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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to Diana Renn and Creature Conserve, for their valuable assistance and support as I searched for the information and resources to create a mermaid world for the Mermaids of Crystal Cay. Thank you for your guidance, as well as for your continuous work in bringing artists and scientists together in a joint effort to protect and save endangered species! 

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,

			Welcome to my world! 

			During a recent hurricane, I was able to help a local mermaid find a young manatee who was trapped by the storm. To avoid the high winds and choppy waters during the rescue, I was given a magic amulet that would allow me to become a mermaid and swim under water!

			After young Ethan was safe, Alleana, the leader of the Crystal Cay mermaids, asked me if I wanted to become part of her pod. She told me if I kept it a secret from other humans, I could use the magic amulet to visit them whenever I wanted, and she would reach out to me if she needed my help again.

			There are so many stories to tell about the mermaids of Crystal Cay! Please join me on the first adventure of a mermaid named Kimmi who has been chosen to raise a young sea dragon until it is large enough to live with its parents in the open ocean. Although warned not to go beyond the reef with her charge, when Kimmi’s necklace breaks and her pearls scatter into open water, they forget the warning and swim out to find the lost pearls. 

			What will they find? What will find them? And will they make it back to the safety of the reef? Join Kimmi and Snappy on their adventures beyond the reef—because where these two go, adventure follows!

			Wishing you a magical day!

			Michelle

			Part-time mermaid
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			Chapter One
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			Arrival of the Sea Dragons

			“Kimmi, where are you?” Alleana shouted through the cave. The leader of the Crystal Cay mermaid pod was getting worried that a required attendee was still not in attendance.

			“I’ll be right there!” Kimmi called back, swimming quickly through the connecting tunnel to get to Alleana’s cave, her long ruby-red hair tangled with several seashells that she tried to straighten with her fingers as she entered the cave. “Here I am!” 

			“Where have you been? You know the sea dragons will be here any moment now, we need to be ready!” Alleana replied once Kimmi was back in her cave.

			“I know, I can’t wait to play with a real sea dragon!” Kimmi replied excitedly.

			“You are not to just play with him, Kimmi, you need to raise him and protect him until he is big enough to live out in the ocean with his family, do you understand?” Alleana scolded her, hoping for once that Kimmi was listening to her. “And don’t take him beyond the reef!”

			“Of course, Alleana,” Kimmi said, trying to sound serious. “I will take very good care of him! Don’t worry, we will stay close to home. How hard can it be to take care of a baby sea dragon?”

			“You’ll soon find out how hard it can be! Now untangle your hair, straighten your necklace, and go to the front chamber and wait for their arrival!” Alleana said, shaking her head, not sure if Kimmi knew what she had gotten herself into.

			Alleana’s pod had been asked to care for the young son of a family of sea dragons living off the coast. This was not an unusual request, as even though adult sea dragons are enormous, their children start off as tiny sea dragons and are too small to be safe in the big ocean. Since it became too dangerous for adult sea dragons to remain in shallow waters while their young grow into their sea dragon scales, the mermaids have taken over raising them from shortly after they are born until they are big enough to swim with their parents in the deep water. 

			Alleana’s experience taught her that baby sea dragons also needed to be taught how to interact with other sea creatures while living with the mermaid pod, so that once they are big, they were able to watch out for smaller residents—big sea dragons have big responsibilities!

			Roselia, the normal sea dragon nanny, was not available, so Kimmi gladly volunteered to watch the new sea dragon, but she had never even seen one before. The past few days had been spent teaching Kimmi what was needed to properly raise a young sea dragon; however, Alleana was not too sure how much Kimmi would remember.

			Keeping Kimmi still to teach her all she needed to know on how to raise a baby sea dragon was difficult. Swimming in circles or chasing a stray fish that wandered into the cave, Kimmi was too excited to stay still and listen to Alleana’s instructions!

			As Alleana joined Kimmi in the main chamber, she watched Kimmi swimming around the entrance. She called out, “Kimmi, come stay by me so they have enough room to enter, okay?” The main chamber was lit from an opening in the ceiling, with the sun filtering down through the water, giving them light. It was large enough to accommodate adult sea dragons, but it would be tight.

			“Yes, Alleana!” Kimmi replied as she quickly swam back and positioned herself next to Alleana. 

			“Now, remember what I’ve taught you,” Alleana reminded her yet again. “You are his protector and teacher, not just a playmate, okay?”

			“Yes, I will remember!” Kimmi said absent-mindedly; her eyes wide and focused on the cave entrance, waiting to see her first sea dragon. 

			Suddenly, a loud roar echoed through the chamber, announcing the arrival of the sea dragon family.

			“They’re here!” Alleana whispered to Kimmi. “Remember, bow to the mom and dad, and follow my lead!” Alleana swam out toward the middle of the chamber with Kimmi following behind. With just her and Kimmi inside, the cave looked huge; however, Alleana knew that once the sea dragons entered, it would feel a bit crowded.

			“Please enter, Ferdinand and Alexis, you are welcome!” Alleana called out loudly. 

			The sea dragons entered the cave one at a time, they were too large to enter together. As Kimmi watched in amazement, she got her first glimpse of these magnificent ocean creatures. Long, slender, and covered with shiny scales, they were beautiful! Moving smoothly and coiling their tails once inside the cave, they bowed to Alleana, and Alleana bowed back. After Alleana reached back and tapped Kimmi on the shoulder, Kimmi bowed too.

			“Greetings, Ferdinand and Alexis,” Alleana called out to them. “Welcome to my cave, we are glad to have you here. It is our honor to have Fernando Manuel visit with us. Thank you!”

			“Greetings, Alleana,” Alexis called out to her. “Thank you for having Fernando as your guest. We greatly appreciate you and your pod watching over him during these first few months.”

			Something small popped out from between Alexis and Ferdinand, swimming slowly toward Alleana. It was a tiny creature, maybe only a foot long, in stark contrast to the giant size of Alexis and Ferdinand, who were a least thirty feet in length. Leafy appendages were sticking out all over its body, waving back and forth as little by little it made its way toward the mermaids.

			Unable to wait any longer, Kimmi started swimming swiftly toward the little creature—she had to see what it looked like!

			“Kimmi,” Alleana called anxiously. “Stay back; you should wait for permission!”

			But Kimmi didn’t heed the warning, she was too excited. As she got closer, the tiny creature stretched out its neck and snapped at Kimmi’s hand. Pulling her hand back in time to avoid being bitten, she turned and swam quickly back to Alleana and hid behind her, not sure she wanted to meet this little thing anymore.

			Alexis called out sharply, “Snappy, stop that!” 

			The little creature looked back at his mom with sad eyes and pouted; then he turned around and started slowly swimming back to her, his little leafy appendages swaying back and forth like seaweed as he swam.

			Ferdinand explained apologetically to Alleana and Kimmi, “We are sorry. Fernando just got his baby teeth and is learning how to bite, so he tries to bite everything he sees. We have taken to calling him Snappy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			Formal Introductions

			Alleana swam out gracefully to the small dragon, stopping about ten feet away and smiled at him, calling out, “So nice to meet you, Snappy!”

			But Kimmi stayed behind, she didn’t want to get any closer. As Alleana waved for Kimmi to come toward her, Alleana said to Snappy, “Snappy, I want you to meet Kimmi! She is going to take care of you for a few months until you get a little bigger and can go live with your parents in the big ocean. I’m sure you will have lots of fun together!”

			Snappy started slowly swimming toward the mermaids again, looking like a floating ball of seaweed. Kimmi hesitantly swam to where Alleana was waiting, stopping behind her and peeking around Alleana’s shoulder. Looking a little fearfully at Snappy, afraid he might snap at her again, she said softly, “Nice to meet you, Snappy. How are you today?”

			“Hi, Kimmi! My mom said we would have lots of fun playing in the caves!” Snappy said happily. “What do you want to do first?”

			As Kimmi looked back at the baby sea dragon, not sure what to say, Snappy’s mom leaned her head closer to the mermaids.

			“Hi, Kimmi,” Alexis said in a friendly manner. “It is so nice to meet you, and I thank you for agreeing to watch over Fernando for a few months. He is a nice dragon; he just doesn’t know how to react to others
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