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When I opened my eyes, I knew something was different. A feeling of excitement overcame me. What was going on? Of course. It was my seventeenth birthday! I flew out of bed and into the shower. Would I get the present I had been dreaming of for, what seems like, forever? A classic, red MGB Convertible with black upholstery. Out of the shower, I threw some clothes on, and raced downstairs. I looked out the window and, NOTHING in the driveway, not even my aunt’s car.

Well, I was used to disappointment, so what else was new? My parents had been killed in a traffic accident on my fifth birthday, my dog died on my eighth, I broke my arm on my thirteenth. Then, on my sixteenth, my boyfriend broke up with me because I wouldn’t sleep with him. I learned to dread birthdays. So why did I feel so excited for this one? I knew deep down that I wouldn’t get the car because my aunt, with whom I had come to live after the passing of my parents, couldn’t afford it. I had a sense that something momentous was about to happen.

I walked outside to go to the letterbox to see if I had received any birthday cards. As I passed through the doorway, my bracelet fell from my wrist. I bent to pick it up and a Rottweiler entered the yard. It began growling at me, saliva dripping from its jaws. Normally I would have dived back through the doorway but, for some reason, I curled my lip and growled back at the dog. It stopped its forward motion, turned tail and ran. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Shrugging my shoulders, I went back into the house to try to fix my bracelet. The first day I moved in with my aunt, she had put it on my wrist. I never took it off because it meant so much to me, having belonged to my mother. I could see where the link had opened, so I squeezed the link back together. I put the bracelet back on and went, once again, to check the mailbox. As I walked out the door, my bracelet, again, dropped to the steps. Puzzled, I picked it up and headed to the kitchen to get a pair of pliers out of the drawer to tighten the links. There on the table was a piece of paper. It was a message from my aunt. It read:




Mandy,





I am so sorry to have been called into work so early on your birthday. I so needed to be there when you woke up. Please, it is imperative that you DO NOT LEAVE THE HOUSE until I have a chance to talk to you. I will get home as soon as I possibly can.


Love,

June





What the? Why was she being so mysterious? Obviously, I wouldn’t get any answers until June got home, so I decided I may as well have some breakfast. Just as I was getting out the toaster, there was a knock at the door. Maybe this was my birthday present. I raced to the door and pulled it open without looking through the peephole. Two police officers were standing there. The female officer was about 160 cm, slim build, short brown hair and blue eyes. The male officer was about 190 cm, stocky build, very short brown hair and brown eyes. My blood ran cold. I could see the lips of the female moving but my ears felt like they were full of cotton wool. I shook my head to clear it and I could hear her asking if they could come inside.

I nodded, and led the way into the lounge room. Indicating the chairs for them to use, I sank into my usual spot on the lounge, picking up a cushion to cuddle. “It’s my aunt, isn’t it?” I whispered.

“Is your aunt June Calder?” asked the female officer. 

“Yes,” feeling more and more frightened that June might be dead, too. Had my birthday curse struck again? 

“I am Senior Sargent Sara Brown and my partner is Senior Sargent Chris Downer. I’m sorry to be the one to have to inform you that your aunt appears to have been assaulted in a  robbery-gone-wrong. She is in the Intensive Care Unit of the General Hospital. The doctor said that she is in a critical, but stable condition. We have been sent to take you to her,” she said gently. I sagged in relief that she hadn’t been killed.

I didn’t know what to do. My aunt had left me a note to say that I couldn’t leave the house until she talked to me. Should I go to the hospital to see if she could talk to me? Could her attack have anything to do with what she had to say to me? No matter what, I needed to see for myself that she was still alive.

“Of course. Thank you. Can I have a minute to change my clothes?” I said, looking down at the short shorts and tank top I had thrown on after my shower this morning. I raced up the stairs to my bedroom and grabbed blue jeans and a black t-shirt out of the cupboard. Donning them rapidly, I picked up the hair brush off the dressing table and pulled it through my long, honey blond hair. My reflection in the mirror showed a teenager, 170 cm tall, with green apprehensive eyes, slim build with a tiny waist emphasising my c-cup breasts, long beautifully shaped legs and an attractive face. Many people described me as beautiful or pretty. Whatever, I was happy with how I looked, unlike many teenagers today. Sliding my feet into black sandals, I picked up my purse and hurried back down the stairs, I shut and locked all the windows on the ground level and the back door.

“I’m ready,” I told the officers who had been walking around the room looking at the photos on the sideboard and the paintings on the walls.

They followed me through the front door and waited for me to lock it. Tossing my house keys into my purse, I noticed my bracelet had fallen off, again. I picked it up and put it in my pocket. I didn’t want to try putting it on again and have it fall off without my noticing, and lose it. What was it with the bracelet? I had worn it for twelve years with no problem and suddenly, three times in half an hour it failed. Each time when I had stepped outside the front door! Was it the curse or could it have something to do with why June had told me not to leave the house? Ridiculous. It was just getting old. After all, it was not new when she gave it to me. 
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We walked into the ICU and were directed to my aunt’s room. It was heartbreaking looking down at my usually vibrant, lovely aunt to see the damage that had been inflicted on her. It looked to be too much damage for a simple robbery. All I could see was her head and neck as the sheet was pulled up to shoulder height. There were massive cuts and bruises all over her once beautiful face. A bandage was wrapped around her head, hiding the black curls I was used to seeing. Tears welled up, but I forced them away.

I leaned over the bed and spoke to her, as I had been assured that people in comas could hear everything around them. “June. Can you hear me? Everything is going to be alright. I am here with you. You will recover from this.”

Into my mind, I heard a voice. “Mandy? Is that you?”

I looked around for the person who had spoken. There was no-one else in the room. The police officers were standing outside the door talking together, hoping for June to wake up and give them a statement.

“June? Was that you?” I asked in bewilderment.

“Mandy. Where am I?” I heard in my head. I knew strange things can happen after head injuries, but telepathy?

“You are in hospital. You were mugged,” I replied anxiously.

“You don’t need to speak to me with your mouth. Just think what you want to say and I will hear you. We can’t afford to have anyone overhear us. You can’t be here, Mandy. You cannot be outside the house until you understand and learn control!”

“Why? What? You said in the note you needed to talk to me.”

“I do, but not here. Go home. Look in my bedroom. There is a box under my bed. Go through everything in the box. You need to be armed for what is coming your way. Tell no-one. Be careful, Mandy. I love you too much to lose you after losing your parents that way.”

“What are you talking about, June? How can we communicate without speaking? I don’t understand any of this.”

“Just do as I say. Find the box. The contents will explain some of what is going on but hopefully, I will be home soon to help you and answer your questions. Don’t trust anyone. I wasn’t robbed. They were trying to stop me from filling you in on your powers.”

“Powers?” This was becoming really bizarre. Had June suffered brain damage from her head injury?

“Not now, Mandy. Go home. Check the box.” She was beginning to sound really tired.

In a daze, I walked out of the room. Snr Sgt Brown stepped forward. I vaguely remembered hearing her introduce herself at the house. “How is she? Is she awake? Did you talk to her?”

“No. She appears to be in a coma. I spoke to her but she didn’t wake up. What have you learned about this? Why was she attacked? Who did it?”

“We don’t know much. There was CCTV footage of the area in which she was attacked. She was just getting out of her car when a hooded person snuck up behind her and hit her on the head. As she lay on the ground, he continued to hit and kick her. Once she was unconscious, he picked up her purse and searched it. He then threw it at her. He didn’t appear to take anything,” she explained.

I curled my hands into fists and my nails dug into my palms. The lights in the corridor suddenly went out and then came back on. 

“So it wasn’t a robbery gone wrong?”

“Doesn’t seem so. What do you think he was looking for?” she asked, watching me closely.

“I haven’t got a clue. As far as I know, my aunt is just a normal person, going about her life the same as anyone else. She left me a note explaining how she was upset at being called into work early, as she wanted to be at home when I woke up. It is my birthday today.”

“Happy Birthday. Oh, sorry, that’s a bit stupid to say, considering what has happened. Where does your aunt work?” she hurried to ask, covering her gaffe.

“She’s a surgeon at St Bridget’s Private Hospital.”

“And you said she was called to work early?”

‘Yes. That is what the note said. Why?” I asked, starting to feel frightened again.

“Well, she was found nowhere near St Bridget’s. In fact, she was at the other end of the city,” her partner answered.

“I’m sorry. I can’t explain that. We will just have to wait until she wakes up and can tell us what happened and why she was where she was found.” I started to shake, probably from shock. “Could you take me home now, please?”
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Arriving home, the police dropped me off at the front gate. I went to walk up the path to the front door but was startled to see the Rottweiler, I was sure it was the same one, two terriers, a Doberman and three collies in the front yard. I stopped walking, looked at each of the dogs and they all lay down and rolled onto their backs, revealing their stomachs. What the? Wasn’t that the sign of subservience to an alpha animal? I continued my walk to the front door, keeping an eye on the dogs to make sure they did not suddenly decide to attack. Their behaviour was very strange seeing I didn’t know any of them.

Entering the house, I realised that I’d had nothing to eat or drink all morning. No wonder I was feeling faint. I headed into the kitchen. The note still lay on the table. I picked it up and read it again,




Mandy,



I am so sorry to have been called into work so early on your birthday. I so needed to be there when you woke up. Please, it is imperative that you DO NOT LEAVE THE HOUSE until I have a chance to talk to you. I will get home as soon as I possibly can.


Love,

June





Yes, I had read it properly. She had been called into work, so why was she on the other side of the city? What was she doing there? I was always pretty good at solving puzzles and problems at school, but this one was beyond me. Perhaps, when I found June’s box, everything would fall into place. But first, brunch, too late for breakfast but too early for lunch.

A cup of tea and two slices of thick, toasted, raisin bread later, I headed up the stairs to June’s bedroom. It felt strange walking into her room when she wasn’t there. From the doorway, to the right was a double bed under the window overlooking the front yard. A teak bedside table stood each side of the bed. A beautifully hand-carved wardrobe and dressing table were against the wall to the left. June had said that the box was under her bed, so I crouched down to look for it. There was nothing there. Going over our mind-to-mind conversation at the hospital, I definitely remembered her saying the box was under the bed. Had someone come in while I was at the hospital? Was there something in the box that the mugger thought June was carrying in her purse? I searched the rest of the room to make sure she hadn’t moved it, but then forgot with the head injuries she had received. Nothing.

Getting frustrated, I thought, ‘Where is the blasted box? I need it to understand something of what June had been trying to tell me.’ Turning around, there was a box sitting on the bed. It was the size of a photocopy paper box; 41 cm long, 33 cm wide, and 25 cm high. Where had it come from? It wasn’t there a minute ago. It just appeared out of thin air. I was beginning to think that I had never woken up that morning. I must have still been asleep, having the strangest dream of my life.

I walked over to the box and lifted the lid. It was filled to the brim with papers and objects, most of which I could see only parts of. The first paper I removed from the box was a police report of my parents’ car accident. It stated that there was evidence, such as paint transfer from another vehicle and scoring along the side of the car, to indicate that their car had been run off the road. Because the location of the event was in a perfectly safe section of the road, it was most likely deliberate. Extensive investigations had led nowhere and no perpetrator had been discovered. There had also been no sign of the other vehicle, which would have been damaged. The file was still open. 

This was a  real shock to me, as I had been told that they had died in an accident, not that they had been murdered. Maybe, because I was only five years old at the time, it was decided that I would not understand. Even now, having just turned seventeen, I didn’t understand. Who would want to murder my parents? Why? What were they involved in that was so important that someone needed to eliminate them?

I wished June was here so that I could discuss this information with her. She must know more because she was in contact with my parents at the time. I pulled the next piece of paper out of the box. It was a letter to June from my mother. It read:

Dear June,

I don’t mean to alarm you, but if anything happens to John and me, I beseech you to take Amanda and keep her safe. I want you to use your powers to bind hers so that she cannot use them, and place the protection spell on her so that no-one can detect her. I have placed my bracelet in the envelope for you to use for this purpose. The spell is on the koala. It will protect her till her seventeenth birthday. 

At this time, you will need to explain her lineage and teach her how to control and use her powers. I know you can help her with the witchcraft side, because you are a strong witch yourself and have been since we were children. You may struggle with the shifter side because, until I met and fell in love with John, we had nothing to do with shifters. You will need to contact Joshua Wright. He has been a very good friend to us, and I trust him implicitly. Without your help, things can go dreadfully wrong, especially if she knows nothing about her heritage and her powers manifest themselves at the wrong time. As you know, she has shown remarkable prowess so very early. She is going to be very powerful and I think that she may be the one referred to in the prophecy. If she is indeed the subject of the prophecy, they will be after her to stop her.

I can feel them closing in on us. I hope to God I am wrong. If they get us, please tell Amanda how much we love her.


Love and God’s Blessing on you

Samantha





I sank down onto the bed in disbelief. A witch? A shifter? A prophecy? This seemed to be confirmation that my parents were murdered, but by whom? Who are ‘they’? Maybe June didn’t have brain damage, after all. I wondered if June contacted Joshua Wright or was waiting until I came into my ‘powers’. My powers? That sounded so ridiculous. Although . . . there were the dogs that morning. . .
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There was so much in the box. It would take me forever to go through it, and I didn’t have the time. ‘They’ could be after me right now and I didn’t even know who or what to avoid. Whoever attacked June, if it had anything to do with me, did they know where she lives? Did they know that I live with her? ‘If I have powers, let’s see what I can do,’ I thought.

“Contents in the box. Show me who killed my parents and is coming after me.”

Nothing happened. “Well, that was dramatic. Let’s try again. Contents in the box. Show me how to find Joshua Wright.” A piece of paper landed in my hand. It showed a map of Ipswich, a city about an hour south-west from my home. There was a circle drawn around a house in Chudd Street. Could this really be where I could find Joshua Wright? Should I go find him? My mother said in the letter that she trusted him, but that was twelve years ago. June had told me to trust no-one.

“Contents in the box. Is there anything else that I need to help me solve this puzzle?” Papers started flying everywhere. ‘Ok, that was the wrong thing to say.’ “STOP!” All the papers flying around in the room settled to the bed or floor or whatever was below them. Obviously, I needed help with this. Maybe, I should go for a trip to find Joshua. Perhaps he could help me sort out this mess. I so badly wanted to talk to June.

I gathered everything up, except the map, and replaced them in the box. I then picked it up and put it back under the bed. When I looked under the bed, there was nothing there. June must have used a protection spell to hide it. A protection spell. Just as well I watched shows such as “Charmed” and “Bewitched” when I was growing up and knew some witchy terms. I was also an avid reader and read “Harry Potter” about a million times. Loved that series. I wished I had time to try out some spells that I had seen on the shows, not in the books though, because I had no wand. 

I had also read many books about shifters but they differed greatly. Some shifters were actually were-critters and had to rely on the full moon to change into their animal personas. Others were not were-critters but were true shifters who could transform at will. My mother talked about shifters, so hopefully, I was of the latter type. It was supposedly extremely painful to change into a were-critter, whereas Jacob and his friends didn’t seem to hurt when they changed into wolves in the Twilight series of books and movies. I knew these books, movies and TV shows were only fiction, but until now, I thought witches and shifters were fiction, too. Would I find non-fiction reference books on these subjects in the local library? I think not. 

Perhaps this explained the behaviour of the dogs. It would be cool to be able to change into something else. I was sorely tempted to change into an animal, but I thought it prudent to wait till I was with someone who knows about these things before I attempted to transform. I could get stuck half way with no-one here to help. It would be like being in space where no-one can hear you scream. Could I change into only one particular animal, or could I change into anything I could picture?  I’ve got to find Joshua Wright.

❖❖❖❖❖❖

I was still in my blue jeans and black t-shirt that I had worn to the hospital to visit June. I changed the black sandals for a pair of joggers, in case I ran into trouble and had to run for my life. I checked my purse for money, keys and mobile phone and headed off to the railway station. Trains ran every half-hour between Brisbane and Ipswich so I didn’t have long to wait. 

When I arrived in Ipswich, I caught a bus from the station to Chudd Street, where I got off two stops before the property in which I was interested. If I was going to be traipsing all over the place following clues, I really needed my own vehicle instead of relying on public transport. I wondered if the police would allow me to take possession of my aunt’s car. I wish I had that longed-for MGB.

I wandered down the other side of the street, looking like any normal person out for a walk. The street was very quiet. Very few people were out in their gardens. I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary and couldn’t sense anything that felt dangerous. I came opposite the house that had been circled. It was built low to the ground, one story high. A verandah surrounded three sides, with a fancy concrete fence across the front of the property. The house was painted light green with dark green gutters and trimmings. There was a man, looking to be in his early thirties hosing the plants in the front yard. He was 183 cm tall, dark brown hair, an athletic build and quite good looking for an older man. He was dressed similarly to me with blue jeans and a black t-shirt, but his shirt had writing across the front. As I looked at him, his head shot up and he spun around to look at me. I didn’t know whether to run or go across the road to speak to him.

He kept staring at me as if he had seen a ghost. ‘What do I do? Do I speak to him? Do I leave? But that would defeat the purpose of coming all this way to try to find some answers. It looks like he knows me or someone who looks like me. Should I chance it?’ All these thoughts ran through my head while the man turned off the hose, looked up and down the street, and gestured for me to come over to him. He increased his gesturing, indicating that he needed me to hurry.

I crossed the road and entered the gate. He quickly grabbed my arm and hurried me inside his house. He didn’t speak until the door was closed. He again eyed me up and down and said, “Who are you?”

“Are you Joshua Wright?”

“Yes, but who are you?”

“You looked at me as if you had seen a ghost. Who did you think I was?”

“I can’t answer that until you tell me who you are.”

“My name is Amanda Jameson. Does that mean anything to you?”

“Are you related to John and Samantha Jameson?

“Yes, they were my parents.”

“How did you find me?” he asked.

“It’s a long story, but I desperately need help. I found something that suggested that you were the person to help me. I think I am in terrible danger.”

“I would definitely say you are. Come in and sit down and I’ll make a cup of tea,” he offered. 

Just then, the back door opened at the end of the hallway and the most gorgeous man I had ever seen walked in. He was about twenty years old, 180 cm tall, with thick, shiny brown hair, curling on top and just touching his ears at the side. Beautiful brown eyes with long, dark, curling lashes to die for, straight nose, extremely kissable lips and a dimple in his chin completed his magnificence. Did I mention he had the most kissable lips? My knees went weak and I felt like sliding to the floor. ‘Well, that would make a good first impression, wouldn’t it?’

Joshua called to him, “Hi, Steven. Come and meet Amanda. We are about to have a cup of tea and a chat. Join us.”

Steven said, “I’m a bit busy at the moment, Dad. Sorry.”

“I’m the one who is sorry, Steve. You need to stop whatever you are doing. This is important. Could be the most important conversation you have ever had or will ever have in the future.”

“That’s a bit dramatic, isn’t it?” he replied.

“You will understand after we have chatted. Now, come into the kitchen. No more delaying tactics. Time is our enemy,” Joshua insisted.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


We sat at the table with mugs of tea in front of us, a plate of pumpkin scones lay invitingly in the middle of the table. Joshua leaned forward and said, “Perhaps you should start by telling us how and why you came to be here this afternoon.”

I told them everything that had happened to me since I woke up that morning except the mention of a prophecy. Joshua’s expression never altered except for a tightening of his lips. Steven looked extremely sceptical, curling his lip. “No-one can be a witch and a shifter,” he exclaimed.

“I’m afraid you are wrong there, Steve. No-one in the past has been both, but Amanda’s mother was a witch and her father was a shifter. That has never happened before. Now that she is seventeen and the protection spell has broken, she is now free to use her witchcraft and her shifter abilities. I know she is capable of both because I remember a cute little three-year-old girl playing hide-and-seek with her father. It took him a long time to find her because, whenever he entered the lounge room, he would find himself outside the front door. When she finally let him into the room, he still couldn’t find her because she had changed herself into their pet cat curled up on the TV. Her mother, Samantha, and I couldn’t stop laughing. To be able to do this at three was incredible, showing that she was going to be a very powerful force in the future.”

“My mother said in her letter to June that I can trust you. That’s why I am here. I don’t understand anything. If I am a witch, what can I do? How can I control what I can do? Am I going to accidently blow someone or something up? Obviously, June would have been able to help and guide me with the witchcraft, but she is in a coma in the hospital and who knows when she will be well enough to come home. Do you know any other witches that you trust, who can help me?”

“No. I know other witches, but I trust no-one other than Steve.”

“Are you a witch, Steven? Or should I say wizard?” I asked politely, including him in the conversation.

“No. I am not a wizard,” said Steven with a grimace.

“I got the impression from the letter that you are a shifter, Mr Wright. Are you a shifter like my father?” I inquired.

“Please call me Josh. Yes. Both Steve and I are shifters. We can transform into anything we can imagine anytime we like. Watch.”  On the chair where Joshua had been sitting now sat a beautiful grey cat with brown eyes. I looked at Steve but he just sat there looking defiantly back at me. A sound from the cat caused Steve to look at him. He stood up and in his place stood a powerful wolf with a
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