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CHAPTER ONE

Grizelda Makes a Wicked Plan

“What a beautiful speckled shell,” said Lily Hart, gazing at the bird’s egg in her hand.

“I’ve never seen such a pretty shade of blue,” said her best friend, Jess Forester. She turned to Lily’s mother. “Do you think it’ll hatch, Mrs Hart?”

Mr and Mrs Hart were vets. They ran the Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital from the converted barn at the bottom of their garden. The girls were in the barn, showing Lily’s mum their find. A curious little rabbit and a hedgehog with a hurt paw peered at them from hutches nearby.

Mrs Hart placed the egg in a box under a heat lamp. “There’s a very good chance it’ll hatch,” she said. “It will be as warm as a nest in here.”

“I can’t wait!” declared Lily.

Lily and Jess loved helping with the animals, and the days when new babies were born were extra special.
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“It’s lucky you spotted the egg, Lily,” said Jess.

“It was in the long grass next to the rescued guinea pigs,” said Lily. “I think it fell from the apple tree there. I searched for the nest but I couldn’t find it.”

“I need to look at the lamb with the sore foot,” said Mrs Hart. “I’ll be back soon.” She checked the heat lamp once more and went out.

Lily tucked her dark hair behind her ears and gazed at the egg on its soft bed. “What sort of bird will you be?” she whispered.
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Suddenly the girls heard a miaow behind them.

A beautiful cat with golden fur and sparkling green eyes was sitting in the doorway.

“Goldie!” cried Jess.

The girls stroked Goldie’s soft fur. She purred and rubbed happily against their legs.

“This must mean we’re off to Friendship Forest!” cried Lily.

Lily and Jess had an incredible secret. Whenever Goldie appeared, she led them to a magical forest where the animals lived in cute little houses among the trees. And something even more amazing happened there. All the animals in Friendship Forest could talk!



“We can visit our friends and be back before the egg hatches,” said Jess.

No time passed in the real world while they were in Friendship Forest. It was all part of the magic.

Goldie bounded out of the barn and the girls followed. They jumped across the stepping stones across Brightley Stream and ran through Brightley Meadow towards an old oak tree with bare, dead branches.


 


[image: images]



 


As they reached it, the tree sprang to life. Glossy green leaves sprouted from every twig, and robins and kingfishers played between them. In the grass below, yellow daffodils popped up, opening their trumpety petals to the sun. Bright blue dragonflies darted around and bumblebees buzzed among the blooms.

Goldie touched the tree trunk with her paw and two familiar words appeared in the bark. Lily and Jess shared an excited smile. They held hands and together they read the words aloud.

“Friendship Forest!”

Immediately a small door appeared in the trunk. Lily turned the leaf-shaped handle and pushed it open.

Shimmering golden light flooded out. The girls followed Goldie through the door, ducking their heads. A tingly feeling sizzled over them and they knew that meant that they were shrinking, just a little. When the glow faded, they were in a grassy clearing surrounded by tall trees. Warm sunbeams filtered through the leaves, making the light dance on pretty primroses in the grass. Birds sang in the branches above and the river nearby gurgled happily.

Goldie was standing on her hind legs, wearing a glittery scarf around her neck.

“Hello, girls,” she said.

Lily and Jess gave her a big hug.

“It’s lovely to see you again,” said Lily.

“I’ve fetched you for a very special reason,” said Goldie. “I’m inviting you to—” She broke off in alarm. In the distance, an orb of yellow-green light had appeared. It burst into a shower of nasty-smelling sparks. When they’d cleared, an ugly witch stood under the trees.
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