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PRAISE FOR THE SONGBIRD ARMY







"A warm, uplifting story with gorgeous illustrations. A perfect Christmas gift."

Millie Spark, Children’s Author

"A charming world of birds and vivid storytelling. I can’t wait to share it with my granddaughter."

Jackie Richards, Author of Dogs in the Workplace"

“A fast-paced, thoughtful adventure with rich vocabulary and strong themes. Perfect for 9–10 year olds."

Linda’s Book Bag, Award-Winning Book Blogger

"A beautiful story of belonging and finding your voice."

Caroline Jopp, Founding Member of the Military Wives Choirs Foundation










PROLOGUE
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Bird Boy's Notes


Every morning when I climb up to my fort, the first thing I hear is the dawn chorus. It's one of the most beautiful sounds in the world — like nature's orchestra tuning up for sunrise. The birds sing together to mark their territory and call to their friends. Their songs grow louder and more exciting as the sun climbs higher, and when they all sing together, something magical happens. They're stronger as a group than any of them could be alone.


I've been watching birds for ages now, drawing them and writing notes about their characters and habits in my special notebook. From my secret fort, I can see everything that happens in the garden, without anybody spotting me.


Magpies are one of the biggest threats to the smaller songbirds. Even though they eat lots of different things like insects and berries, they sometimes steal eggs and chicks from other birds' nests. I watched it happen from my fort last spring[RM1] . It was horrible. Magpies are tough and clever, but they don't seem to understand that the garden works best when everyone gets along.


The birds in our garden are amazing — full of adventures, friendships, and challenges that might surprise you! Sometimes, I write their adventures down. Not just the facts, but the way they might tell the story if they could.







 Twits, Twitterers & Tweeters

as written in Bird Boy’s notebook







Alcedo the Kingfisher

So fast he’s a blur. Always watching. Always waiting. Probably knows more than any of us.

Chief Inspector Pica the Magpie

Loud. Dangerous. Thinks the garden belongs to him. It doesn’t.

Cory the Greenfinch 

Shy, but when she sings, even the trees lean in.

Grace and Alba the Ring-Necked Doves

Peaceful pair. Always together. I feed them now.

Sage the Parrot

Talks a lot. Most of it worth hearing.

Fruggie the Crow 

A brave bird. I hope the others remember him the way I do.

Crook the Crow

Fierce. Secretive. Gone now.

Hula the Bullfinch

Loyal. Fierce. A natural leader with a soft spot for justice.

Major the Great Tit

Always shouting. Always brave. A tiny general with a big heart.

Merula the Blackbird

Swift and clever. If news spreads, it’s probably from her.

Mr Blackbird

Delivers the leaf letters.

Parus the Blue Tit

So small. So fast. Still learning where the windows are!

Passer the House Sparrow

Tends to everyone. A feathery nurse with boundless energy.

Petra & Perseus the Peacocks

Vain. Loud. Flashy.

Phil the Song Thrush

Sings like he’s smiling. Knows everyone’s business but doesn’t gossip.

Rube the Robin

Leader of the garden. Brave, even when afraid. I learned a lot just watching him.

Sergeant Pie the Magpie

Follows Pica. Carries out orders with relish. 

Constable Peck

Brutal muscle, does the dirty work.

Starry the Starling

Hilarious. Loud. Can sound like anything — including cats, dogs, and the garden gate. 










CHAPTER ONE




CHAPTER ONE

Rube the Robin
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Rube nests low, in hidden places. He makes a new one every year. 

He likes shelves and flowerpots. I think he likes being near people.

— From Bird Boy’s Notebook —





"Special delivery!" calls Mr Blackbird, crash-landing on my boat. No fancy loop-the-loop today, just a messy tumble of black feathers and scrambling claws.


“Important leaf-letter from Sage,” he pants.


"What does she want this time?" I settle in for the usual news. “More May Day plans?”


Mr Blackbird shakes his head grimly. “Magpie meeting. Dawn. All choir members must attend.”


My tail feathers droop. Sage is next door’s parrot. Her letters are usually fun — gossip about the humans, reminders about singing practice, and lists for our May Day party. But a Magpie Meeting?


“What do you think it means?” he asks, quietly.

Trouble. Big trouble.


“No idea,” I say, ruffling my feathers. "But can you tell the others? I’d better get ready."


Before I fly off, let me introduce myself. I'm Rube — Rubecula Erithacus if you want to be fancy about it. I'm a robin with one of the brightest red breasts in all of Berkshire and lead singer of our local Songbird Choir. This is my patch: Riverside Garden at the end of Fishery Lane, where the garden slopes down to the river and the old boathouse. See that white rowing boat on the lawn? That's my headquarters, and it’s the best command post a bird could hope for. I nest under the seat and keep watch over everything from this bow. At the moment, the apple trees are just finishing their blossom, and everywhere you look, the garden birds are busy with nests and eggs. It should be our happiest time of year.


But right now, Sage’s leaf letter is suggesting we're in for a terrible day.


I make my usual pre-flight danger checks — look for hawks, scan for cats, locate the humans — then launch myself over the hedge to Sage's garden. The rest of the songbirds follow behind. 


I take my position at the front of Sage's railing. The wise old parrot — my best friend, despite being ten times my size and not even a songbird — hops along her terrace towards me. Her humans let her roam freely out here, knowing that if any real danger appears, her screech will bring them running. The other singers line up and Sage gives a deep, dignified nod. I open with a clear trill, and the dawn chorus begins.


Parus, our youngest blue tit, careers in late. She tries to join the harmony but starts a beat early and sings a note too high, startling the sparrow next to her.


"Sorry! Got excited!" Parus chirps, puffing up her chest. 


Hula, the bullfinch from two gardens up, rolls his eyes. I hide a smile. Parus means well.


Phil, the song thrush from Middle Garden, sings clear and loud as always, and the woodlark from The Mansion can't remain standing, drifting high above us with his sad but beautiful song. Sunlight peeps across the garden while Hula whistles and flutes, and the nuthatch from the other end of the lane pops up to a high perch for her loud, rhythmic delivery.


And that's when I notice them. 


Black and white shapes, gathering on the rooftops. 


More than usual. 


Far more.


"Rube," whispers Phil, his voice faltering mid-note. "Look up there."


"Keep singing," I murmur back, though my voice wavers. "Don't let them know we've seen."


A rock dove, a pair of jackdaws, a starling, a green woodpecker, and lots of sparrows join in. There’s even a heron, kaharking tunelessly along with the chorus. But the sky is darkening, and more birds are noticing now. Our melody becomes patchy as voices drop out.


"Eyes on me, everyone," calls Sage from her perch. "Music is hope. While we sing, we are free."


The magpies are circling, landing, waiting. Their silence scary against our joyful song.


The Titchies — blue tits, coal tits, long-tailed tits and their cousins — cluster together. 


"So many magpies,” breathes Parus.


“What do they want?” asks his friend. 


The Finsters, our local finch gang, huddle together. A flashy, feisty flock of birds who are unusually subdued this morning. And Cory the greenfinch looks terrified.


I count the magpies gathering around us. 


Thirteen. 


Too many. 


Something's definitely wrong.










CHAPTER TWO




CHAPTER TWO

The Magpie Mafia

[image: ]

Magpies build big round nests high up. They use thorns so no one can get in. 

They add to the same nest every year, until it’s a fortress.

— From Bird Boy’s Notebook —





Chief Inspector Pica, head of the Magpie Mafia, struts along the railing, glossy tail held high, black eyes glittering with something that makes my chest tighten.


He addresses us in his hoarse, ugly voice.


"First, a quick update on our excellent work, then we'll discuss some… changes to our arrangement."

Changes?


My throat goes dry. Magpies don't call meetings to discuss improvements.


"There are three new dogs in the road," Pica barks. "All huge, vicious — looking beasts. One is in Riverside Garden,” — all eyes turn to me, and I give a long-suffering nod, though I can barely concentrate on his words — "and two next to Flamingo Tree Garden. These dogs look fierce, but they're lazy. So far, they just lie down and sleep when my patrol taunts them."


I try to focus, but that word changes is echoing in my head. A few sparrows twitter and tweet and are quickly silenced by a fierce cha-ka from Pica.


"Greater threats remain foxes, cats, small fluffy dogs. There are now only three foxes in the road. One fox was caught by my patrol, who lured it in front of a passing car by pretending to have a broken wing."


My stomach churns. I can barely listen to his bragging — all I can think about is what's coming next.


"The magpie officer responsible was Sergeant Pie," continues Pica. "Quite a feather in her cap."


Dutiful chirps and applause follow, and with a chilling chuckle, Pica turns to two magpies I don’t recognise.


"We had quite a feast that night, didn't we boys?”


I shudder. I don't mind the odd worm, but dead animals like that are another matter altogether. "Other than that," Chief Inspector Pica snarls, "we continue to protect all songbirds with our usual 'cat-call'."


I can hardly hear him for the hammering of my heart.


"Protection terms remain the same," Pica growls. "Our patrol will be out collecting the usual gifts from every garden — shiny things, scraps of food, whatever you've got. That's the deal. We keep the cats off your backs; you keep us happy."


I shift uncomfortably on the railing, my claws gripping tight. This is how it's always been. The magpies provide protection from cats and other predators in exchange for ‘gifts’. It's not ideal, but it works. Or at least, it has worked. But what did he mean by changes?


Pica pauses, his black eyes glitter, and every feather on my body stands on end.


"However," he continues, his voice taking on a harder edge, “things are changing on Fishery Lane.”


Here it comes. 


My breath catches in my throat.


“Three new magpie families have moved down from the northern counties — driven out by development, they tell me. My gang has nearly doubled in size." 


He hops along the railing, and I notice more black and white shapes gathering on the rooftops than I've ever seen before.


"Feeding this many officers requires... adjustments to our arrangement."


A terrible silence falls over the garden. Even the sparrows go quiet.


“From the end of next month,” Pica announces, “protection payments will include the usual tributes, plus one egg per nest, per season. For everybody.” 


"An egg per nest?” whispers Parus. 


I glance at Sage. Her yellow eyes meet mine with a slight shake of her head. Stay quiet, they seem to say.


"That's not fair!" chirps a sparrow.


“QUIET!” snaps Pica, his mean eyes look at all of us. “Songbird Choir members included.”


I gasp, and open my beak to speak, but he hasn’t finished.


He leans towards me, his breath sour, his voice low and cruel.


“And don’t expect help from your humans,” he hisses. “Your old one — Gunman we call him — shot two of my officers last year. He’s bigger than any fox or cat — and ten times as deadly.”


Birds gasp and ruffle their feathers. A few of the smaller sparrows actually fall off the railing in shock. 


My legs go weak. 


An egg per nest? That's not protection — that's theft.


That's taking our children.


An un-bird-like silence falls as Pica bounds off to join the other magpies.


"Goodbye, my friends," he rasps. “See you at the end of May.”


And he glides away.


None of us dares speak. Everyone knows what happens if you don't pay the magpies. Last spring, they raided poor Merula's nest, after she refused.
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