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  It was the annual trimming of the Story Tree and everyone in Tale Town was excited. Even Sleeping Beauty was excited and she

  wasn’t even awake, but she looked excited – sort of. The Story Tree was the reason that the town had first got its name – every one of its many leaves contained a different

  story. To ‘read’ them, all you had to do was run your finger along the leaf, and that story would happen inside your head.




  With every new story that was told nearby, a new branch or shoot would sprout on the tree, so it could easily get very overgrown. This is why every year the oldest stories were trimmed from the

  tree, dried out, and turned into scrolls that were kept in a vault deep beneath the Tale Town library.




  [image: ]




  Huge crowds had gathered to watch the ceremony, and Jack and Betsy, his magical talking hen, struggled to push their way to the front to meet their friends.




  ‘Excuse me!’ called out Jack as he elbowed his way past three little pigs and three much larger bears. ‘Coming through!’
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  [image: ] squawked Betsy as she hopped up and down in front of Jack.




  ‘Sorry?’ said Jack. ‘What was that, Betsy?’




  Betsy rolled her eyes. The only word she’d ever been able to say was ‘what’, but somehow Jack always knew what she meant. Recently he’d been trying to teach her some more

  polite words, like ‘pardon’, but it wasn’t really working out.




  [image: ] shrieked Betsy crossly.




  ‘Oh! I see . . .’ said Jack. ‘You’re right, that is Sausage-Face Fitch, but you shouldn’t call him that – Mayor Fitch would go crazy if he heard you!

  Come on, the ceremony’s about to begin!’
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  ‘Hey, Jack –’




  ‘– there you are!’ said Hansel and Gretel as Jack finally got to the front of the crowd. The twins were close – very close. Sometimes they could have whole

  conversations just by waggling their eyebrows at each other.
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  ‘Hi, everyone!’ called Jack, waving at his friends. Hansel, Gretel, Red and Anansi all waved back. ‘Have I missed anything?’ he added.




  ‘Not really, but –’




  ‘– Mayor Fitch is still –




  ‘– doing his speech!’ replied Hansel and Gretel.




  The mayor was standing behind a podium, his shiny, pink face gleaming in the sunlight. He lifted up the ancient stone tablet that the poem ‘Live Long the Story Tree’ was carved into.

  Everyone in Tale Town knew the poem, which had been carved into the stone for almost as long as the town had been there:
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  Anansi scowled while two grumpy-looking spiders, perched on each of his shoulders, clacked their legs together crossly. Some people are afraid of spiders, but not Anansi: he

  loved them – and they loved him too.




  ‘What is it, Anansi?’ asked Jack, noticing his friend’s stormy expression. ‘I know we’ve all heard the poem a million times, but it’s not that

  bad!’




  ‘It’s not the poem . . . it’s HIM,’ hissed Anansi, nodding towards Mayor Fitch. ‘He pretends to be nice, but he can’t be trusted! It’s

  because of the trick he played on my Uncle Rufaro and his troll friend Hurrilan when they were children that my family are cursed to look like trolls!’




  ‘I still can’t believe that Rufaro was friends with a troll when he was young,’ said Red. ‘Especially now Hurrilan’s the troll leader!’




  ‘Back then Hurrilan was an outcast,’ explained Anansi. ‘He was living all alone in the woods and he saved Rufaro’s life, remember?’ His voice was lost in the roar

  of the crowd as everyone became very excited.
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  The Sacred Shiny Story-Snipping Shears had just been brought out by the mayor’s guards. There was a spell of protection on the Story Tree, and the only way that anything could be

  cut from it was by using these magical shears. Mayor Fitch was holding them high above his head, preparing to make the first ceremonial snip, when a scream rose up through the crowd.




  ‘TROLLS!’ someone yelled. ‘The trolls are coming!’




  Immediately, Mayor Fitch’s guards shot over to protect him, shoving the old lady who lived in a shoe into a muddy puddle. Jack and the others ran to help her as the rest of the crowd

  scattered.
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  In all the confusion, the mayor had dropped the Sacred Shiny Story-Snipping Shears, and nobody but Jack seemed to have noticed. As his hand reached out to pick up the shears, he

  was barged out of the way by a large, blue creature with webbed fingers and brightly glowing eyes.
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  ‘I’ll have those!’ said the creature, smiling a thin smile packed full of needle-sharp teeth. It waved its hand and a torrent of water flooded over Jack and Betsy, sending them

  skidding backwards over the ground.




  [image: ] gurgled Betsy.




  ‘It’s a water troll!’ cried Jack as he struggled to get to his feet in the muddy water. ‘But how did it get past the Moonstone defences?’




  Moonstone was the only thing that kept trolls out of Tale Town. The magical rocks weakened their magic and made them feel dizzy and sick – but something had obviously gone

  wrong.




  Using the shears, the water troll hacked down the freshest, newest sprout from the Story Tree, then sprinted off – taking the shears and the cutting with him.
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  Far away in the mountains, at the very edge of the trolls’ land, smoke from a small, flickering fire rose up through a hole in the

  centre of a tent. Facing the fire was a large wooden throne covered in goatskins, upon which sprawled a tall, thin figure – a hooded cloak covering its face in darkness.




  The entrance flap to the tent swung open and a broad, stocky earth troll bustled in.
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  ‘Hurrilan, sir,’ he started, ‘The troops are wondering –’




  ‘Did I call for you?’ interrupted the tall, thin figure.




  ‘Er, well, no, but . . .’




  ‘Then leave,’ said Hurrilan. He moved one blue-green hand, making his fingers look as if they were turning around and walking away. The earth troll turned around and walked out with

  strange jerky movements, a look of horror on his face as he realized he was being controlled by Hurrilan’s magic.




  Moments later, a swirling light appeared in the middle of the tent and slowly formed into the shape of a man. He looked as though he was made of glass, almost completely see-through.




  ‘You’re late,’ snapped Hurrilan.




  ‘Sorry,’ said the figure. ‘You know how it is. Things always take longer than . . .’ he trailed off. ‘Still, I’m here now!’ he added in a mumble.




  ‘Will it work?’ asked Hurrilan. ‘Will the cutting from the Story Tree grow?’




  ‘Definitely,’ replied the figure. ‘As long as your trolls can bring the cutting to me before sunset, I can make it grow.’




  A smile crept across Hurrilan’s face. ‘Excellent!’ he exclaimed. ‘In that case, as soon as the cutting takes root and you find a suitable host . . . you will get

  what you want.’




  The glass figure smiled greedily. ‘Thank you!’ he said, ‘Thank you for this—’




  Hurrilan waved a hand and the transparent figure dissolved like a breaking wave. He leaned back slowly on his throne and smiled broadly. Soon the trolls would have their own Story Tree;

  soon their stories would be heard.
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  As soon as it was discovered that the Sacred Shiny Story-Snipping Shears and a cutting from the Story Tree had been stolen, Mayor Fitch announced that everyone had to go home

  and stay in their houses. The Moonstone defences had been turned into mushrooms where the trolls came in, which meant that someone in Tale Town had allowed this to happen – someone

  with magic – and until the truth was discovered, nobody was allowed to do anything.
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  Rapunzel and her parents, the King and Queen, were away on an important royal engagement,1 otherwise there was no way that the mayor would have got

  away with forcing everyone to stay at home – especially as Rapunzel’s father often called Mayor Fitch ‘that horribly slimy man’, even when they were in the same room.




  Red, Anansi, Jack and Betsy were all being led back to their homes by a member of Mayor Fitch’s guard. ‘This is crazy!’ whispered Jack. ‘Nobody would let trolls in on

  purpose!’
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