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Chapter One: Another Life
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			Sydney from the Air

			Day 1

			The anticipation was going to kill him.

			Chris fiddled again with his seatbelt as the jet dipped lower through the wispy cloud, the cabin jolting slightly with a pocket of turbulence. He forced his gaze away from the glowing seatbelt sign and back to his phone, snapping another photo through the small window. Below, the sprawling city of Sydney curved where land met sea, its coastal outline sharp against the glittering blue. The plane traced a wide arc above it all, and Chris felt a thrill stir in his chest.

			He glanced up at the overhead locker, picturing the sketchbook stowed there just minutes before. His fingers itched to capture the sweep of the harbour, the tangle of roads and buildings, but now wasn’t the time.

			This was his first flight. It was the first time he’d ever left the state of Victoria. His nerves must have shown, because the older woman seated across the aisle leaned toward him and offered a kind smile.

			“Don’t worry, dear,” she said softly. “We’re very safe. I’ve flown hundreds of times and never had any trouble.”

			Chris returned her smile, grateful, but couldn’t quite summon a reply.

			In just a few minutes, he’d see his father, Michael, for only the second time in his life. Waiting with him would be a half sister he’d never met, a stepmother he’d only heard about, and an entire extended family he hadn’t even known existed until last month.

			A national TV interview had changed all that, exposing his name, his face, and the secret of his existence to people who, until then, hadn’t known he was alive.

			What are they going to be like? Will they even want me there?

			A bump and a shudder signalled the plane’s landing, and Chris felt the final jolt in his bones. The landscape blurred past the window, ground rushing beneath them in a streak of light and motion, exhilarating and faintly terrifying. It seemed to take an eternity before the aircraft slowed to a stop and the passengers were finally permitted to disembark.

			Torn between the urge to sprint toward whatever this “new life” might be and the need to steel himself, Chris was swept along by the slow-moving tide of people funnelling toward the arrivals exit. Ugh, it’s just like school when the lunch bell goes off, he thought with a grimace, jostled on all sides.

			As the crowd thinned, his eyes locked on a sun-bleached blond head and a smiling, weathered face he recognised instantly. Chris’s heart surged. The man stepped forward, radiating enthusiasm, as though restraining himself from pulling Chris into an embrace.

			“Chris!” he beamed. “Welcome! I’m so happy to see you.”

			Chris accepted Michael’s outstretched hand, flinching slightly at the soft touch to his shoulder, more a suggestion of a hug than the real thing. From the corner of his eye, he noticed a small girl bouncing on her toes with barely contained energy.

			“Hello, Michael,” Chris replied awkwardly, voice cracking. “Thanks for the plane ticket and the invitation.”

			Michael released him and turned to the woman beside him, cheerful and open-faced, with kind eyes and a warm smile.

			“Chris, meet Amber and this is Skye.”

			“I’m so glad to finally meet you,” Amber said brightly. “Michael’s told me all about you, and your big horse ride. I hope everything turned out the way you hoped.”

			Chris, instinctively protective of his privacy, offered a small, closed-lip smile and nodded.

			“Kiss, kiss, buvver!” came a sudden, high-pitched chant from below.

			Startled, he stiffened as he felt a tug on his shirt. He looked down to see Skye, chestnut pigtailed hair bouncing as she hopped excitedly in place, repeating her chant and flapping her hands in delight. Confused and overwhelmed, Chris instinctively took a half step back.

			Michael gently reached down, freeing Chris’s shirt from Skye’s grasp. “Now, Skye,” he said gently, “no touching, remember? His name is Chris. K-r-i-s.” He sounded it out patiently, emphasising the “r.”

			Chris caught the singsong tone, the bouncing, the way her gaze flickered past his face as though looking through him. It clicked. The tension in his chest eased.

			“K-w-is,” Skye repeated with focus. “Kiss!”

			Chris crouched a little so they were eye-level. “Hi, Skye,” he said quietly.

			“Buvver!” she squealed, flapping joyfully. “Kiss!”

			He noticed the curious glances from nearby travellers but ignored them. People always stared. Amber squatted beside Skye, her voice bright with affirmation.

			“Yes, that’s right, Chris is your brother!”

			As the family began making their way toward the exit, Chris felt a small hand brush against his repeatedly.

			“Han? Han?” Skye asked, looking up with hopeful eyes.

			She wants to hold my hand? The thought sparked a flicker of discomfort. Chris had never been at ease with physical contact, especially from people he barely knew.

			Amber reached toward her daughter. “Skye, darling…”

			Chris paused, weighing his response. If he really wanted this new life…he needed to try. Slowly, deliberately, he moved his hand to accept Skye’s.

			“It’s okay, Amber. Sure, Skye,” he said, forcing a small, careful smile.

			Skye giggled and took his hand, totally unaware of her brother’s discomfort. She half skipped beside him, chattering happily in a jumble of sounds and waving her free hand in the air like a ribbon. She seemed utterly untouched by the looks she drew, so Chris decided he would try to be too.

			***

			The drive to their home, tucked on the outskirts of Greater Sydney, stretched out in both distance and effort. Chris found himself caught between deciphering Skye’s rapid-fire vocalisations and answering questions from Michael and Amber. Skye demanded his attention constantly, repeating her version of his name, “Kiss,” while her hands danced around her in a flurry of movement. Eventually, he realised she was trying to prompt a story.

			With no stories ready, he cobbled together a rough retelling of Goldilocks and the Three Bears, substituting koalas: softer, fuzzier and unmistakably Australian. By the time the koalas were discovering the intruder in their treehouse, Skye had slumped over, sound asleep.

			From the driver’s seat, Michael caught Chris’s eye in the rearview mirror. “That’s our Skye, flat strap for an hour or two, then completely out cold. She’s been bursting with excitement ever since we told her about you.”

			“I thought she didn’t speak much?” Chris asked, thinking back to Michael’s earlier description of the girl.

			“She doesn’t. Today’s a big exception. She’s thrilled to have a brother.”

			A warmth bloomed unexpectedly in Chris’s chest. Compared to the strained, often hostile relationship he’d endured with his older twin brothers, Skye’s unfiltered affection felt startling. It was oddly healing.

			“Welcome to our humble abode,” Amber said as they passed through a wide gateway and over a metal grid. A large, neat, hand-painted sign read Lamont Quarter Horse Breeding and Training Facility. It was proudly flanked by a larger-than-life metal sculpture of a horse with head tossed high and its mane forged in windswept motion.

			“What an entrance,” Chris murmured, wide-eyed.

			“We do like to impress.” Michael chuckled.

			As they followed the gravel drive, Chris let his gaze sweep over the dry paddocks, the scatter of horses in varied colours grazing peacefully. Each field was bordered by both timber post-and-rail and inner electric fencing, dotted with large troughs and sheds that stood like watchful sentinels.

			They pulled up outside a sprawling, rough-brick, single-storey home with a high peaked roof and warm-toned timber inlays. Michael carried the sleeping Skye as he gave Chris a brief tour.

			“My sister Elise, her husband Nadir and their kids Hazel, Samira and Jamal live in the south wing,” he said, gesturing. “We’re in the north wing. Each side has its own kitchen, laundry and living areas. Tonight, we’ll have a family barbecue. You’ll meet my parents then. They live about five kilometres from here, on another, bigger property with more livestock than horses.”

			Inside, the house was airy and light-filled, with high raked ceilings and large north-facing windows. A Christmas tree stood proudly in the family room, adorned with ornaments and surrounded by wrapped presents. A bulky tan lounge curved around it like a protective arm.

			Michael returned after settling Skye in her bed. “She’ll be out for an hour, then back at it. Come, I’ll show you your room.”

			Chris followed him to a large bedroom with a double bed, a desk and built-in wardrobes. Colourful cut-out letters spelling WELCOME decorated the window, and outside, a lush garden was scattered with striking sculptures made of metal and old farm machinery.

			“Wow… That’s incredible,” Chris breathed, mesmerised.

			“My creative side,” Michael said proudly. “I’ve made several.”

			“Did you make the horse at the gate?”

			“I did,” Michael replied with a grin, then gestured to the room. “This is your space now. Decorate it however you like, art, posters, anything. And through here”—he opened a sliding door—“is your own bathroom.”

			Chris blinked, stunned. He hadn’t expected anything like this. The comfort, the care, the sense of belonging.

			Wow, he thought. What a contrast to my life six months ago. I wonder… Can I really stay?

			Left alone for the first time since arriving, Chris unpacked a few clothes, carefully arranging them in the wardrobe. The quiet of the room wrapped around him like a blanket. He sat on the edge of the bed, pressing a hand into the mattress. A double bed, his own space.

			This is so cool. A faint smile tugged at his mouth. So much better than a sleeping bag on the ground or the stark bare room in Mum and Dad’s house…

			A gentle knock interrupted his thoughts, followed by Amber’s voice through the door.

			“Chris? Would you like a snack and a drink?”

			He emerged to find a neat table set with orange juice and a generous spread of snacks. Michael sat nearby, cradling a steaming mug of coffee.

			“I’ll be back shortly, just need to check in with a couple of clients about their horses,” Amber said warmly, then disappeared through a side door.

			Michael reached for a cracker and leaned back slightly, watching Chris. “So,” he asked casually, “how was your fifteenth birthday party?”

			Chris lit up. “It was great! My friends came, we danced, listened to music…and Leon gave me a birthday card, with Cocoa’s papers inside!”

			Michael raised an eyebrow. “Her papers? You mean he signed her over to you?”

			Chris nodded, grinning. “Yep! I officially own her now, though he’s still doing her training.”

			“Well, that’s a surprise.” Michael chuckled. “You own a racehorse now. Not bad for fifteen. Did you go back home before coming here?”

			Chris’s smile faltered. He looked down at the table. “No. I stayed with Evan’s family.”

			Michael hesitated, then said gently, “As I mentioned on the phone last week, you’re welcome to stay here if you decide you’d rather not go back. We can arrange school nearby, no trouble.”

			Chris looked up, touched. “Thanks… I appreciate that.”

			“We’ll need to go through the proper channels, of course,” Michael continued. “And it would help if I could speak with Lucy and Leon. Do you think your mum would be willing?”

			Chris blinked, confused. “I don’t know. Mum…she barely mentioned you, only said your name once. She never talked about her past. And Leon…” He trailed off, shuddering slightly. “He… I dunno.”

			A flicker of something—pain, perhaps—crossed Michael’s face. “I’m just glad she said something, at least.”

			The moment hung awkwardly before Michael shifted in his seat, glancing around the room as though gathering his thoughts. His voice was slower, more measured when he spoke again.

			“Chris…you should know, the rest of the family knows you’re my son. They saw your TV interview, and the dashcam footage from your journey—hard to miss—it’s very popular on YouTube. But I’ve kept your personal situation private. As far as they know, you’re here for a visit. Maybe an extended one. Only Amber knows your story to the extent that I do.”

			Chris nodded slowly, processing. He marked his father’s words. Clearly, he was going to be expecting some personal conversations.

			“They’ll probably be curious,” Michael went on. “You’re not just a guest to them. And the media attention from a couple months back, well, it’s made you and Leon into…let’s say, minor public figures. That dashcam footage where you and Cocoa jump the car, and the man is waving a rifle at you… Well, you can see why people may ask personal questions.”

			“Yeah, I figured,” Chris said quietly. “I’m sticking to Leon’s story, that I was training the racehorse. I don’t want to talk about my family to anyone.”

			“I get it,” Michael said with a knowing look. “Just be prepared. This family, your family, means well, but they don’t hold back. The ‘training story’ doesn’t hold up legally or logically, and they’ll see the cracks.” He gave a wry grin. “Jumping cars? Not any training technique I’ve ever heard of.”

			Chris’s jaw tightened, unable to feel humour where his privacy was concerned. “I’ll deal with it.”

			A door closed somewhere down the hall, the sound echoing faintly through the house.

			“Elise,” Michael called out. “Come and meet Chris!”

			A woman entered, surprisingly similar to Michael with her sun-bleached hair and striking features, but her expression lacked warmth. The smile she gave Chris didn’t quite reach her eyes.

			“Hello, Chris,” she said flatly.

			Michael frowned slightly, but before Chris could respond, a sharp, high-pitched cry rang out from Skye’s room. Michael stood quickly.

			“Be back in a second,” he said, heading down the hallway.

			Elise waited until Michael’s footsteps had faded before leaning toward Chris, her voice low and venomous. “Go back home, you bloodsucking leech,” she hissed. “You’re not welcome here. And tell that slut of a mother there’s nothing here for her. That bitch gave up her rights to this family the moment she dumped my brother.”

			Chris froze. Heat surged up his neck. His jaw dropped, the words punching the air out of his lungs. I thought… I thought this family would be different. They seemed so…welcoming.

			“Huh?” he managed, his voice barely a whisper.

			But Elise was already turning, walking away with icy confidence.
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			Mare and Foal

			Heat surged up Chris’s neck. Anger, humiliation and confusion all churned together in a sickening storm. His fists clenched at his sides as his mind reeled. Why would she say that? She doesn’t know me… What did my mother do?

			Michael returned before Chris could calm the blaze of emotion rising in his face. He felt his cheeks flush, his eyes narrow as he sat rigid. Michael’s brows knit together with concern.

			“Chris?” he said gently, but the boy didn’t answer, his thoughts still echoing with Elise’s poisonous words.

			A small, hopeful voice cut through the tension. “Kiss?”

			Chris blinked. Skye stood nearby, eyes wide and uncertain, hands flinching in the air between motion and retreat. For a moment, the venom from Elise’s words clashed with this sudden innocence. His rising rage softened; she didn’t deserve to see him like this. He took an unsteady breath and forced his hands to unclench.

			“Hey, Skye,” he said, his voice catching. “Did you have a nice rest?”

			She tilted her head. “Kiss?” she asked again, almost whispering, her fingers fluttering in distress.

			Michael stepped in, crouching beside her and laying a calming hand on her shoulder. “It’s alright, sweetheart.” He glanced back at Chris. “Is everything okay?”

			Chris hesitated, then gave a strained nod. “Yeah…yeah, I’m fine.” He managed a small smile, though it felt stiff and far from convincing. Skye suddenly perked up. “Ef!” she cried. “Ef, Ef, Ef!” She bounced on her toes, the tension vanishing like mist in the sun.

			Michael chuckled and straightened. “Ok, honey.” He turned to Chris. “Do you want to meet Elf?”

			“Ef!” Skye repeated joyously and bolted from the room.

			Michael gestured for Chris to follow. “Elf is Skye’s service dog. We’ve had her since she was a pup. She’s trained to detect seizures before they happen, and she’s a massive comfort for Skye’s mental health, too.”

			When Michael opened the back door, Skye dashed across the yard, passing a colourful fenced play area. She stopped at a kennel and clapped her hands, still chanting the dog’s name. Inside, a sleek black-and-tan German Shepherd whined with excitement.

			Michael opened the gate, and Elf bounded out, tail wagging, her entire body wriggling with joy. Skye shrieked with laughter and threw her arms around the dog’s neck.

			“Kiss, Ef!” she beamed.

			Chris crouched and held out a hand. “Hey, Elf.”

			The dog pressed against him, nuzzling his side, her shoulder pushing against his legs. Chris found himself laughing softly, scratching behind her ears, surprised by the sudden comfort radiating from the animal. Some of the stress began to lift.

			Michael raised an eyebrow, watching Elf’s unusually strong response. “She likes you. That’s always a good sign.”

			Chris patted along her back and looked up. “I’d love to see more of the place, if that’s alright?”

			“Absolutely,” Michael said, visibly relieved by the shift in mood. “Let me saddle up a couple of horses. Skye will stay with Amber; she needs close attention when riding, and if I’m distracted…well, it’s risky.”

			Skye, however, didn’t take the news well. The moment she realised her pony wasn’t being saddled, her happy chatter dissolved into slaps and loud agitation. Elf whined and pressed close, helping to ground her.

			“Skye,” Michael said gently, kneeling in front of her. “Can you help Mummy wash Elf today? She needs a good brush.”

			At the mention of her dog, Skye’s frown vanished. “Ef!” she squealed, hugging the dog tightly.

			Amber appeared just then, catching her daughter in a swinging hug. “Hey, my sweet girl. Come on, let’s give Elf a good bath.”

			As they walked off together, Amber called back, “Enjoy your ride!”

			***

			Michael and Chris followed a winding trail toward the back of the property. The horses moved with steady rhythm beneath them, and Michael gave pointers on riding in the Western style.

			Chris struggled to adjust at first. The saddle was completely different from the ones he was used to, the posture foreign. His horse carried its head low and moved with relaxed precision, so unlike the high-strung thoroughbreds he’d ridden before. It took effort not to rise in the trot like he would in English riding, and everything felt unfamiliar.

			As they neared the forty-hectare property boundary, the landscape shifted to corridors of bushland and small cattle-dotted paddocks. Michael pointed out landmarks, fences, trails and animals with easy confidence. Between practical tips, he wove stories of past horses and clients, keeping a light and steady rhythm to the ride.

			After a while, he glanced at Chris. “What happened back there, Chris? Did Elise say something to upset you?”

			Chris shrugged, voice hoarse. “I guess she doesn’t like my mother much.”

			Michael’s response was a low grunt, not quite agreement, not quite dismissal. Something tightened in his jaw, but he said nothing more. Chris, not knowing the man well, couldn’t tell if that meant irritation, sympathy or just silence.

			Some time later, they approached a training ring where Elise worked a young chestnut mare. The instant Chris saw her, his stomach dropped, sharp as if he’d swallowed ice. Please just ignore us. But she didn’t. Elise sighed audibly, threw the lead rope over a fence post, and walked stiffly to the rail. Chris quickly veered away, steering his horse toward the next paddock. He didn’t want to hear this.

			From behind him, fragments carried on the air.

			“…what you said to… this morning—be civil…” A muddle of lower tones overlapped, then Michael’s voice rose again, carrying clearer: “…don’t need your protection… not a threat!”

			“…needed my protection before!” Elise’s high-pitched shout cut through.

			Chris flinched. The words themselves blurred, but the venom in her voice was like a knife to his chest.

			He drifted further down the fence line, trying to control his emotions. Pulling out his phone he began snapping photos of the mares and foals. He focused on their gentle lines and their interested expressions, planning to sketch them later. Anything to anchor himself.

			A few minutes passed. Then Michael approached, leading his horse, a dark scowl shadowing his face.

			“I’m sorry,” he said bluntly. “I didn’t expect that from her. Elise has never been so…vicious.”

			Chris didn’t respond.

			Michael’s voice softened. “I shouldn’t have brought this up with her while you were nearby. That was tactless.”

			Chris remounted and stared ahead, unmoving. “It’s fine,” he muttered.

			“No. It’s not. I made a mistake. I should’ve told you she had issues with your mother, but I didn’t think she’d take it out on you.”

			Chris turned his horse abruptly, wheeling it around to face his father. His hands trembled slightly on the reins.

			“You don’t get it,” he snapped. “I don’t know you. I don’t know your family. I don’t even know my own mother!”

			His voice cracked.

			“I’m always caught in the mess, judged for things I didn’t do.”

			He sucked in a breath, trying to steady himself. His voice dropped to a broken whisper. “I’m no psycho, I’m not dodgy, but somehow, I always end up being treated like I am.”

			Then, without waiting for a response, Chris spun his horse and nudged it forward. Hooves pounded the trail as they vanished into the trees, a storm of motion he couldn’t hold back.

			The wind lashed his face, tearing at his hair and snatching the air from his lungs. Beneath him, the rhythmic pounding of hooves mirrored his heartbeat, offering a fleeting sense of control, of escape. For a moment, he wasn’t the outsider, the mistake, the judged. He was just a boy on a horse, flying.

			But the high couldn’t last. Within a few hundred metres, the gelding began to blow, sides heaving, breath rasping. Chris eased the reins, guilt catching up with him. The horse wasn’t built for distance, like Cocoa. This wasn’t a racetrack, and Chris didn’t know the land.

			He slowed to a trot, then a walk, letting the horse recover while his own pulse steadied. The anger still simmered, Elise’s words clung to him like barbs, but it dulled slightly with each deep breath. As the trees whispered overhead and the wind cooled the sweat on his neck, Chris wondered, Have I just ruined everything? Will Michael think I’m out of control?

			He didn’t hear his father approach until the soft crunch of hooves on the rough dirt and gravel path met his ears. Glancing back, he saw Michael riding up behind him, his posture calm, his expression unreadable.

			They rode in silence, the kind that stretches too long and says too much. Then, finally, Michael spoke, his voice low and thick with feeling.

			“I want you to know us, Chris. And I want to know you.”

			Chris didn’t answer. His jaw tightened.

			Michael exhaled slowly. “No one should grow up not knowing their family. If I’d known you existed, I’d have done anything to be in your life. Now that I do… I still will. But you’ve got to give me a chance to prove that.”

			Chris halted his horse. He turned slowly to face Michael, surprised by the rawness in the man’s expression. There was no anger. No pride. Just sorrow and the glint of unshed tears.

			Michael looked away, then met his son’s eyes again. “Elise was wrong. I won’t excuse what she said. But you should understand…when Lucy, your mother, left, it tore a hole in this family.”

			Chris said nothing, but his gaze didn’t waver.

			“She was part of everything,” Michael continued. “Elise adored her, and so did Hazel. So did my mum. Lucy was there when Jamal was born. We were a family. She rode in shows with us. Then one day, she was just…gone. No warning. No explanation. Just a one-line letter left on the desk at her workplace.”

			His voice dipped, jaw tightening. “It wasn’t just heartbreak, it was betrayal. And Elise…she never really healed from that.”

			There was a long pause. Then, unexpectedly, Chris asked, “I remember you said Mum could be moody, but…why did you love her? She told me she was so depressed after the twins were born that she couldn’t get out of bed in the mornings…”

			There was no accusation in his tone, just quiet disbelief.

			Michael’s face softened with memory. “She was radiant. Brave. Sharply intelligent. So often, she was full of energy and laughter. I didn’t know she was already married. I didn’t know about her depression or the twins. She hid all of that. Maybe being away helped her…or maybe she was just pretending.”

			Chris looked away, the ache in his chest sharp and confusing. He remembered his mother’s dark days. The silence, how she flinched from any contact, the way she would scrub every surface until her hands were raw, snapping at the slightest bit of dirt. But she showed she cared in small ways: washing their clothes, packing lunches, cooking meals. She loved him…them…in her broken way.

			“My mum…,” Chris said slowly, “she can be happy. She can be excited and kind. I’ve seen it. Maybe what you saw was real…because of you.”

			Michael didn’t respond right away. The words had struck deeper than Chris expected. The truth of it hung there between them, too heavy to ignore.

			Then Michael asked carefully, “You said before that you don’t know her…even though you’ve lived with her your whole life. Why?”

			Chris bristled. “Forget it. I was angry.”

			“But…”

			“I said drop it, Michael.” The name came out stiff. Cold.

			Michael nodded, his expression shifting into resignation. “Alright. Then maybe we’ll stick to the landscape for now.”

			“Yeah,” Chris said, exhaling. “I’d like that.”

			Michael shifted in the saddle and began pointing out historical landmarks as they rode. He spoke of Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson’s 1813 expedition across the Blue Mountains, the hardship of early settlers, and the complex history between colonists and Indigenous Australians. He touched on related topics, letting the tension between them ease bit by bit.

			Chris listened, occasionally asking questions. He shared a story about a group he’d met on a long-distance ride along the Bicentennial Trail, and how one day, he hoped to do the trek himself.

			“That’s a serious adventure,” Michael replied, a flicker of admiration in his voice. “Takes planning. Endurance. Grit.”

			They reached a gate at the property’s boundary. Michael pointed up the trail, which climbed gently into the forest. “This path leads deep into crown land and state forest. There’s good riding out there, but also trail bikes and mountain bikers, so be careful. The horses usually don’t mind, but you’ll want to give them room. The key to the gate’s lock is inside that hollow,” he added, nodding to a gnarled eucalyptus.

			Chris nodded silently.

			***

			As they neared the stables, a piercing shriek shattered the calm.

			Michael’s head snapped toward the house. Skye was pulling at Amber’s arm, her small frame jerking hard enough to almost break free.

			“You know you can’t run near the horses, Skye,” Amber said, her voice strained as she tried to hold the writhing child.

			“Dada! Dada!” Skye screamed, the desperation in her voice cutting deep. Her eyes were wide, wild, like she wasn’t seeing anything in front of her.

			Michael swung down from the saddle, thrusting the reins toward Chris. “Hold him.”

			Elf circled, whining.

			“Skye, sweetheart,” Michael called as he approached, his voice low but urgent, “you need to calm down.”

			“Hoss! Hoss!” she cried, thrashing frantically in her mother’s grasp.

			“Stand still for Mummy, and I’ll…”

			Her scream broke off into a sharp, choking gasp.

			Elf moved in a flash. She closed the distance, gripped Skye’s shirt gently but firmly in her teeth, pulled her down and pinned her side with her own body.

			Chris froze. He could see the violent, rhythmic jerks of Skye’s arms and legs, the way her head lolled as Amber dropped to her knees and slid a hand under it, keeping it from hitting the ground.

			“Michael!” Amber’s voice cracked.

			He was already there, pulling a small kit from his belt with steady hands.

			Everything became noise and motion. The rasp of Michael’s zipper, Amber murmuring to Skye, Elf’s low, constant whine. The horses stood rigid, ears pricked, shifting uneasily.

			And Chris…couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak.

			The air felt too thin, like it might snap if he breathed too loudly. This family he barely knew, its fierce protectiveness, its chaos, its fragility…it hit him all at once, lodging like a rock in his chest.

			He just stared, the tension in his muscles humming.
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			Michael

			The early evening air hung heavy with the scent of dust and eucalyptus, the light turning the paddocks to muted gold. Chris sat alone on the verandah, hunched over his sketchbook. His pencil moved in small, heavy, precise strokes, but the lines came out tighter than he meant them to. His mind still snagged on the image of Skye’s body stiffening, the way Elf had lunged in an instant before it began.

			The boards creaked under Michael’s step as he closed the glass sliding door behind him. He lowered himself into the chair beside Chris, his voice steady but carrying the serious tone that comes from lived experience. “I know it can be confronting, seeing a seizure for the first time.”

			Chris didn’t look up right away. He shaded the corner of a drawing, then set the pencil down and closed the sketchbook, his palm resting over the cover like he was holding something in. “Will Skye be alright?” he asked, finally meeting Michael’s eyes.

			Michael nodded. “She’ll be fine. Most of her seizures are under control, but excitement can trigger them. Elf’s trained to catch the early signs. She’s saved us more times than I can count.”

			Chris’s brow furrowed. “I’ve never seen a dog move like that, like she just…knew.”

			“She does know,” Michael said with quiet conviction. “She’s more than a service animal; she’s part of Skye’s life in a way most people can’t understand. She reads all of us. If one of us is upset, she’s right there.”

			Chris glanced toward the dimly lit hallway through the open door. “Where is she now?”

			“In Skye’s room. That’s where she sleeps every night. She won’t leave unless Skye’s safe or she calls us. She’ll probably sleep for the next couple of hours; seizures take it out of her.”

			A breeze stirred the dust along the edge of the yard. In the paddocks beyond, horses grazed, their forms softened by the fading light. Chris sat silently, jaw clenched, the tension in the air thick with unspoken feelings. Michael glanced sideways, trying to catch his eye. His voice was gentle when he spoke. “Are you alright? I know this hasn’t been the easiest welcome to the family.”

			Chris’s eyes stayed forward, but his tone was measured. “I’m fine, I guess. Just…surprised. There’s a kid at school who has epilepsy, but I’ve never seen a seizure up close.”

			Michael nodded thoughtfully, then hesitated. “There’s…also the other thing. Elise. Do you feel like talking about it yet?”

			Chris’s hand tightened slightly on the sketchbook, thumb pressing the edge until it dented the paper. His eyes flicked downward. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’d rather just forget it.”

			Michael’s gaze lingered on that tightening grip. He sighed softly, nodded again and shifted the conversation without pushing. “Alright. We don’t have to go there. But I want you to hear this, Chris. Nothing, and no one, is going to come between you and me. I mean that. Whatever opinions you run into from the others, they don’t speak for me. I’m thrilled you’re here. And I want to get to know you.”

			Chris studied his father’s face. In it, he saw not just sincerity, but a strange mix of strength and vulnerability. It threw him off balance. He wasn’t used to anyone letting their feelings show so plainly.

			He turned his gaze back to the paddocks, clearing his throat. “I hosed the horses down after the ride,” he said, steering away from the topic. “Dried them off and put them in their yards. Gave them a small scoop of feed, just enough to settle them. Saddles are in the tack room.”

			Michael smiled faintly, accepting the shift. “That’s perfect. Thanks. One of the farmhands is feeding the animals tonight. Thought we’d take the evening off so we can properly sit down for the family dinner.”

			The words seemed to hang in the air for a moment before they sank in. A chill slid through Chris despite the warm afternoon. His fingers tightened on the sketchbook, the cover hot under his palm.

			More strangers. More judgement. More questions.

			He wasn’t sure he was ready.

			***

			A green SUV rumbled down the long gravel driveway, kicking up a cloud of dust in its wake. It veered to the far side of the house and a car door thumped. Chris heard a raised voice echoing through the open air, “Get in the shower before you go to Uncle Michael’s!”

			What followed sounded far less obedient than the order intended: laughter, bickering and another slam of a car door. Moments later, two sweaty young figures appeared on the lawn in front of the verandah, their trainers thudding lightly on the grass.

			Both wore sporty clothes and had brown hair tied in ponytails, the boy’s shorter and a little unruly, the girl’s slicked back and swaying with her confident stride.

			“Hi, Uncle Mick,” said the boy curtly. He looked about the same age as Chris but carried himself with a slightly guarded posture. His gaze immediately latched onto the stranger sitting beside Michael.

			“Uncle Mickey, I won two sets!” the girl burst out, waving a tennis racquet triumphantly and grinning from ear to ear.

			“Well done!” Michael replied with warmth. “Hazel, Jamal, this is your cousin, Chris.”

			“I told you not to call me Hazel, Uncle Mickey. Just Haze,” the girl corrected with a playful roll of her eyes and a toss of her ponytail.

			“So, Chris,” said Jamal abruptly, “how come you’re here?” His tone was clipped, edging into something more interrogative than curious.

			Chris’s body tensed, his spine straightening as his eyebrows lifted in surprise. Before he could reply, Haze turned and thwacked her brother on the arm with a sharp smack.

			“Don’t be so rude, Jamal!” she snapped.

			Turning back to Chris, she extended her hand with a sunny smile. “Hi, Chris! Just call me Haze. I’m really happy to meet you.”

			Chris hesitated. He wasn’t used to shaking hands with girls, but he reached out anyway. Their palms touched briefly, and the gesture somehow eased the tension just a fraction.

			The sound of a sliding door rasping open drew their attention. Chris turned to see a man step onto the verandah, deep olive skin, dark hair peppered with silver at the temples, and eyes that narrowed disapprovingly at the sight of his children.

			“I told you two to shower first,” he barked, arms folded across his chest.

			“I just wanted to meet my cousin, Dad,” said Haze with an edge of defiance. “Besides, I’m eighteen now and out of school. You don’t need to keep telling me what to do!”

			With a flounce of her hair, she spun on her heel and stalked back around the side of the house, the tennis racquet bouncing lightly against her leg.

			“Jamal…,” the man growled.

			“Why? Samira’s probably still in the bathroom,” Jamal mumbled.

			“Because you stink. Now go,” came the pointed reply.

			Jamal trudged off, grumbling to himself and the man finally turned toward the verandah, his sharp features softening slightly.

			“Hello, Michael. Sorry about that. And you must be Chris. Nice to meet you.”

			Michael stood and gestured to a nearby chair. “Nadir, sit down. Join us.”

			Chris rose briefly, offering a handshake that Nadir accepted with a firm grip and a nod. He seemed worlds apart from his wife, Elise. Where she was cold and cutting, Nadir was lively, expressive and keenly curious. His dark eyes lit with interest as he leaned in slightly.

			“I couldn’t believe it when Michael told us that was his son on the news, the boy who rode all that way on horseback. But you really do look like Michael did at your age. I could definitely see that. What an adventure! It was…incredibly brave of you.”

			Chris shifted slightly in his seat, throat tightening as he was caught off guard by the praise. He wasn’t sure how to respond. Thankfully, he was spared from answering as a new figure appeared in the doorway.

			A teenage girl, freshly showered with damp hair clinging to her neck, approached the group. She murmured a soft greeting and leaned in to hug Michael before settling quietly beside Nadir. Dressed in a loose T-shirt and shorts, she looked every bit the shy younger cousin, her gaze flickering toward Chris before quickly darting away.

			“Chris, this is Samira,” said Nadir, gesturing to her. “Samira, your cousin Chris.”

			“Hi,” she mumbled, barely looking up, but a telltale blush crept into her cheeks.

			Chris gave her a small, understanding smile. “Hello, Samira,” he said softly, picking up on her nervousness.

			Nadir, undeterred by his daughter’s shyness, pressed on. “We were just talking about Chris’s adventure,” he said, glancing between them. “You remember the story, riding all that way alone, into the mountains.”

			Samira made a noncommittal noise, her eyes fixed on the floorboards, and Nadir turned his full attention back to Chris with enthusiasm.

			“So, what was it really like?” he asked, his voice tinged with wonder. “Being out there in the wilderness, just you, the horse and whatever was waiting around the next bend?”

			Chris hesitated. The memories came like fragments: the cattle drive, the pounding of hooves, the smell of bovine, the feel of freedom, hunger, fear, solitude. He swallowed.

			“It was…harder than I thought it would be,” he said quietly. “But at the same time, it was the freest I’ve ever felt.”

			There was a long pause as that truth settled over the group like dust in the dying light. Samira’s eyes lifted, just for a moment, to meet his own.

			Chris shifted in his seat, feeling self-conscious from their attention as he continued his story. “A lot of the time, it was peaceful,” he began, his voice steady, “but there were some pretty scary moments.”

			Nadir’s interest piqued, his brow furrowing slightly. “Like what?” he asked, leaning forward with curiosity.

			Chris glanced at Samira, who had pulled her hair back in a loose ponytail, her eyes barely visible beneath a curtain of auburn strands. She was watching him intently, her expression soft but uncertain, as if unsure whether to engage or not.

			“There was this brumby stallion,” Chris said, his tone becoming more measured as he recalled the memory. “He tried to take Cocoa, the filly, away from me. Harassed us all night and chased us when we tried to leave.”

			Nadir’s eyes widened, clearly impressed. “Wow. How did you escape that?”

			Chris shifted uncomfortably but kept his voice even. “I threw some pebbles to keep him at bay, but in the end, we outran him.” He downplayed the events, omitting the heart-pounding terror that had gripped him as they raced through the bush, the sound of hooves thundering behind him like an unstoppable force.

			“What about the man with the rifle?” Nadir pressed, his tone filled with genuine curiosity. “That jump over the car bonnet was incredible…”

			Chris’s stomach tightened at the reminder, and his face reddened slightly. The sudden focus on him, the weight of their expectations, made him feel exposed. He fidgeted with his hands.

			“He was drunk,” he eventually responded, his voice defensive. “He had no right to challenge me. It served him right that he shot himself in the foot. I wasn’t doing anything wrong.” His words hung in the air, raw and unapologetic.

			Nadir paused for a moment, then nodded slowly. “I saw the dashcam footage. He looked…aggressive. You did the right thing getting out of there.”

			Before Chris continued, he noticed Michael had moved to stand by the large barbecue embedded in the verandah’s side. He lit and adjusted the flames as they emitted a soft hiss.

			Amber emerged from the house, a large platter of meat balanced on one hand. She looked effortlessly composed as she made her way toward Michael, holding out a smaller platter with the other. “This is the halal meat,” she said, her voice calm and matter-of-fact.

			The word halal triggered a faint memory in Chris’s mind, a flash of a religion class at school where he’d learned about the practices of different religions. He tried to recall what exactly the word meant and which religion it was associated with, but it eluded him for a moment.

			When the youth turned his gaze back to Nadir, the man was watching him with a warm smile, clearly aware of his internal struggle. “Here I am grilling you about your adventures,” he said with a chuckle, “and I haven’t shared anything about myself.”

			Nadir settled back in his chair, leaning in slightly. “Twenty years ago, I met your Aunt Elise at university, and we’ve been together ever since. I’m not really into horses, so you won’t see me much around the property. I work as an accountant, handling the books for this place, and many others.” He paused, his gaze growing a little more serious. “I’m also a practising Muslim, and I come from an Australian Muslim family.”

			Chris, intrigued, furrowed his brow. “We studied religion at school,” he said, trying to sound confident. “So I learned a bit about Islam. But what does halal food really mean?”

			Nadir smiled knowingly, clearly pleased with Chris’s genuine curiosity. “Halal food is food that is considered lawful, food that’s allowed according to the Quran. It’s about consuming what is healthy for us and avoiding what isn’t. The animal also has to be slaughtered while the slaughterman is in prayer, to show respect and follow the correct rituals.”

			Chris nodded thoughtfully, his eyes drawn to Michael as he placed the halal meat carefully on a grill that was set apart from the rest of the cooking food.

			“And it can’t even be cooked with regular food?” Chris asked, watching Michael work with calm precision.

			“Correct,” Nadir confirmed. “It can’t come into contact with the same utensils, either.”

			Chris glanced back at the small, separate grill, then looked at Nadir. “But the rest of your family doesn’t follow Islam?”

			“No,” Nadir replied, his voice calm. “They are free to choose their own path.”

			Chris took a moment to digest the idea, his mind working over the concept of personal choice and the differing practices within a family. His curiosity, though tinged with confusion, seemed to please the man.

			A thought crossed his mind, and he hesitated for a moment before asking, “I hope this doesn’t sound rude or too personal, but… I thought practising Muslims had to marry other Muslims?”

			Nadir chuckled softly, the sound rich and warm. “Don’t
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