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1: Rat
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Her newborn babies are still hairless and blind when the water comes to claim them. She watches them float away down the tunnel her ancestors dug under the shed. One by one they bob helplessly away with the current. Rat can swim, so she swims away, down the tunnel and out into the night air. Rain falls in heavy sheets, pummelling her small body as she swims frantically, reaching and grabbing for anything to hold on to.

When she turns to look, she sees her old home sinking into the riverbank. The river has grown so hungry lately. It is never satisfied, never happy. It spreads out to the sides, claiming more and more land, more sheds and gardens and houses. It fills the rat holes with river water, forcing the rats to flee.

And still it wants more and rat can feel it in her tiny bones. She clings to a tree root and starts to scramble up the trunk of a large willow. Finally free of the rushing waters, she climbs higher and higher until she can rest and look down on the carnage.

Her home is gone; her babies are gone. The river is wild and black and merciless, ripping through the land and taking everything with it and still the rain continues to fall. From the bough she clings to, rat twitches her whiskers and shakes her grey fur dry. She stares around her until movement catches her eye.

Further back, on the wet gleaming street that the river has not yet claimed, rat sees her kind moving. Not just one, not just a group, but an entire colony. Hundreds, if not thousands of rippling grey and brown bodies, running on tiny paws away from the river.

Rat knows it is time to go.

She leaps from the tree, lands on dry land and scuttles through debris and mud to join the fleeing colony.
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2: Time Will Tell
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‘She should be back by now,’ Reuben mutters for the thousandth time as he opens the kitchen door a crack and stares out at the night again.

A sneeze sounds behind him followed by a rattling cough. ‘Close the damn door and stop fretting,’ John orders, before blowing his nose loudly on a tissue. ‘She’ll be just fine. Probably holed up with Gus for the night so she doesn’t have to go out in this again.’

‘Hmm.’ Reuben closes the door a little too hard and shoves his hands into his pockets. His expression is dark as he tears his gaze from the window and scrutinises his grandfather instead. ‘You okay, Gramps?’

‘Course I am.’ John wipes his nose, balls up the tissue and promptly sneezes again. ‘Just a damn cold, that’s all. You going to get to bed or what?’

Reuben shrugs. He knows there is no chance of him sleeping with Chess still out there. And besides, what if the trenches don’t work? What if the water gets in while they are all asleep?

He pulls out a chair and slumps into it with an irritated sigh. ‘Do you think the trenches will work?’ He runs a hand back through his hair and it comes back wet so he wipes it down his jeans and sighs again. ‘Even just for tonight?’

John shrugs and dabs at his streaming nose with more tissues. ‘Time will tell, son. Time will tell. But we are as prepared as we can be and that’s all you can ever do. The bags are packed. The animals are ready to go. Charlotte even drew a rough plan of the airport so we could see where we might put everything and try to grow crops again. She’s a smart girl. They both are.’

‘I’m just worried,’ Reuben murmurs, his hands clasped together on the tabletop. ‘We shouldn’t have let her go alone. Maybe I should go and look for her?’

John shakes his head and pats the old, worn table. ‘Not a chance I’m letting you back out in that so don’t even think about it, son.’

Reuben glances at the window as the wind and rain tear at it harder and the sound of tiles falling from the roof can be heard outside. Reuben winces and looks at John. His grandfather is staring at the window and the dark, wild night beyond it, his expression tight and troubled, his brow creased deeply.

‘Hey, I’m getting wet in here!’ George suddenly yells from the boys’ room.

‘I’ll go.’ Reuben gets to his feet before John can and leaves the room with the yellow dog trailing behind. He heads down the dimly lit hallway and pushes open the bedroom door. ‘What’s up?’

George is sitting on his bed fiddling with a torch. He smacks it a few times and it bursts into light. George aims it at the ceiling and Reuben groans. A hole has appeared directly above George’s bed and the rain is pouring in.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Reuben complains. ‘You better sleep in the lounge.’

George grunts wearily and climbs out of bed. He picks up the pet carrier with the kitten inside, slings his get-up-and-go bag over one shoulder and trudges sleepily out of the room. ‘Chess back yet?’ he yawns over his shoulder.

‘No.’ Reuben stands on the bed and puts his hand through the hole. His fingers close on wet ivy insistently pushing its way in. It has grown overnight, he thinks, with some alarm. It feels thick and vibrant and he is sure he can feel it twisting and writhing between his fingers. He pulls back sharply and glares at the hole. ‘Jesus Christ. You want the whole house, do you?’

The ivy doesn’t answer but the rain does, suddenly increasing in ferocity and powering through the hole to soak the bed and the floor. John appears in the doorway, leaning heavily on his cane and looking about as exhausted as Reuben has ever seen him. A flicker of worry scratches at his mind but he pushes it away and nods at Dylan.

‘Better wake him up and get him out of here, Gramps. This isn’t looking good.’

‘Stick this over it.’ John hands him a folded square of plastic sheeting. ‘Pond liner. Though really we need to get on the roof and nail it in place, and none of us are doing that tonight.’

Reuben takes the pond liner and does his best to weave it into the hole, using the ivy to help him anchor it in place. John shakes Dylan from his sleep and herds him quietly out of the room. Reuben jumps down and uses his knees to push George’s bed against his own so that any further rainwater will soak the floor and not the bed. He moves with a resigned weariness and the feeling that everything he does is now pointless. Surely in the morning they will all be packing up and leaving Pig Shoot Lane for good?

It hurts his heart to even consider it. This has been his home since he was eleven. It has been his refuge since he was born. It’s the only place he ever felt truly loved, safe and sheltered. He bites down on his lips to stop them trembling as he turns and almost stumbles over another tree root that has reared up through the floorboards. He steps over it, shaking his head and grumbling under his breath. And outside, the wind howls and screams and the rain pounds down on them all.

Reuben closes the door behind him after shouldering his and Dylan’s get-up-and-go bags. He traipses down the hall and into the lounge with yellow dog at his side. George is already snoring on the sofa and Dylan has curled up in the armchair. John is sitting at the table and he looks terrible. His cheeks are flushed and sweat is visible on his forehead.

‘Gramps, you sure you’re okay?’

John waves a hand but looks unsure. ‘Just a fever, I think. Get me some paracetamol will you, son?’

‘Sure.’

Reuben turns back to the kitchen, swipes the tin from the shelf above the window and opens it up. As he grabs the box of paracetamol, he hears his grandfather coughing in the lounge. It’s wet and rasping – he does not like the sound of it at all. He grabs a glass of water and hurries back to him.

‘Here Gramps.’

John takes the pills, swallows, and chases them down with water. He nods his thanks and coughs into his hand. ‘I’ll be all right. Don’t you go worrying.’

‘I can’t help it,’ Reuben shrugs miserably. ‘It feels like everything is going wrong.’

‘Sometimes things have to go wrong before they can go right. Know what I mean?’

Reuben shakes his head. ‘Not really. I don’t want to leave here, Gramps. It feels like if we do, we’ll never come back.’

John reaches out and slings an arm around Reuben’s shoulders. He pulls him closer and rests his head on the boy’s shoulder. ‘I know. I don’t want to leave here either, Reuben. I really don’t. This old house is in my bones you know.’

Reuben isn’t sure what he means but he sighs wistfully, inhaling his grandfather’s familiar scent as their embrace lingers. It’s an earthy smell born of years of outdoor endeavours: grass and wood and soil and rain.

‘And what about Chess?’ he asks softly.

John pulls away, coughs into his hand again and grins at Reuben. ‘Get on that sofa and get some sleep, will you? Plan is we make it through the night and tomorrow morning we make another plan. Okay?’

It isn’t enough for Reuben but he sees that he has no choice. He nods glumly and leaves his grandfather’s side. The old house groans and creaks around them as he eases himself onto the other side of the sofa and curls up in a ball to avoid disturbing George.

In the girls’ room, the rain smacks into the windows and the girls sleep uneasily, whilst Josie and Iris occasionally call out in their sleep, something about the trees. Reuben barely sleeps. Every time he drifts closer, he either hears the house groaning as the outside begs to come in, or he hears his grandfather coughing wetly into his hand.
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3: Pheasant Land
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To everyone’s surprise, they wake the next morning to a clear sky and a bright sun. Charlotte is the first to comment as she stands barefoot in the doorway with Iris drowsy on her hip. She gazes around at the new day and feels like something unnameable has shifted.

‘It’s nearly November,’ she points out, though she has no idea why she feels the need to mention it. Iris sucks her thumb and plays with her curls, stretching each one out before letting go and giggling as it pings back into a corkscrew.

Reuben staggers into the hallway behind them and when Charlotte looks him over, she can tell he has barely slept; he looks haggard and on edge. She feels the sudden urge to put Iris down and invite him into her embrace instead. He has never looked more in need of a hug. 

‘I’ll make porridge!’ George calls out from the kitchen.

Charlotte grins at Reuben. ‘You look knackered, kiddo.’

Reuben grimaces as he peers past her. ‘Look at that. Wonder when it stopped raining.’

‘Did the trenches work?’ George yells at them.

‘Looks like it,’ Reuben replies, his face brightening a little. It darkens again when John starts coughing in the lounge. He has finally given in to their demands and taken up the sofa where he now lies covered in a blanket and surrounded by tissues.

‘It’s just a cold,’ Charlotte assures Reuben. ‘He’ll be okay.’

‘I know.’ Reuben steps out past her and shivers. ‘It feels colder,’ he remarks and Charlotte nods her agreement. Maybe that is what has shifted or changed, she’s not sure, but her bare feet ache from the cold air biting around them.

‘I’ll go and look for Chess,’ she tells Reuben then, letting Iris drop to the floor and watching as she toddles into the kitchen.

Reuben shakes his head and yawns again. ‘No, no, I’ll go. After breakfast.’

‘Let me,’ Charlotte takes his arm gently and pulls him back inside so that she can close the door on the chilly morning. ‘We don’t want you and Gus falling out again, do we? Let me. I’ll be fine. I won’t take long. I’m sure she just took shelter there when the weather got worse again.’

Reuben looks like he wants to disagree but after a moment he nods at her. ‘All right then. What do you reckon about this place? Gramps said we’d make another plan in the morning if we made it through.’

‘I’ll leave you guys to talk it out while I go and get Chess,’ Charlotte replies. ‘I’m happy with whatever you all decide, okay? We stay longer or we go now, I don’t mind. As long as we’re all together and we’re all safe, right?’

He looks as if he is about to say something, argue with her even, but then he appears to change his mind and exhales slowly. ‘Right.’

Charlotte ruffles his hair, feeling an unexpected surge of sisterly affection. ‘I’ll grab some waterproofs and head out now. I can tell you’re desperate to get her back.’

In response to this, Reuben’s face flushes a deep warm red and he turns away into the kitchen in a hurry. 

Charlotte chuckles as she takes a waterproof coat down from the hook in the hall.

‘I had a bad dream about Chess,’ a voice says from the other end of the hallway. Charlotte turns to see Josie in the doorway to the girls’ room. Spud is standing at her feet, whining anxiously. Josie has her toy dog under one arm and is sucking her thumb. Her eyes look dark and afraid in her pale drawn face.

‘Oh, honey, it’s okay,’ Charlotte zips up the coat and pulls Josie into a hug. ‘I’m going to find her now, so don’t you worry. It’s just a dream, okay?’

Josie nods, though she does not look at all convinced. ‘Can I come too?’

‘No, I don’t think so, sweetie. It might rain again. I’m going to be quick, okay? I’ll go on Spirit.’

‘There’ll be more rain,’ Josie says then, turning back into the bedroom. ‘And this house is going to be in the middle of the river.’

‘We don’t know that Josie!’ Charlotte tries to reassure her. ‘It’s not raining now and we’ve not been flooded yet, so try not to worry, okay?’

‘I’m not worried about that,’ Josie shrugs back at her. ‘I’m worried about Chess.’

Charlotte smiles gently. ‘I know you are. I’m off. I’m gonna be super quick!’

When Charlotte pulls the door shut behind her, she closes her eyes and inhales deeply. The world smells good, she thinks, clear and fresh and sharp, like the rain and the storms have washed everything clean. Though worried about Chess and the chance of more storms, Charlotte feels strangely renewed as she collects Spirit from the barn and tacks her out for a ride.

The garden is alive with the sound of birdsong, making her smile as she leads the horse to the fence and climbs on. It takes so long unlocking all the bolts and locks it is easier to have Spirit jump the fence and race across the cornfield. 

‘Come on then girl,’ she says, patting the horse on the neck. ‘Help me find Chess.’

Charlotte nudges the mare with one foot and the horse takes off, making the jump easily before galloping across the field. Charlotte grins wildly as she holds on to the reins and feels her hair streaming out behind her. Freedom, she thinks, and it is a word so big and strong it almost blindsides her for a moment. This is freedom, she realises, gazing around the ever-growing wildness they now exist within. Looking over her shoulder she sees the small cottage is being gradually devoured by the wildlife; the tree roots have shifted the foundations, giving it a lopsided appearance; ivy and elder have entwined themselves around the building, snaking up every wall and cradling the roof in their arms. The garden looks like a jungle, she thinks, the trees and bushes bigger than ever.

And here she is riding a horse across the fields because the lanes are getting too narrow and broken to travel along. She shakes her head, incredulous at how so much has changed, so much has happened and so much has been left behind. She still misses Alessandro and her family and friends, and if she ever thinks of them, the tears fill her eyes and her heart pounds in pain. But this is a beautiful new world, there is no denying that: no planes or trains or cars or their constant noise; no litter being tossed from cars or fly-tipped in fields and rivers; no animals being hunted for fun; no pollution or declining habitats. It is all coming back.

A little too quickly, she thinks as she and Spirit thunder towards the gatehouse, like everything is in a hurry. With a rare few moments to herself, Charlotte considers all the questions that have haunted her since the old world ended. Are the diseases and viruses still out there? Will the children always be immune or will they start to get sick as they get older? Why did it happen? How did it happen?

And as always, her questions lead her back to the radio, to communication and the thirst for knowledge. She knows it worries Reuben, George and John and she knows why – they already have Gus Beckett and the stranger in town to be wary of. As the saying goes, ‘better the devil you know’. But there are other people out there and that knowledge gnaws at her daily. How are they living? What are they doing to survive? What do they know? She can’t shake the feeling that the answers are out there somewhere, just waiting to be found.

Spirit jumps the fence at the gatehouse with ease and tears across the overgrown garden to jump the fence on the other side. Charlotte slows her to a trot and enters the long strip of woodland that lies adjacent to the old, broken up lane. It’s a nicer route anyway, she decides, a peaceful trot through the trees, taking in the surroundings and not getting soaked for a change. Charlotte glances up at the patches of sky visible through the canopy of trees. It is still bright and clear, no sign of dark clouds just yet.

She breathes out in relief and when they emerge from the strip of woodland, she nudges Spirit into a canter across the muddy field adjacent to Heron Court Lane. In her mind she imagines what will happen next: find Chess, take her home, suss out the airport and start moving stuff over there, try the radio again, find others.

She grins and rides on. As the gamekeeper’s cottage comes into view, Spirit slows down and whinnies nervously. Charlotte leans to one side and strokes her neck. ‘What’s up with you, girl? What’s the matter?’

The horse edges closer to the hedging as if contemplating jumping it. Charlotte urges her on. The lane is so broken up on the other side, the horse could break a leg if she landed wrong. ‘Nope, come on, this way. We stick to the fields, then the woods again then out onto the main road. That way you don’t break any legs, okay?’

Spirit lifts her head and whinnies louder in protest. She plods on reluctantly but keeps stopping and stepping towards the hedge again. As they draw closer to the cottage, Charlotte sees what might be spooking her.

The grass surrounding the house has grown knee high and every now and then Charlotte spots motion within it. Her eyes dart from side to side, catching the movements which are sudden and short. Charlotte glares at the grass closest to them. A rustling takes up before a small head followed by a long neck pokes out and glares right at her.

She sighs in relief. A pheasant. Perhaps lots of them, hiding in the grass. She pats the horse and encourages her on, but Spirit has had enough. A pheasant shoots out in front of them scuttling across their path making a high pitched bok-bok sound before vanishing in the grass on the other side. Another rears out of the hedgerow, startling the horse and causing her to backstep in panic.

‘Whoa, whoa, okay, okay, hold on.’ Charlotte slips down to be on the safe side and is just reaching to grab the reins when Spirit spooks again as another pheasant runs right for them. She rears up on her hind legs, whinnies loudly, then turns tail and runs. 

Charlotte is left speechless, unable to do anything except stare after the horse who is rapidly disappearing into the distance.

‘Goddamn it,’ she says.

Bok-bok, the pheasants say in return and begin to emerge from the grass, one by one, their eyes beady and grim, their heads held high with Charlotte in their sights.

‘Oh crap,’ she says.
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4: Territory Lines
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Gus spreads his hands over the large sheet of paper Lily has placed on the bar top and narrows his eyes. Lily has traced the map of Heron on to the paper and placed an X on every available entry into the village. In the old days, the road up from Blackwater would have been the one and only way anyone could reach the village from Redchurch, but now there are no cars clogging up the roads, the teams from town could easily skirt around the edges and use the heathland and forests as access.

It makes Gus feel shaky and vulnerable. There is a lot of land to cover and they have less people than they started off with. They also have less weapons. He thinks back to his conversation with Chess and feels a stirring of hope. As much as it pains him to join forces in any way with the Carter group, it is starting to feel inevitable. They are just as much at risk as the Moors Close group and he knows that Chess took him seriously.

She will have arrived home last night to talk to her group so he is fully expecting another visit from her today. Another visit and he hopes, a plan. For now, he has a large map of the area and every possible way in is marked with a large black X. There is one X on Redchurch Road and another on Parsley Lane, Matchams Lane and the Avon Causeway, as all four roads meet at the small Matchams roundabout. Those posts are easy to man, he decides, scanning the map closely and running a finger across the territory lines.

They can place a kid on each one and rotate them to keep them fresh. ‘We need whistles or something like that,’ he looks up and tells Lily. ‘So people on the posts can communicate that someone is coming.’

Lily nods, looking thoughtful. ‘I’ll see what I can round up. We have a few walkie talkie sets too. Haven’t had to use them until now. I think we have batteries that will fit them.’

Gus looks grim. ‘Older kids get those and report back to here. This is base camp. Either me or you will always be stationed here to answer and give commands, agreed?’

‘Agreed.’

‘The rest of the posts get whistles or something that makes a loud noise. They can alert everyone else if they see anyone.’

‘Okay,’ says Lily. ‘And then what?’

He shrugs and continues to run his fingers over the map. ‘Maybe we set traps too. These marks here,’ he jabs his finger at the line of X’s Lily has drawn through Ramsdown forest and Sipley Common. ‘They make a line. A perimeter we guard at all times. But just in front of that line we set traps. Dig holes, snares, anything.’

‘Aiming to kill?’ Lily asks him, a little too enthusiastically he thinks.

‘Maim,’ he tells her. ‘We’ll want prisoners if we can get any. To trade. To negotiate.’

‘Okay, what about weapons?’

‘Everyone has something,’ Gus replies. ‘Knives, bats, sticks and poles mostly. Oliver and Tyler reckon they can make bows and arrows, what do you think?’

‘Totally doable,’ Lily agrees, grinning. ‘I’ll check on them and get them started. See if anyone else wants to join in and then we can set up target practice on the football field.’

‘Great,’ Gus nods firmly and feels a little better. ‘They won’t know what’s hit them if they try to invade us again.’

Lily starts to roll up the paper as Gus steps back from it. ‘It’s good to have a plan,’ she tells him. ‘What do you think the Carter group will do?’

‘Not sure,’ Gus turns around and leans with his back against the bar and his hands in his pockets. ‘Chess will tell them what happened here. I think she’ll be back at some point today to talk about it.’

‘You think David’s group will invade them too? Take stuff from them?’

‘I’ve no idea but I wouldn’t be surprised, would you? It’s like he’s laughing at us, Lils, trying to scare us just because he’s a goddamn grown up. Well, you know what I reckon? His time is numbered one way or another. Either we finish him off or one of the viruses will.’

Lily has rolled the paper up neatly and tucked it up under one arm. ‘You really think so?’

‘We’ll see, I guess, but I think a few got left over. Maybe they got lucky, you know? They isolated or whatever but now? There’s still viruses out there and they’re all gonna die at some point.’

‘Hope so,’ Lily quips, heading out from behind the bar. ‘Because I like it just being kids.’

‘Me too. Hey, Lils?’

She stops and looks back at him. ‘What?’

‘I haven’t said this before but you do a really great job, you know. I feel like maybe we should be joint leaders or something?’ Gus moves away from the bar and holds up his hands. ‘What do you think?’

A smile lights up her small pale face. ‘I think that would be awesome. Thanks, Gus!’

He grins. ‘Just makes sense. If anything happened to me, you’d be next in command anyway and people listen to you. They respect you. And I’m tired... I mean, I hate to admit it, but the whole thing is exhausting and you can never win. I’d be happy to share some of that.’

‘Okay,’ Lily nods, her head bobbing up and down on her small shoulders. ‘I like the sound of that. Let’s talk about it another day, shall we? Work it out?’

‘Yep.’

They both turn to the window at the same time. A commotion can be heard approaching the car park.

‘What now?’ Gus sighs irritably and hurries to the main doors with Lily at his side. 

A group of Moors Close children have just entered the car park and they have a girl with them. Not one of their own. She appears distressed and bloodied.

‘A prisoner already?’ Lily breathes happily. ‘How is that possible?’

‘Nah,’ Gus starts to march across the car park. ‘It’s not one of the town lot. It’s one of the Carter’s.’

The older girl with the brown skin and curly hair is being supported by Amy and the eldest Crawford, Macy. The twins Kai and Kyle run out to meet Gus.

‘We found her coming up the main road! Said birds attacked her!’

‘Christ,’ groans Gus. He holds up his hands, showing Charlotte that he is unarmed and means no harm. ‘Charlotte, what the hell happened to you?’

She stops, leaning slightly on Amy and Macy as she catches her breath and wipes her hair out of her eyes. Gus runs his gaze over her. Her clothes are muddied and torn. There are visible bloody wounds on her arms, legs, face and neck. She is trying very hard not to cry and is trembling from the effort to remain standing.

‘Come inside,’ he says gently and slips to her side, wrapping an arm around her waist and taking the weight of her from the girls. ‘Come on. Lily, get her a hot drink, will you?’

‘Sure.’ Lily dashes off ahead, bounding up the steps and vanishing into the kitchen.

Gus helps Charlotte up the steps and into the social club. ‘I can’t believe I’m not dead,’ she gasps, shaking her head from side to side. ‘I can’t believe it. I thought that was it. I really thought that was it.’

‘Jesus, really? What attacked you? Here, sit down.’ Gus leads her to the nearest set of tables and chairs and she plonks herself down, winces and wraps her arms around her middle.

‘Pheasants!’ she bursts out, her eyes wide and amazed, and still shaking her head as if she cannot believe it either.

Gus fights a smile and loses. ‘Pheasants?’

‘Bloody goddamn bastard pheasants!’ she cries out, thumping a fist on the table. ‘The stupidest bloody birds that ever existed! But there were hundreds of them Gus... thousands...’ Her lip trembles and she shakes herself. ‘Jesus Christ, I thought I was dead.’

‘Where was this?’ asks Gus.

‘I rode my horse around the back way. The lane is impassable now,’ she replies, resting her head in one hand. ‘I went around the fields by the gamekeeper’s cottage and the horse got spooked. I got off and she just ran home!’

‘Shit!’

‘Exactly. Then they were just everywhere. Everywhere! Little beady eyes staring out from every bloody blade of grass! They started flapping at me and pecking at me. I started running and hitting at them.’

Gus remembers the dead gamekeeper and his friends and feels a creep of shame for not warning anyone else. But since then the birds have remained where they know the land best. They’d shot and killed a few to survive, but oddly, whenever they had gone to look, they had not seen any pheasants there.

‘We thought they’d buggered off,’ he explains. ‘We kept checking, for food, you know? They weren’t there.’

‘Maybe they were hiding,’ says Charlotte, eyebrows raised, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’

‘You’re okay though? Want Amy to look at your wounds?’

‘Just superficial,’ Charlotte waves a hand at him and smiles at Amy who is lingering in the doorway with the Crawford children. ‘John can help me later when I get back. I just came to collect Chess from you. I didn’t expect to get ambushed by stupid pheasants.’

Gus frowns. ‘Chess? What do you mean?’

‘She’s here, right?’ Charlotte stares at him, her expression suddenly darkening. Her head coming up in alarm. ‘She stayed over last night because of the weather?’

‘No,’ Gus shakes his head slowly as a huge knot forms in his throat. ‘No, Charlotte. She left before dark and went home. She’s not here.’
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5: Bad Feeling
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As the rain begins to patter softly against the roof, Iris stands on the bed and splays her hands against the glass of the window.

‘Ees like it,’ she parrots gaily. ‘Ees like rain!’

‘They’re thirsty after the summer,’ Josie replies matter-of-factly from where she lies on the bed, her small thin arms crossed under her head. 

‘At least you don’t have a hole in your roof,’ Dylan whispers from the other end of the bed. He is leaning on the wall, legs pulled up and arms wrapped around them. 

‘Is Ivy coming through the hole yet?’ Josie asks, her tone suggesting only marginal interest.

‘Yes,’ Dylan replies, his voice so soft and gentle it can barely be heard over the falling rain. ‘She’s getting in.’

‘Ees under here, look, Dylan.’ Iris turns away from the rain and scrambles from the bed. She is grinning wildly as she shows Dylan the rip in the old carpet just next to Josie’s bed. It looks like an open wound with a gnarled brown bone poking through. Iris places her tiny hand on the intrusive tree root and smiles in ecstasy. ‘Ees coming in here!’

Dylan scoots from the bed and kneels beside Iris on the floor. He too presses his palm against the tree root and feels its cold, earthy life pulsing into his own. He closes his eyes briefly and wonders if he can feel the tree breathing down there.

‘The roots talk to each other,’ Josie remarks from the bed, staring glumly at the children on the floor. ‘They tell each other where the soil is good or where its bad. They must think the soil is really good under this house.’

‘Ees want to come in!’ Iris laughs, giggling as she rubs both her small hands against the root. Dylan sits back, removing his hand when he is sure he felt a responding vibration against his skin.

He nods at Josie. ‘They do want to come in.’

‘Look up there,’ says Josie, nodding at the ceiling where numerous damp patches have appeared since the rain came and refused to leave. In the corner above her bed a thick and verdant clump of spongey green moss is growing happily. She sits up then and peers out of the window. The rain outside drums against the ground, creating craters in the saturated earth. She sighs heavily, her breath fogging up the glass. ‘Chess, where are you?’

The sound of John coughing violently in the living room causes all three children to turn their heads sharply towards the door. Josie visibly winces. It is a horrible sound and getting worse. His chest sounds wet, like he is drowning in there. She hears Reuben talking to him, and footsteps go into the kitchen and then back again. John has told Reuben how to make a natural cure for flu with elderberries and the boy is walking back and forward to check on it. But Josie can hear the panic in his voice every time he addresses his grandfather and she doesn’t like the way the panic creeps through the house, infecting each of them in turn.

She feels the sudden urge to run outside and tear across the field in the rain. She will find Chess on her own. She will look everywhere and the deer and the foxes and the birds will help her. Sometimes when she asks them to show her things, they do, so maybe if she asks them, they will help her find Chess?

She wriggles on the bed, fighting with the urge to run, when she knows she ought to do as Charlotte said, and stay home. The rain is getting heavier and they can all hear the steady plink plink from leaking holes letting it in. The house seems to sag and groan and yawn under the pressure of remaining a house. Josie glances at their get-up-and-go bags all lined up against the wall and feels a lurch of sadness in her gut. She likes the house on Pig Shoot Lane, but she has a feeling they will be thrown out very soon.

The airport could be fun though, she tells herself, staring back out of the window in the hope of seeing Chess and Charlotte galloping back across the field on Spirit. There will be so much space to run around and explore and they could investigate the planes all grounded on the runway.

Josie closes her eyes and listens to the sound of the rain. It is just like the trees and the roots, she thinks, as she focuses in on it. It whispers in waves, it hushes and hisses and rolls its intentions towards her. She can’t remember ever not hearing it. It seems like they have always been there in her head, whispering and shushing and vibrating. She remembers the worst thing was when they used to scream, when someone was cutting them down or hacking bits from them. She would press her hands to her ears to block it out.

There is no more screaming now the adults have all gone but John and the man in town. The trees are happy, just like Iris says repeatedly. The trees like it. But she senses that the trees are also hungry and thirsty. They want to consume. They have a strong and primal urge to grow and spread, upwards and outwards, sinking their roots deeper and deeper under the earth, and sending their branches up higher and wider than ever before.

Josie opens her eyes when she hears the galloping hooves. Spirit is tearing across the field from the Gate House. Josie gasps and leans closer. Spirit is alone. There is no Charlotte and no Chess.

‘Reuben!’ she yells in alarm, jumping down and rushing from the room.

He meets her in the hallway, his face pale and pinched. ‘Ssh,’ he hisses, ‘Gramps is finally asleep. He needs his sleep!’

Josie dashes into the kitchen, pulling him with her. ‘Spirit is coming back, without Charlotte or Chess!’

‘What the hell?’ Reuben snatches his raincoat from the back of a chair and yanks open the kitchen door. ‘Stay here,’ he grunts over his shoulder before dashing out.

‘No way!’ Josie replies, grabbing her own coat from the hall and running after him.

Reuben growls in annoyance but says nothing as he makes his way to the fence and waves his arms at the horse. She is coming at speed across the field. Josie hides behind Reuben as she approaches the fence, head low before she rears up and clears it effortlessly.

‘All right, all right,’ Reuben soothes, dashing to her side and snatching up the reins. He rubs her muzzle and starts to lead her towards the barn. ‘You’re all right.’

Josie trots anxiously alongside him. ‘What are we gonna do now? What’s happened to Charlotte?’

‘I don’t know,’ Reuben replies in agitation. ‘But I’m going to have to go out and look for them, aren’t I?’

‘I can too. I’m worried about Chess!’

‘No.’ He shakes his head and leads the horse into the barn where he starts to remove her bridle and saddle. ‘You’re too little. You’ll just slow me down.’

Josie folds her arms and glares at him. ‘She’s my sister! I want her back!’

‘I know you do but look at the rain! Let me go, okay. You can do me a favour and keep an eye on Gramps.’

To this, Josie softens and releases a heavy sigh. She watches as Reuben pulls out some fresh hay for Spirit to enjoy before turning to face her. ‘You’re worried about him,’ she states.

Reuben shrugs. ‘I’m worried about everything.’

‘The trees want the house,’ she tells him, copying his shrug.

He smiles faintly. ‘Yeah, I know they do. Come on. Let’s get back inside and I’ll round up George for a rescue mission.’

Josie follows him back into the house, her hand creeping into his before she can stop herself. He looks at her, a mild expression of surprise on his face. In the kitchen, she takes his other hand and holds on tight. He frowns down at her small, worried face.

‘What if you two don’t come back?’ she asks, her voice hoarse with the effort not to cry. ‘First Grace, then Chess, now Charlotte. If you and George go and don’t go back, me and Dylan and Iris will be all alone and if something happens to John...’ she trails off, biting her lip as her chest hitches.

Reuben crouches before her and squeezes her hands gently. ‘Okay, I’ll go on my own, how about that? George stays here, just in case?’

Josie nods but a large, fat tear falls from her eye and rolls down her cheek. ‘But if you don’t come back, he’ll have to look for you.’

‘I’ll come back. I promise. Do you trust me?’

Josie glances around the room before finally giving in and nodding. ‘I just have a bad feeling in my tummy,’ she tells him with a small sob.

Reuben ruffles her hair and pats her shoulder. ‘I know you do. I do too, but I promise I’ll be back. I’ll find them, okay? They’re probably just on foot, on their way back. Chess stayed the night over there to avoid the rain. The horse got spooked and ran off after Charlotte got off. That’ll be what happened, okay?’

Josie sighs and stands back to watch as he zips up his coat and flips up the hood.

‘Take Yellow with you,’ she says suddenly, catching sight of the yellow dog as it slinks into the room and leans against Reuben’s side.

‘He might not come,’ Reuben grins. ‘He hates the rain!’

‘But he loves you,’ Josie insists fiercely. ‘And he will protect you no matter what.’

Reuben winks at her. ‘No, Josie. I better leave him here with you. He’s the official guard dog, okay? Go find George. Tell him he’s in charge and to keep an eye on Gramps. There’s more elderberry tea in the flask beside him. Keep him drinking it if he wakes up, okay?’

Josie gives a brave nod before watching him leave.
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