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Prologue





We stood in a circle. Controlled. Waiting.

My head snapped to a distant sound. Down the hill on the far side of the woods an animal moved and I could smell meat. Living meat.

I shot off through the trees. My feet bounded over the ground at incredible speed. I could feel the wind all over my body. I was pure energy, slipping around trees and leaping over bushes. Nothing could slow me; I was flying. I could run like this forever.

Within seconds I reached the edge of the woods, bounded over the road, leaped over the hedge and into the open field. Suddenly I felt the full moon on my body. The hairs on my neck moved to its light, tingling with pleasure.

I could see them now. On the far side of the field, running along the hedge, hoping for an escape. But no creature on earth could get away from me. My legs picked up speed on the flat open ground. The wind blew in my face and the scent of their terror danced in my nose.

As I shot across the field I selected my first victim. She was running ahead of the others, slamming herself at the hedge, hoping to crash through.

With a few more bounds I was close enough for the attack. I leaped, flew through the air and landed on her back. The air filled with her screams. I raised my head, howled with triumph and bit down, feeling my teeth rip through muscle, sinew and bone until they touched.

When I was sated, I listened to the medley of night sounds. The wind blowing through the woods on the hill behind me, the gentle swaying of trees from the forest in front, the hum of the clinic. I heard them all but they were distinct, separate. It was the same with smells. The refined, clear signatures of Julian, Livia and Antonia. The dirty smell of Dimitri, like clay. Nat like a forest. Stefan’s stench of hunger and frustration. A vast confused medley.

As I turned the smells through my mind, a fresh sound appeared. A car was approaching along the road through the forest. A kilometre away. My heart jumped and I looked at Julian. He’d heard it too. His eyes narrowed, telling me to control my urge.

As the hum of the car grew louder, my urge grew with it but I stayed, staring at Julian. One by one the others stopped chasing around and turned to face the forest. They had smelled it too.

Humans.
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‘It’s showtime, freak,’ a voice shouted.

The peace of my run was shattered. Heart pumping, I put on a burst of speed. The reserve behind our house used to be my sanctuary, the place I went to be alone and free.

Today that freedom was over.

In the space of a second, a roar flashed past me and something smashed into the back of my head, sending me lurching forwards. I opened my eyes and saw a dirt bike. The rider wasn’t wearing a helmet. Kyle, from my class at school. If he was here, it meant his mates Brandon and Ryan had to be around too.

I ran straight down the hill, cutting across the path as it zigzagged, leaping over fallen trunks, ducking round plants, using my hands to bounce off trees, hoping I wouldn’t trip up over the roots.

I could hear Kyle roaring along the path, determined to catch me. As I hit the path halfway down the hill, a second bike shot out, making me jump back. Brandon screeched to a halt and swung around. Kyle rounded the corner and drew up next to him. Together they waited for me to move.

I stepped onto the path and looked pointedly up the hill I’d just run down. Then I glanced down the slope towards home, hoping to confuse them.


I crouched, poised to move in either direction. My best option was to wait for them to charge me and then decide which way to go — up or down.

As Kyle and Brandon revved their engines, I thought of a third option: let them hit me. I would feel my body fly through the air, slam into a tree and then slide into a permanent nothing.

I stood upright, held my hands out to the sides and closed my eyes, ready for the impact. I was going to do it, win by giving in. Everything could have ended at that moment. Fate altered by my own will.

The sound of the dirt bikes rushed towards me.

I opened my eyes and saw the contempt on their faces.

I couldn’t give in. Not to them, not for their stupid game. At the last second I jumped to the side. My thigh slammed into a stump and sent a shard of pain through my whole leg. My face hit the soft damp ground.

‘You emo freak, Forster — miserable freak!’ Kyle shouted as they whined past, heading for the next turn, to catch me before I reached the path again.

I got up and limped on with the dead leg I’d given myself. I stumbled over the path just before they flew past. The path climbed up slightly from there before looping back down to the bottom. It gave me a few seconds. Half running, half falling, I reached the bottom of the valley and its dense undergrowth.

From here, running directly up the hill would be too hard and too slow. I had to stick to the path. On my normal run I loved this moment. It was where my legs began to ache, my lungs burned and all I could think about was pushing my body. Not today.

I glanced over my shoulder. In minutes they would catch up, but if I pushed hard enough I might just make it home. I rounded a bend, using a tree to turn myself fast as I looked over my shoulder again. They were gaining ground, but not enough. I was sure I was going to make it. My long legs flew out and then, thud. I felt a blow to my stomach.

‘Look where you’re going, freak!’

It was Ryan, the third member of the gang. He’d been hiding behind a tree with a waiting fist, perfectly positioned to catch me on my sprint for home. His foot caught my shin and I was down on the ground gasping for breath. He stamped hard on my back, holding me down until his mates arrived. Once they’d jumped off their bikes, Ryan shifted his weight and I tried to stand up, only to be pushed down again.

I was so close to home. I glanced up and saw the window to my stepbrother Jake’s room. For a second I thought I saw a figure behind the thin venetian blinds. Then it was gone.

‘Gotcha,’ Kyle said and let fly with a kick to my stomach. I fell to the ground again and received a boot in the backside from Brandon.

‘Should we finish him off? Put him out of his misery?’ Ryan asked.

‘Do it,’ I gasped.

‘What a psycho,’ said Brandon. He pushed me with his foot so I rolled over onto my back.

‘I’m not touching him,’ said Ryan.

‘Don’t know what you might catch,’ added Brandon.

‘This is our territory. You’re not allowed here. Got it?’ Kyle said. He hacked up a mouthful of phlegm and spat in my face. ‘Let’s go.’


They got on their bikes, Ryan hitching a ride on the back of Brandon’s, and roared off into the reserve, leaving me to the throbbing sound of cicadas.

I staggered up to our house, my head swimming. My lungs tried to suck in air, but the pain in my ribs made it too hard. Our pool area was deserted. I tried to call out but my mouth wouldn’t open. I took a step forwards, saw the pool water rush up at me, felt the cold and then nothing.

 

When I came to, I was lying on the pebbled concrete by the pool, my legs trailing over the edge into the water. Jake was in the pool and my father was crouched beside me.

‘Maria, call an ambulance,’ he called up to the balcony. My stepmother was standing there with my sister Katie pressed to her side.

‘I’m OK,’ I said.

‘No, you’re not,’ my father answered sharply. ‘If it hadn’t been for Jake, you’d have drowned. We’ve got to get this pool drained. It’s too dangerous.’ That was typical. Dad going overboard, obsessed with my safety.

‘Great,’ muttered Jake as he pulled himself out of the pool. ‘Shouldn’t have bothered.’

I watched as he walked back into the house. The hero. ‘I don’t need an ambulance,’ I growled and tried to get up. My father pushed me back down, ignoring my words.

‘You’re injured. I’m not taking any chances,’ he said. ‘What did you think you were doing?’

‘Running, what do you bloody think I was doing?’ I replied.


‘Don’t swear,’ Maria called out. She was punching a number on her mobile.

‘Jesus!’ I slammed my hand down in frustration.

‘What happened? Did you do this to yourself?’ Dad asked, trying to sound calm.

‘I …’ There were no more words. I stared up at my father, snorting air out of my nose as my teeth clenched. He looked back, trying not to seem scared.

‘What about the cake? We made you a birthday cake.’ Katie said from the balcony.

‘Later,’ I said. ‘Bumps when I get back?’

She nodded and went indoors with Maria. We still bumped the remains of the scars on our hips when either of us needed it.

‘Now that you’re sixteen —’ Dad said.

‘Dad, don’t start. It’s not going to happen. Not today.’

 

I was checked over at the hospital. Apart from a few bruises and cuts I was fine. I wasn’t going to die. Not on my sixteenth birthday, anyway. I was allowed to go home, despite Dad thinking I should be kept in for observation.

I spent the rest of the afternoon alone in my room, staring out at the trees in the reserve, blocking out the sounds of the world with the Cocteau Twins. I could only connect to music from before I was born. It made me feel like I didn’t exist.

‘Eighties music is bad enough,’ Jake always complained, ‘but does it have to be so miserable?’

I’d shrug and turn away. He didn’t understand. How could he? How could anyone?


It was dark when Maria called me for dinner and I finally came out. The door opposite my room was open. It led onto a small space under the main floor of the house. Our house was built on a steep slope. We entered from the top. My bedroom and Jake’s room were downstairs. The far side of the space opposite my room was solid rock. It was too damp to be useable. It was a nothing space, with no windows and no door apart from the one opposite my room. Jake used to try to lock me in there when we were younger.

The lone bare light bulb was on. Dad was in there with his hands pressed against the rock.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked him. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

He turned quickly, brushed his hands and smiled. ‘Just wondering if we could use this space.’

‘For what?’

He didn’t answer my question. ‘I won’t let it happen to you,’ he said quietly instead. I could see tears in his eyes.

‘Dad, it’s going to happen at some stage.’ My voice wavered. I hadn’t been worried earlier but now Dad was making me afraid. He leaned over and hugged me.

‘I love you; you must never forget that. I’d do anything to give you a full life.’

‘I know.’

He moved past me, then turned and forced another smile. ‘Coming?’ he asked.

‘In a sec.’ I needed a moment before facing the rest of them. For the first time I thought it might actually happen soon, not at some vague time in the future.

The ‘it’ was my condition: the rarest of genetic disorders, known as adult-onset metachromatic leukodystrophy. I got it from my mother — my real mother. Giving birth to me had accelerated the onset of the condition in her. It came on fast; my father had told me when I was ten, and she’d died within a year.

People with adult-onset metachromatic leukodystrophy have a defective gene that kicks in during adulthood. After she had me, my mother’s body started to overproduce an enzyme that affected her brain, causing psychotic episodes that grew stronger and longer until she died.

In other words, she went mad. And that was what was going to happen to me. At some stage after I turned sixteen I would start overproducing this enzyme, go crazy and die. There was no cure. That was my fate.

‘In the end, she wasn’t herself,’ Dad had said. ‘The woman I married just disappeared.’ He never talked about her again, as if wiping out her memory could wipe out her genes too.

All I had was one photo of her. She was holding me, not long after she brought me home from the hospital. She was wearing a blue and white dress and looking at the camera with a pained smile, as if she didn’t want her photo taken. The corner of the photo was torn, like it had been snatched out of someone’s hand.

Dad had met Maria when he took me to my first day at school. She was there with Jake. They’d bonded over the difficulties of being single parents and started dating. Two years later they got married, after asking Jake and me for our ‘permission’.

Jake and I would never have been friends, but over the years we’d learned to live together as brothers. He was three months older than me, close enough in age for us to be in the same class at school and cause each other embarrassment.

Katie came along five years later. The one person in the family who belonged to everyone. The only one with some of all our genes and the only slim hope of a cure I’d ever had.

A hope that hadn’t worked out.
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It was two weeks before Dad allowed me to go for a run again. Two weeks of agony. I sat in my room, staring out at the reserve after school, hearing him in his study. He was in research overdrive, scouring the net for medical research. He went on blogs, Skyped experts, emailed a contact of another contact, had muttered conversations. Obsessively trying to find the elusive impossible cure. He amassed information, as if having mountains of the stuff made a difference. I never asked him about it and he never told me about it.

I’d have escaped and run anyway, but Dad took my running shoes and locked them in his study. He knew that was the one place I never went — it stank of leukodystrophy.

I came home from school one evening and my runners were outside my bedroom door. I didn’t care if Kyle and his mates were in the reserve. Nothing would stop me running there.

 

Being able to run again made me feel better but it didn’t make concentrating at school easier. In the months leading up to the dreaded sixteenth birthday, staring out of windows had become my natural state of being. I stopped speaking to people unless I had to. Staring into the distance, at places where I wasn’t, was just easier.

‘Romy, looking at that window isn’t going to transport you through it — no matter how hard you try.’ The teacher was speaking to me. I couldn’t remember when I’d stopped paying attention, just that the trees outside seemed closer than anything else.

‘Earth to Romy.’

I turned to face the front of the class. It was a female teacher. Ms Grinshaw. I stared at her, trying to remember what she taught. ‘History,’ I said out loud. We were in a history class.

‘Have you heard a single word I’ve said?’

‘Sorry.’

‘Jake, any chance you could ensure your brother is present mentally as well as physically for the next class?’ Ms Grinshaw asked.

‘Get lost — he’s not my responsibility,’ Jake shot at her.

‘That’s enough. I’ll see the pair of you after class.’

At the end, Jake and I stayed in our seats.

‘Romy, I want a five-hundred-word essay from you on what was discussed today.’

‘I’m not helping him.’ Jake got up, walked over and rested his backside on the front of my desk, close to Ms Grinshaw. This was why he had gone off the handle: a chance to crack onto the best-looking teacher in the school.

‘Can I go now?’ I asked.

‘If I were you I’d copy down what’s on the whiteboard before you leave,’ she said.

I picked up my backpack and went to the front to scribble down some notes — something to do with ancient Rome.

‘Jake,’ Ms Grinshaw turned to him. ‘I do not appreciate being answered back in class.’

‘It’s hard, you know,’ he said softly, nodding towards me. I knew he would be smiling at her and looking sad at the same time. He did it perfectly.

Ms Grinshaw coughed. ‘Just go,’ she said, unable to remain angry.

‘I’m totally in there,’ Jake said to me in the corridor. ‘The hunt of the cougar is on,’ he announced. He grabbed my page of scribbled notes.

‘I need that!’

‘For what?’ he said and tapped me on the head. ‘Why bother with Julius bloody Caesar when there’s no point?’

‘Thanks.’

‘If I were you I’d be living it so big. But you’re just obsessed with being miserable.’

 

When Jake and I got home, Katie was waiting for us on the doorstep.

‘Something’s wrong!’ she said, running up and throwing her arms around me.

‘Did something happen at school?’ I asked.

She shook her head.

‘What is it?’ Jake asked.

‘There’s chocolate cake on the table,’ she announced.

I looked at Jake. Chocolate cake meant a family conference.

‘What’s wrong with you now?’ Jake said and pushed ahead into the house.


I took Katie’s hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘Everything’s going to be OK.’

Dad and Maria were already sitting at the kitchen table when we entered. ‘Sit down, please,’ Maria said.

‘Come on,’ Jake insisted, ‘spill.’

‘Your father has been doing some research,’ started Maria.

Jake groaned and grabbed a slice of cake.

‘Just listen,’ Maria said. ‘This involves all of us.’

I watched as she sipped her coffee. Her support hadn’t come easily.

‘There is a place in Austria called the Wandlung Clinic,’ Dad said. ‘They’ve been getting astonishing results on a range of genetic conditions. I’ve discussed Romy’s case with Dr Heimlich, the head of the clinic, and he has convinced me that he can help. He claims he can cure you. Completely.’

‘Completely?’ Jake asked.

‘And you believe him?’ I stared in shock. Dad was Mr Cautious on wild claims.

‘The evidence is compelling.’

‘Just like that. A cure? Why isn’t this the biggest news in the world?’ I asked. Katie sat holding her slice of cake at her open mouth, too distracted to bite.

‘Well, your condition is very rare — and not very newsworthy — and his methods are not made public,’ Dad said. ‘They could be viewed as … controversial.’

‘What does controversial mean?’ asked Katie.

‘It means it’s weird,’ said Jake. ‘Romy’ll have some pig organs transplanted into his body.’

‘Will he look like pig?’ she asked.


‘Jake, this is serious,’ said Maria. ‘It’s wonderful news.’

‘A cure?’ I repeated. ‘Some mad scientist in Austria says he’s got a cure and you just accept it?’

‘No, I didn’t just accept it.’ Dad sounded almost angry. ‘I’ve seen the test results for patients suffering at least a dozen different genetic disorders and every single one shows a complete cure.’

‘How? What do they do? How long does it take?’ I fired off the obvious questions.

‘It’s complicated, but you would be fully informed before undergoing the treatment.’

For all Dad’s research and promises, I’d never believed in a cure. At best, drugs to control the psychosis or some medicine that might delay the enzyme production.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe it. You can’t do this to me.’

I grabbed the table, feeling dizzy. No matter how bad the threat of leukodystrophy was, I didn’t know how to live without it.

‘So Romy gets a trip to Europe because of his condition. Typical,’ Jake said.

‘He would have to go for two or three months,’ said my father.

‘But we need to make this decision as a family,’ Maria said.

‘The clinic provides some family accommodation and Dr Heimlich has agreed to let us use it.’

‘We’re going to Europe? Awesome.’ Finally Jake was getting something out of my condition.

‘That depends,’ said Maria.


I watched my parents explain the trip. My dad should have been ecstatic. All his research had finally paid off, but his face was pale. Behind his glasses, his eyes were dark: he’d had no sleep. There was something we weren’t being told.

‘How are you paying for this?’ Jake asked.

‘That’s what we need to decide, as a family,’ Maria said. ‘We would have to remortgage the house and take out an additional loan. Things would be extremely tight when we come back. No holidays; no new surfboard for you next year, Jake; Katie, no more ballet class. We will be poor. I’ll have to work more days. If your father were to lose his job we would be in serious trouble.’

That explained her doubts, but not my father’s.

‘But we’ve done our figures, haven’t we? And we think we can pull through, don’t we?’ he said.

‘It’s a big step for all of us. Your father and I will only do it if you all agree.’

‘So it’s Romy’s life or an easy life?’ Jake boiled the issue down.

‘I choose Romy!’ Katie jumped up and held out her hip to bump scars. I didn’t move.

‘Jake?’ Maria asked her son. ‘What do you think?’

‘Do I really have a choice?’ he asked.

‘Absolutely,’ said my father.

Jake looked at the anguish and confusion in my eyes and a smile flicked across his face. He took a moment, recalling everything my condition put him through — the constant attention I’d got at home, the special diets he’d had to endure to ‘support Romy as a family’, the places we couldn’t go on holiday because Dad didn’t want to be far from the right hospitals, the emo jokes at school that he thought reflected badly on him, the operation that Katie had been through to help me. It could all end.

‘If it means a normal life, I’m in.’

‘That just leaves you, Romy,’ my father said. ‘What do you want?’

They turned to face me with a look of expectation in their eyes. It was hope, real hope that the nightmare might be over. But hope was one of the things I feared most. Being hopeless was easier.

‘Romy?’ Maria asked. Katie was standing on one leg, waiting to jump and cheer. I couldn’t answer.

‘Come on, dude. For once take the easy option,’ Jake said.

I wasn’t the only one living with my condition. They all lived with it. They wanted to be rid of it so much they were willing to risk everything.

‘OK,’ I whispered and tears welled up in my eyes.

Katie squealed and Jake jumped up and put me in a head lock, rubbing my hair.

I looked up at my father, waiting to see the relief in his eyes, but I could tell there was still something troubling him. Something he was holding back. He hid it quickly, took his glasses off and smiled broadly at everyone.

‘Right, we’re going to Austria,’ he said.
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My treatment was scheduled to begin on 16 June. We were meant to arrive two days before and then stay for a few weeks afterwards. Maria, Katie and Jake would fly back for the start of the next school term on 19 July. I had to stay for longer to complete the treatment.

‘It’ll take a couple of months or so,’ Dad said.

‘What will?’ I asked.

‘Your recovery.’

‘So it’s an operation then?’

Throughout May we had this conversation in different forms. Every time I tried to find out what the ‘treatment’ was, Dad wouldn’t explain.

‘There’s a lot to organise if we’re going to get you to the clinic in time. I need to concentrate on that. Dr Heimlich will explain everything.’

We landed in Vienna on the afternoon of the 16th. The flight over hadn’t been easy. We were late in departing, which meant we missed our connection in Dubai and spent the night in a hotel. Dad blew up at the airline staff in a way I’d never seen. He demanded a guarantee that we would arrive the next day.

In the Vienna arrivals hall a young woman was holding a cardboard sign with Die Familie Forster written on it. Her smile switched on as the Family Forster finally arrived.


‘Welcome to Austria. My name is Ingrid. I will take you to the clinic now.’ She led us to a white minibus.

‘It is now four thirty,’ she announced, looking at her watch. ‘We must hurry to arrive before sunset.’ The clinic was in the southern Austrian area of Carinthia. We had been supposed to fly from Vienna to Klagenfurt, the nearest airport, but our delay meant we missed that flight too.

 

Ingrid gunned the minibus down endless motorways. My father glanced at his watch over and again, looking up at Ingrid, who nodded silently. After four hours, the roads we travelled narrowed as we homed in on our destination.

My body felt like it had been packed in a box and shaken for a week. I longed to stretch my legs out but as the minibus hurtled through the forest my knees banged on the seat in front.

‘It is not yet dark,’ Ingrid shouted from the driver’s seat. The trees around seemed to disagree. There was barely any light visible.

‘We must arrive before sunset.’ My father gripped the dashboard as if he could push the van faster from the inside.

‘So you keep saying,’ Jake muttered, pressing his head on the window.

‘It’s important,’ Dad replied.

Why? I wanted to scream. The question had burned in me unanswered for days.

‘The clinic is not far,’ Ingrid said.

‘Can’t you go any faster?’ my father pushed her.


‘No,’ she replied curtly as the van rattled along, vibrating through my body.

Why? I shouted in silence.

‘I’m tired,’ moaned Katie from the seat opposite me. ‘Are we nearly there?’

‘I’m sure Ingrid is doing her best.’ Maria sounded tired but reassuring.

Dad ignored her and turned to see if I was about to erupt.

‘Soon we will see the clinic. It will be on the left,’ Ingrid announced. Within seconds, the minibus shot out of the forest.

‘Good grief!’ Maria spoke for all of us.

Rising from a wooded hill in the middle of fields was a medieval fortress. Banks of trees and walls piled up on top of each other, higher and higher, until finally on the very top rose a castle — a solid rectangular building with round towers on each corner. The late evening sun tried to soften its walls with a red glow but it only seemed to highlight the defences.

‘Impressive, is it not?’ Ingrid looked up as she swung the minibus round the next bend, mesmerised by the sheer scale of it.

‘Look out!’ My father gripped the dashboard even more tightly.

Ingrid swore and slammed her foot on the brake. Ahead, a truck was sitting across the road. There was no way round. The brakes screeched but we slid forwards. On the truck were three cows, staring in alarm as we rushed towards them.

I stared back at the cows as my knees pushed into the seat in front and Ingrid tried to keep control of the minibus.

Jake swore and assumed the brace position as if we were still on the plane.

Katie let out a piercing scream.

‘Hold on, just hold on!’ Maria turned around, holding her arm out, unable to hide the fear in her voice.

Ingrid braced herself against the steering wheel as we all willed the vehicle to stop in time.

This couldn’t be it, I thought. We’d come here to change my destiny, but not like this.

The minibus screeched to a halt and bumped into the truck, throwing us forwards and back.

‘Is everyone OK?’ Ingrid said.

‘I’m OK,’ Maria responded. ‘Katie, are you OK?’

She nodded.

The truck driver spoke in German to Ingrid through the window, nodding at the cows. They had charged out of the back and into the field, and were running as far away from us as they could. She responded sharply, as if telling him off.

‘He’s late,’ she explained in English. ‘The cows should have been delivered hours ago.’

The driver shrugged, indifferent to her annoyance, and moved off to inspect the side of his vehicle for damage before returning to his truck and backing it towards the field a little, barely giving us enough room to get by.

My father glanced across the field at the last sliver of sun on the horizon. We’d just avoided a car crash and still he was obsessed with the sunset. He looked over at Ingrid.


‘We must get to the clinic,’ she announced. ‘Hold on.’

She slammed the minibus into reverse, backed up, mounted the sloping grass verge and drove around the truck and sprinted up to the clinic.

Jake stared at me all the way, as if it had been my fault. ‘There better be a damn good swimming pool,’ he muttered. A trip with no surf was no holiday for him.

The minibus stopped in front of the massive solid iron gates to the castle.

‘Those are some serious gates,’ Jake muttered, still shaken.

‘It’s a medieval castle. They are over five hundred years old,’ Ingrid said. ‘There are many. The walls include fourteen gates each with a unique defence mechanism. It is the most heavily fortified castle in all of Austria. To this day it is considered one of the most secure places in Europe. You need have no fears staying here. It is impregnable.’

‘How about getting out?’ I asked.

The gates eventually groaned and swung open.

‘Welcome to the Wandlung Clinic!’ said Ingrid, as we drove past the gates.

A young man in a pale blue uniform opened the back door of the minibus and flashed a set of neat white teeth.

‘This is Hans,’ said Ingrid.

‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘Here are your security cards. They are all programmed to give you access to your allocated areas of the clinic. Simply swipe the pad by the side of each door to enter. Who is Romy?’


Before I could answer, the gates groaned again and slammed behind us with an echoing thud. I swallowed.

‘I am.’

‘We are to go straight to the clinic. Ingrid will take your family to their accommodation. We must hurry.’

This was it. We were finally here. My treatment, whatever it was, was about to start.

‘Don’t wo—’ my father started to say.

‘You’re kidding, right?’ Jake interrupted him. ‘We’ve flown across the world with you freaking out all the way, we’ve been driven by a lunatic across half of Austria, slammed into a cow truck and been locked in a medieval castle. But don’t worry?’

‘Dr Heimlich indicated I can be with Romy during the operation.’ Dad ignored Jake’s outburst and spoke to Ingrid. ‘I presume I will be collected in time.’

‘Of course!’ she said. ‘Now hurry!’

‘Why?’ I couldn’t hold my eternally unanswered question any longer.

There was a pause.

‘Because the canteen closes at nine,’ Ingrid volunteered. ‘If you wish to eat you must hurry.’

‘Can he eat before an operation?’ Maria asked. ‘Perhaps we need to speak to Dr Heimlich first.’

Dad glowered at her.

‘The doctor is extremely busy,’ Ingrid said.

Hans grabbed my bag from me and put it onto a golf cart as I clambered out of the minibus.

‘Well, I guess this is it,’ I said.

‘Don’t —’ Maria stopped herself, smiled. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. We’ll see you very soon. Won’t we?’

‘Of course,’ said Ingrid. ‘Soon.’


‘Don’t be scared,’ Katie said.

‘See you,’ I said to Jake. He nodded.

‘Is there a pool?’ he asked.

‘The pool is open until midnight. Even tonight,’ Ingrid said. ‘Now Romy must hurry.’

I boarded the golf cart and looked back at my family still sitting in the minibus, waving through the front window.

Hans drove me towards the main castle. The road made hairpin bends up the hill, passing under a series of gatehouses.

‘These are accommodations,’ explained Hans. ‘Your family will be in one of them. That church is a recreation centre. That road goes to the swimming pool. There is also a gym. Your brother will be pleased, will he not?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He works out more than you, I think.’

‘I run,’ I said.

‘Many excellent runs around the grounds and beyond.’

I longed to move my legs around and get my heart pounding. I looked at the woods within the grounds and imagined myself jumping off the cart and disappearing into them.

‘We are here,’ Hans said as we pulled up in front of the main castle. The flat front wall extended for a hundred metres between the massive round towers on each corner of the building.

Hans used my swipe to activate the lock and handed it to me. He pushed the wooden door open.

‘You go in. I will be on duty at the front gate until ten.’


‘Oh … OK,’ I said, unsure why I needed to know that.

 

The hall was empty. The large black and white marble tiles on the floor were worn from centuries of use. At the far side, a stone staircase rose up in the middle, and then divided to the left and right, going up to a gallery with a heavy stone railing running around it. Two large stone lions sat on the bottom of the wide stone bannisters. There was no reception desk or chairs: just an empty, silent space.

I looked at the ceiling. It was panelled in wood painted with medieval battle scenes — knights skewered with lances, foot soldiers hacked to pieces. I sniffed the air, expecting a musty old smell, but there was nothing, like every scent had been surgically removed.

I waited for someone to appear. Up to this point everything had been about rushing me forwards, but, now, no one came. I moved to the stone lions. Their fat paws were waist height and their heads towered half a metre above mine. I touched the paws, needing to ground myself in the silent hall. They were cold and smooth. I reached up and stroked the lion’s chest.

‘Be careful, they bite.’ A voice spoke from the landing, making me jump. I looked up to see a girl standing there. She was about my age but was dressed with an elegance the girls at my school only dreamed of. Her black shiny hair cascaded down to her shoulders in perfect, gently flowing curls. Her black dress came to her knees, showing off her slender body perfectly. Her arms were bare. Thin but strong, they were perfectly proportioned. I’d never seen anyone stand with such poise.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered and realised I’d spoken too softly for her to hear me. That was probably a good thing: it was a strange word to say. I realised I was supposed to say something about the lions. ‘They’re amazing.’ She didn’t move, enjoying my embarrassment. Eventually she walked down the steps. ‘Are you afraid?’ she asked as she reached the bottom of the stairs. She spoke English with complete confidence and no trace of an accent. Her eyes were a deep amber. I’d never noticed eye colour before.

‘Of what?’

‘This place.’ She held her arms up after a moment and finally smiled. ‘It’s quite a throwback, isn’t it?’

‘I’ve just arrived. Just,’ I said. ‘We nearly crashed into a cow truck.’ I didn’t know why I’d said that. Why would she be interested.

‘Are the cows OK?’ she asked.

‘I guess so. Why?’

‘Are you here for treatment?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you’re not afraid?’ She seemed almost surprised.

‘Should I be?’

‘Everything has its risks,’ she said and smiled.

‘Are you here for treatment?’ I asked.

‘I suppose I am,’ she replied. She seemed so perfect, it was hard to imagine there was anything wrong with her. Before I could ask about her condition a door to the side opened and noise burst out. The girl started slightly but quickly recovered her composure.


Three teenagers charged across the hall to the front door.

‘Woohoo!’ A guy who looked about nineteen let rip.

A blonde girl ran next to him. ‘Quick!’ She giggled excitedly. Behind them trotted a boy — younger. Maybe thirteen. Half smiling, he looked at his companions as if trying to work out how to behave.

‘Freedom!’ the older boy shouted and tried his swipe on the door. It didn’t open.

‘Damn. Amanda, your swipe,’ he said to the blonde girl.

‘Poop!’ she said as her swipe failed too. ‘Stefan, we’re trapped!’

They turned round and finally saw us.

‘What have we here? Looks like Pre. Are you Pre?’ asked Stefan. He shot up, grabbed my security swipe on the lanyard around my neck and dragged me over towards the door. I put my hands to the lanyard to stop myself being pulled across the floor, but he was strong and the smooth marble tiles made it difficult to resist.

‘Get off!’ I said as he pulled me over.

‘We only need to borrow it for a moment,’ said Amanda, grinning.

‘Stefan, Amanda. Stop!’ Two adults in white coats ran out as Stefan got my swipe to the door. A woman followed. She glowered at them as she spoke into a mobile phone.

‘Foiled!’ Amanda laughed.

‘Security has been alerted,’ the woman said, with a clipped Austrian accent. She snapped her phone closed. ‘The door cannot be opened.’


‘Oh well!’ Stefan let go of my lanyard. He pursed his lips as if trying not to laugh. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said, grinning. He could barely keep still. ‘We just wanted to see the moon. I’m Stefan. A Post. This is Amanda, and the strong silent type there is Michael.’ He turned to the adults and held his wrists out as if he was about to be handcuffed. ‘OK, troops, take us away.’

‘There’s no need to be dramatic.’ The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Take Stefan, Amanda and Michael down to the treatment centre. Any misbehaviour will be reportedly immediately to Dr Heimlich. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Matron,’ Stefan said in a joke sulk. He pulled a face.

‘Including name-calling and face-pulling!’ she fired back at him.

Stefan and Amanda walked towards the stairs.

‘Didn’t she say down?’ I said.

Stefan laughed. ‘Gotta go up to go down!’ he said.

‘It’s gonna be a big night!’ Amanda shouted.

As they moved up the stairs, Michael edged his way slowly to the far side of the steps, staring at the dark-haired girl.

‘Come on, Michael,’ Amanda called from the landing. ‘I need my special boy with me.’

He scurried up after her quickly. With one final shout of triumph they rushed around the balcony and through a door, pursued by the nurses.

‘Matron’ remained in the hall, shaking her head for a moment. She looked at me, glanced at my bag and then sighed — another chore for her to deal with.


‘You must be the latecomer.’

‘I’m Romy Forster.’

‘If you say so. I’ll show you to your room but after that you’re on your own until you’re called for treatment. Do not leave the building. The dining room is back through that door.’

She pointed to the door the others had burst out of.

‘I hope you’re not going to be any trouble. We’ve quite enough with that lot. Come on.’

‘Matron, what about …’ I turned around to speak to the girl on the stairs, but she had gone. Vanished as quietly as she had appeared.

‘My name is not Matron. I am Senior Nurse Rankin.’

‘Senior Nurse Rankin, what about that girl who was next to me on the stairs?’

‘What?’ She stopped, annoyed at being interrupted. ‘I’m far too busy to worry about —’

Her phone rang. She groaned and answered it.

‘Ja, er ist hier … naturlich.’ she said. She hung up, looked at her watch and shook her head. ‘Hurry,’ she snapped at me.

She took me up the stairs, through the same secure entrance as the excited teenagers, up two flights of stairs and through another security point. We emerged onto a corridor with doors along it.

She took me to my room, swiped her tag and pushed the door open.

It was a cross between a hotel room and a hospital ward. There was carpet and a bed that I would be able to stretch out on, but the headboard was a mass of plugs and connections for electronic equipment.


Despite being three floors up, the window had yet another swipe tag. It wasn’t like any hospital I’d visited in Australia. I’d never seen so much security. There wasn’t a door or window in the place that wasn’t electronically secured. I already felt trapped. I tried my swipe on the window but it didn’t work. There was a view of the grounds and the trees but I felt completely cut off from it.

I turned back into the room.

‘Am I in time for treatment?’ I asked the nurse.

She snorted as if I’d told a joke.

‘What is the treatment?’

She stopped and looked at me. ‘It’s effective, that’s what it —’

Her words were interrupted by a howl. It started deep and low and then grew louder and higher to a triumphant yelp. It shot through my ears, making me shiver with its vibration. It filled the air and then just as quickly ended.

‘— is.’ Rankin finished her sentence, ignoring the noise.

‘What the hell was that?’ I asked. I’d heard wolves on TV but this was different: almost human.

‘I didn’t hear anything,’ she said blankly and her phone rang again. ‘Ich komme!’ she shouted into it.

She left the room; I followed and watched her hurry along the corridor to a lift door.

‘Go back to your room,’ she commanded.

‘But the noise!’

‘But nothing. I have to go down to the treatment centre.’ She added, ‘Do not leave the building. You must remain inside where it’s …’


She didn’t finish her sentence, pressing the lift button furiously instead. The doors opened and she got in.

‘Some children have terminal illnesses for good reason,’ she threw at me. ‘Stay in your room!’

I was alone in a dark corridor with only the sound of the lift descending.

‘Hello!’ I called out. ‘Anyone else here?’

There was no answer. In my mind I heard the howl again. It made me feel even lonelier, as if it had expressed every fear I’d ever felt. I needed human company.
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The canteen tried to be a hotel buffet but the stone floor, ancient bare walls and small high windows overcame any attempts to soften its appearance. Wooden tables and plastic chairs were scattered as if everyone had left in a hurry.

The food was no more welcoming than the decor. An island had covered pots keeping food warm; another had salad bowls but they were mostly empty. I hunted through the food containers until I found two sausages and the remains of a serve of chips.

I found a table that wasn’t too dirty and sat down with my meal. The room wasn’t helping with my need for human company. The girl from the stairs wasn’t here. There were no staff and the only occupants were a boy and girl sitting in a corner table, watching me in silence.

Despite the sound of the howl, a run was beginning to seem like the better option.

‘You here for treatment?’ The two other occupants of the canteen had abandoned their table. The girl nodded a question at the chairs opposite me. I nodded in reply and they sat down.

The girl looked fifteen, had short bleached blonde hair, two nose piercings and a dozen silver bangles dangling on her right arm. Her companion was probably a year older than me. He was wearing tailored jean shorts with a tight red T-shirt and he was carrying a serious amount of gel in his hair.

‘Yeah, just arrived,’ I answered.

‘You missed the animals trying to escape the zoo,’ the girl said. She had an American accent.

‘Stefan and Amanda? I met them in the hall. Tried to use my tag to get out.’

‘That’s them.’

‘I’m Nat,’ the girl said. ‘This is Dimitri. He’s Russian.’

‘Romy. They called me a Pre. What’s that?’

‘Pre-treatment or post-treatment,’ explained Dimitri, adding that they were both Pre too.

Nat looked at me quizzically. ‘What do you think?’ she asked Dimitri.

‘Too healthy for cancer, I am thinking,’ Dimitri said. He grabbed my arm and turned it around, inspecting my skin. ‘No injection marks, no limp when he came in. Exercises. It could be something wrong in his head.’

‘I concur with your assessment, Professor Koslov,’ Nat said. ‘So?’

I looked blankly at them.

‘Duh. What are you here for?’ Nat snorted.

‘Oh.’ I glanced down at the tepid sausage on my plate.

‘We are all here for something,’ Dimitri added.

‘Being cured of meat-eating, I hope,’ said Nat. I pushed the sausage away.

‘Come on!’ Dimitri said.

‘Fine! We’ll show you ours first. I’m multiple sclerosis, the secondary progressing type, to be exact,’ announced Nat. ‘And, according to my parents, a bad attitude, but nothing’s going to cure that. Currently in a relapse phase but I’m scheduled for a wheelchair at any time.’

‘You?’ I asked Dimitri.

‘HIV,’ he said.

‘Right. Blood transfusion?’

‘No.’ Dimitri challenged me with a look.

Nat grinned at my surprise. ‘He got it the old-fashioned way.’

‘Sooo?’ Dimitri pressed me for my disease.

‘Adult-onset metachromatic leukodystrophy,’ I said.

They blinked, paused and laughed.

‘It’s a serious condition!’ I protested. No one had ever laughed before. It was the best reaction I’d ever had. I didn’t have to talk about madness, enzymes or my mother. The name was enough. I liked it.

‘No known cure?’ Nat asked.

‘They tried a bone marrow transplant from my little sister, but it didn’t work. So no.’

That was where the scars came from that we bumped. Katie liked the reminder, but every bump just reminded me of the pain I’d put her through, all for nothing.

‘What do you know about your treatment?’ Dimitri asked.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’

‘I am the same,’ he said.

‘Fancy a few hours of freedom or are you going to torture that sausage all evening?’ Nat asked. ‘I need a cigarette without twenty alarm bells and fifteen nurses descending on me … and Dimitri’s got a date.’


‘Who was on duty on the gate when you arrived?’ he asked.

I smiled. Finally something I’d been told made sense. ‘Hans is on duty until ten.’

That was all they needed to know. Dimitri would spend an hour with Hans while Nat sneaked out of the main gate to have a cigarette.

‘You smoke?’ she asked.

‘No, I run.’

 

Dimitri and Nat had rooms on the same floor as me.

‘They keep us away from the other patients,’ said Nat.

‘Meet us in the storeroom near the lift in five minutes,’ Dimitri instructed.

I changed quickly into my running gear, and went down the hall and swiped the storeroom door. It was one of the few doors we could open.

Dimitri wolf-whistled as I entered the tiny room in my running shorts.

‘Ignore him; he’s insatiable,’ said Nat.

‘How do we get out from here?’ I couldn’t see any other door or window, just shelves.

‘Help me,’ Dimitri asked, moving to the shelf unit on the far side of the room. We shifted it to the side to reveal a window behind it. A window with no swipe lock. Clearly these two had mastered the art of escaping better than Stefan, Amanda and Michael.

Outside the window was a drainpipe. Nat and Dimitri climbed out the window in turn and slid down the pipe. They ran into the woods opposite the clinic. I followed on Dimitri’s signal. We worked our way down towards the main gatehouse, cutting through the grounds, avoiding the main drive whenever we could. Because of all the ancient defence walls, we had to pass through the arches of each gatehouse. We’d wait by the trees until the path was clear and nobody was looking out and then run under each arch.

‘That is where my parents are.’ Dimitri pointed out the next gatehouse. All the lights were blazing. His mother was staring out of the window, looking bored.

‘She has not been able to buy anything for a week so she is not happy.’

Dimitri’s father owned steel mills in Russia. They were used to the best of everything.

‘A gay son with HIV is not their idea of the best of everything,’ he said with a shrug. ‘That is why I’m here.’

I got the impression he didn’t really have a choice.

‘Where are your parents?’ I asked Nat.

‘Not here,’ she answered quickly. ‘Let’s go.’

Dimitri’s mother had turned away from the window.

At the next gatehouse Dad and Maria were at the window. They were looking back up at the castle pointing things out in the night. Maria’s arm was bandaged and in a sling across her chest. They turned suddenly to look into the room.

‘Come on,’ Dimitri said. As we moved out, I could hear the door of the gatehouse open.

‘Someone’s coming,’ I said.

We ducked back behind the trees as Jake walked up the hill with a towel, heading for a swim.

‘Who is that?’ Dimitri’s eyes popped.


‘Put your tongue away,’ Nat said.

‘My brother.’

‘He is much better looking than you,’ Dimitri said.

‘Stepbrother,’ I explained.

‘I don’t think he’s better looking,’ said Nat.

‘He is better looking. It is a simple fact.’

‘No, it’s an opinion.’

‘It is a fact!’

‘Are we going to discuss my brother all night?’ I asked.

At the main gatehouse, Hans was alone.

‘You got the message. Thank you, Romy,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to know what you two are going to do, but you need to be back here in forty-five minutes,’ he told us.

Nat looked at her cigarette packet. She had ten left.

‘I’ll try and make them last,’ she said.

‘He’s not going to run away, is he?’ Hans asked. Dimitri shook his head.

‘Forty-five minutes,’ Hans repeated as he opened up the gates. ‘Stay on the road and do not go far. If you see anyone, or hear anything, come back as fast as you can.’

‘I’ll let you have one.’ Nat offered me a cigarette as we walked out beyond the clinic. She lit her first and sucked in with joy.

I shook my head and set off down the road at a gentle warm-up pace. As much as I had enjoyed the time with Dimitri and Nat, I was pleased to be on my own. I found it hard to relax with other people. There was always the pressure to say something, to be present in the room.


Now it was just me and my slowly increasing heart rate. I could finally process the thousand things that had flown at me in the last few hours. My mind was dizzy with new people, new places and old questions that hadn’t been answered.

There was something about the night. My first night in Europe. I looked around at the trees beside the road, lit up by the full moon. The woods on either side were tempting but I stuck to the road. I fell into an easy pace going downhill and looked forward to pushing hard for my final sprint on the way back.

In a few minutes I was at the bottom of the hill, near the site of our accident. I jumped over a gate into the field, wondering where the cattle were. With the full moon I could see a small mound. As I got closer I realised it was one of the cows from earlier, lying down.

Then I smelled the blood. I stopped in front of the animal. It wasn’t lying down. It was dead. One eye stared up, reflecting the moon with a dull sheen. The head had been ripped off and a hind leg tossed aside.

I put my hand to my mouth, gagging. I stared, unable to take my eyes off the corpse … until I noticed heat still rising from the carcass.

Whatever had done this could be nearby. I looked around but saw nothing. I heard nothing: the night was silent. Then the memory of the howl from earlier fired in my mind. I turned and sprinted for the road.

I jumped over the gate. Hans had said stick to the road, but it seemed so wide and open, I felt too exposed. I turned into the woods and paused for a second against a tree. I closed my eyes, trying to shake the image of the dead cow, but its dull eye stared at me still. I looked into the comfortingly dark woods and ran in, determined to escape the bright moonlight.

As I ran further away from the road, I realised I might be invisible but the world could still hear me. I crunched over leaves and crashed past branches like a crazed giraffe. I stopped dead, hoping to wrap myself in silence.

Then I heard a twig crack. Perhaps it was a memory of the sounds I’d made myself echoing in my ear.

Crack, I heard it again. Something was following, pausing with me, waiting. I took off running as hard as could. My breath grew short as panic set in. I peered around into the dark but saw nothing. As the woods grew thicker and my eyes failed to adjust I ran practically blind, not caring which direction I went in.

I ran on, trying to move up the hill. As long as I moved upwards, I figured I would reach the clinic walls. I could feel brushes on my legs, leaves and branches slamming into my arms, but I pushed on.

I should have stuck to the road. Even the moon, barely visible through the trees, had now vanished behind a cloud, throwing a blanket of darkness on top of the gloom.

I should have stopped. I should have known that running blind would only lead to one thing: tripping up. My foot slammed into a tree root and I went flying forwards. My arms bowled round as I tried to regain my balance. My right foot landed badly and I fell down the hill. I tumbled, losing all sense of direction until I crashed into a tree and stopped.

‘Urgh,’ I groaned aloud before I could stop myself and then clenched my teeth, determined not to express the throb of pain pulsing through me. Bruises screamed inside my body, followed by panting breath and a racing heart.

I hoped I couldn’t be seen lying on the ground. I could hear nothing apart from the noise I was making: no birds, no wind, no noise from the clinic, no cars on the road. But something else was there. I could feel it watching … waiting.

I braced for its strike, hoping the moon would emerge so I might at least see an outline of my attacker.

It didn’t. Was I being lured into a sense of calm? Was I meant to think my pursuer had lost me? Then there was movement around me, a rustling sound that no longer tried to hide itself. It was busy noise, as if objects were being lifted from the ground — weapons perhaps. Then steps. I could definitely hear steps.

I scrambled to my feet, crouching down, feeling around for a weapon. As my right hand reached out, it touched something. A running shoe. For a second I thought one of my own had come off but this one was planted firmly, and held a foot and leg of its own. I looked in the darkness to where the body above the shoe would be, wondering how anyone could have got so close without me realising.

Finally the moon emerged and I saw the silhouette of the person standing over me.

‘What are you doing?’ she said as if I’d been discovered in the girls’ changing rooms. I recognised the voice instantly.

‘You, from the stairs?’

‘Remove your hand and stand up,’ she said.

‘There’s something in the woods,’ I gasped. ‘The cow … It was chasing me … We have to go.’


‘You were being chased by a cow?’

‘No! The cow in the field — it’s been torn apart. Something was chasing me.’

‘You shouldn’t be out here,’ she said calmly.

‘We’ve got to run,’ I said.

‘We are perfectly safe,’ she answered. ‘Come on.’

She set off, walking up the hill.

‘Didn’t you hear it?’ I asked as I followed her.

‘No,’ she answered. ‘You have to get back.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Who are you?’

She paused and whispered, ‘Stay here and shout your name as soon you see some lights.’ Then she vanished again, dissolving into the woods.

 

A moment later torchlights flashed through the trees.

‘Over here,’ I shouted. ‘It’s Romy Forster.’

Soon I was surrounded by people. The lights flashed in my eyes, blinding me. I heard voices declaring they’d found me. Arms grabbed my sides and pulled me along.

‘Romy, what on earth made you run away?’ asked Dad.

The lights moved out of my eyes and I could see the group that had been sent to track me down.

‘You were told to stay in the building. Took a wrong turn, did you?’ Nurse Rankin was there. ‘Mr Forster, if you son does not wish to go ahead with the treatment, then I should have been informed. I have enough to do without herding teenagers all night.’


‘I wasn’t running away,’ I said. ‘I was just running and I saw the cow and I got chased and then there was the girl and she …’

Dad gave me his concerned look. ‘The whole clinic’s been looking for you.’

‘But —’

‘Hurry,’ Nurse Rankin interrupted me. ‘If we are to proceed we must return to the clinic immediately. We do not have a moment to lose.’

Hands gripped my elbows tightly and I was marched back to the clinic. At the main gate, Hans was pacing nervously on his own. Nat and Dimitri were nowhere to be seen.

‘How did he get out?’ Nurse Rankin fired at him as we marched past.

‘It’s not his fault …’ I began but she simply tutted, not caring to hear anyone’s words but her own.

 

‘Whatever happens, you have to know this is for the best,’ Dad said. He and Nurse Rankin were pushing me along a corridor in the treatment centre. We’d had to go up to the floor where our rooms were and then down in the lift to the basement. I’d been rushed back, stripped of my running clothes and put in an operation gown.

‘Stop!’ I said. I pulled backwards and refused to move. Since the moment Dad had said the words ‘there’s a place in Austria’ three months before, my life had careered away from me. This treatment was supposed to give me my life back but I felt like it was being taken away. And since we’d arrived in Austria everything had grown even weirder — the race from the airport, the hyperactive kids in the hallway, the mysterious girl who appeared and disappeared like an imaginary friend, the mutilated cow in the field, the ‘something’ in the woods. Now I was being charged down a corridor in the middle of the night, wearing a blue hospital gown that barely reached my thighs.

‘I’m not moving until someone tells me what is going to happen.’

‘We have to hurry,’ said Nurse Rankin. ‘You have already kept Dr Heimlich waiting for over thirty minutes with your ridiculous running away.’

‘I was just running!’ I argued again, though perhaps she was right. Did I really mean to come back?

‘Please, give us one moment.’ My father held his hand up to the nurse. She sighed wearily.

‘He must be in the treatment room in two minutes. I will tell Dr Heimlich you are here.’ She tutted and scurried ahead, muttering, ‘Gott im himmel.’

‘Dad, this is beyond weird. What is going on?’

‘Just trust me.’ He tried to put his hands on my shoulders but I pushed him off.

‘You’ve been saying that for months. Trust me. Just wait. Dr Heimlich will explain. Everything will become clear. But it doesn’t become clear, it just gets more and more crazy.’

Dad reached into his pocket and pulled out the photo of my mother with the torn corner.

‘Do you want to end up like her?’ he asked. ‘Take it from me, anything is better than that.’

‘That’s mine!’ I tried to snatch it from him but he held it away. I stared at her face. Her pained smile seemed more distant than ever, like she was thinking about being somewhere else. For the first time I recognised her look. I saw myself and all the times I’d gazed out of windows at school, lost focus and drifted away.

‘Tonight, all the worry, all the dread and all the mystery will end,’ my father said.

‘Tonight?’

‘Yes. A few minutes in a room round the corner is all I’m asking and then I promise you will know everything.’

‘Mr Forster!’ Nurse Rankin appeared round the corner. ‘Now.’

Dad swallowed hard, his eyes were almost wild with anxiety. ‘Please,’ he said.

I could have turned and run away for real but my mind was bursting with so much uncertainty that I didn’t know what to do or think. I looked away from the photo to my father, the one person who had always been there for me. The man who had spent my entire life trying to make me better. If I couldn’t trust him, who on earth could I trust?

‘You promise it will be OK?’

‘I promise,’ he said.

 

Around the corner, there were two doors on the left side of the corridor. Nurse Rankin swiped the first with her tag and opened it.

‘Your father will watch through the window,’ she said curtly and pushed me in.

I had expected an operating theatre with equipment, scalpels, surgeons in masks and nurses poised ready. Instead the walls and floor were bare and tiled in white. There were no outside windows, but one wall had a large glass window showing another space. The room I had entered was completely empty save one hard plastic chair; sitting on the chair was an immaculately dressed man.

He looked like a model from a mature men’s fashion show. Everything about him was perfect, from the tailored dark grey suit and purple tie to the neat grey hair and the tanned face with a few distinguished wrinkles around his eyes. His legs were crossed and one arm was leaning on the back of the chair as he casually inspected his manicured finger nails. He looked up, caught my gaze with piercing blue eyes and brought a wry smile to his lips.

‘Dr Heimlich, I’m sorry I’m late,’ I stammered. The man simply shook his head and pointed to the thick glass window. I could see my father speaking to an irritated-looking man in a white coat. That was Dr Heimlich. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but by the way my father was holding his hands up and nodding, I could see he was apologising.

‘The good doctor doesn’t like to be kept waiting,’ the man on the chair said. He had a deep voice with a perfect English accent. ‘These Austrians and their time-keeping. And you are?’

‘Romy,’ I said. ‘Romy Forster.’

He smiled at my name.

‘Short for Romulus?’ he asked. I nodded, surprised. Everyone had always accepted that Romy was my name, but it wasn’t. My mother had called me Romulus.

‘How apt,’ he said and offered no further explanation.

‘Who are you?’ I asked.


‘It’s not necessary for me to divulge that, but …’ he paused as if my name had piqued his interest ‘… my name is Julian.’

‘We’re ready to begin.’ A voice came from a speaker in the corner of the room. Dr Heimlich was leaning forwards, speaking into a microphone. He was small and quite fat, with round glasses that rested on top of round cheeks. Behind him my father had his hands clenched and was pressing his thumbs nervously on his lips.

‘Very well.’ Julian stood up with an air of weariness, removed his jacket and hung it carefully over the back of the chair.

‘It’s Armani,’ he said by way of explanation. He undid his tie and began to take off his clothes.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked and backed away until I bumped into the wall. It was cold against my bare back.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, Romy,’ Dr Heimlich said over the speaker. He turned and spoke to the nurse with the microphone off. The nurse nodded. He spoke into the microphone again. ‘The medical team is ready.’

‘Then let us begin,’ Julian said. By now he was standing completely naked. His superior look was unchanged. He was as proud of his lean and muscular body as he was of his taste in suits.

‘What’s going —’ I looked at the doctor but before I finished my question I felt a rush of hot air. Turning back I caught sight of an enormous clawed paw flashing across my chest. I looked up and for a split second thought I could see a giant wolf-like creature on its hind legs but I blinked and it was gone. Instead Julian stood there as before, looking at his nails again with mild distaste. They had blood under them.

Then I felt the pain: a searing burning across my chest. I looked down again and noticed my gown had four horizontal slashes through it. Underneath them, blood was bursting out of my skin from four wounds. Something had slashed my chest and they weren’t normal wounds. I’ve been cut before but these burned like no other, as if liquid fire had been poured into them.

‘Dad!’ I cried out to the window. His hands were pressed on the glass and I could see him mouthing the word ‘sorry’. Was this what I had to trust him for? The treatment he promised me — being slashed to death?

Dr Heimlich looked panicked, as if it wasn’t what he expected.

‘What’s … What’s?’ I put my hands to my chest to stop the blood but it poured out over my fingers.

‘Julian,’ said Dr Heimlich, ‘please complete the treatment!’

‘Treatment?’ I screamed.

‘Julian!’ Dr Heimlich urged again.

‘What’s going on?’ I managed to say to Julian, the one calm person in sight. My head was reeling and I could feel myself growing faint. ‘It’s burning!’ My whole chest was on fire.

‘Your treatment,’ said Julian, ‘is me. I’m to turn you into a werewolf.’

‘What?’ I gasped. I had to be hallucinating. Perhaps I was unconscious and dreaming on an operating table.


‘As a werewolf,’ Julian continued calmly, ‘you’ll have no diseases and enjoy a life of perfect health. You’ll have strength and vitality like never before. And your incurable condition — I presume you have one; everyone who undergoes this treatment does — will be gone.’

‘Julian, this is an outrage. Complete the treatment!’ Dr Heimlich screamed into the microphone. ‘He’ll die!’

I stared, distracted from the agony for a second. Suddenly it all made sense — the secrecy, the howling, the dead cow in the field. It was real. My father was having me turned into a werewolf.

‘Obviously full moons are something of an issue, but you can’t have everything.’ Julian spoke casually, as if we were sharing a cup of tea.

‘Complete the treatment!’ The doctor was jumping up and down on the spot.

‘The reason the good doctor is so irate is that to become a werewolf you need my saliva in your wound. I haven’t administered this yet.’

My father tried to run out of the room and come round to me, but the nurse restrained him. He shot back to the window and started hammering on it.

‘I’m sensing this is all news to you,’ Julian said calmly.

‘This is an outrage,’ the doctor shouted. ‘I demand you complete the treatment.’

‘I’m not sure the boy really wants the treatment.’ Julian walked over to the glass screen and addressed my father. Weary from the loss of blood and intense agony I dropped to my knees.


‘Just think how badly your father wants you to be rid of your condition, Romulus.’ Julian turned to me.

‘I’ll pay more.’ Dad had leaned over and grabbed the microphone. ‘Name your price. Romy hold on, just hold on. Do it! Do it!’

Julian tutted with distaste at the mention of money. ‘It’s about choice. I can’t help feeling the boy would rather die.’

‘Julian, this is monstrous!’ the doctor took over the microphone again.

‘Monstrous, he says.’ Julian smiled at me. ‘And yet he’s put you in a room with me on a full moon.’

He walked over and crouched down in front of me. I was on all fours, panting hard. I wanted to leap on him and tear at him with my hands for inflicting this pain on me, but I could barely move. The burning had spread across my shoulders and arms and was working down my torso. It was all I could do to stop myself from falling over. He put a hand on my head. I tried to shake it off and speak but I could only growl. Every muscle in my body seemed to be locking up. Suddenly the searing heat flashed into agonising cold and my limbs started to shake violently. I felt like I was crawling through the Antarctic.

‘Shh,’ he stroked my head. ‘Is it what you want?’ he asked quietly. ‘Nobody’s given you a choice until now, but I’m giving it to you.’

I looked up in his eyes and tried to focus. Their blue was intense but gentle, like he was my only friend in the world, the one person who really cared about me. I tried to open my mouth to speak but just gasped.


‘I need to hear you, Romulus,’ he said softly. ‘Just me, not them. I need to hear your choice.’

I forced the muscles around my mouth to move. ‘Ye—ye—yesss,’ I got out. Anything was better than this pain. I wanted it. I wanted it more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life. I didn’t care what happened; I didn’t care what I became. I wanted to live.

Julian held my gaze as he raised himself and stepped back. My eyes focused with terrible clarity as I watched his elegant body transform. His shoulders blew up and out into thick muscular joints. His nose and mouth merged into a vicious snout and teeth pushed out from his jaw. His entire body was a thick mass of silver fur; he was double the size he was as a man. Reared up on his hind legs, his arms turned into powerful front legs. He took a step and dropped onto all fours in front of me. As I rested on my hands and knees he growled and sniffed me with his huge nostrils. His claws clicked on the cold tiles and I felt the breath of the monster on my face. I could almost recognise Julian in this creature. The shape of his eyes was still human and they were blue but so dark they were almost black.

I felt myself weakening. I’d left the Antarctic and was back in the burning fire again. The second of clarity passed and my eyes began to swim as my entire body screamed in pain. Somewhere I found the strength to lift my hands off the ground, sending extra agonising stabs through my back. I pushed through it and rested on my knees, swaying, holding my arms to my sides to expose my wounds.

The werewolf stepped forwards and bared his teeth. Controlling himself perfectly, he leaned in, tilted his head, pushed his tongue out and wiped it across my chest. I felt the saliva enter my wounds as his tongue quickly drew my blood back into his mouth. Then the most intense sensation of bliss I had ever experienced washed over my chest. The relief was too much and I fell to the floor. My blurred vision gave up completely as I saw his hind paw return to human form. As my eyes closed, a final emotion swept over me — gratitude. Complete and utter gratitude.

‘Thank you,’ I groaned.

It was done.
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For three days the only visitors I was allowed were Dad and the clinic staff. Dr Heimlich and my father wanted to be sure I wouldn’t expose what had happened. They were right to be worried. I’d tried to open the window to scream it out to whatever neighbours the castle might have, but my swipe didn’t work. All I could do was stare out. I watched as cars pulled up to the door below. Young people got into the cars. Each held the same heavy parcel in their arms. They all took one last look up at the floor I was on. Some looked with dread, others seemed sad to be leaving. One guy of around twenty glanced up, nodded at me and then gave a mock salute, as if he recognised me. I pulled back quickly. Were they Posts leaving after their treatment was complete?

‘Did Maria know about this?’ I asked Dad during one of his visits. He shook his head.

‘What does she think’s happened?’

‘You had your first treatment, but you’re too weak to receive visitors.’

‘So I’m just going to disappear every full moon when we get home?’

‘No, we’ll explain,’ said my father. ‘I’ll explain.’

‘What? Jake, Katie, Maria, do you want to hear the good news or the bad news first?’


‘Romy, don’t be silly.’

‘I can’t do this.’ I pulled the sheets back and tried to get out of bed. Dad stopped me. That was the other reason no one was allowed to see me. I was perfectly well. I still had wounds across my chest but they were healing so fast, I could almost watch them get better.

I threw myself back on the pillows and gazed at the patch of blue sky through the locked window.

‘This is why you were in the basement that day, isn’t it? You’re going to lock me up there every full moon.’

‘It’s only once a month.’

‘Like a wild animal.’

‘You’re completely cured.’

‘A beast that has to be chained up or it might eat its own family.’

‘Dr Heimlich says —’

‘Dr Heimlich can screw himself. Will he be dropping into my cage on the next full moon?’

‘I’ll be there.’

‘I’ll tear you apart.’

I didn’t need a full moon to feel wild. I grabbed my water glass from the bedside table and hurled it at him. He ducked and it smashed on the wall. It was the third glass I’d thrown.

‘In time you’ll see this is —’

‘Leave me alone.’

‘Romy.’

‘Just go.’

 

After he went, I had to get out of my room. I already felt like a caged animal. I waited for a few minutes, got out of bed, threw on some clothes and wandered down the corridor. I tried my swipe on the door to the stairs, on the lift, even the storeroom. It didn’t work anywhere.

I pulled hard at the storeroom door, hoping it might give way, but it didn’t. Becoming a werewolf hadn’t given me superhuman strength.

‘Hey, Romy … in here,’ a voice called from down the corridor. Dimitri’s head was sticking out from one of the doorways. Relieved to see someone who wasn’t my dad or a nurse, I joined him.

As I walked in I saw a bum balancing over the window sill, briefs riding high, barely covering what they were supposed to. Nat was hanging out of the window as far as she could. One hand was holding onto the window frame. The other was holding a cigarette to her mouth as she attempted to blow smoke as far away from the room as possible.

‘Anything inside sets off the alarms,’ Dimitri explained as he jumped onto his bed. He was wearing a T-shirt and knitted boxer shorts — some designer brand with a thick waistband and expensive-looking lettering on it. Dimitri was now trusted to open his window without trying to throw himself out.

‘We wanted to visit you, but your father hasn’t left you alone.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Was that you smashing all the glasses?’ Nat called from the window.

‘Err.’ I looked down, worried that I’d have to explain why I was so angry. ‘Yeah,’ I admitted eventually.

‘I tried to stab my mother with a fork,’ Dimitri said solemnly. ‘But now I am OK.’


Nat flicked her cigarette away and eased herself back into the room. ‘Her fur coat protected her,’ she added and Dimitri rolled back onto the bed and laughed. ‘God, I wish I’d been there to see it.’

‘Have you had the treatment?’ I asked.

‘Do you mean “the treatment”?’ Nat made heavy inverted commas in the air. We looked at each other, no one daring to say it first.

I pulled the neck of my shirt down to show the scars Julian had inflicted.

Dimitri pulled his T-shirt up. His scars were across his belly.

Nat turned her back and lifted her top.

‘I ran for the door.’

‘Did you know?’ I asked them. ‘Beforehand.’

They shook their heads.

I sat down on the bed.

‘It was very fast,’ said Dimitri. ‘A woman in her thirties takes her clothes off and I am thinking that my parents are trying to make me straight with a prostitute. I roll my eyes and then a wolf slashes my belly and licks the wound. A moment later she is at the door, carrying her clothes. She turns around and blows a kiss while I bleed on the floor and a nurse runs in.’

‘I had some girl,’ said Nat. ‘She was like totally up herself. Said “Oh” when I walked in as if she was hoping for someone better. “And you are?” I asked her. She didn’t say. She strips off and turns into — well, you know. I go for the door and next thing I feel she’s slashed my back and then she licks me. I turn round and she’s standing there naked. She gets dressed and then she starts talking, saying she hoped it didn’t hurt too much and making out all nice while I’m bleeding to death on the ground. I managed to tell her where to go before I passed out. Then I woke up in my room.’

‘I had some older guy in an Armani suit,’ I told them.

‘I saw him before my treatment. He was in the corridor,’ interrupted Dimitri. ‘He was very hot.’

‘He slashed me and then went on this trip about me having to “choose” the treatment before he licked me. I swear he was just dragging it out to torment everyone. It went on forever.’

Their mouths opened in shock.

‘But he looked so nice!’ Dimitri moaned.

‘Werewolves, they’re all the same.’ Nat tutted. ‘You can’t trust them.’ It was supposed to be a joke. We tried to laugh but it didn’t work. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled and we lapsed into silence.

 

We spent the next couple of days watching TV, visiting each other in our rooms and trying the doors with our swipes — with no luck. Being collected for blood tests was the highlight of our days. One by one we’d be taken down in a lift to the basement where our treatment had been. There were no other stops, no way of escaping, no way to interact with any other patients at the clinic. These people knew nothing of us. We saw them walking about from our windows, enjoying the grounds we were denied. I had no idea what other treatments the clinic offered, but judging by the freedom those patients had they weren’t as radical as ours.


One morning I was waiting for the lift in the basement after my test results. Enzyme levels were completely normal and there was no trace of my defective gene. I was ‘cured’. I’d left the ranks of the weak and weird and joined the wild and dangerous. I should have been elated but I wasn’t. I felt like something was missing. Stefan and Amanda appeared by the lift doors.

‘So you’re a Post now,’ Stefan said. He held his hands up like claws and growled.

I nodded.

‘Welcome to the gang,’ he added.

‘Just had blood tests?’ Amanda asked.

‘Yeah,’ I said, not feeling like sharing the results.

‘We’ve being doing our meditation. You’ll be starting your lessons soon,’ she said.

‘Werewolf school,’ Stefan added. ‘Mind control, meditation, moon phases, the usual stuff.’

‘Very usual.’ I stared at the lift doors, waiting for them to open. I wasn’t ready to chat about my new state as though I’d just graduated to uni or something.

‘Chatty, isn’t he?’ Stefan said to Amanda.

I glanced round. ‘Where’s your friend?’ I asked. ‘The kid.’

Amanda bit her lip and looked down.

‘He couldn’t hack it,’ Stefan said.

‘Don’t!’ Amanda belted him.

‘He needs to know what’s in store. This isn’t for wimps. I reckon he’ll be another Michael.’

The lift arrived and we got in. I tried to ignore Stefan’s comment. The last thing I wanted to hear about was more difficulty ahead.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Amanda, ‘the treatment just didn’t work out for Michael, that’s all.’

‘Didn’t work out?’ Stefan repeated and looked directly at me. ‘When the change happened he was so freaked —’

‘No!’ Amanda put her hand to Stefan’s mouth but he pushed her aside.

‘He wants to know. He might not ask but he does.’

‘No, I don’t want to hear again!’ Amanda put her hands over her own ears.

‘Michael went crazy. He sliced his own arm, smelled his own blood and tore himself to pieces, ripping into his own —’

‘No no no!’ Amanda sang out, trying to block the words.

I stared at Stefan as he spoke, determined to show I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t going to be bullied.

‘Stop it!’ Amanda shouted.

‘Go on,’ I said quietly.

‘He ripped into his own flesh — literally tore himself apart.’

‘You’re lying,’ I said.

‘Am I?’ he asked Amanda.

She sighed and shook her head. ‘My poor little boy.’

‘He was weak. Are you weak?’ Stefan challenged me.

Ping. We arrived on the third floor and the doors opened. I ran out, my stomach heaving at the thought of what had happened to Michael.

‘Better be prepared, new boy!’ Stefan shouted as I ran. Reaching my room, I lunged into the bathroom just in time to hurl into the toilet.


Prior to that I had been ‘making progress’. I’d stopped throwing things at my father and I had been allowed to open the window. It was just as well. After I was sick I needed oxygen. I hung out, gulping down fresh air.

‘You OK?’ Nat came in. ‘Saw you sprint past my room.’

I decided not to share the news with her. She saw I’d been allowed to open my window and decided to celebrate by having her last remaining cigarette out of it.

‘It’s kinda weird. I don’t actually want to smoke any more,’ she said. ‘I don’t crave like I used to. I just enjoy the idea of being bad.’

‘You haven’t said how your parents reacted to the news,’ I asked, to distract myself from the story about Michael.

‘I don’t know. Whatever.’ Nat turned and looked out the window again. She threw away her half-smoked cigarette.

‘Let’s go and see what Dimitri’s doing.’

He was in his room with the door closed. It had been shut all morning. Nat walked in without knocking.

Dimitri was on his bed, transfixed by some R&B singer on the television. ‘My door was closed,’ he said sulkily without looking at us.

‘Yeah, but we’re bored. What’s new?’

The video finished and a girl band came on. Dimitri tutted and muted the sound. ‘I had the results of my blood tests yesterday,’ he said. ‘They say I have no trace of the HIV. I do not even have my antibodies for it any more.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ I asked.


‘I can stop taking these.’ Dimitri picked up a plastic bottle of pills from by his bed. ‘I was very excited when they made these,’ he continued, rolling the bottle in his hands. ‘All my medicines in one pill. One a night, every night. You are not supposed to miss a single treatment — ever. Last night I wake up in middle of the night, in a panic. I think I have forgotten to take it. I could not sleep again until I took one.’

Nat went over to the bed and gave him a hug and then burst into tears.

‘As long as I can remember I’ve had MS,’ she sobbed between her tears. ‘It comes … it came in bouts that would only get worse. And now … It’s so stupid, but …’

‘But you miss it,’ I said, sitting down on the bed with them. I felt the same. The leukodystrophy had hung around me forever. Then it was gone, just like that. I was suddenly off balance. I wasn’t the boy who was going to go mad and die any more — the boy who got the sympathetic glances, the heartfelt concern and the awkward silences. I’d lived with pity all my life. It made me special; it was the only reason people liked me. Now I didn’t even have that. Now I was the boy who might rip your heart out once a month.

‘We’re monsters now,’ I said quietly.

‘At least that much hasn’t changed,’ said Nat. When I asked what she meant, she just shook her head and said, ‘Nothing, I’m just being silly.’ She looked out of the window and I could tell she was thinking of the parents she never talked about.


 

The next day Dr Heimlich and my father decided I was ‘well enough’ to see my family. Dad spent the entire morning coaching me on my ‘operation’ and then we staged my room. Fake drips and heart monitors were brought in and set up by my bed.

‘Do we really have to do this?’ I asked.

‘Dr Heimlich says it will prevent them asking too many questions.’

‘So you’re telling me to lie.’

‘It’s not down to you to tell them. That’s my responsibility.’

Katie ran in first. I could hear her steps in the corridor. She stopped as soon as she saw me hooked up to the machines.

‘It’s OK. I’m all right,’ I said and shuffled to the side of the bed so we could bump scars. Maria and Dad followed.

‘Wow,’ she said. ‘You look …’

‘Well? I am.’

‘Your father said the operation was difficult and that you lost a lot of blood. I didn’t know there was even going to be an operation. Are you sure you’re OK?’

I nodded. ‘I’ve missed you. Where’s Jake?’

Maria rolled her eyes. ‘Swimming pool. He’s practically living there. I suspect there’s a girl involved but of course he’s not telling me.’

‘He’ll come later,’ said Dad.

‘Did it hurt?’ Katie asked.

‘A bit, but it’s fine now.’ I sat up in the bed and gave a wince.


‘Should you be moving like that?’ Maria asked and scanned the heart rate monitor as if she understood the numbers and beeps.

‘He’s fine,’ said Dad. ‘Dr Heimlich says he’s making amazing progress. He should be ready for stage two of treatment this week.’

‘So what does that involve?’ Maria asked me.

‘No idea,’ I said. ‘Nobody tells me anything.’

‘Surely the doctor’s explained your treatment?’ Maria looked at my father. ‘He needs to know what to expect.’

‘There are no more operations but some sort of flushing of his blood. It will make him quite tired but Dr Heimlich is very pleased with how the operation went.’

‘So it’s going to work?’

‘Looks like it,’ I said.

‘That’s incredible. Wonderful.’ She leaned over, grabbed the hand that didn’t have a fake drip attached and looked in my eyes. I had to turn away.

‘Leave the boy be,’ said Dad.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘After all this time. Why isn’t everyone around the world being told about this treatment? It should be widely available.’

‘You know what the medical world is like,’ said Dad. ‘They don’t like anything that might be considered alternative — that suggests they got things wrong.’

‘But if lives are being saved —’ Maria put her hand to her mouth. Tears welled up in her eyes.

‘So what have you been up to?’ I changed the subject quickly. ‘I need news!’


‘The countryside is so beautiful. We’re having a great holiday, aren’t we, Katie?’ Maria wiped her eyes and smiled.

Katie filled me in on the exploring they had done around the castle, the great games they had on the game console in their room, the towns they’d visited and all the weird sausages she’d eaten.

‘OK, let’s not tire him out,’ Dad said. ‘You can come back tomorrow.’

After they left I got out of the ‘patient’ fancy dress and wandered down the corridor. Dimitri’s door was closed. Nat was in the room next door with her ear pressed to the wall.

‘Dimitri’s with his parents. I’m trying to work out if he’s going to stab his mother again,’ she said.

I listened too but they were talking in Russian. ‘How can you tell?’

‘I can’t, but if they start shouting, something might kick off.’

‘If they start shouting, won’t we hear them anyway?’

‘This is more fun,’ she said.

The voices remained at a low volume so she gave up.

‘How did it go with your family?’ she asked.

‘I had to be strapped up to drips and a heart monitor and pretend I’d had this big operation.’

‘Poor you.’

‘It was OK. My family’s nice, I guess,’ I said.

‘Exactly. Poor you. I don’t play happy families. It’s all about lying and somebody always loses.’

‘My family isn’t.’

‘Hello — fake drips!’


‘My family wasn’t,’ I corrected myself. ‘Dad’ll tell them when the time’s right.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘Of course.’

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘So no family here for you?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t want to talk about it?’

‘Nope.’ She crossed her arms.

‘OK.’ I left her on her own and went back to my room.

Two minutes later she followed me. ‘You don’t know anything about women, do you?’

‘Err …’

‘You’re supposed to make me talk about it so we can share.’

‘Sorry,’ I muttered.

‘Right about now,’ she said, ‘my parents and half their congregation will be praying for me. They think the devil has control over me.’

‘But they sent you for the treatment. How can they think it’s the devil?’

‘Well, they kinda don’t know.’

‘What?’

‘I found this place myself. Pretended to be my dad, stole the money from his online bank accounts to pay for the treatment and the airfare and came here.’

‘So you knew what the treatment was?’

She nodded.

‘But you said —’

‘I lied, OK? I’m good at that.’

‘So they wouldn’t have paid for this?’


‘The only treatments they paid for were exorcisms to cast out the demon that was infecting me.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘So says the werewolf.’

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled. I didn’t know what to say.

Nat explained that her family were hard-core Christians. They used to think her condition was God testing them, until a new pastor at their church decided it was the devil possessing her. After the third exorcism she’d had enough, did the same detailed research as my dad and tracked down the Wandlung Clinic.

‘You chose this treatment!’ I was stunned.

‘If you’d been through as many exorcisms as I have, you’d choose this too. Every bout of MS I had, I didn’t get hospitalised, I got bound in ropes, shaken, pulled, and shoved under water until I could hardly breathe. I was starved, force-fed and screamed at until I just wanted to die. When I eventually found out what the treatment here was it seemed perfect. My parents reckoned I had a demon inside me causing my MS so why not put a real demon in me and cure it? Now I’m a thief, a liar, a fraud and an occasional crazed beast, but I’m not a victim. I don’t have MS and no one is ever going to torture me again.’

‘So how are you going to explain everything when you go home?’

‘I’m not going home,’ she said, clenching her fists.

‘Your brother is here, Romy,’ Ingrid announced from the door. After a few days’ leave she was back on duty as a specialist third-floor nurse. ‘I told him I would check if you were awake.’


‘Help me with my tubes,’ I said, jumping under the sheets of my bed. ‘Recovered from the crash?’

‘Not as quickly as you, I think,’ she said as she attached my tubes and switched on the heart monitor.

‘Sorry, Nat, you better go. We’ll talk more later, I promise.’

‘No need.’

‘Is that a real no need or a fake no need so please come and talk?’

She grimaced and pretended to unplug my heart monitor.

‘Enjoy your happy families,’ she said and left.

I could smell Jake before he walked in. A cloud of pool chlorine announced his arrival.

‘Hey, bro,’ he said.

‘Hey.’

He walked over to the window. ‘Nice view.’

‘Thanks.’

‘So Mum says you’re OK. She came and got me out of the pool. Said I had to visit.’

‘She thinks you’ve got a girlfriend there.’

Jake slumped into the armchair. ‘I did, but she’s vanished.’

‘Right.’

‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘The night we arrived I thought you’d actually done me a favour for once. I went to the pool to punch out a few laps. At first it was empty, then I’m racking up a tumble at the shallow end and suddenly there’s a woman in the pool. And I’m talking a real woman.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Let’s just say the cougar is native to Austria,’ Jake grinned. ‘She was way hotter than Ms Grinshaw at school. She stood there and watched me turn, do a length of backstroke and a quick length of butterfly. She was totally coming on to me. Said we should race and the winner gets a kiss. Obviously I let her win and then move in so she could claim her prize.’

‘OK, I don’t need to hear about the pashing.’ I interrupted Jake before it got too detailed.

‘She was totally into me,’ Jake bragged, ‘and wild. She made me turn around and next thing I know her swimsuit’s off and she’s tying it around my head like a blindfold. She pressed up against me, kissing me, then spun me round and round. I had no idea which way I was facing. Then …’

‘OK, I get it. No graphics, please’

‘It was complete fantasy: deserted swimming pool, hot woman.’

‘You did it in the pool?’

His face dropped. ‘This old fat guy turns up, sits on the edge of the pool and starts licking his goggles. She climbs out, totally naked. His eyes pop out of his head and she strolls off to the changing rooms. When she gets there, she turns round, blows me a kiss and shrugs. I jumped out and ran after her to return her swimsuit but she’d gone.’

‘And you’ve been hanging out at the pool ever since in case she rocks up again.’ I grinned.

‘This is serious. She was awesome.’

‘Thank you.’ I laughed. It was the first moment I hadn’t thought about me, my treatment or my condition in days. He wasn’t trying to take my mind off it all, but he succeeded.


‘So are any of your doctors female, hot and missing a swimsuit?’

‘No.’

‘Nurses? Cleaners?’

‘No, but …’

‘What?’

‘I had a girl disappear on me too.’ I told him about the girl from the stairs. ‘It’s like she vanished and nobody else had seen her.’

‘I’d say you made her up, but for once, bro, I know what you mean. This place is creepy. They try to make it nice and normal but there’s just something weird.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Come on! That howl on the night we arrived? And what’s with all the security?’

‘How are Dad and Maria coping?’ I asked.

‘Your dad’s on “everything’s going to be fine” autopilot. Mum’s getting creeped out too but she’s not saying anything. The only company she’s got is this Russian billionaire’s wife. Her son’s being treated here.’

‘I’ve met him: Dimitri,’ I said.

‘She took Mum shopping and complained because she couldn’t find a dress over a thousand euros. Who ever heard of complaining that things don’t cost enough? Freaky.’

‘Sorry I’m putting you through this.’

‘So what is this mystery treatment?’

‘It’s complicated. I —’

‘You’re going to have to leave now.’ Senior Nurse Rankin had appeared at the doorway. ‘Patient Forster is due for his remedial massage.’


‘Patient Forster?’ Jake shook his head in disbelief.

‘This is not a hotel. You cannot swan around as you please.’ Rankin stood at the door and ushered Jake out.

‘Your visitors will be barred if you arouse suspicion about your treatment,’ she informed me when he had left, but sooner or later someone was going to have to explain to my family about the special patients on the third floor.
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A week after our treatment, Dimitri, Nat and I began ‘werewolf school’. We were so bored with the third floor that anything seemed exciting by comparison — even a windowless room in the basement.

We were each given a folder with a timetable of classes — group meditation, werewolf history and mind development — and a calendar of the moons.


New Moon (0%)

Waxing Crescent Moon (25%)

First Quarter Moon (50%)

Gibbous Moon (75%)

Full Moon (100%)

Disseminating Moon (75%)

Last Quarter Moon (50%)

Balsamic Moon (25%)



Next to each was a diagram of the relevant moon shape. They were repeated over and over again with dates next to them for the next four years.

As we flicked through our notes, the door opened. Stefan and Amanda came in. Our first lesson was a group session with them.

I glowered at Stefan. I didn’t want him repeating the story of Michael to the others.


‘We haven’t met properly; I’m Amanda.’ She held her hand out to Nat. ‘It’s super to have another girl in class.’

‘Super!’ Nat mimicked her.

‘You’re American! Yeah — Go USA!’ Amanda upped her perkiness.

‘Yeah!’ Nat shook the wrist with all her silver bangles in the air in a mock salute.

‘Hi!’ Amanda turned her attention to Dimitri and held her hand out to him.

‘Hhhello.’ Dimitri doubled his Russian accent for her benefit and shook her hand furiously with both of his. ‘Dimitri.’

‘Super.’

‘You have had your first change, no?’ Dimitri asked them.

‘It was awesome.’ Stefan flicked a smile at me.

‘Now, Stefan, you know we can’t remember anything the first time,’ Amanda chided him.

‘I did. I totally ripped a dog apart,’ he retorted.

‘Interesting memory.’ We turned to see Dr Heimlich had quietly entered.

‘I told you. I’m one serious werewolf. Ahead of the pack.’

‘Patients are given a rabbit for their first change,’ Dr Heimlich answered.

‘I can remember a dog.’

‘Is an animal the only option?’ Nat asked.

‘Are you a vegetarian?’ Amanda glanced smugly at her. ‘We’ll soon see about that — won’t we, Dr Heimlich?’

‘Settle down,’ he responded. ‘Romy, Nat, Dimitri, welcome to your induction course. Over the next couple of months you’ll learn about living with your new status and a little history of what is now your kind. For twenty-nine days of every month you are perfectly normal and, I might add, in excellent health. Only one night in every thirty needs to be managed. With the right training you’ll find you’ll be able to control your more excessive urges.’

‘He makes it sound like chocolate craving,’ Dimitri whispered.

‘Do we have to sit through this again?’ Stefan had heard it the month before.

‘Yes,’ Dr Heimlich replied curtly. ‘You will have noticed how quickly you’ve healed from your operations. Your bodies are able to regenerate remarkably.’

‘If my arm is cut off, will it grow back?’ Dimitri asked.

‘No, but you will heal and adapt quickly.’

‘Are we, like, immortal?’ Nat asked.

‘No. You will grow old, but you will have no diseases.’

‘What if my head is cut off?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Then you will most likely die.’

‘What if someone rips your heart out?’ I asked.

‘There have been no known cases of heart regeneration.’

‘Bullet wounds?’

‘Those you will survive.’

‘Does this apply when we’re human and when we’re wolves?’ I asked.

‘No, just in your altered state. Then your body is at its maximum strength. It will recover from bullets and other wounds almost instantly. As humans you are more vulnerable, but will still recover from wounds much more rapidly than other people.’

‘What about silver bullets?’

‘Silver to you is poisonous. It will severely weaken you and prevent your body from recovering. A bullet to the heart will kill you quickly, elsewhere will take longer. If a bullet is removed in time, recovery is possible.’

‘If we’re killed as wolves, what happens to our bodies?’ I asked.

‘Your body will remain in that form. You will not transform back.’

‘What if we’re attacked by another werewolf?’ Nat asked.

‘So many questions about death!’ the doctor said, exasperated. ‘This treatment was designed to give you life! Nat, you will have to remove your silver bangles. You’ll probably find they already irritate your skin.’

She pushed them up her arm. The skin was red. She took them off and handed them over.

‘And your piercings as well, I’m afraid.’

She pulled a face, but her nose was red around the studs. She removed them.

‘Now,’ Dr Heimlich continued, ‘to live a healthy life there are three simple rules to follow: learn the phases of the moon; always make a kill; and leave no prey alive. I cannot overstate the importance of knowing your moon phases. Amanda, October 27?’

‘New Moon,’ she answered.

‘Correct. Stefan, December 11?’

He counted on his fingers for a moment and then grinned.


‘Party time!’

‘It is a full moon. You must plan exactly where you are going to be on the full moon. Your strength in your altered state is extraordinary. Until you can be sure of exercising the right amount of control, you will need to be chained during your change.’

‘Julian switched between being a werewolf and human at will. Will we be able to?’ I asked.

Dr Heimlich coughed, removed his glasses and wiped them. ‘No. Your treatment consultants were born into their state and, as such, have more control.’

Over the next hour Dr Heimlich explained what we could expect from our new ‘state’, without ever saying the word ‘werewolf’. Dimitri began a tally on his notepad of the number of times he used the words ‘condition’ and ‘altered’.

We learned there was a big difference between born werewolves and created ones. Those born to it were able to switch at will between human and wolf state during the night of the full moon. They still needed to make a kill, but they could control their wilder instincts for tearing into living flesh. My mind flashed back to the beast panting his hot breath in front of me and his carefully measured swipe across my chest.

Created werewolves were destined not to have that kind of control over their change. It happened as the full moon rose. Once we’d made a kill and satisfied our ‘hunger’ we would eventually fall asleep and wake up in our human form. As werewolves we had to make a kill. Without a kill we would return to our human form crazed with hunger and turn back again each night until a kill was made.


‘It must be a mammal,’ Dr Heimlich said. ‘Birds and reptiles will not slake your new thirst.’

‘What about kangaroos?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Pardon?’

‘Romy is from Australia — what if he can only find kangaroo? They are not mammals.’

‘Technically they are still mammals,’ I said.

Dr Heimlich smiled. ‘Romy will have to report back to us. I would suggest a test with a back-up rabbit in reserve.’

Nat asked if we had to kill the animal ourselves.

‘It will not be a question of making yourself kill something,’ the doctor answered, ‘but rather training yourself to stop at one.’

‘Yeah!’ Stefan was ready to hunt.

‘The consequences of not making a kill are not to be contemplated. The madness that descends on those who do not kill is to be avoided at all costs.’ The threat of madness returned to me. But at least now it was only a threat, not a promise.

‘Stefan, Amanda, perhaps you would like to explain what happens as the full moon approaches,’ the doctor said.

‘It’s awesome,’ Stefan said. ‘You get like the biggest buzz and all you can think about is the full moon.’

‘It’s like you’re super super excited about the best party ever!’ Amanda added.

‘Super!’ Nat snarled quietly.

‘On your first night you will remember nothing when you wake up,’ the doctor repeated. ‘And you will have no control over your actions. On your next change you will remember what you have done during the night. As the months progress and with the right training you will learn to control your bloodlust.’

‘What if we kill a person?’ Stefan asked.

‘For your own peace of mind and sanity in your human state, it is to be hoped that you do not. The urge, I warn you, will be strong. Almost irresistible to begin with. That is why you will go through an intensive program of meditation and mind control. It will not be easy, but it is absolutely vital.’

‘What would happen if we didn’t do this training?’ I asked.

‘A created … werewolf,’ the doctor finally said the word, ‘with no training would be a monster indeed. In the altered state, with no sense of control, its destructive fury would be terrible. Then, when he or she could remember their actions, their horror and self-loathing would most likely distort their minds. They could not live normal lives.’

The class fell into silence, until eventually Dimitri asked the question I’d been dreading. ‘What happened to that other boy — the younger one?’

The doctor removed his glasses, wiped them and looked down.

‘Unfortunately, in some rare cases, the treatment is not successful.’

‘Didn’t he tear —’ Stefan began.

‘We do not discuss other patients’ treatments,’ the doctor interrupted him. ‘Better you all concentrate on your own treatment. Now let us begin a meditation. Everyone close your eyes.’

 


The next two weeks were filled with lessons in the dungeon, as we called our windowless basement classroom. For one exercise in hunger control we each had to nominate our favourite meal and were then denied any food at all for forty-eight hours. When we were weak with hunger and salivating at the thought of stale bread, those favourite dishes were brought into the dungeon and placed in front of us. I’d struggled to come up with a favourite but thought of the chocolate cake from our family meetings and suggested that.

The slab of rich moist cake before me was smothered with cream and a layer of thick red goo dripped out of the middle. I could smell the chocolate and the artificial strawberriness of the goo.

We stared at our chosen food. Dimitri’s jaw dropped as he saw his plate of pelmeni, Russian dumplings stuffed with meat. Nat had opted for felafel drenched in hummus. After two days of not eating, I could smell each dish and decided they were all my favourite.

We sat with cutlery placed alluringly at the sides of the plates.

‘This is just a fraction of the yearning you will feel. Remember it.’ Dr Heimlich paced as the food scents wafted over us. ‘That pain in your stomach, the saliva in your mouth, they are merely functions of your brain. Rationalise your feelings, remember your meditations, control yourselves.’

He stopped talking, leaving us to our hunger and our dishes. I stared at the cake, focusing on the red in the centre, observing how it looked and fighting the sensation in my mind that said this was a pointless exercise: nothing could prepare me for being a werewolf.


‘Do not use words. You will not have words in your other state, simply intense emotions. Block words from your minds.’

My eyes fell in and out of focus as I tried to avoid thinking how ridiculous it was not to eat. Then I tried to push all words out of my head. We sat staring for thirty minutes, sucking saliva down our throats, until finally Dr Heimlich said, ‘Very well.’

Dimitri’s hand shot out towards the pelmeni. Just as quickly, Dr Heimlich knocked his hand and sent the dumpling flying.

‘But you said we could eat!’ Dimitri protested.

‘I did not! What if that was a human child?’ the doctor demanded furiously.

Dimitri looked at him, weary with control. ‘Would it be wrapped in dumpling?’ he asked.

Dr Heimlich tutted. ‘You may each take one forkful of your food. No more.’

One forkful seemed like heaven, quickly followed by hell. The control required not to take a second bite was even greater than we’d needed before. ‘You must learn to control yourselves after you have eaten even more than when you are still hungry. One kill is all you require; any more would be inhuman.’

He sighed and turned.

‘Now you may finish,’ he said, his back to us. We looked at each other, wondering whether this was another test. He turned back, pleased that we hadn’t moved.

‘The lesson is over. Eat.’

We devoured the food.


 

As our lessons progressed, and it became clearer we could be trusted not to talk about our treatment, our freedom expanded. We were allowed into the grounds, to eat in the canteen with other patients and I could visit my family.

Their guardhouse had its own kitchen and dining room. My first meal alone with them seemed like a treat I’d been denied for months. They were frustrated and bored. Katie had tired of the computer games. Jake had given up on the swimming pool. They were desperate to get home. For them, the meal was a flicker of interest in the ongoing boredom. For me, it was something precious. To Maria, Katie and Jake, I was still just Romy, but without the condition. A normal boy with whom they could all lead a normal life — no impending death hanging over them.

‘Why do you keep staring at me?’ Katie asked.

‘I’m just pleased to see you, that’s all!’

She was living in a world that didn’t exist. A world where I was cured and unaffected by the full moon, a world I could only see in her eyes. Soon enough, of course, the conversation would be had and Romy the Normal Boy would disappear. I’d be defined by the monster in me, by the one night in thirty I’d have to be chained up.

‘Tell us about your treatment. What happens?’ Maria had been watching me, watching them.

‘It’s OK,’ I mumbled and tried not to look at my father.


‘Only OK?’ She was looking directly at me as she spoke but I stared at my plate, hating the lies.

‘When can we go home?’ Jake asked.

‘It won’t be long now,’ said my father.

‘I’m bored!’ Katie declared. ‘Romy’s always being treated and Jake won’t do anything with me.’

Maria promised to take her on a trip the next day.

After dinner I stayed to play computer games with Katie and Jake until her bedtime. We let her win.

‘You better be heading back, Romy,’ Dad said as soon as we’d finished. I think he wanted to avoid further questions.

‘I’ll walk with you,’ Maria said.

‘It’s OK; I know the way.’

‘I’ve missed you. I want to spend time with you.’

‘Let the boy be,’ Dad intervened. Maria tried to insist, but I shot out quickly while they argued. I wanted to keep that one night of being normal — a respite between my abnormal states.
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The next day in the dungeon it was as though nothing had changed from my days at school in Australia, only now I was staring at a wall instead of out of a window. I couldn’t concentrate.

Our homework the night before had been to look at the moon and notice how we felt. It was the night before a gibbous moon, four nights before the full moon. Nat and Dimitri both thought they had felt something.

‘It was faint, but it was there,’ Nat said.

‘Where?’ asked the doctor.

‘All over inside … I think,’ Dimitri said.

‘How did it make you feel?’ asked Doctor Heimlich.

‘It was nice … I think,’ said Nat. ‘And then I felt guilty. I’m going to have to kill something in four days. I don’t want to enjoy that.’

Dimitri didn’t share Nat’s guilt. He’d enjoyed the sensation.

‘Romy?’ It was my turn.

I looked away from the imaginary window in the wall. ‘Gibbous moon,’ I said.

‘We’re talking about last night’s moon. You were supposed to look at it and examine your feelings.’

‘Oh, sorry, yeah me too.’

‘Did you even look at the moon?’ Dr Heimlich asked.


I hadn’t; I’d been too busy clinging to my illusionary happy family to notice it.

‘It will be easier for you tonight, but you must do the preparation I set, Romy. It is essential if you are going to control your altered state. The full moon is not an examination you can re-sit if you don’t pass.’

A wave of sweat came over me; I thought of Michael. Had he failed to prepare properly?

‘Today’s lesson is more of a briefing. You need to know about one of the principal threats you will face.’

The doctor handed out a set of three photographs. Each picture was of the same man. In one he was coming out of a doorway, looking down the street with a half scowl on his face, as if he was expecting to see something he disliked. In the next he was standing, wearing a black military uniform and sunglasses. In the third he was with other men also in black uniforms. He was clearly in charge as they stood around and he pointed outwards. He was of medium height and had a solid but lean build. He was in his fifties with close-cropped silver hair. Large cheekbones sat above hollowed cheeks and his Adam’s apple stuck out of his tight neck as if every unnecessary part of his face had been carved away.

‘You must remember this man,’ said Dr Heimlich, ‘and hope that you never meet him.’

‘Who is he?’ Nat asked.

‘His name is Gustav Mainwaring and his purpose in life is to kill you.’

We threw the photos down.

‘He is a retired military officer,’ the doctor continued, ‘and now devotes himself to hunting down your kind. “Eradicating” is the term he uses.’


My mind flashed back to Kyle and his gang hunting me through the reserve.

‘I thought we were the predators now,’ I said.

‘Every species has someone to fear,’ Heimlich said. ‘You are in the fortunate position of knowing who your enemy is. Mainwaring monitors media reports of unusual animal killings, investigates and, if he thinks it’s an attack, positions himself and his troop of mercenaries ready for the full moon.’

‘But he can’t just go around murdering people!’ Nat protested.

‘He would argue that he doesn’t kill people, he hunts animals. He only hunts on the full moon. Remember if you are killed in your altered state, you remain in your altered state. When Mainwaring kills, the only evidence is the body of large wolf-like creature.’

With no human body, there could be no investigation. We would simply disappear.

‘So we’re just prey to him? Animals to be slaughtered?’ Nat reacted angrily. ‘That’s so wrong. Why haven’t the werewolves killed him?’

‘Is that what you would do?’ the doctor asked.

‘Well … if he’s murdering people.’ Nat flushed and tried to twiddle the silver bangles she was no longer wearing. She flicked her hand away, annoyed with herself. ‘I just don’t like violence, that’s all.’

‘Why does he do it?’ Dimitri asked.

The doctor smiled. ‘Human motivations are difficult to ascertain. He claims to be eradicating dangerous beasts for the good of the world. He may have lost someone to a rogue werewolf attack. Personally I suspect the walls of his home are adorned with the stuffed heads of the animals he has killed. I believe that to him you are the ultimate game hunt.’

The doctor allowed us to sit in silence, absorbing the latest information about our new state.

‘He is one more reason you must control your kills and avoid arousing suspicions. If the threat of killing others is not reason enough, then the threat of being killed yourselves must act as a deterrent.’

 

That night I went for a run around the grounds of the castle, jogging downhill to the main entrance and then sprinting uphill along the drive as it wound underneath all the gatehouses. After my first return to the top I was panting hard, but I still had energy. I turned my face to the moon and searched inside for some feeling, some sensation like Nat and Dimitri had described. I felt nothing and set off down the hill again. If I exhausted myself completely, blocked out my mind with aching limbs, I might feel something. But after my second attempt I stared and stared, willing my blood to jump or my heart to feel like it was floating up to the sky, but there was nothing.

By my third uphill sprint, the way felt longer than ever. I pushed through the lactic-acid burn in my thighs and finally reached the door of the clinic. I paced around, resting my hands on my hips with my eyes closed, feeling my thumping heart rate gradually return to normal.

‘The moon seems so bright — is it full?’ a voice said.

‘Gibbous,’ I replied without thinking.

It was Maria. ‘Pardon?’

‘Three quarters. Full moon in four days.’


‘Since when did you get so knowledgeable about the moon?’ she asked.

‘I have a lot of spare time. I’ve been reading up.’

She nodded, her arms folded in front of her.

‘I saw you running,’ she said. ‘You’re looking very fit.’

I nodded.

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked. ‘You seem, I don’t know, reserved of late.’

‘Not like my normal chatty self?’

She smiled. ‘I spoke to a lovely old woman who swears Dr Heimlich has improved her arthritis. She told me all about her stem-cell treatments and aquatherapy. Another young man came in a wheelchair. He’s on crutches now. Never thought he’d walk but Dr Heimlich’s been using lasers to reconnect his nerves so his brain can send movement signals to his legs.’

‘That’s amazing.’

‘I know all about their treatment but I know nothing about yours. All this rush to get you here and then you were locked away for a few days and then, like magic, you’re fine.’

‘Where are Jake and Katie?’ I asked, trying to distract her. She ignored my question.

‘You’ve never looked better and yet you need “more treatment”. More treatment that you won’t talk about.’

I looked up at the gibbous moon, bright in the sky. I wanted to tell her everything, but I knew the moment I did she would hate me. I would transform before her eyes, right there.


‘You’re smiling,’ she said. ‘What’s funny?’

‘Am I?’ I hadn’t even noticed. But right in the middle of a conversation that was tormenting my mind, my body responded to the coming full moon. I felt a flicker of relief.

‘Romy, what’s going on?’

‘I wish I could tell you.’

‘You can tell me,’ she said. ‘You have to.’

I shook my head.

‘Take your shirt off,’ she said suddenly.

‘What?’

‘Come on.’ She pulled at the bottom of my T-shirt. ‘Two weeks ago you were bandaged up as if you’d had heart surgery and now you’re sprinting up hills like a possessed demon. Nobody recovers that quickly.’

‘Get off me!’ I shoved her off. My push was too hard; she reeled, lost her balance and fell onto the ground.

‘Sorry!’ I held my hand out to help her up, but she didn’t take it. She stayed on the cobbles and began to cry. ‘I don’t feel we’re like a family any more. You don’t live with us. Your father hasn’t answered a straight question since we arrived. Jake’s in a world of his own. Katie’s so alone. She feels like she’s lost both her brothers. This treatment — this secrecy is tearing us apart.’

‘Please get up,’ I said. I wanted to tell her. She had a right to know how our lives had changed. ‘The treatment, it was …’ I couldn’t find the right word.

The door to the clinic swung open.

‘Romy Forster, you should be inside.’ Nurse Rankin spoke as she came out.


I started. It was like she was tracking my every move, waiting to pounce if I came close to giving anything away.

‘It’s all right,’ Maria said, getting up quickly. ‘He’s with his mother.’

‘You are not in charge here,’ Rankin said curtly. She put an arm round my shoulder and pushed me inside. I looked over my shoulder to Maria, where she stood, watching.

Nothing would stop her finding out.

 

Despite the worry about Maria, my body became more excited. The next night the brief sensation I’d felt recurred over and over in a pulse. I didn’t even have to be looking at the near-full moon.

The twenty-ninth morning brought another meditation class in the dungeon. Stefan and Amanda joined us. They were preparing for their first conscious nights as werewolves. These were our most important lessons, the doctor said — those occurring when we had a genuine connection to the moon.

‘Now is when you really can and must master your feelings. Don’t use words, don’t tell yourself what to do, visualise it. Words will be useless.’

We sat upright in our chairs and went into our meditation.

‘Keep your bodies absolutely still,’ the doctor said. ‘Grip the excitement you felt last night. It is a ball of intense light in your stomach. Move it slowly towards your heart.’

In my mind I could see a furious sparkler moving towards my heart. My blood began to pump; I could feel my heart racing faster and faster as the sparkler ignited. My chest thumped.

‘Move the light away. Push it away from your heart. Slowly, firmly, push it down … Control it.’

I pushed down, focusing on keeping a tight grip. My heart rate slowed and the thrilling surge seemed to subside.

I’m doing it, I thought, I can control it. The memory of the moon flashed and the sparkler burst upwards like a basketball held under water, bouncing high into my heart, setting it racing again.

I open my eyes and clenched my fist in annoyance. The doctor merely put his finger to his lips as the others continued with their meditation. Stefan’s head rocked slowly back and forth. Amanda pressed her lips hard between her teeth. Nat screwed her eyes tight and I could see the veins on Dimitri’s neck quivering. I was the only one who’d lost control.

For the next two hours, we repeated the exercise over and over in slightly different ways. I tried changing the ball of light from a sparkler to a candle, to a glowing lump of gold. Each time, whenever I thought I was in control, I lost it.

‘Romy, you are using your mind too much, putting your thoughts into words,’ said the doctor. ‘You cannot do that. Words will have no meaning for you.’

For our final meditation we each had to choose an object in the room.

‘Stefan and Amanda, you will be going on your supervised hunt. This exercise is vital. By focusing on an object as you transform you will retain more control. In your first transformations it will be difficult but as the months progress you will find it easier to still your mind before you change. Now everyone keep your eyes on your chosen object. Push all thoughts out of your mind. Simply see the object.’

I stared at Dr Heimlich’s right shoe as he rocked up and down on the spot. The light reflecting in the polished dark brown surface of his shoe moved with him. In my mind the reflection became all the things I’d tried turning the ball of light energy into. It looked like the sparkler and my heart jumped. The candle; the gold. The sparkler again. I focused on the shoe, trying to see what was really there. All without telling myself to. It was brown, it was rocking, it was brown, it was rocking. I winced as the words ran through my head. Too many words.

Finally Dr Heimlich called an end to the exercise. My body was stiff with sitting and concentrating.

‘This afternoon,’ he announced, ‘you will have a guest lecturer. Please report to my study at one thirty. Do not be late.’

 

In the canteen at lunch, Dimitri and I flopped into chairs before even going for food.

‘Every time I blink, I see a ball of light,’ he said. I could see glowing basketballs bouncing off every wall.

Nat brought a plate to the table with a slice of ham on it. Dr Heimlich had suggested it might be a good idea to prepare her body for meat.

‘It even smells wrong,’ she said, looking at it. ‘I can’t.’

‘At least it is cooked. Tomorrow night …’ Dimitri said.


‘Don’t,’ she interrupted. ‘I don’t even want to think about it. She raised a small square of flat ham to her mouth and then stopped.

‘Nah, can’t,’ she said, throwing her fork down. ‘I’ve done enough training. Tomorrow if I choke, I choke.’

‘At least you won’t remember it,’ I said.

 

Dr Heimlich’s study was on the first floor of the clinic, at the front of the building. It was more like a library. All along the wall opposite the windows were bookcases full of neatly ordered books. On the walls in between the windows were more bookcases, also packed. No wall was visible, as if the building itself had to be hidden.

‘It’s super neat in here.’ Amanda had a talent for the obvious. ‘All those books!’

‘Gee, I’ve never seen so many words in one room before!’ said Nat, tossing imaginary long hair.

‘We’ll see who feels smart tomorrow night.’ Amanda pursed her lips. ‘When some of us are out there and others are downstairs in chains.’ She sat down on one of the chairs in front of the desk and got ready to take notes.

There was nobody to take notes from. The large wooden desk held a computer monitor, wireless keyboard and mouse, but no guest lecturer.

‘Why are we here?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Don’t know why you’re here, but the senior wolves in the pack are here for a special briefing.’ Stefan indicated Amanda and himself.

‘And you know that because …?’ Dimitri challenged him.


‘It’s not a support group for gay werewolves, I know that much. I think that meeting’s in the closet down the hall,’ Stefan snarled back.

We sat by the empty desk, waiting. The sniping gave way to drumming fingers, shaking legs, huffing and shuffling.

Finally the door opened. Julian swept in, walked to the desk and turned to lean on its edge. I pushed my seat back, not wanting to be too close to him.

‘I’ve consented to share a little of our history with you,’ he said without any form of introduction. Amanda raised her hand to ask a question. ‘The good doctor thinks it will be useful and I, at least, have no major objection,’ he continued, ignoring her.

‘Amanda has a question,’ I said to him.

‘I am aware of that, thank you.’ Julian looked at me.

‘I was just wondering …’ she began.

‘I don’t imagine any of you can trace your ancestors back more than five or six generations,’ Julian carried on. ‘We, on the other hand, can go back for centuries. It would be millennia but for an unfortunate fire in 1653 that destroyed our records. That part of our history you do not need to know. What will be of greater interest to you will be how we came about.’

‘Who do you mean by we?’ Nat asked.

‘Duh! Werewolves,’ Stefan said. ‘Good to see you again, sir,’ he added.

Julian looked puzzled. ‘Again? Oh, I presume I treated you.’

Stefan nodded, annoyed.

‘By we, I mean Patricians. That is the term for born werewolves. It is we Patricians who can trace our ancestry back to ancient Rome, not you, created werewolves. There was a time when created werewolves were referred to as Plebeians, or Plebs if you will, but that term is generally considered rather offensive today. So how did Patricians come about? Perhaps my young friend here can enlighten us?’ Julian turned to me. ‘Tell us about your namesake, Romulus.’

‘Romulus?’ Stefan blurted out and laughed.

‘My name’s Romy,’ I muttered.

‘You’re a little old for diminutives, Romulus. They are demeaning. So?’

I had no idea. ‘Wasn’t he a Roman or something?’

Julian sighed. ‘Not just a Roman, the Roman.’

‘The Romans claimed that their city was founded by two brothers, Romulus and Remus,’ Amanda piped up.

‘It is no claim. It is a fact. Romulus and Remus were abandoned as babies and raised by a she-wolf and they went on to found the city on the seven hills, reserving the Palatine Hill for themselves and their descendants.’ Julian pointed to himself. ‘We are the true Romans. Naturally this fact has been purged from documented history but you need only examine the facts. A city was founded and almost overnight went on to conquer the known world with the most powerful army ever known. How else could a people gain such strategic success so quickly, but through the invincible might of werewolves? Simple human battle knowledge was not enough. There had been previous empires, great human warriors, but nobody could match the Romans. We were the secret weapon — people who could transform into wolves, wreak havoc on their enemies on a full moon and transform back. Of course we had the support of regular armies and soldiers.’

‘We founded Rome? Awesome!’ Stefan said.

‘No, you didn’t,’ Julian corrected him. ‘Born werewolves did. We created werewolves, the Plebeians of old, for the purposes of war and, truth be told, historically we were not kind. The Plebeians were culled when not required. Created werewolves, as I hope you’ve been taught, do not have the control that we Patricians do. In fact, our somewhat bloodthirsty arena sports were initially designed to destroy Plebeians. By having them fight to the death in human form we could reduce Plebeian werewolf attacks in the city on the full moon. Of course, the humans took to our arena sports with a ferocious enthusiasm.

‘As Patrician werewolves became more civilised, we lost our lust for rampant killing and attempted to find less barbaric ways to meet our need to kill. We introduced the concept of sacrificing animals to various gods in order to feed our hunger on a full moon. With no real gods of our own, other than our ancestral she-wolf, we simply renamed the Greek gods and dedicated our sacrifices to them.

‘Of course over time, with the expanding empire and the frankly bloodthirsty nature of humans, true Patricians began to lose our influence over Rome and finally our beloved republic descended into a human empire. Julius Caesar really brought the end of our power. He was human — not a Patrician or even a Plebeian. We did our best to fight back, but by that point we were vastly outnumbered. Our final attempt to stop his rise took place on the floor of the senate.’


‘He was stabbed to death by other senators,’ Amanda recounted her history.

‘That is history as written by humans. I find it amusing that historians have always ignored the fact that weapons were never permitted in the Roman Senate. It would have been impossible for half the senators to smuggle daggers in. They also glossed over the fact that the Ides of March, when Caesar was killed, coincided with the full moon. The senate meeting was delayed until darkness. The doors were closed; my ancestors transformed and slashed his body with their claws, hoping by this desperate act to preserve the republic they had created. Returning to their human form, they left the body there. Our people thought that would be an end to it, but it wasn’t. Caesar’s brutal human nephew eventually became emperor and slaughtered many of the Patricians — and our beloved republic was lost. The truth about the founding of our city was deftly transformed into legend and we disappeared from documented human history.’

‘Why did you not start another city and another empire somewhere else?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Some attempts were made but our vulnerabilities were known. Our enemies knew how to attack and destroy us and so secrecy became our principal defence. We eschewed the creation of armies and settled for living quietly, establishing the Palatine, our traditional home, elsewhere. Over the centuries the Palatine has been forced to move a few times but now we live as quietly and peacefully as possible.’

Julian gazed around at us, pleased at his performance.


‘Where is your Palatine?’ Dimitri asked.

‘That I am not able to reveal. Any other questions?’

‘Why create us?’ I asked.

‘Ah.’ Julian glanced at his watch and stood up. ‘My dear Romulus, you are wanting to move from history into contemporary politics. Something that I do not have the time, or, I must confess, the appetite for. Another occasion, perhaps.’
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‘It is beautiful,’ said Dimitri as we looked out of his window on the last evening before the full moon. It was 1am; neither of us had been able to sleep.

‘You feel it too, do you not?’

I nodded. I didn’t want to be the yelping brat that Stefan had been on the night I arrived, but I was behaving like that whether I liked it or not. Though I’d started out worried that I’d never feel the moon’s lure, now it dominated my every thought.

There was a knock on the door behind us. Amanda was standing there.

‘I can’t sleep either,’ she said. ‘It’s like Christmas Eve. The build up is the best part.’ She moved on.

Dimitri and I stayed at the window, watching the clouds drift over the moon.

‘Do you think it will hurt?’ he asked. ‘Just because we don’t remember it, does not mean it will not hurt.’

I thought of Michael tearing himself apart. ‘If we’re going to get through it, we have to treat it like falling asleep.’

‘In chains,’ he said.

‘Don’t think about it. We go down to the basement, eat a rabbit and then wake up again.’

‘I am scared,’ Dimitri said, ‘but Amanda is right. It is like a roller coaster. As you climb up, you wish you had never got on. You dread how far into the sky you climb but you cannot wait for the moment it reaches the top. It is happening and if you are going to die, you die.’

‘We should try to sleep, I suppose,’ I said, tearing my eyes away from the moon.

‘Julian’s history lesson was remarkable, was it not?’ Dimitri said.

‘History or story?’

‘He was very convincing.’

‘You’d believe anything he told you.’ I looked back at the moon, stealing another glance.

Dimitri smiled. ‘Probably, but sadly I am not his favourite. That is you, my dear Romulus.’

‘I don’t trust him.’

‘We can only trust ourselves,’ Dimitri said, ‘and the moon.’

‘Good night,’ I said as Dimitri climbed into his bed. I walked out, hearing the rattle of his medication bottle as he took a pill.

 

I barely slept, but the next day I had so much energy, I felt I’d passed out for hours. I ate lunch with Dimitri and Nat in the canteen. We hardly spoke and kept looking at each other and trying not to giggle. Nat flirted with some ham again, but still couldn’t eat it.

‘This isn’t funny,’ she said. ‘I’m vegetarian.’

‘Not tonight.’ Dimitri and I laughed.

‘Don’t!’ But she grinned. ‘I should be horrified.’

After lunch I went for a run, hoping to spend some of the pent-up energy. Dimitri went to find Hans to do the same. We left Nat with her slice of ham.

‘Go,’ she said. ‘I can’t do it while anyone’s watching.’


For my run I followed the paths within the main walls of the castle, the longest track I could find without leaving the grounds. I ran fast, but it was a long time before my heart really started to pound and I had to make an effort. I liked the energy.

I paused when I approached my family’s gatehouse. Dad had promised that he would tell Maria what was going to happen to me that night but I knew he hadn’t. I’d managed to avoid her since the gibbous moon, and the last thing I wanted now was for her to see me so energised and excited.

I waited until I was sure she wasn’t at the window and ran through the archway. On the other side as I began my sprint up the hill I turned and saw her at that window. I ran harder, determined to get away, hating the fact I was doing it.

As I pushed up into the middle of the road, a car horn blasted behind me. A long black Mercedes with tinted windows had materialised quietly. The driver beeped again in annoyance, so I moved to the side and watched it sweep by. Ahead Dimitri was making his way back to the clinic too. It beeped at him; he jumped aside as the Merc powered past and pulled up in front of the main clinic. Julian was standing by the doorway waiting.

‘Who’s that?’ I asked Dimitri when I caught up to him.

‘I do not know, but from the way they are driving they think they own this castle.’

‘Come on!’

We approached the car as Julian opened the passenger door.


An elegant woman stepped out, glanced around and sighed wearily.

‘That’s her,’ said Dimitri.

I was about to respond when I noticed the next passenger. The girl from the steps. She looked over and gave the tiniest wave of her hand. My heart jumped.

‘She’s the werewolf who turned me,’ Dimitri said.

‘The girl?’ I said.

‘No, the woman,’ he whispered as we reached the car.

‘Romulus.’ Julian waved to us. ‘You’re looking well.’

The three of them stood there, tall, tanned, as if they were waiting for someone to take their photo.

‘Allow me to present to you to my sister, Livia.’ Julian held a manicured hand out to indicate the woman from the car.

‘Livia, meet my protégé, Romulus.’

‘He’s tall,’ she said to Julian, nodding slightly to me.

‘And this is my daughter, Antonia.’

‘Your daughter!’ The girl I’d met. The only girl I had ever obsessed about was the daughter of a werewolf. ‘You’re a … a …’ I stammered.

‘A little late,’ Julian interrupted me. ‘There was terrible traffic near the border.’

‘How are you, Romy?’ Antonia held her hand out to shake mine. I shook it, not knowing what to say.

‘I enjoyed your lesson very much, Julian,’ Dimitri said with a broad smile. I noticed Livia glance sharply at her brother.

‘Do I know you?’ Livia said to Dimitri. ‘Were you last month or the month before?’


‘Livia, don’t tease the boys,’ Julian said and smiled.

‘They all look the same to me,’ she sighed.

‘My aunt’s not one for social niceties,’ Antonia said to me. ‘Your recovery went well I hope. Father said you lost a lot of blood.’

‘It was fine.’

‘Well, this has been lovely but we should press on,’ Julian said. ‘Tempus fugit.’ He moved to enter the clinic but then turned back and looked over my shoulder.

‘And who is this charming lady?’ he asked. ‘Are you not going to introduce her to us, Romulus?’

Maria was standing behind me. ‘Romy, who are these people? How come they seem to know more about your treatment than I do?’

‘The mother, I take it!’ Julian smiled.

‘Do we have to meet the entire family of every Plebeian?’ Livia tutted.

‘Maria Forster,’ she introduced herself. ‘What do you know about Romy’s treatment?’

‘Delighted to meet you, Mrs Forster. You have a fine son here. Now if you’ll excuse us.’ Julian ignored her question and swept into the clinic. Livia followed, muttering, ‘Finally.’ Antonia mouthed a quick ‘oops’ and went inside.

Before either Dimitri or I could move, Maria grabbed our wrists tightly.

‘Who are those people?’

Dimitri looked at me, unsure what to say.

I couldn’t stand it any more. I knew what it was like to be burning with questions that never got answered. Before my mind could decide what to say, my mouth opened.


‘They are the people who turned us into werewolves last month,’ I said.

‘Romy!’ Maria shook my arm as hard as she could. ‘This is no time for silliness.’

‘That was the treatment. The big secret Dad kept, the reason we had to get here on the sixteenth, the reason we’ve been locked away, the reason nobody in the world has heard of the miracle cure.’

I continued my barrage of explanation. Maria’s grip on my arm softened as I filled in each of the gaps in her picture of my ‘cure’. Her hand left my arm and went to her mouth and she stared at the ground instead of my face.

When I finished, I waited for her to look up, braced for the moment when her eyes lifted and she saw what I was, what I would be in a few hours. When she looked up, the intense fire in her eyes was tempered with a steely resolve that nothing could ever alter.

‘After all the sacrifices we made. The constant concern. Everything was always about you. Your needs, your condition, your tragic fate. It wasn’t enough that Katie had to endure that transplant operation, now she and Jake have to live with the threat of a monster tearing them apart. How much do we have to sacrifice for you?’

‘I didn’t know,’ I pleaded with her.

‘I don’t care!’ she screamed suddenly at the top of her voice. ‘I’m not putting my children in danger, not for you, not for anyone. You have a beast in your body and your father,’ she spat the words out, ‘your father has one in his head.’


I stepped forwards. Now it was my turn to try to hold onto her.

‘Don’t touch me! Don’t touch any of us. You will never, never see us again. You’re not coming home. You are not to come within a thousand miles of us. Do you hear?’

‘Mum, please!’

‘I am not your mother! Your mother was a lunatic, your father is a monster and you are an abomination. Stay away!’ She turned and fled down the hill, away from the clinic. I started after her, tears streaming down my face, but Dimitri stopped me.

‘Leave her be,’ he said. ‘I was a monster to my parents for a long time too.’

I turned to look at him; the reaction I’d triggered had clarified everything. ‘She’s right,’ I said. That was how I should have reacted. That was the fury I should have unleashed at my father for doing this to me. A couple of smashed glasses and moody looks was all I’d managed. For the first time I saw what I really was.

‘No,’ said Dimitri, ‘she is not.’

‘What do you know?’ I turned on him. ‘Your family don’t care. They’re just bloody billionaires who can buy their way to anything. What do you know about sacrifice?’

‘Romy —’

‘Leave me alone!’ I grabbed his polo-shirt collar, lifted him off the ground, threw him hard and then did the only thing I could. I ran.

 

Hans let me out of the main gate and I hurtled down the road and into the fields. The fresh cows for that night’s hunt started as I ran past them, pushing myself harder and harder until I reached the forest we had driven through to get to the clinic. I had no idea how far or how long I’d run but eventually the fury in my mind succumbed to the pain in my legs and lungs. I fell to the ground, panting too hard to sob, but not hard enough to still the million thoughts. Why did my father think this was better? Why did Maria blame me, when it wasn’t my fault? Why hadn’t I erupted with fury like hers? The horror of what was going to happen to me that night chased all these thoughts and the dread of what had happened to Michael followed.

Would I tear myself apart too? Perhaps that would be the best thing. Perhaps that was what I should do: make myself my only victim. I focused on that, determined that I would never hurt anyone. Better to kill myself than to kill anyone else.

Yet as my heart slowed and my panting lessened, a horrible sense of reason crept back. I could control it. I could manage my new condition.

‘No!’ I slammed my fists on the ground. I didn’t want to be rational. I shouldn’t be. No one should be. But a cold logic came with every slowing heart beat. There was no reason I couldn’t live with my family. Chains in the basement, a secure door, a warm-blooded animal, it was feasible.

I suddenly felt stupid. The intensity of full-moon feelings had clouded my judgement, flying from euphoria to misery in seconds. I had to talk to Maria again. Perhaps I could make her see I hadn’t chosen this, and that it was manageable.


I jogged back towards the clinic. Everything would be fine, I told myself, and a wave of happiness spurred me on. As I ran along the road, a taxi came hurtling around the corner from the turn-off to the clinic.

I saw Maria sitting in the front passenger seat. I waved my arms, hoping the car would stop, but it didn’t. It picked up speed and flashed past. Katie pressed her hands on the side window. She was crying. Next to her I glimpsed Jake shouting at Maria as the car disappeared into the forest.

I walked back to the castle grounds and up the path to the clinic. The front door to my family’s gatehouse was open. I walked in and up the stairs. The bedroom wardrobes hung open and empty coat hangers dangled, still swaying from the sudden movement.

In the living room, there was a pile of cut up plastic, cardboard and paper. I spotted part of my face on one of the shreds. One of my father’s eyes stared out of another. Maria had taken scissors to our passports.

As I sifted through the pile I found the remains of Dad’s driving licence, his credit cards and both our Medicare cards. She had destroyed anything that might help us get back to Australia.

Behind me the door banged and someone ran up the stairs.

‘Everything’s been destroyed,’ I said without turning around.

‘What were you thinking?’ said Dad. ‘On the steps where anyone and everyone could hear?’

I didn’t care. ‘You have to go after her,’ I said. ‘You’ve got to make this right.’

‘I told you I was going to tell her.’


‘But you didn’t. You never tell anyone anything,’ I said. ‘Go after her.’

‘But you need me here for tonight.’

‘I need my family more,’ I said quietly.
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At the clinic I had to face near universal wrath. Maria’s furious departure had propelled Dr Heimlich into emergency mode in case she decided to expose the clinic’s secret treatments. All evidence of the werewolf program had to vanish. Stefan, Amanda, Nat and Dimitri were packing their bags. We were all to hide in the basement.

‘Thanks,’ Stefan shouted as I arrived. ‘Amanda and I were supposed to have our first run tonight, but your big mouth means we’ve got to spend the night chained up. The first night we’ll actually remember and I’ll be staring at four walls with a lousy rabbit to feast on.’

Apart from my father, no one was to leave the clinic. I watched Dimitri packing from the door to his room. He knew I was there, but he ignored me.

‘You don’t have time to stand around,’ Nurse Rankin called out as she pushed a filing cabinet on casters down the corridor. ‘Pack your things and wait by the lift.’

The next hour was spent moving everything from the third floor down to the basement. We discovered there was another floor below the basement, where the security room was. Nurse Rankin made Nat, Dimitri and me carry all the medical records there.

‘Oh my god!’ said Nat as we followed Nurse Rankin into the room. An entire wall was covered with TV screens with feeds from every security camera across the clinic. The grounds and the main guardhouse were all there. There were even cameras in the living rooms of all the gatehouses. Dimitri’s parents were sitting on their sofa. His mother was flicking through a magazine while his father spoke angrily on the phone.

‘The monster billionaires are on television,’ muttered Dimitri.

‘Dimitri, I’m —’

‘Put those files in the storage room behind you.’ Nurse Rankin did not let me finish.

‘What storage room?’ Nat asked. Opposite the bank of TV screens was flat wall.

Rankin tutted, grabbed her swipe and pressed it to the wall. Part of it slid to the side, revealing a doorway to another room.

‘Don’t just stand there. Hurry!’ she said, as if a hidden door in a secret room on a floor we didn’t know existed was perfectly normal. The room housed banks of back-up drives, petabytes of information.

‘Are there recordings of our treatments here?’ I asked.

‘Everything is recorded.’

‘Everything?’ Nat asked.

‘Everything ever recorded on every computer in the clinic, including security footage from the cameras — hour upon hour of footage. Your smoking out of the windows,’ Nurse Rankin said to her. ‘Romy’s pathetic attempts to run away … the interior of the main gatehouse.’

Her last words were delivered with an arched eyebrow at Dimitri.


‘Can we see our treatments?’ he asked, unfazed.

‘You think we have time for a family video night? Bring all the boxes in here and then report back to the basement.’

As we made our way up the stairs, I grabbed Dimitri’s arm.

‘I’m sorry I pushed you and said those things.’

He shrugged.

‘I didn’t mean what I said.’

‘I am not annoyed any more. You’re lucky we are changing tonight. It is hard to be in a bad mood.’

 

By six o’clock the third floor was deserted. The beds were made and the bathrooms scrubbed as though the ward was simply prepared for conventional patients. We assembled in the basement. Doors were closed, security swipes turned off. Above us, the rest of the clinic continued as normal as the sun descended to the horizon.

Julian, Antonia and Livia were forced to stay with us. Julian had decided it was too risky to hunt that night. In a makeshift living room that had been set up in the basement, he sat on a chair with his usual poise. Livia was disgusted at the thought of being trapped indoors on the night of the full moon and moved around restlessly. Stefan and Amanda played a reflex slapping game with each other, giggling every time one of them managed to whack the other’s hand. Nat and Dimitri tried to sit still but fidgeted and looked at the clock.

It was too much for me. I walked out, leaned against the wall in the corridor and slid my gangly body down to the ground.


I tapped the lino floor tiles with my fingers, staring at the pale green speckled pattern.

‘Lucky you’re turning tonight; there are a few people in there who want to tear you limb from limb.’

Antonia handed me a plastic cup of water. She sat down on the floor beside me.

‘Including you?’

‘Not right now. Maybe later.’

‘So you are one?’ I asked.

‘Born and bred.’

‘Last month, in the woods. Were you hunting me?’ I asked.

She smiled, as if remembering the moment with pleasure. ‘Not exactly. We’d taken three previous patients out on their first run. They’d killed the cows — including the one you saw — and we were guiding them back to the clinic when you crashed through the forest. It almost drove them mad, but they did OK.’

‘I knew someone was following me,’ I said.

‘Someone?’ She laughed. ‘You had six werewolves seconds away from pouncing on you. Though only three presented any real danger.’

My shiver of retrospective fear turned into a second’s thrill as I thought that, next time, it would be me prowling. I stopped the thought. A few hours before I had been determined to tear my own limbs off rather than be a werewolf.

‘Do you enjoy it?’ I asked her.

‘Enjoying is such a human emotion. People are always trying to give animals human emotions. My dog’s jealous, my cat is grumpy, my parrot’s happy.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Animals feel differently. When you’re a wolf, you’re an animal, so you don’t enjoy it, but …’ She laughed.

‘It’s funny, this killing?’ I asked.

‘It’s … free,’ she said. ‘You’ll see!’

‘But you won’t be so free tonight. Dining on rabbits in this dungeon.’

‘We have to be careful. There are people who don’t think of us as positively as Dr Heimlich does.’

‘Mainwaring?’

She nodded, looked down and took a sip of water.

‘Have you ever seen him?’

She didn’t respond.

‘Don’t want to talk about it?’ I asked.

Antonia shook her head.

‘I can just listen if you want,’ I said, remembering Nat’s lesson about women and talking.

‘I don’t want to talk about it. Can’t you take a hint?’

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled. She changed the subject.

‘Aunt Livia wanted to leave, but Father didn’t want to risk anyone following us home.’

‘Ah, the new Palatine. Where is it?’ I asked.

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘But I’m one of you now.’

‘Aunt Livia would be highly offended if she heard that. Created werewolves are rather unsophisticated; you’re not quite of our class.’

‘Plebs. We had the history lesson from your father.’

‘We’re not supposed to use that word.’

‘Isn’t that how you see us?’

‘There’s something about the pure wildness in created werewolves. You seem to give way completely, in a way we don’t.’


She was looking directly into my eyes with a thrilling glint. I’d never been thought of as dangerously exciting. I stared back, drinking in the purity of her eyes, and imagined us running together.

‘Perhaps sometime, we could … you know …’

‘What? Go on a wolf date, bay at the moon together, holding paws?’ She cut off my stumbling first attempt to ask a girl out. She stood up elegantly as the door opened and Livia emerged. ‘I don’t think so, do you?’ Antonia finished her dismissal.

Livia quickly eyed the scene. ‘Oh, Antonia, have you been teasing the Pleb?’

‘No, Aunt Livia.’

‘If you’re going to flirt you could at least have picked the pretty blond one. Where is he?’

The only blond among us was Stefan and no one could have described him as pretty.

‘The other Australian one,’ Livia said. ‘Same age as this one, muscular, entertainingly self-assured. I met him in the swimming pool last month.’

‘That’s Jake, my brother.’ I said. Livia must have been his mystery woman. ‘But he’s not one of us. He wasn’t here for treatment.’

Livia bit her lip. ‘Where is he?’ she asked, trying to sound casual.

‘He’s gone with my mother.’

‘Ah,’ Livia pressed her hands together. ‘I may have made a small error. Get your father, would you, Antonia?’

Antonia went into the room and shut the door behind her.


‘What do you mean, a small error? He told me you, um, wrapped your swimmers around his eyes.’

She winced and I realised what her small error was.

‘You bit him, didn’t you?’

‘He said there’d been a rush to arrive that night, so naturally I assumed he was here for treatment. I thought I may as well make it fun.’

When Julian came out of the room I was on my feet, glowering at Livia.

‘What has happened?’ Julian asked.

‘My brother,’ I said. ‘She made him into a werewolf and he’s about to board a plane with my family.’

‘Livia, is this correct?’

She held her hands up. ‘It was an honest mistake.’

I paused for a second and then tried to sprint towards the lift. Julian grabbed me.

‘It’s nearly sunset. It’s too late; you need to be restrained.’

I turned and pushed him as hard as I could. He flew back against the wall, surprised at my strength. I ran along the corridor.

‘Wait!’ he shouted with all his authority, but nothing would stop me. At the lift, I hammered on the button furiously.

‘You can’t do anything now, Romulus.’

‘My name’s Romy,’ I fired back, slamming on the button, as if I could make the lift arrive by sheer force.

‘You have to calm down!’ Julian tried to stop me.

The lift pinged and I hurled myself through the doors as they opened.

Inside, Dr Heimlich, Nurse Rankin and two other nurses reared back, shocked to see someone lunging at them. I grabbed Rankin’s swipe, forcing her entire body towards the panel in the lift.

Two nurses grabbed either arm and pushed me back out of the lift. I allowed them to push hard until we hit the wall opposite and used the bounce to force them back towards the lift. I got them as far as the door when I felt a blow to the side of my head. Julian had punched me. A foot shot out behind my legs, I tripped and fell to the ground. The nurses were immediately on top of me.

‘Julian, what has happened?’ Dr Heimlich asked in amazement.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said.

‘Tell them!’ I screamed. One nurse was pushing my face hard against the floor, another had a knee on my back. I flexed my body and tried to throw them off, but I was pinned down.

‘We’ve got to warn them!’ I spat out at the floor.

‘Warn who?’ Dr Heimlich asked.

‘I’ll fetch the sedatives,’ Nurse Rankin said and ran down the corridor.

‘He’s a werewolf. He’s one of us!’ I spluttered as my head was pressed to the floor. All I could see was the flooring and the bottom of the lift door. ‘Please!’

‘Julian?’ the doctor asked. ‘Do you know what he means?’

‘I think he’s overexcited,’ Julian said calmly. ‘He erupted as we were waiting. Given the room we were all in, I’m not surprised.’

‘Tell them! My brother, my brother!’

‘Hurry!’ the doctor said. ‘We need to get the patients in their rooms; the sun will be setting in ten minutes.’


I heard heels scurry down the corridor and then felt a jabbing pain in my neck.

‘No!’ I cried out, ‘you have to …’ My mind slowed and my body suddenly refused to respond to my brain’s commands.

‘You bastar …’ I tried to say to Julian as the nurses, now in easy control, turned me over and dragged me backwards down the corridor. My vision was blurred but I could see Julian watching me.

‘I’m sorry,’ he mouthed, shaking his head.

I saw everyone in the corridor. Dimitri and Nat were being pushed back against the wall by nursing staff. Antonia’s hand went out to her father and he shook his head. I could see her say something and move down the corridor towards the lift but Julian grabbed her hand and pulled her to him.

‘You have to warn them,’ I tried screaming as loudly as I could, but all that came out was saliva-drenched babbling. I was dragged into a treatment room and held on the floor while chains were secured to my ankles. Once I was trapped, the nurses withdrew and left me on the floor.

I tried to crawl after them. I made it two metres before the chains stopped me. Stretching my hands out I could just touch the door with my fingernails. It was cold and hard.

I turned to look around the room, forcing my eyes to focus, fighting the sedative in my body, desperate for some means of escape. In the corner of the room was a small cage. As I began to drag myself towards it my eyes regained a little focus. Inside was a quivering rabbit. I could smell its urine.


Don’t be scared, I thought, feeling for the poor trapped creature. I put my hand towards the cage; it leaped at me in a desperate attempt to fight me off.

A flash of fury surged through my body and then, nothing.

 

I woke suddenly. My body jerked as if I’d nodded off in a chair and fallen over. It was daylight — brilliant, blinding daylight and I was back in my room on the third floor.

I looked around. It seemed to be normal, as if the emergency lockdown hadn’t happened. The only difference was there was a man sitting on a chair in front of the window. The bright light behind him obscured his face, but I recognised the cross-legged pose and the arm leaning over the back of the chair.

It was Julian — the last person I expected to see, and the last person I wanted to see. I remembered in a flash what I had been trying to do before I was sedated.

I jumped up, then reeled as an agonising pain ripped through my head. I looked around for some clothes other than the shorts I was wearing. There were none. I staggered to the wardrobe but it was empty.

‘Your clothes haven’t been brought up yet,’ Julian said. ‘We didn’t want you rushing off.’

I sat back down on the bed. I should have been arguing and running out but I had no energy. My body was incredibly sore — every muscle told me to curl up and go back to sleep.

‘We need to talk,’ Julian said after a moment.

I didn’t need to talk. I didn’t need to do anything with him.


‘There was nothing you could have done. When you ran for the lifts, your change was moments away. Warning the airport about your brother would not have prevented anything but it would have exposed all of us, the clinic, everyone. I simply took the most logical course of action.’

‘What’s happened to my family? Where are they?’

‘You caused quite a stir, Romulus,’ he said, ignoring my questions.

‘Until I was sedated and chained up,’ I snapped.

‘Yes, that too, I suppose. I mean afterwards.’

I didn’t care. I wanted to know about Jake, Maria and Katie. ‘What happened to them?’

Julian got up from his chair and sat on the edge of the bed. I pulled my knees up to my chest, away from him.

‘The morning after the full moon, we tend to feel rather flat. Depressed is, I suppose, the modern term.’

I didn’t like the way he was delaying the revelation. I liked even less the way he was trying to be gentle.

‘Livia had no idea this would happen. She feels quite dreadful and, believe me, my sister does not often feel remorse.’

‘As far as we know your stepmother and half-sister are fine. They secured the last seats on an earlier flight to Vienna. After that we haven’t been able to trace them.’

‘What about Jake?’

‘His name was on the passenger list for the next flight from Klagenfurt to Vienna. That, at least, is something.’

He paused and waited for me to ask the question.

‘When did the plane take off?’

Julian coughed and shifted on the bed.


‘Shortly before sunset.’

I picked up the TV remote and found CNN and the English news coverage.

‘Romulus —’ Julian tried to speak but I ignored him. I wanted to hear for myself what had happened. I didn’t want his version of events. I wanted facts, independent facts. I didn’t have to wait: the incident was on high rotation. I listened to the reporter.

‘I’m standing as close as we are allowed to the crash scene, which is still several hundred metres away. We are getting very little information from the crash scene investigators but it does seem that all thirty-six passengers and crew on the plane have died.’

I stared at the screen as the report switched to a map of Austria and an illustrated plane moving in the direction of the flight. The reporter’s voice continued. ‘Fifteen minutes after taking off from the airport of regional town Klagenfurt, the pilot lost control of the plane and it crashed into the Austrian mountains. Investigators are now searching for the flight recorder in order to establish exactly what has happened here.’ Julian reached across, took the remote from my hand and turned the TV off.

‘It was Jake, wasn’t it?’ I said. ‘He transformed, didn’t he?’

‘We can’t be certain.’

I glowered at him.

‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘it probably was.’

‘Could he have survived?’ I asked.

‘Possibly.’

‘So he might be out there, waking up like I did. Alone, wondering why he’s naked, covered in blood.’


‘A number of the clinic staff are attempting to find him. They will bring him here —’

‘And explain everything?’

‘You must understand: when someone causes that level of destruction on his first transformation, it is hard to recover.’

‘But he won’t remember. We don’t remember the first night.’

‘He has tasted a level of carnage that few can endure. He will be much changed.’

My mind flashed back to the scared rabbit in the cage. I must have killed it. Tears rolled down my face. ‘It’s so stupid,’ I sobbed, ‘it was only a rabbit.’ I couldn’t believe that was what I was crying over. My brother could have caused the death of over thirty people, his mind might be completely wrecked and I was crying over a rabbit.

Julian put his arm around me. I didn’t have the mental strength to push him off: I needed physical contact too much.

There was still one more question to ask. One body unaccounted for. ‘What about Dad?’

‘He was not on board.’

‘So where is he?’

Julian put a hand on my head and pushed it to his shoulder. I felt repulsed at the comfort I couldn’t reject and failed to notice that he didn’t answer my question.
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Julian, Antonia and Livia stayed at the clinic for another three days until they were sure it wasn’t being watched and they could return to their secret home.

Dr Heimlich and his staff found out nothing about Jake. Nobody had any news about my father either. It seemed he had vanished somewhere between the clinic and Klagenfurt airport. I contacted the Australian embassy in Vienna but they weren’t able to give me any information. I even rang home. When the phone was answered and I spoke, Maria hung up without a word. Within a day, the number had been changed, her mobile number didn’t work and I had been blocked from her Skype account.

I even logged onto to my barely used Facebook page to message her but I’d been unfriended. It had only been a year before that she had insisted Jake help her set up an account and become our friends so she could ensure that we were ‘Facing safely’ as she called it. Jake had furiously refused to accept her friendship. He didn’t want his mother checking on him or his three hundred and fifty friends. I had accepted, bringing my total to seven. I checked Jake’s updates. ‘Going to die of boredom within the next 48 hours’ had been his last — the night before the full moon.


 

In the evenings I spent some time with Antonia. I think her father allowed it to stop me from running at Livia with a silver knife.

‘He’s quite interested in you,’ Antonia said on one of our permitted walks around the castle grounds. ‘He wonders whether it’s more than a coincidence that you’re called Romulus.’

‘I’m not really interested in your father’s Roman stories,’ I moaned.

‘What do you mean, “stories”?’

‘The whole werewolves-were-the-true-Romans thing. She-wolf raises boys.’

‘It’s not a story,’ she argued, ‘and, besides, she did more than raise Romulus.’

‘What do you mean?’

Antonia smiled. ‘I think Father must have given you the children’s version of events. Romulus kidnapped women from the nearby Sabine tribes to populate the city of Rome, but what human history doesn’t state was that he mated with the she-wolf during a full moon. She bore a litter of human cubs who then transformed into wolves on full moons. Only the descendants of that litter are pure-blood Roman werewolves, not the offspring of the Sabine women.’

‘You actually believe this?’

‘That is our religion. Lupus is our mother goddess.’

‘You worship a wolf?’ I laughed.

‘And other religions make more sense?’ She glowered at me.

‘But wolves mating with humans?’


‘Gods turning into swans to impregnate women. Men made out of dirt. People reincarnated as butterflies. Shall I go on?’

‘Sorry, I should be more respectful.’

‘I shouldn’t get annoyed; you people can’t help it,’ she said.

‘You people?’ Now it was my turn to be annoyed. ‘You think you’re so much better than we are, but thanks to your vastly superior aunt hundreds of people are dead and my brother may be going crazy somewhere.’

‘It was nowhere near a hundred!’ she protested. We were standing still, facing each other. Her eyes were wide, outraged at my anger.

‘I’m sure she’s made a few direct kills in her time to round up the score,’ I retorted.

‘That’s not fair.’

‘Isn’t it? Tell me she hasn’t.’

‘I’ve never seen her kill a human. Besides, who are you to —?’ she stopped herself.

‘Who am I to what?’ I demanded she finish her sentence.

‘I’m sharing our history with you. There’s nothing that’s more important to us and you’re treating it like some silly superstition, but you know it’s true. You know werewolves exist.’

‘Oh, I know all right and so does that guy Mainwaring. Bet he’d love to know about Romulus and Remus and the she-wolf,’ I shouted at her.

She scowled back, her amber eyes almost glowing with anger. I felt her hand slap my cheek and raised mine to slap her back but stopped, grunted and turned away, raging with anger.


I turned back after a moment of silent staring at the trees, expecting her to have vanished. Instead she stood there with tears in her eyes.

‘That bastard murdered my mother. Hunted her down, shot her in the heart with a silver bullet and then cut her head off for some kind of trophy. Her head is on the wall of whatever vile hovel he calls a home.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I didn’t know, honestly. That’s awful.’ I put my arms around her.

‘Don’t ever mention that to my father,’ she said. ‘He’d never forgive me for telling you.’

‘I won’t say anything,’ I promised. I stroked her hair while she rested her head on my shoulder and her tears wet my neck. ‘I’m so stupid,’ I said. ‘I don’t say much and then I boil over shouting and I’m just so confused right now. This place was supposed to fix everything, but …’

She pulled away from my shoulder and looked up into my face with a damp smile and I couldn’t stop myself leaning down and kissing her lips.

‘Sorry,’ I said again, jumping back when I realised what I’d done, but she pulled me to her and kissed me back. We continued kissing until we heard a voice.

‘Disgusting!’

Nat was standing there with Dimitri. She was horrified, but he looked amused.

‘Be careful, she might bite,’ Nat added.

‘I better go,’ Antonia said, ‘my father will be wondering where I am.’ She took off back to the clinic.

‘What was that?’ Dimitri asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘One moment we were arguing and then we were kissing.’


‘I don’t trust her,’ said Nat. ‘We shouldn’t trust any of them.’

‘You are jealous,’ Dimitri said with a wink at me.

‘No, I’m not. She’s one of them and they’ve made it very clear they are better than we are. If she kissed you it was because she wanted something …’

Dimitri laughed a dirty laugh.

‘… I mean she was probably hiding something, stopping you from finding something out.’

‘So it wasn’t my irresistible charm then?’ I said.

‘As if.’ Nat finally allowed herself a half smile.

‘Let’s go to the canteen,’ Dimitri suggested. The three of us hadn’t spoken since the night of the full moon. It was mid-afternoon and the canteen was as deserted as when we had first met there. They told me what they could remember of their transformations. They’d both been chained up like me, with a rabbit in a cage.

‘When I woke up there were bits of fur all over me and the cage had been ripped apart,’ said Nat. ‘And the taste in my mouth was vile.’

‘I was stiff,’ said Dimitri. ‘Waking up on the floor did not help.’

They told me they had both woken up in their chains in the basement room. They had called out to be released, but no one came for a long time.

‘I was in my bed back on the third floor,’ I told them. ‘Julian was waiting for me.’

‘You are so lucky,’ Dimitri moaned. ‘Why did I not wake up with him?’

 


I managed to see Antonia one more time before her family left for the Palatine. There was no more kissing; I tried but she pulled away from me.

‘My father’s coming,’ she said a couple of seconds before he opened the door of the clinic and stepped out to join us.

He told me the search for Jake had been given up and that my brother had probably died in the crash.

‘Nothing that can be done, my boy,’ he said. ‘Probably for the best.’

‘What about my father?’ I asked.

‘Dr Heimlich will talk to you, I’m sure. Goodbye, Romulus. We’ll see you next month. Things will seem better then.’

That was it. As far as he was concerned the case was closed. I watched as he and Livia swept Antonia away in their black Merc. A month seemed like an age when it meant I wouldn’t see her or have any way of contacting her. Even in the ashes of my family, not knowing what I was going to do, I couldn’t help thinking of her.

 

Julian might have drawn a line under the plane crash and my family but I didn’t. I rang the hotline for relatives of victims. They confirmed Jake’s body had not been identified but that his backpack and luggage had been on the plane. My father had not been on the passenger list.

The next day I was summoned to Dr Heimlich’s study. He sat at the desk, with his hands pressed together, waiting for me. His round red face looked paler than normal and his glasses couldn’t hide how tired he was. It was a relief to see someone looking as stressed as I felt.

‘Sit down, Romy.’ He indicated the chair on the other side of the desk. ‘This has been a remarkable few days for you … for all of us.’

I didn’t respond. After a few questions about how I was feeling and whether I was eating properly, he got to the serious questions. ‘What thoughts have you given to your future?’ he asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘After you leave the clinic.’

‘When I find my dad, I guess we’ll have to get back to Australia somehow,’ I said. After that I didn’t know. Maria would never let either of us near Katie again. I couldn’t blame her. I touched my hip; I’d never get to do bumps again.

Dr Heimlich pressed his lips in an uncomfortable grimace. ‘And what if you do not find your father?’

‘I will. You’re worried about payment for my wonderful treatment, is that it?’

My father had paid for the bulk of the treatment upfront but there was still one final instalment due.

‘That is not what I meant. There is no question of us not completing your program. We won’t be turning you out, but —’

‘So what is this all about?’ I asked.

‘I think you should begin to think about your future.’

‘My future? Dad will come back. He will.’

‘Of course, I’m sorry. It’s too soon,’ Dr Heimlich said. He looked awkward and stared at the far wall as if I wasn’t there.


‘I want to go to the crash site,’ I said suddenly.

‘That would not be a good idea,’ the doctor said, turning back to me. ‘You would not be allowed by the authorities and I don’t think it would achieve anything.’

I didn’t believe him. If I went I might be able to find something out. Some clue that the authorities had missed. It was only a domestic flight; my father might have been able to get on without his passport. The news had said that all investigations — including postmortems — were being carried out where the plane had come down. There were too many bodies for the local morgue to hold. I needed to know something, to do something, not just sit at the clinic, waiting.

‘I have to go,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dr Heimlich. ‘It’s not possible. Trust me.’

I got up and left without responding. If there were two words in the world I never wanted to hear again, they were ‘trust me’.
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Our lessons resumed. Stefan and Amanda had missed their training run and so were staying for an extra month at the clinic. We would all do our run together. In the meantime it was back to meditations and controlling the ball of light.

I actually looked forward to them. Having something to focus on and teaching myself to drain my mind of thoughts was a benefit. As it was weeks out from the next full moon, we could only try to remember the sense of excitement. Controlling the real thing would not come until the next gibbous moon.

Outside the classes, all I could think about was Antonia, my family and the crash site. I wasn’t the only one who was distracted. At dinner one night I caught Nat staring into the distance. I could tell she was a long way away.

Later that night I went to her room to ask what was wrong.

‘I tried calling my mother,’ she admitted. ‘I was feeling down after our transformation. I thought she might be worried. I thought … I don’t know what I thought. I couldn’t get the taste of meat out of my mouth and I just wanted to talk to her.’

‘Was she pleased to hear from you?’


‘She told me I’d given myself entirely over to the devil but that it wasn’t too late for forgiveness “even after what you’ve done”. If I go home, repent and face my punishment then I may be accepted in Jesus’s light once more.’

‘Did you tell her about the treatment?’

‘Sort of. I told her that the Lord had cured my MS and I’d been blessed with a miracle.’

Her mother replied that any cure had to be the devil’s work and Nat had been fooled by him.

‘But wasn’t the MS the devil’s work?’ I asked, confused.

‘Yeah, I can’t win. First my MS was God testing them, so I couldn’t have any form of treatment. Then it was the devil’s work, so they almost exorcised me to death. Then, when I get rid of it myself, they conveniently decide it was a test from God after all. So I’ve turned my back on Jesus by getting rid of it. Whatever I do, I’m doomed to “dance on the devil’s lap”, as she calls it. Some people are just destined to be bad.’

‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that fate can be changed.’

‘OK, if we get any heavier, this bed is gonna break,’ she said.

‘Sorry, but I’ve had it with accepting what people say I can and can’t do. Dr Heimlich says I can’t visit the crash site, but I’ve got to. It’s the only way I’ll know for sure what happened.’

‘If you ask me, it’s a crazy idea, but I guess you’re not asking me, are you?’

I shook my head.

‘Did the lovely Antonia think it was a good idea?’


‘She doesn’t know.’

‘You really like her, don’t you?’

‘That kiss you interrupted is the one thing I can think about that doesn’t churn me up.’

Nat groaned and stuck two fingers in her mouth.

‘So the crash site,’ she said. ‘How are you going to get there?’

 

I’d already decided that Dimitri was my best bet, or, more accurately, his parents were. We were only allowed to leave the clinic with adult supervision and they were the only non-staff adults I knew.

When I suggested it to Dimitri, he grinned. ‘They already think about it,’ he said. ‘My mother has been watching the crash on the news. She is bored and thinks a visit to the site might be interesting. My father is talking to someone who is talking to someone that might get them close.’

‘Perfect; they have to take us.’

‘Not me, no way,’ said Nat.

‘You don’t have to come,’ I said, ‘but if I’m going to get out of this clinic, Dimitri, I need you and your parents.’

He thought for a moment.

‘Please, I need to do this. Your parents can tell the doctor you’re taking me shopping or something to cheer me up.’

‘You do need new clothes. Your black T-shirts are very depressing.’

‘You wouldn’t actually be going shopping, Dimitri,’ Nat reminded him. ‘You’d be viewing massacred bodies.’


‘But we would have to come back with some clothes to make the story seem real.’

‘Good thinking,’ I said.

‘Crazy thinking!’ Nat said.

‘You promise you will let me choose some decent clothes?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Yes, whatever. Please!’

‘Fabulous!’ Nat threw her hands in the air. ‘Do some shopping, take in a few sights, view a few corpses.’

‘It is my mother’s idea of the perfect day out,’ Dimitri said. ‘I will speak to them.’

 

Dimitri’s mother took one look at me in my grungiest dark-grey-faded-from-black T-shirt, threw her arms around me and declared I was a poor boy who had to be helped.

I’d never got up close to her before. Everything about her had been pumped, stretched, pulled and distorted. Breast implants, Botox, lip plumping, face lift: she’d had it all.

‘Sergei, we have to help him,’ she said to Dimitri’s father.

He looked sternly at me. ‘Are you and my son …’ He shook his hand in the air.

‘No!’ Dimitri and I shouted at the same time.

‘He was kissing Antonia last week.’

‘Really?’

‘Were you here to be fixed like Dimitri?’ he asked.

‘I had adult-onset metachromatic leukodystrophy,’ I said seriously. ‘I was always into girls.’

‘Now Dimitri is too,’ he announced with a grin. ‘Ludmilla, a toast for our young men.’


Ludmilla went off to the kitchen to fetch a bottle of vodka.

‘Maybe we find a club,’ Mr Koslov whispered. ‘Celebrate Dimitri becoming a man. Yes?’ He nudged me with a wink and a laugh.

I smiled weakly, wondering what Nat would think of a strip club being added to our ghoulish itinerary. Dimitri stood still. He barely said a word in front of his father.

Ludmilla opened the vodka and poured out four glasses.

‘To adventure!’ Mr Koslov said, holding up his glass. The only alcohol I’d ever drunk before was a beer at a party Jake had made me go to last year. I’d been sick when I got home and Dad had said that I couldn’t afford to take that kind of risk in my condition. Now I didn’t have the condition.

Dimitri and his parents downed their shots in one. I sipped, thinking of my father and Jake. Dad would have been telling me to politely decline; Jake would have been slapping me on the back and grabbing a glass for himself.

‘No!’ Dimitri’s father shouted at me.

I put the glass back down quickly. Perhaps I wasn’t meant to drink it.

‘You do not sip,’ Dimitri said quietly. ‘We all have to drink together.’ His mother refilled their glasses.

‘To adventure!’ Mr Koslov repeated the toast and this time we all downed the vodka in one. Fire erupted in my throat and I began choking. Dimitri patted my back as I went red and tears came into my eyes. As my head swam, I got lost in all the levels of how wrong this was, but I didn’t care. If this was what it took to find out what had happened to my family then so be it.

Dimitri teased me as we walked back to the clinic. ‘Your sip was a very expensive mistake,’ he said with a grin. ‘That was Russo-Baltique.’ The name meant nothing to me. ‘It costs over a million dollars a bottle!’ he said and burst out laughing.

 

Our trip took place two days later. Dimitri’s mother told Dr Heimlich that I needed to get away from the clinic and they were taking me shopping. Dr Heimlich thought it was an excellent idea.

Sergei and Ludmilla Koslov had taken the toast of ‘adventure’ to heart. The largest town and therefore, Ludmilla argued, the best shops between the clinic and crash site was Graz. Sergei drove us there himself in their Bentley. Dimitri had ‘accidentally’ let slip to his mother that there was a plan to ditch her and visit a strip club. She had put a stop to it immediately, insisting that her husband remain with her for the entire day.

Sergei’s mysterious contacts could not get us to the crash site until the early evening, when the investigators had finished working, so we had a day to kill.

It dragged on. I wasn’t into clothes shopping at the best of times, and this day was not the best of times. The itinerary had been planned by Ludmilla’s personal assistant. She had contacted the most expensive shops in Graz and had them closed to the public for our visit.

As Ludmilla wandered around racks of clothes with a look of tired disgust on her face, Sergei found a seat and shouted at people in Russian on his phone.


‘Come on.’ Dimitri took me off to the men’s clothes.

‘What the hell are we doing?’ I asked Dimitri. ‘This is crazy.’

He was busy flicking through a range of long-sleeved shirts. ‘This,’ he said, ignoring my question and holding out a dark red shirt.

I stared at it. He was taking the shopping part of the trip seriously.

‘This was our agreement,’ he said and pointed to the changing room.

‘I can’t afford any clothes,’ I said weakly.

‘Pfft. You do not need to.’ He flicked a hand in the direction of his father. ‘Go!’

Over the next three hours I tried on more clothes than I’d ever tried in my life. Shirts, trousers, polo shirts, shorts, jackets. I started out protesting but then gave in. Dimitri would pass comment, suggest a different size. Occasionally he consulted his mother, who would come up, look at the price tag and shake her head.

I had no say.

After we exhausted all the shops the assistant had deemed worthy, Dimitri and his mother had managed to fill the vast boot of the Bentley.

‘Can we go to the site now?’ I asked. It was five.

Sergei looked at me in shock. ‘Without food?’

‘Just a light snack,’ Ludmilla promised.

The assistant had booked a table at Iohan, Graz’s best restaurant. As we walked into the decorated medieval basement where it was located, Ludmilla moaned. She had been hoping for a view. She grilled the waiters about the food, where it came from, how long the breast of wild goose had been hung. How fresh was the crabmeat? Was the beef organic?

Sergei examined the wine list with a pained expression. ‘The sooner we return to civilisation the better,’ he declared, before settling for a bottle of twenty-year-old red wine.

I had a steak but could barely eat.

‘Your friend is very quiet,’ Ludmilla said to Dimitri after a while.

‘Sorry, Mrs Koslov.’ I realised I should make some effort. ‘Did you find some nice clothes?’

‘Nothing for me,’ she sighed. ‘Just presents for the servants.’

When the meal was finally over, I thought we would go straight to the crash site, but Sergei insisted on having a cigar first. Ludmilla refused to have cigar smell in the car.

 

By the time we reached the site, it was dark. A wire fence had been erected around an area of a square kilometre. I could feel my leg twitching as we approached. Dimitri put his hand on my knee.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ he asked quietly.

I nodded.

‘Smell that?’ he asked. There was a slight aroma of meat.

At the gate, Sergei spoke to the security guard and handed over an envelope of cash.

We were in.

In the gloom I could make out two large marquees, temporary but solid. As we entered the first the lights came on, line after line. The space was filled with long tables. On them were suitcases, bags, clothes — all the personal belongings of the passengers.

Without waiting for the others I walked down the aisle looking at the objects of lives lost. Along one side of the marquee were the items that had been identified. A card with the passenger’s name, seat number and their belongings laid out. They tried to match items from the hold with hand luggage from the plane. Books, magazines, iPads and MP3 players lay broken and blood-splattered. I walked quickly, looking at name after name laid out in seat order: Dieter Horchsten, Amelia Rochstag, Mohinda Singh … Jake Forster.

I recognised his backpack immediately. Next to it was his iPod. His suitcase was open and a mess, as though someone had rummaged through it. Beside the case were what used to be his clothes.

‘He transformed,’ I said to Dimitri as he came up to me. ‘Look at the jeans.’

They were in tatters, as if something inside them had exploded. Sticking out of the back pocket, surely too delicate to have survived, was his boarding pass.

I looked at his favourite board shorts sitting on the pile of clothes in the suitcase. They were blue and white, a swirling fern pattern going up the sides and across the top.

I wanted to look at Jake’s things for longer but there wasn’t time. I need to search everything else there for clues. I checked all the belongings to see if my father had got on the plane under a different name, but there was nothing of his.

‘Where are the bodies?’ Dimitri’s father asked. The guard paused before moving off again. He nodded at Dimitri and myself, worried they wouldn’t be suitable viewing.

‘They are men … of sorts,’ he said and chuckled. The guard took us to the next marquee. The inside was cold: it was a giant refrigerator. We stood in darkness, waiting, knowing what we were about to see.

The guard turned the lights on.

The tables were all scrubbed metal. Thirty-six of them, placed around the edge, like hospital beds. Each table had a passenger name and seat number on it. A long wide table ran down the centre of the tent.

Ludmilla gasped and put her hand to her mouth. This was what Dimitri and I had smelled before. She pushed past the security guard, back outside and was sick on the grass. Even Sergei was stunned. He stared directly ahead at the back of the marquee.

On the named tables, the investigators had attempted to put the bodies together.

Table after table of body parts were spread out in front of us. Heads sat next to arms, legs matched by the shoes on the feet. On the table in the centre were the remains that had not been identified. Placed respectfully as far apart as possible, like a giant jigsaw puzzle.

Mr Koslov walked out.

Dimitri’s hand gripped my arm. ‘You can’t,’ he whispered in a hoarse voice.

‘I have to,’ I said and moved off, walking to the first table. Dimitri was dragged along, unable to let go of my arm.

I walked slowly round, not recognising any of the bodies. Halfway down the left side was the only empty table in the entire marquee. The light above reflected on the scrubbed stainless steel in circles of a thousand tiny scratches — the scores of so many scrubs, so many brushes, so much soap from body after body. But right then it was empty. The label on the pristine table read Jake Forster, Seat 6A. Not a trace of Jake’s body had been found. The only person for whom they could not identify a single part.

‘We should go,’ said Dimitri, his hand still gripping my arm.

‘Not yet,’ I said. I had to view every head. Eyes stared out, mouths hung open. I looked at every single corpse in that tent, until I was sure that my father wasn’t there.

‘We must go.’ Dimitri pulled me away.

When we exited, Dimitri’s parents looked pale — shocked by the carnage they had wanted to see.

The tour was not over yet. ‘This way,’ the guard muttered as he led us into the darkness away from the tents.

‘Stand here,’ the guard said. We stood in the dark. I glanced up — a waxing crescent moon and a cloudy sky gave little light. To the side of us I could make out some pine trees. A cool wind blew across our faces.

We waited, listening to the wind. Then a loud hum, an echoing click and flood lights lit up the ground in front of us. Directly ahead of us were the remnants of the plane. It had crashed into the trees, knocking them down, clearing a path through the pine forest where we now stood. The wings had broken off and been shed to the sides but otherwise the plane was remarkably intact: its body was in one piece and there had been no explosion.

‘How did no one survive?’ Sergei muttered. The empty metal table was the only explanation. As I stared and my eyes adjusted to the new light, I saw something move. There was a person at the side of plane. He turned sharply. Dazzled momentarily, he ran for the cover of trees.

‘Jake!’ I called out. The blond hair was unmistakeable. I sprinted after him; Dimitri followed. The security guard shouted for us to stop but I ignored him. I fixed my eyes on the place where Jake had disappeared into the forest and ran straight for it. In the darkness I could see a body running as hard as he could, diving between the trees. I ran on, calling his name.

‘Jake, it’s Romy. It’s all right. I know!’ I shouted, but he didn’t stop moving. I ran as hard as I could, with Dimitri crashing along behind me. I glanced back at him and then turned forwards again but Jake had vanished. I stopped to listen, hoping to hear him moving, but the trees were silent.

‘Jake!’ I called out again. ‘You don’t have to run.’

Nothing.

‘Jake!’

Silence.

I strained my ears for any possible sound but there was nothing.

‘We have lost him,’ said Dimitri.

‘I can’t leave him here,’ I said.

‘He does not want you to find him.’

‘But he can’t remember — none of us can remember the first night.’


‘He does not need to. He can see. Come.’

I wouldn’t move.

‘Come,’ said Dimitri forcefully. ‘There is nothing you can do for him now.’
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The bags of new clothes sat on the floor of my room for two days. Eventually Nat and Dimitri came and unpacked them for me. I had to at least pretend to have been cheered by the shopping trip.

‘I knew it was a terrible idea,’ said Nat as she put an Armani jacket on a coat hanger with obvious distaste.

‘I know Jake is alive and my father wasn’t on the plane. He has to be alive somewhere too. I just need to find out where.’

‘What was it like?’ she asked. Dimitri glanced at me. I could remember the feel of his hand on my arm. Neither of us wanted to describe the massacre. Those bodies, or what remained of them, were not the results of a manageable, one-night-a-month-isn’t-so-bad condition.

When the clothes had been unpacked, Dimitri left. He had another date with Hans at the front gate. Nat and I went to the canteen. I wasn’t much company as I stared at the plate of food in front of me, my mind jumping from the image of Jake running into the woods to my father and back again. It was like I was turning between two puffs of smoke. Every time I reached for one it dissolved before I could touch it and the other would appear. Nat made a few attempts at conversation then gave up.


Our glum silence was interrupted by Stefan and Amanda bursting through the door, grinning.

‘What are they so cheerful about?’ Nat muttered.

‘Never a dull a moment!’ Stefan called out. ‘Your mate Dimitri’s for it.’

‘Caught with the security guard,’ said Amanda.

‘His parents are marching him into the clinic. You don’t need to know Russian to know his dad was doing some serious swearing.’

Nat and I rushed out to the sounds of shouting in the main hall. Dimitri was cowering on the floor. His father was swinging his leg to kick his own son in the stomach. I charged forwards and pushed him back.

‘This does not concern you, Romy.’ Ludmilla was standing back.

‘Mr Koslov!’ Dr Heimlich shouted from the balcony.

Sergei looked up. ‘You! You are a disgrace!’ he shouted up at the doctor. ‘Your treatment is a complete waste of my money. I will shut this clinic down and have it burned to the ground.’

‘Mr Koslov, I’m sure we can discuss this as civilised adults —’

‘Civilised? You call this place civilised? You were supposed to cure him!’

‘I am cured!’ Dimitri said from the floor.

‘Not completely.’ His father spat at him.

Ludmilla put her hand to her mouth and shook her head.

‘And your staff, Dr Heimlich. They are worse.’

‘Please come to my office,’ Dr Heimlich said.


Sergei stood, snarling, unsure who he was more angry with. ‘Very well … You,’ he stabbed a finger at Dimitri, ‘stay here.’

Sergei and Ludmilla walked up the stairs and followed Dr Heimlich to his study.

‘What happened?’ I asked as they disappeared.

Dimitri sat with his head on his knees, shaking.

‘I thought he was going to kill me.’

Nat sat on the floor next to him.

‘You dirty little boy,’ Stefan sneered from the doorway.

‘What are you going to do?’ Amanda said in a shocked voice that could barely disguise her delight.

I pushed them back through the doorway to the canteen. Quiet returned to the hall, broken only by the sound of Dimitri’s diminishing sobs.

‘Hans was on duty,’ he began after a moment. ‘I went down to the gatehouse to keep him company. Hans had checked the schedule — no arrivals were due. We are careful, always, very careful. We did not hear a car drive up to the gate. It can’t have been waiting for long, but my father, he is an impatient man. He marched round to the window and saw us together. He hammered so hard on the glass I thought it would break. Next thing he is at the door. He punched Hans in the face. Then he has my hair and drags me to the car. Mother has the back door of the car open already. He throws me in. My head hits the edge but they don’t care. Then they drive back up here, swearing at me. The words I heard back in Russia when they found out the first time.’

‘But they knew you were gay, didn’t they?’ Nat asked.


‘You don’t understand,’ said Dimitri.

‘They didn’t just come to cure his HIV,’ I said. ‘They thought the treatment would stop him being gay.’

Dimitri nodded.

‘So ripping a man’s throat out is OK, but kissing him is a crime!’ Nat was outraged.

‘Crazy, huh?’ Dimitri finally looked up with a tear-soaked smile. We sat on the floor, leaning against the bottom step in silence as Dimitri regained his composure.

After a few minutes Dimitri’s parents marched round the balcony. At the top of the stairs they stopped as if their anger had suddenly drained away. Ludmilla bit her bottom lip. Dimitri glanced up quickly and then shuffled out of the way, staring at the ground. Nat and I stood up and watched them walk down.

‘I wish it was a full moon,’ Nat said under her breath as they looked down at us.

They stopped on the last step, waiting for us to move aside.

‘Please.’ Ludmilla let a noise out of her plumped lips.

‘We are leaving immediately,’ her husband said to me.

‘Look after him,’ Ludmilla said. The ‘we’ didn’t include Dimitri.

Nat and I moved aside. Ludmilla looked at her son on the ground and went over to him. Sergei tried to stop her, but she pushed him off.

‘Stand up, Dimitri,’ she said. He did as he was told. Her hand went out to his chin and raised it.

‘We have done everything we can,’ she said. ‘But this is for the best. Could you really be happy like this … with us … in Russia?’


‘We could live somewhere else,’ Dimitri whispered.

She shook her head regretfully. ‘Your father’s business keeps him there. I must be with my husband. If you cannot change …’

‘It is not as we would wish it,’ said Sergei.

‘What am I going to do? Where will I live?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Arrangements will be made,’ Ludmilla said. ‘Money to live on. But you are alone now. Goodbye.’

She kissed him quickly on the cheek. Her eyes reddened but no tears came out.

‘Do not distress yourself, Ludmilla.’ Sergei led his wife across the floor without looking back.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Nat quietly, as the door closed behind Dimitri’s parents.

‘Sorry?’ Dimitri wiped his tears away. ‘I am not. I do not need them. I will get plenty of money. That is all I ever got. Now I have it without the anger and the spitting. I am free. I can do whatever I want.’ He spoke his words as if they could be heard through the front door. ‘They have served their purpose.’

‘Dimitri, a word, if you please.’ Dr Heimlich spoke from the balcony above.

Dimitri nodded and went up the stairs. ‘I am fine,’ he said at the landing, looking back at us.

‘Romy, Nat, please bring Hans up from the main gatehouse. I would rather the rest of the staff did not find out about this.’

Hans was on his motorbike, holding an ice-pack to his nose. He pulled it off, wincing, as we arrived. ‘Am I still bleeding?’ he asked.

We stared at his swollen and bloodied nose.


‘Don’t think so,’ I said.

‘How’s Dimitri?’ he asked.

‘OK, sort of,’ Nat answered. We told him what had happened.

‘I’m off.’ He started the engine on his bike.

‘Dr Heimlich wants to see you,’ I said.

‘I’m not going all the way up to the clinic just to get sacked.’

‘What about Dimitri?’

Hans smiled and then winced again in pain. ‘That boy is trouble. Tell him goodbye.’

‘But …’ Nat tried to stop him. He revved his motor.

‘Romy, I’ve left something in the gatehouse: an envelope for you.’ Then he sped off on his bike.

 

The envelope contained a data stick.

‘Put it in,’ said Nat. We used the gatehouse computer. The stick contained a copy of night security footage of the front gate. No sound, just the road in front of the metal gate. We watched for five minutes, staring at an image of a road. Nothing happened.

‘Look at the date,’ I said. It was time stamped for the day of the last full moon, around 7.00pm.

‘This could take forever. Fast forward,’ Nat suggested. The footage shot ahead to 8.00pm.

On the screen a car pulled up to the gate. The driver’s window was lowered and the driver leaned out, shouting at whoever was in the gatehouse. Even with no sound I could tell he was desperate to get through. I paused and stared at the face. It was my father. On the night of the last full moon, the night he disappeared, he had returned to the clinic at 9.05, a few minutes after sunset.


 

Dimitri was still in Dr Heimlich’s office when we returned.

‘Where’s Hans?’ the doctor asked.

‘There was no one at the gatehouse when we got there,’ said Nat quickly. ‘His bike was gone.’

I said nothing, too obsessed with the footage of my father. If anything had happened to him on that night, it was in this clinic.

‘Hans just left?’ Dimitri asked.

‘Dr Heimlich, I think we should take Dimitri down to the canteen for something to eat,’ Nat suggested. She grabbed his arm, pulled him out of his seat. ‘I think he needs to be with his friends right now.’

She headed for the door. ‘Romy?’

‘Dr Heimlich and I need to talk,’ I said.

After the door closed, we looked at each other in silence.

‘If I had known the Koslovs’ plans for their son, I would never have agreed to his treatment,’ he said eventually. ‘I cannot fix what isn’t broken.’ He smiled, pleased at his little line.

‘Will he be OK?’

‘Financially he’ll be fine. There’ll be a generous trust fund.’

‘Easily fixed, then.’ It was my turn to give a little smile.

‘You are not here to talk about Dimitri. What is it?’

‘One thing Dimitri’s parents did do right,’ I said, ‘was take me to the crash site.’

‘Ah … The shopping trip.’ He nodded sagely, crossing his hands as his elbows rested on the desk. ‘What did you learn?’

‘My brother’s alive and my father was definitely not on the plane.’

He opened his hands. ‘Good information.’

‘But you knew that, didn’t you?’

‘We had our suspicions about your brother. If we had been able to find him we would have done everything possible to help him, but …’ He shook his head, took his glasses off and wiped them. ‘It is most unfortunate,’ he said.

‘Thanks, but that wasn’t what I meant. You knew my father wasn’t on the plane.’

‘Why do you say that?’ He put his glasses back on, trying not give anything way.

‘I want to go to the police and report the fact that he is missing,’ I said.

‘That is your right, but I wouldn’t recommend it. It would place the clinic, you and your friends, in considerable danger. Mainwaring will undoubtedly be lured by the news of the plane crash and the rumours of the violence that was carried out on the bodies aboard.’

‘We need to stick together, then,’ I said.

‘Exactly.’ His eyes found mine again.

‘That would be easier if we were truthful with each other.’

‘Romy, how can I convince you that I am not your enemy?’

‘You could start by admitting my father came back here.’

‘What?’


‘I’ve seen the security footage from the gate. He was let in at 9.05 on the night of the full moon. That much I know. The rest, I think, you know.’

‘Romy, Romy, Romy.’ He looked down at the desk, shaking his head.

‘I need to know what happened,’ I demanded.

He sighed and stood up.

‘I was hoping that it would not come to this. Follow me.’

In the security room beneath the basement, Dr Heimlich told the guard on duty to leave. On one of the security monitors I watched a screen showing Dimitri and Nat in the canteen.

The doctor sat by the monitors, accessed the files from the date of my first change and scrolled through to a particular file.

‘As I’m sure you’ve realised, we record each patient’s first transformation. We never show that footage to the patient, it is too distressing, but you’ve left me no choice.’

He clicked the file and an image flicked onto a screen. The camera was positioned in the corner above the caged rabbit. I saw myself being dragged in by the nurses, my ankles locked into the chains on the wall. I crawled away to the door and then forwards, disappearing from view under the camera. Just the chains were visible. They pulled tight and then shook. A second later, the empty rabbit cage flew into view. Then a vast creature jumped backwards. It seemed to fill the whole screen. Covered in thick dark fur, its hind legs looked incredibly powerful, even stronger than Julian’s. It reared up and raised its front legs, looking from side to side at each paw. The face was a hideous contortion of wolf features with a huge jaw and sharp protruding teeth. It looked up and I saw my own eyes staring back at me. Hanging limply from one side of its jaw, almost too small to be noticed, was the rabbit. Blood dripped to the floor. The wolf shook its head, making the rabbit bounce from side to side. It did it again, and then again. The wolf was playing. Then it reached up with its paw, tore the head off, sniffed it and tossed it aside. It paused for a moment and then suddenly turned to look underneath the camera. The horrible playfulness was obliterated by fury. Even without sound, the roar seemed to shake the room. It leaped but was held back by the chains. Again it leaped, throwing itself harder at the wall under the camera. The screen turned blue.

‘You managed to smash the camera,’ Dr Heimlich said quietly as I sat down in the guard’s chair and stared at the blue screen.

‘Your father arrived in time to witness it. He insisted on watching you from a viewing room. I tried to persuade him otherwise, but he was adamant. When he saw you … saw that, it was too much. He walked out and left the clinic. No one has seen him since.’

I couldn’t blame him. The creature was the most terrifying thing I had ever seen.

‘I’m sorry, Romy. I didn’t want you to see this. Your father has left you and you are going to have to accept that.’
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A few days later, Julian, Livia and Antonia returned to the clinic. There were no new recruits but Julian had agreed to take all the remaining students out for their first run. Mainwaring had been spotted in a town north of the plane-crash site. Dr Heimlich and Julian decided this was far away enough from the clinic, but this full moon would be our last chance to run beyond the castle grounds.

I managed to get a few moments alone with Antonia and told her about the video footage.

‘How did it feel seeing yourself?’ she asked. ‘Sometimes I think I’d like to, but it might ruin the magic.’

‘Magic?’

She smiled. ‘I’m vain enough to think I’m beautiful in my wolf state.’

I told her about seeing my brother. I was worried about Mainwaring. ‘We need to find Jake before he does. Would your father help?’

‘A rogue wolf is a danger to everyone. Better Mainwaring hunts him and leaves us alone.’

‘So my brother’s a decoy.’

She sighed with impatience. ‘That’s not what I think; it’s what the Senate would say. They are very particular about protecting the Palatine.’


‘The Senate?’

‘It’s our ruling body. We maintain our Roman origins. They had quite a heated session this week.’

‘Why?’

She shook her ahead, not wanting to say any more. We fell silent for a moment. It was like she didn’t trust herself with me.

‘Not allowed to talk about it?’ I asked.

‘No.’

‘Not even to me?’ I smiled and took her hand. The coming full moon made me feel persuasive. I knew she must be feeling the moon joy too.

She was. ‘You’re learning,’ she said; she raised an eyebrow and laughed. ‘All right, but don’t tell anyone else. Some senators don’t approve of what my father is doing. They think deliberately creating werewolves is too risky, no matter how much money it brings in. Someone even accused him of creating an army. Others are afraid that creating more wolves, especially ones outside our own community, means less control. They’re afraid of too many Plebs.’

‘You’re not supposed to use that word.’ I wagged a finger at her.

She rolled her eyes. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise you were so politically correct. Look it’s all complicated. The Senate gave Father permission to come here this time, but it’s the last time.’

‘So why come this time at all?’

Now she wagged her finger at me. ‘Don’t let this go to your head, but we came for you. Father wants to see you on your first run. Apparently you were rather … powerful.’


‘I smashed a camera.’

‘It’s unusual. Plebs don’t normally think like that. Sorry, “created werewolves”. It’s a mouthful. If only you came up with a better term for yourselves it would be easier to stop saying Plebs.’

‘Creos?’ I offered. She wrinkled her nose and giggled. ‘It’s an Australian thing, we like putting o’s on the end of nouns.’

‘Work on it. Tell me about your mother, your real mother. You don’t remember anything about her, is that right?’

‘No. Why?’

‘You’ve heard about my family; I want to know about yours.’

‘She died of leukodystrophy — my former condition — when I was a baby. All my father would say is that she came from Europe.’

‘What did she look like?’

‘I’ll show you.’

I took her up to my room and showed her the picture with the torn corner.

‘That’s the only photo I have of her.’

‘She’s quite pretty.’

‘I don’t know. She seems a bit distant.’

As I looked at the photo there was a knock at the door. Julian stood there in the doorway.

He glided in and took the photo from Antonia.

‘Interesting,’ he said.

I snatched it back quickly, refusing to take the bait and ask why.

‘So are you looking forward to this evening?’ he said. ‘It’s quite an occasion.’


Before I could answer, Nurse Rankin appeared. ‘Forster, I’m ordering you down to the basement floor. I don’t want any repeat of last month.’

‘What?’ I said. The thought of not being out in the moonlight horrified me.

Julian stepped forwards.

‘He will not be going down to the basement; he will be joining the others under my supervision, Nurse …’ he peered at her name badge and then smiled. ‘Rankin.’

She scowled. Julian knew who she was.

‘After what happened last time? This is absolute madness.’

‘So the boy did a little damage,’ Julian purred, as if it were nothing.

‘I’m going to Dr Heimlich to stop this immediately. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous.’

Julian calmly put his arm around her shoulder and guided her out of the room. ‘Perhaps we should consult the good doctor together. That is a charming bracelet you’re wearing.’

Her voice echoed down the corridor as she tried to resist Julian’s smooth words.

 

The group for the run assembled in the hall shortly before sunset: Julian, Antonia and Livia, along with all five remaining third-floor patients. Dr Heimlich took us through a guided meditation prior to assembly. My ball of light had bounced around like a crazed puppy but I managed to sit still and pretend I was in control. Despite everything, I was afraid that if it was obvious I couldn’t master it, Dr Heimlich would forbid my run.


As we made our way out of the clinic, it was like Christmas and a funeral combined. I wasn’t looking forward to becoming the creature from the video again and yet I couldn’t help feeling excited. I’d never really got excited as a boy. Jake had always complained that I was no fun. He would have liked to have seen me now. Then the excitement gave way to misery as I thought that Jake would himself be transforming — alone, untrained and possibly with Mainwaring lying in wait.

Tonight was the night we would begin to remember. A lifetime of memories as a werewolf. If I was going to spend hours as a bloodthirsty monster I didn’t went mental snapshots reminding me. Memories were supposed to be for good things — like my old family life. I suddenly wanted to wallow in pictures of my lost life but my excited body wouldn’t let me.

‘It’s coming!’ Stefan declared and ran forwards through the final gate of the clinic, as if he was hoping to leap into wolf form before the sun even set.

‘Freedom at last.’ Amanda giggled and jumped up for a piggyback ride. They spun round.

‘Any chance they could be my first victims?’ Nat muttered under her breath. She let out a laugh and then clapped her hand over her mouth, shocked at her carnivorous thoughts. Dimitri licked his lips and grinned.

‘We’ll only hunt cows,’ Antonia said, taking my hand. ‘You all eat beef, don’t you?’

‘No,’ said Nat. ‘Well, I didn’t.’

‘So how do you like your steak?’ Antonia asked.

‘Mooing.’ Livia laughed.


Julian smiled to himself at the Patrician joke. His pre-change excitement was tempered by generations of experience. ‘We have a few moments left,’ he announced as we reached a suitable section of the woods beneath the castle walls.

‘Yeehah!’ Stefan spun Amanda round faster and faster.

‘Put the girl down,’ Julian said, ‘and pay attention. Remember your training. Choose your object of focus. Stare at it as your change occurs, concentrate on it and keep still.’

Livia muttered something under her breath. Her disdain for the fidgeting Plebs was obvious. I thought I was more controlled than my classmates but then realised I was shaking my left leg, as if it was itching for the start of a race.

‘I suppose for decorum’s sake, the girls should go with Livia and Antonia. Those bushes there offer enough human modesty for your needs. Boys stay here with me.’ He turned to look through the trees at the slice of sun on the horizon. ‘I suggest we hurry,’ he said.

As his back turned, Antonia grabbed my head and kissed my lips quickly. I felt a surge of excitement.

‘Shh!’ She put her finger to her lips. ‘I’ll see you in fur.’ She slipped away with Amanda, Nat and Livia.

‘Dimitri, shouldn’t you be with the girls?’ Stefan taunted.

‘Shouldn’t you be chained up?’ Dimitri snarled at him.

‘Reckon I know who my first victim’s going to be,’ Stefan snapped back.


‘Boys, the sun is setting. Remove any clothes you don’t want torn apart and choose your object of focus.’

We stripped down to our underwear, except for Julian, who seemed to be comfortable naked regardless of who was around him. Standing in my oldest underpants I turned my back on everyone. This wasn’t an experience I wanted to share.

My heart began to pound as the light ball bounced around in my mind. What if I could never control it? Worse, what if I actually enjoyed not controlling it? With each question my blood pumped faster and it grew harder and harder to breathe.

Was this it? I wondered. Was this how it started?

‘Romulus, focus on your object,’ Julian called behind me as the lingering sliver of sun winked on the horizon. I reached out and rested my hand on a tree, panicking about what was happening.

‘Romulus!’ Julian repeated.

I blinked and looked at the ground, searching for something to focus on. A dandelion. I stared at the dim yellow flower, its big head bending the stem to one side. It was bigger and rounder than the ones in Australia and had a thicker stem.

‘Foc—’ Julian began, but was drowned out by a howl. I couldn’t look away from the flower. Another howl. Then another. Everyone was changing but I felt normal. My bare human foot remained at the edge of my vision.

The air around me thickened and I could smell wolf but as I stared at the flower nothing happened. Surrounded by werewolves and in human form I was now terrified that I wouldn’t change. I was defenceless with monster after monster popping up around me.


I heard a growl close on my left.

‘Romulus,’ shouted Julian with a tinge of panic, ‘For Lupus’s sake change!’ I looked up to see a wolf loom at me. He had a long jaw and was slender but still huge and with a red hue to his light brown fur. It was Dimitri. His mouth was open and he crouched, ready to pounce on the nearest human.

‘Dimitri, no!’ I shouted and stepped backwards. Dimitri jumped and then my head erupted with a lightning bolt of pain.

 

I leaped forwards, growling furiously, and smashed into Dimitri in midair. We crashed to the ground, recovered and stood snarling at each other. I was furious and howled, daring him to attack me again. He smarted and backed away.

My attention was diverted by a noise. I turned to see Julian in human form. He was talking but it was simply noise to me. An annoying whelping sound that grated on my ears. He looked small and weak but I didn’t smell any fear. Dimitri turned to him too. I grunted to warn Dimitri off. I wanted to take this human myself. The smell of his blood was delicious and my wet nostrils flared.

Before I could move, another wolf leaped at him from the side. Stefan. Instantly Julian transformed, batted him aside with ease and roared his fury. We stopped, respecting the noise he made.

In wolf form, Julian looked at each of us in turn. He was bigger than the other wolves, with a vicious dignity and an undeniable authority.


The female werewolves joined us. I spotted Antonia. Her powerful frame was covered in jet black fur. She was right: she was beautiful.

We stood in a circle. Controlled. Waiting.

My head snapped to a distant sound. Down the hill on the far side of the woods an animal moved and I could smell meat. Living meat.

I shot off through the trees. My feet bounded over the ground at incredible speed. I could feel the wind all over my body. I was pure energy, slipping around trees and leaping over bushes. Nothing could slow me; I was flying. I could run like this forever.

Within seconds I reached the edge of the woods, bounded over the road, leaped over the hedge and into the open field. Suddenly I felt the full moon on my body. The hairs on my neck moved to its light, tingling with pleasure.

I could see them now. On the far side of the field, running along the hedge, hoping for an escape. But no creature on earth could get away from me. My legs picked up speed on the flat open ground. The wind blew in my face and the scent of their terror danced in my nose.

As I shot across the field I selected my first victim. She was running ahead of the others, slamming herself at the hedge, hoping to crash through.

With a few more bounds I was close enough for the attack. I leaped, flew through the air and landed on her back. The air filled with her screams. I raised my head, howled with triumph and bit down, feeling my teeth rip through muscle, sinew and bone until they touched.


She keeled over and I feasted. A few seconds later Antonia was by my side, staring at me, not the beast. I turned from the red nectar and nodded at the body, inviting her to eat. She took a bite and then we played with our food, pulling it apart.

I glanced up to see the rest of the pack heading for the other beasts. I snarled at Antonia and we took off after them.

Dimitri raced Stefan towards one animal; Amanda and Nat selected the other. Livia and Julian followed, carefully scanning the distance to ensure no one was watching.

I shot forwards and caught up with Dimitri and Stefan. As I approached, my hunger for a second kill lessened. When I saw Dimitri’s eyes I wanted him to feel the joy I felt. I ran between him and Stefan, pushing Stefan to the side, veering him away. He snarled at the interference and shoved back. I pushed harder. Furious, he turned to attack me. I grunted with pleasure as he realised I’d distracted him from his goal. Dimitri ran ahead and was seconds away from the cow. Stefan looked over at Amanda and Nat to see if he could beat them in their hunt but they were too close to their prey. I grinned, seeing them work as a team. It would never have happened as humans. Forming a pincer movement around the cow they leaped from both sides. I saw Nat relish her newfound carnivorous delight, making up for years of lost meat with one feast. She was so engrossed, Livia had to growl behind her to make her stop.

Stefan turned back to Dimitri’s cow in a desperate bid to catch up but the race was lost. Dimitri reached the prey first, jumped, howled and sank his teeth and claws into its side, pushing it over. A couple of seconds later Stefan’s mouth was at the cow’s throat, but the beast was already dead. The warm flesh was a poor consolation. Our hunger wasn’t for food, it was for the kill. He ripped at the meat but couldn’t satiate himself.

Those who had killed stood and panted with excitement, our blood-soaked tongues hanging out in the cool night air.

As we played with the bodies, Julian, Livia and Antonia took turns to go off and find their own kill.

When the carcasses were barely recognisable we grew bored. Nat jumped at Dimitri and they rolled around in the ruddy grass. I paced around sniffing the air, hoping to smell something else. I thought there might be a rabbit or a fox, but I could hear or smell nothing close by.

I listened to the medley of night sounds. The wind blowing through the woods on the hill behind me, the gentle swaying of trees from the forest in front, the hum of the clinic. I heard them all but they were distinct, separate. It was the same with smells. The refined, clear signatures of Julian, Livia and Antonia. The dirty smell of Dimitri, like clay. Nat like a forest. Stefan’s stench of hunger and frustration. A vast confused medley.

As I turned the smells through my mind, a fresh sound appeared. A car was approaching along the road through the forest. A kilometre away. My heart jumped and I looked at Julian. He’d heard it too. His eyes narrowed, telling me to control my urge.

As the hum of the car grew louder, my urge grew with it but I stayed, staring at Julian. One by one the others stopped chasing around and turned to face the forest. They had smelled it too.

Humans.

Starving for a kill, Stefan shot off first, bounding with a hunger the rest of us had sated. Within a few seconds he had covered the field and disappeared into the trees, running towards the car. Julian chased him and the rest of us followed.

Soon we were all in the dark of the forest. The moon was hidden by the canopy, making the glow of the car headlights an easy beacon to follow.

We had to stop Stefan before he tore the vehicle apart. Antonia ran next to me and we increased our speed. She directed me towards the road.

Livia pushed the other wolves to the right, leading them through the trees. In the guise of running towards the car she was directing them away from it.

Julian ran through the forest after Stefan while Antonia and I headed directly for the road, hoping to get to the car before him.

Ahead, the cloud of light made its way towards us. It vanished as the car dipped into a hollow around the bend ahead of us. I heard Stefan howl and tasted his desperation in the air.

We reached the turn in the road as high-beam headlights burst into my eyes. I was blinded. Seeing nothing, I threw myself sideways towards the cover of the trees. I crashed into a trunk and tumbled. As I rolled I heard a screech of brakes and tyres skidding on the road.

Leaping to my feet, I opened my eyes to see the car career off the far side of the road. Inside, two people screamed. Stefan had leaped from nowhere and landed on the roof. His claws dug into the metal and he held on like a crazed joyrider as the car skidded, bounced off the side of a tree, smashed a wing mirror and then slammed into another tree. The airbags burst out, trapping the driver and passenger in their seats.

The scent of their wounds hit the air and I longed to jump with Stefan and join in his kill. He howled, anticipating the end of his hunger. All our training, our meditation, our control techniques were tossed aside as he sliced through the roof, digging into the cabin. He slashed sideways with his claws, forcing a hole in the roof and grinned down at his terrified meal.

Standing on the road it was all I could do to fight the urge to join him. If I tried to throw him off, I might just make the kill myself.

Stefan leaned in and swiped the driver’s airbag, deflating it to give him easy access to his first human victim. He paused for a second, allowing his saliva to drip on the driver’s head. The smell of fear, already thick in the air, exploded around me.

Stefan snarled, raised his head to open his jaws. At the same time Julian leaped from the verge of the road. His entire body shot over my head as he flew at Stefan, knocking him off the car. Stefan roared with frustration as the stronger wolf dragged him away.

I was left alone on the road. The terror from the people in the car taunted my nose and I could tell the woman had wet herself. Then, in the midst of their delicious fear, I smelled a third human and heard a voice. Antonia had transformed into her human form and was running, naked, to the car. As she opened the car door the heady scent of blood, fear and urine erupted into a torrent. Unsure of how much longer I could resist, I swallowed and dug my claws into the road, feeling them slice into the tarmac. I focused on that sensation of hard grit pressing under my nails while the delicious smells danced around me, begging for my attention.

There was more human squealing as Antonia pulled the woman out of the car. They staggered forwards together, then the woman’s wide eyes saw me and she released a scream. I howled to block the noise of her alluring sound. The howl made her scream even louder, as if she was determined I would respond to her call. My legs quivered as I dug into the road, resisting the agonising temptation. She was so close, with one leap I could have been at her throat.

Antonia stood in front of the woman and faced me. She held her hand out towards me and stared directly in my eyes without a shred of fear. She waved her other arm behind her and spoke while keeping her eyes on me. I stared back, using Antonia as a point of concentration, trying to simply stay still. The woman ran down the road, followed by the male driver. He passed across my vision as I stared deeper and deeper into Antonia’s eyes, my mind screaming with bloodlust.

After what seemed like a lifetime, I sensed my racing heart slow. My ears were filled with the sound of blood pumping round my body. Antonia’s eyes maintained their stare, unblinking, unmoving, as everything around them faded into darkness. The car, the headlights, the trees, her body — they all faded away. All I could see were her amber eyes. They blinked for a second, returned and then everything was black.
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I awoke curled up at the base of a tree on the side of the road. I stretched my legs out. They were stiff. ‘Urgh.’ I winced as the stabbing pain scored the inside of my skull.

I opened my eyes to blinding light.

‘Finally!’ Antonia said. She sat on the grass, fully clothed, twirling a dandelion between her fingers. I squinted. She looked like she’d showered and dressed after a good night’s sleep. Her clothes reminded me that I was naked. I moved to cover myself but someone had put my tracksuit pants on. The rest of my clothes were in a pile next to me. As my vision adjusted to the light I realised it wasn’t that bright. We were still in the forest and the morning sun was filtered by the trees. Beside me was the crashed car, only now it was an upside-down burned shell.

‘You’re a dark horse … or wolf,’ she said. ‘Father is even more curious about you now.’

‘What do you mean?’ I croaked out my first words. My throat was dry.

‘What do you remember?’

‘Your eyes.’ I tumbled out the truth of my last memory.

She rolled them for me. ‘It’s too early for cheap flattery.’


‘No,’ I said, pulling my T-shirt on over my sore head. ‘They were the last thing I saw. You transformed and helped the people from the car. Are they OK?’

‘They reached the clinic but were so traumatised by their crash they were gibbering about huge wolf-like creatures and a naked girl. They’ve been sedated.’

‘What happened to the car?’

‘We set fire to it to destroy the claw marks. My father managed to control Stefan and find an animal kill for him. Livia steered the other three through the woods away from the road. Ple— trained Creos can be quite easy to control, once they’ve fed.’

She stood. ‘Hurry up!’ she said and began to run ahead of me down the road back to the clinic.

‘Why is your father even more curious about me?’ I shouted as I pushed my body into the best run I could.

She turned and ran backwards facing me for a moment. ‘You’re not like the others,’ she said and then turned back to the front.

I forced my aching legs to catch up to her. As I creaked my way along the road, any questions were swept aside by a tide of sadness. I suddenly felt so old and weak. ‘I can barely move,’ I moaned as I caught her up. ‘It’s like I’m —’

‘— trapped in the wrong body,’ she finished for me. ‘It’s normal. You’re actually running quite fast.’

She was right. For a human I wasn’t doing badly. ‘But last night.’ I remembered running and felt the pang of lost joy. Tears sprang into my eyes as if I’d experienced the most perfect moment in my life and I never would again.


‘There will be another full moon next month,’ Antonia snapped and then seemed to regret her temper. ‘Last night was eventful,’ she added more softly as we reached the edge of the forest. ‘Father wants to talk to you.’

‘Why?’

‘For a start we’ve never seen anyone run as fast as you and, well, you almost seemed to be able to control your change.’

‘Isn’t that supposed to be impossible for us?’

‘Yes, hence Father’s interest. Keep your eyes on road.’

‘Why?’ I looked around me immediately and saw the field where the cows had been.

‘Oh!’ I said and stopped running. Staff from the clinic were loading the remnants of cows onto a truck. We hadn’t just killed them but ripped them apart and scattered them. A memory of an intestinal tug of war flashed into my mind and brought a sense of the horror I’d inflicted. The mutilated cow I’d seen the night before my ‘treatment’ was nothing compared to this carnage. I hadn’t just created this; I’d loved every second of it. My stomach lurched into action and I vomited.

‘Like a drunk schoolboy with a bad hangover,’ Antonia muttered with disdain.

‘I’m not used to tearing cows apart with my bare teeth, OK?’ I spat the words out between hurls.

‘Pathetic,’ she said and ran ahead, leaving me to my vomit.

‘Are you always this moody the morning after?’ I called.


She stopped and stomped back with a thunderous look on her face. ‘Yes!’ she shouted in my face. I started, shocked at the outburst of emotion. ‘Such a Pleb,’ she muttered to herself, turned and took off back to the clinic at a sprint.

 

Julian was waiting for me in Dr Heimlich’s study. He stood leaning back on the desk, flicking through one of the doctor’s leatherbound books. It was a history of the castle.

‘Ah, Romulus! Do come in.’ He spoke as if it were his office. ‘Our people considered taking over this castle a few centuries ago. Of course there’s no mention of it here. The duke who owned it had some financial difficulties. My ancestors offered to take it off his hands. He refused to be persuaded.’

I wasn’t particularly interested in another history lesson, but he continued.

‘Of course we did have other methods of persuasion! In those days we could have converted his entire family, offered them protection and then made them our servants.’

‘A royal Pleb?’ I said.

‘Creo is the latest term, I’ve been told. We are far more civilised now. So, to business.’ He closed the book and put it down on the desk. ‘You are very interesting, Romulus.’

‘My name’s Romy.’

‘Like it or not you are named after our forefather. That is a fact we should bear in mind. Your mother’s choosing?’

I shrugged.


‘Another fact: you possess remarkable strength and speed.’

‘I run a lot.’

‘Irrelevant. And then last night. You didn’t change automatically like your colleagues. It was almost the death of you. My daughter also insists that you triggered your change back. I’m prepared to believe her, even if her bias is obvious. That is not supposed to happen.’

‘You change at will.’

‘Exactly. I’m of pure blood, unsullied by human parentage. But back to your facts. You have no idea about your lineage on your mother’s side. Simply “European” of some sort. What does all this suggest to you?’

I had no idea.

‘I think that your mother had some werewolf blood.’

‘My mother was not a werewolf,’ I replied angrily. ‘She couldn’t have been; she had my condition. That was what she died of.’

Julian paused, as if he was sorry to have raised bad memories. ‘It must have been awful for you,’ he said.

‘I don’t remember it. I was a baby. My father never talks about her.’

‘So you only have his word for what happened?’

‘My father is not a liar!’

‘Of course, I’m sorry. It is possible that somewhere in your ancestry is a born werewolf. It’s rare. We tend not to mate with outsiders: it can cause all sorts of complications. It would have remained completely hidden, tucked away in your DNA, but your treatment here could have activated it, hence your power.’


‘So I’m, like, doubly werewolf?’

‘I suppose so. What fascinates me is whether you can learn to become more like us.’

‘Like a Patrician?’

‘Yes.’

I still didn’t see the point of the conversation. Julian found me interesting. So what? He would be leaving the clinic soon.

‘I think you should return home with us, join our community.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Absolutely. I believe you have some form of graduation ceremony tomorrow. We will obviously stay for that.’

‘But my father …’ I said. I hadn’t given up hope that Dad would come back and then he and I could find Jake.

‘He won’t come back,’ Julian said quite categorically.

‘He might,’

‘Romulus.’ Julian stepped forwards and put his hands on my shoulders. ‘We are your family now. Where else are you going to live? What will you do for money? With us, you’ll be provided for. Educated. Allow us to help you, please. It’s the least we can do, having …’ Julian’s voice tailed off. His silence apologised for what his Patrician superiority couldn’t admit — the horrific consequences of Livia’s ‘mistake’ with Jake. ‘We leave after the ceremony. There’s also something at the Palatine you might like to see.’

 

As I went back to my room on the third floor, the suggestion wound its way through my head, twisting around until a knot of sense began to form. What was I going to do after our graduation? That was supposed to be the day I went back to Australia to begin my normal life. That wouldn’t be happening. I was alone. I didn’t have a trust fund like Dimitri and I couldn’t stay at the clinic forever. I couldn’t help wondering if Julian was right. What if my mother did have some werewolf blood? What if I could learn to control my change like he did? And there was the lure of Antonia. We could spend some real time together, not a few snatched hours every month — running together in human and wolf form.

Dimitri declared that I couldn’t possibly go with Julian’s family. ‘Nat and I need you. I have enough money for all of us. We can live wherever we want, do whatever we want. Do not ruin our party.’

‘If you think you can trust them,’ Nat said, ‘and that they’re telling the truth and that you’d even find out if your father did come back for you, then fine.’

‘I don’t see why it should be just me,’ I said. My decision would have been simple if Nat and Dimitri could come too.

‘I didn’t escape one cult to join another,’ Nat declared. ‘I wouldn’t go, not even if they wanted me.’

‘Mmm, I could live with Julian,’ Dimitri said. ‘Is he married?’

‘He doesn’t want you,’ she snapped. ‘Deal with it.’

‘Are you talking to me or yourself?’ Dimitri said to her and she blushed deeply. I looked at them, confused.

‘Get lost, both of you,’ Nat said and left.

I looked to Dimitri for an explanation. ‘Do not worry,’ he said. ‘She has a crush on you.’


‘Come on!’

‘It is obvious.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘The way she looks at you. The way she hates Antonia.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I was only just getting used to the idea that one girl might be interested in me. ‘What do I do?’

‘Nothing; she will get over it.’

‘I think there’s more to it than just me,’ I said. We were all feeling down after the full moon but Nat seemed to be taking it much harder than the rest of us. ‘We should talk to her.’

Nat was on her bed, playing with the silver bangles she couldn’t wear any more.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

‘Nothing, I just want to be alone,’ she said. Dimitri turned to walk back out. I stopped him.

‘Tough,’ I said. ‘Talk.’

A brief smile flickered on her face. I was learning.

‘It’s silly,’ she began and shook her head.

‘Tell us.’ Dimitri and I sat on the bed. Dimitri grabbed the bangles and put them aside.

‘I just didn’t think I’d enjoy it that much. I mean I know we trained for the bloodlust and controlling our hunger but there wasn’t one bit of me that didn’t love eating that poor cow. And now, when I think about it, I’m repulsed, but it’s all I can think about doing. I didn’t just want to kill it. I wanted to eat every bit. I’d have eaten every living creature on the planet if I could. I mean, Livia had to stop me, of all people. How embarrassing is that?’

‘None of us expected to enjoy it so much,’ said Dimitri. ‘Do not worry.’

She nodded.


‘And as for Livia, she might be all snooty Patrician, but she wasn’t above fooling around with Jake and look what happened there.’ I said. ‘Don’t let her make you feel bad about anything.’

‘She wasn’t above shoving her snout in the cow, was she?’ Nat conceded.

‘And she has a really long snout too,’ Dimitri added. ‘Not a pretty werewolf. Not like our lovely Nat.’
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Our graduation ceremony took place the next day in Dr Heimlich’s study. It was a small ritual he’d developed to mark our new lives, cured of our incurable conditions.

Amanda and Stefan would be going home as planned, to start their new disease-free lives. They stood with their parents. Stefan’s had been staying at the clinic. Amanda’s parents had used the opportunity to see something of Europe. The extra month their daughter had stayed enabled them to venture as far as Turkey.

‘Between Amanda’s treatment and her mother’s shopping, I’m stone broke,’ her father joked. ‘What’s a guy to do?’

Julian smiled politely while Livia completely ignored the comment. They stood either side of me. I hadn’t made my decision but already Julian was assuming the role of my father. He looked like he was taking the ceremony seriously but Livia could barely disguise her contempt. They had never attended before.

Dr Heimlich asked Antonia to stand with Nat and Dimitri so at least they had someone there. Nat glowered, refusing to look at the girl by her side. She did manage to roll her eyes at me as Dr Heimlich spoke about the importance of our training and how he would always be available for support.


One by one we had to go up and receive our ‘freedom gift’, as Dr Heimlich called it — a set of chromium alloy steel chains for use on full moons.

‘Through these chains you are set free,’ he announced. ‘But they don’t just symbolise your new health; they represent your new responsibility to look after yourselves and those around you.’

Amanda’s and Stefan’s parents smiled with a grim determination as their cured children received their chains.

As I returned to my spot with my chains, Livia muttered, ‘Do not even think of putting those vile things in our car.’

A flash of wry amusement sped across Julian’s face. ‘I don’t think they’d be much good on young Romulus anyway,’ he whispered.

I realised that with them I would never need to chain myself. I wouldn’t just be safe from others — others would be safe from me.

A bottle of Champagne was opened for the adults. The graduates were supposed to have sparking apple juice, but Julian insisted that we all had alcohol. ‘This is an occasion. Fruit juice is an insult.’

Julian distributed the Champagne to the graduates, while Livia confiscated the sparkling apple juice, complaining about ‘American Puritanism’.

As I stood holding my chains under one arm and my drink in the other hand, Nat and Dimitri joined me.

‘So, you all looked like a cosy new family,’ Nat said. Before I could say anything, Antonia slipped her arm through mine.

‘Well done,’ she said. ‘All of you.’


‘What for? We didn’t do anything,’ Nat replied.

‘She is trying to be nice, Nat,’ Dimitri said. ‘Thank you, Antonia.’

Amanda introduced her parents to us.

‘This has been the best. I’ll never forget you guys,’ she said. ‘Let’s stay in touch.’

‘We’re not supposed to Facebook,’ Nat reminded her. Using social network sites was too risky. We might let something slip.

‘Email then,’ she said.

‘Sure.’ Nat shrugged. Since their hunt together they hadn’t become friends but even Nat felt some sort of bond.

‘We’re a pack, whether we like it or not,’ Stefan said, coming up and holding a hand out to shake. ‘Wherever we are in the world, we all know what we’ll be doing on the full moon.’

I looked in his eyes and saw he was nervous in a way that I wasn’t. For all my anguish about whether to go with Julian or Nat and Dimitri, I realised either option was better than the one he and Amanda faced. They would be locked up on their own with no hunting, no one to feel excited with as the full moon approached and no one to understand just how miserable the day after was.

I handed my glass and chains to Antonia, grabbed his hand for a shake and then pulled him in for a hug. I was expecting some sort of play fight, the kind of thing Jake used to do with his mates. It didn’t happen. Stefan just hugged me. He even hugged Dimitri.

‘Watch this one,’ Stefan said to me. ‘He’s hunted more men than we’ll ever know.’


‘Yeah, like, look after yourself, Amanda,’ said Nat quietly.

‘We girls have to stick together,’ Amanda said with tears in her eyes. ‘Shoot, I hate goodbyes. This is silly. We should be happy. We’re cured, hurrah!’

She held her glass up. ‘To being disease-free!’

As we joined in her toast there was a knock on the door. Nurse Rankin entered and spoke quietly to Dr Heimlich. The doctor nodded seriously in the way he did when he was listening intently.

‘Unfortunately we’re going to have to cut our little party short,’ he announced. ‘The couple from the car have filed a report with the police.’

‘What couple?’ Stefan’s father asked.

‘The couple your son terrorised on his so-called training run,’ Nurse Rankin complained. ‘They have reported seeing huge wolves in the woods here.’

It was only a matter of time before Mainwaring learned of the report. This news would bring him here for sure.

Livia put her drink down. ‘We’re leaving, now,’ she said.

‘Antonia, Romulus, fetch your things,’ Julian ordered. ‘Doctor, have our car brought round, please.’

‘I’ll help you pack,’ Antonia said to me.

Dimitri grabbed me for a hug. ‘We’ll miss you,’ he said.

I looked over his shoulder at Nat.

‘I guess it’s the right thing for you,’ she said, trying to smile.

‘Stefan, Amanda, I suggest you and your parents also leave immediately,’ Dr Heimlich said.


‘You two, with me. Basement duty.’ Nurse Rankin grabbed Nat and Dimitri and pulled them out of the room.

‘Romy, your freedom chains.’ Dr Heimlich indicated his gift.

‘He won’t be needing them,’ Livia said and pushed me towards the door. In the flurry of activity my decision had been made by everyone except me.

 

In my room, I began to shove things into my backpack. I hadn’t even taken the price tags off the clothes that Dimitri’s mother had bought me.

I took the moment on my own to stop and think about what I really wanted. Everyone and everything was pushing me towards the Palatine, whether I wanted it or not. They all seemed to be sweeping my father and brother under the carpet. ‘They’re gone, never mind, let’s move on.’ I was almost carried away by their tide. Even Dimitri and Nat had assumed that I would go with the Patricians. I stopped packing and wandered over to the window for a last look at the view.

Below, Antonia, Livia and Julian were waiting by their car. Amanda’s parents were trying to make polite conversation with them but were not getting any response. Julian looked up at my window, saw me and tapped his watch. I turned back into the room quickly to avoid him.

Nurse Rankin was on her way back out through my door. She’d sneaked into my room and was leaving just as quietly. As I moved after her I saw a pair of glasses on the bedside table. I recognised them straight away. My father’s.


I ran down the corridor after her.

‘Where did you get these from?’ I asked, holding them out.

‘Excuse me?’

‘These glasses — you just put them in my room,’ I said.

She sighed like she always did, as if she was too busy to answer.

‘Where did they come from?’

She pushed a trolley of files into the lift without a word. As the doors closed, she looked up and said, ‘I thought you’d want them.’

My father wore his glasses all the time. If he had left the clinic over a month ago, he would have never left them behind. It meant he hadn’t gone. He was still at the clinic somewhere — hiding or even being held against his will.

I only had Dr Heimlich’s word that he’d left. The footage he showed me of my transformation was so terrifying it was easy to believe that anyone who had brought that on me would flee, but now I had proof that he hadn’t.

My head reeled. The kind words, the gentle support, the invitations to live at the Palatine, were they all ploys to get me away from my father? I started back to my room. Their plans were all so neat, so convenient. Why were Dr Heimlich and Julian so keen to get me away? I stopped and turned to look at the lift. Was Mainwaring even anywhere close? I went to Nat’s room but she wasn’t there. Dimitri’s was empty too. I was on my own.

I looked at the glasses in my hand. They were greasy. I remembered how Dad always took them off and wiped them carefully when he felt awkward to give himself a moment before speaking. I had to find out what had happened to him and the only way of doing that was to access the security footage of that night.

I could hear the lift moving. Someone was coming back up from the basement. I ran back to my room and waited by the door. Nurse Rankin came out of the lift, pushing her trolley, muttering complaints to herself, heading to the far end of the corridor. When she was out of the way I crept to the lift and rode it down to the basement.

In the control room, I jumped onto the computers and tried to track down the security footage from the night of my first change. Even for one evening there were hundreds of files. I narrowed my search down to after 9.15pm. From the last footage that Dr Heimlich had shown me, I believed my father had watched my change. If I could somehow track his movements after that I might work out what had happened to him. I started randomly playing files — the canteen looking even more desolate than normal, inside the rooms where Dimitri’s parents were staying, the third floor, where our rooms were. It seemed like the entire clinic was deserted on that night. Next I saw the lifts to the basement floor. I had to be getting close. I watched the doors, waiting for them to open or someone to turn up. Perhaps my father had tried to leave. Nothing.

I opened the next folder and clicked a file at random — 9.30pm, after I’d transformed. It was the corridor outside the treatment rooms. Unlike the eerily still footage I’d seen so far, this was bursting with activity. A group of nurses were clustered around someone on the floor. They moved aside as Dr Heimlich approached, revealing a body on the ground. It lay completely still, the arms limp at its sides and the chest torn open. A werewolf attack. Even in grainy black and white, the fury was obvious. The body was distorted horribly but the face was intact. The eyes stared out, as if directly at the camera, directly at me. Dr Heimlich picked up the glasses that had been knocked off the face on the ground and held them out to Nurse Rankin. The footage stopped, frozen on that image, as my eyes swam. My head throbbed and my fingers were icy cold. I could feel my jaw quivering as I stood up and staggered out into the corridor. The movement drained the blood from my head, my stomach lurched and before I could tell what was happening I was being sick on the floor.

‘Romy!’ Above my retching, I heard my name being called in the distance. I groped my way along the wall towards Dimitri and Nat. They dropped the boxes they were carrying and rushed to help me.

‘Are you ill?’ Nat asked.

I tried to speak but couldn’t.

‘Upstairs,’ Dimitri said. ‘He needs air.’

Supporting me from each side, they half-dragged me up the stairs to the basement level, into the lift and back up to the third floor and to my room. They tried to get me to sit on the bed, but I had to get to the window.

‘Romy, you need to sit,’ said Nat. ‘What’s happened?’

I forced my way to the window and stared down.

Julian, Livia and Antonia were still standing there. Julian turned, looked up and pointed to the car.


I gripped the sill, closed my eyes and silently tried to howl my body into wolf form right there, right then. I wanted to be a monster, to leap snarling from the window and destroy one of them. Only I didn’t know which one.

‘Romy, talk to us!’ Dimitri said, shaking my arm.

‘One of them,’ I panted. ‘One of them killed my father.’

Dimitri and Nat pulled me away from the window and onto the bed.

Nat pushed a glass of water to my mouth. The sips calmed me down enough to tell them what I’d seen on the footage.

‘But you do not know who it was?’ Dimitri asked.

‘It had to be one of them,’ I said. ‘Who else could it be? We were all chained up.’

‘And it was definitely a werewolf attack?’ Nat asked.

I nodded, not wanting to think of the image again.

Somewhere in the distance I heard the lift door open.

‘Romy, what’s taking so long?’ It was Antonia. I tried to jump up, but Dimitri pushed me back onto the bed.

‘No,’ he said, pinning me down as much as his smaller body could. I fought but I was weak. Nat ran out to stop Antonia from coming in. I could hear their voices.

‘Where is Romy? We have to go. Mainwaring has been seen.’

‘Go, then,’ said Nat.

‘Romy!’ Antonia called again.


‘He’s not coming,’ Nat said. ‘He’s changed his mind.’

I tried to shout out and push Dimitri off but he put his hand over my mouth and sat on top of me. I glowered at him. He simply shook his head, determined that I wouldn’t wreak a terrible revenge on them all.

‘I want to speak to Romy,’ Antonia said in the corridor.

‘You can’t,’ Nat said angrily and then more calmly, ‘Believe me, it’s best you don’t. He’s staying with us.’

‘But, it was decided.’

‘No, you all decided. He didn’t.’

I struggled with Dimitri. I had to speak to her. In my heart, I felt sure it wasn’t her. She just couldn’t, not even in wolf form. I pleaded and groaned into Dimitri’s hand. He hesitated for a second and I seized my chance, pushed him off and staggered to the doorway.

‘Romy, my father and Livia are waiting. What’s the problem?’

Then I was seized with doubt. The three of them had been cooped up inside the clinic basement all night. I knew the hunger, the yearning for freedom they would have all felt.

‘Where can I find you?’ I demanded from the doorway. Dimitri had grabbed my arm and was determined not to let me harm her. Not there anyway.

‘You don’t need to,’ she said, looking puzzled.

‘I’m not coming, but I’m going to find you, I’ll find out who did it and I’ll …’

Nat began pushing Antonia back towards the lift.


‘But, Romy, I …’ There were tears in Antonia’s eyes.

‘You’re what? Sorry?’ I snarled.

‘For what? Helping you?’ she fired back, responding to my anger.

‘Just go,’ Nat urged her.

‘Don’t worry, I will,’ she said and turned back to the lift. ‘Good luck, you’re going to need it.’ Once again she was the aloof creature I’d met the day I arrived. I wanted to run after her, beg her forgiveness and explain everything.

‘Let her go,’ said Dimitri as my mind switched again and remorse exploded into fury. It could have been her.

‘I’m going to find out which one did it, track them down and kill them.’
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For the rest of the afternoon, Nat, Dimitri and I were on box duty, carrying everything down to the basement to hide it from Mainwaring again. It was something to do while my mind pounced between Julian, Livia and Antonia, trying to scrape some clues from everything they had said or done. Was the offer to live with them a sick way of making up for their crime? Were they simply protecting themselves, getting me away from the evidence before I discovered exactly what had happened? And why did Dr Heimlich encourage me to go with them?

‘We have to get away from here,’ Dimitri said.

‘We can’t trust anyone except ourselves,’ Nat agreed.

I nodded.

‘We go now. Drop boxes and walk out,’ Dimitri suggested.

‘I need to know which one did it,’ I said.

Every time we got to the control room, I tried to watch more footage, but either someone was there or someone arrived just as I opened a file. I knew exactly where the file was but I couldn’t view it.

Reports arrived that Mainwaring’s convoy had passed through Klagenfurt. There was no doubt he was on his way to the clinic. A rising sense of panic gripped the staff: this had to be the most thorough pack-up they’d ever done. Every scrap of evidence of the program had to be hidden. All the nursing staff who were involved were running in and out of the control room, stashing material in the hidden room. The chains in the walls of the treatment rooms had been unbolted and carried down. All folders of werewolf education had to be hidden, as well as all the drugs and surgical equipment for use on large animals. It seemed as though I would never get a chance to view the footage.

‘Copy it,’ Dimitri said suddenly. ‘If you cannot watch it now, we can look at it later.’

He was right. In my room I still had the data stick Hans had given me. I ran up the stairs, into the lift and to our floor. After I grabbed the stick I went over to the window. Antonia was long gone now. I looked out, beyond the clinic over the fields, thinking about the murderer who had got away. As I stared, something moved. Three black armoured trucks emerged from the woods and were making their way along the road towards the clinic. Mainwaring was almost here. I sprinted to the lift and went down to the basement. Dimitri and Nat were waiting at the lift door.

‘He’s here,’ I said.

We flew down to the control room. Nurse Rankin was sitting at the console, about to disconnect all the drives and my access to the security footage.

‘Stop!’ I shouted.

‘We cannot risk Mainwaring seeing the footage,’ she said calmly. ‘It is for your own benefit.’

Nat grabbed the chair she was sitting on and swung it around, away from the console. I pushed the stick into the USB port and searched for the folder I needed. There were four gigabytes of data to be transferred. Somewhere in all those billions of bytes was the proof of who’d killed my father.

‘You are endangering your own lives. Even being down here, you are risking everything,’ Nurse Rankin said.

The transfer was painfully slow.

‘Do not worry. We will soon be gone,’ Dimitri said.

‘You’ll never be bothered by us again,’ Nat added.

‘Nobody is going anywhere,’ Nurse Rankin said.

‘Stop me,’ I challenged.

‘I have no doubt I could not, but he can.’ She pointed to one of the live camera feeds on the monitors. Outside the entrance to the clinic were the armoured vehicles. Men in black military uniforms, armed with machine guns, were jumping out of the back and running into the main building. Standing with his legs apart and arms folded, looking up at the clinic, was a man in his fifties. His grey hair was cut even shorter than in the photos. His features were more pronounced than I remembered. He took off his aviator sunglasses and a grim smile came to his thin lips. Mainwaring was taking control of the clinic.

Within seconds we heard boots on the steps coming down. The data stick still had a gigabyte to transfer.

‘The drive room!’ Dimitri said, thinking we could hide in there.

‘It’s airtight,’ said Nurse Rankin. ‘You will suffocate. You must disguise yourselves.’

She went into the drive room and came out with three coats like the nurses wore. The door slid closed behind her, hiding the room completely.

‘Face the screens,’ Nurse Rankin said. ‘We are staff members monitoring activity.’

We pulled on the coats and turned to the TV screens. Rankin sat in the chair at the centre of them all as a soldier ran down the corridor and reached the doorway. My data stick was down to the last few megabytes.

‘Was machen Sie hier?’ What are you doing here? Nurse Rankin swung round and demanded. ‘Dr Heimlich will hear of this.’

The soldier ignored her. He moved straight to me to pull me away from the console. Dimitri grabbed him from behind. The soldier turned and struck him swiftly in the stomach. Dimitri doubled over, winded. The soldier ignored him and turned back to the console. The scuffle gave me just enough time to remove the data stick and slip it into my pocket. The soldier pulled Rankin out of the chair and assumed control of the console.

‘I’m in the security room.’ He spoke into a mike attached to his black helmet. ‘Four staff members. Yes, sir.’

‘Get off me!’ Nat shouted as the soldier grabbed her elbow and pushed us back towards the stairs.

Everyone at the clinic was sent to the main hall. The nurses, canteen staff, cleaners, gardeners, maintenance crews and every patient who was able to walk had been brought there. Some had been forced out of their beds and stood clinging to drip frames. Guards were placed at intervals around the edges. In front of the main entrance, a table had been set up. On it were rows of small vials of liquid. Mainwaring stood there, scanning the crowd.

‘Keep your heads down,’ hissed Nurse Rankin. ‘Try not to let anyone notice you.’

Dr Heimlich appeared on the balcony, accompanied by a guard.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ he called out.

Mainwaring looked from his position by the front door. He folded his sunglasses neatly and put them into a pocket on his chest, savouring his moment.

‘Dr Heimlich,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you’ll be aware that a few nights ago a couple were attacked by massive wolf-like creatures on the road not far from here.’

‘I’m aware that we treated a couple in severe shock after a car crash,’ Dr Heimlich replied. ‘I did not take their hysterical reports seriously.’

‘I take any such reports seriously,’ Mainwaring replied. ‘I’m sure you would not want to be harbouring any potential murderers in your midst.’

‘Murderers?’ Dr Heimlich answered.

‘Those creatures came from this clinic,’ Mainwaring said. ‘We will be giving everyone here a silver nitrate test.’

The crowd buzzed with confusion.

‘A simple injection of a mild solution of silver nitrate,’ Mainwaring continued. ‘Quite harmless … except for werewolves, who have a severe allergic reaction.’

The crowd erupted in shock.

‘This is preposterous,’ Heimlich protested over the noise.

Suddenly one of the third-floor nurses ran for the front door. Another broke past the guards on the stairs and sprinted towards the door to the canteen.

‘That stuff’s toxic!’ a voice shouted.

‘He’s trying to poison us!’ someone else shouted.

‘Get out!’

It was a deliberate attempt to create panic. The crowd surged up the stairs, forcing the guards to the sides.

‘There is no escape,’ Mainwaring shouted above the noise. He fired his gun into the air, expecting to quieten the crowd but instead everyone pushed harder.

In a few seconds we’d been carried up the stairs by the throng. The crowd pushed round the balcony towards the upstairs doorways.

‘This way,’ I hissed at Nat and Dimitri, as we reached the door that lead to our floor.

‘We’ve got to smash the swipe,’ I said. ‘The door will lock automatically.’ Glancing round I saw a fire extinguisher.

Nat held the door open while I smashed the extinguisher into the swipe pad. It cracked, but not enough to disable the door.

The doorway from the balcony opened and three guards charged through.

‘Again!’ Dimitri shouted.

I slammed the fire extinguisher again, splitting the plaster and smashing the swipe completely.

We ran through and pulled it closed, locking it behind us. We sprinted up the stairs to the third floor and did the same thing with the door swipe there.

‘The lift!’ Nat said. I pressed the button. When the lift arrived Dimitri jumped in.


‘No,’ I said. ‘There’s no point. We can’t get out through the basement.’

‘So what are we going to do?’

Nat took a box of files and placed it across the lift door.

With the doors unable to close and the lift unable to move, all entrances to the third floor were blocked.

‘So what now?’ Dimitri asked.

‘We pack a bag and get out,’ I said.

In my room I picked up my half-packed bag. I couldn’t believe that only a few hours ago I was going to leave with my father’s killer. Dad had always said he’d do anything to save me from my condition, that if he could swap places with me, he would. I never used to respond. It seemed pointless, impossible. Now he had. He’d brought me to the place where I was cured and he was … I couldn’t say the word, even in my head. I could only see the grainy black and white picture of him lying there and think that it was all my fault. Everything was my fault.

I looked at my iPod, loaded up with all the miserable music I used to listen to. My emo-pod, as Jake had called it. I couldn’t listen to that now.

I tossed it aside. I closed the bag, figuring I had enough clothes. Everything else was just baggage, holding me back from the two things I had to do — find my brother and my father’s killer.

Dimitri was on his bed looking at something in his hands.

‘I am deciding what I need to take,’ he said, looking up.

‘The designer wardrobe will probably have to stay.’


He shook his head. ‘I do not care about clothes. I mean these.’

He held up his HIV medication.

‘Are you still taking them?’

‘I cannot sleep without them … Nice clothes, rich parents, pills before I sleep.’ He tossed them into the bin. ‘My old life.’

He got up, grabbed my bag from me and tipped it out.

‘We begin our new life now. We need nothing. All we need is this.’ He waved his credit card and a large wad of cash at me.

He was right. Our old lives were over. With no bags, we could run fast and run far.

‘Come,’ he said and marched out of the room. On top of the pile of my clothes he had tipped on the floor was the photo of my mother. If I was really leaving everything behind, that should stay too. I began to move away but she drew me back with her pained smile and torn corner. I snatched the photo up and put it in my pocket, next to the other object I had to keep, the one that burned through the fabric like a silver bullet — the data stick with the security footage.

Nat was wrapping her silver bangles in a T-shirt to protect them inside her bag.

‘You do not need them,’ Dimitri announced. ‘We take nothing.’

She laughed. ‘You, with no hair product, no labels?’

‘He’s serious,’ I said.

‘No chains?’ she asked. We looked at each other, aware of the risk we were taking.

‘No chains,’ Dimitri repeated.


Nat unwrapped her bangles and looked at them for a moment.

‘No chains,’ she said and stood up. The bangles fell off her knees and onto the floor.

‘Let’s go.’

 

We escaped through Dimitri and Nat’s secret window in the storeroom. Mainwaring’s troops were inside the main clinic trying to round up the staff, so we slipped out and along the paths through the woods we’d used on my first night there.

We watched from the trees as two of Mainwaring’s troops ran up the hill. He must have summoned his men guarding the gate to help contain the disturbance in the clinic. We sneaked around the back of the gatehouse and waited until we were sure it was deserted. Nat peeked around the corner.

‘It’s clear,’ she whispered.

Inside I couldn’t see any button to open the gate.

‘What now?’ I asked.

Dimitri smiled. ‘I did not spend those hours with Hans and learn nothing,’ he said, reaching underneath the desk and pressing a hidden button. The gate creaked open.

‘Go!’ Dimitri said. Once we were through, he pressed the button again and sprinted out as the gate closed. We stood for a moment, with our backs to the steel wall. A huge world lay before us; the fields and forests below seemed to stretch further than ever.

‘Where now?’ Nat asked.

‘Graz,’ I said. It was the closest town to where I’d last seen Jake.


‘Fine,’ the others agreed.

We ran. The exhilaration of exercise, getting out of breath, was a relief from the thoughts in my brain. The harder my heart pounded, the easier it was to not think.

‘I never thought I’d ever run like this,’ Nat cried.

Dimitri pulled his T-shirt off, swung it round his head and howled. ‘Come on!’ he said.

‘I can’t!’ Nat protested for a moment, then pulled her shirt off and spun round in her bra.

‘Romy?’ they said. I pulled my shirt off but didn’t howl. I ran ahead, stretching my legs out so they couldn’t keep up. I couldn’t forget the horror of what I’d left behind, but my friends didn’t need to see it on my face.

When we reached the nearest town we put our shirts back on. There was a bus to Graz leaving in ten minutes. Everything lined up for us — the balmy summer night, the easy escape, the bus waiting. We had simply dissolved ourselves from the clinic and the danger of Mainwaring. Now, there was nothing to stop us and no one to limit us. A terrifying exhilaration.
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The three weeks that followed should have been my happiest ever. We stayed in hotels, bought clothes when we needed them, ate what we wanted, when we wanted, and enjoyed each other’s company. They should have been, but they weren’t. Every day I sat in front of a computer wherever we stayed, searching online for reports of wild attacks, wolf sightings, unexplained violent deaths. I travelled out to farms that reported losing sheep but found nothing. I focused all my attention on looking for Jake, but couldn’t bring myself to take the data stick out of my pocket, put it in a USB drive and watch the footage. I got as far as holding it in my hand and turning it over in my fingers.

‘You’re not ready,’ said Nat, when she caught me staring at the stick. ‘And whoever did it, they’re not going anywhere.’

Every day I didn’t look, I felt more guilty. I should have been obsessed with finding out who killed my father and tracking them down, so why couldn’t I do it? Something was stopping me.

‘You focus on Jake.’ Dimitri took his turn to make me feel better. ‘That is good. You can help him. You can do nothing to help your father.’

During the days, my search for Jake, our life of freedom and the friendship of Nat and Dimitri were enough to distract me, but the nights were different.

I’d wake at four in the morning, twisted in the thoughts I had avoided. There are no lies at four in the morning. All the brave faces you put on slip off. The happy distractions your waking mind wraps you in tear like tissues and your fears dance around the room. The grainy image of my dead father came back. I tried pushing him away, like the ball of light from our meditations, but all my mind-clearing training was useless. I couldn’t let his image rise and pass away. I couldn’t imagine a slate being wiped. I couldn’t ‘surround him in love’ and release him to float off.

The only way of pushing him out of my mind was to pore over every word that Julian, Antonia, Livia and Dr Heimlich had ever said. Phrases bounced around my head. Dr Heimlich must have known who killed my father, so why push me to go with them? Did he think I should be with them when I found out? Was he putting me in a position to take revenge? Julian was so kind the day after, as though he was sorry for me. Was that his guilt? Was all the talk of my real mother and latent werewolf blood a distraction to stop me thinking about my father? Did Antonia kiss me to cover her own tracks? I couldn’t believe the only kiss I’d ever had, the kiss that had buzzed through me so completely, was a lie. Were they all protecting Livia? She’d turned Jake and barely flinched when she realised her mistake. She didn’t care for Plebs or humans or anyone but the Patricians.


In the evenings, Dimitri and Nat dragged me out to experience the Graz nightlife. Anything to distract me. We got into bars. We got thrown out of bars.

‘You’re in Europe now,’ Dimitri dismissed my surprise at how easy beer was to buy. Eventually as the gibbous moon rose, I could feel our change coming. Despite my thoughts, my mood lifted with my blood. I didn’t want the excitement, but I had no choice. My body demanded it.

The night before our change, Dimitri even made us go to a gay club. We couldn’t stay in our hotel room. We need to be out, burning energy, laughing.

‘What are you on?’ someone asked us.

‘Nothing,’ Nat beamed.

‘No one has that good a time on nothing,’ the guy commented.

We must have danced for hours. More accurately, Nat and Dimitri danced. I flailed around, waving my arms on the dance floor, smashing the lights on the low basement ceiling with my hands.

Dimitri was kissing some guy; he pulled away and turned round to us. ‘You have to try kissing with the moon in your blood. It is amazing.’ His partner seemed to agree and grabbed another kiss from him. ‘Do it,’ Dimitri said. ‘It is only a kiss. It means nothing.’

Nat looked up at me, laughing, hoping. Perhaps if I did, it would show that the kiss with Antonia meant nothing.

‘Go on!’ Dimitri urged us.

She stood on her toes and reached her face up to me, looking me in the eyes. Her face looked so blissfully happy; her lips were soft. It would just be a kiss between friends. Our lips locked and I had to admit it felt great. My blood was throbbing through every nerve in my lips, heightening the sensation.

‘See, who needs Antonia tonight?’ Dimitri called. We both pulled away immediately.

I froze, not wanting to move my face away so obviously at the mention of that name, but not moving forwards to kiss Nat again. Her eyes were closed, as if she were trying to hold on to the feeling as long as she could. After a second, she opened them and lowered herself down from her toes.

‘I’m an amazing girl and a fantastic friend,’ she said, ‘but …’

‘But,’ I agreed.

‘Why ruin a great friendship?’ she said. ‘You are way too tall. I’d get a sore neck from reaching up; you’d get stooped shoulders reaching down.’

‘Something like that.’

‘And I don’t have amber eyes, two thousand years of pure-blood ancestry or …’ She stopped herself from mentioning the suspicion that hung over Antonia.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You have to allow a girl some bitterness.’

‘You can have all the bitterness you want,’ I said. I kissed the top of her head and hugged her.

‘And, besides, you’re a lousy kisser!’ she added.

It was easy to accept rejection when your blood danced to the joy of the coming full moon.

‘Worried you’ll enjoy your hunt?’ I asked. She still didn’t eat meat as a human, but sometimes I’d catch her looking at the flesh on our plates at dinner, as if she was resisting the urge for a juicy steak.


‘I’m not worrying about anything tonight,’ she said and burst into some dance moves.

 

By the time we left the club, it was getting light. Dimitri had probably danced with every guy in the club and kissed half of them. He was starting his hunt early.

We tried sleeping for a few hours, but the day was too bright and we had too much energy.

‘Our first change on our own,’ Nat said. ‘Just the three of us, no chains, no restrictions, no Julian telling us to focus on an object.’ The thought was intoxicating.

‘Total freedom. We could kill anything,’ Dimitri said with a flash in his eye.

Nat and I looked alarmed.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I did not think.’

‘No thinking.’ I shook my head. ‘Nothing is going to spoil tonight.’

 

At lunchtime we searched an online map for the best location. We wanted a forest with wild animals but we needed to make sure we were a long way from any homes. Forty kilometres south-east of the city were several hectares of uninhabited forest.

We checked out of the hotel, took a bus and asked the driver to stop in the forest. He looked puzzled as three teenagers descended in the middle of nowhere with no bags.

‘Wirklich? Really. Are you sure?’ he said. ‘The weather can turn here, especially in September.’

We set off into the forest, getting as far away from the road as we could. The terrain was mountainous but covered with pine forest. We walked, ran and climbed, the excitement mounting in our blood as the sun dropped in the sky. It was like we were hurrying somewhere, going faster and faster, knowing that our destination was getting closer.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Nat said. Spectacular forest stretched as far we could see.

‘This will do,’ Dimitri said. It certainly felt isolated enough. We had another hour to go before sunset. He climbed up a tree. He claimed it was to get a better view of the land, but really it was for fun.

‘Can you smell that?’ he asked. I breathed in deep and nodded. Within the pine-forest smell, I could smell animals like meat inside a pie. I didn’t know what they were. I couldn’t see them yet, but they were there.

‘It’s perfect,’ I said. ‘We need to leave our clothes where we can find them again. If we go for miles, we might lose them.’

‘I want to rip out of my clothes,’ Dimitri shouted from the tree. ‘I want to feel them burst off my body.’

‘And do you want to wander naked for several hours until you find some more when you wake up?’ Nat tried to be sensible.

‘We will find some, somewhere!’ he said.

‘What about the all-important credit card?’ I said.

‘I have thought of that!’ Dimitri jumped down from the tree and pulled up one pant leg. Around his ankle was a thick strong elasticised band with a small pouch. The card and the rest of his cash were in the pouch.

‘I’ll keep it with us. We can go anywhere we want. We don’t have to come back here ever again.’


‘So we’re just going to let rip?’ Nat said. ‘Wake up with no clothes in the middle of a forest miles from anywhere.’

‘Is this not what we wanted? Total freedom.’

‘I’ll be naked in front of two guys,’ Nat argued.

‘Pfft. Your body is nothing to me, and Romy has thoughts elsewhere.’

‘Thanks for the compliment.’

I knew it was the moon calling us from just over the horizon but the idea was thrilling.

‘Total freedom,’ repeated Dimitri in an excited whisper.

‘It’s mad,’ Nat said, looking at me to make her mind up for her.

‘It’s completely mad,’ I agreed. ‘Let’s do it.’

We only had a few moments left. The sun was sinking. It had dipped behind one of the mountains, lighting the sky with a red glow. We stood there in our clothes, looking at each other, biting our lips and grinning.

‘What if …?’ Nat started.

‘Total freedom,’ Dimitri interrupted her.

‘The data stick!’ I suddenly remembered and pulled it out of my pocket. The photo of my mother came with it. My only images of my parents. ‘Please.’

Dimitri grabbed them and put them into the pouch with his credit card and money.

The sun disappeared but we didn’t need to watch; we knew.

I stared at a tree, so used to our training I couldn’t help but hear Julian’s voice in my head.

‘Stop concentrating,’ said Dimitri. ‘Let go.’


I turned to Dimitri and Nat. We stood in a triangle, facing each other. The smell of the animals in the forest grew stronger, as if they were crowding round us, drawing closer, begging us to eat them.

Dimitri’s eyes shone in the dark. I heard the crack of thread tearing, cloth ripping as he burst into wolf form. In a second Nat followed him. Her wolf form stood on a pile of shredded clothes. She was huge, powerful and hungry. They stared at me in my human form, fighting their urge to pounce. For a second I could hear Julian’s voice in my head. I wanted to control the change. I could feel it in my body, boiling to erupt from every cell of my body. I held on, enjoying the pain until I could resist no more. I smiled, felt a second of pressure against my clothes and they burst off.

Dimitri and Nat looked even more beautiful than last time as their warm scents made a welcome return to my nose. Dimitri’s earthy clay aroma was rounder and Nat’s forest scent seemed to blend perfectly with the trees around us. My head snapped round — the smell of animals was rich. I charged through the forest. Dimitri and Nat ran after me but couldn’t keep up. I followed a scent. Something was running ahead of me. As I drew closer I could smell its fear. It throbbed like a heartbeat, scattering more and more scent in its wake. Then I saw my first wild victim: a deer. Compared to the cows trapped in the field it was agile and free, leaping around trees, changing direction, trying to throw me off, all of which only made the hunt even more enjoyable. I leaped into the air, landed perfectly on the creature’s back and crunched into its neck. It dropped to the ground as the first blood oozed onto my tongue.

I listened to the forest, loving all the sounds I could hear for miles around. For a moment the smell of my kill blocked other scents. I played with the deer a little but I didn’t want to feast — there was too much to enjoy.

I sniffed; Dimitri and Nat were still behind me but had moved to the right. They had found prey. I wanted to see and tore off after their scents.

As I ran, the scent of fresh blood and a shriek of pain hit the air. Dimitri had struck. I sensed his triumph and heard his howl. He had a musical voice that sang like no other. As I approached, it stopped and dropped into a growl. He looked up sharply, afraid I was going to take his prey, another deer. I watched him slice down the belly. He grabbed one leg in his mouth and grunted, no longer afraid of me. I crept up, took the other leg in my mouth and we pulled for a tug of war.

Then we stopped. A new scent and a howl from Nat. She’d found a new beast and wanted to let us know. We raced after her call.

We found her in a small clearing, poised and snarling. In front of her, a wild boar had its back to a tree, bracing for a fight. Another predator: this was worthy prey. It squealed and charged at Nat, hoping our arrival would prove a distraction. It shot out and landed a tusk on Nat and drew some blood. The scent infuriated us all but Nat erupted with lightning speed, slashed its throat and gorged furiously, pulling, scattering and chewing, cracking every bone she could find.


The forest grew quiet as we settled. Our hunt had scattered the wildlife. Scented trails of terror flew out in every direction. We ignored them for a moment.

I felt content, satisfied, but not ready to stop. Energised, I wanted to run faster than I ever had. I set off through the forest, trees flashing by me, almost blurring with my skilful movement. I ran, loving the surging blood pumping through my body.

Eventually I paused in a clearing to enjoy the moon stroking my fur. I circled and howled to shake the trees around me. I wanted the whole world to hear.

When I stopped, the silence shuddered and my friends crept up. I had no idea how long we’d run or how far we’d come, but it was time for another kill. I picked up the scent of another deer. Within seconds we were on it and feasting again.

In the satisfied lull, we looked at each other. The three most beautiful creatures that ever prowled the earth. I let my tongue hang out in the cool night air. My heart began to slow. Dimitri yawned. Nat settled down. The orgy was ending.

Then I smelled it. A gust of wind from the south carried a new scent. I jumped. Dimitri’s ears pricked up. I turned to the wind. There it was again. The smell. There were hills and a thousand trees in the way but it was unmistakeable. Another werewolf. It was an old scent, lingering from the last full moon. I’d never smelled it before but I knew it instantly. It was Jake. I leaped after it, running hard, picking up its trail, chasing until I could lock onto its direction. I ran as hard as I could, not caring if Dimitri and Nat were keeping up.


The scent trail lead to a road. Jake had run along the side of the road. Under cover of the trees I followed. I could tell he had made a kill ahead, even after a month.

The road wound through the forest until it came to a village. People. Living people filled the air with their sweat and their fat and their blood, but in the middle of it all, like a string drawing me forwards, was Jake’s scent.

The village was quiet; there was no traffic on the streets. Behind me I could hear Dimitri and Nat approaching. I could sense their nervousness. Nat’s scent in particular had a tense edge. They didn’t like it, but they didn’t have to. They could stay in the forest. My claws clicked on the road surface as I moved swiftly into the village.

The scent moved off the main road, down a side road, into a back alley. There was a fence, a garden and a house. It was deserted, nothing was living inside, but I could smell stale blood. The back door was closed and the window boarded up. I crept to the window.

I charged at the door and knocked it down. The stale smell rose. I looked at the blood-stained floor. This was where Jake had made his kill. A human kill. Then he’d moved to the side and …

The smell vanished. I couldn’t smell him at all. I could barely even smell the blood. Suddenly I felt uncomfortable, stiff and incredibly tired. Glancing down I saw my hands. My human hands. I had transformed back without passing out. Standing up, the headache smashed into my skull.


I groaned with the pain. My throat was dry and sore and I was covered in earthy blood.

Naked in a strange house, my first impulse was to run out but I checked it. The house was uninhabited, but it wasn’t empty. I searched for a bathroom, showered quickly, and then searched for clothes. I found some in the bedroom. By the look of them, an old couple had lived in the house. I pulled on a pair of pants. The man had been fat and short but at least I was covered. I found a shirt in a chest of drawers and pulled it on. Peeping out of the window that looked onto the street I could see dawn was about to break.

Part of me just wanted to sit there and allow my throbbing head to take over. The bed, covered in a patchwork quilt, looked comfortable. I longed to crawl in, curl up and sleep. I pulled the quilt off the bed, wrapped some more clothes in it and crept out the back door. The cold morning air hit me suddenly. I’d been so warm all night but now it was obvious autumn was coming.

I retraced my steps out of the village and back into the forest along the side of the road until I found Dimitri and Nat on the ground, bloody, dirty and asleep. I lay the clothes down, put the quilt over them and slumped against a tree to sleep.

 

When we woke it was lunchtime. Nat burst into tears at the sight of the dress I’d found for her.

‘Is this how it has to end?’ she sobbed. ‘In a floral-print granny frock?’

‘It hasn’t ended,’ said Dimitri grumpily. ‘I wish it had.’


‘We need to get going.’ I ignored their complaining.

We made our way into the village, hoping to find some accommodation and new clothes, but there was nowhere to stay and only one village store.

‘Do you speak English?’ I asked the shopkeeper. She shrugged and shook her hand to suggest she spoke a little.

‘How do we get to the nearest town?’ I asked.

‘Wolfsberg … Bus,’ she said, pointing across the road.

‘Wolfsberg? Are you making a joke at us?’ Dimitri asked angrily.

‘I’m sorry,’ I apologised. ‘We had a big night.’

‘Do not apologise,’ said Dimitri. ‘She is being rude.’

‘No, she isn’t,’ I snapped at him. ‘When is the bus?’ I asked.

‘At five.’

We had another three hours to wait. I asked the woman if any other tourists had been in over the last few weeks. She shook her head, not understanding my English and shouted something through the door at the back of the shop. Her husband appeared.

‘Englischer?’ he asked.

‘Australian,’ I replied. From him I learned there had been another Australian boy without shoes who had suddenly appeared and gone to Wolfsberg.

‘We did not like him,’ the man said. As he spoke, the woman stared at me intently, as if working out whether she liked me.

‘After he went, the Schaumans were found dead. Attacked by an animal.’


‘Kein Tier … Monster,’ the woman said. She didn’t believe it was an animal attack.

‘What brings you to our village?’ the man asked.

‘We were camping in the forest but a boar attacked us. We had to run away, leave everything.’

‘The forest is dangerous,’ he said.

 

On the bus to Wolfsberg we sat in our aching bodies on separate seats, each staring out of the window. I longed for the next month and our next night. A whole night with no thoughts, no worries: just kills and a scent to follow. We knew the day after was filled with regret, but no one had said that the regret would be that we couldn’t be werewolves every night. The next full moon seemed so far away.

It wasn’t until the evening, when we’d found a hotel, taken baths and were sitting in hotel dressing gowns that we could talk about the night before.

‘It’s going to take days to recover from that,’ Nat said, lying on a bed with the ice-cube tray from the minibar on her forehead.

‘I cannot believe we have to wait so long to do it again,’ Dimitri moaned.

‘Do we have to go at it so hard next time?’ Nat asked.

‘You were not complaining when you savaged that boar,’ Dimitri said.

‘I don’t remember being that bad,’ she said.

‘Bad? You were crazy. There is a big pile of minced boar pâté in that forest.’

‘That’s not true!’ she protested.

‘“What if that had been a child?”’ Dimitri impersonated Dr Heimlich, laughing.


‘Stop it, stop it, stop it!’ Nat shouted, tears starting in her eyes.

‘Kids! Settle down. Who cares? It was a boar!’ I said. I flicked through the TV channels, trying to find some news that might suggest where Jake was, but there was nothing about mysterious animal attacks in the local area. I couldn’t just wait until next month and simply hope to pick up his scent again. It would be October; the days would be colder and shorter than I’d ever experienced. Snow was due. Even if we could survive as wolves in the snow, the mornings would be bitter. We needed to move south. Perhaps Jake was thinking the same. He hated the cold.

 

The next morning I got up early and went to use the PC in the hotel lobby. The focus on Jake had brought back a rush of guilt about the data stick. I plugged it into the USB port and watched the screen as the drive appeared. My hand moved to open it up and then stopped. I couldn’t do it, too afraid of what I’d find on there.

‘Jake,’ I said to myself. ‘Focus on the living.’

I pulled the stick out and began scanning online maps for Jake’s easiest route south. The Italian border wasn’t far away. Instead of searching for wolf attacks in Austria, I realised I should have been searching in Northern Italy. I began my usual list of search terms: news, savage, beast, mystery and one by one added the names of Italian cities, working my way down from the Austrian border: Udine, Treviso, Venice, Verona, Ferrara, Bologna. Two pages down my search in Bologna I found what I was looking for. A local news report of two bodies found in a wood in the city — a man and woman ripped apart during the night before last. The woman had been identified by a hire car abandoned near the site. The man could not be identified.

I went to our room and woke Dimitri and Nat. ‘We’re leaving for Italy,’ I announced.
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The job of finding one person in a city of four hundred thousand was hard. Doing it in the thick fog that greeted our arrival was even worse. As we left the train station we could barely see the buses in the square outside.

‘We find a hotel first,’ Dimitri suggested. ‘Maybe the fog will lift later.’

We chose a hotel near Piazza Maggiore. I guessed Jake might end up in the tourist area. He had no money and no ID and so was most likely to get casual work in a bar or restaurant. The piazza was where most were located.

By evening the fog still hadn’t lifted but I couldn’t sit in the hotel room watching Italian TV, so I hit the streets. The damp night air kept most people away and the fog muffled sound. The city was supposed to be beautiful but it just seemed eerie. Every now and again I heard a voice shout or someone laugh, without seeing any faces. I paced round the streets near the hotel, going into every restaurant, bar, café or shop, asking if a blond Australian had been there.

Person after person shook their head. Some rolled their eyes at the uselessness of my task. Some thought a little before shaking their heads. Some laughed. Others simply waved me out of the door.


After dozens of venues I found myself in a corner of the vast Piazza Maggiore — not that I could tell which corner through the fog. I stood still, closed my eyes and breathed deeply, hoping the scent I’d picked up on the full moon would creep into my human nose. All I could smell was damp and dog pee. I walked round the edge of the piazza, looking at the few people clustered under the arched walkways. It was as if no one dared walk into the space.

A bored waiter in one of the few open cafés smiled. I asked my usual question.

‘Is he a runaway?’ the waiter asked.

‘Sort of.’

‘Try round the station. Many of the beggars end up there, but be careful, it’s dangerous, especially at night.’

I ran back towards the train station, suddenly panicked that we might have walked right past him.

Around the station, people were bunking down for the night, covering themselves in filthy clothes, dirty blankets, bin bags — anything to keep the cold out. I came across a mobile soup kitchen. Nuns were handing out plastic cups of warm soup and bread rolls.

One smiled sympathetically as I refused the soup.

‘I’m looking for someone. A blond Australian, about my age, shorter, more muscular.’

‘Wait here,’ she said. My heart leaped with hope. It was the first time I hadn’t received an immediate no. A couple of minutes later she came back with a priest.

‘Do you have anywhere to stay tonight?’ he asked.

‘I’m fine, but I’m looking for my brother.’ I repeated my description.


‘We have a hostel for youths. You could probably stay there tonight. These streets aren’t safe.’

‘Believe me,’ I said, ‘I’m in no danger but I have to find my brother.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the priest. ‘At least stay for some soup.’

I took the soup, hoping that if I waited, Jake might turn up. The soup was revolting. My first taste of real Italian food — watery Cup-a-Soup.

It was useless: running around the streets in a fog wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

‘Maybe tomorrow,’ said the nun as I ditched my plastic cup.

 

Walking down the hotel corridor to our room I grew increasingly annoyed. I pictured Dimitri and Nat on the bed, empty packets of minibar food around them, flicking through the channels, arguing over singers on the music station. I wanted them to be out searching, to feel as desperate as I did. I thought of all the time we’d wasted in Graz, enjoying our ‘freedom’, when I should have been here looking for Jake. While we were dancing and laughing, he was probably on the streets, trying to make sense of his life.

I opened the door and found them sprawled on the bed.

‘Any luck?’ Nat sat up and asked. I shook my head.

‘You are doing it all wrong,’ Dimitri said without taking his eyes off the TV.

‘I’d be better off watching music videos, would I?’

‘No,’ said Dimitri. ‘You would be better with one of these.’


He leaned onto the far side of the bed, picked up a mobile phone and tossed it to me.

Nat smiled.

‘We went out and got prepaid phones. We thought tomorrow we could split up and use these to keep in touch.’

The next day the fog lifted and the blue October sky revealed the city. Ancient buildings, large squares, narrow streets — so many places to search.

First we went to the woods where the bodies from the news report had been found. They were on the hill of San Michele in Bosco to the south. More news reports suggested the couple might have been having an affair. The fury of the attack suggested a jealous partner.

The area was cordoned off. The four police officers standing around wouldn’t tell us anything.

From there we hit the streets armed with tourist maps and our phones. Nat worked south of Piazza Maggiore; Dimitri thought the university area might prove successful. I returned to the train station.

Every day we picked a new area, asking the same questions, looking at everyone on the streets, checking every beggar. At lunchtime we’d call each other and find a place to eat.

In the evenings I went back to the train station and the nuns to see if Jake had turned up. They even enlisted my help in handing out the revolting soup. The regulars who appeared there for food every night would report if they’d seen anything. They seldom had.

Every now and again, one of them would claim that they’d seen him and that they’d take me to him for twenty euros. I fell for it the first time, paying a woman carrying a fake baby. I followed her as she hurried me along ever darker and narrower streets. She was taking me to meet someone, but it wasn’t Jake. I turned and ran away with her shouts echoing behind me.

Day after day we searched. Dimitri and Nat grew quiet. I could sense their impatience. At lunch as I eagerly reported where I’d searched and that someone had done more than shake their head at my questions, they would glance at each other without speaking.

When I got back to the hotel room one evening, the floor was littered with shopping bags. They hadn’t even bothered searching.

‘Fun day?’ I asked. Dimitri grunted. He was lying on the bed watching TV.

‘It’s cold, we need warmer clothes.’ Nat said. At least she bothered with an excuse.

‘It is boring,’ said Dimitri bluntly. ‘And a waste of time.’

‘I can’t give up.’

‘We can,’ said Dimitri.

‘Fine. Do what you want.’

‘I hear the questions we ask over and again in my head while I’m asleep,’ Nat said quietly. ‘I’m sorry. We needed a break.’

I sank down into the chair in the corner of the room. I didn’t want to admit it, but we could be wasting our time. ‘He’s out there alone, miserable and wondering what is wrong with him.’

Dimitri breathed out, turned the TV off and sat up. ‘We have been looking for beggars and runaways for two weeks,’ he said. ‘We have been in every cheap bar and restaurant that might give a job to someone with no ID.’

‘And?’

‘What if that is wrong?’ he asked.

‘It was the best chance we had,’ said Nat.

‘It still is,’ I said.

‘It isn’t working!’ Dimitri jumped up. ‘You are thinking like a poor loser. That news report of the attacked couple. What did it say about them?’

‘You know what I do. They were found in the woods,’ I said.

‘We checked that area,’ Nat said. ‘Days ago.’

‘Who were they?’ Dimitri asked.

‘She was some visiting executive,’ I said. ‘The man hasn’t been identified.’

‘Was the woman married?’

‘Yes. So what?’

‘Everyone has assumed the couple were in the woods together. What if they were not?’

‘What do you mean?’ Nat was as confused as me.

‘Your brother is very good looking, yes?’ Dimitri continued.

‘If you say so, but I don’t see —’

‘I do say so,’ Dimitri continued. ‘He is very charming and he likes older women.’

‘Yes.’

‘Maybe the woman went there with Jake. The man was there on his own. Heard screams, came to help. Your brother is not a beggar on the street, desperate for food. He is in a nice hotel with a rich woman, thinking how good his life is.’


Dimitri was right. For two weeks we’d been looking in all the wrong places. If anyone could charm his way into the good life it was Jake. For all my annoyance at them, Dimitri and Nat’s shopping trip was the nearest we’d come to the sort of places he might actually be.

 

We hit the internet to narrow down our search of the top hotels in Bologna to a shortlist of six.

‘We can’t stake out all of them at the same time,’ said Nat. ‘How do we know when he’ll come or go?’

‘Breakfast,’ I said. ‘We get up early, each go to a hotel tomorrow morning and wait wherever they serve breakfast. Believe me, if he doesn’t turn up for the breakfast buffet he’s not staying there. We do three tomorrow and three the day after.’

The next day we each turned up a separate hotel for breakfast as soon as they opened. Mine opened first at 6.00am. By 8.30 Jake still hadn’t appeared. I looked around for any solitary businesswomen who might be waiting for him. There were a few, but most ate, sent a stream of emails from their phones and left. I called Nat.

‘Anything?’

‘If I eat one more bowl of cereal I’ll burst,’ she said. ‘The wait staff are staring at me like I’m going to bomb the place.’

I tried Dimitri.

‘We should switch to this hotel,’ he said. ‘The pastries are good and there are some very sexy wait staff.’

‘Women on their own?’

‘Yes, they are looking at the wait staff and trying not to eat the pastries.’


I helped myself to a fourth coffee and waited. Twenty minutes later Dimitri called me back.

‘He is here. He has sat down at a table. An older woman was sitting there with her laptop. He kissed her. She is getting up to leave.’

‘I’m on my way. Call Nat.’

The hotel was a fifteen-minute run away from mine. The pavements were full of people getting to work so I ran down the road ignoring the car horns and abusive shouting.

In the hotel restaurant, I found Dimitri, but couldn’t spot Jake.

‘Where is he?’ I asked as I slipped into the seat next to Dimitri.

‘In front.’

Three tables away, with his back to us, was a young man with short neat blond hair, in an expensive-looking polo shirt. The brother I’d last seen had surfy hair that dropped over the neck of his T-shirts.

‘That’s not him,’ I said.

‘Wait until he moves,’ said Dimitri.

We watched until he turned and I saw his profile. He looked older and leaner. He seemed so clean and neat, as if his entire life had been spent in expensive hotels.

‘He looks great!’ Dimitri whispered.

‘What do I do now?’ I’d focused so much on finding him that I hadn’t even thought about what I was going to do when I did.

‘Just talk to him.’ Dimitri pushed me out of my chair.

I stood there, feeling tall and awkward, not daring to move. Dimitri waved me forwards.


‘Hello, Jake,’ I said and sat down at his table.

He looked up sharply. For a second I could see a flash of panic, but it disappeared. He sipped his coffee. ‘Dad with you?’ he asked, without even glancing around.

‘No.’

Jake nodded. He dipped his pastry into his coffee, devoured it in two bites and looked at his watch.

‘I need to go,’ he said and got up to leave. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back into his seat.

‘You need to sit down,’ I said. ‘I can help you.’

‘Do I look like I need help?’ he said, straightening the watch on his wrist again.

‘I know about the plane crash. I know what happens every full moon. I can help.’

‘Bro, I don’t know what you’re on or what you’re doing here, but I’d rather you left me alone.’

For the first time he looked at me directly. His eyes were clear, hard and gave nothing away. It was like my brother wasn’t behind them, but I knew better. I knew he was still Jake.

‘It happens to me too,’ I said. ‘I picked up your scent in Austria during the last full moon and followed you here. I know about the bodies that were found here.’

He swallowed and closed his eyes briefly.

‘I don’t know anything about any bodies,’ he said quietly. ‘Something happens once a month. I wake up miles from where I last remember. I’m naked and dirty and feel terrible but that’s it.’

I told him about the treatment, how Livia had bitten him, what happened to us on the full moon. He looked at me, taking the information in, calmly.


‘So you think I could have killed Cara?’

I nodded.

‘She was my … well, we were having a good time. She got a call from her husband asking her to meet in those woods. She was worried he knew what she’d been doing with me, so she asked me to come and wait in the car. I heard some screams, jumped out of the car and then, next thing I knew, it was morning and I was naked, curled up in a garden somewhere. I stole some clothes and came back to the hotel. The police were everywhere. The concierge told me what had happened to Cara. It didn’t look good for me so I left.’ A look of horror appeared on his face. ‘You’re saying I did that to her?’

‘You can control it. We get out into the countryside, where we can hunt animals, far from humans. When you get used to it, it’s amazing.’

A smile appeared. ‘You? Hunting!’ He laughed.

‘I’m good,’ I said. Over his shoulder I could see that Nat had sat next to Dimitri. ‘OK?’ she mouthed.

‘But you’re saying I’m a killer.’ Jake looked shocked again. ‘I’ve murdered people.’

‘It’s not your fault. You weren’t to know. The full moon’s just over a week away. You have to come with us.’

‘But Magdelena …’

‘The woman who was here before?’ I asked. ‘If you stay with her, you could kill her.’

‘She’s been good to me; I can’t just disappear.’

‘Jake, you have to. We’ll all get out of the city. You won’t harm anyone. I promise you. I won’t let that happen.’


‘OK, let’s go. Are your friends coming?’ He nodded over his shoulder and then waved them to the table. ‘You’d make lousy detectives. Dimitri’s been there since before Magdelena left.

‘Looks like I’m joining the gang,’ he said, jumping up as they arrived at the table.

‘It’s Nat, right?’ he asked, putting his arm around her and heading for the exit. Dimitri and I followed.

‘What does he remember?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure. I think he’s in some sort of shock.’

 

Over the next few days we ran a crash course on werewolfdom. We tried to teach Jake everything we knew. The way we were turned into werewolves, the difference between Patricians and Creos, the feelings the approaching full moon brought, meditating on objects before our change, controlling the hunger. We fired everything we could remember at him. The more I could say about learning control and the history of werewolves, the less chance he had to ask about our parents. It was a conversation we had to have at some point. It was best to do it alone with him, so I tried to make sure we were never alone.

When we reached the gibbous moon and our bodies began to respond, the lessons grew into stories of how great it was to hunt and feel the moon on your back.

‘And I won’t kill any people?’ Jake asked.

‘We make sure we’re miles away from people,’ I said.

‘So where will we go?’ he asked.

Dimitri showed him the spot he’d found on a map. The Historical Park of Monte Sole was about fifty kilometres south of the city with enough wild areas to let us roam free.

‘How will we get there?’ Jake asked, poring over the map.

‘We can get a taxi.’

‘Do we have to go so far?’ Jake asked.

‘Yes,’ said Dimitri, ‘you’d be amazed at how far we can run.’

‘Romy’s awesome,’ Nat said. ‘No one can keep up with him.’

‘Hang on. A girl saying my brother is awesome?’ Jake said, nudging her. ‘Now I know you’re all having me on.’

She laughed. ‘Reckon you’ll be a better werewolf?’

‘I’ll let you judge that one.’ He gave her a wink.

‘We should try a meditation,’ I interrupted.

Dimitri shot me a ‘now who’s jealous?’ look.

‘Jake needs all the practice he can get,’ I answered.

We sat cross-legged on the floor. I tried to talk through the steps of wrapping the excitement we could feel into a ball and pushing it down.

‘Feel your heart slowing; push the excitement down.’

While I was worrying about helping Jake I found it easier to control myself. My white ball responded to my touch without too much effort. I held it down and opened an eye to check on my brother.

He was grinning with his eyes closed, his knee deliberately knocking Nat’s. She was pursing her lips, trying not laugh and pushing his knee away. Dimitri’s eyes were open too. He looked at me, shrugging his shoulders. At least we could ensure Jake would be out of harm’s way.


‘Can you feel the full moon coming?’ Dimitri asked Jake. ‘It is strong, is it not?’

‘It’s like your body’s getting excited but you don’t know why. I remember this feeling. It made me feel so horny. Tell me it turns you guys on too.’

His eyes were ablaze as he turned from Dimitri to Nat, grinning, suggesting.

‘But the day after,’ said Nat, breaking away from his look. ‘It’s so bad — you have to be ready for that.’

‘Like you’ll die if you can’t do it all again straight away,’ Jake said.

‘I am starving!’ declared Dimitri. ‘Pizza. Come, Nat — we’ll bring some back.’

‘Let’s all go,’ I suggested.

‘No need,’ Dimitri said quickly. He practically ran out of the room with Nat in tow. He’d decided it was time for Jake and me to talk. He was right. If ever there was a moment Jake could handle my news about our father it was now. Jake watched the door close.

‘Alone at last,’ he said after a moment. ‘I take it we’re meant to talk, but there’s no chocolate cake on the table.’

I smiled.

‘You haven’t talked about the family. What aren’t you telling me?’

‘Your mum and Katie are safe. I tried to talk to Maria on the phone, but —’

‘She thinks I’m dead?’

I nodded.

‘Probably for the best.’ He seemed indifferent. ‘So where’s your dad?’ he asked.


‘He’s … he’s dead.’ I told him what I’d seen on the security footage.

‘You know who did it?’

I shook my head. ‘It’s on here.’ I pulled out the data stick. ‘Every time I try to watch, something stops me.’

‘I guess when you know, you’ll have to do something about it.’ He was right. ‘No time like the present.’ He snatched the stick from my hand and went to the TV. The DVD player had a USB port for playing data files.

We located the files from the basement from 9.15pm. We found the room where all the werewolves had been hiding. Only the Patricians were there. Livia was flicking through a magazine, bored. Julian and Antonia were talking. A nurse entered with three rabbits in cages. Livia rolled her eyes in disgust at their dinner. Julian tried to placate her. Then they all looked up sharply and ran towards the door.

The next file we opened was the corridor. The doors to all the treatment and viewing rooms were closed. It was empty.

‘Nothing happening. Move on,’ said Jake. I couldn’t. The silent footage had an eerie calm that made me pause.

Suddenly Jake jumped as one of the viewing room doors flew open. A nurse shot out with a look of pure terror on his face. Behind him came my father. He ran out, stopped in the corridor and turned to face the open doorway.

A wolf jumped out and stood on all fours in the corridor, facing him. My father held his hands up as if trying to reason with the vicious beast. It didn’t work. With one leap the monster knocked him to the ground and took his throat out. In seconds, his heart flew out, slammed against the wall and slid to the ground.

I stared at the screen, only dimly aware of another voice in the room. I try to paw at the remote to get the footage to stop but I couldn’t control my hand. A nurse appeared and fired a gun at the beast. It flinched as the bullets hit its body but it didn’t die. Next came a shower of tranquilliser darts. It staggered. Dr Heimlich stepped forwards and injected a massive syringe of fluid into the beast’s neck and it keeled over.

‘Romy, who is that? Can you tell which one?’

I shook my head. It wasn’t possible. Of all the options that had played incessantly through my mind at 4am, I’d avoided this one.

‘Is that Julian?’ Jake asked.

I dropped the remote and backed away.

‘Who is it, Romy? Who’s the killer?’ he pressed. A smile played on his lips as I was gripped with horror.

I had to get out, I had to get away. The murderer wasn’t any of the Patrician werewolves: it was me. Somehow I’d burst my chains, smashed through the viewing screen and killed my own father.
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All I could do was run, pound the streets as fast as I could, pushing myself harder and harder, yearning for the moment when my body ached so much that all my mind could do was think of the pain, but it just wouldn’t come. All the doubts and fury I’d had about the Patricians — the tortured trials I’d held in my head for each of them — and all along I was the guilty one. I was the murderer. Finally everything made sense. Julian being kind, Dr Heimlich trying to get me to leave, Antonia saying something about me not being able to judge Livia, all the comments about my ‘strength’. Had part of me known all along? Was this why I could never watch the footage, because somehow, deep down, my body knew who’d done it?

By the time I was too exhausted to carry on, I must have run for miles. I had no idea where I was. The night air was cold and damp as I leaned against a wall, gasping for breath, then slumped to the ground. I don’t know how long I stayed there with my head grinding into the palms of my hands.

I remained as the night ended and weak light pushed through the morning clouds. The sounds of traffic increased and I heard people passing by.

Eventually I got up and began walking. I had no idea where I was and didn’t want to know. I wanted to lose myself completely. Disappear. I found a park, crawled through some bushes and hid from view. I had one more night before the full moon. I longed for my change, to rid myself of human thoughts and the pain and guilt in my head. I thought about tying myself up, locking myself away for days so I couldn’t make a kill. Drive myself mad and into a permanent animal state. I was a monster: I should simply be what I was.

I curled up and waited for night to fall. The day seemed to drag forever, as if the sun was stuck in the afternoon sky. With hunger and exhaustion came rational thoughts. I was hiding in a park in the middle of the city, hoping to turn into a wild beast, wanting to blank everything out. For what? So I could kill again?

I felt so stupid. I had to get out of the city.

Hungry, tired and dirty I crawled out, stood up and looked around. It was late afternoon, but the moon wasn’t up yet. I would have been able to feel if it was. I had to get back to the people who could help me.

It was dark by the time I reached the hotel. My blood had begun to sing and I wanted to share it with my friends. As I approached the door of our hotel room, I could hear Jake jabbering away with excitement. Dimitri and Nat were laughing. I could hear them crashing around. Nat shrieked and there were shushing noises. I had a flash of being the lanky loser from Australia again. My popular brother was still the fun one, the one everybody wanted to be with. There was no stopping his charm.

I opened the door. An armchair was on its side, a lamp had smashed and they were all on the floor. Dimitri had a bemused look on his face, Nat was blushing and Jake was grinning from ear to ear.

‘I love these guys.’ He planted a kiss on each of their cheeks. ‘Don’t know which one of them’s sexier right now!’

‘Romy!’ Nat jumped up. ‘Are you OK? Jake told us.’

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ said Dimitri. ‘It could have been any of us.’

They were trying to be sad and serious for me, but I knew it was pointless. Their bodies were taking control and excitement was mounting.

‘It’s hard, you know,’ said Nat, ‘with the moon coming. We were worried, it’s just —’

‘There’ll be time enough to be miserable later,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry, bro,’ said Jake. ‘I know exactly what to do tomorrow night.’

 

With the October weather we couldn’t simply transform in our clothes and allow them to be ripped off. The mornings were too cold. We’d bought winter clothes and a thick blanket each. It meant we couldn’t roam as freely as we’d like; we’d have to return to the spot where we’d transformed.

‘There are toilets, so we can wash a little in the morning, but do not expect luxury,’ announced Dimitri as we arrived at the park. It looked empty enough, with dense forest, just as we liked it.

As usual the driver thought we were crazy. Given that nobody else seemed to be visiting the park, we didn’t need to go too far into the forest to make our camp.


Dimitri had organised everything. He even brought a small tent to put our clothes and blankets in and to act as a marker. We’d be able to locate its bright blue easily.

All we had to do now was wait as the sun sank and the air grew cold.

Jake paced around, while the three of us tried to focus.

‘It’s time,’ I said. It was dark in the forest with just a few glimmers of light in the western sky. ‘We’d better strip.’

Down to our underwear we stood and shivered.

‘This was easier in the summer,’ Dimitri said, rubbing his hands.

‘Any moment now,’ I said. There would be no experimenting to see how long I could hold off my change this month. I couldn’t wait for a thick coat of fur.

As we shivered I heard a twig crack in the forest. Someone was approaching.

‘Should we run?’ said Nat.

‘No need,’ said Jake with a smile. ‘Over here!’ he shouted.

‘Jake, what are you doing? We can’t have people near us,’ I said.

‘It’s coming. I can feel it,’ said Nat in a panic. She took off, running from the sound as fast as she could.

‘I’ve arranged a present,’ Jake announced. ‘To cheer you up.’

‘What?’

‘Your werewolf “lessons” were great and all,’ he said, suddenly standing very still and staring at me, ‘but I kinda figured it out for myself … after the plane went down.’

‘Dimitri, run,’ I said without taking my eyes off Jake. Dimitri disappeared through the trees.

‘I saw you two there,’ Jake continued, ‘picking over my bodies. Bet you wished they were yours.’

‘Jake it doesn’t have to be like this. We don’t have to kill people — any mammal will do.’

‘It’s just not the same,’ he said as his eyes grew wilder. ‘But you know that, brother, don’t you? Making Dad your first victim — that’s impressive. I beat you on quantity that night, but you definitely won on quality — the guy who dragged us to Europe to “save” you. The guy who’d do anything for you. Nice work.’

‘I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know.’

‘That’s the beauty of it. Guilt-free pleasure. Like eating ice cream and never getting fat.’

The sun had completely disappeared and we were in the dark.

‘Hello?’ a woman’s voice called out. She had a flashlight with her. ‘Where are you?’

‘We’re here!’ shouted Jake. ‘Come and meet my brother. We’re having a bonding session.’

An older woman appeared.

‘Romy, meet Magdelena; I’m sure you’ll get on.’ Jake laughed.

‘Why have you made me drive out to the middle of nowhere at night? Honestly, Jake!’ Magdelena joked, flashing the torch in Jake’s face. She lowered the light and saw his body.

‘Where are your clothes? What is —’


Her sentence broke into a piercing scream as Jake transformed into a werewolf in the torchlight.

‘Run!’ I shouted. ‘Run!’

She couldn’t. Frozen in terror, her hands shook so violently she dropped her torch. Its beam played over Jake’s massive paws, glinting on his razor sharp claws, as he paced towards her.

Horrified at what might happen, I had to transform. It was the only way of protecting her. I stared at the light on the ground until I burst into wolf form and leaped at Jake, knocking him to the ground. The woman’s voice squealed revoltingly as she finally turned and ran. Jake turned on me and sank his teeth into my flesh. The pain flashed through me long enough for him to throw me off and go after Magdelena. I chased him and jumped again, landing on his back and forcing him to the ground. Snarling and snapping we fought until Jake bit hard into my shoulder and shot off.

It took seconds for my wound to heal, but it felt like minutes. As soon as I could, I followed the sounds of the woman screaming and Jake howling.

Jake had caught up to his victim and knocked her onto the ground. She was screaming, twisting herself along the ground, trying to wiggle backwards as he stood over her. His jaw opened wide and he roared as saliva dripped onto her nose. This was no mindless instinct: it was controlled torture.

The noise of her screams grated through me. Jake leaned forwards as if to bite her head and then swiftly moved to the side, taking her arm instead. The scent of her blood mingled with her terror. I swallowed, trying to ignore its sweetness. Next he bit off her other arm, then licked her wounds and stepped away, grinning from ear to ear. His eyes danced as he watched me. Daring me to choose between killing her and letting him create a werewolf with no arms.

The scent of her blood pulled me towards her. I wanted to resist, run far away, but I couldn’t, I crept forwards. In a flash Nat appeared from the trees. Unable to fight the temptation, she pounced onto an arm, charged her bloodlust even further and jumped to the woman. Jake howled in delight as Nat lost all control and feasted.

I stood frozen, digging my claws into the ground. My claws loosened and I leaped, knocking Nat off her kill. She had to stop. I roared furiously, driving Nat away from the body with the wrath of my voice. She turned on me, eyes aflame. I growled again and Nat charged off into the forest.

I could still smell the woman. It was so tempting, even though she was dead. I had to run too, run as hard as I could until the scent of human had gone and I could only smell the beasts of the forest. I hunted alone, killing every deer, rabbit and rat I could find. Beast after beast was felled, sliced and eaten until I got the smell of human from my nose.

By the time I returned to the tent, Dimitri and Nat were lying outside, asleep in their wolf forms. I sensed Jake was still somewhere in the forest but I couldn’t see him.

I stared at the tent and transformed into human form. I stood still, waiting for the agonising rush to charge my brain. It was more intense than ever. I dropped to the ground, grunting with pain, and was soon shivering with cold. I crept into the tent and pulled out clothes and blankets to cover Dimitri and Nat. Crawling back inside, I wrapped a blanket around myself and passed out.

 

I woke as Dimitri and Nat crept half asleep into the tent and snuggled up to me, trying to keep warm in the cold morning air. They fell asleep again but I couldn’t. All I could think about was Jake and what he’d set us up to do. My heart sank even lower than normal at the thought of how Nat would feel when she woke. It was my fault, my obsession with clinging to some sense of family, refusing to believe what Dr Heimlich, Julian and everyone else had told me about Jake.

I crawled out of the tent into the dull early morning light and began walking. I knew exactly the direction I was going: back to where the woman had been killed. I had to see it again with my human eyes. I wanted the horror to make me sick.

As I approached, Jake was there, crouching over the body. He seemed to be caressing it. I walked closer but he didn’t hear me, too intent on the corpse beneath him.

When I neared, I shuddered. He wasn’t stroking her, he was watching, fascinated.

‘It’s amazing, I can see her body stiffening. Look!’

‘Jake, stop.’

‘It’s rigor mortis. You’d think the cold weather would speed it up, but it slows it down. The ones in summer stiffened up a lot faster. I never got to them in time, but this is perfect. It’s incredible. So beautiful.’

‘Jake, please don’t do this.’


‘OK,’ he said, snapping out of his intense observation. ‘We better get going,’ he added and patted her pockets for her car keys. ‘Here. She’s got a Beamer. I’ve driven it before. She doesn’t mind.’

He stood up and smiled at me.

‘Quite a night, eh? Didn’t think I’d enjoy sharing but it was cool.’ He spoke quietly, calmly — reflecting on the night before. ‘Don’t know what you mean about feeling miserable, though. I just feel … I dunno, like I want to do it all again tonight. Come on, before the others wake up.’

He began walking back to the road. I ran after him.

‘It’s you and me now, Romy,’ he said, smiling as I caught up. ‘Real brothers at last. Pity Nat spoiled everything last night, but there’ll be more nights.’

‘I’m not leaving them,’ I said. ‘And neither should you. You need our help, Jake.’

‘Come on, Romy. For once in your life don’t choose the miserable option. We’re different from them. First-night killers, you and me: we’re bonded. And you’d have killed Cara, if Nat hadn’t got greedy.’

‘It was Magdelena. Cara was the one you killed last month.’

‘Magdelena, Cara — whatever. They all look the same in the moonlight.’

‘It’s wrong.’

‘Mate, we’re so far past wrong we’re overtaking it on the next lap.’

We reached Magdelena’s car. Jake opened the door.

‘We don’t have to be monsters,’ I said.

‘Dude, you killed your father. Our Dad. You didn’t just kill him, you ripped his heart out. I saw the video. That’s what we are. One night a month we’re the biggest wildest animals there are and it’s awesome. For one night in your miserable emo life you get to really live. Embrace it for the mind-blowing experience it is.’

‘I can’t. It’s wrong.’

It’s not wrong; it’s what we are. Pure and simple.’

‘I’ll never kill a human again.’

‘Maybe not with your hands, but you will with these.’ He held his hands up and grabbed my T-shirt as his smile flicked into fury.

‘It’s your fault I’m like this. Your fault we came to Europe. Your fault I was in that pool. Every kill I make, the blood will be on your hands. And I’ll make so many kills. And every morning after I’ll think of you with your guilt and your misery and your stupid self-control and I’ll smile because the worse I am, the worse you’ll feel.’

He got into the car and started the engine.

I couldn’t speak. The doctor was right; Julian was right. Everyone had been right except for me. I couldn’t help him and I was stupid to think I could. I didn’t want to be anywhere near him. I didn’t want to be me when he was nearby.

‘We’re both monsters, Romy, but I’m the one who can’t help it,’ he said and sped off, swerving along the road as he struggled to control the car.

 

I went back to Magdelena’s body. I couldn’t leave her like that. I grabbed a stone and started digging into the near-frozen ground as hard as I could. I was exhausted, my bones were aching and my mind was racing after the lunatic in my brother’s body, careering down the road. I dug and dug, forcing the solid earth out until my hands were sore and blistered. I didn’t care. They would heal quickly enough. I rolled the body into the hole face down. I couldn’t bear her dull empty eyes looking up. Next I placed her arms as gently as I could beside her and began covering her with earth.

‘What the hell happened?’ Dimitri said behind me. I looked up at his stunned face. ‘Nat refuses to come out of the tent. She screams and cries, says she wants to die and will not let me touch her.’

‘We have to bury this body,’ I said, scraping all the earth I’d dug back over Magdelena. ‘Before Nat sees it.’

Dimitri got onto his knees and helped me. We worked in silence until the body was covered. I patted the earth down as gently as I could. Dimitri leaned back on his feet, wiped his hands.

‘Now tell me what happened. Where is your crazy brother?’

‘He’s gone,’ I muttered. ‘Won’t be back.’

‘Did he kill the woman?’

I shook my head.

‘You?’

I shook my head again.

Dimitri fell back onto the ground.

‘I do not believe it. Why did you not stop her?’

‘She came from nowhere. The blood drove her crazy; it drove us both crazy and, Jake, he was like goading us, pushing us to her with his howls. I fought it but Nat couldn’t. I stopped her gorging too much, but … Poor Nat.’


‘Poor woman,’ Dimitri said. I stood up and Dimitri held his arm out for me to help him. I pulled him up and into my arms. I needed a hug.

‘We cannot live like this,’ he said quietly.

‘How else?’ I asked.

‘I do not know, but not like this.’

Nat was on her knees outside the tent, sticking her fingers so far down her throat, her whole hand was in her mouth. It didn’t work and she hit the ground in frustration. She looked up with tear-soaked eyes.

‘I can’t get her out,’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t get her out.’

 

When we got back to Bologna we checked into a new hotel on the outskirts of the city. We’d have to move on, but I was so drained I simply couldn’t face a new city. Dimitri booked a suite with three separate rooms, deciding we all needed some space. We drifted through the next few days, refusing to talk about Jake or the hunt. Nat stayed in her room, curled up in her bed, not eating, watching TV. I went for runs, pounding the streets for hours on end, wondering what on earth we were going to do. Every day a fog seemed to descend on the city, obscuring everything and coating me in a cold wet film. Finding Jake had been the entire focus of the last month and now we had nothing to do but wait with dread for the next full moon. The moon’s cycle trudged on: disseminating, last quarter, balsamic. As Nat and I retreated into our own heads, Dimitri went out more. I didn’t ask where he was going and he didn’t say.

After a foggy run one day I returned to our rooms. Dimitri’s door was open but he wasn’t there. I could hear the TV in Nat’s room. I called out but she didn’t answer so I left her alone.

I shut the door to my room and threw myself onto the bed. It was as if the fog from outside had followed me in. I let my mind wander to Antonia and how I’d rejected her and her family. I’d totally ruined everything. If I’d gone with them, Nat wouldn’t be torturing herself and I could be living with Antonia, holding her, kissing her. I closed my eyes and let my thoughts drift around her eyes, her hair and her perfect body as my hand reached down into my shorts.

An hour later Dimitri came back.

‘Nat, Romy,’ he shouted and threw our doors open. ‘Come!’

‘Not now, Dimitri.’

‘Yes now!’ he insisted. ‘It is the new moon and our new beginning. We are checking out of this hotel.’

‘Do we have to?’ I complained, dragging myself into the common area at the same time as Nat.

‘I have been keeping secrets,’ Dimitri announced. ‘We are going to make a home. A real home, but first I have something to tell you. You are not the only ones to have a remarkable hunt last full moon.’

Nat turned to head back to her room. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she said.

Dimitri grabbed her hand and pulled her back. ‘Yes, you do. While you two were with Jake I ran alone. I hunted a little, ran some more. It was not unpleasant.’

‘Whoopee,’ Nat said.

‘And then I smelled something,’ he added.

‘What?’ I asked.


‘Werewolf scents. Lots of werewolves. Julian, Antonia, Livia. Hundreds of them.’

‘The Palatine? You smelled the Palatine?’ I flushed red, feeling embarrassed about what I’d been doing while thinking of Antonia. ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ I recovered to ask.

‘I did not want to until everything was ready.’

‘What was ready?’ Nat looked more alert than she had in weeks.

‘We have to do something other than watch TV and go for runs. We will rent a house in the country and then on the full moon we can hunt easily and not have to trek back to the city. And we can follow the scent of your lovely Antonia and find where she and Julian are,’ Dimitri added. ‘You and she can be reunited, I can persuade Julian he has a passion for young sexy Russian men and Nat can find a cute pure-blood boy werewolf who can teach her greater control.’

She rolled her eyes, but the first smile I’d seen in weeks appeared.

I grinned. ‘You found the Palatine? The top-secret, no-Pleb-is-allowed-to-know-where-we-live Palatine?’

‘I have not found it exactly, but it cannot be too far. Together we will find it and in the meantime, we will make our own home in the country.’

I couldn’t work out what I was more excited about, the fact that I might see Antonia again or the relief of actually having something to focus on other than the family I’d destroyed.

‘Come,’ Dimitri said, grabbing our hands and taking us out of the hotel. Three new Vespas were parked on the street.


‘We have an appointment with the real estate agent.’ Dimitri jumped on a scooter and started the motor.

Soon we were gunning through the streets and out into the country south of Bologna. Dimitri had found a farmhouse five kilometres from the nearest village, with no other building in sight. It had two floors with three bedrooms and an ancient bathroom upstairs. The front bedrooms had incredible views of the valley below. Behind the farmhouse was a yard, a barn and a filthy old hen coop.

‘We can have chickens!’ Nat said as her eyes lit up with glee. ‘I always wanted chickens.’

Beyond the yard the forest began and covered the hill behind.

‘I must warn you, wolves have been seen in the forest,’ said the agent. ‘They have been known to come close to the farmhouses in colder winters.’

‘We will be careful,’ said Dimitri.

It was run down, in need of painting and a thorough clean, but it was perfect. Dimitri paid six months’ rent in advance and the place was ours.

It had been empty since the last tourist rental in September. The rooms were cold, the bedding was damp, and every surface was covered in dust. The fridge in the kitchen had been switched off but still housed the rotten remnants of food from the last guests. There was no need for a lock on the bathroom door as every time anyone used the shower the entire house could hear the pipes banging. There was an ancient top-loading washing machine that shuddered its way across the laundry floor with every spin cycle. Every detail that might put anyone else off only made us more excited. The agent offered to have the place cleaned for us.

‘No!’ we shouted. The more we had to do, the better. We loaded up our Vespas with as many cleaning materials as we could find and set to. We opened all the windows, lit fires in every room, put the sheets to wash in the Wanderer, as we called the washing machine, and began to clean the house room by room.

We investigated the local village. There were a couple of small shops and a restaurant. After that we were a familiar sight, motoring through on our scooters and stopping in the restaurant for meals.

‘Hey, it’s the Vespe d’inverno,’ Mario, the owner, said one day when we arrived, parked our scooters and entered. They weren’t used to tourists in the winter, so we became known as the Winter Wasps.

As the November full moon approached it was hard to distinguish the excitement of our new home from the thrill of the impending hunt. The dread we had been feeling had vanished, thanks to Dimitri. Suddenly life seemed filled with purpose. On the day of the full moon, we were so engrossed in painting our new living room, with all the lights on, we almost forgot it was time to change.

‘Look outside!’ Nat said. It was dark: the moon would be up any moment.

‘You are right. It is coming!’ said Dimitri. We covered the paint tins, threw our brushes into the laundry sink, pulled off our clothes and walked to the back gate. No trekking to the middle of nowhere, no standing round in forests — we simply slipped out of our own back door. Nat and Dimitri changed before they even reached the forest, running joyfully off into our new playground. I held off, wanting to see how long I could control myself. Despite the cold and the fact I was wearing only underpants, I walked into the forest, savouring the way the moon called to my blood. Ahead I could hear Dimitri and Nat howling. Even to my human ears it didn’t sound blood-curdling. They were happy.

I was amazed at how long I lasted as a human in the forest. The further I got from the house, the harder it became. I focused on my blood, sensed it pulsing, wanting to change. I stood for a moment with my eyes closed and controlled it, tossing the ball of light from hand to hand with ease as I told my heart to slow. There was a weird pleasure in holding off, delaying until the last possible moment until I thought I couldn’t stand the tension any more and then clinging on for a few more seconds. Finally, I opened my eyes, let go of the ball and allowed myself to explode.

As I raced through the forest seeking my first kill, fresh smells surrounded me. I could sense a mass of werewolves somewhere, but there were too many to be specific and I was too hungry to focus on distant scents. I needed a kill, but the winter forest was almost devoid of life. To the right, down the hill was farmland and my nose honed in on the scent of sheep.

Racing through the forest I reached the edge of the pasture. The sheep had sensed my presence and were running hard down the field. In a few seconds I flashed across the hard earth and jumped. The wool was irritating in my mouth but I bit beneath into the flesh I needed, making the kill to calm my nerves. For once I didn’t feel like playing. I tore the beast enough to satisfying myself and then sloped back to the forest. Dimitri and Nat raced out. They’d had the same poor luck in the woods and had opted for the sheep too. Dimitri watched Nat carefully, helping to control her urges.

Satiated by my kill, I focused my senses on the scent in the air. So many werewolves, so many interwoven threads of scent it was hard to tell them apart. Every time I thought I picked up one I recognised, it disappeared again into the rich pattern. Antonia’s scent wafted into my nose for a second. It was the gentlest whiff, but the unique honey blood was unmistakable. I raced after it, towards the south-east, through the forest. As I ran up a hill and over the crest, the scent grew stronger. Below me lay a valley full of human scents. I couldn’t risk crossing it — there were too many villages and people in the way — but beyond it, somewhere, was Antonia. I even enjoyed sensing Julian and Livia in the rich mix of werewolf scents, but delighting me most of all was Antonia. She was close, waiting to be found.

I turned and ran to our farmhouse. In the yard I transformed back. With each full moon it was getting easier. I still got the crushing pain in my head, the aching body and exhaustion, but I had enough energy to bring blankets and clothes out to the barn for Nat and Dimitri.
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For the next three months we lived an idyllic life. No TV, no hotel, no city; just ourselves and country. We bought fresh ingredients from the local village and spent hours trying to learn Italian cooking.

On the full moons we took to the forest and dipped into the surrounding farms when we couldn’t find wild animals to feast on. We tried to spread our kills around so the farmers wouldn’t notice, but it was hard to hide tortured sheep carcasses.

My search for Antonia continued. During the days, I would motor around the valley at the far edge of the forest, trying to work out where she might be. I got nowhere without my wolf sense of smell to guide me.

In February we celebrated my seventeenth birthday. Nat and Dimitri bought me a new pair of trainers to keep up the traditions of my old life. But it was strange having a reminder. That life wasn’t on the other side of the world, it was on a different planet. So distant that missing it felt futile.

The villagers had grown used to the Vespe d’inverno. We weren’t locals, but we were treated to smiles, talk about the village, and warnings to be careful.

‘The wolves have been to the farms again,’ Mario said. ‘Two nights ago, another six sheep were killed.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Nat.


‘You be careful, a pretty girl like you, a wolf might eat you up!’ he said jokingly.

By March, spring brought a welcome warmth. The sun gained some strength. Flowers and, more importantly, wildlife appeared. We cleaned up the hen coop and bought a few young chickens. Nat spent hours watching them peck around the yard, feeding them scraps and checking their nest for eggs, determined to prove her tender care for them.

No eggs came.

‘We should roast one as a lesson,’ said Dimitri.

‘No!’ Nat was adamant. ‘They just need a little more time to settle in.’

One didn’t get the chance. The night before the full moon, we sensed something outside and heard the birds squawking. I went out and saw a fox standing in the yard with one of our chickens limp in its mouth. It stared without moving. I smiled, thinking of the next night. As if reading my thoughts the fox dropped its prey and scurried off.

The next night, after we changed, I tracked its scent and exacted our revenge. It was Dimitri’s eighteenth birthday so we celebrated with the fox and a few wild rabbits. After the kills I took a moment alone to enjoy Antonia’s scent. The warmer air seemed to give it a softer feel. Knowing she was close was hard, but a present smell was better than a remembered touch.

We should have returned home after the rabbits, but it was the warmest evening we’d had for months and we felt like playing.

Despite the irritation of wool in the mouth, there was something about sheep. They were so funny with their bleating, flock mentality and the meek submission when we pounced. At first we took just one each, but then they kept running in formation, in one direction then another as we chased them. They were irresistable, like a bunch of fluffy grapes. We picked them off one by one until there was one sheep left. We let it go to the far side of the field. I gave Dimitri and Nat a head start and then we raced for it, flashing across the field, all determined to make the final kill for the night. I neared them and for a moment we ran in a line together, a perfect pack. When we reached it, Nat and I pulled back, allowing the birthday wolf to make the final kill.

The next day we couldn’t believe how many sheep we’d slaughtered.

‘I shouldn’t have done that,’ said Nat, beginning to panic. ‘I’ve been so controlled. What if there’d been someone there —’

‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘OK, we overindulged, but it’s not the end of the world.’

‘It was fun, no?’ Dimitri smiled. ‘Do not feel guilty.’

We hadn’t talked about the night with Jake but I knew it had never left her.

‘It’s not the guilt that scares me,’ she said. ‘It’s that it felt so right.’

‘They were sheep,’ I said, knowing that wasn’t what she meant. ‘They were destined to be eaten.’

We were too tired that night for a human celebration, so we rode into the village the following night for a birthday dinner at our favourite restaurant.

‘Hey, Mario,’ Dimitri said, jumping off his scooter. ‘What dish do you have for my birthday? I become a man today.’


‘A man?’ Mario said. ‘The menu is on the board.’

‘What’s up with him?’ Nat wondered as we sat down.

‘What are you having?’ I asked Dimitri.

‘Not the lamb,’ he muttered and we tried not to laugh.

A couple of farmers sharing a bottle of wine at the next table moved away.

We ordered food without any of the usual chat from Mario. It came quickly and was cleared away even faster. It wasn’t the birthday celebration we had expected.

When I went through to the toilet at the back, past the kitchen, Mario was standing there.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked him.

He glanced into the restaurant to check no one was watching and then pulled me out back, out of earshot. ‘Roberto’s sheep were all killed two nights ago. Not one left. We have not had wolves here for many years.’

‘But the agent that let our house warned us about them,’ I said.

‘She warns all the tourists — they like to think they are in wild country — but there have been no wolves for years. Now every full moon wolves attack some sheep. Normally it is two or three. That is not our agreement but no one minds that too much when it’s winter and cold. But the other night was too much.’

‘What agreement?’ I asked.

Mario looked at me as if I should know.

‘What’s that got to do with us?’ I said.

‘The attacks happened since you three arrived,’ he answered.


‘What, they think we brought wolves with us?’

‘Farmers have been living here peacefully for hundreds of years. They accept the old legends of people who turn into wolves on a full moon. Nothing is said, no harm is done … until now.’

‘But we’re new here,’ I said. ‘How can they think it’s us?’

‘You need to be more careful,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

He held his hands out, palms up. ‘It’s about balance. Tip the scales and everyone gets upset.’

‘But —’

‘Enough,’ he said. ‘The summer is coming. Any wolves in the area should find plenty to eat in the forest. I am sure it’s just the winter that brings them into farms.’

‘I guess so.’

‘Do not guess, young man. Know,’ Mario said. He pushed me back towards the restaurant.

 

When we got home, we debated whether we should move on, but we hadn’t the heart for it. The idea of going back to hotels and searching for a fresh hunting ground every month was unbearable. We had our home and we loved it. Besides somewhere nearby was the Palatine. We were bound to discover it soon.

‘What if the local farmers turn up on the full moon?’ Nat worried.

‘We just need to be careful. We’ll avoid the village during the day and stick to the forest when we hunt. Everything will settle down.’

Nat and Dimitri agreed. Any excuse not to move would have sufficed for them.


‘I did get the sense that Mario knew more than we do. He talked about an agreement but didn’t say what it was.’

‘Perhaps they know where the Palatine is,’ said Nat.

‘I don’t think anyone has talked about it for hundreds of years,’ I said. ‘They’d never tell us, even if they knew.’

 

For the next few weeks we kept to ourselves, avoiding the village and taking the long way round to do our shopping in the nearest town. The chickens helped by finally laying some eggs, much to Nat’s joy.

As the full moon approached, we decided not to take any chances. We rode into Bologna, visited a pet shop and bought some rabbits. It was strange being back in the city. It seemed so busy, the noise of our Vespas drowned out by the rest of the traffic. We’d grown used to them being the loudest sound we heard during the day. We had no wish to spend any extra time there and rode back with our rabbits in cages strapped to the back of our scooters. As we motored along the back roads, detouring around the village, a car came up from behind and overtook slowly. It was Mario. He noted our rabbits and nodded his approval.

In the barn, Nat and I built a makeshift hutch to house them. It wasn’t the finest construction and wouldn’t have withstood a strong wind, but it was enough for the time being.

The day before the full moon seemed like our longest yet. The winter had meant less daylight but now the days were stretching out towards their summer peak. We were nervous, sensing that somehow tonight would be important.

‘The air smells different,’ Dimitri announced.

‘You’re only saying that because you’re worried,’ said Nat sharply. ‘I can’t smell anything different.’

But we were restless. Our usual excitement seemed more like nervousness. I paced around the farmhouse, unable to keep still.

‘Maybe we check on the village,’ said Dimitri. ‘Make sure the farmers are not making silver bullets.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Nat argued.

‘Good idea,’ I said, jumping at the chance to do something. ‘I’ll go. You two stay here.’

I ran out to a Vespa before either of them could argue. Dimitri may have been wrong, but there was definitely something different.

The village was quiet but not too quiet. As I passed Mario’s restaurant there was no posse of angry farmers sharpening blades and staring at me.

I did a lap of the square and headed back out towards our farmhouse.

That was when I saw what was different. A black army truck, an armoured van and a four-wheel drive with tinted windows passed me on the other side of the road. I’d seen them before.

When I was out of sight around the next bend, I stopped and phoned Dimitri.

‘Get Nat and go into the forest, now. Go as far as you can.’ I said.

‘We will wait for you,’ Dimitri said.

As he spoke, the four-wheel drive rounded the corner. It had turned to follow me.


‘No time,’ I said. ‘Go. Go now!’

I didn’t wait for a response but jumped onto the Vespa. The last thing I wanted to do was lead them back to the farmhouse, so I turned and headed straight at the car, back towards the village. The car swung quickly across the road and braked. A man in a black military uniform got out, stood in the road and slowly removed his sunglasses from his big-featured face.

I stopped the Vespa and held my ground.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ he said with a satisfied smile.

‘Me?’ I feigned surprise. ‘Why?’

‘Why?’ he repeated and pressed his thin lips into a smile. ‘No, Mr Forster, the bigger question is why you ran away from the Wandlung Clinic before you could take the silver nitrate test.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Don’t play games with me,’ Mainwaring growled. ‘I’m not one of the sheep you butchered last month.’ As he spoke the rest of his convoy turned the corner. His car blocked most of the road but I could see a gap on the grass verge. He was probably expecting me to turn and flee, but my best chance was to shoot straight past him and back into the village.

I gunned the Vespa, shot round his car and hurtled down the road at full throttle, past the van and the truck.

The van screeched to a halt and turned fast. I had a head start but my Vespa was no match for their high-powered vehicles. Coming up on the left was a gap in the hedge with a wide steel gate. I swung my legs to the side, rode as close as I could and jumped just before the scooter crashed into the gate. I flew up over the gate, hit the ground and began running across the field. I had a kilometre of uphill fields before I could reach the forest. Once there I thought I’d be able to lose them.

Mainwaring’s troops lost no time getting out of the truck and charging across the field. They didn’t worry me, I could easily outrun them, but then I heard the armoured van smash through the hedge. Glancing over my shoulder I saw it charge up the hill after me. As fast as I was, I was no match for a van. Soon it was within earshot. Then it swung to the side and curved around to stop in front of me. As I turned and tacked to the side, it took off again, coming up alongside me and then pushing ahead. The back door opened while it was still moving, troops jumped out and on top of me, forcing my face down in the grass. The damp earth smell pushed into my nose along with the grass. A knee pressed hard into my back as both my arms were twisted behind me and I was cuffed. Without a second’s pause I was bundled into the van and it returned through the gap in the hedge and hit the road.

‘What’s happening? Where are you taking me?’ I asked.

No answer.

‘You can’t do this!’ I protested. That at least got a flicker of a smile from one of the troops.

Our destination soon became clear. Mainwaring was already standing outside our farmhouse as I was dragged out of the van.

‘Secure the building,’ he ordered his troops. ‘Bring the beast.’


Mainwaring turned without even speaking to me and walked into the farmhouse. I was marched after him.

‘Very cosy,’ he muttered in the hallway, looking round. ‘Quite the homemakers, aren’t you?’

‘There’s a barn out back,’ a guard reported.

‘We’ll use that,’ he said.

In the barn, I was cuffed around one of the wooden posts supporting the roof. Manacles with a short chain were clapped around my ankles.

The troops reported the place was deserted. I hoped Dimitri and Nat had managed to put a good distance between themselves and the farmhouse.

A guard brought out one of our kitchen chairs and Mainwaring sat down.

‘Right, Mr Forster, let’s get down to business,’ he said.

‘Why are you doing this? Are you mad?’ I said.

‘The sun’s going down. Looks like a clear night. There’ll be full moon. We’ll see who’s mad then.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I know all about Dr Heimlich’s “treatment” and that you and your two little friends were patients.’

‘I was there being treated for adult-onset metachromatic leukodystrophy —’

‘And how is that going? Cleared up along with your acne, has it?’

‘Dr Heimlich was very good.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Do we really have to go through all this?’ he said wearily. ‘I know you’re a werewolf. You know you’re a werewolf. You know I know you’re a werewolf. Let’s just make this as easy as possible.’


‘What are you going to do?’

‘Naturally werewolves have to be eradicated. They are extremely dangerous.’

He pulled his gun out of his holster.

‘The proverbial silver bullet with your name on it,’ he said.

‘If you’re so sure I’m a werewolf, why don’t you just shoot me now?’

He looked shocked. ‘Killing a human being in cold blood? Wrong, shockingly wrong. Shooting a werewolf, on the other hand, would simply be culling a dangerous animal. And besides, I need to know what you know. You got quite friendly with those snobby born werewolves, didn’t you?’

‘I still don’t know what you mean.’

‘I’m a reasonable man. Help me track down their lair and I might not cull your two friends.’

‘I can’t help you,’ I said. ‘I’m not a werewolf.’

‘I don’t know why you’re protecting them. You’re scum to them. They wouldn’t protect you. Tell me where the lair is and I’ll forget about your two friends in the woods. I give you my word.’

‘I don’t know anything.’

‘Clock’s ticking. Ten seconds before I send my soldiers off to pick them up.’ He looked at his watch ostentatiously.

‘I can’t tell you what I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Time’s up,’ he said.

There was nothing I could do.

‘Bring the other two in and we’ll slaughter all three wolves in this barn,’ he ordered his soldiers.

‘I’m not a werewolf,’ I repeated.


‘Let’s make a deal. Come moonrise, if you’re still human we’ll go into the village, have a nice dinner and I’ll say no more about this. I’ll even apologise. How’s that? On the other hand, if by some strange twist of fate you’ve turned into a vicious man-eating monster, then I’ll kill you, stuff your head and add it to my collection of hunting trophies. OK?’

‘Deal.’

‘Finally, we’re getting somewhere. I’ll be back at sunset for the moment of truth. We’ll have your two friends with you by then. At least you won’t die alone.’

He left and I slid down to the dirt floor and stared at the ground in front of me. There was still three hours until sunset. All I could do was sit, wait and practise my control meditation. I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds around — the rabbits scuffling in their hutch, the guards sighing and shifting their feet. Outside I heard the clucking of the hens and the crunch of boots as Mainwaring’s troops reported back from their searches in the woods.

I could feel my blood rising. I pushed the ball of light down, locked it in a box, tied chains around the box, poured concrete over the chains — anything to lock away my change.

When I opened my eyes again, the light in the barn was low. The sun had almost set. As far as I could tell, Nat and Dimitri were still free.

‘Right, showtime.’ Mainwaring swept back in, followed by more troops. The four who had been left with me straightened up.

‘Lights,’ he commanded. ‘I don’t want to miss a thing.’


The barn light was switched on: a solitary globe attached to the wall above the doorway.

‘At the ready,’ Mainwaring ordered.

The troops pointed their machine guns directly at me. Mainwaring took his pistol out, stood a safe distance, and held it towards me with both hands.

‘Time?’ he asked without taking his eyes off me.

‘Seven forty-nine, sir. One minute to sunset.’

Mainwaring raised his eyebrow at me. I stared directly at him and focused on the tip of his gun barrel. We waited. The minute dragged on. I felt the first surge of my blood and knew the moon was up. I looked from the gun to Mainwaring’s eyes.

‘Time?’ he asked.

‘Seven fifty-two, sir. Two minutes after sunset.’

It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. ‘I’ll have a steak, medium rare,’ I said.

‘Let’s wait a bit before ordering,’ Mainwaring said.

Silence descended on the barn and the forest behind. Minute after minute passed as I resisted the urge to transform.

Suddenly the silence was torn by a deafening howl from the forest. The troops jumped. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. Even with my human ears I knew it was Dimitri’s musical call. Just as suddenly it ended, returning the forest to an even more intense silence.

‘Fire if he transforms, but only I’ll be able to kill him.’ Mainwaring left and I heard him outside ordering some troops into the forest to track down the werewolf.

‘See,’ I said when he returned. ‘I said I wasn’t a werewolf.’


He was steaming with rage. ‘I don’t know what you’re doing, but I know you can’t hold off forever. We’ve got all night.’

He was right. Before that night I had only held my change off for minutes. I had no idea how long I could last.

‘Hit him,’ Mainwaring shouted at one of his troops. The man hesitated, not wanting to come too close to me.

‘That’s an order,’ Mainwaring repeated.

The guard stepped forwards gingerly, raised the butt of his gun and slammed it into my stomach. The pain helped me, gave me something inside my body to focus on.

‘Again,’ Mainwaring ordered. ‘The face.’

The guard slammed the gun across my cheek. I felt a painful crack followed by the scent of my own blood trickling down my nose.

‘You can’t hold out much longer,’ Mainwaring taunted me. ‘You’re surrounded by sweet flesh.’

‘Sweet?’ I said. ‘I thought you were tough as old boots.’

Mainwaring flew at me, slamming the other side of my face with his pistol.

‘Change, damn you!’ he shouted right in my face. I could feel his breath as he screamed. ‘The moon is beautiful out there. So perfectly round. Wouldn’t you rather be out there, chasing through the forest with your friends? Come on!’

I stared at him and shook my head.

‘Sir.’ A soldier appeared at the door, panting with exhaustion. One of the troops who had been dispatched to the forest had returned looking terrified and reported that the rest of his team had vanished.

‘I don’t care,’ Mainwaring shouted. ‘I want the beasts hunted down and brought here for slaughter. I don’t care how many it takes.’

‘But, sir —’

‘No buts!’ Mainwaring screamed at him. When he turned round his face was red with fury. ‘Take him outside!’ he ordered.

The troops closed in on me. The cuffs were released, I was pushed forwards and they were re-attached. The guards shuffled me outside. I closed my eyes to prepare for what was out there. I could feel it with every molecule in my body.

I kept my eyes closed, but I sensed the moonlight on my skin the second I was shuffled past the door. A gun slammed into the back of my legs and I dropped to my knees. Mainwaring grabbed my hair and pulled my head back to face the moon. Its silver glow cracked the concrete round the chained box hiding the ball of light.

‘Open your eyes,’ Mainwaring growled in my ear. ‘I know you want to. Open them.’

I could feel my skin responding to the moon and the blood in my veins boiling. Intense goose bumps covered my skin. In my mind I still saw the perfect black circle of Mainwaring’s gun barrel. I pushed it to the front of my consciousness, opened my eyes and saw the moon. It had never looked so beautiful. I could see its gentle curve, the seas and mountains, shining so perfectly. I brought the image of the gun barrel over it — blocking the moon in my mind like an eclipse.


‘Take him back inside,’ Mainwaring said.

I was dragged back into the barn and dropped onto the floor.

I stayed there, focusing on my breathing. I might not be able to last all night, but the longer I held on, the less time Mainwaring had to pursue the others. Another hour passed as Mainwaring hurled increasingly desperate abuse at me.

‘I’m not just going to kill your friends. I’m going to shoot them and pull them apart limb by limb so they look like they’ve been butchered by one of you. Do you want that to happen?’

‘You’ll have to catch them first,’ I panted and forced a smile. His gun smashed across my face again.

‘I’ll make you watch. Push your face in their wounds until you breathe blood.’

It didn’t work. The more he threatened, the more confident I felt.

‘Sir,’ said one of the guards, ‘what about this?’ He was holding one of our rabbits.

‘Nice, soldier, very nice. Stand back everyone. Get ready.’

The guards stood up straight and pointed their guns at me. Mainwaring held his pistol. ‘Do it, soldier.’

The guard pulled out a knife and slit the rabbit’s throat. I could smell the blood instantly.

‘Fancy a snack?’ Mainwaring asked me, grabbing the dead rabbit from the soldier and waving it in front of me. I smiled: dead animals were nothing to me.

He tossed the animal on the floor in frustration.

‘Give me your knife,’ he said to the guard. Taking the blade, Mainwaring slashed the guard’s arm. Blood oozed out of the wound, and its scent hit my nose with a fresh force. Stunned at his leader’s action, the guard grabbed his wounded arm and backed off, terrified I was going to transform and pounce. I didn’t.

‘Get that wound seen to,’ Mainwaring said to his soldier with annoyed disappointment.

The barn returned to silence. My head spun with the scent of different bloods, the lure of the moon and the pure exhaustion of resisting. I only had moments left in me. The concrete had crumbled, the chains were creaking, ready to break.

Another howl thundered across the sky, then another. Dimitri and Nat were still free, but they were dangerously close to the barn.

‘Your friends are calling you,’ Mainwaring said.

They howled again, and then a third howl joined them, a fourth, a fifth. The farm was surrounded by the deafening noise of an army of werewolves. The chains in my mind burst, the box flew open. I pushed down hard on the ball of light.

Then came a smashing sound. The windows at the top of the barn blew in as two blazing arrows shot through them, lodged into the wooden posts and erupted into flames. The guards ran for the doorway to escape the fire. Mainwaring followed them and slammed the door shut, turning the lock and trapping me in there.

I choked for a moment, but knew that relief was here. I released the ball of light and erupted. Bigger and more powerful than ever, I snapped the handcuffs and manacles off my legs. I leaped at the door without a second’s hesitation. It flew off its hinges and high into the yard.


I stood in the doorway and howled with a rage that shook the ground beneath me. Werewolves were pouring into the yard. Dimitri and Nat were there either side of Antonia. Julian appeared on top of the back wall of the yard, leaped down onto two guards, slicing through their necks with expert ease. Mainwaring pointed his pistol at Julian. I knocked him to the ground but, before I could kill him, a blast hit my side, forcing me over. One of the troops had fired his machine gun. The bullets stung furiously but the pain passed. In a few seconds I was up again and Mainwaring was back on his feet. A werewolf pounced on him. Mainwaring fired his pistol right into his chest. For a second the beast continued on but then the silver took effect and he dropped to the ground.

Nat stood, looking at the body, ignoring the battle around her. The glass in the upstairs window of the farmhouse exploded as bullets fired out. The machine gun spray flashed back and forth across her body. Bullet after bullet pounded into her flesh and she howled with pain. I smelled her blood and sensed the stinging pain of the bullets. Roaring with anger, Dimitri jumped onto the drainpipe, climbed up the wall, smashed a paw into the window and pulled the gunman out with one movement. As the guard flew to the ground, another wolf leaped onto him and bit through his neck. Dimitri pounced down from the window to Nat. The spray of bullets had almost proved too much, but the wounds healed over and she managed to get to her feet.

Mainwaring and the remaining troops seized the moment and retreated through the house to their vehicles. The wolves smashed through the building after them. Antonia jumped through the window of the laundry. A second later, the Wanderer came flying out. She’d tossed it aside to get to a soldier hiding behind it. A body came flying out, followed by a head. It rolled to the ground at Nat’s feet. I could sense her desire to bite, but instead she gripped the hair in her teeth and tossed it into the burning barn.

I smashed through the kitchen window, not even bothering with the open doorway. The glass sliced my sides, causing irritation but nothing more. I charged through the house in time to see Julian hurl himself through the living-room window. Mainwaring had escaped into the four-wheel drive. Not waiting for the two soldiers behind him, he locked the doors and sped off. Julian howled with frustration. Gone was the controlled superior being: in his place was the furious widower, desperate for revenge.

The troops ran for the back of the armoured truck, firing wildly in any direction in the hope of delaying the oncoming pack of death. The driver shivered in his seat, shaking too much to insert the ignition key. Livia was on the bonnet, enjoying every waft of fear as she clicked her claws on the windscreen. Then, bored with her game, she sliced through the glass like a diamond cutter and pulled her victim through the hole. Next she jumped onto the top of the truck, pawed her way to the rear entry, slicing through the roof with every step, driving the terrified inhabitants out of the back into the oncoming tide of teeth, claws and fury.

Julian seemed frustrated by the sight of Mainwaring’s car racing around the curved road that led back to the main road. I barked as I ran past him and charged directly across the field, flashing faster than I’d ever run before. Fired into action, Julian took off after me but was no match for my speed.

Tearing over the grass in a straight line and feeling the moon powering me forwards I was seconds from meeting the car at the bend in the road. I could see it through the hedge. I jumped, soaring over the hedge. Mainwaring swerved and I missed, landing on the road behind him. Determined not to give up, I pushed myself even harder, gaining on the car. I picked up speed, jumped with my back legs and landed, digging my claws into the metal roof to keep myself from falling off as Mainwaring swerved to the left and right trying to dislodge me. The force of his manoeuvres swung me round; I scrabbled to keep hold and slipped onto the front bonnet of the car as he turned, slammed the car through the hedge and came to a stop in the field. Mainwaring’s head hit the steering wheel; I smelled his blood. For a second all I could think about was tearing through his body. I smashed through the front windscreen, swiping furiously at him as he opened the door and pushed himself out. He staggered to his feet and turned to face me, as I stood on the bonnet of the car, howling, ready to pounce.

He squealed his meaningless human noise as he raised his gun. I didn’t care; all I wanted was his flesh in my mouth.

The gun was shaking. He was losing control, struggling to stay upright. I smelled his fear and savoured its delicious aroma.

I pounced and the gun fired. I felt an instant of fury as I slammed into a wall of fur, instead of my victim. Julian had jumped from the side, knocking Mainwaring to the ground. I barked my anger at having my kill interrupted, but Julian didn’t respond. Mainwaring pulled himself out from under the massive body and began to stagger off, lurching from left to right. He was mine — he was still mine. I howled, took a couple of steps and turned to see if Julian was chasing him too. He wasn’t. He lay on the ground, his huge chest moving up and down. I smelled his blood, tinged with silver, gushing from his thigh. His body tried to heal the bullet wound but every time the flesh grew over it, it fell back again. I leaned in to lick it. His blood tasted bitterly metallic. The silver bullet was poisoning him.

Mainwaring was getting away, staggering across the field. I could catch him easily but Julian needed help.

I growled as gently as I could, warning of the pain to come before biting deep into his thigh. My teeth jarred on the bullet. It sent spasms through my head. Pulling back I spat out a mouthful of flesh — and the poisonous sphere.

The wound festered but the bleeding stopped. Julian tried to stand but the pain was too much and he fell to the ground. I nudged his stomach with my nose, pushing myself under him. He had enough strength to raise himself so I could lift him onto my back and carry him back to the farmhouse.
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With the battle over, the Patricians had transformed back into humans, helped themselves to our clothes and begun the clear-up.

Antonia was at the front door as I approached. She recognised her father and instantly her screams pierced my ears, grating on my heightened senses, as she ran towards me. I lowered Julian onto the ground. Livia joined Antonia in looking at the wound. She was squealing into one of our phones. They looked so human, so tempting. I could feel my bloodlust raging. In the whole fight I hadn’t made a kill. I ran into the night to find some animal prey.

When I returned I was in human form again. Antonia and Livia were still crouching over her father’s wolf body.

‘He was shot. Silver,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know what to do, so I bit the bullet out.’

‘That’s something,’ Livia said, ‘but the poison works fast.’

‘Thank you.’ Antonia ran up and threw her arms around me. She felt wonderful but I could take little joy from it.

‘Antonia,’ said Livia sharply. ‘You could at least wait until he’s clothed.’


After dressing I checked on Dimitri and Nat. Despite the noise of the Patricians in our home they were curled up asleep on the kitchen floor, in their wolf form. I gently turned Nat’s body over. There were no signs of the bullets she’d been sprayed with.

‘She will have to have the bullets removed,’ Livia said from behind me, ‘but she will be fine.’

‘And who’s going to do that?’ I asked.

Livia carefully brushed broken glass from the edge of the kitchen table and leaned against it.

‘This is quite a mess. I suppose there’s no option but to bring you to the Palatine.’

‘I’m not leaving without Dimitri and Nat,’ I said.

‘One of our physicians will be able to remove the female’s bullets,’ she said.

‘Her name is Nat,’ I said, exhausted but determined.

‘Her name isn’t important.’

I glowered at her.

‘Very well. Nat. Her name is Nat. You’re a very stubborn man,’ she complained. ‘And frankly I don’t know who is the more stupid, you or Julian.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘We’ve known you were here since you came blundering around the forest during winter, tossing your scent everywhere, annoying the local farmers with your sheep-killing antics.’

‘Oh.’

‘You broke an agreement that has been in place for centuries. You may as well have sent up a flare for Mainwaring to find. Julian saw it as an opportunity. He thought if Mainwaring came to eradicate the three of you, we could finally move against him.’


‘So we were just bait?’ I said.

‘Not for me,’ Livia said. ‘I voted to let Mainwaring take the three of you and leave us alone. It was far too risky attacking him this close to the Palatine. Now we have no choice but to take you there. Our extraction team will remove all the dead and their vehicles. We’ll leave three bodies in the farmhouse and set fire to it. The authorities will assume they are you three. I suspect the local police have barely even heard of DNA, let alone testing for it. You’ll have to leave most of your belongings here. I’d say bring a few clothes, but we seem to be wearing them all for you. That girl has appalling taste.’

‘There’s no need to act so superior.’

She looked shocked that I would dare speak to her like that.

‘I met my brother. You screwed him up good and proper so don’t act like you’re so much better than we are.’

‘Mistakes happen.’

‘Mistakes?’ I tried to vent my fury but I was too tired to argue.

‘Aunt Livia.’ Antonia appeared in the doorway with tears in her eyes. ‘Our extraction team’s here, but I don’t think Father’s going to make it.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Livia. ‘You better leave for the Palatine immediately. Romulus, travel with Antonia and her father. And I suppose you better take your two friends with you. We’ll stage everything else. Do we know what happened to Mainwaring?’

‘He got away,’ I reported.

‘So it was all for nothing.’ Livia sighed.


We carried Julian, Dimitri and Nat out into one of the vans that had arrived from the Palatine.

‘Are you bringing anything with you?’ Antonia asked me. I looked up at the farmhouse. Another happy home torn apart.

‘No,’ I said. ‘We’re used to moving on.’

I climbed into the back of the van. As the door was closing, I suddenly remembered the one thing I did have to take. ‘Wait.’ I got out and ran as fast as my aching body would allow up to my room for the photo of my mother.

The van set off for the Palatine. If I hadn’t been so tired I would have watched out of the window to see where it actually was but I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I fell asleep with my head in Antonia’s lap.

When I awoke, Dimitri and Nat were still asleep but in human form. I felt a drop of water on my cheek. Looking up, I saw Antonia was crying. One hand was resting on my head, the other on her father’s body.

‘He’ll be OK,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘He’s dead.’

 

Julian’s funeral took place a few days later. He, Livia and Antonia belonged to one of the wealthiest families in the Palatine. His body was displayed for several days at his home; all the Patricians came to pay their respects. At the end of the display, his body was carried out in procession, placed on a pyre and cremated. There was a special reverence paid to werewolves who died in their wolf form — soldiers lost in battle.


As I watched the flames, I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel. Julian had saved my life twice — first from my leukodystrophy and then during the fight with Mainwaring — but he’d almost killed me both times too. He had known that Mainwaring would come after us and allowed it to happen so they could attack his wife’s murderer.

‘May Lupus guide him through the underworld,’ the Consul of the Senate declared as the flames consumed the body.

‘May Lupus guide him,’ everyone repeated.

Nat, Dimitri and I stood at the back and mumbled along with the incantations. We felt strange — intruders in a foreign world. The Patricians wore togas for the funeral. As Plebs we were given tunics to wear instead. I could see how togas made sense for werewolves. Wearing one large piece of cloth draped over you meant you could transform into a wolf and your clothes would fall off without bursting at the seams.

‘We’re not completely lost in the past,’ Antonia explained to me. ‘We only wear togas for formal occasions. Father loved his suits.’

‘He was an excellent dresser,’ Dimitri agreed.

After the funeral, our future at the Palatine had to be approved by the Senate. As his only living heir, Antonia was allowed to take Julian’s place there until a new senator was appointed.

Nat, Dimitri and I waited in Julian’s villa to hear our fate. Inside the front door there was an open courtyard. A fountain rose in the middle of the space, with a statue of two babies suckling on a she-wolf. It was strangely calm, sitting by the fountain, listening to water tinkling. It was hard to resist the peace and sunshine of the wolves’ secret home.

Nat and Dimitri told me what had happened to them in the forest before the attack. After my call they’d gone to hide behind the treeline, keeping close enough to see what was happening at the farmhouse. When they saw I’d been captured, they’d realised their best chance of helping me was in wolf form. Dimitri had also tried baying across the valley in the direction of the Patricians in the hope of reinforcements. There was no need; Julian and his pack were already in the forest, waiting to attack.

‘Do we really want to stay here?’ Nat asked. ‘They’re complete snobs as humans — and did you see the way they attacked as wolves?’

She was right. They had relished the battle. It was as if they’d been starved of proper exercise for years.

‘We have to stay so you can have your bullets removed,’ I reminded her.

‘I get a twinge every now and again but otherwise I’m fine. They’ll work their way out.’

Dimitri shook his head.

‘Nat, you’ve got to have them removed,’ I said.

‘But after that, we can find another farmhouse,’ she said. ‘I don’t like it here. We don’t want to become like them.’

In the battle, we were the only ones who had not killed anyone.

‘It wasn’t easy,’ she said. ‘They had all the fun.’

Dimitri glanced at me, knowing how tempted Nat would have been. ‘Maybe we need their help to control ourselves,’ he said.


‘Stefan and Amanda probably spent that night in a room with a rabbit,’ said Nat. ‘They’re fine. They don’t need any Patricians.’

‘And Jake?’ I asked.

Nat splashed the water in the fountain. ‘That funeral gave me the creeps, all that Lupus stuff.’

‘I thought it was beautiful,’ Dimitri said.

‘Yeah?’ she argued. ‘Wait till you’ve seen what religion can really do.’

‘I want to give them a chance,’ said Dimitri. ‘I want a home, a real one with lots of people, where we do not have to hide our true selves.’

‘What do you want, Romy?’ Nat asked me.

‘I dunno.’ I shrugged.

‘Yes, you do, Romy,’ Dimitri said. ‘Tell us.’

I felt selfish. I wanted it all. I wanted to be with Antonia and my friends.

‘I want to stay. I want us all to stay.’

 

When Livia and Antonia returned from the Senate, they didn’t tell us much about the debate. From what Antonia had told me previously I knew it would not have been an easy vote. In the end, our role in the attack on Mainwaring, even if he had escaped, was considered important. Julian’s wish that I be allowed to join their community had also weighed in our favour.

‘You will all have to work,’ Livia announced. ‘Jobs fitting your station will be allocated to you.’

‘Fitting our station?’ Nat didn’t like the sound of it.

‘Really, now isn’t the time,’ Livia said. ‘They will be arranged.’


We were to stay in what was now Antonia’s house under Livia’s supervision until permanent housing could be found.

‘Now I’ve things to do.’ Livia left the four of us alone. ‘Antonia, show our guests around.’

Antonia and Livia lived on the hillside north of the Forum. It was where the most senior Patrician families lived. The villas were beautiful with pristine gardens and fountains. Around the Forum were shops, restaurants, bars, a library, everything that you would expect in a small town. The Senate building was there too.

‘And everyone who lives here is a werewolf?’ Nat asked.

Antonia nodded. ‘Not all born Patricians.’

‘Of course,’ said Nat. ‘Somebody has to do the work.’

‘Nat, play nice,’ I said.

As we passed onto the other side of the Forum the houses looked less impressive and there were several large factory-type buildings.

‘What’s that smell?’ I asked.

‘That’s the tanning factory,’ Antonia said. ‘We produce some of the finest leather in Italy. If you’ve worn any of the leading brands, you’ve probably worn our products.’

‘Where do you get your skins?’ Nat asked.

‘From our abattoir,’ Antonia said, quite matter-of-factly.

‘Abattoir?’ Dimitri asked, stunned.

‘Of course.’ Antonia laughed. We looked puzzled. ‘By Lupus,’ she said. ‘What have you all been doing on a full moon?’


‘Killing animals.’

‘Exactly. A couple of centuries ago we decided to put our natural inclinations to good use. We slaughter farm animals, once a month, process the meat and distribute it to wholesale butchers. The hides are used to make leather.’

‘You’re telling us half of Italy eats meat killed by werewolves?’ I asked.

‘Not just Italy. We export all over Europe. Our processes result in very flavoursome meat.’

‘It is brilliant,’ said Dimitri.

‘Oh my god!’ Nat said and burst out laughing.

‘You’re going to have to learn to say “By Lupus”,’ Antonia said.

We walked back to the Forum.

‘Come, Nat,’ Dimitri said. ‘Let us explore a little. Leave these two alone.’

Nat looked at me and glanced down. Without even realising it Antonia and I were holding hands.

‘Yeah, they’re making me feel a bit queasy,’ she said.

 

Antonia and I walked around on our own. We didn’t talk for a while until I finally broke the silence. There was so much I didn’t understand and I still had some apologising to do.

‘If you have your community here and your tanning factory and abattoir, why the visits to the Wandlung Clinic?’

‘My father believed that we need new blood. That maybe created werewolves, if trained properly from the very start, could become quite civilised. At some point, born werewolves would have to marry beyond the Patricians. He saw the clinic as an opportunity to extend our choices for potential partners in years to come. That’s why he was so interested in you. You’re exactly the sort of werewolf he hoped to create. He did want to help young people with diseases too.’

‘But he nearly let me die.’

‘He had this belief in the moment of truth,’ she said. ‘That only at the point between being wounded and being treated does anyone really know if they want to become a werewolf. He didn’t believe it was something that should be done lightly.’

‘And if I hadn’t said yes?’

‘He’d have let you die.’ She paused and closed her eyes for a moment. I knew what she was going through.

‘My dad … spent his life trying to cure me. He …’ I stammered, tears welling up in my eyes. We stood for a moment, holding hands, thinking of our fathers. She raised my hand to her lips and kissed it gently.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she whispered.

‘But it was me …’

She nodded, looking me in the eye, sharing my grief.

‘And not you,’ I said after a moment. She smiled.

‘I spent days wondering why you’d behaved that way when we left the clinic. When I told my father what you’d said, he guessed you thought it was one of us. He said it was probably better that you believed that.’

‘Part of me knew it wasn’t. I had the proof on a data stick for weeks but I couldn’t look at it.’

We both sniffed, our tears causing runny noses.


‘Look at us,’ Antonia said. ‘Weeping wolves.’

I smiled through my tears. ‘Julian said there was something here I should see.’ I needed to change the subject.

Antonia nodded. ‘I think I know what he meant.’

She took me to the library. It was a large building with a sweeping staircase. I watched as she walked up the stairs, remembering my first sight of her. Halfway up, she stopped in front of a painting. It was over two hundred years old: a family portrait of a man, his wife and their children, a small boy and a girl in her early twenties. The parents and the boy were all looking to the left, as if their attention had been caught by something, but the girl was looking straight at the painter. She had a dreamy, almost pained smile.

‘Who is she?’ I asked.

‘They’re not my ancestors, but my father wondered if they were yours.’

The girl staring out was comfortingly familiar. She had the same look as my mother — the same expression on her face — even her hair looked the same.

‘We can talk to the head librarian,’ Antonia said. ‘He’ll have all the family trees and records. Perhaps one of their descendants left the Palatine. It does happen. Shall we find him?’

As I stared at the painting my mind reeled: maybe my lopsided family tree might gain some balance. Then the image of Dad, Maria, Katie and Jake sitting round a chocolate cake at our table came into my mind. The only family I’d really known. I hadn’t even begun to process how it had been torn apart.

‘No,’ I said softly. My werewolf state might have healed flesh wounds with remarkable speed but it didn’t speed the healing of emotional ones. My life, my disease-free life, was full of new possibilities, new friends, a new community. Now this picture offered the prospect of a new history too. But right then, I couldn’t escape thoughts of what I’d lost. This was supposed to distract me, but nothing could. My grief for my family would not be controlled, like the balls of light I’d spent so long practising on. It was time to release it, experience it. Time to mourn.

‘I can’t tell you what to think,’ she continued, ‘but maybe you were always meant to come here, to stand here and see that painting.’

I didn’t respond, too stuck in my recent past to venture into the ancient future the painting offered. I walked down the stairs, away.

‘Don’t you believe in destiny?’ Antonia stood still and asked.

‘No,’ I said firmly. I’d been through so many destinies; my fate was like a kaleidoscope that changed every time I moved. ‘I need to get out.’ The sun was shining over the Forum and there was only one thing to do.

I jumped down the last step from the library, hit the street and took off, faster and faster, heading for the nearest trees. I ran to clear my mind. I ran for grief. I ran for joy. I ran for my father. I ran for Maria and Katie. I ran for Jake, for Antonia, Dimitri and Nat, even for Julian. I ran for them all but most of all I ran for me. With every step and every breath and every heartbeat one thing became more certain — I might be running but I wasn’t running away. I’d never run away again.








Acknowledgements

A big howling thank you goes to Belinda Bolliger, who first encouraged me to unleash my inner beast, to Tegan Morrison, Chren Byng, Kate O’Donnell, Michelle Madden and everyone at ABC Books and HarperCollins who helped refine the beast and to Darren Holt who made the beast look so great on the cover. Thank you to Andy Coulter and Marie-Laure Bouchet, who had to put up with a beast during the book’s creation.









Copyright






	[image: image]
	The ABC ‘Wave’ device is a trademark of the
 Australian Broadcasting Corporation and is used
 under licence by HarperCollinsPublishers Australia.











First published in Australia in 2012
 This edition published in 2012
 by HarperCollinsPublishers Australia Pty Limited
 ABN 36 009 913 517 
harpercollins.com.au

Copyright © Matt Boyd 2012

The right of Matt Boyd to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright Amendment (Moral Rights) Act 2000.

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced, copied, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, recorded, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

HarperCollinsPublishers
 Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street, Sydney NSW 2000, Australia
 31 View Road, Glenfield, Auckland 0627, New Zealand
 A 53, Sector 57, Noida, UP, India
 77–85 Fulham Palace Road, London W6 8JB, United Kingdom
 2 Bloor Street East, 20th floor, Toronto, Ontario M4W 1A8, Canada
 10 East 53rd Street, New York NY 10022, USA

National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry:


Boyd, Matt.

I, wolf / Matt Boyd.

ISBN: 978 0 7333 2976 0 (pbk.)

ISBN: 978 0 7304 9704 2 (epub)

For young adults.

Werewolves–Juvenile fiction.

Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

A823.4


Cover design by Darren Holt, HarperCollins Design Studio
Cover photography by Larry Rostant
All other images by shutterstock.com



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/co.jpg
RO
@

3





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
-

-\ ==TarT s0yp @





