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Praise for 

THE SONGBIRD ARMY

Book One in The Songbird Choir Series.




“The Songbird Army is a heartwarming adventure about courage, friendship, and standing up to bullies. 

Julia Blackburn weaves a magical story with memorable characters that children will love.”

Young Page Turners




“A delightful story of bravery and unity. 

The story shows that courage isn’t about being the biggest or strongest—it’s about refusing to let bullies win.”

Whats Good to Read




“Beautifully written, with a charming cast of garden birds and clever nods to natural history, this book is both educational and thoroughly engaging for middle-grade readers.”

Linda’s Book Bag







 The Songbird Choir

as written in Bird Boy’s notebook







Alcedo the Kingfisher

Elusive. Appears and vanishes as if by magic.

Blanche the Cuckoo

Finding her place. Learning to belong.

Flint the Jay

Trouble with feathers. Hard to trust.

Grebe the Great Crested Grebe

Chick-less. Patient. Parus’s steadfast friend.

Hula the Bullfinch

Loyal. Fierce. Always singing… even though he can’t see the notes.

Major the Great Tit

Bossy. Brave. Brilliant. Demands to be heard.

Merula the Blackbird

Mother hen of the choir. Clever, caring, always a step ahead.

Parus the Blue Tit

Ditsy but determined. Blanche’s unlikely guide.

Phil the Song Thrush

Blunt. Truthful. Says what everyone’s thinking.

Riddler the Great Spotted Woodpecker

Speaks in riddles. Full of restless energy.

Rube the Robin

Head of the choir. Learning to listen before he leads.

Teasel the Hedgehog

A prickly pal for Hula







Prologue
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Mayday




An internationally recognised distress signal to declare

imminent danger or a life-threatening emergency.




May Day 

A day to celebrate the peak of spring, and the start of the summer 


There’s an intruder in Riverside Garden. 


It’s silent as morning mist, stealthy as a snake. But I see its shape in the shadows. Feel its breath change the atmosphere.


The young songbirds don’t know it’s there, but Rube the robin does. He’s been all of a fluster, flapping around shrieking his loud warning call.

 Tic-tic-tic. Tic-tic-tic.


Today he actually stopped the dawn chorus. 


Tic-tic-tic. Tic-tic-tic.


A flurry of feathers, and the choir birds fled to protect their nests. All except Parus, the young blue tit. Parus continued chirruping her tuneless song. Then Major, the great tit, swooped in and sent her flitting back to safety. 


But was he too late? 


Inside the cavity, nestled among Parus's own three speckled eggs, lay a fourth — larger, smoother, different.


The intruder had been and gone.


And Parus had no idea.










CHAPTER ONE




CHAPTER ONE

Nesting
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Blue tits are cavity nesters. 

To keep safe, they use tiny holes in trees, rotting trunks, and old woodpecker nests.

— From Bird Boy’s Notebook —


“We need to talk about Parus,” huffs Major, landing in a flower bed beside my boat. A familiar tang of hawthorn berries clings to his feathers.


I join him among the tulips. The weather is mild, but I can sense rain on the way.


Rain means worms. And we robins do love worms.


“What now?” I ask, fluffing out my red breast with irritation. I was in the middle of a nice bird-nap.


“She won’t listen,” barks the great tit, snatching at a passing cranefly. “She’s nest building in Riddle’s old woodpecker hole. I’ve told her it’s stupid. She hasn’t even got a mate.”


A blackcap warbles in the hedge.


“Rube! Are you listening?” barks Major. 


“Yes. Sorry. Sounds like at least she’s having fun.” 


Major flutters his wings, his magnificent yellow belly puffed out like a giant bumblebee. 


“It won’t be fun if she’s eaten by a weasel. The opening’s too wide,” he barks. “Even Phil could get in.”


Phil, a song thrush, is twice the size of Major and me, so this is worrying.


“See for yourself,” commands Major.


Although I’m the lead singer in The Songbird Choir, Major — who used to live in Maple Tree garden until we adopted him as one of ours — is much bossier. And he’s usually right.


So in three flaps, we’re high in the apple tree, our feathers being tickled by its soft pink blossom. From here I can see right across to The Farmland, and a shiver runs down my spine at the sight of it. Shadows move in the misty trees, and the place looks colder and darker than our garden. Nobirdy from Riverside Garden goes there. Not unless they're desperate.


“Twigs, and feathers, and hair and leaves. My babies will be so happeeeee!” trills a familiar voice.


I wince at the lack of rhythm.


"At least they'll hatch before May Day," chirps a sparrow from the hedge. "We'll have a proper chorus to welcome the swallows."


"If they come," mutters another darkly.


"They always come," I snap. "And they will this year too."


But doubt prickles under my feathers. Gardens without song are gardens without luck. And the swallows know.


“Ridiculous,” mutters Major, flying away just as Parus darts into the cavity with a beakful of moss. 


The nest hole has weathered since I was last up here, its perfect circle softened by rain and roughened by insects. Now it’s far too big to keep Parus safe.


“Tweetle,” I call, announcing my presence in the polite way we do in Riverside Garden. “May I come in!”


“Come and see!” chirrups Parus, fluffing her feathers excitedly. 


I gobble a glorious green caterpillar, then hop inside to deliver my message. Parus must move to a safer place immediately.


As if to remind us of the risks, a flurry of frantic tsik-tsik-tsik erupts just beyond the blossom. Major, alerting the songbirds to some unseen danger. 


But inside the cavity is an oasis of calm. The wood smells of rain and age. Young Parus has done her best with the nest, and although it’s messy and incomplete, my little friend is perching on its edge, fizzing with excitement. 


“I popped out to get some moss and LOOK!” she twitters, cocking her head to inspect her handiwork. 


I close my eyes and sigh. 


Now we will have to arrange an around the clock guard for the entrance to the cavity.


Because despite Major’s warnings, Parus has already started laying. 


And inside her nest lie three perfect little speckled eggs. 


And there’s a fourth one which doesn’t quite match.










CHAPTER TWO




CHAPTER TWO

Hatchling!
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Sometimes a nest surprises even the parent birds, 

with an extra mouth to feed or a stranger among the speckled eggs.

— From Bird Boy’s Notebook —


Ten days later, the garden is bursting with life. Horse chestnut in full bloom, dandelions abundant, the soil warming and the air humming with midges.


Dawn comes early, and we declare it with a chorus. 


I conduct from the garden fence and Riddler the woodpecker keeps time with a rat-a-tat-tat from the apple tree. Merula the blackbird’s melody winds through the air like spun silver. I lean in, drinking in every note, until a series of tuneless grunts from the river ruins the moment.


I am about to send the huge bird packing when she slips silently beneath the water, without a splash.


Hula the bullfinch lands beside me with a thump.


“That’s Grebe. Leave her,” he warns.


‘If only her singing were as elegant as her diving.’


“She lost her chicks to a fox last week. They used to live just past The Farmland, but I said she could join us here if she wanted.”


I shiver, remembering the dark waters and the strange cries Fruggie the crow once warned about in The Farmland. Then I am distracted by a perfect solo from Phil, the song thrush, taking me back to the choir. My magnificent red breast swells with joy until the chorus is ruined again, this time by a feather-frazzling cry from Parus.


“They’re hatching! They’re hatching!”


“And I’m a swan,” mutters Merula. “I keep telling her they won’t hatch unless she finds a mate but she won’t listen.” 


His words skim past me like wind over water. I am still wincing at the pitch of Parus’s cry.


“Choir! Carry on. I’ll check on her. Hula, you conduct.”


Hula takes over my position, his sightless eyes turning towards the sound of the choir, his pink breast swelling with pride at his promotion.


A hop, a flit and a flap, and I am at Parus’ nest, where Major is keeping guard. 


“Has nobirdy told her the facts of life. No mate, no chicks. It’s basic biology,” he grumbles. 


I agree, so am startled to peer through the gloom in the woody cavity, and see Parus tenderly feeding a hoverfly to a pale, featherless chick.


As I peer at the strange creature, a memory flickers — the intruder from weeks ago. The one that set my feathers on edge. The shadow that slipped into Parus's nest while she was away.


Not a predator.


A cuckoo.










CHAPTER THREE




CHAPTER THREE

Chick Choir
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Not all birds sing the tune.

Some keep the beat.

Some give the warning.

And some make sure the music starts at the right moment.

— From Bird Boy’s Notebook —


I flutter onto an azalea, wave my wings and count in the chicks.


“Two three and …”


“A an B and C and D,


Mealworms and seeds for tea,


E for egg and F for -“


Parus’s pale, ugly chick twitches her head, and emits a beak-breaking squawk.


“Stop!” I shout, hopping up and down to get the young birds’ attention. “That F is NOT optional, and it is NOT sharp.”


“Well done Blanche!” Parus chirps, scooping her up gently. “Joining in, sweetie, just like the others.”


I roll my eyes.


We are practising a simple dusk lullaby, one my father taught me and his father taught him before that — back when the world was quieter, and Riverside Garden was just a water meadow.


The young chicks are picking it up nicely. Except Blanche, who is ruining it.


“How about you leave out the harmony. Maybe just… err… do a little dance instead?”


“No, Rube!” tweets Parus, joining me on my branch. “I want her to join in with her friends!”


“Well she’s not, is she? That’s my problem.”


I pause. Then, with a hopeful flutter, I add,


“If you master this, we’ll move on to the May Day Chorus.”


“We’re not allowed to sing that,” tweets a sparrow chick. “Papa says you sing it and then you die.”


"No, no - MAYDAY is the distress call. One word, repeated three times. We only use that when we're desperate. That's the dangerous one. The MAY DAY CHORUS is completely different — two words, a song of celebration, to welcome the swallows."
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