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Chapter One



“Are you done yet?” Layla squirmed as her big sister clipped a huge gold ring to her ear.


“I would be if you’d stop wriggling!” Nadia said.


“I can’t, I’m too excited!” Layla said, grinning.


“Finished!” Nadia said. “Go and look.” Layla ran over to her sister’s full-length mirror and laughed out loud. She was dressed like a pirate in shorts and a blue-and-white stripy top. Her dark hair was in a long plait and, as well as the huge earring, Nadia had tied a skull-and-crossbones bandana around her head.
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“Just one more thing!” Nadia said, pinning a colourful toy parrot to Layla’s shoulder.


Layla gave a happy twirl. Her costume looked brilliant! All month long, her school had been learning about the secretive smugglers and fearsome pirates that had once hidden stolen treasures in the sea caves near Sandcombe. Today there was a pirate festival on the seafront, and everyone was invited!


“Yo ho ho!” Layla sang, throwing up her arms and doing a pirate jig in front of the mirror.


“I thought you were in a rush?” Nadia said, laughing.


Layla hugged her sister goodbye and ran downstairs. It was a beautiful sunny day, and she could smell the sea and hear the seagulls squawking as she went down the cobbled street to the seafront. The whole promenade by the beach had been taken over by little tents and stalls of all kinds. Colourful bunting fluttered in the breeze, and on the pier a band was playing jaunty pirate songs. Layla did another jig as she went to find her two best friends.


Spotting the first-aid tent, she popped in to say hello to her mum and dad. They were both doctors, and they’d volunteered to help out at the festival.


“Keep still for just one second—” her mum was saying to a little boy. As Layla went over, she saw that it was Henry, her friend Grace’s little brother. Grace and her mum were there too, chatting with Layla’s parents.
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“No more sword fighting for you, cabin boy,” Layla’s mum said as she bandaged up Henry’s eye.


“He hit himself with his own sword!” Grace said, giggling as she came over to Layla. She was wearing raggedy trousers, a top with a skull-and-crossbones on it and she had a red bandana covering her blonde hair.


“Well, all the best pirates have eye patches,” Layla joked.


“Can Layla and I go and find Emily, Mum?” Grace asked her mother.


She nodded. “Have fun, girls.”


“Don’t get into any swordfights!” Layla’s mum called after them.


Grace and Layla giggled as they went out into the festival. Luckily, they knew exactly how to find Emily – by following the delicious smell of baking! Emily’s parents owned the Mermaid Café, and they were running a stall selling their tasty cakes and treats.


Emily waved as she saw her friends coming. She was wearing a stripy dress and had a tricorn captain’s hat over her curly black hair.


Her mum waved, too. “How ARRRR you?” she asked them. “You landlubbers look hungry. Be you wanting to feast on our fine vitals?” She pointed at a display of cupcakes. Some had pirate faces made out of icing and others had pretty mermaids swimming in swirly buttercream frosting.


“She means, do you want a cake?” Emily said.


“Ooh, yes, a mermaid one please,” Layla said as Grace nodded.


“I thought you’d choose pirate ones today,” said Emily’s mum, handing them their cakes.


Layla glanced at her best friends and grinned. They would always choose mermaids – because they WERE mermaids, some of the time at least!


Layla smiled as she remembered the day when she and her friends had met a real mermaid named Marina who had taken them to Atlantis – a magical underwater world! To everyone’s surprise, Emily, Grace and Layla had been chosen as Sea Keepers, whose job it was to find the Golden Pearls. An evil siren called Effluvia was trying to use the pearls’ magic to take over the mermaid kingdom – and it was up to Layla, Grace and Emily to stop her!


Layla glanced down at her shell bracelet, wishing it would glow. As soon as it did, they’d be off on another mermaid adventure. Until then, at least there was the fun festival to explore!


Munching their cakes, the girls went off to see what else they could find. There was a tombola, a ring toss and a coconut shy. They spotted Henry and Grace’s mum at a stall selling treasure chests full of sweets. Henry was delightedly showing off his eye patch to his friends as he spent his pocket money. The girls waved as they went past.


At the end of the harbour, bobbing up and down on the waves, there was a real pirate ship! Layla stared up at the tall mast with the skull-and-crossbones flag flying high overhead.


“Look what it’s called!” Emily gasped.
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Layla narrowed her eyes. She had dyslexia, so reading was harder for her than the other. Si-ren So-ng, she sounded out the words. Siren Song!


Layla shuddered. Sirens like Effluvia were bad mermaids. Instead of protecting the sea, they used their powerful magic to control sea creatures and make them do whatever they wanted!


“If they knew how nasty sirens were they’d change the name!” Emily said.


“Come on.” Grace pulled her friends away. “Don’t worry about Effluvia. Let’s have some fun!” She dragged the others on to the next stalls.


“Ooh, look! Face painting!” Layla squealed. The girls ran over to the tent. There was a plastic folder with loads of different designs to pick from.


“I might get the sparkly tiara,” Emily said with a grin.


“I’m going to have a glittery seahorse,” Grace said.


“I can’t decide!” Layla said. But as she turned the page, she noticed something even more exciting than the face paints. Her bracelet was glowing!


“Look!” she gasped. Layla, Grace and Emily grinned at each other, then ducked out of sight around the back of the face-painting tent. No time would pass while they were having a mermaid adventure, but they didn’t want anyone to see the magic whisking them away.
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They held hands and said the magic words together.


“Take me to the ocean blue,


Sea Keepers to the rescue!”


Bubbles of magic swirled all around them, then suddenly they were in the sea – with mermaid tails instead of legs!
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