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The night should have been loud.
Crickets usually stitched the darkness together with their songs, and the gum trees whispered whenever the wind passed through. But tonight, everything felt wrong—too wide, too quiet. Possum Mama clung to the rough bark of her usual tree and felt it again: the hollow where warmth should be.
Her pouch was empty.
She froze, heart thumping so hard she could feel it in her whiskers. Slowly, carefully, she checked again, nudging the soft folds with her nose as if the babies might be hiding, playing a trick. They weren’t. No tiny tails. No gentle squeaks. Just the cold night air where her joeys should have been.
Panic crept in like a shadow.
Only hours ago, they had been there—three little ones, blind and clumsy, tucked safely against her as she foraged near the creek. She remembered the snap of a branch, the sudden rush to climb higher, the way she’d leapt tree to tree without looking back. Had she climbed too fast? Had one slipped? Or two? Or all three?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Possum Mama closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe.
Think. She had to think.
She lowered herself down the trunk and sniffed the bark, the leaves, the dirt below. There—faint, familiar scents tangled together. Her babies. They had been here. Recently. Relief fluttered in her chest, quickly chased by fear. The smells split apart, leading in different directions, thin as threads ready to snap.
“Stay strong,” she told herself, though no sound came out.
She chose the strongest trail and followed it across the forest floor, moving low and slow. Every rustle made her flinch. Every unfamiliar scent made her pause. The forest was full of dangers for small, helpless joeys—but it was also full of hiding places, and hope.
A soft sound stopped her.
Not a cricket. Not the wind.
A squeak.
Possum Mama lifted her head, ears twitching, eyes scanning the darkness. The sound came again, weak but real, from somewhere near the fallen log ahead. Her tired legs carried her forward faster now, heart pounding with something new—determination.
“I’m coming,” she whispered into the night.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The forest did not answer, but it watched as Possum Mama disappeared into the shadows, following the call of her lost child, unaware that this was only the beginning of her search.
 
The fallen log smelled of rot and rain, its hollow belly split open by time. Possum Mama circled it once, then twice, nose brushing the damp wood. The squeak came again—closer now—but not where she expected.
“Up there?” she wondered.
She lifted her gaze. Claw marks scratched the bark of a nearby sapling, small and messy, exactly the way a joey would climb when frightened and unsure. Hope surged through her. She climbed quickly, but not recklessly this time, pausing at every branch to listen.
Nothing.
At the top, she found only snapped leaves and silence.
Possum Mama’s ears drooped. The forest was playing tricks now, echoing sounds, bending scents. She climbed back down and pressed her belly to the ground, letting instinct guide her. Mothers knew things without knowing how. She followed a faint trail toward the creek, where moonlight silvered the water and frogs began their nightly chorus.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That’s when she caught a new smell.
Not her joeys.
Fox.
Her muscles tightened instantly. A fox had passed through recently—too recently. The scent crossed one of her babies’ trails, then veered away. Possum Mama stood very still, listening for danger, for movement, for anything that might tell her it was too late.
But the trail didn’t end.
It continued—faster, more scattered—like something small had wriggled free and fled. Relief nearly made her legs give out. One of them had escaped. One of them was still out there.
She hurried on, keeping to shadows, climbing when the ground felt too open. Near the creek bank, she found tiny claw prints in the mud, wobbling but clear. Beside them lay a leaf she remembered—a leaf her smallest joey had tugged at earlier that night.
“You’re clever,” she thought, pride cutting through her fear. “Just like that.”
A soft splash sounded nearby.
Possum Mama froze, then peeked over the edge of the bank. There, clinging to a low branch over the water, was a small, trembling shape. Big ears. Thin tail. Eyes wide with terror.
Her baby.
The joey squeaked again, louder now, reaching out blindly.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Possum Mama didn’t hesitate. She scrambled down and wrapped herself around the tiny body, pulling it close, shielding it from the world. The joey burrowed against her, shaking, then slowly grew still as warmth returned.
She checked her pouch—one was not enough, but it was a start.
Possum Mama lifted her head and looked back toward the forest. Two trails still waited. Two children still missing.
Holding her recovered joey tight, she turned back into the night, knowing the search was far from over.
 
Dawn crept in quietly, painting the edges of the forest in pale gold. Possum Mama rested in the fork of a tall tree, her rescued joey tucked deep in her pouch, breathing softly. She hadn’t slept—not really. Every sound below had kept her alert, every movement reminding her that two of her babies were still out there.
When the forest fully woke, she moved again.
With the safety of daylight, scents grew clearer. Birds stirred insects from the leaves, and the wind carried whispers from places she hadn’t searched yet. Possum Mama climbed down and followed the older of the two remaining trails, the one that curved toward the rocky hill beyond the creek.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ground changed there—harder, scattered with stones. The trail faded, broken by sun-warmed rock that held no smell. She stopped, frustration prickling at her fur. This was where fear liked to grow.
Then she saw it.
A feather. Bent, chewed at the tip.
Hawk.
Her chest tightened. Hawks hunted by day. If one of her joeys had wandered into the open… Possum Mama forced herself not to think in pictures. Instead, she climbed. High branches meant safety, and high branches meant answers.
From above, the forest looked different. Clearings revealed themselves. Shadows showed movement. And near the rocky hill, under a dense cluster of vines, something stirred.
Too small to be a shadow. Too still to be a leaf.
Possum Mama leapt.
She landed beside the vines and pushed through, hissing low. Inside, curled against the rock, was another joey—scraped, dirty, but alive. One ear twitched as Possum Mama approached, and the little one let out a tired, broken squeak.
“I’ve got you,” she thought fiercely.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
She cleaned the joey quickly, checking for injury, then guided it into her pouch alongside its sibling. The two pressed together, tiny and warm, and for the first time since the night before, Possum Mama felt something close to balance.
But only close.
One trail remained.
She didn’t rest. Fear sharpened her senses now, driving her toward the lowland trees near the human path—a place she avoided whenever she could. The smells there were wrong: metal, smoke, strange animals that walked on two legs.
As she crept closer, a new sound drifted through the air.
A soft, rhythmic thudding.
Not footsteps. Not wings.
Something else.
Possum Mama flattened herself against the trunk and watched the path below, knowing that whatever waited there would be the
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