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            Chapter One

            Playing Dares
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         Coralie stared at the magic whirlpool as it swirled round the base of Mermaids Rock – a huge, submerged rock shaped like a mermaid’s tail that jutted up from the seabed. “Kai’s been gone ages,” she said to the two mergirls swimming beside her. “I wonder where he is.”

         Naya looked anxious. “I hope he hasn’t got into trouble.” Octavia, Naya’s pet octopus, hid her face behind her arms at the thought.

         “He’s probably ended up somewhere really fun,” said Marina confidently. “I bet he’ll be 2back soon.”

         Coralie pushed her wavy dark-red hair back from her face. She hoped Marina was right.

         Mermaids Rock marked the entrance to the merpeople’s shallow-water coral reef, and the magic whirlpool could transport them to any ocean in the world. Usually, there were merguards near it, watching the ocean beyond Mermaids Rock for anything that might threaten the reef. However, the water was very calm at the moment, and there had been no report of any dangerous creatures, so the guards were only stopping by every few hours.

         Seeing that the rock was unguarded, Coralie had decided it would be really fun if she and her friends dared each other to dive into the whirlpool without saying a destination and see where they ended up. They had waited until the guards had done their early-afternoon check and then the game had begun!

         Marina had gone first and had been 3transported to Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, swimming with giant manta rays. Naya had plunged in next and found herself among a school of playful porpoises off the coast of Norway. Then it had been Kai’s turn.

         Coralie’s pet dolphin, Dash, clicked his tongue and swam closer to the whirlpool. The water was starting to swirl faster, turning into frothy white foam.

         “This could be Kai coming back now,” said Marina, excited.

         “It is!” gasped Coralie as a merboy with thick black hair and a red tail shot out of the magical whirlpool, closely followed by a large hawksbill turtle. The two of them catapulted up through the water. Kai turned a somersault and dived back down to meet them with Tommy close behind him.

         “You’re back!” said Naya, hugging Kai in relief. “We were getting worried.”

         Kai grinned. “Sorry – I lost track of time.” 4
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         “I said you’d just be having too much fun,” said Marina. “Where did you end up?”

         “In the Bering Sea. It was freezing but we saw a young polar bear!” said Kai. “It was following a seal and at first I thought it might chase us, but it didn’t. It came over and let me pat it. Then we went swimming with it until we got too cold and came back.”

         “Oh wow!” breathed Marina, Coralie and 5Naya. All four of them loved animals and they had formed a group called the Save the Sea Creatures Club to help any animals that were in trouble.

         Coralie chuckled. “Sounds like you had a beary good time, Kai.”

         Her friends groaned and Octavia clapped her arms over her ears.

         “What?” Coralie innocently. “Are you trying to tell me you can’t bear my jokes?”

         She ducked as the others grabbed handfuls of seaweed and threw them at her. Dash whistled as if he was laughing. Coralie giggled. “Come on, Dash. It’s our turn to go into the whirlpool now.” Her tummy fizzed with excitement. Where would they end up? It could be anywhere in the world!

         “Have fun!” called Marina.

         “But don’t be longer than ten minutes or we’ll come after you,” warned Naya.

         Coralie adjusted her seaweed satchel that 6she wore across her body and plunged into the whirlpool with Dash beside her. It was like diving into a rainbow! Bright colours flashed around them. They spun round and round until Coralie started to feel dizzy. Then the colours cleared and she saw that she was in a bluey-green world with strange floating trees that seemed to be made out of seaweed. The seaweed was growing up from the rocks on the ocean floor, the strands of it twisting together to form thick, flexible trunks, topped near the surface by canopies of ribbon-like fronds that waved in the current. Shafts of sunlight shone down through the water, illuminating the turquoise depths. It felt serene and peaceful – a safe, hidden world.

         “I wonder where we are,” Coralie said to Dash. She’d never been anywhere like this strange, beautiful forest and the water felt much colder than she was used to. She jumped as she suddenly spotted two sleek grey seals. 7
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         8“Dash, look!” she said. Seals didn’t live on the warm tropical reef where the merpeople had their home. The seals stared curiously at Dash and Coralie before moving on.

         There was another flurry of movement from above and a little brown sea otter came swimming down from the surface. He plucked a spiny purple sea urchin from the rocks on the bottom with his paws, gave them a cheeky wink and then swam back up.

         “This place is awesome!” Coralie said to Dash. “Let’s explore.” A small whirlpool was swirling just a few tail‑lengths away from her. “We must remember where this whirlpool is though,” she told Dash. “It’s our way home. You’ll have to help me get back here!”

         Dash nodded. Like all dolphins, he was very good at remembering things and he never got lost. “Come on then!” said Coralie playfully. Flicking her purple tail fin, she set off through the trees. They swam over a bed of pink sea urchins and passed two lobsters having a fight on a rock. A dark grey bat ray, with flat, wide wings and a long, thin 9tail, was swimming along the bottom, digging in the patches of sand for krill. Then she spotted a mottled brown moray eel hiding in a crack between two boulders, its pale eyes gleaming.

         As Coralie swam over to get a better look, she saw something shiny half buried in some kelp fronds. Diving down, she realized it was a bottle and she pulled it out. It looked old – its sides were dull and pitted with marks, and a cork was plugged firmly into its neck. There was a rolled-up piece of paper inside which seemed to have writing and drawings on it. “There’s a message in here, Dash,” she said curiously. “I wonder what it says.”
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         10Dash peered over her shoulder.

         Coralie tried to get the cork out, but it was wedged in really tightly. Glancing around to see if she could find a sharp razor-clam shell to help her get it out, she caught sight of a young sea lion peeping at her from behind a rock. It was so cute that she gave up on opening the bottle and stuffed it into her satchel instead. “A sea lion!” she exclaimed, pointing. “Over there, Dash!”

         The young sea lion was dark brown with paler circles round its huge eyes. The long whiskers on its muzzle trembled inquisitively as it watched them. “Hey there,” Coralie called softly, holding out her hand. “Come and say hello. I won’t hurt you.” She wished she was like her younger cousin, Luna, who had an amazing knack with sea creatures. They all instantly loved her and would come straight to her.

         Dash whistled a greeting and the sea lion edged out from behind the rock. It nudged Dash with its nose, then shot backwards as if shocked by its own bravery and hid behind the rock again. Coralie giggled.

         Her laughter seemed to relax the youngster. 11He made a barking noise before swimming out. When Dash gently nuzzled him, he raced away in excitement, gliding in a circle round them.

         “You’re gorgeous,” Coralie said.

         The sea lion rubbed his head against her hand, making a clicking noise with his tongue a bit like Dash sometimes did.

         Dash looked back the way they had come, flapped his flippers and chattered his teeth anxiously.

         “You’re right,” Coralie said to him. “The others will be worried if we stay here much longer. We should probably go back now.”

         She said a reluctant goodbye to the young sea lion, who disappeared into the seaweed trees, then she followed Dash to the whirlpool. “Mermaids Rock!” she called as they dived in. She couldn’t wait to tell the others about the completely fin-credible things she had seen!
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            Message in a Bottle
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         Coralie shot out of the whirlpool. She turned head over tail and swam down to where the others were waiting impatiently. “Where did you go?” Naya asked eagerly.

         Coralie’s green eyes shone. “I went to the best place. I’ve no idea where it was, but it was some kind of underwater forest. The water was quite cold and there were these trees made of seaweed.”

         Marina plucked something from Coralie’s thick, wavy hair. “Were they made of this 13type of seaweed?” she said, holding up the frond.

         “Yes, do you know what it is?” Coralie asked. Marina’s dad was a marine scientist and she had travelled to lots of different places with him before they had come to live at Mermaids Rock a month ago.

         Marina nodded. “It’s called kelp and it grows in cool, shallow water near coastlines. The trees in a kelp forest are not like the ones on land because they don’t have roots. It’s so cool – the kelp sticks itself to rocks and then grows upwards!”
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