




Published by Harvest Oak Press, July 2021

Copyright © 2021 by Christopher St. John

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including 
photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without 
the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief 
quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial 
uses permitted by copyright law.

First Printing, 2021

ISBN: 978-1-7368857-0-3 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-7368857-1-0 (ebook)

Cover art by Belle McClain



For the animals
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Chapter 1

The Loved One spake unto them, saying, “Glory 
to those that run. For I shall meet them in the jaws 
of the Blessed Ones, and we will be with Yah in 
Paradise.”

—Book of Fescue: 4:17-19

ANASTASIA

The jaws of the fox snapped shut where Anastasia’s head 
had just been, the right canine tooth catching the tip of her 
long left ear. A lick of pain raced down her ear and her heart 
banged against her ribs. The fear burn rushed through her, 
and her powerful legs hurled her forward. The fox’s jaws 
closed again, so close to her neck that she could feel the 
hot breath.
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Heart hammering, the brown yearling rabbit fl ung herself 
through the small bushes and over the dead leaves and twigs. 
The fox came behind, paws casting up a welter of leaves and 
dirt. His eyes were bright, his teeth shone. Anastasia heard 
his excited whine rising over his harsh breathing.

Why had she left the area near the warren, again? Why 
couldn’t she be obedient and follow Warren Mother’s com-
mands? I’m so stupid.

She fl ashed past the ancient apple tree where she had 
stopped just a few minutes before. Her back legs drove her 
forward, her spine expanding and contracting like a steel 
spring, her front legs barely guiding her fl ight. Her golden 
eyes were wide, scanning the branches, stones, stumps, and 
grasses racing toward her, charting a path. And behind, she 
heard the fox’s claws digging into the earth as he drove for-
ward, the kill whimper already forming in his throat.

She knew she should pray now, and accept Glorifi cation 
as Yah commanded, but somehow, she couldn’t. She didn’t 
love the fox enough, in spite of being taught to do so since 
the day she was born.

She veered left, felt a burning in her right fl ank, and 
turned her head to see the fox’s canine rip down her right 
side, tearing open a gash. A spray of blood fl icked outward. 
Pain arced along her right rear leg. She started to limp, 
slowing down, and the fox whined in the killing joy as he 
hurtled forward. She could not escape.
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She felt the Giving start to come upon her. Her limbs 
began to weaken, her mind clouded. She stumbled. The fox 
yelped with pleasure. But one word drummed in her mind. 
The obstinate kernel of herself that would not give in: No.

Suddenly, Anastasia’s wide eyes found the thing she 
was looking for: the southernmost hole in Bloody Thorn 
Warren. The sight of safety helped her throw off  the Giving, 
and she plunged ahead, trying to shake the fog in her mind. 
The fox saw the hole, too, and angled toward it, trying to 
reach the hole before she did and cut her off .

Anastasia tensed the ropy muscles in her back legs and 
launched into the air, ignoring the pain, aiming right at the 
welcoming darkness of the burrow. The fox saw her shadow 
and looked up to see her airborne, just above him. He tried 
to push himself upward with his forelegs, jaws reaching for 
her soft belly. But the change in direction slowed his mo-
tion, and his teeth clicked shut on empty space.

An instant later, Anastasia’s body crash-landed at the 
mouth of the burrow and tumbled inside. She hurtled down 
the slope, half running, half falling, leaving a smear of 
blood along the side of the entry passage. Behind her, the 
fox jammed his muzzle into the hole, his head fi lling the 
space and blocking out the light. His angry snarl echoed 
down the corridor. “Next time!”

Anastasia stumbled to a stop at the foot of the slope, 
staring up at the entryway, panting heavily. Once his 
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shadow disappeared and the songbirds started singing 
again, she knew he was gone. She ran back to the entryway 
and touched the left side three times, then the right side 
three times, eyes darting around, looking for the fox.

Still panting, she hastily murmured a rhyme she had 
learned long ago:

“Two little bunnies went up a hill,
One came back and the other lay still.”

Then she slapped the earth at the foot of the doorway twice, 
and an instant later she was bolting down the passage into 
the soothing smell of rabbit as fast as she could go. Within 
a few feet, she ran into a well-fed blue and white rabbit, 
and bowled her over. It was Sweet Leaf, an older sister. She 
nipped Anastasia’s belly, hard.

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” she said 
crossly.

“Sorry,” panted Anastasia. “Blessed One. Right on 
me.”

“Oh, were you almost Glorifi ed?” asked Sweet Leaf, 
her eyes warm and bright.

“Yes,” said Anastasia.
“Poor thing,” said Sweet Leaf, and nuzzled her. “Oh, 

and your side, too.” She began to lick the wound. “Holy 
day,” she murmured.
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“Every one a gift,” said Anastasia, automatically, her 
heart still hammering.

“Did you go beyond the Ring of Love?” asked Sweet 
Leaf.

Anastasia pulled her left ear down with her paws and 
licked the blood off  the tip. She was starting to really feel 
the pain of her injuries now.

“Did you go past the Ring?” Sweet Leaf asked again.
“What diff erence does it make?” asked Anastasia. She was 

breathing hard, the smell of her fear loud in the close space.
Some other rabbits in the warren were attracted by the 

sound of talking and the smell of blood. “What happened? 
Someone get Glorifi ed?” asked a tan tortoiseshell bunny 
with a slight limp.

“Warren Mother asked us not to go beyond the Ring a 
month ago,” said Sweet Leaf. “She said from now on, stay 
close to the warren. Always stop at the acacia trees.”

Anastasia’s favorite little sister appeared. She was just 
two months old, too young to understand her relationship 
to Anastasia. “You hurt, auntie?” she asked, her green eyes 
huge against her golden fur. Without waiting for an answer, 
she immediately began licking Anastasia’s ear.

“Thank you, Sunbeam,” panted Anastasia. “You are a 
sweet baby girl.”

Sweet Leaf turned in the passageway, pressing against 
Anastasia while she licked her fl ank. “What was it?”
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“Fox,” said Anastasia.
“This tear starts very high on your side. That Blessed 

must have been almost over you.”
“It was close,” said Anastasia, nuzzling against 

Sunbeam’s shoulder.
“That was careless,” said Sweet Leaf.
Anastasia stiff ened. “Yes. I was stupid.”
The tan tortoiseshell bunny scratched his ear. “And you 

led the fox back here?” Tsk tsk.
“Where should I have run?” asked Anastasia.
A handsome, cream-colored rabbit with black ears 

stepped out of the crowd. It was Aiden, the Rememberer 
of Bloody Thorn Warren, redolent of fresh radish tops. 
He spread his paws in a kindly way. “We run even 
when we don’t need to run,” he said gently. He kissed 
Anastasia’s cheek. “There’s no outrunning the mercy 
of Yah.”

“There’s no outrunning the mercy of Yah,” repeated 
Sunbeam softly as she licked Anastasia’s ear.

At the sound of Sunbeam’s tiny infant’s whisper, 
Anastasia felt her head get hot, and the streak of heat trav-
eled down her back.

“Where is the mercy of Yah in this?” she asked Aiden.
Aiden smiled. “Yah’s mercy is everywhere. It’s here 

with you, right now. You’re safe. You’re alive.”
“If I almost die, that shows Yah’s mercy?” asked Anastasia. 
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A murmur ran through the crowd of furry faces surrounding 
her. She could smell their rising hostility.

Aiden looked at her sternly. “There’s no call for that 
kind of language, my child,” he said. Then he laid his fore-
paw on her shoulder and said, softly, “Glory to those that 
run, it says in the Word of Yah. Even when you run, Yah is 
with you.” He looked out over the crowd. “He is with all 
of us.”

Somewhere in the crowd, a rabbit stamped three times. 
Not the panicky, single, hard staccato stamp that says 
alarm! But rather, the slow and heavy triple-stamp of af-
fi rmation. Another rabbit took up the triple-stamp, then 
another, until the space was fi lled with the sound. Aiden’s 
smooth and kindly voice continued, “Yah’s mercy is in the 
dandelion leaf. His mercy is in the apple twig.” Aiden sat 
up tall and spread his forepaws wide, gazing benefi cently 
down at Anastasia. “Yah loves you. Yah has a plan for you. 
 And that’s so wonderful, since…” he broke off , awkwardly.

“Since what?” said Anastasia.
“Since … how you … are.” Aiden looked embarrassed. 

Some rabbits were looking away.
“What do you mean, Honored Rememberer?” asked 

Anastasia. She knew very well what he meant.
Aiden was silent. He looked away. Sweet Leaf stopped 

licking for a moment. “You know. Without kittens,” she 
said, blandly. “After four or fi ve bucks have tried their 
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luck…” She shrugged. “Warren starts talking.” She snug-
gled in close to Anastasia’s side. “But Yah still loves you. 
And so do I.”

BRICABRAC

Bricabrac, a rather handsome young water rat with a cop-
per earring in his left ear, grinned as he looked up at the 
tree and saw the magpie circling a nest. Perfecto. He ap-
proached the base of the tree carefully, moving a little more 
slowly than usual under the weight of his heavy backpack. 
It only took him a couple of minutes to fi nd what he was 
looking for: the entrance to a burrow. He sniff ed. Smelled 
like a mouse. He opened his pack and rummaged around 
inside. Then, he struck a lazy pose just outside the mouth 
of the burrow and started talking.

“So, if there was a wood mouse in this area, that would 
be good news for everyone, eh?”

Bricabrac fell silent and scratched his belly. He turned 
over on his back and looked up at the sky. “A smart mouse. 
A hardworking mouse. That’s what makes the Million Acre 
Wood a great place to live. And raise a family.”

A mouse’s head appeared suddenly out of the darkness. 
“Oh, a rat.” He looked grouchy. “What?”

“Oh, hey! What up? What up?” said Bricabrac. “A 
wood mouse? That’s awesome! Cuz I’ve got some items 
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that could be just perfect for a wood mouse.” He rattled his 
pack. “Gifts of the Dead Gods. Rare tools. I brought these 
all the way from Oom.”

He took out a curved piece of glass with jagged edges 
that said “epsi” on it. “Look at this here. Solid diamond. 
I’m sure you’ve heard of diamonds. The Dead Gods loved 
them.” He held up the glass and looked through it at the 
wood mouse. “Two major uses here. One, it’s a window. 
Set this in an opening in the outer wall of your passage, and 
you can see what’s outside without the cold air coming in.”

The wood mouse scoff ed. “Pff ft. Who cares?”
“Aaaaaand you can cut with it,” said Bricabrac. “Sharp 

edge here: Perfect for a big root that you can’t get your 
choppers around. Pretty sweet. Am I right? Here, take a 
feel. See how hard it is, eh? Heft it. Solid diamond.”

The wood mouse squinted at the glass. “Eh, I don’t 
know.”

“Or, or, or,” said Bricabrac, rummaging through his 
pack, “A very fi ne piece of workmanship by the Dead 
Gods: this burrow protector.” He took out a large metal 
thumbtack. “Check it out, friend. Punch this up through a 
leaf to anchor it. Place it in the mouth of your burrow and 
cover it with a fi ne layer of dirt. You know where it is, but 
no one else does. Some no-goodnik comes up—maybe a 
weasel?— and thinks he’s gonna sneak in and surprise you, 
right? That would be bad news! But he steps on this burrow 
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protector and suddenly, he’s got a metal thorn in his paw. 
Does he scream? You bet he does. Goodbye, surprise.”

Bricabrac laid the thumbtack on the ground. The wood 
mouse sniff ed it. “What are we talking about?”

“Now, that’s a sharp wood mouse right there,” said 
Bricabrac. “But I have to tell you, friend, for items like 
these, from the Dead Gods direct to you, I have to be paid 
in moneystones. No roots, no slugs, no favors.”

The wood mouse looked at Bricabrac and chewed 
one of his whiskers. Up above, the magpie called loudly. 
“What’s a moneystone?” asked the wood mouse.

“City thing,” said Bricabrac. “Shiny disks. They love 
those things in Oom. Go fi gure. I’m a country boy, myself. 
I grew up around here, just a few miles south.” Bricabrac 
looked through the trees. “My family’s still there, bless 
their hearts.”

The wood mouse looked at a small beetle crawling 
nearby.

“I see you have an upstairs neighbor who collects shiny 
things,” said Bricabrac, hurriedly. “And I’m guessing 
sometimes she drops them. I used to live under a magpie, 
myself, as a youngster. So, I got a feeling you could have 
some moneystones in your burrow right now.”

“Maybe,” said the wood mouse.
Bricabrac smiled. “Just gathering dust, eh? You could 

trade them for something pretty useful.”
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The wood mouse stared at Bricabrac for a moment. 
Then, he went down into his burrow. A few moments later, 
he emerged, holding a coin in his teeth. On one side, it said, 
“10 CENTS” and “CANADA 2097” next to a beaver under 
a palm tree.

“There’s that nickel I’ve been looking for!” chuckled 
Bricabrac. “And look at the beaver on there. Handsome 
devil, eh?” Bricabrac picked up the coin in his small, fi ne 
hands. “So, what can I do you for, buddy?”

“I’ll take the diamond,” said the wood mouse.
“Excellent choice!” said Bricabrac. “You’ll get many 

long years of service from this, friend.” Bricabrac picked 
up the “epsi” glass and presented it to the wood mouse with 
a fl ourish. Then he put the dime in his backpack and fas-
tened it on his back again. “Now then,” said Bricabrac, his 
copper earring shining in the sun, “Could I trouble you for 
the location of any other magpie nests in this area?”

ANASTASIA

Anastasia limped through the passages of Bloody Thorn 
Warren, trying to avoid running into anyone. It was well into 
twilight now, so most of the rabbits would be outside, feed-
ing and playing near the many holes leading into the warren. 
The warm vanilla smell of rabbits surrounded her, but she 
could take no comfort in it. At the end of a long passage, she 
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found a small chamber, cluttered with objects. A latticework 
of roots in the upper part of the chamber allowed a small 
hole in the ceiling to exist without causing the ceiling to col-
lapse. A single ray of light shone down, illuminating an old 
rabbit with dappled silver fur and a splash of white on his 
forehead, peering intently at a small pile of lichen.

Her heart leaped. “Nicodemus!” she cried. She limped 
toward him, and double-nose-bumped his fl ank. His tran-
quil scent calmed her. Then they touched noses, and the 
whole story of the fox came tumbling out. Nicodemus nuz-
zled her, pressing his face into the fur near her ear.

“I’m so sorry, dear one,” he murmured. “It makes my 
heart hurt to think how close you came.”

He pulled away and crept slowly across the chamber, 
past piles of twigs, fl owers, leaves, moneystones, and a 
jumble of other items. Against the wall, fi ve ancient, yel-
lowed pages stood, carefully bracketed between fresh ma-
ple leaves. Along the bottom of one of the pages some text 
was visible: Wilderness Survival in North America – 142.

“I think I have something here for you,” said Nicodemus. 
“Willow bark will help with the pain.” He picked up a 
scrap of bark in his mouth and brought it over to Anastasia. 
“Chew on this for a bit, my dear.”

Anastasia took the bark and chewed it for a few mo-
ments. Then she began trembling. “I was almost Glorifi ed 
today,” she said.
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“We will all be with Yah in the end,” said Nicodemus. 
“Even the lucky ones, like me.” He settled down next to 
her, pressing against her unwounded left fl ank and calming 
her trembling. There was a small sound in the passage.

Anastasia leaned into him. “You know so much,” she 
said.

Nicodemus shrugged. “I’m just an old Reader,” he said. 
“But I’ve seen a few things.”

“So how does this mean that Yah loves me?”
Nicodemus placed his paw upon hers. “Shhhh,” he 

murmured.
They heard the sound in the passage again and looked 

up to see Sweet Leaf in the entrance to the chamber. A mo-
ment later, she had stepped back into the shadows.

“Do you want to come by tomorrow morning when the 
light is good?” asked Nicodemus.

“But—” began Anastasia.
Nicodemus smiled gently. “Best time of the day for 

reading.”
Anastasia’s eyes fl icked toward the mouth of the 

chamber. “Fluff y’s better than me,” she said. “You’ve al-
ready said he’ll be Reader of Bloody Thorn after ….” She 
trailed off .

“After my time,” said Nicodemus. “Will you come and 
read?”

“I’m so bad with capital letters,” she said.
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“You have the hunger to learn,” said Nicodemus. “And 
no matter what anyone says about you, your mind is strong.” 
He looked up into the fading shaft of light. “Remember 
that, my dear.”

Anastasia heard a large rabbit moving down the pas-
sageway. Then a sturdy buck with chestnut fur and a tan 
underbelly stepped into the light. It was Briar, one of the 
First Born. “Warren Mother requests your presence in her 
chamber.”

Anastasia followed him, her heart skittering as they 
threaded through the many runs and passages of the war-
ren. Briar said nothing. Soon, they were at the entryway to 
her mother’s chambers. Briar gestured for her to enter. A 
trembling seized her. She froze.

“Go on, then,” said Briar, stepping toward her.
“Yes, yes,” said Anastasia. Shakily, she touched the left 

side of the entryway three times, then the right side three 
times. She quietly sang an ancient couplet.

“Hush little baby, don’t you cry,
Fox won’t hear and he’ll pass right by.”

Then she touched the fl oor twice.
“Go on!” hissed Briar, shoving her forward with his 

large chest. Anastasia stumbled into the chamber and came 
to a stop at the front paws of a stately, steel-gray rabbit with 
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a slash of white across her face and down her back. It was 
Olympia, the Warren Mother of Bloody Thorn.

Olympia regarded her with her ocean-blue eyes, then 
she coolly laid her chin on the ground at Anastasia’s feet. 
“Holy day,” she said.

Anastasia obediently began to lick Olympia’s forehead. 
“Every one a gift,” she murmured.

After a few moments, Olympia lifted her head and sat 
up. “A fox came close to you today.”

“Yes, Honored Mother,” said Anastasia, turning so 
Olympia could see the wound. Olympia’s eyes fl icked 
along her side.

“A nasty scratch,” she said. “Did you go beyond the 
Ring of Love?”

Anastasia hung her head. “Yes, Honored Mother.”
Olympia settled into a relaxed pose and became still. 

“Beloved daughter,” she said, “There are things that must 
be spoken.” Anastasia was silent, even though her wound 
throbbed. “I’m worried about your illness.”

“I’m getting better,” Anastasia blurted. “I only have to 
say the entry spell once now.”

Olympia looked at her without blinking. “One thing 
gets better, another gets worse,” she said.

Anastasia looked at the raw, earthen fl oor. “No, I’m 
good … pretty good …”

Olympia sat upright, looming over Anastasia. “I dug the 
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fi rst chamber of this warren by the light of a quarter-moon 
when I was a yearling doe like you are now. I peopled this 
city with my children and my children’s children. What if you 
are contagious? Would you have me put them all at risk?”

“I would never do that,” said Anastasia quickly, fi ght-
ing down the urge to begin drawing a circle in the earth. 
“I’m not contagious. I love the warren. I love you, Honored 
Mother.”

Darius, the Prime Buck, entered the chamber through a 
passage on the far side and sat beside Olympia. His tan fur 
was dappled with brown along his left side.

“We’re worried that your mind is sick,” said Darius. 
“Every day, a new problem. And today, you’re questioning 
Yah? In the front passage? That’s bad for the warren.” He 
pulled his left ear down and cleaned it between his paws. 
“You’re the runt of our fourth litter. We fought for you to 
live. We loved you—”

“Love you,” said Olympia, sharply.
Darius let go of his ear. “We love you. But we can’t 

keep looking away.”
Anastasia felt Briar coming up behind her and she 

shifted uneasily.
Olympia advanced toward her, looked into her eyes, 

and then licked her forehead three times. “I’m so sorry, my 
love. But you know there is only one place for a sick rabbit 
to go.”
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“No,” said Anastasia, her breath quickening.
“I’m sorry,” said Olympia.
“No, mother,” said Anastasia, pushing her face into 

Olympia’s fur. “No, please.”
Olympia’s scent was cool, unengaged. She stepped 

away from her daughter.
“The good of the warren demands it,” said Darius.
“No,” said Anastasia, her heart pounding. She turned 

to him and tried to nuzzle against his side. “No, Daddy, 
please,” she whimpered.

Darius moved away from her, and suddenly Briar 
heaved his bulk in front of Anastasia. “You heard Warren 
Mother. Out.”

“Briar,” Anastasia’s voice came out in a tiny whine. 
“Second of the First Four. You’re my oldest brother. You 
can’t do this to me.”

Briar shoved forward, pushing her backward out of the 
chamber. “Warren Mother has spoken.”

“Mommy!” Her voice came out in a shriek. The other 
two First Born males appeared and stood shoulder to shoul-
der with Briar, steadily heaving her backward. Now they 
were in one of the main warren passageways. The runs on 
each side were fi lling up with rabbits. There was a jumble of 
voices. “What? What is it? Someone get Glorifi ed today?”

Anastasia’s powerful rear claws bit into the ground, but 
she could not gain any purchase and kept sliding backward. 
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The pain of her injury burned along her fl ank. The cacoph-
ony of voices rose. “Someone’s getting unwarrened? Who? 
The crazy one? The barren one? Poor little thing. Let’s 
hope it’s quick.”

She caught sight of Nicodemus’ sad face and gray whis-
kers off  to one side. Just as the First Born were about to 
shove her past, she darted toward him and pushed her face 
next to his, sobbing. For a moment, his mouth was next to 
her ear. “You are strong,” he whispered. Then she was past 
him, and she could feel the cool of the night air on her back. 
The heavy chests and shoulders of the First Born were a 
moving wall, and behind them, there was a confused tumble 
of furry faces and long ears fl icking in every direction.

She scrabbled to stand still for a moment, quickly 
reaching out and touching each side of the entryway three 
times, gasping her spell:

“Hold your breath by the light of the moon,
Golden wolf is coming soon.”

Then she slapped the fl oor twice. The last thing she saw 
before she was shoved out through the entryway was Sweet 
Leaf and her warm, bright eyes in a side passage. “So sorry, 
dear sister. It’s for the best, really.”

A burst of rage rushed through her. “Why?” shouted 
Anastasia.
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Sweet Leaf gazed at her kindly. “Just let the Giving do 
its work. They say you don’t feel a thing.”

And then Anastasia tumbled out into the night.

FREDDIE

Freddie was concentrating as hard as he could, his black 
and gray harlequin face a study in bunny fi erceness.

“Again,” said Rose, the Rememberer of Fallen Oak 
Warren. She lay sunning her tawny body in the warm 
sunlight.

Freddie nodded and started over. He was chubby, and 
his thick, gray and white fur was making him feel hot. “And 
the Loved One busied himself among the root vegetables of 
the fi eld. Soon, the seven rabbits fell to arguing about who 
would be greatest in the Kingdom of Yah. The Loved One 
set up seven carrots in a line—”

“Seven carrots in a row,” said Rose. Snowdrop, the 
other Remembering acolyte, snickered.

“Yes, of course,” said Freddie. “Seven carrots in a row, 
and looked upon them. Behold, quoth he. How many car-
rots do you see? We see seven, master, they said. No, said 
the Loved One. For one belongs to Yah. One belongs to the 
North Wind. One belongs to … to, um …”

“Take a moment,” said Rose. “Let the words rise up 
within you.”
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Freddie squirmed and looked out over the meadow. He 
had been farblind from birth, so everything more than a 
few feet away was a blur. The grass smelled sweet, with an 
undercurrent of wild lupine and calendula. “One belongs 
to … the … fog.”

“Brother Worm,” said Snowdrop.
“Don’t interrupt,” said Rose.
Freddie frowned at Snowdrop. “I was just about to 

get it.”
“Totally,” said Snowdrop. “You were super-close.” She 

wiggled her nose, and her scent was spiky and aggressive. 
“Maybe you should spend less time hanging around with 
the Reader and more time on what really matters.”

“Do you know the rest of the verse?” Rose asked 
Snowdrop.

“No,” said Snowdrop. “I feel the rest of the verse. It’s 
like fi re in me.”

Freddie rolled his eyes. The sound of a squirrel chitter-
ing on a tree branch above was loud in the warm air.

“Tell me,” said Rose.
Snowdrop sat upright. “One belongs to Brother Worm. 

One belongs to the summer sun. One belongs to Sister 
Crow. And one belongs to the earth. As the Loved One 
spake, he knocked the carrots down, one by one, until only 
one was left standing. Then, he asked them, How many car-
rots do you see? One, said the rabbits. Yes, said the Loved 
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One, And that is why Yah created the Blessed Ones. He that 
hath an ear, let him hear.”

“Perfect,” said Rose, lazily.
Snowdrop batted her eyelashes at Freddie, clearly say-

ing, you can’t catch me, you fat stupid doofus. I’m fi rst aco-
lyte, and always will be. He looked down at his toes.

Rose noticed a lone fi gure coming across the meadow 
and sat up quickly. “It’s the Lord Harmonizer!” she said. 
She swatted Freddie across the behind. “Run get some dill 
for our honored guest.” Then to Snowdrop, “Go and make 
sure his chamber is ready.”

The rabbit approaching through the grass was lean 
and rangy, with huge ears, ropy muscles, and brown fur 
with a scattering of gray. Rose was sure he had some 
hare blood in him. As he got closer, she could see the 
scar along his left cheek and the notch torn out of his ear, 
souvenirs of a life spent traveling. He saw Rose and nod-
ded as he loped forward. She ran to meet him and they 
touched noses.

“Tobias! My Lord Harmonizer,” said Rose, breath-
lessly. “So good to see you! Do you have news about the 
voting irregularities at the Shandy Vale Conclave? What’s 
the fi nal council ruling on the new Presiding Spirit?”

“No news to share yet,” chuckled the Harmonizer. “I’m 
sure everything will be just fi ne.” He nuzzled Rose’s shoul-
der. “You look healthy, Rose.”
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“Every day a gift,” she said. “We’ve been lucky here at 
Fallen Oak. The Blessed Ones have been—”

“Living as Yah commands,” interrupted Tobias. “We 
are in His hand.”

“Yes, yes of course,” murmured Rose. Just then, 
Freddie showed up with several fronds of fresh dill in his 
mouth. “Look, my Lord! A small token of our aff ection for 
you. Everyone says our dillweed is the best in the Million 
Acre Wood.” She cuff ed Freddie lightly behind the ears. 
“Show your proper respect for our guest!”

Tobias placed his chin on the ground. Freddie put down 
the dill fronds and licked his forehead. “Greetings, my 
Lord,” he mumbled.

After a few moments, Tobias shook him off  and sat 
up. “Thank you for your kindness,” he said. “You’re a 
good lad.”

Then, Snowdrop popped out of the warren entrance. 
“Lord Harmonizer!” she cried. “What an honor it is to meet 
you! I’ve prepared your chamber and strewn it with fresh 
dandelions. And, of course, blueberries.”

Tobias touched noses with her and then started munch-
ing on the dill fronds. “You haven’t lied,” he said to 
Rose. “Fallen Oak Warren still has the fi nest dill in Yah’s 
creation.”

Rose beamed. “Thank you, my Lord.”
Tobias sat back as he chewed the fronds. “I wouldn’t 
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mind resting up in my chamber for a bit,” he said. “Any 
burning questions to answer right now?”

Snowdrop led the way toward the special chamber. 
Rose and Tobias followed, with Freddie tagging along 
behind.

“There is one,” said Rose. “In the Book of Rye 7:13, the 
passage goes, And then, Yah smote them with his mighty paw 
for their iniquities, and he spake in a voice like unto thunder.
Is that last phrase really like unto thunder or is it as though 
with thunder? We’ve had some uncertainty there, and the 
Rememberer at Blackstone Warren has it diff erently than I do.”

“Not an uncommon question,” said the Harmonizer, as 
he moved along the passage. “These kinds of phrases of-
ten get garbled.” He paused for a moment, closed his eyes, 
and put his paws on either side of his head. “The current 
Conclave memory on that passage is … like unto thunder.”

“Like unto thunder,” said Rose, savoring it.
“This is so exciting!” squeaked Snowdrop.
“Yes, thank you, Lord Harmonizer,” murmured Freddie, 

dutifully.
Suddenly, a high keening wail pierced the air. It took 

them a moment to realize what it was. A scream, coming 
from the main passageway leading to the far side of the 
warren. A few moments later, a terrifi ed rabbit came bolt-
ing down the tunnel, eyes white with fear. As she passed 
them, she gasped one word: “Weasel!”
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Rose stamped, followed by Snowdrop. Freddie felt 
dizzy. He started to back up. The air was thick with the 
smell of terror. Tobias disappeared into a side passage. 
Rose was whispering, “Run, run, run, run, run,” and shov-
ing against him, pushing him back up the entry passage 
toward the outside.

“Save us, my Lord!” shouted Snowdrop, stamping 
again. There was no answer. More rabbits were rushing 
down the main passage now, eyes wide and wild. Freddie 
turned and raced up the entry run toward the light and 
safety, Rose close on his heels. As he neared the entrance, a 
terrible, familiar shape rose up and was silhouetted against 
the light. The small head, the long neck, and the lean body 
were carved in black against the sun. The sweet, heavy reek 
of weasel fi lled the burrow. Freddie felt faint and slowed 
down.

Rose bit him. “Go!”
The weasels must be attacking as a pair, or maybe there 

were three or four. Without any sign of hurry, the Blessed 
One in the entrance of the burrow began to move down the 
passage, quietly singing her killing song.

“Small little space,
Tight little place,
Great big fear
On your face.”
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Freddie turned around and shoved past Rose, who was star-
ing into the weasel’s eyes.

“I’ve been sent
To collect the rent,
Won’t be needing
Your consent.”

As Freddie dashed down the passage, there was a small cry 
from Rose, and then she was quiet. Snowdrop was gone. 
The screams from the main passage were louder. Freddie 
saw a single rabbit, it was Thistledown, dragging himself 
down the passageway, leaving a muddy trail of dark blood 
behind him.

The smell of terrifi ed rabbits was overwhelming. 
Freddie turned, his legs crumbling beneath him. There was 
no other way out. It was hopeless. He could only wait un-
til the weasels were on him. He felt the Giving begin. He 
was tired, so sleepy. He could just lie here and soon, he 
would be with the Loved One in the Lucky Fields, fi lled 
with four-leaf clovers and feathery dill fronds and apple 
twigs as fresh and sweet as the day you were born. His eye-
lids were heavy. The screams seemed fainter. Everything 
would be all right.

Then he had an idea: Another way out. A stab of adren-
aline burned through him like fi re. He bolted upright and 
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ran into the side passage leading to the Reader’s room. In a 
few moments, he was there. And in the roof of the Reader’s 
chamber, as in every Reader’s chamber, a small opening let 
in a shaft of light.

Freddie frantically pushed together all the twigs and leaves 
and stones and bark that the Reader had gathered, until he had a 
pile under the small hole in the ceiling. He climbed up, reached 
up with his front paws, and tore at the earth. It wasn’t easy; 
there were roots around the hole to support it, and that slowed 
him down. He strained upward and bit through the largest 
roots, clawing the loose earth down in a shower of debris.

Just down the passage, he could hear a little song.

“Fat little bunny,
Fat little tummy—”

The song stopped, suddenly. Maybe the Blessed One had 
heard him digging. Freddie paused for a moment, then re-
doubled his eff orts. The warm sun shone down through the 
ragged gap like a friend. Freddie tore the hole open, and 
then lunged upward. Raking the sides of the chamber with 
his rear legs for purchase, he got up into the hole. Then, 
he seized a root in his mouth while he scrabbled with his 
forelegs to pull his body up. He was climbing, almost there. 
One back leg was wedged against the side of the hole, push-
ing upward, his left leg hanging down.
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Suddenly, the weasel reek was thick in the air. A burning 
pain shot through his hock. The weasel was on him. With 
the gift of adrenaline and panic, Freddie jerked himself up-
ward, tearing his leg from the Blessed One’s jaws. Another 
moment, and he was through, scrambling past the ferns and 
trees that grew over Fallen Oak Warren. The weasel leaped 
upward, missed the lip of the hole, and fell back, thrashing. 
Bolting as only a terrifi ed rabbit can, Freddie was a hun-
dred yards away in a matter of seconds, his dappled gray 
body blending with the shadows under the leaves. With his 
weak eyes, everything was a blur, but as he ran, it seemed 
as though he saw Tobias standing calmly among the ferns, 
talking with someone. Talking with a weasel.

But that wasn’t possible. Freddie shook his head and 
plunged on, rushing forward into the blue-green smear that 
was the world.
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Chapter 2

Turn your face from me, Hunger Mother. Do not 
bless me with want this day. Forget me, as one day 
when the hunting is all done, I will surely forget 
you.

—Canid prayer

ANASTASIA

Anastasia crouched as quietly as she could under a laurel 
bush, eyes huge, hardly daring to breathe. The cicada cho-
rus fi lled the night air around her. The scent of oak and 
poplar was strong, and the smell of the little stream she had 
discovered earlier was bright and moist.

She had never in her life been above ground without 
the safety of a hole to bolt toward. With her right front paw, 
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she started drawing a circle around herself in the dirt. Little 
by little, she turned her body as she drew, until the circle 
was complete.

Quietly, she whispered a soothing, nursery song.

“O, a little tussock of fi ne fescue,
A sweet little tussock, for me and you.”

The night was stifl ing. She heard her mother’s voice say-
ing, “There is only one place for a sick rabbit to go,” and 
fought down a sob. A sob could be fatal. The night was 
fi lled with the Blessed Ones, come to take their birthright. 
A dozen fears clanged in her head. She started to draw an-
other circle. Could she live through this night? Should she? 
She was a sick rabbit, and this was the place for her: Out 
among the Blessed, waiting to be sent home.

If she could just reach the right state, maybe the Giving 
would begin and it would all be over, without the terror of 
the open jaws rushing toward her, the jaws coming to give 
her what she deserved. She whispered a prayer. “Almighty 
Yah, creator of the green grass and the apple tree, I beg You 
for the strength to rejoice in the justice and mercy of Your 
judgment, so that I may be with You in Paradise.”

Then, she felt it: The bump, the small, obstinate no. She 
closed her eyes and prayed fi ercely. “Help me, Almighty 
Yah, Lord of the fox and the rabbit alike …” But she knew 
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it was no use. Once she felt the no, it would never go away. 
She had learned that over the past year, as she grew from 
a kitten into a yearling and saw her sisters and brothers 
taken by the teeth and claws of the Blessed. Weasel. Hawk. 
Coyote. Fox. She could not give in. She could not.

So, dig. She must dig. Her claws were for something 
more than drawing circles. All warrens are founded by 
does, dug by does, enlarged by does. She cast around and 
saw a massive poplar tree, with a scree of fallen limbs gath-
ered around the base. That would be good. Clutter would 
help disguise a hole, and the raw earth she would bring up.

Moving as quietly as she could, she crept to the base 
of the tree and looked for just the right place to start. She 
found two large roots that grew out close together on one 
side. A hole in between them would be hard to see. She 
decided to dig there.

The branches and twigs lay thickly intertwined. She 
seized one in her mouth and tried to move it, but it was too 
tangled. She tried another. Same result. Finally, she decided 
to just chew through the branches in her way. The fi rst few 
were easy. Then she found one shoot that was especially 
tough. She could get her jaws around it easily, but it was 
hard and elastic. It must still be green. She chewed on it for 
a long time, then stopped and rested, trembling, her ears 
searching the night for sounds of a Blessed One. The strid-
ulation of the cicadas continued as before. That was good.
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She attacked the shoot again, fi nally wearing it through. 
One piece of it then fell out of the jumble, its end now worn 
to a point. Anastasia kicked it out of the way and continued 
clearing. Soon she was at bare earth, and began to dig.

Her powerful front claws raked the damp earth, tearing 
it up and piling it under her body. Then she used her large 
back feet to push it further away, ignoring the pain in her 
right fl ank. The wet smell of the heavy loam rose up around 
her, promising safety.

Every few seconds, she stopped to listen and stare into 
the surrounding night. Soon her forequarters were well into 
the hole, with her back legs remaining outside, which made 
her feel intensely vulnerable. She kept thinking she had 
heard something, which caused her to back out in a panic. 
Then she noticed the cicadas were silent, which made her 
redouble her eff orts. She dug fi ercely, as fast as she could, 
panting heavily. If she could just get a hole as big as her 
body, with a little room to spare, she would be safe, and 
she could—

Then she heard the sound of a long, drawn-out leaf rat-
tle. Chik chik chik chik chik. That was the sound of leaves 
brushing against a furry coat, each leaf catching on the fur 
and then releasing. She did not freeze. Rabbits who freeze 
are dead rabbits. She wriggled out of the hole and raked the 
darkness with her huge eyes, not making a sound, trying to 
plot escape routes.
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Then she saw it. Fox. The light from the quarter-moon 
made the teeth shine in the darkness, and the moonlight 
glinted in the dark eyes. Her heart skipped a beat. She could 
smell the strong musk. She knew this fox.

The hole wasn’t big enough. The two roots hemmed her 
in, and the scree of branches above kept her from jumping 
upward and disappearing into the underbrush. She fought 
down panic.

The fox saw her and stopped moving. Anastasia’s heart 
banged like a kettle drum inside her head. Then he came 
forward, lips parting to expose his teeth. She inched back-
ward, feet scrabbling in the loose earth, twigs, and shoots. 
Her mind skittered, even now trying to glean some way 
out. The stick she had chewed to a point lay beside her, 
one end buried in the soft earth she had thrown up, and the 
sharp end pointing away from the hole.

They locked eyes. The moment was brief, then the fox 
bounded ahead, jaws wide, the killing snarl loud in the 
small space. Her back against the wall of earth, she scram-
bled sideways, her powerful legs and feet churning up the 
loose earth as she fought to put distance between herself 
and death.

As her back legs fl ailed, one foot got under the sharp-
ened stick and fl icked it into the air, just as the fox lunged. 
He could not stop in mid-leap, and hurtled forward, mouth 
open, teeth shining. The sharp end of the stick disappeared 
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into the darkness of his mouth. An instant later, the point 
reached the back of the fox’s throat. The stick, buttressed in 
the earth, stood fast, and the force of his leap drove the point 
deep into his soft fl esh. The joyful snarl turned into a shriek.

Eyes wild and confused, the fox stumbled backward, 
the stick stuck in his throat. Thrashing and whipping his 
head back and forth, he poured forth a storm of yelps and 
whines. He clutched at the stick protruding from his mouth, 
his paws slipping down the reddened shaft as he coughed 
out spatters of blood. He could gain no purchase, and the 
pointed end of the stick remained buried in the back of his 
throat. Anastasia wanted to run, but she was terrifi ed to get 
so close to the enraged and panicking fox, so she stayed 
still against the dirt.

The fox fell on his left side, dragging his head backward 
through the damp earth. With his right foreleg, he pushed 
the stick against the ground as he groaned and heaved. In a 
few seconds, the stick was covered with earth, and the fox 
gained enough friction to claw it out of his throat. Then the 
Blessed One, coughing and leaking red through his lower 
teeth, bolted into the darkness.

LOVE BUG

Love Bug, a yearling buck with beautiful white fur from 
head to toe, slipped through the tangle of roots and vines 
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that covered the ground above Moonfall Warren. With any 
luck, by avoiding the warren passages, he could slip by the 
First Born who were keeping an eye on the dillweed patch, 
which was just coming into its prime.

He reached the western edge of the warren, and he 
could see the dill patch about thirty yards distant, at the 
edge of a meadow near a wood. Among the feathery fronds 
were Sweet Pea and Marigold, sisters, both a tawny brown 
with fl uff y white tails. They were pulling down the dill 
stems and blissfully munching on the delicate tips. The 
sweet, cool smell of dill wafted toward him in the warm air.

Love Bug quickly washed his face, cleaning his ears 
one at a time. Then he preened the fur on his chest, and 
licked his front paws. His spiffi  ng done, he sauntered for-
ward carelessly, singing an ancient bunny dill song in a fi ne 
tenor.

“Hey dilly dilly doe
On your dilly dilly hill,
Sweet dilly dally life,
With our dilly dilly dill.”

Love Bug reached the dill patch and pulled down a dill 
stem to reach the sweet, soft tip. Then he turned as though 
noticing the does for the fi rst time. “Hey, girl,” said Love 
Bug to Sweet Pea. He ran his paw over his fl uff y mane.
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Sweet Pea looked annoyed.
“Did you thump just now, or was that the earth moving 

under my feet?” asked Love Bug.
Sweet Pea rolled her eyes and looked away. Marigold 

smirked and said, “Zat the best you got?”
Love Bug turned to Marigold and batted his long eye-

lashes at her. “You must be a warm evening in early sum-
mer,” he said. “Cuz you are fi ne.”

Marigold laughed and nibbled a nearby piece of dill. 
Sweet Pea said, “Do the First Born know you’re out here? 
They said it was only does tonight.”

“Oh, yeah, they’re cool with it,” said Love Bug, nib-
bling another tip. “We go way back. I’m practically a First 
Born myself.”

Sweet Pea pulled down her left ear and washed it.
“Aren’t you, like, thirty-second born?” asked Marigold.
Love Bug lolloped closer and chinned a dill stem in a 

relaxed way. The sweet aroma of fl owers and grass was the 
perfect complement to the scent of happy, relaxed doe ris-
ing from Sweet Pea and Marigold’s lush fur. “Ladies,” he 
said, “on a summer evening like this, in Yah’s country, birth 
order ain’t nothing but a number.”

He saw Marigold’s eyes fl ick upward, focusing on 
something over his shoulder. “Hey, guys,” she said.

Love Bug froze for an instant, then he darted a quick 
look behind him. There was no one there. He turned back 
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around “Oh, ha, HA,” he said, amiably. “Okay, okay, you 
got me—”

Then he was hit from behind and sent sprawling. Sweet 
Pea and Marigold scattered away, vanishing among the 
fronds. Love Bug turned to see a squat, ugly rabbit with 
wide shoulders, who went by the name Stump, one of the 
First Born of Moonfall Warren. With him was Gaige, an-
other well-fed warren enforcer.

“Love Bug, Love Bug, Love Bug,” said Stump, ad-
vancing step by step, which caused Love Bug to back up. 
“This is the third time. What are we going to do with you?”

“It’s all good, bro—” began Love Bug. Stump clouted 
him across the face so hard it made his teeth rattle, and he 
fell sprawling onto his side. Gaige circled around behind 
him.

“It’s all good, what?” demanded Stump.
“It’s all good, Third of the First Five,” said Love Bug, 

scrambling to his feet.
“How can it be all good?” asked Stump. “You’re here.” 

He stepped up to Love Bug, who could not retreat with 
Gaige pressing against him from behind.

“Who is dill for?” whispered Stump, speaking directly 
into Love Bug’s right ear. Their angry, aggressive scent 
surrounded him.

“Dill is for does,” said Love Bug, his eyes searching 
the fast-approaching twilight, looking for an escape route.
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Gaige leaned forward from behind and fastened his 
teeth around Love Bug’s left ear, applying a light pressure.

“What kind of does?” asked Stump.
“Yearling does,” said Love Bug.
“And who else?” asked Stump, as he raised his back 

foot and placed the claws against Love Bug’s soft belly.
Love Bug began to tremble. “First Born,” he said.
Gaige tightened his teeth around the base of Love Bug’s 

left ear. Stump’s teeth slipped down until they were resting on 
Love Bug’s neck. “Funny thing,” he said. “I don’t hear any-
thing on that list about late borns from the back runs, do you?”

“No, Third of the First Five,” said Love Bug.
“Eating our dill. Talking to our does with your pretty 

mouth,” said Stump. “That’s a problem that demands 
action.”

“Wait a sec,” said Love Bug quickly. “Warren Mother’s 
not going to like this.”

Stump bared his teeth in an ugly smile. “My mother,” 
he rasped, “doesn’t even know your name.”

Then his long teeth fl ashed. Love Bug did not even 
have time to scream.

FREDDIE

Freddie kept plunging ahead, even though now he was far 
from Fallen Oak Warren. The cries of the rabbits being 
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Glorifi ed by weasels still rang in his ears, no matter how 
far he ran. His mother, father, sisters, and brothers were 
all with Yah. His friends Snap and Tartuff e were gone 
to the Lucky Fields. All sent to Glory by Blessed, at a 
moment when they thought they were safe in their own 
homes.

The grief overwhelmed him. He felt numb, but he could 
not stop running, even though he knew it was dangerous to 
blunder through the woods in the full light of day. He mur-
mured verses as he ran. “Yah is my Prime Buck. I shall not 
want. He leads me into fi elds of clover. He shows me the 
pure waters. He—”

Suddenly, the smell of rabbit was strong. It jerked 
Freddie out of his haze and brought him to a stop. He knew 
there must be a warren nearby. He ran in a circle, nose high, 
found the strong current of rabbit scent, and followed it. 
Never had the mingled odors of rabbit fur, raw earth, fresh 
milk, new kittens, and old urine smelled so good.

Within minutes, he was at one of the holes leading into 
the warren. He put his head in and hesitated. He wanted 
to rush in, but that guaranteed a hostile reception. So he 
stamped instead, not too hard. He didn’t want to come 
across as panicked.

A few moments later, a black and white doe with tiny 
yellow lantana camara blossoms woven around her ears 
came out of the darkness and approached the entrance 
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cautiously. She looked Freddie up and down. After a mo-
ment, she said, “Holy day.”

“Every one a gift,” said Freddie, and took a deep breath.
“And you are?” asked the other rabbit.
The words came out in a rush. “I’m Freddie from 

Fallen Oak. We were just overrun with Blessed. Weasels. 
Everyone was Glorifi ed. I don’t know where to go. So I was 
just running … and … and … and I smelled your warren.”

“Just smelled us, huh?” said the doe.
“Yes,” said Freddie. “I’m used to smelling because I’m 

… I’m farblind, and it helps me—” He trailed off . “May I 
know your name?”

“Mabel,” said the other rabbit.
“May the Loved One smile on you,” said Freddie.
“And also on you,” she said, but she made no move to 

invite Freddie in. “We’re new here. Came from the other 
side of the river.”

Freddie blinked. It was very unusual for rabbits to 
travel long distances. “North of the Shandy?”

“Uh-huh.”
“What’s it like up there?”
Mabel spat on the ground. “Used to be good rabbit 

country. Now, all of a sudden, Blessed are everywhere.”
“Why?”
“Something’s changed,” said Mabel, her eyes shad-

owed. “The deer are thinning out. So the Blessed are looking 
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down the chain. When we heard Micah Summerday was 
hunting rabbits, we knew it was time to leave.”

Even in his numbed state, Freddie could hear the 
new kind of threat in Mabel’s words. “Who’s Micah 
Summerday?”

Mabel looked at him with bitter amusement. “You 
southies don’t get out much, do you?”

“What’s all that chatter?” called a buck’s voice from 
down the run. A large, brindle buck came into sight and 
pushed up to next to Mabel. He had fresh bite wounds on 
his face. “I’m Dogwood,” he said.

Freddie hesitated, then just blurted out, “I’m un-
warrened. May I … may I come in?”

Dogwood looked at him without moving. “I’m not sure 
that’s a good idea.”

“Please, I have nowhere to go. I’ll stay away from the 
good feeding spots.”

Dogwood scratched behind his ear with his hind leg. 
“We don’t need a farblind wandering around and attracting 
Blessed.”

“But I won’t do that,” said Freddie. “I’ll stick close 
to—”

The large buck leaned toward Freddie. “It’s best if you 
move on, before our First Born come out here to sort you out.”

“But why—” began Freddie.
“Sorry,” said Mabel, not unkindly. “It’s hard times. We 
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all have to look after ourselves as best we can.” She paused. 
“Go with Yah, friend.”

Dumbly, Freddie nodded, and walked away. A few steps 
carried him over a small rise, and soon, he was looking down 
toward a creek, choked with brush. He was thirsty after all 
his running, he went down to drink. Then he began to walk 
along the stream bank, trying to drum up ideas as to what 
he should do. The smell of viburnum and conefl ower drifted 
past, then the chalky smell of straightstone. He picked his 
way forward, stopping to nibble on some watercress and a 
small patch of radishes. A loon called in the distance.

After a few hundred yards, he came to a large piece 
of straightstone. It was unusual to see it south of the river, 
but he had come across straightstone before. The Reader 
at Fallen Oak—Freddie choked down a sob—used to say 
straightstone had something to do with the Dead Gods, but 
most rabbits thought it was just stone that had been fl at-
tened by other, larger pieces of stone.

As he walked along it, he came to a crack, which wid-
ened into a hole. It was just large enough for him to slip into. 
He sniff ed the entrance. Nothing living in there. It could be 
a good place to rest and collect his wits. The small entrance 
would keep out most Blessed. Except weasels. He shuddered.

Freddie squeezed through the hole and found himself 
in a low, wide space, with a ceiling a few inches above his 
head that had collapsed in places. It seemed mostly dry. 
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Some kind of straightstone burrow. He crept along in the 
half-light until he found a little nook of leaves and clutter 
near the wall. Then he settled down into the leaves and qui-
etly cried himself to sleep.

ISADORE

Isadore the fox whined as he approached the den where he 
lived with his mate and three cubs. He paused for a moment 
in the entrance to their den, letting the comforting smell of 
fox fi ll his nostrils. Juliette, nursing the cubs, looked up and 
saw the dark bloodstains on his teeth.

“And?” she said.
“And what?” said Isadore, his voice raspy. He winced 

as he spoke.
“Where’s the rent?” asked Juliette, her silver ear tips 

all forward and eager. “I’m starving. You didn’t eat it all, 
did you?”

“Of course not,” said Isadore, fi ghting back a whimper. 
“I was … I was …”

“Then where is it?”
“I was … attacked,” he mumbled.
Juliette’s eyes grew wide. “Coyotes? Did one of the 

Paresseux1 take a bite at you? Was it Edouard?”

1 Lazy.
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“No,” said Isadore, and lapsed into silence.
Juliette sucked her teeth for a moment. “Then where 

is my dinner? Where is the rabbit you went to get? Your 
mouth is bloody. Don’t pretend you didn’t make a kill.”

Isadore slumped down on the cool earth. “I’m bloody 
because I was bitten,” he whined. “In my throat.”

“What?” said Juliette. “What was it? A snake?” She 
crept toward him and nuzzled him. “What was it, honey? 
Tell me.”

Isadore mumbled something and nuzzled under her 
chin. “What?” said Juliette. “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you.”

Isadore exhaled a deep breath. “I was bitten,” he said, 
“by a very, very ferocious … rabbit-looking thing.”

Juliette blinked several times in silence. “You were at-
tacked by a rabbit,” she said, fl atly.

“Something rabbit-ish,” corrected Isadore. “It was 
fi erce and cunning. It was … no ordinary rabbit.”

Juliette squinted at him. “Have you been eating those 
mushrooms again?”

“No!” said Isadore. “I said I wasn’t going to do that 
anymore.” He looked up for a moment. “Except on sol-
stice.” A long growl crept out of Juliette’s throat. Isadore 
took a step backward. “Look, Jul, there’s something weird 
about this rabbit. Yesterday, I started chasing it way out in 
the boonies, and then, even when I realized it was running 
toward Bloody Thorn, I just couldn’t stop.”
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“Mmm-hmm,” said Juliette.
“I just lost my head. I wanted it. So, I chased it all the 

way back to the warren.”
Juliette cocked her head. “That wasn’t too smart.”
“I know, I know,” said Isadore. “And I don’t want the 

wolves to hear about it, right? So when I was out just now, 
I smelled her. And I thought, well, let’s just wrap this up.
But instead of a quick kill, now I’ve got more problems.”

Juliette left the cubs, who immediately started whin-
ing in protest, and stood up. “Come out into the moonlight. 
Show me where it bit you,” she said, almost tenderly.

Isadore stood up with her and went outside. She exam-
ined his neck. He pulled away impatiently. “It bit me inside
my throat,” he said.

“What?” snapped Juliette. “You had its head in your 
mouth? Why didn’t you just kill it?”

“Its head wasn’t in my mouth,” said Isadore. “It bit me 
in the back of my throat with a …” He groped for words to 
describe something that had never happened before. “It … 
bit me with a … long, sharpy-bitey thing.”

Juliette looked at him in silence, eyelids slowly lower-
ing. Everyone said I should mate with your brother. But no, 
I had to have you.

“It just happened so fast,” said Isadore. “I saw it. I cor-
nered it. I was going in for the kill like I’ve done a million 
times. I thought it was in the Giving. But then it turned its 
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head at the last second and I felt the back of my throat … 
tearing. It hurt me bad, baby.”

Juliette licked his nose. “Look at the moon,” she said. 
“Open your mouth.” He did so. She looked down his throat. 
“Mmm,” she said.

“What?” said Isadore.
“I see it,” said Juliette. “That rabbit hurt you all right.”
“What do you think we should do?” asked Isadore.
Juliette sat back on her haunches and looked at the 

stars. From inside the den, they could hear the cubs whin-
ing for milk. She dropped her head to look into his eyes, 
and her silver ear tips shone in the moonlight. “We’re going 
to get that little criminelle2.”

2 Criminal.
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Chapter 3

Be good. And if you can’t be good, be Blessed.
—Traditional raccoon toast

ANASTASIA

Overhead, a boreal chickadee was singing. In the warm, 
early summer morning, Anastasia was fi nishing digging 
out her small burrow. The tunnel led downward at an an-
gle for several feet, then turned upward and opened into 
a larger space, a sleeping chamber that would always be 
warm and dry. All the while she dug, she was thinking 
about the fox. The bloody stick had lain just outside her 
burrow for several hours. She didn’t know what to do with 
it, but fi nally realized that the smell of blood in the open air 
was likely to bring other Blessed, so she dragged the stick 
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into the burrow and up into the sleeping chamber, where it 
lay along one side.

The smell of blood and fox unnerved her, but it was 
a constant reminder that something had really happened. 
Something she had never heard of before. I made a fox go 
away.

A fox chasing a rabbit might lose its prey. But a fox that 
has cornered a rabbit does not miss. There was a fox. Then 
there was no fox. She scratched her ear with her back leg. 
What if I could do that every time? Then she thought, it’s 
true what they say. I am a crazy rabbit.

All the digging made her thirsty. She remembered see-
ing a small stream some fi fty yards away the night before. 
She came to the mouth of her burrow and touched the left 
side three times, then the right. Then she sang.

“I have seen your summer rose,
She has gone where the warm wind blows.”

She patted the earth twice and stepped through. Once out-
side, she turned and looked the entrance over. The jumble of 
fallen branches remained, and she had successfully spread 
the excavated earth out under the scree in such a way that 
it was hard to see, and was already drying out to match the 
earth around it. The bright, cleansing smell of white sage 
drifted from a nearby bush.



Christopher St. John

48

Satisfi ed, she rubbed her chin glands on a stone near the 
door, leaving a sign that other rabbits could smell, telling 
them this territory was now taken. Then she set out for the 
stream. She soon found it, and slaked her thirst under an 
ancient willow tree.

As she was heading home, she saw a small patch of 
white under a large agave plant. It didn’t look like a fl ower 
or a stone, and a rabbit likes to know everything about 
their territory, so she approached cautiously to investigate. 
When she got closer, she could smell that it was a rabbit. 
When she got a few feet nearer, she could smell the blood.

Immediately, her endocrine system began to sing, insis-
tently broadcasting the message: Injured rabbit! Danger! Flee!

She fought down the urge to run, and went closer. It 
was a white rabbit. Patches of drying blood showed several 
bite wounds scattered over the body, but it was the mouth 
that seized her attention. It was a mass of crusted blood, 
swollen and distorted.

As she went closer, she stepped on a twig, which dis-
lodged a small pebble. The white rabbit opened his eyes 
and saw her.

He made no sound. Wounded prey animals do not 
whine. That is a luxury that only predators can aff ord. But 
she could see he was suff ering greatly. Her chemical alarm 
system was screaming at her: Blood! Danger! Blessed! 
Run! But she forced herself to go forward.
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She approached the other rabbit and softly licked his 
forehead. The other rabbit closed his eyes, and in a few 
moments, she saw tears welling out from under the eyelids.

“Can you walk?” she whispered. The other rabbit nod-
ded, weakly. “I have a burrow near here. Come with me. 
You’ll be safe.” The other rabbit nodded again. Clearly, he 
could not speak. He struggled to his feet, the movement 
causing some of the wounds to begin bleeding afresh.

Step by step, Anastasia guided the other rabbit back to 
her burrow, doing her best to ignore the fact that being near 
a bleeding rabbit in the open is just begging to be Glorifi ed. 
Her heart beat a rapid tattoo for the whole journey, and it 
seemed to take forever before she was back at the door of 
her burrow.

Quickly, she touched the left side three times, then the 
right, and hurried through her couplet.

“Summer morning, warm and fair,
Dewdrops scattered everywhere.”

Then she touched the earth twice and led the other rabbit 
into the sleeping chamber. He was so weary and in so much 
pain that even the bloody stick that smelled like fox musk 
did not faze him. He could not touch noses in thanks, so he 
simply rolled onto his side and lay still, his eyes dark with 
pain.
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Anastasia, remembering what she had learned from 
Nicodemus, ran back down to the stream and chewed off  
a willow twig and brought it back to the burrow. Once 
inside, she realized the other rabbit was far too injured to 
chew the bark for its pain-relieving eff ect. So she chewed 
the willow twig herself and let her saliva run into his 
mouth. He thanked her with his eyes, and then drifted off  
to sleep.

She settled down near him, pressed against his fl ank to 
provide comfort, and began to lick his wounds clean. “If 
there is a sick rabbit in my burrow,” she whispered to her-
self, “there is only one place for them. Here.”

FREDDIE

Freddie was dreaming about playing as a kit in the fern 
groves above Fallen Oak Warren with his childhood friend, 
Tartuff e. It was cool and green and safe and beautiful. A 
steady drip of water plinked from the tip of a branch into 
a small pool. Together, they chanted the words they had 
learned from one of the pages leaning against the wall of 
Lashonda’s chamber, the kind and indulgent Reader of 
Fallen Oak Warren.

“He should not be here.
He should not be about.
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He should not be here
When your mother is out!

Now! Now! Have no fear!
Have no fear! said the cat.
My tricks are not bad,
Said the cat in the hat.”

They both laughed and Freddie tickled Tartuff e, who leapt 
over his head, spinning in mid-air. Full of youth and high 
spirits, they engaged in the acrobatic frolic that rabbits call 
binking.

Freddie ran up the side of a rock and fl ipped in the 
air. Tartuff e bolted toward him, then turned away at the 
last moment and jumped, executing an aerial somersault. 
Freddie sat perfectly still for several seconds, then pushed 
himself upward with an instantaneous kick so powerful he 
appeared to be levitating in space for several seconds as 
he soared aloft, and then came to rest on a clump of ferns. 
Tartuff e giggled. He opened his mouth to speak, and what 
came out was a peal of thunder.

Freddie woke with a start. It was raining, and he could 
hear a dying roll of thunder fading away in the distance. 
When he opened his eyes and the memory of the day before 
rushed back, he almost wished he had not woken.

But he dragged himself to his feet. Maybe he could stay 
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here for a few days. He fought back tears and forced him-
self to overcome the deadly lassitude overtaking him, so he 
could investigate the area.

Almost immediately, he realized that, although he was 
standing on dry earth, he was surrounded by walls made of 
straightstone. The smell of dust and old wood was thick. 
The low ceiling a few inches above his head was mostly 
rotted planks, something he had seen only once before. So 
this place must have been made by the Dead Gods. Their 
warrens were always fi lled with straight stuff . They liked 
things smooth.

The ancient planks had collapsed in some places. There 
was a spot nearby where a confused heap of rectangles was 
scattered down a plank lying at an angle. They looked like 
they had fallen from above. Freddie approached, and could 
see that some rectangles were falling apart into pages. He 
was surprised, as he had not seen more than a few pages in 
his life. And he had never seen a book.

Then he realized that some of the rectangles had writ-
ing on them. He strained his eyes to read them.

“The Coming Crash of 2117”

“Anopheles Rex: How Malaria Took The North”

“The End-of-the-World Alphabet”
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Freddie caught his breath as he realized what he was look-
ing at. No warren he knew of had more than a few pages, 
and each warren treasured the pages they had been able to 
gather. Everyone knew the pages contained the wisdom of 
the Dead Gods, opaque though it may be. Here were scores 
of pages, scattered for the taking.

Freddie had always wanted to be a Reader, but his 
mother had wanted him to be a Rememberer, so he du-
tifully followed that path. Still, he would often sneak 
into the passage near Lashonda’s reading chamber af-
ter morning feed, and listen to her and her apprentices 
chant their words. Freddie had no idea what the words 
meant, but they had an incantatory quality that he found 
soothing.

Then Freddie shook his head. This was no time to get 
lost in daydreaming about the past and the Dead Gods. 
Not when the living god, Yah, and all the company of the 
Blessed Ones awaited him. And a rabbit ignored them at 
his peril.

DINGUS

“There are too many, too many, too many squirrels!” said 
Dingus loudly. Then he did his stampy dance on the branch 
of his oak tree. He waved his fl uff y brown tail in an ir-
ritable way as he stamped: Left foot, right foot, left foot. 
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Right foot, left foot, right foot. Then he sang his “Go Away, 
Squirrels” song.

“Ah,
Chek chek chek chek chek chek chek
Chek chek chek chek chek chek chek
Chek chek chek
Chek chek chek
Chek chek chek chek chek chek chek.”

Just then, he noticed something odd down below, at the 
foot of his oak tree. It was a lean, brown rabbit. She was 
standing up on her rear legs and waving her front paws at 
him. He could hear her voice faintly. “Hey! Hey, squirrel!”

That was strange. He could not remember the last time 
he talked to a rabbit. Why would a squirrel ever do that? 
Nonetheless, he ran swiftly down the trunk and sat lightly 
on the lowest branch, a few feet above the ground.

He twitched his reddish-brown fur. “What?”
“You have hands,” said the rabbit.
Dingus just looked at her. Sometimes hot weather made 

rabbits go simple. “I’m busy,” he said.
“I want to ask you something,” said the rabbit.
“Okay,” said Dingus. He could feel another round of 

stampy dance coming on.
“If you do something for me, I will do something for 
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you,” said the rabbit. She picked up a thorn that lay at her 
feet and held it between her teeth. “Can you tie this thorn 
on my foreleg?”

“Why?”
“To help make a fox go away.”
Dingus was incredulous. “You’re going to fi ght off  a 

fox with a thorn?”
The rabbit looked uneasy. “A sharp stick worked once 

before, but it’s too big to carry all the time.”
“Why don’t you just run down a hole, like usual?” The 

rabbit did not answer. Dingus noticed a fragment of acorn 
lodged in the tree bark and picked it up. He popped it into 
his cheek for later. “So what are you going to do for me?”

“What can I do for you?” asked the rabbit.
A ditzy rabbit with a death wish? Nothing. But as she 

looked at him steadily with her large golden eyes, Dingus 
heard himself start talking.

“Well, I do have this problem. With squirrels. Suddenly, 
there’s too many of them.” Stamp stamp stamp. “Like, any-
one can see this is my tree, right? My tree, my my my my 
nuts. Now there’s squirrels with weird accents, probably 
from ten trees away, stealing nuts from all over my crib. 
And they’re not just taking the fresh acorns, they’re dig-
ging up the ones I’ve buried. Can you believe that? Ah, 
chek chek chek chek chek chek chek.”

“I’m sorry,” said the rabbit. “That sounds bad.”
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“It is bad,” said Dingus. “I use these fancy hands to 
gather nuts for the winter. No nuts, no Dingus.”

The rabbit pulled an ear down and cleaned it medi-
tatively. “Maybe I could … dig a deeper hole for you to 
keep your acorns in. Then the other squirrels couldn’t get 
to them.”

“Then how will I get to them?” asked Dingus.
“It could be … a chamber in my burrow, right over 

there.” The rabbit pointed to a nearby poplar tree. “You 
could get in. Other squirrels, no.”

“Why should I trust you with my nuts?” asked Dingus.
The brown rabbit, who had been so serious all this 

time, looked almost amused. “I’m a rabbit,” she said. “Nuts 
make me sick.”

Dingus clasped his hands over his belly and stood like 
a tiny monk, thinking deeply. The rabbit off ered him the 
courtesy, common among animals, of letting him think his 
fi ll. After several long minutes, Dingus suddenly skimmed 
along the branch, down the trunk, and was standing right 
in front of her.

He picked up the thorn and turned it over and over with 
his fi ne fi ngers. “If I tie this to your foreleg with grass strips 
or bark, it’s going to slide back the fi rst time you push it 
against a fox,” he said. “You should use the tip of an agave 
leaf. It’s bigger than a thorn, and it has fi bers attached to it. 
I can wrap that around your leg and it will stay in place.”
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“Thank you so much,” said the rabbit. Then she sud-
denly leaned forward and licked his forehead. Dingus, star-
tled by her large bulk moving so close to him, leaped back. 
“Sorry,” she said. “It’s a rabbit thing.”

“No reason we can’t be friendly, seeing as how we’re 
going to be neighbors,” said Dingus, scraping her saliva off  
his head with his fi ngers and wiping it on the grass. “Just 
no more rabbit thing.” He came forward and touched noses 
with her. “I’m Dingus.”

“Hi, Dingus,” said the rabbit. “I’m Anastasia.”

BRICABRAC

Bricabrac found his catamaran right where he had left it, 
tucked under the broad leaf of an elephant ear growing at 
the marshy edges of the Shandy River. It was a handsome 
vessel. The faded green pontoons read “Perrier” faintly 
along the sides. And like most water rats, Bricabrac pre-
ferred a lateen sail.

He clambered aboard, savoring the moist air raising up 
from the riverbank. The last few days had been a good haul. 
In his pack, he had seventy-six cents to add to the stash of 
moneystones he had buried in the soft mud of the river-
bank. That put him seventy-six cents closer to having the 
funds he needed. And he had come back to his ship to pick 
up more trade goods.
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Suddenly, he heard a commotion coming toward him 
through the woods. Sounded like the short call of a coyote 
running hard. Shaking off  his pack, he quickly climbed one 
of the sago palms that grew up through the scrub that lined 
the water’s edge. His copper earring shone as he came out 
into the sun.

At fi rst, he could see nothing, although the short coyote 
howls were louder. Then he saw a young stag come racing 
along the opposite side of the river. It stumbled as it ran, and 
its fl anks were covered with foam. Turning, Bricabrac saw a 
group of fi ve wolves running about a hundred yards behind. 
The one in the center was a large, golden female, and the 
two wolves on each side of her were a mixture of gold and 
gray, and running a pace or two behind. On each side of the 
wolves were small groups of coyotes, extending the line and 
curving forward to keep driving the stag straight ahead.

Bricabrac let out a low whistle. He had never seen these 
wolves before, but he knew immediately who they were. 
Members of the Summerday Clan, the famous golden 
wolves of the Million Acre Wood. Even the animals in City 
of Oom had heard of them.

The stag tripped and almost fell in the soft earth by the 
riverbank. At the sight, a storm of eager yelps rose from the 
coyotes. The golden wolves ran in silence, their long legs 
seeming to barely touch the ground, steadily closing the 
gap between themselves and their prey.
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The stag tried to veer away from the river, but the coy-
otes had pushed forward and kept him trapped, forcing him 
to run along the wet ground near the water, which slowed 
him down. As the wolves drew abreast of Bricabrac, the 
large female looked out across the river, and Bricabrac 
could see that her eyes were a startling green.

Just then, the wolf next to her surged forward and 
pulled even with her. Immediately, she showed her teeth, 
and Bricabrac could hear her rumbling growl rolling across 
the water. The other wolf dropped back, and the wolves ran 
on, silent once again.

The deer was staggering now, eyes white and huge. The 
wolves and coyotes were arrowing toward him, their curved 
line drawing tight around him like a noose. The chase 
would soon be over. Bricabrac made his way down the tree 
trunk toward his boat. He was already lost in thought about 
trade goods when the young stag fell for the last time.

ANASTASIA

The agave tip felt awkward tied to Anastasia’s right fore-
leg, but it also felt good. As she busied herself about her 
burrow, she tried to get used to wearing it. The problem 
was that the agave tip extended almost an inch beyond her 
paw, so she was jostling it with every step, and it was hard 
to hold her paw in such a position that the pointed tip lay 
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fl at against the ground. Still, she didn’t want to give it up, 
and she was determined to fi nd some way to make it work. 
So she paced up to the mouth of the burrow and back to the 
sleeping chamber over and over.

On one trip, she became aware that Love Bug had 
opened his eyes and was watching her quietly. He could 
speak now, but with diffi  culty. One of his two front teeth 
had been damaged at the root. It looked like he might 
lose it.

“Why you help me?” he said.
Anastasia did not answer. She continued her pacing. 

The next time she entered the sleeping chamber, he asked 
again, “Why you help me?”

Anastasia stopped and looked at him without speaking. 
“Crippled rabbit. Fresh blood,” said Love Bug. “Blessed 
coming. Why you stay?”

“I’m sick in the head,” said Anastasia, shortly. “I do 
stupid things. That’s why I’m out here, instead of …” She 
trailed off  and looked down. She patted the fl oor a few 
times with her left paw. “Looks like you’re out of leafi es,” 
she said. “I saw some nice kale down by the stream. I’ll go 
get some.”

Love Bug put his paw up to his mouth, but said nothing. 
It looked like it was bleeding again, from all the talking.

Anastasia paused by the mouth of the burrow and did 
her exit ritual.
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“Fly, fl y away my tiny bird,
No one knows what you have heard.”

Still, she hesitated. The fox had been here. The fox could 
come back. A katydid called in the early twilight. The 
breeze felt cool, laced with the scent of white lilies. No 
fox smell. She pressed the sharp agave tip against the soft 
ground and pushed. It sank in deeply. That felt good.

Taking a last look around, she set out for the patch of kale 
by the stream. She moved cautiously, from cover to cover, 
bush to boulder to bramble to stump. Not dashing, because 
fast movement attracts the eye. And the eyes of the Blessed 
could at any moment be resting on your patch of ground.

She got to the kale patch, and took a moment to devour 
a fresh kale leaf. The energy of it fl owed through her like 
a waterfall of goodness, the bright aroma enveloping her. 
She wanted to have fi ve more leaves, but she needed to 
get a leaf back to Love Bug, and so much time in the open 
was already dangerous. She dropped her head and quickly 
cut through the stem of a leaf. Then she picked it up in her 
mouth and started back to the burrow.

She was halfway home, hunkered down under a crepe 
myrtle, when she saw the face of a fox with her right 
eye. He was twenty yards away in the shade of a kudzu 
bush near the stream. Downwind. That’s why she hadn’t 
smelled him.



Christopher St. John

62

Instantly, her heart began to hammer. Was it the fox? 
Had he seen her? He was perfectly still, so she could not 
say. Any movement of her own would cry out for atten-
tion, so she stayed motionless while her left eye scanned 
the route back to the burrow, mapping every leaf and twig.

The whine of a mosquito thrummed through the air. Her 
muscles tensed. There was nothing else to learn. She broke 
cover and ran, her back feet digging into the ground and 
throwing up clods of earth, the kale leaf forgotten. Even her 
injured right leg pushed strongly, although she felt the skin 
tear open and begin to bleed.

As soon as she moved, she heard the fox yelp in sur-
prise, and then lash the ground as he hurled himself forward. 
She had a twenty-yard head start. That was two seconds, a 
lifetime for a rabbit. But the agave tip slowed her down. 
Her right forepaw had to fl ing wide to keep it from burying 
its point in the ground. The fox was gaining on her.

But she was close to home. She could see the mouth 
of her burrow. How dark and beautiful it looked. In a few 
seconds, she would be there.

Then another fox emerged from a creosote bush just to 
her left. A female with silver-tipped ears. A low, contemp-
tuous bark rolled from her throat.

A terrible jolt of fear burned through Anastasia’s veins. 
But there was no weakening, no Giving. She drove for-
ward. The fox raced to intercept her. Anastasia veered right 
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as the fox pushed her off  her direct line to the safety of the 
hole. She heard the other fox coming up behind her.

The female fox got closer and closer, bending the arc of 
Anastasia’s line even further out. Now she was on course 
to run past her burrow. Much more of this and she’d actu-
ally be running away from it. As the female fox closed to 
within a few steps, Anastasia suddenly changed course and 
ran right at her. The fox looked confused for a moment, 
then opened her mouth wide and lunged forward, the kill-
ing joy on her face.

Anastasia leapt high in the air and pushed her right paw 
forward. The sharp, smooth agave tip buried itself deep in 
the nose of the fox. A spray of blood spattered out with the 
fox’s next breath. The fox gave out a guttural yelp and stiff -
ened her forelegs to stop her forward momentum and try to 
pull back from the hurtful thing. But her hindquarters could 
not stop, and with her forelegs dug in, her hips rose into the 
air, somersaulting her forward.

The bloody agave tip was forced away from Anastasia’s 
paw, and the fi bers wrapping it to her foreleg started to 
break, unspooling into the warm air. Her momentum car-
ried her forward as the female fox turned in the air over her 
head. And just as the male fox took his last few steps and 
arrived, he was greeted by an angry tangle of snarling mate 
and bleeding nose and agave string.

Anastasia pelted along the last few yards to reach her 
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burrow. She reached the front door, rushed through her 
entry ritual, and was in the sleeping chamber a moment 
later. Love Bug, roused by the commotion, lifted his head. 
“What, what?”

Anastasia stood over him, her body convulsed with 
deep, shuddering breaths. He could see a new, very faint 
spark of fi re in her golden eyes. Her scent was warm and 
spiky.

“What?” he asked again.
“I … I …” She sounded confused and amazed. “I 

stabbed a Blessed. And lived.”

FREDDIE

It was early morning, and Freddie was out scouting his ter-
ritory. This is something rabbits usually do in a new area, 
since a one-second edge is a matter of life and death to 
a bunny sprinting from a predator. Big stump here. Large 
stone makes a tight squeeze there. Go hard left and duck 
under that log.

He was down near the stream, and saw a lithe, brown 
female rabbit come out from under a sweet wintergreen 
bush and drink water. He made his way toward her.

“Holy day,” said Freddie.
The brown rabbit froze for a long moment. Then, she 

said, “Every one a gift,” and drew back under the bush.
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“Greetings, sister,” said Freddie awkwardly, “I’m un-
warrened, and I—”

“Are you sick?” asked the brown rabbit.
“No,” said Freddie. He quickly told her what had hap-

pened at Fallen Oak Warren.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“So what I’m hoping is,” said Freddie, “I might be able 

to stay at your warren for a few days?”
“I don’t have a warren,” said the other. “I was … un-

warrened just recently.”
“What happened?”
“They said I was sick.”
“Are you?” asked Freddie.
She nibbled a piece of fallen apple. “Yes.”
Freddie looked down at his toes. “Is it catching?”
“No,” said the brown rabbit. She bit into a leaf of wa-

tercress, and then said, “Do you know of any painkillers 
besides willow bark? Something for teeth?”

“No,” said Freddie. “Is there something wrong with 
your teeth?”

“No,” said the brown rabbit.
There was an uncomfortable silence. Freddie washed 

his face. Finally, he spoke. “Are you starting your own 
warren?”

“A warren?” scoff ed the brown rabbit. “I have one bur-
row. That’s a far cry from …,” she trailed off .
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“I’ve been staying in a straightstone burrow, but it’s 
too big and cold,” said Freddie. “If you’re thinking about 
founding a warren, maybe I could join up.”

She eyed him coolly. “I don’t need a buck, if that’s 
what you’re thinking.”

“No, no,” said Freddie, quickly. “I could do something 
useful.” He raked his claws through the moist earth. “I 
mean, I don’t dig, but maybe I could … I could ...”

Suddenly, the brown rabbit was very close to his face. 
“I don’t need a buck,” she said, spitting the words out. “I’m 
not starting a warren.” Then she turned and was gone be-
fore Freddie could say another word.

FOXES

The light of the gibbous moon dappled down through the 
old oak tree and dimly lit a group of very serious foxes sit-
ting in a rough circle. Crickets sawed away in the branches 
above them.

Juliette spoke fi rst. “This cannot stand.” After a moment 
of silence, there was some harrumphing and possibly even 
a chuckle from among the circle of foxes. Juliette’s hackles 
rose. “Our blood was spilled. By a rabbit,” she said, struggling 
to keep her voice civil. “What are we going to do about it?”

“Why do we have to do anything?” asked a small, 
bright-eyed fox named Ariel.
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Juliette’s shoulders rose, and her ruff  as well. “A fox 
was attacked … by lunchmeat! This is an abomination. Do 
you not agree?”

“Must we agree?” asked Ariel. “We’re not pack 
animals.”

“It’s not like we’re wolves,” said another fox, which 
caused a snicker to run through the group.

“Hey, sisters, brothers, friends,” interrupted Isadore, 
entering the circle and touching noses with each of the 
eight foxes in turn. “You’ve already done us a huge favor 
just by coming, and I thank you. Again.” He stretched 
out his front legs and bowed for a moment in the manner 
of a playful cub. “We don’t get together enough. Am I 
right?”

There were some friendly growls of assent. Juliette did 
her best to seem friendly and not fi lled with panicky rage. 
Isadore sat on his haunches and gazed at the other foxes. 
“Here’s the thing. I was out minding my own business, 
just trying to collect the rent to support my family, and all 
of a sudden, there’s this unprovoked attack from a rabbit. 
And I have to say, it hurt me pretty bad, inside my throat. 
With some kind of weird sharpy-bitey magic. Come, look.” 
Isadore opened his mouth and two of the foxes came for-
ward and looked into his throat.

“Mmm, yeah, that’s serious,” said Ariel.
“Then we tried to deal with this rent problem ourselves,” 
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said Juliette, “but when we got there, the rabbit-thing at-
tacked me with some new kind of magic stabber.”

“I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true,” said Isadore.
“You can see that my nose is mal mal3,” said Juliette.
Desdemona, an older female with hazel eyes, assumed 

an ambiguous posture and said, “Young cousin, my love for 
you is great. And any mate of yours is my friend.” Juliette’s 
silver ear tips started to lay back as she heard the slight in 
this grudging praise, but she recovered and kept her ears 
high and cheerful. Desdemona continued, “But this idea that 
rabbits are attacking us is hard to believe. When’s the last 
time a rabbit attacked anything fi ercer than a cabbage leaf?”

Juliette’s lips curled back, and her teeth shone brightly 
in the moonlight. Isadore nuzzled her for a moment. Then 
he turned and looked at the other foxes. “I know you all 
don’t know Juliette well, but you know me. I don’t lie.”

An older male with a scarred shoulder stepped forward 
and touched noses with Isadore. “Our mothers were sisters. 
I was born two summers before you, and I watched you as 
a cub. I will say this: You are not a liar.”

Isadore dropped his head, exposing his neck for a mo-
ment. “I thank you, cousin,” he murmured.

“Now, we need to go, together, and erase this unnatural 
creature from the face of the earth.”

3 Hurt bad.
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“Then let it be so,” Desdemona growled.
“Fear and trembling in rabbitland tonight,” snickered 

Ariel. “Foxes getting their gang on.”

FREDDIE

Freddie kept scouting the area for warrens to join, but at 
Bloody Thorn Warren he was hustled on his way, and at 
Moonfall Warren, a squat, ugly rabbit actually threatened 
him. Tense times and rumors had everyone jumpy.

After many days, Freddie was sick of huddling by him-
self in the cold straightstone cavern, and decided to try his 
luck with the brown rabbit again. He needed an in. She had 
asked about painkillers. Maybe he could … fi nd something?

He nosed around the straightstone burrow and found 
a partially intact book titled, “Medicinal Plants of Eastern 
Canada.” He spent a couple of days, off  and on, poring 
through it. More than half the pages were rotten, and the 
dusty smell of crumbling paper made him sneeze, but fi -
nally, he turned up a page that looked useful.

Seizing the page in his mouth, he went back to the 
stream where he’d seen the brown bunny before. She was 
not there, but of course, no one would dig a warren right 
on a stream. It would be near enough to be convenient 
for drinking, but far enough away that it wouldn’t fl ood. 
The hole would be located where it could blend in with its 
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surroundings, under a bush, or at the base of an old tree 
with gnarled roots.

Freddie scanned the area along the stream, and started 
looking in the likely spots, carrying his page with him in 
his mouth, trying not to let it get soiled. Finally, he found a 
rabbit hole under an old poplar tree.

As he approached, he could see motion just within the 
mouth of the hole. It was the brown rabbit. She became still 
and looked at him without speaking. She was the fi rst rabbit 
he had smelled in several days. Just the scent of her made 
him homesick. He willed himself not to cry.

“I would not presume to invite myself into your sleep-
ing chamber,” said Freddie humbly. “I bring you this gift 
as a show of good faith.” He leaned the page up against 
one of the poplar’s old roots. There was a picture of a 
white fl ower. He read aloud some large words that said, 
“Feverfew: Headache, stomach ache, toothache.”

The brown rabbit scratched her ear and then chewed 
her paw. “You’re a Reader?”

“Not really,” said Freddie. “I was a Remembering acolyte. 
But I liked our Reader and used to hang around her chamber.”

“This is helpful,” said the brown rabbit. She touched 
noses with him. “I’m Anastasia.”

“I’m Freddie,” he said.
She took a step down the passage, then turned and 

looked at him. “Bring your page.”
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Chapter 4

Rye in the morning, fescue in the evening,
Millet when the day is hot and still,
Tussock, deer and fountain,
Feather, sedge and mountain,
Every little bunny loves dill.

—Traditional rabbit nursery rhyme

BRICABRAC

Bricabrac rested under a fallen calla lily leaf and observed 
the two rabbits. One was chubby, with a face half black and 
half gray, and a dappled gray and white body. The other was 
a slender, brown rabbit with quick, nervous movements.

Rabbit warrens could be good prospects, as their 
Readers often had moneystones. Plus, rabbits were pretty 
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suggestible. But Bricabrac had not heard of any warrens 
near here. Could be a moony doe, wanting a place of her 
own, and with her mate tagging along like an old duff er. If 
that was the case, it was very unlikely there were any mon-
eystones around. Bricabrac pulled on his pack and tight-
ened the straps. Just one way to fi nd out.

He approached the rabbits slowly, stopping to nibble as 
he went. When he was a few yards away, he showed him-
self plainly and acted surprised to see them.

“Oh, hey! What up? What up?” said Bricabrac. “How 
cool is that? Rabbits! I love rabbits!”

Both rabbits looked startled. The black and gray male 
stamped. The brown female took a few steps toward him.

“Rabbits are so brave. And smart,” said Bricabrac. “It’s 
my honor to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

The brown rabbit did not speak, but simply came 
toward him, looking him in the eye. Bricabrac found 
it somewhat unnerving. Just when it seemed she was 
about to bump noses with him, the black and gray harle-
quin said, “I’m sorry, but you know they carry diseases, 
right?”

Bricabrac did not even grimace. He had heard this so 
many times. Anastasia stopped a few inches away. “You 
have hands,” she said. “And a backpack.”

“Indeed, I do, ma’am,” said Bricabrac. “I’ve got some 
items that could be just perfect for a rabbit.” He rattled his 
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pack. “Gifts of the Dead Gods. Rare tools. I brought these 
all the way from Oom.”

The harlequin took a few steps forward. “Why don’t 
you just move along, buddy?”

“No, I want to talk to him,” said the brown rabbit.
The black and gray bunny looked surprised. “Oh, well, 

I’ll just … keep an eye on things.”
The brown rabbit nodded, still focused on Bricabrac. 

“You have an earring. That’s a city thing, right?” Bricabrac 
nodded. “So you must be clever,” she said.

“Born in the deepest sewers of Oom,” said Bricabrac 
earnestly. “My family’s still there, bless their hearts. I 
fought my way out. Learned a trade.” He scratched his ear. 
“Say, is this a start-up warren?”

She ignored his question. “Can you make me 
something?”

Bricabrac smiled. “That’s what I’m here for.”
The brown rabbit nodded. They exchanged introductions. 

Then she stooped down and drew in the dust. “I want some-
thing sharp, like a thorn or an agave tip, that can be strapped 
onto my foreleg, but the pointy part has to somehow go away 
when I’m not using it, so I’m not walking on it all the time.”

Bricabrac chewed his lower lip. “That’s a tall order. If 
you want movable parts, that’s high-end crafting. I might 
have some gear cached near here that would allow me to 
make that. But it won’t be cheap.”
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“How much?” asked Anastasia.
“Rare materials, skilled fabrication. Mmmm. You’re 

looking at—” Bricabrac hesitated before naming the 
princely sum he had in mind. “One dollar.”

Anastasia looked at him quietly for a moment. She 
glanced at Freddie. “I can get that,” she said. “I have a 
friend with moneystones.”

Bricabrac nodded. “Okay, I’ll go look at my materials. 
What is this for?”

“I just want to make a fox take a step back,” Anastasia 
said simply.

NICODEMUS

The dawn was cool and moist, and the bunnies of Bloody 
Thorn Warren were out for morning feed. The scent of wild 
columbine hung sweetly in the air. Tender new shoots beck-
oned, the midsummer grasses were high, and a sharp-eyed 
rabbit might see a leaf of wild lettuce and hear its siren call.

Nicodemus came out stiffl  y. Both his apprentices had 
errands elsewhere, so he was alone. He was becoming that 
rarity among his kind – an elderly rabbit. Smarts and luck 
had gotten him a long way, and he was satisfi ed with his po-
sition as Reader for Bloody Thorn Warren. But he missed 
his little friend, Anastasia. Surely gone to be with Yah by 
now.
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He found a nice clump of dandelion, and settled down 
for a feed, savoring the burst of fl avor. As the rabbit prov-
erb has it, dandelion bites you back. The bitter edge of dan-
delion was something best appreciated by older bunnies.

An odd movement among a fi eld of crocuses nearby 
caught his eye. Tentative movement forward, back, side to 
side. Nicodemus squinted. It was a rabbit. Black and gray 
face, classic harlequin. Not a local bunny.

Most warrens are jumpy about strangers, and Bloody 
Thorn was on high alert because of the recent changes. 
With First and Second Born patrolling the grazing area pe-
rimeter, the behavior wasn’t surprising. Probably someone 
unwarrened, nervous, fearful.

Nicodemus took a few steps forward, while continuing 
to nibble. “Hello, friend,” he murmured. “It’s all right. I’m 
not an enforcer.” He chuckled. “As I’m sure you can tell. 
At my age, a tussle with a dandelion leaf is about as much 
fi ght as I can muster.”

The other rabbit went motionless. “Greetings, brother,” 
he whispered. “Holy day.” His scent was sharp with anxiety.

“Every one a gift,” said Nicodemus.
“Sorry to bother you, I’m looking for the Reader of this 

warren. Name’s Nicodemus.”
Nicodemus started. It had been a long time since some-

one had sought him out. “Why are you looking for him?”
“It’s for a friend,” said the other rabbit.
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“Who?”
“Are you Nicodemus?”
“Who’s the friend?” asked Nicodemus.
The harlequin looked around and then came a few 

paces nearer. “Do you remember a yearling female who 
was unwarrened recently?”

Nicodemus felt his heart beat faster. “Is she … okay?” 
He did not ask why Anastasia had not come herself. If a 
rabbit exiled by the Warren Mother attempted to re-enter 
the warren, that rabbit would likely be killed.

“Are you …?” began the other rabbit.
“Yes, yes,” Nicodemus waved his paw impatiently.
The black and gray rabbit gestured apologetically. 

“Sorry, one thing I need to check. She said you have a vis-
ible scar on the left side of your chest.”

Nicodemus sat up and showed the scar. The other rab-
bit came close to him and peered at his chest. “So? How is 
she?” asked Nicodemus.

“She’s fi ne,” said the other rabbit. “I’m Freddie. I’m 
staying in a burrow with her and an injured buck.”

“Oh, thank Yah,” said Nicodemus.
“She’s … more than fi ne, really,” said Freddie. “She’s 

fought with foxes. Twice. And won.”
“What?” Nicodemus laughed, whether in excitement or 

disbelief, he was not sure. “What are you talking about?”
“One time, she used a sharp stick, another time, an 
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agave tip tied to her paw. She made Blessed go away. I 
mean, I’m not sure if it’s the right thing to do or not, but 
I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

Suddenly, Nicodemus realized he was beaming. “She’s 
special,” he said. “I always knew she was special.”

“Ya,” said Freddie. “Looks like any skinny yearling 
doe, but somehow …” He trailed off , but then looked 
Nicodemus squarely in the eye. “It’s my honor to meet you, 
sir. Anastasia has sent me here because she wants to hire 
a craftrat to make a new thing. A sharpy-stabby thing that 
works better than an agave tip.”

“Okay,” said Nicodemus. “I don’t know anything about 
that. Not sure how I can help.”

“She needs moneystones,” said Freddie bluntly. “She 
wants to ask you if you will give some of yours.”

Nicodemus stepped back. “Those belong to the war-
ren,” he said. “I want to help, but they’re not really mine 
to give.”

Freddie looked embarrassed. “I know,” he said. “I ar-
gued with her about this. But she seemed to think it was a 
good idea.”

“How much?” asked Nicodemus.
“She wants a dollar.”
Nicodemus sucked in his breath. “That’s a fortune.” He 

chewed a front claw. “So what would the plan be?”
“If you could bring them out at the end of morning feed 
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tomorrow? I realize it might take you several trips. I’ll be 
waiting with a backpack, so I can take them all at once. “

Nicodemus looked at Freddie for a long moment. “So 
I’m just giving all these moneystones to you?”

“Yes,” said Freddie simply.
Nicodemus took a bite of dandelion and chewed 

thoughtfully. “Everyone who knows me knows I have a 
scar on my chest,” he said. “Anyone could have heard the 
gossip about a yearling doe getting exiled.”

Freddie sat very still. “I can tell you what you said to 
her as the First Born were pushing her out the door.”

Nicodemus felt his eyes go wet. “What?” he said fi nally.
“You are strong,” said Freddie.
A hot tear made its way down Nicodemus’ cheek. He 

looked away and spoke softly. “Be here tomorrow.”

BRICABRAC

Bricabrac had set up his workshop in a hollow log not far 
from the catamaran. He had shoved two green twigs, each 
with a fork, into the soft and crumbly punk that lined the in-
side of the log. And he was using them to hold a metal cyl-
inder while he worked on it with his tools. Along the side of 
the cylinder, wide letters spelled out the word, “X-ACTO.”

Near Bricabrac’s feet lay a tangle of yucca fi bers he 
had gathered that morning. He kicked it out of the way as 
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he fussed over the cylinder, using a tiny saw that had once 
been a nail fi le, and a crow bar that had begun life as a 
dental tool.

Working with these yucca fi bers would be a bear, and 
he wasn’t looking forward to it. They needed to be woven 
into a snug sleeve to hold the weapon on Anastasia’s fore-
paw. But the tightness of the weave required made even 
Bricabrac’s fi ne hands seem clunky.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a mouse with a 
splash of white fur on her back scurry by, and he dropped 
his tools and ran after her. “Hey, what up? What up, lil 
doe?”

The mouse darted under a broad thistle leaf. Bricabrac 
lay on his back and put his hands behind his head. “You know, 
the craftsmanship of the mice in these parts is straight-up 
amazing. The fi ne hand, the skilled eye. Musmuski Grove 
is everything they say it is. I am gobsmacked.”

“What do you want?” said the mouse from under the 
spiky leaf.

“Oh, nothing, really,” said Bricabrac, stretching him-
self. “It’s just that seeing you reminded me of my lil mouse 
best friend when I was a pup. We lived just down the river. 
My family’s still there, bless their hearts.”

“Likely story,” said the mouse.
“Okay, I’ll cut to the chase,” said Bricabrac as he 

scratched behind his ear. “I’ve got some yucca fi bers I need 
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to have woven into a sleeve. I’ve got two hardstone loops, 
so I can set up a circular loom. But it would be awesome 
to have a tiny person with tiny fi ngers to do the weaving.”

“You got moneystones?” asked the mouse.
“I’ve got something better,” said Bricabrac. He quickly 

scampered back to his workshop, rummaged through his 
backpack, and came back with a bottle cap that had “Canada 
Dry” printed on it. He leaned down and presented it to the 
mouse with a fl ourish. “A helmet!”

The mouse partially emerged from under the leaf to 
sniff  the bottle cap. “We can use part of the fabric you make 
for the chinstrap,” said Bricabrac. “So it’ll have your own 
spirit woven right in. So cool!”

“Blah blah blah,” said the mouse. “I’ve got sunfl ower 
seeds calling my name.”

“Wait!” said Bricabrac. Then he laid down on his 
belly, so that he looked the mouse in the eye. She was ly-
ing on her side, with her head propped up on her tiny hand. 
“What this helmet will do for you is mark you as a mouse 
to be reckoned with. A mouse who has gone out and done 
the hard thing and returned to tell the tale. A mouse with 
character.”

The mouse looked back at him, unblinking for several 
seconds. Then she said, “What does ‘Canada Dry’ mean?”

“It’s a good luck charm. Very powerful.”
“Why should I believe that?” asked the mouse.
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“Have you ever seen a dead mouse in a Canada Dry 
helmet?”

“No,” said the mouse.
“Well, there you are,” said Bricabrac, triumphantly. 

“Draw your own conclusions.” He assumed an earnest 
tone. “And remember, a mouse with a helmet is a mouse 
you want to have on your side. A natural leader.”

After a pause, the mouse said, “Fine, I’ll do it.” She 
came out from under the thistle leaf.

Bricabrac touched noses with her. “I’m Bricabrac,” he 
said.

“I’m Death Rage,” said the mouse.
“O, that’s nice,” said Bricabrac. “Very feminine.”

NICODEMUS

It was morning feed. Time to give away the valuables 
he had been entrusted with. Nicodemus chewed his lip. 
Who knew where these moneystones even came from? 
He had inherited them from the Reader before him. I’m 
righting a wrong, he thought. A young doe was treated 
poorly by this warren. Now this warren is helping to 
make up for it.

Nicodemus rummaged through his pile. He would 
have to carry these in his mouth, so he selected the high-
est denomination coins he could fi nd: Three silver 25-cent 
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pieces, each with an image of a moose on one side, and 
Queen Meghan III on the other side.

He stacked them up against the wall and got a bite on 
them. They were heavy and awkward to carry, so he had to 
squeeze strongly. Then he took the lower cross-warren pas-
sage, sure to be deserted at this time of day, when everyone 
was heading outside.

In a few minutes, he was trundling up the slope toward 
one of the lesser-used entrances. As he stepped into the 
dawn light, he was just congratulating himself when he ran 
smack into Briar, who was getting set to do morning perim-
eter rounds.

“Oof,” said Briar. Then, when he had recovered him-
self, “Holy day.”

Nicodemus had to put down the coins to speak. “Every 
one a gift,” he said pleasantly, and started to pick the coins 
up again.

Briar hummed tunelessly for a few seconds, then said, 
“Where are you taking our moneystones, Honored Reader?”

Nicodemus cursed himself for not having prepared a 
cover story. Where was he taking them? What was he buy-
ing with the warren’s money so early in the morning, with 
no peddler in sight?

“I’m … I’m …,” he began, but could not get any trac-
tion. Buying what? From whom? A brief, nasty vision of 
himself getting unwarrened, with this very clod shoving 
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him out through the night gate fl ickered in his mind. He 
shivered, and strove to keep his scent neutral.

“You’re gonna do something really smart with them, 
eh?” said Briar. “Something all boring and Readerish?”

This broke the logjam in Nicodemus’ head. “Abso-
lutely,” he said brightly. “I’m taking them out to … set them 
all in a circle, a henge, really, and, uh …” He trailed off .

“And what?” asked Briar, chewing a fescue seed head 
like a wad of chewing gum.

“And … and … and use them to focus the sun’s rays to-
ward a central point,” Nicodemus said, authoritatively. “It’s 
called a…solar oven. I read about it in a couple of pages 
from Labrador Life over at Fallen Oak Warren. Yah rest 
their souls.” He dropped into his singsong Reader’s lectur-
ing voice. “You see, these disks are shiny, so, in addition 
to having value as moneystones, they also have refl ective
value, which can be diagrammed as—”

“Thank you, Honored Reader,” said Briar hastily. 
“Well, I’ve got a patrol to run.”

“Oh, well, perhaps another time, then,” chirped 
Nicodemus.

Briar took off  on his morning round. Nicodemus said 
a little prayer of thanks, hastily picked up the coins, and 
lolloped toward the crocuses. In a minute, he could see 
Freddie, unsuccessfully hiding his black and gray form 
among the green and purple fl owers.
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FREDDIE

Freddie crouched among the fl owers, wearing a hastily 
made grape-leaf backpack that Bricabrac had assembled for 
him. He had just watched Nicodemus having a long conver-
sation with a rabbit, who he assumed by his manner to be a 
First Born, and he had begun to feel hot and nervous.

Now he saw Nicodemus coming toward him, carrying 
three silver disks in his mouth.

“Holy morn,” said Freddie.
Nicodemus dropped the moneystones at Freddie’s feet, 

more than a little out of breath. “You tell Anastasia that I’m 
considering this a loan. When she’s all grown up and has 
her own warren, all plush with Readers and moneystones, I 
want her to pay me back.”

“I’ll do that, sir,” said Freddie, with a small smile. He 
didn’t bother to say, If you ask her if she’s starting a war-
ren, she bites your head off .

Nicodemus picked up the quarters one by one and put 
them in Freddie’s backpack. Then he went back into the 
warren to get the rest. After a couple of minutes, Freddie 
started to get anxious, but then he saw Nicodemus coming 
out with three more moneystones in his mouth.

A moment later, he deposited two dimes and a nickel 
in Freddie’s backpack, and pulled the fastener shut with his 
teeth. “Good to go.”
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“Thank you, Nicodemus,” said Freddie. “I won’t forget 
this.”

Nicodemus double-nose-bumped his fl ank. “Tell 
Anastasia not to forget me,” he said, and turned and hopped 
stiffl  y homeward.

Freddie immediately took off  toward the burrow, fol-
lowing the series of low-lying landmarks he could see, even 
with his farblindness. Anastasia had talked him through 
them earlier this morning.

In a few minutes, he was back at the burrow. Bricabrac 
was there with a bulging backpack, standing with Anastasia 
between the two large roots that hid the doorway. Love Bug 
was lying just inside the entry passage. His wounds were 
mostly healed, and helped by the feverfew, the swelling 
in his mouth had gone way down. He was almost his old 
beautiful self again.

“I’ve got the moneystones,” Freddie said. Anastasia 
came to him and nose-bumped his fl ank.

“Thank you,” she said.
Freddie shimmied out of the backpack, and it fell to 

the ground with a clank. Bricabrac opened it and quickly 
counted the moneystones. “What? No tip?” he said.

Anastasia looked at him blankly. “What?”
“Just joking,” said Bricabrac, as he opened his own 

backpack and stowed the coins inside. “But seriously, once 
you see what I have for you, you’re going to be thinking 
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this is a tipping situation.” He started to pull out an object, 
and then stopped and looked at them. “I’m about to show 
you something no rabbit in the Million Acre Wood has ever 
seen before. A fossilized dragon claw, crafted into a be-
spoke weapon for a discerning client.”

He pulled out a metal cylinder loosely wrapped in a fab-
ric sleeve. On the side, the rabbits could read “X-ACTO” 
through the fabric.

“Looks like regular hardstone, right? But watch this.” 
Bricabrac picked up the cylinder and made a fl icking ges-
ture with it. There was a scraping, zhing! sound, and a tri-
angular blade slid out of the end of the cylinder and locked 
into place. “The claw of X-ACTO, the mighty one, at your 
service,” he proclaimed proudly.

“Oh, my Yah,” said Freddie. Anastasia said nothing, 
but she stared at the blade. Love Bug came forward and 
sniff ed at the edge. Bricabrac snatched it away.

“No!” he shouted. Love Bug jumped back. “That’s 
very dangerous,” said Bricabrac. “If you sniff  this claw 
carelessly, it could cut your nose open.” Love Bug took 
another step back.

“Who’s X-ACTO?” asked Anastasia.
Bricabrac stood on his back feet and reached up as high 

as he could with his front paws. “In life, X-ACTO was a 
dragon of enormous size. She was taller than ten rabbits. 
Or even eleven rabbits.”
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All the rabbits looked skyward, boggling at this mon-
strosity. “Sounds horrible,” said Freddie.

“Her claws were retractable, like mountain lions’, who 
have not been seen in these parts for many a generation, 
thanks be to Yah,” said Bricabrac. “The claws lived inside 
her bones. With a fl ick of her paw, she could extend them, 
and then pull them back in as needed. When she died, her 
bones, as all dragon bones do, fossilized. They turned to 
hardstone.”

“Awesome,” murmured Love Bug.
“Put it on me,” said Anastasia, her breath coming a 

little faster.
Bricabrac sprang into action, tugging the sleeve up 

over her right paw and tightening the metal tube against 
her foreleg with a set of straps. “I’ve made this so you can 
do all this with your teeth,” said Bricabrac. “Now shake 
your foreleg, like this.” He showed her the special fl ick. 
She imitated him, and the blade came forth. “Now do this,” 
said Bricabrac, showing her a lateral jerk with the paw held 
aloft, which caused the blade to disengage and slide back 
into the tube.

“Got it,” said Anastasia, after a few tries.
“Now,” said Bricabrac, holding up a green twig, smil-

ing, “show this bunny-killer who’s boss.”
Anastasia looked at him for a moment, then fl icked out 

the claw, zhing! and swept her paw forward, slicing the 
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twig cleanly in two. The blade was back in its metal holster 
before the twig hit the ground.

Love Bug whooped. “Fear the Claw!” he shouted, tri-
ple-stamping in affi  rmation.

Anastasia felt a hot fl ush fl ow through her. Her eyelids 
fl uttered. She stood upright and held her paw over her head. 
The diamond-cut letters spelling out “X-ACTO” caught the 
early morning sun and gleamed like fi re.

Freddie sat perfectly still. His old life had ended when 
Fallen Oak Warren was overrun, and he had shed many bit-
ter tears over that. But now, he had a sense that something 
new was beginning. Perhaps something never before seen.

“Book of Thorns, 7:19,” he murmured. “Now I am be-
come Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

ISADORE & JULIETTE

Isadore and Juliette lay on their bellies under the big rhodo-
dendron bush, squinting through the thick curtain of leaves 
in the dawn light. Juliette squirmed around, trying to get 
comfortable. Thirty yards away, upwind, they could see a 
lean brown rabbit leaping and turning in the air at the foot 
of a poplar tree. The smell of rabbit was making the foxes 
salivate.

“What is she doing?” asked Juliette.
“It’s that stupid binky thing rabbits do,” said Isadore.
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“That seems strange,” said Juliette.
Isadore licked his nose. “Why?”
“Frolicking?” said Juliette. “That seems very playful 

for an attacker of innocent foxes.”
Now a black and gray rabbit was visible. It jumped to-

ward the brown rabbit, and she turned in the air to meet 
him, batting at him with her front paws. He landed lightly 
and bounced toward her again, his mouth open. She fl icked 
him away with her front paws, and then curled into a ball 
when she landed, rolling away from him. The black and 
gray rabbit jumped on top of her, and she squirmed out 
from under him.

“They’re fl irting,” said Isadore.
Juliette said nothing for a moment. Finally she spoke, 

“Nah … I don’t think so.”
Now a third rabbit had joined them. A white rabbit. He 

also sprang at the brown rabbit, mouth open, like a Blessed 
going in for a kill. The brown rabbit scrubbed her paw 
across his face as she somersaulted in the air over him.

“She’s … practicing,” said Juliette, slowly. “They’re 
play-fi ghting. Look at how she uses her front paws. She’s 
hitting their faces. Just like with me. That wasn’t an 
accident.”

“It’s all about her magic stabby thing,” said Isadore. 
“So, we should … turn our faces away from her front paws? 
Our faces are the most vulnerable.”
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“Yeah,” said Juliette. “Getting stabbed in the nose is 
like, blinding. But a puncture wound anywhere else is just 
trivial. You shake it off .”

“This was such a good idea to do this,” said Isadore. 
“Thank you, Jul.”

Juliette touched noses with him. “So when we bring 
your family back here to kill this thing, we need to warn 
everyone: Look away from her paws. Come at her from the 
side or behind.”

Isadore nodded. Then he said, “Look!” Juliette fol-
lowed his gaze. “They’re going to the blueberry patch 
again, just like yesterday.”

“That patch is a ways off ,” said Juliette. “Maybe we 
can wait til they go there, then get in between them and 
their burrow and—” She licked her lips. “Turn the problem 
into a meal, you know? Get our foxy going.”

Isadore nuzzled her. “We get hurt and we get back up,” 
he said. “That’s what I love about us.”

ANASTASIA

In the cool before the dawn, Anastasia found Love Bug and 
Freddie dozing in the run outside her sleeping chamber, 
and double-bumped them in the ribs.

“Hey,” she said. “I need help digging the nut chamber for 
Dingus. We owe him, so we have to do it. Come help me.”
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Love Bug yawned and stretched, then sat up at atten-
tion. “It’s an honor, Belle Dame,4” His injured tooth had 
fallen out, so now he just had one incisor, but his wounds 
were almost entirely healed.

Freddie looked confused. “Um,” he said, “I’m a buck. 
I don’t really dig.”

Anastasia almost looked as though she might smile. “If 
you live here, you dig,” she said. “C’mon, I’ll show you.”

They took it in turns, one digging the nut chamber 
itself, one pushing the dirt down the main passage, and 
one kicking the dirt out the door. They got into a rhythm 
and worked in silence for awhile. Then Anastasia spoke. 
“Freddie, I have a question for a Rememberer.”

“Okay,” said Freddie.
“I don’t really want to hurt the Blessed Ones,” said 

Anastasia. “I just got this Claw because I don’t want the 
Blessed Ones to hurt me. That’s okay, isn’t it?”

“Well …” Freddie mumbled. “We’re not really sup-
posed to fi ght back against the Blessed. The Glorifi ed are 
supposed to fi nd joy in their Glory.”

“But everyone runs,” said Anastasia.
“Ya, but that’s our weakness,” said Freddie. “Book of 

Kale, 22:12-13. I am weak even as you are weak, saith The 

4 Beautiful Lady.
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Loved One. I say, I will not run, and yet I run. Even though 
Yah’s love awaits me on the other side of Glory.”

“I know I’m weak,” said Anastasia as she shoved along 
another load of dirt. “And everyone says I’m sick in the 
head. Maybe Yah will forgive me for pushing back against 
the Blessed Ones because I’m crazy.”

“Maybe,” said Freddie doubtfully.
“If I run into some Blessed, I’ll just stick them in the 

nose with the Claw, and they’ll go away. It’s not perfect, 
but it seems like a compromise everyone could live with.”

“Doesn’t seem like Yah compromises a lot,” murmured 
Freddie.

“What happens if you hurt a Blessed One real bad?” 
asked Anastasia.

Freddie chewed one of his foreclaws. “Um, I think Yah 
hurts you for a million summers, and each summer is itself 
as long as a million summers.”

Anastasia was silent for a moment. “That makes my 
head hurt.”

“Remembering is tough,” said Freddie. “I wanted to be 
a Reader.”

Love Bug came back from pushing earth outside 
the burrow. “Magnifi que5 sunrise out there. Who wants 
blueberries?”

5 Magnifi cent.
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Anastasia pulled on her Claw. In just a few days, she had 
gotten rather good at getting it strapped into place, and the 
sparring drills with Freddie and Love Bug had helped her 
learn how to hit with her paws while in the air. Of course, 
using the Claw with Blessed would be another story.

Love Bug went out fi rst, followed by Freddie. 
Anastasia stood in the entryway, leisurely touching the 
left side three times, then the right side. She sang her cou-
plet cheerfully.

“Blueberry shine in the sun and rain,
Have it one time, you’ll be back again.”

Then she patted the earth twice and they were off .
“Why do you do that?” asked Freddie.
“Do what?” asked Anastasia.
“That thing. Touch the walls, sing a song when we go 

in and out.”
Anastasia looked at him coolly. “I don’t know what 

you’re talking about.”
“But—”
“If we see any Blessed, run for the burrow,” said 

Anastasia. “My Claw will help me slow them down a bit, 
then I’ll follow.”

“Okay,” said Freddie. “Will do.”
Love Bug threw a withering glance at him. “Seriously? 
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This lady saved my life. I’m not leaving her outside with 
Blessed.”

Freddie just barely stopped himself from rolling his 
eyes. “That’s what she just asked us to do.”

Love Bug muttered something about “low-rent mama’s 
boys.”

“It probably won’t come up,” said Anastasia. “Just keep 
your bunny watch up. More rabbits attract more Blessed.”

They set out for the blueberry patch, with Love Bug 
shouldering roughly past Freddie. Moving from cover to 
cover, leapfrogging each other, and proceeding slowly so 
as not to attract attention, they covered the ninety yards and 
were soon gorging on ripe berries by the stream. Nearby, a 
red-breasted robin sang in the cool gray light.

“Blueberries on a warm summer morning,” murmured 
Love Bug. “This is one of the times when it’s good to be a 
rabbit.”

“This is the day that Yah hath made,” said Freddie, 
mouth full of blueberries. “It is holy.”

“Every one a gift,” said Anastasia. Then her eye fell 
on a shiny quartzite boulder at the edge of the stream. 
Immediately, there was the insistent thrum pulling her to-
ward it. She knew from long experience there was no point 
in resisting. It was like her doorway ritual: she could not 
not do it. “I need to go touch that rock,” she muttered. “Be 
right back.”
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Freddie and Love Bug hardly noticed as she drifted care-
fully several yards down the stream bank. She reached the 
shiny boulder and touched it with her forepaw. Then a small 
movement caught her eye. It was a fox tail fl icking under a 
bougainvillea bush forty yards downwind. She was very still 
for a moment. Then, she began to move back toward the other 
rabbits. “Don’t dash. Don’t stamp,” she said quietly. “Blessed 
under that bush. Fox. Just start moving toward the burrow.”

“Got it,” said Love Bug, who instantly left the ripe 
blueberry he had been biting into and started to drift toward 
the burrow. Freddie froze. Anastasia lolloped past him.

“Easy now,” said Anastasia. “Just take a few steps, 
Freddie.” Then she saw another fox, not far from the fi rst. 
Her heart raced. “Go now,” she hissed. “Walk. As soon as 
you bolt, they will break cover.”

Terrible things were happening in Freddie’s mind. 
Sounds and images from the day Fallen Oak Warren had 
been destroyed, only three weeks before, were rushing to-
gether in a cacophony of fear. A mocking little song played 
over and over.

“Fat little bunny,
Fat little tummy.”

Freddie broke and sprinted at full speed for the burrow. The 
instant after he moved, the meadow was alive with foxes. 
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Anastasia saw four, fi ve? come bursting out of diff erent 
bushes and start racing toward her. Her back claws raked 
the ground as she accelerated instantly into full fl ight. 
Freddie was ten yards ahead of her, and Love Bug was off  
to her right. His lithe young body gliding over the ground 
like a ghost.

Her heart hammered in her ears, but she could see that 
they were okay. They were fast. They would make it. The 
foxes were arrowing toward them, but they had too good of 
a head start. Soon they would be back home and then they 
could make plans to leave this wretched area with its fox 
infestation that never seemed to end. Even a bunny with a 
Dragon Claw could not survive here. They would be smart 
and leave, as rabbits have done for millennia, and—

Then three more foxes broke cover between her and 
the burrow. One was almost under Freddie’s feet, but he 
let Freddie dash past. His eyes were locked on Anastasia. 
With a sick feeling, she realized she knew this fox, knew 
his mate with her silver ear tips. They were back. Back to 
kill her. Only her. The crazy one. Hated by Yah. Hated by 
Blessed.

Love Bug was running alongside her. He was say-
ing something to her. Yelling. But she could not hear. The 
blood roared in her ears. The foxes in front were converg-
ing on her. The two she had hurt, and a third, older female 
with hazel eyes.
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There were eight, nine foxes racing toward her. But she 
had the gift. The gift from herself. She had the Claw. She 
would die today, as rabbits always did. But today, for the 
fi rst time in the history of the world, a fox would die, too. A 
Blessed One would be Glorifi ed.

The silver-eared fox reached her fi rst, jaws wide, tongue 
lolling. And then a miracle happened. Just as she reached 
Anastasia, she turned her head away. Suddenly, she wasn’t 
a set of spikes reaching out to crush Anastasia’s small body. 
She was a smooth expanse of fur covering a taut, curved 
neck.

Anastasia launched herself into the air. She fl icked her 
right front paw. The blade came out singing its killing song. 
Zhing! As their momentum hurled their bodies together, 
she drove the fi ne steel point of the X-ACTO blade into the 
fl esh of the neck, then pulled down with all her strength. 
The blade fell through the fl esh like a heavy rain.

A spray of red hit Anastasia in the face and drenched 
one side of her body. Her momentum carried her past the 
fox, who was still hurtling forward and trying to turn as 
her legs buckled in shock. Terrible sounds came out of her 
throat. Anastasia landed and fell onto her side, rolling to-
ward the second fox, who also turned her face away from 
Anastasia as she approached.

Anastasia was tumbling, too low to reach the fox’s 
neck. But as she slid under the fox’s belly, she reached out 
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with the Claw and fl ailed at the legs, the blade fl ickering in 
dramatic chiaroscuro. A moment later, Anastasia was slid-
ing into the open air, unsure where she was.

Blinded by the blood, she could not see the third fox, 
the original attacker, who she knew best of all. But she 
could smell him, and she was terrifi ed. She scrubbed her 
eyes with her front paws, and fi nally got the blood clear 
in time to see the fox’s head, thrusting toward her, jaws 
wide open, aiming to seize and tear apart her soft belly. She 
could not reposition herself in time, and she knew these 
were her last seconds.

Just as the jaws were about to close on her, a white 
shape fl ashed in from her right. It was Love Bug, and he 
closed his teeth on the fox’s nose, driving his single upper 
incisor deep into the mass of nerves that lie just under the 
exposed black skin. The fox, suddenly weighted down and 
feeling a blinding jolt of pain, staggered forward, snarling, 
falling toward the ground.

Anastasia rose on her hind legs and dragged the X-
ACTO blade across his face, just missing his right eye. 
The fox groaned and jerked his head away from her Claw, 
rolling toward the foxes coming up the hill. Anastasia saw 
the fi ve foxes converging on her abruptly slow down, look-
ing at each other as they trotted, and then fi nally walked 
forward, heads low, tails dragging. The three injured foxes 
fi lled the early morning air with shocking, unearthly noises.
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Anastasia stood on her back legs and raised her right 
paw high over her head. The dawn sun made the bloody 
blade gleam, red and shiny. The fi ve foxes bellied down on 
the grass, whining. Then one turned and ran for the stream. 
An instant later, the rest followed him. Then one of the in-
jured foxes rose and tottered after them, whining.

The other two foxes lay still as their blood drained into 
the thirsty earth.

Anastasia and Love Bug touched noses, then turned 
and walked toward the burrow. It was done. Rabbit beats 
foxes. A set piece played out for the ages.

LOVE BUG

But then Anastasia stopped. Love Bug stopped also, gaz-
ing at her through his left eye, breathing hard. She was still 
for what seemed like a long time. Then she said, suddenly, 
“Run get some spider web.”

No one had ever said these words to Love Bug be-
fore, but there’s a funny thing about fox killers with magic 
Dragon Claws: You don’t argue with them.

Love Bug remembered seeing an orb weaver down by 
the stream with a web between several stalks of cattails. He 
turned and ran down there and found a couple of large webs. 
He stared at them for a second, unsure how to proceed, then 
just started raking his paws through the web, doing his best 
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to ball the sticky mass up into a wad between his paws. The 
spiders weren’t pleased, but he growled at them and they 
took off , sitting on the underside of an elephant ear and 
glowering at him with all sixteen of their eyes.

When he fi nally had a good-sized ball of spider web, 
he stuck it to his chest and ran back to Anastasia. She was 
standing near Juliette, applying a large wad of spider web 
to the freely bleeding wound in Juliette’s throat. The sticky 
mass stuck to the wound.

“Spider web for healing,” said Anastasia. Then she 
pulled loose fur from her own chest and spread it over the 
spider web. “Fur to stop the bleeding.”

Nearby, Isadore growled feebly, but was in too much 
pain to do anything.

Anastasia took Love Bug’s wad of spider web from 
him and began spreading it across Juliette’s wound. They 
would need more.

“Go get Freddie and get him to help,” said Anastasia.
Love Bug nodded and ran toward the burrow, his mind a 

confused jumble. Why is she doing this? Why? Why? Why? 
Love Bug reached the mouth of the burrow and rushed in-
side. He found Freddie just inside the entryway, pressed 
against the wall, staring at the earth.

“Is it over?” asked Freddie.
“No,” Love Bug said brusquely. “We have to gather 

spider web. Right now.”
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“What? Why?” asked Freddie.
“Anastasia’s helping the foxes.”
Freddie sat bolt upright. “Are you serious? Why?”
“Don’t know,” said Love Bug. “I’m … I’m …” An im-

age of himself, bloody and waiting for death under the agave 
plant came to his mind. And then a vision of Anastasia ap-
pearing as the angel that saved his life. “I’m … doing it. 
Are you going to help?”

“That’s crazy,” said Freddie.
“You ran,” said Love Bug, coldly. “We fought. If you 

want to make up for that, help me now, you yellow belly.”
Freddie groaned and heaved himself to his feet and fol-

lowed Love Bug out of the burrow. They scurried down 
to the stream where the biggest spider webs were and col-
lected big, sticky wads. Then, they dutifully trekked back 
to where Anastasia stood over Juliette.

Anastasia took the spider web and pressed it into the 
laceration, then told Love Bug and Freddie to pull loose fur 
from their own bodies and pack in on top of the spider web. 
Gradually, the long slash down Juliette’s body was matted 
over, with the blood drying.

Isadore groaned and dragged himself toward Juliette. 
The rabbits moved toward him. He lay beside Juliette, 
pressing against her fl ank, and off ered no resistance as they 
pressed spider web to his face, working quickly under the 
mid-morning sun.
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