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CHAPTER 1

The Message on the Stop Sign

Karnelius J. Mousington was not, as a rule, a cat that appreciated being ignored. He tugged on his leash, drawing it tighter around Marrill’s arm and breaking her concentration. She flapped a hand at him to be still. Her eyes, meanwhile, stayed fixed on the three little boys standing before her, the youngest of whom casually held an object that didn’t exist.

At least, not in her world it didn’t.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Tim said. His cheeks flushed as he passed it to her.

Marrill tried to keep her fingers from shaking as she turned it over in her hands. It was a net, sort of; or more like a spiderweb made out of soap film; attached by a single thread to a thin glass rod. It looked so delicate that she was afraid it might vanish if she gripped it too hard. And yet, from what Fin had once told her, it would hold up against the force of a hurricane.

The Hatch brothers looked up at her, waiting expectantly. This was the third time today they’d called her out to the empty lot at the far edge of their neighborhood, promising to have found the lost treasures of Atlantis, unearthed by the recent flash flood. Up until now, those “treasures” had been half an old tire, two glass bottles, and a shinier-than-normal-but-not-really-that-shiny rock.

Normally, she would make up stories for them, like how an old cow’s bone was really the remains of a baby dragon, or how a rusted coffee tin was the power core of a crashed alien spaceship.

But this time, she didn’t need to make it up.

“It’s a cloud-catching net,” she explained.

She chewed her lip. Back on the Pirate Stream, it wouldn’t have been unusual to come across a cloud-catcher. She’d seen a whole stack of them in the Naysayer’s frozen tower of junk, in the CrystalShadow Wastes.

But the Pirate Stream was an endless river of pure magic, full of marvelous magical things and crazy, magical places. This was Arizona—it was about as unmagical as places got. Cloud-catching nets weren’t exactly common here.

Marrill stared at the gossamer net, excitement and fear and confusion all mixing together into one explosive ball inside her. “Where exactly did you find this?” she asked.

“Down in the ravine. There’s tons of good stuff there. Come on, we’ll show you!” The middle Hatch took off across the empty lot, his brothers close behind. It had rained just a few hours before, a good-sized storm for the desert, and puddles still spotted the ground. Marrill snatched Karnelius up and chased after them across the damp earth.

The “ravine” in question was really more like a big, steep ditch running down the back of the lot and ending in a narrow culvert under the road. It was usually bone dry, but after the morning’s rain, a thin trail of water now meandered its way down the middle—the last gasp of the flash flood.

The Hatch brothers led her to a snaggle of metal piled up against the entrance to the culvert. “We found it there,” Ted said, pointing. “Check out all the treasure!”

“Hmmmm …” Marrill set Karny down, ignoring his protests as she poked cautiously at the debris. The more she uncovered, the more confused she became: a cracked nightmare shield, still snarling to keep the bad dreams away. A broken fishing pole with a prollycrab carved onto it. And something that looked suspiciously like a used hope crystal. Things that existed only on the Pirate Stream.

Marrill’s pulse quickened as she dug deeper. A hunk of what looked like jellyfish jelly shifted to one side and fell, revealing the bottom of an old, dented stop sign wedged against the side of the big pipe. And scrawled across it, in thick black letters, were the words:
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“What in the world …” she mumbled, clearing away a tangled mesquite branch to yank the sign free. She read it again, then flipped the sign over. On the back, an image had been sketched in the same dark writing: a series of jagged triangles, inscribed in a circle, all resting on the back of a dragon.

A fist of uneasiness curled in her stomach. Someone, somehow, had sent her a message: She was needed on the Stream!

But there was no going back to the Stream; Ardent had made that clear when they’d parted. Her world followed rules, while the Stream’s magic knew none. Too much contact between the two and her world could be ripped apart.

Marrill swallowed, her throat tightening. The Stream will touch your world again, Ardent’s final words sounded in her head. She could still remember the deathly seriousness in the wizard’s voice. But if it’s close enough for you to stumble upon, something has gone terribly, terribly wrong.

“What’s the Pirate Stream?” Tim asked, peering over her shoulder. “Do you know pirates? Have you been holding out on us?”

Marrill shook her head slowly. “Oh, no … uh … this is just a note from Remy,” she said, pulling out the first name that popped into her head.

“Your babysitter sent you a message on a stop sign?” Tom asked.

Marrill let out a strained laugh. “I know, right? She’s so weird! Anyway, this is just her crazy way of reminding me to do my homework. On pirates.”

She struggled to grip the cumbersome sign in one hand and tugged on Karny’s leash with the other. Unattended, her cat had poked his way into the tunnel-like culvert to investigate. “Come on, you fuzzy beast,” she mumbled into the darkness, pulling on the leash again.

A low growl was the only response. She sighed and set the sign aside so she could crawl into the dim tunnel to retrieve her cat.

The sudden darkness surprised her. It was so dark, in fact, that she could barely make out her cat’s outline up ahead, his tail bristle-brush straight and his fur in full-on puff. He let out a low, angry hiss.

Goosebumps ran across her skin. Something was wrong.

“Karny?” she whispered softly. Carefully, she laid one hand on his back. “You okay?”

A woman’s voice spoke, loud and fast and so close it made Marrill jump. “The Iron Tide is coming. You must stop it! Stop the Iron Ti—MREAEEEK!”

Karny bolted forward and pounced. There was a brief scuffle with something she couldn’t see. Then silence.

“Hello?” Marrill whispered.

She was greeted with a mrrrp and the brush of fur against her wrist. Fur and something cold. She snatched her cat up by the ruff of his neck and dragged him back into the light.

Karny hung limply in her arms, glaring with his one eye. A bloated, white-and-brown thing dangled just as limply from his mouth.

“Eww, it’s a frog!” one of the Hatches cried.

It was, indeed, a frog. Its big white belly glistened up at her, marked in the middle with a weird pattern of dark lines. “Oh, Karny,” she sighed. She pried the poor thing from her cat’s jaws, hoping against hope it wasn’t too injured for her to help.

“Who was in there?” another Hatch asked. Marrill shivered, remembering the voice. She glanced back into the culvert. If anyone was in there, she couldn’t see them.

But there was something familiar in the air. It was the smell of salt, and the ozone scent of energy, and the feeling that anything could happen all rolled into one. A rush of nostalgia flowed through her. It was the smell of the Pirate Stream—the scent of magic.

“No one,” she muttered to the Hatches. “I was yelling at Karny, that’s all.”

Marrill snatched the stop sign and Karny’s leash with one hand, still hanging on to the frog with the other. “Better get this guy some medical attention.”

The youngest Hatch jumped up onto his toes, eyes bright. “Ooh, can we come help?”

“Um … didn’t I just hear your mom calling?” she countered. She didn’t think the Hatches were quite ready to handle whatever the Stream might have in store.

As one, their eyes went wide. “Awww, but things were just getting good!” the oldest protested. Marrill shrugged in fake sympathy. Shoulders stooped, they trudged up the bank toward their house.

As Marrill made her own way home, the frog twitched in her palm. She wasn’t an expert in amphibians, but she’d spent enough time rescuing and rehabilitating various animals to recognize a broken leg. “You poor thing,” she cooed. “We’ll get you fixed up soon.” He opened his mouth to croak but no sound came out.

It wasn’t easy to balance an angry cat, an injured frog, and a stop sign, but eventually she reached the house and slipped through the front door as noiselessly as possible.

But Remy, it seemed, had the ears of a bat. “Marrill, that you?” she called over the sound of the TV blaring from the kitchen.

Marrill winced. “Yep, I’m home!” She crept toward the hallway, trying to stay out of her babysitter’s line of sight.

“Your dad called.”

Marrill froze, her heart squeezing tight. “Um, yeah?” The tips of her fingers began to go numb and she gripped the sign against her hip to keep from dropping it. The frog opened his mouth again. This time, Marrill was grateful he hadn’t found his voice.

The sound on the TV dropped a few notches. “He said visiting hours end at seven, if you want to call your mom before surgery tomorrow.”

Marrill glanced toward the clock on the far wall. It was 4:50. Plenty of time to take care of the frog and—

“That’s Boston time!” Remy added.

Marrill kicked herself. If it was 4:50 here, it would be 6:50 in Boston. Only ten minutes left! She scrambled toward her room. For all the traveling she’d done with her parents, she never had gotten used to the time changes. It just seemed so weird that something as basic as the time could be different from one place to another.

“Pizza’ll be here in half an hour!” Remy shouted just as Marrill slammed her door. She dropped the sign on her bed and unhooked Karny’s harness. Grabbing a pillow, she raced to her desk and flipped open her laptop. With one hand, she logged into her video chat. With the other, she gently nestled the frog onto the pillow, then pushed it out of sight.

Her dad answered almost immediately, his image filling the screen. He sat on the edge of a bed, the computer balanced in his lap. In the background, she could see the telltale signs of a hospital room: tubes and cords and the glow of various monitors. Her heart squeezed at the sight of her mother in the middle of it all.

“Hi!” Marrill waved, forcing a smile. It felt like something heavy was sitting on her chest. “How are things going out there?”

Her father clasped her mom’s hand tightly before responding. Immediately, Marrill knew something was wrong. The weight grew heavier; it became impossible to breathe.

Karnelius jumped up onto her desk, strolling toward her and bonking her chin. She nudged him out of the way.

“Everything’s fine, Petal. I promise.” But then her mom’s smile wavered, and Marrill felt something inside begin to crack. Her mom glanced at her dad.

And just like that, it came. “The surgery tomorrow is going to be a little more extensive than we expected,” her father said. “It’s not uncommon, apparently, and the doctors say there’s nothing to worry about. They’ll just … want to keep her here a little longer than we anticipated.”

“What?” Panic edged into Marrill’s voice. “How long? Why?” Her eyes began to burn, and she wiped at them furiously.

Karnelius, no longer held back, strutted across her keyboard and positioned himself directly between her and the screen.

“It’s nothing you should worry about, honey,” her father said as she pushed her cat aside. “It’s just precautionary. But they said to expect a week at least.”

A week?! Her throat closed in, suddenly choking her with fear. “Can I …” Marrill had to swallow so her voice wouldn’t crack. “Can I come out there?”

Her parents glanced at each other and Marrill already knew the answer. “We don’t want you worrying, sweetie,” her mom said.

“And we don’t want you missing classes and falling behind,” her dad added.

“But I wouldn’t really miss that much school,” Marrill protested. “It’s a long weekend.”

“And you should spend it there, making friends,” her father added gently.

Marrill knew what they really meant. They had to keep her mom’s stress level low. And Marrill being scared and upset would only make things worse.

Which meant she had to stay here, in boring Arizona. Away from her mom. She bit her cheek.

Karny crouched on the edge of her desk, staring at the injured frog. His tail thrashed from side to side and she shoved him away from the poor creature. He let out an angry MROW and jumped to her bed.

“I’ve already spoken with Remy and her parents,” her father continued. “Everything’s set for her to keep looking after you.”

Her mom leaned forward, her smiling face filling the screen. “I promise we’ll be jumping off cliffs again before you know it.”

Marrill tried to search her mom’s eyes to see if it was true. Something rustled nearby, distracting her. She cut her eyes toward her bed. Karnelius sat there glaring, angry at being deprived of what he clearly considered to be his rightful prey. Scornfully, he stalked to her bedside table and batted a loose pen to the floor.

“Karny!” she hissed. Ignoring him, she turned back to the computer. Up in the corner of the screen, the clock flashed. It was almost five—seven Boston time. Visiting hours were nearly over. This was the last time she’d talk to her mom before the surgery.

“Mom …” Her throat felt painfully tight as she tried to search for the right words. If she were there in the hospital room, she could rest her head in her mother’s lap and let her mom stroke her hair. Just that touch would be enough to reassure her. Just to be able to close her eyes and feel the solidness of her mom’s presence.

Just to be able to pretend that everything was going to be okay.

But now there was too much distance between them. There was nothing for Marrill to hold on to. She gripped the edges of her chair, wishing there was something she could do to make her mom better. Wishing she really was back on the Pirate Stream, where she wasn’t so useless and unimportant.

“Mom, I’m scared,” she whispered. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t keep tears from escaping down her cheeks.

Her mom leaned forward, expression serious. “So am I, baby,” she admitted softly. “But it’s okay to be a little afraid. You just can’t let it control you. And you have to believe everything will be all right.” She smiled. “Now, before I have to go, is there anything else exciting going on?”

Marrill’s eyes darted to the sign on her bed, then to the skysailing jacket Fin had given her, hanging on the hook behind her door. A smile twitched at her lips. Well, she thought, a river of pure magic may be touching our world again….

“Nothing big,” she said instead. Before she could add anything more, a large crash interrupted her.

She spun in her seat, ready to swat Karny away from the frog again. But he wasn’t on the bedside table. Because the bedside table wasn’t beside the bed. Instead, it was in the corner. Cowering. Its drawer rattled as it trembled in fear.

That isn’t right, Marrill thought. She blinked. Then she froze.

On the floor in front of the table, next to an uncorked and almost empty crystal vial, lay a wet, tattered piece of parchment, swirling with inky images.

“Everything okay, honey?” her dad asked.

“Um … yeah …” Her heart began to pound. The crystal vial filled with magical water from the Pirate Stream had been Fin’s last gift to her. The bedside table, which up until today had shown no signs of life whatsoever, looked ready to bolt for the door. And that parchment, which had been blank for nearly six months, was the legendary Bintheyr Map to Everywhere.

Marrill quickly turned her laptop so her parents wouldn’t see the animate table tiptoeing its way across the room. She pasted on a smile. “Karny knocked over some water, better clean it before it stains! LoveyoubothgetbettersoonMombye!”

“Water doesn’t stain,” her mom called.

Marrill was about to close the computer, but she cringed. Her mother’s voice raked at her heart. “You know I love you, Mom, right?”

Her mother laughed. It might have been the most perfect sound in the world. “Never as much as I love you. Good night, dear heart!”

And the connection was cut. Marrill dove for the Map. Ever since her return from the Pirate Stream, it had been nothing but a useless scrap of blank parchment, no matter how often she’d wished for it to be more.

But now … now dark lines seemed to reach up for the surface of it, like the tentacles of a sea monster rising from the deep ocean. She tilted her head, searching for some sort of pattern. And then her eyes widened in recognition. It was a map of her neighborhood, with a bright red X a few miles up the road. In the abandoned parking lot where she’d first stumbled across the Enterprising Kraken.

Marrill scarcely even wanted to think of the possibility. But her hopes were already flying as high as a kid with sky-sails soaring on the winds of Khaznot Quay.

Because it could only mean one thing. She could go back. She looked at the sign leaning against the end of her bed.
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Her heart thundered with excitement. In fact, she had to go back. What other choice was there? The woman’s warning from the culvert echoed in her head:

The Iron Tide is coming. You must stop it!

Unfortunately, doubt crept in, too. The last time she’d been on the Stream, she almost hadn’t made it home. If she went back, she might never return.

The bedside table crept close, nudging her knee with a corner like a dog nosing at its master’s hand. She absently trailed her fingers across its surface. One of its legs twitched and thumped as she traced the edges of a knot in the wood.

But would it really be all that risky? After all, she still had the coordinates from the Map that led her home last time. They had worked once, and so long as the Stream touched her world, they ought to work again. And if the Stream was close enough that she could get to it, then it was close enough to get back from too, right? She could return to the Stream, fix whatever needed fixing, and be home before anyone grew too worried. Especially with her parents being out of town!

Marrill took a deep breath. Ever since returning from the Stream, she’d tried to live a normal life. She’d gone to a regular school for the first time. She’d helped out at home, taking on extra chores to keep her mother’s stress level low. She hadn’t complained when her parents left her behind to go to Boston for her mother’s treatments. She’d even managed to make a few friends. But none of them like Fin. Or Ardent, or Coll.

And now the Stream needed her. She had to stop the Iron Tide, whatever that was.

Biting her lip, she glanced at the collage of pictures on her bedroom wall. In the center was her favorite: she and her mom holding hands as they jumped from a cliff into crystal-blue waters. Moments before, her mom told her that sometimes in life, you just had to dive right in.

Marrill pushed herself from the bed, snatching the Map from the floor. “It’s settled,” she declared, swiping her fingers through the air in determination. “Karnelius, grab your leash. Mr. Frog, pack your things. Fin’s jacket, get ready to fly again. We’re going back to the Pirate Stream!”
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CHAPTER 2

The Perpetual Stowaway

Fin landed on the street with a squish. It was like falling onto an old sponge. He flapped his arms, struggling to keep his balance. Mushroom towers leaned over him, bobbing in a stale breeze. Dank sogginess filled his shoes and soaked into his socks.

He didn’t care for Belolow City. The thieving was terrible. For one thing, the goo that constantly seeped from the ’shroom towers made them impossible to climb, as he had just found out. Not to mention this world’s sickly green sun, which put everything in a bad light (literally: he hadn’t gotten away with a single “innocent misunderstanding” since they’d arrived that morning). Good thing he could always slip around the mushroom caps and be forgotten, or he’d have been in slime-mold jail for sure.

And then there was the moisture.

Belolow’s “famous” moisture was … aggressive. Fin could constantly feel drops of it running up his leg, gathering in pools behind his knees and threatening a full-on invasion of his waistband. He swatted at the back of his calves and gave silent thanks that he’d soon be headed out on the Stream. He slogged his way down toward the murky pool where the Kraken was anchored, shaking his hand to fling away some of the clinging slime as he went.

Once again, he hadn’t found the first trace of his mother. Another dead end, just like every other place the Kraken had stopped in the last six months. He wasn’t one to give up, not when it came to something as important as figuring out who he was and why he was so … forgettable. But he was really starting to wonder if he would ever find her at all.

Lost in thought, he never saw the girl coming. One minute he was squelching through the bog that passed for a marketplace here, doing a little dance to keep his armpits dry. The next he was sprawled on the wet ground, dankness rushing up the back of his shirt to puddle on his shoulders.

“Ay, watchit,” he grunted. A girl around his age rolled to her feet nearby, clearly as stunned as he was. Which wasn’t weird; no one ever noticed him. He’d have been jostled to death long ago if he weren’t so good at avoiding them.

And that was the odd part—that he hadn’t avoided her. Dodging people was second nature, even when he wasn’t paying attention. He shook his head and hopped to his feet. Must be the light, he figured as he gave her a once-over.

She was a thief, no question, though she’d done a respectable, Quay-worthy job with the disguise. Most anyone would have taken her for a standard-issue street urchin, what with the dark, knotted hair, dirt smudged across her chin, and unmatched shoes. It was the details that tipped him off: The beds of her nails were clean. Her ears were still pierced from wearing earrings. And he just barely caught the glint of silver from inside the cuff of her tattered sleeve. She was no beggar, that was for sure.

As if to confirm his impression, shouts of “Thief!” and “After her, go!” filtered through the air, coming from somewhere amid the stewing market crowd. The girl tried to make for an alley, but a thick tangle of fern-fences and dangling moss blocked her. She glanced back, worry on her face.

Three angry-looking guards cleared their way through the street, sweat streaming down their snouted faces. Passersby began to mill about, watching.

Fin smirked. Many a time, he’d been in the girl’s position. It would be good to observe another professional in action. He might learn something. And who knew? Maybe he’d even help, if he was so inspired.

Of course, if it were him, he would just slip up to some unsuspecting mark, call them the thief, and disappear in the confusion. By the time things got cleared up, no one would even remember the kid they’d originally been chasing. He crossed his arms to watch.

Then the girl did something truly strange. She caught Fin’s eye. And she winked.

He could scarcely contain his shock. No one ever caught his eye. Or noticed him at all, really. Not unless he was doing something especially bad. Which, in a rare turn of events, he currently wasn’t.

“Here he is, boys!” she cried, stabbing a finger at Fin as the guards swarmed around them. “We got that thief right here!”

“What?” Fin blurted. That was his line!

The first guard squinted at them both. “This yat thief-is?” he said in the distinctive Belolow drawl. He seemed as confused as Fin was.

“For sure,” the girl said. “Don’t you remember? I was right next to you when you saw him!”

“Arp,” a second guard said. “Very familiar looks-she.” He shifted from one leg to another, squishing unpleasantly. “But thinks-I the thief was a girl?”

“Whoa whoa whoa, bloods,” Fin protested. “You’ve got it all wrong. I haven’t stolen anything!” He looked up. “Important,” he added. “Today. In the last hour. I didn’t steal whatever you boys are after, is what I’m trying to say.”

The girl scrunched up her forehead and pursed her lips. “Noooo,” she said, drawing out the word. “It was definitely a boy. Don’t you remember the black hair?” She leveled her gaze at Fin with a look that seemed to say Go with it.

Fin threw up his empty hands in front of him. “No way.”

The first guard rounded on Fin. “Thief,” he growled.

Fin took a step back, his heart thundering against his ribs. He couldn’t believe what was happening. “Wait now, not me! It was her!” he said, waving frantically.

“Nice try, kid,” the girl said. She winked at him again. “But these guards saw the thief clearly. And it couldn’t have been me. Because they’ve never seen me before in their lives.”

Fin swallowed. Was that nervous sweat or just Belolow funk he felt gathering on his forehead? “But that’s not—” He was about to say possible, but the word stuck in his throat. Because it was possible. Totally and completely. Hadn’t he just been thinking about all the times he had pulled this exact same con?

That was when it hit him. The girl was forgettable. Like him. It suddenly made sense. That was why he hadn’t noticed her when she ran into him. She wasn’t noticeable. Like him.

He sucked in a breath. Never in all of his life had he met someone like him. Someone forgettable. He hadn’t even considered someone else like him existed.

“Wait!” Fin cried, reaching for her. His fingers brushed her sleeve. But she slipped out of his grasp, backing into the gathering crowd as the guards closed in.

“Hey, wait!” Fin cried again as a guard’s hand closed on his arm. It was too late; the girl had already disappeared down the sodden street. As if she had done this a million times before. Just like he had.

Fin tucked his free hand into his thief’s bag and looked up at the guards. He had to follow her. And that meant losing these tinheads, fast. He snatched a tiny glass pebble from the bottom of his bag, something he’d been saving for just such an occasion. Pulling it out, he crushed it between his fingers. Smoke poured from his palm, coalescing and growing into the figure of a massive giant.

“Arp!” a guard cried. “A mist-man is!”

The crowd watched, every head tilted back in awe as the smoke giant grew larger and larger. Every head except for Fin’s, that is. He slipped from the guard’s grip as easily as he slipped from all of their minds. That was his very last Puff-Decoy. He hated to see it go, but it never failed to distract.

Fin charged after the girl, through the spectators and toward the docks. At this point, he didn’t care about stealth, only speed. The soggy ground slurped at his shoes as he ran.

He was out of breath by the time he hit the pier. It didn’t take him long to figure out where the girl had gone; a ship had already pulled free of her mooring and was headed out toward the middle of the harbor, where the open Stream spilled into this world. Sure enough, the girl stood at her stern, staring back toward shore.

He hadn’t seen the ship when they’d first arrived. If he had, he’d have recognized her immediately. The design was unmistakable, even though this ship was much smaller and sleeker than the great galleon he’d once seen drawn in moving ink and sailing across the face of the Bintheyr Map to Everywhere.

Fin had no doubt. This ship had the same look, was maybe even from the same fleet, as the ship the Map had shown him. The ship that carried his mother.

“Wait!” he screamed with all his might.

The girl saw him and waved with a huge smile. “Thanks for the distraction, brother-fade!” Her voice barely carried across the distance, but sounded like she meant it. Did she think he’d helped her on purpose?

Quickly, he scanned the docks for the Enterprising Kraken. He found her nearby; the jetty wobbled like old gelatin beneath his feet as he ran to his ship.

“Ropebone Man, full sails!” he shouted to the rigging as he hit the deck. “Pirats, weigh anchor!” He leaned forward, bracing for the ship’s movement.

Nothing happened. The Kraken bobbed softly, but otherwise stayed put. A trio of rodents glanced up from where they sat in the shade of a bulkhead, tossing tiny teeth toward a copper cup.

“Let’s go!” Fin shouted to them. He stomped his feet, trying to spur them into action. They just yawned at him, then scampered off to lounge elsewhere.

A quiver passed through his body, frustration and desperation and sorrow all twisted up as one. It was no use. Of course they didn’t follow his commands. He was a stranger. The Kraken had forgotten him, just like everyone else did.

Fin let out a long, shaky breath and dragged himself slowly aft. Rumor vines looped around the stern railing, whispering his own words back to him as he watched the girl’s ship pull farther and farther away.

“Who are you?” Fin said to no one. The vines echoed him:
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He closed his eyes in defeat. The only person like him he’d ever met, on a ship like the one the Map had shown him. It was the lead he’d been waiting for, and it was sailing out of reach.

The girl’s ship turned broadside as it headed out to the open waters of the Pirate Stream. A jagged metal symbol was emblazoned on its side, looking pale and ill in the green light. Fin squinted, hoping it might mean something. But before he could fully make it out, the horizon reached up and swallowed the ship whole. It had made the Stream. The girl was gone.

The green sun’s rays turned even more sickly as the sallow orb crouched toward the horizon. The day was ending. Around Fin, rumor vines echoed his sniffles, until it sounded as though the entire ship were weeping. Inside, emotions twisted against each other like serpents. Wriggling with glee at having met someone else like him. Squeezing with misery that he had no idea how to find her.

The Kraken’s hatch slammed open, spilling light out across the deck. A lumbering shadow shuffled forth, a lizard-like head and four arms lurching toward him, a thick tail trailing behind. The Naysayer let out a throaty belch and twisted one finger into his earhole, scratching his backside with another. A watering can dangled from a third hand, and a half-eaten prollycrab from the fourth.

As he neared the stern, the old monster frowned. “Quit your whiney-vining,” he said, brandishing the watering can. “I’m fixin’ to water ya.”
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several of the mouth-shaped buds echoed back.

Fin wiped his sleeve across his nose. “It’s just me,” he said.

The Naysayer let out a honk of surprise, which the rumor vines gleefully parroted. He glared at the garden and then back at Fin. “Which one are you again?”

“The forgettable one,” Fin moped.

“That don’t narrow it down,” the Naysayer grunted back. “Try somethin’ new and make yerself useful.” He shoved the watering can into Fin’s hands before wandering off.

With a sigh, Fin lifted his eyes, searching the darkening sky for a star. The one his mother had pointed out to him. The one that meant someone out there was still thinking of him. But tonight, it was hidden by the clouds.

As he raised the watering can, it smacked against his thief’s bag, which jangled, jogging his memory. He grinned. He’d totally forgotten the one thing he did have!

Carefully, Fin slipped his hand into his bag and pulled out a circle of silver. The girl’s bracelet. The thing she’d kept hidden beneath her sleeve. The one she hadn’t even noticed him slipping off her arm when he grabbed for her in the crowd.

He chuckled to himself as he tossed it in the air and caught it again. The girl had been a pretty great thief, he had to admit. But no one skinned the Master Thief. Not without getting skinned themselves, anyways.

He held the bracelet up to the dying light. Etched in its center was the same symbol he’d seen on the side of her ship. Only he could see this one clearly: a dragon underneath a circle filled with what looked like mountains.

And just like that, despite everything, hope swelled in Fin’s chest. For the first time since Marrill left the Stream, he had a lead.
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CHAPTER 3

Fangs, and Other Car Troubles

Marrill’s plan started off perfect. First she waited until her dad called to say that her mom was out of surgery and the doctors were optimistic (phew!). Then she told him she’d been invited to a camping trip over the long weekend—to a place out of cell phone range, of course. As concerned as her parents were about her making friends, there was no way he could say no.

After that she’d tucked a note explaining she was okay and would be back soon. She totally expected to make it home in time to destroy it, but just in case….

Now all she had to do was get past Remy. With a natural skepticism and a reputation to protect as the best babysitter in the school district, the older girl had made it her personal mission to prevent a repeat of “the desert incident,” as Marrill’s weeklong disappearance over the summer had become known. Marrill’s parents had never said as much, but she was pretty sure that was why they’d hired Remy in the first place.

Still, Marrill wasn’t worried. Now that her dad had signed off, even Remy couldn’t say no. It was just a matter of walking up to the old parking lot to “get picked up for the trip,” and she’d be off sailing the Pirate Stream again!

“Wait … weren’t you walking up toward that parking lot right before the desert incident?” Remy asked. And that was when things started to fall apart.

Ten minutes later, Remy’s car pulled into the old abandoned strip mall, Marrill in the passenger seat. “You can just drop me off over there,” Marrill said, pointing toward the cracked sidewalk running along the strip of empty stores. “I’m sure the other kids will be here soon.”

Remy’s frown deepened as she steered into a parking spot. “Are you sure this is the right place?” Disbelief hung in her voice.

Marrill nodded, trying to act natural. “We’re supposed to all meet here, and Mrs. Mullen will come pick us up.”

She shifted Karny in her lap, making sure his harness was tightly secured, as the car ground to a halt. With the other hand, she grabbed the backpack from the floor between her feet. Inside she’d stuffed Fin’s jacket, a change of clothes, and an old guinea pig cage lined with grass, holding the frog.

Remy wasn’t buying it. “And you brought Karnelius why, again?”

“So, uh, you wouldn’t have to feed him?” A gust of wind washed across them as Marrill pushed open the door. “Thanks for the ride! See you next week!” The words came out in a tumbled rush as she leapt from the car.

“Not so fast, kiddo.” With impressive coordination, Remy snagged the back of Marrill’s pack even as she shifted into park. A second later, they both stood in the empty lot, staring at each other. In the distance, thunder rumbled. Storm clouds were building on the horizon, and coming fast.

“Mrs. Mullen will be here soon, promise. You should go,” Marrill urged. “Really.”

The wind tossed Remy’s long blond ponytail. “Not one chance I’m leaving you out here alone. Not one.” Her statement was punctuated by another low grumble of thunder.

Marrill winced as rain began to fall, pelting the parking lot. Karny hissed, tail fluffing in anger. She scooped him up and tucked him into her arms. “Oooh, it’s starting to come down,” she said. “You go ahead home. I’ll just wait for everyone in there. She jabbed a thumb toward an abandoned store. Behind the dirty glass, the name ROSEBERG’S still hung in sun-faded red letters.

Remy’s head shook so hard it nearly popped off of her shoulders. “If you think I’m leaving you in a crusty old death trap during a storm, you’re insane. There are flash floods, Marrill. Flash floods!”

Above, the sky boiled black, making Remy’s fears seem somewhat reasonable. But then, a flash flood was exactly what Marrill was banking on.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Marrill had to raise her voice over the growing wind. “Just a sprinkle! When we lived in Costa Rica, this much rain fell, like, every day!” She blinked as a huge raindrop fell straight into her eye.

Remy was having none of it. “Marrill Aesterwest, you’d better—” But she didn’t finish. Her eyes grew wide, jaw dropping as she stared at something over Marrill’s shoulder.

“Oh my … shooting stars!”

Every atom in Marrill’s body vibrated as she turned. Her lips curled into a smile; she half expected to see the Enterprising Kraken sailing into the handicapped spots once again.

Instead, a three-story-tall wall of water pounded toward them. Its top frothed and curled and danced with the golden glow of magic. Deadly, powerful magic.

“The Stream is here!” she yelped.

“Into the car, now!” Remy screamed. She snatched Marrill by her backpack, shoving her and Karnelius inside and scrambling in after them. She’d barely gotten the door shut when the wave hit.

The impact came like a giant had picked up the car and tossed it into a lake. Metal groaned under the force of the water. Remy wrapped her arms around Marrill, tucking her against the seat. Marrill, in turn, tucked Karny against her chest. All they could do was hold on.

“We’re going to be okay,” her babysitter reassured her. “It’s only a flash flood. The water will drain away as fast as it came. We just have to hold on, and, you know, think buoyant thoughts.” Her voice trembled even as she tried to laugh.

But Marrill knew that sinking was the least of their worries. Because the water all around them had that familiar golden sheen. The one that said any minute now, the car could catch fire, or start singing, or turn into a log or a cloud or a sandwich, or all of these things at once.

A tingle buzzed along the back of Marrill’s neck. It was the sensation of possibility—of pure magic. Karny hissed, the tip of his tail twitching. He struggled out from underneath her and leapt onto the dashboard.

“Does it taste like Thursday in here to you?” Remy asked. “Why does it taste like Thursday?” Her voice grew suddenly panicked. “Why does Thursday have a taste?”

Marrill pushed herself up and looked around. They were floating now, at least. But the desert was gone. A wide, endless expanse of golden water surrounded them. As she watched, a small wave crested across the hood and rippled around the base of the antenna. In a flash of light, the aluminum rod exploded into a swarm of tiny squid-shaped birds that zipped around the car like chattering humming-birds. Karny batted at the window after them.

Remy’s jaw dropped. Her entire body trembling, she clenched the steering wheel as if that might help. “Wh-what just happened?”

Marrill held out her arms weakly as the car shuddered around them. “Welcome to the Pirate Stream?” she offered.

Remy just stared at her, eyes wide. “Where did the everything go?” she whispered.

“Okay,” Marrill said, trying to think. “The good news is we’re still alive. And human.” Just then, the whole car buckled and shook. A groan of metal came from all around. In front of them, translucent scales popped out along the surface of the hood. “The bad news is that we might not stay that way….”

Overhead, the sunroof folded upward, forming into a point that looked suspiciously like a shark’s fin. Marrill grabbed Karnelius and held him close. She turned to face Remy. “No matter what happens, don’t let the water touch you! And hold on tight!”

Remy shrieked as the hood popped open and long, curving fangs sprouted out. The carpeted mats turned squishy and soft beneath their feet. Long rows of narrow teeth snaked from the doorframe. The car was turning into some sort of creature, and they were sitting in its mouth.
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The walls of the car ballooned, growing translucent as the metal stretched and thinned. Larger than a hot-air balloon now, the car-creature billowed out around them, bobbing along the surface of the Stream.

Remy screamed again. After a second of restraint, Marrill gave in and screamed as well. From somewhere behind them, back in what was now the inflated body of the beast formerly known as Remy’s car, a deep, hollow moan sounded right along with them.

It vibrated through Marrill’s body, swishing her stomach and making the world swim. It was a pitiful sound, fierce and lonely. Marrill felt a stab of sympathy for it.

But that feeling only lasted a moment. Then everything shook, and she tumbled onto her back. Thick, nasty-smelling fluid coated her arms and fouled up her hair. Remy smashed into her, elbow smacking Marrill’s hip and making her grunt with pain.

“We’re going down,” Remy yelped. “Hang on to me, Marrill!”

“I can’t get off of you!” Marrill yelled back, rolling around on what was now a big, spongy tongue. The creature was moving. They were diving into the Pirate Stream!

“Everything’s going to be fine,” she said, trying to reassure herself as much as Remy. It was like being inside the body of a giant jellyfish. One with a set of nasty, curved teeth. But so long as the thing kept its mouth closed, they might be safe. “Coll says the Deep Stream is really a bunch of different rivers, all around and on top of each other. So maybe diving is just following a different branch?”

“I have absolutely no idea what that means,” Remy fired back.

Karnelius squirmed in Marrill’s arms, letting out a loud MROW. She pulled him against her shoulder for comfort. “It’s okay, Karny,” she whispered, kissing his head.

“Oh yeah, this is definitely okay,” Remy said. Marrill looked over at her and grinned. The older girl’s eyes were wide, her blond hair plastered to her forehead with monster spit. “So, so not okay,” she muttered.

Marrill held her chin up with pride. “I think you owe me an apology for my math assignment.”

“I don’t feel that way,” Remy said sternly. “Math is math, Marrill. But yeah, I guess you were telling the truth about the whole magic-river thing. Now, how are we getting out of here?”

The creature turned its head one way, then the other, but all Marrill could see through its translucent skin was golden water, spiraling and eddying as they sliced through it.

Suddenly, a violent jerk threw them backward, sending Karny skittering off her. Around them, the creature began writhing as it zoomed upward. Marrill’s ears popped as the gold water gave way to blue sky. The creature let out a loud bellow as it was yanked up and out of the Stream.

“Hold on!” Remy cried, pulling her close. The thing lurched to a halt, swinging back and forth, but no longer rising.

“The kids in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe didn’t have to deal with this stuff,” Remy pointed out. “Why couldn’t you find a nice magic wardrobe to walk through, huh?”

And then the jaws opened, and they crashed onto the hard wooden deck of a ship.

“Ooooowwwww,” Marrill moaned, rolling onto her back. Overhead, the creature swayed, hanging by a weird flipper foot from a tangled net strung from a tall mast that reached up into the sky. High above them, a black flag flew. A black pirate flag.

“Shanks,” Marrill groaned.

A moment later, a band of men, and things that looked sort of like men, and things that really didn’t look that much like men at all, surrounded them. Each was more menacing than the last. Their skin was dark from the sun; at least the ones that had skin, rather than fur or scales or whatever those pink spiky things were. Their clothes were tattered along the seams from the harsh days at sea. Each held a weapon at the ready. Not even one of them was smiling.

“Hi?” Marrill tried. “Nice to meet you?”

Several of the pirates stepped aside, and a man strode forward to glare down at her. He was tall and thin. His close-cropped pants and vest were made of gleaming leather. Almost every inch of visible skin bore either a scar or a tattoo.

“I think this is yours,” he said, holding Karny forward by the scruff of his neck. Even her angry, cantankerous cat seemed to give up in the man’s grip.

“Please don’t kill us,” Remy gushed beside her. “I’ve got the ACT in, like, a month, and I was just starting to look at colleges….”

But Marrill had to smile. Because this wasn’t just any random wicked pirate captain.

“Stavik!” she cried as she pushed herself to her feet. And before he could protest, she launched herself at the dragon-leather-clad Pirate King.

 

“So …” Marrill tented her fingers together in front of her, a gesture she’d picked up from Ardent. It meant he was contemplating something weighty. She hoped it looked the same when she did it.

She let the word trail off, hoping one of the pirates might jump in and she wouldn’t have to admit that she really had no idea what to say or where to begin. They sat around a scarred wooden table in Stavik’s cabin, Marrill across from Stavik, with the pirates all gathered around but seated just a little back from their boss. Each cradled a glass of strong-smelling amber liquid. Marrill clutched her mug of warm milk the same way. Beside her, Remy sat with arms crossed, shaking slightly.

“He looks mean,” she hissed to Marrill.

“He’s the Pirate King,” Marrill said. “He’s supposed to look mean. But inside he’s really a kitten.”

“Kittens have sharp claws,” Stavik snarled. “And pointy little teeth.” The pirates looked at each other nervously. “First oneaya who calls me a kitten loses a finger,” Stavik warned. The pirates stared back down at their mugs.

“Don’t worry, he owes me one,” Marrill whispered to Remy. “After all, I did break his crew out of a spell and save them from a sinking ship. Pirates actually have a pretty strong code of ethics.” I assume, she mentally added.

Remy narrowed her eyes, giving Stavik what Marrill knew all too well was her I’m-watching-you look, but she kept quiet.

“So …” Marrill started. “The Purple Serpent’s a nice ship,” she said, looking around. “Is she new?”

The pirates in the room went completely quiet, all eyes swiveling toward Stavik.
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My Friend Fin
By Marrill Aesterwest
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me. Fin is a master thief who can steal anything, but he’s not

like a bad thief, even though he does hang out with pirates.
Fin needs help finding his mom and figuring out where he

came from, and I wish I could be there to help him. He’s my
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