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            Naomi felt a rush of protectiveness. Poor Shadow. She knew how much he hated speaking in front of the group. “Give him a chance!” she burst out. Shadow gave her a surprised look. She put her hand on him. “It’s OK,” she said. “Take as much time as you need.”
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            For all of you -

our mer-mazing readers

            J.S. and L.C.

             

            Dear Ivy, Sending you lots

of sparkly wishes, Lucy

            L.T.iv
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         Naomi whisked through the colourful reef that surrounded Mermaid Academy. Her dorm-mates Serena, Daphne and Amelia followed more slowly, chatting about which lunchtime club they were going to join.

         “I’d love to do Music Club,” said Amelia. “But not if Ms Quaver is running it.”

         “She’s as snappy as an angry turtle,” agreed Serena. “Let’s all do Medicine Club instead. Bella, in second year, says you get to go on swishy plant-collecting trips.”

         “Learning how to help people with medicine 2would be mer-mazing,” said Daphne.
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         Naomi paused by a cluster of orange sea sponges. “Why are the others being so slow?” she asked her dolphin, Shadow. “At this rate, we won’t have time to see the Sphinx before dinner.” A shiver ran through her tail at the thought of speaking to the Sea Sphinx, an ancient, living statue with the top half of a mermaid and the bottom half of an octopus. The Sphinx had the answer to any question asked of her, if she chose to answer it, but she only ever 3replied with a riddle. Naomi didn’t like riddles and preferred people to say exactly what they meant.

         Her friends were pointing at something in the coral. Naomi sighed. Why couldn’t they just concentrate on the task in hand? She opened her mouth.

         “Don’t shout, Naomi,” Shadow begged. “Everyone will stare.” Shadow, who was quite shy, hated drawing attention to himself.

         Naomi looked surprised. “I’m not bothered what people think.” She raised her voice. “Hey, Serena! Amelia! Daphne! Get a swish on!”

         Shadow ducked his head as the nearby students looked round, but Naomi’s yell did the trick. The others sped up.

         “We saw just the cutest thing,” said Serena. “Two baby lobsters playing tug of war with a piece of seaweed.”

         “Why were you looking at lobsters?” asked 4Naomi surprised. “We came here to ask the Sphinx a question, not look at wildlife.”

         “Naomi,” whispered Shadow. “It’s OK to stop sometimes and look at things.”

         “Hi there!” a voice piped up. Mallory, an older student, appeared from behind the sea sponges alongside a small dolphin with timid eyes.

         “Hi, Mallory!” Daphne said.

         Mallory was in the third year but she had only joined the academy a few weeks before, at the start of term. Up until then she’d been homeschooled while travelling the oceans with her parents, who had jobs mapping out the underwater world.

         Naomi, who was very observant and always noticed when anything changed, stared at Mallory. Something was different about her. Was it her hair? No, it was in a ponytail as usual. Her jewellery? No, she always wore that small gold brooch that looked like a mini trident. Naomi 5realised what it was. “I like your sarong!” She pointed to the pale-pink material that Mallory had wrapped around the top of her tail and knotted at one side.
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         Mallory looked pleased. “Thanks. I saw some mer wearing sarongs when I was travelling with my parents and thought they looked really swishy.” She smoothed the top down. “I heard you say you were going to see the Sphinx. Have you got another question for her?”

         “Yes,” said Naomi honestly.

         “But it’s a secret,” Serena said quickly.

         “Sorry, Mallory,” said Daphne.

         Mallory sighed. “I wish I had a group of best 6friends like you. The others in my dorm have known each other for two years. They found their magic together and bonded with their dolphins. It’s hard not to feel like the odd one out.”

         Daphne gave her a sympathetic look. “That’s tough. I hope you and Sunny bond soon.”

         “I hope we all do,” said Amelia, smiling at Breeze. When a dolphin and a mer bonded, they became partners for life and their tail fins changed colour so they matched. So far, Serena and Opal were the only ones in Emerald Wave dorm who had bonded.

         “And I hope that we find our magic,” added Daphne. Every mermaid or merboy had their own special magic that they usually discovered while they were at the academy. Serena was very proud of the symbol that had appeared on one of her scales, showing she had light magic.

         7Mallory nodded quickly. “That would be mer-mazing!” Her fingers played with her sarong. “I wonder what magic we’ll—”

         “We need to go,” Naomi interrupted Mallory.

         “Oh.” Mallory looked a bit taken aback. “Do you have to go right now?”

         “Sorry. We’re in a hurry,” said Naomi, thinking about the Sphinx.

         Naomi set off and Shadow went with her, but the others hung back to say goodbye to Mallory.

         “Naomi,” said Shadow hesitantly. “That was a little mean.”

         “What was?” Naomi asked.

         “Leaving like that when Mallory had just told us she’s not finding it easy to make friends.”

         Naomi blinked in surprise. She hadn’t meant to be unkind. “I didn’t think. I just wanted to get to the Sphinx before it’s time for dinner.”

         Shadow nuzzled her. “I know, and I love how 8focused you are – it means you get loads done – but sometimes it’s OK for plans to change.”

         Naomi didn’t agree. “If you make a plan you should stick to it,” she argued.

         “Not always,” Shadow said.

         Naomi grinned. “You and I are so different.”

         Shadow whistled. “We really are.”

         When everyone had paired up with a dolphin, Naomi had gone with Shadow because he seemed quiet, clever and thoughtful. She didn’t want a wild, impulsive dolphin like Opal, a sporty one like Glitter, or a dolphin who loved the limelight like Breeze. But as she’d got to know Shadow, she’d discovered that, though they were both logical and liked order not chaos, he was much more sensitive than she was. He worried about what people thought, and found it hard to speak out in front of a group, whereas those things never bothered Naomi. It didn’t matter that they 9were different; they got on really well and she was very glad they were partners.

         The others caught up with them.

         “Poor Mallory,” said Daphne. “I feel sorry for her.”

         Serena nodded. “It must be hard to make friends when you start school in the third year.”

         “Why are you still talking about Mallory?” said Naomi impatiently. “We don’t have much time left to see the Sphinx.”

         “You’re right. To the Sphinx!” Serena cried, grabbing Opal’s fin and racing ahead.
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         The Sphinx stood at the centre of a small maze surrounded by carpet of white anemones, her octopus tentacles curled around her base. Her head was bowed and her long coppery locs hung down to her waist. She was huge, and an aura of powerful magic radiated from her.

         10“Who’s going to speak to her?” Amelia whispered.

         “Not me. She was furious with me last time,” Serena said.

         “I’ll do it,” Naomi volunteered.

         “You remember what to ask?” said Serena.

         “Of course,” said Naomi confidently. She had an excellent memory.

         She swam forward. “Greetings, oh great and magical Sphinx. We’d like to ask a question, please. Where can we find the next piece of the magical map that will take us to the secret place we asked you about last time we visited?”

         On their second day at the academy, Serena had found a scroll with information on about a magical place called The Lost Ocean where there was a Whirlpool of Wishes. It sounded incredible and they’d gone to the Sphinx to ask where it was. The Sphinx had been very angry. She said that 11someone had heard them talking about the secret Lost Ocean, which had brought great danger to the whole of the underwater world. The only way they could fix things was by finding four hidden pieces of an ancient, small magical glass globe. It would take them to The Lost Ocean where they could then put things right. Only she hadn’t said how.
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         12A few days ago, Emerald Wave had found the first piece of the globe in a kelp forest and now they were looking for the next piece.

         With a harsh grating sound, the Sphinx raised her head. Her electric-blue gaze fixed on Naomi.

         
            
               “Polite young mermaid, who always speaks her mind, 

               Others have feelings; remember to be kind. 

               The world is in danger, the enemy near.

               Work together and you’ll have nothing to fear.

               A fiery mountain is where you must go. 13

               Find the clam-shaped crater and on you should follow.

               From a rocky chimney to a pillowy rock

               Is twenty whole tail strokes east before you must stop. 

               By a vent there’s a rock that’s shaped like a cone, 

               Where hairy crabs watch a treasure hidden in stone. 

               But be warned: nearby lurks a powerful spy.

               They listen and they watch, they pretend and they lie.

               BEWARE of the one you know – they’re the real danger.

               Guard your secret from them and not just the stranger.”

            

         

         The Sea Sphinx’s mouth shut with a clunk and her head sank down. Naomi felt ripples of worry running through her. She didn’t know what the Sphinx meant, but one thing was clear: there was a spy in the school and they wanted to find The Lost Ocean too!
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