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Chapter One

The water was teeming with life.

A huge sea turtle swam past a fat-faced grouper. Codfish and manta rays flicked their tails through fronds of seaweed. And a full-size plastic deep-sea diver goggled at a plastic treasure chest amid the ruins of a lost (plastic) civilization.

The crowd stared through the glass into the Seaview Aquarium’s enormous water tank. There were gasps as a vast octopus floated past the viewing window. Its body was the size of a large dog, and its eight tentacles floated behind it like fat ropes.

The evening queue to see the octopus trailed right away from the aquarium. It snaked past the ice-cream stand, the brightly lit penguin enclosure and the toilets. It ended in a mountain of stuffed animals, balloons and aquarium pennants.

“How long have we been in this queue?” Dylan demanded, from his position beside the stuffed-animal mountain.

“It seems like forever,” Jo sighed. She kicked at the ground with her scuffed trainers.

Max leaned back against the wall. “It’ll be worth it to see the giant octopus,” he said. “Did you know they can change colour depending on their mood?”

“My nose itches and I can’t reach it,” said the stuffed-animal mountain. It sounded remarkably like Allie. “Could someone scratch it for me?”

Dylan took the claw of a big, cuddly lobster in Allie’s arms and turned it to scratch his cousin’s nose for her. Allie sighed with relief.

“Helpful and cute,” Jo grinned, stroking her dog Timmy’s head. “Not you, Dylan – the toy lobster.”

Max was still thinking about the octopus. “Octopuses can be red and then purple?” he said, frowning at his information leaflet. “How do they do it?” He squinted, shut his eyes and started waving his arms around like an octopus, pulling horrible faces. “See?” he gasped at last, opening his eyes again. “No colours – I only get a pain in my neck.”

“It’s not just your neck,” Jo teased her cousin.

“I could go home happy right now,” Allie said, shifting her armful of aquarium goodies so she could pull out her mobile. She started scrolling through her photos. “I’ve seen all the cute animals they have here – cute penguins, cute seals, cute dolphins, cute guy who feeds the dolphins …”

The queue started to move.

“Finally!” Max said in triumph. “It’s octopus time!”

Suddenly, all the lights gave a flicker and fizzed out. The whole park was plunged into darkness.

“We apologize,” came a nasal voice through the loudspeaker, “but due to a power failure, Seaview Aquarium is temporarily closed. We welcome you back tomorrow.”

“What?!” Max roared. “That’s ridiculous!”

“Try to light up bright red with anger,” Dylan suggested, squinting around in the darkness. “I can’t see a thing.”

Jo fumbled in her backpack and produced a torch. “That’s because there’s no moon tonight,” she said, switching it on.

“Well,” Max sighed, reaching across to borrow Jo’s torch so he could make a couple of octopus shadows on the wall. “Like they said, we can come back and see the octopus tomorrow.”

Inside the dark water tank, the octopus swam on. A scuba diver slid into view. Out of nowhere, a net rippled out and snared the eight-legged monster. Turning red with rage, the octopus struggled, squirting jets of black ink at its attacker. But it was useless. Trussed up and helpless, the octopus was dragged from its watery home.


Chapter Two

The four Kirrin cousins and Timmy were back the following day. The park had only just opened, and there was hardly anyone around.

“See?” said Max, leading the others towards the big water tank. “It’s worth getting up early to be first to see the octopus.”

“Good morning,” burbled the loudspeaker over the cousins’ heads. “We apologize, but the octopus is not available for viewing today.”

Sighing, the Five turned round and started heading away from the aquarium again.

“I’m beginning to hate that loudspeaker,” Max grumbled.

“They should warn people when the octopus is out for dry-cleaning, or polishing, or whatever it is they do with an octopus,” Allie said earnestly as they passed the viewing deck for the water tank.

Dylan suddenly stopped. His glasses almost slid off his nose. “Shh!” he said. “Listen – I hear money! The clink of coins in a collecting tin.” Money was Dylan’s passion. He cocked his head. “Ten pence,” he said, listening carefully. “No – fifty!”
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Up on the viewing deck, a large pink starfish was dancing around an awestruck audience of kids. A couple of the smaller children tried to copy the costumed performer’s dance moves.

Dylan whistled. “Look at the money he’s making,” he said, staring at the dancer’s cash collection on the ground.

“Everyone loves a dancer,” Allie said with a shrug. “Even a starfish, if it’s funky enough.”

Max started grooving with the starfish and the little kids.

“What a great way to get rich!” Dylan gasped. “I’ll invent a new dance, get famous and the money will start to flow …”

The others watched as an expression of bliss passed over Dylan’s face. They knew their cousin well enough to recognize the signs. Dylan was in the grip of a cash fantasy.

“Step one,” Dylan murmured, briskly pulling himself out of his daydream. “Come up with a dance.”

He tried a few experimental dance moves, before slipping on a pool of black liquid that lay on the deck. “Wooaah – oof …”

“When the money starts flowing in, you’d better save it for some bandages!” Jo laughed, helping Dylan back on to his feet.

Timmy sniffed at the black liquid on the ground. He barked.

“What is this stuff?” said Allie, bending down and looking at the dark stain.

“It’s like ink,” said Jo. She glanced round. “It’s all over the deck and the sides of the tank.”

“I bet it’s octopus ink!” Max said suddenly. “As if somebody wrestled an octopus on to the deck. Or else the world’s biggest fountain pen exploded.”

A pleasant, rather fragile-looking aquarium employee stepped up on to the deck behind them. “I’m afraid that’s exactly what happened,” she sighed, looking at the mess. “Oh, dear.”

“Just my luck,” Max groaned, clapping his hands to his unruly blond head. “I missed the world’s biggest fountain pen exploding.”

“No, it was the octopus,” the woman assured him. She held out her hand. “I’m Sara Pilcher, Director of Marine Biology.”

Jo took Sara’s hand and shook it. “I’m Jo,” she said. She waved around at the others. “This is Timmy, and these are my cousins.”

“Oh, you’re George’s daughter!” Sara exclaimed, looking at Jo with interest. “Your mother helped us with some of our marine plants. How is she?”

“Oh, you know,” Jo said pleasantly. “Odd.”

“That’s nice,” said Sara, nodding. “Anyway, when we opened this morning, Octie was missing.”

“Octie?” Dylan repeated.

Sara looked shy. “I’ve named all the animals,” she explained. “Snaily, Coddy, Eely.”

“Let me guess,” Dylan said. “A snail, a cod and an eel. Those are great names.”

Brrinngg! Brrinngg!

Sara fumbled with her mobile. “Oh, I have to answer this,” she said, checking the screen. “Sharky’s calling.”

Allie’s eyes widened. “A shark is calling you?”

“No, Dr Leon Sharky, my chiropodist,” said Sara, moving away to take the call. “My feet are killing me – ohhhhh …”

The cousins looked at each other. A missing octopus sounded like a case for the Famous Five!

“Well,” said Jo into the silence. “The trail of ink leads that way …”
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