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Prologue
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19th August 1845

Since my unfortunate encounter with the Gypsies, I have discovered more about the curse they have placed on me. I initially thought the curse had destroyed my gift completely, as I was unable to transform for several weeks. However, I have now realised that it has done something much worse: I am now forced to take the form of an animal for the three nights of the full moon each month. But I can only do it on these nights.

My secret was almost discovered the first time this happened, since I was attending a ball at the Manor House. I had to feign illness to leave the ball suddenly, and had transformed – against my will – into the form of a wolf before reaching the gates. Luckily, the growing darkness hid my transformation and I was able to slip past the guards unseen. I had great difficulty in explaining the disappearance of my ball gown to Mama, and I am consequently being punished for my carelessness. I am to help the maids to scrub the linen for four weeks.

I have started writing this diary to document my experiences, and to help me to work through the implications of my misfortune.
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Chapter One
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The hot sun beat down on Clara’s head. She didn’t really notice, immersed as she was in the journal she was reading. The handwritten diary was proving difficult to decipher. Not only was the handwriting unusual, but Clara was unfamiliar with some of the words. People wrote very differently in 1845!

Clara sighed and rolled her head around to ease her stiff neck. The time she could get away on her own was rare and precious and she had hoped to make much more progress with the diaries than she actually had since finding them a few weeks ago.

I’ve only got one more week left of the summer holiday before I go back to school, she thought and then I’ll really struggle to find the time to both study the diaries and keep up with schoolwork.

Clara idly flicked through the book, from the back to the front page, creating a puff of air that stroked her flushed cheeks and lifted the tendrils of hair that had escaped her ponytail. On the inside cover was written: 

Clara Elizabeth Cartwright’s Diary – 1845

The author was Clara’s great-great-great-great aunt, and namesake: a gifted woman who had the power to transform at will into any animal she wanted, until she was cursed by a Gypsy and consequently forced to transform for three nights every time there was a full moon – and only on those nights.

The gift of transformation, along with the curse, had been passed down through a single member of each generation of Clara’s family, on her mother’s side, until Clara had inherited it. Clara had discovered this the year before, when she began struggling to get to sleep on the three nights of the full moon, and started hearing mysterious voices in the night.  Her great aunt, Selina, who was a shape shifter too, had perceived Clara’s condition and had explained to her what it meant.

Over the course of the year, Great Aunt Selina had taught Clara about their gift and had impressed upon Clara the importance of keeping their magical abilities a secret from everyone. As a result, Clara had drifted away from family and friends and become quite lonely, spending more time with her aunt than with anyone else.

It took only five months from the development of the initial symptoms for Clara to shapeshift into an animal, which was quicker than most of her ancestors.  The rapid transition indicated that Clara had a particularly powerful gift. She also developed the full range of powers available to shape shifters, where many of her ancestors had only developed a limited selection. She was able to communicate with animals even while in human form, she could control animals using her mind and she could shift from one animal form to another with ease.   She had many night-time adventures with her aunt, changing into the form of lots of different animals.

Clara put down the diary she had been reading and was about to pick up the next one when she realised that the sun was shining straight into her face. Squinting at the gold wristwatch her aunt had given her the year before, Clara realised that it was much later than she had thought. She was going to be late for dinner.

She pushed the diaries into her backpack and hurried down from the hilltop clearing she had come to view as her special place, and headed for home.

When she was out of the sunshine, there was a distinct chill in the air. She shivered. Autumn is definitely on the way, she thought.

Clara pushed through the back door of her home just as her parents and younger brother, Peter, were sitting down at the table. She earned a frown from her mum, but she didn’t say anything, as Clara quickly washed her hands and joined them.

Afterwards Clara and Peter washed and put away the dishes before joining their parents in the living room.

“Kids, I need you both to try on your school uniforms tomorrow and let me know what you’ve grown out of,” their mum said, during the break between Emmerdale and Coronation Street on the TV.

Peter groaned, and Clara frowned because her plans for the diaries the next day would be ruined, but she replied, “Okay, Mum.”

She was twelve, and still growing, so she thought she would have grown out of her old uniform, but because of her parents’ current cost-cutting drive she was very worried that any replacement clothes would be second-hand. 

She knew this was selfish; her dad was a factory worker and his employer had been having problems during the recession resulting in her dad’s shifts being reduced earlier in the year. Her mum had started working part time as a sales assistant to make up the shortfall, but things were extremely tight financially.

Clara sighed. People were bound to notice at school that her clothes weren’t brand new, and, as she didn’t have a mobile phone or computer, she was already excluded from the other pupils’ social networks.  Clara didn’t really mind too much, she was a reserved girl, more comfortable observing groups than being part of them.  She had only really had one close friend in her whole life, a girl named Sinead.  Unfortunately that friendship had ended a few months before because of Clara’s secrets, which had led to a distressing confrontation between herself and Sinead. Clara had been so upset by her friend’s anger that she had decided she would no longer have close friends, at least until the curse was broken. It meant that she didn’t have to explain the strange goings-on in her life; however, she had discovered she was also very lonely.

The next afternoon, Clara’s mum took her and Peter to Tesco to buy replacement school uniforms. They left the shop loaded down with clothes that would, hopefully, see them through the next school year. When they got home, there was no time for Clara to go to her hilltop clearing with the diaries; her mum wanted help with preparing dinner. After dinner, Clara told her parents she was going to watch TV in her room. When she got there, however, she stretched out on her bed and opened one of the precious diaries.

She had tracked down the diaries the last time she was staying at Great Aunt Selina’s cottage, and had kept them secret from her aunt. They had disagreed about Clara’s determination to break the curse: Aunt Selina thought that trying to break the curse was a waste of time, and had tried to discourage Clara from doing it. However, Clara had resolved that no further generations of her family were going to suffer as she, and her ancestors, had. She had searched for – and found – the diaries, and was reading them in the hope that they would give her a clue about the curse and how it might be broken.

10th September 1845

It is too risky for me to stay in the house when I change, so I have studied the routines of the household over the last weeks and now understand them in a way I have never needed to before. After my brothers and I are sent to bed of an evening, my parents sit in the drawing room to talk, or read, and to give any final instructions to the staff. They usually retire at around 10.30, with Mother looking in on us on her way to bed. The remaining staff finish their duties around half an hour after this and retire to their attic rooms. The scullery maid and the kitchen staff start their day at around 5.30 in the morning, re-laying the fires in the rooms and preparing breakfast. That gives me up to six and a half hours of freedom to change during the three nights of the full moon – I must be back in my bed when the maid comes by in the morning.

5th October1845

I managed to slip away from the governess this afternoon by pretending to draw in the garden, and I got the old gardener, Tom, to talk to me. He was very happy to tell me stories about the Gypsies: I learnt that they have been visiting the village since before Tom was born. He told me about many strange, unexplained incidents that have taken place over the years involving the Gypsies, including healing of wounds, love potions and the Gypsies being exceptionally lucky at card games. There is even a tale that one year, during a prolonged drought, the Gypsies performed some sort of rain spell, after which the village enjoyed two weeks of much-needed rain. Time was I would have found these stories very hard to believe, but since that night in August, I can accept that many of them are true. I still have nightmares about the old woman who, when she discovered me in the woods, fixed me with a stare and muttered some words under her breath that I couldn’t quite make out. I experienced a cold tingling all through my body and my heart pounded, hard and fast, for several seconds. Then she disappeared, and I was alone in the woods, a sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. Will I ever discover how to reverse the curse she laid on me?

Clara frowned as she re-read this paragraph. Great Aunt Selina had told Clara how her ancestor had been cursed. There had been something – or someone – killing pets and livestock in the village where she had lived, and the locals had suspected it was being caused by a group of Gypsies who were camped nearby. Clara’s great-great-great-great aunt had been going out in dog form at night to try and solve the mystery, but a Gypsy woman had caught her transforming back into her human form. The Gypsy had, wrongly, assumed that Clara’s ancestor was the animal killer, and had cursed her, so that she was forced to change into animal form on the three nights of the full moon each month, and only on those nights.  This made life very difficult for Clara’s ancestor.  It endangered the family secret and meant that she could not marry or have a family of her own.  The Gypsies wanted Clara’s great-great-great-great aunt to remember what had been done to her and why, and it had worked, not only on her but also on subsequent generations who had inherited the shape shifting gene.  If only my ancestor had caught the words of the spell, thought Clara. She read on.

13th November 1845

Tonight my dog, Clarence, joined me for a romp around the village. He is such a good companion. I don’t know what I would do without him. He is the only one that understands what I go through, and when I am feeling down he always manages to cheer me up. It took me a while to get him to understand why we couldn’t go out as much as we used to, but I think he has got the idea now. In between the full moons, he and I can still exchange concepts. Everyone thinks he is such a clever dog for bringing me my slippers when I ask him. They think it is some kind of trick – if only they knew!

Clara found herself jealous of her great-great-great-great aunt and her pet dog. She knew her parents would never consider letting her have a pet, as it would be too expensive to keep. Clara craved the companionship a pet dog would bring.

A sudden thumping outside her room made Clara start. It was her brother, pounding up the stairs. Oops, time had got away from her. Clara quickly hid the diary under her pillow and flicked her TV on. Moments later her mum popped her head around the door.

“Time for bed soon, Clara,” she said.

“Okay, Mum,” replied Clara.

Reluctantly, she put the diaries away for another day, and climbed into bed, thinking about everything she had read so far.
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Chapter Two
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Three weeks later – at the time of the next full moon – Clara was at school, which was just as depressing as she had thought it would be. Unable to join in with the other kid’s conversations about gossip, selfies and tweets she made the days pass quickly by studying as much as she could, including during breaks between lessons, when she would head straight to the library. She didn’t dare get the diaries out at school, for fear of discovery, but she did as much homework as she could to free up her evenings for studying the diaries.

She wasn’t going to get much of a chance to read that evening, though, as it was the first night of three, each month, when the moon was at its fullest and magic was at its strongest.

For the last several days, Clara had suffered her usual pre-transformation edginess.  As the full moon approached Clara felt a build-up of energy inside that made her jittery and wakeful, as if she had consumed a large amount of sugar or caffeine. She had to practise the relaxation techniques her aunt had taught her to ensure she didn’t get strung out, and could get at least some sleep each night.

After dinner, Clara went to her darkening bedroom, switching on the light to look out the clothes she would wear that night. Later, when she was sure that everyone in the house was fast asleep, she dressed and slipped out of her room, down the stairs, through the kitchen and out of the back door using the key her parents didn’t know she had. She made her way to the log in the woods behind her house, where she had taken to routinely transforming, took a deep breath, closed her eyes and concentrated hard on taking the form of her favourite black sheepdog. She imagined she had four legs, shaggy fur and a cold, wet, shiny, black nose. She felt a tingling sensation flow through her body.  She shrank and fell forward onto her hands and knees. When the tingling stopped, she opened her eyes and looked down and around to make sure that she had taken her doggy form as planned. Yep, all was in order, including her long waggy tail.

Satisfied, Clara sat for a while and thought what will I do tonight? As she sat there, she recalled the diary entries about Clarence, her great-great-great-great aunt’s dog, and that made her decision. She stood and loped around to the other side of the woods to the stray dog’s territory.

At the edge of the stray’s boundary she sat on her haunches and opened her mind to pick up the dog’s thoughts. One of the amazing things about her gift was her ability to pick up the thoughts of other animals – and she was also able to plant thoughts and impressions in their minds, and affect their behaviour, too. Although Sinead hadn’t known it, this particular ability had saved Clara and her former friend from being attacked by the stray dog a few months before.

Clara turned her head and picked up the thoughts of the stray, which was hunting for food nearby. Clara had taken to leaving food out for him from time to time, partly to get him used to her smell, but also because she felt sorry for him. She was sure, from reading his thoughts, that he had been someone’s pet once upon a time.

Clara planted a picture of herself and her location into the dog’s head. His immediate reaction was anger but then, when he recognised her, his thoughts changed to curiosity and she sensed him moving cautiously in her direction. A few moments later the dog came into view. He was quite a large mongrel, with short fur and stubby ears. He was brown with black spots and splodges, a short-ish snout and large, wide-set eyes. Clara had decided that, if she couldn’t have human friends to ease her loneliness, tonight she would try to make friends with this dog instead.

When he approached her, she lay down, to show she was submissive, and planted friendly thoughts into his head. The dog came slowly towards her and cautiously sniffed the air. Not sensing any threat from her, he continued his slow approach until he was close enough for their noses to touch. Clara raised her head slowly to sniff back at him. Recognising that he was accepting her presence, she stood and backed away from the dog, inviting him mentally to follow her. The dog seemed receptive to her invitation. Clara sensed that he was curious about her, and they moved off together, away from his territory and onto neutral ground.

They walked companionably through the woods, getting used to each other’s company, occasionally stopping to explore a strange smell, before Clara decided that the dog had had enough of her company for one night and she led him back towards his territory. At the boundary of his territory he carried on walking. She stopped. He paused for a moment and looked back at her. Probing his thoughts, Clara didn’t feel that he was giving her an invitation to come with him, so she sent him a mental ‘bye for now’, and trotted away, smug about her successful encounter.

Clara padded around the woods and up to her clearing on the hill where she sat, looking down at the view. It was a clear evening. Thanks to the bright full moon and her superior canine eyesight, she was able to see quite far into the night. Off to her right, the woodland area spread out and was surrounded by scrubland and farm fields. To her left she looked down at the housing estate where she lived. She opened her mind to all the animal thoughts in the vicinity.

She could sense an alert owl scanning the brush nearby for a meal, and a family of foxes frolicking in a field below her. The chickens in the farmyard were sleeping, unaware of the nearby foxes. Clara was content.  It was hard to believe that only one year before she was just an ordinary girl, and now, she had these magical powers.  It was strange, but it felt like her life before the transformations was just a dream and the activation of her gift had woken her up somehow.  Sitting at the top of the hill communing with the animals felt real, and normal, how things should be.  Clara frowned slightly, though, as she remembered the disadvantages of the curse, which had led to her vow to break it. She had been distraught when her great aunt had told her that the gift needed to be a secret and told her stories of ancestors who had been killed when the secret got out.  She had been horrified when she had realised that the gift was the reason why her great aunt had never married or had children, and why she lived alone in a cottage in the woods.  Sitting on the hill, Clara stiffened and nodded to herself, she was going to break the curse.  She knew that some of her ancestors had tried and failed to do so, but she had a powerful transition and she was determined to do it. 

Clara’s eyes drifted over to the beautiful huge moon and she felt a strange desire to howl. Smiling inwardly, she
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