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“Deck the halls with boughs of holly, fa la la la la, LA LA LA LA!”

“Yay!” Charlotte Williams clapped proudly as her dad and the town choir sang the last notes of the Christmas carol. The choir was performing at the school Christmas fair. The school hall wasn’t decked with boughs of holly, but it was decorated with paper snowflakes and glittery stars that Charlotte and the other pupils had made in art lessons. It looked so Christmassy that Charlotte barely recognised it as the place where she and her classmates normally had assemblies and PE lessons.

“That was great, Dad,” said Charlotte, running over to give her father a hug.
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“Your choir should go on Talent Quest,” said Liam, Charlotte’s younger brother.

“Yeah! You might win, like Alice,” said Harvey, Liam’s twin.

Dad chuckled. “I’m no Alice de Silver.”

Alice de Silver had become a pop star after winning the television competition Talent Quest. But before she got famous, Alice had been Charlotte’s babysitter!

“Who wants a hot chocolate?” asked Charlotte’s mum. “My treat.”

“Can we have marshmallows?” asked Liam.

“And whipped cream?” said Harvey.

“Absolutely,” said Mum, grinning.

“Is it OK if I do some Christmas shopping instead?” asked Charlotte. “I want to find a present for Mia.” Even though Christmas was still a few weeks away, Charlotte wanted to make sure her best friend’s gift arrived before the twenty-fifth of December. It took a long time for parcels to get from California, where Charlotte’s family lived, to England, where Mia lived.

“Good idea,” said her mum.

Charlotte browsed through stalls selling silky scarves, scented candles and chocolate truffles. She lingered in front of a stall selling ornaments shaped like animals. There were dogs, cats, bears and dolphins – and even a unicorn! Which one would Mia like best, wondered Charlotte. It was hard to choose just one because Mia loved ALL animals equally!

Charlotte moved on to a stall selling jewellery. Silver rings, bracelets and necklaces were arranged around a mirror.

“I love your necklace,” said the jewellery lady. “Where did you get it?”
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“Oh,” said Charlotte, glancing down at her necklace with its gold half-heart pendant. “Er, a friend gave it to me.” She couldn’t tell the lady that the friend was Alice de Silver – and that the necklace was magic!

Alice wasn’t just a famous singer. She was also a Secret Princess, who used magic to grant wishes. Shortly before Charlotte’s family had moved to California, Alice had given Charlotte and Mia matching necklaces and invited them to train to become Secret Princesses like her.

Since beginning their training, the girls had earned diamond tiaras, ruby slippers that let them travel magically, sapphire rings that warned them when danger was near, and moonstone bracelets that let them call the Secret Princesses. On their last visit to the palace, the girls had even earned special aquamarine combs that let them turn into mermaids. Now they only had one more thing to earn before becoming Secret Princesses – their magic wands!

“Are you looking for anything in particular?” asked the jewellery lady.

“Do you have any earrings?” asked Charlotte.

The lady showed her some earrings, and Charlotte chose a pair of delicate silver hoops for her mum’s Christmas present. As she handed the lady the money, Charlotte caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her gold pendant was even shinier than usual – because it was glowing!

“Thank you!” said Charlotte, taking her change and hurrying away. She ducked out of the bustling school hall and into a quiet corridor. Holding her glowing pendant in her hand, she whispered, “I wish I could see Mia.”

Golden light poured out of the pendant, swirling around Charlotte. The magical light swept her away from the Christmas fair – and up to the clouds!

A moment later, Charlotte arrived in the grand entrance hall of Wishing Star Palace, the magical place where the Secret Princesses gathered. Charlotte’s clothes had changed into a pretty pink princess dress and she could feel her diamond tiara resting on her curls. Her brown eyes lit up with excitement as she spotted a blonde girl in a gold dress.

“Mia!” she squealed, dashing over to hug her best friend.
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“I’m so happy to see you!” said Mia, her blue eyes sparkling.

A Secret Princess with cool red streaks in her strawberry-blonde hair popped her head out of a door down the hall. “In here, girls!” she called, beckoning to Mia and Charlotte.

“Hi, Alice!” cried Mia and Charlotte, hurrying over.

Alice greeted them each with a kiss on the cheek as they came into a cosy sitting room. A roaring fire crackled in the fireplace and Secret Princesses sat around it in comfy armchairs.

“What’s this?” asked Charlotte, spotting a model of Wishing Star Palace in front of the fire. It had white walls and four turrets, just like the real palace.

“It’s our new advent calendar,” explained Princess Alice.

Charlotte and Mia knelt down in front of the model to have a closer look. The doors and heart-shaped windows had numbers on them.

“We each contributed a special gift,” explained Princess Sophie, an artist whose pendant was shaped like a paintbrush.
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“And we each get to open a door,” said Princess Grace, an actor back in the real world.

“We thought one of you girls would like to have the first turn,” said Princess Alice.

“You can go first,” Charlotte told Mia.

“No, you should go first,” insisted Mia.

“I thought this might happen,” Alice said, laughing. “Let’s go in alphabetical order,” she suggested. “Charlotte can open the first door, and Mia can open one on your next visit.”

“OK,” said Charlotte. “But I’m going to share my gift with Mia.”

“I expected nothing less from our future Friendship Princesses,” said Alice, winking.

Mia and Charlotte were training to be a very rare and powerful sort of Secret Princess. Friendship Princesses were close friends who always worked together.

“Here goes,” said Charlotte, opening a heart-shaped window marked with the number one.

NEIGH! A unicorn made of silvery light galloped out of the window. Charlotte and Mia grinned as it pranced around the room in a shimmering blaze, then vanished into thin air.
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“It says something on the back of the window,” said Mia.

Charlotte read out the words: “A unicorn ride with Princess Ella!”

JINGLE! JINGLE! JINGLE!

The sound of jingling bells came from outside. Charlotte ran to the window and looked out.

“Mia, come quick!” she called.

Mia joined her by the window and gasped.

Princess Ella waved to them from the frosty palace grounds. But she wasn’t alone – there were three snow-white unicorns with her!
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Holding hands, Mia and Charlotte ran through the palace. They burst out of the front door into the chilly night air where Princess Ella and the unicorns were waiting for them.

“Ready to go for a ride?” asked Princess Ella, smiling. Her pawprint-shaped pendant glinted in the moonlight. Ella was a vet and she looked after all of Wishing Star Palace’s animals.

“Yes!” cried Mia.

Charlotte shivered and rubbed her arms.

“Are you shivering with cold or excitement?” asked Ella.

“Both,” said Charlotte.

Ella waved her wand and suddenly Mia and Charlotte were wearing warm, velvet riding cloaks.

“Thanks,” said Charlotte, drawing the cloak around her.

Ella gave Mia a boost on to the first unicorn’s back. “This one is called Angel.”

“You’re gorgeous,” Mia said, stroking the unicorn’s neck.

Angel whinnied softly, her warm breath puffing out like clouds in the frosty air.

Then Ella helped Charlotte on to a unicorn named Snowy.

“Um, what should I hold on to?” asked Charlotte. None of the unicorns had saddles, bridles or reins.
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