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Chapter One

Grace looked around the lounge and grinned in glee. It was all so Christmassy! The fir tree in the corner was covered with baubles and twinkly lights and there was holly draped over the top of the fireplace. Grandad was in his usual armchair, looking at his phone, and her dog Barkley was laid out in front of the cosy fire, snoring happily. Just then, he sat up and pricked an ear. A second later the doorbell rang and a carol started from outside. “Silent Night, Holy Night . . .”

“Ooh, carol singers!” Grace’s little brother Henry dropped his toy car and ran to the door.

“Those aren’t carol singers,” Grace said, barging ahead of him to open it.

Her best friends Emily and Layla were huddled on the doorstep. Behind them, the sea was dark and choppy, the waves splashing up on to the beach.

“Sleep in heavenly peace!” Layla sang loudly, flinging her arms out wide as Emily giggled.

“Get them in, quick, it’s freezing out there!” Mum called from the kitchen.

Grace ushered her friends into the warm cottage and helped them hang up their coats and hats on the rack.

“Right, bakers, I’ve left everything out for you. Try not to make too much of a mess,” Grace’s mum said. It was Christmas Eve, and Emily and Layla had come round specially to make mince pies for Santa.

The kitchen was soon full of laughter and singing as the girls rolled out the pastry and filled it with delicious mincemeat. Grace had just put the mince pies in the oven when Henry gave a loud yelp from the lounge.
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The girls rushed in to see what was happening. Henry was standing by a pile of Christmas stockings, sucking his bleeding finger. “The holly spiked me!” he complained.

Layla went over to the fireplace to help. “Argh!” she cried out as she moved the holly.

“Mind the prickles!” Grace said.

“It’s not that, it’s something worse – a spider!” Layla shuddered dramatically. “I hate them!”

“You can’t hate animals!” Emily exclaimed.

“I love most animals, just not spiders. They’re awful,” Layla said.

“He’s not awful!” Emily picked up the spider in her hand. “He’s far more frightened of you than you are of him.”

“Cool!” Henry grinned. “Please can I keep him as a pet?”

“No way!” Grace’s mum said quickly. “It must have come in on the holly. Could you put it outside, please, Emily?”

“Mum doesn’t like spiders either!” Grace laughed as she went to open the door for her friend.

“Bye, Spidey!” Emily said as she set it gently by the drainpipe.

“I can’t believe you touched it!” Layla shuddered again.

“You know Emily loves all animals!” Grace said. “Even creepy crawly ones.” Emily was always telling them interesting animal facts she’d learned from watching nature documentaries with her parents.

“Yeah, but not spiders!” Layla pulled a face.

Emily laughed as they went back indoors. Henry was hanging the Christmas stockings from the fireplace.

“Hmmm, I wonder which one is yours?” Layla joked. Each of the stockings had a different embroidered decoration. Henry’s was a waddling penguin, Grandpa’s was a surfing Santa, Mum’s was a reindeer and Grace’s was a mermaid.

Grace met her friends’ eyes, and she knew they were all thinking about the magical mermaid secret they shared.

 A few months ago they’d rescued a dolphin who was trapped in an old fishing net. But Kai was no ordinary dolphin, he was the pet of a real-life mermaid princess! Princess Marina had magically given the girls mermaid tails, and they’d become Sea Keepers, whose job it was to protect sea creatures of all kinds.

Grace glanced down at her purple shell bracelet, wishing it would glow. When it did it would mean it was time for another mermaid adventure!

“There,” Grace’s mum sighed happily as she and Henry finished arranging the stockings.

Grace smiled too. Until then, at least there was Christmas to be excited about!
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“What did you ask Santa for?” Henry asked Layla. “I’m getting LEGO.”

“Well, my family doesn’t celebrate Christmas,” Layla explained. “But we’ll eat lots of delicious food and then we’re going to have a movie marathon! What did you guys ask for?”

“I asked for snow,” Emily said. “I really want a white Christmas like in all the storybooks.”

“It’s certainly cold enough to snow!” Mum said, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. “I’m sure if anyone can do it, Santa can!”

Beep! Beep! Beep! The oven timer interrupted their conversation.

“The mince pies!” Layla said, and they ran back into the kitchen.

Grace carefully took them out, using the oven gloves. The mince pies looked amazing, golden crumbly pasty with sticky mincemeat oozing out of the top. “Santa’s going to love these!” she said, putting them on a rack to cool.

“What did you ask for, Grace?” Emily asked, sitting on the countertop and swinging her legs.

“I asked him for a new engine for my dinghy.” Grace said.

Layla pulled a face. “That doesn’t sound very exciting.”

“My old one isn’t very good for the environment,” Grace explained. “I really want the sea to be cleaner. But I’m not sure if even Santa can do that.”

“Maybe we should write Santa Claus a secret Sea Keepers letter?” Emily suggested.

“Great idea!” Layla cried.

They rushed upstairs to Grace’s bedroom. It was painted turquoise and her bed was tucked in the corner under a sloped ceiling. Everything was neat and tidy, and even her toys were lined up in a row on her bed. Her desk was right in front of the window. It was too dark right now, but in the daytime Grace could usually spot her grandad’s boat, The Salty Seahorse, bobbing in the bay.

She grabbed a piece of paper and started to write. Dear Santa . . .
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But as she considered what to write next she saw something that made her gasp out loud – her bracelet was glowing!
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