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RILEY GAZED OUT OVER THE seemingly endless ocean. The water was calm as their sailboat, the Event Horizon, cut smoothly across the surface. Above them the sky was cloudless and the kind of blue she never saw at home. She inhaled the clean, salty air and felt a sense of peace wash over her. This was the start of their second week out on the boat with one more week facing them.

“Lunch!” Her father appeared at the hatch that led down to the lower deck.

“Coming.” Riley walked confidently along the smooth deck and made it to the hatch. She paused long enough to call to her aunt, who was at the helm. “Aunt Mary, I’ll eat quickly and then take over, if you like.”

“Thanks, Riley. Go enjoy yourself.”

When she reached the small galley, her father said, “I don’t know where your cousin is.”

“He’s probably in his cupboard.”

“Cabin,” her father corrected. “Go get him before the food gets cold.”

Riley nodded and walked toward the back of the boat where the cabins were. She liked to tease her father and call them cupboards because that was about the size of them. She knocked on Alfie’s door but heard no response. “Alfie, it’s lunch.”

Riley walked down to her own cabin and opened the door. There she saw her cousin sitting on her bunk, reading her diary.

“What are you doing in here, Creep? Give that back!”

Riley rushed at her cousin as he held her diary aloft. His teasing smile broadened farther as he climbed on her bunk and held the book high above her head.

“Alfie, give it back!”

“Oh, poor little Shorty isn’t having any fun.…” He opened the diary to her last entry and started to read aloud. “I hate my life. I hate this boat and I hate the ocean. I just want to go home and be with my friends.…”

Riley snatched at her diary, but Alfie kept pulling it away and taunting her with it. Finally, her frustrations got the better of her, and she hauled back and punched her cousin in the stomach as hard as she could.

Alfie dropped the diary, collapsing onto the bunk, gasping for breath.

Just as Riley picked the book up, her father burst into her cabin. “What’s going on in here?” When he saw Alfie lying on Riley’s bunk, he rushed over. “What happened? Alfie, what’s wrong?”

Her cousin’s face was red as he tried to regain his breath. He pointed a shaking finger at Riley. “Sh-she p-punched me in the stomach.”

Her father’s eyes flashed to her. “Is that true?”

“He started it!” Riley cried. “Dad, he came in here and stole my diary. He was reading it and everything!”

Her father helped Alfie sit up on the bunk and lower his head between his knees to ease the pain. Then his ice-blue eyes landed on her. “We don’t hit people—ever. Do you hear me?”

“But, Dad…,” Riley cried.

“No buts,” he spat. “Your mother and I raised you better than that. Now, I want you to apologize to your cousin.”

“What? That’s not fair! He snuck in here and went through my stuff. Why should I apologize?”

“It doesn’t matter what he did. You don’t hit people! Apologize to Alfie.”

Riley looked from her father to her despicable cousin and back to her father again. The expression on her dad’s face said he wasn’t going to back down.

Riley gritted her teeth. “Okay, I’m sorry.…” She turned and ran out of her cabin and up the small steps to the upper deck, muttering, “I’m sorry I didn’t push you off the boat…!”

Bitter tears of frustration were stinging her eyes as she sat down at the pointed front end of the boat with her legs dangling over the side. This was as far away from the others as she could get, but it wasn’t far enough.

“You okay up there, Riley?” Mary called.

Riley had her back to her aunt and didn’t want to answer. She didn’t want Mary to see her tears.

“Riley?” Mary called.

“I’m fine!” Riley snapped. But she wasn’t fine. She wanted to go home. Instead she was trapped on the boat for another two weeks with her father, aunt, and cousin.

This was meant to be a family-bonding trip, since she hadn’t seen her relatives in over a year. She loved her aunt Mary very much but hated Alfie. He was twelve, making him just a year younger than her. But he was already taller and stronger and took every opportunity to prove it.

When the trip was first announced, Riley thought her mother and brother, Danny, would be going. But her mother couldn’t leave her job at the hospital. She was a doctor with a lot of patients that needed her. Danny didn’t want to go. At sixteen, he was given the choice. Riley wasn’t. So instead of spending her spring break at home with her friends, she had to go on this stupid trip.

Aunt Mary was recently divorced and going through a hard time with Alfie. The five-week voyage around the Bahamas was meant to clear things up between them. Maybe it was working for Mary, but being stuck on the sailboat with Alfie was ruining Riley’s life.

From the moment they left their home in Denver, Colorado, Riley had a bad feeling about the trip. By the time they’d flown to Miami, Florida, and made it to the port and their sailboat, her premonition came true.

The first thing Alfie did when he saw her was pat her on the head and call her Shorty. Since then, the teasing had been nonstop—but only when her father or aunt weren’t around.

Gazing into crystal clear ocean, Riley wondered how things could get any worse. As tears trickled down her cheeks, she saw the sunlight glinting off something reflective in the water. It was there, and then it wasn’t. She watched the spot, and again the sun caught the silvery sparkle of fish scales. It was a tail. A long one. As the fish moved, Riley gasped. The silver tail trailed up to what looked like a torso with stubby arms and a round head covered in shaggy dark hair. As she watched, the head turned. The face was gray like the body, with two holes where a nose should be and large deep-set eyes that were as black as night. When it opened its mouth, it revealed a row of sharp, pointed teeth.

Riley was too stunned to scream. She pulled her legs in and moved back from the edge. A moment later, the creature darted down into the depth.

“Riley?”

Riley jumped at her father’s voice. Her heart was pounding ferociously in her chest, and she opened her mouth to tell him what had just happened. But then she looked back at the water and saw only the ocean. Had the creature been real? What was it? Some kind of mermaid? If it was a mermaid, it wasn’t anything like the ones she’d read about in books. This was a terrifying monster. Or worse, maybe it wasn’t there at all.

Riley was still shaking as she looked from the water to her father and back to the water again. Would he believe her if she told him? Considering he spent most of his life in water as a marine biologist, she doubted it.

“If you’re thinking about going for a swim before lunch, forget it. That water looks pretty, but don’t be fooled, it’s cold and deep.”

Did her father think she would actually go into the water with that sharp-toothed monster swimming around? “I—I wasn’t going to,” she stammered.

He sat down on the deck beside her and scooted up to the edge until his legs were dangling over the side.

“Bring your legs in, Dad,” Riley warned. She may have been angry with him, but there was no way she’d let him endanger himself if that creature was still around.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I won’t fall in.”

“What about being pulled in?” Riley said.

He smiled at her and shook his head. “I doubt anything out there would be interested in me.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Riley warned.

He gazed into the water and sighed heavily, but then said nothing. After what seemed an eternity of silence, he said, “Did I ever tell you that humpbacks are the only whales that sing a long, complicated song that they change as they move around the world? And a male’s song can be heard for hundreds of miles?”

Riley did know that because her father had told her a million times before. And when he wasn’t telling her, he was listening to whale songs at full volume in his study. That’s when he was home and not on some expedition. As a marine biologist, his specialty was cetaceans and he was especially obsessed with humpbacks. She figured that was why he wanted to go on this trip. Yes, for Mary and Alfie, but also to study the humpbacks during their spring migration from the Caribbean to far up north. What she really resented was her father dragging her along with him. Whales were his thing, not hers.

He continued, “Also, humpbacks are—”

“Dad, enough about the stupid whales,” Riley said. “I know you love them and the ocean and all that, but I don’t. To me, they’re just big stinky fish.”

Her father gasped. “Whales are not fish!”

“I know,” Riley sighed tiredly. “They’re mammals, just like us.” She turned and saw the hurt her comments had caused shining in his eyes. “Dad, I’m sorry. I just don’t understand why you like them so much. They’re kinda pretty if you’re into barnacles and stuff like that. But you spend more time on the ocean with your whales than at home with us.”

He looked away and stared into the deep blue waters. Finally, he said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. It was unfair of me to bring you on this research trip. But since I spend so much time away from home, I just thought it would be extra special for you and me to spend some time together.”

“But we’re not spending time together,” Riley said. “You’re always on deck with your binoculars looking for whales or you’re photographing them or writing notes about them. Aunt Mary is always busy steering the boat—that leaves me stuck with Alfie. Dad, he hates me and he’s doing everything he can to annoy me. You don’t see it because he stops when you’re around. Even today, you only noticed when I hit him and not before when it was him tormenting me.”

He was still staring into the water but nodding his head. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Why bother? He’s not going to stop no matter what you say. He’s a spoiled brat, and Mary is letting him get away with everything.”

“I know,” he agreed. “That’s why Mary asked to go on this trip. She’s hoping I might be a good influence on him.…” He chuckled softly. “But you’re right. I haven’t been much of a role model for him.” He turned and looked at her. “Or you.”

It was Riley’s turn to gaze into the ocean.

“So when did you start keeping a diary?”

Riley shrugged. “Mom gave it to me for this trip. She said writing things down on paper is different than putting them on my phone or laptop. She said a diary should be about experiences and my personal feelings—just for me to write and read.”

“Is that what it is?”

Riley nodded. “Yeah, I guess it kinda is. I write down where we’ve been, what I’ve seen, and what I’m feeling—even if what I am feeling is anger at Alfie.”

“So when you caught him reading it…”

“I lost it and hit him—just as hard as I could.”

“How did that make you feel?” he asked.

Riley shrugged. “I guess it was good at first because he felt just as bad as I did. But then I started to feel guilty because I’d really hurt him.”

“So no more hitting?”

“No more hitting…,” Riley agreed. “But I won’t make any promises about kicking or maybe biting!”

He smiled at her. “Good enough.”

There was another long period of silence, but this time it was a good silence. It was the silence of being comfortable and not angry anymore. Riley pulled out her cell phone from her pocket, but there was still no signal.

“We’re too far out,” her dad said.

“I know, I just keep checking anyway.”

He laughed. “Your mom said it’d be a nightmare getting you off that thing.”

“I’m not on it all the time,” Riley said defensively.

“No, just most of it,” he teased. “Even when there isn’t a signal.”

“Well, I like to stay current.”

“Current?” he laughed. “You mean keeping track of what your friends are saying on that Facie… thingy?”

“Facebook,” Riley said. “I don’t use it. I was hoping to look up more about the Bermuda Triangle and the creatures that live in it. You know, like… mermaids?”

“Mermaids?”

Riley nodded. “My friend Lisa says that when boats or planes go into the Bermuda Triangle, they see really weird things and sometimes they even disappear completely. She says aliens live in there and destroy ships.

“When I told her where we were going, she said to be careful and not go into the Bermuda Triangle. I wanted to look it up to see how far away from it we are.”

He chuckled again and shook his head. “Well, honey, I hate to tell you this, but technically speaking, we’ve been in the Bermuda Triangle for most of this trip.” He pointed out over the water. “It spans from Miami down to Puerto Rico and over to Bermuda. But you don’t have to worry. In all the times I’ve been in here, I haven’t seen anything unusual at all—including mermaids or aliens.”

Riley’s eyes went big and she gasped. “We’re in the Bermuda Triangle? Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

“That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Just before you came on deck, I saw something weird in the water, right here off the bow. It might have been a mermaid, but not a nice-looking one.”

Her father started to laugh. “Oh, so you only like nice mermaids?”

“Dad, I’m serious. I swear I saw something in the water right before you arrived. It had a long silver tail, a gray body, and a head with big black eyes and two slits for a nose. Its mouth was full of sharp teeth. It looked right at me.”

He frowned. “From what you describe, it could have been a barracuda. They have a nasty mouth full of teeth and can look very threatening. Though there aren’t many cases of attacks on humans. Believe me, we are more dangerous to them than they are to us.”

“No Dad, it wasn’t a fish. It was a—a…”

Her father shook his head. “Riley, you’re too old to believe in mermaids. If they existed, with all the time I’ve spent in water, I’m sure I would have seen one by now. Trust me, there are a lot of strange creatures out there, but mermaids aren’t one of them.”

Riley looked back at the water. She had seen something there and it had seen her.

Her father tapped her on the end of her nose. “Now, how about you and I go into the galley and have some lunch?” He winked. “Though I don’t think Alfie will be hungry for a while.”

Riley started to get up. “I guess I should go say sorry again.”

“Maybe,” he agreed. “But not for a while yet—let him think about what he’s done and your response to it. I’ve sent him to his cabin for the rest of the day as punishment for going through your things. So the rest of the day is for you and me.”

“And the humpbacks,” Riley added.

He rose up beside her. “Well, maybe a few humpbacks—or mermaids, if we’re lucky.”
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RIGHT BEFORE BED, RILEY PULLED out her diary and wrote about her day, going into great detail about hitting Alfie and then seeing the mermaid. Her father may not have believed her, but she knew she’d seen something.

When she finished, she closed her diary, sealed it in the watertight bag they used for precious things on board, and put it in the small sliding cupboard mounted above her bunk. Turning off the light, she rolled onto her side and thought about the mermaid as she drifted off to sleep.



The acrid smell of burning toast woke Riley. She dressed quickly and left her cabin to find the passage filled with gray smoke.

“Dad, you’ve burned the toast again.…” She was shaking her head and walking toward the galley. “I wish he wouldn’t cook; he burns everything!”

Riley was surprised to find it empty. The table was set for four, and orange juice had been poured in four glasses. On the stove was a frying pan filled with burning scrambled eggs. Turning off the heat, Riley reached for the toaster and popped out the charcoaled slices of bread.

“Dad?” she called as she opened one of the portholes to clear the smoke. “Aunt Mary?”

Receiving no answer, Riley left the galley and climbed up the wooden steps onto the deck. The wind was up and whipping back her hair. Looking around, she saw her father was at the helm and her aunt was standing beside him. They were both gazing forward with fear on their faces.

“Andrew, turn us around now!” Mary called. “Get us out of here.”

Her father was already spinning the big wheel to bring the boat around. “Mary, pull in the sails. I’m starting the engine. We’ve got to move.”

“Dad, what’s happening?” Riley called. “The toast was burned, and you left the eggs on—they’ve burned too.”

“Not now, Riley. Go help your aunt with the sails.”

“What’s wrong?”

Her aunt pointed toward the front of the boat. “Look at that sky.”

Riley turned and gasped. The distant horizon was filled with black-and-red scudding clouds. “What is that?”

“We don’t know,” Mary said.

“It’s some kind of storm,” her father called. “But not one I’ve ever seen before.”

“It’s like it’s following us!” her aunt cried. “No matter what course change Andrew makes, it’s always there.”

“That’s impossible!” Riley called above the howling winds. “Storms can’t chase people.”

“Tell that to the storm!” her father replied.

Riley had been taught how to work the sails by her father. But it was hard as they had to fight the growing winds that kept filling them. From the mainsail they moved to the foresail and kept looking over at the approaching storm.

“It’s not on any of the weather charts!” her father called. “And we’ve lost radio contact.”

Riley heard fear edging his voice. She was already feeling it in her stomach.

“Riley,” Mary said. “Go below and get Alfie up. I want you both to put on your life vests.”

“Are we in trouble?”

Her aunt didn’t reply. But her silence said enough.
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RILEY RAN FOR THE STAIRS and jumped down to below deck. “Alfie,” she shouted as she raced down the passage. She stopped before her cousin’s door and pounded loudly. “Alfie, get up. There’s a big storm approaching.”

She heard mumbling from behind the door. Breaking ship’s rules, Riley shoved open the door and ran into her cousin’s cabin. Alfie was just a lump in his bed with his head beneath the covers.

“Alfie, wake up!”

Alfie pulled down the covers and shouted, “Get out of my room!” Then he pulled the covers up again.

Riley found his clothes in a heap and threw them on the bed. “Get up, you jerk. We’re in trouble from a storm.”

“What storm?”

In that instant, the boat lurched to the side and Riley was thrown on top of her cousin. “That storm,” she said, righting herself. “Aunt Mary says we have to put on our vests.…” She dropped her voice. “Alfie, I think we’re in danger. That thing is huge; it’s taking up half the sky.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“She’s on deck with my dad. We’ve lowered the sails, and Dad is using the engines to try to outrun the storm.”

Alfie threw back the covers and climbed from the bed. He was wearing the same shorts from yesterday. “Get out. I wanna get dressed.”

Riley made it to the door. “Just hurry. I’m getting the life vests.”

Back in the corridor, Riley struggled to reach the storage cupboard against the rocking of the boat. Her father made sure there were extra life vests stored all over the boat. But the specially named and fitted ones were here in the emergency cupboard.

Pulling out the vests, Riley also reached for the waterproof emergency packs. Each one contained flares, a lighter, bottled water, energy bars, a small fishing kit, a mobile phone with an extra battery, and a whistle. They might not need the packs, but she felt safer having them with her.

Riley pulled on her life vest just as Alfie emerged from his cabin. She threw his to him. “Here, put this on!”

By the time she and Alfie made it on deck, the wind was even wilder. Waves were slamming into the Event Horizon and breaking over the railing, soaking them to the skin. The dark storm clouds were now encircling the boat, and the water had lost its calm green color and was now almost black with high-peaking waves.

“Wow!” Alfie cried, looking around. “You weren’t kidding.”

Riley’s father and aunt were already in life vests and standing together, struggling to hold the wheel steady. Her father had to shout to be heard over the roaring winds. “Kids, get below. The waves are rising—it’s too dangerous up here.”

“I want to help,” Alfie called.

“You help by staying below,” Mary shouted. “Go now!”

Riley caught hold of her cousin’s arm. “C’mon, it’s getting too rough up here.”

For the first time in their lives, Alfie didn’t pull his arm away from her. Instead he followed Riley back to the stairs and climbed down the slippery steps. Below deck, Riley handed her cousin one of the emergency packs.

“Tie this around your waist just in case.…”

While she was securing her own pack, Alfie said fearfully, “In case of what?”

Just then they heard the thunderous sound of something smacking the side of the boat before everything turned sideways. Riley and Alfie were thrown to the floor as the boat rolled heavily and then righted itself again.

“What was that?” Riley cried.

“I think we hit something!” Alfie climbed unsteadily to his feet and rubbed his elbow. “Ow, I hurt my arm.”

“This is bad,” Riley said. “Really, really bad.”

The boat was struck again, knocking it on its side. Riley and Alfie were once again thrown violently over. This time, the sailboat didn’t right itself and water poured down the steps from above.

“We’re sinking!” Alfie cried.

“We’ll be fine,” Riley said, not feeling anywhere near as confident as she forced herself to sound. “Just stay with me.”

“Riley, Alfie, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

“Dad!” Riley cried. She looked back to the steps and saw her father’s arm reaching down. “What’s happening?”

“Something big just hit us and we’re capsizing. Get out of there!”

“Andrew, it’s coming back!” Mary screamed from above. “Hold on!”

Another violent strike knocked the boat, followed by a rush of water that nearly washed her father away.

“Move it!” he shouted.

Riley helped Alfie crawl on hands and knees along the flooded passage. They could no longer stand up, as the side wall of the passage was now the floor beneath them. They crawled over the emergency cupboard to the stairs.

“Is it a whale?” Riley cried.

“I don’t think so; it’s too big.” Her father was leaning down and reaching for them. “Hold on to me to climb out.”

Just as Riley was reaching for his arm, Mary screamed, “Hang on!”

The boat was struck again. This time from the other side. The blow was so powerful, the Event Horizon righted again.

Tossed around like rag dolls, Riley and Alfie made it to their feet and ran toward the steps just as another scream came from above. This was followed by an explosive crash.

Climbing up into the ferocious storm, Riley gasped. The sky was black, and rain blew in all directions as the wind howled like an enraged animal. The tallest mast was broken and lying along the deck. Her father moved away from the steps and started edging along it. Moments later he struggled back. “Come on, we have to abandon ship.”

“Why?” Alfie called. “The boat is still floating.”

Riley’s father shook his head. “Not for long. The mast damaged the bow. We’re taking on a lot of water.”

“We’re sinking?” Riley cried.

“Yes, now come on, we have to inflate the life raft and get off here before it’s too late.”

“But—but what about that thing in the water?” Riley asked.

The words were just out of her mouth when Mary screamed and pointed toward the front of the boat.

Riley added her own scream when she saw the dark head of some kind of massive snakelike sea serpent rising out of the water and smashing against the front end of the boat. Its long, scaled body coiled completely around the boat like a snake constricting around its prey. The Event Horizon cracked and broke like an eggshell as the sea serpent tightened its grip and crushed their sailboat.

“What is that?” Riley shouted.

“It’s a sea monster!” Alfie yelled.

“Whatever it is, it’s sinking us,” Riley’s father cried. “We have to get to the life raft!”

They huddled closely together and moved toward the stern of the ship. With each passing moment, the Event Horizon groaned and creaked as the monster crushed it.

Riley looked back and saw more of the dark creature climbing onto the bow and pulling it down as the rear of the boat rose out of the water.

They reached the inflatable life raft, and Riley’s father and aunt struggled to free it from its cradle and toss it into the water. As the two of them pulled the line on the inflation handle, the six-person raft burst to life. But just as they were preparing to climb in, Alfie screamed, “Look!”

Everyone looked up and gasped. The sea monster was raising itself farther out of the water and climbing high above the ship. It roared once, and then opened its mouth even wider and struck like a viper, biting off the front end of the boat.
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THERE WAS NO TIME TO react or move as the creature tore through the Event Horizon with enough force to push the sailboat beneath the surface of the water. Everyone was washed overboard and thrown into the cold waters of the North Atlantic.

Riley swallowed a mouthful of salty water as she was dragged beneath the surface. But just as quickly as she went down, she sprang up again as her life vest did its job. Coughing and spewing salt water, she looked around in the tall waves, searching for the others. She could hear Alfie calling, but she couldn’t see him.

She thought she heard her aunt’s voice, but it sounded several waves away. Riley couldn’t be sure if it was Mary or just the ferocious wind. Panic struck as she called for her family. That monster was still in the water. Had it eaten them? What about that terrifying mermaid with the teeth? Was she still around? Were they about to eat her? The more she thought about it, the more terrified she became. “Dad! Daddy, where are you? Mary, are you out there?”

“Riley!” her father called. “Where are you?”

“Dad, I’m here!” Riley struggled to swim in the rough water. But the tall waves seemed to always be against her. The more she tried to swim, the harder they pushed back.

“Dad! Dad, can you hear me?”

Riley could no longer hear her father or Mary. She could hear Alfie calling, but even that was growing faint as the waves separated them.

“Dad, please…,” she cried.

Spinning in the water, she searched for her family or the creature that had sunk the boat. She thought she saw shadows moving in the waves around her, but she couldn’t be sure as the light had faded to near dark. This caused her to panic even more. “Dad, please, where are you?”

With each moment, the waves rose higher and crashed over her. It took all her strength just to stay at the surface. Suddenly something sharp stung her left leg and she screamed. “Dad! Help me, please!”

“Hush, child,” a soft voice called from behind her. “Do not fear; you are safe with us.…”

“Who said that?” Riley cried.

“Hush now and sleep, sleep… sleep…”

Riley spun in the water, and for a brief moment she saw the mermaid she’d seen earlier. The mermaid’s eyes were black as night with no white whatsoever. There was no nose, just two slits where her nose should be. In the strange light, her skin was slate gray, and her hair was shaggy and long.

“Who are you…,” Riley managed before her eyes became too heavy to keep open. “Daddy…,” she called out softly as she drifted off to sleep.
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THE SOUND OF SEABIRDS ROUSED Riley from a deep sleep. She was lying on a warm, sandy beach with gentle waves lapping at her feet. Opening her eyes, she lifted her head and saw Alfie lying just a few feet away.

The sun was bright overhead, and all traces of the storm were gone. A soft, warm, salty breeze was blowing lightly and mixing with the hushing sounds of the water.

Riley checked the opposite direction, but all she saw was a long, empty stretch of beach. Looking back at Alfie, she raised her head higher and searched for her father or aunt, but there was no sign of them. It was then that she noticed strange marks in the sand. She knew they weren’t from a sea turtle, as her father had shown her those many times before. These were wide like a seal’s tracks or something big like that. And like those trails, they headed into the water.

“Alfie…,” she rasped. Her throat was sore and burned from the salt water she’d swallowed. “Alfie,” she repeated. “Are you alive?”

“No,” Alfie moaned as he raised his head and turned to her. “No, I’m dead. Leave me alone.”

“What happened?” Riley sat up and gazed around. Behind them the beach continued up to a dense line of trees. After that, all she could see was jungle. In front of her were the beautiful, calm, blue-green waters of the ocean. There was no sign of her father, Aunt Mary, or the Event Horizon.

“The sea monster sank us, that’s what happened,” Alfie said. He sat up and looked around. “Where’s Mom?”

“I—I don’t know. I can’t see my dad either.”

Fear filled Alfie’s eyes. “You don’t think the sea monster ate them, do you?”

“No!” Riley snapped. “They’re fine. They’ve probably washed ashore in a different place, that’s all.”

“What place? Where are we?”

“I dunno. Somewhere in the Bahamas, I guess.” Riley could hardly believe what was happening. A real sea serpent had attacked their boat. The Event Horizon, her father’s pride and joy, was gone. Things like that only ever happened in movies. But this was no movie. The sand beneath her fingers was real. Her wet feet were real. Somehow, she and Alfie had survived a shipwreck.

When Riley pulled up her legs to stand, she felt a sore on her left calf and remembered the sting. Then she remembered the face.…

She looked down and saw a tiny red pinprick in the center of a dark bruise. She turned to her cousin. “Alfie, you’re not going to believe this, but I saw something in the water right before I blacked out.”

“Yeah, dummy, we saw that sea monster. It ate the boat, remember?”

“No, I mean something else. It was like a woman, but not. I saw her before in the water and told Dad, but he didn’t believe me. She was really scary-looking with sharp, pointed teeth and no nose and these freaky black eyes. I saw her again right after she stung me. She told me to go to sleep.”

Alfie gasped. “I heard a voice telling me not to be afraid and to go to sleep too!” He looked down at his leg and saw a red dot in the middle of a bruise. “Look, I was stung too. You can still see it.”

Riley looked at Alfie’s leg and saw it was the same mark she had. “What happened to us?”

“I can’t remember.” Alfie climbed to his feet and cupped his hands over his mouth. “Mom!” he shouted. “Mom, where are you?”

“Dad!” Riley joined in. “Dad, can you hear me?” She took a few steps down the beach and then stopped. She turned in a tight circle, staring at the sand.

“What are you looking at?” Alfie demanded.

“The sand.”

“Duh, I know that. Why?”

“Alfie, look at it. The only footprints here are ours.”

“So?”

“So where is everybody? You know how crowded the other islands are with tourists. But, look, there are no footprints here, no coffee cups or candy-bar wrappers or anything. It’s like we’re the first people on this beach.”

“Don’t be so stupid,” Alfie snapped. “It was the storm. The wind was blowing all over the place. It wiped away all the footprints. Or maybe it was the tide smoothing down the sand. Whatever island this is, it’ll be jammed with people.”

“Yeah, that must be it,” Riley agreed. She started to walk along the shoreline.

“Hey, Shorty, where’re you going?”

“I’m going to look for Dad and Aunt Mary. If we made it to shore, they must have too.”

“I think we should stay here and wait for someone to find us. That’s what happens in the movies.

“Fine, you can stay here and wait. But I’m going to find Dad.”

“Shorty,” Alfie called as she walked away. “Shorty… Riley, wait for me.”

Riley turned back and watched her cousin running after her. His face was flushed, and he looked frightened. The truth was, she was frightened too. Very frightened. They were on a beach with no sign of anyone or anything around them. She glanced back out at the calm blue waters and saw only the light waves. She could hardly believe what had just happened to them. They had been sunk by a monster. But where was the debris from the Event Horizon, or even the life raft? Surely some of the wreckage should have made it to shore.

Alfie didn’t say anything as he took his place beside her. “Now what? If we leave the area, what happens if Mom or Uncle Andrew come? They’ll never know we were here.”

Riley considered for a moment, then nodded. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” She ran up the beach to where the dense jungle started. Without entering, she looked down until she found what she was searching for. She picked up a long stick and carried it back.

“What’s that for?” Alfie asked.

Riley broke the stick into three pieces. A long one and two shorter ones. Then she laid them down on the sand to form an arrow. After that, she pulled off her life vest and laid it down beside the arrow with her name clearly showing. “Okay, so if Dad or Aunt Mary sees this, they’ll know I was here and what direction I went.”

Alfie took his vest off and placed it down beside hers. “This way they know we’re together.”

“Good idea,” Riley agreed.

With the message left in the sand, Riley and Alfie started to walk along the shoreline, looking for any signs of their parents or the wreckage. But after what felt like hours, they didn’t see anything.

“What time is it?” Alfie asked. “How long have we been walking?”

Riley reached into her pocket for her cell phone, but it was gone. Then she realized the emergency pack she’d tied around her waist was gone too. She looked over at Alfie and saw that he didn’t have his pack either.

“Alfie, did you untie your emergency pack when we were in the water?”

Alfie shook his head. “No way. I knew we’d need it.”

“I didn’t undo mine, either, but they’re both gone. So’s my cell phone.”

Alfie frowned. “But I tied mine really tight.”

“Me too,” Riley agreed. “So how come they’re gone?” She looked back out at the water as the terrible memory of the disaster flooded back to her. “She did it. I don’t know how or why, but I’m sure that woman took our stuff.”

“That’s wacko, Shorty. There couldn’t have been a woman. I mean, yes, there was that thing that wrecked the boat. But a woman? Like a mermaid or something?”

“I don’t know what she was. But she was there. Who else could have spoken to us in the water or taken our packs?” She looked around at the empty beach. “I know how it sounds, Alfie, but I swear I saw her.”

“I dunno,” Alfie said. “This whole thing is really freaky.”

They continued walking in silence. Riley kept replaying the final moments of the disaster in her head. Reaching the deck, going back to the life raft with her family, then the sea serpent rising out of the water and crushing the boat… the cold water and the stinging in her leg… the woman.

She stopped again and looked down at her calf. The bruise was still there, and a scab had formed over the center sting. Then she looked at Alfie’s calf and the exact same mark.

“So a sea serpent sank our boat,” she said, trying to make sense of the impossible. “Then we were both stung and heard voices telling us to go to sleep.” She looked at the water again. “That’s unbelievable, right?”

“But it happened.” Alfie was inspecting his own injury. “You know, this almost looks like the mark I got when they had to do a blood test on me when I was going to have my appendix out last year. Only that was on my arm. But that’s too weird. We were in the water—who would want to take our blood?”

“Not take, give,” Riley suggested. “What if that woman gave us a shot that made us go to sleep?”

Alfie was shaking his head. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “But someone had to bring us to this island. We weren’t near one when the ship went down.”

“If it’s true, do you think they could have gotten Mom and Uncle Andrew?”

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

They started walking again, but after a few more minutes, Alfie stopped. “I’m thirsty.” He sat down in the sand. “I need a break.”

Riley took a seat beside him. She was thirsty too. But more than that, she was scared. Genuinely scared that something terrible had happened to her father and aunt. She looked back at the jungle behind them. “Alfie, you don’t think we’re alone here, do you?”

“Don’t be such an idiot, Shorty. We have satellites and airplanes and stuff like that. There are no more deserted islands. I think we’re just on the wrong side of this one.”

Riley shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve been walking and walking and haven’t seen anybody.”

“Yeah, ’cause it’s a really big island.” He stood up and looked toward the jungle. “I bet there are hotels and stuff in there. I’m gonna check.”

Riley stood up as well. “There could also be dangerous animals. What about snakes and poisonous bugs?”

“Or what about quicksand?” Alfie teased, making scary noises. “You’re just a chicken.”

“No, I’m not,” Riley said. “I’m being cautious.”

The sound of a barking dog stopped their argument. Riley looked down the beach. “Is that a…?”

“It’s a dog!” Alfie cried.

Riley watched the large, thin dog bounding down the beach from the direction they’d been walking. But as the animal got closer, it didn’t look like any kind of dog she’d seen before.

“That can’t be a dog, it’s too big.”

“Sure it is,” Alfie said.

“Since when are dogs the size of a small pony? C’mon, let’s get out of here before it attacks us!” She caught hold of Alfie’s arm and they started to run.

But the large animal was moving too fast. It soon caught up with them and leaped up on Alfie, knocking him down into the sand.

Alfie and Riley both screamed as the dog pounced, but instead of going for Alfie’s throat, the enormous animal started to lick his face excitedly.

“Get it off me,” Alfie cried. “Get off!”

Riley tried to shove the dog away, but then it turned its affections on her and tackled her to the ground. Pinning her down, the dog thoroughly licked her face.

“Miss Pigglesworth!” a voice called. “Miss Pigglesworth, stop that! Let them up!”

Riley couldn’t see where the voice was coming from. All she could see was a dark, furry head and a long pink tongue.

“Miss Pigglesworth,” the voice called again. This time it was much closer. “Get off her and leave them alone!”

The huge animal climbed off Riley and bounded back to the boy who’d called it. He ran over and knelt beside Riley. “I’m so sorry about that. Miss Pigglesworth can be a handful at times, but she’s really sweet. She’d never hurt you.”

“No, she’d drown us,” Alfie complained as he stood up and wiped dog slobber off his face. “What is that thing?”

The boy helped Riley to her feet. It was hard to tell, but he looked to be around her age, or maybe a bit older. He had dark blue eyes and shaggy black hair and was taller than Alfie but much leaner. He was wearing white pants and a striped shirt in a style that seemed old-fashioned.

The animal came over to Riley and licked her arm. It almost looked like an Irish wolfhound with the same dark coloring, but it was so much bigger.

“That’s Miss Pigglesworth,” the boy said. “And I’m Sebastian, but everyone just calls me Bastian.”

“What kind of dog is that?” Riley asked. “I’ve never seen one so big.”

“I know,” Bastian agreed. “That’s what makes her special. What’s your name?”

“I’m Riley,” Riley said. “And this is Alfie.”

“Alfie,” Bastian said. He offered to shake Alfie’s hand.

Alfie swatted it away. “So, like, is your family here on vacation or something? ’Cause we need to talk to someone quick. We’ve been shipwrecked and can’t find my mom or Riley’s dad. We need to send out a search party immediately.”

Bastian frowned. “Your mom and her dad? You aren’t brother and sister?”

Riley shook her head. “Alfie’s my cousin. His mom is my dad’s sister. We were on our sailboat, the Event Horizon, when this big storm hit. Then an enormous sea monster attacked our boat and sank it. Can you help us find them?”

Riley noticed how Bastian didn’t react to the news of a sea monster. Instead he smiled and said, “Of course I’ll help. So will Miss Pigglesworth.” He looked down at the dog. “Can you smell anyone else?”

The strange dog raised her head and sniffed the air. She ran farther down the beach, sniffing all the way. After a moment, she turned and bounded back.

“Well?” Bastian asked.

Miss Pigglesworth shook her head and gave a soft woof.

“I’m sorry,” Bastian said. “She can’t smell them. Perhaps they landed on the other side of the island.”

“You’re listening to your dog?” Alfie said.

“Of course. Miss Pigglesworth never lies.”

“No, he means your dog can understand you and you can understand her?” Riley asked.

“Well, yes. Miss Pigglesworth has been with me my whole life. We understand each other perfectly.”

The dog whined and barked again. Bastian nodded. “They might have.” He looked at Riley. “Perhaps your family has gone into the Community ahead of you.”

“Community?” Riley said.”

“Do you mean like a city or town?” Alfie asked.

“No, it’s the Community,” Bastian said. He pointed toward the jungle. “Come, I’ll take you there.”

Riley looked at the dense jungle. “We were worried this was a deserted island.”

“Deserted?” Bastian laughed. “Oh no, far from it. But not many people like to venture down to the water’s edge. The Leviathan hunts these waters and sometimes comes ashore. It can be a bit dangerous without protection.”

Riley looked around nervously. “What’s the Leviathan?”

“The Leviathan is the Leviathan,” Bastian said. “Everyone knows what it is.”

“I don’t,” Alfie said.

“Well,” Bastian continued, “it’s really long and dark and has large scales. It’s like an eel, but different. And it’s got a huge head, big eyes, and a mouth full of teeth. If you’re walking on the shore and not paying attention, the Leviathan can beach itself to get you.”

Riley looked at her cousin. “That’s what attacked our boat!”

“The Leviathan sank your boat and you’re still alive?” Bastian said. He whistled. “You really were lucky.”

“Lucky?” Alfie said. “That thing nearly killed us. Now my mom and uncle are missing. You call that lucky?”

“Surviving the Leviathan is very lucky. It eats anything.”

Miss Pigglesworth started barking again.

“Of course,” Bastian answered. “We must tell the others what’s happened.” He gave the dog a pat on the head and turned up toward the jungle. “Come, everyone is expecting you.”

Riley looked over to Alfie. None of this made any sense. They had washed up on what looked like an empty island, but Bastian said everyone was expecting them. Who was everyone? And what about the Leviathan?

“How can anyone be expecting us,” Alfie said, “when we weren’t expecting to be shipwrecked?”

“Oh, we always know when there are new arrivals coming,” Bastian said casually. “But it’s been a very long time.”

“How do you know?”

Bastian stopped. “The older ones tell us. Come, it’s this way.”

Riley followed Bastian toward the jungle. Yesterday she was irritated when her father didn’t believe her about seeing the mermaid. Today she was irritated by Bastian’s casual response to the news that a sea monster attacked their sailboat. The more she thought about it, the less she believed any of it was real.

At the edge of the jungle, Alfie stopped. “Nope. I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s happening. This is getting too weird.”

Bastian frowned, looking confused. “Why would you want to stay here when you could be in the Community? Aren’t you hungry or thirsty? We have food and everything you need.”

“What I need,” Alfie said slowly, “is to find my mom. I don’t care about any Community and I don’t care about Leviathans—I just want to find her.”

“There is no need to be rude,” Bastian said. “Rudeness leads to strife, and none of us want that.”

“Strife? What are you talking about?” Alfie said. He looked at Riley. “I don’t like this moron and I don’t trust him. I’m not going to any Community. Come on, we don’t need his help.”

“But you can’t go much farther down the beach. It’s not allowed.”

“Why not?” Riley asked.

“Because,” Bastian said. “Farther along is the start of the Red Cloak territory, and beyond that belongs to the others. Please, just come back to the Community. We can help find your family.”

Riley shrugged. “Let’s just go to the Community. We haven’t seen anyone else on the beach or debris from the boat. Dad and Mary might be there already.”

Alfie looked at her for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, we’ll go with him. But if this is some kind of trick…”

Riley nodded. “I know.”

“So you will come?” Bastian asked.

“Yes,” Riley said. “But only if you promise that they’ll help us find our family.”

Bastian grinned. “I promise. Now, it’s this way.”

Riley and Alfie followed Bastian into the jungle. Almost immediately they felt a change. The temperature was a bit cooler out of the sun, and whereas the beach was mostly silent except for a few seabirds and the gentle washing of waves on the shore, the jungle was teeming with sounds. Birds chirped and unseen animals rustled in the undergrowth.

All around them, impossibly large leaves grew on vines that wrapped around tall trees with trunks wider than a car.

“Shorty, look at the size of this tree! It’s bigger than a redwood.”

“And those vine leaves are almost as big as me!”

Bastian appeared surprised at her comment. “These trees? They’re small because they’re still young. There are others that are much larger.”

“Please tell me you’re kidding,” Alfie said. “Trees that are bigger than these?”

Bastian nodded.

Riley looked at her cousin but said nothing. Everything about this island was strange. Including Bastian.

“Riley, why did Alfie call you ‘Shorty’?” Bastian asked.

Riley sighed. “Because I’m older than him, but he’s taller than me. He does it to annoy me.”

“But that isn’t nice,” Bastian said. “It could hurt your feelings.” He turned to Alfie. “Why would you want to hurt Riley?”

Alfie shrugged. “Because she calls me ‘Creep.’ ”

“You do?” Bastian asked Riley.

“Well, yeah, sometimes.”

“I don’t understand. Why would you use hurtful names for each other?”

“Don’t you ever tease anyone?” Riley asked.

Bastian shook his head. “No, we all get along here. Using names to hurt someone would be wrong.”

Riley looked over at her cousin and raised her eyebrows.

“Wow,” Alfie muttered. His expression showed he was just as shocked as she was. “How much farther is this Community?”

“It’s just ahead,” Bastian said.

They pressed on through the dense jungle for a short while longer. Then the trees thinned, giving way to neatly groomed grass and shrubs. Just beyond that were strange structures.

Riley gasped. She had never seen anything like it before in her entire life. “What is this place?”

Bastian grinned and swept his arm wide to invite them forward. “Welcome to Atlantis!”
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