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Chapter One



Emily was sitting on her bed, surrounded by a mountain of clothes.


“Whoa!” Mum said as she came in, wiping her hands on her apron. “Has there been a hurricane in here?”


Emily giggled. “I’m trying to decide what to wear for our fancy-dress party tonight!”


Mum grinned. “I can’t believe it’s been a whole year since we opened the Mermaid Café.”


Emily looked out of her window. Over the tops of the houses she could see the deep blue of the sea, twinkling in the morning sunshine, and seagulls swooping through the cloudless sky. She could hear the happy hum of people talking and chatting in the café downstairs, along with the chink of cups and the hiss of the coffee machine. She’d been so worried when they had first moved to Sandcombe, and now she never wanted to live anywhere else!


“I’m sure Grace and Layla can help you think of a costume,” Mum told her. “Maybe you should buy something new. I know – why don’t you message them and I’ll take you all shopping?”


Mum gave Emily her mobile and she quickly messaged her friends.
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“Amanda, a timer’s going off down here!” Dad shouted up the stairs.


“Ooh, my cake!” Mum jumped up. “Wait until you see it – it’s going to be an amazing showstopper for the party!” Emily left the piles of clothes and followed her mother downstairs. She was excited to celebrate the café’s first birthday, but she felt a bit nervous about the party, too. Unlike her friend Layla, she hated being the centre of attention. Maybe she could get a costume that helped her blend into the background, the way some animals could change colour to camouflage themselves.


Emily went down into the busy café and breathed in the scent of delicious baking. “Mmmm, smells good, Mum!” she said.


Mum raced into the kitchen, while Emily grabbed her apron and started to help Dad, who threw her a grateful look.


“Excuse me, where are your plastic spoons? I want to stir my drink?” a lady asked Emily.


“Oh, we use these!” Emily said, offering her a tall glass jar with sticks of raw spaghetti in it.


“Spaghetti?” The lady scratched her head in confusion.


Emily nodded. “Pasta is better for the planet than plastic. If you use a plastic spoon for a few seconds and then throw it away, it stays in a rubbish heap for thousands of years. Pasta doesn’t.”
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“What a good idea!” the lady said approvingly. She helped herself to a piece of spaghetti and stirred her frothy coffee with it.


Emily was really proud that the Mermaid Café was plastic-free. She loved animals, and knew how plastic endangered them.


As she helped out with the customers, Emily reminded everyone about the fancy-dress party that evening. She was just gathering up some empty plates when she heard a familiar voice coming from behind her.


“Hellloooo!” Layla said dramatically. “I have a deadly disease and the only cure for it is a cupcake.”


Emily turned to see Layla and Grace standing by the glass display case, looking at the cupcakes inside it hungrily.


“Go on, then!” Dad said, handing Emily and her friends each a cupcake with swirls of rainbow-coloured icing. Mermaid cupcakes were the café’s speciality.
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“You can eat them in the car,” Mum said, pulling off her apron as she came out of the kitchen. “We’ve got shopping to do!”


Mum drove them to the nearest large town. The girls all sat in the back seat, munching their cupcakes. Looking out of the window at the big buildings and crowded streets they passed, Emily couldn’t believe she used to live in an even bigger city than this. It all seemed too busy and loud now, compared to the peace and quiet of Sandcombe.


“Let’s get a joint costume,” Grace suggested when they got to the fancy-dress shop.


“What, like one with lots of arms and legs?” Layla looked confused. “Like an octopus?”


“No!” Grace laughed. “Three costumes that go together!”


“Good idea,” said Emily, nodding. She knew she’d feel much better if she was in costume with her friends.


“Let’s be a pop band!” Layla said, holding up a jazzy pink dress. “We can wear lots of make-up and dye our hair!”


“Hmmm, maybe no hair dye,” Mum said. “Use coloured chalk instead.”


“What about going as a sports team?” Grace suggested, holding up some plastic medals. She had plenty of real medals at home, from swimming competitions.


“Or we could all be animals?” Emily said as she found a bear costume. “The three bears, maybe?”


“Girls!” Mum called excitedly as she held something up. “I’ve got it!” She held up a glittery sequinned mermaid tail. “It’s perfect for a party at the Mermaid Café!”


Emily glanced at her friends. Grace and Layla grinned back, and she knew they were all thinking the same thing. They didn’t need to pretend to be mermaids, because they really were!


A year ago, when Emily had first moved to the seaside, she, Grace and Layla had rescued a dolphin together and met a mermaid princess. Princess Marina had been so grateful for their help, she’d taken them to the underwater city of Atlantis. There, Emily, Grace and Layla had been magically chosen to be Sea Keepers, whose job it was to help the mermaids by finding the hidden Golden Pearls. They had to find them before the evil siren Effluvia did, otherwise she would use their powerful magic to free her siren sisters and take over the mermaid kingdom!


Emily glanced down at the purple shell bracelet around her wrist. Grace and Layla both had one exactly the same. Mum thought they were just friendship bracelets, but they were so much more than that. Every time the mermaids needed the Sea Keepers’ help, the bracelets glowed with magic!
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“Well, what do you think?” Mum asked, still holding up the costume.


Emily looked at the mermaid tail. It was nowhere near as beautiful as her real one. Emily took the tail from Mum reluctantly. It was made out of scratchy material with hundreds of plastic sequins sewn on it.
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Mum was still waiting for her to say something.


“It’s pretty,” Emily said hesitantly.


Since she had started being a Sea Keeper Emily had learnt so much about how human rubbish was affecting the seas. Even tiny things like sequins were a huge problem – if a sequin got washed into the ocean it could be eaten by a fish. A real mermaid would hate all the plastic on this fake tail.


“I don’t know, Mum . . . ” Emily started, but before she could finish Grace interrupted.


“Let’s go and try them on,” Grace said, hustling Emily and Layla into the changing room.


“I don’t think—” Emily started, but Grace cut her off.


“Look!” She grinned and held up her wrist. Purple light filled the changing room. Their shell bracelets were glowing. The mermaids needed them!
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