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            This story (with my apologies for making her draw horses in trees and blinking octopuses!) is dedicated to the brilliant Rachel Seago, whose art has brought Lola and Larch to life. Thank you, Rachel!

            S.O.
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            For Sinéad, thank you for trusting me with your wonderful characters and creatures, it’s been a joy to work on your books, and for Lorna, my wonderful agent, for helping me get this as my first job!

            R.S.
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         The wind sighed through the trees of a lush, mossy forest. It whistled between branches, swished along the ground, tossed the undergrowth this way and that, and made the leaves whisper and gossip as they danced.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Things were carried along with it – twigs, petals, spiders on their silks, seeds and spores, feathers, and more. On this particular day, the wind also carried a shred of newspaper. It fluttered through the forest, never quite managing to land anywhere, dodging here and 2swerving there, only pausing once in a while, as if  to catch its breath.

         
            [image: ]

         

         On and on the paper flew, as though it were on a mission to deliver itself somewhere very important. It whirled and whizzed and spun, dizzily making its way deeper and deeper into the forest, until…

         SMACK!

         “What in the name of— Urgh!” 3came a voice. The voice belonged to a fairy with large black-veined wings, who wore a long gown made from the leaves of her plant, the spurge. She was Euphorbia Spurge, the most wicked fairy of the woods – or at least she had been, before she’d lost her magic. The newspaper collided with her briefly, flapping at her face like a bird. She swatted it away and it sailed towards a nearby tree where at last it 4landed with a splat, flattening itself against the damp bark and displaying its headline in big, bold letters.
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         Beneath this was a drawing of the forest – or, Euphorbia saw, the place where the forest used to be. Except now, instead of trees, there were odd, egg-shaped human dwellings, with silly-looking humans walking about, doing whatever it was humans did. Some small clumps of trees had been left, but in the picture most of them, including the guardian trees of the fairy village, were nowhere to be seen. And as well as that, the stone circle – the place where her old enemies, the fairy clan, took all their magic from – was gone.5
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         “Yes!” shrieked Euphorbia with delight, punching the air with her fists and disturbing a nearby family of woodlice, who were not happy at being woken during the day. She ignored them as she danced around shouting, “It worked! It worked! The spell worked!” 6

         She wiggled her fingers excitedly, remembering the spell she had cast a long time ago, before her magic had been taken away by those mean fairies. A spell that had been designed to worm its way into human minds and do its work slowly and carefully, making them think that perhaps it was a good idea to allow a greedy company to come in and cut down all the trees in this ancient forest and build a resort here instead. And to knock down that pesky stone circle while they’re at it, Euphorbia thought. Just as I’d planned! And with the fairies’ wild magic set free from the stones, I’ll be in charge once again in no time!

         Euphorbia’s wicked laughter rang through the forest, making earthworms dig deep and spiders scuttle away in fear, until the wind whisked the laugh away too, sending it high over the whishing trees and out towards the human world…
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            Nasty News!

         

         “This is the worst news ever!” moaned Larch, who was face-down on Lola’s pillow.

         “What is?” Lola said, looking worried.

         “My mum’s aunt,” Larch replied, lifting her head, “is coming to stay with us.” She flopped down again, groaning in what sounded like agony.

         Lola raised an eyebrow. “Is that all?”

         Larch pushed herself up and into the air, her wings fluttering. “Is that all? Is that all?” she scoffed, folding her arms. “Clearly you’ve never met her.”8

         “Does she squeeze your cheeks? And tell you to eat all your snail slime like a good little fairy?”

         “I knew you wouldn’t take this seriously,” Larch said, rolling her eyes.

         “OK, OK, sorry,” Lola giggled. “So what’s her name?”
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         9Larch cleared her throat and spoke in a pretend-grand voice. “Florilegia Lusmore,” she said, rolling all the r sounds. “But we call her Aunt Florrie. The whole clan is a bit nervous that she’s coming.”

         “Why?” asked Lola. “What’s wrong with her?”

         “She’s just very … strict. She used to be a teacher. Mum’s been cleaning the house for a week.” Larch raised her eyebrows. “Or, well, she’s been using magic to do it.” She cleared her throat and put on a tinkly voice. “Mrs Araneus’s spell spiders are much better at reaching all those awkward nooks and crannies … but still!” Larch coughed, and her voice went back to normal. “I’m afraid she’s going to pick me up and use me as a duster if I don’t stay out of her way.”

         “So are you going to hide out here?” asked Lola hopefully. She put out her palm and her fairy friend settled on to it.

         Larch pulled a face. “I can’t,” she muttered. 10“Mum has me under strict instructions to be home for dinner every night.”

         “But it’s the Easter holidays!”

         The fairy and her girl looked at one another glumly. Usually Larch stayed with Lola during the week then returned to the fairy village in the forest at weekends. Lola didn’t like the idea of having to do without her tiny bestie for the holidays.

         Lola brightened. “Maybe I can come and stay with you?”

         Larch spluttered with laughter. “Where would you sleep?” The idea of Lola trying to squeeze into her family’s tiny fairy house was too funny. It reminded her of the time last winter when Larch’s glitchy magic – and some mischief from their old enemy Euphorbia Spurge – had made Lola and Larch swap bodies for a while. That had been weird! Larch’s parents had been worried they were going to have to rebuild their entire house just to fit their new human-sized 11daughter inside it, but luckily things had worked out all right in the end.
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         “I know!” said Lola excitedly. “I’ll camp! I have a tent, a groundsheet, a sleeping bag, and all that stuff. I’m sure Mum would let me. She might even want to come too, and bring Noah.”

         Larch’s wings began fluttering even faster. “Really?”

         “It’ll be an adventure!” Lola said, already planning out her supplies in her head. 12I’m going to need a pillow, and some teddies, and my lamp, and loads of snacks…

         “Lola?” came Mum’s voice from outside her bedroom door. With a gentle pop, Larch flipped into rabbit-mode, just before the door opened. Lola looked down at her fairy friend proudly. She was getting much better at controlling her rabbit-mode magic, though it still went a bit wonky sometimes.
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         13“Who are you talking to, love?” said Mum as she came into the room.

         “Just Larch,” Lola said, lifting up the rabbit for Mum to see. The silky-white fur was as strokable as ever, and Larch’s bunny-nose twitched as adorably as always. Mum smiled at her.

         “Come on. Are you ready? We’re off to Grandma’s.” Mum gave rabbit-Larch a gentle scratch on the head. “And that includes you, little one!”

         “Mum, do you think we could have a camping trip this weekend? In the forest?” Lola asked as she slid down off her bed, holding Larch carefully. “We haven’t been camping for ages.”

         “I don’t see why not,” Mum replied, putting her arm round Lola’s shoulders as they walked out of the room.

         “Brilliant!” Lola said, smiling down at Larch. Larch’s rabbit-nose twitched excitedly.
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         14“This is the worst news ever!” Grandma thundered, flinging the newspaper on to her kitchen table.

         Lola glanced at the headline. “What’s an eco-pod resort?”

         Grandma growled a bit as she answered. “Something that’s going to destroy our forest.”

         Mum frowned and shook her head as she read the article. “This is awful. Who’s behind this?” Mum turned the page and found a photograph of a snooty, mean-looking woman with glasses and a very severe haircut. The caption below said QUILL INDUSTRIES BOSS, DOLORES QUILL.

         She threw the newspaper back on the table. “I’m off to phone my regional manager, to see if there’s anything we can do to stop this woman.” Lola’s mum worked as a forest ranger, and her job was to protect the forest. Lola knew just how worried her mum would be for the welfare of all the plants and animals that lived there.15
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         16“I think we could all do with a nice cup of tea,” said Grandma, walking off to the kitchen.

         Once the adults had left the room, Larch popped back into fairy-mode and they both huddled over the newspaper. With every sentence, the girl and the fairy gasped louder.

         “Look – there’s a map,” Lola whispered, pushing it towards Larch. The map showed exactly what parts of the forest would be felled to make way for the eco-pod resort. They studied it, trying to work out how close it would come to the fairy village – and their hearts sank. It looked like everything was going to be knocked down – the village, the guardian trees, even the stone circle that held the fairy clan’s magic.

         Lola and Larch shared a worried look.

         “What are we going to do?” Lola said as they stared at each other.

         Larch’s eyes were wide with fear. “We have to warn the clan!”
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