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CHAPTER ONE

A Special Invitation

It was a sunny spring day and Lily Hart was sitting outside Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital with her best friend, Jess Forester. Two fluffy fox cubs were playing tug-of-war with a red chewy bone. The cubs were orphans, and were being cared for at Helping Paw until they were old enough to return to the wild.
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“They’re so funny,” Lily giggled, as one of the cubs dropped the bone and whirled around, chasing his bushy tail.

“Cute, too!” said Jess. “And they’re growing fast.”

Lily’s parents ran the hospital from a barn at the bottom of their garden. They looked after all sorts of sick and injured animals. Jess and Lily loved helping to care for them.

The second fox cub batted the bone into Lily’s mum’s vegetable garden, where it disappeared among the broccoli plants. Jess jumped up to fetch it, but a golden paw batted the bone back.

She gasped in delight. “Goldie!”

A beautiful green-eyed cat with glossy golden fur emerged from the rows of vegetables. Goldie had shown the girls the way to a secret world called Friendship Forest. It was a magical place where the animals lived in little cottages and dens, went to school, and drank blackberry fizz in the Toadstool Café. Best of all, the animals could talk!

When Goldie reached the girls, they kneeled to stroke her golden head. She leaned against them, purring.

“It’s lovely to see you,” Jess said.

Goldie mewed, then darted towards Brightley Stream at the bottom of the garden.

“Let’s go!” cried Lily. “Goldie’s taking us on another adventure in Friendship Forest!”

The girls ran after their friend. No time passed when they were in Friendship Forest, so they knew their parents wouldn’t be worried. Goldie skipped over the stepping stones that crossed the stream, Lily and Jess skipping after her, into Brightley Meadow.

Goldie headed for the dead-looking oak tree in the centre. As she reached it, it burst into life. Bright green leaves and pale pink blossom sprang from every twig. A family of bluetits twittered in the branches, and in the grass, a butterfly alighted on a tiny froglet’s head, then joined the plump bees buzzing among the branches.

The Friendship Tree!

As the girls caught up, Goldie touched the tree with her paw. Two words appeared in the bark and Jess and Lily read them aloud. “Friendship Forest!”

Immediately, a door appeared in the trunk. Jess reached for its leaf-shaped handle and opened it. Shimmering golden light shone out and Goldie leaped inside.

The girls clasped hands and followed. They felt a familiar tingle, and knew they were becoming a little smaller.

The golden light faded. Jess and Lily were in a sun-warmed forest clearing, surrounded by bushes dancing with blossoms. Tall pink flowers filled the air with the scent of candyfloss. Animals were bustling through the clearing – a family of frogs, wearing different coloured swimsuits, croaked, “Hello!” as they hopped past. Jess waved to Mrs Twinkletail the mouse, who hurried by clutching a basket filled with redcurrants.
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“Welcome back!” she squeaked to the girls.

“Yes,” said a soft, gentle voice behind them. “Welcome back.”

“Goldie!” the girls said together.

Their cat friend had transformed so that she stood on her hind paws, almost reaching the girls’ shoulders. A glittery scarf was draped around her neck, setting off her sparkling green eyes.

“It’s lovely to be here!” cried Jess, as the girls hugged Goldie.
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Lily clasped her hands together anxiously.

“Is Grizelda causing trouble again?” she asked.
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