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            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Winsome Isla Northwood has played one too many practical jokes on her fellow witches on Crescent Isle and they’ve had enough.  She’s been banished to the mainland until she can learn how to be a productive member of the witch community, but there are rules—no magic for one thing—and she has to live with a grumpy exiled witch and keep a job for three months.

      Falling in love with a human—and her boss to boot—yeah, that wasn’t part of the plan either.

      

      *This is book one of a trilogy and it is strongly advised to read the books in order.
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      “Win!” Sabrina whisper-hissed. “What are you doing?”

      “Shh, it’s fine,” I whispered back as we made our way down the narrow track.

      “We’re going to get caught,” Sabrina insisted before tripping over a root in the path and grunting loudly…too loudly.

      “Sabrina! Shh! We’re only going to get caught because you’re traipsing through the forest like a bull in a china shop.”

      “I don’t even understand why we’re doing it,” my best friend since birth, and my cousin, replied grumpily.

      I turned around to face her. We were the same height, but Sabrina always walked with her head down like she was hoping no one noticed her. We couldn’t be more different, although we looked more like sisters than cousins. We were both blonde and our round cheeks made us look a lot younger than we were. Sabrina wore her hair pulled back in ponytails and braids and buns, while I preferred my long hair to be wild and free. Currently, my hair was pastel pink while Sabrina’s was still the natural honey blonde we were born with. I’d tried to convince her to colour hers too, but she chickened out. Not me, though. This was a big night, and I wanted it to be spectacular.

      Sabrina was my sister in reality, if not biology. We grew up together, as close as sisters and I loved her, but sometimes she just needed a little push to step out of her comfort zone. Like tonight.

      I tucked a knuckle under her chin and lifted her head so she had no option but to look me in the eye.

      “This is our coming-out party,” I told her. “It’s an important night in the life of a heks.” Heks was the ancient word for witch (hekser for the plural, witches FYI) and was how we identified ourselves, although it was just as easy to say witch even if it conjured up images of pointed hats and warty noses. “Everyone will be there to see us finally take the final step into adulthood. Don’t you want it to be special?”

      “It will be special anyway,” Sabrina replied. “I don’t understand why we have to sneak in here to do whatever it is you are trying to do.”

      “Are you afraid a skyggeheks will materialise out of the shadows and kidnap you as they do to all naughty children?”

      She shivered. I didn’t blame her, and I was wicked to suggest it, not that either of us really believed the stories of the skyggehekser—the wicked shadow witches of nightmares and fairy tales—and what they did to naughty children. Adults delighted in telling children those horror stories to keep them in line, but neither of us believed they were real.

      I sighed. “Come on, Sabrina,” I whined. Yes, I whined. I thought the situation demanded it. “It’s our last night as barnehekser. Everyone will expect me to do something. I can’t let them down.”

      “The aunts forbade you to do anything,” Sabrina reminded me.

      The aunts were the three women who raised us. One of the aunts, Phoebe, was Sabrina’s mother, but it was just easier to call them the aunts collectively. A bit like the collective noun for a group of crows was called a murder…or is it attempted murder when there are only three of them? I never could remember.

      “There is no way what I’m planning could go wrong,” I stated. Emphatically. Confidently. Decidedly. “It’s just a simple glitter bomb, timed to go off at the end of the ceremony.”

      “Show me,” Sabrina demanded, holding her hand out to me.

      “You don’t trust me?”

      She shook her head, not retracting her hand. She wiggled her fingers in a gimme gesture. “Hand it over, or I won’t help you.”

      I handed it over with a sigh, and Sabrina scrutinised it. “Did you make it?”

      “No, I paid Harry to make it for me,” I replied.

      “I thought I recognised his magic,” she said thoughtfully. She handed it back to me. “Okay, it looks harmless enough.”

      Harry was an interesting mix of brann magi and jorden magi—fire and earth magic. He was quite the genius with incendiary devices and was often in demand for his spectacular fireworks displays. I had complete confidence in the magic he’d imbued in the little bauble.

      “Of course it does,” I replied with an innocent smile. What I didn’t tell my darling cousin was that I’d spiced up the spell a little bit and hidden my own magic beneath Harry’s. I was nowhere near the talent of Harry. My own utterly average mix of plante, luft, and vann Magi—plant, air, and water magic—was practically useless. I’d just added a little bit of oomph to the explosion, thanks to my ability to draw energy from the surrounding plants. “Now, let’s do this before the aunts send Tabitha to look for us.”

      Tabitha was our younger cousin and the daughter of our aunt Naomi. She was only twelve to our twenty-five…or nearly twenty-five. Sabrina’s and my birthdays were only a couple of days apart, and we would officially turn twenty-five next week. Hence the oppstigning seremoni, or ascension ceremony, tonight. It had to be held on the night of the full moon of the month of a witch’s twenty-fifth birthday. Sabrina and I weren’t the only two witches ascending tonight. Gabriella, the daughter of the president of the hekseråd—witch council—was also ascending. But I preferred to think about tonight as mine and Sabrina’s night. The less we thought about Gabriella, the better.

      We reached the clearing and stopped in the ring of trees.

      “The coast is clear,” I whispered.

      “Where are you going to put it?” Sabrina asked.

      “At the bottom of the bonfire.”

      “Won’t the heat degrade the magic?”

      “No, Harry built in a contingency for that.”

      “I don’t know, Win. It’s not a great idea to combine combustibles and fire.”

      “It’s fine, plus don’t you think it will look amazing for fireworks and glitter to erupt out of the bonfire right as the ceremony finishes?”

      Sabrina bit her lip. “It would look cool, but…”

      “But what?”

      Sabrina shrugged and looked away from me. “You know what happened last time.”

      “Last time? Come on, Rina, that was a completely different scenario, and no one was hurt.”

      Sabrina huffed out a breath, making her fringe flutter. “Fine, just maybe…”

      “What?” I asked impatiently.

      “Put it on the edge of the bonfire instead of in the middle.”

      “But that will ruin the effect,” I said.

      “Yeah, but it will be safer, and it will still look amazing.”

      I sighed, frustrated. “Fine,” I huffed. “Wait here.”

      I crept into the clearing. There was supposed to be some sort of security, but I hadn’t seen or sensed anyone or anything in our short trek through the bush. Besides, the witch council was probably more concerned about the banquet that would come after the ceremony than the ceremony itself. There was no telling what magic or potions could be slipped into the punch, not that it would be anything harmful, just maybe…something to spice the party up a bit.

      I approached the prepared bonfire. It was at least twice my height and surrounded by a ring of large stones. It was more for aesthetics than anything else. Brann magi would be used to light the fire tonight, so there was no chance of a stray spark starting a bushfire.

      I was just about to place my little surprise in amongst the teepee of wood when I saw the telltale sign of a tripwire. Not an actual tripwire, of course, a magical one. No doubt put there so no one would mess with the bonfire before the ceremony. No matter. I placed the little glitter bomb at the very edge of the spell-worked circle and urged a little vine to grow up and over it, disguising it from sight. Tonight, when we were dancing around the fire, I would simply remove the vine and give the bauble a little nudge, and it would slide into the fire alerting no one to its presence.

      I heard a branch crack from the other side of the clearing and dashed back to the safety of the trees where Sabrina was waiting for me. I may not believe that skyggehekser were real, but you could never be too careful.
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      “Pink hair, Win?” Aunt Naomi asked.

      I shrugged. “It’s not permanent.”

      She shook her head, but I could see the smile hitching the corner of her lips.

      “Are you ready?” Aunt Diana asked, casting a critical eye over me.

      “Of course,” I replied.

      It wasn’t like there was anything special I needed to do to get ready. Hair and makeup, of course, but both Sabrina and I had to wear the dull grey woollen robes of a barneheks, or provisional witch. These robes were basically like putting a huge yellow ‘L’ plate on our backs, although we had been practising magic for years. But in the eyes of the witch council, we weren’t much better than our twelve-year-old cousin, Tabitha. Someone might accuse me of having the maturity level of a twelve-year-old, but you could bet your sweet witchy arse I was far more proficient at magic than Tabitha and any other twelve-year-old witch out there. Okay, so maybe I was only just more proficient than the twelve-year-old-and below witches because, despite my rich magical heritage, raw power seemed to have skipped me entirely. I had magic, enough to pass my classes (just) and demonstrate a suitable level of skill to pass the tests to ascend (again, just, but a pass is a pass), but I would never be spectacular. Not like Sabrina or my aunts and uncles, or—sigh—Gabriella.

      We would, of course, receive our new robes after the ceremony to signify we were fully accredited witches—voksenhekser. And as for the ceremony itself? Well, we were naked, so there was no need for a spectacular dress or shoes. I had considered a spritz of body glitter but settled for a more subtle body shimmer cream. Naked bodies dancing around a bonfire at midnight? Yeah, body shimmer would definitely make me stand out from the crowd.

      “Why can’t I go?” Tabitha asked, tugging on Aunt Naomi’s robe.

      “You know why you can’t go,” Naomi replied gently. “You’re too young.”

      “But I go to other witch council ceremonies.”

      “Not this one, dear,” Aunt Diana said. “Where are Phoebe and Sabrina? We will be late.”

      Aunt Diana was the eldest and strictest of the aunts. She was a Type A witch, if you know what I mean.

      “This is special,” Naomi continued to explain to Tabitha. “Only fully accredited female witches are allowed. And when you’re old enough, you’ll have one too.”

      Aunt Naomi was the middle sister and suffered from the dreaded middle child syndrome, or so I’d extrapolated from growing up around the three of them. She was the peacemaker and sided with her older sister and younger sister equally and alternatively. I often wondered if she kept a spreadsheet to know which sister she was supporting at any given time. It had to get confusing for her. I doubted Naomi ever had an original opinion, not that it made me love her any less. She had her own unique blend of charm and was the only one who could calm Diana down when she went on one of her tears, which she did often and loudly.

      “We’re here, we’re here,” Phoebe said, rushing into the foyer with Sabrina hot on her heels.

      Aunt Phoebe was my favourite aunt if I was allowed to have a favourite. It was probably because I’d bonded with her the most, even if Aunt Diana was my legal guardian. Phoebe had taken me in when my parents died and raised me alongside Sabrina like I was another daughter. Aunt Naomi and Aunt Diana also played a part in raising not just me, but the other children as well. It took a village and all that. Plus, we all lived in the huge mansion—Wisteria House—that was passed down through the Northwood family for generations.

      Aunt Phoebe was more like me than my other two aunts, and I imagined her and my mother were alike as well. I didn’t really remember my mum or my dad. I was only five when they died, and although we had albums full of photographs, I didn’t have any clear memories to associate with those frozen images in time.

      My mum had been the youngest sister, but now that honour went to Aunt Phoebe, and she was just as contrary to Aunt Diana as she could possibly be. I think she did it on purpose, just to goad Diana into losing her temper, much to Naomi’s distress.

      “Good luck, Win,” my uncle Finn said, following his wife, Phoebe, into the foyer and coming over to kiss me on the temple. “Your mum and dad would be so proud of you.”

      He hugged me, and I let myself melt into it for a moment. He was the closest thing to a father I had. Uncle Finn and Aunt Phoebe were my surrogate parents, and I loved them to death. I loved Aunt Diana, Aunt Naomi and her husband, Uncle James too, but Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Finn were the ones who filled the gap where my parents should have been.

      “Thanks, Uncle Finn,” I whispered into his shoulder, swallowing past the lump in my throat.

      I’d had a good childhood, or as good of a childhood as someone who lost both their parents could. I rarely missed them, mostly because I didn’t remember them, but it was at significant milestones like tonight, I felt their absence keenly.

      “I’ve got the camera!” Uncle James said, coming into the already crowded foyer with a camera in one hand and my baby nephew, Bran—short for Brannigan—on his hip. “Let’s get a photo before you leave.”

      Aunt Diana, the only unmarried aunt, organised us into a group, and we smiled for the camera. Then Uncle Finn and Aunt Phoebe took one with just Sabrina, and I felt the pang in my heart. I smiled brighter and gave Sabrina a thumbs up and then hugged her tight and demanded Uncle James take one of just the two of us.

      “All right, all right!” Aunt Diana said, clapping her hands sharply to get everyone’s attention. “We really have to go, or Meredith will pitch a fit.”

      Meredith Harper was the head of the witch council, and she was a stickler for the rules. I honestly didn’t know how someone could be so uptight and not break when she bent over.

      With a last round of hugs for the uncles and a kiss for baby Bran, we all trouped out of the house and set out toward the clearing where the ceremony would be held.

      We mounted our brooms and pushed off into the night sky. Flying on a broom was a pretty great way to fly, except when I was wearing nothing underneath my robes. It could get a little breezy with nothing protecting the nether regions. We had cars, of course. How else would we get our groceries home or pick up the young kids who hadn’t yet obtained their broom licenses? But witch council meetings always required brooms, not that I minded. I loved to fly.

      We passed other witches on their way to the ceremony, and I felt the flutter of excitement and nerves buzz in my veins. After tonight, I would finally be independent. I loved my aunts and uncles, but living in a house with all of them twenty-four seven was a little much. Aunt Naomi had promised Sabrina and I could move into one of the outbuildings on the property. Maybe then I could finally breathe.
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      They named Crescent Isle for the crescent shape of the island we lived on. The town founders hadn’t been too inventive when they named the place, but I supposed it fit well enough. The island wasn’t found on any regular maps, and if someone randomly ran across it, most people assumed it was one of those uninhabited, rocky isles that dotted Bass Straight. It was spelled, of course, to keep the curious away, but it was also for our safety. We might live in the twenty-first century, but that didn’t mean witches were any more accepted than they had been back in the dark ages. Witch hunters still existed, and the key to our safety was to stay under the radar and out of the public eye. The wards protecting us hung like a giant dome over us—yes, exactly like that television show. The difference was, our dome was made of an intricate web of interconnected spells bound by generations of power and added to every full moon. You couldn’t actually see or tangibly feel the wards; they weren’t like a glass bowl turned upside down to trap us inside. A local witch would feel the tingle of them when she crossed the boundary, but an unvetted witch wouldn’t be able to pass at all. There was all sorts of red tape a witch had to deal with before they were permitted to land on the island, and it had to be completed months in advance. There were emergency contingencies in place, of course, but no one had activated those since my parents died.

      To people sailing by or flying overhead, the island we inhabited was dense with bushland and rocky outcrops. There was a sharp, dangerous reef surrounding the island that stopped curious watercraft from getting too close. It was one of the security measures we used so we couldn’t accidentally be happened upon by unsuspecting mortals. If a nosey sailor got lost near the reef, they would simply continue to sail right on past, never knowing we were even there.

      If a mortal found a way through the reef and cross the boundary wards, the ward keepers would be alerted, and depending on who the interlopers were and whether they were friendlies would dictate the response.

      The ceremonial clearing was on the north side of the island. The crescent-shaped beach curved from the east and around to the west of the town. The north side of the island was undisturbed bush for the most part, with the ceremonial clearing sitting on the exact north point of the compass.

      Crescent Island was founded back in the early 1800s when Australia was still considered a penal colony. Geographically speaking, we were part of Tasmania, where the most notorious convicts were exiled. It was no big surprise that some of those infamous convicts were also witches, or maybe being witches had made them convicts—kind of a chicken and the egg situation.

      The Northwoods—my ancestors—were one of the original founding families. Along with the Harpers and the Clarksons. They were friends once upon a time and had a dream to create an oasis for witches seeking a new life in the colonies. Now there was little more than a frosty acknowledgement of one another.

      The town itself still reflected those early pioneer days. The buildings were lovely old cottages and grand stone buildings. It was picture-book pretty, especially in autumn, when the leaves turned, and the weather got nippy.

      It was easy to forget about the threats that still existed for witches in the modern world, especially when we were so isolated. That was why it was so important for the traditional ceremonies to continue. It helped us remember the past—and the not too distant tragedies—that reminded us never to become complacent. Even in a ceremony like the one tonight, we remembered our history, and the lives lost. It might be a celebration of crossing into a new phase of life, but it was also a reminder of the responsibilities that came with being an adult.

      It might seem weird that witches weren’t considered adults until they reached the ripe old age of twenty-five, but in the grand scheme of things, it kind of made sense, as much as we chafed against it. Witches lived longer than mortals. Not like insanely long, but considerably longer. I suppose it was more accurate to say we aged slower. The magic in our blood slowed the ageing process.

      A witch’s life went through three distinct phases; barneheksa, voksenheks, and eldstekeks. These phases were taken directly from the Greek myth of the Moirai, the three fates, and were sometimes loosely—and derogatorily—translated as the virgin, the mother, and the hag. I’m not a virgin and haven’t been for a while, and I have no intention of being a mother anytime soon. Besides, the phases of a witch’s life encompass far more than these narrow and misogynistic views of the phases of a woman’s life. And we’re also gender-neutral, meaning witches can identify however they like.

      For the uninitiated in Greek mythology, the three fates—also known as The Spinner, The Allotter, and The Unturnable—controlled the thread of life for every individual on earth. The Spinner spun the thread from distaff to spindle, The Allotter determined the length of the thread, or the length of the life of an individual, and The Unturnable cut the thread. For us witches, these three fates are interpreted as being the three stages a person goes through in life. To put it simply, and in my opinion, rather crassly, we have youth, middle age, and old age.

      So barneheksa, like I am right now, lasts until a witch’s twenty-fifth birthday. We then pass into voksenheks and are considered mature adults. Eldsteheks happens when we reach the end of what is considered the average human life-span. It’s not as cut and dried as going from barneheksa to voksenheks, and often witches approaching the milestone resist it and need a little encouragement from their peers. Eldsteheks might be a well-respected phase, but no one, not even witches, liked to admit they were getting old.

      But tonight I was celebrating getting old, as most young people do. At my age, birthdays were still fun and especially this one. I could finally shrug off these plain grey robes and pull on the fabulous robes of an adult witch—of which there were two types; black with a strip of colour around the hem to match the type of magic we wielded for witch council meetings, and coloured, with the colour of the robes denoting the strongest magic we had for formal ceremonies. I could finally throw off the yoke of childhood and step into my destiny.
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      We touched down beside the path that would lead to the clearing and left our brooms with all the other brooms of the witches who had already arrived.

      Sabrina grabbed my hand and squeezed as we followed the others down the track Sabrina and I had crept down only a couple hours ago.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” she whispered in my ear.

      “About what? The ceremony?”

      “No, about the—” she made a weird face and crossed her eyes, and I had to bite my lip so I didn’t laugh.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Sabrina elbowed me. “You know exactly what I mean. The glitter bomb,” she hissed the last bit so softly I barely heard her.

      “It’s just a little bit of glitter,” I whispered back. “The worst that could happen is we are washing glitter out of our robes for the next month.”

      Sabrina groaned. “They will know it was you.”

      “Like I care about that,” I replied softly, confidently. “As of tonight, we will be fully licensed witches. They can’t do anything to me for a harmless little prank. Besides, it’s glitter.”

      “Hurry up, you two, or they will start without you,” Aunt Diana said, looking back over her shoulder at us.

      “Yes, Aunt Diana,” we replied in unison, and giggled at her responding eye roll.

      We broke through the trees and into the clearing. The bonfire had not yet been lit—the actual lighting was part of the ceremony—but the clearing was filled with all the adult witches in Crescent Isle. Well, not all of them. Only witches who identified as female. Each of the other gender identities had their own ceremonies to honour this progression from barneheksa to voksenheks.

      “I’m nervous,” Sabrina whispered to me as the aunts went to greet their friends and colleagues.

      “It will be fine, Rina,” I replied, hugging her. “I promise.”

      The sound of musical instruments being tuned drew our attention. Meredith Harper, head of the witch council, resplendent in her orange robes(orange because she was a brannheks or fire witch), took her position on the podium and waited until everyone looked her way. With a nod of her head, the music started, and we disrobed.

      I shivered as the cool night air hit my skin, but I wasn’t cold or nervous. I was beyond excited. I had been waiting for this moment for so long, and I couldn’t believe it was actually here.

      “If we could all take our places,” Meredith said, magically enhancing her voice so we could hear her above the music.

      Sabrina, Gabriella, and I moved to the centre of the circle closest to the bonfire. Around us, the voksenhekser formed their own circle, and around the outside of them, the eldrehekser made their circle, enclosing us within.

      With a great boom, Meredith lit the bonfire, and the dancing and chanting started. We moved around the bonfire, naked bodies moving in predetermined steps. I abandoned myself to it, the heat of the fire making me sweat and my body shimmer sparkled. I felt alive and connected to the earth. I could feel the magic swirling around me—earth, plant, fire, and air. Water would come later when we bathed in the south-western tip of the bay. For now, I revelled in the power of the elements and the witches surrounding me.

      Each time I passed the spot where I’d hidden my little glitter bomb, I nudged it closer to the fire. I hoped the slow burn wouldn’t mess with the timing. When Harry set it up for me, we assumed it would be in the fire's heat, not on the edge. I needed to get it into the centre of the bonfire as soon as possible to ensure the glitter exploded at precisely the right time. If I timed it right, just after they presented us with our new voksenheks robes, it would explode in the air, raining sparkling glitter down over us. It would definitely be a ceremony to remember.

      “Win,” Sabrina hissed, dancing closer to me. “Don’t do it.”

      I laughed her off. Seriously, this was the most harmless prank I’d ever done. “It’s fine, Rina,” I hissed back. “Relax! Have fun! Enjoy it!”

      I spun around, my hands in the air, my hair fanning out around me in all its pink splendour, and I gave the glitter bomb one more little push, using the little vine I’d created earlier, and sent it deep into the fire.

      I may have given it a little bit more of a push that it needed. I heard a crack as it bounced against one of the burning logs and the whole bonfire may have tilted a little bit to the side from the force of the bump. But it was fine, everything was fine. The glitter bomb wasn’t fragile, and it was spelled with heat resistance and a timer. The whole bonfire could collapse on top of it, and it wouldn’t make a difference. Right?

      I rededicated myself to the dancing. The dance had devolved from the pre-choreographed steps to more of a go-with-the-music jam. Witches knew how to get down! This was our dance club, and we’d been doing it for generations.

      I was young and fabulous with my life ahead of me. I felt amazing and relished the magic that swirled with increasing pressure around us. I was sure I was glowing, and it wasn’t just the strategically placed body shimmer. This was where I belonged, among these women, these witches, this community. We weren’t perfect, but that didn’t matter, these were my people, and I was proud to be a part of them.

      WHOMP!

      The flames of the bonfire shot fifty feet into the air, and the resulting boom made everyone cry out and duck. Fireworks exploded in the sky, and I cringed.

      Shit. That wasn’t supposed to happen…not yet, anyway.

      Witches were screaming as everyone looked up at the sparks that rained down on us.

      “Ouch! That’s hot.” I said, slapping an ember that fell on my shoulder.

      It wasn’t an ember; it was glitter, but not the glitter I intended to fall. This glitter was fiery hot and scorched naked skin wherever it touched. And hair. Oh shit! Was my hair on fire?

      Witches broke ranks, running away from the fire and seeking shelter amongst the trees. Burning glitter from hell continued to rain down on the clearing. Sabrina grabbed my hand and pulled me away toward the trees.

      “I told you, Win,” she hissed, well and truly pissed off. It was quite a feat because Sabrina was difficult to piss off. “I told you not to do it.”

      The smell of burnt hair filled my nose, and the sound of weeping witches filled my ears. Someone had managed to put the fire out—probably Aunt Diana, who always kept a cool head in a crisis—and other witches were administering first aid to those who’d been burned.

      “WINSOME ISLA NORTHWOOD!”

      Ah, shit. I was in trouble.
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      “Winsome Isla Northwood,” Meredith said through gritted teeth, turning her steely eyes on me.

      Yes, my name was Winsome, but I preferred Win, and yes, my initials spelled the diminutive of my name. By quirk or by design, I didn’t know. I’d never got to ask my parents that question, and the aunts didn’t know.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      We were in the parlour of Wisteria House, and I sat in front of four furious witches. We were clothed, thank the goddess, and the burning hair smell had thankfully not come from me. Unfortunately—or fortunately depending on which side of the fence you sat—Gabriella was a victim of burnt hair and her mother—aka Meredith the head of the witch council—was not amused by it. Thankfully, Gabriella was not in attendance for this impromptu witch court or I might find a big chunk of my own hair pulled out by the root.

      “Um, sorry,” I offered weakly.

      “Sorry?” Aunt Diana said, her voice scarily quiet. “You’re sorry?”

      I swallowed. I felt bad about what happened, but I hadn’t intended to hurt anybody.

      “It really was an accident,” I said, chastened. “Who could have even imagined that glitter would react like that? Certainly not me, otherwise I wouldn’t have done it.”

      Aunt Diana tapped her chin and pretended to think about what I’d said. “Glitter, in a fire? Didn’t you think those little pieces of metal might get hot? You didn’t think they might be hazardous when heated to the high temperatures present within a bonfire?”

      “It was spelled,” I added lamely. “It wasn’t supposed to get hot.”

      “Are you serious right now?” Aunt Naomi said, throwing her hands in the air. Aunt Phoebe remained silent but had refused to look at me since they had marched me into the parlour.

      “You ruined the ceremony,” Meredith said. “You caused injuries to your sister witches and damaged property. This is a serious charge of misconduct, Winsome, and you don’t appear to be taking it seriously.”

      “It was supposed to be a harmless prank,” I said, refusing to acknowledge the hard ball of nerves tightening my gut. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I just wanted to make the night special. It was a celebration of the three of us finally becoming adults.”

      “It was not harmless,” Aunt Diana said. “This is not like the time you changed the colours of all the chickens at the Halstead farm. Nor is it like the time you added popping candy to the eldrehekser’s baked custard.”

      That had been an inspired prank, even if I did say so myself. Too bad the older generation didn’t see the funny side of their baked custard suddenly exploding in their mouths. Not that it was dangerous, it was just popping candy after all, but still, they hadn’t appreciated it.

      “What you might not seem to understand, Winsome,” Meredith said, her gaze zapping with lasers, “is that you are now an adult and as such, we will discipline you as one.”

      “What?” I asked, not quite understanding. The ceremony hadn’t been completed—thanks to me—so surely that meant I was still a barneheksa? They couldn’t really punish me as an adult witch, could they?

      “She’s right,” Aunt Phoebe said, speaking for the first time.

      My heart sank at not just the words but at the tone with which Phoebe had delivered them.

      “Um, okay,” I said slowly, looking at the three witches who had raised me and realising that I had let them all down in the most spectacular way possible. What the hell had I been thinking? Sabrina had warned me, and I’d ignored her, just like always, barrelling on ahead because I thought I knew best.

      “You are not some special little snowflake, Winsome Northwood,” Meredith said. “Your parents were well-respected members of this community, and I’m sure they would be appalled by your behaviour. And I’m not just talking about tonight. You have flouted our rules and terrorised this community far too many times. Tonight was the last straw. If you don’t know how to be a serious and committed part of our community, then you don’t get to be a part of it.”

      “What?” I asked, standing from my chair, my breath freezing in my chest.

      The aunts looked at each other before looking back at me. There was no rescue coming from them. They would actually kick me off Crescent Isle. I didn’t even know how that worked. I’d never even heard of it happening before.

      “You are being banished from Crescent Isle,” Meredith pronounced with a smug smile on her face.

      “For three months,” Aunt Diana added, shooting a glare at the president of the witch council.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Until you can learn how to respect who we are and the way we live, we are sending you away,” Naomi clarified.

      “We have a place for you to live, and we will organise a mundane job for you,” Meredith went on.

      “A job?” I asked, bewildered. I’d never had a job in my life. I didn’t need one. I was a Northwood, and we’d made enough money in the generations we’d been on Crescent Isle never to need to work again.

      “Yes, a job,” Aunt Diana said.

      “But why?” I whined. “Why do I need a job? In the mortal world?”

      “Because you won’t have any access to the Northwood money,” Meredith said smugly, crossing her arms. “And you are not to use magic while you’re in the mortal world.  Hopefully, you’ll take this time to show us you can behave like a rational adult.”

      “And if I fail?” I asked, scared that that was precisely what would happen.

      “You will be exiled and your magic bound,” Aunt Phoebe said softly.

      It hurt more coming from her than it would have coming from anyone else. Exiled from my family forever and my magic bound? I couldn’t think of a worse punishment. Even death would have been preferable. I couldn’t believe the aunts would let this happen to me. I looked at each of them, hoping they would somehow communicate to me they would find a way out of it for me. But they all looked back at me resolute.

      “You will leave in two days,” Meredith said. “Make sure you say your goodbyes.”

      We were silent as the woman left, and I turned back to my aunts.

      “There’s a way out of this, right?” I asked. “You won’t let them exile me and bind my magic, right?”

      The aunts shared a look I couldn’t decipher, and then they sighed in unison.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Aunt Diana said.

      “You have to prove you can be part of our community,” Naomi added.

      “And how can I do that when I’m banished from it?”

      “By succeeding at this challenge and proving to everyone just what you can do,” Aunt Phoebe said.

      “We believe in you, Win,” Aunt Naomi said, her voice softening.

      “But we can’t help you,” Aunt Diana added. “You have to do this on your own.”
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      I tapped on Sabrina’s bedroom door, but she didn’t answer. I let myself into the dark room and crept over to the bed where I could see Sabrina curled up under the blankets.

      I sat on the edge of the bed, but she continued to ignore me. I deserved it. I’d gotten Sabrina in trouble so many times in our lives, and I knew this time it was worse than all the others, especially as she’d begged me not to go through with it.

      “I’m sorry, Rina,” I whispered.

      She rolled over and showed me her back.

      “You have every right to be angry at me,” I went on, desperate for her to know how sorry I was. “I really fucked up, and nothing I say can make it right, but I am sorry. It was supposed to be something fun and beautiful, and it ended up being a big flaming pile of shit.”

      Sabrina continued to ignore me, and I sighed.

      “Please say something, Rina. Please say you forgive me.”

      She sat up then and stared at me with so much anger, I nearly fell off the bed with the force of it.

      “You want me to forgive you?” she asked, her voice an angry hiss. “After you ruined the entire ceremony? All you ever do is think of yourself, Win. It’s all about you, you, you. You want to be the centre of attention, and you don’t care who you hurt to get there. Tonight was supposed to be for me too. And Gabriella, even though I know you hate her. But you forgot about that, didn’t you? All you could think of was how you could make it special for you so you would be remembered. You couldn’t even let me share tonight with you. You couldn’t bear for the attention to be split, just like every birthday we’ve ever shared. It always had to be about you. I have had to share everything with you, even my own parents, and I thought, just once, you could actually share something with me, but no. All you could think about was yourself. You are so selfish, Win, and you really hurt me tonight. So no, I can’t forgive you. Not tonight, and maybe not ever.”

      “You don’t mean that,” I said, the stabbing pain in my chest making breathing and speaking hard. “Please tell me you don’t hate me.”

      “I do mean it,” Sabrina spat. “And I can’t believe you’re once again turning this around, so it’s all about you. Do you even care how much you hurt me tonight? You stole this moment from me, a moment I will never get back, and all you care about is whether I forgive you. Well, you can just fuck off because I am so done with you. I am so sick of you stealing everything from me. I get that your parents died and how tragic that is, but that doesn’t give you the right to be a narcissistic arsehole. Now get out. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

      I stood slowly, my heart breaking. I shuffled out the door and closed it behind me. I was crying, but I didn’t care. Sabrina meant everything to me, and I had never once stopped to think about how my pranks affected her. She was right. I was a selfish arsehole. No wonder everybody wanted me gone.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up to see Uncle Finn leaning against the wall opposite Sabrina’s door.

      “Hey,” I replied with a sniff. “Have you come to tell me you hate me too?”

      He sighed and stood, reaching to pull me into a hug. Uncle Finn gave the best hugs.

      “Sabrina will forgive you,” he said, and I snorted. “She will, I promise. She loves you, but she is hurting at the moment. You need to give her time and space.”

      I broke away from his hug and sighed. “Yeah well, she will have plenty of time and space from me. I’m being banished if you don’t already know. And I’ll probably end up being exiled and bound for all eternity.”

      “Hey, don’t talk like that. Phoebe and I know you can kill at this challenge.”

      I snorted again. “I think Aunt Phoebe will be as glad as Sabrina is to see the back of me,” I said.

      “Now you know that’s not true.”

      “I ruined everything, and I hurt Sabrina and Phoebe and you. I don’t deserve this family.”

      “Stop being so dramatic,” Uncle Finn said, putting an arm around my shoulders and walking with me to my bedroom door. “Your Aunt Phoebe is hurt and disappointed, but mostly she blames herself.”

      “She has nothing to blame herself over,” I replied. “I did this. It was all me and my stupid pride and my need to be the centre of attention, just like Sabrina said. I just…I’ve always felt I had to be more and do more, you know? I had to convince you guys to love me by being extraordinary. Instead, I just come across as an attention whore. I’m sorry, Uncle Finn. I’m so sorry for not seeing the truth about myself.”

      “We’re all selfish in some way, Win,” he said. “Aunt Phoebe and I took you in because we selfishly wanted to raise you. We wanted to keep a part of your parents alive with us. Maybe we overindulged you a little too much, and maybe it would have been better if we’d let Diana raise you as she wanted. But we can’t keep looking back at the mistakes we made. The only thing we can do is keep moving forward and trying to do better. You have an opportunity to prove to Crescent Isle that there is more to you than glitter bombs and pranks. And I believe in you. Me and Phoebe both. We know you can do this and we know that in three months you will be back here where you belong.”

      I hugged Uncle Finn tight. “I love you, Uncle Finn,” I mumbled into his shirt.

      “I love you too, Win.”

      I smiled up at him and said goodnight before disappearing into my room. I threw myself on my bed and buried my face in my pillow. I would not cry. I needed to grow up, just like everyone said, so crying definitely wasn’t allowed.

      I heard mumbles coming through the open window, and I lifted my head to listen. It was my aunts, and they were discussing me, even if I couldn’t make out all the words.

      “Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Aunt Phoebe asked.

      “You know there is no other way. As much as this hurts her, she has to go,” Aunt Naomi added.

      “I think it is for the best that she leaves the isle,” Aunt Diana said, and I cringed. “We’ve tried our best and failed. Now it’s up to her.”

      “But she might never come back,” Aunt Phoebe whimpered.

      “Then maybe that is for the best,” Aunt Diana said.

      Maybe it was for the best? I felt my heartbreak all over again. Did the aunts really want to get rid of me for good? Did the witch council want to get rid of me? Maybe the entire island would be happy to see the back of me.

      I buried my head in my pillow and tried not to sob.

      If Crescent Isle needed me to prove myself, then that’s what I’d do. I loved my community, even though it might seem sometimes I didn’t. I didn’t want to live anywhere else, but that wasn’t the only reason I wanted to prove myself. If my family needed to know how much they meant to me, then that’s what I would do.
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      The next few days alternatively flew by and dragged. Sabrina avoided me, and the aunts looked at me with facial expressions ranging from utterly disappointed to pity. My birthday passed with little mention and I didn’t even get a cake or a special dinner.

      It seemed the entire town knew of my punishment, and by the smug smiles of some of my peers, most of them would be glad to see the back of me. I knew I hadn’t exactly been a model citizen, but none of my pranks ever had malicious or nefarious intent. It was all in the name of good fun, even if I was a little ham-fisted and clumsy at times.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t matter what my intentions were. The last prank had gone seriously wrong, and I’d hurt people, something that wouldn’t easily be forgiven. Witches were continually fighting against the stereotype that we were vicious creatures, only intent on using our power for harm, and I had gone and done exactly that, even if the result hadn’t been intended.

      Eventually, it came time for me to leave my beloved isle. I was scared, terrified, in fact. I had never left Crescent Isle, not even to visit the Northwood Organics flagship store in Hobart. I’d never seen the need since I had no intention of ever leaving or of taking any part in the family business. My parents died while they were off the isle and there was probably some fear of the same thing happening to me if I was ever to leave it, so I had stayed put and never even considered what the outside world might hold for me.

      Now I had no choice. I was being forced to confront one of my most closely held fears with the possibility of never being allowed back on Crescent Isle. It kept me awake those last few nights, an untold panic freezing my lungs and constricting my chest.

      “Please give me your wand,” Aunt Diana said, holding out her hand.

      It was early in the morning; the sun not even risen yet. We stood on the porch of Wisteria House, both rugged up against the early morning coolness.

      “My wand?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Yes. You can’t take it with you. I’ll keep it safe.”

      I reluctantly handed over my wand. Wands and finger wiggles and magic words weren’t necessary for the use of magic, but they helped. The only thing magic needed was Will—yes, Will with a capital W because magic was more than a wish. Magic was imposing the Will of the wielder on the world. No, we didn’t need to twitch our noses, or flick our wands, or use complicated Latin-esque words to invoke a spell, those things simply helped to focus, all we needed was our Will. Of course, something could not be conjured from nothing, so as well as Will, we also required energy and matter. It was all very scientific if you took the mysticism out of it. Why else would a fairy godmother use a pumpkin for a coach? The simple answer was because she couldn’t just bibbity-bobbity-boo a coach out of thin air, but she could change the pumpkin into a coach with a bit of Will, although that was advanced magic and something very rare indeed, which was probably why it was in a fairy tale.

      There was always a price for using magic…something I was only just now realising.

      “Is no one else coming to say goodbye?” I asked as Aunt Diana opened the driver’s side door of the car.

      “You said your goodbyes last night,” she replied stiffly.

      It had been a sombre dinner where no one could look me directly in the eye apart from Uncle Finn. I knew I had disappointed my family; I had done it enough in my life to know I could do nothing but disappoint them, but I hoped I would see some sympathy in their gazes or that they might be at least a little bit sad to see me go.

      I took one last look at the house where I had grown up. There was a tearing in my soul as I realised this might be the last time I saw it. I hoped to see Sabrina’s face looking out at me from her bedroom window, but the curtains remained still and the window dark.

      I slid into the car, and we headed for the wharf, leaving my entire life behind.
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      The boat I boarded to take me to the port at Davenport on Tasmania’s north side wasn’t small, but that didn’t make crossing the strait any less turbulent. Crescent Isle had three significant industries owned by the three founding families that kept the community solvent. My family owned Northwood Organics. The Harpers owned a large apple orchard grown from apple seeds their forebears had brought to the isle. From that orchard and those apples, they made a famous brand of cider that was much sought after for its particular taste that couldn’t be replicated. Magic might have something to do with it, but it might also have something to do with the unique growing conditions on Crescent Isle. And the Clarksons were distillers who’d made a name for themselves with their moonshine and then became more famous for their whisky. Again, magic may or may not have had something to do with the unique properties of said beverages, but it could also have something to do with the spring from which all three companies drew their water. Needless to say, these exports needed to be ferried across the tumultuous Bass Strait to the port at Davenport, and I was to be ferried along with them like cargo.

      I was not a stranger to boats. Sabrina and I had often been out on a small boat in the bay during summer. This was nothing like that, and by the time we made landfall, I was positively green with seasickness. I stumbled across the gangplank to the pier and barely restrained myself from kissing the ground.

      I didn’t have time to sightsee, a fact I think Aunt Diana had made sure of. Instead of taking the time to explore this new world I found myself in, I was rushed to a car by an escort assigned to me and shuttled off to the airport where me and my luggage were checked in, and I was left to wait for the next leg of my journey.

      It was all very strange and fascinating to mix with people who had no clue about what I was or where I came from. I’m sure people looked at me and saw nothing out of the ordinary, I was dressed just like they were, my hair was still pink but I wasn’t alone in that fact, and yet I felt like I’d stepped through a wormhole and into a different universe.

      “You need to go through security, ma’am,” a uniformed man said to me as I wandered toward the gate indicated on my ticket.

      “Security?” I asked, confused.

      He pointed to the line of people waiting, their possessions in small trays on a rolling bench.

      “Oh, okay, thank you.”

      I tried not to look like a complete idiot as I put my bag into a plastic tub and pushed it along beside me as the line moved forward.

      “Please step through,” another uniformed guard said, pointing to a strange archway.

      I did as he asked and the thing beeped, making me jump almost a mile in the air.

      “Empty your pockets,” the stern man said.

      I did as asked, pulling out my backup wand and placing it in another plastic tub the guard held out to me. He then scanned me with a long flat baton before nodding. I reached for my things, but he stopped me.

      “You can’t take this on board the plane,” he said, holding up my wand.

      “What?”

      He tossed my wand into a barrel full of tiny nail scissors and nail files and other sharp objects.

      “That’s my w—” I clamped my lips shut before I blurted out something that would give my aunts a conniption. “That’s mine,” I said instead.

      “You should have packed it in your luggage, ma’am. You can’t take it on board with you.”

      “But—”

      “Move along, please, you’re holding up the line.”

      I grabbed my bag and my other possessions and looked forlornly at my wand. It was my last link to the island, and I really didn’t want to leave it behind. I briefly thought about willing it to me, but there were too many people—too many witnesses—and I was already in enough trouble as it was.

      With a sigh, I turned and continued on my way toward the gate to await my flight.
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      I slid into the seat, my eyes still on my phone. I knew the call would come to turn it off soon, and I just needed to finish this last email before I was incommunicado for a little over an hour. I hated being out of contact with the office for any length of time, but airlines still insisted on all electronic devices being turned off during a flight. I hardly think my little phone was enough to bring down a freaking jet, but I also did not want to be thrown off the plane and delay getting back to Melbourne any longer than I had to.

      “Sir? Your phone?”

      “Yep, just one more sec,” I replied without looking up.

      The plane hadn’t even finished boarding yet. Passengers squeezed past in the narrow aisle, overhead cabinets banged with luggage being unceremoniously shoved in, and the air became staler and more stifling with each new body.

      “Phew,” a voice said beside me as a woman slipped into the seat. The seat I had paid for, so I didn’t have to sit next to anyone. Yeah…I was that guy.

      I tapped send and then powered down my phone, tucking it into my breast pocket before looking at the woman. She looked about twelve. Okay, that was unfair. She definitely wasn’t twelve, but she had an air about her that gave off the vibes of a twelve-year-old at a Justin Bieber concert…was he even a tween idol anymore?

      “You can’t sit there,” I said, as the woman jiggled about in her seat like she was trying to see everything at once.

      She turned to look at me, and her face brightened—if that was even possible, I mean, she was already pretty bright for someone on a crowded flight across Bass Strait—and she smiled at me. My chest burned, and I winced, rubbing the spot on my breastbone. What had I eaten to give me indigestion?

      “Hi, I’m Win,” she said, sticking her hand out at me.

      “You can’t sit there,” I repeated, not bothering to shake her hand.

      Her eyebrows pulled together, causing a little crease to appear between her eyes.

      “Is there someone sitting here?” she asked, looking around like she may have accidentally sat on someone.

      “Well, no—”

      “Oh good,” she said with relief.

      “You still can’t sit there.”

      Again the frown appeared. “But no one else is sitting here, and this seat looks so much more comfortable than those other seats. Every other row has three seats across and this one only has two. So much more comfortable. I’m so glad no one sat here before me.”

      “But it’s not your seat,” I said, gritting my teeth. “You can’t just sit wherever you like.”

      She frowned again as if she didn’t understand what I was saying. “I can’t?”

      Seriously? Had this woman never been on a plane before? Shit, even movie theatres had assigned seats these days.

      “No, you can’t. You need to sit in your assigned seat.”

      “I have an assigned seat?”

      I barely restrained myself from rolling my eyes. “Yes.”

      “But why? And why do you get to sit in this bigger, more comfy seat and I have to sit back there?”

      “Because I paid extra for this seat and I also paid for the seat you are currently sitting in so I could have both of them to myself, and we have assigned seats so that if the plane crashes our bodies can be identified.”

      Her mouth opened in a shocked gasp. “We’re going to die?”

      “Eventually,” I replied flatly, “but hopefully not on this flight.”

      She shook her head, pale pink hair cascading around her shoulders, and smiled at me again. “Surely you don’t mind if I sit here? I promise to be as quiet as a mouse.”

      “Sorry, no,” I replied. “Please go and find your own seat.”

      “But—”

      “Is there a problem here?” a flight attendant asked as she stopped in the aisle by our seats.

      “Yes,” I replied as the woman with the pink hair said no. “This is not her seat,” I said to clear up the confusion.

      “May I see your ticket please?” the flight attendant asked the woman.

      She handed over her ticket, and the flight attendant smiled tightly at her. “I’m sorry ma’am, you will have to move. You seat is twenty-six b. It’s further down the plane.”

      “Oh, but can’t I just stay here? I mean, he already told me there was no one else sitting here, and I’ve got my seatbelt on and everything already—”

      “I’m sorry ma’am, you have to move. It’s the rules.”

      Her shoulders slumped, and her brightness dimmed a little. I shifted in my seat, feeling bad for her, but I rolled my lips together to stop myself blurting out something I would regret.

      “Well, if it’s the rules,” she said slowly before taking her time to undo her seat belt and stand from the seat.

      “This way,” the flight attendant chirped.

      I kept my head down as the pink-haired woman was led down the aisle of the plane to her assigned seat. I breathed out and shifted again in my seat, letting myself spread out. I rubbed my chest again as the burning eased. I always had my assistant book two seats for me. I hated the whole sitting next to a stranger and making small talk, and it didn’t matter how much I ignored a seatmate, they always tried to make conversation. Buying two seats stopped that, and I got to get some work done while we were in the air.

      I relaxed back into the seat and closed my eyes briefly, thinking about all the work I had waiting for me when I got back to Melbourne. Tasmania might be known as the Apple Isle, but it was not apples that took me there. Hay was the reason I was in Tasmania. With the drought currently inflicting the entire country, I needed to find another supplier to keep up with demand. The fact that my product was so popular was a good thing, and the reality had surpassed my early projections, but hay was an increasingly hot commodity. I needed to secure alternate suppliers so the cost of production didn’t suddenly become unviable. It might just be hay, but with the extra demand from drought-stricken farmers, the price was skyrocketing. Thankfully, I’d managed to source a new supplier and lock in a price. Now I just had to find a way to lower the trans-strait shipping costs, and my company and I would be set.
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      The plane landed on the mainland, and I stayed in my seat and powered up my phone. I knew I was supposed to wait until we got inside the terminal, but how much damage could I really do while the plane was sitting stationary on the tarmac? Besides, I could quickly check my emails while I waited for the first rush of passengers to disembark and not get caught up in the crush. Crowds were not my thing.

      My assistant, Jack, would have a car waiting for me and I didn’t have any baggage to claim. When the aisle was mostly clear, I grabbed my laptop bag and disembarked, taking long strides down the tunnel and out into the terminal, my eyes on my phone.

      “Oof.”

      I stopped and looked down at my feet where the pink-haired woman was now sprawled. I rubbed my chest.

      “Uh, sorry,” I muttered, not quite sure whether to step around her and keep going or offer her a hand to help her to her feet. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “I’m surprised you could see anything with the way your eyes were glued to that thing,” she said, waving her hand at my phone.

      Again, I wasn’t sure what to say or do, so I stood there like an idiot as she climbed to her feet. Did I say crowds weren’t my thing? People, in general, weren’t my thing, if I was honest. They were a necessary evil in my business, but I tried to limit my interaction with them as much as possible, especially strange bubbly, bright women with pink hair who sat in seats not assigned to them.

      Huh, that was weirdly specific.

      “What did you say your name was?” she asked as she straightened her shirt and smoothed the legs of her jeans.

      “I didn’t,” I replied, looking back down at my phone.

      “Oh.”

      I turned to step around her and be on my way when she reached out to lay a hand on my arm. Electricity shot up my arm, and that spot on my chest burned again, almost stealing my breath. I stopped and looked down at the small fingers and bright pink nails before raising my eyes to hers. Blue/green eyes.

      “Sorry, um, but I was just wondering how long it takes for them to bring the bags out.”

      “About fifteen minutes or so,” I replied, my eyes going back to my emails.

      “And I just wait here?”

      My head snapped up, and I narrowed my gaze at her. “You’ve never flown before?”

      “Oh, sure, lots of times,” she said, “just not on a plane—”

      Her hand slapped over her mouth, and I could have sworn I heard her whisper ‘shit’ under her breath. I quirked an eyebrow at her.

      She cleared her throat and lowered her hand. “I’ve never flown on a plane this big before, was what I meant,” she said, beaming a smile at me. “You know, with an airport and everything.”

      “Ri-ight,” I drawled. “Well, you need to go to baggage claim to get your bags.”

      She looked around.

      “It’s that way,” I said, pointing her in the right direction.

      “Oh, okay, great,” she said, smiling at me again. Seriously, did this woman smile all the time? And what the hell was going on with this indigestion?

      “Good luck,” I said, walking away, my eyes back on my phone as I headed for the exit.

      “Wait, I thought you said baggage claim was the other way?” she said, jogging after me.

      “It is.”

      “So why are you going this way?”

      I stopped and turned to face her. “Look, I’m sure you are a lovely person and all, but I am in kind of a hurry.”

      “Okay,” she replied, frowning at me. “But that doesn’t answer the question. Why are you going this way when baggage claim is that way?”

      “Because I don’t have any baggage,” I replied shortly.

      I turned and walked away, but I swore I heard her mutter, “Yeah, you do.” I huffed. Okay, so maybe I did have baggage, but didn’t everyone? And seriously, the woman was old enough to look after herself. She seemed articulate and capable, and I wasn’t obligated to help her. It wasn’t my fault she didn’t know where baggage claim was, or even what baggage claim was. Seriously? Had the woman never watched a movie? Or television? How many ads were there for telephone companies about people waiting in baggage claim and being surprised by their family? A dozen, at least. Okay, maybe not that many, but baggage claim was not some mysterious voodoo that only seasoned travellers knew.

      And if she couldn’t even find baggage claim, how on earth was she going to find a taxi? I hoped to God she had someone picking her up; otherwise, she was liable to get stuck in the airport for the foreseeable future like Tom Hanks in that movie. I might come back next month, and she would still be wandering around looking for a taxi to get her wherever she was going.

      I stopped and turned to go back, but my phone beeped with a notification that my driver was waiting. I shrugged my shoulders. There was plenty of airport staff to help her get where she needed to go, and she was not my problem.

      I continued toward the exit and slid into the waiting car.

      “Did you have a good flight Mr. Thomas?” the driver asked as he got into the driver’s seat.

      “Yes, fine,” I replied distractedly, as I scrolled through the email Jack had sent me. “Straight to the office, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied and pulled out into the traffic.

      I lifted my head as we passed the taxi rank. Was that a head of pink hair I saw? I shook my head. I’m sure she will be fine, I told myself. I mean, how could she not? I rubbed the pain in my chest again. She wasn’t my responsibility, and I had more important things to worry about.

      “Actually, take me to the factory,” I said to the driver.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied.
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