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Chapter One
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Pzzt-pzzt, pzzt-pzzt. 

Pzzt-pzzt, pzzt-pzzt.

What the ... Oh, not again. I reach over and slap the sleep button on my new digital radio alarm clock. The stupid thing is supposed to wake me with my favourite radio station but, more often than not, it buzzes at me instead. 

Lying in the dark, I try to remember what I was dreaming about, but it’s gone. I know it wasn’t a nice dream. Not a nightmare, exactly, but whatever it was, it’s left me feeling ... unsettled. I wriggle down under my cosy winter duvet, unwilling to leave its warmth.

There’s an abrupt knock at my bedroom door. “Clara, are you up?” It’s my mum.

“Yes,” I call back.

“It doesn’t sound like it,” she replies. Giving up trying to remember my dream, I turn on my bedside lamp, groan and screw my eyes up against the assault of light while pushing my duvet aside and sliding out of bed. I hear Mum going downstairs, presumably satisfied that I’m up and about.

I stumble to the bathroom. Still half-asleep, I don’t register that the door doesn’t open when I turn the handle and I walk into it, bumping my head.

“Ow!” Now I’m awake.

“Oi. I’m in here. Go away,” says an angry voice. My younger brother, Peter.

“All right, all right,” I grumble as I go back to my room and get dressed in my school uniform. 

Passing the mirror, I give myself a final once-over. I’ve tied up my shoulder-length, dark blonde hair into a high ponytail to keep it neat and out of my face. I frown at it. I’m almost fourteen. None of the other girls at school wear their hair in a ponytail any more; it’s way too immature. But, then, they also wouldn’t be seen dead leaving home without a hint of make-up or jewellery on. I rub my bare cheeks, and they pink up in protest. The colour matches the spots that have recently erupted on my chin and forehead. Is it time to start using make-up? I wonder. Or at least a bit of foundation to cover the spots? Mum says I don’t need to. “Who will be looking at your spots when you have such lovely blue eyes?” I sigh, scowl at my reflection then shrug. I don’t care. It’s not like I’m trying to impress anyone at school; there are much more important things to worry about.

As I trudge downstairs, the post drops through the letter box with a thump. I pick it up on my way to the kitchen and dump the small pile of envelopes on the table, next to Dad. He’s sipping a mug of coffee in between bites of toast. The strong acrid scent of the coffee makes my stomach clench.

“Ugh. Is there any tea in the pot?” I ask. Mum nods around her own mouthful of toast. The small kitchen is crowded with all four of us in here. I squeeze past Mum and behind Peter, who is leaning on the counter, munching his way through a bowl of cereal while he waits for his toast to pop. When it does, he grabs it, and I promptly push him out of the way to put my own bread in.

“Oi,” he grunts, and tries to elbow me back. I step smartly out of his way, smirking, and pour myself a mug of tea, adding a slop of milk.

“You’re running late today, aren’t you?” Mum asks. I glance at the wall clock and nod. I drain my tea and put a slice of buttered toast in my mouth while I pull on my scarf and coat. I’m heading for the front door when Dad calls me back.

“This one’s for you,” he says, waving an envelope in my direction. “Bit late for Valentine’s cards, isn’t it?” He’s grinning like a loon at his own joke, and I glare back at him, unamused. Valentine’s day was a couple of weeks ago and I didn’t get any cards. Not that I was expecting any. Not even from Luke. Unable to prevent the flush rising through my cheeks, I snatch the envelope and turn once more for the door. As you can probably tell, I’m not much of a morning person.

Shoving the last bit of the toast in my mouth, I look down at the envelope. The address is handwritten. That’s unusual. It has a local postmark, but I don’t recognise the handwriting. I bite my lip. Who would be sending me a handwritten letter from my own home town? Burning with curiosity, I rip the envelope open and pull out the single sheet of paper inside. 

When I read it, the world around me fades. My throat tightens. My breath catches. There are three words printed in large letters across the page.

IT’S NOT OVER!

I don’t know how long I stand frozen in the hallway, staring at the piece of paper in my hands. I don’t think it can be long because Peter runs past, jostling me out of my shock.

“You’re gonna be late,” he yells. I check my watch. He’s right. I need to get a move on. I fold the paper and put it, and the envelope, into my bag before jogging towards school.

***
[image: image]


All day long the words from the mysterious message go round and round in my head. It’s not over. What does it mean? Who sent it? Why didn’t they put their name on it? Is it a prank? A mistake? A threat? My throat aches with tension. I try to push away my growing sense of fear. Between classes, I can’t help looking over my shoulder, repeatedly, as if the letter-writer might be somewhere close by. I scrutinise every face. Is anyone paying me too much attention? After a while, my brain starts to play tricks, and everyone seems to look guilty. I wish I had a friend who could walk home from school with me so I wouldn’t have to walk home alone, but I don’t. 

When the final afternoon bell rings, my heart thumps. Walking towards the main entrance, my vision tunnels, my legs turn to rubber and there’s a ringing in my ears. This must be the first time I’ve ever been reluctant to leave school. I pause at the gate. Kids are sauntering away in all directions, oblivious to my terror, making their way to idling cars, to the bus stop or out through the estate. No one is paying me any attention. There’s nothing to worry about. You’re overreacting, I say to myself over and over. Then I burst into a sprint. My bag bangs against my back with every step as I run all the way home. It’s not actually that far, but today it seems like miles – like in a nightmare where, no matter how far you run, you never reach safety. 

When I finally arrive at the front door I’m panting and sweating and shaking so hard I fumble with the keys and can’t get them in the lock. Come on, come on. I daren’t look behind me. Finally, the door opens. I stumble into the house, slam the door and lock it. The house is silent and empty, as it should be. But I shudder. I wish Mum and Dad were home from work. Or even that Peter was here to keep me company.

Dumping my bag behind the door I run upstairs. I move from room to room, sneaking peeks out of all the windows from behind the curtains. I don’t see anyone lurking in a doorway or hanging around at the end of the street. Finally, I close my bedroom curtains, turn on my bedside lamp and sit on my bed, pulling the note out once more. 

I’m still sitting there in my school uniform, staring at the note, when Peter arrives back from his friend’s house. I know it won’t be long before Mum and Dad get home from work and I’m relieved.

Peter comes upstairs and pops his head around my door. “There you are,” he says. “Why are you sitting in the dark?” He comes over and sits beside me on the bed. He reads the note clenched between my frozen fingers.

“What’s that?” he asks. “Where did it come from?”

“It arrived in the post this morning,” I reply faintly.

“What does it mean?” he asks. 

I shrug.

“Do you think it relates to that thing over Christmas?” He takes the note from me and examines it closely, turning it over to check the back. I hand him the envelope, and he looks at that too.

“I can’t think what else it could be,” I say. “But I don’t understand. Danior’s in jail and his gang was disbanded. So who sent the note? And why?” Are they coming after me? We sit in silence for a while.

“It has a local postmark. Whoever sent it is nearby,” Peter says, looking nervous. Oops, maybe I shouldn’t have shown him the letter. Peter’s not even twelve. I don’t want to scare him. Even though I’m only thirteen, today I feel a hundred years old.

I shake my head. “It’s probably nothing,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. “Just someone messing around. An early April fool’s joke. Now, get out of here so I can change.” 

I push Peter towards the door. He seems reluctant to go at first, but then he passes the note back to me and walks slowly away.

Alone once again, I change out of my uniform. Just doing something makes me feel better. I need to take control of this, I decide. I have skills: I need to use them to find out what’s going on. Tonight, after my parents are asleep, I’ll go out and look around town, see if I can see anything unusual. 

Feeling calmer now I have a plan, I go grab my school bag and tackle my English homework.
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The March night air is silent and calm. It feels as if someone has pressed the pause button on the world. I could be the only person awake. It often feels like this when I’m out and about at night, soaring through the air while most people are tucked up in bed. 

My feathers trap warm air beneath them so I barely feel the biting cold. Being an owl is my favourite animal form. I love the freedom of flying – gliding through the endless black sky.

But tonight, I remind myself, I’m on a mission. My keen owl eyes scan the ground below, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Something or somebody that shouldn’t be there. I’m annoyed at myself – I haven’t flown for ages. After Luke left three months ago, I haven’t felt like going out at night in animal form. Maybe if I had, I would’ve seen this coming.

Suddenly, I can’t think why I was so reluctant. Nothing feels better than this. When I take off, I leave all my anxieties, all my worries, behind. My problems don’t exist up here, in the dark endless sky. This is my escape.

Banking up over the hill that squats behind my house. I sense the movement of foxes, mice, bats, voles down below. The owl in me wants to chase them, but I control the impulse tightly. This is not the time to think about food. There are more important matters at hand.

Satisfied that all is well in the woodland, I quarter the estate. I can’t see anything out of the ordinary here, either. No one creeping around or hiding in bushes, no one spying on my home. 

I fly in ever widening circles – over my school, towards the town centre, the motorway, the river. I don’t see anything suspicious.

It’s getting late – or should that be early? I need to get some sleep. I turn towards home, feelings of relief and frustration warring inside me. I’m no closer to finding answers now than I was when I set out. I give the area around my house one final sweep, then dive down through my bedroom window and land gracefully on the bed. I transform back to my human form and quickly pull on my pyjamas. My window has been open all night, awaiting my return, and the room is so cold I can see my every breath. Quietly, I close it then dive under the duvet, pulling it up over my head and snuggling underneath, rubbing my feet together to warm them. My last thought before I drift off to sleep is that I need to keep my eyes open for the next few days and see what happens...
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Chapter Two
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For the rest of the week I’m on guard. I rush to the front door each morning when the post arrives, only to be disappointed – or, rather, relieved – there’s nothing for me. On my way to and from school, I’m hyper-aware of what’s going on around me. I go out each night in owl form to reassure myself that all is as it should be. 

Peter has started walking to and from school with me every day. I tell him he doesn’t have to, but he insists. Deep down, I‘m grateful.

All that happens is I become more and more tired from being in a perpetual state of worry.

I sleep late the following Saturday morning, but when I get up, I’m still beat.

“Are you getting enough sleep, Clara?” my mum asks as I drag myself into the kitchen. “You’ve got dark shadows under your eyes.” 

Trust Mum to notice. 

“Are you under pressure at school?” 

“No more than usual,” I mutter. “I think it’s just the dark winter days getting me down.”

“You’ve got SADs,” my dad says confidently. He ruffles my hair on his way to the coffee machine. “You need to get out more during the day.” 

I grunt in response, smoothing my hair back down. I’d planned to sneak out to visit Bob today, anyway. Dad has just given me my excuse.

“Yeah, I’ll go for a walk in the woods after breakfast,” I reply. Dad nods and grins at everyone over his mug, as if he has just single-handedly solved the problem.

“So you’re not going to come shopping with me?” Mum asks, looking disappointed. Peter used to go with Mum to do the grocery shopping every Saturday morning, but now he usually sees friends instead. Because I felt guilty about missing Christmas with my family, I’ve been going with Mum the last few weeks. But I can’t today. I need to see Bob. I push feelings of guilt to one side and shake my head. 

Mum sighs and goes back to writing her shopping list. The kitchen falls into a thick silence as Dad disappears with his coffee, leaving Mum and me alone. I eat a bowl of cereal and rinse the plate before pulling on my coat and hurrying out of the back door. How do parents manage to make you feel so bad without even saying anything? I wonder.

I jog down the path and out of the back gate, taking deep breaths as I go. The air smells of damp earth and rotted leaves. The trees are bleak and lifeless, the ground mushy and bare. But winter is starting to give way to spring – there are occasional splashes of colour from snowdrops and daffodils that have broken through the dark earth. The further I get from the house, the more my mood lifts. I head straight for Bob’s lair. 

As soon as he hears me approach, he appears through the brush, his tail wagging and his tongue lolling. He lifts his front paws up onto my chest and licks my neck enthusiastically. He always welcomes me as if I’ve been away for ever, when it’s actually only been a week. I can’t help smiling and hugging him back, despite the muddy paw prints he’s leaving all over my coat.

Bob is a mongrel. He’s lived in the woods for most of his life after being abandoned by his human family. He’s a large, heavy-set dog with short brown fur covered in black splodges. His ears flop over, and he has a strong jaw and an expressive face. I think there is some boxer in his breeding, somewhere, with perhaps a softer breed, like a labrador, mixed in. He’s smart, though, and very loyal. He’s my best friend in the world, apart from Luke.

After his energetic welcome, Bob leads the way back to his den, an overhanging rock sticking out of the side of the small wooded hill my estate backs onto. The blanket I gave him a few months ago looks very worn, but it stops my rear end from freezing on the cold ground as I settle beside him. He snuffles and noses at my coat pocket. He can smell the sausages I’ve sneaked out for him, but he waits politely for me to hand them over.

After he’s wolfed down the treat, he lies against my leg, his head on my thigh, and listens attentively as I tell him what’s been going on. I’m not sure how much he understands – he is only a dog, after all – but he sits up and cocks his head when I tell him there may be someone in town who wants to harm me. He tells me he hasn’t sensed any strangers in the woods in the last few weeks and I feel better for knowing that. If there was anyone around, Bob would know.

You might be wondering how I can have a conversation with a dog – or how I turn into an owl, for that matter. Let me explain. It’s because I’m a shape-shifter. The ability has been passed down to me through generations of my family. Not only can I turn into any animal I like, but I can also enhance my senses when I’m in my human form, so I can see as well as an owl, for instance, or hear as well as a dog (I’ve only recently worked out that I can do this, and I’m still getting used to it). I can communicate with animals, and I can control them, although I don’t like doing that. It doesn’t seem right, somehow. I mean, just because I can, doesn’t automatically mean I should, right?

Bob’s telling me what he’s been up to since I last saw him. I’ll spare you the details. Basically, he’s been doing dog stuff. Suddenly, his head jerks up and he looks towards the woods. Turning in the same direction, and using my enhanced hearing, I pick up the sound of rustling and heavy breathing. I tense and rise to my knees, but Bob sniffs the air and then relaxes. He’s not concerned by whatever, or whoever, is approaching. I wait for them to appear. A few seconds later, Peter bursts into the clearing.

“There you are,” he puffs. He holds one hand out towards me, putting the other on his knee as he tries to get his breath back. “The post came after you left and there’s a letter for you.” 

I jump to my feet and take it from him. 

“Thought you’d want to see it right away,” he says, before collapsing onto the blanket next to Bob.

Peter has always been a bit wary of Bob, so he sits as far away from the dog as he can while remaining on the blanket. Aware of Peter’s nervousness, Bob shuffles over, stretches his neck out and licks Peter reassuringly on the face. Unfortunately, it has the opposite effect: Peter squirms with discomfort. I’d find it amusing, if I wasn’t distracted by the object in my hands.

“It’s the same handwriting,” I say hoarsely.

Peter nods. “And the same postmark.” 

I rip the envelope open and pull out the contents. It’s
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