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Chapter One

‘Watch out!’ Electra called to Splash, her dolphin. A long dark-blue fish with a sail-like fin on its back came swimming quickly through the gloomy water towards them. Its mouth was open, showing off razor-sharp teeth. Electra and Splash squeezed against the rocky sides of the tunnel to let it safely past.

‘Look how pointy its teeth are,’ Splash said.

Electra nodded. ‘There are so many weird fish down here. It's really exciting!’
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She and Splash were exploring the deepest caves around Mermaid Island. The caves were linked by tunnels that made an underwater maze going all the way out to the deep sea. All sorts of strange creatures lived there. Most of the merpeople who lived on the reef round Mermaid Island avoided the maze, preferring to stay in the shallow, safe waters near the surface. But Electra was different. She loved doing exciting things. Luckily, Splash liked having adventures just as much as she did.

‘Come on,’ Electra said, her long red hair swirling about her in the water. ‘Let's explore some more.’

Splash whistled anxiously. ‘Shouldn't we be getting home? Your mum told us to be back in time for tea and we've been out ages.’

Electra sighed. Splash was right. They were late already. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘But let's come back again tomorrow.’

It was easy for them to find their way back through the maze because Electra had placed a ball of mermaid fire in each tunnel. This magic green fire came from the seabed, and Electra had learnt how to collect it in her class at school.

They were just one cave away from the entrance when a tiny purple shape, no bigger than Electra's little finger, came darting through the water towards them. It had a head shaped like a horse, two small horns with two pink spots just below them and a slender curling tail.

‘Look, Splash!’ Electra exclaimed. ‘It's a baby dwarf sea horse!’

Dwarf sea horses were tiny, pretty sea horses with deep-purple bodies that glowed and sparkled like diamonds. They were usually very shy. Electra waited for the baby to dart timidly past them, but it didn't. It stopped and looked at them with bright dark eyes.

Electra put out her hand. The sea horse swam on to her palm. She was astonished. She had never been so close to a dwarf sea horse before.

He opened his mouth as if saying hello. Electra grinned. ‘Hi. I'm Electra.’
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The sea horse's little horns wriggled in a friendly way. Then he darted away from her hand and hid behind a rock.

‘I wonder what he's doing on his own like this?’ Electra said to Splash. ‘I hope he's not lost.’

‘We should ask him,’ replied Splash. The sea horse popped up from behind the rock. Electra swam over to it. ‘Are you lost?’

Shaking his head, the sea horse whizzed behind a purple-and-red sea cucumber. Electra swam after him but he raced away. She stopped, not wanting to frighten him. Immediately, he stopped too and twitched his horns as if saying, Come on!

‘I think he wants us to play chase!’ Splash exclaimed.

Electra giggled and dived after the sea horse, but there was no way she could keep up with him. He scooted through the water as fast as lightning. Even Splash, who was a very fast swimmer, didn't stand a chance.

‘We give up!’ Electra panted at last. The sea horse swam over and looked at them cheekily.

‘You're fun,’ Electra told him. ‘Do you want to be friends with us?’

The sea horse bobbed up and down excitedly. His body glittered like a purple jewel in the water.

‘I'll call you Sparkle,’ Electra told him. The little sea horse pirouetted in delight.

‘Electra!’ a cross voice said from behind her.

Electra swung round in surprise. A slim, adult mermaid with long red hair was swimming towards them. ‘Mum!’ Electra exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I've been really worried about you,’ Maris, Electra's mum, said. ‘You told me you'd be home half an hour ago, so I came looking for you and –’ She broke off with a gasp as the sea horse dived in front of her nose. ‘Oh!' she cried. ‘A dwarf sea horse!’

‘He's really friendly, Mum. He's been playing chase with me and Splash,’ said Electra as the sea horse bobbed around in front of Maris's face.

‘He's so cute!’ She grinned at the sea horse. ‘I've called him Sparkle.’

Sparkle wriggled his horns. Maris's face softened. ‘He is adorable.
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I've hardly ever seen one this close before. He seems very friendly.’

‘He is,’ Electra agreed. ‘I wonder where he lives, Mum?’

‘He'll probably live with the other dwarf sea horses,’ Maris told her. ‘They live together in a secret breeding grotto in this maze. No one knows exactly where it is. Dwarf sea horses swim so fast that no one has ever been able to follow them there.’

‘I wish I knew where the grotto was,’ Electra said longingly. ‘I'd love to see lots of sea horses.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Splash

Sparkle darted merrily around the cave.

Maris looked at Electra and Splash. ‘Well, cute though Sparkle is, let's say goodbye. It's time for your tea.’

‘OK,’ Electra said. ‘Bye, Sparkle,’ she called. ‘I hope we see you again.’

The little sea horse bobbed his head as if saying goodbye, and then shot away down the tunnel like a purple arrow.

Electra and Splash followed Maris out of the cave.

Electra kicked hard with her feet to keep up with Maris. Liking adventure wasn't the only thing that made Electra different from the other merpeople. While they all had long silver tails, Electra had legs and feet. This was because she hadn't been born a mermaid; she'd been born human. The merpeople had found her floating in a small boat after a dreadful storm. She had been just a tiny baby at the time and they had rescued her. They had given her magic sea powder so she could breathe underwater, and Maris, who didn't have any children of her own, had adopted her. Electra was nine now and she couldn't imagine having any other mum, or being anything other than a mermaid.
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She put her hand on Splash's fin and let him pull her along through the water. He could swim much faster than Electra could.

Maris smiled at Electra as they swam to the shallower water where the merpeople lived in coral caves.
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‘Did you two explorers know that there's supposed to be hidden treasure in one of the maze's caves?

‘Hidden treasure?’ Electra echoed curiously.

‘What treasure?’ Splash asked.

‘Well, there's an old story I was told at school,’ Maris replied. ‘It's said that about fifty years ago a ship sank near here. It was carrying gold and jewels. A group of human divers came a little while later to get the treasure back from the wrecked ship. They were in the middle of taking it when another boat of divers came along. The first divers hid the treasure in one of those underwater caves and then there was a fierce battle between the two groups. All of them died and the treasure was left behind.’

‘So it's still there?’ Electra said, her eyes wide.

‘It's certainly never been found,’ replied Maris. ‘But then it's probably just a made-up story.’

‘Oh, wow!’ Electra said, imagining treasure chests of gold and jewels piled high in a cave.

Maris saw her face. ‘Now, Electra, you've got much more important things to think about than treasure you – need to do your homework for a start. Come along! Hurry up!’ Swishing her tail, she speeded up.

But Electra hung back with Splash. ‘Did you hear that, Splash?’ she whispered.

‘Yes,’ he whistled excitedly. ‘Are we going to try and find the treasure, Electra?’
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Electra grinned at him. ‘Of course!’
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