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Prologue: Wildflower Dawn

I woke in a place I did not understand.

The ceiling curved above me like the inside of a clay pot, smooth and warm, packed earth glowing amber in the thin light that filtered through a round window I didn’t remember seeing before I fell asleep. Dried wildflowers hung from hooks above the window frame, purple and gold and white, filling the air with a scent so sweet it made my teeth ache.

Yesterday, a bunnygirl messenger in formal armor had knocked on my apartment door.

I remembered that knock. Three sharp raps, then a pause, then one more. Precise. The kind of knock that said she’d rehearsed it. When I opened the door, she stood on the landing with a sealed writ in her gauntleted hand. Silver-grey armor over a compact frame. Honey-brown ears that rose nearly a foot above her skull, swiveling toward me like antennae locking onto a signal.

Her nose twitched.

Not once. Not a casual sniff. A rapid, furious twitching that started the moment I opened the door and didn’t stop for the entire conversation that followed. Which, in fairness, was not a long conversation.

“Soren Halcroft?” She looked at the writ, then at me, then at the writ again. Her ears angled forward, then snapped flat against her skull. Forward again. Flat. Her expression shifted into unfamiliar territory. Not quite fear. Not quite fascination. Something between the two that didn’t have a name.

“That’s me.”

“You are… adequate.” She paused on that word as though she’d prepared a different one and changed her mind. “Please follow.”

“Follow where?”

She held up the writ. The wax seal bore a crest I’d never seen: an intricate lattice of golden lines above the words SILVERLACE GENEALOGICAL DIVISION. “Your name appeared in a dormant Handler bloodline survey. You are to report for evaluation.”

“Evaluation of what?”

Her foot thumped once against my doorstep. Hard. She looked down at it, seized her own ankle, and held it still with visible effort. “The ground is uneven here.”

The ground was concrete. Perfectly level. I’d lived there for two years.

“I didn’t agree to any survey.”

“You were not asked.” She tucked the writ back into her gauntlet. “You were collected.”

Collected. Like a package. Like a sample.

“What happens if I don’t follow?”

She paused. Her ears rotated backward. Not a threatening gesture, I would learn much later. Exasperation. “Then I report that the subject was non-compliant, the Silverlace Division dispatches a retrieval team, and you are collected again. Less politely.” She considered. “There would be paperwork. I dislike paperwork.”

“And if I come willingly?”

“Then I report that the subject was adequate, the Division processes your file, and you are evaluated at dawn.” Her nose twitched. “You will also receive a sleeping quarter and access to the facilities. Which you will need.”

“Why will I need the facilities?”

“Because you will be underground for a long time. And the food is different.” She paused again. “It is mostly greens.”

I looked at my apartment. The half-dead fern on the windowsill. The stack of library books due in three days. The empty refrigerator I’d been meaning to fill for a week.

“Can I pack a bag?”

“You may bring personal items not exceeding one standard carry satchel.” Her ears tilted. “Do you own a standard carry satchel?”

“I own a backpack.”

“Adequate.”

I packed in four minutes. Clothes. Toothbrush. A book I was halfway through. The backpack was less than half full. It occurred to me that everything I owned that mattered fit in a bag with room to spare.

She turned and walked toward a shimmer at the end of my hallway that had not been there thirty seconds ago. A portal, I realized. Hovering between the wall and the stairwell railing like a heat mirage given depth and substance. Golden light spilled from its edges.

Animals had always gravitated toward me. I knew that. Strays following me home through back alleys, pressing against my legs at bus stops. Birds landing on my shoulder in parks and sitting there while I ate lunch, refusing to leave even when I stood up. Rabbits in city gardens who didn’t scatter when I walked past but instead came closer, pressing their small warm bodies against my ankles, noses working frantically.

And people, sometimes. Women on the street with slightly unusual features I could never quite place, pausing mid-stride as I passed. Turning. Sniffing the air with expressions I had no framework for. One had stopped dead in a grocery store aisle, a carton of eggs in her hands, staring at me with wide amber eyes while something long and dark twitched above her head that might have been a particularly elaborate hair accessory. She’d opened her mouth. Closed it. Put the eggs down very carefully and walked in the opposite direction.

I never understood why.

The messenger stood at the portal’s edge. Her nose was still twitching. “Are you coming?”

I didn’t have a reason to go. I had no family to inform, no obligations that couldn’t wait. My apartment contained a bed, a desk, a half-dead fern, and a library card. Nothing worth staying for.

Something in the portal’s golden light pulled at the base of my skull. Not compulsion. Recognition. Like seeing a word you’ve been trying to remember for years written on a passing sign.

I stepped through.

A symbol flashed in my vision during the transit. Golden, ancient, burning itself into my retinas in the half-second between my apartment and wherever I was going. Lines that curved and interlocked in patterns I knew. I’d seen them before, in dreams I’d been having since I could remember. Running through moonlit fields, chased by something I could not see but did not fear. Something warm and nameless. Not predator. Not prey. Something that felt like belonging.

The messenger’s ears had pinned flat when she saw my expression on the other side. She recognized what had happened during the transit. She did not explain.

I was delivered to Velmore Warren Academy’s gates. The name meant nothing to me. Stone walls rose from a hillside above wildflower meadows, and below them, burrow entrances dotted the earth like rabbit holes scaled up for human bodies. Which, I would learn, was exactly what they were.

The gates were flanked by two guards in ceremonial armor. Both bunnygirls. Both armed with weapons that looked significantly less ceremonial than their armor. One had tall grey ears that tracked me from the moment I materialized from the portal. The other had half-cocked tawny ears and a spear she held with the relaxed grip of someone who used it more often than she polished it.

Their noses twitched as I passed between them.

The grey-eared guard leaned toward her partner. A micro-nose signal. The tawny-eared one responded with an ear tilt. The exchange lasted three seconds and contained more information than anything either of them had said out loud.

“Handler intake,” the messenger said to the guards. “Silverlace survey. Breeding evaluation tomorrow morning.”

The grey-eared guard looked at me. At the messenger. At me again. Her ears rotated forward a full quarter-turn. Interest. Or disbelief.

“This one?” she said.

“This one.”

A pause. Both guards’ noses twitched simultaneously. Processing.

“Good luck,” the grey-eared guard said. It sounded genuine and slightly pitying.

“Is it that bad?” I asked.

The tawny-eared guard adjusted her spear grip. “The evaluation itself is fine. Standard procedure.” She glanced at her partner. Something passed between them, quick and nasal and silent. “The noble delegation can be… thorough.”

“Thorough.”

“They evaluate everything.” The grey-eared guard’s tone carried the diplomatic neutrality of someone who’d said all she was willing to say. “Everything.”

I decided not to ask what “everything” meant.

The messenger led me down a ramp that curved into the earth. The transition from open air to underground was gradual: stone became packed clay, daylight became bioluminescent amber, the scent of wildflowers intensified from pleasant to thick. Tunnels branched off in every direction, round openings framed in smooth earth, each one leading deeper into a network I couldn’t begin to map.

Bunnygirls moved through the tunnels. Even at this late hour, they moved: pairs and trios navigating the passages with a confidence that came from growing up in a warren. Their ears never stopped. Swiveling, tilting, angling toward sounds I couldn’t hear and information I couldn’t process.

I was led to a burrow deep in what the messenger called the “guest quarter,” which seemed generous terminology for a round room with a cushioned recess in the floor, a rack of mysterious brushes, and a small mirror mounted at an angle that made no sense for a human face.

The room was warm. Warmer than it had any right to be, underground. The packed earth walls radiated a gentle heat that seeped into my bones the moment I sat down. Dried wildflowers hung from hooks near the ceiling. The cushioned recess was deeper and softer than any bed I’d owned.

“Sleep,” the messenger said.

“That’s it? Sleep?”

“The breeding evaluation begins at dawn. You will need your faculties.” She paused. Her nose twitched one final time. Whatever she concluded from it, she kept to herself. “The facilities are through the first door on your left. Not your right. The right door leads to a grooming circle.” She turned. “Do not open the right door.”

“Why not?”

“They are grooming.”

“And that’s… private?”

She turned back. Her ears did something I couldn’t interpret: one angled forward, one tilted sideways. “You will learn which activities are private and which are communal. Grooming circles are communal. For bunnygirls. You are not a bunnygirl.”

“I’m aware.”

“Your awareness is noted.” Her nose twitched one final time. “Your scent is…” She stopped. Shook her head. “Sleep well, Handler Halcroft.”

She left.

I did not sleep well. Rhythmic thumping resonated through the warren walls all night. Steady, percussive, slightly out of sync. Sometimes fast, sometimes slow. It came from everywhere and nowhere, transmitted through the packed earth itself like a pulse. Every time I started to drift off, a particularly hard thump from the floor above jolted me back. Then a softer, steadier rhythm would pull me toward drowsiness, only for a rapid staccato burst from two rooms over to snap my eyes open again.

At one point, sometime around 2 AM, the thumping synchronized. Every foot in the warren hitting the same beat for approximately ten seconds. Then it fell apart again into individual rhythms. Nobody woke up. Nobody noticed. I lay on my cushioned surface staring at the amber-lit ceiling wondering if I had gone completely insane.

I would later learn it was dream-thumping. All of them. Asleep. Their feet hammering against their mattresses in unconscious rhythm while they dreamed whatever bunnygirls dreamed about. The synchronization happened periodically. Nobody had ever studied why. Or rather, someone had. A thirty-four-page preliminary paper on the phenomenon existed somewhere in the Archive Burrow, complete with footnotes and a hypothesis about shared warren-bond resonance frequencies. I would find that out later, along with everything else.

That night, I lay on a beauty station in an underground warren in a realm I hadn’t known existed twelve hours ago, listening to the rhythmic drumming of a hundred sleeping bunnygirls and wondering what exactly my life had become.

Around 4 AM, I opened the right door by mistake looking for the bathroom. In the dark. The grooming circle was still active. Four bunnygirls, sitting in the blue-green glow of bioluminescent crystals, working through each other’s ears with the focused intensity of people performing sacred ritual. They did not stop when the door opened. They did not look at me. Eight ears, however, rotated in my direction simultaneously.

One of them said, without looking up: “Left door.”

I closed the right door. Found the left door. Used the facilities. Returned to my cushioned surface. Lay down. Stared at the ceiling. The thumping continued.

The surface I slept on turned out, in the morning light, to be a grooming station. Cushioned, angled for reclining, with a small mirror mounted on a swivel arm and a rack of brushes I’d mistaken for a toiletry set. I had slept on someone’s beauty station. The mirror showed me my own face at an angle designed for inspecting ear fur I did not possess.

Now I stood in the doorway of my assigned burrow, blinking at my first real morning in Lagomara.

Dawn light filtered through the round window in golden slants. The dried wildflowers above the frame had opened slightly in the warmth, releasing a fresh wave of sweetness into the air. My back ached from the grooming station. My left forearm throbbed where the portal scar was still healing. My brain was still processing the basic facts: I was underground. In a realm called Lagomara. In a building full of bunnygirl warriors. And I had a breeding evaluation in an hour.

I’d been awake for approximately forty seconds and already my day was worse than any day I’d had in twenty years of mundane existence.

The corridor stretched in both directions, curving gently like the inside of a massive tunnel. Because it was a massive tunnel. Packed earth walls, smooth and amber-warm, lit by bioluminescent crystals mounted in clay sconces. The floor was cushioned. Not carpeted. Cushioned. Thick padded material that absorbed every footfall.

Bunnygirls everywhere.

They moved through the corridor in clusters of two and three, ears swiveling, tails bobbing, feet hitting the padded floor in rhythms I couldn’t parse. Their ears came in every shape and shade I could imagine: upright and sharp, long and drooping, half-cocked at angles that suggested permanent confusion. Some had ears that rose a full foot above their skulls. Others had soft lop ears that hung alongside their faces like curtains of velvet fur.

All of them were beautiful. Supernaturally, absurdly beautiful. Athletic builds in combat leathers, scholarly curves beneath oversized cardigans, lithe dancer bodies in scout gear. Every one of them a ten, just a different kind of ten.

Their tails were small, fluffy, bobbing. Like cotton puffs with minds of their own.

And their noses.

Every nose in that corridor was twitching. Some rapid, some slow, some barely visible. But every single one. Working the air. Reading it. Parsing invisible data that I could not access and did not understand.

I stepped out.

Every ear in the corridor swiveled toward me simultaneously. Like satellite dishes locking onto a signal. The effect was so coordinated it looked choreographed.

Two bunnygirls flanking the corridor evaluated me as I passed. The one on the left had tall amber ears that angled forward. Interest. The one on the right had shorter black ears that flattened against her skull. Alarm. Or something else. Their noses both accelerated from casual twitching to rapid-fire processing.

Then something happened that I wouldn’t understand for weeks. They conducted an entire argument using nothing but micro-nose signals and ear tilts. No words. The left one’s nose dipped twice. The right one’s ears rotated a quarter-turn backward. The left one’s nose flared. The right one’s tail flicked sideways. A full negotiation in body language I had no dictionary for.

I walked between them understanding nothing.

One muttered to the other as I passed: “He can’t smell ANY of this.”

The other: “Good.”

The morning air hit me as the corridor opened onto the surface quad. Warm stone buildings rose on the hillside above, their architecture classical and elegant: arched windows, ivy-covered columns, training grounds visible between halls. Below, the earth was honeycombed with burrow entrances, round openings that descended into the warren network I’d slept in.

Wildflowers bordered every path. Every color. Gold and violet and crimson and white, growing in deliberate beds along the stone walkways and in casual sprawls where the cultivated paths met raw earth. The scent was the same one that had filled my burrow. Sweet. Deep. Pervasive.

Beyond the academy grounds, meadows rolled outward in waves of green and gold. Pastoral. Warm. The kind of landscape that belonged on a painting. And at the far edges of those meadows, a treeline rose dark and thick and unwelcoming. The Predator Wilds. Even from this distance, something about that treeline made my shoulders tighten. Not a rational fear. Something deeper. The same instinct that made rabbits avoid open ground at dusk. Except I wasn’t a rabbit. I was the thing the rabbits should be avoiding, apparently, and I didn’t know what that meant yet.

The contrast was deliberate: warm meadow, dark forest. Safety, danger. The academy sat between them like a nest built at the edge of a cliff.

A training group was running drills in the meadow below the stone buildings. Six bunnygirls in combat gear moving through formation exercises with speed that blurred their edges. Their ears were pinned flat for aerodynamics. One of them executed a maneuver that involved leaping three meters vertically, spinning mid-air, and landing in a combat crouch without sound. Her tail bobbed once on landing. She looked satisfied.

Another pair sparred with practice blades, their movements so fast the steel sang. The shorter one feinted left. The taller one read the feint, pivoted, and swept the shorter one’s legs from under her. The shorter one hit the ground, rolled, and was back on her feet before I finished processing what I’d seen.

Her ears, which had been flat for combat, rotated forward. Interest. She looked past her sparring partner toward where I stood at the corridor exit.

Her partner followed her gaze. Both of them went still.

It lasted about two seconds. Then the shorter one shook her head, adjusted her grip, and attacked. The taller one blocked. Combat resumed. But their noses were both twitching in the direction I’d been standing.

These were warriors. Whatever else they were, whatever the warren customs and the grooming circles and the dream-thumping meant, these women trained to fight things that came from the darkness beyond the meadow. Their beauty was real. Their lethality was real. Both truths existed simultaneously, and neither cancelled the other out.

The warm earth beneath my feet. The wildflower scent in the air. The sound of blades and thumping feet and a world speaking a language my body didn’t know. All of it so foreign it should have been terrifying. Instead, something at the base of my skull hummed with the same warm recognition that had pulled me through the portal.

I watched the training group for a moment longer. One of them noticed me standing at the corridor exit. Her ears swiveled. Her nose twitched. She said something to the bunnygirl beside her. Both of them looked at me. Both of their noses accelerated.

I moved on.

I needed a bathroom.

Bunnygirl warrens, it turned out, did not label things the way I expected. Or at all. The doors were round, set into earth frames, distinguished from one another by subtle scent markers and claw-groove patterns that presumably meant something to noses and eyes trained to read them. My nose and eyes were not trained.

I opened the first door.

Four bunnygirls sat in a circle on cushioned mats, grooming each other’s ears with small brushes and practiced movements. Two were working on the ears of a third, who had her eyes closed in an expression of blissful contentment. The fourth was applying some kind of oil to her own ear-tips with the focus of a surgeon.

Six pairs of ears tracked toward me in unison.

One squeaked. Actually squeaked. A high-pitched sound of pure startled prey-species alarm that she clearly wished she could take back.

“Sorry,” I said.

Nobody responded verbally. But the ear choreography was eloquent. Three pairs angled flat. One pair rotated backward. The remaining two performed a micro-adjustment that communicated, in a language I didn’t speak, something along the lines of “close the door.”

I closed the door.

The second door opened onto a warm-storage pantry. Shelves of preserved vegetables, dried herbs in clay jars, and what appeared to be an enormous quantity of leafy greens. Carrots occupied an entire shelf. Root vegetables I didn’t recognize occupied two more. It smelled like a greenhouse. The amount of leafy produce on display suggested a population with specific dietary preferences, which, given the ear situation, tracked.

I stood in the pantry doorway for a moment. The warm earth walls. The soft amber light. The faint scent of herbs and wildflower. Nobody was trying to evaluate me in here. Nobody’s nose was twitching. It was peaceful.

I genuinely considered hiding in it.

The third door was correct. A bathroom. Small, clean, with a mirror that reflected a face I barely recognized: dark auburn hair tousled from a night on a grooming station, hazel eyes with amber flecks that looked slightly wild, a faint scar on my left forearm that I didn’t remember getting. No, wait. I did remember. During the portal transit. A flash of pain and gold light. The messenger had bandaged it without comment.

The bathroom had no lock.

I stood guard for myself.

A bunnygirl walked past in the corridor. Her nose twitched rapidly as she passed, then she stopped. Backed up. Looked at me standing in the bathroom doorway with the expression of a man defending a position.

She smelled my distress. I didn’t know how I knew that, but I did. Something in the way her ears softened and her nose slowed from rapid to deliberate.

“First door on your left, not your right,” she said. “That one leads to the pantry.”

“I found the pantry.”

“And the grooming circle?”

“Also found.”

She paused. Her nose twitched twice, slow and assessing. “You really can’t smell anything, can you?”

“I can smell the wildflowers.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

She walked away. Her tail bobbed once as she turned the corner. I had no idea what that meant either.

But her question stuck. “You really can’t smell anything, can you?”

Not the wildflowers. Not the herbs. She meant something else. Something they were all reading in the air around me: a language written in scent that my human nose was deaf to. Every bunnygirl who’d passed me since arrival had twitched her nose, processed data, and drawn conclusions I wasn’t privy to. I was walking through a world of invisible conversation, and my contribution to that conversation was apparently my own body chemistry broadcasting things I couldn’t control or perceive.

I returned to the corridor and found a formal aide waiting for me. Tall, immaculate, with grey ears held perfectly upright and a clipboard that suggested she had never in her life misplaced a document.

“The breeding evaluation begins in one hour,” she said, without preamble. “The noble delegation is already seated. Follow me.”

Breeding evaluation.

I let those two words sit in my skull for a moment.

“I’m sorry, the what?”

“The breeding evaluation. Noble clan assessment of Handler candidates for warren bonding eligibility. Formal dress is preferred but not required given your circumstances.” She looked at my rumpled shirt and sleep-creased pants. “Your circumstances are apparent.”

“Nobody told me about a breeding evaluation.”

“You were informed upon collection.”

“I was told to report for evaluation. Nobody said the word breeding.”

Her ears tilted at a precise fifteen-degree angle. A shrug, I thought. Or possibly a dismissal. “The evaluation encompasses multiple assessment vectors. Breeding compatibility is among them. Follow me.”

I followed her. What else was I going to do? Go back to the grooming station?

She set a pace that suggested she had places to be and I was an obstacle between her and efficiency. The corridor was busier now. Morning traffic. Bunnygirls in various states of readiness: some in combat gear heading toward the surface buildings, some in casual wraps heading toward what I guessed were the bathing facilities, some carrying stacks of scrolls and crystals that glowed with soft blue light.

Every one of them noticed me.

Not subtly. Ears rotating. Noses twitching. Full-body attention directed at the human male walking through their warren like he belonged there. I didn’t belong there. That was abundantly clear from the way conversations paused when I passed and resumed in nose-signals after I was ten feet away.

Nobody had asked me anything since I arrived. Not what I wanted. Not if I agreed. Not whether I was comfortable, or hungry, or confused, or still processing the fact that I’d stepped through a portal into a realm of bunnygirl warriors and slept on a beauty station while the entire building thumped around me.

I was collected, delivered, housed, and now walked toward an evaluation I did not request for purposes I did not fully understand.

The formal aide’s nose twitched as we walked. Subtle. Controlled. But present. Whatever she was smelling, she kept her opinion about it locked behind ears that did not move.

“Is there breakfast before this evaluation?” I asked.

“Refreshments are available in the Reception Hall anteroom. Greens, fruit, grain porridge.” She glanced at me. “The greens are very fresh.”

“I was thinking more like coffee.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

I was going to miss coffee.

The morning light caught the wildflowers along our path. Gold and purple and white. The symbol from the portal still burned behind my eyes. The dream-fields, the moonlit running, the nameless warm thing I’d been chasing since childhood.

I woke this morning with the scent of wildflowers in my nose and that symbol still glowing in the dark behind my eyelids.

The messenger had recognized what happened during the transit.

Nobody was explaining anything.

[System — Warren Bloodline: Dormant] [Objective: Report to Formal Reception Hall]

The golden text appeared in my peripheral vision like a heads-up display I hadn’t installed. It hovered for three seconds, then faded.

Nobody had told me about that either.

I followed the aide toward the Formal Reception Hall, through corridors of warm earth and wildflower scent, past bunnygirls whose ears tracked my passage and whose noses told them things about me that I could not begin to guess.

Every single one of them looked at me for a fraction too long.

Some with curiosity. Some with caution. One, a tall bunnygirl with auburn ears and a training blade strapped across her back, stopped dead in her tracks when she caught my scent. Her nose went rapid-fire. Her ears rotated forward. She stared at me with an expression that couldn’t decide between alarm and something considerably warmer.

Her companion grabbed her elbow and pulled her along. They exchanged nose-signals. The tall one kept looking back.

I pretended I hadn’t noticed. I had noticed everything.

The breeding evaluation was in one hour.

I didn’t even have a change of clothes.









Chapter 1: The Breeding Evaluation

The Formal Reception Hall had no thump-padding on its floors.

I noticed because I’d already gotten used to the cushioned surfaces everywhere else in the warren. Soft landings, muffled footsteps, acoustic forgiveness built into every surface. Every corridor, every common room, every sleeping burrow: padded. Designed to absorb the one sound bunnygirls couldn’t control. This hall was different. Polished stone from wall to wall, hard and resonant, the kind of floor that would echo every sound back at you with punishing clarity.

I was beginning to understand that the absence of padding was deliberate. This hall was designed to make involuntary thumping conspicuous. Embarrassing. A formal space where composure was tested by the architecture itself.

The aide who escorted me glanced at my feet, then at the floor, with an expression that suggested I had no idea what I was walking into.

She was right.

The hall stretched long and formal ahead of me. High-ceilinged, stone-pillared, with wildflower garlands draped along the columns in arrangements too perfect to be casual. Tiered seating rose on both sides. Faculty in the elevated section to the left. Visiting dignitaries to the right. In the center: a raised evaluation platform with a crystal the size of my fist mounted on a dark stone pedestal.

Every seat was taken.

The noble delegation occupied the front row of the right gallery. Three bunnygirls in formal robes: an elderly matriarch with steel-grey ears held rigid, a middle-aged representative with silver-white hair and a clipboard that made the formal aide’s look informal, and a younger attendant whose only job seemed to be radiating quiet judgment.

At the end of their row, slightly apart, sat a bunnygirl I couldn’t look away from.

Silver-grey hair drawn back in a severe ponytail above a face carved from winter itself. Silver-grey lop ears hung alongside that pale, perfect face. Composed in a way that suggested she had practiced composure the way other people practiced sword technique: daily, without mercy, for years. Ice-blue eyes assessed me from behind a stillness so complete it felt like standing in front of a locked vault.

Ornate gold jewelry adorned both ears. Not decorative. Ceremonial. The kind of jewelry that communicated something I didn’t have the vocabulary for.

Her build was elegant hourglass under tailored academy robes that fit her like they’d been sewn while she was wearing them. Full curves at chest and hip, slim waist, graceful even sitting still. A leather-bound book rested in her lap. Color-coded tabs protruded from its edges.

She did not look at me when I entered.

She did not need to.

In the observation gallery behind the faculty section, a man sat alone. Military bearing. Steel-gray hair cropped short. Cold gray eyes that had been watching the entrance before I came through it. He wore a formal coat with insignia I didn’t recognize: dark, austere, deliberately different from the warm earth tones surrounding him.

Warden-Commander Aldric Voss.

I didn’t know his name yet. I didn’t know what a Warden was. But the way every bunnygirl in the room angled her ears away from his gallery told me everything I needed to know about the relationship.

He rose slightly in his seat when I entered. Not standing. Just shifting his weight forward, like a man who’d been waiting for something and finally saw it arrive.

“Another one,” he said.

His aide, a thin man with a tablet, looked up. Nobody else heard.

I heard.

“Mr. Halcroft.” A warm voice from the center of the hall. Warren Mother Elowen stood beside the evaluation platform: silver-white hair in an elegant updo, pale gold eyes sharp enough to cut, silver ears with white tips held with precise control. She commanded attention the way gravity commanded objects: simply by existing. “Please step onto the platform.”

I stepped up. The stone was cold through my shoes. The platform was raised enough that every seat in the hall had a clear sightline. I was standing in the middle of a theater, and I was the show.

The noble delegation watched from the right gallery with the focused attention of people who had traveled a long distance for this specific moment. Faculty watched from the left with the measured assessment of professionals who had seen a lot of evaluations and expected nothing unusual from this one.

They were about to be very surprised.

“The Silverlace Genealogical Division has requested a formal breeding assessment under Section 12 of the Inter-Warren Compatibility Accord.” Elowen’s voice carried without effort. “This assessment will evaluate bloodline resonance, magical aptitude, and Handler potential. It will be conducted according to established protocol.”

Handler potential. Warren Weaver capacity. Breeding assessment. Words that landed on me like stones dropped from a height. I had been in this world for less than twenty-four hours and someone was already evaluating my breeding qualifications.

“Does anyone want to tell me what any of that means?” I asked.

Somewhere in the gallery, a bunnygirl snorted. Two others exchanged nose-signals. Their ears angled toward me with the universal body language of people watching someone step into a situation they didn’t understand.

“The assessment will explain itself,” Elowen said, with a patience that suggested she’d heard stupider questions from smarter people.

The elderly matriarch from the noble delegation descended to the platform. She circled me with the deliberate pace of someone evaluating livestock. Her nose worked at close range: slow, methodical, thorough. She was supposed to be reading bloodline markers. Whatever she was reading, it took significantly longer than bloodline markers should have required.

She stopped in front of me. Leaned closer. Her ears shot up.

She turned and whispered to the silver-haired bunnygirl in the front row. The one with the ice-blue eyes. The one who hadn’t looked at me.

“Candidate Silverlace,” the matriarch said, louder now. “Your assessment?”

The bunnygirl the matriarch had called Silverlace did not react. Not a twitch. Not a fraction of movement. Perfect control.

Her foot thumped once under the evaluation table.

The hall’s stone floor echoed it.

Every ear in the room registered it.

The ice-queen did not look down.

“Adequate dentition,” the matriarch announced, opening my mouth with two fingers like I was a horse at auction. I let her, mostly because resisting seemed like it would make this take longer. She examined my teeth, my jaw, my forearms. She squeezed my bicep. “Acceptable musculature. Mandibular structure within hereditary parameters.”

“I’m glad my jaw meets your standards.”

The matriarch ignored this. She produced a small crystal vial and held it beneath my chin. It glowed faintly amber. She frowned. Held it closer. The glow intensified to deep gold.

Her ears went flat.

She backed up two steps.

“Proceed to the resonance scan,” Elowen said, and her voice was carefully, precisely neutral.

The evaluation crystal sat on its pedestal like a dormant eye. Dark. Waiting. A faculty technician in academic robes gestured me closer.

“Place your hand on the crystal’s surface. Maintain contact until the reading completes.”

I touched the crystal.

For one second, nothing happened. The crystal remained dark. Cold. The faculty technician leaned forward, preparing to troubleshoot.

Then the crystal blazed gold.

Not glowed. Blazed. Light erupted from its core like a contained sunrise, casting golden patterns across the hall’s stone walls. The intensity was blinding. I squinted against it. The heat from the crystal’s surface warmed my palm to the point of discomfort.

The patterns were familiar. Lines that curved and interlocked, spiraling outward from the crystal’s heart in configurations I had seen a thousand times in dreams.

The moonlit fields. The nameless warmth. The symbol from the portal transit. The dreams that had chased me since childhood, rendered in light and magic on the walls of a formal hall in a world I hadn’t known existed until yesterday.

All of it, projected across the walls of the Formal Reception Hall in light that made the wildflower garlands look pale.

The hall went silent. Not the polite silence of an audience. The stunned silence of people witnessing something that wasn’t supposed to happen.

Every ear in the room swiveled toward me. Simultaneously. Sixty ears turning in concert. The effect was physical: a collective shift of attention so powerful it felt like a pressure change in the room.

“That’s…” The faculty technician’s ears went flat. She checked her instruments. Checked them again. “That’s not standard resonance.”

“Warren Weaver,” Elowen said. Her voice remained level, but something shifted in her gold eyes. “Dormant capacity. Now active.”

The matriarch’s aide was already running a secondary scan. “There’s more,” she said. “The bloodline trace. Look at the secondary band.”

The golden patterns on the walls shifted. A darker thread wound through them. Not quite red. Not quite bronze. Something between: a color that belonged to predator eyes and autumn blood.

Predator bloodline.

The silence became something else. Not surprise. Not awe. Fear. A dozen noses in the gallery twitched simultaneously. Some faster. Some stopped entirely. A tail tucked tight against its owner in the third row. An ear went flat so fast it made a soft sound against a skull.

I was standing in a room full of prey animals who had just been told the man on the platform smelled like a predator.

Because I did.

I smelled like both.

In the observation gallery, Voss’s aide cross-referenced something on his tablet. Showed it to Voss. The Warden-Commander looked at the result and went very still.

Not surprised still. Confirmed still. Like a man who’d been waiting for a specific card to turn and just watched it land face-up.

Elowen moved before he did.

“Warden-Commander,” she said, stepping between Voss’s sightline and the platform with casual precision. “The evaluation remains under Silverlace Genealogical Division authority. Section 12 of the Inter-Warren Compatibility Accord grants breeding assessment priority over Warden containment protocols while the evaluation period is active.”

Voss settled back into his seat. Slowly. His eyes never left me.

“Of course, Warren Mother.” His voice was ice over gravel. “The Accord is clear. For now.”

That “for now” carried the weight of a threat that didn’t need to be specific to be understood.

Elowen turned to the delegation. “The evaluation concludes that Subject Halcroft carries dormant Warren Weaver capacity, now activated, and predator bloodline trace. Under the Breeding Evaluation Protocol, he is granted provisional academic status at Velmore Warren Academy pending further assessment.”

Academic status. Provisional. Pending further assessment. Words that meant I wasn’t being dragged out of the hall in restraints.

The matriarch was conferring with her aides. The secondary scan results had changed the energy in the delegation’s row. Before the predator-blood revelation, they’d been professionally interested. Now they were something else. One of the younger aides kept looking at me and then at her notes, her ears rotating in slow circles that suggested she was processing information faster than she could organize it. Her nose had not stopped twitching since the crystal flared.

The entire hall was looking at me differently. I could feel it. The way the ear-swiveling pattern shifted from curiosity to something more polarized: some ears angling forward with intense interest, others pinning flat with caution that bordered on alarm. The noses in the gallery had divided into two camps: those twitching rapidly and those that had stopped entirely. Neither reaction seemed voluntary.

The predator-blood revelation had changed the chemistry of the room. Two conflicting signals firing simultaneously in every bunnygirl’s nose: danger and something else. Something compelling. I watched it play out on face after face: the confusion, the alarm, the interest they couldn’t suppress. Two instincts warring behind expressions that none of them could control.

I was standing on a platform in a formal hall full of prey animals, and I had just been identified as carrying the scent of their predator.

“He will be assigned to Lone Digger quarters,” Elowen continued. Her voice was steady, anchoring the room. “Standard monitoring protocols apply.”

In the faculty section, the instructors exchanged looks. One of them, a stocky bunnygirl with cropped grey ears and combat scars across her forearms, shook her head slowly. Another made a note. A third was staring at me with an expression that mixed professional assessment with something I could only describe as reluctant awe.

From the front row, the ice-queen with the silver-grey lop ears had not moved during any of this. Her posture remained perfect. Her ears remained still. Her expression remained locked behind that vault door.

But I’d been watching her foot.

It had thumped three more times during the resonance scan. Subtle. Controlled. But present. And each time, her eyes had tightened by a fraction that nobody else seemed to catch. The gold ear jewelry she wore caught the light with each micro-vibration her suppressed thumping sent through her jaw, creating tiny flashes that only someone watching closely would notice.

I was watching closely.

Whatever she’d seen in the crystal’s golden patterns, her composure was handling it. Her foot was not.

From the fifth row of the student gallery, a flash of movement caught my attention. A bunnygirl in the academic section took notes with frantic intensity: white lop ears drooping alongside a porcelain face, thick black-framed glasses, oversized cardigan straining over generous curves. Platinum white hair fell in a silky curtain as she hunched over her notebook, pen moving with the speed of someone transcribing a revelation.

She looked up.

Pale blue eyes met mine through thick lenses. Her nose twitched. Not casually. Furiously. Maximum speed, like a metronome set to allegro. Her glasses fogged slightly at the edges. She adjusted them. The twitching continued.

When the crowd began to disperse, she approached.

She was carrying seventeen notebooks. I counted later.

She dropped two as she navigated the gallery steps. Picked them up. Dropped a different one. Crouched to retrieve it, her cardigan riding up to reveal form-fitting pants that hugged thick thighs and wide hips beneath the scholarly exterior. She stood, clutching her paper fortress, and pushed her glasses up with one knuckle.

“The evaluation results have research implications I’d like to document.” Her voice was quiet and precise, slightly breathless. “With your consent. For the record.” She held up a consent form she’d already filled out. It had my name spelled correctly. She’d prepared this before the evaluation started.

Her nose twitched furiously the entire time.

Her foot thumped once under the hem of her cardigan. A single thump against the resonant stone floor that echoed through the emptying hall.

She pretended nothing happened.

“I’m Hazel,” she said. “Hazel Softpaw. Research division.” Another thump. She shifted her weight. “The floor has unusual acoustic properties.”

“Soren Halcroft.”

“I know.” She adjusted her glasses again. The frames left small red marks on the bridge of her nose. “I’ve been researching multi-bond Warren history since before you arrived. Your evaluation just validated three years of my academic work.” She paused. Her pale blue eyes held mine with an intensity that belied the scholarly framing. Her nose slowed for half a second, then resumed at full speed. “Noted for the methodology.”

She was vibrating with barely contained academic excitement. And something else. Something her papers would never acknowledge.

A voice from behind Hazel: “Standard protocol for unassessed predator-blood arrivals requires direct monitoring.”

I looked past the scholar.

Dara Blackstrike stood at military attention near the platform steps. Jet-black hair tied back for combat. Black ears sharp and upright. Warrior-athletic build in tight combat leathers that showed every line of defined muscle: firm core, powerful thighs, toned arms with training wraps at the wrists. Warm olive skin gleamed under the hall’s crystalline lighting. Golden-amber eyes evaluated me with the precision of a targeting system. Battle scars crossed her shoulders and abs like medals she’d earned with her body.

Her nose was twitching.

She did not acknowledge her nose.

“I volunteered as his assigned escort and monitor,” Dara said, addressing Elowen rather than me. “The evaluation crystal produced a compatibility rating that warrants direct field assessment before any bunnygirl makes bonding decisions based on potentially faulty crystal data.”

“And what was the compatibility rating?” Elowen asked.

Dara’s jaw tightened. “Paradoxically High.”

A beat of silence.

“I intend to disprove it through direct assessment.” Her foot started thumping the moment she finished the sentence. Hard, rhythmic, against the stone floor. She looked down at it. Seized her own ankle mid-stride without breaking her military posture. “The stone is uneven here.”

The stone was polished flat. In a formal hall. That had been maintained for centuries.

“Approved,” Elowen said, and there was something in her tone that might have been amusement if she were the type to show it.

I looked between them. The scholar with the furious nose, the warrior with the thumping foot, and the ice-queen in the front row whose ear jewelry caught the light as she finally, finally looked at me.

She held my gaze for exactly two seconds. Analytical. Measuring. Her ice-blue eyes catalogued me with the efficiency of someone running a proprietary algorithm against a database of predetermined criteria. I could practically feel the scoring rubric being applied: musculature, stance, jaw structure, the way I held myself under the weight of sixty pairs of swiveling ears.

Then she opened the leather-bound book in her lap, consulted a page with color-coded tabs, and wrote something in a margin so small I couldn’t read it from the platform. Her pen moved with precision. Whatever she was noting, it required exactly seven strokes and a period.

Her foot thumped once more.

She turned the page.

I had been evaluated by a crystal, assessed by a matriarch, threatened by a Warden, and protected by a Warren Mother, all in the space of twenty minutes. My predator-blood had been identified. My Warren Weaver capacity had been activated. And every bunnygirl in the room was processing two simultaneous signals from my scent: run and stay. Both at once. Neither winning.

And the bunnygirl who concerned me most was the one sitting in the front row scoring my jawline in a leather-bound genealogical registry.

In the far gallery, half-hidden behind a stone pillar, a fourth bunnygirl watched from a position that suggested she’d been there for a while. Honey-gold ears, fully upright. Short copper-gold bob catching the light like wildflower honey. Bright amber eyes with a spark in them that had nothing to do with the evaluation and everything to do with whatever her nose was telling her.

Poppy Sundash.

She wasn’t in the formal section. She was in the far student gallery, leaning against the pillar with her arms crossed and her tail bobbing rapidly. She’d transferred into my warren before the evaluation started. She was already assigned to my quarters. She’d been sitting in my burrow for an hour, reading my file.

She caught me looking. Grinned. Her tail bobbed faster.

She mouthed something I couldn’t read from this distance. Her tail was bobbing at a speed that suggested the message was either very enthusiastic or very inappropriate. Possibly both.

Then she disappeared behind the pillar, and her honey-gold ears vanished into the crowd of dispersing students.

[System — Warren Status: Lv1] [XP: 0/1,000] [STR 9 | AGI 11 | INT 12 | VIT 10 | CHA 13 | LUCK 14] [Bonds: Poppy 0 | Hazel 0 | Dara 0 | Yvaine 0 | Gwen 0 | Fern 0] [Harmony Shards: 0 | Warren Rank: Lone Digger (Merit 0%)] [Harmony Wards: 0/40] [Prove your bonds are unity, not subjugation.]

The golden text hung in my vision for five seconds. The final line pulsed once before fading.

Unity, not subjugation.

Right.

I stepped off the platform. Dara fell into position exactly three meters behind me, maintaining the distance like it was regulation. Hazel followed at approximately one meter, nose twitching, notebooks clutched against her chest, glasses fogging with every step closer.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Lone Digger Quarters,” Dara said. “Your assigned warren.”

“The common room has no chairs,” Hazel added helpfully. “Bunnygirls sit in contact clusters on cushioned floor recesses. You’ll need to adapt your seating expectations.”

“My seating expectations are pretty flexible.”

“That’s… good.” Hazel’s nose twitched. “Noted.”

We walked through corridors of warm earth. The transition from the formal hall’s stone to the warren’s packed earth was immediate and striking: like stepping from a courthouse into a home. The amber light returned. The cushioned floors absorbed our steps. Dried wildflowers in clay alcoves scented the air with the persistent sweetness I was learning to associate with safety. Round doorways marked with scent-signs and claw-groove patterns led to burrows and passages I hadn’t explored. Bunnygirls tracked us with swiveling ears and twitching noses as we passed.

Dara maintained her regulation distance the entire walk. Not a centimeter closer. Not a centimeter further. Her nose worked overtime, rapid-fire twitches she couldn’t suppress. She did not acknowledge it. I asked one question about the route. She answered in one word. Her foot thumped against the cushioned floor. She grabbed it mid-stride without breaking pace.

“Proximity response to predator-blood scent. Non-diagnostic,” she said.

The floor was cushioned. Perfectly even. The diagnosis was not convincing.

I did not point this out.

The Lone Digger Quarters opened into a circular common room with no chairs. Cushioned floor recesses lined the walls, arranged in clusters that suggested communal sitting. A merit board glowed with runic displays on the far wall. The warm burrow corner occupied the back of the room: layered cushions and blankets in an alcove designed for bodies piled together.

I looked for a place to sit.

The only raised surface was a storage bench near the entrance. I sat on it.

A passing bunnygirl with tawny ears stopped. Stared at me. Stared at the bench. “That’s for drying herbs.”

I stood up.

There was nowhere to stand that wasn’t someone’s sitting space. I hovered in the center of the room like a human without a category. The bunnygirls in the common room tracked my hovering with the detached curiosity of people watching someone discover that their entire spatial framework was wrong.

I chose a floor recess. Sat down. The cushion absorbed me like the building was trying to hug me. Deeper than expected. My knees ended up somewhere near my chest. Two bunnygirls in the adjacent recess shifted to give me room, their ears tracking me with the cautious interest of creatures who weren’t sure if the new thing was fascinating or concerning.

Their noses twitched.

Everyone’s noses were always twitching. The constant background twitch of bunnygirl life: a perpetual exchange happening in a frequency my senses weren’t tuned to. Every emotional shift, every arousal spike, every mood change broadcasted through pheromones and processed by noses working overtime.

The common room had a specific warmth to it that went beyond temperature. Dried wildflowers hung from hooks near the entrance: the same purple and gold and white as everywhere else, providing the persistent sweet scent that I was starting to associate with safety. Which was probably the point. The merit board glowed softly, runic displays showing Warren standings that I couldn’t read yet. A grooming circle was in progress near the warm burrow corner: three bunnygirls working through each other’s ears with the comfortable silence of a practiced ritual.

They all looked at me when I sat down. Then they looked at each other. Then the nose-signal conversation started. Rapid micro-twitches between three noses, accompanied by ear adjustments so subtle I would have missed them if I hadn’t been watching for exactly this.

I was learning to watch for this.

Whatever they concluded, one of them shrugged and returned to grooming. Another’s tail bobbed twice. The third adjusted her position so her back was no longer facing me. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Just aware.

This was going to be my life. An existence mediated through signals I could see but couldn’t read, scents I couldn’t smell, and a body language dictionary I didn’t possess. A predator-blood human learning to navigate a prey-species world through observation alone.

Dara took a position against the far wall, arms crossed, ears sharp and upright, maintaining her three-meter perimeter. Her foot thumped once against the padded floor. Silenced by the cushioning. She looked almost grateful for the acoustic mercy.

“I will be monitoring from this position,” she said. “My shift ends at 2200. A replacement monitor will take the second shift.”

“You’re posting guards?”

“I am establishing a security rotation. Standard protocol for predator-blood arrivals.”

“Is that real protocol?”

“It is now.” Her foot thumped again. She crossed her ankles to contain it. “I wrote the protocol this morning.”

She had written a monitoring protocol specifically for me. In the time between the evaluation and this moment. The dedication to bureaucratic self-justification was almost impressive.

Hazel settled into the recess beside me and immediately opened three notebooks. Her pen began moving. Her nose twitched. Her foot started a soft rhythm against the floor that the thump-padding mercifully muffled. Her oversized cardigan had fallen open enough to reveal the curve of her collarbone and the top of what appeared to be a very scholarly camisole underneath. She noticed me noticing. Pulled the cardigan tighter. Her nose-twitching doubled in speed.

“For documentation purposes,” she said, adjusting her glasses, “the Archive Burrow ventilation system creates variable air currents that affect nasal sensitivity. This is well documented.”

“I didn’t ask about your nose.”

“I know. I was pre-empting.” She flipped to a fresh page. “I have significant documentation to complete regarding today’s evaluation results. The Warren Weaver activation sequence alone warrants a preliminary analysis paper. The predator-blood trace requires a separate methodology.” She began writing. Stopped. Looked at the page. Started again. “I may need to establish a new citation framework for this.”

“For what?”

“For you.” She adjusted her glasses. They fogged. She adjusted them again. “You’re unprecedented. There’s no existing academic template for documenting a live Warren Weaver activation. The last recorded case predates the current citation standards by three centuries.” She paused. Her pen scratched the notebook. Scrape-dig compulsion. Not deliberate. The pen was making marks deeper than ink required. “I’ll need to create one.”

Her dedication to framing her obvious fascination as academic rigor was both transparent and oddly endearing.

Through the common room entrance, I caught a glimpse of Voss’s aide passing in the corridor. He didn’t enter. But his pace was deliberate, his head turning at each junction, his tablet out and active. He was studying the warren layout with the focused attention of someone building a map he’d use later. Every intersection noted. Every doorway logged. The systematic cataloguing of a man who expected to return.

I watched him go. A chill settled in my chest that had nothing to do with the warren’s temperature.

The bunnygirl who had been eating herbs near the entrance watched the aide too. Her ears flattened. Her tail tucked. When the aide passed out of sight, she relaxed, but not all the way. The wariness lingered in her posture.

Whatever the Wardens represented to these bunnygirls, it wasn’t protection.

Somewhere in the warren, Poppy Sundash was almost certainly doing something I probably should have been worried about.
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