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Chapter 1 — The Boy With Rabbit Ears

[image: ]


Morning in Maple Village always arrived slowly.

The sky never rushed into brightness there.

Instead, pale sunlight would quietly spill across the hills little by little, brushing over rooftops, sleepy gardens, and narrow stone roads still wet from the cold night air.

Lio Hart liked mornings before everyone else woke up.

The village felt softer during those hours.

Kinder.

Quieter.

He sat alone on the wooden steps outside his small house while holding a piece of bread wrapped in thin paper. His school bag rested beside him, old and slightly faded near the corners.

The oversized cream-colored hoodie he wore looked too large for his thin body.

Two small rabbit ears hung from the hood behind his head.

His mother had sewn them years ago.

Even now, he still refused to wear anything else.

Across the road, flower pots swayed gently near neighboring houses. Somewhere nearby, birds chirped lazily from electric wires.

Lio took a small bite from his bread while staring at the empty road.

Peaceful moments never lasted long.

The front door creaked open behind him.

“Elena! Morning!”

A cheerful voice echoed from the next house.

Mrs. Porter stood near her fence holding a basket filled with vegetables.

Lio immediately lowered his head slightly.

His fingers tightened around the bread.

His mother stepped outside moments later, still wearing her sewing apron.

“Good morning,” Elena replied warmly.

“You’re up early again.”

Mrs. Porter laughed softly.

“Not as early as your little rabbit.”

Lio froze for half a second.

Even though the nickname was harmless from adults, hearing it still made his shoulders tense.

Mrs. Porter noticed immediately.

“Oh dear, I didn’t mean to embarrass him again.”

“It’s okay,” Elena said gently.

Lio quietly stood from the steps.

“I should go now.”

“But school starts in thirty minutes,” Elena said.

“I want to walk slowly.”

That answer was enough for her.

She understood him better than anyone else.

Elena crouched slightly before fixing the collar of his hoodie carefully.

“You remembered your sketchbook?”

Lio nodded once.

“And lunch?”

Another nod.

His mother smiled softly.

“Then have a good day.”

For a brief second, Lio hesitated.

Then he quietly leaned forward and hugged her.

It only lasted two seconds.

Maybe three.

But Elena’s eyes immediately softened with warmth.

“See you later, Little Rabbit.”

This time, the nickname sounded safe.

Lio gave a tiny nod before beginning his walk toward school.

The roads through Maple Village curved gently between small homes, old shops, and gardens overflowing with spring flowers.

Most mornings, Lio preferred taking the longer route.

Not because he enjoyed walking.

But because fewer children used that road.

He passed the bakery near the corner street.

Warm bread smells drifted through the open windows.

Mr. Lewis, the owner, waved happily from inside.

“Morning, rabbit boy!”

Lio quickly bowed his head politely.

“Morning...”

His voice came out barely above a whisper.

Mr. Lewis chuckled kindly before returning to work.

Lio continued walking.

The farther he walked, the tighter his chest slowly became.

School.

Even thinking about it made his stomach feel strange.

Children were loud.

Classrooms were loud.

Even chairs scraping against floors sounded sharp enough to make him uncomfortable.

He adjusted the sleeves covering part of his hands.

Then—

“HEY! LITTLE RABBIT!”

Lio flinched instantly.

Three boys stood near the vending machines ahead.

Darren Cole stood in the middle with his usual grin.

Tall for his age.

Messy brown hair.

Always loud.

Always surrounded by others.

“There he is,” Darren laughed.

“Look at those ears.”

One of the boys behind him snickered.

“Do rabbits even go to school?”

Lio lowered his gaze immediately.

His fingers curled slightly against his sleeves.

“Leave me alone,” he murmured.

“What was that?”

Darren stepped closer.

“You gotta speak louder.”

Lio’s heartbeat quickened.

The road suddenly felt too narrow.

Too bright.

Too crowded.

He hated this feeling.

Hated how his throat locked every time someone cornered him.

Darren reached toward the rabbit ears hanging behind Lio’s hood.

Before he could touch them—

“Move.”

A girl’s voice cut cleanly through the air.

Everyone turned.

A girl carrying a sketchbook stood near the roadside fence.

Short dark hair.

Paint stains on her sleeves.

Sharp eyes filled with annoyance.

Mina Vale.

Darren clicked his tongue immediately.

“Oh great. It’s the cloud girl.”

Mina walked closer without fear.

“You bothering him again?”

“We’re just talking.”

“You call that talking?”

Darren rolled his eyes dramatically.

“Why do you always protect him?”

Mina shrugged.

“Because unlike you, he actually knows how to stay quiet.”

The boys behind Darren burst into laughter.

This time at him.

Darren’s face immediately soured.

“Tch. Whatever.”

He stepped back before pointing lazily toward Lio.

“You’re still weird, rabbit boy.”

Then the three boys walked away toward school.

Silence finally returned.

Lio kept staring at the ground.

Mina looked at him for a second.

“You okay?”

He nodded weakly.

“You always nod instead of talking?”

Another small nod.

Mina blinked.

Then unexpectedly laughed.

Not mockingly.

Not cruelly.

Just genuinely amused.

“That’s actually kind of impressive.”

Lio slowly looked up for the first time.

Morning wind moved gently through the trees above them.

Mina adjusted the sketchbook under her arm before tilting her head slightly.

“I’ve seen you drawing near the river before.”

Lio froze.

“You draw almost every evening, right?”

“...Sometimes.”

“See? You can talk.”

His ears turned slightly red.

Mina smiled faintly.

Then her eyes drifted toward his hoodie.

“The rabbit ears are cute, by the way.”

Lio looked away instantly.

Most people laughed at them.

But Mina said it naturally.

Like it wasn’t strange at all.

“I should go,” he murmured quietly.

“Then let’s walk together.”

Lio blinked.

“...Why?”

Mina shrugged casually.

“Because school is less annoying when you walk with someone.”

Without waiting for permission, she started walking ahead.

After several seconds of hesitation—

Lio slowly followed behind her.

And for the first time in a very long while,

the road to school did not feel quite as lonely anymore.

The classroom smelled faintly like chalk and wet umbrellas.

Students moved noisily between desks while morning conversations filled the air like buzzing insects bouncing endlessly against the walls.

Lio quietly followed Mina inside.

Immediately, several students glanced toward them.

Some looked surprised.

Others simply curious.

After all, Lio almost never walked beside anyone.

Mina ignored every stare and dropped into her seat near the windows.

Lio headed toward the back corner of the classroom where his desk waited beside a bookshelf missing one of its doors.

His favorite place.

Hidden enough to breathe.

He carefully sat down while pulling his sketchbook halfway out of his bag.

Just touching it helped calm him.

Outside the classroom windows, pale clouds drifted slowly across the spring sky.

Mina noticed him staring.

“You really like looking outside, huh?”

Lio looked startled that she was speaking to him again.

“...It’s quieter.”

“That makes sense.”

Before the conversation could continue, the classroom door opened.

Their teacher stepped inside carrying several books against her chest.

“Good morning, everyone.”

“Good morning, Ms. Bell!”

Unlike most adults in school, Ms. Bell never raised her voice unnecessarily.

Maybe that was why Lio disliked her class the least.

She placed the books onto her desk before adjusting her glasses.

“Before we begin today’s lesson,” she said, “I want everyone to write something.”

A wave of groans immediately spread across the room.

“Aw, come on...”

“What kind of writing?”

Ms. Bell smiled knowingly.

“A simple one.”

She picked up a piece of chalk and wrote carefully across the board.

"What is your dream?"

The classroom slowly quieted.

Some students immediately began whispering excitedly.

Others looked confused.

Lio stared silently at the words on the board.

Dream.

His fingers unconsciously tightened around the edge of his sketchbook.

Ms. Bell turned back toward the class.

“You don’t need to write something grand,” she explained gently.

“It can be anything. A place you want to see. Something you want to create. Someone you hope to become someday.”

Darren immediately raised his hand dramatically.

“I’m gonna be a famous soccer player.”

Several boys cheered loudly.

Ms. Bell laughed softly.

“You still need to write it down properly.”

Mina spun her pencil between her fingers.

“I want to paint murals across different cities.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Ms. Bell said.

Then—

Her eyes moved toward the back corner.

“And you, Lio?”

The room suddenly felt very warm.

Several students turned toward him immediately.

Lio lowered his gaze.

“...I don’t know.”

It was a lie.

He knew.

He always knew.

But saying dreams out loud felt dangerous somehow.

As if people could break them more easily once spoken.

Ms. Bell didn’t push further.

“That’s okay,” she said kindly.

“You can think about it.”

The scratching of pencils soon filled the classroom.

Lio stared at the blank paper in front of him for almost a full minute.

Then slowly—

he began writing.

Not quickly.

Not confidently.

But honestly.

I want to build a small place where people can feel warm and safe.

His pencil paused.

Then he added another sentence beneath it.

Even lonely people.

For a few seconds, he simply stared at the words.

His chest felt strangely tight.

Not painful.

Just vulnerable.

As though a hidden part of himself now existed outside his own heart.

Suddenly—

A folded paper ball hit his shoulder lightly.

Lio flinched.

Several quiet snickers came from across the room.

He slowly unfolded the paper beneath his desk.

Inside was a badly drawn rabbit face with huge ears.

"Careful. Hunters are coming."

More muffled laughter followed.

Lio quickly crumpled the paper shut.

His face lowered further toward the desk.

The familiar heaviness returned immediately.

That cold feeling.

Like wanting to disappear.

From across the room, Mina noticed everything.

Her expression darkened slightly.

But before she could speak—

Ms. Bell clapped her hands softly.

“Alright, everyone. Put your papers on my desk before lunch.”

Chairs scraped against the floor.

Students stood and stretched lazily.

As the classroom grew noisy again, Lio quietly slipped the crumpled paper deep into his pocket.

No one needed to know things like that bothered him.

No one needed to know how small they could make him feel.

Especially not Mina.

Lunch break arrived under cloudy skies.

Most students gathered outside near the courtyard, where voices and laughter echoed across the school grounds.

Lio sat alone beneath the staircase near the storage hall.

His usual place.

Hidden.

Quiet.

Safe.

He opened his lunchbox carefully.

Rice.

Egg rolls.

Tiny tomato slices shaped like flowers.

His mother always tried making lunch look cheerful.

Even on difficult days.

Lio smiled faintly at the sight.

Then—

“You really do hide here every day.”

He looked up immediately.

Mina stood nearby holding two cartons of milk.

Without asking permission, she sat beside him against the wall.

Lio stiffened slightly.

“...How did you find me?”

“You’re easy to find.”

“That sounds bad.”

“It kind of is.”

She handed him one of the milk cartons.

Lio hesitated.

“...I don’t have money to pay you back.”

“It’s just milk, Lio.”

Hearing his name spoken so casually caught him off guard.

Most classmates only called him Little Rabbit.

He slowly accepted the drink.

“Thank you.”

Mina opened her own milk before glancing sideways at him.

“You know,” she said, “you should stop hanging around people who make you feel small.”

Lio looked down quietly.

“It’s not that easy.”

“Maybe not.”

Mina rested her chin against her knees.

“But you shouldn’t believe them either.”

Silence settled gently between them.

Not awkward.

Just calm.

Somewhere outside, students shouted while chasing a soccer ball across the field.

Lio stared at the unopened milk carton in his hands.

Then quietly asked,

“Why are you talking to me?”

Mina blinked.

“What kind of question is that?”

“You could talk to anyone else.”

“But I’m talking to you.”

“...Why?”

For a moment, Mina looked genuinely thoughtful.

Then she smiled faintly.

“Because you look like someone who carries entire worlds inside his head.”

Lio froze slightly.

No one had ever described him like that before.

Mina leaned back against the wall.

“And honestly?” she added.

“I think people like that are interesting.”

For the first time that day,

Lio smiled a little.

A very small smile.

But real enough for Mina to notice immediately.

“There,” she said proudly.

“You actually look human now.”

Lio quickly looked away again, embarrassed.

And beside the quiet hallway window,
while soft afternoon light slipped across the floor,
something warm and unfamiliar quietly began growing inside the lonely little rabbit’s heart.

The afternoon sky turned silver before school ended.

Clouds drifted low above Maple Village, carrying the faint smell of incoming rain through the open classroom windows.

Most students were already restless.

Chairs squeaked.

Pencils tapped impatiently.

Someone near the front yawned loudly enough to make half the class laugh.

Lio remained quiet at his desk.

His eyes stayed fixed on the sketchbook hidden beneath his textbook.

While Ms. Bell explained fractions at the board, his pencil moved slowly across the page underneath.

Tiny lanterns.

Flower pots.

Wooden tables beside warm windows.

A little bell hanging above a café door.

His dream place.

The same dream he always drew.

The only place inside his imagination where nobody laughed at him.

“You should at least make the roof straighter.”

Lio nearly jumped.

He turned quickly.

Mina leaned sideways from the desk beside his row, casually peeking toward the sketchbook.

“You scared me.”

“That means you were too focused.”

She pointed lightly at the drawing.

“What is this place?”

Lio instinctively tried closing the sketchbook.

But Mina stopped him gently.

“Wait.”

Her voice softened slightly.

“I’m not making fun of it.”

Lio hesitated.

Then slowly loosened his grip.

Mina studied the drawing carefully.

Unlike everyone else, she looked at it seriously.

Like it mattered.

“You drew all this yourself?”

He nodded once.

“It’s nice,” she murmured.

Very nice, actually.

Lio quietly looked away before his face could grow red again.

“It’s stupid.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It’s just a dream.”

“Dreams are supposed to be dreams.”

He stared silently at the page.

“...People say it’s childish.”

Mina shrugged.

“Adults say lots of boring things.”

That answer almost made him laugh.

Almost.

Before either of them could continue—

“Mr. Hart.”

Lio immediately straightened.

Ms. Bell stood near the board with crossed arms, though amusement flickered in her eyes.

“If your secret artwork is more interesting than mathematics, perhaps you’d like to present it to the entire class?”

Several students laughed lightly.

Lio’s stomach dropped instantly.

“No—”

“It’s okay,” Ms. Bell interrupted gently.

“You can keep drawing after class.”

Lio lowered his head quickly.

“...Sorry.”

The lesson continued.

But his hands felt colder afterward.

Even harmless attention exhausted him.

Especially when the whole room looked his way.

Finally, the last school bell rang.

Students burst from their seats immediately like birds escaping a cage.

Conversations flooded the room all at once.

“See you tomorrow!”

“Hurry up!”

“Wait for me!”

Lio packed his things quietly and slowly as usual.

He preferred leaving after most students were already gone.

Less noise.

Less staring.

Less chance of Darren stopping him again.

Mina swung her bag over one shoulder.

“You heading home now?”

Lio nodded.

“Same.”

She paused briefly before adding,

“There’s a river path behind the old market.”

Lio looked up slightly.

“It’s quieter than the main road.”

“...Oh.”

“I figured you’d like that.”

For some reason, hearing someone notice little things about him felt strange.

Not unpleasant.

Just unfamiliar.

They left school together beneath darkening clouds.

The streets of Maple Village looked softer in the late afternoon light.

Shop owners placed signs indoors before rain arrived.

Bicycle wheels splashed through tiny puddles left from earlier drizzles.

The smell of fresh bread floated through the cold air again.

Mina walked casually beside him while balancing along the edge of the sidewalk curb.

“You really don’t talk much, huh?”

“I talk.”

“Barely.”

Lio quietly adjusted his sleeves.

“...Talking too much is tiring.”

“That,” Mina said immediately, “is the smartest thing I’ve heard all day.”

He glanced at her briefly.

Mina smiled proudly at herself.

They turned onto the river path behind the market district.

Everything immediately became quieter.

Tall grass swayed beside narrow stone trails.

The river flowed gently beneath an old iron
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