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CHAPTER 8:  RHINOCEROS 

There was a loud crack, and Fletcher’s branches disappeared leaving a cloud of tiny 

leaves and red petals floating to the floor around him.  He was back to normal, just like that, 

except now he was shirtless, and he had lost the rubber band from his ponytail.  Frances felt like 

she should applaud, but nobody else did, so she continued to stand quietly against the wall. 

“Gray, Brigid,” said Fletcher kicking the scraps of his shirt toward the opposite wall.  

“What’s say you two show our new apprentice a few things before we call it a day?” 

Gray bounced eagerly on the edge of the mats.  Even Brigid’s demeanor seemed to 

change at the prospect of showing off her skills. 

“On the floor, Gray,” said Fletcher.  “Before you explode.” 

Gray jogged to the center of the room as Fletcher spoke directly to Frances.  “Gray has 

been training with me for almost two years.  He has started working on mammals, but right now 

he’ll show you some things you can expect to be able to do by the end of your first year.”  He 

stepped a few feet away from Gray and nodded toward him. 

Frances held her breath as Gray sat cross-legged on the mat and closed his eyes.  She felt 

a sort of vibration like all of Gray’s molecules were hyperactive and bursting to jump around the 

room.  She could hear the hum of their electricity.  Then Gray’s hair slowly became spiky and 

changed from blond to bright blue. 

Gray opened his eyes, and they were solid black.  He stood slowly and rolled up the 

sleeves of his t-shirt as colorful tattoos began swirling across his arms.  He became somewhat 

shorter and stockier, muscles filling in his gangly arms and legs.  His face had changed so subtly 

that Frances hadn’t noticed it happening until Gray stopped moving.  He looked to be in his late 

twenties with darker skin and a slightly Asian or Pacific Islander look. 
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Fletcher had been watching Gray throughout his transformation, and now he stepped 

closer and put a hand on Gray’s shoulder.  “Subtle human appearance changes may not seem like 

much,” he said, “but hair alone involves three characteristics: color, texture, and length.  Each 

takes weeks of practice.  Then there’s eye color, skin pigmentation, fat and muscle 

distribution…” he pointed out each of Gray’s new features as he spoke.  “Changes in height 

involve changes in your skeletal structure.  Each tiny detail requires focus and practice in order 

to maintain control.  You have to—” He stopped abruptly when he looked over at Frances.  His 

eyes widened. 

Frances felt all the eyes in the room turn on her as Fletcher walked toward her.  “What?” 

she said looking first at Papaw and then at her mother who had both taken a step away from her. 

“Crikey is what!” said Fletcher.  “Look at yourself, love.” 

Frances turned toward one of the mirrored walls and gasped.  Her hair was longer and 

smoother and, most shockingly, bluer.  Her skin was lighter, and she had violet eyes.  She was 

taller, nearly the height of her mother, and more slender.  Several inches of her ankles were 

exposed below her now too-short jeans.  She looked back at Fletcher and noticed Gray had 

changed back to normal in the background. 

“Is this unusual?” Frances’ mom asked.  “I mean, she was bird this morning.” 

Fletcher waved Frances toward the center of the room.  She took a step and nearly fell 

over.  Her legs were longer and bendier.  Her foot had reached the ground sooner than she’d 

expected. 

“The Black Shag is her alter.  We’ll get to that later,” Fletcher replied.  “This is 

something entirely different.  It’s not unusual at all for her to shift in and out of different forms 
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accidentally during times of heightened emotion.  But this…” He walked around her in a slow 

circle. 

“It’s been over a minute,” said Gray. 

“Exactly,” said Fletcher.  “Write this down, Brigid,” he said without taking his eyes off 

of Frances.  “Frances involuntarily shifts hair color, hair texture, hair length, eye color, height, 

weight, and skin pigmentation while observing shifter demonstration.  In stable form for…” He 

looked at his wristwatch.  “several minutes.  Unchanging as I speak.” 

Brigid scribbled away in her notebook.  Frances stole another glance at the mirror.  She 

was sure she was dreaming.  She couldn’t possibly be so lucky as to have the ability to make 

herself look like someone as beautiful as that girl staring back at her.  Could she? 

She quickly looked down at her feet.  They seemed so far away, but as she stared, they 

gradually got closer and closer.  She held out her hands.  Her fingers shortened before her eyes, 

and her skin became darker.  She grabbed a lock of her blue hair.  It became coarser and thicker 

and browner in her hand.  She looked back at the mirror.  Same old Frances. 

“Well, Frances,” said Fletcher.  “How did that feel?” 

Frances shrugged.  “I didn’t feel anything.  I mean, no tingling or itching like before with 

the bird.  It just… happened.” 

“Write that down, Brigid,” Fletcher said.  “Then swap places with Gray.”  He turned back 

to Frances.  “Step back to the wall, Frances.” 

Frances and Gray moved back to the sidelines as Brigid stuck her notebook and pencil 

back in her pocket and walked confidently to the center of the room.  Without hesitation she 

dropped to her knees on the mat.  Frances heard the same electric hum she had heard during 
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Gray’s presentation.  She felt the vibration of Brigid’s molecules as she rested her hands on her 

thighs. 

Brigid stared straight ahead, her eyes unblinking.  In one fluid motion she leaned 

forward, placed her head between her forearms on the floor, lifted her knees, and raised her legs 

straight above her head. 

Frances would have been impressed enough by the graceful headstand, but after a second 

of holding absolutely still, Brigid began to sink.  It looked like she was being absorbed headfirst 

into the floor.  Her feet quickly disappeared into her pants until all that was left of her was a pile 

of clothes in the center of the mat.  The pile began to move, and out from under Brigid’s shirt 

hopped a tiny and unusual monkey-like creature with long fur and a very long tale. 

The monkey bounced around the floor moving through various yoga poses.  Her color 

began to change from golden-orange to white.  She grew until her monkey body morphed into 

that of a large white dog.  She continued growing, and a minute later she was a polar bear.  

Frances took an involuntary step back.  She had only ever seen polar bears on TV.  They were 

much larger in real life. 

Bear-Brigid stretched her front legs raising her butt in the air.  Then she rolled onto her 

back.  She held all four legs at different angles as her fur thinned and her skin changed to silvery 

gray.  She flipped back onto her feet, much more nimbly than one would expect for something so 

large.  Her legs thickened, her skin toughened like leather armor, and she grew taller.  A horn 

formed over her nose, and within seconds she had become an enormous, angry-looking 

rhinoceros.  She turned to face the group standing against the wall.  She stomped a foot and 

snorted as if she was about to charge. 
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Suddenly Frances lurched forward and landed hard on her hands and knees.  Her clothes 

tightened on her expanding body until they tore.  Parts of her shirt and jeans flew off in different 

directions.  She heard a few gasps before all sounds became muffled.  She watched her fingers 

merge together and then split into a three-toed hoof.  She crossed her eyes as a short, wide horn 

grew between them.  She heard Fletcher shouting, but she couldn’t tell what he was saying 

through the noise of her rearranging molecules.  Nor did she care. 

The strength that came with her massive new muscles and her armored skin was 

invigorating.  She lifted one heavy leg and took a shaky step.  She tried to turn her head, but she 

had greatly underestimated its size.  Gray had to jump out of the way of her horn.  She looked 

back toward the center of the mat and saw a fuzzy image of Brigid who was still a rhinoceros 

herself.  Frances took another step toward her. 

Brigid’s breathing alternated between short huffs and long steady breaths.  Frances felt 

oddly reassured by this and stepped forward until she and Brigid were practically touching horns.  

Brigid continued to snort and huff as she slowly lowered herself first onto her front knees, then 

onto all four knees on the mat. 

Frances shifted her massive weight forward and attempted to lower a knee without 

toppling over.  It took a little trial and error, but she eventually figured out how to work her new 

limbs, and within a couple minutes she was resting comfortably on the mat.  Her super sensitive 

ears now clearly heard Fletcher speaking to Brigid as he approached them.  “‘Atta girl, Brigid.  

Quick thinking, love!” He had pulled Brigid’s notebook from her clothes and was furiously 

scribbling notes as he walked closer.  He stood next to Brigid’s head as he spoke to Frances.  

“Well, Frances.  You are an Indian Rhinoceros.  How does that feel?” 
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Frances thought it felt amazing.  She had just gained hundreds of pounds, but she was a 

rhinoceros, and rhinoceroses must not feel fat because Frances didn’t feel fat now that she was 

one.  She turned her head slightly toward the mirrored wall to her right.  The image was a little 

blurred, but she could make out the movement of her twitching ears and flicking tail.  It was 

funny how it didn’t matter that she couldn’t see very well.  Her powerful ears and nose more 

than made up for it.  She realized she could smell the individual scents of everyone in the room. 

She’d never had a particular fascination with rhinos, but now it seemed absurd not to be 

fascinated by everything.  She felt reborn, like this was the first day of her life.  Her old life 

already seemed foggy.  She smiled a toothy grin, at least in her head.  She wasn’t sure her small 

rhino mouth was capable of smiling. 

“Brigid, why don’t you change back,” said Fletcher backing away.  “Frances stay where 

you are.  Gray, go grab some extra clothes for Frances.” 

Thick brown fur began covering Brigid’s body as she stood.  She shrank while shifting 

into another bear, this time a grizzly.  Her fur changed to tawny, and when she was the weird 

monkey again she bounced across the floor to her clothes, climbed into the pile, and slowly grew 

into her headstand, becoming fully clothed in the process.  She rolled into a seated position and 

hopped up, flipping her long hair behind her shoulders. 

Frances had been watching Brigid’s transformation and didn’t notice her own until she 

heard her mother gasp, “Frances!” 

Frances saw her horn shrinking before her eyes.  She looked down at her hooves which 

were slowly changing back into her hands.  Gray returned from the front of the shop with a pair 

of baggy sweatpants and a red t-shirt.  Frances’ mom took the clothes and bustled around making 

everyone turn away from Frances and close their eyes. 
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Frances quickly dressed and stretched her arms.  All her joints felt loose, her bones not 

quite connected to each other.  She looked around.  Her mother, Papaw, Fletcher, Brigid, and 

Gray were standing around her in a perfect circle.  They were all smiling.  Well, except for 

Brigid, who was busy picking at her fingernails. 

“I think we’ve done enough for today,” said Fletcher handing the notebook back to 

Brigid.  He held out his hand for Frances to shake.  “Welcome Frances Grubb: Shifter, Freshman 

Apprentice.” 


