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CHAPTER ONE

Goldie’s Plan

Lily Hart and her best friend, Jess Forester, were kneeling on the sunny lawn in Lily’s garden.

“Here, girl!” called Lily.

“Here, boy!” said Jess.

They each held out a bone-shaped biscuit. But the two chow-chow puppies on the lawn were so busy wrestling with each other that they didn’t pay any attention. Their golden fur fluffed up all around them like cotton wool, and their tiny pink tongues stuck out as they panted.

They had been found wandering the woods with hurt paws. Someone had brought them in to the Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, which Lily’s parents ran from a barn in their garden. Now the puppies were better, and in just a few hours, their owner would be arriving to pick them up.

Lily held up the biscuits again. “Here, doggies!”

“Maybe if we hide, they’ll come and look for us,” said Jess.

The girls crept over to a bush and ducked down behind it. Then they both called together: “Here, puppies!”

Sure enough, the puppies stopped barking. Then the girls heard trotting paws, and the pair of little chow-chows dashed around the side of the bush.
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“Good dogs!” said Lily, laughing as she gave them each a biscuit.

“Let’s try it again,” said Jess. “Only this time, we’ll hide behind a pen.”

The girls backed away, then hid behind a rabbit hutch. “Here, puppies!” they called together.

Paws came padding towards them. Then a furry golden face peeked round the side of the hutch …

Jess gasped. “Goldie!”

The golden cat purred as she wound her way between their legs, tail upright in greeting. Jess and Lily bent to stroke their friend. Goldie was no ordinary cat – she came from the magical world of Friendship Forest, where the animals could talk and walked on their hind legs.

“You know what this means,” said Lily. “It must be time to go to Friendship Forest for another adventure.”

Goldie purred and dashed off across the lawn.

“Stay here, puppies!” said Jess, then the girls ran after Goldie. They knew that no time would pass at Helping Paw while they were away in Friendship Forest.

They all ran to the stream at the bottom of the garden, which sparkled in the sunshine. Then Goldie hopped over the stepping stones into Brightley Meadow, where a huge, dead old oak tree stood. As the cat came closer, the tree’s branches burst into life. Bright green leaves sprouted from every twig, and colourful blossoms swirled around its trunk. A trio of larks settled on the highest branch, twittering merrily to each other.

“The Friendship Tree!” cried Jess and Lily, at the same time.
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Goldie laid one paw on the foot of the trunk, and the girls ran to join her. There, in the bark, letters began to form. The girls knew exactly what to do. Holding hands, they read the words out loud. “Friendship Forest!”

A little door appeared in the tree trunk, with a leaf-shaped handle. Lily turned the handle, and Jess pushed the door open. Golden light spilled from inside, even brighter than sunshine.

Jess and Lily followed Goldie through, ducking down together to fit inside. A tingling feeling ran all through their bodies from their heads to their toes. They knew that the magic of the forest was shrinking them until they were not much bigger than Goldie.

Suddenly the golden light vanished, and the girls found themselves standing in a woodland glade. A gentle breeze blew through the trees, ruffling a carpet of colourful summer flowers at their feet. Flowers grew in every colour of the rainbow! Even the trees had beautiful flowers winding up their trunks and dangling from their branches.

“Welcome back to Friendship Forest!” said Goldie, with a smile. The golden cat was standing on her hind legs now, and wore her favourite sparkly scarf.

Jess and Lily ran over and wrapped the cat up in a big hug. “It’s so good to be here again!” cried Lily.

“And the forest looks even more beautiful than usual,” added Jess. She pointed up at the clear blue sky. “Look – not a single cloud!”

“That’s because it’s Midsummer’s Day,” said Goldie. “And just wait … the Midsummer Festival is about to begin! It’s so much fun. There are three big events.
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First there’s the Super Swim Show, then there’s the Bake-Off Bonanza and the Sunshine Fete too. And at the very end of the day there’s a big concert!”

“It does sound amazing!” said Lily, laughing.

“But I hope Grizelda doesn’t show up to ruin it,” said Jess.

Grizelda was a wicked witch, and she was always trying to take over the forest and drive out the animals who lived there.

“Just let her try!” said Goldie. “You see, I think I’ve found a way to protect Friendship Forest from Grizelda … for ever!”

The girls exchanged a puzzled glance.

“That would be brilliant,” said Lily. “But how?”

Goldie put her paws to her mouth and called out into the forest. “Mr Bigroar! Mrs Bigroar! Meet Lily and Jess!”

The bushes rustled, then two huge golden creatures stepped out into the clearing. Jess and Lily both gasped in shock.

Lions!

Mr Bigroar wore a shiny bowler hat, and Mrs Bigroar had a pair of yellow-framed glasses perched on the end of her snout. She flicked her tail, making the flowers flutter.
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Lily and Jess held hands again, more tightly this time, both feeling a little afraid of the lions.

Two fuzzy little golden cubs tumbled out of the bushes behind the big lions, rolling and scrapping. Then a third, slightly bigger cub pushed through the trees. His fur gleamed, and he wore a blue hat with his fluffy ears poking out of the top.

“Beatrice, Beau, stop that,” he said, pulling them apart. “Sorry,” he said to the girls and Goldie. “They’re only little and they like to play.”

“Just like the puppies at home,” Lily whispered, feeling less scared.

“Bertie is our eldest,” Mr Bigroar said. “He’s very good at taking care of his brother and sister.”

Bertie pawed the ground shyly. “I do my best,” he mumbled.
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Jess laughed. “Well, you certainly sound like a very helpful cub.”

The little lion puffed out his chest with pride.

“The Bigroars are distant relatives of mine,” explained Goldie. “They come from Pleasant Plains, far beyond the forest. I invited them here so that they can protect the animals from Grizelda.”

“Great idea, Goldie,” said Jess. Grizelda would be far too afraid to do anything to the forest with a pride of lions running around.
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