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Chapter One
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“I’m home, it’s lovely to see you, no I don’t want to talk about it,” I recited to myself, over and over again. I’d been standing outside the rickety-looking four storey house for almost ten minutes. Get on with it Padma, my native NZ fruit bat Familiar, said grouchily, we can’t wait out here all day.

When I still paused, Padma took off from my shoulder and used one of his tiny bat claws to ring the bell. Traitor. There was a scattering of paws on the floor, a yell from somewhere upstairs, a heavy bang, a yelp, and then, a moment later, an eye appeared at the peephole. This was followed by an excited squeak, the door flying open, and suddenly I was wrapped in the warm, bone-crushing embrace of Kahurangi. “Tildy!” Kahu cried, using the childhood nickname I had tried, and failed, to get my youngest sister to stop calling me for approximately twenty years. “What are you doing here? It’s so good to see you, hello Padma, how are you? Where have you come from? Did you fly? Do you have any other bags? Are you hungry?”

Blinking at the onslaught of questions from my well-meaning sister, I opened and closed my mouth several times in an attempt to answer one question, before another swiftly filled Kahu’s mouth, making my intended response irrelevant.

“What’s all this fuss about?” Came another voice, and in a moment, the round, freckly face of Clara appeared behind Kahu. There was a shriek. “Oh my goddess you’ll never believe it!” Clara screeched at the top of her lungs. “Look who’s finally come home.”

“Hey Clara,” I managed to get out.

“Come in out of the cold,” Clara said, waving a hand at my suitcase and levitating it inside.

“It’s spring,” I protested.

“Yeah and you’ve just spent like a year in Africa,” Clara retorted. “This probably feels like frost to you.” The warm Aotearoa sun kissed my cheeks, welcoming me home after, was it really four years since I’d been back? Clara was right though; I wasn’t in the shorts and a t-shirt I would have donned for this weather a few years ago. Clara hugged me briefly, then stepped back, a cool mask covering her face. Kahu pinched me. “You didn’t even say you were coming!” She said, a mixture of confusion, hurt, and delight on her own face. I knew I would have to talk to her at some point, to explain myself, but for now, I was just grateful to be home.

Gemma came downstairs then, her scuffling golden retriever, Mabel at her feet. The only one of my sisters who had known I was coming home, Gemma beamed and pulled me into her warm, cinnamon-scented embrace.

At last, the matriarch stood in the doorway, surveying me with those inscrutable grey eyes. “Welcome back little one,” Ingrid said, stepping back and allowing me into the house that had been my sanctuary for so many years. I breathed in the incense and sugar-scented walls, looked at my sisters and my...Ingrid. Taking a deep breath, I walked into my old home.

“You don’t seem surprised to see me,” I said to Ingrid as I followed my family down the hallway. Ingrid raised an eyebrow at me. She’d always had prescience. Sometimes it manifested as visions, other times she just got a feeling about things. “The magnolia tree bloomed red,” Ingrid said, the edge of her mouth tilting up. “So I knew my little firecracker was coming home.”

My tummy wriggled. There was a lot I would need to unpack, emotionally at least, now that I was home, but I was inexplicably pleased that the magnolia knew I was coming and wanted to make it known. “And you didn’t tell the others?”

Ingrid looked at me now. “You didn’t tell us, so I didn’t tell anyone. I assumed you had your reasons.”

Touché. I’d told myself Ingrid would know I was coming, so I didn’t need to make the phone call. I’d pretended it would be a nice surprise for everyone. Yet at Ingrid’s words my stomach wriggled uncomfortably. More like I didn’t want to face anyone until I had to. “I’m sorry,” I murmured. “It all happened so fast. I just had to get out of there. I should have called first.” Ingrid turned then, her cloudy grey eyes shiny.

“It is always good to have you home, Matilda. A call might have been nice, but no matter what the circumstances, this house will always be your home. We will always be glad to see you.” I nodded tightly, my throat clogging with tears that stung my eyes as I refused to let them fall.

Ingrid placed a hand on my shoulder. “Why don’t you go upstairs and settle in? Gemma’s making dinner. It will be ready shortly.” I walked into my old room, taking in the pictures on the walls. Close-up photographs of butterflies, a platypus poking its head above water, a leopard on the prowl, its tongue flicking over sharp white teeth, the last of the great African white rhinos. Collapsing onto my bed, I stared at the photos and remembered the girl who had pasted them there years ago. My hopes and dreams on the walls for me to stare at every day. Now they taunted me. Showed me what, through my own stupid fault, I had lost. 
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Chapter Two
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Gemma was serving up dinner when I walked into the dining room, my hair piled high in a towel. My mouth watered at the piles of farro and roast vegetable salad doused in a creamy green dressing. Falafel fresh from the oven sat on the table, wisps of steam coming off them in little waves. There were flat breads and various types of hummus coming out of the kitchen in rapid succession, floating along on Gemma’s command.

Gemma was an excellent cook, and she was always trying something new in the kitchen. I might have travelled the world, but Gemma explored the world through her cooking. She was the Sweet sister whose job at the Sweet Tooth made the most sense. Not that the others’ jobs didn’t, but Gemma’s way with ingredients was extraordinary. She had come up with plenty of the flavour combinations that were the most surprising, and popular, in the shop. The only thing Gems wasn’t so good at, was her magic. I reached out and grasped the hummus plate before it toppled over and spilled onto the floor. I popped the hummus onto the table without incident, just as Gemma poked her head around the kitchen door, panic on her face. “Oh, good catch, thank you,” she smiled. The witch could create food that was extraordinary, but even at age 35, she still struggled with basic magic. Personally, I don’t think it’s that Gemma can’t do magic, I just don’t think it holds her attention the same way cooking does.

Magic is all about intention, and if you lose focus part way through a spell, things are bound to go wrong. Probably Gemma had been more focused on the food in the kitchen than on her spell to levitate the plates through to the dining room. Today’s minor catastrophe had been avoided, however, and I settled at the long dinner table with my sisters. Ingrid sat at the head of the table, her face stern as always.

I still remembered our first family dinner. Back then it was just Clara, Gemma, Ingrid, Annah and me. Kahurangi, known to us as Kahu had been a late addition to the group, but in many ways, she was the glue of our little whānau, our family. Just then, Kahu bounded down the stairs and practically floated into the room. “Kia ora koutou,” she sing-songed as she took her seat. “Kia ora Kahu,” we all chorused, smiling at our baby sister. Ingrid was a stickler for timing, but the baby of the family always seemed to get away with traipsing in whenever she liked. She blessed the kai (food) with a karakia, and we dug in.

Conversation flowed easily as we ate. Maybe it was just because I’d been away for so long, but the kai was even better than I remembered. Gems had made three different types of hummus; a plain chickpea and lemon, an eggplant baba ghanoush, and a kale and caramelised onion concoction that shouldn’t work, but somehow did.

As we were each having our second or third flat bread, Clara looked at me and my heart sank. I should have known better than to hope I could get through a family dinner without some degree of interrogation. Ingrid probably knew everything already. Between her international connections, her scrying mirror, and her sense of foresight, it was hard to get anything past that woman. It had been a bummer as young teenagers when we tried to pull one over on her. Everyone else at school could just say they were going to study at a friend’s house, Ingrid knew there was a party happening down by the stream. She only had to raise her eyebrows at us and we knew we’d been snapped lying.

“So. How long are you staying for?” Clara asked, her blue eyes boring into mine. Clara was the oldest of us sisters. She was fiercely loving and protective. She’d been six when her parents just disappeared, and I don’t think she ever got over the hurt of being abandoned. She didn’t talk about it much, just the odd off-colour joke about not being worth keeping, but it was obvious the pain still ran deep. She hadn’t been in touch much after I left, and I had been useless at keeping in touch with almost all of them. Now that I was back, I felt the hot flush of shame.

“I’m not sure,” I piled hummus onto my flatbread, fastidiously avoiding Clara’s eyes. I could feel everyone at the table looking at me, but the truth was, I didn’t have an answer for them. “I think until the end of the year, at least.” It was September, and the fresh spring weather was a cooling balm to my burned soul. The end of the year would see me through spring and into the beginning of summer. I could do Christmas here and then start looking for jobs again in the new year. Hopefully that would give the industry enough time to cool off and forget about what had happened.

Kahu squealed and put her arms around me. Gemma hugged me from my other side, and my heart slowed. It was nice to be welcomed home. Clara observed me keenly from across the table. “Got a long break from the show then?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled into my pile of green beans. I didn’t have the energy to explain everything that had happened just yet. I knew Clara would come around, she always did eventually. The front door creaked open and a familiar voice came from behind me.

“I thought I felt something different in the air. What on earth are you doing here?” The tall, slender frame of Annah appeared, her face pale against her dark hair. A grin spread across Annah’s face and she pulled me in for a hug before taking a seat on Ingrid’s other side, facing Clara. “Sorry I’m late,” she murmured to Ingrid. “some old geezer was trying to convince me to sell him the shop.” Ingrid inclined her head. Only then did she begin piling her own plate with food. Always a stickler for manners, that one.

Annah was not the black sheep of the family, that was me for sure, but she was the only other one who didn’t live in Magnolia Manor, and who had forged a different path career-wise. Sure, Clara had the chocolate shop, but given it was right next door to the Sweet Tooth, it didn’t exactly feel like much of a departure. Annah and I, while we couldn’t be more different, were sort of kindred spirits in our desire to be our own people, for independence. She owned Wick and Whisper, the candle shop at the edge of town. She also lived above it. Annah had inherited none of Ingrid’s ability with food, but she did seem to have inherited a lot of her other gifts, such her prescience, and the ability to use tools like candles and crystals to direct her magic. Padma fluttered across the table and head-butted Annah affectionately. “Good to see you too, little dude,” Annah said to him, holding up a tiny bite of cranberry, which Padma happily snapped from her fingers. Ingrid frowned and Annah pretended not to notice. 
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Chapter Three
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The morning dawned crisp and bright as I headed down to the river. Plimmer Valley was a town nestled, as the name suggested, in a valley between two large hills. A river ran through the middle of it, weaving its way between the hills for many kilometres before eventually it opened out into the sea.

My faithful red Corolla had still been parked in the garage behind Magnolia Manor, and I snuck out of the house before anyone awoke, Padma twittering happily on my shoulder. He had been out adventuring the night before and was full of tales of the birds he had met and the mischief he had observed. A dog had escaped, there were now boats on the river at night. A young couple out for a midnight stroll. Oh the life of a small town. 

Not wanting to wake anyone, I had forgone my morning coffee. Now the wind served as a wakeup call. It hit my face sharp and cold as I got out by the side of the river, pulling down my trusty kayak from the roof and carefully setting it on the riverbed. The winds of change Ingrid always used to call them. Well, hopefully they would blow me away again just as quickly as they had blown me here.

I methodically wiped down my faithful kayak Karl; faded and covered in cobwebs from years of abandonment. The twinge of guilt and loss was mixed with a sense of gratitude that he was still here, still able to keep me afloat after all these years. Once he was more respectable, I set him at the edge of the water and stepped carefully inside. I could use my water magic to keep Karl steady as I clambered in, but somehow that had always felt like cheating. The practiced move of slipping one leg in and then another, crouching down and shuffling forward at the last moment to shift the kayak onto the water came back to me. I wasn’t as smooth as I used to be, but I got Karl on the water without incident and began paddling against the current.

The sun was rising somewhere; the night had given way to the pale indigo just before dawn. There was enough light to see by, but stars still twinkled in the sky. Padma cooed gently in my ear. The river narrowed, with more trees overhead as I got further away from the city. It felt as if I could paddle into the hills themselves. The quietness of this time of morning always called to me. The soft splash of my oar, the gentle swish of the wind in the trees. I paddled past a patch of swampy harakeke flax and saw a pūkeko— a blue and green bird with an orange beak— sitting on what might have been a nest. It was strange coming from a country which was in the middle of autumn, or as much of an autumn as East Africa got, where leaves had been turning and the air was getting cooler, to the other side of the world, where the life cycle was just beginning. Every now and then I saw a dash of yellow as I rowed past a daffodil, or the haze of pink as I travelled beneath a cherry blossom tree.

My body was craving caffeine. I thought I saw lights on the river far off in the distance, but when I got closer there was nothing there. My eyes must be deceiving me. They did that when I was tired. I hadn’t slept because of Kahu’s face when she opened the door yesterday. It still felt like a punch in the gut to see the hurt and confusion I had put there.

Gemma and I had stayed in touch while I was away. We had spoken every couple of weeks, and I’d known what was happening in her life. She’d kept me updated about the others. Kahu had called lots, too. I spoke to the  others occasionally, but it had been hard juggling the long hours, the time difference, not to mention Aaron. The worse things got for me at my job, the more I had withdrawn. I didn’t want them to worry, but also, I admitted to myself as I watched a leaf float down river, I didn’t want them to know that maybe I’d made a mistake.

In a calm patch of water, I pulled the kayak to the side and used the oar to wedge it into the sand. A little way ahead, a heron glided from one side of the river to the other, its wings flapping languidly as its narrow body propelled through the air. The trees whispered, and the river splashed happily, the early morning sunlight reflecting off its surface. Letting out a deep breath, I closed my eyes and tilted my face to the sky, sucking in the clean air, trying to fill my lungs with the expansiveness this place provided. More out of habit than conscious intention, I pulled my camera from my dry bag and began taking photos. A close-up of the heron, a wide shot of the river sliding between the two hills, trees on either side. Now that I was back, I was beginning to see how much I had missed this place, how much I had left behind.

My phone pinged with an alert, and I saw that Aaron had posted a new article on Adventure Planet’s website. I needed to turn the notifications off, but instead I clicked through the link and slumped down in the kayak as I read the article. We had been in Rwanda to observe the supergroups of the Ruwenzori colobus; a shaggy black monkey with streaks of white hair that would gather in troops of up to several hundred when the fruit resources were abundant. It seemed that now the troop members, especially the males, were beginning to disperse, heading to further areas in search of food, rather than staying with the bigger troop.

One of my photos was at the top of the page, a close-up I had taken after getting up in the middle of the night to sneak down to where the Ruwenzori were sleeping. I had managed to capture an image of a massive group all snuggled up together on a tree branch. An adolescent colobus had poked his head above some leaves and looked directly at the camera while the others slept. It had been an incredible moment, seeing them all snuggled up like that. The area of the forest was dense, and the trees all around were covered in the black and white of the monkeys. I wondered how many more of my photos I would see them use now that I was gone. They had the right to them, I’d signed a contract at the start saying they could use anything I shot, so long as they credited me with the pictures. The article had Aaron’s signature style all over it, witty and a little sharp.

Padma bit my ear to get my attention. He’s not worth thinking about. Padma had never been much of a fan of Aaron. In hindsight, maybe I should have paid more attention to that. But he had been so... compelling. So charismatic and charming. I hadn’t realised what was happening until it was too late.

It had taken me weeks to perfect an invisibility spell for Padma. Bringing a native New Zealand bat into far-flung parts of the world wasn’t always easy, though returning to Aotearoa, with the scrupulous bio-security measures, had been what I worried most about. Countries which shared a border with several other countries, like Rwanda and Guatemala, were less concerned about what came and went, whereas this tiny island nation had seen the devastating effects bringing in foreign bodies could have. Kiwis took border control seriously. It was just that it would be difficult to explain why I needed my bat, an unusual pet at the best of times, to travel the world with me. Not that Padma was a ‘mere pet’, but non-magical humans didn’t really have a concept of Familiar, and the Witches’ Council wouldn’t take too kindly to me explaining the whole ‘magi exist’ thing.

It’s good to be home, though, isn’t it? Padma asked, changing the subject pointedly. He was perched on my shoulder in the way that always made me feel like a pirate. “It is.” I realised I was glad to be home. Something about the air in Aotearoa made me breathe more easily, or perhaps it was the fact that I didn’t have the pressure of my job anymore. I swallowed, bile rising in my throat at the thought of the way things had ended. It was good to be back, I just wished I wasn’t coming home under these circumstances.

I straightened, squaring my shoulders and lifting my chin. I needed a game plan. Running home had been all I could do at the time, but now I was here, I wasn’t going to keep running. I pushed down the horror and queasiness at the thought that my life plan had gone completely off the rails. I was here, I was still young — thirty-three was young, wasn’t it? I was still healthy and I had street smarts, if not academic intelligence. There would be plenty of options for me. I just needed to figure out what I wanted to do.

What could I do though, now that Craig had thrown me under the bus so brutally? Would my name be dirt to everyone who came into contact with me? Was I giving up on the idea of being a wildlife photographer completely? Throwing in the towel and devoting my life to selling sweets didn’t fit with my vision for my life, but then, what else could I do?

You can’t let them push you out. Padma told me gently. He was right. I wouldn’t give up on nature photography just because of one, admittedly very bad, experience. The bridge I had burned with Adventure Planet had been bad. I didn’t know how far-flung that particular story had gotten, but I didn’t think it was all that likely other travel studios would want to employ me. Word got around fast. Then again, I wouldn’t know until I tried. Shoulders protesting after years of neglect, I turned and began to make my way back up the river towards town.

I needed a plan, a new vision. Right now though, I needed coffee.
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Chapter Four
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The funny thing about spring in New Zealand, is that it takes place in September and October. Given the influence of America, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see various styles of pumpkin-spiced lattes on the list of beverages on offer despite its seasonal incongruence. A blackboard outside a cute looking coffee cart declared the place to be Caffeined. It sat in the square by the Town Hall, with faded white bistro tables and chairs set out on the lawn. There were little vases of daffodils at each table, and I sat down to drink my autumn inspired drink in a space that was clearly full of spring. At the far end of the lawn, the river I had kayaked along could be heard. It was almost entirely obscured by the trees, but every now and then you could see the sparkle of water reflecting the morning’s sunlight. A woman I hadn’t met before, Charlotte, brought my coffee out with a smile.

“I saw the article on you in the paper,” she said, setting down my pumpkin-spiced latte. My stomach lurched. The news of my fall from grace had reached as far as Aotearoa? “The Plimmer Valley Post,” she said uncertainly, seeing my face. She reached into her apron and pulled it out. “I like to read it during the quiet periods,” she said, handing it over to me and walking away. “Welcome home,” she said over her shoulder. Why was she smiling about this? She didn’t seem like a cruel woman, but to gloat at someone’s misfortune directly to their face was a cruelty I could hardly imagine. With trembling fingers, I turned the pages in the small local town newsletter until I arrived at a photo of my face.

Local Legend Returns Home the headline sang. I blinked several times in confusion. I wasn’t exactly a legend, but, scanning down the article, it seemed like someone here thought I was. The PVP is thrilled to report that our very own international wildlife photographer Matilda Sweet is back in town after more than three years abroad. Ms Sweet has been travelling the world armed with only her camera and her can-do attitude, venturing to far-flung places to capture a side of nature not yet known. The paper went on to list many of the places I’d been, and even included a couple of the photos I had taken on my travels. I wasn’t entirely sure they were allowed to do that without a licence, but I was impressed by their dedication. Who was this person who spoke so highly of me? I glanced at the name at the bottom of the paper. TJ Philpott. I had no idea who that was. Not someone I went to school with, then. The article concluded by saying that while it was unclear how long Ms Sweet would be in town, Plimmer Valley appreciated having me back for as long as I was here.

My heart fizzed at the kind words. A warmth washed over me. Someone cared that I was back. Someone was glad that I was back. Being a small fish in a big pond while travelling the world had made me feel insignificant. But here, it wasn’t that I was a big fish per se, just that there were fewer other fish like me around. Hopefully, I thought wryly, as I sipped at my pumpkin spice latte, savouring the cinnamon sweet taste, they didn’t discover the reason for my return. I couldn’t bear the thought of an exposé about me on the front page of the newspaper, revealing that I had come home with my tail between my legs.

I glanced through the rest of the paper. It was full of the usual things you would expect to see in a small town.Working bee for the community gardens, which, last time I had seen them, had been pretty disappointing. Confirmation of a new dock being completed at the far end of the river. That was interesting, I would have to go and check that out. I was surprised the council had approved anything on the river. They were usually very careful about it because of the biodiversity it supported. There was also a notice about a barn dance. How very quaint Plimmer Valley was. 

Putting the paper away, I squared my shoulders. Now that I was home, it was time I faced my demons. I wouldn’t be counted out just yet. I needed a plan. I knew most of the big wildlife photography shows and magazines. Pulling out my laptop, I started by making a list of every single one I knew. Then, I went to their websites and made sure I knew the salient facts about each of them. I made notes on their style of show/magazine, their style of photography, everything I could. Some of them I liked better than others. A couple were quite pretentious, one or two talked about animals like they existed purely to entertain humans. I crossed them off my list. I was desperate, yes, but I had morals. I had seen the way they treated animals, and I refused to be part of that.

Most of the shows and magazines had, in some way or another, the sense of adventure and wonder that were the reason I got into wildlife photography in the first place. Grabbing a takeaway coffee, I headed home and snuck up to my room to get to work.

Once I had a comprehensive list, I started emailing each in turn. It was gruelling work, and it took most of the day. I interspersed writing to the companies with doing things outside; weeding, walking the old town streets, sitting out by the river. After all, I didn’t become a wildlife photographer because I loved sitting inside staring at a computer. By the end of the day, I was exhausted, but I had written to twenty of the thirty-odd places on my list. I pushed down the feeling of anxiety that threatened to well up inside me every time I wrote to someone. Hopefully, I hadn’t burned every single bridge. I just needed one company to give me a chance. That wasn’t too much to ask, was it?
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Chapter Five
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The following night I sat out on the balcony with Kahurangi. Even though I’ve travelled to some of the most beautiful places in the world, this balcony was still one of my favourite places to be. We sat sipping kawakawa and ginger iced tea and looking out at the forest behind Magnolia Manor.

The house I grew up in was magnificent, an old Tudor-style that was imposing but rickety on the outside, yet well-loved and exceptionally well-appointed on the inside. I had sometimes wondered why Ingrid let the outside fall into such a state of disrepair. It wasn’t until I was fifteen that I realised she had placed a glamour on the outside to make the place seem more run-down than it was. She didn’t want too much attention to come to Magnolia Manor, and keeping our home looking, not quite like it had fallen into disrepair, but not as pristine as it really was, meant that people were less likely to bother her about selling. The house itself was a mixture of modern appliances with old charm. It had steep gabled roofs, casement windows, and towered over the other houses on the street like its haughty owner. There were creaky wooden floors, wooden bannisters, and several of the rooms housed fireplaces. It also, however, boasted underfloor heating and the most up-to-date kitchen appliances you could get. 

As Magnolia Manor was sentient, each level represented its occupants. Kahu’s room was close to being a forest, mine was cosy, with lotus flowers on the walls, and plenty of windows, plus a balcony so I could take photographs of the surrounding hills with ease. Clara’s was practical, with excellent acoustics for when she practised her cello. One of the best things about Magnolia Manor was its location. Nestled into the side of a hill covered in native trees, Magnolia Manor felt like it was in the middle of a forest. As we sat and looked out, a nīkaupalm bobbed in front of us, its cool green leaves rustled by a tūī in a nearby rimu tree, two kākā (large, brown-green native parrots) fought over a piece of fruit, and far below, a pīwakawaka (fantail) flitted about, chasing the small insects that came out at night.

“It’s good to have you back, sis,” Kahu said, leaning into me, her eyes still out on the trees. 

“It’s good to be back,” I said. It wasn’t entirely true; I hadn’t wanted to come back at all. But it wasn’t a complete lie, either. Being home, seeing my sisters, it felt nicer than I’d expected. I’d spent so long trying to get out of here, but it was still home, and that meant more than I’d realised.

A magpie warbled, and I looked up to see Marvin land on Kahurangi’s shoulder, his beak ruffling at the woman’s curly black hair as he did so. “Hey Marvin.” I reached out to give the bird a tickle under his chin. Marvin’s head tipped from side to side, his beady red eyes taking me in for a moment. Then he hopped off Kahu’s shoulder, along my arm, and onto mine.

“Marvin,” Kahurangi said in a warning tone. Marvin bit my ear.

“OW!” I cried in shock, as Marvin hopped back off my shoulder before I could use my water magic to squirt him. “What was that for?” Marvin and I had always gotten along. My eyes filled with tears, partly from pain, partly from the shock at being turned on by someone I thought of as a friend.

“Sorry,” Kahu said, leaning in to look at my ear. I held a hand to it and it came away red. He’d broken the skin. “Here let me,” Kahu opened the little bag she kept around her waist and pulled out a bottle of thick amber coloured liquid. She dabbed the liquid on a small hemp cloth and touched it to my ear. “He’s a bit grumpy at you for being away for so long,” Kahu said, as I hissed at the sting of the ointment. “He’ll warm up again soon.”

I nodded, still reeling from the nip. Familiars are totally separate entities from their witches, but there is a strong emotional and mental connection between the two. If Marvin was this angry at me, what did that tell me about my baby sister? Kahurangi was the youngest of us Sweet sisters, and because of that, we all babied her. Growing up, she and I were close because of our proximity. We talked long into the night. Gemma was the one I would talk to when things went wrong for me, but I was the one Kahu confided in. She had called me most weeks when I was away, though, now that I thought about it, maybe it had been less in the last few months. I glanced over at my sister, wondering if I had missed something while I was gone. A knot of guilt formed in my stomach. “How are you, anyway?” I asked, aiming for subtle and, based on Kahu’s knowing look, falling rather far off the mark. “Are you still enjoying working for the council part-time?” Kahu had been an intern at the council when she was finishing her schooling. She was super smart and had gone to university to study political science.

Kahu shot me another look. “I’m fine,” she said, and I realised with a start that she wasn’t. Had I been so caught up in my own stuff that I hadn’t even realised my sister needed me? I reached across and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have asked about you more when I was away, I should have—” Anger flashed in Kahu’s eyes.

“I don’t need you to look after me Matilda, I’m not a baby anymore.”

“I know you’re not a baby.” OK, truth be told sometimes it was hard to see Kahu as anything but my baby sister. She had been so small, so vulnerable when she arrived at Magnolia Manor. It was almost impossible not to see that frightened little girl when I looked at her. Now, however, I was looking at an angry, hurt woman. I hung my head.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. You’re my baby sister; you always will be.” Kahu opened her mouth to respond, but I continued. “You’re right, though. You’re not a baby anymore. I’m sorry. I just care about you so much. All of you. I want you to be happy.”

“Then why didn’t you ever call?” Kahu’s words were small, spoken to the trees beyond, rather than to me. I had called, hadn’t I? Kahu and I had spoken on the phone most weeks during the first few years when I was away. OK, over the past year maybe it had been less often, more like once every couple of weeks. Once a month, perhaps. Still, that was pretty good, wasn’t it? Then Kahu’s words hit me. She had been the one to call me. I answered, yes. We spoke on the phone. But had I ever been the one to initiate a call? We spoke all the time, but only because Kahu made the effort to reach out to me, rather than the other way around. Thinking about it, that was true of most of my sisters. Gemma and I were the closest, and we messaged often, but I had barely spoken to the rest of my family while I’d been away. The odd message from Annah. Monthly phone calls from Ingrid which, I now realised with shame, had been one-way, too.

I turned to her, my eyes wide. “I’m sorry.” How had I been so stupid? “I was so caught up in the world that I wasn’t very good to the people back home, was I?”

“I figured you just didn’t need us. Well, me, anyway,” Kahu said, breaking my heart with her admission. “I thought maybe if I stopped calling you so much you would want to talk to me, that you’d be the one to call.” But I never did. Not once. We had been shooting in a remote location on her birthday, so all I had managed was a text, which, it turned out, didn’t even arrive until the next day because there was no reception to send it. She’d said it was fine, but I could see now it was far from it. I had messed up, badly. 
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Chapter Six
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It was with mixed emotions that I stepped into the Sweet Tooth for my first shift. I had spent all my teenage years in this shop. Although I loved it— what kid wouldn’t love working in a sweet shop?— there was a difference between a part-time job while I studied photography and being back here as an adult who had failed at her career.

The shop was, if not quite a tourist attraction, at the very least a compulsory stop for anyone who passed by. For magical beings though, the Sweet Tooth was famous. Ingrid had started the store over thirty years ago, and had slowly built up her reputation. Now, witches, vampires, werewolves and all kinds of magical beings came from all over to sample the wares of the secret, magical sweet shop on the  other side of the human one.

Today I would be working in the non-magical part of the store, while Ingrid worked her magic, quite literally, in the magical side of the store.

I didn’t like to think of myself as short, rather, simply it seemed to me that the rest of the world was set up for giants. Unfortunately, at six foot, Ingrid had apparently set up the sweet shop with giants in mind. She had asked me to start packaging some selections of sweets for a spring special, if possible, using up some of the leftover Valentines Day decorations which had been languishing in a box for several months. “Because you have such a good artistic eye, dear.” I’d been flattered by Ingrid’s compliment, but now I quietly cursed the woman, who had stepped out to deal with some errand or other, she had neglected to bring the boxes, ribbon, and cellophane down from the top shelf.

I eyed the offending items sullenly. I could wait until Ingrid got back, but I didn’t want to be the person who couldn’t get started on something because I couldn’t reach it. The chair behind the counter was on wheels, and I couldn’t help but imagine myself sprawled across the shop floor if I tried to climb on that to reach the decorative items. The plastic container holding the various bags and decorations protruded slightly over the edge of the shelf, and I stood on my tip toes, fingers just grazing the edge of the box. The bell over the shop tinkled and I called out “Welcome, I’ll be right there.” I hooked my fingers around the edge of the box and carefully tugged at it, angling it down so I could grasp it with two hands and set it on the counter.

“Hello,” a small voice close beside me made me jump, and the box slipped out of my hands, falling in slow motion. I flung my hands over my head to protect myself, but somehow overbalanced and wound up on the floor surrounded by ribbons, cellophane, and boxes covered in pink and red hearts. There was a thump as the last roll of ribbon hit me squarely on the forehead and I fought the urge to swear. “Fudgscicles,” I managed, vaguely aware that there was a child somewhere in my vicinity. At the scurrying sound beside me I looked up to see the back of a little girl with long brown hair in a plait race towards the other end of the store.

“Ow,” I murmured, rubbing my forehead and surveying the mess around me with dismay. Next to me, a pair of black biker boots appeared, a pair of dark blue jeans rolled above them.

“Can I give you a hand?” A deep voice said, and I looked up into the face of the most handsome man I’d ever seen. He was tall, broad shouldered and muscular in a well-fitting black t-shirt that revealed strong arms. I swallowed. The sight of those arms made my mouth dry. One arm was covered in intricate tattoos that extended up the side of his neck. My gaze followed the tattoos up. He had medium length ash blonde hair, a lip piercing, and the palest blue eyes. They reminded me of the ocean in Antarctica. His lips were turned up into a half smile, and he reached a hand out to help me up. He looked like an angel of darkness. Blinking, I took a moment to remember how to breathe.

I noticed the callouses on his palms, photographers always notice little details like that. I wondered
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