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Chapter One
Kiera

 

Jack Seth looked across the room as if I had somehow managed to break free of my chains and had slapped him across his emaciated face.

His eyes burnt fiercely in their sunken sockets.

His face looked skull-like, glaring back at me in the fading light which spilt through the window.

My father sat forward in his chair, opposite me, and he groaned in pain. Blood seeped from the gashes Jack had opened in his belly. A black patch of congealed blood covered the front of my father’s boxer shorts.

The mere sight and smell of the blood made my stomach leap and the back of my throat burn. I wanted some of it – needed some of it. I couldn’t touch a drop, though, however bad things got for me. However intense the pain, however much Jack would surely taunt me with my father’s flesh, I wouldn’t have the slightest taste of it. Not just because the strips of flesh had been sliced from my father, but because I knew if I were going to save him and Potter, I would have to become a statue. I would have to turn to stone.

“What did you say?” Jack asked, coming towards me, blood dripping from his fingers.

“Who are  you to make me choose between my father and Potter?” I said. “You don’t have the right to make me choose between them! Who are you, anyway? Some perverted serial killer?”

Seth stood before me, wiping my father’s blood from his fingers and onto the front of his jeans. I watched the sticky trails form on his thighs and my stomach knotted. Then, dragging one hooked finger down the length of my cheek, he whispered, “We’re more alike than you think, Kiera Hudson.”

Turning my head away, I said, “You disgust me, I am nothing like you,” but it was myself I was disgusted with. I could smell the blood on his fingers and I just wanted to lick them clean. I twisted my stiffening wrists against the chains that held me.

“You are a monster, just like me,” Jack breathed into my face, his breath hot and smelling of my father’s flesh. His eyes flashed in their sockets like a torch, and I looked away. I didn’t want to look into his eyes. I feared what I might see in them. Instead I looked down at the floor. I looked for what I had seen – what it was which told me I could save Potter and my father.

“I’m not a monster,” I whispered, letting my hair fall over my face, so he couldn’t see what it was I looking at, just in case he figured it out, too.

“We are both monsters – freaks – the stuff of nightmares,” he whispered, his wrinkled cheek now brushing against my face. “Did you choose to be a half-breed, Kiera?” he continued.

“No,” I whispered back, as my father stirred on the other side of the room, fading in and out of consciousness.

“Did you fight the changes in you when they came?” he said, brushing my hair aside so I had to look into his eyes.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Did you feel repulsed when you realised there was something inside of you?” he said softly, now almost caring. “Something inside of you that wasn’t natural?”

I thought of how I felt when I first saw those x-ray images Doctor Ravenwood had shown me at Hallowed Manor. I couldn’t forget how sick I felt at the sight of those wings wrapped around my ribcage. I shuddered against Jack as I remembered.

“Terrifying to discover a monster lives inside of you, isn’t it?” Jack said, looking into my eyes. “Enough to drive you insane?”

“Yes,” I murmured, remembering how repulsed I was at the sight of those little black claws at the tips of each of my wings. How just the sight of them had once made me want to gag and vomit.

“But you’re not sickened by that monster anymore, are you, Kiera?” he whispered in my ear. “You’ve accepted it. You like it.”

“I tried to fight it,” I whispered back. “I really did.”

“So did I,” Jack said back. “But I had a choice, just like you did. But both of us gave into the monster living inside of us.”

“I’m not a killer,” I hissed into his ear.

“Oh but you are,” he said softly. “You’re not the Kiera Hudson who walked into that police station back in the Ragged Cove. You weren’t a killer then. But the monster was lurking within you, just waiting to be let out.”

“But you’ve always been a monster,” I said, my skin slowly turning cooler as it started to stiffen and crack.

“Have I always been a monster, Kiera?”

he said, leaning back from me now, so he could look at me. “No I haven’t.” His face was drawn and pale in the last of the daylight drifting in through the dirty window. Seth stood up straight, towering over me. He went to the corner of the room and dragged a chair from the shadows. Its back legs dragged across the rough wooden floorboards, sounding like canon fire. He placed the chair before me and sat down.

“Both of us have monsters living inside of us, Kiera,” he said. “But what matters is what or who released them.”

With the wind and the snow battering against the window, Jack placed his long, bony hands on his knees. The light in his eyes faded like the last of the daylight from outside, throwing the room into a shadowy gloom. He didn’t speak, a long silence stretching out before us. Then as if he had at last gathered his thoughts, he started to speak in a low, soft sounding voice.

“My father left for work that night as usual. He couldn’t have known that when he returned, we’d all be gone…







Chapter Two
Jack

 

…My mother closed the shutter behind him, came into the main chamber of our cave, and buzzed with a nervousness I hadn’t seen before.

Her behaviour created an excitable current around us. We were all wearing our nightclothes and were ready for bed. Both my sisters were older than me. Lorre was fourteen years old, Kara eleven, my brother Rik just four, and I was eight.

Something was wrong.

I felt as if a pair of ice-cold hands had taken hold of my intestines and begun to strangle them. Looking to Lorre for any clue as to what was going on, I noticed Rik sitting beside me and prodding at a hole which had appeared in the neck of his toy badger. Kara sat opposite me, her knees drawn up beneath her nightdress. Lorre perched on the edge of her rocking chair and tipped back and forth, the tips of her toes brushing the cold stone floor. She hadn’t taken her eyes off our mother. She seemed to be anxiously waiting for some sort of a sign, a signal, which would mean something only to them.

The fire hissed and spat in the grate, sending up thick tendrils of smoke into the vents.

Mother went to the front shutter again and peered out down the narrow stone pathway set between the hundreds of caves, spread like a vast shanty town behind the Fountain of Souls. She snapped the shutter closed. Turning on her heels and clapping her hands together, she stared at us, her dark brown eyes now suddenly flashing yellow.

Speaking to my sisters, she said, “You don’t have long! Work fast!”

Lorre and Kara sprang out of their stupor and shot into action, the sound of their feet rumbling like fretful horses as they charged through the corridors which connected the rooms within our cave. I got the feeling this had all been planned, rehearsed, and was now being executed like some military exercise. From the other end of the passageways, I could hear the sounds of drawers and cupboards being dragged open.

Mother clapped her hands together again and my brother looked up, dark eyes wide and his mouth open. “Come on, hurry up! You’ve got to be quick!” she told us. “We’re going on an adventure!”

I remember not having a fucking clue as to what was going on.

My sisters appeared, dragging sacks behind them. For the next twenty minutes or so, the cave became a hive of frenetic activity as my mother and sisters darted from room to room, pulling out clothes, coats, shoes, and other personal belongings, throwing them into rough, woven sacks and bags. A ball of clothes landed at my feet.

“Put on as many clothes as possible,”

Mother ordered.

I managed to pull three pairs of trousers over my skinny legs and about four knitted jumpers over my head. Turning, I helped my younger brother drag T-shirts and tops over his sandy hair, screwing up his eyes and nose as I tugged them over his face.

There was a knock on the shutter and the cave fell into silence. We all froze and turned to look at our mother. I felt as if I was going to puke.

That icy hand had left my stomach and its fingers were now clawing at the back of my throat. I didn’t even know why I felt so fucking scared.

But I knew something out of the ordinary was unfolding around me.

Mother tiptoed across the room to a hole in the wall which served as a window. Peeling back the edge of the cloth that covered it, she peered through the gap she had created. I studied my mother’s face, which was framed with a mop of black hair. The look of relief followed by excitement crept across her face. She came away from the window and went to the shutter. I could hear muffled voices in the passageway. A woman I had not seen before followed my mother into the room. This stranger smiled at my sisters and said, “Hello again, girls.”

“Hi,” replied Lorre. I guessed that they had met before. She then turned her attention to Rik and me.

“How you doing?” she said. The woman was tall, had very pale skin, and blood-red lips.

She was very beautiful.

“Hello,” I replied, feeling uncomfortable. I was always unsure of myself around strangers, never too confident. We lived on the outskirts of an impoverished settlement and visitors didn’t come too often to our home, if ever. Rik waved and smiled.

“This is Ronnie,” my mother informed us.

“We are going to be staying with her for a while.”

I believe this explanation was given purely for my brother and me, as I guessed my sisters already understood the plot. “We won’t be coming back here, so you better grab some of your toys and be quick about it.”

Yes, I had toys, not many. My father would bring some home on rare occasions from the human world on the other side of the forest or he would make them. I had been to that world a few times before. We had schools like them, places to buy food, and medicine men that we saw when we were sick. Just like humans, we celebrated birthdays, we’d heard of Christmas, but we had our own winter festival which was named Candlemas. The caves would be lit with candles for as far as you could see in each direction, making the world behind the fountain look as if it were ablaze. On the night the candles were lit, we would exchange gifts. With Candlemas only just over, there were some new toys I had been given.

Asking me to pick just a couple was impossible.

How do you expect an eight-year-old kid to choose between his toys, for fuck’s sake? It would be like asking a mother to choose between her children.

“C’mon, hurry up!” My mother’s command dragged me from my daze and I stared at her.

“If you don’t hurry up, then I will choose for you!” Her impatience filled the cave.

I scrambled around, grabbing a handful of toy cars and tiny soldiers, which I clutched to my chest. Throwing them into a bag that Lorre had handed to me, I dashed for my toy bear that sat grinning at me from the chair. I held the soft toy close and sniffed his ear. It was a familiar smell in a world that was changing fast.

Ronnie and my mother scooped up the sacks and carried them from the cave. I didn’t really understand the severity of what was happening. The thought of never seeing my toys again, my bedroom, my home and everything else that seemed familiar, was too unreal for me to comprehend. It was a game, a scary game that made me feel sick with tension. Of course I was going to see all of this again, I had to, my Dad lived here, and this was home.

The last of the bags were dragged from the stone hallway and our mother ushered us into the passageways running between the other caves. The caves were cold in the winter and even with all the added layers of clothes, I still shivered and pulled my coat tight around me.

Huddled together, and the bags trailing in the dirt behind us, we followed my mother and the woman named Ronnie through the stone passageways, passing the closed shutters of the caves on either side of us, until we reached the path that led up to the mouth of the fountain. As we drew near, the sound of the blood-red water racing upwards sounded like thunder. Reaching the waterfall, my mother huddled us together into a small group, and ushered us around the edge of the water and out into the night.

There was a boat moored next to a small wooden jetty which stuck out from the side of the lake and into the crimson waters. Ronnie and my mother raced down the jetty and started to throw the bags containing our belongings onto the boat.

The black night was clear and star-shot, and the vast forest which surrounded the lake looked dark and menacing. My mother cast off the boat and Ronnie beckoned us towards her with a long, slender set of pale fingers. I climbed aboard and sat crammed between my brother and two sisters as the boat crept silently out across the water and into the night.







Chapter Three
Jack

 

On the other side of the vast red lake, we climbed from the boat and made our way through the forests, guided by the light of a pale moon.

Clear of the trees, we found a car, which had been left waiting for us. Just like they had before, my mother and Ronnie hurriedly stashed the bags into the boot. We climbed inside and continued our journey.

As the car drew to a standstill outside a large black iron gate, I realised I had been here before. During the build-up to Candlemas, my mother had brought us from our home in the caves to this very same place. Rik and I had been left in the grounds, which surrounded the big Victorian house, while my mother and sisters had gone inside. Afterwards, Mother had stressed to us the importance of keeping this trip a secret from my father.

“I will be really angry if you breathe so much as a word about this to him!” she informed us, her eyes bright, that yellow tinge creeping around her black pupils.

So here we were again, standing outside this big house which was hidden from the rest of the world behind high brick walls and a gate; only on this occasion, Rik and I were going inside.

Ronnie escorted us down a hallway, past a bare wooden staircase that vanished up into the dark. Further along the passage, we were led into a room at the rear of the house. I peered around and could see mattresses and bedding on the floor, and a set of bunk beds along one wall. We just stood there, our cheeks flushed scarlet from the cold, and looked at one another for what seemed the longest time. Ronnie and my mother disappeared from the room and returned with our belongings. On seeing my bag of toys, I snatched them up and held them tight. Ronnie looked down at me and winked.

“All right?” she asked.

Ronnie was about thirty years old I guessed. She had long, straight black hair which hung about her shoulders. Her face was so very pale, that I wondered if she wasn’t ill. She didn’t seem ill, but I had never seen such pale skin before.

I felt that ice-cold hand in the back of my throat again, but this time its fingers flicked hot bile into my mouth. I suddenly puked and Ronnie dashed from the room and reappeared with a bowl that she thrust into my hands. Clutching the bowl to my chest, I heaved. After a short time, mother handed me a tissue and asked if I was okay. I nodded slowly and Mother explained to Ronnie that it was all the upset that had caused me to be sick. Ronnie looked as if she understood and moved towards the door. As she was about to leave, my mother spoke, thanking her for all the help that she had given. Ronnie looked back at her as she slipped out of the room.

Without a great deal of talk, and no explanation as to what was going on, Mother got us ready for bed. I was in the top bunk and Rik was on the bottom. Lorre and Kara were in the makeshift beds on the floor with my mother. Once the light was out, I lay awake and tried to make sense of my new surroundings in the darkness. I listened to the sounds this house made during the night, as pipes expanded and the floorboards creaked. But none of these sounds were familiar here. They weren’t the sounds I had grown accustomed to over the last eight years of my life in my own bed at home, behind the fountains. I missed the distant sound of the waters crashing into the rocks like thunder. These new sounds were the sounds of monsters again, shape-changing and dancing in the dark. I used the bowl that Ronnie had handed to me several more times during that first night until my stomach was tight with cramps, and my throat was raw.

The next few days and weeks all seemed to roll into one as we familiarised ourselves with our new surroundings and the situation we now found ourselves in. On that first morning, I remember being woken by the sounds of my sisters getting dressed. I rolled over and looked down at them from my bunk. They were pulling clean clothes from the rubbish sacks and putting them on; gone was the order and normality of wardrobes and cupboards. I spied the rest of the room and looked for our mother amongst the blankets and bedding on the floor. Lorre must have read my searching eyes, as she informed me that Mum was already up and was talking to a lady about something. I noticed Kara had pulled her long, blonde hair into pigtails and I could see her pretty face was ashen. Swinging my legs over the side of the bunk, I dropped to the floor, waking Rik.

Our first morning in that house was fucking awful. I felt totally lost and bewildered. I think all of us felt the same, even Lorre and Kara, who had played such a large part in the previous night’s events. All of us appeared to have this perplexed expression pulled down over our faces.

As we were finishing getting dressed, our mother came into the room and closed the door behind her.

“I’ve spoken to a lady who’s going to sort you out some breakfast. She’s really nice, her name is Elaine.” Mother had a light and jovial tone to her voice, but I wonder if it hadn’t been put on for our benefit. She looked about the room and then at us.

“I’m sorry about this, but it just couldn’t be helped. There was nothing else I could have done. You have your father to thank for this.”

Over the next few years, I would grow very accustomed to that phrase.

“What is this place?” I asked her.

“Somewhere we can all be safe from the wolves,” she replied, as if I should have already known this. “Somewhere we can hide until the people here can find us someplace else to live.”

“But we are wolves, aren’t we?” I persisted. She ignored my question and continued.

“It’s going to be a nightmare for all of us for a while, but I promise it won’t be for long, only until I get things sorted out.”

Everything seemed to be coming at me all at once. I was still trying to absorb the drastic changes that had occurred in the previous twelve hours. I could feel my brain beginning to swell.

She came amongst us and huddled us altogether, as if we were having a halftime meeting, and whispered in an encouraging tone.

“If we all stick together and look out for one another, we’ll do just fine. If we do, your father won’t be able to hurt us anymore.”

Her last comment went off in my brain like a firecracker.

What did she mean, “Your father won’t be able to hurt us anymore. ”? I looked towards Lorre, then Kara, in the hope they could read my puzzled thoughts, but they had their heads tilted towards the floor.

Rik screwed up his face in a grimace. At the age of four, he probably had very little understanding of the situation. I was struggling to make sense of it.

Our mother took both our hands in hers and said, “You’re both going to be very brave.

You’ll understand what’s going on in time and realise it’s for the best.” She then pulled us all together for a team hug. I looked up at my mother, her dark eyes almost black, her thick lips pulled into a nervous smile as she looked back at me.

Linked hand in hand like a chain, my mother led us into a vast room at the front of the house. I immediately noticed the difference compared to my own home. The furniture was mismatched and old, resembling items that had been salvaged from a bin. Thick purple curtains hung at the bay windows and a worn green carpet covered the floor. I thought Lorre would feel at home, as I spied a rocking chair in one corner. Rik and I squeezed into a chair together, and to be close to him felt wonderful. Our arms and legs brushing together made me feel as if we were one. I felt less vulnerable sitting next to him like that. I noticed that he was still clutching badger and I suspected he hadn’t put him down since the night before. To my surprise, Lorre didn’t hijack the rocking chair, but had squeezed into a chair with Kara. The room must have had at least eight chairs in it, but the four of us had managed to cram ourselves into two.

A woman entered the room and our mother introduced us to her in turn, and then announced that this was Elaine.

“Elaine works here. It’s her job to make sure everything runs smoothly,” Mother explained.

Elaine, like the other lady, was tall, pretty, and very pale-looking. I wondered if either of them had ever seen sunlight. She was holding a plate of toast in her hands, which she offered to us. We all took a slice. My stomach still felt bruised from my vomiting the night before, but it still managed to perform tiny somersaults with hunger. The toast must have been prepared some time ago, because as I bit into it, it was cold and the thick layer of butter that was smeared across it had congealed into a yellow mess. Mouthful by tiny mouthful, I forced it down with a grateful smile.

Come my ninth birthday a few weeks later, I hadn’t seen, spoken to, or had any contact with my father. By now I was wondering if I ever wanted to again. During those first strained few weeks, my mother had been mindful at getting me by herself, either on visits into the local village or on chilly, stormy walks along the beach. On these occasions, mother had seized upon the moment to explain why she had taken us away from our father. I had never spent so long on the other side of the fountain before – in the human world – and I wondered if and when I would ever go back.

“Your father did some terrible things, Jack,” she said. “As you know, our race was cursed many hundreds of years ago by the Elders because of the unspeakable crimes our ancestors committed against women and children. Because of what they did, we  have been punished. We have a monster living within each of us – the wolf.

There are some of us who believe that we can have the curse lifted if we choose a different way of living – a peaceful existence, one without killing. I believed that your father felt the same at first. Then, he changed. The wolf inside of him took over. I discovered that he had started to kill.

He had been going beyond the fountain and the forests and murdering humans. I pled with him to stop, fearing he would bring the curse down upon all of us, or be caught for his crimes and bring death upon all of us. But he turned his anger on me and your sisters.”

I felt bewildered and shocked by what she had said. She went on to paint the darkest picture possible of my father, pulling at my senses and leaving me without doubt that he was some vile monster who should be loathed and hated for what he had put her and my sisters through.

“So is that why we have run away?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she nodded, looking down into my upturned face.

“But who are these people you have brought us to live with?”

“They are Vampyrus,” she said, just above a whisper.

I had heard of such creatures before. My father had spoken about them. “But don’t the Vampyrus hunt down and kill the wolves, mother?” I asked her.

“Only the bad wolves,” she half-smiled at me. “Only the killers.”

“Like my father?” I asked, my lips tasting salty from the sea air.

“That’s right,” she nodded, her thick, black hair blowing in the wind. “The Vampyrus were just days from catching up with him for his crimes. The Vampyrus are very much like us.

They have managed to fit into human life; they want to live above ground like we want to be free of the caves hidden behind the Fountain of Souls.

So the Vampyrus have small teams who track down the wolves – Lycanthrope – who continue to rape and murder the humans, and then they imprison them in The Hollows. They fear that if the Lycanthrope are left free to murder, it wouldn’t be long before the humans discover that wolves and Vampyrus are living secretly amongst them and they would become the hunted. The Vampyrus will help those Lycanthrope like us who don’t want to kill – who want the curse lifted.

They have offered us a safe place to stay until we are relocated to live peaceful lives without your father.”

“How long will it take, mother?” I asked her, not really liking the house she had taken us to live in. It wasn’t like home at all.

“Not long, Jack,” she whispered, taking me in her arms. Then, holding me close, she forbade me to ever discuss with my sisters what she had told me. According to her, they would feel ashamed and humiliated if they had any idea I knew my father had hurt them. Because of this, I grew to be repulsed by my father. Worse than that, I found myself becoming petrified of him and wishing never to see him again.

Knowingly or unknowingly, my mother was creating invisible but very real barriers between me and my sisters. I felt so much anguish for them but had no way of unleashing it. So I retreated, withdrew and studied them from afar, feeling guilty that I knew their dark secrets but had been muted in any attempt to offer them comfort. This really pissed me off, because Kara and I had once been close. When we were still living at home, we used to collect the petals that had fallen from the flowers that grew along the shores of the lake. Kara would wash out old glass bottles and I would line them up on the grass to dry out. We would then take the petals that we had collected and push them into the empty bottles and add water from the lake and take them back to the caves. Kara had more patience than me, she was quite happy to leave them for several days to stew. I however, would creep out into the yard, unscrew the tops and inhale the sweet smell.

“Jack, you shouldn’t open them yet.

They’re not ready!” she would scold me.

“I just can’t wait to start selling them!

We’ll be rich!” I told her.

It had been Kara’s idea to make a little stall in the passageways and sell our bottles of perfume to passersby. I knew deep down we wouldn’t sell any, as the area we lived in was poor. The people could barely afford to buy food, let alone perfume.

“Jack, if you don’t leave the perfume alone for another few days, we won’t sell any of them as they won’t have any smell.”

Reluctantly, I replaced the lids, but continued to check on them daily when Kara wasn’t around. Kara and I would spend those days waiting for the perfume to ripen, fantasizing about what we would spend our riches on once we had sold them all.

In fact, we made a grand total of ten pence. On the day that Kara felt sure our perfume was ready to hit the market, we placed a blanket on the ground just outside our front shutter. We waited for the rush of customers we had dreamt about, but they must have all been busy that day.

When we had given up all hope of selling any of our perfume, one solitary customer visited our stall. My dad appeared from around the side of the cave, picked up one of the bottles, and dabbed a little of it behind his ears and onto each wrist.

“This smells wonderful!” he told us. “I think I will have a couple of bottles, please.” Kara put two bottles of our perfume into a paper bag and handed them to him.

“How much do I owe you?” he asked.

“They are five pence each,” she informed him.

“A bargain,” he said, handing her the money.

Once he had gone back into the cave, Kara gave me one of the five pence pieces he had given her, and we shut up stall. We then skipped hand in hand down the narrow passageways to the market where we bought ourselves a bag of penny sweets.

Although I was close to Kara, Lorre and I hadn’t been so close. I don’t know if this was due to the age gap between us, but she tended to be a bit of a bitch.

Although I had always been tall for my age, I was still too short in height to be able to open the kitchen shutter back home, so when I was in need of a drink, I was often reliant on my big sister, Lorre, to get one for me. Even if I had managed to get into the kitchen, I couldn’t reach the water pump, let alone crank the handle. Lorre would hoist me up onto her shoulders and carry me towards the kitchen. Just as the kitchen shutter came within my reach, she would pull away before I had managed to get the shutter open.

“Lorre, stop it!” I would moan. She would then head back towards the kitchen, with me bobbing around on her shoulders. Again, just as we reached the kitchen she would turn away.

“Lorre, please! I’m thirsty!”

“It’s not Thursday!” she would say. “It’s Monday!”

This little game of hers would go on and on, until I was so frustrated, I would cry. She would then pour some water into a bowl and tell me to lick it up like a wolf. Panting with thirst, I would get onto all fours, and lap the water out of the bowl like a dog. I don’t know if she did this to be cruel, or that little bit of the wolf inside got the better of her, but she always just took it too far. So I grew up just a little wary of her as a child and so never had the closeness that Kara and I so often shared.

Therefore, because of the love that I had for my sisters, and hearing the stories of what my father had done, I began expressing hatred for my father in front of them. I would exaggerate any chastisement that my father had ever given me, to justify my newfound hate for him and to be like them.







Chapter Four
Kiera

 

Jack got up from his seat and went to the window. He stood with his back to me. I looked across the room at my father. He sat forward, like a black shadow. He didn’t move. He was either asleep, unconscious, or…no, I wouldn’t let myself think that. I looked quickly at Jack who still had his back to me, as he looked thoughtfully out of the window at the snow which continued to fall.

I stole a quick glance down at the floor and at the tiny pile of dust. It had grown a little, but not much. The skin across my face had now begun to tighten. It felt as if I was wearing one of those face packs. Instead of feeling hot, my skin felt stone-cold. I didn’t know how much longer Jack was prepared to carry on talking for. I hoped a little longer. Not just because I needed more time to become a statue, but because I was surprised by what he was telling me. It was like he was giving his confession somehow – unburdening his soul. As I sat and listened, I found it hard to picture him as a boy. He must have been one once, right? We had all been children. To look at him standing before the window, the reflection of his hideously gaunt face reflected back in the glass, I found it almost impossible to picture him sitting on his mother’s lap as an eight-year-old as she told him that his father was a killer. How would any eight-year-old deal with something like that? I wondered. I had found it difficult enough reconciling the fact my mother was a Vampyrus and a killer, and I had been much older than eight when I had to confront that truth. What must that have done to him?

I pushed those thoughts away – right out of my head. I knew I mustn’t be drawn into Jack’s story. I had to focus, stay calm, so I was ready to save my father and Potter when the time came. Jack might have been an eight-year-old boy once, but not anymore. He had become a twisted and brutal killer. I stared again across the dimly-lit room at my father to remind myself of that fact.

Jack stepped away from the window. With his back to me, he went across the room to my father.

Taking a handful of his hair in his fist, Jack yanked back my father’s head.

“Still alive,” he said, over his shoulder at me. Then he added, with a wry smile, “Can I tempt you with something to eat?”

I looked away, back at the pile of dust on the floor beneath my chair. Jack let go of my father’s head, and I heard an audible crack as his chin slammed into his chest. My father groaned in pain.

“Whoops,” Jack said, wincing at the sound.

Knowing I had to entice Jack away from my father before he peeled any more flesh from him, I said, “How did you deal with that anger, Jack?”

He looked at me, a little bemused, his head to one side.

“How did you feel knowing that your father had hurt your sisters real bad, but you couldn’t do anything to help them?”

“Helpless,” he said, with a smile. “Just how you feel now, knowing that you can’t help the ones you love.”

I glanced at my father, then back at Seth.

“It made you feel angry, didn’t it? Did it rattle the monster’s cage inside of you?”

“Just like yours is rattling now,” he said, taking his seat in front of me again.

“What else did your mother tell you?” I asked, wanting him to get back to his story, to take his mind off the room, and what I was planning.

“She told me a lot more,” he smiled, but it wasn’t a sneer or a happy smile – it was a grimace, like he had just tasted something really bad.

“What did she tell you?” I asked him, slowly turning my wrists in their chains fastened behind me.

With the light fading in his eyes again, like he was slipping into some kind of dream, Jack said, “It was a weekday, and I hadn’t attended school for some time, not since the night we had fled my father…







Chapter Five
Jack

 

…Mother said it was too dangerous to attend the local school, as my father would be lying in wait to steal us away from her. On this particular day, she had left Lorre in charge of Kara and Rik at the safe house, and had led me down to the beach. It was still early February and bitterly cold. As we walked along the sea wall, she relayed to me an incident that had occurred between her and my father, just after I had been born. Mother recalled it had been as cold as the wind that whipped around us now. She told me my father had been in a furious rage about something, she couldn’t quite remember what, but his face had been white and livid and his eyes had shone bright yellow with anger.

“When your father got into one of his rages, the muscles around his jawline would flex in and out as his teeth changed shape inside his mouth. The hair on his head and arms would begin to bristle up as he fought the urge to change. I knew the signs and I could tell I was going to get another beating.”

For protection she had turned to the wooden cot before the fireplace where I had been sleeping and plucked me up, pressing me close to her chest, believing the rain of blows that she was expecting wouldn’t fall if she were holding me in her arms. To emphasise the sheer disregard that my father had for me, she said, “He didn’t care one bit that I had you in my arms. He clawed at my face, opening up a large wound that ran from beneath my right eye and down over my chin. I was terrified, Jack. I fell backwards on to the floor. I managed to roll on top of you to protect you.”

I listened with a morbid curiosity as she pulled me close and slipped her arm around my shoulders. “He then repeatedly kicked me, spat on me, and dragged me around the room by my hair.”

As I snuggled up close to her, I asked, “What did you do? How did you get away?”

“I somehow managed to claw myself free from him and I ran from the cave. I remember running barefoot, clutching you in my arms.”

As we sat on the sea wall, my head rested against her chest, she described how clots of blood had gushed from her nose and mouth, leaving a red coloured trail of her escape between the caves.

“I got clear of the fountain and ran all night until I found a small hollow between the roots of some ancient tree in the forest. As you know, a Lycanthrope can heal from injuries far quicker than any human, but I was a real mess, Jack. For the best part of a week, I hid with you in that forest, feeding us with wild rabbit and hare that I managed to hunt down.”

“What did you do when you were feeling better?” I asked.

“I had to go home – back to your father,”

she said.

“But why?”

“Because of your sisters,” she explained.

“I couldn’t leave them with him.”

“Didn’t you tell anyone?” I asked her.

“Who was there to tell?” she said. “I have no living family, apart from a brother, and he is as bad as your father. He has well and truly given into the curse. My mother is dead and my father is…well, he doesn’t want to know me. And what would’ve been the point in going to the human authorities? What was I going to tell them – that I was living with a murderous werewolf?”

I looked at my mother’s face and tried to picture what she must have looked like after my father had beaten her bloody. She was thirty-three years old, with a soft, olive coloured complexion.

Her eyes were such a dark brown in colour that it was often impossible to make out her pupils. She had a very defined cupid’s bow, and her lips were full in shape. To me, my mother was beautiful, and I hated the thought of my father destroying that beauty.

I thought about that story for a long time and it wasn’t the only story she told me. As time passed, the stories grew worse and more sickening until my dreams were haunted by them.

It was with little wonder that when Blackcoat Father Paul, the cleric for the Vampyrus church, arrived with a birthday present from my dad, I was racked with shame for accepting it. I had been introduced to Father Paul about a year before the night we had left my father. He was what the Vampyrus called the Blackcoat. He was a religious man. As far as I could understand, the Vampyrus didn’t worship the man named Jesus, but four Elders. It was they who the Vampyrus believed would be their eventual saviors, and after death, lead them to an eternal life. I don’t believe my mother had any real knowledge of this faith – or religion.

Father Paul appeared to be a very gentle man. He was tall and thin, with black hair which was swept into a parting. Like the other Vampyrus I had seen since leaving my father’s house, his skin was soap white. His eyes were blue, but on some days they could look dark grey, almost black. Father Paul's lips were thin but they lit up his face with a boyish glow when he laughed or grinned. I think the name Blackcoat, came from the black clothes he wore. His shirts and trousers were jet-black, just like the long cloak he wore fastened about his shoulders with a silver chain. I could remember two occasions seeing this Blackcoat visit our cave when my father had been at work. On both occasions my mother, just like our visit to the safe house, had forbidden me or my brother to say anything to my father. So I hadn’t.

As I sat at the end of my bunk bed in the safe house, and he handed me an oblong shaped parcel, I wondered if he hadn’t been in some way responsible for helping my mother escape from my father.

“It’s a present from your father,” he said.

“Have you caught him?” I gasped, my heart missing a beat.

“No,” he said, looking at me as he handed the parcel over. “That was left behind at the place he was hunted to. Your father managed to escape before the trackers reached him. All that was left was this parcel with a note asking that it be given to you on your birthday.”

“Should I have it?” I asked, looking up into his blue eyes.

“It’s not for me to decide,” he said softly.

“I am just the messenger. Why should you be deprived of a gift on your birthday? You have done nothing wrong.”

I took the gift and turned it over and over, looking from my mother to Father Paul and then back at the present. Slowly, I removed the wrapping paper in strips, revealing bit by bit the treasure hiding inside. What a treasure it was. A shiny, new toy racing car. My face shone with joy as a smile of sheer pleasure exploded across it. I looked up at my mother who gave me half a smile, and then looked across the room at Father Paul.

“Do you want to keep it?” he asked me, and even he looked delighted at the sight of my joy.

I nodded, not daring to say the word “yes”

as I could sense my mother’s disapproval. Father Paul then asked if I had a message he could take back to my father, should the trackers catch up with him. This time, I replied by shaking my head.

Father Paul climbed from the bed and left the room with my mother. As soon as I was alone, I ran my fingers over the car, spinning the wheels with my fingertips. I turned it over and over in my hands and studied every inch of my new toy. My mind was instantly thrown back to happier memories of being at home and playing cars on the rug in front of the fire with my dad.

The sound of my mother throwing open the door as she charged in pulled me out of the past. She slammed the door shut behind her and stood with her back to it, glaring at me and my birthday present, which lay in my hands.

“How could you?” she barked in disbelief.

“After everything your father has done! Haven’t I told you? Don’t you care?”

Without thinking, I let the toy racing car slip from my fingers and onto the bed. I felt like a thief disregarding the item he had just been caught stealing. She moved away from the door and took a few steps towards me and began to holler again.

“I just don’t believe you, child! How can you accept that from him? After all that he has done!”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” I whispered.

“Sorry, you’re not sorry!” she yelled at me, her brown eyes flashing orange, then yellow.

I moved away from the new toy, desperate to disown it, as I edged my way up the bed. I apologised again but this seemed to enrage her further. She angrily told me it wasn’t her I had to apologise to, but my sisters. Again, she went on about how my sisters had suffered at the hands of my father. On these occasions, she always emphasised the phrase ‘ Your Father’, as if he were my sole responsibility. She drummed into me how I had let my sisters down, and how ashamed she was of me.

I reached forward and picked up my birthday present and held it out towards her.

“I’m sorry, Mother. Go on, take it. I didn’t really want it anyway.”

In a stubborn and sulky tone, she snarled, “Keep it!”

“Please, mother, take it from me,” I pleaded.

“The harm’s already been done,” she growled at me.

Again, I held it out and beseeched her to take it from me. I was desperate for her to relieve me of its burden. Without speaking, she took it from me with two fingers, as if she were removing some disease-ridden carcass that she didn’t want to sully herself with. She forced the car back into its box, crossed the room, and placed it high out of reach. That was the last time I touched that racing car, and when I looked up for it a few days later, it had vanished altogether.

 

Spring came, and with it, a break in the monotony of living in the safe house. I still hadn’t been to school since my mother had run away from my father, neither had my younger brother or elder sisters. We did have schools in the caves, not really like the human ones, but the children gathered each day for lessons, where we were taught to read and write, learn numbers, science, and everything else we would need if we should ever decide to live secret lives amongst the humans. Some believed our education was better than the humans. It had to be if we were to get jobs amongst them and study in their colleges and universities. The Blackcoat Father Paul was a regular visitor to the safe house. He would come and speak to some of the families hiding there, waiting to be relocated by the Vampyrus so they could start secret new lives amongst the humans.

He wouldn’t preach as such, but he would talk about his faith and belief in the Elders. He always seemed to be happy and whatever the other people seeking sanctuary at the safe house thought of him, they seemed to take some comfort from his visits.

One spring morning, Father Paul arrived early and took me, my brother, sisters, and our mother out for the day. He drove a rickety old truck, which was blue with flashes of orange rust around the wheel arches and bumpers. Me and my younger brother, Rik were so excited to be away from the boredom of that house. Sure we played in the grounds, all day long if allowed, but often I would look up at the high stone walls and black iron gates and feel imprisoned somehow. I knew I couldn’t leave whenever I wanted, so I guess I was a prisoner in a strange way.

Father Paul drove us along the coast to the city, and as I stared wide-eyed out of the truck’s windows, I absorbed all these places that I had never seen before. There were buildings so tall that they seemed to touch the sky. Every street seemed packed with people, and I stared up at all their different coloured faces. We walked for miles that day, and I wasn’t bored once. Then the best thing ever happened; we passed a big grey building with huge white pillars outside.

“What’s inside there?” I asked, pulling on the sleeve of his black shirt.

“It’s an art gallery,” he smiled down at me. He must have seen my blank expression as he added, “It’s full of paintings.”

“Can we take a look?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, glancing up at my mother.

I will never forget the hour we spent looking at all the pictures hanging from the big flat walls. There were paintings of people that looked so real I thought they were going to reach out and touch me. There were pictures of places I had never seen before. They were so good I felt that I could step into them and go exploring. I remember thinking that it was like a building full of magic windows, looking out onto worlds and people so beautiful that you just had to peer through them. I knew then that I wanted to be an artist. I wanted to paint pictures like the ones I had seen hanging in that gallery.

Father Paul took me back again to that gallery, a week or two later, and again it was like walking into a place of magic. The second visit had been the first time I had seen Father Paul out of his usual black garments. He was dressed in a crisp blue cotton shirt, which he wore open at the throat, and a pair of grey flannel trousers. Out of his dead black attire and wandering the streets of the city with four children and my mother, to the passing person on the street, we must have looked like any ordinary family enjoying a day out.

However we weren’t a family – we weren’t even human. Five of us were wolves and the other a Vampyrus.

It was a lot of fun and I could see it made my mother very contented. For the first time since leaving my father, she looked happy and I couldn’t ever remember her smiling so much. Over those few weeks, I’d come to learn that being a Blackcoat prevented Father Paul from marrying and having children and a family of his own. He had taken a vow to the Elders that he would spend his life trying to find peace with the Lycanthrope, the Vampyrus, and the humans. I learnt also that he did have an older brother, who had two children. Not having a family himself, I believe Father Paul enjoyed spending time with me, my brother and sisters, and mother. My relationship with Father Paul grew from this point on and secretly I began to see him as a father, even though I was a Lycanthrope and he was a Vampyrus.







Chapter Six
Kiera

 

“Did you miss your father?” I asked Jack, and I stared through the darkness at my own, as he sat forward, slumped in the chair.

“Months are like years to a nine-year-old boy,” he said, looking at me. The light had gone out of his eyes, and I could see two black holes in his face. For the first time since meeting this killer, Jack Seth, his voice was softer somehow. I had noticed how controlled he could be while telling his story. While talking about his past, his voice had taken on a calmness which I would have never thought possible of this man – this wolf.

Jack stood up, his long arms swinging by his sides. He took a lamp from the shadows in the corner of the room behind my father and switched it on. The light from the bulb was weak and cast long, eerie shapes up the walls. I glanced over at the window and the night sky was black. Snow had built up along the window ledge. Looking down at the floor, I dropped my head. Just under the chair where I was chained, I could see that little pile of dust had grown. It looked like the shape of sand that been poured through an hourglass.

I heard Jack sit back down in front of me and I looked up. My hair hung over my face. He reached out and gently brushed my hair away so we could see each other. Now that he had switched the lamp on, I could see his eyes again, but they still didn’t burn with the rage I had grown used to seeing in them. He looked kind of ancient and it was hard to reconcile the image of this emaciated man sitting before me and the little boy holding the toy racing car at the foot of a bunk bed. “Did you miss the caves – your home?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he said, looking at me. “Although I had been taken to the world beyond the forests many times before by my mother and father, I had never lived there. At first I felt uncomfortable with it. I didn’t like that big house.”

“Why not?” I asked him, and I wasn’t trying to string out the conversation to bide myself more time. I sensed that he had come this far with his story and he wasn’t going to stop until he had told me everything. I was now genuinely curious to find out about the monster which lurked inside this man.

“That house was full of Lycanthrope who believed that by leaving the caves – their homes – they could find better lives living amongst the humans. But the caves were home, right? Can you ever really run away from what you truly are?”

“I guess not,” I said, a part of me understanding him. I had grown up in a very human world, with my mum and dad, on a normal street, in an average town. That had been my home. But just like Jack, I had a parent – my mum – who wasn’t what I thought her to be. She had been a monster just like Jack’s father had been.

When my father had died and my mother gone, I had run away to the Ragged Cove – that’s the real reason I had volunteered to take up that posting. But what I truly was – what I truly am – had followed me. It had to; it was inside of me.

I looked at Jack as he sat before me, his long hands resting on his bony knees. I remembered my own inner conflict when I discovered I was a half-breed. I thought of the turmoil I felt starting a new life living alongside the Vampyrus. I had lost all contact now with humans. My friends were all Vampyrus, as too was the man I was in love with. So looking at Jack, I slowly twisted my wrists in their chains and said, “Did you find it difficult living amongst the humans?”

As if thinking about my question, Jack pushed his baseball cap to the back of his head and sat forward in his chair. He sat silently for a moment, then looking up at me, he said, “It was something I had to get used to…







Chapter Seven
Jack

When summer ended, we returned to school. Not to my teachers in the caves. Mother sent Lorre and Kara to the local secondary school, me and Rik to the local junior school. Both were a short bus ride away. I admit I was scared, as I didn’t know anyone. Worse than that, I was keeping this big secret. I got used to keeping secrets. The Blackcoat Father Paul told me and my brother and sisters that the schools had been chosen very carefully for us. Unbeknown to other teaching staff, there was one or two Vampyrus teaching at the schools. We would never know who they were – just like the humans who worked alongside them, but they would be watching out for us. This eased my fear a little, but school wasn’t the same. It wasn’t just because I was learning alongside humans and pretending to be something I wasn’t, I had missed so much education in that year, and I had fallen behind.

So on my return to school, I had real difficulties in catching up with my schoolwork and was placed in remedial. I spent a lot of time making things out of cardboard boxes, drawing, and painting. In a way I was content with that. I loved to do anything creative and I had decided that when I grew up, I wanted to be an artist and paint pictures like the ones I had seen hanging in that art gallery.

My mother had become a member of Father Paul’s church. It was something I think he encouraged the Lycanthrope to do. He believed that if they prayed and worshiped the Elders, they would lift their curse. After all, it was they who had placed it upon them. Believing this, my mother spent much of her time on her knees in the small stone building with a twisted spire, which was where the Lycanthrope who wanted to find redemption gathered. It was surrounded by an overgrown graveyard. The headstones were grey and old, covered in cracks, ivy, and moss. None of them looked as if they had been visited in hundreds of years. Behind the church was a hill where Father Paul lived in a small house. The tiny church and graveyard were set at the end of a narrow dirt track, which weaved its way up the side of the small hill.

My mother would rarely take my sisters or my younger brother along with her, but she would take me. Every Wednesday morning, she would wake me at five a.m. to attend the church.

My weekends were also dominated by visiting this small church. After the service, I would sit in Father Paul's lounge before a roaring fire and clean the brass candlestick holders. Father Paul would make me a large pot of sweet tea, and butter several slices of toast for me to munch away on while I worked. I really enjoyed being in his company. He seemed to take a real interest in me and encouraged me to draw and paint. He would give me sheets of brightly coloured paper and pencils to draw with. Although I enjoyed my time with Father Paul, I guess, so did my mother.

Sometimes, as I sat cleaning the brass candlesticks or drawing before the fire and eating the warm slices of toast, my mother would slip away into another room with Father Paul. I guessed she was praying with him, trying to get the curse lifted.

Just before that first Christmas living amongst the humans, and much to my own happiness, we left the safe house – Lycanthrope holding centre as I thought of it by then – and was relocated to a new house on a rundown estate on the other side of town. Our departure from the safe house couldn’t have come at a better time. My mother had become very unpopular amongst some of the other female Lycanthrope that lived there. I believe some of them thought she considered herself to be better than them. I got the impression Father Paul's ever increasing visits – where he would spend the majority of his time with us – only led to resentment amongst the others. After all, wasn’t he meant to be helping all them? I guess he wasn’t allowed to be seen helping us more than others.

“How come that Blackcoat is always round here with you?” one of the other women asked my mother. This woman had a mass of frizzy blonde hair and a pinched-looking face. She wasn’t the prettiest wolf I had ever seen.

“He comes here to help support me and my children – and yours,” Mother explained.

“Bollocks,” she said. “You’re in that room with him for hours while your kids are out in the backyard. I reckon you two have got something going on!”

“How dare you!” my mother exclaimed.

“He’s a holy man!”

“They’re the worst!” She continued to press my mother.

“Besides, he is a Vampyrus. It is forbidden for us to mix,” my mother gasped. Then looking the woman up and down, she added, “I wouldn’t expect someone like you to understand.

You have no faith. I’ll have the curse lifted for mine and my children’s sake”

“What makes you so special?” the woman sneered just inches from my mother’s face.

“Because I’ve been praying to the Elders,” my mother replied, implying we were in some way superior to this woman because of her prayers.

A few days before we finally left the holding centre, we returned to find someone had been into our room and had pulled apart a set of praying beads that Father Paul had given to my mother. The wooden beads lay scattered across the makeshift beds on the floor. Mother dropped to her knees and let out an agonising moan. She slumped forward as if being shoved from behind, and picked up the scattered pieces. Her shoulders shuddered as she sobbed out loud. I looked at my brother and sisters. Lorre squeezed my mother’s shoulder. I saw Kara begin to cry. Seeing my sister’s crumpled face made me sob, and then Rik began to wail along with the rest of us.

Above the sound of our weeping, I could hear sniggering coming from the lounge. It wasn’t the sound of children sniggering, it was worse. It was the sound of adults taking pleasure in someone else’s misfortune. Mother bolted from the room and we stampeded after her. We charged into the lounge behind my mother’s flapping skirt to see three women laughing. One of them was the woman who had argued with my mother a few days before. On seeing my mother’s enraged face and burning eyes, their laughter subsided. The woman with the frizzy blonde hair shouted, “Oh look, here comes the Blackcoat’s favorite!”

“He’s trying to help us,” my mother barked. “Don’t you see that?”

“The only thing he has been helping himself to around here is you!” the woman snapped back, her eyes now flashing orange to match my mother’s.

This comment brought more cackling laughter from her allies. Then, without warning, my mother was on the other side of the room. Her hands didn’t have fingers anymore, but long, hooked claws. She thrust these into the woman's frizzy blonde mane. The woman howled in pain, pin-wheeling her arms and her own wolf-like claws out on either side.

The other two women stopped laughing at once, got to their feet, and moved out of harm’s way. Any Lycanthrope found to be fighting – breaking the Vampyrus rules – would be banished back to the caves. I stood by the door with my brother and sisters, my mouth wide open and feeling sick. This was the first time I had ever seen my mother as a wolf, and it terrified me. Her face had changed shape, long with a pointed snout. She had rows and rows of jagged teeth brandishing through her gums. Her hair had grown thicker – longer – somehow, and her eyes blazed a fiery yellow like two burning suns. I remember the woman thrashing around on her belly on the floor, as my mother continued to pull and drag at the woman's hair. Although the other woman now looked like a cross between a wolf and woman, my mother seemed far stronger than her. Part of me wanted to cheer my mother on as I was upset for her, but another part of me just wanted to scream, “Stop! Please stop! You’re scaring me! ”

The whole thing seemed so fucked up. My heart was racing and I felt like pissing all over the floor.

I didn’t like the expression etched across my mother’s face. She looked like an animal and I never wanted to look that way. Worst of all, and what scared me the most, was behind her crazy spinning eyes and foaming snout, she looked scared. I wanted her to stop. I hated seeing her like that. My mother was no longer the woman with the mop of curly black hair, dark brown eyes, and pretty smile. She was someone I didn’t recognise, someone who looked as if they had lost their mind.

During the remaining few days at the safe house, we spent as much time as possible away from it. The Vampyrus didn’t seem to have found out about the fight which had taken place between my mother and the other woman. We would walk the village High Street or along the sea front for hours at a time. Strangely, and although my mother had scared me and my brother and sisters, during those last few days I felt we were thrown closer together. Our little unit became even tighter and more secluded. The only non-family member we were prepared to let enter our pack, was Father Paul.

I hadn’t spoken about my father for some weeks now. I had come to understand he was a taboo subject and I dared not speak about him in front of my sisters, for fear of raking over painful memories. I had no idea or understanding of how to broach the subject of my father, although I had a thousand questions that I needed answered. Day by day, my previous life, along with my father, diminished to the remotest corners of my mind. So much had happened in the year we had left my Dad, it seemed an eternity ago.







Chapter Eight
Jack

My mother collected the keys for our new home from Father Paul and he gave her directions. It was nothing at all like my home – the cave – I had lived in, hidden from the humans behind the fountain. It was an end of a terrace, with four bedrooms, and had a small front and back garden. As mother closed the front door on the rest of the world, we stood together and soaked up our new surroundings in silence. All the floors were bare and the walls were painted battleship grey. It was barren. Even so, we sat on the cold floor in the dining room and made plans of how we were going to decorate it, and how we would make it our own. We sat there and dreamed until the day grew tired and old.

The following day, a few fellow Lycanthrope, who had been relocated from the caves into the human world, arrived at the safe house and helped us carry our belongings to our new home. Our first Christmas – my first Christmas ever – in our new home, was bleak.

We had no real furniture and we sat on cardboard boxes, with pillows placed on them for extra comfort. We had no carpets and the floors were always bitterly cold. Even though the floors in the caves were made from stone, they were kept warm by the heat from the fire place. There was no fire in our new home. The bedroom floors were wooden and I lost count of how many splinters Rik and I picked out from our feet. We shared the same bedroom and the single mattress on the floor. This didn’t trouble me, as I loved to cuddle my brother. My sisters had their own rooms, where they too slept on the floor, as did my mother in her room. Gradually, as time evolved, Father Paul often arrived with secondhand furniture that had been donated by other Lycanthrope and even some Vampyrus. It was in their best interests to help us settle amongst the humans. It wasn’t too long before our home began to resemble something habitable.

About a week before Christmas, Father Paul arrived. Once he had knocked on the door, he would call my mother’s name through the letterbox so we knew who it was. The estate we lived on had a bad reputation and you didn’t open the door after dark, unless you knew who was on the other side. Crime seemed to be rife in this part of the human world. Father Paul came in holding a bag containing sheets of brightly coloured paper.

He then taught us how to make glue with flour and water and got us to cut the different coloured sheets of paper into thin strips. Together, we all sat and made ream after ream of paper chains.

Once they were complete, we hung them from the ceiling and decorated our home. I looked at them, and although they looked colorful and bright, they weren’t as spectacular as the candles we lit during Candlemas in the caves. In fact, Christmas was different from all the Candlemases we had spent in the caves. My father would hang glass lanterns, lamps, and display the most beautifully carved waxed candles, until every room in the cave shone a brilliant warm glow. If we were really lucky, he would bring chocolate back from the world on the other side of the forest, slowly melt it by the heat from the candles, and let us dip our fingers into it and then lick them clean. For some reason, he called our chocolate-covered fingers ‘Chocolate-Do-Dads!’

As we sat in a circle on the floor and made our paper chains, I asked my mother if we would be having any ‘Chocolate-Do-Dads’ this year. On hearing this, mother glared at me as all subjects relating to my father were banned.

Smiling and bemused, Father Paul turned to me and asked, “What on earth are chocolate-do-dads?”

Ignoring my mother, I explained what they were and how my father would sometimes bring chocolate home during Candlemas.

“Humans have something very similar,”

he smiled back at me. “They hang chocolate wrapped in brightly coloured foil from their Christmas trees. They call them chocolate novelties.”

“Chocolate novelties?” I gasped in wonder.

Seeing the look of amazement on my face, Father Paul laughed and said, “That’s right, young man, chocolate novelties!”

I liked the sound of these ‘Chocolate novelties’,  and thought that perhaps some of the changes happening around me weren’t so bad after all. That Christmas did bring with it another change for me. I began to feel I was being left out by my mother, as if I was no longer a part of my family.

It was Christmas Eve and our mother informed us she was taking us all into the local town, as she needed to buy some things before the shops closed for Christmas. In the weeks building up to Christmas, I had loved visiting the shops and looking in wonder at all the displays in the windows. The whole of the High Street had been brightly decorated and a huge Christmas tree had been put in place. As it towered over me, I looked up at all the twinkling lights, and began to wonder if Christmas wasn’t as beautiful as Candlemas after all. I felt a buzz of excitement as I watched the human’s dash from one shop to another, buying presents for their family and friends.

We had arrived in town early and the shops had only just opened. The High Street was already busy with the last minute shoppers. My mother took us straight to a store, where at the back, there was a small café. She found an empty table and me and my brother and sisters perched on the chairs as she went off to the counter.

Mother returned within a short time with a glass of milk. She placed it on the table in front of me and said, “Jack, you’ll have to wait here while me and your brother and sisters go shopping.”

At first I thought she was joking, and said, “Really?”

She gathered the other children around her and began to move away from the table. I felt scared, as I was still only nine years of age and had never been left on my own before – not in this new world.

“Don’t leave me,” I said.

Mother must have sensed my dread and said, “Don’t be so ridiculous, we won’t be long.

Just make sure you don’t go off with any strangers!” Then leaning close, her eyes bright, she smiled and whispered, “Don’t go off with any humans.”

With that, they turned and left and I sat staring into my glass of milk. They were gone for the rest of the day and I just sat there. Every now and then, the waitress would come over and ask me if I was okay. I simply informed her I was waiting for my mother and that she would be back soon. I remember feeling hurt at being left on my own and feeling left out. As I sat there, and one hour rolled into another, I began to justify my mother’s actions. I wondered if she hadn’t really done this so she could secretly buy some of those chocolate novelties that Father Paul had told me about.

Not possessing a watch, I didn’t know how much time had passed. I didn’t have the courage to leave the café, as I wasn’t sure of my way home. So I waited and waited. In the end, the store began to empty. Again the waitress approached me and asked where my mother was.

I explained again that she had told me to wait until she came back. The kind lady explained the shop was closing, and if my mother didn’t arrive soon, they would have to contact the police. To hear her say this filled me with fear. What if the police were to come? What would I say? What would I tell them?

The waitress took me by the hand and escorted me to the front of the shop. The store was now closed and the last remaining members of staff were getting ready to go home for Christmas. I remember some of the lights being switched off and the shop being thrown into semi-darkness. I continued to stand with the waitress by the large glass door. I began to scan the last remaining shoppers on the High Street for any sign of my family. I tried to fight it, but by this time I had convinced myself that I would never see any of them again. The police would discover that I was a Lycanthrope – then what would happen?

My lips began to tremble and pucker as I started to cry. It was then I heard the sound of knocking on the glass door, and I looked up to see my family standing outside.

A huge wave of relief washed over me.

The waitress who had taken care of me opened up the shop door. My mother apologised to the woman, explaining that they had been delayed. I took hold of my mother’s hand and gripped it tight for fear of being separated again. Once outside, I rubbed the tears from my eyes with the back of my free hand.

“Why are you crying?” my mother asked.

“I thought you weren’t coming back for me.”

“Don’t be so stupid!” she replied.

That was that. No further explanation.

The comforting thoughts that I had conjured up of my mother buying me secret chocolate novelties had also been a waste of time, as I couldn’t see one shopping bag between them.

So our first Christmas in our new home came and went. We heard nothing from our father, and Mother seemed delighted by that.

“He must’ve forgotten all about you…

see? Time for you to forget all about him,” she told me with a smile.







Chapter Nine
Kiera

 

I didn’t want to cry for Jack Seth. I didn’t want to shed one single tear. He didn’t deserve it, but I couldn’t help but feel the sting of tears in the corners of my eyes as he told me about how his mother had left him alone in that café. To hear his story reminded me he had been a child once. He hadn’t always been a monster. I just couldn’t get the image of that small boy sitting alone on Christmas Eve, hoping that his mum had left him alone to go and buy him some chocolate. How could she have done that, and what was the point of it? I wondered.

I looked at Jack as he sat before me. He sat forward on the chair, his arms crossed over his knees, head hung low. I didn’t want to feel sorry for him – I didn’t want to know his hurt and pain. I had to hate him if I was going to get out of this alive and save my father and Potter. To rid my mind of that little boy sitting alone, I looked past Jack and at my father again. As I lifted my head, I noticed it was harder for me to do so. My neck was stiffening, as was the flesh that covered my face and body. I twisted my wrists a little faster in their chains.

To see my father slumped forward in his chair helped push those pictures of Jack as a boy from my mind. He wasn’t that little boy anymore.

Whatever had happened to make him change had nothing to do with what was happening now – what was taking place in this room. I had to hold onto that thought, but it was hard.

Suddenly, Jack stood up. He looked down at me. I looked back up at him. He pulled the baseball cap low over his brow as if trying to hide his eyes. I stared through the shadow covering his face, but he turned away. He crossed the room to my father, pulled his head back, and looked into his face. My father cried out deliriously as the wound in his stomach opened. It looked black and wet in the light from the lamp. That was what it took to rid my mind of those images of Jack as a boy.

As if reading my mind, Jack looked back at me and said, “Ready to choose yet, Kiera?”

“You won’t make me choose,” I whispered.

Jack released my father’s hair from his fist, dropping his head back into place. He came across the room. Instead of sitting back on his chair, he stood before me and said, “I’d make your choice soon, you look as if you are cracking up.”

“I’d rather be a dead statue than choose between my father and Potter,” I said.

“We’ll see,” he sighed, reaching out and dragging a finger down my cheek. His broken nail made a scratching sound against my hardening flesh. He held his finger up in the light of the lamp and blew the dust away that had gathered there. It seesawed in the shaft of lamplight, like a cloud of dust moats.

“Time is running out,” he said, heading towards the window. “Before long, you won’t be able to open that pretty little mouth of yours to make a choice.”

With his back to me, I twisted my hardening wrists against the chains, that little pile of dust growing ever bigger on the floor beneath my chair. “You know, you don’t always have to be a monster,” I said.

As he stared thoughtfully out of the window at the falling snow, he said, “My curse will never be lifted now, you chose that for me down in The Hollows.”

“Did I?” I asked him.

“What’s that s’posed to mean?” he said without looking back at me.

“Did you let the monster out to protect your mother, brother, and sisters from your father?” I said softly.

“No,” he whispered, his breath clouding over the dirty windowpane.

“What then?” I pushed.

“I let the monster out because of…” he said, his eyes flashing yellow in the glass.

“Because of what?” I asked.

He smiled back at his own reflection.

I could tell that it wasn’t a smile of happiness, but more of regret. “What turned you from that little boy into what you are now, Jack?”

Then turning to look at me, he said, “Love.

That’s what truly let my monster out.”

“But to love is good, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Is it?” he said, coming back towards his chair. “You’re going to die – turn to stone very soon because of love, Kiera. You only came to this house today because of love. How can that possibly be a good thing? If you didn’t love, you wouldn’t be here now. You would be free.”

“And what about hate?” I asked him.

“What about it?” he shot back.

“Has that set you free?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

Silence fell between us. Neither of us able to break the other’s stare.

“I will explain,” he said as the silence in the room became almost deafening. “As the paper chains were finally pulled down, we entered a new year, not only in a new home but with new names, as well…







Chapter Ten
Jack

…My mother decided in early January we should no longer use our names, but adopt new ones. Despite her recent assurances that our father had forgotten about us all, she now believed he may well be hunting for us.

“Anything we could do to throw him off our scent will be to our advantage and safety,” she told us.

Confusingly, we could still use our birth names at school, but when at home and mixing with people living around us, we should be known under aliases. She painted a picture of our father frantically searching for us, so he could silence us and prevent us from giving up his dark secrets.

According to our mother, he was furious with us and if he ever discovered our secret location, he would murder us in our beds. She would often tell me if she hadn’t have taken us away when she had, she believed my father would have murdered us one by one.

I had nightmares for weeks after hearing that. I dreamt my father was climbing the wall beneath my bedroom window, his claws scratching against the brickwork, his bright yellow eyes watching me through the glass. Silently, he would climb through the open window, coming towards me on all fours, teeth gleaming in the moonlight. Then, with his fur bristling with excitement and drool swinging from his jaws, he would lunge at me. I would wake, sitting bolt upright, gasping and clawing at my chest.

During this time, I became evermore terrified of seeing my father and was finally becoming grateful to my mother for rescuing me from the caves and him. So I was first to accept the notion of changing our names. As Mother sat among us, she explained it would only take our father to come onto the estate where we lived and ask the other children that hung around, if they knew of a Lorre, Kara, Jack, or Rik. Apart from my name, none of them were commonly used by humans. The other children might then unwittingly lead him to us. So we all agreed, for our own safety, we would change our names at home and in front of our neighbours.

Mother decided that Lorre should be known as Teresa, Kara would be called Mary, Rik would be known as Nikolaou, and I was to be known as Paul – named after Father Paul, who it seemed had done so much to help us. At first it seemed odd, but as one day melted into the next, we just became accustomed to being known by our birth names at school and our aliases at home.

Rik had the hardest time trying to comprehend what was taking place, so he gave up his name and adopted Nik permanently.

During this time, there was one other change of name that we all had to get accustomed to. By spring, we were no longer calling the Blackcoat, Father Paul, but in the sanctuary of our home he would let us call him ‘Dad.’

Father Paul had become a constant visitor to our new home, visiting us at every opportunity he had. He would often bring with him sacks of food and odd bits and pieces for the house.

Everything we had was due to Father Paul in one way or another. I believe that as much as he had become a surrogate father to us, we had become a surrogate family to him. He had his own slippers at our house which he would slip into while visiting. He would often change out of his flowing black robes like any father coming home and changing out of his work clothes. Father Paul would often eat an evening meal with us, and after we would all gather around him as he read. My favourite book was ‘ The Wind in the Willows. ’

I loved the water colour illustrations, and wanted to be able to draw and paint those characters he read about in the book. Then one night, he arrived at home with a small set of water colour paints, some paper, and paint brushes.

“Who are these for?” I gasped as he handed them to me.

“For you,” he smiled down at me, his bright grey eyes staring out of his pale face.

“Why?” I breathed, looking down at them.

The last present I had been given was the racing car.

“I thought that perhaps you could paint some pictures of Toad, Ratty, Mole, and Badger for me,” he said, taking a seat at the table.

“Really?” I asked, excitement bubbling away inside of me.

“Will you help me?” I asked, sitting up at the table next to him. I had done plenty of drawings before, sitting in his house on a Saturday afternoon while he and my mother were someplace else praying, but I had never used water colour paints before. I didn’t want to disappoint him. More importantly, I didn’t want to make myself look stupid in front of him.

Sensing my reluctance, Father Paul picked up a paint brush, then placing my hand over the top of his, he slowly showed me how to paint. So we sat at the table, Father Paul watching over my shoulder, as I slowly dragged the paintbrush over the paper as I started to paint pictures of the characters from the book he had read to me. By the time I had finished, it was bedtime and Father Paul had to go home. With his encouragement, I had painted several pictures, which I was really proud of. Without saying a word, my mother had sat watching from the corner of the room with my brother and sisters.

When Father Paul left in the evening, Mother had developed the habit of always walking him to his beat-up old truck, which he parked at the end of our garden path. She would return minutes later, always in a good mood. That night my mother walked him the short distance to his truck, but on her return to the house, she was furious. She slammed the front door with such force that it rattled in its frame. I looked up at her as she stormed towards me, and again I saw that spark of yellow in her eyes which I had seen when she was fighting with the woman at the safe house.

“You selfish child!” she roared. “He doesn’t just come here to see you!”

I remember giving my usual meek reply by apologising to her. I always fucking hated myself for doing that. She ignored my apology and continued to scream.

“What do you think you were doing?

Hogging him to yourself like that all evening!”

I apologised again, although I still wasn’t sure what for. I tried to explain I had only wanted to do some painting with Father Paul. She shouted over my explanation as she continued to seethe at me.

“Paint!  You can’t paint!  Even Father Paul was getting sick of you! He kept looking over at me and shaking his head in despair! ”

That fucking hurt. Was Father Paul really doing that? Was he really making fun of me as I sat and painted with him? I couldn’t believe he would do that. I wouldn’t believe it.  Father Paul had bought me the water colour paints. He had helped  me to paint, and that had meant so much to me.

In an instant, my mother had thrown my beliefs into doubt. I looked up into her burning eyes as she glared at me. Without even thinking, I said, “Sorry.” I know that sounds fucking pitiful, right? But that’s what I said.

Turning away from me, she replied, “You ruined Father Paul's evening and everybody else’s. Now get to bed!” Then taking the pictures I had painted of Toad, Ratty, Badger, and Mole, she tore them to shreds with her claws.

With my heart racing in my chest, I looked at my sisters and brother. Were they coming up with me? I hated going upstairs by myself. I still wasn’t used to sleeping on my own. At least Nik would come up with me. I looked at them, but they all seemed to have found other objects far more interesting than me to look at.

“I said, get to bed! ” Mother barked.

On my way up to my bedroom, I made the loudest stomping sounds that I could. Not in defiance, but to hide the sound of my sobs. I wouldn’t let her hear me cry. Something inside of me wouldn’t let me.







Chapter Eleven
Jack

 

During that springtime, Father Paul took us on several more days out. Some of these were to the country, and others, to the city. It was on these occasions that we felt like a family, and I liked that. Although we had started to call Father Paul, ‘Dad’ in the privacy of our little home, on these days out, we referred to him as Father Paul.

Mother explained it would make sense if me, my brother and sisters, when away from our home and out of earshot of other Vampyrus and Lycanthrope, we called him ‘Dad’, as we already did at home. Nik and me jumped at the chance.

My sisters didn't appear to object either. Father Paul agreed that this was a good idea, but emphasised we were only  to refer to him as ‘Dad’ in our home or on trips away.

He explained to us, although I already understood, that as a Vampyrus and a Blackcoat, he wasn’t allowed to get close to the Lycanthrope that he was there to help integrate into the human world. Relationships between humans and Vampyrus were deeply frowned upon because such unions could lead to the birth of half-breeds, but relationships between Vampyrus and the Lycanthrope were forbidden. He went on to tell us that if such a relationship were ever to be discovered, he would be punished by the Elders.

He didn’t, at that time explain, what that punishment might be. Both my mother and Father Paul also instructed us not to mention to anyone the days away that we shared together.

So, day by day, my life over that year had grown ever more complex. At home I was known as Paul, at school and at the church where I cleaned the candlesticks, I was called Jack. In the privacy of our home, and on our secret trips away, I called Father Paul, ‘Dad.’ This was essential if we were to keep our secret family life together concealed. What a mind-fuck, right? But I thought the lying and the sneaking around was a small price to pay to fill an emptiness that had opened within me since the night we left our father.

It had almost been two years since I had last seen my real dad. I had adapted to my new life, and by now I considered Father Paul, despite the fact he was a Vampyrus and the fucked-up set of circumstances that came with him, to be my dad. I could see this pleased my mother, and in turn, this pleased me. I had also come to believe my mother’s happiness was, in some way, partly my responsibility.

With Father Paul taking an increasing role in my life, my mother would continue to fill my head with a regular diet of tales about my real father. She retold the stories so graphically that I hated the very thought of him. I therefore turned more and more to Father Paul, in an attempt to cleanse myself of my real father. Over the following year, I spent much of my time in my mother’s company. While she had me to herself, she would tell me about my father and her own childhood. I do not know if she sought out similar opportunities with my brother and sisters, but she rarely spoke openly and so graphically about her past when we were all together.

She depicted her own childhood as harsh and severe, living amongst the wolves behind the Fountain of Souls. She told me she had an older brother. I couldn’t remember ever meeting him.

Mother explained how, as she grew up, her brother would often be cruel to her. On occasions he had poured pepper into her eyes, and had tried to make her ill by feeding her poisonous berries that he had found around the lake on the other side of the fountain.

“This was the start of him changing,” she told me. “He was giving into his hatred and letting the Lycanthrope curse take hold of him.

“Where is he now?” I asked, shocked by her story.

“I heard rumours that he had gone to live in the human world. But the curse was upon him.

In the human world he became a killer of children and women. A team of Vampyrus trackers disguised as police officers hunted him down.

They put him on trial in The Hollows before the Elders. His crimes were considered so despicable, that he was sentenced to death by the Elders and Vampyrus.”

As a young boy, I felt it strange to discover that someone in my own family had been hunted down and sentenced to death. It made me think of my father. Would the same happen to him? I wondered. I didn’t know if that would be a good or a bad thing. How would it make me feel?

I had never seen a Lycanthrope, other than my mother in the safe house, attack or harm anyone.

Maybe these Lycanthrope only committed their crimes in the human world and slunk back to the caves to wash away their sins in the Fountains of Souls. Years later, I would discover that this was the case. The red waters of the fountains run upwards towards heaven, as the Elders are believed to be taking back the blood shed by the Lycanthrope, as if absorbing the pain of their victims.

“How did you meet my father?” I asked.

Mother looked back at me, and then brushing my hair from my brow, she said, “I first saw your father as he left the market carrying a sack of meat and vegetables. He was struggling with it, and the bottom of the sack gave way, spilling the food onto the ground. He bent over to gather it up, and in doing so, his trousers ripped up the back, exposing his bottom for all to see.”

I noticed a faint smile on her lips as she remembered this. “I hurried over to help him gather up the raw meat and vegetables. We walked home together and he had introduced himself as Joshua Seth. I was only seventeen at the time and he was fifteen years older. He seemed very nice – pleasant. We saw each other a few times more and he asked me to marry him.

I wasn’t sure that I wanted to, because he seemed so much older than me, so I spoke to my mother about how I felt.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

“She thought a mature man would’ve been ideal for me,” Mother explained, looking into the distance as if remembering that conversation.

“She said that he would be able to support me, and that in time I would grow to love him.”

After the ceremony, my father had taken her to the fountains at the entrance of the caves.

Here, he asked her to wait, while he went into the human world. Mother told me she waited for hours but my father never returned.

“I didn’t see or hear from your father for about six weeks,” she explained. “Then, one afternoon, he showed up again. He explained that he had had difficulties in sorting out accommodation. I wasn’t sure what to think, but he was my husband so I felt duty-bound to go with him. Part of me also felt curious – excited – about living on the other side of the fountain. But that excitement was short-lived,” she said.

“Why, mother?” I asked her.

“Your father moved us into some poky and rather unpleasant human district,” she explained with a grimace. “The flat consisted of two small rooms. I wanted to leave, but just weeks after arriving there, I discovered I was pregnant with Lorre. It was during this time that I saw the first signs that perhaps the curse was taking hold of your father.”

She told me my father’s behaviour became increasingly peculiar and she witnessed the first signs of his violent temper. He had worked shifts in a nearby factory and earnt little money. Life on the other side of the fountain hadn’t been as easy as perhaps my father had hoped. Mother explained that she was left on her own most evenings as my father worked the night shift. She told me the area they lived in was disgusting and so, too, was their landlord.

“One night, just before going to bed, I heard a tapping at the door,” mother said. “I opened the door to discover the landlord looming there, his huge frame filling the opening. He was a repulsive man, with great big flabby breasts and an enormous gut that hung over the top of his trousers. He was bald, and as always, short of breath.”

“What did he want?” I asked her, feeling sick at the description she had given of this man.

“We were behind with our rent and he wanted to know how I was going to make up the arrears,” Mother said.

“Didn’t you have the money to pay him?”

I asked, eyes wide.

“No, but I knew how he expected me to repay him. I recognised that look he had about him. He pushed me against the wall and pressed himself into me.”

Mother went on to explain how she had squirmed frantically beneath his colossal weight, as he tried to force his tongue into her mouth.

Being only eleven years old, my imagination worked overtime as she continued with her story, and I began to fully understand the enormity of what she was telling me.

“I pushed the landlord off me,” she said.

“I think he was surprised by my strength and the flash of light in my eyes. It had surprised me. I had never felt such anger and disgust before.”

She went on to explain that with a look of fear on his face, the landlord left at once, returning to his own flat on the ground floor. When my father returned home the following morning, my mother was still weeping and upset.

“Your father was the biggest of Lycanthropes,” she said, “but I was soon to discover he had the strength of at least ten men when he let the curse take him. Through my sobs, I told Joshua what had taken place the previous night. His blue eyes had turned cold and grey, then bright, fiery yellow. Before I’d even finished telling my story, Joshua had stormed from our rooms and down the stairs to the landlord’s apartment.”

With my heart racing in my chest, and my mouth wide open, I sat and listened to what she told me next.

“I could hear the sound of crashing and smashing, as your father tore down his door. I can remember hearing an appalling sound as the overweight landlord began to shriek and whine.

Then I could hear more sounds of crashing and banging, and the pitiful sounds of the landlord screaming in pain. I went to the door and looked in horror as your father dragged him back up the stairs to the communal bathroom. I watched in sheer panic as Joshua, now more wolf than man, repeatedly smashed the landlord’s face into the white porcelain toilet bowl until it was splattered scarlet with the man’s blood. Your father then rammed the squealing man’s head down the toilet and screamed at him, ‘ You fucking animal. You think you can try it on with my wife, you fat fuck! I’ve a good mind to kill you!’

I looked at my mother, shocked not only because I’d never heard such words come from her before, but by what she was telling me about my father. She stared down into my wide, open eyes and stunned-looking face. Then leaning close into me, she whispered in my ear, “ Your father then ripped the landlord’s battered head from his shoulders and drank the blood that pumped from his open throat.”

I lurched away from her, terrifying images of my dad killing a fat man and then drinking his blood. I shook my head from side to side, desperate to clear my mind of those pictures. The look of horror on my face didn’t stop my mother from continuing. It was like she was enjoying it somehow.

“You father snarled at me,” she continued, “telling me to fetch some bedding.

Shaking from head to foot, I pulled the blankets from our bed and returned to the bathroom and locked the door. In the short time it had taken me to grab the blankets, Joshua had dragged the landlord’s corpse into the bath. With his claws like a set of knives, he removed the landlord’s arms and legs. He worked feverishly, his eyes bright orange as he sliced the man into pieces. He ordered me to help him wrap the man’s limbs up in the blanket. Even though they had been cut up, the chunks felt heavy and wet with blood in my shaking hands. “I can’t do this,” I cried, but he didn’t listen to me, Jack. Your father made me help him dispose of that body in a piece of nearby wasteland. After, your father howled in some kind of sick delight, and led me back through the forests. Once clear of the human world, he stripped me naked on the shore of the great lake and its red waters. He then tore his clothes free and dragged me in. He washed the blood from me, as I stood crying and shaking in his arms. When he had washed that man’s blood from us, he led me out of the water. I went to put my clothes on again. I couldn’t speak and felt numb with shock.

Your father snatched my clothes from me and forced me down onto the shore where he had sex with me. I turned my head away and cried until he was finished.”

I could feel the hatred for him rising out of my eleven-year-old soul and eating away at my very core like poison. How I wanted to cover my ears and scream so fucking loud.

“Why are you crying?” my mother asked, pulling me close.

“I hate him,” I sobbed. “I hate him for hurting you. I’m glad he’s dead.”

“Your father isn’t dead,” she said, with a frown.

“It’s that fat man – that landlord – who I hate, Mother,” I cried against her breast. “He hurt you.”







Chapter Twelve
Kiera

 

“I think it was your father she wanted you to hate,” I whispered.

Jack got up and went to the window. “I know,” he said with his back turned to me. “And I had grown to hate him, but not for killing that fat man. The fat man deserved to die, don’t you think?”

“For trying to get it on with your mum?” I said. “No, he didn’t. Not like that.”

“Haven’t you killed for less?” he said, now looking back at me over his shoulder.

“No,” I shot back.

“What have I ever done to you, Kiera?”

he said, looking back out of the window again.

“Okay, I’m a killer, and not a very nice one, but have I ever hurt you?”

“Apart from killing me in The Hollows, you mean?” I snapped, shuddering at what else he might have done to me.

“That was an act of suicide on your part,”

he said.

There was no reasoning with him, so I said nothing back.

“Why the silence?” he said, peering up at the snow which still fell outside. “You know what I say is true, but you killed me in The Hollows.

You gave me up, sold me out to the Elders. Is that not right?”

He turned to look at me again, his eyes now bright, like two headlamps shining out of his face. “So why did you do that?”

“Because you hurt my friends,” I breathed.

“And that man hurt my mother,” he smiled weakly. “So my father only did what you did to protect the person he loved.”

“I never cut you into tiny pieces…” I started.

“My pain was just as great, if not more!”  he suddenly screeched at me. My father suddenly groaned in the chair behind him as if being woken from a deep sleep.

“At least the fat man’s pain was brief – mine has spanned two hundred-fucking-years thanks to you!”  Jack screamed, leaping back across the room at me on his stick-like legs. “My father didn’t make that man suffer. He didn’t feel the pain that you have put me through!” he hissed into my face. Spit sprayed from his lips, and it felt hot against my stone-cold skin and I knew it wasn’t long before I totally became unmovable like a statue. I had an hour at the most to save my father and Potter.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my lips feeling cracked and broken. I felt dust fall onto my chin.

Was I sorry? I wasn’t sure anymore. Jack’s story – his life as a boy had been a troubled one – and although I could never condone or understand the despicable crimes he had committed, he had been a child once, just like I had. Were people born evil – or were they gradually made – molded into what he was now? If that were true, then I knew who it was who had molded him.

So looking at him, and slowly turning my wrists behind me, I said, “Why do you think your mother told you such horrific and graphic stories about your father?”

The question seemed to strike Jack like a slap across his face, and he took a step back from me. I needed to get him talking, take his mind off what was going on in the room. So I said, “Did she want you to hate your father?”

“Yes,” he said, the anger now seeping out of his voice again. He paced to and fro across the wooden floorboards. He seemed on edge and his mood unpredictable. However sad his story was, I had to remember I had been imprisoned by a killer.

“Why?” I whispered, trying to keep my voice even, soft, so as not to anger him again.

While he was deep in thought, he seemed to have forgotten about my father on the other side of the room. That was good, that’s what I wanted.

“I believed she was trying to scare me.

She didn’t want me giving into the curse,” he said, his pacing back and forth growing quicker. “If she told me about my father – made me scared of him – then I wouldn’t want to become him. Just like the pictures you see of diseased lungs on the backs of cigarette packets. You’re being scared into quitting.”

“So she was surprised then when you said it was the landlord’s actions that you hated and not your father’s?” I asked him softly, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of my sessions with Doctor Keats after returning from the Ragged Cove.

Would Jack see what I was up to, just like Doctor Keats tried to see through me?

“She was surprised, and I think angry at me,” he said, his gangly legs opening and closing like a pair of scissors as he continued to stride back and forth across the room.

“Angry?” I asked. “How?”

“It was like she wasn’t getting through to me somehow – that I wasn’t hating my father quickly enough,” he said.

“Why do you think you found it so hard to hate him, despite everything she had told you about him?” I asked, glancing down at the little pile of dust which was growing bigger. “Was it because you could sympathize with him in some way, could understand what he had done? Just like how you understood his motives for killing the landlord?”

“No!” Jack suddenly spat, shaking his head from side to side as if confused. He rubbed at his narrow temples with his fingers and looked at me. “I just couldn’t ever remember my father being like that. My memories of him were different to the pictures she was painting inside my head of him. So one day, I went to my mother and said…







Chapter Thirteen
Jack

“How did my father get away with behaving like he did?”

“Your father had two sides to him. He acted normal in front of others, but in our cave, when the shutter was down, his true self would come out and he would hurt me and your sisters.

Then there were those darker times when he would disappear for days beyond the fountain and the forests into the human world. I did try telling my mother once, but even she didn’t believe me.”

“How come?” I asked her.

“Well, your father was so plausible.

Whenever my mother came to the cave, she would see how nice it was, the tidy yard, and all of the toys he had given you. Joshua would be on his best behaviour and be very polite and courteous.

She fell for it.”

I accepted her explanation and used it in the future to try and reconcile the conflict I had when remembering him alongside the terrifying stories my mother continued to tell me about him. I believe she told me these stories to instill in me what a monster my father could be. I racked my memory but could not recall any incidents of my father acting in an aggressive way. I remembered him as a soft and quiet man. See, one of my clearest memories showed my father in a completely different light, and I just couldn’t get it from my head, however much my mother tried to hide it with her tales.

We weren’t the richest of Lycanthropes, but we weren’t poor, either. My father was a carpenter. I remember my father had just been paid, and we had congregated by the shutter to our cave. We were going to the marketplace to buy meat and vegetables to keep us fed for the week.

My father always kept his money rolled tightly together with a piece of string. He would free several paper notes and hand them to my mother to pay the market traders for the food. The rest of the money he would deposit with the bankers on the other side of the market. He would go ahead, deposit the money, and then meet us in the market in time to help my mother carry home the sacks of vegetables. So as usual, he set off minutes before us and disappeared between the maze of narrow passages. As we left our cave, mother spied something on the ground on the other side of the shutter, and picked it up. As she straightened, I saw the money, rolled together by that piece of string, in my mother’s hand. Lorre spoke up, stating that our father must have dropped it.

Mother turned and pulled us close, and whispered, “Don’t you dare tell your father that I have this money! I need it more than he does. It’s mine now.”

She didn’t say another word and led us down through the caves to the market, where other Lycanthrope hustled the market traders, seeking the best of the food which was displayed there. It wasn’t long before my father joined us.

He looked pale and panic-stricken. He approached my mother.

“Oh, Kathy, I can’t find the money. I’ve lost my wages!”

Hearing the worry in my father’s voice, my stomach somersaulted and I glanced at my sisters. My brother lay asleep in the sling across my mother’s back, blissfully unaware.

My mother spoke sharply to my father, “What do you mean you’ve lost your wages!”

“I got all the way to the banker’s, but when I got there, it was gone!” he said, rummaging through his trouser pockets. “I must have dropped it somewhere!”

Mother grew angry and spoke to him as if he were a disobedient schoolboy. “I just don’t believe you, Joshua! How are we going to buy food without any money?”

My father continued to rummage through his pockets, hoping he would find the roll of paper bank notes hidden in some recess of clothing his fingers hadn’t yet explored. He spoke again, “I’m sorry, Kathy. I just don’t know what could have happened to it... I just don’t...”

Wheeling around, she turned her back on my father and walked away. As she went, she spoke loud enough for him to hear. “Useless!

Absolutely useless!” She glanced back at my sisters, her eyes bright and fiery, and growled, “Come on!”

We mooched away from our father and joined our retreating mother. I remember I felt awful for him, so fucking awful. I looked back to see my dad just standing there, looking pathetic.

Remembering him like that was at odds with the picture my mother was painting of him inside my head. The contrast became even starker with the stories she continued to tell.







Chapter Fourteen
Jack

 

My mother’s bedroom was decorated with statues of the Elders. They were fucking creepy looking. They had been made in porcelain and were cracked all over. Their faces were covered with hoods and I would often wonder what they looked like. I think my mother had become obsessed with the Elders, and I often discovered her bent forward on her knees, rocking back and forth before the statues, deep in prayer.

Whenever she caught me goofing around or if I did anything she now considered wrong, she would tell me that the curse would get me – that it wouldn’t be lifted and I would never be free of it.

Although my mother told me that even telling the smallest of lies would cause the Lycanthrope curse to take hold of me, it didn’t stop her getting me to create an untruth for her.

One day, towards the end of that year, my mother beckoned me into her bedroom and closed the door. As I sat at the foot of her bed, she said, “Your father is denying the charges made against him.”

Hearing this, my heart leapt into my throat, and I gasped, “The Vampyrus have caught him then?” How long had she known and why hadn’t she told me? Did my elder sisters know? I had so many questions I wanted to ask her. I could see that my mother was so angry, I didn’t dare ask her the questions I now had screaming around in my head.

“He has the nerve to say that I am a liar!”

she barked at me.

She went on to explain that Father Paul, my newfound dad, had sat with my sisters and made written accounts of the alleged abuse they had suffered at the hands of my father. He was going to fight to prove that he was innocent, claiming that it was my mother, not him, who was dammed by the curse.

“Have the Vampyrus hunted him down then?” I dared to ask. “Do they have him?”

“No,” she hissed, shaking her head. “They nearly had him again. Your father is a cunning creature and managed to elude the Vampyrus hunters. He left them a letter, just like he left you that present. He wrote in it that he was innocent and was going to prove it!”

With her eyes blazing, she told me again how my father, like all those Lycanthrope who had given in to the curse, had attacked her and my sisters. Again, she stressed the importance of not letting them know I knew this. Then, pulling me close, she stared at me and said, “Jack, did your father ever hurt you?”

“No,” I said. “He never did anything to hurt me.”

“Are you sure?” she persisted.

I felt uncomfortable. I shifted on her bed so I could avoid having to look into her face.

Again I told the truth, my father had never hurt me. I could sense she was becoming frustrated with me and I just wanted to leave her bedroom.

“Listen, Jack, if we’re not believed, then your father…you know what that’ll mean, don’t you?” she barked at me.

I began to feel tears sting at the corner of my eyes and my bottom lip began to tremble.

“You will have to go back and live with your father,” she continued. “Do you want that to happen? After everything I have told you about him. How do you think your sisters will feel?”

I felt like screaming at her that it wasn’t my fault.

“Do you want to go back and live with him?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Well, you are going to have to help me and your sisters.” She looked straight at me with her blazing stare and spoke again. “You’re going to have to tell Father Paul that your father beat you, too.”

I couldn’t believe what she was asking of me.

“It is the only way if we’re going to be believed,” she insisted.

I began to cry and shook my head. I didn’t want to be in the room with her.

“Jack, you don’t want your sisters to have to go back to him, do you? Can you imagine what he would do to them?” she whispered.

“But, Mother, it’s wrong, it’s lying!” I pleaded with her.

My mother’s voice turned ever more hostile towards me.

“Don’t you dare tell me what’s right and wrong! I know what would be wrong, if you didn’t stand up for your sisters, that would be wrong!”

I remember just wanting to vanish, to disappear. I slumped forward. She had asked the impossible. But I hated the thought of letting my sisters down, so I agreed.

My mother eased up beside me and placed her arm around my shoulders. She kissed the side of my face. She explained I was correct, it was wrong to tell lies, but there was always an exception to the rule. Saving my sisters was one of those exceptions, and the Elders would forgive me.

“Look, just tell Father Paul your father beat you a few times, that he scared you, was cruel, too.” She whispered in my ear, so it was just our secret.

I felt hot bile claw its way up my throat and into my mouth, where it burned like acid. I tried to think of something that would get her to change her mind.

“I can’t do this,” I howled, wanting this burden to be taken from me. I couldn’t remember my father hurting me – I couldn’t remember him hurting anyone.

I looked at the floor and wished I were someplace else.

“Say your father beat you,” she whispered again.

“What will happen then?” I asked.

“Father Paul will write down what you have said and pass it to his brother, who is tracking your father. It will be put forward as another piece of evidence against him. Then when he is finally caught, he will be imprisoned by the Vampyrus, or worse.” She made it sound so easy, so simple.

“And that’s it? That’s all I have to say?”

“That’s all. I know it’s a terrible thing to ask you to do, but just think of your sisters,” she said, staring back at me.

It was a few nights later, when Father Paul got me on my own with my mother, he looked very serious, his pale face looking long and drawn.

“Your mum says you have something you want to tell me?”

I looked across at my mother and she nodded. “Go on, Jack, it’s okay. Tell him what you told me,” she said.

Father Paul moved his chair next to mine, believing, I suspect, that he was offering me support. With a pen in his hand and a blank piece of paper before him, I opened my mouth and told the lie she had created a few nights before. I felt awful as I told this untruth. I was lying about my real father and lying to my new father. With each word I spoke, I felt I was somehow getting smaller, I was disappearing, and I hated myself.

The only consolation I took from this, the way I justified it, was to tell myself I was saving my mother and two sisters.

As I came to the end of my lie, Father Paul put his arm around me and said, “Thank you, Jack, I know that must have taken a lot of courage. But could you just give me some more detail for my notes?”

“Detail?” I whispered, glancing across at my mother for guidance. She hurriedly obliged.

“You know, Jack. Where did he hit you, and how hard?”

I didn’t want to say where my father had hit me and how hard because he never had. I didn’t want to lie to Father Paul anymore. I hated it and I  hated myself.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I said, knocking his arm from around my shoulder and standing up. I saw my mother lower her head and look away. With tears streaming down my cheeks, I left the room. Father Paul never mentioned that conversation to me again. No one did. But as I lay in bed that night, my mother came and spoke to me from the doorway of my bedroom.

“I won’t ever ask you for your help again.

You’re useless,” she said, switching off the light and throwing the room into darkness.







Chapter Fifteen
Kiera

 

“Did you feel you had let your mother down?” I asked, shocked by what he had just told me. Again, I tried to battle with the conflict that I was gradually feeling inside for him. Part of me didn’t want to know his story. I wanted to picture him in my head as the monster who, as an adult, had committed so many crimes; who had ripped the heart from my friend, Murphy. That’s what was keeping me focused on saving my own father and Potter. However, there was another part of me that couldn’t help but feel for him in some way – to see another side of him.

“I felt I had not only let her down and Father Paul, but most of all, my own father,” he said. “But what was I meant to have done? I didn’t want to be responsible for my sisters and my mother to have to return to my father to be beaten and attacked.”

With my arms, shoulders, and chest beginning to stiffen and tighten, I was beginning to find it difficult to breathe. It felt as if someone was standing on my chest. I took several short breaths.

Jack saw this, and said, “Do you want something to eat?”

I knew he wasn’t talking about a sandwich or anything like that. He was talking about the red stuff – my father’s flesh. I slowly shook my head.

“Are you sure?” he said, and he looked at me with some concern on his face.

This time I nodded and drew more breath.

“It’s your choice,” he said, heading back across the room to my father.

With Jack’s back turned to me, I slowly leant forward in my seat and looked at the floor beneath me. The stone that I had been grinding away from my wrists now formed a pile of dust about the size of a tennis ball. I knew that Jack might see this at any time and he would figure out what I was up to. With the chains not so tight where I had been slowly grinding my wrists against them, I found that I had a little more room to move. Careful to keep one eye on Jack, I leant forward as much as my hardening body would allow, and tried to flatten the pile of dust with my boot. My legs felt like dead weights as I slowly tried to brush away the dust.

“What are you doing?” I head Jack suddenly ask.

I lifted my head to find him watching me, as I sat bent double in the chair.

“I’m in pain,” I breathed. “Stomach cramps.”

“You don’t have to be in pain,” he said with a smile, and to see it pushed those images of him as a boy from my head. He had become the monster again.

Good, I thought. I can focus.

“All you have to do is chose, and all of this can be over with. Just like that!” he said, snapping his thumb and forefinger together. Then turning to face my father again, he sunk his fingers into the open wound he had made in my father’s stomach.

He screamed in sudden agony, sitting bolt upright as if receiving an electric shock.

“Stop it!”  I screamed, but it came out sounding more like a dry rasp.

My father slumped forward again, moaning and crying out in pain. Jack then licked the black clots of blood from his fingers as if he were sucking on an ice-lolly, his eyes twinkling yellow in the semi-darkness. “Want some?” he asked, smacking his thin, twisted lips together.

If I hadn’t have realised how screwed-up this man was before, I was now truly getting a sense of his utter madness. It was as if reliving the painful memories of his past was making him become more unstable than I originally believed him to be. His moods were changing from ones of sadness, to sudden outbursts of brutality. I needed to get him away from my father and nearer to me.

I needed him to be close for when I was a statue.

“What was it like having no one to turn to, Jack?” I whispered, my throat burning now.

He drew his fingers slowly from his mouth, making a popping sound. I could see a clot of blood hanging from his bottom lip, and he armed it away as he considered my question.

“It must have been hard carrying a secret around like that,” I pushed, trying to draw him back towards me and his chair. “Why do you think your mother burdened you with such a lie at such a young age? How old were you? Eleven?

Twelve?”

“Twelve,” he said, standing fixed to the spot next to my father. “She was desperate for my father to be punished for his crimes, I guessed.”

“You’ve said that you had started to view this Blackcoat - Father Paul as some kind of adoptive father,” I breathed. “Didn’t you ever want to tell him?”

“Of course,” he said, slowly coming towards me, as if the mention of the Blackcoat had calmed him again, sent him back into his past.

“I had the chance…later…much later…”

he said thoughtfully, the light in his narrow face fading again. “But by then, things had changed so much…things had grown so dark for all of us… me and him…that I couldn’t tell my new father the truth when the chance came.”

“What happened?” I croaked, knowing that I was cracking up – and fast.

Jack rolled his head back on his scrawny neck and untied the red bandana which was knotted there. Holding it between his long fingers, he twisted it like someone wringing water from a towel. Then, peering at me through the gloom, he said, “Life at home began to resemble something close to normal for me over the next year or so. I wasn’t very bright at school. My only true love was art. I kept myself very much apart from the other kids. My brother Rik – Nik as he was now known, made friends easier than I did. He had been younger than me when we had fled our home to live with the humans, so he probably remembered very little about the caves beyond the fountain. Why would I want to mix with the other kids? I wasn’t one of them.

“I’d spend every moment I had drawing.

It didn’t matter if I couldn’t find a pencil or paper.

I would draw on the schoolyard walls, and the pavement outside our house with pieces of chalk.

It would wash off, right? Not according to my mother…







Chapter Sixteen
Jack

One morning I was in the backyard. The earth had tiny bits of white coloured chalk mixed in with it. I plucked a piece out and began to draw stickmen on the wall with it. My mother had seen me through the window and had come racing out.

“What do you think you are doing?” she shouted.

“I was just…”

“Don’t even bother! I’m not interested in your excuses. How many times have I told you – every time you misbehave, you’re risking your chance of the Elders lifting your curse.”

“I’m sorry…” I started.

“I don’t want to hear it. You’re a sinner and you must repent!” She held out her open hand and waved it at me.

“C’mon, give

me your clothes,” she said.

“What do you mean ‘my clothes’?” I asked her, perplexed.

“You can sit out here naked and pray to the Elders for forgiveness.”

“But Mum, its cold. I’ll freeze!” I begged her.

“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you started sinning!” She waved her hand in my direction again. “C’mon, I haven’t got all day to be standing here arguing with you, give me your clothes.”

I couldn’t believe she was telling me to do this. It wasn’t the cold that concerned me. It was taking my clothes off that upset me. I might have been a Lycanthrope on the inside, but on the outside I was like any other adolescent. My body was starting to change. I didn’t want my mother or anyone else to see me naked. I looked up into her face and her eyes had that look – the angry, bright-eyed look, and I knew I would never get her to change her mind. Reluctantly, I removed my clothes and handed them to her.

“Now get on your knees and pray to the Elders,” she said, turning away from me and locking the backyard door behind her. I knelt on the doorstep, bent forward with my arms cradled around me, hiding my body. If my mother had looked out of the window, she would have presumed I was bent forward in prayer, praying for forgiveness. In fact, I knelt there rocking back and forth in the cold, cursing her. I was there for hours, naked and humiliated, until she decided I had repented enough.

These random acts of cruelty my mother showed towards me lessoned after that – for a while, at least. I don’t know why. Father Paul had taken on, albeit a secret, the role of our dad, and I hardly gave much thought to my real father. I was so accustomed to seeing my mother sitting at home with her arm draped around his shoulder, with Nik and me sitting nearby, listening to him as he read, I had mostly forgotten about my real dad.

The only time I did think about him was when my mother took me aside and told me her terrifying tales about him.

My mother always seemed happy and content during these occasions, and I finally realised why the number of times my mother was cruel to me had become less frequent. It was only when Father Paul wasn’t at our home she would be cruel, or what I had started to call ‘strange.’

As he was spending more and more time with us, my mother’s ‘strange’ behaviour towards me became less. I, therefore, had another reason to want him close by. Just when I thought that perhaps my mother’s erratic moods had passed, something happened which sent her into a blind panic.

That Christmas, we had a delivery at our home. It seemed that, despite all the steps my mother had undertaken to hide us from our father, they had failed. It was evening time and we were all at home. We heard a sound at the door and our mother went into the hall. She returned almost instantly holding a sealed envelope. She opened it and read the Christmas card inside and started to tremble.

“He’s found us! Your father has found us!” she cried.

I focused in on my mother as Lorre got up and peered at the Christmas card over her shoulder. They both looked at each other as fear crawled across their faces. I instantly began to feel those fingers grab hold of my stomach again.

Mother crept into the hallway and we all followed.

She went to the front door and placed the side of her head against it. She listened intently for any sound outside. After what seemed like forever, she leant away from the door, and inch by inch, she opened it. We strained to see past her, but there was no one there, only a pile of brightly-wrapped Christmas presents.

Mother edged her way past the presents and gingerly looked up and down the street. On seeing our father wasn’t there, she hurried back to the front door and told us to take the parcels into the house. I helped my brother and sisters carry the packages into the hallway. A wicker basket had also been left on the step. Mother opened it and I could see meat inside. I didn’t understand why, but she left the basket and refused to take it into our home. I remember seeing that basket of food the following day, still sitting on the front step, with blood from the meat running down the garden path.

Once the presents were inside, I noticed that there were tags hanging from the presents.

One of the tags had “Jack” written on it, the other, “Rik.” I was so excited I thought I was going to explode. I could hear the sound of ripping paper and wheeled around to see my mother tearing the wrapping paper from the presents in large strips.

She was in a frenzy, going from one present to the other, removing just enough of the paper to reveal what was inside. I stood with my brother and sisters and watched her. As Mother came to the last few presents, she started to speak, not to us, but to herself.

“You can forget any ideas about keeping these. You’re not having them, they’re from him! ”

she barked.

I looked at all the wonderful items laid bare before us. There was a necklace and brooch each for my sisters. I remembered what had happened with the present my father had sent to me on my ninth birthday, and knew in my heart I would never get any joy from playing with these.

The initial excitement I had felt seeped from me and left me feeling deflated.

A few days before Christmas, I saw Father Paul handing out those presents to the less wealthy Vampyrus children who gathered at his church. We were poor, weren’t we? I wondered.

Besides, they were meant for me, not for them. I watched their happy faces from afar as they took the presents my father had left for me and my brother and sisters, and I hated them. As I stood alone in the snow at the edge of the graveyard which wrapped itself around the church, watching my presents being carried away, I thought of my father. Those parcels he had left hadn’t just been presents, they had been a warning to my mother.

He was letting her know he was close. In a strange way, it scared me and filled me with excitement. I glanced over my shoulder. Was he watching me now? I wondered. He had outwitted the Vampyrus which had tracked him over the last four years. What had he been doing in that time?

Was he really trying to find some way of proving his innocence like my mother had suggested? I had so many questions going around in my head that it hurt. There was one thing I just couldn’t figure out: Why had my father left a basket filled with lumps of raw, bloody meat for my mother?

That just had to be a warning of some kind.

I think she knew that, too. My mother was on edge for weeks after that night. I didn’t believe she could run away again, although I suspected she may have considered the idea. So she returned to what she knew best, feeding our heads, mine in particular, with hideous stories of my father, in the hope I would never want to see him again. Perhaps even lie for her again.

A few weeks later, she invited Kara and me into her bedroom. As I have said, my mother rarely discussed our father at great length when we were all together, and I had always believed she had kept her frightening stories just for me.

On this occasion, I shared with my sister, Kara, the most horrific story I had ever heard. Mother explained, in her usual emotionless tone, that just after Lorre had been born, our father had returned from the human world with a baby. I wanted to ask where he had found the baby, but my mother soon filled in the blanks.

“Just like the Lycanthrope did before the Elders cursed our race,” she explained, “your father crept into a human home. Lycanthropes can’t just take a human baby. It has to be given away by the baby’s mother. So just like our ancestors, he transfixed the mother with his stare and she unknowingly handed her baby over to him.

He raced back to the caves with the baby in his arms. On seeing the baby, I knew at once why Joshua had taken it. I begged him to return the baby, knowing there would be no redemption for him once he had killed the baby. He couldn’t contain his murderous lust and the curse which now possessed him, so he killed the baby.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It felt as if the bedroom walls were closing in on me.

As if my head were being crushed in a vice.

Sickeningly, she continued, either oblivious to or simply not caring about the distress her account was causing me and my sister.

“He kept the remains for another week or so, hidden in a bucket at the back of the cave. I begged him to take the baby away, to bury it somewhere. If it should be discovered, I would be blamed just as much as he.”

I heard Kara begin to sob and I covered my ears with my hands. Mother insisted I remove them as she thought it was important I understood what my father was really like. She continued and I closed my eyes. If I had to hear her, I didn’t want to see her. Uncaringly, she persisted, “Your father was an artist just like you, Jack. Perhaps that’s where you get it from?”

I closed my eyes tighter still.

“He painted a picture of the bucket and its contents. He drew a picture of a clock without any hands. This he told me was meant to show the baby lost in time.”

With my eyes closed, I could picture this terrible scene and I snapped them open. Kara had turned away from my mother and was now sitting with her back to her. I could see her shoulders shaking as she continued to cry. Even though Kara and I were both visibly distressed, our mother continued, claiming eventually he smuggled the decomposed body back to the woods and buried it in a shallow grave. To hear this story made me truly understand how evil the Lycanthrope – my own race – and my own father could be. No wonder the Vampyrus hunted us down and killed us. Did we deserve any more than that?

Bewilderingly, my mother stated in her heart she knew that the baby was with the Elders now, and it blamed her as much as Joshua for its death. What she asked next I found really creepy – sick.

“That child is watching me because of what your father did,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Will you pray and ask the Elders and that child to forgive me?”

She pulled both of us close to her and embraced us. I sat there numbly as she apologised for upsetting us, but went on to add she thought we should know what our father was really like.

To be honest, I didn’t want to know.

Could I really have a father who was capable of doing such wicked and barbaric things?

Did he really murder that baby? Was it watching my mother with the Elders? All of these questions terrified me.







Chapter Seventeen
Jack

 

For my 13th birthday, Father Paul gave me a small bag of tools and a foldaway workbench. Apart from the drawing and painting, I had shown a flair for woodwork at school. My father had been a carpenter, so when Father Paul asked what I would like for my birthday, I asked for some carpentry tools.

My mother ignored me for the best part of a week after that, only speaking to me when Father Paul was at home. Once he had gone, the frost would reappear and I would be left alone. On occasions, I longed to tell Father Paul what she was like towards me when he wasn’t around. I could see how fond he was of my mother and she appeared to be fond of him. It worried me that if I told him, he might confront her about it. This in turn would leave me to face my mother’s wrath, or even worse, Father Paul might have distanced himself from her and I didn’t want to lose him from my life.

The next time Mother spent any real time with me, she took me out and bought a small rosebush. She got me to plant it in the backyard for her.

“Why the roses?” I asked her. She had never shown any interest in growing flowers before.

“It’s in remembrance to that poor child your father murdered,” she said.

“Oh?” I said, my flesh turning cold.

“From now on it’s your job to tend to it.

God forbid you let that plant die!” she warned me and went back into the house.

That summer we crammed ourselves into Father Paul’s beat-up old truck. Father Paul’s brother owned a cottage in Wales, so he took us there for a secret two-week break. His brother’s holiday cottage was a long way up a winding road, which became narrower and narrower until the bracken on either side scratched the side of the old truck.

The cottage sat back from a steep cliff edge and at night, as I lay silently in bed, I could hear the sounds of the waves booming against the rocks below. The house had three bedrooms, one of which I shared with my brother. My sisters shared another, and Father Paul and my mother shared the third. It was the first time I’d realised they had ever shared a room together. This didn’t seem out of the ordinary to me until one morning, I walked into their bedroom unannounced. Here I discovered them curled up in bed together, wrapped in each other’s arms. I remember them looking up at me as I walked in. My mother pulled the sheets up beneath her chin, and Father Paul shooed me away with a flick of his hand. I left the room, shutting the door behind me, the warnings that it was forbidden by the Elders for a Vampyrus and Lycanthrope to  mix screaming around inside my head. Neither my mother or Father Paul had said anything to me. Neither of them looked concerned that they were breaking the laws of the Elders. They had just been lying there together, holding each other as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

It shocked me at first to see my mother lying there with her face nestled against his bare chest. Not because he was a Blackcoat and a Vampyrus, but because the last person I had seen her sharing a bed with had been my father.

That was the last holiday I ever shared with Lorre. I believe she had reluctantly come on holiday with us that summer. She was seventeen now, and had her own friends within the small Lycanthrope community living away from the caves. I discovered she was fond of a young male named James, and he lived in the richer part of town. His father had done well to keep the curse at bay, and had successfully managed to find himself a senior position at the bank, working secretly alongside the humans. I believed Lorre had been embarrassed about bringing James back to our home. Although we had the basics, we still only had one room that was carpeted. All the rooms were still battleship grey in colour and hadn’t seen a coat of paint since we had moved in. The furniture was secondhand and shabby-looking. So whenever James came to collect Lorre, she would make sure she was ready well in advance, and would dash out of the house and whisk him away.

It was just before her eighteenth birthday when Lorre had plucked up the courage to bring James home. She had intended to spend the day with him, and then bring him home during the evening. I recall she had specifically taken the time to clean the house and tidy her bedroom so as to make a good impression. However, whilst she was out on her date, my mother had gone around the house and undid all the tidying she had done.

Mother then ransacked Lorre’s bedroom drawers and threw the contents around the room.

Lorre arrived home shortly after, and once she had introduced James to us, they disappeared upstairs to get away from the now untidy home.

Within minutes Lorre was dragging James back down the stairs, and without saying a word, they slipped out of the house.

A couple of weeks later I heard Lorre sobbing from behind her bedroom door. I asked my mother what had upset Lorre so much.

With a wry smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, she said, “James doesn’t want to see Lorre anymore. I don’t know why she’s so bothered, all Lycanthrope males are the same.

They can’t be trusted.”

I don’t know if my mother’s behaviour that night was to blame, but on her eighteenth birthday, Lorre left home and I didn’t know where she had gone, or if I would ever see her again.

Although as a child I was never really close to Lorre, I felt a great sense of loss.

Christmas arrived the same month Lorre left, and with it came another huge pile of presents – another warning I guessed – from our father.

Mother had smugly told us only a few days before we wouldn’t be getting anything from him that Christmas, as she had been assured by Father Paul’s brother, who was hunting my father, that he was close to being captured. So when my mother opened the door to find another bunch of present for us and another basket of raw, bloody meat for her, she howled and raked her long claws along the wall in the hallway. Again, the kids at the church got a free pile of presents, and much to my mother’s despair, I think she finally realised my father wasn’t ready to be captured by the Vampyrus just yet.







Chapter Eighteen
Jack

Just after Christmas, just before my fourteenth birthday, my mother disappeared for several days. She didn’t say goodbye, or leave any note as to where she had gone. Curious to know if Father Paul knew her whereabouts, I trudged through the snow to his church, but he wasn’t around either. I wondered if they were together.

Kara was very close to mother, and since Lorre had left home too, she was very upset during this time, and at night she would often sit at the end of my bed and cry.

“I hope Mum is okay,” she sobbed.

I put my arm around her and pulled her tight. Although Kara and I had been close as children, since leaving our father, we had sadly grown apart. To cuddle her like this conjured up wonderful memories of us making perfume together as children.

“Mum will be ok, I’m sure of it,” I told her.

“I know she’s mad, but I still don’t want anything bad to happen to her,” she cried.

I was taken aback by what she had just said, so I probed further. “What do you mean ‘mad’?” I asked her.

“Some of the things she says and does,”

Kara sobbed.

“Like what?” I knew very well what she meant, but I wanted her to say it.

“She can be very cruel sometimes, but I don’t think she means it. It’s just her way,” Kara sniffed.

I was so surprised at hearing Kara talk like this about our mother. I remembered how we had both shared that awful account our mother had relayed to us about our father killing that human baby. I was desperate to find out what Kara had thought about it. I wanted to know if she too shared the nightmares I had had since that day. I believed this was my chance to raise the subject with her.

“You know that story Mum told us about Father murdering that baby? I keep having nightmares about it. Do you?” I pulled her tight and could smell the clean fragrance of her freshly washed hair.

“Sometimes,” she said, her head buried against my shoulder.

“Do you believe it’s true?” I dared to ask.

“It must be, or why would she tell us?”

Kara said, looking at me with her red-rimmed eyes.

“I can’t understand why she told us, truth or not. What purpose did it serve, other than to upset us?” I asked her.

“And that’s what I mean, Jack, when I say she’s mad.”

Then to my surprise, just when I thought Kara and me could open up together and maybe rekindle some of that closeness we had once shared, she got up and left my room. Momentarily, I was in two minds whether I should follow her and attempt to pursue our conversation, but I guessed she wasn’t ready to talk anymore. Kara was sixteen at the time, nearly three years older than me, but on this occasion, as I had sat and comforted her, I felt as if I was the elder. Nik was just eight at the time, and the fact that my mother had seemingly vanished didn’t bother him at all.

He sat on the rug in the living room playing with his toys.

When Mother came home from wherever she had been, she was very upset. Father Paul was at her side.

“Kathy, try not to get yourself too upset,”

he assured her. I could tell by the tremor in his own voice that he was also very distraught. Kara was sitting numbly on the sofa and didn’t say a word.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I sat on the edge of the sofa.

Through her sobs, I just managed to decipher what my mother had to say.

“The Elders didn’t believe me! They chose to believe your father instead.”

Confused, I asked, “What? My father has been captured by the Vampyrus? What does that mean?”

My mother just sat and buried her face in her hands, so Father Paul answered for her.

“Joshua handed himself in to my brother and his team just over a week ago,” he said, and I noticed how he called him Joshua rather than my father.

“Why did he hand himself in?” I asked, my heart racing at hearing this news.

“He has spent the last few years gathering evidence to prove his innocence,” Father Paul explained. “The Elders didn’t believe the accusations your mother made about Joshua. He denied it all.” Father Paul looked ashen and his voice sounded scared as he continued, “The Elders have set Joshua free.”

My mother continued to sit and sob as she left Father Paul the difficult task of revealing the court’s decision to us.

“What evidence did my father have?” I asked, standing up and looking down at my mother. “You told me that he beat you. That he beat my sisters. That he was a murderer. Why didn’t the Elders believe you?” I needed the answer to this question. She had managed to convince me of my father’s murderous behaviour, why hadn’t the Elders believed her?

Without looking at me she said, “Your father is very clever. He managed to twist everything.” Through her continued sobs, she explained.

It became clear that my mother and Father Paul had both been in The Hollows giving evidence to the Elders over the last seven days.

Evidence for whatever reason, the Elders hadn’t believed.

Overhearing the conversation as Nik played on the rug, he looked at my mother and said, “Can I see my dad now?”

I doubted if Nik would even have recognised him if he had passed him in the street, as he had been only four the night we had fled the caves.

Hearing this, my mother fled from the room, Father Paul close behind her. Neither me nor Nik got an answer to our questions. Not just yet, anyhow. We ate in silence that night, as the news of what had transpired at Elders’ court slowly sank in. I felt a little guilty, as deep inside me, down in the basement, I felt the slightest tingling of excitement at the prospect of seeing my father again. The smallest shoots of curiosity sprung up in the shadows of that basement and they grew evermore wild as they searched desperately for the light.

After Father Paul left that night, in a somewhat sombre and thoughtful mood, I lay in bed with that feeling of excitement. I couldn’t quite explain it, but it began to slowly consume me.

I felt guilty for feeling it, but however hard I tried, it just wouldn’t go away. I thought of all the hideous stories my mother had told me about my father, but the feelings of excitement and curiosity just wouldn’t go.

Over the next few days, the thought of seeing my father obsessed me. I pictured myself going back to the caves we had left some years ago. In my head it hadn’t changed, everything was exactly as we had left it. I tried to picture my father; I hadn’t seen him in all that time. I could remember what he looked like, his fair hair, hazel-yellow eyes and small build, but whenever I closed my eyes to picture him, his image became distorted around the edges. However much I fantasized about meeting him again, I suspected if my mother had anything to do with it, I never would.

A few nights later my suspicions were proved right, as she said to Kara, Nik, and me, “We’re going to have to run away again.”







Chapter Nineteen
Jack

The plan was this: Father Paul was going to leave the Blackcoats and run away. We were then going to move into his brother’s holiday home in Wales.

“We’ll be able to start a new life together,” he assured us.

“Nobody will ever find us,” Mother added excitedly. I knew she was talking about my father.

I asked my mother about Lorre and whether she would be coming with us. She then explained, although we hadn’t seen Lorre in months, she had received letters from my sister.

Apparently Lorre had managed to make herself a life amongst the humans and was training to be a nurse in the city.

As Father Paul had little money of his own, and he didn’t own the house up on the hill from the church, he was going to go and confess to his brother that he had fallen in love with my mother, a Lycanthrope, and ask if they could live in his remote little cottage in Wales, as he intended to leave the priesthood.

The icy hand that had taken hold of my tummy all those years began to squeeze again.

This time around, I had a greater understanding of what was going on and what we were being asked to do. However much Father Paul protested his love for my mother, I knew she just wanted to put yet more distance between us and our father.

Over the next couple of weeks, the situation at home continued as normal. Kara stayed at home with my mother. Nik and I continued to attend school, Father Paul still visited most evenings, and the planned escape wasn‘t discussed. Even though I was fourteen now, and had a better grasp of the situation, I still felt disjointed and insecure. Each time I went to bed, I wondered if it would be my last night in my home.

Would we leave in the middle of the night again?

Would it be as frenzied and as hectic as before? If so, how much notice would I be given? Would I be expected to leave everything behind again? As I lay in bed at night, I would look around my room and make a mental list of the items I would snatch up and grab if it came to us fleeing in a matter of moments again. As days rolled into weeks, I slowly began to take my most treasured possessions and place them in a small pile by my bedroom door. There wasn’t much, just my paintings, along with the water colour paints and brushes that Father Paul had bought me. On top of these I sat my toy bear, which I had bought from the caves with me. I was prepared.

Mother started to fill my head with her stories about my father again. Her voice would be cold, yet her eyes would blaze as if on fire. I had seen this look too many times before and I knew it was a sign that another tale about my father was coming.

I wished she would stop these stories, they made me feel sick. She could probably see the look of despair in my eyes and would add, “I’m just telling you for your own good. I think you have a right to know what your father is really like before you go deciding whether you want to see him or not.”

From the years of stories she had bombarded me with about my father, I had a pretty good idea of what he had been like. So the days slipped by, and I became ever more apprehensive. Were we staying? Were we going?

If so, when?

Then, when I least expected it, the news came – and with it a change in my mother that would affect me more than I could ever have imagined.

 

Father Paul arrived at our home that night, tearful and gaunt-looking. He told us his brother wouldn’t assist in our escape. It wasn’t an issue of money. He was furious that Father Paul had been having a relationship with my mother. He said he took the laws of the Elders seriously and the fact that mixing of Vampyrus and Lycanthrope was forbidden by them. He had been horrified at Father Paul’s confession. To hear this made me feel inferior in some way – like the Lycanthrope were animals that couldn’t be mixed with. Father Paul’s brother said that he should break all ties with my mother and the rest of us. It was like we were some sub-species.

“My brother said I would be severely punished if the Elders were to ever find out,”

Father Paul said, fear and hurt in his eyes. He explained that without his brother’s help, our secret move to Wales wouldn’t go ahead.

My mother pushed her chair back from the table and shot up. “If you loved me, you would find another way!”

However much I sensed he didn’t want to, he persisted with his brother’s view of things.

“Where would we go? Where would we all sleep?

I have no money of my own.”

“We’ll find a way,” she pleaded with him.

As I looked at her from across the room, I could see the fear in her eyes. She feared my father.

Father Paul continued to be firm, however much I suspected he wanted to give in. “We’ll just have to sit tight and think of something else.

Perhaps Joshua won’t come. Maybe clearing his name was all he wanted. Perhaps he’ll go back to the caves and make a new life for himself.”

“Don’t you believe it,” Mother snarled at him. “He’ll come for me. He’ll come for all of us.”

“He hasn’t yet,” Father Paul said back.

“It’s just a matter of time,” Mother said with fear. She ran from the room and disappeared to her bedroom. Father Paul followed her and I listened from downstairs as he pleaded with her from the other side of her bedroom door. I could hear him desperately declaring his love for her.

She remained silent. Father Paul was outside her door for hours. At one point, I heard him sobbing and I found this very difficult. When I heard his footfalls descending the stairs, I turned away as I didn’t want to see his face. As he left, he said, “Sorry.”

I didn’t see my mother again that evening.

She stayed barricaded in her room. Before I went to sleep that night, I tacked the pictures I had painted back onto my bedroom wall. I put the water colour paints and the brushes away, and my toy bear got into bed with me. I fell asleep sniffing his ear.







Chapter Twenty
Kiera

 

Jack had this way of making me feel empathy for him. Was that his plan? I wondered.

Maybe not. He was telling me his story and how he became what I now knew him to be. It was hard for me to reconcile the fact that he had once been a child – but with each passing minute of him telling me his story – those lines became ever more blurred. If not for a better set of circumstances, might he have been able to beat the curse – be something – someone different. He spoke of his eldest sister, Lorre. She had managed to create a life for herself in the human world.

Jack had said she had become a nurse. That was a caring profession, right? Not the sort of job a murdering Lycanthrope would take on. Perhaps my perceptions of the Lycanthrope had been misjudged? Perhaps some could beat the curse that the Elders had cast upon them. Why Lorre and not Jack? Perhaps because she had escaped the unhealthy situation Jack suffered at home with his mother?

Jack had told me how his mother had deliberately sabotaged the relationship with Lorre and the boy she had fallen in love with. Lorre had left soon after that and never returned. She had done the right thing. What of his real father, why hadn’t he come to save Jack now that his name had been cleared?

I slowly opened my mouth to speak and large flakes of grey ash-like skin fell away from the corners of my mouth. I knew that it wouldn’t be long now before I was unable to move at all.

My arms were so stiff and taut that it had slowed how fast I was able to grind my stone wrists against the chains which held me.

“You don’t look so good,” Jack said, peering at me through the gloom.

Again I saw that flash of concern I believed I had seen before. Then it was gone, the bright, fiery yellow taking its place. It was like the boy – before he had turned bad – was still inside him somewhere, and every so often he dared to peek out.

Sensing this, I forced open my mouth as far as I could and said, “I don’t feel so good, Jack.

Why don’t you just stop this? I’m not sure that you really want to make anyone suffer. I think you are better than that.”

Jack stood up and looked at me as if giving what I had said some serious consideration.

Then slowly, a smile formed across his bloodless lips and he said, “If you are trying to connect with that little boy, he doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I don’t believe that,” I breathed, trying to draw breath into my stiffening lungs. “I still believe that he is still in you – he’s just lost. You just need to find him again, Jack.”

“He’s dead,” Jack said turning his back to me.

“You only look away from me because you know what I say is true,” I mumbled, finding it so hard to speak now. My tongue felt like a dry piece of stone in my mouth. I knew the moment would come soon when I would kill him. Jack couldn’t win this. He just didn’t know that. If I didn’t have to kill him, I wouldn’t. I’d much rather save him, and there was a small part of me which was starting to believe that perhaps I could. If there was a way – I would find it. Despite what he had done to me, my father, and friends, he had been cursed – he had become addicted to the taste of killing, just like I had to the red stuff.

Were we both not addicts? Giving into those cravings that drove us forward…

Kiera!  I screamed at myself inside. What are you doing? I was justifying this monster’s cruelty, viciousness, and murderous ways. I closed my eyes and saw Murphy’s heart being ripped from his chest because of Jack Seth’s betrayal. I opened them again, and looked across the room at my father tied to the chair. Any man who could do that to another was surely beyond redemption.

Was Jack telling me his story to soften me – to weaken me – to pity him? Was this how he was going to get me to make my choice?

Jack went to my father, and sliding his fingers into that open wound again, he grinned at me and said, “That boy is truly dead to me.”

I watched as his fingers slid into my father’s stomach like a fork into jelly. My father rocked back in his chair again, his arms taut against his restraints. His eyes spun wetly in their sockets as he screamed out in pain.

“Stop,” I mumbled, and worked my wrists faster and harder behind me.

“This doesn’t stop, Kiera Hudson,” Jack snapped, pulling his fingers from the wound with a plop. With blood trailing from his hand, he came towards me. Leaning over me, he ran the tips of his bloody fingers over my cracked and broken lips. Slowly I turned my head away. Jack chuckled. “No?” he said, teasing me with his bloody fingers again.

My stomach ached and my throat felt like I had swallowed a bucket full of acid. I wanted that blood – I needed it. Would just a few drops really matter if it helped me save my father and Potter? Neither would want me to degrade myself to save them – I wasn’t going to become a monster. I was better than that. Jack had given into cravings for every reason – but I wouldn’t give into mine.

I’m Kiera Hudson! I’m Kiera Hudson! 

I’m Kiera Hudson!  I kept saying over and over in my head. But what did that mean? Did it make me special in some way? No, but to keep saying my name over and over again reminded me of who and what I was. Jack could torture me, my father and my friends, but as long as I held onto what and who I was, he could never break me. That’s why he was the man he had become – because he had forgotten that little boy. Jack Seth had forgotten who he truly was.

“You surprise me,” he said, as he licked the last of my father’s blood from between his fingers. “You have resisted longer than I thought you would.”

“Then you don’t know me,” I mumbled, turning to look at him through my hair, which was growing stiff over my face.

“I know you better than you think,” he smiled back at me. “I understand your pain, Kiera Hudson. We share more than you would like to know or think.”

“We share nothing,” I whispered, my words coming out slow and labored.

“We’ll see,” he said, taking his bandana and wiping the blood from his lips. “We both understand loss.”

“I haven’t lost myself,” I breathed. “Not like you, Jack.”

“Perhaps not,” he said, sitting back in his chair. “But we have both lost people that we love.

We have both been lied to and been betrayed by them.”

“That hasn’t made me a monster like you,” I said, each word coming out sounding thick and slow, like I was trying to speak with a pillow held over my face.

“We’ll see,” he said again, looking at me.

Then, leaning forward in his seat and starting to tell his story again, he said, “I didn’t see or speak to Father Paul for several weeks after that incident…







Chapter Twenty-One
Jack

… My mother became almost a recluse, shutting herself in her room. The only person to spend any real time with her was Kara. They spent hours together, locked in my mother’s bedroom. Mother stopped going to the church with the twisted spire and I was forbidden to attend as well.

Eventually, Father Paul started coming back to our house but was refused entry by our mother. He would stand outside, endlessly whispering her name through the letterbox, trying to get her attention. On these occasions, she would creep from her room, and putting her finger to her lips, she would motion to us to stay quiet and we would have to sit in silence, like statues.

Eventually, he gave up and went away. This was an incredibly uncomfortable time for me. I had truly come to love Father Paul, he had always been really nice to me, and for the last few years or more, I had come to think of him as my father.

To hear him begging my mother through the letterbox made me feel ill. I couldn’t understand my mother. I thought of her as being cold, almost ruthless, and I resented her for this. I missed Father Paul and wished she would relent and let him in again.

When he realised that he wasn’t going to get the opportunity to speak to my mother, he began writing letters and posting them through the letterbox. Mother would then read them to us around the table. They were love letters and very personal, intended solely for her. Nevertheless, she would sit and read them to us in a mocking tone. In these letters, Father Paul described his love for my mother and the love that he had for us children. He wrote how he loved Kara, Nik, and me. He professed his love for my mother and stated how he couldn’t understand why she would no longer acknowledge him.

Mother seemed to take some kind of wicked pleasure in reading these letters to us. She would pick out particular sentences he had written and then read them over and over again, each time adding more and more ridicule to the tone of her voice. I couldn’t bear it, so as she sat one evening and ridiculed Father Paul, I got up from the table and fled to my room. I just didn’t want to hear her any more. I cried and when I had stopped, I took the watercolours he had bought me, and started to paint, escaping to an imaginary world inside my head. Anywhere had to be better than home.

Because I was banned from seeing Father Paul, my paintings went unnoticed. It had only been him who had ever taken an interest in them.

I really missed him, not because he wasn’t around to praise my artwork, but because we had developed a relationship, a father and son relationship, and I desperately needed a father in my life. I’d heard nothing at all about my real father, not since my mother had returned with the news that he had been found innocent by the Elders.

To rid my feelings of loss, I hatched a plan. I stowed my paintings away in my rucksack and slipped out the door. I made my way to the remote little church and passed through the graveyard, up the hill to his secluded house.

Knowing that his brother had warned him to keep away from my mother and me, I sneaked round to the back door and rapped softly against it. Within a matter of moments he pulled open the door, and looking surprised but happy to see me again, he pulled me close.

His first question was, “Does your mother know you are here?”

I explained to him that she didn’t, and I would have to try and keep it a secret.

“How is she? Has she mentioned me at all?” he asked.

“She’s okay, I s’pose,” I said, stepping inside. I didn’t have the heart to tell him how she had read his letters to us and had ridiculed them.

“Why wouldn’t she answer the door to me?” he asked, taking me to sit by the fire where I had once spent hours cleaning the candlesticks, then drawing and painting.

“I don’t know, Dad,” I said. “She forbids us from letting you in. I hated hearing you outside, I felt so uncomfortable.”

“I think she’s acting like this because I let her down,” he said, looking into the fire.

“How do you mean?” I asked him.

“You know, not running away with her.

But I couldn’t, Jack. It would have been impossible. It would have been dangerous.” He justified to me again his reasons why, although he didn’t have to.

“How’s Kara and Nik doing? I miss you all so much,” he said with a sad-looking smile.

“They’re okay. We still haven’t heard anything from Lorre,” I told him. “You  don’t know where she is living, do you?”

“No, sorry, Jack, I don’t,” he said.

We sat quietly before the fire, the thought of telling him how my mother had often treated me kept screaming across the front of my mind.

However much she confused and hurt me, I felt unable to speak to him about this. I felt I would be betraying her in some way. So for the rest of that day and into the early evening we talked, I showed him the new pictures I had painted. As the evening began to close in, I packed them away again and made my way home. For years, our family had shared many secrets, but now I had one of my own, and it excited me.

So every Saturday for the next few weeks, I would make my secret visits to Father Paul's, and once again spend most of the morning cleaning the candlesticks. Then we would sit together before the fire, him reading, and me painting my pictures.

I managed to keep my secret for about a month. On returning one Saturday evening, my mother was waiting for me. She was furious, standing before me with her hands on her hips, and eyes shining brightly. I knew at once I was in the shit. I had become skilled at deciphering her moods. I put my bag down and she immediately asked me where I had been.

Before I’d even opened my mouth, she screamed at me, “Don’t you dare lie to me!”

“I’m not lying…” I started.

“You’ve been with him, haven’t you?”

she snarled.

“Who?” I asked.

“The Blackcoat!” she roared. This was the first time I’d ever heard my mother refer to him in this way.

I hadn’t been expecting to have been discovered so soon and I was momentarily lost for words. I didn’t see the point in lying anymore, so I said, “Yes, I’ve been to see Father Paul. I’ve been going there every weekend for a while now.” I felt relieved that she knew my secret.

Deep inside, I was proud that I had maintained my relationship with him.

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing! How could you? Where is your loyalty?” she fumed.

I just couldn't grasp what she was fucking saying to me and I spoke up in my own defense. I wasn’t a kid anymore. “What do you mean loyalty? He’s been like a father to me. As far as I’m concerned, he is my father. I just can’t stop those feelings. It’s like we have a connection somehow.”

“You’ve got to forget him!” she barked at me.

I felt stunned and confused by what she was demanding of me. “For years you’ve encouraged me, all of us, to see Father Paul as our dad,” I reminded her. “Now you’re asking me just to forget
him?  I don’t understand what has changed.”

Immediately, mother got that look, the look she always had when she was about to tell me some hideous revelation. “Your beloved Father Paul, the person you’ve been so happily sneaking off to see, is a coward.”

“He couldn’t run away with you,” I barked back. “He has no money, where would we have lived? The Elders forbid Vampyrus and our kind mixing! They would punish him if they ever found out. Is that what you want?”

“I wasn’t talking about that!” she roared, slapping me hard across the face with the back of her hand. My head rocked backwards with a crack and the left side of my face felt as if it were on fire.

Kara must have heard the shouting because she came into the room and stood behind my mother. As always she was so close to her, like my mother’s shadow.

“What are you talking about?” I shouted back, a well of anger and confusion bubbling over inside of me. Tears ran down my face. Not because of the pain I felt from my mother striking me – but through hate.

“Your precious Father Paul beat me,” she snarled.

I couldn’t comprehend what she was telling me. I felt utterly bewildered and lost. “What do you mean?” I gasped.

“Just like your father, he was violent and cruel. There is no difference between the Vampyrus and the Lycanthrope. We are the same,” she said. “There you go. I didn’t want to tell you, but you’ve forced me to.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t believe it!” I snapped.

“So I’m a liar, am I? Is your sister lying as well? Is she?” She had that gloating sound in her voice, which I had heard so many times before. I looked over at Kara, who was standing a few feet behind her. I then looked at my mother again.

“What’s this got to do with Kara?” I breathed.

“He beat her, too,” she said.

I looked at Kara and asked, “Is this true?”

Kara looked away and as she did, she slowly nodded her head.

I couldn’t believe it, I wouldn’t believe it, and I told them so. “I don’t believe you. I know Father Paul. I mean, I really know him. I might believe what you have told me about my real father, but not Father Paul.”

My mother began to seethe on hearing this, and replied in a cruel and bitter tone. “You’re pathetic! You’d choose to believe a Vampyrus over your own mother and sister? Well, I wash my hands of you. Don’t ever expect anything from me again. You disgust me.”

I picked up my bag again and ran from the house. I never wanted to go back. I didn’t want to have to hear her voice anymore. I had heard it all before about my father. I ran and ran, so many twisted and disturbing images slithering around in my head. Her words had poisoned my mind. As I ran, I recalled everything she had told me about my father and began to wonder if it could possibly be true. The Elders hadn’t believed her, so why should I?

With my heart racing in my chest and gasping for air, I realised I had run blind to Father Paul’s house. I knew I could never tell him what my mother had said, it would have crushed him. I didn’t need to ask him if it were true. For whatever reason, my mother and sister had lied. I knew Father Paul. I knew how gentle he was. I had seen his compassion and the love he had for my mother and us. He had helped us always.

Whatever her reason, my mother had lied to me that day. I truly began to wonder how much, and if anything she had ever told me about my father was true. The desire to find out had begun.







Chapter Twenty-Two
Jack

 

I waited for a few moments outside the back door before I knocked. I was still so fucking angry with my mother and I wanted to calm down.

Once I had gathered myself together, I tapped on the door. Within moments, it swung open. Father Paul looked surprised to see me back so soon. He invited me in, out of the dark and the cold.

“What’s happened?” he asked, taking one look at my face. He led me up to his sitting room.

“Mum has thrown me out,” I told him.

“She found out that I’ve been coming to see you and says that she wants nothing more to do with me.”

Father Paul looked at me and said, “I think your mother is having some kind of breakdown. It hasn’t helped that I let her down, but I think a lot of it stems from how Joshua treated her.”

Hearing him mention my father, I looked straight back at him and said, “How well did you know my father?”

“Not very well,” he said, looking straight back at me. His face looked long and drawn in the flickering light from the fire. “I’ve met him once or twice.”

“When?” I jumped in.

“On the very morning your father had returned home to find your mother and his children all missing. He came to the church to ask me of your whereabouts.”

“Why did he come straight to you?” I asked, frowning. “What made him think we would be with you, or that you would know where we were?”

Father Paul broke my stare. “He had probably heard about the work I had been doing in trying to help Lycanthrope start new lives amongst the humans,” he said. “I told him I knew where you were, but I refused to tell him where.”

“Why didn’t he beat it out of you if he were such a monster?” I pushed.

“He probably knew that my brother was a Lycanthrope tracker and if he harmed me, my brother wouldn’t stop until he had been hunted down,” he tried to explain.

“But he was going to be hunted down anyway for what he was meant to have done to my mother and sisters, right?” I quizzed him.

“Your father seemed very distressed and he fled when I refused to tell him where you all were,” Father Paul told me. “I wouldn’t have told him even if he had beaten me. The safe house’s location has to be kept secret to protect those sheltering there. Besides, beating a woman and her children is one thing – attacking a Vampyrus is something completely different,” he said, looking back at me. I could see by the light of the fire that his normally grey eyes had turned black.

“What happened next?” I asked, eager to know everything.

“I discovered that racing car on the front step a few weeks later, with a note,” he explained.

“What did it say?” My heart was thumping.

“Joshua asked if I would pass the birthday present to you,” he said. “How could I not? It was your birthday. You were only nine years old. All boys, human or not, would have loved that racing car.”

I thought of that present and how guilty my mother had made me feel for taking it. I pushed those memories away.

“As I learnt more and more about Joshua from your mother,” Father Paul continued, “I placed my report to my brother, stating that we had a rogue Lycanthrope who needed to be hunted down and sent to trial before the Elders.”

I listened to what he had to say as he sat and told me the exact same tales my mother had told me over the years. When he had finished, I looked into his dead, black eyes and said, “Do you believe everything my mother has told you about my father?”

“Yes, I have to,” he said, just above a whisper and looked away again.

Father Paul offered me one of his spare bedrooms, telling me that I could stay for a week or two until my mother came back to her senses.

Then leaning in close to me and placing one hand on my shoulder, he said, “This has to remain a secret. If my brother were to find out you were here, he would cut me – denounce me as his brother.”

“But why?” I asked him. “He’s your brother.”

“He follows the Elders’ laws, as should I,”

he said. “I have sworn to give my life to the teachings of the Elders and one of those is that I help those Lycanthrope who genuinely want the curse lifted. But help is all I am meant to give them.”

“But that’s what you are doing, isn’t it?” I said.

“I mixed with your mother – fell in love with her,” he reminded me. “As you know, my elder brother didn’t approve. To stop him from going straight to the Elders, I had to promise him I would never have anything to do with your mother or any of you again.”

“So why are you helping me now?” I asked him.

Then, pulling me close, he said, “Because I love you as if you were my own son,” he said softly.

“Do you really think your brother would report you to the Elders?” I asked him, hugging him back and enjoying being held by him. It was the first time I could remember in such a long while that someone had shown me any kind of affection.

“My brother wouldn’t want to report me, but if the Elders were ever to find out that he knew what was going on but failed to report me, he would be punished, too,” he explained, gently easing me away from him and looking into my eyes.

“What would your punishment be for breaking the laws of the Elders you vowed to uphold?” I asked him.

“Execution,” he whispered, then left me alone in my room.

I didn’t have any clean underwear or clothes, so Father Paul lent me some of his. I looked odd in his black garments. It wasn’t as if I were planning on going out and I kind of liked wearing all black. Being away from my mother, I was able to step back from the situation I had endured at home. In doing so, I began to feel this overwhelming feeling of confusion. I realised that I knew very little about myself and who I really was. I only knew what I had been told about by my mother, and what I had heard played heavily on my mind. She was also a mystery to me. The problem was, I had no way of substantiating anything that my mother had ever told me. I knew nothing about my father’s side of the family. My mother had told me that both his parents had died.

Although I was very happy to be staying with Father Paul, and I loved the father-son relationship that we shared, I began to feel very lost within myself. My sleep was often troubled with nightmares, filled with the disturbing images my mother had rooted there. I would often sit in front of my bathroom mirror and scrutinise my face. I would look at it from different angles, tilting the mirror from left to right, up and down, to see if in any way I resembled my father, my mother, brother or sisters. At times I believed I saw similarities, and on others, none at all. I would often draw self-portraits and slightly manipulate the curve of my mouth, the shape of my eyes, and the length of my nose. I could let my imagination run wild and I started painting pictures of myself as anything I wanted. I became obsessed with knowing what was inside of me, so I did drawings of me with my flesh peeled back so I could see underneath. I drew myself as monsters, as a Vampyrus, and then a wolf. This fascinated me, and the idea of being able to metamorphose into another person captured my imagination.

Over those few weeks I spent hiding out at Father Paul’s, I continued to be obsessed with the notion of being able to manipulate my appearance so I no longer had to be the confused and self-doubting Jack. I could be whoever – whatever – I wanted to be.

However much I tried to change my outward appearance, in my self-portraits, I still felt completely bewildered inside. My upbringing, with all its lies and deceit, the sneaking around and the pretense, had finally taken its toll. I felt very much as if I had been raised in something not dissimilar to a cult environment. I felt totally brainwashed and confused, and the more I attempted to reprogramme myself, the more confused I became inside.

It was during this period that I thought a lot about my real father. As the days passed, I found myself thinking about him and Father Paul. I could hear myself over and over again asking if he believed what my mother had said was true. I remembered how I had lied to him some years ago about my dad – telling him that he had beaten me when he never had. I became ever more consumed with guilt. What if it had all been lies about my father, like I suspected? If it had, it meant a massive injustice had taken place. He had missed out on raising his own children.

Somewhere, deep inside, I began to feel responsible for this and I began to become consumed with guilt. My guilt was twofold. I felt guilty for lying to Father Paul, and I felt guilty that if I truly suspected an injustice had taken place, shouldn’t I do something to put it right?

My guilt began to disturb my sleep and I started to suffer with more gruesome nightmares.

Every night, I would have this reoccurring nightmare about Father Paul. In this dream he was laid out dead on a stone slab in a mortuary that looked as if it were from the 1800s. It was filthy, and archaic surgical tools lay abandoned and bloody on nearby workbenches. He was always zipped shut in a see-through plastic body bag, and I could see him inside. As I slowly moved closer, the bag slowly began to mist up as he started to breathe in and out. I could hear a hideous rasping sound coming from his throat as he desperately tried to suck in mouthfuls of air. As I looked down at him, I would become consumed with panic, realising he wasn’t truly dead, but still alive and suffocating inside the plastic bag. In a frenzy, I would try to unfasten it and set him free. I just couldn’t get it open. He would stare out at me from beneath the plastic, his eyes pleading with me to save him. He would attempt to say something to me, but however hard he tried, as soon as he opened his mouth, he would suck in a mouthful of the body bag, muffling whatever it was he was trying to tell me. It was like he had a secret he wanted to pass before me – something he didn’t want to carry into death with him.

I would wake, sweating and gasping for breath. My throat was dry and sore, unable to make a sound myself, as if my own voice had been taken from me. Even though it was Father Paul I was dreaming of, it was my dad that I just couldn’t stop thinking about. So it was with a nervous excitement rushing through my entire being that I decided I would try and find him. The first place I would look would be our home in the caves on the other side of the fountain. What would I do? Go up to the front door and just knock? Would he even recognise me? The last time I had seen him, I was an eight-year-old boy. I was now fourteen and turning into a man. I was tall and gangly for my age and I had already started to sprout hair over my chin and cheeks. I wasn’t that fresh-faced little boy anymore.

I sat up in bed, my heart racing, and with a cold sweat making my body shiver, I took up a pencil and some paper. I would write a letter to him and post it under the shutter of the cave where we had once lived together. I wrote the letter, read through it, then ripped it up and started all over again. I did this several times until I had written something I was happy with. This is what I eventually wrote: Dear Father, This letter will probably come as a shock to you, but I have been thinking about you. Since the night we left home, I have often thought about you and have never forgotten you. 

I remember you playing with my racing cars with me. I remember the time you lost that money. I remember that you liked to paint very much and I too enjoy painting and drawing, so in that respect, I must take after you. There are other good memories that I have of you, but they are too many to list here. 

My life hasn’t always been easy; as I am sure yours hasn’t either. I have never really been sure of the reasons that Mother took us away from you, although she has given her version of events. Mother and I are not very close. I hope that this letter is well received by you and hope that you would like to meet with me. I haven’t written this letter to cause any problems for you. My only wish is to get to know you for myself and to make up for some of the lost time between us. 

If you would like to meet me, I will wait at sundown on the shore of the great lake by the Fountain of Souls for the next three days. I have enclosed a drawing that I have done of myself just in case you don’t recognise me. 

I really hope that you would like to meet with me and possibly become father and son again. 

Jack. 

 

I placed the letter and my drawing into an envelope and sealed it tightly shut. I got out of bed, dressed, and placing the letter in my back pocket, I left my room. I went downstairs and found Father Paul sitting, staring out of the window. I had discovered him like this more than a few times since I had come to stay. He always had the same gaunt look on his pale face. It was a look of sadness and misery. I knew in my heart that he was longing for my mother. He loved her. He was hoping that she would come and see him, or send some message, even though he would be risking his life if discovered. It hurt me to see him sitting there like that, longing to see my mother. I felt like telling him what she had accused him of but I couldn’t. I couldn’t hurt him. I picked up my rucksack and said goodbye. As I turned to leave, he called after me.

“Jack, where are you going?”

“For a walk,” I lied, and left the house.







Chapter Twenty-Three
Jack

 

I made my way across town and out into the country towards the forests which surrounded the great lake and hid the Fountain of Souls from the humans. It was cold. I pulled the collar of the long, black coat I had borrowed from Father Paul up about my throat. In the distance, on the brow of a hill, I could see the vast outline of the forest like a shadow on the horizon. I headed towards it.

I couldn’t help but feel nervous as I wondered if I were doing the right thing in going in search of my father. What if the stories my mother had told me about him were true? Couldn’t I be putting myself in danger? The Elders hadn’t believed her, and I knew she had lied about Father Paul. So with those thoughts foremost in my mind, I climbed the hill to the forest. I reached it just as the sun started to fade in the overcast sky. I looked back just once, then turned and stepped into the gaps between the trees. The ground was covered in a carpet of fallen pine needles and they smelt sweet. I walked and walked and remembered the stories I had heard as a boy about the humans who had come into the forest, never to be seen again. Some were believed to have been lost and starved to death. There were other stories though – nightmarish stories that giant wolves roamed the forests and they had been the reasons those humans hadn’t returned.

With a faint smile growing on my lips, I pressed on.

There were so many trees. They stretched for as far as I could see. I hadn’t been in the forest since that night we had raced through them, when my mother had made her escape. The deeper I went, the darker the forest became. The air felt clammy and I lowered the collar of my coat. I peered through the darkness and in the distance, between the trees; I could see something twinkling back at me. I headed towards it. I made my way between the trees and I found myself stepping out onto a small sandy shore. Before lay the great lake. The moon was now up, and it glinted on the surface of the dark water. It was breathtaking. I wondered why so many of my fellow Lycanthrope wanted to leave such a place to live in the human world. To beat the curse, I guessed. As I stepped closer to the lake, I could see that it was blood-red and I remembered how I had been told that it was such a colour because of all the blood shed by my kind. The noise of the water rippling against the shore sounded like a song which played out across the vast lake, disappearing amongst the giant pine trees and spruces which surrounded it on all sides. I looked to my left, and way off in the distance, I could see the fountain racing upwards, carrying the souls of the murdered back up to heaven. I made my way towards it.

The sound of the water charging high above me was deafening and I had forgotten how loud it had been. There was a rocky lip jutting out so I climbed onto it and found the slick-looking path that would lead me behind the fountain.

Again I felt excited, yet scared to be returning to my home – to where I had been born, and I guess, where I truly belonged. On the other side of the water, I found myself in the giant tunnel which spiraled downwards into the caves. I followed the tunnel, and my senses became overwhelmed with all the smells and sounds I had forgotten. I could hear the howls of the wolves, and it made my heart beat fast. I could see the thousands of lights glowing warmly from the caves which stretched out below me. What really told me I was home was the smell of the wax wafting up from the thousands and thousands of candles which had been lit for Candlemas.

I cleared the path and stepped amongst the caves. The narrow passageways were thriving with life. Lycanthrope – my own kind – not Vampyrus or human, passed on either side of me.

Some looked as I did, but others meandered about on all fours, in their true Lycanthrope form. Some of the wolves looked truly beautiful, I thought. Not scary, nor like monsters. Their eyes shone brightly in the semi-darkness, their giant tails bristling back and forth.

I reached the market where I had come on those shopping days with my parents. With a sadness weighing heavy in my heart, I remembered again that my father had believed he had lost his wages. I made my way amongst the stalls. The smell of fresh deer, rabbit, fox, and badger wafting on the air as it was slowly turned over cooking spits.

“Try some?” one of the market traders said, tearing a lump of meat from a deer he had cooking over a fire. He offered me the raw-looking meat between a pair of fat, greasy fingers.

“Thank you,” I said, taking it from him. I bit into the succulent meat, its juices running down over my chin. I armed them away and woofed down the meat. I couldn’t remember tasting anything so fine. Why did Lycanthrope want to live amongst the humans? I wondered again.

Licking my fingers clean, I left the market and made my way to the cave where I had once lived with my father. As I drew nearer, my heart began to race so fast in my chest I thought it might just burst. The passageways and walkways leading to my father’s cave seemed narrower than I had remembered them, smaller somehow.

Perhaps I had just gone and gotten bigger. With my legs feeling like I was dragging two lumps of lead behind me, I made my way to the cave.

Standing outside in the shadows, I could see a single light burning from inside. Was my father home? Was he sitting just on the other side of the shutter? Perhaps he had moved on? Maybe someone else now lived there?

I took the letter from my trouser pocket and looked down at it. Was I doing the right thing?

Then, that horrific image of Father Paul suffocating in his body bag appeared in front of me, as he desperately tried to tell me something before his mouth filled with plastic. With my hands trembling uncontrollably, I dropped the letter onto the ground, and slid it beneath the shutter to my father’s cave with the tip of my boot.

I turned and ran and ran and ran. I didn’t stop until I was clear of the fountain, the forest, and the town. I didn’t stop until I was bent forward and gasping for air in the dark outside Father Paul’s back door. Once I had caught my breath, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Father Paul was sitting before the fire and reading a book.

“Okay?” he asked, peering over the top of it at me.

“I guess,” I said, and climbed the stairs to my room.

I didn’t sleep that night. I couldn’t stop wondering if my father had received my letter. I wondered if he was pleased, indifferent, or upset.

Would he acknowledge it? Would he ignore it?

Would he come to the lake? Would he welcome me or reject me? I spent the entire night and the next two quietly contemplating every possible outcome.

The following two evenings I went to the lake and waited on the shore as the sun settled over the forest. When it had gotten so dark that the red waters looked dead and black, I made my way back through the forest and returned to Father Paul’s house. Each night he asked where I had been, and each night I told him I had been out drawing in the country. Not wanting to talk and beginning to wonder if my real father had received my letter, I went to my room.

I returned to the lake on that third and final evening. I waited at the shore as the red waters lapped at my boots and I was convinced my father had received my letter by now, but didn’t want to make contact. As the sun faded and the moon greedily took its place in the sky, I turned to leave. My heart felt heavy. Then, as I headed back towards the tree line, I heard someone call out.

“Hello?” the voice said.

I turned around but couldn’t see anyone.

“Who’s there?” I said back, scanning the trees.

Then from the shadows stepped a figure.

“Who are you?” I whispered, unable to see their face for the shadows of the trees which towered high above.

“Hello, Jack,” the figure said, stepping into the moonlight. “It’s me, your dad.”







Chapter Twenty-Four
Kiera

 

“How did it feel to see him again?” I mumbled. It was so difficult to speak now.

“How did it feel to see your father again?” Jack asked right back, glancing over his shoulder at my father slumped in the chair.

I thought of the moment I had seen him standing outside in the snow. I’d just wanted to run to him – to be held by him. I knew how Jack must have felt. Why should his feelings be any different than mine had been?

“It felt good. Didn’t it, Jack?” I whispered over my cracked and broken lips. A fine spray of powder fell away and covered my knees. “It made you feel happy.”

“Yes,” he nodded slowly, as if savoring that memory.

“Aren’t those feelings better than the ones of hate you feel?” I croaked. I still believed that he could be saved. I felt sure of it. That little boy he had once been was still inside him.

“Hate is good,” he smiled back at me.

“Hate got me this far.”

“It hasn’t got you anywhere,” I mumbled.

“It hasn’t got the curse lifted, and that’s what you want.” I stopped to suck air into my solid lungs.

“If you didn’t want to stop hating, then you wouldn’t have wanted the curse lifted so badly.

We are only here now because you blame me for not having the curse lifted. You are only punishing me and my father like this because you saw your chance of feeling that happiness again – the happiness you felt when seeing your father again, snatched away in The Hollows. If that happiness meant nothing to you…”

“Stop it!”  Jack roared, jumping to his feet.

If I could have flinched, I would have done so. I was almost solid now – turned to stone like a statue. The chains clinked loosely now around my wrists where I had been wearing the stone away. But they weren’t loose enough. I slowly tried to twist them some more.

“I might have felt happiness at that moment – but I have never known happiness since,” he spat at me. His eyes burnt in his face, and spit swung from his lips.

I looked at him, and could see that he wasn’t angry, but sad – as if grieving.

“How I wished I had never sent that letter,” he cried. “That letter led to that meeting, which led to the truth.”

“But the truth is good, isn’t it?” I murmured, trying to turn my wrists as fast as I could behind me.

“Is it?” he spat. “The truth led to my pain – to my misery – and will lead to yours, too.”

“I’m not to blame for your curse not being lifted,” I tried to scream at him, but it came out sounding breathless and garbled. “Neither is my father.”

I wanted to reason with him. I wanted him to stop this so I didn’t have to kill him.

“You are to blame!” he breathed into my face, and I could see tears running down his face.

“You cursed me, Kiera Hudson, and in return, I will curse you.”

I turned my wrists again, but it was becoming harder and harder to do so. I needed more time. I needed to keep him talking, focused on his past, and not what was happening in this room.

“Tell me how this is my fault,” I mumbled, the lines around my mouth and nose now cracking open. “You said that letter changed everything – it led you to the truth. It was your choice to write that letter, not mine.”

Jack stepped away from me, and taking his seat again, he dabbed away the tears on his cheeks with his screwed-up bandana. Then looking straight at me he said, “I can see by the state of your cracking flesh that you don’t have long, and I really would like to explain how the truth became my curse. Then you will choose between Potter and your father. Only then will you really understand how the truth can become a curse.”







Chapter Twenty-Five
Jack

 

My father stepped away from the trees and stood before me on the shore. The sound of the tide lapping against the sand, and the light of the moon shining through a bank of cloud behind him made the scene feel hypnotic in some way.

Even so, my heart pounded in my ears and my legs felt weak. To suddenly see my father again made me feel overjoyed, but also filled me with some trepidation. Whatever the outcome of this meeting, there was no going back now.

The tales my mother had implanted inside me swarmed about my brain like a hive of angry bees. In my heart, I was convinced everything she had ever told me about him had been part of an elaborate fabrication. I knew my mission was to find out what my father was truly like, and in doing so, I hoped I might also come to understand my mother. To say I was nervous was an understatement. The ice-cold hand returned and my stomach was in knots. In my head I’d wondered if my dad would recognise me or if I would recognise him. I hadn’t seen him since I was eight, but he was just as I had remembered him to be.

“Hi, Jack!” he beamed.

It was like he couldn’t take his eyes off me. He came towards me and appeared to be studying my face intently. I could sense his nervousness, and when I looked at him, I could see his eyes were red and watery. He took me in his arms and I hugged him back. I expected it to feel strange to be hugging my father after all those years, but it didn’t. I was surprised at how natural it felt.

“You don’t know how long I’ve dreamt of this moment,” he said softly.

“Me too, Dad,” I whispered back.

Although hugging him hadn’t felt uncomfortable, I did, however, feel somewhat odd as I referred to him as ‘Dad.’ I had spent so many years calling Father Paul ‘Dad’ and loving him as a father, that referring to an almost complete stranger in that fashion made me feel uncomfortable. It almost felt like a betrayal to Father Paul, who had, for so many years, loved me like a son.

“How’s Rik?” he said, taking his arms from my shoulder and staring at me again. It was like he couldn’t believe I was standing before him.

“We call him Nik now,” I told him.

“How come?” he asked.

“It was Mum’s idea, she thought that you wouldn’t be able to find us if we all changed our names,” I tried to explain.

“Oh, okay,” he half-smiled, seemingly not too surprised by this news. “Let’s sit down. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

We sat next to each other on the shore, with the red waters of the lake sloshing over the sand and pebbles. At first there was a long silence as we both stared out across the lake. There was so much for us to say, but it was like neither of us knew where to start.

Finally, my father looked sideways at me and said, “Thank you for making contact with me.

It was a brave thing for you to do.”

“Really?” I said, glancing at him.

“Sure,” he nodded, staring at me again.

I looked away.

“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to stare, but I just can’t believe it’s really you. The last time I saw you, you were just eight years old, playing with your toy cars on the rug before the fire.”

I looked out across the water and remembered that night.

“That reminds me,” my father suddenly said, reaching into his coat pocket. “You left these behind that night.”

I turned to look at his hands, and sitting in his open palms were several of the old toy cars I used to play with as a kid.

“I kept them all these years, Jack,” he said, and I could see tears standing in his eyes.

“Wherever those Vampyrus hunted me, I kept these with me. But you can have them back now.

I was keeping them safe for you.”

Slowly I took them from him and held them in my hands once again. Just like the passageways in the caves, they seemed so much smaller now as they sat in my hands. Looking at him, I said, “Why did Mum really take us away from you that night?”

“What did she tell you?” he asked back, his sandy-coloured hair blowing back from his brow in the breeze.

“I want you to tell me,” I said, closing my fingers around the toy cars.

“Your mum was sick with the curse, Jack,” he said, fixing me with his blue eyes. “Not at first. But it came over her – took hold of her.”

“But Mother said it was you who gave in to the curse,” I said. “She told me that you killed your landlord.”

“That was your mother,” he said. “I came home from work and discovered his body in the bath.”

“She said that you cut him up and disposed of him on a piece of waste ground,” I said, staring into his eyes, looking for any hint that he might be lying to me.

Then lowering his head as if in shame, he said, “That is true. I did cut that man up and I scattered his remains.” Then looking up at me, he said, “What was I to do? We were living amongst humans. Your mother had murdered one of them.

They would have come for both of us. I did what I had to, I hid what your mother had done, and we fled back to our home beneath the caves. But that was my curse.”

“What do you mean?” I asked him, trying to take in what he was telling me.

“I had that man’s blood on my hands,” he whispered. “I had become her accomplice, and every time I threatened to leave her – to hand her over to the Vampyrus, she would remind me I had helped her dispose of that man. The longer I left reporting her, the guiltier I would look in the Vampyrus’ eyes.”

“Mother told me you stole a human baby and murdered it,” I said, questioning him as if he were on trial.

He looked at me, his eyes watery as if holding back his tears. “Jack, I have never harmed a child, human or otherwise. It was your mother who stole the babies and brought them back to the caves.”

“Babies?” I breathed. “You mean she murdered more than one?”

“No, just the one that I know of,” he said, breaking my stare again.

“But you said babies?” I pushed, my heart racing, scared at what he was going to tell me.

“Lorre and Kara aren’t your sisters,” he breathed, still unable to meet my stare. “They are human babies your mother stole.”

“I don’t believe you!” I barked, jumping to my feet. “They are my sisters.”

“I’m so sorry,” my father whispered, getting to his feet and looking at me. “Your mother stole Lorre and Kara from the human world. They are not like us.”

“But why?” I said, shaking from head to toe so violently that those toy cars fell from my fists and into the sand. “You should have sent them back to their homes – to their mothers.”

“Sent them back where?” my father said with a shake of his head. “I didn’t know from who or where she had taken them. What was I to do?

Take them and leave them in the forest? Take them back to the humans and just dump them somewhere? What if I had been caught by the Vampyrus?”

“You were a coward!” I roared at him.

“I know,” he said, looking back out across the black waters of the lake. “And that is my curse, Jack. I am a coward.”

“Do my sisters know?” I demanded, clenching my fists.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Why should they? They have no memory of being taken. They were raised with us – like a Lycanthrope. They’ll grow up believing that they have beaten the curse.”

“I think Lorre might know she is different somehow,” I said.

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“She left home on her eighteenth birthday and never came back,” I told him. “I haven’t seen her since.”

“Maybe she does know then,” my father said softly.

“What about my little brother – Nik?” I hissed. “Was he stolen, too?”

“No!” my father said. “And neither were you. Both of you are my sons. Both of you are Lycanthrope.”

“And what of the baby she murdered?” I asked, my stomach strangled into knots by that ice-cold hand.

“Your mother stole the baby just like she did Lorre and Kara,” he started to explain. His face looked as if the colour had been sapped from it. “In her haste to get away, your mother believed she had stolen a little girl. But when back in the safety of the caves, she removed the blankets the baby was wrapped in, and realised her mistake.

The child was male.”

“So?” I asked.

“Your mother didn’t like boys,” he said.

“Apparently as a child she was hurt quite badly by her older brother. She thought all boys were cruel creatures, so she killed…”

“She told me about her brother,” I cut in.

“She said he poured pepper in her eyes and tried to poison her with wild berries.”

“I think it was that which…” he started.

“That’s why she was cruel to me,” I breathed. “It was like she was getting her own back on her brother somehow.”

“Perhaps?” my father said thoughtfully.

There was another long silence between us as I tried to get to grips with everything he was telling me. Then looking at him, I said, “So did you get rid of that dead baby just like you disposed of that man?”

“No!” he said, with a grimace. “I wanted nothing to do with the murder of a child. Your mother took the baby and buried it. I don’t know where. I didn’t want to know. I had helped her once before and that had trapped me. I wasn’t going to incriminate myself any further in her crimes.”

“You could have gone to the Vampyrus!”

I insisted.

“I couldn’t! Your mother was carrying you at the time. I hoped that a child of her own would settle her. Besides, she got in with that Blackcoat and found the Elders’ religion. I thought that her curse would be sedated, if not cured, as she was in with the Blackcoat. How would she be able to carry on if she was amongst the very people who would kill her if they discovered what she was truly like? I wasn’t going to walk out on you or Lorre and Kara. I feared what she might do to you all if I were not around.”

“You could have taken us – run away!” I insisted.

“Run where?” he said back – not angrily.

He sounded more frustrated, as if he were desperate to try and prove his innocence to me.

“Do you know what it’s like being tracked by the Vampyrus? They are relentless. It’s been hard enough for me on my own since your mother made those accusations about me. I wouldn’t have gotten very far with three children. And what would your mother have said? I had stolen her three children, two of which she would say I had stolen from the humans. That’s what she would have said, Jack. I was trapped – you’ve got to believe me.”

“I do want to believe you,” I whispered, but my mind was so fucked up by now. I no longer knew what to believe.

My father took a step towards me, and placing one hand on my shoulder, he said, “If I were this monster your mother has told you I am, why didn’t I just run and run and run? Why did I risk coming each year and leaving you those presents? Do you know how dangerous that was for me?”

I looked at him, and he stared into my eyes. I thought of all those presents he had sent us. “Why did you leave that raw bloody meat for my mother?”

“It was meant as a warning,” he said. “I was trying to remind her of the blood she had spilt, the flesh she had torn apart,” he said. “I was hoping I could scare her – make her believe that if I was captured, I would tell the Vampyrus and the Elders everything – that I wouldn’t fall alone.”

“But you were caught in the end,” I said.

“There was a trial and the Elders believed you.”

My father took his hand from my shoulder, and with a look of confusion on his face, he said, “I was never captured. There was no trial before the Elders.”

“Yes there was,” I said, searching his clear blue eyes again. “Earlier this year, Mother and Father Paul disappeared for a week or more, and on their return, they said that they had been in The Hollows, that there had been a trial…”

“Is that what they told you?” he barked.

“There was no trial – I was never captured.”

“But…” I started, my brain beginning to squirm.

“On my return last Candlemas to leave those presents, I discovered a secret about your mother and that Blackcoat. A secret that would destroy both of them. A secret far darker than the lies your mother has spread about me. So I paid the Blackcoat a visit and told him what I knew. I threatened to tell the Elders if he didn’t get his brother and his team of Vampyrus that hunted me off my back. I told him your mother had to withdraw her accusations or I would give up their secret! They agreed, and I was free of the lies and the Vampyrus hunters at last.”

“I know their secret, too. They mixed and it is forbidden…” I started.

“Their secret was far darker than any mixing  they might have got up to,” my father said.

“What is this secret?” I asked, feeling as if I were going to be sick.

Slowly, my father took a step closer to me, leaned close, and in a whisper he said, “Your mother and Father Paul…”

He suddenly stopped mid-sentence and my face was splashed with something hot and sticky. I flinched backwards, and touched my face. I looked at my fingers and could see that they were covered in blood – my father’s blood.







Chapter Twenty-Six
Jack

 

My father made a gargling noise in the back of his throat, and staggered backwards, his hands to his chest. I looked at his hand as blood trickled between his fingers. There was something else sticking out of his chest – a claw! I looked past my father to see a spray of shadow, like huge, black wings beating incredibly fast. Then they were gone and so was the claw that had been sticking out from my father’s chest. My father slumped forward, then onto his knees. I ran towards him, taking him in my arms.

My heart was beating in my ears like a drum. “Dad!” I cried out.

He rolled back in my arms, his head resting in the crook of my elbow. His eyes flickered open then closed as a thick line of blood trailed from the corner of his mouth.

“Please, Dad,” I cried out. “Please don’t die. We’ve only just met again. I don’t want to lose you.”

His eyes slowly opened, just showing the whites. My father made a gargling noise in the back of his throat as if he were trying to say something.

With tears streaming from my eyes and onto his face, I leant close to him. With my ear just over his mouth, he whispered something.

“Dad, what are you saying?” I whispered.

He tried again, his words nothing more than deep, labored rasps. “You believe…me…

please say…”

“I do believe you,” I whispered back, cradling him in my arms, his blood staining my coat.

“Tell your…” he said, trying to gargle around a throat full of blood. “…mother that the Vampyrus have found…”

“Found what?” I begged, knowing that time was short for him.

“The baby’s…grave,” he said, eyes half-closed. “If she played…no part in that baby…

boy’s death…she wouldn’t know…”

He coughed a thick, black blood clot from the back of his throat, spattering my face and coat.

Trying to figure out what it was he was trying to tell me, I hugged him tight in my arms and whispered, “What was my mother’s and Father Paul’s secret?”

With his bloody lips pressed to my ear, he whispered, “Your sister…” Then he relaxed in my arms, his head rolling to one side as if wanting to look away from me.

“What about my sister?” I shouted, shaking his lifeless body. “Which sister?”

My father’s blank face stared back at me, his mouth and eyes open. I let him roll from my arms and fall face-first into the sand. I clambered to my feet. My heart was beating so fast now, and I could feel a well of anger coursing through my veins like seething lava. Throwing back my head, I howled and howled up at the moon. Tears of anger and frustration poured over my cheeks, and I howled until I thought my throat was red raw.

“Who has done this?”  I screamed into the night. “Who has killed my father? Who has taken him from me?”  Then, turning to face the forests, I roared, “Show yourself, you coward, so that I can rip your fucking heart out!” 

The only sound I could hear was that of my own heart racing inside of me and the constant lapping of the black waters against the shore.

What was this secret that Father Paul and my mother had kept from me? A secret so dark that it forced them to stop the Vampyrus hunting my father? Wanting to know the truth – desperate to know what that secret had been – I knew that the only person who would tell me the truth was Father Paul. I would tell him I had met my father again and demand he tell me this secret.

I looked back at the shoreline for those cars my dad had kept for me all those years, but they were no longer there. They had gone – washed away by the red waters. With my heart aching with an anger I had not felt before, or even dreamed possible, I set off back through the forest to the home I now shared with Father Paul.







Chapter Twenty-Seven
Jack

The house was in darkness. I called to him from the bottom of the stairs. “Dad? Dad?”

It was a name I had grown so accustomed to calling him over the last four or five years, that I couldn’t break the habit, even though my real ‘Dad’ had just died in my arms.

Getting no response, I made my way up to his bedroom. The entire house was in total darkness and I couldn’t hear a sound. I pushed open the door and peered into the gloom. All I could see was his outline sitting in the chair by the window, where I had left him thinking about my mother earlier that day. I crossed the room and fumbled around for the desk lamp. I switched it on and bathed the room in a warm glow. I was shocked to see Father Paul sitting in the exact same position as earlier. I guessed he hadn’t moved from that spot all day, as he sat and longed for my mother. He didn’t look up at me, but continued to stare out of the window into the dark.

It was then I saw the blood. His right hand, wrist and forearm, were colored bright red.

“Dad?” I whispered.

He made no response. His eyelids didn’t even flicker. Slowly, I made my way towards him.

His eyes stared blankly out through the window. I reached out with my hand when someone shouted from behind me.

“Don’t you dare touch him!” the voice commanded.

I span around to see a large man standing in the doorway to the room. He had a mop of thick, dark hair which was turning grey and he was dressed in a police uniform.

“Happy now that my brother has taken his own life?” he roared at me.

“Taken his own life?” I stammered, glancing back at the blood which covered Father Paul’s hand and wrist.

“Slit his own wrists to drain himself of the guilt you and your family have caused him,” the police officer said, charging across the room and grabbing my by the back of my neck. His hands were huge and his fingers dug into my flesh.

“Get off me!” I shouted, trying to pull myself free, but he was just too strong. It was then I saw the blood splashed up the front of his white police shirt.

“You and your evil family did this to my brother!” he roared just inches from my face. “I warned him – begged him – to keep away from you filthy wolves, but he just wouldn’t listen to me.

He loved your mother.”

“It was you who killed him!” I screamed, catching sight of Father Paul’s bleeding wrist. “If only you had helped him. He asked you for help but you turned him away. That’s what broke his heart – not my mother!”

“How dare you!” Father Paul’s brother roared, his face turning white with anger. “My brother was cursed the day he met your mother and the rest of you fucking wolves.”

“He was like a father to me,” I protested.

“He loved me like a son.”

“Words like that are gonna get you killed,”

he hissed. “If I were you, I’d forget you ever met him. Forget he was ever part of your life.”

“I can’t!”  I screamed at him.

Then, tightening his grip on the back of my neck, he said, “Is the fact that you and your kind drove my brother to his death not enough? Do you want to destroy his memory, too, by claiming that he loved you like a son?”

“But he did,” I cried.

Then pulling me close so our noses were touching, he breathed into my face and said, “If I ever hear you so much as say one word of this – what has happened here tonight or speak about the relationship you claim my brother had with you and your mother, I will personally rip the tongues from your fucking throats.”

His crystal blue eyes suddenly turned dead black.

“Do I make myself clear, wolf?” he whispered.

“Yes,” I said.

Then, with his hand still locked about my throat, he dragged me from the room and down the stairs. At the front door, he yanked it open, and then threw me like an animal out into the dark and the cold.

“Don’t you ever let me see your mutt face around here again. Fuck off back to the caves where you belong,” he growled, then slammed the door shut in my face.

With my soul feeling as if it had been crushed, I staggered down the hill to the church. I felt lost; bewildered and full of hate. I slipped and tripped in the mud and dirt. I pulled myself up again, howling out loud, for my heart felt as if it had been torn apart. I had lost both of my fathers.

Who did I have now? Who was left for me?

Where would I go? I stumbled into the graveyard, blind with grief, and collapsed behind a gravestone. I curled up into a ball and cradled myself. With my eyes closed, and shivering uncontrollably with the cold, I believed it had been Father Paul’s brother who had killed my father by the lake. My father had been murdered before he’d had the chance to tell me Father Paul’s dark secret. His brother had killed my dad to protect Father Paul’s memory. As I lay there in the dark, I made myself a promise that one day I would kill Father Paul’s brother. I would rip his fucking heart out.

I woke to the sound of voices nearby. It was morning. There was a fine layer of crisp frost covering the ground and me. I peered over the gravestone and could see a gathering of people around the entrance to the church. Some of them I recognised to be other Lycanthrope that Father Paul helped to relocate within the human world.

They spoke in hushed and reverent-like voices.

Then one of them pointed up the hill and an eerie silence fell over the ground. I looked up to see a coffin being carried down the hill, and I knew that Father Paul lay inside. His brother carried the coffin on his shoulder along with five others; all of them were dressed in finely pressed police tunics.

They carried the coffin through the graveyard and into the church. With my heart aching, I crept from my hiding place and snuck into the church. I found an alcove and disappeared into the shadows.

The tiny church was packed with Lycanthrope and others I didn’t recognise. I guessed they must have been Vampyrus who had come to pay their last respects. His brother stood at the very front of the church, one of his huge hands placed on top of Father Paul’s coffin. It was resting on a silver trestle in front of the altar, and it looked too small and narrow for him. I couldn’t picture him lying in there, his eyes closed, wrists bloody and torn. I could only picture him as I remembered him, with that kind smile and twinkle that would so often dance in his eyes.

From my hiding place, I looked around at the other people gathered in the church, and realised I was now just another member of his congregation.

Nobody here knew how much I loved him. No one understood what he had meant to me. Not one of them knew we had been as father and son.

I felt I should have been seated just like everyone, not shoved into the shadows at the back of the church. This really hurt, this was my dad’s funeral and I couldn’t mourn him like a son. I felt as if my grief and hurt was being crushed, suppressed inside of me. I felt like standing up and shouting at the top of my voice and unveiling the truth, telling them everything. What would it matter now? It no longer had to be a secret.

Instead, I hid in the dark and sobbed, trying desperately not to bring any attention to myself.

I thought of all the times he had been kind to me, like the day he bought me those paints. Like all the times he had encouraged me. Remembering what he had meant to me, I just couldn’t stop myself from crying. I placed my hand inside my mouth in an attempt to silence myself. I felt as if I were physically in pain, I felt as if my chest were being crushed. I couldn’t accept the one person I had truly loved, the one person who had always given me so much love, encouragement, and hope was gone. What was I going to do? Where was I going to go? Who was going to show me the way?

In that one instant, I felt as if I had lost everything.

During the service, his brother gave an account of Father Paul's life and a portrayal of what he had been like. The person he described was unrecognisable as the man I loved.

I remained hidden at the back of the church and continued to stifle my heartbreak. As the service came to an end, I got up and quietly slipped out. I crossed the small graveyard in front of the church and stood silently by the trees in the distance. I watched as he was carried out and placed gently into a hole that had been dug into the ground. Several pairs of pale claws reached up out of the hole and carried his coffin down into The Hollows. As the wooden box disappeared from view, I stood by myself, unnoticed by the others, and sobbed beneath the trees.







Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jack

 

I waited for Father Paul’s brother and the others to walk somberly away from the graveyard.

I turned my back on that little church and everything that had gone on there. Where was I to go now? But I knew where I had to go. I had to go home and confront my mother. As I made my way there, the anger and frustration grew ever more focused inside of me. My anger and hatred wavered from Father Paul, his brother, to my own father, then back to my mother again. They were the adults in all of this and the choices they had all made had changed my life forever.

As I reached the outskirts of town, it started to snow. My feet crunched over the soft, white carpet that had fallen before me. It wasn’t the only sound I could hear. The sound of my dad’s dying words seemed to travel on the wind, which had started to blow harder.

Tell your mother that the Vampyrus have found the baby’s grave. If she played no part in that baby boy’s death, she wouldn’t know…

What? I wondered, as I neared the house.

Then it hit me. I remembered the day my mother had told me and Kara that awful story. She had said my father had gone off alone to bury the baby’s body. Mother had said she had no idea where he had buried the remains. That’s what Dad had been trying to tell me. Only she would know where that poor baby lay, because she was the one who buried him there.

Wiping the tears from my face, I didn’t want her to see that I had been crying or know what had happened to Father Paul or my dad. I knocked on the front door and waited. I could hear footsteps approaching from inside, and my stomach knotted. The door swung open.

“What do you want?” she snarled at me.

“I’ve got a message from Father Paul, and as you have stopped having anything to do with him, he asked me to deliver it.”

“I’m not interested in anything he has to say,” she sneered, closing the front door.

I quickly shot my arm out, stopping her from shutting it. “I think it’s important,” I insisted.

She knocked her dark fringe from her eyes and stared at me. “I’m not interested.”

“But he says I must tell you,” I said, staring at her, my heart racing.

“Be quick,” she said, not inviting me in and keeping me out in the cold.

“Father Paul said that the Vampyrus had come across that grave where Dad buried that baby,” I lied, and kept looking straight into her eyes.

At once, they flashed orange, but she tried to hide it by breaking my stare.

“Father Paul said you should know because it might be the evidence they need to finally bring Joshua to justice,” I said. “Apparently the Vampyrus cops are going to start digging tomorrow to look for evidence – anything which might prove who killed that baby.”

“Your father killed the baby,” she snapped at me.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Just passing on the message,” I said and walked away. I listened for the sound of the front door shutting, and when it came, I darted across the street and hid behind a row of snow-covered bushes.

I didn’t have to wait for very long before my mother appeared from inside the house.

“Kara, keep an eye on Nik for me. I have to go out for a while.” Then she closed the front door behind her and set off in the snow, in the direction of the forest.

With the snow now ankle-deep, I knew I could follow her at a distance; her footprints would lead the way. With the collar of my coat pulled up around my throat, and my senses feeling numb, I followed her tracks at a safe distance. I made my way up the hill where the forest lay. Just once I saw her figure in the distance, just barely visible through the falling snow. I reached the tree line and saw her tracks disappear between the trees.

There wasn’t as much snow on the ground in the forest, and I guessed the deeper she went, the less snow there would be. I quickened my step and went after her. With every passing minute, I followed my mother deep into the forest, until at last she stepped into a small clearing ahead of me.

She glanced back, and I ducked behind a fallen tree trunk. My mouth felt dry and the hairs at the base of my neck stood on end. I waited several moments, then dared to peek around the tree. I could see my mother in the clearing. She was on her knees, digging away the snow and earth with her claws. With my heart racing in my chest, and a lump in my throat, I stepped away from my hiding place and into the clearing.

“It was you who killed that baby, not my father,” I said.

Startled, my mother jumped to her feet, clumps of black earth covering her fingers up to the knuckles. “Jack,” she gasped, trying to hide her shock at seeing me there.

“You killed that baby,” I said again, walking slowly through the falling snow towards her.

“You don’t know what you are talking about,” she said, trying to smile at me, but I could see the sudden fear in her eyes.

“It was you who murdered that landlord, not my father,” I said.

“Jack, you are mistaken. Who has filled your head with such lies?” she said, wiping the mud from her fingers.

“Only you would know where that baby was hidden,” I whispered, now just feet from her, my heart thumping.

“Your father…” she started.

“You told me that only my father knew where the baby was buried,” I reminded her.

“Oh, Jack,” she sighed, as if trying to make out that I was confused in some way.

“You’re mistaken. You haven’t remembered what I told you…”

“I could never forget what you told me and Kara that day,” I whispered. “It’s like it was only yesterday. I don’t stop dreaming – having nightmares – about what you told me. You killed the baby.”

“Jack,” she said, and although her lips were smiling, her eyes weren’t. They looked cunning and bright.

“Carry on digging,” I told her, pointing at the ground where she had already started to claw away the earth.

“No, Jack…” she started.

“Dig!”  I suddenly screamed at her, the anger and hate I had been suppressing finally starting to take hold of me. “I want to know the truth. I want you to face the truth of what you’ve done!”

“No,” she said, looking suddenly startled by the anger and rage in my voice.

“Fuck you then!”  I screeched at her.

“I’ll dig and make you see what you have done!” 

With one swipe of my arm, I knocked her to the ground. I dropped to my knees and began to claw away at the earth with my fingers. I hadn’t dug very deep when the smell of rotting meat wafted beneath my nose. I gaged, arming away the spit which swung from my chin. How did the body smell so bad after all this time? Shouldn’t it be just a bunch of bones?

“Please, Jack!” my mother suddenly screeched. “Stop!” 

Deaf to her pleas and just wanting to know the truth once and for all, I clawed and dug away the earth with my fingers. They felt cold and raw in the wet ground. The stench became stronger with every handful of mud that I clawed away. I saw the bones of that baby, then, I felt something, soft and spongy. I forced the earth to one side and then howled in disbelief and revulsion. What was left of the face staring out of the ground at me was almost black with rot and swollen with maggots, but I knew it was Lorre. I fell backwards in horror and sprayed vomit from the back of my throat.

I crawled on all fours away from the shallow grave, my vomit melting the snow around me. How much more could I take? I felt as if I were going fucking insane.

“What have you done?”  I screeched at my mother. “What have you fucking done, you bitch! You killed my sister! ” Then the final words my father had uttered rang in my ears.

Your sister… he had said. Your sister is dead was what he had been trying to tell me.

“I don’t know what you’re getting so upset about,” I heard my mother say. “She was a human. Big fucking deal. So what? Who gives a shit?”

“I give a shit!”  I roared and sprang through the air at her. I wanted to rip her eyes out.

It was only as I clattered into her, throwing her several feet back through the air, I realised what I had just done. How had I managed to jump so far through the air? And why did my body feel as if it were burning up from inside out?

“So there is some wolf in you after all,” I heard my mother say as she leapt to her feet. Her eyes were now a bright orange and her claws seemed longer – sharper looking somehow.

“Why did you have to kill Lorre?” I panted, trying to rein in my anger – fearful of what might happen to me if I just let go of it.

“She finally realised she was human,”

mother said with a wry smile. “That’s why I had to break up that silly little fling she had going with the posh wolf-boy. If Lorre hadn’t have figured out she was a human, he certainly would have.”

Then sticking out her tongue, she seductively licked her lips. She flicked her tongue upwards and I was shocked to see that the underside was covered in a fine, black fur.

“Oh please, Jack,” don’t look so disgusted. There’ll be a day when you’ll come to understand what pleasures the female Lycanthrope tongue can give.”

“So what if Lorre figured out she wasn’t one of us?” I demanded.

“She would have gone looking for her real parents, of course!” she barked. “She would have discovered she had been stolen away by me. She would have hated me, reported me to the Vampyrus, and…”

“What you really are would have been discovered,” I breathed, seeing how deep her deceit went. Then looking at her, I said, “Did Father Paul know about what you did to Lorre? Is that the secret you shared?”

“No,” she said with a smile. “He knew nothing of this or anything else.”

“So what was this secret that you shared?” I asked her, fearing what it could be.

My mother looked at me, and the nastiness and hatred seemed to vanish for a moment. “I did love Father Paul, may be too much, and that was my problem.”

“What is the secret?” I snarled, not wanting to feel pity for her.

Then staring at me through the falling snow, and with what looked like tears building in her eyes, she said, “Me and Father Paul had a…”

“What’s going on?” someone suddenly asked from the other side of the clearing.

Both me and my mother spun around to see Kara standing at the edge of the tree line. She looked at me and my mother, then at the shallow grave. Seeing Lorre’s bloated and maggot-infested face sticking up from beneath the ground, Kara covered her face with her hands and began to scream.







Chapter Twenty-Nine
Jack

 

“What’s happened to Lorre?” Kara cried out. “I thought she was a nurse.”

I glanced back at my mother. I feared now that Kara knew the truth, my mother might turn on her, too. “Kara!” I howled, running towards her. “Get away from here! Run! Run!

Run!”

She looked past me, her streaming eyes fixed on my mother. “What’s happened to Lorre?”

Kara sobbed, looking small and delicate in her long, mauve coat and flowing blond hair.

“Your father murdered Lorre,” my mother told her.

I wheeled round, and glaring at my mother, I roared, “Stop! Just stop it now! You can’t go on lying like this! Tell Kara the truth.”

My mother looked at me, then back over at Kara, who had now stepped from beneath the trees and into the clearing. “Okay,” she said. “This might be hard for you to understand, but Jack killed Lorre. I caught him here, digging up the grave. Just take a look at his hands.”

Unable to comprehend what I had heard, and raising my mud-covered hands, I looked at them, then back at my mother. “You’re a liar!” I barked at her. “You killed Lorre, just like you killed that baby. Just like you stole Lorre and Kara away from their human mothers.”

“What’s he talking about?” Kara sobbed, her bottom lip trembling and tears rolling down her ashen face. “Tell me it’s not true. I love you, Mum.”

“She’s not your mother!”  I roared at Kara, just wanting to impress on her the danger she was now in. “Run, Kara! Run!” 

“Don’t believe him, Kara,” my mother said, her voice soft – controlled. “He’s gone mad.

The curse has taken hold of him.”

Kara glanced between me and my mother as she stood in the falling snow. Her pretty face looked scared and confused. Then I felt a burning sensation cut across my back. Howling in pain, I spun around to see my mother swiping at me with her claws. Her fingers were long, hooked, and each of them was capped with an ivory-looking blade. Her long, dark hair flowed out behind her and her eyes seemed to spin brightly in her face.

She leapt through the air at me, forcing me back towards the trees.

I cried out in agony as my back slammed into one of the giant tree trunks. I hit it with such force that a shower of broken splinters and bark sprayed up into the air. Dazed and in pain, I dropped to the floor. My whole body began to burn inside. It felt like my blood was boiling in my veins. I looked at the shallow grave, at Kara who now stood sobbing, then at my mother. She looked just like she had at the Lycanthrope safe house the day she had attacked that woman, enraged and terrifying. I hated her. I hated her more than I thought possible. As these feelings rushed over me, I began to shake uncontrollably and I cried out in pain. My stomach felt as if I had swallowed a thousand blades and they were now slicing through my intestines. With my arms and legs jerking and twitching, and my fingers feeling like they had been stamped on, I felt as if I was dying.

The pain was all-consuming, and my brain felt as if it were on fire inside my skull.

Lying on my side in the snow at the foot of the tree, I opened my eyes. The world looked as if it was on fire. The trees, the snow, the grave, Kara and my mother looked orange, gold, red, and yellow. The world seemed to shimmer with seething heat. Then, I saw my mother head towards Kara, her arms open as if to comfort her, but I could see the hatred in her eyes. I knew that she was going to kill Kara, just like she had Lorre.

“No!”  I roared, and my voice came out sounding deep and booming.

My mother looked back at me, and she had that all-knowing smile on her fucking face.

She turned to look back at Kara, who was unaware of the true danger she was in. She loved my mother – they were so close – so why would she fear her? Kara had been deceived just like Father Paul had, like I had. I saw my mother reach out for Kara and the world seemed to have slowed somehow. The shadows seemed to stretch long and black from between the trees, the snow stopped falling and floated in the air, the maggots writhing around in Lorre’s face paused.

Then, like a volcano erupting inside me, my whole body became consumed with fear and hate. Before I knew what was happening, I was bounding on all fours towards my mother. I was on her in an instant, throwing her clear of Kara with two giant paws.

“No!” I howled, spinning around in the snow, catching sight of a long, black tail swishing behind me. Every one of my senses prickled with heat, as did the fur that now completely covered my body. “Run!”  I barked at Kara. She staggered backwards, her eyes wide with fear as she stared at the wolf which now stood before her.

Then I was thrown backwards. I span through the air to see my mother rushing towards me. She still looked somewhat human, other than her giant claws, her mouth full of jagged teeth, and the crazy yellow stare in her eyes. Blood sprayed up from my back as she tore a huge lump of flesh and fur from me. The pain was like an explosion of intense heat. I rolled over and made a yelping sound. My mother came at me again. I sprang to all fours, and snarling, I bared my teeth at her.

Then everything hit me at once. It was like I’d been run over by a train. I saw my dad dying in my arms. I felt the grief while I hid in the shadows at the back of the church looking at Father Paul’s coffin, the anguish and disgust I had felt every time my mother had told me one of her stories. I saw and felt the fear in Kara’s eyes, and the bloated face of my murdered sister Lorre, and the hate that consumed me.

I leapt into the air towards my mother, and with my huge paws, I sent her flying back across the clearing. She landed on her back and howled, but I was on her.

“I hate you! I hate you! Hate you!” I roared over and over again. Then lunging forward, I ripped away her face with my jagged teeth. Her blood covered my snout. The smell and the taste of it drove me on. In a frenzied wave of hate and loathing for her, I ripped her throat open. She made a screeching-gargling sound, which excited me. Then I felt hands on me. I was being punched, then kicked.

“Don’t kill my mum!” someone was screaming. “Don’t kill my mum!” 

I swung my colossal skull around.

Howling, I swiped at her with my paw. I didn’t want Kara to see this. Kara flew backwards and into the snow. I turned back towards my mother, and pinning her body to the ground with my paws, I buried my snout into her chest. I ripped and tore at her with my teeth, until the snow and the nearby trees were covered with strips of her flesh. When she looked like nothing more than those raw, bloody lumps of meat my father had left for her, I sauntered away, snarling, woofing, and licking her remains from my snout with my long pink tongue.

I felt a massive sense of relief – euphoria – orgasmic even. I bounded around in the snow, howling up at the moon which was now just beginning to rise. I felt alive. I didn’t feel like that scared little boy anymore – I felt powerful. I felt invincible. It was as I leapt and bounded around, enjoying the sensations of my first kill, that I saw Kara lying in the snow.

“Kara?” I woofed, bounding towards her.

As I drew near I could see that the snow surrounding her body was pink. I could smell the blood even before I reached her.

“Kara!” I howled and those feelings of agony washed over me again. I licked her upturned face with my long, fleshy tongue.

“Kara!”

She looked back at me, her eyes open but blank. I sniffed her, prodded her with my snout, but she didn’t stir. It was then I saw the opening in her coat and the gapping claw marks running the length of her chest and stomach.

“No!”  I roared, realising with grief and horror at what I’d done. I had sliced her open with my claws when I had pushed her away. “No!”  I howled again.

I sunk into the snow beside her, tears burning in my eyes. I held her head in my paws, and as I did, they started to change. I pulled her tight in my arms, my body turning back into the fourteen-year-old boy again. Holding Kara in my arms, I cradled her like a baby against me. “What have I done? What have I done to you?”  I screamed in anger at myself. “My sister, my beautiful sister,” I sobbed into her hair and the scent of it reminded me of the times as children we had picked petals, bottled them, and made perfume.

“I’m so sorry,” I sobbed against her. “I never meant to hurt you.” As I lay her body down into the snow and looked upon her beautiful face, I truly knew how powerful a thing as hate was. No one could have hated me more than I hated myself for what I had done to my sister, Kara.

In the distance I could hear the sound of howling, as other wolves approached from deep within the forest, drawn near by the smell of fresh meat and my howling. Leaning forward, I kissed Kara gently on the cheek, then stood up. I looked back once at the shallow grave.

“Goodbye, Lorre,” I whispered.

Then looking at my mother’s scattered remains, I smiled with satisfaction. I was glad she was fucking dead. Turning, I raced away into the forest and headed home.

Nik was crying. It was dark now and he had been left alone for hours. He was only ten, and as I rushed into the living room, he looked up at me with his tear-stained face.

“Jack?” he said. “Where’s mummy and Kara?”

I ignored his question and instead said, “Nik, we’ve got to get out of here.”

“Where are we going?” he said, jumping up and wiping his tears away.

“We’re going on an adventure,” I told him. “Now get some of your toys together, because we don’t have long.”

I left Nik in the living room as I raced upstairs to our rooms. I threw as many clothes I could find into a large rucksack and placed it on my back. With my heart beating wildly in my chest, I went back downstairs. Nik was standing by the front door, clutching a handful of toy cars to his chest. I helped him put on his coat, then scooped him up into my arms. Throwing open the front door, I ran into the night with my brother. I never looked back. I couldn’t. I would have been reminded of the night we had fled with my mother.







Chapter Thirty
Kiera

 

“You didn’t look back, Jack, because you’d become your mother,” I mumbled.

“I had,” he said with a nod of his head, looking at me.

He had told me much of this part of his story with silent tears flowing down his cheeks.

Not once, though, had he stopped talking, it was like he was giving his confession to me.

With my wrists so loose in the chains now where I had worn away the stone, I slowly began to ease by hands free of them. It was difficult, and I had to muster all of my will not to cry out in pain.

This was Jack’s last chance to show some sign – any sign – that he wanted redemption. I didn’t want to kill him, but I would to save the man gaged and bound in the chair before me, and the man I loved.

“If you…” God, it was so difficult to talk now, “…know you are like…your…mother…why don’t you let my…father go?”

Jack sprang from his chair so violently, it toppled over. He stood before me, any look of sadness for what had happened to his sisters gone.

His eyes flashed like a set of brake lights. I had never seen them so ablaze. “No!”  he roared, his voice sounding deep and booming. “You will choose!”

He raced back across the room and buried his fist once again into the open wound in my father’s stomach. My father rocked backwards on the chair, his eyes bulging from their sockets like two hardboiled eggs. His tongue hung from the corner of his mouth as he screamed. I looked at Jack, his own face contorted in pain and I knew he truly was lost – lost to all the pain and hatred which he had let take him from that forest.

“I’ll choose!” I tried to say as loud as possible. The flesh around my mouth cracked and fractured, flaky lumps of stone falling into my lap.

“I’ll choose!” I tried to shout again over the agonised screams of my father.

Jack snapped his head round and looked at me. “What did you say?”

“I’ll choose,” I mumbled, slowly dropping my head.

“Who do you choose?” he demanded.

I made a mumbling noise in the back of my throat.

“Speak up!” he snapped.

I mumbled again. I heard a sickening squelch as he pulled his fist from my father’s stomach. Jack came towards me.

“Who do you choose?” he said, sounding excited now.

He leant in close. I slowly raised my head.

With our faces just inches apart, I looked into his eyes and saw the madness, pain, and sheer hate.

He was beyond redemption.

“Who do you…” he started, but that was as far as he got before he was screaming in pain.

Pulling my worn-down hands and wrists from their chains, I forced my hardened body forward in my seat, my rock-hard forehead smashing into the bridge of his nose. I felt no pain as I fell on top of him, sending him sprawling backwards onto the floor. I was like a dead weight as I pressed him flat. With my face resting against his, I could feel the wet, warm blood that gushed from his broken nose. I forced my cracked and dusty tongue over my lips. The tip of if touched his blood. I pushed my face harder against his and he roared in pain beneath me. The tip of my tongue, tasting the blood, soaked it up like a grey coloured sponge. It began to loosen inside my mouth. I wiggled the tip of it from side to side as I licked blood which gushed from his nose. It washed over my tongue, hot and salty. It hit the back of my throat and the burning sensation eased. I swallowed the blood, my stomach somersaulting greedily into life. I flicked my tongue around his nose and mouth where the blood had dribbled. My lips began to soften, as did the skin around my mouth. With the skin rapidly softening, I opened my mouth and sunk my teeth into his neck.

His blood burst into my mouth like an exploding water bomb, as Jack writhed desperately beneath me.

“You fucking bitch!” he screamed, realising how he had been tricked.

I drank from the side of his neck, and with every hot mouthful, my body began to feel lighter, softer, and more malleable. I felt the skin grow back around my wrists and hands. I buried my fingers in his hair, yanking his head to one side so I could sink my fangs further into his flesh. More and more of his blood gushed into my mouth and down my throat. I felt my whole being loosen.

Jack shrieked from beneath me. He thrashed his arms and legs about like a wild animal. The more I drank of his blood, the weaker he became. With my flesh feeling subtle again, I closed my eyes and readied myself to kill Jack Seth.

Then I heard him cry out, “Before I die, before you kill me, I need to tell you…”

I pulled my teeth from his throat. With blood running from my chin and onto his face, I screamed, “Tell me what, Jack! Tell me what became of poor little Jack and his brother? I know how this ends. It ends with me tearing your fucking throat out!” 

Jack rolled his head to look at me, blood pouring from the puncture wounds I had made in the side of his neck. His face was white and so emaciated now, it looked nothing more than a skull covered in a sheet of tissue paper.

“You will only be able to make your choice if you understand what happened in those seven days my mother and father Paul went missing,” he gargled around a mouthful of his own blood. His eyes rolled back into their sockets, and his lips twitched at the corners. “Don’t ya wanna know?” he smiled, closing his eyes.

What was I doing? I wondered as I dragged Jack Seth across the room and up into the chair. He slumped forward, his chin against his bloodstained shirt, as I secured him with the chains which had held me. I didn’t want to know what had happened in that time that Jack’s mother and the Blackcoat Father Paul had disappeared. I believed it must be what had turned Jack to the point of no return. Perhaps if I understood the secret shared between Kathy Seth and Father Paul, I could save Jack yet.

Once he was secure, I raced back across the room, and freed my father. He moaned in pain. I placed my hand over the gaping wound as I lay him on the floor. His face was white and waxy-looking, and he had slipped into unconsciousness. Blood seeped between my fingers as I tried to stop the blood flow from his stomach.

I looked back across the room at Jack.

“What is this secret your mother and the Blackcoat shared?” I asked him.

Jack slowly raised his head and looked at me. The yellow in his eyes was faint. With a weak smile on his lips, he said, “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes!” I demanded.

“You promise to make your choice if I tell you?” he said, his voice just above a whisper.

“Yes,” I snapped at him, glancing down at my father.

“Okay then,” he said, blood running from the two black holes in the side of his neck. “Much of the last part of my story you already know…”







Chapter Thirty-One
Jack

 

I fled with my ten-year-old brother. Over the next few years we begged, borrowed, or robbed to keep ourselves alive. On occasions I murdered, too. Not for any reason other than I enjoyed it. I wanted those euphoric feelings I had first felt after killing my mother. They had become like a drug, but the more I killed, the more I hated.

The more I hated, the more twisted and sick I became inside. I wasn’t only changing on the inside – I was changing outwardly, too. My skin was wrinkling and aging. I lost weight until my bones were sticking through my skin. It didn’t take long for that fourteen-year-old boy I had once been to disappear. I seemed to get taller too, until I looked as you see me now – nothing more than a skeleton covered in skin. It was like the rage and hate was poisoning me – but I just couldn’t stop killing.

I would leave Nik, who had now come to see me as a father, alone in the room we had rented, or the derelict shack we were hiding out in, and I would go and make my kills. I had grown so hideous looking; I repulsed all the women who I tried to lure away with me. It was then I developed the ability to trick woman into coming with me by staring into their eyes. I could make them see whatever they wanted to see. Mostly I made them see themselves making love to me – wanting me like they had never wanted no man before. The sense of power I had over them was exhilarating and drove me on to kill more.

Then when I thought I was truly lost, I met Eloisa Madison. I can’t say I loved her – but I did care for her. Like me, she had been born innocent, but it had been while watching local villagers set fire to her grandfather as a small girl, that the curse had taken her. Years later she took her revenge on those humans at a place they called the Wolf House and that is where she met your lying, cheating lover, Potter. Now, just like me, she was on the run from her past.

We both took comfort from that, and Eloisa became a stable influence over me. She no longer wanted to kill now that she had avenged her grandfather’s death. She wanted her curse lifted, too. So gradually, I stopped my killing.

Instead of creeping away from her side at night, I would lay tormented as I fought the demons inside of me. As I lay there, a cold sweat covering my body, I knew I would never truly beat the curse until I knew the secret my mother and father Paul had shared, and had revenge on the man who had killed my father.

Eloisa woke me one morning, her eyes burning bright. She lunged at me with her claws.

“What are you doing?” I roared, throwing her off me.

“You promised you would stop killing, Jack!” she howled.

“And I have,” I barked at her.

“Then explain this,” she yelped, throwing a newspaper at me.

I read the front page, which described the horrific killings of several women from the local town. Each of them, the story read, had been torn to pieces by what could only have been a giant wolf.

“It wasn’t me!” I promised her.

“Then who?” she snapped.

That night, as I lay in bed and fought the almost overwhelming desire to go out and kill, I heard Nik slink from his room, go downstairs, and open the door. I crept from my bed and followed him into the night. I hid in the shadows across the street from the bar where he stood and chatted with a beautiful young woman. Nik was beautiful, too. He was no longer a boy, but in his late teens.

With his blond hair and blue eyes, he looked like an angel. I watched them leave the bar together, and followed as she led Nik back to her apartment. I crept up the narrow staircase towards her room. With my heart racing, and hoping that I was wrong about my younger brother, I heard the woman scream.

The door flew inwards as I leapt against it, bounding into the room. The young woman was spread naked across the bed, the white walls now red with her blood. The wolf standing over her lifted its bloody snout from her guts and looked at me.

“What have you done?” I roared at him.

“I couldn’t help it,” he yelped, then started to lick his snout clean.

I leapt across the room, swiping him from the bed, but I knew he couldn’t help it any more than I could. What kind of father figure had I been to him after all? I had killed for lust ever since I had stolen him away into the night. He was only doing what I had done. I had changed him, like my mother had changed me.

Then in the distance, I heard the sound of police sirens. Taking hold of Nik by his snout, I raised his head and looked into his eyes. “Want to be a wolf, then you can spend the rest of your life captured like one. Now get out of here and never come back. You’re on your own.”

Nik looked up at me, and I could see the sadness in his eyes. He flicked his long tail left and right. “I’m sorry…” he started.

“Get away from me. I don’t know you anymore!” I shouted, the sound of a police car screeching to a halt outside. “You mean nothing to me.”

Nik looked back once more, woofed at me, then was gone, leaping through the open window and out into the night. I knew that captured in the form of a wolf, he would find it impossible to ever lure another woman away to her death. I didn’t want him to be like me. I didn’t want him to be like our mother.

With the sound of feet racing up the stairs, I climbed onto the bed and covered myself in the dead woman’s blood. When those cops came charging into the room, they saw me with my face in her torn-open stomach.

“Get off her, you filthy mutt!” one of them roared.

I looked up and my heart stopped. Father Paul’s brother was standing in the open doorway.

His hair was now white, and he looked a little older, but it was him, the man who had killed my father down by the lake. He looked at me in disgust, but he didn’t recognise me. I had changed so much. I wasn’t that kid he had thrown out into the snow. I was now a man, wrinkled and eaten up with hate.

“Don’t look so fucking surprised, wolf,”

the other said. “It was only a matter of time before we caught up with you.”

I glanced over to see a younger officer with him. It was Potter. I looked back at the other, and with my teeth and claws bared, I launched myself at him. Your friend Jim Murphy was just as quick, and slashed at me with his claws.

Both Murphy and Potter brought me down. I fought like an animal, just wanting to rip Murphy to pieces for what he had done to my father. Then they were joined in the room by a third, Luke, and I was out-matched. Potter stamped all over my face several times until I lost consciousness. I woke to find myself in The Hollows. The trial before the Elders was brief, as I had been discovered by Murphy and the others at the crime scene, my face buried in that young woman’s guts. As you know, I was given twelve life sentences for the twelve women Nik had butchered.

I spent those first few months crippled by rage and hate, just wanting to get my hands on Murphy, but locked beneath ground in The Hollows, I knew that day may never come. Then, just when I had given up hope that I could never get my revenge, Murphy appeared at my cell. He offered me my freedom in exchange for going back behind the Fountain of Souls to the caves, to try and discover the whereabouts of a friend of his called Kayla Hunt.

How could I have refused? I couldn’t. I took his offer, went back to the caves, and set the trap which would lead to his death. However much I wanted to, I couldn’t kill him myself, I had promised Eloisa I would not kill again as we both worked towards having our curse lifted.

The sight of seeing Murphy having his heart ripped from his chest then fed to the wolves was revenge enough for what he did to my father. The rest of the story you know. You betrayed me in The Hollows before the Elders, I killed you, and we’ve all ended up here – in this world that has been pushed! 







Chapter Thirty-Two
Kiera

 

“So that’s why you betrayed Murphy?” I breathed in shock. “He was Father Paul’s brother - the cop who was hunting your father?”

“Yes,” he said, looking at me, some of the colour coming back into his eyes.

“That’s why you had my friend killed?” I said, my head spinning from what I had just learnt about Murphy.

“Aren’t you about to kill me for what I’ve done to your father?” he spat at me, the anger coming back into his voice. “Don’t sit there giving me all that little-miss-innocent shit. You are no better than me.”

I looked down at my father, who lay bloody and unconscious on the floor beside me, and I knew Jack was right. I had been prepared to kill him for what he had done to my father and what he was planning to do to Potter. Then, lifting my head I looked at Jack. “You said you were going to tell me about this secret Murphy killed your father for. What was it?”

With a smile tugging at the corners of his lips, and blood covering his chin and shirt, Jack said, “I died in The Hollows not knowing what that secret was. But when I found myself in this pushed world, I realised I had another chance to find out. So I went back to the house on top of the hill, which sat above the church to see if my old friend Father Paul had been  pushed too.”

“And had he?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” Jack nodded. “He had been pushed right back. But he didn’t recognise me.

Perhaps it was because my appearance had changed so much, I first thought. He invited me into his home, and all those memories came flooding back of sitting before the fire, cleaning the candlesticks and painting pictures. There were slight differences, but that was to be expected, I guess, in a world which had been pushed.”

“What kind of differences?” I asked him, keeping my hand flat against my father’s stomach to stem the blood flow.

“There were pictures, lots of pictures,” he whispered now. “The pictures were of Father Paul and another I recognised. I thought that perhaps I was seeing things. It couldn’t be true.

So I took Father Paul gently by the shoulders and stared into his eyes. It was then that I saw everything.”

“What did you see?” I asked him.

Staring at me through the semi darkness, Jack said, “I saw my mother crying out in pain….







Chapter Thirty-Three
Jack

 

…There was so much blood. The baby had been born premature. Even though Lycanthrope and Vampyrus females only gestate for about six weeks, the baby had come too early and Father Paul looked petrified. It was dark and the trees of the forest towered above them.

“What should we do?” Father Paul said, looking up at his brother who had blood over his hands and down the front of his police shirt.

“You’re a fucking idiot, little brother!”

Murphy barked.

“Help me, pleeassee!” my mother screamed, lying on the forest floor, her dress hitched up her thighs. “Is my baby dead?”

“Yes, it’s dead,” Murphy barked at her.

“This is what happens when a Lycanthrope and Vampyrus mix. Why do you think the Elders have forbidden mixing between the two species?

Because it ends in death for everyone involved.”

“Please help us, Murphy,” Father Paul begged his brother.

“You should never have gotten me involved in this, Paul!” Murphy roared. “I’m as good as dead as you now if the Elders ever find out what has happened here tonight.”

“Please!” Father Paul pleaded, taking hold of his brother.

Murphy looked down at my mother, then back at Father Paul. Then bending down, he snatched up the lifeless baby in his arms. “This never happened. There was never any baby. We go back to our lives and never breathe a word of this again. And you, little brother, rid yourself of this Lycanthrope woman. She is nothing but trouble.”

Then, turning his back on them and leaving them cradling each other on the forest floor, Murphy raced away, deeper into the forest with the dead baby. He came upon the shore which surrounded the great lake. Then removing his blood-soaked shirt, he filled the pockets and sleeves with rocks. He wrapped this around the baby, and waded out into the lake. When the red waters were waist high, he placed the baby and his shirt into the water. He let go and watched the tiny bundle sink beneath the water. With his heart racing, and looking around to make sure he hadn’t been seen, he made his way back towards the shore. He hadn’t gone very far, when he heard what sounded like the cries of a baby.

Murphy turned around to see that the tiny little bundle had resurfaced and was now floating on top of the red, bloody waters. Carefully, he untied his shirt to find that the baby was very much alive. Panicked by this, and not knowing what he should do, he snatched the baby out of the water and cradled it against his chest. Murphy knew that his brother and my mother believed the baby to be dead and raced back through the forests. He took the child to a young Vampyrus cop who he trusted with his life. He didn’t tell her where the baby had come from, or who and what its parents were. He asked if she could keep the baby safe for just a few days until he had decided what to do next. Days rolled into weeks, and the young female Vampyrus cop fell in love with that baby and told Murphy that she would raise it as her own, never telling anyone how she had come by it.

With no better plan in mind, and both my mother and Father Paul believing the baby to be dead, he decided to let the baby stay with the young female Vampyrus, who was totally unaware that the baby was the result of the forbidden mixing between a Vampyrus and Lycanthrope. But what Murphy didn’t know, was that my father knew about the birth of that baby.

He had been hiding in the woods that night. When Murphy raced away with the dead baby in his arms, my father crept from his hiding place and confronted my mother and Father Paul.

“Get your brother off my back, Blackcoat, and withdraw the charges, Kathy, or I go to the Elders and tell them about what I have seen here tonight,” he threatened them.

Knowing that they had no other choice but to give in to his demands, Father Paul carried my mother back through the forest where she hid in his house for the next week, while she recovered and regained her strength. Despite everything that had happened, and Murphy’s warning to keep away from my mother, Father Paul couldn’t, he was hopelessly in love with her. So as you know, Father Paul went one last time to his older brother for help and was refused. When Murphy realised how deep his brother’s love was for my mother, he paid her a secret visit. He threatened that if she didn’t cut Father Paul out of her life, he would kill her himself.







Chapter Thirty-Four
Kiera

 

“So that is why your mother was so angry when she discovered you had secretly been seeing Father Paul?” I asked Jack.

“Yes,” he nodded slowly, the thick streams of blood now looking like a crusty scab around his nose and mouth. “She feared that if Murphy discovered I had been going to his brother, then he would believe she had broken her promise and would come for her.”

“But Murphy wouldn’t have really killed her,” I breathed, “He isn’t like that.”

“I know that now,” Jack said, the chains binding his wrists clinking.

“How come?” I asked him.

“It wasn’t Murphy who killed my father,”

he said.

“Who was it then?”

“When I searched Father Paul’s eyes, I saw it was him who killed my father,” Jack said bitterly. “He suspected I was meeting someone, as each afternoon I left for the forests. He knew I was lying about going to paint. Stupidly, I never took my rucksack with me. So he followed me from afar, hiding in the shade beneath the trees.

Then when he heard my father begin to tell me about his and my mother’s secret, he flew from his hiding place, and silenced him before he had a chance to tell me. But that wasn’t his only treachery I discovered.”

“What else did you see in his eyes?” I pushed.

“On returning to his house, Father Paul found Murphy waiting for him,” Jack explained.

“Murphy saw the blood on his brother’s hand, wrist, and forearm and demanded to know where it had come from. Father Paul confessed and they fought, that’s why Murphy had blood on his shirt.

Then, from below, they heard me call out.

Panicked, and fearing that I knew Father Paul had murdered my Dad, Murphy told his younger brother it was his last chance to rid himself of the curse he believed my mother had bewitched him with. Murphy told Father Paul to sit in the chair and not move an inch, whatever happened. Father Paul demanded to know why. His brother looked at him and said, ‘The child you had with the Lycanthrope lives. It is not dead. Do as I say and you can be a father to it.’ The chance of being with that baby was too much for him to resist, so he did as his brother said.”

“So Father Paul tricked you then – gave you up – so he could be with this child?” I said, again feeling the hurt Jack must have felt.

“The whole thing was a lie,” he spat, his eyes bright again. “The coffin, the funeral – everything was an act. And to think I stood at the back of the church crying my eyes out for that man. They lowered Father Paul into the ground where waiting Vampyrus smuggled him away, letting me, the Lycanthrope, and the Elders believe he was dead. After some time hidden in The Hollows, and enough time for everything to settle and move on, Father Paul reappeared from beneath The Hollows, with a new name and identity, and was reunited with the child which came from the mixing he shared with my mother.

Murphy forbade him to ever reveal that he was a Vampyrus and to cut all ties with his brother.

Father Paul loved the child deeply, and the young female Vampyrus and he fell in love and raised the child, while I, consumed by hate, led a life unaware of what truly had gone on.”

With his story told, Jack lowered his head again.

“What did you do to Father Paul when discovering the truth?” I dared ask, suspecting Jack had already murdered him.

Jack raised his head, just enough so he could see me, then said, “I stripped him to his underwear, dragged him up to the room where I used to paint as a boy, and tied him to a chair. I then lured that child to the house.”

“What house?” I whispered, confused.

“Who is this child?”

“The child in the photographs I told you about,” he said. “I lured it to this house.”

“This house?” I gasped, shaking my head, wondering if Jack hadn’t completely lost his mind.

“This is the house where I spent so many hours with Father Paul,” he said with a smile.

“The house at the top of the hill, and the church below. This was my room.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”

I mumbled, a sick feeling rising in my stomach. “If this is the house, then where is Father Paul?”

“Lying on the floor next to you,” Jack began to laugh.

“But he’s my father,” I breathed, looking down at him, lying unconscious beside me.

“And you are my sister,” Jack grinned.

“You are that child born from my mother after mixing with the Vampyrus Blackcoat. You are that baby Murphy smuggled away.”

“You’re a liar!”  I roared, jumping to my feet and racing across the room towards him.

“I found it hard to believe myself when I saw those pictures of you two together,” Jack said, and now he wasn’t laughing or smiling. He looked deadly serious. “I couldn’t understand why there were pictures of you and Father Paul together – not until I looked into his eyes did I understand the reason why.”

“It’s not true!” I screamed into his face.

“This is just some fucked up game you are playing with my mind!”

“Kiera, although you are dominantly a Vampyrus, haven’t you wondered why you are the only one of them with hazel – or should I say yellow eyes? Haven’t you wondered why you can see in the dark like a wolf? Bats can’t see in the dark – they’re blind…”

“Stop it!”  I screamed, punching him in the mouth.

His head snapped back. Jack spat out a globule of blood, then looked straight back at me.

“Ever wondered why you bleed from the eyes?

When Murphy placed you in the lake – or should I say the Dead Waters – your soul soaked up the blood which had been shed by the Vampyrus that the Lycanthrope had slaughtered. It was their blood – their perished souls – which still haunt those fountains which brought you back to life.”

“No!”  I cried, dropping to my knees. “It’s not true. I refuse to believe it.”

“Ask your beloved friend, Murphy,” Jack teased. “That’s the real reason he didn’t want you coming to look for your father again – just in case I’d gotten to him first. The man at your feet I knew as the Blackcoat Father Paul and you know him to be called Frank Hudson – but they are both the same man. He didn’t cry out in pain as he was dying – he cried out through fear of what the Elders would do to him on the other side.”

“He didn’t do anything,” I sobbed. “He was a good man. He was my father.”

“He was no different to our mother, Kiera,” Jack said. “Like her, he was a killer who lied and cheated to help themselves. Neither of them cared about the hurt or the harm they caused. You take the side of the Vampyrus instead of the Lycanthrope – but why? They are no better than us.”

“Don’t say that!”  I screamed at him, slamming my fists into the floor. “There is no us. 

I’m not one of you.”  I dropped my head forward, feeling as if my very soul had been ripped apart.

“So, now you understand your true choice, Kiera,” Jack said, almost as if he cared. “You can save the murderer you call your father, the lying, cheating excuse of a lover, Potter, or me – your brother.”

I covered my ears with my hands and screamed, blocking out the sound of Jack’s hysterical laughter.
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