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			This novella is dedicated to Pani and Ando. A cat for home and a dog for work leaves life in perfect balance.  
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			IN READING ORDER

			
				
					This novella takes place between The Old World Saga Book Two: Rise Golden Apollo and The Old World Saga Book Three: In the Shadow of The Old World.

					For maximum enjoyment of this novella it is best to have read the preceding books before beginning. 

					
						
							1. In the Shadow of Monstrous Things

							2. Rise Golden Apollo

							3. Fear the Full Moon (novella)

							4. The Wendigo Incident (novella)

							5. In the Shadow of The Old World

							6. Earth’s Mightiest Warrior (novella)

							7. Fall Silver Artemis

							8. Strange Lights in a Dark World (novella)

							9. In the Shadow of the Sundered King (coming soon)
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			SOUTHEAST ASIA

		

		
			Creeping along the oil-stained walls it knew so well, the large fat rat paused. Something was different. There was an unfamiliar odour in the air, though the vermin couldn’t determine its nature. 

			The long shadows of the room carried an unusual sinister quality that made the rat’s hairs prick up. Something was most certainly out of place. Still, the creature’s rumbling stomach was too fierce to ignore. Little more than a slave to the whims of its hunger, the rat pressed on. 

			Hugging the wall tightly, the rat continued along its familiar path. The crumbling concrete pillars of the derelict building loomed over it as old friends in the gloom. Everywhere, the greenery of the jungle poked through the cracks. The tangled vegetation winding around rotten crates provided the perfect home for the colony of rats that dwelled here.

			When the sounds of battle were silenced, the vermin’s ancestors had moved in. War ended, and this place was abandoned by the humans who’d dwelled here. In the quietness of the concrete, the rats thrived, multiplying in their hundreds. They were safe from the abundant predators of the forest behind the solid walls.

			The unfamiliar scent grew in intensity, so the rat stopped. Its hesitation proved lethal as it fell victim to a strike of unfathomable speed. The rat squeaked in panic as long thin fingers wrapped around its struggling torso and pulled it into the air.

			The rat contorted its body, desperately trying to bite its unseen attacker, but it couldn’t reach. Before the rat properly comprehended its peril, teeth bore down on its neck.

			The attacker ripped the rat’s head off and spat it away. It gnawed on the rat’s body, consuming fur, flesh and bone with famished, gulping bites.

			This unseemly creature in the dark was a man. His hair was long and matted with filth. His face was gaunt and his eyes hollow, carrying visions of untold horrors. Blood dripped down the scraggly strands of his beard onto his filth-laden poncho. 

			This was no man of the civilised world. At least he was no longer. He was wild.

			Sometimes, he would hunt in the forest for prey. It was a difficult thing for a man to wrangle a deer with his bare hands, and then fight off the big cats that came to scavenge. The rats were easier. The rats were what he deserved.

			There was a distant clap of thunder, and the man looked up into the black void of the ceiling. The rain was dangerous. Monsoonal flash floods threatened old structures like this. He was too close to the river. He had to move.

			The man took another bite of the rat carcass and tossed it aside. He kicked up small plumes of dust as he made his way to the large metal doors of the bunker. Their rusty hinges squealed and protested as he pushed them open.

			The outside filled the man with a familiar mix of unease and despair as he perceived the winding gloom of the forest. The wild man turned his gaze to the sky and saw the moon shining high above.

			It was almost full.

			The time of change, of grotesque transformation beyond the knowledge of all science, was almost upon him again. He had to get away from even the barest semblance of civilisation. Back into the dark, malevolent depths of the jungle he would go.

			The forest was home to many beasts, though none compared to him. He was the worst of the monsters of this land.

			Vegetation had almost completely consumed the barbed wire fence surrounding the concrete bunker. The man ducked through the large hole that had granted him access, but paused when his foot hit something half-submerged in mud.

			It was a sign or plaque that had fallen from its original perch. The man bent over and wiped the mud from his face. He couldn’t read it, as the writing was faded beyond all recognition. What he could see, highlighted by the moon above, was his reflection in the dull glass.

			He’d never seen himself like this.

			“Who am I?” he thought.

			A flood of memories came back to him. The man’s mind raced back to the night it had happened. The night he’d faced a horror and lived to tell the tale.

			The night he’d become a monster.
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			CAIRNS, AUSTRALIA

		

		
			Panic was the singular, overwhelming emotion flooding Jesse Billiau’s mind. He glanced into the rear-view mirror and saw the squat tan Greek man in the back seat smiling at him. It wasn’t a genuine smile, as the Greek’s upturned lips carried relief, greed and concern. The man was sweaty, and his stink climbed Jesse’s nostrils and flooded his brain. He revolted Jesse in more ways than smell. Still, an impossible series of events had forced the pair together.

			Jesse breathed in deep as he turned hard right. His stolen vehicle skidded around the corner, briefly mounting the curb before straightening out on the highway.

			“Do not drive so recklessly. We will get caught before we have a chance to flee,” the Greek tutted as if Jesse was an impudent child.

			“Flee,” Jesse thought pensively. Flee to where, exactly? In the last thirty minutes, he’d been bitten, impaled by a supernatural monster, shot the thing dead, knocked out a government agent, and was now on the run. These were not normal circumstances, and as such, he had no idea where to flee to.

			“What is your plan?” the Greek asked, sensing Jesse’s inner turmoil. 

			“I’ll go home... see my girlfriend,” Jesse mumbled, unsure.

			“There is no time. We should go to the airport.”

			“No,” Jesse stated absolutely. His clothes were soaked with blood and they were in a stolen government car. They could be tracked easily and were too recognisable to just wander into the airport. Plus, the Greek in the back was in handcuffs.

			“I’ve got a spare key at home. We will change cars, and I will unlock your cuffs,” Jesse decided. This was good; a plan was forming in his mind.

			“You are a smart man, knowing I am the only one who can help you now,” the Greek grinned. There was that greedy and sinister smile again. Jesse’s time as a cop had taught him not to trust people who smiled like that. As such, he didn’t respond. It was true that the reason he’d wanted this car was due to the Greek’s imprisonment in the back seat. He was potentially the only person in Cairns who, at least at this moment, didn’t have the means to lock him up and turn him into a science experiment.

			The irony of this situation didn’t escape Jesse, as it was only days ago that the Greek and his deranged accomplice, a man covered in scars, had kidnapped him. They’d lured Jesse to a seedy restaurant for an ambush, then taken him prisoner. He’d been tied up in an underground room and beaten.

			Why?

			To prompt Jesse’s rescue by a friend of his, Joshua Dare. His kidnappers knew, much as Jesse did, that Josh wasn’t an ordinary 23-year-old university graduate. The surreal truth was that Josh carried a curse that caused him to transform into a supernatural monster on the full moon. The Greek had been hunting Josh, as had the Australian Government. Jesse, through what seemed like little more than misfortune, had become wrapped up in the whole mess.

			However, that wasn’t strictly true. He’d let his paranoia build and put himself in harm’s way. It was his fault his life was falling apart around him, at least in part.

			Josh had rescued Jesse. And in the ensuing chaos, a different supernatural monster had come for them. Jesse had killed the monster, but not before it had bitten him, passing on its deadly curse. The curse was something from children’s fiction, yet monsters in the moonlight had become Jesse’s reality.

			This time next month, Jesse would become the creature he’d killed. A werewolf... a creature from myth, made flesh. A horror that now lurked somewhere deep inside him.

			“To the airport!” the Greek demanded, shaking Jesse from his train of thought.

			“Why the airport?” Jesse asked, barely hiding the contempt in his voice.

			“The government men, or the police, will have you by the end of the night if we don’t get out of the country.”

			“You have tickets?” Jesse asked.

			“Yes,” the Greek nodded. “For the Wolf of the Vatican and I.”

			“To where?”

			“To the Vatican, eventually. We are going the long way round to avoid detection.”

			“Where is the first stop?”

			“Vietnam.”

			“Will I be able to use the Wolf of the Vatican’s ticket?”

			“Yes. These are not ordinary tickets booked by an ordinary traveller, after all.”

			“Alright,” Jesse capitulated. He couldn’t come up with any better options without time to consider the full circumstances, and time was a luxury in short supply. He checked the mirrors to ensure they weren’t being followed by any sleek black cars or police cruisers. In doing so, he glimpsed the full moon shining high above. That damned glowing orb had caused all of the chaos tonight.

			With one hand gripping the steering wheel, Jesse ran the other along the myriad of fresh scars crisscrossing his body. His skin was marred where the monster had bitten him. 

			The Australian Government wanted to chain him up and use him as a test subject. The mysterious representative of the Australian Supernatural Taskforce, Liam Sager, had told him as much. They’d already captured his friend, Joshua Dare, who’d gotten Jesse into this mess. He was not going to suffer the same fate.

			“Over my dead body,” Jesse self-affirmed as he slammed his foot to the accelerator.

			It only took minutes to reach Jesse’s home.

			With a wild swerve, the car skidded to a halt beside his driveway.

			“Don’t move,” Jesse ordered the Greek.

			Electronics,” Jesse thought. He had to ditch his electronics. He didn’t have a phone, as it’d been stolen when he was kidnapped.

			Jesse hastily took off his smartwatch and threw it into the garden. 

			Feeling foolish and unsure, Jesse made for the entry.

			As he stepped through the front door, Jesse was confronted by his girlfriend. Her face fell when she saw the blood coating Jesse. Her eyes followed the significant scars on his exposed shoulder and arm.

			“Kayla, listen,” Jesse began, grabbing his partner on her shoulders. “I don’t have much time. Do you know where my spare handcuff key is?”

			She nodded, tears welling in her eyes.

			“Go and get it, along with your car keys. I need my passport, too.”

			“But, why -”

			Jesse tried to silence her with a stern look, the act proving to be a mistake.

			“Don’t you dare!” Kayla breathed, her aggravation apparent in her tone.

			Jesse asked again, with a strongly emphasised ‘please’. The obvious concern (though somewhat hidden by the mounting anger) in Kayla’s eyes was justified, as Jesse had been a viral sensation over the last few days, and not for positive reasons. His kidnappers, the Greek and the Scarred Man, had posted a video of themselves attacking the bound and tortured Jesse to the internet. If Jesse was in her shoes, he wouldn’t go anywhere until he had answers.

			“I’ll explain, I promise,” Jesse struggled to hide his exasperation.

			Looking very confused and somewhat hurt, Kayla jogged off to find the items he’d requested.

			Jesse, meanwhile, sprinted to the shower. He had to clean himself up and change his clothes. There was no time to collect personal belongings as he knew the police would be here any moment. It was a miracle that he’d beaten them to this place.

			It only took a minute to wash away the blood and get dressed. He pulled a long-sleeve t-shirt over his head and put on baggy jeans.

			Kayla burst into the bathroom with Jesse’s passport, handcuff key and her car keys.

			“You got kidnapped!’ she howled, releasing her inner distress in a tidal wave of emotion. “I’ve been so worried! What the hell happened? And now you just show up, all injured, without even saying hello!”

			Jesse gripped Kayla in a tight embrace.

			“I’ll explain it all to you when I can,” he attempted to reassure her.

			“Explain now!” she demanded, pushing him away.

			“I can’t tell you, it’ll put you in danger,” Jesse urged, reaching for the car keys. 

			“It’s to do with your friend, Josh, right? You’ve been obsessed with him for a month! Why? I know it was because of him you got kidnapped.”

			“Okay. Remember how I told you about the night in Pokers Hill? About what really killed Steve?”

			Steve had been Jesse’s mentor and had saved his life at the cost of his own.	

			Kayla nodded, wiping away a tear.

			“It was a monster like I said. Now the government is coming for me. And if you know too much, they will come for you too. The kidnapping, everything, was all about the monster. This is way bigger than I can tell you.”

			Kayla did not look remotely convinced, but Jesse didn’t have time. He heard the wailing of a distant police siren.

			“I’ll be back,” Jesse whispered, kissing her on the cheek. “Do me a favour. When they get here, tell them that I have gone south. You have to be convincing, okay?”

			Her expression was utterly unreadable, but there was no time for further instruction.

			He darted out the front door, briefly looking back at the shaken and annoyed Kayla.

			Jesse opened the rear door of his stolen car and pulled the Greek out, quickly undoing the cuffs.

			The Greek massaged his wrists, which had turned slightly purple, then thanked Jesse.

			“Don’t thank me now,” Jesse murmured. “We aren’t out of this yet.”

			“What now?” the Greek asked.

			“We take my girlfriend’s car to the airport. How long till the flight?”

			“It is flexible. We had planned to leave tomorrow, though there is a flight tonight. We expected to have been done with the werewolf well before now, so that was another option.”

			“Good.”

			Jesse led the Greek to Kayla’s small pink sedan. Against the rising backdrop of blaring sirens, Jesse left his home behind. As the old two-story house vanished from view, Jesse couldn’t help but think that he was leaving life as he knew it behind.

			He looked at the ominous full moon floating high above and cursed. He would face what was coming on his terms. Whatever horrors the next month would bring could be met once he was free.
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			By some miracle, Jesse and the Greek made it to the airport unimpeded. The Greek produced his bizarre tickets, stamped with the seal of the Vatican city-state, which skyrocketed Jesse’s anxiety. One call to the Federal Police and it was over for them. Fortunately, the Greek hadn’t been searched by the AST, meaning his jacket pockets were still chock-full of his belongings. One item was Jesse’s police ID, stolen from him during the initial kidnapping. Through negotiation skills he didn’t know he possessed, Jesse was able to leverage his role as a police officer to get them on the shortly departing flight.
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