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“Ouch!” squeaked Summer as Ellie accidentally jabbed her arm with a plastic spade.

“Sorry!” Ellie tucked the spade between a stripy beach ball and the picnic hamper, which was squashed against her legs on the floor of the car. “I was trying to get the sweets. Who wants a strawberry sherbet?”

“Me, please!” Summer and Jasmine chorused together.

“Us too,” said Molly, Ellie’s little sister. “Don’t we, Caitlin?”

Ellie leaned forward to offer Molly and her friend the packet, then passed them to Summer and Jasmine, who were sitting on either side of her.
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“How ever did you manage to find them amongst all our stuff ?” asked Jasmine, taking two sweets from the bag. Every centimetre of the people carrier was jam-packed with holiday things. There were rucksacks, bright orange tents, snuggly sleeping bags, a tiny cooking stove, plastic spades and fishing nets. Ellie’s parents were taking Ellie, her best friends Summer and Jasmine, and Molly and her friend Caitlin on a camping holiday by the seaside for a whole week.

“It was a tough job, but someone had to do it.” Ellie grinned.

“How much further is it, Dad?” Molly sighed.

“Not long now,” said Mr Macdonald. “Look out for the signs to the campsite.”

“I wonder what it’ll be like?” Summer pushed her long blonde plaits back over her shoulders. “Do you think we’ll see dolphins swimming in the sea?”

“If we don’t see dolphins then I’ll make you a sand one,” promised Ellie. Her green eyes sparkled with excitement. “I’ll decorate it with shells and seaweed.”

There was a faraway look on Jasmine’s face. “I love the beach. It’s like an enormous stage. I’m going to practise my new dance steps on it.”

“We’re going to have a brilliant time!” declared Ellie happily.

“Maybe even a magic time!” whispered Jasmine with a grin. She caught her friends’ eyes. The three of them had an exciting secret. They looked after a magical box that had been made by the kindly King Merry, who was the ruler of an enchanted land called the Secret Kingdom. The Secret Kingdom was a very special place, where amazing creatures like pixies, elves and unicorns lived. Whenever there was trouble in the Secret Kingdom a message appeared in the Magic Box and Ellie, Summer and Jasmine were whisked away to the kingdom to try and help. Usually it was because King Merry’s horrible sister, Queen Malice, had been causing trouble.

Suddenly Molly squealed. “I see a sign!”

“Sunny Sands Campsite,” Ellie read out. “We’re here!”

The moment Mr Macdonald stopped the car and switched off the engine, Ellie, Summer and Jasmine unbuckled their seat belts and tumbled out. At the bottom of the hill was a hedge and beyond the hedge was the glittering blue sea!

“Look at the sea!” Jasmine cried. “It’s beautiful.” She twirled round on the grass, her long dark hair swinging around her. “This is so exciting.”

“What can we do to help, Mrs Macdonald?” Summer asked. Molly and Caitlin had already run over to a patch of grass and were doing cartwheels and handstands.

[image: images]

“Should we start getting the tents out?” Ellie asked. She opened the car boot and immediately a jumble of bags fell out. “Whoops!”

Summer and Jasmine quickly picked the bags up.

“Maybe Dad and I would be better off sorting everything out on our own,” said Ellie’s mum. “Why don’t you three just go and explore? The beach is on the other side of that hedge, but keep away from the water.”

“Okay. Thanks, Mum!” Ellie said.

“Race you both to the beach!” called Jasmine.

Ellie and Summer tore after her as she ran towards a gap in the hedge. They caught up with her and stepped onto the beach together.

“Isn’t the sea beautiful,’ said Ellie, looking at the waves lapping at the shore. “I want to get my paints out and paint a picture of it.”

Jasmine twirled her round and laughed. “This is going to be the best holiday ever!” she cried.

Summer’s sandals sank into the soft sand and she sighed happily. “The sand’s almost as pretty as the sand on Glitter Beach in the Secret Kingdom.”

“Only this sand won’t turn into magical dust!” said Ellie, thinking of Glitter Beach with its aquamarine sea, golden sand and little fairy shops surrounding it.

“Where’s the Magic Box at the moment?” Jasmine asked curiously.

“In my rucksack back at the car,” Ellie replied. Excitement tingled through her. She hoped they would be needed soon. She couldn’t wait to visit the Secret Kingdom again.

As the girls started to walk along the beach, dodging the piles of seaweed on the sand, Ellie grinned as she thought of a joke. “Why did the crab blush?”

Jasmine and Summer raised their eyebrows. “Why?”

“Because the seaweed,” giggled Ellie.

Jasmine and Summer groaned loudly.

With Ellie telling every sea or fish joke she could think of, the three of them explored the beach and rock pools. When they finally got back to the campsite they saw that Ellie’s parents had been very busy. There was a big tent standing with its entrance facing in the direction of the beach. Next to it was a smaller one where the food and cooking things were being kept. The door was tied back and inside there were lots of boxes filled with fresh fruit and vegetables, pasta, tins, pots, pans and cutlery. Outside the tents was a picnic table with seven chairs. It was covered with a huge striped umbrella to keep the sun off everyone while they were eating. Mrs Macdonald waved at the girls from the entrance of the main tent. “Come inside and look at your room.”
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Summer was puzzled. “We have a room in a tent?”

“Oh, yes,” smiled Mrs Macdonald. “Come and see.”
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The tent was tall enough for Ellie’s mum to stand up in. Excitedly the girls crowded inside. There were five sections – a large square area in the middle with two smaller rooms on the left and two more on the right.

“This must be our room,” said Ellie, pulling back a piece of orange material and stepping into the first room on the left. “It’s got our sleeping bags in.”

She sat down on her green and purple sleeping bag.

“Wow!” said Jasmine, sitting cross-legged on her pink and lilac sleeping bag.

“Double wow!” agreed Summer, carefully picking up a ladybird crawling along her rainbow-coloured bed. “And I’ve already found a pet!”

Ellie and Jasmine laughed as Summer carefully carried the ladybird outside. Summer loved all animals, no matter how small!

“Let’s unpack,” said Ellie, reaching for her rucksack. She unzipped the top and pulled out the Magic Box, which she’d covered with bubble wrap to keep it safe. The bubbles seemed to be sparkling in the sunshine. Ellie frowned, then started pulling the bubble wrap off as fast as she could, making lots of little popping sounds.

“What are you doing?” Summer asked.

“Look!” Ellie pulled the final piece of bubble wrap off and held the box up. It shone and glittered, light dancing across its mirrored surface.

Jasmine caught her breath. “The box is glowing! King Merry must need our help.”
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“I wonder what the problem is this time,” said Summer anxiously.

Ellie’s eyes shone. “There’s only one way to find out!”
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The girls watched as words appeared on the glowing lid of the Magic Box. Ellie started to read them out. “Look for a…”

“Wait, Ellie!” Jasmine interrupted, holding up her hand. “We can’t read the message out here. What if Molly or Caitlin or one of your parents came in? We need to go somewhere quieter.”

Ellie realised Jasmine was right. “Let’s go back to the beach.” She wrapped the box in a beach towel and they hurried outside.

“Don’t be out too long, girls,” Mrs Macdonald called. “I’m just getting lunch ready.”

“Okay, Mum,” said Ellie, feeling very glad that whenever the girls went to the Secret Kingdom no time passed in their own world. Mum would never even know they’d gone!

When they reached the beach they headed for a cluster of rocks. They all kneeled down behind the largest rock. The mirrored lid of the Magic Box was still glowing brightly, light spilling out onto the pictures of unicorns, mermaids and elves carved into its sides. Ellie read out the riddle that was shining in the lid.

 

“Look for a cove not far away,

Where all the dolphins come to play.”

 

The lid of the box sprang open and a piece of paper floated out in a shower of sparkles. The girls leaned in closer as the magic map unfolded, showing the crescent moon-shaped island laid out as if they were looking down on it through a window.
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“If we’re looking for dolphins it will have to be somewhere with water,” said Ellie. “There’s a lake here,” she added, pointing to the map.
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