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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	“Hey Ben, you comin’ to the Halloween party next week?” Sam Almaw asked his schoolmate. “Nathan said you were.” The boys were in the school yard, yelling back and forth across the quad during lunch.

	“Yeah, I’m comin’,” Ben Kingston yelled back. At thirteen and six feet tall, he was the tallest in their grade, having begun a growth spurt the year before. “Mum changed her mind and said I could come, so I am.” He bounced the basketball hard enough for it to bounce up and into the basket. “Score,” he yelled and ran around his group of friends with both arms in the air. They yelled, cheered and whistled back. Ben came to a stop in front of Sam. “What you wearin’?”

	“Dunno,” Sam replied, throwing his sandwich wrapper into the bin. “Whatever it is, it’s gonna be somethin’ you’ve never seen.”

	“Yeah, I bet.” Ben rolled his eyes. “You’ll come up with somethin’ we’ve all seen before. Last year you dressed as a spaceman, and so did three other kids. The year before you were SpongeBob, and so were five other kids. And the year before that you came as an alien, and so did ten other kids. Ideas are hard to come by round here. Ain’t no costume you can come up with that no one else will be doin’.” He went back to playing basketball.

	Sam cast a sideways glance at his best friend, Elliot Gunfield. At twelve years of age, Elliot wouldn’t be having his thirteenth birthday until December first. Sam’s would come before that at the end of October. Meanwhile, all their friends had turned thirteen. The dreaded thirteen. The teen number that finally made them teenagers. Except for him and Elliot. “Hey El, what ya wearin’?” He studied Elliot’s dark brown hair and matching eyes, but in some light, you could swear both were black.

	Elliot shrugged. “Dunno. I’m trying to come up with something different too. I don’t want to look like all the other kids. I want to win the prize for best dressed.”

	“Don’t we all.” Sam packed up his bag ready for the last class of the day. “But it always seems to be Gretchen that wins it.”

	Gretchen Merryweather was a girl from their class who always wore the most elaborate costumes. She always won year after year, as their school consisted of both primary and high schools and they simply moved up as a class each year, so it annoyed everyone else.

	“And this year, I want to beat Gretchen at her own game,” Elliot said. “I don’t know what she’s wearing, or what she’s doing, or how she does it, but I want to beat her.” Elliot clenched his hand around his soda can and crushed it. His eyes had narrowed and his lips pursed because he was dead serious about beating the self-absorbed, self-appointed queen of the school.

	Sam stared at his friend’s face. He figured Elliot had a crush on Gretchen, but didn’t want to admit it. Everyone suspected, but no one said anything, and Elliot certainly didn’t say anything. But it simmered below the surface, like now. “So…” Sam pouted and raised a brow. “What are you comin’ as then?”

	“Dunno. But I’m gonna beat Gretchen.” Elliot slammed his can into the bin as the bell rang.

	The boys grabbed their bags and met up with Ben and their schoolmates, jostling and laughing their way into the science lab for the afternoon double class where they took their seats behind the benches.

	“Afternoon, class,” Mr Appleby said as he walked in. “Everyone in their seats? We’re going to be talking DNA and genetics this afternoon.”

	They quickly settled down and listened to Mr Appleby explain in simple terms DNA, genetics, and diseases that could be passed down from parent to child throughout generations.

	“Can being a show off be passed down?” Elliot asked, waving his hand in the air. His pointed look was at Gretchen, but she had her back to him so he couldn’t see her face from two rows behind her.

	“No, Elliot.” Appleby smiled. “Show-off-ness is a learned trait, not a genetic one.” At thirty-five he had studied to be a teacher of high school science and was happily ensconced at Betton High.

	“What about being a general pain in the bum and acting like you’re better than everyone else,” Elliot went on, his eyes still pointed at Gretchen.

	Appleby noticed. “Elliot, all of that is learned and acting like that is a choice. None of it is genetic.”

	“You sure?” Elliot asked, his eyes not leaving Gretchen as they burned through her back.

	She finally turned around and saw him staring. “You’re just jealous, Elliot Gunfield. You can’t stand that someone is better than you and that person is a girl.” She flipped her long light brown braid over her shoulder before turning to the front.

	“Jealous!” Elliot spat as everyone in class sniggered behind their hands, but he didn’t notice because he was so focussed on Gretchen two rows ahead of him. “Of you?”

	She swung her head back to look over her shoulder at him. “Yes.”

	Elliot seethed. “Of all the low down—”

	“That’s enough!” Appleby stepped between them so they couldn’t see one another. “Enough,” he warned. “We are here to study DNA, not snipe and bite at each other. So, stop it now.” He raised a brow in defiance at Elliot. “No more.”

	Elliot finally looked him in the eye. “Yes, sir.”

	“Good.” Appleby got on with the class, but Elliot and Gretchen kept glaring at each other with daggers flying back and forth.

	“In some cultures,” Appleby was saying, “there are stories of DNA being passed down from fathers to sons where they’re vampires, werewolves, zombies, and moths even. Personally,” he waved a hand, “I think it’s all a load of hooey and don’t believe it. But many cultures do, and you should respect a culture whether you believe it or not.”

	“So, they’re folklore?” Sam asked. “Made up stories to scare people?”

	“You might think that,” Appleby paused and stared thoughtfully at Sam, “and you’d be more than entitled to. Stories are passed down from family to family, and people swear they see the beasts or animals or things themselves. The story gets wilder and wilder, and soon you don’t know who or what to believe; whether it’s real, or whether it’s just a tale they’re telling to scare you.”

	“Have these things ever been reported by scientists or cops?” Sam went on, fascinated by the topic.

	“Well,” Appleby moved on. “Some claim to have reported them. There are some stories that have been “documented”,” he made quote marks with his fingers, “cases from scientists who have written an account of things that happened, but they are long dead, and we don’t know what they actually saw if they saw it at all.” Appleby stopped at the front of the classroom. “Folklore, fantasy, rumours, family stories, doesn’t mean that these were actual things that happened.”

	“But we don’t know that they don’t happen either,” Sam interrupted. “You told us diseases were genetic. So, then those diseases or things can be too. If cancer cells or diabetes can be inherited, then why can’t things like being vampires, werewolves, monsters,” he shrugged, “be inherited too? If it’s a disease and can be inherited, then it’s possible. Just coz we don’t understand it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist in some far away country or race of people. Who knows, maybe there’s some tiny little island in the middle of nowhere that we don’t know about, where giant apes or dinosaurs still exist or live. How do we know? How do we not know? Because the world is a very complex creature that still holds many secrets that none of us have discovered. Just because you’ve never seen it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

	Appleby’s eyes were twinkling, his head moving up and down. “You’re absolutely right, Sam. Just because we haven’t seen it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist, and there are many small islands and cultures we are yet to discover. On that point, you are correct. We do not know everything on this planet,” he told the class. “We assume we know everything, but we actually don’t. We are still surprised by science. The clues we find can lead to a big breakthrough in research. We’re finding diseases all the time and coming up with vaccines and cures. The world and science is still a huge mystery that we will never truly solve.” He glanced back at Sam and smiled. “You saw that fright night movie run at the theatre last weekend, didn’t you?”

	In the lead-up to Halloween at the end of the month, the local movie theatre had been running scary creature movies on the weekends.

	Sam grinned. “Haven’t missed one.”

	“Well, your imagination is what science is after. If you can think outside the box and ask why a lot, and add that to a very active imagination, who knows how far you could go.” The bell rang and Appleby looked up at the clock. “Time for home. Don’t forget to read chapter four of your textbooks by next class,” he called as the kids rushed out the door. He thought about Sam as he packed up his books and the wild imagination the kid had. The irony is, Sam’s right, he thought as he walked to the staff room. We don’t know what’s on some tiny island somewhere. What mutated gorillas scientists have come up with. For all we know, there really is an island with giant dinosaurs roaming across it, or huge apes the size of fifty storey buildings. We just don’t know.

	 

	*****

	 

	In the queue for the bus, the kids all elbowed each other to push in.

	“So, what was that about?” Sam asked Elliot. “You got angry at Gretchen.”

	“She makes my blood boil, the snot-nosed little princess,” Elliot spat. “I hate her.” He crossed his arms and scowled so deeply his eyebrows met in the middle.

	Sam noticed how his friend’s eyes looked like his cat’s eyes when he was angry. Feline, flashing, fiery. He shuddered slightly as a chill flew down his spine.

	“Besides, don’t worry about me,” Elliot ranted. “What was all that about creatures really existing?” He had been going to the movie theatre with Sam on the weekends for the creature marathons, but hadn’t put a second thought into it.

	Sam shrugged. “Why not? If diseases like cancer and diabetes exist to be passed down, why can’t other things? I find it fascinating.”

	“Yeah, well,” Elliot huffed as the bus pulled up. “I don’t. I just want to sit and watch a movie and get scared, that’s all I want.” They checked their tickets and took their seats. “I have no interest whatsoever in whether that stuff actually exists.”

	“Well, I do.” Sam swayed gently as the bus pulled onto the road. “I find it really interesting, especially the voodoo hoodoo that goes on in some countries. You know what you’re wearin’ to the party?”

	“Nuh! I’m hoping to get some inspiration from the movies this weekend. You still going?” Elliot settled back in his seat and calmed down a little as Gretchen had taken a different bus.

	“Absolutely!” Sam said. “I don’t get to watch this stuff at home. Mum and Dad won’t let me. Say I’m too young and I’ll have nightmares.”

	“Like last weekend?” Elliot chuckled. “You woke up how
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