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            Suddenly a shiver passed through Lyla as she sensed a shadow moving above her. Glancing up, she saw a large shape pass overhead, swimming at the surface. Her heart skipped a beat…
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            For the very swishy

Sam Swinnerton.

            J.S. and L.C.

            
                

            

            
                

            

            To Ava Grace Lauria, enjoy

the magic and adventure!

Sending you lots of love x

            L.T.iv
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            Chapter One

         

         “Finished at last!” Lyla sighed with relief as she put her squink pen down. “Thanks for the help, Mils.”

         “No worries,” said Millie, smiling. “I know you’ll help me next time I want to learn some new dance moves.”

         “Definitely!” Lyla agreed. “Dancing is easy. It’s just words that play tricks on me.”

         Lyla always found reading and writing a lot of hard work, but it had been even more tiring recently. Ever since their class visit to the mangrove swamps a few weeks ago, when they’d been chased by a pair of crocodiles, she’d had nightmares. She’d even 2started  imagining crocodiles during the daytime. Yesterday, during lunch, she had been sure she’d spotted one behind a sea fan in the Tranquillity Haven. She hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, and when she finally found the courage to swim nearer and investigate, there was nothing there.

         “My homework’s done too,” said Harper, rolling up her scroll. “Let’s go and play manatee tag. Sea Jets dorm will be waiting for us.”

         Millie grinned at Lyla. The stakes were high. They were both in the lead, having won two games each. Today’s match would be the decider! Forgetting her worries, Lyla grinned back.

         “Come on, Aurora! Stop reading,” said Harper, swimming over to the fourth member of Lilac Star, who was sitting on her clamshell bed with her nose buried in a book. Harper swiped the book out of her hands. “It’s tag time.”

         “Harper, give it back!” Aurora exclaimed. “I’ve 3only got two pages to go.”

         Harper waggled the book teasingly but then Millie plucked it out of her fingers and gave it back to Aurora. “Come on, Harper, let Aurora finish reading while I hand our homework in to Ms Samphire. You and Lyla find the dolphins and we’ll all meet in The Singing Circle in ten minutes. OK?”

         “OK,” they chorused.
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         4While Millie headed off to deliver their homework scrolls, Lyla and Harper swam out of the dorm’s open window and down into The Singing Circle. Their dolphins were playing catch, and Lyla felt a happy tingle run through her tail as Charm raced over to greet her.
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         “Lyla!” whistled Charm, whooshing to a stop, her cheerful face breaking into a wide grin. “I’ve missed you. Is your homework all done now?”

         “Yes, thank Neptune!” said Lyla. “We can finally head to the playpark – and beat Sea Jets!”

         Charm clapped her flippers. “I love manatee tag! I’ve thought of a fin-tastic hiding place.”

         5As soon as Millie and Aurora arrived, they all headed for the playpark, where the boys from Sea Jets dorm and their dolphins were hanging out by the marble statue of a manatee.

         Millie and Storm volunteered to be the first pair of catchers. Eyes closed, they bobbed in front of the manatee statue, counting to a hundred while everyone else rushed off to hide. If a player touched the manatee without being caught, they won a point for their team.

         “Where’s your fin-tastic place to hide then?” Lyla asked Charm.

         “Towards the surface!” said Charm. “In one of the caves in the coral up there. Then we can swim down while Millie and Storm are looking for the others. Take hold of my fin!”

         Happy as always to go along with what Charm wanted, Lyla grabbed hold and they zoomed up through the water until they found some caves.

         6“How about this one?” Lyla suggested, pointing to a small cave with a direct line of sight to the manatee statue.

         “No, this one’s better; it’s bigger,” said Charm, swimming towards a cave half-hidden by a ledge of sea ferns.

         “But won’t the sea ferns block our view?” questioned Lyla.

         Charm shook her head. “It’ll be fine.”

         Lyla swam after Charm, but as she turned and tried to look out of the cave, she realised she was right. The ferns did block their view – she could only see half of Millie and nothing of Storm.

         Millie was still counting. Parting the fronds, Lyla peeped out. Beneath them, she could see Harper and Splash hiding inside a giant vase sponge, and Nimesh and his dolphin, Swift, huddled together behind a massive brain coral.

         7Suddenly a shiver passed through Lyla as she sensed a shadow moving above her. Glancing up, she saw a large shape pass overhead, swimming at the surface. Her heart skipped a beat. A long blunt nose; a squat body and a very long, muscular tail; two small front legs and two slightly larger back legs…

         Lyla gasped.
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         8“Sssh!” Charm whispered from behind her. “Millie and Storm will hear you.”

         Lyla was too concerned to worry about the game. “Charm! I just saw a crocodile!”

         “A crocodile?” Charm echoed in astonishment. “There can’t be a crocodile out here, Lyla. They don’t swim this far from land.”

         “But I saw one! Up there.” Charm joined Lyla on the ledge and looked up but the shadowy shape had gone and there were just sunbeams dancing at the surface.

         Charm frowned. “There’s nothing there.”

         Lyla hesitated. She’d definitely seen something, and it had looked very crocodile-like, but Charm was right. Crocodiles couldn’t live out on a coral reef in the middle of the ocean.

         “Lyla and Charm! I can see you!” Millie’s voice rang out.

         “Oh, flippers! We’ve been making too much 9noise and now we’ve been found.” Charm groaned.

         Lyla swished her tail in frustration. From behind the ferns, a rock jumped out, hovered for a moment and then rattled away down the coral cliff face. Lyla blinked in surprise. That was weird! But before she had time to think about it, Millie called again. “You have to come down and help us catch!”

         “You were making loads of noise,” said Storm, as Lyla and Charm swam to join him and Millie.

         Charm’s mouth opened in a wide dolphin grin. “Lyla thought she saw a crocodile.” She nudged Lyla, who blushed.

         Millie’s eyebrows rose incredulously. “Seriously, Lyla? You thought you saw a crocodile here? On the reef?”

         “I guess it must have been something else,” Lyla muttered. She glanced up uneasily at the surface.

         “Maybe it was a reef shark,” suggested Storm.

         10“Yes, I bet that’s it,” said Millie, nodding. Reef sharks were gentle creatures and they sometimes visited the academy.

         Lyla was sure that it wasn’t a reef shark. After all, they didn’t have four legs and long fin-less tails, but she stayed silent. Her friends weren’t convinced; she must have been mistaken.

         “Come on. Let’s try and find the others,” said Millie, swimming off with Storm and Charm.

         Still wondering exactly what she’d seen, Lyla followed them.
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            Chapter Two

         

         Manatee tag continued, but Lyla couldn’t concentrate. She didn’t see the mysterious creature again but she couldn’t shake off the creepy feeling that they were being watched. Every so often a bush of seaweed would sway strangely or some sea sponges would move without a current. For once she was glad when the bedtime conch rang out and it was time to head to their dorms.

         “It’s Sunday tomorrow. What shall we do?” asked Harper as they swam back. The reef was quieter now, the water getting darker and the fish settling down to rest for the night in caves and crevices.

         12“We could take a picnic lunch to the wildlife reef?” suggested Millie. “I’d love to spot a woolly seahorse again.”

         “Yes, let’s,” said Harper. “You and I can practise our magic while we’re there, Millie. I’m getting much better at controlling mine but I still get tired quickly when I grow plants.”

         Millie nodded. “Good plan!”

         All merfolk could pull mermaid fire from the rocks and learn to create a bubble tunnel to travel in. But they each also had their own special magic, which they usually discovered while they were at Mermaid Academy. Millie had been the first in Lilac Star dorm to find hers – she had ink cloud magic – and then, a few weeks ago, Harper had discovered she had growing magic.

         “Maybe Aurora and I will find our magic tomorrow,” said Lyla hopefully.

         “That would be so swishy,” said Aurora longingly. 13“And I really want to bond with Jewel too.”

         When a dolphin and a mer bonded, their tail fins changed colour to a mixture of the mer’s hair colour and the colourful patterns on the dolphin’s side. Bonding made a mer and their dolphin partners for life.
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