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For Emily Doreen Dovey


Who ran free across the fields and climbed trees and played in the wild woods


And grew up to become my mum.


Never forgotten.
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The shifting of shape grew upon her as she grew. As slow and stealthy as a polecat stalking a vole.


A twitch of long ears, as yet unseen.


The sudden thump of a powerful hind leg, hers yet not yet hers.


The sleekening of the flank.


A change in the smell of the earth and the scents on the wind.


At first, no one part combined with any other to make up the whole. But she knew it was coming. Her naina had warned her of her difference, from the day she took her first uncertain steps as an infant.


Watch for the shifting, child, for it will come to you as it comes to all of your kind … It is a gift, and you must use it wisely.


And then one day it was fully upon her and in that moment, she was Hare. Silver Hare – that most magical of all shape-shifters.


Her hare-ness was all joy that someday she might leap high enough to be at one with the Moon. But her humanness was full of fear that one day she would be driven from all she had ever known as home.


For hares have no homes. Nothing but a scrape and a skirl of long grass to shield them from the knife of the wind and the bite of the snow.


And as shape-shifter – if he discovered her truth – she would be outcast. Forever.










[image: CHAPTER 1]



‘Naina’s bin out walking again.’


For most children in Penros, the fact that their grandmother had been out for a stroll would barely have been worth a mention. But for Loveday Gwynne – whose whole life was a struggle to seem normal, in a place where normal was the only safe thing to be – her cousin Jago’s news was very far from welcome.


The problem was that Loveday and Jago’s naina had been dead for many months. But she was obstinately refusing to stay buried.


‘It’s almost a year now.’ Loveday sighed. ‘Do you reckon she’s ever going to lie quiet in that grave?’


Naina had died last Midwinter’s Day, when the veil between the worlds was at its thinnest. And now that the days were shortening towards Midwinter once more, she seemed to be taking a little walk almost every night.


Jago shrugged. ‘She don’t sound too happy, according to them that’s seen her.’ The cousins exchanged grins at the thought of their dead grandmother’s restless ghost – but for each of them it was a grin twisted by grief.


They both missed Naina – especially Loveday. With no Ma or Pa, it had been Naina who had brought her up. Naina was the only one who had understood the future that Loveday faced. But it had not been easy to be the granddaughter of a woman who defied the new Elder and held to the old ways. A woman who clung tight to the Old Magic that everyone else was trying so hard to forget.


Since Loveday was a baby, Naina had gathered her every evening on to her knee and told her the old stories of the Other-world. Fairy stories, the new Elder would have called them. But Loveday had grown up with the certain knowledge that there were things that lay on the other side of the thin veil, in the shadowlands between here and there. Things that were no less real for not being able to be explained.


So yes, Loveday missed her granny – missed her like a hole had been hacked in her heart. But she had to admit life would be a whole lot easier if Naina would just stay quietly buried.


‘What about that stuff they piled on top of her grave?’ Loveday asked.


Jago was shaking his head. ‘All them pots and pans an’ crocks an’ stuff, you mean? Don’t seem to stop her.’


Loveday couldn’t help laughing, despite her worries. That was Naina all over. Maybe the villagers had hoped that dumping workaday stuff on top of her grave would keep the old woman from bothering them like a guilty conscience. But Naina had never lived by the villagers’ rules. She just shrugged it all off and continued to go for her little walks of a nighttime. Loveday could imagine the dire warnings she would be muttering to her former neighbours. You forget the ancient ways at your peril. One day you will need the Old Magic.


Normally, Loveday hardly dared to talk about Naina with Jago. Being her cousin, he was every bit as tarred by their grandmother’s bad behaviour as she was, but Jago did not live with the same daily fear of discovery as Loveday. He had – so far – escaped the difference that hung over her. The difference that Naina had always told her was a blessing, although Loveday often felt it was more of a curse.


They didn’t even look alike, she and Jago, though the same proud Gwynne family blood ran in their veins. Jago – dark-haired, dark-browed, olive-skinned – was a stocky son of Penros, through and through. Nobody would look twice at Jago. Loveday – despite the name her mother had chosen in a vain attempt to tie her daughter to the here and now, the everyday – had hair that might have been spun from the silver Moon. She stood tall and slender as a moonbeam; her whole being shouted ‘I am different’.


Loveday hadn’t yet seen Naina herself. She couldn’t help feeling a little bit hurt that her grandmother hadn’t called round to see her while she was on her travels. The last time she had seen Naina was just after she died – lying on her bed, uncharacteristically still and peaceful – before the hasty little funeral service in which their neighbours had hurried her nervously into her grave. Before the Elder could get involved and insist that, as an Old Believer, Naina should be buried outside the churchyard, out on the wild moor.


‘How does she look?’ Loveday hardly liked to ask Jago. After all, being buried six feet under … it couldn’t be good for a person. Although I suppose person is not exactly what she is now, she thought. Ghost, more like it. But Loveday wasn’t scared. This was still her naina.


‘Looks like she always did. At least, that’s what they say.’


Jago’s words made Loveday realise that he hadn’t actually clapped eyes on their naina either. She seemed to be avoiding her own family. Doesn’t want to be told to lie still and stop causing trouble, Loveday guessed.


Jago giggled. ‘She’s wearing the same stuff as she always wore – that long skirt that looks like it was knitted out of heather and grass, an’ a mop cap like nobody’s worn for a million years …’


‘What about her shawls?’


‘Yeah.’ Jago nodded. ‘Same as ever – “One shawl to keep off the chill …”’ It was uncannily like Naina’s voice, with the sing-song lilt of the village she had never left. Jago had always been a good mimic.


‘“… and another to ward off all ill!”’ Loveday joined in. They were both laughing now, but it was laughter full of love. Naina had always worn two shawls over her bony shoulders, knotted tight about her tiny waist, come rain, come shine. And the knot only got tighter as her disapproval of the new ways grew.


Old Mama Two-Shawls. That’s what people had called Naina round the village. Mockery – however fond – was the way the villagers had tried to keep her in her place. Not that it had worked then. Nor now, it seemed.


A shift, slipping into the edge of her vision, brought a sudden stop to Loveday’s laughter. She glanced quickly down at her hand, saw the soft silver of fine fur, strong ligaments twitching at slender bones beneath …


‘Not now …’ she whispered. ‘Not here.’ She shook it away.


Loveday slid her eyes to Jago’s. He was looking away, down the muddy street that led between the rough-hewn wooden houses towards the crossroads at the centre of the village. She was sure that he had noticed her hand. But they both knew they weren’t supposed to talk about such things.


‘There’s my pa,’ he cried, and raced off. Loveday followed more slowly. Even at this distance she could already see her uncle’s black brows drawing together like thunderclouds at the sight of her. He wanted nothing to do with his niece and her ‘difference’. But he and her aunt were all she had left.


‘Hey, pretty girl!’ It was a sharp voice – biting, sarcastic – and it came from behind her. It shook Loveday out of her sorry-for-herself mope and into a grin. She turned to look.


‘Vinegar!’ Glad of an escape from her looming uncle, Loveday shouted a ‘See you, Jago!’ and ran back to meet the skinny, grubby-faced urchin who was beckoning to her from an alleyway.


Like Loveday, Vinegar was an orphan. But unlike Loveday, she had no family at all, not even a scowling uncle, to take her in. She didn’t have so much as a surname. She had survived on scraps of food and kindness from the villagers who wouldn’t let a child starve, but – as Vinegar always said – ‘don’t want me dirtyin’ their nice clean houses neither’. She hacked her ginger hair short every few weeks, with a knife that was her only possession (although even that she had probably stolen). And she clung to life as obstinately as a hawthorn sapling on a wind-blasted hill. Many was the village dog that had shared its kennel with Vinegar on the longest, coldest nights, when the gales howled over the black granite cliffs.


Vinegar had earned her nickname for a tongue so sharp it could sour milk, and to some people she seemed an unlikely friend for a soft-speaking girl like Loveday. Even though Loveday’s prettiness hid a heart every bit as fierce as Vinegar’s. It was indeed difference that had first drawn Loveday and Vinegar together – but not their difference from one another. It was their difference from the rest of the village. Because Vinegar, like Loveday, was a shape-shifter.


‘Come on – let’s do it!’ Vinegar urged. She saw the hesitation on Loveday’s face and read it correctly as fear. A sneer twisted her thin face. ‘Nobody’ll see us. You frit, or what?’


Loveday flushed. She wasn’t going to be called frit.


‘All right – but not ’til we’re well clear of the village. That Elder’s got eyes in the back of his head. And you never know if somebody might snitch on us to get into his good books. Race you!’


She tore off, leaving Vinegar for dust as she ran down the street that led out to the open moors. And there – a safe mile from the village – her silver hair fell loose from its bindings and streamed behind her in the wind.


Despite her head start, she soon heard Vinegar at her heels and turned her head, laughing.


‘Now?’ Loveday asked.


Even as she nodded, Vinegar’s wiry frame leaped and twisted and shook off its human shape and she was Weasel – bullet-fast, russet-furred, like a long ‘w’ rippling away ahead of Loveday. In an instant, Loveday flowed into Hare – Silver Hare, that rarest and most magical of all creatures – her streaming hair now transformed into long black-tipped ears. She leaped for sheer joy in her strong limbs and with one bound she was beside Weasel, shape-shifters together.


And that is how they spent the afternoon, tumbling and play-fighting amongst the scrubby heather and winter-grey grass, safe from prying eyes.


The only living creature they saw was the solitary stag that haunted the moors, always alone, always watching. Never drawing close. But they paid no heed to him.
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‘Really get this urge to sink my teeth into that neck of yours sometimes.’ Weasel’s small black eyes were glittering. ‘I can’t help it,’ she went on. ‘It’s just the weasel in me.’ A long pause. And then a splutter of laughter at the doubt on Hare’s face. ‘I never would! Honest!’


Few people walked out on the dark moors that glowered over the village, especially in winter. But if anyone had by some chance been passing by, they would have been startled to see a hare and a weasel tucked up companionably in a hollow in the heather, out of the salt wind driving in off the sea. No hare in its right mind would ever trust a weasel that close, even knowing that weasels were too small to be much threat.


Hare pulled in the impossibly long hind leg she’d stretched out in front of her and gathered it casually beneath her haunches. Always be ready to run. It was the first rule of being hare. Weasel was her best – her only – friend, apart from Jago. Of course, Vinegar never would actually … but those vicious little teeth grinning in the thin winter sunshine did look awfully sharp.


The pair spoke the universal language of shape-shifters with one another; a non-shape-shifter who did chance to overhear would have understood nothing of the sounds exchanged between this weasel and this hare. But any other shape-shifter, no matter their shape, would have understood at once.


Not that Hare and Weasel ever spoke to any others of their kind these days. Or not knowingly, anyway. All the adult shape-shifters had fled before their remembering, after the new Elder came to the village and outlawed the Old Magic. They had known it was the end of safety for the likes of them. As children, Vinegar and Loveday had been protected only by a conspiracy of silence from the villagers. So far.


‘Weasels don’t kill hares, stupid,’ Hare pointed out, loftily. ‘I’m three times the size of you.’ She edged herself up taller to underline the point.


Hare still remembered the terror of the leveret into which she had transformed, at just seven years old. Quivering, helpless, all soft down and untried muscle, ears crumpled and curled like furry shells flat to her head. She never wanted to feel that vulnerable again. Only Naina, watching over her, had made her feel safe in those first weeks of shape-shifting. ‘You’ll get used to it, child. It’s who you are,’ she’d told her, briskly.


But leverets grow up quickly. They have to. And as Loveday had grown, she’d learned the defences of her alter-ego. Sharp claws. Speed. Powerful legs. Sometimes it felt like she was nothing but legs, as Hare.


‘They kill weak hares,’ Weasel bit back. Her face was a fierce little triangle of red fur, tipped with a black button nose.


Hare knew Weasel would worry away at this juicy little joke like a morsel of dead mouse unless she gave her something else to think about. She changed the subject.


‘What was it like, for you – the first time?’ Hare remembered vividly how she had felt. The tear and twist of ligaments and muscles over unfamiliar bones, the push and pull of heart and stomach, lungs and liver settling into a strange rib cage. The fear. But the excitement, too. To be connected with the wild world in a way she could never be as an ordinary human child. It was like finding home in a place you’d never been before.


Weasel rolled on to her long supple spine and coiled up to lift a hind paw to her face for closer consideration, while she decided on her answer. Hare guessed that the first word that had come into her mind was ‘scary’, but she also guessed that Weasel didn’t want to say that out loud and the paw examination was just buying her time to think.


‘It kind of hurt,’ Weasel said at last. ‘A bit.’ She switched to examining the other hind paw, still not looking at Hare. ‘Bound to, I suppose. All them stretchy bits havin’ to stretch different ways, an’ bones being jiggled about all higgledy-piggledy an’ topsy-turvy an’ such.’


‘I was scared.’ Hare didn’t mind admitting it.


Weasel flashed back, ‘What did you have to be scared of? You had your naina, telling you what was going on! I was all on my tod, didn’t know whether I was comin’ or goin’.’


Then Weasel’s quick anger vanished and she twisted off her back in one smooth movement and sprang on to her hind legs. She danced there, upright, exposing a soft white belly. ‘One day, summat just gave a twitch, an’ lo an’ behold, without so much as a by-your-leave, there I was, squeakin’ an’ quiverin’ an’ carryin’ on. Blow me down – I were a weasel!’


She threw herself on to her back again, dissolving into fits of giggles. Hare was giggling too. That was Weasel all over. She was never anything – angry or sad or whatever – for long. She was always on to the next bit of mischief.


‘Bet you was moonin’ about for ages, worritin’ about what it was all for,’ Weasel guessed.


Hare’s long whiskers flickered with irritation, but she had to nod. Shape-shifting was never a gift she’d wanted. She had spent many long nights gazing at the Moon – because that’s what hares do – wondering why and just wanting to be the same as everyone else. Not like Weasel. Weasel didn’t care about being the same.


Weasel sat up. ‘Me, I loved it,’ she said. ‘Once I’d learned to do it when I wanted an’ not just when I got the twitches. An’ the best thing was, I weren’t so hungry no more, neither. I could get in anywhere as a weasel – through windows, gaps in the floorboards, into hen houses. Nobody noticed me, nobody even knew I’d been there.’ A pause, and then, softly, ‘I wasn’t just some grubby urchin that nobody could be bothered to feed no more.’


Hare bent her head to Weasel’s head and their noses touched in silent comfort, weasel whiskers and hare whiskers intertwined.


‘You always had me,’ Hare reminded Weasel.


‘Not always,’ muttered Weasel. ‘Not ’til that night in your naina’s backyard …’


Hare was also remembering that moment – the moment when they had first met as Weasel and Hare. How had she guessed, that midnight as she’d sat as Hare, with her muzzle yearning for the Moon, how had she known that the small creature scurrying out of Naina’s kitchen door dragging a hunk of bacon as big as its own body was no true weasel? Vinegar was quick, but she hadn’t been quick enough to escape Hare’s front leg slamming down on her neck.


‘Got you!’ That had been the first time Hare had spoken out loud in the language of shape-shifters, but it had come to her as easily and instinctively as breathing.


Weasel’s protests of indignation had flashed back, in the same instinctive language. ‘Let go of me, pretty girl.’ A gasp. ‘You’re hurtin’ me. Stop bein’ a bully!’


‘Promise not to run away, then, if I let you go?’


Weasel had nodded as best she could with Hare’s heavy paw pinning her down. Hare didn’t trust the look in those shifty little eyes, but she lifted her foot a fraction, and Weasel didn’t instantly dart away. It seemed that she was as curious as Hare was.


‘You’re like me.’ Hare had never been able to say that to anyone before. There had been a time when shape-shifters had walked openly in the village in either of their shapes – animal or human. Their difference had quite simply been accepted – and respected – as being part of the Old Magic. When they spoke, the people of Penros listened. Everyone understood that shape-shifters spoke for the wild world, spending half their existence as creatures who lived close to the Earth, more in tune with nature than humans could ever be. Shape-shifters kept the two worlds in balance.


But that had been when a shape-shifter – Loveday’s grandpa – had been Elder. And the gap he left had been filled by a formidable new Elder who had come from nobody knew where and told the villagers that they must accept the rules of the world Beyond.


Witchcraft. That’s what the new Elder called shape-shifting, and the villagers had shivered as he read out the list of punishments for witches, laid down by the new laws that he brought with him.


Back in Naina’s garden that night, Weasel had snorted in reply to Hare. ‘Yeah. Well done! I’m a shape-shifter, like you. You finally twigged!’ she’d jeered. ‘’Course, you’ve never noticed me. I knew about you – knew all along. You stand out.’ She was squirming, still trying to get free. ‘Look, can you just take that great fat foot of yours off my neck? I ain’t goin’ nowhere.’


Hare had cautiously lifted her front foot a bit higher, and Weasel sat upright, balanced on her tail. ‘That’s better.’ Her belly dazzled like snow in moonlight, as she reached a hind paw round to smooth her ruffled russet coat.


‘How do you know about me?’ Hare’s nose had been twitching with nerves.


‘You stick out like a sore thumb with hair like that – pretty girl!’ A snort. ‘Besides, everyone in the village knows ’bout your family. Always been shape-shifters, ain’t they? An’ they has always been the Elders of Penros. Famous, the Gwynnes are – like royalty.’


Weasel was right, of course. Being a Gwynne had made life under the new Elder even more dangerous for Loveday.


Now, here on the moor, all that remembering came to an abrupt stop. Hare’s black-tipped ears gave a warning twitch even before she realised she was hearing the heavy tread of approaching boots. From the look on Weasel’s face, she’d heard the boots too, and felt the vibrations in her low belly. Both creatures sank deeper into the heather hollow; neither moved a muscle as the footsteps drew closer. Stillness was all.


Only their eyes moved as they exchanged puzzled looks. Nobody ever comes up here, Hare was thinking. That was why she and Weasel spent so much time out on the brooding purple moors that had long kept the village isolated from the world beyond. After that first meeting in Naina’s backyard, this had become their place to roam and play. When they tired of playing, they lay together, feeling the thrum of the living Earth beneath them, gazing past the village and past the great Stones of Sun and Moon on the headland, past the cliff-edge and out over the ever-changing sea.


The footsteps didn’t stop. They hadn’t been seen. Cautiously, Hare lifted her heavy bony head above the heather, ears laid low; Weasel’s small neat head popped up beside hers.


A familiar, formidable figure was heading away from them, towards a low cairn of stones that marked a fork in the path. One way led down to the cliffs, the other led to Beyond.


‘It’s him,’ whispered Weasel.


‘The Elder.’ Hare nodded. ‘What’s he doing all the way out here?’
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Amber eyes met black eyes in a silent, well-established pact. These two could share a plan without words.


They split up, Weasel wriggling beneath the gnarled branches of heather, Hare flattening her body to crawl low through the dry winter grass – grass that was the same silver-grey as her coat. Through long practice, both moved so stealthily that not a ripple of movement showed above.


At this moment, for Weasel, following the Elder was simply a matter of mischief. But for Hare, it was much more serious. As she crept close to the cairn of stones where the Elder had stopped, Loveday was driven by something that she’d long tried to keep deep buried. Duty to her village, as a Gwynne.


Loveday had been very young – little more than two years old – when her grandpa died. But she knew that was when everything had changed in Penros. That was when the new Elder had come from Beyond. Anybody who resisted his laws had disappeared – dragged away by strangers and locked up in some distant prison. They were never seen again. It hadn’t taken long for silence to take hold.


‘Why is everyone skulking about, scared of this man?’ Naina used to mutter. ‘Who is he, any road, coming here with his new-fangled ways?’


But it was hard to fight the fear.


Loveday remembered very little of the days when shape-shifters walked openly on the streets of Penros. But she knew enough to resent bitterly this stranger who had taken over the role of Elder from her family and driven out her kind. She had never had the courage to stand up to him openly – but right now, it seemed like a good chance to find out what he was up to, out here on the lonely moor.


Hare and Weasel met up in the undergrowth behind a raised bank, close to the spot where the Elder was standing. They could peep over and watch him without being seen – and it kept them out of the bite of the wind.


The Elder was staring into the distance, along the narrow path that ran like a pale scar across the wild moor.


Most people would have a nice sit down on the stones, thought Hare. Take the weight off. Enjoy the view.


Not him. He was holding himself rigid, fixed on whatever his purpose was in this place.


‘Waitin’ for someone,’ guessed Weasel, in a whisper. Hare twitched her nose once in agreement. Once meant ‘yes’, twice meant ‘no’. It was their code when even a nod was an unnecessary risk.


Not a clout of colour ever softened the Elder’s tall frame. It was black, all black with him – as if any other hue, no matter how restrained, would stray too close to the mossy greens and purples of lichen and heather, too close to the colours of the sweet Earth.


He looks like a Standing Stone, Hare thought. Like someone’s chipped his body out of granite with a chisel.


The Elder’s face was long and narrow, all bones, no spare flesh, and his thin lips had a permanent twist, as if good honest food soured in his mouth. He was so thin that Naina used to say he lived on nothing but hate. ‘Hates everything about us, he does,’ she’d sniffed. ‘Don’t know why he came here if he hates us all so much. Nobody asked him to come.’


And that indeed was the mystery – why had this man come to Penros?


Loveday had never been told why her pa had not taken her grandpa’s place as Elder, like every Gwynne before him. Nobody would ever talk to her about what had happened to Pa. She knew her ma had died giving birth to her. It was a great sadness that lay buried deep in Loveday’s heart. But about Pa she knew nothing. Only that he had disappeared before her remembering.


Even as a young child, Loveday had sensed that a cloud of nameless shame hung over her pa’s disappearance. It was something that nobody spoke about. Even Naina. She just pursed her lips when Loveday asked about Pa.


‘Best not talk about that,’ she’d say. ‘Never know who’s listening.’


But it seemed that the shame about Pa was so great it had prevented her uncle – his younger brother – from taking on the role of Elder instead. And somehow that shame still clung to the Gwynne family name.


Now, hiding in the undergrowth, a little flicker in Hare’s brain was hoping that, by spying on him, she might find out more about the Elder from Beyond. And maybe even make him go away. So that she could be proud of the name of Gwynne. And Penros could be Penros once more, where all were accepted and nobody lived in fear.


‘Look,’ whispered Weasel. She nodded down the path.


Another man, also dressed in black, had appeared over the swell of the moor, from the direction of Beyond. He was walking towards the cairn with long, determined strides.


‘We said eleven o’clock,’ the Elder snapped as the stranger drew close, pulling out the thing he called a watch. It glinted gold.


Like a little pet sun, sneered Hare in her head.


Nobody in Penros had even seen a watch until the Elder came. Light and dark ruled their days. The villagers were people who had always lived in rhythm with the Sun and the Moon and the slow turning of the seasons.


‘You know I can’t stay away for—’ The rising wind whipped away the rest of what the Elder said, and only the words ‘don’t want’ and ‘questions’ reached Hare’s sharp ears. Her nose twitched in frustration, but she was too large to wriggle closer without risking discovery.


Hare looked at Weasel. She blinked her eyelids slowly over her bulging eyes and gave an almost imperceptible jerk of her head. Weasel twitched her nose once, and slipped away between the roots of the dead grass until Hare lost sight of her. She knew that, as Weasel, her friend could practically perch on top of a person’s boots without being noticed.


The conversation – what Hare could catch of it – didn’t last long. She could tell from the way the stranger was leaning in towards the Elder, even raising a finger to him at times, that he was demanding something. His whole body looked impatient, angry. Snatches of words like ‘too long’ and ‘why’ were swirled and snatched away from Hare’s long ears by the wind. He seemed to be accusing the Elder of failing at something.


He’s telling him off! The corners of her hare-mouth curled in secret glee as the Elder bowed his head, grunted some reply. He clearly wasn’t enjoying this meeting.


It wasn’t long before the stranger turned on his heels to head away over the moors and back to Beyond. The Elder stared after him for a moment and then turned towards Penros. Hare flattened her body as he passed. His head was bent low into the wind and his boots pounded the earth. Whatever the stranger had said to him, it had left him in a fury.


He’s in a right strop. Hare almost giggled. But then she shivered beneath her dense fur. It wasn’t the cold making her tremble. The Elder’s dark moods were legendary in the village. Doesn’t bode well for any of us, Hare thought.


A few seconds later Weasel slid back.


‘What were they saying?’


‘Didn’t understand most of it.’ Weasel shrugged like she didn’t much care, and Hare’s ears stiffened with frustration. She knew something important had just happened out here at this secret meeting, carefully arranged out of sight and out of earshot of the village. Something the Elder didn’t want people to know about. For the first time Hare sniffed a scent of weakness in this man. He seemed to be obeying orders from that man from Beyond.
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