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  Chapter 1
Everyone Can See You


The fleece smelled like home. Like yesterday and the day before—familiar layers of hay dust and Blanche’s warm-grass scent and the faint salt from their own paws. Beatrice tucked her nose deeper into the soft pile, breathing the safe darkness while the distant world rumbled beyond the cage bars. 
Vibrations traveled through the counter beneath her. Soft thuds from somewhere far away, a rhythm she’d learned meant the Tall Ones moving in their separate spaces. The floor hummed with footsteps that never came close. Their cage lived in shadows here, tucked against the back wall where the brightness couldn’t reach and the sharp sounds stayed muffled.
Somewhere across the room, food rustled. Paper crinkled, a drawer opened. Beatrice’s ears swiveled forward. The Tall One who fed them—the one who smelled like vanilla flowers—moved through the space with her quick, light steps.
Beatrice launched. Her back legs coiled and released, sending her straight up into the air. Four inches, maybe five. The world blurred for half a heartbeat before her paws found the fleece again, landing clean. Her chest filled with the joy of it—the perfect jump, the way her body understood exactly how to fly.
Blanche rumbled from the hut entrance. A low, rolling sound that meant mine and stay and I’m watching. She hip-swayed toward Beatrice, head lifted, with that purring vibration steady in her throat.
Beatrice backed up three steps. She let Blanche sniff her ears, her flanks. Let the older guinea pig’s chin press against her shoulder until Beatrice ducked her head low. The touch came next—Blanche’s paws on her hindquarters, the weight holding her still for three seconds while the purring continued.
Then it ended. Blanche’s rough tongue scraped across Beatrice’s forehead twice. The grooming meant safe and mine and you belong here. Beatrice leaned into it, letting the warmth settle through her chest.
The shadows stayed soft. The counter stayed still. Everything smelled like home.


      ***
New smell.
Beatrice’s nose lifted before her eyes opened. Not the vanilla-flower scent from across the room. This one close, sharp, RIGHT THERE—vanilla but wrong, mixed with something sour and metallic that made her whiskers tingle.
The counter shook.
Not footsteps. Not the gentle thud of the Tall One approaching. This vibration came from beneath them, from the cage itself. Metal rattled against metal. Beatrice’s legs locked, pressing her belly into the fleece.
The world tilted.
Hands—massive, warm, pressing against the bars from both sides. The cage lurched upward. Beatrice’s stomach dropped as the solid counter disappeared beneath her paws. Blanche’s alarm cry cut through the air, a sharp chut-chut-chut that meant danger and wrong and MOVE.
But there was nowhere to move. The floor was gone. They swung through empty space, the whole world reduced to the fleece beneath them and the bars surrounding them and the terrible nothing under their paws. Beatrice’s claws dug into the fabric, her heart slamming so hard it hurt.
The Tall One’s smell wrapped around everything now. That sour-metal scent poured off her skin, soaking the air. Cortisol. The stress-smell that meant strain and effort and working hard. It mixed with the vanilla until Beatrice couldn’t separate them anymore.
Movement. The cage swung slightly as the Tall One walked. Beatrice’s peripheral vision caught blurs—the room sliding past, shapes shifting, the shadows falling away. Brightness pushed in from new angles. The familiar back-wall darkness peeled away with each step.
Then down. The cage settled onto a new surface. Harder. Colder. The metal bars touched a different kind of counter, one that sent sharper vibrations through the fleece when it made contact.
Beatrice’s nose twitched, searching. The scent map was all wrong. No back wall musk. No soft-shadow smell. Instead: chemical bite of dry-erase markers. Plastic scent from nearby desks. Dust particles catching sunlight. And underneath everything, a faint electronic hum she’d never noticed before.
Something touched her whiskers.
Not a hand. Not anything solid. An invisible current flowing from above, cold and constant. It bent her whiskers backward, pressed against her ears, made the fleece ripple in tiny waves. The Cold River—that’s what it was. Air moving where air shouldn’t move, pouring down from the ceiling in a stream she couldn’t see.
“Now everyone can see you!”
The Tall One’s voice rang out high and bright. Happy. The kind of sound that usually meant food or treats or good things coming. But the pitch was wrong—too sharp, too loud, bouncing off surfaces too close. Beatrice’s body compressed, making her smaller.
Three body-lengths away, enormous shapes hulked in rows. Student desks. She could see them now in her side vision—huge, looming, so much closer than they’d ever been before. The predator-sized blurs filled her whole field of view.
Light stabbed in from the right. Direct, bright, coming from somewhere that wasn’t the ceiling. Window. They were near a window now. The brightness pressed against her eyes, making her squint.
The Tall One’s footsteps faded. That quick rhythm moving away, returning to wherever Tall Ones went. The cage settled into stillness.
Beatrice didn’t move. Couldn’t. Her legs stayed locked against the fleece. The Cold River poured over her back. The brightness pushed in from the side. The chemical smells burned in her nose. And beneath her paws, the new counter hummed with a different vibration entirely.
Blanche pressed against her flank. Warm. Solid. Rumbling a low sound that might have meant safe if anything was safe anymore.


      ***
The food smell cut through the chemical haze. Vegetables—green and fresh, the kind that meant rewards. Beatrice’s nose lifted, her body responding before her mind could catch up. The Tall One was back, leaning over the cage, her vanilla-flower scent mixing with cucumber.
The cucumber piece dropped into the food bowl. A green blur in her side vision landed with a soft thunk against the ceramic.
Beatrice’s legs uncoiled. The fear compressed into a tight ball in her chest, but the cucumber smell unwound something deeper—the old pattern, the one learned in the Before place with the bright lights and the other guinea pigs and the constant stream of Tall Ones who smelled like excitement. Jump, get food. Perform, stay safe.
She launched.
Four inches up, maybe five and a half. Her body sensed the motion perfectly—legs coiling, spine arching, that perfect moment of weightlessness at the peak. The world blurred. The fleece rushed up to meet her paws. Clean landing, all four feet hitting together.
Her throat opened. The wheek poured out—ascending notes climbing from low to high, each one pushed by the joy vibrating in her chest. Food! and Here! and Me! The sound filled the cage, bounced off the bars, announced her presence to every Tall One in the room.
“Good girl!” The Tall One’s voice came softer now. Pleased. A hand descended, massive and warm, dropping another cucumber piece right in front of Beatrice’s nose.
She grabbed it with her teeth. The crisp flesh crunched as she bit down. Cool juice flooded her mouth. Her jaws worked quickly, reducing the slice to pulp, then to nothing. The reward settled into her belly—solid proof that the old rules still worked. Jump equals food. Perform equals safety.
Blanche hip-swayed over, chin raised, claiming her share. Beatrice ducked low, let the dominant pig sniff the remaining cucumber, waited for permission. Blanche’s teeth closed around the bigger piece. The hierarchy held, same as always.
Thirty seconds. Maybe forty. Just enough time for the cucumber taste to fade, for Beatrice’s heart to drop back to its normal rhythm. She groomed her paws, licking the juice from her toes.
The desk vibrated.
Different pattern. Not footsteps. Sharper, more concentrated. The surface right next to the cage shook with a new presence—something settling onto it, weight pressing down close to the bars.
Click.
The sound was small. Audible. A mechanical snap—1000 Hz, maybe less—lasting only a fraction of a second. But it carved itself into Beatrice’s awareness like a claw mark.
Her body locked.
Legs frozen mid-groom. Paw still lifted near her mouth. Every muscle rigid, responding to something her consciousness hadn’t processed yet. The freeze response slammed through her nervous system—ancient, involuntary, the thing that happened when running wouldn’t work.
The whine began.
Not a sound. Not exactly. Pressure. Building in her skull from both sides, like invisible hands squeezing her head. Sharp needles pushed behind her eyes. Her chest compressed, the air inside suddenly too thick to breathe. The sensation climbed—25,000 Hz, 30,000, maybe higher—frequencies her body registered as pain even though the Tall Ones would never hear them.
Three seconds. Four. Five.
Beatrice’s heart slammed against her ribs—280 beats per minute, 300, faster than it had ever gone. The pressure in her skull peaked, holding steady at a level that made her vision darken at the edges. Her lungs locked mid-breath. The cucumber taste turned sour in her mouth.
Then her legs unlocked.
Pure instinct drove her backward. She scrambled toward the rear of the cage, fleece bunching under her paws, body low and desperate. Eight inches of movement, ten, until her hindquarters hit the back bars.
The pressure didn’t change.
The whine followed her, filled every corner of the cage, pushed into her skull from all directions at once. Distance meant nothing. The bars meant nothing. The sound—if it was even a sound—came from everywhere and nowhere, omnidirectional and inescapable.
It stopped.
The pressure vanished like it had never existed. Beatrice stood frozen against the back bars, her whole body trembling. Her heart wouldn’t slow down. Each breath came too fast, too shallow. Her legs felt wrong—weak, like they might collapse if she tried to move.
Thirty seconds. She counted them in heartbeats—240 beats, still elevated, still racing. The world slowly came back into focus. The Cold River still poured over her back. The brightness still stabbed in from the window. The cucumber smell still lingered in her nose.
Blanche arrived beside her. The older guinea pig’s chin lifted, then pressed against Beatrice’s shoulder. The rumble started low, vibrating through the contact point. Mine. Safe. I’m here.
Then Blanche’s paws settled on Beatrice’s hindquarters. The weight held her still while the purring continued. Three seconds. Four. The dominance display that said I protect you and You belong to me and Submit so I can help.
Beatrice stood still. Let it happen. Let Blanche’s tongue scrape across her ears, her cheeks, the space between her eyes. The grooming smoothed something jagged in her chest.
When Blanche finally moved away, Beatrice’s legs still trembled. But she could breathe again.


      ***
The room changed around them. Scents shifted as students moved—backpack fabric, pencil graphite, the cheese-smell of crackers at snack time. Lunch cooking somewhere distant, making the air thick with oil and salt. The world cycling through its patterns while Beatrice stayed pressed against the back corner.
Click.
Her body locked before the thought could form. Legs rigid. Heart rate spiking. The whine built again—pressure, needles, crushing—and this time she didn’t try to run. Running hadn’t worked. Distance hadn’t mattered. She just froze and waited for it to end.
Three seconds. Four. Five.
It stopped. Her legs trembled. Recovery took longer this time—forty seconds before she could move normally, fifty before her breathing evened out.
The students moved past the cage. Their enormous shapes filled her side vision, close enough to touch if she’d been at the front bars. But she stayed back. Pressed into the corner where the Cold River hit hardest but the desks looked smaller.
Blanche rumbled from the hut entrance. A low warning that meant stay close and danger near and I’m watching.
Click.
Again. Beatrice’s body recognized the sequence now. The mechanical snap that came 0.2 seconds before the pain. Her nervous system learned faster than her mind—freezing at the click, before the whine could even start.
The pressure built. The needles pushed. Her heart slammed. Three seconds. Four. Five.
When it stopped this time, she didn’t move at all. Just stood there, panting, her paws rooted to the fleece.
The Cold River poured down from above. Invisible, constant, bending her whiskers backward with every breath. The brightness from the window pressed against her right side. The chemical smells burned in her nose—markers and plastic and dust and something electronic she couldn’t name.
A vibration built in the floor. Different from the desk-shakes. This one traveled from far away, getting stronger. Footsteps. The rhythm she’d learned meant the Tall One coming back. Quick steps, light, that vanilla-flower scent approaching.
Beatrice’s ears swiveled toward the sound. Her nose twitched, sorting through the chemical haze for that familiar vanilla. The Tall One was returning. The one who’d moved them here. The one who’d given cucumber. The one whose voice had said good girl and everyone can see you in that same bright, happy tone.
The footsteps got closer. The vibration strengthened.
Blanche shifted beside her, their flanks touching. Warm. Solid. The only steady thing in the new wrong world.
The Cold River flowed over them both. The footsteps approached. And somewhere nearby—close, too close—the desk surface waited with its terrible click and the invisible pain that came after.
Beatrice pressed into the corner and didn’t move.






  
  Chapter 2
The Library Nook


The air smelled clean. No thick sharp layers pressed against Popcorn’s nose. She pulled a long breath. The scents moved easy through her nostrils. 
Sharp-sweet-warm floated in the air. It came from six body-lengths away. The smell was citrus-fruit in hot water. She had smelled it yesterday and the day before.
Soft-dust-flower drifted from behind the tall barriers. It smelled like plant-powder. Faint, like dried grass in summer. No sour-metal smell anywhere. No wrong-sharp-sweet that meant sick-creature nearby.
The floor stayed quiet. Popcorn pressed her pads against the cage bottom. Nothing moved beneath her. No vibrations came through the metal bars into her feet. No shaking from big-creature steps. No rumbling from surfaces where hands worked. The cage sat separate from the big surface below it. They did not touch.
Footsteps sounded in the distance. Twenty body-lengths away, maybe more. Soft touches on hard ground. The rhythm stayed even. One-beat-wait-one-beat. Popcorn’s ears turned toward the sound. The steps moved past the cage. They faded. Silence came back.
Thick quiet settled around everything. Popcorn heard her heartbeat in her ears. Thump-thump-thump at a steady pace. Not racing-thunder. Just normal rhythm. S’mores breathed beside her. In-out-in-out. Slow and soft. Water dripped inside the bottle. Tick... tick... tick.
Everything behind and beside her appeared in her vision. The side-seeing caught all movement except straight ahead. Tall barriers surrounded the cage on three sides. Hard surfaces stacked with paper-things. They blocked the view beyond. Walls, not open space.
The air temperature felt the same on all sides of her body. No hot-teeth pressing down from above. No cold-river flowing from the ceiling. The fleece stayed dry and still.
S’mores moved closer. Her small body pressed warm and solid against Popcorn. Popcorn held still. S’mores rested her chin on Popcorn’s shoulder. The weight felt gentle. A soft vibration started in S’mores’ throat. Barely-there rumble. It hummed through where their bodies touched.
Fifteen heartbeats passed. Then twenty. Then more. Neither moved away. Muscles stayed loose. No tightness. No ready-to-run feeling. S’mores’ chin pressed warm against fur. Their breathing matched. Both bodies settled into the fleece.


      ***
The floor vibrated. Light and distant. Ten body-lengths away, maybe twelve. Something small moved toward something else.
Popcorn’s ears turned toward the vibration. Her nose pulled air. She checked for danger-scent. Fear-smell. Anger-smell. Sick-smell. Nothing wrong floated in the space. The footsteps stayed light and uneven. Small-creature, not big-creature. No sour-metal in the air.
She went back to grooming. Her tongue moved over her front paw. But her ears stayed pointed toward the sound.
Wood scraped wood. Low grinding filled the space. Metal squeaked. Turning-turning-turning in circles. Something soft pattered down. Like rain on fleece. Eight heartbeats passed. Then nine. Then ten. The sound stopped.
Popcorn paused. Her tongue stayed against her paw. The sound sat in her ears. She could hear it. But it did not push into her skull. No pressure built behind her eyes. No squeezing from both sides. Just sound. Thing-on-thing. Not creature-sound. Not alive. Not threat.
Small creature’s limb moved in circles. She saw it in side-vision. Everything left and everything right were clear. The movement repeated. Same pattern over and over.
Her heartbeat stayed steady. Thump-thump-thump at normal speed. No racing-thunder. No high-whine cut through the air above the grinding. No sound above what ears could catch. Just the low rumble of wood on wood. Metal on metal. Surfaces meeting.
Popcorn stood on her back legs. Front paws against the bars. Her nose worked fast. Sniff-sniff-sniff. Eight pulls of air per breath. Then ten. She checked for new smells. Wood-smell. Pencil-wood. Fresh-cut and sharp. Metal-smell. Clean and cold. Nothing dangerous.
She dropped to all-fours. Her body did not lock. Her legs did not freeze. Her breathing stayed normal. No pant-pant-pant. No sour-metal smell leaked from her body. No fear-scent.
The grinding stopped. Big-creature made sound-pattern. Low-sound. Calm-vibration in the air. Popcorn did not know what it meant. She could not understand the pieces of noise. But the tone felt safe. Not-angry. Not-scared.
Grooming started again. Right where it stopped. Paw to face. Lick-lick. The cycle finished. This was startle-then-calm. Not startle-then-stone-then-shaking.


      ***
Big creature walked toward the cage. Footsteps soft-soft-soft on the floor. The rhythm was predictable. She knew it from yesterday and the day before. Hands touched the water container. Plastic clicked. Plastic squeaked when it opened. Fresh water smell flooded the air. Clean-cold-mineral. Different from old water that had warmed all morning.
Popcorn moved toward the water-spout. S’mores came from a different angle. Both headed to the same place. Their paths met at the metal tube where water dripped.
Popcorn circled behind S’mores. She positioned her body. Front paws settled on S’mores’ back-end. Weight pressed down. Not hard. Low rumble started in Popcorn’s throat. Soft vibration. One heartbeat... two... three.
S’mores’ ears flattened against her head. Her body went still. Not frozen. Just waiting. She made no sound. No rumble-warning back.
Popcorn stepped off. She moved to S’mores’ head right away. Her teeth found the base of S’mores’ ears. Nibbling gentle. Scraping, not biting. Fifteen heartbeats of grooming. Then twenty.
S’mores’ ears came back to normal. Soft-rumble started in her throat. Barely-there vibration. All-is-well.
Popcorn reached the water-spout first. Her tongue lapped at the tube. Cold water filled her mouth. Eight laps. Nine. Ten. Water slid down her throat.
S’mores backed away. Six body-lengths. Seven. Eight. She sat without moving. She waited.
Thirty heartbeats passed. Then forty. S’mores came forward again. She reached the spout. She drank beside Popcorn. Both tongues lapped at the same tube. No pushing. No rumble-warnings. Both drinking. Both peaceful. S’mores had waited. Popcorn drank first. This was the way.


      ***
Light shifted through the barriers. Sun-position dropped lower. Shadows changed shapes on the floor. Air cooled. Afternoon-pattern. She knew it from body-memory.
A bag rustled in the distance. Many body lengths away. Crinkle-crinkle of a paper thing moving.
Popcorn’s ears turned toward the sound. Her nose pulled air hard. She searched for the scent that should come with that rustle. Green-sweet smell drifted toward her. Fresh-plant. Cold-water smell. Good-smell. Food-smell.
The pattern clicked in her body. Same sun-angle as yesterday. Same rustle-sound. Same green-sweet scent. Food-coming-soon.
A high-sound burst from her throat. Wheek started low then climbed higher-higher-higher. The sound filled her ears. Nothing else existed. Her body moved. Circling the bowl-area. Paws traced an arc around the metal rim.
First circle. Right to left. Wheek kept going without a break. The path matched yesterday’s path. Muscles remembered the route. Second circle. Right to left again. Same as the first. Like always-always-always. Eight heartbeats to finish. Nine. Ten.
S’mores made high-sound too. Softer than Popcorn’s wheek. Quieter. From close by. Her voice echoed Popcorn’s voice.
Sharp-sweet-warm grew stronger. Far-scent became middle-scent became close-scent. Big-creature came closer. Six body-lengths away. Then three. Then one. Soft floor-touches. Closer-closer-closer. Slow rhythm. One-beat-wait-one-beat. Gentle, not sharp. She knew this pattern.
A limb came down from above. Slow movement. No grabbing-sudden. No threat-movement. She saw it in side-vision. Everything-left and everything-right tracked it. The hand-shape lowered toward the cage.
The sound pattern came from big-creature. Low-sound. Popcorn could not understand it. Popcorn did not know what it meant. But the tone felt safe. Not-angry. Not-scared.
Green-plant-things appeared in the bowl. Cold-wet smell. Fresh-cut scent. The limb pulled back up. Slow. Same speed it came down. No sudden movements.
Popcorn’s teeth crunched into the green-thing right away. Juice flooded her tongue. Sweet-bitter-fresh all mixing. No waiting. No testing first. Just eating. The pattern said this was eating-time.
No pain-sound followed. No high-whine cutting into her head. No body-freeze locking her legs. No sour-metal-smell from her skin. Her heart kept a steady rhythm. Thump-thump-thump. No racing-thunder.
The pattern finished like it should. Circle-dance. Then food-appears. Then quiet-continues. Then safe-eating. Soft-rumble vibrated in her throat while she chewed. Quiet throat-vibration during swallowing.
S’mores moved toward the bowl-area. She stopped. Backed away. Six body-lengths retreat. Seven. Eight. She sat. She did not approach. She did not test. She waited.
Thirty heartbeats passed. Forty. S’mores came forward again. Slow and careful. She reached the bowl. She ate beside Popcorn. Their bodies stayed close but did not touch. They shared the space. Peaceful. S’mores had waited. Popcorn ate first. The food lasted for both. Green-things disappeared into two mouths.






  
  Chapter 3
No Safe Corner


The air smelled wrong. Vanilla-flower mixed with something sharp that made Beatrice’s nose twitch. The Tall Ones were coming—not one but many—and their thump-rhythm grew from soft to loud and messy. 
The cage shook. Not hard, just enough to feel through the fleece beneath her paws.
Beatrice moved without thinking. Away from the front edge where the thumps were closest. Away from the bars where Small Squeaker hands could grab. The back corner felt safer, quieter, so she pressed into the fleece and waited.
The Cold River found her immediately.
It poured down from above like invisible water, humming its low mechanical sound—the constant buzz that never stopped. Her whiskers bent backward. The fleece rippled in tiny waves. Cold sank through her fur to touch skin, pulling warmth from her body no matter how tightly she curled.
Behind her, Blanche rumbled low and steady—the sound that meant I am watching. But Blanche stayed by the hut entrance where the warmth lived, where the Cold River couldn’t reach.
Beatrice’s body started to shake. Not from fear but from cold, muscles squeezing tight and releasing over and over to make heat. The shaking burned energy she didn’t have, but it wouldn’t stop.
Outside the cage, thumps grew louder. Blur-shapes in blue and green passed too fast to see clearly. The Small Squeakers were settling into their spots, the ones that surrounded the cage on three sides and filled the air with their voices.
She had to choose. Stay here in the cold, or move toward the chaos?
The Cold River pressed harder, flattening her ears against her head. Each breath hurt when the cold air bit her chest. But moving forward meant blur-shapes that moved without warning and hands that might reach in.
Beatrice stayed.
Her body shook harder. The Cold River was winning.
Blanche rumbled again—louder now, annoyed—but she didn’t cross the cage to help. She kept her warm territory by the hut and left Beatrice alone in the corner where the cold was worst.

      ***The sour-metal smell arrived first.
Beatrice knew it now. The scent that came when bad things were about to happen. It leaked from her own fur after the machine made its sound. It came from Vanilla-Flower when the room got too loud. Right now it was everywhere, making the air taste like fear.
A thump-rhythm approached. Heavy and slow, two beats repeating—that was Vanilla-Flower. Then another rhythm, lighter and faster. A Small Squeaker.
The counter shook when a hand touched near the machine.
The click.
That tiny metal snap, sharp and bright. The sound the Tall One’s hand made when it pushed the button.
Beatrice’s legs locked in place. One heartbeat passed. Two. Her chest stopped moving. Air trapped in her lungs couldn’t escape.
The whine began.
It didn’t come from one direction but from inside her head and all around, pressure building in her skull like something trying to push out through her ears. The sound Tall Ones didn’t seem to hear—the sound that felt like teeth biting her brain.
Three beats. Four. Five.
Her heart was going to explode. Three hundred beats every minute—racing-thunder so wild that her whole body shook with it. But her legs wouldn’t move and her breath wouldn’t come.
The whine stopped.
Air rushed into her lungs too fast, too hard. Her legs trembled but held. The pressure faded slowly from her skull while her heart kept racing with no space between the beats.
She stood perfectly still, waiting for her body to remember how to work.
Cucumber—the smell cut through everything else. Fresh and green and sweet, getting closer with each moment. Beatrice’s nose twitched. Her body wanted food, needed food, but her legs felt weak and wrong.
The smell grew stronger. Six hops away. Five. Four.
Her heart was still racing. Her sides heaved in and out, too fast. But the cucumber was coming.
A shadow fell over the cage. The blur-shape of Vanilla-Flower. The huge pale hand appeared and the cucumber piece dropped into the bowl with a soft thump.
Beatrice’s body moved without asking permission. Toward the bowl. Toward the food. Her legs shook with each step. Her heart hammered. The sour-metal smell of her own fear filled her nose.
She ate.
Her teeth broke through the cool flesh. Juice flooded her mouth. Her throat worked, swallowing, but her sides still heaved and her heart still raced. The pounding wouldn’t stop.
Her stomach didn’t want food when her heart was racing. It wanted to run, to hide, to freeze—not to eat. Eating was for safe times, for calm times, for when her heart went thump-thump instead of this wild pounding.
This was wrong.
But the cucumber tasted good. Vanilla-Flower was watching. If Beatrice didn’t eat, the food might disappear. So she ate while her body screamed at her to do anything else.
The racing went on and on. Even after the cucumber was gone, even after she stood still and tried to calm herself, the racing-thunder wouldn’t slow to its normal rhythm. No recovery. Not yet.

      ***Sharp-sweet-warm came first—the tea smell from far away, mixing with vanilla-flower and the dust-chalk scent of the room. Then came the plastic crinkle-rustle of the food bag, close and getting closer.
Beatrice’s throat opened. Air pushed out in three quick notes, high and loud. The wheek that said “Food! Food! Now!”
The crinkle came again. Vanilla-flower scent grew stronger. Six hops. Five. Four.
Blanche appeared at the hut entrance, nose twitching fast. She rumbled low—the warning that said I eat first.
But Vanilla-Flower was bringing the food to Beatrice. The bell pepper smell cut through the air—sweet-sharp and fresh, eight hops away, then six, then four as the hand got closer. The shadow fell over the cage. The hand reached in with a whole slice today, not tiny pieces. Dark and shiny and curved—bell pepper.
Beatrice’s body knew exactly what to do.
She gathered her legs beneath her. Pushed down into the fleece. Her back muscles coiled tight, springy, building the energy that meant jump.
She launched.
For one heartbeat she was flying. Wind rushed past her whiskers. Her feet left the ground. Up four body-lengths, maybe five, with the world dropping away below.
Then she came down.
Her front legs hit first. Hard. The impact shot through her shoulders. Her back legs followed, buckling beneath her. Her body crashed into the fleece—not a soft landing but a slam that forced air from her lungs.
Her chest felt squeezed tight.
She opened her mouth and pulled in breath, but it didn’t fill her lungs all the way. She tried again, harder. Her sides pushed out and pulled in, out and in, faster than normal.
The bell pepper piece dropped into the bowl.
“Good girl! You’re so energetic!”
The sounds from above were high and happy—approval, praise, safety in the tone even though the words meant nothing. But Beatrice’s sides kept heaving. Her mouth stayed open just a crack to pull more air. Her heart hammered with racing-thunder from the work, from the effort, from the jump that cost too much. Two hundred eighty beats every minute, pounding from the work and the effort and the jump that cost too much.
She took one step toward the bowl. Her leg shook. Another step. Shaking worse.
She reached the bowl and bit down. Sweet juice. Crisp flesh. Good taste. But her mouth kept opening between bites to pull air while her sides moved up and down like running but standing still.
Blanche rumbled from the hut, watching but not challenging.
Beatrice ate and breathed and shook and ate more.
Fifty beats passed, then more. Her sides kept heaving. The air came easier now, slower, but not normal—not the calm breathing from before.
She finished the pepper and licked her lips. Her tongue felt thick and dry. She needed water, but her legs were too tired and shaky to move.
The shadow pulled back. The vanilla-flower scent faded. The thump-rhythm walked away, steady and happy.
Beatrice stood by the empty bowl. Her sides still moved too fast. Her legs still trembled. The energy had poured out during the jump—out through her legs, out through her breath, gone.
She had performed. She had received food. The system worked.
But her body felt empty. Weak. Wrong.
The fleece looked soft even though it was far away. She took one careful step, then another, testing. Her legs held.
She reached the fleece and folded into it. Her sides kept heaving—slower now, slower—as the racing-thunder faded to fast-thump and then to thump-thump.
But it took so long. Much longer than before.

      ***The silence came like weight, pressing against her ears and making every tiny sound loud. Not empty silence but full silence—the kind that let her hear her own heart going thump-thump, still faster than it should be.
The Small Squeakers had left for the other room. They did this every day at the same time, always leaving the thick quiet behind.
Beatrice lay in the fleece. Her body had finally stopped shaking. Her sides moved slow and steady now—in and out, in and out, normal breathing at last. The sour-metal smell was fading from her fur, leaking out the way it always did during calm times.
A soft vibration traveled through the cage floor.
Blanche was moving from the hut toward the back corner, toward Beatrice.
The rumble came next, low and buzzing—the sound from deep in Blanche’s throat that said I am coming. Beatrice didn’t move. She didn’t need to. Blanche wasn’t challenging, just announcing.
The rumble grew louder. Blanche’s scent arrived before her body did—hay-grass-warm, the familiar smell, the safe herd smell.
Blanche’s shadow fell across the fleece. Her body swayed as she walked, hips dropping left and right in the stroll that showed power. She stopped beside Beatrice. The rumble continued, low enough to feel in her bones.
Then her head lowered.
Her tongue touched Beatrice’s ear. Warm and rough, it dragged from the base up to the tip and back down. The pressure was firm and purposeful—not gentle grooming but dominance grooming that said “You are mine to protect.”
Beatrice’s heart slowed from two hundred eighty beats down to two hundred sixty. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. The spaces between beats grew longer. The racing feeling went away. Her chest loosened.
Blanche’s tongue moved to the other ear. Base to tip, tip to base, the same steady rhythm. Then to her face—across her nose, around her eyes, under her chin. Each stroke slow and deliberate, pulling the stress-scent away and replacing it with Blanche’s scent. Claiming. Protecting.
Beatrice’s breathing deepened. Her muscles went soft. The tension drained from her back legs, from her shoulders, from her neck.
Blanche’s rumble vibrated against her body, traveling through fur and skin down into her chest. Beatrice’s own heart matched the rhythm, slowing and slowing with longer pauses between each beat.
The grooming continued for minutes that felt thick in the quiet, stretched out so each heartbeat lasted longer than the last.
Blanche’s tongue stopped. Her head lifted. The rumble faded. She turned and walked back to the hut with her hip-sway, back to her territory, to the prime warm spot.
Beatrice stayed in the fleece. Her heart beat slow and steady now. Her breathing was calm. The thick quiet surrounded her, complete and heavy.
She could hear water drops falling in the bottle. Plink. Plink. One at a time. She could hear Blanche’s breathing from the hut entrance, slow and even. She could hear her own heart—not racing, not fast, just thump-thump, normal.
The Cold River still poured from above. It
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