and got out of bed. She took the Frisbee, a little flashlight and a bag with a towel in it from her cupboard and with one last check to see that the coast was clear, tiptoed from the room.

         She made her way outside where the warm air ruffled over her skin, carrying with it the smell of salt and sea, and made her heart speed up in her chest with anticipation. There was no one around except for the flying fish drifting through the air, painting their blue glow through the darkness.29

         Ursula hurried straight to one of the boardwalks near the engineering bay. No one came here at night and it was out of sight of the main club, so it seemed like the safest place for what she was about to do. Moving quickly, she took out her towel, removed her pyjamas and stuffed them into the bag along with her flashlight, then dropped the Frisbee on to the surface of the water.

         Finally, she reached her toes down towards the ocean. The moment they touched the surface, a cool, tingly feeling rushed all the way up her legs as they transformed into a sparkling blue mermaid’s tail. Ursula grinned and paused a moment to run her hand over the shimmering scales, pearly and beautiful, before diving into the water with a soft splash.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Beneath the surface of the water there was a whole other world, and Ursula loved every inch of it. No one at the club knew she was half mermaid and they must never find out. The Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club viewed mermaids as their age-old foe, convinced they were responsible for drowning hundreds of explorers over the years. Ursula didn’t know how much truth there was to this. It seemed to her that most of the supposed drownings were attached to explorers who’d sailed off and simply never returned, so there was no way of knowing that mermaids were responsible. Anything might have happened to those men. They could have lived out their days on a paradise island surrounded by dancing coconuts for all anyone knew.

         But Ursula had kept her identity a closely guarded secret these past five years, only going into the ocean late at night after everyone else had gone to bed. Mermaids had excellent underwater vision and she could see 31everything now as clearly as if it were daylight, especially since a couple of sunset jellyfish bobbed in the water nearby, casting their glowing light through the waves.

         Ursula resurfaced to grab the Frisbee, then dived back underwater. As always, she went straight to the special cave where she met her mother every year on her birthday. Today was not Ursula’s birthday but there was still a chance that a message from her mother would be waiting for her instead, which was the next best thing.

         As soon as she swam through the cave entrance she saw the conch shell nestled on the sandy floor, a beautiful thing with a pearly pink interior. Ursula snatched it up eagerly. Mermaids could use shells to send messages to each other underwater. Any shell would work for this – the larger it was, the bigger the message it could contain, but the longer it would take to arrive, carried along by the currents.

         All a mermaid had to do was whisper their message into the shell, along with the name of the intended recipient, and then release the shell into the sea where it would join the bubble tide. This was a bit like the postal service, except it was powered by mermaid magic rather than postmen and delivery carts. As soon as the shell was released, it would join the underwater tide and find its way to whoever it needed to reach.32

         Ursula pressed the shell to her ear now and felt a thrill of delight when her mother’s voice came through as clearly as if she were floating right beside her. She told Ursula all about the little things that were happening in her life, like what her naughty pet terrapin, Ambrose, was up to, and who’d won the ocean cauliflower contest and which seahorse came first in the seahorse race at the underwater fair that week.

         Ursula didn’t mind what her mother talked about as long as she could hear her voice. She loved getting the messages but it always made her feel a little sad at the same time, especially when she got to the end and could hear the sorrow echoed in her mother’s voice as she told her how much she loved and missed her. They both wished they could live together, but mermaids can’t survive on land for very long without becoming ill, and similarly Ursula couldn’t stay in a deep-sea mermaid city because the human part of her needed light and air and sunshine.

         To cheer herself up, Ursula immediately whispered her own message into the shell, telling her mother about her last few weeks at the club and how proud she was to have earned her first dolphin. Once she’d finished, she kissed the shell and released it out to the bubble tide to find its way across the sea.33

         Then she turned her attention back to the cave. On one of her mother’s previous visits, they had decorated it together so that Ursula would have somewhere nice to go, a tiny piece of the ocean that was all her own. It was a pretty space with a floor of golden sand and strings of pearls draped from the ceiling. The light from the sunset jellyfish spilled inside, illuminating the mermaid furniture her mother had brought in a sea chariot pulled by dolphins. There was a special dressing table and stool set in front of a beautiful oval mirror with mermaids carved into the frame, and a comfy armchair covered in a pattern of starfish with its own matching footstool.

         Unlike regular human furniture, mermaid furniture didn’t get spoilt underwater, nor did the mermaid books her mother had given her. They were lined up neatly on a shelf in the corner and the pages repelled the water effortlessly. Sometimes, if she was feeling lazy, Ursula enjoyed curling up in the starfish armchair and reading one of her books until it was time to return to the surface.

         Other times she simply admired the paintings of water horses that adorned her cave walls. She’d never been lucky enough to see one of the majestic white horses in real life, but she knew from her mother that they came from the sea and that their bodies and souls were one with the ocean. People said they could see them sometimes, racing along the surface, galloping upon the crest of a wave.3435
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         36Ursula knew that mermaids had the ability to call the water horses with a song, and that magical things could happen when mermaids and water horses came together. But despite multiple attempts, she had never managed to do this, and it was a failure she found bitterly disappointing. She understood that other mermaids might be wary of her because of her mixed heritage, and she wondered if being only half mermaid caused the water horses to reject her too.

         Ursula’s singing was certainly different from humans’, though. For a start, there were little golden musical notes that appeared around her, sparkling in the air before fizzing away into nothing. People couldn’t see them but Ursula knew they could sense them. Shortly after she’d arrived at the club she’d been singing to herself in the engineering bay as she worked one day. A little later she looked up to realise that all the other workers in the room had put their tools down and were staring at her dumbstruck. She’d stopped singing at once, terrified she’d revealed her secret, and she never sang in public again after that.

         Now she swam over to her dressing table where her treasures were locked away inside a chest. It contained 37the birthday presents her mother had brought her since she’d lived at the club. Ursula couldn’t risk keeping them in the dormitory because Miss Soames regularly went through Ursula’s private things under the pretence of checking she wasn’t keeping anything ‘unsuitable’. And it would be pretty hard for Ursula to explain any of these items because they all contained mermaid magic.

         She sat at the stool now, enjoying the sight of her hair floating around her head in the mirror, and opened up the treasure chest. First there was the tiny wind-up harp that played mermaid music you could only hear underwater. Then there was the hairbrush that Ursula only needed to sweep through her hair once to make it suddenly grow long enough to sit on and, not only that but also thread it with tiny shells and shiny pearls too. Then there was a mermaid map showing Ursula exactly where her mother lived in the faraway Bubble Ocean.

         And finally, there was the gift her mother had given her on her twelfth birthday earlier this year – a silver locket in the shape of a clam shell. Ursula picked it up, enjoying the cool weight of it on her palm. She could almost see her mother in the cave with her now – a beautiful mermaid with blue and green hair, emerald eyes and a kind, pretty face.

         ‘You’re growing up, Ursula,’ she’d said. Her melodic 38voice seemed to make the water around her shimmer but Ursula could understand her, and speak herself, just as clearly as if she’d been on dry land. ‘If you were completely mermaid, your hair would start to change colour soon, into mermaid colours. Blue, or green, or purple, or silver, or a mix of any of those. There’s also a chance you could get gills in your neck or even webs between your fingers. Then you wouldn’t be able to keep your identity hidden at the club any more.’

         ‘So where could I go to be safe?’ Ursula had said. It was part of an old conversation she didn’t enjoy having. ‘As much as I want to, I can’t live in a mermaid city with you. Am I just meant to live in a cave by myself?’

         ‘Of course not, darling,’ her mother had said, looking troubled. ‘Let’s hope those things never happen. There’s never been a child before who’s half human and half mermaid that I’ve heard of, so we don’t know what to expect. It might not come to that. I only want you to be on guard in case you start to experience any changes. They could be physical or they could be … well, magical. Mermaid girls start to get their magic about this time. That’s what the locket is for. To help you channel and control it.’

         Ursula gazed down at the shell now, feeling a strange mixture of excitement and dread. She knew explorers 39were afraid of mermaid magic, and some of that distrust had seeped into her too. After all, it was terrifying to think that mermaids could use the magic of their voices to control humans and make them do awful things like drowning themselves. And she didn’t want any part of that. Her mother had tried to tell her that the magic took more pleasant forms too – like summoning the water horses or making sea flowers grow from a grain of sand. But even so, she thought mermaid magic was probably best left well alone.

         Eventually, Ursula packed up her treasures and left the cave to go in search of Minty. She began by checking the reef that flourished beneath the engineering bay – a colourful garden of rose-coloured coral, bright yellow sponges and pearly sea flowers that attracted all kinds of marine life.

         Ursula swam past squirrelfish, parrotfish, several crabs and some argumentative sea cucumbers, but there was no sign of the dolphin. Many of the fish came to say hello to her, though. She may not have any friends other than Joe on land, but under the sea she had formed all kinds of friendships. And best of all, her ocean friends were always there; even though she sometimes made friends with the other engineering students, they never stayed longer than a year.40

         She made her way to the nearby sea caves where Minty sometimes liked to hang out, but found only a group of sea fairies decorating the place for a birthday party. It looked a very grand affair, with colourful water balloons and a tiny chandelier fashioned from coral and lit up with sparkle plankton. The fairies all had their best seaweed dresses on and pearls in their hair and had set up some sort of bouncy castle made from orange sea sponges.

         Ursula paused to say hello. The sea fairies were her friends too, and she wished the birthday girl a happy birthday and presented her with a sea flower before going on with her search for Minty. Along the way she was greeted by a couple of sea turtles and a whole flock of bright pink seahorses, before at last she found her dolphin friend.

         Minty was swimming in one of his favourite playgrounds – an old sunken galleon called the Theodora. The ship had sunk outside the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club more than a hundred years ago and was a hollowed-out husk now, but Ursula had spent many happy hours exploring it, even discovering a treasure map and some chests of pirate medallions tucked away in the captain’s study.

         She called out to him and Minty came splashing 41through the water, delighted to see Ursula in her mermaid form. She laughed as he twisted and flipped around her, poking at the Frisbee in her hand.

         ‘I thought you’d like this,’ Ursula said. ‘I don’t think it will fly down here, though. We’ll have to go up to the surface. Come on! I’ll race you!’

         They shot up through the waves so fast that they left a trail of tiny bubbles in their wake. Ursula checked to make sure they were a suitable distance away from the club. The moon was shining tonight, painting the waves silver, but if anyone saw her from this distance they’d only see her human half and would think she was just out for a late night swim.
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