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   To everyone who has ever felt different.
 
   This is for you.


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   ‘Rose, there’s something I need to say. I don’t want you to give up your whole life for me. You’ve got so much ahead of you … so much to look forward to. You can’t know how you’ll feel about me in the future. You might wake up one morning and roll over to find an old man in bed with you, who can barely put a roof over your head. You deserve so much more than that. I don’t want to be selfish. I mean … you have school and family. But Rose … I am selfish and that’s why I’m asking you to give up everything for me. I can’t promise much, but I promise I’ll love you more than anything in this world. Will you run with me?’
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   If you’d told me a couple of months ago I was going to run away with a man twice my age who had broken out of jail and is now a wanted sex offender, I would have laughed at you. I would have thought you mad. 
 
   Life is unpredictable.
 
   My name is Rose Goldman and … well … I am running away with a fugitive twice my age who is a wanted sex offender. Okay, I know it sounds bad, but unless you know the whole story I wouldn’t judge too quickly.
 
   Most will believe what they will hear on the news in the morning; that I was seduced by my former teacher, Thomas Stone. 
 
   I am a schoolgirl in their eyes.
 
   I’m not ashamed. They just don’t understand. In fact, it was I who seduced Tom, not the other way around like the media will have you believe.
 
   But that’s not all. Every full moon Thomas and I change. It took nine years for me to come to terms with my illness, but thanks to Tom I don’t think of it like that anymore. It’s part of who I am now.
 
   That is why Tom and I were drawn to each other from day one; we are both werewolves. In fact, I am his alpha. Alpha Girl, he had called me. 
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   Tuesday – 28 days to go
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   Standing on the dark lawn lit only by the waning moon, I scanned my surroundings for Tom. He’d told me to collect my belongings and meet him out the front of my house – by the old Ford Escort he’d once owned. 
 
   I hear a rustling in the next-door neighbour’s hedge. Maybe it was just the wind.  Or a cat. 
 
   No. Tom emerged silently from the bushes as ragged and filthy as ever. He looked defeated, tired and scared. 
 
   He paused, watching me, chest rising and falling rapidly. Everything seemed to progress in slow motion.
 
   As soon as I saw Tom I dropped my belongings onto the grass and bolted across the lawn – launching myself at him. I couldn’t reach him fast enough.
 
   Tom caught me in mid-air and clung to me despite the fact that I had winded him with the force of my embrace. He held me a foot above the ground and buried his face against my neck.
 
   He was shaking and I heard a dry sob escape him. “Rose,” his ragged voice gasped. He said my name over and over. It was music to my ears. He shook as we embraced, though I couldn’t be sure if it was from exhaustion or happiness to see me. It felt as though my damaged, fractured heart was swelling to twice its normal size.
 
   Placing me on the ground, Tom cupped my face in his hands and crushed his lips to mine, kissing me feverishly. He was covered in dirt, leaves and twigs, but I didn’t care.
 
     “You came to get me,” I muttered against his lips. “You’re here.”
 
   He nodded silently, his hands stroking my face as if he was trying to memorize every curve. He kissed me again and again. 
 
   Once he’d stopped the much welcome assault on my lips, Tom studied my face, illuminated by the moonlight. He brushed his thumb over my cheek, wiping away the tears that slid down my face. I hadn’t even realized I’d been crying. 
 
   “Rose,” he crooned again. “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you too.” I let out a shaky breath. 
 
   “I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” he said, kissing my nose. 
 
   “You’ll have a hard time trying to get rid of me now,” I chuckled. 
 
   He gave me a watery smile. “Come on, sweetheart,” he said in a raspy voice, as though he was on the verge of sobbing. “Let’s go before we’re spotted.”
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   I fell asleep in the car after only an hour of driving. I wasn’t sure how long I slept for but when I woke it was still dark outside.
 
   Tom was holding my hand; he had been ever since we’d set off. Perhaps he was holding onto me so I wouldn’t change my mind and run away.  Maybe he feared I’d open the car door and roll out of it like a scene in some ridiculous action movie. 
 
   Waking properly now, I licked my lips and yawned loudly, shifting in my seat; the seat-belt was digging into my throat.
 
   “You’re awake,” said Tom, smiling and glancing at me out of the corner of his eye whilst he focused on the road ahead. 
 
   “How long was I out?” I asked. 
 
   “Not long, only an hour,” he replied. “You were sleep-talking. I thought you were awake at first, until I realized nothing you said made any sense.”
 
   “Does it ever?” I replied with a smile.
 
   He chuckled and squeezed my hand.
 
   Tom’s face was still covered in dirt from the transformation two nights ago; he hadn’t had time to clean himself up, though he wore regular clothes so I assumed he’d gone home before coming to collect me.
 
   “You went home?” I asked, scrutinising his attire. 
 
   Tom looked down at his clothes; he wore a red plaid button-up shirt and torn jeans along with some old leather loafers. Tom didn’t have much fashion sense but that was one of the many things I loved about him; his mismatched clothes gave him a quirky edge. 
 
   He shook his head. “I couldn’t. The police are watching my house.”
 
   “Then where did you-” I began to ask, before pursing my lips together. “You stole them?”
 
   “I had to change … I figured the jumpsuit would be a little noticeable.” He looked ashamed of himself. “I’ve never stolen anything before.”
 
   “Where’d you take them from?” I asked.
 
   “The donation bin outside of the thrift store.” Tom gave me an apologetic look, as though he expected me to be deeply offended. 
 
   I laughed. “Oh, you fiend.”
 
   Tom did all of his clothes shopping at the thrift store. The contents of his wardrobe was often destroyed or lost in the woods, which meant he had to replace his outfits regularly. I’d never had this problem as my parents would tie me down during the full moon so I could not escape and run amok. Of course they’d slipped up on more than one occasion and I’d escaped before.
 
   “I took a few things,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. I looked into the backseat where I saw a sports-bag that was overflowing with second-hand clothing. “I figured it would be a while before I could go shopping,” he added.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be forgiven,” I said.
 
   The morning light was beginning to crest over the mountain range when he spoke next.
 
   “So … are you going to call your parents?” 
 
   “Why bother?’ I said, nonchalant. 
 
   “They’ll be worried about you.”
 
   I shrugged, but Tom pressed me further.
 
   “They’ll think I’ve kidnapped you.”
 
   I smiled. “Maybe you did.”
 
   Tom gave me a sly grin. “I think it’s the other way around, my love.”
 
   True, it had been I who pursued the relationship, not Tom.
 
   “What am I supposed to tell them?” I asked, looking out of the passenger window. “Sorry for running away? I don’t know when I’ll see you again?”
 
   “Just tell them you’re okay and that you’re safe,” Tom replied.
 
   I fished in my pocket for my cell phone. It was yet to ring, but of course my parents would still be asleep. In a few hours they would wake to find me gone, along with my car and belongings. 
 
   “You can’t call them from your cell phone,” he said at once.
 
   “Why not?” I asked. 
 
   “They emit a radio signal,” he said, nodding at the phone in my hand. “Even when you’re not making a call.” 
 
   I stared at the screen. Battery 97%
 
   “So, what do I do? Do I turn it off?” I asked. 
 
   Tom frowned. “Yeah … yeah. You could do that,” he said slowly.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But I’d rather you destroyed it,” he said with an apologetic wince. 
 
   “Destroy it?” I said with raised eyebrows. “I just got it – for my birthday.”
 
   “I know, I know,” he said. “But it can be used to track you. For all you know your parents installed an application that logs the data usage. They’d be able to track your location within a few yards.”
 
   “My parents wouldn’t know how to do that,” I scoffed. 
 
   “Regardless … please, Rose. The phone needs to go.” 
 
   “Don’t you think you’re being a little bit paranoid?” I asked. 
 
   Tom sighed. 
 
   “All right, all right,” I said, switching the phone off. “I’ll get rid of it.”
 
   “Obviously they’ll be looking for you no matter what you say to them,” Tom continued, staring at the long, empty road ahead.  “They’ll call the police within a matter of hours.”
 
   “Do you think the police will put two and two together?” I asked. 
 
   “Of course. Who else would you be with?” Tom glanced at me. He seemed to have aged ten years from the dirt on his face. I could see that his eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep. 
 
   “We’ll need to find somewhere to rest,’ I said to him. “You look half-dead.” 
 
   “I haven’t slept since the transformation,” he replied. 
 
   “Let me drive for a while. You can get some sleep.”
 
   Tom pursed his lips. “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded fervently. “It’s fine. I’m not tired,” I lied.
 
   “All right.”
 
   We pulled over to the side of the road and Tom hopped out of the car, leaving the car idling while I slid over to the driver’s seat. As I adjusted the mirror and fastened my seat-belt he jumped into the passenger seat. 
 
   “You sure you want to drive?” he asked. Perhaps his nerves did not stem from his fear of being pulled over by police, but the driving ability of an eighteen-year-old girl.
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “All right,” he said. “But wake me in an hour. No doubt the police will be on the lookout for a red Ford Escort. If they’re clever they’ll even televise it in the hopes of finding you.”
 
   I hadn’t thought of that. Of course my parents would tell police that I’d vanished along with my car and belongings.
 
   Suddenly, I realized the lack of thought that had gone into my sudden departure. I’d jumped at the chance of running with Tom and followed him blindly. Regardless, I trusted him. That’s all that mattered. Tom would look after me and I would look after him. 
 
   “Get some sleep,” I said, hiding my fear with a smile. 
 
   Tom did as I told him and rolled up an old knitted jumper, which he propped against the window to use as a pillow. It took a remarkably short time for him to begin snoring.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   I nudged Tom awake an hour later. He woke with a start, blinking rapidly. “What? What’s wrong?” 
 
   “The sun is up,” I told him.
 
   “Oh.” He rubbed his eyes sleepily and sat up. “Let’s find a motel that charges by the hour. I don’t think it’s safe to stay anywhere too long.”
 
   “How romantic,” I tried to hide my smile. “Do you take all of your lady friends to pay-by-the-hour motels?”
 
   Tom chuckled, his eyes creasing in the corners. “Only you.”
 
   “And you haven’t even taken me out to dinner yet. The nerve!”
 
   “Be grateful, kiddo. It’s not every day I decide to kidnap someone.”
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   The ‘Quality Inn’ was anything but quality. It was situated on the side of a dusty highway, a two-minute walk from a McDonalds and a mechanic. While I went into the motel’s front office to rent a room for a couple of hours, Tom parked the car out of sight from the highway. At least now we’d be able to get some rest and perhaps food.
 
   The motel room was depressing. It was dark and dank, smelling of mildew. The floral wallpaper was peeling but the mattress seemed all right. I pulled a face as we stood in the middle of the room, observing our surroundings. 
 
   “Well … beggars can’t be choosers,” Tom said, shrugging as he began to unbutton his shirt.
 
   We had no food, so I bought some chips and chocolate at a vending machine in the hall whilst Tom had a shower. When I returned he was drying his hair with a towel, a second one wrapped around his waist.
 
   “There’s no water pressure,” he complained. “I barely feel clean.”
 
   I chuckled, slinking to his side and unfastening the towel around his waist. Tom grabbed the edge of it just in time, covering himself.
 
   “Hey,” he gasped. “Behave little miss.”
 
   “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”
 
   “What’s that you’ve got there?” he asked, nodding to the rations in my free hand as he refastened the towel.
 
   “Dinner,” I said, showing him the chips and chocolate. “I made it myself.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have,” he slid his arms around me and kissed my nose. 
 
   I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, losing myself in the scent of his clean skin. He smelled of the forest after a storm, along with that unexplainable musk that always drew me towards him. 
 
   I ran my fingertips over his damp flesh. Beads of water clung to the light hair on his chest. I marvelled at him – at his body. His skin was pale (but not as pale as mine) and his body was lean yet muscular. Living as a free werewolf had its merits – Tom’s metabolism was much faster than my own.
 
   Tom looked down at me, raising a hand to tuck a tendril of hair behind my ear. “What are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
   “Mmh, I’m thinking about you,” I mumbled. “And the fact that we are alone together, finally.”
 
   “Is that so?” Tom tilted my head up with his fingertips before tracing them along my collar bone, sending chills down my spine.
 
   “Mmm-hmm.” My stomach twisted into knots as Tom’s hand slipped my shirt from my shoulder, exposing my bare skin. I hadn’t bothered to throw a bra on when I’d left that morning. 
 
   “Well, in that case you should probably know I’m thinking about kissing you … here.” His head dipped down and his lips brushed just below my ear. 
 
   “Oh?” A grin spread across my face. 
 
   “And here,” he continued, kissing my neck. 
 
   “What else?” I pressed.
 
   I heard his throaty chuckle next to my ear. “I’m thinking about-” his hands tugged the hem of my shirt. “-taking this old thing off you.” He followed through with the action as he spoke the words. I lifted my arms and allowed him to undress me. 
 
   “I see,” I said, smirking. Tom’s warm hand cupped my bare breast, his thumb grazing over my nipple, which had become erect. His emerald eyes travelled up my body, before locking with my gaze. 
 
   He smiled, his eyes creasing. “You are stunning,” he remarked. “My memory did not do you justice.”
 
   I ran my hand along his damp chest. “You thought about my body while you were in prison?”
 
   “I thought about you every day and night,” he said. “Including your body, but mostly your eyes, your smile.” He trailed off, studying my face.
 
   Reaching up I encircled my arms around his neck and pressed my lips to his. Tom returned the kiss, exhaling through his nostrils. Butterflies erupted in my stomach as I felt his hands on my bare hips. 
 
   Pulling away, he closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to mine. “I cannot possibly put into words what you mean to me.”
 
   “You’re such a sap.”
 
   Tom laughed. “I’m trying to confess my love for you, Rose. Would you mind not interrupting until I’m finished?” 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He laughed softly and ran his fingers through my hair. “For stony limits cannot hold love out, and what love can do that dares love attempt.”
 
   “Romeo and Juliet?” I guessed.
 
   Tom chuckled. “You know your Shakespeare.” 
 
   “I did have a good English teacher,” I said. “Until everyone found out what a pervert he was.”
 
   Tom laughed. “You know, you’re not very good at being romantic.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said again and we laughed together.
 
   His hands slowly began to explore my body as though he was seeing it for the first time. I responded to his touch, purring softly like a kitten, arching my back until our torso’s met.  
 
   His hands caressed my face, our lips an inch apart. The anticipation was more erotic than the act itself, but finally his mouth came down in a warm, lingering kiss. 
 
   We breathed as one as his fingertips traced along my neck before he gently encircled my throat. Carefully, Tom moved my head back to expose the length of my neck where his lips brushed along my throat.
 
   Slowly, Tom backed me onto the bed and we fell into a heap amongst the sheets. His body rolled on top of mine as his mouth explored, his hand grazing over my stomach with a delicate touch, leaving me trembling beneath him. His towel lay forgotten upon the floor.
 
   His hand moved up to cup my breast.  I shuddered, his slightest touch sending waves of pleasure trembling through my body. His lips moved to my earlobe and he gently suckled, his warm breath washing over me. His focus moved downward, gently nuzzling my breast. Tongue flicking out, he rolled my nipple into his mouth, before catching it gently between his teeth. I gasped and sighed, revelling in the attention he provided so willingly. 
 
   Then, he raised himself onto his hands and towered above me, staring down at my body. As his eyes moved over my figure, everything inside me screamed with desire. He brushed his kisses over my stomach, savoring every inch of my pearlescent skin as his fingers worked the buttons of my jeans. I wriggled free of them quickly, kicking them to the side.
 
   Tom laced his fingers through my hair, while the other traced the fabric of my panties. I inhaled sharply when his fingertips brushed lightly against my desire. 
 
   Slipping his hand into my cotton panties, his fingers toyed with the trail of soft hair above my womanhood. I curled my fingers around his hair, the anticipation almost too much to bear. 
 
   “I want you,” I breathed. “Now.”
 
   “Slow,” he replied, simply. 
 
   My body calmed at his request and his fingers slowly cupped my womanhood. He could feel how damp I’d become already; the heat radiated from my sex. 
 
   A shiver ran down my spine as his searching fingers slipped between my folds. With just a slight brush over my swollen clit, my hips moved upward, begging him for more. He paused for a moment, enjoying the control he had over me. I ached for him to touch me, to be one. 
 
   Finally, he slid his fingers inside me at the same moment my hips drove upward to meet him. I tensed; my body alight with the simple pleasure he provided. Slowly he began to massage, his hand cupping my mound firmly, causing my body to burn with desire. I tried to grind against his hand, prompting him to go faster, but he resisted. He was in control without uttering a word and I knew it. I loved his silent command. I was not his Alpha – not in this moment.
 
   He proceeded to slip off my panties, before returning his attention to my womanhood. As his fingers alone moved over my sensitive bud I allowed my thoughts to slip away until the passion began to overflow and I was trembling with pleasure. Yet he didn’t want me to experience the release – not yet, anyway. He had much more to offer.
 
   Lowering his mouth to my warmth, he kissed my soft patch of hair, allowing his tongue to dart out and taste my sweet, wet desire below. He let his tongue open my lips and search for the sensitive, swollen bud. My breathing became sharper and my toes curled as the pleasure engulfed my body. The sensation was building as his tongue explored my sex, moving away from my clit and dipping inside my wetness. I writhed beneath him, my fingers threading through his hair as I bucked to meet his mouth.
 
   He returned his tongue to my engorged bud, flicking the tip quickly, torturously. I squirmed and moaned his name, begging for more and he knew I was close to the point of no return. 
 
   So he stopped and moved away from me. My eyes, unfocussed and wanting, searched for him. I sighed with frustration, but smiled anyway.
 
   “You’re a tease,” I breathed. 
 
   “We were in such a rush last time,” he crooned. “I want to savor every moment.”
 
   Lowering his body to mine, he pressed his weight against me. The warmth and pressure of his body made me feel safe. His lips tickled my ear, his kisses slow and tender. He inhaled deeply, basking in my aroma and the sweet musk of my desire for him. I was ravenous.
 
   I felt him, hard and erect between my thighs, his swollen member probing at my entrance, teasing me with things to come. I arched myself against him, willing him to make us one, but he simply smiled and shook his head. 
 
   “What’s the rush?” he purred in my ear. “I’ll have you begging soon enough.”
 
   I was physically hungry to feel him inside me, to fill my depths. I could see the love in his eyes as he watched me squirm beneath him. 
 
   He used softly spoken words to coax and build my passion, cradling me in his arms as if I was made of glass; a fragile sculpture, or a delicate petal that needed the gentlest touch. Drawing me close he could feel my heart’s every beat. It was frantic, desperate for release and swollen with love and affection. I wrapped my legs around his waist, willing him to enter, but he resisted. I tightened my grip, pulling him closer until his stiff manhood was rubbing against my aching slit. 
 
   “I want you,” I breathed in his ear. “I need you.”
 
   “You forgot the magic word,” he teased, his warm breath tickling my neck. 
 
   “Please,” I begged, my fingers grasping his broad back, my thighs drawing him in. “Please.”
 
   Tom cradled my upper body in his strong arms, drawing me close as he prepared to bring us together. He could feel my heat emanating from my most private area. He moved to enter me, pausing to feel the slick wetness against his manhood. He shivered with anticipation – it took all of his self-control not to take me then and there, with reckless abandon. He controlled himself and looked into my eyes. I looked back with hunger for him. He smiled. I was growing restless, he could tell. 
 
   Tom pushed his hips forward, entering me by an inch. I bit down on my bottom lip, giving a sharp intake of breath. For a moment I thought that he was finally going to bless me with the act of love making, but I was not so lucky. He withdrew, a mischievous glint in his eyes and I knew that he really was going to make me beg. 
 
   “I want all of you,” I breathed. “Please.”
 
   He entered me again, slowly, inch by inch. With each new depth brought new emotions. He paused to allow my mind and body time to deal with each new expansion. Finally, he felt my flowing warmth fully surround him and he was buried to the hilt in my womanhood which accepted his length with gentle pressure. We were one.
 
   I wrapped my arms around him, pulling him close. Our lips met, yet he did not thrust in and out of me like a bull. Instead he stayed perfectly still, absorbing the feel of me. 
 
   My body trembled beneath Tom, fighting the urge to grind my hips against him. Instead, we simply revelled in the unity and the emotion brought on by such a simple act. 
 
   With him on top, our position suggested one of dominance, but at this point in time we were equals. We were simply a man and a woman, two halves of a whole.
 
   His lips brushed my face, admiring the softness of the woman captured in his arms.  His movements began, slowly exploring my heated depths, stirring emotions within us both. His pressure was sensual, our passion rising as each body gave its all. Both were giving and taking, our unity calling for completion. 
 
   His hips moved against me and I responded alike. Together we moved as one, bodies trembling and breath quickening. Sweat beaded on our brows and my warmth contracted around his pulsating length, welcoming him. 
 
   Burying his face in my neck and breathing in my scent, Tom seemed momentarily overwhelmed, so much so that I saw his eyes water before he hid his face within my hair. I felt it too; the burning in my throat as a singular tear escaped my eye and trailed down my cheek, falling on the pillow. 
 
   Our passion rose and my body gave him everything; my mind transported to a place of pure bliss. He watched me go there, saw the flickering of my eyelids as pleasure consumed my entire being. I writhed, legs tightening around his waist and fingers digging into his back. He felt the walls of my warmth contract around him, squeezing tight. I saw it in his face as his pleasure rushed forth to consume him. He pulled out of me at the last second and I felt his hot seed spill upon my thigh.
 
   When the reward of our slow and sensual love had consumed us, Tom held me close. It lasted several minutes. My body was like an open flame, hot to the touch. Goosebumps erupted over my skin as I convulsed beneath him, wave after wave washing over me. He watched my face, contorted, as though in pain, yet he knew I felt nothing but bliss. 
 
   I was left panting in his arms, a bead of sweat in the hollow of my neck. He dipped his head and licked the saltiness from my throat. I smiled, basking in the afterglow of my orgasm. 
 
   Brushing a tendril of hair from my face, he studied me. 
 
   “I missed you,” he whispered. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   We slept four hours, waking around mid-day with rumbling stomachs. It was cold and Tom’s body was curled around mine. It was a rather glorious way to wake up – that was until I remembered we were in a cheap motel that smelled of mildew.  Though in those few moments before I fully woke all I could feel and smell was Tom, his bristly cheek against my shoulder, his gentle breath upon my skin, arm curled around my body, and his hand cupping my breast. Perhaps he’d done it on purpose, or maybe it was a subconscious act. Regardless, it felt nice. I stretched and rolled so I was facing him, the tip of my nose against his. He was already awake. 
 
   “You sleep beautifully,” he murmured, a smile curling his lips. 
 
   “Have you been awake long?”
 
   “A little while,” he replied. 
 
   His eyes were still bloodshot and he had dark circles underneath them. His unshaven face and tousled hair gave him a very rugged appearance which I wasn’t used to seeing but did not dislike. Tom was usually well groomed and clean-shaven, but I liked this messy side of him. 
 
   I touched his face with the tips of my fingers, trailing them along his cheek. 
 
   “Your stubble,” I said, running my thumb along the grain of his facial hair. “It’s got some ginger in it.”
 
   “And some grey.” He smiled ruefully.  
 
   I shook my head. “No grey. But I like you with facial hair.”
 
   “Perhaps I’ll grow a beard,” he jested, his eyes creasing at the sides.
 
   “Maybe. You’ll need a disguise now.”
 
   He smiled and kissed my forehead, before sitting up. 
 
   “We should watch the news,” he said, groping for the television remote. 
 
   I groaned. “It’s only going to make me depressed.”
 
   Curling up on the bed together, we waited with baited breath for the dreaded piece about the escaped ‘sex offender’. We were not disappointed. 
 
   “-Search for inmate Thomas Stone is still underway. Stone was found guilty of sexual assault in the first degree by the local court after having sex with multiple underage students-”
 
    “Multiple?” I fumed at the television. “They’re making things up to make you look bad!”
 
   “Quiet, I can’t hear.” Tom hushed me, trying to listen to the report.
 
   “-Stone was sentenced to eight years in prison. The officer on duty during Stone’s escape is still in a critical condition in hospital, but his family has said that they expect him to make a full recovery. Meanwhile, crisis in the Middle-East is at an all-time high after-”
 
   The newsreader went on to another story leaving Tom and I in stunned silence.
 
   “Did she just say-”               Tom began in a weak voice.
 
   “She did,” I confirmed.
 
   “Shit,” he groaned, putting his face in his hand. “Shit, shit, shit.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” I reassured him. “They aren’t going to catch you again.”
 
   “No, not that,” said Tom, his face very pale. “The prison guard.” 
 
   “Oh.”
 
    “A prison guard is in hospital,” he croaked, “because of me.” 
 
   “It’s all right,” I soothed, placing my hand on his shoulder. Tom shrugged me off and stood up. He began to pace, his hands balled into fists around his hair. He was still nude which made it very hard for me to concentrate on the crisis at hand.
 
   “What have I done?” he moaned. 
 
    “M-maybe he just fell down some stairs, or, or –” I began.
 
   “Oh, come on, Rose,” he said, his eyes wide and his pupils dilated. “I turned that night. That guard came face to face with a fully-grown werewolf and lived. We both know what that means.”
 
    I didn’t answer. I knew what it meant because it’s what I’d done to Tom. It was because of me that he was a werewolf. Now it seemed he had potentially turned a prison guard.
 
   “Oh, god,” Tom croaked, pacing back and forth. “The news lady said he had a family. Fuck. What if he attacks them? What if he has children?”
 
   “Tom, it’s going to be okay,” I said, standing up and interrupting his pacing. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” he said, quickly glancing at my naked form.
 
   I knew exactly what Tom was thinking. He was far too empathetic. Tom cared too much about other people and if there was the slightest chance that he’d turned this guard into a werewolf, he’d turn himself in to the police out of sheer guilt. Then they’d put him away for good.
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid,” I warned him.  
 
   “How can I live with myself knowing I’ve ruined this man’s life? His family’s life?”
 
   My heart sank. “Is that what I did to you? Ruined your life?”
 
   Tom looked at me angrily, though he did not raise his voice at me. “Please, Rose. I’m not in the mood for a guilt trip right now,” he snapped. 
 
   Seeing the hurt expression on my face, his body relaxed and he sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   I decided to let it slide. “Do you remember anything about that night?”
 
   “I never remember,” said Tom, his expression beaten. “The transformation began and as usual everything went black. I woke up in the woods.”
 
   I knew the feeling all too well.
 
   “Look … there’s no use worrying about it right now, okay? They said he’s going to make a full recovery so the most we can do is hope he fell down a flight of stairs or something, okay? Don’t assume the worst,” I said. “Chances are you just sent him flying in a bid for escape.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “It’s a possibility,” I said, though truthfully I was doubtful. “Regardless, it’s not so bad, right? You said so once yourself. It’s only once a month.”
 
   “But his family-”
 
   “Will support him,” I finished his sentence for him.
 
   Tom nodded, his chest rising and falling rapidly. I approached him apprehensively, wondering whether he would turn me away in his foul mood. I reached up and encircled my arms around his neck, bringing him into a close embrace. He accepted my affection and slid his arms around my waist, holding me tight. 
 
   “Thank you,” he mumbled into my hair. “And I’m sorry about what I said.”
 
   “It’s fine,” I replied, squeezing him tight. “And I’m sorry too.”
 
   “What for?” he asked.
 
   “Turning you.” I’d never apologized for it before. Not that it was something I could have helped. I had no control over my actions during the full moon.
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” said Tom. “If you hadn’t changed me we wouldn’t be together.”
 
   At that moment we were interrupted by my phone vibrating loudly upon the dresser.
 
   Home flashed across the screen. I stared at the phone for several seconds, not sure what I should do. 
 
   “Rose,” Tom frowned. “I asked you to turn it off and get rid of it.” 
 
   “Sorry,” I winced. “But they’ve probably only just realized I’m not there. I’ll get rid of it today, I promise.”
 
   The phone continued to ring.
 
   “Are you going to answer it?” Tom asked, looking down at the phone with me. 
 
   “No,” I replied, letting it ring out. 
 
   “I think it’s best if you call them from a payphone.”
 
   “I will,” I replied. “When I’m ready.”
 
   “We should get going,” he said. He was right, of course; we mustn’t linger. Tom wandered into the bathroom and I heard him peeing. Making sure he wasn’t looking, I grabbed my phone and found that I had seventeen missed calls, as well as a handful of text messages. We mustn’t have heard it vibrating whilst we slept. I read the messages quickly before Tom came back.
 
    
 
   Mom - 7:15am
 
   Did you take the car? Just be back before 8:30, OK? Xx
 
    
 
    
 
   Mom - 8:01am
 
   The moving truck will be here in half an hour. Xx
 
    
 
   Mom - 8:34am
 
   Answer your phone. 
 
    
 
   Mom - 9:46am
 
   You’re with him, aren’t you?
 
    
 
   Mom – 10:57am
 
   If you’re not home within an hour I’m calling the police.
 
    
 
   Dad – 11:15am
 
   Your Mom thinks you’ve run away with that teacher. Seriously. Answer your phone before she calls the police.
 
    
 
   Mom – 12:09pm 
 
   Calling the police
 
    
 
   Dad – 12:15pm
 
   She called the police. 
 
    
 
   Once I’d finished reading the text messages, I heard the toilet flush. I quickly switched the phone off and stuffed it into my bag. 
 
   Tom re-emerged from the bathroom and began to dress himself in the thrift-store clothes before pressing his lips to my forehead and murmuring. “Let’s get going, sweetheart.”
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Only after Tom and I left the ‘Quality inn’ did I wonder where he’d got the money to pay for it. 
 
   “Where’d you get the money from?” I asked as we pulled back onto the highway. “I thought you didn’t have any of your own belongings?”
 
    “Secret cash-stash,” he said, crunching the gearbox as he forced it into first gear. “In case of emergencies.”
 
   “Where do you keep your cash-stash?” I asked.
 
   Tom laughed. “Well if I told you then it wouldn’t be a secret, would it?”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow and looked at him. 
 
   Tom glanced my way and chuckled. “I pawned some old jewellery before the arrest,” he said.
 
   “The engagement ring?” I asked, without thinking. 
 
   The car swerved to the left a little. “How did you-?”
 
   The first time I’d gone to Tom’s house I’d rummaged through his drawers and found a petite diamond ring stashed away. He’d mentioned that he’d been engaged once, but we’d never discussed it. It seemed he was eager not to talk about it. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, pulling a guilty expression. “I … found it in your drawer that first day. I didn’t want to say anything.”
 
   I thought of it as ‘the first day’; the day we discovered that we shared a common affliction. The first day.
 
   “Right.” He shifted uncomfortably in the driver’s seat. “Erm … yeah, well I pawned it. Didn’t get much, obviously. It wasn’t very expensive to begin with. I could never afford the-” He stopped talking and cleared his throat noisily.
 
   I could see that this topic made him uneasy, but I wanted to know all the details of his past relationship. Not because I was jealous, but because I wanted to understand why it had fallen apart.
 
   “What happened?” I asked. 
 
   “Rose,” Tom sighed and rested his elbow on the window, holding his temple. “Please, love. Do we have to talk about this now?” The memory was clearly painful for him to think about.
 
    “No,” I shook my head, reaching over and taking his hand. “We don’t.”
 
   The chance to compare myself to a woman he had once proposed to was, well, irresistible. But I wouldn’t press the matter further. He’d talk about it when he was ready.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   My feet were on the dashboard and my window was cranked all the way open so I could feel the warm breeze upon my face. I was grinning from ear to ear as I sang from the top of my lungs with the song on the radio. I didn’t know all of the words, nor was I in tune, but at that moment it didn’t matter because I was happy. I was with Tom and that was the most important thing in the world.
 
   Tom was laughing at my terrible singing, the corners of his eyes creased in amusement. That was, until an extremely ironic song began to play on the radio. It was an older song that I didn’t recognize, but Tom identified it immediately.
 
    
 
   Young teacher, the subject of school-girl fantasy. 
 
   She wants him so badly - knows what she wants to be.
 
    
 
   “Oh … that’s just great,” he muttered, leaning forward to swivel the dial. 
 
   “Wait,” I said, reaching for his hand. “I want to listen.”
 
    
 
   Inside him there’s longing - this girls an open page.
 
   Book marking, she’s so close now. This girl is half his age. 
 
    
 
   Tom and I froze as the words played out, our eyes wide. I looked over at him to analyse his expression. 
 
   I remembered those days in class when Tom would kneel by my desk to ‘help’ me with my work – his knee touching mine, his hand brushing my skin. The memory brought blood rushing to my cheeks and goose-bumps to my skin.
 
   “What is this song?” I asked, worried that it might ruin Tom’s excellent mood.
 
   Tom gulped, his Adams apple jumping in his throat. 
 
   “Don’t stand so close to me, by The Police,” he replied stiffly.
 
   “I’ve never heard of them,” I said, listening to the following verse intently.
 
   “They are … a bit before your time,” he said, wincing apologetically.
 
    
 
   Temptation, frustration - so bad it makes him cry,
 
   Wet bus stop, she’s waiting. His car is warm and dry.
 
    
 
   Memories flashed through my mind; Tom pulling up beside me in this car as the rain poured down on top of me. It was the first time we’d truly been alone together.
 
    
 
   Loose talk in the classroom - to hurt they try and try.
 
   Strong words in the staffroom - the accusations fly.
 
    
 
   “Rose,” Tom interrupted the song. “Will you please change the station?” 
 
   “Right,” I said, reaching a shaking hand forward to turn the dial.
 
   We sat in silence after that – both of us lost in thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
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   Wednesday – 27 days to go
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   I had an uncomfortable sleep that night. Tom parked on a hidden road near a river. I could hear the running water as I tried to drift off, but it was no use. I was far too uncomfortable and much too cold. 
 
   I turned my phone on to check my missed calls. It vibrated constantly as the build-up of messages flooded my inbox. I stifled the vibrations, hoping it wouldn’t wake Tom. There was over one-hundred and seven notifications. Every single one was from my parents. Sighing, I turned the phone off again and hid it in my bag.
 
   We’d reclined the seats in an attempt to sleep in a more horizontal position, but Tom had long legs and was cramped. 
 
   Tired, uncomfortable, hungry and thirsty, we lay awake for most of the night. The clock on the dashboard said it was two o’clock in the morning. I tossed and turned. Each time I found a relatively comfortable position it quickly became uncomfortable within a matter of minutes. I rolled again and again, making the car creak.
 
   Tom grumbled sleepily, “Stop moving, darling. You’re rocking the car.”
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered. “I can’t get comfortable.”
 
   “Can you feel your legs?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “Well you’re one up on me, then.” I heard the smile in his voice. 
 
   I rolled to face him and saw his moon-lit face staring back at me. “I’ll bring the feeling back,” I said, biting down on my bottom lip mischievously.
 
   “Mmh? How?” he said sleepily.
 
   I reached my hand over and squeezed his thigh, just below the bulge in his jeans. “I can think of a few ways.”
 
   Tom chuckled and took my hand in his, bringing it away from his crotch. He pressed his lips to my palm, his warm breath exhaling from his nostrils, against my fingers.
 
   “Your hands are freezing,” he said. “Do you want my coat as a blanket?”
 
   His abrupt change of subject had not gone unnoticed by me. I tried, in vain, to steer the conversation back towards the topic of intimacy. “I know a way to keep warm,” I said, tracing my fingertip over his lips.
 
   “Mmmh.” Tom smiled and thread his fingers through mine so we were holding hands once more.
 
   Feeling bold, I decided to take some initiative. I sat up and pushed the jacket I was using as a blanket from my body and began to unfasten my jeans.
 
   “Rose,” said Tom, his tone amused. “Darling, you don’t have to-”
 
   “You don’t want to?” I pressed, leaning back as I slid the jeans down my legs. I kicked them off and threw them into the back seat. 
 
   “It’s not that,” he chuckled. “There’s just … there’s not enough room.”
 
   “You just sit back,” I said with a smirk, pulling my t-shirt over my head so I was only in my bra, panties and socks. Goosebumps covered my flesh and I shivered visibly. 
 
   “You’re going to be cold,” Tom protested, sitting up and trying to put my jacket back over me.
 
   Pushing the jacket out of the way, I leaned forwards and pressed my mouth to Tom’s, kissing him hard, just as I had during our first kiss in this car. Tom’s hands slid to my waist, rather reluctantly, as he returned the kiss. He groaned against my mouth before pulling away and sighing. 
 
   “You make it very difficult for me to think rationally,” he said, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. 
 
   Truthfully, I felt slightly rejected, but I wouldn’t tell Tom that. He’d only fuss over me. 
 
   “I’m not even trying,” I smiled, leaning in again. 
 
   He kissed me with less reservation this time, enveloping me in his arms and pulling me close. Our lips didn’t part as I crawled into his lap, straddling him. I could already feel the expanding bulge in his trousers, nestled neatly between my thighs.
 
   Beeeeeeeeep!
 
   My buttocks pushed against the steering wheel, sounding the horn. We both laughed, but the sudden sound seemed to bring Tom to his senses.
 
   “Rose,” he said, his expression now solemn. “We can’t.”
 
   I sat back, frowning. “Why not?”
 
   “It’s not a good idea.” Tom held me by the hips, his expression apologetic. “We haven’t got any protection.”
 
   “So? We didn’t last night. You can just stop when-”
 
   “You and I both know that is reckless. I shouldn’t have even … yesterday morning. It was dangerous.”
 
   “You wish we hadn’t?”
 
   Tom shook his head quickly. “God, no. Not at all. I love it – of course I do.”
 
   Tom and I hadn’t been protected that night in the forest all those weeks ago, either. We’d been overcome with lust under the light of the full moon. Animal instinct, as Tom referred to it. 
 
   “Oh,” was all I said. 
 
   “Yeah,” his mouth twitched; an indication that he was uncomfortable with the topic. “It didn’t really cross my mind to get condoms while I was breaking out of jail.”
 
   “Right.”  
 
   “We didn’t have … you know … any that night, either,” he continued.
 
   “I know,” I said.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it,” he said. “You’re not – I mean – you haven’t missed-?” he trailed off, his question hanging in the air.
 
   “No,” I shook my head vigorously, my cheeks flushing pink. “I haven’t.”
 
   Tom nodded, seemingly relieved. I wondered how long he’d been thinking about it. It was clearly an embarrassing subject for him to bring up. “Good,” he breathed.
 
   “But not skipping a period isn’t a solid indication that a woman isn’t pregnant. You should know that, you’re a teacher.”
 
   “I was an English teacher,” he frowned, putting emphasis on the past-tense. He seemed very uncomfortable with this topic of conversation.
 
   “But to answer your question – No, I haven’t skipped a period and I’m not-” I paused as Tom flinched. “Really, Tom?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re a grown man,” I said, chuckling. “Surely you can bear to hear the word period without having a nervous breakdown?”
 
   He too, smiled. “Sorry.” 
 
   “I’m not pregnant,” I finished my previous sentence.
 
   “How can you be sure?” he asked. 
 
   “I was given a morning-after contraception pill at the hospital once they’d finished with the … rape kit-” I let the sentence die in my throat.
 
    “Right,” he nodded, averting his gaze.
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said, reaching up and tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “None of this is your fault.”
 
   I sighed. “If only I had stay put in that damned forest after I’d woken up. Then those campers wouldn’t have found me and none of this would have happened.” I was frustrated with myself and had been since the incident had occurred. I felt as though our entire predicament was my fault.
 
   “You can’t blame yourself,” said Tom, snaking his arms around me and pulling me into an embrace. “The important thing is we are together.”
 
   “Do you wish you were back home, still teaching? I asked. “Would you rather you hadn’t met me?” 
 
   “Rose,” Tom sighed and pulled away to look me in the eye. “For the last few years I’ve felt isolated because of my condition. I had no one to talk to and no one that understood what I was going through. Then I met you and I felt as though the last piece of the puzzle had slid into place. You fit Rose. You fit with me.”
 
   I exhaled a shaky breath and nodded. Tom smiled and kissed my nose. 
 
    “My greatest fear is you coming to your senses and leaving me,” Tom admitted. 
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” I said.
 
   Tom chuckled. “I can’t help it. Now … we really should sleep, sweetheart. We’ve got a long day of driving ahead of us.”
 
   “Okay.” I pouted and crawled back into the passenger seat. Tom covered me with two jackets so I was nice and warm, despite being half naked. I curled up under them and lay back in the reclined car seat.
 
   “Goodnight, Rose,” Tom said, leaning over and kissing me on the forehead. “Try to sleep, okay?”
 
   “You too,” I said through an almighty yawn.
 
   “I will,” he promised. “I love you.” 
 
   I felt my heart jump into my throat. The words sounded so natural when he said them.
 
   “I love you too,” I replied. 
 
   And I did; more than anything. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   We drove all day. I didn’t think the car would be able to handle such a journey, but it seemed to sense our desperation. However, the time came - as we knew it would – when the warning light began to flash and we had no choice but to stop and fill up on gas. 
 
   Tom handed me a twenty-dollar bill, a frown on his face. “This is all I’ve got left,” he said. “I doubt it will be enough.”
 
   “I have a little money,” I replied, “In my bank-”
 
   He shook his head. “You can’t use your bank card, darling.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The police can trace it,” he said. “They’ll be on us like flies on horse-shit.”
 
   “You watch too much television,” I said, unlatching the car-door and jumping out. 
 
   “You’ll thank me later,” Tom called through the open window.
 
   “Maybe I should get some condoms while I’m in there,” I said, leaning back in through the window.
 
   “Don’t tempt me, woman,” Tom chastised. I laughed and proceeded to the pump.
 
   Tom popped the fuel cap and I put the twenty-dollars worth of gas into the car and went to pay. Chained to a newsstand out the front of the gas-station was a Staffordshire-terrier. The dog began to growl as I approached. I ignored it as it snapped at my heels, unable to reach because of the short chain. I could hear it barking outside as I went to pay for the gas.
 
   The man who served me was young, perhaps twenty-one, with a lot of tattoo’s on his arms and a ring through his nose. He looked at me rather strangely as I approached the cash register.
 
   “Hello,” I said, drumming my fingers nervously on the counter-top. “Uh, pump number three, please.”
 
   The cashier chewed his gum slowly. 
 
   “Weird,” he said. “Toby usually loves everyone.”
 
   I too, looked outside. The dog had its nose pressed against the glass, misting it with his heavy pants. It continued to growl/
 
   “The dog?” I figured
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well … dogs don’t like me,” I said plainly, tapping my foot.
 
   The man looked out of the window at my red Ford Escort which idled by the third pump. Tom’s silhouette could be seen in the driver’s seat. 
 
   “That your car?” he asked in a long, southern drawl.
 
   “Erm … yeah,” I said, holding out the crumpled twenty-dollar bill.
 
   The gas station attendant rang up the cost of the gas and took my money.
 
    Perhaps I was being paranoid. Regardless, I hurried back to the car and jumped into the passenger seat. The dog went berserk as I passed him again.
 
   “Done?” Tom asked.
 
   “Yup, let’s get out of here,” I said, fastening my seat belt.
 
   “Everything okay?” he asked and pulling away from the gas station. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said, ignoring the squirming sensation in my stomach. Maybe the guy at the gas station was just a creep. I probably shouldn’t think about it too much. 
 
   With a little fuel in the tank and clear skies ahead of us, Tom and I continued our journey in a north-westerly direction. I’d never left Halfway before, so I was excited as I watched the scenery whiz past.  
 
   I was also nervous because we didn’t have a plan and Tom hadn’t exactly explained how we were supposed to be getting to Alaska. Of course, my car was jam-packed full of my belongings, including my passport – but he had nothing of the sort and it would be impossible for him to cross the border without one.
 
   We decided to travel north after my mother had told me about a ‘wolf-pack’ that resided in the state of Alaska; somewhere called the Silver Moon Forest. It all sounded too good to be true; a community of werewolves, living together in secret? What a load of shit.
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I asked, eager to change the subject.
 
   “Plans are for men much smarter than I,” Tom replied, squinting at a sign that loomed ahead.
 
   “We need a plan,” I said, putting my feet up on the dashboard.
 
   “Get your feet down from there,” he scolded, swatting my leg.
 
   “My car, remember?” I grinned. “And don’t change the subject.”
 
   Tom chuckled and squeezed my knee. “How do you feel about boats?”
 
   “I’ve never been on a boat,” I admitted. “Why? We can’t take a ferry. You don’t have a passport.”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking of a ferry,” he said, scratching the stubble under his chin. “More like a fishing boat.”
 
   “A fishing boat?” I repeated, pulling a face.
 
   “Don’t you fancy a good old fashioned stow-away? I know I do,” he grinned, though I could see the desperation in his eyes.  Not only that, but he was tapping his foot rather rapidly, a classic sign of anxiety. I knew this because I did it too when in uncomfortable social situations.
 
   I raised my eyebrows and leaned back, thinking fast. After a minute, I gave a tiny shrug. “Yeah … all right. A fishing boat. Why not?” 
 
   Looking at Tom I could see the desire to put as much distance between himself and Halfway. I hadn’t really stopped to consider the lengths he’d go to in order to escape arrest. 
 
   Tom sighed with relief as I agreed to his idea. “I think our best bet is to drive towards the west coast and –” he paused, his eyed wide. 
 
   “And what?” I said, glancing over at him. 
 
   Tom’s mouth hung open as he stared at something in the rear view mirror. 
 
   “What?” I said, removing my feet from the dashboard and sitting up. “What is it?” 
 
   “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. “Shit, shit shit.”
 
   I looked into the side-view mirror and saw what had caused Tom such panic; a police vehicle was following us closely. 
 
   “Don’t panic,” I said, facing forwards again. “They’ll probably pass us. They haven’t put their lights on-”
 
   The words had barely left my mouth when the red and blue lights on top of the police car began to reflect in Tom’s wide eyes.
 
   “Christ, Rose. I’m so sorry,” said Tom, covering his mouth with his hand. “What should I do?”
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, my heart rate increasing rapidly. “It’s probably just a random stop. Maybe we’ve got a broken taillight, or, or-” I paused, thinking of the man at the gas station who had acted so strangely.  
 
   “Shit,” Tom muttered, looking over his shoulder at the police car, which had begun to flash its headlights.
 
   “Pull over, Tom. It’s going to be fine.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to reassure him, or myself.  
 
   Tom did as I asked and pulled the car over on the side of the road, his chest rising and falling rapidly. 
 
   “Don’t panic,” I whispered as the police car pulled up behind us. “Just act natural.” 
 
   Tom took a deep, steadying breath and nodded vigorously. 
 
   “Let’s swap seats,” I said quickly. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “You don’t have your license,” I muttered. “Slide over.”
 
   “They’ll see!” he gasped.
 
   “They won’t. My belongings are obscuring the back window,” I reassured. It was true. Bags and boxes were piled high in the back seat so no one could see in or out.
 
   Behind us, the car door of the police vehicle slammed as the officer got out and approached our car. 
 
   “Pretend to be asleep or something,” I said to Tom moments before the officer rapped his knuckles smartly upon the driver’s window. 
 
   I quickly unwound the window, a polite smile on my face. He’d be a fool if he didn’t see that I was flushed and out of breath. 
 
   “Hello,” I said, throwing him a smile. I’d never been pulled over before and wasn’t sure what the protocol was. Would it be suspicious if I acted too happy or pleased to meet the officer?
 
    To my side, Tom feigned slumber.
 
   “Evening,” he said, peering in through the window.  “License please Ma’am.”
 
   “Sure,” I said, fumbling around in my back-pack for my wallet and handing it to him with shaking hands. 
 
   It’s just a random stop, I told myself. Maybe Tom forgot to indicate … or maybe we’ve got a broken taillight. 
 
   “Is this your vehicle, Ma’am?” asked the officer, handing my license back to me.
 
   “Yes,” I said, a little too quickly. “Of course.”
 
   The officer peered past me and looked at Tom, whose head lolled to the side as though he was fast asleep. He was quite the actor.
 
   “He all right?” asked the officer.
 
   “What? Oh, yeah,” I glanced at Tom, before looking back at the policeman. “Just sleeping. Long drive.” 
 
   The police officer straightened up and looked at his notepad. “Do you know why I asked you to stop today, ma’am?”
 
   I cleared my throat nervously. “Uh, no.”
 
   The officer peered at me over his sunglasses. “Your tires are completely bald,” he said. “With these frosty mornings of late you can’t be too careful. It’s an accident waiting to happen.”
 
   “Oh. OH! Right!” I said, perking up at once. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to get new ones. Money is a bit tight.”
 
    My heart thundered in my chest as I gave a nervous laugh. I hoped to god the policeman didn’t recognize Tom. 
 
   The officer looked up and down the road, seemingly contemplating something. His silence made me anxious. 
 
   “Look … usually I’d write you up for driving on bald tyres, but you seem like an okay kid.”
 
   “Oh. Thanks,” I said, rather taken aback. 
 
   “So I’m going to let this one slide. Just promise me you’ll get new tyres as soon as you can, okay?”
 
   “I promise,” I lied. “Thank you so much Officer … uh-”
 
   “Sean McDonald,” he said, pulling his hat off and revealing a shock of red hair.
 
   “Thank you Officer McDonald,” I said.
 
   “No problem. Drive safe, okay?” He patted the side of the car. “And give your Dad a go at driving for a while. You look tired.” 
 
   The reference to Tom as my father annoyed me slightly. He would have been fourteen when he fathered me! Surely he didn’t look that much older than me. 
 
    Regardless, I smiled and nodded. “Will do! Thank you!” 
 
   I watched Officer McDonald in the rear view mirror as he walked back to his vehicle and hopped inside, picking up dust and stones as it pulled out onto the road and passed us by. Tom and I sat, shell-shocked, as the dust swirled around our vehicle. Finally, the police car vanished over a crested hill. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I exhaled a shaky breath. “That was too close for comfort.”
 
   Tom, who was now awake and staring in the direction of the police-car, nodded feebly. 
 
   “I thought for sure we were goners.”
 
   “We?” said Tom. “You mean me.”
 
   “We’re a team,” I reminded him. “I’m not going to let them take you from me again.”
 
    “What would you have done? Engaged poor Officer McDonald in a high speed car chase?”
 
   “I’ve played my fair share of video games,” I said. “I could lose him if I wanted to.”
 
   “Right,” Tom scoffed and rested his head back on the headrest. “I most certainly do not want to be in a speeding vehicle while you are driving it.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, feigning offence. “I’m a perfectly good driver!” I turned the key in the ignition and the car spluttered to life. 
 
   “Mmh-hmm,” Tom closed his eyes, smiling. 
 
   I crunched into first gear and tried to pull onto the road. The car lurched forwards and stalled. I hadn’t given it enough throttle.
 
   Tom chuckled and I shot him a mock-glare.
 
   “Not a word,” I scolded him, restarting the engine.
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” he said, now grinning. 
 
   Once we were successfully back on the road I asked Tom if he was hungry.
 
   “Starving,” he replied. My own stomach was growling painfully.
 
   “I think I saw a sign for McDonalds a mile back,” I said.
 
   “You only feel like McDonald’s because of that policeman’s surname,” said Tom. 
 
   “So? He was nice.”
 
   “And now you want a burger?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   “Yeah. Don’t you want one?”
 
   Tom paused. “Yes, but-”
 
   “We’ll go through the drive-through.” 
 
   Tom began to rummage through the glove compartment for loose change.
 
   I was correct in recalling the McDonalds sign; twenty minutes later both Tom and I were eating Big Mac’s which we’d manage to afford by scraping together a heap of coins that had been rolling around on the floor.
 
   “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life,” said Tom, clutching the burger as though it was the first proper meal he’d had in days, which, I reminded myself, it probably was.
 
   I stuffed a handful of french-fries into my mouth, steering with my knees. 
 
   “You’re making me nervous,” said Tom, watching me out of the corner of his eye.
 
   “Hey, if you keep telling me how to drive, I’ll turn this car around, mister.”
 
   He laughed. “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
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   Wednesday – 26 days to go
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   Battery: 80%
 
   My phone was slowly dying. I needed to stop turning it on to check my messages, but curiosity got the better of me. 
 
   What would happen once the phone ran out of battery? Tom and I would be alone together. Really alone.
 
   My biggest concern was how quickly he would get sick of me. The more I thought about it, the faster I realized that we’d never spent so much time in each other’s company. What if he got bored with me? Or annoyed with my antics? How long before he realized that I was terrible company? Would we argue now that we were alone?
 
   I looked at Tom who was fast asleep next to me, snoring gently. I smiled. 
 
   It had been three days since I’d left home and we hadn’t covered much distance. Gas was a large factor. We didn’t have much money, so I was forced to sell things like my earrings and rings. I had even sold the bracelet my mother had given me when I was twelve years old. 
 
   Tom had been very upset about it; he didn’t want me to sell it. I didn’t mind. The metal was worthless to me. It was Tom that mattered. 
 
   We didn’t get much for the jewellery – barely two-hundred dollars.  Never the less, we were desperate for the cash. Most of it went on fuel and food. 
 
   To pass the time I scrolled through the influx of messages on my phone. Tom still wasn’t aware that I had it. He thought I’d got rid of it a few days ago, but I kept the phone close just in case of an emergency. 
 
   There were some texts from Sadie, whose ‘text-talk’ made her messages near unintelligible. Even Estelle had sent some. 
 
    
 
   OMG R U SRS? I NEW IT WAS U – Sadie 
 
    
 
   Rose, please tell me it isn’t true xx – Estelle 
 
    
 
   UR PIC IS ON THE NEWS. I TRIED 2 CALL U. Y U NOT ANSWERING ME? – Sadie
 
    
 
   I told you to be careful with that teacher - Estelle
 
    
 
   DUDE U SHUD SEE THE COMMENTS ON UR FACEBOOK WALL. EVERY1 THINKS UVE BEEN KIDNAPPED. –Sadie
 
    
 
   Please tell me you went by choice. I can’t stand what the news is saying. - Estelle
 
    
 
   Estelle seemed genuinely worried about me – Sadie appeared amused more than anything. 
 
   Check your Facebook wall, one of her messages said. What could possibly be there? No one at school had liked me so it was highly unlikely I’d receive support from school ‘peers’.
 
   I turned my phone over in my hands a few times. I had wireless internet access as part of my phone-plan, but Tom had told me to disable the Wi-Fi. He had said they would be able to track us from the data usage. I thought he was just being paranoid. 
 
   Surely two minutes online wouldn’t hurt. 
 
   Chewing the inside of my lip, I stared at the little symbol that signified the wireless internet.
 
   I clicked it. 
 
   Opening up the Facebook application I saw that I had a huge amount of messages and notifications. Checking the notifications I found that most were tagged photos of me with descriptions such as: 
 
   MISSING. PLEASE HELP. 
 
   Or:
 
   HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL?
 
   The amount of ‘shares’ and ‘likes’ was staggering. Thousands upon thousands of people had shared this image of me – which was a school photo that had been taken earlier in the year.  
 
   I felt sick to my stomach.  
 
   Moving to my inbox messages, most were from strangers saying things like “Our thoughts are with you” or “You’re in our prayers”. However, there was one message that caught my eye. 
 
   It was from a stranger by the name of Anya Kelly and the first line read ‘I know Thomas Stone’.
 
   Glancing at Tom to make sure he was still asleep, I opened the message from Anya Kelly and read the wall of text she had sent me. 
 
    
 
   To: Rose Goldman
 
   From: Anya Kelly 
 
   Subject: I know Thomas Stone
 
    
 
   Rose, 
 
   I saw your story on the news and I was deeply shocked by what I heard. If it’s true then I feel I must tell you this. I’m sorry, this may come as a bit of a shock and I don’t mean to upset you. I’m sure you’re a lovely girl who has got caught up in this whole terrible ordeal. 
 
   You don’t know me and have no reason to believe what I am saying. I also have no reason to lie to you.
 
   One thing you must understand about Thomas Stone is that he is dangerous. You may think you know him, but I can assure you that he has secrets – and you do not want to know what they are. 
 
   He might love you – for now. He might even believe it himself. But things will change – sooner than you think.
 
   How do I know this? Tom and I were engaged a few years ago. He may not have told you, but things were quite serious. We were only a few weeks away from our wedding when everything fell to pieces. 
 
   He changed. He became withdrawn, secretive and moody. And then he left me. I wouldn’t be surprised if he did the same thing to you. Tom is an excellent sweet-talker and an expert at reverse psychology. Please remember that.
 
   Regards,
 
   Anya
 
    
 
   I stared at the message from Tom’s ex-fiancé, my heart pounding rapidly against my ribcage. Suddenly, I felt sick and dizzy. Bile rose in my throat, the acidic taste lingering in my mouth. Tears stung my eyes and burned through my nose. Stuffing the phone in my bag, I fumbled for the latch on the car door and swung it open. I fell to the grass on my knees and dry heaved.  
 
   “Rose?” 
 
   Tom had woken up. I heard him jump out of the driver’s side and hurry around the car. He knelt by my side as I gasped and coughed. When I’d finally emptied my stomach of what little content it had, I sat on the grass and leaned against the car, panting. 
 
   “Jesus, Rose. Are you all right?” Tom asked, brushing my hair out of my eyes. 
 
   I nodded feebly, my mind still reeling from the message I’d just read. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked. “Was it something we ate?”
 
   “N-no,” I wheezed, covering my mouth. I didn’t want Tom to smell my breath after I’d just vomited. 
 
   “What then? Are you ill?” he placed his hand over my forehead. “You’re not burning up.”
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, using the car as leverage to get to my feet. I was a little shaky. 
 
   “Do you want to go to hospital?” he asked, helping me stand. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I said I’m fine,” I snapped. “I’m capable of standing on my own.”
 
   “All right, all right.” He frowned, clearly confused by my sudden temper. 
 
   Still shaking, I clambered back into the passenger seat and closed the door as Tom walked around the car. Once seated, he glanced at me nervously but said nothing. 
 
   “Goodnight,” I said, in what I hoped was a normal voice.
 
   “Night, love,” he replied. 
 
   Of course I wouldn’t be able to sleep – not after what I’d read. Thoughts whizzed around my mind like buzzing flies. It was relentless. This woman – Anya Kelly – had been Tom’s fiancé and he’d left her weeks before their wedding. 
 
   The words I read had been burned into my skull and blinded me as I closed my eyes. 
 
   What reason would this woman have for telling me this? Was she jealous that I had Tom and she didn’t? Perhaps she wanted revenge. 
 
   Yeah, I’m sure she’d like that – me leaving Tom. 
 
   He wasn’t about to leave me. After all, we were on the run together. He wouldn’t have asked me unless he was serious about us. 
 
   Right?
 
   Tom is excellent at reverse psychology. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
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   Thursday – 25 days to go
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   We crossed into Washington State later in the day. It marked a large milestone for us. Finally, it felt like we were making progress. Our plan was to drive to the coast and find a fishing boat willing to take us across the waters to Alaska. It was a long shot, but it was worth a try.  Today it was my turn to drive, something I didn’t mind. I’d probably need all the practice I could get. Tom was always teasing me about my poor skills.
 
   “Do you want to stop at a payphone today?” he asked late that evening. The sky was shot with pink and gold as the sun began to set. 
 
   “No,” I replied. “Not yet.” 
 
   I hadn’t told Tom about the message I’d received from his ex-fiancé Anya. Instead I dwelled upon it, letting it poison my mind. He’d be mad if he found out that I still had the phone.
 
   Stop it, I kept telling myself. Everything she said was absolute rubbish and you know that. Tom is a great guy. 
 
   I had to talk to him about it – ask him what it meant. 
 
   I was about to open my mouth to speak when Tom interrupted.  “I’m thinking of sleeping in a bed tonight.”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   He turned to me and smiled. “We’ve got a bit of cash. Maybe we should find a motel and uh-” He wiggled his eyebrows at me. 
 
   I glanced his way momentarily before looking back at the road. “Oh.” 
 
   Perhaps a motel would be an appropriate place to strike up a conversation about his ex. On the road was probably not a good idea. 
 
   “Okay,” I agreed with a nod.
 
   “You all right?” Tom asked, glancing my way. 
 
   “Yeah, fine.”
 
   “You still feeling sick after last night?” he asked. 
 
   My stomach squirmed at the memory and another wave of dizziness washed over me. I ignored it. “I’m fine. Why?”
 
   “It’s nothing. I mean, well, you’re just acting-” he paused, trying to find the right word. “-distant,” he finished.
 
   It was true. My mind had been on that message from Anya all day. I just couldn’t get it out of my head. 
 
   “We’ll talk at the motel,” I said with a reassuring smile. 
 
   This didn’t seem to ease Tom’s nerves. “Oh, that doesn’t sound good,” he said with raised eyebrows. 
 
   I reached over and squeezed his thigh in what I hoped was a comforting gesture. “Don’t worry.” 
 
   But the crease in his brow told me that he was worrying.  
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
    Tom dropped the sports-bag of stolen thrift-store clothes onto the cheap motel bed and turned to face me with his hands on his hips. “Home sweet home,” he said with a roll of his eyes. 
 
   I placed my backpack upon the vanity table and looked around. “It’s only for another night. It beats sleeping in the car, anyway.”
 
   “Hey, wait here for a second, will you?” said Tom, quickly dashing out the door again. 
 
   “Okay-” I frowned, staring at the closed door. He’d left before I’d even put two words together. However, he wasn’t gone long. Barely two minutes had passed and he was slipping back inside. 
 
   “Where’d you go?” I asked. 
 
   “Across the road to the gas station,” he said.
 
   “You what?” My eyes widened. “Tom, you could have been recognized!” 
 
   He laughed. “I’m joking, relax,” he said. “There was a vending machine in the men’s room next to the motel office.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   Tom pulled out a couple of condoms from his pocket. 
 
   “Oh,” was all I said. 
 
   He chuckled, but saw that I was not impressed. “What’s wrong? I thought you wanted to? The other night-”
 
   He stopped speaking when he saw the annoyed look on my face. 
 
   “Are you still not feeling well?” he asked. 
 
   I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “Tom … I have to talk to you about something.”
 
   His face fell. Perhaps he’d been hoping to distract me from ‘the talk’ we needed to have. 
 
   “I don’t like where this is going,” he said slowly, standing in front of me. “What have I done? Was it the condoms? I know it’s not classy, but-”
 
   “No, no, it’s not the condoms,” I said with a faint smile. “You haven’t done anything wrong. Just … just sit down, okay?”
 
   He paused, before perching himself on the vanity table’s stool. “What’s up?”
 
   I needed to tell him about the message from Anya, but there was no way to talk about it without revealing that I’d been using my cell phone.
 
    “Last night, while you were sleeping, I-” 
 
   But I didn’t get to finish my sentence, because at that moment red and blue lights illuminated the room – reflecting on the walls and ceiling. 
 
   Tom and I jumped up in unison and ran to the window, peering through the curtains at the three police cars that had just pulled up outside of the Motel. 
 
   “Holy shit,” Tom breathed. “How did they-”
 
   “Oh my god,” I groaned. I ran to my bag which sat on the bed and rummaged through it. 
 
   I pulled out the cell phone. 
 
   “Rose … what is that?” Tom was at my side in an instant.
 
   I pressed the ‘home’ button on the phone and with horror I realized that I’d left my phone connected to its wireless internet since last night. “Shit.”
 
   “What? What did you do?” said Tom, his eyes wide. 
 
   “I’m … I’m so sorry,” I gasped, staring at the phone. 
 
   Tom held out his hand for the device and I gave it to him. He took one look at the screen before going pale. 
 
    “Rose?” Tom looked at me with wide eyes. “What have you done?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, fighting back the urge to cry. I’d let him down. 
 
   “Rose … I asked you not to … I said-” Tom was speechless.
 
   With a shaking hand he held the smartphone up to me. But I already knew what I’d see.
 
    
 
   Battery: 2%
 
   Wifi: Connected
 
    
 
   “They tracked us through the phone,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, my hands shaking violently. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think they could really do that -”
 
   “Of course they can,” he said disbelievingly. “I told you.”
 
   “I didn’t think – it was only for a minute –”
 
   “I asked you to destroy it, Rose. This is why!” he pointed to the window.
 
   “I’m sorry!”
 
   “What do we do?” Tom asked, peering out of the window. Two police officers exited their vehicles. 
 
   “I’m not going to let them take you,” I promised. This was my fault and I was going to make it right.
 
   “We can’t escape – there’s three cop cars out the front.”
 
   I thought quickly. Countless action movies played through my mind.
 
   “The bathroom,” I said. “There’s a window.”
 
   “The bath - what?” Tom followed me as I raced into the bathroom. 
 
   There was a window above the toilet. It was small - too small for Tom to squeeze through. His broad shoulders would never fit. 
 
   “Rose, we can’t-” he began. 
 
   “Quiet,” I said, putting the toilet seat down and climbing on top of it. I unlatched the window, but it only popped open by a few inches.  However, the screws in the hinge were loose. I grabbed the window by its frame and shook it violently. The hinges snapped from years of rust and I passed the frame to Tom. 
 
   “What are you doing?” He stared in awe. 
 
   “The car is parked round the back,” I reminded him. I jingled the keys in my pocket. “We’re making a get-away.”
 
   “I’ll never fit through there, Rose –” he began.  
 
   “You won’t need to. Give me a leg up will you?”
 
   Tom did as I asked and hoisted me up. I grappled with the window ledge, wriggling my way through it. It was easier than I thought it would be. However, getting down was another matter now that I was facing the dirt head-first.  
 
   “You’re going to get us killed,” I heard Tom mutter to himself. I could feel his tight grip on my ankles, stopping me from falling. I was bent at the waist, the window ledge digging painfully into my stomach. 
 
   “Let me go,” I said breathlessly. 
 
   “No,” he panted.
 
   “Tom,” I hissed, kicking my leg until he released me from his grip.  I fell to the dirt with a thud, but I managed to break my fall with my hands. It hurt – and my palms were grazed and bleeding from the fall. However, I barely noticed as I scrambled to my feet and looked around.  
 
   I was behind the motel, which backed onto an empty field that was surrounded by a rusty chain-link fence. The gap between the Motel and the fence was no more than a few feet wide. The car was parked at the end of the small alley – hidden from sight by passing motorists. 
 
   Tom’s face appeared in the window. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Meet me by the front door. I’ll honk. Okay?” I didn’t wait for his response; instead I began to run down the narrow strip.
 
   “What? Rose! Come back! No!”
 
   I sprinted along the narrow pathway, which was littered with empty beer bottles, needles and used condoms. Clearly a spot for getting up to no good. How many other people had escaped from the police through this alley? 
 
   Reaching the end of the path I saw the car parked in the adjacent lot. I fumbled with the keys in my pocket, pulling them out with a shaking hand. It took several seconds to jam the key into the door. 
 
   Swinging the door open, I threw myself into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Now came the tricky part – the part that would get me into a lot of trouble if it didn’t pan out the way I hoped. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   This had to be the most stupid thing I’d done in my entire life. 
 
   Dust flew into the air and the tyres screeched as they spun on the dirt. The rear of the car kicked out as my foot slammed the accelerator to the floor. 
 
   I swivelled the steering wheel, mounting the pavement and flying around the corner towards room twelve. 
 
   A few yards ahead, Police officers stared in disbelief as the old Ford Escort barrelled towards them. They shouted and grabbed their pistols, but there was no time to shoot out the wheels. I held the horn down as I approached them at speed and they were forced to jump out of the car’s way. 
 
   “Shit, shit, shit,” I yelled to myself. Numbness had taken over my body. “What the fuck am I doing?” 
 
   I slammed on the breaks and the tyres screeched against the concrete. I stopped right outside number twelve – the passenger door a mere foot away from the motel door. 
 
   Tom was quick. 
 
   He flung the motel door open and paused outside for the briefest moment. Gun shots fired before he leapt into the passenger seat.
 
   I slammed my foot onto the accelerator before Tom had closed the car door and we disembarked the pavement with a jolt. However, in my panic I hadn’t see the support beam ahead and the passenger side door was torn from its hinges.
 
   “Rose!” Tom gasped, grabbing the dashboard and holding on for dear life. 
 
   “Sorry!” 
 
   Tom momentarily fumbled with his seatbelt, as to not be thrown from the vehicle. His face was pained and sweaty.
 
   The car reached the dusty road at speed, causing Tom to hit his head on the ceiling.
 
   “Fuck!” Tom cursed loudly. I didn’t look at him.
 
   In my rear-view mirror I could see the policemen running back to their vehicles and jumping in. 
 
   “They are not having you,” I said, my knuckles white upon the steering wheel. “It’s my fault they found us and I’m going to fix it.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Rose,” said Tom. His voice was strained and panicked.
 
   He was shell-shocked, I knew it. But what was I meant to do? I wouldn’t have him taken away from me. Not again. 
 
   I shifted the car into its highest gear. Behind us the sirens sounded as the police pursued us. The engine of the Ford Escort whined piteously as it was forced to drive at speeds it wasn’t accustomed to. 
 
   We barrelled along the highway at eighty miles an hour.
 
   “Rose,” Tom groaned. “It’s not-”
 
   “It is,” I interrupted him, knowing what he was about to say. “It is my job to keep you safe.”
 
   “No,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
   “You asked me to run with you,” I interrupted again. “So that’s what I’m doing.” 
 
   I didn’t need Tom to lecture me. He wasn’t my teacher anymore. I ignored him and kept my foot to the floor, the car gaining speed every second and the rev indicator red-lining.
 
   “Rose, pull over,” Tom pleaded with me. He tried to grab the wheel and the car swerved dangerously to the right. 
 
   “Tom!” I growled, re-establishing my grip on the steering wheel. “Don’t you dare!”
 
   He stared at me, fear in his eyes. “Rose,” he breathed in disbelief. “We’ll never outrun them.” 
 
   The police-cars were hot on our tail. He was right, of course. I’d made an incredibly stupid move, thinking I could escape. But I wasn’t going to give up without a fight. 
 
   “Please, Rose. If you pull over now, I’ll … I’ll tell them I forced you to – to run. I’ll say I kidnapped you and you panicked. Okay? It’ll be fine, I promise,” he said through laboured breaths. 
 
   The very idea of allowing Tom to do such a thing angered me, but made me sad at the same time. He’d give himself up if it meant keeping me out of harms way. But what had he expected? 
 
   We passed a road sign that said the next exit was in one mile. My grip tightened on the wheel and my foot remained pressed to the floor. 
 
   The exit loomed into sight and I narrowed my gaze, concentrating. I was not an excellent driver by any means; I’d barely had my license for twelve months.  
 
   The Ford Escort whined as we sped along the highway, getting closer to the off-ramp every second. Tom anticipated my next move and clung to the edges of his seat. He groaned, as though pained.
 
   I turned the steering wheel at the last second and barrelled along the exit, the car swerving dangerously and the tyres smoking. 
 
   The car screamed as though it was in pain, but I showed no mercy. We sped along the exit until a set of lights came into view ahead of us. 
 
   “Slow down! It’s an orange light!” Tom gasped.
 
   I didn’t slow down. We roared along the road, getting closer to the intersection every second. 
 
   Behind us, the police had just turned onto the same exit.  
 
   Tom covered his eyes and I screamed as the lights turned red a split second before we zoomed through the intersection. The timing was perfect; we made it through before any other cars crossed the intersection.
 
   We were now speeding through a town slightly larger than Halfway. In the distance I saw a shopping mall with a giant sign that said ‘P’ for parking. 
 
   I had an idea. 
 
   The police cars had fallen back a little bit; they’d gone through the intersection much slower than we had as a safety precaution. After all, the traffic was against them now.  
 
   “Where are you going?” Tom asked, sweat beading on his brow. 
 
   I pointed to the mall up ahead.
 
   Tom looked at me, his eyebrows raised. “This isn’t the time to stop for a bit of shopping,” he said.
 
    “We’re going to stop in the under-cover parking lot and get out,” I said. 
 
   “What? Why?” asked Tom. 
 
   It was probably the most stupid idea I’d had so far. 
 
   “We’re going to take a different car,” I said. “And drive past the cops in the opposite direction while they’re still scouring the parking lot for us-”
 
   “Fucking hell, Rose. You want to steal a car?” It seemed my crazy idea was the last straw. “No. You’re only making things worse. You don’t even know how to steal a car! I’ll let them catch me-”
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” I said. “You can’t go back to jail – you’ll get killed by the next full moon.”
 
   “If that’s what I have to do to stop you from getting locked away, then I’ll do it.”
 
   The sound of the engine was magnified as we sped through the car park. Heads turned in our direction, followed by looks of curiosity. The police sirens could be heard in the distance; they would be entering the parking lot any second now. 
 
   I weaved through the empty spaces, heading for the back of the lot.
 
   “There!” yelled Tom, pointing forwards. “Right next to the elevator!”
 
   “Too obvious,” I said. 
 
   “Exactly,” he said. “They’ll expect us to be in the mall if we park next to the elevator.”
 
   My eyes snapped to Tom. “Do you mean – are you – will we?”
 
   His chest rose and fell rapidly. “Grand theft auto? Yeah.”
 
   I did as he said and parked the car right beside the elevator that took customers into the mall above. 
 
   Getting out of the car I noticed that Tom was limping.
 
   “Why are you-” I began to ask, but he waved it aside. 
 
   “Don’t worry. Just go.” 
 
   Tom took my hand and together we began to run through the parking lot, our shoes slapping loudly against the concrete, though they were soon drowned out by the sound of sirens. Tom’s limping slowed us down considerably.
 
   Up ahead was a pickup truck which had a tarp covering the load in the bed.  
 
   “Follow me,” said Tom, crouching low and moving stealthily towards the rear of the truck, between the other vehicles.
 
   As we crouched behind the pickup the sirens wailed throughout the car park. 
 
    “Won’t be long before they find us,” said Tom, peering over the truck. 
 
   “Let’s get in,” I said, hoisting myself into the bed as silently as I could manage.
 
   Tom followed quickly, lying on his side so he wouldn’t be seen. 
 
   “Grab the tarp,” he told me. 
 
   I did as he said and pulled the stiff, blue fabric over our heads, throwing us into darkness. I lay beside Tom, my legs curled up so my knees pressed into my chest. I was breathing heavily and the lack of oxygen under the tarp made me feel claustrophobic. 
 
   “What if they check the truck?” I whispered. “We’ll be trapped.”
 
   “There are a lot of pickups in this parking lot. It’s a country town.”
 
   “So we just hope for the best?” This plan of hiding seemed more foolish by the second. Then again, fleeing in the first place had been rather stupid. 
 
   “Shh, shh, shh,” Tom hushed me urgently. 
 
   Suddenly, the sound of keys jingling was right beside the bed of the truck. 
 
   Bang.
 
   Something heavy dropped into the bed, right next to Tom’s head. Through a hole in the tarp I could see that it was two large barrels of pesticide. I could also spot a man in a red plaid shirt, but I couldn’t see his face as he unlocked the cab.
 
   The owner of the truck had finished his shopping.
 
   “Shit, Tom. He’s getting in-”
 
   “Shh,” Tom hushed me again. 
 
   The truck sank a few inches with the weight of the driver added to the cab and a moment later the engine roared to life, wheezing and spluttering. It sounded as though it was on its last legs.
 
   “What do we do?” I hissed. “Do we get out?”
 
   “No, this is perfect,” said Tom. “He’ll drive us right out of here.”
 
   I couldn’t help but think that today had turned into a scene from an action movie. What had my life become? Running away with criminals, car chases and stowaways. It had been the most eventful twenty-four hours of my life and yet it seemed so surreal as though I was watching these events unfold through another’s eyes.
 
   With a crunch and a lurch, the truck moved forward as the driver began weaving through the parking lot, unaware that he was accompanied by two stowaways.
 
   “Is this really happening?” Tom asked me, his face pale. “Are we really leaving in the back of a stranger’s truck?”
 
   After a minute the sun streamed through the hole in the tarp, indicating that we were now outside. The sirens sounded distant. We had slipped by them. 
 
   “I don’t believe it,” I breathed. “We got away from them.”
 
   “Famous last words,” Tom muttered as he peeked through the tarp.
 
   As the truck trundled along I had no way of telling how much time had passed. 
 
   Ten minutes. Twenty. It seemed like ages when curled in an uncomfortable position.
 
   “How long have we been driving?” I asked Tom. 
 
   He shrugged. “Twenty minutes, maybe? I don’t have a watch.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “Cell phone?” Tom asked with a slight edge to his voice.
 
   I quickly checked my phone, only to find that the battery had, at last, died.
 
   “Dead,” I told Tom.
 
   “As it was meant to be … three days ago.”
 
   Guilt panged me. Tom was furious, I could tell. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t know-”
 
   “You did know, Rose. I told you.”
 
   Tears stung my eyes but I bit them back. “I know. I mean, I don’t know why I kept it. I just did … just in case.”
 
   “Just in case,” he repeated, avoiding eye contact. “Just in case you needed a way out.”
 
   “What? No, it wasn’t like that,” I said quickly. 
 
   “You kept it so you’d have an alternative option,” he said, his voice shaking. 
 
   “No!” I said, panicked. “I just-”
 
   “Save it, Rose,” he said, looking away.
 
   I pressed my lips together and tried to breathe calmly. I’d betrayed Tom and there was nothing I could do to fix it.
 
   The truck drove for another five minutes before the road became bumpy.  We had certainly left the tarmac. The bed jolted and jumped, sending Tom and I falling into one another. We only hoped that the driver didn’t hear us rolling about in the back. 
 
   Finally, the truck came to a halt. The door to the cab opened and we heard his boots on the gravel.  
 
   I saw Tom’s eyes, wide with fear and I knew he was thinking the same thing as me. 
 
   Don’t let him check the bed. 
 
   It must have been our lucky day. The driver’s footsteps became distant and we heard the faint sound of a screen door creaking open and slamming shut. 
 
   Tom and I exhaled shaky breaths in unison. Peeking out from under the tarp, Tom observed our surroundings before relaying the information to me.
 
   “We’re in the driveway of a farm,” he whispered. “The driver’s gone inside. I can’t see any other houses – just open land and crops.”
 
   Inside we could hear the farmer yelling at his wife. 
 
   “Is there anywhere to hide?” I asked. 
 
   Tom peered over the tarp again. “There’s an old shed about a hundred yards away. We could make a dash for it.
 
   “And then what? Walk? We don’t even know where we are. It could be miles before we find a main road. We’ve been in this truck for the last half an hour.” 
 
   “All right, all right,” Tom waved a hand to hush me. “Let’s just get out of this thing before we’re discovered.”
 
   Tom checked to make sure the coast was clear as I jumped out of the bed and knelt beside the truck, hiding from view of the house. The farmer’s kitchen window looked over the lawn and if they happened to peer out of it, they’d see Tom and I. 
 
   Following suit, Tom knelt by my side in the dirt. 
 
   “We gonna make a dash for it?” I asked, crouching low.  
 
   “Yeah, on the count of three,” said Tom, peering through the driver’s window. “One, two – wait a second.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “He’s left his keys in the truck.”
 
   I stared at Tom. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We stared at each other for several moments and I knew we were thinking the exact same thing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Tom reached for the door handle of the old truck and pulled it open. The hinges creaked loudly.
 
   “Shh!” I hissed, peering through the windows to see if the farmer had heard. There was no sign of him through the kitchen window. 
 
   Tom pulled the door open slowly to minimize the creaking and ushered me inside. I slid over to the passenger seat as he clambered in after me, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling in fear. Any moment we could be discovered. I froze when I saw a double barrel shot gun on the floor of the cab. 
 
   “Tom. There’s a gun,” I breathed. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that. Just keep a look out,” he said as he pushed in the clutch and let his hand hover over the set of keys. 
 
   I watched with bated breath, but could see no movement inside the house. 
 
   “Go, go, go,” I hissed at Tom, who turned the key at my command. The truck turned over a few times before roaring to life. I cringed. 
 
   “Back her up!” I squealed as Tom crunched the gearbox into reverse. I looked up to find a startled couple staring at us through their kitchen window.
 
   “Floor it!” I yelled at Tom, who complied without question.
 
   “Hey!” The farmer burst through his screen door a moment later, waving his arms. He ran after the truck, but it was no use. Tom turned, the back-end flying out and the contents of the bed scattering across the lawn.
 
   Shifting into first, Tom sped along a narrow, dusty road, the farm growing smaller each second in the rear-view mirror.
 
   “Holy shit!” I found myself laughing. “We stole a truck! We stole a god damn truck! Tom! Tom?”
 
   I turned to look at him, wondering why he wasn’t as, thrilled as I was. 
 
   We’d just had the most exciting and terrifying experience and he was silent. 
 
   In the driver’s seat, Tom’s brow was drenched with sweat. His face was pale and he looked clammy. 
 
   “Tom?” I said, staring at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   He was clutching his leg tightly with his right hand. 
 
   My heart thundered. “Move your hand,” I ordered him. 
 
   Reluctantly, Tom slid his right hand to the steering wheel. 
 
   A dark red patch had formed around a hole in his jeans – just over his right thigh. 
 
   “What – when?” I gasped, staring at the wound. I couldn’t recall him sustaining an injury. 
 
   Tom grimaced in pain. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “Nothing? Jesus Tom, you’re bleeding everywhere!” 
 
   He continued to drive in silence, as though nothing was wrong. 
 
   “When did it happen?” I demanded.
 
   “Just before I jumped into the car at the motel,” he said. “I think a bullet ricochet and hit my leg.”
 
   I stared at him. He’d been shot over half an hour ago and he hadn’t even told me. 
 
   “Why didn’t you say something?” I gaped. 
 
   He shrugged. “You didn’t tell me about the phone, so-”
 
   “Oh for goodness sake. You were shot ages ago, Tom! We have to get you to a hospital!”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ll be arrested. Besides, it’s not that bad. I’m pretty sure it went straight through the fat.”
 
   Liar, I thought. There wasn’t much fat on him to begin with. 
 
   “At least let me drive,” I said. 
 
   Tom agreed and we switched places. Once I was driving along at a decent speed, I asked Tom to remove his jeans. 
 
   Blood had soaked into his boxer-briefs, making the white fabric a deep red.  
 
   Tom hissed as he observed the wound, which appeared to have clipped his outer thigh. A small chunk of flesh was missing and it clearly needed stitches. 
 
   “We’ve got to go to a hospital,” I said, glancing at him every few minutes. 
 
   “No, Rose … just … just drive somewhere quiet so we can lay low, okay?”
 
   I considered our options. We didn’t have many. We could risk taking Tom to hospital to get stitched up – but it was likely he would be arrested upon arrival. 
 
   Of course, I could always attempt to stitch the wound myself – but that idea was laughable. The thought of sticking a needle into his flesh made me feel dizzy. So that idea was out. 
 
   We’d have to find somewhere to lay low and bandage him up as best we could. 
 
   As we drove Tom was unusually quiet. It might have been the pain, but I could see his mind ticking over.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” I asked as I wound my way through a collection of small suburban streets. We were looking for somewhere safe to park the car and spend the night.
 
   “Nothing,” he said, a small crease in his brow. 
 
   I felt my stomach squirm uneasily. Perhaps he was mad at me for the stunt I’d pulled at the Motel. 
 
   “Are you angry?” I asked quietly. 
 
   He paused for a moment. “Yes.”
 
   Well at least he was honest.
 
   We drove in a north-westerly direction for twenty minutes, until suburbia vanished and we crossed a small bridge, under which was narrow river. We were yet to see a sign post telling us where we were. 
 
   “Monroe,” I said, pointing ahead. “We’re in Monroe … where ever that is.”
 
   “It’s about half an hour outside of Seattle.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked. “You taught English, not geography.”
 
   He didn’t smile like he usually would. “I used to live in Seattle. I taught at a high school there.”
 
   “Oh.” I frowned. “Don’t have any friends in the area we could stay with?” It was a joke, obviously, but Tom didn’t reply, so I took that as a ‘no’. 
 
   We fell into an uneasy silence until we came across a factory that seemed as though it had been abandoned long ago. 
 
   I slowed the pickup truck to a crawl outside of the chain link fence which had rusted over from years of neglect. 
 
   “Looks like home for the night,” I muttered, rather unenthusiastically. Tom nodded in agreement, but did not speak.
 
   The factory was an empty shell, though it would provide safe lodgings for the night. After I had scoured it from top to bottom I sat Tom down on a plastic chair and asked him to lower his trousers. He did so and I inspected the wound. However, it didn’t seem as bad as it had in the car. 
 
   “What – it doesn’t look as deep.”
 
   “Perks of being a werewolf,” said Tom. Color had returned to his face. 
 
   “I know we can run faster and have heightened senses, but this – this is healing fast.”
 
   Tom cocked an eyebrow at me. “Do you mean to tell me you’ve never sustained an injury in the nine years you’ve been a werewolf? I was turned five years ago and even I know that we heal faster than humans. Though I suppose I’ve been living the wild life compared to you.”
 
   “You’re joking.” I narrowed my eyes. “You can heal faster?” 
 
   Tom scoffed a little. “When was the last time you were sick? Or hurt? Or even bruised?”  
 
   “Here, my hands are all bloody from my fall from the motel window.” I showed Tom and he frowned.
 
   “Maybe it just depends on the injury,” he said slowly. 
 
   “Or maybe it’s just you,” I challenged.
 
   “Regardless … what you did was incredibly stupid.”
 
   I felt my stomach squirm unpleasantly. “I know.” I couldn’t look him in the eye so I looked at my feet instead. 
 
   “Not only did you put us in danger by keeping that phone, you almost got us killed. You could have been shot – fatally. We could have crashed the car. So many things could have gone wrong. What would I have done if something terrible had happened to you? What if you’d been hurt?”
 
   “But I didn’t get hurt,” I said, slightly annoyed. True, it was my fault our location had been discovered, but I’d also got us out of this mess. Tom would be in the back of a police car right now if it weren’t for me. “And it wouldn’t have been your fault anyway.”
 
   “You think I could ever forgive myself if something happened to you?” said Tom, his stare intense. 
 
   “Nothing did happen,” I said. “I’m fine. You’re fine.”
 
    “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been shot,” said Tom. 
 
   “But you’re healing,” I said. “So … no harm done. Right?” I looked up, hoping to see that soft expression on his face. I almost expected him to crack a smile and pull me into an embrace. But he didn’t. Tom sighed and looked away from me, his expression one of disappointment.
 
   “You lied to me, Rose,” he said quietly. “We’re on the run … we need to be able to trust each other.”
 
   “You can trust me,” I said with wide eyes. “I’m sorry about the phone. Really, I am.” 
 
   “It’s a bit late for that now. Why didn’t you get rid of it when I asked you to?” 
 
   I didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
   “Well?” Tom pressed.
 
   “I … I-” I tried to think of a plausible reason, but nothing came to mind. “I was just … I was just-”
 
   “Just what? Afraid? Having second thoughts?”
 
   “No! No, I – I didn’t want to lose my only connection to the outside world.”
 
   “I thought you knew what running away together meant,” he said.  
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “Clearly not.” Tom pulled away from me and refastened his pants, covering up the wound. 
 
   “Tom,” I reached towards him, but he shrugged away from my hand. “I was going to tell you in the motel, before the cops arrived.”
 
   “That’s what you wanted to talk about?” 
 
   “Kind of.” I chewed the inside of my lip. “Last night … last night I went on Facebook and-”
 
   “You’re fucking kidding me, right?”
 
   I stared at him, not wanting to answer. I felt foolish – childish. 
 
   “This is what I get,” said Tom, a vein throbbing in his temple. “This is what I get for taking off with a seventeen year old girl.”
 
   “Eighteen,” I corrected him. 
 
   “You might as well be fucking twelve at the moment,” Tom snapped, turning away from me. 
 
   “Stop swearing at me,” I said, my voice trembling. 
 
   “You’ve been god damn immature. Facebook. What the hell were you thinking? Were you going to update your status? ‘L.O.L, on the run with my teacher!’”
 
   I glared at him angrily. “L.O.L?” I repeated.
 
   “I don’t know. Isn’t that what you teenagers say now?” 
 
   I scowled. “Okay! I know! I fucked up, all right? What do you want me to do?”
 
   “I want you to be honest with me, Rose. If you’re not ready for us – for this commitment, you need to tell me right now.”
 
   Tom stared at me, breathing heavily – his chest rising and falling rapidly.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted Tom more than anything. I loved him. I’d already made my choice to be with him no matter what. 
 
   “Well?” Tom half-shouted at me.
 
   “I want you,” I said in a shaking voice. 
 
   Tom gave me a pitying look – but there was something else in his eyes. 
 
   “Rose … have you thought about this thoroughly?” he asked.  “About this. About us. Have you really thought about it?”
 
   I stared at him, wondering what he was implying. 
 
    “It’s not too late, you know,” he continued, staring at his hands. “If you changed your mind and wanted to go home … I wouldn’t blame you.”
 
   My chest tightened painfully. “I’ve made my decision and I’m not going to leave you,” I said firmly.
 
   “It’s dangerous, Rose. Don’t you realize what your life will become?’ He asked, looking at me.  “I’ll be in hiding for the rest of my life.”
 
   “As long as I’m with you, I don’t care,” I replied.
 
   Tom sighed. “I’m just hoping you’ve looked at this from every angle.”
 
   I reached a hand towards Tom, but he moved away before I could touch him.
 
   “I’m tired,” he said. “I’m going to find somewhere soft to lie down.”
 
    “I think I saw a sofa in the employees lounge. We could sleep-”
 
   “You can sleep there,” he interrupted. “I’ll find somewhere else.”
 
   And with that he limped away without another word.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   That night I curled up on a flea-ridden sofa in an upstairs office. Trash littered the floor; clearly this factory had housed numerous homeless people. It occurred to me - I am one of those homeless people. 
 
   No, I scolded myself. Not homeless. I have Tom. Where is he? He’d put me to bed on the sofa and said he was going to find somewhere to sleep. I’d heard him walking around the hollow factory for ten minutes before the footsteps ceased. I didn’t worry too much. He was annoyed and needed his space – I understood that. We’d resolve it in the morning. 
 
   At least that’s what I thought. Close to midnight Tom came to me, creeping across the office, shifting the trash out of the way with his shoes.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked groggily, sitting up.
 
   “I just – I couldn’t sleep. I needed you,” his voice whispered through the darkness. 
 
   “Need-?” I began to ask but was cut off when his lips came crashing down upon mine in an urgent kiss. I was not complaining; any reason to put off the inevitable argument regarding my stupidity in the morning was fine by me. 
 
   Tom’s actions were frantic; he fumbled with my jeans and panties, pulling them off together. He didn’t even bother to undress himself – he simply freed his erection from his own trousers. I heard a wrapper being opened; Tom tore the condom packet with his teeth and slid the sheath over himself in one swift movement.
 
   I’d never seen this side of him before. It frightened me a little, but there was no denying the excitement that coursed through me. I reached towards him, grabbing the collar of his sweater and pulling him towards me in another urgent kiss. He enveloped me in his arms, lifting me from the sofa. 
 
   We staggered into the wall, kissing deeply.  I clambered to touch every inch of his skin. I wanted him and he wanted me, but not like the last time we’d been together. Before, it had been slow and sensual as we savored each moment. Now, our hands were frantic and everything seemed rushed. He couldn’t wait to feel my skin against his body. 
 
   Tom kissed me fervently as he pressed me against the wall. He didn’t want to waste any time being slow or sensual. He was going to take me, here in the factory against the wall. 
 
   I gasped when he hitched me up into his arms and I wrapped my legs around his hips. 
 
   He didn’t hesitate. He pushed his hips forward, burying himself between my legs with force. I cried out in pain and pleasure. 
 
   I braced myself on the wall as he thrust. His force was so great I was almost winded. Tom cupped my bottom as he drove into me. With each stroke, his raw animalistic instinct increased, as did my cries. 
 
   My body tensed as the passion built with each hurried thrust. Sweat began to bead on Tom’s brow as he dived deeper into my contracting warmth and the passion of the moment sent waves of pleasure rocketing through our bodies. 
 
   I buried my face in his neck, breathing in short bursts. Tom was moaning and gasping unashamedly now, his face screwed up in concentration as the orgasm built inside him. I bit down on his neck hard, stifling the scream that was about to escape my lips. 
 
   Gripping him hard, I felt my release crash over me like a tidal wave. We came in unison, both of us crying out with the intensity of the pleasure. The quiet factory was riveted with my moans as the orgasm consumed every fibre of my being. 
 
   Lost to the pleasure, Tom couldn’t take any more. With a final stroke he held himself inside me. 
 
   With the emotional and physical release complete, he held me tightly and I clung to him. The aftershock and the intense rush of emotions shook our bodies.
 
   Tom panted into the crook of my neck, the pulsating of my womanhood making him twitch. 
 
   He released me from his grip and I slid to the floor, unable to support my weight on my shaking legs. After he had tossed the used condom aside Tom stooped and picked me up, depositing me back on the sofa. It hadn’t lasted long, but it had exhausted me. 
 
   Tom went to leave.
 
   “No. Stay,” I murmured, tugging at his sweater.
 
   He did as I asked, lying next to me so I could spoon him. Exhausted, I drifted to sleep quickly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
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   Tuesday – 24 days to go
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   I slept surprisingly well and felt refreshed and energetic – which was strange considering I’d had little sleep or food for the last few days. 
 
   However, when I woke I was cold. Opening my eyes I saw that Tom was no longer on the sofa. In fact, he wasn’t in the room.
 
   Getting up, I rummaged around in my bag for a change of clothes, before remembering that we’d left a majority of our belongings in the Ford Escort. At least I had a change of clean underwear – but that was about it. I was in desperate need of a shower. Perhaps Tom and I could find somewhere to clean up.  
 
   After a good stretch I exited the office and wandered down the iron grate steps to the factory below. 
 
   “Tom?” I called, my voice echoing around the factory. My stomach grumbled loudly and I clutched it. “Ugh. I’m starving. Tom?” 
 
   I walked through the factory, my backpack slung over my shoulder. 
 
   “Where’d you go?” I called a little louder this time. 
 
   Perhaps he slept in the truck, I thought. Yes, that would be it. I wondered if he was still mad at me. 
 
   I exited the factory to find the morning crisp and cold. A layer of frost covered the grass. What was the date? I couldn’t remember. November the something. The fifth? Or the seventh? I didn’t even know what day it was. They were all blurred together. The time spent inside the Ford Escort seemed like one enormously long day. 
 
   Drive, eat, sleep. 
 
   Drive, eat, sleep. 
 
   And today we would continue the routine. Now was the time of the inevitable drive.
 
   My shoes crunched against the frosty grass as I walked to where we’d parked the farmer’s pickup truck. 
 
   There was just one problem. The truck was gone.
 
   I froze on the spot and stared at the place where I’d left the truck just yesterday afternoon. Large tyre tracks led away from the position it had been parked. Fear prickled at my skin and I felt my heart begin to palpitate. 
 
   “Tom?” I called, hurrying around the building, looking for a sign of the truck. I began to circle the factory but there was no sign of the old beat up truck. My breath came in short, quick gasps as I ran, my neck craning every way, searching for a sign of the truck.
 
   “TOM,” I found myself yelling, my voice echoing through the streets. 
 
   I came to a halt when I’d completely circled the factory. 
 
   He was gone. 
 
   Don’t panic, I told myself. Don’t panic. Everything is all right. It will be okay. There has to be a rational explanation. Tom wouldn’t leave me here. Perhaps he’s driven down the road to … to fetch breakfast, or – or something. 
 
   No, he would have told me. He would have woke me and taken me with him. So where is he? 
 
    I was back at the entrance to the factory now, chest rising and falling rapidly. 
 
   The door, which was slightly ajar, banged against its frame as a breeze swept through the street. The sound of paper flapped. 
 
   I turned to look at the door. There was a note pinned to it. 
 
   As I ran towards it, my legs felt like lead. I ripped the paper from the door, which had been pinned with a thumbtack.  
 
   It was a note from Tom. I knew his handwriting well. How many times had a seen his scrawl upon the chalk board in class? However, to my dismay it was brief. 
 
    
 
   Rose,
 
   I was foolish.
 
   I’m sorry. 
 
   Tom.
 
    
 
   Cold, detached and impersonal - that is what this note was. Pinned to the note was the last of the cash Tom had. Seventy dollars. 
 
   It was as though the man who’d written it was empty inside. And that was exactly how I felt at this moment. Empty. Numb. 
 
   “He left,” I said to myself.  
 
   And he had. Why? Because of the phone? Had I pissed him off bad enough to leave me stranded in the middle of nowhere? Apparently so. 
 
   My heart felt as though it had been shattered into a thousand tiny fragments. My chest felt constricted and my breath came out in short gasps.
 
   Betrayed. 
 
   Suddenly I saw the urgent love-making from the previous night in a different way. He hadn’t been fervent because he wanted me desperately. He had decided to leave and had come to say goodbye.
 
   I yelled Tom’s name in the hopes that he would hear, but I was answered only by dogs howling in nearby yards.
 
   My phone. Where is my phone?
 
   I rummaged through my backpack and pulled it out, only to remember that the battery was dead.
 
   “Shit!” 
 
   Who would I call, anyway? A taxi? My mother? I was hundreds of miles away from home with seventy dollars in my pocket. 
 
   At that moment it began to rain – light at first, but within a few minutes it was pouring down, the droplets battering against the tin roof of the factory. I stood inside the open doorway, listening to the wind as it blew through the shattered windows. I shivered– I didn’t have any winter clothes and the season was upon us. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how long I stood in the open doorway watching the rain batter the pavement. Hours, perhaps. I was in shock at finding myself alone. My eyes burned because I’d forgotten to blink for so long. My skin prickled with cold, but I could barely feel it. I simply stood there and existed for an infinite amount of time. I wanted to curl into a ball and hibernate for months on end – but that wasn’t me. No, I was Rose Goldman and I would not let myself succumb to this pain in my chest. 
 
   I needed to find a pay phone and that meant getting drenched. Finding an old plastic bag in the factory I fashioned it into a makeshift poncho, which I draped over myself before stepping into the rain. 
 
   I walked through the suburban streets, water battering my face and seeping through my clothes. Within fifteen minutes I was cold and wet. Shivering, I hunched against the rain, trying to protect my eyes. When I finally found a busy street, there was only one thing to do – and it terrified me. 
 
   Which way did I want to go? North or South? Alaska or home? 
 
   I looked up and down the busy road, my heart thundering. I couldn’t continue alone. I was poor and without a vehicle. I had no other choice.
 
   I stuck my thumb out and began to hitchhike. 
 
   It wasn’t as easy as the movies made it seem. I walked, my arm thrown out towards the passing cars. Soon, my hand was numb with cold. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how long I had been walking for, but it felt like ages. Cars and trucks zoomed past, their headlights blaring and windscreen wipers moving rapidly against the onslaught of rain. Didn’t anyone have the heart to pick up a young girl on the side of the road during a rain storm? Perhaps the plastic bag wasn’t doing me justice. I decided to remove it and stuff it into my backpack. 
 
   Finding a ride was much easier when my age and gender was apparent to passers-by. Barely two minutes had passed when a large eighteen-wheeler sounded its horn and pulled over by the side of the road. I ran to catch up, my damp canvas shoes slapping loudly against the muddy tarmac. I looked up at the passenger door and saw a man peering at me. 
 
   “You okay?” the middle-aged trucker asked, winding the window down a few inches to talk to me. 
 
   “A bit wet,” I said. I must look a mess. I could feel my damp hair plastered to my face.
 
   “Where you heading?” the truckie asked. 
 
   “South,” I said.
 
   “Anywhere in particular?” 
 
   I shook my head. “Just … just south.”
 
   “All right … well, hop in.” 
 
   I clambered into the cab which was warm and dry with sheepskin seat covers. The heater was blasting hot air and I could smell coffee. 
 
   “You look like no one owns you,” said the truckie, looking me up and down. 
 
   I caught a glimpse of myself in the semi’s side-mirror. I was pale, with dark rings around my eyes. My hair was wet and matted. I looked thin and drawn. My lips were blue. 
 
   “Do you smell wet dog?” he said suddenly.
 
   My cheeks burned. “It’s been a rough week,” I said, turning away from the unappealing reflection. I removed my wet jumper and stuffed it by my feet before trying to thaw my hands by the vents. 
 
   “Here,” the truckie handed me a towel. “It’s mostly clean.”
 
   “Thanks.” I took the towel and didn’t want to think about whether it was clean or not. Right now, all I wanted was to be dry. I rubbed my hair with the towel as the truckie began to drive.
 
   “I’m Frank,” he said a minute later, taking a swig of coffee from his thermos. 
 
   “Hi Frank,” I said, staring as he drank the hot beverage. 
 
   Frank the truckie noticed my gaze and glanced at me, then the beverage. “Uh … thirsty?” 
 
   I nodded fervently and he poured some of the coffee into the lid and handed it to me. I drank it in three gulps. 
 
   “Oh, that’s good. I haven’t had a hot drink in a week.”
 
   “Hungry?” 
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Frank rummaged around in the compartment between us and pulled out a stack of sandwiches. “I suppose I can spare one or two –” He stared as I grabbed the stack and began to cram the sandwiches into my mouth. They were corned beef. I didn’t even like corned beef. 
 
   “Or – or all of them,” he said, looking a little crestfallen as I ate feverishly. I might have been on death row with my last meal. “Oh well. I wasn’t hungry anyway,” he added.
 
   “Sorry,” I said through a mouth full of food. “I’ll … I’ll give you money for them.”
 
   “Ah, it’s all right. You look like you haven’t had a decent meal in days.”
 
   “I haven’t,” I admitted, cramming another half-sandwich into my mouth. “Just packets of chips and a mars bar.”
 
   “Now that’s no diet for a young woman,” said Frank, taking another swig of coffee. “What did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t,” I said, swallowing a huge amount of food and coughing. “But you can call me … Anya.” I wasn’t sure why I chose that name - perhaps because Anya Kelly was on my mind. She’d said he would leave me. She was right.
 
   “Ah. Using fake names, are we?” said Frank with a chuckle. I looked at him properly for the first time. 
 
   Mid-forties, thinning blond hair and a crooked nose that looked as though it had been broken recently. He had soft, fleshy body. There were crumbs in his lap from where he’d been eating on the road.
 
   “Thanks for picking me up, Frank,” I said sincerely. 
 
   “No problem, Anya,” he said. “It’s not safe for a young woman to hitchhike alone.”
 
   “So you’re doing me a favor by making sure I’m not picked up by a psycho?”
 
    “I usually pick up hitchhikers when I’m on the road. It gets pretty lonely.”
 
   “Ever murdered any of them?” I asked, finishing off the last of his sandwiches. It was meant to be a joke, but it seemed Frank didn’t appreciate my sense of humour.
 
   “What? No. No, of course not!”
 
   “I was joking,” I said quickly. I didn’t want him to throw me out of the truck.
 
   “Right … well, I’ve had a few crazies in that seat before.”
 
   “Yeah? What happened?”
 
   “Picked up an old bloke – probably in his sixties – was high on crack or something. Tried to stab me when I pulled into a gas station.”
 
   “How’d you stop him?”
 
   “I’m stronger than I look. Besides, this layer of fat protects most vital organs.” He slapped his pudgy stomach.
 
   I smiled, the feeling now coming back to my fingers. 
 
   “So, what were you doing on the road anyway? Where are you from?” he asked. 
 
   “It’s a long story, Frank,” I said, leaning back in the chair and taking a deep breath.
 
   “It’s a long drive,” Frank replied. 
 
   I wasn’t sure why, but I was feeling loquacious. Perhaps because I hadn’t had a conversation with anyone other than Tom for a week. I needed to talk – to rant and rave and cry. But Frank was not the person I needed to talk to.
 
   I rested my head back and looked at the truckie. “I ran away,” I said.
 
   “With a boy?” Frank guessed. 
 
   No, not a boy, I thought. A man. “Yeah,” I said. It was a half-truth.
 
   “Ah. It’s always a boy. What happened? Where is he?”
 
   “He left me.”
 
   “On the side of the road, in the rain?” Frank asked. 
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “What did you do?” asked Frank. 
 
   “What makes you think I did anything?”
 
   “Isn’t it always the woman?” said Frank, his tone casual.
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. “No.” 
 
   Frank scoffed but kept his eyes on the road. “In my experience it’s always the woman who starts the argument.” 
 
   “That’s your experience,” I said, an edge to my voice. However, Frank was right on this occasion. Tom had left me because of something I had done. It was my fault.
 
   I wasn’t going to ask why Frank thought women were always at fault – not that it mattered. I sensed that he was going to tell me anyway.
 
   “My wife,” he said, his grip tightening on the wheel. “She cheated on me while I was on the road. I came back after a week-long trip to find that the locks had been changed and all of my belongings were on the front-lawn.”
 
   I stared at the truckie, not sure what to say. “That sucks.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Frank nodded, his nostrils flaring. “It sucks.”
 
   The topic of his wife’s betrayal was making me uncomfortable. I decided to quickly change the subject before he got too upset.
 
   “So, this weather, huh,” I said, pointing at the wipers, which were moving back and forth rapidly as the rain battered the windshield. “Pretty miserable, isn’t it?”
 
   “I mean, she could at least have had the decency to tell me and split our belongings fifty-fifty. But no. She kicks my ass to the curb as though the last twelve years of marriage never happened,” Frank continued, his voice breaking. 
 
   I fell into silence. What was I meant to say when I was in a semi with a stranger who was an over-emotional truckie?
 
   “She took the house and all of my possessions and she’s making me pay child support for God’s sake! Does that seem right to you?” He looked at me, a little angrily. “Well? Does it?”
 
   “No, not at all,” I said with raised eyebrows.
 
   “So I was forced to get a stinking, dingy apartment by myself. Almost lost my job because I was so depressed. I’d never meet deadlines. I even thought about ending it all.” 
 
   “Yeah … Wow,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “It’s like I don’t even know her. I was living with a fucking stranger for twelve years. I mean, who is this person I had a child with? You think you know someone.”
 
   I licked my lips and stared out of the passenger window, watching the damp road speed by. 
 
   “So what did you do?” Frank asked after taking several deep, steadying breaths. 
 
   “I told you, I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “You can tell me. I won’t judge.”
 
   “It was nothing, really,” I said, staring at my hands in my lap. I felt Frank’s stare upon me and knew he sensed my lie. 
 
   “He wouldn’t have dumped you on the side of the road without a good reason,” said Frank. 
 
   “It was just a … misunderstanding,” I said softly. I didn’t want to talk about it. Frank’s eyes were accusing and I felt uncomfortable being his passenger.
 
   “You know what, you kinda look like a younger version of my ex-wife,” Frank said slowly.
 
   “Uh, do I?”
 
   “Yeah. Except the eyes. She had blue eyes.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Sorry, I can be a bit … intense sometimes, so I’m told.”
 
   You’re telling me, I thought to myself.
 
   “It’s just … ever since she left me I feel like I’ve been searching for something. Some way to … numb the pain,” Frank continued. “Some way to find inner peace.”
 
   “Maybe try yoga,” I suggested. 
 
   “I keep thinking of what I would do if I saw her again. What would I do? Fuck. I don’t even know.”
 
   “You wouldn’t take her back, would you?”
 
   Frank scoffed derisively. “I’d rather throw her out of a moving vehicle.” He gave a breathless laugh, as though he’d told a hilarious joke. I griped my seat tightly, not wanting to appear alarmed or afraid. 
 
   Frank flexed the fingers on his left hand before gripping the steering wheel tightly and saying, “There’s only one good thing that came out of that marriage and that’s my son. Oh, but guess what? She won’t even let me fucking see him. She even got a restraining order against me, saying I’m dangerous. What a load of bullshit.”
 
   “Why’d she do that?” I asked, my mouth dry.
 
   “It’s all lies,” said Frank. “That’s what women do. They lie, cheat and steal.” His face was turning a nasty shade of purple. Was it rage bottled up inside him?
 
   “Not – not all women,” I stammered.
 
   He gave a snort of derision and I felt a little offended. My initial impression of Frank being a nice guy was quickly vanishing. Instead, fear and apprehension replaced it. 
 
   He was taking short, sharp breaths and flexing his left arm as though about to throttle someone.  
 
   “Hey … are you all right?” I asked, backing against the passenger door. 
 
   “Huh? Yeah,” he rubbed his chest. “Just a little heart-burn.”
 
   “Maybe you should pull over-” I began, but was abruptly cut off by the sound of Frank letting out a strangled cry. 
 
   I stared at the middle-aged man as he grabbed a fistful of his shirt, his face contorted in agony. 
 
   “Fuck! My – my chest!” 
 
   “What’s happening?” I demanded, leaning forwards. 
 
   Frank wheezed, spittle flying from his mouth, before he slumped in his seat, unmoving. 
 
   “Frank!”
 
   He didn’t respond. He didn’t move.
 
   He was dead. 
 
   I grabbed the steering wheel of the truck, which had begun to swerve into oncoming traffic. Frank’s dead weight pressed the accelerator to the floor and the truck was gradually gaining speed as we began to drive downhill. 
 
   “Shit, shit shit!” 
 
   I kicked the dead man’s foot from the pedal and reached my own legs over to the driver’s side. I stomped on the breaks and the tyres screeched along the tarmac. The trailer behind the cab kicked out, swerving from side to side. 
 
   I had one last glimpse of an oncoming stone wall, before the dashboard came to meet my face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
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   Friday – 8 days to go
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   Pain. Everything hurt. 
 
   My head, face, body and legs ached. I was hyper-aware of every muscle and bone in my body because they were screaming in agony. But at least I could feel everything. 
 
   Sunlight assaulted my eyelids, making my vision red. Somewhere nearby was a faint beeping noise. Was it the truck? I could hear someone breathing heavily. Was it Frank? Was he alive?
 
   I wanted to open my eyelids, but I was too drowsy. My head throbbed and told me that it was time to sleep, that I should just relax and let myself drift away. 
 
   Move, I told myself. Move.
 
    I prised my eyes apart and the sunlight blinded me. It took several seconds for my vision to adjust. I expected to see the cracked windshield of the truck, or perhaps the wet tarmac. But no. The late afternoon sun streamed in through grey shutters. I was in a plain room with white walls and the beeping sound came from a heart monitor. 
 
   I was in the hospital. 
 
   I couldn’t be sure what day it was, or how much time had passed. I turned my head and my neck throbbed painfully. On the other side of my hospital bed a man in his fifties sat hunched in an armchair, his head lolling and drool hanging from his mouth. 
 
   “Dad?” I croaked.
 
   My father smacked his lips together in his slumber and began to fidget. He looked up with blood-shot eyes, scanning the room as though he’d forgotten where he was. 
 
   Eventually, his gaze fell upon me and it took him several seconds to realize that I was indeed staring back at him.
 
   “Rose!” he gasped, sitting up immediately.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “You’re awake!” 
 
   “I think so.” I felt incredibly groggy. Was this real?
 
   My father was on his feet, standing by my bedside. He leaned down to give me a whiskery kiss and a hug. I grimaced in pain and allowed him to embrace me. As he pulled away, I was able to see the state he was in; unshaved, unwashed and exhausted. He looked as though he hadn’t slept in weeks.
 
   “You all right?” I asked a little hoarsely. It seemed I’d lost much use of my voice. 
 
   My father gave a watery smile. “You wake up from a coma and ask me if I’m all right. Typical, Rose.”
 
   “How long?” I managed to breathe.
 
   “Sixteen days,” said a voice from the doorway. My father stepped aside to reveal my mother, who stood with her arms crossed against her chest, leaning on the doorframe. 
 
   Sixteen days. 
 
   “Hey,” I said timidly. 
 
   “Hey?” My mother repeated, her arms falling to her sides. She crossed the room and stood beside my father. “That’s all you have to say to me? We fly out here, terrified, not knowing what to expect and you say ‘hey’?”
 
   “Stop it,” my father hissed under his breath. “She just woke up.”
 
   “After everything she put us through, I think we deserve an explanation,” my mother snapped. She too looked older and more haggard than usual. 
 
   I was spared answering at that moment as a tall and rather handsome doctor walked briskly into the ward, smiling at me. “Good morning, Miss Goldman. Enjoy your nap?” 
 
   “Needed my beauty sleep,” I muttered drowsily.
 
   “Consider yourself sufficiently beautified,” the Doctor smiled. “And it seems your sense of humour wasn’t affected.” 
 
   “Not sure I had one to begin with,” I grimaced.
 
   He smiled kindly. “I’m Doctor Reid and I’ll be taking care of you. Do you know where you are, Rose?”
 
   “In – in hospital. Washington?”
 
   Doctor Reid nodded. “Great. Have your parents explained anything to you?”
 
   I exhaled slowly. “It’s been … sixteen days?” 
 
   “Since the accident?” Doctor Reid finished.
 
   “Right. The truck.”
 
   “Do you remember what happened?” 
 
   “Yeah. The truckie – Frank – he had a heart attack. Did he die?”
 
   “Unfortunately the driver of the truck was already dead when paramedics arrived on the scene. We have since confirmed that he died of a heart attack. I’m sorry.”
 
    “I didn’t know him,” I said, glancing at my parents. I saw a vein throb in my mother’s temple. 
 
   “Do you remember anything surrounding the crash?”
 
    “I remember grabbing the wheel … steering the truck. There was a wall. Then … my face.” I tried to lift my hand to touch my forehead which had collided with the dashboard but my arms felt like dead weight.”
 
   “You’ll be glad to know your looks survived the accident,” said Doctor Reid and I gave a snort of derision. “What do you remember before the accident?”
 
   “I remember … I remember-”
 
   I remembered everything, of course.
 
   Tom. 
 
   The heart monitor began to race.
 
   He’d left me sixteen days ago. He could be anywhere by now – with anyone. Did he even know I was in hospital? Had he been caught? So many questions that I couldn’t ask ran through my mind. To me if felt like mere hours had passed since his abandonment, but for Tom it had been over two weeks. The pain was still fresh in my heart.
 
   Perhaps it would be easier to feign amnesia to be spared answering any accusing questions my mother might have.
 
   Doctor Reid glanced at the heart monitor as it continued to beep at an irregular rate. “Are you okay, Miss Goldman?”
 
   “Yeah.” I took a deep breath and tried to remain calm. However, all I wanted to do was curl into a ball and feel sorry for myself until the pain ebbed away.
 
   “Now, I’m sure you’re wondering what the damage is. Lucky for you it wasn’t too extensive. There was some head trauma and bleeding on the brain which is why you were in an induced coma for two weeks.”
 
    “My brain?” I heart the heart monitor pick up speed again. 
 
   “Nothing to concern yourself with. Taking a look at your scans there appears to be no permanent damage.”
 
   “Short term?” I asked. 
 
   “That remains to be seen. We’ll have you up and out of bed to analyse you properly soon enough. We just need to conduct a few simple tests first. At most you might experience some memory loss, but that may come back in time.”
 
   “Do you remember talking to daddy after the accident?” My father edged towards the bed. He hadn’t referred to himself as ‘daddy’ since I was nine years old – when I was a regular human girl. 
 
   “No?” I said, unsure. The last thing I remembered was hitting the dashboard with my face.
 
   “You were conscious when we brought you into the hospital,” said Doctor Reid. 
 
   My mother’s nostrils flared and I knew at once that I’d said or done something wrong in my befuddled state.
 
   “You were talking a lot,” my father said. “Not much of it made sense.”
 
   “I don’t remember,” I admitted.
 
   “It’s not important,” Doctor Reid waved a hand and picked up his clip-board. “Now, let’s have a look at you, eh?” 
 
   And so my recovery began. It wasn’t as bad as Doctor Reid had made it sound. There was bruising on my chest and neck where my seatbelt had dug into me, a cracked rib, minor head trauma and some cuts and bruising to the face. I wished I had Tom’s accelerated healing abilities.
 
   I was sitting up by the first afternoon and able to stagger to the toilet on my own by the next. My body ached as though I’d been beaten with a baseball bat all over and my chest stung. Each beat of my heart sent fresh waves of agony through my veins. But it wasn’t the accident that had reduced me to a typical bed-ridden teenager. 
 
   It was Tom. 
 
   He was gone – where, I didn’t know. I had no way of contacting him or finding him.
 
   He’d left me just like Anya Kelly had predicted.
 
   Not only that but now everyone within a hundred mile radius of Halfway knew that Rose Goldman was the student who had run away with her thirty-two year old teacher. 
 
   Tricked and hoodwinked were the words flooding social media, like I was a silly little girl who had fallen prey. 
 
   The Doctors treated me as though I’d been through a traumatising ordeal. And I had. Just not the kind they imagined. My traumatisation was of the heart and they didn’t understand that because no one knew how I felt about Thomas Stone.  
 
   I couldn’t even finish the last few months of school and Prom was certainly out of the question. How could I go back to Halfway High? I couldn’t face anyone from school again. I was the talk of the town. 
 
   It was embarrassing. I felt foolish. For the first time I felt like a victim. 
 
   Not only that, but everyone seemed to have forgotten about the hunt for Tom, now that I’d resurfaced. 
 
   Sadie came to visit me, a smug grin on her face. She spoke softly, as though I was on my death bed. She even had the nerve to ask me how I’d ‘escaped’ from Mr. Stone. 
 
   But the thing that annoyed me most was the fact that Tom and I hadn’t even lasted more than a week on our own and I blamed myself. Frank the dead truckie was right. It was my fault. I’d ruined it by betraying his trust.
 
   And I couldn’t even tell him I was sorry. 
 
   Where was he now? What was he doing? Had he reached Alaska? Was he a stowaway on a boat somewhere? Did he even regret leaving? Had he wanted to come back, but was unable to find me? 
 
   These questions and more ran through my mind. I thought of little else. I forgot to eat, or to reply to people when they spoke to me. It felt like a part of me was missing. 
 
   I’d read countless romance novels through my teenage years and they always spoke of a yearning, or a sense of loss when parted with a lover. I’d never been able to sympathise with the heroine when she found herself heartbroken, because I’d never experienced it for myself. But now I knew what those books were talking about. And it hurt. It was agony and I wished it would go away. I wanted to forget.  
 
   My heart felt as though it had been – literally - broken.
 
   But I wasn’t going to sit around and feel sorry for myself. No. I wasn’t the kind of girl who curled up in a corner and sobbed for weeks on end. I was going to accomplish what Tom and I had set out to do. I was going to Alaska with or without him and this time I’d do it the easy way. 
 
   I’d just have to broach the topic with my parents first. There was no way I’d be able to sneak past them this time. They were around me twenty-three hours of the day, as though on red alert. I assumed they were afraid I’d take off and go looking for Tom. Of course, they had every right to be concerned. I think the Doctors were being watchful too. Every time I got out of my hospital bed a nurse was by my side in an instant, asking if I needed help. 
 
   No, the only way I was getting out of Halfway was with my parent’s permission. And it would be a long while before they trusted me again.
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   Sunday – 6 days to go
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    “Hey Dad,” I said, picking at my fingernails while my father read in a seat next to my hospital bed.
 
   “Mmh?” He didn’t look up from his newspaper.
 
   Today was the day I would be released from the hospital. We were just waiting for the all-clear from my doctor. My bags were packed and I was dressed with my shoes on, ready to go.
 
   “Do you ever think about … other people like me?” 
 
   “Hmm?” He still didn’t look up. 
 
   “Like me, as in … werewolves.” 
 
   That caught his attention. Flinching, my father closed his newspaper and placed it on the nightstand.  “No. Not really. Why?”
 
   I wanted to approach the subject of the Alaskan Werewolf pack, but knew it would be a touchy topic. After all, my parents had only just got me back. They weren’t about to let go so soon.
 
   “Well it’s just … I have to wonder whether I’d be better off around people of my own kind. You know, like a support system-”
 
   “You’re talking about that ridiculous cult in Alaska, aren’t you? The one that your mother found.”
 
   “Is cult the right word? I mean … they probably didn’t choose their condition.”
 
   My father waved a hand dismissively. “I reckon they’re just a bunch of crack-pots who worship the moon, or something stupid like that. Really, Rose. Do you think your mother honestly found a werewolf sanctuary on Google? Please.” He rolled his eyes and opened his newspaper again.
 
   “But what if they are real? What if it’s a genuine community of people like me?”
 
   “Well I guess you won’t know unless you see them at the full moon, which is in-” He checked his phone’s calendar, “-six days.”
 
   “So I can go?”
 
   “What? No!” My father looked at me incredulously. “Didn’t I just say it’s going to be a load of shit?” 
 
   “Yeah, but what if-”
 
   “Rose, you’re just going to get your hopes up, only to discover they’re a bunch of lunatics.”
 
   “You don’t know that. It might be worth a look-”
 
   My father’s eyes darted across my face and I knew he was trying to read my expression.
 
   “Why do you want to be around more of those … things anyway?”
 
   “Well it was Mom who searched for them, so obviously she thinks it’s a good idea-”
 
   “Don’t put words into my mouth, Rose Elaine Goldman,” my mother said as she stormed into the room. She only ever used my middle name when she was particularly angry. 
 
   “But you gave me the location of that community for a reason!” I flared up at once.
 
   “That’s where she was running off to with that teacher,” my mother said to my father. “That’s why she still wants to go. She thinks he’s there. Perhaps we should call the police and tip them off about his potential whereabouts.”
 
   “What? No!” I jumped to my feet. The likelihood of Tom being in Silver Moon Forest, Alaska was slim to none. “That’s got nothing to do with it. Tom won’t be there.”
 
   “Then why? Why would you want to go there?” My mother crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. 
 
   “I just think they might be able to help me … understand my condition. Perhaps they have methods, or ways of dealing with the full moon. They could take care of me, because – let’s face it – you are completely incapable of doing so.”
 
   “We’ve looked after you for eighteen years!” My mother snapped. “Honestly! You are the most ungrateful, selfish little girl-”
 
   “No, Mom,” I said in a strangely calm voice. “You looked after me for nine years - The nine years I existed before the werewolf attack-”
 
   “Don’t say that word!” my mother interrupted. 
 
   “- and after that you simply put up with me,” I continued. “I know you’re ashamed that you have a werewolf for a daughter-”
 
   “Don’t. Say. That. W-” My mother hissed, exaggerating each individual word.
 
   “What? Werewolf?” I said loudly. Nurses passing in the hall glanced nervously into the room. “Your little girl is a god-damn werewolf, Mom. It’s about time you accepted that because it’s not going to change. Don’t you think I’ve noticed over the years how you hold your breath when you’re close to me so you don’t have to smell the stink of dog on my skin? And that look of disgust you get on your face when I’m about to change. Admit it. You’d rather I’d died in that attack, rather than be burdened with a monster for a daughter-”
 
   I must have pushed my mother too far, because she drew her hand back and slapped me hard across the face. She was breathing heavily, tears brimming her eyes. I held my cheek and stared at her. 
 
   The hospital ward was silent for several seconds and nobody moved. Clearing her throat and straightening her skirt, my mother composed her expression into one of polite indifference. 
 
   “Perhaps you’re right – maybe it would be best if you moved to Alaska. You can live with your father in California until then. Do not bother coming to my house. You are not welcome there.” And with that my mother turned on her heel and swept from the room. 
 
   I stared after her before turning to my father who remained in his chair, apparently shell-shocked. 
 
   “Well,” I said, dropping my hands to my side and ignoring my stinging cheek. “Looks like I’m staying with you.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   My father hauled my suitcase over the threshold of his two bedroom town-house in Oakland, California. I’d never visited the state before and didn’t intend on staying long.
 
   “Welcome to my humble abode. Sorry it’s a bit of a mess. Boxes everywhere. Haven’t finished unpacking, of course.”
 
   It looked as though he hadn’t even started unpacking. My father had only been here for a couple of weeks, but it seemed as if he’d barely been here at all. Probably spent all of his time at the hospital in Washington, I thought. 
 
   “Humble abode?” I allowed myself a smile. “More like bachelor pad.”
 
   “Yeah, uh, about that. I don’t have a bed for you yet – haven’t had time,” my father said, placing my suitcase in the hall. 
 
   “That’s okay. I can sleep on the couch,” I said, shrugging my backpack from my shoulder and dropping it at my feet. 
 
   The townhouse was nice, light and airy. My father always did enjoy modern décor and simplicity. My mother, on the other hand, had always filled every surface with doilies, picture frames, ornaments or other useless clutter.
 
   “Don’t be silly. You can sleep in my room. I don’t mind,” said my father, running a hand through his thinning hair. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You have work in the morning and a bad back.”
 
   He frowned, a crease forming on his brow. “You’ve just left hospital and you need your rest-”
 
   “I’ve rested long enough,” I interrupted. 
 
   He rolled his eyes and sighed. “All right. I guess I’ll order you a bed online while I’m at work. Hopefully we can get it delivered by tomorrow.” 
 
   Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad living with my father, at least for a couple of weeks until things settled down. 
 
   “How long can I stay for?” I asked. 
 
   My father gave me a puzzled look. “Are you eager to leave already?”
 
   I shrugged. “I dunno. I don’t want to cramp your new lifestyle.”
 
   My father approached cleared his throat and didn’t look at me. “You will always have a home with me.”
 
   “Thanks.” My chest felt tight. My father wasn’t usually one to express emotions – but I supposed these last few weeks had been hard on him.  He’d been awfully clingy and fragile during my time at the hospital. I’d barely had a moment’s privacy. 
 
   “Just … don’t go running off again, okay?”
 
   “I won’t,” I said.
 
   “I mean it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do if-” he trailed off. 
 
   A prolonged silence stretched between us. I shuffled my feet anxiously.  
 
   “I have to move out some time.”
 
   “There’s no rush.” 
 
   I felt differently, of course. There was a rush. I needed to go to Alaska. Soon. 
 
   I yearned for a sense of belonging. I’d felt that when I was with Tom, but he had fled. Perhaps I’d feel at home there. There was only one way to find out. 
 
   Pulling away my father looked into my eyes. “I know you don’t want to be here, Rose. But just make a go of it, okay? We can enrol you in the local high school, find you a job. You might even make some new friends.”
 
   Fear prickled at the back of my neck making the tiny hairs stand up. The thought of going back to school terrified me.
 
   “With this stink?” I plucked at my t-shirt. “I don’t think so.” 
 
   My father ignored the remark. “Now, I have to go to work tomorrow, but if you don’t want to be alone I can call in and-”
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” I waved a hand and avoided eye contact with him. “I’ll be fine on my own.”
 
   He checked the calendar on his cell-phone momentarily, frowning. “Hm … have you thought about what you – what we are going to do in six days’ time?”
 
   “Huh?” I looked at the date. “Oh. No … I hadn’t thought-”
 
   “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. Forget I said it. I’ll work something out.”
 
   I didn’t much like the idea of transforming in my father’s town-house – not with so many tenants close by. There would be no basement or cement walls to block out my screams. 
 
   “Perhaps we can rent a – a cell, or a dungeon or-” my father began to suggest before I let out a snort of laughter. “What?”
 
    “I think if you Google ‘dungeon rentals’ you’ll get a little more than you bargained for.”
 
   My father’s ears burned pink. “You know what I mean. Like, an abandoned warehouse, or-”
 
   My stomach did an uncomfortable backflip. Abandoned warehouse, like the place where Tom had left me.
 
   “I’ll … I’ll do some research,” I said, looking at my feet. 
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   Monday – 5 days to go
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     Daytime television was so boring. I sat on my father’s white leather sofa, eating chips, my feet on the coffee table and the remote in my hand. I flicked channels rapidly. A cooking show, a documentary on whales and a soap-opera were not viable options. 
 
   “Ugh.” I turned the television off and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was only mid-day and I was bored out of my mind. I’d barely been at my father’s house for twenty-four hours and already I was crawling out of my skin. 
 
   I needed a distraction – something - anything to take my mind off the prickling pain in my heart. 
 
   Stuffing the last of the chips into my mouth I hopped up from the now crumb-infested sofa and marched into my father’s office. I crossed the room and sat at his desk, opening his laptop and booting it up. 
 
   Password protected. Typical. 
 
   I looked around the room for ideas for a moment before typing in my father’s birthday. No luck. 
 
   I clicked the ‘hint’ icon. 
 
   My favorite person.
 
   I rolled my eyes. That was obvious. My father loved John Lennon, so I typed that in. 
 
   Password rejected. 
 
   “What? No way.” I tried a number of different combinations. 
 
   JLennon. JohnL. Lennon. Beatles. None worked.
 
   I leaned back in the chair and stared at the login screen for a few moments. My eyes wandered across my father’s desk, falling on a small framed picture of me when I was a little girl. This time I typed in my own name. 
 
   The welcome screen evaporated to reveal my father’s desktop; another picture of me as a small child a few months before the attack. My smile was radiant and my eyes still had a glint of hope.
 
   I felt an overwhelming surge of affection for my father at that moment, but it was almost instantly replaced by guilt.
 
   After searching Google for “cell rentals” and finding nothing but cell-phones and pornography I spent the remainder of the day looking at funny cat videos online – until my father came home announcing that I would have my own bed by tomorrow. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it had probably been a waste of money. 
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   Thursday – 2 days to go
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   My father was becoming frantic. It was only two days until my transformation was due and we hadn’t found anywhere suitable for me to go. We’d thought of everything. Abandoned warehouses, jail cells, attics and basements had all been considered. It wasn’t until ten o’clock on Thursday night that my father came skidding into the living room, cell phone clutched in his hand with a grin on his face. 
 
   “I’ve figured it out,” he said.
 
   “Yeah?” I continued flicking channels and didn’t look up. 
 
   “A friend of mine from work has an old bomb shelter and he will be away over the weekend to visit his wife’s parents. The place will be deserted.”
 
   “He has a bomb shelter?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Who has a bomb shelter?”
 
   “He’s one of those survivalists.” My father gave a small shrug. “But it’s perfect.”
 
   I nodded slowly. “Sounds good. So he said we could use it?”
 
   “I’ll ask him tomorrow at work. I’ll make up some story.”
 
   “You’d better hope he says yes.” I turned back to the television. I’d become a real couch-potato over the last few days. Heartache – it made you less active. 
 
   “He’s been trying to get me into the whole survivalist thing for ages. He’ll be ecstatic that I’ve finally taken an interest.”
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   Saturday – 0 days to go
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   I was ill – so ill I couldn’t think straight. I felt like I was going through withdrawals. My body was on fire, but I was shivering violently. Sweat covered my skin making my hair damp and my teeth chattered violently. 
 
   “Almost there, Rosie,” my father crooned as we drove along a narrow dirt road.
 
   “It’s coming,” I moaned against the passenger seat window, the glass fogging from my breath.
 
   “It’s all right. You’ve still got fifteen minutes.”
 
   “It hurts.” Tears stung my eyes. My ribs felt as though they were breaking one-by-one.
 
   “Here we are,” said my father, pulling into the drive-way. “C’mon, out you get.”
 
   I fumbled for the door-handle and fell out of the car, dust covering my jeans. 
 
   My father raced around the car and lifted me to my feet, half carrying, half dragging me towards the bomb-shelter. His hands fumbled with the set of keys as he unlocked each bolt – five in total. I was barely aware of my surroundings. We’d barely made it over the threshold when I felt the moon’s pull. It tugged at my insides, drawing the monster forth and I knew the change was seconds away. 
 
   “Go!” My voice came out as a guttural growl. The fear I saw in my father’s eyes meant that I had begun to change. Without hesitation he slammed the bomb-shelter door shut behind him and I heard each lock click in quick succession. 
 
   I staggered forwards, looking around the small, concrete room. My vision was blurred. I’d taken barely two steps before I fell to my knees screaming.
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   Sunday – 29 days to go
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   The taste of copper filled my mouth. I licked my lips and the taste became stronger. Perhaps I’d bitten my tongue. It was almost certainly blood in my mouth. My cheek was pressed against the cold floor causing some discomfort, but otherwise I wasn’t in too much pain.
 
   I rolled onto my back with a groan and slowly opened my eyes, looking up at the swinging florescent bulb on the ceiling. It flickered dimly and for a moment I couldn’t remember where I was, but the memory of my father driving me to the bomb-shelter returned soon enough. 
 
   Heaving a sigh of relief because I wouldn’t have to deal with another transformation for a month, I sat up and brought my knees to my chest, pressing my forehead against them, taking deep, slow breaths with closed eyes.
 
   Strangely enough I was still clothed; albeit in shredded rags after the episode. The bomb-shelter approach seemed to have been a resounding success. I was not filled with pent-up rage from being strapped down all night, nor was every muscle aching from romping around the forest until the wee hours of the morning. I felt strangely relaxed as though I’d exerted excess energy without overdoing it. 
 
   I was calm. 
 
   Another deep breath later and I was hoisting myself to my feet, however my peace-of-mind was quickly shattered by the sight of my hands against the concrete floor. They were blackened with dry blood. 
 
   I looked down at my clothes and saw they too were damp and cold with dark stains. I frantically ran my hands over my body searching for the wound that had caused the bleeding. Perhaps my calm state was a result of blood-loss. I could have hurt myself on anything in this bomb shelter. 
 
   However, I seemed to be unscathed. 
 
   “Not possible,” I whispered hoarsely. I’d been locked up all night. There was no way I could have harmed anything. Maybe the monster destroyed the stockpile of food in the shelter. Tomato – or beetroot. Yes, that would be it. Food. It was just food. 
 
   But that taste of copper in my mouth was all too familiar.
 
   Terrifying reality dawned upon me and I slowly looked up, peeling my eyes away from my own body. The swinging florescent bulb illuminated the grotesque scene before my eyes. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   Everywhere. 
 
   It covered the walls and the floor as though a paint-shaker had exploded, spraying scarlet upon every surface. The secure, clean bomb-shelter had become a slaughter-house overnight.  
 
   A strangled cry escaped me as my eyes fell upon a single, solitary item in the middle of the room. 
 
   A human leg. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   My screams continued as I backed away from the limb lying in the middle of the floor, a deep pool of scarlet around it. 
 
   A foot. A human foot. 
 
   My mind could not comprehend what I was seeing. 
 
   I covered my mouth to stifle the shrill shrieks that were escaping me involuntarily. 
 
   Whose leg? Whose foot? More importantly, where was the rest of the body?
 
   Horrible, unexplainable fear overwhelmed me, rooting me to the spot. It couldn’t be my father’s. No. It just couldn’t.
 
   I was so overcome by panic that I didn’t notice thin, cursive writing along the foot of disembodied leg. 
 
   With shaking legs I walked towards the body-part, tears streaming down my face. I knelt down and read the ink.
 
   ‘Such is life’ was tattooed in neat, black cursive along the side of the foot. 
 
   It wasn’t my father’s. So who was it?
 
   “I’ve killed someone,” I said out-loud. I repeated it over and over again but the words didn’t make sense.  
 
   No, it can’t be. My father locked the door. 
 
   To my utter shock I found that the door was still locked tight. Whoever I had killed had been in the bomb shelter before I arrived.
 
   “Fuck. Shit. Fuck!” 
 
   In the distance I heard the sound of an engine and tyres crunching on gravel. The engine stopped, a car door opened and boots hit the ground. Someone was mere feet from the bomb shelter. 
 
   Panic stricken, I looked for somewhere to hide. There was no escape. The footsteps approached the shelter and I dived behind several barrels of grain that were stacked on top of one another.  
 
   All five of the locks were unlocked and the door was pushed open allowing sunlight to stream inside. That’s when I heard it – the strangled cry of a man. The tone was instantly recognisable. 
 
   “ROSE?” My father bellowed, running into the room to search for me. He slipped on the blood and fell on his ass.
 
   “Dad!” I poked my head out from behind the barrels and he stared; fear in his eyes. 
 
   “What – what happened?” he gasped, looking around. That’s when his eyes fell on the disembodied limb. My father went pale. 
 
   “Rose … who … whose foot is that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” My voice broke as sobs threatened to engulf me. “I don’t know.”
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    “Here’s your ticket.” My father handed me a small envelope with a shaking hand. He wheeled my bag to the terminal for me, which I thought was nice. Perhaps he was eager to get rid of me. The sooner the better.
 
    “I’ve also put some money into a new bank account for you,” he said, handing me a debit-card. “The pin is your birthday.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.” My voice was strained and weak.
 
    “Your flight is one-way, of course.” 
 
    “Right. Yeah.” My knees were ready to give way.
 
   My father fished around in his jacket pocket for a moment before pulling out an old brick of a cell-phone. “Use this. It’s got a secure sim-card. Don’t use your smartphone. In fact, you’d better give it to me.” 
 
   “My phone? Why?” I felt stupid as soon as I’d asked the question. Reluctantly, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and exchanged it with the one my father offer, which looked in excess of twenty years old. 
 
   “I think it’s best you don’t … I don’t think you should call – for a while at least. Just in case. I’ll call you once your flight has landed to make sure you’re okay … but that’s it.”
 
   I nodded, tears stinging the back of my throat. What had my life become? It wasn’t meant to turn out like this.
 
   I had to leave. I had to vanish.
 
   “It was foolish of me to think you could lead a normal life,” my father said. It was ironic that I would be sent away by my father – to the place I’d been trying to reach weeks prior, no less. But I hadn’t wanted it to happen like this.
 
   “Dad … who did I kill?” I asked in nothing more than a whisper. 
 
   He looked around so make sure no one was within earshot. “It wasn’t Steven, my co-worker. And he hasn’t mentioned anyone he knows going missing over the last two weeks since … since-”
 
   “So … Who was it?”
 
   “I don’t know, Rose.”
 
   “Do you think he broke in to the bomb shelter? Maybe he was stealing-”
 
   “Rose, stop talking about it,” my father said with wild eyes. “Never speak of this again, do you understand?”
 
   I felt sick to my stomach. Guilt weighed heavy on my heart. A man had died. Someone, somewhere had vanished during the night and their family would never know what had happened. 
 
   I’d eaten them, too. That’s what made it worse. I’d eaten all but part of the leg. Did that make me a cannibal?
 
   No, I scolded myself. It’s not my fault. I am not in control of the monster. I locked myself away as best I could, but something went terribly wrong.
 
   I had to stop thinking about it. I was making myself sick.
 
   Everything had happened so fast. My father was whisking me out of the state and I understood why. He was the accomplice in a murder. He’d cleaned up the crime scene and would serve jail time too if the truth came out.
 
   “It’s going to be cold in Alaska,” my father said as we came to a halt outside the entrance to my terminal. 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I heard it gets to around ten degrees this time of year.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “You’ve packed a lot of warm clothes?” 
 
    “Yes.”
 
   He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. 
 
   “It will be okay, Rose. I’ll take care of it, I promise.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I asked, readjusting my backpack. 
 
   My father looked at me sadly and for the first time in many years I saw his age. I’d never noticed before, but his hair was thinning and going grey in places. Not only that, but his forehead had permanent lines. 
 
   “You haven’t been my little girl for a long time, Rose.”
 
   I felt my heartstrings tug a little, but I kept my face impassive. “I haven’t?”
 
   “No. Not since the attack. You changed after that day. You became … independent. Strong. Like a war veteran. It’s in your eyes, you know. They’re eyes that have seen far too much for someone your age. You look so young, Rose,” My father paused before he reached out a hand and tapped his index finger lightly on my forehead. “But you are much older, in here.” 
 
   To be honest, I felt ancient. Perhaps that was just my aching bones, fractured heart and guilty conscience,
 
    “Now, get out of here. You’re going to miss your flight.” 
 
   “Right. Okay. Thanks, Dad.” I reached up and gave him a kiss on the cheek before grabbing the handle of my bag and heading towards the terminal. 
 
   Hopefully my new, less complicated life was just a short flight away. 
 
   ~
 
    
 
   I was taking a huge risk. There was no telling what kind of closed-gate community I was walking in to. They might be mad, or savages. Worse yet, it might not even exist. And even if it did exist, who is to say they would welcome me into their community with open arms? I was a stranger; a lone wolf trespassing on a packs territory. What did wolves do in nature when taking in new members to their pack? I shuddered. I’d done my research on the traditional wolf when I was younger and knew that lone wolves were usually killed or run off by the pack in the wild. 
 
   But they aren’t wolves, I reminded myself. They are human beings who happen to have the same condition as me. There is no reason they wouldn’t behave in a civilized manner. 
 
   As I exited the terminal in Anchorage, I scoured the bay.
 
   ‘GOLDMAN’ read the sign in a chauffer’s hand. He held it high above the heads of others. He was a tall man in his forties and did not wear a suit like they did in the movies. Instead, he wore a snow-jacket and big, puffy pants. Even inside the airport it was cold. 
 
   “Hello,” I said in a rather pathetic voice as I approached the driver. “I’m Rose Goldman.”
 
   “Miss Goldman, welcome to Anchorage Airport, Alaska. My name is Martin. Let me take your suitcase for you.”
 
   “Oh, sure. Thanks.”
 
   The driver took my suitcase and I followed in his wake. Once outside I realized how cold it actually was. I quickly pulled a jacket from my backpack and put it on. 
 
   “Bit colder than you’re used to down south, eh?”
 
   “Just a bit,” I said, shoving my hands in my pockets. 
 
   When we arrived at the driver’s car it wasn’t what I had expected. The car was small, with peeling yellow paint and rusty hinges. Regardless, I was thankful for helping getting this far. Car-chases and stowing away on a ship was not the ideal way to travel.
 
   Martin the driver opened the back door of the car for me and I slid into the seat, stuffing my backpack next to me. Who was I to judge this man based on his car, anyway? I’d thieved that poor farmer’s truck and killed a man, after all. 
 
   Martin slid into the driver’s seat and looked at me in the rear-view mirror. “You all right back there?”
 
   “Yes, fine thank you.” The car had a strange smell, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was.
 
   “Your Pa said you were going to Silver Moon, right?”
 
   “Erm, right.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how long the drive ahead would be. I was not familiar with Alaska’s geography, but I prepared myself for a good, long drive ahead, lasting at least a few hours. 
 
   Barely thirty minutes had passed before Martin turned into a deserted street that wound through narrow alleys. The buildings became increasingly shabby with each passing minute until no active businesses could be seen. All of the shops, hotels and houses we passed were clearly empty, their windows shattered, doors hanging off hinges and rats congregating in the loading docks of abandoned restaurants. It wasn’t until the car pulled into the rear parking of a desolate hotel that I began to doubt my chauffer. 
 
   Without a word, Martin exited the car and walked to the trunk. He removed my suitcase from the car and placed it on the cracked concrete. I quickly wound the window down. 
 
   “Um. Where are we?” I asked in a small voice. Panic prickled at my skin and I wondered if I was about to be robbed. 
 
   Martin smiled and appeared not to have heard me. He opened my door and stood back to allow me to exit. 
 
   I remained seated, trying to decide what to do. The hotel at which we had parked looked as though it had been abandoned long ago and no movement could be seen behind the grimy windows. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I demanded, sounding braver than I felt. “Where have you taken me?”
 
   Martin smiled slowly. “Exactly where you need to be.” 
 
   I got out of the car slowly, staring up at the hotel with apprehension on my face. Did he know something I didn’t?
 
   I looked to Martin for some kind of clue, but he merely nodded towards the hotel. His knowing smile made me wonder if he was a chauffeur at all.
 
   Grabbing my suitcase by the handle I began to drag it towards the hotel. The reception door creaked as I pulled on the handle and peered in. 
 
   The inside decor was dated, with seventies wall-paper and brown carpet that was torn up in places. The reception desk was covered in dust and was unattended. Garbage and rats littered the floor and the smell was almost unbearable. Many people had obviously been squatting here for a long time.
 
   On the verge of turning around and walking back outside, I heard floorboards creak within the hotel. 
 
   “Hello?” I called, my senses becoming hyper-aware. I knew someone was watching me. I could feel it. 
 
   Looking back the way I came I saw the yellow car was no longer parked outside. Martin had left.
 
   “Son of a-” I muttered under my breath.
 
   I walked further into the reception of the hotel, approaching the desk. There was a bell on the counter, covered in a thick layer of dust. Feeling bold, I pressed it and the dinging sound echoed loudly through the room. 
 
   More floorboards creaked and I looked around for the source of the noise, jumping when a pair of large, blue eyes peered at me from behind the counter. 
 
   A child, no older than four or five, was staring at me from behind a mop of curly black hair. 
 
   “Hello there,” I said. “Um … is your Mommy or Daddy around?”
 
   The child nodded and scarpered from the room, leaving me feeling nervous. 
 
   Several minutes passed with no noise or signs of life. I was just about to pull out my cell phone and call my father when a small, wispy woman entered the room, with mountains of curly, black hair. She looked to be in her early forties.
 
   “Hello,” she said in a soft voice. “I thought you would be here soon. You must be Rose.” 
 
   My voice caught in my throat. Something was wrong. I was not meant to be here. 
 
   The wild-looking woman watched me with dark, heavy-lidded eyes. “You must be tired after your flight. I am sorry to tell you that we really have no time for rest. We must depart soon if we wish to arrive before sundown.” 
 
   The blank look on my face must have given away my confusion.
 
    “You do know where you are, don’t you?” the woman asked with a crooked smile.
 
   I finally managed to find my voice. “Uh, honestly … I have no idea anymore. Who-who are you?”
 
   “How rude of me. My name is Anna.” 
 
   The curly haired child emerged from an adjacent room and clung to Anna’s legs. 
 
   “Anna, right, would you mind explaining-” At that moment my phone began to ring in my back-pocket. I fished out the brick-phone and recognized the number as my father’s. “Sorry, excuse me a moment. Hello? Dad?”
 
   “Hey, Rose. Did you get off the plane okay?” My father’s voice sounded strained.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” I glanced over my shoulder. Anna was watching me intently.
 
   “Look, I just got a call from the shuttle company and they’ve told me that your driver is going to be late. The chauffer originally rostered to pick you up never arrived at work this morning so they’re sending someone else to get you right now. You might have to wait twenty minutes or so, they told me-”
 
   “No, Dad. There was someone there to pick me up-”
 
   “They just called me two minutes ago. No one is there.”
 
   “There was a man holding a sign with my name on it and everythin..”
 
   “There can’t have been.”
 
   “But there was. And they knew my name – and where I was going.”
 
   “It wasn’t the company I arranged to pick you up, Rose.”
 
   I turned on the spot to look at Anna, who was smiling dolefully at her son as he peeled the wallpaper from the walls.
 
   “Who the hell did I get into a car with?” I breathed into the cell phone.
 
   “Rose, where are you?” 
 
   “I’m at some shitty hotel-.” I heard a click and the line went quiet. “Dad?” 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Reception is quite awful in this building,” said Anna, who had appeared next to me. She smiled, showing crooked, yellow teeth. 
 
   “Where am I? And who the hell brought me here?”
 
   “You are in the right place, Wolfling.”
 
   I tensed. “What did you call me?”
 
   “Wolfling. That’s what you are. An adolescent werewolf.”
 
   “I’m of age,” I retorted. 
 
   “You are of age, yes. But your wolf is not.” 
 
   Anna spoke of the monster as though it was another entity entirely. 
 
   “How long ago were you turned?” She asked, circling me. She sniffed me. “Seven, eight years ago?”
 
   “Nine years,” I said stiffly, moving away from her. “How could you tell? You’re – you’re like me?” I inhaled deeply and recognized a faint scent, but it was different to Tom’s smell. It somehow reminded me of home, a long time ago.
 
   She shook her head slowly and from behind her long, black skirt, the small child peered at me. 
 
   “This is George,” said Anna. “My son. He is the Wolfling you can smell.”
 
   The small black haired boy stepped out from behind his mother’s legs and gave me a sheepish smile. I instantly associated the boy’s scent with newborn pups. When I was a child my family had a dog that birthed a litter of four mutts. The newborn smell had been very distinctive and lingered until they were 8 weeks old. But this familiar smell was not what alarmed me.
 
    “Your son was turned?” I felt my stomach churn. 
 
   Anna shook her head. “No, of course not. George is a natural Wolfling – not created like you.”
 
   “Natural?”
 
   “He was born this way. It’s genetic.”
 
   “So, his father is a werewolf?”
 
    “Was a werewolf, yes. He died shortly after George’s birth. He challenged the Alpha and lost.” 
 
   I gaped at her. Were these werewolves as bloodthirsty as their wolf cousins? Did they really kill anyone who challenged authority?
 
   “So you knew? You knew he was a werewolf before you fell pregnant?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I wanted to ask why Anna would even consider reproducing with a werewolf if it meant passing on this curse. She’d inflicted this horrid condition on to her child – willingly. 
 
   Anna gave a soft chuckle. “You seem confused, darling. Why don’t you come in to the dining room and I’ll explain everything to you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Anna sat me down in the dining room and brought me a strong cup of coffee. 
 
   “It must be awfully confusing, I know,” she said, taking a seat opposite me. “But you must understand that we have ways of finding … others like us.”
 
   “How did you know I would be here? That driver, Martin – he is a werewolf too?” 
 
   “No, Martin is not like us. He was born to a human mother and a werewolf father, but the genetic mutation did not pass on to him. So, he knows about their world but cannot join it. Therefore he works for them – finding others.”
 
   “And how did he find me? He turned up at the airport with my name on a sign-”
 
   Anna smiled, her blue eyes twinkling. “The code word, Silver Moon. There is no such place, of course. When your father arranged the car to pick you up from the airport, he told them you were going to Silver Moon. Well, the only people who ask to be taken there are … like them. Martin intercepted the original driver to determine whether you were in fact a werewolf and, well, here you are.” Anna looked at the untouched mug of coffee in my hands. “Drink up.”
 
    “So … is this it?” I asked, bringing the mug to my lips. “Is this the headquarters or something?”
 
   “Oh no. This hotel is merely a decoy. Sometimes regular people come looking for us … believers, you know? Most people think werewolves are nothing but fairy-tale – but there are some out there who hunt us. They usually wind up here and we’re able to turn them away. You can always sense another werewolf.”
 
   “I’m still learning,” I said, smacking my lips. The coffee tasted strange.
 
   “I knew what you were the moment you walked in. I could smell it.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. “So if this hotel is the decoy … where is the real pack?”
 
   Anna smiled wistfully. “That is a secret. They can’t let anyone walk into the pack.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I wanted to be part of this pack any more. Anna and her son were strangely unnerving, as though there was something not-quite-right about them.
 
   “It’s my job to meet with potential pack members. And you, Rose Goldman, have been a lone wolf for a very long time.”
 
   “I didn’t know there were many others.”
 
   “I’ve seen your picture on the news. I’ve heard your story.”
 
   I felt my cheeks burn pink and the question I’d wanted to ask since I’d walked in spilled from my mouth. “Has Tom been here? Thomas Stone? Have you seen him?”
 
   Anna’s heavy lidded eyes locked with mine. “I can’t tell you, I’m sorry.” 
 
   Disappointment stung my chest and I immediately began to feel drowsy. I looked down at the coffee that Anna had given me and realization dawned upon me. 
 
   “What have you put in this?” I asked. 
 
   She smiled politely. “Well, they can’t have you knowing the location of the pack. I do apologize, but I must transport you there without revealing the exact location.”
 
   “You’re shitting me, right?” I said, pushing the coffee away and standing. “I didn’t even say I wanted to be taken to the pack!” 
 
   “It’s what must be done,” said Anna who had remained sitting. 
 
   Kicking my chair to the side I staggered backwards. My head began to spin and I knew I had to get out of that hotel before I was transported somewhere against my will. 
 
   “I didn’t even – I didn’t ask you to take me there,” I said, my words beginning to slur together.
 
   The black-haired child appeared, grinning, showing two rows of pointed teeth. 
 
   “What the hell-” I managed to mutter before collapsing face-first against the dirt encrusted carpet.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure how long I was out. All I knew was I was moving. The engine of a car vibrated around me and I heard talking. 
 
   Opening my eyes made no difference to visibility. Someone had placed a hood over my head. I tried to move my hands, but they were tied together. 
 
   I began to struggle, which was noticed immediately by my travelling companions. 
 
   “Oh, look who’s up,” came Anna’s voice from the front seat. 
 
   “Where am I?” I muttered, breathing heavily into the foul smelling sack. “Take this thing off my head and untie me!”
 
   “George, untie her, will you? We’re almost there,” said Anna. I felt the child’s tiny hands fumbling with the restraints. Once free I pulled the hood off my head.
 
   “Almost where?” I demanded.  I took my seatbelt off and leaned forwards, my head spinning. 
 
   “Your new home,” she replied. “I’m sure you’ll love it there. We’ve been driving for almost four hours.”
 
   “You kidnapped me,” I said, anger beginning to bubble.
 
   “Oh, no – not kidnapped per say.” 
 
   “Well what do you call it when you drug someone and relocate them against their will? I’m not some stray dog you can catch and rehome.”
 
   “Isn’t this why you were searching for Silver Moon? To find other’s like you? Don’t worry. You’ll be glad I did it soon enough.”
 
   I looked around for my suitcase and backpack. “Where are my things?” I instantly rummaged around in my pockets for my cell phone. It wasn’t there.
 
   “Your things are in the trunk,” said Anna.  
 
   “Where’s my phone?” I demanded. 
 
   “Oh, that? That’s right here,” she said, holding up my cell. I lunged forwards to grab it, but George – who was sitting in the front passenger seat – sank his pointed teeth into my forearm. 
 
   “Argh! Little shit!” I pulled my arm away to inspect the damage. Tiny puncture marks lined my arm. 
 
   “Please don’t use that kind of language in front of my son,” said Anna, putting the phone into the console.
 
   “He just bit me!” I gasped, holding my arm as blood began to seep from the wounds.
 
   “Yes, he does that sometime.” Her tone was nonchalant. “It’s not like you can get infected again.”
 
   “Fucking hell-”
 
   “What did I just say? Please do not swear in front of my son.”
 
   I fell into silence and looked out of the window. I had no idea where I was. Forestry whizzed past the window with nothing indistinguishable in sight. I didn’t even know if I was still in Alaska. 
 
   “And what if I want to leave once we get there?” I asked, rubbing my arm. 
 
   “I’ll take you home. Blindfolded, of course.” 
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Of course. I told you it wasn’t kidnapping. We just can’t have a stranger know the whereabouts of the pack. They have a lot of enemies, you know?” 
 
   I felt uneasy. Part of me was curious and wanted to see this wolf-pack for myself. I’d never been around other werewolves before – apart from Tom. 
 
   My chest stung. I tried not to think about him. 
 
    “You make it sound like some kind of secret organisation … or cult.” I watched her closely to see what kind of reaction that statement would get. 
 
   Anna smiled. “They are a community.” 
 
   “And you don’t live in this community with your son?” I asked. 
 
   Anna’s posture stiffened. “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I am not permitted to live with the pack.”
 
   “Why?” I pressed. 
 
   “Because I am not one of them,” she said, slight bitterness in her voice. 
 
   Something told me that this was a touchy subject to be breaching with someone I didn’t know; who had kidnapped me no less.  Of course, I wasn’t exactly known for making the cleverest of decisions. 
 
   “Do you want to be a werewolf?”
 
   It took Anna several seconds to answer. “They won’t allow it.”
 
   “Who won’t? The community? But your son- can’t you just get him to bite you or something?”
 
   “Natural Werewolves cannot infect others. Anyway, it’s too dangerous for a human to live there and they refuse to turn me. However, since we know too much about the community we are used as gatekeepers.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they turn you?”
 
   Anna looked at me seriously. “Do you remember what it was like when you were turned?” 
 
   Of course I remembered. I couldn’t forget. It was the single most terrifying night of my life. Well … waking up to find a decapitated foot was rather scarring, too. 
 
   “The wolf is a primal creature and aims for the jugular, killing within seconds. Most victims of a werewolf attack die instantly. The werewolf cannot control its actions. They run on animal-instinct and blood-lust. Victims lucky enough to escape usually die within twelve hours from blood loss or other injuries. But surviving the attack isn’t enough; you need to live through the first transformation, too. The first full moon kills most new Wolflings. The conversion rate from human to werewolf is less than two percent.”
 
   “Two percent?” I repeated aghast. I’d always known I’d been lucky to survive the attack, but I hadn’t realized how lucky.
 
   Anna nodded. “So you see why they refused to turn me.”
 
   “But it’s what you wanted?”
 
   “I wanted to be the same as my husband and child.”
 
   It seemed Anna was growing tiresome of the conversation. She turned the radio up and ignored me for the remainder of the drive. However, forty-five minutes later we turned onto a winding dirt road that slowly rose uphill.
 
   Soon the road wound its way through dense forest until I couldn’t see between the trees. It was dark now and the car’s feeble headlights barely illuminated twenty feet ahead. 
 
    “You’re sure you know the way?” I asked as the dirt road twisted through the forest. I wasn’t sure which way was north or if any other roads forked from our route.
 
   “Positive. I’ve made this journey countless times.”
 
   “How much farther is it?” I asked after another fifteen minutes of driving.
 
   “Only forty-five minutes left. The entrance must be hidden. We can’t have anyone wandering into the community. It’s a privately owned nature reserve, after all. Not even helicopters are allowed to fly overhead. That doesn’t mean that break-ins are unheard of. They’ve had their share of trespassers.” 
 
   “And what happened to them?” I asked.
 
   “Most were lucky it wasn’t a full moon.” Anna glanced back at me and gave a sly smile. A chill ran through my spine. 
 
   “And how big is this nature reserve?” I asked, forming quotation marks in the air with my fingers.
 
   “A few hundred acres,” said Anna. 
 
   “And who owns this land?”
 
   Anna gave a slight shrug. “You ask a lot of questions,” she said disapprovingly. 
 
   “It just doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Living hours away from civilisation is-”
 
   “-is the safest way.” Anna finished my sentence.
 
   She was right, I supposed. Farther was indeed safer. Hell, even locking myself in a bomb-shelter hadn’t worked. Maybe a life amongst the chilly wilderness was what lay ahead for me.
 
   Finally, after some time driving I could see a bright light in the distance. It grew stronger and stronger with each passing second, until I saw that it was two huge floodlights atop a great stone wall topped with barbed wire. There was an iron gate flagged by two guards in military gear, carrying rifles. 
 
   “Holy shit-” Fear paralysed me. This wasn’t a werewolf community, I realized. These men were United States military. “Anna, No!”
 
    Anna slowed the car to a crawl and before we’d come to a complete halt the two military men were opening the car’s rear doors.
 
   “What is this?” I demanded, clutching the passenger seat as tightly as I could. “Anna?”
 
   She didn’t answer me. Instead she stared ahead, her expression blank. 
 
   “Get out of the car,” the guard ordered. “Now.”
 
   “No! Anna! Back the car up. Please!” 
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “Anna!” I cried, grabbing the driver’s seat and shaking it. 
 
   I was grabbed around the arm by one of the men and I had no choice but to obey. Everything was happening so fast. I wanted to move, but my muscles had decided to quit on me. 
 
   I was pulled from the car against my will. They stood me on my feet and began marching me towards the gates. I looked back at Anna who remained in the car. She didn’t look me in the eye as I was carried away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   There was a dull ringing in my ears as I was taken through the gates and loaded into a military Jeep, seated beside the two guards whilst a third drove. I watched as Anna’s car slowly faded from sight as I was driven away. Shock paralysed me as I came to terms with the events that had just taken place. How could I have been so foolish? The community of werewolves had been a farce; a lie to lure unsuspecting werewolves into a trap. And I’d fallen for it. How ridiculous the whole idea seemed now. 
 
   A horrible, dizzying possibility dawned upon me. My mother knew about this. 
 
   “Wh-where are you taking me?” I asked in a small voice, looking from one guard to the other. They ignored me, which wasn’t surprising.  My body felt numb as they drove along the dirt track which had seemingly been carved through the forest by numerous Jeeps over many years. Floodlights illuminated the way, positioned every ten yards.
 
   “Please … can I borrow a phone? Can I call someone?” I asked desperately. Still, I was ignored. 
 
   The ride in the camouflaged Jeep lasted only fifteen minutes until another twelve-foot-high gate came into view, guarded by another pair of armed men. 
 
   I was being taken to a prison; I could feel it.
 
   My panic flared and I made an attempt to jump from the jeep. A struggle between me and the two guards ensued but I was quickly held in my place by their strong arms.  One of the guards brought his radio to his mouth and said quickly. “This is Victor, bringing in the girl; we’re having a little trouble. Send out Doctor Kent to meet us please. Over.”
 
   We passed through the second set of gates and an angular building, several stories high loomed ahead. It stood atop a gentle hill, its many roofs slanted at different angles, the walls made entirely of reflective glass so nothing on the inside could be seen. The building looked clean, modern and sterile. It simply didn’t belong here amongst the Alaskan wilderness. The surrounding grounds, which were brightly lit by search lights atop high observation towers, featured picnic benches, a playground, a pond and gazebo. There was even a running track circling the premises. 
 
   The fields were deserted at the moment, with the exception of a few military men who patrolled the grounds, each one holding a large rifle.
 
   The Jeep came to a halt out the front of the facility and my guards hopped out, dragging me with them. Their fingers dug painfully into my arms and I cried out and struggled against them.
 
   “Get off! Get off! You’re – ow! You’re hurting me!”
 
   I looked up at the front of the building. It was an intimidating sight; the high glass windows would reflect the surrounding forest during the day, but at night they were as cold and dark as the night sky.
 
   I kicked and yelled – I even tried to bite one of them, but their grip did not yield. 
 
   Suddenly, the automatic doors slid open, bathing us in light and two silhouetted men descended the white steps towards us. 
 
   I tried to wrench myself free with all the strength I could muster – my feet even left the ground – but it was useless. 
 
   The taller of the two produced a needle and I began to shout. It was no use. The needle was jabbed into my arm and the plunger descended. For a second time that day I was drugged into submission.
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   Monday – 14 days to go
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   My brain was groggy when I woke, but I was very aware of what had happened prior to the drugging. Managing to pry my eyes open, I found that I lay in a single bed inside a small white room with no decorations or distinctive features. Morning sunlight streamed in through the open window, which had bars like a jail-cell on it.  There was a full-length mirror, a chest of drawers, a wooden chair and the door, which had a small square window at eye-level. 
 
   I swung my feet off the bed and dashed towards the door, grabbing the handle and twisting. It was locked. Cursing, I peered through the small window but all I could see what a portion of the white corridor beyond.
 
   “Hey!” I said, banging loudly on the door with the palm of my hand. “HEY! Let me out!” 
 
   I banged on the door for a solid five minutes before I was paid any attention.
 
   A man with thinning auburn hair stood on the other side of the door. He produced a swipe-card and unlocked the door which swung inwards. I took a few steps back, adrenalin coursing through my body. 
 
   “Who are you?” I demanded - my posture defensive.
 
   “Welcome, Miss Goldman. I am Professor Colt.”
 
   “Colt,” I repeated. The name sounded familiar. “You drugged me, you son of a bitch.” 
 
   “I’m afraid that was my colleague, Doctor Kent. I do apologize for the manner in which you arrived. I know our military personnel can be quite frightening. I can assure you that I did not authorize it.” 
 
   I stared at him, my mouth moving soundlessly. I was confused. Was I in a hostile situation, or a friendly one? 
 
    “Where – Where am I?” I managed to stutter. This man did not have the scent of the werewolf upon him, so I was certain he was not like me.
 
   “This is the Silver Moon Facility,” he said.
 
    “Am I – am I in trouble?”
 
   Professor Colt smiled kindly. “No, child. You are not in trouble, nor are you in any danger."
 
   “I don’t – I didn’t – What is this place?” I found it hard to form coherent sentences. “Is it some kind of prison, or hospital?”
 
   “We do a number of things here,” said Colt, “but first and foremost we take care of people like you.”
 
   “Werewolves?” I asked, disbelief in my tone. 
 
   “We don’t call them werewolves here,” Colt said, “We prefer to refer to the condition as Lycanthropy. Sounds less … aggressive.” 
 
   I silently agreed with Colt.
 
   “It’s not … it’s not a prison, is it?”
 
   Colt’s mouth twitched. “I am sorry if our military personnel gave you a fright, Miss Goldman. Our patients are free to leave their rooms whenever they like. They can go almost anywhere in the facility. We have many amenities to keep you happy and comfortable here, even an indoor pool.”
 
   He hadn’t entirely answered my question. The patients may be allowed to go wherever they wanted within the facility, but were they allowed to leave the grounds whenever they pleased? 
 
   “And what if I tried to walk right through those front gates? I bet you’d tackle me to the ground faster than I could blink.” 
 
   Colt gave me a knowing smile. “I’d ask you to give us a chance, Miss Goldman. A week, at least. You never know, you might like it here.”
 
   “You’re a liar,” I hissed. “You can’t fool me.”
 
   “No one is trying to fool you, Rose.” 
 
   “I came here thinking it was a community for people like me; a sanctuary, where I could live and be free.  Before I know it I’m being drugged and carted across the country against my will and dragged into this – this prison,” I spat.
 
   “But I thought you wanted to be here, Miss Goldman? Isn’t that why you sought us out? To be with your own kind? To be with your lover?”
 
   I froze, staring at Colt. I saw no hint of a lie in his eyes.
 
   “Tom?” I breathed.
 
   Colt nodded slowly. “Yes, Rose. Your mate submitted himself to us not two weeks ago.”
 
   “He-he’s here? Right now?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   My heart thundered. He’d left me, after all. But I needed answers. I needed closure.
 
   “You’ve got to take me to him,” I demanded.
 
   “We cannot let our subjects interact with one another without the appropriate medical attention. We cannot let you see him until you have undergone rigorous testing for sickness or disease.”
 
   I looked at him incredulously. “I’m not some dog. You don’t own me.”’
 
   “It’s for our patients safety, Rose,” said Colt. “In the past we’ve had patients infected with rabies, fleas, ticks and various infectious skin conditions.”
 
   “And all of your patients suffer from … lycanthropy?” 
 
   Professor Colt nodded. “Yes. We currently have thirty-eight Lycanthropy residents here at the Silver Moon facility.”
 
   “And they’re all here by choice?”
 
   “Each and every one voluntarily came here,” said Colt, his mouth twitching again. Was it a nervous twitch when he lied? “It’s the most we’ve had since we were established over one hundred years ago.” 
 
   I had a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
   “Come, Miss Goldman. I’d love to give you a tour of our facility. There is a change of clothes in the drawer for you. I’ll wait outside.” 
 
   Professor Colt left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
 
   I walked over to the chest of drawers, opening the first one. In the top draw was several crisp white pairs of underwear, bras and socks. I pulled one of each out. The next drawer was filled with white t-shirts. The one below that contained only white trousers. Guessing what the final drawer contained and finding myself correct, I pulled out a pair of white sneakers.
 
   Once I was dressed I felt rather ridiculous in my all-white ensemble. Never the less, I left my dirty clothes in the white hamper, vaguely wondering how they’d known what my bra size was. 
 
   I exited the room to find Professor Colt conversing with a young woman in a long, white lab coat. At the sight of me he dismissed her and she hurried away. I approached him cautiously. “Who was that?”
 
   “One of our highly trained medical staff,” said Professor Colt with a kind smile. “Let me show you around, Miss Goldman.”
 
   I allowed myself to be steered down a long white hallway, passing many rooms with closed doors. Professor Colt’s shoes clicked across the marble floor and my sneakers squeaked. At the end of the hall was another glass door that required a swipe-pass to enter. Professor Colt pulled his ID card from his breast pocket and held it up to the scanner, which allowed it to open. 
 
   On the other side of the glass door things were very different. Numerous doors led to high-tech looking laboratories with enormous machines. Men and women in lab coats bustled about, talking in fast voices. 
 
   “              Are they trying to make a cure?” I asked, craning my neck to look into as many of the rooms as I could. So far I hadn’t seen anyone that didn’t look like an employee. 
 
   “Uh, almost,” said Professor Colt, 
 
   “Professor!” A woman with long red hair came running up to Colt. “Professor, we’ve had an outburst in lab seventeen as a result of the newest treatment-”
 
    “For goodness sake, Amy, I told you to wait until I was there,” said Colt. He pulled the red-head to the side and muttered in her ear. She nodded and scampered off.
 
    “What was that about?” I demanded. 
 
   “Oh nothing, just some spilled beakers,” Professor Colt waved it aside. “May I show you our amenities? Over here we have a full Olympic sized swimming pool.” 
 
   Professor Colt showed me through some large double doors to a huge, but completely empty, swimming pool. The water was perfectly still, like a sheet of glass. 
 
   “Does no one use it?” I asked. 
 
   Colt chuckled. “It’s very busy in the early mornings when we have our exercise drills.” 
 
   I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
   Moving on, Professor Colt showed me the canteen, the games-room, library and gym. One thing was peculiar, however. I hadn’t seen a single ‘patient’.
 
   “Where are all the werewolves?” I asked as I was shown one of the laboratories. It was exceptionally uninteresting. A few men and women stood around computers and magnifying glasses, muttering to each other.
 
   Professor Colt gave a nervous cough. “The grounds are very large, Rose. This facility spans over one hundred acres of land. You’ve seen only a fraction of our facility here. There are countless rooms beyond these walls and our patients are free to roam as they like. However, as you have not yet undergone our mandatory health procedures we cannot let you see any of our patients.”
 
   There was something about the way that he spoke I didn’t trust; something not quite right.  
 
   “Come, Rose. Why don’t we step into my office to discuss your choices?” Colt smiled kindly and I nodded, following him to a handsome office. He offered me a seat, a glass of water and some crackers, which I devoured. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. 
 
   Colt took off his spectacles and smiled at me from behind his desk. 
 
   “Now, there are many things to consider when choosing somewhere to live, Miss Goldman. You must think of the Silver Moon Facility as a home, where you will learn, make friends, work and enjoy various recreational activities. We can offer you the best free medical attention you could hope for. Any illness, any injury and we will take care of it, no questions asked. There is around the clock psychiatric help to assist our patients with any emotional challenges they may face as a result of their condition. You’ve already seem some of our facilities, but that’s only the start of what we offer here.”
 
   “It sounds like some kind of retirement home,” I said, leaning back in the chair and watching Colt carefully for his nervous twitch.
 
   Colt chuckled. “We do not spoon feed our patients baby-food, Miss Goldman. This is a safe-house for people like you; a safe environment for all those afflicted with Lycanthropy; a place where you can transform safely without fear of injuring others.”
 
   “And you offer all of this … for free … to people with Lycanthropy?”
 
   Professor Colt nodded. “All we ask is one small favor in return; your full co-operation to help us try and cure this affliction. And if not cure it, then control it. Isn’t that what you’d like; to remain yourself during the full moon?”
 
   I did not respond immediately. Of course it’s what I wanted. It’s what anyone would want. 
 
   “What do you mean by full co-operation?” I asked. 
 
   Colt took a deep breath. “As you saw we are running several laboratories at the moment. All we’d need from you is the occasional blood sample before the full moon. Nothing drastic.” 
 
   I nodded slowly, licking my lips. What were my choices? On the one hand I could live a life of solitude; hiding from the law and dreading each full moon for the rest of my existence. On the other hand I could call this facility home and I’d have everything I needed within reach. No running, no hiding and no judgement. I’d be with others of my own kind. 
 
   “Where do I sign?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    “Once you’ve read over these documents and signed the ones marked in red then you will have full access to the facility,” said Colt. “You will be able to see your lover and live worry-free. Please, take your time in reading it and let me know if you have any questions.”
 
   “There’s almost fifty pages here,” I said, flipping through the document labelled ‘Consent of Treatment’.
 
   “It is extensive, yes, but that is to ensure we do what is best for both parties.”
 
   “Confidentiality and privacy, liability, obligations, blah blah blah,” I flipped through the pages. It all seemed awfully boring, but I knew I’d have to read every single sentence thoroughly. 
 
    “Take your time,” Colt encouraged. 
 
   I did as he said; I knew it would be in my best interest. 
 
   “What’s this part?” I said, pointing to a paragraph. “If a physician examines the patient and finds that the patient meets at least one of the three criteria the physician may revoke the voluntary admission to the facility and treat the patient as forcibly admitted, otherwise known as a formal patient. One, suffering from a mental disorder.  Two, likely to cause harm to self or others or to suffer substantial mental or physical deterioration or serious physical impairment. Three, unsuitable for admission to a facility other than as a formal patient. What does that mean?”
 
   Professor Colt smiled politely. “It’s not as serious as it sounds. By definition you are a voluntary patient, meaning you are submitting yourself to our facility willingly. You are also able to leave at any stage. However, if at any time one of our physicians deems you to be mentally ill and possibly a risk to yourself or others, we must re-evaluate your status and process you as a formal patient, meaning that you would not be able to leave the facility.”
 
   “Ever?” I asked with raised eyebrows.
 
   “Until you are … better.” He smiled. “But unless you plan on harming yourself, my staff, or other patients, I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
 
   “Right,” I frowned and continued reading. The document made sense to me – more or less – and there was nothing that caused concern. It stated that I could leave at any time, had full access to the facilities and did not have to take any medication if I chose not to. However, only one more paragraph concerned me; the definition of a ‘formal’ or ‘involuntary’ patient.
 
   “It says here that you can force me to have medicine if I am submitted forcibly. And … medical tests, too.”
 
   “Are you being submitted forcibly?” Colt asked, clasping his hands together. 
 
   “No, but-”
 
   “Then it is irrelevant.” 
 
   “Oh.”
 
   There were ten different pages I had to sign, which I did, perfectly confident that this was the right decision. I had killed someone after all. If anywhere was safe to transform, it was here.
 
   Once all the documents had been signed by both Professor Colt and I, he led me to a laboratory where I would undergo a physical examination. He left me there with a female doctor with dark skin and almond eyes called Doctor Phillips.
 
   “Um. What does this physical examination involve?” I asked as I was handed a white gown. 
 
   “We will test for infection, including sexually transmitted diseases,” she told me, snapping on a pair of white gloves. “Then I’ll take a blood sample, some saliva and some urine.” 
 
   “Um, right.” 
 
   “Sit over here please, Miss Goldman. Have you ever had a pap-smear before?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you sexually active?”
 
   “Well … not right now I’m not.” Her questions made me uncomfortable, but I knew they were required.
 
   “But you have been in the past?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “All right. Please put your legs into the stirrups.” 
 
   My face flushed scarlet. “Is this – is this really necessary?” 
 
   “We cannot admit any patients that do not comply with our strict medical guidelines, Miss Goldman. Please put your legs into the stirrups.”
 
   I did as she asked, feeling embarrassed.
 
   For the next hour I was prodded, poked, swabbed and made to pee into a jar.
 
   Once Doctor Phillips had performed all of her tests she sent my samples to the laboratory to be tested. 
 
   “Is that everything?” I asked, rubbing my arm where the latest needle had been jabbed. 
 
   “From me, yes,” she said, writing some notes down. “Next you’ll be interviewed by our psychiatrist to determine your mental health.”
 
   I sighed and nodded. 
 
   The psychiatrist, Doctor Kent, was a short, plump man with many rolls under his neck. He wheezed as he fumbled about his office looking for pens and paper. Once the session finally started he sat opposite me, breathing heavily. It was very distracting.
 
   “Welcome, Miss Goldman,” he said, dabbing at the sweat on his forehead. “I trust Professor Colt ran you through the consent forms?” 
 
   I nodded. “He did.”
 
   “So you understand what it is we do here?”
 
   “More or less.” 
 
   “Great. Shall we begin? I’ll just ask you a few simple questions to start off with.”
 
   “Sure.” I hoped he wouldn’t probe into my highly unsuccessful affair with Tom, but somehow I doubted that topic would be avoided.
 
   Doctor Kent pulled a notebook out and flipped the pages until he came to a blank page. 
 
   “All right Rose … is it all right if I call you Rose?”
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   “You are eighteen, is that correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you complete high school?”
 
   “Uh … No. I didn’t. I couldn’t.”
 
   “Couldn’t?”
 
   “It was complicated.”
 
   “Very well.” He scribbled into his notebook. “Are you employed?”
 
   “I was, as a barista. Just part time. Not anymore though, obviously.”
 
   Doctor Kent scribbled in his notebook some more. “You lived with your parents?” 
 
   “Until recently,” I said. “My parents couldn’t deal with what I am so – so here I am.” It was a half-truth. 
 
   “And what is your relationship with your parents like?” Despite the fact that Doctor Kent looked like a fat, fumbling imbecile, he knew just the right questions to ask.
 
   “Strained,” I said honestly. “They blame me for their marriage failing.”
 
   “Because of your illness?”
 
   I noted that Doctor Kent referred to my condition as an illness. I’d always considered it an affliction, but Tom had scolded me, saying I should embrace it. 
 
   “Yes. Ever since the attack.” 
 
   “How old were you when you were attacked?”
 
   “I was nine.”
 
   “An awfully traumatic thing for a nine year old to go through,” Doctor Kent said. “How did that make you feel?”
 
   I stared at him incredulously. “How did it make me feel? Well … angry, obviously. It ruined my life.”
 
   Doctor Kent scrawled in his notebook. “And it ruined your parent’s marriage?”
 
   “Apparently,” I said stiffly.
 
   “Are you an only child, Rose?”
 
   “As far as I know.” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, my parent’s screwed around a lot after the attack,” I waved it aside. “Never mind. I was joking.”
 
   He scribbled in his notebook again. 
 
   “What are you writing?” I asked. 
 
   “My observations,” he said, looking back at me. “Can you tell me about your earliest childhood memory?” 
 
   I frowned. “Well … everything before the attack is a bit of a blur … like it happened to someone else. I can’t be sure if I’m remembering my own childhood … or something I saw on T.V.”
 
   “Do you often have trouble distinguishing between fantasy and reality?”
 
   “No, that’s not what I mean,” I said. “I mean … I was a different person before the attack. A happy, normal child.”
 
   “And now you are not happy?” Kent asked. 
 
   “I’m … I’m nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Nothing. Neutral. Void.” I shrugged. “Not depressed. Just … nothing.”
 
   Doctor Kent pursed his lips and scribbled some more. Perhaps honesty wasn’t by greatest asset at this particular moment. I’d felt an overwhelming sense of emptiness since Tom had left me.
 
   “Does that frighten you?” Doctor Kent asked. “Feeling nothing?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you afraid of anything else?” he asked. 
 
   I considered his question for a moment, leaning back in my chair and looking out of the window. The grounds were deserted. “Yes,” I said. “The full moon.”
 
   “How does it make you feel … losing control on the full moon?”
 
   “Powerless,” I said, frowning slightly. “Dangerous.”
 
   “Because you might harm someone?” 
 
   I wasn’t about to tell the psychiatrist that I’d accidentally killed someone during my last transformation. “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you afraid to form relationships, romantic or otherwise, because of your illness?” Doctor Kent asked, leaning forwards on his elbows and watching me closely. 
 
   “Not afraid. I just find it difficult. The kids at school could tell I was different. They alienated me … called me names.”
 
   “What names did they call you?”
 
   I did not like talking about myself so much, I decided. “Wet dog,” I admitted. “Mutt, just to name a couple.”
 
   “So you blame your illness for making it difficult to form relationships?” 
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Do you think you push people away to protect them from what you really are?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t think I push people away. I didn’t push Tom away.”
 
   “Thomas Stone, your former teacher and lover, afflicted with the same condition?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Do you think you were drawn to Thomas because he was the same as you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Is he the only other person affected with Lycanthropy you’ve met?”
 
   “He’s the only other werewolf I know, yes.”
 
   Doctor Kent smiled. “We try not to use that word here, Rose. Werewolves are creatures of myth. What we deal with here is science.” 
 
   He sounded like my mother; avoiding the truth.
 
   “You would have spoken to Tom, right?” I asked. “Did he … has he mentioned me at all?” 
 
   “I’m sorry Rose, I cannot talk about my other patients with you. Doctor-patient confidentiality.”
 
   “Right … of course.”
 
   “Tell me, Rose. What occupation would you have liked to pursue had you not been infected with Lycanthropy?”
 
   “Well … I don’t see why I wouldn’t be able to pursue any occupation, regardless of whether I was infected,” I said slowly. “It doesn’t make me any less competent.” 
 
   “So, what do you see yourself doing, then?” 
 
   I rubbed my arm, feeling rather self-conscious. “I – I liked to read a lot. English was my best subject.”
 
   “The subject your lover taught.” It wasn’t a question; he stated a fact.
 
   “Yes, but I was always first in the class before he taught at Halfway High.” 
 
   “And where did you see this interest in literature leading you?”
 
   “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it. I mean … I wouldn’t mind being a proof-reader, editor, or maybe a writer. Perhaps journalism-”
 
   “All occupations which would require you to attend university,” Doctor Kent said simply. I disliked what he implied. 
 
   “So? I could go to university if I wanted.”
 
   “Without a high school diploma?” 
 
   I stared at him in silence, choosing best how to respond without seeming short tempered. 
 
   “William Faulkner didn’t have a high school diploma,” I said. “Neither did Mark Twain. He didn’t even graduate elementary school.”
 
   “Both males,” Doctor Kent said, as though this was a reasonable argument. I was growing to dislike Doctor Kent with each passing minute. 
 
   “My point is you don’t need a formal education to be successful,” I said with a polite smile. 
 
   It was clear Doctor Kent disagreed with me, but he did not comment any further on the topic. “How do you sleep at night?”
 
   “Usually in a bed.”
 
   “No, I mean, do you have trouble sleeping? Do you oversleep? Do you have dreams? Nightmares?” 
 
   “I used to oversleep a lot and I’d rarely dream.”
 
   “But now?” he pressed.
 
   “Now I lie awake for hours at night. I can’t seem to quiet my mind.” 
 
   “Is this a recent development?”
 
   “Fairly. The few weeks or so.”
 
   “Why do you think you are having trouble getting to sleep at night?” Doctor Kent asked.
 
   I frowned. “Probably due to all the shit that’s happened to me … I guess it’s finally catching up. This … disease can take its toll on a person. Sometimes it defines who you are.” 
 
   “Do you ever get animalistic urges when it’s not the full moon?”
 
   “What, do you mean like peeing on trees and stuff?” 
 
   He didn’t laugh at my joke. No one ever did - except Tom. “No, I mean do you ever feel the urge to attack people, or even animals?”
 
   “What? No, of course not.”
 
   “What about during your ovulation cycle? Do you experience periods of heightened sexuality and the undeniable urge to mate?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re joking, right?”
 
   “Not at all. It is quite common for women infected with Lycanthropy to seek out infected males whilst they are ovulating. Sometimes they even procreate with healthy males who are not infected with the disease.”
 
   “Healthy males,” I scoffed. “You can be healthy and still be a werewolf.”
 
   “How many sexual partners have you had, Rose?” 
 
   “That’s a little personal, don’t you think?”
 
   “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. Over the years studying Lycanthropy I have found that infected men and women tend to be more sexually active and have many partners – sometimes even sharing. It’s not uncommon for the Alpha male to try and reproduce with as many female’s as possible. It’s all about passing on the strongest genes.”
 
   “One,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ve had one partner.”
 
   Doctor Kent continued. “What’s worse, infected males can smell an on-heat infected female from miles away.”
 
   “That I already knew.”
 
   “Then you should know that rape cases amongst Lycanthropy sufferers are incredibly high.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s right,” Doctor Kent nodded. “Affected men will go to great lengths to find a fertile female, even taking her by force. Of course they can’t be blamed; the scent of the female is so strong that-”
 
   “Bull. Shit,” I said slowly and clearly.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Doctor Kent blinked politely. 
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘they can’t help it’ bullshit. They know perfectly well what they’re doing and can control themselves if they want to. They’re just using it as an excuse.”
 
   “When a female is on-heat she produces hormones that the male can smell, making it impossible for him to-” Doctor Kent began to explain, but I didn’t want to hear any of it. 
 
   “No, no, no,” I interrupted. “Not impossible. Do you hear yourself? You can’t blame it on the woman for getting raped. It’s never the victim’s fault.”
 
   “I can see this is a touchy subject for you, Rose.” 
 
   “No, you’re just being sexist.”
 
   Doctor Kent scribbled in his notebook, but I wasn’t interested in his psychoanalysis.
 
   “Did Thomas Stone ever use force against you?”
 
   “No,” I said. “He always respected me. We were often in close quarters together, too. In the classroom, in his car-” A lump formed in my throat as I recalled our last night together, when he’d taken me against the wall. He’d been frantic. Never the less, I’d always been a willing participant. “And he never touched me without my permission. If anything, I was the one who often lost control.” 
 
   “Would you say you’ve got a strong sexual appetite?” Doctor Kent asked. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I snapped. I wanted to change the subject. “How do you control ‘animal instinct’ with a whole bunch infected people bundled up together in this facility?” I couldn’t keep the sass out of my tone. 
 
   “We have our ways of managing our patient’s urges.” Doctor Kent said
 
   “Do you let the men take what they want because they ‘can’t help it’ and blame the women afterwards?” My fingers formed air-quotes.
 
   “We have never had a case of rape here,” said Kent, who seemed to be growing bored of my sarcastic attitude. He steered the conversation back to me. “Have you acquired any heightened senses or special talents since you contracted the Lycanthropy disease?”
 
   “You mean besides turning into a great dirty wolf every month?”
 
   “Yes, besides that. Can you, say, heal faster than others, like your lover can?”
 
   “Does it look like I can heal fast?” I said sarcastically, pointing to the gash on my forehead which I’d acquired from the truck accident. “No, I have no special talents.”
 
   “Do you think you had an affair with your teacher because he was the only available mate for miles around?”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. “Well … no. I mean, of course I was drawn to him because of it. But I think we would have fallen in love, regardless of the affliction.”
 
   Doctor Kent chuckled a little bit. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked, feeling a pink flush creeping up my neck. 
 
   “Animals cannot fall in love the same way humans do, Rose.”
 
   It took me every ounce of willpower I had not to jump across the desk and punch Doctor Kent in the face. “I beg to differ,” I said, my voice shaking with anger. “Dogs can love. Chimps, cows and penguins; they all form bonds for life.”
 
   “Instinct is not the same as love, Rose.”
 
   Stay calm, I thought to myself. He’s doing this on purpose. He’s provoking you to see if you react. I tried to focus on my body, relaxing it onto a position that did not seem tense.
 
   “Over the coming weeks I’d love to talk to you more about your life, experiences and thoughts. I think there is a lot we can work through together to help you. Many of our patients find therapy extremely beneficial to their mental health.” 
 
   I kept my jaw clenched tight, afraid to talk. If I opened my mouth words would pour out and I wouldn’t be able to stop them.
 
   I forced a polite smile. “Certainly,” I said, rather strained.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   The room I’d woken up in was used to hold new patients upon the first day of their arrival. Professor Colt gave me some books, magazines and puzzles for the rest of the afternoon and told me I’d be initiated the following morning. It was torturous, sitting in that white room, waiting for the moment I’d see Tom. 
 
   A horrible thought struck me. 
 
   What if he didn’t want to see me? What if my arrival at this facility was unwelcome?  
 
   However, I didn’t know how I’d react to seeing Tom, either. I was mad at him for abandoning me after he’d asked me to run with him. I was heartbroken that he’d found it so easy to leave. Worse yet, he hadn’t even tried to contact me.  
 
   I needed closure. If Tom told me he didn’t want me, then I would accept it. If he asked me to leave him alone, then I would. I just had to speak to him face to face as adults. 
 
   I fell into an uneasy sleep that night, tossing and turning. I could hear shoes clicking constantly as scientists, doctors, professors, cleaners and military personnel walked past my room. Surely it wasn’t this noisy all of the time. 
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   Tuesday – 13 days to go
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   Around two o’clock in the morning I finally drifted to sleep, only to be woken at the crack of dawn by busty woman with a round face who banged on my door. 
 
   It’s just temporary, I reminded myself. I can leave any time I want to. Professor Colt said so himself. The documents I signed stated that I could leave whenever I pleased, so long as I was not deemed insane and dangerous. 
 
   I thought about the disembodied foot in the bomb-shelter and a shiver of fear ran through me. No, there was no way anyone except my father could know about that. We’d been very thorough. 
 
   After controlling my breathing I got out of bed and pulled on the plain white clothes that had been left for me in the chest of drawers. Poking my head out of the door I saw no one I recognized. I wasn’t sure where I was meant to go; Professor Colt said he’d be here to initiate me, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   Just as I was beginning to fret I heard hurried footsteps; Professor Colt was jogging along the corridor towards me, his glasses askew. 
 
   “So sorry,” he breathed, stopping in front of me. “We had a little … a little issue with one of our patients.” 
 
   “What happened?” I asked. 
 
   He waved a hand as though it didn’t matter. “Nothing to worry about. I gave them a quick briefing before taking you to meet them. One of them got a bit angry.”
 
   “Angry?” I repeated. “Why?”
 
   “He’s one of our … forcibly detained patients. Not quite stable, doesn’t like change. Criminal record, history of violence, et cetera, et cetera.” Professor Colt dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief and smiled. “Shall we?”
 
    “You keep criminals here?” I asked, shocked. “This guy’s not going to hurt me or anything, is he?” 
 
   “Oh, no, don’t worry. We’ve sedated him and taken him to his room to calm down. He’ll come around soon enough.”
 
   I gave an audible gulp. 
 
   “Come, Rose. There are many people for you to meet. People just like you.”
 
   I nodded and allowed myself to be steered down the hall. 
 
   Professor Colt had gathered all of the other werewolves into a community room for a ‘meet and greet’, which made me nervous. I’d never been around so many others like me. For once I’d fit in. 
 
   “Here we are,” Colt said, placing his hand on the door knob. “Don’t be shy.” He opened the door and led me inside. 
 
   The room was full of men, women, some teenagers and even a couple of children, some as young as seven or eight. They had all been talking amongst themselves, lounging on sofas and sitting on tables prior to my arrival, but as soon as Colt and I walked through the door they stopped talking at once to look at me. 
 
   I looked over their faces; different ages, different races, all regular-looking people. However, the room was heavy with the scent of werewolves. It was almost intoxicating. 
 
   “Good morning everyone,” Professor Colt beamed at his patients. “I’d like you all to give a warm welcome to our newest member, Rose.” It felt like I was being introduced to a new class at school. They muttered among themselves; I could feel them judging me but I didn’t care. My eyes scanned the room, but it didn’t take long to realize that Tom was not there. 
 
   With a horrible jolt I realized that Tom was the man who had been forcibly detained.
 
   Their murmurs and whispers now made sense. 
 
   “That’s her,” said a teenage girl no older than fifteen. She spoke to a pimple-faced boy of the same age.
 
   Professor Colt cleared his throat loudly, perhaps trying to mask the teen’s voices.
 
   “Now, I expect you all to treat Rose with respect. I’ll give you half an hour to chat with each other before breakfast is served.” And with that Professor Colt excused himself from the room. I stood before the thirty-or-so Werewolves feeling exceptionally foolish. 
 
   My mind raced. Tom was here against his will. They’d called him a criminal. He’d lost his temper when he discovered that I was at the facility.  
 
   “Where is he?” I demanded, looking at the teenage girl who had spoken before. 
 
   She shrugged. “I dunno.”
 
   “Reckon they taken ‘im to solitary,” said the pimple-faced boy in an English accent. 
 
   “Solitary? Where’s that?” I asked
 
   “They won’ letcha see ‘im,” he scoffed. “Besides, I don’ fink ‘e wants to see ya, anyway.”
 
   “Where is solitary?” I demanded loudly, advancing on the boy. 
 
   He shrunk away from me. Perhaps it was a werewolf thing; but I instantly knew that I was more dominant than this little shit.
 
   “Orrite, jeez. It’s jus’ down the hall.” It seemed he could sense it too.
 
   I turned on my heel and whipped from the room, mutters following me. The pimpled boy yelled after me. “Oi! I fink they got ‘im guarded!” 
 
   As I sprinted down the deserted hall my mind raced. Tom had caused a scene when he had learned of my presence in the facility. Why? Had he been glad to be safe here, away from me, away from the law? 
 
   It didn’t seem likely. If he liked it here, why on earth would he be forcibly detained? 
 
   I rounded a corner and skidded to a halt, my white sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor. A double swing-door was ahead, completely unmanned. Lucky, I thought. I pushed through them and found myself in a corridor of locked rooms. I peered through each of the door’s little square windows to the cells beyond. Most of them were empty with the exception of two. The first contained a filthy looking woman with ragged blonde hair down to her waist. The second, of course, contained Tom. 
 
   I looked at him through the glass. He sat upon the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. His hair was dishevelled, sticking up in all directions. His right leg bounced impatiently. 
 
   My mouth dry, I raised my knuckles to the glass and tapped twice. Tom jumped, looking up with wild eyes. Our gaze locked and he froze, an expression of utter defeat etched across his prematurely lined face. He looked as though he’d aged ten years in the few weeks we had been apart. 
 
   I didn’t move. I only stared. 
 
   Tom got to his feet slowly and crossed the room in a few short steps. 
 
   “Rose,” he sighed, his breath fogging the window. His sea-green eyes darted across my face, reading me like a book. “I’m so sorry.” His voice broke, wrenching at my heart-strings. In that moment I thought that I could forgive him for abandoning me, for leaving me in that warehouse with nothing. 
 
   No, I couldn’t. Not yet. 
 
   Perhaps Tom deserved to be here, locked away. He’d escaped one prison only to go running into another. But, I reminded myself, it’s my fault he’s in this predicament in the first place. Perhaps it was I who should be begging for forgiveness.
 
   “Tom.” My voice was nothing more than a whisper. I had no words. 
 
   He closed his eyes and shook his head. “You shouldn’t have come here,” he said, his voice ragged. 
 
   I shook my head. “I came here looking for you.”
 
   “I don’t want you here,” he hissed.
 
   I jumped violently when a hand came down on my shoulder. It was gentle, but I hadn’t even heard Professor Colt’s approaching footsteps.
 
   “I see you’ve found our solitary rooms,” Professor Colt said, a kind smile on his face. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way, Rose.” 
 
   “What’s going on? Why is he in here?”
 
   “Come, Rose. I’ll explain everything in my office.”
 
   “No!” Tom bellowed, banging his fists upon the locked door. “Don’t you fucking dare!” he spat, spraying the glass.  
 
   I allowed myself to be steered away from the room, Colt’s hand upon my shoulder and Tom’s shouts behind me. 
 
   When Colt showed me into his office, I was slightly shaken. 
 
   “I’m sorry you had to see that, Rose,” he said, sighing sadly. Colt took off his spectacles and rubbed them on his sweater. 
 
   “Why are you holding him prisoner?” I asked, my voice weak. 
 
   Colt sighed and took his seat behind his desk and indicated for me to sit too. I did, listening eagerly. 
 
   “Tom is … a very damaged young man,” Colt said sadly. “We’ve had numerous psychiatrists evaluate him and, well, whilst I can’t give you specifics I can tell you what has happened here over the last two weeks. It’s best you hear it from me rather than one of our other patients who witnessed the ordeal.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Tom arrived here, exhausted, wounded and unkempt. He was septic, starved and frozen to the bone.”
 
   “Wounded?” I interrupted.
 
   Colt nodded. “He was badly knifed whilst on a fishing boat off the coast. We believe he swam several miles to shore. They injury alone should have killed him.”
 
    “He almost died trying to get here?” I asked, shaken.
 
   Colt nodded. “Tom was rushed to our emergency room for treatment upon arrival. He was delirious from sepsis and his toes were blue from hypothermia. Never the less, he made a remarkable recovery. Our nurses fed, bathed and shaved him. That was when we realized who he was. His picture is all over the news. Of course, no one knew that Thomas Stone suffered from Lycanthropy. If only we’d known he would never have gone to that prison. We take jurisdiction over criminals suffering from the illness.”
 
   ““So … after you realized who he was? What happened?”
 
   “Well, as a wanted criminal we had no choice but to detain him-”
 
   “He was only arrested because of me,” I said. “He isn’t a criminal.”
 
   “Tom has explained your backstory to us,” said Colt. “It is unfortunate that things panned out this way for the pair of you. However, if Tom had been co-operative we wouldn’t have had to take the measures necessary-”
 
   “What measures?” 
 
   Colt shifted uncomfortably. “Tom has a severe anger problem. He became paranoid and obsessive. We blame it partially on his delirium upon arrival. He wasn’t in the right state of mind and his memories are a bit foggy. The mind can play awful tricks when you are ill. He even attacked our Orderlies. It took several men to subdue him. Now he is convinced that we are against him - against your kind. He cannot be reasoned with. That is why we were so pleased to welcome you here, Rose. We hope that you can talk some sense into him.”
 
    “He doesn’t want to see me. You heard him just now.”
 
   “Tom doesn’t know what he’s saying. He is gripped with paranoia, convinced that we are monsters.” The professor gave a shake of his head and sighed. “We are only trying to help him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The Orderly handcuffed Tom to a table in his holding cell before allowing me to see him. 
 
   “Do not approach him, do not touch him, do not hand him anything,” the Orderly told me as he unlocked the door. 
 
   “He isn’t going to hurt me,” I said. He never meant to hurt anyone. “He’s just confused.”
 
   “It took three Orderlies to bring this guy down.” 
 
   You wouldn’t have expected it; Tom was quite lean.
 
   “Just let me in, will you?” I snapped. 
 
   He complied and unlocked the door to allow me entrance before closing it. I heard the bolt shift back into place at once.
 
   Tom was facing away and avoiding eye contact. I sat on the other side of the table but still he did not look at me. 
 
   “Tom,” I said, my voice fragile. 
 
   He closed his eyes and exhaled loudly through his nostrils. He couldn’t bear to look at me.
 
   “Tom, please look at me,” I said, reaching my hand forward to touch him.
 
   “I can’t,” he said, chewing on the inside of his cheek.
 
   “Please,” I begged.
 
   I waited in silence for several seconds before he finally turned his head to look at me. His expression was one of determined concentration. 
 
   To my surprise it was Tom who spoke first. 
 
   “What-” He cleared his throat noisily. “What happened to your face?”
 
   I lifted a hand and touched the healing gash on my forehead. “I was in an accident after – after you left.”
 
   “Accident?” he repeated with glassy eyes. I noticed that Tom moved very little. His posture was stiff; his mouth barely moved as he spoke and his voice was ragged.
 
    “I hitchhiked,” I said. “I got into a truck with a stranger. The driver had a heart attack at the wheel and I was in an induced coma for two weeks.”
 
   Tom closed his eyes and turned away once again. It seemed the very sight of me was too much for him.
 
   “A coma?” He looked distressed for a moment before he contorted his face into an expression of polite sympathy. “I’m sorry that happened,” he said, his voice flat. 
 
   I pulled a face. “That’s it? It’s been weeks and that’s all you have to say to me?”
 
   “What do you want me to say?” He looked at me again.
 
   “Why did you leave?” My voice was much higher than usual. “Was it because of the phone?”
 
   “I did it for a number of reasons.”
 
   That wasn’t good enough for me. I needed closure. “What reasons?”
 
   Tom closed his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it here,” he said in an undertone. “Not while they’re listening.”
 
   I glanced at the Orderly who stood outside the door, apparently minding his own business though I knew he was eavesdropping.
 
   “Was it because of the car chase?” I blurted. “Because you got shot, because you couldn’t trust me anymore?” 
 
   Tom ran a hand through his dishevelled hair, watching me with those deep green eyes. “Yes,” he said hoarsely.  
 
   “You could have told me,” I said. “We could have worked it out. I feel betrayed. Used. Thrown away.” I turned my head and stared at the wall, blinking furiously. I didn’t want him to see me cry. No, I wanted to be stronger than that. 
 
   “I’m sorry you felt that way,” he said, his tone formal. 
 
   “Of course you are,” I snapped. “But at least you got a good fuck before you left. That should have tide you over.” 
 
   I hadn’t meant to say it so vindictively, but the pain from that last night stung worse than ever. The fact that we’d been intimate just hours before he decided to leave was what hurt the most.
 
   Tom paled visibly. “No, I-” 
 
   It appeared he was lost for words so I took the opportunity to tell him exactly how I felt. “You know, for half of my life I have been treated like garbage. By my parents who didn’t want a werewolf for a daughter, by classmates who could sense that I was different and by teachers who would ignore me completely. When I met you I thought-” My breath hitched in my chest. “I thought you were different. And for the first time in nine years I wasn’t alone.” I shook my head slowly. “But you walked out on me. You’re just like them. You abandoned me in an unfamiliar town with nothing, like I was some mutt nobody wanted. No money, no car, no food-”
 
   “I couldn’t put you in danger anymore!” Tom blurted. “I couldn’t. You were so … that day … I just-” He struggled to turn his thoughts into coherent sentences. Finally, he sighed and put his face in his hands. “All right.  You want the truth?”
 
   “The truth is you didn’t trust me anymore,” I said, furiously wiping away the tears that slid down my cheeks. 
 
   “I should never have asked you to run with me in the first place,” he croaked. “The day of the car chase, you – you frightened me, Rose. Not because of what you said, but the way you looked.”
 
   I didn’t understand what he was talking about. 
 
   Tom leaned in, his voice barely more than a whisper so the Orderly could not hear. “Your eyes - that look in your eyes.” The memory seemed to terrify him. “I knew you’d go to any lengths to protect me.”
 
   “Of course I would,” I said, bewildered. “You think I was just going to let them take you?”
 
   “No, it was more than that,” said Tom. “You became protective - like a wolf. It was instinct. You – you changed. Physically.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I snapped. 
 
   “When I tried to grab the steering wheel … your eyes went yellow and your face contorted. I knew at once that it was the werewolf inside you, rising to the surface in a time of need.” 
 
   “I … it came out? The – the wolf?”
 
   “Partially,” Tom nodded. 
 
   “But I – I remember everything,” I shook my head. “And it wasn’t the full moon or anything. I couldn’t have. It couldn’t have.” The thought of the monster taking over whenever it pleased scared the shit out of me.
 
   “It was just for a few seconds,” said Tom. “But it was enough for me to realize that as long as you were with me you would put your life in danger to protect me. That’s what the Alpha does. So I thought … the only way to stop you from doing something stupid again was to disband the pack.”
 
   “It’s … it’s nonsense,” I said. I didn’t want to believe that the monster within me was awake and conscious, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. 
 
   “Tell me, Rose,” Tom said seriously. “Could you have ever imagined yourself acting the way you did before you met me?” 
 
   High-speed car chases and grand theft auto? No. It was something out of an action movie. No real person did that.
 
    “So that’s why you left?” I asked. “Because you saw the – the thing in my eyes.”
 
   Tom nodded, seemingly ashamed. “I couldn’t let you risk your life for me again.” 
 
   “What can I say? You bring out the worst in me,” I said, an edge to my voice. 
 
   The corner of Tom’s mouth twitched, hinting at a smile. “You did it because being strong is your gift.” 
 
   “My gift?” 
 
   Tom finally smiled at me, those beautiful eyes creasing at the sides. “It is something I have learned since I got here. Some of us have special, uh, talents.”
 
   “Talents? Like what?”
 
   “Like my healing,” he said with a shrug. “I thought it was a werewolf thing, but apparently not.”
 
   “Yeah, no kidding,” I scoffed, rubbing the gash on my forehead.
 
   “There’s a woman here who can recognize any smell from a mile away. Anything,” Tom said. “And there’s a young guy who has phenomenal hearing. He’s like an owl – can hear the scurrying of mice several rooms away.” 
 
   “And you think I can – what? Bring out this monster in times of need?” 
 
   Tom gulped audibly, dropping his voice so low I strained to hear. “I’ve been asking around – you know, the other patients. None of them have experienced what I witnessed in you that day in the car.” 
 
   I felt disgusted; tainted. Was the creature inside me now, listening?
 
   “I’d rather it wasn’t true,” I said. 
 
   “Me too,” Tom muttered. “If they found out-”
 
   “They?” 
 
   “Colt and his team.” Tom nodded towards the door, his gaze meaningful.
 
   “If they found out I might be able to change at will?” I highly doubted it was even possible. And even if it was, I never wanted to experience the change more than I had to. Once a month was enough for me.
 
   “Shh,” Tom hushed. “Not so loud. We can’t talk about that here. Not with them listening.” I glanced towards the door where the Orderly was waiting outside.
 
    “They’re not going to leave us alone together,” I whispered. “They think you’re dangerous.”
 
    “What have they told you?” Tom scoffed. 
 
    “They said you lost your temper when you found out I was here. What’s really going on?” I asked in an undertone. 
 
   A vein throbbed in Tom’s temple. “Of course I lost my temper, Rose. You can’t be here. It’s not safe.” 
 
   “But … this would be the safest place for me. For us,” I said. “We can transform every month without worrying about – about killing someone.” 
 
   “That’s what they want you to think,” Tom breathed, his voice barely audible. He leaned forward, the handcuffs chinking against the table. “Rose, this is not a safe haven for people like you and I. It’s just another prison. I escaped from one cell and walked straight into another. I only hope you haven’t signed any documents they’ve given you.”
 
   I stared at Tom. “Why?”
 
   He stared back. “You didn’t, did you?”
 
   “I just – I wanted – I-”
 
   “Rose, please tell me you didn’t sign anything.” Tom’s stared at my disbelievingly.
 
   “I thought – I just – I wanted to see you!” I blurted. “You left so suddenly I – I needed answers!”
 
   Tom put his face in his hands and groaned. “Jesus, Rose, I thought you were smarter than that. I thought you would at least read something before signing it.”
 
   “I did!” I said defiantly. “I read every word!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” he hissed. “If you read it then why did you sign it?” 
 
   “It all seemed perfectly reasonable. I can leave without notice, whenever I please-”
 
   “Unless?” Tom pressed.
 
   “Unless? Unless they deem me dangerous and a threat to others – which I’m not. I don’t plan on attacking Orderlies or-”
 
   “Think about what you are saying, Rose,” Tom said. His hands were balled into fists, his knuckles white. “Think about what you are.”
 
   “I – I am just another patient inflicted with Lycanthropy who-”
 
   To my surprise Tom actually laughed. “They’ve already got you using their terminology. And did you happen to read the page that defines this so-called ‘illness’ Lycanthropy?” His fingers formed air-quotes.
 
   “Well, yes, I read everything,” I said, a prickle of fear coursing through my spine. I was coming to realize the point he was trying to make.
 
   “Lycanthropy, by definition, is a highly dangerous and contagious disease that causes the sufferer regular outbursts of violence and madness,” Tom recited word for word. 
 
   “So I just agreed that-” I couldn’t finish my sentence.
 
   “You have just signed a document stating that you understand and agree to their definition of Lycanthropy. You have just confirmed that you are suffering from said disease and-” He checked them off on his fingers as he listed all of the mistakes I had made. “-You have agreed that they can forcibly detain you under the circumstance you prove to be violent and dangerous.”
 
   “It’s just a giant trap?”
 
   Tom nodded.
 
   I sat in silence. I’d been foolish. “But – but Professor Colt said I could leave whenever I wanted to.”
 
   Tom chuckled. “Yeah, of course you can leave – unless you’ve got something in your D.N.A they want. Like I do.” 
 
   “What will happen if I try to leave?” 
 
   “Exactly what happened with me,” he said. “They will tackle you to the ground and when you try and fight they will sedate you and drag you back inside.”
 
   “But why? Why would they do this? Don’t they want to help?”
 
   “Oh, sure they do,” Tom said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Of course they want to help. They want to heal us, make us better - by any means possible.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   “They are using us, Rose. They take blood, tissue, saliva, even semen. I’ve been told that they’ve harvested some women’s eggs.”
 
   “But aren’t they doing this to find a cure? Don’t you want to be fixed?”
 
   Tom laughed. “You think they’re trying to find a cure?”
 
   “Well … why else would we be here? Why else would they want our D.N.A?”
 
   Tom smiled. “Why do you think they’re keeping me here?”
 
   “Well, Colt said it’s because you’re a wanted criminal.”
 
   “Right, that’s the excuse they’re using,” said Tom, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. “They find any excuse they can, any reason and then they begin testing. And now they’ve got a guinea-pig that can heal faster than anyone else.” Once Tom had rolled his sleeves up past his bellows he held his arms out for me to look at. I gasped. 
 
   The inside of his arms were riddled with bruises made from numerous needles entering his flesh. 
 
   “What is all that?” I asked, jumping up from my seat and hurrying to his side. 
 
   “They haven’t had time to heal,” he said weakly. “They’re harvesting blood samples every hour of the day and night.”
 
   “Hey, what did I tell you?” the Orderly banged on the door. “Do not approach the patient.”
 
   “Every hour?” I gasped, running my fingers along the inside of his elbow.
 
   “Do not touch the patient!” The Orderly yelled, fumbling for his swipe-card.
 
   Tom spoke quickly. “As far as I know I’m the only one who is getting this kind of ‘special treatment’. They’ve been injecting me with all kinds of infections and diseases, even poisons. Then they take blood samples to see how my body is reacting to the foreign contaminants. Half the shit they’ve put into my body should have killed me.”
 
   The Orderly burst through the door and grabbed me by the arm. “Stay away from the patient,” he repeated to me.
 
   “Let her go!” Tom strained against the handcuffs, the metal digging into his wrists.
 
   “Why are they doing this to you?” I gasped, fighting the pull of the Orderly.
 
   “Don’t worry about me, Rose. Just leave this place. They will let you go willingly if they don’t know what you can do.”
 
   “I can’t leave you here,” I said, slipping from the Orderly’s grasp and clinging to Tom. “I can’t-”
 
   Tom pressed his forehead to mine. “Don’t let them find out what I saw,” he breathed.  
 
   I looked into his eyes, frightful, before nodding slowly. The Orderly took me by the arm again and this time I allowed myself to be steered out of the room, leaving Tom handcuffed to the table. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “So I heard you had a little run-in with one of our Orderly’s.” Professor Colt sat behind his desk, smiling politely at me.
 
   “It was just a little misunderstanding.”
 
   “Is that so? Why don’t you tell me about it?” 
 
   I gave a nonchalant shrug. “I just missed Tom, that’s all. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen him. The Orderly told me not to approach him, not to touch. But I did anyway.”
 
   “And you resisted when the Orderly tried to protect you?” Professor Colt shuffled some papers on his desk.
 
    “He tried to pull me away from Tom. I wasn’t ready to go.” I fidgeted, remembering what Tom had said. Just leave this place. They will let you go willingly if they don’t know what you can do. I still was not convinced that I could potentially change when it wasn’t a full moon. Professor Colt interrupted my train of thought. “You understand that the rules are in place to protect you, don’t you?” 
 
   “Yeah, but Tom isn’t a threat to me.” I tried to wave it aside.
 
   “How did your conversation with him go?” Colt asked. 
 
   “Good,” I said. “We – we managed to sort out a few misunderstandings. If I could just spend some more personal time with him – out of handcuffs, in private-”
 
    “With Tom’s unstable condition we are restricting his access to the facility.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Tom will spend his free time in his room. Of course, all of our patients are required to partake in our fitness program for one hour each morning – Tom will be no exception.”
 
   “He will only be allowed out of his room for one hour a day?” I asked in disbelief.
 
   “No, no. He will be granted access to the cafeteria for half an hour at meal times.”
 
   Two and a half hours; that is all the freedom Tom would get. I suspected they were keeping him under lock and key to take blood samples every hour, just as Tom had said.
 
   “If Tom can prove that he is trustworthy then we will be more lenient. But for now he must live with the consequences of his actions.”
 
   I knew there was no point in arguing. 
 
   Just leave this place. I couldn’t take Tom’s advice. Not while he was stuck here being injected with all manner of things. It was worse than prison. He was a lab-rat.
 
   “All right,” I nodded. “Well … I’d like to meet the others – properly this time.” I needed answers from other patients.
 
   Colt nodded in approval. “No detours this time?” 
 
   “No,” I promised. 
 
   “Good. Well, lunch has just started. Why don’t I take you down to the cafeteria?”
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Professor Colt walked me through the facility to the cafeteria. Before he pushed the doors open I could hear a great deal of chatter and laughing coming from the room. As I entered the talk died down and several people looked my way, staring unashamedly. 
 
   Colt did not enter the cafeteria with me; he smiled encouragingly and left me to my own devices. 
 
   I walked with shaking legs and grabbed a tray on which to put my food. As I picked up a salad sandwich, an apple juice, and a bowl of red jello I could feel their eyes on the back of my head. With my tray full I turned around and looked for somewhere to sit. 
 
   The thirty-six other patients did not sit together. Instead, they sat in groups. Just like high school, I thought. Their groups seemed to reflect the different ages of the patients.
 
   Two men and one woman, all in their late fifties and of Native American decent sat together at the far end of the cafeteria. They didn’t talk, nor did they seem interested in staring at me like everyone else in the room.
 
   Five teenagers, two girls and three boys, including the pimple-faced youth I’d spoken to earlier, sat together on the far left. They only looked a few years younger than me. 
 
   Three middle-aged women and one man sat with four young boys all under ten years old; the youngest of which appeared to be no older than seven. I could only assume these were the parents of the children.
 
   A party of ten and the largest group by far sat around a table in the centre of the cafeteria. They were the ones who had been talking and laughing loudly. Made up of four woman and six men, they seemed to be in their late twenties or early thirties. I couldn’t help but notice that all of them were exceptionally good looking. 
 
   The rest of the patients sat in groups of two or three, with the exception of one young woman who was the only person to be sitting alone. 
 
   With shaking legs I made my way over to the lone girl, holding my tray in trembling hands. She was one of the few that hadn’t been staring at me. She simply sat and read, her food untouched. 
 
   I stopped next to her and saw that she was reading one of my favorite books; To Kill a Mockingbird. However, the text was in another language. 
 
   “It’s a great book, isn’t it?” I said.
 
   She looked up. “Oui,” Her bright blue eyes were framed by thick spectacles and her black hair was tied in a loose bun at the nape of her neck. She was thin and pale, but there was something pretty about her I couldn’t put my finger on.
 
   “Hi,” I said. 
 
   “Allo,” she replied, staring at me.
 
   “Um, do you mind if I sit with you?” I’d never been good in social situations.
 
   She simply nodded.
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled, placing my tray upon the table and taking a seat. I looked over my shoulder to catch a few of the other patient’s watching me. I turned back to the girl, trying to ignore the murmurs in the cafeteria.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Marcelle.” She placed a book-mark into her book and closed it. “You are Rose, no?”
 
   “I am,” I said. “Where are you from?” I certainly did not want to talk about myself.
 
    “Quebec,” she smiled. “You?”
 
   “A small town in Oregon called Halfway,” I said, glancing over my shoulder as the larger group laughed in unison again. I had a horrible paranoid feeling they were making jokes at my expense. Turning back to Marcelle I saw that she was glaring at the group, her expression icy.
 
   “Hey, I don’t mean to be rude, but what’s the deal with everyone here?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Marcelle cocked her head to the side.
 
   “I mean, like, does everyone get along?”
 
   “For the most part,” she shrugged. “There are no physical fights, anyway.”
 
   “I just noticed it seems very … segregated.” 
 
   Marcelle pulled her glasses off and folded them on top of her book. Her eyes looked small without them. “That big group over there,” she nodded to the party of ten. “They all knew each other before coming here; a high school camping trip twelve years ago gone wrong. They were all turned at the same time. Two of their group died from the attack. They’ve all stuck together ever since.”
 
   “What about the others?”
 
   “Almost everyone knows someone. There are friends, siblings, parents, husbands and wives. When someone is turned it’s highly likely they will also turn someone close to them on their first full moon. If they don’t kill them,” she added darkly. 
 
   “And they’re happy here?”
 
   Marcelle gave a tiny shrug. “They know the devastation an attack can cause and this is the safest place for them.” 
 
   I could see no hint of a lie in her eyes. “Have you ever left this place?” I asked. “Or ever tried to?”
 
   Marcelle shook her head. “I have been here one year.”
 
    “Has anyone ever left?” I pressed.
 
   Marcelle pursed her lips and seemed to be thinking back. “Not since I’ve been here. I mean, I hear the others talking about past patients that have since left, but that was before my time. Why?” she asked slowly.
 
   I didn’t care that I wasn’t being subtle. I wanted to find out as much as I could about the patients.
 
   “I’ve just … I’ve never met such a large group of Werewolves. It’s intimidating.”
 
   “We prefer the term ‘afflicted’ here,” Marcelle said. Even the patients didn’t refer to themselves as Werewolves.
 
    “So, why are you sitting by yourself?” I wasn’t sure if it was a rude question or not. “Lone wolf?” 
 
   Marcelle shifted uncomfortably. “I … haven’t been sick as long as the others.”
 
   “You haven’t been a Werewolf as long,” I corrected.
 
   She shrugged again. “I was diagnosed with Lycanthropy only fourteen months ago.” 
 
   “Diagnosed,” I scoffed. What a load of shit. 
 
   Marcelle’s cheeks flushed pink. “The facility treats Lycanthropy the same as any other disease. It’s nothing more than an illness and they are seeking a cure. The same goes for cancer and aids research.” 
 
   “Okay, so the others haven’t accepted you into their pack, or what?”
 
   She stared at me, clearly offended. She picked up her book and stood. “Good luck making friends here,” she snapped, stalking out of the cafeteria. It seemed as though I had pushed Marcelle a little too hard for information. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ] 
   Wednesday – 12 days to go
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   I’d been given my own room; a small beige suite with a single bed and neutral hangings. I was pleased to find my belongings upon the bed; I thought they’d been left in Anna’s car when I’d arrived. Finally I was able to change into clothes I was comfortable with; jeans, a t-shirt, sneakers and a sweater. However, I still did not have access to a cell phone; it appeared they were forbidden. 
 
   The patient’s dormitories were separate from the main building; a short walk away along a paved path. The more I saw of the Silver Moon facility the more it reminded me of a university campus.  
 
   I hadn’t spoken to another patient since Marcelle; the other’s avoided my actively like I was diseased, (which I reminded myself, that is exactly what we all were, apparently).
 
   To my surprise the facility offered tutoring for children who could not attend school and to my sheer delight there was a small library that we had access to throughout the day.
 
   My first morning as an official Silver Moon patient, I waited in the cafeteria for a sign of Tom, but he was nowhere to be seen. I hoped to see him during the mandatory morning exercise, but was annoyed to find we were separated by gender.  
 
   The exercise was gruelling; the women were led by a trainer called Joanna Wright, a ridiculously fit woman in her thirties. She yelled excessively and pushed us mercilessly in the freezing morning temperatures. I was by far one of the worst amongst the other females, unable to do even one push-up. My strength was poor; however I managed to keep up when we were forced to jog around the perimeter of the campus.   
 
   At the end of the hour I was red-faced and out of breath but I felt good about myself. I’d never taken part in gym class in high school; it was far too embarrassing and I’d almost always be teased about something. 
 
   With the morning exercise complete I found myself anxiously waiting for lunch when I hoped to see Tom in the cafeteria. Until that time I picked up a book from the library and sat under a large tree in the grounds, rugged up in a thick woollen coat to shield myself from the cold. I was mentally submerged in a novel when I was disturbed by a small child, watching me from behind another tree. 
 
   I tried to ignore the little girl, who had steadily been edging closer every few minutes, thinking I hadn’t noticed her. By the time she was only a few feet away I closed my book and placed it in my lap, waiting. 
 
   She poked her head out from behind a tree. “Hi,” she said in a tiny voice. 
 
   “Hi,” I replied. 
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
   “Rose. What’s your name?”
 
   “Lacey.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.”
 
   The child stepped out from behind the tree, her hands clasped behind her back. She was dark skinned with a head of tight black ringlets pulled into pigtails. 
 
   “How old are you?” I asked. 
 
   “Nine,” she said, scuffing her shoe into the grass. “How old are you?” 
 
   “Eighteen.” I was overwhelmed with an incredible sadness as I looked at this child who was the same age I had been when I was turned. She was so tiny; so innocent and fragile.  Had I been that small once?
 
   Lacey smiled. “Nine is half of eighteen.” 
 
   “It is. Very good,” I said softly. “Look, kid, I’m a little busy right now. Where’s your Mom?” 
 
   “She’s dead,” Lacey said simply. 
 
   I closed my eyes and cursed myself. “Sorry.” 
 
   “It’s okay.” She stepped closer to me, dancing on her tiptoes through the frosty grass. “I don’t remember her. Where’s your Mom?”
 
   I frowned. “I don’t know. In Salem, probably.”
 
   “Like the Salem witch trials?” She looked at me sheepishly. “We read about them in lessons.”
 
   I smiled. “No, not that Salem. Though she is a bit of a witch.” I wrinkled my nose and Lacey giggled. “What about your Dad?”
 
   Lacey shrugged and crouched, picking up a stick and poking the dirt with it. “I don’t have one. Do you?”
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded, “I do.”
 
   “Where is he?” she asked.
 
   “He’s in California,” I said. 
 
   “Your Mom and Dad don’t live together?” She stood and picked up a fallen branch. 
 
   “No. They’re divorced,” I said. “So … are you here on your own? Who looks after you?” I pressed. 
 
   Lacey rested the branch on her shoulder like a club. “I have a teacher.” She shrugged. “But she teaches the other kids too.” I noticed that Lacey found it very hard to stay still; she was constantly swinging her arms or bending her knees, resting her weight on one foot and then the other. I’d never had much experience with children. To be honest, they frightened me a little. 
 
   My sympathy for Lacey increased; a mother she didn’t remember and a non-existent father. The only adult figure in her life was a tutor whose attention would be divided amongst the children. I thought I’d had a tough childhood with distracted parents. This child had no parental figures. 
 
   “What do you do for fun?” I asked, trying to turn the conversation towards something more cheerful. 
 
   “Um, I like drawing,” Lacey said slowly, stepping closer and dragging the branch along the ground. “And reading. And climbing trees. But Misses Goul tells us not to climb.”
 
   “Yeah? Is that your teacher?”  
 
   Lacey nodded and crouched beside me. “What are you doing?” she asked, touching my book. 
 
   “Just … just doing a bit of reading.”
 
   “What are you reading?” 
 
   Do children always ask so many questions? I thought, showing Lacey the cover. “Can you read it?”
 
   “Pride and – and – Pride and Pre-juice?”
 
   “Prejudice,” I corrected.
 
   “What does pre-pre-prejudice mean?”
 
   I smiled. “It means … judging someone based on who or what they are … without knowing all the facts.”
 
   “Like us?” Lacey plucked several blades of grass from the ground, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes, studying her. 
 
   “Misses Goul says we’re here because we’re different, because no one likes us and they want us hidden away. She said that’s why my Dad didn’t want me; because of my sickness. But he just didn’t understand – he didn’t know all the facts. Right?”
 
   My heart wrenched painfully in my chest. “Misses Goul said that to you?” 
 
   “She told all of us that Silver Moon is the only place that understands – that will look after us.”
 
   “Is that so?” I chewed the inside of my cheek. Perhaps I should talk to more staff at Silver Moon to find out what’s really going on. 
 
   However, Lacey had moved on to another topic of conversation. “Do you have a boyfriend?” she asked, picking strips of bark from the tree-trunk.
 
   “Um,” I felt my cheeks flush pink as I realized I didn’t know the answer to that question. “I – I don’t know.”
 
   “Is that why you’re so sad?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m not … do I seem sad to you?” Her uncanny ability to ask increasingly awkward questions was remarkable. 
 
   “I can always tell when someone is sad,” she said matter-of-factly. “Or when they’re happy. Anything, really. Professor Colt says it’s my gift.”
 
   My mind raced. “What else did he say?”
 
   “He said I’m special. Different.” Lacey said happily. “My friend says you’re Mr Stone’s girlfriend. Is that true?”
 
   “It … well, it used to be, I guess.”
 
   “Did he break up with you?” 
 
   “Uh, yeah I guess so,” I said, my throat tight. I looked down at my shoelaces.
 
   “Do you love him?” she whispered dramatically.
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed. “Do you always ask so many questions, kid?” 
 
   Lacey smiled and touched my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know he still loves you.” 
 
   “Yeah?” I chuckled. She’s all right, I guess. “And how do you know that?” 
 
   “I spoke to Mr Stone before they put him away. I talk to everyone when they arrive.”
 
   “Mhh? What did you talk about?”
 
   Lacey sighed dramatically. “He didn’t want to talk to me. He was nice, but really sad – I could feel it. It made me sad, too. But he mentioned you.”
 
   My heart tensed. “He did? What did he say?”
 
   Lacey dug in the dirt with a stick. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone,” she said sheepishly. “He asked me not to tell.”
 
   “But if it was about me, then it doesn’t count, right?” I pressed eagerly. 
 
   Lacey glanced at me nervously. “I suppose,” she said slowly. “But don’t tell him I told you, okay?” 
 
   “I promise.” 
 
   Lacey held out her pinkie. “Pinkie promise?”
 
   “Pinkie promise,” I confirmed, curling my finger around hers.
 
   She smiled and bit her bottom lip, looking around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. 
 
   “I asked him if he had a girlfriend and he said ‘yes’. So I asked where she was and he said ‘far away’. I said that if I had a boyfriend I wouldn’t want him to be far away, that I’d want to be with him all the time.” 
 
   “And what did he say?” 
 
   Lacey thought hard, trying to remember. “He said ‘Sometimes you can love someone so much it hurts to be with them. Love can change who you are and who they are. And when the person you love risks their life for you, you’ll do anything to keep them safe, even if it means never seeing them again.’ Do you think that’s true?”
 
   I was silent for several moments before I found my voice. “You remember all that?” I asked in disbelief, my voice was hoarse. 
 
   Lacey nodded and tossed her stick aside. “I remember everything people say. I hope someone loves me that much one day.”
 
   I couldn’t control it; tears welled in my eyes and I hastily brushed them away with the sleeve of my coat. 
 
   Lacey noticed and smiled. “It’s okay,” she said, “When Professor Colt finds a cure I’ll be able to find someone, too. Then we can go on double-dates.”
 
   I laughed and nodded, sniffing back further tears as Lacey wrapped both arms around my shoulders and gave me a tight hug. I hugged her back, feeling strangely comforted by the innocent embrace of a nine year old girl. 
 
   “Deal,” I muttered, resting my chin on her shoulder.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   When I entered the cafeteria for lunch Tom was seated in a far corner; the other patients giving him a wide berth. He was accompanied by an orderly. I immediately noticed that Tom looked more pale and sickly, with dark circles under his eyes. I raced over to him, receiving curious glances from onlookers. Tom looked up as I approached and his face broke into a weak smile, only to be replaced with alarm a moment later. 
 
   “What are you still doing here?” he scolded, standing up. “I told you to leave-”
 
   I embraced Tom tightly, wrapping my arms around his neck, cutting him off mid-sentence. The orderly did not try to separate us. Tom wrapped his arms around me, pulling me flush against his body. I buried my face into his chest and I felt him nestle into the crook of my neck. 
 
   We held each other for what felt like an eternity.
 
   Eventually Tom pulled away and held me at an arm’s length, studying me. “You are … so, so foolish,” he breathed and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We’re leaving – together,” I promised.
 
   Tom scoffed. “They’ll never let me leave, Rose. Not with the advances they’re making in accelerated cell repair.” 
 
   “I’ll find a way.” 
 
   “The only way I’m leaving here is in a coffin,” he said, a slight smirk playing his lips. 
 
   “Don’t joke about that,” I said, alarmed. “I’m going to stay here as long as it takes to get you out.”
 
   “Don’t,” he shook his head. “Go home. Go to college, get a job, get married and have kids with some normal, boring guy who worships you.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Why are you so stubborn?” he asked, tucking a tendril of hair behind my ear. 
 
   I went onto my toes and pressed my lips to Tom’s in a lingering kiss. He returned the affection, but it did not last long.
 
   “C’mon Stone, half an hour for lunch is over.” The orderly took Tom gently by the forearm. 
 
   “They make me eat dinner at five-thirty,” he muttered before he was carted away. I watched him go, my legs shaking.  
 
   I needed to find a way out before they killed Tom.
 
    
 
   ~
 
    
 
   Five-thirty could not come quick enough. I arrived early to the cafeteria for supper, finding it almost completely deserted apart from a handful of people, including Lacey, who sat with a young boy that looked the same age. I grabbed a tray and piled it full of food, barely paying attention to what I put on it, before taking the same seat Tom had used earlier at the back of the room. 
 
   The time for Tom to arrive passed and soon the cafeteria was filled with the other patients who laughed and talked loudly, each of them ignoring me; with the exception of Lacey who looked my way and waved. I waved back, but my mind was occupied. Where was Tom?
 
   I waited so long that the others finished their dinner, lingered to chat with each other and then left, leaving me alone once more. 
 
   Tom never came for dinner. 
 
   Closing my eyes I pressed my forehead against the table. It was well past eight o’clock at night when I decided to give up and go back to my room, hopefully to try again in the morning. That was, until Lacey skidded to a half in front of me in the corridor. 
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” I said, unable to inject cheeriness into my tone.
 
   “Hey. I saw you looking lonely at dinner, so I thought visiting your boyfriend would cheer you up,” she said, smiling brightly. 
 
   “Yeah, thanks kid, but it’s not that easy,” I said, looking down the corridor and wondering if the child was allowed to be wandering around the facility alone at this time. “Shouldn’t you be in bed or something?”
 
   Lacey put her hands on her hips. “You just need to know your way around.” 
 
   “And you know your way around?” I asked, smirking. 
 
   “Better than anyone. I grew up here.”
 
   I furrowed my brow. “How long have you been here exactly?” 
 
   “Nine years,” she smiled. “Since I was a week old. That’s what Professor Colt says, anyway.” 
 
   I placed my hand upon Lacey’s shoulder and tried to keep my voice steady, despite the fact that I was overwhelmed with sadness for this child that had never known a life outside of the facility. Worse yet, she’d never known a life as a normal child; She’d had this affliction her entire life. “Look, maybe you should go back to your room. I don’t want you getting in trouble.”
 
   She pouted. “Don’t you want this?” Lacey asked, pulling a swipe-card out of her jumper’s front pocket. 
 
   I stared at her. “Is that a key pass?” 
 
   She nodded and thrust it into my hands. “Yeah.”
 
   “Where’d you get it?” I asked, but my question was answered for me when I saw the name on the card. ‘Bernadette Goul’. 
 
   “I stole it from my teacher while she was in the pool.” Lacey grinned mischievously. “Now you can visit your boyfriend. But don’t tell Misses Goul, okay? I don’t want to get in trouble again. You’d better hide it before someone sees.”
 
    “Thank you so much Lacey. You have no idea what this means to me,” I said, stuffing the card into my jacket before swooping upon the child and embracing her. Now I can get Tom out of here, I thought.
 
   Lacey chuckled. “I like you, Rose.”
 
   I laughed and gave her one last squeeze. “I like you too, kid.”
 
   Standing up straight I looked around to make sure no one was in the vicinity. Most of the doctors, scientists and patients had retreated to their respective quarters. The only staff I could see was the cleaners who were busy buffing the floors. 
 
   I dashed along the corridors towards the solitary rooms. Lacey tiptoed silently behind me, peeking into rooms and telling me which way to go. I didn’t know my way around yet.
 
   Arriving in the familiar corridor I began to check all the rooms. However, the one Tom had been previously confined to was empty. He wasn’t in any of the others either. 
 
   “He’s not here,” I said, turning to Lacey when we reached the end of the corridor. “Where would he be?”
 
   Lacey frowned and put her hands on her hips. “He might be with Professor Colt or Doctor Kent, but that means-”
 
   “Shh!” I hissed, holding out a hand. I strained my ears, listening hard. Yes, I could definitely hear multiple sets of feet and it grew closer every second. “Someone’s coming.”
 
   “In here,” Lacey said, pulling me into an empty cell and closing the door, leaving it ajar by an inch. We listened intently as the footsteps drew closer.  
 
   Feeling brave, I peeked through the small window in the door just in time to see a group of three across the hall. Tom stood between two men dressed in white lab coats. They opened the door to his cell he walked inside. I heard the beep of the swipe-card and the sliding of the bolts as Tom was locked inside. 
 
   The two staff left, chatting between themselves and when their footsteps died away Lacey and I slipped out of the room and dashed across the hall. 
 
   Peeking through Tom’s window I saw he had his back to the door, bent over the sink in his room. He appeared to be vomiting. I pulled the swipe-card from my jacket and held it against the sensor. The light turned from red to green and the bolts slid out of the door. I pushed the handle and stepped inside. 
 
   Tom didn’t turn around. “You’ve almost bled me dry,” he said weakly, spitting into the sink. “Haven’t you tortured me enough for one day?” 
 
   “Not nearly enough,” I said, stepping inside. 
 
   Tom spun around and I gasped. He looked awful. 
 
   “Rose? Lacey?” His eyes darted between us. “What – what are you doing here? How did you get in?”
 
   I showed Tom the swipe card before stuffing it back into my jacket. “I’ve come to get you.”
 
   “What’s the matter with him? Is he sick?” Lacey asked, looking up at me. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s really sick,” I said. “Listen, Lacey, you’ve got to get out of here. Go back to your room. Don’t tell anyone that we were here, okay?”
 
   “But I want to stay with you and look after Mr Stone,” she said, her large brown eyes looking at me imploringly.
 
   “You can do something for me, Lacey,” Tom said, forcing a smile as he sat down on the edge of his bed. “It’ll be sure to make me feel better.” 
 
   “What?” she said eagerly. 
 
   “You know how I love to read?” Tom asked and Lacey nodded eagerly. “If you find a good book for me to read I’m sure that will make me feel better.”
 
   “Pride and pre-pred-prejudice?” she asked, looking at me with a grin.
 
   Tom laughed weakly. “Sure. That sounds perfect.”
 
   “I’ll get it from the library now!” she gasped excitedly before dashing back down the hall.
 
   I watched her leave before turning back to Tom. “You’re good with kids,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah, I always wanted-” Tom’s sentence was cut short as he grimaced in pain, collapsing upon the bed. 
 
   “Tom!” I gasped, hurrying over to him and kneeling beside the bed. “What’s wrong? What can I do?”  
 
   “I’m alright,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I just-” He stopped talking and pushed me out of the way as he jumped up and vomited in the sink again. 
 
   “Oh, god, we have to get you out of here.” 
 
   “I don’t think I’m in good enough health for escaping,” he said. He was shaking violently as he leaned over the basin. I felt helpless as I looked at him. 
 
   “I’ll – I’ll carry you, or-”
 
   Tom laughed as he grabbed a toothbrush from the sink and squeezed a dollop of toothpaste onto the bristles. He ran it under the tap for a moment before stuffing the brush into his mouth and cleaning his teeth vigorously. “I don’t fink so,” he said through the foaming toothpaste.
 
   “Please. They’re going to end up killing you!” I said as he spat the toothpaste out and drank from the tap. 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he waved it aside before wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “Will you … will you just lay down with me for a while? They won’t check on me for another hour.” 
 
   He hobbled back to the bed and collapsed upon it before grasping my hand and pulling me down with him. 
 
   “Now isn’t the best time for a nap, Tom,” I said reluctantly. 
 
   “Just for a minute … until the sickness passes,” he mumbled, curling an arm around me.  
 
   I couldn’t help myself; I buried my face into his chest and allowed him to cradle me in his arms. He smelled sterile, like a hospital; his usual enticing scent was almost gone. 
 
   As he held me Tom stroked my hair, running his fingers through the tendrils, his cool, minty breath washing over me.
 
   “I missed you,” he whispered, kissing the top of my head. 
 
   “Me too,” I said, toying with a loose thread on his sweater. “It’s been awful without you.”
 
   “You have no idea … how hard it was for me to leave … that day at the factory.” Tom spoke in short, sharp bursts as though he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs.
 
   I tensed. I didn’t want to think about the day he’d left me. The memory still stung. 
 
   “Don’t talk about that,” I mumbled, wrapping a leg around Tom’s torso and pulling myself flush against him.
 
   “I can’t stop thinking about it,” he mumbled. “The guilt.” 
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “I almost went back … that day. I almost turned around and … caved.” 
 
   I clutched a handful of his sweater in my fist. “Stop. You were trying to do the right thing. I get it.”
 
   “If I’d gone back you wouldn’t have been in that accident. You wouldn’t have been in a coma.”
 
   “What’s done is done.”
 
   “Please tell me you forgive me, Rose,” he said, his voice strained.
 
   “Of course,” I said, pulling away and looking at him. “But we have to leave. Now.” 
 
   Tom propped himself up onto his elbow. “And how do you plan on getting out? There are armed men surrounding the grounds.”
 
   I was about to answer when the door to the room creaked open. “That was quick, Lacey-” I froze, finding Professor Colt standing in the doorway, accompanied by two orderlies, one of which was holding Lacey by the scruff of her neck. She looked ashamed of herself. 
 
   “Sorry,” she mouthed silently.
 
   Tom and I sat up, fearful.
 
   “Well, it seems impossible to keep you two separated,” said Colt, a crease in his brow. “I think we’re going to have to come to some other arrangement, don’t you Mr Stone? Miss Goldman?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Professor Colt and his two orderlies escorted Tom and I to his office, but sent Lacey to bed. Once we’d been seated, Colt paced in front of us, looking thoughtful. 
 
   “I must say it’s awfully disappointing, tricking young Lacey into your little scheme.”
 
   “Tricking?” I said, annoyed, but Tom nudged me and shook his head so I fell silent. 
 
   “It appears the two of you will always find a way to be together, no matter what the odds.” 
 
   Tom and I remained silent, waiting for Colt to get to the point. 
 
   “I guess I have no choice but to alter the, uh, arrangements. Usually we would not allow it, but I suppose … under the circumstances.” Colt seemed to be talking to himself rather than to us. He paced back and forth, stroking his chin. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, tired of waiting for an explanation. 
 
   Professor Colt turned to us, his expression thoughtful. “I may be willing to be more lenient if the two of you would partake in a small experiment.”
 
   “What kind of ex-” I began.
 
   “You won’t be doing any experiments on Rose,” Tom growled menacingly. “You can do what you like to me, but touch her and-”
 
   “No, no, no,” Colt waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing invasive, Tom. What we’d like to do is a behavioural observation on the pair of you whilst you are together.”
 
   Tom and I looked at each other warily and I knew we were thinking the same thing. What’s the catch?
 
   “What I require is data pertaining to two individuals, who are not related and are in a romantic relationship, both who are suffering from Lycanthropy. The examination would have to take place on the night of a full moon, of course.”
 
   Tom and I glanced at each other again. 
 
   “So you want us to transform together?” I asked, frowning slightly. That didn’t sound so bad. We’d done it before and nothing drastic had occurred - to our knowledge. 
 
   “Normally we would absolutely forbid our patients to transform in the presence of one other. Every cycle they are locked in separate cells so no harm can befall them or anyone else. We have had, erm, incidences in the past when we’ve attempted group transformations.”
 
   “Incidences?” I repeated.
 
   “He means people have died,” Tom said, looking at Colt coldly. “Let me guess; you locked a bunch of fully-fledged werewolves in a small room together to see what would happen and they were ripped to shreds?” 
 
   Colt cleared his throat nervously. “It was a long time ago, when the facility was newly established,” he admitted. “We were confident that no harm would come to the participants. It was a family of five; a mother, father and their three sons. We placed them in a secure room the size of a football field so we could observe their behaviour. We even put live animals in with them – for their entertainment.  The, uh, father, once transformed, saw the three young males, his sons, as competition for the only available female and, well, you get the idea. We haven’t allowed such experiments to take place since.”
 
   “So why do you want to do the experiment again if the last one was such a failure?” I asked.
 
   Colt pulled out his chair and took a seat, lacing his fingers together thoughtfully. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “We have very little data on relationships amongst patients during the full moon. We believe it would be highly beneficial to our research if we could analyse the way Lycanthropy sufferers interact during one of these, uh, episodes.”
 
   “But the facility has other families, friends and couples who would have transformed together before coming here,” I said. 
 
   “All of whom refuse to transform amongst their loved ones, for fear of the damage it might cause, especially when confined to a cell; no matter how large.”
 
   “What? You mean you don’t force them to take part in your little behavioural experiment?” Tom growled.
 
   “Of course not. We do not put our patients in danger.” Tom scoffed, but Colt continued to talk. “That is why I’ve chosen you two, if you would agree, of course.” 
 
   “And if we refuse?” Tom asked. 
 
   “Wait,” I said quickly, giving Tom a meaningful stare. “If we do this for you, you have to give us something in return.”
 
   “I assumed giving you two more time together would be a sufficient exchange.” Colt’s tone was disapproving.
 
   I shook my head. “It’s not enough. I want you to stop all the tests you’re doing to Tom. You’re going to kill him if you don’t.”
 
   “Rose, stop-” Tom said in an undertone. “Don’t make any bargains-”
 
   Colt raised his eyebrows. “Very well. You have a deal.”
 
   I gaped. “Really?” Tom also looked surprised.
 
   “We will cease all tests on Tom once you fulfil your end of the bargain in-” Colt checked his calendar, “Twelve days’ time.” 
 
   “Twelve days?” I gasped. “No, you need to stop now.”
 
   “I’m sorry Rose,” Colt said, crossing his legs, “We are on the verge of a breakthrough in cell repair, all thanks to Tom. He is changing lives. With a few more tests we may be able to isolate the gene responsible for his rapid cell regeneration.”
 
   “But you’re killing him!” I said, jumping to my feet and pointing at Tom as though Colt couldn’t see him. “He’s skin and bones. He can barely walk on his own.”
 
   “We’re monitoring Tom’s health closely, Rose. You have no reason to worry.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I said, balling my hands into fists. I could feel my body trembling and the heat rising in my face. “You only have to take one look at him to see-”
 
   “We’ll do it,” said Tom, standing up and placing a hand on my shoulder to calm me. “Twelve more days of tests and we’ll transform together on the full moon. But after that … we get to see each other as much as we like. And I get the same freedom as the other patients. And … and Rose can leave the facility whenever she likes.”
 
    “You can have free reign of the grounds once more,” Colt said to Tom, smiling. “We’ll conduct the usual monthly blood sample extractions before each transformation, but apart from that you two can have a full and happy life here at the Silver Moon facility. Tom, you can even teach again. I’m sure the children would love that. And Rose, of course, can leave at any time.”
 
   It sounded too good to be true. Surely Colt would not keep this promise.
 
   “Do we have your word?” Tom asked, his gaze unwavering. 
 
   “I swear it,” Colt said, standing and offering his hand to Tom.
 
   I held my breath as the two men stared at each other. 
 
   “All right,” said Tom. “We’ll play your little game.” 
 
   Finally, Tom stretched out his hand and grasped Colt’s. They shook hands firmly. I released the breath I’d been holding in anticipation.
 
   “It is done,” Colt nodded, taking his seat once again. “I will have my orderly’s escort you back to your room, Thomas. As for you Rose, I think it’s time you went to bed.” 
 
   “Wait,” I said, looking between Tom and Colt. “Can’t we – can’t we stay together?” 
 
   “Yes,” said Colt. “In twelve days’ time. Until then Tom will remain in solitary. Oh and I think you should give me back Misses Goul’s swipe card, don’t you?” 
 
   I held my tongue, though my rage boiled within. Reluctantly, I pulled the card out of my jacket’s pocket and put it on Colt’s desk. 
 
   “You should know, Rose, we do not tolerate thievery here. Any future incidences and I will be forced to reconsider this arrangement.” 
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered. I wasn’t about to get Lacey in trouble, not after she’d helped me. 
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   Friday – 10 days to go
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   My muscles ached with every step I took. The early morning fitness program was taking its toll and I was forced to hobble around the campus as though I’d had something forcibly inserted into my behind. It wasn’t so bad. In the three day’s I’d been at the facility I’d managed to lose a pound. Not that I needed to, but I’d never been a fitness fanatic. 
 
   I’d barely seen Tom since our little arrangement with Colt; we were restricted to mealtimes until the full moon. At least he looked healthier the few times I’d managed to see him. Less pale and with more of an appetite, Tom seemed almost cheery. However, I could tell that he was lonely.
 
   At least I had Lacey for company, who followed me almost everywhere when she was not in her lessons. She’d apologized for the previous night, saying Colt had caught her out of bed and she’d been too scared to lie. I wasn’t mad at her and no forgiveness was necessary. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



I was eagerly awaiting the full moon, which was strange in itself. I usually dreaded it. But the prospect of being able to live free and relaxed with Tom, even at the facility, was too good to be true. We would be safe and together. What more could I ask for? 
 
   Maybe this place wasn’t so bad, after all. 
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   Monday – 0 days to go
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   The other patients retreated to their ‘transformation’ rooms, which more closely resembled prison cells. An hour before sun-down I was taken to a small, clinical room where a Doctor took a small sample of blood from my forearm for pre-transformation analysis. With the blood extraction complete I was led up several flights of stairs until we came to an outdoor terrace that overlooked a football field sized tank. The air was brisk upon my skin. I wore thin, loose fitting clothes for the transformation, but the bite of the cold made me feel free. Overhead the sky was shot with pink and gold as the sun set.
 
   The enclosure below was made of glass and the interior resembled that of a miniature forest. The floor of the terrarium was uneven with grassy knolls, trees, shrubs and rocks. I even saw a squirrel ferreting about.
 
   “It looks like a zoo habitat,” I told the Orderly who had escorted me. 
 
   “The analytical party will be on the ground level where they will observe your behaviour in the simulated environment,” he told me.
 
   “Not simulated very well,” came a sarcastic voice from the stairwell. I turned around to see Tom, escorted by Professor Colt. 
 
   Without hesitation I ran to Tom and hugged him tightly, which he returned weakly. “Hello, darling,” he chuckled in my ear. “Did you miss me?” 
 
   I nodded and pulled away, grinning broadly. “After this I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
 
   “All right, it’s half an hour until sundown, folks. Let’s get the couple into the tank,” Colt said, clapping his hands together eagerly. 
 
   Tom and I were asked to stand on a motorized platform which descended into the tank. We held hands as we were lowered amongst the trees. Once we were successfully on the ground the platform rose again so we had no way out. 
 
   “Looks like we’re the entertainment for tonight,” Tom muttered under his breath, nodding towards the glass wall closest to us. I could see Colt, accompanied by a large band of people on the other side of the glass. I felt as though I was in the zoo with people gawking at me from all angles. Suddenly I found myself wishing I’d gone to the bathroom before coming here.
 
   Colt’s voice spoke to us through a P.A system. “Now, don’t be alarmed by the noise, but we’re going to bring the roof of the tank across the enclosure to ensure that you cannot escape whilst you are transformed.” 
 
   The sound of the motors was almost deafening. Tom and I covered our ears and looked up as a giant metal grate slid across the top of the tank, sealing us within its walls. We were well and truly trapped now. At least we could still see the sky through the holes in the grate.
 
    “In case of an emergency we have set up multiple precautions,” Colt’s voice echoed through the tank. “In the event of injury or attack we have nozzles spread out over the habitat which will emit a strong sleeping gas. Completely harmless, so nothing to worry about. Of course we’re hoping it doesn’t come to that. If all goes well we should have a nice, peaceful transformation.” 
 
   I looked at Tom and saw doubt in his eyes. I squeezed his hand gently and smiled. “It’ll be okay. We’ve done this before.” 
 
   “We are going to turn off all lights and dim the glass. You will not be able to see us, but we will be able to see you. Don’t worry; the natural glow of the moon will be more than enough illumination for you. Good luck.” The P.A system cut out and the glass turned black. We could no longer see the staring eyes on the other side. Above, the lights that had once illuminated the tank were switched off, throwing Tom and I into darkness. The only source of light was the sky above which was quickly turning dark purple. A shiver ran through my spine. I didn’t want to admit it but I was afraid. This environment was not natural. It was too quiet. The trees did not rustle in the wind and there were no other animal sounds to be heard. It was so quiet I could hear Tom’s heavy breathing next to me.
 
   “Come, darling. Let’s make ourselves comfortable at least,” he said, tugging on my hand.
 
   I followed him clumsily through the tank, stepping over rocks and tree roots until we came to a small dip in the grass perfect for lying in.  
 
   Tom lay down and I nestled beside him. He wrapped an arm around me and held me close.
 
   “Do you think they can hear us talking?” I whispered, resting my head against his chest.
 
   “I’m sure they can,” he replied. 
 
   I sighed. “I wish it could be like last time, in Halfway.”
 
   I heard Tom chuckle in the darkness. “I wish that too, petal.” 
 
   I traced patterns over his chest with my fingertip. “It’s probably the best memory I have,” I said. “That night.” I felt childish as soon as I’d confessed it. 
 
   Tom stroked my hair. “Me too.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   I smiled and looked up, pecking Tom on the underside of his jaw before burying my face into the crook of his neck. Tom touched beneath my chin with his free hand, tilting my face up with his fingertips. He kissed me on the mouth softly, tentatively, with some reservation. We were being watched after all.
 
   When he pulled away I smiled and nestled against him once more, feeling the prickling of my skin as the sky darkened above us.
 
   “How long do you think?” I asked after a few minutes. 
 
   “Not long now,” he replied.
 
   He was right. Only a few minutes later I felt the agonizing pain rocket through my body like an electric current. But the pain was lessened by Tom’s presence.
 
   “See you on the other side,” said Tom, pecking me on the lips one last time. “Love you, kiddo.” 
 
   My heart swelled to twice its normal side. “Love you, too.” 
 
   The pain surged as a cloud above shifted, revealing the full moon.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
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   Tuesday – 29 days to go
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   Waking up was difficult. I felt exhausted and groggy. I was lying down face first in the grass, its spiky blades pressing into my cheek. I rolled onto my back and opened my eyes, surprised to see the cloudy sky above, unobstructed by the metal grate. They’d lifted the roof of the tank.  
 
   I sat up, my head spinning and black spots appearing in front of my eyes. I was cold, which could only mean one thing. I looked down at myself. 
 
   Yup. Naked. 
 
   Embarrassed, I tried in vain to cover myself up, certain that people would be watching. 
 
   The glass of the tank was no longer dimmed and I could see into the observation rooms beyond, however there wasn’t a person in sight. 
 
   “Tom?” I mumbled. My voice was hoarse. I looked around but Tom was nowhere near me. I sighed; this scenario was all too familiar. 
 
   I stood up and tried to conceal my body in vain. I took one step forwards, stepping on something soft. Looking down I saw a pair of neatly folded clothes at my feet. They were the same white clothes I’d worn on my first day at the facility.
 
   So someone had been here while I slept. That was a bit creepy. I pulled the clothes on, feeling a little bit better but they did nothing to warm me.
 
   I spent a few minutes walking the perimeter of the tank calling Tom’s name but there was no reply so I trudged to where the platform had been the night before and was pleased to see that it had been lowered for me. I stepped onto it and waited for it to ascend out of the tank, but it did not move. 
 
   “Hello?” I called, looking up. “If you could let me out that would be much appreciated.” 
 
   I waited for a few seconds. 
 
   “Someone?” I tried again.
 
   The platform jolted to life and began to move upwards. 
 
   “Thank you,” I called, not entirely sure who I was speaking to.
 
   As the platform slowly ascended, grinding and groaning, I wondered what had happened to Tom. Perhaps he’d woken early and decided to get some breakfast whilst I slept. 
 
   Horrible thoughts struck me. What if there was a complication? What if Tom was hurt? 
 
   When the platform reached the terrace overlooking the enclosure I saw that it was completely unmanned. 
 
   “Hello?” I said tentatively, stepping off the platform and looking around. 
 
   There was no use hanging around. I walked to the staircase and descended three flights, retracting yesterday’s footsteps. My bare feet slapped loudly against the linoleum, echoing through the empty halls, making me feel more alone than ever.
 
   Where the hell is everyone?
 
   Walking along the corridors on the ground floor I peered in through doors and windows but saw no one I recognized; nameless scientists, doctors and orderlies who paid me no attention. I needed to head to Colt’s office to find out where Tom was; that had been the arrangement. 
 
   Unless he fucked us over. 
 
   I quickened my pace, almost running towards Colt’s office on the other side of the building. However, I was only disappointed. The door was locked and there was no answer to my knocks. 
 
   Don’t panic, I told myself. There are many possible explanations for Tom’s absence. Perhaps he has been moved to the regular dormitories, or maybe he is eating breakfast.
 
   I headed to the cafeteria, fully expecting to see Tom there.
 
   I was disappointed again. 
 
   When I entered several people looked up and whispers spread through the room. I backed out of the cafeteria, my heart hammering in my chest, panic threatening to consume me. 
 
   I had to check the solitary cells. 
 
   I ran flat out, skidding around corners and barrelling past anyone that got in my way. When I reached the solitary ward I checked every single room only to discover that they were all empty. 
 
   Where is Tom? 
 
   “Rose?”
 
   I turned on my heel, hoping to see Tom, but it wasn’t him. It was Doctor Kent the psychiatrist. 
 
   “What are you doing down here?” He approached me with quick steps, his many chins wobbling. He had a dusting of sugar on his chest and the smell of cinnamon donuts upon him. 
 
   “Where – where is everyone?” I said, out of breath. “I just – I woke up in the tank and everyone was gone. Tom. Where’s Tom?”
 
   Doctor Kent stared at me, confused. “Oh, has no one told you? I was sure Professor Colt sent someone to tell you.”
 
   “Tell me what?” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
   “I think it’s best if we go to my office talk,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “What? No. I just want to see-” I began, shrugging him off.
 
   “Please, Rose. I’ll explain in my office.” 
 
   I stared at Kent for a moment before allowing myself to be taken down the corridor. I felt numb and could sense that something was very wrong. 
 
   Colt had betrayed us, I knew it. He was holding Tom somewhere, performing harsh experiments. I vowed then and there that I would not rest until I’d got him out of this place. 
 
   I’d been foolish to trust these people. 
 
   Kent unlocked his office door and let me inside. 
 
   “Please, take a seat,” Kent said, brushing some of the sugar from his chest.
 
   I did as he asked, never taking my eyes off him.
 
    “What is it you wanted to tell me?” I said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Well, I’m certainly sorry to be the one to tell you, Rose. Very unexpected, of course-”
 
   “What?”
 
   “There was a … complication during last night’s transformation.”
 
   “What do you mean a complication?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but every syllable I spoke shook with anger.
 
   “Unfortunately we were forced to use the sleeping gas about an hour into the episode. We noticed that Tom’s behaviour was, well, unusual.”
 
   “Unusual?”
 
   Kent looked down, toying with a pen on his desk. “I’m sorry to tell you this Rose, but … Tom passed away last night.”
 
   I couldn’t possibly have heard right. I stared at Doctor Kent, a loud ringing filling my ears. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Our medical staff did everything they could to try and revive him. Unfortunately, by the time we had administered the sleeping gas to safely remove him from the tank and taken him to our emergency ward he was already flat-lining. It was too late. Nothing could be done.”
 
   “No,” I breathed. Disbelief consumed me and a cold, prickling numbness spread over my body.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rose.” His voice was muffled as if a glass wall separated us.
 
    “He’s not. He can’t be.” My head spun and my vision blurred. “We were going to be together.”
 
   Doctor Kent’s reply was indistinguishable. I felt as if I was underwater, being dragged down into the depths. Icy water pressed upon my body from all sides and filled my lungs, choking me.
 
   It couldn’t be true. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there for in complete silence. I stared at my hands in my lap. 
 
   Empty numbness consumed me. Kent was talking, but I couldn’t understand the words.
 
   “You’re lying,” I managed to croak, interrupting him mid-sentence. 
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You’re lying,” I said louder this time.
 
    “I wish I was, Rose. Tom was a very valuable patient. Our medical community will mourn this loss-”
 
   “BULL SHIT,” I said, jumping up and knocking over a lamp on Kent’s desk. The bulb smashed as it hit the floor. How dare he compare their loss to my own. He knew nothing – understood nothing.
 
   “Being angry won’t bring him back. Tom would have wanted you to-”
 
    “Don’t talk about him like you knew him!” I found myself yelling at Kent.
 
   “The loss of Thomas Stone affects us all,” he continued.
 
   The pain in my chest was so intense it was as though a dagger had been plunged into my heart. Each beat spilled more and more vital fluids into my chest cavity. I would certainly bleed to death - and if not that then the pain would surely kill me.
 
   “I know how you feel-”
 
   “YOU KNOW NOTHING!” I bellowed, kicking my chair aside. I strode across the office; I didn’t want Kent to see the angry tears that streaked my face.
 
   “There is no use in acting like a tragically misunderstood teenager, Rose. We all suffer loss at some point in our lives. The best we can do is accept it and try to move on.”
 
   I’d had enough of Kent’s words. I wanted to fly at him, attack him and cause him grievous bodily harm. Picking up a small vase I hurled it across the room. Kent ducked and it smashed upon the wall, precisely where his face had been only moments before.  
 
   “Now, really,” he said angrily. “This is no way for a young lady to behave!”
 
   “I DON’T CARE!” I yelled shrilly, my entire body shaking with rage. “This is your fault. YOUR FAULT!”
 
   “Come now, you’re being hysterical-”
 
   I seized a trophy from Kent’s shelf and threw that at him as well, but my aim was poor. Throwing things wasn’t enough. I wanted to scream until my throat tore and hurt Kent. Maybe then he would understand the agony I was in.
 
    “You’re trying to keep us apart,” I said, breathing heavily. “It’s a trick - a plot to separate us.”
 
   “You’re in denial, Rose – It’s a perfectly normal stage in the mourning process.”
 
   “Prove it. Where is he? Let me see him,” I demanded. I would not believe them, could not believe them until I saw evidence.
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t allow that-” 
 
   “Why? WHY?” I pointed a shaking finger at Kent. “Because you’re lying, that’s why.”
 
   Kent sighed. “The autopsy showed that Tom’s heart gave out. Heart-failure is very common among Lycanthropy sufferers. Often the transformation becomes too much for the body to bear as it gets older. Seeing Tom’s body would only upset you further. It’s in no condition to be viewed. It would destroy you.”
 
   “He was thirty-two!” My voice broke as the sobs engulfed me. I’d been petrified of Tom’s deteriorating health, but the idea that he might actually die had never seemed like a possibility.
 
   “I understand this comes as a bit of a shock-”
 
   “Of course it’s a shock!” I shouted, advancing on Kent, who backed away into the wall. “Before he came here he was perfectly healthy!”
 
   I grabbed the chair I’d kicked aside and threw it across the room. It flew further than I’d anticipated, considering it had been heavy and dented the opposite wall.
 
   “Rose, please don’t. Calm down. There’s nothing to be done.” Kent looked afraid. 
 
   I couldn’t stop myself. “All of your fucking tests and experiments killed him!” I shouted, pushing Kent’s heavy mahogany desk onto its side with surprising ease, causing the contents to cascade to the floor. Doctor Kent jumped out of its way and dived for the phone, picking up the receiver and hitting speed-dial. 
 
   “I need a sedative in my office, now!” he gasped into the phone before I slapped Kent as hard as I could – so hard my nail sliced his cheek open. He dropped the phone and held his cheek, tears in his eyes. Grabbing the phone I threw that against the wall too. It hit a mirror and shattered it into a thousand fragments which littered the floor. 
 
   Kent looked up at me, fear in his eyes. “Please don’t hurt me,” he begged. “Please!” 
 
   I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to attack. I had nothing. Everything was gone. There was only emptiness without Tom. However, his fear confused me. I was a weak teenage girl. He could easily overpower me if he wanted.
 
   I turned away from Kent, disgusted. That was when I caught my reflection in a fragment of mirror at my feet. 
 
   I stooped and picked the glass up, cutting my finger on the edge. I ignored the stinging pain, staring in disbelief. I didn’t even notice when three orderlies barrelled into the room. Only one thought crossed my mind.
 
   That is not my reflection. 
 
   The thing that stared back at me had shining golden eyes that were contorted in anger; its features harsh and animalistic. 
 
   I was staring at the monster; it looked out through my eyes but it did not consume me – did not control me as it would on the full moon. 
 
   Suddenly, a needle was jabbed into my neck and the plunger descended. I lashed out, throwing all three orderlies from me and sending them crashing to the floor. 
 
   Panting heavily I ran for the exit and grabbed the door knob, yanking it open. However the entire door was ripped from its hinges. I let it fall to the floor and barrelled into the corridor, sprinting along the hall. I’d barely run twenty feet when the sedative took effect.
 
   I fell to my knees mid-stride, still clutching the fragment of mirror, its edges cutting into my palm. 
 
   I had to get out. I had to escape. 
 
   I began to crawl, leaving a trail of blood along the linoleum as my shredded hand oozed. 
 
   Tom had been right. Now they knew.
 
   The drugs took me and I collapsed face-first on the cold, hard floor. With my last ounce of strength I looked at my reflection in the blood-smeared mirror fragment. 
 
   The monster blinked sleepily back at me before everything went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
   “Vitals are good. She’s stable.”
 
   I could hear a familiar beeping sound. Was I in the hospital? Had the last few weeks been a horrible dream? Maybe I was just waking up after the truck accident. 
 
   “It’s incredible. Her genetic makeup was completely different a few hours ago.” 
 
   “What was her blood sample like before the full-moon?”
 
   “Normal.”
 
   The voices were unfamiliar. A man and a woman.
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it,” the man said, seemingly in awe. “A partial transformation. And it wasn’t even a full moon.”
 
   “Doctor Kent is lucky to be alive,” the woman said. “Though he won’t be the same again.”
 
   “Did he contract the virus?” 
 
   It took the woman a few moments to answer. “Yes,” she said sadly. “The scratch on his cheek was enough.”
 
   “But I thought they couldn’t pass it on unless it was a full-moon,” the man said.
 
   “That was the understanding. Until yesterday. Hand me that will you?” 
 
   I heard the chinking of metal
 
   “So, what does it mean? She could infect anyone at any time?”
 
   “My guess is she doesn’t know how to control it. The beast rises to the surface when she is particularly emotional. That makes her incredibly dangerous,” said the woman.
 
   “What are we gonna do? Put her down?” 
 
   “No. Her D.N.A could be the key to lucid transformations. If she can remain conscious during a partial transformation there’s no reason why she wouldn’t be able to do it during a full moon. Injecting the microchip now.”
 
    I felt a jab in my arm. 
 
   “Did she just twitch?” asked the man. 
 
   “No, she’s out cold.” 
 
   My eyelids were opened and a blinding light was shone into them. 
 
   “Her pupils are responding. She’s coming to,” said the man. 
 
   “Up the dosage. Her temperature is still running higher than usual,” the woman replied. 
 
   I tried to move but it was like wading through jello. I managed to open my eyes but the room was so bright I had to blink several times to adjust. I was only awake for the briefest moment but I managed to glimpse my surroundings.
 
   I appeared to be in an operating theatre. The man and woman who had been talking were wearing face masks, caps and gloves. They held silver instruments in their hands.
 
   “What-” My voice was nothing more than a whisper. “What’re you doing?”
 
   The woman made eye contact with me for the few seconds I remained awake. 
 
   “Goodnight,” she said, simply. 
 
   Whilst I couldn’t see her face I vowed to remember those eyes when I eventually woke up. I felt the irresistible pull of the drug as it took me under again. 
 
   I clung onto consciousness just long enough to hear the woman speak.
 
    “Making the first incision now.”
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