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            For my son, Toby Dayus.

I look forward to reading this book to you one day.viii
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Ursula swam a short distance from the Blowfish with the snow globe clutched tightly in her hand. Her friends had urged her to be quick since there was a storm coming. Fortunately, Ursula was a very fast swimmer because she was half mermaid and changed from her human form as soon as her legs touched saltwater.

         The waves churned restlessly and the sky above had already turned purple and black with clouds. Ursula could smell the storm in the air and imagined that somewhere nearby a storm maiden was already preparing to hurl lightning bolts and hurricane cats. This wasn’t a good time for the Blowfish to be above the ocean, but the submarine’s water reserves were almost empty and they had had to stop to collect fresh supplies.

         Since their eventful visit to Pirate Island, the explorers had been travelling hard for a week. They were still fired up after their encounter with the 2villainous Collector Scarlett Sauvage. Although they had rescued some children she’d taken prisoner, the explorers hadn’t been able to prevent Scarlett escaping from them, and taking Stella Starflake Pearl with her. The Collector had ensnared the ice princess in a pair of magical golden handcuffs that would compel Stella to do whatever Scarlett told her. And the explorers all knew it was a very dangerous thing for Scarlett to have ice magic at her disposal.

         Scarlett was part of the Phantom Atlas Society, a secret organisation that had been stealing places from the world for years and locking them up inside magical snow globes. The Collector had finally run out of snow globes, so her stealing had stopped … for a while. But now she held Stella captive, she could force the ice princess to use her magic to make new ones, and even more places would be stolen. Scarlett had to be stopped, and quickly.

         So Ursula and her friends had set off in the Blowfish on a new mission. Apart from a brief stop to drop off their Polar Bear explorer friends, who had helped them on Pirate Island, and another to release a sea gremlin they’d taken prisoner, they’d hardly slowed down since.

         But submarines needed water and now they’d stopped to fill up their reserves, Ursula took the 3opportunity to swim out with one of the snow globes they had rescued that contained a water horse. On their recent visit to Mercadia, the mermaid city, the explorers had met Princess Coral. The mermaid had been caring for a water foal whose mother had been stolen by the Collector. Now Ursula was eager to help reunite them.

         Thunder rumbled ominously overhead as she unscrewed the glass dome from the base of the globe. Immediately, a fully grown water horse burst forth, snorting, stamping and prancing over the waves in its delight at being free. Ursula felt a huge smile spread over her face. She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of being up close to these majestic beasts. Water horses were magical creatures made from the sea itself, and this one had frothing white foam for her mane and tail, sparkling blue water for her body and pearly shell hooves that glinted in the last beams of light slanting through the storm clouds. After a short while, the horse stopped frolicking and turned back to Ursula, leaning down to nuzzle her hair.

         ‘I don’t know whether you can understand me,’ Ursula said, looking up into the horse’s blue eyes, ‘but I hope you can because I need to tell you that your foal is waiting for you in Mercadia. She’s safe – Princess Coral is looking after her. I’m afraid we’re a long way 4from the mermaid city, but hopefully that won’t matter too much to you.’

         Water horses were the fastest sea creatures in existence, able to fly over the waves with astonishing speed. The beautiful horse whinnied and pressed its soft nose against Ursula’s head for a moment before she turned and galloped off across the ocean.

         ‘Goodbye,’ Ursula whispered. ‘And good luck.’

         She began swimming back towards the Blowfish. The wind had really picked up now, whipping her hair around her face, and enormous waves were already crashing over her head. Ursula ducked beneath the surface and swam underwater. It was calmer below, although she could still sense the ocean’s restlessness and was keen to get back to the shelter of the submarine as quickly as possible. She was almost there when she saw a water horse dive beneath the surface. At first, she thought it was the one she’d just released from the snow globe, but she soon realised that this was a different horse altogether. In fact, it wasn’t a normal water horse at all, but something even rarer – a storm stallion.

         The stallion was massive, its entire body rippling with speed and strength. Its coat was dappled black and grey rather than blue, its hooves were the colour of lightning and its green eyes flashed with wildness. 5It looked so untame that Ursula was a little afraid to get too close, but the horse spotted her at once and galloped over, leaving a churning tunnel of bubbles in its wake.

         Ursula couldn’t help shrinking back as it skidded to a halt and reared up on to its hind legs, but then she saw that it had a golden shell in its mouth, which it dropped in front of her. Ursula recognised the shell as one of the ones used to send messages on the bubble tide – the mermaid postal service. These messages were usually delivered by the tide itself, or sometimes by dolphins if the message was particularly important. She’d never heard of a water horse messenger before though, let alone a storm stallion, and she knew this message must be incredibly important. The horse was watching her expectantly, so she reached out and grabbed the shell before it could float away.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said.

         The stallion snorted into the water, then turned and galloped off, quickly disappearing into the darkness of the sea. Clutching the shell tightly, Ursula hurried back down to the submarine and entered through the swim-out hatch. As soon as the water drained away she used the intercom to tell her friends on the bridge that she was safely on board. The engines immediately came to 6life and she felt the vibrations through the floor as the Blowfish dived deeper below the surface.

         Ursula was so curious about the message that she didn’t even wait to dry off her tail, but raised the shell to her ear straight away. The cool tones of Princess Coral came through to her at once:

         ‘Ursula, I’ve sent this storm stallion from my own stable to instruct you to make your way to the Seashells Mermaid Academy in the Jelly Blue Sea with all due haste. It’s too complicated to explain everything now, but it’s to do with the fire magician who provided Scarlett with the magical handcuffs. The coordinates are engraved into this shell. Yours truly, Princess Coral.’

         Ursula removed the shell from her ear and saw that there was indeed a set of coordinates engraved into it. She lost no time in drying off her tail and changing back into her engineering coveralls. Dressed like this, it was hard to tell that Ursula was half mermaid. The only things giving it away were the streaks of blue and purple in her otherwise black chin-length hair.

         Taking the shell with her, she exited the swim-out hatch and ran along the submarine’s gleaming wood-and-brass corridors. Through the portholes she could see they were already under way, streams of bubbles racing past, along with the occasional blurry glimpse of 7a passing fish or eel. Like most Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club submarines, the Blowfish was sleek, speedy and gigantic, almost like a floating hotel with its onboard library, skating rink, cinema, ice-cream parlour and other facilities.

         Although the Blowfish was designed to carry an entire team of explorers, Ursula and three other children had been the only ones on board when Scarlett Sauvage had stolen the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club all those weeks ago and so escaped the Collector’s clutches. They had been travelling together ever since. Along with snow globes containing the water horse and several places, they had managed to rescue the one with the club from the Collector’s stronghold on Pirate Island, and the explorer Zachary Vincent Rook had recently set off to return it to its rightful place in the Jelly Blue Sea.

         Of course, technically speaking, Ursula and her friends should have returned the Blowfish to the Ocean Squid headquarters now the club was safe again. But the children knew that if they returned there, or made radio communication with anyone, then the president – or their various parents and guardians – would be sure to force them to come home, and none of them wanted that. Not when there was still an ice princess to be rescued and a villain to be foiled. 8

         It took Ursula a few minutes to reach the bridge and she was out of breath by the time she finally arrived. Jai was at the controls, making some adjustments to their course. He was the acting captain of their team and spent a lot of his time on the bridge. Max was over in the corner tinkering with his new robot shark. Although he was renowned in the club for misbehaviour, he was also an extremely talented robot inventor and his various creations had come in handy more than once during their adventures. Finally, Genie stood at one of the windows waving at her shadow kraken Bess, who had attached herself to the side of the submarine and was peering in at them, her gigantic eye taking up the entire window.

         ‘Genie, could you ask her to move?’ Jai said, glancing up. ‘She’s blocking our view.’

         But Bess had already faded away. As a shadow animal, she had no physical substance and could appear and disappear at will. She was never far from Genie though, as Genie was one of those rare breeds of people known as a whisperer, meaning that she could communicate with a particular type of animal – in this case, kraken. No one knew for sure why whisperers had shadow animals that accompanied them wherever they went, but many believed they were a little piece of the whisperer’s soul given physical form. 9

         ‘Hi, Ursula,’ Genie said now, turning from the window. She and Jai were brother and sister and both had the same brown skin and black hair, although Genie’s hair was partially covered by an extraordinary hat. She was very skilled at making hats and seemed to have a never-ending supply of imaginative creations. Today she wore one in the form of a coral garden. Several bits of coral were the same shade of sparkly pink as the cowgirl boots she always wore. ‘Did it go OK with the water horse?’ she added.

         Realising that their friend had appeared on the bridge, the others turned towards her too.

         ‘Yes, I set her free,’ Ursula replied, finally catching her breath. ‘But as I was returning to the submarine, a storm stallion appeared and delivered a message.’

         Max frowned. ‘Storm stallion?’ he asked.

         ‘They’re a type of water horse,’ Ursula said. ‘Very rare. Princess Coral has some in her private stables. In fact, this message is from her. It says … well, you’d better listen to it yourselves.’

         She held up the shell and the message from the mermaid princess replayed. Once it had finished, everyone was silent for a moment. Then Jai came over to look at the shell and exclaimed in dismay. ‘But these coordinates will take us back the way we’ve just come,’ 10he said, ‘in the opposite direction from where we need to go.’

         Before parting from the Polar Bear explorers, the Ocean Squid team had been given the Phantom Atlas, a book that Stella and her friends had discovered, containing a record of all the places that had been stolen by the Collector and where they had come from. Now the Ocean Squid explorers were trying to reach the Nebula Sea, the original location of the captured Stardust City, home of the galaxy fairies.

         Ursula and her friends planned to release the city from its snow globe and then ask the fairies who lived there for help locating Stella and Scarlett. The galaxy fairies had wings made of moon dust, which meant they could fly all the way into space, and were even said to have invented rockets. With their help, the explorers would be able to find the Collector much more quickly.

         The Nebula Sea was a week’s journey away, which was precious time to them. They had discussed setting the city free in some other part of the ocean, but they couldn’t know for sure how large it was and how much space it would need. Max had suggested it wasn’t likely to be huge, being a fairy city, but the explorers had made a bad mistake the last time they’d released a stolen place from a snow globe, and the Sunken City 11of Pacifica had been destroyed as a result. No one had been hurt, but all Pacifica’s beautiful buildings and books had gone. And Jai had pointed out that a new city suddenly appearing somewhere it wasn’t meant to be could upset the sea’s delicate ecosystem too.

         ‘We have a responsibility to the galaxy fairies and the rest of the creatures in the ocean,’ Jai had said. ‘So we need to put Stardust City back where it came from.’

         ‘I know it will cause a delay,’ Ursula said now. ‘But I don’t think Princess Coral would have asked us to go to the mermaid academy if it wasn’t important. And any information they can give us about the fire magician could be helpful in rescuing Stella.’

         Jai sighed. ‘I suppose so. I hate to lose the time, though. Scarlett could already be stealing more places, and who knows how much longer we’ll be able to remain hidden from her spies.’

         They all peered at the pickled parrot charm on the bridge. After their city had been destroyed, the Pacificans were angry with the explorers and had started to work with Scarlett. They possessed psychic abilities and had used these to discover where the children were, forcing them to go to a sea witch for a charm to disguise themselves. This charm took the form of a pickled parrot in a jar, and the sea witch had 12told them that when all its silver feathers turned green, the charm would run out. The parrot still had a decent number of silver feathers, but they weren’t sure how long this would last.

         ‘What do you two think?’ Jai asked, looking at Genie and Max.

         Jai could be a little pompous and was a bit of a stickler for the rules sometimes, but Ursula loved that his style of leadership involved consulting the opinions of his entire team and always listening carefully to their views. Rather than handing out orders, he preferred the four of them to discuss matters and reach a decision together, or else take a vote if there was any disagreement.

         ‘I don’t see why she couldn’t have sent a longer message giving us all the information,’ Max grumbled. ‘But I guess we’d better do as she’s asked, just in case.’

         ‘I agree,’ Genie said. ‘The mermaids have been useful allies until now, haven’t they? Especially with the magic ice cream they gave us, and the trident.’

         Although mermaids and explorers had historically been enemies, Ursula and her friends had managed to form a tentative alliance with them in order to help stop the Collector. As a result, they’d been given some special mermaid ice cream that allowed humans 13to breathe underwater for twenty-four hours, and Princess Coral had loaned the royal trident to Ursula too. She was still learning how to use it, but it was potentially a very powerful weapon that could shoot out lightning bolts from its prongs.

         ‘All right,’ Jai said with a sigh. ‘We’ll turn the Blowfish around. I only hope it’s worth it.’

         Ursula stared down at the shell in her hand and hoped so too. They were all very aware of the need to stop Scarlett and rescue Stella. It felt wrong to all of them to turn the submarine around, but at least they weren’t too far from the mermaid academy.

         ‘We should get there tomorrow,’ Jai said, looking down at the controls.

         ‘It’s a very famous academy,’ Ursula said, in an attempt to encourage the others. ‘My mum told me that only the smartest, most gifted mermaids go there.’

         Ursula had often secretly dreamed of visiting the school. She’d never had much opportunity to experience mermaid life because many mermaids had disapproved when her mermaid mother had fallen in love with her human father. The three of them had only lived together as a family for a short while before living on land had started to make Ursula’s mother ill and she had to return to the sea. Ursula had gone to 14live at the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club with her father, but she always looked forward to the times when her mother visited her, bringing mermaid gifts and tales of underwater life.

         ‘I’m sure if anyone can help us, the mermaids at the academy can,’ she added.

         The others nodded but none of them said what they were all thinking – that for this expedition, they would need all the help they could get.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The storm raged all night but the water was calm beneath the surface and the explorers arrived at the mermaid academy in the afternoon of the next day. It was deep under the sea and would have been as black as space, but the area was lit up with an abundance of glow jellyfish. The golden light they gave out was very similar to sunshine, turning the ocean an attractive turquoise blue and clearly illuminating the school itself.

         It was housed in a grand building made of white coral that sprawled upon a golden seabed scattered with shells and starfish. In fact, with its four turrets, the school looked more like a castle, especially as it also had balconies and statues of dolphins holding up the rails. The main thing giving it away as a school was the merstudents swimming around. Some were attending to a sea garden, while others rode water horses and giant seahorses in the sea nearby.

         As usual, Ursula felt a little twist of envy at seeing 16this slice of mermaid life – one that might have been hers if she’d been entirely mermaid rather than half one thing and half the other. The explorers left the submarine docked a short distance away and Genie asked Bess to stay with it so as not to startle the mermaids. Then they all went to the swim-out hatch.

         Max, Genie and Jai wore their swimsuits and had all eaten some Ocean Discovery mermaid ice cream. Since the others weren’t as fast in the water as Ursula, they had the help of small robot dolphins that Max had made, which allowed them to move more quickly. Jai only had one arm, but Max had adapted his dolphin so that it could either be used one-handed or with one of the prosthetic arms Jai sometimes wore. He had one of these on today and used his robotic hand to enter a command into the control panel of the submarine.

         The next moment, the cold ocean began bubbling up through the floor and Ursula’s legs immediately transformed into a green mermaid’s tail. As soon as the hatch was fully submerged, the explorers released the door and swam out into the water. Their submarine had clearly been spotted because there was a small welcome party of mermaids waiting to greet them at the school’s entrance. They were all adults and Ursula guessed they were teachers. 17

         ‘Hello, explorers.’ One of the mermaids came forwards. ‘Welcome to Seashells Academy. I’m Mrs Parnacle, the headmistress here.’

         She had a pale blue tail, grey hair tied back in an elegant bun and a delicate pair of pince-nez glasses perched on her nose. She peered at the explorers over the top of these now and went on, ‘Thank you for coming. I know any detour must be frustrating but this is important.’

         ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Jai replied before introducing each of them in turn.

         When it came to Ursula, she felt the eyes of the other mermaids linger on her curiously. As far as anyone knew, she was the only half-human, half-mermaid being in the world, and both groups were always curious about her. Ursula didn’t think she’d ever get used to people staring with such open curiosity, though. They stared at Genie a bit too, but that was probably because she’d made herself a waterproof swim hat in the shape of a rainbow fish with rather startling bulbous eyes.

         ‘In her message, Princess Coral said something about the fire magician who made the magical handcuffs?’ Ursula prompted.

         ‘That’s right,’ Mrs Parnacle replied. ‘He’s waiting for you in my office.’ 18

         The explorers were surprised. ‘He’s here?’ Max asked.

         ‘Not for much longer,’ Mrs Parnacle said with a grim expression on her face. ‘He’s due to be taken to a mermaid prison, but first he needs to speak to you about these handcuffs.’

         ‘How did you manage to capture him?’ Jai asked.

         ‘We didn’t,’ Mrs Parnacle replied. ‘He turned himself in. He said he only helped Scarlett to save his granddaughter, and now that she’s safely back he’s willing to take the consequences.’

         ‘But why did he turn himself in to you?’ Genie asked, puzzled. ‘It’s an explorer he helped imprison, so why didn’t he go to one of the explorers’ clubs?’

         ‘They were all too far away,’ Mrs Parnacle replied. ‘And anyway, he may have helped imprison an explorer but he stole something from one of our merboys in the process. Come with me and I’ll explain.’

         She swam through the school’s front door and the explorers followed. The other adult mermaids all looked desperately curious, but they drifted back to their various pursuits. The explorers found themselves in a grand lobby carved from ivory sea rock. A double staircase curved around to an upper floor, adorned with noble-looking dolphin statues. The walls were studded with tiny galaxy starfish, all giving out a soft blue light. 19

         Mrs Parnacle led them down a corridor with elaborate chandeliers made from golden coral hanging from the ceiling, and ornate shell tiles on the floor. They passed the open doorways of various classrooms where a range of different lessons was being held, from magical singing to sea science. It seemed that pets were allowed at this school because Ursula glimpsed several students with a terrapin perched on their shoulder, or a turtle nestled under the desk. She felt another pang of regret that she had never been able to attend a mermaid school like this, but instead had grown up at the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club with only grumpy old Mrs Soames for company. Her engineering mentor Old Joe had always been very kind to her but it would have been wonderful to study with a whole class of merpeople her own age.

         Before long, they arrived at Mrs Parnacle’s office. It was very large – more like a drawing room – with tall bookcases, portraits on the walls and sofas and armchairs arranged around a fireplace in which a strange blue flame flickered. It seemed to be made from water rather than fire, and didn’t give out heat but instead a scent of sea flowers and starfish perfume.

         Sitting in one of the armchairs before the fire was a merboy about Ursula’s age, with grey eyes, a blue tail fin 20and blue and black hair. He got up at their arrival and Mrs Parnacle introduced him.

         ‘This is one of our students, Kiran.’

         The merboy raised his hand in a wave but didn’t speak.

         ‘His voice was stolen,’ Mrs Parnacle went on. ‘By the fire magician.’

         The explorers were all shocked.

         ‘I thought only sea witches could steal a mermaid’s voice?’ Ursula asked.

         Mrs Parnacle shook her head. ‘There are plenty of ways to steal a mermaid’s voice,’ she said. ‘The persuasive magic in it can be used as a very powerful weapon so there are many nefarious people who want to use them for their own means. It’s a long story as to how this fire magician stole Kiran’s voice and you don’t really need to know the details. All you need to know is that he trapped the voice inside the handcuffs and that’s how Scarlett is able to control the ice princess.’ Mrs Parnacle gestured to the sofas. ‘Why don’t you sit down and let me explain?’

         Everyone took their seats – which was a little tricky to do underwater – and then there was a knock at the door. A maid entered with a tea trolley and set out a plate of cream buns with dolphin sprinkles on top, 21as well as a pot of mermaid tea. Mrs Parnacle told the explorers to help themselves, but as soon as they bit into the buns they realised they were seaweed-flavoured, and the tea was thick and jelly-like and so salty it burned their throats. Luckily, Mrs Parnacle didn’t seem to notice they weren’t tucking in because she was too busy talking.

         ‘If you can break the cuffs, then Kiran’s voice will be freed and the magic will no longer work,’ she told them.

         Genie smiled. ‘Well, that doesn’t sound too difficult,’ she said brightly. ‘When we saw the handcuffs before, it looked like they were made of glass.’

         ‘Hold on.’ Mrs Parnacle held up her hand. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

         ‘Of course it’s not.’ Max sighed.

         ‘There are two things that might complicate the matter,’ Mrs Parnacle went on.

         ‘Only two?’ Max asked sarcastically.

         Jai shushed him.

         ‘The first is that you need to be careful that Kiran’s voice isn’t lost forever in the process,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘It requires a special receptacle to go into.’ She swam over to her desk and came back with a spiral shell strung on a golden chain. ‘This is enchanted to contain a mermaid’s voice safely. You must have it with 22you when you break the cuffs. As long as it’s nearby, Kiran’s voice will go inside and you’ll be able to return it here to us.’

         Ursula took the necklace and hung the shell around her neck along with the clam necklace she always wore.

         ‘And what’s the second problem?’ she asked.

         ‘I think it’s best if the fire magician explains that himself.’

         She swam over to the doorway and spoke to someone outside. A moment later, the magician swam into the room. Or rather, he bounced and rolled his way in as he was ensconced inside a giant bubble. Ursula guessed it was some kind of magical creation that allowed him to breathe underwater, but it looked rather unwieldy in the small room and she winced as he bumped up against a bookcase, causing a whole load of books to fall out.

         Mrs Parnacle sighed and swam to his side to help him navigate the room and park his bubble in front of the explorers.

         ‘Thank you,’ the wizard said. ‘Much obliged.’

         Ursula would have known at once that he was a fire magician because both his robes and pointy hat were bright orange, with glittering flames stitched on them. He had a long white beard and piercing blue eyes 23that suddenly became filled with tears as he looked at the explorers.

         ‘You must be the young people from the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club,’ he said. ‘My name is Rudolpho and, first of all, please allow me to say that I am so terribly sorry. Sorry for everything. For stealing this young man’s voice, of course.’ His eyes flicked to Kiran. ‘But also for helping the Collector to imprison the ice princess. My behaviour was inexcusable, I know that, but try to understand that Scarlett took my granddaughter Klara and I would have done anything to get her back.’

         ‘You’re right,’ Mrs Parnacle said sternly. ‘It was quite inexcusable.’

         ‘But understandable,’ Max said, looking at the wizard. ‘I was in your position, sir – my sister was also taken by Scarlett. So I understand what an impossible choice it was and how it can force you to do things you’re not proud of.’

         Ursula was a little surprised to hear Max speak this way as she knew he was ashamed of the short period of time during which he’d been in secret communication with Scarlett. Yet the wizard seemed so sad that she was glad someone had spoken out in support of him.

         He gave Max a pitifully grateful look. ‘Thank you, my boy. That is kind of you to say.’ 2425
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         26‘What’s done is done,’ Mrs Parnacle said briskly. ‘Perhaps you might oblige us by telling the explorers about the difficulty with the cuffs? And the solution you’ve suggested?’

         ‘Of course, of course,’ the wizard said. ‘The problem, you see, is that the cuffs are made from a type of enchanted glass and there’s only one thing in the world that will break them.’

         ‘And what’s that?’ Genie asked eagerly.

         ‘The bite from a dizard.’

         The explorers looked at one another in confusion.

         ‘What’s a dizard?’ Ursula asked.

         ‘Oh, it’s a charming creature,’ Rudolpho said, smiling. ‘A cross between a lizard and a dragon. Here, let me show you.’

         He rummaged around in his large sleeve and drew out a little, lizardy animal. The explorers all leaned forward to take a closer look. It was bright orange in colour, with webbed feet and a green crest on top of its head. Ursula thought it looked rather like a miniature dragon, except that it didn’t have any wings.

         ‘This is my own dear pet dizard, Pog,’ Rudolpho said. ‘I’d like you to take her with you on your quest to stop the Collector. She’ll be no trouble. In fact, dizards spend about ninety per cent of their time asleep. Once 27you find Stella, Pog knows what to do about the cuffs and will break them to free the ice princess.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Jai said, looking relieved. ‘I thought you were going to direct us to some island where we’d have to capture a wild dizard or something. It’ll be much simpler to take yours.’

         He held out his hand but Rudolpho suddenly hesitated.

         ‘There’s just one other thing,’ he said. ‘Pog is … well, I rather dote on her. She’s very dear to me, you see, and I hope you will do all you can to take care of her and keep her safe. I know she’s only a pet but—’

         Jai held up his hand. ‘Say no more,’ he replied. ‘I completely understand. I myself once owned a marvellous and much-loved seafaring cat by the name of Biscuit.’

         In fact, Jai had been so bereft when Biscuit finally died of old age that he was writing a biographical tribute to her. Ursula had seen him working on it most nights – when he wasn’t engaged with polishing his medals or tending to his pet plankton. It currently ran to some three hundred pages and Jai insisted he’d still only recorded a mere fraction of Biscuit’s achievements and accolades so far.

         ‘Pets are part of the family,’ Jai went on. ‘I promise 28we’ll take very good care of Pog and return her to you safely.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Rudolpho said, looking relieved. ‘She likes to sleep in a sock hung up at the end of the bed. And she’ll only eat smoked caviar, I’m afraid – I’ve brought a large jar to keep her going.’

         He reached into his sleeve for the jar and held it out, along with the dizard itself.

         ‘Thank you, Rudolpho,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘If you return to the corridor, someone will escort you to your room.’

         The wizard wished the explorers luck, gave Pog one last wistful look and then went out into the corridor.

         ‘I hope he won’t be in prison for too long,’ Max said, gazing after the wizard. ‘He was only trying to save his granddaughter, after all.’

         ‘That’s for a mermaid tribunal to decide,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘However, if he’s telling the truth about the handcuffs, and if the dizard proves useful, then I’m sure that will go some way to alleviating his sentence. Now, I know you’ll be eager to be on your way, but first I have a couple of final gifts to offer you.’

         She swam into the corner and tugged a large treasure chest over to them. Ursula had rather hoped for more magical ice cream, so she was disappointed 29when the headmistress opened the lid to reveal a load of textbooks.

         ‘I understand you are extremely behind on your mermaid education,’ Mrs Parnacle said, fixing Ursula with a stern look.

         ‘I’ve been practising my magic,’ Ursula replied, trying not to sound defensive. ‘I can call the water horses now, and fire the royal trident, and I’ve been singing my scales and—’

         ‘That is good,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘But these books will help you develop further if you study them carefully. Most especially, there is a puppet set here to help you practise your persuasive singing.’

         Ursula peered into the trunk and saw that there were indeed several puppets folded up inside a little fish tank at the bottom.

         ‘I imagine you’ve been reluctant to practise controlling people with your singing, and rightly so,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘That particular mermaid skill is not something to be taken lightly. Puppets are used in all mermaid schools as an aid to help young mermaids hone their skill without actually manipulating anyone for real. The book will explain how to use them but basically the puppets have a strong will of their own. If you can successfully manipulate one of them, then 30you should be able to control a person too.’

         Ursula had never liked the thought of using her mermaid skills in this way. It was one of the reasons she had shied away from her mermaid magic for so long, but she understood that she had to use every weapon available to her in the fight against the Collector, so she thanked the headmistress as politely as she could.

         ‘There’s one other thing,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware, but we have a vast number of magical pearls here at the academy. It’s thought to be one of the largest collections in the world, in fact, and I don’t just mean commonplace specimens like the singing pearl. We also have some extremely rare ones … like the pearl I’m about to give you now.’ She took a silver box decorated with swirls of painted coral from her desk. ‘You might as well know there was much discussion among the staff about whether or not to allow you to borrow this,’ Mrs Parnacle went on. ‘Not everyone was in favour but, ultimately, we put it to the vote and those of us who wanted to give it to you were the victors.’

         She opened the lid and the explorers leaned forwards to peer at a pearl nestled within a bed of silk. It was grey in colour but when Ursula looked more closely, she saw 31that the greyness seemed to swirl and dapple within the pearl, moving about like ribbons of fog. And every now and then, when the fog parted just the right way, a tiny shape could be glimpsed within the jewel. It was hard to tell what it was because it was so small, but Ursula thought she recognised the outline and was just about to say something when Max beat her to it.

         ‘Is that … a ship?’

         ‘It is,’ Mrs Parnacle replied. ‘A ghost ship, to be precise. The Jolly Rosa.’

         Ursula was amazed. She’d heard of a ship inside a bottle before, but never a ship inside a pearl.

         ‘What does it do?’ she asked.

         ‘There’s a full explanation in one of the books I gave you,’ Mrs Parnacle said. ‘But in short, if you all put your hands around the pearl and speak the ship’s name three times, then you’ll find yourselves on board. I ought to warn you that travelling by ghost ship is a … surreal experience, but because it’s a ghost vessel it’s not limited by the laws of physics. It can travel underwater, float through the sky, appear and disappear into fog and so on. It might offer you a hiding place or an escape if you need one. Be careful, though. The crew of a ghost ship are … well, they can be unpredictable, and this one especially so because they’re—’ 32

         But that was as far as she got before an alarm sounded within the school.

         ‘Drat!’ Mrs Parnacle snatched up a telephone on her desk and dialled a number. A moment later she said, ‘Hattie? What’s going on? Yes … Yes, all right. Proceed as planned.’ She put the phone down and turned to the explorers. ‘You’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘Sea gremlins have been spotted near the academy. We think Scarlett might have had them following the fire wizard.’

         ‘Will you be all right—?’ Jai began.

         Mrs Parnacle waved a hand. ‘Oh, we can deal with a bunch of sea gremlins easily enough. But it’s better if they don’t realise you’re here. The less Scarlett knows, the better.’

         The explorers agreed, so they waved a hasty goodbye to Kiran, promised to bring his voice back if they could, and then they took the treasure chest and the ghost-ship pearl and raced back to the Blowfish. Once on the bridge, they could see the sea gremlin submarines on the radar, so they hurried to the controls, brought the Blowfish to life, and soon the submarine was cutting through the water at full speed ahead.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         A week later, Ursula was on the bridge with Genie. They were both still wearing their pyjamas – Ursula’s were covered in dolphins, while Genie’s sported various terrifying sea monsters – along with fluffy seahorse slippers. Genie also wore a nightcap she’d made herself that had little bobbly sharks knitted all over it. Bess was sprawled on the bridge with them, or at least as much of her as would fit. A large part of her floated in the water outside the submarine but the room was filled with her tentacles.

         ‘Bess, could you shift a little?’ Ursula asked. ‘Your tentacle is blocking my page.’

         Ursula and Genie had gathered together a stack of books from the library and were attempting to find some information about the Nebula Sea. Their calculations showed they ought to be getting very close and should arrive any day now, but hardly anything was known about it. Ursula and her friends had found references to the Nebula Sea a few times in some of the old travel 34journals, but the people on those expeditions had only mentioned the sea in passing, saying it was not possible to travel into, without giving any explanation as to why.

         ‘It’s like they just take it for granted that we already know the reason,’ Ursula said, turning another page in frustration. ‘But why wouldn’t it be possible to travel into the sea if you were in a submarine?’

         ‘I guess we’ll find out soon enough,’ Genie replied. ‘These journals are all pretty old, though. Maybe there are strong currents or something and the submarines back then couldn’t cope with them? The Blowfish is bound to be able to. I mean, if it can cope with the Bone Current, then it can cope with anything.’

         ‘It didn’t exactly cope with the Bone Current,’ Ursula pointed out. ‘We got swept away by it.’

         ‘Oh yes, that’s true,’ Genie replied. ‘But it worked out in the end, didn’t it? Because we’d never have rescued Julian otherwise.’

         Ursula sighed. It had certainly been wonderful to rescue their fellow Ocean Squid explorer, long thought dead, and to reunite him with his brother Ethan, but still, it was hard not to be a little frustrated by Genie’s persistent optimism at times.

         ‘How is your singing practice coming along?’ Genie asked now. 35

         ‘Pretty good.’ Ursula put the book down and turned her attention to the tank on the floor beside her.

         It looked rather like an aquarium except that it had puppets in it instead of fish, and the puppets were all different types of sea creatures, ranging from crabs to dolphins to sea horses.

         ‘They’re ranked by difficulty,’ Ursula explained. ‘The crab is the easiest to manipulate and the seahorses are the most difficult. I can manage some of them now, but not the seahorses yet.’

         She sang a few notes of a song and the puppet crab immediately began scuttling up and down inside the tank. When she turned her attention to the dolphin, she only managed to get it to perform a single leap before she lost control of the magic and the dolphin crumpled into a heap in the tank.

         ‘You’ll get there soon,’ Genie said confidently.

         Ursula didn’t particularly enjoy practising, but she knew she had to hone her skills in case they could help her friends. She was about to say something else about the puppets when some movement through the viewing portal caught her eye.

         ‘What’s that?’ she asked, pointing. ‘There’s something glittering up ahead, look.’

         They got Bess to shift all her tentacles out of the way 36and then they went to stand close to the glass. Up ahead of them, the entire ocean seemed to sparkle.

         ‘It’s beautiful!’ Genie exclaimed. ‘It’s got to be the Nebula Sea. One of the explorers in the journals said something about it twinkling like outer space, didn’t he?’

         Ursula agreed. ‘We should stop the Blowfish,’ she said.

         The four explorers had decided that when they reached this point, they wouldn’t press on until they were all together on the bridge. Besides which, it didn’t seem right to delve into such a mysterious and uncharted sea while wearing seahorse slippers and dolphin pyjamas. So Ursula went to the controls, killed the engines and engaged the stabilisers to keep the submarine stationary in the water.

         Up closer, she and Genie could tell this was unlike any sea they had encountered before. For one thing, it was a lot brighter because there were dozens of pointy little objects, like tiny stars, floating in the water, and these gave off the glittering light they had seen. Beyond them, there were also glowing clouds of pink and blue. It was completely unlike the usual dark oceans they were used to.

         Genie picked up the intercom and sent a message to the boys. ‘Are you two seeing this?’ 37

         Jai picked up at once. ‘It’s extraordinary!’ he exclaimed. ‘Those are star plankton out there! One of the rarest types in the world! They’re—’

         ‘Do we really have to spoil this moment with a lecture about plankton?’ Max’s voice came through.

         Jai was fascinated by plankton and, thanks to his photographic memory, knew seemingly endless facts about them that he was always very keen to share.

         ‘Just come and join us on the bridge,’ Genie said, rolling her eyes. ‘You can tell us about the star plankton then.’

         Max and Jai arrived a few moments later. They all admired the view for a while before Ursula said that she and Genie ought to get dressed so they could continue with their voyage.

         ‘Why are you even wearing your pyjamas on the bridge?’ Jai asked with a disapproving look. ‘It isn’t regulation. As the acting captain, I ought to—’

         ‘The longer you delay us, the longer it will take to get ready,’ Ursula pointed out. ‘We’ll be right back.’

         It only took a few moments for them to change into their explorers’ robes – and for Genie to don her cowgirl boots, kraken T-shirt and a narwhal hat – before returning to the bridge. They were all feeling excited about entering the Nebula Sea and it seemed 38that everyone held their breath as they started up the engines. The Blowfish moved forward through the water – but it only went a short way before it suddenly stopped with a horrible juddering motion.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Jai asked. ‘It feels like we just butted into something, but there’s nothing there.’

         Ursula looked down at the instrument panel. ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ she said. ‘The engines are running normally.’

         They tried increasing the power slightly, but that only made the submarine groan loudly, so they altered the course and attempted to enter the Nebula Sea from a different direction, but the same thing happened again.

         ‘It’s as if there’s some kind of invisible force field keeping us out,’ Max said.

         ‘Perhaps we should go out and take a look?’ Ursula finally suggested. ‘We might get more of an idea what the problem is.’

         The explorers always worked outside the submarine in pairs, so Ursula and Jai headed to the swim-out hatch together. A few minutes later they floated in the water beside the submarine, Ursula in her mermaid form and Jai in his diving suit. Bess was waiting for them there too and drifted along in their wake as they 39swam past the Blowfish and right up to the edge of the Nebula Sea.

         It glowed and sparkled around them with all the twinkling light from the star plankton, but when Jai and Ursula tried to swim further, they met the same problem as the submarine. There was no current or obstacle that they could see, yet some sort of invisible force field kept them from entering. The barrier didn’t seem to affect Bess who passed through as easily as she moved through solid walls. But Bess could hardly return Stardust City by herself, so Ursula and Jai went back to the Blowfish in defeat and joined the others on the bridge.

         ‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Max said, frowning out of the porthole. ‘There’s nothing there but plankton.’ He glanced at Jai. ‘Could it be something to do with the star plankton? Do they have, I don’t know … repelling properties or something?’

         ‘Oh, so now you want to know about plankton,’ Jai said with a bit of a huff.

         ‘Not especially,’ Max replied. ‘I mean they never seem to actually do anything. But if they’re responsible for what’s happening here then perhaps your encyclopedic knowledge might actually come in useful for something.’ He flashed Jai a grin. ‘Come to think of it, this must be quite an exciting moment for you.’ 40

         They all looked at Jai hopefully but he shook his head. ‘Star plankton can’t repel anything. They can do lots of other interesting things, though,’ he added defensively.

         ‘Name one,’ Max replied at once, folding his arms over his chest.

         ‘Well, at night they go up to the surface of the sea to feed on phytoplankton, which is actually the largest migration on our planet, so—’

         He was interrupted by Max letting out a very loud and drawn-out yawn. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Max said. ‘Were you still talking?’

         Jai scowled at him. ‘I suppose you think robots are far more interesting?’

         ‘Everyone thinks robots are more interesting,’ Max replied. ‘Because they can actually do things.’ He dug into his pocket and produced a tiny robot crab. ‘This one, for example, can cut your hair in any style you like, including shave fades.’ He gestured at the shark image that was shaved into the side of his head. ‘Sharks, squids, kraken, you name it. But if you want to be very boring about it then I could program it to shave a plankton for you?’

         Jai instantly took a step back, looking horrified. ‘Absolutely not! That hairstyle isn’t regulation, and 41even if it was, I’m not letting a robot crab anywhere near my head!’

         ‘Can we just stick to the matter at hand?’ Ursula asked, gesturing towards the porthole. ‘If we can’t travel into the Nebula Sea then we can’t return Stardust City.’

         ‘There’s got to be some way,’ Genie said. ‘After all, one of the Collectors before Scarlett stole it in the first place.’

         ‘Could we try putting the engines up to full power?’ Max suggested.

         Ursula shook her head. ‘We’d risk damaging the Blowfish.’

         ‘I know!’ Genie said. ‘How about we use the ghost-ship pearl?’

         Everyone turned to look at the box that had been carefully placed beside the pickled parrot charm in the corner. Genie walked over to flip open the lid, and there was the grey pearl with the tiny ghost ship just visible within.

         ‘Bess passes through the barrier, doesn’t she?’ Genie went on. ‘And Mrs Parnacle said that the ghost ship isn’t governed by the laws of physics. If it can fly through the air, then perhaps it can travel into the Nebula Sea?’

         ‘Perhaps,’ Jai agreed. ‘I would have preferred to 42take the Blowfish. We know we’re safe in it. And Mrs Parnacle didn’t get the chance to finish telling us about the ghost ship, except that the crew could be unpredictable …’

         ‘She wouldn’t have given it to us if it wasn’t safe, would she?’ Max pointed out. ‘And we’re kind of out of options here.’

         ‘What do you two think?’ Jai asked.

         Ursula was a little wary of the ghost ship too, but agreed with Max that they had no other choice. Genie agreed as well, so Max reached eagerly for the pearl.




OEBPS/images/a009_02_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a009_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch_03_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a024_01_online.jpg
A

|






OEBPS/images/ch_02_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780571359769_cover_epub.jpg
W Iy

X m - ‘Al‘é inventive I|'
b o1 [ .« adventure.’ 1
+—. ‘./A+' The Times @
® » . \
e ' ALFX WG
: A ah
2 00






OEBPS/images/landing_logo.png





OEBPS/images/title_image_online.jpg
!!Ilﬂ(llllil i

S
' L] 4 :
LTI | BNy g o
hﬂmm = ST .
o~ L 3 R g [
C \ 1 {1220 J / .‘ 1 N\

Illustrated by

Tomislay
Tomié






