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			Chapter One

			A long, keening howl rose into the night sky.

			There was a rustle as Julian sat up in his sleeping bag.

			‘What the bloody hell was that?’

			‘Oh, please, Julian,’ said Anne, ‘you’re waking me up. It’s just a woodland noise. Go back to sleep.’

			‘How can I sleep when hordes of ravening beasts surround us? First those murderous owls screaming their faces off, now this!’

			‘Ugh,’ said Anne, sitting up. ‘That’s it. Now I’m awake.’

			‘Us too,’ came voices from the other tent.

			‘It’s for the best,’ said Julian. ‘Then, at least, when we get attacked, we’ll have a chance to fend them off.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ said Anne. ‘It was probably just Timmy trying to make some friends out there.’

			‘You mean get his end away?’

			Anne flicked on the torch and shone it in Julian’s face.

			‘I did mean that, yes,’ she said quietly, ‘but I was choosing not to say it.’

			‘Woof,’ said Timmy from nearby, his voice muffled.

			‘He’s in there with you, is he?’ asked Julian, unzipping the tent. ‘Then I was right: there’s a pack of slathering hell-beasts on the prowl.’

			‘Look, the fire’s still going,’ said Anne, peering out of the tent. ‘I’ll put some more wood on it. Maybe I could boil the kettle, make some peppermint tea or something.’

			‘Any of those ciders left?’ Dick asked, joining them.

			Julian shook the bag, which produced a reassuring clonk. He put one each in the outstretched hands of Dick and George.

			‘Too dark to read, and no telly,’ said Julian.

			‘We could just have a nice old-fashioned conversation,’ suggested Anne.

			They all looked at the fire, which popped and spat.

			‘Tell a ghost story, then?’ said George.

			‘Not with Julian as nervous as he is,’ said Anne.

			Another long, slow howl drifted up from the centre of the nearby woodland. Everyone shifted closer together on the log.
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			A long, keening howl rose up into the night sky.

			‘What the bloody hell was that?’ yelled Julian.

			‘Why did we come camping, anyway?’ Julian asked.

			‘Because Fanny and Quentin suggested it,’ said Anne. ‘They said they’ve got visitors and there’s no room for us.’

			‘We could have just pitched a tent in the garden,’ said Julian.

			‘That’s true,’ said George. ‘But they did seem unusually keen to have us away from the house. I wonder what’s going on . . .’

			They all jolted as they heard some rustling in the foliage nearby. Timmy leapt up and stood alert, growling.

			‘Now we’re all getting jumpy,’ said Dick. ‘Someone tell a story.’

			‘Yes,’ said Julian, pulling his sleeping bag around his shoulders. ‘Anything to take our minds off the fact we’re about to get torn limb from limb. Even a scary story can’t be worse than this.’

			‘All right,’ said Anne. ‘I’ve got one. Are you sure you can handle it, though?’

			Dick blew a raspberry, and George told her to bloody get on with it.

			‘You too, Timmy?’

			‘Woof,’ said Timmy.

			‘All right, then, I’ll begin. It’s about a group of young people very much like ourselves. In fact, I might as well make it simpler by giving all the characters our names. This is a story which I like to call . . .’

		

	
		
			An American Werewolf in Dorset

			It was a quiet, ordinary Tuesday evening (Anne began), and the four cousins – five, including Timmy – were down in Dorset, house-sitting for their aunt and uncle.

			After dinner that evening, feeling the night was still young, they set off in search of a pub. They crossed fields and navigated paths, and even jumped a stream or two, until eventually they spotted in the distance what was unmistakably a public house.

			‘Hurray!’ said Julian. ‘First round’s on me.’

			‘First round’s on me,’ said George, ‘as long as you promise to drink a pint of water between beers. You finished off the best part of a bottle of plonk over dinner and I’m not bloody carrying you home.’

			Julian opened his mouth to protest his sobriety – but hesitated. Now they were closer to the pub, he was arrested by the sign. It sported an impressively gory illustration, beneath which was the legend: THE BUTCHERED CALF.

			‘What a horrible name for a pub,’ said Anne.

			‘I like it, it’s excitingly gruesome,’ said George.

			Julian pushed the door open and found rather a cosy, old-fashioned locals’ watering hole, with a thick carpet, brass fittings and a ceiling so low that even Anne had to duck.

			In the dim light, no one was visible except the barman, who seemed to have been dozing until they arrived, whereupon he came alive and started assiduously picking things up and putting them down.

			George ordered drinks and they sat down, looking around at the chintzy wallpaper and curtains, and the cheap watercolours and historical photographs in their ornate gilt frames.

			‘Not much atmos,’ whispered Dick.

			‘Hardly any customers,’ said Anne. ‘How does this place stay open, do you think?’

			‘Maybe people are scared away by the legend of the local werewolf,’ said Julian.

			The others turned tired glances towards him, but saw he was looking at a newspaper cutting on the wall. He stood up to read it more closely.
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			‘Oh, please, Julian,’ said Anne, ‘go back to sleep.’

			‘How can I sleep when hordes of ravening beasts surround us?’

			‘What’s it say?’ Dick asked.

			‘Reports of livestock mysteriously savaged,’ said Julian in a tone of mild boredom. ‘People missing – drawn, no doubt, to the bright lights of Bournemouth. Reports that it began after a secretive American research laboratory was established here during the Second World War. Ha! Load of rubbish.’ He sat back down. ‘Didn’t you get any pork scratchings?’ he asked George.

			George shook her head. ‘You get them,’ she said. ‘And I’ll have some scampi fries.’

			Anne made a face of someone about to be sick. ‘They’re both hideous.’

			Julian got up, weaving slightly from side to side, and made his way to the bar. ‘I’ll have a packet of roast ox crisps. And . . . Have you got any Cheese Moments?’ As the barman picked slowly through the basket of snacks, turning each packet over and holding it up to the light, Julian added, ‘Hey, is this pub really named after the myth of the local American werewolf?’

			The barman seemed to stiffen momentarily. Even in his befuddled state, Julian could detect a sudden coolness in the room.

			He looked around and saw that, when the five had entered, thanks to the very dim lighting, they had failed to see that there were a few drinkers huddled in the corner of the pub. They were elderly men, small and wizened, in farmers’ tweed jackets and flat caps. And although Julian hadn’t noticed them talking, their silence seemed loud by comparison, and he couldn’t help but feel their eyes on him. Perhaps he’d been misheard, Julian thought. He laughed nervously.

			Julian also noticed a newcomer, a youngish but impressively large man, at the far end of the bar. He had the wedge-shaped build of the American footballer, without needing any of the supplementary padding, and wore a jacket in the colours of the Milwaukee Maulers, or some such team (Julian couldn’t make it out in the gloom). He was morosely nursing a drink – evidently not his first.

			‘What did you say about America?’ asked the young man, aggressively. 

			‘Nothing, nothing,’ said Julian, handing over some coins for the crisps and tottering back to his table.

			Anne, George and Dick did their best to defuse the tension in the pub by engaging Julian in brisk and lively conversation. This worked for a while – an hour and two more drinks, in fact – before, quite by accident, the conversation stumbled once more onto the topic of the werewolf.

			‘You don’t think it’s true, do you, George?’ Anne asked, seeking reassurance from this bastion of staunch common sense.

			George hesitated.

			‘Oh, you can’t,’ said Anne. ‘It’s so stupid. You might as well say Dracula exists, and . . . and—’

			‘Dracula did exist,’ Julian pointed out. ‘Vlad the Impaler. Whether he was a vampire or not, he was a real bloke.’

			‘So what?’ said Dick. ‘Michael J. Fox exists. Doesn’t mean werewolves do.’

			‘Well, obviously I don’t believe it,’ said George. ‘But, living out here in the sticks, you do get to hear some pretty weird and spooky stuff.’

			‘Like what?’ said Anne.

			George took a sip of her drink. ‘When I was growing up, we had neighbours who regularly lost livestock, and even pets – and there were pretty grisly discoveries afterwards.’

			‘And, I’ve never admitted this before,’ said Dick, ‘but often, when I’ve been staying here and can’t sleep at night, I’ve heard howling. You’ve heard it too, Anne, I know you have. It’s horrible.’

			Anne refused to acknowledge this. Her attempt to reassure everyone about this nonsense was backfiring badly. She pretended to be distracted by folding her scarf in her lap, over and over.

			Talk quickly moved on, however, and soon enough from the slurring of his speech it became evident that Julian was not sticking to his ‘one water, one beer’ promise. And the attitude of the man at the bar was beginning to rankle with him.

			Presently, he started on the topic of American politics, to the open horror and disdain of his fellow drinkers. What’s more, he began to inveigh on the subject without taking care to do so quietly.

			‘HEY!’ said a voice.

			Now everyone at the table caught sight of the American visitor. He was a truly remarkable specimen, and practically oozed testosterone. Although only in his ­twenties, he had grown out his whiskers to a length that made Hugh Jackman appear positively girlish by comparison, and the sports jacket he wore bulged like a tarpaulin drawn tight over a bouncy castle.

			‘What was that?’ he yelled. ‘What were you saying about America?’ Like Julian, he was far from sober, and seemed to have been drinking since lunchtime.
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