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Prologue
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The sour stench of sweat hangs in the night air. Awake in his prison cell, Danior breathes it in deeply and smiles. He loves the smell of fear. 

Stirring up trouble has kept him entertained these last few months in prison. Most of the inmates are so weak-minded that messing with them has been easy. He may not have his pendant any more, but he still knows how to find other people’s weaknesses – and make them suffer. But it’s time to leave. He’s finalised his plans, has support on the outside. Now it’s time for action. 

He hears a shuffling outside his cell and turns toward the door. There’s a soft click and the door swings open. This is what he’s been waiting for. He rises from the bed and walks out.
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Chapter One
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The sun is beating down relentlessly. I wipe sweat off my forehead for the hundredth time. My top is soaked and there isn’t an inch of my body that doesn’t feel sticky. I huff and puff, heaving warm air into my lungs, like a steam engine. Surely it’s not legal to make us play tennis in this weather. I throw the ball up into the air and bring my racquet up to smash it over the net. Hayley bashes the ball back. I hit it back to her, trying to pull my arm back and angle my body like the teacher has shown us. I watch as Hayley does the same, but she slices the ball, which flies away to my left.

“Oops, sorry,” she yells, as I turn and trail grumpily after it.

“Clara, pick those feet up. We haven’t got all day!” Mrs Byrne yells at me. I jog over to the fence, where the ball has rolled to a stop. Then someone else calls my name. I freeze. I know that voice. What the frig? I look around. At the edge of the school boundary line stands Luke. He’s watching me and grinning. Oh, no. Why did he have to show up, today of all days? I yearn for the ground to open up and swallow me. What’s he doing here? He’s not supposed to come anywhere near the school, ever. I don’t want to attract the teacher’s attention, so I stay silent but raise my shoulders in a questioning shrug.

We need to talk. Luke’s voice sounds in my head. I jolt, looking guiltily over my shoulder. Of course, no one can tell that Luke and I are communicating telepathically. 

Come to the camp as soon as you can. Dad’s had some news.

“Who’s that cutie?” asks Hayley, making me jump. I hadn’t noticed her sneaking up behind me.

“Hmm?” I shoot what I hope is a blank look in her direction. She thinks Luke’s cute? I mean, I know he’s cute, but I’ve never considered how others might see him. I try to look at Luke through the eyes of a stranger. He’s just under six foot tall, with strong, broad shoulders, short dark hair, brown eyes and a smile that makes my heart flutter. Yeah, he’s definitely cute.

“Clara, Hayley. What on earth are you doing?” yells Mrs Byrne. All the other students turn and stare in our direction.

“Nothing, Mrs Byrne. We lost the ball, is all,” Hayley replies. She winks at me then trots back to her side of the net.

I’ll see you in an hour or so, I say to Luke, talking to him the same way he spoke to me, straight into his head. Moving back to the tennis court, I’m conscious of Mrs Byrne’s steely gaze watching my every move. I don’t dare look to see if Luke is still watching or if he’s gone, but when I make my way in to shower and change at the end of the lesson, there’s no sign of him. 

It’s not just the summer heat that makes my face burn all the way through the final lesson of the day. I can’t believe Luke saw me in my PE kit. I try to imagine what I looked like: scrawny arms and legs, flat chest, boring straight dark blonde hair pulled up into a ponytail. I glance over at Hayley. She catches my eye and smiles back, her round cheeks dimpling. She brushes her naturally curly, honey-blonde hair away from her neck to let in a breeze. Jealousy stabs at me. Stop it, Clara. What’s got into you? Luke likes you for who you are, not what you look like. 

Luke and I have been friends for three years. But lately I’ve been thinking that maybe I want more. Blood rushes to my cheeks. I sigh. How on earth can I talk to Luke about how I feel when I can’t even think about him without blushing? 

I’m dreading the final bell, and craving it at the same time. When it finally rings, I hurry away. What was so important that Luke had to come to school to speak to me? It must be serious. Anxiety has been growing inside me since I saw Luke, and it chokes me. Adrenaline pumps around my body and I begin to shake. It’s a complete overreaction. I focus on taking deep breaths to calm down. I’ve been suffering from full-blown panic attacks since Christmas, since the battle with Danior. I don’t want to have one now. I know he’s safely locked away in prison and can no longer hurt me, but he still has supporters on the outside, and we’ve been hearing rumours for a while that they’re up to something. Maybe that’s why Luke wanted to see me.

I turn into my street and break into a jog. I let myself in the house, go straight to my room and peel off my uniform. I put on a pair of jeans and a plain blue T-shirt then run back downstairs, through the kitchen and out the back door. 

There’s a wood at the bottom of our garden. It’s cooler under the trees and I take deep, calming breaths as I jog through to the plain on the other side, where Luke is waiting for me. Where his family, the Gypsies, are camping. Distracted by my thoughts, I don’t notice the form stalking me in the bushes until I’m pounced on.

“Argh!” I’m flattened before I can react. I gasp for breath, trying to push my assailant off. He licks my face and yips in delight at having taken me by surprise.

“Bob,” I gasp. “You’ll be the death of me, I swear.” I push up on to my elbows and the dog hops off my chest and sits at my side, looking very pleased with himself. His tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. I snort and can’t help smiling.

“I don’t have time to play with you now, boy,” I say, ruffling the fur on his neck. “I’ve got to go to the camp.” I plant a picture of the Gypsy camp in his head. Bob whines. He doesn’t like the Gypsy camp. He butts his head against my chest then trots off into the trees, his thin tail hanging low in disappointment. I bite my lip. I haven’t spent much time with my feral friend since the Gypsies arrived a few weeks ago. I make a mental note to bring him some sausages tomorrow. Pushing myself to my feet, I get another fright when Luke bursts into view.

“Are you all right?” he asks anxiously.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I say, brushing dirt off my jeans. “It was just Bob saying hello.” 

Luke pushes his fingers through his hair. “I was coming to meet you when I heard you yell. I thought you were in trouble.”

“I am. I’ve been neglecting Bob recently, and now I feel awful.” I look in the direction Bob disappeared.

“Never mind that now,” Luke says. “We gotta go. Dad and Grams are waitin’ for us.”

A couple of minutes later, we arrive at the Gypsy camp. I look around. Every time I come here there seem to be more caravans, or different caravans. And I’m here practically every day, so that’s saying something. Today there’s about a dozen caravans dotted around the camp. It looks like two or three have just arrived and a number of people are bustling about, clearing a space for the newcomers and helping to settle them.

I step into Grams’ caravan. It’s a modern one with a small bedroom at the back, a kitchenette and tiny bathroom in the middle and a U-shaped bench at the front, where a table nestles. Grams is standing by the sink when I arrive. She hands me a glass of cold lemonade.

“Thanks, Grams,” I say, swallowing a mouthful. “Ah, kushti.” 

Grams smiles at my use of the Gypsy word. I slide into the seat at the table and Luke squeezes in beside me. I’m too uneasy about the reason for our meeting to enjoy the brush of his leg against mine. Grams takes a seat opposite, then Luke’s dad, Des, arrives. He leans against the kitchen cupboard and folds his arms. It strikes me, suddenly, how alike Luke and his dad are. They have the same broad shoulders and soft brown eyes, except Des’s face is etched with years of worry and the responsibility of being the leader of his clan. He looks down at the floor for a while, then clears his throat and looks towards Grams. I glance nervously at Luke, but he’s staring at the tabletop. Why don’t they just get on with it and tell me what’s going on? I look impatiently at Grams. She sighs and reaches out for my hand.

“Yorkshire police have contacted us,” Grams says. “There’s no easy way to say this, Clara. Danior has gone missing.”

My head spins. “What?” I stutter. I don’t understand. “What?” 

Grams tightens her grip on my hand. “They don’t know where he is. He’s escaped.” 

A weight presses down on my chest. I can’t breathe. There’s a rushing in my ears and I begin to see spots in front of my eyes. Oh, no, here it comes.

“Breathe, Clara,” I dimly hear Grams say. “Just breathe. In and out, in and out. That’s right, child.” 

I close my eyes and concentrate on breathing. Eventually, the weight eases, the spots disappear, and I feel like I can breathe easily again. A glass is pushed into my hand.

“Drink this,” Grams says. I look down. The glass has a fizzy orange liquid inside that I recognise. Grams gave me some of this the last time I had a shock, and it worked wonders. I take a sip. Its tartness makes me judder and I feel it dribble down my throat and drop to my stomach. And I do start to feel better. I sigh.

“I think you’re going to have to give me some of this to take home, Grams. It’s magic,” I say. Grams smiles and pats my hand. She nods to Des.

“Obviously, we’re not gonna let him get anywhere near you or yer family, Clara. That’s a given,” he says. 

I smile gratefully at him. 

“He may not even be comin’ after you. We don’t know what his plans are – yet. But we’ll find out.”

“When did it happen?” I ask.

“Two nights ago. He was there when they locked down for the night, but he was gone when they opened the cells the following morning,” Grams replies.

The night before last. That’s given him plenty of time to get down here, to the Midlands – if that was his plan. Fear trickles through me. I shudder. 

“So how do we catch him?” I ask.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Luke and I step down out of the caravan. Outside, the sun is still shining, and life is carrying on around us, everyone enjoying the sunny day. It’s completely at odds with the emotional storm inside me. A small group of teenagers are having what looks like a dance competition. They’re clapping and laughing and hooting encouragement to each other, while rap music plays in the background.

“Are you okay?” Luke asks. 

“Mmm,” I respond, non-committally. Actually, I’m anything but okay. I’m confused and angry ... and scared. But I don’t want to talk about it because I’m afraid if I do, I’ll have a complete breakdown.

“Why don’t we go for a walk?” Luke suggests, frowning. He’s worried about me.

“There’s no need,” I say. My voice sounds forced even to my ears. “I’m fine.” For the first time since I met him, I don’t want to be anywhere near Luke or the camp. I need to get away – now. “I’ll see you soon,” I say, and turn and walk briskly away before he can reply. When I get to the edge of the woods, out of sight of the camp, I break into a run. I run around the woodland and up to the top of the hill. When I get there I have to bend over, hands on hips, to get my breath back. I’m overwhelmed by sensation. The breeze stroking the tiny hairs on my arms, the heat of the sun on my head and shoulders, the cotton of my T-shirt pressing against my back. I need to calm down before another panic attack takes over. I need a distraction. I straighten up and look out at the view. On one side of the hill is the housing estate where I live. I look at each house, taking in the details: the colour of the door, how many windows each has. I look over to my school and name what I can see – the hall, the sports field, the cafeteria – then my eyes drift further, to the motorway that runs near the edge of town. I try to make out the individual vehicles:  the cars, lorries and caravans. I long to jump into a car and get away from here. I don’t care where to, just anywhere other than here.

I’m not conscious of making the decision to shape-shift but I suddenly find myself soaring up into the sky in the form of a buzzard. My sturdy wings take me up ... and up ... and up. I don’t look back. I keep climbing as high as my wings will take me. The air changes from warm to cool and warm again; I’ve flown across a thermal. I let it carry me, drifting across the sky in slow circles, keeping my eyes on the horizon. It’s so quiet up here, so peaceful. I’m sorely tempted never to go back. 

***
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I watch Clara as she strides away, her back stiff, her neck and shoulders tense. I want to follow her, to hug her, tell her everything’s gonna be okay, but I can’t. Dad and Grams agree that, the less Clara is involved in Gypsy business, the safer she’ll be. Sure, her abilities are useful, I’m not ashamed to admit she’s saved my life more than once, but she’s not one of us and we can’t keep relying on her to get us out of trouble.

As she disappears into the trees, I feel an ache in my chest. Clara is more than just my friend; I care about her a lot. Too much, probably. But I’ve gotta get over it. I’ve got responsibilities of my own. I sigh, and turn back to the camp. I’ve got things I need to do before nightfall.

***
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Life would be so much easier if I could stay as a buzzard. Flying wherever I wanted, eating and resting whenever I wanted. How far could I go? To Europe? To Africa? I bet I could easily go thousands of miles. I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation of being weightless, free from the responsibilities and burdens of home. But then an image of my younger brother Peter jumps into my head, followed by my parents, and Great-Aunt Selina and Hayley. And Luke. I sigh. I shouldn’t have left the way I did. What must he think of me? What if something happens to Luke, or my family, while I’m not there?

With a heavy heart, I turn and fly for home. I bypass the hilltop clearing and dart through my open bedroom window, landing gracefully on the bed. I transform back to my human self and dress before popping out to retrieve the clothes I left behind on the hill when I transformed. Yeah – that’s the inconvenient part of transforming. I’m always naked when I change back. Can be awkward... 

I try not to think about Danior while I eat my dinner, but I can’t help my mind going there when I go up to bed.

So, Danior has escaped. We knew he had supporters on the outside who were helping him – because they were spying on me, too, at one point. But Des said we don’t know what he’s up to now, or whether he still plans to try and take over the Gypsy Council, which is what he was attempting to do before Luke, Kezia, Patrin and I stopped him in December. He had his magic pendant taken away from him before he was arrested – how did he manage to escape from prison without it? With outside help, is the obvious answer. Danior’s rich – he probably bribed someone to get him out. I roll over. Des and Grams told me I’ve to lie low and let them worry about what Danior’s up to. But they’ve been trying to figure that out for months already, and are still none the wiser. They keep saying to have patience, but I can’t be patient any more. I have to act before Danior does. Stay low and do nothing – pfft! Did they really think I’d do that? I kick my duvet off and roll over on to my other side. What upsets me most, and why I was angry with him, was that Luke agreed with them. Even though he knows what I’m capable of and the power I have over animals. He’s seen what I can do, and I’ve saved his hide a couple of times, but he made it clear that he wants me to stay out of Gypsy business. Why is he pushing me away? I punch my pillow. Well, if that’s the way they wanna play it, I’ll just make my own plans. The first thing I’m going to do is call my Great-Aunt Selina. She’s my mum’s aunt, and a shape-shifter too. She taught me everything I know about shape-shifting. Well, almost everything. She’ll help me to protect my family, and find Danior.

My thoughts are interrupted by a knock at my door. It’s Peter. 

“Can I come in?” he asks.

“I suppose,” I reply. 

He perches on the bottom of my bed. “Are you okay? You were dead quiet earlier.” Peter knows about my ability to shape-shift because he
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