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CHAPTER ONE

Sunshine Meadow

“The stable looks fantastic!” Lily Hart said to her best friend, Jess Forester.



[image: images]





Lily’s parents ran the Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital in a barn in their garden, and the girls adored working with the poorly animals. Today they were helping Mr and Mrs Hart in a field behind the garden where there was a paddock with a stable. They’d just finished putting down a bed of wood shavings.

“It’s great!” said Jess. “Starshine Sparkle’s going to love it!”

Starshine Sparkle was a retired racehorse who belonged to a man in the local village. Now she wasn’t racing any more, the stable would be her new home. 

Mrs Hart smiled and pointed to the garden over the fence. “We’ve got an audience!”

The animals in the hospital’s outdoor pens were watching curiously. Three baby rabbits peeped out from their hutch. In the next pen, a tiny squirrel sat in her feed bowl to watch. A white goat kid and a caramel-coloured calf stood beneath a shady tree, keeping an eye on the activity.

Lily laughed. “Starshine Sparkle will have lots of company here!”

Mr Hart brought over a water bucket. “Starshine Sparkle’s owner, Tom, says he’ll visit her whenever he can,” he said. “She’s got a lovely paddock to gallop around, so she’ll be perfectly happy.”

Mrs Hart closed the stable door. “We’ll sweep up,” she said, looking at the hay wisps blowing about. “You girls have worked so hard. Off you go – enjoy this lovely summer day!”

“Thanks, Mum!” said Lily.

“See you!” said Jess.

“Racehorses must have exciting lives,” said Lily, as they walked across the garden towards the house. “If only Starshine Sparkle could talk, like the animals in Friendship Forest!”

Friendship Forest was the girls’ secret. It was a magical place where all the animals lived in little cottages or dens, and drank blackberry tea in the Toadstool Café. Best of all, they could talk! Jess and Lily had made many friends in the forest, and had lots of exciting adventures.

The girls grinned at each other as they thought of it. Then suddenly there was a flash of gold at the other side of the garden.

“Look!” Jess cried, pointing across the lawn to Mrs Hart’s strawberry bed.

A beautiful cat slipped between the plump, leafy plants and ran towards the girls. She had soft golden fur and eyes as green as freshly mown grass.

“Goldie!” Lily cried.

The cat pressed against their legs, purring.

The girls stroked her, glancing at each other in excitement. Goldie was their magical friend!

“She’s come to take us back to Friendship Forest!” said Jess.

Goldie darted to Brightley Stream at the bottom of the garden. She leapt over the stepping stones that crossed the water, and into Brightley Meadow. The girls ran after her as she raced towards a lifeless old tree.
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As soon as Goldie reached it, the tree burst into life. Every branch sprouted bright green leaves, and bees buzzed among pale pink blooms. Butterflies danced over scarlet poppies growing in the grass below, and two chaffinches chirped merrily as they swooped around the tree.
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As Jess and Lily caught up with Goldie, she put a paw to the trunk. Words appeared in the bark, and the girls read them aloud together.




“Friend … ship For … est!”

Instantly, a door appeared in the tree.

Shivering with excitement, Jess reached for the leaf-shaped handle and opened it. Golden light spilled out.

The girls followed the cat into the soft warm glow. Straight away, they felt the tingle that told them they were shrinking, just a little.

When the light faded, they found themselves in a sunlit forest glade. Nearby, Goldie stood upright, almost as tall as the girls, and she wore her glittery scarf.

“Welcome back to Friendship Forest,” she said in her soft voice.

The girls hugged her. “It’s lovely to see you again!” said Jess.

“Is Grizelda causing more trouble?” Lily asked.

Grizelda was a horrible witch who wanted to take Friendship Forest over from the animals, so she could have it to herself. So far the girls had managed to stop her evil plans, but Grizelda never gave up.
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“We’ve not seen Grizelda for ages,” said Goldie, “thank goodness! No, I’ve brought you here to take you to the Friendship Forest Sports Day!”

Lily’s eyes sparkled. “That sounds fantastic!”

Jess grinned. “I bet it’s not an ordinary sports day like we have at our school!”

“Probably not,” said Goldie with a smile. “The Friendship Forest Sports Day is magical! The races aren’t like any ordinary races. Come on, I’ll tell you all about it when we get there.”

The forest was unusually quiet. As the friends passed the animals’ cottages, there were no cheery greetings from the doors. The Toadstool Café, which was usually buzzing, had no lights on at all, the shutters were over the windows and a ‘closed’ sign hung outside. It was as if the whole Forest was empty.

“Where is everyone?” Lily wondered. “Are they at the Sports Day already?”

Goldie nodded. “Yes,” she said. She pushed between some jellyberry bushes, their fat fruit almost bursting open as they brushed past. “Look!”

Sunshine Meadow was usually ablaze with bright yellow, orange and red flowers. But the grass had been mown for the events and the meadow was filled with animals.

Refreshment stalls stood around the edge, selling delicious food, like warm hazelnut and banana pancakes, and coconut cream tarts topped with blueberries. Little tables and chairs stood nearby, with striped parasols to shade them from the sun. Animals milled about, munching snacks or sipping orange and lemon smoothies.

In the middle of the meadow, a short racetrack was marked out with orange flower petals. To one side was a fence, a tunnel and other obstacles. On the other side was a tall stone tower.
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Jess noticed a list of races pinned on an easel. “Petal Path,” she read. “Tumble Run. Tricky Tower.” She grinned at Lily. “It’s like Goldie said, these aren’t ordinary races at all.”

“You’re right. It’s nothing like the sports day at school!” agreed Lily.

The girls could see lots of their friends stretching and warming up.
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