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“These colouring books are great,” said Ellie Macdonald, holding up one with a skull-and-crossbones flag on the cover.

“Connor’s crazy about pirates,” Summer Hammond said. “He keeps making all his toys walk the plank!”

Connor was one of Summer’s little brothers. His pirate-themed birthday party was tomorrow and he and Summer’s youngest brother, Finn, could hardly wait for it to begin! Summer and her best friends, Ellie and Jasmine, were in Summer’s bedroom putting the party bags together.

“These eye patches are good, too,” Jasmine Smith said, putting one on. “Arr, shiver me timbers!”
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Ellie laughed, making her red curls bob around her face. “All you need now is a wooden leg and you’ll be a perfect pirate.” She put the colouring book into the party bag she was filling.

“Look!” gasped Summer suddenly, pointing towards her wardrobe.

Ellie and Jasmine turned and saw a silvery glow shining out of the narrow gap between the wardrobe doors.

“The Magic Box!” Jasmine cried.
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The three girls shared a wonderful secret. They looked after a wooden box carved with mermaids and unicorns and other wonderful creatures. But it wasn’t just any box, it was magic! It could take them to an amazing land called the Secret Kingdom, where brownies, unicorns, pixies and other wonderful creatures lived, ruled by kind King Merry. The girls had visited lots of times to help solve the problems caused by Queen Malice, the king’s horrid sister. She was always trying to take over her brother’s kingdom and make everyone in it miserable.

Summer threw open her wardrobe and took out the wooden box. The mirror on the lid was shining with silver light.

“I hope Queen Malice isn’t causing trouble again,” Ellie said anxiously.

“If she is, we’ll soon stop her,” Jasmine said determinedly.

Summer put the box on her bed and they all gathered round. She held her breath as a riddle appeared in the mirror and Ellie read it out:

 

“Dear friends, please come to somewhere sweet

To share a Secret Kingdom treat.

You’ll find this village near the sea.

Just call its name to summon me!”

 

The box lid flew open and a sheet of paper floated out. It was a map of the Secret Kingdom with figures moving across it. “Look at the unicorns,” said Summer, pointing to three creatures galloping through a green valley, their colourful tails streaming out behind them.

“Let’s look along the coast,” Jasmine said. “Remember, we’re searching for a village, somewhere sweet…”
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“Fancy Dress Village, where everyone dressed up in those amazing costumes, was full of sweet little cottages,” said Summer thoughtfully, “but it wasn’t near the sea.”

“There!” Jasmine cried. “That village is next to the water and it’s called Candy Cove! That sounds really sweet.”

“It must be the place,” agreed Ellie.

The girls exchanged excited looks.

“The answer is Candy Cove!” they cried together.

There was a brilliant flash of pink light, then golden sparkles came whooshing out of the box and whirled round Summer’s bedroom. As the sparkles slowed, the girls saw a beautiful pixie with messy blonde hair riding on a leaf. “Trixi!” they exclaimed.
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“It’s so lovely to see you again,” Trixi cried, beaming at them. She zoomed up to each of the girls and kissed them on the very tips of their noses.

“It’s great to see you, too,” said Summer.

“What a gorgeous outfit, Trixi,” said Ellie. The little pixie was wearing a pink-and-white striped dress. Her hat and shoes were candy coloured, too, and her hat was a swirl with a cherry on the top that reminded Ellie of ice cream!

“Thank you!” Trixi twirled round on her leaf. “Are you ready for another trip to the Secret Kingdom?”

“You bet!” cried Jasmine.

“Has Queen Malice done something horrible?” Summer asked anxiously.

“Not this time, thank goodness,” Trixi said. “King Merry and I just wanted you to meet Mrs Sherbet.”

“Who’s Mrs Sherbet?” asked Ellie.

“She’s in charge of the Secret Kingdom Sweet Shop,” explained Trixi with a smile. “One of the kingdom’s most delicious traditions!”

Jasmine licked her lips. This all sounded very exciting!

“The Sweet Shop only appears once a year, in summer. Mrs Sherbet travels all around the kingdom for a week, sharing treats with everyone,” continued Trixi. “And best of all, the Sweet Shop looks different every time. Last year it was shaped like a giant hot-air balloon and this year it’s a magnificent ship – The Sweet Princess! The whole ship is made from delicious things to eat!”
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“I can’t wait to see it,” Jasmine said, grinning at Ellie and Summer.

“Let’s go!” Trixi cried. “Mrs Sherbet can’t go around the kingdom until she and King Merry have performed the launch ceremony. This year it has to be held at precisely midday when the tide is at its very highest. That way the ship has a brilliant start on its journey around the Secret Kingdom, taking a year’s worth of sweets to everyone!”

Hurriedly the girls held hands. Trixi tapped her magic ring and chanted:

 

“Take us as quickly as can be,

To Candy Cove beside the sea!”

 

A sparkling whirlwind whooshed out of the Magic Box and lifted the girls off their feet. It smelled of toffee and humbugs, making their mouths water.

“Wheee!” cried Summer. “Secret Kingdom, here we come!”

A moment later they landed with a gentle bump in an old-fashioned little village. The street was lined with shops and workshops with red-and-white striped awnings, and cottages with thatched roofs and brightly coloured front doors.
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“Let’s look at the workshops while we wait for King Merry to arrive,” suggested Trixi. “All of Mrs Sherbet’s sweet treats are made in Candy Cove, then they will be loaded on to the Sweet Princess, ready to travel around the kingdom to be shared with everyone!”

The first workshop was called Cookie Corner. As the girls ran to peer into the window, Summer spotted her reflection in the glass. “We’re wearing our tiaras again,” she said with a smile.
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Their beautiful jewelled tiaras always appeared when the girls arrived. They showed that they were Very Special Friends of the Secret Kingdom. Ellie and Jasmine grinned. It was so good to be back!

Inside the workshop, gnomes with long white beards and colourful, pointed hats were mixing ingredients together in big bowls. While the girls watched, a gnome opened an oven and took out a tray of golden cookies.

The workshop door opened and another smiling gnome came scurrying out with a plate heaped with a pile of glittering butterfly-shaped biscuits.

“Catch-me Cookies for the Special Friends of the Secret Kingdom!” he cried, holding the plate out to the girls.
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“Thanks!” Jasmine exclaimed.

“But why are they called Catch-me Cookies?” Summer asked.

Trixi giggled. “You’ll see.”

As the girls reached for a biscuit, the cookies fluttered into the air! Laughing, Summer, Ellie and Jasmine chased after the flying biscuits, jumping up until they’d all caught one each.
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“Wow!” cried Ellie, taking a bite. “These are yummy!”
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Nibbling their biscuits, they hurried to the next workshop, Pancake Place, where pancakes sizzled on a long stove. Suddenly, there was a bright flash and the pancakes flipped over. When both sides were cooked, they flipped themselves again and a young gnome raced over to catch them on a plate. “I wonder if he ever misses any,” Summer giggled, as another gnome piled delicious strawberries and cream on top of the pancakes.
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