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A Note from the Author
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Dear Reader,

I am so glad you’re joining me on this adventure! Clawthorne is a continuation of my Jack the Bad Crow stories. You can read Clawthorne without reading the other books in the series first, but if you’d like to get to know the characters before starting this book, you may want to read the Jack the Bad Crow series before diving into Clawthorne.

Holly Jo Flora
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Chapter 1

Bring Him In
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The air was cold and still—much like the mood. The council was never summoned for heartwarming reasons. No, the Birds of Prey Council only convened when something or someone needed to be . . . dealt with . . . handled.

The council always met on the same mountain cliff. It was flat and clear except for one large boulder sitting near the edge.

The majestic birds of prey had all landed and formed their customary circle. They were waiting for their leader to arrive. Clawthorne always made a late entrance. The birds stood silently. Clawthorne demanded no discussion take place unless he was present, and Hatchet, Clawthorne’s second-in-command, always made sure that order was obeyed.

Hatchet turned his falcon head to the right. “Clawthorne has arrived,” he announced.

A massive hawk landed in the center of the circle. No one moved or addressed him. Clawthorne slowly surveyed all in attendance—ospreys, falcons, hawks, and owls. No bird returned his stern gaze. No one would ever look into Clawthorne’s eyes. This was for many reasons—one of which was that Clawthorne’s mangled eye was a bit unsettling to look at.

Completing his attendance check, Clawthorne flew to his place of prominence. He landed on top of the boulder and looked down at Hatchet, who stood on the ground to his right.

“Hatchet,” said Clawthorne with his deep, raspy voice, “you may call the meeting to order.”

“The Birds of Prey Council is hereby called to order! Gunther! Come forward.”

An owl stepped cautiously to the middle of the circle. Gunther was not a member of the council. He was there to testify.

“Gunther, who do you bring charges against?” asked Hatchet.

“I, um . . .” Gunther said softly as he glanced around the circle. “I have grievances against—”

“Speak up!” Hatchet shouted.

Gunther swallowed. “I have grievances to declare against Archie—the barn owl who lives at the farm next to mine.”

“Archie,” Clawthorne repeated. He glanced down at Hatchet.

“Archie—Fredrick’s son,” Hatchet clarified. “Fredrick served on this council a long time ago. He was forced to leave when his wife died. He had to go raise his son.”

Clawthorne looked back at Gunther. “Continue,” he ordered.

“Well, Archie and his wife are constantly hunting on my territory. I’m a reasonable owl—I understand if my fellow birds occasionally take from my fields. I’ve had to do that to others too when food’s hard to find at times. But this isn’t like that.” Gunther paused.

“Explain,” Clawthorne ordered.

“It’s common knowledge at our farms that Archie refuses to hunt on his own lands.”

“Why?”

“Because . . . Because he’s friends with his food.”

Gasps were heard from all around the council.

Clawthorne’s talons tightened onto the boulder, leaving scratch marks on the hard rock.

“He’s . . . friends with his food?” Clawthorne asked. “Did I hear you correctly?”

Gunther swallowed again. “Yes, sir.”

“Seems old Fredrick failed at raising his son. Well, it sounds like it’s time for us to teach this Archie a lesson on how to be a bird.” Clawthorne looked down at Hatchet. “Bring him in.”

Hatchet grinned. “Gladly.”

~~~~~

[image: ]


“She doesn’t have ears?” Ma Cow asked in surprise.

“That’s right. She was born without ’em,” Alex the squirrel answered. “She’s as precious as can be, of course, but she looks more like she comes from my family than from Johnny’s. She looks like a little squirrel with a rabbit tail.”

“Oh, I wish she was my sister!” said Alex’s daughter, Anslee.

“What did Johnny and Harriet name her?” asked Ma.

“Poppy,” Alex answered.

“Isn’t that just the cutest name?” said Anslee.

Ma smiled and nodded. “Yes, it is. It surely is!” She looked at Alex. “How many kits were in the litter?”

“Only five this time. Smallest litter they’ve had so far—four boys and one girl.”

“Daddy, if Poppy doesn’t have any ears, does that mean she can’t hear?”

“Yes, Poppy’s deaf.”

“So, how are we gonna talk to her when she can’t hear us?”

“We’ll use our paws and our bodies to communicate with her,” Alex answered.

“Oh, this is so exciting!” Anslee jumped up and down. “I can’t wait to learn how to talk to her!”

“And I can’t wait to meet her and her brothers!” added Ma Cow. “More sweet young’uns runnin’ around our barn . . . I sure do love it!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

Danger
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As usual, Archie and Sylvia landed on Ma Cow’s stall door before they headed out to hunt that night. Ma filled them in on the new additions to the farm family.

“Alex said this was Johnny and Harriet’s smallest litter yet, only five kits,” said Ma Cow.

“And the little girl was born without ears?” asked Sylvia.

Ma nodded. “That’s what Alex said—said the sweet young’un didn’t have any ears.”

“Well,” said Archie, “she couldn’t have been born into a better rabbit family.”

“Now that’s the truth. Yes, it is!” agreed Ma. “I’m hopin’ Johnny will stop by sometime tomorrow and visit awhile.”

“If he does, please wake me so I can speak to him too,” said Archie.

“Will do. Now I best be gettin’ to bed, and I know you two must be ready to go eat some breakfast!”

“Good night, Ma,” said Archie. He spread his wings and flew out of the barn.

“Good night, Ma,” Sylvia echoed as she followed him.

“Night, Archie! Night, Sylvia!” Ma called after them.

Archie and Sylvia had only flown for a minute when Archie started to descend. They never hunted this close to the farm. Confused, Sylvia followed and landed beside him in a tree.

“Archie—” Sylvia started, but he held up his wing to stop her.

He looked around for a few seconds and then whispered, “I heard wings. Someone’s following us.”

Just then, a large falcon landed on the branch in front of them.

“I’m impressed that your ears still work at your age,” said Hatchet.

Archie didn’t say anything. He kept his eyes on Hatchet as he slowly slid closer to his wife. When Archie felt her wing against his, he raised his wing slightly in front of her.

Hatchet grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to hurt either of you . . . yet.”

“Why are you here?” asked Archie.

“To notify you. Archie, you’ve been summoned by the Birds of Prey Council. Two nights from now, we will reconvene at sundown, and you will be there. Fail to comply, and”—Hatchet grinned again—“let’s just say, your wing won’t stop me from handling the situation.”

“Summoned? Why has he been summoned?” asked Sylvia.

“Clawthorne will explain everything at the meeting. I’ll let you two get back to hunting. I know you have a ways to fly before you get to . . . acceptable grounds.” With that, Hatchet took off into the black night sky.

“Archie, what does this mean?”

Archie turned to look back in the direction they’d come. “It means our farm is in danger.”

~~~~~
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The next day, Johnny the rabbit stopped by the barn to visit. As he and Alex came through the barn’s large double doors, they heard Ma Cow exclaim, “Is that two of my favorites I see?”

Johnny smiled as he answered, “Yes, ma’am. How are you today, Ma? I’m sorry it’s been a while since I’ve been able to come by.”

“Oh now, no apologies, Johnny! I know you’ve had your paws full! And I’m doin’ just fine. How are you both of you this fine day?”

“Doing good,” said Alex. He and Johnny sat down in front of Ma’s stall.

“And how are the new precious kits?” asked Ma as she lowered her head over her stall door.

“They’re great,” Johnny said, beaming with pride. “I know Alex filled you in on our Poppy.”

Ma Cow nodded.

“Ma, she’s amazing. She’s so attentive. I mean, I know it’s still a few more days before they all open their eyes, but she’s so alert. Her other senses are strong—her sense of smell is incredible!”

“Oh, Johnny, I just can’t wait to meet the young’un,” said Ma. “I can’t wait to meet all of ’em! Now, Archie asked me to wake him if you stopped by. I’m sure he’s wantin’ an update on your kits too.”

Ma raised her head, but before she could call Archie’s name, she saw him and Sylvia fly down from their rafter beam.

As they landed on the ground next to Alex and Johnny, Archie said, “No need to wake us, Ma. We’ve not been able to sleep. Something’s happened.”

Archie’s and Sylvia’s expressions were tense.

“What’s wrong, Archie?” asked Ma.

“I’m sorry to change the mood, Johnny,” said Archie. “Please know how happy we are for you and Harriet.”

“Yes,” Sylvia agreed.

“Thank you both, but Archie, what’s happened?” asked Johnny.
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Chapter 3

The Bird Council
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“I’ve been summoned by the bird council,” Archie told the group. “I have to be at their meeting tomorrow night.”

“What’s the bird council?” asked Alex.

“The Birds of Prey Council,” Sylvia answered. “They meet every three months and make decisions for all of the birds in our region. The council is led by a hawk named Clawthorne.”
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