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Authors note: This is the sequel to Silent Heroes: Wildcat, but it can be read on its own. The first book in the series can be found on my profile.

Six months ago, if someone had asked me to create a list of the things I was least likely to become, "shapeshifter" probably would have been near the top of that list, followed by something equally ludicrous like, I don't know, "superhero," maybe. But, never in my wildest, most insane-asylum-worthy daydreams would I have imagined becoming both.


Of course, that was before all the craziness started. Back when I thought I could still be something realistic and normal, like a doctor or a lawyer or an astrophysicist (all of which I had been seriously considering.) That was before I found out I had abilities far beyond those of a normal human. That was before the catastrophic incident that sent my life spiraling out of control and de-railed every one of my normal, every-day plans.

But, I'm getting ahead of myself, here. Maybe I should start at the beginning.

"Shoot! Crap! Darn it, not again!"

I threw myself out of bed, pillows, sheets and comforter flying out in a whirlwind behind me. How did this keep happening? Not only had I slept through my alarm, I had slept through both of my back-up alarms. The lighting inside my room was all wrong, too strong and bright. The sun was too high, casting angled shadows against the back wall.

"Crap, crap, crap!"

I grabbed the outfit sitting neatly pressed and folded on my dresser, glad I had through to put it out the night before. I dressed in a frantic rush. I attempted—twice—to push my head through the sleeve of my shirt. I rammed my elbow into the wall as I tried to wrestle my arms through the skin-tight fabric. I almost fell over as I half-hopped, half-shuffled my way across the room, pulling my jeans on at the same time.

I pounded down the stairs, yanking my fingers through my sleek, black hair as I went. No time to brush it. No time for a shower. I hurtled around the divider between the stairway and the kitchen. Our big, ancient TV was blaring in the other room.

"Mom?" I called. "Mom! Why didn't you wake me up? I thought you were going to make sure I was awake."

My mom's face appeared in the living-room doorway. "It's only seven AM, Cyprus."

"I was supposed to be up at five!"

"Well, you didn't tell me that."

I released a frustrated growl and turned to the mountains of colour-coded study notes I had left on the dining room table. I grabbed the first binder I could reach, tore it open and started reading.

I tried to block out the rest of the world and concentrate on my work, but it wasn't easy with all the outside noises competing for my attention. Pots and pans clanged together as my mother prepared breakfast. The TV continued to blare in the other room. The morning news was on.

Now, under normal circumstances this wouldn't have bothered me. Back when the world made some kind of sense the news had been pretty easy to ignore. Just a bunch of people talking in bland, monotone voices about elections, distant wars and the fluctuating price of gas.

But things were far from normal these days. These days the news had turned into some kind of overly-dramatic soap opera where news anchors and viewers alike constantly 'ooohhhed and "ahhhhed" and shrieked and squealed over one thing and one thing only.

Shapeshifters.

See, about six months ago now, some crazy teenage girl—for reasons best known to herself—jumped off the roof of a skyscraper in downtown LA. Now, you'd think doing something so utterly and completely insane would have ended with her as nothing but a nauseating pile of blood and guts on the sidewalk. I mean, heck, that's how most people would have ended up.

Not this girl. Instead of splattering on the pavement she sprouted wings and feathers and turned into this gigantic bird.

People understandably freaked. Within seconds traffic had screeched to a standstill and people were crowding the street, filming the whole incident on their phones and making frantic calls to the authorities. Within minutes the cops and media had arrived. By that time the huge bird had vanished, but the girl reappeared not long after.

Completely unharmed and surrounded by a gang of improbably graceful, attractive companions, she had calmly announced the earth-shattering news to the world. That people like her—people who could turn into animals at will—existed. That they had always existed.

Why the shifters had chosen that moment to expose themselves I couldn't say. But, ever since that day, humanity has become obsessed. Shifter merchandise is everywhere you turn. Celebrities and millionaires and pretty much anyone with more money than common sense have taken to re-designing their cars with leopard spots or bird feathers or zebra stripes—or sometimes all three.

And, to top it all off, today just happened to be the six-month anniversary of the day-a-crazy-bird-girl-jumped-off-a-building. The news anchor on our ancient TV was re-telling the famous story for the hundred-thousand-millionth time, his voice rising and falling with excitement.


I put my hands over my ears in an attempt to muffle the noise. "Mom, could you turn that off?"

There was no answer. My mom was busy frying up eggs in our tiny kitchen and didn't seem to hear me.

I pressed my hands more firmly against my ears and re-applied myself to my notes. Or at least I put my eyes on the page and skimmed over the words, but the TV was so distracting I could have been reading a letter stating I had won a million dollars and not known the difference. The male news anchor had been replaced by a woman, who was telling the viewers in a high, squeaky voice about the interview with Evelyn O'Connor—AKA bird-girl—scheduled in just over an hour.

I spotted the remote at the other end of the table. I stretched across my notes to grab it, aimed it towards the living room and hit the power button. The house went mercifully quiet.

My mom poked her head into the dining room. "Hey, what did you do that for?"

"I couldn't concentrate."

"Oh, come on, Cyprus. This is exciting! You know they're broadcasting the interview from downtown?"

"I'm trying to study, here. This exam is worth thirty percent of my grade."

My mom gave in with a sigh and went back to the kitchen.

That's better, I thought. It wasn't that I didn't care about all this crazy shape shifter stuff. It was cool and interesting and all that. I just had other things to think about right now.

My mom placed breakfast on the table in front of me. Scrambled eggs, toast and orange juice in a chipped, white mug. The smell made my stomach growl but I barely looked up.

"Cyprus, would you stop studying for five minutes and eat something?"

I grabbed a piece of toast without taking my eyes off the page.

"I was thinking more you could put the notes away for a bit?"

"Hey, you wanted me to eat. I'm eating." I tore off a bite of toast and swallowed without tasting it. My foot bounced anxiously up and down. Oh man, I was so gonna fail!

"Relax, Cyprus. Breathe. You'll do great. You always do."

"I need to ace this. I only got a "B" on my last test."

"A "B" huh? Well, I should disown you for that."

"Hey, do you think they'll just let me coast into med-school on a "B" average?"

"Med school? Didn't you want to be a lawyer last week?"

"No, that was the week before."

"Oh right. Last week was... astrophysicist or architect or... well it started with an "A," I know that much."

"Actuary," I said, my eyes continuing to dart across the page.

"Oh, I see. And what, pray tell, is an actuary?"

"They work for insurance companies. Like statistics and stuff."

"That sounds awfully boring."

"I'm exploring my options, all right?"

"Okay. I just think you worry too much, that's all. You don't have to decide on a major for at least another year."

I glanced up at her, making eye contact for the first time. My mom looks a lot like me, with burnished copper skin and pitch black hair that hangs dead straight. At the moment, however, I was more focused on the tired lines etched into her face and the dark circles that constantly shadowed her eyes.

"I'd better go. Don't want to be late."

———————————————-

I pushed my way out the front door, face still buried in my biology notes.  The air outside was mild and faintly humid.  The sky was a solid mass of pale grey.

I made my way down the street, swerving instinctively around pot-holes and cracks.  The houses on either side of me were in various stages of disrepair.  Broken shutters creaked in the wind, sometimes slamming against an adjacent wall.

How did my mom not get it?  I loved her and all, but I didn't want to end up in her situation.  Struggling day to day simply to survive.  Everything was a commodity in this world.   You either turned yourself into a useful one, or people would just walk all over you.

It was ten blocks to school.  I navigated through the streets without once looking up from my notes.  Some guy shouted at me to watch where I was going.  I rolled my eyes.  I could have made this trip with my eyes closed.

After a couple blocks, the houses got bigger.  Lawns perfectly groomed and shiny new cars in every driveway.  Big trees lined the streets and a forested trail stretched out on my right shoulder.  No one yelled stuff at me here.

I got lost in my notes, head swirling with a million terms and definitions.  Mitosis and Meiosis.  Chromosomes and nucleotides and somatic cells.  Damn, this was boring. Maybe med school wasn't for me after all.

Focus, girl! I ordered myself.

Okay, mitosis and meiosis both start off with one diploid cell, but in mitosis it splits into two new diploid cells and in meiosis it splits into four haploid cells.  Or, is it the other way around?  What the heck does that mean, anyway?  When am I ever going to use this?  I mean, unless I want to be a microbiologist—WAS THAT A SQUIRREL?

 Focus, Cyprus!  FOCUS!  I really had to nail this test.  Why was I getting distracted by squirrels?

I turned left, taking a short cut through the woods.  So, two haploid cells split into four diploid cells... wait that's not right.  Two diploid cells split into four haploid cells... no mitosis splits into four haploid cells.  But I thought haploid and diploid cells were the same thing.  No, that doesn't even make sense!

Something scampered across the forest floor, small and lightning fast.  My ears naturally honed in on the sound.  Okay, that was definitely a squirrel.

Forget about the damn squirrels!

Right, okay.  So haploid cells are the same as diploid cells.  Mitosis splits into haploid cells and meiosis splits into diploid cells.  But Mitosis and Meosis are different and haploid and diploid cells are the same.  But if Mitosis and Meiosis are different how can—did the forest always smell this good?

Concentrate, damn it!

But I couldn't.  It was getting harder and harder to keep my mind on my tedious notes.  The woods really did smell amazing.  How had I never noticed it before?  The damp, loamy soil.  The faintly sweet aroma of rotting wood.  The fresh, green scent of newly budding leaves and flowers.  The salty, briny tang of the ocean.

The ocean?

I stopped, coming into full awareness of my surroundings.  The ocean was at least a mile away.  I shouldn't have been able to smell it from here.  And where the heck was I?  I couldn't see the trail.  Had I wandered off into the thick of the woods without even realizing it?

Shoot, now I really was going to be late for school.  What if I missed my exam?

All right, I thought stay calm.  Don't freak out.  It's not like you're in the middle of no-where.  You come through here every day.  You can find your way back to the trail.  

I tucked my oversized binder under one arm and started walking.  However, I had barely gone two steps when the strangest sensation coursed through my entire body.

It was like a bolt of pure, unfiltered energy.  Like a zap of lighting that, instead of frying me to a crisp, awakened all the nerves and synapses and chromosomes and nucleotides and haploid cells in my body.  My breathing accelerated.  I actually felt my pupils dilate.  A slightly numb, prickling sensation traveled from my fingers all the way up my arms.

What the heck?


I stood completely motionless, confused and baffled by the sudden changes. My biology notes were on the ground, the pages bent and peppered with dirt, loose sheets scattered in the grass. I was afraid to move. I didn't know why. It felt like there was something powerful and dangerous pulsing just under my skin.

The earth began to vibrate under my feet.  It was a vague, distant sensation at first. For a second, I though it was just in my head.  Then the vibrations grew to a faint rumble, which turned into a growl, which became a terrifying, ear-shattering roar.  The mixture of dead twigs and leaves that littered the forest floor began to pop and dance around my shoes like corn kernels on a hot stove.  I looked up.  Tall, stately trees lurched and swayed as if the solid ground that supported them had transformed into jello.


My brain worked slowly, struggling to make sense what I was seeing.  What the heck was this?  What was going on? 

Then it hit me.  Earthquake.  This was a freaking earthquake!

I tried to run, but the ground chose that moment to rear up like a surging wave, hurling me backwards.  I fought to stand up, scrambling for purchase on ground that felt about as stable as a mudslide.  A huge tree crashed to the ground just a few meters behind me, torn out by the roots, taking smaller trees and shrubs down with it.

Move! I ordered myself. 

I gritted my teeth, dug my nails into the dirt and bolted out of there as fast as my legs would carry me.

I ran with no direction, no purpose but to get as far away as possible.  The bucking earth tossed me from side to side.  I smacked into trees and shrubs.  My stomach roiled with nausea.  How long was this going to go on for?  I thought earthquakes were only supposed to last a few seconds.

I sprinted out of the forest and back onto the street.  My balance stabilized a bit on the hard surface, but the ground continued to shake violently under my feet.  The houses on either side of me seemed to ripple and crumple in on themselves.  Cars rocked back and forth.   Patio furniture bounced around like discarded toys.

I took a hard right, cutting across someone's lawn. I didn't really know why I was still running.  There's no sense in running from an earthquake.  But, I was in a sheer panic.  And yet, as terrified as I was.  As much as the immediate danger loomed in the front of my thoughts, I couldn't help noticing the strange energy that continued to pulse through me.  It seemed to boil over every time my feet struck the ground, sending shock-waves deep below the surface.

Was I causing this?

I was approaching a tall, chain-link fence.  It was still at first but, as I got closer, it began to shudder and lurch. It was over six feet high, but I cleared it in a single jump.  I darted past a deserted playground.  The swings rocked back and forth as if propelled by invisible feet.  The sand caved in on itself.  A red, plastic slide toppled over with it.

No!  I thought in desperation.  Stop!  Make it stop!

But it wasn't stopping.  It was only getting worse.  And something weird was definitely happening to my body, now.  My skin prickled.  My bones ached.  My muscles seemed to liquefy and re-form into strange, unfamiliar shapes.

I lost my balance and pitched forward, but I didn't fall.  I didn't even stop running.  Suddenly, I had four legs instead of two.  My hands struck the earth as enormous black paws.  Like the paws of a wolf.

Inside, I was screaming.  Completely freaking out.  There was no more room for even a sliver of calm, rational thought.  My brain was a whirlwind of uncontrollable panic.

I tore across the park, moving twice as fast as I had on two legs.  I jumped another fence.  I changed direction erratically, trying desperately to escape the violent, roiling ground.  Images blurred in front of my eyes.  Trees and houses and cars.  Human-shaped figures scattering out of my way.

A terrifying sound, like a crack of thunder, suddenly split the air.  I looked back just in time to see a hair-line fracture slicing into the earth, leaving a jagged trail in my wake.

Oh no!  No, no, no, no, no, no, NO!

I put on a burst of speed, trying to outrun it.  It matched my pace exactly.  It changed direction whenever I changed direction.  I didn't know how to stop it.  I didn't know how to make it go away.

A horn blared in my ear and I realized I had bolted right into the middle of busy highway.  People screamed.  Tires squealed.   The tiny crack had expanded into a massive fissure that split the road in two, chunks of pavement breaking off and falling into the darkness below.  Traffic shrieked to a halt on either side of the gapping hole.

In that moment, something woke up in the depths of my fear-addled brain.  Stop!  Stop, you're going to kill someone!

 I locked my knees and elbows in place and planted all four paws firmly on the ground.  My front end stayed in place while my back end swung around nearly a full one hundred and eighty degrees...

And that's when I saw it.  A gigantic transport truck was barreling straight towards me, too much weight going way too fast.  As I watched, the truck slammed on it's breaks.  The wheels spun madly, throwing off sparks.  I caught a glimpse of the driver frantically spinning the steering-wheel.  It was no use.  The trailer swept forward, cutting across three lanes of traffic.  It grew bigger and bigger in my field of view.  Cars swerved and dodged out of the way, yet I seemed to be completely frozen in place.

I felt a huge, shuddering impact, an explosion of pain and then everything went black.

--------------------

Hi everyone!  This story is on a bit of a hiatus at the moment.  I'm having some trouble with it and I'm currently re-writing.  But feel free to read and enjoy what's here so far.  I will message all followers when it's underway again.

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

                    
                        Chapter Two

                        
                        

                        I came to with red and blue lights flashing behind my closed eyelids. At first, I wasn't quite sure what had happened. I remembered everything with perfect clarity. Almost too perfect. But it all just felt like some crazy nightmare.

That couldn't have actually happened, could it? It was impossible. Insane. The bizarre surge of energy. The earthquake. Changing into a wolf. The huge crack opening up in the ground. There was just no way...

I kept my eyes closed, willing the nightmare to end. I pushed away everything that my senses were telling me. There were no flashing red and blue lights. The blaring sirens... the shouts and screams and sobs... they were all in my head. Just a part of the illusion.

My sense of smell was the hardest thing to ignore. Never had it been so strong and sharp and clear. I could smell fresh blood, seared rubber and gasoline. I picked up on at least twelve different types of perfume. The aroma of latex and antiseptic was so strong it almost burned my nose.

No! I told myself. No! Stop it! It's not real! Any second now, I'm going to wake up. I'm going to wake up in my own bed, in my own room, in my own body. And I'm going to forget about this dream and ace that stupid biology exam.

Oh no! The exam! Had I slept in? Was I going to be late?

My eyes flew open. For a second, I was completely disoriented. I was definitely on a bed, but it wasn't mine. It was small and narrow, with a thin mattress and railings along each side. I was surrounded by ugly green curtains and a single beige wall. Fluorescent lights glared down at me. I felt pressure in my arm and lifted it up to eye level. There was an IV running into my veins.

The world around me was in chaos. The entire hospital echoed with raised voices and pounding feet. Sirens blared. Flashing red and blue lights cut through my tiny bedroom window. I could just make out the parking lot, full to bursting with ambulances and cop cars with more coming in every second. The pavement was scattered with bits of gauze and plastic and even a few abandoned wheelchairs.

A crowd of onlookers had formed. A few people had their cell phones out, taking pictures of the chaos. Some of them were even taking selfies. A news van pulled up and several people jumped out with huge cameras perched on their shoulders. The paramedics were everywhere, racing back and forth with IV's and stretchers. I saw a man being unloaded from the back of an ambulance, his body strapped to a backboard, his head immobilized in a neck brace. It looked a lot like the truck driver.

My stomach churned. It was real. All of it. Not some insane dream. Not a nightmare. Everything had happened exactly as I remembered it.

I felt like I was going to be sick. My thoughts were racing at about a hundred miles an hour. How was this possible? Okay, yes, I knew the shape-shifters were out there. Everyone did. But the idea that I could be one of them... it just didn't add up. There were no shape shifters in my family. No record of shape shifters. Not even an old family story that hinted I might have the ability to turn into an oversized wolf.

And what about the earthquake? The way it had coincided almost exactly with my bizarre surge of energy. The way it had followed me from one place to the next. The massive fissure that had torn the ground apart in my wake. Had I imagined all that?

I was starting to freak out a little bit. My chest tightened, a sure sign of an oncoming panic attack. I felt stabs of pain in my skull that migrated down my neck.

I turned into a wolf! I turned into a freaking wolf!

A calmer, more reasonable side of me attempted to take over. Okay, just chill out, girl. Take a breath.

 I turned into a freaking wolf! I caused an earthquake and a huge, massive car accident! What if I seriously hurt someone? What if I killed someone?

Let's think about this rationally.

Rationally? I just turned into a wild animal and I'm supposed to think about this rationally?

Don't panic.

I'm not panicking!

And, besides, wasn't a little panicking completely justified in this situation? If I wasn't allowed to freak out after turning into a wolf, causing an earthquake and getting hit by a truck, when the heck was I allowed to freak out?

"Hi there."

"YAAAAAAHHH!" I flew out of bed like I had just experienced a powerful electric shock. My black slammed into the adjacent window. The IV line slipped out of my arm, causing a spurt of blood. The stand that held the IV bag crashed noisily to the floor. I felt a sharp yank on my other arm. The front end of my hospital bed rolled across the floor and struck the wall with a deafening BANG!

I jumped what felt like a foot and looked down at my arm. I was freaking handcuffed to the bed!

My breathing accelerated. I felt like I was going to pass out. Why was I in handcuffs? Was I in some kind of trouble? Was I under arrest? I couldn't be under arrest! I had never been in trouble before! Not once! Not even a detention for skipping class!

"Woops, sorry. Didn't mean to startle you."

A woman's face appeared over the top of my bed. An attractive brunette with her hair slicked back. She held a pen and notebook in her hands. "You're the wolf girl, correct?"

"I... who... what...."

"The wolf girl? The shape shifter? The one who caused the accident on the freeway this morning?"

A wave of dizziness passed over me. Oh no, the accident was my fault! Oh no! Oh crap! oh sh-

"I just have a few questions for you, if you don't mind. But, I'd like to verify some information with you first. You are Cyprus Griffin of 416 Tenth Avenue, correct?"

"I-I'm not.... I don't..." I could hardly speak between desperate gasps of air. I was in so much trouble, here! I was so dead!

"You are sixteen years old and currently attend Willow High public school?"

"H-how did you-"

"Excellent! Perfect! Now, Cyprus, can I asked how long it's been since your first shift?"

"U-ummm..."

"Have you always known that you were a shape shifter? Do you have any history of shifters in your family?"

"I-I didn't..."

"The people who witnessed your little rampage this morning are describing your wolf form as "rabid" and "crazed." Do you have any comment on that? Would you say that your animal form is more wild and uncontrollable than most?"

I couldn't even speak anymore. I was on the verge of hyperventilating. It felt like I was trying to breathe through a straw. Did this person not realize that I was having a bit of a medical emergency here? Where were the doctors? Where were the nurses? How had this woman gotten into my room in the first place? Didn't this hospital have security?

The woman was now scribbling furiously on her notepad as if I had given her long, detailed answers instead of just stuttering incoherently. "Lovely! Wonderful! Now, let's move on to our key issue here. How do you respond to allegations that the recent earthquake--which is projected to have caused millions of dollars in damages--was also entirely your doing?"

I wanted to shout. I wanted to yell at her. I don't know! I don't know any more than you do! Now can you please get out of here and leave me to freak out in peace?

"Multiple witnesses claim the earthquake hit moments after you came into view, and vanished shortly after you left. There are also claims that you were seen literally tearing the ground in half. Do you agree with these accusations? Do you have anything to say in your defense?"

Okay, now I was having a full-blown panic attack. My head was bent forward. My chest muscles worked overtime as I fought for each breath of air. The handcuffs were digging into my skin, causing my fingers to tingle and go numb. My right hand was slick with blood. I couldn't even remember how that had happened at the moment.

I don't do well with stress. I never have. And this right here was the most stressful situation I had ever encountered in my life.

Before the reporter could ask any more questions, I heard footsteps approaching and the curtain around my little private area was yanked open. "What on earth is going on in here?"

The reporter whipped her pen and notepad out of sight and offered the nurse her hand. "Hi there! Pleased to meet you! I'm just here visiting my niece."

The young nurse looked completely exhausted, her uniform wrinkled, wisps of hair escaping from her ponytail. But her eyes were sharp as they took in the situation. She assessed the pale-skinned reporter for a moment and then looked over at me.

"Through marriage," the reporter added quickly. "She's my niece through marriage."

"All right, listen," the nurse said. "I don't care if she's your long lost twin. You do not have a visitors permit and you are clearly upsetting this patient. So, here's what's going to happen: I'm going to give you three seconds to get out of this room before I call security."

"Okay, okay, I'm going," the reporter said, raising her hands into the air. "Relax."

Once the reporter was gone, my savior pulled the curtains closed and helped me back into bed. Unfazed by my panic attack, she put an oxygen mask on me face and turned it up to fifteen liters per minute. In spite of the unpleasant, sterile smell of the mask, my relief was immediate.

"Head down," the nurse said calmly. "Deep breaths. There you go."

She cleaned the blood off my hand and reattached the IV while my breathing slowed and the feeling returned to my extremities. I was grateful for her help, but as time went on, I found it odd that she wasn't really talking much. Embarrassingly, this was not the first time I had experienced a panic attack severe enough to require medical attention. In the past, however, the nurses and paramedics had been attentive and compassionate, patting me on the shoulder and telling me everything was going to be okay. This nurse, while she was caring for me physically, hardly said a word.

Once the panic attack had passed, she removed the oxygen mask and went to leave the room.

"Hey, wait!"

She turned around and looked silently at me.

"Umm... thank you."

"You're welcome," her voice was toneless.

I swallowed. Her coldness was making me nervous. "Do you think you could... if it's not too much trouble... call my mom or something? I-I don't want her to-"

"We're extremely busy at the moment. I'll look into it when I can." Her hand was already on the curtains. She swept them aside and the shouts coming from the hallways seemed to double in volume.

"Wait!" I knew she was busy, but I was desperate for answers here. "Please, c-could you tell me what's going on? How long have I been here? H-how many people were hurt in the crash?" the nurse's jaw seemed to flex slightly. "Why... " I swallowed again, "why am I in handcuffs?"

"Because, young lady, you are under arrest for attempted homicide," the nurse said bluntly. Then she left the room, yanking the curtains closed behind her.

                    
                        Chapter Three

                        
                        

                        


Under arrest.

I repeated the words in my head so many times that they lost all meaning.  But if the words had no meaning, why did they give me this terrible, twisting feeling in the pit of my stomach?  This was crazy.  This was the craziest thing that had happened to me all day.  Crazier than the earthquake or the car accident, or the fact that I had turned into a wolf.

How could I be under arrest?  I had to be the most boring, straight-laced, obsessive rule-follower in the Western Hemisphere.  I went to school on snow days.  I had once accidentally shoplifted a fifteen-cent candy and felt so bad I went back to the store to pay for it.  The clerk had looked at me like I was nuts.

I couldn't take this!  I couldn't handle it!  My brain was a swirling mess of conflicting thoughts and emotions.   I tried repeatedly to calm myself down.  I even attempted all those stupid exercises the school counselor had taught me.  I took deep breaths and counted backwards from ten.  I tried to inject my mind with calming, positive thoughts.

It's okay.  Everything is going to be fine.  It's not as bad as it seems.  I'm strong.  I'm a rock.  I can climb any mountain. Overcome any obstacle.  The problem is not the problem; the problem is my perception of the problem.

 But I knew all of that was utter crap.  I was still under arrest, no matter if I spiraled into a panic or deluded myself into thinking it was a pleasant trip to the Caribbean.

Was I going to jail?  Attempted homicide was no joke.  There was definitely going to be a trial.  I would need a lawyer.  There was no way we could afford a decent one so it would have to be one of those public defender types.  The ones that worked for the state and made almost no money.

Speaking of money, who was going to pay for this hospital visit?  We didn't have insurance, and my mom sure didn't have the means to pay for it.  There was no telling what kind of exorbitant fees I had already racked up.

I felt my chest tightening again, the panic threatening to overwhelm me.  This was going to destroy my entire future. Everything I had been fighting for, everything I had been working so hard to achieve... gone as if it had never existed.  After all, I couldn't very well get into Harvard while I was busy serving fifteen years in federal prison.  And what about my mom?  She would be left alone with a crappy minimum wage job, a mountain of legal fees and a delinquent daughter... who she wouldn't even be able to visit because the bus ticket to the prison would be too expensive.

I spent the next several hours in a highly agitated state. In he end, the only thing that kept me from spiraling into another panic was not the exercises my school counselor had taught me, but the thought of encountering that nurse again.  She was probably assigned to my room, meaning I would have to see her eventually, but I had no interest in speeding up the process.  So, every time I felt an attack coming on, I would grit my teeth and hold my breath until it was over.

The evil nurse had left a small opening in the curtains surrounding my room, giving me a very narrow view of the outside world.  I caught flashes of people darting through the hallways.  I heard voices shouting out vital signs or asking for various types of medical equipment.  Someone was sobbing close-by.  A shattered, irreversible sound that sent a chill right down to my core.

There was no reason to assume that any of this was directly related to the car accident.  This was a hospital, after all.  People came here all the time for all kinds of different reasons.  But I couldn't stop all the scenarios playing out in my head.  The truck driver featured in at least half of them, succumbing to everything from massive internal bleeding to a stress-induced heart attack.

I shuddered. Thinking about the truck driver led me down a path I had no interest in taking.  Just the thought of his face was enough to bring back nauseating memories of the crash.  Unfortunately, the whole catastrophe was becoming clearer with each passing second.  Where before it had been nothing but a senseless blur, now I was able to recall every excruciating detail.

And, one thing just didn't make sense to me.  Well, okay, to be fair a lot of things about the crash didn't make sense to me, not the least of which had to do with me turning into a walking natural disaster.   But there was something else that added a whole new dimension of weird to the equation:  why was I not more seriously injured?  That truck had hit me at nearly full speed.  A thousand tons of steel and metal going at a hundred miles an hour.  An impact like that should have killed me, or at the very least broken a few bones.  Yet I was lying here with nothing more serious than a mild case of whiplash.

I saw movement in parking lot, drawing me away from my troubled thoughts and back into the real world.  Most of the cops cars and paramedics had already cleared out, leaving it comparatively empty.  But I had a feeling that the vehicle currently pulling in would have attracted my attention no matter what.

It was one of those huge stretch limo's, pitch black and so immaculately clean it reflected the trees and buildings surrounding it almost like glass.  Next all the regular cars and the clunky ambulances, it looked sleek and intimidating and important.  A few people actually stopped and stared as it rolled past.

I suddenly had a really bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

The limo pulled smoothly up to the front entrance.  A well-dressed young man got out of the drivers side.  He squared his shoulders, straightened his tie and pulled open the passenger side door.

My heartbeat pounded in ears, drowning out any other noises.  I didn't know how or why, but I was sure this had something to do with me.

Two older men stepped out of the limo, one after the other.  They were dressed in matching business suits.  One of them was tall and slender, with slanted eyes and black hair peppered with silver. The other one was slim as well, but his shoulders filled out his suit in a way that suggested he worked out regularly.  His face was lined and hard, his eyes pale, his hair thick and dark.  Though he was the younger of the two, I got the sense that he was the one in charge.

 Okay, calm down, girl, I thought.  They could be here for anything.  Maybe they're wealthy donors.  Maybe they own the hospital.  Maybe...

 Oh crap.

 The pounding in my ears turned into a dull roar as the two men approached the front entrance and none other than my evil nurse was there to greet them. 

Who the heck were these guys?  They didn't look like cops.  Were they detectives?  FBI?  Or some sort of secret, specialized branch of the government trained specifically to deal with violent, dangerous shifters?

But, I'm not violent! I wanted to protest.  I'm not dangerous!  I didn't even know I was a shifter until this morning!  How can they blame me for what happened?  It was an accident, for crying out loud!

But, I already knew the answer to that.  I was in handcuffs.  The nurse had looked at me like I was a freaking monster.  Intentional or not, I was getting blamed for this one way or the other.

The trio stood outside the doors for a few moments.  The younger man did most of the talking while the nurse nodded and gave what looked like brief, single-word responses. Then she turned and led them into the building.  The glass doors slid open automatically to admit them, then closed promptly behind them.

I was suddenly overcome with a powerful and overwhelming desire to run.  I had heard that shifters possessed ten times the strength of a normal human.  If I could break the handcuffs and take off before the cops or whatever they were got here...

No!  I couldn't do that!  What was I thinking?  Running wouldn't solve anything.  It was just make me look more guilty.  Besides, I didn't even know if I could break the handcuffs.  And, even if I did, I probably wouldn't get out of here before...

Footsteps echoed through the hallway, drawing closer to my room.  My heart leapt into my throat.  I flinched inwardly as a hand reached in and swept the curtains aside.

"Look, I'm sorry!" I blurted, the words coming out of their own violation.  "I'm sorry, it was an accident!  I didn't know what I was doing!  I didn't even know I was a shifter!  Please, you can't send me to jail!  I can't go to jail!  I have a really important math test tomorrow and..."

The words died in my throat.  The man standing in front of me was not at all what I had been expecting.  He looked like a creature from another world.  His face was unnaturally smooth, his complexion as clear and even as marble.  His hair was flecked with various shades of blue.  Powder blue and navy.  Azure and turquoise and everything in between.  His eyes were pure silver, his pupils slit vertically almost like a cat.

I recognized him immediately.  In the past year, his face had featured on the news and talk shows all over the world.  He was currently one of the most famous shifters on the planet.

"Cyprus Griffin?"  The man said in a calm, unruffled voice.

"Y-yes?" I squeaked.

"My name is Isaac.  I need you to come with me."

                    
                        Chapter Four

                        
                        

                        The stranger swept into my room, moving with a sinuous, liquid grace that no regular human could ever hope to possess. He wrapped his fingers almost delicately around my handcuffs and gave a sharp yank. The chain connecting me to the bed snapped off like a twig.

"May I see your arm?"

I didn't even think of arguing with him. It didn't occur so me until later how utterly reckless this was. Following the orders of a complete stranger just because he had walked into my hospital room and started making demands. That's how girls like me go missing and end up being found buried in the woods a week later. But at that moment, I was only concerned with one thing: staying out of jail. And, if that meant going along with his guy, then so be it.

I held out my arm. The man—Isaac, that was his name—swiftly pulled out my IV and slapped a Band-Aid over the puncture wound. "Hurry up, we don't have a lot of time."

I threw my blanket aside and stood up. I shivered as my bare feet hit the cold tile floor. I was dressed in nothing but one of those flimsy hospital gowns.

"Here, put these one," Isaac handed me a lab coat and surgical mask. While I was teetering on the edge of sanity, he somehow sounded perfectly calm.

I quickly shrugged into the lab coat. It was way too big for me, the sleeves dangling about an inch past my fingers and the bottom nearly trailing the ground. I tried not to think of how conspicuous that was going to make me. I rolled the sleeves back and then looped the surgical mask behind my ears. My hands were shaking so hard it took me three tries to get it in place.

Isaac watched me with his eerily intense gaze. I could feel the power radiating from him like a physical force.  "Okay, now hold still."

I jumped a little as Isaac deftly swept my hair into a pony tail, twisted up onto the top of my head and shoved it into one of those surgical hair-nets. "There, that's better. Your hair is way too noticeable."

"What's wrong with my hair?"

"I guess there's not much we can do about the eyes. Just try and keep your head down until we get out of the building."


"What are you-"

"Follow me, come on."

Okay, I'd have to save my questions for later. I did as Isaac said and kept my eyes glued to the floor as we left the room and entered into the crowded hallways. I was shaking like a leaf. I couldn't believe what I was doing here.  I felt like any second someone was going to yell at me to stop, or worse hit me with a Taser or a tranquilizer or whatever they used to handle out-of-control shifters.

The hallways were crowded. People jostled me back and forth. It took all my will-power not to look up. I wanted to know if anyone was staring.  I felt like there glowing neon sign flashing over my head, letting everyone know who I was and what I was doing.

Isaac's feet—the only part of him I could see—turned left down a slightly less crowded hallway. I followed closely behind.  I heard the blare of a TV and risked a quick glance to my left. A big group of nurses and doctors were crowded a flat-screen hanging from the wall. It was showing footage of the crash site. Cars in the ditch. Cars pinned against the guardrail. The huge transport truck lay on its side, one end mangled almost beyond recognition. I turned away just as they flashed to a close-up of the gigantic fissure that split the road in half.

Isaac picked up the pace. I felt a stab of doubt as I sped up to match his longer strides. What the heck was I doing, here? I didn't even know this guy. He could be a serial killer, for all I knew. There was a small but vocal group of people who insisted the shifters were all evil, soulless monsters. I had never believed it, but what if they were right? What I was going from a bad situation into an even worse one?

An alarm sounded, high and shrill. A loud, disembodied voice echoed through the hallways.

ATTENTION ALL STAFF. WE HAVE A CODE BLACK. I REPEAT, WE HAVE A CODE BLACK. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALL PATIENTS AND GUESTS, PLEASE STAY WHERE YOU ARE AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUSTION.

ATTENTION ALL STAFF. WE HAVE A CODE BLACK.

The message kept repeating, but it was drowned out by an explosion of noise all around us. My footsteps faltered. My heart slammed into the roof of my mouth.

They know I'm gone! They're coming after me! They're looking for me!

"Cyprus, stay calm and keep moving," Isaac said out of the corner of his mouth.

Stay calm? Stay calm? I was staging a jail break and now the whole hospital was onto me! Not to mention all the other stuff that had happened today! In what universe was this a "staying calm" type of situation?

The hallways suddenly seemed twice as crowded as usual. The staff members sprang into action, ushering groups of people into various rooms. Some kid started screaming his head off.  I saw a few security guards in black uniforms moving through the crowd, talking on radios and scanning people's faces.

Adrenaline surged through me. Isaac put a hand lightly but firmly on my shoulder. It was the only thing that stopped me from bolting towards one of the exits.

"You'll attract attention if you run."

I looked up at him. He was striding along at the same casual pace. His expression was so relaxed he might have been going on a stroll through the park. How the heck was this guy so calm? Was he even human?

He steered me down another hallway while chaos grew around us. The alarm continued to assault my ears. I was feeling slightly dizzy. My legs were stiff. My lungs couldn't seem to expand properly.

This was never going to work. They probably had the whole hospital completely locked down already. I was so stupid! Why was I doing this? We were going to get caught, and then I would be a hundred times more trouble than I already was. I mean, what did this Isaac guy expect? Did he think we were just going to walk casually out the front—

Okay, really? Really?

We had emerged in the main lobby. It was mostly deserted, though I noticed the top of someone's head peeking out from behind the front desk. A guard stood watch at the door. He snapped to attention the moment he saw us. His eyes seemed to bulge out of his skull as he took in Isaac's appearance... and maybe mine as well. I still didn't know what the deal was with my eyes.

The guard snatched a radio off his belt so fast that his hand was a blur. "Back up! I need back up over here!"

Isaac kept walking, steering me along with him. He smiled politely at the guard as we approached. "Good day, sir. How are you this morning?"

"The missing patient is in the font lobby with another shifter. I need back up now!"

A crackling voice responded. "Stay where you are. Don't let them leave!"

"Got it." The security guard widened his stance and puffed out his chest. He planted himself in front of the door and raised his hand, palm forward, as we approached. "Sir, I'm afraid I can't allow you to come through. This patient is under arrest and considered extremely dangerous.

What? Extremely dangerous? Me? If I hadn't been so utterly petrified I would have laughed.

Isaac kept moving, not so much as a hitch in his step. The guard appeared to be losing his confidence. Behind us, the floor vibrated with dozens of rapid footsteps. I was beginning to feel like nothing but a helpless spectator to all this insanity.

We were seconds away from the entrance. The guard hovered uncertainly in front of the door. He appeared to be assessing the situation. He had to know that he couldn't possibly stop two shifters at once. Not on his own. Even a dozen guards probably wouldn't be enough to stop Isaac. He was supposed to be one of the most powerful shifters in the world.

"Stop!" the guard yelled. "The police have been called! They'll be here any minute. I you refuse to co-operate they will be forced to-"

He leapt aside as Isaac walked calmly by, pushing the door open and giving the man a polite nod at the same time. "Thank you for the warning, sir."

And, just like that, we were outside. A strange feeling came over me the moment we crossed the threshold between the hospital and the parking lot. The fresh air was like a balm on my frazzled nerves. Warmth seemed to radiate up from the ground, starting in the soles of my feet, then spreading up my legs and branching out to the rest of my body. The trees, the grass and the soil had never smelled so sweet. I felt like a drowning person taking a deep, life-giving breath.

Unfortunately, the moment was short-lived. That security guard had not been kidding about the cops. Sirens blared in the distance while red and blue lights flickered off the hospital windows. We had barely made it a few steps down the sidewalk when the front door burst open and a pack of security guards came charging after us.

"This should do," Isaac said, pulling me to a halt.

"What?" I looked back. My evil nurse stood out among the sea of black uniforms. Those two guys in business suites were on either side of her. The younger one looked absolutely furious. "What are you talking about? We're completely surrounded!"

Isaac gave me this weird little half-smile and closed his eyes.

For a split second, I felt like I was in the middle of a hurricane. The air whipped in a torrent around me. It was so powerful that my eyes watered and it felt like all the oxygen had been momentarily sucked out of my lungs. My hair broke loose from the hairnet, and I thought I saw flashes of iridescent green mingling with my usual glossy black.

It ended just as quickly as it started. And, when the dust settled, Isaac had been replaced by a savagely beautiful dragon.

He was about thirty feet long from end to end. His scales were just like his hair, each one a different shade of blue and gleaming like polished gemstones. His body was sleek and stream-lined. The membranes between his wings were like razor-thing sheets of moving, pliable aquamarine.

He arched his neck and stared at me with one slanted, silver eye. Get on.

I didn't move. I was dumbfounded. Somehow, the knowledge of just what kind of shifter Isaac was had never reached me. And, if seeing him transform into a dragon wasn't crazy enough, I could have sworn I had just heard his disembodied voice talking right inside my head.

Could this day get any weirder?

The cop cars all shrieked to a halt, forming a half-circle around the hospital. The security guards were closing in fast. I saw all of this almost as an after-thought on the edges of my vision. I was fixated on Isaac's mesmerizing stare.

All of the sudden, I found myself seized with this crazy, reckless confidence. The feeling was so alien and out of place that it felt like a stranger had briefly taken over my thoughts.

I leapt onto the dragons back, dodging one of the security guards that made a grab for me. "Let's get out of here!"

Isaac flared his brilliant wings and took off into the sky.

                    
                        Chapter Five

                        
                        

                        I'm not gonna lie, I regretted my decision to get on that dragon the second we were airborne.

"AHHHHHHHH!"

The brief flash of bravery... it was completely gone. Vanished as quickly as it had arrived. This was also a terrible time to remember that I didn't like heights. I mean, I really, seriously hated them.

"AHHHHHHH! AHHHHHHHH!"

I clung to Isaac as if my life depended on it, which it actually kinda did. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, too afraid to watch as we climbed higher into the sky. I broke into a cold sweat, causing his jewel-like scales to feel dangerously slick under my fingers. I thought I heard voices shouting at me from down below, but they quickly faded to nothing and the rushing wind became the only sound I could hear.

Well, that and my own terrified screaming.

"AHHHHHH! Okay, stop! Stop, I have to get down! I'm scared of heights! This isn't working! This is a bad idea!"

I still hadn't dared to open my eyes. They were squeezed together so hard that starbursts of white light burst and bloomed in the center of my vision.

Try and stay calm, Cyprus. The sound of Isaac's disembodied voice did nothing to calm me down. It just reinforced the sheer bizarreness of my current situation.

We were streaking upwards at breakneck speed. Isaac's wings made a loud whooshing sound as they pumped through the air. His muscles tightened and strained under my fingers. I imagined the world growing smaller and smaller beneath me, the cops and security guards reduced to the size of ants, the hospital shrinking into a tiny dollhouse surrounded by even tinier toy cars. My chest constricted. I squeezed Isaac until it felt like the pattern of his scales would become permanently etched into my skin.

I'm gonna die! I thought frantically. I'm gonna die, I'm gonna die, I'm gonna die!

The air grew cold and thin, making it harder to breath. My ears popped. Something light and cool brushed my cheeks. I opened my eyes just a crack. Swirling, silvery mist filled my vision, a seemingly endless void of dramatic shadow and light. A gap opened up in the clouds and I saw the city spread out far below. Sunlight reflected off the buildings. Random swaths of green interrupted the otherwise monotonous sea of grey. Tiny roads spread out like lines on a grid, connecting everything together.


A wave of dizziness passed over me. I imagined myself losing my grip and plummeting to the ground. Those buildings and parks and roads swelling in size until I struck the pavement and shattered every bone in my body.

I spotted the freeway, three times as wide as the residential streets, miniature cars zipping along it in both directions. I followed it with my eyes, past the suburbs and to the outskirts of the city.

And, there it was. The gash in the earth dividing the pavement in half. Traffic backed up on either side, bright yellow tape keeping the curious onlookers at a distance. My stomach churned. It was one thing to see it on TV. It was another matter entirely to witness the destruction first-hand.

I closed my eyes again and pressed my forehead against Isaacs's scales, fighting an urge to throw up. I didn't know which was worse, the dizzying height or the catastrophe I had created.

Isaac's voice echoed inside my head on more time. Are you doing okay back there?

Okay? How could I be okay? I was a criminal! I was either going to jail, or I was going to be on the run from the law my entire life. My mom always said that I overreacted to things, but I was pretty sure that I wasn't overreacting this time.

We'll be there soon, don't worry.

Be where? I thought. Where the heck were we going, anyway? And how would it help me out of this mess?

Isaac levelled out well above the clouds. My stomach gave a little swoop and settled (more or less) back to its original position.

We coasted for a little while on warm updrafts of air, our height rising and falling without any apparent effort from Isaac. I was getting a little motion sick. Or maybe that was just a combination of stress and my paralyzing fear of heights. My blood pressure spiked every time we were pushed and buffeted by the wind.

After what felt like an eternity, we began to descend. By this point I was shivering violently. Mist had collected all over my body, leaving my flimsy hospital gown soaked. Pieces of damp hair clung to my skin while the rest flew haphazardly in the wind and tickled my face. I didn't dare let go of Isaac in order to brush it away. My ears throbbed. The tip of my nose was like ice. I couldn't even feel my fingers anymore.

Hold on, Isaac said.

I peeked through my eyelashes. We were descending towards a huge skyscraper.

But, not just any skyscraper. In the past year, new buildings like this had been popping up all over the city.

It was a modern structure with a steel frame. There were almost no walls to speak of, only hundreds of windows, many of which had been thrown wide open to let in the outside air. Plants seemed to sprout out of every inch of it. Flowers and ferns were planted on every ledge. A veritable jungle pressed against the windows from the inside. The entire roof had been converted into a garden, with trees and shrubs and wide stone walkways.

That was where Isaac came in for his landing. He circled the building a few times, then touched down almost gracefully on a large sphere of empty space.

I bailed the second we hit the ground. I didn't even bother to wait until Isaac had lowered his shoulder to make it easier for me to slide off. I stumbled over to the nearest tree-drawn to it almost like a magnet-and sat down hard in the dirt.

I released a quiet sigh of relief. Never had I been so happy to feel solid ground under my feet. My roiling stomach settled almost immediately. My sense of balance returned to normal. I allowed my shoulders to relax and pushed a trembling hand through my damp hair. I thought I saw another flash of colour, this one a glowing bluish purple, but did my best to ignore it. It didn't make any sense for my hair to be changing colours. It had to be a trick of the light or something. Hair didn't glow, and it definitely didn't come in shades like purple or green.

Isaac was back in human form, waiting patiently for me to calm down. His blue locks stood out sharply against the grey sky.

Okay, well he's a Dragon shifter I told myself. That's different.

"Not much of a flier, I take it?" Isaac said, his tone light.

"Never have been," I answered breathlessly.

"Need a few minutes?"

I nodded. Definitely.

"Not a problem," Isaac crossed over to a little stone dais and sat down, his back perfectly straight, his hands resting comfortably on his knees. "Take as much time as you need."

I closed my eyes and leaned my head gratefully against the base of the tree. I focused on the firm, unyielding nature of the building. The way it didn't move up or down, or sway back and forth in the wind. I buried my hands in the mounds of loose earth that surrounded me. It felt soft and oddly soothing against my skin.

The tension slowly ebbed out of my body. A pleasantly warm, fizzing sensation travelled up my arms and into the centre of my chest. I tilted my head backwards. Another sigh escaped my lips. I dug my hands deeper into the soil. Energy bubbled in my veins. Tiny vibrations spread out from my fingers and penetrated deep into the earth...

Hold on, what?

A jolt of alarm shot through me, and I leapt to my feet. I spun on my heels. I half expected the place where I had been sitting to start trembling, the tree torn up by the roots, the entire building splitting right down the middle and collapsing in a mass of rubble.

But, nothing happened. The earth lay flat and still, exactly like it was supposed to.

"Feeling better?" Isaac said.

"Err... umm. yeah, a little." It wasn't a lie. I did feel much better physically. If not for that little tremor, everything would have been fine.

Heck, maybe I had imagined it. Maybe it was just my nerves getting to me.

Yeah, nice try, I thought. The tremor may have been mild, but it had also been very real.

I looked down at my hands, speckled with dirt and trembling just enough to make the edges of my fingers appear slightly blurred. What was going on here? What was happening to me? Shape shifters couldn't do this kind of stuff.

Could they?

Isaac promptly stood up and dusted himself off. "Well, come on inside then, Cyprus. We need to discuss your situation."

I hesitated, wondering if I should tell him what had just happened. But, he was already striding purposefully across the roof, oblivious to my distress. I pushed the incident to the back of my mind and trotted after him.


He led me down a set of concrete steps and into the interior of the building. A wall of humidity struck me the second we stepped through the door. I found myself inside a kind of artificial jungle. Thick, tropical plants filled every corner of the room, from floor to ceiling. The greenery was interrupted occasionally by large, colourful flowers. The ceiling was made entirely of glass. There wasn't a single artificial light in the whole place.

We strode down a narrow dirt path. Isaac's long legs covered the ground at a rapid pace. I had to break into a jog in order to keep up.

My eyes wandered all over the place as we walked, interest briefly taking over my nerves. This reminded me a lot of the tropical rainforest exhibit at the zoo. I remembered wishing I could live there when I was a kid.

We passed under a miniature waterfall. The droplets created a silver haze that cooled my skin. I took a long, deep breath. The smell of mist and damp rocks, flowers and wet earth was absolutely glorious. For a few seconds, I actually forgot about all the trouble I was in.

Before long, we went through another doorway and entered into a more conventional-looking part of the building, with polished marble floors and high vaulted ceilings. Everything was spotlessly clean. It could have been a high-end corporate building if not for the plants that continued to sprout from every corner. I could barely see the walls through all the overgrown trees and ferns. Tiny streams and fountains were interspersed here and there, filling the big, cavernous hallway with the gentle music of running water. Occasionally, I would spot one of those little machines that constantly expelled little tendrils of mist.

"Try and keep up please, Cyprus," Isaac said.

He was now several paces ahead of me.

I shook my head-trying to clear it-and broke into a jog in order to catch up.

We walked in silence for a few moments, our footsteps echoing through the massive building. I shivered a little, my nerves coming back in full force as I remembered the events that had brought me to this beautiful, extravagant place. Not to mention, I was feeling a little under-dressed with my bare feet, ugly hospital gown and damp, scraggly hair.

I found myself darting looks over at Isaac. There were so many questions burning inside of me, but I didn't have the courage to ask them. I mean, this guy was basically a celebrity. He was like shifter royalty or something. I was still coming to grips with the fact that he even knew of my existence.

"Do you know where we are right now?" Isaac asked me conversationally, as if he had read my mind.

"Umm, no sir," I said.

"This, Cyprus, is the base of operations for the Silent Heroes Movement."

I felt my eyes go wide. The Silent Heroes? Of course I knew about them. Everyone did. They had started out as a small group of extremely powerful shifters, travelling from city to city and fighting criminals like some kind of crazy, supernatural vigilantes.

These days they had tens of thousands of members, spread out to every corner of the globe. They had tackled everything from petty crime, to organized gang activities to civil wars. They were like an international police force, army and intelligence agency all rolled into one.

Evelyn O'Connor--AKA crazy-bird-girl-who-jumped-off-a-building--was one of the founders of the group.

My knees suddenly felt weak. So was I here to be punished for what had happened this morning? Had they taken me away from the regular cops so they could deliver their own form of justice? What did the Silent Heroes even do with the criminals after catching them? That was something that was never talked about on the news.

We stopped outside a huge, ornately carved wooden door. I heard muffled voices coming from the other side. I wanted to run, but I was so damn scared I couldn't move.

Isaac caught my eye and smiled. "Shall we?"

                    
                        Chapter Six

                        
                        

                        Authors note: This story is mostly about Cyprus but, due to high demand, I have decided to include some bonus chapters from Eve's perspective.  If you are new to this series, Eve was the main character of the first "Silent Heroes" book, which can be found on my profile.  Hope you enjoy. :)

Eve


A phone was ringing somewhere nearby, pulling me slowly towards consciousness. A starch-white pillow rested lop-sided across the top half of my face. Pale afternoon sunlight seeped under the cracks and glared into my eyes. I groaned and rolled over, the fog slowly lifting from my brain.


Why did I do this to myself? The wild nights of chasing criminals through the streets were always heart-poundingly exciting. But, when I was inevitably woken up later in the day—either by the sun, outside noise or that stupid, cursed phone—I always felt like someone had beaten my head in with a hammer.

I shoved a rat's nest of bed sheets, pillows and curls out of my face, fumbling blindly for the receiver.

"Do you have any idea what time it is?"

"What? I-I'm sorry, hello? Is this Miss. Evelyn O'Connor?"

"Is someone dying? Somebody had better be dying."

"Umm... well I'm sorry if I interrupted something. It's one O'clock in the afternoon, I didn't expect-"

"Exactly! I was up all night chasing drug dealers on the Mexican border! Would you like it if I called you at one O'clock in the morning?"

"Umm... well... ah... ma'am, I apologize for the inconvenience. But then I think it's safe to assume you are Evelyn O'Connor?"

"I prefer Eve. And did you miss the part where you woke me up?"

"Ahh... well..."

"How did you get this number, anyway?"

"Now that-"

"This is my private line. And did I mention you woke me up?"

"Miss. O'Connor, I'm terribly sorry, but I'm calling on behalf of my superior officer and he he's very interested in recruiting you and the other Silent Heroes for-"

I suppressed another groan. "Oh geez, you're with the military aren't you?"

The guy was still yammering. "... could really use some people with your unique skills and training..."

"Are you even listening to me right now?"

"... of course you would be well compensated for your time and we would be willing to—I'm sorry, did you say something?"

"Look sir... I mean Private.. I mean, whatever you are..."

"I'm a Corporal, Miss. O'Connor."

"All right then, Corporal, we don't get involved in the military. We told you guys that I don't know how many times."

"Yes, I understand your policy for remaining neutral Miss. O'Connor, but if you could just hear me out-"

"I'm sorry, I'm really not interested," I said, and hung up before the guy could protest any further. I allowed my body to go limp and tossed the pillow back over my face, but no sooner had I closed my eyes than the phone rang again.

"Uuuuugh!" I reached grudgingly for the receiver. I would have loved nothing more than to ignore it, but there was always the chance it could be an emergency. Terrorist attack. Hostage situation. Crazy guy with a gun. All of which I had experience in the past several months.

"Hello?"

"Hi there!" said a brisk female voice. "Do I have the pleasure of speaking with Miss. Evelyn O'Connor?"

Okay, seriously, why did everyone insist on calling me Evelyn? There was only one person who could get away with that, and it wasn't random strangers calling me on the phone and disturbing my sleep.

The woman continued speaking without waiting for my response.

"Miss. O'Connor, may I just say what an honor it is to speak with you today. Now, I know you are a very busy young lady, so I won't take up too much of your time. I wanted to ask you a few questions. I'm assuming you're aware of the incident this morning?"

"Incident?"

"Yes, I was hoping to get your perspective on it. Do you have any comments? To your knowledge, has anything like this every happened before. Did you have anything to do with the girls escape this afternoon?"

"What?" This woman was making absolutely no sense, but her line of questioning was irritatingly familiar. "Wait a second, are you a reporter?"

"Even a short quote from you, a sound-bite, something I can add to my report would be-"

I hung up without so much as a second thought and I was seriously considering unplugging the darn thing from the wall—emergencies be damned—when the phone started ringing again.

I yanked the receiver back to my ear. "what?"

"Omigosh! Omigosh! Omigosh! Is this Evelyn O'Connor?"

"Yes. And who the heck are you?"

An ecstatic squeal came through the pone and assaulted my ears. "Omigosh! Omigosh! Omigosh! I'm like your biggest fan! I just think you are so awesome! You're the most awesome person who was ever awesome! I can't believe I'm even talking to you right now! This is so crazy, insanely amazing! Omigosh! Omigosh! Ohmigosh!"

I resisted the urge to hang up again. Reporters were one thing, but I didn't have it in me to be to be rude to an overly-excited fan. So, I allowed her to gush for a while before making my excuses and ending the conversation. I considered it something of a minor miracle that I actually managed to collapse onto the bed and close my eyes for a few brief seconds before another distraction appeared, this time in the form of my door bursting wide open.

"Goooood morning, Eve!"

I made a face and threw the blankets over my head, like a child thinking I could vanish from existence simply by physically hiding myself from the world.

Reza, fellow Silent Hero and sort-of boyfriend, laughed at my silliness. "Deanna says meeting in ten minutes. You'd better get up."

I grumbled something that sounded sort of like, "ajabajafu."

"Wow, that's an awesome story."

A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. Someone was awfully cheerful after less than four hours of sleep. Then again, Reza was almost always in a good mood. It was one of the things I liked about him.

Usually .

"C'mon, Eve. Up and at 'em."

"I don't wanna. Tell Deanna I'm sick or something."

"All right, have it your way."

The room went quiet, but I was not naïve enough to think that Reza had left. He had developed an arsenal of methods for getting me out of bed after a late night of saving the world. The only question was which one he would be using.

I heard the swish of the bathroom door and then water splashing into the sink.

"Rez, you'd better not be doing what I think you're doing."

There was no response. I sensed a brief flash of movement and, before I could react, icy cold fingers darted beneath the covers, under the hem of my shirt and encircled my waist.

"Ahhhh! Rez, no!" I squealed, attempting to twist my body away. "That's not fair!"

"Hey, no one ever accused me of fighting fair." He grabbed my arms, causing goosebumps to spring up all over my skin.

"Ahhhh! Okay, I'm awake. I'm awake!"

"Too late now!" He was quickly back at my waist. His hands were warming up. Unfortunately, the traitorous scum also knew where I was ticklish. I kicked and squirmed, laughing and throwing out unintelligible threats between gulps of air.

"I'm sorry? What was that?" Reza said. "I couldn't hear you."

"Shift into... cat form.. and... throw you...off a...cliff!" I gasped. "Cut you...into...little pieces...and...feed you...to the...fish!"

"That's not very nice, Eve,"

I finally managed to wrench myself free, only to land with a thud on the plush, carpeted floor. I was up in a flash, an evil grin spreading across my face.

"Rez, you are so dead!"

                    
                        Chapter Seven

                        
                        

                        


Cyprus

The door creaked as Isaac pushed it open. He put a hand on my shoulder, guiding me forward. I felt like I was in a dream. I felt like I was floating. Being drawn by some unseen force that had taken over my ability to regulate my own actions.

I found myself inside another ornate hallway. Thick, wooden panels and more plants sprouting from every corner. I swallowed hard. There was a big room at the end of the hall.  My mind raced as we closed in on it.

Would Evelyn O'Connor be in there? The crazy bird-girl who had jumped off a building? The most famous shifter on the planet? The idea twisted my insides into an anxious knot. Maybe I was being paranoid, maybe I was letting my imagination get away from me, but... I had heard some pretty crazy stories about her. That she was ten times stronger than the average shifter. That her animal form was wild and unpredictable. That she had once completely lost control and mauled one of her former classmates

All that couldn't be true, could it? Surely the stories had been exaggerated. If Evelyn O'Connor was that unstable, she wouldn't have become the spokesperson for her entire species. Right? I mean, that would be plain crazy. No one in their right mind would—

"You are so dead!"

My footsteps faltered. My heart hit the roof of my mouth. I glanced nervously at Isaac, but he seemed completely undisturbed by the outburst. "There's no need be so nervous, Cyprus."

"I'll kill you! I'm gonna bash your head in with a sledge hammer covered in spikes and sulfuric acid! I'm gonna skin you alive! And then I'm gonna string you up by your ankles and cover you with a million angry fire ants!"

No need to be nervous, huh? Right. Sure.

We reached the end of the hall and emerged into a huge, rectangular space that was a bizarre mixture of conference room and tropical rain forest. Big windows thrown wide open. Greenery dripping from every surface. Three out of four walls were completely obscured by plants. The fourth held a gigantic screen, which currently displayed a map of the world.

I barely had a second to absorb all this before a teenage boy came charging into the room, a wide, mischievous grin plastered across his face. He was followed by a young woman, her eyes wild and a mane of curls flying out behind her.

"Get back here, you jerk! Get back here RIGHT NOW, so I can tear off your head and use it as a soccer ball!"

"You'll have to catch me first!"

"Oh, I'll catch you! And then I'll rip out your intestines and strangle you with them!"

The boy neatly dodged the big table and leapt over a discarded chair, laughing. "So violent, Eve."

The crazy girl snarled and launched herself across the room, tackling the boy in mid-stride. They tumbled to the ground, a mess of flailing arms and legs. They wrestled on the floor, trying to pin each other down, their muscles rippling with inhuman strength.

I felt my mouth drop open in shock.

"Ahem."

They both froze at the exact same moment. The girl was on top, the boy underneath, holding her suspended in the air. Their arms and legs were entangled. They resembled acrobats, caught in the middle of performing some kind of elaborate stunt.

"Good afternoon, Evelyn," Isaac said calmly. "Reza."

The girl looked up. Her gaze locked first on me, then on Isaac. "Oh, umm... hey. Hey Isaac."

"Having fun, are we?"

To my surprise, a blush slowly crept onto the girls face. She quickly detangled herself and stood up. She looked like she had just rolled out of bed. She was dressed in shorts and a tank top. Her thick, curly hair—dark brown with streaks of dazzling blond—stood up in a wild, frizzy mane around her head.

A lump formed in my throat. Okay, so she looked nothing like the like the glamorous creature I was used to seeing on TV, yet there was not a single doubt in my mind who this girl was.

Evelyn O'Connor pawed self-consciously at her hair while the boy sprang up next to her, grinning impishly.

"Afternoon, Isaac. Who's the new girl?"

All eyes were suddenly focused on me. The lump in my throat seemed to double in size. I was suddenly hideously aware of my own physical appearance. I mean, here I was standing in front of Evelyn O'Connor—the Evelyn O'Connor—wet, barefoot and dressed in nothing but my underclothes and a soaked hospital gown.

"This is Cyprus," Isaac said. "And, Cyprus, may I introduce Reza and Evelyn."

There was a short pause. The boy, Reza, smiled and waved, while Evelyn continued struggling in vain to flatten her hair. I realized my mouth was still hanging open and promptly snapped it shut.

Evelyn was the first one to move. With the effortless grace typical of every shifter, she glided around the table and approached me. Isaac still had one hand on my shoulder, otherwise I might have bolted from the room.

"Hi there!" Evelyn said, grinning. She extended her hand, smooth and slender, with liquid strength rippling underneath. "Good to meet you. But, call me Eve. Isaac is the only one who calls me Evelyn. Well, him and the media. I swear, they don't listen to a single word I say."

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I ordered my arm to move, to accept the offered hand, but it seemed glued to my side.

"It's okay, I don't bite," Eve said. "Unless of course you're a terrorist or a drug-dealer or something. You're not a drug-dealer, are you?"

"N-no," I squeaked. My brain was so addled I didn't even pick up on the fact that she was joking.

"There, see? So we're fine, then." She looked me up and down, apparently unfazed by my lame attempts at conversation. "Jeez, Isaac, what did you do to the poor girl? Why is she in a hospital gown?"

"We had a bit of a situation."

"What kind of situation? Did you fly her all the way here like that?"

"There was a time constraint," Isaac said calmly.

"Yeah, but still. She looks half frozen, Isaac. I mean, seriously."

I was shivering pretty hard, but not because I was cold. I was shaking with adrenaline, left over from my flight through the rain on the back of a freaking dragon. I was shaking because Evelyn O'Connor was standing here and talking to me like it was the most normal thing in the world. Like she was just a regular person and not some insanely famous celebrity.

As if to reinforce how surreal the situation was, Eve then proceeded to throw her arm casually around my shoulders. "Well, no reason we can't fix the situation now. Come on with me, Cyprus. I'm sure we can find some clothes in your size."

"Evelyn, we have more pressing matters to-"

"Isaac, she's in a soaking wet hospital gown."

"I'm not sure you understand how serious the situation-"

"She's in a soaking wet hospital gown, Isaac."

Isaac was quiet. His eerie silver eyes flickered between me and Eve.

"All right, make it quick. Julian took the liberty of picking up her things. He left them in the living room for her."

"Got it," Eve said.

"Deanna and I will gather the rest of the team. We've also arranged an informal hearing with the chief of police."

"A what?" I blurted.

But Eve was already guiding me away. "Jeez, what's the big deal? She's only a first time shifter, right? How serious could it possibly be?"

                    
                        Chapter Eight

                        
                        

                        


I was in shock as Eve led me out of the conference room. This whole day was turning into one big blur of insanity. My circumstances were changing so fast that my brain was having a hard time keeping up. Frankly, I wasn't sure how much more I could take.

"So, what's your name again?" Eve asked conversationally.

"Umm... C-Cyprus."

"Cyprus. That's different. I like that. Anyway, look, I'm sorry if I scared you back there. Me and Reza were just messing around. I'm perfectly sane, I promise. Not so sure about him, though."

"Hey, I heard that!" Reza said.

Eve laughed. We stepped through a heavy wooden door. On the other side was a beautiful penthouse apartment, with plush white carpeting, a modern kitchen and brand-new furniture. And, of course, all the potted plants were a given, by now.

Eve was still talking, though I was probably not in the best state of mind to listen. "So, first shift, hey? Yeah, I know what that's like. I thought I was going crazy my first time. Broke through my bedroom window and ran off into the woods. Pretty sure the whole neighborhood heard me scream when I started to change. Oh, and when I got home there was an army of cops in my driveway," she laughed again. "My parents thought I'd been kidnapped."

I felt like she was trying to make me feel better but, to be frank, it wasn't working. Comparing a broken window with my current situation was like comparing the common cold with freaking Ebola or something.

My nose picked up on a strangely familiar smell. One that compulsively made me think of home. I scanned the room and spotted my backpack, looking especially sad and tattered on top of a pristine white couch.

"Oh, I guess this is yours," Eve swiftly grabbed the bag and handed it over. She didn't look fazed, didn't mention that the stupid thing looked like it had been stolen off a homeless person, but she had to notice.

"Anyway," she threw her arm back over my shoulders, "The most important thing to remember: always keep the animal side of you under control. Believe me, it will have it's own ideas. But, you can't let it run things. That will only end in disaster. Trust me, I've been there.

"It helps if you exercise. The animal will get restless if you just sit around all day, and that makes it harder to control. Exercise also helps prolong the amount of time you can go without shifting."

I was still only half-listening. Not necessarily because I didn't want to. More because my ears were filled with this strange, unidentifiable ringing that partially drowned out her voice. But, here, she caught my attention.

What did she mean, exercise would prolong the amount of time between shifts? Was she saying I would have to do all that again? The turning into a wolf? The earthquake? The ground being split right in two?

No! I couldn't do that. Just look what had happened already! Best case scenario, I had caused millions of dollars in damages and come within inches of killing someone. Worst case scenario, I actually had killed someone. How could I even think of repeating all that?

My bag vibrated, causing my heart to skip about three beats in a row. I reached into the front pocket and removed my ancient flip-phone with trembling fingers. Then I almost dropped it.

I had exactly two-hundred and ninety-six text messages.

Who the heck was texting me? My mom worked night shifts. She was probably still sound asleep with the phone unplugged and the doorbell disabled. And I didn't really have any close friends. Definitely no one who would text me almost three-hundred times in one day.

Eve asked me something, but I was too distracted to understand it. "Huh? What?"

"I said what kind of shifter are you?" She didn't seem bothered by my lapse in concentration.

"Oh. Umm... well I turned into a wolf..."

"Cool! Level two wolf-shifter, I'm guessing? I mean, with the hair and the eyes and everything. Or did you do that yourself? A lot of people are dying their hair to look like shifters these days."

"Err..." I had no idea what she was talking about.

My cell phone vibrated again. I jumped almost as much as I had the first time. I was turning into a complete nervous wreck, here.

We turned down a short hallway into a spacious bedroom. My eyes were drawn past the messy, unmade bed to the biggest walk-in closet I had ever seen. I mean, it was bigger than my living room, and filled with a department store's worth of stuff. Designer jeans. Brand name shirts. About two hundred pairs of shoes. Enough purses and handbags to use a different one every day of the year.

Eve rolled her eyes as she dragged me inside. "Ya know, there's a lot of things people don't tell you about being famous. I hardly paid for any of this crap. I can barely walk down the street these days without a representative from some company or other shoving free stuff in my face. It's a promotional thing, I guess." She dove into the endless racks of clothing. "What size pants are you?"

I told her. While Eve was rummaging around, my phone went off with yet another incoming text message. I felt a stress headache forming, throbbing behind my left eye. It seemed like my thoughts were being pulled in about a hundred different directions.

I glanced up at Eve. She was half buried in a rack of designer jeans. Against my better judgment and feeling ready to throw of up from nerves—for all I knew the cops had tracked down my cell phone number—I tapped on the most recent message.

And stared in utter confusion.

Hey, Cyprus! It's Becca. I know this is so random, but I just thought I'd say hi! We should hang out sometime, I miss you. Txt me back, k?

What the heck?  Here I had been expecting an angry threat from the police and instead I got a completely normal, out-of-the-blue message from an old friend that I hadn't talked to in over a year.


It wasn't all that strange, really. I had been pretty close with Becca for a while, and it's not like we'd had a falling out or anything. We had just sort of drifted apart when she got all into parties and make-up and boys and I... didn't. But, of all the days she could have texted me...


Frowning, I closed the message from Becca and opened the next one.

Cyprus!!!! What's up, girl???? It's been too long!!!! Hit me back! Lov ya!

Huh? Okay, that was from a girl I hadn't talked to since middle school.

I began opening messages at random, completely baffled. They couldn't all be like this, could they?

Apparently they could.

OMG, Cyprus!!!!! Long time no see!!! R U busy tonight? I'm having a party, U should come!!

Hey, girl!! How are you?? I miss you!!

CYPRUSSSSSSS!!! Just thought I'd say hi!!!!!!!!

Hi, Cyprus. I'm not sure if you remember me. My name's Ian. I was in your forth-period math class last semester. Angie gave me your number, I hope you don't mind. I just wanted to say that I've always noticed you and if you ever wanted to go out for a drink or something-

I snapped my phone shut so quickly that a piece snapped off and landed on the carpet. Okay, this was officially the weirdest day of my life. What, did everyone think it was cool that I had decimated an entire neighbourhood?


Eve bounded towards me with a pair of jeans and black top. "Here, try these on. If they don't fit, there's plenty more where that came from."

"T-thanks," I managed to stutter. Man, she probably thought I was such a complete idiot. I couldn't even talk properly right now.

I put my cell phone away and took the clothes into the en-suite bathroom. It was just as over-the-top as everything else in the apartment. Marble tiles. Oversized shower. Jacuzzi. 

I peeled off the hospital gown with trembling fingers. I kept my back deliberately turned away from the mirror that dominated one side of the bathroom. I knew there was something weird going on with my appearance. Eve had mentioned my hair. Isaac had said something about my eyes. I had seen the flashes of colour for myself, but... I wasn't sure I could face all that right now. I was holding onto this image of myself as a normal person, who didn't ride on the backs of dragons or turn into a wolf or cause gigantic earthquakes.

I got dressed in a daze. The jeans had little rhinestones on the back pockets. The shirt glided over my skin like silk and clung in all the right places.

When I was finished, I just stood there for a moment or two. I could see a vague outline of myself in the rippled glass around the shower. My phone vibrated again, shuddering against the marble floor.

I was trembling all over. I tried to swallow, but it caught in my throat. My knees felt weak, like they were about to collapse out from under me.

Get a grip, Cyrpus. I thought.  If I couldn't handle a few changes in my appearance how would deal with the next hurdle racing towards me?  Namely the informal hearing Isaac had mentioned.  With the freaking chief of police who was probably livid that I had managed to slip through his fingers

My insides seems to dissolve into liquid.  Thinking about the hearing did not exactly boost my confidence levels.

I took a few deep breaths and turned around, facing the gigantic mirror.

A complete stranger gazed back at me.  

My face was utterly flawless. It looked like someone had polished even the tiniest of imperfections out of my coppery skin.  Something about my otherworldly beauty, my smooth, even complexion and the almost unnatural symmetry of my features reminded me strongly of Isaac.  My new clothes highlighted a lean, muscular figure. Even standing completely still, my whole body rippled with strength, balance and speed.  My pitch-black hair was streaked with glowing, iridescent colours. Brilliant shades of blue, green, yellow, purple and red.  And my eyes, they were...


I leaned in closer, until my nose was almost pressed right against the glass. No, I wasn't seeing things. My eyes were a swirling vortex of the exact same luminous colours, moving and shimmering like the northern lights.

I don't know how long I stared. It could have been five minutes or half an hour. I almost jumped right out of my skin when Eve knocked lightly on the door.

"How's everything going in there?"

"Umm... F-fine, thanks."

"Clothes fit okay?"

"Yeah... yeah they're good."

"Okay. Come on out to the conference room when you're done. We'll be waiting there for you."

"Sure..." I agreed vaguely.

Eve left. 

It was another minute or two—or maybe significantly longer—before I was able to move. I was amazed, mesmerised and baffled all at the same time. For months I had been seeing shape shifters all over the news. On magazines and billboards and bus-stops and everywhere in between. Not once had I ever seen eyes like this.

Finally, with a huge amount of effort, I managed to drag myself away from the mirror.  I picked up my bag and headed out the door, my head spinning, images of my swirling irises seared into every corner of my mind.
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Eve.

"Wait, hold on. Back up a second here. What happened?"


Isaac watched as I paced up and the down the conference room, his silver eyes steady and calm. "Apparently, this young woman caused a massive earthquake."

"An earthquake?" I repeated, struggling to wrap my head around this. "Like a real earthquake? With the ground shaking and buildings falling over and bridges collapsing and..."

"Yes, Evelyn, that's generally considered the definition of an earthquake."

"And she was in wolf form when this happened?"

"That's what the witnesses are saying."

"But... but how is that possible? I mean, is this girl gifted or something?"

"Maybe. That would be the most reasonable explanation. Only..."

"Only what?"

"Only I've never heard of a shifter with this type of ability before."

The phone rang. I growled under my breath and grabbed the receiver. "What?"

"Hello, Miss O'Connor? This is Corporal Williams with the U.S military. We talked earlier, but I think I caught you a little in-disposed. If you don't mind, I'd really like to speak with you about-"

I slammed the phone down. The Wildcat—the often angry, volatile creature that lurked inside of me—snarled with irritation.

I turned back to Isaac. "So, do we have a plan, here?"

"We'll have to train her," Isaac said. "Get an idea of her abilities.

I thought about my own powers. How, in the early days, I had struggled endlessly with control. Until I had learned to keep the wildcat in check, I had been a walking disaster area, and that was without the ability to cause earthquakes. "Do you think it's... safe for her to be around other people?"

Isaac shook his head. "I don't know, Evelyn. Like I said, I've never heard of anything like this before. None of us have. We'll simply have to wait and see what happens."

There was a short pause. The rest of our team stood around the table, listening intently. The fact that no one offered an opinion just reinforced what Isaac was telling me; we were in completely uncharted territory here.

I couldn't believe this. It was all so insane. The media was probably having a field day. This girl would be world-famous before the sun went down.

"So, Eve," Reza said. "What was all that you were saying earlier? Something about "it's only her first shift. How serious could the situation possibly be?"

"Rez," I said. "don't make me break out the spike-covered sledge hammer."

He was right, though. This was about a thousand times worse than I had imagined. No wonder Cyprus had looked so terrified. No wonder she had been so indifferent to my lame attempts at cheering her up.

Really, Eve. The girl caused a natural disaster and there you were, telling her all about the time you broke a window. 

Well, at least I had stopped there. At least I hadn't mentioned swallowing a live mouse, or shoving my (former) crush through a wall. Something told me those stories wouldn't have helped any more than the first one.

The phone rang again. A slightly different tone which indicated a video call.

"I'm assuming that's the police," Isaac said,striding across the room to answer    
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Cyprus

I made my way back through the apartment in a highly preoccupied state. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my reflection again in the mirror. The smooth, flawless complexion. The toned, athletic figure. The multi-coloured streaks of hair. I felt like a stranger inside my own body.

An exotic, dangerous stranger who was about the face the consequences of her reckless actions.

I approached the big, wooden door that led out to the conference room. My nerves increased ten times with every step. What kind of hearing was this going to be? How much trouble was I in? What if the cops decided to skip the hearing and send in a SWAT team or something?

Was I considered dangerous enough to call in the SWAT team?

I was reaching for the doorknob, my whole body shaking like a leaf, when a loud, booming voice assaulted my ears.

"Just who in the hell do you people think you are?''

My hand froze. Every ounce of courage inside of me seemed to crumple like a sheet of paper thrown into a bonfire.

"...reckless, insane and borderline criminal behavior!" the voice raved. "I don't care how famous you are! You do can't just go walking into a hospital and kidnap one of the patients! Especially if that patient is under police custody for attempted homicide! Do you have any idea of the mess you've created here?"

I couldn't move. I wanted to run straight back to Eve's room and hide under the bed. But, I knew that wouldn't solve anything. There was no running away from this. There was no hiding from it. Which left me with only one option...

I steeled my nerves, pushed the door open and stepped into the conference room.

All conversation immediately stopped. Every set of eyes turned in my direction. The place was significantly more crowded than I had expected. I counted eight people standing around the big, mahogany table. But, I was more focused on the huge screen in the center of the room, dominated by a scowling, middle-aged, man who glared at me in a way that most people reserve for serial killers and child molesters.

"Young lady, you are in very serious trouble!" He jabbed an angry finger in my direction. "Not only did you cause millions of dollars in damages. Not only did you endanger hundreds of lives. You then resisted arrest, fled police custody, and put an entire hospital on lock-down! Do you have anything to say here? Can you explain yourself?"

My mouth moved soundlessly. It seemed like the walls of my throat had been glued together. I was going to jail, I knew it. There was no way around it. All Isaac had done was buy me a few more hours of freedom.

"I asked you a question, Miss. Griffin."

I sputtered incoherently, unable to articulate a single rational thought. "I-I don't... I didn't... I wasn't..."

"Are you trying to be funny, here? Because I am not amused."

"I didn't know!" I finally managed to blurt out. "I-I didn't know I could do any of that stuff! I was just... I was walking to school and then all of the sudden I felt this weird energy... and then the ground started shaking...and then I was a wolf... and then I was in the hospital... and then Isaac came and I was scared and confused and I didn't know what else to do and... and... It was an accident! It was an accident, I swear I didn't mean it! And please, I can't go to jail! I can't!"

The police chief listened to my rambling speech without a single change to his expression. My words did not appear to be softening him up one bit. Of course they weren't. How many times had he listened to the same excuses?

Isaac promptly cleared his throat. "May I interject, here?"

"You may not," the police chief snapped. "I should be placing you under arrest as well."

"I understand you are upset, sir," Isaac said politely. "But, if you would care to let me explain..."

The man's jaw clenched. A vein throbbed near his left temple. He appeared torn between shouting and putting his fist through the screen.

"Fine," he agreed, in a very stiff voice. "Explain, then."

Isaac nodded, then calmly waved me forward. "Come sit down, please, Cyprus."

I stayed exactly where I was. I had no desire to get any closer to this angry, terrifying person. Even if he was technically just pixels on a screen.

"It's all right, Cyprus. Come on."

I let my breath out slowly and approached the table. I was acutely aware of all the eyes following my progress. I sat down hard. My hands clenched around the edges of my chair. My legs curled up underneath me. I found myself wishing my new looks weren't so colourful... so noticeable. Why couldn't I be a chameleon shifter or something? Just blend into the background and disappear?

The police chief scowled down at me, looking expectant. "Well?"

"If you'll allow me, sir," Isaac said. "I'm the one who broke her out of the hospital, after all. And I did if for the safety of everyone involved, your police officers included."

"The safety of... is that some kind of threat?"

"Not at all," Isaac replied. "I have told you again and again—as I have told law enforcement agencies all over the world—it is dangerous to lock a powerful shifter up in a cell. We need space. We need to shift every few days. Otherwise, the animal inside of us grows angry and restless. It becomes harder and harder to control. Considering what this young woman appears to be capable of, I don't think putting her in jail would be a wise decision on your part. Unless, of course, your goal is to repeat what happened this morning."

At this point, I was seriously re-evaluating my decision no to run away and hide under the bed. I didn't know which was worse; the things Isaac was saying or the look on the police officers face.

"That sounds like a threat to me. And, regardless, it's no excuse to stage a jailbreak. You people are not above the law."

One of the other shifters spoke up at this point. A short, slender girl with pale skin and pixie-like hair. "Meaning no disrespect, sir, but did you hear a single thing Isaac just said?"

"Jewel," Isaac said, in a warning tone of voice.

"What? Isaac, he's not even listening to you."

"I will not be spoken to this way," The man growled. "Now, I expect Miss. Griffin to be delivered to the police station within one hour. Otherwise, I will be forced to-"

"May I see a warrant?" Isaac interrupted calmly.

"A-a what?"

"A warrant. I'm sure you have one."

"I don't need a damn warrant. I have probable cause."

"Actually, you don't. At this point ,you can't prove that Miss. Griffin and the earthquake had anything to do with each other."

"Oh, really? You mean besides all the witnesses who saw what she did?"

"The witnesses might well have been mistaken. No shifter has ever displayed abilities like this before. We can't simply assume that Miss. Griffin was the cause of the earthquake."

"And you're the one who gets to decide that, are you?"

"I consider myself something of an expert on the matter, yes."

It seemed like the man had no idea what to say. Isaacs calm, logical arguments appeared to have him stumped. He sputtered angrily for a moment, before bursting out. "Look, this isn't a game! I've got a complete disaster on my hands here! I've got demolished houses. I've got a fifty-car pile up and a gash in the highway the size of the Grand Canyon. I've got people with whip-lash and broken ribs and one victim who may be paralyzed for the rest of his life."

My insides twisted sickeningly. Paralyzed?

"My phones are ringing off the hook. This girl has had at least a dozen lawsuits filed against her, and I'm sure that's just the tip of the iceberg."

Lawsuits?

"People want to know what we're going to do about this. They want answers."

"All of which is understandable," Isaac said. "However, public opinion alone does not give you the right to arrest this girl. You may tell the public that Miss. Griffin is with us. That we will keep a close eye on her and minimize any further risk to the general population. But, I will not turn her over and risk another incident like the one that took place this morning."

The man looked so angry I wouldn't have been surprised to see his head explode.

"Just so we're clear," he spoke very slowly, positively seething. "Are you refusing to hand a possibly violent and dangerous suspect over to the police?"

"Yes," Isaac said. "I believe I am."

"Then I'll see you in court," he spat. "And, Miss. Griffin, " he turned that furious glare onto me one more time. "I hope you have a damn good lawyer. You're going to need it."

A second later, the screen went black.

                    
                        Chapter Eleven

                        
                        

                        


The room was dead silent for several long moments. After all the shouting and arguing, it was almost disorienting. I thought over and over again about everything the police officer had said. Whiplash... broken ribs... someone who might be paralyzed for the rest of his life. Not to mention the lawsuits.


I looked down at my hands, my thoughts going to Isaacs equally troubling words. I knew he was trying to help. He was on my side, but... even he had admitted how dangerous I could be under the wrong circumstances.

I briefly probed my brain for this "Inner animal" everyone kept talking about, but everything felt pretty normal inside my head. There was no angry wolf, pacing and growling and fighting to be released. Yet, according to Isaac, the creature was there. Lurking somewhere in the depths of my brain. Ready to completely take me over unless I learned how to keep it under control. And, what if I couldn't? What then? More disasters? More injuries? More lawsuits?

And to think, just this morning I'd been worried about a stupid biology exam.

"Man, what a tool."

My head jerked up. It was the pixie-haired girl who had spoken. She glared pointedly at the screen where the cop had been a few moments ago.

"He was only doing his job," Isaac said diplomatically.

"Doesn't stop him from being a tool," the girl replied.

A few people laughed, though I was far too nervous to even crack a smile.

"Cyprus."

I jumped and looked at Isaac. "What... what am I going to do," I blurted, before he could say anything.

"Cyprus, I realize this is a lot to take in, but I want you to try and stay calm."

"He... he said they're going to take me to court. He said there were lawsuits."

"I'm aware of that, Cyprus. Listen, we can deal with this. Our team has some very good lawyers."

"But I'm not one of you!" I protested shrilly.

"Not yet. We can fix that easily enough."

This should have made me feel better, but it didn't. What were they going to do, exactly? Pay all my legal fees? That could easily run into millions of dollars. Maybe they were famous, but I doubted even the Silent Heroes had that kind of money. They were non-profit. They weren't a freaking corporation.

"Cyprus, we will deal with the legal situation as it comes," Isaac said. "I'm more concerned with getting a handle on your abilities. Can you tell us what happened during the earthquake? Can you describe it to us?"

I shivered and looked around the room. Several famous shifters gazed back at me. I recognized all their faces but, aside from Eve and Isaac, I couldn't recall any of their names.

I swallowed hard, took a breath and told them everything I remembered. I stared at the table as I spoke. I couldn't look them in the eye. I didn't want to see their reactions. What if they thought I was a monster? What if they looked at me the same way that cop had?

When I was finished, Isaac spoke up again in a thoughtful voice. "Cyprus, do you have any history of powerful shifters in your family?"

"Umm... no," I said. "Not that I know of."

He looked at me for a moment. "Do you mind if I ask about your background?"

"My what?"

"Your heritage. Your ethnicity."

"Oh," what did that have to do with anything? "Well, my mom is native American. Chinook, I think."

"And your father?"

"I've never met him, but I'm pretty sure he's Japanese."

"Hmm..." Isaac muttered.

"Does that mean something?"

"Possibly. I may have to do some research." Isaac's silver eyes flitted briefly around the room. "All right, here's what I think we should do. I'd like to get Cyprus somewhere safe. One of the shifter villages would probably be best. I'll take her home to pack a few things. The rest of you, start doing some damage control with the media."

Eve groaned. "Aww, man."

Isaac ignored her. "Cyprus if you'll come with me."

----------------------

Isaac drove me home. He was as smooth and controlled behind the wheel as he was on his own two feet. He maneuvered every turn, every lane change so effortlessly it was like we were barely moving at all. His brand new sports car probably had something to do with it. I was used to my mom's old clunker, with its snarling engine and the weird, jerking motion it made whenever it changed gears. In comparison, this was like driving on a cloud.

Too bad I couldn't enjoy it. I was busy staring out the window, blindly watching the traffic go by as words circulated through my brain in a nauseating loop. Whiplash. Lawsuits. Broken ribs. Paralyzed. Lawsuits. The mantra repeated so many times that the words lost all meaning.

I spent the entire drive restlessly bouncing my foot up and down, crossing and uncrossing my arms, clenching and unclenching my fists. I was consumed with anxiety. Every little thing seemed to grate on my nerves. My backpack, gripped tightly in my lap, continued to vibrate with non-stop calls and text messages, a constant reminder of my situation. The car, which had seemed so nice and spacious when I first stepped in, now felt cramped and stuffy. The smell of leather burned my nose. I would have rolled down my window, but I was afraid someone might look over, recognize me and form a lynch mob or something.

Isaac pulled smoothly up in front of my house.

"I'll give you a few hours," he said. "Pack only what you need. Talk with your family. I'll come and get you later." He glanced at his watch. "Shall we say six o'clock?"

"Wait," I said. "You're not coming with me?"

"I think it's better if I give you and your family some privacy."

Fear shot through me. "What if I shift again?"

"That shouldn't be an issue. You just shifted this morning. It takes a few days for the animal to rebuild its strength."

Yeah, for a normal shifter, maybe. I wasn't exactly normal. How was he being so freaking calm about this, anyway? He was acting like everything was just fine and dandy, and it wasn't. Not even close.

I got out of the car, not feeling any better. I watched somewhat resentfully as Isaac sped away.

The house was quiet when I got inside. My mom was probably still asleep. I thought about waking her up, but decided against it. I knew how much the night shifts took out of her.

I went straight upstairs to pack. I had no idea what I was supposed to bring. No one had thought to mention where in the world they were taking me. I flung open an old suitcase and starting throwing clothes randomly inside. I was feeling more and more irritated with every second. All the stress... all the fear and anxiety I had been feeling was beginning to morph into anger.

Sure, just go ahead and get packed, Cyprus, I thought, shoving a winter sweater on top of a pile of shorts. Don't worry about where we're taking you. Don't worry about all the people trying to sue you into oblivion. Just do what we say, and everything will be fine.

Yeah, right. Nothing was fine. It was all a gigantic mess and they weren't doing a damn thing to fix it.

My phone rang, a voice call this time. I winced. It sounded unnaturally loud. Why was my hearing so sensitive? Was that part of being a shape-shifter? If so, it as annoying as heck.

I hurled a bottle of sunscreen at my open suitcase. It missed and splattered all over the floor. I released a frustrated growl and went to get a new one. I pulled my door open harder than I had intended. It slammed loudly against the wall. I was halfway to the bathroom when my mom suddenly appeared.


"Cyprus, what is all the noise about?

I froze.

"Why are you home so early?" she said. "Don't you have work tonight? And what on earth have you done with your..." he eyes found mine and she stopped talking, her own eyes going wide with shock.

"Mom," I said, completely forgetting the sunscreen. "We have to talk."

She continued staring at me. My phone rang again. I clenched my teeth a little.

"Listen, I know this might sound weird, but-"

"You shifted."

"I... yes. Wait, what?"

She grinned, looking pleased with herself. "Don't look so surprised, Cyprus. I do watch the news.

"Yeah, but-"

"You're a wolf, right?"

"Yeah. How did you know that? Mom, what's going-"

My phone rang a third time. I growled deep in my throat. The wolf—the inner animal Isaac and Eve kept talking about—was suddenly there in my head, teeth bared, protesting all the noise.


"Come downstairs, Cyprus. We should talk about this."

She was being much calmer than I had expected. She wasn't even acting surprised.

I followed her down the stairs. I could leave my packing for later. I was a little too agitated for it right now, anyway.

"Have a seat." my mom said. "You're worked up, I can tell. How about I make you some tea?"

"No, mom, that's okay. Can you please listen?"

But she was already busying herself in the kitchen. She talked over her shoulder as she worked. "So, did you cause a fuss at school when you shifted? Is that what all the phone calls are about?"

"It's a lot more serious than that."

"Oh, don't be silly, Cyprus. I know all about this stuff."

"Since when?"

"Since always. Your great grandmother was a wolf shifter. Of course, I was quite young when she died, but it's not something you tend to forget."

"My great..."

"Would you like cream or sugar?"

"I don't care about the tea, mom. How could you not tell me this?"

"I was keeping my eye out for signs," she said casually. "I didn't notice any until you came home just now. There's usually a little more warning, as I understand it."

I didn't even know what to say.

She walked back into the kitchen with two big, steaming mugs. "Cyprus, sit down, will you?"

"Mom, you don't understand."


"Of course I do. You had your first shift. You weren't expecting it. You were a little alarmed. Lord knows you have a tendency to overreact to things. But, it's all going to be fine."

"Okay, mom, you really don't understand. I didn't just turn into a wolf. I didn't just freak my classmates out a little, I-"

The doorbell rang. The noise seemed to cut right through me.

I growled. Or maybe my inner wolf did. I couldn't really tell the difference. Who the heck was that? Couldn't I get five minutes to try and gather my thoughts, here?

I strode across the room to answer it. A familiar young woman, wearing a business suit and glasses, stood on the other side. "Good afternoon, Miss. Griffin! I'm glad I caught you at home. We talked earlier, but your nurse very rudely interrupted our conversation. Now that she's out of our hair, shall we continue?"

Oh great. It was that annoying reporter from the hospital.

"Look, this isn't the best time," I said.

"It won't take but a few moments, Miss. Griffin."

"No, really. Trust me on this-"

"Just a couple questions. Five minutes. Ten at the most. Everyone can spare ten minutes, right?" She stepped forward and placed her hand against the door, holding it open. "Now, tell me. Did you know you were a shape shifter before the incident this morning?"

I said nothing. I wracked my brain, trying to think of some way to get rid of this woman without resorting to physical force.  Then inspiration struck. "Umm, hey! Would you like a full interview?"

The woman's eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas. "That would be absolutely fabulous Miss. Griffin."

"Okay, come back this evening. About eight o'clock. I'll give you two full hours. How does that sound?"

"Excellent, Miss. Griffin! Excellent! I'll just give you my number in case you need to change the appointment time," she flipped me a business card.

I forced a smile. "Great, thanks."

"See you in a few hours!" the woman sang. She was practically skipping as she walked away.

I quickly shut the door and returned to the kitchen. My mom was busy adding sugar to her tea.

"Who was that, dear?"

"No one," I said. "Can we talk now, please?"

"Of course we can talk. I'm ready whenever you are."

"Right," I said. "Right. Well, see, the thing that happened was..."

The doorbell rang again. I felt like screaming in frustration. "Hold that thought."


What does the stupid woman want now? I wondered, as I made my way to the front entrance. I pulled the door open, ready to give her a piece of my mind, but it wasn't the reporter this time. Instead, I found a boy from my school. He grinned confidently down at me.

"Hey, Cyprus. You know me, right?"

I definitely did. His name was Justin. About half the girls at school had a crush on him. To be honest, though, I had never been one of them. I mean, he was attractive enough, I guess. But, he always had this dull, empty look in his eyes that reminded me strongly of a dead fish.

"I'll take that as a 'yes,'" He said, when I didn't respond. "So, what do you say we go out tonight? My friend is throwing this huge party, and-"

I slammed the door in his face and went back inside. My mom was now busy adding milk to her tea. "My goodness, you are a popular little shifter, aren't you?"

I massaged my temples. I was getting a major headache. "Not for the reasons you think."

"I'm sure it will die down. Everyone's just excited."

"Okay, mom, we seriously need to talk."

"I'm right here waiting, Cyprus. You're the one who keeps getting visitors. Look, here comes another one."

Sure enough, a second later, there was a loud knock on the door. "Just ignore them," I said. "Pretend there's no one home. They'll go away." I thought hard for a moment. "Okay, mom, I don't want you to freak out when you hear this, but-"

"Your tea is getting cold, dear."

"Mom."

The person outside knocked again, louder than before. "Cyprus Griffin? Miss. Griffin, are you in there? I would really like to speak with you!"

My mom looked like she wanted to get up.

"Ignore them," I repeated.

"I can see you! The voice said. "I have a very generous offer for you. I think you'll want to hear it."

I threw my head back, praying for patience. "Okay, fine! Come in, the door's open!"


The front door swung inward and a young woman stepped smartly over the threshold. She wore a tight black dress and shiny black heels. She walked forward in short, dainty steps.

"Thank you so much for seeing me, Miss. Griffin. Oh tea! How lovely!" She perched delicately on the arm of my chair and picked up one of the mugs. "Well, I'll get right down to it, shall I? I'm a representative for one of the biggest television networks in the country. We are currently recruiting for a new reality show," she took a sip of tea and continued. "We'd like to put horse and wolf shifters into a big house together and see how they get along. We thought it would make for some excellent drama, horses and wolves being natural enemies and all. Filming starts in just a few weeks and a place is yours if you want it."

My head was spinning so much I felt dizzy. "A reality show?"

"We'd be willing to offer you some very generous compensation, of course."

I barely heard her. I was still trying to wrap my brain around the idea of a shifter reality show when the doorbell rang again.

"Oh, for crying out... hold on."

This was getting ridiculous. Who was it this time? A movie producer? A circus owner? Another boy from school asking me out on a date?

I marched up to the front entrance, already planning ways to get rid of this person as soon as possible. I planted my feet, yanked the door open...

And stared.

A young man stood casually on my front porch. He immediately reminded me of Isaac, although I couldn't figure out why at first. Isaac was tall and pale with bright blue hair. This boy was short, not much taller than me. His skin was faintly tanned and his features were distinctly East Asian. His hair—gelled and spiked like an anime character—reminded me of golden, late afternoon sunlight. It even seemed to glow faintly around the edges.

Really, his resemblance to Isaac was basically zero. Except, of course, for the smooth skin, the flawless beauty, the strange aura of power that surrounded him.

But, even more astonishing... the single detail that had caused me to freeze dead in my tracks....

His eyes. They were a complex, marble pattern of silver and dark gray. The colours swirled around his irises like angry storm clouds rolling through the sky. Only once had I ever seen eyes like that...

"Hey, sis," the boy gave me a confident, dazzling smile. "Long time no see."

                    
                        Chapter Twelve

                        
                        

                        


I think I was about seven years old the first time I had the wind knocked out of me. I was on a swing at the playground, pumping my legs as hard as I could, pushing the swing higher and higher. Then, for some reason, I thought it would be a good idea to throw my arms into the air like I was flying.

Of course, there could have been only one outcome for doing something so utterly stupid. I was catapulted out of my seat, did an impressive backflip through the air and landed flat on my chest.

For at least a full minute, I could hardly breathe. Couldn't inhale. Couldn't exhale. Couldn't do anything. At the time, I'd been convinced I was dying.

And, that was pretty much how I felt now, staring at this complete stranger claiming to be my brother. Like I couldn't breathe. Like the air had been slammed forcefully out of my lungs.

The boy watched me, his mouth turned up slightly at the corners. He was tossing a strange, golden sphere from one hand to the other. "Are you gonna invite me in, or what?"

"I... where... how... what..." I stammered stupidly.

"You don't remember me, do you?" the boy said, unfazed. "That's okay. I don't remember you very well, either. It's been, what? Thirteen years?"

"T-thirteen..."

"Yeah, I know. Crazy, huh?"

"U-umm... I- I d-don't..."

"When did you develop the stutter?" he asked conversationally.

A flash of anger rushed through me, taking over my shock. "I don't have a stutter!"

"Well, that's good to know. Can I come in, now? Dad and Mr. Connelly are right behind me."

"Who?"

I looked past him. Parked on the curb was a spotless, gleaming black limo. As I watched, the doors popped open and two men stepped out.  One was East Asian and looked to be in his mid-fifties.  The other was a middle-aged caucasian. Both wore formal business suits and carried identical black briefcases.

The scene gave me an intense feeling of déjà vu. I vividly remembered the same limo pulling up in front of the hospital... the same two men stepping out into the parking lot... approaching the main entrance and being greeted my evil nurse...

My first instinct was to slam the door and run. Had it been just the two businessmen, that's probably exactly what I would have done. The pair of them had given me a nasty vibe right from the start. But...

My eyes went back to the boy, leaning with one shoulder casually against the doorframe, tossing his golden sphere back and forth. The boy who claimed to be my brother. Who had eyes just like mine. Who might be able to explain all the crazy, bizarre things that were happening to me. Could I really just walk away from that?

In the end, my hesitation decided for me. By the time all these thoughts had gone through my brain, the businessmen had already reached my front door. They walked right past me without so much as a "hello" although the older man's dark, slanted eyes lingered on mine for a moment or two.

The boy followed, his movements fluid and effortless. "C'mon, Cyprus. We have a lot to talk about."

We entered the kitchen.  I caught a brief glimpse of the lady from the television network, talking at my mom and waving her hands all over the place. However, the second we stepped into the room, she leapt out of her chair as though she had experienced an electrical shock.  She stared, wide-eyed, at the younger of the two men. 

"M- Mr. Connelly.  Sir, what are you-?"

"Who the hell are you?" the man asked bluntly.

"M-my name's Miranda, sir. From the network? We've met several-"

"What's your business with Miss. Griffin, Melinda?"

She didn't bother to correct him.  "I- I'm here to recruit her for one of our new shows. She's an excellent candidate. The ratings would be out-of-this-world. Why, the advertisements alone would..." she trailed off, quelled by a harsh look from this Mr. Connelly person.

"We will not be wasting Miss. Griffin's talents on a cheap, daytime reality show. I have other uses for this one."

The woman's face had gone pale. "Yes, sir. Of course, sir."

"Get out."

"Right away, sir."

And she scurried out the door, leaving a whiff of expensive perfume in her wake.

"Idiotic woman," Mr. Connelly said. "Now, everyone, take a seat. Anthony, I want you on my left. Dominic, sit here on my right. Cyprus, on the other side of the table where I can see you. And..." he fixed dark brown eyes on my mother, "You. Get me a glass of ice water and then sit down next to Cyprus."

Inside, I was positively seething with indignation. Just who did this guy think he was? Kicking people out and ordering us around like he owned the place?

My palms began to sweat as I prepared to speak up. I'd never been one for confrontation, but this guy had crossed a line. And, if he had plans for me... if he thought I was going anywhere with him, then he had another thing coming!

I opened my mouth, ready to tell him off, but then my mom caught my eye. She made a slashing movement with her hand, wordlessly ordering me to be quiet. Then she hurried off to do Mr. Connelly's bidding.

I excused myself and followed her into the kitchen.

My mom had the strangest look on her face. If hadn't known better, I would have sworn she'd seen a ghost. Her hands trembled as she shifted glasses around, trying to find one that was free of chips or scratches.

"Mom," I said in an undertone. "What the heck is going on? Who are these guys?"

She glanced over her shoulder, then turned back to me and answered in a strained whisper. "The man in the center. Mr. Connelly. He's my boss... well, sort of. He owns the company I work for. He's an incredibly powerful man, Cyprus. He owns half the country."

My insides twisted. I looked back. Mr. Connelly had his arms folded, looking impatient.

"What's he doing here?" I hissed to my mom, who had finally chosen a glass with just a single chip at the base.

"I don't know. But, whatever he says, don't talk back. Don't argue with him." She opened the freezer to get some ice cubes.

"That boy said he's my brother."

"He is."

"Mom, you never even told me I had a brother."

"Well, I didn't expect you would ever see him again." She closed the freezer and filled the cup with water.

I was almost afraid to ask my next question. "What about the other guy? The older one? The boy said..."

"That's your father."

"My father?"

"We can talk about this later, Cyprus. Go sit down. I'm right behind you."

I did as I was told, feeling vaguely sick. My father... the older man was my father and he had just walked right past me. He'd barely even looked at me...

Mom gave Mr. Connelly his water, then sat down beside me. She gripped my hand under the table. I squeezed back, holding onto her like she was an anchor, keeping me attached to reality.

I found myself facing all three men across the table. The boy sat back in his chair, completely at ease. Mr. Connelly looked at me with the focus of a laser. The older, Asian man watched me closely as well, his expression unfathomable.

It was hard to believe he was my father. Not a single flicker of recognition crossed his face.

"Miss. Griffin."

I heard Mr. Connelly speak, but I didn't acknowledge him. I was completely fixated on my so-called father. How could he just sit there like that? So completely and utterly indifferent to my very existence? The boy... my brother... he had been a little rude, but least he spoken to me.

"Miss. Griffin, look at me when I am talking to you!" Mr. Connelly snapped.

Reluctantly, I turned away from my father and focused on Mr. Connelly. Whatever he had to say, I was almost a hundred percent sure I wouldn't be interested. No doubt he was just another greedy jerky trying to recruit me for something. But, if it would get his spiel over with faster...

"Do you know who I am, Miss. Griffin?" Mr. Connelly asked, apparently satisfied that he had my attention.

"No, sir," I replied blandly, my thoughts still on my father and brother.

"My name is Andrew Connelly. I'm the owner and founder of AC enterprises Inc. and currently the third wealthiest man in the world. This is my company CEO Mr. Sanjo," the indicated the older man. "And his son, Dominick." He gestured to the boy, who grinned lazily.

"Miss. Griffin, I have come here to make you an offer that very few people will ever receive." He nodded to the older man, who placed his briefcase on the table and snapped it open. I had this crazy idea that he was going to spin it around and show me stacks of money, like in the movies, but of course that was ridiculous. He simply reached inside and handed Mr. Connelly a few papers. Mr. Connelly placed them neatly on the table in front of him. His eyes remained focused intensely, relentlessly on mine.

"I own real estate all over the world, Miss. Griffin," Mr. Connelly said smugly.  "I own super hotels and resorts in the most stunning locations you can imagine. I have three television networks, five theme parks and I recently purchased one of the most successful tech companies of the decade. But, all of this is nothing compared to my most recent project."

Oh boy, here it comes, I thought.

He slid one of the papers towards me. It was a brochure, displaying a network of sleek, modern buildings scattered along a gorgeous beach.

"That, Miss. Griffin,  is my private, state-of-the-art training facility for powerful shape shifters. The first of its kind ever to be created. It sits on a thousand acres of unspoiled coast land in Baja California. It's been operational for less than two months, and already it has attracted some of the rarest shifters in the world. Miss. Griffin," Mr. Connelly folded his hands together and leaned back in his chair. "I am here to extend you my personal invitation. I would like you to come and train at my facility.

The room was quiet for a moment or two.

"You will be able to continue your formal education, of course," Mr. Connelly went on. "High-quality secondary and post-secondary classes are readily available, completely free of charge. You will be provided with your own private dormitory, maid services and three full meals a day.  Also..."

I was barely listening. His words jumbled together meaninglessly. I was already busy formulating excuses inside my head.

"I can see you are reluctant, Miss. Griffin," Mr. Connelly said. "But, I will have you convinced by the end of this meeting, I guarantee you that."

"Convinced of what?"

"That my training facility is the best place—the only place—for a shifter of your talents."

My mom frowned. Her hand flexed inside mine.

"I take it," Mr. Connelly went on, "that the "Silent Heroes" as they call themselves, have already made you an offer. No doubt they plan on taking you to one of the shifter villages, am I right?

"Yes," I said, a little defiantly.

"And what, if anything, do they plan on doing about the arrest warrant and considerable amount of lawsuits piling up against you?"

This stopped me cold. For the first time, Mr. Connelly had my full attention.

"Wait, what's this?" My mother said. "What lawsuits?"

Mr. Connelly completely ignored her. "Miss. Griffin?"

My throat was suddenly tight. With so much other stuff going on, I had nearly forgotten about all the legal trouble I was in.

"I-I don't know," I admitted.

Mr. Connelly barked out a laugh. "Well, that's because they can't do anything about it, Miss. Griffin. Oh, sure they could try and hide you, try and protect you, but that does nothing to fix the problem. Fame will only take you so far in this life, young lady."

Was he saying what I thought he was saying?

"Now I, on the other hand," Mr. Connelly leaned forward eagerly. "I have real power. You want those lawsuits taken care of? I've got an army of defense lawyers who will run any prosecutor into the ground. I've got this city's police force in my back pocket. I can have the criminal charges against you dropped in the blink of an eye. More than that, young lady, I can make you rich. I can make you so rich that a few lawsuits will be nothing but a drop in the bucket. Inconsequential. Meaningless compared to your astronomical wealth."

I was mesmerized against my will.  Could he really do all that? Just wave his hands and make all my problems go away?

Well, maybe he could.  But, I was not naive enough to think it wouldn't come with a price.

"Soo..." I swallowed hard. I could hardly believe I was going along with this. "So, what do you want from me, then?"

Mr. Connelly grinned. It wasn't a friendly expression. I made him look sharkish, actually. "I thought it would have been obvious by now. I want you, Miss. Griffin. I want you to be a part of my vision. You will train at my facility. You will learn how to fight, both in human and animal form. You will learn how to control your powers. You will complete your education. And, when all that is finished, you will join my elite team of the most powerful, unique shape shifters in the world."


He sounded like a collector, bargaining for his crowning jewel. I didn't like this man, I didn't like anything about him, yet...

"A team of shifters that does what, exactly?" my mother asked. She was gripping my hand tighter than ever.

"Anything," Mr. Connelly said. "Everything. Everything the Silent Heroes do, and more. Save lives. Stop wars. Make the world a better place," his grin widened, "and, of course, if we turn a handsome profit while doing it, that's just icing on the cake."

The table was quiet again. I darted another glance at the brochure. It really did look gorgeous. Miles of sand. Turquoise water. The buildings reminded me of the ultra-modern structures in Singapore or Dubai.

No! I told myself firmly. No, you're not doing this! You're going with Isaac and Eve. You can't trust this guy. You know you can't.


But, what about the other people in the room? My father? My brother? I had so many questions for them. Questions that might never be answered if I ran off to some mysterious shifter village in the middle of nowhere.

"I... I don't understand," my mom said. "Why do you want Cyprus so badly? She's just a regular level-two wolf shifter, isn't she?"

"Oh, she is far more than that," Mr. Connelly replied greedily. "She is unique. She is one-of-a-kind. She is like nothing the world has ever seen."

It took me a few moments to absorb these words, but once I did it felt like someone had slapped me in the face."Wait!  Wait... You know what kind of shifter I am? You know...?"

"Of course, I do, Miss. Griffin. Why? Were the so-called "Silent Heroes" a little confused by your talents? Well, that doesn't surprise me. They don't have the same information I do."

He paused. I just stared at him, my body on edge, my nerves shooting off like fireworks.

Mr. Connelly's gaze shifted left, then right, to the men on either side of him. "You have a very unique  background, Miss. Griffin. With a strong history of shifters on both sides. On your mother's side, of course, you have the wolf shifters. That's quite common among the Native American population," it sounded as though he was talking about livestock. "And, on your father's side," he gestured at the young man, who was still leaning casually back in his chair, spinning his golden sphere so fast that it sent tiny lights whirling dizzyingly against the walls. "Have you ever heard of a Kitsune?"

"A-a what? I stuttered.

"Kitsune. It's a Japanese legend. A fox shifter. They are said to have extraordinary supernatural powers. Your brother here is a Kitsune." The boy grinned. "He's as rare as they come. As of yesterday, I would have said he's the rarest shifter in the world." The hungry look flashed across his face again. "But then you came along."


I was afraid of what he was going to say next. My mom was gripping my hand so tightly my fingers were going numb.

"Miss. Griffin, you have somehow inherited traits from both sides of your family. You have the body of a wolf and the powers of a Kitsune. You are a perfect mixture. A magnificent hybrid and the only one of your kind to have ever existed."

The greed on Mr. Connelly's face was now so intense he looked almost deranged.

I felt sick. It seemed like my whole world was crashing down around me. I couldn't take this. I didn't want it. 

I lurched to my feet. The room seemed to tilt sideways. I put my hands on the table, trying to steady myself.

My mom placed a cool hand on my forehead. "Are you okay, sweetie?"

"Yeah," I wheezed. "Yeah, fine. I just..." I trailed off. I had no idea how to finish that sentence. Maybe because it was a gigantic lie. I was most definitely not fine. I couldn't remember when I had ever been less fine.

'Gentlemen," my mom said. "Can we have a few moments? This is a lot for her to take in. You have to admit that."

There was a tense pause. I knew instinctively that Mr. Connelly was not a man who liked to be kept waiting. 

"We'll wait outside. You have exactly ten minutes." He stood up. My father and brother stood up with him. "Miss. Griffin, I expect you will use this time to think about my offer. I want an answer when we return."

                    
                        Chapter Thirteen

                        
                        

                        


I paced up and down the kitchen, my mind in turmoil. As if this day wasn't already complicated enough. As if I need any more problems. Now, on top of everything else, I had an estranged family to deal with, as well as a very determined billionaire who wanted to recruit me into some kind of private, shape shifter police force with extremely vague intentions. This was just... it was too much. I felt like my head was going to explode. Literally.


"Cyprus," my mom said, watching me pace. "Can you talk to me, please?"

"Mom, I need to think."

"What happened this morning?"

"It'll take too long to explain. You heard him. I only have ten minutes."


"Do you want to go with them?" she asked, eyes still tracking me up and down the kitchen.

"No," I said automatically. Then I thought of my father and brother, all the questions they could answer. "Yes. I don't know. I don't know what I want."

Well, actually, I did. I wanted to go back in time and make it so this whole day had never happened. I wanted to worry about normal stuff like exams and getting into college. I wanted to be a semi-normal teenager like I had been yesterday. But, clearly that ship had sailed. More than that, it had fallen off the edge of the earth, never to be seen or heard from again.

At this point, what I didn't want seemed far more important. I didn't want to leave home. The idea of leaving my mom here by all herself was eating away at my insides. We had been on the verge of homelessness last year, what with prices sky-rocketing while her wages remained stagnant. If not for the part-time job I had been able to snag, we might have ended up on the street. What would happen to her without me? How could I just leave her like this?

Because you don't have a choice, that's why. I thought, answering my own question. I was leaving, that much was inevitable. There was no way around it. However, that didn't mean I had to abandon her completely.

I thought of what Mr. Connelly had said. His promises to make me insanely rich. Wasn't that what I had been aiming for all these years? Well, not to be rich, necessarily, but to have enough money to survive? To live without the constant threat of homelessness hanging over our heads? 

Of course, I would have to complete my training first, but, after that... we'd never have to worry about money again. That idea was intensely, intoxicatingly tempting...

On the other hand, how did I know I could take Mr. Connelly at his word? I didn't trust the man as I could throw him. What if he was just trying to lure me into some kind of trap?

Besides, even if he was telling the truth. Even if everything happened exactly as he had described it, there was still the issue of my mom's ridiculous, stubborn pride. It had taken weeks of arguing just to convince her to accept half of my measly paycheck. Even if I became unimaginably rich, there was a good chance that she would refuse to accept a single dime.

Maybe I was better off with the Silent Heroes. Regardless of all the things Mr. Connelly had said, regardless of my estranged brother and father, it was easily the most sensible choice. I trusted them far more than I trusted this Mr. Connelly person...

But... then there was the issue of the lawsuits. The criminal charges. Something Mr. Connelly had said he could fix with a snap of his fingers, while Isaac had done nothing so far except dodge around the topic....

Daaahhh! I pressed my hands against either side of my head, as if trying to hold it together. Keep it from breaking up into a thousand pieces.

I didn't know! I didn't know what to do.

Okay, Cyprus, get a grip, I told myself. This panicky thinking wasn't exactly helpful. There had to be something... something that could help me decide... some angle to all this I wasn't seeing...

I thought back to everything I knew about Mr. Connelly... everything my mom had told me about him. In all honesty, I wanted to remember something incriminating. Something that would justify turning him down, besides my intense dislike of the man.

Unfortunately nothing came to me. I only knew a few basic facts, really. He was the third richest man in the world... he was a massive, throbbing jerk, but that was hardly incriminating. He drove around in a limo... my father was his CEO... he owned the company my mom worked for...

I stopped pacing so abruptly I almost fell over.

That was it! The solution was staring me right in the face. How had I not seen it before?

"Cyprus?" my mom was looking at me with concern. "Are you all right?"

"Just a sec, mom."

I cross the kitchen one more time and stuck my head out the front door. My brother Dominic was on the lawn, tossing his golden sphere into the air with one hand and catching it with the other.

"What's goin' on, sis?" he said casually.

"Err... hey." I said stupidly. I had no idea how to talk to this guy. What did you say to your long lost sibling anyway? "Can you... do you know where...?"

"They're in the limo," he said, pointing. "Why, have you made your decision?"

"Yeah," I said. "I have."

Eve

Dealing with media was easily my least favorite part of this whole being famous business. They drove me absolutely insane. They called me at all hours of the night and day. The asked me the same damn questions over and over again. They asked things about my personal life that they had absolutely no business knowing. And they were irritatingly persistent on top of that.

One woman, after repeatedly failing to land an interview with me, tracked down my parents instead. This being the early days—before my parents had moved to an unlisted address—my mom happily invited her in for a chat, apparently under the impression that the reporter was a friend of mine from school. She told the reporter all these embarrassing stories from when I was a kid.  Like the time I got drunk off cough medicine.  Those same stories had been making the rounds on news and social media ever since. People thought they were cute, apparently.

Cute. Yeah right. I would give them cute.

But, possibly just as annoying were the days like this. When I was the one contacting the media instead of the other way around. Because, more often than not, the conversation always started the exact same way. Kinda like the one I was stuck in right now.

"Wait, so... you're Evelyn O'Connor?"

"Yes."

"The Evelyn O'Connor?"

"That's right."

"The Wildcat?"

"Yup."

"The leader of the Silent Heroes?"

"I'm not the leader."

"The crazy bird-girl who jumped off a cliff?"

"That's me."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Seriously?

"Yes."

"No!"

"Yes! Now, I'm calling to-"

"Hey, guys!" the man's voice cut me off, speaking away from the receiver. "Guys! Come here! You'll never guess who's on the phone! It's Evelyn O'Connor! Yes! Yes, it's really her! I swear! I know, that's what I said!"

I tilted my head back and rolled my eyes towards the ceiling. This was going to be a very long afternoon.

I finished the call as quickly as possible, giving the same speech I was giving all the media outlets. We were looking into what had happened with Cyprus, we had the situation under control and no one had been killed in the earthquake (people had already begun speculating on a death count).

As I finished up my tedious speech, I felt hands circle my waist. Fortunately, this time, they weren't ice-cold.

"Having fun?" Reza said, a note of teasing in his voice.

"Are you kidding?" I hung up while the guy continued to babble excitedly to his co-workers. "I'm losing my mind, here. I need to go chase some drug dealers or something. Clear my head."

Reza laughed. "Yeah, last night was fun."

I felt a blush creeping onto my face. He was standing very close. I wasn't really sure what was going on with Reza. We had kissed a few times and little moments like this—where we felt almost like a couple—kept randomly popping up. But, things were always so insanely busy we never got a chance to explore things any further than that.

"Hey, how did you get out of this torture?" I asked, hoping he didn't notice my blush.

"Oh, Jewel took over for me."

"Jewel?"

My eyes were drawn to the far end of the conference room. Jewel—short and slim with a pixie hair-cut—sat back in her chair, feet propped up on the table.  She held a phone in one hand while the other toyed with one of the silver hoops in her left ear. "Now listen, you numbskull. When I say there were no fatalities, I mean there were no fatalities. Do you have cotton in your ears? Or is that stick just shoved so far up your ass it's giving you brain dam- ow!"

Deanna—another member of the team with long blonde hair and icy blue eyes—had given her a smack on the head. "A little diplomacy please, Jewel."

"Hey, I can't help it if people are stu- ow! Cut that out!"

Reza made a sound in his throat like he was trying to suppress a laugh. "I think she's doing an excellent job, don't you?"

"Oh yeah, great. Really spectacular."

"I sense a little sarcasm, Eve."

"That's very observant of you, Rez." I was struggling to keep a straight face. My cruddy mood had evaporated. Amazing how he was always able to do that.

I looked surreptitiously around the room. Everyone was spaced several feet apart, making one phone call after another. No one seemed to be paying me and Reza any attention.

Maybe we could sneak out for a bit. Just an hour or two. Go for a walk or something...

But, even as these tempting thoughts drifted through my mind, Isaac stepped into the room. He quickly zeroed in on me, his face all business.

Crap, I thought.

"Evelyn, there's someone here to see you. A Corporal Williams? He say's he's with the military."

I groaned. "Oh no, not him again."

"You've spoken before?"

"He called twice already."

"Well, he's quite insistent. I think you may want to speak with him."

"Why?"

"Because it might have something to do with Cyprus."

Cyprus 

I sat nervously across from Mr. Connelly, my father and brother once again seated on either side of him. I had made up my mind. I knew what I had to do. Unfortunately, my plan required a certain amount of... assertiveness on my part. I needed to hold my ground and stand up to this giant, throbbing jerk. And standing up to giant, throbbing jerks wasn't exactly my strong suit.

"Well, Miss. Griffin?" Mr. Connelly watched me expectantly, his expression hard. "Dominic tells me you've made a decision."

I fidgeted in my chair and wiped sweat off my upper lip. Why did I have to be so freaking nervous? Why couldn't I be brave for once in my life? I wasn't even asking for very much. My request would be downright pitiful to someone like him. But, the way my heart was pounding, I might as well have been demanding custody his first-born child.

"Yes," I said. "Well... I mean... sort of."

Mr. Connelly raised his eyebrows at me.  "Sort of?"

"I umm... I have conditions."

Mr. Connelly stared at me for a good thirty seconds.  "Conditions?"

"Yes... well... just one condition, really."

"Miss. Griffin, I am offering you free private schooling, free room and board and the opportunity to become rich beyond your wildest dreams. Are you saying that's not enough for you? Are you telling me you want more?"

It took a huge amount of effort, but I forced myself to straighten my spine and look him dead in the eye. "Yeah, I'm getting a good deal, but then so are you. You're getting me. You know, the magnificent hybrid, or whatever you called me. The only one of my kind that ever existed. You wouldn't have offered me all those things unless you really wanted me on your team, right?"

Mr. Connelly looked like he might be regretting his words. "All right, Miss. Griffin. What's your condition?"

I felt more sweat forming on my upper lip but I kept my hands clenched firmly under the table. I didn't want him to see that I was shaking. "My mom works for one of your companies."

"Cyprus," my mom, who was seated next to me, quickly grabbed my hand. "What are you doing? You can't-"

"It's fine, Mom. Don't worry."

"Honey, you don't have to..."

'They treat her like crap," I went on stubbornly. "They make her work night shifts. Double shifts. They make her work over-time without pay and they haven't given her a raise in twelve years."

"Cyprus, I don't think you should-"

"So, your condition is what, exactly, Miss. Griffin?" Mr. Connelly asked. His expression was impossible to read. "You want me to fix the situation? Give her a raise? Regular hours? Maybe a promotion?"

My mom tried to interject again. "Cyprus, really-"

"Yes," I replied. "That's exactly what I want."

Mr. Connelly drummed his fingers lightly against the table. He didn't look angry, just thoughtful. Yet, I sensed a chill coming off him. Like something about my request rubbed him the wrong way. "Are you telling me how to run my business, young lady?"

"No," I said, my voice surprisingly calm. "I'm just giving you my terms. Take them or leave them."

There was a long pause. Mr. Connelly continued to gaze thoughtfully at me. I forced myself to stare back. To express confidence I didn't feel. But, in all honesty, I didn't like the look on his face. It felt like something had shifted in the air between us. I couldn't think, why, though. It was a simple enough request, wasn't it?

Unless he saw this as some kind of power play. Was that it? Did he think I was challenging him in some way?

"All right, Miss. Griffin," he reached across the table, offering me his hand.  "You've got yourself a deal."

I hesitated for just a split second, but in that time a million different doubts and questions raced through my mind.  Was I doing the right thing?  Was this guy really going to keep his word?  What if I was making a huge mistake?  What if this all blew up in my face? 

Mr. Connelly cleared his throat a little, his hand still extended.  

"Good," I heard myself speak as if from a million miles away.  I saw my hand reach out to accept his as if someone else were controlling my movements.  "Then I'm going with you."

                    
                        Chapter Fourteen

                        
                        

                        Eve


"Because it might have something to do with Cyprus."

So, that's how I found myself in one of our small, private meeting rooms, sitting across from a young man dressed in a crisp military uniform.  Now, a lot of people had occupied this room in the past few months.  Presidents and Prime Ministers.  Police officers, activists, peacekeepers and celebrities.  Not one of them had ever sat as stiff and rigid in his chair as this guy did.  His back was so straight I could have used it as a ruler.  I had a rather childish urge to give him a little push, just to see if he would throw his arms out and try to catch his balance like a normal person, or topple over like a wooden statue.

"Miss. O'Connor, thank you for seeing me."

"I'd thank Isaac.  He's the one that made me..."

Isaac, seated in the chair next to me, gave me a sharp nudge.

"...err, I mean sure.  No problem."  I gave the Soldier my best professional smile.

He blinked at me in a bewildered sort of way.  "Yes, well, I'll get right to point shall I? I know you must be very busy.  Are you familiar with a man named Mr. Andrew Connelly?"

I thought about this for a moment.  "Nope.  Can't say I know anyone by that name."

"She does, actually," Isaac said.

The man raised his eyebrows.  I looked sideways at Isaac.  "I do?"

"Yes, Evelyn."

"Umm, well okay then," I turned back to the Soldier.  "Apparently I do know this Mr. Conway."

"Connelly," Isaac corrected me.

"Yeah.  Connelly.  Right.  Isn't that what I said?  Look, I didn't get much sleep last night."

The Soldier looked blankly at me.  "Miss. O'Connor, just so we're clear.  You are familiar with this individual?"

I shrugged helplessly.  "I guess so."

"Have you ever met him personally?"

"I have no idea."

"She has," Isaac said.

"Really?"

"Yes, Evelyn.  You caused significant damage to one of his L.A. offices.  Then you jumped off the roof.  Then you dropped two horse-shifters into his private pool.  He was not particularly amused."

"Oh!"  

Well, when he put it like that, it all came rushing back to me.  I did remember a disgruntled business owner confronting me after my death-defying leap off a building.  However, the memory had been overshadowed by more significant events.  Like my world-changing speech announcing shape-shifters to the rest of humanity, for instance.

The Soldier watched me expectantly.  "Does that jog your memory, Miss. O'Connor?"

"Yeah, I remember him now.  But, what does some rich, moody pinhead have to do with Cyprus?"

"Well, we don't know for sure yet, but we have reason to believe Miss. Griffin is going to be targeted."

"Targeted?"  That struck me as an ominous choice of words.

"Yes.  Mr. Connelly has recently taken an interest in powerful shape-shifters.  He's been recruiting them from all over the world."

I noticed the man had a folder sitting in front of him.  He flipped it open and slid over a few glossy pictures.  I leaned in for a better look.  The images were stunning.  White sand beach.  Turquoise water.  Sleek, modern buildings.

"This is where he's taking them.  A private training facility in northern Mexico.  We have no idea what goes on there.  So far, we have seen no indication of criminal activity.  But, I'm going to be honest with you, Miss. O'Connor, I don't like this.  I don't like it one bit."

"Why?  I mean the shifters aren't being forced into anything, right?"

"Because no one should be in control of so much power, Miss. O'Connor.  It's dangerous. It's no different than putting a single person in charge of nuclear weapons."

Nuclear weapons? I thought, stunned that he would make this comparison.  "Okay, let's just say, for the sake of argument, that I agree with you.  What do you want us to do about it?"

The soldier collected his pictures and placed them neatly back inside the folder.  "We need to know what's going on at this facility, Miss. O'Connor.  It's a matter of security.  You have a number of powerful shifters on your team.  Exactly the type of shifters that Mr. Connelly likes to recruit.  If you were to get in contact with him..."

"You want us to spy on this person, is that it?"

"As I said, Miss. O'Connor, it's a matter of national security."

I looked at Isaac.  Why wasn't he offering an opinion, here?  He was barely even paying attention to the conversation.  He was reading something on his cell phone, a frown creasing his flawless skin.

"Isaac, what do you think about all this?"

He didn't answer.

"Hello?  Earth to Isaac!   Come on, we need to talk about this.  And what about Cyprus?  This guy could be after her.  Someone needs to go check on her and... are you even listening to me?"

"I'm listening, Evelyn," Isaac said calmly.  "I already sent Julian to check on Cyprus."

"And?"

He placed his phone down and folded his hands neatly on top of the table.  "She's gone."

                    
                        Chapter Fifteen

                        
                        

                        


Cyprus

What the heck am I doing?

I sat with my shoulders tense, hands clenched firmly in my lap. I kept scanning my surroundings, each time hoping to feel a little more comfortable. A little less alienated. But, it was having the exact opposite effect. With every moment, with every detail that I absorbed, I only felt more and more out of place. Like a bird underwater. Like a fish in the desert. Like... like a wolf trapped in the back of a fancy, decked out limousine.

I ran my fingers tentatively across the black leather seat. Over to the armrest and a bewildering amount of buttons and knobs. I couldn't guess what half of them did.

The floor was dotted with tiny white lights. Miniature chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The entire limo was the length of five normal cars and as tall as a double-decker bus.

A selection of snacks and drinks sat in front of me. Sparkling water. An assortment of pops. A bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice. A big platter of crackers and at least ten different kinds of cheese. And, taking up more room than anything else, a plate of humongous homemade cookies.

Dominic lounged casually at the opposite end of the limo, right leg propped up on his seat, left stretched out on the floor. He had a cookie in one hand and a glass of champagne in the other.

"Not too shabby, hey sis?"

I wished he would stop calling me that. Being all casual and familiar with me when we barely knew each other.

"It's free, you know. You can take whatever you want."

"Maybe later." I was feeling way too queasy to eat.

"Why so tense? Shouldn't you be excited?"

Excited? More like nervous as hell. Seriously, Why was I doing this? Had I gone crazy? Running off with these people I barely knew, based on the promises of someone I didn't even like. I was so stupid! I was out of my freaking mind!

But, I didn't think there was any going back this point. Now that he had me, I seriously doubted Mr. Connelly would just let me walk away with a friendly smile and a wave.

"Come on, Cyprus. Don't you get it? You're the rarest shifter in the world. You hit the jackpot! You can have anything you want! Fame, money, a private island in the Bahamas. Just snap your fingers and it's yours. It's not a bad way to live, trust me. Here, watch this."

Dominic tossed his half-eaten cookie on the floor and pressed one of the buttons on his armrest. "Hey, I'm getting hungry. Stop at the next fast food place and order three-dozen burgers. No pickles, extra cheese. I want half of them with ketchup and half of them with mustard and I want all of them cut into quarters."

A male voice answered from the speaker above his head. "Of course, Mr. Sanjo."

"And some fries and coke to go with them."

"Not a problem, sir."

"See?" Dominic grinned at me and grabbed a fresh cookie.

I raised my eyebrows at him. "Are you really going to eat three dozen burgers?"

"Of course not. Half are for you. Unless you want something else. I can add it to the order."

"No thanks."

"What? Not into fast food? What do you like? Mexican? Chinese? Thai? All you have to do is ask."

"I'm not very hungry."

"All right, suit yourself."

We sat in silence for a moment. Dominic's behavior sort of rubbed me the wrong way, but I wasn't about to say anything. I didn't want to start our relationship off on the wrong foot.

I realized I was bouncing my leg restlessly up and down. Breathing heavily and clenching and unclenching my fists. I was feeling a little claustrophobic. My inner wolf didn't think much of the limo. The windows were heavily tinted, so much that I could hardly even see the sun. As fancy and spacious as the place was, the animal inside of me saw it as more of a brightly lit tomb.

"Cyprus, I'm getting second-hand anxiety over here," Dominic said. "Relax, would you? Have a drink or something." He waved his champagne glass at me.

Was he serious? Mixing alcohol with the ability to cause earthquakes? "I... umm... I don't drink."

"Really? That's weird. Well, I'm all out of ideas, then. Dad said I was supposed to be hospitable, but you're making that kind of hard."

My back stiffened. He was starting annoy me a little. Not to mention the thought of my so-called father gave me a sick, twisting feeling in the pit of my stomach. "Look, eating take-out and drinking champagne aren't exactly at the top of my priority list right now."

"All right. What is at the top of your priority list, then?"

"Some answers might be nice."

"Answers. All right, sure. Why didn't you just say that?"

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I wasn't usually this irritable. Was it just nerves making me this way? Or did my inner-wolf have something to do with it?

The limo slowed and made a sharp turn. Dominic pressed the button on his armrest again.

"Hey, make sure they don't screw up my order."

"Of course, sir," the voice said.

"And count everything before you leave. Make sure it's all there."

"Anything you like, sir."

Dominic finished his champagne and tossed the glass aside. It landed on the floor, next to his half-eaten cookie. He then immediately picked up a new glass and filled it to the brim. "You know, if you want information, you should ask me something."

I looked across the limo at him. His swirling silver and grey eyes were focused intently on mine.

I thought about all the questions inside my head. I couldn't figure out where to start. Should I ask about the family first? Why he and Dad had never contacted me? Not even the occasional phone called or birthday card? Or should I ask about his powers, and presumably my powers as well? That seemed like a much more pressing issue at the moment.

The limo pulled to a stop. I heard the driver talking into the speaker. Dominic was still staring at me.

I opened my mouth, still not one-hundred percent sure what I was going to say. I meant to ask about my powers. But instead, something completely different came out of my mouth.

"Why wouldn't he talk to me?"

"What?"

"Dad... or Mr. Sanjo," I didn't even know what I was supposed to call the guy. "He barely even looked at me."

"Is that what's bothering you?" Dominic laughed. "Look, don't take it personally. Dad's not the touchy-feely type. But, he makes up for in other ways."

"Like what?"

"Are you kidding me?" Dominic gestured to the lavishly decorated limo. "look around you! And this is just the start! For my birthday last year he bought me a sweet ass Lamborghini. Custom rims, custom paint job, five hundred and fifty horsepower. I'll show it to you when we get to Mexico. The year before that he bought me a fleet of jet-skis. Me and a bunch of my friends had an awesome time with that! Oh, and last Christmas I got a skiing trip in Switzerland! Best trip ever! Do you like skiing?"

"Not really." I had never been skiing, actually, but he didn't need to know that.

Was all this supposed to be making me feel better? Because it wasn't. While my brother had been driving around in sports cars and taking skiing holidays, I had been working thirty hours a week on top of school just so my mom and I could keep the house. If my dad was so filthy rich, couldn't he have helped us out a little more? Did he even care about us at all?

It sure didn't seem that way.

I realized my hands were clenched firmly in my lap and forced them to relax. I needed to calm down. I couldn't get mad at Dominic for all this. Yeah, he was clearly spoiled rotten, but that didn't make it his fault.

The limo's side door suddenly popped open. A man in a tuxedo stood on the other side, holding a big tray full of paper bags and drinks. My sensitive nose picked up the smell of meet, ketchup and salt, but even more powerful to me was the whiff of fresh outside air. My inner wolf lifted its head, ears pricked forward.

"Here you are, sir," the man handed the loaded tray over to Dominic.

"Did you count them?"

"I most certainly did, sir."

"Good." Dominic shoved his platter of cookies aside—they tumbled in a heap on the seat next to him—and placed his tray in the empty space. "Now hurry up and get us to the airport. Our flight is leaving soon."

"Right away, sir."

The door slammed shut. My inner wolf's demeanor changed in a flash. Its head dropped. A low, irritated growl rumbled in its throat. It really hated being locked up like this. What was I going to do when we got to the airport? If I couldn't handle a short car ride, how would I manage a five-hour flight?

"So, what other questions do you have for me?" Dominic asked, unwrapping one of his burgers. "I gotta be honest, I'm a little disappointed so far. I mean, you just found out you're an entirely new species of shape shifter and all you want to know is why Dad didn't talk to you?"

I pressed my lips together, barely listening. The walls of the limo seemed to be closing in around me. "Can we open a window or something?"

"What? Oh yeah, sure."

Dominic hit a button and the window next me slid down about halfway. I breathed a sigh of relief. My inner wolf immediately relaxed.

"Are you claustrophobic or something?"

"Not usually." I lifted my head towards the open window, breathing in the comparatively fresh air.

"Oh yeah, I heard some shifters don't like enclosed spaces. I've never had that problem."

"Why not?"

"Beats me." He grabbed a piece of his burger—cut into quarters, just like he had requested—and took a bite. "I'm not complaining, though."

Feeling significantly calmer, I turned away from the window and studied my brother. Against the black interior of the limo his entire body seemed to glow faintly, pulsing with a strange, indefinable energy.

Did I look the same? Did I glow like that? Was my power so glaringly obvious?

"Hey... umm... can I ask you something, Dominic?"

"Sure, sis."

"Can you... can you do the same things I can? I mean... with earthquake and everything...?"

Dominic grinned. "Well now, that's more like it. All the family drama stuff was boring the hell out of me. No, I've never caused an earthquake. But, I've got some pretty cool tricks of my own. You wanna see?"



"Err...." Was is safe to show off his abilities in the back of a limo? Was he planning on shifting forms?

"Here, watch," he tossed his burger on the floor, where is joined his empty champagne glass and half-eaten cookie. He grabbed the golden sphere sitting in his lap. He stretched his arm out, his palm facing upwards, the sphere resting in the center of his hand. "All right, be quiet for a sec to I can concentrate, okay?"

I nodded, watching him closely, my stomach lodged somewhere near the back of my throat. I had no idea what to expect.

For while, nothing happened. Dominic just stared at the sphere in his hand, his face etched in concentration. Then, I felt the energy shift oddly around him. Sort of like a change in atmospheric pressure. I heard a faint crackling, like the ominous snapping sound of an electric fence.

Then, tiny sparks began to jump from my brother's fingertips, miniature bolts of lightning flashing in and out of existence.

As I watched, the sparks grew in size and number. Dominic slowly curled his fingers inward until the flashes of light were clashing and colliding mid-air. I sensed a faint breeze whirling around him. My nose picked up a sharp, ozone-like smell that reminded me of an approaching thunderstorm.

The tiny sparks of lightning had now grown into long, shimmering threads. They branched out from his fingertips and connected together several inches above the golden sphere, creating a perfect dome around it. They moved and wavered, constantly twisting and bending and changing shape.

The wind picked up. Wisps of hair gently tickled my face. The brilliant threads of electricity began twirling counter-clockwise around the golden sphere. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, until they had almost become a solid blur. The hair on my arms stood at attention, responding to all the static electricity surging around me.

I felt my eyes go wide as the golden sphere began to rise up into the air, one tiny increment at a time. The miniature threads of lightning broke contact with Dominic's fingers. They branched out and connected with each other instead. They formed a flashing flickering ball of pure energy, hovering several inches above his outstretched hand, with the golden sphere whirling at its center.

Dominic looked at me. His silver and grey eyes seemed, somehow, even more intense... the colours brighter... merging and twisting around each other with mesmerizing speed.

"Pretty cool, huh? I can do a lot more than this, obviously. But, you know, Dad might be upset if I trashed the limo."

I didn't know what to say. I was amazed, but at the same time I was completely baffled. The more I saw of these strange abilities, the less sense it all seemed to make.

"You look confused," Dominic said.

"That's... umm... that's an understatement."

He snorted out a laugh. The pulsing ball of electricity suddenly vanished. The golden sphere dropped back into his hand. The slight breeze, the smell of ozone and the static electricity in the air all disappeared without a trace.

"The Japanese legends say that Kitsune have elemental powers."

"Elemental powers?  You mean like.... earth, air, fire and water?"

"Sort of, but it's a little more complicated than that."

"In what way?"

I noticed that the limo was slowing down again, but only in the distant, off-handed way I would have noticed a fly buzzing around the room.

"Well, for starters, there are actually thirteen different elements a Kitsune can be associated with," Dominic explained. "And some of them overlap. Also, the oldest and most powerful Kitsune can apparently control all the elements to some degree. Or, that's what the legends say. I don't know if it's true or not."

The limo pulled to a stop. I heard the driver-side door open and shut. I heard the sound of airplanes taking off and landing and the babble of human voices.

A few minutes ago, I would have leapt at the opportunity to be out of this limo. But, now, I just stared at my brother, struggling to absorb this new information.

The side door swung open again. The limo driver stuck his head in, a bland, professional smile on his face. "We're here, Mr. Sanjo. Miss. Griffin. Hurry up, you have a flight to catch."

                    
                        Chapter Sixteen

                        
                        

                        "Hey, hold on! Wait just one second, here!"


I hurtled after my brother, who had already leapt gracefully out of the limo. The sidewalk was completely packed with people, pushing carts full of luggage, rushing in and out of the airport and constantly checking their phones. He stood casually amid the chaos, his take-out bag gripped in one hand, his golden hair glowing like a beacon in the warm afternoon sunlight.

The image of that ball of lightning, flashing and flickering into his palm, was burned into my retinas.

"Wait, you can't tell me something like that and then walk away. What do you mean I have elemental powers? What kind? What type of things can I do? How can I control it?"

"Your bag, Miss. Griffin," the limo driver placed my single, tattered suitcase on the sidewalk next to me.

Dominic glanced sideways at it, no doubt noting the frayed edges and the broken zipper. "We need to get you some new luggage, sis."

"I'm not really concerned about the state of my luggage right now. Can we maybe talk about this whole elemental powers thing, please?"

"We have a flight to catch. We can talk about it on the plane."

"But-"

"Oh good. These must be our escorts."

"Huh?"

I scanned the crowds. My eyes landed on a pair of well-dressed individuals coming towards us. A woman in a stylish, charcoal-grey dress and black heels. Tall and voluptuous with white blonde hair and icy blue eyes. And a big bear of a man with shaggy reddish-brown hair and a beard to match.

But, despite the man's considerable bulk and the woman's resemblance to a fashion model, they both moved with a smooth, effortless grace that I had only seen once before...

They were wildcat shifters. I was certain of it.

The woman reached us first. She smiled and briskly extended her hand, showing off a perfect French manicure. "Good afternoon Miss. Griffin. Mr. Sanjo. My name is Deanna. This is my brother Shane. Mr. Connelly sent us to escort you on your flight this afternoon."

I studied the woman closely as she pumped my entire arm. She looked familiar. Where had I seen her before?

"Well, let's not waste any time. We're on a tight schedule. Shane, grab the bags, would you?"

Dominic had three over-sized suitcases, but the bearded Shane hoisted the entire stack effortlessly onto one shoulder. I went to grab my own luggage, but Deanna quickly snatched it out from under me.

"I'll take care of the Miss. Griffin. Let's go, follow me."

She led the way into the building. I hung back, thoroughly confused. What were a couple of wildcat shifters doing acting as our personal escorts?

Dominic grabbed my arm and steered me forward. "You need some serious lessons on how to be rich, Cyprus. Rule number one: we don't lug our own bags around. We have other people do that for us."

Okay, I've never been violent person but, at that moment, I had a serious urge to smack my long-lost brother right in the face.

We entered the building through a set of huge sliding-glass doors. My claustrophobia came back with a vengeance the moment we stepped inside. The place was packed. The air was lifeless and stale. I didn't know what—if anything—it would smell like to a normal person but to me it reeked of greasy food and sweat. A cacophony of voices assaulted my ears. Some guy rammed into me as he rushed frantically by.

My inner wolf raised its hackles and snarled.

I kept my eyes on Shane as we weaved through the crowd. He was pretty easy to follow. Not only did he stand at least a foot over everyone else, Dominic's luggage towered several inches above the top of his head.

"Shane, do you think you could be any more conspicuous?" Deanna said. "At least get a trolley or something. People are staring."

She was right. People were staring. Although I sensed Shane's casual feat of strength had little to do with it. Oh sure, the giant was getting his share of attention. But, for the most part, people were staring at one thing and one thing only.

Me.

I was drawing eyes like a magnet. People were doing double takes. Triple and quadruple takes, even. Kids pointed at me. I noticed a few security guards move in and walk several paces behind us. I assumed someone had told them to keep an eye on me. Just in case I decided to cause another earthquake or something.

I hunched my shoulders. Pulled my shirt collar up around my neck. I wished I was wearing a jacket or a hoodie so I could cover up my face. And I wished my stupid inner-animal would stop pacing and growling like... well like a caged wolf.

We were approaching the security gates. I headed straight for the line-up, but Dominic grabbed my arm again and steered me in another direction.

"Rule number two: we don't stand in line. You'll get the hang of this stuff, don't worry."

Deanna approached an employee standing nearby. "Good afternoon, sir. How are you today? I'm escorting Miss. Cyprus Griffin and Mr. Dominic Sanjo."

She handed over a set of boarding passes. The man didn't even glance at them. He was looking at me, his eyes practically bulging out of his head. Several people in the line-up had turned to stare as well.

I pulled my shirt tighter around my neck,

The employee recovered himself and took us straight to the front of the line. Heads craned, following our progress. Everyone had to stand back while the four of us walked through the x-ray machine and placed our luggage on the scanner. Dominic's bags didn't fit, so one of the employees had to scan them all manually.

I was acutely aware of the delay we were causing for the rest of the passengers. I felt like I was on display. Like I was a special exhibit at the zoo.

Dominic came through the x-ray machine last. One of the employees stopped him on the other side, pointing to the paper take-out bag he was carrying. "I'm sorry, sir, you can't bring outside food through security."

Dominic looked at the bag, then back at the employee. "I think I can."

The man seemed nervous. He was several inches taller than Dominic, but he appeared somehow diminished before my brother's aura of raw, supernatural power. "I'm sorry, sir. It's a safety issue."

"You know who I am, don't you?"

"That... that is beside the point, sir."

"I'm Dominic Sanjo. My father is Anthony Sanjo. CEO of AC Enterprises which, last time I checked, owns more than half the shares of the company you work for. Do you really want to make an issue out of this?"

The man appeared to struggle with himself for a moment. Then, he reluctantly stepped aside and allowed Dominic to pass through. "Enjoy your flight, sir."

"There, see? That wasn't so hard, was it?"

Dominic walked forward, looking thoroughly pleased with himself. As he passed the employee, I saw a brief spark of light. The man jumped and gave a startled yelp.

I pressed my lips firmly together. Was my brother always such a pompous jerk? If so we were going to have serious problems.

The terminal area was slightly less crowded, but the stares were only getting worse. People rotated around in their plastic seats to watch us go by. Every time we passed a restaurant the customers stood up, craning their necks for a better view. A teenage girl darted in front of me, snapped a picture on her phone, then ran off.

Dominic led the way. He seemed to know exactly where he was going. Shane went next, my brother's suitcases still balanced on one shoulder. He was not showing the slightest sign of fatigue.

I walked in the back, next to Deanna. I watched her out of the corner of my eye, studying her. The woman oozed confidence. Head up. Shoulders back, high heels briskly striking the floor. She was so immaculately dressed, so well put-together it was odd to see her wheeling my old, tattered suitcase around.

I knew her. Where did I know her from? Had I seen her back at the Silent Heroes headquarters? It was so hard to remember. There had been so many new faces... so much going on...

Deanna caught me looking at her.

She grinned and gave me a conspiratorial wink.

----------------------------

A freaking private jet.

That's what was waiting for us out on the tarmac. I had expected first class seats at best.

Nope, we had an entire plane all to ourselves.

Well, not quite. There was a small crew. The pilot greeted us both personally. A well-dressed young man took our luggage (he staggered under the weight of Dominic's bags, which Shane had carried with ease.)

Inside, the plane was like a fancy, five-star hotel with a big leather couch, table, mini-fridge, loveseat and a gigantic flat-screen TV.

Deanna and Shane headed for a smaller compartment at the back. I followed them without thinking. I felt better with them around. Safer.

But Dominic quickly grabbed my arm directed me to the main cabin. "Okay, rule number three: you sit up here. Not in the rear compartment with the help."

The help? Seriously? Well, that made it official. I did not like my brother. Not one damn bit.

We sat in silence as the plane taxied down the runway and took off, Dominic sprawled on the couch and me perched nervously on the edge of the loveseat. Predictably my inner wolf didn't think much of the fancy, private plane. It was tense and restless, which of course made me tense and restless. It was all I could do to sit still while we climbed—painfully slowly, it seemed—up to cruising altitude.

The second we leveled out I was on my feet, pacing up and down the cabin. This dislike of enclosed spaces was really starting to annoy me. Would it always be like this? Could I ever be indoors again without turning into a nervous wreck?

Dominic had one foot up on the table, his take-out bag in his lap and quarter of a burger in his hand. "You going crazy on me?"

"I can't breath in here," I growled, not sounding like myself at all. It felt more like the wolf was talking through me.

"Well, you'd better get used to it. We've got four hours of this. And, if we open a window up here we're all gonna die, so..."

Four hours? How would I even survive that? I already felt like tearing the door open and jumping out. I really was going crazy.

"Heads up!"

Something spun through the air and hit me in the face. A burger still in its wrapping, maybe. It didn't hurt, but I instinctively whipped around and glared at Dominic. "What the hell did you do that for?"

"Just testing your reflexes," he said casually. "They're kinda slow."

"Well, how was I supposed to know you were going to start hurling stuff at me?"

"You seem a little irritated, sis."

"Gee, thanks for the newsflash."

What was wrong with me? This wasn't like me at all.

His expression didn't change. "I think I know what the problem is. Come over here."

I strode aggressively over to the table, glaring at him.

"Sit down."

I sat. "What?"

There was a potted plant perched on the ledge behind him. Dominic pulled it down and placed it on the table in front of me. "Here, give me your hands."

"Why?" I was fidgeting in my seat. I really wanted to get up and start pacing again.

"Just give them to me. Seriously."

I rolled my eyes and extended my arms. Dominic grasped both my wrists and pulled my hands down into the pot, burying my fingers in about an inch of soil.

I almost gasped out loud. The moment my skin made contact with the dirt, warmth shot up my arms and spread rapidly to the rest of my body. It seeped into my muscles, soothing tension I hadn't even realized was there. It saturated my lungs, causing my chest cavity to expand, my breaths to become slow and even. The anger and irritability drained out of me as if it had never even existed.

I looked inside myself and found my inner wolf wagging its tail and prancing in happy, puppyish circles.

Dominic raised his golden eyebrows at me. "Better?"

"Yeah. A-a lot better."

"I thought so."

He released my arms but I didn't remove my hands from the pot. If anything I dug my fingers in a little deeper. I picked up a fresh, earthy smell that resonated with me on a deep, primordial level. If I closed my eyes, I could almost convince myself I was standing in the depths of an ancient forest, the earth dark and rich, the leaves glistening after a heavy rain. The smell was so strong I could almost taste it.

"See, if I threw something at your face now, you would dodge it without a problem," Dominic said.

I frowned. "Erm... I'm not following."

"You're an earth Kitsune. Well, half earth Kitsune I guess."

"Okay. But what does that have to do with you hurling burgers at my head?"

"We feed off our element, Cyprus. It's like our life-blood. It gives us power and strength. It's as necessary to our survival as food or water or... or sleep. You know how people get off-balance when they're hungry or tired? Irritability, mood swings, slower reflexes, all that stuff? Same basic principle. We don't like to be separated from our element for too long."

So the stupid burger had slapped me in the face because I'd been separated from my element for too long? Well, now it all made sense. Why hadn't I thought of that?

I felt a sudden shift in the energy pulsing under my skin. It was getting stronger, fizzing through my veins like an electric surge. I flashed back to trees collapsing, houses caving in, the world crumbling into chaos all around me.

I yanked my hands back. The pot tipped over, spilling dirt all over the table.

"What was that about?" Dominic said.

"N-nothing." I wiped shaky hands on my legs.

"We're a thousand feet in the air, Cyprus. You can't cause an earthquake up here." He swept his arm across the table. The pot shattered as it hit the floor. I noticed that the soil looked dry and crumbled, the plant slightly wilted.

"I-I have a question."

"What?"

"Is there any way to... reverse all this stuff? I mean, what if I don't want these powers? What if I don't want to be a shape shifter?"

Dominic gave me a look that made me feel like a toddler refusing to go to school. "Cyprus you can't just not shift. And you can't not use your powers. It doesn't work like that. You can't change what you are."

"But, say I just-"

"No. You're being stupid now, okay? Do you know what happens if you don't shift? The animal gets out of control. It drives you insane."

"But-"

"No."

"What if-"

"No."

"I could-"

"No, Cyprus! Why would you want that anyway? You'd rather go back to being a nobody, is that it? I mean, look around you. You're rich. You're in a private jet for crying out loud."

"That's not the point."

He snorted, clearly not buying this. "Of course it is." 

"What do you mean?"

"Money is the point of everything, Cyprus."


I stared at him for what felt like a full minute.  "Are you serious right now?"

"I'm just telling the truth. You know, people like to pretend that they're above all this material stuff. But those same people would step over their own mother to get what we have.  And don't tell me you're an exception because you're not. I saw the look on your face when Connelly was talking. He offered you the world on a silver platter and you were practically drooling. Not that I blame you. You would have been crazy not to take his offer."

"I wasn't-"

"Yeah you were. I know what I saw."

He was really starting to irritate me and, this time, I didn't think it had anything to do with being locked up in an airplane. "You know what?" I stood up. "I think I'm going to sit in the back with Deanna and Shane."

"Who?"

"The help, as you so charmingly referred to them."

"Cyprus, I think you're forgetting rule number three."

"Oh, screw you and your stupid, pompous rules!"

He looked mildly surprised by my outburst. "You're a little self-righteous, you know that?"

"And you're a spoiled brat."

"I don't think I like you very much."

"Right back at ya, bro."

"Well, I'm glad we sorted that out."

"Me too," I snapped.

And I marched across the main cabin and through the back door, slamming it loudly behind me.

                    
                        Chapter Seventeen

                        
                        

                        


Deanna and Shane did not look the least bit surprised by my abrupt entry into the rear cabin. Deanna glanced politely up from applying a layer of top-coat to her perfectly manicured nails. Shane was looking right at me, a big grin on his face.


"You sure told him."

Heat rushed into my cheeks. "You heard that?"

"Wildcats have excellent hearing," Shane informed me. "Not that it was needed in this case. I think even the pilot sitting up there in the cockpit might have heard you."

The heat in my face intensified. "Sorry."

"For what? I've been wanting to knock some respect into that little cockroach ever since we went through security."

Deanna blew gently on her nails. "I wanted to claw his eyes out, personally, but that's just me."

"Umm..." I didn't know what to say. These two were still an unknown to me. Their motivations, their reasons for being here were about as clear as mud.

Deanna thumped the empty chair next to her. "Sit down, Cyprus. Now that he's out of the way we can talk properly."

Talk about what? What's there to talk about? I wondered. But I tentatively stepped forward and took a seat between them. The rear compartment was a lot more cramped than the main cabin. There weren't even any window. But, I found it didn't bother me so much now. Not with the newly acquired energy fizzing pleasantly through my veins.

I sat quietly, fiddling with the hem of my shirt, feeling embarrassed, confused and nervous in almost equal measure. I strongly suspected that these two were with the Silent Heroes. I could only think of a few reasons for them to be here and each one sounded more improbable than the last. Did they work for Connelly? Had he recruited them the same way he had recruited me? Were they undercover? And how was I supposed to ask all these questions without one: looking like a total idiot or two: saying something that could possibly get me into serious trouble? What if I suggested they were spying on Connelly only to find out they were actually working with him?

And, even if I did manage to figure out what the heck was going on here without looking stupid or incriminating myself, there was still the question of my own alliances. Who's side was I on? Who was I supposed to trust?

Was being a shape shifter always so darn complicated?

"You're looking a little lost, Cyprus," Deanna said.

"You could say that," I muttered. I was afraid to elaborate any more than that.

"Do you remember us from earlier? At the Silent Heroes headquarters?"



"Sort of... I think... were you there?"

Deanna laughed a little. "We most certainly were, Cyprus, although Shane and I never got a chance to introduce ourselves. But, you probably recognize us from TV, right?"

"Err..." the truth was I hadn't really followed all the shape shifter stuff very closely. I recognized Deanna and Shane in the vague, non-specific way I recognized most actors, or the popular kids at my school.

"No?" Deanna sounded surprised.

"Well..."

"What, have you been living under a rock?" Shane said. "The whole world knows who we are. I think I'm a little insulted."

"Dominic didn't seem to recognize you," I pointed out.

"Yeah, but that kid it so self-absorbed I doubt he knows who the president is."

I didn't know what to say to that.

"Oh, stop teasing her, Shane," Deanna said. "Can't you see the poor girl is nervous enough as it is?"

"Nervous? About what? What's there to be nervous about?"

What was there to be nervous about? What was there to be nervous about? Was he serious? Did he even know about all the crap that had happened to me today? Add that to the fact that I had no idea what was going on here, or what I was supposed to do, or who I was supposed to trust, or whether I was making the right decisions or completely screwing everything up, or...

I realized I was gripping my armrest so tightly that my nails were digging into the fabric. I took a few measured breaths and forced the muscles in my hands to relax.

"There's plenty for her to be nervous about," Deanna said briskly." She looked at me. "Cyprus, before I tell you anything I want you to understand something. You're under no obligation to be involved, all right? You made your decision. We respect that decision."

"Even if it was stupid," Shane added.

Deanna gave him a look.

"What? It was stupid."

She chose to ignore him and focused back on me. "But, we knew you would recognize us. We couldn't very well say nothing. Like I said, you don't have to be involved. But, at the very least, we would appreciate it if you didn't blow our cover."

"Otherwise we'll have to kill you."

"You're not funny, Shane," Deanna said, while I just about choked on my own saliva. "He's just kidding, Cyprus. Don't worry. As I was saying, we're here to investigate this so-called training facility. The military wants to know what's really going on and, frankly, I can see why. This Connelly guy is being way too secretive about the whole thing. For all we know he could be forming his own private army."

I swallowed. An army?

"I'm not saying that's a likely scenario," Deanna quickly added. "I'm just saying we don't know. We don't know what he's up to and we think it would be safer for everyone involved if we found out."

"So... you're spying on him, is that it?"


"I prefer to think of it as investigating."

She could call it whatever she wanted, it sounded a lot like spying to me. I was beginning to wonder if it had been a mistake to come back here. If Mr. Connelly ever found out about this I was already at risk of being considered an accomplice. Even if I walked away right now. Even if all I really did was fail to mention it to him...

"All right, you've had your say, De," Shane said. "Now let me have mine."

"I don't want you to pressure her, Shane."

"I'm not going to pressure her. I'm just going to give her the facts."

I looked back and forth between them, thoroughly confused.

"Cyprus, you're part of the reason we're here," Shane said.

"I am?"

"Of course. And it's not just because powers like yours shouldn't fall into the wrong hands. Or because Connelly could be planning on turning you in some kind of weapon, for all we know..."

"A-a weapon?" I choked.

"... the fact of the matter is, you could be extremely valuable here, Cyprus. You could be a huge help."

"But only if you want to," Deanna said. "If you'd rather walk away... tell us to go to hell, etcetera, feel free."

I didn't answer for a moment. I was still stuck on the word "weapon." But, they were both looking expectantly at me. I had to say something.

"What do you need my help for?" I asked weakly.

"Connelly is bound to be suspicious of us," Shane said. "Or anyone involved with the Silent Heroes. But you... you're going to be his star recruit. He'll have you involved in everything. You're going to have a first class seat to all the conniving, weasely crap that goes on at this training facility of his."

"Aren't you jumping to conclusions here?" Deanna said. "We haven't even seen the place yet."

"I don't have to. This guy Connelly is a rat. I can smell it on him from a mile away. He's up to something and it's not good, I can guarantee you that."

Deanna rolled her eyes, as if she had heard this argument before. "We're not asking you to do anything you're not confortable with, Cyprus. And we're not going to put you in danger. We're just giving you the option to be involved. You can take your time. You can think about it. We'll be around, so just let us know if you're interested. We won't mention it again unless you bring it up first, all right?"

--------------------

Deanna and Shane kept their word. They didn't put any pressure on me. They dropped the topic of Connelly and the training facility all together. For the next hour or so they told me stories about being a shape-shifter back when normal humans had no idea we even existed. All the secrecy, the sneaking around. The shifter villages hidden deep in the most far-flung and remote parts of the world.

Compared to all the insanity that surrounded being a powerful shifter now, it sounded like pure bliss to me.

I tried not to think too much about the offer to help them spy on Connelly. I felt like it was too much for my brain to handle right now. Even the tiniest, most insignificant passing thought to our recent conversation left me feeling as though my brain was expanding like a balloon, pressing against the inside of my skull, swelling with so many doubts and fears and questions and "what if" scenarios that I felt like my head was going to explode.

Dominic came to get me after about an hour. He looked annoyed and told me that I had done enough sulking for one day. He paid no more attention to Deanna and Shan than if they were a couple of flies.

I reluctantly re-joined my brother in the main cabin. We sat on opposite sides of the plane, not talking, barely looking at each other, the air between us tense and prickling and so thick with tension you could have cut it with a knife.

I was thoroughly relieved when the plane began to descend. It meant the painfully awkward flight would soon be over with.

There was a slight jolt as we landed on the runway. I heard the crew moving around outside. I sat staring at my clenched fists, too tense and nervous to look out the window, knowing that my new home would be out there looking back at me.

Shane was right. I was stupid. I was stupid for coming here. I was stupid for agreeing to this. I had completely messed everything up. And now, to top it all off, I had gotten the Silent Heroes involved, complicating things even more.

I didn't want to deal with all this. I just wanted to go home.

I heard a faint thump against the side of the airplane. Moments later the side-door opened and the pilot stuck his head in, smiling and squinting in the harsh glare of the sun. "Last stop. Everybody out."

Dominic rose smoothly out of his seat and quickly disappeared through the open doorway, not even looking back at me once.

I was frozen. Paralyzed. Unable to go back but too afraid to move forward. I wondered, briefly, what would happen if simply refused to get off the plane. Maybe, if I asked nicely, the pilot would fly me to a deserted island somewhere. A nice, desolate place where no one could see me. Where no one could stare at me or arrest me or try and recruit for interviews and reality shows.

You're being ridiculous, girl, I told myself firmly. Running off to a deserted island somewhere would solve exactly none of my problems. I was here now. I had made my choice. Good or bad, I would have to see this thing through.

My limbs felt stiff as I rose to my feet. I felt myself moving towards the exit as if I were floating.

The moment I stepped out of the airplane, I was struck by a wave of intense heat. The air was thick with humidity. It felt heavy in my lungs, as if they had to work twice as hard to separate the oxygen I needed from all the moisture in the air. A brisk wind churned my hair around my face, causing streaks of purple, blue and green to flash around the edges of my vision. The breeze carried a salty, briny smell to my sensitive nose. The ocean.

I looked up though my swirling hair. I had seen the brochure advertising this place. I remembered how stunning the pictures had been, but nothing had prepared me for seeing it in person.

Aside from the narrow runway where our plane had landed, we were surrounded by endless waves of pure white sand, extending in huge valleys and peaks in every direction. The ocean was off to my right, a narrow strip of brilliant greenish blue, clashing sharply with the ivory dunes. The training facility was straight ahead. A narrow strip of ultra-modern buildings running parallel to the beach, sleek forms reaching up towards the cerulean sky, sunlight glinting off frames of glass and steel.

It was just as beautiful as I had imagined, but the place had sort of a cold, impersonal feel to me.

I must have stood there for too long, trying to sort out my thoughts, because Dominic gave me a nudge and said, "we don't have all say here, sis."

I rolled my eyes and followed him. Deanna and Shane walked several paces behind us, carrying all the luggage and looking perfectly at ease.

The air between me and Dominic continued to bristle with tension. We kept a good three meters apart from each other, like two sides of a negatively charged magnet.

A single, paved road led from the airstrip towards the training facility. I was acutely aware of the sun, hot and strong on the back of my neck.

Though I wasn't really sure yet what to make of this place, my inner wolf seemed to approve of it, at least. I could feel the animal inside my mind, ears pricked forward, eyes bright and alert, tail waving back and forth. It wanted to go racing off the trail and explore. Sniff every surface. Run through the waves of the ocean and chase fish it was never going to catch. It wanted to frolic in the dunes and roll in the sand and dig holes to nowhere like a big, happy, overgrown dog.

I reined the creature in, keeping it firmly under my control. After all, the last time I had allowed the wolf to run things it hadn't turned out so well.

When we reached the buildings it was like we had entered another world. One second, we were on a deserted beach. The next it was like we were in the downtown core of a major city. The streets were wide and lined with palm trees. The modern buildings loomed in on either side of us, making me feel small and utterly insignificant.

But, several details gave away the fact that this was no average city. If all the plants sprouting from the every window was not enough to advertise the presence of shape-shifters, the menagerie of huge, fantasy-like animals walking around certainly was.

It took all my effort not to stare with my mouth hanging open and my eyes bulging out of my head. I had never seen so many different, astonishing varieties of shape-shifters all in one place. There were huge wolves as big as Bengal tigers. Gigantic wildcats the size of horses. Massive horses as big as Asian elephants.

The people were all beautiful. Clear-skinned, muscular and lean, with hair in every shade and pattern imaginable. Blue and red like the wings of a parrot. Gleaming chestnut like a thoroughbred stallion. One girl's hair was mottled like a leopard only, instead of yellow and black, it was patterned with turquoise and green.

I saw one of the monstrous horses approaching and quickly moved out of the way. I watched the magnificent creature as it trotted past. It was pure silver from the tips of its ears to end of its tail. And... wait a second...

I looked again. No, I wasn't seeing things. The creature had a long, spiral horn growing out of its forehead.

That was no horse. It was a freaking unicorn.

I felt dazed all of the sudden. Everything around me seemed to have taken on a shiny, surreal quality.

We turned right and stepped through a revolving glass door into one of the skyscrapers. Possibly the biggest one, it was hard to tell. Cool air washed over me. I vaguely noted the pure opulence inside the building. Pillars and marble floors. Fountains and chandeliers. Plants and flowers growing everywhere. But, in truth, everything was turning into one big, overwhelming blur. It was like my brain had ceased to function properly at the sight of a three ton, silver unicorn.

We stepped into an elevator. Dominic pressed a button and we shot up dozens of floors. I watched the ground fall away. The vertigo just reinforced the sensation that I was in a very strange and vivid dream.

We got off on the top floor and headed down a seemingly endless corridor. Deanna's high heels echoed disorientingly against the walls. Everything around us was so polished and shiny it almost hurt my eyes.

Dominic said something. I didn't understand a word of it. He held his hand out and I accepted the key-card in a robotic sort of way. We had come to a stop outside a heavy, golden doorway.

Dominic kept talking. I had no idea what on earth he was going on about but I looked at him as though I was listening, watching the swirling movements of his unusual eyes.

Once his little speech was over, he abruptly turned and walked away.

There was a moment or two of silence and then Deanna spoke. It sounded like she was asking me a question.

"What?" I blurted stupidly.

"I said are you feeling okay? You have the strangest look on your face."

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine," I said automatically, while at the same time wondering why I was telling her this when I didn't even believe it myself.

"Why don't you get some rest? And remember, Shane and I are always around it you need us."

"Sure. Yeah. Sure."

"All right." She left my single, tattered suitcase, then the two of them went down the corridor after my brother.

I entered my new room. I was only dimly aware of my surroundings. I knew it was excessive in every sense of the word. Probably bigger than my house. Maybe it even had a diamond encrusted bathtub. But it could have been a giant hole in the ground for all I cared at the moment.

I dropped my suitcase in the middle of the floor and collapsed onto the huge, four-poster bed. I threw my arm overtop of my face, closed my eyes and hoped that, somehow, the world would make more sense then next time I opened them.

------------------------

AN: this story is being re-written.  I will message all followers when it is underway again.
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