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Trouble in the Crows’ Nest
1


One cold morning, Barley and Mellow Longears were in the meadow keeping an eye on their five young rabbits – Bramble, Bracken, Berry, Fern and Wisher.


“It’s been a long winter,” said Barley.


“Yes,” said Mellow. “But it’s nearly over. Look. There are snowdrops in the hedgerow. Spring isn’t far away.”


“I can’t wait!” said Barley. “Spring is my favourite time of year.”
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They listened to the young rabbits’ chatter.


“Let’s play Hop-Back,” said Bramble. He had thick, black fur, but his paws felt cold on the frosty grass.


Bracken and Berry were chasing each other.


“Hey, you two!” said Bramble. “Bend your backs. I’ll go first. Ready, Fern? Ready, Wisher? Come on, you’re as slow as snails!”


“Why do we always have to do what you say?” said Berry. He had reddish-brown fur, red as a rosehip. But he liked playing Hop-Back and got ready to play.


“Because I’m the biggest,” said Bramble cheerfully.


“And the bossiest!” said Wisher.


Her silvery-white coat shone in the wintry sunshine.


“I think it’s a good idea,” said Bracken. He always tried to please Bramble. Gingery-brown Bracken placed himself three hops’ distance from Berry and waited.


Fern gave her soft, grey fur a shake.


“Let’s stop talking and start!” she said.


“Right,” said Bramble. “Here I come!”
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“Aren’t we lucky, Barley Longears?” said Mellow. “We have five beautiful, healthy young rabbits.”


Barley nodded. He looked towards the River Ripple and to the wooded hills beyond.


“This is a wonderful valley,” he said. “I can’t imagine living anywhere else.”


“The best a rabbit could wish for!” said Mellow. Then she gave a little sigh. “I suppose, when Bramble, Bracken, Berry, Fern and Wisher are older, they will want to leave home, like we did. Just think, Barley, one day, our children will have families of their own.”


“True,” said Barley. “But until then, we’ll do our best to keep them safe.”


“We’ve taught them to take care up-burrow,” said Mellow. “Sensible rabbits have careful habits!”


Barley glanced nervously at the telegraph pole where their number one enemy, Burdock the buzzard, often perched, waiting to catch a rabbit. To Barley’s relief, the bird was nowhere to be seen.


“Burdock must be hunting somewhere else this morning,” he said. “But we must be careful. I saw a fox about yesterday. He looked very hungry.”


“Which reminds me,” said Mellow. “I’m hungry too! Let’s look for something to eat.”
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Wisher soon grew tired of playing Hop-Back, and she wandered off to be by herself. No one took any notice. They were used to Wisher’s strange ways. She was a little different from the others, with her special gift of knowing things before they happened. Even Wisher didn’t really understand how it worked. It was just something she was born with, a power she had inherited from her great-great eldermarr, Meadow Silvercoat.
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As Wisher passed a prickly gorse bush, she felt the ground move. A small mound of earth appeared, shortly followed by another, and another.


“My friend, Parsley Mole, makes hills like these,” she said. “I wonder if it’s him?”


She didn’t have to wait long to find out. Suddenly, an animal with large front paws and a whiskery snout popped out of a hole.


“Hello, Parsley!” said Wisher. “I hoped it was you.”
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