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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Elliot Gunfield awoke from his coma on December 1st 2002. It was his 13th birthday, and he had been in a coma for a month since that horrific Halloween night when he faced the blood-red eyes of death. And paid for it with his life.

	Doctors and nurses rushed in to check on him and gave him a thorough examination. Much to their surprise, he was fine, except for the change in his eye colour which fascinated the doctor.

	Elliot had brown eyes from birth. Dark brown hair and dark brown eyes his best friend Sam Almaw had often said at certain times looked black. His eyes didn’t look black anymore. They were fiery amber instead.

	The doctor didn’t understand why they had changed and called in experts, but they too were perplexed by the change, with none of them having ever heard or seen of such a phenomenon. Elliot’s parents didn’t understand it either, but they were just glad their boy was finally awake.

	“Mum, Dad,” he croaked, having not spoken in a month.

	“Oh, my baby,” Sharon Gunfield murmured as she smoothed his hair away from his face. “You’re awake. You’re awake.”

	Elliot licked his lips and sighed. He was tired, even though he’d spent the last month in a coma. It wasn’t sleep he’d had. He’d drifted between bad dreams and reality. The reality of hearing his parents sob his name and tell him what was going on in the world, and dreams that horrified, terrified, tortured him awake. If only he’d actually been awake, he could have run far away from those dreams and not had anything to do with them. But he was trapped. Trapped in a coma that kept him supine in bed, unable to move, unable to scream, unable to get away from the horrors he faced. He was awake now, but wouldn’t talk about them.

	“It’s so good to have you back, my baby,” Sharon cooed, staring into her son’s changed eyes. “It’s so good to have you back.” And even though he was back, she worried for him. What had the head injury done? What damage was left behind? It couldn’t just be the eyes, it had to be something else. But time would tell even though she didn’t know how much time he had.

	“So, what’s happened?” Elliot asked, his eyes focussed on the clock ticking away on the wall in front of him.

	Sharon glanced at her husband, Elliot’s father, Mark Gunfield. They had already discussed how much they were going to tell him. The hospital psychiatrist told them to tell him the truth and not lie because he’d find out anyway. Taking a deep breath, she started slowly. “Well, you won the school’s Halloween costume competition. Do you remember that?”

	Elliot blinked and remembered his Tin Man costume. “I beat Gretchen. She was so pissed that she didn’t win.”

	“Language,” Mark said softly.

	“Yeah, whatever,” Elliot muttered. “Didn’t think that was gonna matter considering what I’ve been through.” His eyes stared straight ahead to the clock.

	Sharon and Mark exchanged a worried frown before she went on. “We collected your trophy. It’s on your bedside cupboard at home. I can bring it in if you like, and maybe some of your toys. I brought Mr Giggles in for you.” She pointed to the bear on the trolley beside the bed. “I’ve been playing your favourite music. If there’s anything you want, just let me know. I have an overnight bag with pyjamas and toiletries.”

	“Has Sam been in?”

	She glanced sharply at him before moving her eyes to her husband.

	“Has Sam been in?”

	“Uh, no sweetie,” she said slowly. “He hasn’t.”

	“Is he dead?”

	Sharon watched her son’s face. “Why would you say that?”

	“Because one minute we were in the closet then The Howler was there and Sam was gone. His costume was ripped to shreds…”

	Another glance at her husband. “Ummm…” Remembering what the psychiatrist said, she added, “He was found later…he didn’t survive.”

	“Found where?” Elliot frowned.

	“Near the river. Near old lady Sadie’s house. They think he wandered there dazed and confused.”

	“No!” Elliot exclaimed loudly. “He was in the closet with me and then he was gone, his costume ripped up and that thing was there instead. It ate Sam. It killed him in the closet.” His fists were curled into balls, and the heart monitor went up twenty beats a minute.

	“Calm down, El.” Sharon stood to lean over the bed. “It’s okay. Whatever happened, however it happened, Sam didn’t make it. Neither did Ms Merrin the Home Ec teacher. Several officers died as well. But everyone else is okay. You’re okay. We’re okay.”

	“Where is he?”

	“Who?”

	“Sam…”

	“He’s gone, sweetie.”

	“I know that, you just said it.” He finally looked at his mother’s concerned face, his amber eyes flashing. “Where is he, as in, buried?”

	“Oh.” She leaned back and swallowed. Her son’s eyes were unnerving her a little. “At the Belmont Cemetery.”

	“When?” His frown deepened.

	“When was he buried?” Sharon asked in return and got a nod. “Two or three days after the examination. It was quick. Then they left town.”

	“They left town?” Elliot’s brain ticked over. He’d been haunted by The Howler in his coma, reliving the whole thing from beginning to end. “Why would they leave town? He’s buried here. Why would they leave him?”

	“Maybe they couldn’t deal with it all.” Mark stood beside his wife, one arm around her, one hand on Elliot’s leg. “Sometimes grief makes people run away from the tragedy that caused it.”

	“Why would you bury your son and then leave him?” Elliot murmured, more to himself as his eyes went back to the clock on the wall. “Why would they leave him? Anyone else dead?”

	“A couple of people not on school grounds,” Mark told him. “But just Sam and Ms Merrin from school.”

	“Not Gretchen Merryweather?” Elliot’s lips turned up into a snarl.

	Sharon frowned again. What was going on with her son? “No. Gretchen’s still alive.”

	“Still whining about not winning the costume comp, I bet. She accused me of winning because you voted for me, but Bennett pulled her into line. Didn’t stop her whinging, though. Ran back to her friends and started again. Pity The Howler didn’t get her.”

	“Elliot, what’s The Howler?” Sharon asked him.

	“The cat creature that was at the school. The beast that howled and growled and ate Sam. We’d seen it the weekend before.” Elliot stared transfixed at the clock, as if it offered important information for him.

	“Sweetie, we don’t know what that was. The chief of police thinks it was some sort of inbred animal,” Sharon said.

	“It wasn’t,” Elliot persisted. “It was an ancient animal that had roamed the woods the week before. I saw it on my way home. It told me its name and to never mention it again. Every time I started talking to Sam about it I had those fits. Monday, Monday afternoon. I fitted when I mentioned it, so I didn’t mention it again. It was horrible. Like death. Its eyes were blood-red, its fangs a foot long. It was taller and broader and powerful.” The air rushed out of him and he closed his eyes. “It ate Sam; it was there in the closet with us. It growled so hard and so loud it blew me backwards. I hit the shelving and blacked out. I don’t remember what happened after that. What happened?” His eyes opened and pleaded with them to tell him.

	Taking a deep breath, Sharon told him the whole story as she knew it. How he had been hit on the head with the paint tins, and had been unconscious for a week. How they bled his head, and he went into cardiac arrest one week later. How the doctor said they needed to keep an eye on him to see what had changed, but so far, there didn’t seem to be anything dramatic happening.

	“Sharon,” Mark warned.

	She sighed and looked at her husband. “Well, there is one thing.” Picking up a small mirror from the bedside trolley she handed it to her son. “Take a look.”

	Curious, but also worried, Elliot took the mirror and looked at his face. “Jesus Christ look at my eyes.” They widened as he stared back, astonished at how his eyes had changed colour. “How the hell did that happen?” He looked from left to right. Up then down.
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