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CHAPTER ONE

The Start of Spring


At Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, Lily Hart and her best friend, Jess Forester, were planting carrot seedlings in a vegetable patch.

Lily looked over the fence at two ponies. They stood beneath a shady tree, swishing their long grey tails.


 


[image: images]



 



“I wish the carrots could grow extra quickly so we could give them to the horses,” Lily said.

 “Me, too,” said Jess, pressing soil around one of the seedlings. “I bet some crunchy carrots would help them feel better.”

The young horses were two of the patients at the wildlife hospital, which was run by Lily’s parents in a barn in their garden. Jess lived across the road, and she came over whenever she could to help care for the animals. All around them were pens filled with other animals who were getting better. In one pen, three baby rabbits dashed around in the spring sunshine, their fluffy white tails bobbing. In a run beside them, two guinea pigs squeaked as they nibbled the grass.

“We should plant lettuce and cucumbers, too,” said Jess. “Then the animals would be able to eat all their favourite things, just like they do at the Toadstool Café!”

The girls shared a smile. The Toadstool Café was in a magical place called Friendship Forest, where the animals lived in little cottages and ran little shops – and they could all talk! The girls’ special friend, Goldie the cat, lived in the forest and took the girls there for all kinds of amazing adventures!

Lily drew in a sharp breath. “Look!” she cried, pointing to the horses’ field.

A beautiful golden cat bounded across the grass and jumped onto the fence.

“It’s Goldie!” Jess cried. “She must have come to take us to Friendship Forest!”

The girls hugged her and stroked her soft fur. With a mew, Goldie leaped down and bounded towards Brightley Stream, at the bottom of the garden. She jumped across the stepping stones and ran into the meadow.

Jess and Lily raced after her. In the meadow they came to an old, lifeless tree – the Friendship Tree!

Lily and Jess glanced at each other excitedly. They knew what would happen next, and they couldn’t wait!

The Friendship Tree’s branches were bare, but as soon as Goldie reached it the leaves sprang to life, and buds popped up on every twig. Yellow primroses and purple violets bloomed in the grass below, while butterflies, bees and baby birds fluttered busily all around.



It was so beautiful, and suddenly the air was filled with the sweet smell of a sunny spring day!
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When Goldie put a paw to the trunk, letters appeared in the bark that spelled out two words.

 “Friendship Forest!” the girls read.

Instantly, a door with a leaf-shaped handle appeared in the trunk.

Following Goldie into the shimmering glow, the girls felt their skin tingle all over, as if they were inside a glass of fizzing lemonade. They knew they were shrinking, just a little.

As the light faded, the girls found themselves in a sun-dappled glade in Friendship Forest. Usually there were flowers everywhere, and petals of every colour nodding in the gentle breeze. But today there were no flowers, just leaves on the trees and bushes.

“Welcome back!” said a soft voice.

Jess and Lily turned to see Goldie. She was now standing upright, almost as tall as they were, with her glittery scarf around her shoulders. The girls hugged her tightly.

“It’s lovely to be here again,” Jess said.

“But the forest looks strange without any flowers,” Lily added.

Goldie smiled and pointed to a bush. When the girls looked more closely, they saw that it was covered in plump buds that looked ready to burst open. Buds hung from the branches of the other trees and bushes, too.

“Don’t worry, there will be lots of flowers soon,” said Goldie. “That’s why I got you. It’s a special time in Friendship Forest – Beautiful Bloom Day!”

“What does it mean?” Lily asked.

“For the buds to open, one of the Friendship Forest families has to perform some very special magic today,” Goldie explained. “Would you like to see?”

The girls grinned.

“Definitely!” said Jess.

Goldie led them through the forest, and finally they reached a pretty cottage in a sunny clearing. The cottage had lacy curtains billowing at the windows and the top half of the door was open.

“It looks a bit like a stable,” said Lily.

The girls followed Goldie to the side of the cottage, where three carts were lined up. There was a big blue one, a big yellow one and a small red one.

“It is a stable, isn’t it?” cried Jess. “Does a horse family live here?”

As soon as she’d spoken, they heard the clackety sound of hooves. From the back of the cottage trotted a pretty grey and white Shetland pony, pulling a cart.

The girls grinned in delight as they recognised her from their adventure with Mia Floppyear the bunny.

“Hello, Mrs Dappletrot!” cried Lily.
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“Why, hello, girls!” Mrs Dappletrot called. “Welcome to our home!”

Jess tugged Lily’s sleeve and pointed at Mrs Dappletrot’s cart. Lily gasped out loud as she saw it – it was a pile of sparkling jewels that glittered in the sun!
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CHAPTER TWO

Watch Out for the Unicorns!


Mrs Dappletrot trotted over to give the girls a nuzzle hello. “It’s so lovely to see you both again!” she said.

“What beautiful jewels!” Jess said. “Are they magical?”

Mrs Dappletrot said, “I’ll tell you all about them. But first come and meet my family.”

She called through one of the stable windows. “Auntie Dappletrot! Lily and Jess are here!”

Another pony trotted out. Her coat was glossy brown, like a conker.

“Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard all about you two!”

Mrs Dappletrot slipped out from the harness that attached her to the cart and trotted to the edge of a field that was next to the stable. “Maisie!” she called.
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Jess and Lily turned to see a pretty foal playfully chasing after a butterfly. When she heard her name, she galloped over and skidded to a stop. Her coat was a lovely toffee colour with creamy white patches, and she had a stripe down her nose the colour of vanilla ice cream. She was wearing a bright garland of flowers around her neck. Even for a Shetland pony, she was very small – she was only a little higher than the girls’ waists.
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