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Dedication
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For my grandfather (Robert Van Buerle)

I wish you could have held this book in your hand. 

I miss you every day and always will, rest in peace.

&

For those dreaming of being magic, 

walking the line between one identity and another. 
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Prologue
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“Ugh!” A fireball whizzes overhead as I quickly duck down. The Dragon above seems less than impressed at my reflexes.

Fwoom. Yet another fireball. This is getting old. As the flaming ball hurtles toward me, I throw up my right hand. No more playing around.

The fire glances off my palm and fizzles out, and I can’t help the grin that forms on my face.

“Alright, you oversized lizard, let’s get this over with.” It hasn’t moved since it took to the skies, just hovered in place and thrown fire at me, probably because it thinks it’s out of my reach. 

‘Please work!’ I can’t help but think as I push myself off the ground, ‘Light as a feather, light as a feather.’ Chanting inside your head is meant to help focus a spell, but magic is a fickle thing, and I’ve got the bruises to prove it. 

It isn’t all that surprising that my plan goes spectacularly off course as I careen towards the Dragon.

The Dragon’s snake-like body gracefully twists out of my path, and while my magic might be holding me up for the moment, I can’t exactly manoeuvre myself with it. ‘Should have painted some of my fingernails white, then I could try winging it.’ There are few things quite as unsavoury as realising something after the time to implement it is over, and the midst of battle is so not the place for thinking... so it’s hardly unexpected that stuck in my stupor the Dragon’s tail comes lashing at me.

No time to dodge. 

“Oof.” I can feel the wind knocked out of me, but I’m also not about to risk getting clawed to shreds.

Roll, duck and dive for cover. Easy... if I was some kind of gymnast. That Dragon’s had hundreds of years to learn how to move with grace, I’ve had twenty odd years to learn how to walk with some semblance of grace and not even a full year to learn how to not only control my magic but train my body to endure the catastrophes that come with magic. So, rather than the intended roll, duck, and dive, I scamper, duck, and fall.

“Owww,” That’s definitely going to bruise. My ankle is at the very least sprained, why did I let that crazy cat talk me into all of this?
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Chapter 1
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This class is taking forever. ‘How can Professor Tenning continue to drone on about the agricultural techniques of Mesopotamia for so long? What time is it? Shouldn’t this lecture be over already?’ I glance at the pastel purple cat face on my watch. Five more minutes till the designated end of class— five more minutes of agony.

Tick, tock, tick, tock. Drumming my fingers on the desk isn’t going to make this less boring, but what else is there to do? ‘Urk, my polish is chipping. I need to re-paint my nails when I get home. Hmm, do I keep them blue or go for something a little more out there?’ Examining my nails closely I almost don’t hear Professor Tenning.

“That’s enough for today. Remember, papers are due Thursday morning, by 1pm at the latest. Any time after that and you’ll lose 10 points off your grade.” There’s a sudden burst of energy in the room, everyone is clambering to get out of their chairs and leave. 

About half the class are attempting to make their way out of the crowded aisles and up the staircase, while the other half start clambering over the chairs. It’s chaotic but not unusual. I’m able to avoid most of the masses as I’ve been sitting in one of the back aisles. 

Beep, beep. Making a beeline for the doors I hear my phone go off. Stopping to check it, I’m swallowed up into the mass of my classmates as people push and shove to get out the doors. 

Crime Alert- There has been a series of break-ins recently in the Ferny Brook suburb. 

“Ugh,” Mum insists I keep the crime alert app on my phone so I can avoid trouble, but honestly it just reminds me how terrible the surrounding neighbourhoods are... not that our suburb is any better. Break-ins aren’t so bad though, they’re usually aimed at businesses and considering we don’t own a business and our house almost always has someone home, it shouldn’t be an issue. Shoving my phone in my pocket, I finally manage to exit the lecture theatre after pushing past some of my fellow students. 

‘Time to head home at last...’ as the thought enters my mind, my phone goes off again. Pulling it from my jeans pocket, I roll my eyes, a text from Mum— at least it isn’t another crime alert.

Can you please go to the supermarket on your way home and get some coconut milk and agar-agar mix? Grandad wants to make dessert.

She does this all the time, texting me just as I’m about to walk home.

Ok. 

I text back. Making my way to the quad, instead of turning left and exiting from campus via the gardens, I turn right and head for the local main street. The text said supermarket, but considering what Mum wants, I can bet she meant oriental emporium. From Main Street, I duck down a small alley and pop out on the main strip of China Town. 

China Town’s main strip is jam packed with restaurants and speciality stores. You can’t walk within a mile of China Town without your nose being assaulted by the rich blend of exotic spices and meats. There’s a plethora of side streets and back alleys leading off the main strip, and if you know your way around then you know the best takeaway places are tucked down these side streets. My destination, the oriental emporium is on the main strip but hidden away, wedged between two prominent restaurants.

It should be a simple, in and out trip, but just as I’m about to go to the register, the notification sound on my phone goes off. 

Can you also get some lap cheong?

No point texting back. I swerve away from the cashier queue and down to the fridge section. Retrieving the desired item, it’s finally time to check out and go home. ‘No more phone messages, no more phone messages.’ I pray Mum hasn’t forgotten anything else as I approach the cashier with a forced smile on my face.

‘Yes, home free.’ I silently cheer as I exit the oriental emporium. 

Back on Main Street, I consider whether to take the back streets home or to take the route via campus. As I’m about to cross the road, a car comes flying down the street. Jumping back just in time, I manage to avoid being hit. However, it must have rained when I was in class because a large spray of water gets kicked up from the street as the car rockets by. Instinctively, I throw my hands out hoping to shield myself.

Dry. Not a drop of water on me. I breathe a sigh of relief, pleasantly surprised. ‘Thank you, God.’ Crisis averted, I look both ways before lowering my right foot onto the road. Not wanting to take any chances, I scamper across. 

♦♦♦♦
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In the alleyway, a copper-coloured cat stirs from slumber. His eyes blink lazily open.

“Mreow,” He arches his back.

Gently, the cat jumps from his resting spot atop a cardboard box and pads forward to the alley opening. Looking out at Main Street, he can see the soft glow of a magic aura running across the tarmac.

“Interesting,” he purrs, stretching once more before sprinting off to follow the aura.

♦♦♦♦
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Bang! The screen door never closes without making a noise, which is bound to set Mum off any minute now. If I dump the groceries on the table and dart upstairs, though, I might be able to avoid her cornering me. Quiet as a mouse, I creep towards the kitchen, with its glossy tiled floor and white walls. It’s only a short distance from the front door, just past the staircase. Glancing in, I can only see Grandad, so as quick as I can, I dash in.

Mwa “Hello, Grandad. Have you had a good day today?” Kissing him on the forehead, I make small talk in Malay with him, as I put the groceries on the centre table. Then I hear the laundry door. "Got to go Grandad, big paper to work on. See you at dinner time.”

With barely a moment to spare, I slink out of the kitchen and dash up the stairs. Reaching my room, I quietly shut the door behind me. ‘Safe.’

“Willow?” Or not, Mum’s voice comes up the stairs. “Willow, did you get my messages?”

“Yes, Mum. The groceries are on the kitchen table.” If I don’t show my face I won’t end up in a long conversation. Leaning against the door, I hope that I’m right. ‘One, two, three, four,’ counting the seconds I’m relieved to hear my Mum’s footsteps walk away from the stairs.

“Phew,” I let the breath I was holding go, I leave the door and am about to throw myself onto my bed when something catches my attention.

♦♦♦♦
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The cat watches with curiosity as the person with the magic aura physically holds the door closed. Surely, they could have just held it with magic? Or, perhaps they are new to their gift... perhaps they are unaware that they even have it?

‘Curious,’ the cat thinks to itself, ‘no point alerting the human to my presence. Best to let them notice me on their own.’

♦♦♦♦
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“How the? What the? Cat?” There should most certainly not be a cat in my room, not a real cat at least. And, it is definitely real, I can see it blinking and tilting its head. It’s almost as if this cat is studying me.

“Here, kitty.” First things first, I need to get it out of my laundry hamper. I coo at the cat; it doesn’t seem impressed though. This might call for a hands-on approach. With some luck, I’ll be able to grab it, preferably without getting scratched.

“Okay, kitty, I’m just gonna lift you outta my laundry hamper. Alright?” 

“No. Most certainly not alright, please keep those hands to yourself.” The cat bats my hand away before pulling itself from the hamper. When it’s firmly on the carpeted floor my brain finally catches on.

“Did you just?” I say out loud as my brain trawls behind thinking it over.

“Talk? Why yes, clearly, you’re new to all this.”

“But cats don’t...” My jaw drops as I watch the cat’s tiny mouth move as he speaks.

“Talk? Well clearly, we do. Am I not sufficient evidence to that?” Tilting its head at me, though if the voice is any indication, then I suppose I’d guess it’s a he. I stumble back from the cat and land on my bed.

“Did somebody slip me something? I don’t recall taking anything or even eating something today, but this can’t be real.” This can definitely not be real. I place the back of my left hand to my forehead to check if I’m running a fever or something. ‘It doesn’t feel hot, and I’m not overly sweaty.’ I chew my lip looking back at the cat, ‘this can’t be happening...right?’

“Oh? But it is very real, Willow. Cats can talk and you are magic.” Well, that seals it, I must be on something. I don’t know when it happened, but somebody must have slipped me something - that, or I’m going crazy- but magic is absolutely not real, and cats certainly can’t talk. At least that’s what I tell myself until the cat jumps onto my chest and stares me dead in the eyes. Something about the solid connection between my head and the bed suddenly makes this all seem strangely, possibly, real.

“I can see this will take some explaining, and probably a little showing rather than telling. But, trust me, Willow, this is real and you must learn it before the darker side of magic comes after you. Let me guide you, I’m quite the accomplished familiar.” He doesn’t really give me a chance to disagree before diving straight into explanations. As he talks it’s hard to concentrate because of the needling pinpricks from his claws digging into my chest.

♦♦♦♦
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“My name is Synphineuous Abydian. You may call me Sphynx, that is the name each of my prior Masters have preferred to use.” The cat looks Willow over, strutting across her ribcage. Thinking ‘it is probably best to keep her pinned down for the moment, let it all sink in.’

“You, Willow, are a unique human. For you possess a magical aura, very rare amongst humans. Cats, as it is, are the most magically attuned creatures to be found on this planet. We have a natural aptitude for it and through it can access any number of linguistic skills. Other feats of magic, however, require us cats to pair ourselves with a human of your talents to gain initial access to a particular spell set. For example, my previous Master before you had a great talent for changing things; dogs into doves, roses into glass and the likes, through him I was able to gain the ability for shapeshifting.” Willow rolls her eyes; he can see she isn’t taking this seriously.

“Perhaps a demonstration then? Do not worry I shall just change to something small, though I do rather prefer shifting into larger forms.” With that said the fine furred, sleek Abyssinian cat changes into a rather plump, fluffy Pomeranian dog with the same distinctly copper coloured coat.

♦♦♦♦
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‘I’m absolutely going crazy, no way a cat just changed into a dog.’ I can feel that my eyes have gone wide, staring at the fluff ball that sits upon my chest.

“Notice the change?” I can feel my skin prickle as the dog speaks, different form but same voice it seems. I nod slowly in answer to the question and feel my eyes go even wider, if that’s at all possible, as the dog returns to being a cat. There’s a sense of utter disbelief in me, similar to when I went to my first circus and saw the stage magic being performed. 

“Good. Now, this is just one of my talents. Luckily, I have had a great deal of Masters who were skilled in different types of magic. But you, Willow, have a rather odd set of magic for a human. From what I can tell, based on your aura, it seems you are skilled in elemental magic... and not just one element. No, it seems to be all elements.” As Sphynx dives into lengthy exposition that bubble of disbelief and wonder I felt pops just like with the stage magic, to be replaced with boredom and disenchantment not unlike when my parents dragged me to the circus as a teen. “It’s very peculiar, usually, only animals or creatures, long forgotten by humans, carry such power.”

The cat continues to talk, droning on and on about how strange my aura is, how unusual my magic appears to be. It’s a bit like being back in the lecture theatre listening to Professor Tenning. I’m tempted to look at my watch, to see how long I’ve been enduring this loss of sanity. As I go to do so the cat swats the side of my face with his tail, bringing my attention back to the absurdity at hand.

“Now, let’s get a feel for your skill level. Hmm, come on sit up. Yes, just like that.” I decide, seeing as this is clearly a hallucination of some sort, it is best to oblige the cat. This absurd situation almost feels akin to my first day at primary school, with the teacher trying to herd all of us kids into sitting in a circle on the floor.

“Okay, Mr Kitty, what now?” Following his prompting and tapping into how infantile he’s been treating me I sit up, rolling my eyes and exaggerating the high pitch of my voice.

“It’s not Mr Kitty, its Sphynx.” He gives me a withering gaze as he lands upon the floor. Clearly, he is not a fan of that nickname, if this all turns out to not be a fever dream or bad trip, I’ll have to remember that – it might come in handy. “Now, focus on conjuring an element of some sort. My former Masters have often found chanting to work, either out loud or in your head, it should provide some focus to the spell.”

I can’t help but give the cat, Sphynx, a puzzled expression. He does not deign to respond and instead sits patiently waiting for me to follow his instructions. Nothing to do but try it, I guess.

“Fire, fire, fire,” I mutter as I hold my hand just inches from my face, focusing on the idea of a small flame forming from my fingertip and not on the sheer insanity of this situation. As I chant and focus, I notice my fingertip flicker slightly and then suddenly, a spring of water shoots forth from my index finger, splashing onto my face before vanishing.

“Strange, you were asking for fire, and it gave you water. Odd, magic very rarely varies from the desired form so drastically... usually, if it was to not work it would just not happen.” Sphynx leaps back onto my bed, examining my fingertips with avid curiosity. “Hmm, perhaps this is the cause of disturbance?”

I can feel the intensity of his gaze on my nails, and I gulp as he extends a claw to probe at it. Instinctively, I draw my hand back towards me away from his claws.

“Yes, I believe this is it.” He turns to face me, “Your nail polish, it seems to have changed the spell focus and caused it to shift form.”

“You mean I have magic nail polish?” My eyes flick down to my nails, and I furrow my brow.

“No. You are most certainly the bearer of magic, rather it appears the nail polish is working as a focusing tool. The nail polish is blue, therefore when you requested an element the magic attuned itself to water. If you had painted these nails, or even just one, red then you would have received fire.” Well, that makes sense, the same way as all this craziness makes sense. By which I mean, none of it makes sense.

“Sure, yes, I can see that.” I’m not sure Sphynx detects the heavy amount of sarcasm in my response as he merely nods and begins rambling on again about magic and the principals of focus. I thought I was done with boring lectures for the day when I got out of Professor Tenning’s class, I groan and cover my face with my hands as the cat drones on. How can even my totally off the wall insane delusion involve a lengthy lecture?

♦♦♦♦
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Explaining what he can, Sphynx is blatantly aware that Willow is still not taking any of this seriously. This had been easier with his other Masters. They’d all been younger when he’d found them and more willing to believe. Some had even been stage performers who utilised their talents to cultivate a living. Alas, he hadn’t had a Master in many years, times had changed, and fewer humans know of the magic that runs through this world. He considered resigning himself from teaching, being a free roamer instead of a familiar, perhaps taking up being a house cat to regular humans. But, he couldn’t just leave a human endowed with such potential alone. Magic always came with risks when humans had it.

For cats, magic was a natural gift, but for humans, it could be a gift or a curse. Magical humans had a tendency for attracting bad luck, malevolent spirits, and all sorts of chaos. If untrained, Willow would most likely end up having a very short life, easy prey for magic’s darker side. As a soft scream reached his sensitive ears, a thought came to mind.

“Willow, did you hear that just now?” His eyes gleam.

“Hear what?” 

“A scream, from the street below.”

♦♦♦♦
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I’m not sure why, but when the cat said it heard a scream from outside, I instinctively ran over to my desk and looked out the window. Sure enough, down in the alley below, I can see a thug accosting some poor woman.

“Hey! Stop that!” The thug doesn’t even look towards me. He doesn’t stop. Well, that’s just typical it’s not like there’s much for him to fear from one random girl overlooking the street. Still, it boils my blood a bit to see him hurting that woman whose screams he’s now muffled with a hand. My fingers dig into the windowsill as I try to bend forward for a clearer look, maybe I can at least report him to the cops.

“Willow, you can stop this.” I jump a little as Sphynx hops onto the windowsill, “Use your magic, just a little should be enough to get him to leave that poor woman alone.”

I do it without even thinking, a sharp jet of water explodes into the thug from a nearby fire hydrant. He looks around startled as he pulls himself up off the ground, the woman has already run off towards the main road and rather than chasing her he runs in a different direction. I breathe a sigh of relief and stumble back to my bed. It might just be a crazy hallucination, but I’m happy the woman is ok. Sinking into the soft pull of my mattress my eyes close and I let out a heavy yawn, just a little nap can’t hurt. I’m sure everything will be back to normal when I wake up.
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Chapter 2
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I wake up, with my face feeling extremely warm. Reaching up to feel for my temperature, I’m more than a little surprised when my hand touches something soft and furry. It’s covering the top of my head, and I’m honestly worried it’ll be some giant spider or something. I take a deep breath and grab it firmly with my hand, yanking it off.

“Mrow!” My lifting is met with a very dissatisfied growl, and I lower the thing onto the bed. “What was that for?” The unidentified thing hisses.

I blink my eyes and rub them and then the thing that was on my head comes into focus. It’s a cat, and it’s eyeballing me.

“Well?” And it talks... he talks... Sphynx. Suddenly, I remember the bizarre dream I had earlier: the talking cat, the magic, saving a woman from being mugged or worse.

“Ahem?” My eyes snap to the cat, the talking cat. Oh dear, perhaps it wasn’t a dream after all.

♦♦♦♦
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‘Not the most astute human.’ Sphynx thinks to himself as Willow continues to just stare at him unblinking rather than answer. He studies her as she sits in a stupor.

“I thought it was all a dream...” She’s Mumbling to herself, not exactly a promising start.

“No, it was all quite real. Now, if you’re done being astonished, we should really begin working on your powers.” He jumps from the bed with a swish of his tail, beckoning for Willow to follow.

♦♦♦♦
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Before listening to the cat, I cast a glance at my watch. I’ve been asleep for three hours. It must be almost time for dinner, my stomach rumbles. I can hear the cat saying something about learning but rather than focusing on that my gaze is drawn to my bag, slumped against my bedframe. 

‘Damn it, I still haven’t started that history paper!’ As pressing as whatever all of this magic stuff is, I’m not about to let it jeopardise my chances at graduating at the end of this year. I’ve already had to repeat Professor Tenning’s class once before, I am not going through that torture a third time. This crazy, talking cat problem will have to wait for later, if I’m going to get this paper done in time for Thursday then I need to get to the library and far away from all this craziness. Springing out of bed I latch onto my bag, weave past the cat and dash for the door.

“Mrow? Where are you going? Willow? We need to start your...” Paying no heed to Sphynx’s complaints, I hurry down the stairs to the front door. Briefly my mind tries to grapple with the reality of the situation.

‘Could I still be dreaming? Or is magic actually real?’ I consider turning back and double checking my room again for the talking cat but shaking my head I push forward to the door.

“Willow? Where are you going? It’s almost dinner time?” Mum’s voice stops my hand just as I’m turning the handle. I throw my head back and gaze at her standing in the kitchen doorway.

“I have to work on a paper at the library, Mum. I’ll be home late, save me some dinner.”

“Can’t you go after dinner?” She has a point. I could have dinner and then go to the library, my stomach certainly thinks that’s a good idea, but, if I stay here having dinner, I’ll be stuck thinking about the talking cat currently occupying my bedroom. Not to mention I’m sure Mum will have some sort of bone to pick with me about a chore I forgot to do, or something she wanted from the supermarket that she didn’t message me about but that I should have just known she needed. And that on top of the talking cat in my room is not something I want to deal with right now, no right now I just want to finish my assignment, so I don’t fail this class again.

“Ah... no, Mum. I really need to get started on this ASAP. Plus, if I go now, Sam will probably be working, and they can help me find the books I need.” I force myself to look Mum in the eyes. If I don’t, she’ll know something is up and the last thing I want her doing is taking that as an excuse to search my room while I’m out and discover the talking cat I’m now apparently harbouring – I’m still not completely convinced that it’s real. She considers what I’ve said for a while before finally resigning to letting me go.

Out the door, I do a small fist pump – free and clear. With no time to spare, I dart down the street and back towards the university gardens. I can see Sphynx giving me a dirty look from my bedroom window, which is not reassuring because that means this whole magic deal is real, but I duck my head and sprint off trying not to think about this magic stuff... at least not until my assignment is done.

♦♦♦♦
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‘She just ran off,’ Sphynx thought perturbed. He’s never seen a human leave their own abode in order to avoid him. 

‘I could follow her,’ he thinks to himself, padding around the room, ‘but, she’ll have to return eventually... right?’ 

There isn’t exactly much for him to do. He supposes he could explore the house, seeing as Willow left the door open in her rush, but from the voices he heard earlier, it may be best to remain hidden. Besides, it had been an awful lot of effort for him to get into the house. He’d needed to transfigure himself into a bird, which was one of his least favourite forms, and then he’d had to work
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