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Furborn

 

By Isabelle Rowan

 

Foxes are vermin.

Australian sheep farmers regard them as an enemy to be shot on sight and hung from the branches of an old gum tree.

But not all foxes are just foxes.

Connor Coutts could be the last surviving male Furborn in Victoria, maybe in the whole country, a heavy burden for a teenager. His life’s path is clear—protect what’s left of the Furborn line. That is until someone new arrives at the MacKenzie sheep farm. Spencer MacKenzie, with his long black hair and gothic style, is a strange sight in Connor’s forest, but Fate throws the two teenagers together to save their families.

Can Connor trust Spencer to keep his life-or-death secret, or will he hang on the tree?




For magical beings past, present, and future. Dream big, love bigger, and dance joyfully in the moonlight.
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PROLOGUE

 

 

SPENCER

 

USELESS LIMBS dangled from the low branch of an ancient gum tree. They swayed in a macabre trot when caught by a warm spring breeze. The once vibrant red fur was ripped open and picked over by carrion birds so only remnants of the animal remained.

Spencer grimaced. “That’s disgusting.”

Neil MacKenzie halted his horse and looked up at the tree. “They’re a pest here, Spence.”

“Yeah I know,” he said and fiddled with the fine gray hair of his horse’s mane. “But do they have to hang them up there?”

“Most don’t, but Fox’s Hangout has been here for as long as I can remember. When I was a kid, I found what was left of one of our lambs after a fox attack, so my dad brought me to this tree.”

“So Granddad thought that showing you these dead animals would make you feel better about the other one. Someone should chop this tree down.” Spencer knew it was a stupid thing to say, but his mood nosedived with each and every day he spent on the farm.

His father shot him a look. and he’d seen it enough times to know what it meant. “Yeah I get it, Dad, but it still seems wrong to treat an animal that way—even a dead one.”

“I’ll remind you of that the next time you’re chewing on a Sunday roast.”

He refused to give his dad the satisfaction of an answer and urged Smokey to walk on. The horse sidestepped his way past the tree, and for once Spencer didn’t correct him. “It’s okay, Smoke, I don’t like it either.”

“He’s a city horse,” his dad said. “He’ll get used to all the strange new sights and smells.”

“I’m not sure I will.” Spencer paused. “Just how long are we going to stay?”

“That depends. Your granddad is a stubborn man, Spencer. He isn’t able to run the farm as well as he used to, but won’t ask for help or give it up.”

“Mum told me you want him to sell it and move closer to us.”

“Like I said, he’s stubborn. He believes his cheviots will die out if he doesn’t keep the breed going.”

“They’re just sheep.”

“A really old breed, and there aren’t that many in Australia.”

Spencer sighed, there was no point in arguing with his dad when it came to the family sheep. Smokey snorted and without warning swung his rump around to back into the other horse. Luckily, Rocky was a bombproof farm horse and stood his ground.

“Cut it out,” Spencer scolded but glanced in the direction of whatever startled Smokey. Someone was watching them. He was perched on the top rail of a fence staring with a look that definitely wasn’t a country welcome. Spencer smiled. The boy didn’t smile back. He slid down from the fence, turned his back on them, and walked into the gloom of the eucalypt forest. The last thing Spencer noticed was the swing of his long red plait.

“Hmm, it seems that not all the neighbors are friendly,” Neil said and turned Rocky toward home. “Come on, let’s get back. Your mum and Nan will have breakfast on the table, and heaven forbid you miss out on your strips of crispy, dead pig.”

 

 

CONNOR

 

USELESS LIMBS dangled from the low branch of an ancient gum tree. They swayed in a macabre trot when caught by a warm spring breeze. The once vibrant red body had provided nourishment for the carrion birds so only remnants of the animal remained. The tail hung lifeless except for the small finch gathering hairs to line her nest. Connor watched her progress until her beak sprouted a bushy beard of fox fur. He smiled sadly because despite the death of a fox, he acknowledged her need to prepare for her babies. The little bird reached for one more hair, but fluttered away from the tail and flew quickly toward the safety of the forest.

Warm earthy smells of horses reached Connor. He lifted his face to take in the scent of hide and hair blended with grass and dirt from nearby paddocks. It was a good smell, but there were others—worn leather of saddles and the humans who rode them. Connor sat very still under the shadow of a gum tree.

“That’s disgusting,” the boy on the gray horse said. Connor silently agreed with him. It was disgusting to hang such a noble animal in the air rather than letting him feed the earth with his decay. But Connor understood that wasn’t what sparked the boy’s disgust—he knew all about human hatred of foxes and their constant battle against the natural order of life.

He scowled at their conversation about sheep and the abomination of the fox tree until the boy said something that surprised him.

“Yeah I get it, but it still seems wrong to treat an animal that way—even a dead one.”

Connor looked at him a little more carefully. Spencer that’s what his father called him. He was around his age, maybe younger. His hair was short and dark and his skin pale—too pale to be a local. He didn’t smell of the land. Connor wrinkled his nose. No, it wasn’t that he didn’t smell of the land, but that there were too many other chemical smells masking it.

He leaned forward on the fence and his movement caught the attention of the gray horse. You don’t know my kind do you, horse? Connor thought when it snorted.

Spencer corrected the horse and looked directly at him.

He smiled.

Connor didn’t smile back.

You don’t know my kind either, Spencer.

Connor slid off the rail and turned his back on them. Leaf litter curled around his toes, but there was barely a crunch or crackle to herald his return to the forest.




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

SPENCER SLOUCHED in the back of the car as Marilyn Manson blared through his headphones blocking out the family chatter. He knew it was old-school music, but he didn’t care, his parents hated it, so that was a good start. It also added fuel to the standard parent question to teenagers in black—are you on drugs? Spencer wasn’t. He’d managed to avoid that scene at school—not through any moral judgment, but he chose to spend his money on other things. He briefly flirted with the idea when the Soundwave Metal Music festival was killed off and he had his ticket money ready and waiting, but a new pair of Doc Martens swallowed his savings.

“Almost there,” his little sister shouted in his face. Emily wasn’t even born the last time Spencer visited the family farm. That was five years ago, almost six, and this time it wasn’t a visit. Pa Mac had had another stroke, and Spencer’s nan couldn’t run the place on her own. So boxes were packed, trucks loaded, and the whole MacKenzie family headed north.

Spencer pulled off his headphones and asked, “How do you know we’re almost there?”

“Dad said, but you were listening to your scream music.”

“Hey, Dad, how close are we?”

“We’re on their road, so we should see the gate soon.”

Emily squirmed in her seat and gave an excited squeal. “Sheep! I can see sheep! Are they our sheep?”

Spencer looked out at the vast paddock of gray woolly lumps and shrugged. “Dunno. Don’t all sheep look alike?”

“Don’t you dare say that to your grandfather!” his mother exclaimed with mock horror.

Spencer actually smiled.

Two black-and-white border collies bounded down the long drive to greet them as soon as they turned in.

“Gate,” his father said, and Spencer knew what that meant.

The metal gate swung easily despite the grinding of the hinges. The dogs were already around his legs vying for attention when Spencer slid the latch back into place. He took off at a run with the dogs racing gleefully beside him.

“Most exercise I’ve seen you do this year,” his dad teased through the open window of the car before planting his foot to leave Spencer in a cloud of dust.

He’d almost reached the house when Bridie bounced down to meet them with Emily in tow. The collies took turns checking out both the Scottish terrier pup and Emily, threatening to bowl her over in their enthusiasm. Spencer took the leash to free up Emily’s hands, but he didn’t need to. A piercing whistle broke through the air, and both dogs dropped low to the ground. Bridie, suddenly very brave, barked and jumped toward them, earning a corrective tug on her leash. Another whistle and the farm dogs bolted for the house.

“Wow,” Emily said. “Do you think I can teach Bridie that?”

“Can you whistle?”

“You know I can!”

“Okay, then,” Spencer said and began walking to the house. “You’ll have to practice a lot and maybe get Pa Mac to teach you what the different whistles mean.”

Joyce MacKenzie was already standing at the bottom step waiting for her grandchildren. It had been a couple of years since she’d left the farm to visit them, and Spencer noted that her hair was grayer and her frame a little frailer. But she still looked every inch a farmer—even with her floral apron.

“Look at the size of you both,” she said and enveloped them in a rib-crushing hug. Nothing frail about that, Spencer thought and gently hugged her back. He looked around and saw his father already on the veranda talking to Pa. They walked up the steps and stood dutifully waiting for inspection—well Spencer did because Emily took her mum’s hand and warily watched the old man. He didn’t really look very fierce, but there was a gruffness to his demeanor and the big black walking stick that leaned against the arm of his chair.

He nodded at the children then looked at Bridie. “Good vermin hunters,” he said. There was a slur to his speech, but he was still commanding.

“Her name is Bridie,” Emily said from the safety of her mother’s side.

“Stoic little dogs. Let her off the leash.”

“I’m not sure that a good idea,” Neil MacKenzie interjected.

“Nonsense. She’s a farm dog now, and you have to trust that she’ll learn her place here.”

That surprised Spencer. He leaned down and unclipped Bridie’s tartan leather puppy collar. Then something else surprised Spencer. The pup walked over to the old man and sat at his feet.

“She knows,” Pa MacKenzie said.

Bridie’s obedience lasted all of ten seconds before she took off along the veranda to check out the row of work boots and wellies. Pa’s attention turned to Spencer, and his frown didn’t bode well. “Does that thing go all the way through your lip?” he asked.

“Don’t get onto him the minute he arrives,” Joyce said. “Come in, and we’ll get you settled in your rooms.”

Rooms. There were plenty of rooms in the old homestead. It had been in the family for generations, and although the old weatherboards needed painting, it was still an impressive building. Three chimneys lined up along the corrugated iron roof that swept down to curve over the top floor balcony that shaded the broad veranda that encircled the house. Spencer’s room was upstairs next to Emily’s. It was smaller than home—really small—but he decided the view made up for it because his window faced away from the road and looked out over the horse and sheep paddocks all the way to the bushland beyond. He’d explored the fringes of the eucalypt forest when he was a kid but hadn’t ventured too far in. That’s gonna change, he decided. He scanned the paddocks for their horses and easily spotted his big gray and Emily’s buckskin pony grazing along a fence line. They’d transported the horses a week earlier to get them settled and give the family a little less to do while packing their life into boxes.

“How’s the room?”

“Small.” Spencer shrugged but didn’t turn around. He could feel his mum behind him and didn’t want to give her a hard time—it wasn’t her fault he’d do his final year in a new school with no friends. “But I guess I could always go outside and chase the sheep.”

“Why don’t you go for a walk and check on Smokey? The unpacking can wait.”

“Yeah. Thanks, Mum.” He gave her a genuine smile and wandered past the packing boxes already stacked up at his door to escape outside.

It was one of those days where the sky goes on forever—bright blue and no clouds to break it up. The air had lost its morning crispness, and the gentle warmth of waning summer bathed his skin. Freshly cut clover hay infused the breeze and lifted his mood—despite all attempts to remain sullen. There were worse places to be, Spencer reasoned and climbed through the wire fence, careful to avoid getting snagged on the sharp barbs.

“Hey, Smokey!” he shouted.

The big gray’s head shot up, and he cantered the length of the paddock.

“Not dinnertime, Smoke,” Spencer explained. “I just came to make sure you’re okay and like your new home.”

He knew the horse didn’t understand him, but Smokey was always someone to talk to when he couldn’t face another human. Spencer stroked the soft dappled hair and rested his face against the muscular neck. He didn’t ride much anymore, but this was a regular scenario.

A dark muzzle blew grassy breath against his cheek.

“I’m sorry, Peanuts, do you feel left out?”

Peanuts was Emily’s pony, but Spencer did most of the work with him. She enjoyed the riding lessons, the occasional grooming sessions, and the soft snuffle on her palm when she gave him a treat, but the actual upkeep was Spencer’s job. It was the one chore he never complained about.

He scratched the pony under the jaw and said, “This place has to be better than the agistment at home.” The agistment consisted of a half-acre paddock with a loose box and water trough. Riding was either on the back roads or the indoor arena for lessons. Boring for both horse and rider. Spencer used to ride Smokey to the beach where they crashed through the waves and churned up the shallows, but the new council bylaws and six-lane freeway stopped that fun.

A shrill bark broke into the memory. Spencer squinted at the tree line, but couldn’t find the animal that made it. He knew it was a fox; he’d heard them last time he was here and sometimes at home during early-morning rides before the industrial estate swallowed up the greenbelt.

“Time to explore a little,” he told Smokey and walked down the paddock with the horses ambling behind him.

There was a broad firebreak of regularly mown grass between the fence and the forest. Spencer stopped halfway across the sun-bleached grass and looked back toward the farmhouse. The white weatherboard cladding gleamed in the bright sunshine, and from this distance you couldn’t see the cracked paint or the occasional spots where it was chipped off altogether. With its cluster of sheds and neat yards, it could have been one of those sepia postcards. There was no heavy machinery, and only the cars gave away the time period. Spencer could just make out movement around the veranda, but there was no one watching him.

The National Forest was definitely off-limits when he was a kid and a local had teased him about dead bodies in shallow graves among the trees. “The police found the ones in the Belangelo State Forest, but not here. Dig in any soft ground and you’ll find a skeleton or, if you’re unlucky, a fresher kill.” Even then Spencer knew it wasn’t true and the local was full of shit, but he couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched.

“It’s just the horses,” he muttered and continued walking.

Each step took him closer, and each step prickled the fine hair on the back of his neck. The sun on the tip of his boot darkened with the instant shade of the forest. Spencer stood in the dappled light while he considered his next move—he’d never actually thought about what he’d do once he was in the forest other than the nebulous plan to “explore.” Finally he decided the best way forward was straight ahead. The leaf litter crunched loudly underfoot and, although it was initially unnerving amid the tall trees, he reasoned it would alert him to any approaching serial killers. Luckily there were no footsteps other than his own.

The canopy of ironbark trees closed over him and the undergrowth of box and wattle thickened. It was still relatively easy to walk through but in less of a straight line. Beneath the cool leaf canopy, the air was rich with the smell of mulched earth and a hint of summer flowers and forest herbs. Spencer filled his lungs. A rainbow lorikeet screeched loudly above and dropped a chewed gum nut that bounced off his shoulder and onto the ground. He jumped. His startled heart thumped a little faster, but he shook his head and bent down to pick up the seed remnants. The hard casing was crushed by the tough beak, and only some of its contents eaten. He threw the nut into the undergrowth and caught sight of movement at the corner of his eye. Spencer stood very still. He didn’t hear anything other than the rustle of leaves above, but there was definitely someone there. A gum nut hit him square on the side of the head.

That was no parrot!

A young man around his age or maybe a bit older leaned against the rough bark of a tree. He was shorter than Spencer, but not much. His skin was as pale although his long hair was a rich dark red—not “ranga” orange-red, but a deep red that, Spencer decided later, matched the glass of wine he’d been given at Christmas.

“Why’d you do that?” he asked, not appreciating the silent scrutiny of the teenager’s glower. “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?” Spencer tried again. “Years ago down at the fox tree. You were watching me then too.”

“Go back to your sheep,” he said. His voice was quiet but echoed around the trees.

“They’re not my sheep. They belong to my grandparents. I’m Spencer, what’s….”

That was as far as he got before the other boy turned and walked away. The figure merged with the forest, and all Spencer could see was the hint of red hair until that too faded.

“Seriously?” Spencer called out.

He picked up another gum nut and threw it in the direction the feral had vanished.




CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“I WENT into the forest today,” Spencer said.

His mother glared at him. “You know that’s out of bounds. What if Emily decided to follow you in there?”

“She won’t go in on her own.” He didn’t know if that was true, but he wasn’t going to give his mum the satisfaction of agreeing.

“You don’t know that. Anyway, what if you got lost in there?”

“I can call, and you can ask me where I am.”

“Cut the attitude Spence,” his father said from the other end of the dinner table. “Your mum’s right about this one. It’s easy to get turned around in the bush, and don’t bank on the phone reception either.”

Spencer shook his head—he wasn’t going to win, and they did have a point. “Anyway, I saw someone in there. Do you remember the guy we saw when we were riding around Fox’s Hangout?”

“Come on mate, that was years ago. I can barely remember people I met last week.”

“If he was in the forest, he’d be the Coutts kid,” Pa Mac stated and said no more.

Neil MacKenzie laid his fork on his plate and said, “I remember them. Odd family. There was talk that the old woman killed off her husband.”

“Neil,” his wife Carol warned and tipped her head toward Emily who was taking great interest in the conversation.

“She didn’t of course,” he continued and smiled at his young daughter. “But members of that family would disappear with no explanation of where they went or what happened to them. Pretty weird, huh?” Neil winked at Emily.

“So the guy I saw?” Spencer asked.

“That would be young Connor,” Nan said.

“Does he live near the forest?”

“He lives in the forest. The whole family does and has for as long as anyone can remember. The Coutts were there long before it became a State Forest and none of the authorities could convince them to leave. Even the threat of the police wouldn’t budge them. I can’t imagine what it would be like to spend your whole life in there.”

Pa nodded at his wife. “No roads in, no roads out, except the fire tracks. No power either. They run wild in the forest, so it’s best you stay away from them or you might disappear too.”

Spencer grinned at the earnest warning. “You know that makes me want to check him out even more?”

“You are your father’s son,” Nan said and tutted at Neil.

 

 

YOU ARE your father’s son—the phrase resonated with Spencer long after dinner. Sure he knew Neil MacKenzie was his dad, but it implied a whole lot more given the conversation they were having. What was it about him wanting to go into the forest that brought that response? He leaned his chair back until it touched the weatherboard wall behind him—his mum always yelled at him for doing that at home, but in the mild night air on the veranda it seemed the right thing to do. He swung his feet so only the tips of his toes touched the old boards and looked up at the sky. There was no sickly orange haze at its edges and no light pollution to dim the stars. The constellations shone brightly and clearly against the black backdrop, and it was only the sharp silver of the moon that challenged them.

The quiet was different too. In his bedroom at home, Spencer was used to hearing traffic, and it was rare even in the early hours of the morning to experience complete silence. He would lie awake listening to the faint engine hum gradually grow louder and louder until it zoomed past to fade into the suburban night once again. It wasn’t silent here either. There were the bleats of new lambs or a shrill bark of a fox that would set the chickens clucking in the safety of their coop. When the animals were quiet, Spencer could hear the chirp of insects and the rustle of gum leaves disturbed by the breeze.

The cool light of the full moon illuminated the paddocks enough to see the horses still grazing about halfway down. The tree line of the forest held heavy shadows where the moon didn’t make it through the canopy. The horses suddenly lifted their heads and stared toward the trees. Spencer dropped all four chair legs to the decking and moved quickly to the rail. He couldn’t make out what had taken the horses’ interest and realized it was only Smokey and Peanuts watching the trees with their ears rapidly flicking. The farm horses continued to graze either oblivious to what caught their paddock mates’ attention or not worried about it.

“Beautiful night,” his father said from beside him.

Spencer jumped at the sudden sound.

“Lost in thought or scheming how to get out of here?”

“Both,” Spencer grumbled. “Well, not really. I was watching the horses and, I dunno, it looked like something spooked them. Not all of them, just ours.”

Neil looked down the paddock and sure enough their two were more interested in the tree line than the grass. “They’re still city horses and it’ll take them some time to get used to all the sounds and smells of the country.”

“I guess….”

“Us too when you think about it. I grew up here, but you two and your mum are city folk and don’t know our ways,” Neil said with an exaggerated Aussie accent.

Spencer chuckled. “Yeah I always knew there was something weird about you.”

“Watch it, boy, or I’ll take you into the forest and tie you to a tree,” he said and followed it with his best Wolf Creek laugh.

Spencer rolled his eyes but saw an opportunity. “Dad, what’s the deal with the forest? Really?”

“What about it?”

“Well, I can kind of understand Mum freaking in case Em follows me in, but even Pa didn’t want me to go in there.”

“It is really easy to get turned around and lost—it’s a bloody big forest.”

“Did you get lost in there?”

Neil leaned on the rail and Spencer joined him. “A couple of times, but I loved playing in there—building forts with Kev and stuff like that. He actually did tie me to a tree once.”

“Did he leave you there?”

“No, he was just doing dumb older-brother stuff. He only left me for maybe thirty minutes, and when he got back, I was already free and we bombarded him with gum nuts.”

Spencer nodded, his Uncle Kevin always was a bit of a joker and… we, Dad said we?

“Who was with you? You said we?”

“I wondered if you’d pick up on that. That was the day I met Maeve Coutts. She was maybe my age and had bright red hair and the darkest brown eyes. She untied me and said it was wrong to trap things like that. I always thought it was a strange thing to say, but there was always something a little strange about that family.”

“Like the guy I saw today.”

“Yep. Could be one of her kids—the age would be right.”

“So you saw her again after that day?”

“Miss Maeve and I became great friends until I was a bit younger than you.”

“What happened?”

“I still don’t know. She just told me that she was too old now to be my friend, and it wouldn’t be appropriate to see me anymore. That wasn’t how she said it, but she always worded things in an old-fashioned way.”

“Connor didn’t say much. Told me to get back to my sheep.”

Neil laughed. “Definitely a Coutts.”

“Are they really that bad?”

“Depends on what you mean by bad, I guess.” Neil gave a short laugh. “I mean, some people would look at you and assume you’re trouble, whereas I know you’re just a wuss in a heavy metal T-shirt.”

“Oh ha ha, Dad,” Spencer said and thumped his arm. “Seriously, are they that feral?”

“Just different,” Neil conceded. “Old May Coutts terrified me when I was young. I actually thought she was a witch or something, but she kept her family in line and out of trouble.”

Spencer nodded thoughtfully. The family in the forest sounded like a kid’s TV special, but Connor Coutts had definitely sparked his curiosity.

“That doesn’t mean you would escape the wrath of Old May if you enter her forest again.”

Spencer grinned; he couldn’t remember the last time he had a real conversation with his dad—maybe they were more alike than he thought?

Except for the girl thing.




CHAPTER THREE

 

 

EVEN THOUGH the night was mild, the small red fox curled tightly in her thick blanket on the hearth of the fireplace. There was no fire set for fear of embers escaping the chimney and igniting the summer-parched forest, but still she dozed where the memory of a winter blaze warmed her.

Connor tucked the blanket around her and stroked over the delicate dome of her head. She sighed and her breathing slowed to the long deep breaths of sleep.

“She feels the cold now,” Connor said. “Even in summer.”

His sister Mab sat on the floor beside them. “She’s been in fur for weeks now. I think she’s done with skin. I hoped she’d be able to wait until her great-grandchildren were born.”

They sat quietly for a long time watching their grandmother sleep. She was old even for one of the furborn and would see her time out in her fox form.

“I’ll go to fur soon,” she reminded him and rubbed her swollen belly. “Will you be all right alone in skin?”

“Yeah,” Connor said but couldn’t meet her gaze. It was okay when Rob was around. He was the kit Daddy and would make sure they were all safe, but he hadn’t returned from hunting two nights ago, and Connor feared the worst. He knew he needed to find him and would follow his scent tomorrow—even to the fur tree where fox bodies hung to deny them the honor of feeding the earth. He didn’t want to think about that. Not tonight when the mother moon was full.

“Are you running tonight?” he asked Mab.

“I think I’ll stay with Gran tonight, besides with this belly I could barely make a trot. You go, but be careful—there are new people at the farm.”

“They’re not new.”

Mab tilted her head.

“I’ve seen them before, and they smell familiar.”

“When did you see them?”

“Years ago when I was….” Connor hesitated at mentioning the fur tree. “I was out for a walk and saw them on their horses. A man and a boy. I saw the boy again today, although he’s grown to my size.”

“Don’t go near them, Connor. Promise me,” Mab said seriously.

“I didn’t. He…. Spencer was in the forest—well, at the edge of the forest. I watched him from before he entered. He didn’t cut the trees or pull the bushes. He just walked and looked.”

“Did he see you? I ask because you seem to know his name?”

Connor stared into the cold fireplace.

“Connor?”

“Yes, but I told him to go back to his sheep, and I remembered his name from before.”

Mab groaned and shook her head. “You are grown now, Connor, and might be the last male of our kind. You need to be smarter and safer.”

It was on the tip of Connor’s tongue to bite back, but she was right. Their family was diminishing, and the furborn had to survive. He leaned over and touched her belly. “I will be smarter for the new.”

“Go on, go play under the bright mother.”

The furborn didn’t need the full moon to transform from skin to fur, but the brilliance of her light charged their souls with energy and joy. Connor didn’t need to be told twice and shed his clothes along with his human form.

He bolted across the forest floor leaping higher than necessary over fallen trees and low-lying brush. The moonlight gleamed on his lush red fur, and he jumped and twisted in it for no other reason than the joy it gave him. When the air finally left his lungs, he sat in a small clearing and stared up at the moon. His chest heaved with panted breaths, and his tongue lolled pink, but his eyes shone brightly. It was when the forest was most alive. He flicked an ear at the scurry of a bush mouse and grinned. You are safe little mouse for tonight is for play not the hunt. The same could not be said for the owl that swooped on silent wings to scoop up its prey.

Connor’s nose twitched at the symphony of smells—the fresh blood of the owl’s dinner, the fallen tree rotting back into the forest floor, and the fungus it fed. He also smelled the farm—the pungent lanolin of sheep fleece, the rancid chicken coop, and the horses both old and new. He had a promise to keep, but the lure of the farm was great. I can watch and remain hidden, he reasoned and trotted toward the forest edge.

The cry of another fox stopped him. Connor listened, but it didn’t come again. It wasn’t furborn, so he needed to be wary. Fox and furborn generally tolerated each other, but there had been territorial disputes and foxes far outnumbered furborn. He crouched low and crept forward. For all he’d promised Mab, he’d let himself become distracted by the farm and hadn’t scented the fox.

It was near the horse paddock—the new ones alerted him with their prey responses. The fox skirted the fence line, snout low to the grass. Connor lifted his head and caught a telltale scent. She was a lone vixen hunting for her kits. He sat up straight and emitted a sharp yip. She froze midstride, then lowered her head with her ears flattened. Connor emitted a series of low chattering noises and approached her. She was young like Mab and flashed her teeth at the advancing male. She would have none of him, so Connor stopped.

A loud bang startled both foxes. The vixen fled into the trees, and Connor dropped to the ground. There was laughter from the farm, and he slowly skulked forward to see. The bang came again, but he saw that it wasn’t gunshot and nothing to be feared. The young girl had run back into the house and the screen door swung shut with a slam behind her. That left the father and son on the veranda. He crept silently along the paddock fence until he was close enough to smell them. The father carried the smell of the old man, the younger one did too but not as strong. The teenager, Spencer, stared straight at him. Connor didn’t run but stared back. Mab would have his tail if she knew how close he was to the farmhouse. Stay safe, stay hidden, she’d made him promise, but the silver of mother moon that reflected off the long black hair held him there.

Are you a raven in skin? he pondered, not knowing whether or not skin-ravens even existed. His head tilted to the side, and his muzzle broke into a broad grin at the thought of Spencer suddenly growing feathers and flying over him to perch in a tall tree. I will ask Gran when I get home. The grin vanished, and he turned to look back to the trees. It was the first time he’d run under the moon without his gran by his side. He knew she’d leave them soon.

The father returned to the house leaving the raven alone. Connor’s head lowered, and he began to trot away from the farmhouse when he heard Spencer’s voice, “Go home, fox, go home where you’re safe from the tree.”

 

 

“I HEARD a fox,” Mab stated when Connor appeared from the trees already in skin.

“Yeah, a vixen with a litter somewhere.”

She handed him a very tatty pair of jeans and asked, “How close was she?”

Connor shrugged and pulled the jeans on. “Not near here,” he said and grimaced when he realized his mistake.

“Uh-huh, so where exactly were you to see her not near here?”

“You’re not Mum, Mab, and I’m grown now.”

“I know, but you need to understand how important you are. There are few furborn left, and it feels like there are less every day.”

Connor bit his tongue. Their little family could be all that was left of the furborn in the whole region, and who knew how far away he’d have to travel to find a suitable mate.

A string of chuffing caught his attention, and he smiled at his grandmother. The old fox sat in the doorway to add her opinion to the conversation. Her opinion was the one that mattered for she was the elder female in a matriarchal lineage. Connor sat beside her. “I’m always careful, Gran,” he assured her.

The fox snorted. Not enough, lad. It is up to you now to look after your sister and her children. Mab’s burden will be great when I’m gone.

He hated it when she talked like that. Connor had never known a time when he wasn’t being growled at or guided by Old May. Even when his mother lived, decisions were always deferred to May. “I’ll be careful,” he said to her and Mab. “Now, tell us a story about ancient furborn.”

Mab joined them on the step and, in both skin and fur, they talked about times past and future hopes for Mab’s kits.




CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

MOONLIGHT STREAMED through the window of his bedroom. Spencer contemplated getting out of bed to close the curtains, but the light was comforting somehow. Besides, he wasn’t in the city anymore, so there was no one out there to peer in or climb to the second floor and in through his window. Neither threat had ever happened to him, but it was a good argument to keep him in his bed.

They’d stayed up late talking about the farm, organizing Spencer’s new school, and telling tales of Neil and Kevin’s boyhood adventures. Spencer chose not to participate and sat away from the group with his headphones on—although the sound was low so he could still eavesdrop on the conversations, and it was kind of fun listening to his dad and Pa argue over who was to blame for coloring the new lambs pink. They finally decided to blame Kevin as he wasn’t there to defend himself. It was only when Emily fell asleep on her mother’s knee that they called bedtime. It hadn’t been a bad night, but Spencer wasn’t ready to let go of his disgust at leaving his old life behind.

There weren’t many friends back home, but there was a good one. Kelsey was his best mate and had been since they met outside the principal’s office for wearing inappropriate T-shirts on free dress day. They’d grinned when they spotted each other in the same inappropriate T-shirt. They were the emos or metalheads or stoners of the school, shunned by the cool kids and footy-heads alike. They gained a reputation for worshipping Satan and blazing up at the back of the football oval, but they did none of those things and spent their time listening to music and planning which bands they wanted to see over the summer. Spencer had begged and pleaded with his parents to let him stay with Kelsey and her dad for his last year at school, but to no avail. “Family sticks together.”

Spencer hoped Kelsey would find another weird kid to hang out with because his own chances of that were pretty slim. Connor Coutts is pretty weird—maybe too weird? He did have cool hair, though.

He turned over and kicked off his sheet, but it was no cooler with it off, and the heat drove him to do what the moonlight couldn’t. Spencer got up and lifted the window as far as it would go. The old wood creaked and squeaked in the frame, but the breeze was worth the effort. Beads of sweat cooled against his skin and for the first time in that room he felt like he could breathe.

The view was very different from home, but he had to concede that different wasn’t bad. He could make out a few lights of other farms, but most of what he saw was bathed in the cool of the moon. Dots of woolly sheep spread across one paddock, but most were lying in a huddle—flock, Spencer reminded himself. Closer to the forest Smokey’s gray coat camouflaged him in the light, but Peanuts and the two chestnut geldings glowed silver and gold.

What would Connor look like in that light? Spencer wondered and instantly tried to deny the thought, but once it was there, it wouldn’t go away. The red hair and pale skin would be luminous beneath the moon. “Don’t go there, Spence,” he muttered and turned away from the window.

That was another reason he’d miss Kelsey—she was the only person in the world who would listen to him and didn’t judge when he told her about the guys he liked.

What would you think of the weird redhead in the forest, Kels?




CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

THE SUN had barely risen, but it was already threatening to be a stinking hot day. Clouds gathered on the far horizon, and Connor smelled their rain. Normally he would revel in the prospect of a summer storm, but Mab was now in fur and paced restlessly with their grandmother at her side. Beds were made up ready for her both inside and out so she had a choice where to whelp her babies. Tradition called for them to be born deep in the forest, but humans encroached on their territory, and the risk was too great for both mother and kits. Connor knew all the lore of his kind, but had never witnessed their birth as he was the last kit born to his family. He watched their endless trudge feeling very unprepared for what was about to happen.

Mab’s step faltered, and Connor was sure his heart stopped. He knelt on the floor in case there was some way to help that he hadn’t thought of, but his gran snorted and chuffed for him to go outside and wait. He was both annoyed and relieved to escape the impending birth. With Rob gone he was the dog fox of their tribe with all the responsibilities that went with that. The prospect weighed heavily. Rob should be here. He should witness the birth of his kits or at least share his strength with Mab.

Tendrils of dark clouds spread above him and thunder rumbled in the distance. The breeze stopped and the forest silenced. It too was waiting.

The rumbling grew steadily closer and streaks of lightning ignited the oppressive air with crackling foreboding. Hairs prickled on the back of Connor’s neck seconds before thunder exploded through the quiet. Mab’s sharp bark came with the thunder, but the storm was only just beginning. Black clouds hung low over the treetops shrouding the forest clearing in false twilight. Electrically charged air wrapped around Connor. A red pulse pounded in his ears.

It will be soon.

He looked up to the sky, but little light shone through. The black clouds were heavy with the impending downpour.

It will be soon.

He heard a bark unlike any he’d heard before and ran to the door.

“Is everything all right?” he asked without entering.

Come in quietly Connor, his gran told him. He hesitated; the tone of her low chuffs held a warning that something was wrong. Slowly he pushed the door and peered into the dim room. Both Gran and Mab looked at him. A squeak alerted him to the tiny wet bodies among the bloodied blankets. He knelt beside them—there were three in all, but not all three breathed.

You have two sisters, but your brother stayed with the Earth Mother. Mab nuzzled the still kit, and Connor carefully picked him up. He wasn’t really his brother, but the furborn had no words for niece and nephew, so brother he was. “I will see you safe in the forest,” Connor whispered and tucked the kit into his T-shirt. Without another word he carefully eased the blanket from beneath Mab and replaced it with the clean one sitting ready. He nodded to Mab and took his brother outside.

Raindrops plopped on and around him. Large dark splotches grew on Connor’s T-shirt and the dry ground around his feet. The hard-packed earth at the doorstep resisted them at first and puffs of dust rose around each drop, but they came harder and faster until the ground soaked them in.

He walked slowly across the clearing and into the trees where the rain barely touched him. An ancient gum with a trunk broader than his arms could encircle was his destination. Its mottled bark was smooth like skin and often felt warm to the touch. He’d lean against it when he needed strength and knew it would watch over the stillborn kit while he in turn nourished the great tree.

“I’m sorry, little brother, I’m sorry that you never got to feel the sun on your back and the rain on your nose. I’m sorry that you won’t grow to run with me in the spring grass to bounce and pounce on mice and lizards. But the great mother will care for you until I join you in the earth.” He stroked the tiny red body and blew a gentle breath on him. The soil around the tree gave easily beneath his fingers and the little brother was laid to rest between two thick roots. Connor sat at the tree until the rain found its way through the forest canopy. He lifted his face, and the rain pooled in his closed eyes and open mouth. It ran through his hair until the long red strands created their own fall of rain. Tears washed down his face for his little brother who would never feel that rain or dance with his sisters under the moon.

You have sisters, Gran would tell him. They are the hope that we will endure. He knew that was true, but his heart hurt for them too. Where is your father, your grandmother and grandfather?

All gone.

All taken.

Connor’s chest ached and his hands balled into fists. He squeezed his eyes tightly so the rain tumbled down his cheeks. Thunder rumbled and growled all around him. His muscle fibers twitched.

It’s their fault. They brought us here and are making us sport. Each fox tail exchanged for a bounty is a life destroyed.

He glanced back at the door.

Maybe you’re right to go, little brother? Maybe it’s easier than seeing your family hang from that tree?

That tree.

Connor growled. He started to walk. His walk quickened to a run.

You won’t hang there, little sisters.

The cold rain stung his skin. Wet leaves slapped his face, but he didn’t falter in his path through the forest. When his feet finally hit asphalt, he skidded to a halt and was whipped by the whoosh and mud splatter of a car. He screamed an expletive at the unsuspecting driver—he didn’t care that he was soaked in filthy road runoff, he didn’t even care that he was almost roadkill, Connor just needed to scream at someone. His fingers tingled with hurt, rage, and frustration. He ran as fast as he could until the tree was right there in front of him.

Sodden carcasses hung in various stages of decay—some were barely recognizable as fox kind with only their gleaming teeth bared through threads of desiccated skin to identify them. Rain ran over another, becoming stained with the rotting gore and blackened blood. Connor’s nose wrinkled against the stench.

He took a single step closer. Swollen maggots wriggled at his feet washed out of carcasses in the cascade of rainwater. Another hit the ground stained pink from a recent kill. Connor looked up. A branch supported the newest prey. A single fox with a coat of fine red and brown fur hung as if asleep. There were no telltale signs that he wouldn’t rise with the moon to visit his offspring. But foxes didn’t sleep in trees—humans put them there as trophies for all to see and celebrate.

Connor didn’t celebrate. He gulped a wet breath and shook his head.

All taken.

Pain radiated through his chest and his head pounded.

“No more!” he screamed. Not at the tree, but at the humans who defiled it with the dishonored bodies of his kin. “No more,” he repeated with determination rather than venom.

He moved quickly to the base of the tree and jumped to grip the lowest branch. The loose wet bark of the eucalypt rolled and shredded beneath his fingers, but he braced his feet against the trunk and hauled himself up. The next branch was easier. Connor straddled it just as the sky lit up with lightning. He held tight. His heart pounded in his ears as loudly as the booming thunder, but nothing was going to stop him. His sister’s mate was just out of reach. He leaned a little farther. Almost… almost. Fingertips touched the tips of the wet fur and a new torrent of rain blasted the tree’s occupants. Anger and frustration brought more tears, but Connor clung to the branch and shuffled closer. The sway increased as his perch narrowed. He held his breath. Rob’s clouded eyes stared at and past him. “I’ll take you home,” Connor whispered.

That wasn’t as easy as Connor thought. He had two options: try to lift Rob one-handed or release his hold and use both. His grip on the branch was precarious at best, but grasping the body with one hand could damage it or worse. Connor carefully shifted his weight. He closed his eyes for a brief second and braced himself. I have to take him back. That was it; there was no choice. Rob’s legs and tail hung heavily in the deluge, but the body of the fox held little weight in Connor’s hands. Slowly, carefully, Rob was lifted from the fur tree and clutched against Connor’s chest. The smell of death was on him, but beneath that Connor scented the strong furborn that found their family and fathered Mab’s kits.

“You have a son already with you,” Connor told him and buried his face in the soaking fur. “And two daughters to carry on your line. Watch over them Rob.”

Another lightning flash and the tree trembled. Its pain coursed through Connor. He barely heard the thunder in his fall to the muddy ground.




CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“WOW! LOOK at that one!” Spencer shouted when another bright flash of lightning broke through the black clouds. Emily clapped her hands, but made sure she was close to her brother when the inevitable crash of thunder rattled the house. A waterfall poured through the rusted gutter along the length of the veranda. Spencer held out Emily’s hand to break its curtain—she laughed and splashed him.

“I think it’s time to replace the gutters,” Neil commented.

Pa Mac grunted. “No point. It rarely rains here and there’s fences to fix.”

Neil shook his head and shot Spencer a conspiratorial look—The sheep come first, always have and always will.

Spencer heard the phone ring in the kitchen before his nan stuck her head out the door. “That’s Bill on the phone for you.”

“You don’t use the phone in a storm,” Pa Mac said.

“I know,” Nan replied. “But Bill said there’s a fire. Lightning strike by the sound of it.”

Pa reached for his walking stick. Fifty plus years as a voluntary fireman wouldn’t be shaken by age or ill health.

“It’s okay, Dad, I’ve got this one,” Neil said and headed inside.

Pa’s expression was as dark as the clouds. “I’m not bloody useless,” he said and banged his stick on the wooden deck.

“I know, pet, but I need you here with me if the fire spreads.”

“I’m not a child, Joyce. Where did Bill say it was?”

“The old tree near the forest.”

“Fox’s Hangout?”

Nan rolled her eyes. “A horrid thing to call it, but yes. They’re assuming it was a strike although they found young Connor Coutts lying under it.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised if he set it alight himself. Him and his feral family,” Pa said with another thump of his stick.

“Is he okay?” Spencer asked.

“I didn’t get any details—perhaps ask your dad to find out before he goes.”

Although Connor had been nothing but rude to him, Spencer needed to know he was okay.

“Who is the one who started the fire?” Emily asked and hugged Bridie.

“His name is Connor, and I don’t think he started it.”

“Why?”

Spencer sighed. “I don’t know for sure, Em, but I’m guessing it’s not something he’d do, and don’t ask me why not.”

She seemed satisfied with that, but Spencer knew she’d fire a whole lot more questions at him later. He might have answers by then. Right now it was just a feeling, a feeling that Connor would never hurt or destroy anything in the forest—that he was part of it somehow.

“Okay,” Neil said when he stepped onto the veranda. “It’s nothing major, but I want to go down and have a look for myself. It’s been a lot of years since I was in the CFA.”

“Can I come?”

Neil stared at Spencer. “Are you actually volunteering for something?” He laughed and grabbed a jacket from the hooks. “Put this on in case of embers, and tuck that hair down your T-shirt.”

Spencer did as he was told and followed his father to the farm ute. He’d never been to a fire before and adrenaline tingled down his arms and into his fingertips. They wouldn’t let him close if it was still dangerous, but he could watch and maybe help out. Besides, Connor might still be there. The tingles spread to his belly and continued down. Spencer tightened his grip on the armrest and stared straight ahead.

The smoke plumed above the tree and could be seen long before the tree itself. As they rounded the corner a bright orange glowed through the thick smoke. Spencer leaned forward and peered through the windscreen. The top section of the tree was still burning, but the rain and firies had already extinguished most of the flames.

They pulled the ute in beside the CFA truck, and Neil jumped out. Spencer exited the passenger side a little more slowly and followed his father as far as the front of the truck. He scanned the scene and saw a collection of men both in and out of uniform, and recognized a couple of them as local farmers. The rest he didn’t know, but they all looked like they knew what to do. In fact the only one who was out of place was Spencer.

A blue light caught the chrome on the grill of the fire truck, and Spencer turned to see a stout man in a tight uniform walking toward him. Dave was the cliché of a country police officer—a bushy gray mustache, a belly that hung over his belt, and too old to go any higher in the force, not that he’d want to. “You’re Neil’s kid, right?”

“Yes,” Spencer answered not at all sure why he suddenly felt guilty.

“We’ll have you manning a hose in no time.”

Spencer couldn’t figure how to answer that, so he simply smiled and nodded hoping the policeman would find someone else to talk to. That someone was his dad and the man he presumed was Bill.

“It’s almost out, Dave,” Bill said.

“Lightning or the Coutts kid?”

“There’s a definite split in the tree, so my money’s on a strike.”

“The kid?”

“He was either under it or in it. How’s he doing?”

Spencer’s chest tightened, and he bit his lip ring.

“A few minor burns, but by the time the ambos got him to the hospital, he was awake and mouthing off that they couldn’t keep him there and he needed to get home.”

“Are they keeping him in the hospital?” Spencer asked and all three men looked at him. “I mean, I met him a couple of times and was wondering….”

“Yeah, he’s staying in. They require an adult to collect him, and we’re not sure how to contact his folks.”

Bill frowned. “I saw Mab in the grocers a few weeks ago, but I haven’t seen Old May for months.”

“Looks like I’ll have to go into the forest and find that shack of theirs,” Dave grumbled.

“I know where it is.”

That came as a surprise and Spencer stared at his father.

“Yes, Spence, I know I told you to stay out of the forest. Maeve Coutts took me home once—well, almost home. I didn’t get inside, and there was a fox sitting on the doorstep to make sure I didn’t try.” Neil turned his attention to the matter at hand and suggested. “I’ll take one of the horses along the fire track as soon as the storm clears.”

“Thanks, Neil. I’m pretty sure they’re not going to want to keep a Coutts in the hospital long, and I don’t want to have to throw him in a cell.”

“You wouldn’t really do that would you?” Spencer asked.

“Only if I wanted community services on my back, but I still need a family member to pick him up.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Come on, Spence—they’ve got this under control. Let’s head back.”

“Yeah,” he mumbled but took one more look at the blackened tree. The last of the flames had been doused and rivulets of soot-stained water ran down its bark. The tree might recover, but hopefully it wouldn’t be Fox’s Hangout anymore. All the branches were free of trophy carcasses and what was left lay among the exposed roots.

“The Coutts boy still had that one in his arms when we found him. Not sure if he was putting it up or getting it down,” Bill told him before moving back to the truck.

That one fox was lying among scorched leaf litter, but didn’t look like it was burnt. Spencer walked over and crouched next to it. The tips of its whiskers were curled and crinkled by the heat or maybe the surge of the lightning. He carefully touched one, and it crumbled to dust. There was a distinct smell of singed fur very similar to when he got a little too close to his illegal Australia Day fireworks and was forced to cut several inches off his hair. He tentatively stretched out his hand and touched the fur at the back of the head. It was cold and wet.

“Spence, leave it and come on.”

“In a minute.”

Dried blood colored the rain that dripped from its snout. “Just like the tree,” Spencer whispered. He glanced around at the remains of the other foxes scattered in the blackened leaves.

“Spencer!”

“Okay!” He gritted his teeth and slid his fingers under the little body. There was no fresh blood or gore—just fur and emptiness. He lifted it carefully and held it not quite at arm’s length, but still well away from his body.

“That is not going in the car.”

“Fine,” Spencer mumbled and headed for the tray of the ute. There was a layer of hay from the last stock feed run scattered over the metal base. Spencer put the fox in a corner and pulled some hay around it, but it still didn’t look safe. He climbed onto the tray and sat next to it.

Neil sighed. “Give me a break, Spence. It’s dead, and you know it’s illegal to travel in the back. Hurry up, get in the cabin so we can get home.”

Spencer didn’t smile. He usually did when he got his own way and especially when he won something over his dad, but he climbed into his seat and looked down at the fox on his lap.

“All right mate, what’s going on?” Neil asked once the car was on the road.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged and picked a hayseed from the wet fur.

There was a long pause.

“Do you want help to bury it, or do you have something else planned?”

Spencer looked up for the first time since he got in the car. “I don’t know if I should bury it or put it in the forest.”

“Hmm, good point. How about I take it with me when I ride in?”

“Yeah,” he whispered.

“Do you want to come with me? We haven’t ridden together since last time we were here.”

Spencer nodded.

 

 

SMOKEY SIDESTEPPED and skittered at every unfamiliar sight and sound, but Rocky the big chestnut farm horse didn’t break from his long loping walk.

“Keep close. Smokey will take his lead from Rocky.”

Spencer moved his horse close enough to Rocky’s side that the stirrup irons clinked. The worst of the storm had moved on, but there was still a steady mist of fine rain—just enough to keep them wet and muddy up the track. The surrounding trees amplified the plop and pop of the horse’s hoofs in the deepening mud of the narrow track. Spencer wrinkled his nose against the pungent odor of decayed leaf litter and droppings that escaped with each step. He lifted his face to the treetops and caught the eucalyptus in the rain. That smell instantly took him back to winter colds and eucalyptus oil on his hanky or those diamond-shaped lollies that his mum bought him at the sweet shop in Olinda. It never took him to the gum trees.

The track continued on, but Neil steered them down a side path. They had to travel single file and duck regularly to avoid being pinned by low branches.

“How far in do you want to go?” Neil asked over his shoulder.

“Um, here I guess,” Spencer answered, not really sure where the fox should be.

They both dismounted, and Neil unstrapped the towel that held the body from the back of his stock saddle. He handed it to Spencer.

The forest was quiet and didn’t smell like the fire track. Spencer scanned the surrounding trees until he saw a big old gum with a smooth pale trunk. He walked through the undergrowth releasing the smell of Goldfield Boronia and wattle to stand at its base.

“I don’t know why, but I think this is where you should be,” he whispered.

The fox was carefully placed close to the trunk and covered with leaves and yellow wattle blossoms. “They shouldn’t have put you in that tree. This is where you belong.”

“Good job, Spence,” Neil said from their horses. “Do you want to follow the track back to the house or come with me to visit the Coutts?”

Spencer’s belly performed a quick flip. Oh this isn’t good, he thought and took his time getting back into the saddle. He shrugged and forced a snarly passive expression that only teenagers can master.

Neil raised an eyebrow and said, “Up to you, mate.” He turned Rocky back onto the path leaving Spencer to decide—even though Spencer had decided before they left the tree.

The path wound around trees and might have doubled back on itself at least once. The forest closed in on them, and the path narrowed. Twigs scraped over the oilskin coat that covered Spencer’s legs, and he had to crouch low on Smokey’s neck to avoid being knocked off. He could see his father doing the same ahead of him and was about to suggest they get off and walk when the path opened into a small clearing.

A house stood on the edge of the far trees. Spencer slid off Smokey and waited for his father’s lead.

“Hold the horses while I see who’s home,” Neil said and handed over the reins.

Spencer watched him walk across the clearing to the house—If you can call it that. It looked sturdy enough, built with dark gray stone, planks hewn from the forest, and wooden tiles for a roof. Stones piled up to make a chimney although no smoke rose from it. The only door he could see was painted a dark shade of green. Spencer squinted to see that it wasn’t a solid green but was a mass of painted leaves that resembled a face—maybe a man’s face?

A sharp rap on the door brought him back to their purpose.

“Hello? Anyone home?” Neil called and knocked again. “Mab? May? It’s Neil MacKenzie—I’ve come about Connor.” He stood, listened, and then shook his head. “There’s no one home, Spence, and I have no idea where they could be.”

Spencer walked the horses over and asked, “So what happens to Connor?”

“He stays in the hospital until we track down his family, or I guess it’s up to child services what happens next.”

A faint whine came from inside the house, and they both looked at the door.

“Hello?” Neil tried again, but this time he turned the old brass doorknob.

The door creaked open. The fact it wasn’t locked didn’t surprise Spencer, but his dad’s assumption that it wasn’t locked did.

It was dark inside with only the light of a single window, and it smelled like… like dog. Not dirty, but…. Spencer peered in. The whole house looked like one room with a big stone fireplace, and he wasn’t sure, but the floor might have been dirt with very old rugs on top. However, when his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw doors that must lead to other rooms—bedrooms maybe? His curiosity was piqued.

“No one’s here, Spence. I can try again later, but it looks like the kid might have to stay where he is.”

Spencer started to complain, but a growl from a shadowed corner stopped him. A second growl joined it, and he took a step backward. He saw worn canine teeth and gray muzzle first, then the other fox moved toward him.

Neil put his hand on Spencer’s arm, who needed little encouragement to move behind his father.

“Your friend has some very strange pets.”

“He’s not really my friend, I mean I’ve only spoken to him once and….”

“Shh. Let’s have this conversation later.”

They moved slowly back through the door. The foxes remained crouched half in the shadows, but the growling didn’t stop until both father and son were outside.

Neil shook his head. “Not a good situation.” He sighed.

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, we’ll talk on the ride back.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

THE BRIGHT white light hurt Connor’s eyes. He squinted briefly at the strange room and closed them again. The bed was soft—at least softer than his own at home, but everything hurt. His head pounded worse than when he was a nosey kit and a ewe struck him for getting too close to her lamb, but back then he was more embarrassed to show his pain in front of his sister. Mab…. Mab had her babies. He shielded his eyes and opened them.

“Good afternoon, Connor.” A woman in a light blue uniform adjusted his pillows. “You took a nasty tumble, but luckily all you hurt was your leg and possibly your pride.”

Connor tried to sit up, but the nurse gave him a scolding look and told him, “No sudden movements for a while, young man. Take some time to rest until your head clears, and then I’m sure the doctor will release you to your family.”

“I have to go home now,” he said and attempted to move.

“I don’t think so. There should be someone here tonight to collect you, but right now you have to just stay where you are.”

Connor knew there was no point in arguing, but he also knew there’d be no one to pick him up. Both Mab and Gran were in fur and they’d be relying on him to do the hunting. He covered his face with the crook of his arm to block the light and to make sense of the swirl of thoughts and half memories. He remembered he was angry—a red rage that twisted his gut and banished reason. Bile soured his mouth. He’d lost his father, his mother, and now Mab’s mate to the fur tree, and Mab’s little boy didn’t get the chance to take his first breath of the forest. Connor gulped down a sob. But I got him out of that tree! He frowned. I must have. I held him when…. The memory was there but just out of reach. I was on a branch with Rob in my arms when… when the light exploded around me—in me—the tree shook and threw me out.

I have to go home.

It was easy to lie there and feel sorry for himself, but what was left of his little family needed him. He carefully sat up and clutched the railing on the side of the bed until the spinning room settled. Slowly the urge to fall or throw up eased and he felt around for something to release the rail.

“I don’t think you should be doing that.”

Connor looked up at the man standing in the doorway and instantly recognized him as the local police officer. He groaned. They’d had several run-ins before, and Connor had received so many warnings he’d lost count—some were deserved, most weren’t.

Dave pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat down with a grunt. “How’s the head?”

Connor glared.

“Okay, that tells me you’re not dying and still your surly self.” He took a notebook from his pocket and opened it to a fresh page. “First up, you’re not in trouble unless you made the lightning strike the tree?”

No response.

“Let’s get to it, then.” He began writing. “Connor Coutts, age sixteen.”

“Seventeen almost eighteen.”

Dave glanced over his glasses and corrected himself. “Connor Coutts, age seventeen. Now, why were you in the tree?”

No response other than a stare that could wither.

“Come on, Connor, you’re almost an adult, and I simply need to know what happened.”

“It’s wrong to hang….” He took a breath and lowered his voice. “I don’t think it’s right to hang foxes or any animal in a tree. It’s wrong to shoot them, and it’s worse to hang them there.”

“So you suddenly decided to climb the tree during a thunderstorm to get the foxes? Why, Connor?”

“I told you.”

“Yes, I know, it’s wrong to hang them there, but that doesn’t explain….”

“When can I go home?”

“When May or even Mab and Rob come to collect you. Until then you stay right where you are.”

“They can’t… they um, they’re away.”

“And left you to your own devices? I thought Old May had more sense than that. Well, how long are they away? Mab’ll be due to have her baby soon, won’t she?”

Connor scrambled to figure out how long Mab would be in fur knowing full well it would be weeks. Vixens rarely took on skin until their litter was weaned, even then, the kits usually stayed in fur a bit longer—it was their choice when they were ready. Mab took skin as soon as she could, but May said they wondered if Connor would ever swap fur for skin. You were having too much fun being a scamp of a kit charging around and bowling your sister over. Connor never saw the sense in being a helpless young human when he could run and jump as a fox.

“A couple of weeks and I can’t stay here that long.”

“No, you can’t.”

Dave sat and tapped his pen on his notebook for a full minute. The room swam again and Connor tightened his grip on the bedrail.

“Well?” he asked.

“I’ll get back to you on that. I have to call Neil MacKenzie.”

Connor watched him walk to the nurse’s station and caught snatches of their conversation, but the intent was clear. If MacKenzie didn’t find Connor’s family, child services would be called.

“No, no, no,” Connor groaned and rattled the bedrail.

Both options were trouble.




CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“OKAY, DAVE, I’ll ride down again before dark, but there was definitely no one around earlier.”

Spencer saw his dad nod while listening to the person on the other end of the phone before saying, “Yeah, you too, mate.”

“Apparently the Coutts are all away.”

“Did Connor say that?”

“He did, and I don’t believe him any more than our local policeman.”

Spencer didn’t believe it either. He wandered up the stairs to his room and flopped onto his bed. There was a click, click, click on the floorboards and a shrill yip at the side of his bed. The black pup curled her lips and made a quick pathetic whine. Spencer smiled and lifted Bridie up beside him.

“When you’re a big girl, I’ll take you down to the forest, and there’ll be so many sights and smells for you. But you have to promise not to chase any of the wildlife, okay?”

The little Scottie cocked her head from one side to the other before bounding onto his chest to cover his face with excited licks. She still had hints of puppy breath and hadn’t quite grown into her ears. Spencer grabbed her and blew a raspberry on her round belly, which of course set off another round of licks.

“You asked for that,” Spencer’s mother said from the doorway.

“I know,” he said fending off the overexcited puppy.

“Shove over, you two,” Carol said and sat on the edge of the narrow bed. “Not quite the double bed you had at home.”

“There’s not much here like I had at home.”

She looked at him, and Spencer hated the scrutiny.

“It’s not that bad, is it?” she asked.

Spencer shrugged and shifted his attention to Bridie again.

“I’m sorry, Spence,” she said and patted his leg. “I really do understand how hard it is to pack up your life and move away from your school and your friends.”

“Friend,” Spencer reminded her.

“Why don’t you kill your phone credit and give her a long call. I’ll top it up for you, just this once.”

“Thanks, Mum, I will.” He hesitated, but when she got up to go, he asked, “Mum, what’s gonna happen to Connor Coutts if his family isn’t around to get him?”

“I’m not sure. They might place him in care.”

“In care? What does that mean? A kid’s home or something?”

“Possibly. Or a short-term foster family if there’s one available locally.”

“Isn’t he too old for that? Can’t he look after himself at home?”

“I think the issue is his injuries. They’ll want an adult so they can discharge him from the hospital, then maybe they could take a look at his home to see if he can go back until his family appears.”

Spencer’s vivid memory of the primitive living conditions and resident foxes made it clear that that would not be a good idea. “Could he stay here? There are plenty of rooms.”

“I don’t know about that. This isn’t our house….”

“Isn’t it? Are we going back to Seaford any time soon?”

“You know what I mean, Spencer. It would be up to your grandparents, not me or your dad.”

Spencer gave her a dismissive shrug.

“That’s my cue to leave, Bridie,” she said, but still shot her son a smile. “Don’t dwell on this, Spence. Call Kelsey.”

“Yeah,” he mumbled and waited until she left. “Just you and me now, stinky breath.”

Bridie wiggled her bottom but was quickly distracted by a noise outside. She froze and listened—another whistle sounded, its pitch was similar to the first but with a lot less volume and control.

“Sounds like Emily is getting a whistling lesson from Pa,” he told the pup. He got one more lick before Bridie spun around, jumped off the bed with only a slight tumble before she rocketed down the stairs.

“And then there was one,” he muttered and picked up his phone. There weren’t many numbers in his contacts list, and Kelsey’s was the one most called.

It rang several times before he heard Kelsey’s voicemail message—“I don’t get phone calls, so if it’s a call center, you can piss off, if it’s not, leave a message and I might call you back.” Spencer laughed because they did the messages together, and his mum had already grumped at him for his.

“Hey, Kels, just me. I’ll try later or give me a call.”

He dropped the phone on his chest and stared up at the ceiling. The whistling continued outside with a lot of laughing and yapping. Part of him wanted to go down and join in, but it was a whole lot easier to stay where he was and have his own private pity party. He closed his eyes and listened to Pa Mac laugh with Emily. Maybe growing up here would have been okay? Connor Coutts didn’t…. He stopped himself. All Spencer’s thoughts lately spiraled back to Connor whether he wanted them to or not.

Call me, Kelsey. I need you to tell me it’s okay to check him out. I think you’d like him too. He smiled at what their conversation would be:

“He’s almost your height, Spence, and I like guys tall.”

“Uh-huh.”

“His hair is amazing. I can never get mine to grow that long, and for ranga hair it’s pretty sexy. I bet it’s soft… can you imagine running your fingers through it?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you reckon all his hair is that color?”

“Probably.”

“I wonder which way he goes? Like, would I have a chance with him or would you? So, if he offered… would you?”

Spencer groaned and turned onto his side. “Yeah, Kelsey I would.”

 

 

AT SOME point Spencer drifted off into one of those dozes where you still hear real sounds, but your dream-self warps them into surreal dreamscapes. He heard his mum say something to him, but it took her calling his name before he was back in his bedroom. He blinked and peered at her through strands of black hair. “Mmm? I’m awake.”

“Good because your dinner will be ready in a minute, and it’s not trays in front of the TV here. Go and wash your face then come down.”

Spencer was still on his side with one hand near his pillow and the other between his thighs. “Shit,” he muttered, hoping like hell he was just keeping his fingers warm and not rubbing his crotch. These days it was usually the latter.

 

 

“STILL SLEEPING half your day away?” his father teased him when he pushed his hair out of his face and sat at the dinner table.

“Nothing else to do,” Spencer mumbled without looking at him.

“We can soon change that,” Pa stated.

“Now you’ve done it. Oh, while you were snoozing, I went back to the Coutts and there was still no one home other than the foxes, but I saw why they were so aggressive. They have a couple of pups or is it cubs?”

“Kits,” Pa corrected him. “What did you do with them?”

“Ah, I didn’t do anything. Although I left the door ajar in case the adults wanted out. The pups… kits, looked like newborns.”

“How many?”

“Not sure, but it looked like two.”

Pa nodded and swapped a glance with his wife.

Spencer noticed the look and asked, “You’re not going to do anything to them are you?”

“Not a conversation for the dinner table,” Nan said and offered Spencer some tea.

He shook his head and opened his mouth to try again, but Neil whispered to leave it for now. Spencer mumbled a last attempt at defiance but knew enough about family politics to let it go. Emily, on the other hand, didn’t.

“You’re not going to hurt the kittens are you, Pa?” she asked, and Spencer had to hide his smile.

“No, Em, I’m not.”

“Can I go see them?” she said with obvious excitement.

“Later, when you’ve mastered your dog commands and your pup stops chasing the chickens.”

Emily giggled.

The mood at the table lightened and talk turned to sheep business, sheep history, and of course the importance of this year’s lambs. It was decided that the MacKenzie family would put in a group effort in the morning to reinforce the fence line along the forest edge because some of the bigwigs in the Cheviot Breeders Association were visiting to discuss bloodlines, and Pa hoped to get a new ram out of it. Spencer pushed the meat through the gravy on his plate and wondered what breed they were eating, but he knew one thing for sure, it was definitely not a precious cheviot.

Dinner finished with a big bowl of trifle and cream that managed to break through Spencer’s mood. His mum teased him that his sweet tooth always won out over his teen angst. He helped clear the table and dry dishes before joining his dad and Pa on the veranda.

They were in deep conversation when Spencer sat down and enticed Bridie from under Pa’s chair.

“The house looked exactly the same as when I went there with Maeve, although back then I wasn’t allowed inside.”

Pa nodded. “They’re strange folk the Coutts. May is a tough woman and rules with an iron hand.”

“You’re not kidding. Maeve was informed that we couldn’t see each other anymore and that’s exactly what happened.”

“How come?” Spencer asked.

“Who knows?” Neil answered. “At the time I thought May had someone else lined up for Maeve, or maybe I just wasn’t good enough for her daughter?”

Pa scoffed and drank a mouthful of tea. “If I know May, it would be both.”

“Did you ever see her after that?”

“Now and then, but it was made clear I wasn’t the one for her, which is lucky for you or I wouldn’t have met your mum.”

“Dad?”

“Yes,” Neil replied with a tone of mock apprehension.

“I keep thinking about Connor Coutts and how I’d feel if it was me.”

“And?”

“And.” Spencer looked from his father to his pa. “I was wondering if he could stay here until his family come back?”

“It’s not up to me, Spence,” Neil said.

“Pa?”

Pa Mac sat quietly and stared at the forest. He drained his cup of tea, then said, “I’ll talk it over with Joyce, but I’m not promising anything.”

Spencer shot a look at his dad who raised his hand. Spencer knew what that meant.

Let it be for now.

 

 

NOTHING WAS said about it at breakfast, or while they gathered the fencing materials. Spencer’s gut flipped and twisted every time Pa Mac said something to him only to be told what gear to grab or why a certain type of wire was best. He was beginning to understand that the old man was a lot like him, and there were times to back off.

So Spencer spent the morning learning how to run a sheep farm—or at least the fencing part. He was shown how to replace a damaged post with an antique, or so it looked, posthole digger and tension the wire without it snapping and taking his eye out. Pa watched and grumbled about city kids needing to toughen up, but Spencer bit his tongue and strained his muscles a lot harder. By the time they’d finished the line, his shoulders ached and muscles trembled, but he hadn’t complained once. He eased down against the wheel of the ute and was more than happy to accept a mug of tea from the old tartan flask.

“The MacKenzie men work well together,” Pa said, looking down the line of straight poles and taut wire. “This farm will still be around when you’re working it with your kids Spencer, and theirs after you.”

Spencer didn’t look up from his mug.

“Don’t bet on it, Dad,” Neil said quickly. “I’m planning to sell this place to a developer as soon as you’re gone.”

“No you bloody won’t!”

“Come on, you know how much Muckleford needs a super shopping mall, and they could get a pretty big carpark on this paddock.”

“Over my dead body!”

“That’s the plan.”

“Cheeky bastard. I’ll come back and haunt you.”

“We better keep the farm, then,” Spencer said.

“See, your boy has some sense.”

“Only some,” Neil joked and shoved Spencer with his foot.

Pa smiled and looked out at the forest. He took another sip of tea and said, “The Coutts boy can stay here if he’s willing.”

Spencer stared at him over the rim of the mug. It took a minute for the words to sink in, and they shouldn’t have had the effect on Spencer that they did. He didn’t know Connor and their only two exchanges weren’t friendly, but excitement bubbled at the chance of spending some time with the mysterious Coutts boy.

The bed was made up in the room next to Spencer’s, and Joyce ignored the suggestion that they put a lock on it to keep him in there.

“They’re not that bad, are they?” Spencer asked Nan.

“No, of course not. Pa had a few run-ins with May in the past and one is as stubborn as the other. The kids are a little wild, but not necessarily in a bad way.”

That was a loaded statement, and Spencer knew it. There was obviously more history between the Coutts and MacKenzies than Nan was saying.

“I saw inside their house—if you can call it that.”

“They don’t have a lot of what we do, but May made sure the kids were fed, clothed and went to school, occasionally.”

Spencer had a whole lot more questions ready when his father called from the bottom of the stairs, “Hey, Spence. You want to come with us?”

He looked at Nan, who chuckled and said, “He’s just a boy like you and probably won’t bite.”

“Yeah, on my way,” he shouted through the door, smiled at Nan, but remembered to slouch down the stairs with as much teenage indifference as he could muster.

Emily was already sulking at not being allowed to go and glared at Spencer as if it was all his fault. He ignored it and followed his parents to the car where he sat in his usual seat behind the driver.

“Do you know the way?” his mum asked.

There was no answer so Spencer assumed his father had given his mum one of his “are you joking” looks.

“Sorry, I forgot for a second that I married a farm boy.”

The indicator went on at the crossroad, and they turned toward Castlemaine. Spencer sat forward and said, “So I’m guessing Muckleford is too small for a hospital.”

“Oh come on, Spence, we have sheep, and trees, and sheep, and feral families, and did I mention sheep?”

“Ha ha,” Spencer deadpanned and sat back. “How far is it to the hospital?”

“Maybe five kilometers? So not far. Why? Are you getting anxious about the thought of Connor Coutts under our roof?”

Spencer stared out the window and didn’t respond.

“Stop teasing him,” his mother said quietly, but not quietly enough that he didn’t hear it. The conversation in the front seats lowered and although he couldn’t make out what was being said, it was clearly more serious and not for his ears. That didn’t help. Spencer picked at a rip in his jeans so a loose thread pulled all the way along, creating a white feathery edge. He picked out another one and repeated the process so by the time they parked outside hospital admission, his leg was visible through the hole and a small tassel of threads hung at the end of the tear.

His mother frowned when she looked back but didn’t comment.

“Last chance to back out,” his father said.

Spencer was tempted—it could be a huge mistake having Connor in their house.

 

 

THE RECEPTION area was the same as every other hospital—pastel décor that attempted to avoid white but was pale enough to fail, vinyl floors that squeaked underfoot, and the ever-pervasive smell of disinfectant. Spencer wrinkled his nose, and it tickled out a sneeze. His parents showed the woman at reception some paperwork supplied by Muckleford police. She scanned it and pointed down the corridor.

“Room 402. She said he’d be ready to go,” Neil explained and glanced down the corridor.

Spencer looked at his father. “Does he know it’s us picking him up?”

“I assume so.”

I hope so.

Connor was sitting on the edge of the hospital bed. He wore the same clothes as the day he growled at Spencer in the forest—faded T-shirt and ripped jeans. One major difference was the plaster on his left leg. He glowered at them. It was obvious that he didn’t want to go with the MacKenzies, but knew it was his only way out.

A doctor stood beside the bed, although Connor didn’t even acknowledge him. His gaze remained on the visitors or more accurately, on Spencer. It wasn’t exactly a challenge, but there was nothing friendly in that look. It felt like he was being assessed, weighed up, and left lacking—although Spencer couldn’t figure out what for and those brown eyes didn’t offer any clues. His nerves twitched under the scrutiny, and he wanted to look away, but then he’d lose… he’d show his weakness… or something. It was only when Neil said something to Connor that needed an answer was the stare broken. Spencer let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and looked at his father.

“It shouldn’t be long before you can go home, but you were unconscious when they brought you in so….”

“How long?” Connor said abruptly.

“That depends on when your family gets back.”

“I can look after myself, and I need to go home.”

“For the foxes?” Spencer asked and wasn’t prepared for the rage that brought.

“Leave them alone! Don’t you touch them! Do you hear me?” Connor shouted and slid off the bed to take a threatening step closer.

Neil instantly stepped in. “That’s enough, Connor. We didn’t disturb them, but had to check if there was anyone home.”

“I won’t let you put them in that tree,” he said muttered.

“The tree burned,” Spencer said. “And I took the fox you were holding to the forest.”

Connor focused on him again, but he looked rather than glared. “Why did you do that?” he asked.

Spencer shrugged. “That’s where it should be. Not dangling in a tree.”

Connor frowned briefly and turned to Neil. “Sign whatever you have to, and let’s go.”

 

 

MOST OF the ride home was in silence. The boys sat side by side in the back seat, but they could have been from different planets. Connor stared out the window while Spencer tried hard to remain still. Their legs barely touched and Spencer’s heart missed a beat when his leg began that nervous jiggle. Stop it, stop it, STOP IT! He tried looking away, but still his knee bounced. He pressed his hand on his thigh—that had never worked before, but maybe this time? It certainly didn’t help that he noticed the fair skin through Connor’s ripped jeans. It didn’t help at all because he also noticed how the hair was just a little bit thicker at the tear high on his thigh. It took all his willpower not to slide his fingers through the rip and under the worn denim. The jiggling of his leg stopped, but there was an even more dire reaction burgeoning. Think about sheep. Wet stinky sheep.

“Gate,” Neil announced, and Spencer fled from his seat to open the farm gate. He took his time closing it and following the car up the drive. Nan was already greeting Connor with a friendly smile while Pa sat in his chair on the veranda and watched.

“Spencer, help Connor upstairs and show him his room.”

Connor didn’t say anything but turned to look at Spencer.

“Yeah okay, Mum,” he mumbled. “Come on.”

Connor gripped his crutches and hobbled up the stairs behind him.

“This is your room.” He opened the door to reveal a single bed, a nightstand, and an old-fashioned wardrobe—in fact it mirrored his own room. “I’m next door.”

Connor glanced past him. “I’m not staying, you know that?”

“You have to stay for a while, at least until your parents come and get you.”

“Gran and my sister need me. I have to go back.”

Spencer shook his head. “There was no one there. Just a couple of foxes like we told you.”

“They need me,” Connor said. There was already defeat in his voice, and he wobbled on his crutches.

“Um, maybe I can take you there on the horses? That way you won’t have to walk.”

“Now?” The change in Connor was instant. The surly expression disappeared, and Spencer could imagine his face with a smile.

“It’s getting late….”

“That’s okay.”

“Nah, um how about we go in the morning?”

Connor’s jaw clenched, but he nodded.

Carol MacKenzie walked past them into the room. “Let Connor rest,” she said and placed some clothes on the bed. “You probably won’t be here long, but these are some of Spence’s clothes for you. He’s a little taller, but they should fit.”

Connor mumbled a thank-you and lowered himself onto the bed.

“I’ll bring you up something to eat in a little while, but right now you should try to get some sleep. Come on, Spence our guest needs space.”

She ushered him out of the room leaving the door open.

 

 

IT FELT weird knowing Connor Coutts was in their house. Spencer flipped between his usual playlist not staying long on any song. He grabbed a book from the narrow shelves next to the window only to put it back again in favor of staring absently outside. He couldn’t settle and going downstairs meant walking past Connor’s room. For fuck’s sake—this is stupid. Just because I have a hard-on for the guy doesn’t mean I have to act like… like, whatever.

His phone vibrated two short bursts before his Walking Dead theme told him it was Kelsey.

“Hey, Kels,” he said and quickly lowered his voice. “You got my message?”

“Yep. So what’s happening on the farm?”

“Not a whole lot. Got in some riding yesterday.”

“And….”

“What?”

“What aren’t you saying? Have they sheared off all your hair to expose your pretty face or something?”

Spencer sighed and leaned against the window frame. “There’s this guy….”

“Seriously? How long have you been there and you’ve hooked up already?”

“No! We haven’t hooked up, we haven’t, well anything. I just—it’s weird. I wish you were here, Kels.”

Her tone softened. “I wish you were here. How about you tell me what’s so weird?”

Spencer groaned. “Fuck, where do I start? Okay, I saw him when I was a kid. We didn’t talk or anything, but he stuck in my brain. I used to daydream about who he was and shit.”

“Oh my God! Your redhead?”

My redhead. Not even close.

“Yeah, that’s the one.” He wasn’t sure how much more he could say within Connor’s earshot. “Hang on a minute.”

Spencer jogged down the stairs passing his mum who was on her way up. “Where are you off to?” she called to his back, and he held up his phone in answer.

“Okay, I’m outside now.”

“Uh-huh, and what’s up with that?”

“Shit happened, and Connor is staying at our house for a few days.”

“Seriously?” Kelsey all but squealed into the phone. “Oh man, you have to get a photo.”

“Not gonna happen.”

“Tell me about him, then.”

Spencer did his best to describe Connor and answer cries for more information. He moaned and groaned, but he actually enjoyed giving details—it was only when he was asked about how he intended to “approach” the pretty Connor Coutts that he faltered. Kels didn’t push it, something for which he was eternally grateful, and suggested he should be cool and not seem too interested.

“Hey maybe I could seriously ask my dad about visiting you?”

“Everyone thinks you’re my girlfriend anyway.”

He heard her laugh. Spencer always felt privileged when she laughed because it was a rare event around others. They were “emos,” and the “emotionally disturbed” label stuck like their black nail polish. What a lot of them didn’t know was Kelsey really did suffer from anxiety and all the black shit helped. It helped Spencer too—you could hide in black.

“I really would like you to come here. You’d like the forest.”

“I’ll give it a try—and so should you.”

“Yeah, maybe not.”

They said their goodbyes, and Spencer turned back to the house. Connor was upstairs at the window looking out—not at him, but at the forest. A wave of guilt swept through him. He was so wrapped up in his needs that he’d forgotten Connor’s. This is not who you are, Spencer MacKenzie. His mum said that to him every time he threw a teen tantrum, and it was kind of true—only kind of because he hadn’t figured out who the hell Spencer MacKenzie was yet. But not this. He shoved his phone in his pocket and walked into the house with strides of determination that lessened only slightly by the time he reached the top of the stairs.

Connor was still at the window with his back to the door, but Spencer knew he was aware of him. There was something about the tension in Connor’s stance and the slight tilt of his head. Or maybe it was the loud thump of Doc Marten boots ascending the stairs? Either way Spencer was there and had to say something.

“You okay?” he asked.

Connor glanced back without an answer.

Spencer shifted his weight and tried again. “I know you don’t want to be here. I know you want to go home, but this was the only way I could think of getting you out of that hospital and away from child services.”

“I’m not a child,” Connor said and finally turned away from the window.

“If you’re under eighteen you are,” Spencer stated and sat in the wooden chair against the wall. “I’m no kid either, but in the eyes of the law I guess I am.”

Connor shook his head in disgust and lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. “You said it was your idea to bring me here?”

Heat rose up Spencer’s neck and a bright pink followed. “Yeah.”

“Why? Why should you care what happens to me?”

“Um, I dunno,” Spencer replied and tugged at the tortured threads on his jeans. “I saw you when I was a kid and then again in the forest. You acted like a dick, but….” His words trailed off, and he shrugged.

Connor looked at him—really looked at him—and the rip in Spencer’s jeans was torn a little more. But he’d said it and he meant it. Spencer released the threads and met Connor’s stare. “You really did act like a dick.”

“Yeah I suppose I did,” Connor admitted. His features softened into a small smile that was exactly what Spencer thought it would look like. “You can’t blame me, though.”

“Yes I can!” Spencer said and laughed.

“Yeah well maybe? I’m sorry I did that, but I knew you were a MacKenzie and that meant you are a sheep farmer.”

That threw Spencer. “What’ve you got against sheep?”

“Nothing, it’s the sheep farmers I don’t like.”

Spencer almost defended the family business but decided that would keep for another time and said with the hint of a grin, “Do I look like a farmer?”

“I’m not sure what you look like.” Connor reached over and took a few strands of long black hair between his fingers. “I thought you might be a raven, but ravens don’t live on sheep farms.”

Spencer was too focused on the fingers in his hair to take in what was said and stammered, “It’s not really that black… almost, but not black enough, so I dye it.”

“Black enough for what?”

“Um, I just like it black.”

Connor nodded and lifted his own hair. “I have never thought about changing my hair color.”

“Don’t,” Spencer said. “That was the first thing I noticed about you.” Not quite true, but close enough and stop staring at his fingers in the red strands of his own hair.

He knew Connor was watching him. He straightened up and shrugged. “But it’s just hair.” Spencer noted the briefest flash of… of something in Connor’s expression. It might have been disappointment, but felt more like frustration or even anger.

They heard footsteps on the stairs, and Emily appeared in the doorway. “Mum said to tell you that dinner won’t be long and would you like it in your room?”

Connor nodded, and Emily took off back down the stairs shouting, “In his room, Mum.”

“You have your family around you, and that’s why I need to go home,” Connor said quietly.

Spencer bit back that there was no one in the forest cottage because that was too cruel to hear out loud so said instead, “We’ll go tomorrow.”




CHAPTER NINE

 

 

SO CLOSE. Connor stared through the glass, past the neat paddocks and into the wilder green of the forest. He couldn’t see through the trees, but he felt them—the warmth of the smooth eucalypt trunks seeped into his skin and what remained of the sun fell in dappled spots almost too bright for his eyes. That light would be golden soon and light the clearing around his home in shades of orange and sparks of red. Warm grass tickled his toes and the scent of broken blades filled his nose and made him smile, until he remembered where he was.

His stomach growled. The MacKenzie mother had brought him food. He’d thanked her and she left the tray on his bed. It smelled good. He turned away from the window and listened to all the MacKenzies downstairs. The little one laughed a lot and the men talked in deep tones about fences and money. Connor couldn’t hear Spencer at all. He hobbled carefully and quietly through the door and leaned on the banister at the top of the stairs. Conversations swapped and changed, but only the adults. He knew Spencer was down there because even in skin the furborn retained many of their fox abilities—smell was one of the strongest and that told him Spencer wasn’t on the same floor.

Connor looked down the stairs and saw two little black eyes watching him. There was a scent of fear, but also curiosity and the overwhelming aroma of youth.

“I won’t hurt you,” he whispered.

Bridie cocked her head and shuffled a fraction closer to the bottom step.

“I know you don’t understand what I am, but I’m nothing to fear.”

The Scotty barked, not in warning but in welcome. She looked back at the dining room when old man MacKenzie shouted for her to quiet down, then trotted up the first few steps. She stopped and wagged her tail.

“Come on, then,” Connor said and took a step backward.

Bridie bounded up the remaining steps and sat at Connor’s feet wriggling with excitement. He bent down as best he could and scruffed her behind the ear. She yipped again and he held a finger to his lips to shush her. Bridie’s ear flicked and her whole bottom wiggled.

“You’re very good for a pup,” he told her. “This is my room for now, you are welcome in it any time and pretty soon I’ll go home and then you can visit me there with Spencer.” It was only when the words were out that Connor realized what he’d said. He glanced down the stairs again. “Maybe not.”

Connor walked slowly back into his room with Bridie beside him. He moved the tray to the nightstand and carefully stretched out on the bed. His leg ached in its plaster, and he began to feel the flash burns on his arm. Bridie bounced at the side of the bed so Connor leaned down and scooped her up. She snuffled around his pillow but quickly settled against his shoulder. She wasn’t fox, but her presence soothed him enough for his thoughts to wander away from the pain. He thought about earlier and his sly attempts to get Spencer to take him home. Connor knew he was interested in him, more than interested if his scent was anything to go by, and he’d played on that—keeping his thigh close to Spencer’s in the car and touching his hair, but now his gut twisted at the memory. Spencer had tried to help—tried to help him out of the clutches of child services and returned Rob to the forest.

He knew, somehow he knew the foxes didn’t belong there. He’d told his father it was disgusting.

Bridie snuggled closer and Connor curled his hand over her. “My ancestors are from Scotland too,” he said softly. “My gran told us tales of those who’d gone before us and how their coats were thick from the snow—thicker than ours can ever be. They’d shine red like a sunset against the winter white where they would hear the tiniest sounds and pounce on their prey through the white blanket. They were the same stories she was told as a kit and her grandmother before her. Maybe your ancestors hunted the same hills with their masters?”

The farm dogs barked outside and both Bridie and Connor listened—he couldn’t understand them any more than they understood him, but their tone was clear. Intruders. The front door swung open and the screen door clattered shut behind it. Tires crunched to a halt in front of the veranda. Connor propped himself up on his elbow. Bridie jumped with an inelegant landing onto the floor and galloped down the stairs.

“Dave? What brings you here?”

Connor sat up to where he could see Neil walking down the steps to the policeman.

“I came to check Connor Coutts hasn’t scarpered already,” Dave chuckled, but the intent behind his words told the truth. He was always Connor Coutts to the locals never just Connor—even his teacher called him that on the few occasions he actually attended class.

“Connor seems to have settled in. Carol just took him up some dinner.”

He saw the policeman nod.

“Is there something I need to sign or should I report to the station?”

“No, nothing like that. Not yet anyway, but if his folks don’t turn up soon it could be a problem.”

“How so?”

“Well I’m sure you don’t want him here long-term. You’ve got one teenager to cope with already, and a Coutts is a whole new set of problems.”

“He’s just a kid, Dave. Not that different from Spence.”

“You have no idea, Neil, how different he is from yours. Feral would be a compliment when describing the Coutts family.”

“The boy can stay.” A new voice. Connor couldn’t see the speaker under the veranda roof, but he recognized it as old man MacKenzie. “His grandmother will come and get him.”

Connor gripped the iron post of the bedhead and whispered, “Or I will get to her.”




CHAPTER TEN

 

 

SPENCER STARED at his ceiling. He’d dragged himself up the stairs exhausted, but once his head hit the pillow his thoughts kicked into overdrive and skidded in circles. He groaned and turned over. That didn’t help, but the clear sky and bright stars on the other side of his window distracted him until he heard the click of little claws on the floorboards outside his room. Just Bridie doing her nighttime patrol looking for anyone to lift her onto their bed, he reasoned. She trotted into his room and stared at him.

“Go find Emily,” he told her, but the pup did a little hop and yipped. “Oh my God, you are a pain in the arse.” He leaned forward to pick her up, but she scooted away from his hand. “Timmy is not in the well and you are not Lassie. Either come here or find Emily.” She looked at him and barked.

That’s when he heard it. The distinct creak of the old banister on the staircase. Spencer listened more carefully and after a long pause there it was again—someone was trying not to be heard. He stood up slowly and crept to his door. Bridie had other ideas and bolted down the stairs tumbling over the final step.

“You can’t come with me,” Spencer heard Connor whisper to the pup.

“Can I?” he asked.

Connor glared up the stairs at him.

“You won’t make it far on those crutches.”

“I can try.”

Spencer walked down beside him. “Now you’re being a dick again and a dumb one.”

“Give me a break. I want to go home, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

“Maybe not, but by the time you got there it’d be morning and that’s when I can ride there with you.”

Connor slumped down to the bottom step and buried his face in his hand. “You don’t understand,” he mumbled.

Spencer sat beside him—but not too close. “You could try explaining it to me.”

“I doubt that.”

“Is everything all right, boys?” Carol called down to them.

“Yeah, no worries, Mum. We’re just talking.”

“Okay. Keep it quiet or you’ll have Emily there with you.”

“Yeah. Night, Mum.”

He waited until they were alone again and suggested, “Let’s go to the veranda.”

“Why?”

“I told Mum we’re talking, so we may as well do it out there.” Spencer got up and walked to the door hoping like hell Connor would follow him. The muted thud of crutches sounded on the floorboards behind him, and he held the fly-screen door open until they were both outside. They settled on the wooden chairs and stared ahead.

Neither spoke.

The night was crisp and still. There was no breeze to rustle the leaves and only the bleat of a lamb broke the silence. Spencer was tempted to ask again, but he reasoned that Connor would speak when he was ready. And that could be a long time. What if we end up sitting here all night with neither of us saying a word? So what if we do? It wouldn’t really matter. The shrill cry of a fox broke into his thoughts. It was a lonely sound.

“Is that one of your foxes?” he asked.

Connor shook his head, and Spencer wondered how he’d even know.

“Would they look for you? Like a dog, I mean.”

“They won’t leave the house.”

“We left the door open for them.”

“They won’t leave the kits unless they are forced to.”

“Oh okay,” Spencer said.

“I’ve been gone two nights now.”

There was no answer to that. At least Spencer couldn’t think of one that would help. He sat and picked off a woolly fuzz ball from his track pants, then another. He sighed and flicked them into the night. “Maybe if we take the farm horses it would be okay?”

Connor faced him.

“They would be okay in the dark. Smokey wouldn’t know where to go. Hey, I don’t know where to go in the dark, but….”

“I do,” Connor said with the broadest smile Spencer had seen yet.

“Come on, then, but be quiet.”

The horses were already standing near the top gate having heard them approach. Smokey gave his soft throaty whinny but didn’t risk pushing between the big farm horses.

“Not tonight, Smoke,” Spencer said while he clipped the lead ropes onto the other two halters. He led the pair through the gate making sure to spin around and close it before Smokey and Peanuts followed them. He needn’t have worried—the horse and pony both stood back with nostrils flared and ears flicking. Peanuts, the braver of the two, stamped the ground and snorted at Connor while Smokey took a wary step backward.

“What’s up with you two?” Spencer said only to watch his horse turn tail and bolt down the paddock. “Dunno what’s got into him tonight.”

“He doesn’t know what’s around here at night.”

Spencer shot him a quizzical look. “What does that mean?”

“Just what I said. There are things in the forest that your horse wouldn’t have seen before.”

“But….” Spencer stopped himself from asking and walked the horses to the tack shed. He slipped on their bridles and was buckling a throat lash when he paused and asked, “You can ride can’t you?”

“Maybe?”

“Maybe what?”

“Maybe I can. I’ve never tried.”

He groaned and contemplated putting the horses back in the paddock, but Connor would only try to sneak out again, and it was a long walk on crutches.

“Okay, the only way we can do this without the risk of you breaking your other leg is we ride double.” Spencer slapped Rocky’s reins in Connor’s hand and took Buddy back to the paddock where Smokey still kept his distance.

He jogged back and easily hauled himself onto Rocky’s bare back. The leg cast made it a lot more difficult for Connor, but with a helping hand he was quickly settled behind Spencer.

“How’s that?” Spencer asked.

“High, but okay.”

Connor’s hands clutched Spencer’s waist, almost painfully, when Rocky took his first steps. It took steely willpower to stop thinking about the body pressed against his and the thighs… stop, stop, stop. Think of other things like falling and cracking your skull because you’re focusing on your boner rather than steering the horse.

“I can’t wait to get this fucking cast off my leg,” Connor growled.

“It’ll be a few weeks,” Spencer replied, glad of the distraction. “Does it hurt? Your leg, not the cast.”

“It’s not that, it’s having to do things like this.”

“Riding’s not that bad.”

“But I couldn’t even get on by myself. I’m not used to relying on people—except Mab and Gran.”

“They’re who you live with?”

“Yes.”

“And the foxes?”

Connor didn’t reply.

Spencer opened his mouth to ask about the rest of the Coutts family but thought better of it. Maybe when Connor trusted him more. If that time ever comes.

The horses walked with them on the other side of the fence, Buddy plodded close to the barbed wire while the other two stayed at a safe distance. The farm dogs had also appeared and trotted near the horses. They didn’t make a sound but watched the riders until they reached the end of the paddock where they sat side by side. Sentinels, Spencer thought taking one last look before they crossed the firebreak.

“It looks different at night, but I think the access track is through here,” Spencer said even though their horse had already turned toward it. Okay, Rocky knows how to get to the Coutts house… or maybe he just knows the fire track? It made sense that the old farm horse would know his way around, but Spencer was still surprised by the surety of Rocky’s steps.

When the track became a path the world around them changed. The forest closed in and the air stilled. Spencer had experienced the same sensation when he rode here with his father but the night intensified every sound and shift in light. Moonlight shone through gaps in the canopy just as the sun had except the spots of light that fell on Spencer were silver not gold. Something moved in the tree above them, and he wished he’d brought a torch to shine up and catch the reflective eyes of a possum, or owl, or something he’d recognize.

Connor pressed closer and his hands moved up to Spencer’s shoulders. “Not too far now,” he said quietly at Spencer’s ear. Warm breath touched his neck and brought with it an involuntary shiver. Connor chuckled. “Don’t worry, city kid, I’ll protect you.”

“I don’t need protecting,” Spencer said. Do I?

Moonlight glowed at the end of the tree tunnel and thoughts of elves and faeries flitted through Spencer’s head. He pushed them out as quickly as they came—no geeky nerdiness was allowed when he was with Connor Coutts, but he did let himself have a brief X-files moment. He grinned to himself—I’d be Mulder, and with that red hair you’d be Scully.

But there was nothing alien in the clearing. The silver light filled the space like water in a snow globe and thoughts of elves didn’t seem so far-fetched. Rocky stopped just past the tree line and no amount of encouragement made him take an extra step.

“I dunno what’s up with Rocky?” The horse still wouldn’t move. Oddly enough there was no tension in his body, he stood quietly and heaved a sigh before dropping his head to nibble on the grass.

“He knows his place,” Connor said and slid down Rocky’s flank to land with a hop on his good foot.

Spencer watched his hurried hobble and jumped down. Rocky seemed content to graze, so he jogged the few steps to catch up.

“You can lean on me if it’d help.” He expected a snide remark but received a grateful thank-you instead, and Connor wrapped an arm around his shoulder. Spencer let him set the pace, and it turned into a stumbling three-legged run. Both boys were puffing when they reached the green door. It was still ajar, but Spencer couldn’t see past the strip of light in the doorway. Connor was immediately greeted by a silver muzzled fox who he spoke to as if it understood every word he said. The fox made strange chuffing sounds, and Connor looked over his shoulder at Spencer. “You need to stay here.”

With that Connor stepped inside and closed the door.

“Okay,” Spencer said to the painted face on the door. “I’ll just stay here.”

 

 

DEW SOAKED into the back of his T-shirt—it was cold but felt good. He sat away from the cottage and stared up at the sky. Time stood still. He had no idea how long he’d been waiting and it didn’t matter. Nothing much mattered in that clearing. A wooden creak alerted him to company, and he turned his head to see the little fox trotting toward him. He quickly sat up and watched her approach. How he knew it was her was something he’d ponder later.

“She wanted to meet you,” Connor informed him.

“Hello,” Spencer said when the fox reached him and held out his hand. She sniffed it for a second then licked his fingers. Spencer laughed and looked up at Connor.

“She wanted to thank you too—for bringing me here, and bringing Rob back to the forest.”

“You are very welcome,” Spencer said, deciding it was polite to play the game. He slowly moved his hand above her and stroked the dome of her head. She was so soft.

“She likes you,” Connor said and leaned heavily on Spencer’s shoulder to lower himself to the ground.

“She’s smaller than I thought. I mean the only other fox I’ve met was the one I carried here, and she is more… delicate.”

“Male foxes of our…. Male foxes are usually bigger.”

Spencer nodded. “Does she have a name?”

“Everyone has a name. Hers is Mab.”

“Same as your sister?”

“Um yeah. I guess I didn’t have a lot of imagination back then.”

“Hello, Mab,” Spencer cooed, and the fox looked up at him. All the world was in her gaze, and he smiled. “She’s very special, isn’t she?”

“I think so.”

Mab turned and leaned against Connor.

“She missed you.”

“I missed her.”

“How long have you had her?”

“You don’t own foxes,” Connor explained.

“Yeah, I get that. So if everything is okay here, we better get back.”

“I’m not going back.”

“Don’t do this to me,” Spencer said and stood up. “I brought you here and… and did you have any intention of going back with me?”

Connor put a hand on Mab and said, “No.”

Frustration took Spencer’s words, and he stepped toward Rocky only to turn and take the step back. “That was a shitty thing to do. I tried….”

“You don’t understand….”

Spencer cut him off. “No! You don’t understand. If I go back without you, they’ll call the cops who’ll come here and take you away. And your foxes… well you know what they do to foxes in sheep country.”

Mab snorted, looked at Connor and walked away from them.

“Mab knows,” Spencer said. Connor looked at him with curiosity and suspicion, but Spencer stood firm. “She gave you her answer.”

Connor glanced back to the cottage. Mab had disappeared inside.

“You have to come back. For their sake,” Spencer said. For my sake too. “Please?”

“This is wrong—you get that don’t you?” Connor grumbled but still hobbled toward Rocky.

 

 

THE RIDE back was uncomfortably silent. Every twig snap, bird call, and snort of the big horse served to emphasize the tension between them. Connor’s hands were still on his waist, but that was a necessity lest he slide off Rocky’s back. That was the only physical contact between them—in fact that was their only point of contact.

It was a relief when Rocky left the track and tunnel of trees to step onto the grassy firebreak. Spencer took a deep breath of the predawn air and said quietly, “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” Connor mumbled and leaned into Spencer’s back. “I know it’s not your fault. You’re new here and don’t know what it’s like for our kind.”

Our kind? Are the Coutts family that isolated from everyone else around here? Spencer had no clue how to respond, but that played around and around in his thoughts. There was something about the way it was said, our kind. Spencer decided to leave it—for now.

The sun already peeped over the horizon when they slid off Rocky and released him back into the paddock. Connor looked drawn in the thin morning light. He stood at the gate and watched Rocky approach the other horses before they all settled to pick at the dry grass.

“You okay?” Spencer asked.

“Dunno.”

Spencer was at a loss. He’d never been particularly good at communicating with people, and Connor… well, Connor wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met.

“You should know better than to take my grandson into the forest at night, Connor Coutts.”

The voice spoke slowly and deliberately and each word was formed with effort. They both turned.

Grandpa Mac walked carefully down the steps from the veranda. He stopped at each one to start again—foot, walking stick, foot. Spencer waited until he was on firm ground before he answered, “I offered, Pa.”

“That may be, but the Coutts know that forest and you don’t.”

“I do know it,” Connor said. “And that means he was safe with me.”

There was an old-man grumble and something said that Spencer didn’t hear, but Connor’s clenched jaw hinted that he heard and didn’t much like what was said.

“So, is Old May back in her shack?” Pa Mac asked and continued toward them.

“Not yet,” Connor replied with a furtive glance at Spencer.

“I’m sure she’ll emerge from her forest and demand the return of her grandson when she does.” He smiled and leaned heavily on a fence post to stare out over the paddock.

Connor actually smiled. Spencer looked from one to the other—he’d missed something, either said or unsaid, and it was clear neither were going to enlighten him. He sighed and joined them at the fence.

“The horses need fed,” Pa said, and Spencer knew it was aimed at him. He didn’t argue and walked the short distance to the feed shed. A mouse scurried across his foot and dove under a wooden pallet. “Plenty for all I guess,” he said and looked at the stacked bales. Most of the local farms used the huge rounds of hay that could be tractored out and rolled, but on the MacKenzie farm feed was freshly distributed each and every day. I’m sure the rodents agree, Spencer mused as he pulled several biscuits of grass hay from a bale.

Pa and Connor were talking. Spencer followed the cadence of a conversation without the words. He walked past them and the talking stopped. Interesting, he thought and shoved open the gate to be inundated with pushy horses. “Get out of the way,” he scolded them and squeezed through to drop a biscuit on the grass. Smokey and Peanuts ripped into it, but the farm horses understood that more biscuits would be dropped and they’d score one each.

“You two are up early.”

“Up before the sun,” Pa said. He wasn’t lying but wasn’t telling the whole story either.

“Farm life must suit you, Spence,” Neil quipped and joined them at the fence.

“Three generations of MacKenzie and a Coutts,” Pa mumbled and shook his head.

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Spencer asked, but Pa muttered something like maybe, maybe not, and ambled slowly back to the veranda.

“I think he’s worried about the committee coming.”

“Why should he worry? His sheep are some of the best, aren’t they?”

“They are, Spence, but it means a lot to the farm financially, and your pa has been working toward this as long as I can remember. Hey, Connor, how’s the leg?”

“Still there,” Connor replied and knocked on the plaster.

“Survived the midnight ride, then?”

Spencer groaned, but Neil laughed.

“It’s an old house. Lots of echoes and creaking boards. There’s not much you can get away with without someone hearing. I thought it best not to say something in front of my old man.”

“He knew.”

Another laugh. “Of course he did.”

 

 

SPENCER’S MORNING chore was to clean the chicken run. What fun, he thought and crept through the door. He would happily see to the horses or even the sheep, but there was something about the ancient shed that creeped him out. Sinister low clucks came from the dark dusty corners. They weren’t the happy or demanding clucks you heard at feed time, no, they were creaks and growls emitted from sharp little beaks biding their time to peck him. Logically, Spencer knew they wouldn’t hurt him, and it wasn’t really that that bothered him. He pulled his T-shirt up over his nose and waved an arm to shoo them out. Wings flapped and the air clouded with dust and dried chicken shit.

“Out!” Spencer shouted, but still the birds didn’t move. “What’s wrong with you lot this morning? Get out.”

He opened the door wide and the morning sun streaked the dusty air. Bridie sat just outside and tilted her head at the silly birds.

“Are you the reason they’re so freaked?” he asked and the little black pup jumped to her feet with a bounce and a yip. Connor stood behind her. He stared past Spencer into the gloom of the shed. The chickens were silent, and the dust slowly settled. Without a word Connor shook his head and made his way slowly to the veranda.

“So you’re not gonna help me?” Spencer called to him, but Connor sat on the step and laid the crutches beside him.

A brown hen strutted into the daylight. She glanced at Bridie but continued on her way to where the horse feed was mixed. Others followed and soon the yard was filled with hens contentedly scratching and picking over the spilled grain. She’d been so good for so long, but the temptation grew too much for Bridie and chickens flew in every direction when she ran through the middle of the flock.

“No, Bridie, bad girl,” Spencer scolded as she barked her delight. A shrill whistle stopped her. She spun around and bounded up the veranda steps and scrambled onto Pa Mac’s lap. Spencer grumbled about being left to do the work but set about cleaning the chicken shed.

By the time it was swept, refurbished with fresh straw and all the eggs collected. Spencer heard the call to breakfast. He squinted at the bright sunlight but breathed deeply of the fresh air. Gray dust coated his black T-shirt and clung to his hair. He picked out a couple of downy feathers and watched them float down where they attached themselves to his jeans. Spencer groaned and shook himself like a wet dog, which only served to create a cloud of stinking dust that settled on his sweaty skin. He wrinkled his nose and marched toward the house, vowing to find a different chore in the future.

“You stink,” Connor deadpanned.

“Shut up.”

“No, you really do stink of chicken shit.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“The chickens’, I guess.” Connor shrugged and held out his hand.

With a hop and a hobble, they made it up the steps and into the kitchen.

Spencer handed the basket of eggs to his nan and said, “I’m gonna jump in the shower first, Mum.”

“Your breakfast will get cold. Wash your hands and shower after.”

“But I smell gross,” he complained.

“You do not. Now sit.”

“Connor says I stink.”

“Well, I can’t….”

“Go shower,” Nan interrupted and shooed him out of the kitchen.

Spencer climbed the stairs to the bathroom and quickly stripped. He sniffed at his clothes. Dust hit his nose, and he could smell the chooks, but it wasn’t the stench he expected. He dumped them in the laundry hamper and mumbled something about Connor being a dick.

Steam filled the old bathroom and fogged the mirror. Spencer stepped into the tub and under the stream of hot water. He watched his reflection blur and disappear before the shower curtain was yanked along the rail. Kelsey always said that he wasn’t bad-looking and could even pass for cute in the right light. They’d joked about that being a dark night during a blackout because he never really worried about his appearance other than keeping his hair black and his skin pale—Cheer up, emo kid.

It mattered now, though. It mattered around the weird Coutts boy with the shitty attitude. And amazing red hair and dark eyes. Hot water rushed over his face. He stood with his eyes closed and felt it sting and tingle down his skin. What would you think if you saw me like this? Spencer reached out into the misted air. What would you look like in the steam before you stepped under the water with me?

“Mum says to hurry up!” Emily shouted from the other side of the unlocked door.

Spencer groaned. Who am I kidding? You’d laugh and walk away.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

CONNOR SKULKED behind them—there was no other word for it. The men with clipboards asked old man MacKenzie questions and wrote things on a checklist. Well, one did. The other man seemed more interested in the lambs and ewes in the home paddock. The sheep huddled together in the far corner with lambs behind them. One ewe stamped her foot in protest.

“Feisty,” the man laughed.

“Domestic, but not totally domesticated,” Pa said. “They handle well, but are very protective of their young, as they should be. Neil, open the gate so we can have a closer look.”

Pa whistled. Bella and Tosh quickly separated a ewe and lamb and herded them through the open gate to the small yard.

Connor watched them inspect the sheep in ways he would not want to be inspected. He grimaced and Spencer laughed. “They have to see if she’d be good for breeding, I guess?”

“Isn’t her lamb proof of that?”

It was all a lot of bother for a bunch of sheep, Connor decided and sat on a nearby stump.

The inspectors seemed impressed, and Pa MacKenzie was smiling.

“Good,” he said. “Now let’s get a cold drink and go through what’s to be done.”

A copy of the checklist was given to Pa, and they went through it together over a couple of beers. The quality of the MacKenzie Cheviots couldn’t be faulted, but there were a few issues about the farm itself that needed further discussion. Connor sat with his legs dangling down over the edge of the veranda eavesdropping on the so-called necessary changes. It was near impossible to remain silent and each suggestion horrified him more than the last.

 

 

THE WORDS of the Cheviot breeder’s inspector spun round and round in his head: “You need to cull the foxes. Get the council to up the bounty… set traps….” It was bad enough with the shooting, but give them a reason and you’ll have every yob from the district tramping through the forest. Connor pressed his palms to his eyes. Mab has to hunt. Gran is too old and that just leaves Mab to find all the food. His sister was an exceptional hunter—better than him. She was always quieter and more patient, where Connor liked the pounce rather than stealth. His chest tightened and stomach hurt. They were his responsibility since Rob was hung on the tree.

Tears prickled.

I’ve let them down.

That bloody tree….

Connor’s hands balled into fists. Fox and furborn had hung from its branches for as long as he could remember. As a kit he was scolded with the curse, “Beware the tree” or if he’d been really naughty, which happened a lot when his teeth were coming in, “To the tree with you.” An icy shiver would run the length of his spine and his tail puffed to full brush. The tree was their nemesis even more than the farmers with their rifles and snares. Death was part of life, but to rot in the tree denied them their return to the earth. The threat was never uttered again after his mother swung from a high branch.

Connor didn’t know if the tree still stood or the lightning strike had achieved what he couldn’t. He’d ask Spencer in the morning. Spencer! He bolted up in bed jarring his leg in the process. Spencer took me home before, I could… I can’t ask him again. He’s a MacKenzie and the MacKenzies are sheep farmers. Connor stared at the dark glass of the window—both farm and forest hid behind his reflection. He grimaced. I’m better in fur.

In fur? He looked down at the pale skin and ginger hair of his immobilized leg. It wasn’t that pain was less intense in his fox self, but life in fur meant ignoring or more accurately, enduring the hurt.

It’s the only way.

He nodded and his dark reflection agreed.

His cast hit the floor with a thud. Connor froze. Various pitched snores echoed along the hallway. When none faltered in their rhythm he hobbled slowly to his door. If he took fur here his clothes would be safe in his room, but escaping the house would be a problem. Even if he somehow managed to open the door, the farm dogs were on the other side.

Skin it is.

Bridie trotted out of Emily’s room with a puppy grin and tail wag. Connor held a finger to his lips and she lowered her head to scurry toward him.

“You have to stay here and guard your family, little one,” he whispered and gently pushed her rump to the floor. “Good girl.” Her tiny tail swept the floor. She wriggled on her haunches but stayed put.

It was almost impossible to tiptoe in a cast, but Connor made it down the stairs without disturbing any of the sleeping MacKenzies. The two farm dogs were another story. Bella flattened her ears and emitted a low rumbling growl while Tosh stood at the ready by her shoulder.

“I am no threat to your family,” Connor whispered. The dogs didn’t back down and watched each tentative step toward the end of the veranda. When his feet touched the driveway, Bella snorted and moved to lie in front of the door. Tosh remained on his feet. They wouldn’t advance while he was in skin, but Connor knew they’d happily tear a fox apart. He blew a long breath and swung his crutches toward the shed where he’d be hidden from the farmhouse windows.

Changing to fur wasn’t the way humans imagined. Connor had witnessed the bone-crunching transformation to wolf in one of his few visits to his school’s media class. He’d chuckled at the close-ups of the actor screaming in agony while every bone in his hand shattered and reformed into misshapen paws. He’d groaned and slouched on his desk when the would-be wolf fell on all fours—spine popping and bulging through fake skin. No idea, Connor mused during the discussion of the director’s intentions for the scene. Words like evolution, retribution and the beast in everyone were bandied around, but all Connor wanted to say was bullshit! Change wasn’t painful. Why would it be? It was natural—nothing broke, nothing had to. His bones flowed into their other shape like stream water following its natural path. No pain. Just a heady sense of becoming.

Connor’s clothes pooled at his paws and he gingerly lifted his hind leg from the cast that had toppled to the ground.

Bella barked.

There was no way he could outrun the farm dogs on three legs even with a head start. He slunk along the wall of the shed, hiding in the moon shadow until he reached the track between the paddocks. It meant leaving his cover, but the dogs already knew he was there and wouldn’t leave their post on the veranda so long as he continued to travel away from the MacKenzies. Connor still ran as fast as he could on his three good legs past the startled city horses and on to the firebreak before the forest.

His forest.

His home.

The scent of humans and farm animals—especially the sheep—still tainted the air, but they gradually faded when he crossed the grass and entered the tree line. Eucalyptus, rotting leaf litter, and summer blooms enveloped him. Connor flopped down next to the broad trunk of an old gum tree. His tongue lolled pink and wet while he caught his breath in the layers of cast-off bark.

A possum scurried above him. He looked up and listened to its rustling path through the summer scorched leaves. It stopped. Are you listening for me too? Connor emitted a quiet chuff and grinned widely as only a fox can when it bolted farther up the tree. He pressed his face against the warm trunk to bask in the beat of the earth that flowed up from its roots.

This is where I belong.

Connor would stay in fur with Mab and May for as long as he could, but they—the MacKenzies—would look for him. The raven would ride the big horse into the forest and keep searching until he was found.

Spencer himself was another reason he’d return to skin.

He was different from the other teenagers at the hated school. Spencer didn’t tease him for being a Coutts, or tell him he didn’t belong in a normal school. Connor never retaliated because May had drilled her warnings into him from the first time he took skin. Walk among them unnoticed, she’d told him over and over until it was etched into his being. But the reality of being a Coutts regularly tested his resolve and frequently stretched it to the breaking point. His red hair didn’t help either. Spencer wouldn’t slam him into lockers or wallop the back of his head with a football—always an accident, of course.

Connor snorted and stood up. His hind leg trembled before his paw touched the ground. He tucked it close to his body and took a few tentative hops. White-light pain froze him and forced a yelp, but he couldn’t stop—he was furborn and his family needed him.

The going was frustratingly slow, even though he left the track and cut through the undergrowth, but the growing scent of his kind kept him moving. He heard Mab mere seconds before he saw her red figure at the edge of the clearing. He chuffed back and she bounded toward him. All pain was forgotten when his sister bounced around him and licked his face.

Home.

 

 

THEY WILL hunt for you.

Connor lowered his head to avoid his grandmother’s scrutiny.

He needed us and we need him, Mab tried, only to receive a sharp yip for her effort. She quickly retreated to her kits.

They will hunt you and find you here. They will not understand the fox with the broken leg is the boy they know and they will use their guns.

Connor raised his brow to glance at her. She was right of course, but he’d planned to be back before they even noticed he was gone.

A kit whimpered in its sleep, and May huffed. You are no more than a kit yourself Connor.

He shuffled closer, snuggled as much as he dared and May relented. She licked his face and crooned a sound reserved for the youngest of kits.

The sheepmen are hunting again. They are raising the bounty and no foxes are safe. The tree may not stand, but they will hang red bodies on another. I had to warn you.

Connor looked at Mab, who rested her chin on a squirming kit. Its half-open, unfocused eyes peered at him.

Have I been that long in the house of humans?

They grow fast and will soon need more than my milk. I must provide for them, hunters or not.

No! Connor stood shakily up. No, I will find a way.

Take care, young Connor. They will hunt you too, May warned him, but there was also permission in her words.

 

 

NIGHT HAD traversed the arc of the sky by the time Connor limped his way to the horse paddock. He collapsed onto the grass panting his pain. His strength was gone and his normally lithe body lay broken. If the dogs came now, he could offer no fight.

Grassy breath ruffled his fur, and Connor opened his eyes to a whiskery muzzle nibbling the grass beside him. The big chestnut had him in his sights, but still pulled at the grass near his snout only stopping for a moment when Connor raised his head. Rocky was wary but not afraid. You know me, don’t you? You carried me home with your raven. Most animals sensed the skin beneath the fur and the fur within the man—even the dogs, although that wouldn’t stop them killing fox or furborn.

Time to change.

Connor sighed.

The grass tickled his bare skin, and he reached up to run slender fingers over the dark muzzle.

“You’re not afraid of me, are you Rocky?”

The other horses wandered over to see, but only Peanuts the pony was brave enough to join Rocky at the fence—perhaps in hope of a carrot?

It took Connor a few attempts to haul himself to his feet. Puffy, fluid-filled skin encased his ankle and spread its sickly red up his leg. His fox self dealt with it, but bile rose in Connor’s throat, and he gripped tightly to the fence post.

Peanuts nibbled at his fingers searching for treats only to be pushed aside by Rocky.

“No sugar lumps tonight,” Connor murmured, and his pain-addled thoughts remembered the only book he chose to read at school. He knew nothing about the Russian Revolution and didn’t particularly care, but there was a message for him in Animal Farm that the writer probably hadn’t intended—the corruption of animals who chose to emulate humans. He’d asked May if it referred to furborn, but she shook her head at him and the book. Humans are strange creatures who squabble and fight over things that are not meant to be theirs. We’re not like them and do not want to be them. We are what we are and that is enough for us.

“We are what we are,” Connor whispered and began his painful journey back to the farmhouse.




CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

BRIDIE’S BARK wound its way into Spencer’s dream. Oddly, the black Scottie sprouted a red brush tail. She grinned from ear to ear and said, “Look closely. You haven’t seen me yet.” The fox-dog laughed and stared at its reflection in the night window.

Bridie barked again—she was a dog and nothing more than a dog.

“Quit it,” Spencer groaned, but his voice only added to her excitement. Puppy claws danced a tattoo on the wooden windowsill while her hind legs bounced her on the chair.

“Bloody hell dog—it’ll be a possum.”

He rolled over and slapped the chair, but she wouldn’t be distracted from her lookout. Spencer sighed and watched the shadow branches flick and flutter on the walls. A night bird flew across an ancient family photo growing smaller and fuzzier until it disappeared altogether.

Another drum on the sill.

“You are a total pain in the arse, Bridie,” Spencer grumbled but swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood beside her. “See? Nothing there.” He picked her up and held her to the glass. Her tail thumped hard against him while she strained toward the window.

“What…?” Spencer began to say. He peered down to make out a little fox at the horse paddock. Something was wrong about the scene. Rocky was nuzzling it and it didn’t take off.

“Weird,” Spencer muttered.

Bridie barked and leaped from his arms to race to the stairs.

“Bridie!” he called in a stage whisper and signaled her to come back, but the pup merely glanced at him before racing downstairs. Spencer shook his head and looked back at the fox, except…. Where’d you go? There was no fox lying in the grass, and a pale form moved slowly and deliberately beneath the old River Gum. It stopped and looked up.

“Connor?” Spencer muttered.

Connor stepped into the moonlight.

“Shit!” Spencer whispered and stared at the naked skin in the silver light.

Bridie continued to bark downstairs, and Spencer heard a bedroom door open.

“It’s okay,” he called. “I’ll get her.”

“It’s probably a possum,” his dad grumbled and turned back to his room.

“Yeah,” Spencer replied quickly and jogged down the stairs. He grabbed the pup and shushed her. “It’s okay, Bridie, I know.”

The two sheepdogs stood rigid at the top of the veranda steps squaring off at Connor. Spencer put Bridie down, and she immediately ran between the dogs to dance at Connor’s feet.

“You had to tell him, didn’t you?” he said and rubbed her ear.

Spencer tried not to stare, but Connor was standing in front of him in all his naked glory. And yes, he could let Kelsey know he was a real redhead. A dozen questions ran through his thoughts—why are you naked being the most obvious.

“Where’s your cast?” he finally asked.

“It fell off.”

“That’s not all that fell off,” Spencer remarked. His eyes traveled down Connor’s well-defined torso.

“Yeah, whatever. How about you stop gawking and give me a little help here?”

“Shit yeah, I’m sorry.” He leaped down the steps to Connor’s side, where he hesitated. “Um, do you want me to get your clothes? Or….”

“Just help me to the veranda.” The response was terse and somewhat demanding. Typical Coutts, Spencer thought, then pushed it aside—Connor was in pain. If the clenched jaw and beads of sweat didn’t alert him, the arm quickly wrapped around his shoulders clinched it.

“You okay to move?” he asked.

A brief nod.

Spencer put his arm around Connor’s waist and desperately tried to ignore the smooth skin beneath his fingers. “Take it slowly,” he said and waited for a snarky reply that didn’t come.

A few slow steps and they reached the bottom of the veranda. The farm dogs stood at the top. Bella emitted a low growl that was quickly hushed when the screen door swung open.

“You’re a fool, Coutts,” Pa Mac muttered from the doorway. “Get him up here before the pair of you wake the whole house.” He thumped his walking cane on the floor, and the dogs followed him back into the house.

Spencer stared at the empty veranda. What just happened? If that was Mum or Dad, there’d be questions, fussing, scolding and… but Pa did none of that.

He shook his head and helped Connor hop up the few steps.

“Stop, I don’t want to go in yet. Too many questions.”

“Yeah but there’s gonna be questions out here too.” Spencer sat on the top step and waited for Connor to join him. “Okay, so you’re out here naked—why? You’ve got no cast on—how? And that’s just for starters.”

“I have no answers for you.”

“Seriously?” Spencer said a little too loudly and quickly lowered his voice. “Seriously? You can’t do that to me. I know something weird is going on, I mean, well look at you! Plus where’s your family? And what’s with that house in the forest… and the foxes? Normal people have dogs, not foxes.”

“I don’t have foxes.”

“Then what?”

Connor stared down at the pup staring up at him. His pale skin was gray in the morning light. Connor looks sick and miserable. Spencer sighed and said quietly, “You can tell me, I mean, I’m sitting on the veranda next to a naked guy with a busted leg who somehow lost his cast, so I don’t think you can tell me anything that’ll weird me out any more than I already am.”

“You looked like a raven.”

“What?” The sudden change in conversation threw him. Maybe he’s hallucinating? “Are you okay?”

“That day I saw you in the forest with your long black hair and black clothes I wondered if you were raven. But your smell was all human.”

Spencer frowned. Connor’s words made no sense. They sounded too much like quotes from one of his fantasy books—all formal and well, bullshit.

“You live in a world of technology. With all your television and internet, you have stopped seeing what’s around you.”

“Okay, what aren’t I seeing?”

“Me.”

Look closely. You haven’t seen me yet. The feral grin of the fox-dog echoed.

“Oh, I’m seeing you,” Spencer said with an unconvincing laugh and shifted on the step. “You’re Connor Coutts a feral from the forest. You’re not a fox and I’m not a raven.”

“What made you say fox?”

“I… you, that’s where you were going with all this right? Make fun of the geeky city kid?”

“No.”

“Course you are.” Concern quickly became anger. His fingers tingled, and he balled them into fists. “I’ve done nothing to you except try to help.”

“I know.”

“So why…?”

“You looked so much like a raven,” Connor said quietly. “I’m not making fun of you. Well, maybe I would have at the start. But not now. I trust you, and that’s a pretty big thing for a Coutts.”

There was no time for Spencer to answer. The screen door swung open, and Nan appeared with what must have been one of Pa’s old dressing gowns.

“Put this on. It’s not very elegant, but it’s that or one of mine,” she said and held it open for Connor to slip his arms through. “Good, now where are your clothes?”

“Behind the shed. My cast is there too.”

Nan tutted. “Spencer, can you please go and get them while I get this young man decent?”

There was no argument from either boy, and Spencer quickly rose to his feet.

“Behind the shed,” he muttered and wandered through the weeds not yet picked clean by the chooks. The clothes were there and so was the cast. Spencer picked it up—how did you get this thing off? He turned it around and examined it as best he could in the dim light, but there were no breaks or splits in the fiberglass. He frowned, tucked it under his arm for further inspection in better light, and grabbed the discarded clothes.

Connor looked almost comical. His dark red hair spilled down over the woolen check of the old-man robe that was far too short to cover much of the long pale legs. Pa was there with them, and it looked like he was quietly giving Connor a piece of his mind. Spencer caught the tail end of the conversation. “… they’ll send you away from here if you keep this up, and then how will Old May cope?”

“I’ve got his clothes and uh, cast.”

“Put the cast in the bin, Spence, and I’ll take the clothes. They might have to X-ray the leg so they can set a new one.”

“One that he can’t get off,” Pa grumped.

“That’s enough. The boy is in pain and the faster we get to the hospital, the faster we get back. Spencer, you stay here and explain to your parents what happened.”

“Like I know what happened? Will you manage, Nan?”

“Sweetheart, I’m old not dead.” She smiled and together they helped Connor to the ute. He leaned heavily on Spencer. His face was beaded with sweat, and he grunted weakly with each step.

Nan belted him in and said, “We might be back for breakfast, but I doubt it.”

Spencer lifted his hand in a small wave before they started down the long drive.

“You go back to bed, Spence. There are still a couple of hours until the sun comes up.”

“What about you, Pa?”

“I’m up so I might as well stay up. Besides, I don’t sleep much these days—just another joy of getting old.”

He shuffled slowly into the kitchen and straight to fill the kettle. Spencer lifted two cups from the draining rack and set them at the table.

“If I’m going to be a farmer, I better get used to the hours.”

Pa chuckled and lowered himself into his chair. “You’re the strangest-looking farmer I’ve ever seen.”

There was no malice in the old man’s words, and Spencer smiled. “Would it help if I bought an Akubra?”

“Couldn’t hurt. Although I think it’ll take more than a hat.”

“I do like it here, Pa.”

“But?”

“It’s just a long way from what I’m used to, like my friends—well friend—and I have to go to a new school.” He shrugged. It sounded petulant rather than convincing.

“Looks like you made a new friend in the Coutts boy.”

“Maybe? I dunno, he’s a weird guy, and it’s hard to tell what he’s thinking.”

“Amen to that.”

The kettle hissed its precursor to a full-blown whistle.

“Grab that, Spence, before it wakes the house.”

“Too late,” Neil MacKenzie said on his way to the stove. Spencer quickly retrieved a third cup to line up next to the others. No one spoke while the boiling water was poured into the teapot and the rich aroma of bergamot filled the kitchen. He loved that smell long before Nan explained what it was. It was always coffee at home in Melbourne so a waft of Earl Grey meant the farm, and Nan and Pa. Each poured their own, adding milk and sugar as required. Spencer took a sip and his lip ring clinked against the china. The tea was far too hot and seared his tongue, but he stoically refused to flinch. His dad chuckled and sat back. “So why are we up at this ungodly hour?”

“It’s a farm, Neil. Do you expect we’d get anything done if we slept until noon?”

“Whatever you say, Dad, but this one”—he nodded at Spencer—“he usually surfaces around lunchtime or afternoon tea.”

“I don’t,” Spencer protested. “Well, not here anyway.”

“So why so early today?”

Spencer squirmed under his dad’s gaze and wished he was a more convincing liar. “Um, Connor needed to get his cast replaced.” It was the truth, just not all the truth.

“Why?” Neil’s stare didn’t waver.

“Because, um….”

“The boy got it off,” Pa interjected. “Don’t ask us how because we don’t know. Some kind of Coutts’ trickery. Your mother took him to the hospital, and here we are having tea.”

Spencer didn’t think he could love Pa any more than he did at that moment.

 

 

IT WAS lunchtime when the ute drove up the drive. The dogs beat Spencer to it—but only just. He helped Nan out of the driver seat and she let him.

“The patient is replastered and in a pretty good sulk,” she said and tipped her head at the passenger seat.

Connor already had his door open and was maneuvering his crutches to get out. Spencer dashed around and said, “Here give me those. Lean on me while you get out.”

“I’ve got this,” Connor muttered. He hopped out and grimaced on contact with the hard gravel driveway. Spencer handed him the crutches without comment and watched him hobble up the steps to the house.

“Did he say how he got the cast off?”

Nan shook her head. “Not a word. He refused to talk to the doctor except to ask where his clothes were and when he could leave.”

“What about the leg? Did he hurt it more?”

“No, in fact the doctor was surprised how fast it’s healing.”

“Good,” Spencer said and watched Emily chattering at Connor all the way into the kitchen.

“The Coutts have always been a strange lot, Spence. Secretive and keep very much to themselves isolated in that forest.”

Isolated—the shack in the clearing was certainly that!

Spencer’s mum fussed over Connor and refused to allow him upstairs before a restorative nap on the couch. Bridie settled at his feet, and Emily was enticed back into the kitchen with the promise of a vegemite sandwich and a glass of orange cordial. Spencer, however, wasn’t so easily swayed. He sat in the old armchair on the opposite side of the living room and tapped his fingers on the wooden arm. The chair had been there for as long as he could remember, and the varnish was worn at both hand and elbow. Nan called it her vigil chair for all the hours spent watching over sick kids tucked up near the fireplace. Pa napped there too.

Connor’s eyes were closed, but his breathing wasn’t slow enough to be asleep.

Spencer sighed and asked, “What did they say at the hospital?”

“Not much,” Connor grunted, eyes still shut.

“What about Nan?”

Connor opened his eyes to stare up at the ceiling. “I like your nan. She told me off like I was one of her kids, but didn’t ask me much.”

It was all too easy to picture that scenario—Connor sitting sullen-faced while Nan scolded him.

“Spencer MacKenzie!” Nan shouted from the kitchen. “Come and get your lunch and let Connor sleep.”

Yeah, all too easy to picture!




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

“ARE YOU awake?”

There was no sliver of light under the bedroom door to indicate either way. Spencer tapped his fingers against his thigh and listened. Connor didn’t answer. He pressed an ear to the door for telltale snoring. Nothing. He’d hung around the lounge room for most of the afternoon, reading, writing, and staring into space until his mum finally lost patience and ordered him out of the house to get some fresh air.

Spencer had to admit it was glorious outside—one of those days where the breeze is warm and the light is golden. He groomed all four horses, hoofs included, and threw out their hay. It kept him busy, but his thoughts were still with Connor—sometimes on the couch, although mostly on the pale skin of his naked body. He’d taken it all in, and Connor commented but didn’t seem to really care too much. He was hurting, so of course he didn’t care, but still….

By the time the call came for dinner, Spencer had daydreamed about every inch of Connor’s body and even deliberated on the mystery of the fox and leg cast. All he actually achieved was horny confusion.

“Connor?” he said quietly against the bedroom door. He’d been told by Nan to let Connor sleep, but there he stood shifting from one foot to the other outside his room. He touched the wobbly old doorknob and debated on turning it or doing what he was told.

“Are you going to stand there until morning?” he heard from inside.

Spencer had wondered the same thing but turned the knob and stood in the open doorway.

“I just came to see if you were okay.”

“I’m okay.”

“Okay, then.” The words were drawn out and ended in awkward silence.

The bedside lamp clicked on and both boys winced. Connor pushed himself up against the pillows and stared expectantly at Spencer, who pulled in his bottom lip and chewed on his piercing.

“I um….”

“Ask your questions, raven, although I don’t promise answers to them all.”

Spencer sat on the only chair in the room. He stared down at his hands and mumbled, “Will you answer any of them?”

He heard Connor sigh and looked up. “Can you answer any of them?”

“Depends on what you ask.”

“Okay, fair enough.” Spencer straightened his back against the hard chair. “But if you can’t, please say so and maybe why you can’t? No more word games.”

Connor actually smiled and tucked his hair behind his ears. “So how about I start? The cast fell off and I can’t say how.”

“Why not?”

“Because… because that’s part of a family secret that I’m not allowed to tell.”

That wasn’t the answer Spencer expected, but what did he expect as an answer to how a person could remove a solid cast from a broken leg?

“Why naked?”

“Part of the same secret.”

Spencer rolled his eyes and said, “So the Coutts are all nudist illusionists?”

“What?”

“Never mind.” He was the one who said no word games, so he had to stick to it too. “What about the raven stuff? And yes, I know I have black hair.”

Connor moved his leg and grunted.

“Is it worse?” Spencer asked.

“Kind of, but the drugs are good.”

Spencer chuckled but wouldn’t be sidetracked. “The raven?”

They sat in silence for a long enough that Spencer almost let him off answering, but Connor took a breath and said, “There are a lot of stories that my ancestors brought with them from Scotland. Gran told me just as she was told by her gran. Bedtime stories mostly. Some of them made it into books of myths and fairy tales while others didn’t.”

“Like the water kelpies? Pa told me about them,” Spencer said. “They were mythical water creatures who came ashore as horses.”

“Yeah, a big black horse that was so beautiful all the villagers couldn’t resist climbing onto its back thinking it could be tamed. But the kelpie returned to the water drowning its rider. Sometimes, I was told, it drowned those arrogant enough to assume it could be owned and other times it was the kelpie’s need for companionship. I think which version I was told depended on Gran’s mood at the time.”

It was the most Spencer had heard Connor say in, well, ever. It might have been a diversion, but Connor’s dark eyes were bright with the telling.

“Are they the same as selkies?” he asked.

“Not even close. The selkies are seals who take on the form of women who live with human men. They really do love these men, but they always leave them behind and return to the sea.”

“Why? I mean, if they’re happy, why leave?”

“The lure of the sea and what they really are. To be in fur.”

Spencer’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a strange way to say it—to be in fur.”

“Yeah well um, I ditched a lot of school.”

“I guess,” Spencer said. He wasn’t totally convinced by that answer. Connor’s cheeks definitely flushed pink—it means something to him, and I wasn’t supposed to hear it. “So, back to the raven.”

“Nothing really.”

The walls were up again. Spencer caught his lip ring between his teeth and gave it a tug. The pauses and silences wouldn’t be there if it was Kelsey avoiding his gaze, but then again Kelsey knew everything there was to know about him and vice versa.

“I had a weird dream the other night that reminds me of those stories,” Spencer said, breaking the silent impasse. “It was one of those dreams that feel like… I dunno, more than a dream. We were talking and bit by bit you started to become a fox. Weird, huh?”

“Yeah,” Connor mumbled.

“Is that what you meant when you said I might have been a raven? That I imagine you as a fox?”

Connor glared at him before emitting a very unconvincing laugh. “You talk crap, city boy.”

“Maybe, but it would be a cool story for how you got your cast off.”

A night wind rattled the window panes and the door swung open.

“What’s a cool story?” Carol asked and looked from her son to Connor. “I’m very curious about the cast too.”

“It’s nothing, Mum, we were just talking shit.”

“Spencer, please,” she groaned.

Spencer grinned. Swearing was always a good way to get her off topic. “Hey, you better get used to it—there’s shit everywhere on a farm.”

“You’re a worry, Spence. Now, how about you go downstairs and tell your grandfather how much… manure there is on the farm and how tomorrow you plan to clean the horse paddock.”

Spencer rolled his eyes and headed for the door while his mother’s attention turned to Connor. “How are you feeling? The doctor gave us some painkillers if you need them to sleep.”

He shook his head and glanced over her shoulder at Spencer. “I’m okay, thanks. I think I can sleep now.”

Spencer doubted that after their conversation, but it was enough to convince his mum. The light was clicked off and the bedroom door left slightly open.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

SLEEP ELUDED Connor for most of the night and when he did finally drift off his dreams were filled with flocks of ravens blackening the sky above his home. They rose and fell, swirling in an ever-increasing maelstrom. The flapping of their wings grew. He covered his ears against them, pressing his hands harder and harder, not able to block it out. Connor fell to his knees and cried for them to stop, but he heard a voice all but hidden in the cacophony of wings. A solitary voice that repeated, “I won’t tell.”

The ravens cawed and several broke free from the black whirlpool.

“I won’t tell.”

A shadow ring framed Connor’s vision. He returned to fur and peered through the flurry of falling feathers. They blanketed him, leaving only the ley lines to guide him home. The voice spoke again and again. Each time more birds fled….

A gunshot.

Connor bolted upright in bed. Another blast. The farm dogs barked furiously from their guard post on the veranda. The shots were close, but the pounding footfall outside his room told him they didn’t originate from the farm.

He eased himself to the edge of the bed and grabbed his crutches. “What’s going on?” he called out to the huddle of MacKenzies on the landing.

“I’m not sure,” Carol said. “Neil’s gone down to see.”

The dogs continued to bark despite Neil’s command to shut the hell up! Pa Mac made his way slowly down the stairs, and Connor heard his quiet, “Enough.” After one last bark from Tosh, the dogs settled.

Spencer appeared in the doorway. His dark boxers hung low on slim hips that were luminous white in the moonlight.

Definitely a raven, Connor thought. Or a vampire.

“Dad’s gone down to see what’s going on.”

“Yeah,” Connor replied. He hopped past him and slid his crutches in his armpits at the top of the stairs. They were always a challenge, and he took it slowly one step at a time, but another blast of gunshot hastened his descent. Spencer was right behind him.

“Where’s it coming from?” Spencer asked.

“The eastern edge of the forest. Past our boundary fence,” Pa Mac replied. Eerie barks of hunting dogs echoed up from the forest. Tosh and Bella growled but remained at Pa’s side. “They’ve found their quarry,” he muttered.

No gunshot followed, and Connor understood what that meant—the dogs were released to tear their prey to bloody pieces.

“Your foxes will be safe,” Spencer said softly.

He meant well, but Connor’s lungs wouldn’t release his breath. It hurt. Everything hurt: heart, soul, and body. Spencer’s hand touched his—not enough to be noticed by the others, but enough to tell him he wasn’t alone. His white-knuckled grip on the crutch loosed.

“We can go and check on them tomorrow,” Neil said.

Spencer shook his head. “I’ll take Connor tomorrow, okay?”

Neil looked at his son and said quickly, “Good idea, Spence.”

“Nothing we can do now,” Pa grumbled. He banged down his walking stick “I’ll call the ranger in the morning. A cull is one thing, but cruelty….” He muttered something else under his breath that even Connor couldn’t catch, and walked unsteadily into the house.

“I’m heading back to bed,” Neil said. “What about you two?”

“Um, we might stay up a bit longer,” Spencer suggested.

“Okay, but no nighttime adventures in the forest.” He looked at Connor. “And no losing your cast.” Neil winked and left them alone.

The barking stopped, but it took several minutes for the nocturnal sounds to return. An owl called close to them and a possum scurried over the tin roof. Connor sat on the lip of the veranda and rubbed his hand over his face. “I hate this.”

Spencer sat beside him—his long legs skimming the top of Nan MacKenzie’s marigolds. “Being at the farm?” he asked.

“Being at the farm, being helpless, worrying for my family….”

“They’re your family, aren’t they?”

Boney fingers wound around Connor’s heart and squeezed. His body petrified, and he made sure to stare straight ahead.

“The foxes I mean,” Spencer tried again.

A shrill bark traveled through the night eliciting a race memory of a different land long ago. It was a call to kin that danger had passed. Connor cocked his head and listened for another. He smiled a little sadly when it sounded—his family was safe, and they wanted him to know. The smile slipped when he saw Spencer’s look. He was being watched, and he had to be more careful.

“The hunters didn’t get them all,” he murmured.

“Yeah, and maybe that was a ‘fuck you’ to the dogs?”

Connor laughed. “Maybe it was?”

“I really don’t understand it,” Spencer said.

“What?”

“The killing of one animal for the sake of another.”

“It’s arrogance. That’s what my gran says. The arrogance of humans believing they have the right to change the land and decide who lives and who dies.”

Spencer raised an eyebrow. It was a small tell, but Connor caught it. Careful, this one is smart.

“I remember the first time I saw you riding with your father. You were comfortable on your big gray horse, but I knew you weren’t from here.” I could smell the city on you.

“Yeah? Was it the cool Melbourne hipster thing?”

“Ah, no.”

“Then what?”

Spencer’s attention had shifted. Connor grinned. “You were looking at everything, and country kids take a lot of it for granted, I guess.”

“Aren’t you a country kid?”

There it is again—the sharp perception of words spoken and unspoken. “What do you think?” he asked cautiously.

A rosy flush crept up Spencer’s neck and colored his cheeks. His scent changed to something Connor recognized all too well. Spencer stumbled over his words and Connor didn’t make it easy for him. He’d already learned that Spencer squirmed under his direct gaze.

“I umm, you are but you aren’t.” Spencer briefly sucked on his lip ring. “I mean, you’re from here, but you’re not like the other guys.”

“Yeah? Met a lot of Muckleford guys, have you?” He was being deliberately cruel, but it served his purpose.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Connor chuckled.

“Okay, big admission. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met and….”

“And?” The flush deepened. So did the powerful scent of pheromones mixed with a whiff of panic. Spencer shook his head.

“It’s okay, I’m not going to make you say it. Your family don’t know, do they?”

“Only Kelsey, and she’s back home.”

“Do your folks think she’s your girlfriend?”

“Maybe, but I dunno. Does it really matter if they do?”

“It might. Why haven’t you told them yet?”

Spencer rolled his eyes. “They think I’m weird enough already.”

“How is that weird? You love who you love.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Of course it is. We’ve always known that we find a mate to have babies and keep the species going, but other than that….” Connor shrugged. He knew it was a furborn view of life, but Spencer definitely needed some fox wisdom.

There was no immediate response. Connor watched him carefully. Spencer was tense, anxious even, but his scent remained the same. It would have been so much easier to read if he was in fur—his fox senses would have picked up so much more.

“Do you really believe that?” Spencer asked.

“Uh-huh.” It was clear that Spencer was well and truly distracted, although the conversation had taken a turn Connor didn’t expect. He’d planned to sit back, hook Spencer into a line of thought and observe his responses. The problem was he really did want to hear what Spencer said, he wanted to smell the unseen emotions and attractions, but more than anything else, he wanted to feel the pale skin against his fingertips.

“Did you know your mum went out with my dad?” Spencer asked out of the blue.

“Um, yeah. May told me when I saw you in the forest that day. What made you think of that?”

“Dunno, maybe because our families have known each other for a long time without really knowing much at all.”

A fox called in the distance, and Spencer immediately looked at him. The veranda light was a halo around his dark hair. The pale eyes were impossible to read, but Connor didn’t need to see them—Spencer knew. He wouldn’t be sidetracked with talk of love or sex.

Spencer knew.

“Is that your sister? Or Old May?”

“What?” Panic bubbled up. His fight or flight instincts kicked in. He wouldn’t get far on his crutches and walloping Spencer over the head with them wasn’t an option either. “I think you read too many books,” he finally said.

“I probably do, but as impossible as it might be, it adds up. The way you talk about your family, the way you say things, and don’t forget how you got out of your cast. That’s the answer, isn’t it? To how you got your cast off in one piece?”

It was drummed into Connor from the time he was a kit and took his first change to skin—keep the secret. The future of the furborn hung on a thin thread that honesty would break.

But the raven knows.

“That was a fox,” he said quietly.

“Just a fox?”

“Yes.”

“And the one before?”

The raven knows!

Connor ached for his gran’s wisdom and strength. He wanted her with him… no, he wanted to be with her, safe at their home and hearth away from questions. But the raven was with him and the raven knew.

Connor glanced at Spencer. “All families have secrets, and there are some that must be kept hidden and safe.”

“I was at the window that night. I thought I was still half-asleep and didn’t really see what I saw.”

“It was a dream,” Connor said. Bile rose in his throat at the defeat in his voice.

“Maybe, but it wasn’t—was it?”

Connor sighed deeply and looked past the farm to the forest. He’d been raised with a deathly distrust of humans and everything he experienced until the MacKenzies strengthened it. But he looked away from the forest to the big horse who’d carried him home, the damned sheep huddled together totally unaware of the turmoil they’d caused, and the stupid chickens whom he’d still chomp given half a chance. He’d come to know the MacKenzies—they were kind to him, but could he trust them?

“It’s okay,” Spencer said. “You don’t have to say it.”

“I think I do,” Connor whispered. His blood pounded so hard that even in the gloom of night he could see the veins pulse red and rapid in his vision. “You weren’t dreaming.”

“I knew it!” Spencer said too loudly and instantly hushed himself. “I kind of knew it before, but thought it was all too trippy to be real. You don’t have to worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

“How did you know?” Connor asked. Curiosity always got the better of him.

“You’re different. You, umm… oh shit, I dunno. The way you talk about the forest. Your foxes, and umm, the way you look.”

“So speaks the raven.”

“Yeah, I know. But this is all fake.”

“Then why do you do it?”

Spencer lowered his head and his black hair fell to cover his face. “I think… I think it makes me feel more real, like I exist, and I’m not just one of the sheep.”

“So it’s not fake, then.”

“Yeah maybe, it’s just… I know none of it makes sense, but I still know it is true and even that doesn’t make sense. Things like this, like you, aren’t real. Fox people aren’t real. They’re only in fantasy books, and even then they’re usually wolves.”

“But you knew even before you saw me, in fur.”

“Yeah, but… in fur? Is that what you call it?”

“Yes, and now I’m in skin.”

Spencer shook his head and stared up at the clear night sky. “Fuck,” he muttered. “I’m either dreaming or the mushrooms we had for dinner weren’t from the supermarket.”

Connor smiled and slipped his hand into Spencer’s. This was the only human he’d ever really trusted or even came close to trusting. His life and the lives of his family were in Spencer’s hands just as much as his, but the fingers that twined through his were warm and, in that moment, had strength enough for them all.

“Shit, I have so many questions. So many.” Spencer shook his head. “You just told me something so huge, so mind-blowing, world-changing huge that it’s gonna take some time to get my mind around it.”

Connor saw how he glanced down at their clasped hands. It is more than the existence of the furborn that you need to process, Spencer, and perhaps I do too. He’d just told the biggest secret of his life to a species that killed his own, yet the warmth of the hand in his played its part in his thoughts.

“You know, most of my memories of being a kid are vague, but I remember really clearly sitting on my great-grandmother’s knee while she told me stories about the ancient people in Scotland. There were stories of changelings and the fairy folk who would venture out from the dark lands to swap babies with their own, unless of course a wise woman placed rowan sprigs in the cot. My rowan is still pressed in the family Bible.” Spencer smiled. “But the weirdest thing she said, the thing that really stuck in my brain was that this land has its faeries too, some brought from home, but many from the land itself. It made me shiver when she told me to watch for them. She was an old, old woman and a lot of people thought she’d gone senile, but I remember some of the local people knocking on the back door to speak to her.”

“I hope you still heed the words of the wise woman,” Connor said. He’d heard the animation in Spencer’s voice when he spoke of the tales and hoped he understood the truth in them.

“Have you ever heard of the Greenman?” Spencer said suddenly.

“Jack in the green,” Connor answered as simply as if he’d been asked about the weather.

“I saw the face painted on your door, and I thought that might be who it was. My great-grandmother told me how he would farewell the snow and return green to the forest.”

“She sounds like Old May.”

“As a kid I wondered if we had a Greenman here and what he’d be like.”

“May says there are nature spirits everywhere if we open our hearts to them.”

Spencer grinned. “I bet your gran and my great-grandmother used to sit and drink tea together.”

An owl flew silently from the peak of the roof and past them toward the forest. The first few chirps of the dawn chorus began and Spencer said, “We should get dressed. I’m not sure I want to meet your family like this. I have to admit, I’m not sure I want to meet your family at all. What do you say to a fox?”

Connor’s hand turned in his so their palms pressed together. “I’ve already told them about you.”

With a spurt of breath and a nervous chuckle, Spencer asked, “Is that a good thing?”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

THE SUN was barely up when Spencer hauled Connor up behind the old stock saddle. He would have preferred to go bareback like last time, but there were things to carry that needed to be tied to the D rings. Logically, it made it a whole lot easier, but it also made it less comfortable for Connor.

And puts a gap between us, Spencer realized.

“Be careful how you go,” Nan said and handed Connor Spencer’s backpack. “I put in some meat scraps and eggs for your foxes. There’s some offal for the mother. Now don’t try to do too much or better still, let Spencer do what needs to be done.”

“Thanks, Nan,” Spencer said with only a touch of sarcasm. He turned Rocky to the track and started toward the forest. It was only a twenty-minute ride—thirty tops, but it had taken on epic proportions in Spencer’s mind. His world had changed overnight. Nothing would ever be the same again—he would never be the same! Fox shifters and faeries—well maybe not faeries—existed. The person behind him wasn’t just a person. Connor’s body heat radiated against his back even though they barely touched. Is that a shifter… furborn thing? What else is different? A small smile touched Spencer’s lips. Everything looked the same.

Rocky stumbled lazily over a tree root and Spencer collected the reins with a grumble to pay attention.

“You okay back there?” he asked.

Connor shifted slightly with a noncommittal, “Yes.”

It was the answer, or at least the way it was given, Spencer would have expected when they first met. All the warmth and openness of their night on the veranda was gone. Spencer almost asked what was wrong, but past experience told him that only made things worse. Leave him alone, and he will talk when he’s ready. His nan’s advice made sense, but he itched to ask his questions. Connor had told him so…. He could have kicked himself for not realizing it sooner. His world was changed and so was Connor’s. He’d told a long-held family secret and now he had to admit it. Shit!

“You want me to stay away while you go in?” he asked.

There was a painful pause before Connor replied, “I don’t know if it matters.”

“I just thought it might be easier if I did.”

“It’s not going to matter who’s there, but they—May, needs to know you.”

Know me?

Gum leaves from a low-hanging branch slapped his face and, despite everything, he heard Connor chuckle. The track turned, and the clearing came into view. No matter how many times Spencer saw it, it still looked like something out of a storybook. Not quite a fairy tale, but definitely not a cabin in the woods either.

Rocky’s ears flicked searching for sounds that Spencer couldn’t hear. He trod warily onto the open grass only to stop dead. He snorted and backed up.

Spencer tightened the reins and squeezed his thighs, but Rocky wouldn’t budge.

“Come on, Rocky, it’s okay,” Spencer tried and gave him a tap with his heels.

“Mab,” Connor whispered. and Spencer looked up to see the vixen sitting near the doorway. Spencer held his breath. This is Connor’s sister! A wave of nausea mixed with that dash of dizziness crashed over him.

His world tilted a little more.

“Stay here a minute,” Connor said and slid down Rocky’s flank. The normally stoic horse danced sideways, and Connor hit the ground harder than intended. He didn’t make a sound, but Spencer saw the color drain from his already pale face.

Mab had trotted closer. She raised her snout and yipped. Mab was thin, and her coat lacked the red luster Spencer had witnessed on her brother. He would never say it to Connor, but the little fox in the clearing looked too much like the fox that hung on the branches of the tree.

“Hang on,” Spencer said and swung his leg inelegantly over Rocky’s wither to stand safely beside Connor. He unstrapped the crutch and Connor tucked it under his arm with a nod of thanks.

His hop and hobble across the grass was surprisingly fast, and Mab made up the extra distance. It looked like the reunion of a boy and his dog—Mab wriggled while Connor stroked her rough fur and spoke quiet words. That’s what it looked like, but that wasn’t what it was. Another tilt and another flip of Spencer’s gut. If his worldview kept shifting, he was sure he’d fall off.

“Spence, come here,” Connor called.

He took a few paces on trembling legs, sure that his knees would buckle, and he’d sprawl face-first in front of Connor’s family.

Tilt.

You hated the world as it was, and you got a whole new one now. Spencer sucked in a lungful of air and, although it did nothing for his spinning thoughts, it braced his body to walk the short distance.

Honey-brown eyes watched his approach. She didn’t growl or attempt to flee back to her babies. She simply watched him. Spencer ran possible greetings through his head, none of which seemed appropriate for a fox. Connor’s nervous smile reassured him a little, and he blurted out, “Hi, um hello. I met you before, but I didn’t know.” He stopped. Had Connor told her already?

Mab stepped forward and looked up.

“She remembers you,” Connor said.

Spencer nodded and squatted down. His hand stretched to pat her like before, but he withdrew it and asked, “Can I touch her?”

“Ask her, not me.”

Okay, here we go, asking a fox for permission.

“Is it all right if I touch you?”

The grin was obvious even to Spencer. He slowly stretched out his hand trusting she wouldn’t nip off his fingertips and was rewarded with her head pushed into his palm. He stroked back in between her ears and down her neck, she gave a quiet chuff and leaned into him.

“She says you have a good touch,” Connor told him.

“She is….” He turned back to Mab. “You are very beautiful.” Spencer could never say that to a person no matter how much he believed it, but this was different.

Connor laughed. “Don’t tell her that, she’s vain enough already.”

Mab snorted at her brother and emitted several mumbled barks.

“When she can take skin, she wants to talk to you,” Connor interpreted.

“I look forward to it,” Spencer said quite formally. “In the meantime, my nan packed some meat for you, and we have some bedding blankets strapped to the saddle.”

“She knows. Even I can smell their meal.” Connor’s smile faded. “I guess it’s time to face May.”

Spencer looked toward the cottage and spied what might be a hint of red back from the doorway. “Do you want me to stay here?” Spencer asked, half hoping the answer was yes. He’d asked it several times, but his gut churned at the thought of meeting Old May.

Mab left them and trotted back into the cottage.

“Come on,” Connor muttered.

Spencer unstrapped the blankets and slung them over his shoulder. It took longer than needed, but his heart beat too fast, and his fingers fumbled with the straps. It did, however, allow him a few extra seconds to catch his breath and ready himself to meet the Coutts matriarch. Even so, walking through the doorway took all his courage because he wasn’t going in to check on a litter of foxes, he was meeting Connor’s family.

Little had changed since his last visit, except he wasn’t afraid then. The smell was the same—a mix of dog, cat, and mustiness. He supposed it couldn’t smell like anything else when it housed foxes, but he wondered if they could smell it when they were in skin. It probably didn’t matter.

Old May sat in front of the kits. She glowered at him. Mab chuffed and chattered, but the matriarch was unmoved.

“Move slowly,” Connor said. “Sit on the floor and let her approach you.”

Spencer did as he was told. He instantly dropped his gaze and waited. Connor lowered himself awkwardly next to his sister. It was May’s decision now. She approached him with her head low and worn teeth in evidence. Don’t move. It became his mantra. Spencer’s muscles twitched and refused to relax. Fox breath whispered over his hands. His fingers curled involuntarily. He forced them open again, and May bared her teeth above his vulnerable palm. But the air in the cottage lightened, the walls halted their threats to crush him into a claustrophobic mess. Spencer could breathe. A eucalyptus-scented breeze flowed through the open door and brought with it a fox’s grin. Old May sat and looked into his eyes. Her teeth were no longer a threat, but her gaze held meaning.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Spencer said in a hushed tone.

“Trust is not there yet, but she sees you as my friend.”

“She knows that I know?”

“She knows.” Connor lifted one of his sister’s kits and blew softly. It wriggled in excitement. Tiny paws paddled the air until he held her to his skin. “This is why she watches you. For Mab, for me, and for her great-grandbabies.”

Spencer almost said he understood, but how could he? He could imagine how he’d feel if Emily was threatened, but that wasn’t likely and that wasn’t the existence of his entire family. He looked from Connor to Mab and back to May. “I will keep your secret always.” It was a solemn oath said with all the heart he could muster. He meant it and wanted all the Coutts to know it.

May stared for a few seconds longer then turned away.

Spencer didn’t move. “Is that it?” he muttered.

“For now.”

May sniffed around the top of the backpack and tapped at the zipper. Spencer was sure she’d find a way into it if Connor hadn’t been there to open it for her. He lifted the bag and emptied the contents onto the stone hearth. Chicken wings tumbled out to form a pale fleshy tower while a white feather floated down like a gory garnish. Connor pulled out a small plastic bag with blood pooled in its corners. Spencer grimaced but knew that despite its nightmarish appearance the offal was a rare treat. May sat back until Mab consumed her fill of chicken livers and sheep kidneys. She ate the last few and settled to crunch on the raw bones.

Connor swapped the blankets and put the kits next to her sister where they tumbled together in an awkward play fight. Spencer desperately wanted to lie down with the kits like he did with Bridie—smell their puppy breath and listen to their baby squeaks and growls, but he kept his distance. It was one thing to have permission to pet Mab, but something totally different to touch her babies.

“Time to go,” Connor said abruptly. He gathered the bags and repacked them.

“Um, yeah, okay.” Spencer took the pack from him surprised that he was ready to leave so quickly. There were no clues on his face—his mouth was set in a straight line and his eyes fixed on the handgrip of his crutch.

Mab snuggled in the nest of blankets with the chicken wing trapped between her paws. She looked at her brother and yipped a few short barks. Her kits paused in their unbalanced tumbles and looked at Connor with newly opened eyes. May raised herself from the hearth and walked slowly to the door. Spencer smiled at Mab and her kits.

“I hope you know that my intentions are all good,” he whispered. The tiny sisters had given up on play and were busy cuddling into their mother, but Mab met his gaze. She understands.

May waited on the doorstep where Spencer would have to pass. She ignored him for the most part but gave a few soft chuffs.

“I’m sorry that I don’t know what you said, but Connor is safe with us. I promise.”

“She knows,” Connor called from halfway across the clearing. Spencer jogged the distance between them.

“We could have stayed longer if you wanted.”

“What’s the point?” he muttered and stepped up the pace.

Rocky’s mouth was stuffed with seeded grass when Spencer tugged the reins free from the loop on his neck. “I’ll give you extra hay when we get back,” he said as an apology for interrupting Rocky’s feast.

“He doesn’t understand you,” Connor grumbled.

Spencer looked at him, but he refused to look back. “He knows I was talking to him and my words are kind even if he doesn’t know what they mean.” It was said a little sharper than Spencer intended, but Connor was just being mean.

The pair rode the whole way home in silence and the only utterance he heard from Connor was a grunt when he slid off the horse’s back. Spencer patted Rocky’s neck and led him to a rail where he removed the saddle and swapped the bridle for a headstall.

“The Coutts are a strange family, Spence, there’s no arguing that.” Pa Mac handed him a tack bag from the post.

“Yeah,” Spencer sighed. He hadn’t seen his grandfather approach, but it didn’t surprise him. Pa didn’t miss much of what happened on his farm.

“Something wrong at the shack or is our guest just being his moody self?”

Spencer glanced toward the house but Connor was already inside. “Everything seemed okay and the foxes enjoyed the scraps Nan gave us.”

Pa chuckled. “Scraps? Well no lamb’s fry for me today.” Despite his teasing, Pa leaned heavily on his cane. It was easy to forget what a struggle it was for him to walk, and Spencer barely heard the slur in his voice that was so obvious when they arrived.

Pa patted Rocky’s muscular neck. “He’s a good horse. Solid.”

“It’ll be a while before Smokey is as surefooted,” Spencer said and slung the grooming bag over his shoulder.

“Here, give me the body brush.”

Spencer handed over the soft bristled brush and took out the pick. The midmorning sun shone hot on his back while he picked out packed dirt and leaf litter producing dark earthy smells mingled with that hint of fresh manure. It was a good smell, a country smell.

With four hoofs cleaned he leaned against Rocky’s barrel of a belly. Horse heat soaked through his T-shirt, and he closed his eyes. Horses had always been his refuge—well that and the music that blasted through his headphones. After a shitty day at school he’d walk home via the agistment. Some days he’d ride, but some days throw an arm over Smokey’s back and simply lean against him. The big gray would heave a sigh and so would Spencer.

“No time to sleep.”

Spencer opened his eyes just in time to catch the brush Pa Mac threw at him. “Give them their breakfast and come inside for something yourself.”

He knew he’d missed breakfast, but there was always food in the kitchen.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

THE STAIRS sapped the last of Connor strength even with Emily’s help. She chatted happily from the time they passed the kitchen, and kept a hand on his leg all the way up to the top where she puffed theatrically. Connor thanked her. She beamed at him and was about to head into his room when her mother called from downstairs, “Emily MacKenzie! Get back to the kitchen and finish your snack!”

“I’m helping Connor,” she yelled in her high-pitched, head-splitting voice.

“Emily, now!”

“You better go,” Connor said quickly. “Before she comes up and gets you.”

Emily nodded seriously and stomped down the stairs.

Young humans aren’t all that different from kits except they don’t get to tumble and fight. He flopped on his bed and sank comfortably into the mattress. It was hard to let go and relax. May’s disapproving looks didn’t bode well for future conversations. She’d made it very clear that he was the first to give up their secret and be held accountable. He didn’t know exactly what that meant, but dread stalked every thought and nerve ending. Well not every thought. Spencer. She tested him, threatened him, and he took it. She didn’t exactly accept him, but she didn’t bite his fingers off either. Mab knew he was there to help even if Gran wouldn’t admit it. He ran the meeting through his head several more times—each time it got a little more positive. He knew he’d still have May to contend with, but he was sure Mab would be on his side. At some point their meeting morphed into a dreamscape and this time it wasn’t filled with menacing storm clouds and big black birds.

 

 

THERE’S SOMEONE in the room. Connor pulled himself out of his dream and blinked at Spencer. He seemed taller in the dim light. His long hair was shoved behind his ears exposing the pale skin of his neck. There was the start of a dark teenage beard—but not enough to scratch too much. Connor contained the smile that came with the thought.

“Um, I’m sorry, but Mum sent me to see how you are and if you want anything to eat or drink.” Spencer shrugged. “Mum’s a feeder. She always worries that I’m too skinny.”

“No, I’m okay,” Connor mumbled before adding, “But tell her thank you.”

He stretched out when he was once again alone in his room. As much as he wanted to go home, he was becoming far too comfortable in the MacKenzie farmhouse. It would be another few weeks before the kits were weaned, and Mab could swap fur for skin, which meant he’d have to stay put. The Macs and maybe the police might question where she’d been and why his family left him for so long, but Spencer would help him. That was the only thing he was sure of.

He lifted the leg with the cast to test his muscles. It wasn’t too heavy. The doctor told him it would be another four weeks—maybe longer after stupidly removing it. Connor hadn’t said a word. It would be off in two weeks at the most. Furborn healed fast, and when it was ready, he’d simply take fur and let it slip off. His eyes narrowed and he lowered his leg back to the mattress. If my leg was healed, I could stay in fur. I wouldn’t have to wait for Mab, but…. He sighed. They would look for me. Only Spencer would know and what could he say to stop them? It was easier to stay here, so long as Spencer and the big horse took food to his family.

 

 

MUSIC THAT sounded like someone hitting a drum kit with a guitar blasted from Spencer’s room. Connor grimaced and turned over in bed. It was bad, but still a fraction better than the electronic white noise the kids at school listened to. He carefully got out of bed and hopped the short distance to Spencer’s door. He knocked. The music was reduced from earsplitting to almost tolerable, and the door opened.

“Sorry, I’ll put my headphones on,” he said.

“It’s okay, well it’s shit music, but I dunno….” Actually, he had no idea why he was standing at Spencer’s door.

“Um, you can come in if you want.”

It was clear from his quizzical frown that Spencer was just surprised. He stepped back and stood awkwardly in the middle of his room. It was similar to Connor’s—not a lot of furniture, but a lot more books and posters of men with long black hair, white makeup, and weird-colored eyes.

“I know who that is,” Connor said referring to a seminaked string bean of the man in a cowboy hat riding a pig.

“Yeah?” Spencer said and moved next to him. “How?”

“School. He was in a documentary about gun control. Weird-looking but pretty smart.”

“Ah yeah he is.”

Connor nodded. They stood in uncomfortable silence. The song thrashed to an end and only the screech of a lone cockatoo could be heard from the tree outside.

“I like your sister,” Spencer said out of the blue. “But your gran is scary.”

They both laughed.

“Give her time,” Connor said. “She can get a lot scarier.” He chuckled and hopped over to sit on the bed leaving Spencer to decide whether to join him or sit on the solitary chair. With a half step to the chair he altered course and sat next to Connor.

Yes, Spencer, I’m on your bed, he thought seeing the startled-rabbit expression on the other boy’s face. Spencer was looking anywhere but at him. They were close on the edge of the mattress and their thighs almost touched, but not quite. Connor could feel his discomfort or more to the point he could smell it—heat and pheromones, both rising rapidly. He shot Spencer a sideways glance. It was just enough to let Spencer know that he knew what was going on but not enough to do anything about it.

“So is that the kind of guy you like?” Connor tipped his head toward the Manson poster.

“Um, yeah I guess, but it’s more the look and the music.” Spencer kept his gaze fixed on the far wall. “What about you?”

Connor could almost hear the pumping heartbeat that gave away any attempt of it being a throwaway question. “Redheads,” Connor said.

“Oh, ha ha,” Spencer deadpanned.

“Kind of true, though. I’m expected to find a furborn mate, although that doesn’t mean I’m not attracted to others.” Connor wasn’t sure how he wanted Spencer to take that, but Spencer wasn’t the only one aroused by their proximity. He felt Spencer fill his lungs, hold it and release it in one blurted sentence. “Like a local fox or something.”

“Or a local raven.” It was said very quietly giving Spencer the option of ignoring it.

“You don’t have to say that,” he whispered. “I said I’d keep your secret, and I will.”

“I know you will. That’s not why I said it.” He raised his fingers to Spencer’s hair.

“Please don’t do this if you don’t mean it,” Spencer said without moving away from the touch.

“I mean it.” For all his bravado Connor’s touch was tentative. It was the first time he’d touched a human that he cared about, and even that he cared was a shock. He cupped Spencer’s cheek and leaned forward until soft lips touched his. Thought fled and only the kiss remained.

He could still taste Spencer when it ended. He’d read that in a story somewhere and mentally rolled his eyes, but it was true—Spencer was still on his lips.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

ROCKY TROD the path to the clearing every second day for a week. Spencer would go every day, except the scraps now came from the local butcher shop. The MacKenzie’s were generous, but he didn’t want Nan paying to support the foxes. As it was, he planned to go into town next week and withdraw money from his account to pay her back and buy the supplies from then on.

Morning on the farm had been a busy one. Other cheviot breeders and some of the locals arrived to build new fences and extend the hay shed. It wasn’t exactly a barn raising, but by the time the barbecue meat was piled high next to the bread rolls and salad, the majority of the work was done. Sweaty men sat in the shade of the veranda scoffing burgers and swigging their stubbies of beer. Bridie visited each and every one until Pa’s scold sent her under his chair. Spencer had never seen Pa so happy—the only thing that would make him happier was if he could do the work himself. Still, he managed to hold posts steady and hammer a few rails. He barked orders and coordinated crews who already knew what to do. But no one complained.

Spencer shoved the last of his roll in his mouth and said through chewed bread, “I dunno if Dad could have the same passion for the farm.”

Connor looked at Neil loading the barbecue with another round of snags and onions. “He might, but if he doesn’t, Emily will.”

Spencer heard her practicing her whistles every day, and she was getting good. The farm dogs sat at her feet ready to run. She whistled and waggled her left arm—Bella and Tosh bolted in that direction. They circled around and almost bowled her over. Bridie ran to her rescue and joined in on the doggie tussle.

Spencer laughed. “Yeah I can see her as the farm matriarch.”

“She’ll live one hundred years and breed the perfect lamb.”

Spencer could see it, but it was a surprise that Connor said it. “How old is May?” he asked.

Connor shrugged. “Dunno. Age is something humans worry about.”

“But you’re seventeen, right?”

“That’s what they told me when they decided even the feral Coutts kids had to go to school.”

“So you might not be seventeen?”

“Does it matter?”

“Maybe? I’m human, remember?” Spencer chewed it over—did it matter if Connor was older? He doubted he was younger because if that was the case there’d be no golden teenage beard to catch the sun.

Connor smiled.

“Stop reading my thoughts,” Spencer complained.

“I’m not!” Connor replied but still laughed.

The conversation was abruptly halted when Emily landed with a thump on Spencer’s lap. “Be careful,” he grunted.

“Okay,” she said but didn’t move. “Are you going to see the puppies today?”

“Kits,” Spencer reminded her. “In a little bit.”

“Me too,” she announced.

“I don’t think so Em,” Spencer said gently. “You’re still too little to ride that far and Peanuts doesn’t know the forest yet.”

“I can go on Rocky with you,” she persisted.

“Poor Rocky. Me, Connor, and you.”

Emily was crestfallen. “Too heavy for Rocky.”

“Maybe you can visit when I go home? Spencer and you could come and see me then,” Connor suggested.

“And the kits?” she asked, emphasizing the correct word.

“Of course.”

Emily jumped up with a squeal and ran back to the dogs.

“Will that be okay?” Spencer asked.

“Hey, I took you there and May didn’t bite off any fingers.”

 

 

THE VERANDA smelled of roast lamb with all the fixings and the long trestle tables were loaded with salads and potato mash. Neil poured the last of the ice in the ancient tin baby bath and crammed it full of beer bottles. The blue mozzie zappers blinked and fizzed at either end of the veranda and citronella candles lined each side of the steps.

“It looks like Christmas,” Emily announced as she very carefully carried a full jug of gravy.

“It does,” Spencer agreed. He took the jug and placed it next to the roast.

“We have to feed the workers,” Nan told her and put two more gravy boats on the table. “I hope we have enough.”

Spencer had no doubt that Nan had catered many times over the years to provide enough for tonight and sandwich fillings for tomorrow.

“Are you sure you want to go now?” Nan asked Spencer.

“Yeah, I want to get there before it’s dark.”

“Good idea. There are a lot of roast trimmings in the bag and I packed some sandwiches so you two don’t miss out. Oh, and I’ll make sure there’s dessert left for supper.”

“Thanks, Nan.” Spencer gave her a kiss and retrieved the bag from the kitchen. It strained at the handles full of the fox food and more than enough sandwiches for the two teenage boys.

Connor was already at the paddock clipping a rope on Rocky’s headstall. He couldn’t have done that when he first arrived, but the horses were used to him and only Smokey stood back when Connor led the big chestnut to the gate.

“You’re getting good at that,” Spencer said.

“What? Walking with this stupid crutch or leading Rocky with this stupid crutch?”

“Both,” Spencer chuckled.

The bit slipped easily in Rocky’s mouth and the throat lash was buckled. An old plastic bucket made a perfect mounting block, and they quickly left the farmhouse and laughter of the lamb feast behind them.

The last of the farm sounds disappeared when they crossed the firebreak and entered the forest. Raucous laughter was replaced with the steady buzz of cicadas and click of cracking seedpods. Spencer hadn’t been in the forest this late and there was an air of expectancy. A changing of the guard, he mused. The day creatures are finding their safe havens while the nocturnal ones are emerging.

“Hey, are furborn nocturnal like foxes?” Spencer asked.

“It’s complicated.”

“Of course it is.”

“It depends on age, fur, skin, and basically what we need at the time.”

“So just like people?”

Connor laughed and that made Spencer smile.

Mab was already waiting when they entered the clearing. She yipped and trotted daintily toward them. Old May was on the doorstep with her tail curled around her toes, and that’s where she stayed. Spencer raised his hand in a wave and dropped it just as quickly. Mab, however, wound herself around his legs after slavering wet kisses on her brother.

At least she’s happy we’re here.

They didn’t stay long at the cottage, but the sky was already pink when they rode out of the clearing. Dusk in the forest was a new experience—the color glowed off the shiny young eucalypt leaves in ranges from pink to orange to red.

“They look like faerie lights,” Spencer said, half to himself.

“Never doubt magic,” Connor replied and pointed past Spencer to the track in front of them. The light shimmered in pink dapples.

“It reminds me of Santa’s grotto, you know, in Myers.”

“Ah no,” Connor said and rested his chin on Spencer’s shoulder. “Furborn don’t exactly do the whole Christmas thing.”

Spencer turned just a little to feel Connor’s cheek touch his. “Yeah, of course. It was pretty special when I was a kid. I know now it was just a dark alcove strung with fairy lights, but back then it was real.”

“This is real,” Connor muttered.

“Yeah,” Spencer whispered.

A koala growled immediately above them causing Rocky to skip a step. Connor’s chin thumped down on Spencer’s shoulder, and they both said their versions of “ow” and laughed.

“Dumb horse,” Spencer said but still leaned forward to pat Rocky’s neck. The orange light intensified when they reached the edge of the forest and the horizon blazed like a bushfire behind the farmhouse. It could have been the January photo in a glossy calendar—the iconic Aussie sheep farm.

“Stop a minute,” Connor said.

Spencer tightened the reins and dropped them in a signal Rocky knew all too well—a chance to nibble at the slashed grass of the firebreak.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Connor replied and slid slowly down Rocky’s barrel only to drop the pack and lean heavily against the big horse. Spencer sat for a moment—was he supposed to join Connor on the ground or wait where he was? He heard a heavy sigh at the exact same time as Rocky’s belly swelled then deflated. Yeah, I know, he thought and slapped a pat on the solid chestnut’s neck. I overthink everything. Connor looked up at him and smiled.

“Are you sure you can’t read minds?” he asked and dismounted.

“Why? What were you thinking?”

“That I think too much.” Spencer blushed. He wasn’t sure why, but the heat and accompanying rosy red hue traveled up his neck and into his cheeks.

“It’s not your thoughts I read,” Connor said. He walked carefully to a small patch of green grass and eased himself to the ground. “I can’t wait until this thing comes off.” He wrapped his knuckles on the cast with a hollow clunk.

Spencer grunted his agreement, but his mind was still on the previous comment. He stared a little too long at Connor—it was impossible not to. The sinking sun fired Connor’s hair in red shot gold. Otherworldly, it was a phrase his great-grandmother used when talking about the Fae and for the first time he knew what she meant. Connor didn’t belong in this world—or perhaps he belonged more than Spencer?

“Come here.”

Spencer blinked. He was just Connor again—still the guy who forced him to hide many a boner, but…. Who are you kidding? There’s nothing just about Connor. Spencer smiled and sat beside him.

“Watch.” Connor pointed at the sky—not at the myriad of colors changing and fading behind the house, but directly above them. He lay back and pulled Spencer with him.

“What…?”

“Shh.”

Being silent came naturally to Spencer, but not being in silence. Life was easier in noise-canceling headphones. But it wasn’t silent. Cockatoos squabbled over prime roosting spots near the chook shed, and when they settled, less raucous sounds came to the fore: low bleats of ewes calling their lambs to sleep, the deep slow hoot of an owl, and gravel growl of a possum.

Spencer relaxed into the soundscape and looked up. The dome of sky was a rapidly changing kaleidoscope. Faint blue shot with pinks and reds that gave way to dark toward its zenith. Directly above, the stars began to arrive. Only a few at first, until the last of the sun’s color sank below the horizon and the clear night took over.

The same stars could be seen from Spencer’s backyard at home, but there was nothing the same about their brilliance. Spencer grinned and stretched his hand up toward them.

“You should see them in winter when there’s a frost ring around a full moon.”

“I probably will.”

Connor’s fingers touched his. Spencer remained very still.

“I thought we were stargazing?” he said with a nervous giggle. He turned to face Connor and did something he never thought he’d be brave enough to do. There was a moment of panic when his lips touched Connor’s only to vanish when Connor kissed back. He closed his eyes and the scent of the forest enveloped him. Although it was their second kiss, a dozen thoughts rampaged through his head—is my breath okay? Am I doing this right? What do I do with my hands? All the doubting thoughts stopped. It wasn’t one of those lustful pashes that you saw on TV, it was…. Like a real kiss should be. It was soft and gentle, and they took their time to explore and taste each other. Connor’s hand released his and carefully slid beneath his T-shirt. He mirrored the action. Finally touching the pale skin in a way he’d thought about so often. Their warm fingers explored each other with growing intensity, and Spencer knew what would happen next. He eased back from the kiss and stilled Connor’s hand. Connor looked at him with some confusion and then a hint of amusement. He grinned his most foxy grin and popped the top button of Spencer’s fly. Connor Coutts has his hand in my jeans. That was Spencer’s last thought before he couldn’t think any more.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

“YOU TWO took your time,” Pa commented with a raised eyebrow—a family trait that said volumes. Spencer stammered out the start of a sentence when Neil walked through carrying a big bag of ice. “Might have to do a beer run at this rate.”

“There’ll be a few sore heads in the morning.”

“I thought they’d have gone by now,” Spencer said, happy to help push the attention in the direction.

Nan chuckled. “Not when there’s a chance to drink and argue about sheep.”

Spencer shook his head. “Weird. Is there anything I can do to help? I can wash and Connor can dry.” He caught Connor’s sideways glance and so did Nan.

“No, you too worked hard and went down to the forest. Head outside and see if you can make sense of the sheep talk.”

“Ah, I might give that a miss,” Spencer replied.

“Go on, then, disappear before Emily finds you and drags you out there.”

“Thanks, Nan.”

“Thank you for the feast, Mrs. MacKenzie,” Connor added.

“You are very welcome, and I hope both mother and kits are doing well.”

They were halfway up the stairs when Spencer asked, “Is that the feast you meant?”

Connor shrugged. “No, but I think she knows which one was more important.”

There was some hesitation when they reached the bedroom doors—which room?

“I’m gonna crash for a bit,” Connor announced. The decision was made. It would be a lie to say Spencer wasn’t disappointed, but he silently welcomed the chance to process what had happened—and maybe relive it a few times.

 

 

HE WAS stretched out on his bed staring at the ceiling when Connor appeared in the doorway, or more accurately, leaning against the door frame.

“Can I come in?” he asked.

“Ah, yeah sure.” Spencer hauled himself up against the pillows and moved his long legs so Connor could sit on the edge of the mattress, but Connor had other ideas and stretched out beside him.

“We can’t do that here,” Spencer said, the alarm clear in his voice.

“Who said I came in here to do anything?” There was mischief in Connor’s dark eyes, and a curl at the corners of his lips.

Spencer’s eyes narrowed, he wasn’t sure if he was being teased or not. Either way he liked having Connor there beside him—he even liked it when Connor leaned over and kissed him.

“My door is open,” Spencer mumbled against Connor’s lips. “And we are being watched.” He pulled quickly away to see a disgusted grimace twist his little sister’s face.

“That’s yuk!” she said.

“Um, it’s okay, Em, boys can kiss too,” Spencer tried.

Emily shook her head and said, “I know that! But kissing is yucky!”

Spencer’s relief was palpable. “No it’s not,” he said and stood up. “Come here.” He made no move toward the door, but Emily squealed and took flight down the stairs in fits of giggles.

“That’s three times now,” he said without looking at Connor.

“What?”

“I think you know what.” He turned back to face him.

“Yeah.” Connor grinned. “And your door is still open.”

“And Em will probably be back. Or Mum. Or Dad. Or Nan.” Spencer filled his lungs and exhaled slowly unsure if he was offering an audience or an excuse. Either way, it was probably not a good idea to leave his door open.

 

 

MOONLIGHT SHONE brightly through the bedroom window when Spencer opened his eyes. It took him several seconds to realize the phone downstairs was ringing. It stopped abruptly, and he heard his mother’s voice. He groaned and tugged the sheet a little higher. There was no slide of linen against bare legs. Spencer blinked awake and looked down to see that he was still in his jeans, plus he couldn’t remember pulling on the sheet.

“You were already asleep when your mum came in,” Connor explained.

Spencer bolted upright and stared at Connor. He stumbled over the beginning of several sentences—Did she, was I, were we? The footsteps coming up the stairs certainly didn’t help—it was bad enough finding them asleep in his bed, but it was so much worse awake.

“Spence?” She was just outside the door. “That was Kelsey’s dad on the phone. Can I come in?”

Something’s wrong with Kelsey!

He was already at the door when it opened.

“Kelsey’s dad called,” she repeated. Her hand rested on Spencer’s arm, something she only did when things were really wrong. Spencer nodded. “They’ve just taken her to hospital, and he thought we should know.”

“Why? What’s wrong? Is she all right?” Of course she’s not all right if they’ve taken her to hospital.

“Settle down, Spence. She will be all right, but they have to watch her for a few days.”

“Watch her? What does that mean?” It didn’t sound right. If she was sick, it would be in for observation, not to watch her.

“Just throw some things in your bag, and your dad will drive you down to see her. You can go too if you want Connor.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

“If you leave within the hour, you’ll be there by sunup.”

“Yeah, okay,” Spencer said already scanning the room for his bag. His fingers trembled around the handle and every touch jarred. It felt like caffeine jitters without the buzz. A deep breath took the edge off, but his mum’s hand on his back still startled him.

“I’ll go and organize your dad and will meet you downstairs.” She left without an answer for which Spencer was very grateful.

“I’m not going,” Connor stated.

Spencer didn’t look at him. “I’d really like you with me,” he said. “It has to be bad if we’re driving to Seaford in the middle of the night. Please, I think I….”

“No, I can’t leave.” There was a tone as immovable as Pa’s.

Spencer yanked open the zipper. “We won’t be gone long. There’s something wrong with my best friend, and… and….” He stared up at the ceiling. “I’m scared.”

Connor shook his head. “My family need me here.”

“I took you to them, didn’t I? I’ve helped every time you needed me, but….” Stop, stop, stop! He wanted to add that he’d done everything he could for the Coutts, including keeping the biggest secret he’d ever known, but he pushed that deep down to where he wouldn’t give it voice. It was all true, but it wasn’t fair.

“I really need you to go with me.”

“I have to stay.”

Fair or not Spencer’s hurt bubbled into anger. He glared at Connor and growled, “Well fuck you, Connor Coutts. Fuck you!”

He turned his back to the bed and shoved everything that came to hand into the bag. His chest ached and tears prickled with each ball of socks and screwed up T-shirt. The zipper was yanked closed. He grabbed his earbuds.

“See you when I get back,” he said without a glance in Connor’s direction.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

SPENCER NEVER got carsick, but his stomach lurched and threatened from the moment he clicked his seat belt. He closed his eyes. It didn’t help.

“How’re you doing, Spence?” his dad asked.

“Okay,” he mumbled and reached for his water bottle.

“I’m sure she’ll be all right.”

“Yeah.” Spencer swallowed and clenched his jaw until it ached. His dad broke the news as gently as he could, but it was still a sucker punch to the gut. Kelsey had tried again. Last time it was not long after her mum died and her painkillers were still in the bathroom cabinet. This time she used a razor blade. Spencer knew where she hid them, but her cuts had always been shallow. He should have told someone, even though he understood why she did it.

They passed the “Thank you for visiting Muckleford” sign where a young fox stared into their headlights before bolting back into the brush. Spencer’s knuckles whitened.

“Bloody vermin,” Neil muttered. “You know I’m still amazed your grandfather lets you take food down to Connor’s foxes. A shotgun would be more his style.”

“Would he really have done that?” The cheviots came before everything except family, but to slaughter an entire brood in their home was beyond his imagining.

“If they were ordinary foxes he definitely would.”

The air emptied from Spencer’s lungs. It took several shallow breaths before he could ask, “Ordinary foxes? What do you mean by that?”

Neil didn’t answer. The cluster of signs at the dark intersection took his attention, and he turned south. “You’d think I’d know the way by now, but they keep adding roads and road signs. Besides, everything is hard at this time of night.”

“Dad! The foxes?”

“Well, your pa said that the Coutts have always had foxes as pets as far back as he can remember. A Coutts’s tradition, I guess—like our farm dogs are always border collies. Although that might change when Emily has her way training Bridie. Not sure about a Scottie as a sheepdog, though.”

“Makes sense,” Spencer said and slouched down into the soft leather of the passenger seat.

Makes sense even though it’s not true. They’re Coutts, all of them and they’re Connor’s family.

A new flavor was added to his motion sickness—remorse. Connor had a real reason to stay, and Spencer… well Spencer knew he’d been selfish even though he wasn’t ready to let all the hurt go yet. He needed him here.

Spencer sighed—Connor was the first guy to kiss him, three times, and he was the first guy he’d touched, other than himself. The smell of crushed grass came with the memory. It was right that they were on the boundary of the farm and forest when their hands slipped into each other’s jeans. Lucky too. Spencer winced at the thought of his mother finding them naked in his bed. I guess they’re gonna have to find out one day but not yet. He slipped in his earbuds masking his dad’s awful music and let the raucous rhythm of Rob Zombie lull him into a doze.

 

 

HE WAS a couple of albums farther down his playlist when one of the earbuds was yanked out.

“Almost there, sunshine,” Neil said. “Home first, then we’ll call to see what’s going on.”

Spencer groaned, but sat up and turned off his music. “Her dad will be at the hospital so wouldn’t it be best to go straight there?”

Neil glanced at him. “We could do that. I’ll ring your mum from there to let her know we’ve arrived.”

They left the freeway, drove past their suburb and onto the highway where Spencer watched the city lights blink off across the bay. The clear night became a clear morning.

“Keep your eyes open for the emergency entrance,” Neil said and crawled past numerous hospital signs.

“There! At the end,” Spencer called out.

They pulled into the surprisingly busy carpark, but still managed to find a space on their first circuit. The triage lobby bustled with possible patients young and old, so Neil headed straight to a volunteer sitting at an information table away from the reception windows.

Spencer glanced around the room puzzled at how some of the injuries could have happened so early in the morning. A toddler sobbed quietly in his mother’s arms while they were led through to the treatment rooms leaving behind a sullen man who instantly lit a cigarette and walked out the door. Spencer hated hospitals, and he’d been in two within the space of a few weeks.

“Kelsey’s in the surgical wing. We probably should have tried there first. Look, I’ll move the car. You cut through, and I’ll meet you in the waiting room.”

“Okay,” Spencer mumbled and followed the signs to the elevators. The place was a rabbit warren of corridors, but he followed the colored line to surgical and located the waiting room. He sat for a few minutes before he heard Kelsey’s dad thanking someone. A brief glance at the duty nurse and he stood up. “That’s my dad,” he lied and quickly walked in the direction of the voice.

Kelsey was hooked up to a monitor and an oxygen mask covered most of her face. Spencer bit his lip. “Um, is it okay to come in?” he asked quietly.

“Of course it is,” Mr. Cain said and stood up. “Thanks for coming.”

“It’s Kelsey,” he said. “I had to come see her.”

He nodded and looked at his daughter. “I wasn’t sure if I should call you, but I didn’t know what else to do. We have no other family left.”

“Of course you had to call,” Neil said as he walked through the door. “How is she, Col?”

“She just drifted off again, but the doctor told me that everything went well—better than expected. She’d done a good job on herself, but….” Kelsey’s dad stared up at the ceiling, so Spencer retreated to Kelsey’s bedside.

“How about we go get a coffee?” Neil suggested. “Spence will keep an eye on her. He’s becoming a real little nurse lately.” He winked, and Spencer groaned.

The room was finally parent free.

“Hey, Kels,” he said and touched her fingers, careful not to dislodge the needle in the back of her hand. “You have to hurry and wake up because I have so much to talk to you about, but not in front of the ‘olds.’ I have to tell you about Connor.”

“So talk,” Kelsey croaked without opening her eyes.

“Oh my God, Kels, I’ve missed you,” he blurted.

Her eyes cracked open a mere slit. “What about your ginger?” she asked and winced.

“You be quiet and I’ll tell you.”

 

 

SPENCER LAY in the dark of his old bedroom listening to the distant whistle of a train. He’d never really noticed them before—well he noticed them, but they simply became part of the Seaford soundscape. He’d liked being here. It was close to the beach in winter and had several chilled cinemas in summer. “Gotta work on your Gothic pale,” Kelsey would tease him. She was right of course. You’d never find him in the sun unless he had to or he was riding Smokey—even then he’d wear a long-sleeved T-shirt and layers of sunscreen.

His stomach cramped with a twinge of guilt. He’d been so wrapped up with Connor that he’d not quite forgotten Kelsey, but they didn’t share their deep and meaningful daily discussions anymore.

They had one during his hospital visit, while their dads were out of the room. He told her about Connor, but not everything—then he waited. She was tired and her voice croaked, but in broken sentences she reassured him that it wasn’t because he left—so don’t even go there. It had crossed his mind more than once. and it was a relief to hear her say it. Her cold fingers touched his.

“You feel like a vampire,” he said with a grin.

“Jealous?”

“Always.”

“I’ll warm up again.”

“You’d better.”

Spencer inwardly winced at the melancholy tone of her voice. “You’re not going to try again Kelsey. You know I couldn’t survive without my crazy Kels.”

He saw her smile behind the oxygen mask. “Take this thing off me so I can kiss you.”

Spencer glanced around for a nurse. “I’m not sure….”

“Just do it, you wuss.”

Spencer slipped the mask down beneath her chin and gave her a gentle kiss. It was the kiss of a friend nothing more.

“Cat breath,” he teased her.

“Shut up,” she groaned.

“So why, Kels?”

Kelsey shrugged as much as she dared without dislodging her drip. “I dunno, I’m not even sure I meant to do it.”

“Is that true?”

“No.”

He kissed her again and replaced the oxygen mask.

 

 

SPENCER ROLLED over and reached for his phone. It was too late to call anyone, so he opened his photos. There weren’t many albums on the screen: family, horses, farm, and Kelsey. His Kelsey folder was only a little smaller than family, but not by much. It wasn’t surprising considering the multitude of shots from gigs and geek conventions, and what must be several hundred selfies together. No wonder my phone is always full. He promised himself that he’d clean up his apps and send most of his photos to the cloud, but not yet. He wanted them there in his pocket even where the network was shit.

He flicked through photo after photo stopping now and then to remember the circumstances of the shot. Some he didn’t remember at all because Kelsey was always stealing his phone to take pictures of him he’d find later. They ranged from one of Spencer asleep wearing Emily’s fairy crown to a close-up of the chipped black nail polish on his big toe. He had no idea why she took that, but he didn’t delete it.

Kelsey spent quite a bit of time at their house while her mum was in the hospital—hospice—and usually slept in Spencer’s room. He had overheard his father questioning that once, but his mum told him, “they’re friends, that’s all.”

That’s all. That was all, but it was the way his mum said it, as if what she really meant was, “Oh Neil, of course they’re only friends, our son isn’t interested in girls.” It was the first time he even considered that his parents knew. Not his dad; his dad didn’t have a clue, but maybe his mum? Or maybe it was just wishful thinking because then she could tell his dad and Spencer wouldn’t have to tell anyone. She didn’t say anything about finding Connor in his bed. He groaned at the realization he was thinking about himself again.

I really am a selfish dick.




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

CONNOR SAT in silence chewing a slice of toast listening to the one-sided phone conversation. Spencer’s name was mentioned several times, but nothing that really told him anything. His ears pricked up when Carol asked about driving down to help, but no matter how acute his furborn senses were, it was impossible to hear the reply.

“She’s talking to my dad,” Emily informed him. She’d abandoned her breakfast and leaned over the back of her chair to get a better view of her mother. It threatened to topple and Connor grabbed it with the warning, “Be careful, it might fall.”

Emily looked at him as if he was the silliest person in the world and jumped down to run through to the hall.

“She has a mind of her own that one,” Nan Mac said to Connor.

“Nothing a good skelp on the backside wouldn’t sort out,” Pa grumbled.

“Behave,” Nan told him.

“I bet Old May didn’t spare the rod.” He raised a bushy eyebrow at Connor.

Connor grinned. He knew he shouldn’t take his side, but Pa had known May from times before and knew she wouldn’t tolerate disobedience.

“Kelsey’s out of surgery and doing well,” Carol said. She returned Emily to her seat before taking her own. “She has quite a few stitches, and it will take time to heal, but they’re hoping Col can take her home soon.”

“Then Daddy and Spencer can come home,” Emily interrupted.

“Actually I was thinking Em and I could go back down for a few days to help out. Col’s struggling and could do with some support. If that’s all right with you?”

“Of course it is,” Nan replied. “We can keep an eye on young Connor and try to keep him in his cast—and his clothes.”

Emily giggled.

“He could come with us. Give you two peace? What do you think, Connor?”

He’d been quiet up to that point, but there was no way he could leave. “No. Um, thank you, but I need to stay…. May wouldn’t know where to find me when she gets home.” The words came in a rush, and he cringed—there was a question just waiting to be asked.

“And when will that be? To be honest, I can’t imagine May being away from her forest at all.” Pa looked long and hard at him.

Heat flushed across Connor’s pale skin—there was only so long he could fob Pa off and it would still be weeks before the kits were weaned.

“I want to stay too,” Emily whined. She left her chair and climbed onto Pa’s lap.

“You can see Daddy and Spence?” Carol tried, but Emily clung tighter to the old man.

“It’s all right, she’ll be fine with us,” Nan said.

Carol didn’t look convinced, and Connor had to hide his smile—the Macs were more than capable of looking after Emily, but she would have earned quite a few growls and nips if it were Old May in charge.

“Okay, young lady, you have to be a good girl and make sure you help Nan and Pa.”

Emily nodded seriously, and Connor’s smile grew.

“I’ll only be gone a few days. Neil is going to meet the bus halfway. Make a list of anything you’d like me to bring back.” Carol looked in her daughter’s direction. “Right now, though, I need someone’s help to pick what clothes I should take with me.”

“Me!” Emily squealed and jumped from Pa’s lap.

“Careful,” Pa groaned.

“You know you’re going to get no peace from her without Spencer around?” Nan said to Connor.

He’d already figured that one out and could hear her thumps on the floor above him. How can such a little person make so much noise? There’s no fox in her. Even as a bouncy kit, he ran on his toes more catlike than canine, where humans stomped and crushed the forest floor. Even Spencer. But ravens should fly.

“I might take little madam to the feed store today and get her a new pair of gumboots. Is there anything you want?”

“I was going to replace the gate on the back paddock we didn’t get to, but now that’ll have to wait until Neil gets home.”

“I can help,” Connor offered.

Pa looked at him. “Two cripples together?”

Connor shrugged.

“Thanks for the offer, lad, but I’ll be put to better use joining the women at the store putting in a feed order.” He sighed. “Reduced to following the women.”

“You say some terrible things, Mac! You’re lucky I love you!” Nan flicked him with her tea towel, and Pa laughed.

 

 

“OKAY, I’M ready.” Carol had a small overnight bag in one hand and Emily attached to the other.

“We’ll drop you off at the bus stop and take Emily to get her new gumboots.”

Carol opened her mouth wide in mock surprise and excitement. “New gumboots!”

“Like Pa?” Emily asked.

“We’ll see,” Pa said and leaned heavily on the table to push himself up. “I’m not sure they make them in your size.”

“Are you coming too?” Carol asked Connor.

“I’ll stay if that’s okay?”

“No worries. I’ll say hi to Spence for you.”

“And a kiss!” Emily giggled.

“That too,” Carol confirmed and smiled at Connor.

By the time the MacKenzies bustled out of the house and into the impossibly tight and probably illegal fit in the ute’s cabin, Connor felt like he’d been through a storm. Other than the creaking and settling of the old wooden foundations Connor stood in silence. Bridie leaned against his ankle with a black paw on his foot obviously unsure why she was left behind. It surprised Connor that they trusted him enough to be left alone. A Coutts kid would take off and probably rob the place first. None of his family had ever or would ever steal, but that didn’t matter—they were different and that was enough. But still he stood in the hallway with the MacKenzie’s farmhouse all to himself. The thought of going home did cross his mind, but was quickly dismissed. He wouldn’t make it on foot and the big horse might not accept him without Spencer. Besides, he’d assured them he wouldn’t.

“So, it’s just you and me, pup.”

Bridie looked up and her little tail swept the floor.

The phone broke the quiet. Connor glanced around, but of course there was no one else to answer it. He moved as quickly as he could to the living room and stared at it. The loud and insistent ring was cut short when he lifted the receiver to his ear.

“Hello?” he said quietly. The only response was a faint crackle on the line. “Hello?” he tried again.

“Connor? It’s me, Spencer. I didn’t expect you to answer. Um, is Mum there?”

“Just me,” Connor replied. It was disconcerting to hear Spencer without seeing him—without smelling him.

“Oh, okay. Where is everyone?”

Connor reeled off all the MacKenzie’s destinations to finish with, “And you and your dad are in Melbourne.”

“I wouldn’t call Seaford being in Melbourne, but it is bigger than Muckleford.”

“Only place I know,” Connor said. “What’s wrong? Anything I can tell your nan or pa when they get back?”

“No, I was just going to ask Mum to bring some things down, but it doesn’t matter.” The sentence ended, and Connor wondered if Spencer was still there until he heard a deep breath.

“Um, about last night…,” Spencer started. “I was a dick about you staying at the farm.”

Connor wondered if he should agree or wait to see what came next.

“I was thinking about it on the way here, and you were right—your family has to come first. I mean that’s why we moved to the farm in the first place, and why we took off to see Kelsey—she’s not blood family, but still family. I get it, but…. Um, I was being selfish and um….”

“It’s okay,” Connor jumped in when Spencer faltered. “How long are you going to be there?”

“Not sure. Dad wants to go into work in the city and sort things out about working from home. A week maybe?”

“Okay,” Connor said quietly.

“Can I give you my number? You could maybe call me sometime?”

His apprehension was obvious even without the physical cues. They would all be there, and Connor felt each and every one of them. “Yeah sure,” he said and picked up the pen beside the phone. The number was scribbled on the page and safely tucked into his jeans pocket. He heard Neil’s voice in the background telling Spence to hurry up. “You better go,” Connor told him. “And I wish I could’ve gone with you too. I’d really like to stand at the edge of the land and look at the sea.”

“We could do that….”

Connor heard Neil’s voice grew more insistent.

“Dad said I have to move my arse, so talk soon okay?”

“Sure.”

The house was still again. It was unnatural in the human dwelling—there was always chatter, music, the noise of the television no one was watching—so the steady ticktock of the tall clock in the hall and the click Bridie’s claws on the floorboards seemed extra loud. He smiled down at her. “They have their own sounds, don’t they?” Bridie cocked her head, and Connor bent to gently tug an oversized ear. They climbed the stairs together with creaking boards replacing the crunch of leaf litter.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

STAND AT the edge of the land and look at the sea. Who talks like that? Spencer stared out the passenger window to hide his smile from his dad.

The tollway beeped and his father grumbled something about the cost of driving to Melbourne. Spencer would normally tell him to take the Nepean Highway instead, but his mind was elsewhere.

Maybe it’s because he was raised away from everyone else so he speaks more formally—maybe it isn’t so much formal as a different structure? I dunno? Either way, Spencer conceded that he liked the way Connor sounded, even when he was giving him a hard time. Or a hard-on? He chuckled and didn’t dare look at his dad.

 

 

THE CAR beeped twice with the press of the security fob.

“So what are you going to do today?” Neil asked.

“I want to check out some stuff at the library and maybe go to the comic shop to grab a graphic novel for Kelsey.”

Neil nodded. “I’ll probably be stuck here until late so just get a train home if you get bored.”

“No worries,” Spencer said and hefted his pack over his shoulder. “It’s White Night tonight, so there’ll be plenty to do.”

“Oh God, I forgot about that. I definitely want to get out of the city before that starts. Do you have your myki card?”

“Yep.”

“Money for lunch?”

“Yep, but how about money for the comic shop?”

“I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

Spencer grinned and held out his hand.

Money never lasted long in the city, especially when Spencer wasn’t sure if he’d be back anytime soon. He skipped lunch and hit the bookshops instead. Most of the independent ones had been pushed out of the CBD, so that meant a long walk, or a quick tram ride. Spencer didn’t mind the walk, but he wanted to get to the library to do some research before it closed. So the library it was.

The State Library was as impressive as it sounded. Sweeping stone steps rose from Swanston Street to a columned facade and an imposing statue of Sir Redmond Barry—he only knew who that was from helping Kelsey with her history assignment. That was their first visit to the library, and it became a regular haunt. The awe Spencer felt walking into the domed reading room never diminished. It bolstered his faith in humanity. If mankind could still cherish something like this in the age of smartphones and dumb people, maybe there was hope yet.

The invasive stimulation of crowds and bustle was replaced with an enveloping silence and the smell of paper. The lure of the reading room was strong, but his needs were elsewhere, and Spencer headed far down to one of the smaller reading rooms. The research room had computers, but Spencer walked straight past them. “You’re a library snob, Spencer,” Kelsey had joked, and it was true. Spencer settled at a table far away from the others and laid out his notebook and pencils. He stared at the blank page for only a moment before picking up his pencil to write furborn.

The rest of the afternoon was spent jotting notes on Scottish mythology and immigration records. He knew there wouldn’t be a Coutts on the passenger lists, but he could trace the importation of the cheviots. By the time his phone ping earned him a withering look, he’d filled pages with scribbled notes and references still to find.

Where are you, Spence? I’m done here and heading for the car.

I’m still at the library. Staying for White Night.

Be careful.

Always am.

Don’t be too late.

Bye Dad.

Spencer grinned. He had the night to himself and a whole library full of resources. He spent another hour trawling through tomes on selkies, kelpies, and faeries of the Dark Land. He was ready to call it a night when he happened on a translation of an old Gaelic folksong. His eyes widened at the single mention of furborn. He scanned the rest of the text for an explanation, but the author believed it to be an obscure reference to a selkie.

“No,” Spencer muttered. “Not a selkie at all.” He listed the author’s references and wrote the song in both its translation and original Gaelic.

“We are closing in a few minutes,” the librarian announced, and Spencer groaned. She stopped on her way past his table and told him, “The big reading room will be open for longer tonight, but I don’t know how much peace you’ll get with the White Night illuminations.”

“Thank you,” Spencer said and carefully stacked his books on the return trolley.

The domed reading room didn’t look any different—the tables still radiated from a central podium like spokes on a wheel with serious readers dotted along them. Actually there was one difference—a head appeared from behind the podium’s highly polished surrounds. It ducked down again, and he heard a disconnected voice call, “How’s this?”

“Yep, that’s got it.” A stream of silvery light shone from what seemed like the heavens. Spencer stood transfixed. The man in the podium stood tall, the white of his robe sparkled in the light. With arms outstretched the flowing sleeves created a canvas for what was to come next.

“Apologies readers, but you are about to witness a preview of our contribution to White Night.” The announcement filled the room. Most readers had already been warned of the event and sat back to watch.

The room went dark.

A faint green glow emanated from the podium and slowly spread to the edges of the room. Music began—low at first, but Spencer recognized it: The Planets, but he wasn’t sure which one. Jupiter maybe? The man in the podium was a mere man no more—he was Green Mantle, Jack in the Green. He was the Greenman! Spencer emitted a short laugh of delight. Projected oak leaves flowed from the robes to cover the walls with the woodland scene. The music grew and so did the moon on the dome. Its light shot down to the Greenman. He was bathed in silver for only a moment before a large black raven flew over his robe and out to circle the dome. Owls rose up from the trees to join them wheeling closer and closer to the moon. A flash of white light at a musical crescendo and the illuminations became the forest floor where foxes jumped and ran in unison like an ancient frieze. Deer ran behind them and wolves and bears—animals long gone from the British woodlands. The swirls and dance of animals vanished when the Greenman raised his arms. Slowly the glow of morning sun climbed the walls to reveal rolling pastureland with sheep dotted over the green slopes. Songbirds and swallows flew overhead until the Greenman called them back. The lush scene became a joyous tableau of leaves, animals, birds, and light. Spencer didn’t know whether to laugh or cry—the music charged through his body until he couldn’t breathe.

Darkness.

Silence.

The house lights came up and the show was over—the man at the podium was just a man again.

Spencer’s heart thumped fast even while the technicians called mundane instructions across the room. An announcement thanked everyone for their patience and hoped they enjoyed the sneak peek. A gaffer reeled an electrical cable out of the way and carried it past Spencer.

“Excuse me,” he asked. “Why did they do that ah, theme?”

“Old Jack?” the man responded with a smile. “Creation mythologies, you’ll see them all around the city. Did you enjoy it?”

“Very much.” The amazement in Spencer’s voice didn’t come close to how he felt. He sat at a table and stared up at the plain but still beautiful dome. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? The room began to spin. He closed his eyes and grabbed the edge of the table to avoid tumbling to the floor. Slowly, very slowly the world righted itself—he couldn’t see it through closed eyes but felt it slip back into position. After a few deep breaths, he opened them. Nothing moved where it shouldn’t and the floor was horizontal. Spencer cautiously tilted, then shook his head—everything remained upright. Weird.

Assured the episode was over, he wandered outside. Crowds were already building down Swanston Street, and by the last glow of sunset, he knew he wouldn’t even be able to cross the road. White Night always gridlocked the middle of Melbourne and was best avoided. Fitzroy or Carlton? He skirted the edge of the growing masses and turned onto Latrobe Street. His long legs striding out until he heard music ahead of him.

A deep male voice was interrupted by the cry of the eagle. Spencer broke into a jog until he reached the intersection. Across the road people were gathered in the Carlton Gardens staring up at a story unfolding on the facade of the Exhibition Buildings.

A wedge-tailed eagle soared above a silhouetted man and giant drops of rain began to fall. It fell until water filled the scene and the man was forced to swim, but he swam with giant jellyfish that floated and danced with him. The images were more abstract…. No not abstract, Spencer thought while watching ochre kangaroos bound across the building. Indigenous cave paintings maybe?

He crossed the road and joined the throng transfixed by the ever-changing tableau until the crush forced him out. It was one thing to be in a mosh pit with like-minded people, but Spencer always felt vulnerable among people he didn’t know.

His plan was to go to Lygon Street and Readings Bookshop, but something else brought him to an abrupt halt. Someone else was watching the show. Away from the mass of human bodies a red fox sat beneath a tree—it was bigger than either May or Mab, and it was looking directly at him.

It raised its snout to sniff the air when Spencer took a few steps closer. He hesitated before venturing another few. The fox simply watched him.

“Um, I don’t know if you’re just a fox, but my name is Spencer, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

A broad grin spread across the furry face before it stood up to trot away with catlike grace. When it reached the roadside, it stopped and looked back at him.

Are you waiting for me?

It occurred to him that the fox had plans and he was included; either that or he’d well and truly lost the plot and was talking to random animals.

Spencer kept his distance but never lost sight of the red fur in the night.

“You know where you’re going, don’t you?” he muttered.

The fox bolted across busy Lygon Street and straight down a side alley. Spencer winced and thanked whoever was listening that the traffic was slow and the tram was taking on passengers. But the lights changed to green, and he was forced to run to keep up or wait until they changed again and risk losing the fox. He chose to run and received a mouthful of very anatomically specific abuse from a driver for his efforts.

He needn’t have worried. The fox sat at the entrance of an alley.

“Okay I’m here,” Spencer said. “Now what?”

The fox chuffed an answer.

“I don’t speak fox or furborn,” he said with a smile that the fox matched. It turned and trotted into the alley. Spencer rounded the corner in time to see the white-tipped brush disappear under a solid wooden fence. The gate was locked and the rails were on the other side, so there was no way to climb in.

“Oh come on.” Spencer scowled. “Why bring me to a place I can’t follow?”

The gate rattled beneath the slam of his palm but remained closed. Why here? he thought. There’s plenty of backyards to hide in. He looked back the way they’d come and counted three gates the fox passed to get to this one.

“Okay, let’s see where you led me.”

Back on Lygon Street Spencer counted along to the third shopfront—it was a café very much like the ones either side of it. Customers filled the outside tables drinking coffee of various shades and sizes while perusing the menu or commenting on passersby. Spencer kept his head down until he reached the third café. He peered through the open door, but couldn’t see anything that set it apart. Inside buzzed with conversation and the near constant hum of the shiny red and chrome coffee machine. The rich aroma of the night’s special enveloped him in tomato and garlic. His stomach growled.

“Hi,” a young waitress said, approaching him. “There are no tables free at the moment, but….” She looked past him. “But I can clear this one for you.” She smiled at the departing customer who left her a generous tip.

Spencer sat and stared at the menu for several minutes without reading a word. This is ridiculous. The menu dropped back to the table when a latte glass was set in front of him. “I didn’t—”

“Hello, Spencer.”

The man who brought the coffee sat opposite him. He was tall, and Spencer couldn’t help noticing, very well built. Thick red hair was tied up in a messy man-bun in direct contrast to a full, neatly trimmed beard. Spencer knew he was staring but couldn’t stop.

“I don’t start my shift yet, so we have time to talk. I’m Duncan, by the way.” He held out his hand.

“I… I’m Spencer,” he stammered.

“I know. You told me in the park.” Duncan’s smile didn’t quite reach his dark eyes and Spencer understood he was being examined and judged.

“I don’t know why I did that.”

“Yes you do.”

Spencer turned the coffee glass on its saucer. “Yeah, I guess I do,” he admitted. “Foxes don’t usually hang around crowds so, I thought, well maybe…?” He shrugged.

“What did you think, Spencer?”

“I thought….” He paused and took a deep breath. “You’re furborn, aren’t you?”

Duncan didn’t blink. He leaned forward to answer the question with a question. “Where did you hear that word?”

“My friend is….” He stopped. It was Connor’s secret he kept safe.

“I know.” Duncan’s smile became real. “I scented him on you, and that’s why I brought you here. Curiosity got the better of me.”

“My friend would never have done that.”

Duncan waved at a pretty dark-haired waiter and pointed at the latte. He rolled his eyes but still nodded.

“Most of us are very careful. We’re raised that way.”

The latte arrived quickly with a stage whisper of, “The other customer can wait a little longer.”

“Thanks, Stewie, I’ll make you one during your break.”

Spencer watched him flirt with such ease and confidence, positive he’d never be able to do that. “Is he, you know?”

“Cute? Definitely, but not furborn. There are a few of us urban foxes around here—he’s not one of them.”

“Oh, okay. It’s just the way you talked to him.”

Duncan chuckled and sipped his coffee. “It’s easy to flirt when it doesn’t mean anything.”

He was so different from Connor.

“So, from where do you hail, Spencer?”

“We’re living at my grandparent’s farm.”

“Uh-huh, sheep farm.”

“Can you really smell that?”

“I can, but relax, no one else here has my nose. I can also smell that your friend is male.”

Color bloomed in Spencer’s cheeks, and Duncan laughed. “Don’t worry. Our kind play with who we want and love who we love. There is no judgment.”

“Connor said something like that.” It was out before he could stop it. He knew Duncan heard the name. Spencer gulped his coffee. It burned all the way down to his empty stomach.

“It’s all right. I would never hurt your friend. It’s not our way. There are so few furborn to keep the strain pure.”

“Is that why you showed yourself to me?” Spencer asked.

Duncan sat back in his chair. “It is indeed. You’re a smart one.”

“And I guess you want me to tell you where they are?”

“Of course. But I don’t expect you to. Knowledge is a powerful tool and an equally powerful weapon. Your Connor gave you something very precious, and I suspect you know that. If he is in sheep country, he’s vulnerable.”

Spencer weighed up what could be said and what couldn’t. “Connor has a sister with kits, but their father was killed. Shot for a bounty.”

Duncan shook his head. “Humans are the most inhumane.” He sighed. “Does she have anyone to help her?”

“Connor, but he has a broken leg and Old May….”

Duncan raised his eyebrows. “Old May? As in May Coutts?”

Shit!

“May Coutts. Oh my God. She’s something of a legend among the furborn. She was a great and strong matriarch, and still is it seems.”

“How is she a legend?” Spencer asked intrigued.

“May’s bloodline is the purest and goes right back to the first. My great-grandmother knew her before she moved closer to the city to escape the culls. She’s passed now, but my gran still tells us tales of how May Coutts would nip them if they strayed.”

Spencer could easily see that happening. “I met her, and she’s still intimidating.”

Duncan laughed. “I can’t wait to tell Gran.”

A call came from the door of the café, and Duncan looked at his watch. “Oh shit! My shift has started.” He dug deep into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. “Give me your number, and I’ll text back so you have mine.”

Their numbers were duly exchanged, and Duncan said, “I’ll cover your meal. The squid ink risotto is good and matches your color scheme.”

“Thanks,” Spencer said and watched the tall redhead disappear into the café.

“Fuck,” Spencer muttered and slumped back exhausted into his seat.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

“CONNOR, IT’S for you,” Joyce MacKenzie called from the living room. “It’s Spencer.”

Connor had drifted off trying to read one of Spencer’s school novels. It was tough to get into because he’d never been out of Muckleford so of course he didn’t know what the Yorkshire moors smelled like, and if he couldn’t smell it, he couldn’t picture it. He wasn’t sure what Nan Mac had said except he heard her say Spencer’s name. He rolled off the bed and made his way down the stairs to be quickly overtaken by Emily and Bridie. By the time he stepped off the bottom step he could already hear Emily whining to speak to her brother.

“Here you are,” Nan Mac said, holding the phone high enough that Emily knew not to grab it.

Connor took the phone with a quiet thank-you and waited until Emily stomped after her nan. “Hello,” he said, pretending there weren’t one hundred butterflies tap dancing in his belly at the thought of hearing Spencer.

“Oh my God, I wish you’d come with me, even though I knew you couldn’t.” Spencer was breathless.

“Why?” Connor asked. He briefly wondered if they were going to have that conversation all over again, but there was something very new in Spencer’s tone.

“I met someone last night—his name is Duncan. He’s older than us—in his twenties maybe—but he’s….”

Connor waited to hear what this Duncan was like and why Spencer was so excited to talk about him. The butterflies suddenly wore heavy work boots and kicked with steel caps rather than dancing. He heard Spencer take a breath and held his own.

“He’s furborn,” Spencer whispered.

That wasn’t anything close to what Connor expected to hear. Spencer had found someone else, had kissed this Duncan guy… or anything else except, he’s furborn. He didn’t speak. Couldn’t speak.

“Did you hear me?” Spencer asked. “He’s furborn! And he said there were others.”

“Okay.” His voice sounded as numb as he felt.

“Okay? Is that all you’re going to say?”

“What did you tell him about us?” Connor didn’t want it said like an accusation, but fight or flight had always been his default. In that moment he wanted to be far away from the phone, and the farm, and even Spencer.

“I mean he could tell you are furborn—he could smell you on me, and he knew stuff about your family, especially your gran.”

“What kind of stuff?” Connor couldn’t stop the tense growl in his words.

“Um, just that his great-grandmother, I think, said she knew a May Coutts and she was, is a legend among the furborn.”

“How?” It was turning into a very one-sided conversation, but Connor struggled to process any of Spencer’s news.

“Something about her being fiercely protective of the furborn bloodline.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Connor said and his gut settled—only a little. “Does he know where we are?”

“No, of course not. He knows you’re up country, but that’s all. I made sure to be vague about that.”

“Good,” Connor said and exhaled a long breath. “I have to try and see Gran.” It was a voiced thought rather than a comment, but before Spencer could say anything he asked, “When are you coming back?”

“Not sure, end of the week maybe? Kelsey is still in hospital and my dad is organizing stuff for his work.”

“Your mum?”

“Dunno?”

Connor heard Spencer call his mum and was surprised when she took the phone. “Hi, Connor, is everything all right?”

“Yes. I was just worried about my foxes, and how I could get to them while Spencer is away.”

“The men are staying a little longer, but I should be home later tomorrow, and I can take you to them. I need to warn you it’s been a while since I’ve ridden anything other than a bicycle, so I’m not sure how I’ll go, but I’m sure we’ll manage.” She gave a light laugh and passed the phone back to Spencer.

“Your mum is going to take me to Gran when she gets home.”

“I heard. You okay?”

There was genuine concern in Spencer’s voice. Connor held the receiver to his forehead to gather his thoughts. He wasn’t okay. He couldn’t sort through the possibilities and perhaps threats of new furborn. Gran will know what to do.

“Yeah,” he eventually answered. “It’s just, I need to tell my family, and I wish you were here with me.”

“It’s okay, Mum’s cool and is happy to take you to them.”

“I know, but I still want you here. You’re my only friend. I can talk to you.”

There was a long pause before Spencer said, “I wish I was with you too.”

“Yeah well… I better go before Emily explodes.”

They said their goodbyes, and Connor handed the phone to Emily, who’d escaped her grandmother and was bouncing at his side.

 

 

RAIN HEAVY clouds hung low over the farm and forest. There was no breeze to cool the sweat on Connor’s brow. He dragged a chair across the old wooden floor of the veranda—the muffled scrape was quickly smothered by the humidity. Silence blanketed the farm. The sheep in the front paddock huddled together with their lambs lying low in the grass at their feet. Even the chooks sought shelter in their shed. The approaching storm pressed cruelly on Connor’s already confused thoughts.

The fly-screen door creaked open and slammed shut.

“It’s going to be a right storm,” Pa said. The thump of his cane on the decking produced no echo. “Looks like a downpour, and there’s electricity in the air.”

Connor felt the prickle and crackle on his skin like the night Mab’s kits were born.

Pa leaned heavily against the railing and stared out over the farm. “The animals know it.”

“They do,” Connor muttered.

“I hope you don’t plan on climbing any trees this time.”

It sounded like a joke, but Connor knew the old man had turned and was watching him. He leaned forward to rest his arms on the rail and his chin on his arms. “The storm did what I couldn’t,” he said without a sideways glance.

“The old fox tree,” Pa mused. “It served its purpose over the years.”

“How?” Connor snapped and stared at him. “Barbaric! That’s what my gran called it, and she was right!”

“Barbaric?” Pa slurred the word. “Yes, it was that. But it reminded all who saw it that this is sheep country.”

Connor shifted in the chair and a trickle of sweat ran down his spine. He bit his tongue. Respect for elders had been drummed into him—even if they were human.

“Old May and I fell out over that tree. What was it she said to me? Why must one animal be slaughtered for the sake of another, then to add insult to injury, displayed with no dignity?”

“She was right,” Connor said. “Your sheep are important to you, but they were brought here the same as the foxes.”

Pa straightened his back with a groan. “The cheviots are an old breed—a heritage breed.”

Connor didn’t reply—what could he say? The furborn are even older and there are fewer of us?

A crack of thunder sparked nervous bleats from the lambs.

Joyce joined them on the veranda. “That old ewe is likely to lamb in this,” she said. “You want me to bring her in?”

Pa shook his head. “She’s a good old girl, and she’ll know what to do.”

“Just the same, I think I’ll open the top gate.”

Connor watched Joyce and the farm dogs make their way along the track to the gate. By the time she’d unhooked the chain she was joined by Emily and Bridie.

“See that?” Pa said. “One word from me, and they do what they want.”

Led by a very wide ewe, the sheep made their way to the sheltered yard next to the house. Emily held her gran’s hand, but Connor could sense no fear from the little girl. Will you run the farm one day and kill any threat to your heritage sheep?

Emily ran up the steps and stood with her grandfather to watch the bright forks of lightning streak through the dark clouds.

The MacKenzies watched the light show for a good half hour before the first plops of rain raised circles of dust on the driveway. Then the heavens opened. The farm dogs crept back from the edge of the veranda and settled next to Pa. Bridie joined them.

Potholes became pools and the forest vanished behind a veil of water. The farmhouse sat isolated in the landscape with only a few outbuildings for company. Isolation wasn’t new to Connor. It was safety—safety for him and his kin, but it was also a death sentence for his kind. Perhaps the city furborn…? Just as the rain eased to reveal the adjoining farms, one phone call had obliterated Connor’s long-held worldview and replaced it with something frighteningly new.

“Can I call Spencer, please?” he asked.

“Not in this storm, lad,” Pa said gruffly, as if it was the stupidest thing he’d heard that day. “Lightning and landlines don’t mix.”

Connor nodded but didn’t really understand. Thunder crashed directly above them as if to prove Pa’s point, but it was another sound that caught their attention. Gunshots. The dogs barked and looked to Pa.

“Bastards,” he muttered and got up to walk slowly into the house.

More shots sounded. They were in the forest, and there wasn’t a damn thing Connor could do about it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

SPENCER READ the same line over and over again.

“How long are you gonna stare at that page?” Kelsey asked. She pushed herself higher in the bed and winced.

“I wasn’t really reading it,” he admitted and closed the book. “How are you feeling? You were pretty out of it last time I was in.”

“Same and already sick of this place,” she grumbled. “So where’s your head because it’s not here with me?”

“Sorry.” Spencer shook his head to clear his thoughts. It didn’t work, it was all for show, and he couldn’t say anything to Kelsey. That was the worst part. Kelsey was his best friend and they told each other everything: good, bad, and embarrassing.

“What’s going on, Spencer? I thought I was the basket case. You’re starting to worry me.”

“You’re not a basket case, but hey, you’re the one in the hospital bed.” He chuckled, but it fell flat. Kelsey knew him too well. She grabbed his thumb with a lot less force than usual and said, “Spill it, MacKenzie, or the thumb gets it! I’m guessing it has something to do with your boyfriend—am I right?”

“He’s not….” Spencer stopped. Maybe he is? “It’s about him and it’s not.”

“Tell me the bit about him.”

Okay, Spencer thought. The truth but not the whole truth. He proceeded to tell Kelsey all about their encounter in the grass even though he blushed furiously through most of it, and when he couldn’t find the words, she did. It felt like old times again, except he could talk about kissing a boy rather than listening to Kelsey.

“So when am I going to meet him?”

Spencer shrugged. “Dunno. I don’t think he’ll come down here anytime soon, so I guess you’re gonna have to visit the farm. Maybe find a nice farm boy?”

Kelsey screwed up her nose, but it got them into a conversation that lasted until the nurse shooed him out.

Rain fell in a light patter on the concrete in front of the bus stop. It wasn’t heavy enough for the dark spots to join up, but Spencer still pulled up his black hoody. An elderly lady approached the bus stop but paused when she saw him. He knew what he looked like, and she was obviously wary of the black-clad teenager. There were times he played on it to be left alone but not this time. Spencer smiled and shuffled along the bench to make room for her and her shopping bags. She smiled back and sat beside him in silent companionship—silent until his phone rang. There was no caller ID listed.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hi, Spencer, it’s Duncan.”

His breath caught in his throat.

“Did you tell Connor about us?”

“Um, yeah,” Spencer said cautiously.

“How did he take it?”

“I’m not sure.”

Duncan chuckled. “That sounds about right. My family was the same. Wary of change, wary of new people, and even wary of new furborn. But they were excited too and gave me strict instructions to reassure you about our intent.”

“What is your intent?” That was what played through his thoughts in the wee dark hours of the morning. He wavered between the urban furborn being the Coutts’s saviors to being their doom. He was pretty confident Duncan was a good guy, but Connor’s reaction made him wonder.

“Only to talk, and maybe meet up? The furborn are an endangered species. I know that sounds weird, but new blood is important. Vital.”

“Connor told me that too. Okay, next time I talk to him, I’ll let him know what you said.”

“Thanks, man, I was nervous I’d scared you off.”

Spencer told him he hadn’t and ended the call, but truthfully, he was pretty freaked. He heaved a heavy sigh and googled the cost of buses back to the farm.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

“I’M MAKING the call, Mac, storm or no storm,” Joyce said with the receiver already in hand. Pa snorted his disgust and shook his head. Joyce turned away and punched in the numbers for the local police station. It took a while for it to pick up, and Emily waited impatiently at her side.

“Dave, I was beginning to think there was no one there.”

Emily leaned against her nan and tickled Bridie’s ear until the ever-tolerant pup licked her fingers.

“Pa said the storm is bringing out all the idiots,” she reminded Nan, who nodded and smiled down at her.

“Well there were some gunshots in the forest…. Yes I know, but it’s a protected area and…. All right, thank you.”

Joyce hung up the phone and looked at Connor who was waiting in the doorway. “He said they’ll see what they can do and that the ranger is already down there. It seems the hunters had several beers in the pub first.”

More thunder rumbled overhead, with ominous timing.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Joyce reassured him. “If your foxes are in your house, I’m sure they’ll be safe.”

Emily nodded, but Connor looked scared. She left her nan’s side and slipped her hand into Connor’s. “Foxes are smart. They will hide under the bed.”

 

 

NAN AND Pa were in the kitchen with Connor. Emily colored carefully inside the lines of a chestnut pony. She swapped her brown pencil for a red one, only to put it down again.

“Connor is scared about his foxes,” she whispered to Bridie. “Me too.”

The Scottie wagged her little tail in reply.

“Connor has a sore leg, and Spencer isn’t here to take him on Rocky.” She huffed. “Rocky is too big, and Peanuts would be scared.” Emily pattered Bridie on the top of her head and asked, “Would you be scared?” The pup’s white teeth gleamed against her black gums and Emily laughed. “You’re brave—like me!”

Her pencils were left scattered on the table and she ran into the kitchen.

“What are you up to, young lady?” Nan asked.

“Coloring ponies and Bridie is helping.”

“What a clever little dog.”

Emily giggled. “We got hungry.”

“Oh did you now?”

“Yes. Very hungry for biscuits.”

Pa nodded his head. “It’s a terrible thing to be hungry for biscuits.” He struggled with the S in biscuits, but Emily understood well enough and nodded with him. Nan lifted down the biscuit barrel and let her take two chocolate chips with the warning that chocolate isn’t good for dogs so no sharing with Bridie. Emily looked at the sweet biscuits in her hand and frowned. She dropped them back into the barrel and said, “I have to share.”

“I have some without chocolate?” Nan suggested.

“Yes, please.” Emily took extra with the excuse they had a lot to color. She ran up the stairs to her room and put them carefully into her little pink backpack. The rain had stopped but she added her yellow raincoat and pulled on her new gumboots.

“We have to be very quiet,” she explained to Bridie and walked slowly down the stairs. The front door meant going past the kitchen and as careful as she was her nan called out, “Where are you off to?”

Emily knew it was wrong to fib, but replied as close to the truth as she could, “Me and Bridie are going to the veranda.”

“All right. If the rain starts again, I want you back in the house straight away.”

Emily didn’t reply. She stood at the top of the veranda steps knowing that she was about to do something very naughty.

But very brave.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

CONNOR HOVERED around the phone. The rangers will be busy with downed trees or lightning strikes, Pa Mac had told him with a look over his glasses. It made sense, but that was…. Connor glanced at the clock—at least half an hour ago. There were no more gunshots, but that didn’t mean much. It only took one shot to kill a fox. Bile rose in Connor’s throat, and he slammed his fist on his cast. Taking fur had crossed his mind, but he’d just be a lame fox instead of a lame human. He swallowed and blinked away tears of fear and frustration.

Rain thudded on the corrugated tin roof. It echoed through the quiet house.

“Connor?” Joyce called from the kitchen. “Can you please tell Emily to get inside—I’m up to my elbows in cake mix.”

“Sure,” he called back and hobbled past the kitchen. The front door was open and there was no sign of her through the fly screen. He pushed it open and looked both ways along the house. “Hey, Em? Time to come inside,” he shouted above the rain. His cast clunked on the wooden floor until he’d followed the veranda full circle around the house. The farm dogs kept closely behind him. When he reached the front door again Emily’s nan was there drying her hands with a tea towel.”

“Maybe she’s already in her room?” she suggested.

Connor doubted it—the screen door creaked, and Emily always let it slam behind her.

“Emily!” Joyce shouted.

“Bridie!” Connor tried.

No response.

Pa Mac joined them from the kitchen. “Check her room, Joyce, and I’ll go outside and whistle for the pup.”

They went in opposite directions leaving Connor standing in the hall. Pa’s whistles pierced the drum of the rain, but there were no answering yips from Bridie.

“She’s not in her room, and her wellies and raincoat are gone.” There was panic in Joyce’s voice, and Connor didn’t know what to say. She ran to the veranda and out into the rain. Pa struggled down the slippery steps and called to her to check the chicken shed while he opened the barn. Connor could hear their desperate shouts, but already knew Em wasn’t anywhere near the house.

“As fast as you can,” Pa said. He hung up the phone. “Dave’s on his way, and he’s calling for volunteers.”

“What was she thinking? She’s a handful, but I never thought she’d do anything like this.” Joyce shook her head in disbelief. “We better call Neil.”

Connor listened as Joyce spoke to her son. He could smell her fear even though her voice was steady. She was much like his own grandmother—strong, but always looking out for her kits even when they were grown. He was sure he couldn’t have survived the loss she’d been through in her lifetime. Even in his short years, he’d seen the death of his parents and the father of Mab’s kits. All to the cull and the tree.

“They’ll be here in a few hours,” Joyce said tearfully and scrambled in the pocket of her apron for her hanky. Pa held out his hand to take hers and said quietly, “I’m sure we’ll find her before they get here.”

“Getting under our feet,” she sniffled.

Pa wrapped her in his arms. “And whistling to the pup until she runs out of puff.”

 

 

DAVE ARRIVED first. He sat in the kitchen the huge map laid out on the table. They used a tea plate to draw a circle around the farm—it gave them a rough idea of how far the little girl could have walked in the time frame. Emily had little legs, but it was still a wide circle.

“I’ll call Danny to get his men to search their farm buildings,” Dave said with his finger on the top of the circle.

Pa looked at it and put his hand farther down. “Get them to check, but I know she’ll be here.” A large part of the search area covered the forest. Connor’s stomach lurched. He knew she would too—Emily was always pestering Spencer to take her to see the foxes and after the gunshots that was where she was likely to be.

“Shit,” Bob muttered. “Hey, Coutts! You know the forest better than any of us, get your arse over here and give us a hand.”

Connor sneered out of habit—Coutts and the authorities rarely mixed, and when they did it usually meant trouble.

“How far in do you think she got?”

“Dunno,” he shrugged even though something tightened in his chest. He wanted to help find Emily but didn’t want to lead them directly to his home and family.

“Connor, please?”

He stared down at the map rather than at Joyce MacKenzie. “Maybe here, in this area,” he said and circled a small area with his finger. It didn’t extend as far as his cottage but spanned all the directions around the track.

“Let’s hope she stuck to the track,” Dave said with a nod.

Let’s hope she did because she’d walk right past the clearing without any clue it was there. “Can I go too?”

Dave looked dubious, and Connor wasn’t sure if it was the cast covering his leg or the fact he was a Coutts.

“Let’s see what happens with the building searches first.”

The answer pissed Connor off—partly because he was once again being halted from going into the forest, but mainly because it made sense.

Farmers and farmhands started to arrive swelling the numbers around the kitchen table. Their barns and machinery sheds had no little stowaways, and the dogs didn’t scent the errant Scottie pup. Joyce made tea whether they wanted it or not, and Connor joined her at the row of mugs. She stopped what she was doing and leaned heavily on the bench.

“We’ll find her,” Connor whispered.

She nodded without answering and handed him a couple of mugs to deliver.

More men arrived, many in uniform with dogs at their sides.

“The search units know how to do this, so our job will be to follow their command and not go off half-cocked on our own,” Dave informed them.

One of the uniformed men tapped the map and said, “Exactly. We don’t want to waste time looking for you.” Some of the farmers chuckled but most stayed stony faced at the outsider.

“Now,” he continued, “we’ll work on a line as best we can through the forest. We’ll do it quietly with only the search team calling her name so we can hear if she answers.”

“What about your dogs? Won’t they sniff her out?” Greg from the farm next door asked.

“It rained,” Connor muttered, and they all turned to look at him, but he didn’t say any more—he knew they understood.

Pa shoved his chair loudly away from the table. “Connor, come with me,” he said and banged his cane on the floor.

“Mac?” Joyce asked, although it came across as a warning rather than a question.

“Connor!” Pa commanded and pushed past the men.

Connor glanced at Joyce but followed the old man into the next room.

“Okay, lad, you and I both know where she was headed.”

“The foxes,” Connor admitted as there was no point in lying.

“The foxes,” Pa repeated. “And I also know you don’t want that lot finding them.”

“That can’t happen,” Connor said. For all he knew they could have been shot last night, and if they weren’t, the rangers wouldn’t let them live. A small tremor became a full tremble. He stared up at the ceiling and blinked rapidly trying to stall tears that pooled and spilled over his lower lashes. He felt a hand on his arm and Pa said, “How about us two cripples go find them all?”

Between them they managed to wrangle Rocky out of the paddock without the other horses following. He was Pa’s horse and watched everything the old man did. Connor knew Pa was the boss—the pack leader on the farm. All the farm animals looked to him for both direction and protection. Even the sheep. Although Connor thought they might just follow anyone if they carried food—except for him of course.

“Okay, get the saddle on him. I’ll deal with this end.”

Connor had watched Spencer saddle the horse so had a good idea what to do. He could see Spencer’s hands and matched them with each slide of the saddle and cinch of the girth. Rocky stood perfectly still with his head lowered for the old man. An action that would have taken mere minutes stretched out with unresponsive fingers, but Pa persisted and patted Rocky’s neck when he was done.

“Grab that crate,” he said.

Connor placed it below the stirrup and steadied Pa while he tried to get his left foot into the iron. The old man cursed under his breath and shook his head.

“I can try to go myself?” Connor suggested with a wary glance at Rocky.

“My horse, my granddaughter,” Pa growled.

My family too, Connor thought, however, he understood the once strong and independent farmer’s frustration.

Pa took a breath. “Sorry, lad,” he said. “Other side.”

Rocky twisted his head to look at them. “Wrong side, and he knows it,” Pa explained. Connor had no idea why there was a right and a wrong side to get on a horse, but the wrong side proved easier. With his right foot in the stirrup and some help from Connor, Pa was sitting tall in the saddle. “Never thought I’d be able to do this again,” he said. Connor smiled and scrambled up behind him leaving his crutch leaning against the tack shed next to Pa’s walking stick.

 

 

ROCKY STRODE out with the confidence that Pa Mac was on his back. His smooth gait made it easy for both riders to keep their balance—even Connor who was perched behind the saddle with his legs dangling at Rocky’s flanks. It was easier with Spencer, Connor decided, because they often rode bareback so there was no saddle forcing him farther back on the horse and no hard leather bumping his crotch. More than anything he missed the press against Spencer’s back. The heat through the black T-shirt always helped ease some of his anxiety. He’d come to trust Pa (almost), but he still wished it was Spencer in front of him.

Connor didn’t know if it was Rocky who knew the way or if Pa guided him off the track—either way it signaled they were close. Connor strained to hear anything from his family or the littlest MacKenzie and her pup. A possum disturbed from its sleep clambered noisily up the tree and birds chattered angrily at the intruders, but nothing fox or human. Connor lifted his face. The air was filled with eucalyptus and wet mulch. He could smell small rodents nearby and his family home getting closer—his gran and sister were also in the air, but his human nose couldn’t tell if they were old scents that lingered.

Connor held his breath when they entered the clearing. Are you in hiding inside? You don’t know Pa’s scent, but you know mine. Panic rose like a bubble in his throat and he pleaded with the Earth Mother that they were there sitting with the kits.

The silence of the clearing was shattered by a shrill whistle. Pa let rip with another one, then nothing. No little whistle returned the call or bark was heard from Bridie.

“Help me down,” Pa said quietly.

Connor swung his leg over Rocky’s rump and slid inelegantly to the grass. Pa managed surprisingly well with both Connor and Rocky to steady him.

“The cottage first,” he said.

The pair helped each other to the open door. Connor wrinkled his nose, it smelled wrong. Human smells. They grew stronger on entering the room. A gun had been fired near the door.

Pa moved past him and called Emily’s name. The tiny cottage sucked up the sound, and it disappeared into the thick walls and old furniture.

“She’s not here,” Connor said. “No one’s here.” Old May, Mab, and the two kits were gone. The nest of blankets was cold, and Connor wept over the blood spots in the bedding.

“Come on, mate,” Pa said. “There’s nothing here.”

Connor shook his head. He couldn’t move away from the corner where Mab’s babies had squeaked and wriggled the last time he was here. It was the same place he’d been born and his mother before him. Now it reeked of hunters. Connor slipped down against the wall and pulled one of the soft blankets close. He held it against his face to blind his eyes and filled his lungs with Mab and her babies. They were there in the weave, but so was the acrid copper of the blood. The quiet cottage would have rumbled with thunder and growls. The hunter wouldn’t have cared how brave the little mother was protecting her kits. He wouldn’t have cared that the old gray-muzzled vixen would give the last of her life to save her brood. He wouldn’t have cared because humans didn’t. They chose which species would live and which would die.

Pa’s whistles sounded in the clearing outside.

“She’s not here,” Connor mumbled. He slunk back against the wall and said it louder.

Pa stood in the doorway—a dark silhouette against the light.

“I was so sure,” he muttered. He sighed heavily. “Storm’s about to break again. Come on, time to go back.”

“I’m staying.”

Pa stared at him long and hard. “Okay,” he finally agreed and walked slowly out. Connor pulled himself up to where he saw the old man struggle onto Rocky’s back. It only took May’s wooden herb planter, mounting on the wrong side, and a very patient horse.

Connor retreated to his grandmother’s chair. It had been months since she took skin, but she’d still curl up with her tail wrapped around her in the worn seat of that chair. He’d never known a home other than this one until he was forced to stay with the MacKenzies—sheep farmers. He’d hated them and all they stood for. Even Spencer. He could still see the boy riding next to his father beneath the death tree. Connor could only remember the scent of his own father because he was a kit and the large red fox was hung on one of the lower branches. He was old enough to understand when his mother dangled there.

Thunder crashed outside, and he tried very hard not to hope that Pa didn’t get caught in the rain, and that Emily found shelter.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

SPENCER FELT sick—both in stomach and heart. He’d watched his mother’s face drain of color. Her eyes widened as she listened and her hand covered her mouth. Spencer couldn’t hear what she was told, but it had to be bad, very bad. They were in the car and on the road within minutes. Nothing was packed or planned—just time to turn off the TV and lock the door.

“Don’t speed!”

“I’m not!”

It was clear to everyone in the car that Neil was speeding, but Carol didn’t push it.

“We shouldn’t have left her there,” she said. “We know what’s she’s like and your parents don’t.”

Too brave for her own good, Spencer thought.

“They raised two wild boys on that farm, and we managed to get ourselves lost in that forest quite a few times only to find Dad sitting on his horse at the track waiting for us.”

“But they’re old now, and your dad doesn’t ride anymore,” she muttered.

“Never underestimate my old man. They’ll find her. We’ll probably get a call before we pass Sunbury.”

Sunbury came and went without a call, and Spencer wished his father hadn’t given them that target. They all sat in silence when they drove past the turnoff.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

RAIN FELL heavily on the cottage roof. It was enough to wake Connor from his exhausted doze. He was in his own bed in his own home, but it no longer felt like home. There was a coldness to it that he’d never felt before, even in the depth of winter. It chilled him to his bones. Home was with his family, and they were gone.

He looked up at the tiny window nestled in the thick wall. Raindrops hit it in a steady rhythm. It was hard to tell anything from the gray sky, but he didn’t think he’d slept all that long. He didn’t feel like it either. The storm had brought on a cool change and although the cottage should have retained the heat of the previous days, Connor shivered. He’d dreamed that Gran had come quietly into his little room and bundled him in a blanket. She’d sat on his bed and told him tales of his great lineage and all the grand furborn mothers that went before her. It was a good dream, but just a dream. The blanket sat folded and untouched at the foot of his bed.

He listened for chuffs, yips and kit squeaks. Only rain. Connor longed to go back to the comfort of his dream, but there were terrors in his thoughts that he knew would appear to snatch away any good that was there. He sat up and groaned at his full bladder. It reminded him that he was still alive and he still had to deal with every day. There had never been electricity or running water in the cottage so a bush toilet was housed outside and that meant getting wet. Doesn’t matter.

This is easier in fur too, he thought when he stepped out the door into the rain. It wasn’t as dark as it seemed through his bedroom window. Late afternoon maybe? He looked up at the heavy clouds and let the cold rain sting his face. It ran through his hair like icy fingers and he shivered. I’m sorry, Gran. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was sorry for in that moment, but his list of choices was long.

The outhouse was dark, but it held no surprises. Connor had visited it from the time he could walk on two legs and nappies were left behind.

He poured water from an old faded porcelain jug into a matching basin spider-webbed with hairline cracks. The pattern had once been violets or maybe pansies, but now there was just a hint of what had been. Connor submerged his hands in the cold water and stared at his reflection in the mirror tacked to the wall.

Mab had put it there. Connor teased her about her constant preening, but in reality she didn’t need any of it. Mab’s pale skin never sported a blemish and her red hair hung in curls. Her eyelashes were long and black where his were just as long, but as red as his hair.

She would scold him if she could see him now. Even in the gloom of the outhouse his disheveled hair was a mass of snarls and dried leaves. Mab would tug at the knots ignoring his protests until the brush ran smoothly down to the tips of his long hair. “Much better,” she would say. “You look loved again.” Connor raked his wet fingers through his hair, but they were quickly snagged, and the tangles remained.

He heard his name.

He turned too quickly and almost knocked the basin off its stand. It was caught before it smashed to the floor. Nothing stirred and no one called his name. He began to doubt he’d heard the voice at all. Just the same, he stood with his hand on the door and listened, all the while cursing for letting down his guard. Very slowly he pushed the door open. The rain had eased, and there was no movement within his vision. Outside was quiet. A cold wind swirled past. It carried with it the smell of horse and human. Connor moved with all the stealth his cast would allow. The scent grew stronger, and he knew it.

Spencer stepped out of the doorway. “Connor? I came for you after Pa told me….”

“Old MacKenzie told you what? That a hunter came into my home and slaughtered my family?”

Strands of wet black hair stuck to Spencer’s face; he shoved them aside but didn’t say anything. Connor’s head pounded. Spencer was human just like all the sheepmen with the dogs and rifles. He had to blame him along with all the others because humans were the enemy. Connor’s hands opened and closed into tight fists at his side.

He had to hate them all.

“I came as soon as he told me.”

“Why?” Connor’s voice broke. His fist hit his thigh.

“You know why,” Spencer said quietly. “Please?”

Spencer held out his hand. Connor stared but made no attempt to take it. He couldn’t.

“Go back to your sheep farm, Spencer MacKenzie. It’s where you belong.” He kept his voice low and monotone, even though each word hurt to utter. He refused to acknowledge the tightness in his chest when Spencer lowered his hand.

“I thought…,” Spencer started.

“No. You didn’t think. Neither of us did.”

“That’s not true.”

Connor heard the voice rather than the words and shook his head. “You can’t be here,” he whispered.

A streak of lightning forked above them accompanied with a deafening crash of thunder that startled them both.

“I don’t know what to do. She’ll be so scared,” Spencer muttered. More than rain trickled down his cheeks. The scent of fear was strong and clear.

“I can’t help that,” Connor said. He bit back an apology. “She’s one of them. One of you. She will grow up to farm sheep and shoot foxes.” She…. Emily drew pictures of woolly sheep that look more like puffy clouds with smiles. She’s a little girl in a forest in a thunderstorm because she was worried about my foxes. Connor shook the thought away and walked past Spencer into the cottage.

He grabbed two threadbare towels and threw one out the door. His leg ached, but the cast was still solid under his jeans—Spencer’s jeans. He popped open the metal snaps and dragged them off over the cast. The wet clothes were dropped on the floor, and he dressed in his old track pants and T-shirt.

Connor sat on the edge of his bed and listened.

He heard when the MacKenzie entered the cottage, but the footsteps quickly stopped. Connor closed his eyes. It was easy to imagine him standing just inside the doorway unsure what to do next, his long black hair dripping on the floor while he clutched the towel. Spencer always looked so out of place in the country, and it wasn’t just his hair and heavy metal T-shirts, Spencer would seem out of place anywhere.

“Connor?”

The rumbling continued outside. Slow footsteps crossed the short distance to his room.

“Connor?”

He opened his eyes.

“I really am sorry,” Spencer said quietly.

“I know.”

“Can I come in?”

Connor nodded, even though his room was so small it barely housed his bed. The springs creaked and mattress dipped beside him. They sat in silence side by side until Spencer shivered.

“I have another pair of pants,” Connor mumbled.

“Thanks.”

Connor pointed to the old wooden chest that housed all his clothes. Spencer lifted the lid and picked up a pair of faded track pants.

“Are these ones okay?”

Connor shrugged. The smell of Spencer filled his room, and he was loath to admit how much it warmed him. He wasn’t like the others, as much as Connor wanted him to be. It would have been so much easier to lump them all under one banner of blame, but he couldn’t blame Spencer. He watched the lanky Goth struggle to strip wet skinny jeans to expose equally skinny legs. No, he couldn’t blame Spencer.

“It’s getting dark,” Spencer said as he tightened the drawstring around his waist.

“Emily isn’t scared of the dark.” Connor wasn’t sure how he knew that, but there wasn’t much that scared that little girl.

“Yeah, she’s braver than me.”

“Stay here tonight.” It was said quickly and hung in the air for a full minute before Spencer nodded and rummaged in the pile of sodden denim. “I’ll call Mum and let her know where I am.”

Connor bent and flexed his toes, his leg still hurt, but it was healing. He could hear Spencer’s side of the conversation and understood that there was still no sighting of Emily. The front door opened and closed. Spencer was still talking, but he couldn’t decipher the words. When the door opened again the call had ended.

“Mum’s worried about you,” he said. “She thinks it’s a good idea for me to spend the night here. Besides, Em might find her way to the cottage.”

Connor knew if that was going to happen it would have happened by now, and the subject was quickly changed. “Will your horse be all right?”

“I took Rocky’s bridle off so he can pick around outside. He’ll head home if he wants to.” Spencer shrugged and pulled at his wet T-shirt.

“Here.” Connor threw him a school sport T-shirt he’d picked up in the change room when his mysteriously disappeared. He stood up with a slight wobble—he was cold, hungry, and everything ached.

“Steady,” Spencer said. He held out his hand, and this time it was accepted. “Can I get you a hot drink or something?”

“Yeah you go plug in the jug,” Connor replied. It warmed him watching Spencer trying his best to find a power-point when there were none. “None of your home comforts here, city boy.”

“You can be a real dick at times. Okay, fireplace or range?”

The fireplace hadn’t been used for months. Charcoal and ash were cleared at the end of winter and the hearth swept to May’s high standard, but Connor suspected the chimney needed a good clean. It was one of his chores that he didn’t get around to. He didn’t want to risk a chimney fire so the old black iron range was the safer option. The hatch door creaked, but it always had. It was a sound he’d grown up with. As soon as he was old enough to carry branches and twigs home, it was Mab’s and his job to stoke the kitchen range ready for the day ahead.

Spencer was sent outside to fill the kettle from the rainwater tank while Connor got the fire blazing. He closed the hatch and dragged two chairs in front of it. During cold winter days he’d sit on the floor with Mab while his mother rolled pastry for pies. They each had their own dough and pressed it into the shell-shaped hollows of the baking tray. Their tart bases were always a little gray by the time they made it to the tray, but they insisted that a spoonful of May’s berry jam be plopped in the middle ready for baking. When the interminable cooking time was done Mab would wait for them to cool, but Connor had no patience and always burned his mouth on the molten jam.

“Smells good in here,” Spencer said. “Better than the ducted heating back home.”

“Yeah,” Connor replied and took the full kettle. The smell of burning eucalyptus branches and the heating range was too familiar to notice, but it did smell good.

They sat close and the warmth gradually seeped through their flesh and into their bones. The steeping tea added its aroma to the room.

“Bergamot,” Spencer said and smiled.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

SPENCER SHIVERED and snuggled back into the body behind him. He’d lost most of the blanket, but that was okay—he’d rather Connor’s body heat anyway. They’d sat by the range for hours. The glow of an oil lamp pooled around them while they talked. Spencer did most of the talking and Connor listened intently, throwing in the occasional question. Spencer described every detail of meeting Duncan—from the fox in the park to sharing a coffee among all the hipsters on Lygon Street. It was only when their eyes stung with a combination of smoke and sleep deprivation that they gave in to exhaustion.

Spencer hadn’t been sure about sharing Connor’s single bed—yes, he wanted to, but he felt like he shouldn’t. He wasn’t sure why. His stomach growled, that was wrong too. How can I be hungry when I’m lying next to the guy who…? He stopped the thought before it led to other thoughts and turned to face Connor. The oil lamp cast a yellow light, emphasizing the dark circles under his eyes. He looked beaten, and that was something Spencer had never imagined. He stretched his arm over Connor’s chest and pulled the blanket up to cover them both.

He wasn’t sure how long he lay like that before falling asleep. Not long, he thought. The moonlight shone through the small window and challenged the diminished glow of the lamp. Spencer knew how these lamps worked—he’d seen them in old movies—so he leaned over and turned the screw. The flame lowered and died. The whole room shone silver blue with no branches to cast ghostly shadows on the walls. He shuffled to where he could see the clear night sky through the window and instantly wished he hadn’t. He’d ignored his need to pee for too long, and now that was no choice.

Connor stirred when he slowly pulled away and sat up.

“Gotta pee,” Spencer said. “Go back to sleep.” A grunt was his answer, and Spencer felt his way through the next room to the back door. He was tempted to simply aim at a bush near the rear of the house, but this was still furborn territory, and he had no right to mark it. The wet grass was cold beneath his bare feet so he ran on tiptoes to the stone step of the outhouse—it was just as cold, but at least it was dry. Spencer peered inside and, not for the first time, wished the Coutts had electric lighting. However, thoughts of spiders and snakes didn’t come close to his need to go in. He did leave the door open.

Noises from the surrounding forest were always louder at night, especially after a storm. Spencer stood on the step and listened, but there were no puppy barks or little-girl voices calling to him, only nocturnal creatures going about their nightly business. An owl screeched from the outhouse roof startling him onto the grass before flying on silent wings into the tree line. Blood still pounded in Spencer’s ears when he heard a different sound. It came from the brush below the owl. Spencer strained to hear, but it wasn’t repeated. He stood until his toes lost feeling before deciding there was nothing there. He jogged toward the back door on feet stricken with pins and needles only to stumble up the step and into the doorframe.

He heard it again.

This time there was no mistaking the bark of a fox. It was there, somewhere in the undergrowth watching him, but it was impossible to tell if it was fox or furborn. Hope rose with his heartbeat just the same, and he spun around to fetch Connor, but Connor was already there.

“You heard it,”

“Yeah,” Connor said. “I—”

Another bark, louder this time.

“It’s Mab,” he shouted and attempted to run.

“Hang on, slow down!” Spencer wrapped his arm around Connor’s waist, but Connor wasn’t going to slow down, not for anyone. There was a lump in Spencer’s throat that matched the knot in his belly. Why didn’t Mab come straight to the cottage? Why didn’t she run to Connor? Something was definitely wrong.

The short barks grew louder the closer they got to the trees until Spencer could see the little red body in the moonlight paled wildflowers. She yipped. Her dark eyes were on them and her tongue lolled between her jaws. Mab panted and struggled to rise.

“Stay there, Mab. I’m here now,” Connor said. He eased down to the forest floor. His fox sister crawled closer until their faces touched. Spencer hung back. He was there if he was needed, but Connor needed his sister.

“Spence,” he said quietly. “Please get the blanket from my bed.”

Spencer ran the distance to the cottage and dragged the blanket off the mattress. He folded it as best he could in his hurry and bolted outside startling Rocky who’d come to see what was going on. “Sorry, Rock,” Spencer called but didn’t stop.

Connor talked softly and Mab’s little chuffs signaled her replies. Even though Spencer couldn’t understand her, it felt like he was eavesdropping on a private conversation. He walked quietly to Connor’s side and gave him the blanket. He knelt on the grass beside them and asked, “Do you know what happened?”

“She says the man, the hunter, was looking for shelter. They heard him stumbling about outside, but only had time to push the covers over the kits. He laughed when he saw my family and raised his gun at them. Mab bit him. He kicked her away, but she bit him again.” Connor paused and ran his fingers gently over her head. “He hit her with the gun butt, and she felt something break. That’s when May took her place. Her teeth are worn but with kits to protect, she had a mean bite. Mab joined in again, and they drove him out the door. It wasn’t enough. He had laughed when he came into the cottage, but now he was angry and he wanted blood. There was only one thing left to do. Mab flew at him and bit through to his skin until she tasted his blood.”

Spencer looked at the little fox—so small among the flowers.

“The hunter kicked her off and lined up his gun, but she was ready and ran past him. He fired. She couldn’t dodge it, but she led him away until he couldn’t find her in the dark.”

“He shot her?” Spencer asked.

“Yeah.” Connor lifted his hand from her fur and blood made black in the moonlight smeared his pale fingers.

“You made it home, though,” Spencer whispered to her. Mab looked into his eyes, and he knew she understood.

“Help me so we can get her inside.” Connor spread the blanket and carefully—very carefully—slid his hands under her. Spencer’s fingers twitched to help, but he wouldn’t touch her without her permission. Mab yelped when she was lifted, but it was the only sound she made while Connor wrapped her broken body. She closed her eyes.

“She needs more help than we can give her,” Spencer said and took the swaddled fox while Connor got up. There was no weight to her, she felt no different than one of Emily’s dolls or soft toys. How can something so small survive a gunshot?

“We need to take her to the farm. Pa will know what to do.”

“So they can finish her off?” Unexpected bitterness dripped from his words, and Spencer couldn’t stop himself. “You know that’s not true. My family have always done the best by you and they won’t hurt yours.”

“She’s just a sheep-killing fox to them, not my sister, not my litter mate,” Connor said with a little less conviction than before.

Spencer took a breath and measured his words carefully. “My little sister is missing, but they still agreed I should stay with you. Your sister needs help. If there’s a chance she can get it, then you have to try and trust us.” He handed the bundle to Connor. “I’m going to get Rocky’s bridle.”

 

 

THE WALK back to the farm was slow. Spencer got Connor on first so he could cradle Mab in his arms. Rocky was surefooted, Spencer reasoned and always seemed to know when a gentle gait was needed. Pa knew his animals and how to train them.

When they emerged from the track and onto the firebreak, Rocky’s pace quickened just a little. “Walk,” Spencer said in a low drawn out command. Rocky slowed. If he’d been on his own, he would have cantered back to the farm in a hurry to see if there’d been any news on Emily, but the last thing they needed was for Connor to tumble off with Mab in his arms. Spencer couldn’t see the little fox, and there were no sounds between the brother and sister.

 

 

THE SUN wasn’t up when they reached the farmhouse, but it was still surrounded by light. Police cars and emergency services vehicles lined the drive. Spencer knew they couldn’t all be from Muckleford. He spotted a group of locals sitting on the veranda while another group were armed with torches and high-visibility vests. Spencer’s throat constricted and one thought chilled him to the bone, they haven’t found her. The sentence repeated over and over in his thoughts until the scene swam in tears. His chest heaved, and he gulped down a sob. It was real. Em was lost. Up until that moment he was sure she’d be found soon, or even wander back on her own. But this was real.

The men looked at the boys on the big chestnut horse. Dave the policeman was among them. “Any sign?”

Spencer shook his head, not daring to speak. Dave turned his attention back to coordinating the group of farmers.

“Spencer!” His mum ran from the veranda and asked the same question. Again he shook his head but couldn’t hold back his tears. He slid from Rocky’s back, and his mum’s arms around him made it better—and worse. Her hand stroked his hair like she did when he fell off his bike, or grazed his knees attempting to play football and failing miserably. She whispered reassurances even though the tremble in her voice was obvious.

He eased back and swiped his eyes with the heel of his palm. With a quick glance at Connor he said, “We….” He cleared his throat. “We brought Mab…. One of Connor’s foxes. She’s been shot.”

Carol called to her husband. “Neil! Can you see to Rocky while I take the boys in?” She reached up to take the little bundle, but Connor held her against his chest. “Spence? Can you give me a hand please?”

“It’s okay, give her to me,” he said. Connor was paler than Spencer had ever seen him, even when his leg was freshly broken, and was almost surprised when he relinquished Mab to his care. Carol steadied Connor as his bare feet touched the gravel drive. “We’ll take her inside,” she told him.

Pa was at the kitchen table, his face drawn with exhaustion, but he still rose to his feet when the boys walked in.

“It’s Connor’s fox,” Spencer explained. “We found her near the cottage—she’s been shot.”

“On the table. Quickly.” Pa pushed several papers out of the way. “Carefully now.”

Spencer put her down and Connor gently peeled back the blanket. Mab’s side barely moved.

“I’m no vet, but she is not doing well, lad.” He parted the bloodied fur and shook his head.

“We have to do something, Pa,” Spencer said. “I can call the vet?”

That sounded wrong, and he felt like he should apologize to Connor, but while Mab was in fur it had to be a vet.

“It’s illegal to treat foxes, Spencer, you know that.” Pa gently stroked Mab’s head and sighed. “I’ll call Henry.”

Spencer ran to retrieve the address book next to the phone all the while trying to remember who Henry was and how we could help. He tapped the number into his phone and handed it to Pa.

“Henry, it’s Mac…. Yes I know the time, but I need you here.” There was a pause before Pa finished with, “Just grab your vet bag, pull your boots on, and get here.”

The phone was handed back to Spencer. “He’ll be here soon. Keep her warm and out of sight.”

Henry was true to Pa’s word and arrived with a battered leather bag and what looked like a toolbox. He was ushered into the kitchen.

“Gunshot.” That was all Pa said and lifted the blanket.

“It’s a fox,” Henry scowled.

“Good to see you remember your animals,” Pa deadpanned.

“I can’t….”

“Of course you can, you’re retired. She’s the Coutts boy’s pet and needs your help.”

Henry looked the boys up and down and nodded to Connor. “Go outside, you two.”

Connor stepped closer to the table, but Spencer took his hand and squeezed. “Let him do his job. Besides I bet Mab wouldn’t want you seeing them operate on her. Pa will watch over her for you.”

“Go on, lad, outside.”

“Come on,” Spencer whispered and led him to the veranda. The pair sat on the steps. The sun strained to appear through the dark clouds and announce morning. A cockatoo made up for it with a raucous display of head bobbing and screeching. Another joined in until one of the weary searchers yelled at them to shut up and threw an empty water bottle. The birds flew to a nearby tree and started again.

Spencer was still holding Connor’s hand when his nan draped an old tartan blanket over their shoulders. He smiled weakly. His insides trembled with exhaustion, but knew everyone around him would be feeling the same. He watched them for what seemed like hours, though in reality it was mere minutes, organizing search coordinates with the newly arrived search and rescue squad. Bella wandered over and sat at the base of the steps with her chin on Spencer’s boot while Tosh grumbled and growled at the invasion of strangers. One of the men shouted. Others ran to listen at the makeshift communications hub. Spencer’s heart raced, and he squeezed Connor’s hand harder. He watched their faces, especially his father’s. One of the rangers was talking to him and pointed to the forest.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?”

“Something about a backpack, I think, and paws.”

Paws didn’t make sense—maybe they meant Bridie’s paw prints? Then it dawned on him. “Paw Patrol, that’s what her pink backpack was, you know that cartoon she loves?” Spencer bolted over to the group. “Dad, what’s going on? Did they find her?”

The red weariness of his father’s eyes told him they hadn’t. “Not yet, but at least they know the direction she took.”

A helicopter flew low overhead sending a flock of ewes scurrying in one direction only to wheel around and end up where they started. Neil grunted, “They really are stupid creatures.”

“Don’t let Pa hear you say that,” Spencer warned him.

“He knows what I think and why I couldn’t get away from here fast enough. We shouldn’t have come back. Where is the old man?”

Spencer hesitated and glanced at the farmhouse. “Um, he’s inside.” All kinds of reasons raced through his mind, but none were needed.

“He needs to rest,” Neil mumbled. “And so should you two. I’ll let you know when they find her.”

“So should you, Dad,” Spencer said. His face was drawn with heavy bags under his eyes. He looked old.

“Maybe in a bit.” He gave Spencer’s hair a tug. “Go on, Spence, or your mum will be after you.” There was an attempt at a chuckle that didn’t quite manifest.

Connor watched them from the step. He looked lost with the blanket draped around his thin frame and dark red strands of hair over his face. Spencer desperately wanted to be lying in the grass again staring up at the sky. Emily would be teaching Bridie commands in front of the house, and Old May would still be matriarch of the forest.

An idea sparked—May Coutts, matriarch of the forest and legend among the furborn. He quickly moved to Connor’s side and sat close to him. “I was thinking about the urban furborn.”

Connor frowned. “What about them?”

“I have Duncan’s number. I bet they’d come and help look for Emily and maybe they could do something for Mab?”

“I dunno. Gran wouldn’t….” Connor looked away. He stared in the direction of the sheep, but Spencer understood he wasn’t seeing them. He shuffled closer and pulled the blanket over his shoulders too. Hidden beneath the wall of woven wool, Spencer slid his arm around Connor’s waist.

“I don’t know what to do?” Connor whispered.

“I know.” Spencer wasn’t sure if he meant he knew how Connor felt or he knew what to do—ultimately it didn’t really matter. They leaned against each other, and Spencer closed his eyes. “Think about it, they might help?” he said.

 

 

“YOU CAN come inside now, lad.”

Spencer jolted upright. His head spun, and it took a second or two to orient his thoughts. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

“It’s okay.” Connor pushed himself up. His fingers gripped tightly and a little painfully, on Spencer’s shoulder. It was no easier for Spencer. A haze of exhaustion threatened his equilibrium, and he was either going to throw up or crash down the steps. Luckily neither happened. Connor took hold of his arm, and Spencer focused on him until the veranda stopped tilting.

“Your dad used to do that when he was your age.” Nan’s hand rested on his back. “Actually both the boys did when they got themselves overtired.”

Connor quickly released his grip, but Nan said, “Don’t worry, pet, let’s go in and see if Henry worked his magic on your fox.”

Henry was wiping the table down when they entered the kitchen—there was no sign of Mab.

“You are damn lucky I’m allowed some supplies to treat my stock,” Henry said and sat heavily at the table. “Any chance of a tea, Joyce?”

“Always.”

She rubbed Spencer’s back.

“Where is she?” Connor asked. There was a hint of aggression in the question, but no one reacted.

Henry ran his fingers back through his silver hair and spoke calmly. “Your fox is in the lounge room.”

“I brought in Bella’s whelping box, so she should be warm,” Pa interjected. “Luckily the bullet passed through cleanly—if it had been buckshot it would have been a different story.”

“How is she?” Spencer jumped in before Connor had a chance to say anything.

“It looked worse than it was, not that shooting is ever good. She lost a lot of blood that matted up her fur giving the impression that….”

“Get to the point,” Pa grumbled.

“She is not out of the woods yet, but if shock doesn’t see her off, she should make it. Did you get her pups? She’s still producing milk, but that’s likely to dry up soon.”

Connor shook his head. “They were gone when we got there.”

“The hunter probably took them.”

Spencer knew what that meant, and he hoped like hell Connor didn’t. Pa told him once how a few men threw them to their dogs. Sometimes they snapped their necks first and sometimes they didn’t. Pa didn’t abide foxes around his lambs, but wanton cruelty he’d said was simply evil. “I don’t know? Connor’s fox managed to bite the hunter judging by the spots of blood on the kit’s blanket.”

Pa raised an eyebrow. “I bet she did a good job on him with a litter to protect. I’ll be on the lookout for a bastard with a limp.”

“You can’t get him on shooting a fox,” Henry said.

“True. But I bet Dave would like to know he entered the Coutts cottage illegally.”

Spencer grinned when Henry shook his head in disbelief at the old sheep farmer.

“I’ll leave you with some pain relief and antibiotics, other than that keep her warm and let nature take its course.”

“I want to see her,” Connor said abruptly. “She needs me with her.”

Henry opened his mouth to speak, but Pa said, “Go through very quietly.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

THE LOUNGE room was in semidarkness. The heavy curtains were drawn with only a crack of light shining through. The room usually smelled of beeswax furniture polish and whatever flowers filled the crystal vase on the side table, but the musky smell of the fox was unmistakable and so was the sharpness of antiseptic. The sliver of light fell on the old whelping box but missed the tiny bundle in the corner.

She is so small, Connor thought looking down at his sister. He knelt as best he could beside the box and the pad of his fingertip stroked the length of the snout that peeped from beneath the blanket.

“She’ll start to wake up soon so try to keep it quiet,” Pa Mac said from the doorway. “Henry said he’ll come back tomorrow.”

The door clicked shut leaving the room very still. Connor heard the people outside and a car he assumed was Henry’s take off down the gravel drive. He watched fine dust particles float through the shaft of light and lifted his hand so they swirled around it. He was tired. Heart and soul tired.

“Here,” Spencer whispered. An overstuffed tapestry cushion was dropped on the floor beside the box and then another next to it.

“Thanks,” Connor mumbled and stretched out on the floor. Everything ached, but that was okay because he had Mab next to him.

“Um, I’ll go and see what’s happening and….”

“You don’t have to go.”

“I just thought, um, it might be better if I wasn’t here when Mab wakes up.”

Connor looked away from his sister and up at Spencer. “Why do you do that?” he asked.

Spencer picked at a fraying hole in the T-shirt. “Do what?” His tone wasn’t defensive, but it was getting there.

“Worry about being here with me.”

“I don’t… it’s just that….” Spencer sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “It’s okay when we’re alone, but….”

“But you don’t want your family to see us together. Humans can be really dumb at times. We love who we want and be with who we love.”

A weird expression crossed Spencer’s face—it was a cross between confusion and…. Connor didn’t know what?

“Yeah, but I’m not furborn,” he said quietly.

“No, you’re a raven.” Connor turned back to Mab and slid his hand beneath the blanket to hold her paw. The floorboards vibrated softly with light steps, and Spencer settled behind him.

The sun had moved higher in the sky when Connor was woken by a wet tongue tickling his fingertips. “Mab?” He whispered and hoisted himself onto his elbow. She pushed her face from under the blanket and looked at him. The bright mischievous spark was missing from her gentle brown eyes, but Connor reasoned she wasn’t quite awake yet. She whined softly and licked his hand again.

“I know,” Connor said. “You’re safe now, and you have to let yourself heal.”

Her pain touched his thoughts and so did her loss: her mate, her gran, and her babies—all gone. Mab shoved her head under Connor’s hand and lay quietly. He leaned closer and whispered promises that things will get better so long as she didn’t give up, even though he wasn’t sure how they could. He kissed her and tucked the blanket back around her. Mab closed her eyes.

Connor had no idea how he could come close to fulfilling his promise because his world no longer spun on the same axis. His family were all but gone, his house violated and…. Stop! He sat up. Furborn are stronger than this. Especially Coutts furborn, we don’t give in and we don’t give up. They were words Gran told him every time Connor whined, and he whined a lot. Too much time with humans, she’d say although he did notice that he got away with a whole lot more than Mab ever did. He was allowed to explore the forest and race along the firebreak where Mab was told to stay close to the cottage. Connor played at the edge of the farm watching the big horses, but even then he knew not to go near the sheep. He’d make up games of hiding in the longer grass near the fence posts and make little noises at the domesticated animals. The horses always knew he was there and tended to ignore him much to his chagrin, so he’d up the stakes and crawl on his belly into the paddock until the horses had had enough of his antics. Sometimes they’d charge at him only to veer off at the last minute, other times they’d stamped the ground with their heavy hoofs, and he’d feel the earth shudder beneath him. Connor would yip and jump but bolt to the safety of the forest just the same.

He never really understood why this world wasn’t open to Mab or why she was taught stealth and hunting skills that he learned bouncing around after mice. He understood now, though. Vixens had to be strong and smart to bear healthy kits and protect her family. Mab never complained, well hardly ever, because she knew that one day she would be the Coutts matriarch.

“Poor Mab,” Connor crooned softly. “You always knew, didn’t you? You always knew that you would have to take over from May in a world that had changed beyond our kind.”

Connor waited until she drifted off to sleep and settled on his cushion with Spencer snoring quietly beside him. I don’t know what to make of you, raven. I was raised to distrust those of skin and only skin. School reinforced that because I was different, and there seemed to be some teenage law against having red hair. What do they think of you at your school? Connor knew Spencer was an outcast just as much as he was. Maybe outcast is too strong for you? But you are different, and teenagers have a nose for that.

Mab whimpered and tried to get up on legs that would not obey. There was panic in her yelp, and her legs thrashed at the blanket.

“Mab, Mab, it’s okay,” Connor said quickly. He carefully held her still until she calmed and lay panting. “That’s it, Mab, you have to rest and get better. There is a whole world of furborn out there that we have to meet.”

Mab looked past Connor.

“I talked to one of them.” Spencer reached over him to touch the edge of the whelping box.

“Tell her about them,” Connor said and leaned back.

Spencer went through the strange meeting with the fox in the park and the Carlton Café. He described Duncan and his excitement that there were still furborn of the Coutts line in the country. Mab rested her chin on her paws. “I’m sorry, Mab, that was thoughtless of me,” Spencer apologized.

“It’s okay,” Connor muttered. He stroked Mab gently and told her to sleep. They sat like that for some time, back to chest and faces barely touching, but it couldn’t last. Connor tipped his head back and asked, “Want to help me up?”

They got up like old men and staggered through to the kitchen on legs that didn’t want to take them and heads that could barely control them.

“How’s the patient?” Joyce asked. She smiled at them, but it was a mechanical action. Her eyes gave away the tears shed and the fear she held for her granddaughter.

“She’s awake now,” Connor said.

“Any news…?” Spencer began, but tears welled before he could get out a single word more, and his nan pulled him into a hug. She reached out and dragged Connor in too.

“Can I join in?” Neil asked and flopped down on a chair that scraped the linoleum floor.

“You look like you need to,” Joyce said.

She released the boys and brushed down her apron. Nan’s security blanket, Spencer had told Connor once, and it must be true because he couldn’t remember a time in this kitchen when she didn’t have it on. It was the one thing that hadn’t changed.

“When was the last time you ate?” she asked Neil. “And you two must be hungry?”

Neil shook his head. “No thanks, Mum, but a coffee would help.”

“I suppose you two want coffee as well?”

Connor smiled at her in mock disgust and asked for a tea. Spencer did the same. He waited for Spencer’s dad to tease them with a snarky remark, but it didn’t come. Neil sat resting his head on his hand.

“What can I do to help, Dad?” Spencer asked and sat near him.

The muscles in Neil’s clenched jaw released some of the tension. “Not much you can do at this point, Spence. The search and rescue squad are in the area where they found her pack.”

“There are some people in the city who might be able to help,” Connor cautiously suggested.

“Thanks, Connor? But I’m sure—”

“No, Dad, really. They’re ah, kinda Connor’s family, so I bet they’d be good at tracking.”

“Family?” Neil queried.

“Distant family. I met one of them when I was in the city, but um, that’s a long story for later, okay?”

Neil nodded slowly. “It might be good for you to have some family around, Connor, and I guess we can’t say no to any help.”

A helicopter buzzed low over the farmhouse and the rotor blades rattled the tin roof as it passed. It was doing a good thing searching for the little MacKenzie, but Connor could still imagine Pa Mac cursing them for scaring the sheep.

“Come on,” Spencer said and tipped his head toward the door.

Pa Mac wasn’t shouting at the helicopter, in fact he was sitting quietly in his chair with Bella and Tosh at his feet.

I guess family are more important than his stupid sheep.

“Here,” Spencer said and handed him his phone. “This is a call you should make.”

Connor looked at the phone as if it would bite him. “I don’t know how to use this,” he said.

“I’ll call them, then give it to you, okay?”

Do I do this? Connor debated. Do I contact other furborn and lead them here? This is bigger than telling Spencer, this is…. Connor frowned. Gran isn’t here, and I can’t burden Mab so…. “Do it,” he said and took a deep breath.

Spencer quickly found Duncan’s number, pressed Call, and handed the phone over. It rang many times and each ring brought new reasons why he should hand the phone back. There was a click and a deep male voice said, “Hello? Is that you Spencer?”

Connor shook his head and said, “Um hello, I’m Connor Coutts.”




CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

IT LOOKED like some kind of weird science fiction series, or at least one about clones because when the car doors opened, all but one occupant had glowing orange-red hair much brighter than Connor’s—real rangas, Kelsey’s voice echoed through Spencer’s thoughts. Duncan waved to Spencer who waved back. He could feel rather than see Connor at his side so close that their hands touched. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “They’re here to help.”

The urban furborn walked toward them, and only Duncan was smiling. An elderly woman walked at his side with an arm slipped in his. She wasn’t as old as May, but Spencer imagined she’d be just as fierce protecting her clan. Her white hair was cut into a neat bob and she looked every bit a Melbourne dowager. She wore more than a hint of makeup, and her lips were as red as her fingernails. Even Duncan looked his Sunday best. They were followed by three young men who looked to be Duncan’s age and all sported similar long hair and red beards. All glared past him at Connor. Some of Connor’s trepidation must have passed through their fingers because Spencer began to doubt his suggestion of bringing the new furborn into Coutts territory. They looked very different from the Coutts, or at least very different from Connor. More solid maybe? Spencer mused. Or are they just less feral?

Connor’s fingers squeezed his, and Spencer wasn’t sure if it was nerves or that he’d somehow caught his thoughts. Duncan did a rapid roll call of names that Spencer didn’t take in because he was too busy watching the family’s matriarch stand directly in front of Connor. She stared at him. Why doesn’t she say something? What is she waiting for? Spencer thought and almost said something to break the stalemate. But Connor didn’t move under her scrutiny for several heartbeats until he lowered his head in deference. Spencer wasn’t sure if he was holding his breath, but his fingers began to ache from Connor’s grip. He was genuinely afraid of this woman, and there was little Spencer could do about it.

The old woman raised her hand and touched Connor’s face. Spencer saw that her skin was as pale as Connor’s, but sported the many freckles of a long life. She nodded and smiled. “I am honored to finally meet one of May’s lineage and you are indeed a Coutts.”

Connor smiled awkwardly and glanced quickly at Spencer.

“Um, I can take you all inside for a drink?” he asked. It took the pressure off Connor long enough for him to take a breath.

The old woman’s scrutiny turned to Spencer as if she hadn’t noticed him until then. She’s sized him up in a single look and said, “Thank you…?”

“Spencer,” Duncan said from behind her.

“Thank you, Spencer, but right now I’d like to see the young mother.”

“Yeah, sure, of course,” Spencer stammered.

“I’ll take you,” Connor said. He held out his arm for her to take despite having a crutch under the other.

“Thanks for calling, Spencer,” Duncan said quietly as his grandmother was led up the stairs. “I wasn’t sure that you would.”

“I wasn’t sure I would either. It was Connor’s decision.”

“Thank you for coming to help,” Neil said as he approached. “My God it’s easy to see you lot are related to the Coutts family.”

Duncan chuckled. “Now what can we do to help?”

The four redheaded volunteers followed Neil to the rescue squad leader, and Spencer was finally sure he’d done the right thing in bringing them to the farm. He scanned the group for his mum, but she wasn’t there.

“Where’s Mum?” he called to Pa.

“Inside.” The single word was slurred, and Pa was cradling his left hand in his lap. It worried Spencer to see him like that.

“Why don’t you go in for a bit too, Pa? Maybe have a nap, and I can call you if anything happens?”

Pa didn’t answer, the look he gave Spencer was enough for him to know not to push it. Pa had a temper before the stroke but after, it had become his default. Spencer let him be but checked in with Nan before heading upstairs.

He heard his mum from the landing. Quiet sobs that wouldn’t be heard if the house weren’t so quiet. If it was a normal day with the radio on in the kitchen, and Emily running up and down the stairs or practicing her whistles. There was no little girl in the house, and it changed everything. Spencer listened at her door. Mere weeks ago that’s as close as he would get before telling one of the adults that she was upset, but he’d changed too. The door creaked a little and she looked at him.

“I’m sorry I shouldn’t….”

It was the hardest thing in the world seeing his mum like that. Mums and dads don’t cry or at least don’t cry in front of their children, but she sat on the end of the bed clutching a well-used tissue while tears still ran down her cheeks. Spencer sat beside her and swapped the tissue for a new one.

“It’s okay, Mum,” he said quietly.

Carol leaned against her son and let him comfort her for a few minutes before straightening up to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you, Spence,” she said. “I think I needed a good cry to get things out of my system.”

“Yeah, we all need that sometimes,” Spencer admitted.

She looked at him and shook her head. “When did you grow up, Spence? The last time I looked, you were a little boy and now you’re a man.”

Spencer shrugged and blushed furiously, feeling very much like a little boy. “Not yet,” he admitted.

Carol gathered his hair and pulled it back so it spilled between his shoulder blades rather than on his face. “It’s true, sweetheart. You’ve really stepped up since we took Connor in.”

His blush deepened, and he carefully avoided his mother’s gaze. “I guess being here, um, around Pa.”

“Could be? You’ve been a real help around the farm and taking Connor to his foxes.”

“I didn’t mind.” He pulled his lip ring into his mouth. It was true, so why did he feel so guilty?

“It’s all right, Spence.” She took his hand in hers, and he had to look at her. “I figured it out a long time ago.”

All the air was sucked out of the room, and Spencer stared at her.

“You don’t have to give me your startled-rabbit look.”

That was exactly how he felt—a bunny in the middle of the road facing the dilemma of which way to run. The only answer was to do neither and wait for the oncoming car.

“You didn’t say anything,” he said, releasing his lip ring for only a moment.

“Your dad and I thought it best to wait until you told us.”

“Dad knows too?”

“Don’t look so horrified. Your dad is not as dense as you think. He was starting to figure it out when things didn’t go any further with Kelsey, and you weren’t interested in any of the other girls. You’re a catch with those blue eyes, Spence.”

“Mum, don’t,” he whined.

“There’s my boy,” Carol said and lifted his hand to kiss. “Come on, how about I let Nan make us both a cup of tea?”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

“POOR BABY,” Mary crooned. “You’ve really been through hell, haven’t you? You too.” She looked at Connor who fidgeted uncomfortably and kept his eyes firmly on his sister. Everything was topsy-turvy—the kits were gone, Mab smelled of blood and antiseptic, and he never in his life wanted his gran more. And now there was Mary, Duncan, and all the urban furborn to get his head around.

Plus Spencer….

When all this was done, Spencer would probably go back to the city, and he’d be here with Mab. Or alone. But it was where he had to be. The forest was his home and had been Coutts land since the first foxes were introduced to this country. That wouldn’t change so long as he drew breath.

Mab whimpered and brought his thoughts back into focus. He watched as she tried to haul herself up. This time he didn’t stop her. She was in the presence of an elder furborn, and the correct protocol had been drilled into them from the time they crawled from the whelping bed. His heart swelled to see his sister sitting as straight as she was able in front of the city matriarch.

Coutts are strong, Connor thought and straightened his back.

Mary dipped her head to Mab. “You are strong to have survived this, young Mab,” she said, echoing Connor’s thoughts. “I would expect nothing less with your pure lineage.”

Mab chuffed her quiet thanks and added that she had not been strong enough.

Connor frowned. “You stood up to a hunter with a gun!” he said but instantly lowered his face in apology for interrupting their conversation.

“Your brother is correct,” Mary said with barely a glance at Connor. “Your line will blend well with ours and furborn will continue.”

It was a standard formal exchange, but Connor still frowned. Matriarchs were to be obeyed, except he could still scent May on his clothes and Mary Campbell from the city had already assumed the right to command them. Mab would heal and lead the forest furborn.

Mab sighed tiredly and sank back to the blankets. Connor knew it was her way of ending the conversation without being pushed into an answer. She chuffed softly and closed her eyes.

“Sleep soundly, young Mab,” Mary said and turned to Connor. “Perhaps you should try to sleep too.”

“I think so,” Connor agreed and moved to the couch. “I’ll settle here and keep watch over Mab.”

Mary nodded and silently left the room.

Connor propped the cushions up behind him so he could see his sister. Life was going to change for them, and he wasn’t happy about it.

 

 

CONNOR WOKE from a fitful doze when the clock on the mantle chimed once. Mab was sleeping soundly—her breaths weren’t a wheeze anymore, and the tips of her toes twitched. I hope you’re chasing dream rabbits, he thought while he watched her.

An unfamiliar man walked past the room and the fly-screen door swung shut with its usual clatter. He sat up and listened. The man’s footsteps continued along the veranda until he was outside the window. His voice wasn’t loud, but it was commanding. There was talk of drones and infrared imaging. Connor only understood every few words so his attention turned to the other voices that came from the kitchen. He carefully stood up despite his aches and pains, he was a Coutts after all, and walked toward the voices.

All the MacKenzies were around the table—except Spencer… and Emily.

“Go back to sleep, Connor, there’s no news yet,” Carol said.

Connor nodded and asked, “Where’s Spencer?”

“He’s upstairs in his room. I sent him to bed. You should go up too.”

Connor glanced at Mary.

“I’ll keep an eye on your little fox. Go and get some real sleep.”

Connor wanted to sit at the table as a representative of the forest furborn, but the thought of real sleep was delicious, and he couldn’t resist the lure of bed.

The suggestion to go upstairs was probably meant for his own bed, but he went straight to Spencer’s door. The room was in darkness, even the moonlight was shut out by the heavy curtains, but that was no obstacle for furborn eyes. Spencer stretched the length of the bed with his face to the wall. Slow steady breaths told Connor he slept. The human smell was familiar and lately there was a slight hint of the forest. Connor eased slowly down behind him and pulled the blanket over them. His face rested against the warm skin of Spencer’s neck, and gradually the tension left his body.

“I don’t know what I’ll do when you’re gone,” he whispered. “But you’re here now and that has to be enough.”

Connor usually dreamed in fur—he’d hunt and play if it was good or fight and hide if it wasn’t. Every night the ravens visited, flying high above him. But that night he sat on the fence near the death tree and watched two riders approach—father and son who reeked of the city. They spoke about the tree, and the son looked directly at him. Connor sneered and turned his back on them, but the boy was there and took his hand. They didn’t speak, and as they walked, the leaf litter crackled and crunched beneath their feet and the stench of decaying red bodies vanished.

“Spencer!”

The shout from downstairs jolted Connor from his dream.

“Spencer! Quickly!” It was Spencer’s mum. Rapid footfall fired on the stairs, and the door was flung open. Connor blinked and squinted into the abrupt blast of light.

“What?” Spencer started to ask but was quickly cut off.

“Downstairs, both of you. Come on, they might have found her!”

Spencer climbed over Connor before he had a chance to move. He stood beside his bed and frowned. “They might have found her? What does that mean?”

“Not sure,” Connor replied cautiously. He wasn’t sure if it was good news or not.

“Maybe one of the searchers heard something, or… shit!” Spencer grabbed his runners and took off down the stairs.

“Maybe?” Connor said to the empty room. He eased himself out of bed and walked barefoot to the landing. He could already hear the commotion outside. A single voice shouted above them and everyone hushed.

Connor made it down just in time to hear the command, “Repeat that.”

A disembodied voice said something about no physical sighting yet. Yet? Connor thought and joined Pa Mac at the railing of the veranda. “What’s happening? Have they found her?”

“Heat sensors.”

Connor knew all about hunting using his prey’s body heat but didn’t understand how the humans could do it.

Spencer glanced his way and jogged to the veranda. “The drone might have found her with its infrared camera. They said there are two heat signatures and think they might be Em and Bridie.” Spencer was breathless. His words were barely spoken when he spun around and ran back to his parents.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Pa asked. “Your ears are a lot younger than mine.”

Connor concentrated on blocking out the people closer to him and listened carefully to the small group around Spencer. He repeated what was said, “Something about there being more people with them… no, behind them.”

“What does that mean?” Pa asked.

Connor held up his hand for Pa to wait. “The man just apologized and said it’s probably a group of searchers.”

They both heard the squad commander call to one of the search coordinators, “Who’s out there?” He reeled off the coordinates.

The grid references were checked. “There shouldn’t be anyone out there. That’s why the drone’s up. Unless it’s the locals coming back in?”

“I doubt it,” Pa grumbled. “They’d have more sense than that, and I can feel it in my bones that the wee one is coming home.”

Connor nodded and while the rescue squad gathered around to watch the heat signals move slowly to the edge of the forest, he watched something else. The spot of white light from the drone came into view. They were close. Connor stretched up onto his toes as much as his cast would allow, but it was still too far. The forest and lower paddock were cloaked in gloom that even his eyes couldn’t penetrate. That’s when the breeze changed direction. It was only a brief waft of air, but it was enough. Furborn touched his nose. The urban foxes dominated the scent, but….

Connor bolted down the steps stumbling into the men below. They steadied him, but there was no time to thank them. “Spencer!” he yelled. His broken run passed his friend, who was quickly running beside him.

“It’s them, isn’t it?”

Connor grunted and hit the grass. It didn’t stop him. Nothing would stop him. He scrambled back to his feet and took off again. He barely registered Spencer’s arm around his waist.

The scent was strong now.

So strong.

The rescue squad caught up with them, and Neil MacKenzie sprinted past only to come to an abrupt halt several meters in front.

Everyone stopped.

Connor’s heart beat wildly. He held his breath until a laugh burst through.

He could see them.

They could all see them.

Old May led the pack. One hand held Emily’s while the other clutched a basket. She walked with her head held high and long white hair gleaming through the darkness. Behind her walked Duncan and his brothers.

A little black hairy shape broke away from the pack and careened toward them. Bridie bounced and barked at the MacKenzies. Bella and Tosh answered her from the farmhouse. The pup barked again, but spun on her short legs and ran back to Emily in fierce competition with Neil. His daughter was scooped up in his arms and Connor heard her laugh, but his gaze was on his grandmother. She smiled at him and put the basket carefully on the grass.

“Come on, bonny lad,” she said softly and held out her arms. His run defied his cast. It was May. It was his grandmother and no earthly restrictions were going to stop him. Her scent filled him—a scent of the fox within the human, summer flowers, and home. May was head and shoulders shorter than Connor, but her arms held him close and safe. His cheek rested on her fine white hair, and her warmth seeped into his body—into his bones.

“I was so scared, Gran,” he whispered.

“I know. I was a little afraid too.” She sighed heavily into the embrace and so did he.

The other searchers came forward, but Spencer hung back. He’d hugged and scolded his sister then retreated to the edge of the crowd. Connor smiled at him.

“Your raven has done well by you,” May said. “You were right to trust him.”

They were words Connor would never have imagined to come from his gran. He frowned. “But….”

“Hush, laddie. There are occasionally exceptions to rules, although not often.” She ran her fingers over his cheek and through a tangle in his hair.

Dave patted her heavily on the back. “Good to see you, May. It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” she retorted. “I hear you’ve been giving my grandson a hard time?”

Connor chuckled quietly at the burly policeman stumbling over his reply. May shook her head. “Help me to the house, I’m in need of a good cup of tea.” Without hesitation Dave took her arm. “Fetch my basket, lad, and bring it in while I go to your sister.” With that, she started a slow walk to the farmhouse. They all followed her along the track between paddocks—Emily hoisted high in her father’s arms with her mother’s hand on her back. She must be exhausted, Connor thought. Not a word was uttered, and her head sank onto her father’s shoulder. His fox hearing heard a faint sigh.

Spencer didn’t follow them. He stood some distance away and waited. Connor nodded to him, but even he wasn’t sure if it was merely a nod of acknowledgment or perhaps a recognition that their world was back where it should be—even though everything was changed. Spencer returned the nod and walked slowly toward him. They leaned against each other with their head on the other’s shoulder. You were right to trust your raven. He pressed his lips gently to the pale skin of Spencer’s neck and whispered, “I am so tired.”

Spencer’s body shook with an unexpected giggle. “Do you think we can make it back to the house?”

Connor groaned and allowed the remains of the cool night air between them. He glanced up to see Old May with Dave by her side and the urban furborn dutifully following. Their scent faded, and he picked up another. Connor dropped to his knees. With his heart in his throat he lifted the knitted blanket covering the basket. Two tiny red bodies curled around each other. One blinked and looked at him with bleary eyes, he tentatively passed a fingertip over the dome of her head. She squeaked her disapproval and snuggled back into her sister.

Connor had no words for how he felt, but he didn’t need them.

He had his family and Spencer.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

THE DAWN chorus had begun. Stars still twinkled in the lightening sky, but none outshone the white lights of the camera crews. Spencer saw his mum and dad pinned by one of the lights. The female reporter moved them slightly to the left to create a better mise-en-scène. Emily clung to her dad while the reporter asked the same questions Spencer recognized from every news broadcast of missing children found safe and well, always concluding with a prompt to thank those who gave up their time to search for their daughter. A wrap was called, and that crew was swapped with another, who of course asked the same questions. In fact the only difference was the backdrop. This one wanted the dark forest so it looked more menacing. Spencer mused that the pale faces in the bright camera light would mask the forest in black, but maybe that’s what they were aiming for? The dark and dangerous forest swallowing up curious children. He rolled his eyes. He’d done media long enough at school to know manipulation when he saw it—his teacher would be proud.

Dave was being interviewed at one end of the house while photographers snapped shots of the weary searchers. Calls for May Coutts to be interviewed went unanswered—there was no way the forest dowager would parade herself in front of their cameras—at least that was the message from inside the house.

Finally, the rescue squad commander called a halt to the media circus. He calmly thanked them and announced there would be a full press conference in time for them to meet their deadlines, but right now the family needed some quiet time together and everyone needed to rest. It surprised Spencer that they all packed up the gear after a few more ambient shots and left in search of cafés that might be open in Muckleford. Spencer knew there wouldn’t be any. The MacKenzies disappeared into the house—all except Nan who announced that no one would be allowed to leave without a hot breakfast in their belly.

The boys carried the basket into the living room. The curtains were open letting in the thin light of morning allowing them to see the two old women who sat by the whelping box speaking in hushed tones. Squeaks and shrill yips came from beneath the blanket. Mab sat up and answered them. The sound stopped, but the kits had scented their mother and wouldn’t be stilled. The basket wobbled and shook until Connor placed one and then the other next to Mab. Their excited wiggles almost toppled them from their feet, but Mab’s face was thoroughly washed by tiny pink tongues.

“The line will continue,” May said as if there had been any doubt.

“Indeed it will,” Mary agreed. She leaned down to touch Mab’s kits only to be stopped before her fingers touched fur.

“I do not know your line or their intentions. Until I do, none of your family comes near Coutts kits.”

Mary withdrew her hand and a glare passed between the two women. So different, Spencer thought. But both determined. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and kept his gaze on the mother and kits. “Um, I have to thank you for finding my sister and bringing her home.” He glanced shyly at May who actually smiled back.

“Both families are complete again.”

“So what happened, Gran?” Connor asked.

May patted the arm of her chair, and Connor eased himself to the floor by her feet to begin the telling. “My darling Mab proved her worth as a future matriarch of Coutts Clan and drew the hunter away despite her injuries. The wee ones were hidden beneath the blanket, but I feared the hunter would return. I took fur to see out the last of my days, but my fox self couldn’t move them, so I shed my fur to return to skin. It seems the little ones keep us longer on this earth.” She smiled at Mab who was happily cleaning her kits. “The babes were tucked into my basket and we left our home.”

“Is that when you found Em?” Spencer asked.

“The littlest MacKenzie found me. Not your sister, but her wee black dog. She came sniffing. Not a farm dog, I thought, and spoke to her. She looked at me and grinned broad and gleaming like a fox. I heard a faint whistle, and the dog was off.”

“Em has been practicing her whistle since she got here,” Spencer added.

May nodded at him and continued, “I found your sister huddled beneath an outcrop of young trees. Your Emily tried to be brave like her pup, but she ran to me like I was blood and cried in my arms.”

“She wanted to make sure the foxes were safe,” Spencer explained quietly.

“She told me.”

I bet she did, Spencer thought.

“Then my grandsons found you?” Mary asked with a loaded tone.

“They joined us when we neared the forest edge. They might have found us given time, but Emily needed her home, so we didn’t tarry.”

 

 

MAY RAN her fingers through her grandson’s hair and said something for his ears only. It was the first time Spencer had witnessed Connor accepting a touch so willingly—no, not the first time.

“He’s a strong boy,” Mary said.

“He is,” May replied proudly.

“Were many of the Coutts line so dark?”

May shook her head. “Only Connor.” She smiled at him. He glanced briefly, and somewhat uncomfortably at Spencer.

“He will sire beautiful furborn and link our two families.”

“Perhaps,” May said cryptically. “Although I believe Connor Coutts has another purpose on this earth.”

Spencer noted a slight edge in her tone. There’s more going on here than I know.

Both boys frowned.

“Time will tell,” May continued. “And for now, he has his raven.”

Spencer’s belly flipped, and his heart pounded out the rhythm of a happy dance. He didn’t dare look at Connor and found the weave of the rug beneath his feet infinitely more fascinating.

“It is rare to find a human who will accept the furred,” Mary commented and looked directly at Spencer.

Spencer could feel her scrutiny; he knew she was weighing up his worth as a suitable companion for a furborn. He lifted his line of sight to meet hers. He didn’t know why or how he summoned the courage to do it, but he held her gaze. Old May laughed. She tugged Connor’s hair and said, “You chose well, wee Coutts.”

Spencer wasn’t sure if he was chosen or that the fates brought them together—was he meant to meet Connor, was he meant to learn about the furborn and that the world was more than school, music, and hair dye? If that was the case, what was next? May said that Connor had another purpose, if that was true, then what was his? They were all questions he couldn’t answer, but he knew he’d dwell on them many nights after he clicked off his bedside lamp.

 

 

THE SURROUNDING farms and the local bakery fed everyone involved in the search until their bellies strained against their belts. Spencer joined his dad on the barbecue, and they’d joked together that it was men’s work they were doing. The bacon was crisp, the rissoles slightly blackened, but the buns were toasted to perfection and no one complained as they tucked in.

By the time the last of the bacon and eggs congealed on plates scattered along the veranda, the mood of elation had given way to exhaustion, and the searchers returned to their cars. Bella and Tosh polished off scraps of meat from the plates until even they retreated to their baskets.

Emily slept on her mother’s lap. She’d been put in her bed and tucked in for a nap once already, but found her way back to her mum. “I think she’ll be sleeping with us tonight,” Carol said. She kissed her daughter’s forehead and held her a little tighter.

Neil uttered a weary chuckle. He looked older than Spencer had ever seen him—perhaps it was the bags under his eyes or the gray stubble on his cheeks or simply that Spencer had never really considered his dad as anything other than a dad.

“Why don’t you two go up to bed?” he suggested. “I’ve had some sleep so can help clean up.”

“Our boy is now a man,” Neil joked tiredly and stood up with an old-man groan. He held out his arms to lift Emily only to grunt at her weight. Carol sighed, and Spencer smiled at her. Tears welled in her already bloodshot eyes and tumbled down her cheeks. Neil gently rubbed her back and said softly, “Come on, love, we can sleep now.”

There wasn’t too much to do outside. The barbecues were already cleaned down with the leftover beer, and the black plastic garbage bags bulged with paper plates and empty bottles. A few men sat on the edge of the veranda draining the last dregs of the beer. It didn’t surprise Spencer that the topic of conversation was the rare appearance of Old May Coutts and the family of “blood-nuts” from the city. He imagined they would be the focus of Muckleford gossip for weeks to come. They eyed him warily as he approached. He asked them politely if there was anything he could get them and thanked them very much for their help with the search. They acknowledged his thanks with a nod and assured him they definitely didn’t need anything else, although a man in a faded red flannel shirt and battered Akubra suggested he get a haircut and some sun or he’d scare old Mac’s sheep. They all laughed but winked and clapped him on the back.

Spencer had heard it all before, only without the sheep.

They threw their bottles in the bag and ambled down the long drive. Spencer watched until they disappeared into utes and farm trucks that revved and rattled along the dirt road. Suddenly it was quiet. He could hear the birds high in the trees and the bleat of ewes waking their lambs, but they were all part of his soundtrack now.

The smell of bacon and eggs still hung in the air along with sour beer and more than a hint of body odor. He pulled open the neck of his T-shirt and wrinkled his nose. If his appearance didn’t scare the sheep, his stink sure would.

“I think we could all do with the shower,” Nan commented from the kitchen door. She lifted a lime-green plastic bucket with chook scraps written on its side. “Can you check if there are any more scraps and mix them up for the chooks?”

“Yep,” Spencer muttered and took the bucket. It seemed wrong to feed their eggs back to them, but the chickens tore at the remnants of bread rolls, bacon, and eggs as if it was the last meal. For some it might be, he mused, although there were plenty of eggs in the nesting boxes. “Saved for another day,” he said to them. A brown hen stopped what she was doing and looked at him. “You lookin’ at me?” The hen clucked at his woeful DeNiro and went back to scratching through the dwindling remains of the barbecue. For the briefest moment Spencer contemplated…. No, too far-fetched. I must be more tired than I thought.

With a basket of eggs in one hand and the empty bucket in the other, Spencer wandered up the veranda steps and into the kitchen.

“Just put them by the sink,” Nan said and returned to her conversation. All the elders sat around the table: Nan, Pa, and May. Not all the elders, Spencer thought, because Mary was not there to hear their conversations. He placed the eggs on the bench, rinsed the bucket, and put it behind the curtain under the sink. He took his time putting all the eggs into two cartons and finding room for them in the fridge. They were discussing Connor, and he wanted to hear.

“His leg will heal fast, and I can see to it when the cast needs to come off,” May told them.

“He’s no trouble, May,” Nan countered. “And it would do him no harm to stay with us a while longer.”

“Connor’s home is in the forest with us.”

“You weren’t around to look after him when he needed you.” Pa’s voice rose in anger. Spencer looked and saw his grandfather leaning forward with fingers splayed on the wooden tabletop.

“You know where I was and why I couldn’t collect him, MacKenzie. Have you traveled so far from your roots that you’ve forgotten the old ways?”

“Don’t be daft, woman!”

“Settle down both of you,” Nan said. She placed a hand on his and glanced quickly at Spencer.

“The boy can hear it,” Pa said curtly. “I am not ashamed of the path I chose.”

Spencer didn’t move. As much as he wanted to know what was going on, part of him was afraid of the truth that would be told. What truth? What’s wrong with me? The room tilted beneath his feet.

Nothing else…. Please.

“It’s all right, pet,” Nan said. She patted the seat next to hers. “It’s nothing bad. These two always bring on the dramatics when they get together.”

“Hush, woman,” Pa told her.

“Don’t you hush me, Mac! Now you’ve got the boy terrified with all your nonsense.”

“Nonsense.” Old May huffed. “You should have told him and his father before him.”

“Told me what?” Spencer asked, unable to put up with their squabbling any longer.

Pa looked down at his and Nan’s twined fingers so it was left to May to begin the telling. “Your black hair and clothes aren’t the only reason we call you Raven. Even Connor who doesn’t know your family line sensed it.”

“What does that mean?” Spencer asked. A bubble of excitement formed deep in his belly encapsulating the knot of dread.

“What it means, Spencer, is when your ancestor came here from Scotland, he was raven kind.” She paused and black wings flapped through Spencer’s thoughts. “From all the stories I’ve heard he was tall like you with the blackest of hair.”

“My hair is dyed,” Spencer whispered.

May smiled at him. “Be that as it may, your hair is still black beneath it as was your grandfather’s before the snow of age hid it.”

Pa grunted, and his teaspoon battered the sides of his cup. His hand trembled beneath Nan’s soft touch and the spoon was returned to the saucer.

He’s as scared as I am, Spencer realized. He looked at May for an explanation.

“His name was Corby and all but his family gave him wide berth. He had a dark reputation… but that’s a tale for another day. You see, Corby was raven kind and ravens were aligned with night magic—or at least that was the belief in the times of ignorance.”

“So you’re saying that…?”

“I’m saying that your ancestors were of feather and could fly high over the forest, but you, dear boy, cannot.”

“Why not!” Connor asked from the doorway. His eyes were wide with the horror of what he’d heard. “He has to fly!”

“Sit down and hold your tongue, Connor,” May told him.

Spencer shuffled his chair to make room next to him. His head swam with possibilities and denials, and Connor’s reaction didn’t help. What he was being told couldn’t be real. He accepted the idea of furborn because Connor and his family were special, but this had to be a fairy tale. They were obviously making fun of him. The problem was, no matter how much he knew he was just a Goth kid from the suburbs, something deep down in Spencer’s core stirred.

“Spencer’s bloodlines were not kept pure,” May explained to Connor.

“Be wary, May,” Pa muttered.

“You know it’s true. There is too much human in him now because he was betrayed by those who went before him.”

Pa slammed the table. “We wed for love, not bloodlines.”

“It’s all right, Mac,” Nan said and cast a dark glance at May. “Don’t let her upset you—it’s not worth it.”

“But it is,” Pa said more calmly. “It has to be said. The furborn valued the purity of their line above all else. Still do. But I married the love of my life and so did our boys. Spencer might not be able to take feather and his eyes are pale instead of dark, but he came from unions of love, not planning.” Tears fell from Pa’s eyes, and Nan rubbed his back.

“It’s okay, Pa,” Spencer said gently. “If you hadn’t married Nan, I wouldn’t be here at all.”

“Well said, Spencer,” Nan agreed. “That’s something you need to understand, May. When my family arrived at Victoria Dock as ten-pound poms in the ’60s, I was terrified. Everything I knew was back in Gateshead—that was until I met a handsome dark-haired man. I think I loved him from the moment I saw him. I had no idea that he was raven—and it came as something of a shock when he told me—but, my point is, he knew I was human, and it didn’t matter. We loved each other and that was enough.”

May shook her head. “The bloodline can’t be weakened. Look at my grandson, he is strong in both skin and fur. He can feel the Mother beneath his paws and in his heart. You have robbed your offspring of that.”

“I don’t feel robbed of anything!” As scary as May could be, there was no way Spencer could put up with an attack on his grandparents, parents, and ultimately himself. “I love my family as much as you love yours and….”

“Victorian ravens have pale eyes.” They all looked at Connor. “It’s true, little ravens have pale eyes. Spencer’s eyes are light blue and just as piercing as the black birds that strut in the high branches.”

Old May was dumbstruck. She stared at her grandson and then Spencer. Pa’s laugh broke through his tears. “The young Coutts is right.”

Spencer frowned and shook his head. He wanted time to think—needed time to think—to try to make sense of the nonsensical.

Connor bumped against him and whispered, “It’s okay, Spence. I get it now.” The terror was gone from his eyes, and they were bright with understanding. “I am furborn from a long line of furborn. We hold the heritage of our kind….”

“Like my cheviots,” Pa interrupted.

“Like your sheep,” Connor agreed. “But your line has changed. You are raven, but of a new kind for a new country.”

That was the first thing that made sense, well kind of. Spencer’s world continued to tilt, but this time he accepted it. His mind’s eye wheeled and banked over the land on dark wings. He smiled and said, “I still can’t fly.”

Connor’s fox grin spread across his face when he said, “Maybe you can.”




EPILOGUE

 

 

THE EMO persona was left behind in his room with his posters and CDs—Spencer ran down the driveway emitting loud whoops and shouts of joy. The dogs still beat him to the gate, but he didn’t care because Kelsey waved furiously from the passenger seat of the car.

He swung the gate open and bid them enter with a flourish and a bow. The dogs raced after the car, but Spencer walked up the drive watching Kelsey and her dad arrive at their new home.

It took some convincing for Pa to accept the need for an extra hand on the farm—he was as stubborn as he was proud, but with the endorsement of the Cheviot Breeders Association he did need the help just as much as Col needed the work. Plus a new start for Kelsey, Spencer had said. And what better place than among the trees, clean air, and sheep? Pa knew he was being conned with the mention of his sheep, but the deal was made anyway. The big house had two more occupants while they worked on restoring the old shearers’ cottage.

The purple hue of Kelsey’s hair shone brightly under the clear autumn sun. She ran down to meet him and pounced, dragging him into a huge hug.

“Oh my God,” she exclaimed. “I love it here!”

Spencer laughed. “You’re still in the driveway. You haven’t seen anything yet.”

“Well I love your driveway,” she retorted. “My dad is the happiest I’ve seen him in a long time and can’t wait to start planning with your pa.”

“I think Pa’s decided he likes having minions.” Spencer slung his arm around her shoulders, and they walked together toward the house.

“So hey, where’s your ranga?” she asked.

“He went home with his family, but I can take you to meet him if you can still ride a horse? We’ll take it slow because I have so much to tell you.”

 

 

ROCKY PLODDED along the track with Kelsey and Emily, while Smokey pranced and shied at trees that obviously harbored serial killers. Spencer rolled his eyes when the big gray snorted at a hollow stump. “Cut it out, Smokey! Look at Rocky, he’s not worried about all this shit. You’re a farm horse now, so act like one!”

Emily giggled and Kelsey laughed.

“Yes, I know he doesn’t understand, but he might get the idea he’s being a dick.”

“Spencer!” Emily scolded.

He blew a raspberry at her and patted Smokey’s neck.

“So is there anything else you have to tell me before I meet your boyfriend?”

Spencer liked the sound of that. Boyfriend. “I don’t think so, at least not in front of little ears that would love to tell Mum.”

Plus fox and raven can wait until later.

The trees cleared and horses stepped onto grass. Smokey stopped dead, and Spencer knew that was as far as he’d go. He slid off and tied the reins around the horse’s neck. He helped Emily off and waited for Kelsey. The clearing was lit with glorious sunlight that lacked the blistering heat of summer. The wildflowers were finished, but the eucalypts sported many shades of green and clusters of pale fluffy flowers.

“It’s beautiful,” Kelsey said quietly.

“It is,” Spencer replied with a smile.

Two fox kits bounced and tumbled in the grass. Their baby growls drifted across the clearing as did the happy laugh of the young woman near them. She looked up from her babies and waved to Spencer. Mab’s vibrant red hair hung in long curls very different from her brother’s. She turned to slap the prone figure beside her on his bare belly, and Connor cursed her until he saw Spencer. His smile was broad as he climbed to his feet and walked toward them.

“Very nice,” Kelsey whispered.

“Uh-huh,” Spencer agreed knowing full well that the young man with the bare chest and low-slung jeans had heard her.

“Granny May!” Emily shouted and broke the serenity of the scene.

She ran past Connor and into the arms of May Coutts who sat proudly in the grass next to Mab and her great-grandbabies.

“Kelsey,” Spencer said, “I’d like you to meet the Coutts family.”
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