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  Jacks foot slipped as he scrambled up the Story Tree which grew at the centre of Tale Town. Some trees are incredibly big, some are
  especially old, but the Story Tree was special in a different way. Every time a story was told near it, a new shoot would grow. A small story might grow into one leaf, but a long exciting story
  could turn into a whole branch covered in leaves.


  If you ran your finger along the branch, the story would happen inside your head. It was an amazing thing to experience and the reason Tale Town had first got its name.


  Its got to be somewhere up here, Jack muttered.


  [image: ] squawked Betsy, Jacks magical talking hen. The only word Betsy could actually say was what, but even so, Jack
  and his friends always knew what she meant.
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  You know, the story about the adventure we had last night? Jack replied. When we were trapped on that boat, and the captain, who was a dog, was sailing us towards an island
  made out of bones?


  [image: ] Betsy rolled her eyes.


  Of course it wasnt a dream! insisted Jack. Anyway . . . when we got to the island it turned into a giant cake, and then . . .


  [image: ] clucked Betsy doubtfully.


  Jack stopped climbing. OK. Maybe last nights adventure was a dream. But Im sure other stories have been going missing from the Story Tree.


  Like the one about when Anansi first arrived here. You remember . . . I thought that he was a troll spy because his uncle and mum are cursed to look like trolls, and I stole all those spells
  and, you know. . . I wasnt very nice . . . he trailed off, embarrassed.
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  [image: ] Betsy nodded. She knew that story very well.


  Well its gone! said Jack dramatically. And a whole load more as well!
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  Of course Im looking in the right place, but all thats here is a freshly cut branch.


  Hey, Jack! came a voice from below them.
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  Jack peered down to see his friends Red, Anansi and Rapunzel, as well as Ella and Cole, her Fairy Godbrother.


  Hey, guys! called Jack. Listen, I was just telling Betsy that stories are going missing from the Story Tree.


  No way! exclaimed Red.


  Yes way! replied Jack.


  Are you sure? asked Rapunzel.


  Jack sighed. Come up and have a look for yourself if you dont believe me.


  It wasnt long before everyone was perched on different branches.


  Jacks right! said Ella. I cant find the story about how Cole and I first met you all when we rescued Anansis mum from that evil witch.


  Awww! complained Cole. That was the only one with me in!


  I doubt its anything personal, said Red, smiling at Cole. But what I dont understand is how these stories have gone missing. The spell of protection on
  the Story Tree means that the only way to trim off a story is using the Sacred Shiny Story-Snipping Shears, and Mayor Fitch only ever does that once a year. Plus, its usually the oldest
  stories that get taken off and stored to stop the Story Tree getting overgrown. These missing stories are really recent . . .


  And theyre all about us! muttered Rapunzel angrily. The story where I was cursed by a genie is gone too.


  Fitch is up to something, said Anansi. He must have been trimming stories off in secret  but why?


  I dont know? said Jack. But Ill bet hes up to no good.


  [image: ] squawked Betsy, her beady eyes flashing angrily.


  Betsy! gasped Jack.


  [image: ] added Betsy quietly.


  I dont like Mayor Fitch either, protested Jack. But please, mind your language! Anyway, at least weve still got our secret cutting from the Story
  Tree down in Lilys underwater cave. Theres no way Fitch could have got to that.


  Perhaps we should go and check it . . . began Ella, but she was distracted by a loud commotion. Several of Mayor Fitchs armed guards were dragging someone into the town
  square.
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  The group watched silently from up in the Story Tree as a small, hooded figure was dragged over to the ancient wooden stocks in the middle of the square, kicking and struggling.


  Sometimes Jack and his friends would pretend to be locked in the stocks, but only for fun  none of them thought they were ever actually used.


  See how you like that! barked one of Mayor Fitchs guards as she roughly secured the prisoners small wrists, making the hooded figure cry out.


  Lets see if Mummy and Daddy come to get you! added another with a mean grin. If they do . . . well be waiting!


  A third guard yanked the hood off the prisoners head and then they all turned and walked away. Jack looked over at Red; her eyes were wide with shock. Locked up in the stocks below them
  was a child.


  A troll child.
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  Did you see that? whispered Jack from up in the branches of the tree.


  See what? asked Rapunzel.


  Fitchs guards locking up the . . . He paused as he noticed Rapunzel rolling her eyes. Oh, right, he added. You did see.


  What are we going to do? asked Anansi. I mean, I know everyone says Trolls mean Trouble, but hes only a child. He cant be older than us!


  I cant believe they actually use those stocks, said Ella. Its totally mean!


  Do you think we should get him some water or something? asked Cole, flitting around the Story Tree nervously. Id hate it, being locked up like that  I mean, I
  know the wicked witch kept me and Ella locked up in her castle, but at least we could move about, and there was always water to drink  even if it was dripping down the walls of the
  room we slept in . . .


  Youre right! said Red. Weve got to do something  but what?


  [image: ] squawked Betsy, as quietly as she could.


  Thats a good idea, Betsy . . . said Red. But if we did find a dragon, theres no guarantee that it wouldnt eat everyone here and then set fire to
  the whole town instead of just scaring the guards into setting him free.


  [image: ] suggested Betsy. Anansi shook his head. Even if we could invent a machine to freeze time and unlock him before the
  guards saw us  I dont know where wed be able to find the equipment to make one.
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  Betsy flapped angrily and squawked WhAaaat? once more.


  A secret meeting with the rest of the gang at the tree house in my garden? exclaimed Red. Brilliant, Betsy! Im sure someone will come up with a good idea.


  Whaaat muttered Betsy crossly.


  Everyone scrambled down from the Story Tree and slipped out of the town square, taking worried looks back at the small troll prisoner. Jack asked Betsy to go and find Hansel, Gretel and as many
  of their other friends as she could, which she did, but she was still in a bad mood, so she did it a bit grumpily.
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  Red, Jack, Anansi, Ella, Cole and Rapunzel were running through town towards Reds house when a voice rang out that sent shivers down their spines. Well . . . the voice
  didnt so much ring out as wheeze unpleasantly.


  Now, now, Miss Red! called the seafood-snack salesman, Old Bert, as he pushed his wooden cart along the dusty street. Whats the urry?


  Oh, er, nothing . . . we were just . . . Red looked around to see if any of her friends could help her out, but they all seemed to have vanished. Then she spotted Jack, who had
  wrapped himself in a nightie that was hanging up to dry on a washing line, and Anansi, who had climbed up a spiders web to hide underneath a dusty rooftop. Cole had somehow managed to
  turn himself, Ella and Rapunzel into hamsters. His fairy magic never really worked properly . . . Hed probably been trying to make them invisible.


  [image: ]


  Red sighed. Listen, Bert, she said firmly. Im not buying any of your seafood snacks, OK? I dont like seafood, I never have and I never
  will!


  Oh, I aint sellin that stuff any more, said Bert, wrinkling his nose. No, Im out of the snack game for good.


  Then whats in your cart? asked Red suspiciously as the three hamsters scuttled around her feet.


  [image: ]


  Stationery.


  Stationery? Really? Red loved drawing, and the one thing that she couldnt resist was a notebook or new set of pens.


  Fancy a look? asked Old Bert, grinning his gap-toothed grin.


  Go on then, replied Red, lifting up the lid of the cart. Even though the word Snacks had been painted over and replaced with the word Stationary, it
  smelt just as fishy as it always had done.


  Red wrinkled her nose. Er, Bert . . . she said. Firstly thats not how you spell stationery, and secondly, this isnt stationery 
  your carts still filled with stinky old fish!


  It aint! barked Bert, pulling out a large swordfish. Look, eres a pencil.


  Thats a swordfish, protested Red, with a grey bit painted on the end of its nose to make it look like a pencil.
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  Rubbish! replied Bert, looking offended. He pulled out a flattened piece of dried seaweed, picked up the swordfish and started trying to write his name, but nothing happened.


  Stupid pencil . . . muttered Bert. Mustve run out of ink.


  Red grinned. Now I really have seen everything.


  Oh, really? asked Bert crossly, spinning around to face her. You ever seen a rat on a ship so hungry itll eat itself? It starts with its tail . . .


  Reds eyes went wide and she shook her head.


  Then you havent seen everything, have you? said Bert triumphantly. Now if you dont mind, Im a busy man. He turned and hobbled off, pushing
  his squeaky old cart in front of him.


  Its OK  hes gone now! Red called out as Bert walked away. One by one, her friends came out of hiding  apart from Cole, Ella and Rapunzel who were still
  hamsters.


  I cant work out how to undo the spell, squeaked the hamster with blue fur that must have been Cole. Sorry . . .


  Typical! squeaked a hamster with long, blonde plaits.


  Dont worry. Im sure Cole will work it out, replied the third hamster, who was worriedly inspecting a small hole in the toe of one of Reds shoes.


  Lets sort it out back at mine, Red said as she scooped them all up. Come on, weve got a secret meeting to attend.
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  Rapunzel and Ella sat on the floor of Reds tree house stuffing peanuts into their cheeks as fast as they could. Cole had managed to
  make them look human again, but a few hamster traits still remained.


  This is so embarrassing, mumbled Rapunzel, shovelling in peanuts as she glared at the small blue fairy. I mean, Im the royal princess! If anyone saw me
  like this Id be a laughing stock!


  But weve seen you, said Jack.


  You know what I mean, said Rapunzel. Anyone important.


  Jack looked over at Red who raised one eyebrow.


  Dont worry, Ill fix it soon, said Cole.


  Well, just as soon as you can would be good . . . said Ella, spraying a mouthful of nuts all over the floor. Without hesitating she scooped them up and started stuffing them all
  back into her cheeks. Just then a small green monkey swung in through the door of the tree house and landed in front of them.
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  Hey, guys! said Alphege, stroking his shiny green fur as he watched Ella and Rapunzel. Er, whats going on here?


  Two words, said Anansi. Well, three actually . . . Cole and magic.


  The monkey nodded. I see . . . Alphege knew all about Coles magic. It was after one of Coles spells had gone wrong that Alphege and his super-intelligent
  gorilla friends had first met the Tale Town gang  although it wasnt Coles unpredictable fairy magic that made Alphege look like a small green monkey. That was a whole
  other story.
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