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         Maya sensed a jolt of magic that tingled along her fingertips and made her feel as if she was glowing. Then suddenly she was tumbling over and over through darkness. Gasping as she fell, she shut her eyes and hung on tightly to Rainbow and Flash.
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            For Antonia, Iola and Amany,

who would love to be students

at Mermaid Academy

            J.S. and L.C.

             

            Dearest Ruby, happy reading,

may all your dreams come true x

            L.T.
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         Rainbow swooshed up to Maya and nudged her arm. “Maya, the others want us to go and play fin-ball!”

         Maya looked up from her book and wriggled. “Rainbow, you’re tickling me!” She gave her dolphin a gentle push, and spotted her friends from Moon Pearl dorm – Amber, Isla and Cora – treading water a little way off with their dolphins, Flash, Bubble and Sparkle.

         “Come on,” said Rainbow. “Let’s go and play.” She wriggled her nose under Maya’s arm. “Pleeeeeease!”

         Maya hesitated. Lessons had finished for the day and the first-year students were relaxing in The Singing Circle, but Maya had been hoping to read her new library book, Bubble Tunnels for Beginners. After that she planned to sketch the little nibbler fish who liked to chomp on the coral walls of Mermaid Academy.

         “Get a swish on, Maya!” called Isla. “The boys from Sea Jet have challenged us to a rematch.”

         “This time we are definitely going to win!” said Amber.

         Maya felt torn. Fin-ball was fun but she really did want to finish her book before tomorrow’s lesson. Making bubble tunnels was a new topic and Maya liked to get things right first time, even if it meant putting extra work in. She’d been awarded two sea-star points by her teachers that day for being prepared for her lessons, and she hoped to get some more the next day. “You lot go on without me,” she said, her eyes already straying back to the page.

         “No, Maya,” protested Amber, swimming over. “We won’t be such a good team without you.”

         “Pleeeeeease come!” chorused Isla and Cora, joining her.

         Rainbow swooshed her tail through Maya’s hair then used her nose to flip the book shut. She gave Maya a cheeky smile. “Don’t be a boring barnacle, Maya! Let’s have some fun.”
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         “I’m not a boring barnacle!” Maya protested. “I just want to make sure I’m ready for tomorrow’s lesson.”

         “You will be. You’re always top of every class. Come on,” Rainbow said. Slapping her flippers against her sides, she chanted, “Play! Play! Play!”

         Maya gave in. Rainbow, a pretty pink dolphin who was patterned with bright rainbows, loved having a good time and Maya knew Rainbow wouldn’t stop until she got her own way.

         “OK, I’ll carry on reading after dinner,” Maya said, slipping her book into her bag. As she got up, her tail tingled with anticipation and she realised she was really looking forward to the game. Since joining Mermaid Academy, she’d been practising fin-ball whenever she had spare time and now was an opportunity to test out her moves.

         Her friends high-fived her and Rainbow turned a delighted somersault then pushed her back fin into Maya’s hand. “Let’s go!”

         Following her friends, Maya let Rainbow pull her through the sparkling turquoise water, her purple, blue and pink hair streaming out behind her. Moon Pearl dorm whooshed out of The Singing Circle, dodging between two of Mermaid Academy’s majestic coral towers. Beyond the buildings, the grounds of the school stretched in all directions. Maya and her friends passed the playpark with its awesome spinning clams and twisty mother-of-pearl slides, then glided through the Tranquillity Haven with its winding shell paths and beds of gently waving anemones.

         “Who wants to race?” called Amber, smiling at her dolphin, Flash.

         “Me!” shouted Isla and Bubble together, and the four of them sped ahead in a swirl of bubbles.

         Maya and Cora grinned at each other as they continued to swim along with their dolphins. Cora liked to look at wildlife as she swam and Maya wasn’t keen on racing, so she was content to chat to Cora and look at the creatures she pointed out.

         Catching up with Isla and Amber at the fin-ball pitches, they saw the merboys from Sea Jet dorm practising their tail passes, flicking the sponge ball between themselves and their dolphins.

         “We were starting to think you’d changed your mind about a rematch,” said Obasi, catching the ball and spinning it on one finger.

         “As if!” said Amber with a grin.

         As they launched into the game, Maya quickly forgot about bubble tunnels. She charged up and down the pitch, ducking and diving their opponents, and when she finally won the ball, she executed a perfect upside-down tail flick, smashing the sponge ball into their goal!
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         It was a fast and furious match and by the time the two teams gathered at the centre for the last throw, it was three goals each. Nimesh got the ball but Amber caught it during his pass and flicked it to Flash, who nosed it on to Maya. Maya looked for Rainbow but she was too far away, so Maya whacked the ball to Isla. Bubble swam for the goal and Isla flicked him the ball so he could hit it into the net.

         “Yaaay! Four-three to us!” whooped Amber. “We win!”

         Maya looked round for Rainbow as all her friends high-finned their dolphins. She thought Rainbow might congratulate her on her improved goal-scoring ability, but Rainbow was busy teasing Arlo’s dolphin for losing the match. Maya’s happiness faded a little as she trod water. Rainbow sometimes got so distracted that she seemed to forget about her.

         Maybe it will be different when we bond, Maya thought, glancing at Isla and Cora’s tails. When a student and a dolphin bonded, their tail fins changed colour to match. Isla and Bubble’s tail fins were now both violet and yellow while Cora and Sparkle’s fins were light blue and green. Since bonding, they and their dolphins were barely apart and they seemed so in tune with each other. Maya wondered if she and Rainbow would ever be so close. They were very different. Rainbow came from a large, noisy family and loved being surrounded by friends – the more the better. She was also easily distracted, always looking for the next fun thing to do. Maya, an only mermaid, was a planner who never rushed into things tail first and, while she loved having friends, she also needed lots of quiet time.

         A worrying thought crept into Maya’s mind. When the students and dolphins had chosen each other at the start of term, Dr Oceania, the school’s headteacher, had said that students and their dolphins nearly always bonded. But what if she and Rainbow didn’t? What if they were one of the few pairs who were just too different to ever become true partners? A knot of anxiety twisted in her tummy. She hoped that wouldn’t be the case. We must try harder, she thought.

         “Rainbow!” she called.

         Rainbow whistled happily and started to swim over, but at the last moment she was distracted by a feathery piece of seaweed. Snatching it up in her mouth, she swam silently up behind Bubble and tickled him with it, making him squeal with laughter. Spinning round, he retaliated by blowing a stream of bubbles that bounced off Rainbow’s head. Rainbow twirled in the water, giggling as she popped the bubbles.
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         Maya sighed with frustration. Rainbow was always so distracted, it was no wonder they hadn’t bonded yet. I need to make it happen, she decided. But how?
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         Maya woke up early the next morning with an idea. If she and Rainbow spent more time together without any distractions, then perhaps they would bond. Pushing back her duvet, she got up to make a list of the activities they could do as a pair.

         Everyone else in Moon Pearl dorm was still asleep. Isla and Cora were neatly tucked up inside their clamshell beds and curled beneath their pink and silver duvets, looking like happy little puff ball shrimps. In the bed next to Maya’s, Amber lay half out of her duvet, her arms hanging off the edge, and her raspberry-pink, orange and yellow hair lying in a tangled braid across her pillow.

         Maya made her bed quietly, trying not to wake the others. She liked being the first one up. Although she loved being at Mermaid Academy, spending every second of every day with other people sometimes made her feel on edge. She missed her tidy bedroom at home and her thoughtful, kind parents who never interrupted or teased her.

         Maya changed her pyjama top for a sparkly day top and swam to her dressing table for her comb. She always kept her dressing table neat and tidy, so she felt a stab of dismay when she saw that someone had dumped a sponge ball there. It had knocked her pots of drawing pencils over and dropped strands of seaweed on her sketch pad. In case she was in any doubt who the culprit was, lying next to it were two of Amber’s hair bobbles with strands of long raspberry-pink, yellow and orange hair wrapped round them.

         “Amber!” Maya exclaimed in frustration. Carrying the ball and bobbles over to Amber, she dumped them on her bed.
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         “What’s going on?” Amber’s eyes flew open. “Oh, it’s you, Maya.” She stretched, knocking her hair brush and a collection of slides off her bedside table. “What’s up?”

         “You’re so untidy,” said Maya. “Why can’t you put things away where they belong?”

         Amber groaned. “Chill, Maya. There wasn’t time to put the ball back in the sports cupboard last night. I’ll do it on the way to breakfast.”

         Maya waved the bobbles at Amber. “These aren’t mine either.”

         Isla and Cora were awake now. “What’s going on?” asked Isla, yawning.

         “Amber’s messed up my desk,” Maya said crossly. She swam back to her dressing table and set about tidying it. Soon everything was in place but she couldn’t find her favourite pen.

         “Where’s my purple squink pen?” she said in frustration.

         Amber swam over, holding Maya’s pen out. “Here you go,” she said cheerfully, without any hint of embarrassment. “I borrowed it last night to make a note of the score in the match. Soz, Maya.”

         Maya took a deep breath. She didn’t like getting cross with people but Amber could be so annoying at times!

         Swallowing her irritation, she sat down and began to write out a list of activities for her and Rainbow to do together – observing the woolly sea horses on the wildlife reef, telling stories to each other in the Tranquillity Haven, visiting the coral nursery…

         When she’d finished, she read through the list with a smile. Doing some of these activities together would definitely help her and Rainbow bond quicker. And maybe it’ll help me discover my magic too, she thought hopefully.

         All merfolk could use magic to create bubble tunnels that would transport them places, and they could also take mermaid fire from the seabed by touching it and willing the green magic fire that was hidden there to flow from the rocks out into their hands. The flames didn’t burn merfolk and they used them for light and warmth. They each also had their own special magic, which they usually discovered when they were at school. So far, Isla had found she had bubble magic and Cora had whirlwave magic. Maya couldn’t wait to find out what her magic was!

         The breakfast conch rang. After a quick check of her bag to make sure she had everything she needed, Maya followed the others to the cavernous dining hall. The walls were decorated with paintings on giant reed scrolls showing strange and wonderful sea creatures, and there was a long table piled high with food for students to help themselves to. Breakfast that day was delicious as always – bowls of creamy sea porridge, juicy
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