
		
			[image: Cover of When There Are Wolves Again. The cover depicts a wolf with a rainbow tint effect applied to it standing in front of a cream-coloured background. Four slim tree trunks, all with branches and some leaves, grow out from the wolf. These trees have a multi-coloured gradient, with green at the top, blue in the middle and pink at the bottom of each one.]
		

	
		

		
			About the Author

			E. J. Swift is a speculative fiction writer based in London. She is the author of The Osiris Project trilogy, a series set in a world radically altered by climate change, and Paris Adrift, a tale of bartenders and time travel in the City of Light. Her short fiction has been nominated for the Sunday Times short story award and the British Science Fiction Award, and has appeared in a variety of publications from Solaris, Salt Publishing, Jurassic London and Penguin Random House. The Coral Bones was shortlisted for the Arthur C. Clarke Award, the Kitschies’ Red Tentacle and the British Science Fiction Association awards.

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			ALSO BY E. J. SWIFT

			 

			The Coral Bones

			Paris Adrift

			 

			the osiris project trilogy

			Osiris

			Cataveiro

			Tamaruq

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			WHEN THERE ARE WOLVES AGAIN

			E. J. Swift

			 

			[image: Arcadia logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Arcadia

			an imprint of Quercus

			Part of John Murray Group

			 

			Copyright © 2025 E. J. Swift

			 

			The moral right of E. J. Swift to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Cover design by Jack Smyth

			Wolf image © Evelyn Harrison / Alamy Stock Photo

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			EBOOK ISBN 978-1-52943-645-7

			 

			Quercus

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			John Murray Group

			Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			About the Author

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Lucy | 2020

			Hester | 2021

			Lucy | 2024

			Hester | 2027

			Lucy | 2030

			Hester | 2033

			Lucy | 2035

			Hester | 2040

			Lucy | 2043

			Hester | 2048

			Lucy | 2050

			Hester | 2055

			Lucy | 2061

			Hester | 2065

			Lucy | 2070

			Hester | 2070

			Author’s note

			Acknowledgements

			Discover more by E. J. Swift . . . 

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			for Nina, who loves owls

			and for Chris, who loved trees

		

	
		
			

			Lucy | 2020

			Speaking to the filmmaker Hester Moore in 2070, in the Cairngorms

			 

			Please, Hester, come closer to the fire. Let me get you another blanket – there. We’ll keep it going all night, it is Beltane after all. May Eve! What better time for telling stories?

			So where would you like me to begin? I should warn you, this is going to be a purely organic recollection, with all the whimsy that implies. I never did get on with the fad for memory digitization in the forties – I had enough going on in my head already. But I’ll do my best to give you an honest account, at least so far as these capricious minds of ours allow.

			[image: ] 

			My earliest memories coalesce around that strange, hot, distanced spring when I was despatched to live at my grandparents’ house. I was in my second year of primary school, due to turn six years old that summer. School had closed because of the virus and my days consisted of traipsing around the house after one or other of my parents and being constantly in the way. Mum had requisitioned the family computer, Dad was hunched over his laptop at the kitchen table, each of them gazing into the black holes of their screens which increasingly I felt, as the days progressed, must be connected to each other by an invisible skipping rope, and sometimes I tried to leap over this rope, using different techniques, the run-­and-­jump, or the scissor kick, until one of them would inevitably shout Lucy can you not I’m trying to work here! I wanted to talk to them – I have never been short of words, as I’m sure you can tell – and of course they didn’t have time, they were living their analogous, unasked for life on video conference, a life that at once magnified and flattened the person on the other side, so you could see their skin pores and the washing rack behind them but not their hands or how they were breathing. Even when my parents did get a break, it was an effort for them to answer my questions. My many questions. More than anything – and quite apart from the virus – they wished for me to grow up and become an asset they could flaunt. They yearned for the future; for the top-­grade GCSE results, the driving test passed first time, not this unfortunate stage of childhood, so messy and grubby and insatiable for knowledge no parent could ever possess, only the internet, and the internet was dangerous – creeps lived there. They had no time for me.

			

			Grandparents, though! Grandparents, recently retired, would surely welcome the chance to revisit those sterling years. Grand­parents had time to fill.

			And so down came the suitcase from the loft, the most interesting development since school closed and we were shut in the house, and even the fetching of the case presented a worthwhile scene: Dad climbing the ladder, which wobbled under his weight, Mum standing beneath muttering if you slip in those socks I won’t catch you I’m just saying, the awkward descent down the ladder. The dust made me sneeze. I sat on the end of my bed whilst my parents packed for me, quickly and efficiently, T-­shirts and pyjamas and dungarees in a mesmerizing dance of hands. They told me I would have a great holiday. They told me to be good and not to get dirty. Yes, yes, I murmured, watching my rainbow sweater being rolled and placed in the suitcase, and Mum grabbed my knee and made me look at her and said in a weird voice promise me you will behave for your grandma Lucy. I nodded dutifully. I added to my rucksack my most treasured possessions: the Nature Trail Omnibus, my toy parasaurolophus from the Natural History Museum, and a particularly good pine cone which I liked to roll between my palms (there’s something very calming about pine cones, don’t you think? It’s the symmetry, perhaps, the predict­ability of the egg shape and the alien roughness of the scales and bracts). Mum told Dad to get my toiletries, and I followed Dad to the bathroom where on the sink there were three plastic strips with matching red lines against the letter C. Dad swept them forcibly into the bin. The mood had changed. I sensed a sudden, frenetic urgency, and returned to my bedroom from where Mum yelled don’t forget the sunscreen. When the case was zipped closed, it felt as though we had all crossed the invisible skipping rope. Only later did I discover Dad had failed to pack my toothbrush, an omission which irritated Gran even though she had a spare one in the cupboard.

			

			I did not know I was one of many children being relocated that spring, with or without their parents.

			I did not know I was one of the lucky ones, because I adored my Grandad Ben and he adored me.

			I did not know that having someone to talk to, all day every day, was a luxury.

			I only knew that when we pulled up outside my grandparents’ house, and I saw Grandad Ben open the front door, I felt happy.

			Mum and Dad didn’t come in. Just to be sure, they said. Dad wheeled my case up the driveway and retreated to the car. They looked relieved as they waved goodbye.

			

			Grandad carried my case upstairs to the spare room, where I had stayed before, although never for longer than two nights. I watched him unzip the case. Discovering my clothes arranged in their neat rolls like a row of sausages, he exclaimed look at this how clever I never would have thought to do it this way and Gran called back they’ve been watching that Kondo woman everyone is she must be making a mint. Grandad transferred my clothes carefully to the two drawers in the dresser which I could reach by myself, preserving their sausage configuration. When he shut the drawer he winked at me and said you fold your clothes whichever way you like Lucy we don’t mind. Parasaurolophus was granted a prime spot on the windowsill, from where she could look out over the bird feeder in Gran’s garden.

			The new rules said you could only go out once a day. The new rules said you couldn’t meet people outside your household unless you were in a bubble. Mum explained on the phone that I was in a bubble with Grandad and Gran. I imagined us rising up through the sky, looking out through a pearly, translucent shell. Together we would undertake great adventures through the habitats of my Nature Trail Omnibus and the lost forests of the dinosaurs.

			In the coronavirus world, however, our adventures were mostly confined to the house. Grandad and Gran lived in Herne Hill in South London, which was prettier and had more trees than Streatham, where we lived. Exploring the house afresh, I found quirks I’d never previously noticed. There was the downstairs toilet door, which squealed when you opened it, and if you opened and shut it repeatedly, you could create a pleasing singsong effect. There were the hot and cold taps which had been fixed the wrong way round in the bath (I thought I’d try and install them myself, said Grandad, a little sheepishly).

			

			The living room was filled with Grandad’s books. Grandad sat in the same armchair each day and I sat on the floor and Grandad answered my questions, small and large, and he never sounded annoyed, even when the questions were squashed together, back to back, like the dried red chillies threaded on a piece of string in the kitchen. Sometimes Gran sounded annoyed, when, for example, she put her head around the door and said I told you two tea was ready ten minutes ago are we eating tonight or next month these baked potatoes won’t stay hot forever. Gran wore beautiful satin blouses the colour of jewels and always a brooch, in the shape of a bird or a dragonfly. She wore these items when we went on our rationed walks – one per day – and she wore them around the house. I never saw her in sweatpants. Gran used a hand sanitizer that smelled like oranges, but not exactly. She told me it was called bergamot. I loved Gran and I was a little afraid of her.

			Grandad ordered two jigsaws from the internet, dinosaurs of the Cretaceous and dinosaurs of the Jurassic, each containing a thousand intricate pieces. We brought Parasaurolophus down to aid in the delicate business of constructing these long-­gone epochs. We transported ourselves to lush, warm, rain-­drenched forests, with plants that had no flowers, and hollow-­boned reptiles screeching from the skies. Grandad got down on all fours and pretended to be a triceratops and made a squawking, bird-­like call. He said that dinosaurs and birds shared a common ancestor. Then I joined in and Gran came down from watching her gardening programme to see what the racket was about. Grandad explained we were being dinosaurs. Gran said it sounded more like a pack of wolves. Oh no, said Grandad. This is a wolf. He put his head back and howled. I put my head back and howled and we howled together, Grandad was howling and grinning at a frowning Gran and I was howling and trying not to collapse in giggles and suddenly Gran tilted her head and let rip a longer, wilder, throatier howl than either Grandad or I had yet managed. I fell silent with surprise. Grandad looked interested. Gran looked shocked. She muttered something about lunch although it was not close to lunchtime and retreated. Gran did not howl again.

			

			Once a day we ventured outside. The world beyond the house was quieter and emptier than it used to be. People walked swiftly, furtively, as though they carried a secret. We kept masks in our pockets in case we needed to pop into Sainsbury’s and I knew that Gran also brought a spare mask, which meant that she expected me to lose my mask, so remembering Mum’s words I was extra careful to keep it safe. When we went out Grandad gripped my hand tightly and if anyone approached us on the pavement, we crossed to the other side of the road.

			Before I went on the swings in the playground, Grandad sprayed the seat and wiped it down.

			In the evenings, my parents called on the landline. Gran thought they would want to video call and she had set up her iPad in readiness but Mum said they were Zoomed out. In the first week they called every day. Then the frequency reduced. After one of these phone calls, I overheard Gran and Grandad speaking. Gran said you’re too soft on that girl and Grandad said like you were with Matthew? and Gran said and look how that turned out. Then she said when will this be over Ben I can’t bear it and this time Grandad did not reply.

			On Saturdays, Gran brought in her bird feeders and cleaned them vigorously, wearing a pair of yellow rubber gloves. Gran’s bird station was a complex construction with six arms and a different food in each hanging vessel. She let me drop the fat balls into the freshly dried container and they landed with a satisfying thunk. She showed me the tiny niger seeds which the goldfinches loved, but I wasn’t allowed to handle these, because they went everywhere and made a mess. When Gran went out to restock the bird station, I followed her with a bag of dried mealworms. I scattered these on the ground, for the wren. Gran said the wren used to be called Jenny Wren. The wren had a special song, a trill, and a special tail which stuck upright. I liked looking out for the wren. Gran had a nest box on the wall, for the swifts who came all the way from Africa. When Gran talked about birds her voice grew softer and I had the feeling that maybe Gran liked birds more than she liked people.

			

			In April we sowed sunflower seeds. Gran supervised as the gardener of the house and Grandad hovered behind us ready to answer questions. Gran filled the first pot with a dark and crumbly compost and asked me to fill the next pot. I stared at the compost, paralysed, with Mum’s warning to behave emblazoned in my head until I heard Gran’s voice out loud what’s wrong with you Ben what’s wrong with her? I felt Grandad’s hand, gentle on my shoulder, as he asked what’s the matter Lucy?

			Mum said I mustn’t get dirty, I whispered. A brief and dreadful silence followed, in which I knew Gran and Grandad were exchanging looks above my head. Then Gran took my hand, very firmly, and led me out into the garden. She knelt by a flower border and plunged both her bare hands into the earth. Lucy, she said. The soil is where everything grows. The soil is where your food comes from. The soil is home to worms and insects and microbes and thousands of tiny creatures who make it strong and healthy and good. The soil is not dirty. Do you understand, Lucy?

			

			She lifted her hands and spread her fingers wide before me. It had been raining and the soil had stuck in the grooves of her skin, revealing the intricate flow of palm lines, and it had got under her fingernails too, as though she had black crescent moons at her fingertips. The moons were beautiful. Now your turn, she said. I touched my fingers to the soil, hesitating. I had always been told not to play with mud. I feared it would be sticky and slimy. Deeper, commanded Gran. I took a deep breath and pushed my whole hands under the soil. It felt cool and damp. It enclosed my hands like gloves and when I took them out, I too had a network of palm lines and black moons. Good girl, said Gran, and when I dared to look at her she did not seem annoyed, only – strangely – a little sad.

			We returned to the kitchen. Gran had damp patches on her trousers where she had knelt on the grass. Grandad gave me a reassuring hug and I filled the next pot, trying not to spill any compost. The sunflower seeds were small and firm. Gran held my hand in hers, both our hands stained with soil, and helped position my finger to push the seed down beneath the compost. We put the pots with the seeds in the conservatory and we waited.

			April turned into May.

			On the news, in the mornings, there were scientists standing behind podiums.

			On the news, in the mornings, there were nurses taking off face shields and their faces were scribbled with creases.

			On the news, in the mornings, there was the number of the dead.

			We did jigsaws. We watched Octonauts. We looked up owls on Gran’s iPad and ranked them. Our favourite was the eagle owl with ears that weren’t really ears, just tufts that looked like ears. Owls had their real ears one higher than the other on their heads and that was why they had such good hearing and could catch mice in the dark. We all liked owls. We watched owls on Springwatch, one owl ate a chick who had hatched only a minute before, it was grisly but that was owl life. Gran had an owl brooch. She let me wear it one afternoon for a treat. When I gave it back, I saw her check the clasp. Gran got some eggs after weeks of Sainsbury’s having no eggs in stock and we baked cupcakes and I got flour everywhere and I thought about how eggs were also chicks in the making.

			

			We watched the sunflower seeds sprout. We read all of the Horrible Histories books and watched all of the Horrible Histories TV. They had good songs, funny songs. We built dens with sheets and clothes pegs. We built Lego spaceships. We drew pictures of animals in my Nature Trail Omnibus, and pictures of animals who weren’t in the Omnibus but would have been once, wolves and bears and lynx. We went for walks in Brockwell Park. Gran pointed out the green parakeets high in the trees and looked longingly at the Lido. Grandad placed a towel on the bench before we sat down. We spoke to Mum and Dad on the phone. Mum had the virus. It was okay because they still had an Ocado slot. Mum hoped I was behaving myself. I didn’t tell her about putting my hands in the soil. We watched the sunflower sprouts develop a stem and then leaves, first two, then more and more. We went for walks through Herne Hill village. Gran and Grandad looked longingly at the pub. Gran said she could die for a pint and a Yorkshire pudding that wasn’t cooked by her. We watched David Attenborough’s Planet Earth series. We watched the Discovery Channel. Grandad and Gran talked about places they had travelled and places they hoped to return to and their voices turned uncertain. Maybe, they said. When it’s safe again.

			

			We fell asleep on the sofa during a special programme about great white sharks. I woke with my head on Grandad’s lap. Grandad and Gran were leaning against one another, still sleeping, Gran snoring lightly. The television flickered bright in the dark room and the curtains had not been closed as though no one was home. The Discovery Channel had moved on, from the oceans of Cape Town to the rainforests of Costa Rica. A macaw turned his head sideways, towards me. I had the impression that the macaw wanted to speak, that the macaw had his own questions, which could not be answered because they could not be articulated, at least not in a voice I could understand, and with that thought came a feeling, not a good feeling, of something shimmery and slippery entering the house. The idea of questions that could neither be asked nor answered filled me with terror. I was so frightened I shook Grandad’s knee to wake him. Grandad extricated himself from the sofa without waking Gran and carried me upstairs. He went away and returned with a mug of hot chocolate.

			Sleep tight, little bug.

			I drank the hot chocolate but the slippery presence persisted.

			[image: ] 

			May turned into June. On the news, in the mornings, the number of the dead climbed. In the conservatory, the sunflowers rose and slowly they became goddesses.

		

	
		
			

			Hester | 2021

			You have always felt safest on the outside, looking in.

			[image: ] 

			You watch the dog wriggle in Katya’s arms, whining softly. Alison raises the dog’s front leg and inserts a needle in the bare patch where the fur has been shaved. You hold the camera steady. The drug works quickly – a flinch, and the dog’s bright liquid eyes close, his body slumps. Katya lowers him to the work surface, which has been hastily sterilized after the previous dog. The light in the makeshift clinic is poor. Their faces, the two vets partitioned by their masks, the sleeping dog, appear shadowed and muted in the viewfinder. You think of the words half-­life.

			The vets murmur to the dog in their own languages as they move through the procedures. The programme is short, only four weeks and hundreds of dogs to administer. They will not visit again until next year. You watch them combing through fur, hunting down ticks who have burrowed into the skin. You used to do this for the collies on the farm, in Somerset. They carry the dog to the cracked ceramic sink, supporting his head as he is washed and towel-­dried. They take clippings of tawny fur, seal them in plastic bags. Next the scales, and the dosimeter. They log all the data.

			What’s the reading?

			

			Your voice, disembodied in the film, sounds like rust. It is Katya who replies.

			About average.

			How old?

			Three or four? I would guess.

			The vets have told you that none of the dogs are older than eight.

			They move the sleeping dog to the next room, set up as an operating theatre. Piotr, another member of the team, will undertake the neutering. You pause filming and set the camera down, feeling the ache in your arms from the weight of the casing. When you step outside, the daylight is grey and blinding. The sarcophagus, visible from every part of the Chornobyl plant, greets you like an old friend.
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			You have heard the flame was small, from a distance. It might have appeared as a candle, or a shooting star. A flare in the dark, brief. Then night and secrecy once more.

			[image: ] 

			You nod to the two guards standing outside the adjacent building. Both in grey army fatigues, both smoking. An oddly contrary act in a place where so many have died, but perhaps that is the point. You might expect it to be deserted too, empty and ambiguous, like the photographs. It’s far from empty. Over two thousand workers travel to the plant every day by train. Then there are the tourists, who are starting to return after last year’s lockdowns. Visitors, you are supposed to say.

			

			You slip a cigarette from your own pack and light up. You never used to smoke. It’s happened in the last few years, a creeping accrual, first one a day, then another. The guards head off on their rounds. You lean against the wall, taking in the brutalist concrete of the plant. The original four reactors connected by corridors and outbuildings, which crawl across two miles. The lattice of the half-­finished cooling tower, now abandoned. Pylons and chimneys and pipework. Dwarfing all other buildings, the looming grey arch of the sarcophagus. You lower your gaze and find one of the dogs observing you, head cocked and eyes curious. Three more loiter in the periphery.

			You crouch and offer your hand. You have removed your surgical gloves; you are not supposed to do this. There is the radiation and now there is the coronavirus too. How can it matter when you are already a half-­life? The first dog comes over at once, ears pricked. She sniffs your hand, gives it a tentative lick. You don’t have food but she will accept affection, permitting you to stroke her head, scratch the chin beneath her muzzle. Something stirs, a long suppressed ache. It is so long since you have lived with dogs.

			The dog rolls on her back, barks.

			She wants to play, says Katya.

			You glance up. The Ukrainian vet stands in the clinic doorway, her expression inscrutable. She takes a ball from her pocket and throws it. The dog races to retrieve the ball, and stands before you, impatient for the next throw.

			Katya says, They’re still wild, you know.

			You look at the dog, and think about trust.

			Are you ready? she asks.

			You nod, head back inside. Your camera rests on the work surface, waiting.

			

			[image: ] 

			The dogs in the Exclusion Zone are feral descendants of the pets who were left behind. The ones who ran after the evacuation buses. The ones who escaped the culls. They disappeared into the forest and bred, and now they number hundreds. The dogs remember humans, despite the sentence inflicted upon them. They still seek you out.
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			At the airport, the border officer took a second, slow glance at your passport before waving you through. No way of knowing if it was your birth date that had caught his attention, or an administrative detail.

			As a child, you assumed it was the farm that made you struggle to connect with others, struggle at school. Your upbringing so removed from that of your peers. Your knowledge of life and death already shaped in ways you did not understand how to reconcile with each other. The livestock raised and loved and taken to slaughter. The land so intimately known and the pests so casually dispatched. With the animals, and with your younger brother Jake, you were safe. With other people, you were walking through a tunnel with walls of gauze and voices whispering in a language you could not comprehend.

			The family history project changed things. Your classmate told the story of his Belarusian uncle, a man who had lived his whole life in a rural area not far from a nuclear plant. Until one morning, when a convoy arrived. The uncle was suddenly, without explan­ation, torn from his home. He could take no belongings, and no pets. He was not told about the explosion, or about the radiation seeping slowly outwards. Only later would he hear the truth about this event that would shape the remainder of his life. The event of 26 April 1986. Your birthday, a dart released from your classmate’s tongue. A feeling sweeping over you, cold and tingling. Recognition. The colossal, shattering relief in this connection. You had known that you were, in some way, broken. Before this moment, you had not known why.

			

			You went home that day and asked your mother about your birth date. She told you the story of the month before you were due. She and your father were taking a final trip to inspect a new breed of cattle stock in Cumbria. On the day Reactor 4 exploded, she collapsed with what would later be identified as pre-­eclampsia. They rushed to the nearest hospital. Your father drove too fast along the unfamiliar roads, his hands shaking on the wheel. Your mother went straight into theatre for an emergency caesarean. You arrived in the world four weeks early.

			After the explosion, weather systems pushed westwards across the European continent. When you and your mother left the hospital, six days later, Chornobyl rain was falling. Your mother felt the first droplets on her face, and watched them fall on yours. At first, she said, she had been worried, when she heard where the rain had come from. But it never amounted to anything.

			You knew differently. Now you knew yourself to be marked, and you took this knowledge to heart. You read about Chornobyl. Studied photos of Chornobyl. Dreamed about Chornobyl. You imagined yourself in its aftermath, burned or poisoned, disintegrating from the inside. Over the years, you came to think of Chornobyl as your explosion. You knew these were bad thoughts, which must be tucked away. You did not know how to stop them.

			

			In photography, you found a place to hide. First, the cheap disposable cameras. Twenty-­four images which must be composed with restraint and care, saving up your pocket money for the prints. Later, the digital camera, transforming the lens into something pliant and malleable. The opportunity for second chances. Here was a way to exist in the world, absenting yourself whilst appearing present. A way to observe and take cues from others. A way out. After you left the farm at eighteen, you sought anonymity in the city. You drifted into casual work. In your free hours, you progressed from taking stills to film. You sought subjects in those who had transgressed or fallen across the invisible line of belonging. You interviewed people on the streets, in prisons, in the grip of addiction. Years passed. You kept those thoughts of explosions, of melting, carefully tucked away. Occasionally you read about Chornobyl in a news article or heard a soundbite on the radio and you remembered your endgame. Then you imagined yourself on the trail of survivors. Tracking down the children sent abroad who became known as glow-­worms, the adults slowly unmade by radioactivity. The stalkers who cross borders to climb the plant’s old antennas. You thought your passage would be secured by people. That their stories would offer you the key to this peculiar pilgrimage, bringing you to the home of your baptismal rain.

			You did not expect it to be the dogs.
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			Katya brings in the next patient. Small, scrappy looking, curly fur. The dog shivers constantly until the needle slips in and her breathing shallows.

			Why don’t you bathe her? says Piotr, the Russian vet. It is a moment before you realize he is speaking to you. You hesitate – this is not your role – then nod.

			

			You relinquish the camera and lift the sleeping dog to the sink, feeling her ribs shift beneath the fur. Skinny, though not emaciated. The workers at the plant feed the dogs. The water runs cold and your fingers grow numb as you soap her fur, dirt and oil streaming away. You lift each paw in turn and rinse between the leathery pads. You cradle her head in one hand to sponge wash her face and floppy ears. If Katya and Piotr see familiarity in your movements, they do not comment. You think again of the collies, how Jake used to sneak downstairs and curl up next to them to sleep. Until this, like other things, was deemed soft.

			The team of vets and dogcatchers who travel to the plant once a year wanted a filmmaker to help promote their work. They need funding for the vaccinations, the flea and worm treatments and the neutering. When you saw the job advertisement, it felt like a homecoming. You cancelled the temporary data work that pays your rent and bills, got your Covid tests and vaccination certificates in order. On the plane, everyone wore a mask. It had never been so easy to be invisible.

			You wrap the dog in a towel and dry her as best you can, trying to return some warmth to her little barrel body. You think about how humans cultivated this relationship, dogs becoming one of the first animals to work with people, then for people. Then to round up other animals for people to eat, back when dogs were wolves. You wonder how it began, the first human and the first wolf. The act that brokered that trust.

			Ancient, mutual alliances still exist in some places between humans and other animals. In Brazil, people fish alongside river dolphins where the water is cloudy. The dolphins track and herd the fish and the nets split up the schools, so everyone gets their cut. There must be other alliances you don’t know about. There must have been more no one living knows about. There must have been those who, finding themselves outside the words of their own kind, sought refuge in the language of another kin.
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			You take the train back to town alongside the plant workers. The sarcophagus grows smaller, slowly releasing its grip on the horizon as carriages sway and wrap around the desecrated land. You take dinner at the hostel. The vets speak among themselves, in English or in Russian. You excuse yourself after eating and retreat to your room.

			Lying on the narrow bunk, the darkness settles around you. A thing of flux, discernible in gradations of grey. The dogs will run through your dreams tonight. When you learned about your birth date, you believed for a time that you must be adopted. Why else would this information have been withheld from you? You went back to your mother, asked her if you had been taken from the Chornobyl fires. You asked her if you were a glow-­worm. She was upset, and frightened. Then angry, when you told other people. There were conversations with the school. Conversations between your parents, fragments caught from the stairs where you sat with Jake, the door to the kitchen not fully closed. She did not understand how an idea could take hold so quickly and completely. How it could evolve. That it had flooded your body like a downpour of irradiated rain. That you needed answers. She showed you your birth certificate, but you knew that documents could be forged.

			

			When you finally sleep, the dogs are made of flame. Their paws strike sparks from the concrete ground and their tails are plumes of smoke.

			In many indigenous cultures, fire is used as a tool for managing ecosystems. Fire eradicates tinder-­light brushwood, makes plants resilient and scours the land to promote regeneration. Some seeds require an intense burst of heat to germinate.
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			At lunchtime you see Pasha the dogcatcher outside the clinic, smoking a cigarette. You say hello in your tentative Ukrainian, and ask how many dogs he has caught today. Pasha holds up eight fingers. He points to your camera.

			You explain you are filming the dogs, only the dogs. He nods, looking thoughtful. Then he says a word you do recognize. Vovk. Wolf. You ask if he has seen wolves. You’ve heard stories, that they are interbreeding with the dogs. You bring your hands together and lace your fingers.

			Wolf-­dog, you say.

			Pasha’s eyes flicker.

			Could you catch one of them?

			He takes a last draw on the cigarette, stamps it out before picking up the stub and pocketing it. He walks away, your question unanswered.

			Drone footage shows a wolf pack running in single file along the old roads of Prypyat. Over three decades, the forest has moved back into the town, roots rupturing tarmac and trees reaching upper storeys. They surround the buildings, leaning in. Branches knock against broken windows, crowns lifting to the light. A forest of mortar and leaf. And now a forest of wolves. The wolves mean something. The land is overturning, ancient things surfacing. All across the warming Arctic circle, the permafrost is releasing its grip on the earth and what lies beneath. And now the land is pushing things up, pushing things out. Artefacts, memories, diseases. Intrusions from the deep push hard upon the present.

			

			Things showing their true form.

			You run after Pasha.

			Take me with you, you say. I want to catch a dog.
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			In Prypyat, you join the tourists for a day. You observe them, wondering what has brought them here. The group is small, drawn from countries allowing travel again, those brave or mad enough to visit a poisoned land in a poisoned time. Or perhaps the radiation feels smaller now, in this coronavirus world. Half-­faces peer above their masks. There are some who are unmasked. They appear naked, exposed.

			The guide takes you to the canteen of Middle School No. 3. An iconic room, he says. You will have seen it in photographs.

			The photograph you remember was taken by a visitor on one of these tours. In the image, a fox stands on a floor covered with gas masks, poised on the brink of flight. The fox appears healthy, with a thick coat, a full brush, distinct black tips on his ears and nose. Ears pricked – in the next moment he will run. Another gas mask is slung over the back of the chair behind the fox. Winter branches cross in the window frame. The photograph won a prize.

			You follow the guide into the famous room. You expect to find the fox waiting for you, or someone else. The fox transformed, his body lengthened, coat rinsed from rust to silver. The deep gaze of the wolf-­dog staring back. There is no one, but the gas masks rubble the floor exactly as they did in the photograph. The blank goggle eyes look up, attached to their breathing tubes. As if the shells of the children who discarded them hang just beneath the floor, watching and waiting. The children who would become glow-­worms.

			

			The guide shows you the places where people worked and played and slept. Rows of desks in classrooms. Books in piles covering a floor. In the post office, peeling plaster eats into a mural of a woman in a white dress and bare feet, a man in a cosmonaut’s helmet. Birds fly upwards between the two figures. It feels perverse, almost heretical, to imagine mundane daily activities taking place in this town. That a woman might stand above a sink cleaning her teeth, check her appearance in the mirror. Nod to her reflection, satisfied, or frown, disappointed with what the mirror returned.

			Chornobyl has a palette: pale blue, pale jade. The colour of light through broken glass. The colour of paint, peeling from walls. Chornobyl has a soundscape: dripping water, keening wind. You are drawn to the puddles of water, which the guide warns you to avoid. They hold the greatest contamination.

			The guide moves on. He leads the group outside, to see the fairground wheel rising amidst the trees, its cars suspended in mid-­air. The rusting playground swings creak and stir gently. The bumper cars are parked, haphazardly. In a movie, someone would get into a car, and place their hands on the steering wheel and make a joke. Music would start, abrupt and jangling. The car would jerk, and a monster would appear. This is not a movie, or not that kind of movie. Still the temptation to sit in that car, to place feet against pedals, grip the wheel. To feel the jolt as the car lurches forward, the crash against the next rubber fender. To feel alive.
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			Katya holds the dog and you let her guide your hand holding the syringe, pretending that this too you have not done before. You feel the resistance in the epidermis, the slight shudder from the dog as the needle slips in. You inject the vaccine. The vets have invited you to try these things. The washing, the vaccinations. You are not sure if they welcome the help or if they want you to experience the tactility of what you are filming. Or if it is another reason. Perhaps they sense that within your tunnel of whispers and gauze there is a lack, and they believe it might be met here. With these dogs who are also ghosts.

			Two scientists come by the clinic. They belong to a wider team undertaking field work in the Exclusion Zone, work which has been on hold these last restricted months. They are keen to see the vets’ data on the dogs. You retreat to a corner of the room to film the conversation, watching the interplay between vet and scientist. The Zone represents an opportunity for many disciplines, not only to study the impacts of radiation, but the huge unplanned experiment in human absence. What happens when people are removed from the frame, and how quickly? This team have been using drones to track animal movement. They show some of their footage. You lean in, interested. You would like to try a drone. Here are Przewalski horses, shaggy maned in long grasses, grazing beside abandoned shacks. Here are black grouse, bobbing around the undergrowth, close to the plant. Camera traps have caught other, more elusive animals: lynx and bison and even a brown bear. And the wolves.

			

			The scientists are excited by the wolves. Their conversation turns to populations and trophic cascades. They discuss the implications of a keystone predator in the food chain, how their presence can engineer the landscape, as it has at Yellowstone. How change can ripple down to the other end of the ecosystem. The insect and plant and mycelial communities, blitzed by chemicals in so many places, thriving here. Even a strange new black fungus has been found inside the reactors. The irony, they say. The terrible inescapable irony, of a place soaked in radiation becoming a haven.

			People do come here, though, says Katya, after the scientists have gone on their way. The stalkers. They get up in the tower blocks and on the antennas.

			You ask her what the stalkers do here.

			Katya shrugs. I don’t know. Camp out, get high? Maybe it doesn’t matter. They choose to come here. In winter they burn the furniture to keep warm.

			You think about the allure of abandonment, the beauty implied by an absence of humans. You could make your camera a drone, remove your eyes and your choices. You imagine the lens, roving, autonomous, tracking the towers of Prypyat. What then does the film become, without framing? A record without witness. There must be other ways. Wilderness is only a construct. A myth created alongside the North American national parks, to shut out those who were deemed less civilized from their ancestral lands. Even here, in this forsaken landscape, people remain. There are the plant workers. The vets. The ones who never left. And perhaps those who cross the border and climb the towers and collect metal for scrap are drawn by something else too. Perhaps the land needs to be known.

			

			In the afternoon you check on the dog who you vaccinated. A scrappy mutt with a stubby whip tail. She yawns, her pink tongue lolling, stretches and totters over to you, half awake. Your hand goes to her head without thought. At once she jumps up, puts her paws against your jeans, toenails pressing for grip.

			Pasha comes to the clinic as the vets are cleaning up and beckons you outside. He tells you to be ready tonight. You are going to find the wolf-­dog.
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			Pasha parks the Land Rover on the outskirts of Prypyat. You get out the vehicle, blinking as your eyes adjust to the darkness. You have only moonlight and headlamps as a guide. You think of what was left behind in 1986, along with the dogs. Children’s drawings, family heirlooms, old letters. Things that had been held and cherished. You think of the dogs who were rounded up and shot and thrown into pits, their bones in the ground. You think of traces.

			Wind stirs the trees. Branches skitter against the tower-­block walls and tap the empty window frames, as if calling to one another, seeking to embrace across the empty rooms and corridors. The detritus of petrified lives. It is too easy to imagine this young forest renouncing its roots and moving to cover the land.

			When the wind dies back again, the silence weighs heavy and you feel the chill of the night air. Other sounds register: rustlings and scratchings. An owl calling. These towers are occupied. Birds nest in kitchen sinks, foxes pick through the leaf litter blown inside, bats cling to light fixings. Curtains and bedclothes have long been converted to other matter by the procession of gnawing insects. In other rooms, the stalkers from Kyiv and towns further away, who have evaded the border guards and trekked for miles to hunker down in the Zone. They will stay for a night, for a few days. Until their supplies run out. And the wealthy and curious in their expensive camouflage, who pay the stalkers for this experi­ence like no other: to bring them to a ghost town.

			

			Pasha indicates: this way. You follow him into the forested towers.
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			You try to keep close. Behind Pasha you feel slow, clumsy, your movements looming massive in the night. Your headlamp beam is pale against the overgrown tracks. Pathways which seemed clear in daylight are now narrowed and fortressed by dense shrubbery and snaking bramble. Somewhere to the right, a distant glimmer of what might be fire.

			Pasha taps his headlamp: time to switch off the lights. Not all stalkers are friendly. You proceed more slowly. The tree canopy broken only by the tower tops. Feeling your way, one nervous step at a time. Eyes locked to the darker mass of Pasha ahead. By the time he stops, outside one of the tower blocks, you have lost all sense of where you are within the perimeters of the town. Pasha enters the building, passing through the lobby and into a derelict room. Creatures scuttle away as you enter, but it is clear Pasha has been here before. A stool has been pulled up by the open window frame. Your boot crunches through ashes from a fire. When you step closer, you find the window has a clear view across to another tower. An open doorway is screened by creepers.

			That is it, you realize. The lair.

			You wonder how long Pasha has been watching the wolf-­dog.

			

			You wonder why he is bringing you here now.

			Pasha disappears and returns with a second seat – a stool that was once a chair, but has lost its back to fire. You sit on either side of the window. You settle in to wait. The entrance to the lair a black hole in a charcoal world. Pulling you in.

			You lose sense of time. The night’s cold enters your body and your awareness dulls. Your legs tingle, lose sensation. Your mind floats. You are sitting in a classroom when a boy reads out a date and your world upends. You are standing on the red tiles of the kitchen floor with your mother before you saying I don’t know what to do with you. I don’t know what to do. Her face is red and she has been crying and you are the cause. You are reading under the duvet by torchlight, consuming words of horror and dread. You are up too early after being up too late to help with mucking out the cows. You are too slow, too slow, what’s wrong with you, girl? You are moving through school in a twilight tunnel where no one sees you because you cannot let yourself be seen. You are taking photographs. You are telling Jake you are leaving and you see his face and you know the guilt will eviscerate you. You move away. You clean hotel rooms. You film other people. You enter numbers in databases. You submerge yourself in routines that make up a life, or a half-­life. You follow the thread that has been tugged, that leads you to your birth date. That leads you back here.

			Pasha shifts forward. His attention caught.

			A lupine shape slipping round the corner of the tower block. Freezing for a moment – does she sense you? Long enough to see the triangular ears, pointed muzzle and low straight tail. Even in outline, her heritage is clear. And so is her belly: hanging low and swollen. The wolf-­dog is pregnant. She takes another tentative step, then another, closer to the entrance of her lair. She’s being cautious, but it is more than that. You can tell by the way Pasha is hunched over, anxiously. He’s been tracking her. He knew her predicament. You see it in the way the wolf-­dog treads, not merely cautious but uncertain, a slight wooziness to her gait. She moves suddenly and bolts inside the tower.

			

			You turn to Pasha.

			She’s in trouble, you say, but you don’t know the Ukrainian word for that, so you say another word: khvoryy. Sick. Pasha nods. Yes. You sit, waiting, not knowing what to do. Time dissolves again. An hour must pass but neither of you can bring yourselves to move away. Until you sense movement once more, at the entrance. The wolf-­dog emerges but something is badly wrong. She takes a few wobbly steps and collapses on her side. Her huge belly heaving, faster than it should. She begins to paw and writhe. To arch her spine. She’s going into labour.

			You act before you can think. You are climbing out through the window, hearing Pasha curse in Ukrainian behind you. He knows the dangers of a wild animal and you should too. But wilderness is just a construct, we too were once wild. We once were kin. You speak to the wolf-­dog as you approach – easy, easy there. We’re here to help you. You bring your body low, closer to the ground, closer to the wolf-­dog. Her jaws snap, flash; teeth and saliva glisten in the moonlight. Her glare deep and ferocious. Easy, you say, easy. How many animals have you seen in trouble in your childhood. Don’t think about how many were saved; the point is they know, they know when you are needed. In this moment, you are certain: the wolf-­dog knew you were here. She came out of her lair knowing you were here. She is asking for help.

			You feel Pasha’s hand grip your shoulder, urging you back. You shrug him off. You keep talking, keep easing closer, on your hands and knees, until you can reach your fingers to the wolf-­dog’s back. The hot mat of her fur. She flinches, but does not snap again. You work your hand upwards along the spine. Smoothing the fur, keeping your gaze locked to hers. You reach the back of her head, lay your palm flat.

			

			On another day, with a healthy animal, this transgression would not be permitted. In these moments she is with you, in the gloaming. Her eyes close.

			They reopen, her gaze disorientated. You keep talking, keep soothing. She starts to drool. Her body is burning up with fever. You glance back at Pasha, the powerlessness of your situation reasserting itself. This is not the farm, the wolf-­dog is not in your care. Then Pasha acts. He removes his scarf and places it quickly, gently, over the wolf-­dog’s eyes. She falls silent. He takes something from his pack and unfolds it – a sling. He moves around the wolf-­dog. With practised speed he grasps both her back legs together, lifting her body until he can shunt the fabric of the sling beneath. He indicates the other end. It will need both of you to carry her.

			The wolf-­dog remains silent, as if in the moment of blindness she gave up the fight. You stay at her head and this time Pasha does not object. On his signal you grip the sling and lift. You begin to transport her, slowly, painfully, back the way you came. All peripheral awareness now vanished. Reduced to the feverish animal lying prone in the sling, her panting belly, the burn in your shoulders. As soon as you have a phone signal you call Katya. She doesn’t pick up. You try Piotr, who rings out too. You feel the stirrings of panic before your phone vibrates, Katya returning the call. You explain the situation. She replies curtly, decisively: she is coming. She will bring Piotr. They can operate, if needed. The word operate like a knife. Nothing is said about your involvement, about why you are out in the middle of the night, catching a dog. You haven’t said she’s a wolf-­dog.

			

			By the time you reach the Land Rover, your arms are shaky with the effort of carrying. The wolf-­dog has fallen still. Pasha lifts her into the back seat with her head laid on your lap. You raise the scarf from her eyes. They are glazed, sightless. Her breath is so shallow you can barely feel it against your palm.

			You drive back to the plant in silence. You stroke the wolf-­dog’s head, her long, terrible muzzle, her damp fur. In the taut bulge of her belly you can detect no movement. Pain sears your chest at the thought of the pups inside. Memories of the animals you couldn’t save, old anguish rushing up and colliding. Katya and Piotr are already waiting at the plant, ready to help manoeuvre the wolf-­dog into the clinic. Katya’s glance at you, hard and probing. The look of someone whose opinion is changing and rapidly: the wolf-­dog’s heritage is unmistakable even in poor light. She is unresponsive now, and does not react when Piotr examines her belly. The vets converse quickly in Russian. Then Katya turns to you and says they will operate.

			You give the wolf-­dog’s head a final caress. Katya shepherds you out of the room and closes the door. You find Pasha outside, having a cigarette. He passes you one, loans you his lighter. You smoke together in silence. The sky is beginning to lighten. The outline of the plant slowly hardening into geometric structures, its industrial palette of rust and steel. The colours of wolves. Birdsong, and a lone bark, echoed suddenly by a chorus of barking.

			Pasha stubs out his cigarette.

			Sad, he says, and you know he thinks the wolf-­dog will die.

			He bids you good night. You echo the sentiment, the words thick in your throat.

			

			You sink to the ground, the concrete cold beneath your legs and buttocks. Numbness enters your hands once more. You wait for an hour. The dogs wake, seek you out, wanting food and a playmate. You have nothing to give them. You feel wrung, and empty. Gradually they slink away.

			When Katya comes back out, her overalls are covered in blood. She meets your eyes, shakes her head. Grief floods you, sharp and choking.

			The womb was infected, Katya says. She was too far gone, we couldn’t save her.

			Your eyes prick, but the tears will not come. You struggle for words.

			Come with me, says Katya.

			You follow her mutely, into the familiar room with its new stench of blood and infection. The body of the wolf-­dog, dark stitches across her shaved belly, on the bench. Piotr holds something in his hands. A tiny, wriggling, living being. You stare, your heart beating faster.

			She had three, says Katya. Only one survived. A female.

			I’ll take her.

			The words come, reckless and instinctive, without thought.

			To England? Piotr asks, and the rest hangs unspoken. To England, where dogs are adored and wolves are loathed and feared?

			Yes. You hold out your hands. Please. Let me take her.

			You sense the weight of Katya’s and Piotr’s eyes. On you, on the dead mother, whose mate is unknown.

			No one has to know, you say.

			Piotr crosses the room. He places the pup gently in your hands, then turns away and begins to clean up. Soft, warm, helpless weight in your palms. Eyelids closed, but strong already. You feel it in the squirming muscles beneath sticky fur, the limbs pawing at the air. This pup wants to live. Katya watches Piotr impassively as he wipes down the bench. She looks as if she might speak. Instead she joins you, examining the pup, lifting her tiny paws which curl around Katya’s finger. You feel yourself hunch, already protective.

			

			Katya snips a sliver of fur from the pup’s back and slips the bag in her pocket. She grips your arm, forcing you to look at her. Her face is serious and you know she is thinking she may regret this night.

			No one can know, she says. We will say she’s from Kyiv. And I want the data, the real data. That’s the deal, okay?
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			Pasha brings milk for the pup. Her jaws latch on the bottle teat, sucking vigorously. Her thirst as great as the orphaned lamb you reared inside the farmhouse kitchen one spring. Her fur, once dry and silken, reveals itself as a deep russet. A black stripe crosses one half of her face. She mewls and cries for more milk.

			Katya contacts a friend at an adoption centre in Kyiv and the paperwork is forged. She describes the pup as part husky, part German Shepherd. A fake quarantine period is entered. She brings you the papers and you sign the lie.

			[image: ] 

			The vets pack up their operation. You film the final shots with the pup tucked inside your shirt. You film them folding away cases of empty syringes and disinfecting the clinic rooms. You film Katya speaking about the programme and Piotr playing with the dogs who have been treated. You start to piece together your footage.

			

			In the hostel you view the rushes on your laptop, the pup’s nose questing with every small movement you make. A narrative is emerging, for the film, and alongside it, a second exposure. You see that Chornobyl has been your cypher, a nexus for processing damage, a form of clarity in catastrophe. You had thought that something was broken within you. The truth is, it is the ties between human and other beings which are broken. A disconnect, a severing of kinship, so huge and fundamental it can only be seen when you step sideways, away from binocular vision. And you see it now. The disaster here is one expression of a much longer trajectory. One of power and hubris, belief in human superiority above all other forms of life. What happened to Chornobyl is not in isolation. And against the odds, the unexpected has emerged.

			In the years after the explosion, a black fungus was found growing on the inside of the reactor walls. The melanin that gives the fungus its colour interacts with the radiation, and the radiation encourages the fungus to grow faster. Now scientists are saying the fungus might be used to protect future space travellers. You imagine a ship hurtling through the barren vacuum of space, a shield of fungi at its helm. You imagine the wolves running single file along the roads of Prypyat, perhaps with the pup’s father among them. You think that each of these is a miracle.
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			The convoy is ready to depart, the vets dispersing to their home countries. You remember your classmate’s words, describing the evacuation vehicles arriving at his uncle’s village. The departure with no warning, never to return. In the end your farewells are rushed. It may be for the best. Katya and Piotr look at you differently now, and you do not promise to keep in touch, although Katya reminds you she is expecting your data. You search for Pasha and cannot find him. The last van has a small space at the back for you and the pup to squeeze inside. She perches inside your jacket, her striped face peeping out. You watch Chornobyl recede in the rear-­view window. The sky is overcast and the sarcophagus blends into the grey landscape until it is obscured from view.

			

			The van drops you at the hostel. For the last few days, until your paperwork is approved, it is you and the pup. Already you dread the journey home, where she must be put in a crate in the hold. You will be separated for hours and your heart will ache for the absence of soft fur and musky scent.

			Eleven days after she is born, the pup’s eyes open. You name her Lux, for light.

			[image: ] 

			Like Chornobyl rain, an event has to touch you to register. Lux is your proof that you had to come here, to the end, in order to begin. And you know that the story you have told yourself for so many years must also end here. Lux has a full life ahead, and you both must live it.

			From now on, you will tell the stories of those who push back against disaster, who look to the light.

			You will tell the stories of those whose language cannot be read.

			You will become the cypher.
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