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CHAPTER ONE

Mouse Burrow — The Nibbleworths
LATE NIGHT

he Nibbleworth burrow nestled deep beneath the roots of an

old oak. Walls were padded with scraps of worn fabric: faded

shirt cuffs, bits of flannel, and a patch of striped sock that

had become the family's favorite blanket. A thin lace of light
slipped through hairline cracks overhead, catching dust motes and the soft
sway of dangling string.

The burrow smelled faintly of dried wheat and warm wool, a scent that
meant home. Far above the roots, something moved across the night grass,
and the cry of a hunting cat drifted down through the soil.

Bob Nibbleworth, a sturdy grey mouse with a scar over one paw,
tightened the tiny satchel slung across his shoulder. The satchel was
stitched from a scrap of brown leather, its flap fastened with a human shirt
button that looked oversized against his chest. He wore a simple travelling
vest made from a piece of dark wool, its edges carefully hemmed by
Thelma so they would not fray during his nightly hunt. Before he left, he
leaned toward a polished acorn shell hung by the entrance and smoothed
his whiskers, a quiet ritual that made his reflection look a little braver than
he felt.

Across the burrow, his wife Thelma Nibbleworth moved between nest
and table with practiced grace. She wore a soft pale blue dress fashioned
from a child's castoff handkerchief, its corners tied neatly at her shoulders
to make tiny cap sleeves. A thin strip of red ribbon circled her waist, the
bow slightly crooked from a long day of work, and there were faint
smudges of flour on the hem where it had dragged across the earthen floor.
Her smile stayed warm and steady, but her tidy paws kept straying back to
that ribbon whenever Bob's back was turned.
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"You're sure it's safe today?" she whispered, glancing toward the
burrow entrance. "I heard noises last night. Something big. Did you hear it
too?"

"There's always something big out there, love," Bob murmured, his
voice light even as he checked the buckle of his satchel again.

"I just... I wish you didn't have to go alone. Maybe it is time Jaden goes
with..."

Bob shook his head, and the tiny brass pin he used as a clasp at his
collar caught the faint glow from above. "Not yet. His time will come soon
enough. For now, let him learn by watching. When the time is right... I'll
take him with me."

"Then promise you'll be careful. And come back before dawn."
"I promise. Before dawn."

He leaned close and nuzzled her cheek. Thelma's eyes closed for half
a heartbeat, and the fabric of her dress crinkled softly as she gripped his
vest and then let him go.

Nearby, oldest son Jaden Nibbleworth watched from the shadows calm
and attentive. He wore a neat little jerkin cut from a grey sock, laced at the
front with fine thread. The knees of his trousers, thin strips of darker knit,
were scuffed from training drills with his father. His younger brother Jacob
Nibbleworth, by contrast, practically bounced in place, his bright eyes
matching the vivid yellow of the mismatched button sewn to the front of
his vest. He rocked forward and back on his heels as if adventure itself were
already tugging at him from somewhere beyond the oak's roots. He wore a
sleeveless top made from a bit of striped T-shirt, the colors loud against the
brown earthen walls, and his tail twitched without rest.

"Dad, bring back cheese! The good kind this time!" Jacob blurted,
standing on the tips of his bare paws.
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"Jacob, your dad always brings back good cheese," Thelma said gently.
"Now stop all that bouncing. Give your dad a hug and get ready for bed,
both of you."

Bob grinned, his whiskers crinkling. "I'll see what the world offers
tonight. You two stay put. No wandering, no sneaking out. Understood?"

"Yes, Dad," the boys chimed together, pressing against his wool vest
and breathing in the familiar smell of night air and field grass that clung to
the seams.

Bob gave Thelma one last reassuring look, then stepped into the
passage. A faint draft of cold air slipped in behind him, carrying the sharp
scent of damp grass and something wilder. The soft leather of his satchel
brushed the walls with a quiet scrape until his paw steps faded into the
distance. Thelma stared after him until the last echo was gone. Slowly, her
smile slipped away, and the ribbon at her waist sagged as her shoulders
drooped with unspoken worry. For a moment she pressed her paw to her
chest, as if trying to quiet a fear she could not name.

The burrow eased into the deep quiet of night, the kind that made even
small sounds feel far away and important. Water dripped now and then
from the roots above, tapping on an old glove that served as a makeshift
roof over the boys' sleeping nook. Thelma moved softly, smoothing the
patchwork bedding... a quilt of sock toes and flannel squares... before
peeking into the boys' room. Jaden and Jacob lay beneath a frayed but cozy
sweater sleeve that they used as a shared blanket, their tiny chests rising in
a steady rhythm. Satisfied, she padded back to the nesting corner, curled
into her own bed of woven threads, and wrapped her tail close. Her blue
dress rustled as she settled, and at last her eyes drifted shut.

* * *

Across the burrow, Jaden lay still and listened for the familiar soft
snore that meant their mother had finally surrendered to sleep. Only then
did he let his own eyes slide close.
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Jacob, however, stared up at the ceiling, tracing every line of light that
slipped between the cracks overhead. The pale glow painted faint stripes
across his shirt and made him appear almost part of the night itself. His
paws itched with the thought of the world outside, of tunnels that led to
places where no bedtime story had ever fully explained.

After a long silence, Jacob whispered, "Jaden... are you asleep?"

"Almost," Jaden mumbled as he rolled toward him. His sock jerkin
crumpled beneath his shoulder. "What is 1t?"

"Can you picture Dad out there? Like... right now?" A low rumble
rolled faintly through the soil, as if the night itself were shifting its weight.
"Running through the grass, jumping sticks, dodging owls. It must feel
amazing."

"Yes, but it is cold and very dangerous," Jaden said, pushing himself
upright. "I've been once, remember?"

"Yeah, but you didn't tell me much. What's it like, really?"

Jaden's gaze drifted toward the opening. "It's loud. The ground shakes
sometimes, especially when humans are nearby. You smell food
everywhere but also traps and strange things that want to eat you. You can't
blink too long." He paused and adjusted the thread lacing his jerkin as if it
suddenly felt too tight. "It is exciting, yes. But you must know what you
are doing. That is why Dad is training me first. When it is your turn, Dad
and I will teach you also." For a heartbeat his eyes lost their calm and
flickered with memory, as though he could still see shadows moving just
beyond the safety of the burrow walls.

Jacob sat up, and their shared sweater blanket slid off his shoulders.
"So, when do I get trained? It's boring staying home all day." His tail
flicked sharply, kicking up a tiny puff of dust that danced in the dim light.

"When Dad says you are ready," Jaden replied.
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"That's what everyone keeps saying. '"When you're ready.' "When you're
older.! What if I'm ready now and nobody sees it?" The words seemed to
hang in the burrow like a challenge thrown into the dark.

Jaden sighed. "Jacob, wanting something and being ready for it are not
the same thing."

"Maybe not for you," Jacob muttered. "But I'm tired of waiting. Dad
gets to see everything. He comes home with cool stories, food, and that
look on his face, like he is part of something bigger. I want that too."

He slipped quietly off the bedding and padded to the burrow mouth.
Silver light pooled across the floor and washed over the frayed edge of his
striped shirt. The bright button on his vest caught the glow and shone like
a tiny lantern. He stood at the edge of that pool of light, staring out. A cool
breath of night drifted in, carrying the wild scent of open earth and
something unknown waiting beyond.

"One day," he whispered, almost to himself. "I'll go out there. See what
he sees. Feel what he feels." He did not yet understand how close that day
already was.

He glanced back at his brother. "You'll come with me, right, Jaden?"

"Yeah... I'll come," Jaden murmured, already drifting. "Once Dad
approves."

Jacob smiled faintly, though his eyes stayed fixed on the pale glow
beyond the burrow. "Maybe I won't wait that long," he breathed, so soft
that only the dark seemed to hear him. The passage held its silence like a
secret.

He lingered in the light and let it bathe his fur. The restless spark in his
eyes burned as bright as the button on his chest... something dangerous and
unstoppable beginning to wake. It was the kind of spark that could light a
path... or burn one away.
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Across the burrow, Thelma stirred in her sleep, her whiskers twitching
as though she sensed a storm gathering beyond the roots. Her paw tightened
around a fold of her blue dress as if some part of her felt the tremor of his
thought. Jacob heard her murmur and scurried back to the nest. He wriggled
under the sweater sleeve, tugged it up to his chin, and forced his eyes
closed. The glow at the burrow mouth thinned to a faint whisper, and the
Nibbleworth home surrendered itself to the waiting dark.



A ¥sker TCoo star

CHAPTER TWO

Nibbleworth Burrow — The Next Day
LATE MORNING

y late morning, the burrow was quiet again. A gentle
warmth seeped down through the roots, carrying the sleepy
scent of sunlit earth. The sharp night shadows had faded to
a soft blue haze in the cracks above.

Bob lay curled in his nest, his paws twitching now and then, as if even
in sleep he still ran through unseen fields. His wool vest hung half open,
and his travel satchel slumped on its side beside him. He snored lightly, the
sound steady and calm.

The boys crouched by the satchel like treasure hunters at a chest. Jacob
shifted constantly, unable to stay still even for the promise of food. Jaden's
neat jerkin had a new scuff on one shoulder, while Jacob's striped shirt
carried a faint smear of dried mud that Thelma had not yet noticed. Thelma
herself sat nearby on a spool that served as a stool, knitting a new sweater
for the boys from strands of rescued yarn, her blue dress hitched up neatly
so it would not drag.

Inside the satchel lay a glorious assortment of scavenged goods. Jaden
reached in with careful, precise movements and drew out each item before
placing it on the table: a wedge of honey glazed cheese, thick and golden,
slices of ham folded like blankets, a heel of fresh bread that still felt soft, a
tiny pot of wildflower honey, a shard of smoked sausage, crumbs of biscuit,
and finally a spool of thread with a gleaming metal needle tucked into its
side. The needle flashed in the lantern light, a narrow sliver of brightness
against the worn wood.

"Honey cheese!" Jacob gasped. "Dad really outdid himself this time!"

He bit into the cheese greedily, and crumbs dotted the front of his shirt.
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"It's good, yes," Jaden said as he tasted his own small piece more
slowly. "Careful. Don't get crumbs on the floor."

Jacob tore off a piece of ham and stacked it on bread, building a feast
fit for kings... and hungry field mice. Before Jaden could say another word,
Jacob was already devouring it.

"Jacob, eat slowly," Thelma said with a soft gasp as she lowered her
knitting. The half-finished sweater pooled in her lap, its colors echoing the
threads in the boys' makeshift clothes.

She crossed to the table and picked up the needle and spool, hugging
them to her chest like treasure worth more than all the cheese in the burrow.
For a moment, the worry lines around her eyes softened and almost
disappeared. "I've been needing this forever. Oh, this will do wonders for
the nest!"

Jacob watched the glee on his mother's face as she twirled in the middle
of the burrow, hugging the new spool close as if it were pure gold. Her blue
dress flared around her paws, and the red ribbon at her waist bounced with
each spin. He paused mid bite, a ribbon of melted honey cheese stretching
from his paw to his mouth, but only for a second. His eyes narrowed with
that familiar restless fire. Adventure already tasted sweeter to him than
honeyed cheese.

"Don't worry, Mum," Jacob said, words muffled around his mouthful.
"When it's our turn to hunt, Jaden and I will bring you lots of spools in so
many colors."

Thelma's expression softened even more. She pulled him gently into
her bosom, pressing his striped shirt against the soft fabric of her dress and
the faint scent of flour and yarn. For a heartbeat, Jacob almost forgot the
pull of the burrow mouth and simply felt safe.

"I am sure you boys will bring back lots of goodies like your dad," she
said, smoothing his fur between his ears. "For now, finish up your meal and
help your brother with putting up the decorations."

10
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"Can Jaden and I play ball after?" Jacob asked, already wriggling out
of her hug.

"Yes, but only after your dad wakes up. He is weary from his night
out."

"Cool! Thank you, Mum!"

Jacob shoved the last bit of cheese into his mouth and dashed off,
crumbs dotting his shirt. His laughter bounced off the burrow walls like a
promise he did not yet understand he was making.

* * *®

Later that day, the boys began putting up the decorations. Dust sparkled
in drifting shafts of afternoon light, turning the burrow into a quiet festival
of small colors. Using treasures from past winters, Jaden carefully tied a
tiny red ribbon around a smooth acorn, then hung it from a low root like an
ornament. Jacob balanced on a coil of twine to drape a string of dried berry
halves and popcorn kernels along the wall. An old silver bottle cap became
a wreath above the doorway, and a broken jingle bell, almost as big as
Jacob's head, sat proudly on a flat stone like a centerpiece.

As Jaden reached for another scrap of tinsel thread, Jacob grabbed his
paw and tugged him a few steps away from their father's nest. Bob's steady
breathing filled the burrow like a slow drum. Jacob lowered his voice to a
conspiratorial whisper. His eyes shone with the same wild glow the tunnel
had shown him the night before.

"When are we going hunting?" he whispered.
"Jacob..." Jaden replied, his tone already tired of this question.

"Look at all what Dad brought back!" Jacob hissed, waving his paw
toward the table. "Honey cheese! Ham! Honey! Sausage!" His tail flicked
toward the burrow mouth. "If he finds this just a short walk from home,
imagine what's a few yards farther."

11
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In Jacob's mind, the world beyond the roots had already begun to feel
like treasure waiting to be claimed.

"I'told you already," Jaden said. "The world is exciting, yes. But it bites
back. Hard." His voice carried a memory he did not want to describe. "We
are not ready... you are not ready."

Jacob leaned so close their whiskers brushed. "We won't go far. Just a
few yards outside. We'll be back before Mum even notices... before Dad
even stretches in his sleep." The words felt daring and thrilling as they left
his mouth, like stepping onto thin ice just to hear it crack.

Jaden rubbed his eyes with thumb and forepaw, frustrated. He could
feel the argument slipping away from him. "You make it sound so easy."
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he could almost hear the night calling
from beyond the roots.

"Because it can be easy," Jacob said. "If we stick together, follow the
path, and don't wander far."

He gave a sly little smirk. "Unless... you're scared?" He tilted his head
just enough to make the challenge sting.

Jaden let out a quiet laugh. "No. I know how dangerous it is. That's
why I'm cautious."

Jacob crossed his arms and flopped onto a tiny stump of root that served
as a stool. He puffed out his chest, trying to look older than his frayed shirt
and scuffed paws allowed. "I promise I will be cautious and do only what
you tell me to do. Come on, Jaden, say yes. Let's do it."

A beat of silence hung between them while Jaden studied his brother's
face. The burrow seemed to lean in and listen. A faint tremor passed
through the soil, as though the world itself shifted closer. Even the jingle
bell on the stone wobbled slightly, then went still.

"You know Dad said no," Jaden said softly.

12
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"Dad says no to everything until someone proves him wrong," Jacob
answered with a small shrug.

Jaden gave him a long look, half annoyed and half something much
softer. He knew Jacob would not let this go. If he said no, Jacob might
sneak out alone. That thought sat on his chest like a stone. If Jacob went
alone, the night would not be kind.

"You're impossible," Jaden muttered.
Jacob's grin returned to full brightness. "Which is why you love me."
Jaden sighed. "Unfortunately."

He crouched down so they were nose to nose. "Alright. If we do this,
we do it smart. And we plan it properly. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. When
the time feels right and small enough to slip through."

Jacob beamed from whisker to whisker. He sprang up and hugged
Jaden so hard they both almost toppled off the root. Jaden hugged him
back, though his eyes held a shadow of foreboding, as if he could already
see shapes moving in the grass outside. Somewhere far above, a crow gave
a single lonely call.

The burrow settled into its evening hush. The decorations caught the
last flicker of the lantern, the bottle cap wreath, the acorn ornaments, the
dried berry string, each one glowing softly against the earthen walls.
Thelma's knitting needles had gone quiet. Bob's steady breathing filled
the room like a slow, deep tide. The world outside pressed gently against
the roots, patient and waiting. Jacob lay still beneath the sweater sleeve,
his yellow button rising and falling with each breath, his mind already
somewhere far beyond the oak.
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