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CHAPTER ONE

An Autumn Visitor

Jess Forester shuffled her foot through a pile of crisp, fallen leaves. “There are loads of chestnuts here!” she said. She and her best friend, Lily Hart, were in Jess’s garden, filling a box with fallen nuts.
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“They’ll be a treat for the squirrel my mum and dad are looking after,” said Lily. The squirrel was one of the patients at Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, which was across the road from Jess’s house. Lily’s parents ran it, and the two girls loved animals so much that they helped out whenever they could.

A flurry of deep gold leaves drifted down from the tree.

Jess caught one. “I love autumn colours, don’t you?” she said. “There’s yellow and red and— look!” She pointed up through the branches. “There! A squirrel!” she said.

More leaves tumbled down as the squirrel bounded higher.

“He’s so sweet!” said Lily. “Maybe he’ll come to us if I offer him a chestnut.”

She held one out, but the squirrel stayed on the branch, watching them nervously.
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“He’s shy. Let’s leave some here for him,” Jess suggested, heaping a handful of nuts on the grass.

“I wish we could tell him it’s safe to come down,” said Lily. “After all, we’ve spoken to squirrels before, in Friendship Forest!”

Jess grinned. Friendship Forest was a secret world where the animals lived in little cottages and visited the Toadstool Café and, best of all – they talked! One of them, a cat called Goldie, was the girls’ special friend. She had taken them on lots of exciting adventures in the forest.

“I wish Goldie would visit us soon,” Lily sighed.

Jess nudged her, pointing to a nearby tree. “She’s here now!” she said in delight.

A pair of green eyes, the colour of grass in the evening sun, blinked from between the yellow leaves.
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“Goldie!” the girls cried.

A beautiful golden cat leaped from the tree and ran to press against their legs, purring.

The girls bent to stroke her.

“Does this mean Friendship Forest needs our help?” wondered Lily. “Is Grizelda causing trouble for the animals?”

Grizelda was a wicked witch. So far Jess, Lily and Goldie had managed to stop her plans to take over the forest, but now Grizelda had four helpers – messy creatures from the Witchy Waste.

The Witchy Waste had once been a beautiful water garden, with willow trees, ponds and waterlilies. Then Grizelda’s creatures had made it as filthy as a rubbish tip. Now she wanted them to help her make Friendship Forest messy and horrible too, so all the animals would have to leave.

The last time Jess and Lily were in Friendship Forest, Peep the bat from the Witchy Waste put a spell on Olivia Nibblesqueak, a sweet little hamster. The spell made Olivia as messy as Peep, and had started to turn her into a cheeky bat, too! The girls had managed to undo Peep’s spell, but they knew that three more Witchy Waste creatures were waiting to cause trouble.

Goldie mewed as she turned towards the gate.

“Come on, Lily!” Jess hopped with excitement. “Goldie’s taking us to Friendship Forest!”

The girls ran down the lane, hurrying past the wildlife hospital. Two baby rabbits sat up inside their run, looking startled as they dashed by.

Goldie led them over the stepping stones in the stream at the bottom of Lily’s garden, and into Brightley Meadow. In the middle stood an old oak tree with bare, lifeless branches.

The Friendship Tree!

Jess and Lily shared an excited glance as Goldie reached the tree. Something amazing was about to happen!
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