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Ragged’s screaming awoke his
parents. Alarmed, they hopped over to his bed. The tiny Rabbit
stared up at his father, with wild frightened eyes. Ragged could
still feel his heart thudding like a drum against his furry
chest.

“Was it the same dream, again?”
asked his father as he studied his
only son.

Ragged nodded. His dreams
were always the same.

It was always night. From a turbulent river,
thousands of animals would emerge, Rats, Rabbits, Cats, Crows,
Badgers, Weasels, Foxes, all horribly deformed and
dying. And from behind them,
in the glowing, writhing water, a low moan of agonizing pain would
rise up, “The Land! The Land!” It was when Ragged awoke he knew the
Land was in great danger. In his dream, a huge Rabbit, several
times bigger than any Rabbit ever seen, would slip from the river,
and crawl onto the bank towards him, its horrible, glowing
grotesque, body seemed hardly able to hold itself erect. On the
river bank it would stand up and croak in a familiar voice, “Save
the Land, Ragged! You must go to the River Country! You must save
the land!!!

Trembling now, Ragged rose.
“Father, I’ve put it off long enough. I have to go. I have to go
today.”

“No, Ragged!” cried his mother, shaking her paws
in agitation, “Wait another day. Oh, please, Ragged,” she
begged.

“No, Mother, I’ve made up my
mind. I’ve tried to ignore the dreams, but I can’t. There is
something wrong in the River Country. I’m needed there. I have to
go.” He turned to his grim-faced father. “I have to go,” he
repeated

“You don’t,” snapped his father, growing angry. “I won’t allow you. You’ll
never survive out there on your own.” He looked through the
entrance to the warren. “There are dangers out there, even you
don’t know about…”

The mist was slipping quickly down the wide glen
and the dew sparkled in the
sun, as it had done every day that long beautiful summer. But this
day was different, for it was the day the legend of Silver, Blackie
and Goldie would begin.

“Father I’m going,” said Ragged determinedly. You…
You know you can’t stop me. You don’t have the right. I’ve received the Call. You know
that’s what it is, the Call. I have to go. Father, I’m frightened.
Yes, I am. I don’t want to go, but the dreams, they’re getting
worse. I have to go.”

Suddenly, Ragged’s mother
began to cry.

Ragged frowned, as his father placed a paw around her shoulder and
led her over to Ragged’s five sisters who were huddled in the
corner wondering what was wrong.

But with a determination that he couldn’t control
Ragged slipped out of bed and began to get ready
for the long journey he knew was
ahead of him.

****

Near the bottom of the glen, where a narrow
stream of brackish water tumbled over green, mossy rocks Ragged
poked his head out of the warren. He sniffed the air, immediately
sensing the cunning, Fox. It was watching.

The wicked creature crouched
about ten meters away, hiding near some bushes.

Slowly, Ragged, eased out of
the warren, his head turning left and right.

As he appeared, the Fox
tensed, ready to attack.

But all of a sudden, Ragged was racing
to the stream. Bending, he took two
quick drinks of the cool refreshing water, then raced back to the
safety of the warren again. The quick Rabbit was just in time, for
the frustrated Fox skidded to a halt just behind Ragged’s short
tail, as he disappeared down the warren.

Back inside, in the safety
of his home, Ragged, studied his five sisters who were still
huddled around his parents.

His father’s dull eyes
watched, as Ragged hopped towards him.

“The Fox is out there,”
Ragged whispered, so as not to frighten his sisters, “near the whin
bushes.”

Ragged’s father trembled, then said, “The Fox
won’t stay long after sunrise. He’ll probably make for the meadows
near the village. The Rabbits there are foolish,” he added. He sighed suddenly, then said in a
hoarse trembling voice, “Ragged, don’t leave us… not
yet.”

Ragged turned away. There were tiny tears in his
eyes. For several seconds he could hardly speak. But wrinkling his
nose he said firmly, “I have to. You know I do, and you know why.”

Glancing at Ragged’s mother,
the older Rabbit sighed again. His voice quivered with emotion as
he said, “I know. But couldn’t you stay another day… just one more
day?”

Ragged looked at his mother, and whispered loud
enough for her to hear, “I
have to go now.”

At this, his mother gently pushed two of her
daughters aside and hopped over to Ragged. Pressing her wet nose to
her son’s she whispered, “Ragged, come with me, to the back of the
warren. I have something to give you before you go.”

Ragged’s father and sisters watched as he
followed his mother around the wide corner to the back of the
warren. There, Ragged’s mother pawed at a cluster of dry lichen
near the emergency exit that led fifty meters to the top of the
stream. She dug quickly with
her two front paws, and pulled a tiny silver chain and medal from
the lichen saying as she gave it to him, “I found this near the
stream the day you were born.”

As Ragged examined the chain and medal she said,
“I was keeping it for you
until you were wise enough to wear it. You’ve always been wise,
Ragged, wiser than any Rabbit I know, much wiser, even than your
Great Uncle Jagged. You always seemed to know things. You were
always aware of the dangers. You have saved your sisters from the
Fox many times. How often have you shown us how to be patient and
outwit him?” She sniffed back tears, as she added, “I wish you were
patient now… but you have to go… Oh, Ragged,” she suddenly cried.
“Watch out! Watch out for yourself. There are many dangers out
there. When… if you get to the River Country, my brother Jagged
will find you, he will help you.”

“Uncle Jagged? But he hasn’t been seen since the
terrible sickness that almost destroyed all the Rabbits in the
land. That was years before I was born. Wasn’t it, Uncle Jagged who saved hundreds of
Rabbits by keeping them inside their warrens until the disease died
out? I thought he was dead.” Ragged studied his mother’s
face.

“If he was, wouldn’t I know it?” she said quietly
as she helped, Ragged loop the
silver chain around his neck. She smiled, as her son studied the
glittering medal resting on his chest.

“Yes, you would,” agreed Ragged, reaching to touch
her with his left paw. “Mother, you know I have to go, don’t you?
I’ve received the Call. Something very serious is happening in the River Country.
Many Rabbits are in danger, all animals are in danger, even Foxes.
The Land is in danger. The dreams I’ve had have told me it
is.”

“Foxes and their like, deserve to die,” snapped a
gruff voice behind them.

“No, Father,” Ragged said, turning. “The Fox out
there hunts us yes, but that is all he knows. It’s his way of life.
To the Fox, we are food. But if the danger that threatens the River
Country spreads, every animal’s way of life will be at risk.
The danger, whatever it is,
must be stopped. I fear for all our lives, for all living
creature’s lives.”

Ragged’s parents glanced at
each other. They knew their wise son was right.

“The Fox will be gone by now,” said Ragged. “I
will be on my way.” He studied his sad parents. They were rubbing their front paws
together in agitation. “Please don’t worry about me,” he said,
pressing his nose against his mother. “I will return. When I do,
everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

A heavy sigh eased from his
mother.

Just then
Ragged’s sisters appeared. Two of them were very agitated. The
others were so sad they could hardly breathe. They knew their only
brother was leaving home. Soon all the family were touching noses
and saying goodbye to Ragged.

Now Ragged stepped away from his family. In a low, sad voice he said,
“Goodbye. Until I return, look after yourselves.” Then without a
backward glance, he hopped quickly along the warren and was racing
to the exit that led to the stream. When he reached it, he took a
quick look around, then jumped and was out into the bright morning
sunlight and making his way up along the stream in the direction of
the high hills.

With the sun on his back, Ragged headed higher.
He had a long way to go. He knew he would be able to survive
during daylight. But he also
knew, that when night came, and the dark creatures that roamed the
countryside came out to hunt, he would be in greater danger. The
brave Rabbit knew his chances of reaching the River Country were
slim, but the Call had come to him. He was bound to answer it. He
had to obey the dreams. He knew he had to, even if it meant he
would die.
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