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To Laszlo, who hopes

 

 

 

The following takes place some years before 
the events described in The Last Wild
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A 
FIELD GUIDE 
TO THE 
ANIMAL TONGUE

animal – any living creature apart from humans

beyond – animal afterlife

breath – fog, mist or spray

call – a cry

dream – animal story or myth

dwelling – any animal home, from a barn to a sett

hare-way – secret path known only to hares

he-child – human boy

firestick – gun

fish-path – stream

fish-road – river

form – where hares sleep

Great Rock – a boulder at the centre of every wild, used for addressing animals

green – grass

Guardians – animals chosen to protect the wild, often the strongest predator in the group

jack-hare – male hare

jill-hare – female hare

leveret – baby hare

magic – human science and technology

meuse – hare-made hole in hedge or fence

moon – animal version of a month, determined by a new moon

open – open land, such as a field or moor

she-child – human girl

stingers – nettles

tall-home – tree, home to many creatures

tongue – language

walkupon – path

wet – flood

white – snow

whiterforce – waterfall

wild – group of animals brought together by habitat, food source or shared need

Wildness – the leader of a wild, appointed by discussion.
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LITTLE HARE HAS 
BEEN RUNNING 
FOR SO LONG.
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His eyes are wild, and his whiskers frazzled. Thorns have jabbed at his weary legs, and dew soaks his tight belly. There has been barely a moment to rest or feed on his long journey over these barren hills, which is why his ribs now poke through his ragged fur. A glittering mist flies from his feet as he bounds over the marshy earth, a mist that has trailed him all the way.

*Can’t stop … don’t stop … won’t stop,* he gasps, over and over, until he wonders whether he will ever stop again.

As he bounds over the wet green, he keeps twisting his head around, sniffing the wind, staring in terror. His long, black-tipped ears twitch in alarm, as they have since he left the valley of his birth, a whole moon ago.

*Can’t see it … can’t smell it … can’t hear it,* he keeps reminding himself. But he knows it is coming, faster than any hare can run, and the thought of this drives him on, over highlands and moorlands, over hedges and ditches, as if he is trying to outrun the wind itself.

He runs until he worries his hare-heart, powerful as it is, might burst with exhaustion. Little-Hare hopes that will not happen, as he has only lived for two summers, and would like to see at least a couple more.

Here and there, as he lopes in swerving lines across the moors, he spies a sheaf of grasses or a clump of crispy, withered bracken, and imagines how sweet it would be to stop, scrabble a shallow form out of the earth behind them, and lie down, out of sight, and sleep.

But if you stop now, he thinks, leaping over a boggy puddle, you might never get up!

Besides, he has a promise to keep, one he must keep all on his own. His fath-hare and moth-hare have long crossed over to the Great Beyond, and his sist-hare … is why he must keep his promise.

Little-Hare hopes he is racing the right way. He has never been this far north in the Island before. The weather is only ever strange these days, but grows worse the further he travels. And the land is so wide and bare, unlike the soft green valley of his home wild.

Dandelion Hill.

*Even the name sounds warmer than here,* he thinks, as he runs under drizzly skies up marshy slopes. He has dreamed of little else on his journey. The wide opens of golden wheat, the soft ash, beech and oak tall-homes, and the high ridge overlooking all, with a view down to the ever-roaring fish-road.

Little-Hare remembers a grassy hillside bright with rain – and rolling down it with his sist-hare, frisking and fighting, batting her away with his forefeet. Or chasing butterflies in the wheat open, pelting through the stalks as fast as they could, trying to outrace each other – and how she was always bigger, stronger, faster.

They sat on the ridge together and watched the summer sun set, a honeysuckle light that sweetened the whole valley. They sheltered under willow boughs when the autumn sky wept tears and dug out the white in winter with frozen paws.

They skipped and gambolled. They touched noses and felt together.

*Yes, that was Dandelion Hill,* he remembers sadly. *That was before.*

And now Little-Hare’s heart swells, only not from all the racing, but from a feeling of longing rising deep within that threatens to wash him clean away.

I mustn’t! he thinks. Never!

He must not let it overwhelm him, ever again.

*Got to run on.*

Then, just as he feels he can run no further, what is this looming out of the marsh breath that rolls over the hilltop in front of him? The leaves and branches of some tall-homes! Just to see them in this empty land makes something quicken inside.

The calls and cries grow stronger here, and the scents too, so many beasts, some he does not recognise, not even from his long journey north. *Is this it?* he wonders. *Have I found them at last?*

For, to keep his promise, Little-Hare seeks a wild. In the language all beasts share, a group of creatures brought together by breeding, place or shared need, guided by their chosen leader, a Wildness.

This is the last wild he must reach with his message. Everywhere else he has tried, he has been … too late. His own wild lived on farmland, with all beasts united together, led by a—

*Can’t think about that. Block it out.*

He shakes his head, blinking. He must not dwell on the past, he must focus on the message he carries, the news he has to deliver.

Little-Hare hopes for a friendly welcome at this new dwelling, as is traditional between wilds. There will be a Great Rock for addressing fellow creatures from, brave Guardians keeping the wild safe from unwanted intruders, secret shelters concealed under bushes in the deepest parts of the forest. Calls will be sung, dreams revealed, and lonely animal as he is, he will be together again, feel part of something bigger than him, all connected and tangled, joined through root and stem and cry.

The wild world.

If he was not so dizzy with tiredness, he would jump for joy.

*I’m here, Run-Hare,* he says to the voice inside his head, the voice that has not left him this whole time. *Like I promised. I made it.*

At least, that is what he hopes.

For what he arrives at is not the cosy tall-home wood of his daydream, full of sun-dappled walk-upons, cooing pigeons and chattering rooks. Instead, sombre, ancient oaks, taller and wider than he has ever seen before, rise out of the ground to block his way. Two wizened trunks stand out front, solid as gateposts.

It is winter. There are traces of white on the ground, and pretty patches of sow-bread flowers brightening the roots of the gateway tall-homes. He slinks to a halt and loiters just inside the edge of the old forest. Beyond, there are twisting roots, strands of cobweb stretching from bough to gloomy bough, with no other sign of life …

*Apart from the eyes!*

How could he miss them?

The three pairs of amber eyes, glowing in the shadows.

Little-Hare bobs up straight away, standing tall on his hind legs, to let these foxes know he has seen them. A signal which warns any hunter that even if they leaped for him now, he would beat them in a race. There is no faster animal across land on this island than a hare, even one as tired as he.

This plan might have worked, except that these watchers are not foxes. Slipping into the greyish light, these are animals whom the hare did not realise still lived in the further reaches of the Island. No wonder they have stayed hidden, in this faraway forest. But not so hidden now, with their stone-coloured fur and shining eyes, teeth bared as they circle him.

Wolves.

The hare doesn’t know if he can outrun these new hunters, so he doesn’t even try, and collapses into a crouch, ears flat, overtaken by an uncontrollable shiver.

*What brings you to Stag Wood, stranger?* growls one.

*State your business,* says another.

*And quick, for we are hungry,* adds the last.

The hare glances at each one in turn, taking in their size and strength.

*My name is Little-Hare, small for my kind …* he begins, and they snicker.

*What a shame. I was hoping for more than a snack,* murmurs the third, padding closer to sniff the cowering hare. His muzzle is starting to grey.

But Little-Hare has not come this far to be eaten so soon.

*And I bring urgent news, from the wild of Dandelion Hill, in the south.*

*Very well,* sneers the first wolf. *Tell us your news, and if it is interesting, we will give you a head start, before we rip you limb from limb.*

Little-Hare shakes his head. *I am under strict orders to speak to your Wildness only.*

He leaps back, a pair of jaws snapping in his face.

*We are the Guardians of this wild! We decide who speaks to our Wildness!* The second wolf is nearly upon him.

Little-Hare can feel her weight, her breath and heat, ready to consume him in an instant. For a moment, he feels death, a night-black smoke coiling around his paws, leaching into his fur, and he shudders.

At the same time, he remembers. He has seen death before. In fact, he and death know each other well, even if they are not exactly the best of friends. What are these wolves, compared to the wave of horror that follows fast behind him, that can outrun any hare or wolf, smothering them in one instant under its dark crest?

He looks up, his damp head trembling, to meet the wolf’s eye. The Guardian pauses, puzzled. This is not typical hare behaviour. Hares should be wary and quick. This one is stubborn and sullen.

*Get out of my way,* says Little-Hare.

The wolf throws her head back, howling with laughter.

*I’m sorry, what did you say?*

*I said, get out of my way.*

The other wolves join in the laughter, shaking with mirth. They are too amused to even tear his soft belly open with their claws, as they were about to.

*Give us one good reason why we should,* says the first wolf.

Little-Hare is not laughing. His watchful amber eyes never leave the wolves for a second. He sighs, and delivers the message that has been burning in his belly since he left the valley he called home.

*Because our world is about to end. There is nothing you wolves can do to stop the enemy chasing me. I was chosen, I tried, and … your wild is my last chance. Our last chance. So unless you want to die, get out of my way. Now.*

Then, before they can reply, he is off, bounding further and further into the deep oak wood.

For he is not just any hare.

He is the hare of all hope.
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It hadn’t always been like this, of course.

There was a before, and it was only eight moons ago.

Swallow Moon.

A before of dandelions dancing down the slope, their golden faces catching the last rays of sun. Little-Hare sat on the ridge of the hill that swept down to Old Farm, his ears twitching as the clear skies faded away. His short shadow sank into a crack of earth.

Dandelion Hill was getting older. He tried not to think too much about that, or the fact the weather no longer behaved as it should.

I can’t believe it’s so cold still, he thought to himself.

Despite the chill in the air, spring had arrived in the valley, and the first swallows were returning, perching on the high human lines which criss-crossed the farmyard below as if they had never left. Buttery oxlips edged Ash Wood next to him, and skylarks hovered in song over the farm’s endless wheat opens, where the first green tips of this year’s feast already speared through the soil.

Each spring, the swallows were not the only new arrivals on the farmland. Little-Hare could also spy this season’s woolly-headed lambs curled up, panting, on old mole hills, resting after a day of games and races. The cows were quiet, and the birds were preparing to sleep. And from a holly bush in Ash Wood, a robin put out his evening call. To the human ear, this sounded like a sweet melody, but to the animals of this wild it sounded just as it always did.

*Right! Night-time! What are night-times for? Fighting! Who wants some? You looking at me, bird? Outside, now!*

Behind Little-Hare, way up on the heathland, stood the stones of the Hare Circle, and ahead, in the distance, the ancient fish-road glinted as it wound its way through the valley, past Old Farm itself.

This, then, was their wild. Dandelion Hill. All the animals who lived on the farm, or made their home on the farmland around it, had the same Wildness, followed the same rules. Even as the farm itself changed more than any of them could have imagined.

Once, his fath-hare had said, there was just the old human dwelling, with smoke curling out of the stump on top. Around a bare yard, there had been a handful of beast dwellings: a traditional, old-fashioned farm.

But recently, under new ownership, the beast dwellings now dwarfed the human one, swollen into mighty structures of iron – shelter for hundreds of cows, sheep, pigs, goats and chickens. Every kind of animal a human could breed, feed … and eat. And dogs, he remembered with a shudder.

The hares tried to keep out of the way of the new people who lived there as much as they could. These humans hunted hares with their hounds, ate hares, and often put up fences where hares used to run, or sprayed opens with their magic breath, which made them poisonous. But through the other animals, they knew there was a farmer, and the farmer’s mate, and a farmer’s he-child and she-child, and plenty of farm workers.

They didn’t know their names, or want to. Although, on every building, every vehicle, the back of every farm worker’s overalls, there was one name repeated.

*Facto,* Little-Hare murmured to himself. Not a word he understood, just one he heard the humans use a lot.

FACTO – short for Factorium, the largest food company in the world.

But he would learn what it meant, in time. They would all learn.

Little-Hare washed his face, giving his velvety fur a good scratch with his paws. He turned to his sist-hare beside him, who was licking her forelegs clean.

*Run-Hare, where shall we feed tonight? I’m starving!*

The larger hare carried on cleaning her paws. *Hmm?*

*Where shall we feed? Tonight? What shall we eat?* He nibbled hungrily at the green beneath his feet.

*You feed where you want, little broth-hare. I’m not hungry yet. I’m not done thinking.*

Little-Hare thumped his foot. He was not a little leveret any more. Why did his sist-hare treat him as if he was still a newborn, when this was already his second springtime? It made him so cross. He was no younger than she, they were from the same litter. And he was just as good at racing and feeding as her, small as he was.

An all-too-familiar worry made him wince. *What are you thinking about?* he said.

*Oh, nothing.*

He hated it when she blocked him like this. Ever since they had lost Fath-hare and Moth-hare last summer, she had taken control, and it was so unfair. But worse, he couldn’t shake the feeling, even after the many moons that had passed since, even though no one ever said anything, that somehow what had happened that terrible evening in the Wheat Between the Woods had been his fault.

The sadness was so intense he swept the feeling in the air away with his paw. *If you’re not thinking about anything, why won’t you come with me now? Look at all those dandelions. The wheat is showing through the earth. We could even dare to run round the farm and see what they have spilled and left for us this time …*

The very last of the sun flashed in his sist-hare’s eyes. *Do stop talking, little broth-hare! I am trying to concentrate. It was something one of the swallows told me, that’s all. We need to prepare ourselves.*

*For what? You always keep secrets from me, Run-Hare!*

*And you are always very nosy, little broth-hare!* She turned and leapt on him, batting him with her paws, till he cried for mercy.

*Get off!* He slunk out from her grip, dusting himself down. He had fought back. There was strength in his legs and forefeet and claws. Of course she had won. She always did, yet he was discovering his own strength too. *Not so little any more!*

*Still a bit small for your age,* she said, but not unkindly.

*Well, well,* said a voice behind them. *If it isn’t Little and Large.*

The siblings sprung around, instantly on their guard. A jack-hare. He had two extra-large front teeth, which ground together constantly, as if they had a life of their own. The sun had sunk below the hill now and was only a distant blur of foxy orange on the horizon, fringing the newcomer’s fur. But it was still possible to see his scars from fight after fight.

Little-Hare watched as Run-Hare drew herself up. *Evening, Bite-Hare.*

Bite-Hare gave a short bow of his head and strutted towards them. *Evening, good look-hare. I wondered if I might have the pleasure?*

*Really?* sighed Run-Hare. *Coming back for more, so soon?*

Bite-Hare split his top lip, to reveal in full the oversized, grinding teeth which gave him his name. It had the effect of a human smile in a hare’s face.

*Call me a glutton for punishment, you beautiful creature,* he said, and stood up on his hind legs, ears pricked, his paws preparing to box.

*Get lost!* hissed Little-Hare. *She’s not in to you, isn’t it obvious?*

*Yes, get lost,* said Run-Hare. *Go and find another jill-hare to bother. There’s plenty of us around.*

*I know. But you’re the one I want,* said Bite-Hare, and he leapt at her.

He pounced at thin air, his paws sprawling on the ground. Run-Hare was already off down the hill, dancing between the dandelions. Bite-Hare picked himself up and pounded after her with his see-saw stride.

Little-Hare sighed, and loped after them, keeping a safe distance. Further down, just as it looked as if Bite-Hare might be gaining on Run-Hare, she executed a flawless turn, and sprung to her feet, as upright as a human.

She raised her paws, preparing for combat. Skidding to a halt behind her, Bite-Hare assumed the same pose, and the two began to box.

Little-Hare didn’t want to watch. It had been like this since spring arrived. Strong and clever as she was, his sist-hare was popular with many of the other jack-hares on Dandelion Hill. Bite-Hare was the most persistent. Yet no matter how powerful or good-looking these jack-hares were, how sharp they were with their paws, teeth and claws, the result of these matches with Run-Hare was always the same.

They got thrashed.

*My dear, may I say you are looking absolutely ravishing tonight?* oozed Bite-Hare, as he warily circled the object of his affections. *Your eyes are as bright as drops of dew on a barley head.*

*Oh, really?* said Run-Hare. *Well, your eyes remind me of one thing only.*

*Pray, my beloved, do tell, what is that?*

*A target,* she said, and punched him square in the face.

Little-Hare was wondering whether there might be a more romantic way to find a mate, when he felt something unexpected land on his nose.

He licked it.

At first he thought it might be blossom. But it wasn’t.


[image: images]


Then he looked around. It was landing everywhere. On the green, the tall-homes and hedgerows, and on the squabbling hares, who paused to stare at the night sky in confusion. What had begun as a gentle trickle of flakes soon became a thick flurry.

Oblivious, Bite-Hare rubbed his bruised snout gingerly with a paw. *It doesn’t matter, beautiful,* he muttered to Run-Hare, and then bared his grinding teeth. *I will do anything for your love. Anything.*

Little-Hare frowned at the sky. *Sist-hare? Are these falling flakes what the swallows warned you about?*

No wonder she hadn’t wanted to tell him.

The world was turning stranger and stranger. Last summer had been as hot as the sun itself. And yet, now – it may have been spring, but here it was, unmistakeable and very, very cold –

White. Freezing white.

Bite-Hare and Run-Hare were caught mid-box, their paws raised, when they felt the flakes land on their noses.

*Shelter!* said Run-Hare, standing down. *Everyone to the Bristly Hedge. Now!*
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Hares may have been the fastest animals in the valley, but even they could not outrun the downfall, which in minutes had covered their world in layer upon layer of freezing white. They bolted across the open to a high wall of a hedge – the tallest and thickest in Old Farm – and darted under the thorns.

Bristly Hedge.

Darkness had fallen all around. From this tangly cover, they watched the white pile high around them. It was hard to believe it was still the same evening which had begun with dandelions shining and lambs playing.

*Impossible. This isn’t the white time of year!* exploded Bite-Hare. *What will we eat? What if we freeze? What will we do?*

*We will do what hares always do,* said Run-Hare. *Wait, watch, and survive.*

*Whatever you wish, beautiful. As long as you survive, that’s what matters.*

Little-Hare was silent, his eyes wide in wonder. The white was mysterious and frightening, freezing over all their food – but he also wanted to run and jump and play in the big drifts. Was that so bad?

Out in the open, the dandelions were fast frozen over, the new green shoots of wheat collapsed, and the ash tall-homes creaked with their extra load. The sheep, stuck out in the open, huddled under an old and bent dead oak, as some shelter was better than none. A fox skulked by a beech on the edge of the wood, tail whisking, tasting the falling flakes suspiciously with his dark tongue. In fact, the only creature who seemed happy was the robin singing from his holly bush.

*Lovely! Come on, you useless lot, this will see what you’re made of! Last one in’s a mayfly! Off we go!*

Little-Hare watched and tried not to laugh as the bird glided out between the leaves and landed head-first in the white, his tail feathers sticking out. No one could hear what he said, but it sounded like a very muffled, *Lovely! Told you!*

The ice frosted the tawny fur of the hares and a bitter wind ruffled their whiskers. The night grew colder and longer. And a fierce hunger began to jab at their lean bellies.

*Oh, most wise and gorgeous Run-Hare, I don’t think I can stay here chewing hawthorn twigs all night long,* grumbled Bite-Hare, his mouth full of several.
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