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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Foaming seawater rushed up through the floor of the swim-out hatch and lapped against Ursula Jellyfin’s legs. She immediately transformed into a mermaid and swam out of the submarine. It felt wonderful to be in the ocean once again, with the salty water cool against her skin and scales, and the sad, beautiful sound of whale song echoing somewhere in the distance. She dived to the sea floor, admiring the pink shells and pale pearls scattered there, and dipped her tail fin in the soft golden sand. Then she spotted the treasure chest.

         It was almost hidden in a big patch of seaweed and was all rusted and covered in barnacles, but the glint of medallions winked at her like giant eyes. When Ursula swam closer she saw that the chest had burst open and was full of precious jewels as well as big, shiny coins. There was a pair of cutlasses and an eye patch there too. Surely it must be a pirate’s treasure chest, which meant they were getting close to Pirate Island!

         For the last two weeks, Ursula and her friends from the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club had travelled non-stop across the Bubble Ocean, on board the submarine Blowfish. Their mission was to reach Pirate Island where the villainous Collector Scarlett Sauvage had set up her new headquarters, and they had no time to lose – there was a lot at stake once they got there.

         Scarlett Sauvage was head of the Phantom Atlas Society, an organisation that had been stealing away people and places for years, and locking them up in magical snow globes. Her most recent victim had been the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club itself, and the young explorers were determined to rescue it. Scarlett had also kidnapped a small group of children. She was keeping them hostage to try to persuade inventors to create a weapon for her: something she could use to win over the ice princess, Stella Starflake Pearl.

         Stella and her friends from the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club had been the ones to discover what the Collector was up to, making them her mortal enemies, but now Scarlett had run out of snow globes and she needed Stella’s ice magic to help her create new ones to carry on stealing things away. The Ocean Squid explorers were not going to let this to happen – the world didn’t belong to Scarlett, it belonged to everyone. And they wanted to rescue the kidnapped children too. This was especially important to them because Ursula’s teammate Max had a sister – Jada – who was one of them.

         Ursula scooped up a handful of medallions and then beat her tail hard to return to the surface, leaving a stream of bubbles in her wake. Her head came out of the water and she squinted against the dazzling sparkle of the sun dancing across the waves as she looked for her friends. Sure enough, Ursula spotted their rowing boat coming over the sea towards her, and she swam to meet it.

         Their crew of four had docked the Blowfish at Starfish Island in order to collect water. Max and Genie had taken the boat, while Jai remained behind on the submarine. He was the sub’s captain and his sister Genie was a kraken whisperer. Her shadow animal, Bess, was a gigantic kraken and quite terrifying to look at when you first saw her, but Ursula had got used to her now and didn’t bat an eyelid at the sight of the great sea monster swimming along beside the rowing boat, her massive tentacles trailing lazily behind her in the water.

         ‘Ahoy there!’ Max said, paddling backwards to slow the boat to a stop.

         Max was a robot inventor. He had been expelled from the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club for conspiring with pirates, but the teammates now knew he had only done this to try to rescue his sister, so Jai had reinstated him and he once again wore the black Ocean Squid explorer’s cloak like the rest of them. Max had even made a barber robot so he could replace the shark in his high shave fade haircut with the Ocean Squid crest in honour of the occasion.

         Ursula grabbed hold of the edge of the boat with one hand. ‘Look!’ She held up the medallions. ‘I found a pirate treasure chest down there. We must be getting close.’

         Genie cheered. ‘Our trip was a success too,’ she said, adjusting her hat. Genie was really good at making hats, the crazier the better. This one was bright orange and fashioned in the shape of a starfish. And instead of regulation black boots, she wore a pair of bright pink cowgirl boots that sparkled in the sun.

         ‘Did you find water?’ Ursula asked.

         ‘Yes, but that’s not all. We found this too.’ She held out her fist and uncurled her fingers. Sitting in the middle of her palm was a miniature pirate hat, only a few inches long. The tiny feather sticking out from the hatband was bright yellow and made Ursula think of canaries.

         ‘But it’s so small!’ she exclaimed. ‘What kind of pirate would wear that?’

         ‘Pirate fairies,’ Max said. ‘We found a mini fort on the beach, manned by tiny cannons.’

         ‘Pirate fairies?’ Ursula frowned. She knew there were jungle fairies and garden fairies and sea fairies, but she’d never heard of pirate fairies before. ‘Are you sure? I haven’t read about them in Captain Filibuster’s Guide to Sea Monsters. Or any of the Flag Reports.’

         When explorers went on an expedition they had to fly their club’s flag at every opportunity, and when they returned home they had to formally return the flag, along with a written report about everything they had discovered on their journey.

         Max shrugged. ‘Well, it’s either that or pirate gnomes and I don’t think a gnome would ever dare go near water. They can’t swim – they just sink like stones. I wouldn’t be too worried, Jellyfin. Pirates or not, they’re only a few inches tall, so I don’t think they’d pose much of a threat to us.’

         Ursula shook her head. ‘You’re probably right, but won’t they mind that you’ve taken one of their hats?’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ Genie replied. ‘The fort was abandoned. It looks like everyone left in a great hurry. Their possessions were still there, but there was no sign of the fairies themselves. We saw one of their galleons moored in a nearby cove and that was deserted too. The decks were bare and when we peered in through the portholes, their cabins were empty.’ She frowned. ‘It was weird because it looked like they’d left right in the middle of what they were doing. I saw a tiny chessboard set up part way through a game and a long table in the galley with a half-eaten meal and all the rum kegs standing open.’

         ‘How peculiar,’ Ursula said. ‘It sounds like the Mary Janette.’

         The Mary Janette was a famous ship that had been discovered drifting alone at sea. There was no trace of the crew and no one ever found out what had happened to them. There were many theories though, ranging from mutiny, to sea-monster attack, to cursed mummies.

         ‘Perhaps the pirate fairies have gone to join Scarlett Sauvage?’ Genie suggested.

         She sounded worried. They knew that many pirates were working for the Collector and when the merfolk refused to help her, she had sent some of the pirates to attack mermaid towns. Perhaps the pirate fairies were on her side too?

         ‘Well, either way,’ Max said, ‘we’d best get back to the submarine before Jai starts getting uppity about the—’

         He broke off as a loud, deep BOOM filled the air, and they all jumped. Jai had fired the sea cannon from the submarine and they could see ripples spreading out where the ball had landed.

         Genie looked at Ursula and said, ‘Quick, get into the boat! There must be something dangerous in the water.’

         ‘What could possibly be dangerous around here?’ Max asked. ‘Jai probably just sat on the cannon button and set it off by mistake.’

         But he reached over the side of the boat and helped pull Ursula in anyway. It rocked beneath her weight and her wet tail fin sparkled in the sun.

         Genie shook her head. ‘Jai never does anything by mistake on a submarine.’ She looked worried. ‘We should get back at once.’ She glanced at her shadow kraken and said, ‘You too, Bess! You’ll get there faster than us, and Jai might need back- up.’

         Although the shadow kraken had no substance and couldn’t physically hurt anything, she looked real enough, and they had found in the past that a great sea monster lurching up out of the water and waving her tentacles about was usually enough to put off most potential attackers.

         Bess obligingly swam off and the explorers took hold of the oars and rowed as fast as they could. Within five minutes they were back at the Blowfish and attaching the ropes to haul the boat on board. Ursula was only half mermaid so she became human again once she’d dried off on land. Max fetched her a robe and she was just slipping it on when they heard the roaring BOOM of another cannon firing.

         ‘I guess it wasn’t a mistake after all,’ Max admitted. ‘No one’s fool enough to sit on the sea cannon button twice.’

         Ursula quickly dried her tail and once she’d got her legs back the three of them ran down one of the gleaming wooden corridors to the bridge. They were expecting trouble when they reached Pirate Island, but no one had thought they were in any danger yet. The sudden sense of urgency took them all by surprise in a most unpleasant way. Ursula could feel prickles of dread creeping over her skin as they threw open the door of the bridge and tumbled over one another to get in first.

         ‘What’s happening?’ Max gasped as they all wheezed for breath.

         ‘Are you all right?’ Genie added.

         Ursula was relieved to see Jai standing alone by the portholes, looking quite unharmed. Like Genie, he had brown skin and black hair, and he was wearing an Ocean Squid explorer’s cloak, but his had been adapted because he only had one arm, although he sometimes wore a prosthetic.

         ‘Of course I am.’ Jai sounded irritated. ‘And do you have to barge in all chaotically like that? Can’t you see we’ve got company?’

         ‘Company?’

         For the first time, the others looked out the portholes and saw what the submarine had hidden from their view. Spread out on the waves below, there was a fleet of fairy galleons, all flying the pirates’ Jolly Roger flag. Bess flailed her tentacles at them threateningly, but the little ships didn’t back away. The explorers’ path to the open sea was completely cut off, but no one felt particularly alarmed about it. The submarine was gigantic and could easily pass straight through the tiny ships. They could see the pirate fairies had cannons on board, but they were no bigger than a human hand and the little balls inside weren’t likely to make so much as a dent against the Blowfish’s metal plates.

         ‘Oh dear, this isn’t about the hat, is it?’ Max asked. ‘We honestly thought the fort had been abandoned. Shall I toss it overboard?’

         ‘Hat? What are you talking about?’ Jai shook his head. ‘Look, will you all straighten up and stop gasping and spluttering? Come over here so I can introduce you.’

         For the first time, the explorers realised that Jai wasn’t alone on the bridge after all – there was a fairy perched on the control panel beside him, and she was grinning at them. They would have known, just from looking at her, that she was a pirate. She wore a ruffled white shirt tucked into belted black trousers, with shiny, polished boots. Her wings were sea green, a cutlass hung from her hip and she had masses of curly brown hair, on top of which sat a glorious hat, just like the one Max had found, complete with a ruby feather. But the most telling sign of all was the bright green fairy parrot perched on her shoulder.

         ‘This is Captain Zara Silver,’ Jai said. ‘She’s offered to help us find the Collector.’

         The fairy promptly leaped to her feet, swept her hat from her head and gave them a low bow. ‘At your service,’ she said, before straightening up and replacing the hat with a flourish. She gestured with her thumb at the parrot on her shoulder. ‘And this is Ollie.’

         ‘It’s good to meet you, Captain,’ Ursula said. ‘And Ollie.’ She looked back at Jai. ‘So … we’re not under attack?’

         ‘Under attack?’ Jai looked alarmed. ‘What gave you that idea?’

         ‘You fired the sea cannon,’ Genie pointed out. ‘Twice.’

         Ursula looked out the porthole again and saw that Bess wasn’t facing off against the pirate fairies, as she’d first thought. Instead she was waving her tentacles quite happily as several fairies and their brightly coloured parrots flew around her.

         ‘I told you he probably just sat on the button by mistake,’ Max said.

         ‘I most certainly did not.’ Jai looked aghast. ‘I’ve passed all my submarine health and safety courses with flying colours. I even got one hundred per cent in one of my papers, which the examiner said had never happened before and—’

         Max groaned and cut him off. ‘All right, all right,’ he said. ‘If it wasn’t a mistake, why did you fire the cannon, then?’

         ‘I was simply demonstrating our defensive capabilities to Captain Zara,’ Jai said. ‘She expressed doubt that we could take care of ourselves trying to get on to Pirate Island.’

         ‘Oh, of course.’ Max rolled his eyes. ‘How silly of me. And it didn’t occur to you that the three of us might be a bit alarmed to hear unexpected and unscheduled cannon fire?’

         Jai made an impatient gesture. ‘It’s your own fault for dithering around. I was timing you. You ought to have been back twenty minutes ago.’

         Jai was training to be a captain, and not only did he own all of Captain Filibuster’s volumes on sea exploration, he also knew all the Ocean Squid Club and submarine-operating rules off by heart. He could also, unfortunately, be a little inflexible when it came to things like rules, and regulations, and duties, and getting up very early in the morning to scrub the deck. He said that scrubbing the deck helped build a sense of camaraderie and respect for the submarine, whereas Max suggested it only helped build up a ravenous appetite for a very large breakfast.

         ‘We weren’t dithering,’ Genie protested. ‘We stopped to look at an abandoned fairy fort.’ She turned her gaze on Zara and said, ‘We’ve never seen a pirate fairy before.’

         ‘There aren’t many of us,’ Zara replied. ‘In fact, we’re the only fleet in the world, as far as I know, but half of us are being held prisoner by Scarlett. She grew angry when we refused to join forces with her against you explorers, you see, and she managed to capture half our fleet using her wretched snow globes, including my own crew. When we saw your submarine, we thought she’d returned for the rest of us, so we hid our ships in the cove on the other side of the island. But then we saw your Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club flag.’

         ‘Yo ho!’ The little parrot said enthusiastically. ‘Yo ho!’

         ‘Oh, he can talk!’ Genie exclaimed.

         ‘A little,’ Zara replied. ‘Mostly he just shouts out pirate curses.’

         ‘Why did you refuse to join forces with Scarlett?’ Max asked. ‘The human pirates seem keen enough to work with her.’

         ‘Fairies have more sense,’ Zara replied. ‘Besides, the Collector has no respect for fairies. We saw the list of stolen places that Stella Starflake Pearl shared in the newspaper. There were several fairy colonies on there, including the galaxy fairies of Stardust City who everyone thought were lost, and the glimmer-glow fairies from the Emerald Mines.’

         ‘Shiver me timbers,’ Ollie said, ruffling his green feathers.

         ‘My crew were supposed to be enjoying some rest and relaxation at a fairy beach party when Scarlett captured them. I was the only one back at the ship, so I managed to escape. Now I’m on a rescue mission, same as you. And if you lot are going to Pirate Island, you’ll need someone to help guide the way,’ Zara went on. ‘You won’t last five seconds if you go blundering in alone.’

         ‘How do you know we’re going to Pirate Island?’ Ursula asked. Their mission was meant to be a secret.

         ‘The papers said you had gone rogue and were going after the Collector on your own,’ Zara replied. ‘Against the wishes of your club.’

         ‘Our club hasn’t been able to express any wishes on the matter either way,’ Max said. ‘It got sucked up into one of the Collector’s snow globes too.’

         Zara waved a hand. ‘The remaining clubs, then. They don’t want you to go by yourselves, do they?’

         ‘They think it’s too dangerous,’ Jai replied.

         ‘And that we’re not capable,’ Genie said quietly.

         The explorers suddenly all felt glum. Their last mission hadn’t turned out very well. They had returned the Sunken City of Pacifica back to its original place in the ocean and released it from the snow globe in the belief that they were setting it free. Only it turned out that an underwater volcano was rumbling away in the middle of the city and it had erupted shortly afterwards, destroying everything in sight. The city hadn’t been a stolen place after all – its inhabitants had asked the Phantom Atlas Society to take it away until a means to stop the volcano could be found.

         No one was hurt because all the inhabitants fled before the eruption, but a great many priceless books and artefacts had been lost, and Ursula and her friends knew that the people of Pacifica would never forgive them, even if they had only been trying to help. They were now in trouble with the other clubs too, even though it had been the clubs’ idea to return Pacifica in the first place.

         ‘The newspaper reports didn’t specifically mention Pirate Island, did they?’ Max asked.

         The young explorers had shared Scarlett’s location with the other clubs, but it would be a disaster if the newspapers had somehow found out and printed it. It was only through Jada’s ingenuity in getting a message to them that they knew where the Collector was, but if Scarlett realised the whereabouts of her headquarters had been discovered, then surely she’d move somewhere else and they’d be back to the drawing board.

         So they were relieved when Zara said, ‘No, the papers have no idea where Scarlett is hiding, but I know the place well. Pirate Island used to be open to all passing pirates, but ever since we refused to work with her, us fairy pirates are no longer welcome. I visited just two weeks ago to try to see my captured crew, but was refused access and only narrowly missed being thrown in the cells myself. I would like to stop the Collector once and for all, so will gladly help you in any way we can.’

         ‘It’s a very kind and gracious offer,’ Jai said. ‘But I was just explaining that we can take care of ourselves.’

         Zara shook her head. ‘That’s what you think,’ she said. ‘But no one is allowed on Pirate Island unless they’re a pirate, and it’s obvious from a mile off that you lot are explorers. Besides, I know some secret routes on to the island that I can show you.’

         ‘That does sound useful,’ Genie said eagerly.

         ‘Not so fast.’ Jai held up his hand and looked at Zara. ‘You’re still a pirate and explorers don’t work with criminals. No offence.’

         ‘There’s more than one type of pirate, you know,’ Zara said.

         ‘So you’re not thieves?’

         ‘Oh, we are,’ Zara replied. ‘But we only steal from human pirates. We take back the stuff they stole and return it to its rightful owners.’

         ‘On miniature ships?’ Max asked doubtfully. ‘Pirate treasure is usually pretty big and heavy.’

         ‘That’s where our magic charm bottles come in,’ Zara replied. ‘We shrink the loot to fit inside them. Why, we can even shrink an entire kraken and put it in a bottle if we want to.’

         ‘Why would anyone want a kraken in a bottle?’ Max wondered, wrinkling his brow.

         ‘Sea-monster aquariums are quite popular in certain towns,’ Zara said. ‘I saw one in a fancy restaurant once – it had two miniature kraken which used to fight battles during the dessert course.’

         ‘But that’s barbaric!’ Genie cried. Her hand went to her pendant and she looked suddenly furious. ‘Kraken belong in the ocean! Where is this place? I’m going to set those kraken free.’

         ‘It’s on Smugglers’ Isle, in Barnacle City. You’ll never persuade them to part with the kraken, though. They won’t sell them for anything.’

         ‘Well, I don’t intend to buy them – I’m going to rescue them,’ Genie said.

         Zara grinned. ‘Steal them, you mean. You see, everyone becomes a thief if the circumstances are right.’

         Jai shook his head. ‘Look, the point is that we only have your word that you’re not working with Scarlett. You could be leading us straight into a trap for all we know.’

         ‘That’s an excellent point,’ Max said. ‘No pirate gives something for nothing. What do you want from us in return?’

         ‘Just what I’ve already said,’ Zara replied. ‘I want to rescue the missing part of my fleet, including my crew.’

         Jai shook his head. ‘It’s strictly against the rules to work with pirates. Even fairy ones.’

         ‘It wouldn’t be the first rule we’ve broken,’ Ursula pointed out. ‘You’ve said it before yourself – these aren’t normal times, so the rules have to be bent a little.’

         Jai paused for a moment, then shook his head again. ‘We just can’t know for sure we can trust her.’

         ‘That’s too bad,’ Zara said with a shrug. ‘I could have been really useful to you. Oh well, I guess we’ll just have to hope—’

         But that was as far as she got before the roar of cannon fire filled the air, and this time it wasn’t coming from the Blowfish.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The submarine rocked in the water, sending everyone flying to the floor in a heap.

         ‘Walk the plank!’ Ollie squawked indignantly. ‘Walk the plank!’

         In the first moments of confusion, Ursula thought the pirate fleet must have turned on them, but then she heard Zara exclaim, ‘Impossible! We had lookouts stationed all round the island!’

         She flew up to one of the portholes and let loose a stream of pirate curses. The children quickly scrambled to their feet and joined her, staring in astonishment at the huge pirate galleon that had appeared on the other side of the fairy fleet, trapping them in the island’s cove.

         ‘But … but how?’ Jai exclaimed. ‘There was nothing there a few minutes ago! We should have seen that ship coming for miles!’

         ‘I think they used a magic disguise painting,’ Ursula said. ‘Do you remember Stella said in her report that the Collector used one to hide her headquarters at the Black Ice Bridge?’

         ‘That’s it!’ Max said. ‘I can still see a bit of it hanging from the bottom sail. It makes it look like there’s only sea and sky there.’

         They all saw that he was right. With the magic disguise painting hiding the ship, they’d had no advance warning of its approach and now it was too late.

         ‘Scarlett sent it!’ Zara said furiously. ‘There’s a Phantom Atlas flag flying alongside the Jolly Roger. She’s come to get the rest of my fleet.’ She flicked a glance at Jai. ‘Now do you believe we’re not working together?’

         As she spoke, she pointed at the patch of sea where the pirate’s cannonball had landed. They could still see ripples floating out from the spot and bits of sail and timber floated where the fairy galleon had been. Ursula gasped as she realised in dismay that the cannon had blown the whole ship to bits. They could see the other fairy galleons hurrying to man their cannons and turn to face their attacker. Zara lost no time and flew towards the door, Ollie whizzing in a green blur behind her.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Jai called. ‘We’ll help protect you.’

         He was already heading for one of the sea cannons, but Zara gave a short laugh and said over her shoulder, ‘Thanks, but I think you’ll find we will protect you.’

         ‘I don’t think your ships’ cannons are big enough to do much damage,’ Max said, taking up position by the second sea cannon.

         Zara paused in the doorway mid-flight and said, ‘Oh, our ships don’t fire cannonballs.’

         Genie frowned. ‘What do they fire then?’

         The fairy gave a grim smile. ‘Magic.’

         And then she vanished through the doorway, hurrying to join the rest of her fleet. Max and Jai turned their attention to the sea cannons but then Genie exclaimed from the porthole. ‘She’s right, look! Look at the fairy galleons!’

         The tiny cannons were firing in quick succession, but the puffs of smoke they emitted were golden rather than grey. The objects they fired were small and round, sparkling and golden. Ursula would have guessed they were miniature gold cannonballs, about the size of marbles – but when the missiles came into contact with the pirate galleon they did not punch holes through its sides. Instead they affected the ship and its crew in startling and unexpected ways.
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         The explorers watched as one of the fairies aimed their cannon right at the twin flags flying from the pole. When the golden ball of magic hit them, the flags turned into great, flapping birds that let out terrifying squawks and swooped down at the pirates on deck. Another magic ball hit one of the pirates’ cannons and when they tried to fire it, only bubbles came out. A third gold ball hit a member of the crew and they thought the man had disappeared at first, but then Max snatched up a nearby telescope and, peering into it, exclaimed, ‘Great Scott! They’ve turned that pirate into a hamster!’

         The others clamoured to have a look, and when it was Ursula’s turn she couldn’t help giggling aloud at the sight. Several more members of the crew had been hit by the magic balls and they too had been turned into hamsters. Their clothes had shrunk with them, so it looked as if dozens of pirate hamsters were scampering about, swords and duelling pistols tied around their fluffy waists, with little pirate hats balanced upon their heads. The ship’s cat was having a field day chasing them around the deck.

         ‘Zara was right,’ Ursula said, lowering the telescope. ‘They don’t need our help at all.’

         She recalled what Max had said earlier about how pirate fairies couldn’t be particularly dangerous if they were only a few inches tall and thought how wrong he had been. It seemed as if pirate fairies were actually far more formidable foes than their human counterparts. A human pirate might look terrifying and, granted, could make you walk the plank and suchlike, but at least they couldn’t turn you into a fluffed-up little hamster forced to scurry around in a frantic fashion to avoid being stepped on or gobbled up by a cat.

         Within twenty minutes the battle was over. The fairy fleet had sustained no losses other than that first ship and the humans’ galleon was drifting out to sea with its sails transformed into mushrooms, its anchor turned into candyfloss and a whole lot of hamsters instead of a crew.

         The explorers went up to the deck of the submarine where they could hear cheers and whistles from the pirate galleons scattered below. When Zara joined them a few minutes later they were relieved to hear that the destroyed fairy ship had been empty at the time because its crew had been serving as lookouts on the island, and no fairies had been hurt after all.

         Now that the explorers had seen for themselves that the pirate fairies weren’t in league with Scarlett, Jai accepted Zara’s offer of help and her ship was brought on board and placed in the submarine’s saltwater swimming pool. There wasn’t room for the other galleons, so the rest of the fairy fleet were going to stay at Starfish Island and await Zara’s return. Ursula was fascinated by the pirate ship and loved seeing it up close. Although nowhere near as big as a human galleon, it was still large enough to take up most of the pool. She saw that it had five individual decks, three lots of sails and a miniature mermaid figurehead. Its name was painted on the sides in sparkling golden letters: Poisoned Pufferfish.

         ‘First things first,’ Zara told them. ‘You’ll all need parrots. There’s no pirate alive who’ll believe you’re one of them if you don’t have a talking parrot on your shoulder.’

         ‘Shiver me timbers,’ Ollie agreed, ruffling his emerald feathers.

         ‘Where are we supposed to get four talking parrots?’ Jai asked.

         ‘Parrot Island, of course,’ Zara replied.

         Jai frowned. ‘I’ve never heard of such a place.’

         None of the others had either.

         ‘It’s a secret pirate island,’ Zara said. ‘They’ve got all kinds of parrots there. Fairy parrots, dancing parrots, yodelling parrots, duelling parrots, et cetera. I can show you exactly where it is on the map.’

         Genie dug out the map of the Bubble Ocean that Ursula’s mother had given her on one of her visits and spread it on the table. They all gathered round and Zara walked right to the edge of the paper, took a pencil from behind her ear and marked an X on it near Pirate Island.

         ‘There,’ she said. ‘That’s where it is.’

         The others peered at the spot she’d marked. ‘But that’s right in the middle of the Fire-Breathing Octopus Current!’ Max exclaimed. ‘And perilously close to the Poison Tentacle Sea. No explorer goes anywhere near there these days.’

         Ursula shuddered at the mention of the Poison Tentacle Sea. She knew it was one of the most dangerous seas in the world and that the fearsome screeching red devil squid lived there. She thought of the tentacle hanging in the entrance hall of the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club. It was the president’s pride and joy, but Ursula disliked it almost as much as she disliked the dreadful mermaid’s tail pinned in the trophy room. She’d read the Flag Report that accompanied the squid tentacle and knew that an explorer had died getting it.

         The report detailed how Ethan Edward Rook had fallen overboard when the squid attacked the ship and that his brother Julian had leaped into the ocean to save him. In an extraordinary feat of strength and courage, he had managed to cut off the squid’s tentacle, thereby saving his brother. But Julian himself had been dragged to the bottom of the ocean by the enraged monster. The last time Ursula had seen Ethan at the club, he’d been standing in the entrance hall, glaring at the tentacle with an expression of utter loathing on his pale face. Ursula felt an almost superstitious dread of the Poison Tentacle Sea and was reluctant to go anywhere near it.

         ‘There’s no such thing as a fire-breathing octopus,’ Zara said scornfully. ‘Whoever heard of such a ridiculous creature? Pirates have made up that story to keep people away.’

         ‘It’s been sighted by lots of different sailors and explorers over the years,’ Genie said. She loved sea monsters and was an expert on their various forms and habitats.

         ‘It doesn’t exist, just the same,’ Zara insisted. ‘The only octopus that lives around there is the sunset octopus. It’s very shy and retiring but it glows bright orange and red at sunset. That’s probably what led to rumours that there was a fire-breathing creature in that part of the sea. But sunset octopuses are entirely harmless.’

         ‘I suppose next you’ll be saying that reports of the Poison Tentacle Sea are all exaggerated and that it’s nothing but sea butterflies and coral gardens?’ Max asked.

         Zara shook her head. ‘Oh no, the Poison Tentacle Sea is extremely dangerous,’ she said. ‘Absolutely chock full of monsters. Dreadful place. I wouldn’t go near it. Parrot Island is close by, but it’s still classed as being in the Bubble Ocean, and there’s nothing more dangerous there than the Amazonian fire-breathing parrot. You just have to avoid getting sucked into the Bone Current, which sometimes spills into it.’

         ‘If you say so,’ said Max, not sounding entirely convinced. ‘And what do we do once we have these parrots?’

         ‘Well, then we’ll need to create pirate disguises for you too,’ Zara replied. ’You don’t have any pirate hats lying around, by any chance?’

         ‘No, but I’m good at making hats,’ Genie said. ‘I can put something together for us all.’

         ‘And how will we be able to rescue the prisoners?’ Max asked. ‘Scarlett’s taken my sister, along with some other children.’

         ‘They’ll be in the fort, same as my fleet,’ Zara said. ‘There’s a whole host of cells in the tunnels there. You’ll have a tough time getting inside, though. Pirate disguises will help get you on to the island, but not into the fort itself. Scarlett’s really hot on security right now.’

         Max frowned. ‘Well, do you know a secret way inside?’

         Zara looked at him like he was a simpleton. ‘It’s a fort,’ she said. ‘It’s absolutely impenetrable. Which means it’s impossible to get inside, unless you have a key.’

         ‘I know what impenetrable means,’ Max said irritably.

         ‘There are pirate guards stationed at the entrance day and night,’ Zara said. ‘It’s got stone walls five foot thick and it’s on top of the island’s tallest hill, so there’s no way of sneaking up on it. You’ll have to create a really fantastic diversion. And even then, getting yourselves in and the prisoners out is another matter altogether. That’s why I haven’t been able to rescue my crew.’

         ‘I’m good at lock picking,’ Max said. ‘And I’ve been practising on a—’

         Zara shook her head. ‘The locks can’t be picked,’ she said. ‘I thought you knew what impenetrable means?’

         ‘I’m sure between us we can work out some way to trick the pirates and create a diversion,’ Jai said. ‘And perhaps the mermaids will have some ideas?’

         Before they reached Pirate Island, the submarine was going to make a stop at Mercadia, the mermaid city where Ursula’s mother lived. Ursula’s father had been an explorer who’d lived at the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club when he was alive, but her mother was a mermaid. After falling in love with Ursula’s father, she’d used a sea witch’s enchantment to turn into a human. The spell had lasted for five years before she had to return to her original form and the ocean she had come from. Living on land made her ill and she needed the deep coolness of the sea to survive.

         Ursula, meanwhile, found herself permanently stuck between two different worlds; she needed sunlight and air sometimes, but she also needed sea and surf too. The Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club had always considered mermaids to be their sworn enemies and so Ursula had kept her heritage a secret, until the day Scarlett Sauvage attacked the club and stole it away. When that happened, Ursula had transformed into a mermaid in full daylight in order to rescue the Blowfish.

         Before leaving on the submarine she had sent her mother a message to explain what had happened and where she was going. But Ursula knew that her mother wouldn’t approve of the way she’d gone flying off with a bunch of junior explorers. And certainly their last mission had been perilous enough – they’d had encounters with a colossal sneezing jellyfish and a storm maiden, been attacked by pirates and had to flee an erupting underwater volcano.

         As they had never been in one place long enough for a message to reach them, Ursula didn’t have any contact with her mother again until they were able to use the firebird. This was a magical creature Scarlett had given to Max so that he could communicate with her when he was supposed to be trying to invent a magical weapon for her.

         The explorers thought that using the bird rather than the radio would mean they could avoid having an argument about whether or not they should launch another expedition, but in fact the clubs had used the bird to send responses, and so had Ursula’s mother. She had said she was, of course, relieved to hear Ursula was safe, but on no account was she to even think about continuing her mission. She’d said it was far too dangerous, and best left to adult explorers, and so on and so on.

         Adults could be so exasperating about things like that. They always thought they were the ones who ought to be doing the exploring, and rescuing, and adventuring, even after Stella Starflake Pearl and her friends had shown the world that junior explorers could explore, and rescue, and adventure just as well as any adult. And Ursula had no intention of abandoning her friends, no matter what her mother might say.

         However, some of the mermaids had pledged to help them. After Ursula and her friends had helped to save a mermaid ice-cream parlour that was being attacked by the Collector’s pirate recruits, Selina, the mermaid who owned it, had been so grateful that she and her friends had sworn to help the explorers stop Scarlett Sauvage in any way they could. And the mermaids they’d met when they visited the luxurious Jaffles Hotel had agreed to join forces with them too.

         Ursula was both pleased and dismayed that they were going to the city where her mother lived. She desperately longed to see her, but she also feared she would try to prevent her from leaving with her friends. Still, there was nothing for it. They needed the mermaids’ help in their mission to stop the Collector.

         When the explorers gathered on the bridge to set a course for the mermaid city, Max cleared his throat and said, ‘I just wanted to say thanks. To all of you.’ For once, there was no laughter in his voice. ‘Jada means the world to me – even if she is really annoying at times. I’m grateful that you’re helping me to get her back, especially as it involves going on a forbidden expedition and conspiring with pirate fairies.’

         ‘We’re not conspiring with pirate fairies,’ Jai protested, shuddering at the idea. ‘We’re working with one. Temporarily. Which, yes, is still technically against the rules, but …’ he patted Max’s shoulder, ‘this is important. Some things are worth breaking the rules for.’

         ‘Your eye twitched when you said that.’ Max grinned. ‘Say it again! I like that you’ve come over to the dark side.’

         ‘I haven’t come over to the dark side.’ Jai rolled his eyes. ‘I still think rules are important, especially on a submarine, where the safety of the entire crew depends on them.’ His eyes flicked towards Genie. ‘I just think sisters matter more, that’s all.’

         And so, with a brand-new member of crew on board, the submarine set off towards the Sunken City of Mercadia.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Of all the clubs, the Ocean Squid Explorers’ one was known for being the most technologically advanced. While the others messed about with sleighs and tents and hot-air balloons that crashed as often as they flew, the Ocean Squid Club owned an entire fleet of superb and spectacular submarines. As a young engineer, Ursula adored the gleaming fleet and had spent many happy hours with her mentor Joe, tinkering with their engines, learning about how they worked, and crawling around in their inner pipes and tunnels.

         But they were incredible things to travel in too, even better than floating hotels. They had entire libraries, cinemas, swimming pools, dining rooms and skittle alleys, to say nothing of the bathrooms. Let other explorers get dirty and grubby during their expeditions – Ocean Squid explorers were used to luxuriating in beautiful tubs with sea-flower-scented bubbles and silver plates of candy starfish. And of course the submarines were fast – the fastest mode of transport in existence, with the possible exception of Scarlett Sauvage’s flying machine. Everyone knew that nothing could stop a submarine when it was flying through the ocean at full speed. It therefore took the explorers by surprise when something did exactly that.

         It was two days after they had left Starfish Island and the explorers had had dinner together as always before splitting up to their various pursuits, leaving the submarine to the automatic navigation system. Max went to the robotics lab to tinker with his robot shark, Jai went to the library to continue work on his book – he was writing a memoir about the exploits of his beloved seafaring cat, Biscuit – and the girls went to the cinema with Bess and Zara. They were about halfway into their sea-monster film, and Genie had just got up to get another bucket of blue-dolphin popcorn when it happened.

         The submarine came to a stop so quickly that they all went flying from their various chairs, and any furniture that wasn’t nailed down went tumbling around them too. Ursula, Genie, Zara and Ollie ended up covered in sticky blue popcorn and the film reel got stuck in a loop so that it kept playing the same scene over and over again.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Genie gasped. ‘Did we hit something?’

         ‘I didn’t feel a collision,’ Ursula said, propping herself up.

         She was right. Although the sudden change of speed had sent them all flying, there had been no crunch of impact. Besides which, the automatic navigation system would have alerted them if there had been anything in their path up ahead.

         ‘Well, something made the submarine stop,’ Zara said.

         ‘Dead men’s tales!’ Ollie squawked from beneath a huge pile of popcorn, flapping his sticky wings indignantly.

         Ursula dug the little parrot out and they all scrambled to their feet and hurried over to the portholes, peering out at the dark sea. Unless there was glowing coral, or phosphorescent plankton, or something like that around, it was very difficult to see much outside. There were times when the submarine may as well have been drifting through outer space and this was always guaranteed to give even the bravest and most experienced explorer a bit of a shivery thrill. After all, only a very tiny part of the world’s oceans had been explored – some thought as little as ten per cent. The rest of it was a great, mysterious unknown and there could be absolutely anything lurking out there in the water – beautiful, deadly, strange, magnificent things.

         The water around the Blowfish now was pitch-black and so the explorers had no idea what had caused them to stop. Seconds later, an alarm sounded, summoning them all to action stations on the bridge. Ursula and Genie raced straight for the door, with Zara and Ollie close behind them. The cinema was further away than either the library or the robotics lab, so the boys were already there when Ursula and Genie arrived.

         ‘What’s happened?’ Ursula gasped.

         ‘We don’t know.’ Jai glanced around from where he and Max were peering out the portholes. ‘We’ve checked the instruments and it doesn’t make sense. There’s nothing out there and no strong currents or anything like that. The engines are set to full power, but we’ve come to a dead stop.’

         ‘It must be some sort of powerful magic,’ Zara said with a frown. ‘Perhaps a curse from a sea witch or wizard?’

         ‘Why would a sea witch or wizard want to curse us?’ Max asked, looking baffled. ‘We haven’t done anything to them. You don’t think they could be in league with the Collector too, do you?’

         ‘Sea witches and wizards don’t need an excuse to go around cursing people!’ Zara scoffed.

         ‘X marks the spot!’ Ollie shrieked from her shoulder.

         ‘They’re always at it,’ Zara went on. ‘I think they just like to show off to each other.’

         ‘There’s something out there!’ Jai cried, pointing. ‘It looks a bit like a mermaid’s tail.’

         They all turned to Ursula.

         ‘There’s no way a mermaid could stop this submarine,’ she said. ‘The Blowfish is far too big and powerful.’

         ‘What if they had water horses to help them?’ Genie asked.

         Ursula frowned. The magical white horses were formed from the ocean itself and were immensely strong, but the truth was, she couldn’t exactly be sure what mermaids could or couldn’t do, especially when it came to using the magic of their voices. Growing up in an explorers’ club, she’d soaked up some of the humans’ fear about mermaids and had always thought of their magic as a dark, dangerous thing that could drown people. So she’d never wanted to listen when her mother had tried to tell her about the wonderful, extraordinary things it could do.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Ursula said, uncertainly. ‘But it doesn’t seem very likely.’

         ‘They could be ninja mermaids,’ Max suggested. ‘I read about them in one of the explorer journals before I got expelled from the club. They’re super strong, and very acrobatic, and they’re able to do this really cool thing where they—’

         ‘It’s not a mermaid,’ Ursula exclaimed. ‘It’s a dolphin.’

         The dolphin had swum into view directly in front of the porthole and they could now see it clearly in the dark water because there was a bright purple light surrounding it.

         ‘What’s creating that light?’ Genie wondered as she peered out.

         ‘It’s wearing a glowing sea-flower necklace,’ Ursula said.

         ‘And a medallion,’ Max said. ‘What’s that written on it?’

         As if he’d heard the question, the dolphin swam right up to the porthole, close enough for them to see the words on the golden disc: ‘Bubble Tide Messenger’.

         Ursula frowned. ‘The bubble tide is how mermaids send messages,’ she said. ‘Mum and I used it to stay in touch while I was at the club. Normally you speak your message into a shell and then it finds its way to the recipient on the bubble tide. The larger the shell, the bigger the message, but the longer it will take to arrive. Mum works for the bubble tide postal service in Mercadia. I’ve never heard of dolphins being used before, though.’

         Jai shook his head. ‘Well, all I’m interested in is how the heck has it managed to stop our submarine?’

         As he spoke, the water beyond the dolphin lit up and they saw that the Blowfish was surrounded by a gigantic bubble made from dozens of the same purple flowers glowing around the dolphin’s neck. He swam back a little bit and continued to gaze through the glass at them with friendly, intelligent eyes. For the first time, Ursula saw that the dolphin had a little bag tied to its sleek body and that this also had the words ‘Bubble Tide Messenger’ written across it.

         ‘Well, we’re not under attack, at least,’ Max said. ‘I mean, I never heard of ninja mermaids using glowing purple flowers as a weapon before.’

         They watched as the dolphin twisted towards its bag, nosed inside for a bit and then turned back to face them with a large shell in its mouth.

         ‘It must be a message,’ Ursula said. ‘For one of us. I guess I’d better swim out there to fetch it.’

         ‘One of my midget subs will be faster,’ Max said. He pressed a button on the nearby control panel, and a moment later one of his robot submarines shot out into the water. It was very small – no bigger than a person’s hand – but it was a perfect submarine in every way and even had its own tiny Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club waterproof flag. Max had created different attachments too, and this one had a little robotic arm that was able to take the shell from the dolphin and return to the submarine with it in no time at all. Max pressed another button and the next moment the midget sub had shot through an internal pipe to arrive with them on the bridge.
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