
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Perfect Victim

2AM.

The city streets are quiet, still and virtually deserted.  Hardly anything moves or makes a noise.  No car lights penetrate the darkness.  No streetlamps ignite the damp sidewalk.  Only silver shards of moonlight reflect off black pools of water that have collected in cracks and potholes along the pavement.

A young woman walks alone through the night.  She stands out like a beacon in the darkness.  Her clothes are bold and bright and seem to fit her skin like a glove, riding the generous curves of her body.  Her bright pink shirt appears fluorescent in the moonlight and her stark white pants almost seem to glow.  Her skin is pale and smooth.  Her hair long and luxurious and bleach blonde.

She walks with boldness and confidence.  Without fear.  Her chin up and her shoulders back.  Her hips sway naturally to the rhythm of her movement.  Her bright pink heels strike the wet pavement in a steady, confident rhythm.  She holds her zebra print purse slung casually over her left shoulder, allowing it to hang from just her first two fingers.

Just off the main street, lurking in the shadows, several figures watch.  And wait.

She’s moving steadily in their direction, unaware of the danger up ahead.  She breezes past them without a hitch, her head still up high.  Her forward momentum creates a light wind that slices through her hair and leaves a whiff of perfume in her wake.  One of the figures releases a predatory growl.

The woman continues on her way, still acting for all the world as if she is entirely alone.  She’s heading to the waterfront.  Boats and yachts sit quiet and abandoned along the dock.  Distant city lights create flashes of colour on the wavering surface of the ocean.

The dark figures now begin to move in, some from the left, others from the right.  There are seven of them in all, each one dressed entirely in black.  Everything but their faces seem to disappear against the darkness.

They tread carefully, their feet landing without a noise on the dampened street.  They don’t say a word but move as if they can read each other’s thoughts.  They spread out across the road, blocking any possibility for their target to retreat.  Their pace quickens and they tighten formation as they move in, swiftly, silently, like predators closing in on their prey.

The woman stops.  For a split second she holds perfectly still.  Then, slowly, she turns around, her body suddenly tense.

The men have formed a half-circle around her.  A few grin when she sees them.  A few leer and the rest clench the muscles in their legs, ready for the fear, the fight and the chase.

But the woman’s face does not register fear or even surprise.  She gazes levelly at the hooded figures surrounding her, as if appraising a selection of shoes she has a vague interest in buying.

“Can I help you gentleman?” her voice is calm and laced with a faint southern drawl.

There’s no answer but a few quiet laughs reverberate through the group. Her lack of fear is unusual but not unheard of.  Some of their victims are much quicker to understand the situation than others.

The woman lifts her eyebrows and continues to stare, like she fully expects an answer to her question.

Without any further warning, the men attack. They come at her all at once, in a well-organized pack, whooping and shouting and shoving each other out of the way.

The woman doesn’t scream.  She doesn’t run.  She slides one leg back for balance, bends her knees and crouches her shoulders, meeting their charge head-on.  If the men had been paying closer attention, maybe they would have noticed the smooth, cat-like grace to her movements or the inhuman strength rippling through her body.

The man leading the pack is tall and lean, his black hood concealing his features.  He charges at her with arms outstretched, fingers curled as if prepared to be wrapped around her throat.

Like a bolt of lightning, the woman shoots forward to meet him.  In one swift movement, she grabs his left arm and pulls, sending him reeling head-over-heels across the pavement.

Another man comes at her, swinging his arms like a pinwheel.  She leaps straight into the air and lands a roundhouse kick to the side of his face.  The man drops, blood gushing from his nose and mouth.

Someone grabs her from behind, covering her mouth with a gloved hand.  She latches onto his elbow and flips him effortlessly over her left shoulder to land with a loud crunch on his fallen comrade.

A fourth man darts in from the left, attempting to tackle her like a football player.  The woman drops to the ground and the man flies straight over her head, groping at thin air.  He plows into another man coming at her from the opposite direction.  They go down in a pile of cursing and shouting and thrashing limbs.

Still crouched on the ground, toes and finger pressed against the damp pavement, the woman turns to face her next attacker.  He’s practically on top of her, having taken advantage of her momentary distraction.  The woman pivots on her left leg and rams her foot into his shin.  a loud crack echoes through the night as his bones splinter.  he collapses on the ground, screaming and gripping his broken leg.

The woman smoothly rises to her feet.  There’s one man left standing and he’s approaching her with more caution than the rest.  He shifts his feet from one side to the next, as if trying to decide on the best angle of attack.  The woman shifts position along with him, mirroring his actions, her lips turned up slightly at the corners.

Suddenly, the man stops.  he reaches for something hidden inside his jacket.  A second later, he’s aiming a pistol at the woman’s chest.

“Freeze, bitch.”

At the sight of the weapon, the woman goes still.  Her eyes zero in on the gun.  There’s no fear in her expression, but there seems to be a chill rising in the air around her.

“That’s it.  You just stay there.”

He moves in closer, keeping the gun trained in her direction.  The men who can still walk are slowly rising to their feet.  They circle around her, growling angry threats and cracking their knuckles.

The woman remains still.  Her gaze shifts from one man to the next.  The chill coming off her is almost palpable.  Her clear blue eyes are like shards of ice.

“Cowards.”

Then, in a flash, she’s running.  Sprinting with inhuman speed across the pavement.

Two of the men make a grab for her.  She darts easily in between them.  Bullets ricochet off the street and the buildings surrounding her, but not one finds its mark.

She takes a running leap and latches onto a nearby streetlamp that’s long since gone out.  She swings herself around the metal pole, bullets still flying in her wake.  She does a full rotation, her feet never touching the ground, before releasing her grip mid-swing.

The woman shoots forward, her body twisting through the air as she falls.  Her zebra stripe purse hits the ground several meters away.  Her pink heels go skittering in opposite directions.  A gust of wind suddenly rakes through the previously stagnant alley.  Bits of garbage leap and twirl in the crosswinds.  In the nearby harbour, waves ripple across the water and boats rock back and forth, straining against the ropes lashing them to the dock.

One of the men staggers backwards, his eyes showing white all the was around.  Another one shouts and babbles incoherently.  The man holding the gun allows it to clatter at his feet.

“What the fuck?”

The woman is gone.  In her place stands a massive wildcat.  She’s not of any species that can be easily identified.  Her coat is pale, though her exact colouring is obscured by the dim light.  Her size is beyond anything the men have ever seen.  Standing shoulder to shoulder with an adult male grizzly, she would easily match his height, but her lean body would be twice as long.

A low growl rumbles deep in her throat.  Her lips curl back slightly, revealing a hint of long, razor sharp canines.

For one long moment that seems to hang suspended in time, she stares down her would-be attackers while they stare right back, eyes wide, faces pale, mouths gaping open in disbelief.

Then, as if by a non-verbal command, they all turn their backs and run.

The wildcat coils her muscles and springs forward, catching up to them in a few easy strides.  With one swipe of her massive paw, she sends two of them somersaulting through the air.  The first rams headfirst into a solid brick wall before landing in a heap on the sidewalk.  The second crashes into a pile of crates that topple over and collapses on top of him in a cloud of billowing dust and flying chips of wood.

The final two men are still on the move, sprinting for the docks as if the water can somehow offer protection.  The wildcat bounds after them.  Her slender body covers ground at an alarming speed.  The men are almost ridiculously slow by comparison.

One of the men stumbles and the wildcat pounces, all four paws landing on his back.  He strikes the ground with such force that his head recoils against the pavement like a tennis ball and his ribs break with an audible snap.

While the man shouts and writhes in pain, the wildcat springs from his back, honing in on her final target.  He’s still racing for the docks, his breathing loud and coarse.  He’s nearly reached the edge of the water when the wildcat strikes.  She latches onto his right leg and sinks her teeth deep into his flesh.

The man howls in pain, but there’s no one around to hear except his fallen comrades.  The wildcat backs up slowly, dragging the man with her.  He kicks and struggles and claws at the pavement, but it’s no use.  Every move he makes only worsens the pain.  blood pours from his leg, pitch black in the moonlight.  Finally, after his struggles have faded and his screams have turned into quiet whimpers, the wild cat releases him with a sharp jerk of her head.

Another gust of wind rakes through the alley and the woman reappears, bare foot and smiling.  She trots casually back up the road, picks up her bright pink heels and slides them back onto her feet.  She stands in place for a moment, her stance wide, observing the writhing, bleeding and moaning bodies around her.

“Have a pleasant evening, gentlemen.”

She calmly scoops up her zebra-stripe purse, slings it once again over her shoulder and continues on her way.  Her white-blonde hair is the last thing to vanish into the darkness.

———————————————————————————————————-

Hey all! I hope you enjoy this story!  If you are a first time reader the comments may contain spoilers.

I can no longer keep up with comments but please know that I appreciate every single one!  I will respond to private messages and comments on my profile if you would like to get in contact there.



Please don’t forget to vote! 😃


Chapter 1: Eve

“Eve, will you please pay attention?”

“Huh?  What?” I gave a slight jerk and swivelled my head around.  The whole class, more than thirty students, were all turned in my direction.  Mr. Bruckner stood with one hand flat on his desk, legs crossed at the ankles, staring at me with his eyebrows raised expectantly.

“Umm, I’m sorry.  What did you say?”

A few muffled giggles circulated the room.  Mr. Bruckner waved his long, slender arm at the whiteboard.  “The equation.  Have you solved it yet?”

Is that what I was supposed to be doing?  I glanced down at the sheet of paper on my desk.  I had some vague recollection of getting about halfway through the problem before my attention had been drawn by something outside the window.  A bird, I think or… maybe a squirrel.  I couldn’t remember now.

“Eve?”

“Yes sir!”

“If you’ve finished the equation, would you kindly tell us the answer?”

“Umm,” I glanced down at the paper and seized on the final number I had arrived at before losing interest.  “One point seven one nine?”

Mr. Bruckner let out a tiny sigh.  “No, Eve.  Try again.”

“Negative three point four five?”

“No.”

“Seven?”

“No.”

“Eight?”

Another laugh circulated the room.  I lowered my head, feigning embarrassment to hide the fact that my lips were turning up at the corners.  Hey, was it my fault this class was so dull and tedious?  We had been learning how to do these same equations for over a month.  Surely everyone understood it by now.

“Would anyone else care to try?”   Mr. Bruckner asked, admitting defeat.

A girl near the front of the room promptly raised her hand.

“Yes, Samantha?”

I never heard the answer Samantha was so eager to share.  The moment I was out of the spotlight, my eyes were drawn back out the window.  The view was dominated by a huge maple tree, alive with leaves of yellow, orange and red.  Golden afternoon sunlight struck the tree from behind, causing the whole thing to glow as if it were on fire.  I could practically smell the fresh air from here.  I could almost feel the wind on my face and the grass underneath my feet.

I hardly realized I was bouncing my foot rapidly up and down or that my fingers were beating out a senseless rhythm on my desk until the guy in front of me threw a nasty look back over his shoulder.

I forced my leg to go still and my hands to stop moving, but then immediately began to shift and squirm in my seat.

What the heck was up with me today?  School nearly always made me a little bit restless—so much sitting!  It isn’t healthy, I tell you!—but today it was almost beyond my control.  My veins seemed to be charged with pure electricity.  I felt like had swallowed down a whole pot of coffee, followed by two cans of red bull. I felt like I could run a mile, climb a mountain, swim across the Great Lakes and still have plenty of energy left over for a marathon afterward.

I began tapping my fingers and bouncing my leg again, earning another dirty look from the guy in front of me.

“All right, everyone,” Mr. Bruckner had erased the previous equation and was swiftly writing out another one.  “We’ll do one more.  Copy this down and come and see me when you have the answer.  If you get it right, I’ll let you go early.”

The moment he said those words, my scattered energy became focused like a laser.  I snatched up my number 2 pencil, shoved my mane of stupid, thick, curly hair out of my face, crouched over my notebook and got to work.

Having something to motivate me and focus my thoughts seemed to calm my fidgeting.  My leg went still and my hand was now busy writing out numbers and calculations.  The electricity surging through my body seemed to channel itself into my mind.  My thoughts became sharp and quick.  My eyes jumped across the page, quickly and easily following every step of the equation.  I just felt so damn good.  I had never felt this good in my life.  Why, I had no idea.  Maybe it was something I ate.

Just for good measure, I finished up the first equation as well, so Mr. Bruckner would have no excuse to keep me here.  Of course, the answer was zero.  I should have guessed that: It’s always zero.

Notebook in hand, I bounded up to the front of the class and handed it over to Mr. Bruckner.

“Finished already, Eve?”

He accepted the notebook and checked over my work, the end of his pencil lightly tracing across the numbers, his lips moving soundlessly.

“Excellent.  Perfect.  See you know this stuff, Eve.  If you would just focus..”

“I know, I know,” I said, bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet.  “So, am I good? Can I go now?”

Mr. Bruckner handed my notebook over with a long-suffering sigh, but I could have sworn his mouth twitched at the corners.  “Go on then.  Get outta here.”


Chapter 2: Cirque du Soliel

Moments later, I was zipping down the road on my bike, my body crouched low over the handle-bars, my legs a blur of movement beneath me.  The day was perfect.  The sun warm and strong on my face, the air crisp, cool and clear.  The quiet, residential streets were lined with huge maple trees, each one topped with orange, red and gold.  A brisk wind rustled their branches and shook loose a sprinkling of multi-coloured leaves, which flared like embers in the golden sunlight as they fell.

The road curved gently.  I leaned into it without slowing my pace, more leaves leaping and twirling in my wake.  I was picking up speed, my wheels making that oddly satisfying whizzing noise against the pavement.  I wish I could say that my hair was also flying gracefully in the wind, but being as thick and heavy as it is, it more jerked and jumped around my head like an unruly pile of angry snakes.

I noticed a steep hill approaching right ahead.  I stood up in my seat while at the same time flattening myself even lower over the handlebars.  I had tried hundreds of time to make it all the way up this stupid hill but always ended up having to get off and walk at about the halfway mark.  The thing was huge and so steep that, from a distance, it almost looked like a sheer drop.

On wheels, it was a punishing, almost impossible climb.  But, for some reason, right now it not only looked doable.  It looked positively easy.

As usual, my forward momentum carried me easily up the first few meters of the slope.  Then gravity started to kick in. Or, at least, I felt it kick in.  I felt the downward pull on my bike and increased pressure against my feet, but my pace barely slowed at all.  I could feel the strain in my legs, but my muscles didn’t scream in protest like they normally would.  I shot all the way up the hill almost as fast as if I was on flat ground. 

Before I knew it, I had crested the peak and was racing down the other side, trees and houses whipping past me in a blur.  The road twisted and turned.  I twisted and turned with it.  I swerved back and forth along the pavement.  A pair of cyclists on tall, lean street bikes appeared on my left.  I shot past them as if they were standing still.  Moments later I saw a group of runners up ahead, spread out across the entire street.

Without pausing to think I dove right into the middle of the crowd, weaving and dodging around them like stationary traffic cones.  There were a few shouts and exclamations of surprise.  One man was throwing his arms all over the place and his hand just about smacked me right in the mouth, but I swerved out of the way at the last second and broke out on the other side, completely unscathed, though with quite a lot of angry shouting echoing at my back.

A laugh rose up in my chest and released itself into the air.  It seemed like I could keep going forever.  Without getting tired.  Without even breaking a sweat.  I had never felt so strong, so energized, so alive!

My confidence was shifting now into recklessness and I decided to try something I hadn’t done in months.  I had never pulled it off successfully and my last attempt had put me in the hospital with a gash on my head and twelve stitches in my arm.  But, today, I was fearless.  I was invincible.

I crouched down low over the handlebars and then pulled hard in the opposite direction.  The front wheel lifted up off the ground, still spinning madly, the spokes a blur of silver.  The front end of my bike reared high into the air.

I balanced precariously in my seat and held it steady, knowing the slightest shift in my weight could send me careening over backwards.  I held my position for at least a minute, sailing down the road on a single wheel, a huge, stupid grin plastered across my face.

I felt another laugh bubbling up in my chest, amazing and exhilarated by my sudden, unexpected athletic skills.  Maybe all those hours of training on the school track team had finally paid off.  Or, perhaps I was just in the “zone.”  I’d heard of people doing amazing things when their mind and body became extremely focused.

Or maybe someone had slipped me a stimulant at lunch.  Who could say?

My house was another five minutes away, but I stayed out in the streets for hours, reveling in my new-found skills.  I popped a few more wheelies, my hair whipping out behind me, the pavement a blur under my feet.

I raced up and down hills, leapt over cracks in the street and took turns so sharply that my knees almost skimmed the ground.  I found a deserted skate park and performed a series of tricks and jumps that I had been trying to get right for ages.  They had seemed impossible no more than twenty-four hours ago.  Now I could pull each one off flawlessly, plus inventing a few others besides.

The wind picked up and storm clouds moved in, bringing the heady scent of impending rain.  The sky darkened and before long it was coming down in torrents.  The sane people all retreated inside.  I stayed out in the rain, performing more tricks on my bike, splashing through puddles and catching droplets of water on my tongue.

By the time I got home, I was sopping wet and shivering with cold.  I found my own house amid the other identical suburban homes, glided up the driveway and into the open garage.  I aimed my bike at the usual spot, wedged between piles of boxes and random tools.  I bailed out at the last second, allowing the bike’s momentum to carry it the rest of the way.  It landed in place with a gentle crash while I did a pirouette through the air and landed lightly on my feet.

“Wow,” I said.  “Forget becoming a doctor.  I should join Cirque du Soleil!”


Chapter 3: Smoke and Mirrors

“Eve!’  My mother said reproachfully the moment I walked into the kitchen.  “Look at you!  You’re soaking wet!”

I trotted across the white tile floor, dripping water with every step, and gave her a peck on the cheek.  “It is raining outside, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Do you mind telling me where you’ve been, young lady?”

“I was out riding my bike.”

“In this weather?”

“It’s just rain, mom.  It’s not going to kill me.”

“Eve, how many times do I have to tell you to come straight home after school?  I don’t like you wandering around out there by yourself.”

“Mom, it’s fine.  This neighborhood is perfectly safe.  No one’s going to abduct me or anything.”

“There are predators everywhere, Eve,” she looked at me again and frowned.  “And, by the way, what on earth have you done with your hair?”

I made a face.  “I know, I know.  Curly hair and rain don’t mix.  There’s no need to rub it in.”

“No, it’s not that.  It’s-”

“Oooh, steak!” I said, eyeing the pink slabs of raw meat laid out on the granite counter top.

“Here now, what’s this?”  My father said, appearing in the kitchen doorway.  In contrast to my mother, who is slender and golden-skinned, my father is a tall, curly-haired redhead.  “Has my daughter actually gained a suitable appreciation for a good old-fashioned barbeque?”

I grinned sheepishly.  True, I’m normally more of a stir-fry kinda girl.  But, tonight, I was really feeling the steak. 

“The usual, kid?  Medium well?”

“Actually, I think I’d like it rare tonight.”

My father raised his pale eyebrows.  “All right, who are you and what have you done with my daughter?”

“I’m serious, Dad.  I want that steak still bleeding.”

“Charming, Eve,” my mom said.

But my father just laughed.  “All right.  I’ll get those fired up you little carnivore.”  He grabbed the cutting board that held the steaks and headed for the patio.

“Oh, Colin why don’t you cook them on the stove?  It’s pouring rain out!”

“Nonsense, dear!  You don’t cook steak on the stove!  Besides, a little rain never hurt anyone.”

My mother just shook her head and went back to setting the table, mumbling something along the lines of “so that’s where she gets it.”

While the steaks were cooking I ran upstairs to get changed, taking the steps two at a time.  You’d think I would be tired after riding my bike outside in the rain all afternoon.  Apparently not.

I tossed aside the boring school uniform I had to wear, threw on a pair of jeans and a turquoise hoody, then bounded back down the stairs.  Not long after, my father came back inside with the steaks.  The smell made my mouth water like crazy and I tore into mine with all the finesse of a lion tearing into a fresh kill.  There was a salad and potatoes on my plate as well.  I had no interest in them whatsoever.  The steak was so juicy and tender and delicious.  What did I need salad for?

“Slow down there, kido,” my dad said.  “It’s already dead.  It’s not gonna start running away on you.”

 “Dad, you know, I think you left the barbeque on.”

“Did I? What makes you say that?”

“I can smell it.  I can smell the smoke.”

“From all the way in here?” my mother asked skeptically.

I just shrugged and went back to my steak.

My parents exchanged looks, then my father got up and left the kitchen.  I heard the swish of the back door being opened and the soft patter of rain from outside.  When my father reappeared he was scratching his head in a bemused sort of way.

“Was it on?” My mother asked.

“Yeah, it was.”

“Toldja,” I swallowed my last bite of steak and shoved my chair back from the table.  “Can I be excused?”

“You haven’t touched your vegetables,” my mother said.

“Ah, okay fine,” I wolfed down the rest of the food on my plate.  The asparagus almost made me gag—even more so than usual.  “There, now can I be excused?”

“Where are you running off to in such a hurry?”

“Umm…” I had to think about that for a moment.  I had been in such a rush to get up and do something, I hadn’t paused to consider what exactly it was I wanted to do.  “I thought I’d hit the gym.  You know, I have a track meet coming up.  I need to stay in shape.”

“You’re going to the gym now?” my mother glanced at her watch.

“Yeah, why not?”

“How are you going to get there?  It’s getting dark.  It’s still raining.  And the YMCA is twenty blocks away.”

I was about to say I didn’t mind the weather or the walk when my dad spoke up.  “I’ll drive her, Meena.  Don’t worry.  She’s got lots of energy tonight.  Might do her some good to burn it off.”

“She’s been out there on her bike all afternoon.  Surely-”

“Thanks, Dad!” I interrupted, shooting out of my chair.

“Sure thing, kiddo.  I’ll just help your mother clear up and then we can go,”  he picked up his empty plate and went to deposit it in the sink.  “Oh, by the way, Eve,” he ruffled the top of my head as he walked by, “nice hair.”

 ––––––––––-

That night, I slept like a log.  It had taken hours—hours of running and weight-lifting and swimming laps until I couldn’t see straight, but finally I had worn myself out.

I fully expected to be exhausted the next morning, but to my surprise I sprang out of bed at the crack of dawn, fully energized and wide awake.  I breezed through my morning routine with none of the usual grogginess.  I didn’t bother with my hair.  It would be impossible until I got in the shower.  But I made my bed, brushed my teeth, threw on some casual clothes, glanced briefly at myself in the mirror…

And froze.

What the hell?


Chapter 4: Reflections

I took a step closer to the mirror, staring at my reflection in disbelief.  The person looking back was still me, but at the same time it wasn’t.  I had the same thick, dark, curly hair.  The same hazel eyes and.  The same olive skin with a light dusting of freckles (ugh) scattered across the bridge of my nose.

But my curls were now streaked with highlights.  And not the subtle, golden-brown ones that sometimes appeared during the summer.  No, these were an aggressive, dazzling blond that went from the roots of my hair all the way to the tips.  It looked like I had spent a full day getting my hair done in some upscale salon.  Never mind that I had never set foot in such a place since the day I was born.

My eyes appeared somehow wider and more luminous.  The colour brighter, my eyelashes darker up against them.  And, when I looked closely, my pupils seemed to be slitted almost like a cat.

I looked down at my body.  My skinny arms—which had always refused to gain any definition no matter how hard I exercised—were lined with flat, wiry muscles.  My bony shoulders were now curved and smooth.  My scrawny legs were toned like a dancer.  I reached down and lifted my shirt, revealing two subtle lines running vertically down my perfectly flat stomach, hinting at the rock-hard abs underneath.

My entire body was rippling with strength.  Like liquid steel.

 Am I dreaming?  I wondered, meeting my own unnaturally wide, luminous eyes once again in the mirror.  How was this possible? Had someone out there been slipping me steroids?  That would explain the muscles and maybe the excessive energy as well.  But, what about the hair?  It seemed unlikely that someone had snuck into my room and dyed it while I was sleeping.  I supposed it could be some kind of weird side-effect, but whoever heard of steroids turning giving a person blond highlights?

“Eve?”  My mothers voice drifted up the stairs as if it was coming from a hundred miles away.  “Are you almost ready? You don’t want to be late!”

I tried to answer, but the words got stuck somewhere in the region of my adam’s apple.  I flexed my arms, watching as my biceps bulged and the muscles along my triceps and forearms became even more sharply defined.

This is crazy, I thought.  This is absolutely insane.

“Eve!”

I cleared my throat, struggling to bring myself back to reality.  “I’m coming!” I yelled back towards the door.  “Almost finished!”

Shaking my head, I finished getting dressed and headed downstairs.

To this day, I have no idea what went on in the kitchen that morning.   I must have eaten breakfast, but it passed through my lips without leaving the faintest impression on my senses.  It was like I was chewing on air.  My parents were busy chatting away on either side of me.  My mother asked about my hair again (I actually knew what she was talking about this time).  My father mentioned that I was looking exceptionally fit this morning.  I forgot my responses ten seconds after giving them.  I was so inattentive that I accidentally walked straight into the divider between the kitchen and the dining room on my way to deposit my dishes in the sink. 

“Eve!  Be careful!” my mother said.

“There’s a wall there,” my father added helpfully.

I mumbled something vague and raced back up to my room, taking the steps two at a time.

I no more remember how I got through the rest of the morning than I remember how I got through breakfast.  All I do know is that I was continually glancing at myself in the mirror, approaching it from different angles, turning my body one way and then the other, as if it would somehow alter what I saw.  Every time, I naively expected to find my old, normal self looking back at me through the glass and every time I instead found the strange creature I had become.

I’ll admit, it wasn’t all bad.  The highlights were growing on me.  And I can’t say I disapproved of my newly toned, muscular body.  I was still skinny and lacking all but the most subtle curves, but it was a vast improvement on the stick insect I had been the night before.

It was weird that’s all.  Weird as hell.

My mom was calling me again, yelling that I was going to be late.  It slipped my mind for a moment exactly what I was going to be late for.  Then I remembered, as if recalling something from the far distant past, that it was a school day.

The normalcy of it came as something of a relief.  Maybe, if I immersed myself in something as average and mundane as school and kept my distance from any reflective surfaces for a while, things would start to make more sense…

Okay, probably not.  But, hey, it couldn’t hurt to try.

 *********

Unfortunately, far from calming me down, school was nothing short of torture.  If anything, my energy levels were even higher than they had been the day before.  I couldn’t sit still for more than a few seconds at a time.  I spent all of first period bouncing my leg up and down and slapping my legs like a little kid with severe ADHD.

Besides that, I was feeling unusually irritable.  Every time the teacher or one of my classmates shot me an irritated look, I had to suppress a bizarre urge to bare my teeth and snarl at them.

The excessive energy had been fun yesterday.  Today it was uncomfortably aggressive.  I almost felt like there was a wild creature inside of me, fighting and clawing to get out.

“Hey, what’s up with you today, Eve?” My friend Christa asked in the hallway between classes.  “You seem really jittery.  Did you drink too much coffee this morning?”

“You know I don’t drink coffee,” I said, jumping up and down to see over the heads of my fellow students, frustrated by their slow progress.  Seriously, why did they have to shuffle though the halls like this?  This was high school, not an old folks home!

“Is the crowd moving slower today, or is it just me?”

“It’s you,” Christa said.

“When’s gym?”

“Not till fourth period.”

I groaned.  I would never last that long!  Maybe I could slip out at lunch and run a few laps around the track.  That might hold me over.

“So, when did you dye your hair?” Christa asked.  “It’s about time you got with this century.”

“Umm…” I began, my bouncing slowing down slightly.  “I didn’t.”

Christa laughed.  “Oh yeah, sure you didn’t.  I’m guessing those super-sexy blond streaks are natural, then?  And they routinely pop up on their own without any previous warning?  You really expect me to believe that, girl?”

“I’m serious, Chris.  I went to bed last night and it was normal…” (okay, not technically true, but it had been normal as far as I was concerned)… “and then I woke up this morning and it was like this.”

“You just don’t want to admit that you’re finally turning into a girl.  You know, it’s nothing to be ashamed of, Eve.  It happens to all of us.  Next thing you know, you might even have a boyfriend!”

“Chris, you’re not listening.”

“Are you trying to impress someone?  Is that what this is all about?”

“That is definitely not what this is about.”

“Oooooohh, it’s Lucas, isn’t it?  I knew you had a thing for him!”

I felt my cheeks flush.  “I do not.”

“Oh come on, girl!  Of course you do!  And I don’t blame you, either.  He’s got that super-sexy bad boy thing going on.”

“Is “super-sexy” your phrase of the day or something?”

“Seriously, Eve, it’s nothing to be embarrassed about.  I think at least half the girls in school have a crush on him.”

I was blushing furiously now—I could feel it.  And the heat in my face only got more intense when we got to class and Lucas himself walked right by us on the way to his desk.

Christa had one thing right: Lucas was about as sexy as they come.  He stood out from all the other guys at school by a mile.  While most of them were still in the skinny, awkward, wispy mustache and cracking voice stage of their development, Lucas already had the physique of a full-grown man.  And a damn attractive one at that. 

He was muscled like a freaking horse.  Broad shoulders, long arms with biceps that strained against the sleeves of his t-shirt.  Tapered, narrow waist.  I had never seen his abs, but I had no doubt they were as muscular as the rest of him.  At well over six feet tall, he towered over every other student at the school and over many of the teachers as well.

His hair was smooth and silky and silvery-black.  His eyes were a bright, flaming blue.  His expression was almost always serious and intense and the shadow of a full beard darkened the sharp planes of his jaw.

Seriously, was it any wonder half the girls at school had a crush on him?

I swear, my face was probably scarlet as I walked past him, Christa nudging me the whole time.  It didn’t help at all that Lucas, as usual, was looking casually confident.  Almost bored.

Say something to him I told myself.  Don’t just gawk like an idiot.

“Hi Lucas!”  My voice came out breathy and slightly higher than I had intended.  Also, due to my hesitation, he had already moved past me by the time I got the words out.

He turned around, looking down at me with his eyebrows raised.  Only then did it occur to me that we had never actually spoken before.  He probably didn’t even know who I was.

“Hey,” Lucas finally said, his voice flat.  Then he turned around and kept walking.

My stomach plummeted like a rock while Christina exploded into a fit of silent giggles beside me.  “Nice.  Very smooth.”

“Oh be quiet, you.”

We sat down side-by-side at our usual seats.  I kept my eyes glued to my desk, mortified by my own stupidity.  Lucas probably thought I was a total idiot now.  Blurting things out to him loud enough for the entire class to hear… and at the completely wrong time no less.  Acting like I knew him when we had never said a single word to each other.

I had probably looked like an obsessive stalker or something.  Like one of those crazy girls who follows their crush home from school and keeps lockets of his hair and draws his name all over their notebooks surrounded by little hearts and flowers and unicorns and who knows what else.

Stupid!  I thought, pounding my fist against my desk in time my frustrated thoughts.  Stupid!  Stupid!  Stupid!  Could I have been any more of an idiot?

CRACK!

As my fist connected one more time with the top of my desk, the wood split right down the middle with a sound like a gunshot.  Several people jumped out of their seats with cries of alarm.  I leapt backwards, sending my chair bouncing and clattering across the floor.  I stared for a moment in wide-eyed astonishment at what had been a perfectly serviceable desk no more than two seconds ago.

The two broken half’s had caved in on each other, spilling pens and notebooks all over the floor.  There was a gapping, splintered hole where I had put my fist.

I looked down at my hand, half expecting to find some huge, hulk-like appendage attached to my wrist.  Which was utterly ridiculous, but I felt like nothing could surprise me at this point.

But, my hand looked perfectly normal.  The skin along the edge of my palm was a little red.  A few splinters stood out like wooden pikes against my flesh, tiny droplets of blood already forming around them.

It only dawned on me very gradually how quiet the room had become.  The air was so still, the silence so absolute that it felt like a pillow had been clamped down over my ears.

I lifted my eyes slowly, already knowing what I was going to find. 

The entire classroom was staring at me.


Chapter 5: Dreams

If my face had been red before, while I was making a fool out of myself in front of Lucas, I could only imagine what it looked like now.  My cheeks felt like an inferno.  The heat reached all the way down past the collar of my shirt.  I could feel every set of eyes on me like they were drilling holes right through my skin.

“Holy crap,” someone finally said, breaking the silence.

“How did you do that?” said another voice.

“Did you see what just happened?”

“Completely totaled her desk.”

“Turned it into a pile of splinters.”

The noise in the room was picking up, dozens of voices buzzing all at once.  People were staring at me and whispering behind their hands.

Only one person did not seem the least bit alarmed by what had just happened.  Lucas was still in his seat.  His long body was stretched out across two chairs, his left elbow hanging casually off the back of one, his legs crossed on top of another.  He was looking right at me through the crowd, his bright blue eyes locked onto mine, a faint smirk of his lips.

“All right, let’s settle down, everyone.”  My second period English teacher—a short, lively woman—bustled forward to examine the ruins of my desk.

“The wood must be going rotten,” I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or herself.  “Termites, maybe.  Or just shoddy workmanship.”

The desk looked perfectly fine from where I was standing. No evidence of rot or the network of holes that would suggest termites.

My English teacher was still talking, but her voice sounded muffled and quiet.  Like she was speaking through a glass wall.

“I said, are you all right, Eve?”

“What?  Oh yeah… sure…”

“Your hand is bleeding.  Why don’t you go down to the office and have that looked at? I’ll see if I can find another desk for you.”

“Yeah, okay…”  I left the room as quickly as possible, keeping my face turned away from my fellow classmates.  I knew they were following my every move.

I didn’t go to the office.  The thought didn’t even cross my mind.  The second I got out the door, I started running.

The restless, almost uncontrollable energy I had been feeling all day seemed to explode out of me.  I sprinted as fast as I could across the school grounds, hardly conscious of where I was going or why.  I just knew I had to get away from this place.  Away from everyone.

I blasted across the parking lot.  Jumped a five foot fence in a single leap.  Shot past bewildered looking teachers and students so quickly they were nothing but brief flashes of colour.  I felt like my legs were moving twice as fast as usual.  Objects flew by me as if I was riding full speed on my bike.  It was like someone had hit the fast-forward button.

The school was far behind me before I had even fully registered what was going on.  I had no idea where I was going, but I didn’t stop myself.  I wasn’t even sure if I could.

 I jumped more fences and cut across people’s lawns.  I ran uphill as quickly as I ran down.  Yesterday, riding my bike out in the rain, all this energy had seemed like fun.  Now it was about as much fun as a drill being run into the back of my head.  I had no control over it.  No matter how far or fast or hard I ran, it was never enough.

This time, it was not by choice that I stayed outside for hours.  It was like someone or something else was in command of my body.  I kept running as the day wore on, as the sun reached its peak and then began to drop lower and lower in the sky.  The shadows lengthened, the air cooled and I was still going full speed with no indications of stopping or even slowing my pace. 

I stayed out as the sun gradually disappeared over the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of orange and gold.  As the moon rose into the sky and the stars began to blink into existence.  I had no concept of time, no way to gauge how long I had been running.  I only knew that I was seriously pushing the limits of physical human endurance… and not even breaking a sweat.

In the end, somehow, finally, I found myself back home.

My mother immediately went into hysterics.  “Eve, where have you been?  It’s almost midnight!  Your father’s been out looking for you for hours!  He said there was some kind of incident at the school!”

“I’m fine, mom,” I said in a blunt, impatient tone that sounded nothing like me.

“Where on earth were you?  Why did you disappear like that?”

“I was out, all right?” my voice was almost a snarl now.  “Get off my back, would you?”

“Eve, what is wrong with you?”

I didn’t answer.  I walked straight past her and pounded upstairs to my room.  I heard wood crack when I slammed the door.

Inside, I paced up and down the floor like a caged animal.  I clenched and unclenched my fists.  Several times, I attempted to run my fingers through my hair in frustration, but they kept getting stuck and I’d have to yank them free again.  Before long, tangled wisps of brown and blond surrounded my face like a halo.

My mom came up and pounded on the locked door.  I snarled at her to go away.  When my father came home, he ordered me in his most commanding voice to unlock the door and come outside.  I snarled at him too.

They eventually left me alone and I stayed in my room, pacing until the small hours of the morning.  As time went by, reality began to blur.  My movements slowed and consciousness gave way to a restless sleep.

I dreamed that night of running through a strange, otherworldly forest.  Through a world of vivid greens and browns and exotic flowers in every eye smattering shade imaginable.  I saw colours I had never seen before.  Strange mixtures of blue and yellow, green and red.

My perspective of the world had shifted dramatically.  I was closer to the ground.  My peripheral vision had expanded, giving me a much broader view of the objects flashing by on either side of me.  My eyes were particularly drawn to movement.  The tiniest flick of a branch, the smallest twitch of every leaf, leapt out at me like a flashing beacon.

It came to my attention that I was chasing something.  It was small and quick, squealing in fear as I hurtled after it, my muscles contracting and releasing like coiled springs.  I was closing in fast, leaping over branches and making sharp turns whenever the creature changed direction.  My front paws were inches away from its haunches now.  I could smell the fear coming off of it.  To me, the scent was intoxicating.

The creature stumbled.  I seized my opportunity and pounced, teeth bared, claws extended, the taste of blood already strong in my mouth…


Chapter 6: Transformation

My eyes snapped open.

My bed sheets were twisted around my arms and legs like a pretzel.  My heart raced.  My body was drenched in sweat.  I was breathing like I had just run a marathon.

It was still dark outside.  In the eerie orange glow cast by the streetlamps outside my window, I saw my comforter lying in a heap near my bedroom door.  One of my pillows was slumped lazily against the wall opposite my bed.  My other pillow had somehow ended up on top of my six-foot dresser, just the very tip poking out over the edge.

The taste of blood was still strong in my mouth.  I actually felt like I had been sprinting full-speed through the woods.  My body was charged with adrenaline.  White hot fire seemed to burn through my veins , spreading from the center of my chest right to the tips of my fingers.  The sensation was almost painful in its intensity.

Suddenly, I couldn’t stand to lie there in bed for one more second.  I kicked and squirmed my way out of the bed sheets.  Or perhaps tore my way out of them would be a better description.  I couldn’t take the feeling of them confining me, constricting my movements.  It almost sent me into a blind panic.  I hissed and spit like an angry cat while I fought to wrestle myself free.  My bed shook violently with my antics and.  Threads of fabric ripped apart in my hands.

It felt like I was struggling for hours but, in reality, it was probably only a few seconds before my sheets lay in ragged tatters all over the floor.

I was on my feet in a flash.  A huge, reckless surge of energy hit me like a tidal wave.  I began pacing back and forth, growls and snarls continuing to escape unbidden from my lips.

I seemed to have no control over what I was feeling or how my body was reacting to it.  There was no calming myself down or taking deep breaths or counting backwards from ten.   There was no stopping my furious pacing.  It was like the rational, human side of me was caged in a small corner deep within my subconscious, watching helplessly while this wild, feral beast took over my body.

The walls of my room seemed to be closing in around me, growing tighter every second.  Choking me.  Trapping me inside of them.

I had to get out of here.  I was going to suffocate if I didn’t get out of here.

The blatantly obvious solution of going through the door never even occurred to me.  I was drawn, instead, to the large bay window through which I could see grass and stars and sky.

I crouched my shoulders and threw myself right at the glass.  The entire house resonated with the impact.  The window didn’t shatter, but a large crack appeared on the surface.  I bounced back, unharmed, and lunged again with a growl of frustration.  I attacked the window like a wild animal, punching and kicking and clawing at it with all my strength.  A spider-web of smaller cracks began to fan out from the first one.  The skin on my hands tore open and bled, leaving smears of crimson all over the transparent surface.  A mixture of curses and vicious snarls flowed steadily from my mouth.

Finally, the glass gave way and my fist broke through into the fresh air on the other side.

Yes!

I yanked my fist back, realizing by not caring that it was covered in blood, then threw my shoulder hard into the window.  The cracked, shattered surface gave way around me and I fell two stories from my bedroom window amid a hailstorm of sparkling bits of glass.

No sooner had I struck the ground than I was up and running.  Running like I had never run before.  The wind roared in my ears as if I was sticking my head out of the window of a moving car.  My legs were moving impossibly fast.  I actually felt bits of pavement flying loose in my wake.

There was a sense of desperation to the sheer, almost uncontrollable speed coming out of me.  My lungs were straining and my muscles burned, but it had had nothing to do with my physical exertion.  That part was coming ridiculously easily.  I was panting out of pure frustration.  Because I was running as fast as I could, and it wasn’t even putting a dent in my reckless energy.

What the hell was wrong with me?

My nose picked up the smell of damp earth and spruce trees.  The intoxicating aromas drew me like a magnet away from the suburban streets and into the woods.  I wound my way blindly through the trees.  I was acutely aware of the sound of small animals scampering out of my path.  I felt an urge or chase them, but it was overpowered by the frantic need to purge my body of this fire burning through my veins.

I pushed myself to run faster, but it was no use.  My body had reached the limit of its capabilities.  So, what was I supposed to do when it still  wasn’t slowing me down,?  Wasn’t tiring me out?  wasn’t enough?

I heard myself scream.  An inhuman wail that echoed through the night and probably woke every living creature within a five mile radius. 

I plunged to my knees.  My spine curved forward.  The walls of my chest heaved in and out.  My hands clawed at the top layer of dead leaves and loose earth on the forest floor.

Another scream began low in my diaphragm and tore itself loose from my throat.  I couldn’t take this.  I felt like I was going to explode.  The muscles along my arms seemed to bulge and strain, to the point where it felt like they would burst free of my skin.  The bones in my shoulders and hips were grinding together, shifting into strange, unfamiliar positions.  My spine stretched and cracked.  My head seemed to be growing longer and heavier.  My clothes tore.  Something dark and prickly was sprouting all over my skin.

At that moment, I was fully convinced that I was about to die.  I closed my eyes as my body went into spasms.  My mind flashed back to the increasingly strange events of the last few days and landed on the way I had yelled at my parents the night before.   Those angry words would be the last thing I would ever say to them.  That would always be their final memory of me….

Then, just as quickly as they had started, the spasms stopped.

For the first time in days, my mind grew calm and still.  All the building, mounting tension I had been feeling was suddenly gone as if it had never been there.

But I felt strange.  I felt… different.  My body felt like it had been stretched out to twice its normal length.  My center of gravity seemed to be a lot closer to the ground.  I felt incredibly strong and, although I remained still, it was a dangerous sort of stillness.  Like a warrior meditating before a fight.  Like the calm before a storm or the eye of a hurricane.

My nose could discern individual smells I had never experienced before.  My ears twitched, picking up on the tiniest sounds.  I clenched my muscles a bit, testing them out, and casually flicked my tail.

My what?

I opened my eyes, my heart rate climbing almost to the level it had been when I was running full-tilt through the woods. 

The forest looked like a different place.  My view of the world had become longer and narrower.  I had gained about ten degrees of vision on either side of my head, but I had lost a few degrees at the top and bottom.  Only the center of my vision was really sharp—things blurred the farther out they went.  I was hyper-attuned to movement.  Not a single rustling leaf or insect darting through the air escaped my attention.  And, though I could tell it was still night, I could see as clearly as if it were broad daylight.

And, the first thing I noticed….

I wasn’t alone.


Chapter 7: Cat Fight

There were two of them.  I had no idea who or what they were, exactly.  They most closely resembled big cats.  Like lions or jaguars.  Only they did not belong to any species of big cat I had ever seen before.  They appeared to be altered, exaggerated versions of those animas.  They almost resembled something out of a fantasy story.

I crouched down low as the two creatures walked in circles around me.  Slowly.  Deliberately.  Like the predators they were circling their helpless prey.

The first was obviously a male.  He was absolutely massive, his shoulders easily level with those of a small horse, with rounded paws the size of dinner plates.  His coat was the golden colour of wheat and his huge, shaggy mane was a deep, russet red.  His mouth hung open slightly, revealing a bring pink tongue, heavy jowls and very long, sharp canines.  His amber eyes were fixed on me with the eerily intense gaze of a human.

The other appeared to be female, but she was only a little smaller than the male.  Closer to the size of a large pony.  She had a long, slender body and her every movement expressed liquid strength and lightning speed.  Her coat was a fascinating mosaic, covered in overlapping shards of pure white, pale silver and deep, graphite grey.

They continued to circle, not allowing me any avenue for escape.  The human side of me was terrified.  The new, animal side of me was scared too, but it was also furious at being cornered and corralled like this.  And it responded to the perceived threat with pure aggression.

A growl rumbled deep in my throat.  I flattened my ears and bared my teeth.  My back arched and the hairs all along my spine stood on end.  As the female passed by my right shoulder, I hissed and swiped at her face.

She dodged neatly out of the way, then swept her long body around to face me.  Her eyes were crystal blue and stood out dramatically against her pale fur.

Calm down, Eve.

I leapt straight into the air, completely stunned by the sound of a disembodied voice speaking inside my own head.  Once I landed back on the ground, I twisted around in frantic circles, trying to locate the source of the noise.  But I was completely alone with the two huge wildcats.

A quiet laugh echoed through my mind.  I whipped around to stare at the female cat, instinctively backing away at the same time.  I didn’t like this.  My human side considered hearing voices a clear indication of insanity and my animal side didn’t care much for it either.

I know this is probably all very strange to you the voice said.  But we’re here to help.

The growl in my throat rose to a snarl.  The animal inside of me wanted to lash out at his bizarre sensation that it could neither comprehend nor control.  I was nothing more than a spectator to its anger.

Eve, listen to me.  You’re letting the animal form take over.  You can’t do that.  You have to get it under control.

My snarling grew more vicious still.  I lunged forward as if to attack, but the female cat wasn’t fooled by my bluff.  She didn’t move an inch.

Eve she sounded perfectly calm, which only agitated me further.  I need you to focus, here.

I attacked her in earnest this time, claws extended, slashing with blinding speed through the air.  The female still hadn’t moved, but before I could reach her,  a massive weight crashed into my right side.  I let out an angry yowl as my body went tumbling end-over-end across the forest floor.  My long, sharp nails tore up the ground as I scrambled to get back on my feet.  I launched myself at the huge male, not even caring that he was twice my size.

The big male simply lifted one enormous paw and swept my feet out from under me, flipping me onto my back.  Then he pounced on top of my chest, using his superior weight to pin me down.

I was now positively howling with fury.  The noises coming out of me did not sound like they belonged to any earthly creature.

I don’t think that’s helping, Shane the female said.  Or, I supposed thought would be a more accurate description.

You were going too easy on her, Deanna. Let me handle this, the male said.  Okay, Eve, his voice was deep and commanding inside my head.  We’ll make this simple.  I’m not letting you up until you calm down.

In a rage, I clawed at the big male’s shoulders.  I kicked him with my back paws.  I tried to bite his neck, but only ended up with a mouthful of thick, coarse mane.

I don’t consider that calming down.

The animal kept fighting.  His words meant nothing to it and my human brain was far too confused to bother trying to bring it under control.  Who were these… creatures?  Where had they come from? How were they talking inside my head?  How did they know my name?

The animal was working itself into a frenzy.  I tried thrusting the male off with all four paws.  I tried to squirm out from underneath him, but he was like a gigantic boulder.  Solid and immoveable.

He held me there for what felt like hours while I kicked and flailed with all my might.  Gradually, it dawned on me that this confrontation was going nowhere.  The animal was behaving instinctually, not rationally.  As long as it was in command of my body, I wasn’t getting any answers.

I went deep inside myself, concentrating hard.  It was a strange sensation, fighting for control of my own mind.  It was like a mental wrestling match.  My outward struggles faded as all my energy was turned inward. 

The animal resisted my attempts to take it over.  I would push hard against the mental cage it had trapped me in, and it would push me back just as forcefully.  At first, I had to struggle for every micron of control.   But, as I forced my way back in, bit by bit, the animals grip on me began to weaken.  Finally, it retreated grudgingly to a far corner of my mind, where it had been holding me captive for hours.

Suddenly, I found that I was once again able to regulate my own actions.  I realized that I was still fighting half-heartedly with the big male and immediately ordered myself to stop.  As my body went limp, I found myself consumed with exhaustion.  My limbs grew heavy, as if my veins had been filled with lead.  My thoughts began to blur into each other.  It was like all the physical exertion of the past few days had finally caught up with me.

The weight lifted from my chest and I struggled drunkenly to my feet, lurching from side to side with fatigue.  I stood with my front legs splayed apart, my head forward and my ears sticking out to either side of my face.  I sensed that my fur was ruffled, agitated and flattened into a huge mess that probably resembled my hair in the morning.

I could only imagine how disgruntled I appeared to the creatures watching me.

See, that wasn’t so hard, the male said cheerfully.

I looked from him to the female, standing quietly at his side.  I had about a million different questions running through my head, but I wasn’t sure how to communicate any of them.  My mouth was incapable of creating any noise beyond snarls and growls.  But, perhaps I could talk to them in the same way they were talking to me…

I focused my thoughts on the first question that came to my mind.  The only one my addled brain could really articulate at the moment.

Okay, seriously.  What the bloody hell is going on here?


Chapter 8: The Cat’s out of the Bag

The question caused more laughs to echo through my head.  One voice was high and feminine, the other deep and booming.  No expression registered on either of the cats face, but their eyes seemed to glitter with amusement.

Come with us, Eve, the female said.  We’ll explain everything.  But your animal form needs a little space.  It needs a chance to run and feel free.  Otherwise, it’ll just overwhelm you again.

I didn’t really understand what she meant by this.  Then again, I understood almost nothing about what was happening to me, so this wasn’t exactly a new sensation.

Where are we going? I asked suspiciously.

The female simply crouched her front legs and leapt past me, heading deeper into the moonlit forest.  The male was right on her heels, his easy, fluid movements somewhat at odds with his huge, hulking appearance.

Hey, wait a second! I yelled, but the two creatures didn’t pay me an attention.

I stood frozen there for a second or two, staring after them.  At that moment, I found myself remembering every warning my mother had ever given me about talking to people I didn’t know.  Every school assembly about the dangers of going anywhere with a stranger.  And these had to be two of the weirdest strangers I had ever met.

But, they also had answers.  Something I was in desperate need of at the moment.  Besides, if they had wanted to hurt me, they could have easily done it while the male had me pinned helplessly to the ground.

So, I twisted my body in a neat one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn and bounded after them.

For the first little while we just ran in complete silence through the trees, picking up speed as we went.  Now that my reckless energy had faded and I was firmly back in control of my actions, I was able to appreciate the almost ethereal beauty of the woods.  Everything took on a silvery glow under the full moon.  My new sleek, streamlined body effortlessly swallowed up the ground.  My paws struck the forest floor without a trace of detectable noise.  The other two wildcats were like ghosts or apparitions, running along side me.

The female was right about one thing: this felt great.  The animal inside of me was growing calmer with each moment, changing from a wild, angry beast into a contented housecat.  I almost felt like it was purring.

The ground slopped upwards.  Huge grey rocks sprouted at random angles from the earth.  We dove into them like an obstacle course placed there purely for our amusement.  We launched ourselves from one rock to the next, crisscrossing back and forth and passing each other in midair.

Okay, the female—Deanna, that was her name—said after a good twenty minutes of running.  Let’s start with what you do know.

I can turn into a big cat, I said.  We didn’t slow our pace.  And, apparently, so can both of you.  This is the extent of my knowledge.

Another thought-laugh echoed through my mind.  That’s about the gist of it.  Our kind have always existed, Eve.  For as long as there have been humans, there have been people like us.

People like us?

Human’s who can shift into animal form.

Hearing her say these exact words suddenly made me realize how utterly insane this was.  Okay, I’m dreaming or something, aren’t I?  I’m hallucinating.  I’m going crazy.

I assure you, Eve, you are not going crazy.

This is impossible.  All of this… none of it can be real.

So we’re all having the same hallucination then, are we?

I said nothing in response.  All those questions I had wanted to ask and now I couldn’t remember a single one of them.

Eve, Deanna said.  Have you never heard of werewolves?

Werewolves? I said incredulously.

Yes, humans who can turn into-

I know what werewolves are!  And neither of you look much like wolves to me!

The male laughed again.

Wolf shifters have a bad habit of drawing attention to themselves, Deanna said, by way of an explanation.  They’re a bunch of show-offs.  They’ve always been that way.  That’s why they’re more high-profile than the rest of us.

Shane made a noise that closely resembled a snort.  I wouldn’t talk about the wolf-shifters drawing attention to themselves if I were you, sis.

Deanna ignored him.  That isn’t to say the rest of us have been completely invisible.  Some legends out of Africa and Asia talk about people who can transform into leopards or tigers.  The Greeks have stories about people who can turn into dogs.  Native-American legends describe people known as “skin-walkers” who can change into any animal at will.  Fortunately, no regular person has ever put two and two together and realized that all these stories stem from the same basic source.

My head was spinning, struggling to absorb all this. You’re telling me there’s people out there who can turn into wolves and cats and dogs and… any animal they want?

Wolves… cats… dogs, Deanna confirmed, then continued. Horses… birds… dolphins… elephants… bears.  I’ve yet to see people taking the shape of reptiles or fish, and no shifter I know of can take more than one form.  But, we’re out there, Eve.  More than you can imagine.  More than you could ever count.

I could hardly comprehend what I was hearing.  Everything this… creature said was so fantastic and unbelievable.  My brain kept telling me that it couldn’t possibly be real, but it sure felt real.  There was no evidence to suggest that it was a dream or a hallucination.  Aside from the fact that that I was currently in the form of a big cat, having a mind-to-mind conversation with someone who claimed to be a shape-shifter.

I realized rather suddenly that we had stopped running.  The two cats were standing there, facing me, patterns of moonlight and shadow playing across their bodies.

Okay, Eve, Deanna said.  Don’t freak out.  All right?

Freak out about wh-?

A huge gust of wind tore through the forest.  Branches snapped and swayed as if caught in a hurricane.  Leaves tore loose and drifted to the ground.  Bits of debris all along the forest floor leapt and twirled through the air.

I jumped back in surprise and shut my eyes against the wind.  When I opened them, the two cats had been replaced with a young man and woman.

The woman was tall and curvy.  Her hair was bleach blonde and, when I looked closely, I could see hints of the mosaic pattern that had decorated her fur.   Her eyes were the same pure, crystal blue that had appeared so dramatic in her cat form.

Though Deanna was tall, Shane stood at least a head above her.  He was probably one of the biggest people I had ever seen, broad-shouldered and bulging with muscles from his calves right up to his neck.  His face was obscured by a thick, russet-coloured beard that matched his mane almost exactly, with the hair on his head falling a shade or two lighter.  His tawny eyes seemed to belong far more on the massive lion he had just been than on the human male standing in front of me.

Yup, I thought, speaking entirely to myself this time.  I’m definitely going insane.


Chapter 9: Choices

“Okay, Eve.”  In my head, Deanna had not spoken with any trace of an accent, but now her voice carried a pleasant southern flavor.  “Your turn.”

What?

“Shift back into human form.  We can’t very well take you home looking like that.”

Oh…umm, okay, but…. how do I…

“I’ll talk you through it, don’t worry.”  She fixed Shane with a stern look.  “Make yourself scarce, would you little bro?”

“Little,” Shane snorted, grinning over at me.  “I’ve been taller than her since I was fifteen and she still calls me little.”

“Get outa here, you big oaf!” Deanna snapped, but there was a smile in her voice.  “She doesn’t need you watching this.”

“All right, all right.  I’m going.”

 “And toss me the bag, while you’re at it!” Deanna hollered while he retreated into the woods.

Seconds later, a large duffel bag came hurtling at her through the trees, moving so fast I could hear the wind rushing past it.  Deanna calmly reached up and caught it with one hand.

“Okay, Eve,” she reached inside and pulled out a pair of jeans and plain white t-shirt.  “Now, I want you to picture yourself in human form.  Block out any other thoughts or distractions and just focus on that.”

I closed my eyes and tried to do as she said, but it wasn’t easy.  My mind was basically swarming with distracted thoughts.  How could it not be?  This was all just so crazy and fantastic and bizarre.

What if I couldn’t do this?  What if I ended trapped in this form forever?

“Relax, Eve,” Deanna said, as if reading my mind.  “Don’t over-think it.”

I re-focused myself and tried again.  I blocked out all the questions, all the fear, all the confusion, setting it aside for later.  I imagined my own body.  My skinny arms and legs.  My narrow hips.  The vaguely oval-shaped birthmark on my left shoulder.  My golden Arab complexion.  My stupid freckles and my stupid thick, curly hair.

I remembered how it felt to walk on two legs.  To have hands and opposable thumbs.  To have lips and a voice-box and a mouth capable of forming complex words and thoughts.

Slowly, my body began to shrink.  I felt a tingling all over my skin as my fur shrank and retreated beneath the surface.  There was a terrible grinding noise as my bones and joints shifted position but, while it felt strange, no pain was associated with the changes.  My ears migrated down the sides of my head.  My muzzle flattened.  My tail was sucked back up into my spine while a mass of curls sprouted from my skull.

The last thing to fade was my night vision and I was left crouching in the dark, half blind, the cold earth biting into my hands and knees and the wind stinging my bare skin.  The forest, which had been so alive with sights and sounds and smells a few moments ago, was now nothing more than a dark, endless void.

Deanna placed the pile of clothes next to me.  “Here you go.  Put these on.”

Shivering, I grabbed the clothes and dressed as fast as I could.  I felt strangely off-balance, standing on two legs again instead of four.  I almost face-planted while I was pulling the jeans on.

“Hey, how come your clothes didn’t get torn?” I asked, yanking the final piece of clothing—a black hoodie—over my head.  It was brand new and the static made my hair stick out in all directions.   I tried in vain to flatten it. 

“I know the right places to shop,” Deanna said with a wink.

“And why can you guys shift so much faster than me?”

“That just comes with practice.  Oh, by the way, Eve, I love your cat-form.  Very chic.”

“Very what now?”

“Shane!” Deanna yelled, cupping a hand around her mouth.  “You can come out!  The coast is clear!”

Once the tall, bearded Shane had re-joined us, Deanna dug some flashlights out of the duffel bag and we left the woods behind, emerging on a quite, residential street.  In the absence of trees, I noticed that the sky was growing paler, though streetlamps still cast an orange glow on the damp side-walk.  It was almost dawn.

“So, where are we going again?” I asked.

“We’re taking you home, of course,” Deanna said.  “Don’t want you parents to worry do you?”

All the questions that had been building up inside me—the ones that had slipped my mind a few moments ago—were coming back in a flood.  The only problem now was that I didn’t know which one to ask first.

“Okay, so how did you guys find me?” I finally blurted, simply asking the first think that came to mind.  “How did you know I was out here?”

“People about to shift for the first time have a bad habit of drawing attention to themselves,” Deanna said.  “It was the incident at your school earlier that gave you away.  Regular people are not physically capable of splitting a desk in half with one punch.  Particularly regular people your size.” She added with a grin.

I grinned back.  I was more than used to people teasing me about my diminutive weight and stature.  “So, someone noticed and… reported it or something?  Someone who knew what it meant?”

“I did tell you we were everywhere, Eve,” Deanna said with another grin. 

“Who was it that reported me?” I had a sudden image of Lucas, smirking at me through a crowd of people.

“Couldn’t tell you that.  No idea.  But, the information found it’s way to us pretty quick.  We happened to be in the area, and we’ve dealt with this kind of thing before.  We went over to your house.  We were hoping to catch you before the change happened.  But, when we saw the broken window, we realized you were probably too far gone to listen to reason.  So we waited until after the change before we approached you.”

“And you were still not particularly agreeable,” Shane added.

“Oh no!” I moaned.  “The window!  My parents are going to kill me!”

“They could not kill you if they tried,” Shane said.  “You’re about a hundred times stronger than they are.  Even in your human form.”

Deanna smacked him on the back of the head.  “Don’t worry about the window, Eve.  We’ll see if we can help smooth things over.”

“How are you going to do that?  How are you going to explain any of this to them?”

“We have our tricks for dealing with the general population, don’t you worry.”

“Okay…” I said doubtfully.  Then another question popped into my head.  “Hey, you know, that’s another thing.  How is it that I have these… abilities, but my parents are perfectly normal?  I mean, I’m pretty sure they’d hit the roof if they saw me transform into a big cat right in front of their eyes.”

“The shifter gene is recessive,” Deanna explained.  “It can stay dormant in a family for generations without making an appearance.  But, on the same token, two shifters together will turn out basically nothing but more shifters.”

“Oh, okay.  So, kinda like blue eyes then?”

“Yes,” Deanna sounded impressed.  “Yes, exactly.” 

We rounded another a corner.  I was beginning to recognize the streets and landmarks.  My house was approaching fast.

“So what happens now?” I asked.  “I mean, I can’t expect everything to just go back to normal, can I?”

“Well, a lot of that depends on you,” Deanna said.  “Obviously, you need training in how to control your abilities.  They can overwhelm you and take you over if you’re not careful.  You saw that tonight.”

“Yeah, I sure did,” I grumbled.

“It’s different if you grow up in a shifter family because there’s lot of people around to help you along.  But, your situation is a bit more complicated.  One option is to assign someone to work with you.  A Tutor of sorts, I guess you could call it.  They can teach you how to control your abilities.  Show you the ins and outs of the lifestyle.  Introduce you to other shifters in the area…”

“I feel like there’s an “or” coming here.”

“Or, we can take you to one of the villages,” Shane said.

“Villages?” I repeated.

“Some of us prefer to isolate ourselves from regular humans,” Deanna said.  “There’s a lot of secrecy and hiding and general sneaking around involved in living with the general population.  So, we started building our own separate communities.  Where we don’t have to hide what we really are.”

“They have everything,” Shane put in.  “Schools, hospitals, government, food and water sources.  They’re completely self-sustained.”

“Where are all these places?” I asked, intrigued.

“All over the world, Eve.  We try and keep it remote, so no one stumbles onto one.  The Amazon Rainforest, the Sahara Desert, the Australian Outback, The Canadian tundra, the Himalayas.  There’s a huge settlement in the Russian Taiga.  Almost five-hundred-thousand people.  That one’s been around for more than a millennium.  Oldest village in existence.”

“Wow,” I said.   I didn’t know what else to say.  “Wow…”  This was mind-blowing.  To think an entire subculture like this could exist right under my nose, and I had never even had an inkling of its existence.

“So, those are your options, Eve,” Deanna said.  “The choice is entirely up to you.  But, you can take your time.  Think about it a little bit, then get back to us, all right?”

We had arrived at my street.  I could feel excitement bubbling up inside my chest. The cold air no longer felt uncomfortable, but brisk and invigorating.  This had to be the coolest thing that had ever happened to me.

I wanted to tell Deanna right then and there that I was ready to make my decision.  I wasn’t interested in half measures.  I wanted to immerse myself fully into my new world.   I was ready to jump in with both feet.  No hesitating.  No turning back.  You know, life begins at the end of your comfort zone and all that.

But then, I suddenly caught sight of my house and felt my stomach plummet like a rock.

“Oh, crap.”

 –––––––––––
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Chapter 10: Cops and Confessions

My whole house was swarming with cop cars.  Swirling red and blue lights flashed against the sidewalk.  Dozens of police officers were in my front yard, pacing back and forth, taking notes and snapping pictures of everything from the broken window to the drain-pipe.

The property was cordoned off with bright yellow tape.  I could see the little plastic triangles cops always placed at crime scenes in movies scattered all over the grass.  Several of my neighbors were crowded around, craning their necks to get a look inside the house.  A young looking cop kept ordering them to step away but, the moment his back was turned, the bystanders would move in again. 

I had stopped walking at some point and now stood frozen to the pavement, my mouth hanging open in horror.  I wanted to speak, but I couldn’t.  I couldn’t make a sound.

“Okay, this here could be a bit of a set-back,” Deanna somehow sounded perfectly calm.

“A bit?”  I managed to squeak.  “A bit of a set back?”

“We’ll help you smooth things over.”

“And how do you plan on doing that, exactly?”

“Trust me, Eve.  We’ve dealt with situations like this before.”

“Although, I don’t think I’ve ever seen quite that many cop cars.”

“Not helping, Shane.”

“What?  De, she’s hasn’t even been gone twelve hours and it looks like they brought in the whole precinct.”

“They’ve got a missing girl and evidence of a probable break-in.  I wouldn’t call it an overreaction.”

“You wouldn’t?” I said breathlessly.  I felt like all the air had been sucked out of my lungs.

“Relax, Eve.  Everything’s going to be fine.  Now, here’s what I want you to do: go up there and let everyone know you’re okay.  No one broke into the house.  You caused all the damage.  No one else was involved.”

“That’s it?  That’s all you got?”

“It’s the truth, isn’t it?  You start blaming other people and the police will be here all day.  Asking you for details.  Descriptions. Bringing in sketch artists.  The works.  We don’t want that.  We want these guys out of here as soon as possible.  Shane and I will keep an eye on you from back here, okay?”

“You mean I have to go in there by myself?”  My voice was getting so high-pitched I found it shocking they could understand me at all.

“if we go in with you, the police will just be around that much longer asking us questions.  If they feel like playing the blame-game they might even arrest us as suspects.”

“And our kind don’t do well behind bars,” Shane added.

“We’ll wait until the place clears out, then make our appearance.”  Deanna put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a little push.  “Go on.  The longer you wait the harder it’s going to be.”

I staggered a bit and started walking.  I felt like I was in a dream.  The flashing lights and bright yellow tape appeared almost other-worldly as I approached.  My legs felt stiff and uncooperative, like they had forgotten how to bend properly.

I pushed my way mechanically through the crowd of onlookers and ducked under the yellow tape.  A cop saw me and approached with his hands in the air.

“Young lady, you are not permitted to be in here.  This a crime scene.”

“This is my house,” I said.  “What going-”

“Wait, you’re Evelyn?”

“It’s Eve,” I said.  “Now do you mind telling me-”

“I’VE GOT HER!”  Before I could say another word, the cop had swept me up into his arms and was racing with me towards the house.  “I’VE GOT HER!  SHE’S RIGHT HERE!”

“Hey!” I squirmed in his grip, heat flooding my face.  Every single person within earshot turned in my direction.  To my horror, I saw reporters and video cameras swarming towards me.  How had I not noticed those before?

“Hey!” I repeated.  “Put me down!  I’m fine!  I’m not-“ 

The cop didn’t pay me any attention.  My body was being jostled back and forth as he ran.  He shouldered a video camera out of the way as we approached the front door, but I’m pretty sure the guy behind it got a full view of my face.  Next to him, a woman was shouting questions at the cop.

“Sir!  Excuse me, sir!  Is that the missing girl?  Has she been hurt?  Has she been assaulted?  Has she identified her attacker?”

This is not happening!  I thought, closing my eyes to try and block out all the commotion, absolutely mortified.  This cannot be happening!

The cop slammed the front door in the reporters face.

“Eve!” my mothers voice was the first one I heard when we got inside.  “Oh, Eve!  Oh, sweetheart!”

The cop put me down and she was on me in a second, hugging me fiercely and kissing me all over my face.

“Mom, chill out,” I swear my face must have been so red by this point that it probably resembled a tomato.  “Mom, seriously.”

“What happened, Eve?  Are you okay?  Are you hurt?  Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?”

“I’m fine, mom.  Really.”

“What’s wrong with your hands, sweetie?  Why do you have scratches all over your face?”

I looked down.  Although the bleeding had stopped, I could still see the puncture wounds where I had punched through the window.  “Umm…”

I winced as a flash of light blinded me for a split second.  A bunch of people with camera’s had crowded outside the window.  The reporter stood behind them, scribbling furiously on a note-pad.

“Get those people out of here!” the cop behind me bellowed.

Several more officers raced by to deal with the media.  The rest of the adults escorted me into the living room while I sputtered protests that ultimately fell on deaf ears.  My mother sat next to me on the couch, squeezing my shoulders like she was afraid to let go.  The cop sat down across from me while my father remained standing behind him.  He was by far the calmest in the room.

“Well, Eve you gave us all quite a scare,” the cop said, whipping out a pen and a notepad as he spoke.  “I just have a few questions, if you can manage it. Now, if you feel uncomfortable with any of these questions, just let me know, all right?” he flipped open his notepad.  “Did you see the intruder or intruders who entered the house?”

“Umm… well….”

“Can you describe them?  Can you give me any defining characteristics that might help us locate them?”

“Okay, see the thing about that is…”

“Did they physically threaten you or harm you in any way?  Did they try to kidnap you or force you to go anywhere against your will?”

“There were no intruders!” I yelled.

There was a brief pause.  The cop froze in the middle of writing a sentence, looking up at me with a blank, uncomprehending stare.

“What do you mean there were no intruders?  Are you saying there was only one?”

“I’m saying no one besides me and my parents were in this house.  I’m the one that destroyed my room.  I’m the one that broke the window.  It was me, all right?  There was no one else here!”

“You?” the cop looked me up and down.  “You shattered that double-paned window?”

“Yes!” I said, relieved that they were finally listening to me.

“You tore apart your room?” my father asked.

“Yes!” I repeated.

There was another pause.  The cop was looking extremely disappointed, like his opportunity to act as a hero had suddenly been yanked out of his hands. 

“Look, I didn’t mean to panic everyone like this,” I said.  “I… I don’t really know what came over me last night.  I must have had some kind of freak out.  Like a psychotic break or something.”  I was making this up wildly as I went.  “I don’t even remember it that well.  I do remember shattering the window.  I might have thrown something at it, I’m not sure.  And then I just… ran.  When I came to my senses I was in the middle of the woods at least a mile away.  And… yeah, that’s pretty much all I remember.”  I finished lamely.

Silence fell once again as I finished my story.  After a moment, my mother spoke in a much more subdued voice than she had used earlier.

“She has been acting very strangely these past few days.  Crazy mood swings.  First she’s energetic, then her head’s off in space, then she’s yelling at us and slamming doors all over the house.”

My father was nodding in agreement.  Meanwhile, the cop was rummaging around for a new form.  “All right, well this changes matters considerably,” he said in a flat tone of voice.  “I’ll have to get some official statements from everyone to verify what happened.  Then we’ll get out of your hair.”

With the excitement over, the media and the majority of the cops were gone within five minutes.  My “rescuer” and his partner hung around for another hour or so, getting every detail they could out of me and my parents about what had happened.

Once they left, I expected a huge lecture and a punishment along the lines of being grounded into the next century.  But my parents just seemed happy I was okay, which somehow made me feel worse than if they had screamed their heads off at me. 

They both gave me a big hug, then my dad went off to see about getting my window fixed while my mom set about making me breakfast.  She prepared all my favorites: hasbrowns with pemeal bacon and eggs, followed by crepes with strawberries and ice-cream.  I offered to help but she waved me away, so I just sat and watched, guilt gnawing at the pit of my stomach.

She was busy whipping up the crepe batter (while also discussing the possibility of getting me an appointment with a child psychiatrist) when the doorbell rang.

My mom quickly wiped her hands with a towel and bustled past me to answer it.  I hoped down from my perch at the breakfast bar and peaked around the corner.

Deanna was standing on the front porch.  She had changed into a charcoal grey business suit.  Her white-blond hair was pulled back with a hair-clip and a pair of bright pink glasses was perched on the edge of her nose.

“Good morning, ma’am!”  she said briskly.  “I’m Dr. Miranda White from the Foxwood All Girls Leadership Academy in South Carolina.” She flipped my mother a business card.  “I wondered if I might have a word with you about your daughter.” 

––––––––––––––
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Chapter 11: The All Girls Foxwood Leadership Academy

My mother looked completely flummoxed for a moment or two, then she slowly reached out to accept the business card.  “You’re not a reporter, are you?”

“No ma’am,” Deanna said.  “I assure you, I am nothing of the sort.”

“But you want to talk about Eve?”

“If that’s all right with you, ma’am.”

My mother hesitated.  She glanced over her shoulder at me.  I got the feeling, somehow, that she knew I’d been watching the whole time. 

Trying not to seem too eager, I gave her a shrug and inclined my head in a “well, let’s just see where this goes” type of gesture.

“All right, come on in,” my mother stepped aside and Deanna walked smartly into the front hallway.  I noticed she was carrying a briefcase in her left hand.

“Much obliged, ma’am.  By the way, is your husband around?  We generally like to include the entire family in these discussions.”

“He’s just upstairs,” my mother still appeared utterly bewildered.  “I’ll have him come down.”

“That would be splendid.  Thank you.”

With one last sideways look at our guest, my mother retreated back down the hallway.

Deanna caught my eye and gave me a wink.

–––––––––––––— 

Minutes later we were all gathered in the living room.  Deanna occupied one full-sized couch, while my parents sat across from her in the other.  I curled up in the love seat that ran across from them.  It seemed like a good observation point.

“Well, shall we get started, then?”  Deanna picked up her briefcase and extracted a number of glossy brochures.  They displayed a network of handsome brick buildings set among lush green grass, stone walkways and huge, overhanging trees. 

“As you can see, The Foxwood all Girls Leadership Academy is a private school located in South Carolina,” Deanna explained, handing the brochures out to my parents, who accepted them in a bewildered sort of way.  I could tell my mother wanted to ask a few questions about what exactly was going on here, but Deanna had taken full control of the conversation.

“It’s one of the top private schools in North America,” Deanna flipped open her own brochure and began pointing out various buildings.  Her French manicure gleamed almost as brightly as the pages.

“We have a beautiful campus.  Over a hundred-thousand square feet sitting on about five acres of rural land. Private dorms will accommodate up to three thousand students, give or take.  Separate building here,” she pointed, “to accommodate staff, guest speakers and other visitors.”

My mother opened her mouth as if to speak, but Deanna was already moving right along as if she hadn’t noticed.

“Our math and sciences building—that’s page three to five—includes a fully updated lab.  The arts and humanities building—pages five to eight—features a fully equipped studio, audio-visual room and a lecture hall which will comfortably seat up to five-hundred people.  Over here is the athletics building—that’s pages eight through eleven.  Olympic sized swimming pool, tennis court, track and weight room of course.  Baseball diamond and soccer field in the back, there.”

I felt a smile creeping onto my face as I watched my parents’ stunned expressions.  They clearly had no idea what to make of the situation.

“The library is three stories tall and holds about ten-thousands volumes.  Many of them rare books and first editions.  And, of course, we’ve got the computer lab with over a million e-books on hand and readily available to our students.  Our professors are some of the top experts in their given fields.  We have several laureates from Harvard and Yale, as well as a best-selling author and a well-known humanitarian and human rights activist on staff.”

My mother kept raising her hand as if she wanted to say something, but Deanna just ploughed right on with her speech

“Our students take classes in advanced math and science as well a business, economics and humanities.  One language course is required—either French, Spanish or German.  We also offer electives in Latin, Arabic and Mandarin Chinese.  We consider athletics of utmost importance and every student must take part in one hour of physical activity every day.  There are many teams available for our students to join, including baseball, soccer, tennis, badminton, lacrosse, track-”

“Okay, stop, stop,” my father said, putting his hands out like he was halting traffic.  “I’m sorry, Miss.  This is all very impressive but what does it have to do with Eve?”

“I was getting to that, Mr. O’Connor.”

“Colin’s fine.”

“I was getting to that, Colin,” Deanna corrected herself graciously.  “To put it bluntly, we think Eve would make an excellent addition to our school.”

There was a very long pause.  My parents looked at each other.  Then back at Deanna.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” my mother said.

“We’d like to invite Eve to complete her education with us,” Deanna said, non-pulsed.

There was another long pause.  I could tell this was the last thing my parents had been expecting.  These last few days had likely been almost as strange for them as they had been for me.  First all my odd behavior, then the broken window and the destroyed room, the cops and reporters, and now a mysterious stranger suddenly wanted to whisk me away to a private school down south.  They probably thought they were in the twilight zone or something.

I knew the feeling.

“Eve?” My mother finally said.  “Our Eve?  Going to a private school in South Carolina?”

“Absolutely,” Deanna said.  “We’d be delighted to have her.”

“But… ” she exchanged another confused look with my father.  “Listen I don’t mean to sound… argumentative here, but… I don’t really understand where all this is coming from.  Eve’s grades have always been fairly average.  She’s a smart girl, don’t get me wrong, but she can be a little-”

“Hey!  When did we get new drapes?”

“…distractible,” my mother finished wearily.  “Eve, those have been up for well over a month, now.”

“Really?”

“Yes, Eve, really.”

I frowned.  “What colour were they before?”

My mother didn’t answer but turned back to Deanna.  “Are you sure this isn’t some sort of mistake?”

“No mistake, ma’am,” Deanna flashed her a smile, displaying perfectly straight, white teeth.  “We choose all our candidates very carefully.  We look for very specific… ahem… qualities.”  I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure, but I think she winked at me again here.  “It’s actually quite common for exceptionally gifted students to struggle with the public school system.  They feel under stimulated, so they become bored or distracted or even angry.  Tell me,” she leaned forward a bit.  “Has your daughter been displaying any unusual behavior lately?  Excessive energy?  Mood swings?  Aggression, perhaps?”

My mother’s jaw dropped.  She reached out and grasped hands with my father.   “How did you know that?”

Deanna sat back against the couch, folding one smooth leg over the other.  “These are classic signs of a bored, frustrated child Mrs. O’Conner.  I don’t find it at all surprising that she’s been acting out.  In fact, I’d be surprised if she weren’t.

We tested every student at her school and she scored well above average in every category.  Highest scores I’ve seen in months, actually.  She’s an exceptionally bright young lady.  Poor girl must be bored out of her mind.”

By this point, I was struggling hard not to laugh.  She was laying it on a little thick, in my opinion.  The idea of my being gifted in any way—intellectually, at least—seemed pretty far-fetched to me.

Not that the truth would sound any more believable.

“We are prepared to offer her a full scholarship.” Deanna went on.  “Room and board included.  We will provide a meal plan and full access to all our facilities.  She will have three weeks off over Christmas and ten weeks over the summer months.  Although we do offer some fabulous summer courses as well.  The semester abroad in Europe is of particular interest to many of our students.”

“Europe?” My mother repeated blankly.

“So, what do you say, folks?  Shall I get her enrolled?  We can have her starting classes as early as next week.  Provided Eve agrees, of course.”

In a flash, all eyes turned in my direction.  I froze for a second, completely caught off guard.  I had become so absorbed in Deanna’s story that I had somehow forgotten they were talking about me.

Both my parents were still looking completely stunned.  To be perfectly honest, I found their disbelief mildly insulting.  I mean, yeah, the whole thing was a little out there, but did they have to look quite that dumbfounded by it?

“Well, Eve,” my mother finally said.  “What do you think?”


Chapter 12: Road Trip

“So, an all girls boarding school in South Carolina,” I said conversationally, stretched out in the back of Deanna’s bright red, four door sedan.  “Where the heck did you come up with that one?”

“That’s our standard cover story,” Deanna shifted gears and took a hard right, causing me to slide across the leather seat.  “We’ve been using it for years.  Tends to go over quite well with parents.  Who doesn’t like hearing that they have a gifted child?”

“We even have bumper stickers,” Shane put in.  “Would have offered some to your parents, but they didn’t really seem like the bumper sticker sort.”  Tires squealed as the car swerved left.  “De, slow down would you?  This is a school zone.”

“It’s after three,” Deanna replied casually.

I sat up straight, gripping the edges of my seat a little tighter.  “But, won’t they have certain expectations now?  What happens when I come home and I’m not any smarter than when I left?  I mean, come on.  I can’t speak French.”

“Not yet, anyway,” Deanna said.

I lifted my eyebrows.  “You mean I’m actually going to learn all that stuff?”

“All that, and then some.”  A yellow light was approaching.  Deanna stepped on the gas and shot through the intersection just as it was changing to red. 

“Jeez, woman.  You’re going to kill us!”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Shane.” 

“Next time, I drive.”

“Deal,” Deanna replied.  She then flicked a lock a white-blond hair out of her face and caught my eyes in the rear-view mirror.  “See, Eve, the village we’re taking you to really does have an excellent school.  Great facilities.  Small classes.  And some first rate instructors,” for some reason, she said this with a little smile.  “Not only that, but you’ll probably find it caters more to your learning style.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Let me ask you something, Eve.  How did you find your old school?  Boring?  Frustrating?  Did you have trouble sitting through it some days?”

“Yeah, of course.  Isn’t that perfectly normal?”

Shane laughed.  “Well, for our kind it is.  Traditional schooling doesn’t sit well with us.  We generally pick up on things really quick, but we also have a very short attention span. A lot of us end up misdiagnosed with ADHD.”

“So we keep our lessons short and intersperse them with a lot of physical activity,” Deanna said.  “We learn much better that way.”

The engine roared as we hit an on-ramp and accelerated onto the freeway.  Deanna cut straight across three lanes of traffic.  The woman drove like the rules of the road didn’t apply to her and the speed limit was nothing more than a polite suggestion.

“So, where are we really going?”  I asked, unable to contain my curiosity any more.

“Exactly where your parents think we’re going,” Deanna replied.  “South Carolina.”

“Wait, what?  I thought that was just an excuse to get me out of the house.”

“Oh, it was.  There’s no such thing as the Foxwood all Girls Leadership Academy.  The building in those pictures does exist.  It’s owned by this old millionaire who also happens to belong to a prominent family of wolf-shifters.  Twice a year, he allows us access to the place.  We dress it up to look like a school, bring in a bunch of people to act as students and professors and host a family visiting day.  That’s when we invite all the parents to come and see it.”

“Helps keep up appearances,” Shane added.  “The village we’re taking you to is on a nature reserve a few hundred miles away.”

I felt a thrill of excitement at his words.  Everything had been happening so quickly I’d barely had time to absorb it all.  Only now that my bags were packed and we were on the road did it really sink in that all of this craziness was actually real.

We drove throughout the rest of the night.  For the first little while, I stared eagerly out the window, watching colorful trees and lonely farmhouses flicker past.  I knew (roughly) our final destination, but as to where we currently resided on the map and how much further is was to the village, I did not have the slightest idea.

I wanted to ask a million more questions.  I wanted to stay awake all night, watching the scenery change and learning everything I could about my new home.  My new reality.  My new world.  But, as the daylight faded, I found myself consumed with exhaustion.  All the fear and excitement and sheer physcial exertion of the past twenty-four hours was finally catching up with me.  My body felt unusually heavy.  My brain grew sluggish.  My eyelids felt like they were being dragged down by lead weights.

With the car engine rumbling beneath me and the oncoming headlights sweeping by almost hypnotically, I fell into a deep, heavy and dreamless sleep.

–––––––––––––––––-

I came to just as dawn was breaking on the horizon.  It took a few moments before I remembered where I was.  My brain seemed to be moving in slow motion, like my thoughts were swimming in molasses.

We were still driving.   The engine that had put me to sleep was humming loudly in my left ear.  I felt warm and sticky, my skin adhered like glue to the leather seat.  Though it was early, the sun was already strong on my face.

Gradually, I became aware of voices speaking nearby.  They were lowered and difficult to make out, but if I concentrated I could just understand what was being said.

“… I don’t see why you have to keep bringing this up, Shane,” Deanna spoke first.  “What’s done is done.  I can’t very well go back and change it now.”

“It was reckless of you, Deanna,” Shane replied.  “That’s all I’m trying to say.  Exposing yourself to the general population like that?  Turning yourself into a spectacle?  Not to mention all the physical evidence you left behind.  I mean, what were you thinking.”

Deanna’s response was calm.  “There were extenuating circumstances.”

“Like what, exatly?”

“Like a bunch of thugs that needed to be taught a lesson.”

Shane drew in a long, exasperated breath.  “That’s besides the point, okay?  What if someone else saw you?”

“No one else saw me.”

“What if one of those thugs reports you, then?  What if they go to the media?”

“They were lowlifes, Shane.  They were scum.  Even if they do go to the media, no one is going to believe them.”

I kept very still, listening intently.  Were they arguing?

“De, you don’t even know who those men were.  You never saw their faces.  They could have been anything from petty criminal to nobel prize winners.”

Deanna snorted.  “That’s likely.”

“I’m serious, De.  This whole thing could blow up in your face.”

There was a pause.  I heard a slight creak, like Deanna was twisting her hands on the steering wheel.  “You know, I didn’t plan this, Shane.  I wasn’t out there looking for a bunch of people to terrorize.  But then I overheard them talking.  Bragging about what they would do to the next poor, helpless girl that crossed their path.  What was I supposed to do?  What would you have done?”

“I don’t think baiting them would have worked in my case.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Listen, I understand why you did it.  I really do.  But, couldn’t you have found some other way to scare them off?  Did you have to shift in front of them?”

“I wasn’t going to.  I was handling them just fine in human form.  But then one of them went and pulled a gun on me.  A gun!  I mean, what kind of gutless, cowardly…”

I was trying to remain still, but there was a kirk in my neck that was driving me crazy.  I shifted position.  The bare skin on my arm parted ways loudly with the leather seat.  Deanna stopped in the middle of her sentence.  Her eyes met mine briefly from under the headrest.

“Hey, she’s awake!” Her voice was suddenly bright and cheerful again.  “Morning, Eve.  How did you sleep?”

“Umm, pretty good.”  In fact, now that she mentioned it, I felt amazing.  I had never experienced such a refreshing sleep in my life. 

I sat up, yawned and stretched.  We were driving along a narrow country lane.  The trees and shrubs lining either side of the road had gone from bright and colourful to thick, lush and green.  Everything seemed to spark and glisten with moisture.  The rising sun created a soft, golden halo around each individual leaf and blade of grass.  The front windows were rolled down and warm, sultry air caressed my skin.

“We’re almost there,” Deanna said.  “Shouldn’t be much longer now.”

“You excited about seeing you new home?” Shane asked.

“Err… well…”  I was trying to think of a delicate way to bring up the argument I had overheard.  Nothing was really coming to me at the moment.

“A little nervous, maybe?” Deanna suggested when I didn’t answer Shane’s question.

Shane scoffed.  “Bah, nothing to be nervous about!  You’ll fit right in.”

“Umm… guys?”

“What’s up, Eve?” Deanna asked cheerfully.  “You aren’t really that nervous are you?”

“No, it’s not that.  It’s just…” I hesitated.  Thier conversation had set off about a million different questions inside my head but, now that I was awake, they were both stubbornly avoiding any mention of it.  It was obvious they had never intended for me to overhear the argument in the first place.  They probably didn’t even realize how much I had listened to.

I looked from one to the other, studying thier postures and expressions.  In spite of thier smiles and casual voices, there was a certain rididity to the way they sat.  They seemed… not exactly angry but more… frustrated with each other.  And, as curious as I was, the last thing I wanted to do was cause more tension between them. 

“You know what?” I said.  “Never mind.  Don’t worry about it.”


Chapter 13: The Village

The landscape grew more and more remote as we drove.  The road narrowed from two lanes to one.  The plant-life became thick and wild.  The few remaining indications of civilization—telephone poles, mail boxes and the occasional wooden cottage—became increasingly scarce and eventually disappeared all together. 

Smooth, flat pavement became cracked and uneven before it transformed into gravel, then tightly packed earth.  We jostled along the uneven surface, climbing up and down hills, following every twist and turn in the road.  Even Deanna couldn’t speed much in these conditions.

With time, I noticed an increasing amount of signs posted all over the side of the road.  They were covered in big, bold lettering that said things like: WARNING, NO TRESSPASING and RESTRICTED: US MILITARY ZONE.

I could sense that we were getting close.  My stomach squirmed with a mixture of nerves and excitement.  I kept switching my view from the side mirrors to the front, looking for some hint of civilization.

“How much longer?”

“Not long,” Shane said.  “Ten minutes, maybe?”

“What’s this place like?  How many people live there?”

“About ten-thousand.  Give or take.”

“Are there a lot of kids my age?”

“Oh yes, plenty.”

I paused for a moment.  I felt a little silly for asking this, but I couldn’t resist.  “Are they nice?  Are they friendly?  Will I get along with them?”

“I don’t see why not.  They’re just like normal high-school kids.  Except for the obvious fact that they can turn into animals.”

“What kind of animals can they turn into?”

“You sure ask a lot of questions,” Shane observed.

“Can you blame me?”

 He laughed.  “Not really, no.”

 “Okay, guys,” Deanna said.  “We’re getting close.  Better brace yourselves.”

I angled my body sideways, looking out the front windshield. But all I saw was a huge sign that said DEAD END and then the road stopped abruptly in a tangle of vines and leaves. 

“Hold on, what…?”

Before I could finish my question, Deanna hit the gas.  The engine roared.  The car lurched, wheels spinning madly in the dirt, then it gained some traction and shot forward.

I yelped and grabbed onto my armrest.  We were barreling straight towards a solid wall of green.  There was a sharp jolt every time the car hit a pot-hole or an uneven section of ground.  I gripped the side door harder as we approached the end of the road, preparing for a colossal impact…

But, it never came.  The car hit slight incline and shot upwards, passing harmlessly through a screen of shrubs and leaves.  We were airborne for a moment, then landed with a crash back on the ground.  I flew up and crashed down along with it, now clinging to the armrest for dear life.

Not even fazed by this, Deanna changed gears and accelerated again.  We were on another stretch of road, this one only a few yards long.  Like the first one, it appeared to end abruptly right on the edge of the forest.  I could feel the car picking up momentum, see the woods coming closer with each second.  We shot up another hill and ploughed right through the shrubbery as if it were no more substantial then tissue paper.

We repeated the same pattern three more times by my count.  Accelerate.  Jump.  Land.  Accelerate.  Jump.  Land.  My arms shook from gripping the armrest.  My head ached from slamming it repeatedly against the roof of the car.

Finally, we touched down on a considerably longer stretch of road.  Deanna was now counting quietly under her breath, face etched in concentration while the trees continued to flicker past on either side.

“Seven… eight…nine… okay, now.”

She yanked the wheel sideways.  Dust billowed around us as the car made a sharp ninety-degree turn.  The earth seemed to fall away and we plummeted downward, bouncing and jolting along the steepest dirt road I had ever seen.  My body was being thrown in every direction.  My stomach was doing cartwheels and flips.

Up front, Shane was glued to his seat, back straight and arms rigid.  Deanna, on the other hand, whopped and hollered as if she was on a roller coaster.  She manipulated the car around every twist and turn, handling it perfectly even at breakneck speed.  Her body was completely relaxed, bouncing up and down in time with the bucking vehicle.  She seemed entirely unconcerned by all the crashing and banging going on underneath the hood.

By the time we fishtailed back onto level ground—throwing off a jetstream of loose earth and rocks—my ears were ringing and I could taste blood where I had bitten my tongue.  My whole body was shaking.  My adrenaline was pumping like crazy.  I had never felt so scared in my life.

So then why the hell was I smiling?

“They need to come up with a better way to get into this place,” Shane grumbled.

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Deanna said.  “Kinda fun, actually.”

“Speak for yourself.  How ya doing back there, Eve?  Sorry, we probably should have given you a little more warning about that.”

“Hey, I’m good,” I said, trying to suppress the manic giggle that wanted to rise up in my chest.  “I’m great.  I’m awesome.  Can we do that again?”

Shane gave me a disbelieving snort.  “Maybe later.”

We were now driving along a wide country road.  Massive oak trees were lined neatly on either side, branches extending out to form a canopy over the street.  Sunlight filtered down through them, creating a soft, golden glow.  A faint layer of mist rose up from the ground, clinging to the shadows and glittering faintly wherever it happened to catch the light. 

It was beautiful.  It reminded me one of those iconic postcards of Georgia or South Carolina.  The type they always sold in gift-shops.

We drove for another mile or so.  Beams of light and shadow swept over the car as we passed beneath row upon row of the huge trees.  Before long, Deanna pulled into a parking lot just off the side to road.  The place was mostly filled with dusty, all-terrain vehicles, trucks and motorcycles—all of which probably made that harrowing entrance a lot easier than Deanna’s shiny new SUV.

Deanna put the car in park and we all piled out.  I was immediately struck by a wall of heat.  The air was thick and humid, the sun warm and strong.  The animal inside of me—which had been dormant for most of the trip—seemed to stir, ears perked and nose twitching, taking in the fragrant smells of the forest.

“This way, Eve,” Deanna led the way down a narrow path through the surrounding trees.  I quickly followed, staying close behind Shane, who had taken it upon himself to unload the car and was now balancing my two full-sized suitcases on either shoulder as they were filled with air.

I kept my eyes open as we walked, insects buzzing around out heads, leaves and shrubs slapping against our legs.  With time, I began to catch glimpses of what looked like a clearing up ahead.  I saw hints of flattened trails and vaguely rectangular shapes.  Then we came to a sharp ledge and the view opened up below us.

My first impression was of a lively, bustling town that almost seemed to have grown naturally out of the forest itself.  There was no metal or concrete to been seen.  The various buildings all appeared to be made out of some kind of flexible wood that could be bent and twisted and manipulated into various shapes and sizes.  Huge oak trees were speckled throughout the village, branches dripping with Spanish moss and sweeping out in all different directions. 

It seemed that people had, wherever possible, constructed the buildings around these tress rather than clearing them out of the way.  One long, narrow structure twisted and turned like a snake into order to avoid many of the trees that surrounded it.  Another was shaped like a misshapen doughnut, with two of the huge oaks at its center.  One even appeared to have a tree growing straight out of the roof, long, crooked branches sprouting randomly from the windows and walls.

Wide streets were paved with flattened bits of stone that fit together like a mosaic, making me think of Deanna’s cat form.  An equal mix of people and wild animals wandered back and forth along them, as if such a thing were perfectly normal.

Something caught my eye way up in the trees.  I tilted my head back and saw a network of hanging ropes, spiraling ladders and areal boardwalks spread out like a maze across the top branches.  Oddly enough, many of the boardwalks seemed to lead nowhere, simply ending in midair and dropping off into oblivion.

I only had a moment to wonder about the purpose of such a contraption.  Then I noticed a tiny Asian girl with riotously-colour hair crouched in the middle of one, gripping the narrow railing on either side of her.  In a flash, she lunged forward and threw herself right off the edge.

My stomach lurched as she plummeted towards the ground, arms spread wide, eyes closed, expression focused.

Then, with a rush of air, she transformed into a huge eagle with multicolored wings.  Mere inches from the ground, she caught a gust of wind and soared upward, above the village, above the trees and out of sight.

I was gapping like an idiot.  I couldn’t help it.  Never, in all of my sixteen years on this planet, had I ever seen such a beautiful and amazing place.

“Eve, are you coming?” Deanna’s voice drifted over to me as if it was coming from a different world.  “Or are you just going to stand there staring all day?”

I gave my head a little shake.  Deanna and Shane were already halfway down the steep hill that led into the village.

Grinning to myself—whether from nerves or fear or excitement or a combination of all three—I raced down the slope after them.


Chapter 14: The Silent Heroes Movement

The village had appeared pretty much normal sized from high up, but down at ground level it became apparent that everything here was built on an unusually large scale.  The roads, though they were clearly meant for walking, were about as wide across as a two-lane highway.  The huge trees, creating mossy green corridors along every street, barely reached out far enough for the very tips of their branches to brush up against each other.  The wooden buildings were all wide and spacious and so tall I had to crane my neck to see past the tops.

Even the various animals walking past seemed to have some form of gigantism.  There were wolves the size of African lions, the males sporting thick manes along the back of their necks which made them appear even larger.  The smallest of the big cats were probably not much larger than a Bengal tiger.  But the biggest of them—like Shane—would easily stand shoulder-to-shoulder with a small horse.

A sound like thunder suddenly began to rumble through the ground and the road began to tremble under my feet.

“Out of the way, Eve,” Deanna grabbed me and pulled me aside as a pair of gleaming, muscular horses the size of Asian Elephants trampled past, the earth vibrating every time one of their gigantic hooves struck the ground.

“Horse shifters,” Shane explained, while I stared, wide-eyed, after them.  “You don’t want to mess with one of those.”

Once the monstrous horses were out of sight, we resumed walking.  I had this question nagging at the back of my mind, and the sight of those beasts had just increased my curiosity about a hundred times. 

“Hey, guys, can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” Deanna said.

“Hit me,” Shane agreed.

“Well, the other day, you talked about people who can turn into normal animals like dogs and cats and wolves and things like that.  But… you guys don’t exactly look like any big cat I’ve ever seen.  And those,” I gestured ahead of us, “were definitely not normal horses.”

“Oh, that,” Shane said.  “Well, you see, Eve, there’s a few different kinds of shifters out there.  The vast majority—upwards of eighty-five percent—change into regular animals.  We call those level one shifters.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Now, level two shifters like us, we turn into bigger, more exaggerated versions of regular animals.  Like those horses you just saw back there.”

“Level two shifters are significantly harder to come by,” Deanna said.  “And we have our own specific talents and skills.  That’s why we brought you here.  Our kind only have two villages on this continent, and this one if by far the easiest to reach.”

“Where’s the other one?”

“Greenland.”

I was quiet for a moment, absorbing this new information.  Okay so, not only could I change into a big cat.  I could transform into this huge, fantasy like creature that most average humans had never laid eyes on before.

I thought of Shane and Deanna in cat-form.  Their exaggerated size.  Shane’s huge russet mane.  Deanna’s mosaic of silver, white and grey.  And the way their human forms seemed to echo the animals they became.

Absently, I reached up and twirled an electric blond curl around my finger, examining the brilliant, golden colour and wondering…

––––––––—

Deanna and Shane led me through the beautiful, sun-dappled streets and toward the huge, circular building I had noticed earlier.  On closer inspection, I realized it wasn’t quite as perfectly round as I had first thought.  It was more oval-shaped.  Slightly longer than it was wide.  The roof dipped down at the center and peaked at either end.  It almost reminded me of a birds nest.

I also noticed that what I had taken to be panels of wood were actually interwoven slats of dry, hardened bamboo.

“Welcome to your new school, Eve,” Deanna said.

“This is a school?” I said.  It did not look like any school I had ever seen.

“It sure is,” Deanna laughed.  “Come on, let’s get you signed in.”

We entered through a sliding doorway that blended so well with the rest of the building that—had Deanna not pointed it out to me—I never would have noticed it.  As I stepped through, I found myself inside a place that was so wide and cavernous it made me feel about as significant as an ant.  It was like standing at the entrance to a football stadium… or a Roman Coliseum.

The walls curved outward to either side, reconnecting way at the other end of the structure.  The building was divided into four separate levels, stacked one top of the other and winding upwards from the ground. In the middle stood a huge, grassy courtyard filled with soaring oak trees, stone walkways and various animals carved out of marble and wood. 

As far as I could tell, pretty much everything was made of bamboo.  From the floor to the ceiling, to the handrails and support beams.  Whoever had built the place evidently wasn’t terribly concerned with keeping it enclosed from the outside world.  There were gaps in the walls and no glass in the windows.  Small birds and insects flitted in and out of their own violition.  The smooth, polished floor was striped with spiraling beams of sunlight.

“This way, Eve.”

I followed behind Deanna while my eyes continued to roam all over the place.  A menagerie of teenagers and animals wandered around the sun dappled courtyard.  A pair of wild cats—one pure black, the other speckled with different shades of grey—tore around in wild loops and circles, chasing each other from one end of building to the other.  A huge wolf yipped and barked madly at them from the sidelines.  Nearby, a tall young man stood under the shade of an oak tree, watching the all the commotion with clear disapproval.

“So,” Deanna said, drawing my attention away from the scene in the courtyard.  “the school is split into four levels.  Horse shifters here on the ground floor.”  Her gaze followed another one of the monstrous horses as it trotted past her left side.  “For obvious reasons.  Wolf shifters on level two.  Wild cats on level three and birds in the loft.”  She looked up at the fourth floor, which was just level with the very tops of the trees.    If I squinted, I could just make out tiny human shapes flitting back and forth between the branches. “They seem to like it up there.”

She led me off to the side and into a much smaller office area.  Like the rest of the building, it was all sunlight and spirals and polished bamboo.  There was a large, circular desk right in the center of the room.  Behind it stood the tallest woman I had ever seen.  She was easily a head taller Deanna, who was already approaching six feet.  She was almost as tall as Shane.

Her body was long-limbed and slender but I could see hard muscles bulging underneath the pale skin along her arms.  She had long, ruler-straight hair the colour of desert sand and eyes that matched her hair almost exactly.

“Good morning, Kerry,” Deanna said.  “I’ve got a new student here for you.  This is-”

The woman did not even glance in my direction.  She reached underneath the desk and slammed something down on top of it, cutting Deanna’s words abruptly short.  “Do you mind explaining this to me, Deanna?”

There was a moment of silence.  I sensed an immediate shift in the atmosphere.   Deanna and Shane both tensed and I think I saw Deanna’s upper lip twitch like she wanted to bear her teeth.  The woman glared right back at them, squaring her shoulders and lowering her head like a bull about to charge.

She picked up the object she had just thrown down on the desk, holding it up for us to see.  It was a newspaper article.  I stood up straight, craning my neck to get a better look, but I couldn’t make out the heading.

“Tell me this wasn’t you, Deanna,” the woman snapped, shaking the article in Deanna’s face.  “Tell me that even you are not stupid enough to shift in front of seven witnesses.”

Deanna calmly returned the other woman’s gaze.  “They were asking for it.”

“Askingfor it?”  the woman snorted and stomped her foot like an angry horse.   “Asking for it?  You know the rules, Deanna.  I don’t care what they were doing.  You do not shift in front of ordinary people.”

“Hey, I don’t much like your tone,” Shane said in a casual voice that contrasted sharply with his aggressive posture.

The woman ignored him.  She was still focused on Deanna.  “You know I’ll have to report this.”

“Go ahead,” Deanna replied. 

“And the committee is not going to like what they hear.”

“Do whatever you like, Kerry.  If you had heard the way those men were talking, I doubt we’d be having this conversation right now.”

“Oh, I think we would.  Because, unlike you, Deanna, I know how to follow the rules. And I don’t think it’s okay to break them based on my own personal moral judgment.”

Deanna’s crystal blue eyes seemed to blaze with fire.  “Well, maybe if the rules would make allowances for situations like this…”

“But they don’t,” the woman said curtly.  “And it is not up to you to decide which rules you want to follow and which ones you don’t.  Do you think that you’re better or smarter than the hundreds of more qualified people who talked and discussed and debated for years before putting the rules in place?”

“None of them heard what those men were saying, either.”

“Those men have nothing to do with this, Deanna.  This is about you.  I know you are at the forefront of this preposterous Silent Heroes Movement, but this type of behavior is not going to win you any points with the committee, I can tell you that right now.”

I spoke without thinking.  “What the heck is the Silent Heroes Movem-”

“Listen, I did what I did,” Deanna said.  “And I would do it again, with or without the approval the damned committee.  I don’t think there’s much more to discuss here.  Now, will you please do your job and process my new student?  I don’t think she needs to be hearing all this.”

The woman snorted again.  Her eyes passed dismissively over my face.  “What’s the name?”

“Evelyn O’Connor.”

“Is her family registered or unregistered?”

“Unregistered.  No documented history of shifters.”

“Horse, wolf, wildcat or bird?”

“Wildcat.”

The woman sniffed disapprovingly.  She was writing on a piece of paper as Deanna spoke.  “As if we need anymore of those.” 

I was beginning to dislike this woman.

She reached once more under her desk and tossed a key carelessly on top of the gleaming counter.  “Third floor.  Room 206.  Get out of my sight.  All three of you.”


Chapter 15: Diverging Perspectives

“Geez, what was up her ass?”

“There’s no need for language, Eve,” Deanna said in a dignified tone as we left the office.

“Yeah, but did you hear the way she talked to you? And I only said “ass.”  That doesn’t even count.”

“It most certainly does, young lady.  More to the point, I do not advise using it in reference to your new headmistress.”

I felt my jaw drop open in horror.  “My what?  You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Unfortunately, she’s not,” Shane said.  “Kerry’s been running the school for about three years now.”

“And she does a very good job of it,” Deanna said fairly.  “But she’s a stickler for the rules and she has pretty much zero sense of humor.  Especially when it comes to breaking said rules.”

“She also favors the horse shifters,” Shane added.

“Oh, no she doesn’t, Shane.  Don’t be silly.”

“I’m telling you, De, the woman is completely bias.  She lets all that inter-species tension spill into her job.”

“What interspecies ten-?”

A loud snort cut me off in mid-sentence.  I leapt backwards in surprise, my shoulder hitting the railing behind me.  A huge, silver-black horse with fiery blue eyes stood over me.  The creature’s head was lowered to within an inch of mine, ears plastered down against its skull.  I had never seen a horse glare before, but this thing was glaring like it would love nothing more than to trample right overtop of me.

Sweat broke out on my palms.  Very slowly, I slid along the railing in and attempt to side-step around the monstrous beast.  The horse snorted and pawed the ground angrily, following my movements.  I could feel the heat radiating from its body.  Feel its breath on my face.  I could see every hair on the end of its nose.

And—oh crap—now the animal inside of me was sitting up, taking note of the situation.  And it did not appreciate being cornered like this.  Particularly by something it perceived as prey.  It growled menacingly and I found myself doing the same, baring my blunt, human teeth at the horse as if they were the inch-long canines I wore in cat-form.  The horse stamped the ground again and my muscles clenched.  I was fighting an urge to hurl myself forward and bite into it’s jugular.

Deanna’s hand came in out of nowhere and slapped the horse sharply on its muscular flank.  “Down, boy.  Stop terrorizing my student.”

The horse flinched and swung around to face her, blowing a huge gust of air from its nostrils.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to see flames coming out along with it. 

“Go on, get!” Deanna made a shooing motion with her hands.  The horse tossed its massive head defiantly, then turned sharply on its hooves and trotted away, neck arched and tail raised high into the air.

I watched it go, hands shaking, heart pounding in my chest.  My inner animal was settling back down, though it still grumbled like an angry cat.  “What the heck was that all about?”

“He was just testing you,” Deanna said, glaring after the horse along with me.   “Wanted to see if he could intimidate you.  Pointless exercise if you ask me.  Come on.  Don’t worry about it.”

I gave my head a shake, trying to banish the incident from my mind, and fell in line behind Deanna and Shane.

I felt a little better as we stepped out into the warm sunlight of the courtyard.  We were approaching a series of aerial boardwalks that crisscrossed their way through the building, connecting one side to the other and one floor to the next.  A big spiral staircase rose up straight from the middle of the courtyard and intersected with many of them in midair.  The walkways were nearly empty at the moment, but I could imagine them during school, teeming with students all running between classes.

“So, I’m guessing the horses don’t like us very much,” I said, as we climbed briskly up the spiral staircase. 

“Not really,” Shane said.  “They don’t think much of the wolves, either. It’s natural, to some degree.  In the wild, we’d be hunting them down as food.”

“Well, I guess that’s reasonable.”

“It’s not reasonable in the least bit,” Deanna argued.  “Every species here is perfectly capable of getting along.  Some of them just let their instincts take over their common sense.”

We turned onto a boardwalk that hung suspended several feet above the courtyard.  It sloped sharply upwards, taking us straight to the third floor.  The courtyard grew smaller below us.  The sun grew warmer and stronger on my face.

Okay, so the horse-shifters didn’t like us and this school just happened to be run by a horse-shifter.  Who had made her feelings towards me and Shane and Deanna abundantly clear.  Was I the only one who saw a problem with this?

I had plenty more questions on this issue, but I decided they could wait for another time.  Right now, there was something else nagging even more insistently at the back of my mind.

“So,” I said, in what I hoped was a casual tone of voice, as we stepped off the boardwalk.  The entire third floor was drenched in sunlight, most of it coming down right from the ceiling.  The walls were lined with murals that depicted wildcats in wicked poses: crouching it the grass, leaping through the air, attacking with teeth bared and claws extended.  “Are you guys going to tell me more about this Silent Heroes thing?”

Deanna and Shane exchanged a significant look.  I sensed a bit of rivalry coming from both sides.

“It’s nothing, Eve,” Shane said. 

“No, it’s not nothing, Shane,” Deanna said.

“Do you want her in trouble with Kerry?” Shane asked stiffly.

“What Kerry doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” Deanna said.  “Besides, she’s going to hear about it eventually.  It might as well be from us.  I won’t try and recruit her, I promise.”

“I thought you weren’t recruiting anyone under eighteen.”

“Not officially.  But we’re taking volunteers of any age that are interested in extra training.”

Shane did not sound amused.  “When did that start?”

“About two months ago.”

“Umm, guys?” I had a feeling this argument could go on all day if I allowed it to.

Shane just shook his head and gave Deanna a wave, as if to say “she’s all yours.”

Deanna grinned and focused her eyes on me.  “Okay, Eve, you’ve probably figured out by now that shifters don’t make a habit of showing off our abilities to the general population.  We like to stay anonymous.  Keep a low profile.  In the past, we did it mostly for self-protection.  Back when people were more suspicious and primitive, anyone with abilities that seemed unnatural was likely to be burned at the stake or hunted down and butchered like a dangerous animal.”

I shuddered.  That was not a pleasant thought.

“Now, humanity has come a long way since then, but our laws on the matter have hardly changed at all. We still hide from regular people like it’s the thirteenth century.  But, some of us are beginning to see a serious problem with that.”

I frowned.  “Why?”

“Because we can do more,” Deanna said.  “We can do more than spend our time hiding and trying to protect ourselves to the exclusion of everyone else. 

“Because of these stupid, outdated and unnecessary laws, we are not allowed to get involved if we see someone being attacked in the street.  If we witness a person being hurt or abused,” she growled under her breath,  “if we overhear a pack of thugs planning their next assault.  If getting involved threatens to expose us in any way, we are expected to stand by and let it happen.”

I wasn’t sure what to say.  The anger in her voice was very real.  But…

“Aren’t there ways we can help without exposing ourselves?” I asked.

“Only to a certain point,” Deanna said.  “The level one shifters have gotten pretty good at it, actually.  Since they turn into normal animals, they don’t stand out nearly as much as we do.  You know all those stories about animal heroes?  Dogs and cats alerting entire families when a house is on fire?  Dolphins rescuing people from drowning?”

“Yeah, of course.  Wait…. Those are all shifters?”

“Ninety percent of the time, that is exactly what they are.  But, even the level one shifters have to be extremely careful not to expose themselves.  Even they have to walk away when the circumstances are too dangerous.”

“You sound a lot like you’re trying to recruit her, Deanna.”

“I’m giving her the facts.”

I ignored their bickering.  “So, the Silent Heroes thing, it’s…”

“It’s a small but growing movement that wants to see these outdated laws abolished.  We think that, if you have the power to help someone, you should do it.  Whether it means exposing yourself or not.  We also do our best to help people within the current laws of our society.  Which isn’t exactly easy but…” she gave a shrug, “… we do what we can.”

“Lately you haven’t exactly been operating within the law, Deanna,” Shane said.

Deanna sighed.  “Shane, I told you.  I never planned on shifting in front of those men.”

“But you knew the risks when you put yourself in that situation.”

“It was a calculated risk.”

“Listen, Eve,” Shane said, turning to me.  “This all sounds great and noble and selfless in theory.  But, the sad truth is, people haven’t changed.  At least not in any significant way.  They’re still the same ignorant, tribal, fear mongering creatures they were hundreds of years ago.  And exposing ourselves to them will create a hell of a lot more problems than it will-”

“Now who’s trying to influence her?” Deanna said.

“I’m just giving her the other side of it.”

They fell silent for a few moments.  I could sense the tension between them like a physical force.  Obviously, they had very different perspectives on this.  I really didn’t have a strong opinion one way or another.  I thought they had both made some decent arguments.

In the end, it came down to how the world would react to us.  How they would perceive us if they ever found out about our existence.  And, frankly, I could not even begin to predict such a thing.

“We’re here,” Deanna said, in a flat tone of voice.  We had come to a stop at a wooden doorway, nearly identical to every door around it.  The number 206 was etched into the wood and there was a tiny leopard carved underneath it.

Deanna turned to me with a smile.  “Okay, Eve, we’ll let you get settled.  Unpack your things.  Get acquainted with your roommate,” she gave me a wink.  “Maybe do some exploring without adult supervision.  And we’ll come and check on you later tonight.  Term starts in two days, so that should give you a plenty of time to get comfortable with the place.”

I felt a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach.  The thought of facing this strange new world alone, without Shane and Deanna around to explain everything suddenly felt like a daunting prospect.  There was so much I still didn’t know.  So many questions I still wanted to ask.

And what if I ran into that huge black horse again?

But, I didn’t want to appear childish or weak.  So I did my best to smile back at Deanna.  “Sounds good to me.”

“Oh, and Eve, one more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“No shifting form, okay?  Not until we get you into a more controlled environment.  Learning to handle your new abilities is going to take some practice.”

“Sure thing.” I said.

“Perfect.  We’ll see you later then.”

“Don’t do anything crazy, kid,” Shane said.

I made another feeble attempt at a smile as they both turned away, leaving me there alone with nothing but a whirlwind of confusing thoughts for company.


Chapter 16: Threads of Lightning

Once Deanna and Shane were out of sight, I took a deep breath and entered my new room.  Inside, it was bright, airy and spacious.  To my right, a pair of sleeping platforms jutted straight out from the wall, one positioned several feet overtop of the other.  A huge, potted fern stood in the opposite corner and my sensitive nose picked up the smell of clean, fresh earth.  Otherwise, the whole room was nothing but polished bamboo floors and wide-open space. 

The entire back wall was comprised of one huge window that bulged out like the side of a fishbowl.  Through it, I could see the trees and walkways and misshapen wooden buildings that made up my new home.

I stepped further into the room, my eyes continuing to explore, taking everything in.  A leather suitcase lay open near the sleeping platforms.  The inside was filled with faded black t-shirts and hoodies that overflowed and spilled haphazardly onto the floor.  A few dog-eared dirt bike and BMX magazines were scattered nearby.  There was dirt trailing from the doorway, leading up to a pair of mud-caked running shoes.  A skateboard was propped lazily against the wall.

I frowned.  What the heck was going on here?  Did they have me rooming with a boy?

I heard movement and a face appeared over the edge of the top sleeping platform.  I almost laughed at my own assumptions because the person looking back at me was most definitely not a boy.  She had a tiny, slender frame, although I could clearly see the defined muscles along her arms and shoulders.  She wore a plain, black t-shirt that hugged her small body like a glove.  Her ears were lined with bright, silver hoops.  Her skin was smooth and pale, her face small and pixie-like.  Her hair was cropped short and covered in random splashes of black and brown, with a streak of white just above her left ear.

She gave me a wide, friendly smile, immediately relieving some of my anxiety.  “Yo.  Wazzap?”

 “Umm… hey,” I said.

“You the new roommate?”

“Looks that way.”

The girl flipped her legs over the edge of the platform and dropped lightly to the floor.  I was startled to find she was even shorter than me.  Not a common occurrence.

“Well good to meet you, roommate.  I’m Jewel.”

“Eve.”

We shook hands, Jewel examining me closely.  “Yup,” she finally said, as if drawing some revolutionary conclusion.  “Definitely.”

“Err… what?”

“You’re definitely a newbie.  No shifters in your family.  No history of shifters.  No idea shifters even existed until the changes started happening.”

Her frank, accurate assessment provoked a grin out of me.  “Is it that obvious?”

“It is painfully obvious,” Jewel informed me.  “You have that bewildered, deer-caught-in-the-headlights expression.  Which, frankly, is not terribly becoming of a vicious predator such as yourself.  But don’t worry.  We’ll get you sorted out.” 

She bounded across the room and swept her running shoes up in one hand. “Hmm… a little dirty, aren’t they?”

I giggled.  The things were caked with about an inch of mud.  “Just a bit, I guess.”

Jewel shrugged and banged the shoes several time against the wall.  Clods of dirt came loose and scattered across the floor.  “There we go.”

She stepped into her slightly-less-filthy shoes, tucked her skateboard under one arm and hooked her left arm around my own.  “Come on then, Eve.  I’ll show you what’s what around here.”

And, just like that, I was back outside.  Amid the polished walls of bamboo and swirling patterns of sunlight that made up my new school.  Jewel moved at a brisk pace, tugging me along with her.

“Okay, first thing you need to know.  The birds,” she directed her gaze to the floor above us.  “They’re usually pretty cool.  They keep to themselves.  They don’t pick fights or bother anyone.  They can be a little jumpy around us wildcats at first, but they calm down once they realize we aren’t going to hunt them and eat them for dinner.

“The only thing you need to remember is that they’re very territorial.  You want to avoid the top  floor unless you’re invited there first.  And never invade their space in cat-form.  It’ll cause a frenzy, and the birds have something of a mob mentality.  One runs, they all run.  One panics, they all panic.  One attacks…  well you get the idea.

“So, basically, don’t bother them and they won’t bother you,” I summarized.

“You got it.” Jewel released my arm and hopped on her skateboard, gliding smoothly along the floor.  We were making quick progress, already approaching the second level of the building.  I broke into a trot in order to keep up.

“Okay,” Jewel said.  “Now, the wolves, they’re a different-”

“Hey, Jewel!”

I paused in my tracks while Jewel hit the breaks on her skateboard.  A young man was coming towards us.  I immediately recognized the lithe, graceful movements of another cat-shifter.  He was lean and muscular, with deep, mahogany skin and dark eyes that sparkled with life.  Pitch black hair, flecked with coppery red, stuck out randomly in all directions.  His face was broad and friendly, his mouth wide and expressive and seemed made for smiling.

I felt a slight tug somewhere below my naval.  Okay, so he wasn’t the same drop-dead-gorgeous as Lucas, but he was pretty darn cute.

He grabbed Jewel by the hand and swept her off the skateboard, holding her at arms length.  “How absolutely wonderful to see you again, Jewel!  How are you?  How was your summer?”

Jewels mouth twitched at the corners.  “It was just fine, Reza.  How was yours?”

“Oh, it was fantastic,” the boy said.  Despite his foreign looks, his voice held no trace of an accent.   “Hanging out at the beach.  Hunting in the woods.  Terrorizing the villagers.  You know, the usual.”

Jewels mouth gave another little twitch.  She appeared to be suppressing a laugh with great difficulty.  “You couldn’t terrorize a kitten, you overgrown housecat.

“Hey, I will have you know I am a vicious, terrifying beast.  I had those villagers scared out of their wits.”

“Right, sure you did.”

“And who’s this?” the boy asked, turning that killer smile in my direction.  My stomach gave another lurch.

“This is Eve,” Jewel said.  “She’s new.”

“Excellent to meet you, Eve,” the boy clasped my hand in both of his.  His grip was pleasantly warm.  “I’m Reza.  Don’t believe anything Jewel says about me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Rez,” Jewel said.  “I wasn’t planning on talking about you at all.”

Reza just threw his head back and laughed, making no effort to suppress it the way Jewel had.  “Well, I’d better go.  The old ball and chain is waiting for me.  AKA my girlfriend.” He gave us a wave.  “See you guys in class.”

Girlfriend? I thought, watching as he jogged gracefully away.

Well, so much for that.

Jewel sprang back onto her skateboard and we continued on our way.  The floor slopped gradually downward and before long we had crossed the threshold onto the second floor.  The light was growing dimmer as we moved downward and the murals here depicted wolves instead of wildcats.  Otherwise, it was pretty similar to the third floor.

A few of the people walking by greeted Jewel with huge, friendly smiles.  They slapped her on the shoulder.  They gripped her arms and hands as she passed, like she was a long-lost friend they hadn’t seen in ages.

Yet, those same people did nothing but glare darkly at me.  A few even peeled their lips back and growled.  I had a sense they might have attacked if I had been on my own.

“Second thing you need to know,” Jewel said, casually smacking one over the head when he snarled at me.  “The wolves are like overly-protective guard dogs.  Highly suspicious of anyone they don’t know.  Extremely aggressive to anything they see as a threat.  But, once they know you, it’s like you’re their best friend in the world.  Here, let’s go this way.”  She made a sharp turn onto one of the ramps that fanned out over the courtyard.  “Better to avoid the first floor.  Those horse-shifters are a bunch of stiffs.  They hate predators invading their space.”

I though of the big, black horse that had cornered me on the way up and decided that avoiding the first floor was probably a good idea.

The boardwalk curved gently to the ground.  Once at the bottom, Jewel picked up her skateboard (now decorated with muddy footprints) and we walked side-by-side out of the building.

“Okay,” Jewel led me down a leafy side-street.  “Let’s get you some proper clothes, shall we?”

I looked down at my dark jeans and colorful top.  “Why?  What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“Absolutely nothing.  Except that it’ll shred to bits the first time you shift.”

“Oh, right.”  I had forgotten that little detail.

We entered what looked like a pretty typical clothing store, aside from the excessive amount of floor space.  It seemed that every building in this village was built to accommodate a herd of elephants.

“Why is everything so over-sized here?” I asked Jewel, as we crossed the floor into order to reach the clothes lined on the other side of the wall.

“Oh, that’s because of the horses,” Jewel said.  “In case they shift unexpectedly.  You know, we can’t always control it.  Sometimes the animal demands to be let out.

“Is that also why all the doors look like they belong on a barn?”

“Yep.  You’d think the odds are pretty slim that a horse-shifter would change shape right as they’re walking through a door, but it’s happened.  A while back, this newbie shifted right as he was coming out of the washroom—this was before all the doors had been changed.  He panicked and destroyed the entire store, then took off with the doorframe still around his chest.”

I imagined that big black horse running down the street with a doorway stuck around his mid-section and grinned.

“Here, try these,” Jewel tossed me a very normal-looking pair of jeans.  I lifted them up to eye-level, examining them closely.  “I don’t get it.  What’s the big deal?”

Jewel took one end, turning it inside out.  There was some kind of flexible white mesh on the other side.

“See that?  It’s a special synthetic material that molds itself to you body.  We can shift in any type of clothes, but they have to be skin-tight.”

I raised my eyebrows.  I had been expecting something a little more… complex.  “So, how does that work?  The clothes change with you or something?”

Jewel gave a casual shrug.  “How do we turn into animals?  I don’t know.  I just know it works.  Try the jeans.  The look like your size.”

It didn’t take long to find a couple new outfits for me.  The clothes were surprisingly comfortable.  The inner fabric was light and airy and fit my body like a glove and from the outside they looked no different than normal clothes.  I was rather impressed by the ingenuity of it.

I found myself hesitating as I went up to the counter to ring through my purchases.  I had stocked up on quite a few items and I wasn’t sure how much it would all cost.  But the cashier—a young lively woman with teal and pink hair—simply rang them through with quick, precise movements, bagged them up and handed them over with a smile.  “There you are, my dear.”

I stood staring at her for a moment, my debit card still in my hand.  “Wait, I don’t have to pay for anything?”

The young woman cocked her head to the side like a bird.  “No, of course not.  We don’t exchange money around here.  Every member of the village makes an equal contribution and takes an equal share.”

“But, I’m not making any contribut-”

“You’re a student,” Jewel took my shoulders and steered me towards the exit.  “That’s your contribution right now.  You can leave your bags right by the entrance.  We’ll pick them up on the way back.”

A rush of warm air struck me as we stepped out of the shop.  We continued on down the street, looking at all the stores.  With the beautiful, tree-lined roads, strange-looking people and wild animals walking by, I felt like I was in some weird, exciting and exotic new country.

I was beginning to pick up on the differences between each species of shifter.  The birds were by far the smallest of the bunch, ranging from about my unimpressive height to a few inches shorter.  But, despite their diminutive size, they stood out in the crowd like flashing beacons.  Bright, colorful hair that was gelled, tied up and styled in all sorts of crazy, creative ways.  Movements quick and animated.  Clothes bright and gaudy.  One girl even had a vest decorated with jagged bits of coloured glass.

“They like shiny things, the birds do,” Jewel said, as my eyes followed a big, chattering group of them.  “Shiny things and colours.  They have this big festival every year where they throw different coloured powder at each other.  I think the idea came from a traditional Indian celebration.”

I nodded, taking in every word while my gaze continued to wander.  The horses caught my attention next.  They were monstrous.  Tall and powerful.  Long-limbed and muscular.  They stood head and shoulders over the rest of the crowd, hair smooth and silky, eyes stern and serious.

The wolves were a little harder to pick out.  They looked fairly similar to us cats.  But they had more rangy, loping movements.  The males and females alike all seemed to have very similar features.  Strong jaws, high cheekbones, straight noses and thin lips.  Their hair ranged from snow white to pure black to bright, silvery grey.

“Oh, hey Eve.  Over here!” Jewel took my hand and directed me to a store that was covered from one end to the other in mirrors and decorative glass.  The bird-shifters were flocking around it like a mob.  “Have you seen your cat-form yet?  Everyone’s is different.”

“No,” I said.  “Deanna and Shane said not to shift until I learn how to control it.”

“Oh, that’s a bunch of crap.  It’s not hard.  Just don’t let your animal side run the show.  Be firm with it.  Let it know who’s boss.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” I asked.  Part of me did want to heed Shane and Deanna’s advice, but a much bigger part of me really wanted to try shifting again.  I had barely even gotten a taste of it before.

“Of course it’s safe,” Jewel said confidently.  “We do it all the time.”

I felt a grin spread across my face.  That was all I needed to hear.  After all, Jewel had been doing this her entire life, hadn’t she?  If she said it was safe, then it probably was

Somehow, I knew exactly what to do without having to ask a single question.  I closed my eyes and reached for the animal lying dormant in the back of my mind.  The creature was up and alert within seconds, responding like clockwork to my thoughts.

Before I knew it, the changes began to occur.  It started with a prickling sensation all over my skin.  Dark fur sprouted from my hands and travelled up my arms, spreading rapidly across my body.  My ears migrated up the sides of my head.  My face protruded.  My skull grew long and streamlined.  My bones were grinding and shifting against each other.  I dropped to the ground as my arms and legs changed shape, growing thicker and stronger and bending backwards at the elbow.  Instead of tearing, this time my clothes seemed to melt and merge with the rest of my body.  My tail was the last thing to appear, shooting like a torpedo from the end of my spine.

Overall, the whole process was much less terrifying the second time around.  It felt strange, but it wasn’t painful in any way.

“Ooohh,” Jewel’s voice sounded a lot sharper in my newly sensitive ears.  “Nice!  I like it.”  She gestured towards a long, rectangular mirror propped up against the store wall. “Come over here, Eve.  Take a look.”

I approached the mirror slowly, my paws landing noiselessly on the ground.  I had never seen myself in cat-form and I was somehow both excited and scared out of my wits.  It would be like the final confirmation to myself that this wasn’t all a dream.  That this craziness was completely, one-hundred-percent real.

As I moved in closer, my image began to appear in the glass.  It was a bit odd, looking at my reflection from this perspective.  Standing on four legs instead of two, my vision sharper and more vibrant than it had ever been in human form.

I was about the size of a large Bengal tiger, though next to Deanna and Shane I would probably look like a housecat.  I was slender but well muscled.  My face was narrow, paws small and compact.  My base coat was so black it seemed to absorb every other colour around it, causing my bright, hazel eyes to pop out dramatically.  My top coat—the guard hairs—displayed a network of jagged, golden threads that spread out over my entire body, thicker around my chest and torso, razor-thin around my face, legs and tail.  It was like a spider-web of pure lightning.

“Oh yeah,” Jewel said, standing behind me in the mirror and smiling.  “You are totally badass.”


Chapter 17: Animal Instincts

There was a rush of air behind me.  I whipped around to find that Jewel had been replaced with her cat-form.  She was built more along the lines of a cheetah.  Tall, lean and lanky.  Her coloring reminded me strongly of an African Wild Dog.  Her body was painted with equal parts of black, brown and white.  There was a particular splash of white over her face—engulfing one eye and part of her left ear—that gave her a charmingly roguish appearance.

Seeing my eyes on her, Jewel gave a little jump and slapped the ground with her front paws.  She looked up at me, ears pricked forward, chest lowered right to the ground.

Both my human and my animal brain quickly recognized the “let’s play” signal.

I turned my body more fully in her direction, flattening myself against the cobblestones under my feet.  I clenched my powerful muscles and wriggled my back end into a more comfortable pouncing position.

For a moment we both froze, staring each other down.  The end of Jewel’s tail was twitching hypnotically back and forth. My whole body was trembling with pent-up energy.

In the end, it seemed like we both moved at the exact same moment.  Unable to contain myself any more, all that energy exploded out of me and I sprang forward, swiping playfully at jewels feet.

Only she wasn’t there.  She dodged out of the way and my paws hit nothing but the cloud of dust she had left in her wake.

I twisted around to find her several meters behind me, crouched in another play-bow.

You’ll have to be quicker than that, Eve!

A wicked laugh echoed through my mind.  I wasn’t sure if Jewel picked up on it or not, but I had a feeling she probably did.

Oh, you are so dead!

I leapt straight into the air and came down on her with my front paws spread wide.  In a flash of movement, Jewel swerved to one side and I landed gracelessly with my face in the dirt.

Too slow, Jewel taunted happily, now poised somewhere to my left.

I flipped my legs over and scrambled to my feet.  I dropped back into a crouch, facing Jewel head-on.  I moved in on her slowly, lifting one paw at a time into the air, then gradually lowering it to the ground.  Jewel watched me closely, head bent forward, muscles quivering.

Come on, newbie.  Let’s see what you got!

I charged, my adrenaline surging, my feet scrambling for purchase on the hard ground.  Jewel hardly moved.  She stood there calmly until I was practically on top of her.  Then, when I was just millimeters away, she sprang backwards like a gazelle, leaving me flailing at thin air.

With a laugh, Jewel turned on her back paws and ran.

Oh, I don’t think so.  You’re not getting away that easy!  I said and shot after her.

We tore off down the street, Jewel in the lead while I followed in hot pursuit.  She was incredibly fast, her long legs stretching out in huge, ground-covering strides.  Her slender body coiling and releasing like a spring.  She could turn on a dime, changing direction so fast I could barely follow her movements.  She zigzagged back and forth across the road.  Plunged in and out of the trees.  Swerved between the stores and buildings on either side of the street.

I was pushing myself to the limit just to keep up.  My legs were a blur.  My back paws tore up clods of dirt and grass and sometimes even bits of stone.  Yet, no matter how fast I ran, I was no match for Jewels furious speed.

I was still hurtling after her like a maniac when Jewel suddenly pulled to a stop and twisted around to face me.  She reared up on her back legs and I crashed right into her.  We went down in a tumble of flashing legs and claws and teeth.  We rolled around in the grass, each fighting to pin the other down.  As we wrestled I felt grass give way to hard, packed earth and then solid stone. 

We came to a stop under a huge building with an even bigger canopy jutting out over the front entrance.  Dozens of streamers hung from the roof, dangling in front of my face and tickling my sensitive whiskers.

I looked up.  My cat brain was intugued by this new phenomenon.  I rose to my feet, mesmerized by the way they leapt and danced all around me.  The way they twisted and fluttered in the breeze.  I followed them with my eyes, my head making tiny little jerks from side to side. 

Forgetting about my battle with Jewel, I swiped and batted at them with my paws. I stalked and pounced and tore them into little tiny shreds. I rolled around on the sidewalk until they were hopelessly twisted and coiled around my body. 

My animal side was in heaven.  It was loving every second of this.

Jewel laughed.  Having fun, are we?

This is just awesome! I said. Who would have thought that playing with steamers could be so much fun?

She jumped over me, latching onto a bright purple streamer with her teeth.  Just wait till you discover laser pointers.

Laser pointers?

Or flashlights!  Those are even better.

Ooooh!  Is that a box?

I quickly twisted myself free of the streamers.  Several of them snapped loose and trailed behind me as I bounded up to the huge box lying empty on the side of the road.  What it was doing there, I had no idea.  As far as my cat-brain was concerned, it had been left out purely for my enjoyment.

I took a running leap at the thing.  In my enthusiasm I jumped a bit too far and my chest rammed into the opposite end.  The box tipped over, taking me with it.  I landed with a thud, half inside and half out.  Completely unfazed by this, I rubbed my face happily against the cardboard, gripping it firmly with my claws.  I felt a deep rumble in my chest and realized I was purring loudly.

Jewel appeared around the edge of my new little sanctuary.  Okay, Eve.  The animals is kinda taking you over.  You should try and keep it under control.

Oh, don’t be silly Jewel, I’m fine.  I sank my teeth into the cardboard and began yanking big chunks of it loose.  Everything was going just great as far as I was concerned.  I knew how it felt to lose control of my animal form.  I had experienced it once already and it was nothing like this.  I had been completely furious and irrational.  I had attempted to attack both Deanna and Shane.  In addition, I had been completely incapable of communicating beyond snarls and growls.

My stomach grumbled.  Something about knawing on this cardboard was making me hungry.  Very hungry.

No sooner had this thought crossed my mind than I felt my nose twitch.  I lifted my head, pointing my face to the wind.  A very intriguing smell wafted towards me.  A smell that put images of fresh, red meet in the center in my mind.  A smell that caused my mouth to water and my stomach to growl even more fiercely.

I pricked my ears forward as a young horse appeared, trotting along the road.  I could tell it was young by its smaller size and long, ungainly legs.  Its muscles were soft and underdeveloped, its gait slightly clumsy.  It wasn’t nearly as intimidating at the elephant-like creatures I had come in contact with earlier.

All these details were quickly tallied up and registered by my human brain.  My animal brain, on the other hand, was only thinking one thing

Prey.

Umm… Eve?

I shot out of the box like a torpedo, sending it bouncing and rolling across the ground. Oblivious to Jewel’s protests, I aimed straight for the young horse.  There was no room for anything else in my mind.

For a split second, I saw the flash of fear in my targets eyes.  Then it reared up onto its hind legs and bolted.

I charged after it, my powerful muscles surging, veins racing with excitement.  I felt no remorse, no compassion.  This was simply natural.  Instinctual.  What I was born to do.

I chased the terrified young horse all over the village.  It kept changing directions, as if trying to shake me off it’s trail.  It jumped hedges, ran along narrow side-roads and in between buildings, long white tail flapping in the wind.  I followed it through every leap and every turn, slowly but surely closing the distance between us.

I was nearly oblivious to the racket that swelled and grew all around me.  Shouts and yells and the occasional curse followed in my wake.  Objects occasionally toppled over and shattered at my feet.  Jewel was right on my tail.

Eve, stop!  You can’t do this!  You have to get control!  STOP!

Her words were entirely meaningless.

Whinnying in terror, the horse swerved around a big, circular fountain.  I jumped into the fountain and charged right through it with such power and speed that sparkling droplets of water flew up all around me.  I came out the other end completely drenched, but having shaved off a few more millimeters between me and my prey.

The horse swerved again, this time aiming for a group of people flocked together like birds.  They scattered at our approach, some having to dive clear of my targets flailing hooves.  I heard more shouts and cries of indignation.  There was a sudden chorus of agitated, flapping wings.  A couple a big, feathery creatures attempted to dive-bomb me, screeching and clawing at my face.  They were nothing but a minor annoyance.

There was something strange all over the ground here.  Huge mounds of what appeared to be sand, each a different colour.  I ploughed through one after the other, leaving clouds of pink, blue, yellow, orange and green, turning the grass into a riot of fluorescent shades.

The horse was now climbing a steep hill, making a bee-line for a huge, circular building that closely resembled a stadium; the school.  I followed my prey through the wide cavernous entrance, along the curved hallways and into a wide, cool section with hardened dirt floors.

I could hear the sounds of downright panic all around me.  Hooves pounded against the earth.  Horses screamed.  There was a huge bang, followed by the screeching of metal on wood.  None of it mattered to me.  All that mattered was that my prey was nearly in my grasp, my claws almost making contact with its sweaty haunches.

Then, out of nowhere, a set of massive hooves slammed down inches from my face, causing the ground beneath me to tremble like a miniature earthquake.  I skidded to a halt, paws scrambling for purchase in the hard earth. 

The impact jarred me back to reality.  Shaking as much from exhaustion as the shock of nearly being trampled, I looked up to find a pair of flaming blue eyes glaring furiously down at me.


Chapter 18: Consequences

The big black horse crashed his saucer-like hooves down one after the other, forcing me backwards.  Several times, the huge creature came within inches of crushing my toes.

What… do you think… you’re doing? He demanded, punctuating every few words with another aggressive step forward.  His head was bend forward, ears angled sharply towards his back.

Hey, take it easy, I protested, springing out of his reach.  Hey, watch it!

He had nearly crushed my entire foot that time.

Shift out, you idiot!  Before you bring the entire school down!

Okay!  I said.  All right!  But I can’t very well do that when you’re trying to turn me into road-kill!

The horse reared up and slammed his hooves down right in front of my face, causing the entire building to shake.  My animal side lashed out in response to the threat.  I snarled menacingly, baring my teeth.  I was about ready to leap forward and tear into his jugular when a blur of movement shot past me.  Jewel planted herself in front of the horse, hissing and spitting, the hair along her spine standing on end.

Hey, back off!

The horse threw his head, nostrils flared.  His ears twitched for a second like he wanted to bolt, but the huge beast held his ground.

She almost caused a riot!  Tearing through this place like some kind of crazed animal!

She wasn’t in control!

Then she had better learn to stay in control!

You’re aggravating her!  She was about an inch away from ripping your throat out!

The horse stamped his foot.  Don’t lecture me, cat.  You’re friend is the one that caused this mess, not me.

Well, you were about to make it a whole lot-

“That is enough!  All of you!”

I turned sharply and felt my insides twist uncomfortably.  Kerry was striding towards us, long legs carrying her swiftly down the hallway, straight hair flowing behind her.  She was accompanied by Deanna and a tiny, orange-haired woman I didn’t recognize. 

Oh boy, this was not going to be good.  I already knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Kerry wasn’t exactly the forgiving sort.  And Deanna was the one who had told me not to shift in the first place.

“You two!” Kerry snapped, pointing at me and Jewel.  “Back into human form now!  This instant!”

I would have been crazy not to listen.  Closing my eyes, I focused on my human form.  The changes seemed to happen much quicker this time.  Like everything was moving in fast-forward.  My fur receded.  The hair on top of my head grew long and curled.  My face flattened.  My arms and legs became long, skinny and straight.  Before I knew it, I was fully human, sitting on the hard, dirt floor and feeling rather vulnerable without my claws and my teeth and my liquid strength.

At least my clothes had remained intact this time.  My shoes, on the other hand, were a different story.  They must have been torn apart during my shift because my feet were completely bare.

With my hunting instincts out of the way, I was able to observe my surroundings a little more thoroughly.  This whole section of the school resembled nothing more than a huge, circular barn.  Wide floors made of tightly packed earth.  Rectangular doorways that slid sideways to open.  Galloping horses painted all over the walls.

But my eyes were drawn, mostly, to the damage left by my rampage.  There were dents and holes all over the walls, where panicked horses had evidently put their massive hooves.  Some kind of grain was scattered across the floor.  There was a big gap in the divider that separated the main floor and the courtyard, jagged pieces of bamboo sticking out on either side.  Almost like one of the horses had barreled right through it.

At least a dozen people, all of them exceedingly tall and muscular, were muttering angrily to each other and occasionally shooting me looks of absolute disgust.  My victim was back in human form.  He was a young boy—maybe twelve or thirteen—tall and skinny with dirty-blonde hair.  A crowd had formed protectively around him.  The boy was obviously trying to put on a brave face, but he was shaking and his lower lip trembled like he wanted to cry.

Definitely not good.

I swallowed hard and looked slowly up at Kerry.  Her arms were folded.  She was glaring at me like I was an insect that had gotten into her food.

“On your feet.  Move it!”

I stood up slowly, feeling every set of eyes in the place following me with the intensity of a laser beam.  I clasped my hands behind my back and forced myself to make eye-contact with Kerry, even though her expression made me want to slink away like a scolded dog.

“Well?” Kerry said.  “Well?”

“Umm,” I said uncertainly.  “Well what?”

“How do you explain yourself, young lady?” Kerry demanded.  “What is wrong with you?Are you out of your mind?  Are you brain-damaged?  How utterly clueless, reckless and irresponsible could you possibly be?”

I flinched back instinctively from the venom in her voice.  “U-umm,” I stammered.  “Well, see it the… the thing is… I thought that… I didn’t… I- I mean I wasn’t…”

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done here?  Do you have any idea how much damage you’ve caused?  Tearing through the village like that!  Trying to maul one of our youngest members!  You just about terrified him to death!”

I had been expecting a scolding, but I had not expected anything like this.  Kerry was full-out screaming at me.  Her face was bright red.  A vein was straining at her temple.  “You put a whole flock of bird-shifters into a frenzy!  They’re still in a panic out there!  It will take hours to calm them all down!”

“Not to mention you ruined all our preparation for the festival,” the orange-haired woman added sternly.  “That was over a weeks worth of work that you destroyed in a matter of seconds.”

I could only assume she was referring to those mountains of coloured powder I had ploughed through. “I-”

“And just look at the damage you caused in here!” Kerry shouted, sweeping one long arm around to emphasize her point.  “Look at this!  Do you know how long it’s going to take us to repair this place?  You could have caused a stampede!  You could have destroyed the entire school!  You’re damn lucky you didn’t kill anyone!”

I was shrinking back against the railing behind me.  Kerry sounded absolutely furious.  She looked furious.  She looked like she wanted to shift into horse-form and trample me herself.

“All right, Kerry, just calm down,” Deanna said.  “There’s no need to take her head off.  No one got hurt.  Everything’s fine.”

“No, Deanna!” Kerry snapped, turning furiously on her.  “No, this is not fine!  Your students are out of control!  Your entire species is out of control!  You have no regard for the rules or for the other people who share this village with you!  You’re nothing but a pack of wild, dangerous animals!”

I felt my mouth drop open.  I had never seen one adult yell like at another like this before.  I had never seen an adult lose control like this.  Kerry had not made the best first impression, but I had never imagined she could be this temperamental.

Kerry rounded on me and her expression was so furious—so hateful—that I felt like my whole body had been doused in icy water.  It only lasted a few seconds.  I barely had time to blink before the look of hatred was gone.  But the sheer intensity of it almost knocked the wind right out of me.

“I hope you haven’t gotten too comfortable,” she spat.  “Because I want you out of here by this time tomorrow.  You are expelled, do you understand me?”

What?  I was so busy reeling from her anger that it took a moment for the words to sink in.  She was kicking me out of the school?  Just like that?  With now discussion, no hearing, no nothing?  Could she even do that?

“Kerry,” Deanna said.  “Be reasonable, would you?”

“No, this is the last straw, Deanna!”

“Last straw?  She just got here.”

“And look what’s happened already!  I’ve had enough of this!  You wildcats cause more trouble here than all the other species combined!  I’m not putting up with it anymore!  If you can’t control yourselves, then you can leave!”

Deanna took a step forward, straightening her back and squaring her shoulders.  “You can’t throw people out here, Kerry.  You don’t have the authority.”

“Listen, it was my fault, okay?” Jewel said.  “I’m the one that encouraged her to shift forms.”

Kerry completely ignored this.  She was still focused on Deanna.  The two women were practically standing nose to nose. “I run this school, Deanna, not you.  You’re just a teacher.”

“And you are talking about expelling one of my students.”

“Well, if you would control your students, then maybe these kinds of things wouldn’t happen!”

“Excuse me for interrupting, Kerry,” the orange-haired woman said.  “I agree the young lady should be punished, but expulsion might be a tad extreme.”

“She could attack one of your students next, Mia.  Do you really want that?”

“She lost control.  Who among us hasn’t?”

“She was told not to shift, was she not, Deanna?” Kerry demanded fiercely.  “She chose not to follow those instructions.  She disobeyed a direct order.”

“Oh, for goodness sakes, this isn’t the military,” an edge of impatience was creeping into Deanna’s voice.  “Yes, I told her not to shift.  She didn’t listen.  And now she knows what can happen if she doesn’t keep her animal form under control.”  She raised an eyebrow at me.  “Right, Eve?”

“Yes,” I agreed quickly, my voice sounding rather small. 

“There you go,” Deanna said.  “Experience is the best teacher.  I seriously doubt this is going to happen again.”

Kerry appeared to struggle with herself for a moment.  It seemed like she wanted to scream all sorts of mean, nasty things at Deanna but, whatever those mean, nasty things were, she kept them to herself.

When she did speak her voice was wooden and her lips barely moved.  “One more incident like this.  One more fiasco that even comes close to this one and she’s gone.  For good.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Understood,” Deanna said calmly.

Without another word, Kerry stormed away.  Once she was gone, Deanna turned an appraising look into me.  I gave her a nervous little smile.  She didn’t smile back.  “I did tell you not to shift, Eve.”

I looked down at the floor.  Somehow, Deanna’s disappointment bothered me far more than Kerry’s shouting.  “I know.”

“Your cat form is not something to play around with.  You could have seriously hurt someone.”

“I know,” I mumbled.

“And Jewel,” Deanna added. “you know better than to encourage her.”

“I thought she could handle it,” Jewel said.

“Well, evidently not.”  Deanna looked from one of us to the other, arms crossed.  “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.  Jewel, I run a special class for new shifters that are having trouble controlling their animal form.  You will come and help me every day after school for the next two weeks.  You’ll see just how difficult it can be for some people.  Eve,” her clear blue eyes fixed on me, “you will be helping to repair the damage you did to this floor.  You will come here every weekday after school until this place is as good as new.  You will also help the birds with getting their festival back on track.”

The idea of spending any more time down here with the horses was not particularly appealing, but I was in no position to argue.

“Are you both clear on your punishments?” Deanna asked.

“Yes,” Jewel and I chorused at the same time.

“Do you have any objections?”

“No,” we said.

“Good,” Deanna paused.  “And please try and stay out of trouble from now on, girls.   Don’t give Kerry an excuse to expel you.”

“I don’t think there’s much chance of that,” I said.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure we’ve had enough trouble for one day,” Jewel added.

“All right, fair enough.  I’ll see you girls later and we’ll sort out the details.”  She gave a nod to the other woman and they left.

Jewel and I were quiet for several minutes.  I felt a little sick.  This was not exactly how I had envisioned my first day here.  Half the school was angry at me.  Jewel was in trouble because of me and Kerry was almost ready to have me expelled.

Had I imagined that look of hatred in her eyes?  It had come and gone so quickly, but the intensity of it had felt very real.

“Well, I’m going back upstairs to pretend like this never happened,” Jewel finally said.  “You comin’?”

“I’ll catch up,” I said.  I was still waiting for the feeling to return to my legs.

“All right,” Jewel said agreeably.  “I’ll see you up there.”

I felt a sense of relief as she bounded away.  I needed a few moments alone just to regroup and gather my thoughts.  But, no sooner had Jewel vanished along the curve of the building than a deep, male voice spoke up at my other side.

“Well, I hope you learned something from all that.”

I jumped and yanked my head around.  Where the huge, black horse had been standing there was now a very attractive young man.  Tall and muscular, with sharp, angular features, silver-black hair and fiery blue eyes.

It was Lucas.

–––––––––-
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Chapter 19: Dark Horse

I’d like to say that I played it cool when I saw my crush from back home, standing there in the middle of a place I had never in a million years expected to see him.  I’d like to say that I kept my thoughts and feelings—which were already running on high following my rampage through the school and subsequent scolding and punishment—completely under control.  I’d like to say that I did nothing to make the situation more embarrassing than it already was.

But that would be far from the truth.

I gapped at him like an idiot for well over a minute.  Words failed me.  My heart was racing, blood pumping like fire through my veins.  My stomach was doing backflips.  But, none of this would have been obvious to Lucas.  He just saw me standing there, completely motionless, like I had been frozen in place.

Lucas frowned, fine lines creasing his forehead.  He leaned forward and waved a hand in front of my face.  “Hello?  You awake in there?  Anybody home?”

“Huh?  What?”  My body gave a little jerk.  “Oh, sorry…”  My throat was constricted and my voice came out abnormally high.  “It’s just that… well umm… you’re… you’re Lucas.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows at me.  “I’m aware of that.”

“You’re Lucas and you’re… you’re here.”

His eyebrows climbed higher up his forehead.  “Is it your job to state the painfully obvious or something?”

Heat flooded my face.  I was feeling a little flustered and Lucas, staring expectantly at me with those ridiculously blue eyes, was not helping the matter one bit.

“Listen, just stay off this floor unless you’re in human form, all right?  That’s all I really wanted to say.”

With that, he swept right past me without so much as a second glance.

“Hey wait, hold on!” I blurted.

Lucas turned and looked flatly at me.

“Don’t you umm… don’t you recognize me?”

“Should I?”

The question caused my stomach to squirm uncomfortably.  He didn’t even remember who I was?  Had I made that little impression on him?

“But, I thought….” I paused for a moment.  “Wait, if you don’t know who I am… didn’t you wonder how I recognized you?”

Lucas gave a careless shrug.  “People always seem to know who I am.  I don’t really question it anymore.”

“We went to the same school back home,” I was trying not to sound too hopeful, but I was failing miserably.  “We were in the same grade.  We had a bunch of the same classes together.  I mean, we never talked that much, but-“  I forced myself to stop right there.  I was on the verge of admitting I’d had the hugest crush on him for years.  And, all the while, he had barely noticed I was alive.  I felt like my lungs were deflating.  My stomach had come to rest somewhere near the bottom of my shoes.

“You really don’t remember?”

Lucas kept staring at me, looking utterly indifferent.  Then, just when I was beginning to think this was a lost cause, I saw a flicker of recognition on his face.

“Wait, aren’t you the girl that split her desk in half?”

My blush intensified about ten times.  “Err…yeah that was me.”

“I do remember that.  I reported it.  You should know better than to flaunt your abilities in public.”  He looked pointedly at one of the big holes in the wall.  “Can’t say your common sense has improved much.”

My lungs deflated even further.  “I didn’t realize what was going on at the time.”

“Well you still should have been more careful.  Although,” a faint smirk crossed his lips.  “I have to admit, the look on everyone’s face after you trashed that desk was pretty priceless.”

As soon as he smiled, the weight in my chest seemed to grow lighter.  Maybe he didn’t completely hate my guts after all.

“You got a name, cat?” Lucas asked.

A little smile broke through on my face, but only because I was suppressing a big one.  “Evelyn,” I said breathlessly.  “Evelyn O’Connor.  But you can call me Eve.  Everyone calls me Eve.  I like Eve.  I don’t like Evelyn.  Don’t call me Evelyn.”

Oh great, now I was rambling.

Lucas snorted.  “Right, okay.  Well, guess I’ll see you ‘round, O’Connor.”

He turned his back and shoved both hands into his pockets as he walked away.

The moment he was gone, I allowed that huge smile to break through.  I smiled so wide that it hurt my cheeks.  Who the heck cared about anything else that had happened today?  Who cared about angry teachers or punishments or holes all over the walls?

Lucas was here!  He was a shifter, just like me!  A different type of shifter maybe, but what did that matter?  I didn’t care that he was a horse or that he was apparently supposed to be my enemy.  I had something in common with him.   A connection that all those tall, leggy, beautiful model types who always chased him back home would never understand.

And he had talked to me!  He had noticed me!  Maybe not for the right reasons, but what different did it make?  I had gotten his attention and no way was he going to forget about me now!

I gave a happy shout and punched the air with my fist.  I practically floated all the way up to my room, feeling so giddy I could barely contain myself.  I was grinning uncontrollably.  Small laughs kept bubbling up in my chest.  I got strange looks from people passing me in the halls.  They probably thought I was losing my mind.

“What the heck are you so happy about?” Jewel asked when I got back to the room.  She was lying prone on the top bunk, her elbows propped up on her pillow and her face cupped in one hand. 

“Oh, you know,” I said, closing the door with a flourish.  “The sun is out.  The birds are chirping.  And this place is so beautiful.  I mean, really, look at it!”  I flung my arm out toward the huge window.

Jewel gave me a shrewd look, no buying this explanation for a second.  “Yeah, and we just got reamed in front of about fifty horse-shifters.  Not to mention you almost got expelled.”

“The key word here being ‘almost.’” I replied cheerfully.

“C’mon, girl, spit it out.  Did you inherit a million dollars?  Find out you’re the sole heir to a European Monarchy?  Did Kerry die in a fire?  What?”

I laughed, throwing my head back.  “Okay, I’ll tell you.  There’s this guy back home that I’ve had a crush on forever.  Tall, handsome, in wicked good shape.  Super popular.  But, he never really gave me a second glance.”

“He sounds like a winner,” Jewel said with a faint hint of sarcasm.  “But, go on.”

“Well, it turns out he’s here!” I said, my voice rising with excitement.  “In this village!  He’s one of us, and he actually talked to me!  He never talked to me back home!”

“Then why’s he talking to you now?” Jewel asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.  Probably because he realized we have something in common.”

“Maybe.”  Jewel leaned forward against the edge of her bed.  “So, tell me about this guy.  What’s he like?  What’s so special about him?”

“Well he’s just… he’s so hot!” I said.

“Yeah, okay,” Jewel said.  “He’s hot.  I got it.  Anything else?”

“Did I mention he’s really tall?”

“You did.”

“And muscular!”

“I believe you mentioned that as well.”

“And he’s got these amazing blue eyes.”

Jewel frowned thoughtfully.  “Blue eyes?”

“Gorgeous blue eyes!” I repeated.

“Dark hair?”

“Yeah, how did you-”

“What kind of animal is he?”

“He’s a horse.  Why does that-”

“Lucas?”  Jewel shouted, sitting upright so fast she almost slammed her head against the ceiling.  “That jerk-wad who almost trampled you?  That’s who you’re talking about?”

I took a step back, rather startled by Jewel’s vehement reaction.  “Hey, he’s not a jerk-wad.  And he wasn’t trying to trample me.”

“I was there, Eve.  He almost just about turned you into mincemeat.”

“No he didn’t.  He just wanted to scare me, that’s all.  He was protecting that poor kid I was chasing.”

“He kept coming after you long after that kid was out of your reach.”

“It was my fault,” I said, feeling defensive.  What did she know about Lucas, anyway?  “I was creating a panic.  I could have taken the whole school down.”

“You were not in control.  Lucas knew exactly what he was doing.”

“But-”

“How can you like him?  How can you like that arrogant, strutting peacock?  Do you have any idea what kind of reputation he has around here?”

I paused in the middle of whatever I had been about to say.  “What are you talking about?”

Jewel swung her legs over the edge of the bed and looked me directly in the eyes.  “Eve, trust me on this.  You don’t want anything to do with that guy.  He’s bad news.”

I was at a loss for words.  All my happiness had been crushed into dust.  Could Lucas really be the complete jerk that she was describing?

Then another thought entered my mind.  Something that almost made me laugh with relief.  “Oh, I know what this is about.”

“Oh, do you?” Jewel said.

“You don’t like him because he’s a horse-shifter, right?”

“No.  Eve, that’s not the reason.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said confidently.  “That’s totally it.  Well, you know what, Jewel?  I don’t care what kind of shifter he is.  I like him, okay?  End of discussion.”

“Eve…”

Feeling much better, I trotted across the floor and grabbed my big suitcase.  I had packed in such a hurry I wasn’t quite sure what I had put where, but I was fairly certain that my sheets and comforter were in here somewhere.  “I’m going to make my bed and relax for a bit.  It’s been kind of a crazy morning.”

“Umm, Eve?”

“Yeah?”

“You might want to have a shower first.”

I paused and looked up at her.  “What for?”

Jewel hopped down from her bed, took my arm and guided me toward the full-length mirror at the other side of the room.  When I saw myself I wasn’t sure whether to be amused or mortified.  My whole body was painted from head to toe with multi-coloured powder.  My skin, my face, my clothes and even my hair was a mosaic of brilliant yellow, vibrant pink, electric blue and fluorescent orange, just to name a few.  It looked like I had been rolling around in buckets of brightly coloured paint.

Oh crap, how long had I been like this?  While I was running like a maniac through the school?  While I was being disciplined in front all those horse-shifters?  While I was talking to Lucas?  And no wonder people had given me odd looks in the hallways.  I had assumed it was just my giddy behavior, but this here made a whole lot more sense.

Jewel giggled at my stunned expression.  “See, the problem is you went through the fountain first.  You got all wet, and then the powder stuck to you like glue.”

“Apparently,” I said, turning sideways to get a better view of myself.

“Hey, don’t worry about it.  At the end of the birds’ colour festival, everyone looks like this.”

“Oh, well that makes me feel better,” I gave her a playful little shove, leaving a smear of purple on her clothes.  “Okay, where’s the bathroom?”

“Right over there,” she pointed to a door that blended so seamlessly into the wall that I hadn’t even noticed it.

“Cool.  Thanks.”  The door slid open to reveal a spacious bathroom, all polished bamboo, leafy plants and brand new granite fixtures.  Fluffy towels were laid out by the sink.  The place smelled like pine needles and fresh air.

I stepped inside, shut the door behind me and began to undress, leaving speckles of pink and green all over the floor. 

“And Lucas isn’t a jerk, by the way!” I called back over my shoulder.

There was no response.


Chapter 20: Shifter School

Jewel and I spent the rest of the weekend exploring the village.  It turned out there was a lot more to it than what I had seen so far.  Every type of shifter had their own separate area, surrounding the main core of the community like spokes on a wheel.

To the south, the horses occupied a huge open field, dotted here and there with massive trees.  The buildings were all long and wide and perfectly flat on top, like big warehouses.

To the north, the wolves had built rounded, den-like structures that ran deep underground, all of them interconnected though of complex maze of tunnels.

“Very social creatures, the wolves are,” Jewel said.

The east side of the village went to us wildcats.  It reminded me of nothing more than a jungle.  I could hardly even see the buildings through all the leaves and vines that surrounded them.

And finally, to the west, there was a big gorge where the birds had built these amazing, cone-like structures that clung to the vertical walls like a thousand oversized beehives, narrow wooden boardwalks connecting one house to the next. 

I made a mental note to come straight here if I was ever having trouble with the horse-shifters.  They would be far too big and clumsy for this place.

And, speaking of horse-shifters…

“Hey, Jewel,” I said, while we were making our way back home on Sunday evening.  “Why is it that the horses and the wolves are all well…. they look…”

“White?” Jewel finished for me.  Obviously, she had no problem coming right out with it.  “Pale, fair-skinned Caucasians?”

“Uh, yeah that,” I said.  “But, the cats and the birds, they could be anything.”

“It makes perfect sense if you think about it,” Jewel said.  “Horses are northern animals.  So are wolves.  But, big cats and birds, they live all over the world.  From Africa to Siberia.  So, naturally, they show a lot more diversity.”

“Oh, okay,” I said.  “And umm…” I hadn’t brought up Lucas since the day of my arrival, but I had so many questions and the curiosity was killing me.  “One more thing.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Exactly why do you think Lucas is a jerk?” 

Jewel pursed her lips.  I could tell she would have been happier not discussing this at all.  “He’s insufferably arrogant, for one.  Struts around the place like he owns it.”

“But, how is that possible?  He’s been going to school with me since grade nine.”

“Well, he’s been spending his summers here.  That was more than enough time for him to build up a reputation.”

“A reputation for what?”

“For being an arrogant jerk.”

I sighed.  “That’s not very specific, you know.”

“Well, that’s what he is,” Jewel said. “What kind of reputation did he have at your school?”

“Oh, that’s easy.  He was the hottest guy in school.  The one all the girls wanted to date,” I stopped myself before adding ‘including me.’  “But, that’s another thing.  Why was he going to school with me in the first place? If he grew up in this world, why didn’t he just go to school here?”

“He probably just had his first shift.  You can’t go to school here until that happens.”

“Oh,” with a pang of guilt, I thought of that young boy I had scared half to death a few days ago.  The one who had barely looked twelve years old.  “When do people normally shift for the first time?”

 “It can happen at any point during puberty,” Jewel said.  “I was only eleven my first time.  People who shift later often have more trouble controlling their animal form. 

I thought of the disastrous incident when I had first arrived.  “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“But, they also tend to be more powerful.  You saw my cat-form.  I’m fast, but in a wrestling match, you’d destroy me.”

I grinned.  “Just like when we’re in human form, right?”

Jewel gave me a shove.  “Hey, don’t be a smart-ass.”

I just laughed.  “So, what about the level one shifters?  Is it the same for them?  The later they shift, the more trouble they have controlling it?”

“No, the level one’s all shift around the same age, and they aren’t any more powerful than regular animals.  They have a much easier time blending in with the general population, though.  A cat or a dog won’t attract much attention in a human neighborhood.  Even an elephant or a tiger can be rationally explained.  But, a lion as big as a horse?  A bear the size of a rhinoceros?  That won’t go unnoticed.”

I felt my eyes go wide.  “Did you say bears?”

“Oh, yes,” Jewel said.  “They’re absolutely terrifying.  Pretty laid back most of the time, but get ‘em riled up and…. let’s just say it’s not pretty.”

“Are there any around here?”

“No.  They can’t really tolerate the heat, so they’re all up in Greenland.”

I couldn’t help but think that was a good thing.

“Hey, Jewel,” I said, as we entered back into the main core of the village.  There was one other thing I had been wondering about for a few days now. “Is there such thing as a level three shifter?”

Jewel grinned.  “Yes, but they are extremely rare.”

“What are they like?” I asked eagerly.

She gave me a sideways look, still grinning.  “You’ve never wondered where stories of dragons and griffins and flying horses come from?”

I was too amazed to speak.

–––––––––––––––––––

I woke up Monday morning to what sounded like thunder rumbling through the ground.  I shot up in bed, my heart rate skyrocketing so fast I felt dizzy.  What was that?  An earthquake?  Did they have earthquakes in South Carolina?

I heard a groan and a curse from above my head.  Jewel launched herself from the top bunk and landed deftly in the middle of the floor.  “Crap!” she said, lunging for her shoes and regular clothes.  “Crap!”

“What is it?” I said.  “What’s going on?”

“We’re late!”

“Late?”

“For school, numbskull!  Get dressed, hurry!”

I turned my head, listening to the roar of noise outside the door.  That did not sound like the start to any school day I had ever seen.  It sounded more like a herd of elephants was tearing through the building.

“Eve, hurry!” Jewel shouted. 

“Okay, okay,” I threw myself out of bed and reached for my suitcase.  I was quickly caught up in the mad dash to get dressed and ready, although my eyes kept drifting to the front door.  It seemed like the noise was getting louder.  The earth was vibrating under my feet.

“Are you done yet?” Jewel shouted while I was in the bathroom, using generous amounts of water and hair gel to try and bring my curls under control.

“Just a few more minutes!” I shouted back.  We practically had to shout in order to be heard above all this racket.

“What’s taking for long?  I was barely in there for a minute!”

“Yeah, well your hair is straight and short!”

“You look fine, let’s go!”  She grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the exit.  I stumbled after her, my stupid hair flinging water droplets all over the floor. 

When we got outside, a scene of complete chaos met my eyes.  The school was teaming with a mixture of teenagers and wild animals, all racing through the hallways and across the boardwalks as if they were competing in some kind of insane footrace.

I saw the horses were responsible for the earth-shattering noise that had jolted me awake.  Big groups of them galloped back and forth through the courtyard, while up above, the new light flickered in time with a hundred flapping wings.

“C’mon, Eve!” Jewel said.

We took off at a run.  My heart rate climbed as I weaved and dodged around kids sprinting in the opposite direction.  We turned onto a boardwalk that stretched right to the other side of the building.  It swayed and trembled slightly with all the students, both human and animal, racing across it.  I saw a huge wolf—maned and streaked with pale grey and reddish brown—barreling towards me.  Thinking fast, I shoved my feet into the air and leapt straight over him.

“Nice one!” Jewel yelled over her shoulder.

We came to end of the boardwalk and turned left.  I could tell right away that this part of the building held classrooms instead of dorms.  The doorways were spaced further apart.  I saw desks and white-boards inside many of the rooms.

The place Jewel led me to, however, was more like a gym, with coloured weights, exercise balls and various other equipment stacked neatly around the edges.

About seven or eight other cat shifters were already clustered together inside, but I saw no hint of a teacher.

“Oh, good,” Jewel said.  “Deanna’s not even here yet.”

As we approached the group, a boy with dark, mahogany skin gave us a wide, friendly smile. 

“Goooooood morning, ladies.”

Oh, I knew this guy.  Reza.  The one Jewel had introduced me to a few days ago. 

 “Hey, Rez,” Jewel said.  “Do you remember Eve?”

“Of course I do.  Wonderfully fantastic to see you again, Eve!”

I giggled, I couldn’t help myself.  The guy was just so over-the-top.  “Thank you, Reza.”

“You nervous?”

“A bit,” I admitted.

“Don’t be, Deanna’s cool.  She can be tough, but she’s not mean.”

“Where is she, anyway?” Jewel asked.  “She’s not usually late.”

Reza shrugged.  “Beats me.”

The noise outside was finally dying down.  But, just then, as if in answer to Jewels question, a sharp voice drifted down the hallway towards us.

“I told you this would happen, didn’t I?  This is what you get for behaving recklessly.”

I had only been here a few days, but I was already familiar with that voice: Kerry.

“It will die down,” Deanna responded.  “Stop worrying.”

“It’s not dying down.  It’s turning into a damn media circus!”

“There isn’t a single shred of evidence.”

“No evidence?  No evidence?  Then what do you call this?” I heard rustling paper.  “Bite marks that look like they came off a grizzly bear!  And how many of those do you see wandering around in the middle of a city?”

 “It’s still more believable than the truth.”

 “The committee wants a hearing.  You’ll have to answer for this.”

“Listen Kerry, I’ve got a class to teach.  We can talk about this later.”

There was an angry huff and then the footsteps parted ways, one set fading while the other moved in closer.  Seconds later, Deanna walked into the room.  There was a newspaper gripped in her left hand.  She dumped it casually into the recycling on her way through the door.

“Sorry I’m late everyone,” she came to a halt in the middle of the room, smiling as if nothing had happened.  Her eyes flicked from one of us to the next, like she was counting everyone up.  “We’re missing a few people.  Anyone seen Danielle or Selene?”

I was only partially aware of the conversation.  My attention was on the recycling bin and the newspaper lying inside of it.

“Selene has a head cold,” Reza said.  “I don’t know about Danielle.”

“All right, we’ll have to start without them.  Eyes on me, Eve,” she said, jolting me back to attention.  Once we were all focused, Deanna stepped back and addressed the group as a whole.  “Welcome to shape-shifting, grade three everyone.  Today will be a review for most of you, but we do have some new students with us, so Eve, Misty and Rick, make sure to pay close attention, okay?”

“Yes ma’am,” said a male voice from the back.

“You can call me Deanna, Rick.  We’re not formal around here.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Deanna just smiled.  “All right, we’ve got a lot to cover this morning, but shifters don’t like to sit still.  So I want to see fifty laps from each of you.  Let’s move!”

Back at my old school, an order to run laps would inevitably be met by groans and complaints, followed by a lot of slow, reluctant jogging.  But, not here.  Everyone leapt right into it with enthusiastic shouts.  Some people even punched the air with their fists and took a huge leap every few steps, as if jumping over hurdles.  Their eagerness was contagious and I felt a thrill of adrenaline as I joined in. 

Now, this right here, this was my kind of class.

Deanna remained in the center of the room, watching as we sprinted at top speed around the classroom. 

“For those of you who are new,” she said, calmly and clearly, “this is where you will learn to manage your skills.  This is where you will learn how to blend in with the general population.  Learn how to control yourself in animal form.

Something strange was happening as I ran, my feet pounding the floor along with the rest of the class. Instead of my brain becoming glazed and unfocussed—like it so often did when a teacher started speaking—I found my concentration growing stronger, my thoughts becoming clearer.  I was listening attentively to every word Deanna said.

“Blending in among regular humans is not always easy,” she went on, her eyes following us into our next lap.  We had already completely three full circles around the classroom.  “We have more drive, more energy, more physical strength than they could ever hope to achieve.  But we are also more distractible, impatient, impulsive.

“No matter what, your animal form will always be a part of you.  You cannot keep the wildcat locked up inside.  Not for long.  Sooner or later, it will overcome you, and you will transform, like it or not.  All you can do is control when and where that happens.”

I was losing count of the laps as we circled the room again and again.  Instead of slowing down, we seemed to be picking up speed as we went.  As if the physical activity was adding to our strength rather than taking away from it.

“So, how do you do that?  How do you keep the animal under control?  Well, for one , you need to stay fit.  Stay physically and mentally strong and you can stop the animal from overwhelming you—for a certain amount of time, at least.  Allow yourself to grow lazy and weak, and the animal will take you over,” she paused for a moment, her gaze sweeping the room, following our movements.  “Push-ups!”

As one, we all dropped to the ground.  I felt my energy surge as I lowered my chest to the floor and then thrust myself back into the air.  I used to hate pushups, but now they suddenly felt amazing.  The muscles in my arms were practically humming with satisfaction, and my mind was as sharp and honed as a knife.

“The more physically active you are, the less often you will need to shift,” Deanna explained, as our torso’s continued to bob up and down.  “There’s no holding it off indefinitely, but you can delay the transformation for days, or even weeks with proper exercise.  The people around you—your neighbors and family and friends—they might think you’re a little bit strange.  They might wonder how you can run a mile every morning, go to the gym six days a week, compete in weekend marathons and triathlons while all they want to do is sit at home and watch TV.

“Let them think whatever they like.  This is how you stay in control.  Sit ups!”

We flipped onto our backs and once again began rhythmically lifting our torso’s up and down.  My abdominal muscles sang the same way my arms had.  It was like scratching an itch I had never even noticed was there.

For the next two hours, Deanna ran us through one exercise after the next, never allowing up to stop or slow down for more than a few seconds at a time.  We lifted weights. We did squats and lunges and pull-ups.  We tossed huge, weighted balls around as if there were filled with air.  As far as I could tell, we targeted every major muscle group in the body.

Throughout all of it, Deanna pounded the same message into our heads over and over again.  She told us horror stories about shifters who had allowed their bodies to become lazy and weak.  How the animal inside them would grow angry.  How the person would begin to lose control, becoming restless and irritable and shifting forms without warning. And, if nothing was done to reverse the process, how the animal would take them over completely, until there was nothing left of them except a mindless beast.

“There’s no going back once a person is that far gone,” Deanna told us seriously, as we went back to running laps.  “They might still be physically alive, but everything they were, everything they have ever been is gone.  There is no rational thought, no humanity left inside them.  They are essentially no different than a wild animal.”

Her words rang strong and clear in my ears and locked themselves inside my head.  Not once had I ever felt this focused back at my old school.  I was breathing hard, I was sweating, but it was like the physical activity was somehow fueling my brain.  And, when I probed the distant corners of my mind, I found the animal within stretched out on it’s back, paws in the air and eyes half-closed, purring happily.

“Okay, eyes up front, everyone!” Deanna ordered. 

Right away, we all stopped and turned our faces in her direction.  I was bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet, eagerly awaiting her next instructions. 

“We’re going to change things up a bit,” Deanna said.  “New students, I want you three to-”

“Ahem.”

Deanna turned.  Kerry was back, standing in the doorway with her arms folded and her eyebrows raised imperiously.

“Oh, what now?” Deanna said, “Everyone stay put, I’ll be back in a minute.” She began striding across the room.

“Actually, this might take a while,” Kerry said.

Deanna paused.  I didn’t blame her for looked somewhat irritated.  She turned back around and addressed the class.  “All right, take an early lunch, you guys.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Then she followed Kerry into the hallway.

The moment they were gone, the whole class cheered and raced for the exit, but I stayed exactly where I was.  What had all that been about?  Was it related to what they had been discussing earlier?

My eyes flickered to the recycling bin.

“Eve, aren’t you coming?” Jewel called over her shoulder.

I shook my head as if being woken out of a daze.  “Oh, yeah sure I’ll umm… I’ll just get the lights.”

I fell in step a few paces behind her, moving slowly to make sure I would be the last person out of the room.  I shut off the lights.  Then, before pulling the door closed, I bent my knees, reached into the recycling bin and grabbed the crumpled newspaper Deanna had left there.


Chapter 21: Lions and Werewolves and Bears

I stuffed the newspaper under the waistband of my jeans and threw my shirt over top to hide it.  Jewel and Reza were already pulling out ahead of me.  I trotted several paces in order to catch up. 

They led me to a big room lined with long wooden tables and filled with the mouth-watering aroma of cooking meat.  Considering the fact that Deanna had let us out early, I was surprised by how full the cafeteria was.  At least fifty cat-shifters lounged at the tables or stood around in groups of two, threes and fours. Each and every one of them was slender and muscular, with vibrant eyes and a sort of casual grace.  I felt like I was standing a room full of super-models.

I was scanning for a private corner to read the newspaper article when Reza’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

“Hey, look who’s back!”  He grabbed my arm, propelling me forward through the crowds.  “Eve, c’mere for a sec!”

“What?” I said absently.

“I’m going to introduce you to Danielle.”

“Who?”

“The prettiest and most popular girl in the whole school.”

I found myself sputtering protests.  I wanted to know what that newspaper article said.  I wasn’t interested in meeting the resident blond, busty, pretty cheerleader type. 

“Yeah, but I was going to-”

“Oh come on,” Reza insisted, ignoring my protests.  “She’s really nice.  Trust me.” 

Nice?  Where I came from pretty, popular girls hardly qualified as nice. 

We were approaching a small group of people near the back of the room.  My gaze immediately landed on a classically beautiful girl with a pale, heart-shaped face.  Her hair was pure white, cascading in perfect waves over her shoulders.  Her big, wild-cat eyes were a striking, vibrant green.

She also looked vaguely familiar.  I tired to place where I had been her before.  “Wait, wasn’t she in our class this morning?”

“What?” Reza said.  “Oh no, not her, silly.  That’s Tess.”  He nodded to the girl across from the blond.  “That’s Danielle.”

I stopped in my tracks, the newspaper article momentarily forgotten.  I knew it was rude, but I stared.  I couldn’t help myself.  The blond might have been pretty, but this other girl was almost inhumanly beautiful. And, quite frankly, not at all what I had been expecting.

She had the blackest skin I had ever seen. Silky, smooth and entirely unblemished, it clung like shrink wrap to the long, slender curves of her body, emphasizing the perfectly toned mucsles along her arms and shoulders.  Her face had a regal, carved quality about it.  High cheekbones.  Full lips.  Her eyes were pitch black and faintly slanted, hinting at possible East Asian ancestors.  Her tight, curly hair was coiled and piled elegantly at the back of her head. 

Yet, there was more to it than just her physcial looks.  Even leaning casually against the table, chatting with the green-eyed blond, she seemed to ooze this wild, feral beauty.  It surrounded her like an aura.  Like it was part of her skin.

I was awestruck.  I had never seen anyone so beautiful in my entire life.

“You’re staring, Eve,” Reza said.

“Am I?”

He continued guiding me towards the table.  Jewel was following close behind.  “Don’t worry, she has that effect on people.  I’m not even convinced the girl is entirely human.”

“None of us are entirely human,” I said.

Reza laughed.  “Excellent point.”

As we came closer, the girl turned her obsidian eyes in our direction.  A smile broke out across her face.  She had the straightest, whitest teeth I had ever seen. 

“Reza!  Jewel!” rising gracefully to her feet, Danielle greeted them both with big, enthusiastic hugs.  She was tall.  Taller than I had expected.  When she hugged Jewel, the shorter girl was lifted right off her feet. 

“Hey, take it easy, you big amazon,” Jewel protested, but there was a smile in her voice.

“When did you get back?” Reza asked, once Jewel was safely on solid ground again.  “We missed you in class this morning.”

“Oh, just a few hours ago,” Danielle said.  “You guys should have come.  It was fabulous!”

“Well, I did offer to go disguised at your pet,” Reza said.  “But you didn’t like that idea for some reason.”

Jewel snorted.  “Right, an overgrown lion sightseeing in downtown Brussels. That wouldn’t look suspicious at all.”

I sensed an easy camaraderie between the three of them.  The type that comes from years of mutual friendship.  So, this girl Danielle was evidently both gorgeous and popular, while at the same time choosing to hang out with people like us.

These cat-shifters needed a serious lesson in high school hierarchy systems.

“Oh, I’m sorry.  I don’t think we’ve met,” Danielle said politely, turning in my direction.  She extended a long, elegant hand.  “I’m Danielle.”

“Eve,” I said, taking the offered hand.

“So, why don’t we all sit down?  I’ve got tons to tell you guys!”

We retreated to a far corner of the cafeteria.  Jewel and Reza were all excited to hear about Danielle’s semester abroad in Belgium, which had been sort of a French immersion thing mixed with a lot of travelling and sightseeing.  In between her schooling, she had evidently managed to visit France, Switzerland, Spain, Italy, Greece, Germany… pretty much half of Europe.  She was positively overflowing with stories of amazing food, beautiful architecture and sexy, European men.

At any other time, I might have been just as fascinated as Jewel and Reza obviously were, but my thoughts had now gone back to the newspaper hidden under my shirt.  Would they mind if I slipped out for a few minutes?  At the moment, I felt like they would barely notice.

“You guys, I’m umm… going to use the washroom.”

“Yeah, sure, Eve,” Jewel said, hardly glancing in my direction.

Satisfied that no one was going to miss me, I slipped out of the cafeteria and into the hallway.  Fortunately, with most people still in class, the corridors were completely deserted.  Still, I took a quick look around before reaching under my shirt for the newspaper.

It was one of the those silly tabloid papers.  The ones that printed crazy stories about UFO’s and big foot.  (of course, based on current circumstances, who was I to judge what was crazy?)  It was opened to an article that featured a black and white picture of a snarling tiger, and the headline:

 Lions and Werewolves and Bears!  Oh My!

I rolled my eyes.  Whoever had come up with that needed to be fired.  After another quick glance around the hallway, I settled back against the wall and began to read.

      It all started Friday of last week.  Four men, half dead and dripping with blood, walked into their local police station, claiming they had been attacked by a huge wildcat.  According to reports, the creature first appeared in the form of a beautiful woman and then later transformed right before their eyes.  Turning wild and violent, it allegedly proceeded to maul all three witnesses, in addition to several more innocent bystanders (who we have not been able to reach for comments).

      “It was vicious,” one witness claims.  “I was just walking down the street, minding my own business, and it just came out of no where.  It pinned me to the ground and almost tore my leg off.  I’d probably be dead right now if I didn’t carry a gun for protection.”

      There is no question that something attacked these men.  Bloody footprints were found on scene the next morning.  Experts confirm they appear consistent with a wild cat of some kind, but they are having trouble identifying which species they might have originated from.  The prints are bigger, even, than the footprints of a fully-grown SiberianTiger—the largest cat known to man.  In addition, the witnesses presented with huge bite marks that, experts say,  “look like they came off a grizzly bear.” 

As I read, I began feeling a little queasy.   This did not sound good.  In fact, it sounded a lot worse than Deanna had made it out to be.

I took a deep breathing and kept reading.

      But, do the men stand by their original claims?  That this terrifying creature magically changed forms right before their eyes?

      “I was there,” says another witness.  “I saw it for myself.  One second it was a woman, the next it was something else.  Something evil.”

      Of course, not everyone believes these fantastic claims.

      “So they were attacked by cat-woman, were they?” scoffs police corporal Williams, one of the officers who reviewed the case.  “I don’t buy that for a second.  More likely they were falling-down-drunk and couldn’t tell a rock from a hole in the ground.”

      When asked if the men showed any evidence of intoxication upon arrival at the police station, Corporal Williams declined to comment.

      Of course, in a case such as this, there has been no shortage of skepticism.  Since the original story was published, our phones have been ringing off the hook with people who agree wholeheartedly with Corporal Williams.  But, in the last day or two have we started getting calls of a different sort.  From people who, not only believe the story, but have faced similar circumstances themselves.

      “I don’t want to sound crazy, but I swear my neighbor must be a werewolf or something,” says Clint Matthews, a farmer from Oklahoma.  “Every few nights, I see this huge wolf prowling around the property.  I hear it howling all night long.  Strangest thing is, it all started when Gus moved in and it stops every time he goes away.  Last year he was gone all winter.  I didn’t see the wolf for months.  First night he was back, there it was again.”

      A young woman from the Northwest Territories in Canada has a similar story.  She was allegedly out hiking with a friend when a Polar Bear suddenly came out of nowhere and attacked.  The young lady ran, while her friend went to fend the creature off.  But, when she turned to look back, her friend was gone.  Instead, there was a second bear, even bigger than the first.

      “A big, black thing that was about twice the size of the polar bear,” she claims.  “I mean, it was beyond huge!  It was a monster!  It ran the polar bear off in about three seconds flat.  A few minutes later, my friend reappeared, pretending nothing had ever happened.  And every time I bring it up, he finds a way to conveniently change the subject. 

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to think.  My friend laughs when I tell him it looked like he changed into that huge bear.  Other people tell me I’m crazy, but… it was strange.  That’s all I can say.”

      Strange indeed.  And stranger still when you consider this is just a tiny sampling of the stories we have received since the incident last week.  Further digging has brought up countless blogs and websites telling eerily similar tales.  In the United States alone…

     —story continued on pages 12-15

“No, what?”   I quickly tore through the rest of the paper, but the listed pages were nowhere to be found.  I supposed, in the end, it didn’t make much difference.  The first page had told me pretty much everything I needed to know. 

I sagged against the wall.  Maybe I had only been in this world a short time, but I knew this was serious.  Deanna had been downplaying just how serious it was.  Her actions had created a domino effect that threatened to expose everything these people had worked so hard to keep hidden.

It was hard to say how long I stood there, troubled thoughts and endless questions spinning through my mind, before I decided what to do.

Gripping the newspaper tightly in one hand, I slipped back inside the cafeteria.  The crowds were growing.  It seemed I had been too absorbed in my thoughts to notice all the people walking past me.  My friends were right where I had left them, still discussing Danielle’s summer abroad.

“There you are, Eve!” Reza said.  “You just missed the best story!  Tell her Danielle.”

“Actually,” I said, before Danielle could speak.  “There’s something I really need to talk to you guys about.”


Chapter 22: Danielle’s Dilemma

Jewel accepted the newspaper from me while Danielle and Reza crowded in on either side to have a look.  I watched their faces closely as they began to read, nerves clawing at my stomach.  Maybe my instincts were wrong.  Maybe this kind of thing happened all the time and Kerry was simply overreacting.  She did seem to have that tendency.

But, somehow, I doubted that was the case.

I kept a particularly close eye on Danielle.  I got the impression she was good friends with Jewel and Reza but, frankly, I knew almost nothing about her, except that she was gorgeous, popular and had spent all summer learning French and touring Europe—which probably made her rich on top of being gorgeous and popular.  Other than that, I had no way of telling if the girl was a human rights activist or a serial killer.

I was not encouraged by the change in her expression as her pitch black eyes skimmed back and forth across the page.  A frown creased the smooth skin on her forehead.  Her lips tightened.  She leaned in closer to Jewel, her body rigid, reading with such intensity she seemed unaware of anyone or anything else in the room.

On Jewels other side, Reza was the complete opposite.  He appeared quite unconcerned and occasionally even amused by the article.  He was leaning casually against the back wall, his left forearm propped up on his knee.  There was a faint smile on his face.  He kept chuckling and shaking his head like he thought the whole thing was one big joke.

Jewel herself was reading with nearly as much intensity as Danielle.  But, contrary to looking tense and worried, her expression was eager to the point of almost looking excited.  She had this crazy gleam in her eyes, as if she was anticipating doing something both exhilarating and terrifying.  Like hang-gliding or bungee jumping.

I was twisting my hands together, waiting anxiously for them to say something.

Danielle was the first one to finish.  She looked up at me.  “Where did you get this?”

“Umm,” I began to answer.  “Well…”

“Have you shown it to anyone else?  Has anyone else seen it?”

“No… I mean yes… well, I mean, I haven’t shown it to anyone, but Kerry and Deanna saw it before I did.”

“Hey, come on,” Reza said.  “It’s not a big deal, Danielle.  It’s just a silly tabloid newspaper.  They come out with ridiculous stories all the time.  Werewolves.  Big-foot.  Aliens.  No one takes them seriously.”

“This is different,” Danielle said, her features tense.  “There was physical evidence.  Witnesses.”

“It’ll blow over,” Reza said casually.  “It always does.”

“Hey, guys,” Jewel said, before Danielle could respond.  “I’m not sure we should be talking about this here.”

I looked around.  No one appeared to be eavesdropping, but there were several people within hearing distance.

“I think you’re right, Jewel,” Reza said.

With Jewel leading the way, the four of us filed out of the cafeteria and found an empty classroom down the hall.  Reza checked to make sure the surrounding rooms were all equally empty, then pulled the door closed with an audible snap.

The knot of anxiety inside my chest seemed to tighten.  My eyes were on Danielle, who now pacing restlessly up and down the room.  She seemed pretty agitated.

“Hey, Danielle,” Reza said calmly.  “Chill out.  It’s not the end of the world.”

“Did you even read the same article I did, Reza?” Danielle said, her voice tight and strained.  “Bloody footprints on the scene?  Bite marks?  Similar stories pouring into just one local newspaper?  Websites?”

“It’s nothing we haven’t dealt with before.  Most people will go out of their way to rationalize something these things.  It’ll all be forgotten in a month.  Trust me.”

“And if it’s not?  If it doesn’t blow over?  What then, Reza?”

Reza shrugged, his dark, handsome face still perfectly calm.  “There’s no sense worrying about it.”

Clearly, Danielle did not agree with his assessment.  Her pacing increased in speed and intensity, long legs carrying her swiftly from one end of the room to the other.  She reminded me of a beautiful panther trapped in a tiny cage, angry and agitated. 

I swallowed hard.  She was making me extremely nervous.  “I-is Deanna going to get in trouble for this?” 

Danielle halted in her tracks and turned around to face me.  “Is that who it was?”

“Yeah.  Those guys that got mauled?  She overheard them planning an attack on some girl, so she intervened or… something like that.  I don’t know the whole story.”

Danielle pursed her lips and angled her head to the side, like an angry mother about to discipline her children.  But Jewel cut in before she could speak.

“Hey, don’t you start, all right?”

“I didn’t say anything,” Danielle protested.

“You were about to.”

“Listen, I like Deanna, all right?  She’s a good teacher and everything, but she’s taking this “Silent Heroes” thing way too far.”

“Oh, I see,” Jewel’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “So protecting someone from being attacked is taking things too far, in your opinion.”’

“That’s not what I said.”

“That’s exactly what you said.”

“I agree that we should help people, Jewel.  When we can do it safely.”

“I don’t think she was planning to shift,” I said, remembering Deanna’s conversation with Shane.

“Whether she was planning to shift or not, the fact is she did,” Danielle said, rounding on me.  “And now those men she attacked are on the verge of exposing us. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that’s what she wants.  I’d say she wants us to expose ourselves, just so she can play at being… what?  A super hero?”

That crazy gleam suddenly reappeared in Jewel’s eyes.  The one that made me feel like she was about to do something both incredibly exciting and incredibly reckless.  “So what if she does?”

Danielle whirled back around and looked at Jewel as if she had just threatened to commit suicide.  “You’re not serious are you?”

“I don’t understand the point in hiding like this, Danielle,” Jewel said.  “I really don’t.  So what if normal people find out about us?  What do you expect them to do?”

“I know what they would do, Jewel!” Danielle’s voice was rising, and I got the sense she wasn’t someone who raised her voice very often.  “They would hunt us down, corral us.  They would lock us up in cages.  They would turn us into slaves or performing freaks!  The worst of them would slaughter us as crimes against God and nature!  They would see us as animals!  As sub-human monsters!”

Danielle was shaking.  Her hands were curled into fists at her sides.  “I understand that you want to help people, Jewel, but this disregard for the safety of your own kind borders on suicidal!  By saving one person, you could be sentencing hundreds more to death.  Is that really what you want?”

“What I want, is to stop hiding and cowering in fear because of what might happen,”  Jewel held up the newspaper, though it was now so crumpled and torn that the snarling tiger looked more like a goat.  “That’s what the Silent Heroes Movement is all about, Danielle.  It’s about doing the right thing.  No matter what.  If we have to take risks, break laws, even expose ourselves, it doesn’t matter.  If we can stop someone from getting hurt or killed, then we should be able to do it.  No questions asked.”

Danielle just stared mutely at her for several long moments.  She appeared to be at a loss for words, her eyes wide and her jaw hanging slack.  I was holding my breath.  I half expected her to start yelling again, but she didn’t.  She swept silently across the room, flung the door open and vanished down the deserted hallway.

No one spoke for at least a full minute.  I was baffled by everything that had just happened.  I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, and I was relieved when Reza finally broke the silence.

“You shouldn’t have told her, Jewel.”

“I was tired of hiding it from her,” Jewel said.

“You know how she feels about this stuff.”

“She thinks the world will turn against us if they ever find out what we are.  Shane thinks the same thing.  But they’re wrong.  Both of them.  And we’re going to prove it to them, someday.”

“Yeah, I know,” Reza’s tone suggested that he had heard this argument before.  “But, in the mean time, I’d rather not lose anyone’s friendship over it.”

“Whatever,” Jewel tore the newspaper in half, then folded it over and tore it three more times.  “She’ll get over it.  It’s not like we’re intentionally exposing ourselves.”  She tossed the torn bits of the newspaper into a nearby garbage can.  “Let’s get some lunch already.  I’m starved.”

–––––––––––––––- 

No one mentioned the newspaper article for the rest of the day.  Once the afternoon classes began, it even slipped reluctantly to the back of my own mind.  Back home, school was an ideal place for thinking and worrying and ruminating.  But, around here, school required my full and undivided attention.

Academic lessons were no more than twenty-five minutes each.  The teachers were all quick and lively and animated, jumping from one topic to the next at warp speed.  Strangely, I found myself sitting up straight and alert as they talked, my eyes following their every move, my mind absorbing their every word.

Then, just when my attention began to slide, the bell would ring and I would be caught up in a mad dash to the next class, which all seemed to be placed intentionally far apart from each other.  We had to sprint full-speed, racing back and forth across the boardwalks, dodging around other students, just to make it to each lesson on time.

By the end of the day, we had covered no less than six subjects in a single afternoon:  Math (which was taught by Shane), English, History, Natural Science, Social Science, and a language of our own choice.  (I decided on Spanish, which sounded more pleasing to my ear than German and rolled off my tongue more easily than French.   Plus, Jewel was taking Spanish, while the French class included Danielle, who hadn’t so much as looked at us since lunch).

“I feel like my brain is overstuffed,” I told Jewel, as we made our way back to the dorms at the end of the day. 

“Get used to that,” Jewel said.  “It’s what happens when shifters get taught properly.  You’ll be a genius in no time.”

I smiled, rather liking this idea, then ran head-first into another student walking in the opposite direction.

“Hey, watch it!”

“Sorry,” I caught my balance and dodged around him while Jewel laughed.

“Okay, maybe not a genius, but smarter than you are now, at any rate.”

When we got back to the room Jewel immediately kicked her shoes off and plonked herself down on my bed.  I was sorely tempted to follow her example, but my day was far from over.  I had an appointment with the birds, and then the horses, to make up for the damage I had caused the day before.

But, I had a few questions first.  Questions that hadn’t been answered earlier.

“So, Jewel, about this situation with the newspaper.  How serious is it?  Will Deanna get onto a lot of trouble?”

“It depends,” Jewel replied.  “If the hype blows over, like Reza expects it to, the committee will probably go easy on her.  If not, there might be some more serious repercussions.”

“Like what?”

“Jail time. Banishment.  That would be extreme, but it’s not unheard of.”

I felt a little sick.  Jewel must have noticed something in my expression, because she added.  “Deanna knew the risks when she started this.  That’s why she never pushes anyone to join.  It has to be their own choice.”

“Join what?  The Silent Heroes thing?”

“Yeah.”

I looked at Jewel for a moment, remembering the reckless gleam in her eyes.  “Are you a member?”

“Me?” Jewel said.  “Damn right, I am.  Didn’t even have to think twice about it.”

“What about Reza?”

“Yup, he’s a member too.”

I figured there wasn’t much point in asking about Danielle.  Or Shane.   But, I did have one more question.

“So, how do you join?  Do you guys have meetings, or…”

A big grin broke out on her face.  A hint of that craziness flashed once again in her eyes.  “You wanna be a member?”

“Ummm… well, I’m not completely sure yet,” to be honest, I thought both Shane and Danielle had brought up some valid concerns.   “But, if I could… you know…  just come by and check it out… see what it’s like…”

“Of course you can!” Jewel said.  “I mean… we’re not supposed to encourage people, but if you wanna come, I sure as hell won’t stop you.  We’re having our first meeting tomorrow night, around nine o’clock.  Second floor of the school, room 415.”

“Cool,” I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm.  “I’ll be there.”


Chapter 23: Punishment

At exactly four o’clock, I left Jewel to relax inside the bedroom and made my way up to the top floor to fulfill the first part of my punishment.  I was not looking forward to this.  The birds probably hated me almost as much as the horses right now.  They had spent days and weeks and countless hours preparing for their yearly festival, and I had destroyed it all in a single moment of weakness.  Not to mention the outright panic I had cause, racing straight through a big flock of them while I was in cat-form.  I was probably the last person they wanted around right now.

A short, middle-aged woman with bright orange hair was waiting for me when I arrived on the fourth floor.  She gave me a polite little smile that did nothing to calm my nerves.

“Hello, Eve.  My name is Mia.  Do you remember me?”

I nodded.  She had been the one standing next to Deanna while Kerry tore into me like a rabid dog.

“Come along then, please.”

I fell in step behind her.  The tiny woman moved at a brisk, lively pace.

The top floor was bright and airy and so close to the open roof I barely felt like I was indoors at all.  The sweeping branches of the huge oak tree were almost close enough to touch.  The boardwalks on this floor were largely ignored.  People used the tree for transportation instead, flitting between the branches, almost flying back and forth from one side of the building to the other.

Every door I passed was painted a different colour.  Many were decorated with personal touches like mirrors and tinfoil.  The walls were covered in mosaics of stained glass, showing birds of prey soaring through the air, diving with narrowed wings, or regally observing their surroundings.

“Eve, keep up please,” Mia said, when I reached out to touch one of the beautiful things.  I gave my head a shake and trotted back into position. 

“Number one rule up here, young lady,” Mia said as we walked.  “Do not shift into cat-form.  It will create a frenzy.”

“Don’t worry,” I said.  “I’m not about to repeat that mistake again.”

Mia nodded approvingly as we came to a halt outside a bright purple door.  For a brief second after we stepped through to the other side, I saw the room as it had been just before our arrival.  The whole place was bursting with activity.  Tiny bird-shifters were darting all over the place, mixing dyes and powders, pounding what looked like lumps of colorful, dried mud into dust, flinging random objects back and forth to each other.  Their movements were quick and precise, their faces bright as they talked and laughed through their chores.  The sunlight, gleaming in through the rafters, reflected off crazily styled hair in every colour imaginable.

But, the second Mia and I walked into the room, all the activity ceased.  Everyone fell silent.  They rotated their bodies around or looked over their shoulders.  Every set of eyes in the room fixed on me.

I hesitated in the middle of the doorway, as if all those stares had frozen me in place.  I could feel the air thicken and congeal around me.

Okay, this was a bad idea, I thought.  Maybe I’ll go see Deanna and ask if I can have my punishment changed.

“This way, Eve.”  Mia took me by the arm and led me over to a table near the back of the room.  I found myself following robotically along behind her, my protests sticking in my throat.  I could feel people watching me, following my progress across the floor.  As we approached the table, people scattered out of the way like I was diseased or something.

“Now, you’ll be working right here,” Mia said, as if she hadn’t noticed any of this.  She cleared a space, then placed several items in front  of me.  A green mixing bowl, a cup of water, a bag of bleach white cornstarch and some blue food colouring. 

“Mix the water and the cornstarch,” she instructed me briskly.  “the amounts have already been measured for you.  There’s instructions on the wall behind you, in case you get stuck.  Would you all stop staring?” she added, addressing the rest of the room.  “For goodness sakes, she’s not an alien.”

The birds jumped at her words and dutifully got back to work, though the atmosphere was much more subdued than before.

“Now then,” Mia turned back to me.  “Let me know if you have any questions.  You are expected to stay until six.” 

With that, she gave me a brief pat on the shoulder and departed.

Feeling rather self-conscious, I pulled the mixing bowl towards me and dumped the cornstarch inside, creating a tiny cloud of white dust.  I began to add the water, using my other hand to mix as I poured.  I could still sense people glancing occasionally in my direction.  I felt like I was on display.  Like I was a circus act or something.

It wasn’t hostile, this reaction the birds were having.  They didn’t seem to dislike or resent my presence.  It was more like they were scared.  Like they were expecting me to shift at any second and try to eat one of them for dinner.

This was entirely new to me.  I had never been the type of person who inspired fear—or anything remotely like it—in other people.  Unless, of course, I counted the times I had stayed out late and scared my mom half to death because she thought I had been abducted by a psychopath.  Other than that, me trying to intimidate someone was generally more like a miniature poodle trying to intimidate a Rottweiler.  It just didn’t work.

The process of making the coloured powder turned out to be more involved than I had expected. It was a long, laborious process, which did nothing to relieve my guilt for destroying so much hard work. 

Once the water was fully mixed in with the cornstarch, the resulting substance was like wet cement.  It was so thick that blending the food colouring in took at least ten minutes of constant stirring.  Once the colour was consistent, it was left out in the sun to dry for about twenty-four hours.  After that, it was ground back into powder using a mortar and pestle.

I went through every step of the process, first mixing and pouring, then pounding and grinding the mixtures that had been left out over-night.  I tried to focus on my task but, in the back of my mind, I was always conscious of the birds.  Many of them were huddled together as if for protection.  They kept inching away from me, until I had one side of the room entirely to myself.

Were they always this skittish?  They hadn’t seemed that way when I was walking around the village.  So, why were they all of the sudden treating me like an activated grenade?  Did they think I was dangerous because of the incident that had landed me here?  Or was it just the idea of having a wildcat on their own turf that was bothering them?  Like finding a lion prowling around in a birds nest?

Whatever the reason, I was beginning to feel like a freaking pariah.

When Mia finally released me—after two very long and painful hours—I got out of there as fast as I could.  People scurried out of my way as I headed for the door, leaving at least three feet of space on either side.  I resisted the urge to snarl at them in annoyance.

I was in a pretty bad mood as I made my way from the top floor all the way to the bottom.  The birds had made me extremely irritable, and I doubted the next phase of my punishment would be any better.  I found the emotional turmoil was also making my inner animal—which had been so content earlier in the day—irritable and restless.

I was fully expecting all the angry glares being thrown my way by the horse shifters when I got down to the bottom floor, but that didn’t make them any more pleasant.  People stamped and snorted aggressively as I walked past.  They hissed insults at me.  One girl rammed into my shoulder on her way by, throwing me into the wall.

“Ow, hey!” I protested, but she was already gone.  I dusted myself off and kept walking.  “That was deliberate.”  I growled under my breath.

After passing more angry horse shifters than I could count, I finally arrived at Kerry’s office and knocked reluctantly on the door.

“Come in,” a voice called sternly.

I opened the door and stepped into the room.  Kerry was seated behind her desk, hands folded neatly in front of her, wheat-coloured eyes staring at me coldly.

But, she wasn’t alone.  I was almost stunned out of my foul mood when I saw who was in the office with her.

Lucas stood like a sentinel beside her desk, back straight, arms folded, handsome features bored and expressionless.  He wore an extremely tight black t-shirt that displayed every muscle along his chest and shoulders.

A host of mixed emotions clashed inside of me upon seeing him, shock and embarrassment vying for the top prize.  I felt like tiny birds were doing swoops and pirouettes inside my stomach.  A big part of me was still focused on how strikingly attractive he was, while another part was thinking of what an idiot I had made of myself in front of him the other day.  And another small, annoyingly, sensible part of me was remembering all the bad things Jewel had said about him. 

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Kerry snapped.

Only then did I realize that I had been frozen in place, staring at the pair of them like a complete moron.  Giving myself a mental shake, I pulled the door closed behind me and approached the desk.  I held eye contact with Kerry, but I could feel Lucas watching me.  I was intensely aware of his presence.

“You understand why you are here, don’t you?” Kerry demanded.

I nodded.

“You caused a significant amount of damage to this school with your recklessness,” Kerry went on, as if I needed reminding.  “If it were up to me, you would have been expelled for this kind of behavior, but other people seem to feel that delinquents such as yourself deserve a second chance.”

I almost balked at her choice of words.  No teacher had ever used the word “delinquent” to describe me before.  I mean, honestly.  I had made a mistake.  She was talking like I had been willfully and maliciously destructive.

“So, instead, you will be fixing every bit of the damage you have caused,” Kerry went on sternly.  “You will report to me every day after school at this time.  You will keep me updated on your progress until the repairs have been made. And, once you have completed this punishment, I don’t want you on this floor for any reason.”

This last part was news to me, but I figured avoiding the first floor was probably a good idea either way.  There was just one more thing bothering me…

“Umm, Kerry?”

She pursed her lips disapprovingly.  “Yes, Evelyn, what is it?”

“Well… it’s ahh… it’s just that… I don’t know how to fix the damage.  I’ve never had to fix or build anything in my life.  I’ve never even used a hammer, and…”

“That’s what Lucas is here for,” Kerry interrupted.  “He’ll show you what to do.  Listen to what he says, and try and learn something while you’re at it.  Maybe develop a skill besides causing panic and destruction.”

Again, I fought down the urge to protest.  The woman barely knew me, yet she was implying I had no skills.   That I was no use to anyone and I was good for nothing except creating havoc.

“Well, what are you both still doing here?” Kerry asked, when I didn’t speak.  “Those holes in my walls are not going to fix themselves.  Get moving, and I expect a full report on your progress when I see you tomorrow.

–––––––––––––-

“Was she in the army or something?”  I was following Lucas at a trot through the woods.  The trail was narrow and overgrown.  Branches slapped my face and clung to my hair.    Where we were going, I couldn’t say.  I had assumed fixing the school would involve working inside the school, not hiking to strange, unknown destinations.  “She’s like a drill sergeant.”  

Lucas didn’t respond to my comment.  He just kept pushing his way through the trees.  I felt a twinge of annoyance.  He wasn’t talking to me at all.  Not a word since we had left the office.  I couldn’t see his face, but his muscular shoulders appeared tense.  Like he was annoyed or angry.

I fell silent, taking the hint.  Maybe he resented me.  After all, he was sharing my punishment, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong.  That was enough to make anyone mad.

We emerged into small clearing.  It looked like a work area of some kind.  There was a small shed, long stalks of bamboo stacked neatly off to one side and work-benches covered with various tools.

Without even glancing in my direction, Lucas strode across the clearing, picked up a rod of bamboo and sat down with it propped on his lap.  I stood back uncertainly.  I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to do.

“O’Connor, come over here,” Lucas said.  “You can’t watch properly from way back there.”

Well, at least he was talking to me now.  I approached nervously.  I was acutely aware of the way he was sitting, legs apart, elbows braced on his thighs, the bamboo gripped in his smooth, muscular hands, biceps straining against his t-shirt.  He could have been posing for a catalogue.

“All right,” Lucas said, once I was standing next to him.  “We need to fix that damn hole you put in the fence between the dorms and the courtyard.  But, before we do that, we need the right materials.  We can’t use this bamboo until it’s been cured.”  He reached back and grabbed two items off the workbench: a lighter and a blowtorch.  “Watch closely. I’m only going to show you this once.”

He fired up the lighter and held it to the nozzle of the blowtorch, which was emitting a loud hissing noise.  A bright blue flame erupted from the end.  I was close enough to feel the heat.

Lucas said something else, but the words went right over my head.  I was too mesmerized by what he was doing.  He ran the flame up and down a few inches of the bamboo, turning it slowly from side to side.  Within a few moments, the bamboo started to change colour right before my eyes, from dark green to pale green to golden yellow.  Before long, the last few inches of the stalk was light brown all the way around.

“Hey, that’s really cool!”  I said.

Lucas gave no response to this.  He shut off the blowtorch and handed it over to me, along with the bamboo stalk and the lighter.  “There you go, get to work.  Finish this one, and I want at least ten of these done before you leave.”

“Wait, what?”  I said.  “But-”

“I told you I was only going to show you once,” he stood up.  “I’ll be back in a little while.” 

I felt another surge of annoyance as he grabbed a machete off another work bench and sauntered off into the woods, not so much as glancing back in my direction. 

I sat down and got to work, grumbling to myself the entire time.  Maybe Jewel was right.  Maybe the guy really was a jerk.  I mean, I understood if he was annoyed, but did he have to be so freaking rude?

Of course, my first attempts at heating the bamboo were a complete disaster.  First I held the blowtorch too close and blackened it to crisp.  Then I held it too far away and it barely changed colour at all.  I ended up with blotchy, uneven sections of colour and even I knew the first stalk was completely and utterly ruined.

The next two stalks ended up the exact same way.  I accidentally set the fourth one on fire and cracked the fifth one into splinters because I was gripping it too hard.

I was starting to get really frustrated.  How did Lucas expect me to do this when he had only demonstrated it for me once?

He came back about an hour later, carrying a fresh pile of bamboo over one shoulder.  By this time, I had an equally large pile of ruined stalks lying at my feet.  He didn’t bother to come inspect my work or give me any feedback.  He hardly even looked at me.  He dropped the bamboo near the tool shed and sat down at one of the workbenches.  I couldn’t help but notice it was one far removed from where I was sitting.

I was just about fed up with this.  I turned my body until I was facing Lucas head-on.

“Can I ask you something?”

He was bent over a sheet of paper, drawing neat, precise lines using a pencil and a protractor.  “Whatever.”

“What the hell is your problem?”

This seemed to get his attention.  He looked up at me, eyebrows raised cooly.  I wanted to smack the haughty expression right off his face.  “You’ll have to be a little more specific.”

“You know what I’m talking about,” I snapped.

“No, I don’t,” he said flatly.

“You’re no showing me how to do this properly,” I said.  “You’re not answering my questions.  You’re deliberately ignoring me.

“Am I under an obligation to pay attention to you?”

His calm, insulting demeanor was driving me insane.  “You could at least make an effort if we’re going to be stuck out here together.”  My voice was rising.  At this point, I didn’t care how attractive he was.  I was angry and frustrated and I just wanted to go back to my own floor, where no one feared or resented me.  “What do you horses have against me, anyway?”

“You almost mauled that kid,” Lucas said.  “How did you expect us to react?”

“It was an accident!  I didn’t mean to!  Geez, are you all going to punish me for that for the rest of my life?”

“You’re nothing but a problem, O’Connor,” Lucas said flatly.  “You lose control of your animal form. Go rampaging through the school.  Cause damage that I have to fix.  And you can’t even follow simple directions,” he added, with a nod at the destroyed bamboo stalks near my feet.  “Are you actually incapable of doing anything useful?  Or do you just not try?”

The words were like a slap in my face. His tone was perfectly calm, yet it tore right through me.  I felt somehow ashamed, embarrassed and furious all at the same time. 

What did he think of me, exactly?  That I was some brainless, foolish girl who could barely string a coherent sentence together?  And who had given him the right to judge me like that, anyway?

“If that’s how you see me, then why did you agree to do this in the first place?” I demanded,.

“Kerry insisted.  I didn’t volunteer for this.  The only reason I got stuck with the job is because I’m one of the few people in this school who isn’t an incompetent moron.”

I was seeing red.  My face was burning hot with anger.  My inner animal was snarling and lunging at him like a vicious dog at the end of a chain.

“Well, I guess I’m just giving you exactly what you want, then,” I growled fiercely.  And with that, I threw my final, ruined stalk of bamboo to the ground and stormed off into the forest.


Chapter 24: Rivalries

I was still fuming as I charged recklessly through the trees.  I kept hearing Lucas’s words over and over again in my mind.  I could hardly believe the things he had said.  His words had been so harsh and cold and arrogant.  Not only that, they contained just enough truth to really sting.

My actions had caused a lot of problems. He was absolutely right about that.  But, I was trying to fix it.  I was trying to make things right.  What else did he want from me?  Did he expect me to reverse time?  To change what had already happened?

I can’t believe I wasted three years thinking about him, I thought furiously.  What did I ever see in him, anyway?  He’s nothing but a rude, arrogant, self-centered, pompous, judgmental-

My inner-rant came to an abrupt halt as I emerged out of the woods and found myself near the school’s front entrance.  Standing off to one side was a group of tall, imposing horse-shifters.  Most of them appeared entirely unaware of my presence, but a few were staring right at me.  Like they had been expecting me or something.  One of them looked vaguely familiar.  She resembled the girl who had shoved me earlier.

Feeling suddenly nervous, I hunched my shoulders and kept walking, hoping to slip by them unnoticed.  For a second, I thought they were going to ignore me.  I got up the front steps and halfway through the main entrance before that same girl planted herself in front of me, slamming her feet down and deliberately blocking my path.  “Where do you think you’re going, cat?”

I looked up.  The girl was at least a foot taller than me, broad shouldered and strong.  She was big-boned and heftier than most horse shifters, leading me to imagine her animal form would resemble a Clydesdale.

“You’re the one that attacked that kid, aren’t you?” she sneered at me.

Oh great.  I was not in the mood for this.  I was already worked up enough over Lucas.  My inner animal was pacing and growling like a caged wolf.

“Could you get out of my way, please?” I fought to keep my voice calm and non-confrontational.  I was not a violent person.  I was normally about as far from violent as you could get.  But, the animal inside of me did not have nearly as much patience and it was currently nearing the end of its rope.

The horse stomped forward, driving me backwards down the front steps.  “Like terrifying little kids, do you?  Is that your idea of fun?  Do you get a kick out of it?”

“I didn’t-”

She gave me a hard shove, forcing me back several more paces.  The wildcat whipped its head around with a snarl.  I clamped my teeth together, fighting to rein the creature in.

“You should have been expelled for that.  If you can’t control yourself,” she pushed me again,  “you have no right to be here.” 

Her third shove caused me to stumble backwards into something hard.  I turned around to find another tall, muscular horse shifter—this one a young man—blocking my path.  Two more had closed in on either side of me.  In the fading light, the one on my left cast a huge shadow across my entire body.

The wildcat did not like this one bit.  Being cornered and surrounded like this provoked the worst kind of aggression.  It was standing up with its back arched, hairs standing on end. 

“What’s the matter, cat?” the guy in front of me sneered.  “Not so tough when you don’t have some poor, helpless kid to go chasing after?” 

He gave me one more shove that sent me reeling back towards the first girl, who stomped hard on my right foot.  The pain shot all the way up my leg.  I rounded on her with a furious snarl.

I had no memory of shifting.  I had not thought about it or planned it.  I didn’t even feel the changes happen.  I just knew that one second I was a short, skinny and entirely unthreatening teenage girl, and the next I was crouched on all fours, equipped with inch-long canines, razor-sharp claws and unbelievable strength.

The harassment stopped at once.  I faced the girl who was still blocking my way into the school.  I bared my teeth, my snarl increasing in volume and intensity.  My powerful muscles were clenched.  The human side of my brain was just barely maintaining control.  I didn’t want to think about what would happen if I lost it.

I said, get out of my way, I directed my thoughts at the young woman.  I wasn’t even sure if she could understand me in human form, but she seemed to understand the message, at least. 

With one last contemptuous look, she moved aside.  I sprang past her so quickly I barely avoided knocking her to the ground.  I half expected the whole pack of them to shift form and come stampeding after me, but they just watched me go.  I felt their eyes burning into me, glaring like I was a disease that could not be gotten rid of.

The moment I was out of their sight, I shifted back into human form.  I was shaking.  My stomach was churning with a combination of fear, adrenaline and anger.  The wildcat was once again pacing back and forth, straining on the edge of my control.

I felt like I had jut avoided what could have been a very nasty confrontation. 

I walked stiffly through the courtyard and began to climb the spiral staircase, taking the steps two at a time.  I couldn’t seem to slow my pace or calm my thoughts. 

The third floor was virtually deserted.  The sun was low in the sky, gleaming through the rafters, leaving shards of bright crimson against the walls and turning the polished bamboo into a deep, rich mahogany.   The foreign beauty of my new school gave me a sudden pang of homesickness.

Maybe I shouldn’t have come here,I thought.  Maybe I should have just stayed home.  I wonder if it’s too late to change my mind.  Maybe I’ll ask Deanna tomorrow.

“Hey, Eve!” a familiar voice broke into my thoughts.  “What’s goin’ on?”

I looked up to find Reza coming towards me, a wide grin on his face.  In the fading light, his skin almost matched the dark, golden red of the walls surrounding him.  Danielle was at his side, looking no les stunning and regal than she had earlier.

I tried to smile at them, but it came out as more of a grimace.  I really didn’t feel like talking to anyone at the moment.

“Where’ve you been all night, Eve?” Reza asked me cheerfully.  “We missed you at dinner, and then there was this big party to celebrate the new term, and-”

“What’s wrong?” Danielle asked interrupting him.

“Nothing,” I snapped.  I tried brushing right past them, but a hand quickly shot out to grab me.  The wildcat reacted violently to the physical contact.  I spun around, throwing Reza off in the same movement.  I suppressed another growl with extreme difficulty.

“Whoa, hey,” Reza said,  “Take it easy.”

“I’m fine, all right?”  I snarled, in a voice I barely recognized.  “Just leave me alone!”

“Eve, I think you’re worked up,” Danielle said calmly.  “You’re letting the wildcat take over.”

“I am not worked up!” I yelled irrationally.

Reza quirked an eyebrow at me.  “I don’t want to sound argumentative here, Eve, but you kind of are.”

Danielle shot him a “you’re not helping” kind of look, before turning back to me.  “Listen, Eve, why don’t you just tell us what happened?”

I had no intention of telling them anything.  I barely knew them.  But, my impulse control seemed to have gone out the window. 

“What happened?” I shouted.  “What happened?  The whole school hates me, okay?  That’s what happened!”

They both stared quietly at me for a moment.  It was Reza who broke the silence.  “So, I take it the horses are giving you a hard time.”

“It’s not just the horses!,” the words came tumbling out of me before I could think to stop them.  It was like they had a mind of their own. “The birds were acting like I was a… a ticking time bomb that was about to explode or something.”

“Well, no surprises there,” Reza said.

“What?  You’re telling me they’re always like that?”

“You were on their territory, right?  They don’t like predators on their floor.  It makes them really nervous.  Don’t take it personally.  They’d act the same with any of us.”

“And, the horses?” I demanded.  “What’s their problem?”

Danielle and Reza exchanged a look.  I felt like they were trying to decide how properly answer my question.

“We’ve never really gotten along well with the horses,” Reza explained.  “They can tolerate the wolves.  They’re not much of a threat unless they’re in a big pack.  But, us wildcats, we could take one of them down single handedly if we really wanted to.”

“That’s it?” I said.  “That’s the only reason they don’t like us?  You know, those monsters could kill one of us just as easily.  Did they ever think about that? 

“Well, it’s gotten a lot worse since Kerry took over the school,” Danielle said. “Before they were just a little skittish around us.  Now they’re getting really aggressive.”

“So, Kerry’s like… turning them against us or something?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Reza said.  “Kerry doesn’t think much of us.”

“That still doesn’t explain why they hate us like this.”

“I don’t think they hate us, exactly.”

“They harass us in the hallways,” I said, feeling another surge of anger.  “They don’t want us on their floor.  They can’t stand the sight of us.  Sure sounds like hatred to me.” 

Danielle and Reza exchanged another meaningful look.  They were holding something back.   I could see it on their faces.

Once again, it was Reza who spoke up.  “Well, there was this… ahhh… incident about two years ago.  Near the beginning of the school year.  A pair of wildcats basically lost control and ganged up on a young horse shifter.  Some girl who had just had her first shift less than a week before.  I think she was around fourteen.”

My stomach lurched like I had been kicked in the gut.  That sounded unpleasantly familiar.

“They mauled her pretty good,” Reza went on.  “Probably would have killed her if some other horses hadn’t been close by.  Anyway, the girl was traumatized.  She was afraid to shift form again.  And, well, you remember what Deanna said in class this morning.  You can’t just refuse to change form.  If you do, one of two things will happen.  Either you become the animal permanently and forget what it’s like to be human.  Or you go crazy and lose all control of when or where or how you’re going to shift.  That’s what happened to the girl.  She had to be institutionalized.  Permanently.  She’s in a specialized facility right now, and she’ll probably be there for the rest of her life.”

My temper gradually simmered down as I listened to the story.  It was hard to focus on my own trivial problems after hearing something like this.

“I think the girl was one of Kerry’s students,” Danielle said.  “The whole thing became a really personal to her.  When she took over, she made a vow to the whole school that nothing like it would ever happen again.”

I felt like I had swallowed a mouthful of broken glass.  “And then I went and ruined it for her, right?  I lost control and tried to maul that poor kid.”  It was all starting to make sense now.  “No wonder she went ballistic on me.  No wonder the horses are so mad at me.”  I had a sudden, terrifying thought.  “What if the kid I attacked ends of the same way?  What if he’s traumatized?  What if he can’t shift and turns out just like that other girl?”

“I think the chances of that are pretty slim,” Reza said.  “You never even got a chance to put one claw in that kid.  I’m sure he’ll be fine.  Don’t worry so much, Eve.  In a few weeks, this will all be forgotten.”

“Yeah. Hopefully.”  I thought of the way the horses had looked at me.  They didn’t seem prepared to forget the incident so easily.  “Anyway, I really think I should…”

I started to walk past them again, but Reza stopped me with an outstretched hand.

“Hey, where d’you think you’re going?”

“Umm…”

“You’re still all worked up, Eve.  You need to blow off some steam.  Lift some weights, play a game of soccer.  Or at least take the long was back to your room.”

“The long way?”  My eyes circulated the school.  It was probably about a mile around, and that was a conservative estimate.  “Seriously?”

“Hey, c’mon,” Reza said.  “You’re a shifter.  The last thing we are is lazy.”

I couldn’t help but smile.  I was starting to feel a little better.

Reza grinned back at me.  I was suddenly very conscious of his wide, expressive mouth and the fading sun glinting off the bronze highlights in this hair.  His eyelashes were so thick and dark it almost looked like he was wearing eyeliner.

“Race ya!” he shouted, and took off running.

I shook my head and sprinted after him, Danielle right next to me. 

I could actually feel the tension draining out of me as I ran.  My inner animal stopped its restless pacing and settled onto its haunches, not happy but at least calmer than it had been earlier.  Our footsteps sounded rhythmically in the silence.  The evening air felt cool and fresh against my skin.

As the physical activity gradually settled my thoughts, I came to a decision.  I would not risk losing control of the wildcat again.  I would do everything I could to keep the animal in check.  I would run ten miles every day, sign up for the most exhausting sports I could think of.  I would give the morning classes absolutely everything I had.

I would not be responsible for hurting or scaring or traumatizing one more person.  I would not allow myself to ruin someone’s life just because I was too lazy or careless to keep the animal in check.  I was never going to lose control of my abilities again. 


Chapter 25: Self Control

I wasted no time putting my plan into action.

The next day, I was up bright and early.  I had run straight across the entire village and back, climbed up and down the spiral staircase in the courtyard and lifted weights in the gym for half and hour before Jewel had even opened her eyes. 

When we got to class, i was more than prepared for Deanna’s version of shifter boot camp.  I threw myself into every exercise, sprinting around the room a full speed, blocking all outward distractions.  I did sit-ups and pushups until my abdominal muscles were crying out in protest and my arms felt like limp, over-cooked noodles.  (no small feat, for a shifter with almost unlimited energy).  I performed squats and lunges until my lungs burned and my vision blurred with sweat.  I was more driven and focused than I had ever been in my life.

To the wildcat, this was pure bliss.  The restless anger it had been feeling  since the encounter with the horses simply melted away.  It was feeling so calm and relaxed that it actually curled up in the back of my mind and went to sleep.

“All right, everyone!” Deanna said, while we ran about our millionth lap around the room.  “Eyes on me!”

We all stopped at random points along the floor and turned on the spot, facing her like a well-trained army.

She was quiet for a moment, standing with her feet shoulder-width apart, hands folded behind her back.  “We’re going to change things up a bit.  I want you all in cat form.  I’m going to run you through some control exercises.”

What? I thought.  Control exercises?  As in, she was going to test our ability to keep the animal in check?  I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that yet.  What kind of exercises was she talking about?  Did she have a mouse or something hidden up her sleeve?

Around me, everyone began to shift form.  For just a few seconds, it felt like a hurricane was tearing through the room.  Huge gusts of wind struck from every direction.  Flyers came loose from the walls and skittered across the floor.  Exercise balls bounced and recoiled off each other as if thrown by invisible hands.  My hair swirled crazily around my head.

When it stopped, I was surrounded on all sides by huge cats.  I still wasn’t used to the sheer size of them, the smallest big enough to rival a male Bengal tiger, the largest big enough to saddle and ride like a horse.

They came in all different colours.  Rich, chocolate brown, golden yellow and solid bluish-grey.  Many really did resemble over-grown housecats.  A handsome black and orange tortoise shell lounged near the back wall.  A fluffy ginger tabby sat close to Deanna, long tail curled around his legs. 

The one standing right across from me had extremely long, snow white fur and emerald green eyes.  I assumed that was the blond I had briefly mistaken for Danielle.  The cat on her right was silver-grey and flecked with gold, ears tufted like a lynx.  The one on her left was speckled black and white like an appaloosa horse.

“Eve,” Deanna said.  “Is something wrong?”

I snapped back to attention.  The astonishing beauty and variety of my classmates had left me momentarily distracted.  “Umm, no.  It’s just that… I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”

“There aren’t any horses for you to chase up here, Eve.  Don’t worry.”

I did not find this particularly reassuring—there were a million other things that could go wrong—but I couldn’t very well refuse to participate.  I brushed a few stay hairs out of my face and closed my eyes, focusing on the animal inside me.  The change happened instantaneously.  I barely had time to blink before my transformation was complete.

“Perfect,” Deanna said.  “Now, everyone take a few minutes and get comfortable with your new form.  And, boys, try and keep your distance from each other.  The last thing we need is a territorial spat.”

At these words, there was a burst of activity all around me.  The cats bounded off, chasing the exercise balls scattered throughout the room, or swatting playfully at each other, but I didn’t move.  I stayed crouched right were I was, gauging my level of control.

For the moment, my animal side was perfectly calm.  It was very alert and aware of all the other wildcats, sharp eyes following their movements, but it was not reacting aggressively to any of this.  It was more inquisitive than anything else.

My ears swiveled forward as a male lion approached me.  He had a strong, handsome face and a thick mane that was dark as night.   His undercoat was coppery red and patterned with irregular stripes of black.  Not like a tigers stripes.  It was more subtle and complex than that.  More like the brindle pattern found on certain kinds of dogs.

Hey, Eve. What’s up?

Reza? I said, recognizing the voice.

That’s right.  He swung his body around and struck a ridiculously exaggerated pose, front legs together, one back leg placed behind the other, chest puffed out and head raised towards the ceiling.  Like what you see?

I gave him a sideways look, trying not to laugh.  You’re hideous.

Oh well thanks, He pounced playfully at me, but I dodged out the way.

Deanna called us to attention, putting any further banter to a halt.  “Okay, your animals should be nice and calm, so this is a good opportunity to practice self control.” her voice was loud and confident.  The idea that all these powerful creatures could easily tear her to shreds did not even seem to enter her mind.

“We’re going to start out with a few basic commands. Now, these might seem simple, but there’s not much a cat hates more than being told what to do, so be prepared for some resistance.”

I braced myself.  This was it.  I had vowed to stay in control, and this was my chance to own up to it.

“All right, everyone,” Deanna said firmly.  “Sit!”

The wildcat balked at her tone.  Sit?  She wanted me to sit?  What did she think I was, a freaking dog?  No one told me what to do!

Most of the class obediently followed her directions, although some responded much faster than others.  The orange tabby had a couple false starts before he finally settled onto the ground.  The spotted one just stood and stared.

“Eve,” Deanna said.  “Misty.  I said “sit.”

I rolled defiantly onto my back, sticking all four paws into the air.  The speckled cat still hadn’t moved. 

My human side gave the wildcat a sharp nudge.  Umm, excuse me.  I believe the lady told us to sit.

I heard her, the wildcat replied bluntly.

So, don’t you think we should listen?

I fail to see the point.

Come on, I insisted.  It’s not that hard.  Sit.

Perhaps later.

Sit!

I don’t feel much like sitting at the moment.

Sit!

You are beginning to annoy me, human.

SIT, DAMN IT!

The wildcat finally gave in with what felt like a dramatic sigh. I rose to my feet and settled into my haunches.  Looking across the room, I saw that the spotted one had done the same.

Well, better late than never, Reza said.

Quiet, you.

Deanna smiled.  “That’s more like it, girls.  Okay, now I want you to stand.”

What?  the wildcat scoffed.  She just told us to sit and now she wants us to stand?  Really?  Can’t she make up her mind?

Just do it! I ordered and, to my surprise, the wildcat complied without much resistance.   I rose to my feet, along with the rest of the class, and a hair faster than the spotted one.

“Much better, Eve,” Deanna said.

She ran us through a whole slew of commands.  None of them were complicated in any way.  The challenge was getting the animal to listen.  It got easier the more we practiced.  With time, I was responding to each command as quickly as I would have in human form.  The whole class became like a well-oiled machine, sitting and standing and rolling over at the exact same time.

“Good,” Deanna said, as we completed one final command.  “Excellent work.  Now, I’m going to challenge you guys a bit more.  Get ready.”

You know, this isn’t so hard, I thought at Reza.

Don’t get cocky, Eve.  She’s starting us off easy.

Hey, where’s Danielle?  What does her cat form look like?

He never got a chance to answer.  At that moment, Deanna pulled what looked like a small black pen out of her pocket.  She gave it a click and a bright red dot appeared on the smooth, polished floor.

Uh oh

I had to work fast in order to clamp down on the cats urge to pounce.  The rest of the class reacted just as strongly.  Some of them dropped into a crouch.  The spotted one took a few steps forward, then froze stiffly in mid-stride.

I was completely fixated on that little dot.  Deanna was now moving it very slowly across the floor.  The wildcat wanted to attack the darn thing with every fiber of it’s being.  I was mentally gritting my teeth, employing all the will-power I possessed to hold the animal back.  I felt like a war was taking place inside my head, and both sides were almost evenly matched.

The dot was moving in closer, inching its way enticingly towards my front paws.  My muscles twitched.  Energy surged through me like an electric current.

Then, all at once, it was too much.  I lashed out like a cobra, trapping the red dot beneath my paws.  Only nothing was there.  The dot had slipped out of my gasp out, and was now dancing in zigzags and spirals several feet away.  My head jerked back and forth, following its movements.

“Eve,” Deanna said.  “Focus, Eve.”

But I was too far gone now.  As the red dot shot across the room I went charging after it.  I slapped the floor repeatedly, trying to pin the thing down, even though I knew in the back of my mind that it wasn’t even real.  I chased it back and forth across the room, performing loops and jumps, my paws slipping and sliding on polished slats of bamboo.  I crashed up against my classmates and sent exercise balls careening across the room. 

I didn’t even see the wooden staffs mounted on the wall until I slammed right into them, creating a huge racket as they clattered all over the floor.  The noise sent me me racing in the opposite direction, ears pulled back and my tail tucked between my legs.

The red dot vanished.  As the last of the wooden staffs rolled to a stop, the previously noisy room was left in a ringing silence.

I slid to a halt, my heart racing like crazy.   When I managed to get my bearings, I was met with an increasingly familiar sight: the entire room was staring at me.

So much for staying in control.

Deanna cleared her throat loudly.  “Well, I think that’s enough for this morning.  Good job, everyone.”

The rest of the class shifted back into human form, creating another burst of gale-like wind.  I waited until they were all turned away, forming into groups, swinging bags over their shoulders and talking cheerfully amongst themselves, before I did the same. 

Avoiding eye contact, I crossed the room and began picking up the wooden staffs scattered all over the floor.  I was furious with myself.  Here I had vowed to stop letting the animal take over, but in the end that’s exactly what had happened.  Worse yet, I had been the only person in the class who had managed to lose myself over a stupid laser-pointer.

Was I ever going to learn?

Deanna trotted up to me while I was mounting the staffs back on the wall.  “Still having some trouble, I see, Eve.”

“Yeah,” I said, refusing to look at her.  “I know.”

“Listen, I understand if you’re frustrated, but it’s perfectly natural to struggle like this.”

“No one else is.”

 “It’s not a competition, Eve.”

“I know,” I said.  “I know that.  It’s just…. I don’t get it.  Why is it so much harder for me?  What’s wrong with me?”

“Absolutely nothing.  I’ve seen people struggle a lot more than this.”

“Really?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you.”

The weight in my chest seemed to lessen slightly.  “Hey, Deanna?”  I ventured.  There was one more thing I wanted to talk to her about.

“Yes, Eve?”

“I was wondering… about my punishment?  Maybe I could… just have detention or something, instead of… you know… all that other stuff?”

Deanna didn’t answer right away.  She folded her arms and looked at me thoughtfully.  “I don’t give out many detentions.  I think a punishment should be a direct consequence of what you did wrong.”  I started to speak, but she raised a hand to stop me.  “Is someone giving you a hard time?  The horses, are they causing trouble?”

I debated for a moment on whether I should answer truthfully.  I didn’t want to sound like I was complaining.  “Yeah, a bit.”

“What are they doing?  Did they threaten you?  You know, I told Kerry they’ve been getting out of hand.  She didn’t listen.”

Kerry’s half the problem, I wanted to say, but I didn’t.  I was losing my nerve.  I didn’t want to tell her about being shoved in the hallways, or about the group of horses that had surrounding me outside the school.  It would feel like admitting defeat, somehow.  Like I was letting them intimidate me.

“No,” I said.  “Nothing like that.  But, I can tell they don’t want me around.”

Understatement of the century, right there.

Deanna was quiet for another moment or two.  “Tell you what.  Stick with it for now, and we’ll talk again at the end of the week, all right?”

“Okay.” 

“But, if anyone does start harassing you, if you ever feel like you’re in danger, I want you to tell me right away.  Don’t hesitate.  Not for one second.  And, if I’m not around, talk to Shane, understand?”

“Yeah, okay,” I repeated.  But, in the back of my mind, I knew things would have to get pretty bad before I would say a thing.  “Thanks, Deanna.”


Chapter 26: Strangers

The rest of the afternoon passed entirely too quickly for my taste.  Before I knew it, I was face to face with another evening of being avoided by the birds, harassed by the horses and ignored by Lucas.  I was positively dreading the next few hours, but I tried to remind myself that things were not all bad.

For one thing, I had the silent heroes meeting later, and I was intensely curious to see what it was all about.  For another, Danielle and Jewel appeared to have put aside their differences from the night before, and the easy sense of friendship had returned.

 So, I was in a reasonably good mood as I headed for the top floor.  I was prepared to grit my teeth, deal with my punishment and move on.

 To my surprise, the birds were not nearly as skittish around me this time.  I received a couple nervous glances when I entered the room and a few people scampered out of my way as I headed for my vacant table near the back.  But, other than that, my appearance did not seem to ruffle many feathers.  Most of them just went on with their work as if they didn’t even notice me.

I gathered up the necessary ingredients and began mixing dyes and powders, all the while puzzling over this sudden change.  It could be that the birds were simply getting used to me, but I felt like there was more to it than that.

There was a very tense atmosphere inside the room.  People were talking to each other in strained voices, their faces drawn and tight.  Not much work was getting done.  Mia was circulating the room, trying to get everyone back on track, but she was having very little success.

Something was really bothering them.  So much that a predator in their midst evidently paled in comparison.

“How are you doing over here, Eve?” Mia asked, pulling up next to me.

“Fine,” I said.  “What’s everyone so worked up about?”

“Oh, it’s nothing dear.  Don’t worry about it.  You’re doing a very nice job.  Keep up the good work.”

She moved on before I could ask any more questions.

I left an hour later feeling thoroughly confused, and quickly realized that all this tension was not just isolated to the top floor.  Making my way down the spiral staircase, I saw worried faces everywhere I looked.  People were huddled together, talking quickly and urgently.  

When I reached to courtyard, I noticed a large group of strangers clustered near the main entrance.  Not students, but full-grown adults who appeared to be gathered there for a very specific purpose.

I had to walk right past them on my way to Kerry’s office and I couldn’t help letting my eyes wander.  It was an incredibly varied collection of people of all shapes and sizes. 

This tiny, middle aged man was darting around the outskirts of the group, occasionally poking his head in to have a word with someone.  He reminded me strongly of a curious sparrow.  Then, there was the gigantic bear of a man who stood at least a foot above everyone else.  His shoulders were twice the width of a normal person, his biceps as big around as the average man’s thigh.  He had a thick, shaggy head of hair and a beard to match.  He was sweating heavily and kept wiping his hand across his forehead.

“South Carolina,” he rumbled.  “It had to be South Carolina.  I hear there’s a lovely village in the Yukon.  Why couldn’t we have the trial there?”

The woman standing on his left sniffed dismissively.  She was tall and slender, with a long, aristocratic nose and black and tan hair all the way to her thighs.  “Will you stop complaining?  We have bigger things to worry about.”

“Easy for you to say, dog.  I’m about to have a stroke over here.”

I moved on past and their conversation faded into the background, blending in with all the other voices.

I stopped by Kerry’s office to “report”—as she called it—for my punishment.  She marked the time down and sent me off without a word.  I thought she looked a bit smug about something, but it was hard to be sure.

On my way out of the school, I crossed paths with a little red fox and a white-tailed deer which filed past me in quick succession.  Behind them came a very strange-looking young man.

From a distance, I felt like I could have easily mistaken him for Lucas.  They both had the wide shoulders, toned arms and narrow waist of a male model.  But, up close, this guy was more like a strange, otherworldly creature.

His face was almost inhumanly perfect, his refined features a little too symmetrical, his pale complexion a little too smooth.  His hair was flecked with every shade of blue imaginable, from pale and powdery, to the colour of a deep, dark sapphire.  His pupils were slitted.  Similar to us wildcats, but even more pronounced.  His eyes gleamed metallic silver.

I gawked as he swept by, moving with a sort of raw, sinuous grace.  I barely resisted the urge to turn around and stare after him.  How someone like that managed to fit in among regular people was a complete mystery.  There was clearly something not quite human about him.  I wondered what type of shifter he was…

My mind was still churning when I reached the little clearing in the middle of the woods.  Lucas was already there, at the same work-bench, with the same tools, making lines and measurements on the same sheet of paper.  It was like he had never left.

My treacherous stomach flipped over when I saw him.  As angry as I still was about the day before.  As cold and arrogant his behavior had been, I couldn’t just turn my feelings off like a switch after three years of crushing on the guy.

Well, I would have to get over that.  Lucas clearly had no interest in me whatsoever and, after yesterday afternoon, I was determined to forget I had ever wanted to go out with him in the first place.  He wasn’t worth it.

“I left some more bamboo stalks over there, O’Connor,” he said, without looking up.  “Try and get it right this time.”

Swallowing a sarcastic reply, I took a seat, picked up the stupid blow-torch and the first stalk that I was about to destroy.  Predictably, Lucas had already gone back to ignoring me.

I tried to put him out of my head as I got to work.  I ruminated, instead, on the strange tension that filled the school.  The worried expressions of my fellow students.  Kerry’s look of smug satisfaction, and all the odd-looking strangers congregating in the front foyer.

I figured these things all had to be related in some way.  The question was how?  What was serious enough to put the school in such an agitated state?  What were all these strangers doing here?  And why was Kerry the only one who seemed happy about it?

It all seemed pretty ominous to me.  After all, anything that made Kerry happy couldn’t possibly be good.

I flinched backwards as the bamboo stalk in my hands flared and caught fire.  Thoroughly distracted by my thoughts, I had evidently held the blow-torch too close.  I smacked the flames out with a rag lying next to me on the workbench and tossed the useless, burnt thing aside.  Then I looked back at Lucas, still bent over his sheet of paper.

 Maybe he knew what was going on.  He seemed to be on good terms with Kerry (for whatever reason) and he lived on the bottom floor where all the commotion was taking place.  He had to know something.

 “Hey, Lucas.  Can I ask you a question?”

 “No.  I’m not falling for that one again, O’Connor.  Get back to work.”

Anger coalesced in the center of my abdomen, but I stopped myself from making an angry come back.  Yelling had gotten me nowhere yesterday.  There was no reason to believe it would be any more effective now.

I went back to work, grumbling under my breath.  I wasn’t sure why I was taking his behavior so personally.  Maybe he treated everyone this way.  But, if I was going to be stuck out here with him for the foreseeable future, I had to find some way to get along with him.  Because, this cold, aloof and unhelpful behavior just wasn’t gonna cut it.

Coming to a rather abrupt decision, I stood up and approached the work-bench where he was so absorbed in his current task.

“What now, O’Connor?” Lucas said.  “Listen, if you want to start yelling again, do it on your own time.  I really don’t want to deal with it.”

I ignored my irritation and forced a neutral tone into my voice.  “Actually, I was just curious what… umm… what you’re working on over here.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows at me.  I expected him to say something like “it’s none of your business” and send me back to my own task.  But, instead, he answered very bluntly.

“I’m drawing up a floor plan for some new houses at the south end of the village.”

“Oh,” I replied, scrambling to come up with more questions.  “That’s where the birds are, right?”

“Yes,” Lucas hesitated a moment, as if debating on whether he wanted to brush me off again.  “You’ve been there?”

 “Oh yeah.  Je- I mean a friend took me the other day.  “So, umm…” I looked at the blueprints again.  “Do you wanna do this kind of stuff for a living?  You want to be a construction worker or something?”

 He gave me an exasperated look.  “An architect, Eve.  It’s called an architect.”

Oh, it was Eve now, was it?  This struck me as an interesting development.

“Right, right, an architect.  I knew that.”

Lucas snorted out a laugh.

“So, umm,” I had to keep him talking.  This was definite progress.  “How do you get the buildings to stay on the walls of the cliff like that?  Why don’t they just fall right off?”

“Well, it’s pretty simple if you know what you’re doing,” despite the condescending tone, it was clear he was warming to the subject matter.  “There’s a few different methods.  I prefer this one right here…”

I sat down on the workbench, grinning to myself as Lucas proceeded to explain every detail of the plans he was working on.  To be frank, I was thoroughly uninterested in all but the most basic details, but I made sure to smile and nod and ask questions in all the right places.

I was rather pleased with how my plan was working.  Once I got him talking about something that interested him, it seemed like he forgot all about acting rude or arrogant.  I found this version of him much more agreeable than the one I had been dealing with up until now.

He rambled on for at least half an hour.  My mind threatened to wander several times, but every time it did I forced myself to re-focus.  All this effort would be for nothing if he got even the faintest hint that I wasn’t paying attention.

My brain was just starting to hurt from all this new information, when Lucas paused in the middle a sentence and gave me the strangest look. 

“You know, you’re actually pretty smart.”

“Oh,” I replied, pleasantly surprised.  “Well umm… thanks.”

He stared a bit longer.  “So why do you act like such a ditz all the time?”

I tried not to sigh.  Of course he had to go and add something insulting onto the end of that, didn’t he?

I had absolutely no response but, fortunately, Lucas didn’t seem to be expecting one.  His bright blue eyes flickered to my work-station.  “All right, enough messing around.  Come on.”

“Err… what?”  I said.

“I’ll show you one more time how to do this stuff properly,” Lucas said, rising to his feet.  “Let’s go O’Connor.  We don’t have all day.”

I supressed another grin as I got up to follow him.


Chapter 27: The Meeting

I met Jewel back in our room and we headed to the Silent Heroes meeting together.  I was nervous, curious and excited all at once.  Excited to be a part of something bigger than myself.  Curious about what we’d be doing and nervous that I would lose control and do something stupid (again).

On the other hand, only half of my brain was actually focused on the meeting.  The other half was torn between ruminating on Lucas’s sudden change in behavior, and the tense atmosphere that lingered throughout the school.

My life here was rapidly becoming much more complicated than it had ever been back home.  It was hard to believe sometimes that I had only been in the village a few days.

“Did you notice all the people down in the lobby, Eve?” Jewel asked as we walked, crossing the threshold from the third floor to the second.

“Yeah,” I said.  “Do you know what they’re doing here?  No one would tell me.”

“Checking in with Kerry, I expect.  They’re all members of the legal committee, and she’s the one that called for a trial.”

“About what?” I asked, although I was pretty sure of the answer already.

“The incident with Deanna,” Jewel said grimly.  “The media’s really milking this one.  At least a dozen more articles came out after the one you showed us.  It was mentioned on a few news stations last night.  They’ve been trying to keep it under wraps around here, but it must have leaked out somehow because everyone seems to know what’s going on.”

“Is Deanna in trouble?”

“That’s what the committee’s here to decide.  But, this media circus isn’t gonna help matters, that’s for sure.  And, if I know Kerry, she’ll push for the harshest punishment she can get.”

“I’m starting to seriously dislike that woman,” I said, an animalistic growl coming through in my voice.

“Join the club,” Jewel said, as we arrived at a fairly standard-looking classroom.  It was incredibly spacious, almost big enough to fit a soccer field.  The ceiling had been equipped with a forest of hanging ropes.  Wooden boards, slabs of concrete and circular disks were piled up along the back wall. 

I was surprised by the sheer number of people who had gathered inside.  At least a hundred, and they were still coming.  I was even more surprised to see all the different types of shifters all mingling together.  Birds and wolves and wildcats clustered in groups of three, four and five, talking and laughing as if the boundaries between species was no more significant than a difference in hair colour.

“Deanna insisted we all get to know each other,” Jewel said.  “Wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.  Hey Lance!  Melody!”

“Jewel!” a pair of wolf-shifters came bounding over, their handsome faces split into huge grins.  The girl had long black hair peppered with silver.  The boy’s hair was striped with grey, black and russet red.

As soon as they reached us, the wolves began springing in circles around Jewel like a couple of excited kids. 

“How’s is goin, Jewel?” the girl said.

“Wazzap?” said the boy.

“Where ya been?”

“Whatcha been doin?”

“I haven’t seen you in ages!”

Jewel laughed.  “What are you talking about, Mel?  I just saw you guys yesterday.”

“Too long!” the girl said.

“Too long!” the boy agreed, as they continued to jump in circles around her.

I was unable to contain the giggle that bubbled up in my chest.  But, as soon as the first hint of sound escaped my throat, the wolves both turned abruptly to face me.  Their expressions changed quickly from happy grins to threatening glares.  Their bodies went stiff.  The girl actually peeled her lips back and bared her teeth. 

“Who are you?” she asked me aggressively.

“Err…”

“Hey, ease up, you guys,” Jewel said.  “She’s a friend.”

“A friend, huh?  I’ve never seen her around here before.”

“That’s because she’s new, Mel.”

The girl named melody looked me up and down, her eyes sharp, assessing every inch of me.  I stood very still.  I felt like it would be unwise to make any sudden moves. 

Finally, the girl offered me her hand.  “I’m Melody,” she nodded at the boy, “this is Lance.”

“Eve,” I reached out to accept her hand.  I half expected her to bring it up to her nose and sniff, but she just gripped it very quickly and let go.

“Well, that’s more like it.”  Jewel looked pointedly at me.  “Don’t take it personally, they’re always like this with new people.  In a few days, you won’t be able to get rid of them.”  She put one are around me and another around Lance.  “Let’s find a good spot, Deanna should be here any minuet.”

“Hey, where’s Reza?” I said as we walked.  “Isn’t he coming?”

“Oh, he’s over there with Selene.”  Jewel gave her head a little jerk.

“Who?”

“His girlfriend.”

My insides twisted into a knot.  Oh yeah, Reza’s girlfriend situation.  It had nearly slipped my mind.  He never talked about her, and I hadn’t seen the fabled girlfriend even once.

Curious, I scanned the crowds and found him almost right away.  He was holding hands with a younger-looking girl.  She was very pretty.  Her face was pale, smooth and unblemished.  She had full, red lips, a small nose and big brown eyes.  I thought her eyebrows looked a bit silly—they were plucked almost into non-existence—but that was probably just this strange, unexpected feeling of jealousy talking.

Also, she had the type of hair I had always wanted.  Pitch black with hints of reddish highlights.  Dead straight and beautifully sleek and shiny.  So, I sort of had to dislike her on principle.

When he saw me looking over, Reza gave me one of his big, friendly smiles and a wave.  His girlfriend pouted and yanked on his arm, drawing his attention back towards her.  Then she made eye contact with me over his shoulder.  It could have been a trick of the light, but her expression suddenly looked extraordinarily cold.

Weird.

The main door flew open, leaving me almost no more time to think about it.  I turned, expecting to find Deanna walking confidently into the room.  I almost gasped out loud when, instead of Deanna, I saw the blue-haired, silver-eyed young man I passed by earlier.

A hush fell over the crowd.  Every bit of noise and movement stopped as abruptly and completely as if someone had flipped a switch.

Completely unfazed by this, the young man walked gracefully to the front of the room.  Even surrounded by total silence, his footsteps did not create so much as a whisper of sound.  He might as well have been walking on air.

He turned to face the crowd, his slanted eyes bright and alert.  “Good evening, everyone.”

His voice was much softer than I had imagined, yet there was something strong and compelling about it all the same.  I shivered as a strange chill ran down my spine.  I had suddenly forgotten all about Reza and his girlfriend.

Not a single person responded to his greeting.  They were apparently too entranced to speak.

“I know you were expecting Deanna to be here tonight,” the young man was either oblivious to the effects of his presence, or indifferent to them.  “But, considering the accusations against her, the committee has decided that it would be… unwise for her to continue running these lessons.  I have agreed to take her place until the trial is finished, at which point the matter will be re-examined.”

The noise level was picking up now.  A few girls sighed, and I distinctly heard one say: “that’s totally fine with me.”

Then Jewel spoke up, her tone considerably more confrontational.  “Wait, aren’t you on the committee?”

“I am,” the man said calmly.

“Then why did you agree to help?  It’s your fault she can’t teach us in the first place.”

A few indignant gasps circulated the room and someone snapped. “shut it!”  But, the man simply blinked at her.  “The decision was put to a vote, young lady.  It was not mine alone.”

“Did you vote in favour of it?”

“I did not.”  The young man did not raise his voice, but his tone left no questions that he considered the matter closed. 

“As I was saying, I will be standing in for Deanna until further notice.  Does anyone else have a questions regarding these arrangements?”

No one said a word.  I doubted any of them would have spoken even if they wanted to. 

“Good.  Now, for those of you who are new, I want to make one thing perfectly clear.  The Silent Heroes Movement, above all, is about helping people, regardless of the consequences.  But, considering the laws that are currently in place, it’s important that we learn to keep a low profile.  That means we do not randomly expose ourselves to every petty criminal that crosses our path.  That means we do not show off or flaunt our abilities just for the fun of it.  That means we avoid shifting form unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Fortunately for us, it rarely is necessary to shift form.  Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, our skills in human form are more than enough to deal with any situation.  We only need to work hard to develop our natural strengths.”  He trotted gracefully over to the back wall and picked up a stack of the rounded disks piled between the slabs of concrete and the wooden boards.  “Your human forms are capable of more than you might think.”

He came back towards us with the disks balance in one hand.  His silver eyes scanned the crowd for a moment and came to rest squarely on me. 

“Young lady, will you come up here for a moment, please?”

I glanced left and right, checking to see if he might be talking to someone else.

“Yes, you.  Up here, please.”

I swallowed hard and moved forward slowly, weaving around the other students.  I felt extremely self-conscious as I approached.  Not only because everyone was watching me.  The man’s intimidating presence increased about ten-fold at close range.

“What’s your name, young lady?”

“Eve,” I said quietly.  Then I felt compelled, for some reason, to answer more formally.  “I mean, Evelyn.  My name is Evelyn, sir.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Evelyn.  But, you may call me Isaac.”

“O-okay then,” I stammered.

“Would you take these for me, Evelyn?” he asked, holding out the stack of disks.

I nodded, too nervous to speak.  I felt like my tongue had been glued to the roof of my mouth.

“Thank you.”  He placed the disks carefully in my hands.  They were heavier that I had expected.  I had thought they were made of clay, but they felt more like brick or concrete.  “Now, just stand right there for a moment.”

He took a few steps backwards, those unsettling eyes still fixed on mine.  He stopped about a dozen paces away from me.

“Now, I want you to try and hit me.”

My mouth gaped open like a fish.  “What?”

Did he just say what I think he said?

“That’s right, you heard me,” Isaac said.  “Throw one of those disks right at my face, as hard as you can.”

I looked down at the huge stack in my hands, then back up at him.

“Go on, Evelyn.  It’s okay.”

Reluctantly, I set the disks on the floor next to me and lifted the first one off the top of the pile.  Even on it’s own, the weight was pretty hefty.  With enough force behind it, I could easily crack a person’s skull open.

I looked once again at Isaac.  He stood with his arms as his sides, feet wide apart, waiting for my assault.

“Remember, as hard as you can.”

Well, at least I had witnesses who could attest to the fact that this was all his idea.

With this mildly comforting thought, I swung my arm backwards, clenched the muscles in my shoulders and hurled the disk straight at his head.

Isaac stood quite calmly in place for a moment or two, watching as the disk came hurtling towards him.  Then, at the very last second, his arm snapped out like a cobra.  A sound like a gunshot crackled through the air.  The disk shattered into a thousand tiny pieces that scattered at his feet like pellets of rain.

“Whoa,” someone said.

Isaac’s lips quirked just the tiniest bit at the corners.  He was still looking right at me.

“Well, you’re not about to give up after just one try are you?”

I was beginning to suspect this guy might be a little crazy.  Either that or he was so powerful it had made him dangerously over-confident.

I picked up another disk and threw, aiming once again for his head.  He quickly rotated his body around and stuck out with the opposite hand.  More tiny bits of concrete rained down on the polished bamboo floor. 

I threw another one at his midsection.  He took it out with a round house kick, moving so fast that my eyes could barely keep track.  I aimed one a his legs.  He leapt overtop, then spun around and slammed it to the ground with a single punch.  I hurled one at his chest.  He whirled back towards me.  His elbow made contact and shattered the thing into rubble.

I was mesmerized.  It didn’t matter where I aimed, how fast I threw them, he destroyed every single one.  He performed spins and punches and kicks until I felt nauseous just watching him.  His arms and legs were a senseless blur of movement.  He was so fast that I sometimes didn’t even see him making contact with each disk.  It was more like they simply exploded in mid-air.

By the time I had run out of disks, Isaac stood in a cloud of grey dust, bits of concrete spread out in a semi-circle around him.

A ringing silence filled the room.  The whole class stared at Isaac with expressions that ranged from amazement to fear.  Jewel had that crazy, eager look in her eyes again.

Isaac spoke quite calmly into the void of sound.  “As I said, the human form is more capable than you might think.  Provided you learn how to train it.”

He waded through the pile of rubble and picked up another stack of disks.  They looked different than the ones currently lying in ruins on the floor.  They appeared smaller and lighter.

Carrying them in one large hand, Isaac went back to his position directly across from me.

Oh crap.

“Don’t worry, Evelyn.  These ones are clay.  If one hits you, you’ll feel it, but won’t do any serious damage.”

Great, that’s reassuring.

“Now, this exercise is meant to test your agility and your speed.  So, let’s see what you can do.”

He wasn’t serious, was he?  I had barely been in this meeting for twenty minutes.  Shouldn’t we be starting off with something a little easier like basic punches and kicks and… meditation or something?

“Wait, but-”

I never got the chance to finish my sentence.  The first disk was already hurtling toward my face at warp speed.  I released an involuntary shriek and jumped backward, my arms flailing senselessly all over the place.  By a pure stroke of luck, the disk bounced off the palm of my left hand and shattered on the ground.

The next one came at me so fast I had no time to do anything except dodge out of the way.  It shot right past me and hit the back wall.  A third disk came spinning toward my knees.  I jumped clear over-top of it.

“Excellent evasive maneuvers, Evelyn.” Isaac’s face was still perfectly calm, but I could not shake the feeling that he was laughing inside.  “You have good reflexes.  But, let’s see if you can hit one of these things.”

I saw another disk coming at me and tried to focus my energy.  The wildcat was slowly coming to life, bringing a heightened sense of alertness along with it.

As the disk came closer, I jumped aside and slapped it out of the air with one hand.

“Good!” Isaac said.  “Good, Evelyn.”  (Did he have to call me that?)  “Here comes another one.  You ready?”

“No.”

But the next disk was already whistling through the air towards me.  I leapt to the other side and whacked it gracelessly with my arm.  Isaac was already preparing the throw one more.

My human brain was running off in about a hundred different directions.  But, the mind of the wildcat was calm and clear.  The animal did not over-think things.  It did not question things or worry about the possibility of getting hurt.  It could only react to the situation at hand.

I found myself channeling that energy.  I turned my thoughts onto what was happening in the present moment.  Nothing else mattered or even existed.

The disks were still coming at me, one after the other.  But now I was no longer cringing and slapping aimlessly at them.  I struck out with deliberate force, turning them into dust before they hit the ground.  My body twisted and turned, meeting every projectile head-on.  My vision was sharp.  My muscles responded to my commands almost before I had given them. 

For the first time, I felt like my own mind had somehow merged together with the mind of the wild-cat, turning us both into an unstoppable machine.  It felt incredible.  Like I could do no wrong.  An immense surge of gratification shot through me every time my hand or my foot shattered one of the disks.

Finally, something I was good at!

When the barrage of flying objects eventually stopped, I was almost disappointed.  I stood there panting, surrounded by my own half-circle of rubble, feeling more alive than I had ever felt in my life.

When I looked at Isaac, I realized there were still a few disks left for him to throw. But he seemed quite unaware of their existence.  One of them was even hanging limply from his right hand.  His blue eye-brows were drawn together in a frown.

“Umm…” I glanced at the other students, all of them staring mutely at me.  “Did I do something wrong?”

“This is your first lesson, correct?” Isaac said.

“Uh… yeah,” I replied slowly.

“You’ve never had any training?  Never taken martial arts?  Self defense?  Nothing like that?”

“No,” I said.  “Why do you-”

He let the remaining disks fall to the ground and approached me, silver eyes intent.  He walked around me a few times, examined my arms and my hands (which I only now noticed were scraped raw and bleeding).  Then he looked hard into my face.

“You’re a late shifter, aren’t you?”

“Err…  I don’t know?  Is sixteen late?”

“Fairly.  Are you having trouble controlling yourself in animal form?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm,” he circled around me one more time.  I felt a bit like livestock. 

“Sorry, but could you just tell me what…”

“You seem unusually powerful, that’s all,” Isaac answered, almost to himself.  “Your strength, your speed, you reflexes, everything.”

“Oh,” I wasn’t sure what else to say.  “Really?”

“Yes, really,” he smiled faintly at me, then turned to address the rest of the group.  “All right, everyone spread out and practice that just how I showed you.  Be careful and keep you distance from each other.  Let’s try and avoid any unnecessary injuries, shall we?  Evelyn,” he added, once the other students were distracted.

“Yes sir?” I asked nervously.

“I’d like you to see me afterwards.”


Chapter 28: Questions and Answers

I spent the rest of the meeting in a highly distracted, unfocused state. I felt removed from what was going on around me, like I was viewing it all through a glass wall or a set of binoculars.

I stood back and watched as everyone else paired off to practice with the clay disks. It was easy to tell which members were new and which ones had been attending the meetings for a while.  The new members were awkward and clumsy, closing their eyes and flinching whenever a projectile approached their face.

The experienced members were much quicker, their faces calm, movements sharp and confident, but even they did not come close to the speed and accuracy I had displayed on my very first attempt.

I should have been happy about this. I tried to feel happy about it.  But, in the end, I just felt anxious. Lost.

There was something different about me.  There had to be.  It was the only rational explanation.  The only problem was, I didn’t want to be different.  I wanted to be normal—or at least as normal as a girl that can turn into a huge wildcat could possibly be.  I was tired of fighting with the animal for control.  I was tired of being stared at.  I just wanted to blend in and be like everyone else.

When every disk in the room lay in a broken heap on the floor, we finally called it a night.  The other students packed up their things and headed for the exit.  Jewel gave me a friendly pound on the shoulder as she went by.  Reza smiled and waved at me and his girlfriend shot me another glare.  Then, I was left standing alone in the room with Isaac.

 He was already approaching me.  His eerily intense gaze seemed concentrated a hundred times when it was focused in my direction.

“All right, Evelyn, if you’ll just come with me.”

“Am I in trouble?” I blurted.

“No, of course not, there’s just something I’d like to discuss with you.”

Seeing no alternative, I followed him out into the hallway.  The sun had long since disappeared over the horizon.  The night air felt warm and heavy.  I could only imagine what my stupid hair looked like right now.  All tangled from hiking through the woods.  Covered in dust from the clay disks and frizzing out from all the humidity.  I probably looked like a mess.

We arrived at a small office on the third floor.  The door was left wide open and Deanna was inside, grading papers or something.

“Oh, hello Isaac.  Eve,” she said, looking up as we entered the room.  “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Good evening, Deanna,” Isaac said politely.  “Sorry for the interruption.  How did the preliminary hearing go?”

Deanna waved him off, completely unruffled by the mention of her trial.  “Oh, you know what these things are like.  Everyone managed to talk for more than two hours without saying a thing,” she gestured us forward. “Come on in, have a seat.”

I sat down in the chair across from her, but Isaac chose to remain standing. 

“So, what can I do for you?” Deanna asked.  “I’m guessing you didn’t just come here to ask about the trial.”

“No, actually I wanted to speak with you about Evelyn.”

“Of course.  Is something wrong?”

Isaac didn’t answer, but launched into his own set of questioning.  “This girl did shift for the first time less than a week ago, correct?”

Deanna frowned.  Her expression had become more serious.  “Yes.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Yes, I was there when it happened.”

“And, nothing about it seemed strange or unusual to you?”

“Well, her cat form seemed a bit wilder than most.  That’s common among late shifters.  It was pretty normal otherwise.  Why do you ask?”

“Because she just displayed skills that put all of her more experienced classmates to shame.”

Deanna looked a bit closer at me, but she didn’t speak.

“She has been struggling with self-control, has she not?” Isaac said.

“Yes,” Deanna said.  “A little.  But, nothing out of the ordinary.  People struggle with their powers all the time, Isaac.”

“I think you’re downplaying the situation.  The entire committee has already heard what happened on her first day here.”

I shifted in my seat.  I was getting a bad feeling and none of this was helping my nerves.

“That was hardly unusual.”

“Maybe not.  But, combined with what I just saw, it looks like she might be uncommonly powerful.”

“How powerful, exactly?”

“Powerful enough that it could cause some problems.”

“Problems?”  I had been taught not to interrupt adults while they were talking, but I had to speak up here.  “What are you talking about?  What kind of problems?”

Deanna shot Isaac a vaguely admonishing look.  “Careful what you say.  You’re going to scare the kid.”

“I’m just telling the truth.”

Ignoring him, Deanna focused her attention on me.  “Listen, Eve, you’re not a problem, all right?  Unusually powerful shifters crop up everyone once in a while among the level two’s and three’s.  It’s uncommon, but it’s not unheard of.  There’s only one issue: the more powerful your animal form is the harder it is to control.”

“And, if you’re this strong already, there’s no telling how much stronger you’re going to get.”

“That’s not really helpful, Isaac.”

I felt sweat forming on my palms.  “I-is this bad?”

“No,” Deanna said.

“Possibly,” Isaac contradicted her.

Deanna shot him another withering glare, which only served to increase my anxiety.  What were they saying?  That I would never learn control?  That the wildcat would eventually take me over and I would be left as a mindless beast?  Or, even worse, that I would become violent and unpredictable and a danger to the people around me?

“We can deal with this, Eve,” Deanna said.  “Don’t worry.  No matter how strong the wildcat is, you are still perfectly capable of learning how to control it.”

“Statistically, the chances of that are about fifty percent, actually,”

“Isaac.  You.  Are. Not. Helping.”

I felt weird.  Like I was falling through the floor, even though I knew my chair was grounded firmly in place.

“Sugar coating the situation will do nothing to change it,” Isaac said.  “Not everyone can handle this much power.  She needs to be prepared for what she’s going to be dealing with.”

“What makes you such an expert on this, anyway?”

“Because I happen to be exceptionally powerful myself.”

That stopped Deanna cold.  She looked at Isaac for a long moment without speaking.  “I’m sorry, what was that?” 

Isaac just gave her a little smile.  “It’s not something I like to parade around.  People tend to look at you differently if they know.  They think of you as volatile and dangerous.  But, I learned the hard way that ignoring the facts does nothing to change them.”

I found myself focusing on Isaac.  He made a lot of sense.  Better to know what I was up against than to remain happily ignorant.

“And, what are the facts?”

“The facts,” Isaac said quite calmly.  “Are that we have to work twice as hard to keep our animal side under control.  We must always be aware of our strength.  Aware that we have the potential to seriously hurt someone in a moment of anger.

“Some of us can’t handle our powers and end up going feral or downright insane.  Some have admitted themselves voluntarily, out of fear that they might hurt other people.  Some disappear.  Some get drunk off the power and wind up in jail.  A lot end up dead, for one reason or another.”

“And plenty of you,” Deanna added firmly, just as my heart rate began to sky-rocket, “End up perfectly fine.”

“Well, they don’t end up insane or dead, if that’s what you mean.” Isaac said.

“You’re just a regular ray of sunshine, aren’t you?” Deanna muttered under her breath.

“But, regardless of how we turn out, we all seem to have a bad habit of attracting trouble.”

“Oh, that’s just a silly superstition, Isaac.”

“I don’t believe it is, Deanna.  Look it up sometime.  Wherever we go, change and turmoil inevitably follow.  Every time there’s a major conflict, a disaster, social or political upheaval, you’ll find one of us right in the middle of it.  That’s no superstition.  It’s no coincidence.  It’s a trend that has repeated itself throughout all of our history.”

“So, what are you saying?” I asked nervously.  “That it’s like… fate or something?”

“I would not go so far as to call it fate,” Isaac said.  “It appears to be something in our nature.  It could just be that our strength and power tend to attract a lot of unwanted attention—and all the problems that come with it.  The Gifted have been known to do incredible things, Eve.  Tear through brick walls with their bare hands.  Jump over obstacles ten times their height.  Some have even been known to change into different forms.  You can hardly expect abilities like that to go unnoticed.”

“Wait, change into different forms?  As in, different animals?”

Isaac opened his mouth to respond, but Deanna cut across him.  “All right, that is quite enough superstition for one evening.  Let’s focus on the matter at hand, shall we?”

“But-”

“We’ll have to keep a close eye on her situation,” Isaac said.  “At least until we know what kind of power we’re dealing with. And she’ll need some one-on-one training.  It’s the only way she’ll ever learn how to stay in control.”

“I can handle that,” Deanna said.  “She’s my student.  It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“With all due respected,” Isaac said.  “I think I’d better take the reins on this one.”

“Why you?”

“Because I’m like her,” Isaac said.  “And I’m the only one within a hundred thousand miles that is.”

“How does that qualify you as a teacher, exactly?”

“It doesn’t.  But, at least I will understand what she’s going through.”

Deanna appeared to think about this for a moment.  “I want weekly updates on her progress.”

“Of course.”

“Anything goes wrong, you tell me right away.”

“Absolutely,” his silver eyes flickered toward me.  “Should we inform Kerry of the situation?  Perhaps…”

“NO!” Deanna and I yelled at the exact same time.

Isaac simply raised his eyebrows politely. 

“Do not tell Kerry about this,” Deanna said.  “She’ll flip.  She’ll kick Eve out of the school.”

“That would be something of an overreaction.”

“Yes it would, but that’s exactly what she’ll do,” Deanna said.  “Let’s just… keep this between us for now, all right?”

“Fair enough.” Isaac said.

They kept talking, planning out dates and schedules and other details about my individual training.  I was no longer paying attention.  I was overwhelmed with clashing and conflicting thoughts.  Exactly how powerful was I?  Could I really be a danger to the people around me?  Would I end up in jail in or institutionalized because I couldn’t handle my own strength? 

And, what was all this about changing into other animals?

Once the discussion was over, I followed Isaac back into the deserted hallways. It was close to midnight.  I had never seen the building so still and quiet.

“Well Evelyn, I will see you tomorrow night for our first individual lesson.  Try and get some decent sleep tonight.  You’ll need it.”

“Isaac?”

“Yes, Evelyn?”  I would have to do something about him using that name.  But now wasn’t the time.

“What you said about people who can take on more than one form… is that true?”

“It is extremely rare, but yes.”

“Really?”

He must have caught the eagerness in my voice.  “It’s not nearly as much fun as it sounds.  It’s not like shifting into your natural form. 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for one thing, it doesn’t happen by choice.  It occurs spontaneously, and usually only in really desperate situations.  And, if you think controlling the wildcat is hard, try an animal that you were never meant to become in the first place.  It’s next to impossible.”

“Have you ever done it?”

Isaac just shook his head.  I wasn’t sure if saying no or simply refusing to answer.  “Have a good night, Evelyn.”

With that, he promptly stopped in his tracks and climbed over the railing that separated us from the empty space above the courtyard.  Before I could say a word, he threw himself right over the edge.  There was a gust of wind and, the next thing I knew a huge dragon was gliding through the air.  It’s body was long and streamlined.  It’s skin was covered in hard, jewel-like scales, each one a different shade of blue.

The great beast did one full circulation around the building, the tips of its massive wings almost touching the railings at certain points.  Then the creature narrowed its its body like an arrow and shot straight up into the air, slicing past the branches of the huge oak tree and vanishing into the darkness.


Chapter 29: The Horse and the Wildcat

Woohooo!!

I hurled my thoughts out to the universe as I raced along the aerial boardwalk.  Leaves and branches and sweeping drapes of moss flashed by me at a dizzying rate.  My long tail acted like a rudder, helping to keep my balance as I twisted and turned among the trees.

I caught a glimpse of Reza in his lion form, sprinting along a second boardwalk off to my right.  Jewel darted in from the left as her own walkway curved in towards mine.  Then she vanished again just as quickly.  Danielle’s footsteps pounded out a rhythm just above my head, but she was physically obscured by a curtain of branches and leaves.

I released another shout, unable to contain my excitement.  After two weeks of spending every afternoon with a pack of skittish birds, this felt absolutely amazing.

My boardwalk climbed upward, heading straight for the canopy.  The sky became brighter, the branches thinner as I surged toward the sky.  I took a hard left.  The boardwalk angled toward the ground like the turn on a roller coaster.  For a split second, it felt like my furious speed was the only thing that kept me from plummeting into oblivion.

As the boardwalk straightened out, I saw a crossroad approaching up ahead.  A blur of movement was coming in from the right.

Heads up! Danielle shouted.

I hit the intersection a split second before she did.  The black panther leapt straight over me, clearing the top of my head by several inches.

My boardwalk now took a steep plunge back into the depths of the trees.  My pace accelerated almost beyond my control.  I could barely make my legs move fast enough to keep up. 

The human inside of me was completely thrilled and exhilarated.  The wildcat was feeling strong and invincible and recklessly confident. 

The boardwalk leveled out roughly four stories above the ground, then abruptly ended as if someone had quit right in the middle of construction. 

Hey guys, check this out!

I pushed myself to run even faster, hurtling toward the drop-off and breakneck speed.

Eve, Jewels disembodied voice echoed inside my head.  What are you doing?

You’ll see.  Just watch.

I hit the end of the boardwalk and launched myself off the edge.  I sailed through the air and landed with all four paws against the trunk of an enormous tree.  Before gravity had time to do its work, I switched trajectory and pushed off with my back legs, aiming for another tree several meters away.  I landed hard, dug my nails into the bark and took another flying leap.  I kept the momentum going, bouncing from one tree to the next like a pinball.  With one final leap, I landed deftly on the forest floor and kept running.

Within a few minutes, the others had joined me on the ground.  They converged on me, matching my pace.

Eve, are you totally nuts? You could have killed yourself, you numbskull.

Oh come on, Jewel.  I wasn’t that high up.

Don’t pay any attention to her, Eve.  That was awesome!

Thank you, Reza.

Jewel grunted and took the lead.  We headed deeper into the forest.  Trees and shrubs closed in around us.  We had been running like this for the better part of an hour, and we had yet to show even a hint of fatigue.  In fact, the more we ran the more energy we seemed to have.

So, Isn’t this better than hanging out with the birds, Eve?  Jewel said.

Way better! I agreed.  I took a running leap and started bouncing back and forth between the trees again.  My wildcat was purring loudly.

Show off, Jewel grumbled.

I laughed.  What are you talking about?  Can’t you guys do stuff like this?

I seriously doubt it.

Really?  I landed back on the ground next to Danielle.

Why do you think Isaac wants to have private lessons with you, Eve?  You’re a lot more powerful than you realize.

Danielle jumped gracefully over a fallen log.  I was still getting used to her cat form. Tall and slender, with long, powerful legs, a deep chest and narrow waist, she made keeping pace with the rest of us look effortless.  Her ears were small and rounded, her nose regally arched.  Her tail seemed to go on forever.  Her coat was solid black with flashing undertones of deep purple and blue, like the gossamer wings of an exotic bird.  She put me in mind of desert hunting dogs and Arabian horses and endless oceans of sand.

Speaking of Isaac, she said.  When’s your first lesson?

I don’t know.  It was supposed to be on Saturday, but we had to cancel.  He was too busy with the trial….

I quit talking there.  I didn’t like thinking about the trial and, to be perfectly honest, I didn’t like thinking about my impending lessons with Isaac.  He could postpone them indefinitely as far as I was concerned.  I found the guy fascinating and all, but he made me nervous.  The idea of being taught by him was somewhat intimidating.

The landscape was now growing coarse and rocky.  Up ahead was the huge cliff where the birds took up residence. 

We turned parallel to it, leaping and bounding our way over boulders and fallen trees.  I was close enough to see down into the walls of the cliff.  People were lining up and crowding along the narrow walkways that connected one house to the next.  Strangely, they weren’t moving up or down.  They just stood in place, facing the deep abyss below them. 

What the heck were they doing?

As I watched from the corner of my eye, one person bent their knees, spread their arms and drove right off the edge.  It set off a chain reaction, and soon the air was filled with bodies plummeting toward the ground.  Then, one-by-one, they all began to transform.  They grew smaller and lighter.  They sprouted wings and bright colorful feathers.

Catching an updraft, the birds pulled out of their collective dive.  Wave after wave of them soared into the sky, angling their bodies to avoid the walls of the cliff.  A few of them came within millimeters of my face, so close that their feathers tickled my whiskers on their way by.

I couldn’t make expressions in cat-form, but inside I was grinning like an idiot.  I freaking love this place.

 –––––––––––––-

While my punishment with the birds was now over, I wasn’t quite finished with the damage I had done to the first floor.  An hour following our thrilling sprint through the woods, I reluctantly said goodbye to Reza, Jewel and Danielle and headed off for one more evening with Lucas.

This would most likely be my last day.  The project was nearing completion, and I was just putting the finishing touches on everything.  The holes in the walls had been easy to fix.  It was the big gap in the fence that was demanding all my attention.  Lucas insisted on having it perfect.  He wanted it to look like the incident had never occurred in the first place.

He was such a freaking perfectionist, and he didn’t mince words when it came to criticizing my work.

All in all, I would be glad when this whole experience was over.

I made my way through the first floor hallways, to the spot where most of the damage had taken place.  Lucas had already set up his workstation.  He was building a scale model of the plans he’d been drawing up the week before.

“Hello, Lucas,” I said cheerfully.  I was still high on adrenaline.  My wildcat was sprawled happily on its stomach.

“Hey, Eve,” Lucas said without looking up.  “You know what you’re doing, right?”

“Yup.”

“Take it easy on that varnish, we’re going for a more natural look.”

“I know.”

I gathered up my supplies and got started, staining and sanding the new portion of the fence until it blended flawlessly with everything around it.  Before long, I was fully absorbed in my task.  There was something satisfying about this type of physical work.  The repetitive movements kept my hands busy, leaving my mind free to wander off in any direction it chose.

And, as usual, my thoughts landed squarely on the boy seated behind me.

I had no idea what to make of him anymore.  He no longer seemed to resent my presence.  He no longer deliberately ignored me.  He answered my questions and made sure I understood everything.  He would even elaborate on some points without being asked.

On the other hand, he never talked to me about anything besides whatever we happened to be working on.  If I tried changing the subject—no matter if I asked about something as potentially sensitive as his family and his past, or something as innocent as what he had eaten for breakfast—he would quickly become utterly disinterested and bored. 

And he was so darn serious all the time.  He rarely smiled or laughed.  It was like he thought it wasn’t cool or something.  And, whenever I tried to lighten the mood, he would just look at me like I had grown and extra head.

Yet, in spite of all this.  In spite of his stonewalling and his complete lack of humor.  In spite of everything Jewel had told me about him, a small, stupid part of me couldn’t help liking the guy. 

We worked a full two hours in complete silence.  The only sound came from the occasional horse shifter trotting past.  One or two of them shot me a half-hearted glare, but their resentment seemed to be wearing thin. Even that Clydesdale girl had walked right past me the other day without saying a word.

I guess it was safe to say that the unpleasant aftermath of my stupid mistake had finally run its course.

“All right, Eve,” Lucas came up behind me just as I was putting the finishing touches on the varnish.  “Let’s have a look.”

I stepped back and Lucas hunkered down to inspect my work.

“You were a little heavy-handed with the sand-paper,” he said bluntly.  “And the colour’s still a bit off.”

I rolled my eyes.  It looked perfectly fine to me.  In fact, I was pretty darn happy with it.  But, as usual, Lucas saw nothing but the mistakes.

“But, you did okay, I guess.  Considering.”

Umm, considering what, exactly?  That it was my first time trying something like this?  That I had spent my first day working inside the school getting shoved every few minutes by angry horses?  Considering that, in his mind, I was nothing more than a silly, empty-headed teenage girl?

He looked at me with those unbelievably blue eyes.  “Well, it’s as good as it’s going to get, I think.  You’re pretty much done here, Eve.”

“You mean, for good?”

“Yup.”

“Okay…umm… cool.”  I stared at him for a moment, not saying anything.  I didn’t even know what I was supposed to say.  I sort of wanted him to save me the trouble, but he just stared right back at me.

Finally, I decided to speak up before this became more awkward than it already was.

“Okay, well umm…. I’ll err… I’ll see you around, I guess.”

“Yeah, sure,” Lucas said.  “I guess so.”

“Okay, bye then.”

I put my tools away and left without another word.  I felt weirdly disappointed.  I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting from him, exactly.  Maybe some tiny acknowledgement of what I had accomplished.  But, no.  Apparently, he just wanted me out of his hair.

I had almost reached the courtyard when I heard footsteps coming up behind me.  “Hey, O’Connor.  Hold on a second.”

I turned around.  Lucas was trotting down the hallway after me. 

Get a grip, Eve, I thought, even as my heart shot up into my throat.  He probably just wants to remind you to stay off this floor or something.

He stopped a few paces away from me, his stance wide, his brilliant blue eyes fixed on mine.

“What’s up?” I tried to make my voice sound as casual as possible.

Lucas rubbed the back of his neck, biceps flexing against his black t-shirt (sometimes I wondered if his wardrobe contained anything besides black t-shirts). 

“What are you doing tomorrow night?”

I felt a little smile attempting to break through on my face.  This was an interesting development.  “I thought my punishment was over.”

“It is,” Lucas said.

“I thought you were satisfied with my work.”

“I am.”

“Then why do you care what I’m doing tomorrow?”

“Quit messing around, Eve.  I asked you a question.”

Geez, touchy.  “Actually, I sort of have plans.”

“Plans where?” Lucas asked.  “With who?”

“Just the other Wildcats.”

Okay, this part wasn’t entirely true.  I had a training session with Isaac, and then a Silent Heroes meeting later on.  But I didn’t feel like explaining all that.

“Well,” Lucas said.  “I think you need to ditch those plans and come on a date with me.”

My cheeks flushed and I knew I was blushing.  “I can’t just drop everything, you know.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows.  “Can’t your wildcat friends survive without you for a few hours?”

“Of course they can.”

“Then what’s the problem?  Just tell them you made other plans.”

“I guess I could, but-”

“Good,” Lucas said,  “It’s settled, then.  Tomorrow night.  Eight o’clock.  I’ll meet you at the front entrance.”

“Hey, wait a sec-”

“I’ll see you then, Eve,” Lucas interrupted, then he turned and walked away while my protests were still hanging on my lips.

I stood rooted on the spot, completely stunned.

Seriously, just when I had been fully convinced of his complete indifference toward me, Lucas went and pulled something like this.  Could he be any more confusing?

I was supposed to be at the Silent Heroes meeting tomorrow at eight o’clock.  Not that I was obligated to show up or anything, but Jewel would be disappointed.  And what would she say when she found out I was going on a date with Lucas instead?  She hated the guy.  She thought I was crazy for ever liking him I the first place.

 Well, maybe I just wouldn’t tell her.


Chapter 30: Doubts and Discussions

A month ago, if Lucas had asked me out, I would have been ecstatic.  I would have been bouncing off the walls.  Lucas, the tall, handsome bad-boy.  Lucas, the hottest guy in school.  (my old school anyway, the competition was much stiffer around here).  The guy who every girl wanted to date.  The guy who could have anyone he wanted, had asked to go on a date with me.  It would have been incredible, amazing, too good to be true.

But now… now I just felt lost.  Confused.

Lucas wasn’t exactly the person I had thought he was.  During those rare moments when I had allowed myself to daydream about being his girlfriend, I had imagined him to be fun and kind and roguishly charming.  A sensitive soul hiding behind a tough outer shell.  I had not imagined this serious and moody young man who made asking me out on a date sound more like a military command.

I couldn’t help but wonder at his sudden change of heart.  For the longest time, he had seemed so utterly indifferent towards me.  Not once during my punishment had I gotten the impression from him that I was anything more than an annoyance.  So, why the sudden interest?  What had changed his mind and why?  Could it be some kind of trick?  Was he setting me up?

No.  I refused to believe that.  Maybe he wasn’t exactly the nicest guy in the world.  Maybe he was difficult and frustrating and impossible to please, but he couldn’t be that much of a jerk.

Could he?

I spent all the next day agonizing over what to do.  After all, I hadn’t technically said “yes.”  Lucas had simply walked away, assuming (evidently) that he already knew my answer.  If I chose not to show up, I would have a perfectly valid excuse.

But what if this was my only chance with Lucas?  I had liked him for ages.  Part of me still did.  Shouldn’t I at least give it try?

In an attempt to keep my animal under control, I had adopted the habit of going for a long, hard sprint every morning.  Normally, it was enough to get my wildcat purring with happiness, but today I just couldn’t seem to find my rhythm. I ran in fits and bursts that would quickly lose steam the moment my troubled thoughts began to take over.

When I got to class, my wildcat was pacing in restless circles.  Dealing with conflicting emotions had become about a hundred times more complicated since my first shift, because everything that affected me also affected my inner animal, and the animal did not always respond appropriately.  Especially when faced with very human emotions it had no idea how to process.

Deanna showed up with a live mouse, yet another method of testing our self-control.  We were expected to sit calmly in cat-form while the little creature scurried between our legs and over our paws.

I held on for about twenty minutes by sheer strength of will.  I almost forgot all about Lucas as I gritted my teeth, fighting to hold the animal back.  But it was like trying to hold back a lunging, snarling grizzly bear at the end of a chain. 

The poor mouse never stood a chance.

“Eve, are you okay?” Jewel asked me during lunch.  “You seem a little… tense.”

I squirmed in my seat avoiding her eyes.  “It’s nothing.  I’m okay.”

“Are you sure?  I haven’t seen you lose control like that in days.”

“And you’re barely eating,” Danielle added.  “You’re normally starving at lunch time.”

“Is that mouse giving you indigestion?” Reza said.

I smiled a little.  Reza had this way of making my problems feel smaller.  “Maybe.  I did swallow the whole thing,”  another thought stuck me suddenly.  “Should I be worried about getting like… salmonella or something?”

Reza laughed.  “I don’t think so.  You’re a wildcat.  Your stomach can handle it.”

“Well, that’s good to know.”  I looked down at my plate for a moment, then picked up my fork and started eating.

Maybe I was being silly.  What the heck was I so worried about, anyway?  So Lucas wasn’t the person I had imagined, so what?  I couldn’t expect him to conform to my own idealized version of him.  So I wasn’t sure if I liked him that much any more, big deal.  It couldn’t hurt to go on one date.  In the end, I would either want to see him again or I wouldn’t, but at least I would have given it a fair shot.

And, if it happened to be a trick or a trap well… I was a lot stronger than Lucas realized.  I felt reasonably confident that I could handle whatever he threw at me.

For the rest of the day, I wasn’t exactly walking on air, but my mood had improved considerably.  By the time school was over, I felt almost normal again.

“Hey, Eve, are you coming for a run tonight?” Reza said, as we all left our final class together.  “I think we’re going down to the beach to chase some birds.”

“I thought you were going out with Selene tonight,” Danielle said.

“Nope, change of plans.  She landed a detention yesterday, so I get to hang out with you guys,” he slung one arm around Jewels shoulders and the other around mine.  He lean, muscular body radiated warmth.  “So, what do you say, Eve?  You in?”

“I can’t,” I said, blushing just the tiniest bit.  “I have a meeting with Isaac.”

“Oooh, he’s finally going through with it, is he?” Danielle said.

“Seems that way.  He hasn’t cancelled yet.”

“Don’t forget we have the Silent Heroes meeting later,” Jewel said.

“Umm, yeah sure,” I ducked under Reza’s arm. “Anyway, I should get moving.  Don’t want to be late.”

“Let us know how it goes!” Jewel shouted after me.

–––––––––—

I was supposed to meet Isaac in a secluded section of the woods where no one could spy on us.  He and Deanna both agreed that it was best to keep my abilities quiet for the time being.  Telling Danielle, Reza and Jewel had been something a gamble, but I trusted them to be discreet.

Isaac stood waiting for me at the agreed upon spot.  He looked almost like an apparition, blue hair and silver eyes standing out among a world of green.

“Good afternoon, Evelyn.”

“Sorry, I’m late,” I panted.  “I got a bit turned around.”

“That’s quite all right,” I noticed a bunch of wooden, concrete and even metal slabs piled up behind him.  He wasn’t gonna throw all that stuff at me, was he? “Come on up here.”

I moved in closer, until I was standing about an arms length away.  I could sense the power radiating from him like it was a physical force.

Isaac held up a pair of what looked vaguely like gloves, only they had no fingers and they were made from a tough-looking black material.  “Here, put these on and we’ll get started.”

I accepted the hand guards and slipped them on.  I clenched and unclenched my fingers a few times, getting used to the sensation.  I could tell no one had worn these things before.  They were a tad stiff.

“How do they feel?”

“Pretty good,” I lied.

“Good,” Isaac said.  “So, today I’m just going to be assessing your physical strength.  I want to some idea of what we’re dealing with, here.”

Isaac picked up one of the wooden slabs and held it out to me at about shoulder level.  The veins and muscles along his arms were sharply visible.  “Whenever you’re ready, Eve.”

I hesitated.  I had a pretty good idea of what he wanted me to do, I just wasn’t sure I could pull it off.  I had attempted the board-breaking thing a few years ago when I was taking Tae Kwon Do.  Frankly, it had been a disaster.  I had ended up with a sprained wrist and a broke index finger.  And, this piece of wood appeared much more solid than the flimsy-looking things we had used back then.

Oh, come on, girl, I thought.  You split a freaking desk in half.  This should be nothing.

I curled my right hand into a fist, my nails scraping against the hard, synthetic material wrapped over my palm.  I raised my arms up like a boxer and threw a sharp jab.  My fist connected hard with the slab of wood and it split right down the middle with a satisfying crack.

Before I could blink, Isaac was holding up another one.  “Again.”

I threw another punch and the second slab broke in half just like the first. 

“Good.  Again,” a third slab appeared in his hands as if by magic.  I punched through it without breaking a sweat.

“Good, Evelyn,” Isaac said.  “One more time.”

Crack!  The sound of splintering wood echoed through the trees.

“Excellent.”  He positioned the next board differently, holding it at waist level, the flat side parallel to the ground.  “How about a kick this time?”

My body was warming to the exercise.  My wildcat was purring it’s approval.  I bent my knees and jumped straight up into the air.  In mid-leap, I snapped my right foot upward and made contact with the slab of wood.  It broke apart in Isaac’s hands.

He swung around to one side, holding the next board close to my shoulder.  “On your left.”

I twisted at the waist and punched with my opposite hand.  More splintered pieces of wood fell to the ground.

“On your right.”

I whirled around and destroyed the next one.

Now Isaac was back in front of me.  “Open handed this time.”

I thrust my palm forward.  The wood shattered like a piece of glass.

“And again.”

Crack!  This was barely even a challenge.

“All right.  Can you manage two?”  He was now holding up a pair of wooden slabs sandwiched together.

My fist went flying through the air.  Crack!  Crack!  No problem.

“Excellent.  Now try with your left hand.”

I shifted position and lashed out with my other fist.  Crack!  Crack! Easy.

“Three boards, right hand.”

Crack!  Crack!  Crack!  No sweat.

“Left hand.”

Crack!  Crack!  Crack!  Piece of cake.

Then, Isaac suddenly stopped.

“Hey, where’s the next one?” I said, bouncing from one foot to the next.  “I was just getting warmed up.  What gives?”

“Evelyn, is something distracting you?”

“What are you talking about?  I hit every one, didn’t I?”

“You did, but your energy is scattered all over the place.  It’s not focused.”

My bouncing slowed and then stopped. 

“Come on over here,” Isaac led the way to a shaded area beneath a massive tree.  “Sit.”

I sat, and Isaac settled down across from me.  He folding his hands together and propped them up below his chin.  “What is it that’s bothering you, Evelyn?  What’s on your mind?”

His gaze was searching and intense.  I looked away.  I really didn’t want to talk about this.  Not with him.  No with anyone, really.  “Nothing… well I mean it’s something, but it’s stupid.”

“Why are you letting it bother you, then?” Isaac asked practically.

“Good question.”

“Deanna mentioned the horses have been giving you some trouble.  Does it have anything to do with that?”

“No.  They haven’t bothered me much lately.  It’s just… boy stuff.”

Isaac raised his dark blue eyebrows.  “Boy stuff, is it?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled.  “Like I said, stupid, right?”

Isaac didn’t bother to answer.  “Could this possibly be related to your problems in class this morning?”

“You know about that?”

 “I’m afraid so.  Deanna’s kept me updated on your progress.  She says you’ve been doing well, for the most part.  But this morning you were almost back to square one again.”

That seemed like a pretty accurate assessment to me.  “I chased the mouse,” I muttered.  “I wasn’t supposed to chase the mouse.”

“So I heard.”

“I ate it.  I swallowed it whole.”

“Evelyn,” Isaac’s voice had grown more serious.  “The type of power you have isn’t something to play around with.  Normal humans and even normal shifters to some degree have the luxury of allowing their feelings to run rampant.  You and I do not have that luxury.  We cannot allow our emotions to overwhelm us.  It weakens our defenses.  The consequences of that are potentially disastrous.”

I swallowed hard.  He was scaring me a little.

“So, here’s what I’d like you to do, Evelyn.  Every night before bed, I want you to practice clearing your mind of all the stresses and worries of the day.  Allow them to drift away like they never happened in the first place.  Do you think you can do that?”

“Sure, I can try.”

“All right.  And I’ll be practicing some meditation with you during our next lesson.”

I fought back a groan.

“But, for now, up you get.  Let’s finished what we started here.”

I sprang back to my feet, grateful that this awkward conversation was over.  I preferred smashing things.  I was good at smashing things.  At the moment, if felt like my only real talent.

From planks of wood, I moved on to breaking slabs of concrete.  I had to put more force behind every punch, but I managed to demolish each one of them with no problem.  Before long, Isaac had me breaking three, four or even five of them in a single strike.

Then we moved on from slabs on concrete to plates of steel.  I couldn’t break these, but I put huge dents in them the basic size and shape of my fist.  I was amazed by my own power.  I had never realized what I was capable of.

“All right, Eve, just one more.” Isaac said, holding up a final sheet of metal.

Pure energy was surging through me.  I threw all that energy, all that power into one last punch, aiming to bend the plate of steel right in half.  But, at the last second, Isaac whipped it out of the way.  My arm shot right past where the metal sheet had been and struck the base of a huge tree with an almighty crash.

The earth rumbled and shook.  My body froze in shock.  Slowly, I lifted my head to see the branches of  the tree swaying as if caught in a gale-force wind.

What the-

“Step back, please, Eve,” Isaac took my arm and pulled me out of the way as the tree started to bend forward.  It fell slowly at first, then picked up momentum as it went.  Braches from the surrounding trees snapped off and went flying.  Birds took flight, shrieking indignantly.  Finally, the tree landed with a deafening BOOM! that shook the ground like an earthquake.

I couldn’t move.  I couldn’t speak.  Had I not seen the tree topple over for myself, I never would have believed it was possible. 

“I think that should do for today, Eve,” Isaac said, quite calmly.   “I would like you to meet me here again next Friday.  If you are attending the Silent Heroes meeting tonight, I will see you there.”

I heard him shift into dragon form.  I felt the wind and saw his shadow pass over a few moments later.  It was a testament to my state of shock that I didn’t even turn my head to look at him.  I was so flabbergasted that even a dragon flying right over my head could not distract me.

For the first time, I really appreciated the enormity of my own power.  Even among shifters, knocking a fully-grown tree over with a single punch couldn’t be normal.  And this was the type of power that would be unleashed if I didn’t learn to keep it under control.

Comparitively, my coming date with Lucas no longer seemed like such a big problem.


Chapter 31: Lucas

“What do you mean, you’re not going?”

“I’m just… I’m not sure it’s a good idea, Jewel.  I’ve been having second thoughts about the Silent Heroes thing.”

“Since when?”

“Since… I don’t know, since all that stuff Danielle said, I guess.”

“You never mentioned anything before.”

“Well, I wanted to give it a fair chance.”

Jewel propped her shoulder against the edge of her sleeping platform and eyed me shrewdly.  I forced myself to look right back at her.  If I looked away, it might clue her in that all my lame excuses were nothing but a bunch of half-baked lies.

“Besides,” I added, inventing wildly now.  “Last time I didn’t exactly slide in under the radar. I mean, what if someone starts putting the pieces together?  What if someone starts to suspect what I really am?”

“Do you think Isaac would be that careless?  Wasn’t it his idea to keep it quiet in the first place?”

“No, that was Deanna.”

“But he agreed to it, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, but-”

“And he’s kept it quiet so far.”

“I know, but-”

“Then what the heck is the problem?”

“I just… I don’t feel like going tonight, okay?  I’m tired.”

“Tired?  First you were having second thoughts, then you were worried about exposing your abilities and now you’re tired.” 

“Well… ah.”

“You’re acting very strange today, Eve.  You know that?”

“Am I?”

“Yeah, you’re all over the place.  And I don’t get why you’re acting all nervous, either.  You don’t have to come to the meeting if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t?”

Jewel rolled her eyes.  “Of course not.  Deanna has a very firm policy on that.  Participation I supposed to be a hundred percent voluntary.  We’re not allow to pressure people into it, and I wouldn’t even if I could.”

I felt a little silly now.  “Sorry, I guess I thought you’d be mad.”

“Why would I be mad, you brick head?  Danielle’s against the Silent Heroes movement all together, and you don’t see me giving her a hard time, do you?”

“No.”

“Then stop worrying so much.  Geez, girl.”  Her eyes shifted to the clock over the bathroom.  “I’d better go.  I’m gonna be late.  Sure you don’t wanna come?”

No, I thought.

“Yes,” I said.

“Okay, I’ll see you later, then.”  She gave me a friendly pound on the shoulder on her way out the door.

–––––––––––––––––-

Butterflies danced in my stomach as I made my way down to the bottom floor.  I wasn’t sure what to expect.  Lucas had been pretty vague on the details.  I knew we were going on a date; that was pretty much it.

I made it to the school’s front entrance just in time.  Eight o’clock exactly, according to my watch.  Lucas hadn’t arrived yet, so I parked myself off to one side and tried to look casual.

It was a nice evening.  The final streaks of deep purple and red were just beginning to fade on the horizon.  The crickets were chirping and the cicadas were humming loudly.  I took a few deep breaths of the warm, sultry air, attempting to calm my nerves.

Relax, Eve, I told myself firmly.  This date will either work out or it won’t.  Whatever happens, it’s not the end of the world.

The seconds and minutes ticked by.  People and animals came and went though the front entrance.  A tall dog with a long, slender muzzle and silky tan and black fur all the way down to it feet trotted gracefully past, followed by a spotted hyena.  A group of horse-shifters gave me cold looks on their way by.  Kerry and Mia approached, deep in conversation.  The moment they spotted me, however, they fell silent.  They swept quickly past me on their way out the door and didn’t resume speaking until I was well out of each shot.

But, there was no sign on Lucas.

I folded my arms and began to chew nervously on the inside of my cheek.  The longer I stood there, the more foolish I felt.  Of all the scenarios that had passed though my mind, it had never occurred to me that Lucas would simply fail to show up.  What would be the point?  If that was his plan, why bother asking me out in the first place?  Just to mess with my head?

Eight-fifteen came and went.  Then eight-twenty.  Eight-twenty-five.  Eight-thirty.  I was now bouncing my foot up and down like a restless child.  What the heck?

I was about ready to give this up as a lost cause and head back upstairs when he finally appeared.  He was dressed just like usual, in jeans and a snug black t-shirt, which left me wondering what had taken him so darn long.

“Hey,” Lucas said.

“Hi,” I responded, my nerves coming back in full force now that he was finally here.

“Ready to go?”

I thought of calling him about for being late, but I figured there wasn’t much point.  Maybe I had misheard.  Maybe he had actually told me eight-thirty, and not eight o’clock.  “Yeah, I’m ready.”

“Good.  Come on.”

I followed him out the door and onto the main road through the village.  The sun had disappeared completely and a full moon glowed overhead.  The stores and restaurants all had lanterns hung out front, creating a pathway of golden lights.  Fireflies drifted through the air, flashing on and off like moving stars.

I wanted to slow down and appreciate the surroundings, but Lucas was striding ahead at full steam, his long legs covering ground at an alarming rate.  From what I could see of his expression, he no more noticed the fireflies or the full moon than he noticed the dirt under his feet.

“Over here, Eve.”  He turned a corner and led me up to a, big rectangular building.  Based on the sign out front, it was called “The Stable.”  Great, just what I needed.  More horses.

Inside, there was a definite barn theme going on.  Spacious wooden floors.  Roughly hewn tables and chairs.  Horseshoes decorating the walls.  With real hay-bales scattered artfully throughout the room, it even smelled like a stable.

Young men and women dressed all in black walked purposefully back and froth, bearing trays of food and drinks.

Okay, so we were going out to dinner, apparently.

A tall, female horse-shifter who appeared to be in her late twenties approached us.  “Good evening.  Seating for two?”

“Yes,” Lucas said.

“Lovely.  Right this way.”

 She took us to a small table near the back of the room.  “You waitress will be right with you.”

 “Thank you,” I said.

The hostess smiled and left.  I took a seat and found myself looking directly across the table at Lucas.  Not until that moment did it really strike me that I was actually on a date with this guy.  It felt a little surreal.  I half expected him to throw a bunch of tools at me and put me to work fixing something or other.

We had almost no chance to talk before the waitress arrived.  “Can I start you off with some drinks?”

I was about to ask for a moment to look at the menu, but Lucas spoke first.

“We’ll have two wild mustangs.”

“Of course.  Coming right up.”  And the waitress disappeared before I could utter a single word.

“You’ll like it, don’t worry,” Lucas said, then he promptly disappeared behind his menu.

I sighed and picked up my own menu.  We did not exchange a word while we both decided on what to eat.  I was holding out hope that Lucas would make the first step and initiate some conversation.  He had been the one to ask me out, after all, and most of my attempts to create a dialogue with him had fallen pretty flat so far.  Maybe I would have better luck allowing him to choose the topic of conversation.

But he just sat there staring indifferently at his menu.

I squirmed, feeling awkward and wondering if this guy would ever stop confusing me.

The waitress reappeared with two tall glasses of thick, golden brown liquid.  She placed one in front of me and one in front of Lucas.  “Another few minutes with the menu’s?”

“Yes,” Lucas said, without looking up from his.

“No problem.”  She vanished again.  I wasn’t that thirsty, but I picked up my drink just so I could have something to do with my hands.  It actually looked pretty good.  I took a sip.  “Ooooh.”

Okay, it was delicious.  Like rich, liquid chocolate with a bit of mint and just the tiniest hint of alcohol.

“See?  What did I tell you?” Lucas said.

I rolled my eyes and placed my drink back on the table.  “Lucas, can I ask you something?”

“Give me a second, here.  I’m still trying to decided what I want to eat.”

I gave another sigh and waited until he had closed his menu and placed it flat on the table.  “Okay, what is it?”

I decided to just come out with it.  No point mincing words.  “Why did you ask me out tonight?”

Lucas cocked one eyebrow at me.  “You need a reason?”

“Well, not usually but… didn’t you say that I was just one huge problem?  You said that I went rampaging through the school, causing panic and destruction that you had to fix, and… you basically said I was pretty much useless except to cause trouble.”

It was amazing how much I still remembered from that conversation.  But, those comments had really stung.

Lucas rolled his eyes.  “That was two weeks ago, Eve.  Why are you brining it up now?”

“Because, if that’s what you think of me, then why bother asking me out in the first place?”

“Can’t a guy change his mind?”

“Sure I guess.”

“Well, I changed my mind about you.”  He took sip from his drink, offering no further explanation.

“Umm…”

Lucas put his glass down a little harder than normal.  “What, Eve?  What is it?”

“Could you elaborate on that a little, maybe?”

“It’s not enough to know I changed my mind?  You have to know why?”

“I’d like to, yeah.”

Lucas blew out a huge puff of air like I had just asked to ride around the village on his shoulders wearing a sparkly pink dress and a tiara.  “I’ll be honest, Eve, when we first met you struck me as a complete airhead.  And I frankly can’t stand girls like that.  You know, those ditzy princess types that barely have enough brains in their head to function properly and spend their entire lives obsessed with their hair and their nails and the last piece of tabloid gossip.  But, you’re not actually one of those girls, as much as you might act like it sometimes.”

I couldn’t decide whether to be flattered or insulted by this, but I allowed him to continue without interruption.

“When Kerry said you would be helping me with the fence, I wasn’t exactly happy.  I thought you would be nothing but a huge thorn in my side.  But, you really didn’t do that bad, once you quit messing around and focused a little bit.  You listened and you took instructions well.  You didn’t ask me a lot of stupid questions.  You never argued, or told me that you had come up with a “better” way to do things.  And you didn’t natter at me the whole time, either.  Some girls just can’t shut up.  They won’t quit yammering until they know your whole damn life story.”

The waitress appeared to take our orders, which came as a welcome distraction, since I disliked pretty much everything Lucas had just said.  More to the point, none of it was making me feel any better about this date.  He seemed incredibly focused on the things I wasn’t.  Did he even realize how hard it had been for me to bite my tongue all that time?  How frustrated I had been with his stone-walling and his flat out refusal to make any attempt at normal conversation?  According to him, all those long, drawn-out silences had been a good thing.  To me, they had been nothing but frustrating.

Once the waitress had taken our menu’s and disappeared again, Lucas gave me a smirk  “It doesn’t hurt that you’re cute, either.”

I took another sip from my drink to avoid commenting.  I had nothing to say to that.  I was beginning to regret coming here at all.  He really did seem to like me, in his own way.  The only problem was, I wasn’t sure if I liked him so much any more.  And I was liking him less and less with every word that came out of his mouth.

We fell into another prolonged, awkward silence.  Or, at least it felt really awkward to me.  Maybe to Lucas this was a perfect date.  With me just sitting here, not asking him any questions and only speaking when spoken to.

Lucas picked up his glass in one smooth, long-fingered hand, took a big gulp and placed it back on the table.  “Were you friends upset when you bailed on them?”

“Not really,” I said.  “They were okay with it.”

“Oh,” he gave me another smirk.  “That’s too bad, then.”

“Why is that bad?”

“Well, if your so-called friends are going to cut into our time together, I’m not sure I want them around anyway.”

Ugh.  Really?

“By the way, Eve, who are these people you’re hanging around with?  What are their names?”

“I don’t think you would know them,” I said, in an attempt to dodge the question.

“It’s a small village, Eve.  I think I probably would.  Is it just girls, or are you hanging out with guys too?”

I seriously considered not answering.  He had absolutely no right to ask me something like that.  But, I had been taught that it was rude not to answer a direct question.  “Yeah, one.”

“And what’s his name?”

“Reza.”

Lucas snorted.  “Oh, him.  Isn’t he gay or something?”

I frowned.  “No.  He’s got a girlfriend.”

“All right, if you say so,” I could tell he didn’t believe me.  “And what about the girls?”

I was fidgeting in my chair and taking a bunch of tiny sips from my glass, feeling extremely uncomfortable.  “Can we talk about something else?”

“Why?  Do you have something to hide?”

I felt anger bubbling up in my chest.  The wildcat stirred inside of me.  Just who did this guy think he was? 

“What about the girl who told you to shift forms and caused that whole mess I had to clean up?  The one with the short hair and a bunch of piercings?”

“Jewel,” I said, extremely stiffly.

“Sure, whatever.  Looks like she might be batting for the other team as well.  You’re not still friends with her, are you?”

“Well, yeah I am, actually.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

My hands clenched underneath the table.  For a second, I thought I would shift forms right there in the middle of the restaurant.

“Anyone else?   I think I saw you hanging out with that Danielle girl, once.”

“So what if you did?”

“Don’t get all snippy with me, Eve.  It’s not very attractive.  And, I frankly don’t know why you would bother to be friends with that one in the first place.  She’s a stuck-up bi-”

I reacted without thinking, before I even realized what I was doing.  I leapt to my feet, causing the table to jump and the drinks to slosh all over.  My wildcat surged, hissing and snarling, to the front of my mind.

Lucas sprang backwards as a river of sticky brown liquid snaked its way toward toward his lap.  “Hey, watch it!”

“What?”  I growled, completely ignoring his indignation.  “What did you just say?”

“Look what you did, Eve!

“Shut up and answer my question!”

“Hey, you can’t blame me for telling the truth.  That girl is a complete snob.  You know I asked her out last summer.  She flat out rejected me.  Thought she was too good for me or something.”

“Oh really?” my temper flared dangerously.  “Did she say that?”

“Of course she didn’t say it.  She made up some boyfriend in another state.  But, she was thinking it.  I could tell.  Like I said, she’s a-”

“I wouldn’t finish that sentence if I were you.”  My eyes were narrowed and my hands were now clenched so tightly that my nails were digging into my palms.  I could handle him showing up late, talking down to me and ignoring me whenever it suited his interests, but I would not sit here and listen to him badmouth my friends like this.

“Oh, you’re threatening me now, Eve?” Lucas sneered.  “You’re kidding right?”  He folded his arms, causing his biceps and his shoulder muscles to jump out.  “Stop acting all psychotic, okay?  What’s the big problem?  Don’t you girls all secretly hate each other anyway?”

“Are you serious right now?”

“Oh come, on.  Don’t deny it.  You act all nice and sweet to each other’s faces, but once a girl’s back is turned it’s a different story.”

“Okay, well I don’t do that,” I said through gritted teeth.  “And I don’t appreciate the way you’re talking right now.”

“Whatever.  How about you sit down and stop making a scene?”

“How about I shift into cat-form and rip your intestines out through your neck if you say one more rude, stupid or insulting thing about my friends?”

“Sit down, Eve.  I’m not messing around any more.”

“Yeah, well neither am I.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“Oh yeah, I’m the one that’s out of line, here.”  My voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Is everything all right?”  The waitress had come over, carrying our food a looking concerned.

“Everything’s fine,” Lucas said.  “My girlfriend’s just gotten herself into a bit of a snit, that’s all.”

“I’m not your girlfriend, you psycho!”  I could not believe what this guy was doing to me.  I never talked to people like this.  I generally hated confrontation.  But he was just making my so angry, and my anger was quickly provoking the wildcat into a rage.

“People are trying to eat in here, Eve,” Lucas said. “Keep you voice down.”

“No,” I snapped.  “You know what, this isn’t working.  I’m finished with you.  I wish I had never agreed to this in the first place.”

I turned my back on him and stormed away, completely fed up with this jerk.  I felt like such an idiot.  How could I have been so stupid?  How had I never seen this guy for what he was? 

I was about halfway across the room when I heard footsteps coming after me.  Lucas grabbed my arm and spun me around, his fingers digging hard into my flesh.  “I don’t think so, Eve.”

“Let go of me,” I snarled.

His smoldering blue eyes bore intensely into mine.  “Get back over there and sit down.”

“No!”

“I mean it, Eve.”

“I’m leaving, Lucas.  Get your hands off of me!”

“You’ll leave when I say you can leave.”

The wildcat reared up inside me, seeping into my veins and taking over my mind.  “I said get off!”  I threw my arms out and shoved him with every ounce of strength I possessed. 

Lucas shot backwards across the room.  The air whistled past him.  Tables and chairs toppled over in his wake.  The entire building shook as he crashed into the back wall, his body tearing through inches of plaster and solid wood.  As I watched in horror, he broke right across to the other side and slammed violently into the sidewalk amid a hailstorm of screaming and shouting and flying debris.


Chapter 32: Secrets

I ran.

It was utterly stupid of me.  It was the worst thing I could have possibly done.  It would make me look guilty, and give Lucas a chance to twist everything in his favour.  But, I wasn’t thinking straight.  I didn’t have the presence of mind to articulate these thoughts. 

So I panicked and I ran.

People shouted after me as I sprinted for the exit and yanked open the heavy wooden door.  I few waiters even tried to restrain me.  I threw them off and kept running.

I burst out into the bright, silver moonlight and sprinted as hard and fast as I could down the main street, legs pumping, thick, humid air moving rapidly in and out of my lungs, barely conscious of where I was going or why.  People frowned and looked strangely at me.  Their expressions floated meaninglessly in front of my eyes and left only the faintest impression on my mind.  I had bigger things to worry about.

I had really done it now.  I was in huge, monumental trouble.  I had shoved Lucas through a freaking wall.  Not only that, I had done it in front of dozens of witnesses.  After all the talk about meditating and controlling my emotions, I had completely lost my temper and displayed my strength for the entire village to see.

Kerry was going to find out about this.  There was no way she wouldn’t find out about it.  She was going to kill me.  She would kick me out of the school for sure.  She had already warned me once.  She wouldn’t let me off so easy this time. 

I ran straight back to the school.  I pounded across the moonlit courtyard, up the spiral staircase, and across the boardwalk to my room.  I half expected Kerry to be there already, waiting eagerly to send me packing, but the halls were dark and quiet.  I hurled myself through the door and slammed it closed behind me.

The lights were off and the room was empty.  Jewel was probably still at the Silent Heroes meeting.  I stood with my chest heaving, my back pressed up against the door as if my insignificant weight could stop unwelcome guests from entering.

What was I going to do?  I couldn’t leave the village.  Not now.  I was just starting to enjoy myself here.  How could I go back home after experiencing all this?  I couldn’t.  I wouldn’t do it.  They couldn’t make me.  Especially not over a stupid jerk like Lucas.

Every time I heard footsteps coming down the hall my heart leapt into my throat.  Every time I heard voices, I thought it would be Kerry demanding my immediate dismissal from the school.

But, as the seconds and minutes ticked by, no one came charging down the hall.  No one came barging into my room.  The place was as still and silent as it was every other night of the week.

After nearly an hour, I recognized Jewel’s voice drifting towards me.  She was talking casually with Reza, their woods muffled by the door.

Shoot, I didn’t want them to see me like this.  All worked up and scared out of my wits.  They would ask questions that I had no idea how to answer. 

The light was still off, so I dove for the bed, scrambled under the covers and closed my eyes. 

Jewel and Reza stopped just outside the room and exchanged a few more words.  Then, one set of footsteps continued on down the hallway.  Seconds later, the door creaked open and I sensed light behind my close eyelids.  Jewel quietly shuffled inside and pulled the door shut again, plunging the room back into darkness.  She stepped lightly across the floor.  There was more creaking as she climbed up to her own bunk, and rustling as she settled under the blankets.  Then everything went perfectly quiet again.

I remained completely still, my body stiff as a board.  With time, Jewel’s breathing became deep and even and I knew she had fallen asleep.  But, I couldn’t sleep.  I stared endlessly into the darkness, fear gnawing at my stomach and troubled thoughts whirling through my head.

––––––––––––––––––-

When I woke up the next morning, my brain felt sluggish and fuzzy.  It took me a few seconds to remember why I was experiencing this unpleasant, heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach.  Then it all came back in a rush and I sat up ramrod straight, inches from knocking my head on the top bunk.

This was it.  Any second now, there would to be a knock at the door and Kerry would be on the other side, with an army of teachers and committee members behind her, ready to throw me out of the school.

I waited, holding my breath.

Nothing happened.  Warm sunlight streamed in through the huge window that made up an entire wall of the bedroom.  Birds chirped.  The sound of chattering voices filled the hallways.  It was a typical Saturday morning.

I heard movement above my head and Jewel hopped down from her sleeping platform.  “Oh good, you’re up.  Breakfast in the courtyard?”

I understood the words.  I knew what they meant.  But, for some reason by brain failed to register that she asking me a question.  I just sat and stared.

“Hello?  Earth to Eve.”

“Huh, what?  Oh right.  Breakfast.  Right.  I’ll umm… first I’m going to… err… ahh… just a sec.”

I sprang out of bed, snatched my suitcase up in one hand and ran for the bathroom, closing the door and locking it behind me.  Once I was alone, I began pacing up and down the floor, trying to calm my nerves.

Get a grip on yourself, girl.  This isn’t helpful.  Panicking will do nothing to change the situation.

I stopped pacing and faced the mirror.  I looked like crap.  My hair was sticking out in all directions like it had been introduced to a powerful volt of electricity.  My eyes were red and swollen from lack of sleep.  There was a big crease across my left cheek where I must have pressed my face into the sheets. 

I caught a glimpse of something and turned my body sideways, angling my left shoulder toward the mirror.  There were dark bruises on my upper arm where Lucas had grabbed me.

It was like the final confirmation that last night hadn’t been some crazy nightmare.  That it had all been one-hundred-percent real.

I felt like I was about to throw up.  This all felt so wrong.  I didn’t get into physical fights with people.  That wasn’t me.  But, last night the combination of confusion and restlessness and my dates arrogant, condescending attitude had become too much for me to handle.

Jewel knocked loudly on the bathroom door and I jumped in surprise.  “Hey, are you almost finished in there?  I’m starving.”

“Ummm,” I grabbed my bag and pawed through my clothes, looking from something that would cover the marks on my arm.  “hold on, just a minute!”

“What are you doing in there?  Don’t you normally shower and all that after breakfast?”

“I’m almost done, Jewel!”  I pulled out shirt after shirt, only to toss each one into a pile on the gleaming, bamboo floor.  They were all made for warm, humid weather.  Short sleeves and light fabric.  In two weeks here, it had never occurred to me to pick up a sweater or a long-sleeved shirt.

Finally, I reached all my old stuff from home, scrunched into the far right corner of my suitcase.  I grabbed the first thing my hand came in contact with—an old, faded hoody that was at least two sizes too big.  Something I used to wear on cold winter nights while watching movies and eating popcorn.

Good enough.

I threw it on, attempted in vain to flatten my hair, and joined my roommate outside.

“Well, it’s about time.  Danielle and Reza are probably already down there.  What’s with the sweater, Eve? It’s like a hundred degrees out there.”

“Oh…err… I don’t know, it’s…. comfortable?”

“Aren’t you from up north?”

“Yeah, kinda.  Can we just go already?”

“Okay, whatever.”

Breakfast was served in the courtyard on weekends.  All the different species mingled together under the warm glow of the new sun, and the watchful eye of several teachers.  I kept my head down, hoping to avoid any run-ins with Lucas.  We zigzagged though the tables and sat with Danielle and Reza.

Everyone around me seemed to be in an uproariously good mood.  People crowded around the buffet that ran though the middle of the courtyard.  Cats and wolves piled their plates with eggs and meat, the birds and horses with grains and salad.  The dessert bar, with pancakes and fresh fruit, was popular with everyone.

My friends ran off and came back with to the table with enough food to feed an army.  Jewel had almost nothing but meat on her plate.  Sausages, bacon, ham, steak.  There wasn’t a grain or a vegetable in sight.  Danielle’s choices were a little more balanced, including cereal and fruit.  Reza had stacked his own plate about a mile high with waffles, strawberries and ice cream all drizzled in chocolate sauce.

“Rez, aren’t you going to eat anything even remotely nourishing?” Danielle said.

“Hey, I got fruit, see?” Reza held up a strawberry.  “And the waffles are whole wheat.”

“Really?”

“No.”

Danielle just shook her head while Reza began to shovel in spoonful’s of ice cream.

The table was quiet as everyone focused on their breakfast.  I picked half-heartedly at my omelet.  I couldn’t eat.  My nerves were shot.

Why was no one coming after me?  Why hadn’t Kerry come barging into my room first thing in the morning?  Why hadn’t the horses converged on me for attacking yet another member of their herd.  Why had the committee not dragged me away for an emergency hearing?

“Eve?”

I looked up.  Danielle was studying me from across the table.  “Are you feeling okay?”

“Oh… yeah,” I cleared my throat.  “Yeah, why?”

“You’re not eating again, for one.”

I shrugged and tried to smile.  “Not very hungry, I guess.”

“And aren’t you dying in that sweater?”

“It was my only clean shirt.”

“Eve,” Jewel said.  “What going on with you?  Seriously.”

“Nothing.”

“Hey, ease up on her, guys,” Reza said.  “She can wear a sweater if she feels like it.  Don’t conform, Eve!” he banged his spoon against the table for emphasis.  “Be unique! Be different!  Fight the power!”

“You’ve got chocolate sauce on your nose, Reza,” Danielle informed him without turning her head.

Any other day, this exchange would have made me laugh, but right now I was too worried to even crack a smile.

I stood up, my plate grasped tightly in both hands.  “I’m not really in the mood for eggs.  I’m going to get something else.”

I headed toward the buffet, my shoulders tense, feeling my friends staring after me.  I didn’t know why I was still hiding this from them.  At least fifty people had seen me with Lucas.  At least fifty people had seen my put him through that wall.  But, I just couldn’t bring myself to tell them what was wrong.  I was acfraid of what they would think.

“Hey, Eve.”

I dropped my plate and it shattered on the ground, bits of scrambled egg and and spinach decorating my shoes.  I turned sharply and found myself face-to-face with Lucas.

He was was sporting a few good scrapes and bruises, but he looked much better than I would have expected, considering the circumstances I had left him in the night before.

I darted a look behind him, prepared to see Kerry or a bunch of angry horses at his back.  But, it was just him, looking down at me with his arms folded and the usual haughty expression on his face.  I had once found that blazingly confident look unbelievably attractive one him.  Now it made me want to bash his teeth in.

“What do you want?”  I snapped.

“What’s with the sarcastic tone, Eve?  I was just saying hello.  You can’t possibly still be mad about last night.  I’m the one that should be mad after the way you acted.”

There was an entire host of insults I wanted to throw at him, but I was struck momentarily speechless by his words.  I had expected something along the lines of Armageddon when my reckless actions inevitably came back to haunt me.  Instead, Lucas was standing here and scolding me like a child who had thrown a tantrum.

“You know, it took me over an hour to smooth things over with the people in that restaurant.  I told them you were emotionally unstable and I convinced them not to press charges.  They’re not even going to hold you responsible for the damage.  They already have someone who can patch that wall up in a day or two.”  He snorted, “I didn’t say anything but whoever it is doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing.  Did you see how that flimsy thing just fell right apart?  That shouldn’t happen.  That’s nothing but shoddy, lazy workmanship.”

That’s what Lucas was telling himself?  Was he really going that far out of his way to ignore what had happened?

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh with relief or throw him through another wall just to prove that I could.

I resisted both urges.  I shifted my weight onto one foot and looked up at him through narrowed eyes.  “So, are we done here?”

“Most people would say ‘thank you,’ Eve.” 

“Thank you,” I said, extremely sarcastically.  “There, now are we done?”

His face hardened.  “All right, if we’re going to be seen together, you need to drop this childish attitude.  It reflects badly on both of us.”

“You’re kidding, right?  You really think I still want to go out with you?”

“Of course you do.  Girls don’t break up with me, Eve.  That’s just not how it works.  Now, I’ll see you tomorrow night.  Same time, same place. “

What was this guy on.  “I have a Silent Heroes meeting tomorrow night.”

“Cancel it.  No girlfriend of mine is going to be running around with that pack of traitors.”

“Lucky for me I’m not your girlfriend, then.”

“And, one more thing.  I don’t want you hanging out with that Reza guy any more.  I don’t care if he’s gay or he’s got a girlfriend or whatever, I don’t like it.”

“I’ll hang out with whoever I want.”

“The attitude is getting old really fast, Eve.  I’ll see you tomorrow.  By the way, dress it up a little, would you?  You look like a slob.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets and sauntered away, leaving me staring after him, completely baffled.  I was beginning to suspect that Lucas was more than just a jerk. He appeared to be slightly crazy as well.

Ah well, a crazy jerk I could handle.  At least I wasn’t getting kicked out of the school.

I made my way back to the table with nothing to eat and egg still spattered all over my shoes.

“What was that about?” Jewel asked, the moment I sat down.

“Huh?”

“Why were you talking to Lucas?”

“Oh, it was nothing. He was passing on a message from Kerry, that’s all.”

“You don’t still like that idiot, do you?”

Danielle put her fork down with a clatter.  “Lucas?  Please don’t tell me you have a crush on Lucas, Eve.”

“No,” I said.  “I used to like him.  Used to.  Past tense.  As in I don’t like him any more.”

“Good, because that guy’s out of his mind.  He’s dangerous.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t know if he was raised in a messed up environment or what, but he’s got a really warped idea of how relationships are supposed to work.  He’ll sort of attach himself to one girl at a time, and then turn really crazy and possessive and try to run her entire life.

“He asked me out last summer.  Never showed the slightest bit of interest beforehand, then suddenly decided he wanted to date me.  I had a boyfriend at the time.  I told him that.  I told him a million times.  He would either accuse me of lying, or ignore me all together.  He got really stalkerish after a while.  He’d follow me around, demanding to know where I was and what I was doing every second of the day.  He would tell me what I could and couldn’t do, who I couldn’t and couldn’t see.  No matter what I said, he wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“He finally let up just when me and Rez were planning to jump him in a dark alley somewhere,” Jewel added.  “Latched himself onto new girl who made the mistake of actually dating him for a while.  He made her life a living hell all year.  She could hardly breath without him jumping down her throat.  She had to ditch all her friends. She stopped talking to people.  Then she started showing up to class with bruises.  People heard yelling and arguing from her room all the time.  It got so bad that she eventually had to transfer to the other Level Two village in Greenland.”

I tried to swallow, but my throat had gone bone-dry.  “Shouldn’t he be arrested or something?”

“The girl refused to press charges,” Danielle said.  “She was too freaked out.  I think part of her still had feelings for him.  No one could talk any sense into her.”

“But, people know about it, right?  They know what he’s like?”

“The students do,” Jewel said. “Most of the staff are still pretty clueless about it.  He acts like the golden boy around the teachers.  He’s got Kerry eating out of the palm of his hand.  I told you he was trouble, Eve, didn’t I?  He’s got serious issues.  Just be glad you came to your senses in time.  You don’t want that one chasing after you.”

My head was spinning.  If all this was true, then Lucas was not about to walk away simply because I had asked him to.  He had stalked Danielle for months after she had done nothing but reject him.  Me… I had stupidly, irrationally, and against every one of my better judgments, agreed to go on a date with him.  Was he going to hover over me for the rest of the school year, trying to control every aspect of my life?

I shoved the thought out of my mind.  I wasn’t being expelled.  That was the important part.  Whatever else came well… I would deal with it when it happened.


Chapter 33: Friends

At this point, I guess it was safe to say that I had royally messed up.  Name just about every stupid thing in the book and I had done it.  Starting way back on my first day when I had shifted form after being told very clearly not to and finishing with throwing my obnoxious, controlling date through a wall and then subsequently fleeing the scene of the crime.

I had to set things right, once and for all.  I had to stop with the impulsive, irrational decisions and start thinking before I acted.  

My animal side would be absolutely no help in this matter.  It no more understood the concept of thinking before acting than it understood the concept of long division.  Maybe that was the whole reason I was being so impulsive in the first place.

But, from now on, I would listen to my human brain.  My rational brain.  The one that made reasonable, logical decisions.

The first step would be getting rid of Lucas.  Basically, my plans for that involved blowing off the date I had never agreed to in the first place, avoiding him whenever possible and, if our paths happened to cross, making my feelings toward him abundantly clear.  He was bound to get the message at some point.

The second step, the one I was dreading the most, involved telling my friends what an idiot I had been before all the secrets spiraled out of control.

And step three: keep my head down and stay the hell out of trouble from now on.

Easy, right?

After breakfast, Reza went off to spend a little quality time with his girlfriend (I tried to ignore the pang of jealousy that struck harder and harder every time that girl was mentioned).  This left me, Danielle and Jewel with a full day of complete freedom ahead of us.

“I think we should go to the beach,” Jewel said, as we made out way out of the courtyard.  “I don’t think Eve’s been there yet.”

“Is it safe?” I asked.  “What if some…” I cast around for the right term “… normal people see us?”

“Highly unlikely,” Danielle said.  “It’s part of the ‘restricted military zone,’” she added air quotations to the phrase.  “No one ever goes there.”

“Actually, some guy did wash up from a ship-wreck or something a few years back,” Jewel said.  “Luckily, he was completely delirious.  He assumed the huge wolf that transformed into a woman right in front of his eyes was just a crazy hallucination.”

Danielle grinned.  “Oh right, I forgot about that.  Kerry went berserk.  She wanted to have his memory erased.”

“Like that’s even possible,” Jewel rolled her eyes.  “So, what do you say, Eve?  We like to shift into cat-form and chase the seagulls.”

I hesitated.  It sounded fun, but going to the beach would mean changing out of my baggy hoody and putting on some proper beach attire.  There was no way to hide the bruises on my arm in a bikini. I was prepared to tell them about my problems with Lucas.  I was not prepared to admit that he had gotten physical with me.  That somehow felt like it would create more problems than it would solve.

We stepped out into the morning sunlight.  The heat struck me like a wall.  Beads of sweat quickly formed on my body and rolled down my skin.  Then again, if I didn’t get out of this sweater I was likely to get heat stroke or something. 

“How about shopping first?” Danielle suggested, as if she had read my mind.  “Some of us aren’t exactly dressed for going to the beach.”

Jewel looked me up and down.  “Good point.”

“Guys,” I said.   “I appreciate the thought, but I’m fine. Really.”

“Eve, you can’t possibly be comfortable in that sweatshirt.”

“I don’t want to waste anyone’s time.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  We’ve got all day.”

With no more excuses, I fell silent with a twinge of uneasiness.  My wildcat—always so restless these days—sensed my nerves and tossed its head back like an angry horse.  I ignored it.  I had enough to worry about right now.

We headed down the main street.  The village was beautiful in the morning.  Leaves blazed greenish gold in the new light.  Trees sparked with moisture. People wandered back and forth in pairs and small groups.  No one seemed to be in any particular hurry.

Despite my continued protests, Jewel and Danielle dragged me into a random store filled from top to bottom with colourful beachwear.  The second we got inside, they split up and went on a mission to find me some new clothes.  They scoured the racks and came running back to me carrying bikini’s and short shorts and sleeveless tops.  My brain scrambled to come up with reasons to reject them all, which was difficult when most of the stuff they picked out was pretty nice.

Eventually, I decided to take matters into my own hands.  I dove into the racks of clothing and came out with a long-sleeved shirt that was made of a light, cool fabric.  Something that would cover up the bruises without giving me heat stroke at the same time.

It wasn’t really my style.  The sleeves were all frilly and lacy and it was pure white, which pretty much guaranteed that it would end up stained within a few days, a week tops.  But, it would have to do.

“I’m trying this one on, guys!” I yelled back over my shoulder, heading for the change room.

When I came back out, Jewel and Danielle were both waiting for me, their arms still piled high with clothes.  Danielle smiled.  “Looks nice on you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

But Jewel was frowning.  “Eve, what the heck is that on your arm?”

My stomach tightened.  I looked down.  The sleeves on the shirt were much more sheer than I had thought.  The bruises left by Lucas were clearly visible though the fabric.  They looked worse than I remembered.  All black and blue and impossible to miss.  I didn’t even recall Lucas grabbing me that hard.  Had my adrenaline numbed the pain?

“Oh, that?”  I forced a smile and dismissive laugh.  “That’s nothing.  My lessons with Isaac can get a bit rough.  No big deal.”

“You’re telling me Isaac did that?”

“Yeah.  We were umm… we were sparring and… you know we got a bit carried away.  It happens.”

Jewel studied me quietly for a moment.  Her small face looked intense.  She wasn’t buying a word of this.  “Eve, how long are you going to keep lying to us?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again.  My eyes flickered to Danielle, but she didn’t say a thing.

“You’ve been hiding something since yesterday,” Jewel added, when I didn’t speak.  “You’ve been acting all weird and distracted.  You skipped the meeting last night, then disappeared for hours, then pretended to be asleep when I came back in the room.”

“Wait, you knew I was faking?”

“You were still in your regular clothes and you were lying there like a dead body with rigor mortis.  Yeah, I know you were faking.”

A blush crept onto my face.  If I ever needed confirmation that I was an all-around terribly liar, this was it right here.

“And then you came down to breakfast still acting all weird and wearing that big, baggy sweatshirt, which I assume was supposed to hide those bruises on your arm. Which you would not be doing if—like you said—it was no big deal because you just got them sparring with Isaac.”

“Well… see the thing with that is…”

“Enough with the excuses, Eve.  Just tell us what’s going on.”

My mouth moved soundlessly for another moment or two.  “Okay, look, I was going to tell you guys, all right?  I was just waiting for the right time.”

“Why would you lie in the first place, Eve?” Danielle appeared less annoyed than Jewel and more concerned.  “You can tell us anything.  We’re you’re friends.  That’s what we’re here for.”

“Even if I did something really stupid?”

“Especially if you did something really stupid,” Jewel said.

I took a deep breath.  Little miniature tremors ran through every muscle in my body.  I was sweating in spite of my recent change of clothes.

“I went on a date with Lucas.”

Jewel was on her feet almost before I had finished the sentence.  “You did what?“ 

“Listen, he’s the one who asked me.” I added quickly, as if that would make it any better.  “I didn’t have much choice.  He gave me a day and a time and then he just walked away.  He didn’t even give me a chance to say ‘no’.  And I didn’t tell you because I knew you wouldn’t want me to go, and I didn’t realize what he was really like, and I know it was stupid, and I know you warned me about him, but I couldn’t figure out what else to do and… are you mad?  You’re not mad, are you?”

Jewel said nothing.  Danielle said nothing.  The silence stretched painfully between us.

Finally, Jewel decisively tossed her pile of clothes off to one side and took a few steps closer to me.  Her eyes were narrowed, her face set and determined. 

Suddenly, her hand shot out and smacked me in the back of the head.  “Eve, you freaking idiot!”

“Ow, hey!” I protested.

“What were you thinking!  Are you completely nuts?  Lucas? Of all the guys in the whole damn school, you decided to got one a date with Lucas?”  She gave me another smack.

“Ow!  Okay, that’s not helping!”

Jewel ignored me and pointed to the bruises on my arm.  “Was this him?  Did he do this?”  She didn’t even bother to wait for an answer.  “Oh, that’s it!  That is it!  He’s going down!  I’m going to turn that jerk into mincemeat!”

“She didn’t actually say it was him, Jewel,” Danielle pointed out calmly.

“Why else would she hide it, Danielle?  Besides, that creep did the same thing to you, remember?”  She rounded back on me.  “Didn’t I warn you about him?  Why didn’t you listen to me?  I told you he was dangerous, and you agreed to go out with him anyway?  And, on top of that, you thought it would be a good idea to lie about it?”

I was beginning to feel a little defensive.  “I told you he didn’t give me a whole lot of time to think.”

“What’s to think about?  The answer should have been ‘no!’”

“Well, I wanted to give him a fair chance.  You never actually told me what he was really like, Jewel.”

“What are you talking about?  You don’t recall our conversation on your first day here?”

I clenched my fists.  My human side was simply upset, but the stupid wildcat was getting agitated and angry.  All this emotional turmoil was doing absolutely nothing for my self-control.  The more stressful and complicated my life got, the more volatile the animal seemed to become.

“Jewel, all you told me was that he’s a jerk.  That could have meant anything! You didn’t say he was a psychotic, obsessive stalker.  You never told me he was physically violent, or that he followed Danielle around for two months straight.”

“That wasn’t for me to tell.  You didn’t even know Danielle back then.  I don’t make a habit of blabbering about my friends personal life to complete strangers.”

“Couldn’t you at least have been a little more specific?”

“Couldn’t you have just trusted me?”

I didn’t say anything.  I didn’t know what else to say.  I already regretted turning this into an argument.  It was obvious that Jewel was only angry because she was worried about me.  She had already seen one friend being mistreated by Lucas.  I doubted she was eager to repeat the experience.

“I need some air.”  Jewel muttered.  She walked out the door, letting it bang shut behind her.

I dropped into a nearby chair, staring at my feet.  “Crap.”

Danielle sat next to me.  “You okay?”

“She’s mad.  I knew she was gonna be mad.”

“She’ll cool off.  Give her some time.  Lucas really gets to her.  I’m not sure why.  She’s always hated him.  Even before he started giving me problems.”

“Good instincts?” I suggested.

Danielle chuckled.  “Maybe.”

I managed a small smile.

“Do you feel like telling me what happened last night?”

“Basically, I was really stupid.”

“Couldn’t possibly be as stupid as Lucas.  What did you do?”

“I lost my temper and shoved him through a wall.”

Danielle was quiet for a moment.  “Wait through a wall.  Like in a movie?  Right through to the other side?”

“Umm… yeah.  Like I said, stupid right?”

“Well, I can’t say it was particularly well thought out,” Danielle admitted.  “But, hey, on the positive side, you probably couldn’t have made things much worse.”

“And then I ran.”

“I stand corrected.”

My mouth twitched just the tiniest bit at the corners.

“We’ll figure this out, Eve,” Danielle said.  “Don’t worry.  I’ve dealt with Lucas before.  I can do it again.”

I nodded, feeling slightly better.  Okay, so I had lousy judgment when it came to romantic partners, but no one could argue that I had chosen my friends well.


Chapter 34: Thunder and Lightning

Jewel never came back into the store.  We waited around for a good half hour, but there was no sign of her.

Danielle spent the time browsing though racks of clothes, picking up something here or there.  I was far too distracted to follow her example.  I paced up and down the floor, unable to sit still for more than a few seconds at a time.  My nerves were on edge. 

I wanted to reverse time.  At that moment, I would have given up every one of my powers for the ability to go back and fix the huge mess I had created.  I could handle Kerry yelling at me.  I could deal with Lucas acting like an obsessive stalker.  What I couldn’t handle was the thought of losing Jewel’s friendship over this.

Danielle kept telling me not to worry.  That this would all blow over.  That Jewel would get over it.  That Lucas would eventually lose interest.  She told me repeatedly not to worry.

I worried anyway.

When it became obvious that Jewel would not be returning to the store anytime soon, we did our best to continue the day without her.  I found a couple shirts that would successfully cover the bruises on my arm without turning me into a human furnace.  Danielle picked up a pair or shorts and some new shoes.  We skipped the beach and went out to lunch, followed by ice-cream, followed by a long, leisurely walk around the village, all the while bad-mouthing Lucas like there was no tomorrow.

“You know he said I wasn’t allowed to hang out with Reza?”  I said, as we passed by the school for what felt like the hundredth time.  “Like he has any right to dictate who I spend my time with.”

“Oh, that’s just the start of it,” Danielle said.  “He tried to get me transferred out of any class with a male teacher.  And he threatened this eight-year-old kid I was tutoring in math.”

“Are you serious?”

“I can’t make this stuff up, Eve.  He had the poor kid in tears.  I almost lost it.”

“Man, what a tool.”

“Massive tool.”

“Did he ever sort of… order you to go on a date with him?”

“Constantly.  All the time.  Never even asked my opinion about it one way or the other.”

“And then he showed up late, wearing the same stupid thing he always wears?” 

“Couldn’t tell you that.  I always stood him up.”

“Well, you’re smarter than me then,” I said.  “Have you ever seen him wear anything besides that stupid t-shirt?”

“Never,” Danielle said.

“Do you think he has a whole closet full of them? Or do you think he just wears the same one every day?”

Danielle laughed.  “Who knows?”

“He’s such an idiot.”

“Huge idiot,” Danielle agreed.

“Massive idiot.”

“Colossal idiot.”

“He’s a huge, colossal, massive idiot.”

Danielle let out another laugh.  “Couldn’t have put it better myself.”

Talking to Danielle helped drain some of my nervous tension, but it never completely went away.  The argument with Jewel nagged at the back of my mind, causing a stab in my lower abdomen every time I allowed myself to think about it. 

On top of that, I kept getting this tingling, prickling feeling in my scalp, like I was being watched.  Every once in a while, I seemed to catch a glimpse of a black shirt or a pair of bright blue eyes.  But they always came and went so fast that I couldn’t be sure if it was real or just a figment of my imagination.

I found myself growing more and more restless as the day went on.  As usual, my wildcat responded to my emotional turmoil like an angry child.  It paced and growled and flicked its tail in irritation.  I did my best to ignore it.  I was tired of letting the animal run my whole darn life.  The thing caused me nothing but trouble.

We had dinner in the courtyard.  Reza showed up, but Jewel was still conspicuously absent. 

Where the heck was she?  What was she doing?  Why was she avoiding us?  Was she still mad at me?  Or was she simply handling the situation in her own way?

“You guys don’t think she would do anything… drastic do you?”  I said, looking across the table at Danielle and Reza.

“Who, Jewel?” Reza said.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.”

“Reza,” Danielle said reproachfully.

“What?  Danielle, that girl is not exactly reasonable when it comes to Lucas.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.  What if Jewel did do something drastic?  What if she got herself into trouble because of me?  What if she got hurt?  She was pretty tough, but Lucas had a hundred pounds on her easy.  And she didn’t have the same sheer physical strength that I did.

I was getting this weird, tingling sensation in my extremities, like static electricity running through my veins.  I flexed my fingers, trying to dispel the sensation.  It only intensified.

“Why does she hate him so much?  Do either of you guys know?”

“No,” Danielle said.  “I have my suspicions.  That’s pretty much it.”

“Same here,” Reza agreed.

“So, you have some theories, then?”

Reza began to respond without a second thought, but Danielle cut him off.  “I think this something you should ask Jewel about.”

“Well I would,” I said.  “If I knew where the heck she was.”

“You’re coming to the Silent Heroes meeting tonight, aren’t you?” Reza asked.  (A tiny crease appeared between Danielle’s eyebrows.)

“Yeah.  Lucas thinks we’re going on another date, but I’m blowing him off.”

“So just talk to her then.”

“If she lets me,” I muttered under my breath.

––––––––––––––-

Reza and I headed to the meeting right after dinner.  I had barely eaten a thing, but my stomach churned like I had indigestion.  My fingers were still tingling.  It was a strange, unfamiliar sensation and it was getting stronger with every minute.  I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

We arrived right on time.  Like before, the room was teaming with activity.  The incident with Deanna—and all the media attention that had followed—did not seem to be discouraging people in the least.  If anything, the number of members appeared to be growing. 

A group of birds huddled in the center of the room, talking rapidly, their hands jumping all over the place.  The big colour festival was coming up soon.  Excitement gleamed in their eyes.

The wolves and cats mingled together, nearly indistinguishable from each other unless you knew what to look for.  I even saw a couple of horse shifters near the back, looking a bit nervous and out of place.  I strongly suspected that Kerry discouraged her fellow horses from coming.

“There she is,” Reza nodded.  Jewel stood among the crowd, not talking to anyone.  She appeared to be deep in thought.  “I’ll just wait here.”

“Thanks.” I made my way through the mob, squeezing between random people.  There was tons of room in here.  Why was everyone clustered in the same general area?

I was interrupted twice on my way to see Jewel.  Melody and Lance—the wolf shifters that had greeted me with so much suspicion less than two weeks ago—came running over and bounced in gleeful circles around me.

“Hey, Eve!” Lance said.

“Hey Eve!” Melody echoed.

“How’s it goin?”

“whatcha doin?”

“Where ya been?”

“Where ya goin?”

“Hi guys.  Sorry, I need to talk to Jewel about something.  It’s kinda private.”

“Oh.”

“Okay, then.”

They looked a bit crestfallen.  I would make it up to them later.

Isaac interrupted me next.  He appeared out of no where, so suddenly that it almost gave me a heart attack.  Geez, did he have to jump out at me like that?  The guy was intimidating enough as it was. 

“Good afternoon, Eve,” he said calmly.

“Hello Isaac.”

“Nice to see you back.  We missed you last night.”

“Oh, right.  Erm…”

“Would you mind staying behind after the meeting?   I have something important to discuss with you.”

“Sure, I guess.”  Oh shoot, did he know about the shoving-my-date-through-a-wall situation?

“Good.  We’ll begin the lesson momentarily.”

He left, and I continued on my way.

Jewel saw me coming.  She made eye-contact.  She didn’t turn her back or walk away.  I figured that was a good sign.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey,” Jewel replied.

“Listen, can I talk to you?”

“Sure.”  Her voice was neutral.

I opened my mouth not even sure what exactly I was going to say, but Isaac’s voice cut across me. 

“Okay everyone, pair up!  We’re going to continue with hand-to-hand combat.”

I looked at Jewel.  Jewel looked at me.  I felt like we were both thinking the exact same thing.

“Hurry up!” Isaac said.  “Find yourselves a partner and spread out!”

I lifted my eyebrows at Jewel.  She gave a shrug and jerked her head toward an open space on the floor, inviting me to follow.  We positioned ourselves about a meter apart, facing each other while the rest of the class paired off around us.

I still wasn’t sure what Jewel was thinking.  She didn’t look angry.  At the same time, she didn’t look particularly friendly either.  Her face was like a blank mask.

“Okay,” Isaac paced the room, hands folded neatly behind his back.  “Everyone bow to your partner.”

I bent at the waist, keeping my eyes upward and fixed on Jewel.  She kept her eyes upwards and fixed on me.

“Good.  Sparing positions!”

I widened my stance, sliding my left foot behind me and my right in front.  I curled my hands into fists and brought them up close to my face.  Everyone around me did the same.  The room seemed to buzz with anticipation.

Jewel’s expression remained neutral.

“All right, for now I want the people on the left attacking, and the people on the right defending.  That means offensive moves only.  You can dodge.  You can block.  You can throw your opponent only as a defensive maneuver.  But no punching, no kicking, no tackling.  Is that understood?”

“Yes,” the room chorused, although Jewel and I remained silent.

“Perfect.  And let’s keep it clean.  Try not to get carried away,” his silver eyes swept the room and landed squarely on me.  “You may begin.”

Jewel moved like a bolt of lighting.  Before I could blink, she darted forward with a jab to my solar plexus.  Completely unprepared, I jumped backwards and stumbled over my own feet.  Jewel tapped my stomach and flitted around behind me.

I spun on my heels.  There was a flash of movement and another tap on my right shoulder.  An attack that could have disabled my arm if enough force was put behind it.  

“Hold on.  Wait.  I wasn’t ready.”

Isaac watched us, his arms folded.  “You should have been prepared, Evelyn.”

Jewel kept coming at me.  I had never sparred with her before.  I was completely stunned by her speed.  She had the reflexes of a hummingbird, changing direction and trajectory almost too fast for me to see. 

I found myself caught up in the whirlwind of darting, flickering attacks.  I couldn’t keep up.  Next to her, I was like a slow, lumbering bear.  I made myself dizzy, twisting and turning in aimless circles, trying to predict where she would strike next.  Occasionally, I would lift my arm or my leg fast enough to block one of her blindingly fast punches and kicks.  But, for the most part, she slid around my defenses like a ghost. 

“You’re outmatched, Eve.  What’s going on here?”

“I’m trying!”  I panted, as Jewel swerved around my left shoulder and landed another tap between my shoulder blades.  “She’s too fast!”

“I’ve seen you do better than this.  You’re distracted.  You’re not focused.”

Jewel aimed a punch at my stomach.  I dropped my arm to block it, but she changed direction and at the last second and her fist snapped inches from my nose.  I tried to grab her arm.  She danced back out of range.

“Concentrate, Evelyn” Isaac said.

Jewel was now staring me down, hopping lightly from one foot to the next, her eyes focused.  Her lips quirked up faintly at the corners.  “That all you got, newbie?”

A grin slid across my face.  I was ridiculously relieved to see her smiling.  A huge weight lifted off my chest.  My body suddenly felt lighter.  My thoughts cleared.

I widened my stance and bent my knees, bringing my hands up close to my face at the same time.  “Oh, you’re goin down.”

The next time Jewel came at me, I was ready for her.  She feinted left, then jabbed hard and fast with her right.  I swept my arm around to block it.  She followed through with a roundhouse kick.  I twisted aside to avoid it.

“Too slow!”

“Oh, it’s on, newbie!”

Jewel stepped up her game, throwing off one punch after another, rarely pausing for more than a split second at a time.  I jumped and dodged and blocked every attack.  I watched and responded to her body language, mirrored her movements, threw the lunges and jabs right back into her face.

My wildcat, the inner-animal I had been ignoring and holding back all day, broke free of its cage and came surging to the forefront of my mind, lending me its strength and speed and uncomplicated thoughts.  All the worries and distractions brought on by my human brain simply faded into the background, leaving me clear and lethally focused.

It was sort of a nice feeling.

“All right, Eve.  Jewel.  That’s better, but let’s take it down a notch, shall we?”

I heard Isaac’s voice, but it was pretty much meaningless to me at the moment.  I was having too much fun.  We flashed all over the room.  We were encroaching on other people’s sparring areas, but no one seemed to mind.  Many of them had already stopped what they were doing on order to watch us.

Jewel was putting more force behind her attacks.  I could tell she was getting carried away.  So was I.  Our limbs flew in every direction.  Every time we made contact with each other, it was like a crack of thunder.

The tingling in my fingers turned into warmth and spread up my hands into my arms.  I felt like I was radiating pure energy.  It was coming off my skin in waves.  I felt almost invincible.

“Eve…”

Jewel threw another punch.  I dodged out of the way and her fist stabbed into the wall behind me.  She pulled herself loose and swung at me again.  I saw the attack coming a mile away.  It was like she was moving in slow motion.  Without thinking, I latched onto her arm, flipped her effortlessly over my shoulder and slammed her to the ground.  There was a loud CRASH and the bamboo floor cracked and caved in around her.

For a split second, I was afraid that she might be hurt, but Jewel sprang right back up, bouncing eagerly on the balls of her feet. 

“Eve.  Jewel.  I said that’s enough.”

Isaac didn’t yell.  He didn’t even raise his voice, but something in his tone caused us both to stop cold.  We quickly stepped away from each other, breathing hard, sweat running down our faces.

Jewel laughed a bit.  “Sorry, Isaac.”

“Sorry, Isaac,” I agreed.

Isaac stared wordlessly at me.  I felt a twinge of nervousness.  He looked almost angry.  And I knew I wasn’t the only one who sensed it.  The entire room had suddenly gone quiet.

“Back in formation everyone.”

Not daring to argue, the whole class raced to do as they were told.


Chapter 35: The Silver Eyed Dragon

“Well, that’s one way to make up,” Reza said while everyone was clearing out after the meeting.  “I thought you guys were serious for a few seconds there.”

“Don’t be silly, Rez,” Jewel said.

“Hey, what was I supposed to think? You two were really going at it.  It was pretty impressive in a scary “I hope they don’t kill each other” kinda way.”

I looked at Jewel, who was casually examining a shallow cut on her left elbow.  Probably my doing.  “Sorry.  I got a bit carried away, didn’t I?”

“We both did, Eve.  Don’t worry about it.”

“So, are we okay?”  The sparring match had relieved most of my anxiety, but I still wanted to know for sure.

“Of course,” Jewel dropped her arm and looked back at me.  “I mean, I still think it was really stupid of you to go on a date with Lucas.  Not to mention lying about it afterwards.  That was a seriously moronic thing to do.”

“Aww,” Reza said.  “Can you feel the love?”

“But, I’m not mad at you.  I’m mad at the situation.  Not you.”

“She was worried you might have done something drastic,” Reza said.

Jewel’s mouth twitched at the corners.  “Can’t say I didn’t think about it.”

“You really don’t like Lucas, do you?” I said.

“What tipped you off?”

I grinned.  “Oh, you know, I have very good instincts for things like that.”

The room was quickly emptying out.  I spotted Isaac making his way towards me.  I was relieved to see that he no longer appeared angry.  Still, I had a feeling that I was in trouble for something.

“A word, Evelyn?”

Isaac was not the type of person you argued with.  I said goodbye to Jewel and Reza and followed him out the door. 

The meeting had ended early and it was still light outside.  The air was cooling as night approached.

“Are you comfortable with climbing?” Isaac asked me.

That seemed like an odd question.  “Yeah, of course.”

“Good.  This way.”

“Where are we going?”

He didn’t answer.  He turned right and led me through a small, neutrally-coloured door that faded in comparison to the bright, vibrate shades around it.  If I had been walking past, I probably would have overlooked it.

The other side did not resemble a room so much as an abandoned elevator shaft.  Tall and narrow and faintly claustrophobic.  A mesh of bamboo surrounded us on all sides, warm sunlight spilling in through the cracks.  Several meters above my head, I could make out the fading blue of the sky.

Isaac began scaling up the wall in quick, easy steps like it was no different than a ladder.  I followed close behind.  The bamboo creaked faintly under my weight.  The light grew stronger the closer I came to the opening at the top.

I clambered onto level ground a few seconds behind Isaac, then stood up and took in my surroundings.

We were on the roof of the school.  It was dizzyingly high, level with many of the tallest trees in the forest.  The wind swirled and gusted around us, causing the surrounding leaves and branches to sway dramatically.  I saw the village sprawled out far below, all roads and footpaths and oddly shaped buildings.

I turned to Isaac and almost jumped in surprise.  Where his human form had been just a few seconds ago, there now stood his equally intimidating dragon form.

I found myself staring.  I had never seen his dragon form up close before.  He was about fifteen feet long from the end of his narrow muzzle to the tip of his tail.  His scales glittered like jewels of blue topaz and sapphire.  His massive wings were a vibrant, transparent shade of aquamarine.  His silver eyes were large and beautiful and fierce.

You’re not afraid of heights, are you? He asked calmly, voice echoing eerily inside my head.

“No,” I said, although my palms were sweating.  I figured that was only natural.  Pretty much anyone would be nervous up here.  Except perhaps the birds, who thought nothing of diving off the edge of a cliff and sprouting their wings on the way down.

What were we doing up here, anyway?  Was Isaac testing me or trying to make some kind of point?  Was I being punished for something?

Climb on up, then.  I want to show you something.

I hesitated.  He seriously wanted me to climb onto his back?   Where was he taking me?

I approached him slowly.  He looked even bigger up close.  His spine was about level with the top of my head. 

Isaac lowered his left shoulder, angling it towards me.  Trembling slightly, I placed my foot carefully on the membrane that connected his wing to the rest of his body and swung myself onto his back.

Now, I had taken riding lessons as a kid.  I knew how it felt to sit on the back of a horse.  And, let me tell you that his was nothing like it.  It was more like sitting on the back of a giant snake.  I felt his smooth, supple strength, his hard scales pressing against my skin.  I felt his body expand and retract with every breath.

Ready, Evelyn?

“Erm…” I glanced down at the village far below.  “Sort of.”

Hold on tight.

I quickly wrapped my hands around his neck, just as Isaac bent his legs and leaped right off the edge of the building.

I yelped and gripped his neck tighter.  We plummeted towards the ground.  Isaac held himself straight and narrow like a torpedo.  The wind rushed deafeningly past my ears.  My hands clenched, nails scraping uselessly against his jewel-like skin.  The earth was rushing up to meet us, getting closer with every passing second.

We were inches from the ground when Isaac flared his wings.  My stomach flipped.  A cloud of dust burst into the air as Isaac changed direction and shot up into the sky.

We soared above the trees, Isaac’s wings pumping away on either side of me.  The air grew colder and thinner.  My ears popped. I felt giddy with a mixture of fear and pure exhilaration. 

Isaac slowed and leveled out just below a belt of wispy clouds, tinted pale gold in the fading sunlight.  The wind died down from a vicious gale to a gentle caress.  Slowly, carefully, I sat up straight, my heart thumping wildly in my chest.

I saw nearly the entire village spread out below me.  The wide streets and aerial boardwalks at the main core.  The open fields and oversized buildings of the horses.  The deep gorge where the birds took up residence.  The underground dens belonging to the wolves and the overgrown, jungle-like dwellings of the cats. 

To my right was a strip of white sand and, beyond it, glittering waves of molten silver.  Tiny specks filled the sky above the water.  Probably the seagulls my friends sometimes liked to chase.

Isaac coasted right over the village, his shadow gliding across the distant ground.  Up ahead was nothing but forest.  I lifted my face into the wind.  My heart was still racing, but my fear was almost entirely gone.  This was absolutely incredible. 

I looked up at the clouds passing inches above my head.  Carefully, keeping a firm grip on Isaac with my other arm, I reached my hand towards them.  My fingers sliced right through like the clouds were smoke. They felt cool and damp, similar to early morning fog.

How are you doing back there, Eve? 

“Great!  This is so cool!”

He chuckled inside my head.  “There’s nothing quite like flying.”

He banked left.  I leaned into the turn, enjoying the swooping sensation in my stomach.  We were now soaring above an endless world of green.  The setting sun warmed my face.  I felt strangely free up here.  Like all my problems had become small and insignificant.  For the first time in days, Lucas was the farthest thing from my mind.

I lost track of time.  We could have been flying anywhere from ten minutes to an hour before Isaac began to descend.  I didn’t notice we were losing altitude until his wings brushed gently across the tops of the trees. 

Hold on, Eve.

He narrowed his body and veered sharply downward, swerving to avoid trunks and branches.  He came to a stop in the middle of a wide clearing, hovered precariously above the earth for a moment or two, then gently touched down.

I slid off his back in a giddy daze.  I was breathing hard.  My arms, and legs were trembling.  In my peripheral vision, I saw that my hair was frizzed out like an afro.

Stupid hair.

“Still doing all right, Evelyn?  Not everyone likes to fly.  I’ve had quite a few students vomit afterwards.  Some don’t even wait until we’re back on the ground.”

The thought of someone throwing up all over Isaac in mid-air made me giggle.  “I’m all right, sir.”

Isaac nodded.  “Do you have any idea why I brought you here?”

“Not a clue.”

“I haven’t shown this place to many people,” Isaac said, by way of an explanation.  “But, I used to come here a lot when I was younger.  It was my sanctuary.  My escape.”

 I cocked my head to the side, thoroughly confused.   Why was he telling me this?  “Escape from what?” I said.

“Level three shifters like me are incredibly rare, Eve.  There might only be two or three dozen of us on the planet at any given time.  My abilities attracted a lot of attention while I was attending school in this village.  Attention I had neither asked for, nor desired in any way.”

 It felt strange to have Isaac talking about his past.  He did not seem like the type to open up easily.  Especially to someone who basically qualified as his student.  There had to be some point to this.  I just wasn’t seeing it yet.

“For a long time, I was the only level three shifter in this village,” Isaac went on.  “But, in my fifth year, a new student was transferred here from overseas.  A new student just like me.  A level three shifter.  A phoenix.”

My eyes went wide.  A phoenix.  That was almost as cool as a dragon.

“We hit it off immediately.  We were instant friends.  We used to skip class and spend all day hunting local birds and racing each other through the forest.”

I raised my eyebrows.  “You, skipping class?”

“Let’s not get sidetracked, Evelyn,” Isaac cleared his throat and continued.  “After a few weeks, I showed him my spot here.  He decided it was the perfect place for sparring.  Quiet.  Remote.  No one looking over our shoulders.  I couldn’t have agreed more.  We started coming here almost every day.”  He paused.  “Do you see any trees in this clearing, Eve?”

I glanced around, but I already knew the answer.  The forest surrounding us was thick and lush, but not so much as a sapling grew within a twenty-foot radius of where I was standing.  “No.”

“That’s because my friend and I demolished this place,” Isaac said.  “We held nothing back.  We uprooted trees and tore up the ground so badly that, for a while, nothing could grow here at all.  I’m sure people heard us back in the village.  It probably sounded like world war three was taking place over here.”

Isaac’s voice was becoming hard and stern.  “We had been told repeatedly to be careful with our abilities, but we ignored every warning.  We thought we were invincible.  We thought that, since we were both level three shifters and pretty much equal in size and strength, that we couldn’t possibly do any serious damage to each other.

“We were wrong.  One evening, I got carried away and completely lost control.  I started attacking and I couldn’t stop myself.  My instincts took over.  The dragon took over.  I put my friend in the hospital with a broken arm, a shattered collar-bone and sever cranial swelling.  He recovered, but he never forgot what happened.  And neither did I.  I never forgot that I came within inches of killing him.”

A chill ran through me.  I had a feeling I knew where this was going now.

“Evelyn, you came very close to seriously hurting your friend Jewel this evening.  You were radiating power.  It was coming off of you in waves.”

“It was?” I said blankly.

“I don’t know how else to impress upon you how important this is, Eve.  You can not continue to be this careless.  Have you been doing any of the things I asked you to do during our last meeting?  Have you been exercising?  Controlling your emotions?  Clearing your thoughts before you go to sleep?”

“Okay, well see… the thing with that is…”

“I will take that as a ‘no.’”

I lowered my head.  If he was trying to make me feel ashamed of myself, he was doing a very good job of it.  “Look, I’m sorry.  But this stupid thing happened and…”

“I’m not interested in excuses, Eve.  Now, here’s what I want you to do.”  He pointed to a footpath that ran off into the depths of the forest.  “That trail will leave you back to the village.  It’s about twenty miles or so.”

“What?”

“Obviously, you need to blow off some steam.”

“It’s almost dark out,” I protested. 

“Wildcat’s have good night vision, don’t they?”

“But-”

“No ‘buts,’  young lady.  Get moving.  I’ll keep an eye on you from above until you get back inside the village.”

Without another word, he shifted back into dragon form and took off into the sky.


Chapter 36: Confrontation

I ran the entire way back to the village.  Over the entire twenty miles, I did not allow my body to stop.  I alternated between a light jog and a hard, ground-covering sprint, but I never slowed to a walk.  No matter how much I wanted to.

Isaac had one thing right.  Even after the sun had gone down, I had no trouble finding my way.  I could see almost as well at night as I could during the day.  Imagine the effect of a full moon in a cloudless sky and magnify it about three times.  That’s how the forest looked to me.

As I ran, clashing thoughts and emotions swirled through my mind.  So many things had happened today.  I had gone from panic to anger.  Anxiety to relief.  Amazement to fear to frustration, all within the span of about twelve hours.

Panic when I had woken up this morning, certain I was going to be tossed out of the school.  (thank goodness that had turned out okay).  Anger when I confronted Lucas.  Anxiety when I thought I was about to lose Jewel’s friendship.  Relief when I realized that I wasn’t.  Amazement when I was coasting through the sky on the back of a huge dragon.  Fear as I listened to Isaac’s story and realized the same thing could have easily happened to me.  And frustration when Isaac flat-out refused to hear my side of things.

Seriously, if I went through one more dramatic mood shift before this day was up, I would be in danger of going stark raving mad.

I caught a glimpse of Isaac every once in a while, circling far above my head.  My vision was so sharp that I could see his scales glittering faintly in the moonlight.

I understood why he was punishing me like this.  If what he said was true, and I had been on the verge of seriously hurting Jewel, then I a twenty-mile run through the woods was probably more than justified.  If anything, he was going easy on me.  The thought of what could have happened, the physical damage I could inflict on another person without even trying, was enough to make me feel physically sick.

But, at the same time, couldn’t he have listened to me?  This situation with Lucas was getting out of hand.  And, combined with my lack of control over the angry, powerful creature lurking inside me, it was a recipe for disaster.

And this wasn’t just about me, either.  According to Jewel and Danielle, Lucas had been causing problems around here for years.  Stalking one girl after another and mistreating the unlucky few who were gullible enough to fall into his trap.  This couldn’t continue.  Something needed to be done about this.

I made  a decision right then and there.  While my feet pounded the earth and branches swayed eerily above my head, casting dark, moving shadows across the trail.  First thing tomorrow I would hunt down Isaac.  Or Deanna.  Or Shane.  And I would tell them everything.  No matter how embarrassing.  No matter how ashamed I was of my actions.

I don’t know how long I ran for.  It must have been hours.  Hours of nothing but trees and darkness and silence.  I lost track of Isaac’s position in the sky.  I lost all sense of where I was or how I had gotten there.  I could only think about the mindless activity of endlessly placing one foot in front of the other.

Even for a shifter, twenty miles is a long way.  It took ages, but fatigue eventually began to settle in.  My pace slowed.  I struggled to lift my feet and stumbled over roots and stones.  I was breathing hard.  A sheen of sweat coated my body.  I had almost forgotten when it felt like to be this tired.

By the time I got back to the village, I was about ready to collapse in bed and sleep for ten hours straight.  I stopped right at the entrance to the school and placed my hand against the wall, head down, lungs heaving.  Even my wildcat sagged with exhaustion.

A shadow passed over my head.  Isaac dipped his wing, then circled around and disappeared from sight.

I stayed exactly where I was, fighting to catch my breath.  As the seconds and minutes ticked by, my heart rate slowed and the burning in my lungs began to fade.  To my surprise, once my body had normalized again, I actually felt pretty good.  I felt… calm.  My inner-animal was relaxed.  My mind wasn’t reeling with a million thoughts.  I wasn’t thinking about anything, really, except the chirping crickets and the breeze cooling my damp skin.

So, a twenty mile run.  That’s what it took for my stupid wildcat to simmer down.  I would have to remember that.  It would probably end up being useful information.

When I felt ready, I stood up straight, wiped the dry sweat off my forehead and trotted up the steps into the school.  It was quiet, dark and deserted.  In fact, I had never seen it quite this empty before.  It must have been later than I thought.

My exhaustion was fading quickly.  I felt extremely alert and aware of my surroundings.  My senses were turned all the way up.  My vision was sharper and brighter than usual, my hearing more acute.  I was even more aware of the coolness and moisture in the air.

I was on my way to the courtyard, looking forward to a good, long sleep when a sharp voice made me jump.

“Where the hell have you been?”

I spun around so quickly I almost fell over. 

It was Lucas.  He emerged out of the shadows like a ghost.  For the first time since I had known him, he did not look either smug or condescending or arrogant.  He look angry.  His lips were pressed tightly together.  His hard muscles stood out on his forearms like ropes.  He walked aggressively towards me, jaw tight and clenched.

In that moment, I completely forgot that I was easily twice as strong as him.  All I saw was someone taller and heavier and much more physically intimidating, stomping at me like an angry horse.

But then my fear was replaced with this sort of reckless fury.  I was completely sick of this guy. I had enough going on right now.  The last thing I needed was a freaking stalker following my every move.  I tried to walk right past him, but Lucas planted himself in front of me, blocking my path.

“I asked you a question, Eve.  I said where the hell were you?  I told you to meet me at eight o’clock, remember?  I stood around like an idiot for an hour and a half.  You have a lot of explaining to do, here.”

I could have just walked away, but I doubted he would make it that easy.  Besides, I had a feeling he would just keep coming after me unless I cleared things up once and for all.

My wildcat hissed and bared its teeth, responding to my anger.  Instead of fighting it, I channeled the creature into my next words.  “I don’t have to explain anything to you, Lucas.  We’re not even dating, okay?  Get that through your thick head.  I didn’t want to go out with you tonight. I didn’t agree to go out with you tonight, and I will never agree to go out with you.  You’re a jerk and creep and I don’t want anything to do with you.  You got that?  Do you understand that?”

“Don’t lie to me, Eve.  You were with that Reza guy, weren’t you?  I knew something was going on between you two.  I thought I told you to stop seeing him.  Isn’t that what I told you?”

“Did you even hear what I said?”

“Maybe I wasn’t clear enough, Eve. I don’t want you hanging out with that guy.  I don’t want you hanging out with any guys, period.”

“I was not with Reza!” I yelled in frustration.  My voice echoed through the empty hallways.

“So who were you with, then?  The lesbian?  The snob?  Or maybe that dragon shifter, whatever his name is.  Kerry said he wasn’t at the hearing tonight.”

I couldn’t listen to any more of this.  I had just started walking away when his final sentence registered in my mind.  I stopped abruptly and turned around.  “Wait, the hearing?  Deanna’s hearing?  You know about that?”

Lucas looked at me like I was the stupidest person on the planet.  “Where have you been?  Everyone knows about that.”

“But you know the details?  You know what going on?” 

“You need to find some new sources of information, Eve.  Anyone with half-decent connections knows what’s going on.”

For a split second, I was torn between leaving or staying put to hear what Lucas had to say.  Was it worth spending more time in his company to find out what was going on with Deanna?  I had been anxious for news since the trial began, but everyone I knew was being pretty tight-lipped about it. 

Lucas folded his arms.  He had the upper hand now, and he knew it.  “So, you want some information the trial, do you?  Fine.  But first, you’re gonna tell me what you were doing tonight.”

“I was with my friends, all right?” I lied fiercely.

“including Reza?”

“Yes, including Reza.  But it wasn’t just Reza.”

“So you didn’t listen to me, then.”

I felt like screaming in frustration.  “I answered your question, Lucas.  Are you going to answer mine?”

“I don’t think much of your tone, Eve.”

I flexed my fingers.  That strange, tingling sensation was creeping back into my hands.  It was like the twenty mile run had never even happened.  “Are you going to tell me anything?”  I demanded.  “Or should I just walk away right now?”

Lucas made a show of examining his fingernails, deliberately taking his time.  “Well, that Deanna woman isn’t coming across very well, I can tell you that much.  Getting all angry and defensive instead of just admitting what she did wrong.”

“She didn’t do anything wrong.” I snapped.

“You’re not serious, are you?  She exposed herself.  That’s one of the worst things you can do.  And, not only is she being all self-righteous about it, she won’t even take responsibility for the huge mess she caused.  Do you have any idea how much damage control is going on right now because of her?  She’s created nothing but problems with that little stunt of hers.  She’s going down hard, I can guarantee you that.  It will be no less than she deserves, either.”

“For helping someone?” I demanded, outraged.

“Don’t be such a child, Eve.  You really think the world is that simple?  She put every single one of us in danger.  You know what that makes her?  It makes her an enemy to our kind.  And she deserves to be punished like one.”

My hands were clenched so hard that my arms shook.  The burning, tingling sensation was now working its way up my shoulders into my chest.  It felt like my whole body was pulsing with furious energy.

“Speaking of traitors, have you ditched that Silent Heroes garbage yet?  Don’t tell me you were at that meeting tonight.  I specifically told you not to go.”

“Yeah, you did,” I growled.  “But you seem to be operating under the delusion that you can order me around.”

A strange chill settled over Lucas’s features.  His face went kind of blank.  The smoldering blue of his eyes suddenly became static and dead.  It was a very unsettling expression. 

“I really don’t know what else to say right now, Eve.  I laid down the rules as clearly as I could.  I gave you two very simple instructions that should have been easy to follow, and you chose to ignore them.”

“I’m not your slave, Lucas.”

“You’re just like my old girlfriend.  You have to learn everything the hard way.”

I couldn’t take this.  I couldn’t handle the garbage spewing out of his mouth.  Gritting my teeth to keep the wildcat from breaking loose, I tried to shove my way past him.  Lucas lashed out.  He grabbed my arm in one hand and shoved me roughly into the wall with the other.  I heart slats of bamboo crack as my weight was thrown up against them.

“Did I say you could leave?”

My wildcat roared in fury.  It took all my willpower just to hold it in.  I wanted to attack him with every fiber of my being.  I wanted shift into cat-form and rip is throat out. “Back off, Lucas.  I mean it.”

“I’m still talking, Eve.” He was shaking me roughly as he spoke.  His fingers dug so hard into my arm that it felt like his nails were drawing blood. 

“Ow, you’re hurting me!”

“You don’t argue with me when I’m talking, Eve.  You keep your mouth shut and listen.”

“Get away from me!” I tried pushing him, but he saw it coming this time.  He knocked my arms off to the side.  I saw a flash of movement.  Stinging pain lanced across my left cheek.  The next thing I knew, I was on the ground, my ears ringing and the taste of blood in my mouth. 

I looked up.  Lucas stood over me, arms folded, stance wide.  The expression on his face was infuriatingly smug.

He was saying something.  Something about me driving and provoking him into violence.  It was practically meaningless to me.  He might as well have been speaking Greek for all the sense it made.

The wildcat had finally broken free of its restraints, and it did not have the tiniest bit of interest in what this human was saying.  To the animal, his words were as insignificant as specks of dust floating through the air.

For some reason, I did not immediately transform, but I felt the creature take over my body and my mind.  A low growl started in the back of my throat and rose into a full-on snarl.  I bared my teeth. 

Lucas said something else.  I could barely hear him over the vicious sounds coming out of my mouth. 

I coiled my muscles, dug my nails into the planks of bamboo underneath me, and charged.


Chapter 37: The Creature Within

Everything happened at lightning speed.  Too fast for me to even comprehend what I was doing, much less attempt to re-gain control of my own actions.

Lucas saw my attack coming and tried to move out of they way, but he was too slow.  My shoulder rammed into his chest with all the speed and power of my uncontrolled fury.  Lucas was thrown off his feet.  He landed several meters away, pitching and rolling across the floor.  He slammed hard into the wall.  Bamboo cracked and shattered around him.  A few chunks came loose and clattered to the floor.

He whipped around and met my gaze, eyes flaming with anger.

“What the hell is wrong with you?  You little b-”

I didn’t bother listening to the rest, I was already charging in for anther attack.  I was completely illogical.  The wildcat had taken over.  There wasn’t a thread of rational thought left inside of me.

This time, Lucas was ready for me.  I lunged straight at his face.  He swerved out of the way and shoved me hard between the shoulder blades, turning my own momentum against me.  I shot forward and smashed right through the divider that separated the main hallway from the courtyard.  I landed on the grass, debris raining down over my head.

I was back up in a flash.  Without a single moment of hesitation, ready for my next attack.

Everything after that was a blur.  We fought like a pair of wild animals, even though we were both still in human form.  I came at Lucas with my teeth bared, nails flashing, channeling the wildcat into every one of my actions.  Lucas stomped and kicked, throwing his superior size and weight around.

We were crashing into the walls, putting holes in the floor, making an almighty racquet.  I heard doors creak open and sounds of alarm, but no one dared to get in between us.

Lucas didn’t hold anything back.  He put all his strength into every attack.  His face was set, yet there was a flicker of something underneath.  Something that looked almost like fear.

He wasn’t prepared for this, it couldn’t have been more obvious.  He was used to picking fights with people smaller and weaker than him.  People who didn’t stand up to him.  People who didn’t fight back.  And now he had met his match in a place he never would have expected.

But, that’s what I didn’t understand.  I was holding my own against him, but that was about it. According to Isaac—hell, according to everything I had experienced lately—I should have destroyed Lucas in seconds.  By this point, he should have been nothing but a quivering pile of flesh on the ground.

I didn’t know what was going on.  I felt… strange.  Like I was fighting through molasses.  My power was still there, bubbling and roiling underneath the surface.  It was building and growing stronger every second.  The warm, tingling sensation now filled my entire body.  Yet, at the same time, it seemed like I could only access a fraction of that potential.

I was a huge, angry lion at the edge of a flimsy chain.  A volcano about to erupt.  A dam that was cracked and strained and ready to burst.

What would happen when all that power broke free?  I was frankly a little scared to find out.

While my thoughts were distracted, Lucas threw me over his shoulder and slammed me onto the floor.  He tried to pin me down.  I thrust my legs out, catching him in the chest and flipping right over my head.  The ground shook when he landed.

I rolled over onto all fours, but Lucas was somehow faster.  I looked up to find a massive black horse with flaming blue eyes glaring down at me.  The creature reared, pawing the air with its gigantic hooves.  I barely scrambled out of the way fast enough to avoid being crushed. 

Lucas reared again and I rolled in the other direction.  His feet slammed down exactly where my hands would have been, turning polished slates of bamboo into a pile of splinters.

And then finally, all of the sudden, the dam burst.  My fury boiled over.  What the hell was he trying to do, kill me?

My wildcat broke free of it’s chains.  The tingling warmth under my skin turning into liquid heat, burning through my veins.  I felt the transformation begin to take place.  My bones shifted position.  Dark fur erupted all over my body.  I grew wickedly long, sharp claws.  Bone crushing teeth and…

No, wait.  Wait… this wasn’t right.  I was growing.  My body was expanding out in every direction.  The ground fell away as my legs grew longer.  My head was getting bigger, my neck muscles becoming thicker and stronger in order to support it.  Powerful muscles bulged and rippled along my shoulders, across my torso and down all four legs. 

Finally, a pair of curved, dagger-like teeth sprouted from either side of my thick, powerful jaw. 

I was beyond huge.  I was a monster.  My eyes were just about level with Lucas, but my body was longer, more massive.  I was a gigantic, saber-toothed wildcat.  And I was mad.

Shouts and screams reverberated around us.  Lucas threw this head back, nostrils flared, his ears pinned against his skull.  I stared him down, hardly moving, my whole body humming with energy.

Then, Lucas did the first smart thing he had done all night.  He wheeled around in a tight, ninety-degree turn and ran.

I surged after him.  I didn’t even hesitate.  Lucas sprinted out the school’s front entrance, down the stairs and out into the night while I followed in hot pursuit. 

The power coming out of this new form was incredible.  Every time my back legs hit the earth, they propelled me forward like a rocket launcher.  My body took huge, rapid strides, devouring the ground beneath me at a dizzying pace.

Lucas made a sharp right and thundered down the main street, his legs a solid blur of movement, the wind whipping his mane and tail into an angry tempest.  He was probably going at least fifty miles an hour, yet I was gaining on him every second, and gaining extremely fast.  Each step brought me noticeably closer to his flailing back hooves.

The blind anger was still racing through me, clouding my rational thoughts.  If the wildcat had been difficult to control, this prehistoric monster I had become was next to impossible.  I was completely at the mercy of its every whim and desire.  And, right now, it only wanted one very simple thing; it wanted to destroy Lucas for ever daring to think he could mess with me.

There was a steep drop in the road just ahead, hurtling towards us at breakneck speed.  I lost sight of Lucas for a moment as he disappeared over the edge.  I saw my opportunity to overtake him.

When I reached the edge of the hill just seconds later, I gathered my legs underneath my body and pounced.  This new form easily weighed upwards of two thousand pounds, but I launched myself right into the air like it was nothing.  I flew at least ten meters, claws extended, and landed squarely on top of my prey.

Lucas gave an animal shriek that was half terrified, half furious.  My weight caused him to pitch forward.  He struck the pavement with his left shoulder. We tumbled violently, end-over-end down the rest of the hill, me clinging tenaciously to his back.  The road started to curve, but we continued to roll straight, plunging into a narrow alley of shops and boutiques.  We tore through displays of ceramics and stained glass.  Outdoor tables and chairs went flying in our wake.  We knocked over support beams and sent a number of awnings plunging to the ground.

We landed in a dark, deserted plaza at the bottom of a hill.  I stood up and shook myself off, not even fazed.  Lucas, on the other hand, was not so lucky.  One of his front legs was folded awkwardly underneath him.  Blood ran down his back, nearly invisible against his dark fur.

I released a quiet snarl and began to walk in slow, deliberate circles around him, my huge paws striking the ground gracefully, noiselessly.

Lucas fought to re-gain his feet, throwing his head, muscles straining, but it was useless.  His eyes showed white all the way around.  His nostrils were flared.  He looked absolutely terrified.

If I had been thinking like a normal, rational person, I might have felt sorry for him.  But, I wasn’t thinking like a person.  I was thinking like a wild, remorseless predator.  I tightened my circles.  Lucas was talking rapidly inside my head, trying to stop me, trying to reason with me.  To my animal brain, his pleas were nothing except background noise.  My gaze zeroed in on his jugular.  I bared my dagger-like fangs and lunged.

My teeth were just inches away from Lucas’s throat when something large and heavy rammed into the side of my face.  I staggered and my teeth clamped down on nothing but air. 

I whipped around with a furious snarl.  For a second I didn’t see a thing, but then I made out a lean figure in the darkness.  She was almost invisible against the night sky, black on black.  Only the reflective surface of her eyes gave her away.

Eve Danielle said.  Listen to me.  You’re out of control.  You’re not thinking clearly.  You have to-

I cut her off with a roar that shook the ground and probably woke half the village.  Just who did this interloper think she was?

I hurled myself at the new threat.  There was a flicker of terror inside my human mind, but it was nothing against the colossal strength of the wild creature inside me. 

Danielle leapt swiftly out of the way and I was left clawing at the empty space where she had been.  I made a sharp turn, paws skidding on the ground as I chased after her. 

I had barely taken a few steps when two more weights landed on top of me.  I released another earth-shattering roar.  Channeling all of my formidable strength, I reared into the air and sent both of my attackers flying in opposite directions.

All three of them were on me again within seconds.  They paced around me, keeping a safe distance, occasionally darting in to nip at my heels.  Their voices echoed through my mind, words and phrases bouncing back and forth. 

Eve, do you even realize what you’re doing?  A female voice.  Jewel.

You have to stop!

 Shift out!  That was Reza.

I was too far gone to understand what they were saying.  All I knew was that these three annoyances were getting in my way, and I didn’t like it one bit.

I flew into a rage.  I lashed out wildly at them.  I charged aimlessly from one to the next.  My huge paw shot out and made contact with one of the dark figures circling around me.  I heard a yelp of pain, though I couldn’t see who it was in the darkness.  The voices in my head increased in volume and intensity.  They meant absolutely nothing to me.

Then, suddenly, I was somehow being swept right off my feet.  My back slammed into a hard, unforgiving surface.  I looked up and found myself staring into a pair of glowing, silver eyes.

It was Isaac.  He had me pinned up against one of the buildings, his left wing pressed uncomfortably against my throat.  My back legs hung uselessly several inches above the ground.

Shift out, Evelyn.  His voice was so loud inside my head that it was almost painful.  Now.  This instant.

I tore irrationally at the membrane of his wings, trying to fight my way to freedom.  He didn’t budge.  My razor sharp claws couldn’t find purchase on his skin.  It was like stone.  Like solid diamond.

Evelyn, you need to shift out of that form before you hurt someone.  Do you hear me?  Do you understand me?

The short answer to his question was “no.”  I did not comprehend a single word.  I worked myself into a frenzy, kicking and clawing and snarling in rage.  The wildcat hated—absolutely hated—being pinned down like this. 

Only as the creature wore itself out—bit by bit—did my human side begin to emerge.  My conscience surfaced as if from a vivid dream.  I saw everything that had happened as if experiencing it for the first time.  From my initial transformation, to chasing Lucas through the streets, to fighting with Danielle and Reza and Jewel.  Panic rolled over me as the images flooded my thoughts.

Oh crap, I had done it this time.  I had really done it this time.

My struggling faded a little bit at a time.  I didn’t even realize I was changing from until I began to shrink.  The sharp canines retreated back inside my skull.  My fur disappeared.  My huge muscles seemed to cave in on themselves.  Thick curls shot out of my scalp.  My vision darkened and dimmed.

Not until I was fully human again did Isaac release me.  I slid to the ground.  My arms and legs felt like overcooked noodles.  My head seemed too heavy for my neck.  Involuntary tremors rippled from one end of my body to the other. 

I was completely spent, too exhausted to even begin to contemplate what would happen next.


Chapter 38: Aftermath

“She didn’t know what she was doing.”

“I don’t care, Deanna!” 

“It wasn’t her fault.”

“It most certainly was.”

“You can’t just kick her out, you don’t even know what happened.”

“I know exactlywhat happened, and I have the right to ban any student who poses a threat to this school!  I warned her, didn’t I?  I told her what the consequences would be if this behavior continued!  She chose not to listen!  Now we have two injured students and a months’ worth of damage to repair!  The girl is a menace and a danger to everyone around her!”

I sat numbly while Kerry stormed and shrieked, occasionally jabbing an accusing finger in my direction.  Deanna was defending me fiercely.  They had been arguing for so long that their voices were beginning to resonate strangely inside my skull.  No one else could get a word in edgewise.  Not Isaac, who was lightly gripping the back of my chair.  Not Danielle or Jewel who both stood off to one side, eyes wide and mouths tightly closed.  Not Shane, who would occasionally open his mouth and try to interject, only to have the two women talk over him.

My memory of the past twenty minutes was hazy at best.  I remembered the floodlights coming on in the plaza.  Hundreds of faces staring down at me, Kerry standing out among the crowd.  I remembered a flurry of noise and activity, people surrounding me, jostling me while they yelled and argued over my head.  I remembered Lucas being hauled off somewhere for medical treatment, followed closely by Reza. 

How badly they were hurt, I couldn’t say.  Part of me didn’t even want to know.  I felt sick just thinking about it. 

And now, I had somehow ended up in Deanna’s office, listening in a daze while she fought with Kerry.

“She almost killed someone, Deanna!  What part of this are you not understanding?  She is violent and dangerous and out of control!”

“She didn’t mean to-”

“I couldn’t care less whether she meant for this to happen or not!  The fact is, it did!  I will not stand for this type of behavior in my school, Deanna!  I will not!  She has to go and she has to go now!”

“Would you listen to me for one-”

“And another thing!” Kerry shrieked, cutting Deanna short.  “Why did no one tell me that this girl was Gifted?  She just changed into something that was five times the size of her usual form!  That’s a gifted trait if I ever saw one!”

“That has nothing to do with-”

“It has everything to do with this!  People like her should be locked up in specialized facilities!  They have no business wandering around among the general population!  The are a threat of everyone and everything they come in contact with!”

I heard wood creak.  Isaac had intensified his grip on the back of my chair.

“Have you lost your mind?” Deanna said.  “Locking people up just because of the abilities they were born with?”

“If they can’t control those abilities, then yes!”

“Kerry, you’re being completely unreasonab-”

“She was provoked.”

Every set of eyes in the room turned away from Kerry and Deanna and focused squarely on Jewel.  Her small face was tense, her jaw set mulishly.  “Do you think it’s a coincidence that Lucas is the person she attacked?  That stupid jerk has been stalking her.  He’s been harassing her.”

“Oh what’s this nonsense?” Kerry sneered.

“Don’t act all surprised.  I tried telling you a million times last year,” Jewel shot defiantly back.  “The guy’s a psychopath.  He victimizes one girl after another.  It was only a matter of time before he went after someone who was capable of fighting back.  He got exactly what he deserved!”

“Now listen, young lady-”

“No you listen!” Jewel’s voice was growing louder, more insistent.  “He should have been kicked out of this place a hundred times by now!  He spent all last summer stalking Danielle!  He ruined his ex-girlfriends life!  But you refused to acknowledge any of it because he’s a stupid horse-shifter and because he always acts like a perfect student in front of you!  Just because he knows how to suck up to the right people doesn’t mean he’s incapable of doing anything wrong!  He’s been manipulating you, and you don’t even realize it!  Are you that stupid?  Are you that blind?  Does a person really have to grow up with someone like him in order to see these things?”

My head jerked backwards.  What the heck was she talking about?  What did she mean by that?

Jewel’s face was pale.  I had never seen her look so angry.  “He attacked first.  I’d bet everything I own on it.  This is his fault!  It’s not Eve’s!’

“That’s enough!” Kerry snapped.  She turned back to Deanna.  It was like Jewels words had meant nothing to her.  “I want this little menace out of here by tomorrow morning.” She pointed once again in my direction.  “And that goes for all three of her friends too.”

“What?” for the first time, Deanna looked completely shocked.

“You can’t do that,” Shane said.  

“I can, and I just did.  They were involved in this fiasco just as much as she was.”

“We were trying to stop her!” Jewel shouted.

“So you say.  All I saw was a pack of wildcats fighting with each other and causing no end of destruction.”

“And what the hell was Lucas doing?  Picking flowers?”

“My nephew,” Kerry said, “is currently in the hospital with a broken arm and a set of six inch gashes down his back.”

“Just because he lost the fight doesn’t make him any less guilty!”

Kerry ignored her.  “Deanna, I expect all four of these violent delinquents out of my school by this time tomorrow.  Have I made myself clear?”

For a moment, Deanna just glared.  Her knees were bent, her shoulders tense.  Her fingers were slightly curled.  Her long, manicured nails looked almost like claws.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to see her shift form right there.  “Perfectly.”

“If I were you, I would consider this a good thing, Deanna.  They can keep you company during your suspension.  Which will be permanent if I have anything to say about it.”

With that, she stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her and leaving a ringing silence in her wake.

I couldn’t believe what had just happened.  My head was spinning with about a hundred different thoughts.  I felt like I had been hit with a ton of new information all at once.

Did Kerry really have the power to banish four students from the school grounds just like that?  I had been fully prepared to be kicked out for this, but never had it crossed my mind that Jewel and Danielle and Reza would be given the exact same punishment.  And for what?  They hadn’t done anything wrong.  If it wasn’t for Danielle, I was have ripped Lucas’s throat out!

And, what was all this about Deanna being suspended?  Did that mean she had lost her trial?  Was she being thrown out of the village for good?  Would they reopen her case?  Would there be an appeal or something?

It sounded like Lucas would be okay.  (I wasn’t quite sure whether to be happy about this or not).  But, what about Reza?  No one had so much as mentioned him.  If Kerry planned on tossing him out with the rest of us, he couldn’t be too badly hurt, could he? 

And what on earth had Kerry called me just now?  Gifted?  What did that even mean?  Was I some kind of rare level three shifter?  Or was I something else entirely?

“Eve?”

I jumped and looked up at Deanna.

“Are you all right?”

“Umm… kind of, I guess.”

“Do you feel like telling us what happened?”

“Not really,” I answered truthfully.

“I’d be quite interested to hear your perspective on things,” Isaac said.  “That boy Lucas will have his own version.  I can guarantee you that.”

“What does it matter?  I’m already expelled.”

“For now.  I might be able to get the decision reversed, if I argue your case to the right people.”

“Is Reza okay?” I blurted.

“He’s perfectly okay,” Deanna said.  “A few scratches, that’s it.  He’ll be fine.  Please tell us what happened, Eve.”

I looked at the floor.  I really didn’t feel like talking about this.  Everyone else was quiet.  They didn’t push me, but I could tell they were all waiting for me to speak.

So, finally, I took a deep breath and told them the whole story. 

For the sake of Deanna, Shane and Isaac, I had to go all the way back to my first date with Lucas, otherwise nothing I told them afterward would make the slightest bit of sense.  Everyone listened intently without interrupting, although, when I reached the part where Lucas had first gotten physical with me, Jewel muttered something under her breath

When I was finished, the room was dead silent for several long moments. 

“You should have told someone about this, Eve,” Deanna finally said.

“I was going to,” I said.  “I was going to tell you first thing in the morning.  I tried telling Isaac just a few hours ago.”

“She was trying to tell me something,” Isaac said.  “I apologize, Evelyn.  I should have listened.”

I didn’t answer.  I knew it wasn’t fair to blame him.  But, at the same time, I couldn’t help wondering if this whole mess could have have been avoided. 

Shane cracked his big knuckles casually.  “So, does anyone else feel like this Lucas kid could use a good beating?”

“Shane,” Deanna warned.

“I wouldn’t mind having a little chat with him myself,” Isaac said mildly.

“Absolutely not,” Deanna said.  “I don’t want either of you to put one hand on that kid.  It will just make the situation worse.  Besides,” she caught my eye and grinned.  “I think Eve did just fine standing up for herself.”

“Hard to argue with that,” Isaac agreed.

I managed a tiny smile.

We spent another twenty minutes or so working out our plans for the next day.  My friends and I would leave the next morning with Deanna and Shane, although no one mentioned where exactly we would be going.  Isaac would stay behind and see about have Kerry’s decision overturned.

Frankly, this made me nervous.  Isaac was the only one who seemed to understand the full extent of my powers.  He was also the only one strong enough to stop me if I got out of control.  Sending me out among the general population without him was just asking for trouble as far as I was concerned.

But, unfortunately, I wasn’t the one making the decisions here.

Once all the details had been hashed out, Deanna sent us teenagers off to bed, saying that she would meet us out front of the school the following morning.  I followed Jewel and Deanna out of the room.  I felt terrible.  This was all my fault.  My friends were being expelled because of me.  Because of my recklessness and lack of control.

“This is so stupid,” Jewel growled.  It was almost midnight.  Her voice echoed eerily through the empty halls.  “Kerry’s officially lost her mind.  She can’t just expel people without a hearing.”

“Apparently she can,” Danielle sounded grim, but over all she appeared to be taking this pretty calmly.

“She didn’t even see everything that happened.  She didn’t bother to ask the dozens of other witnesses what they saw.  Lucas is the one that started it, and is he getting punished?  No!  No, because Kerry doesn’t think he can do a single thing wrong!”

“Jewel, Isaac’s going to handle it, okay?”

Jewel vented her feelings by kicking at a potted fern as she walked past it.  “I’m so sick of people like him getting away with everything!”

“I know Jewel.”

I looked sideways at my roommate.  I felt like I was taking a chance asking her about this.  At the same time, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold my curiosity at bay.  “Did…umm… did you say something about growing up with him, or…”

“Not him specifically,” Jewel said.  “But my dad was the exact same type.  Controlling.  Manipulative.  Always criticizing other people.  Always blaming them for what he did wrong.  Always blaming me or my mom for provoking him whenever he used too…” she trailed off. 

My stomach twisted into a knot.  What was she saying?  That her father had been… violent or physically abusive?  That would certainly explain where her anger towards Lucas came from.  Just dealing with him for a couple of days had been almost too much for me to handle.  I couldn’t imagine dealing with someone like that for months and years at a time.  Always on edge.  Walking on eggshells.  Never knowing who or what was going to set him off next.

Jewel walked with her shoulders hunched, scowling at the floor.  “We got away from him, eventually, but he was never arrested.  Never spent so much as a single night in jail.”

“Jewel, I had no idea that-”

“It’s not something I like to advertise,” she kicked another potted fern.  “Whatever.  I don’t really feel like talking about this, okay?”

“Okay.”

Danielle stopped at her room just a few doors ahead of us.  She said goodnight and disappeared.  Jewel and I continued to our own room.

Jewel went straight to bed, still muttering darkly.

I went to the huge window that covered the entire back wall of the room.  I could just make out the basic shape of the village sprawled out below me.  Huge trees.  Oddly shaped buildings.  Curving stone walkways and huge, aerial l boardwalks.  It had only been my home a few short weeks and already I couldn’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else.

I couldn’t help wondering if I would ever see it again.


Chapter 39: Boys with Girlfriends

I couldn’t sleep.  I tossed a turned all night long.  I couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen now.  Where would we go?  What would we do?  Deanna had mentioned another level two shifter village in Greenland.  I wasn’t much for the cold.  The winters back home were almost more than I could handle.  But, if I was forced to decide between Greenland and being cut off from this world completely, then my choice was obvious.

Despite all the problems and challenges I had faced since my arrival here, I had never felt more fulfilled.  I had never felt more alive.  It was like I had spent the first sixteen years of my life seeing the world in black and white.  And then, all of the sudden, everything was in technicolor.  Having never known about all these other amazing, spectacular shades, I never would have missed them.  But, now that I had seen their vibrant beauty for myself, I couldn’t live without it.

Based on the constant noise coming from above me—creaking wood and rustling blankets—I guessed that Jewel wasn’t sleeping any better than I was.  I wondered if she was mad at me. I wouldn’t blame her one bit if she was.  The fact that I had gotten my friends chucked out right along with me was weighing heavily on my conscience.  It was so unfair of Kerry to punish them for what I had done wrong.  That was easily the worst part of this whole thing.  Not my loss of control or being yelled at and treated like a criminal.  But the idea that I had dragged three perfectly innocent people down with me.

As the sky brightened and the first rays of sunlight brushed the tops of the trees, I came to a decision.

I threw the covers off my bed and slipped quietly out of the room.  (Jewel finally appeared to be sleeping calmly).  As I made my way down to the bottom floor, I tried to enjoy my surroundings as much as possible.  The huge tree that stood in the center of the courtyard, branches reaching up towards the sky.  The gleaming slats of bamboo all around me.  The tiny particles of dust illuminated by the rising sun.

A deep ache settled below my sternum.  I missed this place like crazy already.

I climbed down the spiral staircase, crossed the courtyard and went straight to Kerry’s office.  I wasn’t even sure if she would be up at this hour, especially on a Sunday morning.  But, she struck me as the early morning, workaholic type.  I figured it couldn’t hurt to try.

I knocked on the closed door and her voice responded almost immediately.  “One moment, I’ll be right with you.”

I stood there anxiously, chewing my lip and shifting my weight from one foot to the other.  Now that I was here, my nerves were getting the better of me.  Part of me wanted to walk away and never look back.  But, I wouldn’t let myself do that.  I would see this through whether I liked it or not.

After a few moments, the door swung open.  I felt my eyebrows go up as Reza stepped out of Kerry’s office.  A set of claw marks ran diagonally across his chest, freshly stitched, looking raw and red and sore.  He gave me a brief smile, nothing like his usual big, happy grin.

The knot in my stomach seemed to tighten.  He wasn’t mad at me, was he?

“What are you doing here?”

I jumped and looked up at Kerry.  She did not look very pleased to see me.  Of course, I hadn’t really expected anything else.

“I umm…” I stammered.  “I just wanted to talk you about something.”

“You’ve been expelled from this school, Miss O’Connor.  My decision is final.  I don’t think there is much else to say.”

“Please,” the word tasted bitter in my mouth.  “Please just hear me out.”

Kerry sighed dramatically and waved me into her office.  She closed the door, marched past me and sat down at her big, oak desk.  She made a big production of smoothing out her clothes and fussily straightening the papers on her desk before she bothered to make eye contact with me again.

“Well?  What do you want?  I don’t have all day.”

I took a deep breath.  “Look, I know I messed up.  I lost control. I attacked one of my classmates.”  Not that he’s innocent by any stretch of the imagination, I added silently to myself.  “I caused a huge amount of damage to the village.  I didn’t do any of it on purpose, but that doesn’t change what happened and you have every right to punish me for it.”

Kerry appeared thoroughly bored.

“But,” I pressed on stubbornly.  “My friends… they didn’t do anything wrong.  They didn’t hurt anyone.  And they’re not the ones that attacked Lucas, okay?  That was me and only me.  They had nothing to do with it.  All they did was try and stop me.  They did stop me.  If it wasn’t for them, Lucas would be in a lot worse shape than he is right now.”

Kerry continued to stare impassively at me.  “You’d like me to allow your friends to stay.  Is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes,” I said.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

Kerry regarded my silently for a moment.  It looked like she was actually considering my request.  I allowed a tiny bubble of hope to rise in my chest.

“No, I’m don’t think that’s possible, Miss O’Connor.”

“What?” the bubble rapidly deflated.  “But… but it was my fault!  I’m admitting to it!  What else do you need to hear?”

“Do not raise your voice to me, young lady.  I have listened to your concerns and my decision stands.  Your friends were caught behaving violently and recklessly.  Your friend Jewel was involved in a previous incident in which she encouraged you to shift forms.  If you’ll recall, that particular event ended with you chasing a young horse shifter all over the village.”

“But-”

“Also,” Kerry spoke over me.  “Am I correct in assuming that all three of your friends were fully aware of your… abilities?”  She said the word like it was a disease.

I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it just a quickly. 

“I thought as much,” Kerry’s voice was smug.  “If they know about your skills and failed to report it to the proper authorities, that makes them responsible for every one of your reckless actions.  And the same goes for Deanna.  Fortunately…” A tiny smile appeared on Kerry’s face, “…she’s already been suspended.”

“Deanna didn’t know,” I lied.

“I highly doubt that.  I suspect every person who was defending you last night knew about your… abilities.  If Shane hadn’t already resigned in protest of Deanna’s suspension, he would have been fired too.”

“Shane did what?”

“As for that dragon shifter.  The only reason he’s still here is because he is neither staff nor student at this school, and I unfortunately have no jurisdiction over him.  But, if he thinks to overturn my decision, none of this is going to work in his favour.”

“Listen, I’m trying to tell you-”

“My punishment stands, young lady.  Kindly get out of my office before I have you thrown out.”

“But-”

“I’m not going to tell you again.  I want you to leave.  Go upstairs, pack your things and get out of my school.  And I sincerely hope I never see you in this village again.”

–––––––––––––—

I was fuming when I left Kerry’s office.  The woman was officially driving me insane.  Every time I tried to reason with her, she would just talk right over me, piling one accusation on top of another.  No matter what I said, she refused to listen.  I could have been standing there offering her a million dollars and it wouldn’t have made the slightest bit of difference.

I hope Isaac gets her fired, I thought fiercely.  If she can’t treat everyone equally, she has no right to be running this school.

“I take it things didn’t go so well.”

Reza was leaning casually against the opposite wall, waiting for me. 

“This isn’t fair!” I blurted, completely forgetting my fears that he was upset with me.  “She has no right to punish the rest of you!  I’m the one that attacked Lucas!  I’m the one who caused all the destruction!  I’m the one who broke that idiots arm!”

Reza stifled a laugh.

“It’s not funny, Rez!  She’s being completely prejudice and she knows it!  She shouldn’t be able to do stuff like this!”

“That’s true,” Reza said.  “But, on the positive side, you broke Lucas’s arm.”

“Which is what caused this whole mess in the first place!”

Reza was still grinning.  I was beginning to think that nothing could ever faze this guy.  “Oh come on, he deserved it.  You know he did.”

“But now I got you and the others thrown out of the school and you didn’t even do anything wrong.  Danielle stopped me right when I was about to tear Lucas’s throat open!”

“Yeah.  Too bad about that, huh?”

“I sent you to the freaking hospital and she still kicked you out!”

“What, this?” Reza waved at the stiches across his chest.  “It’s nothing, Eve.  Really.”

“This is all my fault, Rez.  You should be furious at me right now.”

“How can I be mad at you?  You turned into a freakin giant saber-toothed tiger!!  First, that’s wicked awesome.  And second, I don’t think it’s a good idea to be mad at someone who could eat my cat form for lunch.”

I smiled a bit.  I was actually starting to feel a little better.

“Hey,” Reza suddenly got this look in this eyes that reminded me of Jewel when she talked about the Silent Heroes movement.  He glanced over my shoulder, as if checking to see if anyone was listening, then leaned in a bit closer.  “I’ve got an idea.  The birds are having their big festival today.  We could steal some of that colourful powder and trash Kerry’s office.  She’ll be furious.  What do you think?”

“Rez, we can’t do that!”

“Why not?”

“Because… because we can’t.”

“Hmm, good point.  Very soild argument you have there.”

I whapped him lightly on the shoulder.  “We’re not trashing Kerry’s office.  And quit being a smart ass.”

“But I’m so good at it.”

I gave him another smack. 

“Ow.  Okay, all right.  You win.  I guess we’ll just have to enjoy the festival without vandalizing anything.” He grabbed my hand and started leading me out of the school.

I hung back, hesitating.  “Wait, hold on, what?”

“You need to relax a bit, Eve.  It’ll take your mind off things.”

“But, I’m supposed to be packing my stuff.  I don’t think Kerry would want me running all over the village.”

“What’s she gonna do?  Expel you again?  C’mon!”

––––––––––––––—

Despite the early hour, the village was bursting with activity.  The birds were out in force.  From the sheer number of them, I could only assume that not a single one was left up in the dorms.  The streets were filled with their quick, animated movements and flashes of light from their garish clothes.  Many of them carried huge containers of coloured power, divided into hundreds of clear, plastic bags.  An atmosphere of intense excitement pulsed through the crowd.

Following Reza, I joined a huge throng of people that were heading off into the woods.  Although birds made up at least half of the crowd, I saw plenty of wolves, cats and horses mixed in as well.  As we entered the trees, I sensed movement overhead.  I looked up to find people stationed along the boardwalks, tossing water balloons from hand to hand and grinning wickedly.

We walked for roughly ten minutes and emerged on a big stretch of deserted beach.  The sand was pure white, collecting in dunes and peaks, some of which were almost up to my torso.  The ocean glimmered up ahead, big waves crashing into the shoreline.

Well, if Reza was trying to get my mind off Lucas and Kerry, this was definitely doing the job.  I found myself getting caught up in the charge, almost electric atmosphere that surrounded me.

The crowd split up, forming two equal groups.  Half stayed near the tree line.  The rest of us climbed over waves of cool sand towards the water.  The wind picked up, yanking at my hair.  I shivered, excitement pulsing through my veins.

Reza looked back and gave me one of his wide, expressive grins.

I felt a swooping sensation in my stomach that I had once associated with Lucas.  I tired to ignore it.  I had to keep reminding myself that Reza already had a girl friend.  He was unavailable.  Off limits.  I did not make a habit of stealing other people’s boyfriends.  Besides, he might not even be interested in me that way. 

Okay, so he was putting a lot of effort into cheering me up.  But, he would probably do the same for any one of his friends.  Or, for all I knew, he just really wanted to participate in the festival and had been looking for a legitimate excuse.

We lined up with our backs to the crashing waves, staring down the other group.  A tiny, slender girl with slanted eyes and streaked, colourful hair was passing out water balloons and bags full of powder.  I thought she looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had seen her before.

She handed Reza a yellow water balloon and a bag of fluorescent green powder.  I got blue and hot pink.

“So, is this a game or something?” I asked, looking at Reza.

“Yup.  See, we attack the other team with our deadly weapons.”  He tossed his water balloon into the air and caught it again.  “And they do the same to us.”

“What’s the objective?  How do you win?”

Reza chuckled.  “That’s not really the point.”

“And,” I swallowed nervously.  “You don’t think Kerry will catch us out here?”  I had noticed a few teachers overseeing the proceedings.

“It’s possible,” Reza said casually.  “She walks around the festival with a couple other horses.  She calls it “safety patrol” but mostly she just yells at people for having too much fun.”

I giggled, but I felt an edge of nervousness at the same time.  Something told me that Kerry would completely flip if she found me here, defying her orders and taking part in the festival instead of packing my things like I had been told.

Then again, why should I even worry about that she thought?  Reza was right, she had already kicked me out.  What else could she do?

The tiny bird-shifter handed out one last bag of powder and positioned herself front and center of the group.  She lifted her arm into the air.  Everyone bent their knees and angled their bodies forward.  I did the same, pushing Kerry to the back of my mind.

The girl held her position for a moment, arm raised up high, colourful locks swirling in the wind.  Restless energy rippled through the crowd.  It was infectious.  Intoxicating.  I couldn’t help getting caught up in it.

Then, the girl dropped her arm and all that pent up energy seemed to explode outward.  As one, we all sprinted towards the opposing team.  The horses pulled out ahead, taking long, ground-covering strides.  The birds and wildcats leapt over top of the sand dunes.  The wolves whooped and hollered and punched the air.

As the teams converged, a volley of water balloons shot thought the air.  We started throwing first, and the other team returned fire.  The balloons splattered among the crowd, soaking anyone within a five foot radius.  They smacked the ground and peppered the sand with water droplets.

The powder came next.  It exploded in a hundred tiny clouds of pink and green and blue and orange.  People hurled it in each other’s faces or just tossed it straight up into the sky.

It was utter chaos.  The teams were quickly forgotten, and the game deteriorated into a senseless free-for-all.  I allowed myself to get lost all the commotion.  I picked up more water balloons from the containers scattered along the beach and chucked them at random strangers.  I grabbed handfuls of powder and flung it into the crowd.  For a while, I completely forgot about Lucas and Kerry and my suspension from the school.

A water balloon slammed into my left ear, drenching me from shoulder to ankle.  I spun around just in time to catch a glimpse of Reza before he tossed a handful of green powder right in my face.

I coughed and sputtered, momentarily blinded.  “Hey, what the heck?  We’re supposed to be on the same team!”

Reza just laughed and disappeared into the crowd.

“Oh no you don’t!” I yelled, and hurtled after him.

Reza ducked and weaved between tightly-packed bodies, dodging water balloons and pouncing over waves of sand, while I followed in hot pursuit.  He broke out of the crowd and headed straight for the crashing waves of the ocean.  Just as I was about to catch up, he dodged my attempt to tackle him and continued sprinting along the edge of the water, kicking up droplets that sparked and glimmered in the sun.

I put on a fresh burst of speed and closed the distance with a few hard strides.  I pounced onto his back, wrapping one arm around his shoulders.  Then I proceeded to dump all of my remaining powder on top of his head, coating his hair, face and shoulders in hot, florescent pink.

“Hey, that’s cheating!” Reza protested.

“You started it.”  I dropping the empty bag on his head and took off running again. 

“Oh, it’s on!”

I glanced back to see Reza chasing me down, a cloud of fuchsia trailing after him.  I cackled wickedly and faced forward again…

Only to stop dead in my tracks. 

There, standing in front of me, arms folded and mouth pulled into a frown, stood Kerry.  She was flanked by four other horses who stood erect and expressionless behind her.  Like security guards.

“What,” she demanded.  “What on earth do you think you are doing here, Miss O’Connor?  You-have-been-expelled!  Do you not understand what that means?”

“Well…. umm… I umm… errr…” I couldn’t come up with a coherent response.  I was too stunned.  Her appearance had brought reality crashing down around me in the most abrupt way possible.

“It means you are no longer welcome here!  It means you are no longer permitted to take part in any of the activities inside this village.  It means you are expected to leave at the earliest possible opportunity, and not go gallivanting-”

I saw everything that happened next as if it were occurring in super slow motion.  A  big purple blob whistled through the air and hit Kerry right in the jaw.  The water balloon exploded on impact, showering her face and soaking her hair.  A burst of powder followed seconds.  It engulfed her face and clung to her damp skin, turning her into a patchwork of pale, pinkish flesh and bright, fluorescent green.

For what felt like a long time, Kerry stood completely motionless.  Then, slowly, she turned away from me and focused her attention on Reza.

He smiled innocently.  “Sorry, Kerry.  I didn’t realize that was you.”

Kerry’s nostrils flared.  Her lips tightened.  The parts of her skin that were still visible turned white with fury.  She barely moved, didn’t say a word, yet she looked absolutely murderous.

“Eve?” Reza said.  “I think that’s our cue to run.” 


Chapter 40: Escape

Reza shifted into his lion form and bounded past Kerry, who still appeared to be frozen in place. 

Come on, Eve!  Let’s get outa here!

I hesitated for a faction of a second, looking into Kerry’s stiff, frozen expression.  I didn’t know what form I would take if I shifted: my usual cat form, or the huge, saber-toothed tiger. The saber-tooth was dangerous.   I had absolutely no control over it.  And the last thing I wanted was a repeat of the night before.

Kerry’s eyes flickered, like she was about to come out of her furious trance.

 Eve, hurry! Reza shouted.

I focused on my usual form and shifted almost instantaneously.  I was relieved to find that I was back to my normal size, with no twelve-inch canines to speak of.

I bunched my powerful muscles and sprang forward, following Reza.  We sprinted across the sand, shooting up and down the white dunes, kicking up tiny particles that glittered in the sun.  Behind me, Kerry shrieked. “What are you imbeciles waiting for?  Get them!”

Air rushed past me as at least five people shifted form.  A volley of hooves pounded the sand, coming after us.

With Reza in the lead and the horses in hot pursuit, we raced off the beach and into the forest.  I took a sharp turn, following a winding dirt path through the trees.  I didn’t dare look over my shoulder, but it sounded like a whole pack of horses were on my tail.

SPLAT! SPLAT!

As we ran, water balloons began to rain down from the sky.  They shattered at our feet and bounced off our shoulders.  I heard laughter.  The people on the boardwalks were trying to soak every one of us.

Stop that, you fools! Kerry’s voice echoed furiously inside my head.  This is not a game!  These two wildcats have violated the rules and undermined my authority!

SPLAT!  SPLAT! SPLAT!  The water balloons continued to fall.

I will have you all thrown in detention for this! Kerry raved.

We emerged in a deserted section of the village.  Although by the looks of things, it hadn’t been deserted for long.  The street and the buildings and even the trunks of the trees were speckled with colour.

With Reza still in the lead, we blasted across the main road and into a narrow alley between two buildings, the horses thundering after us.  They were gaining on us.  I sensed them moving in closer.  My heart thumped wildly in my chest.

I have an idea, Eve! Reza said.  Follow me!

He picked up speed, his muscles bunching together and surging outward like a coiled spring.  They alley came to a dead stop right ahead.  Reza barreled toward the wall of bamboo like he was preparing to jump right through it.  Then, at the very last second, he slammed on the breaks and made a sharp, ninety-degree turn.  I dug my paws into the ground and did the exact same thing, turning millimeters from the wall.

Two of the horses weren’t so quick.  They crashed head first into the building at the end of the alley, unable to slow their own momentum in time.

Reza laughed.  They might be bigger and stronger, but they don’t have our reflexes.

We kept running.  We weren’t out of the woods yet.  The other three the horses were only seconds behind us. 

We twisted and turned through the narrow streets, constantly changing direction in an attempt to throw the horses off our trail.  I found myself focusing hard on Reza’s back legs.  It was the only thing that kept me from getting completely disoriented.  Everything looked the same in here.  It was like being in a maze.

We managed to lose two more horses.  One of them fell too far behind.  The other made a wrong turn and was unable to rotate its body around in the compact space.  Kerry, on the other hand, was like a barnacle that refused to let go.  Her sand-coloured horse form was tall, but slender, allowing her to navigate the tight alleyways much easier than her counterparts.

Or perhaps she was just dead set on catching us.

You two are in so much trouble!  I shall personally see to it that you are never allowed within a mile of any shifter village in the country!

One more turn and we were suddenly back on the main street.  Kerry picked up speed, in her element now that we were back in the open.  Her eyes blazed as she moved in closer.

Head for the crowds! Reza yelled.  I’ve got another idea!

There was a big group of people nearby, laughing and smothering each other with coloured powder.  We cut a path right towards them.  As we entered the crowed, I found myself inside a forest of moving legs.  I couldn’t possibly avoid all of them.  I bowled people over.  I jumped over the bodies that Reza knocked to the ground.  I rammed into people’s elbows and knees.  I could barely see through a haze of coloured powder.

Kerry’s hoof beats quickly faded.  She couldn’t move through the crowd like we could.  Not without trampling someone.  She was shrieking at them in frustration.

Move!  Get out of the way!  I said MOVE, idiots!  This isn’t-  Hey!  Who threw that?  WHO THREW THAT?  I shall personally see to it-  WHO THREW THAT ONE?

As we emerged at the other side of the group, I glanced back over my shoulder.  Kerry reared and snorted in rage while the crowd pelted her with water balloons and colourful powder.  She couldn’t get past them.

I released a giddy laugh and caught up with Reza.

I can’t believe you did that!

I’m a rebel, Eve.  Don’t mess with me.

You threw a water balloon in her face!

She had it coming.

And how did you know the crowd would go after her?

Cause she was too clean.  They go after anyone who isn’t completely covered in powder.

We shifted into human form and ran back to the school, laughing hysterically.  I was half thrilled and half terrified by what had just happened.  Never in my life had I willfully defied a teacher like that.  But, if anyone deserved it well… it was Kerry.

Deanna, Shane, Jewel and Danielle were all waiting by the front entrance.

“Where have you two been?” Deanna asked.

“You’re both soaking wet,” Danielle added.

Jewel grinned as she took in the hot pink covering Reza’s head and shoulders.  “Hey, Rez.  You look fabulous.”

Reza struck a ridiculous pose.  “I know, right?”

“All right, knock it off, you guys,” Deanna said, while I giggled helplessly.  “We should clear out of here before Kerry’s see’s that you two have been ignoring her entirely unreasonable instructions.  Run upstairs and grab your stuff.  I’ll give you ten minutes.

Reza and I raced to do as we were told.

–––––––––––––-

Getting out of the village was no more harrowing than getting in.  We took a different route, but it was fundamentally the same.  Bumpy roads barely wide enough to fit Deanna’s SUV.  Dozens of random twists and turns.  Hidden passages that very convincingly resembled a series of dead ends.

The car bucked and swerved as Deanna navigated her way through the streets, Shane sitting tense and rigid beside her.  Jewel and Reza whooped and hollered like they were on a ride.  Danielle grinned at their antics, but I couldn’t help noticing that she was gripping the seat in front of her pretty hard.

My adrenaline was still pumping after the escape from Kerry and her minions.  I couldn’t believe we had gotten out of there in one peace, without a single repercussion.  Kerry was probably furious.  I imagined her stomping and raging at the other horses she had sent after us, red in the face, all her composure and professionalism thrown out the window.  The thought made me grin like crazy.

“Hold on, guys,” Deanna said.

The car lurched over the edge of a big hill.  It picked up momentum on the way down, hitting random bumps and potholes along the way.  The trees on either side of us were a blur of green and brown.

Although I was fairly confident in Deanna’s driving abilities, I clenched my seat a little tighter.

“De, slow down,” Shane said.

“Don’t worry, bro.  I know what I’m doing.”

The whole care was rattling.  We must have been going at least sixty miles an hour. As we approached the bottom of the hill, the car burst through a curtain of leaves and braches.  My body was thrown sideways as we swerved onto a quiet country road, tires squealing, a cloud of dust billowing behind us.

“One of these days,” Shane grumbled, finally settling comfortably into his seat,  “There’s going to be a car driving on that spot in the road, and you’re going to have a serious problem on your hands.”

“Statistically, that’s not very likely,” Deanna said.  “This road is pretty remote.  That’s why we use it as an exit point.”

“The possibility is still there.”

Now that we were safely out of the village, Jewel was quick to start questioning me and Reza about our daring escape.  Reza was more than happy to fill her in on the details.  He told the story with a lot of enthusiasm and arm waving and he embellished just a little.  I didn’t remember ten horses chasing after us, or running across the roof of the school in order to escape them.

While he talked, my gaze was drawn out the window, to the trees and shrubs flickering past.  It was pretty remote out here, but the telephone poles along the side of the road served as a reminder that we were back in the real world. 

A small lump formed in my throat.  There was nothing at all wrong with the real world.  It just felt so dull and drab and uninspiring compared to the place we had just left.

Still, I tried to be positive.  I was in good company.  With the exception of Isaac, every important person from the village was in this car with me.  That was definitely something.

“I can’t believe you guys did that!” Jewel said.  “Kerry must be throwing a an epic tantrum right now.”  She closed her eyes and tilted her head back like she was staring off into space.  “I can see it.  It’s beautiful.”

“Hey, Deanna?” I leaned over so I could see her better in the drivers seat.  “Where are we going, exactly?”

“I thought we’d spend the night in Charleston,” Deanna said.  “It’s the closest major city.”

“And then what?”

“Well, that’s up to you guys.”

By now, Jewel, Danielle and Reza were all sitting up straight, paying close attention to the conversation.

“We can take you all home,” Deanna went on.  “That’s one option.”

“No,’ I said automatically, and I was echoed by everyone else at the exact same moment.  “I can’t go home,”  I added.  “I can’t.  There has to be another option.”

“Well, that leaves us with relocating to another village, then.”

“Greenland?”

“Greenland is one option, yes.”

“Are there others?  I thought Greenland and South Carolina were the only Level Two shifter villages in North America.”

“Oh, they are,” Deanna said.  “But, considering the how far Greenland it from here geographically, it might be just as reasonable to go south.  There’s another level two village in Peru.  Way up in the Andes Mountains.  It’s a bit a drive, but we could get there no problem.”

“Peru?”

I had never been outside North America.  In fact, this trip to South Carolina was the furthest I had ever travelled in my life.  The thought that I might be able to visit another continent had not even crossed my mind.

There was just one problem…

“Wait.  What about my parents?  Don’t they think we’re still going to school in South Carolina?  What if they want to come visit me or something?”

“We can tell them you signed up for an international exchange program,” Deanna said, without missing a beat.  “You’re already taking Spanish classes, right?”

I almost laughed.  I had all of two weeks of Spanish lessons under my belt at this point.  All I knew so far was how to introduce myself, conjugate a bunch of random verbs and ask to use the bathroom.

“Are you telling me they don’t speak English in this village?” Danielle asked.

“Most people speak English well enough,” Deanna said.  “It’s an international community, after all.  But, learning at least passible Spanish would be highly recommended.”

“I could learn Spanish,” Reza said.

“Me too,” Danielle agreed.  “It’s not all that different from French, really.  And Peru would be cool.  I’ve never been to South America.”

“Me neither,” I said.

“It would be a heck of a lot warmer than Greenland,” Jewel said.  “That’s for sure.  And I’ve always wanted to live in the mountains.  Hey, can we go mountain climbing?”

“Can I adopt a pet monkey?” Reza asked.

“Can we go see Machu Picchu?” said Danielle.

Jewel looked at her like she was nuts.  “What the heck is Machu Picchu?”

Shane eyed Deanna from the passenger seat.  “I do believe we have a consensus.”

“All right, then.” Deanna popped her visor, pulled out a pair of stylish sunglasses and threw them on.  “South America it is.”


Chapter 41: Premonitions

We drove for hours and arrived in Charleston, South Carolina around noon.  I had to admit—as far as the human world went—It was a pretty nice city.  It boasted miles of coastline and white-sand beaches.  The weather was balmy, with a refreshing breeze coming in off the Atlantic Ocean.  The colonial architecture gave it a cultured, sophisticated quality, while the huge, sweeping oak trees added a sense of mystic beauty. 

Our first step was to check into a hotel.  It was a perfectly nice place.  Spotlessly clean floors, gleaming counter tops and the distinctive smell of chlorine.  There was absolutely nothing wrong with it, yet the place bothered me from the moment I walked in.  I disliked the thick, heavy walls that separated me from the outside world.  I disliked the echoing silence inside the lobby.  I disliked the harsh, chemical smells that surrounded me and the sharp, fluorescent lighting that seemed to bleach everything of colour. 

I was used to big, open spaces.  Natural sunlight streaming in through the walls.  Birds coming and going as they pleased.  This completely enclosed, artificial space was making me feel a little claustrophobic.

I reminded myself that this whole situation was only temporary.  Before long, I would be back among my own kind.  Back among my fellow shifters, who loved the woods and the wilderness just as much as I did.

Until then, I would just have to put up with this dull, drab human world.

Deanna got us checked in.  Three rooms side-by-side.  One for Shane and Reza, one for her and Danielle, one for me and Jewel.  I jumped impatiently from foot to foot while the payment went through and the keys and paperwork changed hands.  My wildcat was restless and agitated after spending all morning cooped up in the back of the car.  If it didn’t get some decent exercise soon, there would be trouble.

The moment we got upstairs, I threw open the big, sliding glass door that led out to the porch and took several deep gulps of fresh air.  Jewel plopped down on one of the double beds and flipped on the TV.  “Feeling a little claustrophobic, Eve?”

“Yeah.  Aren’t you?”

“A bit,” she said casually.  “You’ll get used to it, don’t worry.”

I rested my elbows against the railing and took a couple more slow, measured breaths.  A light breeze cooled my face, bringing the salty smell of the ocean with it.  The sky was a clear, perfect blue.  I could just make out the water through a set of palm trees. 

The sights and sound of the outdoors helped to calm me down, but not as much as they should have.  Something else seemed to be bothering me.  Something beyond the confined space inside the hotel.

I had this strange, uneasy sensation in the pit of my stomach.  A feeling—a premonition, almost—that something bad was about to happen.

But, that was ridiculous.  Really, what could possibly happen?  Deanna and Shane were right here keeping an eye on me.  If I lost control, they would be quick to step in and put a stop to it.  I wasn’t likely to shift into that Saber tooth without Lucas around to provoke me.  Yes, Kerry had threatened to keep me from entering any other shifter villages, but I doubted she had that kind of power.  The worst she could do was spread rumors about me like some petty high-schooler and how much would that accomplish?  Some people might believe her, but plenty of others would see right through her lies.

As for Lucas…. well he was barely worth thinking about anymore.  He was lying in the hospital right now with a broken arm and maybe—hopefully—thinking twice about the next girl he was tempted to mistreat.  He was no threat to me at all.

So what was bothering me, then?  I was supposed to be excited.  I was going to a new country, a new continent, and a new village.  But, all that seemed completely and entirely surreal at the moment. I couldn’t quite imagine myself at this village in Peru.  I couldn’t conceive of how it would feel or what it would look like.  Deep down—in spite of the fact that we were already fully committed to making the trip—I sort of doubted we would ever get there.

There was a knock on the door.  Jewel sprang off the bed to answer it.  A moment later, Deanna poked her head inside.  “How are you girls doing?”

“Fine,” Jewel said.  “Eve’s feeling a bit claustrophobic.”

Deanna smiled at me.  “That’s perfectly normal.  Adjusting to the human world takes time.”

And what about this strange feeling I’m getting? I wanted to ask.  Is that normal too?

“So, I thought we’d give everyone half an hour or so to get settled in.  Then maybe we can get out and do some exploring.  We could probably all use the exercise.”

“Definitely,” Jewel said. 

“Perfect.  Oh, and Eve,” her cool blue eye focused on mine.  “I think you should call your parents.  Give them a… erm… censored update of what’s going on.  I’m sure they’d love to hear from you.”

“Yeah, okay.  Sure.” I said.  That was actually a good idea.  I hadn’t spoken to my parents in weeks.  And, at the moment, I missed them more than ever.

They were ecstatic to hear from me.  My mom bombarded me with about a million questions.  What was the school like?  How were the teachers?  Was I making any friends?  How did I like South Carolina?  My Dad wanted to know what classes I was taking and how I was doing academically.  They both sounded so insanely proud of me, which only made we feel worse for messing everything up so badly.

I answered their questions to the best of my abilities.  I said that I was making friends and the campus was beautiful and the teachers were mostly really great—all of which was true.  I left out the part about people turning into animals.  I didn’t mention Kerry or Lucas or getting kicked out of the school, although part of me desperately wanted to break down and tell them the whole story.  I tried to work in that I had signed up for an exchange program in South America, but the words simply refused to come.

By the time we hung up, I was feeling more lost and confused than ever.

Jewel was getting bored, so we ventured next door to see what everyone else was up to.  The whole group had congregated into one room.  Deanna and Shane had this big road map spread out on one of the beds, arguing about the logistics of our drive Peru.  It appeared that Deanna wanted to take the most direct route while Shane was more concerned with safety.  At the moment, they were debating over where to cross the Mexican border.

Danielle was sitting on the other bed with a laptop resting on her knees, looking at pictures of these cool, ancient ruins built right into a huge mountain, surround by nothing but distant peaks and wispy clouds.  I figured that was probably the place in Peru she had been asking about.

The foreign images only made South America seem even further away.

“How are you doing over there, Eve?” Deanna said.  “you look sort of lost.”

I shook my head and smiled at her.  “I’m okay.  Just… overwhelmed I guess.”

“Totally understandable.  But, don’t worry.  Everything’s going to be fine.”

I nodded, although I really didn’t feel any better.

––––––––––––

Deanna kept us all pretty busy for the rest of the afternoon.  Everyone dressed comfortably in shorts and t-shirts and we hit the town running—literally.  With Shane in the lead, we sprinted the short distance from our hotel to the beach.  We ran for miles along the curving strip of white sand.  It wasn’t long before Reza plunged into the shallow water, laughing as he kicked arcs of sparkling droplets into the air.  Jewel quickly followed him, shouting back over her shoulder at me and Danielle. “You guys coming or what?”

Danielle and I exchanged a look, smiled a bit and rushed out to join them. 

The four of us splashed and wrestled each other as we ran, creating a huge racket and earning ourselves a few dirty looks from the other tourists that happened to cross our path.  Reza tripped over a middle-aged woman who was floating aimlessly through the water.  She yelled and cursed at him until we were out of ear-shot.

“Nice, Rez,” Jewel said.

“Well, why was she just floating there doing nothing in the first place?”

I laughed.  More than anything else, getting outside and having some fun was calming my nerves.  Maybe I was overwhelmed by all the changes that had been happening lately.  Or maybe my Wildcat simply needed some exercise.

Panting and covered in salt-water, we stopped for burgers and wolfed them down while we continued to stroll along the beach, ignoring the bits of sand that got into our food.  Danielle started telling us more about Machu Picchu while Jewel taught Reza a few phrases in Spanish.  I listened quietly, trying to ignore the strange twinge of uneasiness that cropped up every time someone mentioned our immediate plans.

Later, we caught a bus downtown and wandered back and forth along the street, admiring the colonial architecture and exploring souvenir shops that all sold the exact same things, leading me to wonder how they managed to stay in business.  Danielle bought a guidebook and appointed herself as our unofficial tour guide, pointing out significant landmarks while we walked 

As the sun went down and the cooler weather took over, we found ourselves meandering through a small suburb in search of somewhere to eat.  One of the locals had recommended a place, but her directions had been a tad vague and both Shane and Deanna seemed to remember them differently.

“I’m telling you, she said to turn left here,” Deanna insisted. 

“De, you don’t even know where we are,” Shane argued.  “Look around.  We’re in the middle of the suburbs.  Do you see any restaurants around here?”

“She said left at the big oak tree.”

“We’re in South Carolina!  There’s oak trees everywhere!”

“Here, this way,” Deanna turned a corner, her shoes striking the pavement confidently.  Shane sighed, shaking his head.  I giggled as the rest of us followed closely behind them.

In all honesty, I had to agree with Shane.  This did not look like the type of place we were likely to find a restaurant.  It was a quiet, residential street in a nice, upper-middle class neighborhood.  Sports cars and SUV’s sat gleaming in almost every driveway.  The houses all had big windows and manicured gardens.  Perfectly uniform lawns glittered with tiny droplets of water, reflecting silvery shards of moonlight.

I didn’t think we would ever find this restaurant.  Not that I was terribly concerned about it.  I was just happy that those strange feelings from earlier had pretty much faded into nothing.

We were approaching a sharp curve in the road when a harsh, angry voice suddenly cut through the silence like a knife.

“Liz, what the hell is this?”

It was coming from a house just to my right.  One of the windows was cracked open and I saw two dark figures moving around inside.

“Who the hell is this guy on your phone, huh?  Who the hell is Carl and why do you have his number?”  The voice was male and, although I was sure I had never met its owner, something about the tone was sickeningly familiar.  “I said who is he, Liz?  Can you not hear me?  Are you deaf?  Hey, you look at me when I’m talking to you and answer my damn question!”

I stopped dead in the middle of the street.  My temper reared and my wildcat hissed and growled in response.  

The woman said something but it was too quiet for me to head.

“Oh, you work with him, huh?  You work with this guy?  Well, he must be pretty fucking important!  He must be your fucking CEO or something because you’ve got a hell of a lot of information on him!  Look at this!  Cell phone!  Home phone!  Work phone!—Why do you need his work phone if you work in the same office?—Oh, and look, there’s more!  Email! Home address!  What the fuck do you need his address for, Liz?” 

The figures were now wrestling with each other, the smaller one trying to pull away while the taller one yanked at her arms and her hair and her clothes.  “Hey, don’t you walk away from me!  Did I say you could leave yet?  Did I say you could leave?”

I was anchored to the spot.  My extremities had turned ice-cold while molten heat burned and coalesced in the pit of my stomach.  The others had all stopped to look back at me.  Shane’s face was tight and set.  Jewel’s hands were curled into fists.  Her expression seemed to mirror back exactly what I was feeling. 

Deanna took a step forward, looking me directly in the eyes.  “Eve…” there was a clear warning in her voice.

A muffled scream resonated through the night and the fire in my stomach scorched its way through the rest of my body, from my feet all the way to the tips of my fingers.  Deanna lunged, making a grab for me, but I swerved around her and started to run.

I didn’t plan on shifting.  It happened automatically, without warning.  One second my shoes were slamming viciously against the pavement, the next I was tearing across the street on all fours.

“Eve, stop!” Deanna yelled.

I ignored her.  I surged towards the house.  I cut across the front yard, aiming for the big bay window where the voices were coming from.  As I approached the glass, I clenched my powerful muscles and pounced.  The window shattered around me, raining down in glittering shards. 

I landed in the middle of a gleaming kitchen, ears pulled back, teeth bared, snarling furiously.


Chapter 42: Defiance

The couple sprang apart.  The woman shrieked.  The man grabbed a long, stainless steel knife from the granite countertop and turned on me with his jaw clenched, the deadly weapon poised to strike.

The second he laid eyes on my cat form, however, his eyes went wide and the colour drained from his face.  The knife clattered to the spotless tile floor.

The guy was tall and attractive.  He towered at least a foot over the woman he had been yelling at.  He wore a neatly pressed business suit, polished shoes and an expensive-looking watch.

His high-powered appearance—the image of perfection he displayed to the world—only riled my anger.  My snarl grew louder.

Although I had no memory of planning or wanting to shift, I had in no way lost my grip on the wildcat.  Instead, it seemed like the animal inside of me had understood and anticipated exactly what I wanted.  Not only was I still in control,  I felt clear and lucid and calm in a way I had never experienced before. 

The woman was yelling and screaming hysterically.  “What is it?  What is it?  What is that thing?”

At the same time, Deanna’s disembodied voice invaded my thoughts.  Eve, get back here right now! 

Just go in and get her!  Shane said.

I can’t!  We go in human form, they’ll be able to recognize our faces.  We go in animal form and we’ll just make the situation worse.  Eve, I’m telling you to get out of that house!  I mean it!

I flicked my ears, dismissing all the distractions like an irksome fly buzzing around my head.  My attention was completely focused on the scumbag in front of me.

He was moving very slowly towards the back door, his upper body stiff and motionless.  I followed his every step, moving at the exact same speed, never taking my eyes away from his.

The woman had gone silent.  A ringing silence filled the entire house.  The man was now pressed flat against the door that led out of the kitchen.  Without turning, he reached back and fumbled for the doorknob, his hand shaking uncontrollably.

I dropped into a crouch, watching the sweat that was dripping off his face, the whites showing all the way around his eyes and experienced a flood of savage satisfaction.  I would show this piece of trash exactly how it felt to be terrorized by something bigger and stronger than him.

He finally managed to get the door open.  He stumbled down the back steps and into the yard, his gaze still fixed on mine.  I could see the wheels turning in his head, wondering what to do.  His eyes flickered to the big, wooden fence that enclosed the backyard, as if calculating the distance, wondering if he could make it.

I curled my lips back, revealing wickedly sharp teeth.  Go ahead and try it, I thought.  Go on, I dare you.

His eyes flickered back and forth a few more times.  His stance was wide, knees bent, shoulders tense.  His chest rose and fell in rapid, shallow breaths.

Then, finally, he rotated on the balls of his feet and ran.  He sprinted towards the fence so fast, so frantically, that he tripped over his own feet and landed hard on his chest.  He scrambled to get back up, polished shoes slipping and sliding on the damp grass.

I waited calmly until he was about halfway across the yard before making my move.

In a single leap, I cleared the doorway and the wooden stairs that were attached.  Another stride and I was right on the man’s heels, my claws coming within millimeters of his feet.  He kept throwing terrified glances over his shoulder.  His suit flapped almost comically in the wind.

He was almost at the fence by the time I reached him.  He took a running leap and latched onto the top ledge with both hands.  His shoes scrambled against the wood the same way they had scrambled in the grass, attempting to find a foot-hold that wasn’t there.

I lashed out with my paw, knocking his legs off to one side.  He cursed as his lower body slammed against the side of the fence.  His hands slipped a few inches but maintained their grip.

Practically hyperventilating, the man struggled once again to find a foothold that would boost him over the fence, but he was so frantic that his legs were simply flailing uselessly all over the place.

I lashed out again and hooked my claws into the hem of his pants. He screamed and lost his grip on the fence, tumbling to the grass right at my feet.

He tried to get up.  I batted him back to the ground.  He tried to scurry away on his hands and knees.  I growled and shifted my body around to block his path.  He tried going the other way and I circled around to block him again, putting my bared teeth within millimeters of his face.

With no escape and nothing left to defend himself, the man collapsed into a quivering heap, his head buried in his arms, whimpering pitifully.

“Liz!” hi voice was high and strangled.  “Call the cops!  Call animal control!  Call someone!”

There was no response from the house.  The woman might have called someone already.  Or she might be halfway across the city by now. 

It didn’t matter.  If she had left, then good for her.  And if she had called the authorities, I would be long gone by the time they got here.

I paced back and forth in front of my victim while he continued to cower on the ground.  He was terrified.  I had given him exactly what he deserved.  I had given him better than her deserved, really, but it wasn’t enough.  The moment I left, he would go right back to acting the exact same way he had been acting before.  Unless I made it clear why I had targeted him in the first place.

Deanna and Shane were going to kill me for this.

All right, listen here you pathetic, cowardly, evil pile of human scum.

The man leaped into the air as if he had experienced a powerful electric shock.  He looked around wildly, his eyes practically bulging out of their sockets. 

That’s right, I’m talking to you, I snarled.  You think it’s okay to beat up on someone smaller and weaker than you?  You think that makes you tough or something, huh?  Do you?

The man was pressed flat against the fence, his fingers splayed out on the wood, clearly trying to get as far away from me as possible.  “What the hell are you?  What’s going-”

Shut up and listen! I roared.  Now, I’m letting you off easy this time, but if you ever raise a hand to that woman again—or to anyone else you can’t fight back—I’ll come over here and rip you to shreds.  Do we have an understanding?

The man just continued to stare at me in utter disbelief.

I unsheathed my claws and tore a set of gouges in his upper-arm.  The man released another scream.

I said “do you understand me” you worthless idiot!

“Yes!  Yes!” the man blurted.  “I heard you!  I understand you!”

Good, I snapped.  Don’t give me a reason to come back here.

With that, I flicked my tail and bounded away, just as sirens began to sound in the distance.

––––––––––––––––––

“Eve, what on earth were you thinking?  Have you lost your mind?  Do you have any idea what you just did?  Do you have any idea how many of our laws you just broke?  Do you have any idea what will happen if Kerry—or anyone like her—finds out about this?”

I sat on the curb, studying my clenched fists while Deanna ranted at me in a way that was completely unlike her.  I knew that I had done something extremely serious.  If this ever got out, I had no doubt that the punishment would be severe.  But, I just couldn’t bring myself to care about any of that at the moment. 

“You did the same thing,” I sad to Deanna, still staring at my hands.

Deanna paused for a moment.  “What?”

“You know what I’m talking about.  That group of guys you attacked.  The newspaper article.  The trial.  How is that any different from what I did?”

“I didn’t plan on shifting for one,” Deanna said.  “I at least made an attempt to operate within the law.  The only reason I did end up shifting is because one of those thugs pulled a gun on me.  That’s considered a justifiable reason.  It’s self-defense.”

“So, defending yourself is okay, but not defending someone else?”

“That’s not the point, Eve.”

“You knew you were taking a risk,” I said.

“Yes, but I didn’t run in there, guns blazing, already in cat form.”

“I don’t really see a difference, Deanna.  Besides, we’ve already been kicked out the village. What else can they do?”

“That will be the least of your worries if this gets out,” Deanna said.  “You’ll be lucky if they don’t throw you in a specialized institution for violent, dangerous shifters.  You have to stop doing things like this, Eve. You have to stop losing control.”

“I didn’t,” I said quietly.

There was silence for a moment or two, then Danielle said, “What?”

“I didn’t lose control,” I repeated.  “I knew exactly what I was doing.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“Because Deanna’s right.”  I finally found the confidence to look up from my clenched fists. Danielle was staring at me like I had lost my mind.  Jewel had that crazy gleam in her eyes again, though she was obviously trying to hide it.  Deanna, Shane and Reza watched me intently, not showing any clear response one way or the other.  “Why do we hide like this?  If we have the power to help someone—to stop something bad from happening—then why the hell shouldn’t we do it?”

“I never said you should break the law, Eve,” Deanna said.  “I’ve been trying to get the rules changed, but that doesn’t mean you can-”

“Screw the rules,” I snapped.  “What kind of people would create laws like this in the first place?”  my voice sounded strange to me all of the sudden, loud and confident and practically demanding to be heard.  “We’re supposed to just walk away if we see something like that?”  I waved my hand toward the house and the broken window behind me.  “We’re supposed to just ignore it, even when we can easily stop if from happening?  We’re supposed to let people get hurt?  We’re supposed to let people die just because… because why?  Because those are the rules?  Because that’s the way we’re always done it?  Or because we’re scared of what might happen if we expose ourselves?”

I was on my feet.  I didn’t even remember standing up.  My voice had risen to a shout.  “And you know what?  We can argue and campaign all we want, but in the mean time there are still people like that,” I motioned behind me again.  “who are out there doing whatever the hell they want and getting away with it!”

“Eve, you can’t be serious right now,” Danielle looked almost scared.  “You’re talking about going up against one of the oldest and most important laws in our existence.”

“I’m talking about doing the right thing.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Yes it is, Danielle.  They claim all these stupid rules were put in place to protect us, but protect us from what, exactly.  We’re a hundred times stronger than most people.”

“And they outnumber us a thousand to one!  They’d wipe us off the face of the earth if they ever found out about us!”

“How do you know that, Danielle?  We’ve never given then a chance one way to the other!”

“We don’t have to!  It’s human nature to hate anything that’s different from you. That’s just the way people are.”

“Where do you get these ideas, Danielle?  I’ve never met anyone like that.”

“Well, you’ve obviously never been discriminated against, then!” Danielle shot back.  “What are you suggesting here anyway, Eve?  That we ditch school and ditch our lives and go rouge?  Form a team and deliver some kind of… vigilante justice?”

I was quiet, gazing steadily at her.

That was all the answer she needed.  “Oh no.  No, you have officially lost it, Eve!  How can you even entertain an idea like that?  Are you completely-”

“Girls,” Deanna interrupted.  “You’re both getting a little carried away here.  Let’s head back to the hotel, all right?  We can work it out there.”

Danielle rounded on her.  “You’re not actually considering any of this, are you?  Talk some sense into her, Deanna.  Please.”

Deanna looked closely at me.  I wished I could read her expression, but I honestly had no clue what she was thinking.

A memory flashed unexpectedly through my mind.  Of standing in Deanna’s office while Isaac explained my abilities and what they meant.  He said that people like me—and people like him—had a bad habit of stirring things up.  Of being at the centre of conflict and turmoil and change.

I suddenly had a much better idea of what he had meant by that.

“We’ll grab a taxi,” Deanna finally said.  “Everyone come with me, let’s go.”


Chapter 43: A Change of Plans

The taxi was quiet all the way back to the hotel.  I found myself gazing out the window, watching streetlights glide past.  The complete silence was almost disorienting after all the excitement a few moments ago.

I was feeling calmer now and, frankly, I was also feeling a little surprised at myself.  It wasn’t like me to get so angry and confrontational.  Yelling at Danielle like that, arguing with Deanna. Not to mention terrorizing someone who was basically helpless to fight back.

My actions had been drastic, to say the least, and I could only imagine what the consequences would be.  A lot of it depended on how my victim and his wife or girlfriend—whatever she was—would react.  If they kept quiet out of fear that people would laugh and dismiss their claims about a huge, unrecognizable wildcat crashing through their kitchen window, then the whole thing might blow over.  But, if they decided to talk well… that’s when things could get messy.

I wrung my hands nervously.  Everyone else in the cab kept shooting me brief, furtive glances.  In the passenger seat, Deanna was talking quietly on her cell-phone.

Overall, the short drive seemed to drag on forever.  The cross-country trek from rural South Carolina into Charleston had felt shorter.

But, in spite of the tense, rigid atmosphere.  Despite the fear that bubbled like acid in my stomach, I could not bring myself to regret my actions.  I could not bring myself to feel a single ounce of guilt for what I had done.  In fact, I still experienced a powerful surge of satisfaction every time I imagined that jerk cowering on the ground like the vermin he was.

We pulled into the hotel parking lot.  Deanna snapped her cell phone shut and paid the driver.  I hesitated before getting out of the cab.  I had a feeling that everything was about to change. 

Deanna came around and pulled my door open.  “Out you get, Eve.  Come on.”

Was I imagining the sharpness in her voice?

I stepped into the sultry night air.  Deanna shut the door behind me and the taxi sped off.

We headed inside.  Through the front lobby, up the stairs, and down the carpeted hallway, not saying a word.  Shane was the first person to speak.

“Who was that on the phone, Deanna?”

“Isaac.  I thought he should know about this.”

“What did he say?”

“Not much.  He’s going to meet us here in half an hour.”

“Half an hour?  It took us all morning to get here.”

“Yes, well he’s flying, Shane.”

There was a pause.  When Deanna said that Isaac was flying, I doubted she meant by airplane. 

“Is that… safe?” Shane asked.

“He knows how to be discreet, don’t worry.  He wants to come and talk about this in person.  We have to figure out what we’re going to do here.”

If possible, my nerves doubled about a hundred times.  If there was one person I didn’t want upset with me, it was Isaac.  I imagined his silver eyes glaring at me, the quiet anger in his voice that was somehow worse than any amount of shouting.  I felt nauseous just thinking about it.

“All right,” Deanna stopped at the room she was sharing with Danielle, slid her key-card in and shoved the door open.  “I want the four of you to stay right here.  Keep it down and don’t leave for any reason, okay?  Shane and I are going to meet with Isaac in the lobby.  We’ll be back soon.  Eve,” she looked right at me, “please try and stay out of trouble.”

This time, it was impossible to miss the exasperation in her voice.

I had a sudden urge to apologize for causing all this trouble, but she was gone before I could even think of the right words.

The room went still.  I kept staring at the doorway, afraid to make eye-contact with the anyone.  Worried that they were all mad at me as well.

“You know, Eve?” Reza said. “That was actually pretty cool.”

“Rez, don’t encourage her,” Danielle said.  “This isn’t good.”

“She gave some puffed up jerk what he deserved,” Jewel said.  “How is that bad?”

“You’re not looking at the big picture, Jewel.”

“Danielle, how many times are we going to have this argument?”

I tuned them out and threw myself onto the nearest bed, gazing blankly up at the ceiling.  The longer this whole fiasco played out, the more I began to regret my own rash decisions.

Had I really done the right thing?

The answer should have been easy.  On the surface, it all seemed perfectly simple.  There was someone in trouble, so I helped them.  What was so wrong or complicated about that?

But, underneath, I knew there were plenty of other factors at play.  What if Danielle was right?  What if the general population responded violently to us?  What if they declared an all-our war on our kind, and what if I ended up being the cause of all of it?

I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

On the other hand, how could I live with myself if I spent my entire life following these archaic laws that demanded I stand passively by and do nothing, no matter what the circumstances?

This was making my head hurt.

The seconds and minutes ticked slowly past while my thoughts whirled in pointless circles and my friends argued in the background.  Finally, I heard the click of the door unlocking from the outside.

I bolted upright, my palms breaking into a nervous sweat.

Deanna came in first, followed closely by Shane.  My stomach flipped over when I saw Isaac, looking as calm and attractive and intimidating as ever… then my eyebrows shot up in surprise when a forth person entered the room.

Right away, I knew exactly what type of shifter he was.  After spending so much time around Isaac, it was obvious.  He was tall and well-muscled, with smooth, unblemished skin and perfectly symmetrical features.  His complexion was darker than Isaacs—it had an olive tone very similar to my own.  He had a wide mouth and a broad nose that was slightly flattened at the end.  His eyes were a deep, arresting shade of amber.  His thick, artfully tousled hair was fiery reddish-gold.

This was a level three shifter if I had ever seen one.

“Good evening, Evelyn,” Isaac said, seemingly oblivious to the fact my eyes were locked onto his unknown companion.  “Jewel, Danielle, Reza.”

We all muttered hellos without looking away from the stranger.  I was mesmerized by his hair.  The colour was unusual in itself, but on top of that, it almost seemed to glow and shimmer like red-hot coals.

The man caught us all staring and smiled, revealing a chipped front tooth.  “Isaac, aren’t you going to introduce me?”

Isaac cleared his throat.  “Everyone, this is Julian.  He’s an old friend.  Julian, this is Evelyn…”  I didn’t have the presence of mind to correct him just then… “Danielle, Jewel and Reza.”

“Good to meet you all,” Julian said.  He spoke with a faint British accent  “Isaac didn’t tell me you girls were so beautiful.”

Isaac cleared his throat again.  He actually appeared a little disgruntled. “Julian, we are here for a purpose remember?”

My stomach quickly sank.  Julian’s presence had momentarily distracted me from the predicament I was in, but now all the fears and worries came rushing back.

“Why don’t we sit down,” Isaac suggested.  “We’ve got a lot to discuss.”

There was a great deal of shuffling around while everyone attempted to get comfortable.  I sat on one of the beds next to Reza, while Danielle and Jewel sat on the other.  Deanna and Shane each pulled up an armchair and Julian sprawled casually on the floor.

Isaac remained standing, hands folded behind his back, eyes roaming from one of us to the next.  His gaze landed and held on me.

I swallowed hard.

“Evelyn, you realize how serious this is, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said quietly.

Isaac was silent for a moment or two.  I wished he would just yell at me and get it over with.  All this anxious waiting was going to turn me into a nervous wreck.

“Would you care to explain yourself?” 

“Didn’t Deanna already tell you what happened?” I muttered.

“Yes, but I’d like to hear your perspective on it.”

“Why?  It won’t change anything, will it?”

“Humor me,” Isaac said.

So, I took a deep breath and told the whole story from start to finish.  I tried to explain why I had reacted so violently, so recklessly to the situation, but all the fierce conviction I had felt earlier was completely gone.  Instead, I felt small and stupid and foolish, making my lame excuses under Isaac’s penetrating gaze.

By the time I was finished, my voice had dropped to barely more than a whisper and I felt like sinking into the ground beneath my feet.

“So, what do you think, Isaac?” Deanna said.  “What should we do about this?”

Isaac had still not displayed any clear reaction one way or the other.  He did not appear angry or upset or shocked.  He was simply calm and thoughtful. 

“Let me ask you something, Deanna.  You’ve heard Eve’s explanation.  You understand her reasons for behaving the way she did.”

“Yes….” Deanna replied slowly.

“Do you disagree with any of it?”

Deanna fixed her eyes on me.  I squirmed.  Where was Isaac going with this?

“No,” Deanna said.  “In fact, I completely agree with her.  I don’t think we should be forced to hide like this.  But, it’s the law, Isaac.  What else can we do?”

“Fair point,” Isaac said diplomatically.  “Shane, what are your thoughts?”

“I can’t say I agree,” Shane said.

“You think that exposing ourselves is too big of a risk.”

“Yes.”

“Fair enough.”

My nerves were getting more and more frayed by the second.  Why all this discussion?  Why not just punish me already?

Unless… he wasn’t actually suggesting I had done the right thing, was he?  Isaac was far too sensible to entertain the idea of breaking the law, even when it happened to clash with his own personal ideals. 

Isaac glanced at Julian, stretched out on the floor with his head back and his eyes on the ceiling, flaming hair nearly brushing the carpet.

“What do you think, Julian?”

“You know what I think, Isaac,” Julian said casually.  “I think we should have quit following these bloody rules a long time ago.”

My head jerked backwards in surprise.  Wait, what?  What did he just say?

Julian sat up, hooking his elbows around his knees.  “Honestly, how many years have we been trying to get the laws changed now, Isaac?  We started this damn movement back in the nineteen-twenties and our progress has been absolutely zero.  I think the time has come and past for more drastic measures.”

“Drastic measures?” Deanna repeated.

“What kind of drastic measures?” Jewel asked eagerly.

“Umm… did you just say the nineteen-twenties?“  I said.

“Of course,” Julian said, looking at me.  “That’s when the Silent Hero’s movement started.  Me and Isaac are the original founders.”

“But… but that’s impossible.  That would make you…” I struggled to do the math in my head.  No one younger than sixteen would be likely to start a political movement, so that meant they had to be at least…

“Evelyn, we level three shifters do not age the same way normal people do,” Isaac explained.  “We live for centuries.  Physically, Julian and I are in our mid-twenties.  Chronologically, we’re over a hundred.”

Wow, I thought, looking back and forth between them.  Wow.  I never would have guessed that, but in a way it did make sense.  Although Isaac definitely looked like a guy in his twenties, he didn’t really act like one.

“Our age isn’t the point here, Isaac,” Julian said. “The point is, it was never supposed to take this long. The committee’s just playing with us.  They have no intention of ever changing those stupid laws.”

“What are you suggesting, then?” Shane said.  “That we ignore the laws just because we don’t like them?”

“The laws are immoral and everyone here knows it,” he gestured towards me.  “What this girl did… we all should have had the guts to do it a long time ago.”

I felt a weird fluttering sensation in my chest.  It was strange to have a complete stranger talk about me like this, making me sound heroic and brave.  Two words that I had never dreamed of associating with myself.

“But…” Danielle said.  “But, exposing ourselves could be dangerous.  It…”

“Oh, you’re not one of those, are you?” Julian interrupted.  “No offense to you young lady, but I think that’s complete crap.  The dangers of exposing ourselves have been greatly exaggerated.  More to the point, they have no basis in reality or solid facts.  We talk about things like racism and sexism to justify our fears.  After all, how could people possibly accept us when they can’t even tolerate different versions of their own kind?”

Danielle looked away.

“But, you know what?  I’ve seen humanity come a long way since the nineteen twenties.  They’re not mindless idiots.  They’re capable of growing and learning and changing.  Besides, we’re not exactly innocent of prejudice ourselves.”

“That’s not exactly…”

“You do realize that normal people find out about us all the time, don’t you?Where do you think the stories of werewolves and dragons come from in the first place?

“Well…”

“People know we’re out there. They’ve known for centuries.  And, in all that time, do you have any idea how many shifters have been hurt or killed by normal humans?  None.  It’s the humans that end up getting hurt, if anything.   We’re a hundred times stronger than them, young lady.  So tell me, what are you so afraid of?”

Danielle didn’t answer.  She was frowning at the carpet under her feet, shoulders tense, arms resting on her thighs.  I had this sudden image of her just standing up and walking out the door. 

“Listen, Danielle,” Isaac said.  “If you and Shane would like to leave… if you don’t want to be involved, that’s fine.  No one’s going to hold it against you.”

“Much,” Jewel added.

Isaac shot her a look.

“How can you all be so sure?” Danielle said.  “How can you be so sure that nothing bad is going to happen?”

“We’re not,” Isaac replied simply.  “Personally, I don’t think humanity will react violently to us.  At least not on a large scale, but the possibility is still there.”

“And that doesn’t scare you?”

“We can’t be ruled by fears and doubts and in this life, Danielle,” Isaac said.  “That’s something I learned a long time ago.”

Danielle was quiet again.  She appeared to be deep in thought, forehead creased, full lips pressed tightly together.  I understood her reluctance, even if I didn’t agree with it.  If she chose to walk away, I wouldn’t hold it against her.  I wouldn’t allow it to change anything between us.

But, at the same time, I didn’t want her to leave.  She was part of the group.  Things just wouldn’t be the same without her, or Shane for that matter.

After several long moments, Danielle lifted her eyes off the floor.  She looked right at Julian.  For a second, her pitch black eyes seemed to clash sharply with his amber ones.

“So… what’s the plan?”


Chapter 44: The Phoenix

“Okay,” Julian threw a creased, folded map of the continental United States down on one of the beds.  There were already markings all over it.  He had circled and starred a number of major cities, including Detroit, Cleveland, Memphis, Cincinnati, New Orleans, Austin, Atlanta and Chicago.  “I suggest we start with one of these places.  They have some of the highest crime rates in the country.  We probably won’t see much action if we stay here in Charleston.”

“Agreed,” Isaac said.  “If we plan on helping people, we should go where our services will be needed most.”

“Shouldn’t we be looking at worldwide crime-rates, then?” Danielle said.

Julian smiled, as if pleased to see her participating.  “One step at a time, there, Danielle.  Let’s start with an area of the world that we’re at least somewhat familiar with.”

“This is so awesome!”  That gleam in Jewel’s eyes was coming through full-force.  While Danielle and Shane still appeared slightly reluctant, Jewel looked more like an adrenaline junkie about to launch herself out of a plane.

“Jewel, you realize this isn’t a game, don’t you?” Isaac said, lifting his eyes from the map.  “We have to be careful how we approach this.”

“Yeah, I know that, Isaac.  Doesn’t mean I can’t be excited, though, does it?”

“Just keep it mind,” Isaac said and went back to perusing the map. 

I caught Reza’s eye and we both grinned.  Game or not, Jewel’s enthusiasm was highly contagious.  I felt like some of her crazy energy was being physical transferred over to me, drowning out my nerves—or at least making them less noticeable.

I could not believe this was happening.  When I had been ranting and raving about helping people who needed it and using our abilities to do the right thing, it had never occurred to me that someone would actually listen.  Not in my wildest imagination had I ever dreamed that we would actually go through with any of my ideas. 

It would have been a lie to say I wasn’t nervous.  My palms were sweating and I felt like my stomach was writhing with live snakes.  But, for the moment at least, my excitement outweighed my fear.

“I’m thinking Atlanta,” Julian said, pointing the city out on the map.  ““It’s the closest major city.  We could fly there in under a day.”

“Umm,” I said.  “When you say ‘fly’, do you mean…”

“I don’t mean on an airplane if that’s what you’re asking,” Julian said.  “Me and Isaac can carry three people each, no problem.”

My heart rate sped up at the thought of travelling cross-country on the back of a dragon or whatever Julian happened to be.  A Griffin, maybe?  A phoenix?  He could be another dragon, for all I knew.  He was similar enough to Isaac.

“I’m not overly concerned with how we get there,” Isaac said.  “The question is:  what’s our first move once we arrive?” 

“I’m not interested in being timid,” Julian replied.  For a second, his rich, amber eyes reminded me strongly of a hawk or an eagle.  “I say we start taking down the criminals as soon as we arrive.  That’s the whole point of this, isn’t it?  To do something for a change?”

“Yes, but I think it’s important that we lay down some ground-rules.  Let’s not make the situation any more dangerous than it already is.”

“All right.  What do you suggest?”

“First of all, participation should be one-hundred-percent voluntary.  If any member of the group—at any point—feels uncomfortable with what we’re doing, they are free to leave.  No questions asked.”  He looked hard at Jewel as he said this.  “Understood?”

“Yeah, I got it, Isaac.”

“Good.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Danielle and Shane exchange a significant look, but neither of them spoke up or expressed any desire to leave the group.  Secretly, I was extremely happy about this.  Maybe I wasn’t allowed to pressure them, but I was relieved they both appeared to be onboard with the plan so far. 

“Second,” Isaac said.  “I think you and I should stay out of sight for now, Julian.”

“What?”  Julain said.

“Regular humans can only handle so much.  Huge, unrecognizable wildcats are one thing.  At least those are related to animals they already know exist in real life.  But, animals that are only supposed to exist in mythology are another matter entirely.  We don’t want to create a frenzy or a panic, here.  That would put us in a bad light and only confirm what the committee has been saying all along—that the general population can’t handle knowing about us.”

“So, we’re supposed to sit back and do nothing, then?” Julian said.

“I thought we would keep an eye on things from the air.  Scout potential targets and act as emergency back-up in case things get out of hand.”

“So sit back and watch, then.”

“Is this a problem, Julian?  Tell me if this is going to be a problem.”

Julian did not exactly look pleased but shook his head in response all the same.  “No.  No, you’re right Isaac.  You and me will stay out of sight for now.”

“Good,” Isaac said.  “Now, one last thing.  Deanna, Shane, Evelyn,” he made eye-contact with each person as he said their name.  “Danielle, Reza, Jewel… I think it’s best if you avoid being seen in human form.  We should all protect our identities in case things turn ugly.  We don’t want the whole world to know who we really are.  At least no yet.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Shane said.

“Me too,” Danielle agreed.

“And, if anyone else has any thoughts on how to keep safe, let me know.  Just because we’re taking a risk doesn’t mean we have to be completely and utterly reckless about it.”

“I thought we were being completely and utterly reckless,” Danielle muttered.

Isaac gave no response to this.  His gaze shifted to the window and the pitch black sky beyond.  “Well, I don’t know about you, Julian, but if we plan on flying I’d prefer to do it at night.  So, why doesn’t everyone get packed up?  If we leave now, we can be in Atlanta before dawn.”

––––––––––––––––—

I next half hour was filled with so much activity that I barely had time to contemplate the enormity of what we were doing.  Jewel and I raced back to our room and loaded up our suitcases at record speed.  We threw clean clothes in with dirty clothes and tossed all our toiletries into one big, senseless pile.  Jewel accidently packed a bunch of white towels that belonged to the hotel, which I quickly unpacked again.

All the while, Jewel talked rapidly about finally getting the chance to stop hiding and start taking down all the jerks and scum who deserved it.  I simply agreed and nodded in all the right places, barely listening.  I was too busy trying to come to grips with the reality of the situation.

When we got back to Deanna’s room—probably forgetting a million things—Everyone else was packed and ready.  Isaac and Julian were examining a map of Charleston, trying to find the quickest way out of the city limits. 

“All set, girls?” Isaac said as we walked in.

“Ready when you are, Isaac,” Jewel said.

“Perfect.  Let’s not waste any time then.”

Isaac and Julian slipped out the back while the rest of us checked out at the front desk.  We met up at Deanna’s SUV and piled in.  It was a little cramped with eight people.  I ended up wedged between Reza and one of the back windows.

As we sped off, I found myself gazing out at the street, watching the lights gradually fade away and the night grew darker.  My hands were clenched firmly in my lap.  I was bouncing my foot up and down like a restless child.

This was your idea, I reminded myself.  This is what you wanted.  It’s all happening because of you.

But, at the same time, I couldn’t stop thinking of all the things that could go wrong.  Heck, lately I had been nothing but a walking disaster zone.  With me around, it seemed inevitable that something somewhere would eventually get royally messed up.

We’re doing the right thing, I argued inside my own head.  Besides, you have four adults here keeping an eye on you, including two level three shifters.  Calm down, girl.

Reza gave me a soft nudge.  “You nervous?  You seem nervous.”

“Umm… yeah, sort of,” I admitted, facing him.  “Aren’t you?”

Reza shrugged.  “Not really.  I think this is going to be fun.  Running around the city in cat form, hunting down bad guys, what’s not to like about that?”  He laughed.  “Nothing is ever boring with you around, Eve.  I can tell you that much.”

I grinned a little and turned my gaze back out the window, feeling slightly better.

After what felt like a good hour of driving, we pulled up on a dark, empty road with trees looming on either side.  Deanna put the car in park and everyone piled out.  When the engine shut down, everything became eerily dark and quiet.  The chirping of crickets and the sound of our footsteps seemed to become magnified three times over. 

We started walking, leaving Deanna’s spotless SUV there on the side of the road.  “You owe me a new car, Isaac,” she said.

“No problem, Deanna.  Kindly stand back, would you?”

The majority of the group stopped in the middle of the street while Isaac and Julian kept going.  There was a rush of air.  The previously still treetops swayed in the wind.  Behind us, the abandoned SVU rocked back and forth.

Before I could blink, the two men had been replaced by huge, mythical beasts.

In his dragon form, Isaac seemed to glitter faintly, as if catching and diffusing the light from the moon.  Julian, on the other hand, was another matter entirely.

The massive phoenix glowed like he was on fire.  His feathers shimmered with different shades of orange, red and gold, sweeping across his body like flames.  His beak was sharp and hooked, eyes intense like a bird of prey, though his face was narrower, more streamlined.  His crimson tail feathers were impossibly long, sweeping out behind him and then curling inward towards his clawed feet, burning brightly against the dark gravel.

If anyone get cold easily, you’d better ride with me, Julian said.  It can get a little chilly up there.

I hiked up my suitcase and approached the huge bird, Jewel and Reza right behind me.  As I got closer, I noticed the air getting warmer.

I climbed on first, gripping Julian’s right wing and swinging myself onto his back.  His feathers were smooth and silky under my fingers.  His body radiated heat.  Not enough to burn, but definitely enough to make me sweat.

Reza clambered up behind me, followed by Jewel.

Everyone ready?  Julian said.

“I took a deep breath.  “I guess so.”

All right, hang on.  With that, the phoenix flared his huge wings and took off into the sky.


Chapter 45: In the Dark

Flying cross-country on the back of Phoenix had to be one of the coolest things I had ever experienced.  We climbed sharply into the air, leaving the woods and the city lights far behind us.  Julian’s huge, fiery wings pumped away on either side of me, taking us higher and higher.  He levelled out well above the clouds.  Looking down, I felt like we were flying over a strange, mysterious landscape of silvery-white mountains.

Julian and Isaac weaved back and forth through the sky, angling their bodies from side-to-side and crisscrossing each other at random intervals.  My stomach swooped every time Julian changed direction.  A light wind pulled at my hair and cooled my face.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  I felt free up here.  The fresh air and wide-open skies were a welcome change from the stuffy, enclosed spaces that dominated the human world.

Doubts still nagged at the back of my mind, but they didn’t seem quite so urgent anymore.  All my worries back on the ground suddenly seemed distant and insignificant.  I knew the feeling was most likely temporary, but it helped to calm me down a little bit.

I couldn’t say how long we flew.  It felt like hours.  The air was getting a little cool and I was grateful for the warmth that radiated from Julain’s shimmering feathers. 

Out of nowhere, it occurred to me how drastically my life had changed in the past several weeks.  No more than a month ago, I had been a pretty normal teenager.  Going to school, hanging out with my friends, with thoughts of college and a career somewhere in my distant future.

And now look at me!  Look where I was!  Look what I was doing!  Flying on the back of a freaking Phoenix, surrounded by people who could transform into dragons and wildcats at will.  And on my way to do something so drastic that it would change the course of history—for better or for worse.

This had been the most incredible month of my life and, no matter what happened next, no matter if things got ugly or went horribly wrong, I wouldn’t have exchanged it for the world.

I focused on that one, single thought as we began to lose altitude, dropping below the clouds, Atlanta appearing as an endless sprawl of lights in the distance…

–––––––––––––-

I drifted through the darkness like a shadow, like a ghost.  All my senses were on alert, my long whiskers pressed forward, ears twitching as I picked up the sound of distant car alarms and unseen creatures scurrying around my feet.  My wildcat form moved with a seamless, fluid grace, each step flowing naturally into the next, never pausing or hesitating.  Never breaking its stride.  Never making the faintest whisper of sound.

I’ve heard Atlanta is a beautiful city.  Active and vibrant, filled with dozens of tourist attractions.  A big zoo.  An even bigger aquarium.  Museums and expensive restaurants and fancy, opulent hotels.

But, I wasn’t here for tourist traps or fancy restaurants.  I was worlds away from all that.

Here, the streets were covered in potholes and bits of loose gravel.  Garbage piled up in every corner.  Colourful graffiti decorated almost every wall.  I picked up the smell of rotting food, cigarette smoke, and ammonia.  Rats scurried around in the shadows.  I had to step carefully to avoid broken needles and glass.

It was the type of place that would have terrified me in human form.  The type of place that any sane, reasonable person would do their best to avoid.  If my mother could somehow look through my eyes right now and see where I was… what I was doing… she would probably have a heart attack.

But, my wildcat felt no fear.  It was calm.  Focused.  Confident.  All the doubts and questions and “what if” scenarios that plagued my thoughts in human form seem to have vanished.  The wildcat saw no use for such things.  It didn’t think or reflect.  It only reacted.

A dark figure moved at my side.  An elegant panther that appeared inky black against the night.  Her long legs moved in sync with mine, her steps just as noiseless, movements just as graceful.

If Danielle was still feeling reluctant, she still doubted what we were about to do, she gave no indication of it.

Somewhere out of sight, the other wildcats were out patrolling other parts of the city, while Isaac and Julian kept an eye on things from above.  I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were up there, circling high overhead, following our every move.

So far, things had been pretty quiet.  We had been patrolling the streets for about an hour and had yet to see anything more interesting than a drunk stumbling home for the night.  I was ready for something to happen.  The anticipation was killing me.

Eve, Julian’s voice echoed inside my head.  Danielle, turn left at the next street.

What’s going on? I said.

Two guys a few blocks west of you.  They’re arguing about something and one of them is starting to look pretty aggressive.

My muscles clenched in anticipation.  I broke into a rapid trot.  Danielle kept pace with me, staying to the outside as we rounded a sharp corner. 

We’re really doing this, aren’t we?

I felt a surge of excitement, mixed with terror.  A little late to back out now.

We picked up the pace steadily as we walked, going from a trot to a ground-covering lope, while Julian continued to give us directions.  

Okay, keep going straight, girls.  A few more blocks.  You’re getting close.

My heart was pounding as we turned the next corner.  Danielle had started to lag a few paces behind, reluctance obvious in her steps.

Eve, are you absolutely, one-hundred percent sure about this?

Not at all.  I answered truthfully, though I continued to move forward like I had all the confidence in the world.

You’re almost there, Julian said.  Take another right on the next street.  I think… hold on, wait a second…

What is it? I asked, slowing my pace.

The guy’s are moving off in different dictions.  Yeah… they don’t look happy but they’re going.  Sorry, girls.  False alarm.

I couldn’t decide whether to feel relieved or disappointed.  The wildcat was still pumped and ready, but I reined it in with little trouble.

It was strange, but ever since the other night—the one that had set all this craziness in motion—things had been different between me and the wildcat.  I no longer struggled endlessly for self- control.  It was like I had reached some kind of mutual understanding with the creature lurking inside of me.

Danielle and I had just turned to go back when Isaac’s voice entered my mind.

I think I’ve got something here, he was projecting his thoughts, as if talking to more than one pair of wildcats at once.  Looks like a carjacking, if I’m not mistaken.  Deanna and Shane, you’re the closest, but Evelyn and Danielle aren’t far off either.

I was immediately at attention, ears pricked forward, head raised.  “Where is it?  Which way?”

I’ll direct you.  Julian, can you help Shane and Deanna?

Ten-Four, Julian said.

Good.  Okay, Evelyn, Danielle, turn around and go straight until I give you other instructions.

Got it!  I lifted my front paws off the ground, twisted in a full 180-degree turn and shot off down the street like a rocket. Even though a tiny part of my human brain was still plagued with doubts, I ran like there was nothing holding me back.  My adrenaline surged, giving me strength and speed and endless stamina.

We were doing this.  We were really doing this.  Once the night was over, there would be no second-guessing ourselves.  No turning back.  We were setting the wheels of change in motion.  What would happen after, I could only guess at.

We ran for several blocks before Isaac spoke up again.

Okay, now turn right.  You’re coming up on a more populated area, I want you to avoid the crowds.

Done!  I banked right, nails digging into the pavement as I turned, Danielle sprinting right behind me.  The city was changing, becoming less run-down and more industrial.  The streets were wider, darker and quieter.

Okay, keep going, Isaac said.  Straight ahead of you.

I saw it now.  A lone car parked at an angle across the road.  My sharp eyes made out four, maybe five people inside the vehicle, two adults up front and a few kids in the back.  A man and woman—each carrying a handgun—hovered around the car.

The guy was yanking on the drivers-side door, shouting threats and jabbing his gun into the glass.  His partner stood watch, her gun aimed at the ground, head swivelling back and forth.  The kid inside the car were screaming bloody murder

I snarled and pushed myself to run faster, anger surging through human and wildcat alike.

But then, out of nowhere, Shane leapt from the shadows in his gigantic lion form.  I had forgotten how massive he truly was. Almost big enough rival my saber tooth.  He landed right on the hood of the car, which struck the ground with a huge CRASH!

The man froze with his gun still pressed up against the driver’s side window.  Slowly, he looked up at the monstrous creature glaring down at him.  Shane’s teeth were bared and his jaw was about level with the guys head.  The colour drained from the man’s face.  He looked like he was about to pass out.

Meanwhile, Deanna had appeared in her big, white cat-form.  She walked in slow, deliberate circles around the man’s partner, flicking her tail casually while the woman trembled all over, her pistol still aimed uselessly at the ground.

My mind worked quickly as I continued to approach the scene.  Should we bother getting involved?  It seemed like Shane and Deanna had things under control, but then what was I supposed to do with all this pent-up aggression? 

Eve! Julian said.  Danielle! Forget the carjacking.  Go back the way you came!  Do it now!

I didn’t bother to question him.  As Deanna and Shane proceeded to chase the two terrified carjackers down the street, I circled around and sprinted back the other way.

What’s going on, Julian?  One nice thing about communicating with thoughts—I could still speak perfectly clearly even when I was physically out of breath.  What’s the situation?

Looks like someone took that argument personally after all.  One of them came back with reinforcements and they’re closing in on the other guy like a pack of wolves.

My stomach twisted sickeningly.  Not once had I ever blamed Deanna for the attack that had started his whole thing, but now I understood her motivation more than ever.

To my surprise, a loud snarl issued from my left.  That’s so low. That’s just disgusting.

You don’t have to tell me, I agreed without breaking my stride.

And there were kids in that car back there!  What is wrong with people?  Seriously?

Preaching to choir here, Danielle.

Eve?

Yeah?

Let’s get these scumbags!

I couldn’t resist laughing.  Hell yes!

There was no telling how much time we had, so the two of us ran like our lives depended on it.  Out of the industrial section, past vacant junkyards and warehouses, and back onto the narrow, garbage-strewn alleys where we had started.

Are we almost there, Julian?  I said as buildings continued to whip past.  Are we getting close?

Getting there.  Turn left at the next street.

I took a hard left and Danielle mirrored me a split-second later. 

Eve, I don’t mean to rush you, but these guys are moving in pretty quick.

We’re going as fast as we can! I said.

Isaac, do I have permission to dive-bomb the prats if Eve and Danielle don’t make it in time?

We’ll make it!  I insisted.  It can’t be that much further!

At that moment, a scream tore through the night.  Something about the quality of it sent a chill straight through to my bones.

It was coming from a dark alley just ahead.  I reached deep inside myself and put on a final burst of speed.  Danielle was actually pulling ahead of me now, her lips pulled back, long canines glinting pure white against her dark fur.

She flung herself into the alley just inches ahead of me.  For one extremely fleeting moment, I saw an older man backed up against a brick wall, arms flailing desperately as he tried to fend off at least seven attackers.

Then Danielle was there.  She dove right into the crowd, teeth and claws flashing at lightning speed, scattering the mob in a matter of seconds. 

“Ow!  what the-”

 “What is that?”

What the hell, man?”            

The men shouted and staggered and looked around wildly.  One leapt around on the spot like he was dancing on hot coals, eyes darting back and forth, struggling in vain to follow Danielle’s wicked fast movements.

I clenched my leg muscles and pounced, slamming right into him.  He went flying with an almost animal-like shriek.

The rest of the men scattered under the fury of Danielle’s attack while I stood guard over their victim.  I was completely mesmerized by my friend’s sudden viciousness.  I could not believe this was the same person who had been so full of doubt no less than an hour ago.  You never would have guessed it to look at her now.

The men ducked their heads and zigzagged back and forth to avoid her razor-sharp claws.  Several of them were now sprawled on the ground, injured and bleeding.  The lucky few who were still on their feet quickly made a break for it.

Danielle, wait!  I called, as she sprang after them, but it was no use.  She chased the men out of the alley, around the corner and down the street.  Their terrified yelps and screams quickly faded into the distance.

As silence descended over the alley, the guy behind me shifted position, attempting to inch away from my back paws.  I turned around and he quickly froze.

He was breathing in rapid, shallow gasps, like a mouse that had been cornered by a cat.  His right sleeve was torn.  His left eye was bright red and already beginning to swell. 

I lowered my head and took a few steps back, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible.  The man continued to stare.  He appeared slightly calmer.

“What…” he stammered.  “What are you?  Why did you…”

Eve, Reza and Jewel are breaking up a gang-fight about half a mile north of you.  Care to join?

Do you see Danielle? I asked.

Still busy giving our friends a proper send-off, Julian informed me.  I can send her your way when she’s finished.

Sure.

I gazed quietly at the man for another moment or two, then flicked my tail and went to join Reza and Jewel.


Chapter 46: Enemies or Friends

The guy’s face stuck in my head as I sprinted back onto the main street, following Julian’s directions.  The mixture of fear and confusion in his eyes.  The amazement in his voice. The way he had spoken to me, almost as if he expected to be understood.  

I tried to put myself in his position.  What would I think if a pair of unrecognizable creatures appeared in a dark alley while I was in trouble, scared off my attackers and then disappeared without a trace?  What would I do?  What would I say?  Would I tell anyone about it?

Probably not.  I would probably just assume I was going crazy.

Concentrate, Eve, I thought.  This wasn’t exactly the best time to be worrying about the consequences of my actions.

I pushed everything else to the back of my mind and focused on navigating the abandoned streets and alleys around me.  My speed picked up as my thoughts become more singular and focused.  The human and the wildcat were still working in perfect harmony together.  It was like their usually conflicting thoughts had merged together, forming a creature that was powerful and intelligent, aggressive and calculating, instinctual and rational all at the same time. 

I twisted and turned through the streets while Julian fired directions at me one after the other.  The world around me was a blur of colour and movement, only solidifying into familiar shapes for a split second at a time.  It was like being on my own personal roller coaster.

Pure power and energy surged through my veins like static electricity.  I was getting that warm, tingling sensation in my extremities—the same feeling I had experienced before transforming into a huge, saber-toothed tiger.

Evelyn, Isaac said, you’re putting out an awful lot of energy right now.

You don’t have to tell me! I said.  I was seriously pumped.  It felt incredible to finally have control of the wildcat.

That’s not exactly what I mean.

There they are!  I see them!  I had just spotted a huge riot taking place in the middle of an otherwise deserted street. There had to be at least fifty people, mostly young men but with a scattering of young women as well.  I saw expressions of hatred everywhere I looked.  Knives flashed and fists flew.  Shouts echoed through the streets.  Feet pounded and bones cracked. 

Jewel and Reza were right in the middle of things, dragging people away from each other, knocking them to the ground and doing whatever they could to stop the fighting. 

Hey, would you cut it out? Jewel yelled, batting the knife out of one young woman’s hand.  She did not appear to be extending her thoughts to the rioters.  It was more like she was thinking out-loud.

Do your parents know what you’re up to? Reza demanded.

What on earth are you fighting about, anyway?

Violence is never the answer!

Cut it out! Jewel said.

Okay, that’s it!  That’s it!  You’re all grounded!

But, even the presence of two wildcats was not enough to stop the fighting.  It was like the gang members were so blinded by hatred and they hardly noticed what was going on around them.  For all I knew, they were all high on some kind of drug.

As I closed in, I tried to come up with a good strategy for separating them.  Of course, I was strong enough to shatter all their bones or knock them out cold without breaking a sweat.  But, I wanted to stop the violence, not perpetuate it.  Even my saber-tooth form wouldn’t be much use in this situation.

If only I could turn into something big and bulky… like an elephant or a rhinoceros.  Something with enough heft and weight to force these kids apart like the red sea. 

Which was never going to happen.  I was a wildcat, not a freaking elephant.  I would have to find some other way to break up this fight.

But then—even while I agonized over what to do—something strange began to happen.

I was getting bigger.  My muscles bulged.  My muzzle grew broader and heavier.  My head grew larger, my neck became thicker and shorter.  My shoulders grew huge and round.  My ears shrank and my eyesight dimmed.  My paws grew large and flat.  My fur became coarse and thick and sprouted by several inches.

Isaac, are you seeing what I’m seeing here? Julian said.

I’m seeing it, Julian, Isaac said.

Somehow, I had transformed straight from my cat form into a huge, hulking bear.

I lowered my head and continued to barrel towards the mob of rioting gang members, my body shaking the ground, leaving huge dents in the pavement.  I released an earth-shattering roar and plowed right into the fray, bowling people over, forcing them apart.  I heard muffled screams.  A few blurry shapes took off running.

What the- Jewel said.  Eve, is that you?

Yeah, it’s me, Jewel!  Now let me at these idiots!

With another huge roar, I proceeded to scatter the remaining gang members.  I chased them off in different directions, thundering after each one like an avalanche of teeth and muscle and fur.  While I was distracted, a few determined stragglers lunged at each other and began throwing wild, aimless punches. I thrust myself in between, forcing them apart with one throw of my enormous head.

Should we interfere? Julian said.

No, Isaac replied.  No, I think she’s got a handle on it.

How is she controlling a form that isn’t hers?

I don’t know.

How did she change right from one animal to another?

I don’t know.

Has she taken other forms before?

Yes.  And I didn’t go so well, to be perfectly honest.

I didn’t know the answers to these questions any more than Isaac did.  All I did know was that I was in complete control of this new transformation.  If I had felt confident before, now I felt almost invincible.  It was intoxicating to have all this power under my every whim and desire.

The gang members took off in two’s and three’s, dropping their weapons, disappearing into dark alleys and random holes in the surrounding buildings.  Jewel and Reza joined in with chasing off the last few stragglers.  Reza laughed as one final girl took off, throwing stunned, almost stupefied looks back over her shoulder.

Awesome, Eve! He shouted. That was awesome!

–––––––––––—

“So, wait, what happened?” Danielle said.

“Eve turned into a huge bear!” Reza exclaimed.  “And then she kicked some major ass!”

“But how… why…. I thought…”

“I don’t know, but it was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!”

I found myself blushing.  We were back in human form and on our way to find a hotel.  The sun was just starting to peak over the horizon.  We had been up all night and I should have been exhausted, but I was too pumped full of adrenaline. 

I knew there would undoubtedly be consequences to face later.  But, for now, even the most reserved members of our group seemed happy to revel in the aftermath of our exhilarating night.

“So, are we talking a normal grizzly bear?” Deanna said.  “Or one of those level two monsters?”

“Definitely a level two,” Jewel said.

“And, she was okay?  She was able to control it?”

“She displayed an admirable level of control,” Isaac said.  “And controlling a secondary form is a very difficult thing to do.”

“Not only that,” Julian added.  “But she transformed right from one animal into another.”

“She did what?” Shane said.  “You mean she didn’t transition into human form first?”

“I was right there,” Julian said.  “I saw it happen.”

“But that… that’s impossible!” Danielle said.

“It’s never been documented,” Isaac said. “But that doesn’t make it impossible.  Shifters like Evelyn only show up once or twice in a generation, and none of them have the exact same skills.”

“Does this mean she can turn into anything she wants?” Reza said.

“Not exactly,” Isaac said.  “She’s a wildcat.  That’s her natural form and always will be.  However, when the circumstances call for it…

“She can go grizzly on your ass!” Jewel finished for him.

Isaac grinned.  “Essentially, yes.”

“Wicked!” Reza said.

My blush deepened.  Okay, I had to distract all this attention away from me before my ego swelled beyond recovery.

“Hey, speaking of wicked, you guy’s should have seen Danielle tonight…”

––––––––––

We found a hotel and checked in for some much-needed rest.  My adrenaline was beginning to wind down by the time we got up to the room, and I was asleep pretty much from the moment my head touched the pillow.  I woke up—it seemed only seconds later—to late afternoon sunlight streaming in through the curtains.

It took a few seconds for my mind to catch up with my present circumstances.  Then it all came back in flashes of blinding speed, like a movie playing in fast-forward. The memories left me feeling exhilarated and breathless.

Unable to lie still for one second longer, I threw myself out of bed.  Jewel was already awake, sitting at a small coffee table and absorbed in a newspaper article.  She looked up at me, a small, indecipherable smile on her lips.  “Well… that didn’t take long.”

My stomach did a backflip.  I thrust myself off the bed so fast that the mattress creaked violently and the floor gave faintly under the pressure.  “What?  What is it?  What’s going on?”

“There’s at least five articles in here about us,” Jewel said.  “Look.”  She flipped through a whole bunch of pages.  It seemed to cover almost half the newspaper.  I saw pictures of snarling lions and tigers.  I also noticed a few people I recognized from the night before. Some of the gang members stood out, as well as the guy who had been mobbed in the street.  He was pretty non-descript, really, but I would most likely remember his face for the rest of my life.

“What are they saying?” I asked, struggling to read over Jewel’s shoulder.  “Is it good or bad?”

“They’re keeping it pretty neutral so far,” Jewel said.  “Just the facts.  Or as close to the facts as they can get.  Everyone’s got a different theory on who we are and where we came from.” 

The door suddenly opened and Julian walked in.  It looked like he had just stepped out of the shower.  His flaming hair was dripping wet.  He was shirtless, revealing smooth, tanned skin, sculpted shoulders and a lean, muscular torso.

I forced myself not to stare.

He was followed closely by Isaac, Deanna, Shane, Reza, and Danielle.

“Did you girls see the news yet?”  Without waiting for answer, Julian picked up the remote and clicked on the TV. 

A news anchor materialized on the screen.  The sound kicked in while she was in mid-sentence.  “… pack of what can only be described as unidentified wildcats was apparently running around the city last night.  Eye-witness accounts describe some extremely odd and mysterious behavior.  Among the stories coming into us this morning, a family of five reports…”

Julian flipped the channel and another news anchor popped up, a man this time.  “… …animals are described as being extremely oversized, with unusual markings never before seen on any known species of big cat.  Furthermore…”

Flip.  A teenage boy appeared on the screen.  “It was like… I don’t know… a grizzly bear or something.  But I didn’t know grizzly bears could get that big.  I mean, it was bigger than a pick-up truck…”

Flip.  We were back to the fist news-anchor.  “…of course, the question on everyone’s mind is this:  are these incidents somehow related to the story last month of a woman who transformed into an unrecognizable wildcat?  And, if these creatures really do exist…” she looked right into the camera for a moment, and I had a strange feeling that she was making eye-contact directly with me…   “Are they our enemies, or our friends?”


Chapter 47: Reza

The following weeks were nothing but a whirl of constant, adrenaline-fueled activity.  We travelled west across the country, hitting major cities in Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. 

Our nights were spent patrolling the city streets, tracking down violent criminals, defending their victims and breaking up fights.  But, it wasn’t all blood and violence.  Once, Jewel escorted a lost kid back to her bewildered parents.  Another time, Shane found a guy unconscious in the street and brought him to the attention of some nearby cops.

Our days were spent in random hotel rooms, re-living our latest conquests and obsessively following the news.  The moment we hit a new city, the media would explode with stories about us.  Theories flew left and right.  Were we a new, super-intelligent species of wildcat?  Were we shape-shifters?  Were we aliens?  (I laughed at that one every time).  Were we nothing but a gigantic hoax? 

People from all walks of life were scrambling to have their say.  We were demonized and glorified.  We were scrutinized and analyzed and occasionally dismissed as pure nonsense.  Lately, people had been trying to snap pictures of us, but so far they were all dark and blurry, or taken from so far away that the image could just as easily be a housecat.

We rarely stayed in one place for more than a few days at a time.  The frenzied media coverage made such a thing impossible.  With all the attention we were getting and the committee most likely working day and night to track us down, we had to stay one step ahead of the rest of the world.

It was all terrifying, exhausting and exhilarating in turns.  During the day, while the news stories played and we planned our next move, I was plagued with conflicting emotions.  It was impossible not to image all the things that could go wrong, from the committee locking us up and essentially erasing all our progress, to the general populations turning violently against us.

But during the night, when we were out on the streets, I was without fear.  I loved the nights.  I lived for them.  The thrill.  The excitement.  The way I could work so flawlessly with the creature inside of me.  The sense of pride and purpose that chased all my doubts to a small, remote corner of my brain.

And, if all that wasn’t enough to think about, I was still coming to grips with my constantly developing abilities.

So far, I had transformed twice into something besides my usual wildcat.  The first time, I had nearly killed someone.  The second time, I had managed to maintain control, but I still had no say in when or where is happened.  I didn’t fully understand why it happened either.  Isaac said it came out of necessity, but what did that even mean?

“It means you only take on other forms when you need to,” Isaac explained one evening.  We were driving along the coast on our way to Los Angeles, the window rolled down, letting in a warm ocean breeze.  “You can’t consciously control it, but your animal brain can recognize a situation and react accordingly.”

“So… say I ran out into the ocean right now and didn’t know how to swim.”

“There’s a good chance you would transform into an underwater animal of some kind.”

“And if I threw myself off a twenty-foot cliff?”

“You’d be crazy,” Jewel said.

I laughed.  Too bad Reza wasn’t around to hear that one. He was in the other rental car with Deanna, Shane and Danielle.

“I have to agree with Jewel on this one,” Julian said.  “That would be crazy.  Secondary forms are unpredictable.  There’s a good chance you would turn into a bird on the way down.  There’s also a considerable chance that you wouldn’t.”

“So, no experimenting on that one, okay Evelyn?” Isaac said.

“Okay,” I agreed, faintly disappointed.  Images of myself plummeting towards the ground and sprouting wings on the way—like I had seen the bird-shifters doing back at the village—quickly faded from my thoughts.

We stopped for the night in a tiny, seaside town a few hours outside of Los Angeles.  This would be our first night off in more than two weeks.  I wasn’t really looking forward to it.  Yes, we had been on the move pretty much non-stop, but I was far from tired.  If anything, the constant activity seemed to be adding to my energy levels, rather than taking away from them.

Sitting in a quiet, boring, stuffy hotel room all night did not exactly sound like fun to me.  I already knew I would be spending as little time indoors as humanly possible.

We checked into a small Inn right by the ocean.  The lady at the front desk stared in a way I had long since grown accustomed to.  Her stunned gaze drifted mostly between Isaac’s silver eyes and Julian’s flaming hair.  She missed the slot on the ATM machine twice, handed us the wrong receipt and forgot our keys entirely until Deanna politely reminded her that we were going to be needing them.

As we left, I sensed the woman staring after us.

The little Inn had a lot more character than the big city hotels we normally stayed in.  It was decorated with shells and colourful, framed paintings of the California coastline.  Best of all, it had big windows and lots of natural light.  The beach was clearly visible, the sun just going down over the bluffs and sand dunes.

I was eager to get out and explore.  Jewel wasn’t up for it.  She was tired.  She had been sleeping badly these past few nights, ever since arriving at a crime scene in Houston to find some poor guys body riddled with bullet holes.

Danielle would most likely be in the same boat—she had been partnered with Jewel that night.  The adults would most likely be busy planning the next phase of our trip.  So that left Reza.

While Jewel went straight to bed, I slipped into the hallway and made my way over to the next room.  I knocked lightly on the door, feeling inexplicably nervous.  Shane answered.  “Hello, Eve.”

“Hi,” I said.  “Can I come in?”

“Sure.”  He stepped back and I entered the room.

I was surprised to find Reza on the phone.  We had been limiting our contact with the outside world, just in case someone figured out our location.

Reza’s expression was unusually serious.  He was holding the receiver an inch or two away from his ear, wincing slightly while the female voice at the other end shrieked incomprehensibly at him.

I stopped partway across the floor.  My first instinct was to turn around and walk right back out again, but I couldn’t do that.  It would look silly if I came in and then immediately left without a word.

The girl at the other end kept yelling.  Reza was attempting to talk over her, with very little success.  “Selene, listen… Selene, would you…no, I didn’t… well, I’m sorry but… I just said that…”

I wasn’t sure what to do.  I stood there like an idiot, feeling extremely awkward.  I had always assumed I would be happy to see Reza arguing with Selene.  Instead, I just felt bad for him.  I even felt a little bad for Selene.  After all, Reza had essentially been forced to abandon her.  And it was pretty much all my fault.

There was a loud click and the line went dead.  Reza put the phone back with a heavy sigh.  He stared at if for a moment or two, then turned to face me.  “Oh, hey Eve.  What’s up?”

He did not sound nearly as upbeat as usual.

“Err… not much.”  Very smooth, Eve, I berated myself.  “I was just going to… never mind, I’ll come back later.”

I turned to leave.  I got out the door, down the short hallway and into the front lobby before I heard footsteps coming after me.  “Hey, Eve.  Hold on a second.”  Reza fell in line next to me.  “Where are you headed?”

“Umm…. I was just bored.  Thought I’d go explore a little.”

“Can I come with?”

I felt like someone was doing pirouettes inside my stomach. 

“Umm… yeah,” I swallowed.  “Yeah, of course.”

––––––––––––––—

We trotted along a small boardwalk running parallel to the beach.  There wasn’t much around, besides the little Inn.  We had the entire place to ourselves.  The sun was pleasantly warm.  A brisk wind came in off the water, bringing the salty smell of the ocean.  After spending so much time in major cities, the clear, fresh air felt absolutely wonderful.

We walked quietly for several long, drawn-out minutes.  The only sound was the wind and the crashing waves and our feet striking the boardwalk. 

I was still feeling nervous.  It made absolutely no sense that I was nervous.  I had been friends with Reza for months and not once had I ever felt nervous around him.

Then again, we hadn’t spent much time alone together, and he had no idea I was crushing on him.

The silence stretched uncomfortably between us.  Okay, I had to say something.  This was driving me nuts.

“So… nice to be out of the city for once.”  I cringed inwardly.  Really?  That was all I could come up with?

“Yeah,” Reza agreed vaguely.  “Listen, Eve… don’t worry about what you heard back there.  It’s not a big deal.”

“She sounded pretty mad,” I said.

“Oh, she definitely is.”

“And, that doesn’t…I mean… you’re not worried about that at all?”

Reza kicked a stray rock, which bounced and rolled along the boardwalk.  “Well, it wasn’t exactly a fun conversation.”

“What’s she so mad about?”

“A lot of things.  She’s mad I got kicked out of the school.  She’s mad that I haven’t called her.  She’s mad that I’m not coming back to the village.”

All of which had happened because of me. 

“I’m sorry about this, Rez,” I muttered.

“Sorry?” Reza said.  “What are you sorry for?”

“This is all my fault.”

“It’s your fault Selene is mad at me?”

“I’m the reason you got expelled.  I’m the reason you can’t go back to the village.”

“And you think I’m upset about that?  I’m having the time of my life here, Eve!”

“But… what about Selene?”

Reza shook his head.  The usual, casual smile had returned to his face.  I couldn’t say how relieved I was to see it.  “Eve, me and Selene haven’t been getting along for months.”

“Really?”

“Yeah… she’s kind of a… she’s not really that…” he seemed to be struggling with how to describe her.  “Okay, she was nice at first.  She does have a good side.  But, the more time I spend with her, the less I see of it.”

“Really?” I repeated.  Could I not think of anything more intelligent to say?

“Yeah.  Now all she does is yell and complain.  Always.  All the time.  About everything.  She gets mad when I talk to other girls.  She gets mad when she feels like I’m not paying enough attention to her.  She’s mad that I’m friends with you, Danielle and Jewel.  She doesn’t like me hanging out with you guys.  She told me to stop talking to you all together.”

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I said that you guys are my friends and you’re not going anywhere.”

“Good,” I replied.

“Hey, not one tells me who I can and can’t hang out with.”

“No one should tell you who you can and can’t hang out with,” I agreed.  Geez, what a control-freak.  Selene was beginning to sound like the female version of Lucas.  “Are you umm… do you think you might break up with her?”

“I don’t know.  If things keep going like this, she might save me the trouble.”

I laughed.  I felt much better all of the sudden.  For the first time, I allowed myself to acknowledge the serious crush I was developing here.  What would Reza say if I told him?  Did he even see me that way, or did he view me just as a friend?  It was hard to tell.   He was nice and friendly with everyone.

I was far from new to these types of feelings.  I had harbored secret crushes on plenty of boys throughout my high school career.  But, there was something different about Reza.

In the past, I had always fallen for guys like Lucas.  Tall.  Handsome.  Stoic.  Aloof.  Now I realized those guys could turn out to be complete and utter jerks.

Reza, on the other hand, wasn’t afraid to show character and personality. He was relaxed and friendly.  Confident and easy-going.  He never got hung up on his status or his reputation.  From what I could tell, he couldn’t care less about any of that crap.

I found that incredibly refreshing.

“We should go for a run or something, Eve.  There’s no-one around.”

“Hey Rez?”

“Race ya to the water!”  Reza shifted into his brindle lion.  He cleared the railings along the boardwalk in a single leap, leaving a big dent in the sand on the other side.  He sneezed once, shook himself off and ran straight towards the crashing waves of the Pacific Ocean.

I grinned and shifted into cat form.  Reza was already halfway down to the water. 

I flexed my hind legs and was just about to go bounding after him when a sharp, bone-deep pain suddenly stabbed into the back of my neck.


Chapter 48: The Caged Wildcat

Cold.

That’s the first thing I was aware of.  I was curled up on a frigid surface while artificially chilled air swept over me.  My body was tense and shivering.  I felt goosebumps all along the surface of my skin.  My arms were curled subconsciously against my chest.  My feet were bare.  My fingers and toes were numb.

Arms?  Toes?  Shivering?  All this led me to a second realization; I was no longer in cat-form.  I was back in my small, frail, human body.

My thoughts were sluggish.  Like my brain was clogged with molasses.  Where was I?  What was going on?  One second I had been on the beach with Reza and the next I was somewhere else entirely.  I remembered the stabbing pain in the back of my neck.  I felt a dull ache where it had struck.  Had someone hit me with a tranquilizer?

Slowly, I opened my eyes, afraid of what I might find. 

I was inside what appeared to be a large, metallic box.  There were no windows, just vents near the ceiling where the cold air was coming through.  Bright, fluorescent lights glared down at me, hurting my retinas.  The walls rattled faintly.  The floor vibrated beneath me.  It sounded like the rumble of a car engine.

Worst of all, I was also inside a big cage, thick silver bars confining me on all sides

Something moved on the edges of my vision.  I bolted upright, turning my head so fast I almost got whiplash.

I found myself opposite a huge lion with an inky black mane and a brindle pattern all over his body, staring at me from a cage that was identical to my own.

“Rez?”

Eve, you’re awake.

“Umm, yeah.  Sort of.”  My brain was still a bit fuzzy.

You okay?

“I think so.  What about you?”

Still breathing, Reza said.  You were out for a long time.

I was?

Yeah.  He hesitated for a split second.  I was kinda worried.

I rubbed my forehead, trying to think.  “What the heck happened, Rez?  Where are we?  Where are the others?”

I don’t know.  I don’t remember.  I felt this pain in my shoulder, and then I woke up here.

“Same,” I said, only the pain had been in my neck.

I looked around the square box, trying to orient myself in this bizarre situation. 

I think we’re in the back of a truck or a van or something, Reza said.

“But how did we get here?” I said.  “Who put us back here?”

I’m not sure.

“Did they tranquilize us or something?”

I don’t know, Eve, Reza said.

I shivered, pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them.  Why the heck was it so cold in here?  We were in California, for crying out loud!  Or, at least I thought we were still in California.  There was no telling how long I had been unconscious.  For all I knew, we had driven all the way to Alaska.

I clenched my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering.  My fear and confusion were slowly giving way to anger.  My wildcat hated being enclosed and confined like this.  My human side hated being left in the dark, with no idea where I was or what was going on or what had happened to everyone else.  Neither side of me thought much of being attacked and drugged and locked up for no apparent reason.

You know, you’ll be warmer in cat-form, Reza said.

I heard him; I just didn’t have the presence of mind to respond.  The more I sat and thought about this, the angrier I became.

“Rez, we have to get out of here.”

I don’t see how we can, Eve.

“There has to be a way.  There has to be something.  What if these people—whoever put us in here— what if they have the others? What if they have Jewel and Danielle and Deanna and Shane?  You don’t think anyone would be able to capture Isaac and Julian to do you?”

I didn’t wait far an answer; I knew he didn’t have one.  My wildcat hissed in frustration and anger.  I wanted to yell and rant and rave about this whole situation, but no words could match the outrage building up inside me.  Instead, I vented my feelings by slamming my fist down against the floor of my cage.  A deafening, metallic BOOM echoed against the walls, hurting my eardrums and making me wince.

As the noise faded, a loud, staticky, disembodied voice filled the room.  “Keep it down back there, would you?”

My head snapped backwards.  The base of my skull rammed against the thick, metal bars at my back. 

That voice.  I would know that dry, condescending voice anywhere.

Kerry.

My anger boiled over.  I leapt to my feet, the cold air and my frozen limbs completely forgotten.  Reza bared his teeth and snarled. “Hey!  Let us out of there, you-”

“Did I not just tell you to be quiet?”  The voice was coming from a speaker near the ceiling, right in between the two cages.  “You still can’t take directions, can you Miss O’Connor?” 

My wildcat reared in outrage.  I attacked the bars confining me like a wild animal.  Pain lanced through my hands, my feet, my knees and my fists, pretty much any part of me that made contact with the shafts of metal.  My cage rattled and shook and actually shifted a few inches towards the front wall.

“Temper, Miss O’Connor,” Kerry’s voice was bland.  “You should have expected this.  You broke the law.  Did you really expect we wouldn’t find you?  Did you really expect not to be punished?”

I continued my assault on the cage, ignoring her.

“It will take years—years—to repair the damage you have done.  You put our entire species in danger and you are going to face the consequences.  Every last one of you.  If I have anything to say about it, you’ll all be imprisoned for the rest of your natural lives.”

All of us? What did that mean?  Did she have the others too?  Had she locked them up like me and Reza?  Like they were a pack of dangerous, rabid dogs?

The thought only fueled my anger and increased the intensity of my attack. 

Eve, it’s no use.

“Let-us-out!” I yelled, hitting the bars again and again.  “Let us out of here!  You can’t do this, you evil piece of-”

Metal shrieked as my knee struck one of the bars with a huge amount of force.  I released an involuntary shout, painful tremors lancing out from the point of impact.  I lost all strength in my legs and had to grasp onto the upper bars for support.

I clung to them for a moment, breathing hard, my fury undiminished.  At that moment, I hated Kerry more than anyone I had ever known.  The thought of giving up right now, of letting her win, was almost too much for me to handle.  But, there didn’t seem to be anything else I could do.  I was completely trapped.

 Umm… Eve? Reza said.

“Huh?” I panted.  “What?”

Reza’s eyes were focused on something near my feet.  I looked down.  My knee had put a significant dent in one of the heavy metal bars.  I looked over my shoulder.  There was another dent where I had put my fist.

A sliver of hope rose up, dampening my anger.  I studied my hands, all blotchy and red from attacking the cage.  I had opened a few small gashes on my knuckles.  My arms and legs were equally banged up.

It didn’t look like my bruised, skinny limbs were capable of destroying much of anything.  But, I had used them before to break through slabs of wood.  Shatter chunks of concrete.  Hell, I had knocked a tree over with a single punch.

If I could do that… there had to be some way I could break out of this thing.  Kerry knew I was strong—and she had prepared for it with a nearly indestructible cage—but she had no idea how powerful I actually was.

My gaze dropped again to the big dent near my right knee.  “Okay, Rez.  I’m going to get us out of here.”

Reza stood with his ears pricked forward, tufted tail swishing back and forth.  Do it.

I pulled my leg back and aimed for the direct spot where the metal was already bent and disfigured.  Gripping the bars on either side of me for leverage, I thrust my knee forward with every bit of strength I had.

CLANG!  The whole cage shuddered as I made contact.  At the same moment, I felt like someone had just shattered my kneecap with a fifty-pound sledgehammer.

“Ow!”  I collapsed onto the metal floor, clutching my leg, releasing a string of curses that would have caused my mother’s mouth to drop open in shock.  For a second, the pain left me oblivious to everything around me.  The cage seemed to disappear.  My ears were filled with this senseless ringing sound.  It was like I had been sucked into a vacuum where nothing else existed.

As my senses came back into focus, I noticed Reza pacing back and forth, tossing his head anxiously.  … you okay, Eve?  All right, that was a bad idea.  Don’t try that again. 

Was it absolutely insane that, even with everything else that was going on, a tiny part of me was flattered by his concern?

“It’s okay, Rez.  I’m okay.”  I breathed out slowly as the pain subsided a little bit at a time.  Lifting my eyes, I saw that the dent was significantly bigger, but it was still nowhere near large enough for me to squeeze through and escape.

In theory, I would eventually be able to break out this way.  In practice, I didn’t think my body could handle it.  Being strong didn’t make me impervious to pain and injury.

Frustration surged through me.  There had to be a way out of here.  I just wasn’t seeing it.  Probably the easiest solution would be to shift into something small like a mouse or a sparrow, but I had no real control over my ability to shift into different forms.  It was supposed to happen out of necessity, so apparently my animal side didn’t understand how important this was.  Maybe in a few days, when I was hungry and thirsty and going crazy from confinement, the situation would be different. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t wait that long.  I had to escape now.  Before we were transferred to some kind of specialized prison where escape would be difficult, if not impossible.  I had to get out of here before Kerry realized what was going on.  I had to find out what had happened to the others.

I stood up, my right foot shaking dangerously against the metal floor.  My eyes roamed over the cage, searching for a flaw or a weak point in the design.  But the stupid thing looked pretty solid to me.

Eve, Reza said.  What about the door?

I turned on the spot.  There was a big, square door at the other side of the cage.  It didn’t look very promising to me.  The hinges were thick and heavy.

“I don’t think that’s going to work, Rez.”

Why not?

“Well, I might be able to break it.  But not without breaking a few bones as well.”

I’m not talking about breaking the door, Eve.  I’m talking about the lock.

I frowned.  The cage was secured from the outside with one of those huge, industrial-sized padlocks. 

Was I powerful enough to rip one of those things open?  Knocking down trees and breaking concrete was one thing.  But this… this would require a lot of endurance on top of sheer, brute force.

Well, it couldn’t hurt to try.  What did I have to lose?

I crossed the length of my cage, reached through the bars and pulled the padlock in towards me, grasping it as firmly as I could.  The thing was even bigger than I had anticipated.  My hands looked small and frail up against it.

I bent my knees, braced my legs and squared my shoulders.  Then I took a deep breath and pulled with all my might.

The lock jerked forward and quickly got wedged between the bars of my cage.  I kept pulling.  I jammed my feet up against the sharp corner where the wall met the floor.  My fingers tightened, struggling to keep hold of the smooth, metallic surface.  My muscles strained.  I was focusing almost all my energy on this one thing, but I faintly heard Reza cheering my on in the background.

C’mon, Eve, you can do it.  Keep it up.  Don’t quit.

I twisted my arms back and forth, grinding my teeth together at the same time.  Metal creaked and groaned under the pressure.

There you go!  It’s working!

I wasn’t so sure.  The lock was still firmly in place.  To me, it seemed like I was making no progress at all. My fingers ached.  My knuckles were bone white.  I felt like the tendons in my arm were about to snap.

Go, Eve!  You got it!

I bared my teeth.   I was giving this everything I had.  I was getting dizzy.  My vision blurred.  My heart pounded like a drum in my ears.  But, I refused to let go.  I refused to let Kerry throw me and Reza and everyone else in jail.

Reza was bouncing up and down on his front legs.  You’re the hulk!  You’re superwoman!  You’re the strongest shifter alive!

SNAP!  The lock came loose in a flash.  I lost my balance and somersaulted backwards across the cage, ramming hard into the opposite wall.  The lock clattered next to me, the tubular shank broken almost clear off the rectangular body.

Yes!  Reza shouted.  Yes!  Eve, you kick ass!

I smiled faintly, exhausted but pleased with myself.  Unfortunately, I got very little time to enjoy it.

The vehicle suddenly lurched to an abrupt stop.  I was thrown one more time against the bars of the cage.  Kerry’s voice crackled on the intercom.  “What was that?  What do you think you’re doing back there?”

Oh crap.

Thrusting aside my fatigue, I stumbled to the other end of the cage.  I reached out with a trembling hand and pushed hard on the door.  It swung open with little effort and I stepped onto the cold metal floor.

A pair of keys was hanging against the back wall.  I snatched them up and rushed over to Reza’s cage.  A door slammed somewhere nearby.  Footsteps approached the rear end of the vehicle.

I was fumbling with the padlock on Reza’s door.  The key was stuck.  It wouldn’t turn.  The lock didn’t want to open.

Try the other one, Reza said.

Fighting down panic, I slid the first key and out and inserted the second one.  By this point, my hand was shaking so hard I could barely get a solid grip on the darn thing.

No rush or anything, Eve.

“Give me a sec, I’m working on it.”

I forced my shoulders to relax and rotated the key counterclockwise.  Yes!  The padlock opened with a satisfying click.  I threw it aside, then yanked the door open so hard it bounced against the opposite wall of the cage.

“Come on, Rez!  Let’s get outa here!”


Chapter 49: The Chase

I shifted into cat form, strength rippling through my body.  With Reza at my side, we exploded through the swinging doors at the back of the van.  Dazzling sunlight assaulted my eyes.  A wave of intense heat swept over me, biting into the numbness that had settled under my skin.

In the split-second before I landed, I heard a shout and saw a dark blur of movement.  The next thing I knew, there was this blinding, electric pain shooting through me.  My muscles contracted.  I screamed involuntarily.  My body twisted awkwardly in mid-air and I hit the ground on my left shoulder, hot pavement biting into my flesh.

I lay there for a moment, dazed… lost… confused.  Tremors shot up and down my legs like a million static shocks. 

I looked up.  Lucas stood over me, a long, metal rod gripped in one hand.  It had two evenly spaced prongs at the end, sparks jumping back and forth between them.  Lucas resettled his other arm—which hung uselessly in a sling—and grinned smugly down at me.  “Going somewhere, O’Connor?”

I growled with as much ferocity as I could manage, which didn’t make much of an impression with my body jerking and shuddering beyond my control. 

Lucas’s expression twisted into an ugly scowl.  He jabbed the prongs towards me.  I braced myself.  Had I been in human form, I would have winced…

Then a roar cracked through the air.  A shadow passed over my head.  Reza struck with his front paws right in the middle of Lucas’s chest.  Lucas crashed to the ground.  The electric prod flew out of his grip and landed several meters away, hissing and shooting off sparks.

I don’t think so, horse-boy.

Lucas thrashed.  He shouted and cursed.  The veins in his neck seemed to pop out and his face turned bright red.  I thought he might shift for a moment before I realized his horse-form would be next to useless with a broken leg.

While Lucas struggled, Kerry appeared from the drivers side of the truck.  She looked absolutely livid, eyes bulging, feet slamming the ground so hard I wouldn’t be surprised to see dents being left in the pavement.  She had a gun clenched in her right hand.  She raised it and took aim at Reza.

Rez, look out! I shouted.

Reza lifted his head just as Kerry pulled the trigger.  He sprang out of the way.  A tranquilizer dart shot past him and skittered harmlessly across the ground.

Kerry shrieked in rage and fired again.  Reza dropped to the ground.  The dart skimmed the top of his mane.

By this point, I could feel the strength returning to my legs.  Anger surged through me.  I lunged at Kerry with a vicious snarl.

She saw me coming and turned the gun in my direction. 

BANG!

I swerved.  A dart whizzed past my ear. 

BANG!

Another grazed my shoulder.

Eve, over here! Reza had taken shelter on the other side of the truck, where Kerry wouldn’t be able to see him.

No, Rez!  I’m gonna kill her! 

She’ll just put you out again!

I’ll take that risk!

Eve, don’t!

I wrestled with myself for a moment.  I hated the thought of running away.  I wanted to stay and fight.  I wanted to tear both Kerry and Lucas limb from limb.  But, in the back of my mind, I knew Reza was right.  It was too risky.  Better to get out of here while we still had the chance. 

I changed direction.  Another dart nicked the end of my tail as I dashed behind the big, square body of the vehicle.  I kept going, Reza falling in beside me.  We rocketed out from behind the truck, going so fast that it swayed back and forth as if caught in a hurricane.  Kerry kept shooting at us frantically, erratically.  We were too quick. The darts inevitably fell short of their mark.

I heard a clatter and imagined Kerry hurling the weapon down and stamping her feet in rage. “Lucas!  Get in the truck!  They’re escaping!”

Doors slammed.  A powerful engine revved to life.

Oh shoot.  Not good.

I looked around for an escape route.  We were in a deserted back alley somewhere.  Based on the heat—and the fact that it was the closest major city to where we had been abducted—I could only assume we were in Los Angeles.  Not that knowing our geographical location would be much use at the moment.

Tires squealed as the truck came hurtling after us.  I pushed myself to run faster.  We turned a sharp corner, only to find our way forward blocked by a solid wall of brick.

Down here, Eve!  Reza shouted.

I banked right, following him.  We plunged downward, into the entrance of an underground parking garage.  Reza ducked under the red and white barrier gate.  I jumped clear over top of it, landing smoothly on the other side.  I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see the truck roar straight through, turning the barrier into a pile of splinters.

Don’t look back, Eve! Reza said.

Where the heck were they taking us? I asked as we raced side-by-side into a maze of cars and thick, concert support beams.  Some back alley in the middle of L.A. hardly seemed like the ideal place to keep a couple of powerful shifters. 

I don’t know.  Just keep going.

Okay.  I took Reza’s advice, I didn’t look back.  But that didn’t stop me from hearing the truck barreling after us.

As deserted as it had appeared from the outside, the parking garage turned out to be huge.  One of those monstrosities that seemed to go on forever, spiraling through endless turns.  I had to keep my body angled sharply to the left.  If I straightened out for so much as a second, I risked plowing headfirst into the walls. 

I had the distinct feeling that we were climbing steadily upward.  And, the more we climbed, the more crowded the parking garage became.  Figures moved on the edge of my vision.  People shouted in alarm.  A woman screamed.  A kid started crying.  A red sedan squealed to a halt directly in front of us, the driver staring and frozen like a statue.  We zoomed up the cars windshield, across the hood and down the other side without even pausing to think.

We’re not exactly being inconspicuous here, are we?

Reza laughed a bit.  No, not really.

Do you think we should-

Evelyn, another voice cut me off, echoing distantly inside me head.  I almost tripped over my own feet when I recognized Isaacs calm, steady tone.  Reza, can you—I know, Julian.  I’m trying again, all right?—Reza, Evelyn, can you hear me?

Isaac?

Yes.  Evelyn, where are you?  What happened?

I’m not really sure.  I don’t- I swerved to avoid a hysterical pedestrian.  Kerry found us.  She hit us with tranquilizers or something.  We woke up in cages in the back of this big truck.

A woman in heels saw us coming, tried to run and fell flat on her face. We sprang overtop of her.

Are you still locked up?  Julian asked.

No, we escaped.

Do you know where you are?  Isaac said.

Umm… Somewhere in L.A., I think.

You think? Julian said.

Can you narrow it down?  Isaac said.  Landmarks?  Street-signs?

A car lurched to a stop inches from my face.  I jumped diagonally over the hood.  It was really difficult to concentrate in the middle of all this chaos.  I don’t know!  We’re in a parking garage!

You’ll have to be a little more specific.  Isaac’s tone was bone-dry.

There’s cars and truck everywhere! 

Also, lots of white lines and concrete, Reza added helpfully.

Oh, and Kerry’s chasing us!  I shouted.  Just in case that’s important!

All right, Evelyn, calm down, Isaac said.  Can you get somewhere high?  Somewhere that we can see you?

Umm… I looked around.  This place had to connect to something.  An apartment or an office building maybe.  If we could just get to the roof…

No.  No, that wouldn’t do any good.  Not with Lucas and Kerry on our trail.  Even if we did manage to get somewhere high, there was no telling how long it would take Isaac to find us.  Those tranquilizer darts worked in seconds. 

Think, Eve, I told myself.  There’s gotta be a way out of this.  Think!

Then, in a flash of sheer, reckless insanity, I landed on a solution.

Okay, I projected my thoughts to everyone this time.  Okay, I have an idea.  Rez, we’ll need to split up.

What? Reza shouted.

Trust me.  I want you to get somewhere high so Isaac and Julian can find you.  I’ll keep Kerry and Lucas distracted.

Eve…. Julian started to say.

I know what I’m doing, guys!  Don’t worry.  I tried to sound confident.  Tried to hide the fact that I doubted my own words.

I turned sharply, heading for one of the heavy gray doors that led out of the parking garage.  Reza kept going.  Kerry slammed on the breaks.

I focused my thoughts and shifted back into human form in mid-stride.  My bare feet landed hard on the concrete.  A young guy in a business suit froze right in front of the exit, his briefcase falling to the ground and spilling papers all over.  “What the-”

“Sorry, no time to explain!”  I pushed him aside and shoved my way through the door.  I emerged inside the lobby of a big, opulent building with chandeliers and marble floors.  More people in business suits wandered back and forth.  I received a few raised eyebrows for my disheveled appearance and lack of proper footwear, but for the most part, no one paid me much attention. 

Good

I sprinted across the lobby, towards a wide, curving staircase at the other end.  I had to weave back and forth to avoid running into someone.  My bare feet slid on the smooth, polished floor.  I heard a loud slam and I knew Lucas and Kerry were right behind me.

I bounded up the stairs, taking the steps three at a time.  When I reached to top, I made a random turn down the carpeted hallway, hoping it would lead me in the right direction.  Offices flashed by in a blur.  A woman yelled at me to stop running.

So far, my plan appeared to be working.  Kerry and Lucas had completely forgotten about Reza in favour of coming after me.  Now if I could just get to the top of this building… or better yet lose them entirely.  Then maybe I could just forget the rest of this insane plan.

The hallway was getting more crowded.  I was knocking people over and sending papers flying.  Angry shouts began to follow on my heels.

“Hey!”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“You’re not supposed to be in here!”

“Someone call security!”

A big, burly guy tried to tackle me.  I grabbed his arm and tossed him easily over one shoulder—too easily.  He crashed into a bunch of workstations, taking desks and computers down with him. 

“Oops,” I muttered.

At least fifty people were shouting at me now but, in the background, I could have sworn I heard someone cheer.

I was approaching the end of the hallway.  There was a door with a big glowing EXIT sign overtop.  I grinned.  Perfect.

I pushed through the door and found myself in a narrow stairwell.  I hurtled up the stairs without pausing for breath.  My lungs burned.  My heart pounded.  I practically flew around the corners, using the railings to anchor me down.  If I had been a normal person, I would have long since collapsed from exhaustion. 

I don’t know how many flights of stairs I climbed.  How many floors I passed.  It could easily have been over a hundred.  Finally, I came to a small landing with a single gray door.

Panting, I shouldered the door open.  I was right where I wanted to be, on the roof of the building.  Skyscrapers surrounded me on all sides, like a forest of glass and steel.  I heard the distant blare of horns.  Sirens wailed somewhere nearby.

I didn’t need to look back to know that Kerry and Lucas were still behind me.  Their footsteps echoed loudly in the stairwell.  There was no time to wait… no time to second-guess myself.  Just a split-second of hesitation and I could have been hit with another tranquilizer.

I sure hope this works.

Steeling my nerves, I ran straight towards the edge of the roof, gathered my legs underneath me…

And jumped.


Chapter 50: Flight and Fight

I seemed to hang suspended in mid-air for a split-second.  Like I existed briefly outside time and space.  I heard Kerry shout in rage.  I heard the tranquilizer gun go off.  I saw my feet dangling over the street and the cars far below….

Then the moment ended and I was plummeting like a rocket towards the ground.  My stomach shot straight up into the back of my throat.  The air roared in my ears.  The street rushed up to meet me, growing larger in my field of view much faster than I had anticipated.

Panic seared through me.  I didn’t have enough time!  I couldn’t change into another form as quickly as I shifted into the wildcat.  And, worse, nothing was happening.  I didn’t feel any changes.  I wasn’t sprouting wings… feathers… flaps of skin… nothing!

I heard people screaming below me, the high-pitched noise cutting through the roar of the wind.  Maybe I was screaming too.  I couldn’t even tell.

This isn’t working!  I’m so stupid!  I’m going to die!  I’m going to splatter on the road like a-

No, wait!  Yes, something was happening now!  But, why the heck was I getting bigger?  Wouldn’t it make more sense for me to be shrinking?

My arms were the first thing to change.  They stretched and extended outward.  They flattened and expanded before my eyes.  My legs did the opposite, retreating and shriveling up, becoming thin and clawed. My bones grew hollow and light.  My head was being squeezed like play dough, going from big and round to flat, narrow and streamlined.  My lips hardened into a hooked, dangerously sharp beak.

And finally—finally!—the feathers came.  My skin tingled as they erupted down my back, across my chest and along both arms—which were a lot more like wings at this point. 

Yes! I practically screamed the word inside my head.  I didn’t even bother trying to keep my thoughts separate from everyone around me.  Yes!

The ground was still coming at me pretty fast.  My body was angled downward, slicing through the air like a knife.  My shadow was getting bigger and bigger on the pavement below.  It expanded almost across the entire street.  Whatever I was, I was feathered and huge!

I flared my wings just as I was about to hit the ground, using muscles I had never used before.  Muscles that had never existed on me until about ten seconds ago.  I felt a sharp jerk as my fall was cut short.  I found myself shooting forward down the middle of the street.  My feathers skimmed the tops of vans and trucks.  Wind swirled around me.  Newspapers and pamphlets went flying out of their neatly organized stacks.  Random bits of garbage leaped and spiraled through the air. 

People shouted and pointed at me, or just stared with their mouths hanging open.  Phones and cameras appeared as if out of nowhere.  Flashes of bright light assaulted my eyes.

Well, so much for being discreet. I would have a lot of explaining to do after this.  But, for now, I just wanted to get the heck out of here.

I pumped my huge wings, causing heavier items like hats and decorative scarves to join the array of flying debris.  My speed picked up.  I whipped past buildings and cars at what felt like a hundred miles an hour.  But, I wasn’t gaining much altitude. Was I too heavy?  Was there a flaw in this new form?

Then, a warm draft rose up from beneath me.  Before I knew it, I found myself being lifted higher into the air.  The people on the street quickly shrank down to the size of scurrying ants.  Gleaming sheets of glass and steel continued to flash by on the edges of my vision.  The wind raked through my feathers.  A powerful feeling rose up inside of me and released itself—almost against my will—into the air.

Waahoo!!

I had thought running in cat-form was exciting.  I had thought controlling the muscle and power of a saber-toothed tiger over an overgrown grizzly bear was exhilarating.  I had thought flying on the back of a phoenix or a dragon was completely amazing, but this!  Absolutely nothing compared to this!

I folded my wings and turned my body sideways, cutting between a pair of sky-scrappers.  I barely fit.  My feathers almost touched the glass on either side.  I saw a blur of faces, staring at my through the windows.  I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror-liked surface.  An eagle with the wingspan of a pick-up truck.  Big enough to carry a full-grown man on my back.  My beak curved and sharp.  Eyes fierce.  Feathers pitch black with a dusting of gold that sparked in the sun like crushed diamonds.

My body leveled out as I emerged from between the two buildings.  I pumped my wings a few times, climbing higher, then twisted my body the other way and shot between another pair of skyscrapers, going so fast that the air around me seemed to ripple in sonic waves.  I folded my wings tight against my body and did a barrel roll, whirling around and around like a top.  Then I flared my wings out and soared straight up into the sky, climbing higher and higher above the jungle of steel and concrete, until I could see all of downtown L.A. sprawled out beneath me.

I leveled out again, my pace slowing, but the heart-stopping excitement still surging through me.  I coasted on warm thermals of air, feeling so alive and free that I thought I might burst.  My eyesight in this form was absolutely brilliant.  I could see everything in microscopic detail.  The cracks in the sidewalk far below.  The amazed expression of every person staring up at me.  The fly buzzing around at least a hundred yards away.

I spotted Kerry and Lucas standing on the same building I had jumped from, their jaws hanging slack, their eyes wide and round.  Kerry’s tranquilizer gun lay forgotten at her feet.

Grinning inwardly, I angled myself like an arrow and dove straight towards them. 

Lucas reacted first.  When he saw me coming, the jerk spun on his heels and made a run for the concrete door behind him.  A second later, Kerry was fumbling around for her tranquilizer gun.

I was too fast for them.  I swept in like a feathered bullet and sank my talons into the back of Lucas’s shirt.  He thrashed and shouted in alarm, his feet skating across the tiled concrete as I dragged him along behind me.  There was a drop-off straight ahead, a wide gap between buildings.  There was also a pool deck right below. I had spotted it on my way in. 

But, Lucas didn’t know that.

He screamed in terror as I dumped him over the edge of the building, his good arm flailing wildly.  There was a big SPLASH! as he struck the water.  An angry, male voice shouted out, “what the hell?”

I laughed and circled back around for Kerry, who was fumbling to reload her gun.

Oh, I don’t think so!

I wrapped my talons around her arms, lifting her straight into the air.  Kerry shrieked in rage and kicked her legs like a toddler throwing a tantrum.  “How dare you!  You insolent brat!  I demand that you put me down!  Put me down this instant!”

Whatever you say.

I released my grip on her arms.  SPLASH!  She dropped into the pool next to Lucas. 

“Another one?” the angry voice shouted.  “Are you people drunk or something?”

I cackled wickedly.  Puny horses.

Angling my wings, I glided past the building, catching a brief glimpse of Kerry and Lucas flailing around in the water.  Reza was on the next roof over, at the very top of the big parking garage, whooping and shouting and pumping the air with his fists.

I shifted back into human form and hit the ground running.  By the time Reza had reached me, the feathers and talons were completely gone and my bare feet were stinging on the sunbaked pavement. 

And… I’m not sure who made the first move.  I think it might have been me because Reza had to take a step back, like I had thrown myself at him.  All I knew was that we were suddenly hugging and laughing and spinning in circles like a couple of kids that had eaten too much sugar. 

“Eve, that was so awesome!”

“I know!”

“You kicked ass!”

“So did you, Rez!”

He pushed me back a little, holding me at arms length.  He was giving me a strange look.  One that made it feel like birds were doing swoops and spirals in my stomach—kinda like I had just being doing all over the city.

“You’re officially the coolest girl I’ve ever met.”

A blush crept onto my face.  “Thanks, you’re not so bad yourself.”

Reza stared at me for another second or two.  “Come on.”  He grasped my hand, interlacing my fingers with his.  “Let’s go see if we can flag down Julian and Isaac.”

–––––––––––––

It turned out that Julian and Isaac had seen my entire performance from a distance and used it to pinpoint our location.  They met us in human form at the bottom of the parking garage, accompanied by Shane, Deanna, Jewel and Danielle. 

There was no hesitation when they finally saw us.  I found myself in the middle of a mob, people hugging and clapping me on the shoulders and everyone talking all at once.

“Are you guys okay?” Danielle said.  “You really scared us, you know that?”

“Next time, you should really tell someone where you’re going,” Deanna’s words were slightly admonishing.  However, her tone held nothing but relief. 

“Yeah, let’s not repeat this,” Shane said.

“Eve, I hear you turned into a huge bird!” Jewel said, her voice carrying over the rest of the group.

“You should have seen it, Jewel!” Reza said.  “It was so cool!  She jumped right off the edge of a building!”

“She did what?” Deanna said. 

“Seriously?” Danielle asked.

Neither of them sounded particularly impressed. 

“I didn’t really have much choice, guys,” I said, attempting to defend myself.  “Kerry and jerk-face were chasing me.”

Jewel smacked me on the back of the head. 

“Hey!”

“Eve, you numbskull!”

“I was just-”

“That was pretty reckless of you, Eve,” Deanna said.

“But-”

“Did I not advise you against doing that very thing?” Isaac asked me, somewhat sternly.

“Oh, come on, you guys!  It worked, didn’t it?”

Jewel smacked me again.  I leaped across Danielle and smacked her back.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“You started it.”

“Well, I’m not the one who jumped off a building, you nutcase!”

A door slammed, cutting our conversation short. I looked up to find a middle-aged man in a neatly pressed business suit walk briskly into the parking garage, his teeth clenched and his face bright red. 

“You!” he pointed fiercely in my direction.  “Curly hair!  Blue shirt!  You have exactly five minutes to explain yourself before I call the police!

Everyone went quiet almost instantaneously.  Deanna frowned. Jewel stiffened and released a very low growl.

I studied the man as he came closer, extremely confused.  He did not look the least big familiar.  I didn’t recall ever seeing him before in my life.

Isaac stepped in front of me, staring the man down.  His silver eyes were calm, steady and stern.  “What’s the problem, here?”

The man’s steps faltered for a moment.  I saw doubt flash across his face, but he kept coming.  He stopped about a foot away from Isaac.  “I will tell you what the problem is, sir!  This young lady,” he jabbed a finger at me, “just caused thousands of dollars in damage to my company!”

Oh right.  That.

“She vandalized my property!” the man raved.  “She destroyed highly sophisticated equipment!  She injured a senior employee!  He threw out his back!  That employee is one of my top producers and he’ll be out of work for at least a week, if not more!”

He sounded far more concerned about the lost productivity than the man who had been injured.

“Err… yeah that was an accident,” I said.

“I don’t care what it was!  And I don’t have time to stand around here listening to excuses!  I have to get back upstairs and deal with the two comedians who just dropped uninvited into my private pool!”

“Sir,” Isaac’s voice had grown cold.  “Kindly calm down and stop shouting.”

“Who’s going to pay for all that damage?  I should sue you people!”

“I would be happy to reimburse you.” 

“You’re damn right you will!”

“But I have a few conditions.”

“Conditions?” the man sputtered.  ”Conditions?  You are not in any position to be negotiating right now, sir!”

“Actually, I believe I am,” Isaac said calmly.  “I’m quite familiar with your firm, Mr. Connelly.”

The man froze with his finger in mid-air.

“You’ve been in business since the nineteen-forties correct?” Isaac went on.  “One of the largest companies in North America.  Also one of the most profitable.  Which is mainly due to your habit of defying labor laws.”

The colour slowly began to drain out of the man’s face.

“Unpaid overtime,” Isaac stated, calmly and clearly.  “Denying vacation pay.  Paying below minimum wage wherever you can get away with it.  I believe you currently have approximately fifty unpaid interns who are being overworked and are additionally not being taught any useful skills but are rather being treated like indentured servants.”

The man was now backing away slowly.  His mouth was moving, but no words came out.  He turned around and ran, bursting through the closest exit.  The tail of his business suit was the last thing to vanish from sight.

“Well,” Isaac said, facing the rest of us.  “That takes care of him.”

“Was all that true, Isaac?” Deanna asked.  She looked angry.

“Do you think he would have reacted the same if it weren’t?  I’ll deal with him one way or the other, but we have slightly more pressing matters to worry about at the moment.”

“Like what?” I said.

“Evelyn, you do realize, don’t you, that thousands of people just watched you shift forms?”

I swear my heart stopped beating for just a second.  In all the craziness and excitement, that particular fact had completely slipped my mind. 

But, he was right.  Countless people had watched my transformation just now, and thousands more would know about it by the end of the day.  Not to mention the attention I had drawn to myself running through an office building like a maniac, throwing a full-grown man over my shoulder like he weighed no more than a toothpick and shifting out of wildcat form in the middle of a parking garage.

“What?…” I looked at Isaac.  If anyone could bring some control and sanity to the situation, it was him.  I found myself childishly hoping that he could smooth things over while I hid in the background.  Kind of like he had done just now.  “What should I do?”

“Well, the media will no doubt have arrived by now.”

Media?

“I think you should go out and talk to them.”

I almost choked.  “Me?  You want me to talk to them?”

“I think that would be best.”

Okay, he wasn’t serious right now, was he?

“They will not want to hear from anyone else, Evelyn.  The will not be satisfied until they have spoken directly with you.”

Oh crap, he was serious.

“But… but I can’t!“  I sputtered.  “I don’t know how… what do I… I can’t do this, Isaac!”

“Did you not just jump off a building?” Julian said.  “Now you’re afraid of a little public speaking?”

“I think I’d rather jump off another building.”

“Evelyn,” Isaac said.  “You need to take some responsibility for your own actions, here.  If you don’t help people to understand what just happened they will draw their own conclusions.  And that could easily end in disaster.”

I swallowed hard.  I didn’t know why, but his terrifyingly blunt way of explaining things was somehow giving me more confidence.  Or at least strengthening my resolve. 

“What…umm…. what should I tell them?”

“Well, that’s quite simple,” Isaac said, raising his dark blue eyebrows.  How could he look so calm when I suddenly felt like throwing up? “Tell them the truth.”


Chapter 51: Vigilante Wildcats

“Are you entirely sure this is necessary, Deanna?”

“Isaac, people judge each other based on appearances,” Deanna said.  She didn’t look at Isaac: she was focused on me.  Sweeping blush across my cheek-bones while I stood perfectly motionless.  “That’s just a fact of life.  What are they going to think if Eve walks out there looking like she just spent all day running barefoot through the woods?”

“Umm, through a parking garage, actually,” Reza said.

“And a huge corporate building owned by a complete jacka-“ 

“Be nice, Jewel,” Deanna said.

“We’re wasting time, here,” Isaac said.  “The longer we wait, the bigger the crowds are going to get.”

I wiped sweaty palms on my thighs.  The urge to vomit was getting stronger every second.  Deanna had asked me repeatedly to sit still while she fussed with my appearance, but I was finding it exceedingly difficult. 

“We could just… you know sneak away or something,” I suggested.  My throat was so tight that I could hardly speak.

“Evelyn, I explained this to you already,” Isaac said.  “We can’t simply walk away when the public has seen something like that.  It could be disastrous.”

“But-“ 

“Eve, look up at the ceiling and try not to blink.”

I followed Deanna’s instructions while miniature tremors raced up and down my spine.  I was actually kind of grateful for the simplicity she was bringing to the situation.  She wasn’t asking me to make a completely improvised, world-altering speech to thousands, perhaps millions of people.  A speech that would likely be played on every single news station all over the world for days and weeks and maybe even decades to come. She wasn’t asking me to reveal a massive secret the entire world.  All she wanted was for me to hold perfectly still while she applied a coal black liner to my lower eyelids.

I tried to focus only on that.  On keeping my arms and legs steady.  On keeping  my head tilted slightly backwards.  I focused on the cool, gentle pressure being applied to my eye-lids and the look of concentration on Deanna’s face…

Nope, not working.  I still wanted to throw up.

Deanna caught my eye and gave me a reassuring smile.  “Listen, Eve, don’t worry.  We’ll be right there with you.”  She looked my up and down.  “Okay, let’s deal with that hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

“It’s looks like you just stuck your finger in an electrical socket.  Here,”  she rummaged around in her purse and pulled out a black elastic band.  “How about we tie it back?”

I hated having my hair pulled back.  All that mass and volume scrunched up and wrenching on the back of my scalp.  It never failed to give me a headache.

But, I didn’t protest.  I had bigger problems to worry about at the moment.

I planted my feet in place while Deanna forced my hair into a tight bun, leaving a few curls loose around my face.  What the heck was I going to say to all those people?  How was I going to explain this?  Where would I even start?

And, more importantly, how were they going to react?  Would they even believe me?  Would I believe all this if I were in their position?

“Remember, Evelyn,” Isaac said.  “This is going to be a big shock to most of the people out there.  Try and ease them into it.”

“Umm, right,” I said.  Like I had any idea what that meant.  Seemed like pretty vague advice to me.

“There may also be a few skeptics.  Although… considering what they just saw… maybe not as many as you might expect.  In either case, they’ll ask you some tough questions.” 

“Ya think?”

“The most important thing is for you to remain calm.  Don’t let your emotions get the better of you.  And make sure to keep your animal side firmly under control.”

“Sure,” I said weakly.  Keep the animal in control?  I didn’t exactly have a good track record in that particular area.

“Are you finished yet?” Isaac asked while Deanna circled around in front of me to examine her work.  My scalp felt uncomfortably tight.  I resisted the urge to pull on my hair.

“Almost.  We just need to deal with the shoe situation.”

I looked down.  My feet were bare, covered in dirt and grime.  One of my nail beds was torn and smeared with coagulated blood.  When had that happened?

“Danielle, do you have anything that will fit her?” Deanna asked.

“I don’t think so,” Danielle said.  “I’m a size nine.”

“I’ve got some extra shoes in the car,” Jewel volunteered.

Deanna hesitated.  Her gaze dropped to Jewels feet.  She was wearing the usual skater shoes, the colours worn, the laces frayed, soles stained from dirt and mud.  “Are they used?”

Jewel appeared genuinely confused by the question.  “Yeah, why?”

“Well…” Deanna said, “better than nothing I suppose.”

–––––––––––––

I found a big, yellow concrete divider and sat down while Deanna and Jewel ran to the car.  I was a jumpy, twitchy bundle of nerves.  I bounced my left foot up and down, causing my whole leg to vibrate.  My eyes were fixed on the ground.  My throat felt tight.  I was having trouble swallowing.

Julian and Isaac were talking quietly a few meters away.  Danielle and Shane had gone with Deanna and Jewel to the car.  It seemed like they were trying to give me some space.  A little time alone to mentally prepare and psych myself up.  Part of me was happy for the solitude.  Another part was terrified by the sheer panic that threatened to swallow me up every time my inner thoughts took over. 

Whatever they thought I might be doing over here, I was definitely not psyching myself up.  I was swirling into an abyss of terror.

I almost wished they would speed things up a little.  I just wanted to get this whole thing over with.  All this waiting was going to give me a freaking heart attack.

Someone dropped into the space next to me.  “So, how about I distract Isaac while you run?”

My mouth twitched just the tiniest bit at the corners.  “I seriously doubt that would work, Rez.”

“Just a suggestion.  But, I think we could pull it off.  I can make a pretty big scene when I want to.  I mean, I might not be able to shift into an eagle or a grizzly bear or a saber-toothed tiger but I could, you know, streak or something.”

That startled a laugh out of me.  A very choked and high-pitched laugh, but a laugh nevertheless.  The knot in my chest seemed to loosen very slightly.  “I’m going to completely mess this up.  I know I am.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because I always mess things up?”

Reza gave me a confused look.  “You do?”

“Oh come on, Rez.  You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”

“I’ve noticed a lot of things about you, Eve.  But that’s not one of them.”

“Are you serious?  What about the horse shifter I almost killed on my first day in the village? Creating a huge panic?  Scaring the hell out of the birds?  Causing all that damage to the school?”

“Well, technically that was the horses.”

“Don’t you remember the laser pointer incident?” I went on, ignoring him.  “The mouse incident?  The whole fiasco with Lucas?”

Reza chuckled.  “Hard to forget about that one.”

“First I lost my temper and shoved him through a wall.  Then I shifted into a saber-toothed tiger and almost killed him,” I counted my transgressions on my fingers as I spoke.  “I got myself and the rest of you chucked out of the village, even though you didn’t even do anything.  I crashed through a complete strangers window…”

“I thought that was intentional.”

“…and now I just shifted in front of thousands of people!  Honestly, Rez, I don’t know how I can mess up any worse.  But, apparently Isaac is determined to make me try!  I’m probably the last person who should-”

“Eve?”

“What?”

“Shut up for a sec.”

“But, I’m not finished venting ye…..”  the words trailed away when I realized how close he was sitting.  Our knees touched.  His torso was turned towards me.  I could see every one of the thick, dark lashes that framed his eyes.  He had that look on his face again, the one I had noticed just a few moments ago at the top of the parking garage. 

Guys had been physically attracted to me before.  I knew what desire looked liked.  I had even seen it on Lucas’s face once or twice during our disastrous first date. 

But… the look Reza was giving me right now… it was somehow different.  It went a lot deeper than just pure physical attraction.  Exactly why he would look at me that way-after all the glaring inadequacies I had just listed-was a complete mystery in my mind.  But, hey, why mess with a good thing?

I found myself leaning in closer.  Reza’s hand slid around to the back of my neck.  He closed the distance and our lips met.

Fireworks exploded in my stomach.  A warm, tingling sensation started in my fingers and spread up my arms into my chest. Everything else slipped out of my mind.  All the fear and anxiety seemed to vanish for just a couple of brief seconds.

“Ahem.”

We broke apart with a start, much sooner than I would have liked.  Jewel had returned with a pair of skater shoes, slightly less tattered than the pair she currently had on.  “Did you want these, Eve?” she held up the shoes with an impish smile.  “Or should I come back later?”

––––––––––––––––

Within a few moments, I was standing stone still in front of a massive, seething crowd.  I felt like the amount of people on the streets had tripled.  Bodies were packed together like sardines.  Traffic had come to a grinding halt.  It seemed I had singled-handedly shut down the entire neighborhood. 

News vans were crammed into every corner, surrounding the area like a pack of wolves.  The reporters were front and center, shouting questions and waving microphones in my face.  Camera’s flashed from all directions, half blinding me and putting any epileptics in the crowd at serious risk of having a seizure. 

At least a dozen video cameras were trained on my face, reminding me of another day that felt like a thousand years ago.  Of being scooped up and carried into my house by an overly zealous police officer while I shouted protests and cameras swarmed around me.

I was completely frozen.  My brain refused to work.  Isaac’s advice spun through my head, playing in an endless loop.  Ease them into it.  Be prepared for skeptics.  Be prepared for tough questions.

But the questions were coming in by the truckload.  At least a dozen at a time.  He had mentioned absolutely nothing about how to deal with that

“What are you?” someone shouted.

“Where did you come from?” another person yelled.

“Are there others like you?”

“Are you in any way connected to the group of Vigilante Wildcats that have been making their way across the United States?”

Vigilante Wildcats.  That was a new one.

One guys shouted out: “Did you seriously just turning into a ginormous bird?”

I probably could have answered the questions, if only people would slow down and ask them one at a time.  As it was, I just stood dumbly with my mouth half open and all could think was the Jewel’s shoes were too tight and they were pinching my toes.

I looked at Isaac in desperation.  He gave me a nod and gestured to the crowd, as if to say “go on.”  Next to him, Deanna smiled encouragingly.  Jewel gave me a thumbs up.  Danielle, who was standing near my left shoulder, gave me a supportive pat on the back.  Reza side-stepped a little closer and slipped his fingers though mine.

I felt my confidence stabilize and turned to face the crowd. 

I took a deep breath and spoke calmly and clearly.  

“My name is Evelyn O’Connor.  And these are my friends Isaac, Julian, Reza, Danielle, Jewel, Deanna and Shane.”

The crowd had suddenly gone very quiet.  My voice seemed to carry for miles.

“But, you probably know us better as the Vigilante Wildcats….”

–––––––––––––––-

End of book one
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