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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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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.
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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.
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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.

 

[image: clip0007]

 

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.

Something had killed it. Something had buried it. Perhaps the something had forgotten about the buried meat; perhaps the something had itself become meat for a yet bigger something. Misha ate it, his nose wrinkling in disgust even as he swallowed. But Bratan took one sniff and retreated back to the den.

Then, one morning, Mother left the den, surveyed the green world and called to them.

Come.

Misha knew from the urgency of her bark that his life was about to change.

Come, he barked in turn to Bratan. But Bratan would not come, even when Misha and Mother called together.

Mother started trotting purposefully down the hill towards the stream at the bottom. Misha looked back, still hoping his brother would follow. But then the urge to run took control of him and he was bounding after Mother, truly stretching his legs for the first time.

Bounding too quickly.

He had only ever scampered around the little flat terrace outside the den, but now he was running wildly down the slope. After a few strides, he was completely out of control. His back legs somersaulted over his front, then he was tumbling head over heels through the silver birch and willow saplings. Finally, he crashed into Mother, who spun round and gave him a sharp nip on the shoulder. When he yelped at the pain, she nipped him on the other one.

The message was clear: Quiet! This is not play.

They reached the stream at the bottom of the slope. Mother drank, lapping the water with her tongue, and Misha copied her. Or tried to. It was trickier than it looked. Drinking was a skill you had to learn. But the cool water was delicious.

Misha heard Bratan crying feebly back at the den, and together he and Mother headed home. Bratan had never been left on his own before, and even though they had only been gone for a few minutes, he jumped and capered with excitement on their return. Mother nipped him sharply on the nose.

Again, the message was plain: Be silent when I am not here.

From this point on, Mother grew ever harsher in her punishments. They had to learn new things. Things to do, and things not to do. There were fewer gentle caresses, and more cuffs and nips.

The next day, Mother again led Misha on a trip down to the stream. This time, when Misha called, his brother followed. Bratan’s back legs still had not developed properly. The right one was twisted awkwardly under his body while the left splayed outwards, as if to compensate. He did his best to keep up, scooting along in his limping, dragging way. His front legs and his chest and head were growing strong, which helped. Indeed, in tussles in the den he would always triumph over Misha, as long as he could wedge himself in a corner and did not have to move.

But this was a new challenge and the effort exhausted him. Twice Mother stopped and went back, encouraging with nudges and nips and growls. Whenever he rested, she licked his back legs and haunches, as if her pup had the sort of injury you could cure with love.

At last, they reached the stream and Bratan took his first drink. He looked up at Misha, his eyes wide with delight.

Why didn’t you tell me about this stuff? I love it!

The two pups splashed about in the stream, which now, in early summer, was not much more than a trickle. All too soon, Mother pushed them out with her nose and chased them back home.

That then became the pattern: daily trips down to drink at the stream. The days were getting hotter, so the cool stream was a good place to be. Bratan became a little less stiff in his movements, but still could not go for long without getting tangled in his own limbs. He looked as if his strong shoulders were dragging the rest of him along behind, like a sledge.

Mother still went out twice a day on hunting and foraging trips, setting out on her first just before dawn and on her last just as darkness fell. Misha felt the excitement rise whenever she set off, and would plead to be allowed to come.

Not yet, she would always say.

Until, at long last, on one grey and misty morning, she said, Yes.

Misha looked towards Bratan, dozing against the back wall of the den.

No.

Misha looked from Bratan to Mother, and back again.

Please.

No.

Bratan woke up and realised that something was happening, something that didn’t include him. He stood and tottered towards the entrance. Mother darted forwards and pinned him to the ground. This was the ultimate show of who was boss and she had never before used it with her pups. Bratan instantly and instinctively submitted, rolling to present his belly to Mother.

Satisfied, she turned and scrambled out of the den. With one last backward glance, Misha followed.
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CHAPTER 6

The First Hunt

Mother took the familiar path down to the stream and Misha felt a pang of disappointment. It was just a trip for water, after all. But Mother paused only for the briefest drink and then she jumped up the far bank. Misha followed and suddenly he was in a new world altogether.

The woods on the other side were denser, darker. They felt full of mystery and wonder and promise. Mother and Misha followed a narrow track through the undergrowth – perhaps an old human trail, or perhaps just one cut by animals over the years – a path that found the easiest way through the contours of the land. Misha strayed once, drawn by the sound of a woodpecker, hammering invisibly somewhere to the side. Mother stopped, turned and growled, and Misha focused again. A little later, he fell clumsily over his own feet. This time, Mother came back along the path and bared her teeth at him.

No noise. There is danger here.

She followed it up with a quick, hard nip on the rump. Misha swallowed the yelp. After that, he did his best to follow stealthily in Mother’s footsteps. Each time he stepped too heavily on a twig, or stumbled over a tussock, she spun round and nipped him again.

This was not fun.

He looked back through the trees, thinking he might find his way home. But he could not see the den, could not hear the stream, could not even see the hill where he was born. The sky had disappeared: there was only the dark green canopy above and the grey-shadowed trunks of the trees all around.

So he carried on and in time learned how to ape Mother’s easy, silent lope. Slowly, he began to enjoy the adventure. His nose was assaulted by new smells: faint traces of the living things that had walked this way in the night. Some tantalising: smells he wanted to follow. Some frightening: smells he wanted to run away from. Some perplexing: dark musty smells that attracted and repelled him equally.

As his own movements became less clumsy, he began to hear the sounds of the woods. The sighing of the wind in the leaves, the alarm calls of birds, the rustlings and tremblings of creatures in the undergrowth. Each time Mother heard the sounds of furtive movements, she would stop dead and gaze in the direction from which the sounds came. Her ears would rotate till they faced the same way and her body would tense with controlled energy.

Twice Mother leaped into the undergrowth, trying to pounce on whichever small creature had betrayed itself: wood mouse or vole. Both times she returned with nothing.

Although happy to attempt these occasional side-hunts, all the while she appeared to be heading towards a particular destination. Misha was hot and tired by the time they got there, but his eyes opened wide with delight when he saw it.

It was a clearing in the forest, formed when a storm had blown down a towering but rotten old ash tree, which had in turn demolished the smaller silver birch, elder and willows. Deer, elk and bison had come and browsed the new growth, keeping the glade open. Without the trees, sunlight and colour filled the space. The floor of the glade was coated with grasses and wildflowers.

Misha rolled and danced in the sunshine, but they weren’t here to play. Misha saw once again Mother’s intense gaze and crouching posture, the sharply focused eyes and ears. He felt the excitement of the hunt and wondered what great prey it was that she pursued. And then she leaped and her jaws closed around . . . what?

Nothing.

Something.

Misha hurried over and saw her bite, once, twice, on air it seemed. Then he saw movement in her mouth. It was a bright green grasshopper, like a clockwork toy made from emeralds. And now that he saw this first one, he looked around and realised that the glade was alive with them, hopping and crawling over the grass.

Mother leaped again and another grasshopper was in her mouth.

Misha copied Mother’s technique as best he could: the prowl, the crouch, the leap. He smashed into the ground, nose first.

He tried again.

    And again.

        And again.
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Mother had made it seem so easy but all he could catch was air and grass. In despair, he lay down, resting his chin on a patch of dandelions.

Then a grasshopper landed so close that he could almost reach it with his tongue. The grasshopper crawled to the end of a dandelion leaf and Misha sensed that it was about to make another of its haphazard jumps. Without thinking, his paw went up and out and down, trapping the insect. He felt it wriggle, felt it fight, and the sensation thrilled him. Keeping his paw on the grasshopper, he stood, gave a small bark and bit. The wings and legs and the hard skin crunched, but the body inside was sweet and juicy.

Misha had made his first kill and he felt the triumphant blood-thrill of the mighty hunter.

Now he really had a taste for grasshoppers. He began to look himself like a huge grey and white grasshopper, leaping randomly in all directions. He even managed to catch a few: some by slapping down with his paw, the way he’d caught the first, and others by snapping them up in his jaws, just like Mother.

As well as the jumping grasshoppers, there were other crawling things in the grass. Whatever came within Misha’s reach he tried: a black beetle (sour and foul); a brown cricket (all crunch and no juice); a line of ants that squirted bitter acid on his tongue when he lapped them up. A butterfly caught on a daisy, barely worth the effort. And last a ladybird, which was the only thing he spat out, so disgusting did it taste. From then on, he was wary of orange and black . . . 

Despite the ladybird, it was the most fun Misha had ever had. So much fun, in fact, that he did not notice when Mother tensed again, this time in a new and very different way.
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CHAPTER 7

An Ancient Enemy

Mother was staring fixedly beyond the clearing. She gave a gruff little bark, quiet and ominous.

Beware.

At the same moment, Misha heard the sound of something crashing through the undergrowth, the rhythmic drumming of heavy legs on the forest floor.

And he smelled it.

Strong, hot and dangerous.

Ancient memories – memories that reached back millennia before he was born – fired flashes of horror in his young mind. He did not know what was coming but he knew that it was not good. Intense feelings screamed at him to run. Feelings just as powerful called on him to freeze.

And then it was here, bursting into the glade with an explosion of leaves and twigs: a ferocious, bouncing, bounding ball of energy. A juvenile brown bear, a year old, far bigger than Mother, already equipped with long, curving claws and teeth that could mince flesh and carve bone.

The bear, however, exuded not predatory menace but heedless joy. He galloped and cavorted around the clearing, tripped over his flapping paws, rolled happily, skipped to his feet again, and then stopped and stared in fascination at the two dogs.

Without thinking, Misha went into play mode. His front legs flat on the floor, back end raised, tail high, his ears cocked, mouth open and tongue lolling. Everything about the bear screamed FUN and Misha wanted in.

Mother had other ideas. She roughly grabbed Misha by the scruff, and carried him away, yelping and twisting in frustration. The instant they left the clearing, something huge, monstrous almost, lumbered in from the same direction as the young bear. This new arrival had none of the playfulness of the cub. It meant business. And business meant danger.

It was the mother bear.

Her eyes, tiny and fretful in her massive head, surveyed the space. She sniffed suspiciously, angrily. She located the whiff of dog and turned towards the pair, inadequately concealed in the bushes at the edge of the clearing. Misha had stopped struggling and hung limp and terrified in Mother’s mouth. If the young bear signified fun, the parent signified death. Even Mother, so sure, so clever, so resourceful, seemed frozen, either hoping to remain silent and unseen, or simply too frightened to move.

The young bear, peeved at losing his new playmate, came gambolling towards them, followed by his lumbering guardian. That was enough to jolt Mother out of her reverie. She dropped Misha roughly on the ground.

Run.
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But before the dogs had the chance to flee, a new player entered the stage, along the same trail that Misha and Mother had followed. This new creature came with a slow, irregular, unsteady tread. Only a fiercely indomitable will had dragged it this far.

The baby and mother bear both heard the newcomer: in truth, nothing with ears could have missed it. They turned away from Misha and Mother, and saw . . . 

Bratan!

Yes, it was Misha’s brother. He had started to follow the other two dogs almost as soon as they had left the den. He’d been able to track them down to the stream and then picked up their scent on the far bank. The little, limping puppy had been frightened by the forest, spooked by its strange noises and smells, but he had not stopped. Nor had he been foolish enough to cry or make any of the noises that would attract predators.

And finally, he had arrived.

Once again, Misha and Mother were still and silent.

The young bear, delighted to have found a replacement for his lost friend, bounded towards Bratan. Bratan, more timid and fearful than Misha, didn’t go into the same play posture – rear up, front legs flat, ears cocked – that his brother had adopted. He instantly rolled on to his back, presenting his vulnerable underbelly to the bear. With a dog, or even a wolf, this act of submission will usually deter violence. I’m no danger, it says, please, please, don’t hurt me. And as dogs (and wolves, sometimes) are concerned mainly with hierarchies and power, that will be enough.

But a bear is not a dog.

In a second, the juvenile was on him. Misha watched in horror as the young bear opened his jaws and buried his muzzle into the pup’s soft belly. He heard Bratan give out a resigned groan, almost a sigh: the sound of a prey animal who knows that its death is inevitable and the fight is over.

Then the bear lifted his head in triumph and pulled back his paw: a paw that seemed almost as big as the puppy. He delivered a sickening blow, sending Bratan tumbling sideways.

It was death for the little dog.

Except, no!

Bratan struggled back to his feet. As the bear rejoined the fight, the dog rose enough to fasten his teeth in the bear’s neck. Next the two of them were rolling together over the glade. The mother bear lumbered closer, ready to finish the job her cub had started but could not end. Suddenly she stopped. It was good for a young bear to learn how to kill and there was no peril in this pup.

And then Misha, now freed from his state of frozen horror, was tearing across the glade towards them. If Bratan was to die, he would die by his side, and there would be bear blood on the grass, as well as dog.

But as Misha reached his brother, something about the life-and-death struggle changed. Or rather, Misha began to see it in a different light. The savage bite to Bratan’s belly, the monstrous cuff from the bear’s paw: these things should have killed the puppy. Yet here was Bratan, still wrestling with the bear, still gnawing at his thick neck. Finally, Bratan freed himself and backed off a little way. He then lay down with his paws stretched forwards, his ears cocked, his tail high and wagging. The bear sat opposite him on his haunches, gasping for breath. And both the bear’s gasps and Bratan’s pants sounded like laughter.

It was then that Misha realised that the bear and the puppy had been playing, not fighting. The bite was gentle, the paw-swipe merely a vigorous caress.

The bear, his breath regained, made a few happy lunges at Bratan and Bratan lunged back, as best he could. And then the bear spotted Misha again, his first friend. Suddenly, Misha found that he was wrestling the bear and Bratan at the same time, the three bodies one ball of brown and white and grey fur.

Mother had been more watchful. She would die to protect her children but only if dying would do any good. With Bratan in the clutches of the bear, with the hulking form of the adult close, she had given up hope. Her job was to protect the survivor and that meant staying alive herself. And then Misha had joined the ruck. Now she moved cautiously out of cover, always aware of that imposing presence. The female bear grunted and shuffled in between the fighting youngsters and the adult dog. And at the same time, Mother saw that the fight was play and there was no danger. She and the female bear eyed each other. Then the bear, understanding that this small, feeble near-wolf and her cubs were no threat, began to crop and munch at the sweet grasses and wildflowers, much like a shaggy cow.

The wrestling game lasted a few more minutes, until the mother bear called to her cub. Together, they shouldered away through the trees. The young bear looked back sadly as they left.

Over the months, as summer grew hotter and then cooler again, the pups often went to the glade to gorge on grasshoppers. Three times they met with the mother and juvenile bear. On each occasion, they recognised each other with more joy. They romped, fought and laughed together, and stalked the grasshoppers as a team. The bear dug with his long claws into the turf, exposing juicy earthworms and fat white grubs, as well as bitter millipedes and biting centipedes. Even the occasional mouse or shrew, which they’d chase and pounce at, but never catch.

And with each meeting the wariness of the older generation eased. The mother dog and the mother bear would watch each other for a while, as the youngsters played, then soon got down to the work of putting on weight before the year turned.

But with each meeting, there was a change in status. The bear cub had always been far bigger than the dogs, and that difference increased, until Misha and Bratan became a little wary of the hulking beast who could so easily hurt them without meaning to. Those playful swipes could break a dog’s rib. Although Misha could always jump or swerve or duck, Bratan was too slow and was often knocked on to his back.

The last time they met they all three seemed to know that this would not happen again. That perhaps it should not, as their adult natures drove out the play-loving youngsters. They parted without looking back.
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CHAPTER 8

Everything Is Food

Misha and Bratan joined Mother often now on treks through the forest. Gradually their experience, knowledge and skills expanded. They learned how to forage for insects and grubs: a reliable standby, when other food was hard to come by. Mother showed them the places where they could find sweet berries and, as the year began to turn, fallen fruits. And when their bellies ached with emptiness, she had shown that they, like the bears, could eat grass and flowers.

Mother was also a skilled hunter of mice and voles. She taught her pups how to sniff out the tunnels they made through the long grass. She’d sit like a stone, her ears cocked and ready. If they waited long enough, then the rustling would come. Perhaps they would see the movement of the slender blades, although they would hardly ever catch a glimpse of the creature itself. Then Mother would leap and land. At least half the time, she would trap the rodent against the ground. Her head would emerge triumphantly from the grass, she’d give the fat little vole a last shake and then swallow it whole, or drop it for Misha and Bratan to squabble over.

Soon she started to drop the victim without killing it. And then the fun would begin, as it tried to escape with Misha on its tail. In this way, Misha learned the art of rodent killing and became almost as good as Mother in the end.

Poor Bratan, of course, stood no chance in these mini hunts, unless the little creature happened to stray right under his nose. Then he would lunge, crunch and swallow, exalting in his small triumph over his brother.

But worms and grasshoppers and mice, though they could keep a dog alive, never quite filled them up. They always left the pups feeling there was room for more.

Misha was aware that there were bigger animals in the woods. He had seen deer darting away through the trees, the white flash of their rumps taunting him. Mother, though clearly interested in them, never bothered to give chase. She would never catch them and even if she did, what then? The deer were too big, their antlers too dangerous. By this time of year, even the fawns had grown too large for her to tackle.

Sometimes they followed the stream down to an area of marsh that gradually deepened into a small lake. There they once saw the vast form of an elk, wading out to munch on the waterweeds. No dog would ever tackle anything the size of an elk, but they’d often see a beaver swimming purposefully across the water. And if the beaver saw or smelled them, it would steer away. This made Misha think that here might be something worth investigating, if they could somehow encounter it on dry land.

Then there were the wild boars. Their smell and their pungent dung were everywhere. The dogs would hear them grunting and rootling, and sometimes see their black, bristly backs. The message then from Mother was always: Run away! One time, the three dogs were on their way to the Bear Glade when a huge boar, his great curved tusks gleaming white in the murk, appeared before them.

Mother, leading, froze and the pups froze with her.

The boar peered at them with his tiny black eyes, huffed once, twice, then stepped forward. He looked to be about to charge at them. Behind him, a smaller, but still formidable female crossed the path, followed by seven tiny, striped piglets. The big boar stood his ground until all had crossed, and then, with a final snort of contempt, he joined his family. Misha and Bratan understood that boars were not to be trifled with. But Misha also thought how tasty the little ones looked . . . 

In their wanderings they met again with a fox. This was a big dog fox, though not quite big enough to want to challenge Mother, or to bother with the growing pups. He looked, sniffed and slipped away, shaking his bushy tail and leaving that hot stink of fox behind him. Remembering that first battle back in the den, Misha felt a surge of loathing and barked angrily at the retreating tail.

Misha felt no such hatred for the badgers. A family of them lived at the very top of the hill above their den. For the most part they ignored each other. They would only ever cross paths very early in the morning, as the badgers headed back to their sett after a long night of foraging. Nothing much frightens an adult badger and so they’d shuffle along on their short legs, paying no attention to the dogs. Neither threat nor food, the dogs regarded them in the same way.

Once, Mother stopped and sniffed at a tree deep in the woods. It had been scent-marked, and the sour aroma made the hair on Misha’s back and neck stand up. He felt his senses heighten. Suddenly, he could hear every breath, every cracking twig, every rustling leaf. Higher up the tree trunk he saw where the bark had been gouged with deep claw marks, exposing the pale red of the flesh beneath.

He looked at Mother. He had never seen her so agitated. Whatever had made these marks was deadly. She looked around, paused, listened, sniffed the air. And then she led them away. Although it was evening and time to go back to the den, she went by a roundabout route. Twice they crossed and recrossed the stream. Whatever it had been, she did not want it to track the family back to their home.

The ultimate prize on their expeditions was carrion: the decaying flesh of dead animals. Mother taught them to be forever on the lookout for this rare treat. Here was meat that did not fight back. Though, of course, it was a smell – rich, savoury and dense – not a sight that would lead them to the feast.

Mother taught them to turn their noses up at nothing.

A dead grass snake?

Food.

The dried carcass of a boar, emptied out so that only the feet, a few bones and the skin were left?

Food.

There was only one other time that Misha had seen Mother this distressed. It had been a good day. Following the stream, they had come across a nest of fledgling coots, absurdly scraggy in their tufty covering of black and rust-coloured down. The parents screeched and flapped, but then flew away, leaving the three dogs to kill and eat the nine red-faced chicks. Everything went down: flesh, feathers, feet, beaks. It was their best feed in days and they had gone back happily to their den. They had sat outside on the terrace in the late afternoon sunshine, annoyed a little by mosquitos and a persistent horsefly, but happy in their full bellies and warm backs.

Then that sound had come.

A long, low howl, rising gradually until its top notes disappeared into the ether. It came again, and this time the one voice was joined by another and another.

Misha felt the thrill of it, felt every cell in his body respond. He looked at Mother. She had gone rigid, a look of shock and terror on her face. She tried to pick up Bratan, forgetting that he was too big now. She put him down, squirming and complaining, then tried to herd them both back into the den.

All the while, her body was thrumming with a strange energy. She convulsed, almost as she did when she was regurgitating food for them. Except that rather than down, her head was pointing upwards.

Then it came: her answering howl. Or, at least, a choked, swallowed, stunted howl. And she rolled on the flat bare earth, and made sounds of fear and submission and hatred. She then went into the den, and Bratan and Misha followed, and tried, with licks and nuzzles, to comfort her.
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CHAPTER 9

Hard Lessons

In her dreams, Natasha often gazed again through the rear window of the bus at the tiny white form of her puppy dwindling into invisibility. Sometimes she would wake knowing that her love was lost, and tears would seep like blood from an old, scabbed wound. And sometimes she would wake up thinking that the loss itself was a dream, and for a moment she would feel the weight of the sleeping dog next to her. That was worse. Then her sobs would burst from her with a raw, animal sound.

How long did the agony of separation, of loss, last for Natasha? It did not help that the pain was staggered, each step giving, and then taking away, hope.

Three days. That was the first cycle of hope and desolation.

They spent the days in the gymnasium of a school on the outskirts of Kyiv, rows of camp beds turning it into a transient hostel. The very temporariness of the accommodation led them all to believe that they would soon be back in their own homes, their own beds.

And then the grown-ups were taken to one side, and men in grey suits told them the news that the town was contaminated. That it might be weeks before they could return. Papa told Natasha gently, while Mama stood gaunt and silent, that they could not go back.

"The good soldiers, they will care for everything for now. They will look after our house. They will feed your little dog, your Zoya."

After a week, they went to live with the dreaded Aunt Valentina. Aunt Valentina was Mama’s much older sister and she lived by herself in a flat on the outskirts of the city. She had knick-knacks and trinkets everywhere: little pottery birds and small lacquered bowls with nothing in them.

The first thing she said to Natasha was "Touch them only with your eyes!", with a sinister glint in her own. Valentina worked in the post office and had no friends. The only picture on the walls was of an old, unsmiling Soviet politician, with eyebrows like dead mice left on his face by the Kremlin cat.

It was hard for them all but perhaps hardest for Papa. The three slept in the living room, with Mama and Natasha sharing the sofa, and Papa on the floor. Each morning Valentina would come into the room, pull a sour face and wave her hand in front of her nose.

"Windows can be opened," she’d say. And Papa, thinking of Valentina’s meagre meals, would grumble, "Yes, and sometimes the stove can be turned on."

Papa spent most of the day, and much of the night, in the park with some men he knew, playing chess.

"Anything is better than looking at Valentina’s face," he would say. "It’s like a cat’s bum. And not one of the pretty cats’ bums." And then he would pull a cat-bum face, and it was about the only thing that could still make Natasha laugh.

Occasionally, a rumour would circulate that they were about to go home, but each time their hopes turned to ash, like the remains of Reactor Number 4.

Every day, every hour, every minute, Natasha thought of Zoya. Sometimes she would imagine good things. The kind soldiers playing with her, feeding her on tasty morsels from their own rations. And sometimes she would have terrible thoughts, of her poor puppy alone in the forest. And the things with claws and teeth creeping towards her . . . 

They stayed with Aunt Valentina for three months. After that, they moved to a small apartment of their own, and it was better. There were two bedrooms, and a tiny kitchen and a living room, and a bathroom with a shower that quite often had hot water. The flat was hot and stuffy in the summer and freezing cold in the winter.

Papa got a job collecting rubbish. He came home very tired and very smelly each day. Mama got a job too, at the pharmacy. She liked her work and sometimes she brought home sweets that they sold.

Still Mama and Papa argued all the time, which made Natasha sad and frightened and angry. They argued about stupid things, like where Papa had put his work trousers, or how much Mama had spent on a pair of new shoes for Natasha. What Natasha didn’t know then was that her parents were really arguing about what they had lost: their home and their hope.

In the autumn, Natasha started her new school. Some of the children wanted to know about the accident. About how many people had died and about the terrible things that the radiation did to them.

"Is it true all their skin fell off?"

"I heard people grew extra fingers and toes, and that sometimes the fingers and toes weren’t even on their hands and feet but on their back or their chest."

"I heard that if you have a baby it will be a monster, like a crocodile or a bear."

Natasha said she didn’t know. Surely these are all lies, she told herself.

Then they came up with a song:

Natasha Natasha,

She glows bright red.

Natasha Natasha,

She’ll soon be dead.

Natasha Natasha,

Don’t even touch her shoe.

Natasha Natasha,

Or you’ll be dead too.

 

When their teacher found out about it, she punished the children for teasing Natasha, but that just made her even more unpopular. All it meant was that her classmates whispered the rhyme as they passed her in the corridors or the playground.

Natasha tried to ignore the song and she showed no sign that it had hurt her. As the years went by, she learned the most difficult lesson for any child: how to be alone.

And, with the occasional devastating flourish of hope, she also learned that she would never be going back to Pripyat, their little flat and her beloved dog.
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CHAPTER 10

Bad Times, Good Times

The year passed and the puppies grew, until they were no longer puppies but adolescent dogs. It was clear that Misha was going to be big, like Mother. He was strong and fast, a skilful forager and an enthusiastic, if not yet particularly adept, hunter. As well as mice, he had caught careless rabbits from the warren on the other side of the hill. He had surprised a mole, sticking its head out of a molehill one morning. The mole took some killing but it was fat and tasty. He had eaten eggs and young birds, and once caught a partridge by leaping into the air as it took off.

Bratan was a different matter. Although he had continued to grow strong in the shoulders and had a more powerful bite than his brother or even Mother, his legs meant that he would never be a proficient hunter. Which is not to say that he was of no use to the little pack . . . He could crack open the bones of deer that they found and get at the rich marrow inside. And he was clever. He was adept at finding a scent, although he couldn’t always chase after whatever had made it.

He was even better at sensing danger. It was Bratan’s bark that saved Misha from the golden eagle. Misha and Mother were on the edge of the swamp, hunting frogs (slimy but delicious). Bratan, meanwhile, was resting in the shade of the nearby woodland when he spotted the eagle, swooping towards his brother from its perch at the top of a dead oak tree. Its cruel iron talons were ready to sweep Misha up and take him to feed the three hungry chicks waiting in its nest. Bratan’s urgent bark came just in time to warn Misha to bolt from the open to the safety of the trees.

Still, Misha knew that his brother needed him far more than he needed his brother. But their bond was close, despite this imbalance. Every night they slept curled around each other for warmth. Sometimes Mother joined them but she was often away on mysterious night-time journeys. Occasionally, they heard the howling of the wolves, and on those nights Mother would first fret and pace, and utter her own swallowed, guttural howls. Then she would disappear.

Winter should have been a time of trials. It was for the deer and the elk and the other leaf-eaters. It was hard for the birds, once the nuts and berries were gone. To begin with, it was hard for the dogs too. First came the rain. Every day it poured: a heavy rain, falling from skies that were a solid grey. The skies never seemed to run out of rain.

Down it fell and the stream at the bottom of their hill became a torrent. Crossing it was no longer simply a matter of stepping from stone to stone. Now each crossing meant a drenching, with the risk of being swept away. Bratan managed to find a spot for them to cross, higher up the stream where a tangle of broken branches and other flotsam formed a sort of bridge to a little island. From there it was a relatively safe wade to the far side.

Once they reached the woods, foraging was a damp, usually futile exercise. The rain washed the smells away, mingling and blurring the scent-world. And the steady beating of the drops on the leaves obscured the sounds of rustling and scurrying that helped them find mice and voles. Only worms seemed to enjoy the rain and it was the worms that kept them alive.

The leaves had long since turned from green to brown. Now, with the rain, they fell and turned to slime underpaw. Finally, the forest was bare and stark.

The rain stopped and after a few days of calm, the freeze began. First there was gentle, wet snow. Misha and Bratan marvelled at it and tried to eat it as it fell. They capered and danced amid the flakes as if they were carefree cubs again.

Then the snow came hard, so that the dogs had to close their eyes if they faced it. The stream froze and the three of them huddled together in the deepest part of the den.

This was a tough time, a lean time. There were no more worms. The fruits of autumn were long gone. They found a dead beaver down by the pond, frozen solid, like their stream. The beaver should have been safe in its winter quarters but it had come out on some errand and perished from cold or disease. Its lips were pulled back in a ghastly grin, revealing its big yellow incisors. The dogs snarled and squabbled over the body – especially over the fat, naked tail – but there was enough meat on the carcass to keep away hunger for a few days.

Another time, they found the huge cast antler of an elk. Mother dragged it back to the den and the three of them gnawed it until there was nothing left.

This was the low point of the year. But things were about to get better. Better for the dogs, much worse for many other animals. The old and the young began to perish. The dogs found a dead elk – perhaps the same one whose antler had dulled their hunger – near to the crossing place that Bratan had discovered. The bank was steep there and the starving, exhausted animal had tried to climb out, but had slipped or stumbled back, again and again, until it simply lay across the ice and snow and died. Ravens and crows were already at work, and a buzzard was trying to tear into the belly. The elk’s eyes were gone, and its lips and tongue were pecked ragged.

As the three dogs ran to the elk, the birds flew away to a safe distance and watched. Mother worked hurriedly and passed this urgency on to the brothers. She knew that they would not have long. Every other meat-eater in the forest would be in search of the same meal. The cunning ones would have been looking for the ravens, which were always the first to find the dead.

The elk was cold but not yet frozen. Had it been, the dogs’ jaws, so much weaker than a wolf’s, would not have been able to rip it apart. As it was, it was hard work. They tore, chewed, swallowed, taking loose bits of skin and flesh between their teeth and twisting them free. Every few seconds, Mother would lift her head, sniff the wind, listen. Then her head, its white fur stained crimson, would return to the elk.

Suddenly Bratan stopped eating. Something was coming. He wasn’t sure what, or how great a threat it posed. It was approaching from downwind, so his nose told him nothing. But there was something else he sensed: a trembling in the air. The world was tense and listening.

Now Mother’s head was up again and soon even Misha heard it. Something was approaching through the trees, feet crunching in the snow. Something too big to have to worry about being heard. This creature didn’t care.

One last bite and Mother barked at them.

Go.

They loped away and then turned.

For a joyous moment, Misha thought it might have been his friend the bear and his mother. The colour was the same, and the creature’s size was briefly obscured by the flurry of snow kicked up by its wide paws. But this was no yearling. This was no she-bear. This was a massive male, the biggest predator in the woods. If the forest had a king, this was it. He put his front paws on the side of the elk and bellowed. The ravens and magpies fluttered up from the branches and stumps they’d taken to, then landed again. They’d seen this all before. They knew the score. They just had to wait their turn.

The bear wasn’t interested in the birds. He could smell the dogs and made a quick, blind charge in their rough direction. But they had already fled, their bellies full.

From then on, there was nearly always dead meat in the woods, as the young deer and old boars succumbed to the cold and the lack of fodder. Usually the dogs came late, when there were only scraps to scavenge and bones to crunch. But they fed, and full bellies meant that they were warm in the den. It was the happiest of all times for Misha, Bratan and Mother.
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CHAPTER 11

Papa

By the time Natasha started secondary school she had become a quiet, determined, hard-working girl, who seldom smiled and never laughed. She was top of the class in maths and science, and near the top for everything else. She had two friends, Tanya and Ludmila, both also serious girls, although not quite as serious as Natasha. They would work together in the library after school, and then say their goodbyes, and meet again the next day.

By the age of thirteen, Natasha knew she wanted to be a scientist. By the time she was fourteen, she knew she wanted to be a physicist. She found some happiness, and some comfort, in science. Numbers and equations filled her head, giving her mind the same pleasant feeling a good meal gives to the stomach. When she was working on scientific and mathematical problems, everything else receded into the background. She could forget her sadness, her loneliness, the aching hole in her heart that was shaped like a little white dog with a foxy nose.

Of course, she imagined the life her Zoya might have led. She sometimes forced herself to believe that a kindly family had taken her in. That she was happy somewhere, with puppies of her own, now. But she had heard the terrible stories about the army returning to Pripyat and the villages around the nuclear plant, deep in the contaminated exclusion zone. How they had hunted down and killed the pets left behind . . . And so it was best if she tried not to think about Zoya at all.

She missed the countryside. But as her memories of the woods and fields and rivers around Pripyat faded, she began to grow fond of the city, with its streets so wide your mama wouldn’t hear you if you were on the other side, no matter how loudly you called. She liked the way that you could wander for hours and nobody would know who you were. Or care.

Papa never really got used to Kyiv. He seemed to shrink in its cold, concrete immensity. Although, of course, that sense that Papa was diminishing might just have been the fact that Natasha was growing. She had always thought of him as a giant, but by the time she was sixteen she was a little taller than him. He drank, sometimes, with his old friends who were also in the city, but the joy had gone out of it for him. He grew calmer, quieter.

He would grumble about the decline and fall of the old Soviet Union. "Once the people were in charge. Now only oligarchs. Billionaires. Thieves," he would mutter. But he did not rage about these injustices, as once he would.

And then he really did begin to shrink. Her parents kept it from her but Natasha knew that something was wrong. His old trousers hung loosely on him and his once ruddy face became pale. One day he took Natasha’s hand in his as they sat on the sofa together watching a movie, and she saw that it was an old man’s hand: bony, with the skin stretched and almost translucent.

Then his chemotherapy started. His thick hair fell out and he bought an army-surplus hat with ear flaps. He tried to be cheerful, but soon he stopped eating and Natasha knew that he did not have long. She loved him more than ever in this time and they grew close as they had never been before.

One night, as Natasha did her homework on the kitchen table, he came in and sat beside her. Mama had gone to bed early, as she often did.

"Put your pencil down for a minute, my Natasha," he said, his voice ghost-frail. "You’re a clever girl. Cleverer than me, of course, or even your mother. And she always came top of the class when she was a girl. Did you know that, eh?"

"I didn’t, Papa."

It did seem strange to Natasha to think of her mother as being bright and scholarly. She had always just been the person who worked all the time. Her hands were never still. She was forever cleaning, tidying. Even as they watched the TV in the evening, she would sew and mend.

"Clever girl, yes, you are. So you know that I am sick. Probably from the radiation. And that I . . ."

"No, Papa!" Natasha cried. "The medicine . . . You are going to get better!"

She did not, in her heart, believe this. But to have the truth out in the open, laid here on the cheap kitchen table between them was unbearable.
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Papa smiled at her and it was a beautiful smile, despite his grey and crooked teeth, and it broke her heart.

"Girl, you are a lover of truth and knowledge. This is your calling. I’m just a working man, no more brains than a mule. You see the world as it is, the inside of it, I mean. The way it all joins together. The molecules and the atoms. So don’t turn away from those other truths, the truths of life."

Natasha was not crying, at least not in the sense of tears falling from her eyes. She had not cried for a long time. Not since she had wept over her Zoya, all those years ago. But even though there were no tears, she felt the same hollow ache that signalled tears. It was as if the tiny Natasha inside her wept but the tears could not reach her eyes.

"I wanted to say that I am sorry I did not help you bring your little doggy with you. What was her name . . .?"

"Zoya."

"Ah, yes, Zoya. Zoya with just a pinch of wolf in her, eh! My brain is a sieve. It’s the chemicals . . . The medicine, I mean. We could have found a way. But nobody thought . . . I mean, how could we know we would never go back?"

"It’s OK, Papa."

Again, there was silence. But it was a silence that was full, that resonated with love and sorrow. It was the thrumming silence that comes after a song has finished and the memory of it still stirs the air.
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Natasha’s father died six months later. She found him one morning, asleep it seemed, on the sofa. He often slept there, to give Mama some peace, he said.

But she knew that he wasn’t sleeping.

She sat by his head and stroked his face, until Mama got up. They hugged each other, and the tears of the mother and the tears of the daughter mingled together on their cheeks.

Strangely, Mama seemed if not liberated by the death of Papa, then released, a little. She smiled more, and sometimes sang old folk tunes and even some of the new Western pop music around the flat. She changed her hair and her clothes and began to look a little younger. She liked her job and would sometimes come home late, a faint smile playing on her lips.

A year later, she sat Natasha down at the same kitchen table.

"Natasha," she began, in a calm and gentle tone, "you know I loved your papa . . ."

And then she told Natasha how she was friendly with the pharmacist she worked for, an older man, whose wife had left him. And that the friendship was changing.

Natasha was not unhappy.

But nor was she really listening. She was thinking of her exams, of university and of the things she would do to make the world a better place.
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CHAPTER 12

Cross-face

The happy times did not last for the dogs.

The howling could be heard every night now and seemed to come from all directions. Misha felt the urge to answer, felt his throat open and his head begin to tilt back. But he knew, from watching the way Mother struggled, that howling into the night would be fatal.

On one long forage into the still-snowy forest, they came across something new and ominous. It was a massive creature, or at least it had been massive, once. Its head was like a great boulder, far bigger than any deer or elk, and its short, hooked horns were like none that Misha had ever seen.

It was not the unfamiliar beast that filled the three dogs with dread, but what had become of it. For behind the great head, almost nothing was left, other than ragged flaps of skin and three detached hoofs. Everything else was gone.

Mother was unsettled. She ran in a broad circle around the remains, sniffing, pausing, listening for trouble. The tracks told a story. There were many and of two sorts. A bison herd had come stampeding through this part of the forest. At their flanks were other tracks. Misha sniffed at them. They were like their own, yet different. Bigger. And the smell was strong, for wolves have scent glands between their toes to tell the tale of who they are.

The wolves had separated this old bull from the rest of the herd. They’d run him to the point of exhaustion and then killed him here, as he made his last stand.

Wolves always return to an old kill and Mother knew they had to be quick. They gnawed at the skin and each grabbed a hoof. Then off they ran before the pack returned.

The hooves still had sinew and tendons attached, and so were good to chew back in the den. But it had been a mistake to visit the kill. Mother knew this and she was restless all through the long, starless night.

The following day, the two brothers were sitting outside the den, enjoying a rare moment of weak sunshine. Misha still had the gnawed remains of his hoof, like a chew toy. He practised stalking it, leaping on it from various distances.

As always, it was Bratan who first sensed the coming threat. He pricked up his ears, and stared down the hill towards the stream. Misha ignored him and moved the hoof to his back teeth, biting down. Then he heard Bratan make a low growl: one that seemed to come not from his throat, but from his heart.

Misha stood and followed Bratan’s gaze. He couldn’t yet see anything, but the woods were strangely silent. The trees were all in shadow and the afternoon light was beginning to fade. But then Misha thought he saw a shadow sway and flicker. He followed the movement with his keen eyes. It was gone. Then back again, dancing like a grey flame in the twilight of the trees.

And then the wolf was here, on their side of the stream.

Both dogs were together now, side by side, bristling and nervous but also excited. For this was the first wolf they’d ever seen. It was a pale grey she-wolf, yellow-eyed, graceful. She had a darker line running from above her eyes almost to her nose, and another running from side to side under her eyes, like a cross on her face. The wolf moved over the snowy slope towards them, like water flowing uphill. Her wide paws did not sink into the snow, as theirs did, but floated above.
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Misha felt something move in himself. No, not one thing, many things. There was anger that this creature, so like themselves and yet so different, was invading their territory. There was also fear. The wolf’s grace was entwined with a sense of power and menace. Cross-face was a killer.

But Misha felt another thing too. He felt a strong attraction to her. He felt a need to be with her, to run in her silvery shadow, to take the throat while she took the flank of some great, panting stag.

Bratan growled. His big teeth showed behind his dark lips. The sound pulled back Misha from his dream of being Cross-face’s shadow. His own heckles rose and he synchronised his growl with Bratan’s.

Cross-face traversed the slope towards them, utterly unconcerned by their juvenile display of aggression. They could have been two rabbits for all the fear she showed. Now Misha saw that she was far bigger than them, taller at the shoulder, longer, broader, and her head was wide and heavy with muscle. Her path had been winding, though she never took her yellow eyes off them. And then, ten metres away, as the noses of the dogs were full of her wolf smell, she stopped and . . . sat. This was not what the dogs had expected. Their mystification increased with what happened next. Cross-face wanted to play! Her tail was up and wagging, her eyes cocked, her mouth open.

Misha felt the joy rise inside him. Apart from the baby bear, he’d only ever played with Bratan (Mother was not a dog for games). Now here was this strange, alluring, beautiful thing to wrestle and chase. He sprang up and – ignoring his brother’s barked, No! – scampered towards Cross-face.

She smiled at him, her tongue lolling, her lips wide and welcoming. A metre away, he slid to the ground in the compacted snow, mirroring her body language. In a second, they would both be tussling and rolling in the snow. But just before he got to her he noticed again her latent power, how much she exceeded his own weight and bulk. How the iron cords of sinew ran along the line of her jaw. How intense and cruel shone the yellow of her almond eyes.

In that moment, Misha realised he was dead.
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CHAPTER 13

The First Fight

She struck without warning, and with such speed and savage efficiency that Misha found it impossible to follow the ferocious choreography. One second, he was about to play. The next, Cross-face was on top of him, her jaws beginning to close around his throat. There was no fight, no struggle. He was simply here, now, beneath her, defeated.

Without thinking, he adopted the pose of absolute submission, relaxing all his muscles so that he flopped helpless, opening himself up utterly to her.

It did no good. Cross-face was in search not of submission, but of blood. She was here to kill. And then to eat.

Misha heard Bratan bark, sensed that he was limping his way over as quickly as he could, but knew also that his brother was too late. He was already caught in the jaws of death.

And then something crashed into them, sending Misha and Cross-face rolling over the snow. After the collision, he heard a guttural, rolling snarl. As he staggered to his feet he saw Mother confronting the wolf. He had forgotten that she was sleeping in the den. The sound of the conflict had reached her through her slumbers and she’d moved straight from sleep to action. She’d shot from the den, built up speed and smashed with all her might into Cross-face, just as the wolf was about to rip out Misha’s throat.

The impact threw Cross-face on her back but it was more surprise than weight or power that had knocked her off balance. With barely a pause, the she-wolf was back on all fours, anger now blended with her hunger.

Her plan had been simple. She had eaten many dogs in her time: strays lost in the forest, or guard dogs on the farms in the fringes of the new wilderness. They were easy. They were weak. They knew nothing of how to fight to kill. It would take her no more than a few seconds to fasten on to the throat. Then she’d either choke the life out of them, or rip the flesh and tear the arteries, leaving them to bleed out, while she waited patiently.

Two dogs were always more of a challenge. She was confident that two dogs simply meant two meals, but killing the first would leave her a little vulnerable. There was a chance that with her teeth in one dog’s throat, the other would risk biting at her flanks or back legs. It didn’t matter much. A dog bite was usually about as serious as being nipped by one of her own pups.

But there was something a little different about these two whelps. Something not completely doggy. And the way they stood shoulder to shoulder . . . So she had decided to separate them, using her I’m friendly ruse. She knew the eager one would come and play . . . And the lame one, well, he could wait.

Somehow she’d missed the third, the bitch. The new fall of snow, the wind blowing behind her. But still, she should have known.

Misha had staggered back to his feet and Bratan had finally managed to join his brother. And now here were three dogs facing her. Three dogs that knew her tricks. Three dogs that knew that their lives were at stake. Three sets of teeth . . . 

One wolf will always kill two dogs.

Two wolves could kill five dogs, six. One to attack, one to cover while the other attacked.

But one wolf against three dogs was . . . awkward.

And this dog, the mother of the whelps, she was unusual too. Big, though not wolf-big. Not big like some of the lumbering dogs she had killed, whose size made them slow. Whose size made them stupid. Whose size made them . . . delicious.

No, this dog was not like that. This dog was guileful. This dog was dangerous.

But worth a try, perhaps? If she could lure one in again, achieve a quick kill, then, well, who knew?

Once again, Cross-face lay down in the play position. Once again, her tongue lolled happily. It was all a misunderstanding. A mistake. It was fun and games. Let’s be friends.

In an instant, Mother attacked. It wasn’t the attack of a wolf intent on killing. That would have meant a close engagement and that would have meant death. This was a quick, savage snap that ripped off Cross-face’s ear almost completely, leaving it hanging by a flap of skin. Astonished, Cross-face yelped in agony. For the first time in many years, she backed away and turned to flee.

Mother lunged again, thinking to make the most of her advantage.

It was a mistake.

Had Cross-face turned fully away, Mother could have bitten at her tail or haunches and escaped before the snapping jaws came round to get revenge. But Cross-face had only half turned and she still had her speed and strength, even if the blood from her torn ear was in her eyes. She spun round and met Mother with a savage snap of her own.

With her usual unerring accuracy, her teeth found Mother’s throat.

But this throat was . . . wrong. Her teeth did not sink in, fang deep, as they should. They encountered resistance from a thick band of leather. The bite slithered away from the fatal zone and fastened instead on the side of Mother’s neck. A wolf has dense fur there and tough skin. Mother’s neck hair was thicker than most dogs’, and thicker still in her winter coat, but she was not a wolf.

The teeth bit and bit hard. It was skin and flesh, rather than veins and arteries that tore, but the pain was intense, the peril grave. Once the wolf had the dog in her grip, that would be the end for Mother. She simply didn’t have the strength to wrestle her way out of those jaws.

But she was not alone. Misha was filled now with hatred for this wolf. He barked and snapped at Cross-face. He had never fought, other than against Bratan, had never savaged anything bigger than a fat rat. He didn’t know where or how to attack. But he was brave and the passion to fight ran hot within him.

Cross-face, though, was wise in the ways of death. She knew that this whelp was not significant in determining the outcome of the fight. Kill the Mother, kill them all. And that would not take long.

Then she felt a terrible agony. It was the other one, the lame dog. Her mind had been focused on getting a better grip on the adult’s neck, with only the mild distraction of the yapping whelp. She had not sensed the lumbering approach of the lame dog. Her face was buried in the neck of Mother and one leg was thrown over her shoulder, pinning her down. That was the leg that Bratan had bitten, teeth crunching through fur and flesh to the very bone. The bone of the foreleg was the wolf’s weak spot. If it broke, the wolf would usually perish, especially a wolf foraging on her own, far away from her pack.

Cross-face had no choice but to release her grip so she could counterattack the limping one. But the wolf had to crawl over Mother to reach him and that meant her belly slid right over Mother’s waiting jaws. And Mother bit as hard as she could. Cross-face yelped and sprang out of the way. The leap wrenched her leg from Bratan’s mouth, though hair and skin were left behind.

There was blended blood now on the snow, from Mother and Cross-face. The wolf backed slowly away, panting, her tongue lolling, her eyes moving from one dog to the other. The three were shoulder to shoulder again and they advanced steadily, snarling.

Cross-face knew that she was beaten. For now.

I’ll be back. We’ll be back. And we’ll kill you all.

Before the dogs got close enough to attack, she was gone.
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CHAPTER 14

The Red Forest

They left that same night.

Snow was falling in flurries again and the den was warm but Mother harried and snapped at the brothers until they set off. There was a full moon but it shone fitfully through the heavy clouds, fat with snow. They headed up the hill, through badger territory, and then down and into the forest.

This was not their land. The tracks and the ways through the trees were strange. The smells were the same and yet different, transformed by the unfamiliar terrain into something new and threatening. Bratan, of course, slowed them down. He had more endurance now and did not need to stop to rest as much as he used to. But every hour or so he would grind to a halt, turn round three times, sink to the snow and curl into a ball. Misha, looking back, would see that he had to rest and would go and lie next to him so they could share their warmth.

Mother was agitated and anxious. Each time they stopped she doubled back along their path and listened. She knew that the wolf pack would come. Not just to avenge the injuries to Cross-face, but because they would never tolerate an enemy den anywhere near their territory. And the howls showed that the wolves’ territory was expanding.

She knew also that they should have killed Cross-face. They might have been able to, the three of them. But not all three would have survived. And if the one to die had been her, then her cubs – even though they were nearly full grown – would surely never have lived through the rest of the winter.

And so she had let the wolf slink away, muttering her threats and curses.

Now they had to put real distance between themselves and Cross-face’s pack, so after each brief rest, she drove them on again.

In the night, they skirted a small herd of bison lying in a clearing. Their dark shapes were huge against the snow, more like boulders of brown rock than animals. The smell of the passing dogs made a sentinel grunt and huff and stamp, and the dogs saw the great beast’s breath steam in the moonlight. Misha felt the urge to investigate in case there were young or sick among them, but Mother did not stop, and he followed her, reluctantly.

An owl hooted. The lithe moon shadow of a stoat scampered across their path before disappearing into some burrow in the snow. But apart from that, the forest was silent.

Shortly before dawn, the three dogs scraped a shelter under the trunk of a fallen fir. All three were cold, hungry and tired, and even Mother slept, in the end.

The next day, they drove on through the falling snow. Mother had no destination in mind, merely distance. Yet, after a time, memories stirred. An age ago she had passed through these woods. And she had not been alone. She had run at the side of a great blue-black wolf, and they had hunted boar together and feared nothing.

But now, with these two adolescents, she feared everything. All her other litters had come to nothing. Some pups had been stillborn. Some born alive and yet wrong, and she had known from the first that sooner or later they would die. Now she was old and these were the last cubs she would ever have. Her final chance. Only one chance, really. She felt the fierce mother-love for them both, but only one filled her with hope, the genetic, biological hope that an animal feels in its soul. The other would die, sooner or later, and so she had always held back some of her care.

Yet when their first great challenge had come, Bratan had fought, and fought well. It was his strong jaws that had freed her from the death-grip of Cross-face. So perhaps, perhaps . . . 

They carried on through the forest until they reached a frozen stream. They followed the stream for an hour, leaving it when it began to curve back towards the wolflands. Sometimes they came across fallen-down shacks in the forest. The roofs had collapsed, and the wooden walls were rotted and splintered. Windows gaped, the glass broken or gone. And the smell of humans was nowhere, not just hidden under the snow but lost forever. Still, these ruins brought back memories to Mother.
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There was nothing to eat. In their own part of the forest, they knew the good places, where even in hard times they could find worms or grubs or mice. Here there was just the snow and the cold earth and the bare trees, and the fear that pushed them on.

Soon they arrived at what Misha thought was another frozen stream, but it did not meander like a stream. It moved in a straight line through the forest. Mother had seen these before, but the cubs had not. Misha ran capering out into the clear, treeless space, oddly excited by it. Bratan stopped, sniffed the surface. There was something strange under the snow. Something unlike anything else he had encountered.

But Mother would not stop, not for Misha to play, or Bratan to fret, or for the old road.

On the far side, a change came over the forest. Most transitions in nature are gradual but this was almost as sudden, as unnatural, as the road. They had been picking their way through the mixed birch and pine, the pines still green, and the tarnished silver of the birch subtly blending with the white of the snow. But suddenly the trees were all a uniform rust colour, almost red. And although the vegetable life of the old forest had retreated or lay dormant under the onslaught of winter, there was never any doubt that forest was alive.

Here, there was only death.

Some trees had fallen, not blown or blasted down, but slumped in their dying agony. No birds flew overhead. Not a crow or a raven or a pigeon. Nothing. Even the earth itself was lifeless, devoid of marching millipedes or coiling earthworms.

The place was hateful and all three of them wanted to escape the red death. Bratan turned back to the road and Misha swiftly followed. He couldn’t bear the dreadful place, where not even a beetle dragged its black shell through the skeletal bracken.

Mother called them back, harshly. She understood that no wolf would willingly track them through the red forest.

She led them on until they found an old human trail through the desolation. Here and there wooden posts had been hammered into the ground, with signs nailed to the top.
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Misha stopped at one and was about to scent-mark it, until Mother’s snarl reminded him that they needed to pass through the land without leaving too obvious a trace.

A little later they found a dead badger, stiff in the snow. Misha had never eaten badger but he was so hungry he was willing to try. It was frozen, of course, which had stopped it from rotting but that would also make it a tough meal to chew. Yet it was odd that no raven had come for the badger’s eyes. Bratan moved next to him and sniffed at the corpse. It was impossible to work out what had killed the badger. It had no marks of a violent end, nor was it some skinny bag of bones that had starved in the long winter.

Mother came warily over and sniffed. Her lip curled.

No.

The dogs left the badger untouched.

By the afternoon, the red forest became green again. But the dogs wanted to put as much distance as they could between themselves and the deadlands, and did not stop.
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CHAPTER 15

A Refuge

They found the house just as it was getting dark. It wasn’t an isolated farm cottage or forest hut but a modern house, built by the side of a narrow road. As with the other shacks they’d seen, there was no lingering human smell. But still the dogs were nervous. They sniffed round the outside walls, and Mother put her front paws up and tried to peer through a broken window.

The door had been kicked in. Looters had raided the place long before. As Mother and Bratan stayed outside, Misha slipped past them and into the gloom of the house. Chairs and tables were scattered over the floor, and some had been snapped and splintered for firewood. Downstairs there was a kitchen, from which everything useful had been ripped out. Next to it was a living room, with a rotted carpet, and old newspapers strewn around. In the hall there was a cupboard, still full of moth-eaten coats and mildewed jackets.

Somewhere in the house, Misha heard a noise: the unmistakable scurrying sound of a rat. Rats were never alone. Misha stuck his nose into everything, trying to track them down. Bratan and Mother overcame their nervousness and joined him. They ran up the wooden stairs and jumped on the beds. There was a stuffed toy crocodile in one room and a broken doll in another, with one arm and one eye, neatly tucked into the bed. Misha went to investigate the crocodile, giving it a playful bite. It made a loud squeaking moan and the three dogs panicked. They ran back down the stairs, tripping over each other in their headlong flight. When the monster did not pursue them, they shamefacedly returned to their exploration.

Finally, they located the rats. Off the kitchen there was a small pantry. The shelves were still stocked with jars of home-made pickles and preserves, while on the floor there was an old bag of rice, much depleted and mingled with rat droppings. In the corner of the pantry there was a rat-sized hole in the skirting.

So there was potential food. More importantly, there was shelter. The snow was now falling in heavy flurries, and the house was dry and relatively warm. The three dogs went back up the stairs and slept on the bed that once belonged to a little girl who had left her doll behind when her family had fled.

And Mother remembered, dimly, a little girl . . . 

In the night, Misha woke up as Mother jumped down from the bed. But then he closed his tired eyes again. When he next awoke, it was to see Mother drop the third of three juicy, rice-fattened rats on the floor in the dawn light. They breakfasted well that morning.

That day, they explored their new neighbourhood. The house was on the edge of the forest. Beyond it there was a network of fields. The fields were gradually being reclaimed by the woodland, as the willow and birch saplings grew away from the shade of the old trees.

The fields were separated by canals and drainage ditches. The canals were still frozen, and they made an easy and rapid way to travel. There were good smells here too. Deer, rabbits and plump water voles.

But there was also a very different smell that Misha remembered from their old territory. They found a patch of blood-soaked snow. All around it were paw prints, rounder than a wolf’s pads and curiously clawless. A little further away, they found the head of a rabbit. Misha and Bratan were hungry enough to tussle over the head, despite the insidious, unsettling scent of the creature that had slain it.

After they found the kill, Mother was nervous and watchful. She drove them quickly back to the house, but did not settle there, fretting and fussing. Misha was worried that she would move them on again, despite the fact that here they had a good den with the promise of plenty of food. And his fears were confirmed when, despite Bratan’s complaints, she took them on a long trek, beginning back in the forest, then skirting the new woodland and leading them along the canals. In the end, she found no fresh signs of danger and decided that the benefits of staying outweighed the risks.

And so they made the house their den.

The days that followed were good days. The rats soon learned that it was perilous to raid the larder but winter is hard on rats, and every now and then a bold one would try.

Mother was the best hunter, of course, but Misha managed to catch two laggards, springing on them from beyond the doorway, like a cat. The two rats had cost him probably fifty such leaps but even when he missed, the chase was exhilarating.

Bratan, for once, outshone his brother. His method was to lurk, silently, by the hole in the skirting, then when a curious rat would stick its head out, he’d snap. He might have to wait all day for his kill but he never missed.

Their one attempt at a joint rat hunt was not a success. Bratan had been waiting by the hole for hours. Finally, as twilight fell, his rat had begun to test the air, the tip of its nose and a few whiskers poking out of the hole. And just as Bratan was waiting inside the pantry, so Misha was lurking outside, determined to steal the rat for himself and get one up on his brother.

Three things happened almost simultaneously. The rat made its dash for the rice. Bratan prepared his grab. Misha leaped in through the doorway.

The result was mayhem. Distracted, Bratan completely missed the rat, his jaws snapping shut on thin air. He tried to make a second grab, twisting his body to reach the scampering rat, which meant that Misha landed right on top of him, sending the pair of them crashing to the floor in a tangle. The terrified rat found its way back to the hole blocked. Rats never run across open spaces when they can help it, so it raced along the skirting, trying to find another route to safety. At the corner of the pantry, an electrical cable offered it enough grip to climb, and it scooted quickly upwards.

Not quickly enough.

Both dogs were back on their feet, barking wildly at each other, at the rat, at the joy of the hunt. Misha saw the rat clambering towards the shelves, laden with their ancient jars of pickle and jam. He jumped up at it, all four paws leaving the floor. But his leap was hopelessly ill-directed and he smashed into one of the shelves, bringing it and two others down on their heads. The jars smashed and the rat escaped back through the hole, squealing its relief.

Mother appeared at the door. She surveyed the chaos with disdain.

That night they dined on plum jam, pickled walnuts and sauerkraut. Later the bedroom echoed to the sound of canine flatulence and by the next morning the air was as thick as gravy.
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CHAPTER 16

The Roebuck

The dogs denned in the house, eating rats until the rats no longer came, and taking what forage they could from the surrounding fields and woods: a mole here, a dead fox there. Mother killed a diseased rabbit, wandering blind and deranged, but the dogs wouldn’t eat it, deterred by the stench of sickness and madness. But the winter was a long one and eventually hunger began to writhe in their guts like a live thing, a thing which ate them. Eventually, they went back to the rabbit, and ate that, leaving nothing but the teeth and the bones of the jaw.

It was then Mother decided that, whatever the dangers, they had to search more widely for food. She knew they needed something more than dried bones and skin. They needed fresh meat.

For three days they roamed in ever expanding circles. There were tantalising smells and the occasional glimpse of a hare disappearing over a ridge. Finally, they found a pigeon, killed and plucked by a goshawk. They crunched and swallowed the bones and remaining feathers. Poor fare but better than nothing.

On the fourth day, they set out at first light as usual but this time Mother turned and snapped at Bratan. He stopped dead in the crisp snow. Misha and Mother continued, and Bratan followed, only for Mother to turn and snarl again. He was too slow. They needed to roam far. He must stay. Bratan sat in the snow and watched the others disappear into the trees, whimpers and whines escaping his lips. And then he followed. Twice more Mother tried to drive him back, but each time he passively accepted her bites and blows and came on.

And so Bratan was there when the dogs, lean and gaunt now, and savage from hunger, made their first, and their last, real kill as a pack.

Mother picked up the scent of a roebuck where it had crossed a frozen canal. A buck would normally have been too much for them to hunt. Its antlers were short but sharp, and could badly injure or even kill a dog, and its hooves could stamp down with equally lethal effect. But Mother knew by the smell that this buck was in poor condition. She could sense something rotten, an infected wound or some other deep ailment that dripped poison.

The trail was neither old nor quite fresh but the promise of a food source that could well last them a week was enough to keep them going. They weaved in and out of the denser woodlands, then back on to the canal, following the meandering path of the buck.

They were now in completely unfamiliar territory. A couple of times they lost the scent, and frantically scampered back and forth until they picked it up again, terrified lest the long hunt had been for nothing. But, each time, they regained the trail and each rediscovery gave them new energy. They felt even closer to their quarry than had they never lost it. And gradually the scent trail became richer and denser with the promise of blood.

They emerged from the trees on to another of the straight roads that cut through the woods. The tarmac had cracked under the snow, and weeds and saplings pushed through to the light. As Mother sniffed along the verge, she could tell that the buck had been reluctant to enter the strange, alien space, but then, propelled by some force, the deer had crossed, leaving behind its strong, corrupted smell.

They pressed on through the trees on the far side of the road. Bratan was doing his best to keep up but the other two still had to stop twice to wait for him. Even Misha, usually so understanding of his brother’s needs, grew restless and irritable, his temper shortened by the fear that they might lose the prize. Mother became harsher with him, snarling and nipping when Bratan finally caught up.

But all three felt a growing excitement. The smell of the injured deer was now like a glowing path before them. Mother didn’t even need to dip her head to the snow to follow it.

At first, they missed the buck altogether, carrying on past the patch of deep bracken. But within a few metres, Mother stopped, sniffed and turned back. Bratan and Misha bristled with elation. They knew what this must mean.

Mother moved silently towards the ferns, each paw raised and then lowered with infinite care. Despite herself, a low growl came out of her throat, answered, thrillingly, by a rustle in the bracken.

Mother stopped. The brothers came close beside, Bratan on the left, Misha on the right. At the heart of the bracken patch lay the deer. He had flattened the ferns there in his dying anguish. But now he was quiet, his legs folded delicately underneath him. His short antlers were still covered in the soft velvet that would have grown ragged and been shed in the spring, in time for the summer rut. His smooth grey-brown coat was disfigured on the rump by three deep gashes, crusted with dried blood and speckled with a dripping yellow infection.

Without lifting his lovely head, he looked at the dogs, his eyes huge. Bratan growled, and began to make his way over to the buck, his body tense and singing with the lust of the kill. But Mother blocked him with her shoulder, answering his growl with one of her own. And then she lay with her nose towards the deer, and after a few uncertain moments, her cubs lay next to her, the three of them sharing their warmth as the afternoon turned to twilight.

After a time, the youngsters slept and when they awoke, it was dark, and the deer was dead.
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CHAPTER 17

The Toys

The three dogs ate until they could not move, could not even be bothered to bark at the crows and magpies that were pecking at the remains of the deer. They had feasted first on the soft warm organs, the liver and the kidneys and the heart. Then moved on to what was left of the fat, after the long winter.

Misha could never remember being this full or this happy.

It was dark by the time Mother roused them. She kicked snow and frozen leaf litter over the carcass, and the pups joined in, randomly scattering the mess.

The journey back to the house was shorter without the windings of the dying buck, but the dogs were slower, weighed down by their meal. Once, Mother paused, her nose high in the air. Misha and Bratan stopped too and sniffed, trying to catch what she had detected, but there was nothing. Misha, however, thought that there was an unusual stillness to the woods and felt a shiver of unease.

Mother set off again, with a little more urgency, and finally they made it home. The three slept soundly on the old bed and only once in the night did Mother’s senses twitch. She half woke and listened, and then satisfied, nuzzled her cubs.

The next day the three dogs loafed, enjoying the sensation of fullness in their still distended bellies. Bratan and Misha played, as they hadn’t played in months, scuffling and scrapping and darting through the house, then running around outside, snapping at the snow. Mother didn’t join them. She was old, now, and her hip was giving her trouble after the previous day’s long trek.

She lay down on one of the beds, her nose next to the stuffed crocodile that squeaked when bitten. As the evening came on, she picked up the crocodile and moved with it into the other bedroom, with the doll. There she lay with her body curved protectively around the toys, which still retained something of the smell of the children who had once cherished them. Or if not the smell of them, then the imprint of their love, which even the long years could not erase.
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When Misha and Bratan finally tired of their games, they found Mother lying still on the bed and rather than jumping up next to her they found other places in the house to sleep. In the night, however, they crept back to the bed to huddle up with Mother. But they found her awake and alert, her nose in the air and her ears pricked, as if she sensed something dangerous in the nearby forest.

After a time, the three of them settled. Or, no, the five of them: Misha, Bratan, Mother, and the two toys, lost but now briefly cherished again.

The next morning, hunger – not the nagging agony of near starvation, but just the routine knowledge that it was time to eat – returned. So the three dogs set out once more for the carcass of the deer.
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CHAPTER 18

The Assassin

The lynx didn’t want what was left of the buck. He liked to kill for himself, not to scavenge the chewed and pawed leftovers of others. The cat was a dainty eater. A dainty assassin. The wolf was a crude and clumsy killer compared to him. A wolf pack ran down its prey, exhausting it, cutting off the weak from the strong. And death by wolf was seldom quick. One wolf would grab a back leg and hold on. Another would try to get a hold on the nose. A third would fasten on the throat. A fourth, a fifth, would try to tear at the belly. With a roe deer or a bison calf, that might take no more than a few minutes. But if the victim was a full-grown elk or bison, the drama could take an hour.

Death by lynx was a swifter affair. He stalked silently through the undergrowth, putting each paw down with infinite care, until he was close enough to leap. His preferred killing bite, especially with bigger prey, would be to the throat. The long teeth sliding easily through the windpipe, death from suffocation or blood loss following quickly.

Sometimes you could look at the dead creature and see no signs that its end had been violent at all. The deer, or the wild boar piglet, might almost be sleeping . . . 

So, no, he wasn’t going to eat the remains of the deer that the dogs had slavered over.

He was here not for the prey but for the hunters.
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CHAPTER 19

Cat and Dogs

There was something different about the morning. The air was milder, without the bite and snap that it had had all winter. And there were the odd patches of green and brown showing through the covering of snow.

Spring was coming.

Misha registered it but his mind was filled with the feast ahead.

Mother led the way but Misha and Bratan knew the trail as well as her. After a while, Misha noticed something odd. Bratan was keeping up with them: there were none of the frequent stops to wait for him to catch up. At first Misha thought it was because his brother was moving more easily. Then he realised it wasn’t that Bratan was faster: they were all travelling more slowly. This was strange. They knew where they were going. The old scent of the dying deer was fainter but still detectable, and there was also their own familiar aroma weaving in and out of the deer’s.

It was Mother who was slowing them down. That lively, urgent, alert trot of hers that he’d followed for so long was . . . different. She didn’t limp or hobble but nor did she glide. Her tread was laboured. Her tail, normally held high, had dropped almost to the woodland floor.

Mother was old.

It was well into the afternoon before they reached the carcass. Misha felt instantly that there was something not quite right about the scene. It was a few moments before he worked out what it was.

Birds.

There should have been birds. Ravens were always the first to find a kill, pecking at the eyes or the lips. Then the carrion crows and magpies would join them.

But there was nothing. No, not nothing. Up in the bare trees Misha saw them waiting in silence: magpies, crows, ravens.

Mother was already at the body of the deer, nosing it, scraping at the snow with her paws. And Bratan followed.

Misha was still wary. But Mother had always been the cautious one, the one to sniff the air, to listen to the wind, hurrying them away when all was not safe.

Misha watched the other two eat for a while, trying to smell and listen for danger, playing the role that would normally have fallen to Mother. But soon the sight of the other two feasting, their heads now buried deep in the buck’s abdomen, was too much to resist.

The first sign was a magpie screech that instantly filled Misha’s head with the message, DANGER. Bratan and Mother heard it too. They stopped eating and began to back away from the deer.

And then Misha perceived an almost delicate caress along his flank, following the line of the muscles from his shoulder to his thigh. At the same moment, he felt the thud of something landing close to him. He heard a yelp of pain and surprise and rage, and he shrank to one side and looked back and saw . . . a blur. Too fast, too much for his mind to take in. But his mind wasn’t in charge. His face muscles contracted into a snarl and he was lunging, snapping.

The lynx had been waiting, silently, patiently, in the undergrowth for the dogs to return. And as they ate, he had crept closer, and closer, until they were within range of his pounce. His target was the middle dog, Bratan. He’d sensed the power in those massive shoulders and he wanted to incapacitate him quickly. But he’d let his scythe-like claws play along the flank of the other young dog. It was hardly even a calculated move. It was done to experience the giddy joy of laceration, the power of pain.

This was a mistake, an over-elaboration that threw out the precision of his pounce. He should have landed squarely on Bratan’s back and then one quick, hard bite to the nape would have put him out of the fight forever. But he landed on the shoulder, not the back, and slithered off, lashing out at fur and skin with his claws.

That first surprise leap should have meant that the battle was his, over before it began. But now he had three dogs to fight. Two were injured and one was old and weak. But each was snarling, lunging, biting. The old female was crafty and artful, darting in to snap and then out before the lynx had time to claw at her.

And now both sides backed away, the dogs panting, bleeding, the lynx a little ruffled but unhurt.

Although the gash along Misha’s side bled freely, he was unaware of it. Bratan’s shoulder was dotted with deep puncture wounds from the claws but he too was still full of fight. Mother had thrown off her weariness. She even looked bigger, the hairs in her pure white coat all on end.

She gradually backed further away from the cat. Bratan and Misha retreated with her, the three of them growling, black lips peeled back from their white teeth. The lynx merely watched them. And then in a display of contemptuous relaxation, he licked a paw and smoothed the ever-so-slightly ruffled fur on his neck and head.

The animals were now three metres apart: still an easy leap for a lynx. Misha and Bratan both dripped blood into the snow, and Mother sniffed it quickly, without taking her eyes off the cat.

She knew what she had to do.

Go.

Misha and Bratan looked at Mother, perplexed. The lynx began to prowl around to one side, putting each big pad down silently.

Go! snapped Mother again. It was a sound as sharp and painful as a breaking bone.

Misha glanced at Mother and saw that her whole being was focused on the lynx. Then he looked at the wild cat and saw for the first time that they were doomed.

The lynx was moving slowly all the time, calmly circling. His orange eyes held them, and Misha was filled with a sense of weakness, of helplessness. The eyes of the lynx drew away his strength. With each slow step he felt less like the almost full-grown dog he was and more like a defenceless puppy. But something in him still wanted to fight, to stand together with Mother, their teeth against the world.
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And then he glanced at Bratan. He was strong but slow. He would not run either, not even if the battle were lost. And this battle could only be lost. The three of them were a match, just, for the she-wolf, but the lynx was a killer in a different league. Misha knew that his brother would surely die unless they could escape together, now.

Suddenly, he knew what to do. Or rather his muscles knew. He snarled, growled, barked and made a swift lunge at the lynx. A second later, Mother did the same. The lynx was torn as to which way to slash with his claws. Misha made a brief but satisfying contact on the back leg of the cat, then instantly recoiled.

Come, he barked at Bratan, who had been too slow to follow the brief attack. Bratan looked at Misha, and then at Mother, and then at the lynx.

Once more Mother barked, Go! Then Misha was bounding over the snow, with Bratan lumbering behind.

So they did not see that Mother had also landed a good solid bite to the face of the lynx as his attention was caught by the fleeing dogs.
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CHAPTER 20

The Long Pursuit

In his five years of life, the lynx had never known real pain before. As he staggered back, trying to understand what had happened, he saw the two younger dogs disappearing into the trees. His muscles tensed ready to chase them but then his gaze turned to the female, the one who had dared to bite his face. He would kill her first, then go after the whelps.

And she ought to be terrified, ought to be running too. But this time it was her circling slowly round him, as if he were the prey!

He could not stand such impertinence. He preferred, like all cats, the surprise attack, the secret leap, the stealthy bite. That was not an option now. He would have to face the teeth of this dog, and those teeth had already shown that they could wound him. But he was a lynx, and this was a dog, and lynxes kill dogs. He prepared to fight, his retractable claws extending fully, his teeth bared in a hiss.

Then the dog did something utterly unexpected. She leaped before he did. And not away. Nor even at. She leaped over him.

Any other course of action would have meant sure and swift death. Had she run away, the lynx would have overtaken her in a few sinewy bounds and her spine would have cracked between his teeth. Had she lunged again at him, she might have landed a bite but the encounter would have been over in seconds.

Caught by surprise – and a lynx is never caught by surprise – he was confused for a moment, his brain struggling to sort the flurry of information. He swiped up with his paw, feeling only air, then sprang backwards, trying desperately to claw and hold the dog by the belly. But he was too late. He landed awkwardly – a lynx never lands awkwardly – on his back. Worse, his blind leap had taken him into the middle of a patch of brambles: one that Mother had seen and was able to nimbly skirt. The lynx was ensnared, scratched, snagged, tangled, for a few precious seconds.

Now he was furious. The cold, stealthy lynx intelligence was gone. In its place was the hot lust for revenge.

He paused, listening. Then he heard the dog crashing clumsily away. No lynx ever made a noise like that. Even his fall into the brambles had been almost soundless.

He expected to catch up with her without much trouble. However, each time he burst from a dense patch of undergrowth, thinking she would be close enough for the killing pounce, he found nothing. He had to keep stopping, swivelling his ears to pick up the sound of the other animal. And each time the noise came from a subtly different direction. A lynx doesn’t usually engage in a long chase but this was a kill he was determined to make and so on he’d bound again.

Once, twice, he caught a glimpse of her white pelt ahead of him, then the dog would somehow disappear. The whiteness should have made finding her easy but there was still snow between the trees. She seemed able to melt into it, until he confused the snow with the dog and the dog with the snow.

The lynx stopped and pondered as he panted. The old dog was cunning. But the other two . . . One limping, both young. He would make a kill this day and it would be a double kill. He had planned to kill the female first, then track down the whelps, but the other way round would serve equally well.

Just as he turned, he heard a sharp bark. Then another, and he saw the old dog staring at him through the trees.

How could she be so unafraid?

This was intolerable. The chase began again.
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And Mother, what was she thinking? On one level she was simply drawing the lynx away from her pups. Deep down she knew that these two were her last hope and so it made perfect sense for her to sacrifice her life for them. On another, she was fleeing for her own life and that life, which had been ebbing, now flared up one final time. The old muscles felt a new strength, a new endurance, even if it came from using up the very last of her fuel, the last of her spirit.

But there was a third aspect to this.

The woods here appeared somehow familiar. A distant memory of the trees and the paths between them was coming alive in her. She had been here before. Through her exhaustion and the pain of her injuries, she knew that she was not running away, but towards.

And the thing she was running towards was . . . home.

As the forest became more familiar, so she became younger. A puppy again, snapping at the heads of flowers, yapping at falling leaves, rolling over to have her tummy tickled. Tickled by whom? A face came back to her. A face cut deeply with the lines of age. And hands, blue-veined, big-knuckled. Old hands but strong hands.

And was there something even before that? Another face, other hands? Tiny hands. A round face, as smooth and white as a snowdrop.

Mother stopped, caught by that memory as if on a hook. The overflowing love of the little one. Love that she had returned, so that they lived in an intense, short-lived flame of love.

And then the agony. The agony back then of separation. And now the agony of claws and teeth.

The lynx had found her, caught her. The claws were in her back and the teeth were in her neck.

It should have been the end but once again that thick collar of twisted leather saved her. When the lynx fastened his jaws, rather than the soft flesh yielding to the satisfying crunch of the vertebra, there was this unexpected tough, sinewy hide to snag his teeth. Those teeth were long enough to catch the skin on either side of the collar but the hold was tenuous, and as Mother twisted and kicked, the teeth sliced through the flap of skin and tore loose. Freed from his grip, Mother was able to bite back, striking again at that wounded face. The lynx reeled away, screaming out a yowl that filled the forest. He had never been hurt like this, and the rage and pain boiled within him.

Mother began again to run, the blood flowing freely from her neck and shoulders. All that was drawing her on was that half memory, made up of a vague feeling of familiarity and a deeper knowledge that safety lay ahead, if she could reach it. Each step was anguish, and her run was more of a stagger, but she did not stop.

The pain from his ruined face reinforced the lynx’s desire to kill this animal but it also made him more cautious. He knew that his claws had cut deep, that the gash to the dog’s nape would drain her strength. Soon she would drop and then he would wait and watch for the last of her life force to ebb away. Just before the end, he would stand over his foe and force her to look in his burning amber eyes. Then his teeth would sink into her neck and he would drink her blood as it gushed, still warm.

She was slow enough now for him to keep in sight. She blundered through the undergrowth, shaking showers of snow from the bare bushes. He could have reached her easily in a few bounds. But the pain made him wary. Soon, soon . . . 

Yet now there was something else.

An unease began to grow in his mind. The faint smell of something strange and unfamiliar. Not quite unfamiliar. He had lived through summer fires in the forest, and this was definitely fire. But it was also different. And there was another smell mingled with the smoke. An animal smell, but no animal he had hunted.

The old dog was barely moving. She dragged herself through the snow and the dried skeletons of ferns and brambles, more like a dead thing than a living one. But still the lynx didn’t risk another attack.

Mother could hear the lynx behind her. He wasn’t even attempting to be silent. The lynx could move through the forest as noiselessly as a thought, but now Mother heard each heavy pad fall on the firm ground.

She thought about finding some place to make her last stand, with her back to the trunk of a tree. She would die but she hoped at least she would die with some piece of the lynx forever in her mouth, as well as the knowledge that she had led the cat away from her children.

But still that other force, that buried memory, led her on.

Suddenly, as in a dream at that point where the darkness gives way to the light, the forest opened out into a clearing. She saw the little wooden house at its heart, the neat garden around it and the smoke from the chimney, and she felt a flood of warmth. At last her exhausted legs folded under her, she lay down in the snow and closed her eyes.

 

[image: clip0016]

 

The lynx, following a few heartbeats behind her, stopped. He hated this clearing, feared it, and he hesitated for a moment before going to the body of the dog. As he crouched and watched, the door to the cottage opened and a tiny, hunched figure, wreathed in blankets came out. She had a shovel in her hands. The figure approached the dog calmly, with slow care. The lynx was only a couple of metres away, concealed deep in the tangle of snow-covered undergrowth.

He was tense, angry, hungry. This creature made him afraid but that fear was surely irrational. He had taken down deer that weighed twice what this figure weighed. And yet, and yet . . . 

She seemed to be looking at him, her grey eyes meeting his yellow. Then her lips moved and he heard noises unlike anything he had heard before: low incantatory murmurs. The old woman moved her hand in a strange shape in the air before her and, in his eyes, she became monstrous and huge. He sank into the earth, terrified, and then, finding no refuge there, he backed away, turned and fled through the white forest. He kept on running until he was beyond the reach of the witch and her spells.
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CHAPTER 21

A Homecoming

Katerina Sobal stared into the dark of the trees. She didn’t know what had lurked there, only that it was malign and powerful, and was now departed.

Then she looked down at the emaciated old dog, her fur matted with blood and grimed with forest filth, that had staggered into the clearing and collapsed to the ground.

Dead?

Slowly, she bent down and ran her fingers through the coat, pushing through the dirt and blood to the white within.

Not dead, but there was so little life left, so little life. And even as she touched the old muzzle, she knew. Knew before she felt the smooth leather of the collar, a collar that she had made herself from her husband’s belt. He’d been dead for more than forty years and the thick belt had been the only thing of his that she had kept. It was a miracle that the collar had stayed in place all this time. Deep bite marks told a story of strife and struggle, of battles won and lost.

It had been many years, and the blood and dirt had hidden the ethereal purity of that white coat, but it was her: she would know that fine, pointed nose, those perfect ears anywhere.

Katerina’s old fingers found the brass tag, still attached to the collar. Her eyes, once as sharp as her needles, could not make out the letters there but she did not need to read it. Her dry fingers ran across the lines forming the crescent moon and the star.

The old woman’s heart, hardened by the years of solitude, melted and tears flowed down her lined cheeks.

She carried the dog slowly into the house, warm and smoky. She sat in the wooden rocking chair, with the old dog on her knee.

"I knew you would come back to me one day, little Zoya, lucky one," she said, gently cupping the dog’s face.

Zoya opened her eyes. Her tongue came out and licked the hand, and she knew the taste.

Later, as night fell softly around the cabin, the old dog found peace on the lap of the woman who had discovered her, fifteen years before, by the side of the road. And the old woman recalled that tiny puppy, lost, exhausted and confused, as the whole world fell apart around them.
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Katerina had dwelt in the woods long before the terrible accident that drove the people from the towns and villages. She had lived through war and famine, through plenty and through hardship. For most of that time she had been alone. She had once had a family: a husband and a daughter, and they had lived in the village. But the daughter had been lost to scarlet fever and the husband to drink not long after. So Katerina had moved back to the forest, to the little wooden cottage where she had been born. And there she had stayed.

Back before the accident, Katerina would forage for mushrooms to sell at village fairs and she was respected for her knowledge of herbs that could cure wind or dry up a running sore. And if a pregnant woman could not make it to hospital in time, Katerina would come and help at the birth.

But even then, she was known to be strange and solitary, and behind her back she was called Baba Yaga, the witch of the woods. And as she aged, she retreated further from the world, until only the other old women remembered her.

When the catastrophe came, Katerina and her cottage were quite forgotten.
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And now Katerina rocked and remembered. Remembered how the puppy had saved her from loneliness, just as she had saved the puppy from the forest. The creature’s heart was broken but she had healed it, with love and food. Together they had walked through the forest each day and the bond between them grew, until they were almost a single entity, the woman and the dog.

Twice, soldiers came in the weeks after the disaster. The first time they said she had to leave with them. She replied that she needed a little time to gather her things. The second time they came she hid in the woods until they went away, clamping her hand around Zoya’s muzzle, so she did not bark. In the years that followed, soldiers would sometimes pass close by, but whether by enchant-ment or mere chance, Katerina and her cottage remained lost.

The puppy became a grown dog. Zoya outgrew her first collar, so Katerina made a second from the leather belt, transferring the name tag.

The dog, of course, remembered her first love, the little girl, and would sometimes late at night gaze into the darkness of the woods and bark for her to come back. But in time the old woman and the dog were bound together in a bond of need, loneliness and devotion.

And how magnificent she grew. And those eyes, one blue, one brown.

Katerina sometimes wondered when the people would return, wondered how she would be able to give up the dog to her true owners, the ones who had named Zoya and first fastened a collar around her neck.

But they had left the dog behind. They did not deserve her, she told herself.

Life wasn’t easy in the little house. There were chickens, which meant eggs, and Katerina had a cunning way with a snare for rabbits. A pear tree, an apple tree and a plum tree grew, and what she couldn’t eat, she bottled. And her kitchen garden grew carrots and cabbages, and the woods had their seasonal gifts of mushrooms and berries and nuts. But the winters were harsh and bleak, and neither the woman nor the dog grew fat.

After a time, a year perhaps or a little more, Zoya began to go on longer expeditions through the forest, without Katerina. And here the dog began to teach herself forest lore, discovering where and how to catch the mice, worms and grasshoppers that supplemented the ears and entrails Katerina served her.

But however long the journey, Zoya would always come back by nightfall. The old woman and the dog would lie together and watch the logs of sweet birch and tangy pine crackle in the fireplace.

Katerina thought that this was how she would end her days. Then one night she heard it: the long, mournful howl of the wolf. Zoya had been sitting at her feet, and at once the dog stood, growling, her hackles raised. Katerina soothed her, putting her fingers into the long hair of her neck and murmuring soft, meaningless words. But she felt the energy surge through the dog, felt electricity in the muscles of her back.

It was a month before Katerina heard again the wolf song. From then on, Zoya began leaving the house at night and coming back in the morning. Katerina was frightened. She knew that wolves killed dogs. So she tried to keep Zoya in at first, as soon as the sun fell and the moon rose. But Zoya would find ways of escaping, slipping through an open window, or even lifting the latch on the door. Katerina knew she could not stop her. But always, still, the dog came back.

One morning, as Katerina was hanging up the washing in her yard, she felt that she was being watched. She looked up and saw a blue-black wolf, like some relic of the night, sitting calmly a stone’s throw away, staring at her with its head on one side.

Katerina had left Zoya snoozing on her bed and she moved slowly back towards the house, meaning to shut them both safely inside. But suddenly, Zoya was there, next to her, standing as still as a carved wooden dog, staring back at the blue-black wolf. Then the wolf turned and trotted into the forest, and Zoya followed before Katerina could catch her by the collar. At the edge of the clearing, Zoya turned to Katerina and barked once, twice. A goodbye? An invitation to follow?

And then she was gone, bounding into the green shade.

Katerina felt a pang of anguish but also a conviction that she would see her Zoya again.

She thought it would be later that day.

It was thirteen years later.

But she had come. And now, on the old woman’s lap, she died, as gentle a death as any dog has died, each breath becoming a little shallower, a little shorter until there was only stillness.

The next morning, Katerina took the collar from the dog’s neck and buried Zoya on the edge of the clearing. She stood for a long time, the collar held tightly in her gnarled hands. Then she went back to her little house, thinking that soon her time would come and that there would be nobody to put her in the ground.
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CHAPTER 22

And Then There Were Two

To stand and fight both takes and engenders courage, but as soon as Misha and Bratan began to run from the lynx, their courage fled too. They ran madly, blindly, through the woods. At first Misha sped ahead but then he forced himself to double back to the limping Bratan. From then on, he made sure he was always at his brother’s shoulder, urging him forward. They had no destination in mind. They were simply running away from the nightmare cat, that spectre made of claws, teeth and shadow.

And they were running away also from the death of Mother.

The forest around them was new. Unfamiliar trees towered over them. At ground level, brambles and briars snared their coats, forcing them into loops and turns so that they lost all sense of which way they were going.

They burst into one clearing, only to find themselves in the middle of a small herd of bison, shoving their huge heads into the snow to get at the grass beneath. The beasts panicked at the inrush of the dogs, moving quickly for such massive creatures. The females and yearlings clustered at the edge of the clearing, horns out, while a bull, which dwarfed the other members of the herd, stomped forward, his head lowered. He pawed at the ground, snorted and made a charge.

But the dogs had not even paused: they ran through the glade and on into the trees without looking back. The short-sighted bull peered around the clearing, as if suspecting some dastardly trick, some sneak attack or ambush. He charged at a lurking shadow and gored to death a log that lay rotting there. Pride and dignity salvaged, the bull returned to his harem, and their faces were soon back in the snow, the intrusion forgotten.

It was almost dark when the dogs stopped running. Both were exhausted; both were hurt. Misha had no idea where they were. No idea, even, how to get back to the house by the road. They found some shelter under a thicket of dead bracken and lay so close together it was hard to know whose wounds they were licking, their own or each other’s. They slept fitfully, fatigue pulling them towards oblivion but fear and pain tugging them back.

In the moonless night, a hedgehog nosed its way through the bracken on the trail of slugs and almost bumped into the dogs. As soon as it realised what it had encountered, the hedgehog curled into its tight defensive ball. Another time the brothers would have played with the harmless creature, or even tried to pry their way into the buried meaty goodness beneath the spines, risking a pricked nose. But now the dogs backed further into their cave of bracken and snow, and whimpered and snivelled. After a while, the hedgehog unfurled itself, aimed a contemptuous snort at the dogs and waddled away, with a potentially fatal new estimation of its ability to strike fear into the hearts of predators.

In the morning, Bratan looked forlornly at Misha. He missed Mother. He knew that she was gone, that she could not have survived the fight with the lynx. And now he looked to Misha to lead them both.

Misha wanted Mother just as much as Bratan. But want isn’t need. He sniffed at his brother’s wounds. There were deep scratches, and deeper puncture wounds from the long, lethal canines of the lynx. But the cuts had bled clean and there was no smell of decay. His own wounds were more superficial, scratches more than cuts.

He nosed out into the morning.

The change from winter to spring was clear now. The usual morning frost was a fragile membrane of lacy crystals on the old snow. And already Misha heard the first irregular pattering, which is the unmistakable sound of the thaw as the trees began to drip their burden of snow on to the forest floor.

Bratan followed him outside. He looked at his brother.

What next? Where next?

Misha put his nose up into the crisp air and breathed in the forest, consumed its endless variety and multiplicity, and sought within that essence its truth. His nose told him so many things. Told him that a herd of red deer had passed by, leaving their dung in the melting snow. Told him that a family of badgers had foraged not far away, rootling for earthworms, earwigs and beetle grubs. Told him that a great eagle owl had coughed up a pellet, made of the hair and bones of mice, rats, voles and pigeons and even other smaller owls on which it feasted in its owlish wrath.

Mother had taught him to fear the eagle owl, which could easily swoop down and take a dog. Misha had seen once the remains of a fox, eaten down to the tail and stinking of owl.

It was time to go.

Come! barked Misha, and the two dogs, their noses and their tails low, slunk through the forest, taking trails that led they knew not where.
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CHAPTER 23

Natasha becomes nataliya

Natasha never eased up, never slowed down, never lost her focus. She was the one pupil who never gazed out of the window, or took a day off sick, or handed her homework in late. She wasn’t distracted by boyfriends and she had no hobbies or pastimes that would have pulled her away from her textbooks.

She knew that Mama worried about her, and so she pretended to be happier than she was. One day Mama said to her, "Natasha, why don’t we get a little dog?"

"Good idea," agreed the pharmacist, in his usual bland way. "It would be a friend for you. A dog is good for a child."

At the mention of a dog, Natasha felt a rush of heat, followed by a dark, dense chill, as if an icicle had fallen from the roof and pierced her heart. Of course she had never forgotten her puppy, but for the most part the memory was kept in a safe place, insulated from the rest of her life. But now she thought again of Zoya and the life they might have had together, and she went weak at the knees and felt tears begin to sting her eyes. No. A new puppy would be . . . wrong. She shook her head.

"I don’t have the time. There is too much to do."

And then one day on the school bus, Natasha stared out of the window as it stopped at a set of traffic lights. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular, just gazing vacantly. There was a ruined building on her side of the street. Three walls had crumbled and there was no roof, and weeds grew in the rubble. And there she saw a movement, and realised it was a puppy, alone, helpless.
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It wasn’t her Zoya, of course. This was a scruffy mutt with one black ear flopping over its face and a stubby little tail. It skipped in a circle, then tripped over its feet and rolled on its back, and then sat up again, looking hopefully out on the world.

Natasha knew at once that it needed her. She ran to the front of the bus, just as it was setting off again, and asked the driver to let her out.

"Back to your seat!" snapped the driver.

"But please . . . I must . . ."

"No alighting till the school," he said again.

Natasha suddenly felt all the eyes on the bus boring into her. This is what she hated. Being seen, being stared at. Her eyes burned with the combined heat of indignation, embarrassment and frustration.

"SIT!" yelled the driver, jerking his thumb towards the back of the bus.

The bus opened its doors at the school gates and she meant to run back through the streets to find the puppy, but the flow of children into the school swept her up. Then she was spied by a teacher who wanted to talk to her and the gates were shut behind her.

All day Natasha thought of the puppy, with its one black ear, and it was the only time she was ever reprimanded for not paying attention in class.

At the end of the day, she burst through the school gates and ran back along the bus route. But somehow she couldn’t find the precise set of traffic lights, or remember quite what the ruined building looked like. It grew dark and cold, and she was lost amid the lifeless blocks of concrete and brick, and finally she sat on a low wall and despaired.

Looking up, she realised that the set of lights and the building were right here, and she ran around frantically calling out, "Little dog, little dog! Zoya! My Zoya!" But it was no use. The grey walls echoed back her voice mockingly, and no little dog appeared.

By the time she returned home, she was calm again.

Every day after that, she looked out of the bus window for the puppy, but she never saw it again. And her heart developed yet another hard layer to protect itself from the world.

Some time in her mid-teens she stopped being Natasha and became Nataliya, which was her given name but one never used before. "Natasha is a little girl," she explained to her mama. "And I am no longer a little girl."
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In due course, as everyone expected, Nataliya passed her exams with the highest marks in her year. She had applied to the prestigious Institute of Physics and Engineering in Moscow, and the acceptance letter she received two weeks later was the greatest moment of her life. Mama shared her joy. And perhaps also her relief that she would be going to Moscow. Nataliya at eighteen was not the same smiling, happy girl that Natasha had been when she was seven.

On the day she left for Moscow, the pharmacist piled her bags into the boot of his Lada, and drove Natasha and Mama to the central train station in Kyiv. He was not a bad man, the pharmacist. If he had a fault it was that he was boring. But he was not her papa.

Mama held her tightly on the busy concourse. "I love you, Natasha," she said, using the old, childish form of her name. "Your father would have been so proud."

"I know," she said. "I know. My train . . . I have to . . ."

"Goodbye, goodbye. Be careful in that city. There are thieves and scoundrels . . ."

And then Nataliya, who had been Natasha, ran for the train, through the grand shining marble and glittering light of the great hall of the station.
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CHAPTER 24

The Farm

Misha and Bratan kept travelling all day. At least they were not hungry, having eaten from the deer carcass the day before, so their movements had not the focused intensity of the hunt. They simply took the paths of least resistance: the trails through the forest forged by wild boar, widened by bison, kept neat by the slender hooves of deer.

In the middle of the afternoon, Misha stopped dead. Bratan bumped into him.

It was the smell. He’d picked up the first tang of it further back on the trail and even if he didn’t immediately bring it to consciousness, he knew, knew deep down in his soul. There is a smell of wolf, and that smell makes a dog simultaneously quake and rage. And then, so similar and yet so not the same, there is the smell of dog.

And the smell of dog is always, to the dog, of interest . . . 

That first whiff had been faint, old and diffused. But now the smell was sharp. It was everywhere. And there was more than one dog. Misha felt curiously excited and alert. Bratan sensed it now too. They spread out, sniffing at trees and bushes, spraying their own scent over the top.

The dogs moved on, drawn by the smell and yet wary of it. And then Misha sensed another change. The trees thinned, and he saw through them shapes and objects that were not of the forest.

It was a farmyard. There was the old farmhouse, decrepit now, its roof caved in, its woodwork rotten. Nearby was a barn, big wooden doors gaping open. Two other smaller buildings edged the farmyard: a long, low shed and a chicken coop, held above the ground on four stout legs. And in the middle of the yard, a dead tractor stood sentinel. Once a vibrant red, it was now rusted and forlorn, its great tyres flat, its engine caught in the grip of growing weeds and birch saplings.

Beyond the building, there was a field, and in the field Misha saw a big animal, taller than a bison, but not as massy, more like an elk in build. Its head was in the grass, its unkempt mane falling over its long face. It was the first horse Misha had ever seen. An idea flickered in him that this might be prey but then that idea died. Because not only was the horse too big, it wasn’t . . . food.

The horse wasn’t the only animal.

Dogs.

Misha had to stop himself from leaping forwards out of the cover of the trees. His muscles ached to run to these other dogs, to bark, sniff, roll and play. But he also knew that there was danger.

He could see three of them. One was a cross-breed, with terrier blood, small and energetic, with wiry black hair. Another was a Siberian laika, with sharp, pointed ears and a coat of dirty white, with patches of grey. Finally, there was a saluki. She was the most beautiful thing that Misha had ever seen. She was lying languidly on the ground, while the laika sat, and the terrier alternately scampered around and stood stock-still, staring into the distance as if he were contemplating great things.

Misha felt a rush and knew that Bratan had been unable to resist the temptation. Tail up, ears cocked, his brother lumbered towards the pack.

Instantly, the farm dogs were on the alert. They stood together, eyes on the new arrival. As a team, they stepped forwards to confront Bratan, who barked happily, hopefully, at them. He adopted the play position: front legs stretched along the ground, back legs straight, tongue lolling.

But the other dogs weren’t in play mode. Terrier, after a moment of surprised silence, went into a frenzy of barks and growls, sudden rushes and retreats. Laika emanated a frozen, silent menace and Misha knew at once that he was a dangerous dog. But his eye was drawn again to Saluki, who moved like meltwater. She flowed silently to the side of Bratan, who was still desperately trying to engage the others in play.

The situation was ripe with jeopardy and he couldn’t leave Bratan to face it alone. He cantered swiftly out of the trees and across the farmyard to join his brother. Laika and Terrier sensed him immediately. They reacted in opposite ways. Laika became even more rigid, a mere tensing of his sharp ears giving away that he knew Misha was there. Terrier became yet more manic, spinning in circles so that he could bark at both the new dogs. Only Saluki seemed to ignore him, and her movement was curiously still, in the way that the wind moves a willow, sending shimmering patterns through the leaves.

Misha desperately tried to signal that he wasn’t there to fight. Yet he did not want to convey fear or submission. He and Bratan were sore and tired and injured, but they were experienced warriors now. They had fought with a wolf and a lynx, and so they could stand up to three dogs, only one of whom – the yellow-eyed Laika – looked dangerous. And so his ears were up, his tail high and his mouth open.

We’re no threat, Misha was saying, but we can look after ourselves.

He reached his brother’s shoulder. Bratan’s earlier confidence was beginning to fade. His own friendly greeting had not been met in kind, and he was puzzled and unsure.

Misha watched Laika, and Laika watched Misha. Misha wasn’t yet full grown but he sensed that he was close in weight to the other dog. He was starting to get annoyed at the yapping of Terrier. Misha barked once, twice, three times. Not aggressively but with enough force to make a point. He barely recognised the sound. It came from deep within himself and its message was complex. He was shouting down Terrier but also showing Laika that he was not to be intimidated. And there was also a message for Saluki . . . 

Then things happened very quickly. First, Saluki ran towards the two new dogs, then she turned from a dog into a bird, and with no visible effort at all, sailed over Misha and Bratan. Misha and his brother, mesmerised by the beauty of the movement, followed the arc in open-mouthed astonishment.

Which, Misha realised too late, was precisely what they were supposed to do.

He became aware of a murmur in the earth, a perceptible quivering of the very ground itself, before he saw the huge shadow approaching him. Without Saluki’s graceful leap he might have stood a chance: not a chance of fighting but a chance of fleeing.

He felt the hit, which knocked the air out of him and sent him tumbling over the hard ground. As he rolled, he saw Saluki snap at Bratan’s flank and as he snapped back, Laika moved with lethally efficient speed and seized him by the throat. Misha tried to scramble up to aid his brother but before he could get off his back the sky turned from blue to black, and he found himself pinned by the massive paws of a monstrous beast. Misha was staring into the gaping throat of a Caucasian sheepdog, a stream of drool flowing from his black lips. This was a dog bred to deter wolves, to kill wolves.

Misha squirmed and fought but there was nothing he could do. The weight of the sheepdog was too much, his strength too great. The jaws were cavernous, and descended slowly until they hovered just above his throat. Misha couldn’t see what was happening to Bratan, but he hoped that his brother had the sense to do what he now did: surrender utterly.
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He allowed his body to go limp. His legs flopped either side of him. He was open from the belly to the throat. He was helpless but also harmless. It was the very last move available to a dog (or a wolf). But surrender only works when the enemy is prepared to accept it. He closed his eyes and waited, expecting to feel the jaws seize him, and the great slicing and grinding teeth to end everything. He felt slug-like dollops of viscous drool fall on to his face. The saliva stank of meat and decay. It would have been better, cleaner, quicker to die at the claws of the lynx.

And then, nothing.

Misha opened his eyes. The huge head was still looming over his own, motionless but for the falling drool. He turned his head to catch sight of Bratan. Even that small movement drew a growl – more of a rumble, in fact, like some geological perturbation deep in the Earth’s core – from Shepherd. But Misha could see that Bratan was now pinned beneath Laika, with Saluki poised and ready to strike.

Then, as he watched, Terrier, who had been yapping at each of them in turn, quietened down and padded over to Bratan and . . . licked his face. Laika stepped away and Bratan rolled to his feet. He touched noses with Terrier, and then with Laika, and then with Saluki.

At the same moment, Misha felt the pressure on him lift. It was a great relief to find that Shepherd was no longer sitting on him. He stood and approached the huge dog, adopting a suitably submissive posture, his tail and head low. Whatever else happened, he didn’t want to have that immense weight on him again.

Bratan was now playing with the other dogs. Shepherd sat majestically on his rear. Misha saw that he wasn’t a playing kind of dog. He trotted over to the others and they met him, sniffing. Terrier yapped happily. Laika was still a little remote but he no longer emanated those pulses of naked hostility. Saluki permitted herself an elegant wag of her long tail.

And then more barking. Two scraggy street dogs capered along, desperate to be everyone’s friends. One had grey hair, mottled with random patches of black and brown. She looked like a child’s drawing of a dog, and it was impossible to work out which breeds had gone into her making: a street dog from a line of street dogs. The other had the snub nose of a boxer, the powerful body of a pit bull, but the embarrassingly short legs of a basset hound. The pair, Scrag and Shorty, were at the bottom of the farm pack hierarchy and their only goal in life was not to be annoying, which of course made them very annoying. They both went into ecstasies of squirming self-abnegation before the new arrivals.

Misha glanced at his brother. It wasn’t merely Bratan’s tail that wagged, but his whole body. Misha had never seen him look so happy. And with that, Misha allowed himself a moment of happiness too, even if, deep in his heart, he feared it could not last.
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CHAPTER 25

The Pack

Of the dogs, only Shepherd had been born on the farm. Once, there had been half a dozen pigs, a couple of cows, a coop full of chickens, as well as countless rabbits living semi wild in a hillside warren next to the cow field, fattened up with carrot tops and turnip greens. And of course, Sokha, the great grey carthorse, who was used to plough where the tractor could not go and pulled a wooden wagon full of produce to the weekly fair. There, children would sit on the horse’s broad back and run their fingers through his long mane, while he munched a hessian bag of oats.

The dog and the horse had grown up together, and had formed one of those surprising friendships that occasionally crops up between different species. When the disaster struck, the family left the farm, putting out food for the animals. Like everyone else, they expected to be back in a few days.

After a week, the soldiers arrived: a junior officer and a couple of conscripts. Their instructions were simple: to shoot everything left alive. The pigs were wild with hunger and the soldiers, barely more than boys, shot them, while the officer smoked and shook his head.

Shepherd, who, without sheep to look after, guarded everything in his kingdom, woofed and growled and menaced the soldiers. One fired wildly at him and the other with better aim. The bullet lodged in his great skull and he fell as if dead.

The two old cows came nosing over the field and the officer, who had himself been brought up on a collective farm, spoke softly to them and shot each deftly behind the ear. He then looked at the chickens and decided they weren’t worth a bullet. So he opened the doors to their coop and set them free, clucking and fluttering.

"The foxes will have them soon enough," he said with a shrug.

And then there was just the horse, who came slowly across his paddock, hoping for a sugar lump or carrot. Neither of the conscripts wanted to kill the horse, so the officer drew out his pistol once again, aimed at his forehead and pulled the trigger.

Once, twice. Click, click. The horse reared and spun away.

The officer examined his pistol. He fired it again, into the ground, where the bullet sent up a plume of dust from the dry earth.

"Fate," he said, looking at the horse, still frisking around the paddock.

As they drove away in their truck, the officer looked in the wing mirror at the receding farmstead and closed his mind to another job half done.

Shepherd woke up that night, his head sore, the bullet buried deep in the thick bone of his skull. It had lodged just a millimetre or two away from his brain. But nerves had been severed and the drooling began.

He explored his fallen kingdom, snuffling at the dead pigs and cows. His old friend Sokha came over, pushed open the gate left unlatched by the soldiers and they grieved together.

No people ever returned to the farm. There was forage in the barn for the horse. The chickens survived for a while in the woods around the farm and the rabbits learned to fend for themselves. Both provided the occasional meal, though Shepherd was too big and slow to be much of a hunter. Bags of chicken food stored in the barn kept him alive.

He was lonely, of course, being used to the company of humans. He had Sokha, and sometimes they would gallop together around the field. But a horse is not a dog and a dog is not a horse, and so they were both sad in their own way.

Then other dogs began to arrive. Strays from the town, or wanderers from other farms, who had managed to evade the soldiers. Shepherd drove some off: the ones he sensed would be a threat to the unity of the pack, the ones who could contribute nothing. Others he permitted to stay.

All had to pass a further test: old Sokha would wander over from his paddock and sniff noisily at the newcomers. Any that snarled back would be banished by Shepherd with a god-like woof. Of those who passed and stayed, some adapted and lived. Others died. Terrier was the longest surviving, and he and Shepherd were firm comrades, sleeping together in the barn, the huge dog coiled protectively around the little one. On the coldest nights, Sokha would come and lie next to them in the straw, and the three were almost like a little family.

Time passed. Life was hard. Sokha wandered further afield in search of forage, sometimes disappearing for days at a time. New dogs came to take the places of those who died. One or two challenged Shepherd for leadership of the farm pack. They all ended up slinking away to lick their wounds. The food stores were used up but there were still a few chickens in the woods, the rabbits in the field and whatever carrion they could find as they roamed the area. But there was never enough to stave off hunger for long.

Laika had a hunter’s heart, and with it the hunter’s mean streak, but he had been brought up as a town dog and his technique was poor. Saluki was as fast as a thought and could catch any rabbit or chicken that strayed from safety. But, like Laika, she was all instinct and no finesse. Scrag and Shorty came late, and the best they could do was to hustle for mice and voles.

The truth was that the old pack instincts had dwindled in the dogs. Shepherd was their leader but they did not know how to be led.

[image: clip0005]

So when Misha and Bratan turned up, the small pack was lean and hungry, the old stores long gone and the wild food elusive.

Two other dogs – a bad-tempered Alsatian and a lurcher – had recently left the pack, searching for richer pickings elsewhere. They had been the best hunters, and losing them meant losing meat, even if that meat was the odd leftover rabbit’s foot, or a feathery wing.

Shepherd’s assessment was quick and true. These two young dogs were not a threat. They were an opportunity. Sokha came over and sniffed, suspiciously, and Misha swallowed his instincts and his pride, and lay down before him.

And so, with Shepherd’s welcoming bark, the brothers became part of the farm pack and were accepted joyfully by all the other dogs.

Except for one . . . 
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CHAPTER 26

Slim Pickings

And what a strange pack it was. Misha was part wolf, and deep in his soul he had a craving for the order and safety of the wolf pack, with its dominant male and female, and a well-established hierarchy below that. Even though he had only known life with Mother and Bratan, Misha sensed that this pack was disordered, chaotic. He tried hard to understand the power relations, knowing that survival might depend on this.

Shepherd was, of course, top dog. But beneath him things became more uncertain. Terrier was Shepherd’s friend and to mess with him would incur the top dog’s wrath. But he was only a little thing and, though feisty, he was too small to be a threat. Saluki’s grace and elegance gave her a certain status but she was too languorous to abuse it. Scrag and Shorty were harmless.

Then there was Laika. Laika was a problem.

Misha saw that Laika had a vicious streak and a low cunning. He seldom fought but often bit. He most often struck after two other dogs had scuffled. Then he would quietly circle and jump on the loser from behind, taking his or her neck in his mouth, squeezing to the point just before real harm was done. His victim would have no choice but to squirm round to lie on its back, offering up itself in the act of surrender. Usually that was enough for Laika. He had imposed his will. And the other dogs knew what the cost might be if they resisted.

Still, Misha knew that he had to be wary of Laika.

But there was an even greater problem for the new arrivals.

That was food.

Misha had seen that the farm pack was lean and hungry. And he knew the best way to secure a future there for himself and his brother was by helping to fill those empty bellies.

The first morning, Misha and Bratan explored their new world. The woods around the farm had been gleaned of all the easy pickings, though Misha saw a few opportunities: ants’ nests, where in late summer the winged queens and would-be kings would emerge bringing a brief glut; the woodpiles where mice might nest; the distant squawking of pheasants. But it was the hillside with the rabbit warren that really interested Misha. He saw straight away that the pack was sitting right next to a rich resource. Before their arrival, the farm dogs had relied on blind chance: a youngster would wander too far away from its hole to reach safety when spied by Saluki, or Terrier would stumble across an elderly or diseased rabbit and gleefully seize the prize.

But Misha and Bratan, tutored by Mother, were wise in the ways of the rabbit hunt. They would lurk in the shadows of the trees bordering the field, waiting for the precise moment to strike. Or Bratan would limp with exaggerated slowness through the middle of the warren, while the rabbits watched him, knowing he would never catch them. And all the while Misha would be creeping up silently behind them. Or the two dogs would play-fight in plain sight, their absurd games seeming to fascinate, indeed almost mesmerise, the rabbits and then they would lie as if dead in the grass. A curious rabbit would hop cautiously over to see what was happening. But not cautiously enough . . . 

The first rabbit of the day they would eat themselves. But if they caught two rabbits in a day, they’d always share the kills, dropping the body down in front of Shepherd, who would swallow it in a couple of gulps. The others would crowd around too and all would eventually get something, even if it was just a tail for Scrag and Shorty to fight over.

At the beginning, there were rabbits aplenty. But after a while, the rabbits were fewer and those that survived were wilier.

By now, the occasional gluts – the animals killed by the cold or by their own inability to find food under the snow – were over. The dogs were again in that strangely barren time of the year, early spring. That time before new and vulnerable young were on the menu, and when the world, freed from the ice, was not yet free from hunger.

The farm dogs were strangely reluctant to go into the forest on hunting trips. The dank darkness worried them. They felt more like prey than predator, felt the million eyes of the forest on them. But Misha and Bratan were forest-bred, and led expeditions out to mouse-infested woodpiles, or to dig in anthills for white grubs, albeit at the cost of a noseful of painful bites and stings.

But still, hunger gnawed. And when hunger bites, so too do dogs. There were constant quarrels in the pack. Laika was behind many of them. He persecuted Scrag and Shorty, bullying them relentlessly. No matter how much they cringed and hid, they always seemed to be where he wanted to be, in his space, in his light. His bites never drew blood but they inflicted pain and humiliation in equal measure.

He was especially possessive of Saluki. If the street dogs tried to play with her, he’d growl and stare with an intense and lethal ferocity. He didn’t, of course, mess with Shepherd, while Terrier’s closeness to the pack leader kept him safe.

With Bratan and Misha, things were different. Laika sensed they were battle-hardened, despite their youth. He was bigger and stronger than either individually, but together they were more than a match for him. Still, that did not make them immune from his temper. When the pack ventured out together, he would sometimes turn and deliver a quick, sharp bite – usually at the clumsy Bratan, rather than the quick Misha – and then scamper away. Shepherd, looking back at the commotion, would see only the slow, blundering attempt at retaliation from Bratan and rumble his disapproval.

In his prime, the old dog would have done more to stamp his authority, to quash such signs of dissension within the ranks. But age had clouded his mind, taken the edge off his instincts and weakened his will to power.

The hunger did not help. Hunger is like a black hole, pulling everything into its ravenous maw.

The pack needed food, or there was going to be blood.
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CHAPTER 27

Riches

And then there was the farmhouse. The dogs had sniffed around it, putting paws up against doors and grimy windows, vaguely aware that there might be riches within. But they couldn’t work out how to get inside.

Shepherd could have smashed his way in through the rotten wood of the door, but like all farm dogs, he’d been a working animal, not a pet. Once, as a puppy, he had blundered in and taken a savage kick for his troubles, and ever since there was an invisible force field around it, which he would never pass.

It took the arrival of Misha and Bratan, and the great hunger, and then the coming of a mighty storm a few weeks later to breach the house’s defences.

The storm raged in the night, cruel flashes of forked lightning, and driving sleet and hail forcing the dogs to huddle together in the barn. When they emerged in the morning, they found that the wind had blown over an ancient, dying chestnut tree. The tree had cracked, snapped and slumped against the house, breaking windows on the top floor.

Misha studied the scene and worked out that this was a way in. Dogs are not natural climbers but he found that he could just scramble along the splintered trunk. He then picked his way carefully through one of the broken windows, as the other dogs watched, fascinated, below.

Inside, all was dark and dusty. There was the smell of mice and also of other enticing things. Misha quickly sniffed his way through the upstairs rooms, sensing there was little of interest. He trotted down the stairs, appearing for a moment through the filthy windows, which set the other dogs off in a manic barking fit.

He soon found the kitchen, and he remembered the way food had been stored in the small house where he and Bratan had stayed with Mother. He nosed his way to the fridge and managed to prise it open. The inside of it was a forest of green mould, and a stench of death flowed out. There was nothing edible in there.

He pawed at cupboards and found tins that seemed to promise good things, but there was no way into them. Misha was beginning to think that his mission had been for nothing when he noticed that another door was ajar and he pushed through. Instantly, he knew that this was the source of the rich and meaty aroma that suffused the house.

The door opened on to a rickety wooden staircase, leading into the cellar. It was pitch-black down there but Misha’s sharp nose told him that it was a place of deep and profound interest to a hungry dog, and he padded down the stairs into the gloom.

It wasn’t a neat, clean basement with wooden walls but a rough cellar, quite recently dug out. Misha snuffled through the space, the smells driving him almost to a frenzy. He sniffed into the corners, convinced he must find . . . whatever it was.

But nothing.

And then he realised that the smells were drifting down from above him. A little light filtered in from the open door and he could just make out various organic forms hanging tantalisingly out of reach. He jumped, jumped again and again but each time fell short. He barked his rage and frustration, and dimly heard answering barks from outside.

He paused and pondered. Along one wall was an old bedroom cabinet, now relegated to the cellar and used to store tools. Misha managed, after one stumbling failure, to jump on top of it. Now he was just a little below and to the side of the delights from which the smells emanated, and they filled his mind with an intoxicating cloud of glory.

He needed this.

Closer now, he could see the shapes more clearly. Some were long and thin. Some fat and weighty. Misha didn’t know it but he had hit on the farm’s store of preserved hams and sausages, suspended from the ceiling by hooks and twine.

Misha steadied himself, then launched out into the dark void of the cellar. His jaws made contact with a great, slab-like ham. For a brief moment, his tongue brushed and tasted its wondrous, savoury tang. But the ham swung lazily out of the way and his teeth couldn’t sink into the dried flesh. He slithered down the ham and crashed to the ground.

In a second, he was up again, jumping on to the shelves and leaping into the air. It was no good. The ham was simply too big to enclose with his jaws. Again, he landed awkwardly on the earthen floor.

The next time, he considered before he leaped. The ham was too great a monster for him to defeat. He needed something easier to grab. A rabbit, rather than a bison. He crept further along the cabinet until he was opposite a salami of tremendous length but manageable girth. He steadied himself, jumped and he had it! The sausage was thin enough for him to be able to get a solid grip and his teeth clamped around it, sinking into the chewy meat.

There he dangled, or rather swung, giddily to begin with and then more steadily, back and forth like a pendulum.

What next? He hadn’t thought this far ahead. Luckily, the combined weight of dog and sausage was enough for the hook by which it was held to slice through the meat, and dog and sausage fell to the floor.

It was a rich reward for all his endeavours. Never had Misha tasted anything as delicious. He had half a mind to take it with him to share with the pack but the sausage was too good and in a matter of moments he had eaten the whole thing.

Hunger sated, Misha began to plan his next move. This food supply would secure his and Bratan’s place in the pack. He’d gain status. He’d be a hero. That was something he very much wanted. Even with the background threat of Laika, he felt safe and happy with the farm dogs, and for the first time ever he didn’t have to constantly worry about his brother. Then there was the other thing. Those strong, troubling feelings that bubbled up inside him whenever Saluki was around . . . 

But there were logistical issues. He could probably have brought a sausage back the way he had come but the big prizes were those great hams. Even if he could have wrestled one to the ground, he could never carry it back up the stairs, out through the window and down the tree.

Misha explored the rest of the cellar, scratching at the walls, trying to find a weak spot. Most of it was unyieldingly hard and dry, but in one corner moisture had gradually crept up from the foundations and left the base of the wall soft and crumbly. Misha began to scrabble with his paws, digging out and then up.

It was a long, hard job. He had helped Mother dig out dens before, and had spent long hours burrowing for rabbits and moles, but that was always digging down. Digging up was a different business. The soil was in his face and eyes, and whatever he excavated was replaced by soil falling from above. But, finally, as the weight of soil above him decreased, so his job became easier.

For the last few centimetres he was aware of the excitement above him, the pounding of paws, the barks and yelps. As soon as his sharp nose pushed up through the grass, it was met by Bratan’s frantic tongue. And then his head was out and the whole pack was there, even old Shepherd, in a state of canine ecstasy at his reappearance.

He saw that he had emerged a little way beyond the back wall of the house. The others scraped and scrabbled to dig him out, which in turn caused the tunnel to collapse behind him. But with more paws to help, he soon cleared it again.

For a moment, the dogs surveyed the dark mouth of the tunnel, a little unsure as to where and what it led. Then Terrier gave a quick, sharp bark and scooted into the hole. Holes after all were made for terriers, and terriers for holes. His excited barking built to a crescendo, as the little dog smelled out the meat.

Scrag and Shorty were the first to follow Terrier, and then all the dogs, with the exception of the dignified Shepherd, scrapped to be next, pushing, snapping and scrambling their way down.

At last, Shepherd decided he could hold off no longer. There was an awkward moment when the huge dog became stuck half in and half out of the tunnel. All Misha could see of him was his great, muscled rump and his back legs frantically pawing at the ground. But one way or another he made it through.

Misha waited as the barking from underground became first excited, then frantic, then furious. It was only then that he returned to the hole, and squirmed down into the cellar. He found the pack all leaping high, trying to get at the hanging meat. It was a sight that filled him with a strange kind of happiness.

The only dog not joining in with the frenzy was Shepherd, who wasn’t made for leaping. He just looked up at the hams with big, mournful eyes. Only Saluki came anywhere near and even her prodigious leaps failed, as she was hampered by the other dogs and the cramped space. For the first time since he had met her, she was looking flustered and inelegant.

Without any fuss, Misha jumped on to the cabinet and, as the pack gawped, leaped again. He expected his success to be met with the adoration of the crowd. But this time he’d been a little sloppy and, as he pushed off, the cabinet wobbled, tottered and fell to the ground with a crash, scattering the yelping dogs. Misha missed his target and landed on the flat back of the cabinet, feeling rather foolish. He noticed a glint of evil pleasure in the eyes of Laika . . . 

But then, looking up, he realised something: now that he was on top of the fallen cabinet, he was that bit closer to the dangling hams and sausages. He managed to stand up on his back legs and balance just long enough to close his teeth around one of the salamis. He pulled and it slipped further down, so he could get a proper grip, and then a good yank had it free.

Once more, the other dogs went into ecstasies. They really were close to starving, and when Misha tossed the salami among them, chaos ensued, with every dog trying to get a bite. Laika was quickest and meanest but even he couldn’t fight off the whole ravenous pack.

It might have ended very badly had Shepherd not unleashed one of his most bone-judderingly loud barks and backed it up with that rarest of things: a full-fanged Shepherd snarl. The farm dogs had seen before what could happen when their leader finally lost his temper and none wanted to be at the receiving end.

Laika reluctantly let the sausage fall, and Terrier picked it up and carried it to Shepherd. Shepherd looked, sniffed, then ignored it. He climbed laboriously on top of the fallen cabinet, gazed up into the meat-scented darkness, stretched himself up to his full height, opened his cavernous mouth and grabbed a huge ham. The muscles in his neck rippled and shuddered like molten lava and, with a tug that brought a cloud of dust and dirt down from the ceiling, the ham was freed.

Shepherd then methodically walked along, yanking each ham down, until four of them lay in a row.

He didn’t trouble with the sausages. That was Saluki’s job. With the springboard of the cabinet to help her, she sailed into the air and plucked each sausage like a trout taking a fly.

There was enough food now to feed the whole pack for weeks.
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CHAPTER 28

Saluki

Misha, stuffed with salami, crawled out of the cellar and back into the daylight. He lay in the weak sun, luxuriating in his fullness and in the satisfaction of having served his pack so well.

The next dog to reappear from the tunnel was the elegant Saluki. Well, elegant in most circumstances. Not even she could clamber out of a hole gracefully after a heavy meal.

They had never spent any time alone, such was Laika’s watchful jealousy. True, Misha had found himself gazing at her, and once or twice he had noticed her looking at him. It was a curious sort of look. She’d glance at him, glance away, glance back again, and then launch into one of her languorous runs, leaping over the fence into the horse field, jumping over any startled dogs that happened to be within range.

And once, Bratan, who saw most things, looked at Misha and then looked at Saluki, and barked out a laugh of recognition that made Misha inexplicably angry for a moment. He jumped at his brother and they wrestled until his rage turned to embarrassed happiness, and they were both soon helpless with doggy mirth.

But now, for a little while, there was nobody to watch Misha and Saluki. He felt frozen with a joyful terror, the stillness of his body mocked by the frantic beating of his heart. Saluki walked towards him, liquid even when her movements were slow. The only thing that indicated that she might not be entirely bored by this encounter was that her ears, which normally lopped and flopped lazily, were alert and cocked.

And then, when she was almost close enough for Misha to have reached out with his tongue to lick the tip of her nose, Saluki’s eyes narrowed and she struck like a viper, nipping him on the shoulder.

It was a terrible shock. Misha’s reaction was far too slow and by the time his instinct forced him to snap back, the other dog was running away, those ears flapping, the long tongue lolling out to join them.

Now Misha saw the game and bounded after her. He was almost there, almost ready to pounce. And then she was leaping over him as he ran, from left to right, then right to left again, and each time he felt the delicious touch of her coat on his. He was torn between admiration for this display of athletic grace and fury at the humiliation of being her toy, her plaything. Then she slowed and he was close to her, close enough to . . . 

But no: she was away again! She had let him get within touching distance only as a tease.

He would never catch her. He stopped, panting, angry again. The nip she had given him smarted. She rested a few metres away, looking back over her shoulder. Then she lay on the grass, her legs stretched out in front of her.
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Misha had meant to have nothing more to do with this stupid dog, with her nips and her annoying leaps, but now here she was, lying quietly on the ground before him. His legs took over and he found that he was walking towards her.

Stupid! He stopped, half turned, but then once more his legs made the decision. He expected at any moment for her to jump up and over him again, and he planned to revenge that nip, those humiliations. And then somehow they were nose to nose. Her tongue licked his face, and he licked hers, and Misha felt the first moment of pure, unadulterated happiness in his life, felt his animal soul slip peacefully from his body and unite with hers.

And then he heard a racket: the yelps and barks of the pack as they spilled out of the tunnel. Terrier first out, as he had been first in, then the others, too quickly to tell clearly which was which, and last, laboriously, with much huffing and puffing, Shepherd.

The dogs were full and they were contented. Tails wagged; tongues lolled. Shorty lay on his back while Scrag nuzzled his stomach. This might have been the first time in their tough lives that they’d had all they wanted to eat.

Only one dog stayed apart. Laika looked with his cold blue eyes at Misha and at Saluki, still lying next to each other in the late afternoon sun.
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CHAPTER 29

Conflict!

The next months, as spring stretched itself into early summer, were the best of Misha’s short life. Though intermixed with the intense love and loyalty they had shared, their time with Mother had been one of struggle and fear. There had been little opportunity for fun and play. But now, with the dried hams and sausages tiding them over the lean times, there was space and energy for entertainments not linked to hunting and foraging.

Saluki and the two street dogs were Misha and Bratan’s main playmates. Scrag and Shorty loved the status hanging out with the brothers gave them, and were as eager as puppies. Saluki simply revelled in any chance to show her extraordinary grace and speed. Terrier was a little more aloof and grumpy but even he would sometimes be caught up in the endless games of chase and ambush. Shepherd, of course, was too old and dignified to cavort with the others, but he would lie out when the sun broke through and watch on, drooling in his benign way.

And Laika spied and plotted.

Each time Misha and Saluki thought they were alone, one or the other would look up to see Laika, lurking.

Laika’s temper was ever ready to fray, usually with Scrag and Shorty. The main place of conflict was the mouth of the tunnel down to the cellar. If any two dogs met there, there was a slight chance of a scuffle or a row. But if Laika was behind you, you’d feel his teeth.

He once tried to pick a fight with Bratan, who was coming out of the tunnel, just as Laika tried to head down it. There was a growl, a snap, a deep bark from Bratan, and almost a hiss – a most undoglike sound – from Laika.

Bratan had a bite like a bear but Laika was a vicious and skilled fighter, and the encounter would have ended badly for Misha’s brother had it not occurred in the tunnel. Laika could not exploit his greater speed for a flank attack and he was confronted with Bratan’s snapping teeth.

And then, behind him, an incensed Misha.

Suddenly things looked grim for Laika. An entrenched dog before him, an angry one behind. He had not lived this long by being stupid. Instantly, his attitude changed from aggression to friendliness, his tail wagging, his ears cocked.

Misha knew that Laika wasn’t to be trusted but he couldn’t attack when the other dog had signalled his good intentions. Laika slipped away, still wagging his tail, but Bratan and Misha missed the leer of loathing that disfigured his face.

When the big fight finally came, Saluki was the cause. It was now full summer, and hot, and most of the dogs were bored and listless. Misha and Bratan had sought refuge in the barn. It was out of the sun but stifling and windless. They lay almost nose to nose and dreamed of rabbits.

Laika had been trying to cut off Saluki from the rest of the pack for a couple of days, physically pushing her towards the woods with his strong shoulders. She would slide and slip out of his grip, drifting always back to Misha. And on this day, she’d had enough. She was lying in the shade of the hawthorn trees that overhung the horse paddock when Laika appeared. He lay next to her and she moved to another patch of shade. He followed her, making whining and smirking noises, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

Saluki was beautiful, graceful and good-natured. But she was also a dog bred for hunting. And now she had been pushed too far. The strike, when it came, was almost too quick to see, certainly too quick for Laika to dodge. She bit him on the neck and though it did not pierce the skin, it hurt. And more than the hurt flesh, the hurt pride of Laika is what fired him now. In an instant, he transformed from suitor to fighter.

Snap on the side of Saluki’s head, snap on her front leg, snap on her throat. The last might have proved deadly had her reflexes not jerked her head back, so that Laika’s teeth bit on the long silky hair of her neck and not the delicate skin.

Though a huntress, Saluki was not a fighting dog. She was too long-limbed, too delicate, too refined. And now it seemed that Laika would surely kill her.

But Misha was already running across the paddock. He’d been woken from his slumbers by the yapping of the ever-vigilant Terrier, who knew that something was afoot. In a second, he was out of the barn, with Bratan following drowsily behind.

Misha at once saw that Saluki was in serious trouble. Her ears were flat against her head and she was keeping low as a defence against the next attack from Laika. She could not run because of her injured leg and there was blood on her face.

Misha felt as though he was no longer a creature of blood and bone, but a new thing: an avenging spirit made of pure rage. Laika was so intent on inflicting his own bloody vengeance on Saluki that he didn’t sense the coming danger. Only at the last second did he perceive the pounding feet. Misha drove straight into him, the kinetic energy of his charge compensating for his smaller size. Laika was knocked to the ground. He tried to gain his feet, brought his jaws round to snap at Misha, but too late. Misha bit his shoulder, his face, his shoulder again: hard bites, not warning nips.

Laika turned to flee but Misha was on him, the bites now raining on the flanks, the rump, the tail, the hind legs. Laika realised that turning his back meant death and that his only hope was to face the avenger, muzzle to muzzle, so again he tried to make a stand. But Misha was an unstoppable storm of wrath. He knew that the way to finish this was to force Laika on to his back, exposing the throat for the killing bite, and so his tactics changed. Now he charged, shoulder to shoulder, to shove the other dog to the ground. It left him open to the answering bites of Laika but Misha didn’t care, didn’t even feel them. The bigger dog should have been able to win this battle of the shoulder barges: weight should have been decisive, but fury has its own weight.

And now, at last, Bratan reached the pair of them, along with Terrier, Shepherd and Scrag, who for once was without her playmate, Shorty.

Bratan wanted to join the fray, helping his brother, but the huge Shepherd blocked him.

Let them finish, he rumbled.

And indeed, Misha would have finished it. His last mighty shunt forced the exhausted and battered Laika on to his back. And with that he lost his fight. Though a bully, he was not a coward and he prepared to meet his death without whimpering. He would not beg for mercy.

Misha paused, the blood fury abating a little. But there was another fury that burned in him, cold and not hot. Now that took over and he bared his great canines . . . 

And then all the dogs froze.

There was a sound that only Misha and Bratan had heard before but which they all knew. It was the long, mournful howl of a wolf, and at some level all of the dogs understood that it sounded their doom.
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CHAPTER 30

Two Heads

Beneath the howling of the wolf, there came another sound.

Barking.

The only member of the pack not present was Shorty.

Misha and Laika remained entwined but utterly still. Shepherd moved forward, and almost gently, but with great power, pushed Misha from the prone Laika. This was not the time for fighting and Misha’s blood lust had already passed. Now the six dogs: Misha, Bratan, Terrier, Saluki, Shepherd and Scrag all ran towards the barking, which came from the scrubby woodland on the far side of the farm.

It took them no time to find Shorty. He had stopped barking and now stood stock-still, staring at something lying in the tussocky grass that grew between the saplings of silver birch and willow. Saluki reached him first and froze, the hair on her neck and back erect, making her usually sleek and supple form appear almost comically fluffy.

The smells and sights were hard to understand, and Misha barked twice in his confusion and anxiety. The smells were mixed dog and, yes, wolf. There were fresh paw prints in the soil. The sight was pure horror.

He couldn’t know, of course, but what he was looking at was the remains of the two dogs: the Alsatian and the lurcher that had passed through the farm months before, leaving to find, they hoped, better pickings. Their wanderings had taken them far through the forests, and the fields that were becoming forests, and their companionship had kept them alive. But eventually their path had led them to the territory of the wolves.

There, they had first been enticed by the allure of a female wolf: one still bearing the scars of her battle with Misha and Bratan and Mother. A wolf who, if ever a wolf hated, hated dogs. She found the two on the edge of the wolflands and tried to tempt them closer to the rest of the pack. And they followed this strange, beautiful, tempting creature for a while, fear and excitement pulling at them.

But then the smells and sounds of the wolf pack assaulted them and they knew that they were in terrible danger. They fled, hard and fast. Life in the wild had made them wolflike in speed and endurance, and they ran literally for their lives, though not fast enough to lose the pursuing wolves. The dogs fled, either by chance or in the knowledge that it was their only hope, back towards the farm they had left those months before. For two hours they ran. For three. And the land around them became familiar. They were close. So close.

Not all of the wolves had followed. And some had given up once the dogs had been driven from the packlands. Only three remained. Cross-face and two of her adult children. They followed her out of fear and obedience. She ran out of her longing to kill dogs.

The wolves caught them almost within sight of the farm. The dogs were at the end of their endurance and put up only the feeblest of fights. It took the wolves seconds to end it and the only sound was the terrified whining of the dogs as the teeth of their pursuers sank home.

And now Misha and the farm pack were looking at what was left. Two heads, which seemed to have been placed together, staring in the direction of the farm. Eight paws, in a surreally straight line. And two tails. Everything else had been eaten.

Once more there came that long howl. Further away this time. The wolves were moving back to their home territory. Their leader had sensed there were many dogs here, too many for the three of them to kill. And amid the cloud of smells, there were two strands that she knew very well, knew down in her gut and knew in her torn ear and maimed face.

The evening was coming, the woods filling with shadow. The farm pack looked to Shepherd. He gave a deep bellowing woof after the retreating wolves. The others joined in, baying at the darkness. We are big. We are strong. We are many. We are not afraid.

Then Shepherd turned back to the farm and the others followed him, feeling small and weak and few and frightened.
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CHAPTER 31

An Answering Howl

The dogs knew what was coming.

Misha and Bratan knew from bitter experience. The others knew from instinct. Some showed through their restlessness that they wanted to run. Running was wise and practical when the alternative was death. Scrag and Shorty whined and scampered to every part of the farmyard, as if searching for some secret pathway to safety. Misha and Bratan both felt the drive to leave. Among the pack, they alone had fought a wolf and knew what it meant. There was no shame in running. And Misha knew that if they left, one other dog, at least, would be with them: Saluki.

But Shepherd was too old to run. He was going to stay and fight for what was theirs. And if Shepherd stayed, so would Terrier. They would fight and die together, before they left their home. And then there was Laika. He sat in the middle of the farmyard, a picture of serenity. Something had changed in him since the fight with Misha. Sometimes a dog – or a wolf – needs only to be shown its rightful place in the hierarchy to find contentment.

When Misha saw that Shepherd, Terrier and Laika were staying, he knew that he would stay also. And with him, Bratan and Saluki. And if they stayed, so would the street dogs. Together it was possible that they might fight off the wolves. Or perhaps the wolves wouldn’t come after all.

For the first time in many weeks, the pack slept together in the barn. And even Sokha, who usually spent the night alone in his field, came and lay near them.

The next day they patrolled the borders of their territory, marking trees and fence posts. It was their first defence. To tell the world that they were there, that they were dogs, that they would fight.

Laika found a hen pheasant and a brood of ten chicks, which he killed and then shared with the pack. Saluki stayed close to Misha, nuzzling and licking him. Misha thought that her message was, We should go. But if you stay, I stay.

At some point during the day, Sokha disappeared. Over the years, the horse had often wandered off to find forage but all the dogs seemed to know that this was different. Shepherd walked ponderously to the field and bayed, but there was no answering whinny.

That night they were all on edge. Every ear was pricked and each forest sound – the hoot of the owl, the distant bellow of a bison, even a breeze that sent a shimmer like rain through the poplars – made them spring up.

The next day and night were much like the one before. Gradually tension eased, fear seeped away, caution softened . . . The one strange thing was that the horse never returned. Shepherd paced around the edge of his territory, occasionally coughing out a bark as if calling for his friend. But there was no answer.

The following day they began to imagine that the wolves were never coming. Perhaps they had never come at all. There were bears in the woods. And lynxes. Could not they have been responsible for those severed heads? Had the wolf smell and that howl been imagined? Already they were fading from memory.

But not for Misha and Bratan.

Misha had been scouting for defensible positions, should the wolves come. The barn was a possibility. If all the dogs stood solidly at its open door, they might have a chance. No wolves could get behind them.

Even so, how could a line of dogs, including the two flighty street dogs and a terrier the size of a sneeze, resist an attack by wolves? One wolf had almost been enough to win against three tough wilderness dogs. Against these pooches, even with the might of Shepherd . . . 

Then he remembered the tunnel down to the cellar. One determined dog might be able to hold that. For how long? What if the wolves dug behind him? As a final refuge it could help to buy time. But buy time to what end?

That night the wolves howled and the dogs knew that the battle was coming. They were all nervous and jumpy, except for Laika. He maintained that weird calm. Misha wondered if it was all a front, a lie. Was he planning one of his sly attacks from the rear, as they all waited facing the wolf assault? Then he would run into the forest and escape, his revenge complete. But somehow that did not seem right. Something about Laika exuded the serenity of one ready to accept whatever would come, even death.

Once again, they gathered together in the barn. There was moonlight, but also cloud cover, and so the world of farm and forest was alternately sprayed with a silver radiance and cast into utter darkness.

All night the howling continued. Misha tried to count the voices. One, two . . . many. He went out and stared into the woods. The wolves were still far off. Were they drawing closer?

And then a solitary howl seemed to reach deep down inside him and draw a response. His neck stretched up into the dark air and a howl came raw from his throat. That first one faltered and choked. But then there came another from the woods, and this time his answer was full and rich, and modulated from low to high, and he felt his body thrum to the music of it, the music of the wolves.

He looked around. All the other dogs had come from the barn and stood staring at him, their hackles raised. Suddenly he felt foolish. He nose-touched each of them in turn, reassuring them. I am still one of you.
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CHAPTER 32

The Battle Begins

They all knew that this was their last day.

Misha wanted to spend time with his brother but Bratan was strangely detached and distracted. He kept going to the edges of the territory and staring out into the trees, his ears and nose quivering. Misha knew that his brother was a thinker more than a doer, that he sometimes saw dangers and opportunities that the other dogs missed . . . 

But perhaps Bratan was just nervous and frightened like the rest of them.

And so Misha spent most of this last day with Saluki. She was gentle and affectionate at times but also curiously defensive. Once he came too close when she wasn’t expecting it and she confronted him with a fanged snarl that made him jump back, lest she tear at him.

Once again it could just be that her behaviour was caused by their peril. But another idea grew in his mind. An idea wonderful and terrible.

She was going to have a litter.

And they were all going to die here.

He thought then again of running. The two of them, and Bratan. But Bratan. How could he run? He would be left behind to die in the jaws of the wolves.

And now it was too late. In the afternoon, the howling resumed. The sound came from every direction. They were surrounded. Ten, twelve, more voices blended, surged, dwindled, then rose. And closer. It looked as if the fight was going to be in the early evening, so that darkness would not hide them, or permit any of them to escape. This time Misha found no answering howl within himself.

For the last time, they gathered in the barn.

Shepherd, Laika, Saluki, the street dogs, Terrier and . . . 

Bratan, where was Bratan?

In a panic, Misha galloped and barked around the barn, then the farmyard. He tried to find Bratan by smell, but of course his smell was everywhere. He thought the freshest trail headed into the woods. Had Bratan deserted them? He could never make it through the line of wolves. It was futile. He was probably already dead. The sorrow of losing Bratan melded with the sense of betrayal. Now that he had a female with pups to defend, he needed his steadfast brother, needed that strong head, those big teeth, that courage. The courage that had failed . . . 

The howling had been continuous but now it stopped. The dogs gathered in the centre of the barn, facing the old rotten doors. This had always been their den, the heart of the farm pack. Outside, the sky glowed blood red, the clouds streaked with purple and black.

Laika growled and his ears pricked. His senses were keen. Shepherd, slower, first looked at him and then out at the yard. He lumbered to the doorway.

All these years he had been waiting for this. He was bred to fight wolves, and the knowledge of it was deep in his teeth and bones. And if those bones were old now and arthritic, the teeth broken and brown, well, what of it?

The barn doorway was about four metres wide. Shepherd almost seemed to fill it by himself. But he wasn’t by himself. Terrier scampered to stand beside him, snarling into the darkness beyond, his little legs bowed with age but his chest bulging with fearless pride. And Laika stood on his other side, yellow eyes calmly lethal. And Misha was with them, proud of his pack but also determined to wipe away the family shame of his brother’s flight. Saluki stood at his shoulder. He’d tried to nudge her into safety at the back of the barn but she was having none of it and summoned a snarl when he persisted. The street dogs, Scrag and Shorty, were there now as well, together as always: too intelligent not to feel afraid but too bonded to the pack to stay apart.

Seven dogs against the wolf pack.

Misha had never felt like this.

He was the pack; the pack was him.

He would die for it and it would die for him. With Bratan he’d always felt that he was responsible, that it was his job to keep his brother safe. But now that simple hierarchy was gone. They were a single beast with seven heads.

And then he saw the first of them.

A solitary wolf ran across the yard, making a weird, nickering sound, almost laughter, almost a jeer. It was a sorry-looking creature, a male, either young or old, either short of his peak or past it. His coat looked ragged and mangy, and the bones beneath it were sharp as blades.

Misha felt a movement. Terrier had run out to try to meet the wolf. It was madness. Even a mangy wolf would take a second to kill the little dog. But there wasn’t just the mangy wolf. Suddenly, all around the shadows at the edge of the yard, red eyes blinked open and the shadows themselves moved, like the uncoiling of some huge python.

Shepherd barked and the sound made the earth shake. Every living thing froze, even those red-eyed, serpentine shadows, and Terrier, freed from his madness, looked back and rejoined the line.

Now there was another pause and the only change in the world was that the lines of shadows crept almost imperceptibly closer.

Then two shadows separated from the others and trotted forward, looking as happy as ever a wolf looked, with ears pricked and tails high.

Misha recognised one of them. It was the she-wolf, Cross-face, who might well have killed his whole family. She had recovered from her injuries, although her tread, once as light as an autumn leaf, was a little heavier on one side: the leg that was almost broken by Bratan.

She still emanated that fatal glamour and, despite himself, Misha felt a surge of some strange feeling inside him, part dread, part fascination.

Cross-face looked along the line of dogs, her expression humorous, friendly almost, except that there was contempt in the look too. And then her eyes fell on Misha and the look changed. The humour left it for a second, replaced by . . . what? Not anger; not fear. Not even surprise, as she must have known by his smell that her old adversary was at the farm. But perhaps there was some surprise, not at his presence but at his form, surprise that the whelp had become an adult, and one who looked strong and capable.

The surprise, if that’s what it was, was soon driven from her face by a look of blank, implacable hatred. Saluki growled, and the wolf looked at her and then at Misha, and the smile was back.

The other wolf was a huge male, with blue-black flanks. Not as big as Shepherd, who had been bred for size above all else, but as big as a wolf could grow without losing the suppleness and speed that made them such deadly foes. If Cross-face had looked as if she were here to play with her food, the male looked like he had come to work. Like her, his eyes moved along the line of dogs, and when his heavy gaze fell on Shorty, the animal whimpered, and turned in a circle and urinated. The wolf grunted in satisfaction.

Then he too paused when he saw Misha. The look was not the hate-filled glance of the she-wolf but rather one of, at first appraisal, and then curiosity. For some reason the male found Misha . . . interesting.

These were the two alphas of the wolf pack. He had led the pack for years and was old for a wolf. The last alpha female had been beaten in a fight with the new one, driven from the pack and then killed. Such was the way of the wolf.

The challenge they issued now was clear.

Come from your lair, the two wolves said, and fight us here.

But Shepherd simply stood silently, gazing back at them.

And then suddenly, moving with the speed not of a coiling snake but a striking one, Cross-face made her dash. She had been in repose one second, idly scratching at her ruined ear with her hind leg, and then she was among them. And the terrified Shorty, who had lost control of his bladder, now lost control of his fate. He was limp in her jaws as she ran back towards her mate and the other wolves who had emerged from the darkness.

Even with the weight of the stocky little dog in her jaws, she was still too fast for the lumbering Shepherd.

But not too fast for Laika.

Without a pause, he cut her off from the other wolves and delivered two sharp bites, too quick to go deep but hard enough to make her drop what she carried and snap back at him. Shorty lay stunned for a second but then scampered back to the barn door.

Shepherd lumbered out far enough to support Laika, who had taken a bite on the cheek from Cross-face. The two of them backed towards the other dogs, who were barking and growling.

The wolves should perhaps have attacked together then, while the line of dogs was still ragged. But the she-wolf, their leader in battle, was dazed by Laika’s courageous foray.

Shorty was hurt, badly. Something in him was crushed and his chest made a bubbling sound as he breathed. But Scrag nuzzled him and Laika, normally the most self-contained of the dogs, immune to both the pains and desires of the others, brushed his face briefly against his. And once more the street dog took his place in the line.

Now at least they could see what they were up against. Twelve wolves sat calmly or stood or paced in the yard in front of the barn. It was the biggest pack in the deadlands. Other wolf packs had been incorporated or annihilated.

The sun had set but there was just enough light from the sky to see. The skinny wolf that first tried to draw them out into the open made another couple of darting runs across the line of dogs, just out of reach. Misha felt every muscle tense with the desire to spring out and fight the wretch but also knew that it would mean swift death.

So there was a stand-off, the wolves not yet willing to rush in among the dogs, the dogs resisting the temptation to leave their defensive positions. But the balance of power was not even and the situation could not last.

Suddenly, two wolves ran at the dogs, targeting opposite ends of the line. One went for Scrag and Shorty, the other for Misha. He sensed a chaotic commotion as the wolf and the street dogs grappled, and Laika joined the fray. But then he was caught up in his own snarling ball of furious combat. The wolf was quite young, not much older than he was and not yet at full strength. Or full cunning. It had run straight for him, not bothering with any of the usual wolfish tricks: the feints and false attacks. He had aimed straight for Misha’s throat, his mouth gaping, the long teeth showing. It was quite easy for Misha to slide past the jaws and fasten his own teeth in the side of the wolf’s neck.

It was a good hold but not a killing one. There was nothing vital between his teeth: all he had was skin and fur. The wolf tried frantically to shake himself free, but Misha wasn’t letting go. Clamped to the wolf’s neck like this was the safest place to be: the champing jaws couldn’t find him. And then Misha sensed a looming presence and heard as much as he felt a crunch. At once the wolf became limp in his mouth. He let go.

Shepherd had bitten the wolf on the top of the skull, crushing the strong bones as if they were dried twigs. The wolf was dead.

But the fight was still on. A second wolf had attacked the other end of the line. Laika, Scrag and Shorty were now fighting two wolves, though Shorty could barely stand on his little legs. Shepherd moved as quickly as his bulk would allow to join them, and Misha wanted to follow. But he knew that if he did, this whole flank of the doorway would be open to the wolves, who would get in behind them and drive them all out into the open. And Saluki was still with him, unhurt.

Shepherd’s great mouth opened and closed like some mechanical demolition engine but the wolves were too quick for him, and swerved and flinched out of his way. They were wary, now. They had seen what the slavering jaws could do and they backed off to a safe distance. They were both bloodied, mainly from Laika, who had fought with silent fury, aided by Scrag and Shorty. But the street dogs had paid a price. Shorty lay on his side. His eyes were open, and his breath came in tiny little gasps. He died there in the doorway, knowing that he had served his pack.

His old scraggy friend stood over his body, nudging it with her nose. Whatever happened next, she wouldn’t be separated from him for long: her flanks were covered in open wounds and one big flap of flesh hung down from her shoulder.

But once again the wolves had been driven back. Misha knew, of course, that these were only exploratory attacks, probing, to test the strength and will of the dogs. The alphas had done no more than spur on the others. The leaders of wolf packs are never cowards. To become the alpha you need all the wolfish virtues: strength, speed, intelligence but also that willingness to put your teeth where the battle is fiercest.

And now it was time.

He had lost one of his pack. He would lose no more.

The alpha male walked slowly forward, his eyes fixed on Shepherd. His shoulders seemed suddenly massive and his very calmness projected more menace than all the snarling, dynamic energy of the rest of the pack. Cross-face wove a spell behind him, moving back and forth with sinewy grace. The other wolves drew closer, sensing that now was the moment when mayhem would be unleashed.

No wolf-pack leader could ever have resisted this direct challenge. But Shepherd had other instincts, bred into his kind for hundreds of years: the primary urge to defend. Shepherd resisted the battle lust and the struggle within him showed only in the way he shifted his weight from side to side.

The alpha male looked confused for the first time. This was not going the way he’d anticipated. He had assumed that the dogs, like the others the wolves had encountered, would be a ragtag mob, easily picked off one by one. Was he really now going to have to pounce in among them to kill this big alpha of theirs?

Their leader was a giant . . . And he had a bite. The alpha looked at the dead wolf, lying just in front of the dogs. He would have to avoid that mouth. So be it.

He was about to spring and knew that his mate, Cross-face, would follow him into the midst of them, the way she had followed him many times before.

And then he felt a vibration in the ground. It was almost like the sound of bison. But the bison were never alone and this was a single animal. Big. Bigger than a deer. An elk, perhaps? But an elk never ran with this regular pulsing beat. An elk ran always as if it were trying to stop, its legs jerking in every direction.

The other wolves sensed it too. And the dogs.

Misha knew.





[image: clip0003]

CHAPTER 33

Cavalry

Sokha!

Why had the old horse returned? Had some outlying party of wolves found him and driven him here? Or did he simply know no other home? Or did he think that his duty lay here, in this death struggle, side by side with Shepherd, the companion of his youth?

Whatever the reason, here he came, hooves pounding along the old, overgrown track that connected the farm to the main road.

Now all eyes, wolf and dog alike, were straining into the dark.

The horse exploded into the yard, sending the wolf pack bounding away in all directions. Whinnying in wild panic or rage, Sokha reared, and stamped down at the wolves. The wolves quickly recovered from the shock of Sokha’s charge, and returned to snap and bite at whatever part of the horse was in reach. But their teeth found no purchase on the thick skin and the muscle beneath it. Two wolves received glancing kicks from the horse’s front legs, and yelped and slithered away into the shadows. Another, trying to grab the tail, was kicked in the face and staggered back, before falling to the ground.

The alpha male, despite the mayhem behind him, had stayed staring fixedly at Shepherd. But now he gave one last, almost disgusted growl and turned to sort out the mess. Cross-face lingered for a moment longer, as focused on Misha as the male had been on Shepherd, although with him it had been business and with her it was personal. Then she too turned and followed her mate.

The chaotic battle immediately took on a clearer and more distinct shape. The alpha male stood in front of the rearing horse, and when next it stamped down, he plunged in and fastened his jaws around Sokha’s nose and mouth. A second later, Cross-face took hold of the tail. Now the two wolves pulled, using their combined strength to stop the horse from rearing. This was the same technique used with any of the bigger prey the pack hunted, bison and elk and red deer.

The other wolves – or the eight of them still able to fight – joined in, trying to grab at the soft underbelly and the neck.

But this horse was bigger than an elk, taller than a bison. And usually, by the time the wolves came to grips with their prey, the victim was exhausted from a long chase. Sokha was still full of fight. He tossed, reared and kicked, and the other wolves couldn’t fasten on with killing bites.

They had also forgotten about the dogs.

Shepherd’s job had been to keep his pack safe. But Sokha was even closer to him than the pack. The horse was all that was left of the thing that came before the pack, his flock. At last Shepherd acted. He broke into the closest he had come to a run in many years. It took him several strides to move through walk, to jog, to canter, to gallop, but by the time he hit the alpha male, he was one hundred kilograms of meat moving at the speed of a bus.

Shepherd struck with his shoulder, tearing the wolf’s teeth free from the frantic horse’s face and sending the alpha tumbling away across the yard, like a leaf in a storm.

With his face free of the relentless, agonising grip of the wolf, the horse could again rear and stamp. He spun round, trying to kick at the she-wolf on his tail. She had no choice but to let go and only just avoided the hoof that came down next to her skull.

As Shepherd expected, his own charge was followed by the other dogs, and soon the yard was a roiling mass of fighting dogs and wolves. Laika targeted Cross-face and landed good bites on her as she tried to recover from the spinning fury of the horse. Terrier sped low, right between the horse’s legs, snapping and snarling at each wolf that came within range.

Misha found himself grappling with a large female. They were an even match and each managed to wrench out mouthfuls of hair before Saluki’s long, fine jaws closed round the wolf’s tail. She didn’t have the force of bite of either the wolves or Shepherd – or even Laika or Misha – but her teeth were like razors and her blood was up. She felt the fine bones of the tail snap and crunch, and when the wolf fled in yelping agony, a third of her tail was in Saluki’s mouth. Misha barked his thanks and for a second a bubble of calm enclosed them in the midst of the maelstrom.

The horse, freed from the grip of the alphas, now gave himself up to instinct. He ran, galloping with high steps, as he’d done as a young stallion. Some of the wolves began to give chase, driven by instincts of their own. But a quick, savage yowl from the alpha male, who had now recovered his poise, stopped them dead, and Sokha disappeared forever into the darkness, becoming a legend, a great grey ghost horse, glimpsed amid the trees from the corner of an eye and sometimes seen in one of the fields that bordered the endless forest, stamping a challenge to other stallions, his long mane billowing eternally in the wind.
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CHAPTER 34

Family

The wolves had been surprised twice. The first time by the charging horse, the second by the attacking dogs. But now the surprise was over.

If the dogs had chosen that moment to flee, leaving their territory to the wolves, perhaps some might have escaped, their tails and rumps savaged by the mocking teeth that followed. Nothing could have caught Saluki. And Laika and Misha might have slipped away. But Terrier and the surviving street dog would have been meat, and Shepherd would soon have been brought to bay.

But the dogs didn’t run and they were cut off from their refuge in the barn. There was no pause now, no gloating or goading. There was just the relentless attack; the night was made of teeth. Four wolves surrounded Shepherd. Two at the front kept just out of range, while the two behind him darted in for bite after savage bite. The bites rained in on him from every side, and each of his own landed on thin air, with a despairing snap.

Misha knew that he had to help. But he was also desperately trying to keep himself alive. And, more importantly, Saluki. They were back-to-back, fending off attacks from three more of the wolves.

He remembered the tunnel to the cellar. If they made it there, could they not hold out until the wolves grew bored? It was a faint hope. But here, in the open, there was no hope at all. He tried to fight his way towards Shepherd, thinking that they could all break free together from the encircling wolves. The tunnel was only a quick dash away . . . 

Then Misha saw that two dogs had already made it to Shepherd. Laika drove off one of the wolves and Terrier was between the paws of the big dog, providing a second mouth there.

Misha sensed a movement and focused on the alpha male. The big wolf was enraged now, furious at the humiliation he had received from Shepherd, incensed that this insignificant battle had carried on so long. Still the wolf didn’t run but his walk had so much purpose and malevolence in it that he could have carried on straight through a brick wall.

Of all the dogs to challenge him, who should stand in his way but Scrag, that gentle street dog, the surviving member of the inseparable pair. She’d managed to avoid getting killed in the melee and now, as the alpha trotted towards Shepherd, she ran at him.

Scrag had time for one, satisfying bite on the front paw of the wolf. The alpha stopped, astounded that such a thing could have happened. The pain was sharp but the dog’s jaws lacked the power to do any damage. She still worried at the leg, as if it were a bone, back on the streets of Pripyat. And then the wolf took the dog in his jaws, shook her twice, breaking her neck, and tossed her aside. It took just seconds to end a life that had known only suffering until the farmyard pack had taken her in.

As the alpha male approached from the front, drawing every eye, so the female, Cross-face, came from behind. Her target wasn’t Shepherd: it was Laika.

Her caresses flowed over him as summer breezes through the poplar leaves. Laika tried, tried so hard to fight her, to land a bite. To use his strong back legs to kick himself free. But it was impossible. It was like trying to keep dry while swimming across a river. She was everywhere. Laika felt teeth close gently on the side of his face and the light went from the eye on that side. He felt the hot, fervid mouth move lower and somehow, rather than pull away, he found that he offered his throat, stretching back his head . . . 

And Cross-face rolled off Laika and licked the blood from her lips.

With the death of Laika, Misha saw that the fight was lost. They could not survive this. He looked for Saluki, expecting to find her still near to him. But she wasn’t there. He glanced around frantically and saw that she was being chased closely by two big wolves. She ran, twisted, leaped, doubled-back, too quick to be caught but not quick enough to escape or even to turn and face her pursuers.

Misha barked and tried to get to her. He still had a vague plan: first to reach Saluki, then find Shepherd and Terrier, and then to somehow fight their way back to the tunnel. They could hold it. Perhaps . . . 

Saluki glanced at Misha, her eyes white with terror, and tried to force her way over to him. But the wolves were everywhere.

Misha was lucky that none of the wolves were able to get a good grip on him. He spun and snapped and drew blood himself more than once. In return he took five, six, seven bites, on his shoulders and rump. But still he was fighting his way to Saluki.

He did not even notice that his own trajectory took him right on a collision course with the inexorable march of the alpha male, as he went to kill Shepherd and end this nonsense.

The first Misha knew of this was the feeling of the great jaws of the alpha as they began to close round his head. The wolf had planned to dispose of this latest interloper just as he had with the first. But Misha was no mere street dog, and he had the reactions, if not yet the strength, of a wolf. He twisted away, losing only a mouthful of hair. Then his twist away became, without thought, a twist towards and he bit hard on the great wolf’s shoulder, without even realising who it was that he was fighting.

If the alpha had been angry before, now he found himself in a new world of fury. He jumped high in the air, carrying Misha with him. His leap was designed to shake the dog free but Misha held on tight, knowing that to let go would mean death. Only by clinging close, could he survive.

From above, he had a brief view of the whole battlefield. Wolves attacked Shepherd from every side, as the big dog snapped futilely at the empty, wolf-shaped air. Then a wolf darted right in between those front paws and yanked out Terrier, who tried vainly to bite back. He saw Saluki, running still, jumping over the wolves that hunted her, trying to get to him but forever blocked.

And then, at last, a wolf managed to sink its teeth into her leg, and Misha heard her yelp and saw Saluki’s beautiful, harmonic motion falter . . . 

Then he was down again, and there was no space for anything in his consciousness other than the struggle for survival. Misha still gripped the side of the wolf, which made it impossible for the alpha to bring his powerful jaws to bear. Instead, the wolf was trying to use his weight to force Misha to the ground before him, whereupon he could finally wrench free and administer the killing bite.

But Misha was tenacious and rat-like. He squirmed and gripped and squirmed some more, and the wolf could never keep him still long enough to work his will. Misha’s teeth had finally cut through the hair and skin, and the wolf bled freely. The warmth of the blood made the battle lust surge in Misha’s soul, and rather than growing weaker, he grew in might and determination.

And a strange thing was happening. Rather than help their king against this mere dog, some of the wolves had paused, and were watching the fight. Four wolves snapped at Shepherd but even there the intensity had gone out of the battle. Terrier, somehow still alive, managed to crawl back beneath the protective shadow of his friend and guardian. And Saluki, limping, joined them. They were now all that remained of the pack, but Misha realised something crucial. If he could defeat the alpha male, then it was possible that everything would change, that he could be the new alpha. And if that was true, then his friends would live.

But first he had to kill the wolf. He could not just cling on: eventually the bigger animal would shrug him off and overpower him. He had to do something dramatic and unexpected.

Either of the two killing bites – below, to the throat, and above to the nape – were dangerous, as he would have to release his grip . . . He decided to go for the throat. He opened his mouth for a second, and tried to slip down and under the alpha. His jaws opened again. He felt, as if it were his own, the pulsing blood in the wolf’s jugular, heard with supernatural clarity the air rushing through the windpipe. He would close his long teeth, tearing them out, winning the battle, saving his pack, saving his children . . . 

But this wolf had fought a hundred times and knew everything, all the possible moves and counter-moves. He had conquered and killed a dozen challengers. He let the young dog slide, then simply put his heavy paws on Misha’s chest and pushed him all the way to the ground. Then he put his full weight on the dog, leaving his foe helpless and immobile beneath him.

As the world watched, the wolf gazed down on Misha, exulting in his victory. He did not mean to pause for long. There was still the other one, the lumbering, brutish alpha of the dogs to beat. He opened his mouth, and Misha looked into the black maw and then to the eyes of the wolf, which looked back into his. Misha’s throat relaxed in anticipation of death and the end of suffering.

And yet the iron teeth did not descend. The wolf, still gazing deeply into Misha’s eyes relaxed the pressure on his chest. The jaws no longer stretched open but hung loosely. And in that moment Misha knew why.

Father.

The wolf knew it. Knew it perhaps from the eyes. Or from the deeper senses of wolves.

Misha was never to know what the alpha would have done, whether he would have spared his cub, or if this was only some momentary pause in the execution. For at that moment there was a second extraordinary entrance on to the stage.

Once again, Misha perceived a pounding in the earth, but this wasn’t the regular beating of a horse’s hooves. It was a tread both soft and heavy. And there was more than one creature coming.
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CHAPTER 35

An Old Friend

Distracted by the commotion, the alpha male looked up and Misha took the opportunity to squirm out from under the wolf’s heavy paws.

It was deep twilight now, and the moon and stars were yet to rise, so at first all Misha could make out was a bedraggled shape hauling itself into the farmyard. But then he realised that only one animal moved like that and he knew with astonished joy that Bratan had somehow made his way back home.

Misha scrambled towards his brother and as he came closer, he was able to take in Bratan’s condition. He was clearly exhausted. His mouth gaped, his tongue lolled and his tail dragged on the ground, as if broken.

Misha felt in rapid succession a glorious wave of delight and then a backwash of horror. Delight that Bratan was alive. Horror at the fact that he had returned into the middle of a massacre. Misha barked a sharp warning, urging him to run on, to run away, to take the chance that his surprise appearance had given him.

But all such thoughts became redundant as, a second or two after Bratan staggered among them, the owner of the heavy tread and the soft paws followed.

A bewildered and suddenly rather angry-looking bear.

If there had been confusion before in the farmyard, now there was utter chaos. The surviving dogs and wolves, briefly on the same side, went into a frenzy of barking and yowling, every hackle raised.

Only Misha and Bratan were without this instinctive fear and loathing for the bear. For this was the same bear that they had played with back in that sun-dappled, grasshopper-rich clearing when it was still a cub and they were puppies.

Now Misha understood what his brother had achieved. Bratan had not run away, abandoning the pack. He had somehow managed to find the bear and tempt him back to the farm. Later Misha would imagine how this had been achieved: the playful teasing, the chases, the winding exploration. And perhaps the bear had some intuition that he was needed, that there was some great task for him to accomplish.

The bear, once he had overcome the initial astonishment at the sight before him, leaped roaring into action among the wolves, his paws flailing right and left. Wolves were swept up and sent flying through the air, screaming their rage and fear and pain.

The enmity of bear and wolf is as ancient as it is bitter. Each had spent aeons battling over kills, scavenging off the work of the other, the outcome determined by the balance of power: of strength versus numbers. A bear will kill one wolf, maim two, drive three from a carcass. But four? Five? There were more than that now, even if some of them were tired and others injured from this unexpectedly long fight with the dogs.
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All the wolves now focused on the bear, including the alphas. Male and female threw themselves into a frenzied counter-attack.

Despite the bear, the situation for the dogs was still desperate.

But now, at least, there was a tiny chance that they might escape. And, somehow, they were all together again.

Or those still alive.

Shepherd, Saluki, Misha, Bratan.

The brothers indulged in a quick but ecstatic greeting, fawning and licking. Misha had never felt such love for Bratan. But he was weak and hurt. Shepherd was in a far worse shape. His great body was covered in bites and lacerations. But the hurt was deeper than the flesh. At his feet lay the broken body of Terrier. Shepherd’s colossal head hung low in his grief, as he bent over his dead friend of so many years.

Only Saluki seemed to have escaped without serious injury. Misha touched noses with her in the dark: a moment of perfect stillness in this hellish night.

Misha barked at them. They had to go. Now.

There was a grim yelp of agony and the dogs looked to see the bear holding a wolf under its paws – much as the alpha had held Misha – but there was no stay of execution. The huge, bared teeth ripped and tore. But now the bear was assaulted on every side, bitten, battered, harried.

Against these numbers, the bear must soon retreat, or it might well be killed by the pack.

Shepherd did not want to leave the body of his friend to be defiled by the wolves. He picked up the little dog in his big mouth, as tenderly as if he were a bitch with a newborn puppy. Then the dogs began to run, if the limping, stumbling progress could be described as running.

The fight between wolves and bear was reaching its crescendo. The bear’s bellows were more exasperated than enraged. He could not land the mighty paw blows, could not fasten his strong teeth around a neck. All the time he was taking more bites. And so he backed away towards the woods from which he had emerged, followed closely by the harrying wolves.

Between them, Sokha and the bear had taken several of the wolves permanently out of the fight. But there were still enough wolves to kill the surviving dogs and Misha knew that soon they would be back.
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CHAPTER 36

Escape!

Where could the dogs go? There was the old tunnel but that now seemed like a death trap. The wolves would dig them out. Their only chance was to flee into the woods and to hope that the wolves, worn down by their long fight, would be satisfied with winning the farm.

There was an old foresters’ track, overgrown but still usable. The forest on either side was thick with brambles and thorn bushes, making it difficult for the wolves to outflank them. But, of course, it also meant that it would be easy for the wolves to track them . . . 

Misha now found that he was the one the other dogs looked to for leadership and so he led, nudging and encouraging the weary and battered remnants of the pack to follow him. But old Shepherd just did not want to go. Misha’s barks became urgent, pleading. Shepherd looked at Misha, then at the wolves, still driving the bear back from whence it came. He understood that the others would not leave him, understood also that they would all die if they stayed. Finally, he put the body of the terrier down in a deep patch of ferns, and forced his aged, injured bulk to follow.

Their progress was painfully slow. Bratan was dragging himself, as if through deep mud. Shepherd was even slower. His long coat was knotted with black blood that had flowed from the ragged wounds on his shoulders, back and legs.

Misha found the entrance to the track and soon the woods closed around them. It was pitch-black now and the darkness brought not fear, but hope. The sounds of the battle faded, partly because of the distance they had travelled, partly, Misha feared, because it was ending.

Misha glanced back and saw that he and Saluki had left the other two behind. He stopped and, as they waited, Saluki put her head on his shoulder. With the enveloping blackness of the forest all around them, it was as if they were the only living things in the world. And just for a moment, Misha thought that he could sense the new life inside Saluki and he knew that he only had one purpose now: to save it.

And then the others caught up. Shepherd’s breath was coming in long, slow gasps, almost as if he were some great sea creature washed up on the shore. Bratan was hardly any better off. The long expedition to find the bear had left him a shell. He had not eaten or even lapped a drink of water in many, many hours. Again, Misha nuzzled his face. They had to keep moving.

As they set off once more, there came the long exultant howling of a wolf, joined soon by one, two, three others. The bear was beaten. He was either dead, or he had been driven off.

They began to run. Fear gripped the four dogs, that sense that the great yellow eye of the wolf pack was searching for them, its baleful, icy beam cutting through the world.

He and Saluki sprang ahead but then had to stop after a few bounds to let the other two catch up. Together they were still strong, he told himself. Alone they were helpless.

Then he saw that Bratan and Shepherd had stopped. He ran back, snickering and whimpering to get them to come. But it was obvious that Shepherd was going nowhere. His haunches were on the ground and he was facing back down along the track. If ever an animal signalled to the world that it was time for the last stand, this was it.

So Misha focused on Bratan. He licked his brother’s face, bit gently at his neck and pulled, went behind him and shoved. To no avail.

Bratan stopped all of Misha’s fussing with a paw, laid heavily on his shoulder.

And Misha knew. Knew that Bratan was too slow. That even if he were fresh, he would never be able to escape from the inevitable pursuit. He was going to fight, and die, by Shepherd’s side.

Anguish surged inside Misha. How could he leave his brother? If they were to die, then it would be together.

But then Bratan looked beyond him to Saluki, still waiting patiently a few metres further down the track.

Shepherd stood, briefly, and woofed a mighty woof into the darkness beyond. They were coming.

Shepherd turned and looked at Misha over his shoulder, and barked again. It was his last order.

Heartbroken, Misha began to retreat down the path but then returned. And he and Bratan stood on their hind legs, as they had done so many times in play-fights, and grappled together, their noses touching. Then Bratan pushed Misha away and he ran to Saluki.

His children. For his children.

The pair had only run for a few hundred metres when they heard behind them a quick, brutal cacophony of barking and snarling. Then there was an intense, deep quiet, the quiet not of repose or peace but of murderous action.

Wolves are silent when they kill.

Misha stopped and had to fight the instinct to return, to make that last stand with his brother. But Saluki barked and he turned back to her. Behind lay only death. Ahead was the future, life, hope.

And now there came a final surge in the sounds of savagery.

And then a last long howl.

Misha thought it was the wolves but then realised that the sound was not fully wolfish, that it was a dog’s howl and not a wolf’s. It was the sound of the dog’s spirit leaving his body.

The grief came again but this time he did not falter.

Until he did.

It wasn’t a sound, and perhaps not even a smell, but again he knew. Knew that the path before them contained his nemesis, his end. And not just the end for him but the end of everything. Somehow the wolves had found a way to get ahead of them.

A moment later, and Saluki sensed it too. They stopped, not knowing what to do. The thorns and brambles on each side were too thick: they would tear themselves apart if they tried to leave the path.

And from behind, more wolves coming. That could only mean that Bratan and Shepherd were dead.

He looked at Saluki and the message passed between them. They would try to break through ahead. They would fight if they had to. But Saluki’s main job was to escape and Misha’s task was to make sure that she did, whatever the consequences for him.

Those consequences were soon apparent. Yellow eyes shone in the light from the newly risen moon.

But just three wolves.

There was still a chance, with Saluki’s speed and his strength. Misha watched as she tried her trick of leaping high over her adversaries, but two wolves jumped at the same moment, and though Saluki was higher, they were high enough. The three animals came down in a snarling, rolling sphere. In this kind of close combat, Misha knew that Saluki could not last long and he swerved to go to her rescue. But in his desperation to help Saluki, he’d forgotten about the third wolf. It hit him now with the force of a landslide and the instant the wolf made contact, Misha knew which one it was.

Cross-face.

Her revenge had come and she relished its sweetness, her yellow eyes sparkling with the joy of it. Misha was pinned helplessly under her paws, too exhausted to struggle. Bites came thick and fast, though not yet the killing bite. These were wounds to the shoulders, neck and face, not the throat. They were to subdue him, perhaps to make some statement to the rest of the wolf pack, before the final tearing.

Misha tried to channel the need to avenge his brother, the desire to help his mate and children, the urge to survive. But there are odds that neither love nor hate can overcome. This wolf was too strong, too wise, too versed in the ways of death.

He heard a scream of pain from Saluki. And he sensed more wolves joining the trio: the pursuers who had killed Bratan and Shepherd. A tang in the night air came to him, and he recognised it as the smell of his father, and he hated him even more than he hated Cross-face.

He turned his face and saw the huge male prowling towards them. The alpha bared his teeth and snarled. But the snarl was aimed at Cross-face. He wanted this kill for himself. She snarled back but then gave way. If she couldn’t kill, then she would, in time, eat.

Once more the alpha male loomed over Misha, and for a moment these two were the only living things in the world. The wolf scrutinised the wolf-dog, and their eyes met, and Misha refused to look away.

And then the alpha moved his great, muscled bulk and Misha found that he was . . . free.

He didn’t understand.

Was his father going to let Cross-face and the other wolves have their sport with him, after all?

Except that the old male placed himself between Misha and the pack. His fur was standing on end, making him look even more massive. He filled the whole of the forest path. He turned and barked at Misha.

Go.

Misha looked at his father, looked beyond him at Cross-face and the rest of the pack. There were so many wolves, now. There was no way he could save Saluki and their litter of puppies. They were as gone as yesterday’s happiness.

One more bark.

GO!

Cross-face and the other wolves were creeping slowly forward. Misha could feel the tension in the pack. He sensed the emergence of old hatreds and rivalries. And now this new outrage. Yet again, there was going to be blood.

But Misha felt no part of this fight. He had no love for his father. He owed him nothing. He was just a wolf who had found and used his mother, deciding on a whim not to kill her.

And he wanted to live. Not just to wreak his vengeance but also to breathe again, to eat again, to drink at cool streams, to feel the forest alive around him.

He was hurt, and drained of most of his life energy, and sick at heart. But he ran. And as he ran he heard yet another fight behind him. He closed his ears and his mind to it. The path faded until it became merely the forest. Many times, Misha stumbled. Many times, he blundered into trees, or found himself in the midst of thorns, which tore his sides and dug white hot into his paws. But he did not stop. His run was the run of nightmares, where you carry on, dread never left behind you, safety never coming closer.

Misha ran all through that night, ran through the moon as it rose and the moon as it fell. Ran as the stars wheeled in the infinite dark. And by the grey, sunless dawn he was a dog who had run himself to the cusp of death.

He found that the trees had thinned and that he was on the soft, short grass of a meadow. He caught the smell of water. His thirst had been growing for hours, and now the thirst was all he was. He had become nothing but a pair of parched lips and a tongue as dry as dead bracken. His legs, though, would no longer work. Misha slumped to the ground and could not stand. So instead he crawled, inching himself towards the sweet water.
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CHAPTER 37

Everything Changes, and Stays the Same

The Institute in Moscow was all that Natasha, who was now Nataliya, had dreamed of. She felt that her mind was being pulled and stretched in new and challenging ways. She began to understand the universe, from the smallest sub-atomic particles, to the vast distances and forces of space.

There was little room for frivolity at the Institute. Every minute that Nataliya was not in the lecture hall or the laboratory, she was in the library reading research papers. In the first year she shared a room in the dormitory with three other girls. Like her old school friends, Tanya and Ludmila, the girls were serious and dedicated. But once a week they would go out to drink in bars and dance in nightclubs. For the first term they tried to get Nataliya to go with them, but after her repeated, polite refusals they gave up.

Towards the end of her first year, she had a few dates with a boy from her tutorial group called Casimir. But although Casimir was sweet and could make her smile – a beautiful smile, made more so by its rarity – she didn’t fall in love with him. And so she felt no great inclination to ask forgiveness when, caught up in an interesting problem involving quantum mechanics, she forgot to meet him as planned in a café. From there, the relationship fizzled and died.

She never went on another date. She withdrew even from the other girls in her dorm. She went back in the summer to stay with Mama and the pharmacist but that was the last time. The next year she found a cheap room on the furthest outskirts of the city. The other students began to say that she was weird and unfriendly. She didn’t care. Work was her everything.

In her second year she won a prize for the best-conducted experiment. The applause when she collected it from the stage at the end of the year ceremony was modest.

She won another prize for best dissertation in her third year. By then she had become a famous recluse and there was hardly a clap. But she held her head high as she accepted her certificate and shook the hand of the professor.

There was no question that she would carry on her research. The Institute welcomed her doctoral proposal. Nataliya’s life was on the course she had planned.
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Nataliya stayed for eight more years at the Institute in Moscow. Her doctorate secured a job on the faculty, researching and teaching. As always, she was busy and, as ever, she was alone. Her area of special interest was renewable energy, and her great obsession was protecting and preserving the natural world. Eventually, Nataliya was given an office, and a staff of two researchers. But she always felt that she and her work were undervalued, that she was a token presence in a department still devoted to merely improving the old ways of burning, of polluting, of using up.

And so, one bright spring morning, Nataliya submitted her resignation. A month later, she was accepted as a science teacher at a school in a run-down part of Kyiv.

The best years of her life were about to begin. The best, but in many ways the hardest. She taught the children of the poor. Some of them had only the most elementary maths, so before she could teach them physics, she had to teach them how to count.

The building, made from stained concrete and crumbling asbestos, was falling apart. The laboratory had almost no equipment, beyond a few chipped test tubes and rusted retort stands and a single wheezing Bunsen burner. Nataliya had to spend her own meagre salary on buying more equipment, such as the long, coiled spring she used to demonstrate waves. She used some of the contacts she had made at the Institute to acquire old gear being thrown out by labs. And so her classroom became adorned with an ancient oscilloscope, a set of electronic scales and even a dramatic-looking Van de Graaff generator.

At first, many children resented the way she drove and goaded them, hated her for never letting them relax at the back of the class in the spring sunlight. But soon she became known as the teacher who would make small explosions by dropping a tiny shred of sodium in water and create wonderfully terrible smells by mixing two perfectly innocent chemicals together.

Nataliya still struggled to make friends among the staff. To most of them she was a mystery. Polite, distant, unknowable. For a time, she was an object of fascination, and some of her colleagues thought she must have had a terrible tragedy in her past. But eventually they lost interest. She never joined in with the staffroom gossip, never flirted with the male teachers. She worked in her classroom and stayed there late, preparing the lessons for the next day.

Her smile, whenever it escaped, was still beautiful, and the sadness in her eyes could suddenly arrest the gaze, but around her there was an impenetrable glass wall.
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CHAPTER 38

The Monster

The monster sensed that something was coming. And, for the monster, almost everything that moved was potentially food. This meal was making its own slow, painful way towards her cavernous mouth: a mouth big enough to close around a horse’s head. She felt the disturbance in the water, the tremors transmitted by the earth beyond.

And she was hungry, so hungry.

No monster, however grimly monstrous, was always a monster. Perhaps in the childhood of the monster, the monster coils, a pure potentiality, waiting for the monstrous moment of its becoming. Or perhaps the monster is made a monster by the horrors it experiences, by the monstrosities inflicted on it. And there may be other monsters who are merely misunderstood, whose teeth and horns sprout from a soul of gentle purity, their playfulness mistaken for aggression, their need for love as bloodlust.

The monster of the lake was of the first sort. She had lived in the mud of the lake for fifty years. For ten of those she swallowed the teeming invertebrates, the worms, beetles and mayfly larvae that either lived with her in the mud or floated down from the green water above her.

When the small, boneless things no longer sated her, she moved on to minnows and sticklebacks, drawing them into her still modest mouth with an engulfing intake of muddy water.

And by the time she was as long and fat as a man’s arm, she was swallowing the perch, roach and rudd. And then on to the bigger fish, the tench and carp.

There were other monsters in the lake. But they would disappear from her world, taken from their element by some magical power, some god beyond it.

She’d seen it happen once. A monster only a little smaller than her, gulping a fat bloodworm, and then thrashing in some ecstasy, surging back and forth as though in terror from a predator, and yet there was nothing. And then seemingly accepting fate, and being drawn, almost passively, towards the edge of the lake and transfiguration.

The gods did not just take. They showered food on the waters. It didn’t look like food. It looked like stones. But she had tasted one of these morsels and though it didn’t give the deep gut pleasure of the live thing swallowed, it assuaged hunger when the hunt had been futile.

But then the pellets of the gods stopped appearing. That was when things changed. The monsters first ate the fish, small, medium, large. Not quite all, of course, but enough so that it was vanishingly rare to see the tigerish stripes of a perch, or the silvering shimmer of the roach. And then the monsters turned on each other. She was already the biggest but that did not stop some of her brothers and sisters from trying to eat her.

They failed.

They were consumed. She grew huge on their fatty flesh. She had one last brood of eggs, laid in the shallows. They hatched. She ate her own young. And, in time, she was alone.

With nothing of substance under the water, she started to look towards the other element. Ducks lived on the lake. Ducklings, it turned out, were delicious. She would float up from her murky lair, hover beneath them and inhale. She moved on from ducklings to ducks. More of a squabble and a splash, but down they would go. Soon the lake had lost all of its resident ducks.

And then there was the swan. Now that was a battle! She’d caught the bird first by its big black feet and the swan had reacted with a surprising fury, beating the water with its great wings and jabbing down, blindly, with its broad orange beak. But she was not letting go and gradually the swan tired. Then she changed her grip from feet to neck and dragged the bird down, still struggling, until it drowned.

It took her a week to swallow the swan and she almost choked on it. Swans were not worth the trouble, she concluded, and ate no more.

She rather liked a pigeon. Catching them took more skill, as they never landed on the water but merely by the side of the lake. She would float close to the shore, feeling the bottom of the lake scrape her pale underside. When a pigeon dipped its head to drink, she would heave her great bulk right out of the water on to the mud and gravel of the shore, taking the bird fully inside that wide, wide mouth, with perhaps only a scaly foot or the tip of a flight feather showing. And then she would twist and thrash and writhe until she found herself back in the lake again, with her prize.

For six months she had been living on pigeons and she was very hungry. So hungry that she had even considered lunging at the occasional deer that came lapping at her water. But the deer were too wary, too skittish. She needed something slower. Ideally something dead.

She lurked by the margins of her lake, and watched. Pigeons fluttered close, and fluttered away.

And then she sensed it.

A wolf. Wolves had often come to drink. But they never looked very enticing. A killer knows a killer.

But this wolf was no killer. Or if it was, its killing days were behind it. Just as she knew killers, she knew death when she saw it, and this wolf-thing was dying. It was dragging itself towards her, its tongue lolling out. Desperate for one last drink, before it expired. Well, she could help with the expiring part. She just had to be patient.

Just a metre away now, it stopped. Too far for her lunge-and-grab. Did it sense her? Or was it simply too exhausted to make this final crawl?

No, it was coming again.

Closer,

   closer . . . 
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CHAPTER 39

Misha’s End

Misha was delirious. His mind swirled with images and sounds from the past twenty-four hours. Wolves and blood and death and horses and bears.

His wounds had poisoned and they pulsed with a malign energy. His thirst was great but so was his exhaustion. He stopped and looked at the water. He wanted it so much. It was all he could think about. Yet there was something about this lake that unnerved him. Once or twice in his time with Mother and later, at the farm, he had drunk a mouthful of bad water and been ill.

Was that all it was, bad water?

He didn’t care. Bad water was better than no water when you were dying of thirst.

He dragged himself on.

He could smell that the water was not bad.

He reached the edge of the lake. His dried tongue and cracked lips burned. His tongue went out, its tip touching the sweet, sweet water. He experienced a second of bliss and then . . . 

Blackness. And agony. And blind panic. And a terrible stench of rottenness and fishy decay.

He felt himself being dragged into the water. Felt, but could not see as his whole head was inside the monster’s mouth. He scrabbled for purchase with his legs, desperately trying to scramble backwards. But he was in the shallows now, and his paws slipped on the mud and slime. It was all over for him. He thought of Mother and of Bratan, of Saluki and of their pups. His life, his battles had been for nothing. He was suffocating in that foul, stinking mouth.

But then the monster made a slight mistake. She felt that she needed a stronger hold to drag her victim into the depths and so she released him for a moment, meaning to re-engage her teeth around the neck. Just as she loosened that grip, Misha had one final spasm, one last, shuddering lunge for freedom.

And somehow he slipped from that satanic mouth. She snapped once, twice, trying to latch on again but he twisted back towards the shore. His movements were hopelessly uncoordinated. He staggered and splashed down, hauled himself up again, fell, stood, fell, crawled. With one last effort, Misha reached the bank, collapsed and began again to drag himself away from the great horror in the water.

He was alive.

And then the monster gambled, putting everything into one final lunge. Only Misha’s trailing right leg was in reach but her mouth found it and the teeth sank in, each one a dagger in his muscle and tendons. With rhythmic pulses of her body she dragged him back to the water. He had nothing more. This truly was the end.

His last sight was an odd one. He was looking back towards the woods from which he had crawled. With each second his sight became dimmer, as unconsciousness approached. But there was a strange creature, unlike any he had seen before. It was both unusually tall, yet curiously bent. Its fur was black, falling in incomprehensible folds about its legs, except on the head, where it was grey. And it seemed to rear like a horse or a fighting stag, its front legs held up from the ground.

Misha’s brain registered a brief curiosity, a desire to find out more about this new forest dweller.

And then it flickered out.
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CHAPTER 40

A Bucket and a Spade

The old woman had been coming to this lake since she was a child. The fishermen caught carp and sometimes pike but what they were really after were the catfish. A young catfish was the best of all fish, sweet and succulent. Old catfish were not so good, fatty and vaguely disagreeable, as if something unpleasant from every living thing they had eaten was retained in their flesh.

And since she had been living alone in the forest, she had come back to the lake again and again, with a line she had made from twisted cotton threads and a hook formed from a bent pin, baited with a worm or a slug. To begin with, she had caught fish: tasty perch and carp. But fewer, and smaller, until there were none. She knew that her own meagre catch couldn’t be the reason for this but it wasn’t until she witnessed the battle with the swan that she realised what she was up against. There was no line or hook strong enough to land the monster catfish.

She still sometimes came down to the lake with her bucket to scoop a pailful of water to pour on her vegetables, for in the hot months she feared that her well might run dry and so used the muddy lake water for such things. And as she bent, she would sometimes imagine that she saw the black eyes of the catfish staring at her, making its calculation.

Because of this, she always brought her spade, as well as her bucket.

On this day, she emerged from the path through the woods to the open space in front of the lake, and saw a sight that at first bewildered, then horrified, then excited her, and finally galvanised her into action.

The huge fish was half out of the water, squirming its way backwards with the leg of a wolf in its mouth. The wolf was dead. But the fish, salted, might feed her for a month . . . 

In ten quick steps, the old woman was at the lakeside. With surprising speed, she raised the spade high above her head and brought the flat back of it down on top of the catfish’s head. The spade made a dull sound, as if she’d hit a rotten tree stump. It was a fierce blow, for an elderly lady, but the catfish did not even seem to notice it. The monster simply carried on dragging its victim into the lake.

The old lady shifted her grip on the wooden handle and this time used the sharp cutting edge of the blade. Now the spade dug into the thick flesh of the catfish’s neck. The wound oozed a grey mixture of slime and blood. But still the catfish pulled the wolf closer to the unfathomable dark of the water.

Again and again, she brought the tip of the spade down on that thick neck, each blow accompanied by a heavy grunt.

With the seventh blow, the catfish stopped.

It opened its mouth, releasing the wolf’s leg, and gulped a couple of breaths, or so it seemed to the woman. It appeared to notice the old woman for the first time and peered at her with its small black eyes. But other than those eyes, and the gulping mouth, the fish was still.

One last time she brought the spade high above her, and the fish and its head were parted.

The old woman rested on her spade, panting much as the monster had done. But there was also a grim little smile on her face.

Then she looked more closely at the dead wolf.

Was there perhaps a movement of its chest?

Did it live?

She poked it with her toe. It did not move but, yes, she thought it was breathing. And then its eyes opened for a moment and the woman caught her breath.

One eye blue, and one brown.

She looked again at the creature, and saw the elegant shape of its head, the bushiness of the tail, the way the ears flopped a little at the tips, and she knew that this was no wolf. With that realisation, there came also a first inkling of something extraordinary, and although Katerina Sobal’s ancient, lined face hardly changed, tears spilled from her milky-blue eyes and fell upon Misha’s filthy, matted coat.
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CHAPTER 41

Misha Learns How to Be a Dog

Katerina worked hard that day. Her old limbs were still sinewy and strong but Misha was full grown now, and too heavy for her to carry all the way back to the little house in the woods. And the mighty catfish was far heavier still.

So first she carried back the severed head of the fish, putting it in a big black pot over the fire, with water, herbs and an onion. She then rummaged through her possessions, talking to herself, as was her wont, and found a torn hessian sack. Back at the lake, she rolled Misha on to it and used it as a sledge to drag him to the house. It took half an hour and the track was bumpy. Misha groaned twice but never fully woke up. Once at the cabin, she eased Misha off, and folded the sacking to make a sort of bed, then rolled him on again.

Then it was back to the monster, with her long knife . . . 

For almost a week, Misha hovered between life and death. Katerina cleaned his wounds, applied poultices and dressings, and added some old healing incantations, the meanings of which she had half forgotten.

When his mind briefly came back from the outer darkness, Misha found himself struggling again with the monstrous fish, writhing in its implacable grip. At those times, what felt to him like twisting battles, manifested themselves in the real world as tiny movements of his paws and lips. His wolfish snarls, barks and howls came out only as whimpers and quiet moans.

Then he would fall again into the great pit of nothingness and even those small signs of life would fade.

Through it all, old Katerina sat by the dog in her creaking rocking chair, sometimes with her bare feet on the dog’s back, for their warmth and his comfort. She spoke to him, and to herself, and sometimes even to the people she had loved and lost. And three times a day she would spoon a little fish stew into his mouth. Most would dribble out again but some, at least, he swallowed.

Katerina’s mind roamed over the miracle of this all, gradually weaving together a story from the strands she knew and those she could only imagine. This wolfish dog could only be the child of her Zoya. The death of Zoya had almost killed her but she had endured. And it must have been for this. To give life again to the dying.

Those wounds were wolf-inflicted, she could see. Had this wolf-dog lived fully as a wolf? Was that his story? If so, he was more wolf than dog. And there was danger in that.

But not yet. Life and death still fought over his body.

And life won.

When it was time, Katerina took down from a shelf the old collar with the name tag. She hadn’t buried them with her Zoya because she wanted a memento, something to hold, to help her remember.

"What are you called, son of Zoya?" she said to the sleeping dog. "Are you a Zoltan? A Stalin? A Boris? You are formidable enough for any of these. But they are too hard. If I call you Stalin, you will end up eating me. You look like you could fight a bear. I shall call you Misha."

And that’s what she scratched on the reverse of the brass name tag, using her father’s old awl, a tool he’d used for making shoes for his children, some seventy years ago.

The next morning, Misha woke up on the hessian sack to find that there was something round his neck. There was a rope attached to the collar and the rope was tied to the leg of an ancient, heavy armchair.

For the first time since he had been saved from the monster, his mind grew clear. He was still too weak to fight but not too weak to use all his senses to try to understand this new world. It was a house like those he’d been in before. But the smells were different. The smells of human. And human food. The food that had kept him alive. And now there was a sound, a shuffling of slippered feet, and a cooing voice.

"Here you are, back with the living, my beauty."

Misha gazed at the creature, the one that stood on its back legs, and waved its front legs like branches in the wind.

"Oh, those eyes, those eyes. Such magic. If I really was a witch, as they used to say, I would be in your mind and see what you have seen. I would know your story, as I knew the story of your mother."

She moved closer to Misha, who managed a feeble growl. The woman laughed.

"Yes, snarl. To snarl is to live. And also, to eat is to live."

She set a shallow bowl next to Misha, with the thick skin of the catfish on it. (Katerina was no fool: she knew that the skin was good food for dogs and she could keep the flesh for herself.) Misha, barely lifting up his head, swallowed the thick grey flaps of fish skin.

With little steps, the wolf-dog and the old woman got to know each other. It was much more difficult than with the puppy, Zoya, who may or may not have been part wolf. Misha was at least half wolf and wild-raised. At full strength, he could have killed the old woman. And there was a sliver of darkness in him that knew this and secretly wanted to . . . 

But as she fed him, and talked to him, and even, at times, sang to him, the old woman changed in his mind from being prey to pack. He grew strong enough to stand. And then he walked around the room at the end of the rope. And he let her run her fingers through his fur. She knew just the spot behind his ears to scratch.

His wounds healed. His strength returned. But still his soul was sorely hurt. He thought of Bratan, and of Saluki, and of their little ones, who had never seen a day or tasted milk. The old woman sensed some of this and knew that the wolf-dog’s hurts were not only physical. She imagined the family he might have had, as she herself had once had, and lost. So she poured more love into him, and dogs and wolves both respond to love, and in time Misha’s wounds healed, though the scars would always show.

As his strength returned, Katerina walked him round her garden on his lead, almost as if they lived in the city and were taking a stroll together. To begin with he was still so weak that he could not have pulled away, even if he had tried. And then he found that there was a pleasure to this close walking. Especially as she would give him good things to eat, if he performed certain actions following her words.

And then, one day, she untied the rope. He had long become comfortable not just with the rope but also with the collar. He stood and looked at the old woman. Then he bounded away, stopped, bounded again. He was not yet in full health but he felt the joy of freedom and being able to run wherever he wanted. He darted into the woods, half meaning to keep running, leaving this strange pack mate and her den behind. But it was almost as though the rope was still attached. He could not run far before he felt it snag him. He knew that she was his pack leader. She had saved him. He belonged to her.

He came back from the trees. The old woman had been staring after him, rigid. He saw that her face was wet, which he did not quite understand. But he knew it meant that his pack leader, his alpha, needed some love. He trotted to her and jumped up, putting his paws on her shoulders, and he licked the saltwater from her laughing face.
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CHAPTER 42

The Last Light of the Long, Long Day

And so Misha learned how to be a dog.

Up to a point.

A wolf-dog is never quite a dog. He could never be entirely tame. Their one real fight came when he took one of her chickens, pecking in the yard. With a furi-ous scream she ran towards them and delivered a mighty kick to Misha’s ribs. Well, mighty for a very old lady.

Misha dropped the chicken but it was too late. The bird was dead. Katerina chided him severely, the tongue-lashing hurting him far more than the kick. Then he had to watch as she plucked and boiled it over her fire. Watch as she ate it. He never even got a scaly foot to chew on.

But the lesson was learned and, from then on, her chickens were safe. Indeed, they were safer than they had ever been. No fox ever dared come close enough to snatch a hen, not once the first three had been despatched with gory gusto by Misha. Nevertheless, the wolf-dog would sometimes look at the chickens with hunger in his eyes . . . 

Every few weeks, Misha would feel the urge come upon him and he would leave the little house for days at a time, roving widely in the forest in search of food and adventure. But he would always return. And Katerina never doubted that he would. She could see from his face that he loved her. Did he somehow know that there was an old blood link between the two of them? Was there still a trace, a smell, or some other intangible sign that Mother had lived out her youth here and, finally, her death? There was the collar, of course. That would have retained the smell, the essence of Zoya.

Misha would come back after these hunting trips, his muzzle wet with blood. At first, he’d regurgitate the partially digested hunks of deer or elk or beaver. But he soon learned that his alpha was not pleased with these gifts. When one day he caught a hare close to the house and dropped it at her feet, he saw that this was greeted with greater enthusiasm. Better still, he got to share the rich stew she made of it. So from then on he concentrated on such trifles: hares and rabbits and whatever game birds he managed to catch. The real treasures: the rotting carcasses he found and gulped, so that his belly sagged almost to the forest floor, were treats not for sharing.

Autumn was their time of plenty. Katerina’s garden burst with fruits: there was a pear tree and a plum tree, and soon her dozens of glass preserving jars were full of both. There were huge marrows, carrots and cabbages. Enough was stored to mean that they were not hungry in the winter. Misha could not live on cabbages but there was an egg or two a day for him from the hens and then the meat from his hunts . . . 

There was one part of the garden, close to where the forest began, to which Misha found himself drawn. He would lie there when the sun shone through the yellowing leaves in the late afternoon. The ground had been disturbed, and now a wild rose had begun to grow there. Often when he lay there, Katerina would come and stand quietly beside him, and he would raise his head to her, and she would stroke his face and ears, her face an unreadable mixture of sadness and happiness.

They had a good winter. The long nights were spent by the fire. Katerina talked to him about her life: her joyful childhood, the horror of the German occupation, her near-happiness after the war, her later loneliness, transforming into stubborn independence. She told him about her time with Zoya, the beautiful white dog with one blue eye, and one brown, just like Misha.
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She also read to him from the storybooks she had. None had survived from her own childhood but she had picked up some from the markets before the tragedy, and some she had "borrowed" from houses left empty after it.

Every night they slept together. To begin with Misha’s place was at her feet. But soon he insinuated his way up the bed, until they lay with their faces touching. And, as winter’s teeth became sharp, he warmed her old bones beneath the covers.

Then spring came. Misha felt the excitement and energy of the new year. But when he looked at Katerina, he found no answering joy. Each morning she took a little longer to get out of bed. And each evening she went earlier to it. Then she did not leave it at all but lay under the covers, with her books of fairy tales: her stories of Baba Yaga and brave woodcutters and ravening wolves.

She still spoke to Misha but her voice was ever quieter, her words less distinct, until, at last, what she whispered barely counted as words at all but was more like the breeze in the birch leaves.

At the end, Katerina walked again in the dappled light of a summer’s evening and then she was running through the poplars. She looked down to see that her legs were not the ancient sticks of an old lady, but the firm and springy calves of a girl, and that her feet were the small smooth feet of a child. And she flew over the sweet grass and into the last light of the long, long day.

Beside her, Misha felt the old woman gradually becoming lighter and lighter. He pushed his nose under her weightless hand, and so he sensed the moment when the soft pulse faltered, fluttered briefly again, and then stopped forever.
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CHAPTER 43

Wolf Song

Misha lay on the bed with Katerina for a full day, not leaving it once. At first, he tried to warm her back to life, and then, when he knew that his alpha would not wake again, he stayed with her through loneliness and sadness. Finally, he jumped down to the foot of the bed, threw back his head and howled with full-throated passion, hurling his whole being into the wolf song for the first time in his life. The mournful music set up a thrumming vibration in the little house, shaking the windows and the loose thatch, before it fled out into the night air, finally stretching its ghostly fingers out to caress the moon.

He was alone as he had never truly been before. Mother, his brother, the farm dogs and the old lady, his alpha: all were gone. For the first time he was a lone wolf.

There were terrors in that. But also . . . freedom.

For the whole of the next day he padded listlessly around the house and the garden, returning again and again to lie by the cold body in the narrow bed. He could not stay forever but nor, yet, could he go.

He was aware of the chickens clucking to be fed. Despite his deep hunger, he could no longer think of them as food. He paced around in front of the wire that enclosed their run. The chickens, used to him now and unafraid, pecked their way over to him.

Misha began to scratch, then dig at the ground under the wire. His plan was to release, not to eat, the chickens. Or so he thought. He had to dig half a metre down to get below the wire and it took a little time. But at least he was doing, not simply brooding.

And there was that stab of hunger . . . 

And then he heard it. Behind him in the scrubby woodland. A cracked twig, a single, too-heavy step, a breath . . . 

The wolves gave no other warning. This was not like the attack on the farm, where psychological warfare preceded the battle. They were here to hunt and to kill, as quickly and efficiently as possible. No, not to kill. The wolf’s greatest delight would always be to take what was already dead.

Misha instantly spun away from the chicken coop and raced to the open doorway of the house. He was aware of the shapes converging there but did not pause. He had to reach the house before they did.

In three great bounds he was there, and turned to face them. Five wolves, rangy and lean. Two he recognised from the fight at the farm, both young males. Two were new to him, an older male and a young female. The last he knew all too well.

It was Cross-face.

The wolves fanned out before him, each pair of eyes staring intently, each mouth gaping, each tongue lolling.

Even as he stared back, Misha struggled to understand this new pack.

He had left his father fighting against his own pack. Had Cross-face killed him and, with a new alpha male, become its leader? That seemed likely. But this pack – or raiding party – had a different smell.

At first, he thought they had come for him, hunting him down, tracking through the woods until they had found his scent. But it had been so long . . . And these wolves – even the female, once so sleek, so beautiful – looked hungry. Famished, almost.

And then he saw that they had not come for him. They had come for the meat.

The female, his old enemy, was not looking at him. She was looking beyond him. All the wolves were.

Go! she hissed.

She did not want to fight him.

Misha answered only with a growl. He pulled back his lips and showed his teeth. He wasn’t going to move.

And this was a good place for a stand. The narrow doorway meant that he could not be outflanked. The wolves could perhaps rush him all at once, using their weight to force him back, but he would only have to face one set of teeth at a time. He also sensed that these wolves were not anxious to confront him. He had been well fed during the winter and the spring; he was fat, his fur thick and shining. They had not, and their own coats showed bare patches of skin and sharp bones.

Go! hissed Cross-face again.

Misha remembered when he had first seen her, when she writhed alluringly before him in the snow.

Now there was no allure. She looked like a wraith, with nothing left of her former sinuous beauty.

The two younger males lost patience and roughly barged past the female to attack. They were clumsy, as well as starving, getting in each other’s way as they charged at him. He bit the first in the face, tearing his cheek open. The wolf made a sound of desperate pain and anguish, almost like a human child. The second was knocked over as the first reeled back. Misha saw his chance in the jumble of limbs, darted out quickly and bit a forepaw. He could have snapped the bone, could perhaps have bitten right through the leg. But he did not use all his force. He bit hard enough to take this wolf out of the fight, not out of this life. The wolf gave forth an agonised cry and the two young males limped away, broken now and fightless.

The older male and the younger female looked much less eager to enter the combat. They prowled back and forth, looking sometimes at Misha, sometimes at the black space behind him and sometimes, Misha now noticed, at the chicken run . . . 

As he knew it would, it had come down to him and Cross-face.

Once again, she was playing her tricks. Her front paws were down, her rump up, her tail wagging furiously. The savage gape of hunger had become the happy one of play. Although Misha knew that this was all a sham, that the she-wolf would kill him in a moment if she had the chance, he could not help but feel that surge of desire for her and, even more, that need to play, to run together. He missed Mother, he missed Bratan, he missed Saluki.

And so he shifted from his battle stance, with his hackles raised, his head low and his ears back, to a passive, sitting position. Peace, he said. And there was another word in there as well, half thought, half said. Love.

Then she moved, as she had to, hurling herself forwards in one desperate lunge for his throat. A year before, she would have succeeded. A year before, he was a pup and she was at her peak. But now he was a wolf-dog in his prime, and she was tired and starving and old. He turned his head, and her teeth closed round fur and a flap of skin. The pain as she wrenched away, taking hair and skin with her, was intense but also irrelevant. His blood sprayed across the doorway in a fine mist, not a thick spurt.

And with a speed too quick for even a wolf’s eye to catch, he whipped his head back round and took her whole neck in his mouth with tender savagery. She fought briefly, her paws flapping at his broad chest. Her body writhed and twisted. But there was no strength, no force, in her struggles. Misha kept his mouth over her throat, squeezing almost gently. This was not the blood frenzy, or even the cold killing. He was simply doing what he had to do to stop her from killing him.

The two injured wolves, the old male and young female watched in silence. In a minute it was over.

Misha released Cross-face and looked at her lifeless body. He felt no rage or fury but only a deep sadness and loneliness. With one last glance at the wolves, he turned and went back into the house. There he climbed for the last time on to his alpha’s bed. Her bony hand was on the outside of the covers, and he put his nose under it and closed his eyes.

The next morning, Misha saw that the chicken coop was empty. The two young male wolves had gone. But the young female and the old male remained. He growled at them and they both adopted submissive poses, grovelling before him. He realised that something important had changed. He had killed their alpha and so now the authority, and the responsibility, fell on him. He was the alpha.

It was now clear to him that Cross-face had left the other pack, taking the two young males with her. They had, somewhere along the way, picked up the young female and the old male. They had become a new pack but a weak one. Only the alpha female was a good hunter. The male knew the ways of the forest but was too old to be much use. Cross-face had kept them alive because she, whatever her vices, was a magnificent wolf, as cunning as she was brave. But it was only just enough to keep them from starving. Without her, they were lost.

He also knew what he had to do. There was only one possibility of long-term survival. He had to find his father’s pack and trust that family loyalty would do the rest.
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CHAPTER 44

The Wolf Life

For the next week, the trio criss-crossed the forest, sometimes walking boldly along the old roads, sometimes following the lines of canals and rivers. They went through deserted settlements and isolated farmsteads, much like the one the dogs had ruled. They lived on rabbits and voles and at their hungriest they stumbled on an ants’ nest, just as the winged males and females were swarming out for their nuptial flight. They snapped and snaffled at them for an hour, though it’s hard for a wolf to get full on ants.

The wolves trusted Misha, followed his lead, fawned and frolicked before him. And in return, he became one of them. The wolf in him, suppressed during his time with Katerina, came forth again. He howled with them in the night and learned their language, like and yet unlike the language of dogs.

They found old scents of wolves but nothing fresh. Along the way, they went past the house by the road where Misha, Bratan and Mother had stayed. Misha stood briefly in the doorway, barked at the ghosts within and then moved on. They ran quickly through the red forest, the wolves making not a sound as they moved.

They finally found the pack occupying the rusted and rotted remains of an old sawmill. There were vast, unfathomable machines and piles of unfinished logs. And everywhere the smell of wolf.

Misha knew that they were now in deep and profound peril, that a single mistake would mean that he and his ragtag companions would die. But he also suspected that this pack was weakened by the fight at the farm and the defection of the alpha female. In these circumstances, there was a chance that the two packs might merge.

At the centre of the mill was a huge, ruined shed. Misha led his group towards it. He sensed that wolves were shadowing them at the flanks and rear. But he also knew that the heart lay ahead.

The smell of wolf filled his nostrils. Where once it was a smell that triggered fear, the urge to flee or fight, now it had a different effect. The smell was . . . right. It was the smell that meant home.

Sunlight spilled through the rusty corrugated iron of the roof. He felt his small pack, the old male and young female, close to him. Felt their fear and hope.

And then he saw them.

His father. Silent, grey with age. Still big. Still fierce.

And then, astonishingly, by his side, a not wolf.

It was Bratan.

His brother. Limping towards him, still dragging those back legs.

Misha could not control himself. He had intended to abase himself before the alpha, to show that he was here to serve, to be a loyal wolf. But now he bounded like a puppy to his brother, who, in his own clumsy way, bounded back.
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Their father had spared Bratan, as he had spared Misha. The brothers embraced, jumped, licked, panted, chased, loved.

Only then did Misha go and bow before his father. The old wolf accepted the tribute. The pack was weak. It needed new members. The young female was welcome and the old male would bring some experience to the hunt. Though they would both start at the very bottom of the pack hierarchy, the last to feed at the kill, the first to feel the tooth or claw of a bad-tempered alpha.

But there was one more surprise.

Misha heard a whimpering from beneath an untidy pile of logs. There were cubs here. Misha felt the rush of joy that young blood always brings to the wolf pack and went to explore. In the woodpile he saw first one, then two, then four cubs. They were odd-looking wolves, slender and with fine hair. And some had strange eyes . . . 

And then, in a warm place at the heart of the woodpile, Misha found her.

Saluki.

The cubs were almost fully weaned but still suckled when they could and she would not move until they were sated. But she looked at him with love, and he knew that these cubs were his.

And so Misha, the son of Zoya, beloved puppy of Natasha Taranova, became a wolf, at last.
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Within a year the old wolf died, caught on the horns of a bison. And with his death, Misha became the alpha male of the sawmill pack, and Saluki the alpha female.

The life of a wolf was a hard one. Every day was a struggle to find food. There were lean times and there were very lean times. Rival wolf packs had to be kept at bay. Sometimes a night of howling would be sufficient. At other times, they would have to fight. Young wolves – some of them his own children – would try to unseat him from his position as pack leader. And having failed, they would leave the pack to form their own, or to live as lone wolves, or to die.

Always, Bratan was at his side in the fight. He did not come on the long hunts but became a devoted uncle and guardian to each new generation of cubs. Saluki hunted with the wolves whenever she was not weening. Her speed was greater than any wolf’s and she could outrun the swiftest deer.

And so the years rolled by. Each day, each week, each month brought new challenges, new threats, new opportunities. Sometimes they would spy humans trudging noisily through the woods. Soldiers to begin with, then scientists and finally tourists. With time, a few cars returned to the roads and the wolves understood that the humans moved in them, faster than any charging bison.

Their wanderings took them as far as the old nuclear plant. The place had never been abandoned: people had carried on working there in the years after the disaster, decontaminating the site and covering the burnt reactor with concrete. There were engineers and guards.

And dogs.

Misha watched them from a distance. These were the feral descendants of dogs left behind by their owners. But they had never learned to live in the forest and so slunk around the humans, begging for scraps and scavenging from the rubbish. It was a terrible life and Misha scorned them.

Misha grew to his full magnificence, a silver wolf, with one eye blue, one eye brown. He was never injured by a bison or elk. Never again ambushed by a lynx.

But there were casualties. Each winter would bring near-starvation. Every bison hunt could mean death. And disease sometimes ran through the pack.

Bratan died, not young, not old. He had an illness that made him itch, until he had scratched off half of his fur. And then he went by himself into the forest and did not return. Misha mourned him for a year and never stopped hoping that one day he might find his brother again.

Saluki, after four litters, was killed by a wild boar, who tore her open with his curved tusks. Misha killed the boar in return but the boar’s meat was no compensation for the loss of his love. After another year of sorrow, the young wolf who had come with him on the day he entered the pack became his alpha female. There were more litters.

And then Misha found that he was old.

One October afternoon, as the sun shone though the orange and gold leaves of autumn, he looked at his pack, arranged peacefully around the ruins of the old mill. There were fourteen of them – the biggest pack in the whole of the new wilderness. And apart from the last of his cubs, born earlier that year, he was now the weakest of them. No longer at the front in the chase, no longer the first to brave the bison’s horns and hooves, or the spreading antlers of the elk.

He had noticed that the pack did not respond as quickly to his howls or his barks of command. He had seen the young males look at him not with the respect and awe he was used to but with something like disdain.

Then one day the pack set off to hunt without first consulting him. This was an affront too far, even for the easy-going Misha. It was for the alpha to decide when and where to hunt. He ran towards the two young wolves who had led this rebellion. He expected them to back down, to offer their undersides in submission. Instead, they instantly bristled, baring their teeth. The rest of the pack looked on expectantly. They would be on the side of the winner. And Misha knew that they would turn on him if he lost.

He looked again at the two young wolves. They were in perfect condition. Full-sized but not yet worn down by the hardness of wolf life. Either one he thought he could defeat in a fight. But together . . . ?

Suddenly, Misha felt immensely tired. He had fought so many battles, fought and killed for his life. And not just for his. For the lives of the dogs and wolves he had loved.

What was he fighting for now? The pack did not need him. There were other leaders here. Leaders of his own blood.

The two wolves were still waiting for the fight, their teeth bared, their muscles tense with the expectation of violence.

Misha turned away and walked not back to the sawmill but out into the trees. One wolf made a dart towards him, meaning to take a bite from his rump, to make it clear that he was the victor in this confrontation. As he reached him, Misha spun round and, suddenly huge again, reared above the now terrified challenger. The young wolf collapsed and cringed, expecting some dreadful retribution. But it did not come.

Misha dropped back down and trotted away once more, out of the life of the pack forever.
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CHAPTER 45

Vadzim Lost and Saved

Some two years later, Vadzim Kornilov, a security guard at the old Chernobyl plant, was sitting in his hut, eating his usual meal of sausage, washed down with strong, sweet tea. His rhythm was steady. A bite of bread, a bite of sausage, a gulp of tea. There was also a small bottle of vodka in the pocket of his great coat and with the same regularity, after each three rounds of bread-sausage-tea, he would take a swig.

Vadzim’s father had been a hero. He had fought with the partisans in the Second World War against the Fascists, and had filled his young son’s head with tales of fights and massacres and revenge and love in the Pripyat marshes.

Vadzim’s life had been very different. There had been no adventure, no love. There had been poverty and failure, loneliness and loss, bad teeth and vodka. At the age of fifty, he felt that his life had been wasted and he woke each morning with only a vague feeling of disappointment that he hadn’t died in the night.

As he chewed, he looked out through the grubby little window of the hut. The sky was black and the wind blew flurries of snow against the glass.

The winter had been long and cruel. Snow lay heavy on the ground. Every morning, Vadzim had to dig his way to the hut, shovelling the snow to either side of the path. There was a tiny kerosene heater in the hut but it was as much use as trying to melt an iceberg with a candle.

The snow had been cruel to the Chernobyl dogs too. The old ones had all died. And many of the young ones. There was talk of charity workers coming from the city to neuter them so there would be no more, but he hadn’t seen any of these do-gooders and, anyway, do-gooders never did any real good. That was how you could recognise them.

Vadzim’s life had been tough and sometimes hardship saps your ability to feel for the other suffering creatures of the Earth. But though most of Vadzim’s sorrow was for himself, there was a little left over. And it is truly a cold man who feels nothing for the suffering of a dog, so he would sometimes toss the end of a sausage to the starving curs. But he also cursed them and wished they were not there to intrude on his private thoughts about the unfairness of the world.

Vadzim had been on duty since 4 a.m. It was time for his 6 a.m. rounds. He always made a point of doing nothing more and nothing less than his duty. He would trudge along the fence, come back and tick the schedule with the stub of a pencil.

The door to the hut was blocked again with snow, which made him grumble and curse. He shoved it open and began his rounds. The snow squeaked under his boots. Sometimes snow crunched, sometimes it made no sound and sometimes it squeaked. Vadzim wondered why. But not for long. It wasn’t the sort of speculation he indulged in. Squeaky snow was just a thing, like any other.

The ruined nuclear plant loomed out of the gloom. Now it looked like a vision of the end of the world, civilisation in ruins, humans back in the state of savagery, eating each other, dressed in animal skins. He spat and trudged on.

OK, he’d done his duty. There was nothing here, nothing to guard. He turned and began to plod back to the hut, glad that he’d saved a couple of mouthfuls of vodka.

And then he saw it. Another dead dog. It lay just off the path, almost covered with snow. Vadzim felt his usual linked series of emotions.

Damn, I’ll have to bury it.

Stupid dog.

Poor dog.

The hut and his vodka called to him.

But something about this dog was different. He took a few steps towards it, his boots sinking into the deep snow off the path. And then he stopped.

The dog might not be dead.

The dog might not be a dog . . . 

But, no.

Dog or not, it must be dead. More than half of it was buried in the snow. He walked slowly towards the body. If it was a wolf, would there be a reward? Could he claim that it had been about to attack and he had killed it? Strangled it with his bare hands. The sort of thing his old papa might have done, back in the war. There might be a photo in the newspaper . . . 

The nearer he came, the less like a wolf it seemed, and Vadzim was both relieved and disappointed. He reached the body and gently prodded it with his toe. He’d expected it to be frozen solid. But it was still soft. He put his hand down into the fur. Still warm. But he felt the bones beneath and knew that this animal had died of hunger. And then the dog – if dog it was – opened its eyes, and they were both wondrous and terrible, one ice blue and one rich brown, and the tongue came out and licked Vadzim’s grimy hand. And with this little act of affection, Vadzim was lost, and saved.

"Ah," he said, "so you are not dead. And once, I think, you were mighty. Let me see if I have a little sausage left for you."

With that, he picked up the dog and carried him through the snow to the meagre warmth of his hut.
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CHAPTER 46

A Friend, and Hope

For all these years, Nataliya was alone. This was not, of course, the seclusion of an old woman living in a house in the woods with only chickens for companions, woken in the night by the howling of wolves. It was the loneliness of the city, the loneliness of someone surrounded by pulsing, bustling, busy humanity, like a black rock in the churning sea.

Her mama and the pharmacist had moved away to a distant town. Nataliya would call and talk to her every few weeks. But after the first hellos and how are yous, it seemed they had little left to say to each other. And that was the only real human contact she had, other than with her pupils.

One afternoon she was in the staffroom, sipping furtively at her soup. She usually ate in her classroom, marking homework, but today had been one of the days when they were making bad smells.

No, that isn’t quite right.

They began with a very bad smell, produced by butyric acid, perhaps of all stinks the worst, and the goal was to make a pleasant one. As soon as Nataliya unscrewed the cap on the little brown bottle, the reek spilled out, filling the classroom with its dark, foul breath. The children recoiled, laughing and gagging, as she knew they would.

"Miss, it smells worse than the toilet after Andrei’s been in there!" spluttered one.

This was always great fun, but the magic of the experiment came when she mixed the acid with a few drops of clear ethyl alcohol in a glass beaker, transforming in an instant the foul into the fragrant, and the deep, rotten stench became the lovely smell of pear drops. It was a moment that entranced even the naughtiest of children, making them gasp in awe at the beauty of a universe in which such glorious alterations are possible.

Nevertheless, some of the previous stink would always linger in the classroom and not even Nataliya could eat her lunch within reach of its repulsive brown fingers.

Most of the staff ate in the school canteen, which had the advantage of being very cheap, though you had to have a high tolerance for boiled meat with boiled cabbage followed by a pudding of boiled rhubarb. But there were a few other teachers taking lunch in the staffroom, marking books, or chatting about the TV soaps.

"What’s that pong?" said a voice, cutting into Nataliya’s thoughts.

She turned and saw that the voice belonged to a young teacher who hadn’t been at the school for long. Nataliya hadn’t quite caught her name when the head had introduced her to the staff. Perhaps it was Tanya?

Nataliya stared back blankly, before she remembered the experiment. The foul chemical smell must have clung to her, the way fog wets your hair. She blushed a little and tried to explain.

"We, in the classroom . . . Chemistry . . ."

"Say no more. Chemistry is no fun without smells." Tanya gestured to the space on the sofa next to Nataliya. "May I?"

"If you can stand the smell."

"Oh, I’ll get used to it." Then she added in a stage whisper, "It’s not as bad as old Kamenev."

Mr Kamenev was the deputy head, a figure famous for his dandruff and dirty nails.

Tanya had a light and pleasant manner, and she was able to make even Nataliya feel almost at ease. They chatted about nothing much, with Tanya doing most of the talking. But at some point, Nataliya mentioned her childhood in Pripyat.

And then, without meaning to, she was talking about her little Zoya. Over the years, her memories had become vague, as if she were no longer remembering the events but rather remembering the memory, remembering that once she had remembered . . . But now she was back in the little flat, back playing with Zoya, back on the bus, watching the tiny ball of fluff grow ever smaller. Soon tears were coursing down her cheeks, and she felt Tanya’s arms around her, and for the first time in so long she felt that she was not completely alone.

Other teachers looked up briefly, astonished. Nataliya was made of ice. No, not ice but glass. Hard and perfect. But not glass, either, because glass is see-through and Nataliya was impenetrable. They were embarrassed but also concerned, and they showed their concern by trying to ignore the spectacle of one woman crying and another comforting her.

Gradually, the other teachers went off to their lessons, leaving the two women alone to talk.

A week later, Tanya handed Nataliya a page torn from a newspaper.

"I read this," she said. "And I thought of you and your little dog. You told me that the soldiers had gone back to kill the dogs and cats and farm animals left behind. But did you know that the army did not get all of the dogs? Many of them escaped and lived in the woods. Well, now most of them, and their sons and daughters, grandsons and granddaughters, live around the old nuclear plant. The guards there look after them, feed them scraps. Anyway, this charity, it sends vets to check on them, giving them shots, neutering them so they don’t keep breeding."

Nataliya wasn’t really listening to Tanya’s babbling. She was reading feverishly through the article, the words spinning and blurry before her eyes. There were photographs from the nuclear plant and the area around it. Dogs of all shapes and sizes, soldiers, guards and workers from the plant. She looked for a flash of white fur, for that beautiful foxy face . . . 

Was it possible? Could her Zoya . . . ?

Nataliya calculated quickly in her head. And her heart was suddenly as heavy as the plutonium used to fuel the old Chernobyl reactor.

Twenty-two years had passed. No dog could live that long. Not with the radiation, not with the other things she’d read about in the article. The wild animals in the woods: the bears, the lynxes, the . . . wolves.

She had to stay true to her belief in science, her faith in objective truth. The world was as it was, not as we wish it to be. Her beautiful Zoya had died long ago, a puppy frightened and alone in the woods.

"Nataliya? Nataliya?"

She looked up at Tanya, her . . . friend.

"Yes?"

"You should join the charity. Work with them. It says they need scientists to help with monitoring the radioactivity. You’ll think about it, yes?"

"Yes."
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CHAPTER 47

The Return

And so it was that, six months later, on a dank, spring afternoon, Nataliya Taranova was sitting in a jeep as it bounced over the rutted and potholed roads that led through the new wilderness of forest and scrub to the Chernobyl nuclear plant.

The jeep was driven by their guide and fixer, Otto, a former army officer who made good money taking visitors on tours around the deserted towns and villages of the contaminated zone.

There were four other passengers: Anton and Yana, a middle-aged couple who were the team’s vets, and two young volunteers, Evgeni and Kurt. Anton and Yana had grown-up children, and seemed unconcerned about the low but still detectable levels of radiation in the area. Evgeni and Kurt were young enough to think themselves indestructible. Otto had assured them that as long as they avoided the hot spots, they would be OK.

At the border of the restricted area they were checked over by soldiers, who looked at their papers, shrugged and waved them on.

"Some people care more for dogs than people," grumbled one.

They chose to drive through the deserted zone, rather than taking the good road direct to the plant, because they thought they might encounter a few strays on the way.

"Maybe see a wolf or two," said Otto over his shoulder as he drove.

"Really?" said Nataliya.

The thought filled her with excitement. Maybe her Zoya had run with the wolves . . . 

She peered into the trees, trying to catch a glimpse of that impossible white fur. The woods were vibrant green. Nataliya saw areas of new forest growth that twenty years ago had been fields of wheat or barley. There were small, desolate roadside settlements, one of which had once been a refuge for a mother dog and her two pups. The house was even more dilapidated now, with a birch sapling growing up through a hole in the roof.

She saw a pair of foxes picking their way warily along the side of the road, but no dogs. And no wolves.

After a while, the road skirted an area of the forest quite different from what had gone before. The transition was startlingly abrupt. One moment the forest was green and alive, the next the trees had taken on the colour of dried blood.

"The red forest," said Otto. "This was covered by the poisonous cloud from the plant. It has the highest radiation in the whole wretched place. Check with your machine."

Nataliya took out her Geiger counter, turned it on and pointed it at the trees. The needle flickered into life.

Otto gave a grim little laugh. "We’re safe enough here but ten minutes in there and you’d have a dose big enough to make sure your babies came out with two heads. If you lived long enough to have any."

Nataliya could not take her eyes from the red forest. Not even a bird flew over it. Elsewhere, buzzing clouds of gnats and mosquitos bothered them, but here the air itself was dead. And that sudden change, from the surging green life to the silent red death, made her think of her own life. The happiness and hope of childhood, then the long slow nothingness of her adult years.

The jeep trundled on. Conversation died. Even Evgeni and Kurt, who had burbled and babbled and laughed most of the way from Kyiv, fell into a depressed silence.

As suddenly as it had begun, the red forest ended. Beyond the reach of the rusty gloom, they all felt their spirits rise.

And then they reached Pripyat.

Nataliya tried to remember her life there but she only had flashes. There was a playground where she had played with the other children, the swings broken now, the chains hanging seatless. A rusted helter-skelter, like the fossilised bones of a prehistoric beast. Other playground equipment that was now unrecognisable but might once have been a roundabout, a climbing frame.

She couldn’t even remember exactly where their flat had been. Down that side street? Or this one? She thought of Mama and Papa, and tried to remember them as they had been when they lived here, when they were still young.

Twenty minutes later, they reached the nuclear plant.

The astounding thing was that one of the reactors was still functioning, still producing electricity. There were still technicians and engineers working there, almost as if the disaster that had brought down a great empire had never happened.

Almost.

The view was dominated by the huge steel and concrete shell erected over the ruins of Reactor Number 4. To Nataliya the shell looked both impressive and yet strangely shabby, as if its different sections had been repurposed from other monumental buildings, lifted up and dumped here by some monstrous crane. The only part of the original structure still visible was a towering metal chimney, like the upraised arm of a drowning man engulfed by the waves.

"They call it the sarcophagus," said their guide.

Kurt looked puzzled. "The what?"

"Sarcophagus. Coffin," replied Otto grimly. "Tomb."

The jeep stopped and they climbed out. Nataliya waved her Geiger counter in the direction of the sarcophagus.

"Are we going to fry?" asked Kurt, smiling broadly. He wasn’t a bad-looking young man, thought Nataliya. Dark, untidy hair. A leather jacket. Western jeans.

"It’s safe," she said. "Not even enough radiation for a suntan."

"Let’s get to work then," said Yana, who was the official leader of the team.

Nataliya looked around. It was weirdly hard to get a sense of the nuclear plant. As well as the great mass of the sarcophagus, there were other buildings, some abandoned, some still in use. The site was surrounded by a mixture of grey concrete walls and high, wire fences, with small roads leading in and out, each manned by a checkpoint. A few workmen and guards milled about. Most workers would be in the distant concrete building of Reactor Number 2.

And there were dogs, wandering aimlessly along the fences, or lying in the sun.

Nataliya counted them: one, two, three . . . up to seven. There were certainly many more out of sight. They were all mongrels, their exact ancestry impossible to work out. She guessed that most of the pampered pooches, the lapdogs, the beautiful ones, had died early, leaving just the street dogs, the born survivors, to carry on. She looked again for a flash of white, knowing it was futile.

"Come on, ladies and gentlemen," said Yana. "I know our physicist tells us it is safe, but I don’t want to have to spend longer here than is strictly necessary. We have a job to do."

The plan was to set up a workstation, with a tent for the vets to conduct examinations, inoculations and minor surgical procedures. Their patients would have to be kept in a compound for a couple of days, to let their wounds heal.

Nataliya was to check each dog for contamination levels, running her Geiger counter over them, but Kurt and Evgeni had to catch them first. They had bait and long sticks with a noose at the end, for slipping over the dog’s head.

Yana and Anton quickly set up the canvas shelter and the portable operating table. They stepped into gowns and hats and rubber gloves, and sprayed each other with antiseptic. This was going to be quick, dirty and a little brutal.

Nataliya heard laughing and shouting, and saw Kurt and Evgeni chasing after a big, ugly, one-eared mutt. Kurt tried to corral it towards Evgeni and his noose but the dog kept shying heavily away, like a miniature rhino. There were a couple of lunges, a comical collision, a fall, and Nataliya had to hide her mouth behind her hand. Finally, the dog paused to snatch at a ragged chunk of the meat put down for it, and Evgeni had it.

"Hey, Physicist, why don’t you stop sniggering and lend a hand to the actual workers, eh?" gasped Kurt.

And so Nataliya did. It was exhilarating work. The dogs were only semi-tame and most went into snarling rages when trapped. The trickiest part came after capture, when the dogs had to be muzzled. No dog likes a muzzle, especially not a half-wild dog.

Kurt and Evgeni were on their third trip and were well-practised at keeping their hands away from the snapping jaws. Nataliya was less adept, and one big black dog caught her sleeve and might well have pulled her closer and sunk its teeth into her arm had the material not torn.

"Lucky escape, Physicist!" said Kurt. "Though I guess you can do science with one arm."

"One arm beats no brain," she retorted, with a quick smile.

The three of them carried a steady stream of dogs to the tent. The vets checked them over, vaccinated them against rabies and other diseases, and then, where appropriate, with a few deft and practised strokes, neutered them.

Nataliya understood why this was necessary: if the dogs kept on breeding, the misery of their lives would go on forever. But her heart still welled with sadness at the thought. Luckily, there was too much to do for sadness to linger. And that was, after all, why she had joined the expedition.

Not only for that . . . A tiny part of her still hoped she might see a very old white dog, with one blue eye, one brown.

At the end of the day, they were all exhausted, and the journey back to their hotel in a small town beyond the exclusion zone passed in companionable silence. Soldiers at the checkpoint on the edge of the zone rinsed down their boots, and they stripped out of their overalls and scrunched them into a black plastic sack. Nataliya measured the radiation. The needle on her counter flickered.

"Will I grow a second head?" said Kurt. "That would be quite useful. I’ve never been so hungry!"

"Zero point two rads," said Nataliya. "You get a bigger dose flying at ten thousand metres in an aeroplane."

"Huh?"

"The atmosphere filters out most of the interstellar radiation. But the higher you go, the thinner it is, and the more you get."

"Lucky it’s only the oligarchs and the millionaires who get to fly then, eh!"

Nataliya laughed with the others. She was feeling strangely content. She had not found her darling Zoya, but she had found friendship, work, laughter and, if not happiness, then the inkling that happiness was not an impossible dream.
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CHAPTER 48

Two Stories

The second day was much like the first. Nataliya did a radiation check on the dogs they caught: fewer than the day before, as the wary ones had fled and the lazy ones had all been picked up on the first day. In between, she helped Yana and Anton in the surgery.

The dogs from the day before appeared a little sad and sorry for themselves, licking disconsolately at their operation scars.

"Don’t worry," said Yana, seeing her concern. "They’ll be fine. These dogs are tough. To survive this long, in these conditions . . . Well, they’re like super-dogs."

The dogs didn’t look very super. Some were mangy, with patches of bare skin. Most looked lean and hungry. Nataliya admired the way the vets could be so cool and calm in the way they worked, despite the sorry state of many of the animals. Three old dogs were too ill to be saved, and Nataliya held them as Anton put them softly to sleep with an injection.

"It’s a good end," said Anton gently as Nataliya wiped her eyes. "We gave them one last meal, and they went to sleep held in the arms of a kind person."

The third day was their last. There was little for Nataliya to do. The vets checked over the neutered dogs and set them free, back to their life of wandering and scavenging. Kurt and Evgeni began the clearing up. Some of the workers and guards wandered over to talk.

"Heh, Physicist!" cried out Kurt, after one of these chats. "This guy says he thinks there might be some old mutt that hangs out over on the far side of the plant. Somewhere beyond Reactor Number 2. Fancy sauntering over there and checking it out?"

"Sure," she shrugged.

"Let us know if you find anything, and we’ll come over and catch it."

Nataliya liked the idea of taking a last wander around the site, in the pleasantly weak spring sunshine. She felt that there were lessons she ought to try to learn from its fallen grandeur, its ominous, decrepit majesty. She let her mind roam far and wide, reaching back into her past, brushing against the old sadness and sorrow.

Looking around the metal and stained concrete of the old plant, she was struck not by its ugliness but by something else. By the fact that a terrible thing had happened here, an event that had brought such ruin and pain, death and loss. And yet the terrible thing, had not, in the end, won. Life had gone on. Workers worked, people lived and played and learned and fought and squabbled: all the things that people have always done.

We had endured.

I have endured, she thought.

By now she was far away from the camp and the others. She came across one of the roads that entered the site. There was a barrier and a little wooden hut for the guard. The hut had a chimney and a thin stream of smoke emerged.

Something else also emerged from the hut. A voice.

"Stupid dog. I don’t know why I put up with you. Don’t give me that look. I know what your game is. I know your tricks. You’re dirty and smelly and ungrateful, aren’t you? Yes, you are. You come here and give your uncle Vadzim a hug, eh, big fool."

Nataliya smiled. The words may have been harsh but the voice, though rough, was friendly and almost loving. This was obviously one of the dogs befriended by a particular guard. Yana had talked about these relatively fortunate animals. Of all the plant’s dogs, they were the ones least in need of salvation. Nataliya thought she may as well leave the man and his dog alone, and get back to help pack up the camp.

She began to walk away, her step light, her mood airy. The trip had been a success. She had smiled and laughed and made friends, and the world was a better place for the work she had done.

Behind her she heard a bark, deep and resonant, and she smiled again, thinking of the dog and the owner, chatting away, not knowing his nonsense was being overheard. And then the voice rose again.

"Ugly as sin, aren’t you? Yet you have a pretty name. Not the name for an old wolf like you, eh. The name for a pretty lady dog. But your eyes are still pretty, aren’t they, eh, eh. My Zoya."

Nataliya stopped, then staggered. It was as if all the bones in her body dissolved and her legs folded under her. She collapsed to the ground.

It was impossible.

It was ridiculous.

Madness heaped on madness.

She was dreaming, that was it. And just for a second, she wondered if she would wake up in her bed, but the bed would be in the flat in Pripyat. Her beautiful Zoya would be curled up on top of the blankets, and they would get up, and begin the training that would prove to Papa what a clever and wonderful dog she was.

"Young lady! Young lady!"

She opened her eyes into a face that carried on the dream of home.

It was her papa, come to wake her.

Except for the hot blast of garlic breath. And then she saw that it wasn’t Papa but just a man with a bristling moustache and not unkind eyes. He was bending over her, lifting up her head, patting her hand.

And she heard behind him a snuffling and a panting.

"Back, Zoya, you clown," called the security guard over his shoulder. "This is not a job for an old wolf."

Then, looming over the man’s shoulder, came another head. A big head. A fierce head. And, from the grey muzzle, an old one.

But the eyes.

One blue.

One brown.

"Always nosey, aren’t you, Zoya? Well, there’s a time and a place. Young lady, are you OK? Do you need the doctor? We have one on the site . . ."

"No," she said and sat up. "I mean, yes."

She could not take her eyes off the dog. She saw that it had a thick collar around its throat. And on the collar there was a little, round, brass name tag. She stretched out her hand to touch it.

"Now you be careful, young lady. He looks harmless, poor old beast, but he’s half wolf . . ."

But Nataliya had already taken the tag in her hand and turned it so she could read the name there.

Zoya.

Her Zoya.

No, not her Zoya. This dog, despite the eyes, was not her Zoya. But the tag, with the crescent moon and the star . . . She looked in wonder at the man.

"How?" she murmured. "How . . . This dog . . . He . . . I had a Zoya. This . . ."

"Be calm, little lady. I think we need the doctor, after all. She might not be the greatest doctor in the world – treated me for my bad feet, and I can tell you the cure was worse than the disease – but she’s better than nothing."

"No, I’m fine," said Nataliya, still staring at the big dog, still trying to get some order into the blizzard of thoughts in her head.

"OK, miss, you’re the boss. Look, I have some tea brewing. You come into my palace, and I’ll pour you a cup. It seems that there is a story to tell. More than one story, I think. I’ll start. Then you."

The story of the guard and the dog was a good one. Vadzim told how he was "sad, so sad" on the night the tired old wolf-dog came to him. He was a tired old wolf himself. There was nothing much for him to live for. But the old dog needed a friend.

"He needed me, and I needed him. Alone, you see. No one to talk to. And I like to talk. Or I did. In the olden days. And again now. I had nothing. And then I had something. Two winters ago, that was. I gave him warmth and he ate most of my dinner. He’s carried on eating most of my dinner. Don’t you, beast, monster, glutton? He wanders here and there but always comes back to my little hut. Here every morning when I arrive. But you . . . What’s your story?"

"First I need to know about the name tag. I had a little puppy. In Pripyat. Zoya. And then the disaster. We . . . I had to leave her." She fingered the brass disc. "This was her tag. I’d know it anywhere. Not just the name. The crescent moon and the star."

"It was around his neck when I found him. The collar was half rotted off but I made him a fine new one. Used my own belt. Cut into strips, then woven together, as you see. For a month my trousers fell down unless I held them up. Then I got this excellent string here, you see, which works just as well as a belt, and now everyone is happy. But yes, here is a story, a grand story. I think I can tell it to you."

Vadzim had once been known as a good teller of tales and he excelled himself now. He told it while Nataliya sat on a stool in his hut and sipped the sweet tea, and while the dog, this new Zoya, sat and gazed into her face, his eyes shining with their different lights, his long tongue lolling. And after a while, the dog took two steps towards Nataliya and put his big, heavy head on her lap.

"So, once upon a time there was a puppy, much loved and pampered I don’t doubt. And this puppy got itself mixed up in the end of the world, or so it seemed, and was left alone in the forest. Who knows what adventures it had there? But it must have been cared for, because that little puppy collar wouldn’t have lasted long, would it? Not at all. So someone found it in the forest, and looked after it. Who could that be? There was no one in the forest except for Baba Yaga, or the lesser witches, who can appear and disappear, and hide from soldiers, and who are not afraid of wolves. And as you know, not all witches are wicked, even if they are all . . . dangerous. And so that little puppy grew up into a fine lady.

"And at some point in our story, this fine lady dog fell in with a ruffian old wolf. And this ugly fellow here is the consequence. But there must still have been a kind person watching over them, our witch, perhaps, yes, who else? Because somehow that collar got passed down to our friend here. I don’t know the hows of that. For that you’d need Baba Yaga’s magic cauldron, which shows everything that’s happened and everything that will happen. But I’m guessing that your pretty Zoya had a long and good and happy life, and that in great old age she passed away. And then that person, or witch if she was a witch, who had loved her all those years took her collar and put it on this one."

The old dog’s head was still on Nataliya’s lap but his ears were alert, and she could not help but think that he was listening to Vadzim’s story, just as she was.

"After that," continued Vadzim, growing into his role as storyteller, "there’s a gap in the tale. When he came to me he was as wild as any wolf, so you can dream your own wolf dreams for him. Who knows, perhaps with his wolf brawn and his dog brain, he was king of the wolves and hunted with them in the woods. And then perhaps one night the wolf pack wanted to eat some lonely woodcutter but our wolf-dog would not let them and so they drove him out? Or perhaps he just grew too old for the wolf ways? And so he wandered, and finally he came to me, and here he is. And you might think that the story is just a fairy tale but there are truths in it. For this dog is half wolf, and yet he was tamed and taught to love people. And now, if you are feeling a little better, you can tell me your story."

So she did. And by telling her story, Nataliya understood it for the first time. Not understood in the way that you comprehend a complicated equation, or a difficult problem in quantum mechanics, but as you understand a poem or a piece of music, knowing that it is as it is and could not be any other way.

"And then I came here, to this place, and I found you," was how she finished.

It was not entirely clear if the "you" was the old guard, or the old dog. Vadzim’s eyes were closed, and his breathing was slow and steady, and Nataliya saw that he was asleep.

She heard voices outside the hut and realised that her name was being called. The dog’s head had not moved all this time from her lap and she looked again at the name tag. She stroked it and then turned it round. There, on the reverse, which she had thought was blank, she saw that something had been written. This wasn’t the professional engraving of the front but just some hand, holding an awl, or other sharp tool, scratching at the tarnished surface. It was hard to make out what it said in the murk of the hut, so she reached back and pushed the door open, to let in the light. Not far away she saw Kurt and Evgeni, who had come to find her. She waved and smiled. In a minute, they were at the door.

"Who’s this fine old fellow?" asked Kurt, very much meaning the dog, and not Vadzim.

"Misha," she said. "His name is Misha."
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CHAPTER 49

Nataliya Becomes Natasha Again

Nataliya was sitting on a bench in a park in Kyiv. The leaves had begun to turn and the light filtering through them was golden. She held a lead coiled in her hands. Misha was methodically trudging from tree to bush, scent-marking each one. He was a very old dog now, and his bounding days were over, but he loved to walk, and to pee.

How old he was nobody quite knew. Yana had said, "My best guess is more than ten, less than eighteen." Kurt, typically, added, "We should cut him in half and count the rings."

When she’d told the story to the rest of the team, they had, of course, been sceptical. But the name tag seemed decisive. And nobody argued when Nataliya said that either she was going to take Misha back with her to Kyiv, or she was going to stay right there.

Naturally, Vadzim was sorry to lose his companion, but he understood that this was for the best, especially when Yana explained that a frail and elderly dog like this would need expensive veterinary treatment. Two bottles of expedition vodka, and a promise from Nataliya that Vadzim could come to visit any time smoothed the way.

"Maybe I’ll settle down with another of these Chernobyl dogs," he said.

Misha was treated by the vets. He was wormed and vaccinated, then put to sleep long enough for a dental check-up and the pulling of a bad tooth. Then, once the camp had finally been packed away, and a tearful Vadzim had said his goodbyes, Misha endured the drive back to Kyiv. Already he had formed a bond with Nataliya and lay heavily on her the whole way. But he snarled through his muzzle if any of the others came too close.

"Keep the muzzle on and don’t let him sleep on your bed," warned Yana.

"Not unless you want to wake up in the belly of the beast," said Kurt.

"Sure," she replied, but no one believed her. And that night, for the first time since she was seven years old, Nataliya slept with a dog on her bed. Twice in the night she woke up, and each time she saw that Misha, though curled up in the posture of sleep, was watching her. The first time she was startled and unnerved but then she grew calm, knowing deep down that the dog was watching her with love. The second time she opened her eyes and saw him still gazing on her, she reached out with her hand. Misha licked her fingers and in that night their bond became unbreakable.

So now Nataliya had a soulmate. It wasn’t her Zoya and yet, in a sense, it was. Misha could be a little cantankerous and grouchy. The wolf in him would sometimes come alive, as the two of them tussled over a stick or a ball. But he was also loyal and devoted, and he would closely scrutinise anyone rash enough to talk to his new alpha, waiting for the first sign of unfriendliness. Then a growl and an exposed fang would soon drive them off, even if it were just someone asking the way to the metro or a fellow dog walker in the park.

Nataliya knew that their time together would not last long. But that made it all the more precious. And with each day, the woman and the dog drew closer.
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Nataliya watched Misha as he sniffed his way through the park, and she thought about all he must have seen and experienced, and all that his mother, Zoya, must have endured, and she felt a deep sense of the rightness of things. It was almost as if until this time, when she had looked ahead, all she could see were traps and obstacles and minefields. And so she had not moved forwards but had merely shuffled from side to side. Things were different now. She could no longer see the pits filled with sharpened stakes or the high barbed-wire fences or the swamps with quicksand and snakes.

The red forest had come to an end.

But that wasn’t to say that the way ahead was clear. There was a green space but swirls of mist blocked her view . . . 

"Katya, come! Come here, girl!"

Nataliya looked up from her daydream. A man with tufted hair and glasses was calling his dog. When she saw it, she felt a little shock of emotion. The dog was a fluffy white Samoyed, hardly more than a puppy, and she had a puppy’s boundless energy and friendly enthusiasm. She was galloping towards Misha, ignoring her owner’s calls.

For a mad second, Nataliya knew with absolute conviction that this was her Zoya, brought back to her after all these years.

And then she shook her head, and she knew that it was simply another little dog, very like her own.

"Is that your dog?" asked the man, chasing awkwardly after the puppy. "Is he friendly? My little Katya . . . she hasn’t learned . . . she’s too . . ."

Nataliya found the man strangely comic.

"No, he’s not very friendly," she said, trying hard to keep a straight face. "He’s part wolf. He’ll probably eat your Katya."

"Oh no! Oh, please . . ." The man galloped on long, stick-insect legs towards his puppy, trying to get to her before she came within range of the wolf’s savage jaws.

Nataliya suddenly felt mean and relented. "I’m kidding," she called out. "He doesn’t eat little dogs. He prefers people."

The man stopped dead and looked back at her. Then he smiled.

"OK, you got me. I’m sorry. I’m new to dogs. I don’t really know what I’m doing."

"Your Katya will be fine with my Misha. He isn’t especially friendly but he hasn’t eaten anything that didn’t come out of a tin in a long time."

By then Katya had reached Misha, where she frolicked in front of him, her tail high, her ears cocked. Old Misha looked at her and then made a leap. It wasn’t the lightning strike of his glory days, more a laborious lunge.

The man gasped, and cried out, "No!" and for a second, Nataliya thought that Misha had betrayed her and that the wolf was still alive in him after all.

But then she saw that Misha’s jump had been a good-humoured answer to the young dog’s invitation to play. The two were now engaged in a dance: hers light-footed and nimble, his ponderous and slow, but a dance for all that.

Nataliya looked at the man, who now wore a broad smile. He had grey eyes and the sort of face that you could only ever capture with the inadequate word "nice". Yes, a nice face. He looked kind and worried and a little helpless.

Then he looked back at Nataliya, and said, pointing at the bench, "Er, um, may I sit?"

Nataliya shrugged and he sat, his legs awkward and ungainly, as if he had borrowed them from a baby giraffe.

"You seem to know all about dogs," he said admiringly.

"All about? No. Something? Yes. More than you, I guess."

She said this with a small smile, to soften the blow.

"Yes, yes. Well, it’s my sister, you see. She is very beautiful . . ." Then he looked at her, and Nataliya thought for an awful moment he was going to say "like you", but he carried on, stuttering a little. "And she has s-so many admirers, and one fellow thought he would make her love him if he gave her a dog. But she hates dogs . . . No, not hates, that’s too strong . . . She can’t be bothered with them. That’s it. And she said she was going to turn it out on to the street, so I said . . . Well, you can see what I said. Oh, but I’m just babbling away like an idiot. Please, let me introduce myself. I’m Ludo."

He put out his hand and Nataliya took it.

"Nice to meet you," she said.

And it was. She liked this hapless, flustered man. They chatted for a while. He was a journalist, he said. He wrote about art and culture. And he was writing a book, a novel.

"Ah, the opposite of me," said Nataliya. "I’m a scientist. I prefer the truth to all that nonsense."

And then they had a very entertaining argument about truth and fiction and art and beauty, while the two dogs, old and young, played on the grass.

Finally, Katya came scampering back to her master, with Misha lumbering after her, clearly a little in love with his new friend.

"She’s a Samoyed, yes?" asked Nataliya.

"I think so. Maybe with a little something else in there as well. Who knows?"

Katya was suddenly very interested in Nataliya, perhaps detecting that her master also might be interested. And perhaps even that this new human might be interested right back. She popped her front paws up on Nataliya’s knees.

"You never told me your name . . ." said Ludo, looking rather closely at her face. And she felt their scrutiny, the little dog, and the gently spoken man, with his soft hands and clean nails. And when she looked back at Katya, she saw that one of her eyes was blue and the other brown.

"Natasha," she said, and then without meaning to, she unleashed one of her rare and precious smiles, and it was as though the curtains had been pulled open, letting the glorious morning light into a darkened room.
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CHAPTER 50

You’ll Know the Angels When They Come

Misha was lying asleep, or half asleep, on the thin rug, next to the big old iron radiator in the hallway. He preferred it here to the soft bed made up for him in the parlour. Here, he could guard the pack without fear of being outflanked or attacked from behind. He had been drifting, his paws making sudden small movements, tiny echoes of the great, vaulting leaps that filled his dreams.

He emerged briefly back into full consciousness. His ears twitched and his nose sniffed. He sensed the four other members of his pack asleep in the bedroom. The male and female and, sharing their bed, the fluffy white Samoyed, no longer a puppy but still young enough to playfully tease and goad him. And then the new pup, soft and pink, in a cot in the corner.

Misha’s job was to protect them from the terrors of the night: the prowling lynx, the blundering bear, the wolf scouts from enemy packs.

All was well. All was well.

And so, by degrees, he fell again into that restless sleep, and soon he was prowling through the forest, the green of the living trees, the rusted blood of the dead, and then once more into the green. It was deepest night and yet he could see clearly: see the slender silver trunks of the birch, see the long emerald leaf-fingers of the ash and the epic stillness of the beech. Walking was painful for him but the night forest soothed his old hips and his aching shoulders, and so he broke first into a stiff trot and then a fluid run.

This wasn’t the terrified flight from an enemy, nor the eager pursuit of prey. It was a joyful running for the love of movement. To begin with he ran alone, his panting breath the only sound in the night. Then he felt the pounding of paws at his side and he knew that it was his brother.

But this was a different Bratan: his twisted back legs were whole and he was running as Bratan had never run before, bounding like a roebuck. And then Misha heard a more delicate tread on his other side and he turned to see Saluki, for once going slowly enough for him to keep up with her. Behind him he now felt the pulse of hundreds of paws pattering over the leaf litter and he knew that it was all of them: the dogs and wolves he’d known and loved, his friends, his allies, his children.

He glanced over his shoulder and there in the midst of the pack he made out the great plodding form of old Shepherd, somehow keeping up, and Terrier scampering between his legs, and Laika and Scrag and Shorty with them.

Each dog, each wolf, came with a memory. A memory of hunting and running and hiding and eating and playing and plotting and loving and hating.

Beside the trail he felt or glimpsed other presences: a great grey cart horse, mane and tail fluttering as it reared; a bear cub, eager to play; Baba Yaga, the wood witch, standing perfectly still, as silver as the birch bark, a smile on her lined face; weary old Vadzim, his moustache now grey as woodsmoke, nodding as the pack thundered by.

Misha saw them all but did not stop. He barked and the pack took up his call, and they filled the woods with song.

Misha was tireless, his feet lighter and lighter on the dry earth. And so he gradually outpaced those other dogs and wolves, and they dropped away into the endless forest night, until it was just Bratan with him, and Saluki. And then with a graceful tilt of her head, Saluki peeled silently away. Misha felt a little of his soul go with her but he could not stop, and now it was Misha and his brother, so close that their flanks touched as they ran.

Gradually Misha understood where they were going, that it was not onwards but backwards, and soon he sensed her presence, ahead. Misha and Bratan burst into the star-bright clearing, where Mother waited for them, calm and moon-white, and at last the brothers stopped running. There was a moment of ecstatic joy as they met, and as the three faces came together, Misha saw that he and Bratan were pups again, and somehow Mother also was a little ball of white fluff, light as a dandelion clock. She wriggled away from them and Misha followed, and the glade wrapped around and enclosed them.

And, in the dream, they were now engulfed in the soft whiteness of a bed. They wriggled and squirmed under the covers. Then Misha poked out his nose and beheld the blissful smiling face of the girl.

"Now, my love, my darling," the girl said, "we must sleep, because tomorrow I have to teach you all the tricks." And he bathed in her love and melted at last into the warmth like a snowflake on the tongue.
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