



[image: cover]











Praise for


Dogs of the Deadlands


 


 


"This book! It broke my heart and then splinted it back together again. Full of hope and love and wildness. It has dogs and wolves and it’s set in the aftermath of Chernobyl. It’s just MAGNIFICENT. Imagine Watership Down meets The Animals of Farthing Wood but fiercer." 


Hannah Gold, author of The Last Bear


 


"Steeped in Richard Adams’ Plague Dogs and Watership Down, yet wearing all the hallmarks of Barry Hines at his finest, Dogs of the Deadlands is a wonderful thing. It moved me and stayed with me for an awfully long time." 


Phil Earle, author of When the Sky Falls


 


"I was completely blown away by this brilliant, beautiful story. I am rarely lost for words to say how much I love a book but perhaps it’s a tribute to how much of an impression this made on me that I am struggling on this occasion! I was propelled back to reading Watership Down as an eight-year-old – this gave me that same feeling of having been indelibly changed by a story. . . I was left with tears pouring down my face, broken but curiously uplifted." 


Catherine Bruton, author of No Ballet Shoes in Syria


 


"A truly unforgettable tale of hope in the wilderness. This story feels classic, timeless. It will be read and read and read and loved by so many readers for a long time to come." 


Keith Gray, author of Ostrich Boys


 


"Raw, unflinching and blisteringly well written, Dogs of the Deadlands is already certain to be one of my books of the year! Just WOW." 


A.M. Howell, author of The Garden of Lost Secrets


 


"Extraordinary – exciting, brutal, heartbreaking, it carries you along with every howl, every bite and every moment of joy. Wonderful!"


Alastair Chisholm, author of Orion Lost


 


"Loved Dogs of the Deadlands – a powerful telling of dogs’ survival in the wilds against the backdrop of Chernobyl and the spaces humans left behind."


Gill Lewis, author of A Street Dog Named Pup


 


"Beautifully written and emotionally devastating." 


Bookseller, most anticipated children’s and YA titles 2022
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For my friend Nataliya Torlukova, 1959–2010










Historical Note


The Chernobyl disaster took place on 26 April 1986 near the Ukrainian city of Pripyat, when Reactor Number 4 of the nuclear plant exploded. In the days that followed, a 2,600-square-kilometre exclusion zone was drawn up around the site of the explosion due to the dangers posed by harmful radiation. All families inside the zone were evacuated and forced to leave their pets behind.


Due to the absence of human activity, the zone became a thriving sanctuary for wildlife with some of the highest biodiversity and thickest forests in the Northern Hemisphere. Though many of the abandoned pets were shot by soldiers, the dogs who survived lived wild among wolves, lynxes and bears. This is their story.
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Prologue


The young wolf looked up sulkily at the moon. It wasn’t that elegant silver claw, a sight which had always filled him with hope for the moon-bright hunts of the coming weeks; nor was it the blinding full moon that cast tree shadows on the snow, sharp enough to count the needles on the pine. This was an unsatisfactory lumpish moon, like the gnawed skull of a long-dead bison. But still, he felt the desire to howl his hunger and his rage and his frustration into its face.


It was a desire he swallowed down.


Howling was not for wolves wandering alone in the world with neither a pack nor a den for safety. So he snatched and snapped in frustration at the soft snow with his long teeth.


Six hungry months before, he had been forced to leave his birth pack, after rashly challenging the alpha, his father. The alpha had crushed him like a beetle and he felt lucky to have escaped with his life. He was chased away by the whole pack, even his brothers and sisters, ripping at his tail and blue-black flanks.


Fleeing his own pack, he soon found himself in the territory of others and this was mortal danger. A lone male like him might be killed on sight, and nothing would be left of him but a smear of blood on the snow. So when he wasn’t running he was hiding, and at the first sign of his own kind he would swerve away, as if scorched by a forest fire.


But as he moved through the hungry days and the famished weeks, he became gradually aware of changes. The first thing he noticed was that the night was no longer filled with the howls of rival packs. The wolves had left these woods and he trotted more easily through the trees and clearings. And then he noticed that it was not only the wolves that were absent. There was no stink of bear, no sign of lynx. Again, this was a relief. True, only a stupid wolf would allow a bear within paw-range, but a lynx would kill a wolf before he knew it was there, and all wolves feared them.


As forest predators, and indeed their prey, abandoned the woods, their place was taken by the only other creature that the wolves truly feared. There were roads here, with cars and trucks. There were farms with big dogs. He heard bangs in the woods and he sensed that this was a sound more perilous even than the chittering hiss of the lynx.
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There was nothing for a wolf here. The knowledge of this came to him as he reached the brow of a hill and gazed beyond. He couldn’t understand what he was looking at: the cranes and rising towers, the concrete bunkers, the steel chimneys. Honking trucks with loads of brick and cement and great lengths of pipe like fallen trees. And, everywhere, people, swarming like ants.


No, this was no place for a wolf. Better to take his chance back in the old forest, where he understood his enemies and might one day make new friends, new allies.


So he turned and trotted back into the darkness.


And later, deep in the forest, he came across a small cottage, with a garden, lit by that uninspiring skull-moon. A flickering orange light spilled from the window but the light didn’t interest him. He hadn’t eaten anything for three days, and even then all he’d had was a hedgehog, hardly worth the noseful of prickles it had cost him. But here there was something better than hedgehog. Big birds of a kind he’d never seen before, clucking behind a wire fence. He’d encountered fences on his journey, and found that any fence can be jumped over or dug under, and now he began to dig, as the birds beyond clucked and fluttered in a delicious panic.


There was a sound behind him and he backed quickly out of the shallow tunnel he’d scraped.


It was the animal that wolves fear. But this one was small and frail. She stared silently at him, and he stared silently back. She would make a better meal even than the birds. But if she was prey, why wasn’t she frightened? Why wasn’t she running? What was that fire that burned in her eyes? Why was she now walking towards him, holding out that stick, with smaller twigs bristling at the end of it?


Still, he could spring and tear out her throat.


It would be easy.


It was impossible.


The machinery and the huge buildings he had seen were beyond his understanding. This creature was not like that. She was of the forest, like him. But she had a power of her own and it made his hackles rise. He looked again at her, looked again, longingly, at the chickens, and then he turned and ran away into the night.


One day, he would be back.
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Chapter 1


A Moon and a Star


It was late and the night was dark, but Natasha Taranova wasn’t asleep.


How could she sleep?


She could no more sleep than she could fly.


Sleep was impossible, because today her dream had come true. That very morning, the morning of her seventh birthday, her mama had tied a scarf around her eyes and led her by the hand into the living room of their small flat. And though Natasha had hoped and longed, she still had not quite believed.


Then she heard the frantic snuffling and she knew.


"Put out your hands," her papa said. And then Natasha’s arms were full of warm, squirming softness, and the softness barked. Mama pulled off the scarf and Natasha felt the greatest happiness ever experienced by any child since the world began.


The puppy’s coat was pure white, white as the first fall of winter snow. It had a foxy face, its muzzle long and thin, tipped with a moist, black nose. And there was something strange and magical about its eyes. One was blue, an icy blue, to complement its snowy fur. The other was a soft brown, like the earth under the snow.


"What’s he called?" Natasha cried.


Papa was about to speak, but Mama put her finger over his mouth.


"That’s up to you, darling. And the puppy’s not a he but a she."


Natasha pondered for a moment or two. Then the name appeared in her mind and made its way to her lips.


"Zoya! Her name is Zoya!"


 


[image: clip0006]


 


"A good name," said Mama, and Papa nodded.


Later that day, he brought back a collar, with a little brass name tag on it.


"Here," he’d said. "Z-O-Y-A. And look, there’s a crescent moon and a star. The moon is for love and the star is for luck. This will be a lucky dog and a loved one."
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Now, long into the night, Natasha could still barely believe that she had a beautiful puppy. Ripples of delight travelled up and down her body, from her toes to her scalp.


She was also a little angry and upset. Somehow the anger did not drive out the excitement, but lived together with it, like two old women who hated each other but lived in the same house in the woods.


The trouble had started when Papa told her that the puppy was not allowed to sleep in her room.


"It’s bad enough she gets to come inside the flat," he said, yanking at his black moustache the way he did when he was annoyed. "When I was a boy, dogs lived in the yard. A dog had one job: to bark when the wolves came."


"Did wolves come often?" said Natasha, her voice touched with both doubt and fear.


"If the winter was bad, they came out of the forest. And the winter was always bad in the olden days. The snow they have now! Pah! A decent fart would blow it away."


Mama slapped the top of his arm but couldn’t hold back a smile. "Such language in front of a little girl!"


"Seven is not little," said Natasha. "I’m a big girl!"


Papa smiled too, and said, "Ha, so it is, and so you are."


But Natasha was still thinking of the wolves. "And did the dogs fight the wolves?" she asked.


"Fight? A dog doesn’t fight a wolf. A dog is dinner for a wolf. Or worse."


Natasha’s eyes opened wide. "What is worse than to be dinner?"


"There are worse things, my big girl."


"But Zoya isn’t a dog for barking at wolves. She’s my puppy!"


"I have spoken," said Papa.


Natasha bit her lip. She knew that her papa was a kind man, and a humorous one, but it was unwise to push him too far.


So that was why little Zoya was sleeping in a basket in the kitchen, and not where she belonged, on Natasha’s bed.


Natasha tried to think about all the fun they would have tomorrow. She would begin training the puppy. That would show Papa. Even he would be impressed when Zoya learned to sit, to lie down, to come when she was called. Once Papa saw what a good dog she was, then he would let them sleep together, keeping each other warm through the cold nights, when the wolves prowled outside.


Just as she was drifting off to sleep, Natasha heard the doorbell, followed by roars and shouts. It was Papa’s friends from his army days. Every few months they would come round, and it would mean drinking and stories late into the night. She heard Papa’s voice summoning her to come and say hello, and not to be rude. The boys had come specially to wish her a happy birthday.


She ran first to the kitchen and Zoya jumped into her arms, licking her face and making a funny squeaking noise that was as close as she could get to a bark. Then Natasha walked proudly into the living room, bearing both her puppy and a smile as wide as her face.


The room was full of men, some broad and big, like her father; some thin and haggard. One man always frightened her because there was only a pink stump where his right hand should be. Natasha didn’t like to look at him, didn’t want to think about the terrible thing that must have happened to him in the war.


Mama brought black tea and little cakes, and with her the rough men were gentle and courteous, as they were with Natasha. The man with one hand gave Natasha a little bag of Clumsy Bear chocolates. Each wrapper had a beautiful painting of a mother bear and three cubs playing in the forest. Natasha felt ashamed of her fear and put extra effort into her "thank you".


But she was relieved when the birthday wishes were over, and the last of the men had stroked her hair and pressed a few roubles into her hand, and she could go back to bed.


"No, leave that dog!" ordered Papa as she edged towards the door, still clinging tightly to the puppy. "I know your tricks! And these gentlemen would like to look her over, to see if one day she will make a good guard dog, or a hunter, or a wolf killer!"


Natasha wanted to say that her Zoya would be none of these things. But she was too tired to argue and she handed Zoya over. The puppy struggled a little, then went limp in Papa’s rough hands, and Natasha dragged herself to bed.


She lay back down in the dark, but she could still hear Papa and the other men, their voices rising and falling like the sound of the sea. The sea-voices had lulled her almost to sleep, when she heard her papa say the name Zoya. Once again, she was wide awake.


"Aye, she’s a pretty creature," said one man.


"A Samoyed?" asked another.


"Yes and no," said Papa.


"Ach," laughed the man, "you’ve never given a straight answer in your life. If I was drowning and asked you for a hand, you’d reply, 'Left or right?’, and if I said 'left’, you’d say, 'My left or your left?’"


All the men laughed in a good-natured way.


"Fine, fine," said Papa. "But you’re a simpleton, Dimitri, and life is never simple. The dog is Samoyed with something a little more . . . wild in there too."


"Wolf?"


"Perhaps, perhaps."


Another man laughed. Natasha thought it might be the man with one hand. "That’s no wolf-dog. These dog dealers, they say anything. They have a nice Samoyed, pretty as a princess, and some local street dog gets at her. Rather than drown the litter, the breeder takes you to one side and tells you the pups are part wolf, so you get all excited thinking you’ve got something special."


"Maybe, maybe," said Papa. "But look at those eyes: one dog, one wolf!"


"Nonsense. I had a dog with one brown and one blue, and it had no more wolf than it had monkey in it."


"Listen," said Papa, "the breeder didn’t try to con me. He said she wasn’t pure Samoyed and that’s why I got a good price. His story was that the wolf, if there was one, was back somewhere in the line. And that’s good. A wolf-dog is a monster, not one thing or the other. But here, with this little lady, there’s enough wolf to make her . . . interesting, but not enough for her to tear your throat out while you sleep, eh!"


Natasha gave a gasp but the sound was lost in the rumble of the men’s laughter.


The talk then turned away from dogs, and back to politics and war and money, and soon sleep came. Natasha’s dreams were full of wolves: of wolves coming from the forest to eat her, of her own brave Zoya-wolf who protected her. She dreamed that the wolves were scratching at her door, and then she woke and heard that it was true. For a few seconds she felt panic rising and she clutched the blankets to her face. But as the waking world came back, she knew what the sound was. She crept to the door and opened it and picked up Zoya with a silent shriek of joy.


Closing the door softly, she carried the puppy back to her bed, whispering into her ear. "Now, quiet as a mouse, quiet as two mice. And no howling, my little wolf."


Zoya was enraptured with the new world of the bed, pawing at the white covers and shoving her long nose under the pillows. But soon the excitement of the day gave way to exhaustion and the puppy curled up on Natasha’s feet.


"Now, my love, my darling," Natasha said with a yawn, "we must sleep, because tomorrow I have to teach you all the tricks, so that Papa will love you as much as I do."
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A little before 1.30 a.m., during the course of routine maintenance and testing, Reactor Number 4 at the Chernobyl nuclear plant exploded. The two high metal towers, and the huge square-shouldered reactor buildings glowed red, and then dimmed as the ash fell, and then glowed again, like the slow breathing of a sleeping dragon.


The explosion was just ten kilometres away from the neat and well-ordered town of Pripyat, with its smart apartment buildings and its fifteen primary schools, one of which Natasha attended and where her father was the caretaker. And just out of town there was the new, still unopened funfair with its merry-go-round and bumper cars, and the tall Ferris wheel, all shining with hope for the future.


Only one member of the family would ever see any of these things again.










[image: clip0003]


CHAPTER 2


Abandoned


"COME! NOW!"


Papa spoke with a voice Natasha had never heard before. She had heard anger, as well as laughter, boredom, irritation. All the emotions, in fact, that a father might expose before his child. But this was different. This was a new voice, which crackled and snapped like burning wood.


The best day of her life would be followed by the worst.


The announcement on the radio, then the urgent voice of the loudhailer and finally the soldiers pounding at the door. Her parents’ fear, the mad rush to pack. Being told that her puppy, the new love of her life, had to stay behind in the flat when they left for Kyiv.


"NO!" she had screamed, tears springing up in her eyes.


"It’s only for three days," said Papa. Although, years later, when Natasha remembered that day, she thought that even then his voice betrayed his belief that they would never return.


"We’ll leave plenty of food out for Zoya," said Mama. "And her toys. She’ll be fine."


"But she’ll be lonely!"


"Not another word!" Papa commanded. "We’ve been told: no pets. It’s bad enough that there’ll be dog mess all over the floor."


"Just three days," Mama said, more softly. "Then they’ve promised we’ll be back. Either everything will be fine and we’ll all be here together . . . or, if the worst comes to the worst, we’ll pick Zoya up and all stay together with Aunty Valentina."


"I hate her! She has a moustache and a wart and you can feel them both when she kisses you. I want my Zoya!"


But all her screams and her tears were for nothing. Papa would not be moved and even Mama lost patience in the end. Zoya was shut away in the bathroom, with newspapers spread over the floor, and three big bowls of dog food and a frying pan full of water. She scraped at the door as soon as it closed and barked with her little puppy voice. When Natasha tried to force her way back to the bathroom, Papa picked her up in his strong, implacable arms. He carried her to the stairs, while Mama locked the door behind them.


"Please let me say one more goodbye!" Natasha begged.


"Enough!" Papa said.


But then her mama looked at her papa, and the look was so eloquent, so sad, so hopeless, that he put Natasha down. He remembered, perhaps, a puppy of his own. His own joy and hope and sadness.


Mama handed Natasha the key. "One minute!" she said. "Any longer and your father will kill us both."


"I promise."


Natasha rushed back. She did not see that Papa’s eyes were moist. Nor did she see the squeeze that Mama gave his hand.


Natasha was as good as her word, and soon the three of them were pushing through the frightened crowds on their way to the square where a fleet of green buses were waiting to take them to Kyiv. They carried just one bag each: Papa a big black suitcase, Mama a smaller blue one and Natasha her school backpack. Soldiers and police officers were everywhere, shouting and pointing.


"Natasha!" cried out a voice, and she turned to see her schoolfriend Olga, hoisted high on the shoulders of her father. But the crowd pulled them in different directions, and Natasha lost sight of Olga before she could shout back.


In the distance, a billowing black cloud from the burning nuclear plant hung in the air, and there was a strange smell, metallic and sharp, that left a faint taste in her throat.


The square was in turmoil. There were so many buses, horns honking, so many people, so much shouting and pushing.


Natasha’s family joined the back of what might have been a queue, although there was so much milling and jostling it felt more like a crowd at a football match. Buses pulled up and people pushed on, ushered by the soldiers. There was no panic, but nor was it calm. The feeling that ran through the crowd was a mix of fear and uncertainty. Rumours had begun to spread about the radiation from the plant. Talk was that many of the firefighters were becoming ill. Natasha looked with astonishment at one woman, her mama’s age, who was weeping uncontrollably. She had never seen a grown-up cry before. The sound of the crowd was like the forest when the wind blows, individual voices lost in general noise.


"We should have come earlier," grumbled Papa. "I told you. We will be stuck here, with the poison, all because of that stupid . . ."


More buses came and went, each puffing out black exhaust smoke, to match that in the sky.


Despite Papa’s fears, they were not left behind. The queue shrank, the last bus pulled up before them and its doors sighed open. Two soldiers stood on the pavement, guiding, goading, a firm hand on each shoulder that went up on to the bus.


"Hurry!" they said. "Quickly!"


The soldiers were young and looked nervous, despite their guns. One had a scarf pulled up over his face, to filter out the poisons in the air.


An old woman stumbled as she tried to climb the step. The soldier with the scarf caught her and gave her his arm, guiding her to a seat. The crowd murmured its approval.


Natasha and her parents were the very last to board the bus. Mama went first. As Natasha went to follow, the soldier said to her, "Don’t be frightened, young lady. All will be well."


But then he looked at her backpack, slung over one shoulder, and Natasha knew that she was doomed.


"Give me your bag," he said, the friendliness gone from his voice.


"What is it, comrade?" said Papa.


The soldier ignored him. He pulled the backpack from Natasha’s shoulder. It was alive. It squirmed and whimpered. The soldier loosened the cord securing the mouth of the bag, and a little black nose and a white muzzle poked out. He reached inside and pulled out Zoya by the scruff of her neck.


Natasha cried out and tried to grab the puppy back. But Papa came over, took his daughter gently in his arms and carried her, wailing, crying, screaming, up the steps and to the last seat right at the back of the bus.


Looking over Papa’s shoulder, Natasha saw the soldier put Zoya on the roadside. He wasn’t rough. He even stroked her lovely face, his hand smoothing back her ears. But then he pushed her aside with his boot and the bus drove away.


Every eye on the bus followed each step of the tragedy. These were ordinary folk, with hard and weather-beaten faces. They had lived through difficult times, times of hunger and want, and danger. Many of them had been brought up on the farms around the town, and had the farmer’s way with animals, seeing them as living tools. But even these people were moved by the scene, and came out of their own worries and fears to make low, soft sounds of sorrow for the little dog, and sympathy for the girl.


Then the terrible thing happened. The convoy of buses crawled through the streets, with Natasha’s bus at the back, and the puppy followed, hopefully, eagerly, as if this were a game. Natasha pressed her face to the rear window and looked on in horror.


The buses, slow to begin with, gathered speed as they left the town, so that Zoya had to run as fast as she could to keep up.


"We’ll come back and find her," said Papa. "I promise. She will be OK. The soldiers will give her food. They’re good boys, you saw. They will be gentle."


But Natasha knew that his words were empty.


And now the road was lined with trees: birch and ash and willow, shimmering with the new green leaves of spring. Still the little dog managed to follow, but gradually she fell further and further behind.


Tears streaked Natasha’s face, but now they were the silent tears of infinite sorrow. Then she saw the trees and, sensing the darkness beyond, her grief found its voice again. She thought of the stories she had been told of the terrors in the deep woods.


"Papa, the forest. There are witches! There are wolves!"


"There are no witches," he replied softly. "And the wolves are all gone."


Natasha watched as Zoya disappeared into the distance. Before long, not even her sharp eyes, blurred with tears, could see the puppy. Then she knew that she would never be happy again and she buried her face in Papa’s broad shoulder.


[image: clip0005]


And little Zoya?


At first it was a game. It was fun to run along behind the big green thing. She could see the face of her special friend through the window. She knew that soon the thing would stop and they would be together.


As her legs grew tired, she wanted the game to stop. She wanted her friend to get out of that hateful thing and be with her again. But the thing with her friend inside did not stop, and it became smaller and smaller. Finally, Zoya could not run any more. The day had become hot and she was thirsty. She left the hard road and entered the shade of the trees, where she slumped down and closed her eyes.


Sometime later, there came a quiet noise. Not quite of creeping or stealth, just that of a light foot in the forest.


"And who are you, little one?" said an ancient voice, the voice of Baba Yaga, the wood witch, who could kill or cure on a whim. Whose hut, lighted by lanterns made of human skulls, walked with the feet of a monstrous chicken.


Hands, lined and veined, the skin thin as rice paper, reached down and took up the little dog, who was in a sleep so deep that nothing could rouse her.
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CHAPTER 3


The Brothers


First there was the warmth of Mother and her sweet milk. The bodies of his brothers and sisters squirming above, below, beside him. His eyes had not opened yet, so he could only smell and feel and taste. Sometimes Mother wasn’t there, and that was bad, because he was cold and hungry. But then she was and everything was good.


Then, one by one, his brothers and sisters became still and cold. Mother made long, slow, sad noises and took them away. Now there were only two of them.


Because of the darkness of the den, he couldn’t clearly remember when his eyes opened. But after a while he noticed that there were times when a grey light seeped into the world and he could see the shape of Mother, black against the grey.


Mother nudged the two of them together.


Misha, this is your brother, Bratan. You two must be one.


He licked his brother’s face and it felt wrong. His eyes were not open. Not only that. One eye was not an eye. And there were other things. His front legs were good and strong enough to pin him when they had their play-fights, but his back legs were twisted and weak. Misha knew that he would always have to watch out for Bratan. And he always would.


The grey light and the dark alternated in the den. Mother came and fed them, and sometimes she had a smell that was strong and good, but also troubling. When Misha licked her face, it tasted strange, but the sort of strangeness that you wanted more of. And when Mother had the strange, exciting smell and taste, she was happy and she made good milk.


Misha began to explore every corner of the den, the blackness in the deep parts and the light, towards the entrance. But he was still a little afraid of the light and soon returned to the warmth of his brother, dreaming in the dark.


And one time when Mother was not there, a bad smell came, like their own smell but stronger. A soft voice was snuffling in the den.


Where are you, little ones? Come to me. Let me feel you. Let me taste you.


Bratan whimpered, his fear palpable, and Misha moved between him and the entrance. Without meaning to, he found that he was snarling. He felt the hair around his neck and on his back rise.


But his snarl was just an encouragement to the intruder. Misha saw the yellow light in her eyes, the white flash of her teeth, the red glow of her fur. And he felt within him something stir. He had been frightened but now the new feeling swamped the fear. What he felt was rage and a kind of joy. He knew that he was made for this. Rather than cowering back from the white teeth, he lunged forwards, his comical little snarl rising in intensity.


The vixen, anticipating a quick and easy kill, paused for a moment, puzzled. This was not what she had expected. But the insolent pup was only a quarter of her size and she tensed herself to spring on him. Her jaws would fasten round his neck and a quick shake would see the job done.


Misha’s spurt of courage was beginning to fail. He wanted Mother. He backed away a little, till he felt Bratan behind him. He tried to growl, but this time not even a squeak emerged.


And then there was fury and noise. Bodies writhed and spun in the small space, and Misha and Bratan were crushed and thrown and bruised. Hissing, yelping, quick savage barks. A high-pitched sound, agonised and tragic, the last ever to emerge from that red throat. Then it was over. The den filled with the smell of dead fox.


Misha found Mother. She nuzzled him and he licked at her face. She was hurt, with deep bites on her shoulders, and one ear was torn. The blood showed red on her white fur. Bratan came up nervously from the depths. The three of them huddled together and the two pups fed.
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CHAPTER 4


First Adventures


At last the time had come. Mother called him gently from outside and Misha, sniffing, pausing, sniffing, scampering, stumbling, made his way into the full light of day. The world was dazzling in the late spring sunshine. All he had seen before were shades of grey, but now there was blue and white above, and all around the wrinkled browns, mottled silvers and shimmering greens of the trees. The glittering brightness hurt his eyes but his soul swelled outwards to meet it.


The den had been scraped out from under an overhanging lip of rock on the side of a hill deep in the forest. There was a flat terrace in front of the overhang, just big enough for the family to lie and play together.


Beyond the terrace, the hill rolled away towards a stream tinkling out of sight below.


He looked back and called to his brother. But Bratan, warier than Misha, stayed where he was. Misha moved cautiously to the edge of the terrace and surveyed his world. From here he could see the forest stretching forever in all directions.
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Not quite forever. Far away beyond the trees, something unnatural loomed, huge and ominous: towers and domes and great concrete blocks. Despite its mass, the structure was too far away to register with the pups or their mother. It was as distant and remote as the sky.


Mother nuzzled Misha and then went back into the den. She emerged, a few seconds later, with Bratan in her mouth. She dropped him, a little roughly, next to Misha. Bratan immediately crept up to Misha and tried to hide his face in his side.


It’s OK, Brother. There’s nothing to be frightened of. This is the world. The sun was warm and their mother lay down next to them. She rolled on to her back and they suckled happily.


Each day after that, the pups were allowed out on to the terrace. Soon even Bratan was enjoying the expeditions out of the den, which now felt airless and cramped.


As Misha exercised his growing limbs, he began to feel a new kind of hunger. It was still good to drink Mother’s milk, to feel close to her and to have his brother feed next to him. But he wanted something else, something more.


One day, Mother came back from one of her trips to the forest and he sensed that the new thing was coming. It had been a successful outing. Padding quietly along by the side of the river at the bottom of the hill, she had disturbed an otter eating a big carp. The otter had already eaten half of the fish, and so, after a little hissing and chattering, a few half-hearted lunges, it slipped back into the water. Mother greedily swallowed everything that remained: skin, bones, head and all.


Trotting back towards the den, her belly already round, she heard a rustle in a bramble patch. There she found a nest of field mice and she quickly crunched and swallowed the eight young. And finally, on the lower slopes of the hill, she saw a huge earthworm, drawn out by the overnight rain. One end was anchored in the soil and it put up a surprising fight before she pulled it loose.


This was her best hunt in weeks. She loved the feeling of fullness in her belly, even as she knew that it would not last.


She called to her pups from the mouth of the den and out they came. Misha first, of course, but even Bratan now emerged without much coaxing.


Misha instinctively knew what to do. He reached up and began to lick Mother’s lips. Whenever she turned away, he followed her. And then she shuddered, and up came a savoury soup of fish and mouse and worm. Misha needed no invitation or encouragement but buried his face in the warm mess, sucking and chomping. Bratan sniffed his way over. Then, for the first time ever, Misha growled at him, a low menacing growl, not unlike the one he had aimed at the marauding vixen. Bratan recoiled, and Misha felt a surge of sorrow and shame.


Come, Brother. It’s good.


Bratan came shyly forwards again and began to eat the half-digested feast.
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CHAPTER 5


Water


The pups still suckled when they could, but more and more they looked forward to the warm stew that came gushing from Mother’s mouth, delighting in the unexpected treats it contained. Some days there was nothing. Some days, especially after rain, there was a tangled ball of worms, many still twitching. Some days just the hard shells of beetles. And once the blackened rotting flesh of some unnameable beast that Mother had dug up in the forest.
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