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   histle was in a bad mood. While the world around him was sunny and bright, a storm cloud of anger hovered above the young hare as he bounded aimlessly onward.

   “Looks like Heather’s got his scut in a knot again,” remarked a squirrel as Thistle passed by underneath.

   Heather, Thistle’s sister, was a very fastidious hare who liked everything in its place. She was always sure to point out when he did something wrong, and was always sparing of her praise. His sensitive nature did not take her criticism well, and this frequently led to rows between them.

   It was following one such row that Thistle had run away on his current jaunt to let off steam.

   “Who’s she to tell me my form is dirty?” he muttered to himself as he went. “It’s my form!”

   He slowed his pace a little as he came nearer the river. After all, he was quite mindful of where he was going, whatever Heather might say to the contrary. He stopped beside it and stared into the water for a while. Its steady, serene flow always had a soothing effect on him. He turned and lolloped along its bank with no particular destination in mind. His senses were ever alert for danger, as there was said to be a fox in the area who liked nothing more than the taste of long-eared leapers like him. The fox was more active at night, though, so Thistle felt reasonably safe.

   Suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks. His ears went rigid and he stood upright. Spreading out before him was the largest, lushest bush he had ever seen. Its leaves were as green as could be, and its crown adorned by little purplish flowers. It seemed harmless enough, though he did not recall it being there a couple weeks ago. It must have grown up rapidly since then from the seed that some bird had unintentionally planted.

   His stomach gave him a rumbling reminder that he was famished. His sister had so upset him that he had forgotten to eat this morning. Seeing that none of his usual fare seemed to grow around here, he cautiously approached the strange bush. He sniffed it first. Nothing threatening there. He ventured to lick it. Again, nothing seemed wrong. So, plucking up his courage, he bit off a leaf and chewed it up. It was a tad sweeter than he was used to, but otherwise quite delicious. He waited a moment after swallowing to see if any ill effects manifested themselves. None did. So, with newfound peace of mind, he took another bite.

   At least she won’t rob me of my breakfast! he thought with satisfaction as he chewed. He then set about devouring the plant with alarming alacrity.
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   Heather watched with a mix of anxiety and anger for her brother’s return. She was anxious because deep inside she loved Thistle dearly, and worried for his safety when he was off on his own. At the same time, she was dreadfully angry with him for causing her so much concern. All she had done was say his form was a dirty, dishevelled disgrace and called him a silly twit. He really was far too sensitive. As old Thornbush put it, he had a “delicate nature.” He had also reminded her on more than one occasion to be a little more aware of others’ feelings, and she earnestly tried at this. Even now she told herself that she had been a bit harsh on Thistle.

   “He’s just a silly buck, after all,” she told herself. “What would he know about keeping a form clean?”

   She sighed. Maybe just this once she would let it be. As soon as Thistle returned, she would go up to him and apologize. The idea was almost foreign to her proud mindset, but it put her at ease.

   As it happened, she had not long to wait, for Thistle came bounding back to the clearing a moment later. She approached him to deliver her speech.

   “Thistle,” she began. “I just wanted to say...”

   But she got no further before Thistle threw his forepaws around her.

   “I’m so sorry, sis,” he said with a big smile. “You were absolutely right. I’ve been such a slovenly twit.” He said this with almost a chuckle.

   “That’s very nice, Thistle, but would you get off?” She pushed him brusquely away.

   “Righto, sis. I’ll go home straight away and sort everything out.” He yawned. “Right after I’ve had a nice little kip.”

   “But it’s only midday!” said Heather, a tad puzzled.

   Thistle paused on the way back to his form, and with a stupid giggle replied, “I love you, sissy!” He then bounded away, leaving Heather at a complete loss.

   Sissy! He hadn’t called her that since they were mere kittens. And what had he eaten to give his breath that strange sweet smell? Overall this was an oddly pleasant turn of character for her brother, but she wasn’t completely sure she liked it.
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   Things were fairly quiet for the rest of the day. Heather went about her usual business of eating, organizing, and chatting with her squirrel friends on the fringe of the forest. She saw nothing more of Thistle until much later as the sun was going down. The sky was turning purple when she heard the voices of fellow herbivores approaching from the tree line. Rising from her prone position, she looked in the direction of the noise.

   She was shocked and annoyed to find it was none other than Thistle and some of his rabbit friends returning late from a romp in the woods. What a foolhardy lot they were! Did none of them recall that a fox prowled the forest this time of day? She would have none of it, and went over to give them a good talking to.

   They stopped in front of her and Thistle spoke.

   “Hi there, sis! How are...”

   “Don’t start that talk with me, you stupid twit!” Heather broke in. “You know how dangerous it is after dark in the trees, what with that fox about. And what’s worse, you put your friends in danger!”

   “Aww, sis, I was just showing them...”

   “I don’t care what you were doing! You ought to know better. Shame on you, Thistle!”

   If Heather had expected her words to have any impact, she was sorely disappointed. They paused a second, then burst out laughing until tears rolled down their cheeks. Heather was stunned. Such harsh words from her would have made Thistle angry any other time, but here he was laughing like an idiot.

   “Didn’t I tell you she was great?” he spoke to his friends. “Always looking out for me, she is.”

   “She’s just superb!” said the only other hare in the group, reaching out to give her a friendly pat.

   “Get off, you!” said Heather, giving him a not-so-friendly swat across the face. He backed away chuckling.

   “Well, thanks Thistle,” said the eldest of the rabbit siblings. “That was just a suuuper lark! We’d best be getting back to the warren now.” He grinned. “If I can remember where we put it, that is.”

   “All right. See you ‘round, then.”

   The three rabbits and the other hare headed off into the undergrowth. Thistle once more lolloped off to his still unclean form, claiming he was absolutely spent. Heather shook her head and went back to her own form, seeing there was naught she could do to make him listen in his current state. She drifted off in her tidy little niche to await the morning.

   The following day passed in much the same way, save for the fact that Thistle awoke with a splitting headache. He passed by Heather on his way into the wood.

   “Morning, brother,” she said, trying desperately not to chide him on his shabby appearance. “Care to try some clover?”

   “Please, sis, not so loud,” moaned Thistle, tugging his ears and covering his head with his paws. “My head hurts something awful.”

   “Why? What did you do to it?” she asked, hiding her concern with callous indifference.

   “Oh, I don’t know. It’s almost like a log landed on my blooming bonce!”

   “Well, what do you want me to do about it?”

   “Nothing, sis. There’s a plant in the woods I found that should make it feel better.”

   “A plant?”

   “Yeah. Down by the river. A big bushy thing with pretty little flowers on top. Several of them, actually.”

   “Well, look out for that fox while you’re there.”

   “I will,” said Thistle, continuing on his way. “See you later, sis.”

   Heather was halfway tempted to follow him and see this plant for herself, but decided for once to show restraint. That was his concern, not hers. She went back to her grazing without a second thought, rather proud of her self-control. When she saw Thistle later, he was looking much better, albeit walking with a lazier gait, and was going out to meet with his friends again. She cautioned him against venturing too far that night, but he just laughed and told her not to worry before hopping on his way. But Heather was getting very worried. She decided to go and see Thornbush that afternoon.

   Thornbush, frequently referred to as Thorn, was a wizened old hare who lived on a down near the forest’s western edge. His wisdom was renowned among the long-eared community, for he had lived a long time by the standards of any rabbit or hare. He was actually a distant relative of Heather and Thistle: one of their mother’s great uncles or some such. At any rate, she was going to see him on account of this plant she was hearing so much about. The more she learnt about it, the less she liked it.

   She arrived at Thorn’s just as the sun was beginning to sink. The grey-furred hare welcomed her warmly and invited her to dine with him as they conversed. She explained about the plant based on what she had heard and seen, and described her concern. Old Thorn took her words in with the utmost attention, then assumed a very serious air.

   “What does this plant look like?” he asked.

   “Well, Thistle said it was kind of a big bush with little flowers on top. There are more than one, in fact.”

   “You are right to fear this plant, Heather,” said Thorn gravely. “For it is a very bad thing to find in any forest.”

   “I agree,” said Heather with a smile. “It makes Thistle and his friends act completely loopy. More than usual, I mean.”

   “Worse than that, it is downright dangerous. It makes one extremely lethargic.”

   “Letha…what?”

   “It makes one very tired to the point that he doesn’t feel like doing anything but lie about all day and night and act silly. It can get so bad that one’s sense of danger becomes dull, and predators can snatch him up without a fight.”

   “That’s terrible!”

   “Indeed, it is. And its effects tend to spread. So often a young herbivore tells his friends how wonderful it is and urges them to try it. Soon they can’t stop either, and tell their friends how great it is and so on until the entire community is turned into living corpses, unable and unwilling to take care of themselves. Even predators can be affected when they consume the afflicted creatures.”

   “Then we have to stop it!”

   “That is not so easily done, I’m afraid. Those who are under the spell of the plant are not inclined to quit eating it on a whim. In fact, the more they consume, the more they want. Their appetite becomes insatiable after a time.”

   “I’ll see how much that brother of mine wants when I get done with him,” said Heather, speeding off homeward. “Silly twit.”
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