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The rabbit, Elder, heard a twig snap, and an instinct made him pitch forward and roll. This

 meant the Labrador who had jumped him from behind had to extend his lunge, leaving him

 wildly off-balance. Elder took advantage of this by throwing a desperate kick; the dog was

 unable to dodge, and it landed on his lower jaw with a satisfying thunk, but his momentum

 drove him forward and Elder had to roll sideways to avoid being pinned.

But the rabbit had seen the dog’s clumsiness. A snap decision made him jump at the

 now-prone dog, landing with a knee in his kidneys. With quick hands he slipped the slate

 knife from a padded bag on his waist and held it to the dog’s throat. He felt the hound stiffen,

 muscles knotting taut as a wire: his greater size was no help with a blade to the carotid.

“You’re not meant to be here,” said Elder, glancing between the curious hunting cap his

 attacker wore, his fine clothing, and the shampooed chestnut-brown coat. “You’re from the

 city.” The dog, still recovering from the effects of the kick, coughed before trying to speak.

 Elder cut him off.

“The wilds aren’t a playground. This isn’t a game. You were going to take my life, I’ll

 take—”

The sudden crack of a warning shot made the rabbit’s hand jump violently enough to

 drop the knife, nicking the dog’s throat in the process. As the dog howled, thinking the eager

 gush of blood a killing cut, the same instinct that saved Elder from the dog’s lunge made him

 spring up and away. He bounded through trees with speed born of pure adrenaline until he

 was lost to the sight of the hunting party.

The dog, sitting up now, held the wound and glanced balefully up at his saviour, the

 guide. In a rounded, educated voice he cursed: “Fucker cut me!”

*

Presently, back at the entrance to the burrow, the siblings of the rabbit family were attending

 their various chores. Elder was knocking an edge onto a fresh piece of slate. Slate wasn’t the

 best knife material, Elder knew, but it was the most readily available in the area. Flint was

 best—he remembered before the family had travelled north there being a ready supply. Flint

 could hold an edge like nothing else.

Elder’s brother sat down on his haunches beside him; they greeted one another with

 familiar nods. His brother was called Flint. Their father had strange ideas about names,

 taking pains to give them proper names, in English, of enduring things. Elder thought Flint’s

 name was a way of bringing a bit of their home terrain with them.

Flint was taking in Elder’s disheveled appearance. “Ho there, traveller. Unscathed, but

 not unbothered, eh?”

“A hunting party. They’re moving deeper into the Dales and all the forests of the North.

 Didn’t hear them approach—if the bugger that charged me had shot instead, I’d be dead.”

“What was he?”

“Some hulking great Labrador.”

His brother burst out laughing. “A big dog?! Bugger me, but you’re deaf! You’re in

 danger of a sneak attack from a rhinoceros!” The laughter gradually died down; Elder took

 his time in responding.

“I couldn’t hear him because of the rattling in my bag.”

Flint inclined his head, regarding his brother for a moment. He shuffled closer to Elder and his voice became soft, conspiratorial. “So you, ah, did get what you went for?”

Elder wordlessly nodded at the discarded bark rucksack lying a few feet away. Flint

 hopped to it and carefully spread its contents across the ground. After inspecting them he

 cast a quizzical look at Elder.

“Only one pack of bullets?”

“It was a small farm. Only that one gun, too.”

Flint sucked in air through his buck teeth, setting down the revolver. “Bad business. If

 they find out we’re using weapons like this, the rangers will be out for blood.” 

“Any more than the day-trip hunters are, now? Worst that happens, we face a better

 standard of enemy for a few months.”

Flint looked uncomfortable. “Yeah, but. . . it seems odd for us to be fighting and killing

 townies. We’re away from most towns and cities. We’ve never had a problem with hunters,

 right? Not since we moved away from—since we moved.”

Elder’s hands stopped working the slate, but he didn’t look up; instead, he studied the

 little granite edging tool. “You’ve seen how they’re encroaching. Moving deeper each time,

 setting up roads and hunting outposts. Remember why we had to move in the first place?

 Waking up with the stink of a pack of overfed, over-groomed cats in your nostrils? One with

 our sister already halfway down her throat? Remember running in the dark into nets? No.”

 Another strike of the granite chipped the final bit of slate from the new knife. Elder inspected

 it against the light of the setting sun. “We have to prevent them from establishing bases.

 Tear down the structures, kill the wardens, release those they already have in pounds. Those

 already gone to slaughter we can’t help, but we can protect ourselves.”

Some of their brothers and sisters about the clearing were slyly listening. Elder spoke

 louder, making it clear he was talking to everyone. “They’ve been sent death threats, signed

 from well-known conservation groups, who oppose the hunting outposts. With those and the

 gun, no one will suspect that Wilders had anything to do with it. Mrs Smith’s Free Range

 Animal Produce is repelled, the media gives some air time to the conservation efforts. The

 briar patch is just a little bit safer.”

“Just Smith’s livestock outpost?” asked Flint, also speaking loudly enough for everyone

 but talking to Elder.

“At first. If it works, it works.”

One of their listening siblings called out: “there’s a ranch to the north, too close for

 comfort. We can push them back.”

Flint stood in sudden passion, smiling without mirth. “Of course! And we can arm all the

 rabbits and deer and sheep of the Wilds, and push back until the townies are at the shores

 and are forced to swim for France!”

“Flint: we do what we must to keep ourselves safe. Father taught us as much. You do

 right by yourself and your kin. This is something we have to fight.”

“We have to pick our fights,” he answered, with a suitably moderated tone at the mention

 of their father. “We can’t fight the whole of society.”

“The fight will be brought to us,” said Elder, also standing. “Civilisation will take more

 and always more. We will be left with nothing but cages to live in. A few reservations, if

 we’re lucky. No, ours is only to choose when we fight.”

Murmured assent came from around the burrow.

*

The first time they fought, they called it a strike, and everything went perfectly. They left

 behind them the charred tin skeletons of clasp farm buildings and the punctured or slashed

 corpses of every last warden there. They took with them all the unbroken weapons they

 found. Elder was pleased with the discipline of his family. Of the weary, wary stream of

 liberated animals, some listened to what he said.

Flint had said that they were now safe, and Elder agreed, but argued that the ranch north

 of them was supplementing its cultivated meat with more valuable “wild produce”, and was

 an imminent threat. The others agreed.

The second strike was almost as good as the first. The security, geared towards keeping

 livestock in rather than attackers out, fell to the mongrel army’s increasing firepower. Two

 of the newly-joined animals were killed in the responding fire, but the tenacity of the Wilders

 wore down the ranchers until they surrendered. The ranchers were all summarily executed,

 the confused farmed animals set free, and the land burnt.

Flint said, “Now we are safe.” The others agreed, but Flint could see by their faces that

 they didn’t understand what he meant. Already they had come to see this destruction of the

 outposts of civilisation as something greater than themselves, as a liberation of the North.

 “Now we are safe,” echoed a towering bull, whom Flint had seen gore two of the ranchers as

 they cringed and begged. “Where is the next threat?”

There were many more threats, and many more strikes. Five in all went perfectly; as well

 as could be hoped.

*

On the sixth strike, the hunters were ready. An eye-witness from one of the other outposts,

 discovered singed and bleeding beneath an overturned feed trough, told his rescuers how he

 had run after seeing the guards fall dead from the wooden guard towers. From the margins

 of the forest had spilled rabbits, cows, sheep and deer, and he had listened to the shooting

 echoing inside his tin shield.

It was a dog, the intuitive Detective Inspector Price, who made the connection between

 the attacks and the oddly-worded death threats to Mrs Smith’s Free Range Produce and the

 Garsdale Ranch. The odd, slightly archaic English was distinctively Wilder.

His calls to several other unassaulted livestock businesses around the area revealed five

 hunting outposts and ranches that had received similarly-worded letters. Geographically, they

 were spread scattershot—no arc of a circle to suggest a centre to the attacks—but with so few

 possible targets it was worth posting police guards in an effort to ambush the perpetrators.

 Price suspected that the attackers would repeat their assault soon, since the attacks had been

 gaining momentum and the campaign would be loathe to lose any. Sighing, he removed his

 glasses and massaged his temples.

“Terry, could you get Rayleigh on the line?” A rabbit in the office looked up and nodded.

 Price inspected the young constable briefly. He was well-built for a rabbit, but like most

 rabbits two feet shorter than the average dog or cat. Being four feet tall made him ill-suited

 for beat-work, but just fine for administration.

“At Bradford, Inspector?”

“Aye, Bradford.”

The police could warn the staff of the threatened institutions, but to be present there

 in any numbers they would need more resources, and the Bradford branch was the closest

 station with more than ten staff. Price picked up the phone after Terry made the connection.

“Good evening, this is Detective Inspector Price of the Skipton branch. May I speak with

 Deputy Chief Constable Rayleigh, please?”

In the end they agreed to cover two hunting outposts with local constabulary, Authorised

 Firearms Officers, and rangers. By happy chance, one of their chosen outposts was attacked,

 three days later.

*

For the first time they were working in the dark, aiming to secure a quick victory by turning

 another of civilisation’s fruits to their advantage: explosives. Flint grew concerned when he

 saw Elder staring at the surface of the road leading out of the outpost.

“What is it?” he whispered, so soft even a rabbit’s ears had trouble following the sound.

 “They’re more rutted than two days ago. Heavy traffic’s been by.”

“The pens are fuller than usual, too. You can hear them. You can smell them.”

 Elder continued to stare at the tracks for a few moments, but Flint knew that they were

 compelled to move on. Two other groups were even now stealing towards buildings around

 the estate, and they could not be signalled. They continued across the road and entered the

 camp.

The tracks had made Flint wary. He nervously scanned the treeline as the bull and his

 brother carefully worked the explosive matter against the stone wall they were to punch

 through. An unexpected sound from the side of the building made his heart thud massively

 in his chest, and he strained to hear. There it was again: the tiny crunch of gravel, walked

 upon exceedingly softly.

“I think—”

But there was no time to say what he thought, as on the other side of the outpost a

 magnesium-white light illuminated the ground. A shout rose: “Armed police! Stop what

 you’re doing and drop your”—three rapid shots interrupted—“drop your fucking—alright,

 take them down.”

Flint heard the same words echoed in the radio of the armed policeman sneaking up to

 their corner. When the officer sprang around the corner Flint was coiled and ready to spring

 like this, and holding his knife just so. He managed to slice into the big dog’s thigh deeply

 enough to make him drop to one knee. Flint was momentarily an uncovered target in the main

 square, and with the shouting, wounded dog behind him liable to start shooting, he kicked

 backwards and jumped at the officer’s back. Without hesitation he found the neck and cut

 deeply. Warm blood spilled over his white fur. The clamped his hands to his throat and made

 a hideous bubbling choking sound for what seemed to Flint to be an eternity. Eventually he

 collapsed forwards, twitching. The smell of blood filled Flint’s nostrils and he shuddered as

 he looked up to his brother—

—His brother, who was gesturing wildly at the officer’s hand. Flint looked down, and had

 the barest fraction of a second to close his eyes before the flash grenade went off, and the

 world went white.

The next seconds were confused. Flint felt a hand take his shoulder and guide him to a

 run. Blind, deaf, and nose-blind from the blood and the magnesium charge, he was dragged

 stumbling across the ground they had just covered, over the tracks that were too deep. Once,

 he was thrown to the ground, feeling grass brushing his muzzle as a distant-sounding staccato

 suggested that his saviour was firing at something.

Flint’s eyesight was returning in the cool darkness, and he turned to look at the smoke-

 wreathed farm buildings in time to see an explosion strong enough to make a concrete grain

 silo jump two feet. It toppled and disintegrated in apparent slow motion. (He thought of

 popcorn.) Behind the pens, he glimpsed a cluster of grim-faced police constables taking

 cover from stone shrapnel. For a second he could have sworn a ginger cat (the blue uniform

 was definitely her colour, she was quite pretty) was looking right at them. She shouted and

 pointed, but not at them. Two of their number fired with wild eyes but calm hands at the

 charging silhouette of the great bull, pouring shot after shot into his chest until his momentum

 was utterly spent and he collapsed unmoving (and unmooing) to the ground.

(Flint became aware that he was a little light-headed, and noted distantly that some

 shrapnel from somewhere had punctured him multifariously across his flank. In the bad light

 he leaked black blood from a million tiny holes.)

With the beginnings of an hysterical grin he looked up to his rescuer (Elder! He knew it!),

 who slapped him across the cheek, shouted something indistinct, and forced him to his feet.

 Together they half-stumbled, half-ran into thicker forest, until the smoke no longer hung in

 the air and the distant gun reports faded or stopped and Flint could run no more.

Breathing hard, his brother first bandaged a leg wound he had sustained. “We’re not safe

 yet,” he said, though Flint still had to strain to hear past the whistling in his ears. “We’ve

 got to run as soon as we can. They’ll be looking for us. Here, drink.”

Flint gulped down water from the skin thrown to him. “This. . . ” he gasped at last.

 The wounds on his side weren’t hurting yet, and he didn’t know whether to be happy or

 concerned about that. “This was inevitable. Just a matter of—of time.” His brother nodded,

 and remained silent, finishing with his bandaging and moving to inspect Flint’s flank.

“We were never going to win,” said Flint through gritted teeth. “There was nothing to

 win. How much safer are we now?”

“Not very, I’ll grant you that.” For the first time in a good while, Elder laughed. “But

 this isn’t about us. Not just us. Others in the Wilds will take note. We brought only a third

 of those who can fight today. Only us two from our family. The others will spread the story.

 The Wilders will remember when they were powerful. They will remember they have claws.”

“You sound as if you meant this to happen,” said Flint, leaning back with his eyes closed.

 After Elder didn’t reply, he sat up and stared at his brother. “You didn’t. . . You did mean

 this to happen, didn’t you?”

“Some of us have been reconnoitering ranches,” Elder said, with lowered eyes. “You

 wouldn’t believe what goes on in there, Flint. They kill a part of you, make you docile.

 The whole system has to be torn—”

“What about what our father said? You do right by yourself and your kin? What about

 that?”

Elder’s sudden, secret little smile infuriated his prone brother. “It was father’s idea,

 Flint,” he said quietly. “He’s the one that knew how to make the explosives. Don’t ask me

 how. He’s the one who’s been writing letters to the ranches. I guess he chose too few to

 write to, this time; made the risk of being caught this soon too high. But after this, we either

 return as heroes, stronger than ever, or. . . or at least there’s still a leader to rise and guide

 the others, take them and show them their strength. The North belonged to the Wilders,

 Flint. If—”

“You martyred us?”

“We’re all going to die, Flint. Better like this than on someone’s plate; in someone’s belly.

 Admittedly I didn’t expect it to be so soon. . . ”

The rabbit cut off as a shadow peeled away from the side of the clearing and become a

 cloaked fox. Flint heard another appear behind him, but the sinking, cold feeling in the pit

 of his stomach gave him such lassitude that he couldn’t even be bothered to look in the face

 those who had just sealed their fate. They had no strength to fight.

“By gum. Rangers.”

“Interesting monologue, little one,” the fox said. Behind him, what sounded like a vixen

 was talking into a radio, reporting their catch. The fox said, “I suppose we have more work

 to do.”

“Haven’t we all, mate,” said Flint. The lightheaded feeling was returning. He offered

 up the waterskin to the fox. “Drink?” He got no response from the rangers, who appeared

 content to stand, silent and watchful. “No one? What are you waiting for?”

“Your arresting officer. This is a criminal matter, not one for the parks agency. Keep

 your hands where I can see them.”

Eventually, after some minutes, the person they were waiting for arrived. The four heard

 the sound of someone not at home in forests and moors crashing on their way to the clearing.

 A frazzled ginger cat—Flint recognised her from the group behind the pens—came into view.

 Her blue constable’s uniform was practically unscathed by the battle but ravaged by under-

 growth and brambles. She picked at and smoothed it fastidiously, removing her hat. “Some

 fucking trail you guys left,” she muttered to herself, eyes flickering between the figures in the

 clearing, before drawing herself to her full height, tail raised with a formal kink near the tip.

“You are under arrest for suspicion of murder, conspiracy to murder, bearing an unlicensed

 offensive weapon and a bunch of other stuff up to and probably including high treason. I

 don’t have to read you your rights because you don’t have any, so shut up until spoken to, or

 I will personally give you some boot in the name of Her Majesty.” She looked between the

 rangers and said in a more natural tone: “These are the only rabbits we’ve found. Which

 one’s Elder?”

“This one,” said the vixen, presumably indicating Elder from behind Flint’s back. “He

 was talking about the terrorist campaign.”

“Said ’is name?”

“He implied he was a leader. He said another, their father, remains in the Wilds. The

 other one seemed to know little about the campaign.”

“Good enough.” She sniffed, speaking into her radio as she moved in for a better look

 at the two sitting rabbits. After the brief, static-distorted conversation she spoke to them.

 “Been baaad little bunnies, burning up farm buildings.”

“You can’t stop us,” muttered Elder, his voice weary and resigned. The constable made a

 show of staring at their tired bodies, their various wounds, the rangers on either side of them.

“Seems to me like we’ve had a pretty good go at it, eh, bunny?”

 Flint spoke, a little unsteadily. 

“For each one of us you cut down, two will, ahah, rise to

 take our, et cetera.” 

He received a stern glare. Then, without warning, she spun on her heel

 and delivered a vicious, steel-capped kick to his brother’s chin. Elder fell hard, and his back

 arched in an involuntary spasm as he blacked out for a moment.

“You spoke out of turn,” she explained, then smiled when Flint cringed back from her

 sudden glare in his direction.

Flint’s frightened eyes scanned the faces of the fox and, with some effort in turning, the

 vixen. Surely they would be appalled at this treatment of fellow sapient life? But both simply

 returned his gaze blankly, and he felt more keenly than ever the trapped desperation that

 had been driving his father and brother. He knew then that those in the cities and towns did

 not regard him as a real person, but as an object, to ignore, control, own, destroy.

A speculative look crossing the feline’s face reminded him of another function the general

 populace reserved for his kind.

“A lot of my friends died today, bunny. You killed ’em. You and your bunch of mongrels.”

 With infinite care she lifted Elder to a seated position against his weak protests. She sat over

 his legs, her uniformed back hiding most of his brother from Flint’s view. It brought the

 difference in scale into sharp relief: she was half again as tall as him, and he was wiry.

“And, see, I reckon you won’t talk, since you’re high on your principles. Shit, you led your

 brother into a firefight you couldn’t hope to win.” She leaned in close, and stage-whispered:

 “That’s cold, mate.” Straightening and adopting a conversational tone, she continued. “But

 your brother, now, there’s a body the boys in the force could work on. Bet he knows all kinds

 of stuff you didn’t think he would. So, way I see it, you’re of no use to us.”

A fist in Elder’s stomach drove the wind out of his lungs, and he gasped for air. She held

 him in place with her gloved other hand. To her surprise he tried to return a punch, but it

 glanced off her chest with nothing more than a percussive thud. She laughed delightedly, and

 began to rain blows over his head and body, until he hadn’t the strength to raise himself,

 bruised and broken, from the floor. The rangers had turned their backs, watching the forest

 for attackers. Flint wanted to scream at them: the threat isn’t out there, it’s right here with

 them.

“Well, you’re of no use to the force,” she said, removing his rough vest in a businesslike

 fashion, and unbuckling the belt that held various pouches. She tossed them aside and stared

 at his small, white-furred body, biting her bottom lip in anticipation. “I’ve got a use for you,

 though, never you fear.”

She loosened her chequered cravat and leaned down to lick along the limp lengths of

 Elder’s ears, then began to feed them silkily into her mouth. Flint didn’t know if he cried out

 or not when she opened her jaws wide and looked back at him with heavily lidded eyes. She

 brought down her open mouth over his brother’s face; Elder’s muscles weakly clenched as he

 fought, visibly panicked as her lips closed around his neck. She began to swallow, slowly at

 first, in between deep breaths as she prepared herself.

With hands now holding her captive’s arms to his sides, she recommenced devouring him,

 feline maw slipping down over his shoulders as each swallow drew more of his head into her

 throat. When his chest and upper arms had been drawn into her mouth she lifted him,

 half turning to get more comfortable as the rabbit’s weight added to the force of the gentle

 gulps sucking him in. Flint wondered how often she had done this to a rabbit—she expertly

 pinioned his hips high, allowing her prey’s legs to kick with no effect other than swinging

 himself deeper a little faster. When he was in up to his hips he began to slide with obscene

 ease down her throat. The open-mouthed gulps were faintly audible from where Flint was

 sitting. As his brother’s legs slipped in more quickly he saw their exhausted profile as a

 narrowing bulge in her gorge, and he watched until the feet disappeared between her wide,

 red lips. When the last suggestion of her prey’s shape had disappeared safely beneath her

 collarbone she gave one last, long swallow, and sat back heavily, breathing hard.

“Fuck, that hit the spot.” She glanced sideways to the remaining rabbit and smirked.

 “Don’t worry, he’s still alive.” A raucous belch seemed to take her by surprise and she

 covered her mouth demurely. Flint realised the vixen ranger was restraining him—he had

 gotten to his feet half-way through the cat’s meal.

“Well. For now, anyway. Come on, heavy bunny. Oo.” She climbed to her legs, her huge

 stomach causing the material of her uniform to stretch uncomfortably taut all the way around

 her midsection. “Mm. Calm down, heavy bunny, you’re not going anywhere. Yep. That’s

 right, calm down. There, there, shh. . . ” She cooed to her belly like an expectant mother,

 slowly pulling her cravat back tight against her throat.

She covered her mouth to burp again, and then laughed brightly to the rangers, brandishing her ponderous belly. “Hey, look at me! I’m a metaphor!”

*

The cat’s prediction was right—the people at the force worked well on Flint, and learned some

 things. But less than they’d hoped. When he gave up the location of the burrow, they had

 already moved on. By the time he told them of the people in their ranks, they had doubled,

 quadrupled in size. Eventually he was cast off, regarded as pumped dry, and his broken frame

 was sent to an abattoir. When he asked the jail warden why they didn’t just kill him outright,

 he received the cool reply that to do so would be barbaric, that they were civilised, and that

 this was the difference between them. Flint thought back to the animal abandon of the cat

 policewoman.

In a sealed room in the abattoir, before they administered the drugs (gaseous) that would

 calm the truckful of animals enough to keep their meat relaxed and free of bitter chemicals,

 he became aware of a few animals talking fast and low in the corner. He sidled up to them

 and asked where they were from. They said they that they had been taken from the Dales

 and the Lakes. They said that Elder’s warriors were abroad in the land. They said that those

 in the wild were remembering their strength, and that all the Wild places of the land would

 be free once again.

As inlets near the ceiling silently filled the cage with a faint almond smell, Flint felt a

 deep peace steal over him.

