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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	It began with The Experiment.

	Professor Philopias Polgas had been his name. Two centuries ago, in the year 2012, he had invited forty-two people to drink the liquid that gave them the ability to transform into their spirit animal at will. In doing so, they changed the course of mankind forever.

	What became of these people, no one knew. It is said that some were killed, hunted down by a secret service within the government, deemed as a threat to normal society. Others, it is rumoured, escaped. And there is truth in this. One of them was Blaise, a fourteen year-old girl at the time. She, along with her brother and her best friend, took part in the experiment. Her spirit animal was the wolf and it is with her that this tale, in essence, begins.

	Nobody, not even Professor Philopias Polgas, could have foreseen what would happen years down the line. The ability to transform became embedded in the genes of the experimentees. This gene was passed down from generation to generation, sometimes skipping a few, but ultimately finding a bearer. Suddenly, a new breed of humans existed on the planet: Morphers. Direct descendants of the original forty-two that had taken part in the experiment, they were indistinguishable from normal people, except for that one defining factor that joined them all. The student in the hallway was no different from any other student, except when she transformed into an eagle at night. The manager at the local supermarket was no different to any other manager, apart from when he turned into a cat on his days off. They existed in all countries, all cities, from all walks of life. They were rare, but they were there.

	Blaise's children, and grandchildren, all possessed the gene. Then it skipped a few generations – until it found a bearer once more. Two hundred years after the experiment, Skye Archer was born in the City of London, a city that had slowly declined both morally and physically over the course of two centuries. London had been suffering at the hands of an army of thugs for a number of decades now; a place that had once been a desirable destination for tourists was now a pitiful shadow of its former self. Times were tough and the once thriving metropolis was now a jungle where only the strong, smart and vicious survived, and the weak and timid were chewed up and spat out. Law and order had crumbled significantly in the city; decent citizens rarely went out at night and even during the day they weren’t safe. Lord Pearson, who unofficially ruled the majority of East London, was at the heart of the thuggish brutality, which spread far and wide over the city, his clan and family being the main perpetrators. Meanwhile, in West London, Lord Renzo was the only one who directly opposed the thugs and brutes, working in his calm, subtle way to restore what little hope he could for the city.

	And smack-bang in the heart of it all was Skye Archer, Morpher and Customer Service employee of Trixaction Cinemas. Sick of her job, which bored and irritated her to no end, it was this thought that solely occupied her mind as she strolled down her local High Street one dismal, grey day in April. She never dreamed for one second that this day would bring a chance encounter with a man who would change her life in ways she didn't know possible ...

	“Oi, give us your cash, love!”

	Someone banged into her with such force that she almost went flying to the ground. Cursing, she bent over to retrieve her bag, which had flown out of her hands. But almost immediately a foot stamped on the strap.

	“I hope you're picking that up to get your money out,” said the same mocking voice that had spoken before.

	Skye looked up slowly. Dread set into her heart as she realized, without a doubt, that she was in danger. She gulped as she looked around at the five men who had surrounded her, all of them smiling in a nasty sort of way. The one who had his foot on her bag, and presumably the one who had almost knocked her over, grinned widely. He was rather rough and rugged-looking; Skye noted a nasty scar that ran down his left cheek.

	“Well, come on. Hand it over.”

	She rose very slowly, trying not to betray the fear she felt inside. She did not know these men, but she knew what they stood for and what they would try to do to her. Everyone in the city knew. Being a Morpher, however, Skye was at the advantage. She was not one who cowered easily and she knew that to show any sign of weakness during a moment like this was the worst possible course of action.

	Regarding them in contempt, she spoke coolly.

	“No, that’s not something I want to do. Excuse me, I need to get past.”

	But they closed in on her and the one with the scar pushed his face into hers so that their noses were practically touching. Several shoppers who witnessed the confrontation hurried on as they walked past. Skye could not believe her bad luck, being targeted by these brutes. She cursed herself for not being more alert. Morphers traditionally had much stronger senses than ordinary people and she should have smelled the danger coming before it happened. She wondered if she ought to take the risk of transforming in public. That would show them, these nasty thugs …

	“Well, I suggest you start to want to do it,” sneered the one with the scar. “Because we’re a bit broke right now and need a little help.”

	“Well, I can’t help you!” Skye snapped and she forcibly yanked her bag out from under his feet. They reacted instantly, two of them pushing her back, blocking any escape.

	She thought desperately. It was broad daylight and there were flurries of people bustling past. A long time ago, there might have been a couple of police officers wandering around to keep an eye on things, but not anymore. Skye tried to stay calm and compose herself. Anyone else in this situation would have been in fear of losing their life, but not her. No, what frightened her was what she would do to these men if she transformed.

	Skye had never killed anyone. And she intended to keep it that way.

	“I’m warning you,” she growled at the men, while four arms kept her pinned back. The men, however, just yelled with laughter.

	“Really?” said the scarred one, an amused glint in his eye. He raised his hand and ran a finger down her cheek; Skye flinched, revolted. “What you going to do?” he whispered.

	I’ll show you! Skye thought, enraged.

	“OI!”

	At the sound of the sudden exclamation, the gang of men and Skye whipped their heads round to see where it had come from. A young man, probably in his early 20s, was charging towards them. He had wide, almond-shaped green eyes, shoulder-length jet-black hair and a strong frame beneath his white shirt.

	The stranger stormed aggressively towards the gang, his face menacing.

	“Nice one, Pearson. Picking on girls again because you’re too much of a coward to take on anyone your own size?”

	The gang’s demeanour shifted from cocky and derisive to cold and rigid. Whoever this man was, Skye noted, he was clearly no friend of theirs and not someone they would take lightly. The sadistic smiles that had been plastered on their faces quickly vanished; it wasn’t long before teeth were bared towards the unwelcome newcomer.

	“Move on, Renzo,” glared the scarred one.

	But ‘Renzo’ stepped forward.

	“I don’t think so,” he snarled, pushing his nose right up to the ringleader’s. “Put it this way, if you and those other fools don’t take your hands off her, I’ll make sure you’ve got no hands left.”

	Pearson, though his whole sturdy frame was visibly icy, laughed out loud in contempt.

	“You sure you want to be doing that, Renzo? We’ve got a mutual agreement with your lot. Any dumb act you do now would completely destroy that. And it’d be your fault, trust me.”

	“So be it.”

	To Skye’s shock, Renzo’s piercing green eyes switched colour and flashed bright orange. He shoved the scarred man’s shoulder so hard that the man’s hand almost knocked Skye round the face.

	Skye, her heart still thudding uncontrollably, fully expected all hell to break loose; she braced herself. However, much to her surprise, the gang did not fight back. The hands released her from their grip and all five men backed away like hissing hyenas, glaring in sheer hatred at the one man who stood before them, whose eyes still blazed a brilliant orange.

	“You might be a Morpher, Renzo, but that don’t mean we won’t creep up behind you one day and set fire to your little tail. Watch your back, kitty cat. We’ll be seeing you, that’s a promise.”

	He’s a Morpher! thought Skye, amazed, thinking she should have realized it straight-away as soon as his eyes switched colour.

	The one with the scar gestured to his gang and they stormed off down the road, bashing into people as they went. Skye was left alone with the man, who turned to her with an apologetic, anxious look on his face, his eyes now a sparkling green, his pupils back to their regular size.

	“Are you OK?” he said, moving towards her with a concerned, out-stretched hand.

	But Skye, who was slightly shaken by the ordeal and not one who was particularly friendly when she was afraid, rejected his hand and shook herself.

	“I’m fine,” she snapped.

	Taken aback by her abruptness, the man said,

	“You know who those guys are, right?”

	“Some random thugs?”

	“Not just any thugs. Pearson, the ugly one with the scar, well, his dad pretty much runs the whole of East London. They’re notorious for the stunts they pull on people. They could have done you some serious damage …”

	“Doubt it. But thanks, you’re my hero.”

	The sarcasm in her voice did not go unnoticed by Renzo. The concern left his face and was replaced with an affronted expression.

	“Doubt it? Seriously? A girl like you … They would have done a lot worse than take a bit of cash off you. It’s lucky I was passing through the area.”

	There was a definite tone of resentment in his voice now, but Skye didn’t care. She was not one to glorify knights in shining armour, especially not ones who were on speaking terms with those thugs; and besides, despite the fear she’d felt, which always came automatically to her whenever she found herself mixed up in confrontation, she really would have been able to look after herself.

	“Like I said, you’re my hero.”

	“You know, a simple thank you would do.” The man frowned.

	“I said thanks, remember? What do you want, a medal?”

	Renzo stared at her in astonishment.

	“Is there a reason why you’re being so rude?”

	“Erm, well, let’s see. I just got cornered by a bunch of guys who wanted to steal my money and then, according to you, would have probably dragged me to a back alley and had their wicked way with me. Then the hero of the day strolls in and saves me from a fate worse than death. It’s been a bit of a nasty experience; I think I’m entitled to a little rudeness, don’t you?”

	“Not to the one who actually saved your pretty little behind from being ravaged by those scum.”

	Skye felt herself flare up and before she could stop herself, she snapped,

	“Let’s get this straight – you did not save me!”

	“Thought you just said I was your hero?” smiled the young man; whether he was riled or amused was unclear.

	“Yes – in the most sarcastic way possible, I said you were my hero. You’re not the only one who’s special,” she blurted out, immediately regretting it.

	Renzo’s bright green eyes widened.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Urgh – look, I have to get going. Seriously – thanks for wading in and saving me. It means a lot. Bye.”

	She hurried off down the road, cursing herself for her big mouth. If there was one thing she tried to keep secret at all times it was the fact that she had the ability to morph into an animal.

	From a young age, Skye had been able to transform into a wolf at will. Her spirit animal was the same as her ancestor's, the first one to possess the power to morph. However, Morphers such as herself were rare. And they were born, not made. Their presence was accepted in society, with some even revering them for their ability, but the stigma attached to being a Morpher sometimes affected people’s immediate impressions of them. Skye learned a long time ago that advertising it was a bad idea; there were many who feared Morphers and cast automatic judgements on them. Skye liked to believe that she didn’t care what the majority of people thought, but she still preferred not to suffer the hurt when others discovered she was a Morpher and immediately started gossiping and whispering about her.

	To meet another Morpher was quite a significant event as they rarely came across one another. But Skye had no interest in acquainting herself with a fellow Morpher, no matter how unusual it was to stumble upon one.

	“Hey! Hey, wait!”

	Great, he’s following me, Skye thought with a groan.

	“I really am in a rush,” she said hurriedly, speeding up as the young man fell in line beside her.

	“Yeah? Where you off to in such a hurry?”

	“Got to, erm, buy a present for my mum. It’s her birthday – today – no time to waste.”

	“Think I might join you. It’s my dad’s birthday – today – no time to waste either.” He grinned down at her, showing pearly white teeth, his eyes crinkling in amusement. “I’m Raphael, by the way.”

	Skye sighed.

	“Thought your name was Renzo.”

	“That’s my last name. You should know the thugs all call each other by their surnames.”

	“So you are a thug then?”

	Raphael frowned.

	“No … not like them. So, you got a name?”

	“Skye.”

	“Nice name. You fancy grabbing a coffee after we’ve brought the presents for our parents?”

	Skye stopped in her tracks and turned warily to face him. She had a strong suspicion he was coming onto her.

	“Look,” she said, “I’m really flattered you want to take me out. But the truth is, I’m not really interested in guys right now, I have so many important things I need to think about –”

	She was cut off by Raphael’s roar of laughter.

	“I’m not interested in dating you, sweetheart, believe me!”

	Skye blushed a deep crimson, feeling hugely embarrassed and realizing her assumptions had got the better of her. Obviously, she scolded herself, he had only been following her because of what she had revealed with her big fat mouth! She wasn’t sure why she thought he had been attracted to her, especially as (she had to admit) he was actually very good-looking when she got a good look at him. His eyes were a remarkable shape and deep green; he had a straight nose, strong jaw and his body was toned and sculpted. His jet black hair hung carelessly about his shoulders. He was definitely out of her league in terms of appearance and her own presumption caused her to feel rather mortified. Skye had always considered herself to be rather average-looking, not really the type of girl that guys like him went for. She knew she wasn’t the prettiest girl out there, but did he have to be so abrasive about it?

	Still, she thought, it’s your own fault for jumping to that conclusion!

	“Well,” she said stiffly, trying to hide her humiliation as he continued to chortle, “the feeling’s mutual. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some shopping to do.”

	“Hey – come on! I didn’t mean it in a bad way!”

	He reached out to her and clasped her hand in his. Shocked by his forwardness, still embarrassed by her own postulations and yet (surprisingly) strangely endeared to his touch, Skye didn’t move or speak, but stared into his piercing green eyes in an almost mutinous manner.

	“Look, I’d like to get to know you. Just to chat. It’s what you said back there … Are you a Morpher? I had a weird feeling about you as soon as I saw you ...”

	“Alright, yes,” hissed Skye, “I am a Morpher. But keep your voice down!”

	“Wow! I’ve never met another one before. I’d be thrilled – honoured even – if you’d think about being friends?”

	Skye removed her hand from his grip, composing her dignity and clearing her throat.

	“Well, I don’t know. I’m not sure you and me would make good friends to be honest.”

	Raphael grinned.

	“Come on – you were rude to me, I was rude to you. We’re even.”

	“Oh, whatever; you want to be friends, we’ll be friends.”

	“Unless you’re hoping for something more?” said the young man, a mischievous glint in his eye.

	“I assure you I’m not,” Skye snapped, glowering at him.

	“So how about that coffee?”

	“Yes … well, I prefer tea, but coffee will do. But not today, I honestly can’t. I have to get home. It’ll have to be another time. Plus, I was thinking of getting my mum’s present from this little shop near my house, it’ll be less hectic than shopping in the town centre …”

	The disappointment showed plainly on Raphael’s finely-carved features, but he eventually resigned himself.

	“OK fine. This means you at least have to give me your tag number so I can contact you again.”

	Reluctantly, Skye informed Raphael of her tag number. Tag devices had replaced the ancient mobile phones from years back; each individual was assigned a tag number and whenever someone wanted to contact another, they simply said their name aloud into the tag device. A holograph of the person’s face would also pop up in the air once they answered so that it was as though the conversationalists were speaking face to face.

	“Skye Archer, 814367.”

	“I’ll call you soon, Skye,” said Raphael, with a slight grin. He turned away from her and walked in the opposite direction and Skye tried not to stare at him as he walked away. Thoroughly disgruntled with the whole episode, she clutched her bag tightly and made her way towards the nearest shuttle bus-stop. Why, oh, why had she given her tag number to this man? She had no intention of socialising with any new ‘friends’, especially not one who was a Morpher like herself! Fair enough, he was very attractive …

	Did I just think that? she thought, horrified with herself.

	When it came to men, Skye put them somewhere near the bottom pile in her list of priorities. She’d had two boyfriends in her lifetime of eighteen years. The first was when she was eleven and it had lasted a day. The second, when she was fifteen, lasted for three months and he ended up ditching her for the local raven-haired beauty. Unfortunately, she was the last one to find out and she only did so when she caught them eating each other’s faces off behind the dustbins one lunch hour at school. To add insult to injury, this particular stud-muffin of a boyfriend tag-texted her that same day to inform her that he had enjoyed their time together, but he felt that due to her ‘little problem’ (the morphing) everyone around him didn’t really agree with the relationship and it was better they remained ‘friends’. Safe to say, the humiliation and hurt that this rejection caused her had rather put her off the notion of boyfriends and she threw herself into her ambitions: her love of animals and the ultimate goal to travel to the other side of the world and contribute towards the restoration of several endangered species, many of which mankind had almost annihilated over the years.

	Back to the unusual events of the afternoon and her lingering mortification, this Raphael had made it perfectly clear that he didn’t find her attractive so she was deeply annoyed with herself for fleetingly thinking he was; and why in the world was she so bothered about what he thought anyway?

	To be fair, he did save you from those thugs, said a little voice in her head as she stood waiting at the bus-stop.

	No. Skye knew she could have easily saved herself. Had things turned any nastier, she would have transformed in an instant. One of the upsides to being a Morpher was that they were revered by the thugs of the city. Though there were very few Morphers in the city at all, should any Morpher show their inner beast to the general public, respect was automatically commanded. And as the thugs worked on the basis of primal animal aggression, they immediately ‘bowed’ to any who held the ability. But Skye did not want respect from thugs, who made it their primary duty to hurt and terrorize decent people. Dark memories that she had buried from her past spoke of the loathing and hatred she felt towards them, memories she needed to repress in order to function …

	But yes, she could easily have saved herself and there was no need for any other Morpher to come along and do it for her.

	But he didn’t know that, argued the little voice in her head. He put himself at risk for you, thinking you were just like everybody else …

	“Yes, yes, I know!” she said out loud in an irritable voice. Several people turned to stare curiously at her.

	Why she was even still thinking about this man bothered her in the extreme and she forced herself to think of something else. With one last thought about how she hoped that he would not call her and pushing the image of his striking green eyes out of her head, she hopped on the bus that had now arrived and took a seat at the back, slipping into a daydream about quitting her mind-numbing job in customer services and instead travelling to the other side of the world to work with endangered species, such as the beautiful Bengal tigers.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	“Wait, wait, wait! You met Raphael Renzo?”

	“Yes …?”

	“And he asked for your tag number?!”

	“Yes. Are you going somewhere with this?”

	“Well, don’t you know who he is?”

	“You clearly know much more than me, so why don’t you tell me what’s so fascinating about him?” was the impatient reply.

	It was evening. Skye had met with her good friend, Daphne, for dinner. The two had been friends for a number of years now. They had very different personalities – Skye was the quieter, more introverted one, while Daphne was the louder and more confident of the two; Daphne went through a stream of about three boyfriends a year; Skye, as mentioned earlier, had very little interest in boyfriends at all. But both accepted one another’s flaws, as well as virtues, without question and this created a strong bond between them. Daphne had Skye’s back whenever people said nasty things about her morphing ability, while Skye provided Daphne with that attentive ear whenever her friend went off on one of her wild stories about her latest love interest.

	That evening they were sitting in a dimly-lit French restaurant with a rather smoky, mellow atmosphere. Over a selection of cheeses and grapes, Skye had informed her friend (albeit reluctantly) of what had happened to her that afternoon in the market place. Daphne was not so much interested in the danger Skye had been in (or lack, thereof, for she was also well-aware of Skye’s fearsome inner beast) as she was about the young man who had come to her rescue.

	“What’s so fascinating about him?” repeated Daphne in a shrieking voice. “Skye, do you live under a rock or something? The Renzo family are incredibly wealthy, they pretty much rule the majority of West London; their mansion is situated at the heart of Notting Hill. The Renzos actually own an island in the Pacific Ocean! They’ve got four sons – ALL of them amazingly good-looking! Especially Raphael – he’s just hot!”

	“And you know this how?” said Skye, chewing on a piece of Camembert.

	“Because I talk to people, Skye, that’s how. Besides, I’ve seen Raphael – once. At Justine’s birthday last year, he was there. She invited a load of elite people and I just remember everyone swooning over him! Not that anyone stood a chance – someone that good-looking and that wealthy isn’t going to go for any college girl, no matter how pretty she is! Trust me, I tried. I was trying to catch his eye the whole night.”

	“Yes, well, he’s alright, I suppose,” shrugged Skye. “How’s things at college anyway? Did you manage to finish that history essay you were stressing about, the one about World Cup 2014? I saw an interesting documentary the other day that could give you some ideas if you’re still struggling with it.”

	“Alright, you suppose?” said Daphne, a flabbergasted expression on her face. “Skye, I’ve been meaning to ask you for years – are you a lesbian?”

	“No I am not!” snapped Skye. “It’s just I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Yes, he’s good-looking and has a bit of money. So what?”

	“Why’d you exchange tag numbers anyway?” asked Daphne nosily.

	Skye hesitated.

	“He knows I’m a Morpher.”

	Daphne’s eyes almost popped out of her head.

	“No way! How did he find that out? You’re always so secretive about it!”

	“Well … I told him; it sort of slipped out.”

	“This is amazing! Is he fascinated by Morphers or something?”

	“Well, sort of. He is one.”

	“He is?”

	“Yeah. I should’ve known from when I first saw him actually, his eyes kept switching colour …”

	“I can’t believe I didn’t know this! What animal is he?”

	“No idea, didn’t find out. Shall we order our mains now?”

	“So are you going to see him again? You’ve got to, Skye! How many other Morphers do you know? Exactly, zilch. This is your chance to have a morphing friend.”

	“I don’t want a morphing friend,” said Skye coldly. “I’m happy with the friend I’ve got – at least, I was until she kept going on and on about this guy who I don’t have any interest in whatsoever!”

	“Oh come on! A Morpher, gorgeous, rich and willing to put his life on the line for someone he doesn’t even know? Even you aren’t immune to falling under that type of spell!”

	“Actually, I think you’ll find I’ve already resisted it. And besides, I doubt he’ll call me. If he’s as amazing as you say he is, he’s bound to have a hectic social life. Now can we please order our mains? I’m craving for some rare steak.”

	Just like her ancestor of the past, Skye had a penchant for meat that was extremely rare or not cooked at all. Her morphing ability meant that she acquired some of the characteristics of her animal in her human form. A liking for rare, bloody steak was one of them. When dining out, Skye asked for her steak to be cooked ‘rare’ or ‘blue’, but when in the comfort of her own home, she ate it completely raw.

	The rest of the conversation consisted of Daphne continuously urging her friend to meet up with Raphael again and Skye stubbornly shaking her head. They spoke a little of Daphne’s latest boyfriend (an exchange student from Brazil) who had suggested marriage three times in the course of their two month relationship, with Daphne pondering on whether or not she should just end it there and then.

	“Marriage, would you believe?” Daphne said in disbelief, amidst Skye’s chuckles. “Much as I like to believe that my beauty has entranced him, I can’t help feeling he has something else on his mind!”

	They said their goodbyes and by this time the sky outside had darkened. Skye made her way home. The restaurant was only a fifteen minute walk from her house and she saw no point in spending a fortune taking the shuttle-bus. Humming to herself, she wrapped her jacket around herself tightly (Spring may as well have been Winter, for all the chilling weather it produced) and walked off down the quiet road.

	It was about five minutes into the walk that there was a sudden scream of agony in the distance. Coming to an abrupt halt, her wolf senses magnifying to an extreme, Skye stood frozen to the spot and listened carefully. The one who had screamed continued to make dreadful shrieking noises; it was a woman. The raucous, jubilant yells of men could also be heard. Skye started to make her way towards the direction of these terrifying sounds, her senses kicking in. But she hadn’t gone more than a few feet before the screaming stopped, there were sudden shouts of panic from the men, an ear-splitting roar from something that wasn’t human, and then, complete silence.

	Not knowing what to do, Skye stood rooted to the spot for several minutes. It had sounded like someone was in trouble – probably from a gang of thugs – and someone (or rather, something) had intervened. Eventually telling herself that there was nothing she could do for now, she continued her journey home, frowning as she wondered what had happened and pondering, rather guiltily, on whether there was anything she could have done to help.

	 

	*

	 

	The House of Renzo sat majestically in the heart of Notting Hill, its beautiful marble-white exterior illuminated by the moonlit night sky and various streetlamps that surrounded the building. Acres of land lay behind the mansion, all of it belonging to the affluent Renzo family. The high gates were guarded by the latest electronic devices, as well as the good old-fashioned range of guard dogs, who were ready and willing to bite into the skin of any stranger foolish enough to try and enter the grounds.

	Only a handful of people were permitted access to this prestigious establishment and they, of course, consisted of the Renzo family and their many servants, butlers, cooks and companions. So when a stranger from the other side of the city came to visit, requesting an audience with the famed Lord Renzo, he had to go through several astringent checks and measures before being permitted this honour.

	“Greetings, Sir,” bowed the visitor once he had made it into the Lord’s chambers.

	“Please, be seated,” said Lord Renzo. He turned to a butler who was standing nearby.

	“Bring our guest a drink. You are hungry after your journey?”

	“No, my Lord, a drink is fine.”

	The butler bowed and left the room. Lord Renzo eyed the stranger for several moments before speaking.

	“So. What business does the House of Pearson have with us on this fine night?”

	“I am afraid it concerns your son, Raphael, Sir.”

	Lord Renzo’s gaze was unfathomable.

	“Indeed? And my son is a concern to you for what reason?”

	“Lord Pearson’s son has been greatly offended by him, Sir,” replied the servant of the Pearson household. “It appears that today they participated in some form of confrontation.”

	“And what kind of confrontation would that be?”

	“It appears that Lord Pearson’s son was engaging in some jovial, harmless banter with an unknown female. Your son, misreading the situation, involved himself and it is reported that he struck Lord Pearson’s son on the left shoulder.”

	“I see.”

	There was silence in the room for a moment. The butler re-entered with a tray consisting of two small glasses and a bottle of vintage whiskey, pouring some into the glasses and handing them to each of the men.

	“Thank you, Forbes. You may go.”

	With one last bow, the butler left the room again. Lord Renzo took a sip of his whiskey, his expression still unreadable beneath his greying, golden beard and the many lines on his face.

	“I must confess, this is all rather strange,” Lord Renzo said, twirling the glass in his palm. “Raphael is headstrong, but his heart is in the right place. He is not one to dash into a potentially dangerous situation, unless he feels there is good cause to do so.”

	“As I said, my Lord, it appears your son misunderstood the nature of the circumstances between Pearson Jr. and this young lady. Surely quite by accident … but, nevertheless, it has created a resentful grudge in my lord's son. Lord Pearson has requested that you speak to your son, perhaps also reminding him of the agreements our two houses have set up.”

	The messenger said this last bit rather nervously, well aware that he may be coming across as impertinent. Lord Renzo did not speak for several minutes, as though in deep thought. Finally, with a nod of his head, he said,

	“Tell your lord that I shall indeed speak to my son. Was there anything else you wished to discuss with me?”

	“Just one other thing, Sir. As you may be aware, there have been a number of reported disappearances in London; all of the victims are young men, most hailing from East London and on speaking terms with the Pearson family. Some reports have spoken of a huge beast that has been at the scene of several of the crimes, right before the disappearances.”

	“And you wish to discuss this with me for what purpose?”

	“Lord Pearson has expressed … concerns over the identity of the beast, if indeed it does exist.”

	Lord Renzo’s eyes narrowed and for the first time there was a hint of danger in his voice.

	“I am not sure what you are saying exactly, messenger, but please speak in clearer terms.”

	The messenger shifted nervously.

	“My lord is aware of the – the gift that your son possesses … Of course, he very much doubts that such suspicions hold any truth, but –”

	“I can assure you that any suspicions of this nature concerning my son are completely unfounded and untrue,” interrupted Lord Renzo icily, that same dangerous glint in his eyes. The messenger gulped. “Please report this to your lord upon your return. And now, you must forgive me. My back has been giving me pain and I must retire to my room. My butler will give you a room for the night; it is too late for you to travel back to your premises now. Farewell.”

	Interpreting this for what it was, a dismissal, the servant rose from his chair. Lord Renzo rang a nearby bell and the butler entered the room. The servant bowed and thanked the lord for his time and hospitality and left the room first. The butler made way to follow, but before he closed the door, Lord Renzo said,

	“Forbes … bring me Raphael once you are done.”

	“Yes, Sir,” replied the butler, shutting the doors behind him while his master sank into the luxurious velvet chair beside the crackling fire, the lines on his face more prominent.

	There was a knock on the door ten minutes later.

	“Enter.”

	Raphael entered the room, his green eyes luminous from the light of the fire, oblivious to what this was about.

	“Dad? You wanted to see me?”

	“Sit down, Raphael.”

	Taking a chair next to his father, Raphael sat down, slight concern creasing his forehead.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Tell me what happened today between you and Lord Pearson’s son.”

	A shadow crossed over Raphael’s face.

	“Nothing … I just saw him and his gang picking on a girl so I went to stop them.”

	“The boy claims that he and this girl bantered in good spirits and that you misunderstood the situation.”

	Raphael laughed humourlessly.

	“Yeah? I don’t think it’s in ‘good spirits’ for him and his boys to corner a girl and threaten her to give them money; or for him to stroke her face with his finger when she clearly didn’t like it, making it obvious what he was thinking about. Yeah, that sounds like bantering to me.”

	There was unmistakeable anger in his voice. Lord Renzo watched him for several seconds before speaking again.

	“You know full well about the agreement between our houses. We leave them alone, they leave us alone. The agreement was forged because of the number of deaths that occurred during the rioting twelve years ago. You know this. Actively seeking a fight with Lord Pearson’s son is nothing short of folly.”

	“So what was I supposed to do? Sit back and do nothing?” said Raphael, a hard tone to his voice.

	“Did the girl come to any actual harm?”

	“No. But she would have if I hadn’t stepped in. Well … maybe not. She’s a Morpher.”

	“A Morpher? Then presumably she could have taken care of them on her own. What is her inner beast?”

	“I don’t know. But I plan on finding out. The point is, if it hadn’t been her it could have been someone else. Someone who doesn’t have the ability to turn into a wild animal and scare off the thugs. How can you sit there and tell me that I shouldn’t do anything when someone is in trouble? You know what Pearson and his men are like; they terrorize this city!”

	“Raphael, do you think I don’t know this? I know better than anyone.”

	“Then why don’t we do anything about it?”

	“The House of Pearson are extremely powerful –“

	“So are we!”

	“Let me finish, my son. The House of Pearson are extremely powerful and they have many followers. We are strong but not strong enough; the riots of twelve years ago proved this. There were many senseless deaths, including women and children. We do not want a repeat of this. Yet we have not turned our backs. Do you not think that I have highly trained officers at my command who are doing everything they can to maintain serenity in the city, despite the overwhelming masses of thuggish behaviour that over-run it? Many of our people have lost their lives in the line of duty. Do you think I sent your eldest brother as an envoy to the Chinese Empire without good cause? The time to act will happen, but it is not yet and may not be for a long time coming. I have explained this to you before. Yet by you creating a rift between yourself and Lord Pearson’s son, it is only making matters worse.”

	“I told you, I can’t just stand by and watch them treat people like that,” growled Raphael.

	“Sometimes that is the only choice you will have. Tell me, where were you tonight?”

	“Where was I? Well – I went for a drink with a couple of friends.”

	“Do not lie to me, my son.”

	There was silence in the room. Raphael stared hard at the hissing flames of the fire.

	“You place yourself in too much danger,” said Lord Renzo in a low voice. “I know where you were. I know what you have been doing. What makes this so much worse is that others are beginning to suspect. The fact that you are a Morpher is not a secret. Do you not think that people will put two and two together? The servant of Pearson has revealed to me that his lord suspects you already. Fortunately there is no evidence; but if there were, God help us all. The chaos that would break out would be of a destruction you are yet to experience in your life. It has to end.”

	Flushed, Raphael leapt from his seat. Not looking his father in the eye and still glaring at the flames, he said,

	“You’re asking me to not make the most of my ability? Why else am I able to turn into a tiger, if not to help others? If destroying those who are causing this pain to other people is the only way, then so be it!”

	He turned away and strode towards the door, his fists in tight balls.

	“Raphael, shurrff nen riii nurrr greshhh raarssh narrrrr!”

	At the sound of the rasping, growling voice behind him, Raphael stopped in his tracks. He turned reluctantly back round to face his father, who, though still seated, had arched his back, his eyes glowing a blinding orange, his pupils dilated, triple the size. The noises he had made were comprehensible only to those who possessed the ability to morph; they were not words that could be translated, but rather noises that presented a very clear emotion or set of emotions. For Lord Renzo was also a Morpher and, at that moment, it was distress that he conveyed to his son.

	“Come here,” commanded Lord Renzo, his eyes a brilliant, watery orange. Raphael obeyed. He knelt before his father and lowered his head. Lord Renzo held his son’s head in his hands and his voice came out in a strained, strangled way.

	“You are too important for me to lose. Since your beloved mother passed, you and your brothers are all I hold dear in this world. I implore you, my son. Please. Please end this spree you have started. The time will come. But that time is not now. You must keep yourself safe, for my sake. Your ability will only protect you for so long. You must do this.”

	No longer able to bear seeing his father this way, Raphael pushed his head deeper into the old man’s hands.

	“Yes, Father,” he whispered. “I promise you that I will keep myself safe.”

	And the young tiger embraced the old tiger, the feeling between them conveying more than words ever could.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Three

	 

	On Saturday morning, Skye woke up with a great yawn and a loud growl. She had a tendency to release an enormous growl every morning and stretch herself for a good five minutes before sinking back into the bed for an extra half an hour, too lethargic to move. On this specific morning she was particularly groggy, considering what she had been up to the night before. Though there were only two people in the entire world who knew about this (her mother and Daphne), it was not uncommon for Skye to transform into a wolf in the dead of night, simply for the purpose of sprinting outside when all was quiet and dark. She usually did this a few times a month; it provided her with a sense of release, a soothing remedy to appease her inner beast, which often yearned to be free. Last night was an especially long session, with Skye running freely through the city and out into the open fields for a good three hours, howling at the moon as she managed to escape outside of London. She did not return home until three in the morning, transforming back into her human body and conking out on her bed.

	“SKYE! COME AND HELP ME UP HERE!”

	Skye groaned. She had told her mother she was going for a ‘run’ the night before. Why was she requesting her presence now?

	Nevertheless, she hauled herself out of bed, sank her feet into her furry slippers and made her way to the top floor to see what her mother was shouting about.

	“Yes?” she said grumpily, her eyes bloodshot, while her mother fiddled with a ladder on the top-floor corridor.

	“Skye! Good, you’re awake!”

	Hardly, thought Skye, feeling highly resentful.

	“I’m cleaning out the attic today for that jumble sale tomorrow, remember? Everything’s sorted except for the attic junk. We need to decide what we’re keeping and what we’re selling. You had better change into some old clothes, I suspect it’ll be a bit dirty and dusty up there!”

	“Could I maybe come and join you in about an hour’s time?” said Skye, rather desperately. She had just caught a glimpse of the time on the nearby grandfather clock; it was 10am. Seven hours was nowhere near enough sleep for her and she did feel incredibly moody when tired. “It’s just, as you know, I went for a run last night …”

	“Oh yes, how did that go, dear? Did you have a nice time?”

	“Well yes, but I feel so tired …”

	“All the more reason for you to get changed! This will wake you up! Tell you what – we’ll go at it for a couple of hours and then I’ll make us a delicious lunch! Your favourite, rump steak! Go on, chop chop – I’ll make you a coffee while I wait for you! Or how about a nice white tea?”

	“Tea, thanks,” said Skye, disgruntled. She trudged back to her room with a deep sigh. That was her mother – vibrant, chirpy and completely a morning person as opposed to Skye’s night-time preference. It was with great effort that she changed into a tracksuit and trainers.

	Just as she was about to leave her bedroom, her tag device started buzzing.

	‘UNKNOWN CALLER’ flashed before her. Still half asleep and mildly curious as to who would be calling her at this time on a Saturday morning, Skye pressed ‘Accept’.

	The next thing that happened was the handsome face of Raphael Renzo materializing in the air before her, his holographic features smiling straight at her.

	“Hello,” he said, beaming.

	Horrified and panicking, Skye pressed the ‘End Call’ button on her device and Raphael’s face vanished instantly. Never mind cleaning out the attic; this unwelcome, nasty surprise had woken her up enough! Aside from the fact that she had been hoping he would have forgotten about her, she was well aware that she looked an absolute mess; tousled hair, bloodshot eyes and blemished skin that appeared prominent in the mornings when she was not wearing make-up. And to think he had called her, with her looking like that! As if their first meeting wasn’t humiliating enough, this latest fiasco made her blush a deep beetroot red. She also cursed herself for being so concerned about it in the first place!

	The tag device rang again. Desperately, Skye looked around for something to cover her face. She could hardly leave it ringing like that when he now knew she was actually there. Catching sight of a black scarf draped on her chair, she grabbed it and wrapped it around her head so that only her eyes were visible. She then pressed ‘Accept’.

	Raphael’s face appeared again and his voice could hardly contain its amusement when he caught sight of Skye.

	“Bad connection?” he enquired mischievously.

	Still terribly embarrassed, Skye replied in muffled tones,

	“Erm, yeah. Anyway … this is a surprise …”

	“I suppose it must be. I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time. Are you sick?”

	Infuriated, for she knew that he knew she felt very self-conscious at being caught in her just-woken-up state, she replied in strained tones that, yes, she was feeling a bit under the weather and thought it best she wear something around her face, so that he didn’t run the risk of catching a cold.

	“I see,” said Raphael, barely containing a grin. Skye blushed even harder, highly thankful that the scarf was covering her red cheeks.

	“So ... to what do I owe the pleasure?” she said, trying to sound normal.

	“Well, I’m just calling to see if you’d be interested in meeting for that coffee later on today? There are some things I’ve been thinking of that I’d like to talk about, if that’s OK?”

	“Oh, I don’t think I can,” replied Skye, wildly trying to think of an excuse. “You see, I’m, erm, helping my mother with clearing out stuff in the house and we’ll be doing it for at least twelve hours.”

	“Twelve?” said Raphael, eyes widening.

	At that moment, much to Skye’s dismay, her mother strode in with a steaming cup of white tea.

	“Here we go, dear! Oh my – who is this?”

	She stopped in her tracks at the sight of the holographic face hovering beside her daughter’s. Not knowing quite what to say, Skye managed a weak grin that looked more like a grimace, while Raphael turned to Mrs. Archer, a charming smile fixed on his face.

	“Hello, I’m Raphael Renzo. A friend of Skye’s. You must be her sister. How do you do?”

	At the sound of the clear compliment, Mrs. Archer giggled and waved her one free hand. Skye’s visible eyes rolled upwards.

	“No, no,” her mother said in a flustered, pleased voice, “I am her mother actually. How very nice to meet you, Raphael. Renzo, did you say? Not Lord Renzo’s son by any chance?”

	“One and the same,” smiled Raphael.

	“Goodness!” exclaimed Mrs Archer. “Skye hadn’t told me she had made any new friends lately.” She turned to her daughter disapprovingly, wagging a finger. “How could you have failed to mention this?”

	Skye sighed, exasperated.

	“I was just asking Skye if she would like to join me for coffee later,” said Raphael. “However, she told me that you’re both busy for the next twelve hours.”

	“Twelve hours?” repeated Mrs. Archer in disbelief. She turned to Skye who did not look happy. “Well, that is a complete and utter exaggeration, dear! We will be done in four hours maximum! You enjoy the rest of your day.”

	“In that case, how about five o clock?” said Raphael, turning to Skye expectantly.

	Thoroughly displeased with how the situation had panned out but unable to think of a valid excuse not to accept, especially not with Raphael’s questioning expression and her mother’s hopeful one staring straight at her, Skye resigned herself.

	“Yeah … OK then.”

	“There’s a really nice place near mine,” said Raphael, a satisfied countenance about him. “It’s called ‘Bert’s Bubble Tea.’ So if it’s tea you prefer, I think you’d like it. It’s just at the edge of Notting Hill Meadows. Not sure where you are based, but I could come and pick you up if you like?”

	Trying hard to ignore the awed look on her mother’s face, Skye shook her head and forced a smile.

	“That’s alright, I’ll take the bus. I’m pretty sure I know where it is. Right, well, got to get back to this cleaning so I’ll see you at five! Bye!”

	“Bye. And bye, Mrs. Archer, lovely to meet you.”

	Skye pressed the ‘End Call’ button and set her tag device down on the table. Trying to avoid her mother’s gaze, she turned around and made her way towards the top floor.

	However, the inquisition was not to be avoided.

	“Skye Archer, I demand to know right now what that was all about!”

	“Nothing, really,” said Skye, approaching the ladder and unfolding it.

	“Is he your new boyfriend?” queried her mother in glee.

	“Of course not!”

	“Then why is he calling you asking you to go for coffee?”

	“Oh, because ….”

	“Because what?”

	“Just – well – because I met him the other day when I went to the High Street and we just sort of started talking …”

	“Really? How? Who started talking to who first?”

	“Mum, do we really have to talk about this?”

	“Yes! Who spoke first?”

	“Well, we didn’t exactly start talking …”

	“You just said you did!”

	Embarrassed and irritated, Skye retold the events of the day that she and Raphael met and the circumstances surrounding them.

	“Skye, you were almost mugged?” said her mother in sheer horror. “Why didn’t you tell me this? I cannot believe this happened to you – you are lucky you’re OK! Did they hurt you? Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“Mum, calm down,” said Skye, trying to soothe her frantic mother. “You know full well that I would have been able to take care of myself –”

	“That is not the point! What if they’d had knives? You would have had no time to transform! Skye, you must be careful when outside –”

	“My reflexes are twenty times quicker than that of normal people. I wasn’t in any danger, trust me.”

	Somewhat consoled by this, Mrs. Archer’s attentions then turned to Raphael Renzo.

	“So you were cornered by these thugs and he came to your rescue?”

	Rather bothered by the assumption that she had been ‘rescued’ Skye replied,

	“Well, sort of. He came over and told them to leave me alone. He sort of pushed the ringleader away from me.”

	“So he did come to your rescue!”

	“Well – in a manner of speaking – but I could easily have saved myself -”

	“My dear, it isn’t a question of whether you were able to protect yourself or not; he didn’t know that you’re a Morpher. He put his life on the line for you! What an incredibly brave young man! And so very handsome too! What a lovely smile that boy has, don’t you agree?”

	“Yes,” said Skye, disgruntled. “Right, shall I go up first or you?”

	“Now the question is, why didn’t you tell me that you’re about to embark upon a relationship with this man?”

	“Because I’m not,” said Skye through gritted teeth.

	“Then why is he asking you out on a date?”

	“It’s not a date. It’s coffee – or tea. Whichever. He just wants to be friends, that’s all.”

	“My dear girl, I like to think that I have some kind of knowledge when it comes to the male species. If a man rescues you and then invites you out, whether it be for coffee, tea, the cinema or bowling, then it means he likes you.”

	“I highly doubt that is the case.”

	“Oh yes? Perhaps you would like to offer an alternative explanation.”

	“If you must know, he’s a Morpher and he knows that I’m one too. That’s why he wants to be friends.”

	Her mother looked enthralled.

	“Is he? And he knows you’re a Morpher too? That settles it – he definitely likes you!”

	Incredulous, Skye shook her head. Her mother carried on excitedly.

	“This is wonderful – my daughter has finally met someone who is just like her. Not just anyone, but the son of Lord Renzo too! And him being so charming and handsome … You had better snatch him up quickly, Skye, I can imagine there are quite a lot of girls hoping to get their claws into him! But they have nothing on you, my dear – with your beauty, intelligence and your ability to morph. You make the perfect match!”

	“Mum, please,” said Skye, feeling rather nauseous, “one more word about this and I am going straight back to bed.”

	“But dear,” protested her mother, “I am just so happy for you! It’s been so long since you had a boyfriend –”

	“And that’s not about to change any time soon.”

	“Dear, are you honestly telling me that you don’t think he’s handsome?”

	“No – I mean, he is – it’s just I’m not interested in him and he doesn’t like me in that way anyway …”

	“I think you are wrong! Any man who calls you on a Saturday morning is not interested in being just friends!”

	“Yes, Mum, whatever you say, now can we please get on with clearing out the junk? The longer we spend talking about this, the longer I’m going to have to wait for that steak you promised me.”

	They spent several hours cleaning out the attic. There were pictures of Skye’s immediate family, including her mother, her grandparents, her father … She swallowed when she saw the picture of the tall, tough-looking man with deep brown eyes just like hers, who held her mother in his arms some twenty years prior, her heart experiencing that familiar stabbing pain whenever she thought of him, trying not to dwell for reasons she could not bear to think about …

	There were a great deal of ancient relics buried up there too, many having been passed down by Skye’s ancestors, including the original Morpher, her great-great Grandmother.

	“Wow, look at that,” pointed Skye to a chest with lots of items poking out, while her mother wrestled with several cobwebs. “What is it?”

	She bent over and picked up a small, dusty, rectangle device with a pair of silver earphones attached to it.

	“That’s an Ipod,” explained Mrs. Archer, coming over and examining the object. “I believe it belonged to your great-great Grandmother’s brother. He was also a Morpher; an Eagle I believe. It plays music. Apparently, the story goes that he received it on the day they took the test to determine what their inner animals were. There were three of them in total: our ancestor, her brother and their friend. The things those three got up to! One time, the brother was attacked by a gang of racist thugs. His sister and their friend jumped right in to help him – apparently, their friend knocked out someone’s tooth and your ancestor ended up with a permanent bald spot because one of the thugs took a chunk of her hair out; it’s said that she had to continually hide it with fake hair or hats!”

	Skye had heard many stories of what her ancestor used to do while growing up and the truth was that she never grew tired of the tales. Though there were times where she felt her ability to morph was more of a burden than a blessing, she loved to hear of the adventures that her ancestor had. Compared to her own life, which was so mundane, and the desire she felt for more excitement (hence her ambition to work with endangered animals), the lives of those from the past often left her in awe and longing.

	“Hey, there’s a photo album here.”

	Reaching down, she picked up a very dusty photo album and opened it in great curiosity. The first photo was of three teenagers, two girls and a boy. The first girl was undoubtedly her ancestor; she could tell by the mane of colourful hair and large, fierce eyes. Exactly how her mother had described her when she recanted the stories. The other girl must have been her friend, shorter and with a kind look about her. The boy had to be her other relative, her ancestor’s brother. They both shared slight similarities, but his features were a lot sharper and he looked more relaxed than his sister. Skye continued to flip through the pictures, fascinated by this discovery and finally seeing a physical form of her ancestors, but it was the last picture that really intrigued her.

	It was a picture of her great-great Grandmother and an unknown boy. But the striking thing about this boy was that he looked almost exactly like Raphael. Apart from the fact that the boy in the photograph had brown hair tied in a ponytail and a slightly longer face, he could easily have been Raphael’s double. In the photograph, her ancestor’s fierce look was absent for once; there was something mysterious and tranquil about her expression and a slight smile hovered about her lips. The boy was also smiling and the shoulders of the two were touching.

	“Mum, who’s that?”

	Mrs. Archer looked closely at the photograph her daughter was pointing to.

	“Hmmm, I have no idea. Her friend perhaps? Hold on … he looks a lot like your boyfriend!”

	“Yes, he does,” Skye murmured, not bothering to correct her mother on the ‘boyfriend’ part.

	“Perhaps they are related?” suggested Mrs. Archer. “After all, you said that Raphael is a Morpher too. Perhaps this is a relation of his, one that your great-great Grandmother met from the experiment. Wouldn’t it be fascinating to find out?”

	They took a break for lunch and, true to her promise, Mrs. Archer bought her daughter a 20oz rump steak from the local butchers and served it raw just the way she liked it, along with crunchy salad and French bread. They discussed some more about Skye’s ancestor and the adventures she had experienced before continuing with the attic and finally finishing at about 2pm.

	“Now have you decided what you’re going to wear for later?” said Mrs. Archer, a big beam on her face.

	“Mum, don’t start.”

	“I’m just saying, dear! You have a lovely figure so make the most of it while you’re still young. Now, I’m going out this evening, too. I want you to make sure you’re not coming home late; if you are, tag me and I will pick you up. Was it Notting Hill that your boyfriend invited you to? That’s a relief, at least. It’s one of the safest areas in London. I don’t want you in a situation like you were in the other day! Though of course if you are with Raphael, I’m sure you will be fine! What a wonderful young gentleman that boy is!”

	Skye eventually managed to escape her mother’s glowing reviews about Raphael Renzo and she retreated to her room, deciding to spend a couple of hours catching up on some well-needed sleep. Two hours later, she was woken by the sound of her alarm. Groggy-eyed and wishing she could just go back to sleep, she did the whole growling and stretching thing before eventually climbing out of bed and getting ready for her meeting (she refused to acknowledge it as a date) with Raphael.

	What was she going to wear? That was the question. Much as she would have loved to admit to herself that she really didn’t care if she looked nice that evening or not, the honest truth was that she did care; the fact that she had been so bothered this morning when Raphael had seen her in her bed-ridden state had been an obvious indication of her concern. This rather confused her, as she had been continuously telling herself (and others) that she didn’t find him attractive in the slightest. She wasn’t really interested in him, was she? Of course not! He certainly wasn’t interested in her, not like that. And she definitely wasn’t going to suffer the humiliation of unrequited feelings just in case she did start to find herself becoming attracted to him!

	He only wants to know more about the morphing, nothing else!

	She scolded herself for getting so worked up about the whole thing and, in the end, opted for leggings, furry knee-high boots, a long orange top and her black biker jacket, which was her usual attire. At least this way it didn’t look like she was trying to impress him and, at the same time, she could still come across as relatively stylish, even if it was a rather unorthodox way of dressing. Brushing her hair into a bushy mane (another thing that she and her great-great Grandmother had in common) she took one last look at herself in the mirror, said goodbye to her mother and left the house, not sure why her heart was thumping unusually fast beneath her chest and vaguely wondering what exactly it was he wanted to discuss with her.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Four

	 

	“You found it alright then? I’m glad you’re here, I thought you weren’t going to show up because of your cold.”

	Skye looked up to see Raphael who had just arrived through the door of Burt’s Bubble Tea, a quaint little place situated right on the corner of Notting Hill Meadows. There was soft, soothing Chinese music playing in the background. It had taken her two buses to get there and, due to her obsession with time, she had arrived five minutes before five.

	“Er … hi. Yeah, I’m feeling better now.”

	“Mr Renzo,” smiled a waiter, who rushed over and pulled up a chair for Raphael. Raphael thanked him and the waiter placed a couple of menus before them, bowing slightly and then leaving.

	Skye raised her eyebrows.

	“Five star treatment for you, huh?”

	Raphael shrugged.

	“My dad helped to fund the place. Bert and my dad go way back; my dad’s a bit like you, really. Likes his tea. The two of them thought it would be a great idea to open up a little tea shop. You ever tried bubble tea before?”

	“No …”

	“Hey, Alfred!” called Raphael to the waiter who had pulled up his chair. “Bring us a couple of your finest bubble teas, thanks!”

	He turned to Skye with a grin,

	“Wait 'til you try this. It’s delicious. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried bubble tea.”

	Skye smiled slightly before clearing her throat.

	“So”, she said, picking up the menu and scanning through it, “what was it you wanted to talk about?”

	Raphael shrugged.

	“Well, nothing specific. Just want to get to know you a bit better. Find out more about your morphing; for example, what animal are you?”

	“I’m a wolf,” said Skye.

	Raphael’s eyes lightened up.

	“A wolf? That’s a great animal to be. Especially as they’ve been wiped out in this country now. How long have you been able to transform?”

	“Since I was about three.”

	“You started earlier than me. I was able to transform from about the age of seven. Guess which animal I am?”

	“Erm … well judging by what those thugs said, some kind of cat?”

	“Those idiots … Yeah. I’m a tiger. So was my great-great Grandfather. He was the one who took part in the experiment.”

	Remembering the picture she had found in the attic, Skye enquired curiously,

	“What was he like? I mean, have your parents ever told you stories about him?”

	Raphael nodded.

	“Yep. His name was Janus – he looked a lot like me, judging by the portraits we have of him in our hall. He was a very powerful man; it’s because of him that we’re so well-off. He came from a place called Chiswick which isn't too far from here; back in the day, it was quite a populated town. Now it’s mainly just fields and wasteland. Anyway, he lived there with his brother and he more or less built an empire over the years. He was on the front page of every newspaper – you know, back when newspapers actually existed and they weren’t abolished like they are now. He had to keep his morphing ability a secret though. They all did apparently.”

	“So then your ancestor got married and built your house in Notting Hill?”

	“Something like that. Well, there’s a couple of stories surrounding his personal life. Apparently, there was a girl he loved, but they couldn’t be together. I’m not sure why. There were even rumours that she was one of the Morphers from the experiment, too, but I’m not sure how much truth there is in that. Then he met my great-great Grandmother and they had a few kids. He died quite young though … In his forties.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that.”

	The waiter came over with two tall glasses of bubble tea at that moment and placed them in front of the couple.

	“Will you and the lady be ordering food, Sir?” asked the waiter.

	“Check out the menu,” said Raphael, nodding to Skye. “The food is quite nice here. You hungry?”

	“Do they serve steak?” said Skye, peering at the menu.

	Raphael grinned.

	“You too? Let me guess, you like it raw? Hey, Alfred. You have any steak?”

	“We have sandwich steak, Sir.”

	“Any chance we could get a few of those without the bread?”

	“Certainly, Sir. How would you like it cooked?”

	“Raw.”

	Skye cleared her throat.

	“I don’t actually eat my meat raw in public,” she said in a low voice so the waiter couldn’t hear.

	“Why not?”

	“Well, I just don’t like people asking questions. It’s not exactly common to order raw steak …”

	“Why do you care what people think? Alfred, a few raw steaks please. Two separate plates. Thanks.”

	The waiter bowed and scurried off. Skye stayed quiet, not knowing quite what to say. A part of her was annoyed that he had taken charge of her decision like that and gone against her wishes, but another more hidden part felt strangely liberated and, for the first time, she felt a sense of real camaraderie with someone – even if it was just over a slab of raw meat. This connection she felt with him made her feel rather uncomfortable and confused, so she sipped away on her bubble tea and focussed on the relaxing Chinese music which was emitting gentle waterfall sounds.

	“So,” said Raphael, taking a sip of his own bubble tea and running a hand through his shoulder-length hair, “where do you live anyway? I would have come to get you if you weren’t so certain you wanted to take the bus.”

	“In Brentfordshire. No, it’s OK – I was always told not to get into cars with strangers.”

	“Strangers? Come on, I’m hardly a stranger!”

	“Well, to me you are. I barely know you.”

	“You know me well enough to come out for coffee with me … or rather, bubble tea.”

	“Only because you kept pestering.”

	She wasn’t sure if she imagined it, but there seemed to be a strange look behind Raphael’s eyes, though she couldn’t quite interpret what it was.

	“I guess you’re wishing you didn’t come?”

	“I didn’t say that. To be honest, this bubble tea is amazing.”

	“I’m glad you like it. I thought you might.”

	“Really? What made you think that?”

	“Well, you seem to be a lot like me. A Morpher, you like your meat raw, quite stubborn and hard-headed. I figured you’d like bubble tea too.”

	“Stubborn and hard-headed? Me? I am anything but!”

	Raphael chuckled.

	“Yeah … right. First word I think of when I think of you is ‘stubborn’. It took a lot of effort to convince you to come out with me at all. Secondly, you completely deny that I saved you –”

	“Well, you didn’t.”

	“Yes, I did.”

	“You really didn’t,” Skye glared. “One more second and I would have switched into a wolf.”

	“Yeah, but I didn’t know that, did I? I don’t know why you don’t just admit it …”

	“Because it’s not true. Anyway, where’s the bathroom?” she said, hastily changing the subject. The topic of being saved always made her feel highly uncomfortable. She knew why, but she wasn’t about to discuss it with this guy.

	Raphael pointed to the left and she rose from her seat, entering the ladies room. She opened one of the cubicles and just sat there for a while, wondering what was happening. She hardly knew this person and yet he was having an almost profound effect on her; she was having a conversation with him that she'd not had with anyone before and it was very unnerving. Yet, while this disturbed her, there was something jittery in the pit of her stomach that felt endeared – thrilled almost. To think that she could actually discuss her morphing ability with him. It was different talking to Daphne or her mother about it; they were not Morphers and, much as they tried to understand (bless them) they could never quite relate. But Raphael could – what’s more, he didn’t seem at all abashed about being a Morpher. He seemed to stroll around, quite freely admitting it. That was something that Skye did not feel able to do. And just now, when Raphael was light-heartedly teasing her about being saved, it almost opened up an old wound that she had worked so hard to bury over the years …

	The door of the bathroom swung open and several high-heeled footsteps entered. Two female voices could be heard.

	“Oh my gosh, I can’t believe he’s here!”

	“Tell me about it, Lila. It gives me the perfect opportunity to work on him; I’ve been waiting for this moment ever since Sir Meplin’s dinner party a week ago.”

	“How did it go at the actual dinner party?”

	“Not too bad. We spoke for a while. He was definitely checking me out. I can always tell when a guy’s into me.”

	“Well, let’s face it, who isn’t into you? You weren’t voted ‘Autumn University Queen’ for nothing.”

	“True. Plus, I doubt anyone else stands a chance with him. We make the perfect couple. His father adores me too. Lord Renzo plays golf with my own father so you can imagine he’d be very happy about a match between us.”

	Skye’s eyebrows flew into her hair. The girls, whoever they were, were talking about Raphael. One of them clearly fancied him … and according to her, he liked her, too. With a cough and feeling rather uncomfortable, she opened the door and made her way towards the sink.

	“Excuse me,” she muttered, as the girls fell quiet. One of them, a stunning blonde girl with large blue eyes and a trim, slender figure in a tight blue dress with very high kitten heels, shot her friend – who was of similar appearance except she was a brunette – a smirking look, which Skye didn’t fail to notice. She had no doubt that they were secretly sniggering at her outfit which, while it was to Skye’s personal taste, did not fit in with the current fashion trend. Skye washed her hands quickly, avoiding their gaze. She left the bathroom, not missing the shriek of laughter and loud whisper of, “Did you see what she was wearing?” on her way out. She burned inside. She had never been fond of such girls and they didn’t like her either; they were the same narcissistic, popular girls from school who expected everyone to act the same, dress the same, speak the same and, above all, worship them. Skye had always been more of a rebel and had resented such sheep-like behaviour. It seemed that, even after school, it was impossible to get away from them.

	She slumped back into her seat opposite Raphael, not speaking.

	“You were gone a while,” he said. “You alright?”

	“Erm, yeah, fine,” Skye said, staring at her empty glass of bubble tea. “You know, I should probably get going …”

	“What? But we haven’t even been here an hour. And the steaks are on their way. Come on, stay a bit longer. You sure you’re alright?”

	His green eyes were alight with concern.

	“Yes … I’m fine, really.”

	“Raph!”

	It was the girl in the tight blue dress, her friend trailing along behind her. With one superior, rather disbelieving look towards Skye, she flounced over and placed a hand on Raphael’s shoulder, posing in a rather provocative manner.

	“Fancy seeing you here!” she said, with a great flick of her silky long blonde hair.

	“Oh – hey Sasha,” said Raphael, looking up at the girl.

	“You know my friend, Lila?” said Sasha sweetly.

	“Don’t think we’ve met?”

	“We’ve met twice before,” said Lila with a giggle. “Once at Justine’s birthday; the other at the Christmas party.”

	“Oh right, of course – sorry.”

	“Is this your friend?” said Sasha, smiling at Skye, though her eyes betrayed a look of disdain.

	“Yes – this is my friend, Skye.”

	“Sooo nice to meet you, Skye,” simpered Sasha. “And can I just say, I love your boots!”

	But Skye remained stony-faced, not prepared to put on any fake airs. She couldn’t believe the audacity of this girl, whom she had already felt a strong dislike towards in the bathroom, and she could feel the anger bubbling inside her. She looked downwards just in case her emotions should betray themselves in physical form.

	“So, Raph,” said Sasha, bending over so that her cleavage was in his line of vision, “what are you doing later? Trevor’s having a little get-together at his house; Lila and I are going. Do you want to tag along?”

	At that moment, Skye let out a derisive snort. She couldn’t help it; after hearing the way this girl was going on about herself in the bathroom, and then to actually see her put her ‘plan’ into action, the whole thing seemed pitiful.

	“Is something wrong?” said Sasha, looking at her in mock concern.

	Skye shook her head.

	“Nope. Got something in my throat, that’s all.”

	“So how about it?” said Sasha, smiling widely at Raphael with her pearly white teeth.

	“I don’t know … I don’t think so. Skye and I are having something to eat here. And then …”

	“And then what?” Though Sasha still spoke in a sugary sweet voice, there was a hint of danger in it. There was also incredulity at the fact that he shouldn’t jump at the opportunity to spend time with her.

	“Well, I’m not sure. We haven’t decided yet.”

	“You mean, you and her?” said Sasha, this time not bothering to hide her disbelief, and gesturing towards Skye.

	“Me and Skye, yes … That is, if you have no plans for later?”

	He turned to Skye inquisitively.

	Aside from the fact that the girl, Sasha, was thoroughly irritating her now and she was having frequent flashes of transforming into a wolf and devouring her, Skye was also suffering from a bout of disbelief. Did Raphael just say that he wanted to spend the rest of the evening with her?

	That same feeling she’d felt in the pit of her stomach, the feeling that had been jittering about earlier, causing her both confusion yet pleasure, suddenly amplified and she felt as though there was an army of butterflies fluttering about down there. This sudden new feeling both disturbed and exhilarated her. In the back of her mind, she warned herself not to get too carried away. After all, she had been telling herself that she didn’t fancy him and it was obvious that he wanted to spend more time with her so that they could discuss the Morphing in more depth. He had, after all, made it clear that he wasn’t interested in her during their very first meeting. Plus, she had no time for men.

	But she could hardly contain her pleasure at the fact that he had pretty much brushed off this self-infatuated bombshell for her, whatever his reasons.

	“Well … I guess I could stay out a while longer,” she said, looking straight into his eyes and trying hard to contain her glee at Sasha’s infuriated expression.

	Sasha, trying just as hard to regain her composure, flicked her hair again and said in a forced, sugary voice,

	“OK, sure! Another time then? I’ll tag you, Raph, and we’ll go somewhere nice; maybe we could go and watch the golf tournament and see our father's play! I’ll catch you soon!”

	She beamed at him, stroking his back as she left, and shot one last filthy look at Skye, making sure that Raphael didn’t see. Her friend, Lila, shot Skye a similarly unimpressed look and followed her friend out, both of them clip-clopping away and swinging their hips as they exited the café.

	“You sure you don’t want to go with them?” said Skye, pretending to be nonchalant. The steaks came over at that point, deliciously raw. “We could always continue our conversation another time.”

	“Nah – I’m not really into house parties.”

	“So Sasha’s not your … you know …?”

	“My what?” Raphael questioned, but there was an amused glint in his eye.

	Skye shuffled in her seat, annoyed with herself for even asking.

	“Well … you know, sort of like a – a girlfriend …”

	She hastily grabbed a steak and wolfed half of it down in one gulp.

	“No, Skye, Sasha is not my girlfriend.”

	“Well,” said Skye, her mouth full of raw steak, her cheeks burning, “you never know. In the future that could change …”

	“I don’t know about that.”

	“Oh? But she’s so … stunning. Glamorous. All those things that guys like.”

	“Yeah. Looks like I must be a strange one then. I prefer my women a bit more – how can I put this? – real.”

	Skye continued to eat her steak, tearing it to pieces with her teeth, unable to contain the odd, but pleased, feeling that was running through her.

	“How come you’re so interested anyway? You’re not jealous of her, are you?”

	Skye almost spat her food out.

	“And why would I be jealous?” she growled.

	“Well, I don’t know … All these questions. I’m beginning to wonder if you fancy me.”

	Astounded by his arrogance, and humiliation now replacing the jittery feeling in her stomach, Skye snapped,

	“I assure you I don’t! I didn’t realize that mere curiosity would lead you to believe that I fancy you! However, contrary to what you say, I think you and Sasha would make a good couple. You’re both in love with your own reflections. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to be heading home. Thank you so much for the meal and tea.”

	And she grabbed her bag, jumping from her seat. But Raphael reached out for her arm and pulled her back.

	“My, you do have a fiery temper on you,” he said, unable to hide the mischievous look in his eyes. “Sit down.”

	“Don’t tell me what to do,” she snarled.

	“OK. Sit down please.”

	Eventually, and with great reluctance, Skye resumed her seating posture on the chair.

	“You know I was just teasing you, right?”

	“Yeah,” grunted Skye.

	“I know you’re too smart to be so easily impressed by wealth or looks. You have no idea of the amount of girls I have hounding me …”

	“I can imagine,” said Skye dryly.

	Raphael chuckled.

	“Well, it’s refreshing to spend time with someone who isn’t after me because of my looks or money. Who I can be myself with because she’s a Morpher like me. Who doesn’t try and force me to socialize where I don’t want to or expect me to act how other people act. And you know what?”

	Skye shrugged.

	“What?”

	Raphael leaned closer. His deep green eyes bore resolutely into her own brown ones, fixated.

	“For all your temper and stubbornness,” he said in a soft, quiet voice, “I’m glad I met you. And I want to keep seeing you.”

	For about two minutes, they just stared at each other. Skye was not entirely sure what happened in that moment, but this was a feeling she had not experienced before. It was as though a current of electricity was running through her veins and causing repetitive shocks somewhere in the region of her chest. That was the only way she could describe the way her heart was beating in that moment. Right then, time and space had no bearing. The conflict in her mind, the voice telling her that she didn’t like him, that he wouldn’t go for her, that she had no time for men … That voice was suffocated by this remarkable emotion that soared through her body. It was as though the beauty of the man before her, a beauty that shone both inside and out, had just illuminated itself as a beacon in front of her eyes … and she didn’t want to stop looking.

	The voice of scepticism soon came bellowing out in her brain, however, and she blinked several times, tearing herself away from his enchanting green eyes and feeling as though she had just awoken from a dream.

	“Yes, that would be nice,” she croaked. Embarrassed, she cleared her throat several times and continued in a clearer voice,

	“You’re right, it would be good to be friends. I could probably use a friend too, to add to the one I already have.”

	“Agreed,” grinned Raphael. He gave no indication of whether or not he had felt the same feeling that Skye had in those two minutes.

	Of course he didn’t!  she scolded herself. He’s just a friendly person … Stop imagining things that aren’t true!

	Now deeply concerned over these unexpected feelings that had arisen within her, Skye was quite unsure what to say or do next. She was saved the trouble, however, by the sight of Lila who had just ran (or rather, hobbled as quickly as her pink high heels permitted her to) through the door of the café, a look of utter distress on her face.

	“Oh, Raphael!” she cried, trotting over to him and falling into his arms while he sat at the table.

	“It’s Sasha! She’s broken her ankle! She can’t move at all!”

	Concern flitted across Raphael’s face. Skye, on the other hand, raised an eyebrow.

	“How did that happen?” said Raphael, holding the girl’s elbow as she had difficulty steadying herself in her heels.

	“We were just making our way to the shuttle bus-stop,” she said tearfully, “when Sasha tripped and fell. She says she can’t move her leg at all! I managed to pull her onto a bench but she’s in so much pain. Please – will you drive her to the hospital? She’s all alone out there!”

	“I didn’t bring my car. She’ll need an ambulance. We should take a look at her. Come on, Skye.”

	He rose from his seat, thanked the waiter and told him he would pay him later. Lila scurried along after him while Skye followed more reluctantly, bringing up the rear.

	They found Sasha on a mahogany bench near the bus-stop, lying bare-foot, as though posing for a photo shoot. She flicked her hair back and forth while streams of male admirers in their cars drove past, several cat-calling at her, but when she caught sight of the trio her expression immediately changed into one of anguish and she leant over, rubbing her ankle.

	“Raph! Thank God you’re here! I’m in absolute agony!”

	“Where does it hurt?” said Raphael, approaching her and taking a seat on the bench in the small space that was available. Lila, who may as well have been his shadow, hovered beside him while Skye hung about in the background.

	“The left one … right there …”

	“Here?” he took her ankle in his hand and she yelped.

	“Yes – there! Oh, it hurts so much! Will you rub it a little? Massaging the skin is supposed to help with the pain … That’s what I learned in my first aid class.”

	Skye actually had to turn her face away at this point. She was now beginning to doubt that Sasha had hurt her ankle at all. Really … will he rub it a little?

	She’ll certainly go to some lengths, she thought wryly as Raphael obliged and started to massage her ankle in a circular motion.

	“Sasha, I really think you need to go to a hospital,” he said, shaking his head and placing her foot down gently. “I can’t drive you though, I don’t have my car. There must be an Emergency Switch somewhere round here.”

	“There’s one five minutes down the road, I know where it is!” said Lila, eager to be of service.

	Emergency Switches were located at various points throughout the city. They were infinitely more advanced than simply calling the emergency services via tag device because, when the switch was pressed, a holographic image of an ambulance appeared, before identifying one within local range and transporting it seconds later to the Emergency Switch. Highly advanced and extraordinarily expensive, this utility was one of the few advantages that the city held for ordinary citizens. This meant for a quicker and more efficient service and many people, when out in public, opted for this, instead of the old-fashioned tag call. Though on the downside, many switches had been vandalized by thugs, so it was lucky to find one that actually worked.

	“Alright – Lila show me where it is. It definitely works, right? Skye, you stay here with Sasha. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

	Unable to protest, Skye remained with the girl on the bench who had replaced her pained expression with a look of malevolence.

	“So,” said Sasha coolly, spreading out on the bench, her head resting on her hand, “how long have you and Raph known each other?”

	Skye shrugged, her arms folded, gazing at the traffic in front and not enjoying the icy, tense atmosphere between the two of them.

	“Not very long.”

	“How did you meet?”

	“Just in the High Street one day. We got talking.”

	“You started talking to him because?”

	Skye felt a stab of annoyance.

	“Actually, he started talking to me.”

	Sasha’s perfectly plucked eyebrows flew into her hair.

	“Why?”

	“That’s really none of your business.”

	The words came out before she could stop herself. Up until now, she had refrained from being outwardly rude to the girl, despite the antagonizing jibes that Sasha and her friend had slyly thrown at her. While the wolf inside her craved bloodthirsty conflict at times, her own human self was much less confrontational and she tried to avoid it when possible. But this girl was irking her to the point of her lashing out. She hoped it would have ended there, but it didn’t.

	“Sorry, Skye, but it is my business,” Sasha sneered, tossing her head. “See, Raph and I have a thing going on.”

	“That’s not what he told me.” This girl was really pushing her buttons.

	Sasha let out a derisive laugh.

	“Seriously? Look at me. I can have any man I want. And I always get what I want. I have a right to know who Raph’s female friends are.”

	“Why? Are you worried one of them might snatch him off you?” retaliated Skye, which was a bold statement for her.

	For a moment, Sasha’s mouth hung open. Then she let out a shrill laugh.

	“Are you talking about yourself? No offence, but have you looked in the mirror?”

	To this, Skye did not reply. She had never considered her looks to be her greatest asset, but to have this nasty girl so openly mock her … Her blood began to boil and she turned her head away, her face stony, keeping her eyes fixated on Bert’s Bubble Tea in the distance, praying that she didn’t lose her cool.

	“Aw, don’t get upset. I’m not trying to be mean, dear. It’s just that he’s a little – actually, way – out of your league. He would never go for you. Like I said, I don’t say this to be mean. I’m doing you a favour actually. Don’t want you to get your heart broken. So come on … why did he start talking to you? Did he need some kind of ‘tomboy’ friend to help him pick out trainers? Strange … like me, he’s got enough servants to help him do that!”

	That was it. Skye couldn’t help herself.

	“Maybe this is the reason he started talking to me!” she snarled, turning to face Sasha, looking her bang in the eye.

	At first Sasha’s snide face transformed into one of horror. Skye’s eyes had turned bright blue and her pupils had dilated immensely. But then Sasha’s expression relaxed; she started to chuckle.

	“Ah … you’re a Morpher. That explains it. I should have guessed. You do look rather like a dirty, unwashed beast.”

	Skye could not recall in recent times when she had felt more enraged.

	“If you know what I am, maybe you should reconsider your manners,” she said, the hostility plain on her face, fangs now starting to form inside her mouth.

	But Sasha just laughed.

	“Come on. I’m not stupid. Any Morpher who attacks a normal person is immediately executed. That’s what the law says. You can’t be that dumb, even if you are a filthy freak of nature.”

	“Raphael’s a Morpher – would you call him a filthy freak too?”

	Sasha shrugged.

	“It’s one of his flaws that I can live with.” Skye stared at her in disbelief, her body engulfed in an outrage she had not felt for a long time. “Everything else about him makes up for it. Do yourself a favour – keep away from him. He’ll break your heart, little animal. I guess he took a shine to you because you have that problem in common. But other than that, you’ll never be anything more to him than what you are – a nobody. You know that, right?”

	At that moment, Raphael and Lila returned, an ambulance and paramedics chugging alongside them. Sasha immediately reverted back to her tormented demeanour, while Skye pushed past Raphael.

	“I have to go,” she mumbled, keeping her eyes firmly fixed to the floor.

	“What? Why? Skye, wait – the ambulance is here now. Lila can go with Sasha and we can go back to Bert’s, or somewhere else if you prefer?”

	“No, I have to go. Thanks, I had a nice evening.”

	And she hurried past him, ignoring his calls of her name and vaguely hearing in the distance Sasha’s simpering voice pleading with him to keep her company in the ambulance, because Lila had to go home.

	Skye quickly made her way to the shuttle bus-stop down the other end of the street. The day had dissolved into a brilliant sunset. A row of trees stood to her right and she stopped at the nearest oak, for her head was still thumping and her heart pounding. She deeply regretted her loss of temper with the spiteful Sasha and allowing her to see her for what she was, a Morpher.

	But, to her dismay, it was not this that bothered her as much as it was the girl’s words about Raphael. She knew now that the emotion she had felt while they looked into each other’s eyes in the café had been the beginning of feelings she was developing for him … Why she suddenly felt this way towards him, she had no idea. It was one of those great unexplained mysteries. All she knew was that when she thought of his handsome face and smiling green eyes, the jittery feeling in the pit of her stomach seemed to overpower her. And she knew also that Sasha was right – he never would go for her. He liked her purely for the fact she was a Morpher, that he could finally feel as though there was someone like him, a friend who could relate to him – and nothing more. But that was it. She didn’t have Sasha’s beauty, nor her wealth or popularity. This was the reality of life and she had to accept it.

	Unwanted tears of humiliation and anger had formed in her eyes and she cursed inwardly for allowing herself to come so close to feeling something for him. Skye’s resolute side took over and she vowed that these feelings would come to an end.

	Friends. Or nothing.

	With a determined air, she wiped her eyes, her head held high as she approached the shuttle bus-stop, the day dimming with each moment that passed.

	 

	Chapter Five

	 

	Two weeks later, Skye was sitting at work with a false grin plastered on her face while the holographic image of an obese man shouted at her, his multiple chins jutting about in rage.

	“I want you to explain why I found a maggot in my bun!” he bellowed. Several of her colleagues in the office turned to stare, some barely containing their smirks.

	“Well, Sir, what we recommend is that you send the bun and maggot into us for examination –”

	“Send the bun and maggot in?” roared the man in outrage. “D’you think I keep the damn thing in my cupboard as some kind of prized possession? And what makes you think I’d keep the wriggling disgusting maggot in my house? No, Ma’am, I squashed that worm and fed the bun to the dog! What kind of company are you people running? Put me through to a manager NOW!”

	“One moment please, Sir,” said Skye, her smile becoming more and more strained.

	She pressed the ‘pause’ button on her computer and the man’s twisted enraged face came to a sudden standstill. Her grin vanished as quickly as the man had frozen.

	“Anyone got any spare bubbles?” said Skye, peering around at her colleagues.

	“Skye – what about your customer?” said one of the girls, gesturing towards the enormous stationary face.

	“Well, Ned’s not here for me to escalate the issue and I feel as though I’m going to lose my mind, so I think a five minute bubble break would be good, don’t you?” smiled Skye, rising from her seat and reaching for her jacket. Several of her colleagues shot raised eyebrows at one another.

	“If Ned finds out that you left the customer on hold for that long, he’s going to go berserk,” said the same girl anxiously.

	“Let him.” Skye could feel her rebellious nature getting the better of her but, quite frankly, in that moment she didn’t care. If she had to further endure the agony and insult of being yelled at by an elephant-sized man with nothing better to do with his life than complain about maggoty buns, she was going to switch. And that was definitely not something she wanted to do at work.

	“Here, take mine,” said a guy called Lucas with a wide grin, holding out his bubble pack to her. “I know how you feel,” he added in a low voice, while Skye smiled and thanked him, taking one of the bubble sticks and exiting the office, releasing an enormous breath as she did so.

	A long time ago it would have been common for office workers to take cigarette breaks, puffing away and filling their lungs with tar, whilst inhaling potentially fatal smoke. When cigarettes were banned some eighty years ago, however, they were replaced with a New-Age, ‘psychological’ concept of health, vigour and stress-free breaks in between an extremely stressful environment: blowing bubbles made out of washing up liquid, the type that children and animals are so fascinated by. Bubble-blowing packs were sold in cartons of ten sticks each; almost everyone working in an office environment would purchase these and they would gather in their droves to spend five minutes at a time outside, blowing away and discussing with one another about how much they hated their jobs. The end result was a new generation of corporate-based adults taking endless ‘bubble breaks’ during the most monotonous eight hours of their lives – and coming back to the office just as stressed as they were when they left it. However, the notion stuck and it was common to see suited and booted adults blowing bubbles outside their place of work (or inside the Bubble House, a small glasshouse specifically designed for this popular yet pointless activity, and based outside every corporation and establishment, where they would usually be squashed together – especially at lunchtime – blowing bubbles in one another’s faces). The activity had been banned inside the buildings itself, because of the amount of wet mess it made.

	It was a thoroughly non-windy day outside and Skye unwrapped the plastic foil from around the bubble stick, pulled it out of its container and blew. A stream of bubbles, large and small, sailed through the air before her and she watched them until each popped out of sight. She sighed loudly, dreading the next few hours that she would be stuck inside, listening to – usually irate – customers complain about their dissatisfaction with Trixaction Cinemas, the large cinema chain that she worked for. The man she had been dealing with just now was only one of many. They complained about a variety of things … About how the quality of the holographic film was fuzzy … about noisy chatter from other customers … about maggots in their hotdog buns …

	If it wasn’t for the fact that she needed the money to fund her ambition to travel, Skye would have happily left the job a long time ago. As it stood, she realized she’d have to spend at least another six months there until she could feel comfortable enough with the money situation. But the stress she had been feeling lately was really pushing her to the edge.

	To be perfectly honest, though, the truth was that it wasn’t just the mundane job that was causing her distress recently. Ever since the day when that spiteful bimbo, Sasha, had played on her insecurities, Skye had been avoiding Raphael like the plague. Though she told herself at first that they could be friends (which, of course, was what he wanted) she realized that the feelings she had developed for him would have to be completely squashed before she allowed that to happen. Her pride would not allow her to spend time with someone who didn’t feel the same way about her and, therefore, it was best to keep away from him altogether. To her dismay, she found herself thinking about him all the time. At home, at work, when she lay down to go to sleep at night, whenever she read about Bengal tigers in the wild. She was infuriated with herself and, trying not to focus too much on the tigers, she threw herself into her ambitions to work alongside endangered species with even greater fervour. She soon managed to gain control of her feelings, however – at least, as best as she could do. The advantage to being a Morpher was that it took a certain amount of mind control just to transform at all. Therefore, Morphers often had the upper hand when it came to dedicating themselves to feeling or thinking a certain way, even if the feeling itself could not be completely eradicated. And this particular feeling was by no means easy to destroy. She had ignored all of his calls and texts, having received quite a few, most of which were confused questions about why she wasn’t speaking to him. But the calls and texts abruptly ended two days ago and Skye suspected that he had at last given up hope of them being Morphing friends and gone on his own merry way.

	Probably into the arms of Sasha, she thought glumly.

	Shaking that thought from her head, she blew several more bubbles before stuffing the stick back into its container and lumbering back to the office. Soul destroying. Those were the only words to describe this line of work.

	“Erm, Ned wants to see you.” One of Skye’s female colleagues, Aurora, shot her an anxious look as she informed her that their manager was waiting for her in his office. Skye rolled her eyes and removed her coat, noting that the holographic multitude of chins had disappeared from her desk.

	Lucas shot her a sympathetic glance as she knocked on Ned’s door, bracing herself.

	“Enter!” the manager barked.

	Skye pulled the door open and entered the room, her eyes focussed towards the floor. Her manager, a 5’4” caucasian man in his early 30’s with a receding ginger hairline, glared at her while he sat imperiously in his swivel chair as though it were a throne.

	“Sit,” he ordered.

	Fully resenting being told to ‘sit’ as though she were a disobedient dog, Skye bit her lip and sat down opposite him.

	“So,” he said in a hissing voice. “So.”

	“So?” Skye said, before she could help herself.

	“Perhaps you would like to explain to me why you left Mr. Oogberg stationary for over ten minutes while you went out to have a bubble break!”

	“Ten minutes? I wasn’t gone that long –”

	“It doesn’t matter how long you were gone!” Ned yelled, his face puce. “You never leave a customer on hold like that just so you can have a break! The customer is always right! Bad customer service reflects badly on the company; good customer service reflects well on the company. Therefore, the customer must be treated with the utmost respect. Do you understand this?”

	Gritting her teeth, Skye nodded.

	“We in Customer Services are the foundation of the company. When we show a lack of decency and empathy towards our customers who have had a bad experience with us, we undermine the very values that we believe in: an excellent, high-quality cinematic experience and a company that cares about its customers, putting their needs and wants first. Without this, we will lose the one thing we hold dearest to us – their loyalty!”

	You mean their money, thought Skye cynically, who had heard the same corporate drivel countless times before. Good customer service basically meant tolerating all hurls of verbal abuse from people with a smile on your face as long as they continued to splash their cash. She was really not in the mood to hear Ned repeat himself yet again with such mind-numbing information but, unfortunately, he wasn’t finished.

	“Mr Oogberg found a maggot in his bun, Skye. Do you realize how serious this is?”

	Mutely, Skye nodded.

	“It is serious because of hygiene. It is serious because an accusation of poor hygiene is detrimental to the company name. It is serious because Mr Oogberg felt so disheartened by his experience that he felt compelled to terminate his loyalty to us. It is serious because I have had to offer our customer a month's worth of free cinematic membership as a gesture of goodwill in order to convince him to return. That is why it is serious, Skye! Do you understand?”

	Skye nodded again.

	Stay calm, she thought. Think of bubbles … blowing bubbles … Bubble tea … Hmm, I drank bubble tea a couple of weeks ago … Bubble tea … Raphael … Oops, don’t think about him …

	“Damn,” she said out loud, wishing she hadn’t made that particular link in her mind.

	“Precisely!” exclaimed Ned, grossly misjudging the reason for her outburst and believing she was expressing consternation due to the tribulation he had suffered at the hands of Mr. Oogberg. “Fortunately, I managed to rectify the damage you caused; the customer has been gracious enough to accept my offer and let us prove to him that we are worthy of his loyalty. I must confess, Skye, I am deeply disappointed in you. I expected more. You have been with us for almost a year now and I had been seriously considering putting your name forward for a supervisory position.”

	He paused, plainly expecting Skye to leap up and down with joy and thank him for such a marvellous opportunity. When she didn’t, he continued speaking in a pedantic, superior tone that further grinded her nerves.

	“I was once where you are now, at the bottom of the bucket. It took me seven years to get where I am today. Now look at me – Manager of Trixaction Customer Services. If you play your cards right and don’t pull any more of these silly stunts, this could be you in seven years.”

	He stared at her in a serious, self-important way. Skye stared back, realizing she was looking at a fate worse than death.

	I have to quit this job, she thought mournfully, at the same time realizing that she was trapped, at least for the next six months. Jobs were hard to come by for those without academic qualifications and, as Skye had none, she realized she would have to stick it out as best as she could.

	“Yes,” she said clearing her throat and trying to assume a regretful tone. “I see. I’m really very sorry for what I did. It won’t happen again.”

	Relatively satisfied with this display of remorse, Ned waved her away with a gracious flick of the hand. Clenching her jaw, Skye rose from her chair and left the room, resuming her seat and committing herself to several more hours of pure hell.

	 

	*

	 

	Eventually, seven o’ clock in the evening came to pass. Skye and all of her colleagues let out a simultaneous sigh of relief, each of them shutting down their computers as quickly as possible – except for one unfortunate soul seated at the back who was trapped in a call with a furious holographic woman; the woman was yelling about being short-changed by a staff member at the cinema and the poor customer service agent could only nod sympathetically, though not unable to hide the desperate, cornered look in her eyes as she shot envious glances towards her colleagues who were bolting out of the door. Skye was one of those among the melee to escape and, as she stepped outside into the fresh air, she felt the familiar sense of release that she felt every weekday at this point of the evening.

	“So, how bad was it with Ned earlier on today?”

	Skye turned around to see Lucas standing beside her, grinning.

	“Oh – well nothing I can’t handle. He gave me the usual spill about the importance of accepting abuse for what it is.”

	Lucas chuckled, his blue eyes crinkling at the sides.

	“I heard him shouting at some point. Did he give you the speech about how he made his way up from the bottom?”

	“He did indeed.”

	“I’ve had that speech about three times. He told me he sees potential in me and that I could really make something of myself in this job – God forbid! I don’t reckon I’m going to last much longer here.”

	Skye laughed.

	“Same here. I just need to stick around for a bit longer to save up some money. Then I’m gone.”

	Lucas smiled, digging his hands into his pockets.

	“Sounds like a plan. Say, do you fancy going for a quick drink in The Fire Horse? Not for long – thought we could share some funny stories about Ned and his self-delusion, maybe throw in a few psycho customers …”

	He looked hopeful as he waited for Skye’s response, shifting slightly nervously on the spot. Skye was bemused. Lucas had never asked her to go for a drink before, nor had she seen him look as nervous as he did now …

	“Erm …” she started, but all of a sudden the strangest feeling came over her. The hairs on her neck stood on edge, her muscles tensed up until they could tense no further; a sort of eeriness ran through her blood; her wolf senses magnified and she realized that, without a doubt, there was someone watching her from behind.

	She spun round, scanning her eyes about. Then, from behind a tree and to her absolute shock when she saw who it was, someone stepped out towards her.

	It was Raphael. And he did not look happy.

	“Hello Skye,” he said, his expression stony.

	“Raphael – hi!” Skye said, not knowing quite how to react to this surprising, unpleasant turn of events.

	Lucas, who looked from Skye to Raphael and was clearly able to sense the tension, coughed a little and said to the girl before him,

	“So … fancy that drink?”

	“Sorry, she can’t today,” said Raphael in a flat voice, staring at him, his green eyes luminous in the twilight.

	Amazed that he had the audacity to speak for her (especially considering that she hadn’t seen him for a fortnight) but at the same time worried about what she was going to say to him, Skye turned to Lucas, who was frowning, and said in an apologetic tone,

	“Another time, Lucas. Sorry. I can’t today. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

	With a shrug, Lucas turned away and made his way towards the main road. Skye turned towards Raphael, her eyes narrowed.

	“Why did you have to be so rude?”

	Incredulity replaced Raphael’s hard expression.

	“Wait – me? You’re accusing me of being rude when you’re the one who’s been ignoring me for the past two weeks? Wow, Skye, that’s rich.”

	Completely unprepared for this conversation and dreading it, Skye started to offer an explanation as to why she hadn’t been answering his calls or texts.

	“I just felt that we weren’t really getting along … and I have so many things to focus on …”

	“What do you mean, we weren’t getting along? How exactly were we not getting along? As far as I was concerned, we were getting on just fine! We had a good time at Bert’s, you liked the tea and the steak, we talked about things … I told you lots of things, Skye, that I haven’t told anyone! About my ancestor, for example. So could you please explain to me exactly how we weren’t getting along, because this confusion is doing my head in!”

	Desperately seeking a diversion, Skye rubbed her forehead with her hand.

	“I just – I don’t know,” she muttered. “Could we talk about this another time – please? I’ve had a really long day, I just want to go home …”

	“I think you owe me an explanation first,” said Raphael, his handsome face contorted into a perilous expression, the tiger in him becoming more palpable. “I came here specifically to talk to you. I knew you hadn’t lost your tag device and, even if you had, an immediate replacement is always sent.”

	“How did you know where I work anyway?”

	“I went to your house and asked your mum.”

	“You did what?” Skye shrieked.

	“I asked your mum,” said Raphael firmly. “She didn’t know why you were ignoring me either. Your mum suggested I speak to you face to face, so here I am.”

	“You went to my – what do you mean you – I can’t believe you went to my house!” spluttered Skye, outrage replacing any feelings of nerves. “How exactly did you find out where I live?”

	“It doesn’t take being a private investigator, Skye. You told me you live in Brentfordshire and the town isn’t massively populated.”

	“So you thought you’d stalk me to my house?” Skye growled. “How dare you?”

	“Well, what did you expect?” Raphael said, his voice rising. “You purposefully ignore my attempts to contact you – I really thought we were getting along great – both of us Morphers – and then, out of the blue, you just stop speaking to me! What? Did you think I wasn’t going to find out why you were suddenly giving me the cold shoulder?”

	Actually, that was exactly what Skye had thought. She figured he would have forgotten about her, soon to be a distant memory of the past. She was highly enraged that he would actually track her down and speak to her mother of all people, but at the same time, despite herself, she couldn’t help feeling a small sense of elation somewhere in the far region of her stomach that he actually cared enough to seek her out.

	This feeling was greatly overpowered by the rage, however.

	“I cannot believe you had the nerve to actually speak to my mother!” she snapped.

	“You didn’t leave me with a choice!” he snapped back. “If you had just picked up your device to at least tell me you didn’t want to see me again, fair enough. But to just ignore someone who is clearly trying to contact you? That’s just low. I really thought we were getting to be good friends.”

	“Alright – I shouldn’t have ignored you like that. I’m sorry … but you can’t just go traipsing along to my house! I don’t know … What’s the big deal anyway? You have lots of friends … like Sasha.”

	She was unable to keep out the bite in her voice when she said that name and Raphael caught it.

	“Sasha? Has the reason you haven’t been speaking to me got anything to do with her?”

	“No – of course not. Don’t be silly …”

	“Are you sure? Because you looked pretty annoyed when I came back with the ambulance. Did something happen?”

	“No! Look – I really have to get home –”

	“What is the matter with you?” said Raphael, frustrated. “Fine! You know what? If I really annoy you that much and you don’t want to be friends, then fine! But at least tell me to my face and tell me why. Tell me what I did so I’m not left wondering about it! Then we can go our own separate ways and I won’t bug you again.”

	He stared at her expectantly, his torso heaving, his fists clenched into balls. Skye felt a mixture of strong emotions rush through her: guilt for clearly upsetting him the way she had, confusion as to why he came looking for her, anger that he did and yet pleasure that he had; she felt drawn to him, but also the desire to get away from him.

	“You haven’t done anything wrong,” she said miserably.

	“Then what is the problem? Why have you been ignoring me? Skye, just tell me!”

	“Because … because …”

	“Because what?”

	“Because … because I’ve been on my period and I usually feel depressed for a while afterwards!”

	Raphael stared at her in astonishment and Skye frantically wondered if he would buy her absurd explanation.

	“For two weeks?” he said in amazement.

	Skye nodded.

	“Yes – well, it’s not normally this bad. Usually I just feel down for a few days, but I’ve felt pretty bad lately … Might be the time of year …”

	There was a hint of relief on Raphael’s face.

	“Wow. I know nothing about girls and that time of the month. Why didn’t you just say so?”

	“Well, you know … It’s not really the kind of thing you discuss with guys …”

	“And that’s it? Nothing else?”

	“No. That’s it.”

	There was a moment’s pause. Then to her surprise, he moved closer to her and gave her a hug.

	“Hugs are supposed to channel energy from one person to another and lift their spirits,” he said quietly, his lips almost touching her hair as he held her to him. Skye had frozen, not sure what was happening. “Is it working? Do you feel better now?”

	Unable to speak, she merely nodded. Raphael released her after a few more seconds, an embarrassed smile on his face.

	“Sorry. I don’t know the full extent of what you girls go through when it comes to that … stuff. It’s just me, my brothers and my dad since my mum passed away. And no girlfriend to show me the ropes. I shouldn’t have gone to your house the way I did, but I wanted to know why you weren’t returning my calls. And to tell the truth, I was a bit worried too.”

	“Worried?”

	“Yeah. I thought something might have happened to you. Kept having flashes of when Pearson and his boys had cornered you …”

	Now feeling more guilty than ever that she had ignored him the way she had, Skye shook her head, trying to hide her shamefaced expression.

	“No – that’s one thing you should never do with me. Worry. You know I’m a wolf – I could take those guys out in an instant. Look, I’m really sorry I ignored you like that. Really.”

	“Don’t worry about it. So are we OK to be friends?”

	Realizing that her efforts not to think about him over the past couple of weeks had more or less been in vain and that, despite her trepidations, she didn’t want to stop seeing him, Skye nodded.

	“Yeah … friends is fine.”

	“And you promise that if there’s a problem in the future where you can’t or don’t want to talk to me, you’ll let me know?”

	“Yes. I promise.”

	He smiled at her and she smiled tentatively back. She realized now that this was the moment where she would, quite simply, ride it out and see where her destination took her.

	“Listen, I want you to come out with me tomorrow evening. After you finish work.”

	“Hmpf,” said Skye, resuming a certain type of stubbornness that showed its face whenever she was around him. “Ever heard the term ‘I want, never gets’?”

	“Nope. But I really would like it if you joined me tomorrow evening. There’s something I want to show you. I think you’ll like it.”

	“What is it?”

	Raphael tapped his finger to his nose, smiling mysteriously.

	“It’s a surprise. It won’t be as much fun if I told you.”

	“You’re not going to kidnap me and sell me off as a slave or anything, are you?”

	“Come on … would I do that? You’re a wolf; strong, powerful, resilient. It’d take at least ten men to try and kidnap you.”

	“Well, you’re a tiger. So you’re all those things too, aren’t you?”

	Raphael chuckled.

	“Meet me tomorrow. After work. I’ll treat you to something to eat – and then I want to show you this place.”

	Still in two minds, Skye hesitated.

	“OK then,” she said finally. “I get off at seven, as you know. Where shall I meet you?”

	“Do you know Shepherd’s Bush?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, meet me there. Do you like Chinese?”

	She nodded.

	“Right – there’s a buffet there called Aroma. The oldest standing Chinese buffet in the city. Opened over two hundred years ago. Meet me outside it. We’ll grab something there quickly and then I’ll take you to this place. You OK to stay out late on a school night, kid?”

	“I can stay out as long as I like, week-night or not,” huffed Skye. Did this guy not realize that she was able to transform into a vicious beast if she chose to?

	“That’s great. Well, get a good rest tonight. You’re going to need it.”

	“Where exactly are we going?” said Skye suspiciously.

	“I told you, it’s a surprise. I’m going to get going. Skye … Thanks for talking with me and still being OK with us being friends. I enjoy your company. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	With his eyes firmly locked onto hers, he gave her one last smile before walking away, his broad shoulders fading into the shadows as though he were a great cat stalking through the jungle. Skye watched him go, her heart skipping the odd beat. She still couldn’t quite believe that Raphael had tracked her down; he must really crave the company of another Morpher. The whole situation frightened her, but at the same time excitement bubbled within her. She was curious as to why he felt so anxious for her company – undoubtedly, he had many friends, acquaintances, admirers; he had wealth and social status. She herself had always coped with being a single Morpher; cast out from social cliques and gossiped about from a young age, it soon became a way of life for her to feel as though she didn’t fit in with anyone else. A lone wolf. She had never felt the need to mingle with others who were like her, nor seek them out. When things got tough, Skye always fell back on the one thing that created a beacon of hope within her: her dreams. When snide words came her way, when she was stabbed in the back by those she trusted, when tragedy hit, creating great sorrow and despair … her dreams and aspirations saved her. She wondered how Raphael had fared as a lone Morpher throughout the years. He seemed blessed with his outer surroundings … and, yes, blessed inwardly too. For Skye always knew when someone had a good heart. She knew that she had agreed now to continue acquainting herself with him and she couldn’t back out of that now.

	I’m just going to have to keep a tight rein on my feelings, she thought, for the one factor that held her back the most – that humiliating fear of rejection or abandonment – was the one thing that would cause a stain upon what she was about to embark on, whether it was real or imaginary. A phrase that had become almost a mantra to her several years ago, just after that dreadful time when she found the boy she cared for with someone else, sprung into her head once more and she walked on to her house, repeating it over and over again in her mind.

	Pride comes before fall

	But no pride is the greatest shame of all.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Six

	 

	The House of Pearson stood in Stratford, East London, dominant and fearsome, a gothic-century mansion surrounded by much smaller houses and dry wasteland. Some two hundred years ago, this town had been host to one of the greatest sporting events the country had ever seen: the 2012 Olympics. A magnificent opening ceremony was the foundation for the prestige that this particular area of London was to enjoy for a number of years that followed; it was welcomed by many residents considering the poor reputation this side of the city was traditionally known for. Unfortunately, such standing due to the Olympics declined steadily as more time passed. The ‘nanny state’ with its belief that ‘everyone should be allowed the freedom to do as they please’ escalated to the point where law and order broke down completely; murder, rape, violence and theft reached an all-time high inside the city. Disrespect from the young towards the old became a way of life and many pensioners feared to leave their homes, because of the vicious youths that roamed around outside. London turned ugly, inside and out. Politicians, in an attempt to rectify the years of damage they had caused, tried weakly to restore some form of order, but by then it was too late. The messages they had been drumming into everyone’s ears for the best part of a century – that the authorities had no right to condemn bad behaviour as it was a breach of 'equal rights', that any adult who attempted to discipline their child would be chastised, that wrong-doers should be gently sympathised with and not reprimanded in any way – these messages that represented such an obvious decline in morals and values finally exploded with devastating consequences. A city that once prospered so richly went straight to the dogs. And East London lay at the heart of it all, for it was here that the trouble started and spread like wildfire. It was here that the darkness festered and grew, where the villains and cads gathered together to terrorize others as best as they could; and here where the more decent people cowered in their homes, fearing each night for their very safety.

	Things had improved slightly over the past twelve years as opposed to living in a century of pure terror. This was due to explosive rioting that occurred just over a decade ago, when the thugs and scoundrels organized a devastating spree on the city, killing and pillaging wherever they went. The police force, afraid to take drastic action for fear of rebuke from their government, had stood by with their shields and batons, helpless as these masses overpowered them, while the thugs set fire to people’s homes and dragged screaming citizens into corners, beating them, or worse.

	But there were heroes during this dark hour, too. Lord Renzo had been keeping an eye on the city as best as he could for a good thirty years. Slowly, but surely, he had organized his own determined fighting squad; decent men and women who still retained the core morals and values, the only features that could truly render one person better than another. These brave citizens, young and old, pledged their loyalty to Lord Renzo in their thousands. The lord knew full well that it was pointless looking to the government or the authorities for support; they were obliged to follow the law, however ridiculous the law may be, and they would religiously follow these laws, even when the people they were supposed to protect were in grave danger. When the riots hit, with the House of Pearson being held responsible as the main perpetrators, Lord Renzo secretly deployed as many physically strong citizens as he had to go out and help the others, innocent people who were caught in the middle of this bloody, vicious atrocity. The deaths that followed was of an astronomical amount. The House of Pearson recognized that the ultimate dominance they craved over the city would not be taken so easily. So the two lords came to an agreement; Lord Pearson would call an end to the killing rampage and, in return, Lord Renzo would not seek vengeance or retribution for the many lives lost. Agreed this was, and the settlement was adhered to by both parties.

	The long-suffering damage left such a dent upon the city that few believed it would ever be truly healed. Whole towns were reduced to wreckage due to the fires and plunder. Many had lost friends and family members in the merciless rioting; thugs continued to roam the city in their packs searching for victims. But as Lord Renzo had told his son, he continued to keep an eye on the city and do what he could; yet it was never quite enough, and London (especially in the East) still lived more or less under siege to those who knew not the value of respect, honour and decency.

	Such siege was hugely endorsed by one young man in particular, the youngest son of Lord Pearson. The scar that ran down his cheek was one he considered a badge of honour. Finn Pearson had an arrogance and cruelty that ran through his veins, traits that constantly cried out for more occasions in which they could be fuelled. And right now, the one thing he sought above all others was revenge on Raphael Renzo.

	Hanging with his boys outside his home on a chilled, windy evening, he contemplated about that fool on the other side of the city. He had always felt animosity towards Renzo. They became acquainted from a young age. After the riots, both lords kept up the pretence of keeping the peace and arranged several gatherings for the wealthy and prestigious of the city in days afterwards. Finn remembered meeting Raphael when they were both of primary school age. He had immediately disliked the shy, quiet boy who accompanied Lord Renzo and their wealth of servants and acquaintances, as they stepped into the mutual hall where the gathering was being held. An instinct that made Finn want to show the boy who was in charge overpowered him, especially as he knew even from a young age that the Renzos were ‘enemies who we must pretend are our friends’ as his father had told him. With four of his friends, he cornered Raphael outside behind the building. It had been relatively dark and Finn could feel the pleasure seeping through him as the surrounded boy gazed at them in a wild sort of panic. One of his friends had grabbed Renzo’s arms while Finn threw the first punch right into the boy’s stomach.

	They were completely unprepared for what happened next. Raphael cried out in pain and the next moment a ferocious tiger, not yet fully grown, was standing before them, growling and snarling viciously, its tale swishing back and forth. Panicking, Finn and his friends had screamed, which attracted the attention of those inside the hall who came rushing out to see what the commotion was about. Lord Renzo managed to gain control over his son who, even in animal form, could understand human speech and found himself soothed by his father’s appearance, but not before he had dug his claws into Finn’s face, producing a scar that had never fully healed.

	It was this memory that Finn thought of while he ran his finger down his face and past the scar that his enemy had left him with. To others, he bragged that he had survived a brutal attack by a wild beast. This story, while true to an extent, was grossly exaggerated to the point where others hailed Finn as a hero. The only ones who truly knew what had happened were Finn, his friends and Raphael. Raphael received an official ‘warning’ because of his transformation that night. By law, any Morpher who attacked a non-Morpher in deliberation was to be sentenced to death; however, the influence of his father, plus his youthful age, resulted in Raphael receiving a slap on the wrist. There was no mention of the nasty behaviour of the Pearson boy and his friends, their provocation towards Raphael or how they attacked him, five on one. Finn never quite got over the fact that he hadn’t been able to finish the job, nor the humiliation that it was Renzo who ended up scarring him and not the other way round. But at the same time, mingled with his loathing, there was a deep-rooted fear he felt towards Raphael. This fear turned bitter and twisted as the years went by and the loathing intensified when Raphael made his mark upon society, well-liked and popular with everyone, especially the females. Finn’s intense jealousy for the boy’s character, as well as his ability to Morph which was a gift widely respected by many of his kind, caused a constant itch in him to do his enemy some real harm.

	Now, after the last time the two men came face to face, Finn was determined that Renzo pay for the slight on his pride.

	“We’re gonna corner him, boys,” he said, lighting up a cigarette and taking a long drag. Cigarettes may have been banned a long time ago, but that didn’t mean the thugs were going to be blowing bubbles like everybody else. In front of him, five other men stood, lounging lazily on the walls, smoking their cigarettes and swigging cans of beer.

	“How we gonna do that, Finn?” said one of the men. “What if he switches?”

	Finn growled.

	“Just because he’s a Morpher, it don’t mean he can’t be taken out! What, you think ‘cos he can turn into a kitty cat he’s got some special power over us?”

	That was exactly what the men thought. But Finn glared so ferociously at them that they shook their heads and diverted their eyes.

	“That’s what I thought. I want him spied on. See what he gets up to. Who he goes round with.”

	The men shifted their eyes nervously at one another.

	“Yeah but, Finn, you know that Renzo’s got that sixth sense stuff going on. All the Morphers know when they’re being tracked or watched. It’s the animal blood,” said one.

	“Then make sure you don’t get caught!” snarled Finn.

	“Yeah, but if he catches us, he’ll kill us …”

	“Then kill him first, idiots! Shoot him in the head – I don’t care. Save me the job of it anyway.”

	The thugs looked at each other, doubtful expressions on their faces. They were all up for evil deeds. But this was no ordinary person. It was a Morpher and, what’s more, it was the son of Lord Renzo, one of the most powerful men in the city. The retribution he would seek if something happened to his son would be colossal.

	“Anyway, I’m pretty sure that Renzo’s the reason we lost Marky and Donovan – and Blaze. They didn’t just disappear – they were killed, probably by him; people said they saw a massive creature each time one of them went missing. He needs to be taken out.” Finn spat on the ground.

	“You think I’m going to let him make a fool of me ever again? What happened with that little tart the other day won’t happen again. Binx, Dave – I want you to follow him, let me know if he has any ‘special’ friends. If we can’t get the prick, we’ll get someone he cares about.”

	At that moment, a teenage girl with chestnut-coloured hair appeared in their view. The men turned their heads simultaneously to stare at her. The girl, upon catching their looks, held a rather frightened expression on her face, as though she was about to bolt. The thugs straightened themselves up from the walls and moved towards her.

	“You alright?” one of them said, smiling, his eyes betraying a more sinister agenda.

	The girl was noticeably trembling.

	“N – no. I’m lost. I came by train from the country; I’ve ended up on the other side of London, I’m supposed to be in North.”

	“Well, we can help you,” smiled another, wrapping his arm around the girl’s shoulder.

	“I – I don’t know, I might just try to find my own way –”

	“Nah, we know the city like the back of our hand,” said another, moving to the other side of the girl and placing a hand on her arm. “Come with us, we’ll make sure you find your way.”

	The girl didn’t feel she had a choice. The six men escorted her away, but not to the train station; to an old abandoned warehouse where they did unspeakable things to her, filling the building with further evil to add to the many monstrous crimes they had already committed. Finn Pearson chose not to take part. Amidst the earth-shattering screams of the girl, he could only think of one thing: Raphael Renzo and the damage he would inflict on him. He vowed this would happen, no matter what.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	“I need you to come out with me after you finish work this evening,” said Daphne, while her holographic face hovered in the air. “Edge is bringing a friend, you see, and the friend has requested that I bring a friend – so, naturally, I thought of you!”

	“Erm … I can’t.”

	Skye was on her lunch break, queuing up for something to eat in the local fast-food restaurant. Surrounding her were lots of other workers who were also on their breaks, chatting to one another or engaging in conversation with the many holographic faces that had emitted from their tag devices. Daphne had called her at that moment, requesting that she tag along with her, her Brazilian boyfriend, Edge, and Edge’s unknown friend. It was clear to Skye that her friend had formulated a twisted idea in her mind that there would be some kind of ‘double-date’ that evening.

	“And why not?” demanded Daphne, looking displeased.

	“Well …” Skye was reluctant to tell her friend that she would be seeing Raphael, knowing the reaction that would follow.

	“Yes?”

	“Well, I can’t because … I’m sort of seeing someone else.”

	Daphne looked enthralled.

	“Really? Who?”

	“Just some guy. You haven’t met him.”

	Daphne shrieked.

	“Why didn’t you tell me earlier that you had a date?” she squealed. Everyone in the restaurant went quiet and looked round. Skye managed a weak grin, highly embarrassed.

	“Who is he?” Daphne continued in that loud, screeching voice. “Names – I want a name!”

	“Can we talk about this later?” said Skye, through gritted teeth.

	“No way. Who is it? Oh my gosh …” Daphne’s eyes widened. “It’s Raphael, isn’t it?! I knew it – I knew you’d see him again! You like him, don’t you! Does he feel the same?”

	Skye hurried to pay for her salami sandwich and rushed out of the store before Daphne’s loud voice could further reveal the ins and outs of her private life. She had purposely refrained from telling her friend about the time she had met Raphael at Bert’s, nor about the two weeks she ignored him. She didn’t think she would have been able to handle Daphne’s constant chatter on the subject. Now she knew it was time to fill her in, but she was not particularly looking forward to doing so.

	“It is Raphael,” she began reluctantly, but Daphne immediately started screaming with delight, throwing her hands to her face.

	“I knew it! I knew it!” she squawked in excitable, fog-horn tones. “Why didn’t you tell me? How could you keep this from me? How long have you been seeing him? How –”

	“I haven’t been ‘seeing’ him,” said Skye desperately, trying to find a deserted spot in the park where there were no people around. “We’ve just spoken a couple of times and he just wants to get to know me because of the whole Morphing thing; it really isn’t a big deal. I’d appreciate it if, you know, you didn’t tell anyone …”

	“Yes, yes, yes, not a word! The point is, why have you kept this from me? We’re supposed to be friends, Skye! I want details – now!”

	So for the rest of her lunch hour, Skye found herself going against her own wishes and telling Daphne about the time they had met at Bert’s Bubble Tea’s; she told her about Sasha; about not speaking to him for a couple of weeks and about how they had arranged to go for something to eat that evening. Daphne could hardly contain her amazement throughout.

	“I'm going to let it slide that you kept this from me, only because you’re my best friend,” said Daphne in a mixture between excitement and disapproval, “but don’t dare ever do it again! So he invited you out for tea! That’s so sweet, what did you both talk about?”

	“Well, not much. Mainly about the Morphing really.”

	“And you said Sasha was there? Blonde with blue eyes, right? I know about her, Skye. Be careful. She’s an absolute snake. She’s known for stealing other girls' boyfriends. Do you remember Serena? The girl who was in our Geography class at school? Well, she was going out with this guy for two years – and she caught him with Sasha one day! It destroyed her, poor girl. So be warned!”

	“I’ve already got an idea of what she’s like, thanks,” said Skye grimly, the very memory of the girl filling her with irritation. “And, thankfully, Raphael’s not my boyfriend so that’s not something I need to worry about.”

	“Oh, come on,” scoffed Daphne. “He invited you out for tea – he’s been calling you all the time! It’s only a matter of time before you get together. Why were you ignoring him anyway?”

	“I just didn’t really want to talk to him,” said Skye uncomfortably, biting into her salami sandwich. “Just didn’t want to get too familiar, you know …”

	Daphne’s expression softened and it was a gentle tone that she next took with her friend.

	“Skye, why do I have a feeling that this has got something to do with Jono? That was a long time ago … You’ve got to move on from that! If Raphael likes you, you’re not seriously going to let what happened back then get in the way of this?”

	“Raphael doesn’t like me like that. Trust me on this one. Look, I have to get going. Ned’s going to switch if I come back late. He already had a go at me yesterday for something that happened. I’ll chat to you later, OK?”

	“OK – have a great time with Raphael and tell me all about it tomorrow!”

	Daphne’s face vanished instantly and Skye finished off her sandwich, making her way back to the HQ of Trixaction Cinemas.

	 

	*

	 

	Aroma was a busy Chinese buffet based in Shepherd’s Bush, a town about ten minutes away from Brentfordshire. It was one of the few towns that had not been so badly affected by the riots and many of the buildings remained untouched. The town used to be home to the famous shopping centre, Westfields. Unfortunately, Westfields had suffered greatly at the hands of the rioters and burned to the ground within hours; the popularity of this centre meant that the rioters had paid little attention to the surrounding area within Bush. Thus, Aroma, which was opposite the Westfields centre, still flourished just the same as it had done two centuries ago.

	“You have to try their ‘Tenpanyaki’ section,” said Raphael, once the two were both seated at a table, having ordered their drinks. “The food’s presented raw and you just pick and choose which dishes you want. Then they cook it in front of you … or you could just get yourself a plate of raw beef,” he smiled.

	They sat there for a while eating the many different dishes, sipping on their green tea and apple juice. At one point, they were approached by three men who had just entered the restaurant. Raphael hailed them, introducing them to Skye as several of his friends and they all turned to look at her.

	“You his new girl?” grinned one of them immediately, his eyes twinkling. Raphael shoved him backwards and the man almost flew into a large bowl of chicken wings.

	“Erm, no,” said Skye, looking embarrassed.

	“This is Paddy – a mate of mine,” Raphael glared, while the three men chortled. “He asked you that because he’s probably going to try and hit on you. It might be best to say no before he even attempts it.”

	“Hey come on, what do you think I am?” said Paddy, still chuckling. “Some kind of sleaze?”

	He turned to Skye.

	“On another note, do you have a boyfriend?”

	Raphael chucked one of his chicken bones at Paddy and it hit him squarely on the forehead.

	“Nope,” said Skye, still rather red. The other two men were laughing, shaking their heads at Paddy, who was rubbing his forehead where the bone had whacked him.

	“Get out of here, you three,” said Raphael, eyes rolling. With one final laugh, the men smacked Raphael on the back, told him they would see him later and said their goodbyes to Skye, Paddy winking at her as he left.

	Raphael sighed.

	“Sorry about them,” he said apologetically. “Good friends of mine, even if they do come across as annoying at times. I had a feeling he’d hit on you though; you’re the type he goes for. He likes his exotic girls.”

	Rather flustered at being called ‘exotic’ by Raphael, Skye dug her fork into her seaweed and started chomping away.

	“You’re very popular, aren’t you?” she said. “Seems whenever we go somewhere, there are always people who know you.”

	“Well, I’ve known those three since I was about twelve. They’re good guys; always had my back when I need them, especially when I’ve dealt with Pearson and his lot. As for Sasha, I’ve known her for a couple of years; we saw each other more regularly a while back but we hardly see each other now, only at the occasional house-party or something.”

	“She seems to think you’re pretty close,” said Skye stiffly.

	“What makes you think that?”

	“Well, she told me you have a thing going on,” said Skye before she could stop herself.

	Raphael raised his eyebrows.

	“She said that? Wait – is that why you left the other day? Because you were jealous of her saying that?”

	Skye flushed bright red, her muscles tensing.

	“If you’re going to start with that nonsense again, I’m leaving!” she snapped.

	Raphael tittered.

	“I’m joking. Seriously though, I don’t know why she thinks that. There is nothing going on between me and her. Like I said, she’s not my type.”

	He stared at Skye as though expecting her to say something. She, however, thought it best to change the subject in case she gave off any indication that she was remotely bothered whether he and Sasha had a ‘thing’ going on or not.

	“So … what is it that you do when you’re not having fights with thugs?” she said, pouring some green tea into her cup.

	“I work in an art shop during the day,” replied Raphael. “Not too far from where I live. Monday to Friday, the standard hours. It isn’t a very exciting place to work but I enjoy it. I like to paint in my spare time.”

	“Really? You’re an artist?”

	Raphael’s face went a little red and his green eyes shot downwards.

	“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. I just love painting. Mainly nature … and animals …” He coughed. “So, anyway, then on weekends I volunteer at a dog’s home in Battersea, which is in South London. It’s a historical place; many dogs that have been abandoned end up there. It makes me so mad when I hear about the nasty things people have done to them – starved them, beat them, thrown them into the streets; for some of them, it was just because they were old or sick. I tell you, it makes me want to find these people and throttle them.”

	His face had become more and more fierce while he was talking. Skye stared at him in wonder. She had initially assumed that he wouldn’t be working; after all, he was so rich and surely there would be no need. She hadn’t expected that he would be a painter. That was a surprise too. Most of all, she didn’t realize he was so passionate about animals. As a fellow animal lover herself, she found this quality most endearing and her respect for him grew.

	“What about you? What do you do?” said Raphael, calming himself by tucking into his egg and sweetcorn soup.

	“Well, most of my free time is spent reading up on endangered species. I really want to go abroad and work with Bengal tigers.”

	“Really?” said Raphael, his eyes brightening. “See, this is why you should spend more time with me. Look at it like a trial run – I am a tiger, after all.” He grinned. “So do you work? Go to college?”

	“I work in customer services,” replied Skye. “It’s very boring. You just get shouted at all day by people who have nothing better to do than complain.”

	“I bet they wouldn’t be shouting at you like that if they knew who you were,” said Raphael.

	At first, Skye was confused. What did he mean if they knew who she was?

	Then she realized he was referring to her Morphing ability.

	“Oh – no, don’t think so. I doubt it would make a difference.”

	“You think? Most people automatically respect you if you’re a Morpher. Or they’re afraid of you. Don’t you find that’s what happens when you tell people what you are?”

	Skye shook her head.

	“I rarely tell people I’m a Morpher,” she said.

	“Why not?” Raphael looked surprised.

	“It’s just not something I really want people to know,” said Skye uncomfortably.

	“Why is that?”

	Skye shrugged.

	“Don’t know … bad experiences maybe?”

	“What happened?”

	This guy asks a lot of questions, Skye thought.

	“I’m just used to people reacting in a bad way to me whenever they find out. People usually criticize what they don’t understand. You’re right, people have feared me … but I haven’t liked it. I’ve lost people because of it.”

	Raphael frowned. Skye was a little unnerved that she was revealing so much about herself.

	“People have treated you badly because you’re a Morpher?” he said. “This sounds so bizarre to me. I’ve had the opposite – most people, when they find out what I am, seem to like it. Sometimes they’ll ask me to transform just so they can see. I don’t know why people have reacted badly to you because of your gift.”

	“Maybe it’s because you’re Raphael Renzo and I’m Skye Archer,” said Skye, unable to keep out the glum tone in her voice.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Nothing.”

	“No, tell me.”

	“Well … you just have a bit more, that’s all. You’re rich. Popular. Everyone knows you and likes you. Plus, you’re not bad-looking. Maybe that’s got something to do with why people are more accepting of you than they are of me.”

	“Why should it?” said Raphael, plainly confused. “Yeah, everyone knows me because my family are famous in the city. Doesn’t mean everybody likes me though. You don’t know the amount of times I’ve almost been killed by Pearson and his lot. And as for my looks, why would that make a difference?”

	“I just mean that you have other things about you, which means that people will overlook the fact you can morph,” mumbled Skye, not liking where this conversation was heading.

	“Overlook? Skye, morphing isn’t a bad thing! It’s a gift!”

	“I know it is. I never said it wasn’t and I feel blessed that I can morph. I’m just saying that you and me are two very different people and the experiences you’ve had are nothing like what I’ve had. I’m not saying anything bad about the fact that you have all these things; I just mean that they have a bearing on how people treat you.”

	There was a rather tense, awkward silence between them. Skye tried to fill it by gulping down her tea, almost burning her throat in the process. She gasped for the apple juice, which Raphael handed to her in a hurry.

	“I want to change the way you think about this,” said Raphael, while Skye recovered from her tea fiasco and dabbed her throat with a tissue. “You want to keep your morphing ability a secret. I don’t know what bad experiences you had and I’m sorry to hear that you had them at all. I guess I find it difficult to understand because I’ve not experienced anything negative with mine – well, apart from when I was young and received a warning for transforming once. I’ll tell you about it one day. But I don’t like to hear that people have been nasty to you because you can morph – and into a wolf of all creatures. If anyone gives you anymore hell because of it, they’ll have me to deal with.”

	There was a ferocious gleam in his eyes and his handsome face looked determined, almost protective. Despite herself, Skye was touched and couldn’t help the warm feeling that raced through her at these words.

	“Thanks, but I’ve learned to deal with it myself over the years,” she said, but not unkindly. She smiled at him and his face softened, smiling back. She dropped her gaze after a few seconds, bashful, and the waitress came over to take their plates away.

	“Come on, let’s get going,” said Raphael, finishing his tea and wiping his lips. “We’ve been here for over an hour. We don’t want it to get too late before we arrive at the place I want to show you.”

	“OK.” She pulled out her purse and took out several notes, much to Raphael’s objection.

	“I don’t think so, miss. This is on me.”

	“You paid for the bubble tea. It’s only right that I pay for this one.”

	“It doesn’t matter. The gentleman always pays.”

	“You’re a gentleman?” said Skye craftily.

	“Sure am. Hey – waiter! Bill please.”

	The waiter, who was standing nearby, nodded and scuttled off to fetch the bill.

	“All jokes aside, I’d like to pay for this one,” said Skye, who was accustomed to independence and didn’t feel comfortable with somebody else paying for her twice in a row.

	Raphael sighed.

	“What is it with you? First you don’t want me rescuing you, then you don’t want me paying for you. You’re an odd one.”

	“Thank you.”

	“We’ll split it. That’s my final offer.”

	Skye couldn’t help grinning.

	“Fine,” she said.

	They paid for the bill and Skye followed Raphael out of the restaurant, the waiters and waitresses smiling and thanking them as they left. They walked down to the parking lot.

	“You OK jumping into the car with me this time?” he questioned as they approached the row of cars. The day was dimming into dusk now and the sky was a striking red colour. “You’re not scared I’m going to kidnap you or anything like that?”

	“I’m hardly scared,” said Skye coolly. “Besides, I’ll just transform and eat you up.”

	Raphael raised his eyebrows.

	“Oh, really?” he said, his eyes sparkling and a smile hovering about his lips.

	Skye blushed at the implication of his response, glad dusk was settling.

	“Well, obviously not, you’re a tiger and a tiger would beat a wolf in a fight,” she said hastily. “Whoa – is this your car?”

	They had come to a standstill at the most magnificent car Skye had ever laid her eyes on. Not that she was a big fan of cars, (she couldn’t even drive) but even she could not deny the splendour of this vehicle. It was in pristine condition, a striking orange Cadillac with black stripes from the boot to the front, completely outshining every other car in the vicinity.

	Just like a tiger, Skye thought, impressed as she observed the markings.

	“Yep, this is my baby,” said Raphael proudly, patting the car as though it were a beloved pet. “She was a gift from my dad on my 21st birthday. I don’t drive her much because it’s too risky in the city; she’d probably get stolen or something. Normally, I use the family cars that my brothers and I share. But I thought you might like to see her.”

	He pressed a button on his car keys and opened the passenger seat for her. Skye got in, her mouth dropping open at the inside interior. The seats all had similar tiger-striped patterns and there was even a holographic TV in the back, along with side compartments filled with wine glasses and several bottles of champagne.

	“Wow,” she murmured.

	Raphael got in beside her and turned on the engine. Skye continued to stare towards the back seats.

	“Erm, champagne?” she said to him questioningly.

	“Oh yeah, don’t worry,” said Raphael, reversing backwards. “They’re only there for show. I don’t allow any drinking in my car and I certainly don’t drink in here myself. She’s far too precious for that sort of thing. Put your seatbelt on. You ready for the surprise?”

	“Ready.”

	Raphael smiled and turned their windows down, switching on the radio which blasted out some old-school rock music. It wasn’t long before they were cruising down the city of London, the deep red sunset glaring down on them, the wind sweeping through their hair and various pedestrians staring at them in admiration as they sped past. Skye wondered where he was taking her and (there was no use denying it) her heart bubbled with anticipation.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	“We’re here.”

	They had arrived at what looked like a large field. A blaze of red and orange highlighted the vast grassy land. Rows of trees shadowed the wide open space. Sundown was slowly descending into nightfall and fireflies could already be seen flitting through the sky, adding their gentle light to the sun’s mellow beams.

	“Have you been here before?” Raphael asked, as he pulled the car to a complete stop and parked on the grass underneath a large oak.

	Skye shook her head, mystified.

	“I’ve never seen this place before,” she said, gazing around at the wealth of nature that lay before her.

	“Good. That’s what I was hoping to hear.”

	He switched off the engine and unlocked his seatbelt, gesturing for her to do the same. Deeply curious, she wondered where they were and why he had brought her here. Raphael opened his door, got out of the car and moved round to let her out also. They both stood at the front of the car, gazing out towards miles of land and green grass that seemed to touch the brink of the sunset itself. It was so quiet here, except for the rustle of the wind and birds chirruping among the trees.

	“This is Hampstead Heath,” said Raphael. “It is one of the most ancient parks in the city, dating back hundreds of years ago. Some of the towns surrounding this place were destroyed by the rioters – a segment of the park was burned down by the filthy thugs twelve years ago. But much of the park remained untouched.”

	He turned to Skye and, for the first time, she saw real sorrow in his eyes.

	“I don’t know if it’s because of the tiger inside me or if it’s just me. But I’ve always felt more at home when I’m outside. Out in the wild, I like to call it. When I’m in the city, I feel so enclosed. Trapped almost. Here I can be free. I can be myself. Do you ever feel that way?”

	Staring out into the vast plains, Skye remained silent for a while. The truth was, that was exactly how she felt and it was almost frightening to hear such words come from another human being. When she embarked upon her ‘runs’ several times a month, she always did so outside of the city. When she transformed into her inner beast and felt the wind rush through her fur, to feel such strength and power in what she truly felt was her natural habitat, this was the only time she could let her guard down; when she did this, she didn’t have to pretend to be ‘normal’ or feel as though she was an outcast. Society, with its ignorance and judgement, had done its best to exclude her; it was Nature, with its quiet unassuming grace, that had welcomed her with open arms.

	“Yes … at times I do feel like that,” said Skye finally.

	“It is enormous, this park,” said Raphael, his head high, his black hair blowing softly in the wind, a fond expression materializing on his face. “I used to come here with my mother when I was very young. She used to bring me here every weekend, just me and her. My brothers would remain at home with my dad. None of my brothers are Morphers, you see. And she would let me transform. Just a tiger cub and his mum.” He smiled. “She would play with me, throw sticks for me, chase me and let me chase her; I would swim in the pond and she would watch. And every weekend after our visit she would always say, “Be proud of who you are, Raphael. You are a Morpher, like your father. You have a gift to help others and help yourself. Use it wisely.” ”

	He closed his eyes, pausing for a moment as though savouring the memory.

	“She died a few years ago. I was fourteen. There were no more weekends here after that. From then on, any trips I made to the Heath were made alone.”

	“I’m really sorry,” said Skye quietly. “How did she die?”

	“Illness. Disease. She knew it was her time to go, but she told us not to be sad. She told us that death takes us all in the end and all that matters is the life we led while we lived. She was the kindest, most beautiful soul. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about her and how much I wish she was still here.”

	He kneeled and seated himself on the grass, his hands clasped together, gazing out into the distance. Tentatively, Skye took a seat beside him. She could feel the grief that was now releasing from within him and she appreciated that this was a deeply personal moment, one that he had chosen to share with her.

	“I lost my father too,” she said softly. “I know … that it hurts so much.”

	Raphael raised his eyes to her, a pained expression upon his face.

	“I’m sorry. What happened?”

	Skye never discussed her father with anyone, not even Daphne. The memory and guilt that played upon her mind when she allowed herself to think about him was too powerful for her to handle. It was a brave step she was taking to share this information, but her instincts were pushing her to tell him. Deeply afraid, but resolute, she revealed to him what had happened.

	“I was six. I remember the riots outside; people screaming, the rioters laughing, explosions and fire everywhere. It went on for days, as you know. My dad had ordered me to stay inside. He told me it was too dangerous to go out and that we should be safe in the house, because our house was hidden behind fencing and barbed wire, unlike the other houses in the area. But – but I didn’t listen to him. I was always transforming every day; back then, I was still learning to control myself, but it didn’t stop me from turning into a wolf whenever I felt like it. The last day of the riots, I transformed into a wolf cub and found a window on the bottom floor that my mother had opened briefly to let some fresh air in. It wasn’t her fault, she only turned her back for a minute … but I squeezed through the hole and found myself outside. I just wanted to run around outdoors; that was all I wanted, I didn’t care about the rioters. I – I ran through a gap in the fencing and found myself among these thugs, they had almost destroyed the town. My parents realized immediately that I had vanished and my mum told me afterwards that they feared the worst. My dad –”

	She stopped talking, unable to prevent the lump that had formed in her throat. Raphael moved closer to her and placed a hand on her shoulder.

	“It’s OK,” he said quietly.

	Skye took a minute to compose herself. Her chest was heaving and, with great difficulty, she continued.

	“My dad ran outside and jumped over the fence, holding a golf club. I remember because I could sense his presence in the distance. I could always sense when it was him, whenever I transformed; my eyesight isn't good as a wolf, but he had a certain musky smell that only he possessed. Several thugs had surrounded me; one attempted to grab my tail, but I managed to escape him. I remember being scared, snarling at them, hoping to drive them off, but to them I just looked like a puppy and they were laughing. The musky smell of my dad got stronger. I remember him standing there in front of them. He’d raised his golf club and was warning them to leave me alone. He was always so strong. The thugs turned away from me and towards him. My dad yelled at me to run. At first, I was frozen. I just cowered on the ground. I watched as my dad swung his golf club at one of the thugs, knocking him to the floor. As soon as that happened, the others jumped on him. I just remember terrible things … loud thuds as they kicked and beat him … I remember his shouts, still yelling at me to run back to the house … eventually his voice fell silent; the thugs were laughing. One gave him a final kick, then they all stopped moving. It was then that I ran to a nearby tree and hid behind it, so that they wouldn’t see me. The thugs smacked each other on the backs, hi-fiving each other; then they walked off, as though nothing had happened. I came out from behind the tree. I just remember going towards my dad; I was petrified. He wasn’t moving; his golf club lay on the floor beside him. I could smell the scent of blood and, as I got nearer, I could see his body bruised and battered. His eyes were closed. I – I moved closer to him and sniffed him. I wanted him to wake up so I started to lick his face. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t open his eyes, pick me up and carry me away like he always did. Eventually, I sensed there was no life left in him and that he was dead. I started to howl; it was the worst feeling, the very worst … I just remember lying there for ages, lying on his body, realizing in that moment that my dad was gone and he was never coming back.”

	She broke at that moment. The tears that formed in her eyes produced a steady stream down her cheeks and she threw her hands to cover her face, her shoulders shaking. Raphael, who looked deeply distressed upon hearing this story, placed an arm round her shoulder. But Skye shook herself, feeling she did not deserve his comfort.

	“It was my fault, you see,” she sobbed. “He told me to stay inside. But I didn’t listen. I just wanted to run around. I didn’t realize how dangerous it was. If I had just done as I was told, my dad would still be alive. He would still be here. He died to save me. But he would never have had to if I had just stayed inside when he told me to.”

	Despite her attempts to shake Raphael off, he put his other arm round her, embracing her in a great hug while she continued to cry, barely able to contain the despair and remorse that was running through her.

	“It wasn’t your fault,” Raphael whispered, cradling her. “It wasn’t your fault. You were only a child. You were six years old, you didn’t know any better. Your dad did what any other dad would have done. He was a hero. It’s those thugs who are to blame. Not you. Don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault.”

	“I didn’t even help him,” whimpered Skye, her voice muffled through her hands, the horror seeping into her voice. “I just sat there and watched … I watched them while they killed him … I was a wolf and yet I couldn’t even help him … and he died because of me, because he was protecting me …”

	She cried even harder and Raphael continued to hug her, making soothing motions with his hands.

	“There was nothing you could have done,” he said, stroking her hair gently. “Skye – look at me. Look at me.”

	With deep reluctance, Skye removed her hands that were shielding her drenched face and looked into the intense green eyes that were staring determinedly into her own.

	“There was nothing you could have done. Nothing. You were only a cub. You’re lucky they didn’t kill you too. The blame lies with the evil thugs who murdered him. Your dad did what he had to do to save you because he loved you, just like any father who loves his child. He died a hero’s death. But he is still with you, everywhere you go. Just like my mother is with me, every day. We can’t see them, but they’re there. Your dad wouldn’t want you to feel guilty. He would want you to be happy, to be proud of him and proud of who you are. Don’t let what that evil scum did cause further harm to you, by making you feel a guilt that you don’t deserve.”

	Skye nodded, gulping, inhaling his words as though they were a breath of fresh air. She felt extremely shocked that she had opened up such a deep wound in the presence of someone she had met only a few weeks ago; it was even more shocking for him to see her weeping in this way. She never cried in public, certainly not in front of people she knew. And for her to speak so openly about the one thing that had haunted her for as long as she could remember was something she had not foreseen. But Raphael’s kindness and understanding of how she felt about her father, who she thought about all the time and missed dearly, did not go amiss. She did not think she could ever let go of the guilt she felt … but his words were not unappreciated.

	“Yes,” she sniffed, wiping her eyes, pulling herself upwards and trying to gain control of herself. “I am proud of him. I really am. I just … It hurts. It really hurts. Sorry – I didn’t mean to lose control like that.”

	“Don’t apologize. I know that must have been difficult for you. But sometimes it’s good to talk about these things.”

	Now that she was starting to compose herself and her tears were flowing slightly less forcefully, Skye felt rather empty inside and a little embarrassed at the display of emotion she had shown to the man beside her. Reaching inside her pocket and pulling out a tissue, she blew her nose, turned to him and said,

	“I – I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t tell anyone about what I told you. It’s something very personal to me. To be honest, it’s something I haven’t spoken about in a very long time …”

	“Skye, why would I tell? Who would I tell? What you say to me stays between the both of us, just the same as I’d expect you not to tell anyone about what I reveal to you.”

	He rose from his position on the warm grass. It was nightfall now on Hampstead Heath and a strange beauty illuminated the park, stars twinkling high above and the fireflies incandescent as they flitted throughout the air. There was silence between the two companions for a while; their emotions rendered them almost numb.

	“Your dad and my mum … They’re up there, you know, watching us,” Raphael said eventually, hands in pockets, tilting his head back to gaze at the stars. “I think there’s something we could do which would be a real treat for them to see.”

	He turned to Skye with a small smile on his face.

	“I didn’t bring you here just to talk. I want you to transform and run through the park with me.”

	Skye stared up at him, speechless at these words. Raphael chuckled at the look on her face.

	“I know it may be a strange request. If I brought any other friend here and asked them to run with me, they’d look at me like I was insane. Trust me, I once asked a couple of mates to do it – they’re normal people so obviously I’d be the only one to transform – and they just thought I was crazy. They don’t understand the rush. It’s something you can only experience as a beast. So … what do you say?”

	He held out a hand to her, an inquisitive look filling his handsome features. After a moment, despite how incredibly unusual the experience would be, Skye took his hand and nodded. Too many strange, surreal things were happening. Before this evening, she never would have thought in a million years that she would have spoken to Raphael about her father. She certainly would have never believed she would express to him just how deep a wound this was and how much it plagued her. And she would have never thought she would transform with him and they would run together in a park in London.

	Yet here they were and these strange events were happening.

	“I will face towards the west,” said Raphael. “If you turn towards the east, we can both transform at the same time after undressing. Are you ready?”

	Skye nodded, her heart beating uncontrollably.

	She turned facing east while her companion rotated to face the sun, which had now disappeared. The moon was out now, emitting a gentle light among the cluster of stars above. Aptly, thought Skye, it was a full moon tonight.

	Transformation only took a second, if that. Years ago, the very first Morphers sometimes experienced great difficulty with transformation, especially those who acquired the gift at an old age. The ability to transform depended upon the art of controlling the mind and triggering a certain type of emotion. Morphers of the old era sometimes took months, years even, to master the ability. New Morphers, such as Skye and Raphael, had no problem at all with transformation for they had been doing it from a young age. Morphing was very similar to learning a new language; the older that one grew, the harder it was to learn, whereas if one learns it from toddler-age, the art becomes a part of them, not different from eating, sleeping or breathing. One moment, the two humans were facing in opposite directions, having dressed down to their underwear as they did whenever they transformed. The next, a powerful white wolf and a majestic striped tiger stood in their places, turning to face one another, each with great snarls contorting their features. The tiger roared at the beast before him while the wolf growled in a low, menacing tone. But these signs of aggression were quickly controlled by their human minds. During the first few seconds of absolute transformation, the human self submits completely to the animal instinct; and, in that instant, these two great predators could only think of killing one another. But the human mind is vastly superior in terms of authority and, within minutes, Skye and Raphael had relaxed, their hackles lowering, their snarls subsiding. They moved forwards, sniffing one another all over and eventually nuzzling to show that they were on friendly terms.

	Neither one of them had experienced anything like this before. Skye and Raphael could not quite contain their excitement at having this type of companion for the first time. This was apparent from the fact that, as soon as they had finished nuzzling, they started to play. It was quite beyond them as to why they were both suddenly leaping up and down, pawing at each other like a pair of enthusiastic cubs that had just been brought into the world. The wolf arched her back and wagged her tail playfully, teasing the tiger to chase her; the tiger, in response, pursued her with great vigour, his remarkable speed quick to catch her, gently biting on the back of her neck as he did so. This continued for a good few minutes before the tiger suddenly shot off into the darkness among the trees. The remarkable thing was that, while no words passed between them, Skye could hear in her mind the message that Raphael wished to express to her. Not with words, but with pure feeling.

	Follow me! he conveyed.

	So she did. She raced after him as he sped through the trees, through the brambles and among the thickets; past a pond and through a shallow lake where ducks flapped about in great alarm as the two big carnivores splashed around them. Her wolf senses were magnificent; she could hardly see what lay before her, but his dominant scent led her to his exact step. Skye felt more exhilarated than she had ever felt in her life. To run was one thing; but it was another to be able to share it with someone else and engage in feelings of such comradeship that she never even knew existed.

	To go from one extremity to the next, from the despair and grief that had overpowered her in her human form not long ago, to the joy and elation she felt at that moment in time – this was unheard of. But this evening, her feelings appeared to have a mind of her own and, to express the absolute freedom she felt, she let out an ear-splitting howl, one that echoed throughout the forest. Somewhere in front of her, a boisterous roar could be heard as Raphael also released the passion burning inside him. It terrified the smaller wildlife into their habitats, while these two glorious creatures sprinted through the park as though it were their own.

	How long they ran for, no one can say. But the wolf now knew why the tiger had sought her friendship. He, with his sociability, his friendliness and his experience of companionship, must have known that the experience shared between two Morphers was one worth fighting for. She realized now she wouldn’t have it any other way. For the first time in a long, long time, no matter how brief the moment may be, she felt content and at peace with the world. For her, who had suffered as she had, such a feeling was so rare and beautiful that her senses intensified and she raced faster towards the tiger in front of her until she was running along by his side; their howls and roars could be heard for miles around. They sped up, covering the breadth of the park with the power in their legs and the new joy within their hearts, racing together, pausing briefly for drinks at the pond, scaring the rabbits who had come out to play and, occasionally, enjoying playful tumbles together as though he were a kitten and she a pup, delighting in one another’s company as they were unable to do in their human forms, for as animals they could rely solely on instinct and forget about the complications that human nature so often demanded.

	It was very late by the time they returned to the car. An owl was perched on top of it, its gleaming yellow eyes flashing in the darkness, but it took off with a great screech as the wolf and tiger bounded forwards. Gazing at each other for several seconds and conveying a mutual agreement to transform back into their human selves, they resumed the same positions as before and focussed on changing back. As the familiar, electrifying sensation absorbed Skye’s entire body, within seconds she reverted back to her human self, feeling quite dazed as though she had just awoken from a vivid dream. She was thoroughly glad that it was so dark for she was completely naked; she hastened to find her clothes, pulling them on in a hurry. Raphael did the same.

	“Are you dressed?” he called out to her softly in the dark.

	“Yes,” she called back.

	They turned to face one another, the moon's light transcending around them; her soft beams seemed to be stronger than usual, as though pleased that these two creatures of the night had found such gratification in each other’s company. Silently, Skye and Raphael walked towards the car among the shadows. Raphael unlocked the doors and they both jumped in. He switched on the engine and the lights; they turned to stare at each other, both looking decidedly sweaty and flustered. Though they did not know it, each wanted to savour the moment inside their minds and they smiled simultaneously at each other, lost for words. Raphael started reversing the car and Skye pulled her tag device out of her bag.

	The magical moment was shattered when she saw she had eight missed calls from her mother.

	“Uh oh,” she muttered.

	“What’s wrong?” said Raphael, as he cruised down the dark, quiet roads.

	“My mum. She’s been trying to tag me. I didn’t tell her I would be out so late – wow, it’s midnight! She’s must be worried sick.”

	Not wanting a scene, she refrained from calling her mother and instead sent her a text telling her she would be home in half an hour. True to her word, Raphael had her back at her house within that exact time-frame. He pulled up in the driveway and stopped the car.

	“I’ll take you to your door,” he said, escorting her out of the vehicle. The lights were on in her house and she knew her mother had been waiting up for her, guilt flooding through her at the thought of the worry she must have caused her. She walked up to the porch and rang the bell.

	“Skye!” her mother screamed, after throwing the door open.

	She threw her arms around her daughter.

	“Where have you been? I’ve been so worried!”

	“I know … I’m really sorry, mum. I’ve been out with Raphael. I’m fine. You know not to worry about me.”

	“I’m really sorry, Mrs. Archer,” said Raphael humbly. “I didn’t realize how late it had got. It’s my fault. I should have reminded Skye to let you know she was alright. She’s been safe with me.”

	“We went for a run,” said Skye.

	Mrs Archer, noticeably still shaken by concern for her daughter’s whereabouts, seemed torn between anxiety and pleasure at the knowledge that her daughter had been on a ‘run’ with a fellow Morpher.

	“Well … I have been out of my mind with worry; I am glad she was with you, Raphael, but please make sure it doesn’t happen again. She is all I have, you know.”

	“Mum,” said Skye, red-faced.

	“Well, it’s true. You’ll always be my little baby girl, Skye, even if you are able to turn into a ferocious wolf. You understand, don’t you, Raphael?”

	Raphael nodded, bowing his head.

	“Of course, I understand completely. My dad feels the same way about me. I promise it will never happen again.”

	Mrs Archer smiled shakily.

	“You went for a run too? That must have been quite an experience – both of you come inside, I will make you a tea, I want to hear all about it!”

	“I’m afraid I must decline as I have work tomorrow morning and this is about as late as I can stay out,” said Raphael with a bow of his head. “But maybe another time, if that’s OK?”

	Mrs Archer nodded.

	“Yes, fine. Well, I’ll let you two say goodnight to each other.”

	She squeezed her daughter’s shoulder and retreated back into the house. Skye and Raphael turned to one another, she looking up at him and he looking down at her, both recounting the extraordinary events that had taken place that night.

	“I had a really good time,” he smiled, sincerity palpable in his eyes. “I really appreciate you joining me tonight.”

	Skye looked back at him and she knew there was only one word that truly represented how she felt about the evening, not just the running but the conversations they had shared too.

	“Thank-you,” she smiled, her face full of gratitude.

	They stared at each other for a moment longer. There was no doubt in either mind that a connection had been formed and, overwhelming as it was for Skye, deep inside her she embraced it with all she had. Turning away shyly, she said goodnight to him and stepped inside her house, turning her back as he left the front porch.

	“Oh, Skye?”

	She revolved round to face him as he called out her name.

	“Yes?”

	“You know I’m going to look out for you from now on, don’t you? Even if you say you don’t need it, even if you don’t want it … You know I’m going to have your back?”

	His eyes burned into hers and she thought she saw a flash of orange for a split-second.

	“Same here,” she said. “Goodnight.”

	And she turned away, her heart soaring, closing the door gently behind her. She made her way towards the kitchen where her mother had poured herself a glass of milk and was munching on a piece of toast.

	“Skye. I’m so glad you were with Raphael. At least I know you were safe. But you must let me know in future where you are; you know how much I worry about you.”

	To Mrs Archer’s great surprise, Skye gave her an enormous hug.

	“I know, Mum,” she said. “I know how much you worry. I know you’ll always worry about me, even if you know that I’m stronger than ten men put together. I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you where I was and I promise to never do that again. I love you.”

	Overcome, but deeply touched by this rare display of affection from her daughter, Mrs Archer was unable to prevent the tears forming in her eyes. They embraced for a while longer and Skye kissed her mother on the forehead, saying goodnight to her and making her way up the stairs. Her blood was singing in her veins; what had happened that night was so surreal, so unexpected, so utterly incomprehensible … yet it had happened and there was only one conclusion that she knew with absolute certainty, much as it frightened her to acknowledge it.

	The feelings of desire that she had felt towards Raphael from the beginning, the ones she had tried so hard to bury and destroy, had intensified to such a magnitude that there was little point fighting them any longer; the words she had so determinedly repeated to herself yesterday had been in vain. Much as she may not have wanted to, much as she did not want to admit it and as much as she feared it, the events of the night had only added fuel to the original fire. Her memory of his soulful green eyes, his understanding, his kindness, his passion and, above all, the cohesion she felt with him which showed her she wasn’t alone in the world, that her ability was truly one to cherish, despite the negative consequences that came with it … All these factors only pointed towards something she should have predicted several weeks ago, had she not been so consumed by fear.

	“Oh no,” she murmured.

	Her heart pounded irrepressibly as she climbed into bed and realized, without a shadow of a doubt, that she had fallen clean in love with him … and there was not a single thing she could do about it.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	The body of a sixteen year-old girl that had been found in an abandoned warehouse, viciously mutilated and barely recognizable, was news that spread like wildfire throughout the city of London. Newspapers and other forms of media had been outlawed some years back, for the government had come to the conclusion that extreme media coverage towards people and events seemed to do more harm than good; this was one reason why the most talentless drones could no longer have their fifteen minutes of fame. Hence, any news of significance in this day and age relied on word of mouth alone. While it was common for the city to experience crimes of true horror, this particular atrocity drew attention because of the apparent state the victim was in when she was found; each of the paramedics who came to take the body away, for example, threw up excessively before being rendered capable of removing the traumatizing sight.

	It was rumoured that a large wild animal had killed the girl and people huddled together fearfully, as though some great beast would jump out from behind and attack them.

	“They’re saying it was some kind of big cat,” said Daphne, her eyes round and afraid. It was the weekend, and she and Skye were at Daphne’s house, crimping eath others hair.

	“Who’s saying that?”

	“Just people. They’re saying some big cat killed her last week and ate some of the remains. So disgusting!”

	Skye frowned.

	“And what type of cat big enough to do that actually exists in this country? Seriously …” She shook her head. “And I’d like to know who exactly is saying this. None of us could possibly know anything about it, the only ones who do are the forensics and people examining her. It’s more likely it was a group of thugs.”

	“Yes, but why would they cut her up like that?”

	“I don’t know? Because they’re sick and twisted in the head? The whole lot of them should be rounded up and thrown out to sea.”

	Daphne shuddered.

	“Let’s talk about something else. What’s going on between you and the gorgeous Mr Renzo?”

	The truth was...nothing. It had been a week since that night they shared, when they had run through Hampstead Heath together and Skye had realized how she felt about him. After that night, which had seemed like some kind of mysterious, surreal dream, she had been wrestling with such strong emotions of longing that she hardly knew what to do with herself. However, Raphael did not call or text her the next day. Or the day after that. Or the day after that. In fact, seven days on and there was still no word from him. Skye could not understand why he would suddenly go quiet on her, and it disturbed her a great deal. She wondered if she had done something wrong; if maybe he regretted the conversation they had; if he had simply been acting polite after the running and deep down felt that it hadn’t lived up to his expectations; if he had now experienced what it was like to transform with another Morpher and had grown bored with her now. She found herself staring at her tag device for hours on end, willing it to ring. It never did though (unless it was Daphne, who wanted to have a good old natter about her boyfriend). This sudden silence created a myriad of emotions in her: confusion, paranoia, inadequacy and, sometimes, downright anger. She had truly believed that the two of them shared a special connection, but she must have misread the signs. She had not called or texted him yet, purely out of fear that he would not want to hear from her. She found herself almost laughing at the irony of it all, that as soon as she would recognize her feelings for him, he would suddenly stop contacting her. This obsession she had swirling round in her mind caused her to be edgy and irritable most of the time, and she cursed herself for allowing herself to get so wrapped up in it. Not wanting to suffer further humiliation, she tried to will herself to forget him, forget about the night, forget about the conversation and the transformation; after all, it had seemed like a dream and, apparently, that was all it had been – to him, at least.

	“Nothing’s going on,” she said shortly, in response to her friend’s question.

	Daphne raised her eyebrows.

	“Huh? But you two were getting on great.  What about that magical night you had last week? Never seen you in such high spirits as when I saw you the next day.”

	Skye cringed. Fortunately, she had not told Daphne about her feelings for Raphael, but she now regretted informing her of the events that had taken place that night. She felt embarrassed at expressing her contentment considering he hadn’t contacted her since.

	“Yes, well, I haven’t heard from him. Anyway,” she said hastily, keen to change the subject, “where exactly is it that we’re going later?”

	“Well, have you tried contacting him?” asked Daphne, ignoring her friend’s question.

	“No.”

	“Well, why not? Jeez, Skye, he’s been running after you from the start! You could at least give him a call for once!”

	Thoroughly annoyed, Skye was unable to keep out the bitterness of her tone.

	“He’s not that important!” she snapped.

	Her friend raised her hands in the air.

	“Alright, alright – I was just saying! There’s no need to be so touchy about it.”

	Skye silently fumed inside. She regretted snapping at Daphne the way she had, but the truth was she didn’t know how else to deal with the secret hurt she was feeling; being angry and irritable was how she usually dealt with things that concerned her.

	“Just think about it,” said Daphne tentatively. “You never know … something might have happened to him and that might be why he hasn’t contacted you. What have you got to lose?”

	Skye considered her words. She could not disregard that something may have happened to him; though it was unlikely, for if something bad had happened to a member of the Renzo family it would be the number one news within the city and she would have heard something. She also noted that Raphael had done his best to contact her during the time she had ignored him. Trying to swallow her pride, she said,

	“I might give him a quick buzz tomorrow or something. Just to see if he’s alright. Not that I’m that bothered; after all, we barely know each other.”

	The girls had arranged to go out that evening to a local bar, hence the hair crimping and the several hours of shopping they had engaged in that morning. They hadn’t been for a night out in a while. It was Daphne’s idea. Skye had been busy writing out her resume letter for the past week (that is, while she was not thinking about Raphael; plus, it did provide a wonderful distraction for her) to the Endangered Species charity so the two girls had not seen or spoken to each other much during this period. Daphne thought it would be fun to get dressed up, go out to a bar, have a couple of drinks and a dance so that the two of them could relax and have a good time like they used to, before Skye started working at Trixaction Cinemas and Daphne had begun her college course. Skye agreed to this, mainly because it would be another welcome distraction from her thoughts of Raphael, whose penetrating green eyes seemed permanently fixed in her mind.

	For the occasion, Daphne had bought herself a lovely magenta dress and magenta heels to match. Skye, who was not really a dress person, dipped into her savings a little to purchase a pair of wet-look leggings and cream-coloured ‘puss-in-boots’ boots. It was around 5pm at this time and the girls had arranged to leave for 7pm. It wasn’t long before both girls were ready, Daphne looking very petite and pretty in her dress, while Skye looked cool and feline in hers. Daphne had braided her crimped hair and then tied it up as a high ponytail, while Skye’s own crimped hair was left flowing wildly, as was her preference.

	“All good to go?” said Daphne, picking up her handbag and shooting herself one last admiring glance in the mirror.

	“Yep.”

	They left Daphne’s house, saying goodbye to her parents, and set off down the road, talking and laughing about memories from school as they went. They received several beeps from cars that drove past and one car carrying three guys actually pulled up, asking them if they fancied going for a drive. Skye rolled her eyes and Daphne shot them a withering look, telling them they were busy. When they arrived at the bar, which was only a ten minute walk from Daphne’s house, it was not very packed but had a nice, jazzy feel to it with a musician playing the saxophone towards the back and spotlights covering the ceiling. There was also an enormous fish tank to the left with a gigantic carp swimming about inside.

	“I’ll get the drinks,” said Daphne as they approached a table. A man in a suit by the bar gave her an appreciative look as she entered. “You OK for cocktails?”

	Skye rarely drank and when she did it was something that had very low alcoholic volume. But this was one of those rare nights when they actually went out to a bar together and she couldn’t see the harm in having a few cocktails.

	She drummed her fingers on the table, darting her eyes about as she did so. A balding man who looked double her age winked at her from across the room. She shuddered and turned away, her eyes falling on Daphne who appeared to be in a conversation with her boyfriend, as his holographic face hovered about the air and her tag device was clutched in her hand. Daphne was frowning at the face which was frowning back and talking in very fast tones. Skye couldn’t hear what they were talking about and instead listened to the smooth jazz music that was coming from the saxophone.

	Daphne returned a few minutes later with a couple of cocktails, her face irritable.

	“Edge is coming,” she said, placing Skye’s drink in front of her.

	Skye raised an eyebrow.

	“What?”

	“Yes – I’m really sorry about this; he just had a go at me for being dressed up and in a bar. I told him I was with you, but he was having none of it. It didn’t help that the guy over there was checking me out and Edge noticed. He’s going to be here in about half an hour.”

	Skye grimaced. Wondering why her friend didn’t ditch this clearly over-possessive, jealous man (who was apparently only after her passport anyway) she sipped on the cocktail and realized she was going to be in for a long night. So much for the two of them going out and having a good old girly time. The drill-sergeant, Edge, would make sure that wouldn’t happen. She had only met Daphne’s boyfriend once and had to admit that, aside from his rather fetching features, there didn’t seem to be much substance to him at all.

	“You’re not going to finish with him then?” she said.

	Daphne sighed.

	“The thing is I’m really starting to like him. He does seem like a bit of control freak at times, but everyone has their flaws, right?”

	Right, Skye thought, wondering if pressurizing her friend into marrying him was not one flaw too many.

	Not too long after, the boyfriend arrived and it appeared he had brought a friend with him.

	“Ola, darling,” said Edge to Daphne, kissing her on the lips. Skye turned away, her nose wrinkling, her gaze landing straight into the eyes of Edge’s companion, a tall, tanned Latino with spiky hair and very large gums, who grinned at her.

	“My cousin, Marcos,” Edge introduced, while Marcos bowed to the girls. “He has just moved over from Brazil and is staying with me. Come Marcos – let us sit down.”

	Edge took a seat beside Daphne while Marcos sat himself down next Skye, which was the only seat left available, squeezing in far too close for Skye’s liking. She fixed her friend with a long, hard look to show that she was displeased with the current situation and Daphne gazed back in an apologetic sort of way.

	“Ladies, what are you drinking?” said Edge.

	“We’re having cocktails tonight,” said Daphne, who had finished hers. Skye was about halfway through her own. Edge nodded and went to fetch some more drinks. Marcos looked at the two girls.

	“You are friends?” he said in a heavy Portuguese accent.

	“Yes,” nodded Daphne with a friendly smile. “I’m Daphne, as you probably know, and this is my good friend, Skye.”

	“It is very nice to make friendship with you, Skye,” grinned Marcos, turning to face her. “I am here to improve English and hope make new friends.”

	Skye, unable to miss the sight of the enormous gums that were only inches from her face, smiled reluctantly back.

	“That’s nice,” she said in a strained way. Edge returned with the drinks at that moment and the group started conversing about a variety of things while the bar filled up with more people and the jazz music became more jovial. As the night wore on, people continued to drink more alcohol and the noise in the bar escalated with people becoming increasingly drunk, including those at Skye’s table. Daphne and Edge were laughing raucously, falling all over each other and snuggling every now and then. Skye, who was not quite drunk but tipsy, was meanwhile trying to hold off the suggestive advances of Marcos, who had consumed over five pints of beer.

	“So why you have no boyfriend?” he slurred into her face.

	Almost gagging from the stench of his breath, Skye turned away and sipped on her third cocktail, wondering if it would be acceptable to simply leave.

	“I’m just not really looking for anyone right now,” she said.

	“Why you no looking?”

	“Well, you see,” she said, barely able to hide her irritation and downing the rest of her cocktail, “I have a lot of things to focus on. Besides, there is someone I like. Excuse me, I have to go to the bathroom.”

	With that, her head swimming slightly, she rose from her seat, grabbed her bag and made her way to the ladies toilets. Alright, she had said it out loud (undoubtedly the alcohol had something to do with her admitting it outright, plus she simply could not bear the thought of this Marcos further nosing in about her relationship status, nor attempting to entice her with his evocative glances) but yes, there was someone she did like – more than like – with the only problem being that he didn’t like her back; in fact, appeared to have clean forgotten her!

	You know what, she thought angrily, as she caught sight of her rather blurry reflection in the mirror and fluffed up her hair a bit more, I’m going to find out exactly why he hasn’t called me; and so what if he’s cold or rude to me? I have a right to know!

	Spurred on by this fresh wave of Dutch courage, Skye threw her head high into the air and made her way outside where several people were laughing loudly and blowing bubbles. This was it. She was going to call Raphael and demand to know why he hadn’t contacted her in the past week. And if he told her it was because he was bored of her company, then fine!

	Finding an isolated spot near the bins, Skye pulled out her tag device, took a deep breath and raised it to her mouth.

	“Raphael,” she said firmly.

	The device on the other end started to beep loudly. In the back of her mind, Skye wondered what on earth she was doing and felt an overwhelming urge to press the ‘End’ button; but the cocktails inside her conquered her inhibitions and she stared resolutely at the device, an almost manic expression on her face.

	After the sixth beep, Raphael’s face appeared as a holograph in the air and Skye’s heart skipped several beats.

	“Skye?” he said, his expression unreadable.

	Skye cleared her throat, gazing back at him, her head swimming faster as the alcohol kicked in even more.

	“Yes … it is me,” she said dramatically.

	Raphael’s eyes scanned her from head to toe.

	“You look nice,” he said. “Where are you?”

	“Out with my friend in a bar,” was the cool reply. “Anyway, I called for only one reason. Just to see you were actually alive and to let you know that I also have no interest in seeing you or speaking with you again. Just wanted to clear that up. Goodbye.”

	And she pressed the ‘End’ button on her device, Raphael’s face vanishing instantly. A triumphant feeling surged through her, which was immediately followed by one of horror.

	What did I say that for? She thought, heavily rebuking herself. Well, that was the end of that! Raphael was alive and well, he clearly just didn’t want to speak to her and she had made it perfectly clear to him that she felt exactly the same way, even though she didn’t! She stood there on the spot for a few moments, dismayed.

	Seconds later, her tag device started beeping. It was him.

	Half wishing she could just ignore it, Skye eventually pressed the ‘Accept’ button and Raphael’s face materialized in the air again.

	“What was all that about?” he said, gazing at her shrewdly.

	“What was what about?” she said in a nonchalant way, feigning innocence.

	“That. What you just said. About not wanting to see me again.”

	“I am only mirroring you,” she replied smartly.

	“When did I say I didn’t want to see you again?”

	Skye shrugged.

	“Oh I don’t know. It’s not important, either way. I just assumed that was the case considering I haven’t heard from you since that night we saw each other.”

	Raphael shook his head.

	“I haven’t been feeling great lately, that’s why I haven’t called you. To be honest, I thought you might have called me at some point …”

	“Well, as you can see, that is what I have done,” was the casual response. “However, I completely understand if you don’t want to talk again, you only had to say so and I would have been completely fine with it. Obviously the other night was nice, but I fully understand that it was a one-off thing. No big deal at all.”

	She managed a false grin. A puckered brow appeared on Raphael’s features.

	“I’m not entirely sure why you’re saying this,” he said, “but I never said I don’t want to talk to you again and, like I said, I had been half hoping that you would contact me. I’ve had my reasons for being quiet …”

	“Well, I don’t want to intrude, seriously, I’m sorry for ringing,” Skye said hastily. “I really hope you feel better soon.”

	“Will you come round?”

	The question caught her completely off guard.

	“Sorry?” she said, not sure she heard correctly.

	“Will you come round? To my place, I mean. Not for long … I can send one of our drivers to pick you up.”

	This astonishing turn of events bowled Skye over. Despite what he had said about having his reasons for not calling, she genuinely believed that he was just making polite excuses and therefore it came as a great shock that he was inviting her to see him that night – and at his house of all places.

	“I, erm, well,” she said in a rather gawping way.

	“You don’t have to if you’re spending the night with your friend,” Raphael hastened to tell her. “I’d understand.”

	“Well,” said Skye with a cough, “she’s with her boyfriend so I guess she wouldn’t miss me. If you’re sure, I can come round for a little while …”

	“OK … great. Where are you?”

	She told him the name of the bar and he said his driver would be outside the place in twenty minutes.

	“By the way, have you been drinking?”

	“Erm … a little,” she replied, sincerely hoping that she would sober up completely by the time she saw him.

	Raphael smiled slightly.

	“Hmmm … I thought so. Anyway, I’ll see you in a little while – and Skye? Make sure you call your mother and let her know where you are.”

	His face disappeared and Skye was left practically reeling from the conversation and the prospect that she would see him within the next hour. She stuffed her tag device back into her bag and stepped back inside, returning to her table where Daphne, Edge and Marcos hailed her.

	“Where you go?” said Marcos, leaning towards her.

	Leaning away from him in response, Skye said,

	“I went out to talk to someone. Daphne, I’m going to be leaving in twenty minutes.”

	Her friend, who was clearly full-blown drunk by now, widened her eyes and giggled.

	“You are?”

	“Yes. There’s a car coming to pick me up. So I’ll just call you tomorrow.”

	“Why you going?” said Marcos, slinging an arm around her shoulder. “Why not stay with me, baby?”

	Skye immediately shrugged his arm off, her nostrils flaring, her vision slightly blurred.

	“No thank you, you are an annoying pervert,” she said before she could stop herself. Realizing that her rudeness was also fuelled by the cocktails she had consumed and amazed at her own audacity, she said a rushed goodbye to the three astonished faces before her and made a quick dash towards the exit, almost stumbling on her way out.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	“Skye Archer?”

	Skye had to blink several times as the sparkling white limo pulled up in front of her. Several people gasped in awe as they caught sight of the stunning vehicle. The chauffeur that had rolled down his window to speak to her gazed at her inquisitively.

	“Yes … that’s me.”

	The chauffeur stepped outside the limousine in an immaculate black suit and hat, opening the back door for her and bowing slightly. The sight had attracted quite a crowd now who were whispering rather excitedly to one another. Skye hurried into the back seat while the chauffeur closed the door behind her, got into the driver’s seat and engaged the gears. It wasn’t long before they were sailing smoothly down the lamp-lit roads.

	“Yes, Sir, she is here with me now,” said the chauffeur as they stopped at a traffic light, holding one finger to the earpiece that was attached to his left ear. “Yes, Sir … Indeed, Sir … I shall, Sir.”

	He raised his eyes to the wing mirror and looked at Skye, who was busy marvelling at the inside of the limo. It was not quite as grand as Raphael’s personal tiger-striped car, but it was not lacking in decorative splendour, what with the luminous spotlights and spacious, silken seating.

	“Would you like a cup of coffee, Madam?” said the chauffeur. “Master Raphael has asked me to offer you refreshments.”

	“Oh … no, that’s OK,” said Skye, rather embarrassed. Undoubtedly, Raphael’s suggestion of coffee was with the intent of sobering her up. She wasn’t feeling too bad at the moment … the cool outdoors had helped with her blurred vision and she was already starting to feel highly abashed at the phone call she had made to Raphael, not to mention her last few words in the bar to her three companions. She groaned inwardly.

	They turned into a small, narrow lane. The street lamps seemed to shine brighter around here. To Skye’s surprise, there were quite a few people wandering around on the streets, including small children, something rather rare in London at night during this day and age. She realized it must have been because they were now in the far west, the area where it was safest to be out after dark. This was the Renzo territory, the stronghold against the evils that ran amok within the city; people naturally flocked here, where they could feel safe and at ease without risk of harm from thugs and lowlifes.

	They approached the bottom of a hill and on top of this hill was the largest, most majestic mansion Skye had ever laid her eyes on. It was of such magnificence that various people could be seen gazing up at it in awe; the mansion and its surrounding area was lit up, not only by a myriad of streetlamps, but by four enormous flames that glowed brightly on top of the building. It was five storeys tall and held up by four pillars which gave it the look of an Ancient Greek temple.

	The chauffeur drove the limo up the hill and outside the huge black gates, speaking softly into the security speaker and then driving through as the gates opened. The limousine came to a stop outside the four pillars and the driver stepped out, opening the door for Skye, who could not deny the absolute excitement that was fizzing within her. She followed the chauffeur up the steps and he rang the bell.

	A tall butler opened the door.

	“Skye Archer, a friend of Master Raphael,” bowed the chauffeur.

	“Indeed,” said the butler with an incomprehensible look and glancing at Skye, who looked thoroughly nervous. “This way please, Madam.”

	He gestured Skye to follow him.

	How to describe the inside of the House of Renzo? Amazing, thought Skye. Classic paintings in rows upon the walls, an enchanting ceiling of painted winged angels and cherubs, bronze doors to the left and right, velvet carpets, and various statues of animals, tigers in particular. She had never felt more out of place.

	One painting really made her stop and stare and she couldn’t help questioning the butler on who it was as they passed it and made their way up the spiral staircase.

	“Lord Janus Renzo,” replied the butler as they both paused to gaze at the portrait. “On whom the Renzo Empire was built.”

	As Skye stared at the enormous portrait of the remarkably handsome man with bright green eyes and a rather serious expression, the man who so resembled Raphael, she knew this was the same man that had been with her ancestor in the photograph that she found in the attic.

	They came to a stop outside a door with a tiger’s face carved into the wood. The butler knocked on it and cleared his throat.

	“Master Raphael,” he said loudly. “Ms Skye Archer is here to see you.”

	The door swung open and Raphael appeared. The feeling that was now familiar to Skye whenever she thought of him, that swooping, fuzzy feeling in the pit of her stomach, expanded wildly inside her as she looked into his face and found herself mesmerized by his sheer beauty. It didn’t help that the effects of the alcohol had still not completely subsided. His penetrating green eyes stared into hers and, though he looked a little more tired and strained than when she last saw him, he smiled when he saw her.

	“Thanks Forbes,” said Raphael. The butler bowed and made his way back down the hall.

	“Er … so how you feeling?” said Raphael, scrutinizing her up and down.

	Skye, who felt nervous, flustered and still slightly tipsy, tried her best to appear cool and contained.

	“Very well, thank you,” she replied with a confident air.

	There seemed to be an amused glint somewhere in the back of those green eyes.

	“Would you like to come in?” said Raphael, opening his door wider, revealing a large room which contained various colourful posters plastered on the walls, two comfy pouffes, a keyboard, a closed bronze door to the right and the largest four poster bed she had ever seen in her life.

	“This is your bedroom?” she said as she stepped inside, half wondering for the umpteenth time what on earth she was doing here and what her mother would say if she knew she was with a man in his bedroom – even if was Raphael Renzo.

	“Yeah … colourful, right? And don’t worry – I’m a perfect gentleman. Nothing to be afraid of here.”

	“Well, that’s good, considering how I’m not afraid in the slightest.”

	Raphael grinned.

	“Sit down,” he said, gesturing to one of the chocolate-coloured pouffes. Skye obliged and sat on it, practically sinking into floor in a rather ungraceful manner. Raphael sat on the other pouffe opposite with somewhat more elegance.

	“I like your outfit,” he said, giving her an appraised look. “Where exactly did you go tonight?”

	“Just out to a bar with my friend, Daphne.”

	“It can’t have been much fun if you chose to leave?”

	“Well,” said Skye, not willing to admit that she would have much preferred seeing him than staying in the bar with the drunk couple and the perverted cousin, “the fun part diminished when her boyfriend and his cousin turned up.”

	“You don’t like them?”

	“Not particularly.”

	“Why not?”

	“Well, the boyfriend’s a bit of a possessive pig and the cousin is a bit of a sleaze.”

	Raphael raised his eyebrows.

	“Oh? Was the cousin bothering you?”

	Skye shrugged.

	“A little.”

	Raphael was silent for a moment.

	“Want me to transform and eat him?” he said.

	Skye stifled a laugh.

	“No thanks, I could probably do that myself.”

	There was another brief pause and Skye’s eyes scanned the room some more, noting the various posters on the wall; there were a lot of jungle ones.

	“Did our driver offer you coffee?” Raphael questioned her.

	“Yes … but I declined. I’m not really a coffee fan, remember?”

	“Oh, I know. Just figured you might want some.”

	“And why would I?” said Skye challengingly, but going rather hot around the collar.

	“Maybe because you were drunk?”

	“I assure you I was not!” she retaliated, feeling whole-heartedly embarrassed now.

	Raphael pulled a mock pose which – though it was with the intent of poking fun at her – she could not deny made him look irritatingly adorable.

	“Hmmm, well, let’s see. You don’t call me for a whole week and when you do it’s in a bar with lots of loud, drunk people surrounding you and you seem slightly more, erm, forward than usual.” He chuckled. “Forgive me, I just assumed …”

	“Well, you assumed wrong!” snapped Skye. “I am not – was not – drunk! I just wanted to see how you were, that’s all; just checking if you were still alive. Besides, I only had a couple of cocktails – hardly enough to get me slaughtered off my face!”

	“Yes, but you were stumbling around a bit when I was talking to you on the tag device,” said Raphael innocently.

	“I was not!”

	“You were.”

	“I wasn’t!”

	“Skye, you really were. Don’t worry about it, we all get a little drunk every now and then, especially when we’re feeling upset …”

	“Who said I was upset?”

	“Well, not seeing me for a whole week. I can imagine anyone being upset by that …”

	Skye jumped up from her pouffe, a great snarl marring her features.

	“I can assure you that not seeing you has had no effect on me whatsoever,” she growled. “I am not sure where you are going with this and I hate to burst your fat egotistical head, but I am afraid you are wrong. I am not entirely sure why I am here. Like you said, I must have been completely drunk to accept your invitation. I think I should go.”

	Raphael burst out laughing.

	“Skye, you are so easy to wind up! I’m only joking with you … Sit back down. Please?”

	Shooting him a filthy look, Skye relented. He moved his pouffe nearer to hers, smiling.

	“I’m glad you came. All jokes aside, that night we spent … you know, on the Heath … it really meant a lot to me.”

	“Me too,” said Skye grudgingly.

	“I know you’re probably wondering why I haven’t called. I would ask you the same thing actually, except I guess you’re not really the type of person to call someone else. Still, I thought … Never mind. Anyway, I’ve had my reasons. The main one being that I’ve had to keep a low profile lately.”

	“How come?” said Skye.

	That tired, strained look that had been on his face when she first saw him that evening seemed to grow more prominent and when he spoke next there was a rigid edge to his voice.

	“Did you hear about that girl who was found in an abandoned warehouse in East London a week ago?”

	“The one who was killed by a wild animal?”

	Raphael’s face hardened.

	“She wasn’t killed by a wild animal. She was murdered by Pearson and his gang. And they're trying to pin it on me.”

	Skye stared at him in shock.

	“What?” she gasped.

	Raphael nodded, his eyes staring in the direction of his keyboard, a fiery glow around his pupils.

	“Pearson and his lot know I’m a Morpher … But you already know this. You were there when he backed off. The reason he backed off is because all the thugs automatically respect any Morpher – plus, when we were kids I attacked him in tiger form. It was me who gave him that scar on his face. He and his little friends ganged up on me. I transformed, I didn’t know what else to do. I would never get away with that now, of course. I’d be put to death in an instant. Crazy, isn’t it? Pearson and his boys can assault, rape and murder innocent people and get away with it … but if you or me transformed to attack one of them, we’d be executed. What a wonderful justice system.”

	He laughed bitterly.

	Skye was thoroughly disturbed.

	“How do you know that they’re trying to pin this on you?” she said.

	“Sources mainly,” replied Raphael. “My father’s got spies all over the city. But I would have known anyway. The girl they killed … They had completely mutilated her. Normally they just kill – a blow to a head, a knife to the chest; but this time … this time, after they did terrible things to her, they cut her up into bits. To make it look like a vicious animal had ripped her to pieces.”

	He bowed his head, clasping his hands together.

	“But they’ve known that you’re a Morpher for ages. Why would they suddenly try and frame you for this now?” said Skye worriedly.

	Raphael raised his eyes to look at her, his face sombre.

	“That day I met you, Skye. When I jumped in. He didn’t like that. He doesn’t like it if someone gets the better of him – especially me, he hates me with a passion. That was the first time I’d actually seen him in action – with a lone girl, that is. I’d heard of it, but never been there. Every time I’d met him in the past, it was always just him and his gang, me and a few of my boys. Usually we’d have a fight, but nothing serious. But if he and his gang are trying it with a girl, that’s different. He was furious that I stepped in. An envoy of Lord Pearson even travelled here to speak to my father about it. That’s how angry he was. And still is. But there’s another reason he wants revenge on me.”

	He inhaled deeply.

	“I haven’t told anyone this. No one knows – except my father. And he only knows because he guessed. But I trust you. I’m responsible for a lot of Pearson’s men going missing. I’ll transform at night. I’ll hunt them, sniff them out … It’s not hard to find them. All you have to do is listen out for screams of terror and you know where to find them because they’ll be hurting someone. I’ll find them and I’ll kill them, one by one. So I guess that makes me a killer.”

	Skye had a fleeting memory of several weeks back when she was on her way home from the French restaurant. She recalled the screams, the raucous laughter and the great roar. She now knew who that roar belonged to.

	“I don’t regret any of it,” continued Raphael, his tone harsh. “Some people might think it’s extreme, killing them. But I don’t think it’s extreme for one moment. They kill people. Good, decent people. They kill them and they laugh about it in the open; they laugh at the suffering of others. There’s no one to protect these people. The only way to protect them is to eliminate the ones who are causing them harm. And that’s what I do. Am I wrong for doing so?”

	The fire blazed in his eyes. Skye gazed at him. Raphael was a vigilante, one of the last few warriors who sought to make right what was wrong in a city that so often seemed forsaken and abandoned by all that was good and pure. There was no judgement or condemnation in her heart at hearing these words; only admiration for him and, truthfully, shame towards herself. Didn’t she also have the power to help and protect innocent people? How many times had she heard screams of terror in the night, knowing full well that someone was in trouble, and yet she had done nothing? Why hadn’t she acted? For so many reasons … The fear of execution, the fear of persecution, not wanting to involve herself in other people’s business … Reasons, she suddenly realized, that seemed completely stupid, trivial and selfish. Her fear of people’s opinions, her suffering at the hands of those who mocked Morphers, her own insecurities, putting her own safety before other people’s … These paled in comparison with the innocent citizens who didn’t have the physical power to transform into a wild beast and protect themselves. The self-mortification that flooded through her at this unexpected awakening distressed her. Her father had stood up to thugs and lost his life. Raphael stood up to them and put his life on the line for doing so. How, then, could she just stand by and do nothing? In that moment, she could not recall a time when she had felt more ashamed.

	“You’re not wrong,” she said quietly, and she found she could hardly look him in the eye. “You’re not wrong at all … You’re right. Everything you’ve said and done is right. I – I want to help you.”

	The surprise that registered on Raphael’s face rendered him speechless for a good few moments.

	“Help me?” he said eventually.

	She nodded.

	“I wouldn’t want to put you in any danger,” said Raphael, his gaze intense.

	Skye’s familiar fiery temper wrestled itself out among the guilt and self-reproval.

	“I am a wolf, Raphael, not a mouse!”

	“It would be better if you were a mouse,” was his response. “At least then no one would see you in action.”

	He moved off his pouffe and knelt before her.

	“You don’t know how much it means to me to hear you say this,” he said softly, taking her hand, his face inches from hers. Skye’s heart skipped a beat and she almost felt herself melt into the hypnotizing green within his irises.

	“I won’t forget you saying this. I am touched. And I know you have your reasons for wanting to do so. I know you want to kill those filthy thugs as much as I do. But for now it’s not an option. I’ve taken out too many in the past year – to the point where Pearson and his men are getting suspicious. That’s the other reason he wants revenge on me, to punish me for destroying some of his clan. They have no proof, but it seems they’re on to me. My father has ordered me to lie low for a while; he strongly disapproves. He is doing what he can to protect the city, but I can’t sit by and watch while innocent people are murdered. I just can’t. I had promised him that I wouldn’t put myself in danger a few weeks back and I have kept that promise. But by then, Pearson was already on to me. And a young girl suffered horribly for it …” He closed his eyes, as if in pain. “If I resume this, I will have to be extra vigilant.”

	He squeezed her hand and his expression softened.

	“There’s another reason why I haven’t called you. I didn’t want to meet up with you in public. Just in case they saw you with me. If they’re focussed on targeting me, they might target anyone I’m seen with … and I wouldn’t forgive myself if they came after you.”

	He stared at her and that connection they had felt the night they ran through Hampstead Heath was conspicuous once more. Skye now felt guilty for the paranoia and resentment she had felt towards him during the past week; his silence had been his way of protecting her and a beautiful feeling sailed through her. The knowledge that he had such concern for her well-being touched her deeply.

	“Well,” said Skye with a gulp, “at least you know that if they did come after me, I’d stand a good chance of defending myself, or at least take a few of them down with me.”

	She gave him a small smile, which he returned, smiles that were only inches from one another …

	At that moment, there were several knocks on the door and they both snapped their eyes away and towards the rapping sound; Raphael rose from his knees and Skye pulled her hand back onto her lap, feeling that magical moment vanishing.

	“Master Raphael, are you ready for supper?” came Forbes’s voice through the doorway. “Your father has requested that you and your lady friend dine with him.”

	Raphael turned to Skye, a grin breaking out on his face.

	“Want to meet my dad?”

	Skye’s eyes widened. Even though she had not even heard of the Renzo family prior to meeting Raphael (her lack of socializing was the main reason for this) ever since their acquaintance she had heard a great deal about Lord Renzo from her mother, Daphne and from her own research which she had undertaken in previous weeks. She had to admit that she was rather in awe of the man who had led the rebellion against the Pearson uprising during the riots, the man who ruled over the majority of West London and the man who, by all accounts, was the leader of the morally good that resisted the tyranny of thugs and scoundrels.

	“Oh – erm – I hadn’t expected to be invited to dinner,” she said, a little nervously.

	“Come on, I’ve met your mum, it’s only fair you meet my dad. Besides, he wants to meet you.”

	“He does?” said Skye, amazed. “Why?”

	“I told him you’re a new friend of mine. Plus the fact that you can transform. He’s a Morpher too, you know.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. So – how about it?”

	“Well … OK then …”

	“Excellent.” Raphael raised his voice and called through the door.

	“Thanks, Forbes, we’ll be down in a moment.”

	He turned to Skye and held out a hand to her so she could rise from her pouffe without running the risk of falling back into it.

	“Two tigers and a wolf, eh?” he said, opening the door and beckoning her to follow him. “You can only guess what we’ll be eating tonight – this will be interesting!”

	 

	
 

	Chapter Eleven

	 

	True to Raphael’s implications, dinner was served in carnivorous-style extravagance. The dining room consisted of one long twelve-seat table which sported several candelabras, each flickering a gentle flame. A plush red velvet carpet lined the floor and more paintings hung on the walls. The table was heaving with a number of dishes including sirloin steak, pork chops, duck, chicken breast, venison, lamb cutlets, leg of lamb, Yorkshire puddings and a few vegetables thrown in for good measure.

	Lord Renzo, who was sitting at the head of the table when they entered, rose from his seat with his walking stick when he saw his son and his companion.

	“Ah Raphael. Will you introduce me to your young friend?”

	“This is Skye Archer, Dad,” said Raphael.

	Lord Renzo took Skye’s hand and stared straight into her eyes. Skye felt terribly nervous being in his presence, but the lord’s gaze was not unfriendly or unkind in any way, and it was a smile that lingered gently behind his greying beard.

	“You are most welcome,” said Lord Renzo, kissing her hand. “Please … sit down. We have a variety of dishes here; I trust some will be to your liking?”

	He pulled up a seat to his left for Skye, who sat down and croaked her thanks. Raphael took the chair on his father’s right, opposite her. Rather overwhelmed at being treated in such a courteous manner by Raphael’s father, Skye could not think of anything to say and her hands twisted anxiously in her lap.

	“Would you like some wine?” asked Lord Renzo, holding up a bottle enquiringly.

	“Oh – no thank you,” replied Skye, rather hastily. Raphael hid a smirk.

	“Ah … perhaps a non-alcoholic beverage then? I find that red wine goes very well with a confit of duck. You don’t mind if I drink in front of you, I hope?”

	“N-no, of course not,” said Skye, awed that she would be asked this question at all.

	Lord Renzo smiled.

	“Raphael?” he said, as he poured some wine into his glass and gestured to his son.

	“No thanks. I’ll just have some iced tea. Want some, Skye?”

	Skye nodded.

	The butler who had just delivered the remaining dish – oxtail stew – inclined his head in a slight bow towards Raphael and left the room to prepare some iced tea. Skye gazed in wonder at the dishes before her; it was an awful lot for three people, not to mention rich in terms of quality.

	“Bon appetite,” said Lord Renzo. Raphael helped himself to the lamb, chicken and pork chops while Lord Renzo picked up the duck and Yorkshire puddings. Skye, true to her nature, went straight for the steak which – she noted – was deliciously rare.

	“I would have had them raw if you preferred,” said Lord Renzo, turning to her, “but my son had not informed me how exactly you like to eat your steak.”

	“Dad, I did tell you; the day I came back from Bert’s remember?”

	“Did you?”

	“Yes … I told you I ate raw steak with Skye. And I mentioned it three times after that too.”

	“Did you indeed?” Lord Renzo shook his head, a far expression in his face. “Ah … yes. So you did, I remember now. Dear me … the memory of an old man often finds that age is the greatest enemy of all.”

	He looked at Skye with a twinkle in his eye.

	“My son has not before had the privilege of eating his meat raw with another human being – aside from myself, of course. He informs me also that your inner beast is the wolf. I am most curious to ask, if I may, how you find it?”

	Noting how unusual this conversation was (but then again, the whole evening was rather unusual) and that she had never before been asked how it felt to live as half human, half wolf, Skye pondered for a moment, swallowing a piece of sirloin as the butler reappeared with the iced tea.

	“Well,” she began, “it has its upsides and downsides. I usually transform a few times a month and that’s just to go for night runs outside of London.”

	“Ah, yes,” nodded Lord Renzo, cutting into his duck, “that is a common feature of we Morphers. Raphael has been doing the same thing since he was a boy … as I have also. I was quite a magnificent beast back in my heyday.” A smile appeared beneath his beard. “I used to transform and run in many places inside the city; many of these places were destroyed and reduced to ash. I was always very careful, of course. People are aware of the existence of Morphers, but it doesn’t mean they won’t scream and panic if they catch sight of a tiger prowling around. Raphael told me that you went running in Hampstead Heath the other day. Did you like it there?”

	Skye nodded exuberantly.

	“Oh yes,” she said; the truth was, the memory of that night often crept into her mind on an everyday basis … and not just because they had both transformed and ran together.

	“My wife who is now deceased used to take Raphael there. In fact, before we had our children, the two of us went there together; I would transform and she would run with me. The only non-Morpher to ever do that.” Another faraway gaze entered his eyes. Then he seemed to shake himself.

	“What is it that you do, Skye?”

	“I work in Customer Services. Very boring – what I really want to do is go travelling and work with endangered species. I put an application form in, but the waiting time for a response is three months.”

	“Ah, a noble cause. You should take my son with you.”

	He gestured to Raphael who was busy ravaging a lamb bone.

	“I have always taught my sons the value of hard work and integrity. Money is a valuable bonus, but strength of character is much more important. Though despite this, each individual character will transpire, no matter what you teach them. My eldest son is currently in China, but the other two remain here. They are twins. Both spend the majority of their time out partying with women. My reprimands have no effect, of course. And Raphael aspires to be an artist.”

	Raphael went rather red-faced.

	“Well … I’m not really sure what it is I want to do yet …”

	“You see that painting up there? The one of the two tigers sitting around the table?”

	Skye turned to look where Lord Renzo was pointing. A large painting hung on the wall of two tigers both dressed in civilian clothes, roaring with laughter, smoking cigars and playing a game of poker.

	“Raphael painted that when he was sixteen. He based it on the two of us. I am the old, overweight one in the tweed suit – as you can probably tell.” His mouth twitched behind his beard, his eyes smiling.

	“Wow … you painted that?” said Skye, stunned. The detail of the painting was amazing; it certainly looked professional and must have taken quite some time. When Raphael told her he was an artist, she had no idea that he was so talented.

	They finished dinner and discussed a bit more about morphing and how it felt to fit into a society where they were in such a tiny minority. The butler came in with bowls of strawberries and cream which were delicious and Skye honestly felt that, despite her initial nerves, there were few other places that she felt truly comfortable. Lord Renzo and Raphael really made her feel at ease; Lord Renzo’s charming conversation, ready to listen just as much as he was to talk, and Raphael’s occasional wisecracks made for delightful company. There was no longer any regret at all inside her for having made that phone call earlier.

	Just at that moment, the doors of the dining room banged open and two young men entered, laughing loudly and stumbling over themselves. Like Raphael, they possessed stunningly handsome features and were identical in appearance, except one had wavy dark hair and the other had short spiky hair with flecks of white peroxide in it. There was a wild sort of air about them, one that seemed to know no boundaries or, at least, cared little for them. Lord Renzo lowered his glass of wine with a sigh.

	“My other sons, Ricardo and Joey,” he said to Skye, gesturing towards the pair who approached the table, devilish glints in their eyes.

	“Have you been out tonight?” he turned to the twins, who pulled up seats beside Raphael.

	“Just got in,” replied one, taking a glass from the table and pouring himself a drink.

	“Yeah, we heard talking coming from the room and thought we’d see who was in it,” said the one with spiky hair.

	He caught Skye’s eye and winked at her.

	“Alright, Raphy?” grinned the other twin, punching his brother on the shoulder.

	“This your new squeeze?” The one who had winked at Skye rose a glass towards her.

	“This is my friend, Skye,” replied Raphael, shooting her an apologetic look. “Skye, like my dad said, these two idiots are my older brothers. This one is Ricardo,” he pointed to the wavy-haired one who smiled at her mischievously. “And this is Joey.”

	“Pleased to meet you,” said Joey, holding out a hand and firing a killer smile at her.

	“Bacchus and his wild women had nothing on these two,” remarked Lord Renzo, shaking his head. He turned towards the butler who was standing by the door. “Forbes, bring some extra plates for my troublesome sons. I would ask you two to show some respect towards our guest,” he added, turning back to the twins.

	“When are we anything apart from respectful?” said Ricardo, pretending to be outraged.

	“And there was me thinking that Raphael had finally got himself a girl,” said Joey in wonder. “What about that other girl from the dinner party a few weeks back? The one who was all over you like a rash? Blonde? Dress was so tight I thought it was going to split in half as soon as she sat down. Not that I'd mind.”

	“Shouldn’t you two be worrying about getting girlfriends of your own?” said Raphael uneasily. Skye had noticeably stiffened as she realized they were talking about Sasha and she hurriedly gulped down her iced tea in an effort to appear unconcerned.

	The twins roared with laughter at Raphael’s comment.

	“Very funny, Raph,” said Ricardo, chortling.

	“But I am considering taking applicants,” said Joey, with a piercing look at Skye, his eyes languidly scanning her; she blushed fiercely and looked at her empty plate. This did not go unnoticed by Raphael, whose expression went from apprehensive to ferocious in an instant.

	“Can you quit making her feel uncomfortable?” he snarled at his brother, his green eyes flashing orange, his pupils dilating.

	“Jeez, chill out, Raphael, I’m just playing,” said Joey with a wide smile, smacking him on the back.

	“Joey, when are you going to learn your lesson?” said Ricardo in mock disapproval. “Lay off Raphael’s women!”

	“I swear, that’s it –” growled Raphael, rising from his seat.

	“That’s enough,” said Lord Renzo.

	He turned to Skye.

	“I do apologize for my sons. They may not be Morphers, but they are extremely difficult to tame. Raphael, sit down. You know not to take them seriously when they jibe at you.”

	“You sure Skye’s not your girlfriend, Raph?” said Ricardo slyly.

	“Seriously, though, we don’t mean any harm,” said Joey, smiling at Skye who shook her head and told him she wasn’t offended. The honest truth was, she found the twins quite overwhelming as they clearly had quite strong personalities and did not have a problem saying what they thought, but at the same time there was something rather likeable about them; she could also now see what Daphne meant when she had said that the Renzo sons were famed for their striking features.

	Why are they all so amazingly goodlooking? Skye thought in bewilderment.

	Anyway, considering that one of Raphael’s favourite hobbies seemed to be winding her up, it was refreshing to see him on the other end of it for a change! Still, she couldn’t prevent the tingles she felt deep down at the curiosity portrayed as to whether she and Raphael had something going on – even if he clearly didn’t approve.

	“Temper, temper, tiger,” said Ricardo, shaking his head at Raphael, whose nostrils were still flaring a little.

	“Just don’t take anything they say seriously,” said Raphael, rolling his eyes at Skye.

	“That’s right,” said Joey in pretend seriousness. “We’re just a pair of drunken fools who don’t know what we’re saying. Don’t forget to take your own advice, Raphael.”

	“Ms Archer here happens to be a Morpher too,” Lord Renzo informed the twins as Forbes returned with two plates and cutlery.

	Both twins’ eyebrows shot up as they stared at Skye.

	“No way!” said Joey. “You a tiger too?”

	“No … A wolf,” replied Skye. She really was starting to feel rather shy now, surrounded by all these male members of the renowned Renzo family and she found herself incapable of stringing more than a few words together.

	“How’d you two meet?” asked Ricardo, digging into some chicken breast and vegetables.

	“Pearson had her cornered,” Raphael told him. “I was passing by …”

	“Knight in shining armour, eh?” said Ricardo, his eyes twinkling.

	“Well, Skye can look after herself,” said Raphael, shooting her a wink.

	“Speaking of Pearson,” said Joey, and for once his impish face turned serious.

	“Careful,” Ricardo warned him, glancing subtly at Skye.

	“It’s fine,” said Raphael, gazing around at his brothers and father. “I trust Skye; she knows that he’s trying to pin the murder on me.”

	“OK then. Well, we were about to go into the saloon earlier when we came across a couple of Pearson’s boys. Really dim ones. We hid behind a corner for a bit to see if we could catch what they were saying and we did. It looks like Pearson wants to jump you at some point – and soon.”

	Raphael shrugged, unconcerned.

	“Nothing new there. When is he not thinking about that? The guy hates me. Hence why he’s trying to have me framed.”

	“No, we think there might be something in it this time,” said Ricardo, his eyes darting towards his father; Lord Renzo’s expression was unreadable, yet fixing him with an intense stare. “It’s the way they were talking, really meticulous with their planning; mentioning something about having you watched. It seems really calculating this time – not the usual brutish behaviour you’d expect from them.”

	“This confirms the suspicions I already had,” said Lord Renzo, his voice grave. “Your brother will be laying low for a while; until the Pearson boy gets over his current vendetta towards him.”

	“He will always have a vendetta towards me,” said Raphael fiercely. “What am I supposed to do? Hide in this house until the end of time?”

	“Why don’t we just take the bugger out ourselves?” said Ricardo, rolling his napkin up and lazily throwing it back and forth in the air. “That would solve a whole heap of problems. He’s got it in for Raph, he’s got it in for Joey, he’s got it in for –”

	“Why’s he got it in for Joey?” asked Raphael.

	Ricardo hesitated as Joey shot him a wide-eyed warning look of alarm.

	“Er … he doesn’t – did I say Joey?”

	“Yes, you did,” said Lord Renzo, his forehead furrowed. “Why is this? What have you done?”

	He turned to the other twin who was pretending to examine his wine glass with great interest.

	“It’s just the way he hates all of us really,” said Ricardo hastily. “You know, Pearson has got it in for our whole family.”

	“I will ask you one more time,” said Lord Renzo to Joey, ignoring Ricardo. His stare was powerful and there seemed to be fire burning in his pupils. “What have you done?”

	Reluctantly, Joey raised his turquoise eyes to his father.

	“I sort of … took his girl,” he mumbled.

	“What do you mean ‘took his girl’?” said Lord Renzo, stony-faced. Ricardo coughed.

	“To be fair, she did kind of throw herself at him,” he said.

	“Joey?”

	“Well, I sort of … you know … had her,” said Joey, his eyes dashing about nervously. It was common for the twins to brag about their conquests, but even they both knew that this was going one step too far. “But the thing is, I’m not surprised she came onto me like that, she’s not really his girl, just a girl he sees every now and then –”

	“Stop,” said Lord Renzo, his voice quiet and dangerous as he surveyed his sons. The twins fell silent and Raphael shifted uncomfortably. Skye fiddled about with her dinner knife, feeling as though she could cut the air in the room with it, what with all the tension that had suddenly appeared.

	“Years I have spent trying to maintain some form of tranquility in this city. I am astounded that my own sons appear to be going out of their way to defy my efforts. What is it about the situation that is not getting through to you? If you’re not starting personal wars with the Pearsons, then you’re stealing their women! Do you think I say these things for myself? I say it for you, I say it for your dear mother who made me swear that I would keep you safe and well, I say it for the shred of hope that one day this city will not be so deadly and violent! Whether your intentions are good or whether your intentions are bad, if you continuously create rifts with them, however small you think they may be, you will only make matters worse. You needn’t tell me what the Pearson boy is like – I know full well what he is, he is his father thirty years ago! I urge you time and time again, stay away from them, keep your cool, be smart – but time and again, it appears you do not listen! Was it really necessary to have your way with the girl when there are plenty of other girls you could have had? I tolerate your scandals, your impudence, your lack of focus and your wild ways, but to so blatantly cause such provocation in our enemy? No, this is something I cannot tolerate! All of you … what do I have to do to send the message across? Is youth really so arrogant to presume that there are no consequences to the actions you take? Tell me, for it appears that age has caused me to forget!”

	The three Renzo brothers stared at the floor as their father finished his frustrated rebuke towards them. Skye, thoroughly uncomfortable, now felt the opposite of what she had felt only a short while ago and wished she wasn’t there.

	“Sorry,” mumbled the twins. Lord Renzo looked defeated, holding his head in his hands. Raphael was staring at one of the paintings motionlessly. Skye, who had caught sight of the clock on the wall, cleared her throat.

	“Um,” she began tensely, “I should probably go … It’s getting late and I told my mum I’d be back around eleven.”

	“Yeah … we’re going to shoot off too,” said Ricardo, jumping up from his seat, his brother following suit. “It was nice to meet you, Skye. Raph, see you in a bit. Dad …” He walked over to his father and placed a hand on his shoulder, Joey doing the same. “We’re not trying to make things worse. We’re sorry for how we’ve made you feel. We’ll be more careful in future.”

	Lord Renzo closed his eyes and sighed deeply before placing both of his palms over the hands that rested on his shoulders and clasping them.

	“Raphael, go and ask Tibbs to get the car ready to take Skye home,” said Lord Renzo.

	The three brothers left the room and Skye was left alone with their father.

	“I’m very sorry you had to witness that,” said Lord Renzo, looking strangely old under the lighting from the candelabras.

	“No – don’t be sorry – it’s fine,” said Skye quickly.

	“My sons, I fear, will not cease their impulses until something drastic happens. Sometimes I find myself questioning how I can condemn them when I was flighty myself in my youth. But what are the old good for, if not to teach the young not to make the same mistakes as we did?” He shook his head. “Raphael worries me the most. He is the bravest and most compassionate of all my sons – and, therefore, the most vulnerable. He values your friendship, Skye. I can tell he does. Raphael has many who call themselves his friends, but few whom he considers true friends. You are the first he can truly relate to. His ability has always rendered him different to others, no matter his gift to socialize. He needs someone like himself … and I would hazard a guess that you do too.”

	He smiled at her and rose from his seat, picking up his walking stick as he did so. Raphael re-entered the room.

	“Ready to go?” he said to Skye, who nodded.

	“It has been a pleasure to meet you, Sir” she said to Lord Renzo. “Thank you very much for the meal – it was wonderful.”

	“I hope we shall see you here again, Skye,” replied Lord Renzo, as the butler handed him a waistcoat that was hanging by the door. “You are welcome any time.”

	Raphael led Skye out of the room and they walked down the corridor until they came to the open front door where the limo was waiting to take her home.

	“Thanks for coming,” he said as she stepped out onto his marble porch, the stars twinkling down on them. “Sorry about the, erm, scene you saw back there. My father isn’t pleased with any of us and of course we understand why … Also, my brothers can really cross the line sometimes. I hope they didn’t upset you at any point?”

	There was an almost anxious look in his eyes, but Skye hastened to reassure him.

	“No – honestly, it was fine. I like them. I like your dad too. You have a really nice family.”

	Raphael smiled.

	“Well, now you can come round whenever you’re free – I mean, only if you want to obviously,” he added hurriedly. He cleared his throat. “I guess I’ll see you soon then?”

	“Yes, that would be nice,” replied Skye, hoping that the eagerness wasn’t too obvious in her voice.

	She turned away and walked down the stairs, stepping into the limo, the chauffeur holding the door open for her. A minute later the vehicle started to drive off and Skye felt that same eerie feeling she always felt whenever someone was watching her from behind. The hairs prickled on the back of her neck and her body stiffened; she turned slowly around and looked through the window to see if Raphael was still standing on his porch; but he had gone and the feeling suddenly vanished.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	A couple of weeks after the night that Skye had dinner with the Renzo family, the residents of West London were preparing excitedly for the annual celebrations in an enormous venue called ‘Jinxes’, a sort of mixture between a bar, club and lounge. Despite the rather negative connotation of the name itself, the celebration was long associated with a vibrant, neighbourly feeling where people could mingle with one another and enjoy each other’s company. The English had always been traditionally known for cold-shouldering their neighbours and random strangers, and this particular party brought with it an atmosphere of relaxation where anybody could mix happily with one another. Years ago, the equivalent of these celebrations had been known as the ‘Notting Hill Carnival’ the only difference being that the party ran on the streets, not inside a venue. But when the breakdown of law and order occurred the carnival was abolished. Now, inside ‘Jinxes’ one had to purchase a ticket and be approved of by a team of security. The security, staff and venue itself was funded mainly by the Renzo family and several of their friends in West London and it was often greatly anticipated by the citizens; it was nice to enjoy an open party without the fear of being mugged, stabbed or any other risk of criminal activity. Just like the carnival of the past, there was to be a range of music and a variety of food stalls. Mrs Archer happened to be running one of the food stalls this year.

	“Now I’ll need your help for a couple of hours, but after that you’re free to do as you please,” she told her daughter one morning while they were out shopping at the supermarket together. “You can go and hang out with Daphne or your boyfriend.”

	“Mum. I have told you a zillion times before that Raphael is not my boyfriend,” said Skye.

	“Then why do you spend so much time together?”

	“We don’t – not really – I haven’t seen him for about a week now.”

	“But, Skye, you actually go round to his house!”

	“I’ve just spent a little time with him while he’s been feeling sick, that’s all. It makes him feel better if he transforms and has someone to run with.”

	It was more or less true. Though, of course, Raphael was not sick (he was still laying low while the murder blew over), she had spent a couple of hours transforming with him and running around in the vast Renzo grounds. This was much to the amusement of the twins, Ricardo and Joey, who commented that the place was turning into a wildlife park, what with wolves and tigers sprinting around.

	“It must be wonderful, his home,” said Mrs Archer dreamily. “I’ve driven past it several times over the years. You really are very lucky, Skye. What are his family like?”

	“Well, his dad’s really nice,” replied Skye.

	“I can imagine he must be. The man is a hero.”

	“I’ve met his brothers too. Not the eldest one, he’s in China. But the twins.”

	“Oh yes?” Mrs Archer raised an eyebrow and made her way towards the fruit section. “Apparently those two have got quite a reputation – and not a good one either. Nothing like those thugs, of course. But they appear to be quite the womanisers. Handsome boys, but my goodness! The stories I have heard about those two … Every mother ought to lock her daughter up before allowing her near those scoundrels!”

	“Yes, I gathered that impression,” said Skye, recalling the way Lord Renzo had scolded his sons while they were having dinner.

	She had to admit, though, she really did enjoy the time she spent with Raphael in his home and on their grounds. She tried not to think about her feelings too much while she was with him; but it was always there, deep inside her, that frightened yet daring emotion, wondering what it would be like to hold him … touch him … kiss him … She still couldn’t quite believe that she had allowed herself to fall so hard for him when only a few weeks before she was so adamant that she would keep it firmly on the ‘friends’ spectrum so that her pride and feelings were protected. But that was love for you. It was completely irrational and incomprehensible and it had to be dealt with accordingly. Her vulnerability at opening up was only compromised by the fact that she wouldn’t give him any inclination of how she felt about him. After all, she had absolutely no idea how he felt about her. Sometimes, she liked to believe that he saw her as more than a friend, more than a Morpher … When he looked at her and smiled or said certain things to her about wanting to protect her, she wondered if there was more to it than how it came across. It thrilled her to think that maybe,  just maybe, he might return her feelings. But the voice of reason often came howling in her ear when she reminded herself of the differences between them; how he had so many admirers and girls falling at his feet, girls who were much more well-off, beautiful and intelligent than her, while she had no suitors at all. How his family pretty much ruled the city and she was just a simple citizen. Raphael was friendly and affectionate by nature, there was no denying this; and he felt protective over everybody, not just her. She ensured her feet were kept firmly on the ground and did not trick herself into believing that he felt the same way; an open revelation of unrequited love would devastate her beyond belief, especially considering her unfortunate past with the opposite sex. For now, the tingling feeling in the pit of her stomach that she associated him with was good enough for her.

	“I’m going to go for a run tonight,” Skye told her mother as they approached the check out. “It’s a full moon as well so I’m hoping to get a good few hours in.”

	Skye always enjoyed going for runs on a full moon. The lunar effects on her wolf self were magnificent. It was not uncommon for humans to act slightly bizarre during the full moon, but for the animal it was an entirely different story. There was a rush, almost a madness, that she experienced under the celestial body, something that made her feel as though she were in a different world altogether.

	A trolley bumped into theirs at that moment and Skye snapped out of her dreamy anticipation for that evening.

	“Oops – oh, sorry,” said the girl who had bumped into them and Skye realized with a sickening groan that it was Sasha, dressed in tight jeans, a top showing her midriff and ridiculously high heels. She was staring at Skye with a rather sneering expression, flicking her hair as she did so. Skye looked back, the dislike mounting within her.

	“That’s quite alright,” smiled Mrs Archer, who was completely oblivious to the loathing the girls were radiating towards each other. “Skye, I’m going to fetch the milk quickly, wait here.”

	She scuttled off and Sasha lined up behind Skye to pay for her shopping; Skye felt her muscles tense and she turned her back on the girl who was openly looking her up and down in such a derogatory manner. Damn! She couldn’t stand this girl and sincerely wished that they had gone to a different supermarket.

	“So, Skye, how have you been?” said Sasha with a very false smile.

	“Fine,” said Skye stiffly, half turning round.

	Hurry up, Mum, she thought.

	“I’m glad I saw you actually, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.” Sasha looked Skye right in the eye, an innocent expression on her face.

	“I heard that Raphael hasn’t been feeling too well lately; he hasn’t been to any of the house- parties my friends have held in the past few weeks and he usually comes all the time. So I wanted to bring him some flowers later on today, just as a ‘get well soon’ gift. Which do you think is better? Chrysanthemums or orchids?”

	She held up two plant pots that were sitting in her trolley.

	“I really wouldn’t know,” replied Skye coldly. “I don’t think that Raphael is very fond of flowers.”

	“Oh really?” sneered Sasha. “And what makes you think that?”

	“Well, he hasn’t exactly mentioned his love of them when I’ve been round to see him,” said Skye, a triumphant feeling surging through her as the other girl’s eyes almost popped out of her head.

	“What do you mean, you’ve been round to see him?” she said, unable to keep the incredulous fury out of her voice.

	“Oh, you didn’t know?” said Skye, now the one with the innocent expression. “He’s invited me round a few times, just to keep him company while he’s been feeling poorly.”

	Sasha was speechless for a second.

	“You do know that Raph and I dated a while back, don’t you?” she said suddenly.

	Skye felt as though a bucket of icy water had just been flung over her. A smile crept up at the corners of Sasha’s mouth.

	“Oh yes?” said Skye in an attempt to be nonchalant, trying hard to hide the unpleasant emotion that was flowing through her due to this nasty surprise.

	“Yeah … about a year ago,” replied Sasha casually, but clearly relishing in delivering this information to Skye. “For a couple of weeks. Problem was he started working at that art place, then volunteering to help a bunch of dogs. We hardly had time for each other so we called it off. I met someone else too. But recently I realized that I had let a good thing go. I’m not sure if you know how that feels; trust me, it’s made me realize what I had with him – something really special.”

	She sighed loudly.

	“So I’m just going to take it slow. Last time we jumped into it way too quickly. But to be honest with you, that’s a joyride I wouldn’t mind taking again.”

	She giggled and Skye felt all the blood in her veins turn cold. Surely this wasn’t true – was it?

	Mrs Archer returned at that moment, sweaty and blustering while holding a four-pint milk bottle in her hand.

	“Couldn’t find the milk anywhere in this blasted shop!” she exclaimed, flustered.

	They paid for their groceries and Skye helped her mother carry the six bags of shopping. Sasha placed her plant pots on the till as they turned to leave.

	“Bye, Skye!” she said with an enormous grin. Skye did not even bother replying.

	“Who was that?” asked Mrs Archer as they loaded the shopping into the boot of the car.

	“No one important,” muttered Skye.

	“Hmmm. Is something wrong, dear? You seem rather pale?”

	Still reeling from Sasha’s revelation and feeling rather sick in her stomach, Skye struggled to compose herself.

	“Really. I’m fine,” she said as they both got into her mother’s car. Mrs Archer switched on the engine and gazed at her daughter in concern.

	“Are you sure, dear? You look extremely clammy! Maybe you shouldn’t go into work today? You could stay at home with me and we could watch a film … I even bought ice cream!”

	“Don’t tempt me, Mum,” said Skye, shooting her mother a small smile. “Ned will go berserk. You know what he’s like. Plus, I need the money.” She checked her watch. “Oops, I have to be there in twenty minutes; might just make it if we drive there now.”

	“Alright, I’ll drop you off. But you come straight home if you feel unwell! I do hope you haven’t caught Raphael’s cold.”

	Raphael. That name made her stomach lurch. As they drove down the road to get to Trixaction Cinemas, Skye repeated Sasha’s words over and over and over again in her mind.

	“You do know that Raph and I dated a while back, don’t you?

	How in the world could this possibly be true? Raphael had made it clear to her that Sasha wasn’t his type! Fair enough, she was dazzlingly beautiful; a real traffic halter. But she was a nasty, spiteful cow too. Skye had hinted to him several times about her curiosity as to whether he found Sasha attractive or not; he had always denied it. But if that were the case, how could he have dated Sasha? It didn’t make any sense. The thought of Raphael with Sasha (of all people) made her insides squirm uncomfortably and she felt as though she was going to vomit.

	This is going to drive me mad, she thought. There was only one way to find out if Sasha was telling the truth or not and that was to ask Raphael himself. But she had to do it in a way where it didn’t look like she was bothered about it. She hadn’t spoken to him for a few days and she knew it would be a very bad idea to randomly call him up and ask if him Sasha was an ex-girlfriend; that would make her look like she was interested in his love life and she absolutely couldn’t let him think that!

	Why wouldn’t he tell me about it? Why would he keep it a secret? He said she wasn’t his type! Then why would he have got with her? How can I ask him without him getting suspicious? Urgh, if he really did date her I will lose all respect for him!

	Feeling as though her mind was about to explode, Skye thanked her mother for the lift as they arrived outside her office, waving goodbye as she entered the building.

	“You are five minutes late!” snapped Ned as she entered the office. He stormed over, looking up at her from his diminutive height and pointing a finger in her face. “What have I told you about lateness, Skye? Do you realize that lateness does not help our department in terms of maintaining a professional and reliable image? Well? Is good timekeeping not a priority for you? Well?”

	With very strong flashes of transforming into her inner beast and biting off the finger that was inches from her face, Skye found it extremely difficult to respond to her swelled-up manager and instead managed a rather manic grin.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, smiling robotically. “It won’t happen again.”

	She made her way over to her desk, switched on her computer and sat down, the grin still cemented on her face. As if the horror encounter with Sasha wasn’t enough, she now had to contend with Ned, whose self-important pomposity was trying at the best of times, but today was completely unbearable.

	If I ever snap, she thought grimly, placing her headpiece over her ears, those two are the first ones I’m coming after.

	*

	“Skye? Hey … Nice of you to call me, I was thinking of giving you a buzz this evening actually.”

	Raphael’s face was hovering in mid-air as Skye stood outside ‘The Fire Horse’ pub during her lunch-break. Having left the office and trying to ignore the constant glares from Ned, Skye had taken a ten minute bubble break before proceeding towards the pub, realizing that she had to call Raphael and ask him about Sasha. It was bugging her so much that she was unable to concentrate at work. This was made particularly apparent while she was on a call to an infuriated customer who spent five minutes ranting about being sold the wrong ticket. Her response at the end of it was an absent-minded, “That’s nice.” Unfortunately, this was overheard by Ned who called Skye into his office afterwards and yelled at her for a good fifteen minutes about her lack of ‘customer care.’ Skye tried very hard indeed to shake the image of Raphael and Sasha out of her head, but to no avail. She had to ring him. As soon as possible.

	So there she was, heart beating wildly, dialling his number and praying that she would keep cool and composed as he answered the call and greeted her.

	“Oh, were you?” she said in reply to him, clearing her throat.

	Remember, be cool, she told herself.

	“Yes. I was going to ask you when you next felt like running together,” he said with a smile.

	“Right. Well, I’m going tonight actually; it’s a full moon, you see, and I tend to enjoy it more during the lunar cycle. Do you ever feel better running under the moon?”

	“Can’t really say I’ve noticed a difference, but I do tend to transform quite often,” replied Raphael.

	“Great, great,” said Skye with a strained grin. “So,” she coughed, “you going to be coming outside anytime soon? Or you still staying inside the house?”

	“I’ll be back to normal this week. A lot of stuff’s blown over, plus I found out yesterday that the officials did a study on the body and they discovered her wounds weren’t the markings of claws or teeth, they were caused by metal. We’re going to issue a public notice about it in order to try and squash the rumours. Took them long enough to realize that. So I’m in the clear, I just need to watch my back a bit more than usual. No doubt Pearson will try and pull some other stunt because this one failed.”

	“That’s good news. So have you had any recent visitors?”

	“Not really. Why?”

	Skye tried to sound as airy as possible.

	“Oh, just wondering. Just I bumped into Sasha today and she told me she was going to visit you.”

	Raphael frowned.

	“Really? She hasn’t been round. I haven’t seen her since that day she broke her ankle.”

	“Yes, she told me she was going to bring you some flowers,” said Skye gaily. “She asked me which flowers you fancy, I didn’t know if you prefer chrysanthemum or orchids. Which one do you like, out of interest?”

	“Flowers?” said Raphael. “I don’t like either of them – I’m not really a ‘flowers’ kind of guy.” He looked amused. “How strange that she would want to do that.”

	“Well, it’s not that strange,” said Skye with a tinkling laugh. “After all, you did once date so it’s understandable that she’d be worried about you.”

	Skye now felt one of the greater benefits to being able to transform into a wolf. Her wolf senses were able to analyse a person’s exact expression and movement when she focussed on them and that was exactly what she was doing with Raphael as soon as she mentioned Sasha. Though his face betrayed nothing, Skye caught a certain split-second shift in his pupils that confirmed it was true.

	“But that was a long time ago,” he said blankly.

	Skye was unable to stop herself.

	“So you did date her?”

	“Well … yes … Months ago. It wasn’t for very long, just a couple of weeks. She was very sweet to me and she looked really nice too. She told me she liked me so I gave it a shot.”

	Skye had not expected the extreme jealousy that suddenly raged through her at that moment. It was as though a cluster of snakes had been born inside her, slithering like lightning through her body; her head pounded with a fury she was unable to suppress. Very sweet to him and looked really nice too? That empty-headed bitch with her tight dresses and her fake smiles? He actually fell for that?

	“I thought you said she wasn’t your type,” she snarled, completely unable to prevent the viciousness in her voice. Quite frankly, all she could see at that moment was red.

	Rather taken aback by her sudden change in tone, Raphael replied hesitantly,

	“Well, she’s not. Hence why we stopped seeing each other. In fact, it was so brief that no one even knew about it, not even my brothers. Plus I started working and she got with someone else.”

	“Oh I see,” said Skye, her jaw clenched so tightly that it was a miracle she didn’t crush her own teeth. “So the only reason you split up is because she got with someone else?”

	“Erm … no … it was because we really didn’t have anything in common and I just didn’t really feel anything for her …”

	“I find it very odd that you didn’t mention this before,” said Skye loudly, her voice becoming more aggressive by the minute, her attempts at remaining cool completely thrown out the window. “You know, considering I did ask you if she was your girlfriend and all that. Obviously I know she isn’t right now, but usually when a person asks if you’re involved with someone, they tend to mention if they were at one time or another.”

	“Well, I just didn’t really think it was that important,” said Raphael. “To be honest, it wasn’t very memorable to me and, like I said, it didn’t take long for me to figure out she wasn’t my type. I sort of regret it,” he added, discomfort in his eyes, “because I realized we really aren’t very compatible …”

	“So what made you go out with her in the first place then?” growled Skye. “Oh wait, let me guess. After all, you are a man. The answer is obvious. A nice cleavage perhaps?”

	Mystified at this hostile rudeness, Raphael shook his head.

	“No … I mean, she looks good, there’s no denying it. But she was really nice to me; interested in everything I had to say; sweet to my dad. I just thought she seemed like a really nice girl.”

	“Nice? Nice? Are you aware that the girl hates Morphers? And you say she’s nice? You’re not very bright, are you?” sneered Skye.

	“I said she seemed nice at first. What’s wrong with you? Why are you being so rude?”

	“Rude? I’m not being rude. I asked you a simple question and found out you lied to me about it. I’m a little hacked off about being lied to, but it’s not hugely important so I’ll be alright in about five seconds.”

	Raphael’s eyes widened in amazement.

	“What did I lie to you about?”

	“I asked you if Sasha was your girlfriend. You said no.”

	“Erm, right. Well she’s not, so I’m pretty sure I was telling the truth.”

	“You failed to mention that she used to be!” snapped Skye. “You made out as if you hardly knew her; when, in reality, you’ve shared spit – maybe more! How very nice! Considering how much we’ve told each other, I’m surprised you hadn’t mentioned this!”

	Raphael shook his head.

	“There is no need to be like this. There’s no need to be angry, because I didn’t lie to you, and there’s no need to be jealous –”

	“JEALOUS?” Skye practically screamed. “Jealous of WHAT? Some empty-headed bimbo with no brain, no decent bone in her body; all she’s got is a body and that will turn to dust eventually anyway! This isn’t about jealousy, don’t flatter yourself! It’s about the fact that I thought you were better than that, that you were smarter than the average red-blooded goon, that you wouldn’t fall for a pair of walking breasts with nothing but air between her ears and a fat, nasty mouth covering her face!”

	A stunned silence followed these words. Skye, whose eyes had turned a magnificent blue during her enraged rant, breathed in and out for a few seconds as though she had just ran a marathon. Raphael continued to stare at her in shock.

	The next few moments that passed consisted of Skye’s pupils still dilating as the jealousy continued to soar through her like some unstoppable fire flame and Raphael unable to think of what to say.

	“Anyway, bye,” Skye said shortly, and she slammed her finger on the ‘End Call’ button, Raphael’s face promptly vanishing. Several people who had stepped outside of the pub and witnessed the entire scene gawped openly at her.

	“What are you looking at?” she barked at them, to which they hurriedly turned away, blowing bubbles in great haste.

	At first, as Skye continued to breathe heavily outside ‘The Fire Horse’ a feeling of sadistic pleasure ran through her at the thought of Raphael’s face when she had shouted at him. Served him right! Even if he had told her that Sasha wasn’t his girlfriend, the fact he didn’t mention that once said a lot about him; it was akin to a lie, as far as she was concerned. She couldn’t help feeling that he had betrayed her somehow; fair enough, there was no romantic relationship between herself and Raphael, and he was under no obligation to inform her of his past philandering but, from what she knew, he had made it extremely clear to her that he did not find Sasha attractive – and yet this could not be entirely true because he had once dated her, simply because she was ‘nice’ and ‘pretty’. Her rage stemmed from the fact she had not thought him shallow in any way and she was highly disappointed that he would consider Sasha at all … but most of all, it was because of her own feelings for him and that his feelings were once directed to a girl whom she despised, and vice versa, and who was trying to get her claws into him once more. It didn’t matter that Raphael no longer felt attracted to Sasha (so he said). The fact that the attraction was once there suddenly made the world of difference. Skye let out a mirthless laugh; she had really believed he was exempt from the shallowness of man!

	But as time ticked on, the rage and hostile pleasure melted away and left her with a feeling of absolutely horror. The overwhelming jealousy that had shot through her seemed to dissolve like acid and her eyes returned to their usual brown. What had she done? Recalling the things she had said to him and the way she had said them, the feeling of mortification engulfed her.

	Oh my God … Why did I react like that? He must think I’m absolutely insane! What came over me? He’s probably never going to talk to me ever again …

	Now that the jealousy had subsided as quickly as it had appeared, rationale and reason started to fill her head up, but it only caused her more horror and shame. Yes, Raphael had dated Sasha, but he said he didn’t like her anymore. And he may have been a Morpher, but he was only a man and (there was no use denying it) what man wouldn’t find Sasha physically attractive? She could not dismiss the fact that he had clearly not been attracted to the girl’s personality and this showed he was not shallow at all; rather, it conveyed that he valued something more than aesthetic appearance. To top it all off, she and Raphael were no more than friends and he really did not have to divulge any part of his life to her if he chose not to; it was entirely possible, she reasoned now, that he had not mentioned dating Sasha because it genuinely was that insignificant to him – not because he had wanted to hide it from her. And why should he feel the need to hide it anyway? She and he were no more than friends, it was not as if he would have any justifiable cause to deliberately hide such information from her. It was only now, while her vision was clear and her head wasn’t thumping with rage, that she could truly see her own actions. The thought of how she had behaved made her cringe.

	He’s going to think I’m a nutjob, she thought, wincing. Or he’ll think I fancy him and that I’m a raving jealous lunatic! He probably already thinks it! This is terrible. What am I going to do? What is wrong with me?

	Stressing and pacing back and forth for a good five minutes, Skye resolved that she would ring him back, petrified as she felt. Brushing the sweat off her forehead, she said his name into her tag device and waited for him to pick up, trying to slow down the uncontrollable beating of her heart.

	His face appeared in the air moments later; it was apprehensive and there was a touch of sadness about the way he was looking at her.

	“Raphael? I just want to apologize for how I acted just then,” said Skye in a rushed way, her hands clammy. “I don’t know why I got so angry. It’s just that I felt you hid something from me and we’re friends; so it hurt my feelings a bit, that’s all.”

	“I didn’t hide anything from you, Skye, I just didn’t tell you I once dated Sasha because it is irrelevant to me and it was a long time ago. She doesn’t mean anything to me. She’s not even a friend, just an acquaintance … I’m sorry if I upset you. I genuinely didn’t think it was something I had to mention. I consider you a good friend and I wouldn’t want you to think I’m the type of person who keeps secrets just to hurt you. That’s not what I’m about.”

	He looked so forlorn that Skye felt a rush of guilt.

	“No, I’m the one who’s sorry, it’s absolutely none of my business who you’ve been with,” she continued in that very fast tone. “It’s just – well, she’s not a very nice person and I was surprised you got with her because you’re very different to her, but like I said, it’s none of my business! Really, I’m sorry I blew up at you just then.”

	“It’s fine. And I didn’t mean it when I accused you of being jealous – I’ve said that before to you, but you know I’m just winding you up. You’ve got no reason to be jealous of her anyway. Come on … you’re a wolf, she’s just a person.”

	The thrill that shot through Skye at these words helped abate the humiliation she was feeling.

	“Well, I can only apologize again,” she said, unable to think of what to say next.

	“It’s fine, forget about it. Besides … you’re quite cute when you’re angry.”

	He grinned and Skye threw him a pretend glare.

	“Don’t tease me. Anyway … I better get back to work. My manager’s already switched on me for being late this morning. Thanks for not … you know … holding my crazy temper against me.”

	“I told you, it’s fine. Are you still going running tonight?”

	“Yes. Why, want to come? I usually run alone on full moons, but if you want to come …?”

	“It’s OK, you have fun. I was thinking of staying in tonight anyway.”

	Secretly relieved that Raphael did not want to join her, Skye nodded and told him they’d go running another time. She did enjoy running under the moon alone, but the truth was she also did not feel ready to face him after that embarrassing outburst and a good run would really detoxify her.

	“I assume you’re coming to the celebrations this weekend?” Raphael said.

	“Yes. Guess I’ll see you there?”

	“You’re on. Enjoy the rest of your day at work.”

	“Yeah, right,” Skye said grimly. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

	Raphael’s face disappeared and she exhilarated deeply.

	I am really going to have to learn to control myself, she thought reproachfully as she made her way back to the gruelling office, thinking about how she’d rather face a three-hour lecture on the importance of good customer service from Ned than go through that ordeal with Raphael ever again.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	“Pink or yellow? Which looks better on me?”

	“Grapefruit or lemon? Which tastes better? I’d go with lemon personally, but that’s just me.”

	It was Friday evening, the day before the celebrations. Skye had just finished work and she and Daphne were having a last minute rummage in a popular clothes store in the neighbouring village, Hounslow Hamlet. Skye, for once, was in rather a jolly mood. She had had a terrible day at work as usual; Ned was on her case more than ever lately, constantly asking what had gotten into her and bleating on about how she was throwing her ‘supervisory’ position down the drain. Lucas had asked her if she fancied a drink that evening, but she told him she was going shopping with her friend; quite honestly, she was rather reluctant to go for a drink with him because she had the sneaky suspicion that he had a bit of a thing for her and she didn’t see him in that way at all. So to finally be out of the working environment and with her friend, whom she hadn’t seen in a while, made her feel relaxed and at ease.

	“So you think the yellow?” said Daphne anxiously, holding up the yellow dress as the bored shop assistant watched them with mild interest. “But – oh, it does make me look like a lemon, doesn’t it!”

	Chortling, Skye shook her head.

	“How in the world could you look like a lemon? It’s a fruit, for crying out loud. It has no shape.”

	“Neither do I!” wailed Daphne, glaring at her reflection in the mirror.

	Skye rolled her eyes.

	“You have plenty of shape. You’re one of those lucky people who can wear anything and get away with it. I can’t even wear short-sleeved tops because my arms are too thick. Imagine having that!”

	“Oh shut up, Skye, you have a great figure and you know it. Everyone says so. Marcos said it that night when he met you …”

	Skye grimaced.

	“Did he? Great.”

	“Yes, he did.” Daphne shot her a disapproving look, momentarily distracted from her dress dilemma. “And quite honestly, Skye, you owe him an apology. I cannot believe how rude you were to him!”

	“Rude? I wasn’t rude.”

	“Ahem!” Daphne’s eyebrows flew into her auburn bangs.

	“So calling him an ‘annoying pervert’ isn’t rude?”

	“Well – he was!” protested Skye. “Didn’t you see the way he was slobbering over me? I mean, literally slobbering. Oh, well of course you didn’t – you were completely smashed off your face!”

	“Well, I might have had one or two too many,” said Daphne with a dignified air, “but at least I didn’t go around hurling insults at people.”

	“Well, neither did I! I simply stated the truth. Besides, he probably doesn’t even remember. I’m surprised you do, actually. The three of you were blind drunk.”

	Daphne snorted.

	“You were hardly sober yourself, Skye. I may have seen two of you that night, but I still saw two of you stumbling out of the bar when you went to see loverboy! Anyway after you left, and despite how rude you were, Marcos said he’d like to take you out –”

	“Forget it,” said Skye flatly.

	“Hold on, let me finish! He said he’d like to take you out, but I told him you’re not interested because you were on your way to see another man –”

	“That must have made him feel really chuffed.”

	“Yes, well, I told him you were going to see someone else, but he found it difficult to believe; apparently, you and he made quite a connection that night. However, I told him Raphael was your new boyfriend and eventually he gave up. Edge and I had a big fight about it, actually, he started trashing you by saying you had led Marcos on by telling him you didn’t have a boyfriend. And I, of course, wouldn’t allow him to talk about you like that; you’re my best friend! We didn’t talk for a whole day because of it –”

	“Wait, wait, wait! Slow down. Let me get this straight. Marcos thinks he and I made a connection? Damn … how many beers exactly did that boy have? Secondly – you told Edge that Raphael was my boyfriend?? What in the world did you do that for? It’s not true!”

	“Now, Skye, let’s face it, it might as well be. Plus, you’re crazy about him.”

	“Says who?” said Skye defensively. She had not told Daphne just how strong her feelings for Raphael were as she did not feel she would be able to handle her friend’s inevitable pressure to get her to ask him out.

	“It’s just obvious! That look you get on your face when you talk about him or when someone mentions his name.”

	“What look?”

	“The look you pull whenever you talk about him!”

	“I have no idea what ‘look’ you’re talking about, but you are mistaken about Raphael. I just enjoy spending time with him, that’s all. We run together and he’s quite interesting to talk to…”

	“There it is!”

	“What?”

	“The look!”

	“Well, what look exactly is it?” said Skye, frustrated.

	“Sort of a coy, eyes-melting look.”

	“Eyes-melting? What planet are you on, Daphne? Anyway,” she said, deciding it was time to quickly change the subject, “I cannot believe your boyfriend had the nerve to say I led his cousin on! There was no way I could have done that, I expressed no interest in him whatsoever.”

	“Yes, I told Edge he wasn’t really your type. Edge got really offended, he didn’t speak to me for ages.”

	“Well, thanks for having my back anyway. But honestly, Daphne – you could do a lot better. The guy is a control freak. Look at the way he showed up when we went out that night!”

	“Yeah,” said Daphne, and Skye was dismayed to see there was a rather dreamy expression in her friend’s eyes. “He really is so protective over me.”

	Shaking her head, Skye approached the sales rack and tried to pick out an outfit for the celebrations that weekend. As demonstrated earlier, Daphne was stressing about whether to choose a yellow or pink dress for the occasion; she was also urging Skye to wear a dress herself to which Skye point-blank refused. She planned on dressing in a funkier version of her usual attire: the leggings, tight long top, boots and probably a belt. She knew Sasha and her clique would probably be there and something inside her wanted to show them that she was happy dressing the way she did, even if it was different to other people. Also, she didn’t think dresses flattered her too much. And Raphael was going to be there so she didn’t want to turn up in something she felt automatically uncomfortable in …

	An hour later, both girls had successfully chosen their attire for the following day. Daphne had rejected both the yellow and the pink in the end. Instead she had picked a lilac dress with black beads and a large lilac bow for her hair. Skye had gone for a rather gothic outfit; she had fallen in love with a pair of old-school, knee-high latex boots and she had also purchased a black bodice top with the silhouette of a wolf printed on it, which she thought was rather apt.

	“You look like cat woman!” Daphne exclaimed as Skye stepped out of the changing room in the boots, bodice and her own leggings.

	“Haha – well, obviously I’m not going to be wearing this at the stall with my mum. I don’t think she’ll be too impressed with me dressed like this and serving out food at the same time. I’ll just change into it in the evening.”

	They stopped off at a Greek restaurant in the Hamlet and had some kleftiko, bread and olives. But while they were busy munching on their food and discussing about who they might come across at the celebrations tomorrow, there was a sudden disturbance outside and the restaurant fell quiet, everyone turning their heads to look outside the window and into the street.

	A boy, probably no more than fourteen, had been cornered by a group of three tall, rough-looking men. One of the men must have struck him because the boy’s nose was bloody and he was holding his hands out defensively, clearly petrified.

	“No – don’t – please –!”

	“Shut up!”

	The men jumped on the boy and started to kick and punch him brutally. Screams ensued from the helpless boy. Everyone in the restaurant quickly returned back to their meals. Involving themselves in other people’s business was always a bad idea and, besides, it would all be over in a few moments.

	But Skye did not turn back to her plate. Thoughts raced through her head. It seemed as though it were a long time that she sat there with these thoughts, but in reality it was only a matter of seconds. The thoughts contained mainly her father and Raphael; flashes of thugs appeared before her and there was a brief image of a tiger and wolf running through a forest.

	In that instant, she made a decision. She had not chosen this option before. Apart from that one horrendous time when she was younger, she had not witnessed someone being targeted by a gang of thugs with her own eyes; this was mainly due to staying very close to home and rarely socializing out in the open. But she had heard things, suspected things … and not acted. The risk of exposing herself as a Morpher had always been too great a fear. But if ever there was a time to change, it was now.

	“I can’t just sit by and let this happen,” she said, her heart beating fast, rising from her seat.

	“Skye! What are you doing?” Daphne hissed.

	“I’m going to stop those thugs,” she replied. Ignoring her friend’s horrified look, she rushed out of the restaurant and stormed towards the three boisterous men, each of whom had a wild, sadistic expression on their features as they repeatedly battered the boy on the ground. Sickening memories flew through Skye’s mind and her fear disappeared; it was with a fierce anger that she approached the men.

	“Get away from him!” she shouted, her fists clenched into balls.

	The men turned to see who had shouted at them. When they saw her, they laughed and turned back, kicking the boy once more. The boy had resisted struggling now; blood was everywhere and his head lolled in a twisted, limp way. Skye, whose stomach churned at this sight, knew there was only seconds to act.

	She transformed. It was rage that she focussed on during that moment of transformation; rage towards these disgusting thugs picking on one individual who was smaller and weaker than themselves; rage at the thugs who had killed her father; rage at the thugs who tried to frame Raphael. She knew she had put herself in a dangerous position, but it was not her own safety that she was concerned for; if the rage consumed her completely, she would lose control of herself and her wolf instincts would act without the guidance of the human mind. As a wolf with only a bloodthirsty lust to kill, that was a perilous risk to take. But it was a risk worth taking if it meant saving the life of this boy.

	Her eyesight now poor, but her senses magnified, she lunged towards the men, snarling loudly, clamping her sharp teeth over the arm of one of the thugs. The thug screamed in agony as her jaws sunk deep into his skin. The other two thugs backed away in horror at the sight of this enormous white wolf who looked ready to kill them and had blood on its teeth as it released the arm of the man, who was screaming and panicking. Skye tried desperately to control her urge to slaughter them. The human voice in her head was not as strong as it usually was when she morphed and she struggled to tame her wolf, which was getting closer and closer to ripping out the throats of the men. However, the thugs didn’t wait around. Yelling in fear, they ran off, jumped over a small fence, leaving nothing but a trail of dust in their wake. Skye was unaware of the exact sight around her, but she could smell an overwhelming scent of fear from the various citizens in the street who had stopped to watch, including those inside the nearby shops and restaurants. Right then, her killer instinct was teetering dangerously on the line of exposing itself and she knew she had to get out of there, otherwise she would attack someone and it didn’t matter who it would be. She inwardly cursed herself because she wanted to make sure the boy was alright; she could sense his breathing, but that was about it. She hoped that someone would come to his aid once she left … For God’s sake, why did they all stand there gawping? The boy was within an inch of his life!

	With a great howl she raced away and was relieved to sense concern replacing the fear among the citizens. She knew that people must have come to help the boy. Her presence had petrified them so much that they had neglected the boy while she was still there … Still, it was probably just as well. If she had remained there any longer, she couldn’t have trusted herself not to give in completely to the wolf.

	The important thing now was to find a safe place to transform. By ‘safe’ she meant somewhere no one could see her due to the nakedness that would occur once she returned to her human self. That was the problem with transforming in broad daylight, not to mention the fact that ordinary people would freak out at the sight of a wild animal running around the streets. And her clothes! They were gone forever and she was glad that she had dressed rather casually that day and not worn anything of value. As for her outfit and bag, she could only pray that Daphne would have had the sense to keep them safe, though she could imagine her friend completely losing her head due to the recent event. Thinking about these minorisms helped her keep a cool, level way of thinking to balance out the panic of the wolf. Despite the screams and stares of horror she received as she ran through the streets, she managed to compose herself to a degree, which was an achievement in itself. She eventually found a small back alley (was there nowhere to hide in this city?!) and manage to wedge herself behind several stinking bins. Laying down and resting her head on her paws, the adrenaline still racing through her, she started to worry a great deal about her situation. She could have sniffed her way home, but it would take at least an hour to run back and she had already exposed herself enough. Any human who caught sight of her would automatically panic; they would assume she was a vicious killing machine and they may even attempt to kill her. She couldn’t transform. A naked woman was just as petrifying on the streets as a rampant wolf and, quite frankly, the humiliation would be too much to bear.

	Oh help, she thought desperately, whining very quietly. Please … someone get me out of here …

	What happened next was nothing short of a miracle, so shocking and inexplicable that Skye first questioned herself if she was imagining it.

	Raphael’s voice, echoing and distant, appeared in her head.

	“Skye? Where are you?”

	Her ears pricked up.

	Oh my God, I’m actually imagining Raphael is here with me! Snap out of it!

	But when the voice continued to speak in that urgent tone, Skye realized that she wasn’t insane and he was quite literally speaking to her at that very moment.

	“Skye, I know you’re in trouble. Answer me. Where are you?”

	Of course, Skye could not speak in her wolf form, but once she made the decision to respond, she found she was able to convey her whereabouts through a set of feelings, memories and ‘photo shots’. Difficult as it was to comprehend, she knew without doubt that when she stared at a specific spot, she was then able to transfer that thought to Raphael. She was able to send him the memory of the Greek restaurant, what had happened with the thugs, how she had ran off and the alley that she now crouched in. In less than a minute and without words, she had told Raphael everything.

	“I’m coming,” said Raphael’s voice immediately. “I’ll bring a spare set of clothes. Don’t worry, I’ll find you. You’re in Hounslow Hamlet, I will be able to sense your exact location because I know your scent. Don’t move.”

	Considering there was nowhere she could have moved to, this was an easy order to follow. Choosing not to try and fathom this remarkable phenomenon, she instead laid her head back down on her paws and closed her eyes, tucking her tail in and wondering vaguely if this was all some kind of dream. She realized it wasn’t, however, when Raphael appeared at the forefront of the alley some time later.

	“Skye?” he whispered loudly.

	Rising to her feet, unable to see him clearly, but recognizing his powerful scent, she raised her head above the bin so he could see her, her tail wagging. Raphael looked to the left and right before entering the alley, carrying with him a bag full of clothes.

	“Here,” he said, dropping the bag down in front of her. “These are some clothes … Sorry, they’re mine. We have no girls’ clothes in the house. You transform further down and change into them. I’ll keep watch so no one enters the alley while you do so.” He reached out and petted her gently on the head. “Brave girl … be quick.”

	She clamped the bag between her teeth and trotted to the end of the alley. Transformation took her a few seconds and she hastily threw on the clothes – large baggy jogging bottoms and a baggy hooded top that smelled very strongly of him – before joining Raphael at the entrance. Her face was rather pale and she felt a little dizzy.

	“You OK? Let’s get out of here first. I drove here, so we can go back in my car. No one’s looking, let’s go.”

	He held her by the arm and she followed him out of the alley and into the street where people roamed around, completely oblivious that two Morphers were among them. Raphael had not driven his tiger car, but instead used one of the family cars, a blue one that was parked about two minutes from the alley. He opened the door for her and they both climbed into the car.

	“Are you alright?” Raphael said, staring at her anxiously. “You look really pale. Here, take this.”

	He handed her a bottle of water.

	“Thanks,” she muttered. She gulped down the entire bottle before handing it back to him.

	“How did you speak to me back there?”

	“It’s called the Survival Pact. It’s only possible between two Morphers … sometimes even more than two. That’s never happened to you before?”

	She shook her head.

	“I’ve experienced it with my dad,” said Raphael. “The first time was when Pearson and his boys cornered me when I was a kid. In my mind I cried out for help and he heard me. The animal senses inside you are so powerful that when you feel in great need, you’re able to transmit this information to someone else who has the ability, but only if you and they have a prior connection. Of course, the connection between my father and I is extremely strong because we’re related by blood so my call to him came loud and clear. When I heard your call, your signal was very hazy and distant. But I knew it was you and I could also see what you wanted me to see … It’s something that happens by instinct.”

	“But I didn’t cry out for help to you,” said Skye, puzzled. “I mean, I cried out for help, but not to you … though, obviously, I’m very grateful you heard me and came,” she added hastily, for fear of sounding churlish.

	“It doesn’t matter. The fact that you were in desperate need was enough. If we didn’t know each other then I wouldn’t have heard you. But because we’re friends and have been acquainted for some time now, I was able to pick up on your distress. They’re like radio waves. My dad told me it’s called the Survival Pact and no one can quite explain it. The professor who invented the formula all those years ago made no mention of it in his notes. But it doesn’t matter … I’m glad you called out for help, even if you didn’t realize what you were doing. You should be very proud of yourself for saving that boy’s life.”

	Skye stared out of her window.

	“Thank you … All I could think about when it was happening was my dad … and you … and that conversation we had at Hampstead Heath.”

	She turned to him sombrely.

	“I couldn’t let that boy be killed. It didn’t matter if I was scared. How could I do nothing? Just like how I did nothing when my dad was killed …”

	Raphael squeezed her hand.

	“Back then, you did nothing because there was nothing you could have done. This time you did something because there was something you could have done. It makes all the difference.

	You did the right thing. I don’t know if I have a right to say this, but I’m proud of you, Skye. The boy owes you his life. If it weren’t for you they would have killed him.”

	Releasing her hand gently into her lap, he switched on the engine. Skye felt his words soothe her, calm her and convince her that she had done what was right in case there was any room for doubt.

	“I couldn’t control myself back there, though” she said quietly. “That hasn’t happened before, not that I can remember. It was scary … I could feel myself losing myself somehow … I put a lot of people in danger, I knew I would kill someone if I didn’t get out of there.”

	“That’s what happens if you transform on emotion rather than will. It’s OK, don’t stress about it now. It’s over and done with, and it worked out for the best.”

	There was silence in the car before Skye recalled the items she had been carrying with her prior to the fight.

	“Oh god … my tag device, my money … It’s all in my bag. I really hope Daphne’s got them. Can I borrow your device to call her?”

	Raphael handed her his device and she said Daphne’s number out loud. Moments later, her friend’s holographic face popped into the air.

	“Skye!” was the scream that immediately followed.

	“Where have you been? What happened? You disappeared after you chased off those thugs! I can’t believe you did that! Where are you? Are you safe?”

	“Yes, I’m fine,” Skye said hurriedly. “I’m with Raphael.”

	Daphne’s eyes shifted for the first time towards the man in the driver’s seat.

	“Oh – hi!” she said, gaping at him. Raphael smiled in return.

	“Daphne, have you got my bag?”

	“Yes, I have your bag, plus your outfit. I was going to grab your clothes, too, but of course they’d been torn to shreds when you transformed.”

	“Thanks,” said Skye, highly relieved.

	“And the boy? How is he?”

	“Alive,” replied Daphne. “The ambulance came soon afterwards. He will live. That was an amazing thing you did, Skye, amazing – but dangerous!”

	“I – I’m glad,” said Skye. There had not been an option really … To leave the boy to be brutally killed? She couldn’t have lived with herself. There was already one death on her conscience. She could not bear another. Now that she knew what it was to save a life she wondered, even if she was not a Morpher, could she truly have just stood by and watched an innocent person be murdered in cold blood? Ability or not, was there ever an excuse not to do the right thing?

	“What time are you going to be home?” said Daphne anxiously, throwing a pointed look towards Raphael. “I’ll come by and drop your stuff off.”

	“Thanks, Daph. I’ll be home in about half an hour.”

	The call ended and Raphael dropped her home, parking outside her house and telling her quite firmly that she should get some rest.

	“Are you still going to come to the celebrations tomorrow?” he asked her as she prepared to leave the car. “Think about it … You might want to stay in bed. What happened today was pretty shaky for you.”

	“No, I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve got to help my mum with her food stall. She’s selling Filipino food – my great-great Grandmother, the Morpher, was half Filipino and the recipes were passed down through the ages.”

	“Hmmm, sounds good. Well, I look forward to trying some. Take care, Skye. And please …”

	He looked at her imploringly.

	“Don’t forget that what you did today was heroic and valiant. You used your power for the greater good. My only concern was for your safety. Luckily, no one has made the association between you and the wolf who attacked the thugs; I went past the restaurant and heard people talking. But you have no idea how pleased I am that I could sense you were in danger.”

	“Thanks. You have no idea how pleased I am that you could sense it too. You saved my neck – or at least, the complete embarrassment I would suffer if I had to transform without any clothes to wear.”

	“I can imagine,” said Raphael, his eyes twinkling.

	Blushing furiously under his gaze, Skye coughed. That raging feeling of passion that she felt for him pumped even more furiously within her. As she gazed into his beautiful green eyes, she wanted to tell him how grateful she was to him for helping her, for making her feel safe, even though she so fiercely defended her pride and claimed she could look after herself. Well, earlier had proved that sometimes help was exactly what she needed … and he had provided it when she needed it most. She wanted to tell him how much she needed him, finally able to admit this to herself … The longing she felt, the urge to hold him, to touch him, to stroke his cheekbones and run her fingers through his hair, to feel his lips upon hers … Why not tell him? This feeling was so strong, so strong and powerful that surely it could not be wrong. Could he possibly feel the same way? Despite all obstacles, was there a chance? There was only one way to find out …

	Leaning an inch forward, completely lost in the moment, practically melting into his eyes and her heart thumping with fearful excitement, she said,

	“Raphael, I –”

	There was a sudden sharp knocking on the side of the car.

	Skye snapped out of her dream-like reverie and her eyes shot towards the window. Daphne was there, a wide grin on her face, holding Skye’s bag up so she could see. Skye rolled down the window.

	“Daphne!” she exclaimed.

	“Skye! I’ve got your things. Oh – hello there,” said Daphne with a giggle, waving at Raphael.

	Raphael smiled.

	“Hey there, nice to meet you. Skye – what was it you were about to say?”

	“Oh, nothing, nothing!” Skye trilled. “I’d better go. Thanks Raphael. For everything.”

	She opened the door and left the car, taking her bag from Daphne while Raphael drove off. Skye’s heart felt a slight pang as he left and she could not believe that she had come so close to revealing how she felt. Yet again another sign of just how crazy this love business actually was.

	“He is so gorgeous close up,” sighed Daphne, staring in awe after him.

	“Er … yeah. Listen, thanks so much for bringing me my things. I was afraid I might never see the tag device again.”

	“No problem. I wasn’t about to just leave your things there – not to mention the outfit you’d bought, it looked so good on you! I still can’t believe what you did, it was completely unexpected. But you know what, if it wasn’t for you then that boy would probably be dead. You were really brave! How did you end up with Raphael?”

	“I still have no idea,” replied Skye, a mystified expression on her face. “Apparently, because I was calling out for help in my mind, he somehow heard me and came to help me out. Lucky he did because I was in a pretty bad position …”

	Daphne said her goodbyes with the promise that she would see her friend at the celebrations tomorrow and the two girls parted ways. Skye pulled her key out of her bag and entered her house. Her mother walked out from the kitchen to greet her.

	“Ah, Skye, there you are! I’ve been wondering where you got to, I need you to help me prepare the rice cakes. And why in the world are you wearing men’s clothes?”

	“Oh, ah,” said Skye, in response to her mother’s baffled query. “I, erm, bought them.”

	“Bought them? Why?”

	“Oh, just felt like a change,” said Skye in a would-be cheery voice. “OK … let’s get cracking on those rice cakes.”

	“Felt like a change? Oh Skye … Please tell me this isn’t a sign that you’ve lost interest in the male species!”

	The rest of the evening was spent preparing rice cakes for the celebrations tomorrow. Skye did not tell her mother what had happened that day for she knew it would completely traumatize her and she might not allow her to leave the house in future. She said goodnight around midnight and prepared herself for bed. But she did not remove her clothes. She slept in the hooded top and tracksuit bottoms that night for the fabric was masked with his scent and she snuggled up under the covers, burying her nose in the jumper, her thoughts only of him, before drifting off into a deep slumber.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Fourteen

	 

	“Come and try some tasty Filipino rice cakes! Delicious yam pudding! Buko pie! Taste the glories of the exotic!”

	Mrs Archer was holding an assortment of cakes and pies on a silver tray above her head, her voice oozing with enthusiasm as she attempted to entice people into purchasing her food. Skye, standing next to her with an apron around her waist and an enormous chef hat with a mini flag of the Philippines glued to it (something her mother had insisted she wore, regardless of her protests) had a strained grin upon her face. They had already been there for three hours and the gigantic venue ‘Jinxes’ was fast filling up with people. The entire bar had been decorated for the occasion with colours of red, blue and white to signify the union jack and the excitement that flourished in the atmosphere was highly contagious, latching on to each person who entered. Food stalls such as Skye’s mother’s had been set up at various points within the bar, each containing a variety of cuisines from around the world which were being served by smiling, happy people; Skye even caught sight of a mini bubble tea bar in the distance and wondered if it belonged to Bert.

	“Oooh, what is that?” said a little boy, pointing to a large glass of ice, milk and boiled sweets on Mrs Archer’s counter.

	“Halo Halo!” Mrs Archer informed him. “A delicious dessert! There are even sweeties at the bottom of the drink. Would you like to try one, young man?”

	“Oh, can I, Mummy? Can I?” said the little boy excitedly, tugging on his mother’s arm. His mother smiled and nodded, pulling out her purse.

	“Chef! One fresh Halo Halo!” said Mrs Archer with a great beam, turning to her daughter and shoving a glass into her hands.

	Skye unsuccessfully tried to mirror her mother’s fervent grins and instead managed a rather painful smile. The fun of mixing Halo Halo had worn off within the first half hour, as the pudding proved to be quite popular and she had already made over a hundred. Not to mention that her head was boiling underneath the suffocating hat, which not only boasted of a miniature flag that kept drooping into her eyes, but also read: “I am a Filipino Chef!” which was highly inaccurate considering Skye had a very miniscule amount of Filipino blood in her at all (her ancestor had been half English and half Filipino and that was as far as the Filipino bloodline went for Blaise had married an Italian man and, later on in the years, Scottish, Macedonian and German were also thrown in there.) Plus, Skye was anything but a chef. In fact, she was an abysmal cook who was particularly skilled in burning sausages.

	“So … what time you going to let me off?” said Skye, blowing the flag out of her eyes for the umpteenth time and sipping on a lime juice she had brought from one of the other stalls.

	“You can go in an hour or so,” said Mrs Archer, who was in an extremely good mood because she had made a fantastic profit already from the sales of her food. “Who would have known that Halo Halo would be so popular! What time is Daphne getting here?”

	“About seven,” replied Skye.

	“Ah, OK! I guess you two just want to go have a dance and enjoy yourselves. What about Raphael? He’s certain to be here.”

	“Oh yeah he is, but I don’t know where he’ll be exactly, I had no plans to meet him,” said Skye airily.

	“What are you going to wear? I assume you’re not going to be wearing your chef’s costume!”

	“No, I’ve got an outfit that I bought from the shops yesterday.”

	“Not the men’s tracksuit, surely!” said her mother, horrified.

	“No, no, a different one. I’ll change into it when I’m done here.”

	An hour later Skye had rushed into the nearby conveniences to change into her outfit and also fix her hair and apply her make-up. She decided to go for the usual funky wild look for her hair, making it rather spiky and ‘rock-chic’, choosing a gothic sort of effect with heavy eye-liner and very light foundation. Pulling on her boots, tightening the bodice and spurting her hair with hairspray, she checked herself out in the mirror and had to admit she looked pretty good. Outrageous, but good.

	Hopefully I won’t bump into Mum! She thought as she received a message from Daphne who was letting her know she’d be there in about ten minutes.

	The place was really starting to liven up now. The bar consisted of about fifteen different rooms and several of the rooms were specifically reserved for dancing, neon lights flashing everywhere, different music playing in different areas, some with the mellow sounds of jazz drifting through, others with the cooler beats of hiphop blasting out, some emitting loud rock music. Several of the rooms were simply for sitting around luxurious tables, sipping drinks, while others were reserved specifically for eating. By the time it was 7pm, it already seemed jam-packed and Skye couldn’t help catching onto the excitement and zeal that everyone felt as she made her way through the crowds, attracting some admiration as she passed.

	“Hey foxy lady!” grinned a man who walked past her with his friends. “Nice boots!”

	Normally, Skye would have grimaced, but today she felt pleased at the compliment; if they liked it, maybe Raphael would too … if she bumped into him at some point, of course …

	“Skye, there you are!”

	Skye twirled round at the sound of the yell behind her, just as she was about to advance into the jazz room. Daphne was strolling towards her looking absolutely stunning in her lilac dress, her hair weaved into a beehive style.

	“Wow!” exclaimed Daphne as they excitedly greeted one another. “You look great! Love the way you’ve done your make-up!”

	“Haha, me? What about you? You look like a doll!”

	They grinned at each other as music blared out from all corners. They could see people dancing in the rooms and others eating and laughing jovially. Men were attempting to chat up women, women were giggling shyly and other men were in trouble for hitting on women that were already taken, as boyfriends advanced forward threateningly.

	“Come on, let’s go dance,” said Daphne eagerly, grabbing Skye’s hand and pulling her into the hiphop room which was to their right. This room was already jam-packed and it was pretty dark with yellow lights flashing, giving it the impression of a striking thunderstorm.

	They danced for about an hour, during which time they had to fend off several slimy hands from males that were trying to dance with them (Daphne even stomped her heel on the foot of one guy who kept persisting and Skye roared with laughter). Skye was absolutely shattered at the end of the hour and her feet were killing her so she asked her friend if she wanted to grab a couple of drinks in one of the lounges, plus take a trip to the bathroom to freshen up.

	They entered the toilets, giggling about the way Daphne’s lilac heel had slammed into the guy’s foot, but Skye’s blood ran cold when she caught sight of who was standing in front of the mirror with her group of friends, preening herself in a tight red dress and talking in loud tones, so that even those outside the bathroom could hear her.

	“Yes, Raph asked me if he’d be seeing me here tonight. You all know what that means, girls!”

	Tinkling titters emerged from the mouths of Sasha and her four friends. Skye swallowed and held her head high in the air as she walked past them, along with Daphne, who was looking curiously at the clique of girls before them.

	“Oh – Skye!”

	The crafty voice of Sasha could not be eluded so, with very great reluctance, Skye stopped in her tracks and turned around to face her.

	“Girls, have you met Skye? She knows Raphael. She helps him pick out shoes. Sort of like a personal valet.”

	“Nice outfit,” said one of the other girls slyly, and there were some unsuccessful attempts to hide snorts of laughter.

	Daphne, who was standing there with her mouth wide open at this blatant bitchiness, stood shoulder to shoulder with her friend.

	“It’s a great outfit,” she said, a hard expression on her face. “Skye’s one of those lucky people who doesn’t have to go around half-naked to look good.”

	A surge of gratitude shot through Skye towards her loyal friend just then.

	One of the girls in a revealing white dress peered closely at Daphne.

	“I’ve seen you somewhere before. Is your name Daffy?”

	“Daphne,” was the cold reply.

	“Oops. Silly me. It’s just I recognized you because I’m pretty sure that the Churchill College football team pointed you out as the girl they’d all had a go with at some point or another.”

	The girls shrieked with laughter; they didn’t bother to hide them this time. Daphne flushed, her eyes watering furiously. It was not a secret that she had gone through a lot of boyfriends, but to have it so callously and exaggeratedly thrown in her face clearly upset her. Skye felt the rage rush through her and her eyes flashed bright blue.

	“You’re the ones who go around with your breasts out and your thighs on display,” she said in a quiet, dangerous voice. “You’re like a bunch of chickens in a fast food restaurant. Go do your make-up and try squeeze into some more tight tops – that’s all you’re good for.”

	The girls each had identical expressions of amazement on their faces which soon dissolved into amusement.

	“At least we don’t look like you,” said one of them sweetly. “Seriously, get a stylist.”

	“And you have really weird bone structure,” said another in disbelief. “Makes you look like a dog.”

	The group burst into fits of giggles again.

	“Careful, girls,” said Sasha, who was hugely enjoying this altercation. “Skye is a dog. She’s a Morpher. Look at her eyes. She’s a little werewolf. But don’t worry – she can’t hurt you. If she does, she’ll be put down.”

	“Don’t test me!” snarled Skye. Daphne placed a hand on her shoulder.

	“They’re not worth it,” she said quietly, glaring at the girls. “Come on, Skye. It’s not worth it.”

	Amidst screeches of laughter and a lot of hair flicking, Sasha and her clique picked up their bags and made way to exit the bathroom.

	“Raph’s here by the way,” Sasha said, turning to face Skye for one last time. “You know he asked me if I’d meet him here, right? Anyway … see ya.”

	She blew a kiss at them and sauntered out, hips swinging. Skye stood there, her nostrils flaring. Daphne shook her head and ran the tap to wash her hands.

	“Wow,” she said. “Wow. What a bunch of cows!”

	“Tell me about it,” Skye muttered, pulling out a hairbrush and fluffing her hair up again, which had become slightly matted due to the sweaty dancing.

	“When you told me about that time she was rude to you, I didn’t realize she was that bad! Why is she being like that?”

	Shaking her head, Skye returned the brush to her bag, leaning against the sink.

	“She’s really into Raphael … I guess she just doesn’t like me talking to him.”

	“Ha! She’s jealous! Well, keep talking to him. It serves her right. Besides, he clearly likes you.”

	“No, he doesn’t,” said Skye quickly, though inside she tingled. Voicing such a thing out loud was far too daring. Certainly, it was something she dreamed about on a regular basis. Her feelings for him grew stronger by the day.

	Daphne grinned.

	“Sure he doesn’t.” Her tag device beeped loudly to indicate she had received a message. “Oh! Edge is here! I’m going to go meet him at the entrance. You coming?”

	“No, I’ll wait for you in the jazz room,” replied Skye. “I’ll grab us a couple of drinks, too. What do you want?”

	“Hmmm, make it a cherry juice. Right, I’ll see you in a bit!”

	The girls left the bathroom and parted ways. Skye first made her way to one of the lounges to collect the drinks. It was a bit quieter here, though there was a great deal of raucous laughter coming from the nearest corner. Skye turned her head as she approached the bar and recognized Raphael’s brothers, Joey and Ricardo, seated on a plush sofa and surrounded by about seven girls. She decided to go over and say hello.

	“Hey there,” she waved, approaching them.

	Joey whistled when he saw her.

	“Skye, right? Raphael’s chick? Looking sassy – love the hair! Hey ladies, this is Skye.”

	The gaggle of girls smiled and waved at her, as did Ricardo. Joey sipped on his drink, an inviting smile on his face.

	“Want to join us?”

	He gestured to a very narrow spot beside him on the sofa which wasn't occupied by the girls.

	“Ah, no thanks. I’m here with my friend, just getting some drinks for us. Erm … is Raphael here by the way?”

	“Raphael? Yeah, he was in the jazz room last time we saw him.”

	“OK. Well it was nice seeing you all. Enjoy the rest of your evening!”

	“Oh, we will, believe me!” exclaimed Ricardo, a devilish look on his features as he winked at the girls and they giggled.

	Skye returned to the bar, purchased the drinks and made her way to the jazz room where she was to wait for Daphne and (hopefully) say hello to Raphael. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and anxiously fluffed her hair a little before entering the room where smooth, saxophone music was emanating from the speakers. Tentatively, she gazed around, appreciating the neon lighting and calming atmosphere that this room projected, scanning her eyes about for the one person she had hoped to see tonight. Her eyes finally fell some ten feet in front of her and she could not mistake the shoulder-length, jet-black hair and toned torso that was covered by a black shirt; there was Raphael. But it was a sight that caused her to freeze in her tracks, her blood running cold and her head swimming in a dizzy, sickening way.

	Raphael was there but he was not alone. Wrapped in his arms in a tight embrace was Sasha and they were kissing. She could only see Sasha’s back, but there was no mistaking the red dress; nor was there any mistake in how tightly she was holding him and how their lips were locked together. Skye felt her breath shorten, struggling with respiration to her windpipe; her heart seemed as though hands were crushing it beneath their grip; her stomach twisted and coiled as she felt the sudden urge to vomit. Everything else disappeared in that instant and only the vision, the very real vision, of Raphael and Sasha remained.

	It can’t be, it can’t be …

	She was only there for a matter of seconds. With a great CLANG! she dropped her drinks, the glass smashing to the floor and several people cried out as juice splashed over them. Skye fled the room, that same feeling of needing to spew her guts overwhelming her; she had to get outside, she felt as though she was going to collapse. Barging her way past everyone in what seemed like a drunken stupor, she managed to reach the entrance where she was enveloped by the cool, night breeze. She felt so faint; sick and faint. The myriad of people and sounds of laughter surrounding her seemed to be from another realm; she felt so disconnected from them. She found a deserted spot by the car park. Inhaling and exhaling deeply, she leaned against the wall for support. Her head was swimming and she could barely see straight. The image of Raphael and Sasha replayed over and over again in her mind.

	I was wrong … I was wrong … I was so, so wrong …

	Her heart, which was still being crushed beneath her chest, beat wildly. It was not jealousy that she felt this time; it was beyond that. The jealousy only had claim to her if she believed she had claim to him, but what she had just witnessed proved she did not. Despair and anguish flooded through her; how could she have been so stupid? To genuinely believe that he may have feelings for her … To have dared and hoped … To have mistaken his kindness and affection for something more … To have believed there was something beautiful between them from the times they spent together on Hampstead Heath, at his home, when he came to rescue her … To have allowed herself to fall in love with him … Only for the harsh reality to hit her so violently that she felt as though she might die in that very instant. Humiliation, self-reproach, rage but, most of all, the feeling of her heart shattering to pieces – all these emotions consumed her and the explosion that occurred was one of inevitability. With a cry of distress, she transformed. Her clothes ripped wildly from her body as the claws and powerful hind legs replaced her human ones. Her eyes flashed luminous blue; her chest distorted completely, but still it could not ease this devastating pain that was conquering her. With a great howl she raced off into the darkness, her outfit lying, shredded, where she had stood, a wreckage that could not even begin to compete with the heart inside her that had been torn to bits, ripped so brutally from its socket.

	She did not know how long she ran for, nor how far. All she knew was that everything she had believed for the past few months had been a lie. She could not believe that she had thought he might have fallen for her the same way she had fallen for him; nor that she had truly thought he would be able to resist Sasha. Sadness flooded through her amidst the anger, the mortification and the grief. Always she had prided herself on her realism, but for the first time she had allowed herself to float into a world of fantasy. Now she was to suffer the consequences for it. How could she even be angry at him? He had not led her on, she had led herself on. Yes, he had told her that Sasha wasn’t his type and he had informed her that he no longer found her attractive. But he was free to feel as he wished; if his feelings towards the girl changed then that was his prerogative. He was not bound to Skye, nor she to him; and the only person who could be blamed was herself for falling so hard … And when you fall hard there was only one outcome: to crash and burn.

	When she returned home, she jumped in through her window as she always did whenever she transformed at night. She morphed back into her human self, self-hatred surging through her.

	That was the only reason he wanted to know me, she thought bitterly, because I’m a Morpher. It’s my own fault for thinking there was something more … Haha, joke’s on me …

	She climbed into bed and ignored the soft calling of her mother who wanted to see if she was upstairs. Closing her eyes and pretending to be asleep, Skye was unable to prevent the steady stream of tears that trickled down her cheeks. She could never allow Raphael to know that she saw him with Sasha, nor the feelings she had held for him. She could not let him suspect that anything was wrong for she simply couldn’t bear to add further humiliation to her plight. No, she would carry on as normal. But she would never again let herself develop feelings for him, no matter what. The very thing she had feared had come true. It just wasn’t worth it.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	“Skye! What happened to you yesterday? Where did you go?”

	It was Sunday morning and Daphne had burst into Skye’s room, her face alight with concern. Skye was still in bed and groaned, yawning loudly, that sick feeling still lying in the bottom of her stomach as she recalled the events of the night before. There was nothing worse than having something horrible happen to you and then waking up to immediately have it flash back into your mind.

	“Daphne …” she croaked, peering blurringly at her friend. “How did you get in?”

	“Your mum let me in of course! I’ve been really worried! You were supposed to meet me and Edge in the jazz room, but you weren’t there! Been trying to call your tag device, but no reply –”

	“My tag device,” said Skye in horror, only just realizing that, in light of the terrible situation yesterday, she had left her bag containing all her things in the car park.

	“Yes, your tag device!” said Daphne, a great frown creasing her forehead. “What happened? We went to the jazz room and looked everywhere; we saw Raphael and asked him if he’d seen you, but he hadn’t.”

	Raphael? Her stomach lurched.

	“Yes, well you shouldn’t have bothered him, he was probably busy,” said Skye dully, turning her back and facing the wall.

	“Actually, when we mentioned you were supposed to meet us there he helped us look for you. He said he was going to come to your house and see if you were OK. Did you speak to him?”

	“No I did not. And I’m really tired. I want to go back to sleep.”

	“But Skye,” said Daphne in a frustrated voice, “what happened? Where did you go? And why weren’t you picking up your device?”

	“Because I just wasn’t, OK? I’m going back to sleep.”

	“Fine!” Daphne threw her hands in the air. “Be like that!”

	And she stormed out of the room, slamming the door. Skye pulled the covers over her head, feeling even more miserable than she had before.

	Five minutes later, there was a knock on the door.

	“Skye? It’s Raphael. Can I come in?”

	Her eyes magnified in amazement. Raphael? What was he doing here? She couldn’t believe he was in her house, outside her room, nor that he would have the nerve to show his face after last night. But she had vowed to herself not to allow him to know that anything was wrong so, after a minute, she called out,

	“Come in.”

	The door opened and Raphael entered the room. Skye peered out from underneath the covers, but her eyes fixated firmly on his shoes. There was no way she would be able to look him in the face without feeling sick.

	“Skye, are you alright? Daphne said you went missing yesterday and I helped her look for you. I found your bag near the parking lot and thought I’d bring it here, I was worried because it was just lying there. I came by last night to check if you were here and your mum told me you were sleeping. Are you feeling OK?”

	Skye found it very difficult to engage in conversation with him; that same heartbreak and resentment was overriding her and she struggled to contain her emotions, thoroughly glad that her face was covered by the bed sheets.

	“I’m fine,” she said in a muffled voice. “Thanks for bringing my things over.”

	“That’s OK. I was hoping to see you yesterday. My brother told me he spoke to you and told you I was in the jazz room. I thought maybe you would have come by …”

	Oh, did you? Skye was unable to keep out the hostility that flooded through her thoughts. Hoping to see what I fool I’d look like at catching you and Sasha eating each other’s faces, you mean? Don’t know why you couldn’t have just told me that you like her, rather than pretending you don’t!

	“Yeah, sorry, I just started feeling a bit sick,” she said with difficulty.

	“But why was your bag in the parking lot?”

	“Because … I dropped it. And didn’t realize. Anyway … sorry, I’m still feeling a bit ill and should probably get a bit more sleep. Thanks again for bringing my bag to me.”

	With that abrupt farewell, Skye pulled the covers over her so that they now shielded her eyes. She felt Raphael shift hesitantly and then heard his footsteps leave the room, closing the door quietly behind him. After a moment, that same crushing feeling and despair flooded through her once more and she burst into tears, her pillow drenched from tears of sorrow that could not be restrained.

	*

	It was a month before Skye was able to look Raphael in the eye again. Time really was a masterful healer – or at least, burier. The more she told herself that the connection she had genuinely thought was there had actually been in her mind, the less painful it was to deal with the heartache, even if it was a slow and laborious process. Looking back, she could see that he had never been anything more than friendly towards her; in a way she was grateful for the solid evidence that he had no romantic interest in her. The only issue was that her feelings had been given time to grow in prior months and there was still always that aching burn whenever she spoke to him or that twisted knot in her stomach whenever she looked at him. But the power of the human mind was a remarkable thing, especially for someone who relied on mind-power to willingly transform into her inner beast. She had sunk into a deep depression in the days following that dreadful night; at first, the moping around and excessive consumption of ice cream seemed to help. Her ability to morph was also disturbingly affected, as were her senses. On several occasions when she had gone for her nightly runs, transformation proved difficult. Once, she found herself stuck in a sort of hybrid form, half human and half wolf, with the face and body of a human, yet ears, tail and fur sprouting from head to toe. There were a few times in Raphael’s company (which she tried to avoid at all costs) whereby she almost blew up at him, but detained it with screaming questions in her mind; why he hadn’t told her the truth about Sasha? For he never mentioned the kiss to her and she certainly couldn’t ask, for pride always stopped her from making a further fool of herself. After all … she was not his girlfriend and had no right to ask. But days passed and Skye tried to regain her spirit. She continued to talk occasionally with Raphael as she attempted to simply get on with life. Yet the dull stinging sensation of a broken heart was always there.

	There was only one time when she saw Sasha since that night and it was as she was walking down the road to collect some milk for her mother. A shuttle bus chugged past and she lazily raised her eyes to look at it. As she scanned it, her gaze fell straight into the malevolent glare of Sasha, who was sitting on the bus and staring at her with a look of pure venom.

	No change there, Skye thought, diverting her eyes, the glum emotion washing over her as the bus rolled away.

	Having not told anyone about the reason for her sudden bout of melancholy, Skye neither expected nor wanted sympathy from anyone. But Daphne could sense something was wrong and was constantly trying to engage her in frivolous activities. While Skye appreciated her friend’s concern, she did not think that speed-dating, for example, was likely to hearten her.

	“Erm, yes … Not really my thing,” she said in response to Daphne’s suggestion about speed-dating one night.

	“But it will be so much fun!” exclaimed Daphne. “Come on, why not? You’ve been down ever since the night of the celebrations. A little speed-dating is bound to cheer you up!”

	“Thanks, but no thanks. Besides, what about Edge? I don’t think he’d be too happy if he found out you went to something like that …”

	Daphne threw her nose in the air.

	“Hmpf. Forget him. I’m going to finish with him. He’s been driving me insane. At first I thought the protectiveness thing was cute. Now it’s just bugging me. I can’t even take a shower without him questioning what I’m doing! Besides, I’ve met someone else.”

	Skye was mildly curious.

	“Really? Who?”

	“Can’t say. Anyway, you up for this speed-dating thing or not?”

	“Not. Sorry. Anyway, I want to just stay in tonight … Got a few books to read. Next week we’ll go for a drink or something … Speak to you later.”

	She walked into her house, switched on the lights and made her way up the stairs. Her mother was not yet back (apparently she was out with a ‘friend’ from work and Skye suspected this friend was a little more than a friend considering it was a ‘he’ and she had gone out with him every week for the past month). She entered the kitchen and opened the fridge, disappointed to find there was no meat lying around. There were a couple tins of tuna, though, which would have to do and she made a mental note to remind herself to buy some steak tomorrow.

	“Well, well. Look what we have here. Dinner time for the doggy.”

	Skye froze, her blood turning to ice. She spun round and found a man grinning nastily at her. There was no mistaking the scar on his face – it was Finn Pearson. Out of the shadows, behind the door and emerging from the corridors, followed four other men who blocked off her exit and surrounded her.

	Shock and fear flooded through her.

	“How did you get in my house?” she growled, instinctively grabbing hold of a frying pan that was lying on the counter.

	“We go anywhere we choose to,” sneered Pearson, moving closer to her. “So! It seems that the girl Renzo came to rescue is a Morpher herself. Amazing how things turn out that way.”

	“You sure this is her, Finn?” said one of the thugs. “The Morphers are supposed to sense intrusion, but she didn’t know we were here.”

	“That’s definitely her,” said another thug, glaring at Skye. “That’s the one who transformed and attacked us.”

	“You were one of the scum who hurt that boy!” said Skye furiously, recognizing the man.

	“Yeah, it’s definitely her,” grinned Pearson. “Looks like we’ve been tailing the right girl after all.”

	He edged nearer threateningly.

	“My friends and I are getting tired of you Morphers spoiling our fun,” he said in a quiet voice. “Renzo is a bit more difficult to get to; the kid is protected by his daddy, you see. The fortress means we can’t get in. You on the other hand … Some little nobody in her cheap little house. Who’s going to protect you? Even if you do transform, it’s five on one. Plus, we have a couple of things that will keep you in check in case you get out of hand.”

	And simultaneously, he and his gang pulled knives out from their pockets, wicked leers masking their faces. Skye’s heart pounded.

	“You should know better than to mess with a Morpher,” she said, in an attempt to appear braver than she felt. In a commanding voice she added: “Maybe if you see what I’m capable of, you’ll wish you’d given me the respect I deserve!”

	Pearson snorted.

	“Respect? Why should we respect you? All this crap about how Morphers should be respected just because they can turn into a bunch of fluffy animals. Well not anymore. I wonder how everyone will feel once they find out that one of the great Morphers was killed in her own home?”

	“We’ll see,” Skye snarled and she willed herself to transform in that instant.

	But to her absolute horror, she remained human.

	No, she thought in dismay, not now. Come on, transform! Transform!

	It appeared that the depression she had felt over the past few weeks and the difficulties she had experienced in morphing were still prevalent. Desperately, she squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated on turning into a wolf, beads of sweat dripping down her face. But all that happened was her face grew slightly longer, her eyes switching from brown to blue and ears sprouting from her head.

	The thugs howled with laughter.

	“What’s the matter, pooch?” screeched Pearson as the men doubled up in hysterics. “Having problems transforming? Even better. This’ll be easier than I thought.”

	They advanced towards her.

	“Stay away from me!” Skye barked, her blue eyes flashing in their direction, the frying pan brandishing like a sword before her. She tried once again to morph but to no avail; her ability had failed her.

	There was a sudden sharp rapping from outside the front door.

	“Skye? You in there?”

	She recognized that voice. The thugs and Skye were momentarily glued to their spots. Then, with a voice so shrill and loud it could have smashed windows, Skye screamed,

	“RAPHAEL!”

	The thugs sprang into action.

	“Kill her quickly!” hissed Pearson.

	It all happened in an instant. One of the thugs leapt towards Skye with his knife pointing towards her chest; Skye dodged it by a fraction but suddenly felt a sharp, painful sensation somewhere near her left hip and she crumpled to the ground; seconds later, an enormous tiger came bounding into the kitchen, roaring ferociously, and the men scrambled to escape. Behind the tiger, three other men appeared and wrestled with the thugs, and there was a great battle of fists and kicks. The tiger clamped its teeth around the leg of one of Pearson’s men, who screamed in agony, and the remaining thugs retreated, zooming out of the front door, swiftly followed in hot pursuit by the men who had followed the tiger.

	Skye was breathing very heavily. For some reason, she felt weak and dizzy. The pain in her side was getting worse. She raised a tentative hand to where the pain was coming from and gasped in shock when she felt something wet and sticky. She looked down. It was blood.

	The tiger was towering above her, growling quietly, its great head sniffing the wound. It started to lick the blood. It then stepped over Skye and she heard a rustling behind her; Raphael had transformed back into his human self. He grabbed a towel that was draped on the chair and wrapped it around his groin. He then snatched some kitchen roll from the counter, ran it under the tap, knelt over her and pressed it on where the blood was flowing.

	“We have to get to a hospital,” he said, his voice coarse. “They’ve hurt you. The wound isn’t deep but you’re losing some blood –”

	At that moment, the three men who had accompanied him into the house returned, panting.

	“They got away,” said one and Skye, dazed, recognized him as one of Raphael’s twin brothers. “How is she?”

	“We have to get her to a hospital. Joey, you’re driving. Ricardo, bring that roll of kitchen paper, we’ll need it for the journey. Paddy, can you grab my device? I left it in my pocket and that would have been ripped to shreds. I’ll carry her.”

	Before Skye knew what was happening, Raphael placed his hands gently underneath her and swooped her up, advising her quietly to wrap her arms around his neck.

	“Look, I’m OK, I just feel a bit dizzy, that’s all –” she began, at first objecting to this request.

	“Please, Skye, just do it,” said Raphael and, with reluctance, Skye placed her arms around him for support while he rose from his kneeling position and hoisted her into the air, his toned muscles effortlessly carrying her. She sincerely wished he would put her down. Aside from the fact that she was still suffering from the shock of the intruders and the knife attack, being in such close proximity to Raphael made her feel extremely uncomfortable. She was pale and weak from the wound in her side, plus she couldn’t stop recalling with dismay how she was unable to transform in the moment she needed it most.

	Still carrying her as gently as he could and pressing tissue paper firmly on the wound, Raphael heaved her into the car as they stepped outside. Passers-by stopped in awe at the sight before them: the semi-naked young man lifting the white-faced girl into the back seat; the three fully-clothed men who were sweating profusely and carrying items in their hands.

	“Is she alright?” shrieked an elderly woman who was watching the scene in horror.

	“We’re taking her to the hospital,” replied Ricardo. “She’ll be OK.”

	“Say … Ain’t them the Renzo boys?”

	“What happened to the girl?”

	“Looks like she’s bleeding!”

	“Come on, let’s hurry,” said Raphael and he jumped in the back next to Skye, Paddy climbing in after him. Ricardo took the passenger’s seat and Joey hurriedly sat down in the driver’s, switching on the engine and speeding off towards the nearest hospital. At that moment, bright colours swam before her eyes and her head felt as though it weighed a ton of bricks; the last thing she saw was Raphael’s concerned face asking her how she was doing, and then, she fainted.

	*

	A very tall, skinny doctor in a white coat with enormous hazel eyes and a long bird-like nose was peering down on her when she woke up.

	“Ah, good. You’re awake.”

	Skye blinked several times. Her head was pounding. She took note of her surroundings and realized she was in a hospital room, lying on a bed. She went to rub her eyes, but gasped when she felt a sharp pain in her side.

	“Oh yes. Better not to move that right arm too much. Luckily, the wound was superficial – that is, it wasn’t deep or even penetrated you in a way that would be too concerning. More like a very vicious scratch. It did cause you to be out cold for some time though. But you are lucky, young lady. An inch or two to the side and it would have been a much nastier wound. I have cleaned it and dressed it. Your friends were very worried about you. They are outside. Shall I tell them you’re OK to see them or would you like to rest some more?”

	“Er … No, it’s fine, you can tell them I’d like to see them.” She didn’t want to ask who exactly it was she would be seeing for fear of seeming foolish.

	The doctor left the room and returned a few minutes later with Raphael, Joey, Ricardo, Raphael’s friend, Paddy, and – to Skye’s surprise – Daphne.

	“Oh my God, Skye!” screamed her friend, running towards her, a panicked expression on her face while the men lingered behind.

	“Daphne,” said Skye; she was glad to see her, but puzzled also.

	“What are you doing here? How did you know I was here?”

	“Ricardo told me,” replied Daphne, throwing a rather soppy gaze to the man behind her, who grinned. Alarm bells rang off in Skye’s head; she had seen that look before in her friend’s eyes.

	“Erm … so you two know each other?”

	“Yes, we met a couple of weeks ago.”

	Skye now knew the identity of the guy Daphne claimed to have met. Ricardo, one half of the scandalous Renzo twins. But she didn’t say anything. Now was hardly the time or place. Besides, he along with the others had just saved her neck and she was in debt to them all.

	Raphael, who was now wearing a patient’s shirt, stepped forward.

	“Really glad you’re alright,” he said. “You had us worried back there.”

	“Yep,” chipped in Paddy in a cheery tone. “Good news is you’re alright. Bad news is Pearson and his boys got away before we could get to them. Now they’re safely back in their neck of the woods.”

	“Does my mum know about this?” said Skye, suddenly fearful. She could just imagine how petrified her mother would be to hear about this news.

	“She’s on her way,” said Daphne. “I called her about five minutes ago.”

	“Listen, it’s probably not a good idea that we crowd Skye like this,” said Raphael, gazing pointedly at the rest of his companions. Taking the hint, the twins, Paddy and a hesitant Daphne left the room. Skye thanked them all as they left.

	Pulling up a chair, Raphael sat beside her while Skye stared straight up at the ceiling. They were alone in the room together and, despite the earlier catastrophic event, she felt that familiar tingling in her blood that she had been working so hard to suppress while in his presence.

	“Thanks Raphael,” she said. “This time I will admit you saved me.”

	He reached out to take her hand, but she pulled away.

	“Sorry,” she said quickly, in order to mask the reason for her reflex. “My side hurts if I move that arm. How did you know I was in trouble? I couldn’t have been calling out to you this time. I hadn’t transformed.”

	“Sheer luck – or maybe the grace of God sent us to you at that moment. My brothers, Paddy and I were walking past. I was going to call on you to see how you were doing. As we came towards the door, I smelt this overwhelming scent of Pearson and his lot. I’d recognize it anywhere, the place reeked of them. Obviously I knew something was wrong. If I hadn’t been there …”

	He lowered his gaze and placed his head in his hands; there was fear in his eyes. Skye coughed.

	“It’s OK,” she said. “It would have been alright –”

	“No, Skye, it wouldn’t have been alright.” Raphael’s eyes flashed in her direction and his voice became hard.

	“You were in human form when I arrived. When I first transformed I could sense your fear, but I couldn’t sense your inner beast. Why didn’t you morph?”

	He stared at her, the accusation plain in his face, his dismay palpable. Skye swallowed and briefly shut her eyelids.

	Why didn’t I transform? I tried! But I couldn’t do it. I’ve had problems with it ever since I saw you with Sasha! Why am I having a problem morphing? Maybe it’s because I was so in love with you – I don’t even know if I still am! – and ever since my heart split into bits I’ve had an issue with turning into a wolf! Why? I don’t know! It’s just one of those crazy things, crazy just like the way I couldn’t stop myself from stupidly falling for you!

	But out loud she said,

	“It was the shock … It happened so quickly. The thug came at me with the knife before I could react.”

	“But you’re a Morpher! Your reflexes give you the advantage!”

	“I know … I don’t know what came over me. It won’t happen again.”

	She looked glum, as though she were a naughty child that had done something wrong. Raphael shook his head.

	“Too right it won’t happen again. This is my fault. I encouraged you to fight back at the thugs so they came looking for you. I should have been more careful!”

	“This isn’t your fault!” said Skye indignantly. “I made the decision to jump in when that boy was getting attacked. It’s my own fault for not being more on the look-out. I just want to know how they got inside my house!”

	“That won’t happen again either,” said Raphael, a fearsome tigerish expression on his features. “We’re going to send guards to protect your house. Some of our own. Your mum wanted to go to the police when she heard about what happened, but that would be a waste of time. We’ll dispatch our own guards to you tonight.”

	“Guards?” exclaimed Skye. “I’m not sure there’s any need for that, I doubt they’ll be back –”

	“I’m not taking any chances!” said Raphael hotly. “It makes me feel ill when I think of what might have happened if I hadn’t turned up … When I think that you weren’t able to morph … I’ve made my decision. I’m going to kill him.”

	“No – Raphael, you know what your dad said! You can’t kill Pearson because of the war that will break out. I am fine. I’ll sort my morphing out! How do you think I feel? If my mum had been there and I wasn’t able to morph – it makes me feel ill!”

	Her blood really did curl at that thought.

	“I appreciate you saving my life. But you can’t kill Pearson.”

	“If I don’t kill him then what exactly am I to do?” said Raphael harshly and his eyes flashed orange. “He wants me dead and now he wants you dead – in fact, he almost succeeded with you! We can’t just sit here while he plots to pick us off! There are a lot of men at his command, Skye. They won’t stop until they get what they want and Pearson has recently upped his game; his malice towards me has grown. No doubt he feels the exact same way about you now and there’s no way I’m letting this happen to you ever again. I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you, I told you I’d always have your back.”

	The automatic warm glow she felt inside at these words was quickly buried by the dull reminder that he spoke only as a friend and the image of Sasha’s sneering face swirling through her mind. Skye cleared her throat.

	“We’ll think of something. Just don’t act rashly. I won’t freeze up again like I did back there. My senses, my morphing … they’ve been haywire recently. But I’ll fix it. It’s alright. We’ll think of something.”

	They stared at each other, one Morpher to another. Skye pushed aside the emotions that she felt for him in that moment. Right then, they had to figure out how they were going to defeat their enemy. It wasn’t going to be easy.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Skye spent a total of two weeks at home in order to heal from the wound in her side. Like the doctor had said, it was a superficial injury and not detrimental to her in any way. It was even unlikely to leave a scar. But Mrs Archer, who was in complete turmoil when she heard her daughter had been stabbed and that the thugs had entered the house, was thoroughly reluctant to allow her to leave her room any time soon after the incident; she had also doubled the locks on the doors and windows. Lord Renzo had deployed six guards to patrol the house twenty four hours a day. When Skye questioned Raphael on how long his family intended the guards to stay there he told her it was for as long as she or her mother requested. And seeing how Mrs Archer had no plans on letting them go, it looked like the garrison was there to stay.

	But Skye knew that the real concern was her ability to morph. There was absolutely no need for security if she regained complete control of this aptitude. She knew that her emotional turmoil was the cause of this loss and she knew she had to conquer it, rather than bury it. She told herself to let go of her pride and anger and just accept the fact that Raphael truly was just her friend and not to be so hard on herself for misjudging the situation. Every morning and evening she told herself this. She even pondered speed-dating in case it provided a distraction in the form of another male. She concentrated firmly on the endangered species she hoped to work with. Another few months and she should hear a response from the charity. She limited the time she spent with him to practically zero, making up constant excuses as to why she couldn’t meet him for runs or the odd bubble tea, trying to squash any bitterness she felt at the thought he’d probably spend that time with Sasha. She morphed on a daily basis every evening to monitor how she was progressing. In time she regained her natural morphing ability and it was a great relief to her. At least if Pearson showed his face again, she’d be ready for him.

	Mrs Archer, who at first had strong objections to her daughter leaving the house, had eventually relented to her returning to work. Having grilled Skye for three hours on the day the intruders appeared about who they were and why Skye had not been able to transform, her protectiveness over her daughter had reached an all-time high.

	“I am not going to lose you the same way I lost your father!” she had said furiously. “You said you don’t know why your morphing ability wasn’t working and of course there is no such thing as a doctor for Morphers. But even when you start to control it again, I am not letting you out of my sight. The risk is too great. Those thugs must be stopped!”

	Skye knew that she was lucky to be alive. If Raphael had not arrived when he had, she would have been toast. Ironic as it was that she should be rescued by the man who had unwittingly broken her heart, she had to thank her blessings for the intervention. She fully understood her mother’s concern; she was worried herself. She and Raphael still needed to think of a way to stop Pearson, though his vendetta was so great they may as well have been trying to divert a lion from hunting gazelles in an open plane.

	The evening before she was due to return to work, her tag device started beeping loudly. Mrs Archer was busy making tea for the guards who were standing outside the house and Skye was in the kitchen fixing herself something to eat. She picked up her device and saw Raphael’s name flashing before her.

	“Hello,” said Skye as his stunning features appeared in the air.

	“Skye, hi. Mrs Archer, how are you?”

	Mrs Archer smiled.

	“Oh hello, Raphael. We’re doing fine. I’m just preparing your guards some tea and biscuits. I can’t thank you enough for this – and I can’t thank you again for saving my daughter’s life.”

	“I told you, Mrs Archer, I’d do it all over again if I had to. And the guards are at your disposable, you keep them for as long as you need them. In fact, I’d prefer if you kept them for good to be honest. Don’t want those thugs thinking they can get away with anything a second time.”

	Beaming at him, Mrs Archer left the kitchen, carrying a tray of tea and biscuits in her hands.

	“How you doing?” said Raphael, turning to face Skye.

	“Fine. Sorry I haven’t been talkative lately. My morphing is back to normal by the way.”

	“That’s a big relief,” said Raphael.

	“What have you been up to?”

	“Not a lot. Working mainly. Went to a house party last night.”

	Skye’s stomach swooped. No doubt he went with Sasha …

	Don’t think about it! she scolded herself.

	“I’ve been trying to think of ways to stop Pearson. I’ve had people follow him, but he’s keeping a low profile at the moment. My dad sent an envoy to the House of Pearson in an attempt to have him arrested for what they did to you. But it was useless. The police are completely corrupt and they’re all eating out of Pearson’s pocket. We have our people, but not the formal power to have him thrown in prison. His dad would just buy him out anyway. And there's always the chance they would try and turn it back on me, say I transformed and attacked the thugs, even though they broke into your home. Not that I care about that, but that's one reason we can't get them for this. I’ve been trying to talk to my dad, convince him that I need to eliminate him. Now that you’re in danger from him, he’s worried himself. But he still won’t let me touch him. I should just do it anyway! At least no one else would get hurt!”

	Raphael’s frustrations showed clearly through his holographic image. Skye shook her head.

	“People are always going to get hurt because of the thugs,” she said. “And everyone’s in danger from them, not just me. I just had a close call with them. But I’m luckier than most because I’m a Morpher – and now, thankfully, my morphing is fixed so I can protect myself and my mum. Plus, we have six guards watching the house! Don’t worry about me. Raphael, your dad’s right. You told me yourself that he’s trying to bring the Pearsons' down; if we take the thug out, it would provoke all-out war.”

	“If we don’t take him out, everyone continues to live under their siege. Skye, can you come round tonight? Just for a couple of hours. I want us to talk with my dad. See if we can come up with something.”

	Crucial as she knew it was that they formulate a plan to get rid of the leader of the thugs, Skye’s stomach heaved rather nastily at the thought of returning to his house. Last time she had been there she had been so head over heels and enjoyed the time she had spent with his family. Now it was a different story. She also found herself worrying on a number of occasions that, if he did invite her round again, would Sasha be there? She simply wouldn’t be able to bear that type of embarrassment; it had been bad enough seeing the two of them together. The sickening image still haunted her.

	“There isn’t going to be anyone at your house tonight, is there?” said Skye hesitantly.

	“No? Just me, my dad and my brothers. Why?”

	“Just wondering,” said Skye in relief and actually hoping that Raphael never revealed to her about any relationship he might have with that spiteful girl. She had just got back on track and realized she would rather not know. It was hard enough being in his company at all …

	“Oh wait, there is someone.”

	“Who?” said Skye nervously.

	“That friend of yours. What’s her name again? Begins with D …”

	“Daphne?” said Skye, looking incredulous.

	“Yep, that’s the one.”

	“What is she doing at your house?”

	“Ricardo invited her over. They’re in the garden. I haven’t seen him like this before …”

	Skye stiffened.

	“I’ve been meaning to talk to her about your brother, actually,” she said.

	“What about him?”

	“Well, it’s no secret that your twin brothers have a reputation when it comes to girls.”

	“Right? So … what’s the problem?”

	“The problem is I don’t want my friend to have her heart broken, that’s what.”

	“Hey, don’t worry. I admit, they have been known as heartbreakers –”

	“Must run in the family,” muttered Skye.

	“Huh? Didn’t hear you.”

	“Nothing.”

	“As I was saying,” continued Raphael, “they’ve left a trail of broken hearts behind a few times, but I seriously haven’t seen Ricardo like this before. He’s really into your friend.”

	“And is he aware that she already has a boyfriend?”

	“Apparently she told him she finished with him.”

	“Did she?” said Skye with a raised eyebrow. “Funny, she forgot to mention it to me. Anyway – point is, she’s my best mate and I’m not going to stand by and watch while your Casanova brother plays her about. I’m really grateful to your brothers for helping me out obviously but this is concerning something completely different. I’m going to talk to her about it when I see her.”

	“Chill out, Skye, she’ll be fine. As long as there’s no funny business going on, there isn’t an issue.”

	“Yeah, funny business; you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” said Skye, before she could stop herself.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Nothing,” said Skye quickly and she swiftly changed the subject before Raphael could probe any further about that remark. “Anyway, yeah, I’ll come round. You picking me up or am I catching the bus?”

	Raphael’s eyes scanned her gently.

	“I’m picking you up obviously. You think I’m going to let you catch the bus at this time of the day?”

	“It’s seven o’ clock and not even dark yet.”

	“So? You can’t go wondering about outside by yourself, it’s too dangerous. Plus your mum would freak out.”

	“You seem to be forgetting that I have regained control of my Morphing ability.”

	“Doesn’t matter. I’m not letting you walk around by yourself.”

	“And since when do you get off letting me do anything?” Skye flared up.

	“Since you almost got killed the other day, that’s when,” replied Raphael in an equally fiery tone.

	“I don’t know why you care so much anyway,” said Skye bitterly.

	“And what is that supposed to mean? Of course I care if you get hurt, Skye!”

	“Yes, we Morphers need to stick together, right? Only, since I got myself back on track, I think I’m more capable than you think, so you can just go and bestow your attentions on S –”

	She caught herself in the nick of time, horrified that in her passion she was about to reveal how much she knew about him and Sasha.

	“Bestow my attentions on what?”

	“Well – you know what; don’t pretend you don’t,” said Skye huffily, while desperately trying to think of something to say.

	“I really don’t?” Raphael's face was the epitome of puzzlement.

	“Go give your attention to – to Snake,” she blurted.

	“Snake?”

	“Yes … Snake. The animal. Or are you unaware that in the Chinese Zodiac, tigers and snakes are commonly known as enemies? You mentioned to me once that you were interested in Chinese Astrology so I’m surprised you haven’t been doing any research on it!”

	“Er … I don’t recall ever saying to you I was interested in Chinese Astrology …”

	“Oh, didn’t you? Well, maybe you should start taking an interest. My sign is a tiger actually. What’s yours?”

	Raphael was staring at her as if she was completely insane.

	“Do you feel tired at all?” he said slowly, clearly concerned for her mental state. “Perhaps you’d like to lie down … It’s OK, you can come round another day if you like …”

	“No, I said I’d come!” Skye snapped, feeling rather hot around the collar. “How long will you be?”

	“Well, if you’re sure …?”

	“Yes, I’m sure!”

	“OK … I’ll be at yours in about half an hour.”

	“Right, see you then!”

	And she slammed her finger on the ‘End Call’ button, highly relieved that the conversation was over so that she could not betray any of the emotions she had been working so hard to eliminate.

	*

	“It’s good to see you again, Skye,” said Lord Renzo, who gestured towards a sofa as the two Morphers entered the fire-lit room. “I heard about what happened with the Pearson boy and I was gravely concerned for your well-being. I trust the security I have sent to you is setting your mind at ease somewhat?”

	“Yes, it is more than helpful, thank you,” replied Skye, taking a seat on the sofa. “I’m sure we won’t need them in a few days and we can get back to our usual –”

	“Skye doesn’t mean that obviously,” interrupted Raphael, who took a seat next to her. “The guards are staying put. Besides, Mrs Archer appreciates the guards and would prefer their presence on a permanent basis.”

	“That’s not exactly what she said,” said Skye through gritted teeth, not liking the way Raphael was speaking for her.

	“The guards are at the disposal of you and your mother,” said Lord Renzo, echoing Raphael’s earlier words. “You keep them for as long as you need. Your safety takes first priority.”

	“Look, Dad,” said Raphael, getting straight to the point. “We need to take action on Pearson. Him and his boys could have killed Skye. You can’t say that we should just sit and do nothing after they broke into her home!”

	Lord Renzo sighed.

	“Raphael, we have had this conversation before. What happened with Skye frightened us all and it is a blessing that she came out safe and sound. But you cannot attack the Pearson boy. I recently received word from your brother in China. Negotiations with the Empire have been successful. In the event of war, we can rely on them to help us.”

	“But when will that be?” said Raphael, frustrated. “How much longer do we have to sit back and wait? You know that Pearson is going to try and hunt us down. News travels fast, he hates Morphers with a passion. Plus what he said to Skye about ‘Morphers ruining his fun’ confirms it.”

	“Couldn’t we just perhaps, I don’t know, scare him a bit? Force him into backing down?” suggested Skye, rather nervously.

	Lord Renzo shook his head.

	“That wouldn’t work, no matter how badly you frightened him. The Pearsons are not known for backing down. They are proud and ruthless.”

	“So what are we to do?” said Raphael, eyes blazing.

	“Wait.”

	“And have to watch our backs every five seconds? To live in fear in case he appears without warning?”

	“It appears you refuse to take my word for it.” Lord Renzo rose from his seat. “So I will show you what will happen if you act recklessly and attack Finn Pearson. I would like you both to transform please.”

	Raphael and Skye looked simultaneously confused.

	“Transform? Why?” said Raphael.

	“I am going to create a Memory Transference,” was the calm reply.

	Raphael’s eyes widened, but Skye just continued looking baffled.

	“What’s that?” she said.

	“It is an ability that Morphers share, similar to the Survival Pact. When a Morpher transforms, he is able to transfer his memories to another Morpher if he or she is also in their animal form. The memory will be replayed exactly as it happened, but the Morpher on the receiving end will view it only in black and white, for animals do not see the same colours that humans do. I wish to show both of you my memories of the riots thirteen years ago, perhaps to deter you from the notion of an outright attack on the Pearson boy and his clan. Skye, is this something you would be agreeable to?”

	Skye nodded, amazed. She’d had no idea this was even possible.

	“We will turn away from each other. Skye, please go behind that curtain and you can undress. Raphael and I will transform here.”

	Obediently, Skye walked over to behind the wide velvet curtain by the window. She undressed herself, staggered by the revelation that Morphers could transmit memories to one another. She focussed on transforming into her inner beast and moments later she was sniffing the room, which looked hazy and unclear. But she could sense two powerful predators some distance away; she came out from behind the curtain, fighting back the immediate urge to run from the tigers. Raphael in the first few seconds snarled at her, his instincts overpowering him as they always did, but Lord Renzo was a long-time veteran of Morphing and his human mind controlled his animal one in an instant. The wolf laid down in a submissive stance to the tigers and the young tiger sniffed her. The old tiger sat on his hind legs.

	What happened next was instantaneous. There was a strong current of electricity that shocked each beast and Lord Renzo gave a mighty roar. At once, Skye saw exactly what he wanted them to see …

	Children were screaming. Buildings burned with unstoppable flames; in the distance, the tall, erect shopping centre that had once been Westfields looked like nothing more than a vast ball of fire. A woman cried out in terrror as she was snatched by a gang of men in balaclavas and dragged into the middle of the road where they proceeded to strip her and brutally defile her. Three men were being repeatedly stabbed by another group of masked men, blood pouring from their wounds and mouths, until they were kicked carelessly to the ground. Thugs yelled wildly with laughter as they doused petrol over the row of shops and buildings, striking matches and flicking them so that the buildings rose up in blazes. A group of thugs, men and women, seized two children who were wailing in the street, slapping them harshly, and throwing them into the back of a van, which drove off amidst the horror. Several men and women could be seen fighting the thugs, but they were outnumbered five to one.

	“My Lord, it’s no good! There’s too many of them!”

	“Fall back!” commanded Lord Renzo. “Fall back!”

	“Sir – what of the women and children trapped in the cinema?”

	“There is nothing we can do … Fall back!”

	At that moment, Skye felt Lord Renzo’s pain and she howled in despair.

	Lord Renzo and the man who had spoken to him dashed away from the burning buildings and from the terrified screams. To their left, a man screamed at them, pleading with them to save him as he was battered with bargepoles by a gang of masked men. But they kept on going. They could not help him. They would be slaughtered if they remained and then this nightmare would never end. Everywhere they turned, buildings burned, people were being killed, thugs laughed uproariously at the evil they had created; policemen lay dead on the ground in pools of blood while children screamed for their parents; one child was snatched away into the darkness by a masked man; two hysterical girls had been pinned to a wall and several thugs were shooting at them with guns from a distance as though they were playing a sick game of darts; Lord Renzo and his companion kept running, but there was no escaping the terror …

	Skye could not take anymore. With a great howl she broke from the circle and raced round the room several times, trying to alleviate the horror that she had witnessed. Raphael roared so loudly that he shook the walls. Suddenly, in her mind, Skye could hear Lord Renzo’s noiseless voice conveying to her to return back to the curtain and transform into a human. But she had to run two more times around the room, for the awfulness of what she had witnessed was too much for her to handle and she had to get it out of her system. Eventually, she made her way back to the curtain, whimpering. She transformed back, dressing herself once more, her whole body shaking uncontrollably.

	When she emerged, she saw Raphael sitting on the sofa, his face deathly white and Lord Renzo, stiff yet calm, on a nearby armchair. She took a place beside Raphael, still trembling. Of course they had all heard stories of what had happened thirteen years ago … She herself had witnessed, powerlessly, the horrifying attack on her father as a child …

	But to see what had happened so vividly … To have actually been there while people were murdered or tortured in such violent ways … To witness such overwhelming evil and be in the midst of it … So shocking and horrendous was this memory that Skye had not been able to handle it.

	“That was a daily occurrence back then,” said Lord Renzo quietly, breaking the silence. “It went on … for weeks. If you think the thugs are bad now, they are nothing compared to what they once were. I witnessed many people being murdered, abducted or raped. But I was powerless to act. As you could see, there was no choice. It haunts me still, every day. But had I jumped in, the riots would have never ended. Our men, at that time, were outnumbered. It was only when we successfully gathered enough reinforcements that we could stand as a true fighting force against the thugs. But that took time. And in that time, people suffered greatly. I showed you this because I want you to abandon any thoughts you have of attacking the Pearsons head on. I did not want to show you; I would have rather protected you from this sight. But if this is what it takes to convince you that a headlong battle is the wrong idea, then so be it. If you engage in all-out war, you run the risk of history repeating itself. Sometimes we have no choice, but to choose the lesser of two evils. Please think very carefully about what I have shown you. You are adults. You are your own people. But you must know the consequences that may be suffered if you act with your hearts and not your heads.”

	With that, Lord Pearson ambled slowly from the room, opened the door and closed it quietly behind him. The two sat in silence for a while, the dreadful images from the memory replaying over and over again in their minds.

	“That was horrible,” croaked Skye finally.

	“Yes,” said Raphael, his voice numb. “It was.”

	“Your dad’s right. We should forget about this idea of dealing with Pearson. Your dad knows what he’s doing. He even said your brother has been successful with the Chinese.”

	Raphael’s mouth was dry.

	“What we saw … It was terrible beyond belief. Seeing it is so much more different than hearing about it. Those people … those poor people.” He buried his head in his hands as the dismay washed over him. “But … we must do something about Pearson. We’ll just have to be really careful …”

	Skye stared at him in shock.

	“Your dad said to leave it! Going anywhere near him could provoke more riots! He’s right, Raphael! Just leave it. Trust that your dad knows what he’s doing. He was there, he knows better than anyone!”

	“Skye, it could be years before my dad acts. In the meantime, people are in danger from the thugs –”

	“People will always be in danger from the thugs! If you do something, you might just make it worse!”

	“But if I was careful … if I forced him to submit … The thugs are getting more powerful every day! There’s a risk of the riots whether we act or not! They might just decide to break loose! We’ve seen it – mini-riots up and down the city for the past few years! Thankfully, nothing on the scale like back then, but it’s as though it’s a ticking time bomb. They exist purely to hurt others, there’s no humanity in any of them.”

	“Your dad said it was like choosing the lesser of two evils! Why don’t you just listen to him?”

	“And in the meantime?” flared Raphael. “We just sit back and wait? I can’t even transform and take any of them out anymore! Pearson and his men broke into your home – they might come back for you –”

	“Oh, will you stop going on as if you care about me?” cried Skye, jumping from her seat, her eyes flashing a brilliant blue; the pain she had experienced because of her unrequited feelings rose to the surface once more.

	“What do you mean, stop going on as if I care about you?” said Raphael, his fists clenched into balls. “Obviously I do care about you, hence why –”

	“This isn’t about me! And I don’t need you looking out for me, Raphael, I don’t want it either!”

	Raphael’s eyes glowed a dangerous orange.

	“Really?” he growled, also rising from his seat. “And there was me thinking we were friends, thinking that friends look out for each other.”

	“I told you before, I can look after myself!”

	“Yeah? Well, you did a pretty poor job of it the other day when you couldn’t even transform!”

	“And whose fault was that?” snarled Skye, the words spilling out before she could stop them.

	“I don’t know? Yours? You’re the Morpher, after all. But no, Skye, if I hadn’t been there, those thugs would have killed you!”

	“I am aware of that!” Skye shouted, tears forming in her eyes, and all her frustrations towards him shot out at once. “I don’t need you reminding me of that again and again! But leave it out now, will you? Quit playing the hero! I don’t need you or want you in my life!”

	“Is that so? Well, that’s a bit difficult considering how I promised you I’d always have your back!”

	“Well, BREAK your promise then!”

	Raphael’s teeth bared ferociously; even though he was in human form, his resemblance to a tiger was striking.

	“You know what? Fine! I’m sick of you – your moods, your rudeness, your ingratitude; you clearly don’t want me around, I’m just glad you finally had the guts to say it! I’m such an idiot for wasting my time with you –”

	“Yeah, you are! Bet you’re wishing you hadn’t dropped by that day when Pearson was in my house! Shame he didn’t do away with me there and then!”

	The anger in Raphael’s orange eyes maximized to its peak.

	“Don’t ever say that!” he roared.

	“Don’t worry, I won’t! I’m not saying anything to you ever again!”

	And with that, she stormed out of the room, brushing furious tears from her cheeks, slamming the door behind her. She stopped for a few seconds, breathing heavily, hugely upset by what had just happened. She could hear Raphael striding back and forth and then the sound of smashing glass from inside the room. Her face crumpling against her will, she fled down the corridor and bumped into the butler, Forbes, asking him in muffled tones if she could be escorted home. The butler prepared a car for her and ten minutes later she got into it, her heart heavy and her face soaking wet. As the car drove off, she heard an ear-splitting roar come from Raphael’s bedroom window; she saw the faint silhouette of a pacing tiger within its chambers. And she knew the friendship was broken.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Seventeen

	 

	“Right, birthday girl, I’ve decided where we’re going and what we’re doing so listen up!”

	It was Thursday evening and rain was splattering down heavily outside. Thunder could be heard rumbling in the distance and lightning flashed across the sky. Skye and Daphne were lounging at Skye’s house. The following Saturday was Skye’s birthday. She herself had made no plans, though for her friend it was a different story.

	“We’ll meet at six o’ clock,” said Daphne excitedly, while Skye poured some white tea into two cups, “at the Juggernaut Tavern. We’ll stay there for a few hours and have a couple of drinks.”

	“The Juggernaut Tavern?” said Skye, lowering the teapot and taking a sip of her tea. “Never heard of it.”

	“It’s brand new, just opened on Richmond Hill. I have already called them to book a seating area for our party. They’ll be providing some nibbles for us too.”

	“Ah … right. And who exactly were you planning on inviting?”

	“Already invited them,” beamed Daphne. “Obviously me and you are going. Then there’s Edge and his cousin. Ricardo and Joey Renzo. Stacey and Lillian –”

	“Hold on. Edge? Thought you finished with him? And Joey and Ricardo? Aren’t you sort of seeing Ricardo at the moment? Yet you’re bringing your ex-boyfriend too?”

	“Edge isn’t my ex yet, I plan on dumping him at the party.”

	“Oh my God –”

	“I just haven’t found the right moment yet,” said Daphne, waving her hand airily. “I think Saturday would be a good time to do it. There will be plenty of people there so he won’t be able to create a scene. Besides, I haven’t seen Ricardo in almost a fortnight and Saturday is the only day he has free this week!”

	“Unbelievable. You, quite literally, are unbelievable. Hasn’t it occurred to you that the boyfriend you are about to finish with might get a bit angry if the new guy you're seeing happens to be at the same venue as him, even if the place is packed with people? And all of this on my birthday? It’s a recipe for disaster!”

	“Don’t be silly, Skye,” said Daphne smoothly. “Edge doesn’t know about Ricardo.”

	“I think it’s pretty rotten on Edge that you’re two-timing him like that. I mean, I’m not exactly his biggest fan, but you should at least finish with him first before jumping onto Ricardo! Besides, you are aware that Ricardo has about ten girls on the go, aren’t you?”

	“Well, I haven’t actually done anything with Ricardo yet,” said Daphne defensively. “Besides, you should see the way Edge treats me! And Ricardo does not have ten women on the go, he even told me that as soon I’m single again he’ll drop any girls he’s been seeing!”

	“Wow, and you actually believe him?”

	“Yes!”

	Skye shook her head, exasperated.

	“Fine, do what you want. Just try to keep the drama levels at the venue as minimal as possible please. I can just imagine a fight breaking out. Did you say that Edge’s cousin is coming too? Please tell me it’s not the same cousin from before.”

	“The one and only.”

	Skye groaned.

	“And who are the other two girls you mentioned? Do I even know them?”

	“Nope, but you will soon! They’re in one of my college classes!”

	“So let me get this straight,” said Skye, placing her teacup down. “For my nineteenth birthday you’re inviting your soon-to-be old boyfriend, your soon-to-be new boyfriend, your soon-to-be old boyfriend’s pervy cousin, your soon-to-be new boyfriend’s twin brother and two girls who I’ve never met before? You really amaze me sometimes, you know that?”

	Daphne beamed.

	“I knew you’d approve. Now is there anyone you can think of that you’d like to invite?”

	Skye sighed.

	“Nope.”

	“What about Raphael?”

	“No,” said Skye shortly, that unpleasant feeling in her stomach rising at the mention of his name.

	Since that horrible argument in his home two weeks ago, Skye had not heard from Raphael at all. Her tag device remained silent except for the times her mother called her to check up on her, still ultra-paranoid about her safety and whereabouts. She herself would not dream of contacting Raphael after the fight they’d had and she knew he would not contact her. Though she hated to admit it, this caused her to feel even more miserable. Not only had she failed when it came to being in love with him, but she had now lost him as a friend as well. And Raphael had proven to be a good, loyal friend who truly did have her back. She wished she didn’t miss the runs they had together or the way his green eyes lit up whenever they spoke about their morphing ancestors. She was sorry for the things she had said to him, but far too proud to admit it.

	It’s probably better this way anyway, she had told herself sorrowfully. At least this way I can get over him properly. If he’s not around, there’s nothing to remind me of him.

	Yet she was constantly reminded of him. Whenever she rode on the shuttle bus past Bert’s Bubble Tea; whenever she took a stroll in a park and remembered the first time they ran together in Hampstead Heath; whenever she prepared herself dinner in her kitchen and recalled how Raphael had come to her rescue. Skye found herself desperately seeking diversions, whether it be in the form of work, reading or letting her friend throw a birthday party for her, something she would have never allowed under normal circumstances.

	“You know,” began Daphne in a rather tentative voice, “Ricardo told me that Raphael hasn’t really been himself lately. He spends most of his time shut up in his room painting. I think he’s probably still upset about your argument. Maybe you should give him a ring …”

	Her voice faltered at the sight of Skye’s eyes narrowing dangerously.

	“I am not ringing him,” she said coldly. “Unfortunately, Raphael and I didn’t make very good friends after all.”

	“But you must miss him a little bit. It must have been nice to spend time with another Morpher! And I thought you and he had a little thing going on …”

	“There was nothing going on between myself and Raphael!” Skye snapped. “We were just friends. I’m surprised you don’t know about him and Sasha.”

	“Sasha? What about her?”

	“Well, they like each other, don’t they?” said Skye, unable to stop the sick feeling she felt at voicing these words out loud. “They were kissing at Jinxes.”

	Daphne’s eyes widened.

	“They were? Are you sure?”

	“Of course I’m sure, I’m not blind!”

	Daphne’s hand had flown to her mouth.

	“Oh my gosh – I had no idea! Wow … I’m really sorry.”

	“I don’t know why you’re saying sorry, it’s not as if I care.”

	Daphne shook her head in disgust.

	“Urgh! I can’t believe he would go for her! He seemed like a really decent guy.”

	“Yeah,” said Skye bitterly. “But he’s a man. They’re all mugs when it comes to a pretty face and fake compliments.”

	They spoke a little longer about the plans for Saturday before Daphne headed home and Skye started to prepare dinner for herself and her mother. On Friday evening, the day before the party, Skye breathed the usual sigh of relief when her shift at work ended. She shut down her computer, grabbed her bag and left the office.

	“Hey, Skye, hold up!”

	Lucas came jogging from behind her, a big grin on his face.

	“Hi Lucas,” said Skye, coming to a halt.

	“Hey, you. Haven’t had much chance to talk lately, it’s been so busy in the office. Did you get the emails I sent you about the petition for the lions in Zimbabwe? I figured you’d be interested in that!”

	“Yeah, thanks very much for it. I was going to check it out over the weekend.”

	“Great to hear it. You been feeling alright? Lately you’ve seemed a bit down …”

	“No, tired that’s all. I’m fine.”

	“So – I was thinking! That drink we’ve been meaning to do; how about now? That is, if that guy doesn’t turn up and interrupt us.” His voice turned gruff. “Who was he anyway?”

	“Just an old friend, I don’t see him anymore,” said Skye uncomfortably. “But sorry, I can’t tonight. Got to get home and help my mum with something.”

	“Ah,” said Lucas, looking downcast. “No problem. How about tomorrow?”

	“Well, tomorrow it’s my – actually, how would you like to come to my birthday drinks tomorrow?” Skye said suddenly. The truth was, even though she and Lucas were no more than friendly acquaintances, there was a part of her that appreciated his attentions. He was a nice enough person and, besides, any distraction from thinking about Raphael was welcome. Why not invite Lucas to the bar? It was all innocent anyway … and Daphne would be pleased because it meant an extra person would turn up (she had been stressing about the fact there weren’t that many people going …).

	“Oh, it’s your birthday tomorrow? Yeah, absolutely! When and where?”

	“We’re going to this place called the Juggernaut Tavern on Richmond Hill. It starts about six.”

	“Great! I’ll see you there then.”

	He smiled, waving, and then walked off in the other direction. Skye made her way to the shuttle bus-stop, hoping that Lucas knew she didn’t feel anything for him other than mild affability. He was always looking at her in the office … sending her the occasional email about things he thought would interest her … suggesting they go out for drinks. Skye tolerated it patiently, but she doubted she would have invited him, were it not for what had happened with Raphael. Though she didn’t particularly like to admit it, the fact that someone liked her helped soothe her wounds a little. She did not see this as being selfish in any way … purely that it was nice for someone to think she was nice.

	Musing on the inevitable drama that would occur tomorrow when the two primary men in Daphne’s life came face to face, Skye hopped on the bus and wondered what she would do if Edge and Ricardo went head to head for the damsel they both desired.

	Think I’ll just sit back and chew some nibbles, she thought.

	*

	Skye arrived at the Juggernaut Tavern at six-thirty in the evening. She was running a little late, mainly because her mother was adamant that her message about staying safe was fully drilled into her daughter’s head. Skye repeatedly told her that she would be out with seven other people and that she was staying round Daphne’s that night so there was no risk of her going home on her own. With a frantic kiss on the cheek and a final happy birthday wish, Mrs Archer eventually relented and Skye made her way to Richmond Hill.

	“There she is – the birthday girl!” squealed Daphne, running up to her friend and enveloping her in a big hug. “How come you’re late? Everybody is already here!”

	“Mum didn’t want to let me go,” replied Skye as Daphne led her towards the back of the bar where they had a reserved table. It was clear that the bar was brand new because the place was rather shiny and sparkling; it was large and classy and had a nice relaxed atmosphere.

	“Here she is everyone!” said Daphne with a great beaming smile, gesturing towards Skye.

	Skye smiled back at everybody, a little nervous. She was not really the social animal, after all. There was Edge who offered her a glum ‘Happy Birthday’ before folding his arms and glaring into the distance; he was clearly not happy and Skye had a feeling she knew why. Marcos, his cousin, was next to him, grinning broadly at her; those gums were unmissable. The wild twins, Ricardo and Joey, simultaneously rose from their seats and planted a kiss on each of her cheeks. Two girls she had never met before waved at her from their seats. And Lucas was there also, looking thrilled to see her.

	“Hey!” Lucas said, holding out his hand and offering her a seat next to him. “You look great! Love what you’ve done with your hair.”

	“Thanks,” said Skye, who hadn’t done anything particularly special with it and simply crimped it a little.

	“Right, drinks time,” said Ricardo, jumping from his seat. “Need to toast the birthday girl. Daphne, want to help me carry them back?”

	Unable to hide her flustered smile, Daphne rose from her seat and followed him to the bar. Edge eyed them both with an unmistakable look of anger, his nostrils flaring widely. Skye observed this apprehensively, glad she had not dressed up too much for the occasion for she had a feeling that at some point of the evening, drinks would be flying all over the place (not to mention fists).

	Skye chatted with Lucas for a while about how terrible work was and how glad they would both be once they escaped the sycophantic regime of Ned. Marcos, Skye was relieved to notice, had fixed all his attentions on one of the girls Daphne had invited from her college and was busy slurring to her about how beautiful he thought she was.

	Clearly someone’s had a bit too much to drink already, thought Skye, stifling a chuckle, thoroughly glad she was not on the receiving end this time and feeling rather sorry for the girl, who was wrinkling her nose and offering back one-word responses to his questions. Joey was busy chatting up the other girl, who giggled a lot and looked immensely flattered that one of the Renzo boys had taken an interest in her. Edge, Daphne and Ricardo all seemed to be caught up in some kind of ‘tension war’ which Skye’s wolf senses picked up on, on an extreme scale. Edge had a protective grip over Daphne, who was sitting very stiffly in her seat and sipping her champagne while Ricardo eyed the bar with a permanent raised eyebrow. The evening wore on, more and more alcohol was consumed and the whole time, though Skye hated to admit it, she couldn’t help thinking how much better it would be if Raphael was there.

	An hour after Skye’s arrival, by which time she was busy laughing with Daphne and the two girls about funny episodes they’d had at school, the door of the bar swung open and Skye’s senses suddenly magnified as someone walked in. She swung her head automatically towards the door and her heart almost stopped beating, for it was Raphael. And following closely behind him – she couldn’t believe it – was Sasha.

	“Oh my God,” she gasped.

	“Skye? You alright?” said Daphne, staring at her in confusion.

	Skye hurriedly looked back to the group of girls.

	“Yeah, fine,” she said quickly.

	Ignore him, she thought, her breath quickening. Ignore him and ignore her. What are they doing here?

	While the girls continued to chat about the school days and Lucas, who was becoming more drunk by the moment, kept poking her to try and gain her attention, Skye sneaked a quick look around the bar to see where Raphael and Sasha were. She saw them seated not too far from them, close to the men’s toilets. Raphael was staring straight at their table, a hard, fixed expression on his face. Sasha was practically glued to him, flicking her hair and trying to engage him in conversation. Skye averted her eyes quickly, praying that Raphael had not caught her looking at them.

	How could he come here and bring her with him? she thought, her cheeks burning. She was thoroughly glad none of the others had noticed him yet. And why here of all places? He must have known we’d be here – what’s he playing at?

	She felt a rush of anger towards Raphael just then. So he had never known how she felt about him? So what? The fact was, they were both not speaking to each other and he had brought Sasha to the bar on the day of her birthday get-together. It felt like a complete slap in the face.

	Without thinking and not sure why, she turned to Lucas and started chatting to him in an exuberant, upbeat manner. Lucas grinned at this sudden enthusiasm she was showing and she started to laugh loudly at his jokes (even the ones that were not funny). Every now and then, she sneaked split-second looks towards Raphael and Sasha to see if he was watching – which he was. A triumphant feeling surged through her except it was spoiled in an instant when she saw Sasha stroking his arm. That familiar sick feeling returned and she excused herself, stating she needed to go to the bathroom.

	On the way, a hand reached out and grabbed her arm.

	“Can I talk to you for a second?”

	Raphael had followed her; her heart pounded as she looked up at him, unable to look him directly in the eye while his grip tightened around her wrist.

	“Sorry, I really need to use the toilet,” she said quickly, shrugging him off.

	“Right – of course – sorry,” he said shortly.

	She practically zoomed into the toilet, breathing deeply in and out; she washed her hands and returned to her table. Daphne and Edge were on the dance floor by now, while Marcos was still busy chatting up the girl from Daphne’s college. Joey had gone one step further than Marcos because he and the other girl were locked in a passionate embrace. Ricardo was staring at Daphne with an unreadable expression on his face. Lucas leaned over to Skye and said,

	“Fancy a dance?”

	Finishing the last of her champagne, Skye replied,

	“Sure, why not?”

	She took Lucas’s outstretched hand and followed him to the dance floor where loud Reggae music was blasting out. She couldn’t help sneaking a few more peeks over at Raphael, whose eyes followed her wherever she walked; his table already had about six empty bottles of beer on it. Sasha seemed to be trying to persuade him to dance.

	Pay more attention to your girlfriend, Skye thought tetchily, as Lucas took her by the arms and started to dance with her. They danced for a while and Raphael continued to glare over at them; to the left of them, Skye witnessed Ricardo and Edge inches away from each other’s faces, hostile glares on both of them. It appeared that Ricardo had tried to break into Edge’s and Daphne’s dance and Edge had violently rebuked his advances. Daphne was yelling something to the both of them, but Skye couldn’t hear what it was, though one thing she knew for sure was that drama was about to kick off.

	“Hey, let’s go over here for a bit, it’s quieter.”

	Lucas pulled her towards a more deserted area of the bar where the music was not so loud. Skye could smell the alcohol on his breath and she did not like the way he suddenly pulled her close as they came to a standstill.

	“I must say, you’re looking very nice tonight,” he said, moving closer to her. “But then again, I’ve always thought you look nice.”

	And with that, he leaned in to kiss her. Skye backed away, horrified.

	“Erm, Lucas, I’m sorry, I think you’ve got the wrong idea –” she stammered, as he gripped her waist and shoved his face into hers.

	“I really haven't,” he mumbled, but he was suddenly pushed backwards by someone who appeared at that moment.

	“Get away from her,” snarled Raphael, for it was indeed he; his chest was heaving and his eyes had turned bright orange. Skye could smell his scent; it was also mixed with a lot of alcohol. Lucas regained his balance and glared at him. Skye stared at Raphael in shock.

	“Raphael – what are you doing?” she shrieked. “Just go away, I’m fine!”

	Lucas smiled in a rather nasty way.

	“See? She’s fine. So back off, buddy,” he said, grabbing Skye by the waist once more.

	“I said get away from her!” roared Raphael.

	In that instant, Skye knew exactly what was going to happen.

	“Raphael – NO!” she screamed.

	But it was too late. She had sensed the rage that was running through him; she witnessed his eyes switch to fire; she saw how shaky he was right before it happened. Raphael’s transformation into a tiger was immediate. The enormous furry body appeared seemingly from nowhere, the black and orange stripes luminous beneath the lights; the tiger cornered Lucas, who was frozen with fear, and bared its sharp fangs at him. Skye knew she had to act right now. She knew the dangers a Morpher faced if he transformed purely on emotion; if she didn’t do something, Raphael would kill Lucas.

	In that split-second of desperation and just as Raphael made a lunge for the petrified boy, she transformed into a wolf, the clothes shredding from her body. Everyone in the bar screamed in horror at the sight of these two powerful beasts that were now locked in a vicious fight, snarling horribly at one another. The wolf had landed on the tiger before he could reach his target, her fangs sinking into his leg. The tiger let out a thunderous roar and turned on her, his huge, pointed fangs taking a snap at her tail, which she dodged.

	Raphael, please! she thought frantically, trying to convey her emotions to him. Stop! Stop this! Please! You have to calm down! People are going to get hurt!

	Whether it was something she was trying to tell him or whether Raphael’s human mind suddenly came to its senses, the tiger let out one last deafening roar and sprinted from the bar; people screamed in terror, dodging him as he bounded past. Skye knew it was not safe for her to stay there; at any rate, the whole place was emptying fast as people scrambled to get out, fearing for their very lives. Skye did not know what had happened to her companions at the table, but she didn’t wait to find out. Mimicking the tiger, she dashed out of the doors and ran as fast as she could down the dark roads. She had to get back to her house, transform and pull on a new set of clothes (her party outfit was destroyed) and – she was determined – she had to find Raphael and talk to him; she had to find out why he behaved like that and what his problem was! He doesn't speak to her for the past two weeks and then, suddenly, he shows up with his girlfriend and almost kills the guy from her work? Undoubtedly, he thought Lucas was harassing her and felt an urge to protect her, as he always did – but Raphael had said he would forget about having her back when they had argued! What right did he have to intrude like that, especially after not seeing her for weeks? All these questions swarmed manically in her mind as she stealthily raced through the streets, thanking the heavens that it was so dark that hardly anyone could see her. Heart beating wildly, she continued to her destination, trying to prepare herself for the inevitable confrontation that was to occur.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Eighteen

	 

	“Erm – hello? It’s Skye! I was wondering if Raphael’s there?”

	“Just a moment please.”

	Skye stood outside the House of Renzo in a green tracksuit, shivering slightly from the cold, but mainly from her nerves. She moved a step away from the intercom, having just spoken to the butler. It was a starry night and a part of her could not quite believe she was there, requesting to see him. She had managed to arrive back home earlier, jumped through the window, transformed and changed into a tracksuit. Her mother was downstairs playing cards and entertaining some friends and she told her she was going to get a cab to Daphne’s house as she had spilled drinks on her outfit and had had to come back in order to change. Her mother personally called the cab and gave her money to pay for it to ensure she definitely would not be catching the shuttle-bus at that time of the night. So Skye jumped in the cab and informed the driver to take her to Notting Hill. Of course, she could not be certain that Raphael was even there, but it was worth a shot.

	And now here she was, feeling like a fool, waiting in the dark chilly night for someone who might not even be there or, worse, would not want to see her.

	“I apologize, Madam, but Master Raphael wishes to see no visitors at this present moment,” emitted the voice through the intercom some minutes later, confirming Skye’s fears.

	“Oh, please,” she said in desperation, huddling herself. “Can you please just ask him if he’ll see me for a few minutes? It’s really important that I speak with him.”

	Ten minutes later, the butler’s voice crackled through the intercom again.

	“Master Raphael will see you briefly,” he said.

	The great gates swung open and Skye hurried towards the four pillars and enormous front door. The butler, Forbes, appeared from behind it, swinging it open and bowing to her slightly.

	“Shall I escort you, Miss Archer?” he queried. “Master Raphael is in his chambers.”

	“Um … no, that’s OK, I remember where it is,” she replied.

	She made her way up the grand spiral staircase, feeling more nervous now than she had the entire night. Beads of sweat were actually dripping down her forehead as she stopped outside the door with the tiger’s face sculpted into it. With a deep breath, she knocked several times.

	“Come in,” came Raphael’s faint voice.

	Slowly, she swung the door open and stepped inside the dimly-lit room. Raphael was sitting on his four-poster, his back to her. His strong torso was visible to her as he was not wearing a shirt and instead seemed to be nursing a wound on his arm as he held a tight flannel to it and there was a small bowl of water by his feet. Her chest thumping wildly, she stepped forward in a tentative manner and closed the door behind her.

	“Raphael?” she said meekly.

	He did not turn to face her. She walked up to him and saw the nasty bite mark on his arm as he dabbed at it with the warm flannel.

	“Oh!” she cried out. “That – that was me! Raphael, I – I’m sorry –”

	“Don’t apologize,” he said, his tone sharp. He still would not look at her.

	“I’ve hurt you – I didn’t mean to –” she stammered, but he cut her off.

	“I’m glad you did. I’m disgusted with how I behaved. You have no idea how sorry I am for what I did. Please … apologize to that boy. I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry. For everything.”

	He looked so downcast that Skye’s heart melted at the sight; she forgot her nerves and wished she could comfort him. But his whole aura was ice cold.

	“Why did you come here?” he asked her quietly.

	She cleared her throat.

	“Because I wanted to see how you were … If you were OK …”

	“Well … now you know I’m not doing so great. Was that all?”

	“Yes – I mean, no,” Skye shook her head, jittering from one foot to the other.

	“Then what else?”

	“It’s just – I wanted to know – why did you do that?” she blurted out. “Why did you come to the bar tonight? Why did you flip out at Lucas?”

	“I saw him get too close and I saw that you didn’t like it,” replied Raphael flatly. “I swore I’d always have your back … It got me angry … You know that I always want to jump in when I see people in trouble.”

	“But – but we haven’t spoken for days!” exclaimed Skye. “And last time we spoke – you said you weren’t going to watch out for me anymore. And that’s fine because that’s what I asked you to do. But –”

	“Just because I said that, it doesn’t mean I would stop looking out for you,” he said in a hardened tone. “When I make promises, I tend not to break them.”

	“It’s just – it doesn’t make sense,” said Skye in an exasperated voice. “If you feel so protective over me, why haven’t you spoken to me for two weeks?”

	“Well, how could I? You were pretty angry last time we spoke.”

	“So were you! See, I thought we weren’t friends anymore, that’s why I don’t understand –”

	“There is nothing to understand,” said Raphael shortly. A pained look came into his eyes.

	“I think you should go … I did a terrible thing tonight and I don’t think I’ll be able to forgive myself for it. I over-reacted and attacked a defenceless person. It’s unforgivable.”

	At that moment, there was a sharp rap on the door.

	“Oi, Raph, you in there?”

	Raphael rose from his bed.

	“That’s Joey. I’d better go talk to him quickly before he tells everyone what happened. Hopefully he hasn’t already … I’ll be back in a moment.”

	He left the room and Skye was left alone, feeling highly despondent. She sat herself on the bed for a minute, burying her head in her hands. Raphael’s remorse for his actions tonight was so powerful that she practically felt it herself. His sadness had seeped throughout the room. He had said it would be best if she left … He didn’t want her there … She couldn’t understand what was going on … Raphael could not even look her in the face … Did he detest her that much?

	She caught a sudden glimpse of the bronze door in his room which was normally locked shut. She noticed it was slightly ajar this time. In her glum state, she realized she’d always been mildly curious about entering the room, but Raphael had never let her in during the times she’d been round. She knew it was his art room and how notoriously shy he was when it came to his paintings. But it wouldn’t hurt to take a sneak peak surely? She could still hear him talking in low tones with his brother outside the room. She got up from the bed and crept towards the door, opening it wider and silently entering.

	At first, all she noticed was how colourful the room actually was. A great deal of paint pots and canvasses were scattered about, as were paintbrushes and aprons. There were a lot of paintings that hung on the wall, remarkable paintings that looked truly professional. She recognized a couple of portraits of Lord Renzo and a very beautiful woman who must have been Raphael’s mother; he had her exact eyes, stunning green and almond-shaped. Skye smiled.

	But it was when she walked further into the room and caught sight of a selection of paintings that were half hidden behind a large curtain that the smile froze on her face.

	“Oh my gosh,” she whispered, peering closer at the first painting that caught her eye. “That’s me.”

	There was no mistaking it. Raphael’s talents as an artist were impeccable and the portrait she saw before her was definitely of herself. The brown of her eyes, the doe-shape, even the serious expression she often had on her face … The small lips, the tanned skin colour … Everything was exact. The amount of care and time that had gone into this painting was evident; she was staggered.

	Why did Raphael paint a picture of me?

	But her shock only amplified when she pulled back the curtain and saw the rest of the paintings.

	There were about seven in total. The first two were other portraits of her, one of them a full-body one and the other portraying her as having half a human face and half a wolf face. The next was a large colourful painting of a wolf and a tiger running over the hills, the sun beaming down on them. But it was the last few paintings that were the most captivating: in each one, a white wolf and an orange tiger with black stripes were embracing, their bodies intertwined as they nuzzled one another, each creature portraying an expression of pure bliss on its face. In one painting, the tiger stood over the wolf, their tails coiled together, while the wolf gazed upwards, their noses touching. In another, the two beasts lay side by side with the wolf pushing its head underneath the tiger’s muzzle. Another painting showed the wolf lying underneath the tiger, while the tiger gently caressed it, its tongue licking the wolf’s face. In each portrait, the animals lay underneath a full moon or on a hillside under a blinding sunset. But the very last painting, the oil not yet dry, showed the face of a white wolf inside a heart-shaped border that was tinted with orange and black.

	Skye felt as though she was in some kind of bizarre, warped dream that she couldn’t understand. These paintings … Why did Raphael have these paintings? Paintings that were so … intimate?

	She heard a noise behind her and, snapping out of her shock, she spun round.

	Raphael stood before her, white-faced. His eyes darted from the paintings and then back to her; his entire body was frozen stiff and he seemed unable to move or speak. For a while they just stood there, staring at each other. It was hard to say who looked more stunned.

	“Raphael,” Skye finally croaked. “I don’t understand … Why did you paint these?”

	“I thought I closed this door,” was his response, his throat extremely dry.

	“What does this mean?” she said, feeling petrified yet determined that he should answer her.

	“I – I think you should go,” he muttered, averting his gaze to the floor.

	“No, Raphael, tell me! Why have you painted these pictures? Of me, of a white wolf, of a tiger? In those – those positions?”

	Raphael’s cheeks flushed a deep red.

	“I just like to paint, alright? I told you not to come in this room –”

	“Just tell me why you painted these! Tell me!”

	“You know why … Look, Skye, just go, please …” His green eyes flitted from side to side in desperation, like a cornered animal. Skye’s frustrations overpowered her shock for the first time, her fists clenched.

	“No I do not know and I am not going until you tell me why! So just tell me, Raphael, I want to know!”

	“Because I love you! I painted them because I love you!”

	Defeat conquered his face and he turned his back, bowing his head and leaning against the wall as though some inner turmoil was writhing within. Skye could only stare at his back with her mouth hanging wide open. This was surely not happening … Had she heard him right? He loved her?

	“W – what?” she whispered. “You – you what …?”

	“I said I love you!” he repeated in a struggling voice. “So you can go now because you heard what you wanted to hear!”

	“But … I don’t understand … How can this be true … What about Sasha …?”

	Raphael rounded on her in frustration.

	“Sasha? Why are you bringing her up? I can’t believe this! I tell you how I feel about you and you bring up Sasha?”

	“I thought you were together … I thought she was your girlfriend …”

	Raphael looked utterly exasperated and he banged the wall with his fist.

	“I have told you so many times, she is not my girlfriend and I have no interest in her whatsoever!”

	“No,” said Skye, shaking her head and swallowing hard. “I saw you … at the celebrations …”

	“You saw what?”

	“I saw you kissing ... I came into the jazz room and you were both there kissing …”

	Raphael stared at her in amazement and then suddenly threw his head back with a bark of laughter.

	“That? We weren’t kissing – Skye, she kissed me!”

	Skye gulped.

	“You don’t have to lie to me, it was weeks ago –”

	“Lie? For God’s sake, I am not lying! She grabbed me before I had a chance to react and she kissed me full on the lips and I was in total shock; but I pushed her off! Why would I even lie?” His face contorted in anger as he continued to see disbelief and doubt on Skye’s face. “Look, I’ll prove it to you. Transform!”

	“What? Why?”

	“Because I’m going to do a Memory Transference! Prove to you that I’m not a liar!”

	“There’s no need –”

	“There is every need! Go behind that curtain, undress and transform.”

	He looked so fierce that Skye didn’t dare object. All this information was still sinking in and she felt as though she was wandering about in a complete daze. Robotically, she undressed behind the curtain and morphed into her inner beast, the smell of oil paint overwhelming her nostrils. She emerged slowly from behind the curtain and placed herself in a submissive position before the tiger, who gave her the usual snarl and then composed himself. The electric current she had experienced only once before was immediate as she was thrown into Raphael’s memory …

	The jazz band was playing one of its smooth pieces as Sasha approached him near the bar.

	“Raph!” she said, a great beam on her face as she stretched out her arms. “So wonderful to see you! You wanted to see me?”

	“Hey Sasha. Yeah, my dad was wondering if your dad was available next weekend for a game of golf? He said he’d been having problems getting through to your dad’s tag device so he asked me to ask you.”

	There was a brief flash of disappointment on Sasha’s face which she quickly masked.

	“Of course! I’ll ask him. Would you like to dance?”

	“Sure.”

	Raphael finished off the last of his beer and followed Sasha onto the dance floor.

	“You know, Raph,” said Sasha, her voice descending into a low purr as Raphael twirled her round. “I’ve been doing some thinking. I think we should reconsider our … options.”

	She leaned towards him, her face inches from his. Raphael stared back, blinking in a confused type of way.

	“Sorry, I’m not sure what you mean?”

	“I mean this.”

	And before he could react, Sasha had pulled his face towards his and locked his lips onto her own. Stunned, Raphael was momentarily frozen on the spot.

	There was a sound of shattering glass somewhere behind him. It was this sudden noise that broke him out of his reverie. He wrenched his face from Sasha’s and pulled her hands away, holding her at arm’s length.

	“Sasha – I think you’ve got the wrong idea –”

	“Of course I haven’t, Raph.”

	She tried to kiss him again, but Raphael shook his head firmly.

	“I don’t see you in that way, Sasha.”

	Sasha stared at him in disbelief, her mouth pulled into a sulky pout.

	“Raph, it was a mistake that we broke up. I’m giving you another chance to be with me. What’s wrong with you?”

	“I told you, I don’t see you in that way. Look, I’m sorry, you’re a great girl, but I’m not the right guy for you. There’s someone out there for you, but it’s not me, and the truth is, there’s someone I like …”

	“Oh, let me guess? Is it that filthy little Morpher friend of yours?”

	“Don’t talk about her like that.”

	Sasha’s eyes widened in shock, disgust showing plainly on her face.

	“Oh my God, it is her! Are you blind or something? She’s ugly!”

	“She’s not ugly … I’m going to let that slide because you’re upset. Anyway, Sasha, I’ve got to get going, so enjoy the rest of the evening, OK …?”

	“Raphael!”

	Raphael turned to see Skye’s friend, Daphne, racing towards him with an anxious look on her face and a Hispanic man following closely behind her.

	“Have you seen Skye? She’s disappeared!” said Daphne worriedly.

	“No, I haven’t. Wasn’t she with you earlier? I saw her mum and she told me Skye met up with you.”

	“She did, but now she’s vanished!”

	“We’d better look for her. Sasha, enjoy your evening, OK? Come on, let’s go …”

	He turned away from Sasha and her furious expression, hurrying towards the door, Daphne and the man following swiftly behind …

	The electrical current rushed through her again and Skye’s fur stood on end. Raphael chuffed very quietly and conveyed to Skye to transform back. She paced back behind the curtain, morphed into her human self and changed into her clothes, reeling from the memory she had just seen. When she returned, Raphael was back to his human form and sitting on the floor, wearing only his trousers, his head lowered and his eyes closed.

	“So … there you have it,” he said, not looking at her. Timidly, she sat down opposite him.

	“I just …” She gulped. “This is so much for me to take in. You don’t understand … I didn’t expect this, any of it. I – I didn’t know you felt this way about me.”

	“I’ve felt this way for a while,” Raphael raised his head and his deep green eyes penetrated hers with an intensity so great she couldn’t maintain her gaze. “I liked you from the start … But it was the night we ran together in Hampstead Heath … That was when I … Well, put it this way, that was the night I came home and first painted you.”

	Skye swallowed hard; breathing was difficult.

	“Why did you never say anything?” she whispered.

	“How could I? You’d made it clear from the start you didn’t like me in that way. I had to work really hard just to get you to join me for tea! I tried to tell you in other ways … but you never gave me any sign of feeling anything in return and I wondered if I was just making a fool of myself. At one point, I thought you did start to feel something for me; that time when you blew up at me when you asked about when I dated Sasha … But then that all changed. I remember taking your hand when you were in the hospital and you pulled away. That confirmed it for me; you didn’t have any feelings for me. But it was OK, as long as I could be around you and have you with me, even if it was just as a friend. I wanted more, but I was willing to settle for less if that was the way it had to be. But then we argued … And during those two weeks, I missed you more than I could say. Everyone kept asking me what was wrong, but I just ignored them. Paddy was the only one I told about you, about how I felt. He urged me to go out and socialize, to try and get you out of my head. So I went to a few house-parties, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I just stayed in my room and painted, it helped a little. Then Ricardo mentioned it was your birthday and a group of you were going to this new bar on Richmond Hill. I wanted to see you so badly, but I was afraid to contact you; you’ve rebuffed me so many times in the past and after the argument I wasn’t sure I could handle anymore rejection. I – I wanted to give you a present, one of my paintings. So I decided to go to this bar, to see if I could talk to you, to straighten things out. But I couldn’t just turn up alone, that would look suspicious. I took Sasha because she’d been calling me, wanting us to give it another shot. Obviously that’s the last thing I wanted, but I had to bring someone. And when I got there, you didn’t want to know me … When I saw that boy try and kiss you, I just got so angry … I couldn’t control myself and … Well, you know the rest.”

	He took a deep breath and his handsome features looked beaten.

	“I can’t help how I feel about you, Skye. I’ve never felt like this before. There’s no one else I can talk to the same way I talk to you … Or run through the grass with … There isn’t anyone who can get me so angry, but make me so happy at the same time. Just you. It’s not just because we’re both Morphers. It’s you, everything about you, from the way you listen to me, right down to your moodiness. Good or bad, I don’t care. I love you and that’s that.”

	He fell silent, his cheeks flaming. Skye actually had a lump in her throat as she stared at him, and she moved closer, reaching out and placing a hand on his. She recalled all the times he had wanted to protect and look after her, not realizing it was out of a yearning love, not friendly concern; the times he had playfully flirted with her, not knowing there was something deeper behind it; she recalled catching Sasha’s eye the other day, the girl who had glared at her with such hatred, now knowing that this hatred had mingled with jealousy also, because she knew how Raphael had truly felt; Skye saw all these things and more, and when she looked at him it was as though she was looking into a mirror.

	“I love you too,” she whispered, so quietly that she could hardly hear the words herself.

	Raphael stared at her.

	“You …?”

	She nodded, terrified yet compelled to respond.

	“I – I love you too. I never thought you would like me … let alone love me. I just – I didn’t think I was good enough for you. I kept trying to force myself not to feel that way about you but it didn’t work. And when I saw you with Sasha … I was so depressed that it affected my morphing.”

	Raphael’s eyes widened as realization hit him.

	“That was why you couldn’t transform when Pearson showed up,” he said in amazement, mortification clouding his eyes.

	She nodded.

	“I tried to stop loving you. I buried it as best as I could. But – but I loved you then and I still love you now …” Her voice faltered and she gulped, her gaze dropping to the floor.

	Raphael leaned close to her, clutching the hand that had tenderly touched his own.

	“I wish you had said something – I wish I’d said something. But I’m glad we’ve told each other now. You don’t know how it makes me feel, to hear you say these things …”

	And with that, he raised his hand to her cheek and stroked it gently. Her brown eyes gazed into his green ones; they were inches from hers and it was as though time stopped in that one moment, for he moved forward and kissed her tenderly on the lips. It was as though fireworks had set off inside her, for the explosion of love and excitement that raged within was so great she thought she would burst. She kissed him back with an ardent passion that he returned, his lips pressing fiercely against hers as she clasped the back of his head, stroking his hair. How long that moment lasted, no one could say, but the deep passion and love that each had towards the other felt enough for an eternity. When they finally pulled apart, he was gazing at her so affectionately, with such adoration in his eyes, she felt as though she would melt in that very instant.

	“I should go,” she whispered, not wanting to leave. “It’s getting late …”

	“No,” he whispered back, cradling her face in the palm of his hand. “Don’t go … Stay …”

	He stared at her, that same fire palpable in his eyes, a plea that she could not resist. She knew what he was asking of her. She was scared, yet that deep bubble of ardour within her felt the same as he did; the longing and desire was mutual. Slowly, she consented and he rose from the floor, taking her hand softly and guiding her back to his main room. He dimmed the lights further and a warm, incandescent glow engulfed them. He laid her gently on the bed, finding her lips once more, his strong, sculpted body brushing against hers.

	“Is this OK?” he murmured in her ear and she nodded as he kissed her earlobe. Together they undressed and moments later Skye realized, among the passion that emitted from them both, just how much she loved him as they moved in time with one another, his lips kissing her face with a hunger he could not suppress, her nails scratching his back with a ferocity she could not contain. The strength of their longing was illustrated by the sudden colour changes in their eyes; his green turned to orange, her brown switched to blue. Fur grew all over their bare skin; her features grew longer, his face stretched wider. Faster and faster, they synchronized their urges and, as the ultimate pinnacle hit, it was not human cries of desire that spilled from their lips, but the great roaring of a tiger and the shrieking howls of a wolf … Noises that echoed for miles around as the two great beasts lay, shattered, tangled in the fur of their four-legged bodies and lost in the purest essence of their love.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Nineteen

	 

	When Skye woke up the next morning she immediately recalled the events of the night before and wondered, with breath-taking stupor, if it had all been a dream. But the strong arms that were cuddling her and the face that was buried in her hair were definitely real and she realized, enthralled, that it had happened exactly as she had remembered. It had been one of the most remarkable experiences of her life.

	Shifting slightly and clasping the hands that were so tightly wrapped round her, she gave an almighty yawn that was followed by a growl and turned on her other side to face him. Besides her, Raphael’s eyes opened and he smiled at her tenderly.

	“Good morning, beautiful,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.

	“Good morning,” said Skye, highly bashful. “Not sure what you mean by ‘beautiful’ though. I just woke up.”

	She pulled the covers over her face, embarrassed.

	Raphael chuckled.

	“You’re always beautiful to me,” he said, squeezing her tight.

	A loud knocking sound rapped several times on Raphael’s bedroom door. Raphael removed the covers from himself and walked over to the door, while Skye marvelled at the beauty of his physique, tall, toned and sturdy. He grabbed a pair of boxers from his drawer, pulled them on and opened the door, about to step outside but, as soon as he did so, Joey burst into the room, his voice layered with excitement.

	“Raph, you’ve got to come downstairs, it’s – oh!”

	He had just spotted Skye. Skye, in response to his shocked gaze, shrieked and threw the duvet over her entire head. Joey looked at Raphael (who started to usher his brother out of the room) with a thoroughly mischievous expression on his face.

	“Sorry, didn’t realize you had company!” he exclaimed. Then in a lower voice, he added, “Someone got lucky then, eh? Eh? Eh? Knew I heard some crazy noises last night!”

	“We’ll talk outside – out!”

	Raphael pushed his grinning brother out of the room, told Skye he would be back in a moment and followed him out of the door, closing it behind him. Skye, for her part, was so horribly embarrassed at being caught in such a position that her cheeks burned flaming red and she had no plans on removing the covers for a while.

	When Raphael returned and Skye was still sweltering underneath the bed sheets, he carried with him a bag and a great beam on his face.

	“Skye?” he said, pulling the cover from her face.

	“It’s OK – Joey’s not going to say anything. Though he blurted it out to Ricardo before I could stop him, but don’t worry about those two. Here, I’ve got your bag.”

	Skye removed the sheets further down and released her arm, taking the bag from him, a great sense of relief washing over her, not just because the twins were not going to broadcast how they caught her naked in Raphael’s bed, but also because she had been feeling deeply concerned about her bag and the contents inside it.

	“Oh – thank God! How did you get this?”

	“Your friend, Daphne,” said Raphael, climbing back into bed next to her. “Apparently, after our … confrontation yesterday at the bar, a fight broke out between Ricardo and your friend’s boyfriend. Ricardo’s got a broken nose; your friend grabbed your bag and accompanied Ricardo back to our house. When she left, she told Ricardo to give you the bag because she had a feeling you would turn up here. Also, she managed to persuade your workmate not to try and have me arrested for when I transformed. That’s a good friend you’ve got there.”

	“Yeah, she is,” said Skye, gratitude for Daphne sailing through her. Whew! Her tag device was safe, her money, her keys. And thankfully Lucas wasn’t going to try and extract any vengeance on Raphael. Skye had a feeling he would probably want to just forget the whole thing happened, but she would still apologize and explain things to him next time she saw him at work.

	“There’s something else too,” said Raphael. “My eldest brother, Trey, arrived here this morning from China. The Chinese reinforcements are going to be secretly scattered all over the country so that they’ll be on call for when we go to war with the Pearsons. There’s a whole army of them. For the past two weeks, I was thinking about what my dad said … About what you said. And about the risks if I destroyed Pearson right away. I realized you were both right. And now that Trey has returned, things are definitely looking up. I have a feeling that a big change is going to occur sometime in the near future. But I don’t want you to be here when it happens – it’s too dangerous.”

	Skye shook her head.

	“Don’t even think about going all over-protective on me,” she said. “When it comes, I’m going to be fighting along with everybody else.”

	“If Pearson touches you –”

	“Then I’ll take care of him. I’m going to make sure my mother and Daphne are out of the city and I’m going to be the biggest, baddest wolf the thugs have ever seen.”

	“I’ve no doubt of the fear you can strike into a man’s heart,” teased Raphael. “But until that day arrives, we need to be extra vigilant. No more situations where Pearson has you cornered. You have no idea how scared I was that day.”

	“It’s OK. Everything will turn out fine.” And she knew that everything would be fine, now that she had Raphael by her side. She knew that the time would come when she would leave and work with the endangered animals; that was something she could never back away from. There was nothing that could ever prevent her following through with her convictions to save the animals. She also knew it wouldn’t be for at least three months and, in the meantime, her city needed her to help protect it against the thugs and lowlifes. She and Raphael stared at one another, their expressions conveying more than words ever could. They had each other and, in that one moment, they realized they needed little else.

	Suddenly, there was an explosive BANG! from outside. Snapping out of the blissful moment, Raphael and Skye ran towards the window. A shop in the distance had caught fire. People were running about in panic and screaming. Using their animal senses, both Skye and Raphael could make out the masked figures of thugs who were fleeing the scene. Fortunately, the explosion occurred right at the base of Notting Hill which meant there was a lot of security and on-call help. Men and women arrived immediately with hoses to put out the fire. Others bravely risked their own lives to see if there was anyone in the shop. But as the two Morphers continued to stare out of the window, they caught sight of one particular thug who had not bothered to hide his face. It was Finn Pearson and he was staring straight at them, a cruel smile lingering about his lips. Raphael’s nostrils flared and he twitched violently. But Skye placed a hand on his shoulder.

	“No,” she said, her voice hard. “He wants you to go out there and face him. It’s what he wants. It won’t be long … The reinforcements have arrived. You said yourself it will be in the near future. Then we can get him. But not now.”

	With a gentle, yet firm hand, she pulled him from the window. Together, they changed into their clothes and hurried downstairs. They entered the dining room where Lord Renzo, Joey, Ricardo (who looked flustered and out of breath) and a strange man who shared the Renzo good looks were sitting at the table.

	“Raphael,” said Lord Renzo in a grave voice.

	“Dad,” said Raphael, taking a seat and pulling a chair out for Skye. He gestured towards the strange man.

	“This is my brother, Trey. Trey, this is Skye … my girl.”

	Skye’s eyebrows flew upwards; Joey and Ricardo grinned roguishly at each other; a smile hid behind Lord Renzo’s beard.

	“Nice to meet you,” said Skye, her cheeks hot with pleasure at Raphael’s introduction for her. Trey smiled at her before turning towards Lord Renzo.

	“The thugs have got wind of the Chinese reinforcements,” he said, his voice serious. “That can be the only explanation for why they blew up the shop just now.”

	“Ricardo, are there any casualties from the explosion?” said Lord Renzo, turning to the twin.

	Ricardo, who had just sprinted back from the mayhem outside, shook his head.

	“No – we were lucky. The shop was closed. Apparently, the owners were attending a Bar Mitzvah.”

	“We couldn’t have expected this to stay secret for long,” said Trey. “This morning, two other explosions occurred South of London. It won’t be long before they break out completely. Dad, we can’t wait much longer. If there was ever a time to act, it’s now.”

	Lord Renzo gazed into the distance, his expression unfathomable. Then he turned to Raphael.

	“It appears the moment you have been waiting for has arrived, my son.”

	There was a general sense of fear and adrenaline around the table. They knew ever since they heard the news that back-up had arrived that it would be soon – but not this soon. Lord Renzo had waited patiently for the time when they could declare a final war on the thugs of the city. Many people had lost their lives during the waiting period and others had been sacrificed as the thugs’ brutal play-things. But now …

	Could this finally be it?

	“There are dark days ahead of us and we must plan carefully. Everyone please leave the room. I must speak with Trey alone. Stay safe – do not go wandering outside alone or in any place where you could be targeted. Now, more than ever, vigilance is crucial.”

	With that, Raphael, Skye, Joey and Ricardo left the room.

	“Well, you two,” said Joey, once they were in the hallway, “first and foremost, congratulations! Didn’t know you had it in you, Raph! Quite honestly, the whole world’s just gone insane. You and Ricardo have both found yourselves girlfriends and we’re about to head towards a final battle with the thugs. Well – if I die, at least I can say there’s no other bed that has as many notches as mine! And I didn’t weasel out and get myself a girlfriend like you two.”

	Slapping Raphael on the back and winking at Skye, he turned away, Ricardo following him.

	“Ricardo and Daphne are together now?” said Skye, realizing she may have misjudged Ricardo after all.

	“Yeah,” said Raphael, taking her hand and guiding her back to his room. They sat on the bed for a moment in silence; the sounds of wailing sirens could still be heard outside as fire engines continued to put out the fiery flames.

	“It looks like this has come along a lot sooner than we thought,” said Raphael, moving close to her. “Skye, I told you earlier, I don’t want you in any danger. And things are going to kick off – really soon. I … I think you should leave the city for a bit. Take your mother and Daphne with you …”

	“No!” said Skye furiously. “I’m not leaving! I just got you, there’s no way I’m losing you now! I’m sticking by your side, whether you like it or not!”

	And she kissed him passionately on the mouth, as though that was to seal her vow, that she wasn’t going anywhere. He sighed, exasperated, and caressed her hair tenderly, but there was also a look in his eyes that signified how happy it made him that she was there, ready and willing to fight by his side.

	“Oh! Your present! I forgot to give it to you!”

	Raphael leapt from the bed and into his art room. When he returned, he was carrying one of his paintings, the one that had still been wet when Skye saw it last night.

	“I was going to give it to you as a last resort ... to show you how I feel about you,” he said, handing it to her.

	Just as she had marvelled at it yesterday, Skye took the painting and stared at the face of the white wolf that was in the middle of the orange and black, heart-shaped border.

	“It’s beautiful,” she said.

	“I call it ‘How The Tiger Lost His Heart,’” Raphael told her. “Sorry. I've got a thing about naming my paintings.”

	“Well, I will keep it with me always,” she said, placing the painting on the side table and reaching her arms out to embrace him once more. “I should paint one for you, too, about how the wolf lost hers.” She smiled at him playfully. “Would you hang that on your wall?”

	Raphael nuzzled her face.

	“I would keep it on my wall, stare at it every day and think about the stubborn, hard-headed, incredible, beautiful wolf who lost her heart – and how I was the lucky one who found it.”

	“You flatterer!” said Skye, giggling, as he buried his face in her neck and started to kiss her all over.

	“Come on,” he said, enfolding her in his arms and carrying her from the bed. “Let’s get out of here for a while. Let’s go for a run. We don’t know how much longer we’ve got to do these things together before it turns nasty. Wish I could just wrap you up and keep you safe in my pocket. I love you, Skye, and I don’t ever want to let you go.”

	They made their way downstairs, her hand in his, and walked outside, jumping into one of the family cars. They sped off down the roads, the cool breeze rushing through their hair. Stopping for some bubble tea, they then made their way to Hampstead Heath where the magnificent park lay, patiently waiting for them to cover the width and breadth of it.

	As Skye transformed and sniffed the tiger beside her, nuzzling him affectionately, all she could think was how much she loved him and how he loved her in return, and how there was nothing on earth, not even the threat of the thugs and the inevitable war that was to come, that could ruin this feeling. Raphael broke into a run before her and she followed him; the two great beasts roared and howled in elation as they sprinted through the beauty that nature had to offer, knowing that there was nothing they couldn’t face in this world as long as they faced it together. In that moment, they were able to forget the horrors that would come and the dangers they would face. Skye bounded through the trees with the one she loved, the beautiful tiger who brought a joy to her that she had never known before.

	If this is a dream, let me never awake, she thought, as she flew down the fields, howling in ecstasy at the clear bright sky.

	The End

	



	


Epilogue

	 

	 

	War was officially declared on September 27th 2217. Lord Renzo and Lord Pearson once again found themselves at the head of a brutal Civil War, not too different from the destructive chaos that had occurred only twelve years prior. Skye Archer and Raphael Renzo both played key roles during these turbulent times. The peaceful moments they shared together were not to last. A shocking development in China meant things did not go according to plan, and the city found itself dangerously close to obliteration.

	For Skye and Raphael, who had only just discovered what it meant to feel complete with another human being, they were not so ready to give up their new-found happiness, nor watch their city crumble to dust. It was on that dark day towards the end of September that they realized just how far they were willing to go to fight for what they believed in. It was deep in the heart of the increasingly endangered city that Raphael faced his toughest battle yet …

	Then, at that brink of time, it was discovered How The Tiger Faced His Challenge.
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