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CHAPTER ONE

Snuggly Hugs

Lily Hart took a handful of curly kale leaves to her best friend, Jess Forester. “The guinea pigs will love this!” she said.

The girls were outside the Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, which Lily’s parents ran in a barn in their garden. Jess and her family lived right opposite Lily, and both girls loved caring for the animal patients. Today they were putting feed in the outside runs where rabbits, guinea pigs, squirrels and other creatures lived once they were on the mend.

Jess’s tabby kitten, Pixie, ran to meet Mr Hart, who was bringing a bale of straw for bedding. But then she spotted something interesting in the hedge and touched it with her little pink nose.

Lily went to have a look, too. “Pixie’s found a weird leafy thing hanging from a twig,” she called to the others.

“It’s a chrysalis,” Mr Hart said. “One day it will become a butterfly.”
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“Wow!” said Jess, peering at the chrysalis too. It looked like a pea pod – green and closed up. When she touched it very gently, it was hard like a nut. “I can’t believe a strange-looking thing like that can become something so beautiful!”

As Mr Hart headed for the stable, a flash of gold among some roses caught Lily’s eye. “Look!” she called. “A butterfly!”

Jess grinned. “That’s no butterfly. It’s Goldie!”

A beautiful cat with golden fur and eyes as green as summer leaves ran to press against their legs, purring. Goldie was the girls’ special friend. She took them on amazing adventures in a magical place called Friendship Forest, where all the animals lived in little cottages or dens. And, best of all, they could all talk!

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

“Come on!” said Jess. “She’s taking us to Friendship Forest!”

They followed Goldie across the stream’s stepping stones into Brightley Meadow, where a single bare tree stood. As Goldie drew near, it burst into life!

New leaves sprouted, uncurling to soak up the sun. Honeysuckle climbed through the branches, with bees buzzing among its sweetly scented flowers. In the grass below, wild strawberries glowed like red jewels beneath tall purple foxgloves. Pink-breasted chaffinches swooped through the branches, chattering loudly to each other.

Lily squeezed Jess’s hand. The Friendship Tree!
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Goldie touched it with her paw, and two words appeared in the bark. “Friendship Forest!”

When they read the words aloud, a door appeared in the trunk! Lily turned its leaf-shaped handle and the door opened, spilling out golden light. This happened every time they went to Friendship Forest, but it always felt very special.

The cat leaped inside and the girls followed. They felt a familiar tingle, and knew it meant they were shrinking, just a little.

When the glow faded, Jess and Lily found themselves in a sun-dappled forest glade. The scent of candyfloss flowers drifted on the warm breeze. And there was Goldie, wearing her glittery scarf and standing almost as tall as their shoulders.
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She hugged them. “Jess! Lily!” she said in her soft voice. “Welcome to Friendship Forest.”

“It’s great to be back!” said Lily.

“And to talk to you!” Jess added. “Have you fetched us here because Grizelda’s causing trouble again?”

Grizelda was a bad witch who wanted to get rid of all the animals in Friendship Forest so she could have it for herself. Goldie and the girls had always managed to stop her wicked plans, but their last adventure had left them feeling worried. Odd things had happened at Spelltop School, where all the little animals went. Even worse, one of the school’s teachers, Professor Cutiepaws, had been acting strangely, and Jess and Lily suspected she was helping the witch.

Goldie shook her head. “Grizelda hasn’t been around,” she said, “and Professor Cutiepaws hasn’t done anything unusual. But there is someone who needs help.” She pointed to a pretty brown and white cow, standing beneath a mulberry tree.
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