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The phone was ringing.

Yuki snatched it off the wall and held it to her ear. From the other end came the panicked voice of Ms Iso, the schoolteacher, fighting to be heard over a classroom full of screaming children.

Yuki couldn’t tell if the screams were from fear or joy.

‘Could you please both come to the school immediately?’ asked Ms Iso. ‘Mari has gone and used Enlargement Magic again.’

Oh goodness, not again! Yuki tried to hold back her tears as she apologised profusely. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, ever so sorry, yes, we’ll be there straight away, sorry sorry sorry!’ She slammed the phone back into its cradle and turned to her wife, Gwendolyn, who was at the table eating chestnut soup and fish pie.

‘What do we do, Gwendolyn? It’s happened again –’

Before she could finish, the gingham curtains in the kitchen were already fluttering. By the time they’d settled, Gwendolyn was gone, her chestnut soup steaming sadly. Masachika, their black cat, trotted over and jumped on to the windowsill. Yuki joined him, leaning out of the kitchen window and peering up at Gwendolyn’s sturdy silhouette sitting astride a broom, high up in the blue sky.

Yuki flapped around, umming and ahhing for a while, then pulled herself together and decided to go and see for herself what the trouble was this time.

She turned off the stove, where the soup was still bubbling, and placed a saucer of milk down for Masachika. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she announced to no one in particular, then stepped outside and locked the door behind her. Even though the shop was on its lunch break, a line of customers stretched from the front of Gwendolyn’s House of Fortune Telling, with its pointy green pine roof and weathervane, all the way down the cobblestone street. On the door hung a sign saying LUNCHING HOUR.

‘I’m sorry, everyone,’ Yuki said in a small voice. ‘We’ve been called to Mari’s school again.’ Groans and grumbles followed the message back along the line of hopeful customers as they each gave up and headed home.

Gwendolyn’s fortune-telling abilities brought customers from many towns over to visit Fortune Telling Alley. No future was too clouded for Gwendolyn. She told the grocer across the street how many melons to stock and made sure Ms Lee, their next-door neighbour, went to hospital before anything could go seriously wrong – the wriggly centipede-shaped lump in Ms Lee’s tummy had never stood a chance.

Gwendolyn was a wonderful witch. Everybody thought so.

With a great bushy mane of indigo hair, she was about twice the size of Yuki. Gwendolyn wore her stately confidence in her ramrod-straight back and she rarely laughed or joked around. Her deep voice had a way of reverberating to the very cockles of your heart, warming your soul – and those quiet eyes of hers were the colour of a starless night sky. Yuki was smitten from the very moment she set eyes on Gwendolyn in their first year at the Grand Academy of Witching.

By contrast, Yuki was short and scrawny. Even after becoming a mother, she would still often get mistaken for a child. And no matter how much she tried to raise her voice, it never went above a whisper.

Yuki was huffing as she struck the kickstand of the same rusty old bicycle she’d had since her school days. Though she was from a long line of witches, Yuki couldn’t ride a broomstick. Even if she got the thing to lift up a bit, her feet almost instantly touched back down. Now, she used the broomstick her mother, Momo, had given her almost exclusively for sweeping. More than anything, though, she was a big wimp. As she tottered over on the old bicycle, she could feel she was on the verge of tears.

At the bottom of the gently sloping Fortune Telling Alley, she made her way across Stone Flower Square, tilting the bike left and right to avoid the Pillars of Salt that towered above the cobbled road.

All the town’s roads led to the Square. Along with the clock tower, town hall and Museum of Witching History, there was also the stone bowl of the outdoor amphitheatre, where the many seasonal festivals and concerts took place. And towering above them all, visible everywhere across the town, was the Stone Flower Statue in the middle of the Square. A great long stalk shooting straight upward that ended in a pointy tip surrounded by a ring of petals. The ginormous Stone Flower Statue was the reason that witches now lived together with non-witches.

But don’t worry, we’ll explain all of that later.

Huh? Feeling something brush against her face, Yuki stopped pedalling and looked up at the sky. It was a perfectly clear autumn day. When she swiped the tips of her fingers against her cheek, Yuki felt something like sand sticking to it. The Stone Flower Statue merely stood there with its head pointing towards the sky, as though it had no interest in the little people moving around below – least of all Yuki.

‘It can’t be, right?’ Yuki murmured, and stepped on the pedals once again.

As Yuki passed through the Square, the Blackcurrant Forest across the river sprang into view. Every child in town grew up running through this forest, stuffing their aprons and baskets full of currants and mushrooms. Learning which mushrooms were good and which were bad was an important lesson – one that could save you from a poisoned death. Everyone was free to do what they wished, but the adults in town were all in absolute agreement on one rule: avoid Madeline’s castle.

Madeline lived with crows and bats and all sorts of creepy-crawlies in that old tower of hers. Yuki wasn’t actually sure what terrible things Madeline had supposedly done in the past, but ever since she was a little girl, her mother and grandmother had always insisted that she shouldn’t get involved with that old witch Madeline.

Madeline did in fact occasionally show up in town, crows and bats in tow, to buy her bread and magazines like everyone else. But she always had a mean look in her eyes, dishevelled hair, a sour attitude and long yellowed nails that were so cracked they looked like they had canyons in them.

She was just like the many unwonderful witches that her grandmother had always warned Yuki about. Yuki presumed her grandmother was probably right about Madeline and so parroted much of the same to Mari.

As she clunked and clanked along the river, a faint sugary scent drifted gently on the breeze. The closer she wheeled to Stone Flower Primary School, the stronger the scent became. And the greasier. The bad feeling in Yuki’s gut was getting heavier and heavier.

It was only when her bicycle reached the front gates that she managed to put into words what her eyes were showing her. Something was completely engulfing the schoolyard. It was round. And large – at least a hundred metres in diameter. Its surface was moist and brown, glistening with oil and grains of sugar that shone like rainbow speckles wherever they caught the sunlight. Children were scrambling all over it – climbing, sliding, gliding, stomping, munching and crunching with snappy teeth, and sticking sugary hands deep inside to invite an eruption of red, gloopy lava.

Their voices were so deafening that it made Yuki want to slap her hands over her ears.

‘That would be one of the jam doughnuts we had in the canteen today,’ said a calm voice. Yuki glanced over her shoulder to see a slender, just-over-average-height child standing serenely, broom in hand. She looked most wonderful in her pointy, wide-brimmed hat, fluttering cloak and ankle-length, floaty black dress. Her sleek green hair and big purple eyes gave her a gentle air, but there was also a hazy mysteriousness in them, like the moment the sky slips into twilight. She had matched her lipstick to her eye colour, which made her look very smart.

Although she may have looked the part, alas, this is not Mari, the main character of our story, but her best friend. Eleven-year-old Rei loved witches and everything witchy, but at present it was only for the sake of fashion – she could not use magic herself.

‘Please don’t be mad at Mari,’ Rei said. ‘You know jam doughnuts are her favourite. She just wanted hers to be a bit bigger.’

[image: ]
‘Oh, I see. Where is she?’ Yuki looked in the direction Rei was pointing, and then immediately stumbled, grabbing on to the slowly rolling doughnut with a groan. Her palms were instantly gloopy with oily, sugary dough. And then a cheery voice rang out.
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‘Mama, you’re here! Look! I did this all by myself!’

A girl was flopped down on top of the giant jam doughnut, giggling loudly, with sticky jam all over her face. This was Mari – Yuki and Gwendolyn’s only daughter.

Even though they’d warned her that she’d get chilly, her round tummy was peeking out from under her stripy sweater, revealing her belly button. The tops of her two odd socks were drooping all over the mouth of her slippers again. Today, her pink hair was curled tightly into coils and her eyes burned a bright red, though really Mari’s hair and eyes were actually the same brown as Yuki’s. Mari used magic to change her hair and eye colour every day according to her fancy, and lately even Yuki had trouble remembering what her real colour was. The young girl had the same plump, round face as when she was a baby, and her arms and legs were ample. She was the most adorable child, and more precious to Yuki than anyone else in the world. Yuki struggled to sleep at night, just thinking about what would happen if anybody in town took a dislike to the girl.

‘I told her,’ said a curt voice through pursed lips. ‘I told her over and over again to stop using magic at school.’

Speaking from beside them was Amy, a witch in a different class to Mari and her friends. In this fantastical land, there was usually at least one witch in every classroom, and Amy was the perfect pick. She had blue hair tied tightly into neat ponytails and eyebrows so thick they made her look rather forceful. She was a prize pupil and not at all unfriendly – in fact, she tried so hard to be friends with everyone that she ended up being a bit of a busybody. Amy had been curious about Mari for a long time and was always lurking nearby.

‘Mari, come down from there!’ Yuki called out, stepping in front of Amy. But her voice was so quiet that her daughter didn’t hear. It was also unbelievably noisy, because the children were still swarming around the doughnut like ants, each absorbed in eating and chattering.

Yuki tried calling out again. ‘Darling, that’s enough! Get down now!’

In an instant, the giant jam doughnut that had covered the schoolyard vanished without a trace.

The children that had been sitting astride the fried treat floated momentarily in the air, confused looks on their faces, and then landed silently on the ground one by one. Gwendolyn slowly emerged from the cloud of sugar dust. She was gripping a silver staff in her big, strong hands.

Rei was spellbound. It was her dream to command the respect of everyone as Gwendolyn did.

Jogging up behind her through the lingering dust cloud was Ms Iso, Mari’s teacher. Ms Iso was young and like an older sister to the children. She was tall and slender, with long hair that was tied back in a neat ponytail, fully exposing her shiny forehead.

‘Ladies, I’m so
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