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CHAPTER 1

Jaime

     I've always liked breasts.

     What nineteen year old boy wouldn't?

     That's why I couldn't stop feeling the ones that now pushed firmly against the inside of
my t-shirt.

     Jesus, they felt great.

     I cupped them with both hands, admiring their weight and firmness.

     Fantastic!

     I'm not going to be able to stop touching them. Just touching them was getting
me a bit excited.

     I think I was anyway.

     Without a penis it was hard to tell.

     For nineteen years that's what I relied on. Now how was I to know?

     No, that's not really true. I may be precocious, in one unique way, but even I had only
reached puberty seven years ago, just like your average Australian boy. Only mine was not so
average.

     I pulled out the top of my t-shirt and looked down with awe. Christ, they looked so
weird. Great, but weird. Where once was smooth muscle were now two very full, very female
breasts. And the nipples? Where did they come from? They were so big. That couldn't be natural
could it?

     I wracked my memory of women's breasts but, seeing as how I'd only ever seen one
girl's naked breasts, I didn't have much to go by. And Celeste's were never big anyway. Don't get
me wrong. I loved her breasts. I loved everything about her. Her breasts may have been small but
they were beautiful. I slipped my hand down my t-shirt and felt mine again.

     Definitely bigger than Celeste's and they were so smooth and soft, yet still firm.
Now stop playing with the breasts and get out of here. But who was going to stop in the
dead of night on a deserted, outback road for some disheveled, wild looking girl? Or was that a
stupid question?

     No, it had been the right choice to change into a girl. Up until tonight, I had never been
able to successfully shift into a girl, only boys. How I had done it I still really wasn't quite
sure.

     Think about it later.

     Now I just needed some car to come along and get me the hell out of here. They'll
have someone along this road very soon. It wouldn't take them long before they found the two
unconscious agents and realise I must have fled through the bush.

     And then the hunt would be on again. How they'd found me I had no idea. The ranch
was in one of the most isolated areas of Australia, in the far north of the Northern Territory.
Walk twenty miles in any direction and the only thing you might see would be the odd crocodile
or feral camel. Here, surrounded by the red, rocky escarpments and miles of wild bushland, I had
felt safe. But it was all a lie, an illusion.

     The words of my mother came back to me. "You will never be safe anywhere."

     For the past five years those words had been a mantra in my head. But I had forgotten
them. Happiness had made me lazy. And now I had to pay the price for my forgetfulness. Or, I
thought bitterly, my friends did.

     Looking back the way I had come, I could see a red tinge flickering on the distant
trees.

     Crap! They're burning the ranch.

     I turned around and even took a couple of steps in that direction before I stopped. It was
useless. They had either all gotten away or it was too late. I remembered Celeste's last frantic
words.

* * * *

     "You go. If they can't find you, we'll be safe."

     "Cee, I don't won't to go," I'd cried. Not again. How many times could I do this? Tears
had run down my face.

     "Hush, Jaime, it'll be okay."

     She hugged me tight and then those beautiful, soft lips pressed firmly against mine. Her
tongue pushed hard into my mouth.

     I moaned. Fear and want all mixed up. It wasn't fair. Just when we had discovered each
other. And now it was over.

     She read my mind. "It's not over. It'll never be over. Just do what you have to do to get
away."

     Glass suddenly showered over our head as the window exploded. Celeste screamed.
Shards of glass showered over me, striking and cutting me with needle sharp pricks. I covered
her body with mine. Something metallic struck the ground. Thick, acrid smoke spewed out,
stinging our eyes. Suddenly, Sam was at my shoulder.

     "Quick, Jaime, you have to go now. Quick. They'll be in here any moment. Stay
low."

     Already through teary eyes I could see shadowy figures moving outside the windows.
Sam opened the hidden cellar door under the kitchen carpet.

     "Down you go, lad." I felt his hand on my shoulder.

     I sought Celeste one last time. But it was impossible. The smoke was thick and painful.
Dimly, I perceived a hand reaching towards me and grabbed it desperately. We held hands. The
thought that that this might be the last time we ever touched was like a knife through my
heart.

     "Cee," I gasped. I felt her press something into my hand. Then our hands slipped apart
as Sam, gently but firmly, pushed me down.

     "Good luck, son."

     I dropped down the hole. But not before I heard one more word.

     "Haven."

     Then I was in complete darkness. I put what Celeste had given me in my pocket. I
fumbled around for a moment before I found the head torch Sam had left hanging on a nail at the
bottom of the ladder. The first time I had come here, two years ago, Sam had shown me this
escape route.

     "Hopefully, you'll never have to use it," he had said, "The bastards will never find you
here!"

     Well, the bastards had.

     And I could hear the bastards, at that very moment, running and shouting above my
head, desperate not to let me slip through their hands once again. I slipped the head torch on and
made my way to the back of the cellar. Swinging out the shelves on the back wall, I stepped into
the cave that lay hidden behind them. I pulled the shelves closed and dropped a steel bar across
the handle mechanism to prevent anyone else gaining access. Sam and Celeste wouldn't need it,
as they had a different escape route planned.

     Sam, despite my objections, had insisted that this was the best plan. "You can do your
thing better without us tagging along. It will be safer for everyone."

     Well, it may have been safer but it sure was lonelier. I made my way through the narrow
cave. Within seconds, all I could hear were my footsteps and the sound of my heavy breathing. I
ran bent over, as that particular cave was only about five feet high. It ran for about fifty yards so
crouching was not particularly tiring. Some of the other caves were several hundred yards
long.

     This was the main reason that Sam's Grandpa had built here. The limestone rocky
escarpment was riddled with dozens of caves like this one. Sam's Grandpa had not been the most
law abiding person and the advantage of a home with multiple hidden exits was plain for him to
see.

     The apple doesn't fall far from the tree. Sam also, according to Celeste, had been forced
to use them on several occasions.

     Carefully, I lifted the fibreglass door up at the end of the cave. Sam's Grandpa had stuck
rocks and branches to it, so it was virtually invisible unless you knew what you were looking
for.

     I emerged in a deep gully that ran behind the ranchhouse. Leaving the head torch
behind, I made my way along the gully. It was dark so I had to move slowly. I could hear distant
shouting coming from the ranchhouse but couldn't see anyone. I climbed up the end of the gully
and stopped.

     Parked not thirty yards away was a large black truck. At the back of the truck stood a
man. As I watched, a door opened and another man came out of the truck. They spoke and the
first man stepped into the truck. The one who had come out of the truck began to walk toward
me.

     I stepped behind the nearest tree. Had he seen me? There was no cry of discovery and I
could hear his unhurried gait. My foot nudged a large, smooth rock. Slowly, I bent down, picked
it up and stood with my back against the tree.

     The steps grew closer and stopped next to the tree. I held my breath. He undid his zip
and then I heard him urinating. I kept absolutely still. Until something crawled down my face
and I instinctively jerked. He begin to turn.

     Wildly, I swung the hand holding the rock. It connected with his temple and he fell,
rolling halfway down the gully.

     I ran after him. There was a bump the size of a walnut on his temple but he was still
breathing. I quickly undressed him and put on his clothes.

     He had a gun in a shoulder holster, which I also took. The clothes were way too big.

     Closing my eyes, I found that internal "muscle" I had discovered when I was twelve. I
shifted.

     I bound his hands behind his back with my shoe laces and stuffed his socks into his
mouth, which I held in place with his belt. I used my belt to tie his feet together.

     I was quite satisfied with the way things had gone so far. In the form of this agent, I
shouldn't have any trouble slipping away. Just as I was about to disappear through the bush,
however, someone called, "Frank! C'mon, we've got them."

     For a moment, I thought about running. But they would find Frank in no time and
straight away would know where to look for me. Best to wait for a better opportunity.

     "Coming," I called, as I walked up the gully, making a show of doing up my fly.

     There were now eight people gathered outside the truck. Several were dressed in suits,
the rest looked like a police SWAT team; guns, night scopes, Kevlar vests, black fatigues. I
didn't see any police insignias, or army ones for that matter. This was to be expected. The
Company didn't advertise.

     One of the suits, a huge fellow with a shaved head, stared balefully as I approached. I
recognised him immediately. He had tried to snatch me from school five years ago.

     "Where have you been?" Although he spoke quietly, he gave the impression of barely
suppressed violence lurking just below his severe, expressionless features.

     Lucky for me, two black vans pulled up as he spoke and he turned away. I say lucky
because I don't know if I could have answered him. Equal measures of fear and anger flooded
through me. This was one of the men responsible for Mum's death.

     What had Mum called him? Tulip. That was it. The guy had a body and a face that
looked like it had been chiselled out of the side of a quarry and he sported the name of a
flower.

     More armed Company agents piled out of the two vans, all dressed in black SWAT gear.
They dragged six people out of the vans and forced them to sit on the ground. I recognised them
straight away. The two roustabouts, Johnny and Daniel; our cook, Chan; Les, the ranch jackaroo;
and Tony and Bella, who ran the Arabian horse act in the Carmine Circus. I had been working
and living with Sam Carmine and his family for the past five years since Mum was killed.

     As I stood there, frozen in shock, Tulip spoke quietly to himself. It took me a moment to
realise he was speaking into a miniscule radio attached to his right ear.

     The back door of the truck opened and a tall figure stood framed in the door way. The
light from inside the truck was behind him so it was impossible to make out his features. Even
so, a cold dread swept over me.

     The Company agents, who had been talking quietly amongst themselves, fell silent.
These men feared this man more than the hulking and brooding Tulip. As he joined them, the
agents moved silently away, as if there was an invisible shield around him.

     I felt my breathing stop and my blood turn to ice in my veins when I finally saw his
face.

     It was the other man from the school.

     Locke.

     The two people responsible for my Mum's death. And they stood only feet away. I
remembered the gun I carried. My hand itched but I did not move. There were too many of
them.

     Tall and grey-haired, Locke looked silently down at the six captives with the dispassion
of a hawk about to consume its prey.

     "What do you think you're doing? Who are you guys? You can't do this." Les, the
young, ranch jackaroo, was always easily offended and quick to speak his mind.

     Locke inclined his head toward Les. An agent stepped forward and struck him in the
face with the butt of his rifle. Les' nose exploded. He fell onto his face and lay still. Blood seeped
out in a pool around his head.

     The others looked disbelievingly at Les and at the circle of dark figures surrounding
them.

     This was my fault. All my fault.

     "Is this all of them?" Locke's voice was quiet and unflustered.

     "No, we are still looking for about five more," Tulip said.

     My heart swelled; Sam and Celeste had got away.

     "You let them get away? How did this happen?" There was no anger in Locke's voice.
He was ice cold.

     "Our intel was off. That farmhouse is sitting on a rabbit warren. There are dozens of
caves running from it through the escarpment behind."

     Locke looked down at the group huddling together on the ground.

     "Have these been tested yet?"

     "No, the truck with the PEGs is still a half hour away."

     What the hell is a PEG?

     "So, he could be one of them?"

     Tulip nodded. "Except for the woman."

     "Ah, yes, the woman. Bring her here."

     Two of the black clad men grabbed Bella. Tony, her husband, snatched at them. "Leave
her alone," he yelled.

     An agent kicked him in the back with a steel capped boot. Tony fell, writhing onto the
ground. Bella let out a scream and struggled violently in their arms.

     "Quiet," Locke said softly to Bella.

     Bella continued struggling.

     Locke nodded. The agent again kicked Tony in the back.

     "Quiet," Locke said again.

     The agent pulled his foot back.

     Bella fell still, her head swinging wildly from Locke to Tony.

     I couldn't believe this was happening. I was supposed to have slipped silently away,
taking any danger away with me. Sam had insisted they would be safe when I was gone. I looked
at the unconscious Les lying in a pool of congealing blood and Tony curled up into a foetal
ball.

     Safe. Right.

     "That's better," Locke spoke as if to a naughty pet dog.

     "Do you know this person?" He held up a photo.

     I peered over a shoulder, keen to see what photo they possessed. At first I wasn't sure
what I was seeing. It looked similar to me but wasn't me. It took me a moment to realise they had
probably done a computer age progression on the photo they had of me as a fourteen year old. I
breathed a mental sigh of relief. They still didn't have an accurate photo of me.

     Tell the truth, Bella, I prayed silently to myself. Don't lie to this
man.

     Bella was no fool, she told the truth. "I'm not sure... It looks a little like Jaime." She
glanced fearfully at the agent standing above Tony.

     Locke and Tulip looked at each other.

     "Where did you last see him?" Tulip said.

     "At dinner tonight."

     "What was he wearing?" Locke said.

     "Jeans and a white t-shirt... I think,." Belle looked from Locke to Tulip. "What is this
about? Why do you want Jaime?" Her voice trembled as she spoke.

     They both ignored her.

     "We think he was still inside, so he probably took one of those caves that run from the
house," Tulip said. "We'll widen the patrols' range and search all of the caves."

     Locke nodded.

     I didn't like the thoughtful way he was looking at the captives.

     "Yes, do that. You know he had time to shift into any of these subjects," he said after a
moment's silence.

     "Yes, we won't know until the PEGs get here and we can do brain scans," Tulip
said.

     Brain scans? Did this mean they had some device that would identify me, even if I had
shifted? A PEG?

     Johnny and Daniel, the young roustabouts, looked at each other nervously. "Look, man,
I don't know what Jaime was up to but we had nothing to do with it," Johnny said.

     "Be quiet," Locke said in that same, soft, almost gentle tone. He said something to
Tulip, who murmured into his radio.

     Johnny shut up straight away. He'd seen what happened to Tony.

     Locke turned his attention to the captives. "Jaime, are you there? If you are, I suggest
you give yourself up straight away before your friends get hurt. I'm sure you wouldn't want
anything to happen to them, would you? Especially to Sam and Celeste."

     My heart sank. Sam and Celeste? If he knew what they meant to me they wouldn't be
safe. Sam knew the caves like the back of his hand. I doubted whether anyone could find them
once they were inside. But had they made it into one of the caves? Perhaps they were caught
before they could flee into one?

     Then why aren't they here?

     Locke seemed to read my thoughts. "We have Sam and Celeste locked away. If you
want them to be safe you need to show yourself now."

     The captives looked questioningly at each other.

     "Ah, but you probably don't believe me, do you? Perhaps a little motivation might
help?"

     He nodded at Tulip, who murmured into his radio again. I heard the unmistakable sound
of horses. Several agents appeared along the dirt track, leading three of Tony's Arabians. Despite
his injured back, Tony sat up when he saw his beloved horses. He had raised every one of the
pureblood Arabians, had spent his life training them. For Tony and Bella, they weren't just their
job or livelihood; they were their family. They were also one of the main drawcards of the circus
and were extremely valuable.

     "What are you doing? Leave my horses alone!" Tony struggled to rise to his feet. An
agent kicked his legs out from underneath him and he fell down hard.

     Bella tried to go to him but was held by both arms.

     Arabians were normally good natured, sensitive and alert horses. Right now they were
skittish, prancing and dancing from side to side, eyes rolling nervously, at their strange
handlers.

     "Now, Jaime, if you are here, say so now. Or if any of you know who Jaime is speak
up," Locke said.

     "What the fuck are you talking about?" Tony said, "Jaime isn't here. You can see that
yourself."

     "Can I?" Locke smiled. "Are you ignorant or being purposefully obtuse?"

     Locke nodded at Tulip, who took the reins from the agent holding Storm, Tony's prize
stallion. Storm was sixteen hands high, black as midnight and gentle as a lamb. He had the
refined wedge shaped head, broad forehead, large eyes and small muzzle of the classic, purebred
Arabian.

     Tulip pulled a gun from under his jacket and held it near Storm's head. Whilst the other
horses still moved around nervously, Storm stood placidly looking at Tulip with his large brown
eyes.

     "No! What are you doing? Please don't!" Tony cried.

     "Where is he?" said Locke.

     "I told you, I don't know."

     "Where is he?"

     "I told you, I don't know. Please don't hurt him. Please don't."

     "We haven't seen him since dinner," Bella said. "We would tell you if we knew. Please
don't hurt Storm."

     I couldn't let them hurt Storm. I had to do something.

     Tulip fired.

     Bella screamed.

     Tony roared.

     Storm collapsed in a heap.

     Locke looked annoyed. "Not until I say so."

     Tulip shrugged. "They weren't going to talk. They need some encouragement. Here,
give me that one." Tulip grabbed the reins of Silky, a small, black foal barely four weeks old.
"Now they know we're not bluffing they might talk." He put the gun to Silky's forehead.

     "You bastards!" Tony tried to run at Tulip but was held back by two agents. Bella wept
uncontrollably, shaking her head from side to side.

     I stood there whilst my mind swung desperately from one wild idea to another. I couldn't
reveal myself. Who knew what Locke might do to my friends if he knew they had knowledge of
what I really was? I had Frank's gun but one gun against all these armed and trained agents? No,
it would be suicide. Perhaps for all of us.

     Locke shook his head, "It's amazing how attached these circus people get to their
animals. You would think we had just killed their first born and not a dumb animal.
Incomprehensible but most useful. Jamie, show yourself now or this animal dies as well."

     The silence was broken only by Bella's and Tony's sobbing. Tulip held the gun against
the foal's head.

     After what seemed a lifetime, Locke said, "He's not one of them. Jaime is just as
sentimental and foolish as these cretins and would have revealed himself. Hold them in the other
truck until you've scanned them. Extend the search boundaries and put roadblocks out with a
PEG stationed at each roadblock." He turned and headed back to the truck.

     So the PEG was some sort of brain scanner. I wondered what it looked like.

     "What about the horses?" Tulip said.

     Locke shrugged as he walked away. "Who cares? Let them go. We don't need them
anymore."

     Bella fell in a heap, crying with relief. Tony knelt over her and hugged her.

     CRACK...CRACK.

     I spun. Silky, lay twitching on the ground and next to him lay his dam, Lightning. Tulip
stood over them, gun in his hand.

     Bella and Tony cried out despairingly. Anger and shame washed over me. My hand
itched to pull out the gun from under my jacket; to do something, anything. To stand helplessly
and watch my friends suffer was more than I could bear.

     Locke turned around.

     Tulip shrugged. "Easier than taking them back."

     A hand on my shoulder woke me from my black reverie. "C'mon, Frank, let's get these
people to the truck."

     I turned dazedly, trying to take in what he said. Horror, anger and guilt consumed my
every thought.

     "Frank? You all right? C'mon, man, let's move."

     I mentally shook myself awake. "Yeah, I'm fine. Let's go."

     "Right, all of you. Over there." The agent gestured with his gun toward another truck I
hadn't noticed until now, parked a good fifty yards up the track.

     I pulled my gun and helped him shepherd my friends towards the second truck. All the
other agents had moved off, either disappearing into the bush or driving off in the two black
vans.

     As we neared the truck, I moved alongside the agent, and struck him on the head with
the butt of my gun. He fell to the ground and lay still. My friends looked at me warily.

     "Go," I said, "this is your only chance. Go."

     They looked at each other and then at the gun in my hand.

     I threw the gun away. "There. I can't shoot you. Now go."

     They ran into the bush. In the dark they disappeared instantly. Just like I should. I went
over to where I had thrown the gun but, in the dark, couldn't find the damn thing. I felt around
blindly on the ground whilst looking over at my shoulder at the other truck.

     Damn! I couldn't find it. After a few seconds I gave up. I jumped up and ran
into the bush in the direction opposite to that my friends had taken. I had done enough to them. I
didn't want to draw them in to any more confrontations with the Company.

     Branches whipped across my face. Several times I tripped over rocks and bushes. I
jumped over a fallen tree and landed on something soft and furry. It seemed quite fortunate until
the soft and furry thing started attacking me.

     Huge, clawed feet were suddenly ripping at my stomach and two clawed hands
scratched at my neck. I grabbed the hands to prevent the claws finding my jugular. The powerful
feet continued ripping at my stomach. The animal, whatever it was, was attempting to
disembowel me. Thank God I was wearing the agent's suit, which was stopping the claws from
penetrating into my stomach.

     I tried to hold the animal off, but I was on my back and still winded from the fall. The
animal was sitting on top of me and its legs kicked repeatedly into my abdomen. My jacket was
torn open with the constant pummelling.

     I'm a goner, I thought. Desperately, I kneed the animal in the back. It fell off
me and bounded away. I had a glimpse of a long tail disappearing into the bush. A kangaroo?
Kangaroos could be dangerous if cornered, but generally I had thought of them as shy, timid
creatures.

     As I stumbled on, I threw away Frank's jacket and shirt, now ripped to shreds. I still had
my t-shirt on underneath. Finally I came to the narrow unpaved road I had been heading
toward.

     Fury and shame were still with me. I had to disappear so this couldn't happen again. I
stood there panting for breath. My face felt wet and I touched my cheeks. Tears. But they weren't
just for my friends or Celeste or even for what Tulip had done to those beautiful horses.

     No, these tears were also for my Mum and me. And for everything I'd ever lost in my
life.

     Thinking of things I had lost reminded me. I reached into my pocket, where I had placed
whatever Celeste had given me back at the farmhouse. It was a silver necklace. Hanging from the
chain was a figure emerging from a rock. The figure's features blended into the rock as if part of
it. Boy or girl?

     I couldn't tell. But it gave me an idea. Never had I been in such an emotional state and
under such duress. I needed to disappear. I clenched the medallion until my hand ached and
closed my eyes.

     I had done this dozens of times before but never like this. I looked inside myself and
found that muscle that had been growing stronger every day since I discovered it seven years
ago. Power emanated from it like a white hot fire. I reached.

     Instead of using that power to duplicate the DNA traces my body stored, I looked
deeper, into the fire. The fire wanted to consume me, but still I looked, deeper and deeper. Until I
found it.

     Me.

     But I didn't want me. I reached and twisted it. My body changed and shifted.

     There was a dreamlike sensation of floating, as if I was looking at the world from the
bottom of a deep pool. Then, in a rush, I was falling.

     I fell. Into me.

     I opened my eyes.

     I looked down, and saw my breasts for the first time.

     Now there's a sentence I never saw myself writing.

* * * *

     As I hurried along the quiet, dark road, I slipped the medallion over my head and under
my t-shirt, where it rested in the valley of my new breasts.

     For a moment, my new body distracted me from my anger and guilt. Who knew that
being a girl would feel so different? The legs of my pants felt roomy as they accommodated my
now slim legs. Yet on my butt they felt really tight.

     Looking over my shoulder, checking out my own butt, was not something I thought I'd
be doing an hour ago. Actually, it looked kind of good. I put my hands on my round cheeks as I
walked, feeling them sway from side to side. Not bad.

     Crap! Here I was getting off on my own butt, whilst who knew what had happened to
Celeste. Though if anyone would understand, it was Celeste. She knew me better than
anyone.

     She wouldn't know me now though. This full hipped, slim bodied, firm breasted girl was
very different from the nineteen year old, gawky boy she had kissed just an hour ago.

     Even walking felt so different. It felt so free and easy. Without a penis dangling down
between my legs, walking felt strangely free and loose limbed. I pulled out the waist of my jeans
and looked down.

     Wow! What a sight. Just a golden tuft of hair peeping out between two slim, tanned
legs. I swallowed. My throat went dry.

     Reaching down, I tentatively touched myself for the first time. Smooth, soft and
yielding. Jesus, I didn't know how I was going to keep my hands off myself. I ran my hands up
under my t-shirt and along my stomach, marvelling at the undulating curves, so different from
my male body.

     No more six pack.

     Well, in my case, perhaps no more three pack.

     I touched my head. My hair, still the same blonde colour, now dropped down to well
past my shoulders. My transformation was complete.

     Let the Company find me now.

     They only knew me in male form. The advantage was finally with me. If I could get
away now, whilst they were ignorant of my new ability, they would find it difficult to ever track
me down again. Despite my worry over Celeste, a wave of exultancy swept over me. I jumped in
the air and flicked a branch high above my head in nervous delight. A sleeping kookaburra flew
out of the tree, laughing indignantly.

     I let out a pent up scream of relief, anger and fear all twisted together. "Yeah!"

     A headlight beam appeared on the road behind me.

     Crap. It wouldn't matter what form I was in if they found me this close to the ranch
house. What would a girl be doing walking along an isolated, outback road at four in the
morning? They would seize me as a matter of course. I ran ahead and ducked behind a large,
stringybark tree. The light flickered above the horizon and I heard the distinctive drone of a
motorbike.

     Yes! A motorbike. Vans tended to be the Company's preferred mode of transportation. I
came out from behind the tree. A motorbike swept around the last bend and sped towards
me.

     I stuck my thumb out in the universal gesture and cocked my hip in what I thought was a
sexy, girly pose.

     Jeez, did I feel like a jerk.

     Who was going to fall for this? Me as a girl? Get serious.

     The headlight swept past. Disappointed, I let my hand drop.

     The brake light flashed, the bike swept around in a sharp U-turn, and stopped, spraying
me with pebbles.

     The biker, dressed in black leathers with a picture of a scorpion on the jacket's chest,
was tall and muscular. He flipped his visor up. He was in his early twenties, with calm, assessing
grey eyes.

     I eyed him warily.

     "You all right?" he said.

     "Huh? Oh, yeah, I had a little accident. I ran off the road a ways back." I gestured
vaguely behind me.

     He looked down the empty road. "Yeah? Do you want me to take a look at it?"

     "No. It's pretty bad, you know, a write off. I just need to get to the next town."

     "Uh-huh." He looked me up and down, considering.

     I was suddenly conscious of my generous, braless breasts pushing out my t-shirt. There
was an obvious bump on each one that could only be my nipple. He must be getting a real
eyeful.

     "Well sure, no problem, hop on." He handed me a helmet.

     "Ah, thanks, I hope this is not taking you out of your way."

     "Nah, it's never too far for a pretty girl."

     Yeah, right. How did girls handle this crap?

     This guy could be a serial killer for all I knew. Did I take the risk and go with him? I
looked back the way I'd come. Not much choice. They could be along any minute.

     "It goes on your head."

     "Oh, yeah, right, sure." I fiddled with the helmet's strap.

     "Here." He took the helmet out of my hands and slid it onto my head. He was
surprisingly gentle. "There." He tapped the helmet's top. "Ready to rock 'n roll. Hop on."

     I looked at the bike dubiously. I had ridden smaller dirt bikes before but never one this
big.

     "Just slide your leg over and hop on behind me."

     I climbed on and sat stiffly upright.

     "Nah, not like that. You'll fall off." He grabbed my hands and wrapped them tightly
around his waist.

     My breasts squashed flat against his back. Yeah, right, and he gets a free nipple
feel. I could feel the hard muscles of his stomach under my fingers.

     "Chad", he shouted.

     "What?"

     "I'm Chad. What's your name?"

     "Jaime."

     Oops, I gave him my real name. Lucky it was also a girl's name.

     "Well, Jaime, hang on."



CHAPTER 2

Jaime

     My arms felt like they were tearing out of their sockets as the motorbike took off. If I
hadn't held on tight, I would have gone flying. I pressed my head against Chad's back and hung
on even tighter. Crap, this thing went way faster than the dirt bikes I had ridden. The bike swung
from side to side as we went around bends. The wind and noise were terrific. The vibration of the
bike between my legs was fierce. It always surprised me that riding a motorbike was
so...physical.

     It was pitch black. All I could see was the narrow strip of light from the bike's headlight
if I peered around Chad's shoulder. It felt like we were ripping through a tunnel. The bike
accelerated and slowed, dipped one way then the other, always in constant motion.

     I was acutely conscious of my new breasts pushing hard against Chad's broad back
every time he braked. The last thing I wanted was to give him any ideas. I tried to move back on
the seat, but every time felt like I was going to fall off. In the end I gave up and hugged his back.
Amazingly, I think after a while I fell asleep, because all of a sudden we were slowing, then
turning into a trucker's service station.

     Three huge road trains were parked in a car park the size of a football field next to the
diner. Many of the Northern territory communities were totally reliant on these behemoths for
their supplies. Sometimes pulling up to three semi trailers, they could get up to one hundred and
eighty feet long and weigh upwards of two hundred tonnes.

     We pulled up next to a pump. There was almost a palpable silence when Chad turned off
the bike.

     I tapped him on the back. "Hey, this doesn't look like a town."

     Chad took his helmet off. His hair was long and black and pulled back in a pony tail. He
had a large skull earring dangling from one ear. "Gotta fill up. Won't be long. Come and stretch
your legs."

     He lifted his leg over the bike and stood up. I was right, he was tall. I was five feet ten
and he was easily five inches taller. I looked around nervously as I hopped off the bike. No sign
of the Company. Only the three road trains and two vehicles were parked next to the pumps, a
RV and a black station wagon. A middle aged guy stood pumping gas into the RV. A teenage
boy and girl stepped out of it and walked toward the diner.

     I pulled the helmet off my head as they walked past. My hair, caught in the helmet,
cascaded down as the teenage boy turned to watch me. His toe caught something and he
stumbled, grabbing on to the girl to stop himself falling. The girl looked at me and whispered
something to him. The boy turned bright red.

     Great. I'm going to be the bedroom fantasy of some teenage boy.

     "Looks like you've got an admirer," Chad said.

     I looked round at him. "Yeah, right."

     "Bet it wouldn't be the first, eh?"

     "Actually it would be." First boy, anyway.

     "What, you mean you've never had a boyfriend?"

     "That's right."

     "How old are you?"

     I gave him a look. "I thought you weren't supposed to ask girls their age?"

     "Yeah, well I'm not one for the social niceties."

     Big surprise.

     "What do you do for a living?"

     "I work at a...a kindergarten. I just love working with kids." Now why did I say that?
What did I know about kindergartens or kids? Nothing.

     "Yeah? You don't really look like the mothering sort." He looked at me doubtfully, then
grinned. "Though you are kind of dressed a bit like my Mum."

     I flushed. I was still wearing the suit pants I had taken off Frank.

     "And you've never had a boyfriend? You're kidding me, right?"

     "No, that is...definitely true."

     "Come on, a girl as pretty as you? You can't be serious?"

     "Shouldn't you be filling up the tank or something?"

     He looked at me as he stuck the nozzle in the tank. "Hey, you're not gay are you?"

     "No, I'm not gay." I was slightly shocked at the personal question.

     "Well that's good. Sure would be a waste."

     He gave me his one hundred watt smile which, I'm sure, was supposed to make me weak
at the knees.

     As Chad hung up the petrol nozzle, the doors of the black station wagon opened and
four young men climbed out. A tall, skinny guy nudged one of the others and gestured towards
us. They walked into the diner.

     "You lost something?" Chad said.

     "Sorry, what?"

     "You keep looking around like you've lost something?"

     "No, no. I just ah...like the trucks... I've always liked checking out the big rigs, don't
you?"

     "Sure," he said slowly, with a half smile. "So, you're into trucks, huh?"

     "Yeah, you know, Macks and Kenworths and...all the others."

     "Ri-i-ght. 'Cause all girls love trucks, don't they? Hey, truck girl, what's that truck over
there called?"

     I looked at the giant road train. I had no idea. Actually, all trucks looked pretty much
alike to me which, I suppose, wasn't very macho of me. But seeing as I now owned my very own
breasts, who gave a fuck?

     "Ahhh...a...big, fucking truck?"

     Chad laughed loudly. Actually, if I was a girl, I think I would have found his laugh kind
of charming.

     "C'mon, truck girl." He put his arm round my shoulders. "Let's get something to
eat."

     Actually, now that he mentioned it, I was starving. Not just hungry, but absolutely
ravenous.

     The change.

     As a nineteen year old teenage boy I'd had plenty of erotic dreams. Most involved me
and any number of nubile, willing young girls. And, whilst they had involved plenty of different
scenarios, having a big biker place his arm around my shoulders wasn't one of them.

     But damn I was hungry. I think I would have accepted an invitation from a gang of sex
crazed, bikers as long as there was food involved.

     We went into the diner. The food smells almost sent me delirious. We ordered and, as
soon as the food arrived, I ate with only eyes for the food. Half a dozen rashes of bacon, four
eggs, six pancakes, toast, four potatoes, apple pie and two custard tarts just vanished. I felt like I
was trying to fill a bottomless pit of hunger. I shovelled the food in as quickly as I could, barely
tasting it, trying to fill that empty void. Then, all of a sudden, it was gone.

     I was hungry no longer.

     I stopped in the middle of a spoonful of chocolate ice cream half way to my mouth. I put
the untouched ice cream back onto the bowl and sat back. For the first time in ten minutes I
looked up from my food. Chad was watching me with a look of total amazement. I felt a wave of
heat flush my face. "What?"

     "Nothing, nothing," Chad said.

     "I was hungry. Sorry."

     "Saying you were hungry is like saying a blind man doesn't see too well."

     "Hey, look, I forgot to say, I don't have any money. Do you mind paying? I'll fix you up
when we get to town."

     Chad sat back, eyeing me carefully. "So, that must have been some car wreck? Lost all
your money, wallet, bag, phone? It's a wonder you survived without a mark on you?"

     "Yeah, well not quite. What do you call this?"

     I pulled down the shoulder of my t-shirt to reveal an ugly two inch cut just under my
collarbone, caused from when the window exploded at the ranch house. It was a ragged cut and,
as we watched, a trickle of blood oozed out of it and ran down my chest onto my right breast
before disappearing under my t-shirt. I looked up to find Chad's eyes fixed on the path of that
errant drop of blood. Quickly, I pulled my t-shirt back up.

     Chad sat back. "Ah, yeah, that looks bad."

     For the first time since I'd met him, he seemed to have lost his super cool.

     "Yeah, well I was lucky, I managed to get out before it went up. I got cut as I jumped
out the door." I shrugged. "Everything went up in the fire."

     "Yeah, well that's cool. Don't worry about it. Hey you better get that looked at. Do you
want me to bandage it for you?"

     "No." I said quickly. "No, it'll be all right. I'll go to the bathroom to fix it."

     "Sure, call me if you need some help."

     Not that kind of help, I thought, given the way his eyes had followed that drop of
blood.

     On the way to the bathroom I passed the four guys from the station wagon. The tall
skinny one lent back in his chair as I walked past. "Hey, darling, if you're still hungry I've got
something that might fill you up." His friends laughed.

     "Yeah, thanks, but I think your boyfriends might be jealous."

     He turned an angry red and grabbed my arm.

     His fingers dug in, and I let out a cry of pain. My slim arm no longer had its male
protective musculature. I tried to twist away but he only dug in tighter.

     "Let me go," I cried.

     "Not until you say sorry." The moron grinned at me.

     Suddenly he let go. I sagged against the chair behind me, clutching my aching arm.
Moron man was on the floor with Chad standing over him. Blood was running from his ear and
Chad was holding him by the testicles. Judging by the groans not just holding but squeezing
very, very tightly.

     Ouch, that's gotta hurt.

     I didn't feel the involuntary flinch I would've normally felt. This was one bonus about
being a girl that I welcomed. I sure didn't want to feel any sympathy for the moron.

     "The only one who's gonna say sorry here is you, dickless. Am I right?" Chad's tone was
quiet, almost conversational. He gave an extra squeeze. Judging from the groans, it was a slight
case of overkill.

     "And your arsehole friends better stay where they are or I'll rip your fucking dick off
and shove it down your throat."

     This threat had a calming effect on his friends, as it probably would with most guys.
They sat back down.

     Great friends.

     "Hey, are you all right, love?"

     I turned to find a waitress wearing a worried expression standing next to me. She was
old, at least thirty, and pretty, with one of those lovely heart shaped faces I've always been a
sucker for. She was wearing one of those very short waitress skirts, which I also have always
been a sucker for, and a tight t-shirt. Her nametag, pinned atop one pert breast, read "Doris."

     "Yes. Just my arm, thanks."

     "I don't think so, sweetie."

     Following her eyes, I looked down.

     Oops! My t-shirt had been ripped from the neck down and my left breast stood out
proudly through the hole, big nipple and all. Everyone was catching an eyeful. The RV dad's fork
was frozen halfway to his mouth and his teenage son's eyes and mouth were both gaping. Even
Chad had stopped squeezing moron man's balls while he copped an eye-full.

     "Great," I muttered and covered my breast with my hand. It had been a bit of a blast to
change into a girl for the first time, but there were more drawbacks than I thought to being a
girl.

     Or maybe it was just being a foxy girl? I suppose I would have copped less attention if I
was butt ugly. But that was one thing I didn't have any control over. And besides, where was the
fun in that?

     "Come on. I'll show you to the bathroom where you can fix yourself up," Doris
said.

     "Thanks."

     "Are you right, there?" she asked Chad, as if he was holding a bowl of apples for her,
rather than squeezing the life out of moron man's balls.

     "Yeah, we'll be fine. These boys are just leaving, aren't you, boys?"

     Moron man nodded his head frantically. By this stage I think he would have agreed to
perform the lead in Les Girls.

     "C'mon, honey, let's get you fixed up." Doris took me by the arm and led me down a
passageway to the Ladies.

     Ladies. Oh boy.

     I was conscious of her breast touching my arm as we walked. The bathroom had three
cubicles and a long mirror above three washbasins. Doris ran the cold water and held my forearm
under it. Four red welts from the moron's fingers coloured my skin.

     "That must hurt," Doris said.

     "No, it's all right. Really."

     "Men are such jerks."

     "Yeah, well, they're not all bad."

     She smiled. "Like a certain biker perhaps?"

     "No, no, we're just friends."

     "Well that friend certainly saved your butt out there."

     "Yeah, well...he is pretty nice."

     "When he came in the door I must admit I was a bit worried. You know, the black
leathers, the ponytail, and the earring. And he's so big. He looked so dangerous."

     "Well, I guess he is."

     Doris laughed. She had a beautiful smile and clear, fine skin. Our faces were almost
touching. If I turned a fraction, I thought, our lips would meet. I swallowed. I'd never been this
close to such a pretty woman before. Not counting Celeste and Marnie, of course, who had been
just teenagers.

     Yeah, get serious. Just imagine her reaction if I turned and kissed her. She'd
freak out and think I was some sort of pervert. She'd hate me.

     She turned the tap off. "There, I'll get some ice you can put on that in a minute. Now we
better do something about that top. Give it to me."

     "What?"

     "The top, sweetie. You can't go out like that. I'll fix it for you."

     "Ah... Oh."

     "Don't be shy, honey. It's only us girls."

     "Yeah, well, I'm not wearing a bra."

     "You young girls." Doris shook her head and smiled. "Don't worry, I'll get you a
towel."

     I grabbed the t-shirt bottom and lifted it over my head. Standing there topless, next to
this pretty woman, was strangely arousing in some weird hetero-gay way that I couldn't quite get
my head around. And, seeing us in the mirror only made it worse. Or better, depending on how
you looked at it.

     "Wow, honey, you've got nothing to be shy about. That's some fine artillery you have
there."

     "Thanks. I think."

     "Hey, you've hurt yourself. Did he do that to you?"

     "Oh, the cut? No, I did it earlier. I crashed my car." I turned slightly so she couldn't see
my back. I hadn't been able to check it out but it felt like I had several nicks or cuts from when
the ranch house window exploded onto me.

     "Gees, you have been in the wars tonight haven't you. Here, wrap this towel around you
while I get a first aid kit. I must have a needle and thread somewhere."

     "What?" I was being left on my own, half naked in the ladies bathroom?

     "Just lock the door behind me. No one will see you."

     I took the towel she handed me and wrapped it around my chest. "Hey, Doris."

     She stopped halfway out the door.

     "Thanks, Doris. Thanks a lot."

     "That's all right, honey. Us ladies have to stick together, you know." She smiled and
went out.

     Okay. So here's how things stand. I'm in a girl's body, half naked, in a public toilet,
with a dangerous biker with the hots for me waiting outside, whilst still being pursued by the
most powerful secret organisation in the country. Yeah, that about covers it.

     Things were going splendidly.

     I sat down in a cubicle to wait for Doris. Big mistake.

     The one thing you don't want to do, when you don't want to go to the toilet, is
to sit down on one. It's a universal law. Now, of course, I wanted to go the toilet.

     "Crap."

     I sort of new the theory but the practicalities of it were daunting. "Oh well, if three
billion women can do it." I pulled my pants down and got the job done.

     Successful job completed, I waited for Doris. What was taking her so long?

     Wrapping the towel tightly around my chest, I went to the main door and listened.
Nothing. I opened it a fraction and peeped out. At that moment, Doris came down the
passageway toward me.

     "Hey, Sweetie, sorry I took so long. It took me ages to find a needle." She held up a box.
"And look, I found a first aid kit too."

     Something made me look back up the passageway. A tall, lean looking guy in jeans and
a dark wind-breaker came around the corner. His right arm was straight down next to his body.
He held something in his hand.

     For a moment, I forgot I was in a girl form and the agent would have no idea who I was.
It's funny, but that one forgetful moment probably changed my whole life.

     I probably would have been able to walk straight past the agent, out of the diner, and
would have escaped completely. None of the pain and suffering of the next few days would have
occurred. And some people would be alive that were now dead.

     But then again I wouldn't have met Amy and Samantha. That was worth any pain, wasn't
it?

     "Doris, quick, get in here," I shouted.

     "No rush, sugar, it won't take long."

     The agent met my eyes and saw the fear and guilt in them. His eyes widened in surprise
and he began raising his right hand.

     "Doris, get the fuck in here now."

     I grabbed her by the hand and gave her a violent pull.

     His arm was fully extended. There was a flash.

     Doris and I went flying backwards through the bathroom door. I landed with a bone
crushing smash onto the tiles. Doris landed on top of me. Air exploded out of my lungs. I lay
there, unable to move for vital seconds, desperately trying to breathe.

     Doris was a limp weight. Finally I managed to push her off and rolled onto my side. My
breath came in tiny little wheezes.

     I had to move. Quickly. The first aid kit was right there, still closed. Picking it up, I hid
behind the door while I felt inside the kit.

     When the door crashed open, it struck my foot and stopped an inch from my head. The
agent came in, gun extended. He stopped, looked around.

     I kicked the door shut and jumped on his back, legs around his waist and left arm across
his chest. I stabbed the tiny nail scissors from the first aid kit into his throat.

     He screamed.

     I jabbed again, hard and fast. He fired over his shoulder, narrowly missing my cheek.
Twice he smashed my back against the tiled wall, using his full weight, before he dropped his
gun and tried to prise my hands from his chest.

     I hung on for grim death as he lurched around, spraying the walls with blood. I kicked
the back of his knee and he toppled forward, striking his head on the floor.

     He lay still.

     I pulled my arm from under him and rolled away, landing in a pool of blood.

     Slowly I pushed myself to my feet.

     And almost bought up my entire breakfast. The walls and mirror were covered in blood
sprays. The floor was one big blood pool with footprints smearing its wet, red surface.

     "Fuck."

     In the red-stained mirror, I caught a glimpse of myself. My skin was shiny and slick
with red blood. My naked breasts heaved, my face was covered with blood, and I still held the
bloody nail scissors in my hand. I looked like some demented psycho.

     "Fuck fuck fuck fuck."

     What now?

     "Doris!"

     I dropped the scissors and bent over her. She was dead. The bastards had killed her.

     Wait. No, she wasn't dead. Her eyelids were fluttering. She wasn't bleeding.

     But he'd shot her, hadn't he? I scrambled around, looking for the gun. Had I imagined it?
Ah, there it was, caught under the man's chest. I pulled it from under his limp, heavy body and
ejected the magazine.

     Darts.

     Doris was just drugged. I breathed a huge mental sigh of relief, and turned her on her
side to keep her airway open. As I rolled her over, my t-shirt fell out of her hands.

     I went back to the agent, who lay deathly still on the floor. He was still breathing but he
was ashen white and blood still flowed from his neck. He didn't look at all good. Not surprising,
considering most of his body's supply of blood appeared to be on the walls. He would probably
bleed to death if he didn't get treatment soon.

     I thought back to the ranch and the way they had callously slaughtered Tony's beloved
Arabians. Then I thought of my Mum.

     I sighed then knelt down next to him.

     I wasn't a killer.

     I lifted up his jacket and tore his t-shirt into strips then tied them around his neck. It
didn't look like I had pierced his jugular so he should live if I stemmed the bleeding. I pulled off
his belt and fastened it around his neck to hold the shirt strips firmly around the wound. Finally, I
checked his pockets. I found his wallet and opened it. A couple of hundred dollars in cash and an
I.D., Charles Young, NSA.

     National Security Agency. American. He was a long way from home. This confirmed
what my mother had told me. The Company wasn't just Australian. In fact, she had intimated that
it was, if anything, more American than Australian. But how could that be? American agents
couldn't just run around Australia chasing people, could they? Thinking about the last few hours,
I guess they could. Especially, if they had cooperation from inside an Australian Government
agency, say like the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, better known as ASIO, for
instance? Locke was certainly no American, not with that distinctive Australian accent.

     What the hell was the connection between Locke and the NSA?

     These thoughts fled my mind as the enormity of what had just happened hit me. Jesus,
I'd nearly killed an agent from the NSA. The shit will hit the fan now.

     "Damn." Realisation struck me. "He won't be alone."

     I threw down the t-shirt and picked up the dart gun.

     In my favour was the fact that they still didn't know I had shifted into a girl. This might
help me get out before the net closed. Now all I needed was a plan. Some clothes wouldn't go
astray either. A half naked girl, covered in blood, might attract just a bit of attention.

     Just as I was about to open the door, I heard Chad.

     "Jaime, are you all right? We better hit the road."

     "Fuck."

     I took in the blood covered room, the all but dead agent and Doris lying unconscious on
the floor. And me, still topless, covered in blood. I couldn't even wrap the towel around me, as it
had fallen on to the floor during the fight and was now soaked with blood.

     "Fuck."

     I opened the door. "You better come in."

     For the life of me I couldn't tell what he was thinking. He could give the sphinx
lessons.

     I stepped back to let him in. He walked in carefully, slowly looked around the bathroom,
then at me. Embarrassed, I crossed my arms over my naked breasts. Finally, he said, "That must
be some kinder you teach at."

     "Look, I haven't time to explain. There will be more coming. I've gotta get out of here
now."

     Chad calmly bent down and felt for Doris' pulse.

     "She's alive. Just drugged."

     "Cop?" he said, nodding toward the agent.

     "Sort of."

     Chad took his jacket off. He was wearing a t-shirt with the sleeves cut off underneath.
On both of his upper arms he had two very bold tattoos. On one arm was a snake, on the other
was what appeared to be a very large rat, which seemed a strange choice for such a macho
looking guy. His arms bulged with muscle and the veins of his arms stood out like a
roadmap.

     "Here."

     I slipped on his jacket, which was too big for me. The leather felt cold against my
breasts. I folded the sleeves back but when I went to zip it up, my hands were shaking too much.
I felt tears running down my cheeks.

     "Here, let me." Up close he was very big and had a musky, earthy odour. He gently
lifted the sides of the jacket over my breasts, brought them together and zipped me up. When he
wrapped his arms around me and hugged me to his chest, I could feel the hard muscle against my
cheek and the steady, slow beat of his heart.

     That hug had an extraordinary feel to it that I had never experienced before. There was a
safe, protective flavour to it that I had never felt as a boy hugging a girl. It had something to do
with his size and masculinity and, yes, as Doris said, also with the fact that he seemed a bit
dangerous.

     He lifted my chin up and bent to kiss me.

     I turned my head away, as if not realising, and moved out of his arms. Wetting paper
from the dispenser, I wiped the blood off my face. I bent and picked up the dart gun, and pushed
it down the back of my pants. With my new curvy butt it was a tight fit.

     "We better get going. We don't have long,"

     He reached down and from his boot pulled out a wicked looking six inch knife.

     How did I know he was going to do something like that?

     "Let's go," he said.

     Doris had thought he looked dangerous before. She should have seen him now. Who
was this guy?

     "Aren't you going to ask me what this is about?" I said, surprised at the ease with which
he was accepting this whole situation. Did he come across semi-naked girls and half dead
government agents regularly?

     "Why? Would you tell me the truth?"

     "Probably not. But I'd give you a damn good lie."

     He smiled.

     "That's what I thought. So let's skip the bullshit and move on."

     "You do realise you could get killed helping me? I mean, this is fucking
dangerous."

     "Why else do you think I'm helping you?"

     "Because you have a death wish?"

     Chad gave me a lazy smile as he moved to the door. He opened it slightly, looked back
at me. "Coast is clear. We going?"

     I really wasn't in any position to refuse help.

     We were halfway down the hall when RV dad and son came around the corner. As we
approached, they hugged the wall, their eyes as wide as saucers.

     I didn't blame them. Big Chad was grinning like a madman, brandishing a knife and I
looked like an escaped patient from some psycho ward.

     As we entered the dining room, Chad dropped his hand so that his knife was hidden
behind his leg. I saw straight away that there was a Company agent standing at each door. Their
quasi military/police look was unmistakable: young, short haircuts, muscular build, neatly
dressed. I'd seen their type too often before.

     A third Company agent was walking toward us. He ignored me, as I would have
expected. They were still looking for a man. He glanced at Chad and began to walk past us,
probably looking for his partner.

     As he went past me, he looked me over. He seemed to dismiss me, then he stiffened. He
was looking fixedly at my hands.

     Damn! They were covered in blood.

     We kept moving. Made it.

     No. He was turning, pulling something out of his pocket.

     "Chad," I whispered.

     Chad pivoted and swung. I heard the whiplike crack as he struck the agent's jaw. He
went sailing, and landed on his back on a serving cart. The cart tipped over, glasses and crockery
smashed to the floor.

     The men at the doors came toward us, raising their guns. I dove through the open door
behind the counter. Air puffed over my head and the darts THUNKED into the wooden
shelves.

     Chad landed next to me with a crash. We ran, crouched over. As we passed the cowering
cook, he pointed at a smooth, shiny thing under some towels. I pulled it out. A shotgun. I
pumped a round into the chamber.

     Thanks, Mum. All those lessons were about to come in handy.

     Chad and I ran through the kitchen door. I stopped behind it, waited a moment, and then
stepped back into the doorway. The first agent saw me, did a double take when he saw what I
was holding, and dove for cover, firing in my direction. I felt the darts brush past by me and fired
quickly, cocking the shotgun repeatedly so one shot blended into the next.

     BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

     The noise was deafening in that confined space. My shots disintegrated bottles, plates,
tables. The large mirror behind the counter exploded into a million pieces. Everyone in the diner
dove frantically under the tables.

     Two more agents burst through the front door, guns at the ready. I cocked and fired,
cocked and fired. The front windows blew out as the agents hit the floor.

     "C'mon." Chad grabbed me and dragged me though the kitchen and out the back
door.

     We ran to where Chad's bike stood. Next to it were two black vans with heavily tinted
windows.

     "Quick, hop on."

     As Chad gunned the engine, I heard the kitchen door slam and rapid footsteps heading
our way.

     "Just a minute." I put one shot through the front tire of each van.

     I was about to hop on behind Chad when I noticed the car next to us. In the driver's seat
was my friend, moron man.

     "Jaime, no time," Chad shouted.

     I raised the shotgun. Moron man's face blanched and he held up his hands and screamed.
I blew out his windscreen and front headlights, and jumped on behind Chad.

     We burnt rubber for the first thirty yards with only the back wheel on the ground. I
heard a dart strike the seat behind me, then we were around a bend and gone.



CHAPTER 3

Jaime

     I suppose I better catch you up on how I got here.

     Otherwise, I wouldn't blame you if you were a might confused over who and what I
am.

     Reading over what I have written, I come over as some Lara Croft mutant.

     Whilst I went through a stage a few years back, when said lady featured pretty heavy in
some of my...dreams, this couldn't be further from the truth.

     I was about the worst kid at sports in school. You know, that kid who's always last when
they're picking teams? I threw like a girl, had two left feet and hated contact sports. Not exactly
Lara Croft. Mum, though, always said that I looked great in my sports uniform.

     Thanks, Mum.

     What else?

     Oh, right. There's one other reason that I'm no Lara Croft wannabe.

     I'm a guy.

     Yes, I know I've already told you this. And yes, it would probably have had a little bit
more impact if I had put this first or kept it a secret until now.

     Well, I didn't.

     I suppose next to being bad at sports, you can add sucks at writing.

     I was born a boy. And raised as a boy. I have all the appropriate guy bits.

     In fact, for the first twelve years of my life, I was as ordinary as any boy. Oh, I always
knew that there wasn't something quite right with my family. For one, there was only Mum and
me. Mum never spoke of my Dad. It was a taboo topic. And we moved more than other people. I
don't think I ever lived in the same place for more than a year. Sometimes our stay was as little
as a month.

     I must have attended a dozen different schools by the time I was twelve. Mum never
told me anything about her past. Where did she come from? Where was her family? Did I have
any relatives? Where were my grandparents, my uncles, my cousins? Any questions Mum would
meet with stony silence.

     And her jobs. They were always different. Waitress, hair dresser, shoe salesperson,
cook, dog walker. You name it and Mum did it. But never for long. Six months was about the
longest. Mum said she liked a change and that she got bored easy. Well, if you knew my mum,
you would know that was about the furthest thing from her that you could imagine. Mum was
about the calmest, most serene person I've known.

     But as a kid growing up, I never cared about those things. I was basically absorbed in
myself and accepted our life as normal. So long as I had a roof over my head, food to eat and
someone to play with I was happy. All of this changed considerably when I turned twelve.

     Finding out that you're some sort of shape shifting freak can do that to a person.

     I was staying at Billy Cooper's house for a sleepover. This might sound pretty mundane
and, for most kids, it probably would be. How many sleepovers would most kids have had by the
time they're twelve years old? Probably a handful at least, I'd guess. Mum had never let me stay
over at anyone's house before. It was another one of those things that made us different.

     Mum was extremely protective. Now, I don't mean protective like worrying about her
son getting enough fibre in his diet. I mean protective like full on Doberman pinscher
I'll-kill-you-if-you-step-onto-my-property protective. Like I said, Mum was a serene and peaceful
person, but where I was concerned, she was a ball breaking, hardnosed drill sergeant.

     I could never play at someone's house. They always had to come over to mine. I always
had to play within earshot or sight of her. I wasn't allowed to walk home or even catch the bus
home from school. Mum picked me up every time. I wasn't allowed to parties that Mum couldn't
attend. I couldn't go to the mall or movies with friends.

     You get the point. Where I was concerned, Mum was a touch obsessive.

     At the time I didn't understand why. That would come later.

     I had been nagging Mum for weeks. Billy was my best friend at the school I had just
started in. It was midyear. All the kids had already made their friends, the social cliques were set,
plus I spoke slightly differently from everyone else. Despite all this, somehow, I had made a
friend. Billy had been asking me for weeks to come over and stay overnight at his house.

     The other attraction was that his house was what the locals called a dugout, an
underground house.

     In the remote mining town of Cooper Pedy the temperature regularly topped 122
degrees Fahrenheit in summer. Most of the four thousand residents lived in underground caves
carved out of the side of hills, or in abandoned opal mines.

     When we were first on the road to Cooper Pedy, I thought Mum was pulling my leg
when she told me this. Underground caves for homes? Get real. How gullible did she think I
was? Actually, I was very gullible but that was beside the point. But then Cooper Pedy came into
sight. It was the ugliest, bleakest town I had ever seen.

     My first impression was dirt. It was also my last impression. Nothing but dirt. The land
as far as the eye could see was sun scorched desert. The town was exactly the same. Except that
instead of the dirt being horizontal it became vertical. Conical mountains of dirt, or mullochs as
the locals called them, left over from opal mining, were everywhere.

     No grass. No trees. Just dirt. Oh, here and there we saw a grey, drab shed or building to
show that someone did indeed live in this hell hole.

     "We're going to live here?" I thought she was fooling me.

     We were driving an old Cortina that year and the air conditioning was shot. The
thermometer on
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