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The Magic Crystal.
Paul and Maggie Lewis were cousins and had gone on a family outing with close friends the O'Connor's who lived nearby. Owen O'Connor was the same age as Paul, and Maggie was a year younger than both of the boys.
The two families had gone for a picnic down by the river. It was a warm Spring day.
They set up their picnic rugs, ready for lunch, near a crystal clear river with a huge old gnarled tree growing next to it.
The tree provided great shade and the grass was soft, spring flowers welcomed them.
The river sparkled and was filled with lilies and reeds along the banks. The river seemed to beckon them.

Paul, Owen and Maggie decided to climb the old tree next to the river.
“Be careful up there” called Paul's Dad, “some of those branches look a little brittle and you don't want to wind up falling in and getting swept along the river”.
“We will” replied Paul as they all scrambled up the old tree.
“Let's see how far out on this branch we can get.” said Maggie “We might be able to see some fish!”
They eased their way along the branch, until they were over the middle of the river. They saw orange fish swimming among the reeds and spotted a couple of green frogs sitting on a lily pad along the banks of the river.
“Let's move along a bit more” said Owen to Paul who was in front of him.
“I don't want to go too far.” said Paul, “This branch is already creaking and groaning as it is.”
“C'mon scaredy cat” said Owen, “We might see some gold”.
“OK” said Paul and they all slid forward.
Suddenly there was a frightening cracking sound as the branch snapped, sending them tumbling down into the river below.

The river's current magically spun like a whirlpool, sucking them down deeper and deeper until the children feared they would drown.
Just as suddenly, the river tossed them out onto some soft grass in another strange place.
Their clothes dried off quickly, and they stared around them, shocked and confused.
“Where are we?” said Maggie, “And where's Mum and Dad?”
Back at the river, the parents were frantic; their children had literally been sucked into the river.
Owen's father dived into the river and dived again and again looking for the three children, but could find nothing.
They had vanished.
The police, fire department and ambulance were called, and they searched everywhere but no trace of the children could be found.

Mary O'Connor was sitting by the edge of the river crying at the strange disappearance of her son when a large frog landed on a lily pad next to her.
“Fear not, dear lady” said the frog as clear as a bell, “the children will return” Mary looked on in stunned disbelief at the gentle frog.
“When will they be back?” whispered Mary
“Very soon” croaked the frog, “all in good time, but they will be back”
“Where have they gone?” cried Mary
“They have gone Beyond the Black Stump, but will be back soon, back soon”
With that he jumped off the pad and dived deep into the river.
Paul, Owen and Maggie were still sitting dumbfounded in the strange new land. A very dapper pig in a butler's outfit had just walked up to them, with lemonades on a silver tray.

“Drink up before they disappear.” said the pig, “Lemonade vanishes quickly here!”
“Thank you” said Paul.
“My snorting pleasure, sir” said the pig.
They finished their drinks, and with that little burst of energy, they decided to explore the strange new land.

Two giggling foxes swaggered past, blowing their party horns.
“Welcome new dudes” said one of the foxes.
“Keep an eye out for the vampire bats, way gnarly dude, one bite and they suck out your happiness “.
“Yeah” said another of the foxes trying not to giggle,
“And you can't hear them comin', man. Look up and stay happy, look down and you're damned”
“Thank you for the warning” said Owen, “we'll keep our eyes open”.
“Righteous” said the foxes as they staggered off down the path.
“This place is really weird” said Maggie.
“Yes” said Paul, “But let's check it out”
The three friends walked down the path until they came to a strange little booth, which seemed to be managed by a large black crow.

“Crawford Heathcliffe Crow at your service” said the crow with a dramatic bow.
“But my friends call me Crackers” he grinned, and gave them a wink.
“What can I do for you young folk?” said Crackers.
“Where are we?” asked Paul.
“You my dear friend are Beyond The Black Stump” said Crackers. “Have you been warned about the Vampire Bats?”
“Yes” said Owen, “but how do we hide from them?”
“You must stand perfectly still,” said Crackers, “it takes a fair bit of nerve with a blood thirsty vampire bat on your tail, but it's the only way. The bats can only sense movement; they can fly right next to you and not know you're there, provided you don't move a muscle. Not easy, but you must not give in to fear. I've seen many panic and get bitten”
“Such a sad thing to see. Are you going to the Black Stump Ball this evening?” asked Crackers “Should be a fantastic night. They have an amazing band playing...The Meercat Kings. They'll get the night thumping!!”
“Oh, that sounds so cool.” said Owen. “How do we get in?”

“You'll need to get tickets from the weasel” said Crackers, “Wes is his name, and be careful of him. He's a rip off merchant and trickster! You will need 10 roses each for a ticket and they must be red”
“Where do we find this weasel?” asked Maggie.
“Follow this path until you come to a little wooden house with a green door. It's surrounded by roses, that's where weasel lives. Remember, 10 red roses each if you want tickets. I'll see you there, should be a hoot”.

Owen, Maggie and Paul had arrived at the weasel's house which was completely surrounded by white roses. Not a red rose to be seen anywhere.
“How can we get into the Ball now?” asked Maggie, “There's not a single red rose here and we need ten each to get the tickets from the weasel.
“Why don't we just pick ten white roses each? Maybe the weasel will take those” said Paul.
“The crow said they definitely had to be red” said Owen.
“Well, what else can we do?” asked Paul, “Maybe we'll get lucky!”
“Worth a try” said Owen, “Let's see how we go”
“Be careful of the thorns,” said Maggie, “they are large and really sharp”
They all began to pick ten white roses each and just as they were about to finish, Maggie cried out in pain.
“Ouch!! My finger's been prickled!!”
A drop of blood landed on her bunch of roses and they magically turned bright red.

“So that's how it works” said Paul, “that's how you get red roses, just let a drop of your blood fall on them”
Both Owen and Paul deliberately pricked their fingers and let a drop of blood fall on the roses which immediately turned to red.
“That stings!” said Owen, “Now can we get the tickets from the weasel?”
The three eagerly knocked on the weasel's green door.
“What do you want?” said a voice from inside.
“To buy some tickets for the Black Stump Ball” came Paul’s’ reply.
“Do you have the roses?” asked the voice, “And are they red?”

“Yes.” said Paul, “They are all red”
The door of the house opened slowly and a very vain looking weasel emerged dressed in silks and wearing dramatic sunglasses.
“Hmmm..Aren’t we the clever little travelers?” said the weasel.
“It was an accident actually.” said Maggie, “we were just lucky”
“There are no accidents” said the weasel, “but you have paid the price so you may have the tickets”.
The weasel handed over three cards made of gold, each one engraved with their name. “Just push these into the slot near the door of the ballroom and they will let you in.”
“How do we find the ballroom?” asked Maggie.
“You'll need to catch a swan taxi across the lake” said the weasel, “then look for the zebra crossing, veer left, then follow the cheetah's spots until you get to the door”
“Gee wizz, that sounds really tricky” said Maggie.
“Well, if you're so smart,
You'll work it out;
Follow your heart;
And you'll have no doubt.”
rhymed the weasel.
“Now get off my lawn” he yelled.
“Boy is he snippety!” Maggie said as they quickly left.
“Yeah, but we got our tickets” said Paul.
“Hi Five!” yelled Owen.
They all burst into laughter and hi fived each other. The three friends followed the path towards the lake coming around a bend to find a large brown bear in top hat and tails sitting beside the path.

“Hello there young cubs” said the bear, “and where are you off to?”
“The Black Stump Ball” said Maggie.
“What! But look how you're dressed” said the bear, “you need some style, some bling, and some fashionable things”.
“We arrived here with just the clothes we have on” said Paul.
“Ah! We can fix that with just a sprinkling of magic” said the bear. “But in return, you will need to pay me with honey”.
“Where are we going to find honey?” asked Owen, “We don't even know where we are”.
“Of course you do.” said the bear, “You're Beyond The Black Stump and honey is always found near buzzing bees. But I'll give you some time” said the bear, “I'll sing a spell for snappy clothes right now, but you must promise to bring me my honey within the next two days.
“Thank you! Sounds good to me” said Paul, “but what happens if we are late?”
“Your clothes will get smaller for every day you are late” said the bear, “but that's a chance you will have to take”
“Done” said Paul, “I guess we're ready”
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