Racing Wind 

Chapter One

 

Dad lay slumped on the couch, his belly swelling over the stretched fabric that once resembled a shirt. There was a time when he’d meet me by the school gates, a slim line jacket placed 
over his equally flat stomach. He would throw me up in the air and call me his princess; and all the children would watch enviously as we walked off into the sunset. I couldn’t watch him any longer; it felt like I could see his hair line reseeding 
just by staying still. I slammed the living room door closed with a sigh, but it made a louder bang than I had intended. “What’s the matter sweetie, having a little temper tantrum?” laughed my father. The laugh was cruel, taking on the same patronizing tone it always did
.

“I’m going now dad.” I replied coldly, stuffing my clothes back into the overnight bag.
“Kay” he slurred, turning up the TV. I sighed, swung the bag over my shoulder and slammed the front door as loud as I could.  

The moon lay naked in the sky, vulnerable without its protective blanket of cloud.
 I pulled my duffel coat right up to my chin, took a deep breath, and began to walk. In the day, you would walk across Fairfield and see children playing, parents laughing, people would wave and smile at you. But in the dark, all the smiley faced children were tucked up in bed, and the pubs expelled tens
 of drunks, each with a gormless and frightening expression on their faces.
 I could hear them coming down the roads now, laughing and swearing. I was only still in Fairfield, not even near the bus station and it was getting cold. My coat hadn’t provided the warmth I’d hopedfor and my hands where numb with the frost; I should have stayed at Dad’s; this was all wrong. 

I was nearly at the main road when they started following me. I had tried to avoid all the pub roads in Fairfield, going down small alley ways and side streets, but we were so close to the main road that it couldn’t hurt to take a short cut. They came out of the pub just as I rounded the corner, six men with dark hoods pulled over their faces and jeans that hung low on their knees. The youngest one walked towards me, winking at his mates and pushing his shoulders back. I’d heard the stories of girls abducted, found dead and violated two weeks later. The man didn’t look much of a threat as he could only be eighteen, barley two years older than me, but he still had dirty stubble and a heavy voice.  I was well aware of what the influence of alcohol could do, how it could change someone in a split second, how it changed Dad. 

 I gulped, walking a little faster, trying to make a distance between us. “Oi mate, she’s walking away from you.” queered one at the back of the gang. They burst out laughing, shoving him hard. 

I saw his face crumple out of the corner of my eye, it was an expression I knew all too well. “What? Don’t you like me then bitch?” he shouted, making a grab for me. I leapt back, my heart pounding irregularly in my chest. I was blinded with panic, unable to think, breathe, act. Frozen for that spilt second in front of them, but I couldn’t help myself. 

“Fuck Off” I muttered under my breath, they all stopped and as soon as the words left my lips; I knew I shouldn’t have said them.

“What did you just say to me?” he hissed, spitting angrily through yellow teeth “What did you just say?” 

“Get her Billy!” shouted one of them, and all of a sudden they were walking towards me. I started to run, not bothering to turn back; I knew they would be following. I flew down the street, flinging my overnight bag back at them in the process. I heard a soft thud behind me, followed by a chorus of swearing that rose higher and higher.  A hand lunged at me from behind, catching the back of my hair. I screamed, horrified as tufts of ginger fell to the floor. I tore down the alley way, fuelled by a new sense of terror and apprehension. I could picture it in my head now, all the sick games they would play with me, the many screams that would escape my lips. I’d always thought in these situations I would know what to do, that I would be prepared or defensive but this was nothing like what I’d imagined. You didn’t have time to think, to plan, you had to act on the first thought that ran thought you mind. And mine was to run, to get as far away from these horrible people as I could. I didn’t have a phone box or a can of mace, all I had was my legs and their ability to keep moving. 

I was good at running but the men where better, loping after me like dogs on a hunt. I looked for an alley to run off in to, some kind of escape but there was nowhere. I could feel my muscles giving in, the pain in my chest getting tighter and tighter, I had to stop. I was slowing down, my mind screamed at my body in horror, telling it to start working again, to not succumb, but it was too late. They were within touching distance, the nearest man’s hand reached out to rip another chunk of my hair. Suddenly the road in front of me disappeared into white, a hot blinding light that filled my entire eye sockets until I was blind to the world. 

Some part of me was still vaguely conscious of feet hitting concrete and the curses of the men, but it all seemed very far away, forgotten as a dream. Without warning, the road opened up before me, the white light gone as abruptly as it had appeared. I gasped as the street laid spread before me, alive with musky smells and canvases of colour. I wasn’t afraid of the men anymore, they were meaningless and weak and I was strong, powerful against their measly human selves. 

The pain in my chest was gone, my muscles had this new lease of energy and I was running, running faster than I’d ever run before. I laughed as they swore behind me, digging my back legs hard into the concrete, this power running through my veins like electricity. As soon as I started I couldn’t stop, it was addictive like a drug. I wanted more so I went faster and faster, gleefully alive with this incredible sense of recklessness. Then I was on the main road, running alongside the cars, quicker than the cars. Lights blurred past me, like ribbons of colours, reds, yellows, greens. I didn’t want to stop, and just as I realised I couldn’t stop, a lorry came out of nowhere, fur collided with metal and all darkness took over light 

 

Chapter Two

 

It was freezing when I finally woke up, cold and shaky.  At first I felt the wet underneath me and came to the conclusion that I had wet the bed, but it soon was made apparent that the hard wet surface beneath me was not my bed. I was on the pavement.

 

I tried to stand but my head rung with the horrible white noise and my legs gave way beneath me. I looked down at myself; my best jeans where torn in several places, bruises lined each of my limbs like ribbons and a deep gash in my leg oozed with horrible red blood. I was in an alley, though I could hear the bustling traffic of the main road nearby. I tried to remember the night before, what I was doing, where I was going but I was met with the same white noise. I had patches of sweat set deep into my clothes and strange yellow fur was spread around the alley way like snow. Gingerly I picked myself up, though my legs still shook violently. I wondered if I should go to the police station, but then I thought of all the questions I would have to face, the ones I still couldn’t answer. Then I thought of Mum, how much she would be worrying about me, I had to get back to her.

 

I was closer to the main road than I first thought, and as soon as I hobbled to the end of the alley way, I was met with the overwhelming smell of traffic that had to be the highway. It was busier than usual, a lot busier, queues of cars were lined up in either direction, all stopped by a large crowd of policemen. It was a road accident, a truck lay on its side, a huge dent running down the back, several cars were piled up upon each other obviously victims of the crash and the same yellow fur in the alley way was scattered through the road. The blinding light burned through my forehead, breaking my gaze, forcing me to walk on to the bus stop. There was a mass of people waiting, held up by the traffic, I felt there gaze on me and my cheeks blushed a furiously scarlet. 

“Are you alright love?” I looked up, a middle aged man stood over me, a very concerned expression on his face as he gazed over my bruises. 

“Umm yeah, I tripped” I mumbled, impatiently waiting as the bus lugged its way through the traffic. 

He didn’t seem convinced “Are you sure? That looks like a pretty deep cut.” 

I burbled something inconclusively to him before moving quickly onto the bus. 

The number 13 was sweaty, and the coat that felt so thin on my back now felt a thick as my ski jacket. I sat right at the back of the bus, facing the window so no one would see my face but some of the old ladies saw the tears in my jeans and started to whisper to each other, loud enough for me to hear. I got off two stops early; one of the whispering grannies had produced a mobile and I was sure they were ready to dial for an ambulance or some obscene emergency vehicle.

 It was so much different at Craelford. Each house was lined parallel to the one before it, all of the perfect buildings resembling the appearance of a show home. Children played noisily in the streets till dusk, undisturbed by the drunks that roamed Fairfield. Their mothers would call them in and each would share a perfect family roast, going to bed full and aware of their safe suburban life.  It was noon when I reached Putney Street, and walked up number 42’s drive. Mum’s car was parked opposite in the same spot it always was and the TV blared nosily through an open window.

“Mum I’m home!” I sang through the letter box. , banging hard on the knocker. The house remained silent.

“Mum!!” I shouted for the second time with no success. I was about to turn back to Dad’s when I saw the tiny crack of light at the side of the door, it was open.

“Hello?” I said, pushing it to. The house was very much inhabited, with the whistle of the kettle boiling and several lights shining brightly in the lounge. Mum had to be in, she was probably in the garden watering the flowers, she’s always out there, with her flowers. She said she loved flowers more than anything in the world; I used to pucker my lip and say what about me, she would snuggle me up in her arms and say I was her little flower too.

 

I ran straight out into the garden, ready to find her pottering about the grass in her overalls like she always was. The garden lay empty, the flowers slightly wilted from the dry bout we had been going through. The house was still uninhabited when I returned, the kettle buzzing away none the different. But now it all felt wrong, the white noise in my head was gone, replaced by this numbness that made shivers creep up my spine like spiders. I saw it on the sofa, the lump. It was about the size of a beanbag, but it was clumped together at weird places, more elongated and detailed. I stopped in my tracks, it was moving.

It squirmed from side to side, making strange shrill noises, it then occurred to me that it might be a person. What kind of a burglar would hide under a blanket?

I took hold of the glass lamp I had got Mum for Christmas present and reached out to the sheet. I took a deep breath, and ripped the cover off in one swift motion.

It was a person, tied down with long pieces of rope and gagged at the mouth, I screamed, it wasn’t a burglar, it was Mum.

She was looking towards me but not at me, like she hadn’t heard my scream or seen my eyes pleading a response. Her shoulders and arms where jolting from side to side in spasm, yet her eyes stared blankly towards me, cold and empty like the pit of my stomach. 

“Mum!” I screamed, shaking her, tearing away at the ropes that bound us apart. “Wake up!!”

 “She can’t hear you.”

I jumped around

Two figures appeared behind me, seemingly out of the thin air. They were dressed in tight fitted green jackets that almost clung to their bodies like a second layer of skin. But I barley glanced at their clothing, all my attention was focused on the hard metal guns brandished in their hands. The taller of the two stepped forward; he wore a black cap that hid his hair colour but his eyebrows where ginger and his face dark and defined with heavy cheek bones. I was frozen, unable to think or breath
, numbed by both the surprise and shock of the situation. I was being held at gun point in my own house, while my mother was kept as some sort of hostage. This stuff just didn’t happen in real life, it was the material of movies and action novels or some kid’s twisted dream. 

The dark man took another step forward and I jumped, suddenly unbroken from my trance as natural instincts took over. The second of the two, still hidden in shadow raised his hands up to me in a peace sign, but at the same time the first had his gun pointed to my head. Without thinking I swung the lampshade widely forward, making an inaccurate miss. Neither flinched, an almost sick smile playing on the taller’s face. It was an unnatural, almost inhuman reaction and it scared the hell out of me. My hands gripped the lampshade tighter as I felt a strongly instinctive growl rise in my throat. Without pause, the dark man rubbed his hands together in a swift action and all of a sudden the growl in my throat succumbed to a whisper. It was the strangest feeling, I was seeing these people in front of me, remembering all this anger and terror that suddenly was so distant, out of reach. I didn’t hate these men, with their guns, I didn’t think anything of them, they were just people now, less threatening, they were nothing. I dropped the lamp shade and it shattered noisy on the floor, emotionless thoughts running through my head like a colourless picture. It was as if my head had become a repainted canvas, I could sense those past memories but I couldn’t see them, there was too much thick white paint blocking my way. 

“Thank you” said the man hidden in shadow, I stared back at him hollowly. “But I think there’s no need for that Omar, she will understand.” 

The other man, supposedly Omar, looked back horrified. “But sir, she’ll shift..” 

He cut him off, putting a hand to his face and letting his gun drop “Omar! Listen to me.” 

The man seemed to have some authority over him as Omar grimaced at me. I stared back at the pair, frozen in a weird robotic stance. He glanced back at his superior for reassurance before letting his hands rub together reluctantly. 

I almost screamed. Sudden realisation coursed through my veins, I was on fire with horror and fear, comparative to a plaster ripped off prematurely to reveal a painful, ugly wound. I let a series of curses flood out of my mouth as I ran to mum, clutching her head to mine.
 

“You monsters! What the hell did you do to her?” I screamed at them, as Mum continued to spasm in my arms. I tried to search into her eyes for some response but I found none, she was empty and cold. 

“She’ll be fine in a few hours, you just need to calm down” said Omar, talking a step forward to me and Mum. I didn’t want him anywhere us, he was intruding. A low growl rumbled deep in my chest as I stepped in front of Mum, they couldn’t get close to her. 

“Sir....” stuttered Omar, trying to raise his hands again. 

“No Omar, it’s too late, just grab her” ordered the other man 

They all
 started walking towards me, their shadows growing taller with each step closer
 they took. I felt a second growl rise in my throat and the hairs than had suddenly appeared on my back stuck up on end.

It all came in a rush after that.

Both of the men leapt at me, pulling my face to the ground. I snarled at them, trying to retch free of their grasp but it was all too late. I felt the man’s hand rest on my shoulder and saw a flash of his yellow eye. Then all of a sudden an overwhelming sense of cold came over me and I was sent off into a long icy sleep, the image of the man’s yellow eyes repeating a thousand times over.

 

Chapter Three

I knew immediately that I dreaming. I was too happy to be awake.  It was dark, very dark in this dream world; only lit by the streams of colour that flashed past every few seconds. I was running, as fast as that day on the highway, only this time I could control it. I felt it pulsing threw my veins under a filter, ready to switch of if something went wrong. I knew I wasn’t human, I could feel the fur on the back of my neck and taste the new senses this strange body was giving me. The lights where calm shades of lime and orange, like the walls of our bathroom, only they where smoother and more beautiful, like waves. I ran with them, enjoying their silk motion against my skin. Then I realised you weren’t supposed to feel anything in dreams. So I woke up.

The room around me was rather like my bedroom at home, my chest of draws was crammed into the corner, along with several of the books I had been studying from school. Even the carpet was the same crimson it had always been, the walls exactly parallel with each other. But at the same time as it was my room, it wasn’t. It was exactly the same as last night, which was the problem. It was to similar, like I had never gone to sleep. No traces of the morning cup of tea mum always brought me, not even the bowl left over from the midnight snack I consume religiously. It was like the afternoon had never existed. I stepped gingerly out of bed onto the carpet. My body froze. The carpet was hard, harder than I remembered it, and it was cold, like wood or stone. This didn’t feel like carpet at all. I leant back against my bed. Strange, the wooden head board was cold as well, like metal.  Even the sheet scratched my skin, even though Mum always used fabric softener. This looked like my room, but it wasn’t, it can’t be. 

“Aww, for god sake Seth, you did it again”

My head spun around, the wall was talking!

“Damn it! I thought I had it that time.”

Said 
the wall, but this time the voice was different.

“Hello?” I said, backing away to the door.

“Oh know look what you’ve gone and done; now she knows!”

“Well it wasn’t my fault, you blew it anyway!”

I ran across to the door, yanking it open. My hands reached towards the handle but met air. I lunged again and again frantically, but I was no use. 

“Help!!” I screamed, tugging desperately for the invisible doorknob “HELP!”

The two voices stopped. “Alright let her out now, Omar will hear.” There was a pause as I looked around for my escape “Go on then!”

“Fine, but if anyone asks it was your idea.”

Then all of a sudden the room melted around me and I found myself staring at two boys in blue shorts. They were nearly half the size of me and clearly brothers, though one had pale hair and the other brown. “Yeah, sorry about that” the dark haired boy elbowed his brother

“Yeah, sorry” his brother mumbled, shuffling from one foot to another.

I looked straight ahead of them, I must still be dreaming. “Where am I?”

They looked at each other, and then burst out laughing.

“Does she actually not know where she is?!” the blonde boy cried, clutching his stomach. “She doesn’t, she actually doesn’t!” the dark boy replied, collapsing onto the bed.

I bit my lip desperately, you don’t do think in dreams. You control dreams, there memories, part of you. Yet this wasn’t part of me

The blonde boy paused, and then looked me up and down. “Oh, she’s new.”

“Ah that explains it then.” The dark boy grimaced. Propping himself up on the bed he stretched his hand up to me, “I’m Darrel and that’s my brother Seth, the ugly one with blonde hair.” said Darrel, before dodging a swinging blow from Seth. I just gaped at them, they stared back waiting for some response.

“Umm, so... what’s your name.” Said Seth

“umm... my.. Err... name is, well... err Heather
”

Darrel rolled his eyes at Seth “Well that was quick,” he said, loud enough for me to hear.

Seth just stared at me, a look of bewildering curiosity plainly on his face. “You, your...your... fast”

“What?” cried Darrel “Shut up, Seth? Sorry, he gets a bit weird sometimes.” Darrel nudged Seth with his elbow.

The silence was agonizing, and I had no idea how to break it; in the end I didn’t have to.

“So, what do you do?” said Darrel

“Me?” I said

“Yes, you. Who else?”

“Umm, I don’t know what you mean.”

Darrel put his head in his hands, “He means you, you know, Seth’s an illusionist and well...” he paused, looking down smugly “I’m fast.”

I looked down at my feet, the only thing I could think to do. Then I gasped, there was a deep red gash on my left foot, only slightly healed.

Then I remembered it all. The hooded men. The empty house. Mum.

I screamed, and everything went black.

 

I awoke on the same metal bed, with the scratchy brown blankets digging into my sides. I looked up and screamed again. I was staring straight up into eyes, the yellow eyes of my capture
. This wasn’t a dream, this was real.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

I was still screaming when Omar waved his hands, then all of a sudden I was silent, calm, like I had just been hit by a wave. I knew this wasn’t just me; this was Omar, what he did. He was just like I had remembered him, with large broad shoulders and chin, only this time he had a concerned smile on his face.  “So, someone has finally woken up!” said Omar, sighing.

I felt uncomfortable, all I knew about this man was that he had gagged me and forced me to sleep. How could I answer him, so I didn’t I stared down at myself, unable to feel angry.
 “So, do you want me to explain all of this? I know when I first came here I was terrified.”

I badly wanted to know what was happening, but I couldn’t bring myself to
, like there was a barrier stopping me. I wanted to scream at him and beat him with my fists, but I couldn’t, I just couldn’t. He stared at me for a second; waiting for a response I knew I couldn’t give him. Then he gasped in realisation and waved his hand for a second time. Anger rushed through me, like it had been there all along and I just hadn’t realised it. I lunged forward, fur sticking up on end. I had changed, just like that and I couldn’t be more aware of it. I snarled at him, baring my jagged teeth at the loathsome man. I reached for his neck but something cut into me, holding me back. Unearthing the scratch blanket I realised I was in a harness, I was trapped. “Look at yourself.” Said Omar, monotone

 I snarled up at him, spitting fowl words that no one could understand. He repeated himself “Look at yourself.” But this time sterner; I couldn’t refuse. My eyes automatically focused down to my chained body; everything was so much clearer now, like I was a short-sighted person who had finial found the right glasses; then again I don’t think any human could see what I was seeing now. A single hair wafted through the air, surrounded by shreds and specks of dust, all as perfectly visible as Omar himself. My body was sleek, shaping around my limbs effortlessly like the wave in my dream
. I was covered from head to foot in a strange yellow fur, only it wasn’t quite yellow, it was slightly silver, almost gold. Layered over it was an assortment of black spots; I smiled a rather scary feline grin as I realised what I was. Then as effortlessly as I had shifted, I slipped out of the harness and onto the wooden floor. Omar backed away, waving his hands with no effect, he was useless now. I could have killed him, right then and there but like in the dream I could control it now. I shifted effortlessly back to Samia
 human and glared at him. “Please just let me explain.” Said Omar and I could sense the fear in his voice. My heart leapt slightly, I enjoyed him being scared of me, it gave me power. “Where’s my mum.” I growled, totally out of character.

“She’s fine.” Said Omar, relaxing

“Where is she?” I said again, louder.

“Like I said, she’s fine, at home where you left her.”

I could have screamed at him “Where I left her?! I didn’t leave her, you kidnapped me you bastard!” the words where sour from my mouth. I was going to shift again, and this time I would aim for his throat.

 

“Whoa” came another voice, one I recognised too well. “Let’s not get too aggressive.”

I looked up; the voice belonged to an ash faced old man. He wore a red suit and a friendly smile which was impossible to perceive badly
. Omar got to his feet and waved his hand, all my anger melted away. “Mr Fantinto, I would ask you not to use yourself on my Students!” said the man sharply and Omar abruptly let his hand fall to his side. The barrier was gone again but I wasn’t angry, I was curious. “See Omar, if you just gave her a chance she would be fine.” Omar rolled his eyes, the man turned to me, looking serious.

“Before I explain anything to you Heather, I need to tell you I am truly sorry.” He sighed “I apologize for everything you have gone through in the last day, if there had been any other way we would have done it. I know how confusing and frustrating this must be for you but you are not alone.”

I looked into his eyes already knowing he meant every word, but checking all the same. “What’s happening to me?” I whispered fighting off tears.

“We don’t know. All we know is that all over the world people have been gaining talents, amazing scary 
talents that only people have 
dreamt of.”

“And I am one of those people,” I whispered

“Yes” he said, remorse in his eyes.

I should be happy; it was stupid to feel sad. I had something amazing happen to me, an escape from a boring life. It was what I had been praying for, but I started crying all the same.

“Are there others like me?” I said.

“There are other shape shifters. Yes.” I grimaced at the word. “I think we have about eight so far, including you, although four of them are in foreign countries. But we have 73 students here.” He gestured for Omar to leave the room, which he did grumbling. This man was nothing like I had imagined. He was kind, understanding; it didn’t make sense.

“So I’m at a kind of school.” I said, wiping away the tears.

“Yes, kind of like Hogwarts.
” He chuckled to himself.

“Does my Mum know I’m here?”

“No.”

“Will she ever?”

“No.”

My hands screwed up into fists as I fought back another wave of tears. Mum needed me, she was a hopeless cook and always mixed up the white washing from the dark, she would be lost. I needed Mum, she was my best friend.

“What if I don’t want to stay at your freak school?” I cried fiercely
.

He sighed. “I’m afraid there is nothing I do, the government controls this; they control everything.” He spoke the last line more to himself than me.

I tried to calm my breathing; I didn’t want to shift again with him watching.

“Is there anything else you would like to ask?” He said

“No!” I answered, screwing up my fists again.

“Okay, when you are ready there are people waiting to meet you. They will probably explain everything better than this old man.” He smiled, gesturing to himself.

I felt a little guilty; it wasn’t this man’s fault, he was just another cog in the slaughter machine. He picked himself up and walked towards the door. “Wait.” I cried, I had forgotten to ask him something. He turned. “What do you do?”

He smiled “I make people fall asleep.” Then he turned and walked out of the room.

 

I sat on my scratchy metal bunk bed for quite a while, I can’t relate to a certain time. This was me, this animal inside was me. I felt almost excited at the thought of it; it was so incredible, like my wildest of dreams come true. And yet I was terrified, all these questions buzzing around my head with no clear answer. Would I howl at the full moon like some absurd fictional character? Would I attack people, be a danger to my friends? I missed a heartbeat, my friends. I gasped at the thought of Bella and Jack
, what would they think? To everyone I had ever loved I would be a run away, the raped and murdered. That’s what’s supposed to happen when someone goes missing, that’s what everyone hopes against but thinks. A bitter laugh escaped my lips, It was so typically me. Only I could get hit by a truck, kidnapped and taken away to a freak school all in twenty four hours. Hit by a truck. I hadn’t thought of it properly since the bus. Right on queue my leg tinged painfully, it seemed ironic that all I had to show from the crash was a ten centimetre cut. Surley when one is being hit by a car 

groaned
 as I thought of not seeing him again. Suddenly I was aware of being watched, “Who’s there?” I shouted, getting up of the bed. The door peeped open and a girl slipped into the room. She was tall with large, almost clumsy features. The kind of girl I would normally avoid at school. “Sorry, I was just getting some books.” She said nervously, biting her bottom lip. 

 My head nodded of its own accord, everything was so cereal 
I could barley think. I watched as she headed over to the bunk bed opposite mine, she didn’t look special either, just ordinary,  maybe she was just ordinary, maybe people like me were being mixed in with other school kids, maybe this was just a normal school. I watched her from under my hair, pretending to be reading the book in front of me. Her books were neatly arranged on her desk, parallel with her pencils and a ray of sparkly pens; she picked the first from its pile carefully, as if she didn’t want to crease the pages, out of the book slipped a yellow posted note. She picked it up frowning. I watched intently as she read it, her frown turned into a scowl as she finished the last line, her fist screwed up tightly over the note and her teeth were gritted. She gasped and broke apart her hands; I stared in amazement as a clump of red ash feel to the ground. “Did you just set that paper on fire?” I asked, staring at her in disbelief.

She blushed a furious scarlet and gave a silent nod. “I know it’s bad, but I can’t help it.” She mumbled.

“No, it’s amazing.” I said, still staring at her.

“It’s not amazing.” She whispered 

I couldn’t help laughing. It seemed hit 
radiating palms where the norm here. 

“Sorry.” I said, quickly regretting my laughter.

“No it’s alright”

There was an awkward silence as we both stared down at our shoes.

“So, what do you do?” she asked, looking brighter.

What did I do? I remembered the man saying something about shifting. “Umm, well I can’t really remember what it’s called, I kind of turn into an animal.” It felt weird saying it out loud, like I could jinx it.

The girls eyes widened “Really, wow! What animal do you shift into?”

I 

 “Okay” I said, still unsure whether I was going to tell her. No one else had seen me shift apart from Omar, and I’d rather he hadn’t anyway, and although I was certain this girl wouldn’t hurt me, she might tell other people.

I sighed “I’ll tell you, but you can’t tell anyone else. Yes?”

She nodded, crossing her fingers. This girl must be a lot younger than she looked, she talked in simple language that you might hear in a seven year old, yet she looked 14. I stretched over to her ear, lifted her hair up and was just about to say it when Darrel ran through the room, streaming with blood.

 

 

Chapter 5

 

We both screamed as blood cascaded from his skull. He was yelling at the top of his voice, clutching his throat and making gagging sounds. He collapsed on the floor and went very still, “Oh my god!” I screamed running over to him, he wasn’t breathing. “You whatever your name is get someone!” the Chinese
 girl nodded to me and ran out of the room. I looked down at the small boy, he lay bleeding on the ground, though I couldn’t find the wound. His face looked odd, it was rapidly turning red, I bent over him, maybe I should give him CPR. I leaned right over him, still thinking what to do as his face got redder and redder. Suddenly he opened his eyes and burst into laughter. I reeled back, shocked, was he in some kind of spasm? He clutched his stomach, pointing at me “Ha-ha, you really fell for it!”  He screeched with laughter, but blood still poured from his skull. “Wait! Don’t get up, you’re still bleeding!” I shouted, but he was already on his feet. With a bang, the cupboard door opened and Seth feel out in an equal amount of hysterics. It was only then when I realised what had happened.

 “Oh yeah, very funny!” I groaned, sitting back on the bed. Seth looked very hard at Darrel and the blood disappeared, I had been played. “Classic!” said Darrel, high fiving Seth. They hooted with laughter as I glared at them both. “Oh come on, Heth.” Seth paused “It is alright if I call you Heth right?”

I narrowed my eyes at him “Fine, fine. Don’t get too uptight. Oh and by the way Ruth is still outside shouting blue murder.” 
Darrel flashed out of the room, still laughing.

“Hey, wait for me.” Said Seth, dragging
 after him.

And just like that they were gone. This was going to take some getting used to. I could hear the girl in the corridor now. Ruth. My next door neighbour was called Ruth. She was an aged woman who spent most of her days outside gardening with Mum
, or feeding her ancient tabby cat. I looked around my dorm, there were about six bunk beds in all, but some had desks and shelves where the bottom bunk would be, like mine. A big bin bag of my clothes  rested on the side of my bed. I fished threw 
the bag, realising the contents of my entire wardrobe had been packed, rather untidily. Most of my books where there too and stationary, I smiled as the picture of me and Bella fell out onto the floor.

I’d known Bella since Nursery; we had been blood sisters, rubbing together are 
scabby knees, insisting we were now related. She came from a large family and always stuck out in crowds. We waltzed around primary school getting people to join our Odd sock club. In secondary I met Jack at the school dance; it was a tacky celebration with neon lights and music that gave you a headache, but I loved it all the same. We’d pretty much gone around school in a little threesome after that, though Bella always teased me about liking Jack. I was going to miss them; I can’t imagine school without either of them. Part of my head was already planning an escape from here, where ever I was. I ran over to the large oval window by my bed. It definitely was England, and by the coast, but apart from that I could be pretty much anywhere. My attention was drawn back to the window as I realised how big this place was. The dorm I was in now must be about three or four stories as the Children playing below where 
the size of match sticks. There was a large building about four hundred yards away, totally made out of glass in the shape of a curve. It was huge, ten times bigger than my other secondary school, and even from my little dorm I could see most of the rooms had flashy looking computers in them or big halls with lament flooring. The building was centred on a large playing field where a group of teens where playing some kind of crazy game with a ball. To the left of the buildings a large pond curved out towards the sea, and I could see a child that couldn’t be more than five swimming in the darker end. In the distance I could see a small line, almost definitely a fence, which stretched around the whole grounds. I was trapped. Seth, Darrel and Ruth seemed happy enough here, why was everyone so content with imprisonment?
 

Ruth burst into the room crying “He’s just over here,” she was saying to someone. She looked from me to where the pool of blood had been “Where’s he gone!” she screamed, throwing herself onto the floor where Darrel had played dead. I felt like laughing again, but I thought it was better not to. Following after her was a small dark haired girl, she had pinched features and dark eyes that looked permanently angry. “Oh that was just Seth and Darrel, you know.” I said, picking Ruth off the floor.

The girl behind Ruth glared at her “I told you so you dozy cow!” she said spitefully, Ruth cowered into my bed; she looked over to me “She’s such a drama queen!”

I decided I didn’t like the sound of this small dark person. “I’m Lily, you are?” she reached her hand towards mine.

I took it reluctantly. It was surprisingly warm; I could smell the animal on her. She was like me. “You’re the new shape shifter!” her face widened into smile.

I nodded “So go on then, shift.” She said, her eyes waiting. I didn’t want to show her but something about those piercing black eyes didn’t give me a choice. I felt the fur spring up on my back and in a matter of seconds I was in full fledged Cheetah. I took up a lot of the dorm and Ruth who had been sitting quietly on the bed leapt up in applause. Lily smiled a crooked smile the bent down into herself. I watched amazed as she shifted, her body rippled into a different shape, curving into a crouched position. Her black eyes shined yellow as thick black fur matted over skin. She was a large black cat, bigger than me.

Ha, a cheetah! Who would have thought!
Lily’s black mouth remained closed. I could hear what she was thinking.

Yeah, that’s right. No secrets now!
Lily barked a laugh.

It’s alright, you’ll get used to it. Though watch out for Matt, he’s always reading our thoughts.      
Who the hell was Matt?

Oh, he’s one of the guys in building four. He’s a shifter to.
This was getting too weird; I shifted back before Lily started quizzing me on more of my thoughts. It creped me out to have people listening in my head, after all that was the only privacy I seemed to be allowed here. Now that was gone too. Lily frowned at me when she saw I had shifted, then without shifting back she ran out of the door and I was left once again with Ruth. Ruth had been absent-mindedly reading a book throughout mine and Lily’s little charade, she looked up frowning. “Are you friends with Lily now?” she said, in a small childlike voice.

“No, to be honest I don’t really like her,” 
I said, reaching for the hairbrush. After shifting my normally straight red hair was a mad wave of frizz. Ruth threw me a huge grin “That’s good, I hate Lily, she’s always picking on me because I have to go to special classes.”

I looked down at Ruth, she didn’t look special needs but it made sense. Poor girl. “Yeah well if she picks on you again tell me and I’ll bite her head off.”

Lily laughed closing her book.

“Tea time!” she announced, skipping towards the door “Come on Heather, you don’t want to miss tea time.”

My tummy rumbled at the word, I glanced down at my watch, it was nearly seven. No wonder I was hungry. “Okay Ruth, I’m coming, give me a sec.”

I ran to the mirror on the other side of the room, desperately trying to straighten out my fuzz ball of hair. It looked terrible, like I had been dragged threw 
a forest of hedges. I gave up in the end and ran out of the dorm after Ruth. Outside our room was a large spiral stair case leading down to a light corridor. Two other dorms veered off from the left and we stopped at the second. “Why are we stopping here?” I whispered to Ruth, still trying to straighten down my hair.

“We have to pick up Emily silly!” Ruth knocked loudly on the door.

There
 was a rummaging from the room and then the door flew open, though no one was behind it. A second later a small girl ran into view “Just got to get my coat.” She said, before her coat appeared beside her, floating quite apparently in mid-air. She put her arms inside it and the zip did itself up by. I didn’t even gasp that time, things like this stopped being surprising after Darrel’s trick n treat. She stared straight ahead of both me and Ruth and reached her hand out. It wasn’t aimed at me or Ruth for that matter, but Ruth took it anyway and pulled Emily under her arm. I followed after them both as Ruth led Emily to the door, Ruth seemed to be treating Emily like a baby, opening the doors for her and taking her hands when we went down the stairs. We walked threw a room with large stuffy couches and bean bags, then we were suddenly outside. 
The air hit me like a drug; the urge to shift was nearly intolerable. I clenched my fists but it was no use, I gave up almost instantly as we stepped outside.  I breathed out a sigh as I shook out my fur, it was bliss. “See you at the Canteen then, it’s just over there” called Ruth. I turned around; only just realising I was running away from both Ruth and the canteen. I should have turned around but the air on my fur and the ground on my paws were too pleasurable to resist. It seemed that Lily and Matt weren’t listening in on me which I was most grateful for, it was nice to think animal thoughts undisturbed. I ran towards the lake, the wind tailing after me like a shadow. 
I ran faster and faster until the sound of my paws on the ground merged together. It felt like flying. I heard a screech above me and looked up. A bird sawed 
above me, not just any bird but a falcon, with its wings spread in an unmistakeable arrow. It swooped down below to me, too close to be undeliberate. I tried to tune into its thoughts but I was met with a wall, I did a cheetah equivalent of frowning. I was hoping the falcon would be a shifter; it would be nice to run with someone. Slightly disappointed I veered off towards the canteen, hoping I wasn’t too late for supper. The large building where Ruth had pointed was crammed full of round tables, each hosting four or five students.  I shifted back unwillingly and stepped inside.

                                                                                                                                                                                        
 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

The canteen was hot and stuffy but smelled delicious. Meat pie and steamed vegetables wafted around the hall, that was one thing I had noticed since I had change, my senses had become a lot sharper, I could smell everything. Darrel and Seth where sitting on a table with a crowd of boys the same height as them, and they were all gaping at some illusion Seth was doing. Ruth was sitting with Emily at one side with a group of adults, I recognised Omar amongst them. I looked around the other tables; everyone was full of unfamiliar faces, apart from one. A boy hung at the back of the room, he must be about my age or older, sixteen at least. The chairs around him where empty and he was deeply submerged in a book.  He was quite gorgeous, with brown hair flopping over his forehead and shirt slightly unbuttoned to reveal a toned torso. I looked at my frizzy hair and messy clothes; I wasn’t looking my best, but it would have to do. I walked up to the table taking a deep breath, “Hi, is anyone sitting here.” I said, trying to disguise the nervousness in my voice. He looked up at me and smiled “It’s you again!” he said, pulling out the chair beside him. I sat by him with the plate full of food I had just collected from the hatch. “Wait, have I met you?” I asked, sitting down.

“Well sort of, Shape shifter.” He grinned

“But, you, that can’t have been you, I couldn’t hear you.”

“I just don’t let people read my thoughts, it’s a kind of a wall, and you’ll learn how to do it soon.”

 

I relaxed “God I hope so, I can’t stand that Lily girl looking in my head all the time.”

I looked up at him “So you’re a falcon then, pretty good.”

It was refreshing to be talking to someone so casually, he seemed almost normal for here. “Yeah, but the flying can be a bit annoying.” He said, putting his book down and leaning on his elbow. I raised my eyebrows.

“Well I can only take off from high up, you don’t know how many times I’ve been caught on the school roof. “

“Yeah well at least your hair doesn’t go spastic.” I sighed, pointing to the fuzz “It was straight yesterday.”

“I don’t know, I think it looks nice frizzy, makes you look kind of crazy though.” He laughed.

He could talk; his hair was nice and normal. The bell at the centre of the hall made a loud buzzing sound and Students began to file out of the room in little groups. The boy waited right until the teachers had left before tucking in his chair. “I find it’s easier this way, eighty people weren’t meant to fit through those doors at the same time.” He pointed over to the single glass door to the futurist 
side of the hall, where the last of the students where squeezing threw. “So do we just go to bed now?” I said, looking at the time, it was only eight thirty. “Well, everyone is supposed to read or do homework but some people are allowed out.” He said as we walked across the field. “Who?”

“Well I am, because I can hunt better in the dark.” he paused “That and it kind of creeps people out when I hunt in the day.”

I froze “You hunt?”

“I can’t help it; neither can Lily or Matthew, its instinct. They let shape shifters out in the dark, so I suppose you’re allowed too.”

I wasn’t listening. Would I have to hunt things, It was bad enough eating meat, but killing it myself? I pictured my hands dripping with blood, a carcass torn open and dead by my side. Shuddering, I shook my head. “I’m never hunting.” I whispered “I’ll just run at night.”

He laughed “I’d like to see you try, anyway that’s the reason you run, to hunt. You can’t do one without the other.” I grumbled as we reached the big dorm buildings, “Well if you change your mind I just fly around the estate looking for game, you can join me.” He said, getting out a dorm key. “Wait, why are you going inside if you’re hunting?”

He smiled again “The roof things remember.”

“Oh yeah. Okay, bye.” I waved rather half heartedly and felt around for the room key Ruth had given me earlier. “Oh wait!” I shouted, as he opened the door, he paused.

“What’s your name?” I called.

“Quin.”

And for the first time I smiled back.

 

Other than my meeting with Quin the evening was pretty boring, compared to the morning anyway. I sat slumped on my bed reading a book I had read many times before. Every once in a while I would watch Seth do one of his Illusions or Darrel try to run up the ceiling
. As impossible as it sounds he made it quite far, upside down before he crashed back to his bed. Ruth was already asleep, a rabbit toy tucked under her arm, so I didn’t have much company. There were two other people in my Dorm. An Asian girl called Keisha and a blonde boy called Harry, who clearly wasn’t happy with his sleeping arrangements. He snuck out to the house next to us twice and Omar caught him both times and when he gave up on that he got his phone straight out and started texting them, he hadn’t stopped yet
. Keisha seemed more concerned with practising her powers than anything else. I think she was a telekinetic, like Emily, but I rarely saw the objects she stared at leave the ground. I watched her for a while but when she spotted me her face went bright red and she took the stone she had been practising on to the other side of the room. It was eleven when Omar finally came to turn the lights off, even Seth and Darrel where in  bed by then, tucked up and snoring.  He came to check on us, stopping at each bed and peering under the covers. He stopped at mine, pausing “Look Heather, I’m sorry about earlier, It was just a precaution.” I stared at him, no intention of going to sleep. He grinned feebly “Well you can go out if you want, Lily told me to say she was meeting Matthew at the canteen.” I shook my head, still ignoring his gaze.

“Okay, if you change your mind there’s a door key by the couch.”

He finally moved on to check Ruth and Keisha’s bunk before switching the light off and closing the door. I didn’t want to trust Omar, I didn’t want to trust any of the adults here: they all seemed very corrupt, with fake smiles and gesture. I didn’t want to trust any of

 

 

 

 

them but I could feel myself being slowly won over, it was only now that I understood why no one complained. They were so understanding, so kind no one could feel angry at them.

 

It was only when Omar turned the lights off that I realised I wanted to shift, it was like the urge I had when we were going to the canteen. I had to get outside. I wanted in agony for a few minutes, to be sure Omar had left the house, and I was practically ripping my eyes out by the time I heard the door close. I couldn’t get out the door faster enough when my conscience finally let me move. I was in shift before I got down the stairs and let out a howl of frustration when I realised I’d have to shift back to open the door. I finally got the door open and was just about to shift, when I walked straight into Quin. He fell backwards and landed flat on his back “Oww!” he said, rubbing the back of his head, he got up slowly.

I hoped from one foot to the other desperate to run, but the same time I didn’t want to be rude. “Yeah, I’m really sorry but I just have to...”

Quin grinned “You have to shift, don’t you!”

I scowled. “Yeah, so. But can you just give me one second; I’ll get back to you.” I just managed to finish the last word when I shot off, shifting instantly. I heard Quin say “Whoa!” in the distance. I ran a quick lap around the grounds, right up close to the fence. It must have been about a mile, but it only took me a minute. Quin was climbing the drain pipe when I got back.

“What in the world are you doing?” I shouted, finally satisfied enough to talk.

“The high up thing remember, anyway I told you you’d have to shift, we don’t have much choice in the matter.”

“Yeah I got that.” I muttered under my breath. “So are we going to run a few laps, it looks like I won’t be able to sleep so I might as well.”

Quin nodded, gritting his teeth as he tried to haul his weight onto the base of the drain pipe. He eventually got a good balance. “Yeah, and I’ll hunt for a bit, though I doubt you’ll be able to resist.” Then he sprung up from the Drainpipe, throwing himself into the air. He just managed to shift before hitting the ground, and then he returned to the drain pipe with ease, looking very smug even for a Falcon. I joined him in cheetah form, starting to like to furry feel on my body. This was going to be fun.

Yeah it is isn’t it; I’ve never run with anyone before.
I groaned, I’d forgotten just how annoying this mind reading thing was. Then again with Quin I suppose it wouldn’t be as bad as Lily.

Thank you, isn’t Lily just a bundle of fun?
I laughed and set out across the field, I tried to tune in to what Quin was thinking and quite pleasingly he seemed to have taken down his wall. I barked a laugh out loud, he was thinking about food!

I wonder what’s for breakfast tomorrow; if they serve that quoin beef again I may have to go on strike, hay what you are laughing at Heather? Just be thankful I’m not talking about dinner!
Dinner? We ate at seven. Oh god not that kind of dinner!

Yes, I was thinking Deer, or maybe Vixen. What do you fancy?
 

 

 

 

My stomach revolted. Quin you are quite disgusting, now do you think you could not hunt just for tonight? Please.

Sorry but I didn’t eat at seven; you can just go inside if you don’t want to watch.
I thought of going back to the dark room and staying cooped up for the night, shuddering I shook my head, No I’ll come, I need to learn to restrain myself anyway.

Okay, but can we start now, I’m getting hungry.
 I nodded, and Quin flew up into the air screeching with delight, he loved flying as much as I loved running. I let out a strange chirpy whistle, one I had heard on Animal planet many times before. I let go of everything, all the sadness of missing mum, all the worry. I focused on running, crunching my back legs into the soft soil, ears back and neck bent down in a crouch. I looked up to see Quin soaring above, turning pin wheels in the air. He looked so majestic, riding the wind as it came on in waves.

 

The ground disappeared beneath me as I breathed a sigh of pleasure that would probably sound like a purr for anyone close enough to hear. Soon I was ahead of Quin, leaving him trailing behind me; I let out another high pitched screech and dug my legs harder into the soil. The air was still and peaceful, even running at the speed I was. I yelped in delight as I realised the wind was there, it was just behind me. I was ahead of wind and time and sadness, I was free to run in this empty peaceful landscape that never seemed to end. I sniffed up into the air, trying to taste its coolness but instead I got a mouthful of must. It was strange but luring, like a drug. I slowed to a stop with ease and sniffed the air again; the musty smell was stronger now, more potent and it lured me in. I knelt into a crouch, pacing the floor, careful not to make a sound. I followed the scent into the woods, getting stronger and more appetising all the time, peeping out of the bushes I saw my target. The deer where unaware they were being watched, I had the element of surprise. I crouched, ready to spring, just waiting for that idealistic moment.

Umm Heather, I thought you weren’t going to Hunt???
I looked over to the black Falcon sitting on the branch beside me, I tilted my head. What are you talking about? I’m not hunting!

I turned my attention back to the deer, the fawn had a slight limp. She would be the weakest.

Heather, I think you are.
I jolted my head up again, irritated. I’m not hunting Quin, what in the world makes you think I am hunting?

Yeah, you’ll just pick off the weakest deer to play with it!
I gasped in sudden realisation. I hadn’t even realised, I backed away from the Deer, running back into the open field. I was horrified at myself, how could I of even considered killing a baby deer, if Quin hadn’t stopped me I don’t know what had happened. Quin. Where was Quin? He hadn’t followed me out onto the field. I ran back through the woods, calling his name in my head but I had not answer. Why was he ignoring me? I got back to the clearing but there was no Falcon on the branch, I peeked out of the bush, making sure I didn’t smell the deer. But they were nowhere to be seen, something had scared them off. The only thing that was in the clearing was a Falcon with a carcass by its feet. It was the fawn, dead and limp by Quin, he had killed it. I snarled at him, hackles raised, ready to lunge.

Whoa!! Heather, what are you doing?!
Quin flew away from the carcass sheepish, retreating onto a high up branch. You killed it! Why did you kill it? If I had fists they would be clenched, I was fighting the urge to lunge at the branch. Of course he would dodge but I had a chance.

Sorry Heather, it’s just I can’t help it; you know what it’s like now.
I had to admit he was right, if he hadn’t stopped me I would be the one at the carcass. I licked my lips as the smell of fresh blood wafted into my nostrils. Sorry I got angry at you Quin but I have to go, I can’t stand being around that smell.

No, it’s alright I’ll come.
I smiled at him threw 
my teeth. We ran back up to the field, though Quin didn’t sound totally satisfied with his short meal. I shifted back to Heather human when we got near the Dorms and so did Quin, though he did fly up to his window for a chocolate biscuit first. We sat on the grass for a while, just talking, it must have been about one but I wasn’t tired, maybe that was just a trait of being a shape shifter. I talked about Mum a lot and Jack and Bella. All the sadness flooded back and I felt tears dribbling mercilessly down my cheeks. I glanced down at myself, my jumper was torn, my hair even more frizzy.

“God, I look terrible.” I said, wiping away the tears on my Jumper sleeve. 

He grinned “You got that right!”

I whacked him with my jumper sleeve. “No, you don’t look half as bad as you think you do Heather.” He said, serious.

I gaffed at him, not sure if it was complement or not. I decided to ignore it. “Well umm, I’m think I’m going to bed now, as much as it’s fun sitting on the grass in the cold.”

He helped me up but I tripped and fell flat on my face anyway “Yeah you really display the graceful, majestic movement of a cat!” I scowled at him but couldn’t help laughing, “Okay, I’ll give you that one.”

“See ya tomorrow then!” cried Quin, going into the yellow building next to mine. I waved before reaching into my pocket for the dorm key. That was strange, it wasn’t there, and I remembered putting it on my coat just a few hours ago. Delving into the other pocket I came up with the same result. I swore into the wind, this was just great. I sat on the freezing cold step, no idea what to do next. I looked up to the third story, where I could see Ruth sleeping peacefully in her bunk bed. Huffing I put my coat on the step and bent down away from the wind (Luckily I had become accustomed to sleeping on pavements these last few days).

 

I was just nodding off into a deep sleep when the door opened in front of me, it was Seth. “Why are you outside?” he asked, rubbing his blue pyjamas. I stood up “Why are you outside?” I asked.

“I just had a feeling you'd be out here."He replied, almost creepily calm.

“O-Kay, Thanks.” I stepped inside, rubbing the warmth into my arms. He followed me up stairs and then returned to his bed and pulled the blankets up to his chin, none the different. I climbed into bed, still a little confused but much warmer. No matter how scratchy the blankets where, I was asleep in almost a minute too tired to notice Seth’s yellow eyes staring at me through the darkness.

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

“Wake up Heather, its breakfast!” cried Ruth, jumping up on her bed. I was sat up in bed reading but Ruth still thought it was necessary to repeat her wakeup call just one more time. “I heard you the first ten times Ruth!” I sighed, returning to my book. “Then why aren’t you getting up?”

“Fine, fine!” I said, hauling myself out of bed “I’m up.”

“Good, good.” She said, hoping meekly down from her bed and out of the room. I grabbed a pair of scruffy jeans and top and headed for the bathroom. The room itself was bigger than the dorm, with two shower rooms and several toilets. I went into the first shower room and heaved off my clothes. The shower was piping hot and flowed over me like the silk waves in my dream, the school must have had a lot of funding, everything was so new and effective. At Moorlands the showers were small trickles of water that ran cold after two minutes, and the desks were flimsy things that broke if you made the stupid decision to lean on them. Bella and Jack used to see how many pencil cases you could fit on the desks before they would collapse, and of course with my luck if I stepped within three feet of them, five or six of them would fall down at once.

 

After ten glorious minutes of hot water Keisha started complaining that I was taking too long, so I reluctantly turned the shower off, pulled on my scruffy jeans and stepped outside. It had been a week since I had arrived at Tarragon College and I had still been lucky enough to escape lessons, I had been running with Quin instead, every night. I would meet him outside our dorms religiously at midnight and we would run long lengths together, mostly in silence, just in the pleasure of being someone else’s company. Omar had given me my timetable yesterday and when I showed it to Quin he had burst out laughing, saying I had Math with Mr Bradbury. Apparently that was not a good thing. Everyone was a lot more awake when I returned, Harry had heard his mobile go so he was up, Seth and Darrel where doing homework they had obviously forgotten and I could hear Ruth with Emily downstairs. I sat on my bed feeling rather useless, I had no clue what to get ready or what to wear. For all I know we might have a bright pink dress code or an assignment, then again I don’t think any teacher would want to piss of one of us by giving out a detention. Did they even have detentions here? I made a resolution to ask Quin at breakfast.

 

In the end I packed a small bag with my pencil case, a bottle of water and a reading book for good measure; Charlotte Bronte shouldn’t get the teachers too moody. I followed Ruth down to pick up Emily, who produced the same routine she had yesterday, levitating jacket and all. She stared straight past me, not even acknowledging my presence; I was a little taken a back, had I already made an enemy on my second day. “I brought Heather again today Emily” said Ruth, skipping to the door. Emily looked over at the wall smiling “Oh, nice to meet you Heather!” she said in a sweet voice, reaching her hand out to the wall. I walked over to her hand to shake it, each in their own I suppose. I clenched my fists when we got outside, determined to remain human, though it was a struggle. I had to walk like a robot so not to let my legs get to relaxed but it wasn’t working.  I had to physically hold on to the canteen door as part of me was so reluctant to go in but eventually I was inside and the burning in my feet cooled.

 

I looked around for Quin; he was sitting at the back again but not alone. There was an amazingly beautiful girl sitting next to him, she had hot pink highlights in her almost white blonde hair and was putting her middle finger up at Harry who was making an even ruder gesture. Quin spotted me and waved his hand over at the empty chair beside him, the girl didn’t seem to notice. I walked sheepishly over to them, feeling totally inadequate with this wonderfully strange girl next to him. Being me I managed to trip up twice before getting to their table and when I finally sat down Quin clapped his hands in applause. The girl went back to her food, giving me a nod beforehand. “Oh come on Sophie, No need to be shy!” Quin laughed, enjoying our silence. The girl glared at him.

“Quin, if you don’t shut up soon I’ll imprint Freak on your big forehead and I won’t take it off for a week.” She growled and Quin cowered in mock fright.

She turned to me “Hi Heather, do you think you can shut your friend up, he’s been talking about you none stop all morning.” She said, but smiled at me at the end. Quin’s face went bright red and he looked down at his breakfast.

She laughed at him “He likes you so you can’t be half bad.” She smiled, reaching out her hand. Her hands were pearly white, every fingernail exactly the same length, all painted intricate reds and purples. I shook her perfect hand, trying to force a smile out. After yesterdays social meetings I was worn out from meeting so many new faces.  “Oh yeah, do you want to me to fix your hair, Quin said you didn’t like it frizzy. I looked over at Quin; he was stirring his cornflakes innocently, it would be so useful to know what he was thinking right now. “Oh, don’t we have to go to class after this, and I didn’t bring any strengtheners anyway.” 
Sophie smiled “I think I can manage.”

She put her hands towards my hair, I tried not to flinch back but I couldn’t help shuddering as her finger nails touched my head. “There you go, no strengtheners required!”

I felt up at down my hair, it was smooth and soft.

I looked in the reflection on the window; my hair was straight, but shiny as well like I had just been to the hair dressers. “Wow!” I gasped “Now that’s a talent!”

She beamed at me; I decided I liked Sophie almost as much as Quin. “Now I know why your hairs so nice.” I said, turning to Quin who had now proceeded to swallow the whole contents of his cereal bowl at once. He had milk in his hair, and cereal down his shirt.

“Yeah but what he lacks in ugliness he makes up with eating habits.” Sniggered Sophie, I couldn’t help laughing to. He narrowed his eyes as us before ducking under the table for his bag; he pulled out a thick plastic book. “What’s this suppose to be?” I said taking it.

“It’s our planner, for writing down homework and that.” Said Sophie, bringing out hers, which was naturally customized with stars and expertly inserted glitter. I turned to the first page, which was a mass of tables and arrows, it all looked pretty normal to me; math, science, English... “TD?” I said “What’s that suppose to mean?”

Quin opened his, “Oh yeah, Talent Development...flying.” he smiled gleefully. “Ahh” I said, so more running, this day wouldn’t be so bad after all!

Someone shouted something from the far end of the hall and Sophie got up smiling, “See ya Heather.” she said waving her sparkly fingers at me.

She turned back to Quin “Oh Quin, you have something just there.” pointing to her forehead. Quin groaned as he covered up his forehead with his hands. Sophie ran over to where Lily was sitting with a several older boys. Sophie went up to the blonde one and kissed him on the cheek, before sitting on his knee, Lily watched enviously from the corner. I smiled, so Quin was available. I turned back to him, his face bright purple. “What’s up with you?” I said. He let his hand fall to the table in shame. I burst out laughing, nearly falling of my chair
, there on Quin’s forehead was “Quintilian” tattooed in bright pink.

“So Quintilian, where first?”

 

It turned out I wasn’t with Quin or Sophie for Math; I sat next to a swotty boy called Peter who seemed to be able to scribble down numbers faster than Darrel. I wasn’t quite sure what he did yet, other than being incredibly bright, he was fairly average.

Our math teacher was a tight faced man with an even tighter smile; he paced around the desks stabbing at someone’s work every few minutes. “Constructive Criticism!” he had stated. It was a pretty average lesson, apart from Chelsea, who kept on fading out every time she was shouted at. It was quite amusing to watch, Chelsea would fade out and the teacher would shout at her so she would fade out again, which made the teacher’s face tighten even more. Chelsea ended up invisible for the rest of the lesson, both teacher and pupil seemed to find it easier that way.

 

I tried to find my way back to the canteen after Math, but it was impossible, there seemed to be several buildings exactly identical to the canteen I had eaten in at breakfast. I had a plastic map of the school at the back of my planner, but it was all labelled with abbreviations of the classes and nearly impossible to read.  In the end Sophie found me, she was walking with the same blonde boy at lunch and waved at me. I got up of the bench and walked over to her, her hair had changed again; it was now white with green highlights. I would have to ask her to do something like that for me on Halloween. She gave the boy a quick kiss on the cheek and muttered something in his ear; he smiled and then ran over a gang on the far end of the field.

“Who’s that?” I asked, putting the plastic map back in my bag.

“Oh that’s Matt, Quin’s half brother.”She said, pointing at the boy who was supposedly a relation to Quin.

“I didn’t know that Quin had a half brother!” I said, as we walked

“Yeah, they share a mum.” We turned into the canteen; it had been quite blatantly to the left.

“What happens to our mums?” I looked down, thinking about how worried she’d be “I mean, what they know?”

All around us people where looking down at their shoes, it looked like I wasn’t the only one who had left my parents behind. Sophie didn’t look sad at all, she was writing in her pad, only she didn’t have a pen. “Some, like Darrel and Seth’s parents know, it was pretty impossible to hide, since they started so early. But most of our parents think we’ve run away, the government covers everything up. Or so Omar says.” She said, tracing her fingers up and down the paper, it was enchanting.

I pulled my hands through my hair, It suppose it could have been worse, we actually could have been kidnapped and one day I would see Mum again anyway, they couldn’t keep us away forever .

 

I looked at my horrible ginger hair and over at Sophie’s enviously.

“Do you think you could dye my hair?” I said feeling the frizz that was starting to reappear. Sophie looked at me, her eye brows raised.

“Why would you want to dye your hair?” she said, dropping her hands.

I shuffled in my chair “Well it’s kind of, well ginger.”

Sophie laughed a sweet sparkly laugh. “Count yourself lucky, that’s the only colour I can’t dye.” I scowled, though it was probably a good thing I couldn’t dye it, Mum would have hated that. She had ginger hair too, only hers had patches off grey or off coloured bits in it. She said we were a dying breed and had to stick together        . Now she would think I had run away, No she wouldn’t, mum new me better than that, I think. Sophie waved her hand in front of my face “Wakey wakey, come on French!”

She pulled me up out of my seat but I slumped behind. “Aww, can’t we just skive.” I groaned

“Have you ever tried skiving with a French teacher that can see the future?”
I shook my head.

“Before you even decide to Skive she’ll catch you.” Just as Sophie finished a stout Woman walked past pointing at me, she shook her head. “Okay I see your point.” I sighed, grabbing my school bag. 

The woman was there when Sophie dragged me into the classroom. She glared at me through her big specks “Bonjour Class, take out your Exercise books.” 

Sophie handed me yet another new book, though this time she had written my name in swirly red writing at the front. “Thanks” I said smiling.

“It’s alright. It’s nice to be talking to someone normal and female; it seems every girl here is either loopy or bitchy.”

I thought of Ruth and Emily, but I didn’t say anything. Sophie seemed just the kind of person that would pick on someone like Ruth. “Class class settle down.” Cried the French teacher, she looked over at me, standing next to Sophie, no idea where to sit “Well go on, sit down, we don’t have all day.” She clapped her hands “Chop chop.”

She pulled up a chair and placed it next to Sophie “Sit!”

I sank down immediately.

The teacher paced back and forth “Now girlz, girlz.
” She said, shaking her head “What does “Miss Herbert hate?” I picked her name up and memorized it.

“Talking Miss.” The class said in Unison.

“Yes yes, what else does she hate?”

“Late homework Miss.” They said with the same tone

“But what else girlz?!!” said Miss Herbert, griping her hands in expression.

No one spoke. “Trainers girlz!! Miss hates trainers! Now Chelsea, Laurent and you in front, off in my lesson!!!” she shouted. I looked down at my converses gulping, but Sophie smiled at me reassuringly, she reached down and tapped the sole. Colour flowed over them and they became a pair of black pumps in less than a second. I smiled uneasily hopping dearly she would be able to change them back; they were the only shoes I had brought with me. The French lesson carried on as normal, although Sophie got told of several times for writing without a pen. It was amazing to watch, she would put her finger on the paper and as she moved it across the page words would trail after it, my talent didn’t really compare. “What do you do again?” whispered Sophie

“Oh I shape shift, like Quin.” Sophie groaned “Oh god not another one! First Matt, then Quin and now you.”

I laughed and Miss Herbert shot me a look.

I abruptly closed my mouth.

“How did you start, you know with shifting.”

I shuddered as I remembered the blundering faces coming towards me. “I was chased by some blokes, so I ran away and I suppose because I was so scared I shifted.” I looked away, not wanting to put any details in, I didn’t want to tell Sophie about the terror or the dark endless alleyway. I wanted to forget it all and never look back.  I looked back; plastering a fake smile on my face “It was that bad was it?” said Sophie, sympathetically. I nodded. “So, how did Quin change?” I said, trying t direct the conversation away from me. Her face went pale “He won’t talk about it, not to anyone. Matt told me a bit about it but he doesn’t really like talking about the accident either.”

I sat up “The accident?”

She groaned “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”  

“Go on, you might as well tell me now.”

She put her head in her hands “You don’t half delve Heather.”

I smiled sarcastically “It’s a talent. But hey don’t change the subject.”

“Okay, Well I don’t know a lot but apparently Matt and Quin where in a really bad car crash. It was icy and a car pulled out without signalling or something like that. Well Quin just changed, automatically and flew out the window before the car crashed. But I think he feels really guilty, I mean, his mum was still in the car. I don’t think she was as lucky as Matt.”

“Oh.” I said, feeling a little guilty. “Poor Quin.”

“Yeah, he was so different when he first came here, he wouldn’t talk to anyone and he stayed in shift all the time. Never coming to lessons, just sitting up on the school roof.” I imagined the black falcon on top of the canteen, looking out onto the scenery in misery. I shook my head; I wasn’t going to get upset over this.

 

“Okay, go on then, your turn.”

I waited she looked down, hiding her face then looked up again. Her pale white skin turned grey, her eyes that where a sparkling green a muddy brown. The highlights in her hair faded and her hair wound itself into plaits that hung limply by her neck. Sophie was transformed into this pale faced stranger, with brown eyes, brown hair and a brown appearance
. She shook herself and the highlights returned, her eyes glazed over and the beautiful girl was back. That had been the real Sophie, the plain Sophie that used to look like the rest of us. I could understand why she didn’t want to talk about it. She nodded and I smiled meekly, she looked like she was about to speak but then the buzzing noise of the lunch bell silenced any words that could have been heard.

 

As soon as I breathed in some of the fresh air I had the urge to shift, lunch would have to wait. I turned to Sophie, who was striding to the canteen.

“Sophie, I’m just going for a run okay, I don’t want to be inside all the time.” I shouted

She turned around “Okay, but were eating outside, Quin wants to show off one of his latest tricks.” I nodded waving, and then began to run. I ran as fast as my human legs would allow, getting away from the crowds before letting the fur ripple over skin. I leapt into form and scrapped against the mud, trying to get a good foothold. I was half away around the math building by now, running out my stiff legs from this morning’s lesson when a heard a cry. I turned around the corner warily; it was bound to be another one of Seth’s jokes. But it wasn’t, Ruth was standing up against the wall, her face screwed up. She looked like she was trying very hard not to cry. I walked slowly around her, trying to see what she was looking at. She screamed as a big black paw swept past her. It was Lily, but in the form of a big black panther. I screwed up my face in disgust, what kind of foul girl was she? Picking on a girl with downs, I could have lunged at her right then and there. She was circling Ruth, lunging at her every few strides, only missing by an inch. It was a game, some kind of sick game. Lilies head suddenly spun around and she smiled venomously, her yellow eyes glowing.

Well, well, well. Come to help me out, have you?
She smirked. What the hell was she doing?

Oh just having fun Heather, what else can you do around here, It’s just like catch only a little bit more... let’s say fun.
Yeah but not for Ruth, I thought. Raising my hackles slightly, prepared to leap. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Ruth edging away. Good, I thought, at least Ruth could get away, even if I was trapped. I curse myself, just realising what I’d done. Lily spun around hissing but Ruth was right at the edge of the wall. I froze as Lily advanced, not sure whether to risk attacking her; she was a giant of a cat, the same height as me but limbs rippling with muscle. I could tell I wouldn’t stand a chance.

Lily made another swipe at Ruth, this time only inches from her face. Ruth screamed and started sobbing, begging Lily to stop. I thought the Panther was only bluffing but I couldn’t be sure as the second swipe caught Ruth’s jumper sleeve.

It all happened very fast after that. Lily made a third swipe and Ruth screamed, I couldn’t tell if she was hurt or not but It didn’t matter. I sprung at Lily, snarling and biting as jaw met bone. Lily let out an ear piercing yowl and spun around again, sinking her teeth deep into my back leg. I yelped and broke away, hopping backwards with my sore leg useless by my side. Lily snarled but was distracted as Ruth’s ear-piercing scream.

“Fuck off Lily!” I shouted my arm around Ruth as she continued to sob.

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” The black cat narrowed its yellow eyes, gave a hiss and took off towards the dorms.

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

I clutched my leg which had two deep teeth marks indented into the skin, I hopped I had made the same mark on Lily.

Ruth was sobbing into my shoulder now, clutching her arm.

“Are you alright?” I asked, reaching out for her arm.

She held it out, I took it gingerly, not sure what I’d find. I breathed a sigh of relief; it looked like Lily had only just caught Ruth on the side of her arm. She was fine.

“I told you I’d bite Lilies head of if she went near you.” I smiled, Ruth laughed, but tears still spilled down her cheeks.

“Don’t tell anyone Heather.” Said Ruth, rubbing her arm.

“We really should, how long has this been going on?” I said, still clutching my leg from the pain.

“Long enough!”

Both Ruth and I spun around. It wasn’t the head or Omar, it wasn’t even Sophie. It was Emily. She walked a step forward feeling around the air “Ruth, where are you?”

Ruth ran to here “I’m right here Emily.” Emily found Ruth’s hand and pulled her into a hug. Emily stared blankly past me, her white eyes still. Then it occurred to me, Emily must be blind. It all made sense know, why Ruth treated Emily like a baby, all the blank looks and empty gestures. It was very comforting that I hadn’t made an enemy out of Emily, though I suppose now I couldn’t say I hadn’t made an enemy.  “Hi Emily.” I said, realising I had to speak for her to know I was there.

“Oh, it’s Heather isn’t it?” She said, still hugging Ruth.

“It’s alright Ruth, she isn’t going to do anything anymore.” cried Emily and then around the corner ran Omar, under his arm he had a dart gun. I had never really looked at Omar properly before, not in daylight. He couldn’t have been more than 22 and had skin head blonde hair and a tattoo of a snake up his left arm. He didn’t look anything like Miss Herbert or the other teachers. If anything he looked more like a student, with a t-shirt saying Kalabunga in bold italic.

He looked around, then his eyes met mine and he frowned. 

“Heather what do you think you were doing?” he shouted, walking towards me.

I took at step back, what he was talking about? He didn’t think I hurt Ruth, did he?

“Don’t you know better than to pick on poor Ruth, she’s been through an awful lot you know.”

I was about to collapse with frustration when Emily spoke up. “No Omar, Seth was wrong.”

Omar dropped the gun to his side “It was Lily, not Heather.”

What did Seth have to do with this?

Omar nodded quickly “What where you doing here then Heather?” He said, still a little off.

“She was helping Ruth, Omar; don’t have a go at her. Plus I think she’s hurt, I can smell blood.”

I sniffed the air, only now tasting the foul stench in the air, I looked down at the bite marks on my side, which were dribbling out blood. “Oh god.” Said Omar, staring at my hip.

“Wait a sec Ruth; I’ll get you sorted out. I just need to take Heather to the medical room before she bleeds to death.”

Ruth nodded, still pressing her face into Emily’s chest. “Come on then Heather, can you walk, or do you need to be carried?”

I put my nose up at him “I can walk just fine!” I said hobbling over to him, not proving my point very well.

“Okay, just follow me, I won’t go too fast.” He said, slowly moving around the corner.

I narrowed my eyes at him. My leg did hurt, quite a lot now actually, but I didn’t need him fussing over me. We walked across the big square near the Math block, over to a dome shaped building to the right. Well when I say walked, I mean Omar walked and I hobbled.

 

The medical room was more like a house. It had a large waiting area and several rooms leading off from the reception desk where a plump woman sat. Omar pulled up a chair for me to sit on and muttered something to the woman. She beamed over at me with a large smile I shall never forget. Omar waved sheepishly and walked out of the door. I sat on my chair, uncomfortably, struggling to lean my weight onto one side without the other hurting.

“Well, would you like to come through here Miss and we’ll have you stitched up.” Cried the plump woman, grabbing me firmly by the arm.

I didn’t have much choice so I went limp and let the woman pull me threw to the nearest room. She tottered as she saw the blood seeping through my trousers “Been in a fight have you love?” I nodded, looking up at the ceiling, wishing I was somewhere else.

She shook her head “What young ladies get up to these days.”

After getting out a green box she clapped her hands “Right then, trousers off.”

I stared at her in silent horror.

What was this, school nurse gone paedophile?

I stayed still, frozen to the spot.

“Go on, I can’t bandage you up if your all covered up can I?”

She had a point but I still paused. “Come on, I’m no peeping tom, I’m nearly seventy for Christ sakes.” I looked up at her face.

She didn’t look seventy, maybe sixty but not seventy. She had light blond hair that had obviously been dyed and grey eyes to match the silver heart she had woven around her neck. I sighed, pulling me trousers down, grimacing as the fabric brushed my hip.

“Oh dear you really have been in the wars.” She gasped, I looked down at my legs only now realising what a state they were in. The cuts from Saturday were still scabby and a long purple bruise was lining my leg from where I had been hit by the truck. I thought the bite marks finished it all off perfectly, I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, you could say I’ve had a bit of a rough week.” The nurse totted but got straight to work, rubbing a painful disinfectant the whole length of my leg. She put bandages on the small cuts but when she reached the bite marks from Lily she pulled a needle out of the green bag. I felt acid build up in the pit of my stomach as I let out a long, withdrawn gulp. The nurse worked quickly though, not giving me enough time to faint back into my chair. By the time I had winced as the needle went in to my leg, it was all over and a neat row of black stitches took the place where Lilies teeth had been.

“Right then my lovely, all done.” She said, throwing my trousers back at me. The nurse pottered out of the room as I pulled my trousers on, tracing my fingers over her handy work. There was a little packet of cream at the reception desk, it read for bites, stings and animal infections.
“I doubt you have anything, but just in case.” She said, handing me the tube. I laughed out loud; I would have to tell Quin that Lily had given me rabies.

 

 

 

 

The lunch hall was empty when I got out of the nurses office and it looked like I was excused from lessons, so I went back to the dorms instead. There was a crowd of people in our attic room. I recognised Seth sitting on his bed, with a damp rag strewn over his forehead and Darrel was sitting behind him, dried tears on his cheeks. Sophie and Quin where huddled on my bed talking urgently, gesturing every now and then towards Seth and the man in the red jacket was there talking to Omar. Quin looked up and ran off the bed straight into me. He pulled me into a hug “Are you alright?” He said, still hugging me.
“Well I was, but I’m not sure I can breathe at the moment.” I said gasping. He released his grip and looked me up and down, the nurse had obviously got the blood of because   my trousers where clean. “Where are you hurt, Omar said she bit you?”

I thought of my stitches “You don’t want to know” I said, pointing to my waist. He was just about to open his mouth when Sophie rushed over and hugged me “I knew that Lily was trouble!” She was scowling, “She’s always eyeing up Matt. I knew it from the start.” The red coated man walked up to me, brushing Sophie and Quin aside. 

“Now I won’t keep you for long Heather, I just need to know what happened.” He led me firmly by the shoulder into the corridor, I glanced behind me and Saw Quin waving manically, I smiled.

I turned back and the man was staring at me seriously “Know If no one has told you yet I am Mr O’shea, head of Tarragon College.”

I nodded, wondering if he would reach out his hand for me to shake. No hand was extended.

“Now we have spoken to Lily and she says you bit her first. Is that correct?”

I looked down at my shoes nodding. Mr O’shea put his hand on his forehead “Well this may be a bit more serious than we first thought then.”

I gasped, would I be expelled, surely he understood about Ruth. He paused “Though judging by the report from the school Nurse I highly doubt Lilies injuries are worse than yours.”

“In my defence sir, I was just protecting Ruth.” I spoke up, looking right at him for the first time.

“Yes Heather, I am fully aware of the situation with Ruth, but as she was not physically hurt and you where the first one to obtain a violent reaction the odds are not in your favour.”

I wound me fists into balls “Sir, she was going to hurt Ruth. Would you rather I didn’t and I just let Lily beat her up!” I was fuming now, almost shouting at him.

“I’m not taking any action now Heather, I’m just warning you, If you so much as touch Lily again there isn’t much I can do.” He sighed.

“But what about Ruth, if you don’t do anything Lily can just keep on at her!” I said, not believing what I had just heard.

“Quieten down Miss Rowan; I assure you Lily will not lay another finger on Ruth, now go back to your dorm before I change my mind!” He said sternly. I rushed back to the door, wanting to get away from Mr O’shea as fast as possible.

 

Sophie and Omar where gone when I go back, only Quin, Darrel and Seth where left in the dorm. He was sitting on my bed, looking at a picture of Jack and Me. I went and sat beside him. He looked up smiling. “Is your leg alright then?” he asked, putting the picture down.

“It will mend.” I sighed, wrapping my duvet around my lap.  I glanced at Seth who had a blanket around himself. “What happened to Seth?” I asked, as Quin snuggled underneath the duvet as well. He sat up “Well we were just in the canteen and Seth fainted, Darrel was in such a state, when Seth woke up he was like fitting, shouting about you having a fight with Ruth or something. Though he obviously missed out Lily.” I thought of her sly black face, staring yellow eyes as she swiped carelessly at Ruth like a chew toy. A tear slipped down my cheek, followed by another and another till I was soaking the sheets. All I remember after that was Quin’s soothing voice and the overwhelming sense of tiredness that came over me before I feel asleep leaning against Quin’s shoulder.

 

It was dark when I woke up and I could hear Ruth snoring noisily by the bed next to me, I was glad she was back to her normal self. I felt the curve of another body around mine; Quin was snuggled up asleep by my side. I smoothed my hand up and down his toned torso, putting my head right up to his chest. I could hear the steady rhythm of his heart against my face and was just about to close my eyes when Quin’s body stirred beside me. He looked down at my face against his chest and smiled. I leant back though it didn’t really make much difference; we were pretty much sandwiched together in my single bunk bed. “Sorry” I said, squirming into the upright position.  “No, it’s fine. Your nice and warm.” He said, putting his hands around my waist. I winced not only because the gesture was a bit to personal but also because he had nudged my stitches out of place. “Oh, sorry, did I hurt you?” I nodded rubbing my hip. I looked longingly out of the window, missing Quin’s promised night time run.  “I know I want to go out to.” whispered Quin, seeing me staring. 

“Go then, you don’t need to stay here with me, I’m fine.” I said, pulling the cover off him “Go on.” 

Quin looked at me with his great brown eyes, “Go back to sleep, I can imagine your horrible when your grouchy.” I mock punched him on the shoulder, “I can’t get back to sleep anyway, not after last night.” Quin propped himself up against the wall with his elbows “Well we can always talk.” He said.

I paused, I had wanted to ask him something but I wasn’t sure if he would respond. “Sophie told me about the accident with Matt.” Quin paused, taken off guard.

“What did she tell you.” He said quietly, I could tell he was upset.

“Look Quin I’m sorry, I kind of forced her into telling me.”

Quin remained frozen; I could see no change of emotion on his face. “What did she tell you?” he repeated again.

“She just said you were in a car accident with Matt and that you flew out the window.” Quin’s face relaxed but he was silent.

“Bu that’s not all that happened is it Quin?” I said, looking straight into his eyes.

“No” he answered.

Stretching out a hand, Quin attentively brushed a hand over my left cheek. Looking at the perfect boy in front of me I smiled

He leaned towards me, pausing before pressing his lips against mine. Gasping I pushed him away, looking into his deep chocolate brown eyes. Then I pulled him to me, not caring about the burning pain in my side, or the others sleeping around us. I pressed his lips into mine, wrapping my hands around his neck, holding tight. I didn’t ever want to ever let go.

Chapter 10
 
I raced through the tree’s, missing the oaks branches by an inch.

Then, digging my back legs hard into the soft soil, I swerved around into a stop. Bending my ears back across my head, I narrowed my eyes, taking in my surroundings. The forest rang with an eerie silence as I prepared myself for a pounce, knees bent and eyes open. I waited. The woods where teaming with life, even silent. Small rodents and voles cowered in the undergrowth, aware of their obvious predator. I could have picked off any of them in a second but I tried not to, it made no sense to hunt when there was a perfectly good lasagne waiting for me back at Tarragon. 

Catch me if you can!!!
 I was jolted back to attention as a flash of black flew past me from the left. In the spilt instant I had seen the blur I was up and pounding the earth with my paws, racing after the blur as fast as it had appeared. In second we were away from the wood and out in the open field, the black eagle glistening in the sunlight above me.

Having a bit of a height problem are we Heather?
Growling, I ran swiftly behind the bird, tailing the creature and waiting for the moment when he would fly low enough for me to pounce.  I eyed the red cloth clutched tightly between the bird’s talons, making my pace quicken with want. The grass sloped upwards quickly and I took my chance.

I leapt high in the air, pushing all my weight into my back legs, propelling myself upwards. I caught hold of the red cloth with my claws and let myself drop to the ground. But the bird hung on, digging his claws deeper into the fabric. He beat his wings furiously, hitting me in the eye. Irritated I batted the bird carelessly away with one paw and turned, the red cloth proudly held in my mouth. Ha, suck on that!

 

I heard the defeated screeches of the eagle above my head and let out a feline bark of delight. I licked my lips, thinking of the juicy leg of lamb that was to be my reward. It had been Keith’s idea, to motivate us into running together. Keith was our T.D teacher, a middle aged man with a bald head and smile lines. I had only met him a few months ago, but he was impossible not to like and I couldn’t help but open up to him in our lessons. That was what T.D was, for the shifters anyway, more a therapy session that anything else. We didn’t have anything to work on or improve. Our talent already came 100% complete.  Keith said the first person/animal to find the red cloth would win the leg of lamb he had brought from the butchers the day before.  I stepped smugly across the grass towards Tarragon when just seeing the peak of the buildings I broke into a run. I was just about to round the corner of the math building when a flash of black and orange dodged out of nowhere and snatched to cloth out of my mouth. I had forgotten about Matt.

 

I tried desperately to claw back the cloth but Matt was already sprinting around the corner into the T.D building. I slowed to a stop, not believing how easily he had just won. I heard a cackle and looked over to the Sea Eagle laughing at me from the lamppost.

And you actually thought you’d won!
I swiped up at the lamppost angrily.

 

I glared at him with my dark eyes then slouched indignantly into the T.D building, turning my back away from Quin. He flew down from the post and shifted lightly, stepping gracefully to  the ground like he was walking down stairs. I paced down the glass corridor, still trying to ignore him. I could predict what he was going to do now, try to charm me out of my strop. He would start all romantic first, like kissing me on the cheek or stroking my hair, then he would apologize and crack a sarcastic joke and I would be give in and kiss him back
. He caught up with me, stroking my ears with one hand. It was irresistible; I couldn’t help but let out a purr of delight. Then I came to my senses and shook his hand away growling, I was staying resilient. We walked past the telekinetic room; I could hear a crash and Emily’s sweet voice “Oops.”

 

We stepped into the third door along the corridor; the shifter’s T.D room was more like a hall. It was in fact a gym, only all the sports equipment had been long cleared out and a clump of bean bags lay demurely 
in the corner. A top one of the beanbags a small red animal sat. It looked like a cross between a fox and a monkey, but in actually fact it was Keith in form. When he saw us he smiled a strange crooked smile and leapt up to shift. Quin leapt back from me, the teachers didn’t look upon relationships to kindly.

“I gather he got it from you at the last minute Heather?” laughed Keith gesturing over to the African dog wolfing down meat in the corner. I nodded, standing up into Heather human.

“And I hope you kept your hands to yourself Quin.” He said Cooley.

We both cringed, Keith had caught Quin with his hands around my waist and he hadn’t let us forget it. “Actually sir I found it first.” Said Quin indignantly.

I laughed, remembering stealing the rag of Quin. Keith smiled “Well I got you all something anyway, a consolation prize.” He reached into his back pack and produced three small parcels. I could smell the meat already, it was bacon, not as good as lamb but it would do. Keith wrinkled his nose at the smell of the package, putting it in our hands quickly. He shifted into a red panda which were natural herbivores; he had never been able to eat meat since he was normal.
 Keith had tried to explain this to me many times but I just couldn’t understand it, how could you possibly be repelled by meat? The smell, the taste, the texture, everything about the cuts drew you in like the most pungent scent. I had been vegetarian a few months ago but it was too impossible to resist now, though I did try very hard not to hunt. That was too horrible to think about

 

I grabbed the package eagerly and shoved it in my pocket; I would save it for later to eat when no one was watching. I was a bit ashamed really, eating raw meat and I hated the feeling of eyes on me when I was doing it. Quin was different; he shifted immediately and attacked the package with his talons, engulfing the meat in seconds. Sophie would have found this amusing. There was one more package in Keith’s hands and I eyed it warily. I knew who it was for.

“No Lily then?” sighed Keith, holding the packet right at the edge and putting it back in his bag.

I shook my head. Lily rarely turned up to T.D classes now; Matt didn’t talk to her anymore, not after she had attacked Ruth- and me. She went around with Keisha and Harry muttering about me at every opportunity. I had seen her in the woods a lot, lurking in the shadows thinking crude thoughts. I hadn’t perfected my wall yet and it wasn’t quite good enough to block out all of Lilly’s spiteful thoughts. Every now and then when I would walk past her I would catch one of the words or phrases she would use to describe me. It was hard to stifle the growl in my throat; but I wasn’t going to push Mr O’shea’s rules. Keith sighed and sank back into form, pointing with his red bushy tail to an envelope on the floor. I picked it up gingerly and opened the brown paper; inside it were two work sheets, the same we got every week. Omar had put them together as the Shifters didn’t really have any proper lessons; we had to fill in these weird sheets with smiley faced animals on
, ticking off our feelings on the lesson. The process of completing the worksheet took about three seconds. 
“Do we really have to do these stupid sheets every week?” complained Quin, folding his finished sheet into an aeroplane and setting it off across the hall.

The red panda nodded catching the plane with his paws and placing it on top of his brief case. I grinned; Keith was always smooth like that.

I grabbed a book from the shelf and settled on the bean bag next to Keith. “Can I go for a fly now?” asked Quin. He rubbed his hands together with eagerness.

I raised my eyebrows “You just got in!”

“Yes but I might as well go out again, the wind’s good today.” His eyes met Keith’s and he pleaded silently with him.

The panda nodded again and Quin whooped, running out the door. I threw Keith a look and he smiled a wonderfully wolfie grin. I felt a lot more comfortable with Keith in form than I did when he was an average man, like I could relate to him. We didn’t have to talk or work; we just sat together reading or sleeping.  Mentioning sleep I suddenly felt very in need for a cat nap, Quin would get so impatient with my catnaps. He seemed to have this unlimited amount of energy wanted us to do every strenuous activity he thought up. He made me go swimming once; it was freezing cold and I was only wearing a thin layer of nylon, it’s not a memory I would like to remember. There was nothing better to do at the end of one of his charades than have a good catnap, but Quin always seemed to be prepared with the next adventure day out. Usually I would make him wait for about an hour before caving in and even then I would make a big deal of stretching and cleaning my fur.

 

I slumped down onto the beanbag and silently shifted in my “fluffy side” as Sophie called it, she hadn’t stopped calling me fluffy since that day in French, before everything went so badly wrong
. Keith watched silently as I knelt down into a curve and wrapped my long tail around myself. I loved my tail; it was a gorgeous golden brown with a black tip and covered around my face when I wanted to hide my eyes. Matt had often challenged me to tail catching competitions which I always won (Matt’s dog stub didn’t really compare).

 

I was soon sinking fast in to a deep cat nap, and the colours of the gym melted away into blackness. I was in a white room only I wasn’t actually in the room I was just an observer. The room was empty, had no windows and only one single white door. I stared at the door as it was the only object in the room to stare at. The handle wound its way in a 360 degree turn and shook violently. The thing behind the door seemed to badly want to get in as it smashed hard against the wall, shaking the whole room as it did so. I abruptly realised that I didn’t want the thing in this room, the room that felt incredibly personal to me. I didn’t know what to do, seeing as I wasn’t actually there, I couldn’t seem to move to stop the intruder, like I was watching a camera. With a sudden the jolt the door fell open, I froze. Through the doorway a red glow floated balefully around the room. It grew at an immense speed and filled the whole room in my horror. I could feel it now, inside me, it had occupied all the space in the room and it was now moving on to me.

 

The red aurora seeped through my mind, abolishing all other thoughts until my entire being was filled with fire and heat. At first it was warm and tense but it grew and as it grew it got hotter and hotter. The heat rose in my throat, suffocating me, burning my insides and tearing me apart. I screamed a silent scream and wrenched inside, trying to pull away from the fire that stuck to me like glue. Through the fog of pain and heat I saw two grey eyes staring at me, cool eyes of past memories. They were ominous unblinking eyes that one only sees in night mares but the same time I suddenly felt very calm. The eyes seeped long grey tears that spread back throughout my body, putting out of the burning fire. Cooling my body. The eyes closed slowly, sucking up the remainder of the fire. Then they melted away and I was left in bliss darkness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

I was hot and sweaty when I woke up (in human form). Keith was standing over me with a worried expression on his face. “Are you alright Heather?” he asked, helping me up off the beanbag “You where mumbling in your sleep.”

I stepped sheepishly up, “Oh err... I was having a bad dream.”

His face went hard and serious “What was it about Heather?” he said urgently.

“Oh.” I didn’t want to tell him about it “I was in a white room and I couldn’t get out. A kind of claustrophobic thing.” I mumbled.

He nodded, relaxing back into his bean bag. Another thing I liked about Keith, he never hung around in awkward silences. He was being particularly quiet today though, even for Keith. I wondered what was so pressing that he needed to stay so quiet, if it was something really important he would tell me, or would he? Matt had just finished his lamb in the corner and strode up to us looking very smug, blood still around his lips. He went and squashed up on the beanbag with me, taking up most of the room. “Matt!” I squealed as he put all his weight on my stomach “Get off.”

I tried to shove him but it was no use, the great fat lump of an African dog was not going to budge. He barked a laugh at me and settled down to sleep on my stomach. “I’m warning you Matt, get off.” I said.

He ignored me, closing his eyes.

“Fine then, have it your way.”

I shifted quickly, spun around off the bean bag and pulled Matt by the tail on to the floor. He yelped in pain as I resumed my position on the bean bag. Keith laughed “Never underestimate a girl, Matt.” He said, looking up from his book. I nodded smugly towards his direction.

Matt, who had shifted back by this time, mumbled something under his breath.

It sounded something like “If.....Fight.....never.....win” but it seemed he had forgotten about Keith’s sensitive hearing “Well that’s a splendid Idea.” Said Keith sarcastically “A nice friendly fight is just what we need.” He shook his head at Matt “Honestly”

The bell rang loud and clear in the large hall, there went my cat nap. I got up grumpily from my bean bag and stalked off away from them, not bothering to shift back.

 

Sophie was waiting for me outside, she saw me and waved. Her hair was black today and twice as long as it had been at lunch, I looked at her enviously. We walked down the light corridor, Sophie walking two steps ahead of me. I knew what she was trying to do, get ahead of Matt. She was trying hard to ignore him but it didn’t seem to be working. Every time she finished a sentence she would strain her neck around to see if he was watching, most of the time he wasn’t. She hadn’t been talking to him for a week now, bubbling to me even though half of the time I wasn’t listening. I would nod absentmindedly every now and then instead. Matt had told Sophie he was going to Africa two weeks ago, without her. At first she had cried on his shoulder then she shouted, now she just didn’t talk to him, though deep down I knew she wanted to. Matt was leaving in two weeks and I knew nobody else was going to waste the time they had left with him, including Quin. He had reacted a lot differently to Sophie, knocked Matt out with a pat on the back instead and congratulated him with a hug. The corridor opened out into a large reception where about thirty children where lounging on beanbags similar to the ones in our hall. The T.D common room was the only room where everybody was allowed to use their powers, even Ruth. She was currently aiming a large fire ball at Jacob, who proceeded to freeze it just before it hit the ground. Emily was hovering rather mystically in mid air, her fingers put together in the peace sign, I think she was meditating. In the corner of the hall, away from the crowds of beanbags and hovering children a girl stood by the window where the pot plants where. She was totally bald, with white eyebrows and the most beautiful clear blue eyes; I could guess she had cancer or has cancer. 
Her white fingers curled around a geranium, winding the stem carful across her skin. I watched in amazement as the flower head opened towards her, growing taller as if it were leaning up to kiss her on the cheek.   A small smile spread across her face as she watched it grow but she must have seen me looking as she quickly jerked her hand away, face reddening. “That’s Layla.” Whispered Sophie into my ear, I nodded still watching her.

“What does she do?”

Sophie paused “I’m not actually sure, because she’s so ill and everything so she can’t be a healer.”

I looked up “What? They have healers here?” I said, almost angrily remembering my bite marks and the painful antiseptic the nurse had used.

“No, but it makes sense doesn’t it, what she does with the plants.”

 “It could just be an illusion.”

She shook her head “Illusions don’t last that long. Those plants won’t wilt for months, even without water.”

Matt grabbed Sophie from behind and she groaned, it must be so hard for her to ignore him for so long. “Please Soph; I’ve only got a week left for Christ sakes.”

She looked desperately at me, wanting some distraction, I shrugged. “Ohh for god sake I give up.” She turned around and kissed Matt full on in front of everyone.

I looked away embarrassed “Okay, I’m gonna go now.” I said, making my way quickly towards the door. Sophie mumbled something between kisses that I couldn’t even begin to interpret; it sounded something like “Mmmm”.

 

I met with Layla’s gaze as I walked briskly from the room. I saw her oval white face, her static eyes, the deep blue pupils that seemed to flash white for just one second. The blinding white I had seen only once before, a white light that brought back painful memories that I hadn’t thought about for months. But then she looked away, I walked out of the hall and blocked out the white light for a time I knew would only be too short.

 

 

 

 

 

 

I sprint 
across the field already in full form before I have a chance to recognise the all familiar feeling, moving my legs faster and faster every time my front paws hit the ground. The earth smells moist and fresh and I pummel it repeatedly, keeping rhythm with my already beating heart. Quin joins me above, his wings spread across the wind, riding the surf of sea breeze. His black feathers smell tantalisingly crisp in the wind, taunting me from the kill he has just eaten. I let out an impatient snarl as if I cannot wait for dinner and dig my legs harder into the soil breaking into the woods were I know his scent with melt away from the density. Quin screeches angrily above me, searching for the streak of yellow I imagine I must look like.
Heather! Where are you?
I snarl a rather crude laugh and clear all thoughts from my mind, focusing on the animals around me instead. A small vole stares at me through his burrow, yellow eyes glinting in the sunlight; he is unaware that I am watching him. To my left another unsuspecting prey feasts greasily on a carcass, most likely one of Quin’s. The vixen turns quickly, maybe just fast enough to see my yellow blur as I flew past her. I taste the air and smell Quin, Drat I think all too loudly, giving away my destination instantly. I hear a screech from Quin above me and see an advancing blur of black above the tree tops. Suddenly the clearing opens up in front of me and I have to throw my front legs dramatically to the side to stop in time. Yowling smugly as I have beaten Quin to it, I shift back into human and sit down on the rock laid conveniently beside me. A millisecond later Quin was
 sitting beside me, trying to smile even though he is out of breath from the race. He linked hands silently with mine, still not able to speak. I grin, 
breathing easily. I glance around at the clearing, the four metre by four squares of soil that resembles something personal. Against one side, the forest rests peacefully and the other a hard wire fence separates one reality and the next. There’s a cheery tree on the other side of the fence that always seems in bloom, flowering wonderful pink blossoms that blow through the wire on windy days. It seems so ironic that something so beautiful could be so far from reach but so close at the same time. I still thought about Mum and Bella almost every day although the pain in my chest had dulled now, I was forgetting them, and I could feel it. Right at the back of the mind, hidden with the night on the highway another person rests, someone I feel too guilty to think about, Jack.  Yet I sit here holding hands with a boy that feels more part of me than anyone else in the world, but he wasn’t there first. He wasn’t my first shy smile, or that magical first touch; the fluttery feeling in your stomach when you realise he might like you to, the first kiss that you remember forever. I tried not to remember any of that just in case Quin was listening; we had been hearing flashes of our thoughts even when we weren’t in form, I knew it would hurt Quin’s feelings if I was thinking intimately of someone other than him.

Quin had caught back enough breath to speak now; he paused looking up at me “Why do you still want to leave?”  He asked, his face impossible to read, I looked up gasping, praying that he hadn’t just heard what I had been thinking.

“Did you just?” I whispered, trying to keep my breathing normal.

“Oh no, It was just something Sophie said.” I let out a long sigh of relief.

“Oh.” I paused, not sure what answer he wanted. 
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” He said, a little coolly.

I suddenly got what he was getting at. “Don’t be daft Quin! It’s not you.” I said, whacking him lighting on the forehead.

He still didn’t look at me “Well then what is it then??”

I felt like putting my head in my hands “Oh god Quin, isn’t it obvious. I want to see my mum, my best friend. Doesn’t everyone?” I paused “Don’t you?”

He looked immediately away “Who is there to miss?” I wasn’t sure if it was a rhetorical question but I answered anyway.

“Okay so you might have not had any good friends, but what about Parents, your Mum, your Dad?”

He furrowed his brow “I don’t know where my Dad is but I don’t really care and my Mum...” his face when cold as stone.

“Quin” I tightened my grip around his hand “Please tell me what happened in the accident. So I can understand.”

He stared at the blossom tree then looked up an almost smile on his face. “I don’t think I can tell you, but I can show you.”

I furrowed my brow. “Show me?”

He turned to me “Just read me when I’m in shift.” I nodded, still half not understanding what he meant. He shifted down into an eagle and I followed uncertainly into a Cheetah, still perched rather tidily on the rock. I got the first tinkles of memory straight away, I knew what he meant now by show. He would actually show me the memory, the one that so haunted him. I closed my eyes, trying to focus on what he was thinking, slowly and image began to form in my head.

 

The scenery melted away as I concentrated on Quin’s mind. Gradually an urban landscape painted itself in front of me, small estate bungalows flashing past with every gasping breath took. I was in a car, with taunt leather seats scratching my back and tuneless singing burbling away in the background. Yet I focused not on the deco of the car, but the passengers. Two people sat in the front seats, one I recognised as Matt who was tapping his fingers on the dash board absentmindedly. His face was chubbier, hair lighter and eyes a blaze with a sense of innocence I had never seen in him before. The driver turned to me smiling; she had a small oval face with grey eyes and brown hair like Quin, only worn in a loose pony tail. “Shall we drop you off here then?” she asked, still smiling, showing every one of her sparkly white teeth.
I felt myself unconsciously groan “Can’t you just drop me off in town.” I said, glancing at the rain clouds above. No soon had I spoke a clash of thunder broke out and tell tale splodges of water started dribbling down the window.
“I told you so.” She laughed, turning back to the road.
Her expression changed quite suddenly as if she was remembering something quite unpleasant, she bit her nail.
“Look boys...” she said and I could sense the nervousness in her voice “Your father and I have something to tell you...”
Mats head jerked up “Not now.” He growled, face suddenly pale.
She sighed “Well when Mattie?” I had never heard anyone call him Mattie before “He has to know sometime!”
“Not Now!” Matt said again, sterner.
“What do I have to know?” I said confused, I didn’t remember thinking these words.
Matt sighed and looked away, his head in his hands. The woman took a deep breath and she turned to me in the backseat. Her mouth opened, prepared to speak but no words ever left her lips. The red car that I had been watching from the corner of eye smashed into our car’s side, the agonizing crunch of metal on metal matching the thunder. Some people say at moments like this time slows right down but it didn’t slow down, everything just went very very quickly. I heard the woman scream a blood curdling scream and felt a fear inside me greater than anything I have ever known. Matt seemed to have unbuckled his seat belt and was throwing himself in front of the woman but I hardly noticed. My hands and legs where shaking and I felt the fear rising in my throat, suffocating me in a split second. I looked down at my hands and they were bleeding, horrible red blood that sent shivers up my spine. Then the blood was replaced by a white light I knew all too well, and felt the familiar feeling of unlimitless energy. Glass seemed to shatter around me and all of a sudden I was weightless, lost in an empty pit of time and space. I could only think one thing, so this is what it’s like to be dead.
 
I was starting to lose the picture, the blossoms of the cherry tree melting back in to view as slowly as they had disappeared. I felt dizzy and light headed, like my head was full of air. White corridor. The smell of off blood and dead. I clasped my hands to my head, gasping. The grey eyed woman. Limp. Cold. Empty. I looked down at my hands and they were streaming blood, like the memory, I screamed. Cold, Shaking hands. Unsmiling faces. Black. Emptiness. Hatred,
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And then light.
 
 

 

 

 

 

I was lying flat on my back when the world came back to focus. Quin was sitting cross legged behind me, I sat up. “Great, now I’ve fainted twice in one day!” I groaned, clutching head.

“Twice?” said Quin, eyebrows raised.

“Oh, I had a strange dream earlier, it doesn’t matter.” Quin frowned; I knew he wasn’t going to forget it “Fine I’ll tell you later!”

Quin nodded though his frown remained, I saw the shiny glaze over his eyes, he was fighting hard to not to cry.

“Oh Quin.” I sighed, wrapping my arms around his waist as he burrowed his head deep into my neck even though he was almost a head taller than me.  After a cuddle that probably comforted me more than Quin we broke apart. “Who was that woman in the car?” I asked, although I had a very good idea who she was.

He paused before taking a deep breath “She was my Mum, only now she’s dead.”

I brought him back into a hug, tightening my grip. “Heather...” I looked up, still hugging him “You’re...err...” he began coughing “...strangling...me.”

I gasped, letting my arms drop limp to my side “Sorry.” I muttered.

“It’s alright.” He said through gritted teeth, eyes narrowed past me and his face cold.

“I just left them.” He said bitterly through gritted teeth “Left them to die.”

“Quin, could you have really have saved her, even if you had stayed in the car?”

He shook his head “If I had just...” his voice trailed off.

Then he looked straight at me, eyes cold and fists clenched “I should be dead.” He muttered, through thinning lips.

I reached up and kissed him gently on the cheek, even though inside I was shaking with fear “You should be here.” I whispered into his ear.

He smiled weakly “I hope so.”

I yanked him up from the rock, and pulled him towards the woods “Come on, we don’t want to miss dinner.”

He rolled his eyes at me “Seriously Heather, I have just told you the tragic story of my life and all you can think about is your stomach.” He laughed.

I paused “Yep, that’s about right.”

Quin rubbed his hands together “Ooh your gonna pay for that.” He said, grabbing me by the wrists and tickling unmercifully.

I screamed and laughed at the same time, trying to get free of his grip. I managed to get one of my hands free and I scrabbled for his neck where I knew he was most sensitive. We ended up in a squirmy heap on the bracken floor, green shrubbery weaving in and out of my hair.  Quin rolled on to his front, his usually straight neat black hair hosting a number of twigs and leaves; I didn’t think I looked much better.

“You look like you’ve just had a roll in the hay.” He laughed.

I froze “And what’s that suppose to mean?”

He did a double take “Oh no. Not like that, I didn’t mean...” He put his head in his hands.

I laughed, not sure whether this was that right time to bring up the subject. I had been meaning ask Quin about ‘rolling’, if I can put it lightly and there had been something on my mind ever since we started getting serious.

“Umm Quin.” He looked up from his hands. I shuffled a bit, embarrassed. “Umm... Have you ever... rolled?”

He burst out laughing, I frowned. Why wasn’t he taking this seriously?

He looked over my scowl “Oh come on Heather. Rolled?”

I couldn’t help laughing “Okay Okay, I was just trying to... I don’t know.”

“Wait, do you mean rolling like this?” he said, turning onto his side. “Or, rolling like this.”

He spun around and twisted so he was on top of me. My heart skipped a beat.

He was an inch away from my face, looking straight into my eyes and for a second I forgot to breath.

Bending down, he kissed me slowly on the lips. I melted away beneath him, reaching for his shirt. He clutched my hands and bent towards my ear “No.” He whispered “I have never... rolled before.”

He got up gingerly as I remembered how to breathe again, “Well that was clear.” I gasped, clutching my chest.

Quin smiled, “You?”

“Umm...well...” I stuttered, not getting the word out.

“Heather, are you a virgin?” he turned to me.

I scoffed, “Umm... yes.” I looked away; Quin seemed to of answered a lot more interestingly that me. I was just pondering whether to launch myself into a kiss to make things more exciting when I felt Quin’s gaze upon mine.

“Do you want to?” he asked, I blushed a furiously scarlet.

“Umm... Can we talk about this later...” I mumbled

“Yeah, okay...sorry.”

 I saw the look on Quin’s face, disappointment. I didn’t want to upset him but in truth I just wasn’t ready, I had only known Quin for three measly months
. And I was a bit scared, just a bit.

There was a slight awkward silence before my stomach rumbled loudly. “We better go then, before you tummy starts protesting.” He said, laughing weakly.

I nodded back at him and we began walking back uncomfortably into the woods. I wanted to tell him that it wasn’t him and that I liked him, that I maybe even loved him but I couldn’t get my words out. It was like somebody had climbed into my head and scrambled everything up, so I couldn’t find any words through the mess of feelings. He stopped just outside the woods; I turned “Heather, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

He blurted out.

I almost laughed “Quin, I was the one that asked, not you. I just, well... I don’t know. It’s embarrassing.”

He frowned “I don’t know Heather, the way I feel about you...” he paused then took a deep breath “... I think I might love you.”

Butterflies whirled around in my stomach as an almost nauseating sense of happiness rose inside my chest. I loved Quin, I loved him. And it felt so good to think it, to know it. I wanted to shout it out to the whole the world, to hear the words over and over again. Instead I flung my arms around him, over my embarrassment and awkwardness. I nearly knocked him to the ground as I let out a little squeal of delight; this had to be the most romantic moment of my life. I nuzzled deep into his neck, holding on to him for a small forever “I love you too” I whispered into his ear and instantly I felt his arms tighten around me, in the same happiness I had just experienced.

“Forget Dinner.” I whispered, even though my stomach growled angrily “Let’s just stay here.”

“But Heather, I won’t force you into anything okay.” Quin whispered.

I nodded “I know. Just not yet.”

He kissed me on the top of the forehead “Dinner?”

I nodded and we walked together out into the evening light towards the first metal arches of the refectory.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

I woke up at five, when the first shreds of daylight where peeping through clouds. Quin was on the sofa, like always. He hadn’t exactly moved out of his dorm, but he spent more nights at mine, even though Omar insisted on Quin sleeping on the couch, no matter how much we complained. Ruth didn’t seem to mind much, as long as I paid her attention when Quin was around but Keisha loathed him. She had been so spiteful recently, almost worse than Lily. When everyone was asleep and Omar had finished checking the beds Quin would sneak in and have a cuddle with me. But Keisha always caught us, and when she caught us she told Omar which resulted on many boring lectures. She would set her alarm for five on vibrate, which only Quin’s sensitive ears could hear so he never quite got a full night’s sleep and when we were trying to study Keisha would play her jazz at full volume. The worst part was we couldn’t do anything, I would be expelled if I laid a finger on any of them, even Quin was cautious.

 

Right on queue Quin jumped up “Damn, bloody alarm.” He cursed, clutching a pillow to his head. I heard a snigger from Keisha’s bunk and narrowed my eyes in the dark dorm. “Does she ever learn to turn off that bloody thing!” he sighed, getting up of the couch and over to Keisha’s bed. He slammed down the snooze button deliberately loudly “You may as well sleep here just for an hour or so.” I said, propping myself up on my pillow “It’s not like Omar will come out this early, even if someone does give us away.” I gestured over to Keisha and I could hear her draw breath.  

He smiled sleepily “Nah, it’s alright. I need a shower anyway.” He grabbed his bag and headed for the bathroom, on his way giving me a quick kiss on the cheek. I rubbed my eyes sleepily, smiling when I remembered what had happened yesterday. I flung my head on to the pillow, thinking I would wake up any second and all of this amazing life would evaporate back into reality. But It didn’t, instead my head ground against a hard piece of card. I turned around, rubbing my head. On top of my pillow there was an envelope, it had Heather written in swirly writing on the front, there was only one person who I knew could write like this. Jack. I froze, staring at the envelope as If it would explode, why would Jack be writing to me? More importantly how did he get the address, I didn’t even know the address. I reached out for the envelope, hands shaking with every move I made closer to the paper. My hands closed over the envelope and I began opening it, trembling.

 

Dear Heather,
 
Heather!!! Bella and I miss you so much, why won’t you come home? Your mum’s in such a state and the police have been involved in everything but it’s alright, I won’t tell your secret. Bella is so upset, she didn’t talk for like the first week when you went missing. Or when everyone thought you went missing J lol!!!
I really miss you, so does everyone. I always knew you where special, just not like this Lol.
Thinking of you always,
 
Love Jack
Xxx
 
Ps. can’t wait to kiss you again.
 

 

I stared at the letter, reading the words over and over again. I felt a pang when he mentioned Mum and Bella, a hollow feeling I had been blocking out for a long time. Then I read it, the thing that scared me the most ‘I won’t tell your secret.’

How did Jack know? There was no possible way he could find out, not unless he had seen something. I tried to remember back to that day on the highway but I couldn’t think straight, the memories blurring in with my imagination.

The shower stopped abruptly and I could here Quin coming out of the bathroom. I stuffed the letter quickly into my pocket and heaved the duvet up over my head; hopefully he would think that I was sleeping.

 

Quin was wearing the blue shirt I liked and he had a towel flapping on top of his head to dry his wet hair. He went and sat on the edge of my bed and lifted up the duvet. I closed my eyes shut quickly, but not quick enough.

“So you are awake.” He smiled, getting under the duvet with me. He brushed against my pyjamas and the note crinkled loudly “Hay, what’s that?” He said, looking down at my pocket. I tried to think of an excuse, he couldn’t find the letter, “Umm, it’s nothing.” I would have smacked myself on the forehead if I hadn’t been trying to pretend. What kind of excuse was it’s nothing?

He reached over to my pocket but I caught his hand quickly “It’s a umm...” I groaned inside my head, this was going to be embarrassing “a sanitary towel, okay”

Quin leapt away cringing “Oh... sorry.”

I laughed awkwardly, getting out of bed and slipping the “sanitary towel” deep into the pocket of my bag. At least he wouldn’t look there.

I walked quickly into the shower room where I knew he couldn’t follow me and took out a long sigh of relief.

 

I would have to get rid of the letter, before Quin found it. Inside I felt hollow and numb, my little bubble had just been popped and it was like I had just come out of a long happy dream I didn’t want to end. I could just imagine Quin’s face crumpling, his dark eyes straining as they worked their way across the last line of Jack’s letter. The hollow feeling in my stomach ached and churned last night’s dinner up until I had to run to the sink and revolt it. It didn’t feel good but it helped distract me from the other worse feeling that was waiting for me when I was finished.

I slumped against the tiles, not even in a cubicle; I didn’t need a shower anyway. Everyone was getting up now, even though it was only 6, I could hear Darrel and Seth quarrelling and Keisha fussing about her makeup. Harry and Quin were having a very detailed conversation about Cars and Ruth was reciting a poem she was supposed to do for homework. I took another deep breath, Quin would come and get me soon, for school, and then I wouldn’t be able to escape. He looked up when I came back in, a huge wacky smile on his face. “Hay Heather! Watch this.”

I looked over to where he was sitting with Harry, Quin had a baseball bat and Harry was bending back over the bed. I didn’t like where this was going.  Then before I could stop him, Quin smashed the baseball bat down on Harry’s back with the force of a train. There was an agonising crunch of wood hitting bone as the baseball bat collided with Harry’s spine. I folded my arms and sat down on the bed “Not funny.” I sighed, opening up my maths text book and looking away as the bat bounced off Harry’s back and flew back at Quin, hitting him in the stomach. I still couldn’t help peering slightly over my book, at Harry’s untouched back. He had impenetrable skin though Quin was trying to prove otherwise, at the moment he wasn’t succeeding. Omar had walked in on Quin was one of the schools carving knifes poised at the ready above Harry’s stomach, only one of the terror instruments          Quin had tried and failed at using.   I looked down at my text book again cheeks burning scarlet, thinking of the last line Jack had written.

 

Ps. Can’t wait to kiss you again.
 
Jack had kissed me before, only once, but it was as magical as a first kiss should be. It had only been five months ago in winter, when the snow had fallen lightly on the ground and we were walking home together. He had just stopped and kissed me like that, without even pausing. It took me by surprise but I didn’t object; his lips where soft and delicate as they pressed against mine. Not like when me and Quin kissed. There was almost a sense of urgency about it, like we needed the kiss more than all are other measly human needs.  I couldn’t help licking my lips, as retarded as that sounds; it’s a stupid reaction I seem to of picked up when I’m thinking about Quin. Only I made an even stupider mistake of telling Quin and now he knows when I’m thinking about kissing him. He saw me and I put my head in my hands, Quin laughed out loud, dropping the baseball bat.

Harry raised his eyebrows “What’s so funny?” he asked.

Quin grinned, and I did my best threatening glare. If he told Harry I may have to kill him.

“Oh it’s nothing.” He chuckled, winking at me.

I rolled my eyes and shut the math text book with a deliberate bang, trying to act stubborn.

“Come on Ruth, let’s go.” I huffed, pulling my duffel bag onto my back and stalking past Quin.

Ruth jumped off her bed quite happily and followed me out of the room and down the spiral stair case. I took one look at Quin before shutting the door, my fist tightening on the letter through the fabric of my duffel bag.

 

We routinely stopped outside Emily’s dorm and I knocked on the door impatiently, stamping my foot. Ruth tilted her head to the side “What’s wrong Heather?”

I looked quickly back around to the stair case “Oh, I just want to go quickly today that’s all.” I lied.

In a second Quin was going to come down those stairs and give me a hug or a kiss and I wouldn’t be able to lie to him. I would have to tell him about the letter, and then Jack and what a filthy two timer I was. “I’ll meet you down there, okay?” I said, heading towards the door.

Ruth frowned “I suppose, but remember, Mrs Yewman is coming today!”

I groaned, I had forgotten all about her. Every month like clockwork, a black Rolls Royce pulled up outside the T.D building carrying several men in black uniforms that all looked the same and a woman that appearance portrayed exactly the opposite. Pamela Yewman was some sort of governor but I never knew which, she never formally introduced herself, not even to Mr O’shea. She walked into each of our classes without hesitation, teachers tightened their ties when she lifted down her red rimmed glasses and shot them a look with her green eyes that didn’t need to roll to be patronizing. After lunch when T.D building was filled with strange noises of happenings she would pull out each of the 73 students one by one and ask general psychological questions. It wasn’t anything unusual for students at tarragon, nearly everyone was quizzed by the team of physiologists there, it was custom. Everyone shared a mutual hatred for her, with the one exception of Ruth. Ruth seemed to have some naive bond with her and was never reluctant to tell her about long rambling days of school and personal details of my life. I couldn’t seem to be able to stop her, one minute she would be dawdling along about math lessons the next she would be telling her about what I did with Quin when we were alone. It was nothing personal, just maybe a quick kiss but she would explain in such excruciating detail it was hard not to perceive badly. I got the strangest looks from Pamela Yewman and her cronies before Emily managed to overhear the conversation and conveniently steer Ruth from the room.

 

I hurried quickly out of the dorms, barely flinching when the cold air hit my face; I was used to it now, but part of me still ached to shift and run. I decided to skip breakfast, it would be better to avoid Sophie; she was a master at squirming things out of me. Instead I went down to the beach where I knew I would be left in peace. Quin couldn’t go down to the beach, his sea eagle instincts where too strong, they told him to fly out to sea and never come back. Not many students came down here either. It wasn’t a particularly nice beach, not the kind where you lay down on sun loungers and bask in the warmly glow. Tarragon beach was a large stretch of muddy pebbles that joined onto an equally muddy lake, the sea was the only thing that held any sense of colour and it was often rough and briny. But it seemed the only place where I could truly be left alone, I’d only ever seen one other person at Tarragon beach and that was Seth. He didn’t come with Darrel or Emily, it may sound strange but every time I saw him skipping stones he always had the same grey cat with him. I hadn’t seen a cat since I’d come to Tarragon; they were as rare as a clear blue sky. The cat sat next to him, never making eye contact, just watching each other in perfect serenity.  I daren’t go up to them, they were in an almost trance like state which I didn’t feel confident enough to break and anyway, I didn’t seem to get on with Cats, it was like they could smell the animal on me.

 

I walked steadily over the beach looking back every three steps to see if Quin was following, luckily he wasn’t, Harry had provided as a very good distraction. The beach was as bland and grey as it had always been and Seth with the grey cat was nowhere to be seen, I let a long withdrawn sigh of relief and collapsed onto the pebbles. It was calming, sitting down at the beach alone, my privacy was comprised here and personal space was a luxury only those with private dorms could afford. I wasn’t exactly sure how  you got a private dorm, it think you ability had to be dangerous enough to harm others around you but then again Lila
 had a private dorm and I don’t think she could hurt anyone. There was still allot of rumours about what she did exactly; I think I have all figured out, she can grow plants or something like that. Inside my head I had images of her delicate pink fingers poised as claws in the ground as green veins spikes from the earth and stood in a posse behind her.

 

 I took a deep breath and took out the note again trying to stop my fingers from shaking as I did so. It was definitely Jack’s writing, I had been deluding myself that maybe I had just made a mistake but it was now too clear to deny. I looked over the lines once more, pausing when I reached the third sentence. The black numbness slowly crept up my body as I reminded myself unconsciously of what I had done. Not just to Quin or Bella and Jack, to Mum. Images of the months before flared aggressively in my mind, horrible images I had persuaded myself were long forgotten. Mum was tied and gagged on the sofa, fitting and choking while dark figures pinned me to the ground. Then those same yellow eyes. Tears streamed mercilessly down my face and I could feel my fists pounding the air uselessly. Suddenly I realised what I wanted, what I wanted more than Jack and Mum, I wanted Quin. I wanted to feel his skin against mine, his arms wrapped around me and have smoothing words whispered in my ear. But Quin wasn’t here, because he couldn’t be. I would have to tell him, I would have admit and hope he still loved me, hope he still wanted to wrap his arms around me and whisper smoothing words in  my ear. So hope I will.

 

I stood up from the pebbles, taking a large gulp of sea air. It was refreshing, filling my lungs with salty oxygen. But it was a short lived relief as I let my breath slip and the cold numbness rolled over my body once more. Then without another chance to reconsider, I picked up my bag, swung it over my back and began walking towards Tarragon, Math and Quin.  

 

 

Chapter 13

 

But it didn’t work out quite like that, because I didn’t have Math with Quin. I had French... with Sophie. What was worse was that French had started fifteen minutes ago and I wouldn’t be able to make up an excuse for being late, not with Mrs Herbert anyway.

 

I peeked my head nervously around the door. The whole class stared back. “Well thank you Miss Rowan, for gracing us with you presence.” Mrs Herbert spat in a rusty French accent. She stood poised at the board, pen brandished like a pitch fork in her left hand. Her eyes widened at me as she gestured with her pupils to the left. Pamela Yewman gave me a broad snake smile. She was perched on a chair at the side of the class, her green eyes shining. “Hello Heather.” She said sickly.

I grimaced back and quickly took my seat next to Sophie, trying to avoid both of their gazes.

It didn’t last long.

 

“Oi!” whispered Sophie as soon as Mrs Herbert’s back was turned “You weren’t at breakfast.”

I was about to lie when Pamela Yewman glanced in our direction. Suddenly my palms where sweating and I was shaking with panic. Everyone knew there was a reason Pamela Yewman was governor of Tarragon, everyone knew what she was really doing in interrogations. She was finding out if we were all playing along, not breaking any of the rules and she had quite an effective way of doing that. Quin had to know but she didn’t. This wasn’t any of her business, It was my letter. It was my problem. I swore loudly in my head as the Governor’s lips curled over into a frown. I knew I would pay for it later in T.D.

Pamela Yewman wasn’t a crooked woman, but there was something about her that sent shivers up my spine and told everyone to stay well away. Seth was always the worst on her visits. He would slam doors, swear at teachers, I had even heard him swear at Pamela Yewman. Any other time of the month Seth seemed a placid pleasant boy. He was always throwing illusions for the younger children or helping Mrs Herbert with her French books but that one day of the month not even Darrel could stop him.

“Heather!” prompted Sophie, a little louder. I turned towards her slowly, still shaking with both rage and self control.

“God Heather, your shaking.” She whispered. I blinked at her, she couldn’t understand. “I think I feel a bit ill.” I mumbled, not entirely lying.

She smiled sympathetically “It’s alright” she paused “I’ll do your hair if you like, any colour.”

I smiled back feebly “Maybe another time, I think I just need to get some air.”

I dug my fingers deep into my bag, looking for the little yellow slip. My hands curled onto paper and I brought them out. The letter fell onto the desk.

“What’s that?” she asked, making a grab for the letter.

I snatched it quickly of the desk and shoved it inside my bag. I couldn’t wait for her reaction; I knew Pamela Yewman had seen the one thing I had tried to hide from her.

“I just really have to go okay.” I mumbled, shoving my books into my bag.

Mrs Herbert raised her eyebrows as I got up. “Excuse me Heather, where on earth do you think you’re going?”

I froze in mid walk “I just need to get some air.”

She frowned at me “Fine. Very well, but be back before the bell if you must.”

 

I nodded gratefully before heading for the door. I turned sheepishly to close it, catching a glance of Pamela Yewman’s shinning green eyes before hurrying down the corridors.

The air was tantalizingly fresh on my face, I hadn’t shifted since last night with Quin and now I could feel the thing inside me clawing its way out.

The wind blew into my face and I took a long agonizing breath, I tasted the air suspiciously. Quin should still of been in lessons but I could smell his scent fresh in the wind, he must be skiving. I walked hurriedly away from the French building; sure that Pamela Yewman was going to burst out any minute. She was the last thing I needed.

I took an age to walk over the playing field. I was so used to shifting and running the mile that I’d forgotten just how large the stretch of grass really was. I reached the edge and froze.

 

The woods near Tarragon loomed like great mountain range above my human eyes. The canopy of trees had never looked so daunting before, I was never going to be able to find Quin with my pathetic human legs. There was only one thing to do, shift. I took a yet another deep breath, Quin would find out anyway. It wouldn’t matter if I thought about the letter now. He had to know. Yet as much as I knew that I was still hesitant, I had lied to him, why should he want me, why would he want me now?

 

Without giving in to further hesitation I let a wave of adrenaline flood through me. With a new lease of recklessness I began to run. Before my feet had left the ground I had shifted, shaking out my fur gloriously for the first time in ten hours. It was so much easier to find Quin this way; even without reading him I could smell his trail from miles away. The woods were a welcome shelter from the sun as I darted through the trees, following his scent and waiting for his voice in my head, I didn’t have to wait long.

Heather? You should be in French!
I could have laughed if It hadn’t been for my solemn mood. Just like Quin, painstakingly hypocritical.

Oi! Anyway, are we going to do some running? I didn’t see you at breakfast today, I was worried. Oh god, I’m sorry about this morning. How was I suppose to know what that thing was, I’m not exactly an expert in that stuff.
I cringed slightly, trying to put my wall up. The only thing about being able to hear other Shape shifter’s thoughts was that you never heard them in a conversation. You got the whole confusing and embarrassing stream from start to finish.

I tried to focus, blocking out the part of me that was stalling. Look Quin, can you hear this? I need to talk to you, I’ve done something terrible
.

What is it? What have you done?
I listened while Quin went through possibilities in his mind. I didn’t have time for this, my concentration couldn’t last this long without thinking about the letter.

What letter Heather? Please tell me, you can trust me.  

I was breaking up inside from the guilt. I couldn’t tell him like this, I had to see him. I don’t have time for this, just find me okay?

I couldn’t wait for his answer. I collapsed onto the ground as I shifted back, tears streaming down my cheeks; alone again in my head, without Quin.

 

Within seconds loud eagle screeches echoed the wood. Quin had better eyesight that me, he would have spotted my purple jumped within minutes when he reached the air.

I barely noticed when the black eagle came crashing through the tree, clumsily landing a few feet away.  Quin shifted immediately, only glancing at my tear stained cheeks before pressing me into a hug. I melted away in his arms, pushing my head further and further into his warm neck.

“Heather?” he pushed me away so we were looking into each other’s eyes. I couldn’t bear to tell him, but I knew I had to.

“I got a letter Quin.” I whispered, feeling his hands on mine.

He paused, confused “A letter? Heather I don’t understand.”

I pulled away, reaching into my bag and bringing out the crumpled paper. He looked up into my eyes again, seeking some response. I pressed the letter into his palm. He took it gently and brought it up to the light. I held my breath, praying silently for a miracle I knew I wasn’t going to get. I saw his face as he read the last line, putting all the pieces together. Quin’s eyebrows creased into a frown.

“This is bad.” He muttered, looking away “This is really really bad.”

Closing my eyes I let out several silent tears. It was just conformation, I knew what was going to happen and yet I was so unprepared for it. I didn’t say anything, just looked down into my lap, letting moisture roll down my cheek and drop soundlessly on to my knees. 

“When did you get this?” he whispered, leafing over the paper as if it where gold
. 

I shook my head in disbelief. He was meant to be angry, upset. Was I that meaningless to him that he didn’t even care, he couldn’t even be asked to react? The only thing he gave a damn about was the stupid letter 

“What?” I laughed bitterly “Where did I get it, is that really all you want to say?” 

He titled his head to the side. 

“No, Heather you’re a vile cheater? I hate you adulterate bitch?”

Quin paused for a second, looked down at the letter and then burst out laughing. 

I stared at him, eyes blurred with tears. Was that really how much he cared for me? Guilt turned quickly to rage. This wasn’t funny, it was horrible and real, too real and yet he was laughing? The wonderful butterflies of the night before fell to dust in my stomach, rising in a sick smoke cloud until my throat was thick with it. I tried to get up, escape his taunting laugher. But I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe and I was choking on my own sadness as the world caved in.
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