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1: Grace Moves On
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The August heat is punishing and like nothing Grace has ever experienced before. Like most children, she grew up with the threat of global warming and catastrophic climate change hanging over her head. For the most part, her parents had done their little bit to try to avert the impending tragedy and disaster everyone knew was coming. They recycled dutifully, shopped organic and eco-friendly and cut their foreign holidays down to two a year. As far as Grace can remember this seemed to allow them both to sleep well at night.

Grace frowns as she pads wearily up the diminishing lane towards the territory line. She realises that sometimes it is hard to remember exactly what her parents looked like and that it ought to worry her. Should she go back to her home and fetch some photos, just in case? She shrugs in answer. Fetching photos doesn’t seem too important in the grand scheme of things.

She supposes she misses them; Grace muses as she continues her heat-baked journey away from the Carter household. She misses her room and her things and she misses her school and her friends – where have they all ended up? Maybe she ought to consider that next. Grace has itchy feet. She has always bored easily and despite the constant drama of survival, she can’t see herself hanging around the village for too much longer.

It is dull at the Carters. If she had known that the old man was such a dictator, she would never have followed Reuben home. She’d fallen for his cheeky grin and now even that had dulled for her. Besides, it is blatantly obvious that he is obsessed with Chess. He hangs on her every word like a puppy dog. His eyes follow her constantly and almost everything he does is done with her in mind, one way or another.

Chess and Charlotte are all right, but they aren’t exactly warm towards her either. George is childish; all he cares about is impressing John and Reuben. The white-haired kid Dylan never says a word and Josie and Iris are away with the fairies. There is something a little bit wrong about the lot of them, Grace has decided.

So, with just the bare minimum packed in a backpack, Grace aims to wander over the territory line and see what happens. As she approaches it, her eyes dance with anticipation. It is unmanned, which is slightly disappointing, but still, it is a line she is not supposed to cross.

Collecting wood and picking berries and preparing food has gotten boring and old. Grace longs for excitement and danger. Maybe it can be found on the other side of Gus Beckett’s territory line. As she steps over it, she smiles. She can’t imagine any of the other Carter bunch being so bold. They all seem quite content to remain on their side and do as they have been told. Which in turn makes Grace feel like she really does not belong with them.

Nothing happens as she crosses the line just outside the gates to her old community. No wild, feral children spring out of the thickening hedgerows to attack or imprison her. She pauses to take her water bottle out from the backpack and walks along sipping from it. This part of the lane is unshaded and the sun is relentless – a burning ball of fire in a cobalt blue sky. She can’t remember the last time she saw a cloud.

Of course, John and Reuben have theories about that too.

‘It’s happening right now,’ Reuben had said, after instructing Grace to water the vegetable plot for the third time that day. ‘It’s what they all warned us about, Grace. It’s here. The world is on fire.’

She had laughed in his face then and she laughs again now. It is hot for sure but nothing is burning. And even if the Carter’s are right, most of the human population are dead now, there is no electricity and no one is burning fossil fuels any longer. Give it time, she had thought but not said and it will cool right back down again.

‘We’re being punished,’ she had overheard John telling Reuben one evening when they thought they were alone in the front garden. Grace had been helping herself to some of the oat cookies Charlotte had made that morning, when she heard their voices through the open kitchen window. 

What utter rubbish, she thinks now. No wonder Reuben is so screwed up, with that kind of crap being fed to him constantly. Grace rolls her eyes impatiently as she wanders along. She has no idea what she will find on the other side of the village but it has to be better than this.

The lane grows narrower as she follows it. She watches it curiously – her parent’s car would never make it down now, let alone a truck or a tractor. She spreads out her arms and touches the bushes on either side and laughs in amazement. Maybe John and Reuben are right about a few things, she concedes, because it is a bit like nature has gone into overdrive or something.

As she rustles her hands through the bushes, the bushes rustle back at her. At first it seems like an echo, like her own footfalls delayed, but then she realises that the bushes are rustling in front as well as behind her. Her mouth runs a little dry at the thought of someone watching or following her. She swigs another mouthful of water, slips it into her bag and picks up speed.

The bushes tremble as she enters Millers Lane, both sides now swaying and jerking as she moves past them. She feels a growing sense of unease and claustrophobia. The lane is becoming so narrow it is almost a tunnel. She feels like she is in the middle of one of those mazes made of thick hedging. But something makes her recoil from the thought of pushing herself through the hedging to cheat. The lane is warm under her feet, like something from the past she can put her faith into; concrete and tarmac, manmade and made to last.

Except the further she travels, the messier the tarmac becomes. In places it has ripped open, revealing rich black earth beneath. She hurries over these, refusing to look down, suddenly inexplicably terrified that if she lingers too long something will reach up and grab her. 

The lane her parent’s car used to sail down effortlessly is breaking up under her feet. Huge potholes have appeared, one after the other, forcing her to play an uneasy game of hopscotch as she jumps from one ridge to the other. Flat road no longer exists, she realises with some dismay. It is much worse here. Soon the wild kids won’t even have to worry about their red lines. There will be no getting through.

Greenery is pushing up through the gaps: brambles, tiny sprigs of holly bush and baby oak trees. ‘Jesus Christ,’ Grace groans as she navigates her way through. The rustling in the bushes keeps up until she reaches the end of the lane and breathes a sigh of relief that Parsley Lane, once famous for its nose to tail traffic, is relatively unscathed compared to Millers Lane.

She peers over her shoulder and the hedges fall still and silent. There is not a breeze in the air. The air itself is thick and pungent, all trace of human smells now replaced by the stench of foliage and wildlife. She wrinkles her nose and crosses the road in a hurry.

The crows are noisy on this side, she notices instantly. Another wriggle of unease tightens her belly. Out of pure instinct, Grace picks up a large stick when crossing the bridge and holds it in both hands. 

On the other side of the bridge, the sound is even worse. Hundreds of crows are flapping around in the sky, none of them really going anywhere. As she comes out in front of the shop, one dive bombs her out of nowhere. Suddenly it is coming at her, hurtling through the sky with its beak open and its wings stretched back. Grace screams and swings the stick. The crow is smacked over the railings and into the water but there are far more up there. Holding her arms over her head as more start to attack, Grace runs to the small green and grabs the metal ice-cream sign that is still there. She lifts it over her head, holds on tight and starts to run.

The intensity of their cries is ear piercing now. Grace rushes across the Causeway and towards the social club. She knows that is where most of the kids in charge will be. Perhaps they are all holed up inside waiting for this bizarre onslaught to end. Crows continue to dive bomb her as she runs, their claws and beaks peppering the sign with a constant metallic clang that rings in her ears.

She feels their beaks piercing the skin of her fingers but holds on tighter and dashes across the carpark. It’s then that she hears another noise under the bellow of crows – screaming and snarling and barking. 

There is a tussle just outside the main doors. A dog and a boy are rolling around together in a blood-soaked frenzy. Grace does not think twice. She runs towards them and brings the heavy metal sign down on them both.
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2: A Hard Rain
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‘You can feel the changes in the air,’ John says to Reuben as the two of them sit side by side on the bench in the front garden. Behind them the kitchen clatters with the sounds of life being lived and John, lifting his head slightly to hear it, smiles to himself.

‘Climb ees! Climb ees!’ Iris is demanding like a broken record. They hear Charlotte soothing her and soft laughter from Chess, followed by the unmistakable sound of a cake tin being opened.

Reuben nods thoughtfully, glancing quickly at his grandfather before frowning back at the late summer garden. He knows what his grandfather means but doesn’t have the words to explain it. It is late August, each day as sweltering hot and as unforgiving as the last, yet if you sat outside as early as possible there was something different in the air: a slight crispness, a tantalising coolness just out of reach. And even as they sit and stare and wonder, a browned leaf from the apple tree swirls slowly down to the grass before them. John nods at it.

‘You can feel it all right,’ he grunts. He clears his throat, sniffs and stretches his arms up above his head with a long yawn. ‘Gotta get up early to catch it, but it’s there.’

‘Good,’ says Reuben with certainty. ‘I can’t wait for it to get cooler. Do you think it was the hottest summer on record, Grandpa?’

‘Without a doubt, son,’ John replies. ‘Hotter than hell. Look at them fields.’

Reuben looks. To the left, beyond the iron fence, shrubs and apple trees, he can just see the cornfield. The corn has done well, despite the heat. Most of the plants have thrived, he remembers, though keeping up with the watering has been a full-time job for all of them. The corn stalks are tall and proud and paper dry.

‘You think it’ll be enough?’

‘I should think so,’ says John. ‘We’ll make flour out of most of it. Can some, freeze some, turn the rest into animal feed. We did good. Everyone did good. They all pulled together.’

‘Except Grace,’ Reuben says with a shrug. ‘But she is still new.’

‘Saw her leave this morning. Not sure she’ll be back.’

Reuben looks at him. ‘Why’d you think that?’

John makes a face as if considering his answer. ‘She’s not at home here. You can sense it.’

‘Hope she doesn’t join the other side...’ Reuben glares at the ground and kicks unhappily at the dead grass. ‘They’ve got enough kids.’

‘Well, they’ve left us alone a while now, so we won’t worry if she does. I figured given enough time that Beckett boy would have enough to keep him busy over there. Probably forgotten all about us.’

‘Hmm,’ says Reuben, unconvinced. ‘I still hope I never run into him on my own.’

‘Look at that, son,’ John says then.

Reuben looks at his grandfather and follows his gaze to the skies above. They are pale blue and just sailing casually past the treetops is one large solitary cloud. Reuben jumps up, his mouth dropping open in excitement.

‘It won’t just pass on by, Grandpa?’

John chuckles and scratches his neck. ‘I’m gonna put a bet on some rain before the day is done, Reuben.’

‘It’s September tomorrow,’ the boy gasps, looking down at his grandfather. ‘It’s autumn.’

‘Yep. The earth keeps moving, not giving a damn what us bunch get up to. The seasons keep on coming back around. We’ve got to collect more firewood, boy. Mark my words.’

Reuben sits back down with a sigh. The excitement of the cloud makes him feel suddenly weary. As hard and hot as the summer has been, he does not relish the thought of winter. Autumn will be a blessed relief from the drought, but winter will be hard on them all. They will have to make the food and the wood last. And Reuben has always hated being trapped inside. He makes a mental note to take another trip to the big shopping complex on the other side of the river. He will need more warm clothes – they all will.

John blows his breath out then suddenly and intensely shudders from head to toe. Reuben, feeling it, looks at him curiously. ‘You okay, Gramps?’

‘Like someone walked over my grave,’ the old man chuckles. With a soft, yet uneasy smile he stares up at the trees surrounding them. ‘You ever get the feeling you’re being watched, Reuben?’

‘Watched?’ Reuben’s voice is a whisper. He follows his grandfather’s gaze for the second time, notes the progress of the cloud and swallows drily. He knows what John means yet is not able to explain it. So, he just nods and John nods in return.

‘Not just watched,’ John adds before hoisting himself up from the bench with a groan. ‘Judged.’

When John walks around to the back garden, Reuben pauses before following. His mind is so full of clouds and rain and Grace leaving and winter coming, that for a moment he feels like he cannot breathe, like he has forgotten how to. His mouth hangs open and his heart thuds and his guts curl up tight.

Frightened, Reuben leaves the bench and hurries after John. He finds him at the end of the sunlit garden staring out at the field behind the property. Through the trees and shrubbery they can make out the peaks and towers of Heron Court, now empty and desolate. 

A small herd of deer are on the field grazing the stubby grass. These days the herds vary in size and the deer draw closer and closer. Like the foxes and the rabbits and the otters too, Reuben thinks, standing at his grandfather’s side. Closer and closer. And John is right – it feels like they are all watching them, watching and waiting. But for what?

‘We should feed them,’ Reuben exclaims. The thought explodes from his mind so brightly and forcefully that he grabs his grandfather’s sleeve –something he has not done since he was very small. ‘The deer,’ he explains. ‘We should make friends with them, leave them food every day. Maybe the stag won’t attack again if we do that?’

John tilts his head, his eyes burning into the distance. ‘It worked with the robin,’ he says gruffly and Reuben finally releases his breath in a long, shuddery sigh.

They are turning towards the house when the first raindrop falls. It hits Reuben on the nose and he gasps in surprise and delight. Another drop hits John in the eye. He holds Reuben’s gaze, as his old eyes widen with joy and relief.

Suddenly the dry hot air is alive with falling raindrops. It patters at first, followed by a light shower, a beautiful fresh rainbow of water. Reuben turns in a circle, hands held out.

‘Rain!’ he yells at the house. ‘Rain!’

By the time the others have emerged, the rain is harder. It pounds down on them, and they meet in the back garden, eyes screwed up, hands held out, clothes soaked in seconds and plastered to their skin. For a few short blissful moments, it is wonderful.

And then it turns. The rain comes down so heavily they can barely see. Admitting defeat but still elated, the Carter household rush back inside to watch the rain from the doors and windows. The drops are so powerful they later discover they have left small bruises all over their skin.
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3: Rain-Girl
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In the pain and confusion Gus is not sure what happened first – the girl or the rain. Or maybe they happened simultaneously. Somewhere in his addled and frantic mind which has been switched firmly to survival mode, he will forever link Grace to the rain and think of her as rain-girl.

The dog howls in pain as both the metal sign and the sudden heavy rain batter it. Gus feels hands scrambling for his and he is both pulled and pushed towards the door of the social club. He can barely see through the sheets of rain, but he thinks he sees the yellow dog loping off through the car park and when he glances up at the sky, he sees the crows are going too.

Relief swamps him, followed by anger and rage. They ambushed him! Which would be bad enough if it had been some other kids or adults, but animals? Animals? The girl shoves him through the door and he screams in pain. In the middle of the fight for his life, Gus had not felt any pain, only fear and fury. He had to beat the dog to death or the dog would kill him.

But now he can feel it and when he collapses against the wall in the hallway at the bottom of the steps, he looks down to see that he is covered in blood.

‘Jesus Christ...’ he gasps, planting his hands over it, patting himself to locate the wound. ‘Shit! Shit! Look what it’s done to me!’

‘Let me look,’ the girl instructs, crouching before him. She is sopping wet and her own hands are bleeding as she pushes his out of the way and lifts his t-shirt. ‘Whoa,’ she says, grimacing. ‘He got you bad in the belly. Anywhere else?’

All of a sudden, feeling tremendously weak, like he might throw up, Gus slumps against the wall and lifts his trembling hands. They are bloodied and as he turns them over, he can see several bite marks and gashes. His eyes track down to his bare arms where there are more bite wounds.

‘Thanks,’ he manages to utter to the girl. ‘Think you saved my life.’

‘Either me or the rain,’ she shrugs and grins. ‘I’m Grace. And you are?’

‘Gus,’ he croaks, screwing his eyes up in pain. ‘I think I need some help, Grace. Can you yell to my crew in there?’

‘We need to stop the bleeding,’ she says, getting up. ‘Hold on!’

She takes off up the stairs and Gus rests his head back on the wall, breathing fast and hard. He hears her yells erupt a commotion and seconds later the hallway is full of kids. 

‘Shit!’ yells Oliver, landing clumsily at his side. ‘Someone get Ellie!’

A few kids dash off calling for her and her brother Christian. Grace is before him again, applying someone’s hastily removed t-shirt to his belly.

‘What the hell happened?’ asks Tyler, mouth hanging open in horror and awe.

‘He was being attacked by a dog when I arrived,’ Grace tells them all.

‘And who the hell are you?’ asks Matt, looking her up and down in concern.

‘Grace,’ she replies easily, offering him a smile. ‘I used to live in Heron Court.’

‘The posh place?’ gasps Gus. ‘I should’ve known. You look the type.’

Grace laughs softly. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment. I was hanging around with the Carter people for a bit but I got bored. Good thing I did, eh?’ She winks at Gus and he finds himself starting to like her.

‘The Carter lot?’ he says, struggling to sit up. ‘They’re our enemies. All of them.’

‘Well, not me,’ she shrugs, smiling around at them all. ‘I’m not one of them. I’m not one of anyone.’

‘What’re you doing here?’ Matt questions.

‘Just felt like going for a walk,’ she says. ‘I was curious if you want to know the truth.’

‘Curious about what?’ asks Gus.

‘About what would happen if I crossed your red lines.’

The kids all look at each other, and then back at Grace. Just then Ellie arrives with Christian in tow. She eases herself through the crowd and orders most of them to go back into the hall. Oliver and Matt remain with Grace.

Christian passes her the medical kit and she pulls out a roll of bandages still in its cellophane. As she does, she lifts the t-shirt and visibly winces. ‘Oh no. I don’t think this will be big enough.’

Gus sees her eyes widen as she swaps a nervous look with her brother.

‘It needs stitching,’ says Grace, catching her eye. ‘It’s deep and it might get infected. The other ones are superficial.’

‘What the hell happened to you?’ gushes Christian.

‘Bloody yellow dog,’ winces Gus, feeling weaker now. ‘If you see it, you kill it, you understand me? Kill it!’

‘Understood,’ nods Christian.

‘Not just a dog,’ Grace says then. ‘It was crows too. They got me as I was coming over the bridge. Look.’ She holds out her hands so that they can all see the puncture wounds. ‘What the hell got into them?’

‘It’s happened before,’ murmurs Ellie as she unwinds the bandage and removes the blood-soaked t-shirt Grace has been holding in place. ‘They really don’t like us since the adults all died.’

‘Probably because Gus keeps shooting ‘em!’ pipes up Oliver.

Gus flops an arm in his direction but misses the punch. ‘Shut...up.’

‘Gus?’ Ellie leans forward. ‘Gus, you okay?’

His eyes have closed and all he wants to do is sleep. He feels Ellie press a hand against his forehead and imagines she is just making it up as she goes along. Unwind the bandages, check temperature, make him a cup of tea. He has a sudden, deep fear that he is going to die because these kids don’t know what the hell they are doing.

‘Gus?’ It is the rain-girl now, gently shaking his shoulder. ‘I think he’s losing consciousness!’

‘Shit!’ hisses Oliver. ‘What now?’

‘I don’t know!’ Ellie sounding panicked. Another hand shaking his shoulder and another patting at his face.

‘It’s the blood,’ rain-girl says with conviction. ‘He’s losing too much. We need to get help!’

‘What help?’ Ellie snaps at her. ‘What do you expect me to do? Call an ambulance?’

Gus smiles softly as he slips slowly down the wall. He is able to wave a hand when they try to sit him back up and thankfully, they seem to understand.

‘Put something under his head,’ says Christian.

‘We could stitch him up...’ mutters Ellie. ‘But I’ve never done it before!’

‘We need John Carter.’

Rain-girl? No. What the hell is she saying? Why would she say that? Gus tries to open his mouth and say no, no, no way! But he can only manage a whimper. He is so tired now. He has never wanted sleep so badly before in his life. He feels someone lifting his head and slipping something soft under it. He feels someone wiping fruitlessly at the wounds on his hands and arms while Ellie makes anxious noises as his blood soaks straight through her bandages.

‘Oh God...’ he hears her whisper.

‘John Carter,’ rain-girl says again. ‘He stitched up George. He’ll know what to do. One of you go get him, now!’

‘But...’ Oliver sounds unsure. ‘He said not to.’

‘He’s gonna die,’ rain-girl says, stating it as a hard cold fact. Gus wants to argue with her. He wants to tell her not to be so dramatic and he wants to tell her that no way in hell is creepy John Carter coming anywhere near him. But he can’t utter a word. He lifts one hand then drops it before the world fades to black.
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4: Who Will Come Next?
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‘What is he up to now?’ Charlotte groans, rolling onto her stomach so that she can see Reuben better. She is lying beside Chess on the weathered picnic table, enjoying the last of the rain. Side by side the girls have spread themselves out, eyes and mouths open as the rain pelts them.

It has slowed to a drizzle now and feels amazing on their bare skin. Chess clicks her tongue in annoyance and rolls over to look. Reuben is out in the back fields chucking out what looks like animal feed. In the distance a herd of deer look on.

‘He’s gonna get himself killed,’ Chess mutters, shaking her head.

‘I don’t see the stag.’ Charlotte props herself up on her elbows and frowns into the distance. ‘He should be okay.’

‘There’s six deer there,’ Chess replies. ‘If they attack him, he’ll still be in trouble.’

‘They’re coming closer,’ Charlotte notes. ‘Look.’

Charlotte is right. One large doe has slipped ahead of the small herd and is sniffing the air in interest. Reuben clocks her but keeps throwing the feed around.

‘He’s trying to win them over,’ Chess sighs. ‘All part of the new plan.’

‘Interesting.’

Chess wriggles on the table. ‘I am soaked through and I love it. I don’t think I could survive another summer like that.’

‘Ugh, me either. It was getting hard to breathe, I swear.’

‘Reuben thinks it global warming. Just like that.’

Charlotte shrugs, her eyes fixed on the boy throwing the food. ‘Maybe it is. Time will tell, I guess.’

‘You think he’s right then?’ Chess looks at her. ‘About the files and their theories?’

‘I dunno,’ Charlotte shakes back her brown curls. ‘Part of me buys it... It almost makes some sort of weird poetic sense, you know? We messed Mother Nature up and she’s wreaking her revenge. Sounds like a terrible action movie.’

‘It’s not scientifically possible though,’ Chess argues, glaring back at Reuben. ‘And sometimes I really worry about his sanity.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really. He talks to the animals, okay, I can get that. Sometimes Spud is the only one I can get any sense out of, but he’s started talking to the plants and the trees too.’

Charlotte groans and covers her face briefly. ‘Oh God, not him as well. I get enough of that from Iris!’

‘And Josie!’ Chess cries. ‘And Dylan too! He won’t speak a word to us, but he mutters to the bloody trees, Charlotte! I’m serious,’ she adds as the older girl giggles beside her. ‘I’m actually getting worried. Are we all losing our minds? Is that what’s happening? We are so far removed from normality now, we’ve just actually all gone insane?’

Charlotte smiles in sympathy and sits up. She smooths back her wet hair and stares back at Reuben. He is still in the field but seems to have spotted something of interest on the lane. He is heading that way in a hurry.

‘Maybe,’ she replies. ‘How could anyone be fully sane after everything we’ve all been through? It still hits me at the weirdest times. The world is totally different. Most people are dead. Everything is over. And you know what else keeps me awake at night?’

‘What?’

‘Worrying about what will come next. Who will come next.’

Chess sits up beside her. ‘What do you mean, who?’

‘There are still adults alive,’ says Charlotte. ‘John for instance. The prisoner Gus has. There must be others. And older kids like me... Maybe even kids in positions of authority, power, I don’t know.  What about the children of politicians and the military, stuff like that? How long before they start organising us back into a society?’

‘Would that be such a bad thing?’ Chess questions, her eyes now on Reuben as he picks up pace and starts running towards the lane. ‘We’d be safe then, surely? With electricity and medicine and a government?’

Charlotte shrugs and slips down from the table. ‘Depends who gets control I suppose. Something’s happening, Chess.’

‘I know. Come on.’

The two girls dash across the garden towards the front gate. From there they can see Reuben tearing along the fence line.

‘What do you want?’ they hear him yell at someone.

‘John!’ Chess shouts at the house.

He appears instantly, George and Dylan right behind him. Chess and Charlotte reach the gate just as Reuben pushes himself through the fencing and marches alongside it, keeping pace with a black-haired boy.

‘It’s Oliver!’ Chess calls out then, with a sigh of relief. She grabs Charlotte’s arm. ‘It’s okay, it’s just Oliver. He’s not too bright. He’s not even armed, look.’

They gather at the gate. Oliver stands on the other side, panting hard, his face flushed bright red. ‘Need help!’ he manages to gasp as they all look on.

‘What’s happened?’ asks Chess.

‘Gus!’ the boy leans over his knees. ‘Gus is hurt!’

Reuben snorts and rolls his eyes. ‘Good! What do you expect us to do about it?’

‘Reuben,’ John places a calming hand on his shoulder and looks at Oliver. ‘What’s happened to him, son?’

‘Dog...’ Oliver gasps, straightening up again. ‘You’ve got to come quick please, she says he’s gonna die! He’s gonna die if we don’t stop the bleeding!’

John turns away. ‘I’ll get my bag.’

‘Grandpa no!’ Reuben yells after him. ‘It could be a trap!’

Chess is already unlocking the gate. ‘I’ll go with him,’ she tells Reuben. ‘Make sure it’s safe.’

John is already marching back out of the house with a medical bag swinging from one hand. Chess pulls the gate open and slips out with him. Reuben quickly follows, his eyes fixed on Oliver.

‘I’m coming too then,’ he says, giving Oliver a little shove.

‘Jesus Reuben,’ sighs Chess. ‘That’s not a good idea!’

Reuben rounds on her angrily. ‘You really think I’m gonna let Grandpa walk into a trap with that lunatic Gus on the other end of it? No way. I’m coming too.’

Chess swaps a weary look with John before shrugging at Reuben. ‘Fine. Whatever.’ She turns to Charlotte. ‘Hold down the fort. We’ll be back soon.’

‘We gotta hurry,’ Oliver is already limping his way back up the lane. ‘Come on, he’s not gonna last much longer.’

‘Don’t think he’d rush down here if it was me,’ Reuben growls in reply and they walk on quickly, following Oliver. 

‘What the hell happened?’ Chess catches up with him and asks.

‘I don’t know, didn’t see...’ the younger Beckett replies, his fast walk breaking into a trot. ‘Some dog... I didn’t see, blood everywhere! Jesus, it tore into his belly! And the crows too, Chess! The crows!’

Chess reaches out and hugs him briefly before dropping her arm. ‘It’s okay Oliver, we’ll help him. John has some serious skills, I promise you.’

‘Crows, you say?’ John presses, walking as fast as the arthritis allows.

Oliver nods, gulping. ‘Yep. Sky was full of ‘em again. You had that here?’

John and Chess nod grimly while Reuben continues to glare daggers at Oliver Beckett. ‘Not too happy, are they?’ John asks tenderly.

‘We lost a kid to ‘em,’ Oliver spills, having long forgotten the secret he is supposed to keep. ‘They killed her! They’re killers! Is it cos all the adults have gone? Are they taking the piss?’

His eyes are on John, so John waves a hand in reply. ‘I don’t know, young man. I really don’t. We haven’t had them attack but they’ve sure been rowdy down here some days.’

Chess almost tells Oliver about the robin but the incident still seems too ridiculous to discuss so she keeps quiet.

‘Gus keeps shooting ‘em,’ Oliver goes on as they rush past the gates to Heron Court. ‘But they just keep coming at us, like they’re multiplying or something!’

‘Maybe you should stop shooting them,’ Reuben says bitterly. ‘Just a thought!’

‘Come on,’ Oliver urges, ignoring him. ‘You’ve gotta help him, Mr Carter.’

‘I’ll do my best, son,’ John nods kindly. ‘I’ll do my very best.’

‘Not that he deserves it,’ Reuben grumbles but is ignored by everyone. 
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5: Buzzard
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From the darkening clouds, buzzard can see them all. The scurrying movement of people through the maze of the narrowed lanes. She hovers above them on her broad wings and follows their frantic progress. From her viewpoint, she can see how the lanes below have narrowed to almost nothing, how the hedgerows have continued to swell and spread. The fields beyond, her hunting grounds, are overgrown with grass and weeds and without the fear of the gamekeeper, the pheasants are easy prey.

She can also see the activity on the other side of the village. Small humans are milling around a building while flocks of crows look on. Buzzard can sense their hunger and joy. She swoops lower, her keen eyes picking out the puddle of blood and the young crows hopping gleefully around it. The smell of fear and panic carries in the air to her and she recalls it from before, when every journey she took could be cut short by the crack of a gun. She remembers the dead crows hanging by their feet as a warning to others. She remembers the traps for squirrels, stoats and weasels. At one time, the fields and the lanes had been ripe with the smell of terror and blood.

Now things are different. Buzzard feels no fear. She has no enemies. She is queen of the sky and soars and swoops with total freedom. She hovers over the running humans and wonders what their flesh tastes like.
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6: Reuben Makes a Stand
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The rain is picking up again. By the time they reach the car park of the social club, it’s coming down in heavy sheets, soaking them through. Reuben supposes it is good but as ever, his paranoia is in overdrive. The summer had been too hot, too soon and now this? He can’t help seeing it as a bad sign.

The crows are gone at least and there is no sign of the dog that supposedly attacked Gus Beckett. Reuben scans the car park as they make their way quickly across it. Mostly he is checking for any signs of danger, his senses on high alert. He has no idea when it started but checking for danger, listening, watching with a keen eye, picking out the detail, sniffing the air, have all become second nature to him now. Every morning when he opens the house and steps into the day he pauses, knowing he will pick up something at some point.

Just like in the field. Had he heard, seen or smelled Oliver Beckett before it was possible to do so? Reuben isn’t sure and there is no way he is going to mention it to any of the others. Most of them think he is crazy anyway – crazy or weird. The girls laugh behind his back; he knows it and hates it. He never wants to give them another reason to laugh at him.

The car park is deserted except for the abandoned cars once owned
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