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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Author’s Note


Remarkably, there seem to have been very few naturalist books written on the hare, so I am indebted to Henry Tegner’s Wild Hares (John Baker Ltd, 1969) which appears to be the only work available dealing solely with this familiar creature of ancient lineage. Prior to Tegner’s book, the last general work on hares was published in 1896, though there may have been one since which I have failed to uncover. In keeping with their private lives, hares have a low public profile. Up until 1910, hares were classified as rodents, which of course they resented, and then they were given their own order (lagomorphs) along with pikas and rabbits. The rabbits they reluctantly accepted, but when asked about pikas they simply looked mystified. Then only very recently the family name of brown hares became lepus capensis, where previously it was lepus europaeus. Some of the more staid amongst them still prefer their old title, feeling their national culture is being diluted by including them with Mediterranean and African species. Opinion varies on whether to call the female and male hares does and bucks, or jills and jacks. I have chosen the latter, to separate my hares more distinctly from rabbits, and, this being a work of fiction, ‘jills and jacks’ seem better suited to a lyrical fantasy. The story deals with two types of hares, the common brown (field) hare, and the blue (mountain) hare. The brown hare is larger and faster, but the blue hare more confident, with its own running tricks. The shallow home that the brown hare digs for itself, and the blue hare tunnels or finds in rocks, is called a form. Rabbits are newcomers to Britain, migrants come over with the Normans in the 11th Century, while hares have been native to the land since the dinosaurs went away. In certain remote enclaves of lagomorph society, the two species still retain a suspicion of one another, though happily in the main they are tolerant of each other’s differences and live side by side as cousins.


GARRY KILWORTH, 1991.




This novel is for Sam Jones


‘One June morning about four years ago I saw a sight that stopped me in my tracks. It was warm and sunny, about eight-thirty, and I saw a spiral cloud whirling in the dust around a cattle trough. I realised something was spinning round at great speed and was amazed to see it was a hare. It was whirling on its hind legs with its front paws out sideways and its ears down close to its head. It did not see me and I stood still to watch, the dust rose higher and higher, as it whirled faster and faster. Suddenly it dropped down and after sitting for about thirty seconds it went sedately off. I heard my father (a gamekeeper) say he had seen them dancing in the moonlight, but I always thought he was just kidding us …’


Letter to Henry Tegner, naturalist, from Florence M. Lawes (1961).




PART ONE


Home is the Highlands




Chapter One


On this pale spring morning, a wet mist clung to the heather, and afforded some protection from birds of prey. There were still patches of hard snow, in the shadows, and cold pockets of air in the hollows. Skelter had woken with a start, having been dozing in his form. For a moment, he hunched himself inside the short burrow, unwilling to go out into the cold half-light. He twitched his nose and sniffed, scenting the damp heather.


‘Oh well,’ he said to himself by way of encouragement, ‘got to go some time.’


Still he didn’t move, and remained listening to the other blue mountain hares, feeding on the sedge outside. Finally, hunger got the better of him and shuddering he left his form to have a good stretch in the open air. Then he gazed about him at the rest of his clan. He realised he was one of the last to wake, but he refused to recognise getting up after sleep as a competition. There was more than enough food for the clan, so who cared who got up first?


Nearby a red stag, a knobber of under two years, was grazing, occasionally lifting its head to peer into the middle distance as if dreaming of a lost time. This creature need have no fear of eagles or wildcats, and could see a lot further than Skelter. However, it was coveted by hunters that would scorn wasting ammunition on a small mountain hare.


As he nibbled away at the sedges, his favourite food, Skelter’s coat gathered the moisture from the grass and heather. Every so often he would stop and shake this unwanted liquid from his body, spraying other jacks and jills in the process, getting sprayed in return.


Mountain hares being gregarious creatures, Skelter did not move too far from his neighbour, a jill called Rushie. Occasionally they spoke between mouthfuls of food.


‘I’ve just seen a click beetle in some fir clubmoss, that’s a good omen, that is,’ said Rushie.


‘Everything’s a good omen to you. Why should click beetles be lucky?’


‘Well, they’re not on their own, but they are if you see them in fir clubmoss.’


Skelter considered this and then dismissed it. Rushie was one of life’s optimists.


He paused in his eating to scratch the side of his head with his hind leg.


Still, it was a fine day. There were a few high clouds about, but nothing that foretold of bad weather. The heather swept away on all sides, like a purple flood, to splash and swirl against rocky outcrops. Saxifrage formed colourful bands around isolated tors, as if the tall stones had been decorated with garlands. In the glen below, some peat hags showed rich-brown against a green backdrop, like great gutted beasts washed up on the shores of a lake. Nearer still, a busy noisome burn, swollen with recent meltwater, flailed its passage down a stony rut in the mountainside.


There was a bird of prey, a hen-harrier, wheeling over some stunted firs. Some small mammal, a mouse perhaps, had been pinpointed. The raptor dropped, snatched at the turf, came up with a limp form. It flew over Skelter’s head, and eventually met its mate in the air, where an exchange took place. The female hen-harrier turned upside down in flight, and took the food from the claws of the male in its own talons.


‘Did you see that?’ he asked no one in particular, and his question drifted away without receiving a reply.


Skelter gave himself another scratch.


The red knobber had moved a little closer to the patch of hares now and was gently nibbling at the grasses. Suddenly his head came up, sharply, and a ripple went through him. One or two of the hares caught it too: something in the air. For a moment the whole mountainside froze. Rushie, close to Skelter’s rear, was still as a blue stone, the mist curling about her face. Only a ptarmigan, rustling amongst some sheep’s fescue, seemed oblivious of the atmosphere.


Skelter’s heart was pattering, not at all close to panic, but ready to pump faster if necessary.


The scene remained frozen for quite some time, until gradually a thawing took place. Hares were the first to begin eating again, though still primed for instant flight. The ptarmigan muttered to herself, not really a part of the scene, but aware just the same. The knobber was slower to melt, its big brown eyes wide, its tense body on taut strings. A ringlet butterfly played around its head, as if taunting the timid creature. Then by degrees a change came over the deer, and it too resumed feeding on the grasses.


Skelter was not ready for the thundercrack at all, and when it came, he jumped his own height off the ground.


The deer staggered forward a few paces, a raw wound under its nearside foreleg. It let out a sound of despair that tore at the roots of Skelter’s fear. One rear leg went from under it, so that it collapsed on that corner. It regained its feet again, only to have another leg buckle. It managed to stagger a few rickety paces forward, its eyes wide with pain, before collapsing completely onto its face, sending puffs of mist up from the heather.


Its fall triggered instant movement amongst the other creatures on the mountainside. Hares began hurling themselves in all directions, looking for their forms. Muscled fur flew, and white tails flashed panic. There was much whistling and grinding of teeth. True to their habits the hares had wandered all over the place. They were now between each other and their forms. One or two sensible ones used the nearest form, but were soon butted out into the open again by the true owners, once the latter reached them.


Skelter telemarked around Rushie, skated near another hare, and then curved in an arc through the heather. He found his form between the two rocks. It was shaped like a short tunnel with both ends open, and when he was crouched inside, he was hidden, just. He smalled himself as much as he could, wondering why his heart didn’t burst, it felt so swollen with fear.


There was the sickly smell of warm blood in the air, mingled with a harsher odour. Skelter’s flattened ears picked up the sounds of men as they crashed through the heather. They were growling at each other, the tones full of triumph.


A click beetle crawled around the entrance to the form, but Skelter ignored it. He was listening intently, trying to make out from the sounds the men were making, whether or not they intended to stay or roam further afield. The little knobber was dead, Skelter was sure of that, but would that satisfy them?


After a while, the beetle went away.


One thing all the creatures of glen would agree upon was that those outside its craggy walls were not to be envied. The tumbledown landscape, draped in the colours of heather, alpine lady’s mantle, gentian and purple saxifrage, was a home that they all held close to their souls. The dotterels who lived at the top and looked down on the rest of the glen were satisfied that here was the heart of the world. The deer would have no other grazing ground. Ptarmigan knew that their camouflage fitted the glen so accurately they might have been fashioned from its very rocks. The stoats and wildcats had no arguments over the lack of game. The hare clans would have preferred a glen without predators, but it would have had to look exactly like the one they knew and loved, down to the last burn, outcrop, peat hag, stunted pine and hidey hollow.


No one knew, or could divulge, what the resident eagle thought about the glen that was daily mirrored in the curve of his golden eye. This fearsome raptor that circled the glen, worrying the land beneath with his sweeping shadow, was only available for opinion at mealtimes, and those that joined him in these repasts were in no position afterwards to pass on any information they had gleaned. The rest of the creatures could only guess that since his terrible beak and talons were ever present, the eagle had no quarrel with those who extolled the virtues of his home.


No matter which way Skelter chose to look, the horizon curved upwards towards the clouds. Not that hares bother very much with such distances, but he thought it as well to glance around the sky occasionally for signs of eagles. Even so, this was considered by some to be a futile precaution, a waste of effort and certainly trying on the nerves. The saying was that you never saw the eagle that took you.


Rushie said once, ‘Hares are very silly creatures a lot of the time. They show off too much.’


Skelter agreed with this, for he himself was an exhibitionist, who would just as soon clown his way to the attention of others, as do something clever or dextrous. There were days when he felt strong enough to brook an eagle, and days when he would run from a wasp. There were dusks when he was full of good sense, and dawns when he was giddy and wild. He was much the same as other hares in that opposites lived comfortably within his soul, and he did not give a hare-blown whistle for critics or censors.


Skelter was slightly more level headed than most hares, which meant that he at least recognised the weaknesses of his kind, though like the others, he could do little to improve upon the situation.




Chapter Two


Skelter had been born in one of the last litters of the previous mating season and was just under a year old at the time of the knobber’s death. His father was Dasher, a fine frost dancer who had attracted a jill called Fleetie, and the pair of them had three litters of leverets together. Thus Skelter had several brothers and sisters and many cousins to share his highland home with him.


Growing up had been a hazardous business, with predators around every rock, behind every cloud, but having made it this far, Skelter had gathered together a number of tricks to enable him to stay alive a little longer.


In the highlands, man was not the most dangerous of the hare enemies. For one thing the mountains did not attract vast numbers of humans: they were the last stronghold of the wilderness. For another the jacks and jills of the heather did not destroy man’s crops nor bother his chickens and ducks, so they were not hunted down as pests. Any deaths from men were likely to be from lone hunters taking potshots, but without any serious intention to destroy the clans. A far worse enemy was the stoat, that wily small-eyed killer that crept up on forms and stole the leverets. Then there were eagles, foxes and the occasional wildcat.


Skelter had grown up in the highlands, never straying far from the original form where he was born. His status amongst his kind was not yet established, as he had yet had no opportunity to box. His clan, the Screesiders, like other hare clans in the district, had no permanent hierarchy. Out of the mating season they were considerably unorganised, there being no real need for any kind of due order amongst them, with ranks and positions. They were not a fighting force, out to conquer, nor was there any need for government. In the mating season, or the frost dancing as they called it, things were different. The jacks all wanted the same jills and had to box each other to sort out a pecking order, but once all that was over, the system collapsed again.


Not that there was an absence of bullies or rough hares around. There were plenty of bad-tempered toughies who would butt you, kick you sideways, or bite you if they wanted your patch to feed on. They tended to be loners though, not interested in taking over the clan. Their power was used purely to satisfy their personal needs, not because they wanted to rule. Who would want to be a leader anyway? All it seemed to bring those who tried it – the stag monarchs for example – was a lot of responsibility, and heartache when things went wrong.


In any case, the jills were bigger than the jacks, and if a jack’s ego got too big for him, some jill would be sure to knock him down to size. The mountain hare jills certainly didn’t care to take on the leadership of the clan. They were too busy with their families in the mating season, and quite uninterested in organising anyone else when out of it. It was known that some of the lowland brown hares had matriarchs who set themselves up as leaders, but the blue hares of the highlands wanted none of it.


There was one particular jack in the Screesider clan, just over two years old, who others kept away from as much as possible. His name was Bucker, and it was said he could kick a rock to sand if he put his mind to it. He was a big handsome male, who had won the frost dancing for the last two years, and was beloved of many jills. Fortunately for Skelter, Bucker had taken a shine to the youngster, and often paused to give him advice.


‘Whatever anyone tells you,’ Bucker had told Skelter, ‘the best defence is camouflage. When danger’s in the air, or on the ground, freeze. Only at the last resort do you run. There are those who will tell you they can outrun a wildcat, or confuse an eagle – that’s a load of nonsense, and well they know it. Beware of braggarts, for they’ve been the downfall of many a sensible hare. Remember too, one very important thing that I’ve learned for myself. It’s not always the fastest runner that escapes the predator.’


‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Skelter.


‘I mean, sometimes, in certain situations, it’s wiser to run at a speed which will confuse your enemy, and this is not necessarily the top speed of which you are capable.’


Skelter still did not understand. Surely, you should always run as fast as you could?


‘I can’t see what you mean.’


He honestly wanted to comprehend Bucker’s strategy, but it wouldn’t come right in his head.


‘I can’t explain it, because it depends on the situation at the time. All I’m asking you to do, is remember what I said, for there will come a time when you’ll need to think beyond the simple freeze or run policy.’


Skelter thought Bucker one of the greatest hares of all time, but this sort of favouritism earned him the animosity of other jealous males and consequently Bucker’s patronage was almost a bigger curse than it was a blessing. Skelter knew that if anything was to happen to Bucker, then he – Skelter – had best run along the wind’s back and join another clan.


Since birth, Skelter and Rushie had been inseparable friends. They were close to each other in ages, though Rushie had been born at the beginning of the previous season. They remained near to each other at feeding time so that they could talk between mouthfuls, and their forms were adjacent. During the winter gathering, when hares meet in large numbers, they had remained in one another’s company, exchanging views on the hares of other clans. They were like brother and sister.


One evening they were out together on the slopes near the scree, nibbling this or that as it took their fancy, when a third hare came by. Skelter recognised him as the two-year-old jack, Swifter. One of Swifter’s hind legs had been damaged in a rock fall, for which he compensated with a kind of lilt to his run, but he had more than usually powerful shoulders. Swifter had once boxed himself to second place in the frost dancing, behind Bucker. He was a rough, a hare who was crazier than most, denounced by some as a rogue male with no scruples.


Swifter stopped in front of the two younger hares. Ignoring Skelter, the older jack bit the head off an alpine gentian and sat staring at Rushie as he chewed.


Finally Swifter swallowed the flower, his throat pulsing, and he nodded.


‘I shall dance in the frosts for you,’ he said.


Then, with no more ado, the bigger hare turned and skidded down a slope of grass, into the heather below.


Skelter was quite affronted for his friend.


‘Who does he think he is?’ said the young jack. ‘Just to walk up to you like that and make a claim on you. What an offensive hare …’


Rushie nibbled at some heather.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said.


Skelter looked at her, astonished.


‘You mean, you aren’t scandalised at Swifter’s behaviour?’


Rushie lifted her head, to stare Skelter in the eyes.


‘No, no I’m not. Why should I be? He’s a very fine jack hare, with a lot of strength. His injury was caused by a fall, not by any problems before birth. I quite like the way he paid me that compliment.’


There was confusion raging in Skelter’s head. He felt sure that Rushie would be, or should be, offended by the blatant proposal. Surely that was not the way things were done? A male must first establish his position in the mating field for that particular season, before daring to show any preferences for a female.


‘I still think it’s disgraceful,’ said Skelter, grinding his teeth in annoyance at both Swifter and Rushie now.


Rushie said, ‘You wouldn’t be jealous of him, I suppose?’


Once again, Skelter was nonplussed.


‘Jealous? Why on earth would I be jealous? An old hare with a limp? Certainly not.’


‘I mean, jealous because he has shown favour to me, rather than any other female. Please don’t think that because we are together so often, Skelter, you and I are a natural mating pair. I mean, it’s possible we could be, because we’ve always been such good friends, but …’


‘Nothing was further from my mind,’ interrupted Skelter, haughtily. ‘I have no interest in you as a female, whatsoever, I swear. You’re good company, the best of company. I prefer to be with you more than anyone else,’ he was anxious to get in his denial of baser intentions, ‘but not for one second have I thought of you as a potential mate.’


Now it was Rushie’s turn to grind her teeth, though for what Skelter could not imagine. He had behaved perfectly in his view, not pressing any claims on her, not saying anything untoward. What was she angry about? He simply could not understand why she seemed furious at him, while the real villain Swifter, with his loose talk, was exonerated from all blameful behaviour by her. It didn’t make any sense.


‘So, you don’t admire me?’ said Rushie.


‘Of course I admire you, but as a hare, not as a female for mating with. Why, you’re one of the most interesting …’


He stopped abruptly, as Rushie butted him in the flank, sending him tumbling over the edge of a small cliff. He landed with a thump on a soft verge.


Now what was the matter with her?


When he reached the scree slope again, Rushie had gone.


Miserably, Skelter began to chew at the grasses again. Then he stopped to stare out over the mountainous landscape bloodied by a dying sun. There was a flock of birds in the sky, too distant for identification. They swept away, brushing the silent peaks that had now purpled. The next moment they were gone, down behind the high jagged horizon.


I wish I was with them, thought Skelter. I want to get away from this place, with its Swifters and Rushies. There must be other places, where a jack hare can be himself, and not have to think around corners before he says something. If I was a bird I could go where I wished, talk to whom I pleased, and when things got awkward or boring I could wing away into the clouds, find another landscape where the grass is lush and the heather just as tasty.


As these thoughts tumbled through his head, the darkness came down like fine dust, to settle on the highlands. It thickened the shadows in the dark holes and cracks of the earth, and turned familiar rocks and trees to sinister strangers. Finally, the insipid moon that had been creeping timidly up the edges of the sky, encroaching secretly on the sun’s hours, was able to deepen its colour. The sun had gone and the moon was no longer afraid of comparisons with its more charismatic sibling.


Skelter dozed, falling into a half-dream state. Suddenly, down below Skelter, a ghost-hare appeared, running zig-zag in field hare fashion between and around the rocks, its pale form barely visible amongst the dark heather. It seemed to glide, rather than run, over the uneven ground. Skelter was alarmed that he had been making wishes, some of which he really did not want to come true, with his ghost-hare in the vicinity. If the sacred hare had heard his thoughts it might decide to grant those wishes.


The ghost-hare stopped at the top of rise, stood on its hind legs for a moment as if surveying the land ahead, then disappeared below the crown of the hill.


Skelter was not surprised at witnessing the ghost-hare’s run. Every living hare had a ghost-hare to watch over it, though since ghost-hares were few, and the living many, the spirits of the sacred hares were guardians to more than one. It was fortunate that being supernatural, the ghost-hares could be in several different places at once and thus able to take care personally of each of its charges.


The last occasion Skelter had dreamed of his ghost-hare was as a leveret, just three weeks of age, and it was a pleasant memory. Ghost-hares sometimes appeared before in the dreams of the living hares as a portent, though whether one of doom or great fortune, no hare ever found out until whatever it was actually happened. It could mean something good was coming, or something very bad, or nothing at all.


Unfortunately, ghost-hares are known to be fickle: often there’s no pattern nor reason behind the dreams. They might just be lonely for contact with the quick, or fed up with the prattle of the dead. Then again, they are hares, albeit sacred and profound, and thus enjoy a joke as much as the next. Just because they’re insubstantial wisps of mist flying through the heather does not mean they’re made of nothing but seriousness, or are devoid of a sense of humour.


Skelter knew from the oral tales that ghost-hares are not the spirits of ordinary hares, but are most of them close to two thousand winters old. They are the souls of hares who have at one time been worshipped by humans, and are thus sacred, having been deified into immortality. Since they have roamed the earth for such a long time, and are connected with the Otherworld, they know all things. They have run the ice of new-born glaciers in ancient blizzards; between their claws are the archaic snows of yesterwinters; they have danced in the frosts of antiquity.


Ghost-hares even know some of the horrors of the Ifurin, that place which tempts hares on their way to heaven, with false trails. The journey to the Otherworld, after death, is short but difficult, through thicket-covered terrain with many tracks and highways. There are strange lagomorph phantoms that whisper from the tangled briars, to come and join them in feasts and frolicking. The dead hare must beware of straying from the path, must resist the sirens of the bracken, for they are only the images of hares, fashioned by dead stoats and weasels. They lead those tempted into a place called the Perfect Here, the heaven of predators, and the souls of these unfortunate hares are forever used to feed the spirits of their old enemy.


Ghost-hares also know that the time of the living hare is relatively short. They remember the highlands when men first came from their rock burrows into the light of day, out of the depths of the earth to hunt the hare for its flesh and pelt.


But if men hunted hares, rabbits were in even greater danger, for they were slower and were easily winkled from their holes. There was a strong belief amongst hares that rabbits were the result of man’s poor attempt at copying hares. Why, rabbits did not even have hair on their pads! When men had tried to copy the magnificent hare, with its lithe muscled body and powerful hind legs, they had failed miserably. Hares said they didn’t mind rabbits being around, but the creatures should know their place.


When the ghost-hare had run through Skelter’s dreams and disappeared, he suddenly woke and found the darkness around him. He made his way to his form, reflecting on what his dreams might mean, if anything at all.




Chapter Three


The hares were gathered in the evening hills. Delicate smoke drifted from a distant crofter’s hut, curling upwards towards reddening cirrus like claw scratches in the high heavens. In and around the crags, the silver snow became pink and warm-looking. Below was a loch like a fallen moon, silent and still, shining. A tumbling burn smoothed the edges of the uncut garnets collected on its narrow bed.


It was the best time of day, when danger was at its least. The light being poor the eagles had ceased to circle and it was too early for serious concern over foxes and wildcats, who preferred the darkness. The storytelling was about to begin. Nothing was real. All had become dreamlike, a fantasy wafting before restful eyes. A time of peace. If you stared at something long enough, a piece of bracken or a flower, it melted into a haze before your eyes and eventually disappeared.


‘When the world was winters young,’ began the storyteller, ‘there appeared on the earth a mighty lagomorph: the magnificent Kicker, whose body flowed with long lean muscle, whose ears were like tall pines, whose hind legs were two mighty rivers of strength. There also came into the landscape at the same time a creature known as the Wind.


‘At that time the Wind had a shape and a form, though nobody knows today what it looked like, and it claimed to be the fastest creature on the earth. Seeing the great Kicker, the Wind issued a challenge. It cried in that wailing voice we all know so well that it wanted to race the hare, for it boasted that it would surely win.


‘Kicker was intent at that period in history on creating his own kind to populate the world, but the Wind would not allow him to rest, wailing and moaning in all the hollows and valleys, and calling Kicker a coward …’ (Skelter and the other hares gasped at this) ‘…; and a loser. Until Kicker finally agreed to race the Wind.


‘The Wind told Kicker that the course would be a great circle around the earth, beginning at a small island most of us hares know well. Kicker agreed to this, but stipulated that there should be no start and finish: the competitors had to run until they were so exhausted they could run no further. Thus it would be a test of stamina, as well as speed.


‘Agreeing to this the Wind set off immediately and had done at least three circuits of the world before Kicker had passed the island once. The speed of the Wind was so great it tore the skin from its own back, but when it passed Kicker, the great hare shouted, “Can’t you go any faster than that? I’m just warming up, but I’m wondering whether it’s worth the effort. I don’t want to flash past you so fast it makes you look foolish.”


‘The Wind screamed at this remark, and increased its speed, flattening forests, raising waves to the height of mountains, and creating dust storms on the deserts. As it did this, its flesh began to tear away in large pieces, which were devoured by the cats and dogs in its wake.


‘“Really,” Kicker told the Wind, as it sped by him for the seventh time, “this is going to be too easy. Having seen the best you can do, I hesitate to actually start my run, because I don’t want to humiliate you.”


‘The Wind howled at these words, and went even faster, scattering its bones over the world in the process. They sank in the seas, were buried in the mud or frozen in blocks of ice. Once the Wind’s body was gone, with nothing to contain its spirit it began to break up into smaller hurricanes and cyclones, typhoons and tornadoes, which scattered in all directions. Many of these greater parts of itself broke up into even smaller winds and breezes, right down to the tiny draughts that slide into our forms when we are resting.


‘The magnificent Kicker had counted how many times the Wind had circled the earth, and taking his time he did exactly one more circuit than this number, before claiming victory over his opponent. The Wind was angry of course, but was now without shape or form, and could only rush around in its disparate parts blowing things down until it ran out of energy.


‘So it was that Kicker dealt with his greatest rival, the Wind, which to this day has never recovered its physical shape, and is still scattered over the face of the earth.’


Like the other hares, Skelter listened to the recounting of the legend with pride in his ancestor, recalling the day’s events in the lull that followed the tale.


It had been a typical spring day for Skelter.


He had awoken before the light, to leave his short-tunnelled form so that he could feed on the heather while the dew was fresh on its flowers. Rushie, whom he had now forgiven for acting so peculiarly over Swifter, joined him shortly afterwards, and the pair hunched amongst the grasses and sedge and bit and jerked at any piece of greenery that took their fancy.


Rushie would not sleep in a form in the shape of a tunnel, which she said was too rabbity, but preferred instead to nestle between two rocks, her back bared to the night airs. She often told Skelter she enjoyed the sensation when the stars dripped dew onto her head and woke her before the dawn.


Gradually other grey shapes appeared around them, all silent save for the nibbling and munching sounds. No one bothered anybody else. There were no battles over prime patches of grass, nor confrontations over heather. Territories were not defined, yet somehow no one encroached on the food of another. They moved around in the otherwise stillness with nary a brush of coats, intent on the feeding, yet content with what they found, the heather as large as bushes and shrubs are to a human, their fine brown eyes covering a wide angle of vision around them.


Other creatures began appearing. Some ptarmigan rattled through the scree. A stoat was spotted down by the burn, but it followed the wind in a direction away from the clan. A quarrelsome savage little shrew, uncaring of the greater size of the hares, prowled and twitched between them, muttering and grumbling to itself, tearing earthworms from their holes, attacking beetles, chewing up caterpillars, spiders and woodlice, but in such a bothersome and noisy way that other creatures moved from the vicinity, whether they were large or small. If the shrew was challenged at all, it let out a high-pitched stream of vile invective, fortunately not usually understood by the recipient unless it happened to be another shrew, and showed itself ready to take on all comers at the drop of a straw by curling back its lips to reveal its incisors, and making hostile darts at its opponent.


Hares have often remarked that if shrews were just that little bit bigger, they could have been used by the other creatures of field and sky to drive man from the face of the earth.


Skelter thought about his ghost-hare appearing in his dreams, and since nothing had happened, neither good nor bad, he mentally shrugged at the fickleness of the fantastic. You couldn’t trust it, he told himself. You couldn’t trust it even to happen. What was the point in having dreams, if they didn’t tell you anything? Everyone told each other their dreams, elevating the contents to an importance they did not deserve, for nothing ever happened.


Bucker stopped by him on his way to a meeting with the elders of the clan. The big hare looked strong and self-confident, and Skelter longed for the day when he was as self-assured and respected as Bucker. Rushie would have to take more notice of him then.


‘Have you seen the golden eagles this morning?’ asked Bucker.


Skelter said no, he hadn’t.


‘Well keep a wary eye out for them. The air will be as clear as burn water today. It’s a cloudless sky. The raptors will be able to cruise at a much higher level, and still pinpoint their targets. Don’t just glance around the edges of the sky. Look directly up, away from the sun, and watch for that tell-tale shape drifting around up there.’


‘Yes, Bucker, thanks, Bucker.’


The big hare left them to carry on feeding.


After a few seconds, Rushie mimicked, ‘Yes, Bucker, of course, Bucker.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Skelter, looking up at his friend. ‘Are you insinuating something?’


Rushie looked at him with innocent eyes.


‘Of course not, Skelter.’


‘Then why are you repeating … why are you using that funny voice?’


‘Was I using a funny voice?’


‘Yes, you were.’


‘Oh, well I’m sorry. How’s this voice, that I’m using now? Does it suit you?’


Skelter refrained from answering. Sometimes Rushie could be the most infuriating creature on the mountainside. He didn’t understand her, that was the trouble. There were times when he was so fond of her he felt like bursting. Then she would go and do a thing like this, making out he was some sort of crawler, kowtowing to the more important hares in the clan. Bucker was his friend, didn’t she understand that? It was no good trying to explain such things to females, they didn’t have the same kind of thoughts on such subjects. He went back to tearing at the plants around him, taking his frustration out on his breakfast.


Gradually the dawn crept down from the high peaks and crags like a grey mist, gently nosing the darkness down into the gullies, through the glens, and over the edge of the world. There the blackness stayed, in deep chasms and cracks in the earth, to rest for the day.


Shortly after a weak sun had arisen, all eating stopped and heads went up as a wailing sound came winding through the hills from a far distant human warren. There was a moment of alarmed thoughtfulness, then back to the eating. It was only some man, blowing wind from a bag of pipes, such as they did from time to time. Humans were noise-makers, with their bangings and blastings, their boomings and blarings. They put on their coloured cloth and went crashing and crying about the countryside, causing rabbits to start from their hiding places, and ducks to fly up from the lowland flumes. No hare could fathom why, and had long since given up trying.


The feeding continued well into the morning, though there were some pauses for play. Rushie and Skelter went cavorting through the rocks at one point, earning the displeasure of certain matronly jills who thought such behaviour unseemly. The pair were amused at the starchiness of elderly mountain hares.


‘There’s no fun in them,’ said Rushie. ‘They’ve forgotten what it’s like to be young.’


While play was in progress, the morning began to cloud over, with cumulus clouds growing dark tall columns above the peaks. Heavy mists came crawling out of the heather, looking for hollows in which to brood. The rocks shone with cold sweat, as if they were emerging from a fever. Chilled alpine plants tightened their flowers into small fists.


At noon the rain fell: a hard stinging rain that soaked the fur through to the bone. Hares crouched in their forms, miserably awaiting the passing of the day-darkness. The noise of the rain was uncompassionate. Hares talked to one another, over the din, keeping contact for reasons of comfort, their vision limited to a body length.


When the downpour was over, the hares emerged looking bedraggled and half their normal size. There was much shaking and fluffing of the fur, each hare taking the soaking personally, as if the sky ought to be taught a lesson one day. Other creatures, the more dainty insects and one or two small mammals, had not fared well during the storm. There were drowned forms hanging on the grasses: a butterfly like a scrap of wet tissue; a spider torn from its web and swept away; a baby bird washed from a crag.


Gradually, the world righted itself, though the rain clouds continued to threaten the earth. Perhaps it was because of them that the eagle was not seen before it struck. A dark bird coming out of a dark sky, following a rainstorm – the hares might be forgiven for their lack of vigilance. A leveret was hopping around its form, calling to its mother, near to where Skelter sat shaking his coat.


‘Don’t go too far from your rocks,’ warned Skelter. ‘Your mother won’t be happy with you if you do.’


The leveret scowled at him, suggesting he mind his own business.


‘Well,’ shrugged Skelter, ‘I’m only telling you for your own good.’


The leveret hopped on, ignoring him.


A few moments later there was a rush of wind, a flurry. Skelter’s heart stopped for a second, as the panic of some strange event passed through him. A huge shadow swept over the landscape: the shadow of death. Swiftly. A living cross with a seven-foot wingspan. There was a spread of feathers, covering the sky for a moment, then a short harsh cry of triumph as claws snatched up the quarry. One brief glimpse of dark red eyes as hard as garnets – and the leveret was gone.


When Skelter looked up, the infant was a dot in the sky, a hare no longer. No doubt already dead from shock, it was something else: a piece of meat to be torn apart by raptors in an eyrie perched atop a dizzying spire of rock. Great wings flapped slowly, carrying the golden bird into the fairytale realms of the unfathomable sky.


Birds of prey were not born, like earthly creatures. There were man-demons up there, living in the clouds, that fashioned these terrible feather-and-claw slayers out of the shards of thunder and lightning.


Only two or three hares had been aware of the attack: most were going about their preening or feeding oblivious of what had happened. The mother of the leveret had her back to the spot where the incident had taken place, and was feeding on some heather. Skelter was still petrified when she turned and looked for her young, began calling, at first in a puzzled way, then plaintively.


‘Gone,’ one of the other witnesses finally managed to tell her. ‘Taken away …’


The mother ran in circles, distracted, failing to comprehend or believe what was being told to her. Skelter moved away from the spot, feeling both distraught and terrified at his near brush, a feather’s brush, with death. One moment the world had been quite ordinary, the next, a place of carnage. It changed as quickly as a flipped pebble changes sides. Such sudden death was part of every day, but it never failed to shake the near victims to the centre of their being.


Rushie came to him.


‘What’s the matter? What’s happened?’


‘An eagle,’ said Skelter. He became irrationally angry, not with Rushie, nor even with himself, but at what seemed to him some unreasonable aspect of the natural world. ‘You can watch for them, day in, day out – you post sentries, keep your wits primed every moment of the daylight, and nothing happens. The eagles stay away, circle some distant peak or glen. Then you relax, just for a moment, forgetting them, and they’re there, a bolt out of nowhere …’


Rushie sympathised, told him she was pleased it had not been him. Yes, it was sad about the leveret, but they were in the most danger, the young ones who knew no better. The mortality rate amongst the infants was very high, even in a place where man seldom trod.


By mid-afternoon, the incident was behind them, almost forgotten. The mother had ceased grieving, was fussing over the rest of her brood. Bereavement for hares is a short-term sorrow, and only the ghost-hares keep a tally of the living and the dead, it being important in their between-world existence to know the balance of the natural state of things. The souls of hares become flowers on the death of the body – the spirits of mountain hares appearing as purple saxifrage, and those of field hares as harebells. One set a cluster, the other solitary. It was necessary to manage such comings and goings, to ensure that there were spiritual homes for the dying and no soul was left to wander, lost and pitiful, the mountains or the flatlands of the Otherworld.


There were no more incidents or accidents that day. Serious mists began to descend around the mountains, which offered protection for the hares, until the evening came around. Then the phantom shapes of the mountains re-emerged, and a fine evening surprised all as it came in on the back of a fresh wind.


Once the storyteller had allowed a suitable period of time for reverence, following the tale, he rose and left. This was the signal for the hares to go to their forms, for a short rest before emerging for the night feeding.


Early the following morning, the eagle attack of yesterday being now a distant memory in Skelter’s young mind, the jack went on an expedition down into the glen. The moon was full and there was a gentle light which softened the crags and liquified the shadows. The landscape had a golden haze on its tumbling slopes, and dips and hollows, which opened the world and made it looked inviting. It was a magical morning, ready for investigation, ready to reveal its secrets to brave young hares. Skelter felt an unusual urge to see what the world was like, outside the slope on which the Screesiders lived. He told no one he was going, in case he was dissuaded from his intentions, for it was considered stupid to wander far from the protection of the clan’s forms. He simply began to feed further and further away from Rushie and the others, until he found himself near a narrow gully which wound its way gently down the side of the mountain. There was a certain amount of fear accompanying his curiosity, which bordered on panic at times, but some inner compulsion pushed him onwards.


He took a natural path, descending to the green lushness of the glen below. There were sheep down there, big quiet animals that stumbled around, kicking loose rocks. Such creatures never bothered hares and Skelter was not in the least afraid of them. A man wandered out of a stone hut to water a bush, but he was not dangerous either. Just a shepherd who had had a late evening drink, and could not wait until the morning to go to the toilet. He was too sleepy to notice Skelter and was soon gone, back inside his overnight shelter.


Skelter continued down the slopes, more gentle now, towards the loch at the foot of the mountain. This wonderful disc of water sometimes blinded the hares on the mountainside when it mirrored the sun.


Skelter next came across a stretch of woodland, a dark forbidding place of tightly planted Sitka spruce trees, set out in rows. Underfoot was nothing but pine needles. Within the trees there was a stagnant darkness that never changed. The ebb and flow of night and day did not penetrate this unnatural woodland as it did the clumps of gnarled and crooked Scots pine, and the darkness had a musty staleness to it. It was heavy, still and unsavoury, and Skelter was glad to be out on the other side. No creatures lived in that poisonous darkness: it was a dead place, without movement, without sound.


Suddenly, a fox appeared, but with an unrecognisable creature between its jaws. Skelter froze, thanking his ghost-hare that the fox was upwind. It passed by, either unheeding or unaware of the hare. Soon it had merged with the rocks and stones, and was gone.


Skelter continued his journey towards the loch, until he came to the roadway that skirted the stretch of water. He rested on the edge of this black strip, nibbling at grasses that tasted and smelled faintly of the oil that sometimes floated on the surface of peat-bog pools. While he was chewing a bright light suddenly appeared and came straight for him, blinding him, then swung away at the last minute taking a roar of noise with it.


Skelter’s pattering heart soon settled down again. It had been nothing but a vehicle: the machines that men went inside. Skelter had been told about them often, and had seen them from the heights, like black beetles winding around the loch. They were much bigger down here, and their eyes much brighter, but he knew that they never left that strip of black and as long as he stayed on the grass, he was safe.


What a monster though! he thought to himself. The cars and trucks could take on golden eagles, and eat them alive, if they were not so rigid in their movements. Of course, they were fashioned of metal, the same stuff men made their guns and wire fences and gin-traps from. Metal had a cold hard smell about it and hares were mistrustful of anything that was made of metal.


Eventually the dawn came, like a fine mist of light through the gaps in the mountains. The golden haze drifted away, to be replaced by a harsher light. Still, Skelter saw no reason to rush back to the clan. He was learning things down here in the glen. More vehicles had swept past him, and he was becoming used to them. He had seen an owl, sitting on the overhead wires that ran alongside the road. It seemed to be doing nothing, looking at something far away, beyond the ken of lowly hares.


A man came, walking his dog, so Skelter skipped into the rocks and hid there while the border collie sniffed along at the edge of the road, destroying his sensitive nostrils with the residue fumes of the vehicles. It failed to pick up even the strongest of animal scents, let alone the nuances that a fox would recognise immediately. Soon the pair were gone, and Skelter felt free to wander once more.


As the morning grew, Skelter became lonely, and decided to go back to his clan. He took the same route, up the mountain path, thinking that the world outside was a tame place really, almost as safe as his mountain home.


When he got back, Rushie asked him where he had been.


‘Oh, I’ve been to look at the world,’ he replied nonchalantly.


She stared at him for a moment.


‘You left the clan? Are you mad?’


He was stung by this criticism, knowing it had some foundation. It had been a very silly thing for a yearling to do, but how could you explain a strong feeling to anyone? I just felt I had to go. Rushie would sniff at that explanation without a doubt. So he just hunched his shoulders and said, ‘Not really.’


‘Not really,’ she repeated, in that funny tone she used when she did not understand something. ‘Not really.’


She shook her head and began nibbling some sedge, but after a while he felt her eyes on him, and he looked up enquiringly.


‘Yes?’ he said.


‘I was just wondering,’ she asked, ‘what it was like? The outside world I mean.’


‘Oh,’ he replied. ‘Nothing to shout about.’




Chapter Four


One morning Skelter’s life took a dramatic turn.


The Screesider clan were out feeding, as usual, just before the dawn. Other clans around the mountains and glens were doing just the same thing. If anyone believed that danger was in the air, they thought it was from foxes, rather than any other predator. No wildcats had been seen in a long time, and the visibility was too poor for the eagles.


A grey light reluctantly crept into the sky. The slopes were peaceful. The peaks were hidden in low cloud.


Suddenly, from above the scree, came the most terrifying sound the hares had ever heard. A hundred stoats, a thousand weasels could not have made such a noise. There were high-pitched whistles, screams, clashing sounds. The hares were petrified. Then came the smell of men and dogs.


Still the hares did not run. They were frozen into immobility, their best defence. Hearts were pattering against ribcages. Eyes were round with unknown fear. Legs were on taut springs, ready for flight.


The noise came nearer, and then out of the mists came a long line, a crescent of men, some being pulled along by dogs on leashes. There were sticks in human hands and they were beating the heather. There were round metal lids in the fists of others, which were clashed together. Horns were being blown, no longer muted by the thick vapours of the peaks. They blared panic into hare hearts. Whistles sounded, shrill and threatening, piercing hare eardrums like thin needles.


The figures were dark and sinister, as if they had come straight from the earth, had emerged from rock and mud. It was a hellish sight, accompanied by a hellish sound. What was going on? Who had done what to deserve this concentrated attack from mankind? What were they going to do?


The first hare bolted. Then another, then another, split seconds apart. Finally the whole hillside erupted with starting hares as they fled from the noise, not waiting to find out the answers to these questions. The humans were after them, of this they were almost sure, and they weren’t going to wait around to be fully convinced.


His eyes bulging, his blood screaming, Skelter ran in a wide arc down the mountainside, away from the line of beaters. His mind was a haze of panic. He did not know where he was going, nor why, he just went. Rocks, shrubs, tufts flashed by him, moving the other way. There were hares whistling now, a note of desperation, which added to the confusion. The landscape was a whirlwind of grey shapes.


Twice Skelter lost his legs and went tumbling over, only to retrieve his feet without even breaking his stride. His fear would not allow him to think and he plunged across a burn and headed towards a cliff. At the last moment something made him swerve: it might have been a cry from another hare that went over the edge. He found himself racing along the rim of the cliff, then down into the glen as the slope fell away to the side.


In a narrow gully, the natural funnel for the hares coming from the slopes of scree, he considered he was close to safety. The beaters were a long way up the hillside now and advancing only very slowly. The sides of the gully were deep enough to hide his racing form, as he careered along its bottom. They could not see him and the dogs did not follow. He could smell the water of the loch below and was intent on reaching it, knowing that around its edge were tall grasses in which he could hide.


Suddenly he hit an impassable elastic barrier. He went into a ball as the barrier whipped round him, jerking him to a painful halt. It held him tightly enmeshed. He kicked and struggled with his bonds, but only succeeded in becoming more entangled. Finally, when he stopped thrashing, he found himself wrapped in a net. There were other hares with him. He could hear Rushie nearby, grinding her teeth, and whistling. Every so often the net would jerk as some other unfortunate victim was brought to an elasticated halt.


After a few moments, rough fingers grasped Skelter firmly by the ears. The indignation which might have been felt over such handling was swamped by the fear in his breast. Never in his life before had he been held captive, not even by another hare. It was a horrifying experience, and every vestige of confidence left his body. He knew he was going to die.


The net was peeled away and fine string was retrieved from between his toes, from the angles created by his hind legs. Finally he was held aloft, his body like a plumb bob above the earth, his back legs kicking futilely down at air. He could smell burnt foliage on the man’s breath, and fermented food. There were other odours, from his clothes, and unpleasant, though sweeter, scents from his skin. Skelter was held up at eye level and was stared into, as if he were a vessel, his inmost thoughts exposed to the bright eyes of his captor.


The man let out a roar, his teeth rattling in his mouth, his face creased. It was a ghastly sight, a terrible sound, which had Skelter squealing for mercy. The man was surely going to eat him alive. The horrible mouth was open, slavering, and the stinking breath was foul in Skelter’s nostrils. Yes, his head would be bitten clean off, swallowed, his body left to kick out the last of his miserable life. The terror was at its highest pitch.


Then Skelter was swung through the air, released, and he landed on something hard. He was in an enclosed wooden space, and he scrabbled to get out immediately. Something stopped him, even though the front of the container seemed open to the air. Every time he threw himself against it, he rebounded back into the wooden interior. Then, when his terror would let him see straight, he realised that the front of the cage was covered with a stiff net of metal. He was still trapped.


He found a corner of the cage, and hunched there, defecating in his fright. There was some hay on the bottom of his prison and he tried to hide his head beneath it, to escape the glare of his captor. Soon the man left him, presumably to deal with other captive hares.


The cage was eventually lifted up and carried down the hillside, to the roadway at the bottom, where large vehicles waited. Into these the hares were stacked, then the back of the vehicle was closed, and suddenly it was night. There was no evening, no fading of the light: darkness fell, deeper than any night known before. Shortly after this a growling noise filled the blackness, there were vibrations shaking the world, and then the feeling of motion. Skelter gripped the wooden floor of his cage with his claws, thinking he was going to slide into some great pit without a bottom, and fall forever downwards.


Skelter could not see any of his clan in the darkness of course, but he could smell and hear them.


‘Who’s there?’ he whispered. ‘This is Skelter.’


‘Bucker.’


‘Swifter.’


‘Rushie!’


There were other names.


‘What’s happening to us?’ asked Skelter. ‘Bucker, you know things. What’s happening?’


Bucker said, ‘I don’t know. I really don’t know,’ and Skelter could hear the suppressed panic in his voice.


If the great Bucker was afraid, what chance did the rest of them stand. However, a jill by the name of Sprintie, came in straight afterwards with some ideas. She did not sound as terrified as Bucker seemed to be.


‘I expect we’re being taken away to be killed and eaten,’ she said. ‘If they had killed us on the mountain, our carcasses would not last long before rotting. I think they want to keep us fresh.’


‘What’s wrong with rotten meat?’ asked Skelter. ‘Hawks eat it all the time.’


‘Some carnivores get sick when they eat tainted food,’ came the reply.


Rushie asked Sprintie, ‘Aren’t you afraid, if they’re going to kill us?’


‘It won’t be now, and when it does come, it’ll be quick. We’ll never see our mountain again, that’s for sure. I’d rather die anyway than live the rest of my life in a cage. Yes, I’m a little scared, but what can the worst be? A knock on the head, and you wake up as a flower.’


‘You think so?’ said Skelter.


‘I’m certain of it,’ replied Sprintie.


So the hares settled down despondently, ready for the worst, it being only death after all. Skelter wished the motion would end, as he was feeling giddy and ill, with the smell of oil, the fumes and the rocking.


Finally, the motion ceased, but outside the vehicle were sounds which could only have been created by men. There were mechanical things all around, and the barking of humans, and other unidentifiable noises. The night into which they had suddenly been plunged remained with them. None of the hares went to sleep for a long long time, and then when they did drop off, it was a light sleep, interrupted by many awakenings.


Daylight came as suddenly as night had fallen, and they were given food and water. The food was not fresh, but it was edible. The water smelled and tasted foul, as if it had been treated with some hillside minerals. Bucker said he thought it was poisoned, and though they all drank it because they were desperately thirsty, they lay there afterwards expecting to keel over and die with stomach cramps.


During that day, they were allowed to remain in the light. They were disconsolate and morose, lying on the bottom of their cages, only occasionally communicating. Once, one of them began thumping on the drum-like wood of her cage and the others followed suit until a heavy banging on the side of the metal box, accompanied by a loud human roar, stopped even that harmless pastime. Towards evening the whole place began to smell badly, of urine and faeces, and damp wood and hay where water had been spilled. The atmosphere became unpleasant and it was difficult to sleep. Cabbage stalks were left, and the odour from these was an additional irritant to the hares, who longed for the scent of growing heather. Bucker tried to kick his way out of the back of his cage, but it was a hopeless attempt at the impossible.


There came another night, and a day, with more of the same, then they were handled again. The cages were taken out of the back of the metal box and put in another one: part of a long line of trucks standing on metal rails. Doors were closed, the darkness came, but not as deep as before. Motion. Motion. Motion. A rhythmic rattling sound accompanied their passage into the unknown which hypnotised them into drowsiness.


Then the cages began to disappear as they stopped at places on their journey. First one, then another, then two or three at once, until only Rushie and Skelter remained to wonder what was going to happen to them.


For all they knew, the others had been killed and eaten by the time they were eventually lifted out of the truck, and placed on the concrete ready for collection by some human with a fierce hunger. When the vehicle in which they had been brought began moving again and disappeared into the distance, they could see the shining rails in either direction, going on forever. The landscape around the tracks was flat and dismal-looking, with not even a knoll, let alone a mountain, to break the monotony. There were buildings everywhere: not just a house here, a house there, like in the highlands, but masses and masses of them, stretching out in ugly array on all sides. Oil and smoke and fumes choked the air, and they found it difficult to breathe without feeling sick. There was a tremendous amount of noise too, of metal against metal, rubber against rock.


Human legs went by them, at a fast pace, their feet encased in polished hide. Once or twice a face came down to peer inside the cage, and teeth were bared on both sides of the wire. Skelter could not sense or smell any anger when these humans revealed their fangs, only a kind of amusement, as if the hares were things to be dallied with, as a twig or a root is played with by a leveret.


The cages were eventually placed on a trolley and rolled the length of the platform. Both hares were by this time resigned to their fate, and hardly even spoke to one another. They simply waited for death.


They were taken in yet another vehicle, out to a place which smelled not of oil and other man odours, but of rotting vegetation and confined animals. It was, they realised, a farm – similar to those in the highlands. There were the smells and sounds of domestic beasts: of cattle and horses, chickens, rabbits, ducks … and horror, of dogs. There was mud there, though, which was preferable to concrete, and grass and other familiar scents. Skelter told Rushie that if he was going to die, it was better here, than in some place of concrete and metal.


The cages were carried and put inside a large shed, where other animals were in captivity. A dog prowled around the floor, glanced up at them, yawned, but seemed totally uninterested in the hares. In fact chickens ran by the dog without fear. Unlike the dogs that accompanied walkers in the highlands which went berserk at the sight of any creature of the wild, especially hares and rabbits, this hound was so used to chickens, rabbits, ducks and other small livestock, it paid no attention to them whatsoever.


There was a kind of lethargy about all the animals and birds on the farm, each of whom knew that their next meal was coming at an appropriate time, that they would not have to hunt or forage for their sustenance, so they had lost much of their instinctive edge. They were timid domestic creatures, who had been de-wilded over generations, until they were pale shadows of their former savage ancestors.


When the hares had been there a short while, they realised they were in the same shed as a white rabbit. The tame animal had not taken the initiative, but now Skelter spoke to it.


‘Hey, you. How long have you been here?’


The rabbit looked up from munching a carrot and stared at Skelter with soft brown eyes.


‘Are you talking to me?’


‘Yes, of course,’ replied Skelter, surprised.


‘In that case, you address me as Snowy, and treat me with a little more respect. I’ve been here two years, which means I have seniority over you in all things.’


Rushie chipped in.


‘Seniority for what? We’re all locked in cages.’


‘You might be, but I’m let out occasionally, to run around the yard. I’m trusted not to run away, which they will never do with you wild creatures.’


Skelter said, ‘Doesn’t the dog bother you? Or the cat?’


Snowy twitched his nose.


‘The cats – there are two of them, a big ginger torn by the name of Skeets, and Blackie, a spayed female – they can be a bit of a nuisance sometimes, but I just need to butt them, and they soon disappear. The dog, Rascal, he’s no trouble. He’s a border collie, a bit soft in the head.’


Skelter was astonished.


‘You know the names of these carnivores?’


The rabbit explained, in bored tones, that there was a common language amongst domestic livestock, called Farmyardese, through which they all communicated. Certain creatures, like himself, retained the old family language out of a sense of pride, but others, like the cows, had been in captivity for so long they knew only Farmyardese.


‘They are no longer what they were, but a separate species altogether now. The domestic cow – I mean, is there any other kind?’


Rushie wanted to know what would happen to them, the hares.


‘Will we be kept as pets, like you?’


‘No. They’ll eventually come to take you away.’


Skelter asked, ‘Where to?’ but the rabbit would not answer.


‘It’s not up to me to tell you that. I know, of course, because the dog who goes everywhere with the master, has told me – but I don’t think you want to know. It would scare you too much and I hate to see frightened hares.’


Skelter thought that perhaps the rabbit was just showing off, and trying to worry them for some amusement of its own. After all, the creature must have been bored out of its mind, sitting in a cage for the whole of its life. So it got out once in a while, to roam the farmyard? There was about as much excitement in that, as there was in being confined to a cage.


That night, the highland hare thought about his adventures, and the fact that he was still alive. He was missing his mountains and glens, the scent of the bee-humming heather, the smell of rain on the grasses, the deer gathering on the slopes – their antlers tangled with the mist, the wild peaks and crags battling with the clouds, the rushy burns and placid lochs full of sweet clear water, the salmon silver-leaping falls, even the wildcats and eagles – he missed even these old enemies – at least they were not like this lot around him, stuffed creatures with lack-lustre eyes and slack mouths, waiting out their whole lives for the excitement of death.


‘I miss the highlands,’ he said softly to Rushie, who was in the cage below him. ‘I miss them badly.’


‘So do I,’ came the mournful reply.


There was nothing the pair of them could do about it but commiserate with one another. It seemed Sprintie was right, they would never see their old home again. How would they find their way back there, even if they escaped? There were stories of cats and dogs who found their old homes, after being taken away from them and dumped in a strange place, but they were creatures who wandered over the landscape anyway. They were not like hares, who did not venture too far from home, once home was established.


Night on the farm was a quiet time, with just the shuffling of the cows and the occasional snorting of the pigs to break the silence. The dog got up and wandered around occasionally, his chain clinking, but nothing spectacular happened. With the dawn – actually quite a long time before it – the cock began crowing and the pigs started squealing and becoming restive. When grey light appeared at the shed window, they could hear humans tramping over the yard, and the sound of buckets.
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