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PROLOGUE

 

The first child to disappear from Old Redclay was Peter Neville.

His mother remembered the day for the rest of her life.

She remembered the shirt he'd worn because she'd mended the left sleeve the night before. She remembered what he'd eaten for breakfast.

She remembered telling him not to drag his boots through the dust because she'd polished them for church only the previous morning.

Most of all, she remembered the last thing she'd said to him.

Don't be late.

Peter Neville was late.

Then he was missing.

The men searched until darkness swallowed the roads. They followed footprints   through   the   clay,   checked   abandoned   mine   shafts   and   rode horseback across the scrub until their lanterns burned dry. At first, they called the boy's name as though they expected an answer. By nightfall, they were calling simply because none of them could bear to stop.

But nothing.

Not a button. Not a boot. Not a drop of blood.

Old Redclay searched for Peter for weeks.

His mother searched longer.

Then came Clara Hobbs.

The search began again. The same roads. The same creek bed. The same abandoned shafts and empty sheds. Men who had searched for Peter Neville searched for Clara too, though this time fewer of them called her name after dark.

Nothing.

By the time Frederick Moore disappeared, the town no longer needed to be told what an empty road might mean.

He walked to school carrying a slate beneath one arm and a crust of bread in his pocket.

He never arrived.

He was the third.

The search began before midday.

This   time   no   one   needed   organising.   Horses   were   saddled   before Frederick's   mother   had   finished   describing   what   he   wore.   Men   divided themselves between the quarry, the creek and the scrub without being told where to go. They knew the places now. They knew the questions.

And, increasingly, they knew what they expected to find.

Nothing.

Again.

Three children.

Three families.

Three disappearances without a body between them.

But fear does not tolerate an unanswered question for long.

Old Redclay made an answer of its own.

A shepherd remembered seeing a large shape among the peppercorn trees.

A quarryman recalled footprints in the clay near the Flintoff property— larger, he said now, than those of any ordinary man.

A   woman   returning   from   evening   prayer   remembered   hearing something across the paddocks after dusk.

Perhaps a cry.

Perhaps not.

The stories did not agree at first.

Then, slowly, they began to.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Hair hanging in filthy ropes. One arm enormous. The other twisted against his chest like the wing of a broken bird.

No one could later remember who had described him first.

Only that eventually everyone seemed to know what he looked like.

Some claimed they'd seen him standing beside the old Flintoff property.

Others insisted he watched from the scrub beyond the quarry.

There were those who swore his eyes shone blue after sunset.

Schoolmaster   Arthur   Flintoff   urged   calm.   Fear,   he   reminded   the townsfolk, spread faster than facts.

The school would not close.

Lessons   continued.   Attendance   was   marked.   Empty   desks   remained empty. Life, Arthur insisted, must go on.

But children had begun whispering among themselves. They knew about the figure near the Flintoff property. They knew about the crooked arm. They knew he lived somewhere near the chickens, though none could say who had first told them. And they knew his name.

Rooster.

Soon the adults knew it too.

Then the warnings began.

“Come home before dark.”

“Don't wander near the school.”

“Stay away from the Flintoff property.”

And eventually:

“Rooster will get you.”

Years passed.

The   missing   children   became   graves   without   bodies.   Search   parties became   funerals   without   coffins.   Rumour   hardened   into   memory,   and memory into something that felt very much like truth.

The details changed.

The certainty did not.

No one ever asked whether the monster had a home. Whether it had a mother. Whether it had ever been a child itself.

No one wondered how a man supposedly seen everywhere could be known by almost no one.

The   children   had   whispered   about   Rooster   long   before   anyone disappeared. But somewhere along the way, the strange man in the trees had become the thing taking them.

No one could say exactly when.

By then, Old Redclay had stopped looking for an explanation.

It had found something far more useful.

Someone to blame.




CHAPTER ONE

The Man Who Taught Order

 

The storm hit Old Redclay like a fist. Lightning split the sky over the Flintoff property, and thunder rolled across the mallee scrub loud enough to shake the blue stone walls of the schoolhouse.

Inside the main house, Margaret Flintoff screamed.

The sound carried down the hallway, past the study and through the thin wall of the back bedroom, where Thomas and Gerald lay huddled together beneath the blankets, listening to their mother's screams.

In the master bedroom, Arthur Flintoff stood beside his wife with his sleeves rolled above his elbows, his hands steady even as the lamp flickered, and the wind howled through the eaves.

It was her third child. The others had come easier. Long, painful labors, yes, but nothing like this. The midwife, a grim woman from town named Mrs. Cull, had arrived at dusk with her bag of linens and herbs. Now, past midnight, she worked in silence, her face glistening with sweat that had nothing to do with the heat.

“Push,” Mrs. Cull said. “Once more.”

Margaret's body arched off the mattress, her fingers clawing at the sheets and tearing threads loose. Arthur held her shoulders, pinning her steady, his jaw set, so tightly a muscle jumped in his cheek.

Another flash of lightning lit the room white as bone. And then the baby came.

The cry cut through the storm—a thin, reedy wail that sounded more animal than human. Mrs. Cull lifted the infant, her expression shifting from relief to something darker. She turned the child, inspecting him, and her mouth flattened into a line.

“What is it?” Margaret gasped, collapsing back against the pillows. “Is it whole?”

Mrs. Cull didn’t answer. She wrapped the baby in a linen cloth, but not before Arthur saw. The left arm, no bigger than a chicken’s wing, curled and twisted against the tiny chest. The fingers—if they could be called that— were fused together, a useless claw that would never grip, never lift, and never be anything but a mark of difference.

For the briefest moment, the infant opened his eyes. They were clear, impossibly blue, searching without understanding. His tiny fingers on his good hand stretched instinctively toward the nearest warmth, opening and closing as though expecting to find a parent’s touch. Arthur looked down.

For one impossible second, his hand lifted.

It moved towards the child almost without purpose, fingers opening as though to touch the damp dark hair. He stopped inches away.

The baby turned blindly towards the warmth.

Arthur's hand remained there.

Then the blanket shifted.

The twisted arm showed again.

Arthur's hand recoiled an inch.

Then stopped.

His fingers slowly curled into a fist.

“No...”

He stepped back, his hands slipping from Margaret's shoulders as though she'd burned him.

Margaret saw the way he looked at her then.

Not as his wife.

As though she had done this to him.

“Arthur?”   Margaret’s   voice   was   weak,   confused.   “What   is   it?   What’s wrong?”

Anything he might have said would have made the child real. Silence was easier. Arthur searched his memory with desperate speed. Had Margaret done something during the pregnancy? Had he sinned? Was this punishment?

Was it something that had happened in the womb?

Or had it come from him?

Arthur's face changed.

That possibility he could not bear.

Mrs. Cull cleared her throat. “A boy,” she said, forcing the words out. “Born alive. But… deformed.”

Margaret made a sound—half sob, half denial. She reached for the infant, but   Mrs.   Cull   held   him   away,   her   eyes   fixed   on   Arthur,   waiting   for instruction.

From the hallway came the thin cry of Gerald, not yet two, woken by the sudden silence after the screaming.

A moment later, Thomas appeared in the doorway.

Barely three himself, he stood clutching the frame in his nightshirt, his thumb in his mouth. Gerald pressed against his side, crying softly.

Neither boy entered.

Thomas stared at the strange tableau before him—their mother weeping, their father rigid beside the bed, and Mrs Cull holding something small that would not stop squirming.

Thomas looked at the bundle.

Then at Arthur.

His father wasn't looking at the baby the way he'd looked at Gerald.

Thomas's thumb slipped slowly from his mouth.

Gerald's crying had quietened to small, uncertain hiccups. He pressed himself closer against his brother's side.

Neither boy entered the room.

Mrs Cull held the squirming bundle against her chest.

Margaret wept into the pillow. Arthur stood beside the bed with his hands clenched at his sides.

Thomas looked at his new brother once more.

No one smiled.

No one reached for him.

Thomas   took  a   hesitant   step   toward   the   bed,   peering   up   at   the   tiny bundle. Before he could see inside, Arthur caught him by the shoulder.

“Go back to bed.”

The words weren’t loud, but they didn’t need to be. Thomas began to cry, a thin, uncertain sound, and Gerald wailed louder in response. Arthur crossed to   the   rain-streaked   window   and   stared   into   the   darkness,   where   his reflection stared back. School principal. Church elder. A man parents trusted with their children. Tomorrow the town would congratulate him on another son.

How   long   before   someone   discovered   the   truth?   Everything   Arthur Flintoff had spent a lifetime building seemed to collapse beneath the weight of one twisted little arm.

*   *   *

Two days after the storm, Arthur opened the family Bible.

Margaret watched from the bed.

The book rested across his knees, its leather cover worn smooth at the corners. Near the back were the pages reserved for births, marriages and deaths, each entry written in Arthur's careful hand.

Thomas Flintoff.

Gerald Flintoff.

Beneath Gerald's name waited an empty line.

Arthur uncapped the ink.

Margaret watched his pen hover over the page.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

From somewhere beyond the house came the faint cry of an infant.

Arthur's hand stopped.

Margaret looked towards the window.

“Arthur.”

He replaced the pen in its holder.

“No.”

“He is your son.”

Arthur closed the Bible.

The sound was small.

Final.

Margaret stared at the leather cover.

“What will you tell people?”

Arthur stood.

“The truth they need.”

He returned the Bible to the shelf.

The empty line remained.

But the child lived.

Whenever Arthur was away at the school or occupied with the farm, Margaret slipped quietly to the back room where the baby was kept. She carried warm milk, fresh blankets, and whispered comforts that were never spoken loudly enough to carry beyond the walls.

Thomas and Gerald knew their brother was there. They heard him crying in the night and sometimes glimpsed Margaret disappearing through the door with milk or clean linen.

Once, when a neighbor came to the house, Thomas pointed towards the hallway.

“Baby,” he said.

Arthur's hand closed around his shoulder. Not hard enough to hurt.

Hard enough to make the boy look up.

“There is no baby.”

Thomas stared at him.

A cry sounded faintly from the back room.

Arthur's fingers tightened.

“Do you understand me?”

Thomas nodded.

He never mentioned his brother to a visitor again.

Gerald learned by watching Thomas.

The secret was never kept from the family.

It was kept by them.

Visitors were steered towards the front rooms. Neighbours were never invited farther into the house than Arthur allowed. If the baby cried while someone was at the door, Margaret learned not to look towards the sound.

Yet when she was alone with him, she held him. She changed him. She whispered comforts against his hair.

Still, she never quite dared call him my son.

Arthur insisted that a son was a blessing bestowed by God.

To Arthur, this child was something else entirely.

Mrs. Cull returned three days later under the pretence of checking on Margaret.

Arthur met her in the hallway.

“How is the child?”

His expression did not change.

“There is no child.”

Mrs. Cull stared at him.

From the back room came a faint cry.

Neither moved.

“Mr Flintoff—”

“My wife has suffered enough.”

It was not a threat. Not quite.

But Mrs. Cull understood.

After that, she asked no questions in Arthur's presence.

She returned more than once during Margaret's recovery, always under the pretence of checking on the new mother.

When Arthur was elsewhere, she examined the infant in silence, brought what little she could without attracting notice, and offered Margaret advice in whispers.

Each time she left, there were tears in her eyes.

She told herself there was nothing else a woman in her position could do.

Within   the   Flintoff   household,   the   child   became   something   no   one acknowledged. Arthur referred to him only as “the mistake.” Thomas sensed the   tension   without   understanding   it,   while   Gerald   was   too   young   to remember anything at all. Both boys quickly learned that certain parts of the house were forbidden, and that asking about the baby who had supposedly died earned only silence—or their father’s cold stare.

So they stopped asking.

He   grew   in   the   quiet   spaces   of   the   house.   He   learned   the   difference between his mother’s footsteps—soft and quick, bringing the scent of milk and the brief warmth of her arms—and his father’s, which were heavy and slow and meant he had to be silent as dust. He learned the world from a single window: a patch of sky, the branch of a gum tree, and the muffled voices of children he was never allowed to meet.

The family did not stop growing because of him.

In time, another child came. A daughter this time. Eliza. Her birth was spoken   of   openly.   Neighbours   brought   food.   Arthur   accepted congratulations. A cradle stood inside the cottage where everyone could see it.

Years later came Ruth, smaller and fairer than the others, welcomed into the same house as though a third son had never been born within its walls.

The boy watched his sisters grow from the edges of the family that should have been his. He learned their names long before either of them understood who—or what—their older brother was supposed to be.

He had no name, no place at the family table, and no record of his birth. He had only a mother who loved him in secret... and a father who wished the storm had carried him away.

For a time, Margaret's love survived in secret.

But secrets are heavy things, and even love can grow tired beneath their weight.

The child did not know that.

He believed his mother would always come.

The  summer storms never failed to return. Whenever thunder rolled across the plains, Arthur remembered the twisted little arm, the infant's cries, and the terrible certainty that something unnatural had entered his home with   the   rain.   He   buried   those   thoughts   beneath   work,   routine   and respectability.

But the child endured.

He grew.

And with every passing year, there was more of him to hide.




CHAPTER TWO

The Empty Place at the Table

 

The bell to the schoolhouse never rang. Arthur Flintoff saw no purpose in it. Bells were for people who needed reminding. His students knew when lessons began, they knew when they ended, and they knew better than to make him wait.

Inside, fifteen children sat at their desks. Their backs were straight, their hands rested flat, and their eyes remained fixed forward. They had learned that Mr. Flintoff noticed everything.

Arthur stood at the front of the classroom, still and unmoving. He was a large man, but it was not his size that made the children afraid—it was the certainty that came with him. He never needed to raise his voice; he had built something stronger than fear: expectation.

The children knew what happened when they disappointed him.

He wrote the day’s lesson on the blackboard in careful, precise letters:

ORDER

He stepped back, letting the single word hang in the air. He glanced at the faces before him—blank, waiting. They thought he was teaching them history, mathematics, religion. But those were just vessels. There was only one subject that mattered.

“Can someone—” Arthur’s voice was calm, measured, and impossible to ignore “—explain why governments require laws?”

The silence that followed was immediate. The children knew the answer, but they also knew there was only one way to give it.

Henry Walsh raised his hand. “Because people need rules, sir.”

Arthur studied him for a moment. “Not quite.”

The boy lowered his eyes.

“People   need   rules   because   without   them,   they   choose   what   benefits themselves,”  Arthur  said.  “Order  exists because  human  nature   cannot  be trusted.”

He turned back to the blackboard and wrote the word a second time.

“Remember that. The world does not remain stable because people are good. It remains stable because someone ensures they behave.”

Henry nodded and fixed his gaze on his desk. No reprimand was needed, and Arthur never needed to threaten them. The children had learned the rules long before they learned the reason for them.

Arthur moved on, crossing behind the rows with a stride that never once creaked a floorboard. He gestured toward the window, but no one allowed their   eyes   to   follow.   The   shaft   of   light   had   migrated   across   the   room, bleaching the edge of the second row. Heat baked the air so fiercely that the scent of dry chalk was the only thing cutting through it.

He continued the lesson, speaking of rebellions, disputes, and settlements destroyed by poor leadership. To Arthur, history was not a record of what happened; it was evidence—proof that whenever people were left to their own instincts, chaos followed.

At intervals, Arthur called on a student by name. Each time, the child replied with an answer drawn straight from his notes, repeated verbatim. No one speculated. No one risked a guess after Henry’s attempt. When Arthur found   a   mistake,   he   pointed   to   it   with   his   thumb,   sometimes   not   even bothering to speak.

He had that kind of authority—the kind that drew power from stillness, not force.

The children sat upright and silent despite the heat, sweat shining on their faces, none daring to wipe it away.

His own daughters sat among them. Eliza, fourteen, occupied a desk nearer the front, her cropped hair exposing the narrow line of her neck. She held herself rigidly beneath her father's gaze, one hand curled beneath the edge of the desk while the other copied his words.

Ruth, nine, sat farther back in the fourth row, her hair pulled so tight that the skin at her brow gleamed. She did not look at him once, her hand moving steadily across the page as if transcribing law.

Here, they were not his daughters. They were pupils. And Arthur Flintoff expected no less from them than he did from anyone else.

At half past three, the lesson ended—not with a bell, but with the closing of Arthur’s notebook. He placed the chalk on the sill, squared the corners of his notes, and looked at the class.

“Go.” The word was neither dismissal nor invitation, but an instruction.

The children filed out in silence—first the boys, then the girls. No one pushed.   No   one   whispered.   Not   until   the   last   of   them   had   crossed   the threshold did anyone break into a run, and even then, it was a cautious, embarrassed jog, as though the force of Arthur’s will still pressed against their backs.

When the room was empty, Arthur stood at the window and watched the sun collapse behind the mallee scrub. The classroom was still, filled only with the faint click of the chalk cooling on the sill and the shallow heat that lingered in the room.

He straightened the desks, passed a hand along the tops to check for dust, and swept the blackboard with a single, even pass. Only then did he leave, closing the door so quietly that the only sound was the subtle click of the latch.

Outside, the yard was empty, the children already scattered along the dirt tracks. Arthur crossed the yard without hurrying, his shadow stretching the length of the building. At the far end, he paused, turned once to survey the blank windows, and continued on toward the cottage, where the true work of the day waited for him.

*   *   *

The heat remained trapped inside the Flintoff cottage long after sunset, though Margaret no longer noticed it. There were too many other things she had learned to endure. She moved between the stove and the table with the careful efficiency of someone who had spent years making herself smaller. Every movement was quiet; every need was placed behind someone else’s.

At the table, four of the Flintoff children sat in two facing rows.

At the near end sat Gerald, nineteen, already wide in the chest and gut, his large hands dwarfing his tin utensils as he ate in slow, mechanical bites. Opposite him was Eliza, thin as a cattail, her hair kept so short it looked cropped to the scalp. She wore a threadbare cardigan over her dress, picking compulsively at the scabs on her wrists. Beside her sat Ruth, her nose dusted with freckles, keeping her head down as she pinched every bite of food with precise care.

At   the   head   of   the   table,   Arthur   Flintoff   presided.   His   shirt   was unbuttoned at the throat, his sleeves rolled back to reveal thick forearms stippled with old scars. Chalk dust was still visible beneath his nails. He looked   larger   indoors,   as   though   the   cottage   was   scaled   wrong   for   his proportions. He did not speak at first, the silence filled only by the scrape of cutlery and the faint cough of the wind in the flue.

There was no seventh place at the table. No chair, no plate, no empty space left as an apology. The absence was simply accepted.

Margaret ladled stew from a dented iron pot—a thick, grey broth of barley and mutton. She set the ladle down, wiped her hands on her apron, and took her seat at the foot of the table, opposite Arthur.

They  ate   in  silence,   watched  by Arthur   not  with  affection,   but  with clinical assessment.

“Thomas,” he said.

Thomas, twenty-one, seated at mid-table, cleared his throat and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He recited in a practiced monotone: “The   Crown   appointed   the   first   governors   without   consultation   of   the colonists. Those selected were to enforce order and report directly to London. There was no—” he hesitated, searching for the word “—no democracy, but rule by charter.”

“Correct,” Arthur said. “Eliza. Why does that matter now?”

Eliza stared into her plate. “Because order has to be imposed. It does not come on its own.”

Arthur nodded once, shifting his gaze.

The   meal   continued,   every   word   marshalled  by   Arthur,   every   answer delivered like a lesson learned by rote.

Margaret reached for the bread at the center of the table, breaking it into quarters.   Her   hands   were   thin   and   raw   from   lye.   Arthur   watched   her, unmoving, until her hands rested in her lap.

He lifted his fork and spoke, his voice dry and flat. “It is good to see the table full. Even if we are missing the mistake.”

No one reacted. Not a twitch, not a sigh.

Margaret's fingers curled suddenly against the tablecloth before she forced them open again.

Her gaze fell to her own hand.

For an instant, it was not her hand she saw, but another—tiny, damp and newly   born,   reaching   blindly   towards   warmth   while   thunder   shook   the house around them.

Then Margaret picked up the bread.

When  the   meal  ended,   Margaret  collected the   tin  plates  with  brittle precision and carried them to the washbasin. Arthur leaned back in his chair, tapping the edge of the table twice before standing.

“Thomas, you’ll tend to the stock in the morning.”

Thomas nodded. Arthur left the room, the floorboards bending slightly beneath his weight.

When he was gone, the air in the kitchen loosened a fraction. Gerald belched quietly, while Eliza looked towards her mother, waiting for a nod, a glance—some indication of what she was supposed to do.

Whatever answer Eliza had hoped to find there never came.

Margaret wiped the table in tight, deliberate circles, her shoulders bowed, carrying the weight of unspoken things that could never be scrubbed away.

*   *   *

After dinner, Arthur Flintoff stepped out onto the veranda with a lit pipe. The boards flexed underfoot as he stood at the corner post, surveying his property in the darkening twilight.

Everything was where it belonged. Everything was accounted for.

Except one thing.

He scanned the yard with slow, deliberate discipline.

The boys were in the quarters, the girls in their room, and Margaret was clearing the kitchen.

The only thing out of place was a dark smudge near the peppercorn trees at the edge of the scrub.

Arthur narrowed his eyes until the shape resolved.

There, where the cleared land met the wild, stood Rooster.

Even from fifty yards, Arthur could make out the uneven silhouette—the towering height, the massive right shoulder, and the twisted left arm held tight against his chest. His hair hung in filthy ropes.

He turned his head towards the house, and for an instant the fading light caught his eyes, two flashes of blue against the dark.

Rooster   did   not   move.   He   stood   like   a   monument   carved   into   the landscape, staring back at the main house.

Arthur took a slow draw from his pipe, watching the figure. He did not think of him as a son. That word belonged to Thomas and Gerald—the sons whose names were recorded in the family Bible. Not him. Never him.

For a long, silent minute, father and discarded son locked eyes across the dark  yard. In that gaze, Arthur  saw no  fear,  no  pleading. Only a quiet, unwavering   stillness   that   mirrored   his   own.   A   flicker   of   something— annoyance,   perhaps—tightened   his   jaw.   He   turned   away,   dismissing   the shadow, and stepped back inside.

The door latched with a heavy, final click.

Outside, the yard settled into stillness.

Then, from somewhere far beyond the barn—deep in the scrub where the property line ended—came a single, sharp sound: the heavy crack of an axe biting   deep   into   a   chopping   block.   The   echo   rolled   across   the   dry   clay, shaking the quiet air.

In the coop, the chickens went dead silent.

Rooster did not flinch. The only change was the sharp narrowing of his blue   eyes,   locking   onto   the   house   like   a   blade.   He   stood   beneath   the peppercorn tree, listening to the night—to the wind, the cicadas, and the deep, silent pulse of a debt waiting to be paid.




CHAPTER THREE

The Boy in the Coop

 

Night in the coop was familiar. The smell of straw and chicken feathers had   been   there   longer   than   any   memory   Rooster   possessed.   It   was   not pleasant, but it was his.

The chickens shifted around him in the darkness, their warmth pressed against his skin, their breathing softer than any human voice he had ever known.

He lay there with his eyes open, staring at the ceiling three inches above his nose. He could see every cut and splinter in the planks, every nail rusted soft by the sweat of years. A hen had wedged herself under his right armpit, not quite asleep, her legs shivering now and then in the throes of some nightmare. He ran his thumb the length of her back, slow as a clock hand, feeling the flesh pulse beneath her feathers.

His right hand had grown large from years of labor. His left was smaller, twisted   inward,   with   fingers   that   never   fully   opened.   He   had   stopped wondering why it was different; the chickens never cared. His right hand looked even larger when he stretched it out in front of him, fingers splayed and twitching—the left a knot of bone and skin that barely moved, the right alive with motion.

He opened the right fist, then closed it. Opened, closed. There was a rhythm to it, like a slow mechanical heart.

The ceiling flickered. Sometimes, if the moon was right, the cracks let in a thin stripe of light and shadow that moved across his face as the night turned. He watched the shadow crawl across the roof, breathing only through his nose, his breath slow and deliberate—the kind you took if you didn’t want to use it up too fast.

He didn’t sleep. The hens did, all around him, layered in the straw like an oil painting. They gave off a sound he had never heard in humans: not snoring,   not   breathing,   but   the   faintest   hum,   as   if   every   feather   were vibrating in an invisible wind. He could tell by the way the noise changed if a rat was moving in the walls, if a snake had curled under the floorboards, or if the fox had come again and was watching from beyond the fence. He could tell the difference between wind and weather and the footsteps of the Flintoff children in the yard, the way their boots pounded the clay like stones dropped in water.

He knew the coop by its dimensions—twelve feet by eight—and by the feel of its split-log walls against his back. The floor was a century of packed earth, and the door's single latch was the kind you could easily open if you cared to.

His eyes traveled to the high window, nailed over with a double layer of mesh, then to the far wall. A single wooden rail ran its length, pitted with claw marks, a testament to the generations of hens who had roosted there in their own warmth.

Rooster rolled his head left, then right, careful not to disturb the birds. He let his eyes focus on the gaps in the boards where light and air slid in. He remembered, perfectly, the first time he had seen that light.

He was four years old, and the world was an endless red, the dust so fine it pasted to the back of the throat and burned the nose. The door to the coop stood open. Straw rose in pale heaps up to his knees, every stalk sticky and sharp. Margaret’s hand rested on his shoulder for a moment longer than necessary. Then she removed it and closed the door.

The   air   snapped   with   the   sound   of   wood   meeting   wood.   The   latch dropped, and the room went dim. Margaret’s steps faded quickly across the yard—no looking back, not even a pause at the threshold. Arthur’s voice was already   retreating   into   the   blue   stone   cottage,   flat   and   final,   the   words landing with a thud on the inside of his brain: “He belongs with the animals.”

His mind went quiet. The sound of the latch was a thing he heard with his skin, not his ears. He did not think to cry. He did not think at all.

The world was a storm of white and brown feathers. Then it was still. A dozen pairs of black, bottomless eyes stared at him. One hen stepped forward, pressing her ragged breast against his ankle. He reached for her, his small hand tracing the curve of her neck. She made a low, pneumatic sound. He made it back. The others drew closer, a wave of damp, sun-hot feathers rising to meet him.

He spent that first afternoon counting the slats in the wall. He started with one, then two, then lost track and started again. The sunlight came in thin blades, cutting through the dust and painting the straw with lines of white so bright they looked edible. He put his face in the beam just to see if it would burn him, but it didn’t. It only made the sweat at his brow run faster. He lay down, and the chickens came with him, piling at his flanks, their claws scoring little lines into his bare calves. He closed his eyes, and the sound of his own breath mixed with theirs—a choir of tiny engines never running down.

He woke at dusk to the sound of a fox screaming on the far side of the fence. In the new dark, the straw felt cold, but the hens kept him warm. He did   not   call   for   anyone.   He   did   not   remember   ever   thinking   there   was someone to call for.

When the  moon  rose, he tracked it through  the  cracks  in the  roof, counting how many breaths it took to cross from one side to the other. In the morning, the door opened, and the air came in and slapped him awake. Margaret stood in the yard with a tin cup of water, poured it onto the dirt at his feet, and waited for him to crawl out. He did, holding the smallest hen cupped in the fork of his left arm, as if she might not survive the return to the real world without him.

He never left the coop for more than an hour at a time after that. Even when hunger pulled at his stomach, he stayed close to the outbuildings, waiting for whatever Margaret might bring him when Arthur was elsewhere. The cottage remained something seen through windows and open doors—a place of lamplight, voices and meals he could smell but was never invited to share.

In time, the smell of bird and straw became more familiar to him than bread or sugar. He came to know the names of every hen—not the names the others used, for Arthur and Margaret never bothered to name them, but the names they seemed to have for one another. Each hen had a note, a sequence of clicks or squawks that was hers alone, and he learned to mimic each one perfectly.

If he called, they answered.

Even in the dark.

Especially in the dark.

Years passed like this. The straw changed from gold to grey, the slats in the   wall   bowed   and   cracked,   and   the   chickens   were   replaced   by   others, sometimes overnight. He grew too big for the room, too long in the bone, but he never outgrew the ceiling. He learned to stoop, to fold his body in half, and to move without sound. He learned to eat what was thrown to him: kitchen scraps, bread gone moldy, and eggs when there were too many to sell at market. He learned that when it rained, the roof leaked, and the only dry spot was under the old tin feed bucket. He learned to sleep with one hand open, always in the straw, always waiting.

He opened his right hand now, held it up to the thin band of moonlight, and studied the lines and whorls. The hand was a story in itself: the long finger broken twice,  the scar at the  base where Gerald had bitten clean through the skin, the way the thumb never quite aligned with the others. He let the hand fall and closed it, then opened it again.

The first time he'd seen his own blood, he'd been standing beside the chicken coop.

It was a summer night, the air so still it rang in his ears. Gerald and Thomas stood at the coop door, their voices pitching up and down like the warble of lost birds. Rooster was five or maybe six, old enough to know their game. They brought sharp, jagged stones and threw them at the wall—not to hit him directly, but to startle the chickens and make them run. The stones clattered against the logs, sending splinters and dust into the air. Every time Rooster   flinched,   the   boys   laughed,   calling   him   by   names   he   did   not understand.

The chickens shrieked and pressed close to his chest. He put his hand up to shield his face, and one stone caught the back of his wrist, splitting it open. He watched the blood well up, slow and syrupy, running down the length of his arm and into the straw. The color was wrong—too dark, almost black.

He did not scream. He did not tell. The blood dried in the straw and the cut healed over, but the line of the scar stayed forever—a raised lip across the bone. He learned to keep his hand hidden when the boys came near, to crouch lower in the straw, and to make himself not worth their time.

He  learned that even in pain,  you could be silent. You could outlast anything.

He shifted on the straw, careful not to wake the birds. The hen under his arm trembled but did not pull away. He flexed his hand, feeling the ache travel up his arm and settle in his shoulder. He watched the shadow on the ceiling shift as the clouds moved outside, tracing the pattern with his eyes.

He   remembered,   clear   as   the   air   after   a   thunderstorm,   the   sound   of Margaret’s voice from beyond the door. She never yelled. She spoke in a monotone, as if reading off a ledger.

“Stay where you’re told,” she’d say. Or, “You’re not to come out.” Or, if she was feeling something close to mercy, “There’s bread by the door. Take it before the birds do.”

Arthur never spoke to him at all. The only sounds the man made were commands for the boys, questions barked at Margaret, or the low, sing-song voice he used when reading the Bible on Sundays. Rooster sometimes pressed his face to the mesh at the coop window and watched the family through the cottage glass. He saw them sitting at the table, heads bowed, hands folded, mouths moving in silent prayer. He watched their bodies shift and twitch as they fought not to look out the window at the shape in the yard.

He remembered the first time he saw a fox break through the fence. The animal was redder than anything he’d ever seen, moving with a carelessness that   made   Rooster   ache.   It   watched   him   through   the   slats,   yellow   eyes unblinking, and for a moment Rooster wondered what it would be like to leave the coop—to run on all fours, to disappear into the scrub and never be seen again.

But the door stayed closed. The latch never lifted.

He opened his hand again, pressed it to the floor, and felt the grit and the cold.   He   had   watched   the   chickens   scratch   at   the   dirt   along   the   walls, searching for gaps that weren't there. Sometimes he wondered what they would do if they found one.

Sometimes he wondered what he would do.

He wondered what he would find out there. He wondered if the air would smell the same.

He closed his eyes. He counted the beats of his own heart, slow and steady, like a chicken’s in sleep.

He did not dream.

The night ticked forward. In the morning, the world would be the same: the slats, the straw, the smell, the birds. The sky would turn above the coop, the air would creep under the door, and his hand would open and close, open and close, until the day someone remembered to let him out.

*   *   *

In the dark, a chicken fluffed her wings and dusted him with a scatter of dry,   ammoniac   powder.   Rooster   rolled  his  shoulder   to   shake   it   off.   The motion brought his hand into a fresh patch of straw, sharp with the sting of stale waste. The smell jogged a memory.

A tin-plated, dented around the rim, pushed through the crack of the door. There was never a voice to call him; the plate simply appeared, shoved ahead by the toe of a boot, landing with a wet slap in the straw. He would wait until the foot withdrew before crawling forward on hands and knees, his left arm dragging along for balance.

On the plate sat a knob of fat, a torn heel of bread, carrot tops or the green ends of an onion—sometimes a scoop of grain from the sack. If there was gristle or rind, he chewed it slowly, letting it sit in his mouth until the salt and grease had all leeched out. He had learned early how to eat without making a sound.

He   wore   what   was   given.  In   winter,   Margaret   cut   lengths   of   hessian sacking and laid them over the straw—no instructions, just the raw material left for him to figure out. Sometimes there was a hole for his head, sometimes not. He learned to tie the corners into knots and cinch it at his waist, which made him look, in his own mind’s eye, like a scarecrow that had come down from the paddock and decided to sleep among the chickens. When it rained, the sackcloth drew in water, growing heavier, darker, and clinging to his skin like an extra hide.

Winter brought its own kind of dark. Frost crawled up the inside of the timber slats, glistening in the morning and gone by noon. Rooster would curl into the straw, dragging three or four hens with him under the cover of the feed bin. Their warmth was better than a blanket. The chickens didn’t mind, as long as he kept still and didn’t squeeze too tight. Sometimes he woke up with a hen’s beak pressed into his armpit, or claws digging through the sack and pinching a stripe of skin underneath. He got used to the tiny bruises, the slow rotation of blue and yellow marks up and down his ribs.

During   the   hot   months,   the   hens   fell   asleep   wherever   they   dropped. During the cold, they all huddled in the same corner—a pile of pale flesh and quivering feathers, pressed so tight that their hearts sounded like the ticking of a wind-up clock.

Rooster   always   placed   himself   at   the   edge,   his   right   arm   curved protectively   around   the   birds   while   his   small   left   limb   remained   folded against his chest. The hens pressed themselves into the hollow of his body, seeking whatever warmth he could give them.

On the coldest nights, he could no longer tell where their trembling ended and his began.

He heard voices sometimes through the cracks when the other Flintoff children played in the yard. They didn’t come close—not at first. They were told, in tones that brooked no dispute, not to bother the animals. But as they grew older, they tested the fence.

Thomas was twelve when the games changed.

Gerald still laughed when they called Rooster names through the timber or dared one another to creep close enough to make him stir. But Thomas had begun looking for other ways to provoke him.

One   afternoon,   Arthur   found   him   standing   outside   the   coop   with   a length of rope in his hands.

“What are you doing?”

Thomas hid the rope behind his back.

“Nothing.”

Gerald stood several feet away. He wasn't laughing.

Arthur held out his hand.

“Give it to me.”

Thomas obeyed.

Through the gaps in the timber, Rooster watched them.

Arthur never asked what the rope had been for.

When they tired of this, they moved on to other games. Eliza and Ruth, the girls, kept their distance, but they








































































































































