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            Chapter One

            Something Tiny and Prickly
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         “Here’s the bus!” said Jasmine, as the double-decker pulled in at the bus stop. She felt a glorious thrill of independence as she paid for her ticket and climbed the stairs to the top deck.

         “The front seat’s free!” said Tom.

         It was October half term, and their friend Marco was having a birthday party at the leisure centre in the nearby town. It had a huge pool, with a wave machine, inflatables and a massive water slide. The whole class had been invited. And, most exciting of all, Jasmine and her best friend Tom had been allowed to travel there by bus, on their own.

         The bus moved off with a jerk as they plonked themselves down, their bags on their laps. It was amazing to be on the top deck, high enough to see across the fields to Jasmine’s home, Oak Tree Farm. The autumn trees looked beautiful in shades of red, gold and orange.

         As the bus turned a corner, Jasmine noticed something in the middle of the road. At first she thought it was a lump of mud, but then it moved.
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         “Oh!” she exclaimed. “It’s a baby hedgehog!”

         The little hedgehog was staggering along, and the bus was drawing closer.

         “Oh, no!” cried Jasmine.

         Tom leapt up and pressed the bell for the bus to stop. “Quick!” he said, and they lurched along the aisle and hurried down the stairs.

         “We’ll miss the party if we get off now,” said Tom. “There isn’t another bus for two hours.”

         “You go to the party,” said Jasmine. “I need to check the poor hedgehog.”

         All sorts of awful thoughts whirled around her head. What if the hoglet had been run over? What if it was injured and in pain?

         The bus came to a halt and the doors opened. Jasmine jumped out and started running back down the road. As the bus pulled away and the engine noise faded into the distance, she heard another set of footsteps behind her. She turned and saw Tom racing along the lane.

         “You came!” she said, waiting for him to catch up. “Thanks, Tom.”

         “I wouldn’t leave you on your own,” he said.

         They ran down the road together, casting their eyes across the tarmac, dreading what they might see.

         After a few minutes, Tom stopped by a farm gate. “I think it was around here where we saw it,” he said.

         The gateway led to a concrete yard surrounded by old farm buildings, with gaps in the roofs and half-open doors hanging off their hinges. Jasmine couldn’t see or hear any animals, or anything else to show that this was a working farm. It looked deserted.
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         “Let’s look further down the road,” she said. “Just in case.”

         They ran on for a minute, but there was no sign of the hedgehog.

         “Looks like it got away from the bus,” said Tom. “That’s lucky. Shame we’ll miss Marco’s party though. Typical that no one’s around to give us a lift.”

         Tom’s parents were out for the day, and Jasmine’s parents were both working.

         “We couldn’t go to the party now anyway,” Jasmine said. “We need to find the hedgehog.”

         Tom looked puzzled. “Why? It’s probably back with its family.”

         Jasmine shook her head. “Hoglets don’t usually go out alone unless there’s a problem. So its mother’s probably died or abandoned it. Mother hedgehogs sometimes desert their babies if they’re disturbed.”

         Jasmine had been given a book about hedgehogs for her birthday, so she knew a lot about them.

         “Maybe the mother’s nearby,” said Tom, “and the baby was just exploring.”

         “They do sometimes wander from the nest and then go back,” said Jasmine, “but I’m sure this one was in trouble. Did you see how it was staggering?”

         “We’d better look for it then,” said Tom. “You look on this side, and I’ll do that side.” He crossed the road. “But I don’t know how we’ll find it. We can’t pick up every leaf.”

         “We need a stick each,” said Jasmine, picking up a hazel stick lying under the hedge. “Here, have this,” she said, fishing out another one. “We can move them about in the leaves – just gently, so we won’t harm the hoglet if it’s there. And we can listen out for squeaking. Hoglets sound like baby birds.”

         Tom sent a message to Marco, and they turned and walked back along the road, moving their sticks slowly among the leaf litter. Tom laughed. “We look like we’re playing at metal-detecting,” he said.

         A man approached from the other direction, with a Labrador on a lead. “You two lost something?” he asked.

         “We’re looking for a baby hedgehog,” Jasmine said. “Have you seen one?”

         “No,” he said. “You should leave hedgehogs alone anyway. Don’t go poking about disturbing them.”
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         “But it didn’t look well,” said Jasmine. “It was staggering about in the road.”

         “Then call a rescue place. Don’t interfere with something you know nothing about. It’s illegal to pick up a wild animal yourself.”

         “No, it’s not,” said Jasmine. “It’s illegal to keep a wild animal in captivity, but it’s not illegal to rescue a hedgehog to rehabilitate it and release it back into the wild.”

         The man looked a bit surprised. He said nothing, but jerked his dog’s lead and walked off.

         Jasmine fixed her fiercest stare on his retreating back. “What an ignoramus,” she said. “He knows absolutely nothing.”

         She and Tom were planning to run an animal rescue centre when they grew up. They had already rescued many animals, so they had learned a lot about looking after them. Jasmine’s mum was a vet and her dad was a farmer, so they had expert help when they needed it, as well as space to house the creatures they cared for.

         They searched the whole stretch of verge, but there was no sign of the hoglet.

         “It’s probably gone into a field,” said Tom. “And if it has, we don’t have a hope of finding it.”

         “Let’s at least search the farmyard,” Jasmine said. “If we don’t find it there, we’ll just have to go home.”

         They climbed over the rusty metal gate into the yard, which had buildings on three sides. A big barn ran along the far side, opposite the gate. To the right stood a long low cowshed, and to the left was a row of stables. The rotting wooden doors stood half open, hanging crookedly off their hinges. The yard and the barn were full of junk: rusting bits of machinery, tangles of wire and baler twine, empty containers and piles of wood.

         “There’s so many hazards here for a baby hedgehog,” Jasmine said. “They can easily get tangled in stuff because of their spikes. And they fall into things too, because they don’t have any fear of falling.”

         “I’ll search the yard first, and you do the barn,” said Tom. “Then we’ll do the other sheds if we haven’t found it.”

         Jasmine searched the whole barn, listening for squeaking sounds, but she found nothing. Hopefully the hoglet had just been exploring and was now safely tucked up in the nest with its family. She tried not to think about how it had been staggering around in the road. Wasn’t that a sign of hypothermia?

         She heard footsteps, and turned to see Tom in the barn doorway. He was clutching something to his chest, wrapped in his swimming towel.

         “Have you found it?” she asked excitedly.

         Tom nodded. But he didn’t look excited. He looked as though he was about to cry.
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            Was That a Squeak?
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         “Jasmine,” said Tom. “It’s so sad. I think it’s dead.”

         Jasmine turned cold with horror. “No! How? Let me see.”

         “It was floating in the water trough,” said Tom. “There’s a pile of junk next to it, so the hoglet must have climbed in and couldn’t get out. Look.”

         He lifted the towel. The hoglet’s eyes were closed and it was completely still.

         “That’s awful,” Jasmine said, blinking back tears. “The poor little thing.”

         She touched the hoglet’s skin. It was freezing cold.

         “Perhaps it has hypothermia,” she said hopefully. “I think they sometimes go unconscious if they get really cold. Let’s phone Mum and ask her.”

         They made a video call to Jasmine’s mum, Nadia, at her vets’ surgery. They didn’t expect her to answer, but luckily she was between appointments and picked up. She looked worried.

         “What’s happened?” she asked. “Why aren’t you at the party?”

         Jasmine quickly explained, and they showed Nadia the hoglet. Tom told her where he’d found it.

         “If it was just floating, then it’s drowned, I’m afraid,” she said. “But keep it wrapped up in the towel. I’ll need to report it and take it to the surgery for cremation. Poor little thing. I’ve got to go – my next client’s waiting – but I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

         “OK, see you soon,” said Jasmine. They ended the call, and Tom put the towel bundle carefully in his bag.

         “If only I’d looked in the tank first, I might have been in time to save it,” he said.

         “It’s not your fault,” said Jasmine, trying not to cry. “We did our best.”

         They stood for a moment in a sad silence. Then Jasmine said, “We should carry on looking. Hedgehogs usually have four or five babies in a litter, so if that one was wandering about on its own, there are probably others close by.”

         “I hadn’t thought of that,” Tom said. “I’ll search the stables and you do the cowshed.”

         The cowshed door was bolted shut, but there was a gap at the bottom plenty big enough for a hoglet to squeeze through. Jasmine jiggled the stiff bolt until it was loose enough to open. The door was hanging off its hinges, so she dragged it open just enough to slip inside.

         The shed was dark and gloomy, its windows covered with dust and cobwebs. Rusted tools and broken machine parts lay on the faded straw, along with plastic sacks and coils of wire.

         Jasmine gingerly lifted sacks, peered under ploughshares and dismantled piles of rubbish, very much hoping not to disturb a rats’ nest. But there were no signs of life at all.

         Finally she came to the last corner of the shed. A tractor wheel leaned against the wall, surrounded by empty feed containers and medicine bottles. Jasmine was looking under an upturned bucket when she suddenly heard a squeak.
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         She froze, straining to listen. From behind the tractor wheel came rustling sounds, followed by more squeaking. Her heart raced. Was it a rat? Or could it be a baby hedgehog?

         Screwing up her courage, and praying that a family of rats wouldn’t race out and scrabble across her feet, Jasmine peered into the gap between the wheel and the wall. All she could see was a heap of junk. But suddenly a plastic tub at the bottom of the pile, right at the back, caught her eye. It was about the size of a baked bean tin, and it was wobbling about, all on its own.

         She drew in her breath. The squeaking came again, louder and more urgent, like the chirping of a baby bird. The tub wobbled again.

         Jasmine knelt down. One by one, she pulled out the empty containers until at last she could turn the white plastic tub. Sticking out of the open end was a rounded heap of spiky brown prickles.
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